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    Hillary Greene rolled over, and her eyes snapped open to a dim and curtailed light. It seemed to seep grudgingly into the tiny room. 
 
    She groaned. Only two seconds awake and already she was missing her old bedroom, with its flood of daylight pouring generously in through double-glazed, normal-sized windows. 
 
    The noise that had awakened her cheeped once again, and she quickly groped one arm out from under the thin bed linen, banging her knuckles against the wall only a few inches, or so it seemed, from the bed. 
 
    Yelping in pain, she managed to scuffle around on the floor for the mobile phone beside her bed and, eyes still half shut, pressed the right button. 
 
    ‘Yes. DI Greene,’ she mumbled, knowing full well it couldn’t be a social call so early in the morning. Dammit, what was the time? She peered downward, but the face of her wristwatch, also on the floor, was too small for her to make out more than an impression. 
 
    Shit, what she wouldn’t give for a decent bedside table. Not that she had room for one, of course. 
 
    ‘Hillary, morning. Hope I didn’t wake you.’ 
 
    Hillary’s eyes opened more fully. She didn’t exactly sit up straighter, but her brain synapses began to make connections rather more quickly. ‘Sir,’ she said noncommittally. In her mind’s eye she could see Superintendent Marcus Donleavy smiling in that heavy-lidded way of his. His silver hair would be combed into place as neatly as a duck’s backside, and no doubt his trousers had been creased to perfection by his wife’s daily. Residing inside that impeccable exterior would be a glassful of freshly squeezed orange juice and two slices of toasted organic brown bread. Spread with that fancy margarine that was supposed to reduce cholesterol, to be sure. 
 
    Hell, what was the time? Surely she couldn’t have slept in. 
 
    ‘Just thought I’d ring to save you a journey in to the Big House,’ he said heartily, making Hillary wince. Why the hell he insisted on misusing this expression (which was actually American slang for a prison) always confounded her. The phrase had caught on, and now everyone was calling the Thames Valley HQ at Kidlington the Big House. She even said it herself. It didn’t sit right with his nearly-Oxford-educated voice, or his much-joked-about ambitions for higher rank. 
 
    She sat up awkwardly, stifling a yawn, and trying to pretend that his words hadn’t filled her with a seeping coldness. 
 
    ‘Oh?’ she said, in what she hoped was a suitably unimpressed voice. Swallowing hard, she got one elbow under her and glared balefully at the wall. 
 
    So this was it, then. 
 
    ‘Yes. Get yourself off to Dashwood Lock instead. That’s right on your doorstep, isn’t it?’ 
 
    His words came as such a relief that for a moment she didn’t really register their meaning. 
 
    So she hadn’t been suspended. They hadn’t found out anything. 
 
    This was just another case. 
 
    ‘There’s a suspicious death been reported.’ Marcus Donleavy’s voice, now with a certain growing crispness about it which indicated that she’d better get on the ball soon, continued to flow into her ear. ‘Since you’re our expert in such matters, I thought I’d bat it your way. Report soonest, all right?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir,’ she said, with an equal crispness, and the monotonous blur of the dial tone answered back. Squinting, she managed to find the phone’s off button, and lay back for a moment against the pillows, gloomily considering the idea of getting a pair of reading glasses. 
 
    When was the last time she’d had her eyes tested? Had she ever had her eyes tested? Must have done — when she was at school, if nothing else. So long ago, who’s to remember? 
 
    She half-sighed, and then half-laughed at herself, and threw back the covers. She swung her legs around and nearly banged her knee against the wall. She reached up, drew a pocket-handkerchief-sized curtain away from the round window, and yawned widely. 
 
    She slipped her watch on. Eight fifteen. She could see it perfectly now she had some light. The optician could go pedal his bike elsewhere for the time being. 
 
    Who said bits began to fall off when you reached the big Four Oh? 
 
    She reached for her tights and wriggled into them, then pulled off the Def Leppard T-shirt, that one sure sign of her misspent youth, now doubling as a nightie. She reached for her bra and glanced down, wondering if it was her imagination or were her breasts really sagging. Maybe it was just pre-coffee gloom. 
 
    Or, worse, excess fat. 
 
    Hastily, and rather inelegantly, she struggled into her cross- your-heart and stood up. It was exactly one step to her wardrobe. The sliding doors always stuck when she pulled them open. 
 
    That was another thing she missed — doors that opened outwards, normal ones. 
 
    And like most mornings, she cursed her husband. Or ex-husband. Or late husband. She never could get it straight in her mind which it was. But current, ex or late unlamented, one thing about Ronnie remained the same. He was, without doubt, the worst thing that had ever happened to her. 
 
    Selecting a pale blue blouse to go with a dark blue skirt, she dressed fast, moving exactly one more step to her right to stand in front of a small mirror. 
 
    Were those grey hairs appearing in the bob of sensibly cut brown hair, or was it the poor light again? Whatever, a few strokes of the brush, making sure of the parting and pushing back the two wings either side of her face, took care of it. A quick pat of powder, a dab of darkish lipstick, and she was ready. 
 
    Her stomach rumbled. 
 
    Well, almost ready. 
 
    She moved through the permanently open door into the tiny passageway and then to the open-plan lounge and kitchen area. No time for toast — which was probably just as well. Her constant battle with the flab was beginning to weary her, but not to the point of giving in. 
 
    She reached for the kettle warily, wondering if the gas bottles needed changing yet. But no, within moments it began to hum, as if reproving of her ongoing pessimism. A spoonful of instant, an artificial sweetener, and things began to look up. Not least because she had some decent windows in here. 
 
    Outside, things looked encouragingly blue and green. And yellow. A sunny day, perhaps? England in May, you never could be sure what you’d be getting once you were daft enough to stick your head outside your front door. 
 
    ‘Dashwood Lock,’ she muttered, reaching for her phone. 
 
    Oxford, down to Kidlington. Her finger paused above her own place of residence, the strangely named village of Thrupp, right on Kidlington’s back doorstep. No Dashwood — must be north. Scroll along. Lower Heyford, follow the line down, Cleeves Bridge, High Bush Bridge — yep, Dashwood Lock. Her finger tapped on it thoughtfully. 
 
    She noticed the clear nail polish on her index finger was chipped. Damn. 
 
    A blank area of green. Dashwood Lock, it seemed, was right slap bang in the middle of precisely nowhere. Great. That meant no witnesses, no door-stepping to do, nothing to hope for in the way of possible leads unless the local farmer had some cows or sheep that were in a talkative mood. 
 
    ‘Damn,’ she muttered, squinting at the mileage from her current position. Four. Easy going up the towpath on the bike. Good for those thigh muscles. Think of the war against fat, and what a nice little victory that would be. 
 
    But the SIO turning up at a crime scene — on a bike? Not likely. She had enough image problems to live down as it was, thanks to bloody Ronnie, without looking like some new-age greenie. 
 
    No, the car it would have to be. Which meant finding the nearest village, which, by the looks of it, was Northbrook. Her lips twisted wryly as she contemplated the map — no doubt a regular hive of activity, full of eager citizens all anxious to assist the police with their enquiries. 
 
    She gulped her coffee, keeping a wary eye on the clock. Barely five minutes since the phone call from Donleavy. 
 
    But why had she had a call from Donleavy in the first place? Her brain, with its first shot of caffeine, began to wake up. Mellow Mallow, as DCI, was surely far more likely to be the one doling out the jobs? 
 
    Unless he’d been told to lie low until the enquiry into Ronnie was over. In which case, Donleavy would probably be playing the kid-glove angle with her for some time to come. 
 
    That sick feeling was stealing back into her insides again, and she swallowed the last of the coffee hastily, hating the taste of the artificial sweetener and longing for sugar and comfort. 
 
    But she knew she’d be getting neither today. 
 
    She reached for her bag and jacket, and side-stepped into the narrow corridor. She glanced into the bedroom at the unmade bed, then shrugged, ducking comically low as she walked up the iron stairs. Several extremely painful bangs on her head during her early days here had taught her to keep on with the Hunchback of Notre Dame look whenever she went out. 
 
    Unbolting the dual metal doors at the top, she emerged into a sunny May morning. A family of long-tailed tits were twittering their usual high-pitched calls in the willow opposite and a woman walking her dog smiled at her. 
 
    Yeah, yeah, Hillary thought, to both the birds and the woman, but she felt instantly better for being outside, with room to breathe and manoeuvre. 
 
    She stepped off the platform and onto solid ground, shutting and locking the doors behind her. 
 
    Hoisting her bag over her shoulder, she turned and walked the length of the Mollern — all fifty feet of her — and glanced idly at her paintwork in passing. 
 
    Like most canal boats moored in their posh private moorings at Thrupp, the boat was black-bottomed and well maintained. But whereas her neighbours’ boats were painted the cheerful bright blues, greens, reds and yellows that were so popular in native canal art, her uncle’s boat was a combination of pearly grey, white and black with a touch of pale gold. 
 
    She vaguely remembered him telling her once that “mollern” was the country word for “heron.” Like Brock was a badger, and Reynard a fox, she supposed. And that the colours of the boat were supposed to represent the plumage of the elegant river bird. 
 
    Yeah, whatever, she’d thought at the time — little realising that one day the boat would feature so prominently in her own life. 
 
    But when she’d first moved in, as a supposedly temporary thing last November, it had just looked as grey and dismal as the weather. A perfect echo to her own grim mood. 
 
    A robin began to sing heartily from a clump of sedge nearby. She caught a brief glimpse of his bright orange breast as he — she? — hopped about, and the corners of her lips turned upwards. 
 
    Her Volkswagen looked good for its age. It was nearly twelve, but the pale green bodywork was immaculate. When you couldn’t afford to buy a new car, it was uplifting to realise how quickly the human spirit could embrace the concept of wax. Even her own previously wax-free spirit. 
 
    Hillary opened the door, slid in and turned the key. Her optimism didn’t let her down. The engine started straight away, and ran as smooth as a nut. She was sure that mechanic at the garage fancied her. 
 
    She reached for the seatbelt, and then frowned. No, the mechanic couldn’t fancy her. If he did, he’d service the car so badly she’d have to keep going back. Damn. Sometimes she hated thinking like a copper. 
 
    Heading north along the main Oxford to Banbury road, she finally set her mind to work, and Dashwood Lock. 
 
    A suspicious death. Contrary to popular public belief, almost any death was considered “suspicious” in police parlance, until proven otherwise. Usually by the pathologist. 
 
    In the earlier stages of her career, like all lowly police constables Hillary had seen death in all its usual shapes and guises. Domestics, RTAs, gang knifings, industrial accidents, you name it, she’d seen it. 
 
    But in this case she didn’t really have to stretch her imagination very far. A suspicious death at a lock probably meant a drowning. Some summer holidaymaker, unused to canal boats, perhaps boozed up, had fallen off the back of the boat and died. 
 
    Probably. 
 
    Hillary, with one eye on her phone, turned off at Hopcrofts Halt. She was sure there was a quicker way to Northbrook, but who the hell wanted to be fiddling around on one cup of artificially sweetened coffee? Following the google map towards Bletchington, she nearly missed the dirty wooden signpost for the turnoff to Northbrook. She steered carefully down the steep, single-track road, and looked around her. 
 
    Wheat fields. 
 
    And that was it. 
 
    She’d lived in Oxfordshire all her life, and in Kidlington itself for the best part of twenty years, so she knew that the majority of villages were deserted during the day, as their commuting residents left every morning bright and early like released homing pigeons, and then returned, late and knackered, for their evening meal and telly. 
 
    And a small village like Northbrook — no, make that a hamlet, for she couldn’t see a church spire or tower in front of her — was no exception. Unless there was a pensioner or two about. 
 
    She followed the narrow road down past the few cottages and houses until it abruptly ended. And, there, parked off the road, was a bright red Mini. 
 
    She sighed. She was in the right place then. What’s more, DS Janine Tyler had been assigned to the case with her. 
 
    Hillary’s lips twisted wryly. She bet that had pleased Janine. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine Tyler walked wearily up and down and wished she could sit on the tempting black-and-white painted arm of the lock. She’d had something of a night of it the night before, and she’d been here nearly half an hour already, waiting for a senior investigating officer to show up. She’d called in the doc, who was now standing on the side of the lock looking down, and SOCO were on the way. No doubt they wouldn’t thank her for leaving her smudged bum-print on the arm of the lock. 
 
    She was glancing longingly at the grass, wondering if it was dry enough to sit on, when she heard feet approaching, and turned to look along the towpath. Detective Inspector Hillary Greene was walking towards her with her usual fast gait, controlled face and unnervingly competent manner. 
 
    Janine felt a flicker of disappointment. 
 
    Of course, there was no way it could have been Mel — DCI Philip Mallow to give him his proper title — assigned to a mere suspicious death. Pity. She’d like to work with him. She was reasonably sure he was interested in her. And why not? He was divorced now. Twice, wasn’t it? The other day, in the car park, he’d waited while she’d reversed out. OK, it was hardly a meeting out of Brief Encounter, but most senior male officers would have just roared away in their flash cars, and sod her and her brand new Mini. 
 
    But the DCI had smiled at her as she’d passed. In that way. The way that men did who were interested. 
 
    Yes, it would have been nice to have an excuse to get a bit closer to the very mellow DCI Mallow. It was not that she had anything against Hillary personally. In fact, the scuttlebutt back at the Big House was generally in favour of Hillary, and always had been, even before this investigation into her late husband had started. It went without saying that any copper (or even fellow officer and wife of said copper) being investigated by an outside force automatically came in for near sainthood status and unstinting support from her own station. Except from those who liked to keep their distance. 
 
    Janine wasn’t one of those who thought that guilt through association was particularly dangerous. It was just that she didn’t like having a woman boss. It was as simple as that. And it had nothing to do with jealousy, either. Hillary Greene, after all, was still only a DI, even though she had to be gone forty. So she was hardly a go-getter, right? OK, getting to DI was good for a woman, even nowadays, but Janine was a sergeant already at twenty-eight, and intended to be a DI in the next couple of years, and a DCI long before she was forty. 
 
    She got on OK with Hillary. In fact, apart from that wanker, Frank Ross, she couldn’t think of a single cop back at the Big House who actively disliked her. That was something of an achievement in itself, now Janine came to think of it. It was just that once you got two women working on a case together, out came all the nudge-nudge, wink-wink jokes, and the all-you-girls-together mentality really pissed Janine off. 
 
    It showed, if she had but known it, on her face. 
 
    As Hillary drew level, she noticed the younger woman straighten up, as if expecting some kind of reprimand. Just what was the sergeant’s problem? Hillary wondered wearily. As far as she could remember, she hadn’t done anything to step on her dainty toes. 
 
    It didn’t help that she instantly felt awkward and ugly the moment she reached Janine. Janine, at five foot six, was a good three or four inches shorter than Hillary. And blonde. Damn her. And thin. Double damn her. 
 
    But she had the makings of a good copper, and like any SIO, Hillary knew it was part of her job to teach as well as lead. 
 
    Even if the trainee would obviously rather be taking orders from anyone else but her. 
 
    Well, perhaps not from Frank Ross. 
 
    ‘What have we got?’ she asked, trying not to sound like a growling dog that had just had its bone taken away. 
 
    ‘Boss,’ Janine said, by way of greeting. ‘A Mrs Millaker was out walking her dog this morning. Came across the body at roughly seven thirty. She starts work at nine — in a wine shop in Summertown. Called in on her mobile and waited for us to show.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. The usual, then. It was amazing just how often dog walkers came upon dead bodies. You’d have thought, she mused, that the general public would wise up and stay at home. 
 
    She glanced at the woman who was standing a little way down the towpath. She looked distressed, embarrassed, curious and excited at the same time. Hillary fought the urge to tell her to buy herself a cat. Or a budgie. 
 
    She would leave it to Janine to get a full statement from her later. 
 
    Instead, she walked to the edge of the lock and glanced at the doc. 
 
    Doc Steven Partridge wouldn’t see fifty again, although you’d never know it by the clothes he wore — and the hair dye. 
 
    He played squash. And seemed to enjoy it. To Hillary, who loathed every type of sport and all physical exercise, this said it all. Nevertheless, she kind of liked the man. He had the usual pathologist’s gory humour, but he was respectful to the dead, and didn’t treat coppers too harshly either. 
 
    ‘Doc,’ she said quietly. 
 
    He turned his thoughtful, rather watery blue eyes her way for a moment, and smiled briefly, as if needing a few moments to recognise her. She didn’t take it personally. No doubt he’d been miles away. 
 
    ‘Hillary. So you got this one, did you?’ he said, somewhat unnecessarily. 
 
    She nodded, and looked down. Then she wished she hadn’t. Looking at bodies wasn’t her favourite occupation. 
 
    To make matters worse, the lock was out. And this one seemed deep. How far down was the body? Fifteen feet? More? She’d never liked heights. She felt a little light-headed and quickly looked up. 
 
    Swaying barley gleamed in the neighbouring field. Behind her, she noticed, was the typical English hedge — a mixture of hawthorn, blackthorn, wild damson, alder and other assorted bushes. Behind that a grazing field with seemingly nothing in it, and beyond that a railway track. She could even hear a train approaching. 
 
    She turned more fully to watch it go by — a three-carriage, blue, green and white express. Even if a train had been going by at the fatal moment, she doubted that any of its passengers would have been able to see anything through the green thicket. 
 
    ‘He looks a bit battered about to me.’ Steven Partridge’s voice pulled her back from her thoughts and she turned and looked down once more. 
 
    The body was hard to make out, floating face down as it was. She could see dark hair and what had once been a white shirt bulged out in places with trapped air. The legs looked very dark. Denim? Jeans? A youngster, then? A teenager, perhaps, on holiday with his mum and dad, who’d drunk too much last night. No. They’d have been looking for him by now. 
 
    But why was she assuming the body had gone into the water last night? It could have been in the lock only a matter of hours. Or even minutes. Could he have been one of a party of students? Oxford wasn’t far away, and canal holidays were popular with them nowadays. Somewhere, a few miles up the towpath, there could be a whole host of teenagers waking up with headaches, and wondering where old so-and-so had got to. ‘See the angle of the left leg? And the dark stains on the bottom of the shirt, where it’s tucked into the waist?’ The doc’s voice once again interrupted her musings. ‘Looks to me like he took a right bashing.’ 
 
    Beside her, she felt the svelte, blonde presence of her sergeant and tried to ignore her stomach’s insistence that, once back at the Big House and no longer contemplating a corpse, she should tuck into the canteen’s sausage and egg special. 
 
    ‘Propeller damage?’ she asked, expecting no reply. Police surgeons, pathologists and medical personnel in general were notorious for not sticking their necks out. Opinions came after the post-mortem, rarely before. 
 
    Steven Partridge sighed. 
 
    ‘I wasn’t sure whether or not to open the lock, boss, and get some uniforms to wade in and move him. Or whether to flood the lock and bring him up. It’d be easier to get him out that way.’ Janine already knew what Hillary’s response would be but, as she so often did in the DI’s presence, she felt the need to talk, say something. Probably because, before all this guff had come out about Ronnie Greene, Hillary’s track record had been good, and Janine wanted to know how she managed it. Hillary consistently got good results, so the gossip had it. In fact, old Marcus was known to think she had a “real detective’s mind.” Whatever the hell that meant. 
 
    ‘No, don’t flood the lock,’ Hillary said at once. ‘In fact, I suppose we’d better call out the divers. Who knows what fell out of the victim’s pockets down there?’ 
 
    ‘Boss,’ Janine said quietly, and moved a few steps away to use the phone and summon the police diving unit. Exercising this little bit of control made her feel better again. 
 
    Hillary, long since immune to the joy of giving orders, was now staring down as morosely as the doc. No doubt there’ll be plenty of mud to sift through down there, she thought. She didn’t envy the divers their job. 
 
    Thinking of professionals doing their job, how come the doc wasn’t down there now, in his white overalls and wellies, valiantly examining the body? 
 
    ‘You not going down there, then?’ Hillary said, hiding her smile carefully, as Dr Partridge glanced down automatically at his Yves Saint Laurent ensemble. His expertly plucked eyebrows rose a scant millimetre or two. 
 
    ‘Are you kidding?’ he said. ‘Look what happened to the last silly sod who went down there.’ 
 
    There was no answer to that. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 2 
 
    Superintendent Marcus Donleavy leant back in the comfortable leather swivel armchair he’d purloined from the police liaison officer. He cast a brief smile on DCI Philip Mallow, who’d just walked in. 
 
    ‘You wanted to see me, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Sit down, Mel.’ His use of the officer’s nickname was a tacit acknowledgement of their friendly relations. ‘Just thought I’d bring you up to speed on the latest developments concerning the Ronnie Greene affair.’ 
 
    Marcus was dressed in his usual navy blue suit and trademark black tie, but his face had a drawn look that wasn’t at all usual. 
 
    Mel, who was in the act of easing his six-foot-two frame into the rather less comfortable chair, glanced up, a grimace on his clean-shaven face. 
 
    ‘Trouble?’ 
 
    Marcus waved his hand, palm down, in a rocking motion. ‘Yes and no. Seems they’ve definitely got their teeth into something, but so far there’s nothing that ties us in. Or Hillary.’ 
 
    While he spoke, Marcus watched Mel speculatively. Station gossip had it that Mel was rather fond of Hillary Greene, but he could detect nothing of the sort in the thoughtful blue eyes now. 
 
    ‘Well, that’s good. Mind you, I never thought Ronnie Greene would have been the kind to share his action with anyone else . . .’ Mel’s voice trailed off. 
 
    Marcus looked at him. Tactfully, Mel was keeping his mouth shut but Marcus knew he was almost certainly thinking the same thing as he was. If Ronnie’s corrupt little ways had infiltrated the Kidlington HQ, there was really only one place to look. Ronnie Greene and Frank Ross had been as close as two ticks on a sick parrot. 
 
    ‘They’ve requested an interview with Hillary this week,’ he said. 
 
    “They” were the officers from the Discipline and Complaints Department who, over two months ago now, had been assigned by the Police Complaints Authority to investigate Ronnie Greene. 
 
    The “Yorkie Bars,” as they were universally known, came from a North Yorkshire force, so everyone at the station was currently engaged on thinking up scathing jokes and insults about Yorkshire puddings, Leeds United, cricket and everything else Yorkshire. One university graduate had even come up with a War of the Roses pun that nobody got, but it was supposed to be very derogatory indeed towards Yorkies, so everybody laughed at it. 
 
    Mel sighed. ‘Well, no point trying to put ’em off, I suppose. Sooner they’re out of her hair, the better. It beats me what they expect to find. She left him more than, what, a good six months ago?’ 
 
    Marcus echoed his sigh. ‘Unfortunately, it’s looking as if our Ronnie had his hand in the till for a good few years. So it’s well within their purview to take a good long look at the wife, don’t you think?’ 
 
    The fairness of his words, however, were belied by the hard glint in his eye. Like everyone else in the station, from the humblest PC to the highest brass, Marcus didn’t like cops investigating cops. Full stop. 
 
    Mel snorted. ‘Yeah, right. I just hope somebody’s put them right on Ronnie Greene’s wandering hands and eyes. And made it clear that theirs wasn’t exactly a match made in heaven. If Ronnie was raking in the dosh, Hillary’s the last woman he’d have spent it on. Or trusted to hide it for him, for that matter. In fact, knowing her, she’d have been quite likely to donate the whole lot to the Sally Army, just to see the look on his face when he found out.’ 
 
    Marcus grinned. Mel was certainly quick to defend Hillary, but was there anything more to it? No, Marcus couldn’t see them as a pair. Mel, for all his laidback reputation, was an ambitious sod, and although Hillary was too, there was a difference. A vast difference. 
 
    Mel wanted to be chief constable one day. He was political. He knew how to cultivate friends in the right places and play the game. But Hillary . . . Marcus had always thought Hillary simply hated bad guys. And girls. Just liked doing the job. Enjoyed seeing crooks take the fall. To Mel, that was almost a means to an end, but with Hillary, he’d always felt, there was something far more personal about it. It was as if she enjoyed being a copper in a way very few of them did. He’d never known her to complain about public bias, for instance. Some cops got fed up with the “pig” jokes, friends’ carefulness with their drinking whenever a cop was invited to a party, the endless innuendoes about racism, elitism, or whatever “ism” was currently in vogue. But Hillary never seemed to care. If a member of the public barracked her at a crime scene, for instance, if anything it made her smile. And, for all his “mellow” reputation, that wasn’t something Marcus could ever see the chief inspector doing. 
 
    Mel was too wise about himself not to have at least some idea that they were oil and water. And since masochism wasn’t one of his faults, who did Mel have his eye on? One thing Marcus was sure of, Mel’s two previous divorces hadn’t been enough of a case of “once bitten, twice shy” to keep him away from the ladies. 
 
    ‘So, you want me to tell Hillary to keep herself available?’ Mel offered now, looking a little surprised when Marcus shook his head. 
 
    ‘No, I’ll do it. Besides, I wanted to tell you — I’ve assigned her to a case.’ 
 
    Mel looked even more surprised, as well he might. To all intents and purposes, Hillary had been practically desk-bound since her husband’s death and the allegations of corruption that had quickly followed. He must be wondering why Marcus was giving her an assignment now. 
 
    But a second later, he nodded. ‘Of course, if Hillary is working an ongoing case, she’ll have less time to give to the D&C people.’ Marcus nodded back. ‘Why make it easy on the buggers?’ 
 
    ‘So, what’s the case?’ Mel asked. 
 
    ‘Suspicious death.’ 
 
    Mel frowned. 
 
    Marcus knew exactly what he was thinking. A suspicious death could turn into a murder enquiry, and that might lead to ramifications in certain quarters. True, Hillary herself wasn’t under investigation. Yet. But how long would it be before her bank statements were subpoenaed and her neighbours questioned? Had Mrs Greene been going out a lot lately? New fur coat? New car? Where did she go on holiday last year? The year before? 
 
    Of course they’d find nothing, because there was nothing to find, but to have someone under that kind of pressure heading up a murder case . . . 
 
    ‘Relax,’ he said, and Mel shifted uncomfortably in his seat. ‘It’s a body in a lock. It’s bound to be some boozed-up boatie who took a tumble. It has death by misadventure written all over it. Or suicide, maybe. Just serious enough to give her some good excuses to be out in the field whenever the Yorkie Bars came a-calling.’ 
 
    Mel nodded. ‘OK. I’ll keep an eye on things.’ 
 
    Marcus added thoughtfully, ‘When I rang her this morning, she didn’t seem all that up. Still, no one expects her to be chipper, with her life in the crapper. Hey, didn’t know I was poetical, did you?’ 
 
    Mel smiled obligingly. ‘I don’t think she likes living on the boat.’ 
 
    ‘No?’ Marcus was genuinely surprised. ‘I thought it would have been most people’s idea of a dream come true. Life on the open road. Well, open canal. All that wildlife, kingfishers and stuff. A small space to keep clean, no housework to speak of.’ 
 
    Mel shrugged. ‘I suppose it all depends on the circumstances, doesn’t it? I mean, it wasn’t as if she’d always wanted to live on the canal. It’s just that when she left Ronnie, and the bastard kicked up rough about not selling the house till the divorce was final, or letting her live in it either, she had nowhere else to go until her solicitor could flex some of his own muscle. And she’d have been mad to shackle herself to another mortgage before she’d offloaded Ronnie for good. You know what a tricky bastard he was. She had to stay local, and you know as well as I do, living so close to Oxford, what rents are like round here on anything even halfway decent.’ 
 
    Marcus nodded. Luckily, he and his wife had bought their modest (but now very desirable) detached house in “The Moors” nearly twenty-five years ago, before things got so crazy. 
 
    ‘Right. Think the government’s latest plan to help us, and the nurses and firemen, to buy locally will be any use?’ 
 
    For a while their talk turned to more general topics. 
 
    It wasn’t until Mel was making moves to go that their conversation got back to the internal inquiry that was causing so much aggro. 
 
    ‘If Ronnie has been pulling in the dosh for so long, he must have collected quite a wad,’ Marcus said, automatically lowering his voice even though the door was firmly shut and only Julie, his secretary, was sitting outside. ‘I know he was a bit brash, but he could be surprisingly sophisticated in certain ways.’ 
 
    ‘But not with women.’ 
 
    Marcus nodded, remembering the string of affairs, always with blondes, usually recruited from the restaurants, pubs and hairdressers of nearby Oxford. 
 
    ‘So, with a bit of luck they’ll never be able to pin him down,’ said Mel. ‘No wads of cash packed around the central heating lagging on the boiler. No gold coins in a safety deposit box. No stocks and shares and a portfolio with a city stockbroker that would have kept a professional footballer’s wife happy.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s hope not,’ Marcus said with feeling. ‘At any rate, the bugger’s safely dead. That was one huge favour he did us.’ 
 
    Mel laughed and nodded, then rose, stretching as he did so. ‘Who’d have thought there’d be so much money in tiger pricks?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The sun was definitely shining as if it meant it. Hillary glanced once more at her watch. It was now gone half past ten, and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. Behind her some dog roses, the first of the season, were beginning to uncurl their pale pink petals, and a squadron of ducks and one brave moorhen, no doubt attracted by human activity, were clustered around her feet, looking for a bread handout. 
 
    If it wasn’t for the presence of a black, rubber-suited diver below, and the insistent presence of the bobbing corpse, it would be a perfect kind of day. The sort of day Evelyn Waugh would have set on the Isis, with Oxford’s dreaming spires shimmering around his characters, rather than the more prosaic Oxford canal in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    ‘Ready, guv?’ the diver called up to her, and she nodded, wondering why there wasn’t a second one. Didn’t divers always work in pairs, for safety? Probably cutbacks were the reason, she thought, with a non-accountable person’s smug indifference to the cost of things. Or perhaps, with the water being barely four foot deep, the other diver had managed to skive off. 
 
    ‘Right, let’s get the gate fully open,’ she said to the uniforms who’d since gathered. ‘Give the man some room.’ 
 
    Then she wondered if she meant the diver or the body. 
 
    Detective Constable Tommy Lynch moved forward and pushed the lock’s arm without waiting for help. Not that he needed it. At six foot three, he was powerfully built, though Hillary had heard his particular sport was running rather than boxing or weightlifting. She nodded in silent thanks as she went past, and a little knot of professionally interested people gathered at the lock’s edge to watch the proceedings. 
 
    Doc Partridge walked down to the end in anticipation of the body’s arrival, and began to lay out a plastic sheet on the grass. From his voluminous bag he pulled out a white coverall that literally covered all, slipping over his shoes and finishing in a hood at the top of his head. 
 
    Yellow police tape had already been set up around the lock, although Hillary wasn’t sure who it was expected to keep at bay. Unless you counted a pair of curious crows, and the ducks. 
 
    Still, the season was getting on. There was bound to be a boat coming along sooner or later. 
 
    And that reminded her. 
 
    ‘Janine?’ She turned to look over her shoulder at her sergeant, who stepped a bit closer. ‘You’d better call up the Rivers Authority — Thames Water, who-the-hell-ever — and warn them that this lock is going to be off-limits for a while. We’ll be having boats backing up sooner or later, I know, but they might have some kind of CB or radio system so they can warn holidaymakers to avoid this area for a few days, if at all possible.’ 
 
    Janine nodded. Her eyes were not on her boss but on the progress of the diver. 
 
    Not that he was doing much diving, poor sod. The muddy, greenish-tinged water only seemed to come up to his shoulders. He moved jerkily, as if wading through thick mud. Which he probably was. 
 
    ‘I can feel something metal down here,’ he called up. ‘What’s the betting it’s a shopping trolley?’ 
 
    The diver looked impossibly young. Hillary remembered that old chestnut about policemen looking younger the older you got. But this one really did look as if he should be in school. Riotous auburn curls, now tucked under the black rubber hood did nothing to lessen the impression of a boy playing hooky from school. Now there was a frown of concentration on his pale, freckled face as he got nearer the body. 
 
    Hillary tensed. She hoped he wasn’t as much of a novice as he looked. It would be nasty enough down there as it was, without him puking his guts up into the water as well. But she needn’t have worried. The frown was all professional. 
 
    ‘There’s a lot of ground sludge, guv,’ he called up. ‘We might have to dredge. Visibility is practically zero down here, especially with all this churning up I’m having to do.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘Let’s have him out of there first. You never know, the water might clear.’ 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, she saw DC Tommy Lynch grin widely. Yeah, right, she thought, with an answering smile. And she might sprout wings and fly. 
 
    The diver, whose name she hadn’t caught, reached the body and carefully looked all around it before trying to move it, just to make sure it wasn’t caught up anywhere. Hillary nodded in unconscious approval. Finally, sure that the body was free-floating, he carefully and very gently wrapped a gloved hand around one wrist, to prevent post-mortem bruising. Then, with the other hand slipped underneath the belly, he began to slowly, almost courteously, usher the floating body out of the lock, towards the ministrations of the waiting pathologist. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tommy watched the manoeuvres with interested but uneasy eyes. He’d never liked dealing with death. Not ideal in a man who’d chosen the police force for a career. He watched Hillary Greene keep a slow pace with the progress of the corpse. The sun was giving her hair a glossy sheen, like the kernel of a nut. She looked tired though. There were dark smudges under her big brown eyes. 
 
    Like everyone else, Tommy knew she was being investigated by the D&C department, just because she’d been married to that clown, Ronnie Greene. Everyone back at the Big House was up in arms about it. He wondered what she was doing as senior investigating officer on a case like this. As if she didn’t have enough on her plate. 
 
    He spotted Janine Tyler walking past him, mobile to her ear, and fought back a yawn. He’d been pulling double shifts last week, and he still hadn’t caught up with his rest. 
 
    ‘Lynch, give the doc a hand, will you?’ Hillary said, and Tommy quickly moved off the arm of the lock, where he’d been sitting, and crouched down beside the pathologist. The grass was warm beneath his knees and gave off that crushed-grass smell as he knelt. Like Hillary a few minutes before, he suddenly realised what a glorious day it was. 
 
    The diver slipped, went down on one knee, and automatically closed his mouth to prevent the foul canal water getting in. He righted himself, cursed under his breath, and got his footing back. The corpse, still floating face downwards, waited politely. 
 
    Within a minute, the diver had it at the canal bank. ‘I’ll push, you pull, mate,’ he said unnecessarily to Tommy, who nodded without offence. 
 
    ‘Don’t pull too hard, or grasp too tight. Try and get him under the armpits,’ the pathologist said, also unnecessarily. 
 
    Again, Tommy merely nodded amiably, but he caught Hillary Greene rolling her eyes and felt suddenly buoyant. At least she knew he didn’t need to be taught how to suck eggs. 
 
    Yes, indeedy, it was a glorious day. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine Tyler turned off her phone and walked towards the scene, as eager as the rest of them to have her first proper look at the body. 
 
    She’d done her time on the beat, of course, and had witnessed no end of burglaries, robberies, arson, assaults of various types, rape, and even, once, a kidnapping (though that had turned out to be a disgruntled dad who’d taken the kid to Lowestoft). But in truth, they didn’t come along all that often. So when one did, an ambitious sergeant made the most of it. 
 
    The pathologist, having examined the corpse’s back, turned it over on the plastic sheeting, and Janine stared down at the face with what she hoped was the proper professional detachment. 
 
    She needn’t have bothered. 
 
    ‘Ugly sod, isn’t he?’ said the pathologist. 
 
    The corpse was indeed, even for a corpse, a very unprepossessing sight. His skin was extremely pock-marked and pitted, which even Janine could tell had nothing to do with the effects of water. Also, a scar ran over his right eyebrow, interrupting its dark shagginess with a pale white line. His hair was dark, as were the sightless eyes, now slightly filmed over. He had an angular face that leaned more towards the ferret than the feline. His teeth were yellow and uneven, reinforcing the rodent look. 
 
    An ugly sod, as Dr Steven Partridge had so aptly put it. 
 
    SOCO had arrived half an hour or so ago, and already the police photographer was snapping off shots. The ground immediately around the lock, especially the grass, had been cordoned off first thing, with the doc, Hillary and all the rest having been careful to keep off it as much as possible. Still, Janine had known straight away that it would be useless. The ground was too hard to take footprints, and besides, the best crime scene of all, as far as SOCO were concerned, would be the boat itself. 
 
    Finding it would have to be DI Greene’s number one priority. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary was thinking much the same thing. She knew that the speed limit on the canal was a whopping four miles an hour (not that she’d even so much as moved the Mollern from her mooring) so she doubted it could have got far. 
 
    In fact, she’d spent the entire morning half-expecting to get a call on her mobile, patched through from the Big House, saying someone had already missed one of their boating party. 
 
    That, or a call from MisPer. 
 
    Now, though, as she looked down at the scarred and ugly face, she wondered if anybody would bother reporting this person as missing. Then she felt guilty — just because he wasn’t exactly a George Clooney lookalike didn’t mean somebody didn’t love him. 
 
    Even so. 
 
    She just felt in her bones that this wasn’t going to be quite as simple as she’d first thought. 
 
    ‘Any ID, Doc?’ she asked, although she knew it was impossible to rush him. 
 
    Steven Partridge grunted and didn’t so much as lift his eyes from his inspection of the corpse’s crotch. 
 
    Hillary sighed, walked to the arm of the lock, which SOCO had long since dusted for prints, brushed some black powder off and sat down. 
 
    ‘Young male, about mid-to-late twenties I’d guess.’ The doc was seemingly talking to nobody in particular, although Janine was the one taking notes. ‘As of now, I’d say — but don’t quote me — that he went into the water sometime between seven and midnight last night.’ 
 
    Hillary rubbed the side of her nose with one finger. ‘Earlier rather than later, I think.’ Noticing several people turn to look at her, she explained. ‘Narrowboats don’t travel well at night. The majority of them aren’t fixed with any kind of headlights, for example, and the canal authorities actively frown on people travelling after dusk.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, right,’ Steven Partridge said absently. There was something about his tone that caught Hillary’s attention. 
 
    She left the lock and moved back to the canal side, careful not to get in the way of any of the SOCO team. She’d supervised so many crime scenes by now that this was second nature to her. 
 
    She crouched beside the doctor. ‘What?’ she said simply. 
 
    Steven Partridge glanced at her, then away. ‘There seems to be a lot of damage in the lower abdominal region,’ he said, deliberately noncommittal. ‘Of course, it’s hard to say with the jeans still being on. And dark.’ 
 
    ‘Propeller damage?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Maybe.’ 
 
    He moved his gloved hands carefully over the pelvic region, finally dipping into the pockets. It was not easy. The jeans were a tight fit. 
 
    ‘No wallet,’ he said. The body was wearing a once white T-shirt and a black leather jacket. He tried the pockets of the jacket and shook his head. 
 
    Hillary sighed. No easy ID, then. No witnesses, unless one counted the woman walking her dog. Great. 
 
    She got to her feet, feeling her knees twinge ominously. Ignoring her discomfort, she walked a few steps away. ‘Right, Janine, you’d better get back to the village and do some door-stepping. Not that you’ll find too many people home at this time of day, so you’ll have to come back tonight. The usual.’ 
 
    Janine nodded and walked away. Hillary watched her go. She wondered what the pretty blonde got out of her job, then thought about why she herself had joined the force. Then she wondered why the hell Ronnie ever had. Unless it had been with the express purpose of hooking up with an illegal animal-parts smuggler and making a fortune. She wouldn’t have put it past him. 
 
    ‘Ma’am?’ The voice, a gentle prompting, came from Tommy Lynch. 
 
    ‘You’d better take a walk along the towpath. Let’s see . . . say the boat came through as early as seven . . . four miles per hour, say it did eight before it moored. And this morning, say, whoever,’ she nodded towards the corpse, ‘for some reason hadn’t been missed, and the boat’s done another few hours’ travelling. Say the boat could be twenty miles away max. The lock was opened downstream, so head north first. Walk down the towpath for a couple of miles and talk to everyone on any moored boat you can find. You’re looking for anything unusual, a loud party on one of the boats, a boat going by after dark, any talk of a holidaymaker who’s gone home early or in a huff. The usual.’ 
 
    Tommy nodded and grinned happily. ‘Ma’am.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary talked to the dog walker, Mrs Millaker, again, this time describing the corpse. Photographs might be a bit too grisly to inflict on the general public, she quickly decided. But the dog walker didn’t recognise the description as that of anyone who lived locally. 
 
    Somehow Hillary wasn’t surprised. Nothing was ever that easy. At least, not for her it wasn’t. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3 
 
    Frank Ross shook his head at the proffered smoke. ‘No thanks.’ Then he watched Sergeant Curtis Smith put away the pack with a twinge of regret. Like all public buildings there was a strict “No Smoking” policy at the Big House, and he’d have liked to indulge the chance to break the rules. 
 
    But not with the Yorkie Bars. Not even Frank was up for that. 
 
    ‘So, DS Ross,’ the younger one began, leaning forward and ostensibly perusing the notes in front of him, ‘We’ve been told that if anyone was close to Ronnie Greene, it was you. Is that right?’ 
 
    Inspector Paul Danvers lifted his pale blue eyes from the file, and raised one blond eyebrow. 
 
    Prat, Frank thought. Typical of what the force was coming to. Smith was older, and probably knew more about coppering than this blond fairy ever would, but who was the mere sergeant, and who was the high-flyer? No doubt Danvers was putting in his time at D&C as a career boost before being shifted into something much sweeter. Buttering up the brass, showing he could do a nasty job if necessary. That he could be counted on to be unpopular and still come through. 
 
    Still, he’d learn. 
 
    Frank smiled. ‘Sure, I knew Ronnie Greene well enough. We went through training college together. Walked the same beat for a while. Then, when we got out of uniform and he got his DI, me and him handled a lot of cases together. He had a good arrest record. But I s’pose you already know that. Right, sir?’ He gave another smile, and a passing nod at the file on the table. 
 
    He knew they didn’t give a sod about Ronnie’s arrest and conviction rate. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ DI Danvers’s voice was smooth as butter. Goes with the colour of his hair, Frank thought, with an inward snort. Bet he’s the sort who goes to the gym twice a week too. Different now from when Frank was his age. Then, just being a copper kept you fit. You got boxing lessons from the street gangs, and sprinting practice from the nimble young burglars who’d leg it as soon as they heard the whistle. But he doubted if old butter-face Danvers ever did anything more energetic than pull his chair out from behind his desk. 
 
    Idly he reached up and scratched his ear. 
 
    ‘So you must have been surprised when the allegations about Ronnie’s dealings with these illegal animal traders came up.’ 
 
    Frank shrugged his podgy shoulders and held up his hands in a mock-defensive gesture. He looked like a shocked Winnie the Pooh — a few stone overweight with thinning grey hair, a round pink face and deceptively innocent blue eyes. ‘Could have knocked me over with a feather.’ 
 
    ‘So Ronnie never mentioned to you that he had a Jaguar XJS in a lock-up in Headington? You never went with him on all those weekend junkets of his to Paris, or the little side trips to Amsterdam?’ 
 
    Frank grinned. Amsterdam. What a place that was. And the red-light district . . . ‘Sorry, I like to go to Benidorm for my holidays. And then only once a year, like.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ said Paul Danvers dryly. 
 
    ‘So you never questioned his Patek Philippe watch, or all that gold jewellery he used to wear?’ put in Curtis Smith. 
 
    Frank snorted. ‘Give me a break. Ronnie didn’t wear no gold jewellery when he was working.’ His pink face flushed even redder. ‘And it wasn’t as if I was ever in his house, was it, when he wasn’t working? I never saw him in his glad rags, did I?’ 
 
    For a second, Paul couldn’t understand the anger. But it was definitely there, flashing at the back of those bright little piggy eyes. Then he remembered overhearing something in the line at the police canteen yesterday lunchtime, and mentally nodded. 
 
    Frank Ross was homophobic. 
 
    In fact, in his youth, Frank Ross had been disciplined for homophobia. So he was very sensitive when it came to discussing men’s jewellery. And male friendships. Too sensitive? 
 
    He wouldn’t be the first closet gay copper to vent his feelings in open homophobia. 
 
    Interesting, but not relevant. It was all too clear that Ronnie Greene had been a rampant heterosexual for this line of enquiry to be worth pursuing. It wasn’t likely Ronnie Greene would have given money to Frank Ross, for instance, unless as straight partners. He grinned inwardly. In the business sense, that was. 
 
    ‘So he never mentioned friends over in the Orient? No laughing references to Charlie Chan?’ 
 
    Frank casually reached up and scratched his chin. ‘Nope. Besides, I wouldn’t have thought anything of it if he had, would I? I didn’t even know there was much money to be had in animal trading till all this came out. First thing I’d have thought of was drugs. If anybody had mentioned bent coppers, I mean,’ he added hastily. ‘Well, you do, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come off it,’ Curtis snorted, getting just a touch belligerent now, according to plan. ‘Don’t tell me that nowadays even the lowliest flatfoot doesn’t know about stuff like that. What with wildlife documentaries on the telly beefing on about the ivory trade, and all the money to be had supplying China with traditional Chinese medicine. Bear bile is worth far more than its weight in gold. Or weight in diamonds, if it comes to that. If you really had no idea about the millions to be had in smuggling tiger penises, rhino horn or suchlike, you’d not be very much use to any bugger, would you?’ 
 
    Frank flushed, and an ugly look came into his piggy eyes. ‘Look, mate, I deal with crackheads in Blackbird Leys, yeah? Pickpockets in the shopping arcades. Your regular burglars, your gang bangers, your domestics. I don’t know nothing about bear bile. So sue me.’ 
 
    Paul Danvers smiled. ‘Oh, you never know, Frank. We might just end up doing that.’ 
 
    Frank Ross leant back and grinned. ‘Do I look scared?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary wanted to shrug off her jacket, it was getting so warm, but she ignored the impulse. She could feel the sweat start to prick on her forehead, though, and headed for the shade. 
 
    The SOCOs were winding up, and the doc and the victim had long since departed for their appointment at the mortuary and pathology department at the John Radcliffe. Though who knew how long it would be before their corpse got his turn on the table. Hillary wondered if she should leave a constable on duty at the lock, but it seemed somehow absurd. By now even the ducks and the moorhen had taken themselves off, although the diver was still unhappily checking out the bottom of the lock. If a boat came through and disturbed any potential evidence after he’d finished, it wouldn’t look good. But then what evidence was there if the diver found nothing? 
 
    Oh, hell, life was too short (and the force too short-staffed) to worry about an almost certain death by misadventure. ‘When the diver’s finished, you can leave,’ she said to the last remaining uniform, who looked at her and nodded with no especial pleasure. 
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am.’ 
 
    Not that she could blame him. It would have been a cushy billet, stretched out in the sun on a day like this, with nothing more arduous to do than question any boaties that came along. Beat office work, break-ins or RTAs, any day of the week. 
 
    She headed for her car and opened the door, sighing as a wave of heat came blasting out at her. She left the door open for a while, and reached in for her waterways guidebook. Finding the lock, she let her finger run up the waterway to Banbury, then back down, pausing at the village of Lower Heyford, where there was a boatyard. No doubt it did a roaring trade hiring out boats for the summer, but that aspect of it didn’t concern her. Where there was a boatyard there were facilities. Water. Loo-emptying opportunities. Repair shop. Somewhere, in fact, where a boat with propeller damage could call. 
 
    She slipped in behind the wheel. Only one way to find out. She turned on the engine, looking speculatively at Janine Tyler’s new Mini. It was smart. Red. It suited her. 
 
    She wondered who Janine had found to chat to. She certainly wasn’t walking the streets of the vast metropolis of Northbrook, that was for sure, because Hillary would have seen her. 
 
    She buckled up, turned around and began driving past the few houses and back to the B road. She knew that a lot of constables and sergeants back at the Big House wouldn’t approve of her being out and about interviewing witnesses. It was the growing conviction among a lot of them that anyone over and above the rank of sergeant belonged behind a desk, giving orders, doing paperwork and answering the phone. 
 
    But who the hell wanted to be doing that if they could be doing something else? Hillary grinned to herself, feeling, for the first time in what seemed like years, a boost to her spirits. With a bit of luck, she could string this case out for a good while yet. At least until those plonkers back at HQ got fed up with sniffing round Ronnie’s very unsavoury leavings. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Curtis Smith smelled fear. 
 
    Frank Ross was dirty. He just knew it. 
 
    Unlike a lot of cops who ended up investigating their own, Curtis wasn’t in this for a promotion or an easy working day. Regular nine-to-five appealed to some, but he wasn’t married so it held no particular advantages for him anyway. Nor was he masochistic or one of those hotheads who actually enjoyed being universally loathed. No. Curtis Smith just didn’t like bent cops. As far as he was concerned, one bad apple ruined the whole damned barrel, and if nobody else wanted to root them out, he sure as hell had no objections to doing it. 
 
    He was nearly fifty, and had been doing this job for nearly ten years now. He was good at it. And his bosses, glad to have a capable man in the position, and moreover, one who showed no obvious signs of restlessness, were more than happy to let him get on with it. Occasionally, like now, they assigned him a high-flyer, someone in to do his time and learn some of the tricks. 
 
    Curtis didn’t mind being a combination babysitter and teacher. In fact, he quite liked DI Danvers. The guy had brains, which was always nice, and ambition, which was less nice but at least untainted. 
 
    On one memorable occasion, Curtis had had to bust one of the members of his own team for corruption, when he’d found him trying to take over as main beneficiary for a call-girl ring being operated by a bunch of coppers up Dundee way. But he had no such worries about Paul. The man was a straight arrow, and getting good too. He’d already come to the same conclusions about Frank Ross, he was sure, as well as picking up on the faint tint of woofter. Not that that was relevant — not in this case. 
 
    No. What Curtis really wanted to know about was the wife. 
 
    ‘So, tell us about Hillary Greene,’ Paul said, as if reading his mind. In truth, he’d done nothing of the kind. They’d already mapped out their strategy long before setting up this interview. 
 
    Frank shifted on his seat. His face tightened just a fraction. 
 
    Uh-oh, Curtis thought. Here we go. 
 
    ‘What about her?’ Frank said. 
 
    ‘Do you get on?’ Paul asked mildly. 
 
    Frank shrugged. ‘She’s my best friend’s wife.’ 
 
    ‘Was.’ 
 
    ‘Eh? Oh, yeah, right. Was.’ 
 
    ‘Now she’s his widow.’ Curtis made it seem as if he thought Frank didn’t have the nous to figure out what they meant. 
 
    Frank snorted. ‘Only technically.’ 
 
    Curtis looked, very obviously, at Paul, who looked, very puzzled, at Frank. 
 
    ‘They were getting divorced, weren’t they? Ronnie didn’t give two figs for her. It won’t stop her getting her widow’s benefit, though, will it?’ Frank said nastily. 
 
    Curtis nodded. The gossip — what little of it filtered down to them — had it right then. Frank Ross wasn’t exactly Hillary Greene’s number one fan. 
 
    ‘So we understand. In fact, there was a lot of rancour in their marriage, wasn’t there?’ Paul said. 
 
    Frank gave him a dirty look. ‘Oh yeah. Very rancorous.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why Ronnie wasn’t letting her live at the house. And was in no hurry to sell it himself,’ Paul carried on smoothly. ‘Also he was contesting the divorce. Making her wait, wasn’t he? Generally being a right pain in the neck?’ 
 
    ‘Well, he wasn’t hoping she’d come back, that’s for sure. He just didn’t want the bit— didn’t want her to have things all her own way. Women do, don’t they? In divorces. Expect to keep the house, the kids, the car, the lot. Well, Hillary sure learned different with Ronnie.’ He smiled, some particular memory seeming to come to his mind. 
 
    ‘So it isn’t likely that he’d have let her get her hands on any dosh he had hidden away then?’ Curtis watched the other man’s face fall at this unassailable piece of logic, before he hid it with a masterly shrug. 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t have thought so, mate,’ Frank said. 
 
    ‘Still, before things went sour,’ Paul put in smoothly, ‘it wouldn’t have been the same, would it? When it was all lovey-dovey. After all, Ronnie was at it for years, wasn’t he?’ 
 
    Frank opened his mouth, as if about to say yes. Then he grinned and rubbed his chin. ‘Don’t ask me, mate,’ he said. ‘I would have sworn up and down that Ronnie Greene was as straight as they come.’ 
 
    Paul leant slowly back in his chair. He smiled amiably. ‘Of course you would, Sergeant Ross.’ He was bitterly disappointed. They’d almost given the sod enough rope for him to hang himself there. 
 
    They played with him a bit longer, but eventually had to let him go. Frank Ross slammed the door behind him. 
 
    ‘I’d have bet you a tenner he was a slammer,’ Curtis said mildly. Interviewees, they’d invariably found, either slammed out or very gently shut the door behind them. 
 
    Paul grinned. ‘I wouldn’t have taken you up on it. So what do you think?’ 
 
    ‘I think he fancied you.’ Curtis smiled as the DI scowled at him and shuddered. 
 
    ‘Shit, don't,’ Paul said. ‘I mean, is he dirty?’ 
 
    ‘Course he is.’ 
 
    ‘You think him and Greene were in it together?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. But as very uneven partners. Our Frankie boy lives above a dry cleaners here in town, doesn’t he? Whereas Ronnie managed to get himself a nice little detached in a quiet cul-de-sac. And you can bet he’s got the bulk invested and hidden somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘And you can’t see him trusting Frankie with a bigger share of the proceeds?’ Paul had to ask, but it was more or less a rhetorical question. 
 
    Curtis shook his head. ‘Nope. He’s the kind to like his share in cash that he can spend. Wouldn’t surprise me if he didn’t blow it all on booze and gambling, and rent boys in good ol’ Amsterdam.’ 
 
    ‘He doesn’t like the wife, does he?’ Paul said, with masterly understatement. ‘Jealousy?’ 
 
    ‘Could be. Or it could be that she was getting a bigger cut than him. Or, now Ronnie’s gone, she inherits more than just a widow’s pension.’ 
 
    Paul sighed. ‘The wife next, then?’ 
 
    Curtis nodded. He was looking forward to checking out Hillary Greene. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine Tyler accepted a digestive and sat forward a little. She sipped her tea, sighed and listened to the seventy-two-year-old lady telling her all about how much the canal had changed in the last few years. 
 
    ‘You get a lot of foreigners now that you never used to get. You can hear ’em as they go through the lock. Strange words they use. Then of course, there’s them teenagers. They don’t know how to use a lock, half of them. And the language!’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    DC Tommy Lynch was also drinking, but in his case it was a nice cold illicit beer, while the chap doing the talking watched his fishing line. 
 
    Tommy sighed happily. You never knew with members of the public. Mostly you could rely on the middle-aged and older generation to offer you a cuppa, or at least talk to you with some kind of respect. And you could rely on the young to treat you like something on the bottom of their shoe that they wanted to wipe off quick. 
 
    But there were exceptions. Take the owner of the Babbling Brook, for instance. He looked to be in his mid-thirties, and was dressed in a black T-shirt and khaki shorts that revealed comically pale and hairy legs. He’d been sitting on the top of the boat, dangling a fishing rod over the side, when Tommy had come calling, fully expecting a curt “see no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil” response. 
 
    Instead, here he was, sipping beer and watching a scarlet float bobbing about on the water. 
 
    His host sucked on his bottle of beer. ‘Like I said, I only moored up yesterday afternoon, so I don’t know the site. You usually get regulars, though, moored up at village sites. You know, those who aren’t into travelling as such. You should find out which boats have been here longest. They’ll know the most.’ 
 
    Suddenly he leaned forward, all alert. Tommy, who was no fisherman, couldn’t see anything different about the float. There it still was, bobbing about. 
 
    ‘So you don’t remember any speeding boats? Anybody arguing as they went by?’ he persisted. 
 
    ‘Nope. We’re a peaceable lot, for the most— Gotcha!’ He yanked on the rod and Tommy looked forward, expecting at least a ten-pound trout. 
 
    Instead, he caught sight of a half-ounce silvery thing that wriggled about on the end of the hook most unhappily. 
 
    ‘Gudgeon,’ his host said, with evident satisfaction. 
 
    Tommy nodded, less than impressed, but far too pleased with his cold beer to say so. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary almost missed the turnoff to the boatyard, situated as it was at the bottom of a steep hill and an all but blind turning. 
 
    She parked in the shade of a sumac tree and saw three golden-haired dogs and one big, long-faced black glossy dog frolicking about in the next field. She sauntered into the shop. It specialised in ice cream, basic staples such as milk and bread, and tourist-related items like postcards, ornaments, and boat memorabilia. 
 
    She found the manager working on a boat called King Alfred. All the barges were smart, their colours being predominantly royal blue, gold and maroon, with a white piping. 
 
    After identifying herself, she informed him of the fatality at Dashwood Lock and asked if he’d noticed anything suspicious the previous evening or early that morning. 
 
    The manager stepped lightly onto terra firma and shook his head. ‘No, I don’t think so. Nothing specific. But it’s bad, isn’t it? I’ve been working here nearly all my life, and this is the first death I’ve ever heard about. Course, people fall in the cut all the time, but it’s not deep, so unless it’s a nipper there’s never any real danger. And there’s usually so many people about that somebody always notices and fishes them out. It happened in a lock? Well, that might explain it then. But still . . .’ 
 
    Anxious to avoid giving any details, Hillary quickly prompted him. ‘Did any boats tie up here overnight and then move on this morning? Did you notice any dents or scratches to the paintwork?’ 
 
    ‘Not specifically, but then I wouldn’t. I work on the boats here most of the time. And the water tap is under the bridge over there.’ 
 
    He pointed to the elegantly curved stone canal bridge, overshadowed by a big slate-blue iron railway bridge above it. Railways often ran parallel to canals, so her uncle had said, for the very obvious reason that the canal builders of a century or so before had already picked out the straightest, flattest route, so all the Victorian railway engineers needed to do was follow their lead. 
 
    ‘So I wouldn’t see anyone taking water or such on board. And I don’t work at night. No need,’ the manager explained. 
 
    Hillary nodded, but she was already looking at the long line of privately owned boats. No doubt Tommy Lynch would be getting around to questioning them later today, when he got this far. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to do a quick check. 
 
    She thanked the manager and retraced her steps, following a narrow tarmacked path to the top of the canal bridge, and then down the very steep slope at the other end. She struck lucky almost at once. A woman sitting on a deckchair beside a freshly painted red and green barge looked up from her book as she approached. She expressed the usual dismay and shock at a fellow boatie’s death. When Hillary asked whether she’d noticed anything unusual the previous night, she nodded vigorously. 
 
    ‘Sure did. A boat come through, oh, it must have been nearly nine. It was practically full dark. Probably couldn’t read the signs.’ She pointed to a British Waterways sign that asked passing traffic to please travel slowly past moored craft. 
 
    ‘Going more than the speed limit, huh?’ Hillary asked, with heartfelt sympathy. She’d lost count of the times in the past few months when she’d felt her boat being rocked as some Hooray Henry passed by on a speedy little river cruiser. It usually happened when she was dishing out soup or trying to pour a cup of coffee. 
 
    It was yet another thing she couldn’t seem to get used to. Your home rocking under your feet. 
 
    The woman grimaced. ‘Hell, yes. I don’t know how they could see where they were going. There’s a narrowing up ahead. I was half-expecting to hear them hit it, but they didn’t.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, trying not to let excitement get the better of her. She’d originally thought the victim had fallen off the back unnoticed, and the rest of the people on board the boat had just carried on, none the wiser, but this sounded as if somebody was actually in a hurry to get away. 
 
    If you could use the word hurry when referring to a canal boat, that is. 
 
    Which implied at least knowledge, didn’t it? If not, by implication, guilt. 
 
    ‘Don’t suppose you saw the name of the boat? Or who was steering?’ she asked hopefully, but her witness shook her head. 
 
    ‘Too dark. Mind, I did get the impression it was an older man at the tiller. I think because his hair looked pale. Although it might have been a young fair-haired man, as opposed to a grey or white-haired man.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded and sighed. ‘I expect a constable will be along some time this afternoon. Would you mind making sure you don’t leave before giving him a statement?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. We’re staying here for another week or two before heading up to Stratford anyway.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled and walked on, only to pause a few minutes later when she saw someone walking a spaniel. 
 
    Of course! Their body might not have come from a boat at all. It could have been a walker. 
 
    She retraced her steps to the manager of the boatyard. He described several regular walkers, from a tall, thin, grey-haired man who walked a handsome Dalmatian, to a woman with a pretty sheltie and several owners of assorted Labradors and collies. 
 
    None even remotely resembled the corpse. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tommy peered into the boat’s open door. ‘Hello! Anyone home?’ He felt like calling, ‘Ahoy on board!’ but manfully restrained himself. The beer had put him in a good mood, but humble PCs never forget their station in life. Or the station they belonged to, to whom members of the public could, and often did, complain about the behaviour of flatfoots. 
 
    He was glad he had restrained himself. A nervous-looking, middle-aged woman stuck her head up from the depths of the well-appointed narrowboat and regarded him with anxious eyes. 
 
    Big, black Tommy Lynch didn’t like it when people, especially women, looked at him like this. 
 
    He felt belittled. 
 
    He smiled widely and quickly reached for his ID. ‘Detective Constable Lynch, ma’am.’ He watched the fear fade out of her eyes, which was good, to be replaced by curiosity, which could be even better. ‘I’m investigating a fatality that occurred sometime last evening at the next lock.’ He paused, waiting for her to make the usual noises — which she did — then continued. ‘I’ve been asking all the other boat owners in the vicinity if they noticed anything strange last night. The gentleman on the Babbling Brook suggested I ask those who’ve been moored here the longest.’ 
 
    It was a roundabout way of putting her at her ease, but it seemed to be working. 
 
    ‘Have you been here long, madam?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, a few weeks, yes. But you should really speak to the man on the Flier. He’s an artist. He notices everything.’ 
 
    Tommy took her through the usual routine, but she was the sort who saw little and noticed even less. 
 
    And cared least of all. 
 
    He thanked her and, with some relief and a little bit of trepidation (he’d never met any artists before), made his way along to the Flier, a small but conspicuous boat, since every inch of it was painted with elephants. 
 
    Nothing else. Just elephants. 
 
    He saw at once that the windows were all shut and the door padlocked, and reminded himself to call back later. No doubt the artist had taken advantage of the good weather and vamoosed with his paints and easel to paint the English countryside. 
 
    Though Tommy doubted he’d find many elephants in it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
    Janine walked up the wide concrete steps towards the offices, aware that the two uniformed PCs below were watching her. Both looked like babies, and she gave her bum an extra wiggle as she reached the top, just to give them a treat. She was wearing her standard office gear — dark blue skirt, white blouse and black knitted cardigan, a Christmas gift from her mother and therefore a “must wear” garment. 
 
    So she wore it to work. 
 
    It did, in fact, offset her pale blonde hair to perfection, and it clung to her wrists and shoulders, adding to her misleading air of fragility. Sergeant Tyler was quite simply one of those much-envied women who looked good in anything. 
 
    There’d been the usual spate of burglaries, a ram-raid, one attempted assault and assorted drunk and disorderlies since the evening shift had taken over last night, and the paperwork was still being dealt with come the arrival of the day shift. 
 
    Janine particularly disliked the graveyard shift. Nothing seemed to happen. Well, not when it got into the early hours anyway. 
 
    ‘Sir,’ she said, noticing him noticing her, and giving just the right amount of smile. Too much and she’d look like a suck-up, or worse, up for it. Not enough and she might give him the feeling she was a grouchy cow. 
 
    What she wanted to achieve was just enough to make him notice and wonder. Janine, of course, knew all about Detective Chief Inspector Philip (Mel) Mallow. The two divorces, the one son at a private boarding school. The education at Durham, and the fact that you could usually get a rise out of him by asking if he hadn’t been quite good enough to get a place at Oxford or Cambridge. He dressed well, looked fabulous, and had an enviable reputation for getting on with everyone. Hence the “Mellow Mallow” tag. 
 
    But Janine wasn’t sure that it wasn’t all just a nice little persona for the real man to hide behind. And she wasn’t sure, not yet, that winkling out the real DCI Mallow would be worth all the effort. 
 
    ‘Janine, how did it go yesterday?’ he asked. 
 
    It could be just a simple conversational gambit, a response to her smile, a way of getting her to chat. On the other hand, he might want to know how Hillary Greene had handled herself yesterday, and what the hell did she say to that? 
 
    She didn’t want to be anybody’s spy in the camp. 
 
    ‘Routine, sir.’ She spoke with what she hoped was the right amount of respect, tinged with “back-off” overtures. 
 
    Mel smiled. ‘Good,’ he said vaguely, and wandered off to his office, leaving her staring after him. 
 
    Shit, he had a tight behind. He had a way of wearing clothes that she’d only ever seen on male models. Just once, she’d like to see him looking nonplussed. 
 
    A moment later, Hillary Greene came into the big, open-plan office. 
 
    ‘Boss,’ Janine said. 
 
    Hillary nodded, going to her own desk and slinging her bag over the back of the chair. She was dressed in a rust-coloured two-piece outfit and cream blouse that did good things for her nut-brown bobbed haircut and dark eyes. 
 
    ‘As we thought, nothing from the house-to-house,’ said Janine, filling her DI in on her work the previous day. ‘I went back after dark, but nobody recognised the description, and nobody had been on the canal towpath during the crucial hours.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed, but hadn’t expected anything else. ‘Still no joy on the ID?’ 
 
    Janine shook her head. ‘’Fraid not.’ 
 
    Hillary looked beyond her to nod a greeting to Tommy Lynch. 
 
    ‘We’ve got his fingerprints running through the usual, of course,’ Janine continued, barely breaking stride, ‘but there’s a backlog. Might not hear back for a while, they said.’ 
 
    Hillary grunted. When wasn’t there a backlog? How long would it be before the bloody Home Office finally went to bat for the force and got it adequately funded and staffed? 
 
    The words hell and freezing over swept in and out of her mind. 
 
    ‘Tommy, get on that computer,’ Hillary said, waving vaguely at a terminal. ‘Run his mugshot. A bloke with a face like his has either been a victim in his time, or far more likely a villain. That scar on his face looked like it was caused by a knife to me.’ 
 
    Tommy nodded and pulled up a chair at a terminal. He was known to be something of a whiz on computers. He clicked for a while before pulling his wheeled chair back and looking around. ‘I’ve got the database and programmes running, guv, but it’ll take a while. Some system’s down in Cardiff.’ 
 
    Hillary, engrossed in SOCO’s preliminary findings, sighed heavily. ‘Right. Anything come up from the boat-to-boat enquiries?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing specific. Oh, I got to that lady in Lower Heyford, by the way. She said she’d seen you.’ 
 
    Hillary glanced up quickly, wondering if there was censure in his voice, but his head was bent over his notebook. She shrugged and told herself not to be so damned sensitive. Tommy Lynch wasn’t the kind to take the hump. Now if Janine had found her pussy-footing around what she considered her turf, no doubt she’d already have made her displeasure known. 
 
    ‘By then I’d had several vague nibbles along the same lines,’ Tommy was saying. ‘A white-haired chap driving, the boat going too fast, and when it was too dark for comfort. But no name for the boat. Though I’ve still got to call back at one or two barges.’ 
 
    ‘Narrowboats,’ Hillary automatically corrected him. 
 
    Tommy nodded. ‘Right.’ 
 
    ‘Well, first things first. Until we’ve got a name for our corpse, we’re stuck.’ 
 
    ‘Guv,’ Tommy said, with a sigh. He rolled his eyes at Janine, who rolled hers back. They both knew what this meant. 
 
    Slog work. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A heron took off from the bank as an orange, green and white narrowboat chugged gently around the bend in the canal. 
 
    The old man at the tiller watched it appreciatively. You didn’t see many herons nowadays. 
 
    He’d lived in the city, where you didn’t see any wildlife at all, unless you counted what staggered out of the pub come closing time, and he’d lived in the country, where the odd squirrel, fox and bird-box attracted fellow critters. On the whole, he preferred the city. But the country was alright. 
 
    He sniffed, hawked and spat into the canal. Needing to turn right, he pushed the tiller left, and eyed the humped, redbrick canal bridge he was approaching. 
 
    Something moved inside the boat. 
 
    A moment later, a second man emerged, his black curly-topped head being followed by a dirty T-shirt and faded jeans. When he looked up, his dark eyes were savage. 
 
    ‘We anywhere near a town yet?’ he demanded, his tense body and constantly shifting eyes looking out of place on the back of a slow-moving boat. 
 
    The older man shrugged. ‘Banbury’s not far.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t exactly sound like Liverpool to me. Will it at least have a pub?’ 
 
    The old man smiled. ‘More than one. It’s a fair-sized market town. Remember the nursery rhyme? Ride a cock horse to Banbury Cross, to see a fine lady upon a white horse?’ 
 
    ‘Eh? You been drinkin’ or something?’ 
 
    The old man sighed. ‘There’s no booze on board, you know that. Luke’s orders.’ 
 
    The younger man spent the next ten minutes graphically describing what Luke could go and do to himself, most of it being a physical impossibility. The old man let him rage on, knowing as well as the other man did that if Luke Fletcher was actually here in person he’d be treated with the same fawning respect he was used to getting from everyone else. Except coppers, of course. And even then . . . 
 
    The old man steered under the narrow bridge with ease, looking up at the dank brickwork as they passed through. The sudden chill made him shiver. He was getting so that this was all becoming more bother than it was worth. Everyone knew he was just waiting to retire. 
 
    If he ever got the chance. 
 
    The younger man watched him and smirked, as if reading his thoughts. Then he scowled. A second later, a knife glinted in his hand. 
 
    The older man’s knuckles whitened on the tiller as he instinctively gripped it tighter, but his wrinkled face, with its hooked nose and slightly receding chin, didn’t falter. 
 
    The younger man pretended not to notice this display of toughness, and began to clean his nails nonchalantly. You had to hand it to the old bastard, he had guts. He’d known a lot of people shit themselves, literally, when he’d done that trick. 
 
    Course, he had a proper knife halter strapped to the underside of his wrist, which helped. As a teenager, he’d practised and practised with it until he could make the four-inch steel-bladed stiletto appear in his hand as if by magic. Then he’d learned how to throw knives, and finally how to use them for real. Close up and personal. That was why he liked knives. They were far more intimate than guns. 
 
    He began to whistle listlessly under his breath. He wanted a drink. And a shag. Maybe even a hit. No, perhaps not a hit. Not this trip. Not after what had happened last night. 
 
    Now was a good time to keep a straight head. Besides, everyone knew the old bastard was Luke’s eyes and ears. Best not to antagonise the old buzzard. 
 
    He went below and lay down on one of the narrow bunks. Sodding boats. He hated them. They were so narrow and cramped and slow. Hell, he didn’t know it was possible for any motorised form of transport to be as slow as this. It was driving him crazy. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary looked up as Mel appeared in front of her desk. ‘How’s things going?’ 
 
    Hillary leaned back. ‘Slowly. We’ve still not got an ID.’ 
 
    ‘Suspicious, you think?’ Mel perched one buttock on her desk, and swung a leg. 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ Hillary said. ‘Then again, if you’re on a boat, on holiday, you dress casually. Your wallet, fags, whatever, might well be left on the nearest flat surface. You wouldn’t necessarily feel the need to keep all your bits on you, would you? The boat’s your home. Why wear ID? Although you’re “out” you’re not actually “going out,” are you?’ 
 
    Mel squinted a bit at this last rather enigmatic statement. ‘Yeah. So perhaps not suspicious.’ 
 
    ‘On the other hand . . .’ Hillary began, and stopped. Her face, which if not beautiful, could be intriguing, suddenly looked almost ugly. 
 
    Mel looked behind him. ‘Oh shit. The Yorkie bars.’ He rose to his feet. 
 
    ‘We’re looking for Detective Inspector Hillary Greene.’ Curtis Smith’s words were totally unnecessary, for everyone knew that they were well aware of who Hillary was. And where she was. 
 
    The entire room went quiet. 
 
    Hillary, aware of the sudden rush of animosity from her colleagues, followed by their silent but equally obvious support for her, felt herself flush. Even she wasn’t sure whether it was in embarrassment, gratitude or anger. 
 
    She got up. ‘Have you been assigned an interview room?’ Her tone was crisp. Better get it over with. And show them that she could be as professional as any brass. Also, it didn’t hurt to let them know she was in charge, didn’t give a shit, and wasn’t about to take any crap. 
 
    She noticed the taller, blond, good-looking one watch her approach with rather more than professional interest. 
 
    Oh great. Just what she needed. 
 
    ‘It’s Sergeant Smith and DI Danvers, isn’t it?’ She made no move to shake hands. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Curtis said, and nothing more. 
 
    For a second, nobody seemed to move. Then Paul Danvers spoke. ‘We have a room on the bottom floor.’ And then, to Mel, ‘We hope this won’t take long.’ 
 
    Mel smiled wolfishly. ‘I hope so too. DI Greene is working on a suspicious death. Some of us have proper work to do.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tommy Lynch watched Hillary’s back as she disappeared. She was hurting. He could tell. 
 
    He sighed and went back to the mugshots he was perusing. No sign of Scar Face yet. 
 
    His mind wandered back to the previous night and he sighed heavily. He was going to have to move out, no two ways about it. He’d been putting it off and putting it off, but things were reaching crisis point. Living with his mother was beginning to really smart. 
 
    It wasn’t the jokes, or the stigma of being a “mummy’s boy.” Hell, everybody knew what the housing situation was like around Oxford. Even poxy bedsits were like gold dust, with students swooping on everything in sight like a horde of ravenous vultures. Plenty of people his age on the force shacked up with their parents. So the ribbing was rueful and good-natured, for the most part. 
 
    No, it was her constant harping on about Jean that was getting him down. When was he going to propose? What was wrong with her? Wasn’t she good enough for him? And if so, why not? She had a better job than he did! If he had to listen once more to his mother’s litany of praise for his girlfriend, he was going to go bonkers. And now Mercy Lynch had a new whip with which to flog her only son. She wanted to be a grandmother. And black, Baptist, good-natured and respectful Jean Clarkson, who worked as a college secretary, was ideal daughter-in-law material. But the fact was, as much as he and Jean got on (they had been going steady for nearly two years with undoubted fidelity on both sides), he simply felt no desire to get married to her. 
 
    But try telling that to his mother! 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘This is a no-smoking area.’ Hillary stared at the proffered packet of cigarettes incredulously. Besides, she didn’t smoke. Never had. Even at school she’d resisted the peer pressure. 
 
    Curtis put away the packet without comment. 
 
    Hillary Greene wasn’t what he’d been expecting. Over the years he’d met several women who’d been married to serial adulterers. Somehow they’d all seemed to be cut from the same cloth. They might look, physically, as divergent as any group of human beings, but emotionally they could have been identical. 
 
    It was always a mixture of rage, culpability and depression. 
 
    Hillary Greene looked angry all right, but not at her now-dead spouse. She looked about as downtrodden as a Rottweiler, and if she was depressed, he sure as hell wasn’t ever going to be allowed to know about it. He wouldn’t have expected someone of Ronnie Greene’s ilk to be attracted to her in the first place. They usually went for the helpless, hopeless type. Apart from that, she wasn’t even a blonde, and hadn’t all of Ronnie’s squeezes that they’d tracked down so far been fair? And there was nothing “fluffy” about DI Greene, that was for sure. 
 
    ‘I understand that this is awkward for you, DI Greene.’ Paul was using his standard soft, courteous gambit. ‘Howev—’ 
 
    ‘It’s not at all awkward for me,’ Hillary cut in. ‘Ronnie died, some nasties came out of the woodwork and you’ve been given the task of clearing up the mess.’ She shrugged. ‘Somebody’s got to do it, so go ahead and do it. Ask, investigate, then sod off. I’ve got other stuff to do.’ 
 
    Paul blinked. Usually when a woman spoke to him like this, he felt a number of things, depending on the woman doing the speaking. Usually it was the wives or girlfriends of villains, putting on an act of bravado. These usually aroused his pity. Or they were villains themselves, gutter-bred, hard-as-nails bitches, just being their own sweet selves. This produced a feeling of mild distaste. Sometimes the women were attractive, as Hillary Greene was, professional women, usually caught out in white-collar crimes. These provoked sadness or disgust, or a mixture of both. 
 
    But he couldn’t make up his mind what to feel about Hillary Greene. She seemed to be in a class all of her own. He couldn’t even feel his usual superiority towards “bent” cops because he wasn’t even sure that she was bent. 
 
    Curtis shifted uncomfortably on his chair, and Hillary transferred her mocking gaze to him. ‘Yes?’ she said impatiently. 
 
    ‘Did you know your husband had cultivated a relationship with this gang of animal-parts smugglers, DI Greene?’ Curtis asked. 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Did it surprise you when you learned of it?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Do you have any idea where your husband stored his profits from the racket?’ 
 
    Hillary snorted. ‘If I did, do you think I’d still be here?’ Instantly she felt shocked. Because even as she spoke, she wondered. Would she still be here? If she had the wherewithal to be somewhere else, on a beach for instance, sipping piña coladas, would she really still be here at Kidlington nick, trying to ID a nasty-faced corpse and then having to inform some poor weeping woman that her husband, son, brother or whoever, was dead? Would she still be trying to find out how he came to be dead in a lock, if she could be living it up in the Caribbean? Living in a nice, big, white, spacious, hotel room instead of cramped ones that bobbed about on occasionally foul-smelling water? 
 
    If she’d asked herself that question yesterday, the answer would have come back loud and clear. Yes, she bloody well would. It was her job. Her life. It might not be perfect, but it was hers. She’d chosen it. 
 
    But now she wasn’t so sure. 
 
    Frank Ross was a bastard, out to get her. Mel had all the backbone of a limp squid. Janine hated her. She hated the boat. Was it really so surprising that she should want out? 
 
    ‘If you were smart, you would,’ Sergeant Curtis said, making her blink and wonder, for a second, if he was a mind-reader. Then she realised he was merely answering her question. ‘Only an idiot, if she’d come into a sudden fortune, would advertise the fact,’ he went on. 
 
    Hillary smiled wryly and got a grip. ‘Quite right,’ she said frankly. ‘If I did know where Ronnie’s money was, I would sit tight. Wait. Retire in a couple of years’ time, when I get my guaranteed pension.’ She nodded. 
 
    And didn’t add the obvious rejoinder. 
 
    But. 
 
    But I’m innocent. But I don’t have a sodding clue what Ronnie did with his dirty money. 
 
    Let the bastards work it out for themselves. What did she care if they ran their arses ragged trying to prove a false premise? It was their job. And it was an even shittier one than hers. 
 
    For some reason, this made her feel better. 
 
    ‘You were aware of your husband’s infidelities, I take it.’ It was Paul again. 
 
    Hillary turned her disconcertingly open, unafraid, and nearly-amused dark brown eyes to him. ‘Of course I was. Why else do you think we were getting divorced?’ She refused to think back to the previous year. The humiliation. The shame. The sense of sheer outraged indignation. She wasn’t sure what had hurt her the most — the fact that Ronnie had been cheating on her for years, or the fact that she’d only just found out about it. 
 
    What kind of a detective did that make her? 
 
    The only consolation she had, and this she only gradually realised later, was that everyone, but everyone, had always assumed she’d known about it and turned a blind eye. Until things got so bad she’d eventually retaliated. 
 
    ‘Your husband wasn’t happy with the idea of divorce, was he?’ Curtis said. 
 
    ‘He wasn’t happy with the idea of me getting half of everything,’ Hillary corrected grimly. ‘Forget the fact that I worked full time, just like he did. Put the wages into the mortgage, just like he did. Paid half the bills, did—’ 
 
    She stopped herself. Shit. She sounded like every whingeing divorcee friend of her mother’s that she’d ever met. 
 
    ‘Is this relevant to a corruption investigation?’ she asked coldly. 
 
    ‘It might be,’ said Paul Danvers. ‘If Ronnie Greene had been the kind of man to include his missus in a get-rich-slowly scheme.’ ‘Well, he wasn’t,’ Hillary said flatly. ‘Ronnie didn’t trust women. I’m not sure he even liked them much. Just needed them. If you want to find out who he might have brought in, ask . . .’ 
 
    But she didn’t say it. She was no fink. 
 
    But then it didn’t need saying, did it? 
 
    ‘Oh, we’ve already talked to DS Ross,’ Curtis said mildly. 
 
    Hillary smiled. ‘Charming, isn’t he?’ she said sweetly. And looked at her watch. ‘Next question, please. As DCI Mallow said, I am senior investigating officer on a suspicious death case. Time’s a wasting.’ 
 
    Curtis Smith leaned back and folded his arms over his chest. ‘We have plenty of time, DI Greene.’ He didn’t even bother to emphasise the ‘we.’ 
 
    Cocky sod, thought Hillary. 
 
    She looked at the other one, surprising him. He flushed. He actually flushed. 
 
    Oh shit, Hillary thought. 
 
    Someone get me the hell out of here. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 5 
 
    Tommy printed off the info and read it with a whistle. The mugshot certainly looked like their corpse all right. He emailed his thanks to his opposite number in one of Birmingham’s cop shops, and looked around to Hillary’s desk. 
 
    He was going to enjoy this. His first chance to show Hillary what he could do. But he had to get it right. No swagger, no excitement. Professional, that was it. Like the lady herself. 
 
    ‘Guv? Might have something here.’ He walked towards her, paper in hand. He noticed both Janine Tyler and Frank Ross look up from their desks with interest, and felt a flush of pride. All those years in uniform were paying off. For the first time Tommy felt like one of the elite. A detective. 
 
    Hillary, too, lifted her head, and he noticed again the dark shadows under her eyes. The eyes themselves, though, were the usual snapping brown. Obviously her brush with the Yorkie Bars hadn’t got her down too much, and he felt like grinning in silent applause. 
 
    He didn’t, of course. 
 
    ‘Cop shop up in Birmingham. Does this look like our chap to you?’ he asked casually. 
 
    Janine was already sidling across to get a look, but Frank Ross, sneering slightly, sat tight at his desk. 
 
    Hillary gave it a few seconds’ perusal. ‘Yes, it does.’ She leaned back in her chair, which stretched her blouse tighter across her breasts. Tommy was careful not to look. 
 
    ‘David Pitman, known as Dave, aka “The Pits.”’ Hillary read the file out loud. ‘Because, it says here, that’s what he’s generally thought to be. Oh, very droll. One conviction for rape, but two other cases never made it to court. Served five years, and another four later on for GBH. Charming chap.’ She sat forward, frowning. ‘Lives locally now, but . . .’ 
 
    ‘The Pits,’ Frank interrupted from his desk, his loud voice cutting across the room. All three heads turned his way. Hillary thoughtfully, Tommy with apprehension, Janine with carefully disguised disrespect. 
 
    ‘Well, well, who’d have thought it,’ Frank went on, obviously pleased that he had the floor now. He twiddled a pen playfully. 
 
    ‘Care to share, Frank?’ Hillary asked. She knew the sod wouldn’t give out unless she asked. 
 
    ‘He’s only one of Luke Fletcher’s boys, ain’t he?’ Frank laughed softly. ‘As you’d know if you’d been around as long as I have.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled. ‘Nobody’s been around as long as you have, Frank.’ She managed to make it sound like an insult. ‘Tommy, give fingerprints a boot up the backside. Now we have a possible name, it won’t take two secs to confirm.’ 
 
    ‘Right, guv.’ Tommy moved away to make the call. 
 
    ‘Janine, look out the relevant files on Luke Fletcher, and everything you can get on our friend Dave.’ She handed the print-out to Janine, who glanced at the arrest sheet and mugshot with a grimace. 
 
    ‘I reckon “The Pits” is right,’ she muttered, and returned to her computer. 
 
    Suddenly, the atmosphere in the room was charged. They’d gone from a suspicious but almost certainly accidental death to the big time in a matter of seconds. Luke Fletcher was everybody’s flavour of the month at the Big House. A big-time drug dealer, extortionist and pimp, rumour even had it that he ran some gambling joints from a fleet of lorries, always on the move and decked out like something from Las Vegas. Hillary suspected that last little morsel owed more to urban legend than feasibility. Still, no doubt about it, Luke Fletcher was a thorn in the side of the Thames Valley force that everyone would dearly love to extract. To see Mr Fletcher residing at Her Majesty’s pleasure was the source of many a copper’s wet dream, from the assistant chief constable down to the humblest uniform driving a patrol car. 
 
    And Hillary felt no different. 
 
    Frank began to speak, and since he had a voice like a foghorn when he wanted, no one had much choice except to listen. 
 
    ‘Fletcher’s a nasty bastard. I remember the time he had that poor Greek geezer beaten up so badly he still walks with crutches.’ 
 
    ‘Wasn’t he trying to take over some girls from Fletcher’s stable?’ Hillary put in, just to show Frank, and the others, that he wasn’t the only one who knew about the real lowlifes that inhabited the city of dreaming spires. Including the local prostitution rackets. 
 
    Frank shot her a furious glare. ‘S’right,’ he said grudgingly. ‘Course, his main trade is still in drugs — ask anybody from the toffee-nosed students of Brasenose to the ram-raiders in the Leys. Fletcher’s the man if you want anything to snort, sniff, shoot or chew. And one of his own has just turned up dead. I wonder how.’ 
 
    Hillary was way ahead of him, not that Frank would ever believe it. She’d already asked herself the number one question. Namely, had Luke ordered it for some reason, or was he still in happy ignorance? 
 
    Most likely Fletcher had ordered a severe beating and one of his lackeys had, in some way, overstepped the mark. Although some of the higher-ups assumed Fletcher might have actually ordered up to three actual hits, they’d never got anywhere near laying a charge of first-degree murder against him. It was bad for business getting the cops too riled up, so it would make sense for The Pits to be a beating-gone-wrong death rather than a deliberate murder or hit. 
 
    Unless. 
 
    Unless, of course, Dave Pitman had been doing something so bad that a very firm lesson needed to be taught. 
 
    Frank reached for the phone and Hillary wondered what unfortunate stoolie was about to get his ear twisted. Of course, he could be calling in a favour from somebody else on the force, although those had to be few and far between. Nobody liked owing Frank Ross favours — especially now his bigger and better buddy, Ronnie Greene, was no longer around to protect him. 
 
    ‘Guv, we should hear back in ten minutes or so.’ Tommy broke into her reverie. ‘From fingerprints,’ he added, when she gave him a rather vacant stare. 
 
    ‘Oh.’ Hillary nodded. ‘What do you know about narrowboats, Tommy?’ She noticed his surprised glance. It took her a moment or two to work it out, and then she smiled. 
 
    It lit up her face, and Tommy beamed. 
 
    ‘No, it’s not a trick question,’ she said. ‘I know I probably know more about the bloody things than most. I meant, what comes into your mind when you think of them?’ 
 
    Tommy sat down slowly, was quiet for a while, and then shrugged. ‘I dunno, boss. Just . . . holidays, I guess. Taking it slow and easy. The countryside, ducks, foreigners, an alternative to the seaside, or going abroad. Sort of for the middle class. Messing about on the water. That sort of thing.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. It was a disjointed list, but it about summed it up. You thought of narrowboats and you thought of an extended nuclear family — mum, dad, kiddies, the dog, an aunt or uncle — taking to the canal, running into the bank, having fun pretending to be Captain Pugwash, and talking pretentiously about how nice it was not to have the car, the phone, the telly, and getting back to nature and taking the stress out of life. 
 
    It was all bollocks of course. Everyone took their mobile phone with them, every hire boat came with a television aerial, and Hillary, since living on the canal, had seen nearly as many instances of boat rage as she had road rage. ‘They aren’t the first thing you think of when you imagine drug-running for instance, are they, DC Lynch?’ Tommy stared at her for a moment, and she saw his eyes narrow. ‘No, guv, it ain’t.’ 
 
    ‘But why not?’ Hillary said. 
 
    ‘Well, it’s not fast, is it?’ Tommy said. ‘Four miles an hour limit on the water? It would take weeks to get from one end of the country to the other — probably months. And yet . . .’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Slow but sure. And just think how much stuff you could store in a narrowboat. Take the flooring out, install some cargo boxes, and you’ve got no end of square feet of space.’ 
 
    ‘Not to mention storing it under bunkbeds, in lockers, in wardrobes . . .’ 
 
    ‘And who’d think of raiding a narrowboat?’ Hillary mused, keeping her voice down and a watchful eye on Frank who was sitting hunchbacked over the telephone, protectively guarding his own secrets. 
 
    Janine, at her terminal, was happily sending the printer off on its merry way. 
 
    ‘But still, it’s slow,’ Tommy said. ‘I don’t, somehow, equate drug dealers with patience, guv.’ 
 
    ‘Why not? Luke Fletcher, for a start, is a canny bastard, or we’d have banged him up long since. The man must have something up here,’ she tapped her forehead, ‘to keep on the outside of a cell for so long. Why shouldn’t patience be one of his virtues? And remember, the canal network links up most of Britain — the London to Birmingham run alone takes in Oxford, Stratford and all sorts of goodies in between.’ 
 
    People tended to think only lower-class, poverty-stricken minorities made up the bulk of drug addicts. Cops knew better. 
 
    ‘Right,’ said Tommy. ‘And I suppose, if you had enough boats, and they set off at, say, one week intervals, within a few months you’d have a regular network with a guaranteed supply all set up.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Like I said, when you think of a narrowboat, you think of holidaymakers. You don’t think drugs. When was the last time you heard of a raid on the canal?’ 
 
    Tommy, who’d been in the police force less than five years, couldn’t remember any. Hillary, who’d been in the force nearly twenty years, couldn’t either. She tried to rein in her exuberance. After all, one dead associate of Luke Fletcher’s in the Dashwood Lock did not make a major drugs-related bust inevitable. He might simply have been dumped in the lock after a beating. The speeding canal narrowboat seen by some witnesses on the evening of the death might be nothing more than some juiced-up teenagers bored with barge living and having a high old time. 
 
    And yet . . . 
 
    She tensed as Frank Ross hung up the phone and started to get up. At the same time, Janine came back with a sheaf of papers. 
 
    ‘Boss,’ Janine said, beating Frank to the punch. ‘This is interesting. Apparently Vice busted a couple of lorries last year, containing over twenty kilos each of grass, nearly a gross of ecstasy and related disco poppers, and a smaller quantity of cocaine, which they thought belonged to a haulage firm of Luke Fletcher’s, but they couldn’t trace the paperwork back to him.’ 
 
    Hillary met Tommy’s eye and gave an almost imperceptible shake of the head. She knew what he was thinking because she was thinking it too. If Luke Fletcher had got his fingers that badly burned last year, then it made it all the more likely that he’d use alternative transport routes. Obviously, now that Vice had the bit between their teeth, lorries were out. 
 
    She didn’t want the relatively new and green DC spilling the beans within range of Frank’s hot little ears. She reached for her sergeant’s papers, noticing with relief that Tommy Lynch’s amiable features hadn’t changed. 
 
    ‘Seems Fletcher has a pub up Osney way,’ Frank broke in. ‘Called the Fluke.’ He folded his hands across his podgy chest and leaned a thigh against Hillary’s desk. She looked at it with distaste. ‘Luke’s Fluke. Very original. Anyway, it seems our lad Dave was a regular there, till he dropped out of sight a couple of weeks back.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t see The Pits giving up his free beer for anything less than a royal command,’ Janine said. ‘I wonder what Fletcher had him down for?’ 
 
    Hillary raised a hand. ‘Hold up a minute. Let’s not get carried away. We don’t know for a fact that he was doing a job for Luke Fletcher. We don’t even know for a fact that his death was anything other than an accident.’ 
 
    Janine all but snorted, but held off. Frank Ross wondered how to make capital out of this latest development. And Tommy Lynch was still thinking about how much crack, heroin, cocaine and other assorted goodies you could store on a fifty-foot barge. 
 
    Hillary was thinking something else entirely. 
 
    Hillary was wondering how the hell she could keep this from Mel Mallow. A suspicious death, one that was almost certainly accidental, was vastly different from a case involving a possibly murdered minion of their local bad boy. And sure as eggs were eggs, as soon as Mel heard about this her days as SIO would be over. 
 
    Unfortunately for her, Frank Ross was thinking the exact same thing. 
 
    ‘Right, Tommy, get on to the doc, see if he can push our corpse to the top of the waiting list. Don’t give out any details, but tell him he’s suddenly become more popular around here. Janine, I need a proper in-depth lowdown on The Pits. Friends, family, did he have a habit, a cat, a favourite eating place, you name it.’ 
 
    Janine sighed, but nodded. 
 
    Frank had already taken himself away from Hillary’s desk, but not back to his own. Hillary looked around the office, but there was no sign of him. 
 
    She felt sick. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Philip Mallow heard a knock on his door, followed two seconds later by DS Ross. He initialled the bottom page of the report he was reading and looked up. ‘Frank. I heard you’d been in with the Yorkie Bars. Any problems?’ 
 
    Frank looked astonished. ‘No, guv. No problems.’ 
 
    Philip smiled, looking his most mellow. ‘Good. Didn’t think there would be. Something up?’ 
 
    Frank closed the door behind him. A look of acute distaste flickered across Mel’s face and was gone. 
 
    Whenever Ross looked furtive, Mel Mallow grew uneasy. 
 
    ‘It’s this body in the lock case, sir. Something’s come up.’ 
 
    Mel’s heart sank even further. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine looked up in surprise as Mel walked towards her desk. 
 
    ‘Janine,’ Mel said, glancing down at the pile of paperwork on her desk. He, like many another on their way to superintendency, had long since learned to read upside down, and had no difficulty picking out the dossiers on Dave Pitman, Luke Fletcher et al. 
 
    Shit. The tattling little jerk Ross had been right. 
 
    ‘Fancy going to the cinema sometime?’ Mel asked, surprising himself far more than Janine, who nevertheless gave a little jerk in her chair. 
 
    ‘Huh? Yeah, sure,’ she managed to blurt out. 
 
    Mel nodded, quickly getting back on an even keel. ‘What do you like? Action, comedy, horror or romance?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I don’t mind action flicks,’ Janine said. ‘If they’ve got one of those Hollywood hunks in them. But you pick, sir.’ 
 
    Mel, appreciating spirit when he stumbled across it, smiled a rather leading-Hollywood-actor smile himself, and nodded. ‘OK. Tomorrow night, then. I think there’s something with George Clooney in it.’ It seemed a safe bet. There usually was something with George Clooney in it, he’d noticed. ‘Do you want to meet in George Street, or shall I pick you up?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll see you there, sir, shall I?’ Janine said firmly. 
 
    Frank Ross was sitting back at his desk, looking half impatient and half smug. Like the cat that had had the canary but wasn’t getting the satisfaction of the aftertaste yet. 
 
    ‘Right. Seven thirty, then?’ 
 
    ‘Sir,’ she said. 
 
    Mel walked away, but not towards his office. Instead he veered towards Hillary’s desk. 
 
    ‘DI Greene, a word,’ Mel said. Tommy Lynch’s dark head turned quickly from his computer screen. Hillary Greene got up and followed Mel back to his cubbyhole. As she passed Janine’s desk, their eyes met. 
 
    Janine grimaced, and then glanced meaningfully at Frank Ross. 
 
    ‘Grassing dickhead,’ she muttered under her breath. 
 
    Ross, aware of a chill at his back, looked around and found that big ape Tommy Lynch staring at him. 
 
    ‘What?’ he said aggressively, fully expecting Tommy Lynch, Detective Constable Tommy Lynch, to look away immediately. That’s what constables did when sergeants challenged them. Instead, Tommy continued to stare at him for another long moment before very deliberately turning his back. 
 
    Ross flushed. His rage swelled, then ebbed, leaving him feeling vicious. He’d get him. Just give him time. The big, stupid, black bastard would soon learn who was really running this nick. 
 
    As, no doubt, Hillary Greene was learning at this very moment. 
 
    He shot a smug glance at Mel Mallow’s closed office door and smiled. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Janine Tyler give him the finger. 
 
    ‘And just when were you going to tell me?’ Mel said, his voice a good couple of tones lower than usual. It was, as everybody knew, the only way Mellow Mallow ever showed his anger. His open displays of rage and bad language were so rare as to have fallen into the mists of legend. 
 
    ‘Sir, with respect, I’ve only just learned of the body’s identity myself. What? Ten minutes ago?’ 
 
    It was a lie, of course. She’d known about it for at least an hour. Big bloody deal. A whole hour. 
 
    True, during that hour she’d been conniving ways and means of keeping the knowledge from Mel and holding onto her case as long as possible, but he wasn’t to know that. 
 
    ‘And when I did, I thought it only prudent to get the background checks in place before coming to you.’ She wondered if she should add something about his workload, and merely doing her own job, but something in his eye told her not to push her luck. 
 
    ‘Very thoughtful of you, DI Greene, I’m sure,’ Mel said, although his sarcasm seemed to be tinged with a trace of humour. ‘Don’t try and kid a kidder, Hillary. You know as well as I do that you can’t stay on as SIO now. You were just holding out. Come on, might as well admit it.’ 
 
    Hillary didn’t like liking Mel Mallow at that moment. Normally she had no beef with liking the DCI. He worked so hard, after all, at being likeable. But right now, she felt as if she was doing herself no favours by liking him, since he was in the process of snaffling her case. 
 
    ‘Sir,’ she said, which was as much of an apology as he was ever going to get. Let alone an acknowledgement that he had things right. 
 
    Wisely, he merely nodded. ‘Right. So, what have we got?’ 
 
    With a sigh, Hillary told him what they had, knowing that with every fact, she was handing over her case to him on a silver platter. 
 
    When she’d finished, including her thoughts about the possibility of using narrowboats as an ideal smuggling vessel, Mel sighed. 
 
    He had to hand it to Hillary. She was doing a first-rate job. 
 
    And a DI needed a break, they all did. His own break as a DI had come when he’d been left in charge as SIO on an arson case. That had all but ensured him his rise to chief inspector. 
 
    If it wasn’t for the Yorkie Bars and their particular sword of Damocles hanging over Hillary’s head, he rather thought that he could have made a case for her to Marcus. 
 
    But no, perhaps not. Not when Fletcher was involved. 
 
    ‘You know Superintendent Donleavy would have put me on the case the moment he heard Luke Fletcher’s name mentioned, don’t you?’ Mel said. 
 
    Gloomily, Hillary acknowledged the fairness of his comment. Her misery was palpable, and Mel, who really did hate to see good officers done down, sighed with her. 
 
    ‘Look, Hillary, as far as I’m concerned you’ve done well. Bloody well. And that’ll be in my report to Marcus. In fact,’ he added, ‘I’m going to need an “assist” in this case anyway. I’ve got a feeling it’s going to be big. And since you’re already up to speed, you’re the obvious choice. Fancy it?’ 
 
    It was an olive branch, she knew. And although she winced internally at the thought of his pity, she was far too much of a pragmatist to turn down an offer like that. Even an “assist” job on a big case was a career booster. And once the Yorkie Bars had departed the scene and the spectre of her bloody husband had shuffled decently off into the woodwork, she didn’t see why a DCIship shouldn’t be in the offing. 
 
    ‘Yes, sir,’ she said. ‘Thanks, sir.’ 
 
    Mel nodded and followed her out to inform the team that from now on, he was SIO. 
 
    It pleased Frank Ross, anyway. 
 
    And while Janine quite liked the thought of being on a case with Mel, getting to know him better and learning from him up close and personal, she didn’t like the fact that Hillary had been side-lined. 
 
    Tommy Lynch said nothing, but felt plenty. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Another shitty day comes to an even shittier close,’ Hillary muttered to herself as she turned into the tiny narrow lane that led to Thrupp. She parked the car as far away from the Boat pub as she could manage and locked it angrily. She slung her bag over her shoulder and traipsed up the towpath, only looking up when a cheerful voice hailed her. 
 
    ‘Hey, Hill! You look like you need a good long G and T.’ 
 
    It was Nancy Walker, the woman who owned and lived on Willowsands, the boat moored next along from hers. ‘I’d offer you some company, but you’ve already got it, I see.’ 
 
    Nancy was a cheerful, lustful widow who liked to prey on the older-woman-fixated young male students that Oxford had in plenty. She turned her freckled face towards Hillary’s own boat, and the youth who was stretched out, bare-chested, on top of the roof, soaking up the last of the hot May sunshine. 
 
    She looked approvingly at Hillary, who smiled back, damned if she was going to introduce them. 
 
    ‘Another time, maybe,’ she said, not wanting to turn down a gin and tonic and the chance to spend some time off the boat, even if it meant spending time on somebody else’s. 
 
    ‘Hey, Gary!’ 
 
    Her visitor, alerted by their talk, had already sat up and was busy putting his shirt back on. He was just Nancy’s type. Twenty-one, but looking younger, he was tall and slim with a face that only just managed to stop itself from looking pretty. 
 
    ‘Hill,’ he muttered, wriggling down the roof and landing his sneakered feet on the deck with a lithe leap. 
 
    Hillary opened the padlock and pushed it open, going down the stairs. ‘Watch your—’ 
 
    There was a “whump” followed by a yell and then a full-throated obscenity from behind her. 
 
    ‘Head,’ she finished wryly. ‘How many times have you been on this boat?’ she asked, turning around and watching him duck-walk inside, rubbing his head furiously. 
 
    ‘Too effing many.’ As usual, he was reluctant to swear in front of her. She was, after all, a policewoman. Not to mention a superior officer. Luckily, he didn’t work out of her station. That would have been just too much. 
 
    ‘Want something to drink? There’s some Southern Comfort in the cupboard I think.’ Or was there? She had an uneasy feeling she might have finished it off last week. 
 
    ‘No thanks. I just wanted to ask, you know, how things went. With the Complaints and Discipline people.’ 
 
    Hillary snorted and slung her bag onto a chair. The lounge had only two chairs. She slumped in one, then had to take her bag off the other so they would both have somewhere to sit. 
 
    ‘Oh, the Yorkie Bars. They’re all right. One of ’em fancies me,’ she said, finding it almost funny. 
 
    The young man sat down, still buttoning up his shirt. It was a curiously intimate gesture that would have had Nancy Walker salivating. 
 
    ‘Oh. No word, then? About Dad?’ 
 
    Hillary shook her head at her stepson. Gary Greene had been twelve when she’d married his father, too old to get a wicked stepmother complex. And since his own mother was still alive and well and waspish on the subject of Ronnie Greene herself, he’d come to look on Hillary as a sort of honorary aunt. 
 
    Now he looked at her miserably. 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘Uh-oh. I don’t like that look. It’s your I-can’t-tell-Mum-but-I-can-tell-Hillary one.’ She knew it well. It usually meant a crisis of some sort. 
 
    Gary had lived with his mother until, much against her wishes, he joined the police force and moved out, so he’d never been a burden or a strain on Hillary’s marriage to his father. It was probably the reason they were still friends to this day. 
 
    Gary also, for some reason less obvious, considered Hillary to be something of an oracle. 
 
    ‘Out with it.’ Hillary spoke crisply, in no mood to be playing nurse. 
 
    ‘Do you think Dad was on the take?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Hillary said, firmly. 
 
    He blinked. Then sighed. ‘Yeah. So do I.’ His shoulders slumped. Since the allegations about his father had come out, Hillary supposed Gary’s life must have been pretty miserable. She began to feel the usual residue of guilt, having been very relieved that so far, Gary hadn’t felt the need to confide in her, or unburden himself. 
 
    Now she wondered what was coming. Because one look at his tight lips told her that something sure as hell was. 
 
    ‘See, the thing is, Hill,’ he lifted his sandy-coloured hair off his forehead, and looked at her with woebegone eyes, ‘Dad once joked about this account he had in the Cayman Islands. Said he’d set it up so you didn’t need a signature, or even identification, just the number. At the time I thought he was joking. Then, later, I thought he was probably giving me a hint. You know. Son and heir, and all that. In case anything happened to him.’ 
 
    As it had. 
 
    Their eyes met. 
 
    Hillary wished she’d accepted Nancy’s gin and tonic. She wished she hadn’t finished the last of the Southern Comfort. She wished, in fact, that she could get nice and cosily sozzled. 
 
    ‘Oh shit,’ she said softly. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 6 
 
    ‘Uh-oh, here comes Vice,’ Janine muttered under her breath. Tommy heard her, though, looked up and scowled. Nobody felt particularly friendly towards cops who poached on their turf. 
 
    It was a bright new morning, still sunny, although the weather pundits were predicting the usual rain later. Tommy yawned, wishing he hadn’t stayed up to watch the late movie last night, but Jean liked sci-fi, and the classic 1950s movie had, apparently, been a must-see. 
 
    If his mother hadn’t been asleep in the next room, who knows? They might have got around to a little . . . 
 
    ‘Right, listen up, everyone,’ Mel’s mellifluous tones cut across his vaguely lascivious musings, and he stiffened automatically in his seat as if he’d been caught out. 
 
    ‘This is DI Mike Regis and Sergeant Colin Tanner, from Vice. I filled them in on our case last night, after our super had their super assign them to our case, since we think Vice might have precedence. I expect your full cooperation.’ 
 
    Frank Ross was evidently less than impressed. In fact, Janine thought she heard a snort. 
 
    Regis looks like a tough sod, she mused, eyeing the DI warily. Short, but with that vicious look you often got with little dogs. Just ready to give your ankle, or anything else he could reach, a nasty nip. He was balding, and could have been anywhere from thirty-five to fifty-five. He had the craggy, couldn’t-give-a-monkeys look of the cop who’d seen it all and done most of it. They could either be the best bloody thing since sliced bread to work with, or sheer hell on wheels. Especially if you were female. She’d have to wait and see. 
 
    She couldn’t say that Hillary Greene looked all that apprehensive. Did Hillary know something about Regis that she didn’t? Or maybe she just had her armour plating already in place. 
 
    The other one, the sergeant, was as tall and lanky as a string bean, and just as ugly. He smiled vaguely at the room (nobody in particular, just the room) while Mel introduced them, then his face fell back into its crushed bog-roll look. 
 
    ‘Morning, everyone.’ Regis spoke with the gravelly voice of the dedicated smoker. ‘I come bearing gifts.’ Here he waved a huge briefcase in the air. ‘Everything we have on David Pitman, Luke Fletcher and known associates.’ 
 
    Hillary mused briefly on the warning to beware Greeks bearing gifts, but didn’t think that now was the time to air her Radcliffe College education. Radcliffe was still, technically, an Oxford college, and some people, especially male cops, could get very nervous when confronted with an OEC — an Oxford Educated Cop. Especially a female one. 
 
    Like Janine, she had Regis pegged as difficult, and a potential obstacle. 
 
    ‘So far, our boy Fletcher seems to be unaware of the loss of The Pits.’ Regis had obviously guessed that the room’s single unused desk had been seconded to him and his sergeant, and he strolled over to lean against it, already looking right at home. 
 
    ‘We haven’t had much time, but we’ve had a watching brief since last night, and nothing seems to be stirring at Fletcher’s. So far, we have only two others of his outfit currently missing in action. One Alfred Makepeace and one Jake Gascoigne. Makepeace is an old geezer, sixty-one last birthday, and waiting to retire. He’s got form, but none of it for violence. He’s a bit of a dog-of-all-trades. Joined the merchant navy as a lad, no doubt picking up a load of bad habits as well as useful tricks of the trade and contacts abroad. He has an HGV licence, and did most of his time for forgery and some highly inventive scams. He’s been working for Fletcher for some twenty years now, doing the jobs other villains don’t want, and reaching the parts other villains can’t reach.’ 
 
    ‘Huh?’ Frank suddenly looked interested. 
 
    ‘He’s Fletcher’s eyes and ears,’ Hillary interjected. 
 
    Like the twin barrels of a shotgun, Mike Regis’s eyes swung her way. Janine felt herself tense and she began to sweat, even though Hillary herself simply stared back. And — wonder of wonders — was that a ghost of a smile crossing DI Regis’s face? Then Janine thought, maybe not. 
 
    ‘Right,’ he said curtly. ‘We’ve long since supposed that Makepeace’s only real function nowadays is to keep a general eye on things and report back to Fletcher on anything naughty. Gascoigne, on the other hand, is a very different kettle of fish.’ 
 
    He passed a pile of slim folders to his sergeant, who began handing them out. 
 
    ‘As you can see from his mugshot,’ Regis carried on, hardly waiting for the hasty rustle of paper that indicated everyone was hunting out the relevant report, ‘he’s a good-looking bastard, who fancies himself with the ladies. More than that, he fancies himself with a blade. With good reason.’ 
 
    Hillary looked down at a black-haired, brown-eyed face that most women would probably consider handsome, and flicked her eyes over his vital statistics. Two suspected murders using a knife — neither brought home to him. In and out of Juvie as a kid, natch, druggie mother, and currently employed by Fletcher, so Vice had it, as a kind of minder for Luke’s drug runs. 
 
    Nowadays, not even drug runners were immune from criminal acts. Just last year, a drugs baron from up Edinburgh way had had his shipment hijacked by some cockney chancers. Fletcher, it seemed, wasn’t keen to be made a similar laughing stock. 
 
    ‘These two have been missing from their usual haunts for just over two weeks,’ Regis reiterated. 
 
    ‘That’s when “The Pits” went AWOL,’ Hillary said. ‘Did the three of them operate as a unit?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Once again Regis fixed her with a stare, and again seemed to nearly smile. Janine, for one, found it most disconcerting — like a dog that had a friendly wagging tail but was also showing its teeth. Which end did you trust? 
 
    ‘They have been known to act together on at least three other occasions. Twice on lorries, working the continental route, and once doing something very odd with a fishing trawler. Makepeace, apparently, can drive, navigate or steer anything on land or sea. For all we know, the old sod might even be able to fly a plane. Though not officially — he doesn’t have a pilot’s licence anyway. Right now, we have no idea where they are or what they’re up to. Except for The Pits, of course. We know where he is all right.’ 
 
    ‘DI Greene has a theory about that,’ Mel put in. 
 
    ‘Oh?’ Regis said, looking once more at Hillary. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Mel said, and went on to explain Hillary’s idea about a canal-network distribution scheme. 
 
    ‘And since she lives on a narrowboat,’ Mel concluded, ‘we can take it that she knows what she’s talking about.’ 
 
    Hillary wished he hadn’t said that. She might live on a boat, but that was all she did. She didn’t use the damn thing. Not as a boat, anyway. 
 
    Seeing Regis’s gimlet gaze on her again, she racked her brains for something intelligent to say. ‘There are areas of the country that aren’t covered by canals, of course. So the network might, at best, be fragmented. Still, there are plenty of places to hide contraband, and narrowboats are so low-key as to be almost invisible. The only thing that worries me—’ 
 
    ‘Is The Pits turning up in a lock,’ Regis said. 
 
    Hillary nodded, glad to be able to knock around ideas with someone so on the ball. ‘Right. If Fletcher is using narrowboats, why advertise the fact by leaving a body in one?’ 
 
    ‘Accidents happen,’ Regis said, and nobody quite knew whether to laugh or not because nobody could quite figure out if he was joking. Not even Frank Ross seemed to be sure. 
 
    Mel decided it was time to take control. ‘So, we have to get cracking and find out. Tommy and Janine, see whether Fletcher owns any narrowboats. Remember, his haulage firm was hidden under a barrage of paperwork, so be careful. And extra thorough.’ 
 
    Regis folded his arms across his chest and watched his temporary co-workers sort themselves out. Quietly, Colin Tanner moved up to stand beside him. 
 
    ‘Frank, you know the lowlifes around Fletcher better than anyone else,’ Mel continued. The bite to his voice had Tanner perking up with interest. ‘That can be your field. Get on to your snitches, find out if there are any rumours about The Pits or either of these other two — Makepeace and Gascoigne. If there are any fallings out between thieves, I want to know about it.’ 
 
    ‘Well?’ Regis said quietly. 
 
    Tanner didn’t hesitate. ‘Greene is narked at having the case taken from her, obviously. She seems to be the brightest of the bunch. Something else is going on here too, but I’m not sure what.’ 
 
    Regis did. Before coming in this morning, he’d made it his business to find out about the people he’d be working with. He’d fill his sergeant in on the investigation into her late husband later. 
 
    ‘The big black guy has got the hots for her, but is being careful not to show it. He’s being successful too. I don’t think anybody’s twigged to it yet. Ross hates her guts. The pretty blonde has plans for our DCI, and I wouldn’t be surprised if they don’t coincide with his for her.’ 
 
    Regis sighed. Usual mix, then. So long as none of it interfered with his plans to finally get Fletcher, he didn’t give a shit. 
 
    ‘Sir, aren’t we rather taking it for granted that this death is drugs-related?’ Hillary said, not liking the way Mel was giving everybody except her prime bites of the pie. ‘After all, we’ve barely begun an even bog-standard investigation yet. And if this turns into a high-flying case, we don’t want to give the media, or anyone else, reason to point the finger. Pits might have had any number of enemies willing and able to kill him, people that have nothing to do with Fletcher.’ 
 
    Frank snorted. 
 
    ‘Right,’ Mel said. ‘Hill, you can cover that. You’re right, we shouldn’t assume it’s drugs, or Fletcher-related. You can get on to that. Check out his family, his personal life, look for the usual motive — money, love, hate, revenge, that sort of thing. That’s great,’ he added, looking away. 
 
    He was fobbing her off, and they both knew it. 
 
    At his desk, Frank grinned widely. 
 
    Hillary gritted her teeth and said nothing. 
 
    Mel took the two Vice officers into his office. Janine sidled over. Meeting Hillary’s grim stare, she seemed to hesitate. 
 
    ‘I was wondering, boss, if you could give me a place to start. With tracing boats, I mean.’ 
 
    ‘Sure,’ Hillary said, guessing her dilemma and deciding to let her off the hook. She was determined not to be petty. 
 
    What was it Mel had said? Oh yeah. Be thorough. My, what a pearl of wisdom that was. 
 
    ‘First you can check on the fees. For a start there’s mooring fees, which are paid yearly. Then you can check on licences — you get them from British Waterways, also paid yearly. The bigger the barge, the larger the fee. If that fails, there’s always insurance. It’s mandatory, and has to be third party. I’d check with Thrupp Boat Club to begin with — there’s probably insurance companies that specialise in that sort of thing.’ For her part, she was still living off her uncle’s insurance, though no doubt she’d have to pay the next premium. ‘Then there’s a Safety Certificate — that might not help so much as it’s only issued every four years, and if Fletcher’s bought his boats second-hand, they’ll still be in place. Oh, and check with any private boat clubs. Mooring there is extra, and I should think Fletcher would like the privacy they offer more than public towpath mooring.’ 
 
    Slightly glassy-eyed, Janine nodded. ‘Right, boss.’ 
 
    Tommy, who was already busy at his terminal, looked up at her with a tea-and-sympathy smile, but Janine was in no mood for it. 
 
    She was thinking about her date with Mel. If it was still on. She sat at her desk, tapping her pen absently on her pad. He hadn’t said it was off. Things were hotting up, though, getting busy. 
 
    Still, a date was a date. 
 
    She turned her mind to the usual problems, multiplied in her case by the fact that her date was also her boss. 
 
    He hadn’t mentioned dinner afterwards, but if they did go somewhere, she couldn’t dress as casually as she would if she was just going to watch a film. On the other hand, if he turned up in jeans and turtleneck, she’d feel a right wally wearing a little black number. And what about the goodnight kiss? Awkward or what? 
 
    She sighed heavily and turned to her screen. Boat yards. As good a place to start as any. 
 
    Just another exciting day in the life of a Thames Valley detective sergeant. When, oh when, was she actually going to see some action? She'd joined the police force so she could kick ass. As it was, she might just as well have become a secretary, like her mother had always wanted. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary, feeling even more cheesed off than Janine, and without even the prospect of a mildly problematical date to relieve the monotony, read through the latest reports. 
 
    Some of them were standard, things that had been implemented without her go-ahead. The Pit’s mother, for example, had been traced and interviewed at her home. The constable’s report was scrupulous, though it told her nothing. A little postscript, almost apologetic, stated that, in the constable’s opinion, Mrs Pitman was afraid of her son. It did little to enhance her mood. 
 
    Pitman, rapist and all-round thug, was somebody that she assumed even his mother would be afraid of. It meant that, even if the poor old soul had known where her son was or what he’d been up to, she’d never talk. Even with him dead, no doubt he still cast a long shadow. 
 
    She sighed and pencilled her in for another interview. Then shook her head. She’d be damned if she’d go over the leavings of a constable. Not even to suit Mel Mallow. 
 
    No, if she was stuck with the booby prize, she’d bloody well make the best of it. Even Frank Ross had a better assignment, with far more chance of getting a shot at glory. 
 
    She picked up her bag and, deliberately not telling Mel where she was going, marched out of the office. 
 
    Tommy was the only one to see her go. 
 
    The address she had for Dave Pitman’s first suspected rape victim was nearly ten years old, and she didn’t hold out much hope. 
 
    The house, in Banbury, was nice enough, one of those Victorian villas converted into flats. Sure enough, the flat number had a different name beside it. No knowing where the victim might be now. Rape victims, and victims of violent personal assault, often moved away, as if they could outrun the nightmares. But as Hillary well knew, a change of scene doesn’t do a thing to alter what is in your head. 
 
    She ran her eyes down the six names by the door, pausing on the third. Miss E Carmichael. It sounded like the name of a spinster aunt. Probably she’d turn out to be a thirty-something highly efficient PA for some advertising firm. 
 
    But no. The voice that came over the intercom was reassuringly old. And wary. 
 
    Hillary introduced herself. ‘Detective Inspector Hillary Greene, ma’am. I was wondering if you knew Diana McGraw? She lived here about a decade ago.’ 
 
    The lobby door buzzed, and she pushed through, walking across cracked linoleum and up one flight of stairs. She turned the bend into a gloomy corridor, and saw that the door at the far end was already ajar. She was glad, and sad too, to find the chain was still firmly attached. Had Miss Carmichael been the victim of a forced entry? Or did she just read the papers? 
 
    Hillary had her warrant card ready, and showed it carefully through the gap. 
 
    A moment later, the door opened. Miss Carmichael was old, but she wasn’t little. She was a good inch or two taller than Hillary. But she had white hair, weak blue eyes, and an air of vulnerability. Hillary wondered, uneasily, if she might not herself wear such a look, in another twenty — oh, OK, thirty years’ time. 
 
    ‘Come in, Inspector. Yes, I knew Diana.’ 
 
    Ten minutes later, Hillary was sitting on a settee, sipping Darjeeling and admiring the canary. It wasn’t hard. The tea was good and the bird could sing prettily enough. Since she was in no hurry to get back to the Big House and watch Frank smirking his triumph at her or dodge Mel’s hangdog, not-my-fault looks, she was prepared to take her time. 
 
    And it had been a while since she’d done any interviews. Getting out of touch with the public was an occupational hazard as you climbed the ladder, one that could be a grave mistake. 
 
    ‘Poor Diana. She never was the same after . . . the incident. It didn’t help that her mother was dead. It might have made a difference, having a mother to talk to.’ Obviously Miss Carmichael had known the McGraws well — unless she was just the resident busybody. ‘And then her dad died a couple of years ago. But by then, Diana was gone. To London, or so her father said.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. That was one potential suspect out of the way then. She’d known fathers who’d tried to kill men who’d attacked, raped or robbed their loved ones. Though in this case, the timing was all wrong. Usually, if a family member was going to take revenge, it happened while the attacker was out on bail, if bail had been granted, or when they first got out of jail. 
 
    In this case, the alleged rape had happened too long ago. 
 
    ‘I daresay her brother keeps in touch,’ Miss Carmichael said, momentarily raising Hillary’s hopes before dashing them again. ‘He’s in oil. An engineer in Saudi Arabia. His father was that proud of him.’ 
 
    Hillary lingered for a few more minutes. Outside in her car she made some notes in the margin, then checked the details of the one rape victim who’d at least succeeded in getting The Pits jailed. Not every woman was prepared to testify in open court. 
 
    But she’d been in care, she read, and had had priors for prostitution since then. She’d also disappeared into the city’s underbelly long ago. Either moved on, married or ended up dead somewhere. Probably from an overdose, Hillary supposed grimly. 
 
    Not the kind, anyway, to have an avenging angel hovering in the wings. 
 
    That just left Sylvia Warrender. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Deirdre Warrender flung open the door and staggered forward. Hillary found herself holding up a hand to stop her lurching over, before the woman caught herself and stared at her. 
 
    ‘You’re not Brenda.’ 
 
    Hillary agreed that she wasn’t, and held up her warrant card. The usual look of disconcerted guilt crept across the woman’s face. Hillary could almost hear her sorting through her mind for any misdemeanours she may have committed. She looked like the sort who might shoplift the occasional bottle of gin or packet of fags. She was certainly the worse for drink now. 
 
    ‘Oh.’ Deirdre blinked at the warrant card. She had frizzy blonde hair, very much dyed, and a once-good figure running to fat. Too much make-up badly applied. And she was wearing what was probably her best dress, a floral tent-like construction. 
 
    ‘I thought you was Brenda,’ she said, her words carefully enunciated like someone not quite drunk. ‘We was going to Mecca.’ Hillary blinked. With her nearly-Oxford educated brain, her first thought was that Deirdre Warrender made an unlikely Muslim, let alone one who even knew which way Mecca faced. ‘Bingo,’ Deirdre said helpfully. 
 
    ‘It’s really your daughter I wanted to see, Mrs Warrender. Sylvia. Is she here?’ 
 
    ‘No, she ain’t, see.’ Deirdre Warrender spoke aggressively, the mother hen instantly aroused to clucking fury over a threatened chick. 
 
    ‘At work, perhaps,’ Hillary said mildly. 
 
    ‘No,’ Deirdre said, reluctantly. ‘Got made redundant last month. She’s on the social.’ She sounded ashamed of it. 
 
    ‘Sorry to hear that.’ Hillary wondered if she was ever going to get invited in. ‘It’s about her,’ she looked around, lowering her voice, but she needn’t have bothered. The street, lined with poor terraced houses on either side, was as deserted as a pub after closing time. ‘Trouble a few years back. The attack.’ Hillary wasn’t sure she was getting through. She deliberately avoided the word “rape.” 
 
    ‘Oh,’ her mother said blankly, and swayed back into the hall. ‘You’d better come in, then.’ She led the way to a tiny and cold lounge. ‘Didn’t think you rozzers were still on that. Bugger got away with it, didn’t he?’ 
 
    She fell, rather than sat, on to an overstuffed sofa, and stared belligerently up, rather cross-eyed. Hillary wondered if she was seeing double. 
 
    ‘Your daughter accused David Pitman of the attack, didn’t she, Mrs Warrender?’ 
 
    The older woman’s eyes, clear blue and set in puffy, red-veined cheeks, narrowed. Suddenly she looked very sober indeed. 
 
    Hillary had her down for a mother who was loving but useless at the job. She’d have been furious at anybody who’d hurt her lamb, but basically impotent. She might have, on the spur of the moment, attacked Dave Pitman with her handbag, or bottle of gin, or whatever she happened to be holding, had she run across him in the courthouse or on the street. But she couldn’t see this woman planning or executing a cold-blooded revenge killing. 
 
    She was also the type who stayed close to home. Home being, in this case, Cowley. She doubted if Deirdre Warrender had even been outside her portion of the city, let alone ventured into the countryside. In fact, she probably despised the country, and all it stood for. A city sparrow down to her marrow, if ever Hillary saw one. 
 
    Pity the daughter wasn’t in. Still, if she took after her mother . . . 
 
    ‘What’s the story, then?’ Deirdre asked, but Hillary was not about to fill her in. If her daughter did have something to do with it, she didn’t want her forewarned. 
 
    She’d have to come back later and interview the daughter separately. 
 
    ‘Just routine enquiries, Mrs Warrender. Was Sylvia your only child?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, she was. Only wanted the one. Had such a bad time with her, I thought never again. Not like some round here. Have brat after brat. All of them up to no good. My Sylvie’s a good girl. She did typing at school. Worked as a receptionist, she did. Well, before they gave her the push.’ 
 
    The tone had become whining now, and Hillary nodded quickly. ‘Yes, I’m sure she’s done well for herself. How about her dad? I’ll bet he’s as proud of her as you are.’ 
 
    Deirdre snorted. ‘Huh. Him! Don’t know if he’s even still alive. Ran off, didn’t he, as soon as he heard I was up the duff.’ A cunning, curiously humorous look crossed her face. ‘Joined the French Foreign Legion or something, I ’spect.’ She began to laugh raucously. 
 
    So bang goes another possible suspect, Hillary thought morosely, and then, with a nasty jolt, caught Deirdre Warrender looking at her with knowing eyes. She suddenly felt her hackles rise. She really was getting out of practice if she couldn’t read a witness better than this. 
 
    She asked a few more desultory questions, but was soon forced to call it quits. She got back into her car, feeling out of sorts. Then she laughed. People such as Deirdre Warrender and her poor bloody daughter just didn’t like cops, it was that simple. And since they’d failed to jail the man who’d raped Sylvia, who could blame them? 
 
    Besides, it was obvious that whoever killed The Pits had something to do with Luke Fletcher and one or other of his crooked schemes. 
 
    She was just wasting her time with this personal angle stuff. 
 
    But thanks to Mel bloody Mallow, it was all she had to play with. Unless she wanted to linger around the Big House and get pounced on by the Yorkie Bars. 
 
    Which she didn’t. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 7 
 
    It wasn’t George Clooney but Brad Pitt. Janine didn’t seem to mind, though. 
 
    Mel watched the action up on the big screen, and found himself wondering idly how the actor would react if he’d really been hit in the gut like that. One thing was for sure — he wouldn’t bounce back like a bloody rubber ball and proceed to vault a six-foot-high wall. He’d probably bend over and groan, then be spectacularly sick all over the street. Maybe even cry a bit. He’d seen men, punched in the stomach, do variations on all three, be they big bad villains, or bigger badder policemen. He’d even done some himself, in his younger days back on the beat. Pain brought tears to the eyes, and a fist to the stomach after a plateful of fish and chips was a recipe for disaster for anyone. 
 
    Except Brad Pitt, of course. 
 
    Beside him, he felt rather than saw Janine Tyler smile. He focused on the screen again, where the scene had changed to a romantic interlude. 
 
    What had made him suggest a film anyway? Why not dinner? That was far more his line. He hadn’t been to the cinema in years. Perhaps it was because, unconsciously at least, he’d realised that Janine would prefer the cinema to a dinner in a smoky little jazz club. And why would he have thought that? He followed this line of thought wryly, like a man with a toothache compulsively and painfully probing the cavity with his tongue. The answer came back loud and clear. Because she was just the age to enjoy big Hollywood blockbusters and to find escapism in them rather than world-weary scepticism. 
 
    She was, in fact, just the age to be nearly twelve years his junior. 
 
    He sighed heavily. He felt old. Very old. 
 
    * * * 
 
    In the Boat, one of Thrupp’s two pubs, the night was hotting up. Hillary resolutely refused to patronise the Jolly Boatman. She might have been forced to become a boatswoman, but jolly she sure as hell wasn’t. Of course, in Thrupp hotting up meant somebody had a darts match going. 
 
    She walked through to the bar, intending to order a very large vodka. She didn’t get the chance to so much as open her mouth. Sitting at the other end of the nook was a Yorkie Bar. 
 
    The good-looking one. The one who fancied her. 
 
    He saw her, of course, and a brief look of consternation, followed by wry guilt, chased across his even, eye-pleasing features. 
 
    No wedding ring, she’d noticed, but she bet there was a girlfriend somewhere. She could just see him in ten years’ time — probably a DCI or even a super by then, married with the mandatory two point four kids, a new car and a crippling mortgage. 
 
    Paul Danvers came over to her and indicated the bar with a nod of his fair head. ‘DI Greene. Can I get you a drink?’ 
 
    Hillary snorted. ‘Don’t you have to watch that sort of thing?’ She heard herself jeering like a belligerent teenager, but who the hell cared? ‘What if your DS caught you buying me a pint — wouldn’t he begin to look at you sideways too?’ 
 
    Paul laughed. ‘I’ll risk it.’ Though, now he came to think about it, he could imagine Curtis raising a knowing eyebrow. 
 
    He uncomfortably ordered a cider for himself, and Hillary, reluctantly, asked for and received her vodka. They took one of the tables at the back, away from the rowdy darts game. Those women from the Tea Emporium could get rough, especially when they took on the toughs from the Baker’s Oven. 
 
    Hillary smiled wickedly. ‘So, found out anything interesting about me and my nefarious and highly suspicious activities? Or are you going to say you don’t know what I’m talking about?’ 
 
    ‘No, I wasn’t going to say that,’ he said, with discomfiting seriousness. ‘You’ve had no recent fancy holidays abroad, no luxuries coming onto the boat, so far as anybody’s noticed. You’ve not even bought a newer second-hand car.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got a Volkswagen. I won’t need another new car until . . . oh, at least another ten years’ time.’ 
 
    Paul smiled but Hillary didn’t. The fact was, she really could see herself still driving her VW when she was fifty. 
 
    ‘So, how’s the investigation going?’ she asked, then immediately held up a hand. ‘I know. Sorry I asked.’ It occurred to her briefly to wonder why she was being such a prat. Still, the vodka helped her push the thought away. 
 
    Paul looked back at her steadily from across the table. ‘So why did you ask?’ 
 
    Hillary looked away, feeling somehow ashamed, like a kid who’d been caught pulling wings off a butterfly. Great. Just what she needed. To be psychoanalysed by a Yorkie Bar over a vodka at the Boat. Surely there wasn’t anybody in the city having a better time than her right now? 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mel opened the gate to a small, weedy little garden, and looked around nervously. Terraced, converted, Victorian. Say that, and you’ve said it all. He knew what went on in bedsit-land. Beans on toast, and the laundry basket always full. He had lived in digs like these himself. 
 
    Years ago. Years and years ago. 
 
    ‘Better not come in,’ Janine said firmly. ‘We share — three of us. The other two are both in.’ 
 
    Of course they were, Mel thought grimly. Flatmates. He was out with a girl who had flatmates. Worse still, she was a member, albeit an extended one, of his own team. Was he going to let his dick rule his brains forever? 
 
    ‘Well, goodnight, sir,’ Janine said, then shut her mouth with an audible “click.” Startled, Mel looked down at her. She looked so miserable at the absurdity of what she’d just said that he just couldn’t help bursting out in laughter. 
 
    “Sir.” On the doorstep, the kiss looming in the background, like an ominous thundercloud. 
 
    After a second or two, Janine stopped wishing the ground would open up and swallow her whole, and began to giggle too. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ she burbled. ‘I’m nervous.’ 
 
    Mel sighed. ‘Yeah. Perhaps this wasn’t such a good idea.’ 
 
    Then Janine stood up on tip-toe and kissed him. 
 
    Suddenly it didn’t seem like such a bad idea after all. But it had been a while since he’d played this game. The second divorce, not to mention the stark reality check of double alimony payments, had, for a while at least, inured him to celibacy. Now, with her small hands on the back of his shoulders, her young and firm body pressed into his, he felt the old familiar stirring. 
 
    Janine quickly moved back. She was breathing fast. ‘I have to go in.’ At least this time she didn’t add the hilarious “sir.” 
 
    Mel nodded gloomily and watched her open up. The light from the hall illuminated her fair hair, and her expression, when she turned to shut the door behind her, was vaguely apologetic. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary trudged back to the Mollern and carefully hung up her clothes in the tiny wardrobe. She used only a few mouthfuls of water to brush and rinse her teeth, since her water supply was dangerously low. She’d have to fill the water tank tomorrow. She’d been putting it off for days now. 
 
    Her stomach rumbled. She’d restricted herself to a salad at the pub, when what she’d really wanted was the steak and kidney pie. With sauté potatoes. 
 
    She heaved a sigh and dived under the duvet. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mel stared up at the ceiling and noticed, for the first time, a long crack in the artex. He rolled over, wishing Janine Tyler were next to him. He missed having a woman in his bed. And not just for the sex, either, but for what came afterwards. The smell of warmed-up perfume. The soft, tickling strands of hair on his cheek. The warmth of another body. 
 
    He rolled onto his side. 
 
    His career had survived two divorces, but a third would make him a joke. And going out with a bimbette of a sergeant would make him what? Envied? Admired? By his juniors, perhaps. But what would Marcus Donleavy and others like him make of it? 
 
    He shook his head and closed his eyes. He’d have to be careful at the office tomorrow. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tommy was on a high. He and Janine had been at this job almost all day yesterday and all this morning, and finally things were clicking. 
 
    Hillary and Mel, talking together over her desk, looked about to break it up. Tommy caught Janine’s eye and got up, meeting her a few yards short of Hillary’s desk. For some reason, she seemed to want him to do the talking for once. Normally, she’d already be launching into speech, careful to point out — not brag about, you understand — her own cleverness in coming up with the goods. Now she simply stood and waited. 
 
    ‘Guv, we think we’ve got something,’ Tommy finally said, realising she wasn’t about to speak. ‘About Fletcher’s boats.’ 
 
    ‘He actually owns some?’ It was Mel who spoke. He turned sharply and fixed his eyes on Tommy. 
 
    ‘Well, not Fletcher himself, no, sir,’ Tommy said calmly. ‘But then we didn’t really expect to find his name on any paperwork, sir. Here.’ He laid out the paper trail on Hillary’s desk, and started going over the complicated process by which he and Janine had put it all together. 
 
    Hillary was impressed. Holding companies leading back to other holding companies. Boards of directors made up of either fictitious or dead characters, or those, from domestic cleaners to schoolteachers, who simply signed on dotted lines for a nice little annuity. It all left her cold, but by the time Tommy had finished she found herself agreeing with him that Archer’s Boat Hire and Luke Fletcher were one and the same. 
 
    ‘It was the name that made me start back-tracking in such detail,’ Tommy said, and looked at Janine, who still wasn’t taking her fair share of the glory. ‘Fletcher? Archer? Get it?’ 
 
    ‘Huh?’ Mel was evidently puzzled. 
 
    ‘In the old days a fletcher was a craftsman who made arrows,’ Hillary said helpfully. ‘You know, like Coopers made barrels and Cartwrights made wheels. Usually villains like Fletcher have egos the size of Everest. Even if they’re trying to find a way of hiding behind corporate legalese, they simply have to make some kind of a stamp on something they own or consider to be theirs.’ Tommy was nodding. ‘Right. Anyway—’ 
 
    ‘Hold on.’ Mel held up a hand. ‘Let’s get our pals from Vice in on this.’ Both Regis and Tanner responded promptly to the call, and Tommy was soon patiently going over the paper trail again. ‘Now, Archer’s Boats has only five narrowboats that we’ve been able to track down so far. If they have more, it’ll have to be under a second company name.’ 
 
    Tommy selected a rather crumpled print-out and tapped a dark finger against it. ‘Of the five, three are in dry dock.’ 
 
    He paused significantly, but it didn’t really need spelling out. Fletcher was obviously having the boats outfitted to take concealed cargo. ‘One boat was taken out nine days ago from a boatyard in north London, supposedly to carry on north, towards Oxford way.’ He looked up and waited, but Janine still wasn’t catching his eye. ‘Sergeant Tyler’s enquiries located it just south of Oxford right now. By tomorrow it will probably be moored up in the city itself — if it sticks to the speed limit.’ 
 
    ‘Which it will,’ Mike Regis said, before Hillary could make the same comment. 
 
    ‘Fletcher will have drummed it into his boys to keep a low, law-abiding profile,’ she agreed dryly. 
 
    ‘Right. But it’s the last boat that really interests us,’ Tommy said. ‘According to this, the last boat has disappeared. That is, we can’t find mention of it anywhere. We think,’ Tommy said, with an uneasy glance at Janine since this was pure speculation now, ‘that they’ve renamed the boat and neglected to mention the new name on any forms. It’ll have the same registration number, of course, but if we’re going to locate it, what we really need is the name.’ 
 
    ‘That’s odd in itself,’ Hillary said quietly. ‘Real boaties don’t like changing the names of boats. It’s a tradition, or superstition, or whatever. My uncle would never think of buying a second-hand boat and changing its name.’ 
 
    ‘Then we need to find it,’ Regis barked. ‘Shake up the buggers at British Waterways. Don’t they have some sort of system for coping with this sort of thing? I can’t see them letting anybody get away with coughing up the dough for licences or what have you, just because they’ve changed the name on the boat.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘They have boat wardens. Volunteers, citizens whose job it is to see that boaties behave themselves, deal with any problems, that sort of thing. They might be the best people to ask. If a boat calling itself “The Jolly Roger” suddenly becomes “Rumpelstiltskin,” ten to one a warden will have noticed it.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ Regis looked almost impressed. 
 
    ‘In the meantime,’ Mel said, evidently not wanting to be outdone, ‘Janine, get cracking with our friendly judge. We’ll be needing a search warrant for the boat at Oxford, right? The. . . what’s it called. . . ?’ He craned his head to read the upside down listing. ‘Kraken? We are going to raid it?’ He glanced at Regis for confirmation. 
 
    ‘Oh I think so,’ Mike Regis said, smiling wolfishly. ‘Don’t you?’ 
 
    Suddenly the atmosphere became electric. Tommy could hardly believe it. All this time he’d been going cross-eyed, getting telephone finger, and generally checking and rechecking minute bits of information, without realising what it would mean. 
 
    Now, suddenly, it was real. Very real. The boat might actually be full of drugs and drugs smugglers. And he — and the others, of course — were going to raid it. It was the kind of stuff that made the newspapers. Hell, if the haul was big enough, it would even make the telly. It was what he’d laboured in uniform for — a chance to make the big time. And when it came, it came so suddenly he almost missed it. 
 
    The room was buzzing. Even those officers not working the case seemed to have sensed the excitement. Most of them were looking at them from their desks. 
 
    He heard Janine catch her breath. 
 
    Hillary was merely apprehensive. Raids were all well and good, all glory and high-profile soundbites on the local radio, but what if those on the Kraken were tooled up? The Pits had ended up dead and mangled in a lock. One of their chief suspects was known to be a very handy slice-and-dice merchant with a knife. What if Fletcher’s jolly band of boaties came armed with automatics? Or even plain and simple knuckledusters for that matter. 
 
    Hillary had once seen a WPC’s jaw smashed to smithereens with a knuckleduster. She’d been on the beat for twelve days when she’d seen it happen. The constable concerned had taken the insurance money and run for it, probably to a nice safe job in a library. And who the hell could blame her? She’d had to eat through a wired-up jaw for months. 
 
    But Hillary’s fear, as even she was well aware, was a calculated thing. She wasn’t terrified, for instance. She knew that, as a senior officer, and a woman, she’d be well at the back when it came to the rough stuff. Besides, she’d been knocked about a bit in her time. She knew what pain was. What police officer didn’t? Nobody got to forty after an adult lifetime spent on the force, and not know how to look after number one. 
 
    But Hillary was worried about Janine. Her sergeant was still young and relatively green. Moreover, she was the kind who, through sheer ignorance and gung-hoism, could get herself seriously hurt. She knew what it was like to be a woman copper. You had to keep proving to yourself, and your male colleagues, that you weren’t yellow. That you could hold your own, and more. And Hillary knew just where that attitude could get you. 
 
    But worried as she was about Janine, she was even more worried about Tommy. As a mere DC, and big to boot, he’d be on the front line. It was expected of him, and no doubt he himself wouldn’t even question it. But all it needed was for one of Fletcher’s thugs to be a racist prat as well, and Tommy Lynch could well become instant enemy number one. 
 
    Still, it was no use fretting. It had to be done. And if they did find a good-sized drugs haul and it could be traced back to Fletcher . . . 
 
    Mel was beaming like a cat anticipating a canary cocktail followed by cream hors d’oeuvres. 
 
    Regis and his sergeant were conferring quietly. As if sensing Hillary’s eyes on him, he glanced up and caught her gaze. For a second, Hillary had the absurd idea that they were the only two coppers in the room who really understood what was going on. He seemed to hesitate, as if surprised, and then, slowly, nodded. 
 
    For some reason, it made Hillary’s day. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The go-ahead came just as Tommy was knocking off. The judge had been reluctant to agree to a search warrant since, in his opinion, probable cause was extremely shaky. But either Marcus Donleavy or the super over at Vice were owed a favour and the paperwork got signed. 
 
    It was going to be a dawn raid. 
 
    Tanner and one of Vice’s plain clothes were even now checking out the whereabouts of the Kraken, and would report back with its exact location at five the next morning. 
 
    All those officers concerned were to be at the Big House by three-thirty. It was hardly worth going home, and he knew he’d be too keyed up to sleep, but Tommy also knew Jean was expecting him. 
 
    She was going to cook him and Mercy a new recipe tonight. Something Jamaican. 
 
    Sometimes Tommy wished that his mother could marry Jean. It would make everybody happy. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine didn’t bother going to bed either. Instead, she curled up in her favourite armchair next to a big floppy-shaded standard lamp with her favourite author, James Burke. He was an American who wrote about tough American cops. As a girl, Janine had wanted to live in America. Come to think of it, she still did. 
 
    Still, tomorrow would make up for living in staid old Oxford. Forget Inspector Morse and all those dreaming spires. Tomorrow, she and her mates were going to bring off a major drugs bust. She just knew it. 
 
    She imagined phoning her mum, sounding cool and offhand, casually describing her part in the drama her mother had been watching on telly that lunch hour. Or teatime. It depended on whether Mel wanted to crow to the media right away or keep a lid on it. 
 
    Mel. 
 
    He’d been avoiding her today. She knew it. Not surprising, really, since she’d been doing the same thing. But why shouldn’t they get together? It was the twenty-first century, and sex was just sex. 
 
    She smiled over her novel. Had she been a cat, she would have purred. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary set her alarm and cursed herself for not making the bed that morning. Within moments she was asleep. Unlike the others, Hillary knew the importance of getting plenty of rest before a raid. Excitement took it out of you far more than toil. 
 
    She just knew that Mike Regis, if he wasn’t conferring with that curiously silent sergeant of his, would be asleep too. Mel, for all that he was so likeable, simply wasn’t as competent as Regis. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tommy ate the spicy chicken and complimented Jean fulsomely. She was looking good tonight, in a simple, sleeveless white dress with a square neckline that set off her ebony skin to perfection. While she and his mother did the washing up, laughingly consigning him to the living room, he wondered what his mother would do if he brought Hillary home for a meal. 
 
    He couldn’t help but smile. She’d have three thousand fits, all at once. 
 
    She was white. She was a cop, his superior officer, no less. She was old enough to be Mercy’s own sister. She was so unsuitable, so unthinkable that his mother would probably, for once in her life, be speechless. 
 
    Tommy’s smile faded. What was he thinking? Of course he’d never bring Hillary home. He wouldn’t want to hurt Jean. And besides, why would DI Greene want to have dinner with a mere detective constable — and his mother — anyway? 
 
    He leant back and stared at the muted television screen. A game show was on. He hadn’t told Mercy or Jean about the raid tomorrow, only that his shifts had altered and that he had to be back on duty by three. He knew they’d worry. 
 
    He wasn’t scared, not really. But he wasn’t a fool either. He knew there were plenty of cops out there who didn’t like working with black or other ethnic minority officers. And in a raid, things got confused. If the suspects were armed, things could get really nasty, really fast. Especially in a small and cramped space like a narrowboat. There wouldn’t be much room for manoeuvre if things went pear-shaped. 
 
    He’d been in a street riot once, during his early days in London, so he knew just how much you had to rely on your fellow officers to watch your back. He himself had saved another black officer from getting a broken milk bottle buried in the nape of his neck. 
 
    Tommy shook himself. He couldn’t let thoughts like these worry him now. In all probability tomorrow’s raid would go like clockwork. It might turn out to be a damp squib and they’d find nothing on the Kraken more sinister than herbal teabags. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mel needed this bust to be a good one. Even though Vice would be collecting most of the glory, those that mattered would know it had been a joint affair. When Marcus moved up, as rumour had it he was about to, it would do his chances of becoming superintendent no harm at all if he was known to be the man who’d taken down Luke Fletcher. 
 
    OK. Helped to take down. Was at least in on it when the first nail was hammered into his coffin. 
 
    He frowned. 
 
    He just hoped Janine kept her head down tomorrow. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 8 
 
    From the top of Headington Hill, the city of Oxford would have looked spectacular. It was just getting light, and the treetops and pampered lawns of the college quads were tinted in a flush of soft peach. Some of the lawns, centuries old, rolled, trimmed, fed and almost venerated, were playing host to the early birds of legend. Blackbirds mostly, out to catch the worms that had been lured to the surface by the mist and morning dew that dampened the ground. 
 
    The same low-lying mist that was the worms’ undoing blanketed the city, leaving the skyline clear. Through this dreamlike, peach-tinted miasma poked every one of the spires, pergolas, arches and domes that the city was so famous for. Any photographer who happened to be awake at that hour would have been snapping away like crazy, happily thinking of all those commissions from postcard manufacturers, calendar makers and the tourist board. 
 
    For working cops, however, the mist was a bit of a sod. Frank didn’t mind it so much. In his opinion, if you couldn’t get a clear view of the bastards, then it meant the bastards couldn’t get a clear view of you either. 
 
    Frank rather liked it when they couldn’t see you coming. 
 
    Nothing on the canal was moving. Not even a cat. The bottom end of Walton Street, all the way up to Canal Street, was devoid of students, Japanese tourists or even milkmen. It was unusual, even at this hour, not to hear the sound of a car, but here, on the canal, the city might have been a million miles away. 
 
    There wasn’t even the sound of lapping water, for the canal wasn’t tidal, and the water just sat there in its narrow confines, a dull, greenish-brown ribbon. In the muffling mist even the church bells rang out the half hour as if from some distant land. 
 
    Hillary checked her watch. It wasn’t even four twenty-five yet. That was the thing about Oxford — it had hundreds of damned church clocks, college clocks, bell towers and chiming gongs, and not one of them seemed to keep the right time. 
 
    She glanced across at Mel. 
 
    The raiding party had met up in Walton Street. It was being coordinated by Regis, who undoubtedly had more experience of this kind of thing. It reminded Hillary of her days in training college. There were cops in protective gear everywhere, but none of them, as far as she was aware, were actually armed. She wondered uneasily if not calling in the armed response unit had been a mistake. 
 
    Even though Tommy Lynch and all the rest looked impressive in protective padding, with riot shields, hard helmets and nice big hefty truncheons, she knew how false such a look of imperviousness could be. Bullets shattered shields, broke helmets apart, and did very nasty things to flesh and bone, no matter how well padded it was. 
 
    Still, she could understand why the powers that be had vetoed guns. For all that they were on the canal, they were also in the heart of the city, with snoozing terraced cottages on one side and other boats moored around the Kraken. 
 
    She listened in approval as Regis outlined his softly-softly approach. There was no point going in there yelling like a horde of Mongols. 
 
    Sergeant “Picks” Pickering, older than Methuselah, had been co-opted to see if he could get into the boat without the aid of a battering ram. 
 
    When Hillary had arrived at the Big House over an hour ago, she’d been the first person he’d approached, asking about boat doors, locks, safety features, alarms and such that he’d be likely to come across on a narrowboat. 
 
    She told him all she knew. Her own boat had bolts, top and bottom. Her uncle had never fitted a Yale lock since the doors on boats weren’t anything like the front or back doors of houses. At least, they weren’t on the Mollern, but then she was an old boat, twenty at least. Hillary wasn’t so sure about the new state-of-the-art ones. She’d seen a hotel narrowboat once, long, sleek, and from what she could glimpse through the windows, complete with every mod con you could hope for. Now those might have Yale locks and a burglar alarm. 
 
    However, she’d been relieved to see from the photos taken by Tanner and his mate yesterday that the Kraken wasn’t brand new by any means. Which was good news for Picks. 
 
    Nobody knew what Picks’s real name was. Hillary found this rather alarming, as if not knowing his name was a bad omen. The old-timer crept along the towpath and the mist seemed to swirl around him. He was in uniform and the dark blue suit enabled them to track his progress with relative ease. Regis and Mel had binoculars, but Hillary wasn’t sure that they’d be of much help, not in these conditions. 
 
    She wished Picks wasn’t quite so old. Surely he should have retired by now? Or was he just one of those men who looked ancient when they were really only fifty? He was a tall, skinny, scarecrow-like figure, who seemed to be permanently in danger of being bowled over by the slightest gust of wind. 
 
    She supposed she wasn’t the only one feeling beset by pangs of guilt. Here they all were, in places of strategic cover, the men young and fit and pumped up on testosterone and distant memories of The Bill on telly, while it was poor old Picks who was actually out there on the front line. 
 
    She glanced across to her right. She was crouched behind a parked car, a Mazda painted in a rather off-putting shade of purple. Beside her was an armoured PC she didn’t know, and beyond him, she caught an unmistakable glimpse of pale blonde hair. By leaning to her left, she could make out her sergeant’s face clearly. Janine’s eyes were glued to the crouched, advancing figure of Picks. Behind him, as per plan, crept the first of two big police constables. It was their job to come to Picks’s aid if he woke the sleeping crew as he tried to gain access. 
 
    As Regis had said, raiding a narrowboat was going to be a bit of a bugger. For a start, it was narrow, and Hillary had warned them it would be even narrower inside. The alleyway between front and rear, where the bathroom was located, for instance, would allow for single access only. Cops on raids, as a rule, preferred to stand shoulder to shoulder to shoulder, covering each other front, back and sides if possible. But there was no way you could do that on a narrowboat. 
 
    This meant they had to be very sure of the plan. They had to go in single file, hard and fast. No Keystone Cops stuff, like getting jammed in the doorways. They had to be quick and silent. 
 
    Hillary had seen the pictures of the boat yesterday, and had been able to give a good guess as to its internal layout. Most canal boats either had the lounge area at the front, like hers, incorporating the kitchen area, leading off to a narrow corridor that allowed access to the bedrooms and shower/toilet that were at the back, or vice versa. From the pictures of the Kraken, she was sure that the layout was much the same as that of her own boat. But without blueprints, which weren’t available, it was impossible to be sure. 
 
    Regis’s plan was, therefore, simple. If Picks succeeded in gaining access at the rear door, he was to leave one PC stationed at the rear and give the signal to the others. He’d then immediately go to the prow of the boat with the other PC and see if he could gain access, quietly, through that door as well. Providing that was successful, the raiding party would split into two groups, one coming in from the rear, the other from the front. They were to meet outside the bedrooms. 
 
    That was the plan. Hillary could think of a hundred things that could go wrong with it, but then no doubt so could Regis, Mel or even the greenest cop fresh out of training college. 
 
    Picks disappeared briefly from view in a particularly thick patch of mist and Janine cursed. Then he re-emerged. She sensed someone staring at her and looked around, finally encountering Hillary Greene’s unnervingly unruffled gaze. 
 
    She nodded coolly, still resentful of the way her DI had zeroed in on her during the briefing in Walton Street, all but lecturing her about safety. It made her feel like a kid at school, told by a bigger kid to keep out of the way of the school bullies. Hillary looked away. Janine found it impossible to know what she was thinking. She supposed the DI was getting past it now, and was just trying to look out for her. Her heart was probably in the right place. 
 
    Come to think of it, Janine had never heard anything on the rumour mill about Hillary Greene’s bottle — or lack thereof. She knew for a fact that she didn’t play any contact sports, not even squash, which seemed to be the woman police officer’s holy grail of fitness. That, or martial arts. But she didn’t think DI Greene was the kung-fu type. Not that it mattered, of course. By the time the DI and Mel and even Regis entered the boat, the suspects should all be nicely handcuffed and yelling for their briefs. 
 
    Janine could still clearly remember her self-defence training at police college. She thought of the big burly sergeant who’d taught her how to throw men twice her weight, and how to avoid getting stabbed if some berserk junkie came at you with a carving knife. She wondered, briefly, if they’d even had training sessions like that when Hillary Greene had attended college. Come to think of it, hadn’t she heard that her DI had been a university copper? For all Janine knew, in her day fast-track intellectual female officers might not have had to even go to training college. So where the hell did she get off telling her to keep back and keep her head down? 
 
    * * * 
 
    On the other side of Janine, crouched behind a big dumpster used by the boaties as a communal waste bin, Regis saw Picks reach the boat, and stiffened. Hillary had warned him about how a boat moved when someone got on it. She’d even had him and the raiding party down to Thrupp to demonstrate on her own boat, before they’d set off for the city. 
 
    It had been useful. He wished he’d thought of it himself. Now he watched, approvingly, as Picks, mindful of his early-morning lesson, stepped right into the boat’s centre of gravity, and carefully, very carefully, knelt down. Through his binoculars, Regis couldn’t see the boat make any appreciable movement. 
 
    He glanced at his watch. Good. It was getting lighter now. Light enough, in fact, to give good visibility inside, even with all the curtains drawn. 
 
    On the opposite side of the canal, behind the garden wall of one of the terraced cottages, Mel glanced through the open gate, and then across at the others. He couldn’t see Janine. He guessed Hillary had taken her aside back on Walton Street to warn her to keep a low profile, and he hoped she’d listened. 
 
    He cursed the fact that he had a poor view of the proceedings, and kept his ear glued to the radio. He glanced uneasily behind him, but the curtains in the cottage windows were all still safely drawn. 
 
    Usually, whenever a raid was to take place, the public were warned and possibly even evacuated, but in this case, given the fact that they didn’t know until the last minute where the boat would moor, plus the fact that, in such close confines, it would have been almost impossible to silently evacuate the cottages without those on the boat cottoning on, it had been decided that what the public didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them. Mel only hoped some little old lady needing a pee didn’t look out the window and call out, asking what he was doing standing in her rhubarb patch. 
 
    From the buzz on the radio, it seemed Picks had got the back door opened, for he’d stepped carefully off the boat and was giving the signal. 
 
    Mel risked craning his head around the gate and looked down the towpath. The boat was moored up about twenty feet away. Through the mist, fast thinning now as the sun began to elbow it aside, he could see a big, padded constable step onto the back of the boat, ready to be first in. Now four others were coming past Mel, crouched low, waiting for the signal to join him. In a few minutes, if Picks got the front door open, another group of raiders would come by, ready to converge on the front. 
 
    Mel felt the sweat break out on the back of his neck. He was wearing a white faux-silk shirt and a navy blue Giorgio Armani knock-off jumper. He felt slightly ridiculous. Not because of the clothes — hell, nobody would wear their finest on a job like this — but because being crouched in someone’s garden at five o’clock in the morning, waiting to follow a group of gung-ho coppers onto a narrowboat seemed faintly silly. At times like these, he couldn’t remember exactly why he’d joined the police force in the first place. His brother taught mathematics at a private boys’ school in Harrogate, for Pete’s sake. 
 
    He wiped off the sweat which had surprised him by running down his forehead and onto the bridge of his nose. Shit. He must be more tense than he realised. He jumped as the second wave of uniforms passed. Picks must have succeeded in getting the other door open. Sure enough, he was coming back now. The old sergeant slid in beside Mel, who was in the nearest safe spot, and crouched down, breathing hard. No wonder, poor old sod. He’d drawn the short straw and no mistake. Everybody knew that if the gang inside were Luke’s boys, and were tooled up, they might have shot first and asked questions later. More than one cop had been shot through a locked door and killed in the line of duty. 
 
    Mel patted the old man on the shoulder. ‘Good going, Picks.’ Picks nodded and smiled. He looked just a bit sick. 
 
    Then Mel heard the squawk on the radio. ‘Right. This is it.’ 
 
    He duck-walked a few paces to the open gate. 
 
    Picks stayed leaning against the wall, looking at the cottage and wondering how much one would cost. He’d always fancied retiring to the city. Most of his pals did it the other way around, living and working in town, and then moving to the seaside or a country village on collecting their pension. But he’d always lived in villages, and quite fancied being an Oxonian in his old age. His youngest granddaughter reckoned he looked quite Don-like. Perhaps he could buy a pair of pince-nez and hang out near the Bodleian reading a book and fooling the tourists into thinking he was some emeritus professor. 
 
    With a start he realised he was maundering. It was something he always did after a shock or a particularly stressful episode. He also realised he was alone. 
 
    * * * 
 
    DCI Mallow had gone. 
 
    From her position behind the car, Hillary watched the by-the-book, best-of-all-scenarios playing out, and took a few deep breaths, letting them out slowly. So far, so good. They had both doors unlocked, one constable at each end, and four others, also at each end, ready to go. 
 
    She glanced across at Regis, who was holding the radio to his mouth. 
 
    ‘Come on, come on,’ Janine muttered between ragged breaths. 
 
    Then Regis spoke quietly into the radio. 
 
    ‘Go.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Something went wrong. It was a simple thing, and should have been foreseen. 
 
    Somebody had used the lounge sofa as a bed. 
 
    They were designed to convert to single beds, of course, since holidaymakers liked to cram as many people onto a boat as possible, making the cost of their canal holiday cheap. From the size of the Kraken, Hillary had — rightly, as it turned out — estimated that it could sleep at least eight, maybe even nine. It would have at most two bedrooms, probably doubles, but could, at a pinch, be converted into bunkbeds sleeping four in each. 
 
    But they hadn’t expected anything like that number to be on board. 
 
    Given that they were almost sure that The Pits, Makepeace and Gascoigne made up one unit, they were expecting three or maybe four, tops, to be on board. One, like Makepeace, to be a sort of dogsbody, driver and probably cook. One or possibly two for muscle, like Gascoigne and The Pits — Gascoigne to guard the haul at all times, The Pits to help out at locks, drawbridges and suchlike. 
 
    But this team was a lot bigger. 
 
    The constable who went in through the front entrance was the first to figure this out. Rising from his left, and moving frighteningly fast, was a near-naked figure. Aware of Regis’s plan to keep everything quiet, the constable’s first instinct — to yell blue murder — was quickly stifled. Even though he could hear the sound of footsteps at the rear of the boat, meaning the other raiding party was already moving in on the bedrooms, he still didn’t call out. He did, however, swing around to meet the challenge. 
 
    Behind him, the other constables were already boarding, but so confined was the space that only one was coming through the door. 
 
    He lifted his shield just in time. The dark-haired suspect, dressed only in a pale blue pair of boxer shorts, lifted something that looked like a radio alarm clock and tried to smash it down on his head. 
 
    Behind him, he heard one of his pals shout out a warning. After that, several yells, thuds, curses and assorted sounds came from the back of the boat. But for the PC in the lounge, who was called Brian Herbert, and was twenty-one next Monday, the heartening knowledge that the rest of the gang had been caught napping didn’t help him much. 
 
    He pushed forward with the shield, to try and squash his opponent into a corner and contain him until he and the others could cuff him. At the same time, he was trying to shift his rear end around so that his pals could get in behind and give him the necessary backup. 
 
    At this point the suspect did something totally unexpected. 
 
    Like an eel, he slithered out of the open window. 
 
    Brian hadn’t even realised that the barge window was open, let alone that it was big enough to allow somebody to get out. 
 
    He gave a startled yelp and darted forward to grab an ankle, but his shield was in the way, and he had a truncheon in the other hand, and by the time he’d dropped the shield and transferred the truncheon to his weaker left hand, it was too late. 
 
    He heard a splash, and swore. 
 
    To make matters worse, the two cops still outside hadn’t seen a thing. Brian ran to the window and looked out, expecting to see the dark head and flailing limbs of someone swimming raggedly to the bank. 
 
    He saw nothing. 
 
    He swore again, graphically. Surely the cut wasn’t all that deep? Why wasn’t the bastard wading along the side of the boat? He backed up, bumping into the last of the four men who’d come in at the rear. They were already heading for the back of the boat, where there were sounds of furious scuffling. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Brian ran to the front of the boat and again looked fore and aft. Where had the slippery little bastard gone? 
 
    He reached desperately for the radio strapped to his collar. 
 
    * * * 
 
    But he needn’t have bothered. Mel and Regis were already running along the towpath. If Brian wanted to tell his superiors what had happened, all he had to do was shout. 
 
    He began to do so. 
 
    There was a lot of noise now coming from the Kraken, waking everyone in the surrounding cottages. Heads began to poke out of windows, and irate sleep-interrupted residents were calling out and asking what was going on. 
 
    Brian didn’t panic. He knew plenty of binoculars and pairs of eyes had been watching the boat. They would all have seen one of the suspects trying to leg it. 
 
    Hillary Greene certainly had. 
 
    She noticed Tommy Lynch’s large figure going in the rear, just as something white darted out and seemed to fall from the front of the boat. She saw the feet first — the unmistakable kicking motion of an expert swimmer. But why swim in only four feet or so of water? Why not stand and wade? 
 
    The answer to that was obvious. You swam to go underwater. Why did you go underwater? To hide. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Then, out of the corner of her eye, she saw the flash of a pale gold head and she knew Janine was on the move. 
 
    Too soon. Dammit, too soon. 
 
    ‘Janine, no!’ she yelled, but Janine carried on. Quickly, Hillary looked around for Regis, but he was already on the towpath, along with Mel and his sergeant and everybody else and their Aunt Fanny by the looks of it, running towards the Kraken. 
 
    Hillary stood up, torn. Should she go after Janine? No, not necessary. She was surrounded by cops. 
 
    Instead, she scanned the canal. Whoever had gone over the side had to come up for air any second now. How far along could a strong swimmer go before surfacing? She had no damned idea. Twenty yards? More? 
 
    She glanced left, then right. The trouble was, the canal water was filthy. The muddy surface was still, undisturbed by bubbles or anything else. 
 
    Had he gone behind the boat? No, surely not, it was overrun with coppers. 
 
    She saw a single constable on the front of the boat who, like herself, was searching fruitlessly for air bubbles. 
 
    Brian Herbert swore frantically under his breath. He could see it now. His furious superior officer barking out questions, asking why it was that every other villain on the boat had been nabbed, save for the one in the lounge. The one that PC Brian Herbert was supposed to nab. 
 
    He cringed, imagining the sarcasm as he tried to explain. Oh, like an eel, was he? Slithered through the window before you could catch him, did he? Greased, was he, like one of those pigs at an old-fashioned fair, was he? Brian was so agitated he was almost sobbing. Where the hell had the bastard gone? 
 
    Janine ran along the towpath, keeping her eyes fixed on the back of Mel’s head. From the back of the boat, the first of the suspects emerged, handcuffed and wearing, comically, a pair of pyjama bottoms with some sort of kiddie characters on them. 
 
    Boy was he going to be embarrassed later, when the pictures came out. Then something hit her. 
 
    Hard. 
 
    One moment she was running, the next she simply wasn’t. She was skidding painfully along the towpath, her hands, knees and cheeks flaming as if they’d been torched. In fact they’d been scraped, on the rough stone mix that the River Authority used instead of concrete or asphalt. 
 
    She didn’t have time to yell. She didn’t really know what was happening to her. All she knew was pain, and sudden, stark fear. 
 
    From her spot behind the parked car, Hillary Greene saw exactly what happened. Seeing a break in the line of coppers running along the towpath, a pale figure emerged at the edge, and stood upright, holding something long and thin — no doubt a pipe, or some other such piece of metal that had been tossed in the canal who the hell knew when. The swimmer couldn’t have seen it, not in the gunge that passed for canal water. He could only have felt it with his fingertips as he’d swum along. 
 
    What Hillary couldn’t understand was why he used it in the first place. Panic? Hatred of cops? More likely hatred of women. Whoever the suspect was, he must have known, in his heart of hearts, that there wasn’t any getting away. 
 
    For a start, the stretch of canal-side where Hillary stood was lined with corrugated iron, and too steep to climb. Even if he’d managed it, there were cops all along this side of the street. And the side he was on now was even worse. The towpath was lined with them, from Mel to Regis, to the PCs now emerging, victorious, from the boat. Even if he’d managed to get out of the canal unseen, he was hardly likely to blend into the background and slip away unnoticed. Skinny, white, and dripping foul-smelling canal water, he looked like nothing on earth. 
 
    But, as Hillary well knew, his adrenaline would be up. He’d be feeling pumped and pleased with himself for getting off the boat at all. He’d be feeling like superman. So why not floor the silly bitch copper running by? Perhaps he even thought her colleagues would all be so filled with chivalrous concern that they’d go to her aid and forget about him. 
 
    Who the hell knew what was going on in his mind? 
 
    Hillary knew what was going on in hers. He was out of the canal now, on his knees, but with the weapon still in his hand. And Janine, stunned, was an easy target and the closest to hand. One swing of that metal bar on her head and . . . 
 
    ‘Hey, you! You bastard, look at me!’ Hillary bellowed, her furious voice cutting across the air, making everyone, including the perp, look her way. 
 
    It was Regis’s sergeant, the silent, unimposing Colin Tanner, who saw him first. He yelled, a nameless word that seemed to be yanked out of him, and he spun round and sprinted towards the woman police officer lying on the ground, her golden hair spread around her, looking wildly out of place. 
 
    Then everyone was moving. One of their own was in trouble. They absorbed the fact by osmosis, without thinking. 
 
    The perp looked confused for a moment, and then he began running for all he was worth. Away from Janine. 
 
    Hillary, too, was moving, hardly aware of doing so. She knew, vaguely, that there would be someone coming across the bridge ready to tackle the fleeing suspect — it simply wasn’t procedure to have everybody together in one place. There was always backup. 
 
    And so there was. Even now she could see two uniformed cops, not in armoured gear, true, but both men of a good size, running across the bridge to intercept the perp. She was just coming up behind them when the suspect did a crazy dodging manoeuvre that made her think of a ferret. 
 
    Brian Herbert, still watching from the back of the boat, felt justified in losing him in the first place. See, he could say, I told you he was like an eel. The sod must be as double-jointed as a bloody snake. 
 
    Tommy Lynch was the first to see the obvious danger — that Hillary was now directly in his way. And being on the boat, he could do nothing to help her. 
 
    Hillary had very little time to feel dismayed. She watched, wide-eyed, as the white-skinned perp dodged a lunge, and then ducked under the unloving embrace of the second cop, like a manic limbo dancer. She heard both of her colleagues curse, even had time to see them bang into each other, fumble and start to turn. 
 
    But by then the perp was almost upon her. He looked young, desperate. And mean. Very mean. Worse, he could taste freedom. She could almost hear his thoughts. He’d been on the boat, trapped like a rat, but he’d got off it, hadn’t he? He’d given that tart of a cop a good whack, and dodged those other two like some ace footballer shrugging off a whole Arsenal-load of defenders. Now all he had in front of him was one middle-aged, suit-wearing, desk-jockey, woman cop and he’d have the whole city to get lost in. No doubt it stretched out behind Hillary like the promised land. 
 
    Hillary knew there must be other colleagues behind her, some probably no more than a few yards away. There had to be. 
 
    But that didn’t help now. 
 
    He came at her with the swiftness of youth high on adrenaline, all the strength his situation conferred on him, his fear robbing any finer feeling he might normally have had. All he wanted was to steamroller over her and be away. 
 
    Hillary briefly contemplated just stepping aside and letting him steam on past her. She doubted that anyone would blame her if she did. The two cops behind him were nearly on him anyway. And she could hear angry shouts behind her, telling her that backup was indeed on the way. 
 
    Some might even argue she’d be right to do just that. The brass didn’t like it when women officers got hurt — especially not detective inspectors. 
 
    But she couldn’t just stand there and let him pass, could she? 
 
    Of course she couldn’t. 
 
    When he was just the right distance away from her, she lifted her foot in a classic high-kick, stylish as a veteran of the Folies Bergère, and kicked him squarely in the balls. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 9 
 
    He didn’t seem to like it much. His face went white and then suddenly suffused with blood, and his mouth formed an ‘O’ of agony. He bent double, unintentionally head-butting her in the stomach. She took a hasty step back, but he was down on one knee now, heaving and retching. 
 
    The two uniformed officers were already reaching out for him, cuffs at the ready. Behind Hillary, a ragged cheer went up. 
 
    Mel, puffing a little from his dash across the bridge, pulled up beside her, grinning fit to make even the Cheshire cat look at him askance. ‘Shit, Hill. That was the best kick in the goolies I’ve seen in a long while.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, nine-point-nine for artistic merit.’ Mike Regis joined them on the bridge, not at all out of breath as he looked down at the gasping, red-faced perp. ‘He reminds me of a guppy I used to keep as a kid.’ 
 
    ‘A straight ten for technical expertise,’ Mel added, straight-faced, and suddenly Hillary found herself embarrassingly and gratifyingly surrounded by laughing colleagues, all competing to see who could tease her the most. 
 
    * * * 
 
    From the opposite side of the bank, Tommy watched with relief as his DI dealt smartly with the danger, then with jealousy because he didn’t dare go over and join in the teasing. He walked instead to where Janine half-sat, half-sprawled on the towpath, surrounded by burly constables not quite sure what to do with her. One was radioing for an ambulance. 
 
    Tommy crouched down in front of her. ‘You all right?’ 
 
    Janine swore at him, loudly and roundly. ‘Of course I’m not sodding all right. Do I look all right?’ 
 
    She could feel nothing but pain. All over. She wasn’t used to it. Worse, she hadn’t expected it. Not really. The concept of being injured in the line of duty had always been pretty abstract. 
 
    And she simply hadn’t realised it would make her feel like this. 
 
    Janine wanted to puke. She was shaking, and somewhere deep inside her head, she knew she was in trouble. She wanted nothing so much as to cry her eyes out, and then ask to be taken home to her mother. 
 
    But of course, she could do neither of those things. 
 
    Her skin, where it was scraped, burned and stung, making her want to rub it. But she knew that if she took her hand off the towpath, she’d collapse back onto her nose again. 
 
    She didn’t know where to put her face. Why did all these men keep hanging around her, looking like shamefaced, worried sheep? 
 
    How had this happened to her? 
 
    ‘An ambulance is coming,’ Tommy said, making her feel ten times worse. ‘Just take it easy.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t need an ambulance,’ she said, and started to get up. This time the pain was like a lash from a red-hot whip. It flickered across her back where the perp had swung the iron bar and caught her across her shoulder-blades. 
 
    The world swam. 
 
    She lay back down on the towpath, and concentrated on not being sick. 
 
    The thought would not go away. She was in trouble. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Within minutes, they brought the sniffer dogs and their handlers in from the vans still parked in Walton Street, while the crew from the boat — all five of them — were being carted off, as arranged, to the nick in St Aldates. 
 
    Tanner went with them to start the interviews and coordinate things from that end, but Regis, unsurprisingly, wanted to hang around and see what they came up with. Thanks to the great Houdini, as they were already calling the one who’d made a bolt for it, they were sure there had to be something on board, and some of the tension began to dissipate. It disappeared completely when the dogs, big professional-looking Alsatians, went crazy the moment they were led onto the barge. 
 
    Hillary, back at her perch by the purple Mazda, watched the ambulance pull up, and the attendants transfer her sergeant to the stretcher. She’d had quite a whack, but Hillary was pretty sure her shoulder wasn’t dislocated. She would have liked to go over there, but she knew from past experience that she was probably the last person Janine would want to see right now. She’d be feeling humiliated enough without having a living, breathing, I-told-you-so in the form of Hillary to rub it in. 
 
    She knew what it was like to take a beating. She’d once got on the wrong end of a domestic, where a wife-beating hubby decided to give Hillary a taste too. 
 
    She’d have to keep an eye on Janine, make sure she didn’t lose it and never get it back again. She would try and show her that what had happened today wasn’t the disaster it felt like, and that people weren’t laughing at her behind her back. Reassure her that it was just one of those learning experiences that everyone has to go through. 
 
    Of course, there would always be sexist prats, like Frank Ross, who would rub it in. But with a bit of luck, that would only have the effect of stiffening her sergeant’s backbone. She refused to believe that the likes of Janine Tyler, blonde harridan extraordinaire, would ever let Frank Ross or turds like him put a dent in her self-esteem. Or so she’d tell Janine, once she was back at her desk. 
 
    A sudden yell of triumph from the boat told her the good news. They’d found something. 
 
    * * * 
 
    That something was very big indeed. All morning, along with photographers and SOCO, they retrieved what would later turn out to be the sixth-biggest drugs haul in Thames Valley history. 
 
    Regis and Hillary sat in her car, eating hamburgers. Hillary would have liked fries and a big chocolate milkshake to go with it, of course, but when you had a high like this morning to carry you over, even she, she supposed, could do without a chocolate fix for once. 
 
    ‘Fletcher must be chewing off the wallpaper by now,’ mumbled Regis through his burger. 
 
    Hillary shook her head. ‘Poor chap.’ 
 
    Regis took another bite. ‘Makes you want to cry for him, don’t it?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Everyone back at the Big House had heard about the bust, of course, and its mammoth haul of crack, coke, heroine, ecstasy, and assorted other goodies not even tested yet. Hillary, Tommy, Regis and Mel walked into the nick to the sound of loud applause. The cheers and hails had begun in the hall, with the desk sergeant giving them cheerful grief, and continued with ribbings from everyone they met on the stairs. By the time they reached the office, Hillary was feeling all warm and gooey inside. 
 
    Until she realised they still hadn’t found out how The Pits had met his end. It was now almost certain that he’d fallen off a second boat, with or without assistance. Regis and Mel would be throwing everything into finding this boat, although she thought their chances of making a second spectacular haul were just about zero. Fletcher would be on his mobile the instant he learned of the Oxford bust, and any drugs on the second canal boat would be offloaded faster than a stereo from a car parked in Blackbird Leys. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Paul Danvers and Curtis Smith weren’t immune to the atmosphere of celebration either. The jubilation had spread through the canteen like the scent of frying bacon. Not surprisingly, the dynamic trio received a heroes’ welcome when they walked in. Mel lapped it up, of course, but Regis, after giving a smile that looked like a crack in a tombstone, seemed to shrug it off. 
 
    Paul glanced at his colleague. ‘She looks a bit embarrassed, don’t you think? I told you she was a good copper.’ 
 
    ‘She can do her job.’ Curtis was busy spearing an egg yolk with a satisfyingly thick chip. ‘I never said she couldn’t.’ 
 
    Paul looked at his partner. ‘You heard from Scotland yet?’ 
 
    Curtis nodded. ‘Yep. It’s confirmed.’ 
 
    Paul sighed heavily. Shit. Still, he supposed it had to be done. ‘Let’s leave off confronting her until after this dies down, yeah?’ He looked around a shade apprehensively. 
 
    Hillary was heroine of the hour at the moment. Stepping the investigation up a notch wasn’t going to go down too well. 
 
    Curtis nodded. He wouldn’t have been human — or a cop — if he hadn’t felt an echoing sense of pride. They’d done good. And, like every other cop in the place, he liked the thought of a big-time drug dealer going to the wall. ‘Sure, we can wait a while.’ 
 
    Paul caught his eye. He knew damned well what Curtis was thinking. Hillary Greene might be a good cop, but if she were as bent as her husband, she’d be going down. 
 
    Paul pushed his uneaten vegetable lasagne aside and wished he still smoked. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Gary Greene pulled off at the Bicester straight and signalled left. The old grey metallic railway bridge hove into sight, and he sighed. He signalled left again, and drove his marked patrol car into the new, pale, gleaming nick that was supposed to be Bicester’s answer to the rising crime statistics. 
 
    He hadn’t been here before. He’d spent some time in the old Bicester nick, at the bottom of the road from the sports centre and Bicester Comprehensive, now called something more ‘academic’. His dad had worked out of that nick, and Paul still had a lot of friends in this one. 
 
    He just wished one of them hadn’t called him last night and told him he might like to pop around when he had a moment. Like, soonish. Feeling apprehensive, he parked the car, walked in, and asked for Sergeant Pete Glover. 
 
    Glover turned out to be one of those men who looked like a professional wrestler and couldn’t stop talking about his kids. After the mandatory ten minutes of reminiscing about Ronnie, and what a good bloke he was, a real copper, and how sorry Glover was about him being dead, the sergeant eventually took him to the locker room. 
 
    Glover glanced around, although the room, which smelt habitually of dirty socks and aftershave, was completely empty. ‘See, thing is, son, old Ron liked to keep a locker here. Not strictly legit, see, seeing as he wasn’t serving here, but what the hell? Right?’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ Gary, totally miserable, put on a bright smile. 
 
    ‘So when I heard there were some nosy parkers sniffing around up the Big House, I thought I’d better check, see, just to make sure . . . well, that there weren’t nuffin’ hanging around that you wouldn’t want your old lady to see. See?’ 
 
    Gary nodded, trying to dismiss the sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. 
 
    ‘Turns out there was nothing much. Well, a bit of porno, got off a raid years ago, but you can buy worse than that in WH Smith nowadays. Get me?’ Glover gave him a painful nudge in the ribs with his elbow, and laughed like a blocked drain. ‘But I thought I should clear it out anyway. Just in case them sods from down your way get to hear about Ronnie’s little arrangement here. I bagged it up.’ He opened the locker concerned and dragged out a Tesco shopping bag. ‘I, er, got rid of the porno.’ Glover avoided Gary’s eyes. ‘Didn’t think you’d want to run the risk of getting caught with it. You still being a nipper of a constable, and all that.’ 
 
    What he really meant was he’d sold it to some sleazy geezer he knew. 
 
    Gary nodded, relieved. So that was it. Just some wary sergeant wanting to cover himself. Fair enough. He took the bag, admired Glover’s youngest, an unprepossessing brunette of around ten, and left, feeling like laughing. 
 
    Being big bad Ronnie Greene’s son was both an asset and a liability. He knew damned well he’d have to keep his nose extra squeaky clean to get promoted. The brass would always see his name and wonder. On the other hand, a lot of the troops in the trenches secretly admired Ronnie Greene, who’d made a few spectacular collars in his time, before things turned sour. 
 
    So he walked a tightrope, and prayed for the memories to fade soon. 
 
    He drove off, and then pulled up in the nearest layby. The bag contained a pair of old trainers, a wallet with no money in it but credit cards that he was sure Hillary knew nothing about, some toiletries, caked around the rim with green, pine-smelling ooze, and a paperback novel. 
 
    The novel was a Dick Francis thriller. He glanced inside, surprised to see an inscription from Hillary. He’d give it her back. Who knows, she might want a small keepsake. 
 
    Yeah. Right. She’d probably burn it. When he was alive, his father had given her nothing but grief. And now that he was dead, he still couldn’t seem to get out of the habit. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tommy was back on the towpath, miles from all the excitement of Oxford. Right now, the Kraken was cordoned off and being gone over by jubilant cops from the Oxford station. 
 
    When he’d got back to the Big House, feeling the usual washed-out lethargy that came after an adrenaline rush, Hillary, far from coming it with the compliments, had rather sourly reminded him they still had a suspicious death to investigate, even if Regis and Mel seemed to have forgotten all about The Pits. 
 
    Her grim reminder had sent him back to his notebook, where he came across his reminder to go and question the missing boaties from up Dashwood Lock way. In particular, the artist who liked elephants, and who, according to one witness, had seen everything. 
 
    The day was overcast now, the earlier sun having slunk off over the horizon, but in other respects he was in luck. A door on the elephant-bedaubed boat stood open, and the sound of a radio floated out. 
 
    With nothing to knock on, he stood outside and coughed. Nothing. ‘Er, excuse me. Hello in the boat!’ Tommy began to feel like an extra from a pirate movie. Well, at least he hadn’t said ‘Ahoy there!’ 
 
    The radio went silent, and a second later a mass of blond hair poked out. Somewhere in the middle of it was a face. The long hair fell to bare shoulders, the long beard lay on a bare chest, and a furry blond caterpillar crossed a lip and made inroads into the cheeks. A pair of dark brown eyes twinkled out of the hairy mass. A moment later, the rest of him followed. He was covered in paint smears and something that looked like sawdust. 
 
    Tommy hadn’t expected a walking cliché. Didn’t this guy know that the sixties were like, gone, man? Or was this the ‘new age’ look? Tommy had no desire at all to know what he’d been doing down in the boat. He tended to shy away from anything to do with paint. 
 
    He introduced himself and showed his warrant card. He tried not to notice that the artist was running his eyes over him like he was a prime Aberdeen Angus at a cattle show. 
 
    Tommy said his piece about a body having been found. ‘So I was wondering if you noticed anything unusual that night.’ He tried hard not to sound accusing, but if the artist had taken offence, he didn’t show it. Instead he seemed to crinkle up his eyes and think. It looked painful. 
 
    A long silence ensued. Tommy cleared his throat. ‘For instance, did you notice a boat going faster than it should, or travelling after dark?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah. The Time Out it was. I thought it was rather twee.’ The artist, who hadn’t given his name, spoke for the first time in a thick, Welsh accent. For a second, Tommy had trouble deciphering the singsong words, then grasped their significance. 
 
    ‘The boat was called Time Out? And it was definitely the night of the eighth?’ 
 
    ‘It surely was. The lady who was moored a few berths down complained about the bow wave the next morning. I noticed it too — I was trying to paint an elephant’s eye at the time. You try doing that when your boat suddenly starts rocking.’ He laughed. ‘Talk about someone rocking your boat, look you.’ 
 
    The combination of all that pale hair, his singsong voice, and the way he kept looking at him, as if imagining him stretched out in a big bad bed, was enough to make Tommy break out in a sweat. 
 
    But DC Tommy Lynch was made of sterner stuff. ‘Did you notice who was driving?’ He tried to assume his most constabulary tone. 
 
    ‘Navigating? Yeah, sure, an old bloke. About sixty, I should say. Silver hair, and lean as a whippet, he was. Good facial bones. If I was into portraiture, see, I might have been interested.’ 
 
    Tommy blinked, hoping his facial bones were of the common or garden variety. Real common or garden. 
 
    ‘I see. Did you notice anyone else on the boat?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no. They had the curtains drawn, look you. Floral ones.’ He shuddered, and it set all his hair rippling. Tommy managed to keep his eyes averted. 
 
    ‘Did you hear any conversation from the boat?’ he pursued doggedly. 
 
    ‘Not a dickie bird.’ 
 
    Tommy tried a few more questions, but got nothing more. Still, it was a starting point. Of course, the Time Out might be a boat with nothing more to its discredit than breaking the four miles an hour speed limit — although Makepeace, one of Fletcher’s gang, was supposed to be in his sixties. 
 
    It was something to take back to Hillary, anyway. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Frank liked scaring his stool pigeons — he refused to call them narks, let alone informers. The specimen now in front of him was particularly loathsome. He’d pulled him from one of his regular haunts at the dog races, and a little light slapping around, plus the offer of a twenty to put on the four thirty-seven, had produced results, of a kind. 
 
    But nothing earth-shattering. 
 
    ‘Look, I don’t know nothing about no drugs, honest, Mr Ross. Only what I already said,’ he snivelled. 
 
    ‘Yeah, yeah.’ Frank turned away in disgust, and lit up a foul-smelling cigar. ‘Word has it that Alfie Makepeace asked for The Pits specially. For this holiday of his. Don’t suppose you know the name of the boat he was going on holiday in, d’ya?’ 
 
    He slapped the little runt around some more, but he wouldn’t even admit to knowing that Makepeace had rented a canal boat. 
 
    ‘I thought he was off to Tenerife or somewhere. You know.’ 
 
    Frank did. A lot of Fletcher’s lads went on holiday abroad, and came back via Amsterdam. Very lucrative. 
 
    ‘So why did he ask for Dave Pitman special, like?’ Frank pressed, but the snitch wasn’t saying. After a while, Frank believed he really didn’t know, and reluctantly tossed the little git a twenty. 
 
    He drove back to the Big House in a pensive mood. He’d been left out of the raid on the Oxford boat, ostensibly because they didn’t need another sergeant there. They had the likes of Mel and Hillary bloody Greene, and Regis’s sidekick, plus the muscle boys. Frank thought Hillary had probably put the boot in, and made sure he was out of the action just for spite. 
 
    So he was already in a foul mood by the time he got to the office. Word was beginning to filter out about the size of the bust, and the brass were all beaming. The atmosphere of celebration still hung in the air, so when he got to his desk and found that Tommy Lynch, of all people, might have come up with the name of the boat they were now all hot to get their hands on, his cup of happiness really overflowed. 
 
    Not. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Now they had a name, it wasn’t long before two sharp-eyed constables from Banbury way spotted the Time Out moored north of the market town. It was unusual to find a boat there at all. Most boaties either liked to stay in the town, where they had close and easy access to the shops, or else get right out into the countryside to the peace and quiet. So finding a boat moored up far from the shops, but still not quite out in the sticks, struck them as unusual, even before they’d confirmed the name. They radioed back their find to their station, who got on to the Big House at Kidlington. 
 
    The switchboard put the call through to Mel, who wasn’t answering, mainly because he was having his ego massaged by Marcus Donleavy up in the superintendent’s office. 
 
    No doubt they were both licking their chops over the press conference they were about to give. It would go down a treat on the six o’clock news. 
 
    Hillary, who happened to be walking by, answered it instead, and took down the details gleefully. When she got back to her desk, she was surprised to see Janine Tyler’s fair head drooping over her computer terminal. She went over to speak to her. 
 
    ‘Have you been discharged, then?’ she asked. Her sergeant swung around to face her, looking nervous. 
 
    ‘Sure. You know how it is. The usual six-hour wait in casualty, followed by ten minutes of a quack prodding and poking you about, then another two-hour wait for an X-ray only to be told nothing’s broken, given some painkillers and told to go home. Who says the NHS isn’t wonderful?’ 
 
    ‘So why aren’t you at home?’ Hillary could tell from the way Janine’s pupils were working (or rather, weren’t working) that she’d taken the painkillers all right. 
 
    Janine started to shrug, remembered just in time that she really didn’t want to move her shoulders, and smiled instead. ‘Nothing there. Besides, I thought I’d just call in for a while. Shift’s nearly over.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Hillary said thoughtfully. Obviously, her sergeant didn’t want to be alone. Understandable. Being attacked, no matter how hard-bitten a copper you were, always left you feeling shaky. It was only human. So was the desire to get back on the horse before you had time to become afraid of falling off again. 
 
    Still, she wished Janine hadn’t chosen to come back to work just now. She glanced at Mel’s still empty office, and knew she was about to do something stupid. 
 
    Knew it, but didn’t intend to do a damn thing about it. 
 
    ‘We’ve got a lead on the second boat,’ she said casually. ‘I was about to nab Tommy — and probably Frank — and go check it out.’ 
 
    She didn’t really want to take Frank, but still he was a very useful ally to have in a scrap. He was a vicious little jerk, and after this morning, if the Time Out really did prove to be the boat they were looking for, things might get hot. She should, at the very least, tell Mel about it, but she knew what he’d say. Or rather, do. Take control. Call out a small team and do things by the book. 
 
    And it might all be for nothing. The boat might contain nothing more dangerous than a granddad who liked to go to the wire by speeding in his boat, two grandkids bored out of their mind with only an overexcitable dog for company, and a grandma who resented cooking on a tiny stove. 
 
    ‘Yeah?’ Janine said, and something in her voice caught Hillary’s attention. 
 
    Tommy, obviously sensing something afoot, sidled over, his face tight with leftover excitement, and obviously open for more. 
 
    Shit, Hillary thought. Why the hell not? 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 10 
 
    ‘Right. We’re going to check out a possible lead on the second boat, the one our victim might, and I stress the word might, have come from. You think you’re up to it?’ Hillary added. 
 
    Her sergeant nodded. She couldn’t possibly say “no” to a question like that. She wondered uneasily how hot the lead was. Although she’d felt satisfactorily macho when leaving the hospital, and had enjoyed laughing off solicitous questions and making sure everyone knew just how tough she was, she’d planned on taking it easy today. ‘Course, boss,’ she said, and reached for her bag. 
 
    ‘Right. I suppose we’d better bring Frank.’ Hillary glanced over at Ross’s desk. He was hunched over some paperwork, unsuccessfully pretending to read it. 
 
    Tommy Lynch audibly groaned. 
 
    Reluctantly, the trio ambled over to Ross, who looked up, smiling widely, looking for all the world like a beatific cherub. 
 
    ‘I hear you got whacked, love,’ he said to Janine, eyeing her pretty face eagerly for signs of bruising. But apart from a scraped red patch on her cheek, there was nothing to be seen. 
 
    ‘It was nothing,’ Janine said curtly. Her shoulders ached abominably, and she hoped that the slight weak feeling at the back of her knees was only due to the painkillers. 
 
    ‘You lot off to the pub, then?’ Ross said, smirking unpleasantly. ‘No doubt you and ol’ Mellow have got some celebrating to do.’ He addressed Hillary with such obvious meaning that Janine stiffened, then bit her lip as the pain pulled tight across her back. 
 
    What was it with Ross? Did he think everyone was at it like rabbits, as he no doubt wished that he was? 
 
    ‘That’s right, Frank. Want to come?’ Hillary asked sweetly. ‘I’ll even buy you a pint.’ 
 
    For a moment, Frank looked surprised, then he scowled ferociously. ‘Nah, don’t think so. Not in on the raid, so not in on the party afterwards.’ He turned his back dismissively, ostentatiously flipping over a page on a fingerprint report from SOCO. 
 
    Hillary abruptly turned and headed for the door, knowing she was being an idiot. She was going to a possibly dangerous interview with one injured sergeant and one solitary DC. 
 
    Not smart. Why did she persist in letting Ross push all her buttons? 
 
    Frank waited until they’d gone, then chucked his pen down in disgust. It was all right for some. The shift still had — he checked his watch — half an hour or more to run, and here she was, the heroine of the hour, swanning off with her little gang of arsehole creeping acolytes to live it up at the pub. 
 
    It made him feel sick. But there was no way he was going to let the bitch buy him a pint. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary drove, fast and skilfully, towards Banbury, conscious of the way Janine, sitting beside her, leant forward so as to prevent her back resting against anything. In the rear, Tommy sprawled massively, and reassuringly, across nearly all the back seat, still looking ready to take on anything. 
 
    She drove through the centre of the town, negotiating the nightmare roundabout marked by the famous Banbury Cross, and thought of the description of Gascoigne. 
 
    And his handiness with a knife. 
 
    She glanced at the radio, wondering if she should call back to base and tell Mel where she was and what she was doing. But he’d still be in with Donleavy, and by now the press conference would be underway. She smiled to herself. She could hardly interrupt her boss in the middle of a press conference, now, could she? 
 
    Once she reached the northern part of town she slowed to consult the map. Only then did she realise that she wasn’t quite sure how far north of the town the Time Out was moored, or even if it was still there. Going on a guess, she turned down the next narrow, rutted path that the map told her ended at the canal. 
 
    It was still overcast, but warmer now, and the cloud was thinning. It was hard to believe this was all one day, so much had been crammed into it. 
 
    Over in a wheat field, a skylark was bursting its lungs in the usual fashion, and May blossom dotted the hedgerows. 
 
    Tommy was first onto the towpath. He looked up and down, but there wasn’t a single narrowboat in sight. 
 
    ‘Which way, guv?’ he asked, not unreasonably. 
 
    Hillary nodded north. Well, she had a fifty-fifty chance of being right. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Frank only realised that the press conference had started when two DCIs came in, talking enviously about it. Which meant, of course, that Mel and Superintendent Donleavy, and probably a CC or two must be down in the media room right now. 
 
    So where the hell had Hillary Greene gone off to with her band of merry men? 
 
    Curious, he got up and wandered over to Hillary’s desk, where he read the message that had come in from Banbury. 
 
    She’d gone off on a lead. Without him. 
 
    He went dark red and ugly with rage. 
 
    Then he began to smile. 
 
    * * * 
 
    They didn’t, as it turned out, have to walk far. Just to the next bridge, in fact. The narrowboat was blue and red, one of the more popular colour schemes, and was moored with its back to them. There was no name on the stern, which meant they’d have to walk past it to where the name would be painted on one of the side panels or on the prow of the boat. Then they would alert anyone inside that they had company. 
 
    Worse, there was no village nearby, so this far along the towpath walkers would be rare. 
 
    Ah well. Nothing for it. 
 
    Hillary didn’t have to warn Tommy or Janine to stop talking, and they approached the barge in silence. 
 
    Hillary’s heart sank. The only thing painted on the side panels were stylised flowers, in typical canal-ware style. They walked past the first window, a round porthole, and glanced inside. Net curtains obscured the view. Almost certainly a bedroom, Hillary thought, for she could see bigger, oblong windows at the front. That would be the lounge/kitchen area, and where anyone on board was likely to be sitting. 
 
    As she approached, craning her neck forward to try and catch the first letters of wording on the prow, she thought she heard a noise from inside. It sounded like movement rather than a television or radio. 
 
    She felt the hairs on the nape of her neck rise, but didn’t alter her stride. 
 
    The word “Time” was now clearly visible. 
 
    It had to be the boat. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mel Mallow was feeling good. The press conference had gone well. As a rule, journalists went in for the kill but even they, hardened bunch of barracudas that they were, had been impressed by the size of the haul, and were willing to paint the police in a good light for a change. 
 
    One or two cheeky sods had made pointed references to Luke Fletcher, and asked questions they must have known nobody was going to answer, but on the whole Mel and Marcus tended to think that was a good thing. At the very least, it put pressure on Fletcher, and told him that everybody and their granny knew what a dirty little crook he was. 
 
    Donleavy had been expansive in his praise, and the assistant chief constable obviously had Mel marked down as someone to remember. 
 
    So he was feeling particularly happy when he walked back into the large, open-plan, empty office. Where was everyone? Then he realised it must be the change of shift. Perhaps he’d ask Janine out on another date. They were grown-ups after all, and should be able to handle any little awkwardness that came along. His heart had leapt when he saw her lying on the towpath that morning. He’d been scared. Even when she moved, and the ambulance men made it clear there was nothing too seriously wrong with her, he’d felt sick to his stomach. 
 
    But now his equilibrium had returned. He was looking forward to getting off home. A bath and perhaps a phone call to one of the boys, followed by a nice big glass of Southern Comfort. 
 
    Then he saw Frank Ross zeroing in on him like a determined pouter pigeon, and his good mood abruptly vanished. 
 
    Ross was looking pleased with himself — never a good sign. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary glanced at Janine, and then at the closed door which, no doubt, led to two or three steps that in turn deposited a visitor inside the tiny space that passed for a narrowboat lounge. 
 
    She shrugged, stepped onto the boat and knocked loudly. 
 
    Tommy hovered anxiously on the towpath, ready to leap on board should he be needed. 
 
    Janine, feeling sick, glanced up and down the towpath nervously. If only they weren’t so isolated. There was nothing but rows of willow trees on one side and a row of sedge bordering a wheat field on the other. Not a sign of civilisation. A group of jackdaws were having an argument in the trees, and the noise was getting on her nerves. 
 
    Her back hurt. 
 
    She felt sick. 
 
    What the hell was she doing here? 
 
    Her mind snapped back from its precarious descent into self-pity as a snicking sound told her someone was opening the barge door. 
 
    She saw Hillary standing looking down into the face of Alfie Makepeace. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘And you think she’s gone there?’ Mel’s voice was dangerously tight. He stared down at the piece of paper Frank had just handed to him. It was Hillary’s handwriting all right, and the directions were quite clear. 
 
    ‘Well, guv, she took Tommy Lynch with her. And Janine,’ he added slyly, watching his DCI closely. His antenna had been telling him for a while that randy old Mel had his eye on the luscious Janine. 
 
    Mel’s expression didn’t move by so much as a millimetre. 
 
    ‘I thought Sergeant Tyler was on sick leave.’ 
 
    ‘She was in casualty for a while, but came back here.’ Frank didn’t want to say anything that might put Janine Tyler in a good light and was eager to drop her in it. ‘DI Greene seemed keen to have her along.’ 
 
    Mel looked up. Unconsciously his hand was forming itself into a fist, ready to smash right into Frank’s soft, piggy little face. 
 
    ‘Really?’ he said casually. ‘In that case, we’d better go and check it out, just in case they need backup.’ 
 
    He’d have to inform Regis. 
 
    Well, perhaps later, if it turned out to be the boat they were all after. 
 
    It never occurred to him that he was doing exactly the same thing that Hillary had done, namely, trying to hog the good stuff for himself. And even if it had, it would have done nothing to cool the anger simmering under the surface. 
 
    Nothing was going to stop him from giving Hillary a right bollocking. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Yes?’ Alfie Makepeace asked. He was chewing on something. A digestive biscuit, as it turned out, when a moment later he took another bite. 
 
    He looked the very epitome of a boatie, laid back, taking his time over a cuppa and a biscuit, and lazily raising one shaggy white eyebrow. 
 
    Hillary felt like sitting down with a bag of popcorn and applauding the show. Makepeace was certainly some actor. She smiled and showed him her badge. ‘Mr Makepeace?’ The old man’s eyes glinted. ‘That’s me,’ he said, after a fraction of a second’s hesitation. ‘What’s up?’ 
 
    ‘Can we come aboard?’ Hillary asked. 
 
    Makepeace hesitated again. Hillary could almost sympathise with his dilemma. On the one hand he wanted coppers aboard his boat about as much as a pedigree Persian wanted fleas. Yet he was reluctant to refuse. To make things difficult would put backs up and rouse suspicions that were already sky-high. Besides, Makepeace most likely wanted to know how much they knew. And he could only gauge that from the questions they asked him. 
 
    Eventually he shrugged and stood to one side. ‘Course. Come on in. I’ve just made some tea. Want a cup?’ 
 
    ‘I’d prefer coffee, if you have it.’ Hillary threw her two juniors a significant glance. 
 
    Tommy was on board at once, his bulk surprisingly graceful, and she noticed Makepeace running an expert eye over him. Janine was much more careful, obviously uncomfortable in both body and spirit. 
 
    Hillary Greene watched Alfie Makepeace with thoughtful eyes. For a second, the two seasoned pros looked uncannily alike. They seemed to acknowledge one another, and almost nodded. 
 
    Alfie went into the kitchen and reached for the instant. Hillary glanced quickly down the narrow passage, with a single thought in her mind. 
 
    Where the hell was Gascoigne? 
 
    * * * 
 
    Frank Ross lit up a fag and Mel wound down the window pointedly. The two hapless uniforms he’d picked up on the way out sat in the back, quiet as church mice, probably wondering just what Mellow Mallow wanted with them. Neither would mind that their shift had been due to end in another quarter of an hour or so — Mel was the man of the moment, and every uniform welcomed any way of getting in on even a little of the action. It was a pleasant change from assisting at RTAs and doing paperwork. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ross puffed happily and warmed himself on the thought of Hillary’s face when Mel showed up, breathing thunder. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jake Gascoigne climbed the stile, cursing the milk cartons which squashed against the wood, threatening to spill their precious cargo. Trust Alfie, the useless bastard, to run out of milk miles from the nearest shop. 
 
    He caught his foot in a tuft of grass, nearly went over, and cursed yet again. He was still swearing graphically when he climbed out onto the towpath a few yards short of the boat. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘So you don’t remember Dashwood Lock?’ Hillary said, wishing that he’d put in a more generous amount of sugar in the coffee. Without her artificial sweetener, it was bitter. 
 
    Tommy Lynch stood with his back to the passage, blocking the entrance. Hillary only hoped that he had his ears turned up to their highest notch. They both ought to notice if anyone tried to sneak up behind him. 
 
    She was sitting on a deckchair that had been folded away against a wall, giving the second of two padded seats to her sergeant, who was beginning to look decidedly peaky. 
 
    ‘Well, not particularly, like,’ Alfie said. ‘I mean, if you say so. I know we must have gone through it, but there was nothing to make it stand out.’ He shrugged. ‘Once you’ve been through one lock, you’ve been through ’em all.’ He was busy making a meal of his biscuit, knowing it was annoying the policewoman. 
 
    He was beginning to relax, somewhat. Unless she had a whole squad of helpers concealed behind the willow trees on the bank (and he didn’t think she had), these cops were just fishing. They wouldn’t have sent just two females and a humble PC if they suspected anything important. 
 
    And the younger girl didn’t look fit enough to even scratch and bite, if it came to a scrap. He wondered, uneasily, what had happened to her. He didn’t like to think of violence and women at the same time. To his mind, they didn’t go together. 
 
    Women, to Alfie, meant either those of his mother’s generation, plump, homely, cheerfully practical and to be cherished, or bed bait, to be used but never abused. 
 
    The DI he could respect, in a way. The pretty, hurting blonde girl, however, made him feel deeply uneasy. 
 
    She was the only thing Alfie was worried about. The stuff was long gone, so even if the boss woman had got a warrant to conduct a search (and again his instinct told him that she hadn’t) they’d come up empty-handed. 
 
    Besides, so far all she’d asked about was Dashwood Lock. 
 
    ‘We?’ Hillary said now, casually. Very casually. ‘You’re not alone?’ 
 
    Makepeace sighed. ‘Me and a pal.’ 
 
    ‘Only two of you?’ Hillary sounded surprised. ‘Makes for an expensive holiday, doesn’t it? With the rental, I mean?’ She glanced around. The boat was well though not expensively outfitted. 
 
    Makepeace shrugged. ‘It’s worth it. Peace and quiet is like gold nowadays.’ 
 
    Hillary suddenly began to feel frustrated. This sod isn’t ever going to admit that The Pits was on board. Almost certainly, any drugs would have been offloaded the moment Fletcher heard about that morning’s raid. They’d had hours to get rid of it, along with any evidence of David Pitman. If only she knew for sure whether his death had been an accident or murder, she might at least have a solid starting point from which to prise open this old oyster. 
 
    It was no good just assuming it was murder. Even villains had accidents. They were just as prone to pitfalls and bad luck as the rest of humankind. 
 
    The PM had come back that morning, but she’d barely had time to glance at it after the raid. She knew he’d been drinking, but whether or not he’d had enough to make him lose his balance and fall overboard depended on his drinking habits. Some men could drink ten pints of beer and still be perfectly compos mentis. 
 
    The PM had stated that David Pitman had been very severely mangled between his lower stomach and upper thighs, and propeller damage hadn’t been ruled out. What it meant, she wasn’t yet sure, but an accident still had to be high on the list of possibilities. 
 
    According to Frank’s snout, this old man had specifically asked for Pitman. Why? One thing was for sure, she wasn’t going to get any answers here. 
 
    She felt suddenly foolish and ill prepared. She’d let her pique at Mel and being removed from heading the case affect her judgement. Worse, she was too tired to think on her feet. Which was a cardinal sin for a copper. 
 
    Just as she was thinking this, she heard Janine give a little squeal. 
 
    Someone had just walked past the window. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jake was halfway along the boat when he heard voices. He froze. 
 
    Unless Alfie had finally gone senile and taken up talking to himself, he had company. 
 
    It couldn’t be the lads come back. Luke Fletcher himself had called him that morning, told him about the disaster at Oxford, and to be prepared to offload the cargo ASAP. A load of men had soon descended from transit vans parked up in the woods, and hastily hauled the drugs from the boat. 
 
    He and Alfie had then spent the rest of the day up to their necks in bleach, scouring every surface on the boat just in case the rozzers came calling with sniffer dogs. 
 
    Fletcher would have wanted to keep as much distance between himself and the boat as possible, so there was no way he would have had any of the lads return. What for? As far as Luke Fletcher was concerned, neither he nor any of his own had ever even heard of the Time Out. 
 
    Jake knew that, if questioned, he was to say that he and Alfie had hired the boat themselves to take a break. The coppers would laugh themselves sick over that, for sure, but they wouldn’t be able to prove anything else. 
 
    He stepped warily onto the prow of the boat and peered in through the door window. 
 
    A black face stared back at him. 
 
    Jake leapt off the boat and onto the towpath. He had taken two running steps before he forced himself to stop. 
 
    Tommy Lynch was just unbending his height from the back of the boat when Jake turned and walked cautiously back towards him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mel turned off down the same rutted path that Hillary had taken half an hour before. He spotted her parked car and muttered something under his breath. 
 
    In the back, the constables perked up. Frank Ross grinned and chucked his fag out the car window. 
 
    ‘Put it out,’ Mel snapped at him savagely. ‘The last thing we want is for you to start a bloody fire.’ 
 
    Frank slammed out of the car, and glanced back. Neither of the uniforms were sniggering at him behind his back. They knew better. 
 
    Mel climbed out, wondering what the hell he had to do to get Hillary reined in. He wished now Marcus had never assigned her the case. Of course, if he had known what it would lead to, he never would have. 
 
    With a sigh, and a sign to the uniforms to follow, he set off up the towpath. The sun was beginning to shine. It was going to be a lovely evening. Pity nobody was in the mood to appreciate it. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tommy wondered why Gascoigne had changed his mind about running for it. It was obvious that was what he’d been about to do. Now he watched, warily, as the curly-haired, dark-eyed geezer walked reluctantly back. 
 
    Behind him, Hillary stood a little way up the steps, not wanting to leave Janine alone with Makepeace but needing to watch Tommy’s back as well. 
 
    ‘Mr Gascoigne, isn’t it?’ She had to get control of this situation, and fast. ‘I’m DI Greene, and this is Detective Police Constable Lynch. Inside is Sergeant Tyler. We were just having a few words with your friend, Mr Makepeace. Care to join us?’ 
 
    Taking his cue, Tommy moved aside to let Gascoigne past. Gascoigne stepped, wary as a cat, onto the boat, and went through to the lounge. He looked surprised to see Janine, probably because she was young, blonde and pretty. 
 
    She was on her feet, looking paler than ever, but succeeding, just, in hiding her fear. Hillary knew she could do nothing to help her — she had to find her own way through it. 
 
    ‘Please, have a seat, Mr Gascoigne. Alfie was just telling me about Dave Pitman,’ she lied. 
 
    Well, it was worth a try. 
 
    ‘Dave who?’ Makepeace said at once, shooting Jake a telling glance. 
 
    Jake, making a great show of it, sat down in the chair that Hillary had been using, legs arrogantly splayed. He reached to the fruit bowl for an apple. 
 
    ‘Do you remember the night of the eighth?’ Hillary asked, without much hope. 
 
    Gascoigne crunched noisily. 
 
    As if on a signal, Makepeace reached out for the packet of digestive biscuits and took a handful. Together the two crooks munched away in harmony, regarding Hillary quietly. 
 
    It was enough to make her want to spit. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mel found the boat five minutes later. He heard voices, female and grumbling male. They all stopped as he, Ross and the two constables passed the window. Mel read the name of the boat with a mixture of triumph and chagrin. 
 
    Trust Hillary to come up trumps. And trust her to try and nab it for herself. 
 
    He didn’t bother to knock before he let himself in. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Makepeace picked up on the friction at once, even though Mel pretended that Hillary had always known he’d be along, and Hillary pretended that, yes indeed, she always had. 
 
    ‘Mind if my lads look around your boat?’ Mel asked Makepeace, but didn’t give him the chance to answer. 
 
    ‘You got a warrant?’ Gascoigne snarled. 
 
    Mildly, Mel admitted that they didn’t. 
 
    ‘Go ahead,’ Makepeace said, glancing at Gascoigne with apparent contempt. He, obviously, knew how to treat coppers. 
 
    They found nothing, of course. 
 
    Hillary, reluctantly responding to Mel’s hints, followed him outside. Frank Ross hovered, ears flapping, but was to be disappointed. Mel merely told her that he’d be applying for a warrant, and seeing as she was on the scene, and was so obviously keen, she could supervise the search. 
 
    But she was being punished, and everyone knew it. Including Makepeace, who seemed to regard the tension among the ranks with appreciative amusement. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was getting dark by the time they got back. Janine, feeling like something the cat wouldn’t even bother to drag in, all but collapsed at her desk. It had been a bad day — the stark fear and pain of the morning, followed by the dispiriting hospital visit, culminating in the slow Chinese water torture of the abortive interviews on the boat. 
 
    She knew, as well as Hillary and Mel, that they’d find nothing on the boat, and as for Makepeace and Gascoigne, they couldn’t be made to admit that they even knew Pitman. The only thing they’d admitted to was going through Dashwood Lock on the evening of the eighth. 
 
    Big sodding deal. 
 
    Tommy was morosely typing up reports, checking his watch, knowing his mother would be worrying about him not being home to eat his evening meal. He kept throwing worried glances at Hillary, who was obviously in deep shit. He hadn’t realised that she’d followed up the lead without checking with Mel beforehand. He didn’t really blame her, but even so, he knew Mel had a right to be miffed. 
 
    To make matters worse, the Yorkie Bars were about. Hillary spotted them the moment they walked in. 
 
    Unfortunately, Mel didn’t. Frank had gone home, so he had no reason now to hang fire. 
 
    ‘Just what the bloody hell did you think you were playing at?’ he exploded, the moment he was within yelling distance, causing the heads of the other workers to dip over their desks. 
 
    ‘Sir . . .’ Hillary began, trying to warn him of the approach of Smith and Danvers. 
 
    But Mel was in full flow. ‘Damn it, you know Gascoigne’s reputation with a knife! And did you have to take Janine? She’s been wounded, for Pete’s sake!’ 
 
    At this, Janine had to interfere. ‘Sir, I volunteered.’ She sounded pathetically tired, but being in on the scene at the Time Out had done her, psychologically at least, the world of good. Soon she’d be congratulating herself on holding up, on doing her job. 
 
    ‘And why didn’t you at least take along some backup? Even a uniform or two wouldn’t have hurt,’ Mel thundered on. 
 
    ‘Sir,’ Hillary put in firmly, not liking the interested look on Smith’s face, and especially not the sympathy on Paul Danvers’s, ‘at the time we didn’t even know if the Time Out was the boat we were looking for, let alone that Makepeace or Gascoigne would be on board. You were at the press conference, so I didn’t want to interrupt you.’ Mel opened his mouth to speak, but Hillary rushed on before he could. ‘Time was obviously of the essence. If it was the boat, I wanted to make sure we got to it as soon as possible. Yes?’ This last word was uttered with unspeakable contempt, and seemed to be directed over his shoulder. 
 
    Mel spun around, saw the Yorkie Bars, and scowled. 
 
    ‘We’ll be needing to re-interview DI Greene tomorrow.’ It was Curtis, the junior officer, who spoke. 
 
    Mel swore. He shot Hillary a half-furious, half-supportive look and shrugged helplessly. 
 
    Hillary smiled sweetly at Paul Danvers. ‘Of course,’ she said reasonably. ‘Any time you like.’ 
 
    In their dreams. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 11 
 
    The next morning, Regis read the report on the search of the Time Out with a certain amount of gloom. As nice as it was to have the success of the Oxford boat raid still wafting around like a newly cooked birthday cake, it would have been even nicer to have the cherry on top of the icing too. 
 
    Next he read DI Greene’s report on her interviews with the suspects, easily reading between the lines. He knew her DCI had given her a bawling out for going off to investigate the lead without telling him, but he understood her reasons. 
 
    Of course, she’d probably known, as Regis had the moment he’d been told of it, that her chances of finding a second drugs haul on the Time Out would be practically zero. But then again, if a miracle had happened and she had been successful, she’d be woman of the hour, with a promotion almost certainly guaranteed. 
 
    If he’d been in her place, he’d have done exactly the same. 
 
    ‘Mellow is still on the warpath.’ Colin Tanner suddenly materialised at his desk. He slipped into the chair opposite his boss and nodded at the report he was reading. They were back at the Big House in Kidlington after spending most of yesterday at St Aldates nick. But with charges now filed, and with plenty of Indians around who had no need of cowboys, Regis decided to check in with his temporary mates back at Kidlington. Only to walk into this quagmire. 
 
    ‘I reckon it’s more to do with Greene taking along the blonde as much as anything else,’ Colin added. Regis looked at him blankly for a minute, then smiled knowingly. 
 
    ‘Ah. You can understand why she did it, though. Greene, that is.’ 
 
    Colin gave his boss a long thoughtful look that caused him to shift in his seat. ‘Oh, yeah, she did good. But she’ll be feeling the backlash for some time yet. I hear the Yorkie Bars are going to interview her again today.’ 
 
    Regis snorted, then followed his sergeant’s gaze. Janine Tyler pushed through the door and made her way to her desk. 
 
    ‘I’ll bet she’s stiff as a board,’ Colin mused. Although he hadn’t seen the blow to her back, he’d taken enough wallops in his time to imagine it. And injuries always felt worse a day or so afterwards. 
 
    They watched, amused, as Mel emerged from his office and walked over to the blonde girl. 
 
    ‘Janine, you didn’t have to come in. Wouldn’t it be better to take some sick days? Have a break while you can?’ 
 
    Sick days were like gold. In fact, so precious were they that most coppers were loath to use them when they were feeling ill, preferring to inflict the flu on their workmates and suffer in a nice warm office, so as to use them when Arsenal were playing. 
 
    ‘I’m fine,’ Janine said dismissively, hoping nobody was watching and wishing Mel would sod off. The last thing she wanted was a reputation for being teacher’s pet. Or Mellow Mallow’s latest squeeze. 
 
    ‘OK. I was wondering, did you fancy eating out tonight? Save you cooking?’ 
 
    Janine couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Was he hitting on her? Now, of all times? 
 
    ‘Thanks, sir, but I think I’ll have an early night tonight. You know, take it easy.’ She kept her eyes on the file she was busy not reading. 
 
    Mel smiled, an automatic defence mechanism that was wasted on the top of her head. ‘Sure. Another time, perhaps.’ 
 
    But they both knew he wouldn’t be the one doing the asking. 
 
    Janine sighed heavily, and not totally in relief. 
 
    ‘DI Greene’s not due to come in until two,’ Colin mused innocently. Floor-show over, his eyes followed the loser back to his office. Silly sod should have known better than to push his luck. 
 
    ‘So?’ Regis snarled dangerously. 
 
    His sergeant grinned, unabashed. ‘Nothing.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Gary approached with some trepidation. Luckily, the praying mantis that lived on the boat next to Hillary’s wasn’t home. He supposed, philosophically, that it was only a matter of time before he answered the call of her knowing eyes. Didn’t they say every lad should have one middle-aged woman lover, just to show him what was what? 
 
    Thing was, he couldn’t seem to summon up the enthusiasm for it. 
 
    ‘Anyone in?’ he called, feeling foolish as he always did, wishing Hillary would have a doorbell fitted. 
 
    ‘Come on down.’ The muffled voice sounded sleepy. Had he caught her trying to catch up on forty winks? Like the rest of the constabulary world, he knew about the raid in Oxford yesterday, and the grapevine had it that his step-mum had been well in on it. 
 
    ‘Sorry, were you kipping?’ he asked, following her voice down the cramped passage into the lounge. 
 
    Hillary rubbed her eyes. ‘No,’ she lied. ‘What’s up?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Come to get the gory details about Luke Fletcher’s nasty little wake-up call?’ she said, heading for the kettle. The water trickled out of the tap like a dehydrated bladder. Damn, she’d have to fill the water tank. She glanced at Gary, wondering if she could wheedle the offer of doing it out of him. 
 
    ‘I dare say he wasn’t a happy bunny,’ Gary said, grinning widely. 
 
    ‘Especially if he’d already sold that stash on, in which case we’ll be investigating his murder soon,’ Hillary said, with a certain amount of very un-copperlike relish. Gary looked vaguely uncomfortable and Hillary realised that he was still too young to actively want anyone dead. Hillary could have told him that given a few more years on the force, he would be thinking like her, after he’d seen a few more dead teenagers who’d wasted their lives and other people’s money on crack, or heroin, or whatever they could get their hands on. Or when he’d seen a few more obscenely wealthy drugs barons like Fletcher walk free from court, due to expensive lawyers, bribed juries or threats to witnesses. 
 
    But she didn’t tell him. 
 
    ‘Biscuit?’ she said, thinking of Alfie Makepeace and his digestives. 
 
    ‘No, thanks.’ Gary plonked himself down in one of the two armchairs. 
 
    ‘Good, because I haven’t got any.’ If she bought them, she’d eat them, so she didn’t buy them. It made sense to her. 
 
    ‘I came to give you this back.’ Gary reached into the duffel bag he was carrying and brought out a battered, yellowed paperback. 
 
    She took it and looked at the title. ‘Bonecrack. Thanks, but I don’t like Dick Francis.’ 
 
    ‘You must have done once. You bought it.’ 
 
    ‘Huh?’ 
 
    ‘Look inside.’ 
 
    Hillary, bemused, opened the cracked cover and read the inscription. 
 
    ‘Oh. It was your dad’s,’ she said flatly, and listened, frowning and sipping her coffee, while Gary told her about the call from the sergeant at Bicester nick. 
 
    ‘If I was you, I’d forget all about that,’ she advised wisely. Which reminded her. ‘Have you seen the Yorkie Bars yet?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. A preliminary interview when they first got here. They reckon, as far as I can make out, that I was too young to be Dad’s accomplice before joining the force, then too lowly afterwards. I guess they must have heard that Dad never rated me much, and agreed with him.’ 
 
    ‘My, my, you are in an upbeat mood today.’ Hillary grinned. ‘If I were you, I’d thank your lucky stars that your dad finally did you a favour.’ 
 
    Gary fought against a smile, then had to give way. He rubbed his face, which, thankfully, resembled his mother’s more than Ronnie’s, and sighed. ‘Well, I’m on nights, so I’d better get some kip myself.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘You can doss down here if you like. Save driving back to Witney.’ 
 
    Gary looked around the cramped room. ‘No thanks.’ 
 
    Hillary grinned wryly. Good choice, she thought. 
 
    She watched him gulp his coffee down, and then glanced again at the book. 
 
    Odd. She couldn’t remember ever giving Ronnie a book. The bastard wasn’t interested in the written word, unless it came in the Sun and was accompanied by a picture of a topless model. 
 
    She tossed it onto what passed for a bookshelf, and went back to bed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Her mobile woke her, barely three hours later. For a moment, Hillary had an uncanny sense of deja vu. The last time her mobile had woken her, it was a summons to Dashwood Lock and the unlovely body of Dave Pitman. 
 
    ‘Yeah? DI Greene.’ She sat up in bed, running a hand across her head and, feeling its grainy texture, wished that she’d washed her hair before climbing back into bed. But a shower was out of the question until she’d filled the water tank. 
 
    She hated living on a boat. 
 
    ‘Boss, it’s me,’ Janine said. ‘We’ve found out where the Time Out was moored before Gascoigne, Makepeace and Pitman took it out. A siding down in the smoke. Mel wants us to check it out.’ 
 
    Hillary yawned widely. Oh, he did, did he? Well, thanks a lot, Mel. Obviously he was still pissed off with her. 
 
    But wait. If she was in London, she couldn’t be in the office where the Yorkie Bars wanted her. Come to think of it, she might be doing Mel down in assuming he was still giving her scut work as a slapped wrist for yesterday’s shenanigans. 
 
    ‘Right. Tell you what, you come here and park up and we’ll take my car down. I don’t suppose you feel much like driving.’ 
 
    Janine didn’t. It was an unspoken rule that the junior officer always drove, especially if they were heading into alien territory. She supposed she should feel grateful to have a DI as thoughtful as Hillary. 
 
    ‘Right, boss,’ she said heavily. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The siding was in the north of the city, surrounded by the usual graffiti-covered redbrick warehouse walls, illegally parked cars and litter. Even so, the community of barges looked bright and cheerful, painted all the colours of the rainbow, their side panels decorated with the traditional flowers, castles and nature scenes. 
 
    One boat, Halcyon Daze, was festooned with kingfishers. As Hillary approached it, amused at the dry wit who’d named it, she reckoned the nearest they ever came to seeing a kingfisher around this urban hell-hole was when someone threw an orange and blue chocolate wrapper off the bridge. 
 
    ‘We’re to see one George Harding. On the Willow Wand. Should be up here, boss,’ Janine said, pointing. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘You’re sure Mel cleared it with the locals?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, boss,’ Janine said, but like Hillary, didn’t really expect anyone from the local nick to turn up to give them a hand, or even to see what the Oxonians wanted. These days nobody had staff to spare on anything but the essentials. 
 
    ‘Here it is,’ Janine said, unnecessarily. 
 
    The boat was a small, strictly one-user affair that would have driven Hillary mad within a week. She thought her own home was tiny. 
 
    ‘Mr Harding?’ Hillary called, having no intention whatsoever of getting on board. She reckoned it had three rooms at the most. A lounge-cum-kitchen, with a tiny cubicle loo and shower off it, and one turn-around-and-you-knock-your-elbows bedroom. 
 
    A moment later a bald head appeared on the prow and a little garden gnome of a man popped up and onto the towpath. He had rounded red cheeks, twinkling brown eyes, and really should have been dressed in blue trousers and a red jerkin with big brass buttons. He suited his boat perfectly. 
 
    Hillary could feel Janine beside her, struggling not to laugh. 
 
    She held out her ID card. ‘I’m Detective Inspector Greene, and this is Sergeant Tyler. We’re here about the Time Out. It was moored here for some time, earlier in the spring. I believe a colleague of mine has been in touch with you?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. I was expecting you. Can’t say as I know what it’s about. Mind you, it don’t surprise me if that curly-haired lout is in trouble with the law. His sort always are.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. At least the witness was going to talk. In fact, they’d probably have trouble stopping him. Living on the boat, he probably didn’t get much chance. Still, that was better than trying to squeeze out every word from him, like a reluctant orange. 
 
    ‘You mean Jake Gascoigne?’ she said, recognising the description. 
 
    ‘Never knew his name. Didn’t want to.’ 
 
    ‘Can you remember when the boat was first moored here, Mr Harding?’ 
 
    Harding, who could have been any age from forty to seventy, scratched his bald head alarmingly. Janine looked hastily away across the canal. 
 
    ‘I reckon it were April. Or maybe late March. Anyway, the buds were coming out on the trees.’ 
 
    Hillary blinked, then noticed a solitary tree — birch, was it? More likely alder. It didn’t look exactly magnificent, whatever it was. Still, if you lived here among all this man-made mess, you’d probably notice the annual life cycle of the one and only thing of any natural beauty. 
 
    ‘I see. But the curly-haired lout wasn’t on it, then, is that right?’ she asked, giving him a winning smile. 
 
    He brightened perceptibly. ‘No. The curly-haired lout wasn’t,’ he agreed. ‘He came later. Along with the older one and the ugly git. The good, the bad and the ugly, I called ’em.’ He chuckled. 
 
    He actually chuckled. Mr Harding had a full, rich, chortling chuckle, just the kind a garden gnome would have. 
 
    Janine bit her lip and stared harder at the canal. 
 
    ‘I see. So you got on all right with the older man?’ Hillary said. ‘I mean, he’d be the “good” one of the good, the bad and the ugly, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, right. He was OK. The ugly sod was a foul-mouthed so-and-so. Always effing and blinding. Alfie was polite.’ 
 
    ‘He told you his name?’ Hillary was surprised. 
 
    ‘Nope. I heard the ugly one call him that once. They didn’t seem to like the curly-haired one much, neither of them. Showed good taste, if you ask me.’ 
 
    ‘Can you describe the man who actually moored the boat up here?’ 
 
    ‘Nope, didn’t see him. Just woke up one morning, and there was a new boat. Happens all the time. Boats come and go. Nobody stays here long. Not unless, like me, they got a job nearby.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. She recognised his invitation to ask what his job was, but knew they’d be here all day if she did. 
 
    ‘Did you ever see anyone else visit the boat? With bags, or boxes, or anything like that?’ she asked instead. 
 
    ‘Nope.’ 
 
    Figures, Hillary thought. Whoever had delivered the boat, they’d brought it already stuffed to the gills with dope. 
 
    ‘I wonder if you might be kind enough to look at a picture for me,’ Hillary said. She nodded to Janine, who withdrew one of the pictures of Dave Pitman’s body from her briefcase. ‘I’m afraid the man in the photograph is dead, but it’s not really gruesome.’ 
 
    The pink cheeks paled a little, but George Harding was a trooper and nodded willingly. He didn’t have to look long at the photo. 
 
    ‘Yeah, that’s him. You can’t mistake a face like that, can you?’ 
 
    Indeed you couldn’t, Hillary thought. She prodded and prompted a bit more, but there was nothing more useful to be gained from the witness. 
 
    Still, it put Dave Pitman firmly on the boat when it left in April. 
 
    Of course, proving he was still on the boat, let alone that he’d fallen — or been pushed off it — in Dashwood Lock in early May was something else entirely. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Frank Ross was not happy. His little canary of two days ago had gone missing. Probably owed too much money to the bookies. Either that, or the news of a blow to Luke Fletcher’s fortunes had prompted the little weasel to head for the hills, just in case anybody had noticed him talking to a copper barely a day before it happened. 
 
    Still, Frank knew where there were plenty more of his kind to be found, and he was currently feeding one of them now. 
 
    He watched with barely concealed disgust as Cyril Jackson wolfed down the last piece of cod and started on the chips. Jackson was a sad sod, once a decent B&E man partnered with an old-time safe cracker. They’d specialised in offices, mainly solicitors, who’d likely have secrets they wanted kept, and could generally be relied upon to provide fodder for blackmail. When his partner had died of old age, Jackson had spent a lot of time in and out of nick, before falling in with Fletcher’s gang, strictly as a gofer. 
 
    Frank reckoned he wouldn’t be holding on to that job for long, either. He wasn’t quite all there, as his granny would have said. Which was probably why he didn’t have the sense to tell DS Frank Ross to shove his free fish and chips. No doubt word would get back to Fletcher that Jackson had been seen talking to him, but that would be Jackson’s problem. 
 
    ‘So, you were saying how hard the lads took Pitman’s death,’ he prompted. 
 
    Jackson, his grey hair greasier than the chips he was eating, nodded, his laden fork moving in time with his head. ‘Oh, ah. Not because anybody liked him, o’ course.’ Jackson suddenly laughed, startling the other patrons, and causing the owner to scowl at them. ‘He wasn’t called The Pits for nothing. But everyone knew Mr Fletcher would be angry about it. On account of the skimming, like.’ 
 
    Jackson, impervious to the jolt he’d just given Ross, reached for the vinegar bottle and splashed it across the chips. He then added a cascade of salt. 
 
    ‘Oh, the skimming,’ Ross said casually, his heart racing. ‘He thought the old geezer, Alfie, was up to no good, then?’ he said craftily, making Jackson convulse in laughter again. 
 
    ‘Not him. Old Alfie’s straight as a die. Everyone says so. No, it was Knifey they was keeping an eye on.’ 
 
    ‘Knifey? You mean Jake Gascoigne?’ 
 
    But Jackson, who only knew what he knew from keeping his ears open and his mouth shut while simultaneously being thought of as having a screw loose, didn’t know Knifey’s real name. 
 
    But Frank reckoned it didn’t matter. 
 
    It was the best couple of quid he’d ever spent on fish and chips in his life. 
 
    Frank drove back to the Big House, never for a moment considering that he had almost certainly cost the harmless and hapless Jackson a severe beating, and possibly even his life. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary was at her desk when Frank came in, looking like the bee’s knees. The Yorkie Bars, so Mel had told her, had been and gone on being informed that she’d been urgently required down in London. For some reason, he’d said with a bland smile, they’d gone away with the impression that she was going to be there all day. 
 
    It was nearly two, and she wasn’t officially due to start work until three. So much for time off. She was reading the autopsy report in more detail. Regis, who’d been closeted with Mel for most of the morning, wandered over. 
 
    ‘Anything?’ 
 
    Hillary looked up, realising for the first time that his eyes were dark green. She didn’t know many green-eyed people. 
 
    ‘No. Well, maybe. It’s puzzling. Read this.’ She put her thumb on the relevant passage, and Regis read it quickly. 
 
    ‘Hmmm, not very helpful, is it? Death due to a combination of massive shock, loss of blood, inhalation of water and trauma. The pathologist seems to think practically everything killed him.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not what I meant,’ she said. ‘Did you notice the injuries all seem to centre on the pelvic area?’ 
 
    Regis hadn’t. He read again. ‘Well, I suppose if you went overboard in a narrow lock, it would be the pelvic area that would take the most gyp, wouldn’t it?’ 
 
    Hillary wasn’t so sure. If you were in the water and struggling for your life, wouldn’t your head, neck and shoulders be likely to take the most punishment? Unless the lock was empty at the time and Dave Pitman was standing on his feet, not free-swimming at all. In which case— 
 
    ‘Sir, I’ve just heard something interesting.’ Frank Ross’s voice, rich with self-congratulation, made both of them take notice. 
 
    ‘In which case, we’d better have DCI Mallow here,’ Regis said, but Mel had already seen the little gathering at Hillary’s desk and was making his way over. 
 
    Tommy Lynch and Janine Tyler sidled closer. 
 
    ‘What’s up?’ Mel asked, carefully avoiding Janine’s eyes and meeting Frank’s gloating orbs instead. 
 
    ‘Sir, one of my snouts has just come up with something juicy. Apparently, Fletcher suspected Gascoigne of skimming.’ 
 
    Even Frank was satisfied with the reaction this got. Regis, especially, pricked up his ears. 
 
    With relish, and care, Frank recited how he’d got Jackson to talk, skipping over Jackson’s mental defects and perhaps slightly emphasising his “in” with the Fletcher outfit. 
 
    ‘So that’s why Alfie Makepeace asked especially for Pitman,’ Mel said, causing Hillary to do a double take. Had he? Obviously it was something Frank had reported directly to Mel, who hadn’t seen fit to tell her. If she’d known that yesterday, she might have had the wedge she needed to crack Makepeace open a little. 
 
    ‘Because if Gascoigne was skimming,’ Regis followed his line of thought out loud, ‘and Fletcher had put Alfie, his regular eyes and ears, onto the task of getting proof one way or the other, Makepeace would need some backup. Someone with muscles and a rep.’ 
 
    ‘And The Pits had a reputation for being a hard bastard,’ Mel chimed in. 
 
    Regis glanced at Hillary. 
 
    ‘DI Greene?’ he said softly, but it had the effect of turning all eyes on her. ‘You don’t agree?’ 
 
    Hillary shook her head helplessly. The moment they’d started to talk, her mind had turned back to the interview yesterday. Gascoigne had started to run the moment he realised Makepeace had company. OK, that was to be expected. It was a villain’s natural instinct. But he’d come back. OK, perhaps that could be explained by the simple fact that he’d had time to realise that there was nothing to be scared of. The drugs had already been offloaded, after all. 
 
    During the interview he’d been bolshie and sneering, which, no doubt, were mere manifestations of his usual charming personality. But it had been Makepeace who’d overruled him about letting the police do an unofficial search of the boat. It had been Makepeace who’d done all the talking. Without doubt, it had been the older man who was in charge. 
 
    In short, Gascoigne hadn’t responded like a man with guts enough to skim from Luke Fletcher. 
 
    She shook her head. ‘I don’t know. Gascoigne didn’t strike me as a worried man.’ 
 
    Frank Ross snorted. ‘Course it was Gascoigne. The nark called him “Knifey.” And we all know Gascoigne has a rep with the knife.’ 
 
    Hillary paid him no attention at all. Mel merely scowled at him. Regis was still staring at Hillary thoughtfully. 
 
    ‘He didn’t strike you that way?’ Regis said eventually. ‘Interesting. If Gascoigne had been skimming — which was almost suicidal anyway — he would surely have been suspicious of Alfie Makepeace asking for Dave Pitman to come along for the ride. If this earlier nark of Ross’s had heard that Makepeace had asked specifically for Pitman, then surely Gascoigne would know about it too?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on, it all fits,’ Ross said. ‘Gascoigne was skimming, Fletcher suspected, so he sends Alfie Makepeace, his regular little watchdog, to find out. He sends Pitman to be Alfie’s muscle, in case things go pear-shaped. And Pitman gets clobbered. It’s obvious, innit?’ 
 
    Mel tended to agree. 
 
    The fact that Hillary wasn’t so sure, and Regis seemed inclined to agree with her, didn’t much matter. 
 
    ‘Right, we’ll take this as our working hypothesis,’ Mel said, rubbing his hands —both literally and figuratively — with glee. ‘Well done, Frank,’ he added, flatly. 
 
    Watching Frank Ross gloat was a salutary experience for everyone. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 12 
 
    Things had been happening while Hillary had been in London, a fact that was rammed home to her when she got to the office the next day. 
 
    Janine smiled a hello, and then frowned when Mel came out of his office, Regis and his near-silent sergeant hot on his heels. 
 
    ‘Hillary, how did it go?’ he asked, but it was perfunctory at best, and he hardly seemed to listen to her report. It didn’t add much to their investigation, save, perhaps, to give a little extra weight to press down on Gascoigne and Makepeace. It might pay a few dividends in their bid to get them to admit that they even knew Dave Pitman, let alone that he was their boat-mate for most of the journey from London to Oxford, but nothing more. 
 
    ‘We’re just off to see Marcus,’ Mel said, when she’d finished. ‘We’re going to ask to bring in Makepeace and Gascoigne for formal questioning. With what you got from London yesterday, and Frank’s snout coming across with the info that Makepeace asked for Pitman specifically, it’s worth sweating him, especially.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, without enthusiasm. She saw Mel give Janine a searching look, realised it had more in it than mere concern about an injured colleague’s wellbeing, and bit back a surge of annoyance. 
 
    If there was one thing Janine didn’t need right now, it was a confidence-sapping bout in Mellow Mallow’s bed. She was almost certain it would lead to nothing more than her boss cutting yet another notch in his belt, leaving Janine the butt of office innuendo and gossip. 
 
    She’d have to hint that he should keep it buttoned in his trousers — never a task guaranteed to win friends and influence people. 
 
    If he even bothered to listen to her. 
 
    She looked up from shedding her jacket, only to find Regis giving her a long, knowing look, which made her want to grin and scowl at the same time. 
 
    ‘You don’t think it would do much good?’ he said. It took her a moment to realise that he hadn’t been reading her mind, but was talking about the proposed plan to sweat Makepeace and Gascoigne. 
 
    She snorted. ‘Not really. I think Gascoigne, if he has been up to no good, will have at least enough sense to go hedgehog. And as for Makepeace — let’s face it, he’s as old a pro as you can get. He wouldn’t be one of Fletcher’s pets if he wasn’t.’ She glanced at Mel, who was trying not to look down Janine’s cleavage. ‘So, when are we bringing him in?’ 
 
    Mel opened his mouth to tell her there was no “we” about it, then didn’t have to. Instead his expression iced over by several degrees. With a sinking heart Hillary looked over her shoulder at the approaching Yorkie Bars. 
 
    ‘Oh, marvellous,’ she said softly. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mel went off quite happily to set about bringing in and interviewing their main suspects, while Regis, to his credit, looked less sanguine. 
 
    Hillary found something comforting about the way he shot her an amused smile as she set off with the internal investigation officers, and she found herself thinking about him when she should have been thinking about Paul Danvers and Curtis Smith. 
 
    DS Smith looked slightly hungover, and she wondered, idly, what he’d been celebrating the night before. She doubted he was married with kids, so probably not an anniversary or one of the sprogs getting into uni. 
 
    She took a seat in the small interview room, not unaware of the irony of being an interviewer forced into interviewee mode. She wondered, even more idly, how cops went about interviewing other cops, knowing that the person they were trying to wangle information out of knew just as many tricks of the trade as they did. 
 
    Paul Danvers was looking as smooth as his partner looked rough. His blond hair was newly washed, and fell across his forehead in a way that many women would have found very attractive indeed. He was wearing a good-quality dark blue suit that complemented his eyes. 
 
    Eyes that were watching her closely. 
 
    Belatedly, the hairs on the back of her neck stood up. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mel’s luck in having got rid of Hillary without being the bad guy was the last piece of good fortune he was going to have that day. 
 
    He knew it when he heard that Gascoigne, who was supposed to be tucked up cosily on board the Time Out, was in fact nothing of the sort. 
 
    ‘I thought we had a watch on him,’ he said sharply to a miserable PC, who shifted uncomfortably on size elevens. 
 
    ‘We did, sir. But there were only the two of us, and it was dark. There’s not a street light in sight out there.’ 
 
    ‘There’s only two ways to go on a towpath, son.’ Mel gritted his teeth, wishing he hadn’t asked Janine out yesterday. Or rather that she’d said yes instead of no. 
 
    ‘There’s up, and there’s down,’ he carried on, in rare sarcastic vein. 
 
    The PC flushed. ‘Yes, sir. But there’s plenty of gaps in the hedges, and miles of open fields. There wasn’t even a moon.’ 
 
    ‘All right, all right,’ Mel said irritably. ‘I take it the old man is still on board?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir. He had his bedroom light on all night, and I could see in. He didn’t stir from the time he went to bed at about ten, until seven-forty this morning.’ 
 
    ‘Fine. Think you can radio to your replacements and get them to bring him in?’ 
 
    The PC flushed again. ‘Yes, sir.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Ever heard of a Captain Ryan MacMurray?’ Detective Sergeant Curtis Smith said, glancing across at his (technically at least) superior officer. 
 
    Hillary hadn’t. ‘No,’ she said flatly. 
 
    ‘Doesn’t ring any bell at all, huh?’ Curtis smiled amiably. 
 
    Hillary, knowing he was trying to rile her, smiled pleasantly back. ‘’Fraid not. Is he a naval captain, pilot of a BA jumbo, or captain of the local rugby team? A hint might be helpful.’ 
 
    Paul Danvers bit back a grin. Hillary was looking particularly good today, he thought. A plain white blouse pulled enticingly tight across ample breasts, and her nut-brown hair had a sheen to it. 
 
    He wasn’t to know that Hillary would have been horrified to know her blouses were getting too tight for her, and her hair shone simply because she’d run out of shampoo (and shower water) and had heard that beer was a good substitute. So she’d used a bottle from the fridge, then had to spend an hour filling the water tank because she’d forgotten how much beer stank. 
 
    ‘He’s the captain of a fishing vessel up in Ayr. Ever been to Ayr? A nice port. Very picturesque,’ Curtis said. He leaned back, mentally acknowledging the fact that she was too savvy to lose her temper, and switching tactics. 
 
    ‘I’ve never been to haggis land full stop.’ Hillary was deliberately dumbing down. What her old English professor back at Radcliffe would have said about the words “haggis land” made her shudder to contemplate. 
 
    ‘Oh. Strange, that. Because Captain MacMurray seems to know you,’ Curtis lied smoothly. 
 
    It was just a pity that his superior officer shot him a surprised look. And it was even more of a pity (from their point of view) that Hillary caught it. 
 
    She felt, suddenly, extremely tired. Why the hell was she here playing silly buggers with the Yorkie Bars when she had work to do? 
 
    ‘The man must have good eyesight then, to be able to see me all the way down here,’ she said flatly. 
 
    ‘He knows your husband very well,’ Paul said, deciding he’d let Curtis rule the show for long enough. ‘In fact, Captain MacMurray has been very talkative.’ 
 
    ‘Why? Catch him out doing something naughty?’ Hillary said dryly. 
 
    Paul smiled. ‘Bingo. Captain MacMurray was caught with some very illegal goods on his boat the evening before last. Caviar, would you believe. Claims he bought it legitimately off a mate of his on a Russian trawler. He’s a fisherman too, by the way. You’d be surprised what good ol’ Cap’n MacMurray brings in with his catch of the day. Everything from silk to illegal used aeroplane parts.’ 
 
    Hillary grimaced. Great. Ronnie used a skell who’d even sell duff aeroplane parts. She wondered, with a shiver of real loathing, just how many people had died in plane crashes because of MacMurray and the people who bought from him. 
 
    ‘I take it Ronnie used him as part of his animal-parts smuggling operation?’ she said, getting straight to the point. ‘Or why else would you be talking to me about it?’ 
 
    Paul inclined his head. ‘It seems the not-so-good fisherman and your ex did a lot of business together, yes.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah? Well, like I said, I’ve never been north of the border, so why don’t you go fish elsewhere? Now, if that’s all . . .’ 
 
    She placed her hands firmly on the table and hoisted herself up. 
 
    ‘So you won’t mind if we show your photograph around the harbour, then?’ Curtis said, giving her a tight smile. 
 
    Hillary laughed. ‘Knock yourself out,’ she said pleasantly, wishing that they really would. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary learned about Gascoigne doing a runner from Tommy, who’d just come in for his shift, and had been gossiping with one of the PCs who’d pulled the now infamous night duty in question. Not surprisingly, he was feeling a little woebegone and hard-done-by, and Tommy Lynch, for all his size, was known to be a bit of a soft touch. 
 
    ‘I’ll bet that’s pleased Mel,’ Hillary said after Tommy, with some amusement, had reported the fiasco to his boss. ‘Have they brought in Makepeace at least?’ 
 
    Tommy nodded. ‘Interview room twelve. You gonna take a look, guv?’ 
 
    Hillary shrugged. She wanted to tell him no. She wanted to tell him that they were still supposed to be looking into other, non-drugs-related reasons why someone might want to off The Pits. 
 
    But curiosity won out over piqued professionalism. ‘Sure. Why not. Wanna come?’ 
 
    Was the Pope Catholic? 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mel and Regis were up, Mel playing good guy to Regis’s more believable bad guy. But from the moment she walked into the viewing room, she could tell that both men’s acting prowess was utterly wasted on Alfie Makepeace. 
 
    He was wearing a blue and red checked shirt, unbuttoned at the top, and a pair of dark brown slacks, shiny at the knees. He was looking as comfortable as any cat in front of a warm fire in the interview room’s ergonomically designed chair. His eyelids were half-closed. He looked like he could sit there for twelve hours straight, not that current interviewing procedures would ever permit it. Then there were the meals he was entitled to, the refreshments, the presence of his lawyer, and anything else he might need to make his stay at Thames Valley Police Headquarters a pleasant little interlude. 
 
    ‘Come on, Makepeace, why don’t you admit Dave Pitman was on board, at least up until the night of the eighth? We know he was. We have a signed witness statement from someone in London who saw all three of you aboard the boat when it left its moorings.’ This was Mel, sounding reasonable. 
 
    ‘What was it? Did you think you were invisible, perhaps?’ 
 
    This was Regis, sneering and spoiling for a fight. ‘Or did you just think we couldn’t backtrack you that far?’ 
 
    Makepeace said nothing. 
 
    With a sigh, Mel ostentatiously pulled a folder towards him and made a great show of reading it. 
 
    ‘Alfred Daniel Makepeace. Born 17/8/1953. Educated at St Helen’s Primary, then a stint at the local comprehensive till you were fourteen. Left to work in a shoe factory. Then moved on and up to a boat-building yard, followed by a stint in the merchant navy.’ 
 
    Regis snorted. ‘Is that why Fletcher put you in charge, Alfie? Did you like being captain of HMS Cokehead? What was he in the navy, Mel? I’ll bet he was a stoker. One of those grease-monkeys that never see the light of day.’ 
 
    Makepeace said nothing. 
 
    Tommy stirred restlessly beside her. Although nowhere near as experienced as Hillary, he was obviously getting the picture that the two DIs were wasting their time in there. 
 
    Makepeace looked about as worried and intimidated as yesterday’s leftover canteen rice pudding. 
 
    ‘We’ve had the dogs out at the boat, guv,’ Tommy said. ‘Nothing. The handler reckons they’ve gone over the whole boat with disinfectant.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, not at all surprised. 
 
    ‘So why did you ask for The Pits, then, Alfie?’ Regis said, trying to catch Makepeace off guard. If Makepeace lifting his eyes from the table to give him a slow, thoughtful stare could be said to have worked, then it worked. 
 
    ‘Oh, yes, we know all about that,’ Regis laughed, a very nasty laugh that sent definite trickles down Hillary’s back. Very nice trickles. Of course, if she’d been a perp they wouldn’t have been so nice, but she was a policewoman, and, moreover, one who’d been celibate for far too long. And Regis, though hardly your standard issue Hollywood tall, dark and handsome, nevertheless had that something that set a girl detective’s toes a-tingling. 
 
    Now, wouldn’t Detective Inspector Paul Danvers of the North Yorkshire Riding Constabulary be disappointed to know that? 
 
    Hillary barely stopped herself from snorting out loud. 
 
    ‘We know a lot about Luke Fletcher and the little problems he’s been having lately,’ Regis carried on, curling his upper lip like a Doberman spotting a stray cat. 
 
    ‘Not so little now, though, are they?’ Mel slipped in mildly. ‘His problems, I mean. After our raid in Oxford, I imagine he must be feeling the pinch.’ 
 
    Makepeace said nothing. 
 
    Tommy sighed heavily beside her. ‘He’s not going to crack, is he, guv?’ 
 
    She shook her head gloomily. ‘Not in a month of Sundays.’ 
 
    Just then the door to the interview room opened and Frank Ross stuck his fat head through the door. 
 
    ‘Guv, a word,’ he said, ignoring Mel’s miffed expression. 
 
    Regis shot him a look, and Mel got up. ‘I’ll have to leave you alone with DI Regis for a short while, Mr Makepeace,’ he said, hoping for any sign, however minute, of unease in the suspect at this less than happy news. 
 
    Makepeace didn’t so much as look up from the table top, which he seemed to find utterly fascinating. 
 
    ‘Frank looks fit to bust a gut,’ Tommy said, transferring Hillary’s attention to her nemesis. 
 
    Tommy was right. Frank appeared to be fizzing. 
 
    ‘Come on,’ she said quickly, slipping out the door. Normally Mel would have given her a rollicking for looking in on his interview, but he was too busy listening to Frank to care. 
 
    His expression went through incredulous, then tight, then furious, then thoughtful. 
 
    Hillary felt her heart leap. 
 
    She moved closer, just as Ross finished speaking. ‘. . . in that layby, not far from Sturdy’s Castle, heading north.’ 
 
    Mel looked beyond Ross’s shoulder, saw Hillary, and nodded curtly. 
 
    ‘We’ve found Gascoigne,’ he said simply. And, before she could ask why that should be such a cause for celebration, added curtly, ‘Dead.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary’s ancient Volkswagen pulled in at the side of the road. Since the building of the nearby motorway, this Banbury to Oxford A road was nowhere near as busy as it used to be, and even at 5.30 on a weekday, traffic wasn’t too bad. It was an added bonus that the body had been found in a layby, as it meant that the police tape cordoning wasn’t disrupting traffic. Nevertheless, what with police cars and assorted paraphernalia parked up on the side of the road, plus the usual drive-by gawkers slowing down to get a thrill, there would inevitably be a bottleneck sooner or later. 
 
    To make matters worse, the coroners’ pick-up men were already there, plus the exhibits officer, who was in charge of overseeing the removal of the victim’s clothes and personal belongings, ready to bag them for forensics. It was unusual for him to be already in situ. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 13 
 
    Tommy, however, knew crime scenes were never usually this crowded. But he also knew why this one was different. It was the magic name, of course. Luke Fletcher. Everybody wanted in on this case. 
 
    He saw Hillary climb out of her car, looking good as usual, but with no Mel in tow. He’d probably had to stay behind to report to Superintendent Donleavy. He imagined Mike Regis, the Vice man, would also be pretty busy. Perhaps it was just as well the two senior men weren’t on the scene yet. Things weren’t looking good. 
 
    ‘Janine? Tommy? What have we got?’ Hillary asked crisply. She didn’t need to ask what they were doing there ahead of her. She was not the SIO anymore. 
 
    ‘Boss,’ Janine said. ‘One Peter Cornis, an estate agent from Banbury, pulled in to get some fish and chips roughly forty-five minutes ago. It’s a bit early, but he said he had an evening showing out in Chipping Norton, and missed lunch due to a no-show in Summertown. He bought the standard cod and chips from Fred Cummings’s mobile van.’ 
 
    Hillary paused to look at the van in question. It was the usual specimen. White-painted, with a big service hatch in the centre side panel. Cummings Fish & Chips was painted, rather unimaginatively, on the side, with a rather lacklustre laughing cod painted beneath it. 
 
    ‘Cummings is a regular here, he says. The pub up the road doesn’t like it, and thinks it’s a bit cheeky, but even with the motorway and all, Cummings still seems to make a bit on this stretch. Enough to make it worthwhile, at any rate.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. Others, she knew, would probably chivvy Janine to get on with it, but she’d found that getting a picture of the background was always useful. 
 
    ‘Anyway, after Peter Cornis bought his dinner, he wandered up and down eating it. Said he’d been sitting in an office all afternoon, and fancied some exercise.’ 
 
    Hillary raised an eyebrow, and Janine grinned. ‘Yeah, I know. My guess is he didn’t want to get fish-and-chip smells in his motor.’ She pointed with her pen. 
 
    Hillary glanced over to a new Alfa Romeo and rolled her eyes. Oh, men and their cars. 
 
    ‘Right.’ 
 
    Janine smiled at Tommy, who was gazing longingly at the car. 
 
    ‘Anyway, he was walking past a gap in the hedge.’ Janine pointed over to where SOCO were already hard at work. ‘He noticed what he thought was a tramp, sleeping it off in the ditch.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. The usual. This was the point where she usually began to feel sorry for the witness. Although most cops tended, automatically, to regard any finder-of-the-body with deep suspicion, nine times out of ten the witness was innocent. And it was hard to see why an estate agent from Banbury should kill Jake Gascoigne, then buy fish and chips the next day, right by his body, and be on the scene when the cops were called in. 
 
    ‘Right. Go on.’ 
 
    Janine read from her notes. ‘He says he called out, but the tramp didn’t stir. Something about him seemed “off.” His words, not mine. Anyway, it was enough to make him step off the tarmac, push aside the bushes and bend down to give the “tramp” a poke.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. She’d heard the same thing many times before from witnesses. ‘Something didn’t seem right.’ ‘I had this funny feeling.’ ‘Something made me look closer.’ 
 
    In nearly all cases there was a simple explanation. In this case, for instance, she was sure that the hapless Peter Cornis’s subconscious had noted that the clothes were too good for those of a tramp. Maybe he had noticed Jake Gascoigne’s dark hair. Most members of the public thought tramps were all old men, winos, and such. Perhaps, who knew, the busy Peter Cornis’s subconscious had failed to pick up the scent of booze or meths. Whatever. It had all gone back into the fabulous computer called a human brain, and sent back the message to Peter Cornis that “something was off.” 
 
    ‘When the body didn’t move, he looked closer,’ continued Janine, ‘and lost the fish and chips he’d already eaten.’ 
 
    Hillary groaned. ‘Don’t tell me — not all over the crime scene?’ 
 
    Janine wrinkled her nose. ‘No. He managed to stumble away and upchuck in a patch of dock.’ 
 
    Charming. 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘After he’d got over it, he says he went back to his car and called us on his mobile. In the meantime, two lorries had pulled in, and their drivers were champing away, oblivious. Thought Cornis was either just sick, or maybe a drunk trying to throw up some excess booze. Whatever, it never occurred to them that Fred’s fish and chips might be tainted. They’d all but finished their last chip when the first of the squad cars showed up. They’re not happy at being detained. One said he’s hauling perishables — lettuces, I think — and has to meet a deadline.’ 
 
    Hillary groaned. ‘Right. Better get on with interviewing him first. The usual. Tommy, take the other lorry driver. I’ll take Cornis. He’s in his car?’ 
 
    Janine nodded. 
 
    Another late night, working long past shift end. With no overtime, natch. Her back hurt. She wanted to be home. Instead, she trudged towards the big navy blue lorry. The driver’s eyes visibly lit up at her approach. 
 
    Janine groaned inwardly. 
 
    * * * 
 
    On her way to the Alfa Romeo, Hillary saw two more cars arrive, Mike Regis in one of them. 
 
    She dragged her mind firmly back from thoughts of the Vice man and tapped on the window of the Alfa. It slid down with such ease that she felt a deep resentment towards the man inside. Her own Volkswagen had windows that wound down with elbow power — and then only if they felt like it. The passenger window wouldn’t even have responded to an Arnold whats-is-face. 
 
    ‘Mr Cornis? I’m Detective Inspector Greene. Would you like to step out, or would it be easier if I sat in?’ 
 
    Peter Cornis shrugged. He was a twenty-something, in the estate agents’ uniform of fashionable haircut, “good” suit, fake Rolex and the latest car toy hanging from the mirror. The only thing that didn’t scream “man on the way up” was the look in his eyes. Feeling a lot less anti, Hillary went round to the passenger door and slipped inside. 
 
    The interior smelt of leather and wood. And a car freshener. Hillary, who didn’t even bother to buy air freshener for the boat, sighed softly. 
 
    ‘Mr Cornis. I’m sorry about this, but I need to ask you some more questions . . .’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    By the time she left the car, Peter Cornis was fighting back tears. Reaction, of course — another one of those things the TV detective shows didn’t go into much. People who found bodies tended to cry about it. And have nightmares afterwards. And feel all sorts of things, from fear to anger and resentment to depression. 
 
    Even estate agents. 
 
    She saw at once that Mel had arrived and was taking over. By his side, Frank looked particularly gleeful. Hillary felt even more depressed. 
 
    ‘Looks like we got sod all,’ Mel said to Hillary, without preamble. ‘The doc’s here. He reckons the body’s been there all night, of course.’ 
 
    Hillary snorted. She hadn’t really expected anything else. In fact, she’d been unconsciously working on the supposition that Gascoigne had been murdered sometime in the dark hours of the night. Why else had he slipped off the boat and done a runner? He had nothing to fear from the police. 
 
    ‘Think Fletcher gave him a buzz and arranged a meet?’ she asked casually. 
 
    ‘Not in person,’ Mel responded, just as offhandedly. ‘No doubt another of his gofers did the actual dirty.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps Frank can check into that,’ Hillary slipped in, with a nice warm feeling inside. 
 
    Frank looked furious. ‘Like hell,’ he growled. ‘As if any snout is going to be talking now. Everyone will have headed for the hills long since. I can think of better ways to waste my time than—’ 
 
    ‘Well, I can’t,’ Mel snapped. ‘You’re always boasting about being an old-fashioned copper, a real hard man who knows where all the bodies are buried. Well now’s your chance to show what you can do.’ 
 
    Frank shot Mel a killer look and stomped off. 
 
    Mel sighed heavily. ‘Every day I pray I’ll get into the office and find Frank Ross has applied for a transfer.’ 
 
    Hillary laughed. It was a genuine, lovely sound, and had Tommy Lynch’s head swivelling in her direction. Mike Regis, talking to the doc, also looked over, and wondered how much fallout she was still carrying from her ex. 
 
    If he should chance his arm. 
 
    ‘It would have been well dark when the body was dumped, probably in the wee small hours,’ Hillary speculated. 
 
    ‘The road wouldn’t have been busy,’ Mel put in. 
 
    ‘And the layby bends away from the road, with plenty of bushes between it and the main road,’ she concluded glumly. 
 
    Mel shook his head. ‘Let’s face it, our chances of a wit are practically nil.’ 
 
    For a moment, the two of them were silent. Then Hillary sighed. ‘Who’s with Makepeace?’ 
 
    ‘Regis’s man.’ 
 
    ‘He talks, then?’ 
 
    Mel smiled. ‘On occasion. Not that he’ll get anything out of Makepeace.’ 
 
    Hillary contemplated Makepeace and the taciturn Vice sergeant facing each other in total silence. What a pair they must be making, back at the Big House. 
 
    Mel glanced over at the hedge and its group of interested people. ‘It’s going to be a long night.’ 
 
    Hillary wondered when hawthorn, squitch-grass, dock and dandelions had ever received such intense scrutiny from humans. ‘Was that a hint to go home and take it easy, sir?’ she asked cockily. 
 
    Mel smiled tiredly. ‘Why not? No reason for us both to be here.’ 
 
    Hillary winced. Ouch. Still, Mel was right — he was the SIO, and could do without her. 
 
    She turned and walked away. 
 
    Mike Regis and Tommy Lynch were the only ones who seemed to notice. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back on the boat, she poured herself a glass of white wine. It was Riesling, and had been left, opened, in the fridge since last Sunday, when she’d had a glass to go with her chicken dinner. 
 
    She sat down, felt the boat move ever so slightly beneath her, and leaned her head back against the wall. It was fast coming on to twilight, and through the half-open window she could hear a blackbird singing, beautifully, in one of the willows on the opposite bank. 
 
    The pub down the way was beginning to murmur, as pubs did, but here on the boat, the sound was muted, as was that of the cars passing by on the road beyond. A fish rose and plopped outside, sending widening circles across the surface of the dirty water. 
 
    She sipped her wine and tried to unwind. 
 
    So Fletcher had had Gascoigne bumped off. Because he was skimming? Probably. Makepeace had been given the task of proving him dirty. Had he failed or succeeded? She frowned. And did the answer to that have anything to do with Dave Pitman winding up dead in Dashwood Lock? 
 
    Somehow she couldn’t seem to make it fit. 
 
    If Gascoigne had been skimming, as Luke Fletcher had suspected, and Makepeace had found him out, why was it Pitman who had died first? 
 
    Had the two men had a fight? Gascoigne was known to use the knife, almost exclusively, but the ME’s report on The Pits had found no knife injury at all. 
 
    Accident, then? Accidents happened to people all the time, including bad guys. Coincidences, too. In real life, coincidences abounded. It was only in detective novels that you couldn’t get away with them. Because readers didn’t like it, or so she assumed. But in real life, coincidences didn’t give a sod whether you wanted to believe in them or not. 
 
    Even so, she didn’t like it. She couldn’t shake the feeling that she was missing something. 
 
    Her eyes fell on the book Gary had brought her, and she picked it up, frowning. Dick Francis’s Bonecrack. She wasn’t much of a reader nowadays, and certainly not this kind of thing. When she did read, she liked something decent. One of the Brontes. Austen. Eliot, maybe. Give her a classic any day. 
 
    She opened the book and read the inscription more closely. 
 
    ‘To Stud. It takes one to know one. Hillary.’ 
 
    Stud. 
 
    She snorted. When the hell had she ever called Ronnie “Stud”? Never, that’s when. Oh, she got the pun, of course. Weren’t Dick Francis’s books always about racehorses and stud farms? And wasn’t the hero always some macho man who could stand any amount of pain? Just the sort of book Ronnie would go for. 
 
    She frowned. The writing looked vaguely like hers. But— 
 
    Her phone rang. She tossed the book back onto the shelf and picked it up. ‘DI Greene,’ she said sharply, only realising then how tense she still was. 
 
    ‘It’s me, guv,’ Tommy Lynch said. ‘Just thought you’d like to know. Doc’s preliminary says Gascoigne was killed somewhere between eleven and four last night. Cause of death, subject to full post-mortem, natch, is multiple blows to the head and neck with our old friend, blunt instrument.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. It figured. A typical “lesson” murder. Anybody else skimming from Fletcher was going to think twice about it now. 
 
    ‘Right,’ she said wearily. ‘See you tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘Right, guv,’ Tommy said warmly, and hung up. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back in the lay-by, Tommy thrust his mobile into his trouser pocket and wondered what she was doing now. Probably drinking a glass of wine, maybe watching telly. No, reading, probably. He knew she’d gone to Radcliffe. What had she read? English? History? Sociology? He wished he was there with her, drinking wine and being able to talk to her about . . . whatever. Instead he drove out of the layby and back home to his mother. As soon as he reached the house, he knew that Jean was there. And that his mother had probably invited her. 
 
    He was smiling manfully when he walked through the door. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A load of reports waited for Hillary the next morning, piled ominously on her desk like a paper mountain about to topple. Hillary regarded them with a jaundiced eye and sighed. Already her day was mapped out. Paperwork. Break for coffee. More paperwork. Break for lunch. Paperwork. 
 
    ‘Hill, can I have a minute?’ Mel popped his head through the door, looking like a man who’d been working all night. 
 
    Hillary, who’d finished off the bottle of wine, ran a tongue that felt like it could line a snooker table over dry lips and followed him into his office. 
 
    ‘How’s the background work on Dave Pitman coming along?’ Surprised, Hillary shrugged. ‘Fine. I ran down the previous rape cases. No joy. I’m due to see his mother today.’ She paused, thought about the paperwork, and amended, ‘No, tomorrow, maybe.’ 
 
    Mel nodded. ‘Well, push on. Regis is overseeing Frank Ross and the Fletcher end of things.’ He was trying to make it sound casual, but if she’d been in a cartoon, a lightbulb would have abruptly appeared over her head. 
 
    Ah. So that was it. Mike Regis was in charge of the drugs aspect, leaving poor old Mellow Mallow out in the cold. 
 
    ‘Right,’ she said, leaving the room. 
 
    Hillary spotted Janine and Tommy walking through the door and decided to spread the sunshine even further. 
 
    ‘Janine, Tommy, just the job. I want you to re-interview Deirdre Warrender and her daughter, Sylvia. Actually, Sylvia will be a first interview. She wasn’t there when I talked to her mother.’ 
 
    Janine looked at her blankly. Tommy, who had a better memory, nodded. ‘Pitman’s last rape victim?’ he said quietly. 
 
    ‘Alleged rape victim, if you please,’ Hillary corrected. ‘He wasn’t brought to trial for it, remember?’ 
 
    ‘Right, boss,’ Janine said flatly. 
 
    Hillary, reading her far more easily than a Dick Francis, could have told her that there were worse jobs. Much worse. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Her poor titties.’ Deirdre Warrender stirred her cup of tea and shook her brassy red curls. 
 
    Janine wondered vaguely what sort of hair dye she used. 
 
    Tommy wondered if he’d misheard her. 
 
    ‘That’s what I remember most about it, you know,’ she said, looking up at the handsome black policeman. ‘The state of her poor titties. Black and blue, and scarred. Poor girl can’t take her top off on any beach now, I can tell you.’ 
 
    Tommy took a hasty swallow of his tea. 
 
    They were in Deirdre’s kitchen, waiting for her daughter to come home. Apparently she had just got a new job nearby and came home for lunch. Janine wondered if that was because the trauma of the rape was still with her, making her “run home to mother” on a regular basis, or whether it was just cheaper to eat at home. 
 
    From the looks of the place, the Warrenders didn’t exactly have money to burn. 
 
    Janine and Tommy had taken it in turns to read DI Greene’s report of her first interview on the way over, swapping driving duties halfway. 
 
    Now she nodded sympathetically. ‘Yes, Dave Pitman had a bit of an MO for that,’ she said. 
 
    Which was true. All three rape victims had come in for severe battering about the breast and genital area. Stitches. Scars. At least flesh healed, eventually. But at nearly thirty, here was Sylvia Warrender still living at home with her mother, coming back for lunch like a little girl needing to be looked after. 
 
    As if responding to some telepathic call, the kitchen door opened. Janine noticed Deirdre Warrender glance anxiously at the door. She was obviously wishing that Janine and Tommy were a million miles away. Still, that meant nothing. They were cops, and that alone made them the enemy as far as people like the Warrenders were concerned. And to make matters worse, they were there to question her daughter about something they must both want to forget about. 
 
    The two things that immediately struck Janine about Sylvia Warrender were that she was pale and thin. She looked washed out, faded, drooping. Like a wildflower after a long drought-ridden summer. The pale eyes — impossible to tell what colour — focused on them and became, if possible, even more dull. 
 
    She looked ready to bolt. Tommy didn’t dare move. 
 
    ‘Cops, love,’ Deirdre said at once. ‘Remember, I told you I had a visit from one of them the other day? These two work for her. Come on in and I’ll get you some toast. Beans? Egg?’ 
 
    Sylvia Warrender slithered into a chair like some kind of deep-water sea creature. She was wearing a plain black pair of trousers and a white, satin-look blouse. She was wearing make-up, but somehow it didn’t seem to work. The only thing that stood out on her, to Tommy’s mind anyway, was her necklace. 
 
    His girlfriend Jean was, on the whole, what people would describe as a “down-to-earth” kind of girl. Not the sort to waste her money on expensive holidays. The kind who had a building society account, steadily growing. The sort who bought next year’s Christmas presents in the January sales. The sort his mother loved. But she had one extravagance — jewellery. Not that she bought a lot, or that she was silly over it. It was just that what she bought was always good, always gold, and always expensive. 
 
    Jean would definitely salivate over the necklace Sylvia Warrender was wearing. 
 
    Except that she was not a Gemini. 
 
    The necklace was gold, with a plain but very nice box-cut chain. It was the pendant, however, dropping neatly into the milk-coloured ‘V’ underneath Sylvia’s almost non-existent chin, that immediately caught his attention. For a start, Tommy could have sworn it was not mass-produced. Jean had dragged him to enough craft fairs by now for him to know. This pendant, two back-to-back outlines of pretty young girls — the Gemini twins — smacked of handcrafted, customised individuality. Cameos in gold wire. Very fine. 
 
    And surely very expensive? 
 
    If she had a boyfriend, he obviously rated her highly. Or was it a present from her mother? Like Janine, he knew some rape victims never recovered. They never dated, but instead retreated into a safe world, peopled only with close relatives like parents, or not peopled at all. 
 
    Tommy watched Deirdre, while Janine gently questioned Sylvia about Dave Pitman. 
 
    Could she have afforded to buy such a gift for her daughter? He wouldn’t have thought so. Perhaps she hooked, now and then, purely as an amateur. Even so, she didn’t look the sort who’d go for handcrafted jewellery. A bottle of Chanel would probably be Deirdre Warrender’s definition of class. 
 
    He sighed, listening to Janine who, with genuine finesse, went through the paces. 
 
    Both Sylvia and Deirdre Warrender had an alibi for the night Dave Pitman was killed. So that was another dead end. 
 
    As Hillary had already ascertained, the father was a shadowy figure at best, and Sylvia seemed to know next to nothing about him. 
 
    Another dead end. 
 
    They were wasting their time. 
 
    When, some twenty minutes later, they were back outside, Janine put her notebook away and sighed heavily. ‘I’m glad Pitman is dead.’ 
 
    For a second, Tommy felt a little frisson of shock, then nodded in understanding. 
 
    Sylvia Warrender was probably just as dead as Pitman. The only difference was that she breathed. She’d been too terrified to even look at Tommy, and had answered all of Janine’s questions, even the more knuckle-biting ones about the rape itself, in a kind of monotone that would have made any psychiatrist anxious. 
 
    He could almost imagine her life. Get up, force down some breakfast, go to work, come home for lunch, go back to work, come home, eat her mother’s cooking, then spend the evening in front of the telly. No men. No friends. No social life. All those things were dangerous. They must have led to her meeting Pitman in the first place. Led to her being in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
 
    Yeah, he could understand why Janine, or any other woman, would be glad Pitman was dead. Hell, he only had to think of Dave Pitman with Jean or his mother or Hillary and he was glad Pitman was dead. 
 
    Back in the car, the radio was squawking. 
 
    Janine reached for it eagerly. Something must be happening back at the Big House. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 14 
 
    ‘What’s up, boss?’ Janine asked, the moment she walked into the office. There was a definite buzz, but she couldn’t quite pin it down. 
 
    Hillary glanced up from the path lab report on Dave Pitman she was re-reading. Something about it was still bothering her. 
 
    ‘Huh? Oh.’ Her eyes focused, and she leaned back in her chair, running a hand through her lush, still faintly beer-scented brown hair. ‘Oh, an appeal went out on the lunchtime news for anyone driving by Sturdy’s Castle late last night to get in touch. We got the usual, but one’s come up trumps. A woman driver, returning from a visit up at the Radcliffe. Sister in a bad way, apparently. She’d been hanging around, waiting to see if the worst was gonna happen. Then around one, quarter past, in the morning, they told her it was safe to go home. According to the wit, a hairdresser at a salon in Deddington, she was driving past the layby at going on one-forty, one-fifty, and saw a car parked up.’ 
 
    Tommy sat down in his chair and used his feet to wheel it from his desk back to Hillary. Janine took off her lightweight coat and tossed it towards her desk chair. It hit the floor but she didn’t even look at it. 
 
    From his office, Mel saw her, and in a determined waft of lust, the image of her doing a striptease flitted into his mind. The blouse next, then the skirt. She’d be wearing stockings, of course, and . . . 
 
    He cursed, and answered the phone. 
 
    Oblivious to her superior’s discomfort, Hillary continued to bring her team up to speed. ‘She saw a single male, white, between thirty and thirty-five, well built, probably dark haired, lugging something from the boot of the car. 
 
    ‘As you know, the streetlamps over there aren’t brilliant, but she recognised the make of car because her husband used to own one. A Vauxhall Carlton, dark in colour, black, dark blue, maybe dark grey. At the time, she assumed it was just somebody doing a spot of illegal dumping. When asked to describe the object, she stalls a bit, saying it was dark, she was going by at fifty miles an hour plus, but it was big and bulky, sort of like a rolled-up carpet. That’s what she thought he was dumping. Old carpet.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well, it’s usually that, or old mattresses, ain’t it?’ Janine said laconically. But everyone was thinking the same. A dead body, rolled up in something, looked a lot like a rolled-up carpet. 
 
    ‘Regis is still talking to her now, going over it a second time. Mel took the original interview. So, tell me about the Warrenders,’ she finished. 
 
    Janine went over her notes. 
 
    Then Tommy told her about the necklace. 
 
    ‘Thing is, guv,’ he ended, ‘it looked like good-quality gear to me.’ 
 
    Hillary frowned thoughtfully. She could understand why Tommy had noticed it. From her own memory of Deirdre Warrender and her household, it wasn’t the kind of place you expected to find gold. Real gold, that is. 
 
    ‘Right. Well, let’s leave it for now.’ She couldn’t really justify Tommy taking time checking it out because she couldn’t see any connection between a gold necklace and Dave Pitman’s death. 
 
    And no matter how much she wanted to turn over every stone, just to show Mellow Mallow and Donleavy that she could still function like a good police officer, even when being shafted and given the shitty end of the stick, she wasn’t about to go overboard on it. 
 
    ‘OK. I’ll be going to interview the mother tomorrow. Janine, see if Mel wants you for anything.’ 
 
    She didn’t notice her sergeant go white, then flush. ‘Right, boss.’ 
 
    ‘Tommy, you’d better start trying to trace any stolen Carltons, dark in colour. Go back two days. If nothing, go back a week.’ 
 
    Tommy groaned inwardly. ‘Right, guv.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mel glanced up as Janine walked in the door. Feeling wrong-footed by the mental striptease image, he tried to smile like a benign uncle. 
 
    ‘Sergeant,’ he said, foregoing her name. 
 
    Janine scowled. ‘Sir. DI Greene wants to know if you have an assignment for me.’ 
 
    Mel didn’t. ‘Look, about the other night. The cinema. And . . . everything. I wanted to say I’m sorry it didn’t work out.’ 
 
    Janine shifted uneasily from foot to foot. He was looking good today. All the late nights and tension had given him a bit of a rough edge. He wasn’t quite so polished and smooth. She liked it. 
 
    ‘Yeah, well, it just felt a bit awkward, sir, didn’t it?’ she said miserably. 
 
    Mel nodded. Then looked up. ‘Want to try again?’ 
 
    Janine smiled instantly. ‘Sure. Why not?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    It wasn’t until gone five, when Hillary and everyone but the next shift were thinking of going home, that the call came in. 
 
    A car, just off the Woodeaton turn, which was part of the local rat-run to Headington, had been found burnt out. It had been run off the road, through a hedge and into a field beyond a dip, so it was invisible from the road. The farmer who had come across it, thoroughly pissed off, had only just reported it. Tommy caught the call just as he was putting on his jacket, and then relayed it to Hillary, who rolled her eyes but nodded. 
 
    ‘Better tell Mel,’ she said, because after the rollicking he’d given her about the second boat, she was punishing him by reporting every little move she made. 
 
    Mel merely waved her off with his blessing, and Janine, catching sight of them in the car park getting into Tommy’s car, jogged over. 
 
    Hillary wound down the window and, mindful of her sergeant’s still stiff and aching back, said, ‘No need for you to come if you’d rather get off. We’ve found a possible burned-out that matches the description of our Sturdy’s Castle layby wit. Might be nothing.’ 
 
    Janine, thinking about going home, soaking in the tub before changing into something sexy, then waiting for Mel to show up with a bottle of wine and a packet of condoms, shrugged. 
 
    Sod that. 
 
    She wasn’t so sad that she had to have nearly four hours to get ready and wait for a man. She’d be back in plenty of time. 
 
    ‘I’ll follow you down, boss. Where is it?’ 
 
    Hillary told her then nodded to Tommy, who drove out and headed up the main road to the roundabout. 
 
    Hillary sat in the passenger seat, her elbow on top of the wound-down window, saying nothing. The fierce breeze felt good on her face. Her eyes felt gritty, as they always did when she wasn’t getting enough sleep, but the thought of going back to the cramped, empty boat depressed her. 
 
    She wondered what sort of place Mike Regis had. A conventional semi? A smart bungalow? How about a flat, one of those nice Victorian conversions in north Oxford? Up near Keble College maybe, by the park. 
 
    Then her mind supplied a wife and a couple of kids, and she grimaced. She was blowed if she was going to ask around about his marital status — in six seconds flat it would be doing the rounds of the canteen. And she was still wincing about the unfounded rumours that she and Mel were doing (or had in the past) the old horizontal tango. Taking another trip on the same bloody carousel didn’t appeal at all. 
 
    Tommy heard her huge sigh, and his hands tightened on the wheel. 
 
    He negotiated the usual traffic hazards at Islip, and a few minutes later was indicating to turn off to the small, historic village of Woodeaton. Didn’t people from all over the globe come to the church here because it had something rare in it? A tapestry — or a goblet, or manuscript or something. He couldn’t remember what it was. His mum could probably have told him, though. 
 
    ‘Here it is, guv,’ he said unnecessarily, since a marked police car and an unhappy-looking man in a tractor were parked off the road. 
 
    Janine pulled in behind them, and together they walked up to the man sitting glumly in the tractor. The uniforms on the scene began to look vaguely interested now that the “brass” had shown up. 
 
    Hillary eyed the grass, the hedge and the dip beyond and heaved yet another sigh. Great. Join the police force and get your clothes and hair messed up with hawthorn, your legs stung by nettles, and your shoes ruined by cowshit and dirty ditchwater. 
 
    Some uncomfortable and curse-filled moments later, they were all clustered round the burnt-out car. By now the light was starting to go, and the setting sun was generously casting a pleasant golden light on the field, already green with barley. Except for a blackened area surrounding the car where the fire had fizzled out. 
 
    ‘It’s a Vauxhall Carlton all right,’ Tommy said and, being a gentleman, got on his hands and knees and peered underneath it in search of unsinged paint. ‘And it used to be a dark grey,’ he added, standing up and wiping mud and grass and ashes off his hands and the knees of his trousers. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘OK. Let’s work on the assumption that it’s too much of a coincidence that our wit sees a man dumping an old carpet at Sturdy’s last night and us finding the same sort of car burnt out today. Tommy, take the village, see if anybody noticed anything. Since it was the middle of the night, don’t hold your breath.’ 
 
    Tommy grinned. As if he would. He set off uncomplainingly. 
 
    Janine, meanwhile, stared morosely at the car and wished she’d gone home and taken that bath. She had some nice gardenia-scented salts left over from a birthday present. 
 
    Girl power was all very good when it didn’t cost you anything to practise it. 
 
    ‘Janine, have a talk with Farmer Jones up yonder,’ Hillary said, in the dead, flat tone most coppers used when they knew something was a complete waste of time but had to be done anyway. 
 
    Janine sighed and trotted off, back up across the ditch, and through the hedge. 
 
    ‘Gives a whole new meaning to the phrase “dragged through a hedge backwards,”’ she muttered to herself. 
 
    But it was Janine who made the breakthrough, some half an hour later. Not through talking to the farmer, who, as expected, only complained about the amount of joyriders who wrecked cars in this part of the county, but through walking along the side of the road and casting about for “clues,” those things so beloved of readers of mystery novels, and which were so scarce in real life. 
 
    True, what she found wasn’t a cigarette end of a rare and wonderful quality that could only be ordered through the internet from Panama, nor was it a footprint or even a dropped hankie/key/piece of paper or any other type of Christie-like clue. It wasn’t even on the same side of the road as the car, but just opposite. This side of the road didn’t have a ditch, but it did have a hawthorn hedge with a slight dip, and, more importantly, lots of tall, trampled-down grass. Below the line of sight of the road, out of the wind and well sheltered, it was as perfect an example of a tramp’s hotel as you’d find anywhere. 
 
    Hillary, when called over by her sergeant to take a look, nodded knowingly. 
 
    ‘Well spotted,’ she said, which, much to Janine’s chagrin, made her feel good. ‘If our pal was curled up there last night, he’d have had a perfect view of the fun and games.’ She looked across to the gap in the hedge where the car had gone through. 
 
    Janine nodded. ‘And tramps are curious, aren’t they? If he’d seen a car either being carefully driven, or maybe pushed, into a hedge, he’d want to take a decko. Maybe even warm himself by the fire afterwards?’ 
 
    Hillary pursed her lips. ‘Possibly.’ But tramps tended to come in two varieties. The mentally retarded, too uneducated not to poke their noses in where they weren’t wanted, and the very canny, who knew enough about survival to keep their heads well and truly down. 
 
    Tommy, looking disillusioned, came back and stood alongside them. The tramp’s nest was virtually indistinguishable in this light. 
 
    ‘What you looking at?’ he asked, not even bothering to report to Hillary that the village had been a bust. 
 
    Janine told him. 
 
    ‘Now you get the fun of trying to find our sleeping beauty,’ Hillary added. 
 
    Janine groaned. ‘Not me, guv. I’ve got a date.’ 
 
    ‘Right, get off then.’ Hillary thought, and then grinned evilly. She reached for her mobile and dialled the Big House. As she thought, Frank had come on for his later shift. 
 
    She gave him the good news. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Frank, furious, hung up, grumbling under his breath. No way was he going to check out the sewers and dives of scum-life Oxford looking for a tramp who liked to kip out at Woodeaton. 
 
    Senior officer or not, screw her. 
 
    If only he knew where that cunning bastard Ronnie Greene had stashed all his dough, he’d use it just to make his old lady’s life a living misery. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine put the plates in the sink, wondering if she should wash up or leave them. Mel had arrived with a Thai take-out, introducing her to culinary delights she already knew about but pretended not to. Her last boyfriend but one had been a backpacker, and had introduced her not only to Thai but to Creole cooking as well. 
 
    Still, if Mel liked to play the big sophisticate, why not let him? 
 
    They’d drunk the wine, called each other by their first names right from the start, discussed the latest in the case, listened to some Norah Jones, and now looked ready to get down to the nitty gritty. 
 
    Hence the wash-up-now-or-later conundrum. 
 
    When she went back into the “lounge,” Mel was leaning back in the armchair with his eyes closed. Her room was the biggest bedroom in the house she rented with her mates, but in exchange for having it, she had to use it as a living area too, leaving the real lounge downstairs free for one or the other of her mates to entertain in. 
 
    She didn’t normally mind, but now she was acutely aware of her underwear lurking in the chest of drawers to the right, along with her sanitary towels. He opened his eyes suddenly and looked at her. 
 
    Then there was the bed. It wasn’t a double bed, but a three-quarters effort. 
 
    ‘Do you want to?’ Mel said simply, not even looking the bed’s way. 
 
    Janine thought of her back, which still hurt. And of those nudge-nudge, wink-wink jokes that were bound to start the moment people realised they were an item. Did she really need the hassle? 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    For a man who was checking out shop doorways late on a chilly night, Tommy was oddly happy. Probably because, on the other side of the deserted road, Hillary was doing the same. 
 
    Hillary knew it was madness, a DI doing scut work like this, late at night. Most people under the rank of sergeant thought all DIs belonged behind a desk doing paperwork. 
 
    So be it. She’d simply rather be here than back at the boat. 
 
    Sad, sad, sad. 
 
    It was Tommy who found him. 
 
    He wasn’t old, but he wasn’t young either. He was, however, very drunk. Perhaps that was why he actually answered when Tommy asked him where he usually slept. If he’d been sober, no doubt he’d have lied about it. 
 
    ‘Guv,’ Tommy called softly, bending down to get a better look at his prize, ignoring the smell of cheap booze, urine, and — curiously — strong soap. ‘This here chap usually kips out Woodeaton way,’ he said casually as Hillary joined him. 
 
    The area they were in was not quite into the suburb of Botley, but it had plenty of carpet warehouses, car plants and dark alleys where a chap could rest away from the hustle and bustle of the city. 
 
    It wasn’t a place Hillary would choose to be alone in at night. 
 
    ‘Nice and warm,’ slurred the tramp in confirmation. He was wearing a dirty, padded parka. ‘Mission up yonder.’ This unasked-for information probably accounted for the smell of soap. ‘Full,’ the tramp said, nodding wisely, in that one word explaining why he was on the doorstep. But the real question was, of course, why was he here and not back at Woodeaton? 
 
    With a sigh, Hillary nodded to Tommy to bring him in. Once he’d slept it off, had a good meal and sobered up, he might be worth his weight in gold. 
 
    He threw up as Tommy hauled him to his feet, a thin, greenish, chemical spume that made Hillary gag. 
 
    Then again, maybe not. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When Hillary got in the following morning, she was furious to find that Mel was already interviewing the tramp. His name, according to the blackboard outside the interview room, was Michael Ryan. No relation, hopefully, to the man in Hungerford who’d gone crazy and killed so many people in that shocking rampage all those years ago. 
 
    Knowing that she couldn’t just burst in on the interview, even though it had been her and Tommy who’d done the dirty work, Hillary stomped up to the office in a foul mood, only to find Janine already in and looking good. 
 
    Not that she wasn’t pleased to see her looking better, but there was something about her that raised all of Hillary’s instinctive hackles. I’m just in a really shitty mood, she thought to herself, slinging her bag down on her desk and smothering a yawn. 
 
    ‘The Yorkie Bars were in looking for you, boss,’ Janine said. 
 
    Hillary swore long and graphically, making not just her sergeant’s, but several other heads turn to her in surprise. Although she could curse with the best of them, Hillary didn’t have a reputation as a spectacular sewer-mouth. 
 
    Well, sod that. Batting her eyelashes at the infatuated Paul Danvers wasn’t going to improve the quality of her day at all. She grabbed her bag again. ‘When Mel comes up, tell him I’m interviewing Dave Pitman’s mother. Oh, and tell Tommy hard luck. He’ll know what I mean.’ 
 
    The constable would have been looking forward to reaping the rewards of his efforts last night, Hillary knew, and would also be gutted to find Mel in there well before him. 
 
    After all, Michael Ryan hadn’t spewed up all down Mel’s label-bearing shirt and shiny new Oxfords. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mrs Pitman was one of those women who looked much older than you knew they must be. Pitman had been thirty-two when he died, but even if his mother had had him later in life, she still shouldn’t have looked like a near octogenarian. Hillary could see the pinkness of her scalp showing through her sparse white hair as she led her into a painfully clean sitting room. She was wearing a flowered apron and comfortable slippers. 
 
    Hillary sat where the obviously nervous woman indicated, and from the pale, near translucent tone of her skin, wondered if she ever ventured out of the house at all. 
 
    ‘It’s about your son, Mrs Pitman,’ she said (as if it could be about anything else), and turned down an offer of tea. Usually she always said yes, because hospitality broke the barriers, but Muriel Pitman didn’t look as if she had enough energy left to even fill the kettle. 
 
    She remembered back to the report of the constable who’d first interviewed her, and his comment that he thought she must have lived in mortal fear of her son. She found herself agreeing with him. Pitman was an only child. Probably her husband, either long gone or long dead, had been the bullying kind as well, teaching The Pits that a woman’s place was to be battered, beaten and kept indoors. 
 
    ‘You found out who did it yet?’ she asked, but Hillary could see no real interest in the watery brown eyes. There was no emotion in her voice either, neither anger nor curiosity. Perhaps, when it finally sank in that her son was gone, that she was free and clear, she might take off the apron, put on some shoes and go outside and find herself a life. 
 
    It was hopeless, of course. Hillary asked all the usual questions, but there was no way The Pits would have told this poor old soul about what he really did for a living, let alone who he did it for. 
 
    On the shelf were a few token photographs, one of a man who looked like a mean Wurzel Gummidge character, taken on what was obviously the local allotment, and who could only be Mr Pitman senior, and one of the The Pits himself, posing by a chrome monster of a bike. In the background lurked what appeared to be old barn buildings, sheds, and something tin and ugly, the kind of thing you came upon unexpectedly when driving through the countryside. It was usually annexed to a nice period farmhouse. Or a manure heap. 
 
    She knew the locals were still trying to find Pitman’s lock-up, and even though she asked, Hillary knew that his mother would have no idea where her son kept his pride and joy. And what did it matter whether they found his bloody motorbike or not anyway? Was it going to explain how it was him, and not Jake Gascoigne, who’d gone off the back of that boat in Dashwood Lock? 
 
    She left a short while later, her day irretrievably ruined. First of all Mel nabs her hard-won wit, then the Yorkie Bars are on the prowl again, and now this. She closed the door respectfully behind her, imagining Muriel Pitman’s shoulders slumping in relief as she shuffled back to the kitchen, probably the warmest room in the house. 
 
    She hoped she had a cat. The thought of Muriel Pitman living in that insanely clean house with not even a cat for company made her want to just get into her car and howl. 
 
    Shit, she hated days like this, days when everything conspired to depress her. She noticed the neighbour too late. No doubt he’d been coiled, waiting to strike as soon as she left the house. He’d probably seen her car arrive and knew what it meant. No doubt Dave Pitman was now the local celebrity, and would be for some time to come. 
 
    The man was in his mid-fifties, round, balding, and avid-eyed. ‘Found out who killed him, then, have you? Ask me, the poor soul’s better off without him. Used to come here, Sundays like, for his dinner. Never paid her nothing, I can tell you. Sometimes he’d use her garden as his mechanic’s workshop. Remember once, she’d just put out marigolds. Lots of ’em, French ones, and them gold ones, lovely it looked. And up he comes, with that dirty scrambling bike of his, and just dismantles it on her lawn. Oil and bits of metal everywhere. But she never said nothing. Daren’t.’ He nodded sagely. ‘He’d have given her some of this, see, if she had.’ He held up his hand, palm inward. 
 
    Hillary nodded, letting him ramble on, only half listening to the usual tirade against a no-good thug and what his poor saint of a mother had to put up with. 
 
    In the back of her mind, though, something tickled. Eventually she realised what it was. ‘He had a scrambling bike, then?’ She thought back to the photo. That gleaming chrome monster was no scrambler, that was for sure. So he must have had more than one bike. She thought back to the picture on the mantelpiece. Farm outhouses. Was it possible that he didn’t have a lock-up at all? Not a garage as such, because a collection of bikes wouldn’t fit, but some disused barns or something might just be the ticket. Farmers, nowadays, had to scrape a living as best they could. No doubt Dave Pitman would have paid good money to keep his babies safe in a nice waterproof barn somewhere. 
 
    ‘Oh, aye. Used to do a bit of illegal scrambling out by Woodstock way. Farmers were all up in arms about it, but they couldn’t catch him at it, see. I reckon the Duke of Marlborough will be as glad to see the bugger dead as anyone. I wouldn’t have put it past him to go haring across the fields out near Blenheim. He’d have considered that a right laugh. And a dare. You know, to cock a snook at the Duke.’ 
 
    Hillary did know. 
 
    She thanked the man, who was still reminiscing about big bad Dave Pitman when she’d got in the car and firmly shut the door on him. 
 
    Immediately, she called up the Big House and got hold of Tommy. 
 
    ‘Hey, Tommy. Fancy coming out to Woodstock? Meet me at the Duke’s Head and we’ll have a bite to eat. There’s something I need you to help me with. Oh, and don’t tell Mel, eh?’ 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 15 
 
    Paul Danvers pushed open the door to the open-plan office and saw at once that DI Hillary Greene wasn’t at her desk. Surprise, surprise. A lesser man might have suspected that people were deliberately avoiding him. 
 
    By his side, Curtis Smith smiled obliquely. ‘Well, look who’s not here. Again.’ 
 
    Paul shrugged. For some reason it made him angry that his sergeant should be thinking the same thing as him, and so he was careful to keep his voice even. ‘I daresay she’s busy. She has got a case on. And an important one at that.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah? And whose fault is that?’ Curtis asked aggressively. 
 
    Paul glanced across at Mel Mallow’s cubicle. The door was firmly shut. 
 
    Curtis, spying Frank Ross staring at them openly, nudged Paul’s arm. ‘You ask me, if we want to run DI Greene to earth, we’d be better off asking the poison cherub over there.’ 
 
    Paul sighed. ‘You seem hot to confront her all at once.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got new evidence.’ 
 
    Paul snorted. ‘Remember who you’re talking to, OK? Our new evidence isn’t worth the paper it was written on.’ 
 
    Curtis smiled softly. ‘So? DI Greene won’t know that.’ So saying, he began to amble over towards DS Ross, who put on a sneer especially for them. 
 
    ‘DS Ross! Just the man we were looking for.’ Curtis was glad to see the sergeant go slightly pale at this rather ominous beginning. 
 
    ‘We were wondering if you could tell us where DI Greene is,’ Paul put in flatly. For some reason he was in no mood to play bait-the-poor-sucker. 
 
    Frank Ross fought a brief war between the dictum that said you never but never talked to filth like this and the delicious sensation that came over him whenever he managed to shaft Hillary Greene. 
 
    Delicious sensation won. 
 
    Now there was a surprise. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tommy was happy. He’d arrived at the pub, half-expecting the call to have been one of those mirages (albeit an auditory version) that some poor sap got when crawling through the desert, only to find that Hillary actually and truly was waiting for him. At a table in a big bay window, to be precise. They ordered chicken, leek and ham pie, with a side salad, and talked about the case. 
 
    Tommy would have preferred to talk about anything else. Literature, music, telly — hell, even childhood memories or their favourite colours. 
 
    Yes, he was that desperate. 
 
    But the case it was. And if Hillary wanted to find The Pits’s lock-up, barn, bikes, what the hell ever, he would search through hell and high water for them. Well, at least through the environs of Woodstock. 
 
    The meal passed all too quickly, and soon they were driving past an outlying village, the name of which escaped him. 
 
    ‘I’ll drop you off here. I’ll search the next village on, then come back for you. We’ll keep it up, on a clockwise sweep around the town.’ Hillary paused, and added wryly, ‘You never know your luck.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    A couple of minutes after they drove out of the pub car park, the Yorkie Bars pulled in. 
 
    The barman was no help, but the member of staff who’d served their pies and pints recalled them discussing tactics for searching barn outhouses in the immediate area. Paul was ready to give up there and then, for a mixture of reasons. One was sheer laziness. The thought of driving through cowshit-covered lanes in search of one car made him depressed to the marrow of his bones. He longed to be back in Leeds, his home town, where villains stayed close to cafes, pubs and decently paved streets with buildings on either side. The chances of finding Hillary out in the sticks were remote, and painstaking tasks always made him shudder. He was beginning to feel like one of those characters in the American films of the thirties and forties, where brutal prison guards with bloodhounds tracked some poor hapless bastard through the swamps. 
 
    But Curtis had other ideas. For some reason, he was determined to confront her, and Paul was willing to bet that he wouldn’t have minded slipping the cuffs on Humphrey Bogart or George Raft in a Mississippi swamp, given half a chance. Curtis would even buy the bloodhound a chump steak for its pains. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary couldn’t believe her luck. The first farm she’d tried, and she’d struck gold. Now what were the chances of that? As if to make up for the really crappy start to her day, she was suddenly being given a pat on the head and a “there-there.” 
 
    The farmer’s wife didn’t look like a farmer’s wife in that she wasn’t rounded, rosy-cheeked and cheerful. She was blonde, nearly as pretty as Janine, wore pricey jeans and looked like she was on her way out, probably to do some shopping in Harvey Nichols or to buy expensive wallpaper for the dining room. 
 
    The farmhouse was huge and square, and under this lady’s auspices had no doubt been decorated to within an inch of its life, but it was surrounded by the usual accompaniment of barns, sheds and outhouses, and that’s all that mattered to Hillary. 
 
    Particularly when one of them had been rented by David Pitman. 
 
    ‘Yeah, Mr Pitman rented the old pig house from us. That one, over there.’ A red-painted nail pointed out a large, rectangular building with a corrugated iron roof and stone walls that looked at least a foot thick. 
 
    ‘Mind if I take a look?’ Hillary said. ‘You may have heard that Mr Pitman met with a fatal accident.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Big blue eyes widened innocently. ‘I didn’t know that.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled. Yeah. Right. Then again, she looked the type who probably only ever read Home and Country. 
 
    Or Horse and Hound. 
 
    ‘So, I’m sure, under the circumstances, you’ll have no objection to me looking around?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no. He only kept his bikes in there anyway. Oh, you might like the key to the padlock.’ 
 
    Before she could reply, the jolly farmer’s wife popped back into the house, leaving Hillary speculating furiously. Why would The Pits, a bike fanatic, leave a spare key here? Perhaps the farmer had insisted. Or perhaps they’d had a spare key cut, on the sly? Or maybe The Pits had been only too pleased to give her a second key. No. Surely not. Surely they hadn’t been doing the horizontal tango together? Not someone that pug-ugly with the wannabe Sloane Ranger? 
 
    ‘Here it is,’ the farmer’s wife said, dangling a key helpfully. Hillary took it with a grudging thanks and set off briskly across the courtyard. 
 
    In the olden days, she thought wistfully, there’d have been free-range hens clucking contentedly around a trough, scrounging for corn and grass seeds. A sheepdog would lie panting a welcome in the shade. Perhaps the odd goose or two would honk at her in passing. 
 
    But this was the new millennium, and the only thing that indicated the forecourt belonged to a farm was a tractor, pulled to bits and awaiting reassembly, parked up against a far wall. 
 
    That, and oil and drying cowshit everywhere. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Paul Danvers spotted the car first and pulled over to the side. 
 
    ‘See, told you it wouldn’t be so bad,’ Curtis had the cheek to say. In truth, he’d never thought they’d find her either, but it beat sitting around back at the Big House, trying to prise out facts about Ronnie Greene that no one wanted to set free. Paul climbed out and looked around. A vague odour of manure hung in the air, helped by overnight rain that the sun was quickly steam-drying. 
 
    The corn was green, and in the hedge, a corn bunting sang jubilantly from the highest branch. The country lane was empty of traffic, and it was hard to imagine that a city existed anywhere. 
 
    ‘Hell, what a depressing dump,’ Curtis said flatly. ‘Come on.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    In the old pig house, Hillary stared at a row of bikes. They gleamed. In fact, they seemed to ooze with the smugness she usually associated with extremely well looked after cars. They had that same pride-and-joy air about them. Except for one bike that was in pieces by the wall. What was it with men and machinery? Hillary wondered vaguely. Why did they always want to pull stuff apart? 
 
    The pig house was utterly bare. There wasn’t an old cupboard, a tatty stuffed chair, a wooden bench or even a cardboard box anywhere. Just the bikes, a toolbox, a tarpaulin covering the ground around the dismantled bike, and a few old-time farm implements hanging, neglected, from the rafter beams. 
 
    Great. All this time and energy to find this. She sighed and went towards the gleaming bike. The scrambling bikes looked less impressive but not a scrap of mud trespassed on any of them. 
 
    She moved over to the bike that lay strewn on the tarpaulin and squatted down disconsolately beside it. What the hell was she doing checking out barns and bikes when Mel and Mike Regis were back at the Big House, questioning her witnesses and taking the juiciest bites out of her case? 
 
    She prodded the exhaust, which fell over with a clang and bounced off the empty fuel tank, making it roll over ponderously onto its side. 
 
    Inside it, something thudded. 
 
    Hillary frowned. The fuel tank was painted a bright scarlet and had a painted finger of flame down each side. A silver petrol cap rested on top. She rolled it back, and this time felt, as well as heard, something thud inside. Not slosh. Not like old petrol or water would slosh. It was something firm and solid. Like a brick. Except it didn’t clang against the metal. Something padded? 
 
    Hillary, her pulse rate quickening, got down onto her knees and pulled the petrol tank around further into the light coming through the open doorway. 
 
    And saw it. 
 
    A faint line, all around the middle of the petrol tank. In the dim light, it had been impossible to see. Now she could tell that at some point the petrol tank had been cut apart. And soldered together? No. There was no tell-tale thickening along the line. 
 
    Pulling on one side, keeping the other firmly anchored between her knees, Hillary grunted and strained and swore. When the two parts suddenly separated, she nearly punched herself on the chin with her knuckled hand. 
 
    Something solid and wrapped in white fell out onto the tarpaulin. 
 
    She stared at it hard. Another drugs find? She reached for it, noticing it was wrapped in that stiff white paper you found between stacks of sugar in supermarkets. 
 
    She should take it back for forensics. Let it be opened by a lab officer. At the very least, inform Mel. 
 
    Yeah, right. And have this taken off her as well. 
 
    Slipping on a pair of tissue-thin latex gloves that she always kept in her pocket, she slipped her finger under one end and carefully, patiently, disturbing it as little as possible, began to open the package. 
 
    At last she was able to look inside. 
 
    And blinked. 
 
    Money. 
 
    Lots and lots of money, all in fifties judging from the colour. A solid cube of it. There must be, what? A hundred thousand? More. 
 
    ‘Well, well, looks like you finally struck hubby’s gold,’ a voice drawled from the doorway. 
 
    Hillary, slack-jawed, looked up and saw Curtis Smith smiling at her like a wolf spotting deer spoor. Behind his shoulder, Paul Danvers looked worried. 
 
    And disappointed. 
 
    Hillary stared at the pile of cash in her lap, and then up at the Yorkie Bars. 
 
    And suddenly remembered that old saying about Murphy’s Law. She really should have known that a day that started as full of crap as this one had could only get crappier. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary couldn’t believe she was being driven into the parking lot of the Big House in the back of the Yorkie Bars’ car, practically under arrest. She wondered if Tommy would be able to get a lift back to Kidlington OK, then realised that the abandoned PC was the least of her worries. 
 
    Paul opened the back door for her, but the gesture had nothing to do with courtesy. For shit’s sake, what did they think she was going to do? Try and do a runner right here, right now, with half the force looking on? Hell, she wasn’t even wearing flats. 
 
    She shot him a fulminating scowl, and watched as Curtis Smith pulled the bag of money, now safely ensconced in an evidence bag, from the back seat. 
 
    Great. Right in full view. She wondered how many eyes were now peering down from the windows. She sighed heavily and resisted the impulse to applaud Smith. Danvers might have the looks, but Smith sure as hell had all the theatrical talent. 
 
    They walked into the station, past the bulging eyes of the desk sergeant and on up the steps. Everyone they passed watched in silence. 
 
    For the first time Hillary felt scared. Oh, not about her ability to prove that the damned money wasn’t Ronnie’s infamous “stash,” it was her realisation of what it felt like to have everyone assume your guilt. As a police officer, receiving a lesson on how it felt to be a prime suspect was really something she could have done without. 
 
    Mel’s jaw dropped when he saw the two Yorkie Bars escort Hillary across the office to his door. 
 
    Over by his desk, Frank’s face was so gleeful it looked as if it was about to pop loose from his skin. The grin, so wide it split his face almost in two, was even more sickening to watch. 
 
    His office door opened, and Mel’s gaze went immediately to the transparent evidence bag and the money showing clearly through it. He stared into Hillary’s furious eyes, then, his own expression hardening, looked at Paul Danvers. 
 
    ‘What the hell’s going on?’ Mel immediately wished he could have come up with something more original, but was feeling too sick to think of one. ‘Hillary?’ 
 
    She glowered at him. ‘Sir.’ This was hardly helpful. 
 
    ‘We found DI Greene in possession of this money, in a barn outhouse just outside Woodstock,’ Paul Danvers said heavily. ‘So far, DI Greene has refused to discuss it. I suggest you get her the office eagle.’ 
 
    Hillary knew this meant the solicitor and legal expert whose job it was to protect the rights of police officers accused, or about to be accused and/or charged, with a criminal offence. 
 
    ‘I didn’t discuss it because it’s part of an ongoing case that’s no damned business of yours,’ Hillary snapped. And because, if she were honest, she felt too stubborn. From the look on their faces it was evident what they thought, and she was damned if she was going to gabble out the truth like some piss-scared good little girl. 
 
    No, far better to let them think they had her, and then pull the rug out from under their interfering feet. 
 
    ‘By all means call in the eagle,’ she said sweetly. ‘He might just be able to think of something I can charge you two with. Like false arrest. Impeding an officer in the course of her duty, oh, stuff like that.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not under arrest,’ Paul said automatically, and she gave him a jeering smile. 
 
    ‘Not yet,’ Curtis corrected him smoothly. 
 
    Hillary turned thoughtful eyes on him, then smiled slowly. Oh boy was she going to enjoy this. 
 
    ‘Sir, if we can discuss this alone,’ she began, but already both Paul and Curtis were shaking their heads. 
 
    ‘Hillary,’ Mel snarled. ‘Just spit it out.’ 
 
    So Hillary did. Starting with her interview with The Pits’ mother, the photograph, co-opting Tommy to help and the search of the barn. 
 
    ‘I think you’ll find Dave Pitman’s fingerprints all over the bag and the money, sir,’ she finished, shooting the Yorkie Bars a triumphant smile. ‘Besides, if it had been Ronnie’s dough, it would have been a hell of a lot more than that.’ 
 
    With that nice little parting shot, she leaned casually against the wall and studied her nails. Curtis Smith wasn’t the only one with theatrical talent. She’d done a stint in the college drama group way back when. OK, a non-speaking part, but the critics had raved. Well, mentioned her name in the list of characters, anyway. 
 
    Mel leaned back in his chair, trying not to laugh and wishing he could haul her out. She had no business opening that package before he and forensics had had a look at it, but he certainly wasn’t going to say so in front of the Yorkie Bars. Not after that wonderful piece of entertainment. Smith, in particular, looked ready to spit tin-tacks. 
 
    Besides, it had been damned good police work on her part. 
 
    ‘I think we’d better get that down to forensics right away,’ Mel said, pointing at the evidence bag. Curtis Smith’s fingers closed around it protectively. 
 
    ‘I’ll take it over personally,’ he said, with distinct disrespect. ‘We wouldn’t want anything to happen to it, would we, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Sergeant!’ said Paul Danvers. 
 
    Curtis took a deep breath, then looked from Mel, who looked fit to bust a gasket, to Hillary who looked, suddenly, bored. ‘We want you to be available for a line-up,’ he said flatly. ‘Our wit from Scotland now tells us that he once saw a second person in your husband’s car during one of his operations.’ 
 
    ‘Fine,’ Hillary snapped back. ‘Just let me know when and where.’ 
 
    The air was thick with tension and mutual dislike. When he left, Paul tried to catch her eye but she wasn’t having it. 
 
    The moment the door shut, Hillary slumped into the chair opposite Mel and began to laugh. 
 
    He watched her for a while, knowing she needed the release, and wished he kept a bottle of the hard stuff in his drawer. 
 
    He didn’t, of course. Not correct. 
 
    When her chuckles had finally subsided, he leaned forward and asked her, in a voice stiff and icy, just what the hell she’d been thinking of, opening the packet in situ. But he knew as well as she did just what she’d been thinking, and he couldn’t really blame her. She’d been working her arse off on this investigation, even though she’d been well and truly shafted, and every lead she got was taken away from her. 
 
    She apologised. Mel felt guilty enough to be magnanimous. Then they both began to think. 
 
    ‘What was Pitman doing with that much dough?’ Mel said, wondering just how long he could put off telling Mike Regis about this latest development. After all, it wasn’t necessarily drugs-related, right? Not strictly Vice’s business. 
 
    ‘He’s obviously the one who was skimming,’ Hillary said, snapping his mind back from thoughts of staking out his territory and bringing it back sharply to the real matter in hand. 
 
    ‘Not necessarily,’ he said cautiously. ‘The Pits could have been doing some petty dealing on the side.’ 
 
    Hillary snorted disbelievingly. ‘Right. As if Fletcher would stand for that.’ 
 
    ‘Could be proceeds of a robbery.’ 
 
    ‘What, a bit of private enterprise?’ Hillary said. ‘If you were working for Fletcher, would you be up for doing a bit of pilfering? Come on, we know somebody had been skimming from Fletcher, right? It wasn’t much of a secret if even Frank’s stoolies knew about it. We’d assumed it was Gascoigne, but what if it was Pitman all along?’ 
 
    Mel leaned forward on the desk, his shirt sleeves rolled up to reveal a light matting of dark hair and a plain, expensive-looking watch. Hillary wondered if it was deliberate, or if Mel was just like one of those women who seemed to “do” elegant as automatically as they breathed. 
 
    ‘So the fact Pitman was killed never was a mystery. Or an accident. He was meant to be bumped off all along?’ Mel offered tentatively. 
 
    Hillary frowned. ‘Yeah,’ she said, equally doubtful. ‘But in that case, why was Gascoigne killed later?’ 
 
    Mel scowled at her, as if all this uncertainty was her fault. ‘Perhaps they were both in on it.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on,’ Hillary scoffed. ‘You’re not going to tell me that Fletcher had two bad apples? But supposing, just for a moment, that he did, and that he knew they were both skimming. Why get one to wipe out the other?’ 
 
    ‘Why not? There’s no honour among thieves. Perhaps Gascoigne jumped at the chance of offing his partner. More for him then.’ 
 
    Mel’s heart wasn’t really in it, though. It sounded way too far-fetched. But with Hillary he always felt on the defensive, almost compelled to fight his corner, no matter how much of a schmuck it made him feel. 
 
    ‘But why take the chance?’ Hillary shot back. ‘Fletcher, I mean? What if Gascoigne tells Pitman he’s been hired to bump him off, or vice versa? What’s to stop them getting together, decide things are getting too hot and, what the hell, just make one final big score and leg it?’ 
 
    ‘Too risky.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but if they’re skimming, they’re not the brightest bulbs in the light factory anyway, right? But the real question is, why would Fletcher take that sort of risk, when all he had to do was farm out the contract to an independent and off them both. No pain, no comeback, and no risk.’ 
 
    Mel sighed heavily. ‘You’re right. It’s just not fitting together. So, let’s backtrack. Pitman was definitely the one skimming, yeah? The dosh proves that.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Sounds reasonable.’ 
 
    ‘Fletcher knows that it’s one of his mules. But suspects Gascoigne?’ he offered tentatively. 
 
    Hillary nodded cautiously. ‘OK. Let’s go with that.’ 
 
    ‘So he tells Makepeace, his eyes and ears, to watch Gascoigne, catch him out maybe, and sends The Pits along to act as his muscle just in case things get rough.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what the word on the street says,’ she agreed, thinking of Frank Ross and his nose for dirt. ‘And, so far, it fits all the facts.’ 
 
    ‘OK. But something goes wrong,’ Mel continued, warming to his theme now. ‘Perhaps Gascoigne finds Makepeace searching through his things, or doing something fishy. And Pitman, coming to the rescue, gets offed by Gascoigne. Perhaps — who the hell knows — accidental-like.’ 
 
    Hillary thought back to the autopsy reports, and about Gascoigne’s reaction to Makepeace during their time on the boat. 
 
    She shook her head. ‘Still doesn’t feel right.’ 
 
    Mel sighed. ‘OK. So perhaps Fletcher knew all along that it was Pitman who was skimming, and it was Gascoigne’s job to off him. Which he does, making it look like a boating accident.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. But then why is Gascoigne dead? You’re not trying to say that hit didn’t have Fletcher written all over it?’ 
 
    Mel sighed. ‘Perhaps Gascoigne botched it. Perhaps Fletcher wanted to know where The Pits kept his stash. Perhaps he wanted to know if he had help. Perhaps Gascoigne didn’t follow orders, resulting in The Pits dying before he could talk.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a bloody lot of “ifs”. If I may say so.’ 
 
    ‘Can you think of anything better?’ 
 
    But Hillary couldn’t. That was the problem. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When she left Mel’s office a half hour later, Tommy was back, and looking worried. Of course, word had spread about her run-in with the Yorkies, and half the station seemed to expect her to be led down to the cells in cuffs. 
 
    Frank Ross beamed at her, looking happy, happy, happy. It had set him up for the next month, seeing her being escorted into Mel’s office like she had. He only hoped the shit, when it hit the fan, stuck to her like Superglue. 
 
    Ignoring him, Hillary asked Tommy to drive her back to Woodstock to pick up her car. She was still too deep in thought about this latest development and where it left them to bother wiping the smirk off Ross’s face. 
 
    She wished she could talk to Mike Regis about it. She was forming the distinct impression that she and the Vice man had minds that worked very much alike. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Curtis Smith and Paul Danvers watched them pull out of the car park from an upper storey window. 
 
    ‘She didn’t seem too scared about standing up in an identity parade,’ Paul said, wanting to rub Curtis’s nose in it. 
 
    He felt like a right prat, and blamed his sergeant for it. 
 
    ‘That only means she never went to Ayr,’ Curtis said stubbornly. ‘Not that she wasn’t in on it.’ 
 
    Paul sighed heavily. ‘You think this suspect’s fingerprints of hers are going to be on the money?’ 
 
    Curtis nodded gloomily. Yeah, he thought so. She’d been too damned smug for it to be a bluff. Besides, she was right. Her hubby must have made on or around a million with his dirty animal trading scam. And, if he’d stopped to think about it, he’d have known Ronnie Greene wasn’t the cash-hidden-in-an-old-barn kind of guy. 
 
    No. Once word got around about this fiasco, they were going to be the laughing stock of the Big House. 
 
    Which only made him more determined than ever to nail her. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 16 
 
    ‘We have to let Makepeace go,’ Mel said. 
 
    Hillary was just getting ready to go home. ‘Perfect,’ she said sourly. Really. The perfect end to the perfect day. 
 
    Mel smiled sympathetically. ‘Time’s a-wasting, his brief is screaming blue bloody murder and we’ve got no evidence to hold him on. So far we’ve not been able to prove that David Pitman was even on that boat when it went through the lock. With Gascoigne dead, Makepeace can say whatever he likes, and we’ve got nobody to say any different. Besides, as his brief was at such pains to point out, Makepeace has form, but none of it is for violence. Even his age is working against us. Can’t you just see the press — Thames Valley’s finest pick on an OAP?’ 
 
    Hillary shrugged. Mel didn’t need to convince her. She knew as well as anyone that their case was going down the toilet. The euphoria of the earlier huge drugs bust was starting to wear off, and how. 
 
    ‘Fletcher’s fuming.’ Frank Ross’s voice oiled across the office, and he walked towards them. Gloomy, he looked even worse than when he was smirking — and that took some doing. He nodded back to his desk, and the phone he’d been on all afternoon. ‘Nobody’s talking. He’s got everything buttoned down so tight his people aren’t even wearing shoes that squeak. We’ve about as much chance of finding the take-out artist who offed Gascoigne as England has of winning back the Ashes.’ 
 
    Mel, who quite liked cricket, winced. ‘Go home, people,’ he said wearily (he’d always wanted to say things like that). 
 
    Hillary, for one, didn’t need telling twice. 
 
    * * * 
 
    She awoke the next day convinced that things could only get better. When she arrived at work, the desk sergeant gave her such a cheerful welcome she actually wondered if something had broken during the night. 
 
    ‘Hear the Yorkie Bars are trying to find a nice deep hole to crawl in,’ he said, and Hillary grinned, albeit a little hollowly. Oh. So that was it. Her humiliation yesterday had turned into triumph. No doubt the whole damned Big House was having a quiet party. 
 
    ‘I take it forensics came through on the dabs,’ she said, knowing that the desk sergeant was the one person in the station who knew everything about everybody on every case. Forget the omnipotence of the chief constable. If you really want to be in the know, ask the man on the desk. 
 
    ‘Sure did. The Pits, The Pits, and nothing but The Pits.’ The desk sergeant winked at her. 
 
    Hillary was still grinning when she walked into the office, but the sight of Curtis Smith and Paul Danvers seated at her desk, the blond bombshell comfortably reading the morning paper, his sergeant nosing through her drawers, wiped the grin right back off. 
 
    ‘Gentlemen,’ she said dryly. She walked up to them, slung her bag under the desk, and spun her office chair, Curtis Smith and all, around to face her. ‘Off,’ she said simply. 
 
    The sergeant got off, looking rather more amiable than he had yesterday, and pulled up another chair to bring him into line beside his boss. 
 
    ‘We’ve come to tell you the line-up is off,’ Paul said. He was senior, after all, so when it came to doing the dirty he did it, even if he blamed Curtis for yesterday’s cock-up. He hadn’t wanted to go chasing after Hillary Greene in the first place. But here he was, eating humble pie. 
 
    ‘Yeah. A hundred and sixty-two grand ain’t nothing like the sum we figure your ex has squirreled away somewhere,’ Curtis put in, watching her closely. 
 
    He’d had all night to get over his fury of yesterday’s debacle, and was once again thinking clearly. He still wanted to nail her, but was beginning to think it wouldn’t be that easy. Hell, in fact he was beginning to come around to Paul’s way of thinking. If Hillary Greene was dirty, he certainly wasn’t getting the right vibes about it. He liked to think he was fair, and persecuting innocent coppers was as abhorrent to him as it was to the next bloke. 
 
    OK, she’d pulled a fast one yesterday. She could easily have said what she’d been doing in that outhouse with all that money and cleared it up within moments, but he could understand why she hadn’t. If she was innocent, she had a right to be pissed off at being treated like dirt, and getting her own back was only fair dos. 
 
    Still. She might still be dirty. 
 
    Hillary smiled. ‘Is that so? Your wit not quite so hot, hmm?’ 
 
    ‘We’re getting evidence coming in that your husband planned on retiring soon. No doubt to spend, spend, spend on the Costa Brava somewhere.’ 
 
    Curtis carried on, ignoring the snickering that was going on behind him. He knew damned well that all the ears in the office were flapping, just waiting for them to make another stinker, but he was damned if that was going to stop him doing his job. ‘So what was the plan? Stay on here a few more years yourself, maybe even see the divorce through as a nice little smokescreen, then meet up with him later?’ 
 
    Hillary leaned back. ‘Oh, please. The Costa Brava? Give us some credit. We had figured on the Seychelles at the very least.’ 
 
    Paul Danvers grinned. He couldn’t help it. He glanced at Curtis, who was also, he knew from experience, trying to keep from smiling. The lady had style. 
 
    ‘We’ll be in touch, DI Greene,’ Curtis said mildly. 
 
    ‘Oh, be still my beating heart,’ Hillary drawled, and Paul found himself wishing that she meant it. He still thought it would be awfully nice to make DI Greene’s heart really race. 
 
    Hillary watched them go, wondering if those last words of the sergeant’s really meant that it was all over, and that they were finally giving up, or if he was just yanking her chain. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mel watched the two Yorkie Bars retreat. He walked over to Hillary, nodding at their departing backs. ‘Everything OK?’ 
 
    ‘Fine,’ she said crisply. ‘I think they’re giving up.’ 
 
    She felt drained all of a sudden. A feeling of lethargy, something that had never before attacked her in the middle of a case, washed over her. 
 
    It scared her. 
 
    She’d always had moments in between major cases when she got bored and tired, that old familiar is-this-all-worth-it feeling nibbling at her toes, but when it came this hard and fast while she was nowhere near finding a solution to her case, what did that mean? 
 
    Perhaps it was time to quit. 
 
    Tommy felt his stomach lurch at the sudden bleakness in Hillary’s eyes. He could see it clearly from his chair. He swallowed hard. Surely it would go soon? Yes, it had. Her shoulders were straightening, and she was forcing a smile, just as he knew she always would. She was tough. It would take more than the Yorkie Bars to keep her down. 
 
    But what about the rest? The looming, hulking great shadow that was that bastard of a husband of hers was still making her life miserable even now that he was dead and buried. Then there was Mel and Mike Regis constantly taking her work over, as if she were some damned green PC who needed constant supervision. And everyone knew she hated living on the boat. Until her solicitors got her husband’s finances sorted and the Yorkie Bars put in their final report, she was in limbo. She couldn’t even move back into her house. 
 
    Wouldn’t anybody buckle under all that pressure? 
 
    He thought about what life would be like if she quit, and the thought of Frank Ross’s glee, Janine’s quiet, well-hidden relief, and the dull acceptance of all the others that yet another cop had succumbed to burn-out only made his own expression as bleak as midwinter. 
 
    He turned back to his desk and stared hard at his computer screen. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Janine, a word,’ Mel said, when the sergeant walked through the door an hour later. Her shift started a little later than his own, and he’d been casting quick glances at the door all morning. 
 
    Janine slung her bag on her desk but made no move to join him halfway across the room. 
 
    ‘Yes, sir?’ she said formally, as he approached. 
 
    Mel glanced around nervously. This was not what he had planned. ‘I was wondering if you felt like dinner tonight. I thought that place up in Summertown. You know, that fancy French place. I’ve been longing for an excuse to try it out.’ 
 
    He spoke almost in a whisper, and it put her hackles up. Hell, if he was so anxious for people not to know about them, why take her out at all? A quickie in the back of his car probably had more appeal. 
 
    Tommy, who could hear them clearly, didn’t falter in his typing. So that was on the agenda, was it? He knew Mel had something of a reputation with women, but he was surprised that Janine had fallen for it. He’d have thought her too ambitious. Or did she think he’d be helpful? He kept typing steadily, writing up his report for the Yorkie Bars’ records, confirming yesterday’s events in Woodstock. 
 
    Would Janine sleeping with the boss actually help her? Tommy had no feelings one way or the other about Janine. He hadn’t been promoted for long and so hadn’t been working with her for much above three months. He wasn’t the sort of man who had a problem with women as bosses, and was perfectly willing to accept that Janine had earned her sergeant’s stripes because of sheer hard work and drive. But surely, her and Mel sleeping together could backfire on her? And him, if it came down to it. Tommy wasn’t sure about station politics. What was the current thinking on leg-overs with juniors? 
 
    ‘Sorry, sir, I don’t think so.’ Janine, lower and softer-voiced, wasn’t so easy to hear. 
 
    ‘Why? What’s wrong?’ That was Mel, sounding just a little too eager, and perhaps a shade petulant. Had he got it wrong? Was it the boss doing all the pushing? Tommy supposed he’d been keeping his head down, so to speak, since his latest divorce. Perhaps he was ready to play away again. 
 
    But if Mel was taking advantage of his position as boss, should he, Tommy, do something about it? Hell, no. Even he wasn’t that green! And besides, if anyone could look after herself, it was Janine. 
 
    ‘Nothing’s wrong, sir. I just don’t think it’s a good idea.’ 
 
    Behind him, Mel opened his mouth to argue, and then shut it again. ‘All right,’ he said quietly, and took himself back to his office. 
 
    Janine watched him go, wondering if she’d done the right thing. On the one hand, it turned their night together into a tacky one-night stand. Cheapened it, maybe. But then, what the hell, she was a big girl. She and the rest of her sisters were supposed to take things like that in their stride nowadays. And besides, he hadn’t put up much of a fight, had he? Hadn’t tried to talk her round. OK, the office wasn’t the time or the place, but he could have looked just a little bit sorry. 
 
    She sighed angrily and pulled out her chair, realising that it didn’t even hurt her shoulders to do so any more. Come to think of it, last night she hadn’t dreamt she was being beaten up, either. She was beginning to feel more like her old self. So screw Mellow bloody Mallow. 
 
    Or rather not screw him. 
 
    She grinned and pulled a stack of paperwork towards her. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mike Regis wasn’t happy to hear Makepeace had been released, but like Hillary, he was philosophical. 
 
    Questioning the tramp had proved worthless. He’d flat out refused to admit that he’d been anywhere near Woodeaton when the car had been dumped. Whether he was too drunk to actually remember or just too canny when sober to talk was neither here nor there. In his gut, Regis knew Gascoigne’s killing was going to be left open. He suspected Mel knew it as well. They’d given Fletcher one hell of a whack when they’d intercepted his drugs shipment, and now he sure as hell wouldn’t be using the barges again. It would take him a while to recover, but he would. And it wasn’t as if Makepeace was ever going to grass up his boss. Pitman and Gascoigne were dead. Whoever had done the hit on the latter was long gone. And even Frank Ross admitted nobody was talking, even in their sleep. Unless they could bring Pitman’s death to Fletcher’s doorstep, the bastard was going to walk. 
 
    He pushed open the door, spotted Hillary, and detoured from Mel’s office to her desk. 
 
    Frank Ross, he was glad to see, was absent. He didn’t know how Mel and Hillary could bear to work with the slob. 
 
    ‘Hello. How are things?’ 
 
    Hillary looked up. The Vice man was looking rumpled, tired and downhearted. 
 
    She knew just how he felt. 
 
    ‘About as bad as they can get,’ she said sourly. ‘In fact not half an hour ago, I was thinking of quitting.’ 
 
    Tommy Lynch stopped typing. 
 
    ‘I’ve got a degree, I could always retrain. Do some teaching maybe. Adult learning. The pay’s better, the office hours easier, and I might even get to live in a proper house, with four solid walls and everything.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. Who was she kidding? 
 
    ‘Are you anywhere on Pitman? What are you reading?’ 
 
    ‘No. The autopsy reports,’ she said, answering him in strict order. ‘I keep coming back to them,’ she admitted. 
 
    ‘Start from the beginning,’ Mike advised, then shut up, realising he was in danger of teaching his grandma how to suck eggs. 
 
    Hillary shot a warning glance at him, saw it wasn’t necessary, and smiled. 
 
    Watching her, Tommy didn’t like the smile, but at least she’d stopped talking about quitting. 
 
    ‘I hear you gave the Yorkie Bars a bloody nose yesterday,’ Mike said, running a hand over his face. 
 
    It was a long, bony hand, Hillary noticed. Sensitive-looking. 
 
    ‘It wasn’t hard,’ she said dryly. 
 
    Mike guffawed, loud enough to make Mel take notice. He looked up and beckoned through the glass. 
 
    Mike sighed and got up. ‘My boss is signing us off, for the time being. We’ve got the drugs shipment, busted up the distribution, and now we’re concentrating on Fletcher. Surveillance. Trying to figure out his next move. He’s got to start buying or selling and reorganising soon.’ 
 
    He was right. Hillary nodded. ‘Good luck.’ It sounded heartfelt. 
 
    Mike smiled at her, and his eyes softened. ‘We’ll still be keeping in touch.’ 
 
    Hillary’s eyes flickered. ‘Sure,’ she said carefully. 
 
    Things were looking up. 
 
    Tommy watched the Vice man go, the strength of his jealousy surprising him. He hadn’t thought the green-eyed monster was one of the things he had to watch out for. 
 
    He wheeled his chair over to Hillary’s desk. ‘Guv?’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘Tommy. Anything?’ 
 
    ‘No, guv. Nothing new.’ 
 
    Was there ever? 
 
    ‘OK. Go over everything again. I’m not in the mood for hanging around here.’ She was suddenly anxious to be gone. The office, so familiar, so much a part of her day-to-day life, suddenly seemed stifling. ‘We must have some leads to check down. Anything.’ She wasn’t even trying to hide her desperation. 
 
    Sensing her need for escape, Tommy wracked his brains. She needed him. That one sweet fact was enough. Trouble was, he had nothing to give her. There weren’t any leads. 
 
    Except . . . 
 
    ‘Well, we still don’t know about the locket,’ he said. ‘Sylvia Warrender’s locket.’ 
 
    Hillary groaned. ‘Is that all we’ve got?’ 
 
    ‘Well, it’s possible the rape allegation wasn’t kosher. I mean, The Pits might have had a regular girlfriend, who might have been Sylvia Warrender. Perhaps they argued and she brought the allegation to get back at him. They kissed and made up, and we know he had money enough to buy gold jewellery.’ 
 
    Hillary shook her head. ‘Tell me about it again.’ 
 
    Tommy brightened. At least he had a chance to shine a bit now. ‘Thing is, guv, I asked my . . . girlfriend about it.’ She shot him a hard look. ‘Not that I let on it was part of a case or anything.’ He hadn’t wanted to mention having a girlfriend at all, really, but he had to explain how he came by this new knowledge. ‘She’s something of a jewellery buff, you see? All I said was that I saw this necklace the other day, and I thought she might like one the same. I described it, making out it was one of the WPCs here who was wearing one. She had no idea it was related to a case.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘OK, Tommy. No need to bust a gut. You were discreet. Go on.’ 
 
    But she wasn’t really interested. She was fed up. More and more she wanted out. Out of this office, here and now, but more generally too. But there was nowhere for her to go. 
 
    ‘So, anyway, I described it — gold box-chain, hand-made looking design, zodiac, all the rest. And she recognised it.’ 
 
    Hillary’s somewhat glazed eyes focused on him and they widened. 
 
    ‘What? You mean she knows Sylvia Warrender?’ 
 
    Why that should be a surprise, she couldn’t say — she didn’t know Tommy’s girlfriend from Adam. It was a sure sign of how desperate she was to get a life of her own when even a titbit from a detective constable’s private life made her curious. 
 
    ‘No, guv. She recognised the amulet. Said you could only get them from this one little jewellery workshop in the covered market. Apparently this Romanian or Hungarian or someone makes them. A woman. She’s getting quite a rep, apparently. You know, designing for bigger and bigger names. Local celebs, that sort of thing. Jean thinks it won’t be long before she’s off to London.’ 
 
    ‘Nobody else makes them?’ Hillary said. Well, whoop-dee-doo. Give the man a peanut. 
 
    ‘No, guv. Thing is, they’re pricey. Right pricey. And I still don’t see how somebody like Sylvia gets to be wearing one.’ 
 
    ‘Well, come on then,’ she said, grabbing her bag. ‘Let’s check it out.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The covered market stretched from Cornmarket Street to the High Street, taking up a good acreage of prime real estate. It had several entrances and exits, so they parked illegally and walked down the pedestrianised street. 
 
    No matter how famous the city, or beautiful its buildings, shopping precincts always looked the same. Hillary walked past a Burger King, trying to ignore the scent of hamburgers and fries, and those delicious ice-cream milkshakes. 
 
    The moment they stepped into the covered market, her appetite fled. The smell of fish, meat, fruit and vegetables turned her stomach, unwittingly doing her a favour. Hillary never had liked markets. 
 
    Scattered among these stalls of comestibles, however, was more esoteric fare. This was Oxford, after all. A second-hand bookshop, tiny, cramped and dark, was literally packed from floor to ceiling with everything from John Donne and Trollope to the latest Jilly Cooper. 
 
    There was an old-fashioned ironmongers, and then braces of pheasants hung up in front of a row of hares and partridges. A stall selling fine Belgian lace nestled cheek by jowl with a shop selling fragrant real leather belts and handbags. 
 
    ‘Here it is, guv.’ Tommy pointed to a well-lit but rather ramshackle jewellery store. The costume jewellery, of course, was laid out at the front. Bizarre things in beads, pierced and tooled leather bracelets and chokers that looked like they belonged on dogs (Staffordshire Bull Terriers at that) were heaped in baskets for passing tourists and shoppers to manhandle and ooh and aah over. 
 
    Inside, a woman wearing protective goggles was bent over, busily at work with a soldering iron. It was here that the real stuff was kept. Gold, silver, copper, bronze, platinum. A veritable Aladdin’s cave. 
 
    And there, behind glass, were the zodiac necklaces. No two were quite the same. The scales of the Libra set, for example, were different, one set of scales being overlaid with mother-of-pearl, and another silver, set against gold. 
 
    ‘Hello, can I help?’ The soldering iron was turned off, the goggles removed. 
 
    The woman looked to be in her fifties, and her hair, tied back under a bandanna, was silver where it escaped. She had big eyes and high cheekbones and her voice did indeed have Eastern European overtones. 
 
    Hillary could see why Tommy’s girlfriend thought Oxford would soon lose her to the richer pickings to be found in the capital. 
 
    ‘Yes. Police.’ Hillary showed her identity card, and Tommy did the same. 
 
    The woman slowly slid off her stool. Her eyes were wary now. 
 
    ‘We were wondering if you could help us. We’re trying to trace a necklace. We know it’s one of yours. A zodiac pendant. Gemini. Tommy? You saw it best.’ 
 
    Tommy described it. He hadn’t even finished when the woman began nodding her head. 
 
    ‘Yes, I remember. Twisted gold wire. I was trying to achieve a cameo-like effect. Didn’t really think I’d succeeded, but I put it on display anyway. It sold almost at once.’ Her wide, generous mouth twisted into a smile. There was, obviously, no accounting for taste. 
 
    ‘Do you remember who bought it? Do you keep records?’ 
 
    ‘No, not records. But I remember the man who bought it clearly. He paid cash. Not many customers do that anymore. I remember him bringing out a wallet and peeling off the money.’ The jeweller smiled, obviously recalling the incident with pleasure. ‘As a child we were very poor, you see? Nowadays,’ she said, shrugging graphically, ‘I don’t have to scrimp and scrape so much. But still . . . Something like that sticks in the memory. There’s still something about the look and feel of money that makes me warm all over. So much more beautiful than ugly plastic credit cards.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, not really interested in the woman’s life history. ‘This man, can you describe him?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes. He was old, easily in his sixties. Tallish, gangling, with a big nose.’ She stopped as both Hillary and Tommy gaped at her. ‘Did I say something wrong?’ 
 
    Hillary quickly shook her head. Damn, she didn’t have a photo on her. 
 
    But Tommy did. She saw him hand over a mugshot of Alfie Makepeace. 
 
    ‘Is this him?’ he asked. 
 
    The jeweller beamed and nodded enthusiastically. ‘Yes, that’s him.’ 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 17 
 
    Just like that. Sometimes it happened that way. Hillary managed to thank the jeweller, then walked out of the shop, negotiating the crowd in the smelly covered market with the careful control of someone drunk. 
 
    ‘Guv, they’ve had to let Makepeace go,’ Tommy said, also in a nice little euphoria of shock. His first big case, and he was there when it was cracked. Surely it would go well on his CV when he took his sergeant’s exams? 
 
    ‘Shit,’ Hillary said. She set off fast, weaving through Cornmarket Street, almost running. Of course, with his long legs Tommy easily — annoyingly easily — kept up with her. To make matters worse, she was beginning to pant. 
 
    ‘Back to the boat,’ she said, careful not to gasp. ‘Last I heard it was still moored up just past Banbury, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, guv.’ 
 
    ‘You drive,’ Hillary said, not trusting herself to keep to the speed limit, or, for that matter, stop them getting killed with her reckless overtaking. 
 
    She wanted this so bad it almost hurt. 
 
    Mike Regis was probably still at the Big House, wrapping up the liaison with Mel, and she desperately wanted to present them with the solution to the case. In her mind’s eye, she was already picturing it. She’d waltz in, sit without waiting, smile, and tell them they had the killer and a full confession waiting for them downstairs in the cells. It would be beautiful. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When they got to the canal, the boat was gone. Hillary could have wept. Beside her, she heard Tommy swearing under his breath. 
 
    Think, dammit, think. 
 
    ‘OK, we know he’s on the boat,’ she said grimly, ‘because if one of Fletcher’s men had been sent to move it, it would have set off all kinds of alarm bells with the Vice people watching him. He’d know that too. Fletcher’s a smart bastard. So odds on, it’s Makepeace that took off in it. And he can’t have got far.’ Hillary smiled, glad, for once, of a narrowboat’s limitations. ‘Hell, four miles an hour, and he wasn’t released more than, what, two hours ago?’ 
 
    Tommy’s face split into a wide, white grin. He peered up and down the canal. 
 
    ‘But which way, guv?’ He hoped she wasn’t going to tell him they should split up. He didn’t want her having to face Makepeace alone — he was probably a killer. ‘Perhaps we should call for backup.’ He hated to have to say it, knowing why she was so determined to crack the case without Mel or Regis breathing down her neck. She deserved it, but not if it meant putting her life at risk. 
 
    Hillary was grinning. ‘Constable, the one thing about a narrowboat is that it’s long. Very long. It can only turn round at certain custom-made places along the canal.’ 
 
    Confused, Tommy looked at the opposite bank, not more than six or so feet across from him, then realised what she meant. Makepeace couldn’t have turned it around here. 
 
    But which way had it been pointing? He screwed up his eyes, trying to remember which direction the pointed bit had faced when last he’d seen it. 
 
    He couldn’t. 
 
    ‘Come on.’ Hillary was already power-walking away to the north. Tommy fell into step beside her. He trusted her powers of recollection. After all, it was probably why she was a DI and he a humble DC. 
 
    * * * 
 
    They found the boat moored up beside a lock. Of course, Makepeace is alone now, Hillary thought, and negotiating a lock single-handed isn’t to be recommended. 
 
    She walked straight onto the prow, pushed open the door without knocking and went inside. Tommy, scared by her recklessness, while at the same time full of admiration, rushed up fast behind her, ready to throw her to the ground and cover her should Makepeace appear holding an Uzi. 
 
    Alfie Makepeace was sitting in an armchair, drinking a cup of tea and reading the paper. 
 
    ‘Hello, Mr Makepeace.’ Hillary stepped forward and leaned against a wall. The ceiling, barely a few inches above her head, gave her the usual feeling of claustrophobia. 
 
    ‘DI Greene, isn’t it?’ Alfie Makepeace said, ostentatiously folding away the newspaper. He was wearing a knitted beige cardigan, the same kind that her father had favoured. His thinning hair was combed neatly back. He smelt faintly of Old Spice. No doubt he’d showered immediately after getting back from the nick. Most people did. 
 
    It was hard to imagine a less likely-looking murder suspect. 
 
    ‘Your lot have just let me go.’ He glanced down at the paper he’d been reading — three days old, she noticed absently — then tossed it aside. 
 
    Tommy tensed at the sudden movement. 
 
    ‘Yes, I know,’ she said. ‘But that was then. This is now. I’d like you to accompany us back to the station, sir.’ 
 
    She’d have to read him his rights. Mel would be furious enough with her jumping the gun without her handing any defence lawyer a golden opportunity to cite overlooked technicalities. 
 
    On the other hand she needed to shake him before she got him back to Kidlington, to be sure he’d give it all up. 
 
    She thought she had it, but how best to play it? 
 
    ‘Aren’t you frightened of your boss at all, Mr Makepeace?’ she asked, raising one eyebrow, and managing to make her tone sound mildly curious. ‘I mean, if I’d conned Luke Fletcher into supplying me with one of his men, just so I could kill him for personal and private reasons, it would make my palms sweat a little.’ 
 
    Alfie’s somewhat rheumy eyes squinted at her. Was it her imagination, or had he tensed up? 
 
    ‘Don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he said softly. But his fingers were plucking at one of the buttons on his cardigan, the restless, subconscious gesture telling her volumes. 
 
    Yes! She had him on the run. 
 
    ‘Didn’t you know that it was David Pitman, and not Gascoigne, who was raking off a cut for himself?’ She saw him literally jerk in the chair. ‘No, I didn’t think so,’ she said, oozing false sympathy. 
 
    Tommy seemed content to watch, listen and learn. He was no doubt thinking that, some day, he’d be the one doing the questioning, the one wearing the pips and making the decisions. 
 
    ‘You’re lying,’ Alfie said flatly. 
 
    But Hillary was already shaking her head. ‘’Fraid not, Alfie. It was me that found his stash, not above a day ago, in that outhouse he keeps his bikes in. You know, out Woodstock way? It’s even been fingerprinted. All that lovely money, Luke Fletcher's money, with The Pits’ fingerprints all over it. You know, if I was you, right about now I’d be worrying what Fletcher will do when he realises that not only did he kill the wrong man, but that his trusted old mate Alfie Makepeace has been yanking his chain all along.’ 
 
    Alfie’s fingers twisted the button almost off. Then he shrugged. Then smiled. 
 
    ‘No skin off my nose. Nobody’s going to pin any murder on Fletcher.’ 
 
    ‘He’s still not going to be pleased with you, though, is he?’ She was trying to keep the edge of anxiety out of her voice, and keep on top of it. But she was losing him. 
 
    He was the toughest of the tough under that nice-old-man exterior. 
 
    Alfie shrugged again. ‘So he’ll be mad. Anyone can make a mistake. Even me. He won’t hold that against me.’ 
 
    Hillary snorted. ‘Right. Like Fletcher is known for his forgiving nature.’ 
 
    But his eyes looked back at her, and they were hard and old. And suddenly she got it. What did he have to lose? For a second, she thought she’d lost, and all her dreams of a glorious collar sailed out the window. 
 
    Then she realised she’d been on the wrong tack all along. 
 
    She stepped forward and sat down carefully in the chair opposite him, leaning forward. 
 
    She spoke softly. ‘Tell me about Sylvia, Alfie.’ She saw his face tighten. Even his wrinkles seemed to iron out, so hard was his jaw clenched. She heard him take a ragged breath. 
 
    ‘You know,’ she said, ‘what with DNA and blood-typing and stuff, nowadays it wouldn’t take a lab much over a week to prove paternity. Of course, it would mean Sylvia being served with papers forcing her to take a blood test. Her mum, Deirdre, will be upset about that, I daresay. Then, if you still refuse to cooperate, it’ll all be brought out in court. The rape, all the nasty details. Pitman was a bit of an animal, wasn’t he?’ 
 
    Tommy shifted his eyes from the old man to the wall. Suddenly he was very glad he wasn’t the one asking the questions. Would he be able to do it? Would he ever be able to do what his guv was doing now? He knew why she’d changed tactics, of course. They had to get Makepeace to confess. With sod all by way of witnesses, and pitiful forensics and no hard evidence, a motive and a confession was all they could hope for. 
 
    So she had to go for the jugular. But as Tommy thought back to the Warrenders, the pitiful, listless Sylvia, and her blowsy mum, defiant but frightened, he felt himself wavering. 
 
    ‘Leave ’em be,’ Makepeace said gruffly. 
 
    Hillary shrugged. ‘I’d be glad to. Personally. But my boss is Superintendent Marcus Donleavy, and he’s looking for promotion. So’s the man who’ll probably replace him. You met him. DCI Mallow. They’ll both be hot to get a conviction in a high-profile murder and drugs case. They won’t think twice about ferreting out every bit of information and dirt they can. About you. And about your family. Well, I call them that, but I don’t suppose many people will count them as such. After all, what did it amount to? A bit of a fling with the local bike, then buggering off to sea when you learned she was up the duff. Hardly the story of your average loving family set-up, is it? Jury won’t be sympathetic at all.’ 
 
    ‘It weren’t like that,’ Alfie said, but his voice was tired now, old, and without hope. 
 
    Hillary took a long, steady breath. ‘So what was it like, Alfie?’ 
 
    The old man shrugged. ‘I had form. Nothing heavy, mind, but Dee was one of the few who didn’t hold it against me. We were together nearly three months. Then I got offered this job on a Norwegian oil tanker. Nothing skilled, useless pay, long hours. But it was work. And, truth to tell, I fancied the thought of seeing the world. Mid-life crisis or something.’ He laughed. Then he shook his head. ‘Dee never told me she was preggers. Maybe she didn’t know.’ 
 
    He looked out of the window. Who knew what memories he saw, rolling out along the canal bank? ‘I never really gave her another thought. Not till I ran into her last year. And she told me about Sylvia.’ 
 
    ‘And about the rape,’ Hillary said flatly. 
 
    Makepeace’s face hardened. ‘Yeah. That too. I had a daughter. I never thought of stuff like that. You know. Normal stuff. Stuff that matters. To think I had a little girl. She used to go dancing, her mum told me. Was bright and pretty and funny. Now . . . now she didn’t do nothing. Woke up at night screaming. Popped pills like her mother drank gin. And all because of that scum.’ He spat out the last word with real venom. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘And you knew him, didn’t you? That’s what made it so hard, I bet. Made you flip. The fact that you’d worked with him. What, had a drink with him? And all that time, you didn’t know he’d raped your little girl. I bet he even used to brag about his way with the ladies, the rapes he’d got away with. Yeah?’ 
 
    Reluctantly, Makepeace nodded. 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘No wonder you wanted to kill the bastard.’ 
 
    ‘And did,’ Makepeace finally said, with so much satisfaction Tommy folded his arms protectively across his chest. 
 
    But he’d not yet confessed back at the Big House, Hillary was thinking, far more concerned with practical matters than matters of conscience. He hadn’t said a word with a tape recorder playing, after being read his rights. 
 
    She bit her lip. Careful now. 
 
    ‘So what happened that night? You threw him off the back of the boat?’ 
 
    Makepeace shrugged. ‘Not threw. Just pushed. We were in the lock. I jiggled the starter motor, made out something was jammed. I said maybe the propeller was fouled, and he leant over to look. A quick shove in the back, and he was in.’ 
 
    ‘Where was Gascoigne during all this?’ 
 
    Makepeace grunted, and it was full of contempt. ‘Him? Drunk, on his bunk. What else? I told Pitman I was gonna have to wake him up to close the lock and flood it. But I never went near him.’ 
 
    ‘So Pitman was in the water. And you just, what? Reversed over him?’ 
 
    Makepeace shrugged. ‘Weren’t that hard. Locks are narrow. There was nowhere for him to go, was there? No way he could avoid being crushed. I waited until he was trying to climb up the back, and then, when his precious dick was just where I wanted it, I crushed him against the wall. I wanted to castrate the bastard, you see. Dee told me what he did to Sylvie. Her . . . breasts . . . you know. So I thought, right, you bastard, see how you like it.’ 
 
    Hillary heard Tommy gulp. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she said simply. So that was why she’d kept going back to the autopsy reports. Her subconscious had been trying to point out to her that the wounds, all being centred around the genitals, meant something far more than she’d been seeing. Far more than mere coincidence. 
 
    ‘So all this time, while we were faffing about, convinced it was drugs, it had been a plain and simple murder all along. A classic family revenge thing.’ She shook her head. Wouldn’t they be sick back at the Big House when they heard this? Especially Mel, who’d fobbed her off with the “personal” angle to begin with, because he’d been convinced there’d been nothing personal about it. 
 
    Just how wrong could you get? 
 
    ‘I’ve been very dim,’ Hillary said softly. Makepeace looked at her, then shrugged. ‘So what did you tell Gascoigne when he sobered up?’ 
 
    Makepeace shrugged again. ‘Just that there’d been an accident. Pitman had fooled around while the boat was in the lock and went overboard. It wasn’t hard. Jake wasn’t particularly bright.’ 
 
    ‘And now he’s dead. Because Fletcher believed you when you told him he’d been skimming,’ Hillary’s voice was hard again. ‘But then, why should you care about that?’ 
 
    Makepeace leaned back in his chair, his old bones creaking. ‘Exactly. Do you know how many people Gascoigne cut up on Fletcher’s orders? Not that I’ll be repeating that on tape,’ he added quickly. 
 
    Hillary nodded. No, of course he wouldn’t. Any more than he’d admit that he had known Gascoigne wasn’t skimming. But Fletcher was Mel’s and Mike Regis’s problem. She’d solved her case. 
 
    ‘But you will admit to offing Pitman? For their sake. Deirdre must have guessed it was you that’d done it, the moment she heard Pitman was dead. I always felt as if she was hiding something. Tell me, does Sylvie know you’re her dad?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Dee told her. On her birthday. I bought her a birthday present. For the first time, I had someone to buy a present for.’ He sounded so happy that Hillary didn’t have the heart to tell him it had been the gift that had nailed him. 
 
    Instead, she repeated her question. ‘So you’ll cop to it? All nice and legal, a signed confession? Save Sylvie and Dee the pain of going through all that again? No courts or cross-examinations for them, huh?’ 
 
    Makepeace nodded silently. 
 
    Tommy tried not to notice the tears rolling down the old man’s face. 
 
    Perhaps he shouldn’t be in the police force? If he felt this guilty when nicking a cold-blooded murderer, how would he feel the next time? 
 
    It wasn’t often you had a dream come true, so when Hillary walked into the office later, with Makepeace’s taped confession from the interview room still ringing in her ears, she was determined to make the most of it. 
 
    Frank Ross was at his desk. He scowled at her when she walked in. She beamed and flipped him the finger. 
 
    A nice little bonus, that. 
 
    Then she pushed on to Mel’s office, and again couldn’t believe her luck. Donleavy was there. 
 
    He smiled at her. ‘Hillary, so glad you’re here. I was just telling Mel, the Yorkshire policemen sent to investigate Ronnie’s, er, activities have just told me they no longer consider it likely that you had any involvement with his scam. As of now, they’ve signed off on you.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled. Yeah, that was nice, too. 
 
    ‘Sir,’ she said, then looked at Mel. 
 
    ‘I’ve got David Pitman’s killer in the interview room. I’ve read him his rights, he’s waived his right to a solicitor and given a full taped confession. I’ve left him writing up the same confession in longhand. He’ll be signing it about now.’ 
 
    Mel blinked. 
 
    Marcus Donleavy slowly scratched his eyebrow. 
 
    Sometimes she just loved this job. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Boat was crowded. The Thrupp village pub wasn’t usually this hot on a weekday, but tonight it was filled with celebrating coppers. 
 
    Mel and Janine were in one corner, drinking Camparis and looking tense. Hillary, slightly the worse for vodka, wondered what plans they were hatching. 
 
    Frank Ross, playing darts with a local, was trying to look as if he wasn’t churning with impotent rage. 
 
    Even Superintendent Donleavy had put in a brief appearance, and made a little congratulatory speech, which had been wildly cheered by Tommy, Janine and the rest of the office regulars. It mightn’t have been, strictly speaking, their case, but they’d followed it and were pleased for her. 
 
    Finally seeing the back of the Yorkie Bars only added to the general air of hilarity and triumph. 
 
    Hillary, another vodka in hand, wandered rather haphazardly over to Tommy’s table, accepting back-pats and jokes as she went. She guessed the older black woman was his mother, and the pretty girl beside him his jewellery-loving girlfriend. 
 
    ‘Tommy. Mrs Lynch.’ She glanced at the younger girl, who smiled and held out her hand. 
 
    ‘Jean.’ 
 
    ‘Jean. Nice to meet you.’ The two women solemnly shook hands. 
 
    Tommy didn’t like the way his mother sniffed and glanced suspiciously from him to Hillary. He looked away. What was it with mothers? 
 
    But before Mercy could say anything, Hillary quickly looked up, and smiled. ‘Hey, Gary, over here!’ To Tommy’s mother, she said simply, ‘My stepson. Excuse me a minute, please.’ 
 
    Mercy Lynch looked, much to her son’s vast relief, slightly mollified. In her eyes, his boss was a happily married woman with a family. Tommy, for one, was not about to let on that the situation was any different. 
 
    A ragged cheer went up when Mike Regis and his taciturn sergeant walked in. Tommy watched, gloomily, as Hillary introduced her stepson to them, and the foursome went to the bar. 
 
    Jean reached out and squeezed his hand. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary was slightly drunk. She knew she was when she waved off Gary and nearly fell over. It made her walk very carefully along the towpath. 
 
    The landlady had chucked them out bang on closing time, and who could blame her? Frank Ross, for one, would undoubtedly have reported her for licence violation. Now that the last of the revellers were on their way home, no doubt hoping that someone had warned Traffic to look the other way, there was no getting away from the waiting Mollern. 
 
    She was almost tempted to walk into Kidlington and seek out a B&B. At least it wouldn’t be floating about on water. 
 
    She made it to the boat without mishap and leaned against it for a while, savouring the night air. Summer was coming and it was warm. Somewhere a bat swooped and squeaked. Who said they made sounds beyond human hearing? 
 
    She fumbled with the lock, got the door open, and staggered down the stairs. 
 
    Coffee. 
 
    She made it strong and black, then wavered and added some milk and a big spoonful of sugar. Next, she collapsed into her chair, sloshing some of the drink on her skirt, but in no mood to care. 
 
    Mike Regis had been really pleased for her, she could tell. And Frank would be at home by now, eating his heart out. 
 
    All was right with the world. 
 
    She was too high to go to bed but there’d be nothing on the box. She reached for the book in the wastepaper basket, wondering what the hell it was doing there, then realised it was Ronnie’s bloody Dick Francis. 
 
    She stared at it. Perhaps because she was slightly drunk and feeling so good, or perhaps because she was at that stage where her brain synapses were being nicely illogical, a thought popped into her head, so bizarre it made her laugh out loud. 
 
    This was it. This was what the Yorkie Bars had been looking for all this time. Ronnie’s secret hoard. The numbers for his legendary offshore account. 
 
    She put down the coffee and looked at the first page. All the numbers were on the bottom. She leaned forward, holding the book under the light of the lamp. And carefully, from the back, slowly let the pages whiffle past, her eyes glued to the numbers on the bottom of the page. Not one of them was ringed or marked. 
 
    She laughed. So much for Mrs Sherlock bloody Holmes. 
 
    Then she yelped. Something blue. She turned back the pages, slowly, and there it was. 
 
    Not a number underlined, but a word. 
 
    Sex. 
 
    She snorted. Yeah, right. Just the word Ronnie would underline. 
 
    But come on, Hills, her drunker inner voice suddenly whined, not even Ronnie was such a pathetic loser that he went around underlining dirty words in books. 
 
    Frowning now, she started at the beginning, turning the pages over quickly but carefully. 
 
    There! Another word underlined. The word “for.” 
 
    For? Four. 
 
    Another ten pages over and the word “one” was marked. Then, later, the word “there.” 
 
    There? An anagram of three? 
 
    The words “too,” “heaven,” and “mine” were added. Seven and nine? 
 
    Feeling a little sick now, she reached for a pen and paper and wrote the numbers out in order. 
 
    What had Gary said? His father had told him he had an account . . . where the hell was it? The Caymans? And it wasn’t under his name, just numbers. 
 
    But surely any bank would need some kind of password as well? 
 
    She looked at the book cover, then the inscription. 
 
    Stud. 
 
    Of course. Stud. She giggled. What the hell else? Oh Ronnie, Ronnie, you stupid prat. 
 
    She leaned back in her chair but the book suddenly felt like a ton weight, making her drop it to the floor. 
 
    How many banks were there in the Caymans? How long would it take her, armed with a possible code word and the all-important numbers, to find it? 
 
    She had some holiday time due. She could fly to the Caymans. The Yorkie Bars had given up on her. Or so they said. She could actually pull it off. 
 
    She stared at the wall in front of her, so close, so cramping. She could get off this bloody boat. Give up the bloody job. No more Frank. No more Mel and Donleavy giving her shit jobs. No more shift work, no more dead bodies, no more rapists and their victims. 
 
    Just beaches and sand and palm trees, and tropical drinks with bits of fruit floating in them. 
 
    Hillary closed her eyes. She was drunk, right? 
 
    Yeah. 
 
    But seriously tempted. 
 
    ‘Oh, shit,’ she said softly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    CHAPTER 1 
 
    Hillary Greene tuned the morning radio programme away from the annoyingly cheerful Fox FM DJ to the more middle-of-the-road delights of Radio 2, trying not to wince as she did so. 
 
    She wasn’t that old, was she? Not much over forty. 
 
    Still, when cool DJs began to grate, it surely couldn’t be a good sign. 
 
    She sighed and turned off the kettle. Pouring herself a cup of instant decaf, she wished she had an egg or two to pop into a pan. And a bit of bacon. Some sausages maybe. 
 
    But, luckily for her, the minuscule fridge, like the minuscule cupboard, was all but bare. Which was as good a way to try and shed a few pounds as any other, she supposed glumly. Was it a subconscious slip, or simple mismanagement? 
 
    It was too damned early in the morning to wonder. 
 
    With a yawn, she pulled out the simple wooden stool from under the fold-down table and rested her elbows on top. From outside the condensation-smeared windows, a cheerful whistle had her looking up, and a moment later a soft thud landed on the roof. 
 
    Had to be the postman. 
 
    Abandoning her coffee, she duck-walked up the three steps to the front of the boat and opened up. 
 
    It was perishing outside. Hoar frost coated every dead-looking hawthorn and sorry-for-itself willow. The roofs of the moored narrowboats were furred with it too, and her own breath feathered around her head as she blinked in the bitter cold. Her cheeks began to tingle, and her nose twitched ominously. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hastily scrabbling one hand along the narrowboat’s icy roof, she reached for the stack of mail, helpfully held together by a rubber band, and shot back into the warm. 
 
    She carried her prize to the table and inspected it warily. One mobile phone bill, a Reader's Digest informing her she’d been selected to become a millionaire, an offer for a personal loan (ha!), and an ominous-looking, white, typed envelope from a firm of solicitors. 
 
    And not her own firm of solicitors either. 
 
    She looked at the unfamiliar logo and felt her stomach churn. 
 
    Most people, on receiving a mysterious letter from a solicitor, might immediately think of maiden aunts popping their clogs and leaving a favourite niece a handsome little legacy. 
 
    Hillary merely sat and regarded the envelope as if it might contain something nasty. 
 
    She’d once been the recipient of a letter bomb. Back in her uniform days, at the station in Headington. Still green, she’d haphazardly opened it, only to find herself covered in undetonated fertilizer. Luckily for her, whoever had made the device (and they’d never found out precisely who it was who’d had such a downer on Oxford’s constabulary) hadn’t exactly been an Einstein. Or even a Heath Robinson, come to that. 
 
    Now, although she didn’t suspect this particular letter of containing anything in the way of semtex (or even anthrax), she nevertheless swore her way through the exorbitant mobile phone bill and binned the other letter before opening it. 
 
    She read it through once, a feeling of almost hysterical disbelief washing over her. 
 
    This had to be a joke, right? 
 
    She started again, reading more slowly this time, noting the legalese phrases, the authentic-looking letterhead, the usual arrogant scrawl of a signature at the bottom. 
 
    If this was a gag, someone had gone to an awful lot of trouble. 
 
    ‘Oh shit!’ she snarled, realisation finally dawning. 
 
    This was no joke. 
 
    She snatched her cooling coffee and took a gulp, halting her snarling just long enough to prevent herself from choking, before roundly cursing her dead husband once more. 
 
    Over a year dead, and still the bastard haunted her. 
 
    She glanced at her watch and realised that her car, an already ancient Volkswagen, wouldn’t be all that keen to start from a frozen battery. So if she didn’t want to be late for work she’d better get cracking. She shoved the letter into her briefcase (but not away from her thoughts) and chugged down the last of the decaf. 
 
    Could a charity really sue someone? Well, technically, of course, Hillary — as a detective inspector in the Thames Valley Police Force — knew only too well, anybody could sue anybody for anything, provided they did it in civil court and didn’t mind wasting their time, frying their nerves, and keeping solicitors and court staff rolling in clover ad infinitum. 
 
    But surely the news contained in her morning’s letter was chancing your arm to the nth degree? 
 
    She walked through the very narrow corridor towards the Mollern's front door, shrugged into her padded parka, and thought yet more dire thoughts about Ronnie Greene. 
 
    Her husband of eight years had died in a car crash before she could divorce him, but although he was long and most definitely gone, he was certainly not forgotten. 
 
    He’d made sure of that. 
 
    Certain members of another police force, for instance, had been very interested in him, investigating allegations of corruption that had, only last month, been officially published and acknowledged. 
 
    Ronnie Greene had been on the take in the most spectacular way. In fact, he’d been an active member of an animal-parts smuggling operation that must have netted him mucho dinero. Current whereabouts of the ill-gotten gains: (officially) unknown. 
 
    Although this same report had also totally cleared Hillary of any complicity, as she’d known it eventually must, it was obvious now that the whole mess just wasn’t going to go quietly away. Hence this letter on behalf of the Endangered Species Animal Army. 
 
    It sounded a bit iffy to her. A bit eco-warriorish? She’d look them up on the computer when she got in (strictly a no-no, but who the hell cared?) and see what she could find on them. But even if they were on the up and up, it didn’t mean to say that she considered they had the right to her house! 
 
    For, unless she’d suddenly lost the ability to read lawyer-speak correctly, that was exactly what the ESAA were planning to do. 
 
    Take her house away. 
 
    According to their solicitor’s letter, they were already petitioning the court to freeze any future sale of Ronnie’s house until an agreement had been reached or the subsequently threatened court case had been settled. 
 
    Their argument, as far as Hillary could make out, was simple. Ronnie Greene had made his money illegally out of animal suffering. So it was only right that all his assets should be sold and given to an endangered species charity in order to try and right the wrongs he’d done. 
 
    All very commendable, she supposed, except for the fact that the bastards were trying to do her out of her house! 
 
    Although Ronnie had all but forced her to move out of the smart semi on Kidlington’s main road a few months before he’d died in the car crash, and had been energetically playing silly buggers with lawyers on his own account in order to try and chop her off at the knees in any divorce settlement, that house was still hers! Not that she’d ever wanted to move back in again. Too many memories. But she’d been paying the mortgage on it jointly up until she’d finally left the toe-rag. And it was now, after probate, legally hers. All along, her dream had been to sell it and start afresh. Surely these Endangered Species Animal Army people were just trying scare tactics? 
 
    No court in the land would uphold their claim, of that she was almost certain. She hadn’t been found guilty of illegally importing tiger penises, or rhino horns. Let alone bear bile. 
 
    Still, they could take her to court in an attempt to win their claim. Which meant hiring solicitors of her own to fight it. Expensive. Very expensive. Not to mention time-consuming. 
 
    She couldn’t see her superior, Superintendent Marcus Donleavy, for instance, being very sympathetic to one of his DIs having time off to fight a civil law suit. Especially when it meant that all the publicity and furore that had surrounded Ronnie Greene was likely to be raked up all over again. 
 
    ‘Shit,’ she muttered quietly, slamming the door behind her and ramming the padlock home. 
 
    She leapt off the boat on to the towpath and set off. Still too angry to watch where she was going, she stepped on to a frozen puddle. Instantly, her foot shot out from under her and propelled her forwards. Her heart leapt into her mouth, and her startled squawk as she tried to keep her footing sounded out across the still air like a jackdaw with croup. 
 
    She dropped her case and instinctively shot out her hand, breaking her fall and preventing her from doing an actual nose-dive into the gravel. Nevertheless, she winced as her knee hit the towpath with a jarring thud. 
 
    Conscious of her dignity, she hastily looked around, but the small village of Thrupp was doing its usual ghost-town impersonation. 
 
    But from the front of her neighbour’s boat, a sleek, dark head was emerging, and she quickly shot upright, grabbed her bag, and wiped off the grit and frost particles from her dark blue skirt. 
 
    ‘See you tonight, then,’ a woman’s cheerful voice boomed from inside Willowsands. ‘And bring a bottle of something.’ 
 
    Nancy Walker’s latest conquest, wearing a smart dark jacket and what looked like a Corpus Christi college tie, promised he would and paused to lean against the boat, looking a bit shell-shocked. 
 
    Hillary grinned. 
 
    He still hadn’t seen her, and when he turned and walked very carefully down the towpath towards the village proper, Hillary didn’t think it was the treacherous going that made him walk so carefully. He looked, ever so slightly, as if he were in pain. 
 
    ‘Hello, Hill. Bleeding brass monkey weather, innit?’ The voice belonged to Nancy Walker, her nearest neighbour. She and Willowsands had been marooned at Thrupp for at least five years. Her engine seemed to be constantly snafu. Or so she claimed. But everyone knew she found the pickings just outside Oxford too good to pass up. 
 
    She could have been aged anywhere between forty and sixty, and never failed to look impressive but also, in some strange way, maternal. Her make-up, for instance, was perfect — even at this time of the morning — but as she watched the young student stagger off she looked like nothing so much as a benign tabby. 
 
    ‘Hell, Nancy. The poor sod looks knackered,’ Hillary said as the boy, slightly canting over to the right, reached the car park of The Boat and opened up the door of a Mini. He slumped inside like a ton of nutty slack. 
 
    ‘Theology student,’ Nancy said simply. 
 
    ‘Oh,’ Hillary said. 
 
    That explained it. 
 
    Nancy ducked back inside out of the cold, and Hillary herself hurried on, trying to pretend that her toes hadn’t gone numb. 
 
    She’d been living on the Mollern, her favourite uncle’s boat, ever since she’d walked out on Ronnie. Both he and she were beginning to think the arrangement might just be permanent! Nancy was one of the few who, like herself, didn’t up anchor and chug away after only a brief stop. Still, the constantly changing drift of neighbours was something she tended to find more reassuring than unsettling. After all, if one day you found yourself moored next door to the neighbours from hell, the chances were they’d be gone by next week. 
 
    Her car was, as she’d guessed, most reluctant to start, merely coughing at her with a you-must-be-joking expression in its voice as she fruitlessly turned the key. 
 
    She cursed some more, wondering if she could persuade any solicitor she knew to take on the Animal Army for free. Yeah, right. 
 
    Or on a no-win, no-pay basis. 
 
    Yeah. Equally right. 
 
    Perhaps she knew one with an arm that could be twisted? After nearly twenty years on the force, surely some sod, somewhere, owed her one. 
 
    She’d have to think about it. Seriously. 
 
    Of course, she was fairly sure in her own mind that the Animal Army mob were simply after a settlement — a nice bit of perfectly legal blackmail. No court case, love, just bung us fifty though. No doubt they thought the still-serving police wife of a bent copper would be an easy touch. That she’d be too anxious to avoid more aggro to take a stand. Just a poor wilting flower, ground down by life’s cruel jests, and a nice easy mark for someone to take a bite out of. 
 
    Hillary grinned savagely as the car finally turned over. 
 
    Boy, were they ever going to be in for a surprise. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It had taken her nearly ten minutes with an ice scraper to clear even a small patch on her windscreen, so when she pulled into the police headquarters in Kidlington, and felt her rear wheels begin to slide out from under her, she had only a limited view of the parked Ford Mondeo she was gracefully sliding towards. 
 
    She touched the brakes lightly, turned into the skid left, and with a carefully timed use of the handbrake, missed DCI ‘Mellow’ Mallow’s pride and joy by about an inch. 
 
    She felt the sweat pop out on her head as she reversed and positioned the Volkswagen a bit more conventionally. As she got out, she heard a ragged cheer go up from an emerging group of uniforms, who began giving marks out of ten for ‘artistic merit.’ 
 
    Cheeky sods, Hillary thought, grinning back. 
 
    Back in her day on the beat, humble constables went in fear and trembling of plain clothes. 
 
    She flipped them the finger as she walked towards the main lobby, smiling at some of the more unprintable comments she got in return. 
 
    The desk sergeant gave her his usual laconic greeting as she trudged up the steps to her floor and punched in the code number that gave her access to the big, open-plan office where she had an open-sided cubicle. 
 
    Bunny Palace, as she secretly thought of it. 
 
    The place looked depressingly bare now that the Christmas decorations had been taken down and the Christmas tree chucked out for the bin men. Through the open blinds, the Oxford skyline looked a smudged dingy brown, the sky above an uninspiring grey. 
 
    Post-Christmas gloom. 
 
    And a nasty letter from a solicitor. 
 
    All in all, a lovely start to a cold Monday morning. 
 
    And because she was still stubbornly off men with a capital ‘OFF,’ she didn’t even have the memories of a shell-shocked theology student to warm the cockles of her too-long celibate heart. 
 
    Surely her cup runneth over. 
 
    ‘Hill, got something for you,’ her immediate superior, Detective Inspector Philip ‘Mel’ Mallow called from his office. Well, he called it his office, but in reality it was a prefab cubicle made with plywood doors and plastic that passed for glass. 
 
    Still, at least it stood out from the savannah of desks and chairs that passed for the main office. 
 
    She saw him duck back inside without waiting for an answer, leaving the door open. He was already jacketless, his sleeves rolled up to his elbows and his tie undone. Yet still managing to look like one of those men in a Brooks Brothers catalogue. 
 
    Hillary only had to undo the top button of her white blouse and put one wrinkle in her jacket and she looked like a walking disaster area. Or a tart on the razzle. 
 
    As she headed for her lord and master’s domain, she passed a small knot of plain clothes clustered around a desk. The atmosphere was definitely dark. 
 
    ‘Sam, something up?’ she asked curiously, spotting a sergeant she knew in the scrum. 
 
    ‘The guard finally snuffed it.’ Sam Waterstone, a big, hefty lad who looked at home on a rugby pitch but nowhere else, looked up as he heard his name, his face speaking of too much overtime and not enough sleep. 
 
    For a second, Hillary looked blank, and then she remembered. 
 
    A week or so ago, there’d been a raid by an animal lib group on a laboratory out Long Hanborough way. No end of beagles and assorted furry and feathery friends had been liberated, but a night-watchman had also been savagely hit over the head. 
 
    He’d been lingering in hospital ever since, with the medicos wavering about his chances of recovery. 
 
    Now, it seemed, they wavered no more. 
 
    ‘So it’s murder,’ she said, unnecessarily. 
 
    But that couldn’t be what Mel was calling her in about. The case already had a DI assigned to it. 
 
    She sighed heavily and moved on. Even before she’d received the letter from the ESAA, her sympathies — as had those of nearly every cop at the station — had been firmly with the guard, if not with the laboratory he worked for. 
 
    Nobody actually liked the thought of animal experimentation, but in her book it didn’t justify an attack on a sixty-seven-year-old man who was merely trying to eke out his pension so that he and his seventy-year-old wife could enjoy a bit of beef once a week. Or a night out at the bingo. 
 
    Now his wife would be getting a widow’s pension. 
 
    She was still muttering something very unpolitically correct about animal lovers when she walked into Mel Mallow’s den. 
 
    ‘Hill, there’s a dead student out at St Anselm’s. Probably just an overdose, maybe a suicide. Sort it out, will you?’ Mel said shortly. 
 
    He didn’t even look up from the report he was reading. 
 
    Well, well. Looked like she wasn’t the only one who got out of bed on the wrong side this morning. 
 
    Then she wondered exactly whose bed Mel might have got out of, and scowled. 
 
    ‘Sir,’ she said, just as shortly. And left, very quietly closing the door behind her. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 2 
 
    Hillary headed for her desk, noticing that DC Tommy Lynch was just coming through the door. Good, she could use him. The young black detective constable had been working on her team for nearly six months now, and she was fairly sure he was made of the right stuff. 
 
    Still a bit green, but learning fast. 
 
    ‘Boss,’ said Detective Sergeant Janine Tyler, already at her desk. She was early. This was not all that unusual, for Janine was ambitious as well as blonde and beautiful, and worked as hard as Hillary could ever wish. And yet Hillary couldn’t help but wonder if Janine’s early appearance had anything to do with Mel’s sour mood. 
 
    Usually Mellow Mallow was just that. Mellow. Or at least, he was careful to always appear so. Many a villain, not to mention an unsuspecting junior (or even senior) officer, had been taken aback to learn just what ferocious jaws Mel’s smiling face could actually be hiding. 
 
    But all men had weaknesses. And in Mel’s case, it was women — as two divorces and his current merry-go-round with Janine Tyler could testify. 
 
    Scuttlebutt at the station had it that Mel and Janine were definitely ‘at it.’ But in a very on-off, hole-in-the-corner way. 
 
    Nobody was quite sure why they were playing it that way. Did they hope the brass wouldn’t get to hear of it? Could it be that they just genuinely didn’t know what the hell they were playing at? Or was Janine being canny and/or crafty? Was she hoping to get a promotion? Or was it Mel who was insisting they play ‘hands off’ whenever anyone was looking? And since nobody at HQ seemed to know, it made life very uncomfortable for the rest of them. Especially for DI Hillary Greene, who had to tread the tightrope between keeping her boss sweet, while still making sure that Sergeant Tyler never forgot that Hillary Greene was a DI — and therefore a superior. 
 
    This morning’s conundrum was just one more example of a situation that was giving her a right headache. Had Janine been kicked out of Mel’s bed, thus her early start, or had she herself stormed off, foregoing a morning quickie, thus giving Mel the hump? Or not the hump, as the case may be. 
 
    One thing was for sure, Hillary was too damned sick of the whole situation to care. 
 
    ‘Janine, glad you’re in. We’ve just got a call. Dead student at St Anselm’s,’ she said shortly. She kept on going to her own desk, and noticed Tommy Lynch looking across at her with all the earnest hope of a spaniel. With big brown eyes, full of pathos, he could no doubt melt marble. 
 
    ‘You too, Tommy,’ she said flatly, totally unmelted. She was almost certain the dead student would turn out to be either a suicide or an accidental overdose — maybe even natural causes — but young detective constables needed all the experience dead bodies could give them. 
 
    She’d detoured to her desk only to pick up messages. There were the usual updates, mostly relating to her current top-priority case, the closing down of a chop shop out Witney way. 
 
    Not that it wasn’t all but tied up anyway. Colin Raide was a seriously good motor mechanic who was too greedy to settle for a seriously good living. So he’d recruited a proper gang of desperadoes from the poorer districts of Oxford to steal cars and deliver them to his premises. Not hard, since most of them had been joy-riders from the age of ten upwards, and enjoyed the challenge set by the security devices used on high-performance motors. Once at Raide’s garage, he and his brother-in-law, another fair mechanic, had done the actual butchering of the stolen cars for parts, and shipped them off to the continent. 
 
    She only needed to nail down the transport end of the team, alert customs, and bingo. Kudos all around. 
 
    On the surface, it all sounded rather glamorous — like one of those Nicolas Cage movies where good-looking guys in Armani suits stole gleaming Porsches and enjoyed car chases with bumbling cops through the mean streets of San Francisco. 
 
    But in point of fact, Colin Raide had only been caught when his wife, furious at having found him in bed with her younger sister, had turned him in. 
 
    Not so much mean streets of America as fed-up avenues of suburbia. 
 
    Well, no copper was going to turn her nose up at such a nice little collar. Even if it was handed over on a silver platter. 
 
    Still, dead bodies took precedence. 
 
    She noticed a handwritten note, jammed at the bottom of the spike, probably left there over the weekend. 
 
    It was from the pensions officer, asking to see her tomorrow. 
 
    Now what the hell could he want? 
 
    Although money had been stretched lately (hence her living on her uncle’s boat for the last year), she hadn’t opted out of paying into her pension scheme. 
 
    She shrugged and stuffed the note into the pocket of her coat. The mood Mel was in, he’d be likely to stick his head out of his office any minute and ask her why the hell she was still hanging around here. 
 
    She was heading for the door, Janine and a very happy Tommy Lynch in tow, when they met Frank Ross coming in. 
 
    He was late. 
 
    But then, nobody minded when Detective Sergeant Ross was late. Nobody minded, in fact, if he never rolled in at all. 
 
    ‘Guv,’ he growled, daring her to challenge him. Technically she could, but what the hell was the point? Frank Ross, a close crony of her late husband, had always hated her guts and the feeling was more or less mutual. 
 
    ‘Frank,’ she said, and sighed. ‘Just in time.’ 
 
    She’d have to take him with her. If she left him behind in the office, she’d be in everybody's dog-house. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tommy Lynch drove. It was usual for a junior officer to take the wheel, but Janine preferred to drive her own Mini. Frank, naturally, had elected to go with her. The look on the pretty sergeant’s face was still making Hillary secretly smile. 
 
    Well, Janine might — or might not — be currently boffing the boss, but nobody was safe from Frank Ross. It was probably a universal law or something. 
 
    ‘Any info on the DB, guv?’ Tommy asked. He was a big man, with ebony skin and the lanky but hard-packed firmness of a runner. Wasn’t he the regional hundred metres champion or something? Hillary didn’t know for sure. Sports weren’t her thing, and she never attended station events. 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ Hillary said shortly. Mel hadn’t been exactly forthcoming. 
 
    She frowned as they got caught in traffic at the Kidlington roundabout. Rush hour was a sod in any city, but Oxford seemed to have a special penchant for it. You’d think, she mused, with all those environmentally-conscious students and dons whizzing around on bikes, it would be less so. 
 
    Probably some other universal law was at work here but it was too early for philosophy. 
 
    She sighed and settled back against the seat. Tide and traffic moved for no one, that was for sure. Not for King Canute, and certainly not for policemen on their way to corpses. 
 
    They could, she supposed, have had uniform whip them up to the Woodstock Road’s bus lane, blue lights a-blazing, but Hillary didn’t think the principal of St Anselm’s College would appreciate the advertisement. 
 
    This was Oxford, after all. And Gown, not Town. 
 
    As an arts graduate of Radcliffe College herself, Hillary had no doubts as to why Mel had cast this particular cherry into her lap. 
 
    It was generally acknowledged back at HQ that Hillary Greene, as an OEC (Oxford-Educated Cop), was a good senior investigating officer in cases such as this. And since being regarded as a specialist was usually good in the promotion stakes, she never demurred. 
 
    As Tommy fought the traffic, she tried to recall all she could about St Anselm’s College. Which wasn’t much, truth be told. 
 
    To non-Oxfordians, the University of Oxford was something of a mystery. For a start, there was no ‘university’ as such, something that was forever puzzling American tourists. 
 
    The number of times she’d been stopped in the city by bewildered Bostonians and puzzled Pennsylvanians asking where the university was didn’t bear thinking about. 
 
    The fact was, Oxford University was comprised of over forty separate and distinct colleges, such as Balliol, Christ Church, Trinity, et al, and assorted departments, such as the Oriental Institute annexed to the Ashmolean Museum, or the Science Building on Banbury Road. 
 
    As if that weren’t bad enough, you then had the non-affiliated colleges — such as her own, Brookes University, and colleges like St Anselm’s. 
 
    Snobs sniffed at these lesser vassals of learning, and tried to pretend they didn’t exist. But the fact was, they varied from the more respectable and academically-minded institutes, like Ruskin, to the more venal, take-the-money-and-run establishments, set up merely so that the rich parents of the thick and disinterested could pay exorbitant fees in order to be able to legitimately claim that their son or daughter had been Oxford-educated. 
 
    As far as she could recall, St Anselm’s sat somewhere in the middle of this particular minefield. It was, she was almost certain, basically an establishment for foreign students. Languages were its speciality, if she was remembering rightly. But it was almost something of a finishing school as well, in that it offered elocution lessons, deportment, art, music, and anything else that a well-bred young lady, in the third millennium, might still be expected to practise. 
 
    And now that she thought about it, hadn’t she read somewhere that the current principal had worked in the oil industry all his life, and been given the post at the college in order to cement ‘business interests,’ acting as a liaison between bright young students and industries desperate for the right sort of executive? 
 
    It all sounded par for the course to her. 
 
    Of course, a real Oxford college probably wouldn’t even know it existed. Which no doubt left St Anselm’s with a bit of an inferiority complex. And now this dead body and, horror of horrors, the involvement of the police. Not something rich parents in Singapore wanted to hear about. 
 
    Hillary sighed heavily. 
 
    She could see she was going to have to tread very nimbly indeed if she was not to squash some sensitive toes. 
 
    So as they crawled towards the city of dreaming spires, she prayed for a natural cause of death. Or, at a pinch, suicide. Then everyone could be very discreet and sensitive, and nobody would have to write nasty letters to Superintendent Marcus Donleavy complaining about flat-footed police inspectors. Which would please him no end. 
 
    * * * 
 
    From the moment she looked down at the dead body of Eva Gerainte, aged nineteen, from Lille, France, she just knew she could kiss any hopes of a simple case goodbye. 
 
    Although it was not exactly obvious why. 
 
    St Anselm’s occupied several lushly grassed and wooded acres in the north of Oxford, sandwiched snugly between the main Woodstock and Banbury Roads. It had as a near neighbour the hallowed grounds of St Hilda’s (the real McCoy!) 
 
    There was a sports field, ornamental pond, well-tended gardens and a main, mellow Cotswold-stone building. 
 
    It looked all very Evelyn Waugh. 
 
    They parked round the back, where a small, newer wing housed the offices and admin staff. There they’d been met by the college secretary, Mrs Mencott, a composed, middle-aged woman, who’d handed them a college prospectus — complete with a very helpful map of the campus inside the front cover — and who proceeded to give them a brief, obviously well-rehearsed speech. 
 
    Eva Gerainte was on a one-year course to improve her English, they were told, had arrived last Michaelmas term, and lived in the main house. (The house, no doubt, had once belonged to some well-to-do Oxford family, but had long since been turned into student dens.) 
 
    She was well liked, apparently, had gotten consistently good grades from her teachers, and had been discovered dead in her room by one of her friends at roughly 8.30 a.m. 
 
    As she spoke, the college secretary led them from the rear gravelled park area to the front of the impressive stone house. It had a wide paved patio in front, with genuine stone balustrades, and a wide, elegantly fan-shaped set of steps leading off to the croquet lawn. 
 
    It looked as if it should have been inhabited by imperious peacocks and humble gardeners in smocks, not the muffled-up bodies of students scurrying to and fro. 
 
    At the bottom of the lawn was a red-brick building — maybe once stables, but now used, Hillary guessed, as the main teaching block. Various other outbuildings, of differing architectural delights, housed discreet signs outside like ‘Music Room,’ ‘Conservatory/Botany Lab’ and, more simply, ‘Studio.’ 
 
    She suspected it would look even more spectacularly beautiful in summer, with roses in bloom, the currently bare twigs of wisteria covering the mellow stone flushed with pale lavender flowers, and probably visiting ducks waddling around by the ornamental pond. 
 
    Even covered in hoar frost and wreathed in the last tendrils of an overnight fog, it looked ghostly and perfect. 
 
    The college secretary showed them into a vast main hall and headed for a long wooden staircase. It was highly carved and almost too ornate. Whoever had finally taken over this place and turned it into a college had been careful to preserve all its glories. 
 
    Janine looked around with a wry twist to her lips. She was a strictly comprehensive girl. Tommy, who was also a stranger to such hallowed portals of academe, looked around, but with real pleasure on his face. The oil paintings were nineteenth-century second-raters, but they were at least the real thing. A dirty chandelier, which was probably never used, hung from the high ceiling and caught his eye. 
 
    He began to feel nervous. 
 
    This was a far cry from drunken domestics, knifings in the local pub, and RTAs. 
 
    He was glad, very glad, that Hillary was SIO. None of this would be making her palms sweat. He looked at her out of the corner of his eyes. She looked, as she always looked to Tommy’s tender eye, perfect. 
 
    True, her blue skirt had a slightly damp and smudged patch over her right knee, but her dark brown hair gleamed in the light coming through the somewhat dirty windows, and her figure, a real hour-glass concoction, was the kind men dreamed of. 
 
    Or at least, that Tommy Lynch dreamed of. 
 
    Silently, they’d followed the college secretary to the third floor. Here the corridors were bare of paintings, but the walls were painted a cheerful and crisp white. The carpet underneath was no longer patterned oriental, but it was still thick-pile and had been cleaned recently. 
 
    The third floor, undoubtedly, had once been the domain of servants, but St Anselm’s had done its best to make students feel at home. Even here. 
 
    Hillary wondered if the second floor, with its no doubt bigger rooms and higher ceilings, housed the richer, more important students, while the also-rans were relegated to the attic. Or was St Anselm’s a bit more cosmopolitan than that? 
 
    The trouble with any Oxford college was it could be hard to tell. You had raving communists (still) living cheek-to-jowl with gleeful libertines, who in turn rubbed shoulders with scholars of truly awesome brain power, who were given the task of teaching socialists the delights of John Donne’s metaphysical poetry. 
 
    It was, Hillary had always thought, something of a madhouse. The trick was to find out what particular kind of a madhouse you were dealing with, and go from there. 
 
    She suspected St Anselm’s was simply a money-maker, no more or less. Which would mean that Eva Gerainte, the dead girl, would have well-off parents, but wouldn’t be in the mega-rich bracket. 
 
    Interesting, and perhaps relevant. 
 
    On turning a sharp right angle, Hillary instantly spotted the uniformed constable standing outside a door. He straightened up a bit as she approached. 
 
    The college secretary muttered a discreet farewell and left. 
 
    Hillary sighed. So it was going to be like that. Sooner or later she’d get an ‘invitation to tea’ with the principal. The battle lines had firmly been drawn. Which was fine by her. 
 
    ‘Constable, report,’ Hillary said quietly. The constable, a twenty-one-year-old, gave the details of the call-out in a flat, professional monotone. It began with the initial phone call from the principal’s secretary, their arrival on the scene, how they’d set up the proper procedures to guard the possible crime scene from contamination, and so on and so on. 
 
    When he was finished, Hillary nodded. So far nobody had called in SOCO. Well, that was to be expected. Nobody yet knew what they had, and the decision would be hers. 
 
    Doc Partridge, she’d been informed, was already inside. When she walked in, she found him leant over a bed, studying a young woman. 
 
    The room was small but pleasant. A large sash window looked out over some copper beeches and a view towards the city centre. The walls were washed a delicate shade of apricot, and a beige carpet lined the uneven floorboards. The bed was slightly larger than a single, and had a padded headboard. The wardrobe, dresser and desk were all of light-coloured pine. An expensive-looking computer rested on the desk. A bookshelf, crammed full with books mostly on fashion, fabric and clothes design, added cheerful colour. As did the posters, of catwalk models wearing outrageous outfits, which were scattered across the walls. 
 
    Hillary thought back to her own cramped, damp and shared room back in the old, old days, and wondered why the young always seemed to have it so good. 
 
    Then Doc Partridge moved away, giving her a view of the dead girl, and Hillary remembered that, for one youngster at least, things hadn’t been so good after all. 
 
    Doc Partridge was one of those men who looked thirty even though he was in his fifties. He always dressed well. He kept his hair perfectly dyed. He was a very good pathologist. 
 
    ‘Well, take a look,’ he said, moving off to give Hillary room. She moved across and looked down at the dead girl. 
 
    And that was when she knew she was in trouble. 
 
    Not as much trouble as Eva Gerainte was in, true. If the dead could be said to have any troubles at all, that is. 
 
    And yet, as Hillary stared down at the dead girl, she couldn’t have said exactly why her spirits sank in such a way. 
 
    She wasn’t a big girl — 5’5’’, perhaps, not more than nine stone. She was dressed in a black pencil skirt and a bulky, expensive-looking sweater. Were these the clothes she’d been wearing last night, or had she donned them this morning? Until she had the ME’s report on time of death, there was no telling. The bed was unmade, but that meant nothing. 
 
    She had raven-black hair, cut in one of those geometric bell shapes that looked utterly chic and was probably hell-on-wheels to maintain. Light make-up. The eyes were closed, the chin sharp and pointed, like her cheekbones. Red lipstick made her mouth look shockingly red. She looked asleep. Even dead, she looked more alive than almost anybody Hillary could think of. 
 
    And this was surprising in a corpse. 
 
    But none of this unexpected élan was the cause of her unease. It was something far more subtle. 
 
    ‘Heart attack?’ she asked hopefully. 
 
    ‘Don’t think so,’ Doc Partridge said promptly. ‘Notice how very pale she is? And see these slight dappled bruises on her hands and the backs of her legs? All indications of internal bleeding. Course, till I get her back on the slab . . .’ 
 
    He didn’t finish. He didn’t need to. 
 
    Behind her, Janine was already slipping on the rubber gloves. She had picked up on Hillary’s mood. Frank Ross lounged in the doorway, a fat, cherubic-faced slob, trying to get a look at the dead girl’s legs. 
 
    ‘Noticed this,’ Doc Partridge said blandly, and reached for the sleeve of the long, cream cashmere sweater the girl was wearing. 
 
    He pulled it up. 
 
    And there, in the bend of her arm, was a small red dot, surrounded by a faint blue smudge. The girl’s skin was pale, almost translucent. Which made the sight of the recent needle-mark almost grotesque. 
 
    ‘Oh shit,’ Hillary said softly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3 
 
    Although she’d yet to meet St Anselm’s principal, Hillary could already hear his upcoming howl of anguish. For, staring down at the dead girl’s arm, she had a fair idea of how much that single needle-mark was going to haunt the college’s reputation for years to come. 
 
    Students dying because of oral overdoses was one thing. 
 
    Shooting up was quite another. 
 
    Drugs that you swallowed, popped or smoked belonged in one category. 
 
    Drugs requiring needles were always, to the public mind at least, another category. Not so to the police. Hillary sighed. To her a dead girl was a dead girl, whether she died of a fatal reaction to a single Ecstasy tablet, taken on impulse on a girls’ night out, or as the result of years of hardened heroin addiction. 
 
    But to an establishment such as this one, she had no doubts at all that she was now looking at a full-scale disaster. Not that she could allow it to affect her behaviour. Her loyalties always lay with the dead. 
 
    She was aware of Doc Partridge watching her, and shrugged wordlessly. Like all pathologists, his job was to tell her, if possible, how and when. 
 
    Not who. Or why. 
 
    ‘Well, we’d better get SOCO here,’ she said, more to buy herself time to think than anything. 
 
    Something about the scene was striking her as odd. No, perhaps odd was too strong a word. Incongruous, maybe. 
 
    For a second she couldn’t think what it was, although she was fairly sure that Doc Partridge had already got it nailed. But then, he’d been here longer. 
 
    And then it hit her. 
 
    A single needle-mark. 
 
    Not a long-time user then. Or even a diabetic. Although natural causes might be fast fading from the list of possibilities, they couldn’t be totally discounted. Not yet. 
 
    She frowned thoughtfully, bending closer to stare at the tender white skin on the girl’s underarm. Definitely no trace of older, faded marks. 
 
    If this had been her first time shooting up, her being a total novice might explain things. She’d either misjudged the dose or suffered a fatal allergic reaction. 
 
    But if so, where was the needle? Or the dope itself? 
 
    ‘OK, glove up. I want the place given a preliminary, very preliminary search. Remember SOCO won’t want too much disturbance.’ 
 
    But if the girl had something nasty stashed somewhere it shouldn’t be too hard to find. 
 
    As the others began a methodical search, Hillary stayed by Eva Gerainte’s body, staring down at her thoughtfully. 
 
    ‘She’s definitely not an addict,’ she murmured, almost to herself. Of course, not all drug addicts were shambling wrecks, blundering around in a miasma of their own body odour, twitching and sweating and looking like a living menace. Men and women could, and did, live perfectly normal and seemingly average lives, and still maintain a drug habit. And this girl was still young and undoubtedly beautiful, and might have kept her looks for a good few years yet, even if seriously hooked. 
 
    So why was she already so convinced this scene stank to high heaven? It was hardly unheard of for students to die as a result of experimentation with narcotics, after all. 
 
    ‘I agree, for what it’s worth.’ Doc Partridge must have caught her near-whisper. ‘Not that I would be able to give a definite opinion till I’ve had some bloods done, and examined her in more detail,’ he added, as ever careful to cover his own back. Hillary nodded, catching his eye. ‘But you get a feel,’ she added softly. 
 
    Doc Partridge, who’d always found Hillary Greene one of the best coppers to work with, smiled briefly in agreement. 
 
    So, Hillary thought, the first thing she’d have to do was try and find out who the girl’s supplier was, even though, in her own mind at least, she almost certainly wouldn’t have one. 
 
    A waste of bloody time and man hours, but one she couldn’t reasonably avoid. Mel for one would have her guts for garters if she didn’t follow it up, simply because her ‘feminine intuition’ (which would be called a gut instinct, or copper’s nose on a male colleague) told her it was a waste of time. 
 
    On the other hand, this was just the start of the investigation, and she didn’t want to waste DC Tommy Lynch or Janine on a dead end. Which meant . . . 
 
    She grinned widely. 
 
    ‘Frank!’ she called. 
 
    She watched DS Ross, who was searching gleefully through a drawer of what looked like very expensive silk French underwear, look up guiltily. His eyes, set deep in the folds of flesh that hung from more or less every part of him, went flat and hard. 
 
    ‘You’re the man who knows the sewers best,’ Hillary said, not at all sure that she wasn’t, in some obscure way, actually complimenting him. ‘Find out who her supplier was.’ 
 
    Frank grunted. On the one hand, he was loath to leave his perusal of the underwear. The real thing wasn’t something he got to handle often. On the other hand, the SIO was being forced to admit that, of all the people she had here, he was the only good, old-fashioned copper who would be able to do the job. He could have told them that there would always be times when a university degree and computer fancy-pants technology meant nothing. 
 
    And while he hated to actually take orders from Hillary Greene — Ronnie’s old lady, for Pete’s sake — he couldn’t help but smirk in satisfaction. 
 
    He pulled off his gloves, gave the constable a triumphant grin, and swaggered off. 
 
    He could have saved himself the performance. Tommy, although the newest member of the team, knew enough to realise that Frank had no reason to preen. 
 
    Hillary was back to staring at the corpse. Janine, after calling in SOCO, hadn’t interrupted her search. 
 
    Shrugging, Tommy returned to his own efforts. The girl had an awful lot of stuff — expensive French perfume, sheer silk stockings, shoes that looked, even to his inexperienced eyes, as if they might cost the earth. But no signs of a stash. 
 
    Hillary sighed softly, trying to get a feel for the victim. The girl’s eyes were closed and she wondered sadly what colour they were. Dark brown, to match her nearly black hair? Or startling blue? Whatever, they would never be opening again, viewing the world with youthful optimism, or French sang froid. 
 
    What happened to you, sweetheart? 
 
    Had a friend persuaded her to try a hit? And then, when he or she had realised that the French girl was dead, taken the needle, dope and any evidence of their presence and legged it? 
 
    If so, someone, somewhere, was fighting back the panic right now. Wondering. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine paused in her perusal of the dead girl’s wardrobe, trying to pretend she didn’t envy the sheer volume and quality of the clothes on offer, and wondered what had set Hillary Greene’s detector going. For the young sergeant was fairly sure now that something had. 
 
    Janine was only too aware that Hillary’s reputation was good. Solid gold, in fact, in spite of her husband’s fall from grace. She had one of the best arrest records going, and her conviction rate was even higher. Everyone knew that Superintendent Donleavy rated her, as a detective, if not as a player. 
 
    No doubt that was why she was still only a DI at forty plus. 
 
    So Janine (who had ambitions to be a superintendent at least) was wise enough to watch and learn. But try as she might, she could find nothing about the scene that struck her as out of the ordinary. Their victim was a student — young, footloose and fancy-free — and had either got hold of some dodgy stuff or had had a bad reaction. It happened more often than people liked to suppose. Bad, yes. But nothing to get riled up about. 
 
    And yet she would have bet a tenner that DI Greene was cooking on juice. She might not have the DI’s years of experience or detective’s nose, but she had a good brain. And knew how to use it. 
 
    The fact that Hillary Greene, who loathed Frank Ross as much as the rest of them did, had given him what looked like a plum assignment, for instance, augured something in the wind. 
 
    It was almost as if she had done it just to get Frank out of the way. (Not that they weren’t all grateful to her for that!) But it was as if she expected Frank to fail. Or maybe she didn’t think anything would come of it. And yet the girl had a track-mark in her arm. It was a drug-related death, as plain as the nose on your face. 
 
    But, as the doc and her DI murmured together, she felt the hackles rise pleasantly on the nape of her neck. 
 
    Perhaps this case wouldn’t be so boringly predictable after all? 
 
    * * * 
 
    SOCO arrived, and they all trooped out. Even taking it for granted that the scientists needed space to work, nobody was in a hurry to get the black powder they used for fingerprints all over their clothes. That stuff had a habit of working its way into every nook and cranny — not to mention orifice — the human body could harbour. 
 
    It was a lesson DC Lynch had learned the hard way. As had they all. 
 
    Leaving the technicians to it, they began to walk slowly down the corridor. 
 
    ‘Anything?’ Hillary asked unnecessarily. If they’d found anything, they’d have called her over. ‘No suicide note?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing guv,’ Tommy said promptly. 
 
    ‘No, boss.’ Janine, who hated to call anyone ‘guv,’ ‘ma’am’ or ‘sir,’ had found her own title for her immediate superior. 
 
    Hillary didn’t seem to mind. To be fair — and Janine was always fair — the DI was all right to work for. She didn’t play favourites, was willing to teach, was more or less even-tempered, and definitely together. It was just that Janine didn’t like working with another woman. Not out of jealousy, but because of the way her male colleagues tended to regard them as a sort of female double act. 
 
    ‘So, if she didn’t have a ready supply of drugs on hand . . .’ Hillary mused out loud, prompting the others to join in with questioningly raised eyebrows. 
 
    Not surprisingly, it was Tommy Lynch who jumped in first. ‘You reckon it belonged to someone else?’ the DC said excitedly. ‘A boyfriend?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ Hillary said cautiously, trying to slow him down some. She could remember — just — the dim and distant days when she’d been eager, too. 
 
    ‘It looked like there was only the one track-mark on her arm, boss,’ Janine said, wishing she’d been able to get a better look at the body herself. 
 
    ‘There was,’ Hillary confirmed. ‘What do you make of it?’ She wasn’t, and never had been, one of those officers who liked to hog all the goodies to themselves. 
 
    Janine nodded. She was beginning to see where her DI was going with this. 
 
    ‘First-time hit?’ 
 
    Tommy Lynch shook his head. ‘How unlucky can you get?’ he asked softly. 
 
    And Hillary wondered. 
 
    What if it wasn’t just bad luck? 
 
    The trouble was, until she had the full results of the autopsy, she couldn’t be sure what she was dealing with here. 
 
    The needle-mark might not even be related to the cause of death. Yeah, a long shot. But stranger things had happened to her in her career at Thames Valley. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary sent Tommy off to get a list of the girl’s closest friends, and posted Janine outside the room, in case SOCO needed any direction or something turned up. 
 
    The order hadn’t gone down well with the pretty blonde, Hillary noticed, and wondered, just a touch uneasily, if she’d complain to Mel about it later. That was the trouble with this whole Janine-and-Mel thing. It left stumbling blocks all over the place, and she knew it was only a matter of time before she took a pratfall over one of them. 
 
    Sighing, she made her way back to the college secretary’s office, where, as she’d expected, the principal had arranged to see her, over coffee and biscuits, in his private study. 
 
    The principal’s office-study was on the top floor with a view across the gardens. No surprise there. The walls were panelled in oak up to halfway, and heavy armchairs, in deep maroon-coloured leather, sat either side of what looked like an original Adam fireplace. Oil paintings of dignitaries lined the dark ochre walls. Full-length curtains in rich velvet and matching maroon fell to the floor on either side of big sash windows. A large leather-topped desk, with an antique silver ink set, sat squarely in the middle of the room. 
 
    It looked like the drawing room of a country squire, circa 1920, and was all very much as Hillary had expected. 
 
    The only incongruous note was a modern computer and laser printer that occupied one side of the desk. 
 
    The man rising from behind this twenty-first century interloper looked like a banker. He was dressed in a navy-blue, pin-striped suit, wore a tie of some minor public school, and had the silver brushed-back hair of a matinée idol. 
 
    ‘Ah, Wendy. This must be the police?’ His secretary, a surprisingly young, jean-clad woman, had shown her in. She smiled now by way of acknowledgement, and left to get the coffee. 
 
    Hillary was almost willing to bet her month’s salary that the coffee would come in its own pot, and that there would be some trendy accompaniment, like amoretti biscuits, to go with it. 
 
    ‘I’m Dr Havering.’ The principal held out a well-manicured hand, and Hillary shook it. ‘Detective Inspector Greene, sir,’ she said formally. 
 
    She accepted one of the chairs — scaled-down versions of the armchairs over by the lit fire — that were placed at strategic angles to the desk, and glanced outside the window. 
 
    From up here she had a good view of the Oxford skyline — and could even pick out the unmistakable ridged dome of the Radcliffe Camera. 
 
    ‘Lovely view, isn’t it?’ Dr Havering remarked, sitting back down behind his desk. Only the way his fingers couldn’t find a place to rest betrayed his inner nerves. 
 
    ‘Have you been principal here long?’ she asked, interested in getting some background as well as a measure of the man. Something told her she’d be spending some time at St Anselm’s before all this was over. And there was no point in alienating the big chief. 
 
    ‘Oh, just two years. My predecessor was a church man. The college board decided it wanted to get someone in with a more business-orientated view of the world.’ His smile was just self-deprecating enough to be endearing. Hillary nodded and smiled back. 
 
    ‘So, what can you tell me about Eva Gerainte, Dr Havering?’ she asked quietly, getting down to business. 
 
    ‘Ah yes. Eva,’ he said sadly. It made her wonder if Dr Havering actually knew the French girl well enough to use her first name in that avuncular way, or whether it was just for show. 
 
    He pulled a slender, buff-coloured folder towards him and opened it up. 
 
    ‘I’d like a copy of her file, if you don’t mind, sir,’ Hillary said at once, before he could speak. ‘Perhaps your secretary could take a photocopy and get it to one of my officers?’ 
 
    ‘Eh? Oh, er yes . . . yes, of course,’ he said brightly. But he clearly wasn’t happy about it. 
 
    Hillary didn’t attach much importance to his reluctance. Most businessmen, in her experience, had a healthy respect for knowledge, and didn’t like sharing it, simply as a matter of principle. 
 
    ‘Er, let’s see. Oh, Wendy, thanks,’ he said. Hillary had heard the door open behind her, and waited now, patiently, as the secretary deposited the coffee tray on the table. The aroma of freshly ground coffee made her taste buds water. The lovely dark liquid was separated into two glass jugs. On the tray was a silver jug of real cream, a bowl of brown sugar, and a plate of ginger snaps, stuffed with something creamy and smelling faintly of liqueur. 
 
    Oh well. Close enough. 
 
    She let the good doctor pour, and accepted her cup with a smile. She tried not to look at the ginger snaps. Already her breasts and hips were too big. It was only a matter of time before her waist and thighs began to go the same way. 
 
    ‘Now, let’s see. Eva. Ah yes — simple and straightforward application form,’ Dr Havering began, in a muttering-to-yourself sort of tone. 
 
    Was he really as laidback as he was trying to appear? Perhaps it was only a defence mechanism. 
 
    Whatever. She was beginning to get vibes off Dr Havering. 
 
    ‘Both parents living, her father the owner of a pharmacy, one brother. Good grades from a secondary modern school, yes. Nineteen years of age on entry. Ah, a scholar.’ 
 
    Hillary’s interest was piqued. ‘An intellectual?’ Funny how appearances could deceive. The dead girl had hardly been her image of a bluestocking. 
 
    ‘Oh no. I mean, she might well have been, but I was referring to the fact that she was one of . . . er . . . several here who came on a full scholarship.’ 
 
    Ah. Hillary understood everything at once — including his hesitation. 
 
    St Anselm’s almost certainly gave out embarrassingly few scholarships to poorer students — maybe even only one or two. Hence Havering’s rather pained use of the world ‘several.’ And any scholarships they had handed out were very likely sheer window-dressing. No doubt it looked good in the college prospectus to point out these ‘scholarships’ to the deserving poor as a way of flaunting St Anselm’s liberal credentials, and soothing the feathers of those well-heeled patrons who had consciences about such matters. 
 
    But in reality, they were bound to be a sinecure. Still, somebody had to be awarded them, and in this case, it was the dead girl. 
 
    Interesting. Very interesting. And maybe relevant? 
 
    And she was right after all about the lesser students being relegated to the attics. 
 
    So, their dead girl wasn’t a rich dead girl. 
 
    The more that fact sank in, the more it struck Hillary as being significant. Although she couldn’t have said exactly why. Drugs affected the rich and poor indiscriminately, and the drugs culture crossed all financial as well as social barriers. 
 
    ‘There’ve been no problems with Mademoiselle Gerainte?’ Hillary asked next, and could see she’d surprised the principal with her proper use of the French sobriquet. 
 
    ‘Er, problems?’ 
 
    ‘No complaints have been lodged against her? She hasn’t been failing on assignments lately, or things of that nature? Coming in drunk at all hours, giving cause for concern?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no. No, I’m sure not.’ Dr Havering hastily scrambled through the few scraps of paper. ‘There’s no mention of anything like that.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. Well, she hadn’t expected there to be anything. If the girl had problems, she’d probably be careful to keep them well away from the college’s notice. Being here on a scholarship (on sufferance?) must have driven home to the French girl the vast differences between herself and those of her peers from far more high-flying backgrounds. 
 
    Reading between the lines of her application form, this was a girl from a strictly provincial background. No doubt her father’s shop had been handed down, generation to generation, earning the immediate family a good enough living, but hardly affording them the lifestyle that most of St Anselm’s students were used to. 
 
    She’d attended a state school and been encouraged by those good grades to try for a scholarship to Oxford, and good for her. But what kind of culture shock had awaited her here? Had she been lonely? No, surely not — not a girl as beautiful as that. And she had one good friend at least — the girl who’d found her. 
 
    So what had led her to that single needle-mark in her arm, and death at a mere nineteen years of age? 
 
    ‘Have you, er, established the cause of death yet, Inspector?’ The principal’s voice broke off her train of thought. 
 
    ‘No, sir, not yet,’ she said firmly. She had no intention of explaining the circumstances now. There’d be time enough for that later. 
 
    ‘By the way, have you contacted her parents yet?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘No. No, I thought it best if it came from you.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. She didn’t blame him for not volunteering for the task. She herself was going to pass it on to the French authorities in Lille. 
 
    ‘I was hoping to interview her closest friends, perhaps some of her teachers,’ Hillary said crisply. ‘I take it they’ll be made available?’ 
 
    It was a rhetorical question and they both knew it. 
 
    ‘Oh, of course.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, then jumped as her mobile phone rang. She kept it in one of the voluminous pockets of her jacket. With a murmured apology, she reached for it. 
 
    ‘Janine, boss. SOCO have finished, and Doc Partridge wants to remove the body. But he wants a quick word first.’ 
 
    ‘OK, I’ll be right there.’ 
 
    She folded the phone away, chugged back the coffee — it was too rare a treat to leave proper coffee undrunk — and gave the ginger snaps another reluctant miss. 
 
    ‘Perhaps I can have a word again a bit later in the day, sir,’ she said, getting to her feet and again shaking the hand the principal thrust forward. 
 
    ‘Of course, any time. Just let my secretary know if you need anything.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled and wondered how long that offer was going to stand. Probably until the first mention of the word ‘drugs.’ 
 
    Then it would be all hatches battened down. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back in Eva Gerainte’s room, Hillary paused as the police photographer took the last of his close-ups of the body, then joined the pathologist. 
 
    ‘She’s all bagged up, ready to go,’ he said unnecessarily, but reached down to pull up one of her sleeves again. For a second, Hillary couldn’t think what he was doing. She hardly needed to see the track-mark again. 
 
    ‘I noticed these,’ Partridge said, pulling up the arm of the baggy cashmere sweater even further. ‘There are matching marks on her other arm. See them? They’re rather faint, but unmistakable.’ 
 
    Hillary did. Pale lilac-blue smudges. Four of them. She knew, without having to ask, that there’d be another, single mark on the back of the arm. 
 
    They were bruises caused by someone having held on to the tops of her arms. Tight. 
 
    She straightened up, her face grim. 
 
    What was the betting that, once he’d got her stripped and on his slab, he’d find other bruising, in the middle of her back, perhaps? Where someone had rested a knee? 
 
    The doctor gave her a helpless shrug. ‘I’ll try to get to her tomorrow,’ he said, by way of sympathy. They both knew this case was getting darker by the minute. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Thanks, Doc,’ she said softly. 
 
    Of course, someone might have had any number of reasons to catch Eva Gerainte by the upper arms. Perhaps she’d been about to fall, and some Good Samaritan had made a dive and caught her, bruising her where he grabbed. It had been slippery underfoot for the last week, what with all the frost and rain. 
 
    The marks might even have been caused by energetic dancing or love-making. 
 
    Then again, they could have been caused by someone holding her down and forcing a needle into her arm. 
 
    She was going to have to call Mel. 
 
    She could only hope that the DCI wouldn’t take the case away from her now that it looked as if it might be murder. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 4 
 
    Hillary found Janine and Tommy conferring outside, and all three watched silently as the body was removed. One of them would have to be present at the autopsy. Hillary had done her fair share in the past, and could now at least rely upon her stomach not to let her down. 
 
    A good strong salve applied under the nose always helped with the smell. 
 
    Other things weren’t so easy to combat and, she’d often thought, shouldn’t even be attempted. The pity she always felt while watching a pathologist unemotionally set about exploring a human body devoid of life, for instance, wasn’t something she wanted to go away. Once a copper lost compassion for the dead, they were useless on a murder inquiry. Or they were as far as she was concerned. 
 
    Then there was the fear. She often felt afraid when watching a person being sliced and dissected. And perhaps that, too, was necessary. 
 
    Death should always be frightening. 
 
    But Janine and Tommy hadn’t attended nearly as many autopsies as she had, and since they were a necessary evil that every officer needed to tackle, she felt no guilt in delegating the task. It was all part of the learning curve. 
 
    ‘Tommy, you can attend the PM,’ she said, seeing Janine breathe out a crafty sigh of relief. 
 
    ‘Yes, guv,’ Tommy said glumly. 
 
    Briefly, she brought them up to date on Doc Partridge’s discoveries. 
 
    ‘So you think she was held down, boss?’ Janine asked calmly enough, but her eyes gleamed eagerly. Murder inquiries were always good career boosters. 
 
    ‘Maybe. We’ll have to wait and see if the doc finds any more evidence,’ Hillary said, far more cautiously. ‘In the meantime, we stick to the good old tried and true. Janine, I need a schedule set up for interviewing all her friends, classmates and teachers. You might have to get some uniforms in to help with the also-rans. Tommy, check out her financial situation — according to the principal, she was here on a full grant, so you’ll probably find she was more likely to be in debt than anything else. And there’s nothing in her background to indicate money. Then—’ 
 
    ‘Hang on, boss,’ Janine said. 
 
    ‘That doesn’t gel with—’ Tommy began at exactly the same instant and broke off quickly. Interrupting a sergeant wasn’t a very clever thing for a lowly DC to do. 
 
    Hillary looked from one to the other with interest. She turned to Janine. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Her clothes, boss,’ Janine said, remembering that gorgeous wardrobe. ‘It was packed with good stuff. Real suede, leather, satins, silks — you name it. Designer gear. The real thing, not knock-offs.’ 
 
    ‘Same with her perfume, guv,’ Tommy said, when Janine had finished. He was nearly engaged to his girlfriend Jean, and thus spoke with some confidence. ‘I noticed it was all good stuff — Miss Dior, YSL, even some Chanel No5. It didn’t look like knock-off market-counterfeit neither.’ 
 
    He didn’t admit he’d even sniffed one pretty decanter made to look like a pink seashell. Purely for the purpose of trying to figure out whether or not Jean would like a bottle for Valentine’s Day, of course. 
 
    Hillary nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    ‘So she had money somewhere, boss,’ Janine said. 
 
    Hillary shrugged. ‘Or had a very generous boyfriend. Or more than one.’ It was not uncommon for pretty girls to be well maintained. 
 
    Of course, when you came across signs of unexpected wealth in a victim, one word always leapt straight to mind. 
 
    Blackmail. 
 
    But who was a French student, only in the country one year, likely to be blackmailing? Someone at the college, maybe? It was the environment she knew best, after all. And there were plenty of rich students — not to mention faculty members — who might make targets. Of course, this might have been a long-term thing, and not even started in Oxford at all. After calling the French police in Lille to break the news to the girl’s family, she’d have to ask them to look around for any signs that Eva might have had her hooks into someone over there. 
 
    Perhaps her killer had followed her over from the continent? If so, they were in a whole world of hurt. Since the advent of the EU, tracking movements from country to country was a nightmare. 
 
    ‘Right, Tommy, make that financial check number one priority. She must have a bank account, but don’t stop there.’ The dead girl was beginning to take on a distinct personality, and a certain acumen with money wouldn’t be surprising. ‘See if she’s got a portfolio — stocks, shares, that kind of thing. Or even a hidden stash of cash. I want her room gone over with a fine toothcomb. And don’t forget to check her personal computer.’ 
 
    ‘Guv,’ Tommy said, then hesitated, wondering which she wanted done first. He was desperate to do well, and promotion wasn’t at the forefront of his mind. Of course, he knew it was mad to even hope that Hillary Greene might look at him and see the man, not the constable. But maybe one day . . . 
 
    He decided on tackling the room first. After all, the computer would always be there — as would bank managers. 
 
    ‘Janine, round up the girl who found the body. And find out from her if Eva had another close friend, or a group she hung around with,’ Hillary carried on, blissfully unaware of the flutterings she was causing in Tommy’s tender heart. 
 
    ‘Right, boss. I think the girl’s in her room with the college matron.’ Hillary nodded glumly, hoping the nurse hadn’t already doped her up to the eyeballs on sedatives. 
 
    * * * 
 
    They didn’t have far to go to find out. In fact, the girl who’d found the body was literally next door. 
 
    Which made sense, Hillary mused, when you thought about it. Who else would a girl, who presumably knew no one in England, become friendly with, but her immediate neighbour? They’d probably moved in on the same day, just before term started, and gotten to know each other right away. After that, of course, the dead girl would have gradually extended her range of friends, from the people she shared certain classes with to those she shared interests with. And Eva Gerainte was bound to have joined some club or other. (Unless colleges had changed drastically since her day, St Anselm’s would almost certainly have clubs that catered for everyone from philatelists to shoe-fetishists.) 
 
    The girl’s name was Jenny Smith-Jones. An unlikely-sounding name, Janine thought, on reading the name tag slotted into the metal envelope on the front of the door. If you had two such boring names as Smith and Jones, why the hell use both? 
 
    The room was a carbon copy of next door’s, with just a slightly different colour scheme. The posters here were all to do with theatres and films, not fashion. Presumably drama was Jenny’s main choice of study. 
 
    She was young, and looked incredibly pale, but she was, thankfully, fully compos mentis. She was dressed in jeans and a chunky, hand-knitted sweater that dwarfed her stick-like frame. Long blonde hair, looking limp and washed-out, hung to stooped shoulders. Big grey eyes watched their approach thoughtfully. 
 
    What a contrast they must have been, Hillary immediately thought. The petite chic French girl, with her daring make-up and fashion élan, and this tall, awkward English stripling. 
 
    She wondered, vaguely, if Jenny Smith-Jones was a good actress. Sometimes it was the plain-looking ones who could dazzle. 
 
    Sitting beside the girl was a middle-aged woman who couldn’t have looked more like the epitome of a school matron if she’d been picked out of a Hollywood studio’s central casting office. She was rounded without being obese, and had well-padded rosy cheeks and kindly twinkling brown eyes. 
 
    Hillary couldn’t help but wonder if this paragon of common sense and comfortable-looking competence had been hired as the result of her nursing qualifications or simply because she looked as she did. 
 
    What anxious mama or papa wouldn’t be reassured to leave their darling girl or boy here, knowing someone like Matron was there to monitor their every sniff or cough? 
 
    ‘You must be the police,’ the woman said, casting a swift glance at the young girl. ‘Do you have to interview Jenny now?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t mind, really,’ Jenny Smith-Jones said at once, if a little shakily. 
 
    Hillary smiled at her gratefully. ‘It won’t take long, Miss Smith-Jones, and I won’t ask you anything about this morning. I understand you’ve already given one of the constables a full report.’ 
 
    She noticed Janine look at her in surprise, and could understand why. Any SIO would rather get witness statements first-hand. But Hillary wasn’t too concerned about the nuts and bolts. Sometimes murder inquiries turned on forensic evidence, and the minutiae of evidence, but she didn’t think this was going to be one of those cases. 
 
    So why antagonise the good matron and upset her witnesses when she could win brownie points by going down the softly-softly route? Already she could see that the matron was looking a lot less tense. 
 
    And she simply couldn’t go on thinking of her as Matron. It was making her feel like a ‘Carry On’ character. 
 
    ‘Perhaps, Mrs . . .?’ She turned to the older woman, who smiled politely. 
 
    ‘Beamish. Miss Beamish.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps Miss Beamish wouldn’t mind waiting outside for a few minutes?’ 
 
    Janine watched the older woman struggle with that, and had to admire her boss’s technique. Hillary hadn’t sounded impolite. She hadn’t even sounded unduly pointed. And yet she’d managed to convey that it would be very gauche of Miss Beamish to object. This was police business, after all, and well-brought-up women knew when to beat a discreet and tactical retreat. 
 
    Hillary Greene held the older woman’s eye for just a second longer. ‘Sergeant Tyler will see you out. We won’t be long, and then you can get back to your patient.’ 
 
    And somehow the matron, who was used to having her orders followed punctiliously, found herself on her feet and thence out into the corridor. 
 
    When Janine closed the door firmly behind her, she found Jenny Smith-Jones staring at Hillary with distinct admiration. 
 
    ‘That was neatly done,’ Jenny said, as Hillary took a seat. ‘I’ve been wishing she’d go for ages, but couldn’t think of a way of making her.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘You wanted to be alone. Yes, it gets you like that sometimes. When something totally unexpected happens, something that’s never happened to you before, it knocks you off your orbit. Then you feel lost.’ 
 
    Jenny blinked. She hadn’t expected the police to be like this. She’d expected a man, to be honest. And moreover, one who’d be all spit and polish, demanding times, dates and numbers. 
 
    She began to relax. 
 
    ‘So, what can you tell me about Eva?’ Hillary said, keeping her opening question deliberately vague. 
 
    Jenny wiped her cheek with one hand, and sniffed loudly. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Did you like her?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Of course.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    Jenny shifted uncomfortably on her chair. ‘What do you mean?’ she heard herself repeating, and blushed. This woman — what had she called herself? DI Greene? — must think she was a moron. She looked so together herself. Cool and competent, just like her mother. She wanted to please her, but she was feeling wrong-footed and dim. 
 
    ‘Why did you like Eva? Was she kind to you? Was she generous? Did she loan you stuff? Did she make you laugh?’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Oh, I see. No. Well, none of that. I mean, she wasn’t particularly kind,’ Jenny said. ‘Sometimes she could be quite sharp — but in a French kind of way. You know, sardonic. Witty. Not that she was ever deliberately unkind, but I think she found people amusing. As if they were entertainment. But she’d loan me stuff, if I asked for it.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Did she speak good English?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes. Well, better than I could speak French,’ Jenny added, with assiduous fairness. ‘And sometimes I thought she emphasized her French accent, especially around boys, you know. She could act all little-girl-helpless, orphan Annie abroad, that kind of thing. But that was just something she put on. She liked fooling boys. She was good at it,’ Jenny added matter-of-factly. 
 
    Hillary wasn’t sure whether it was something the other girl admired or not. Perhaps Jenny herself wasn’t quite sure. 
 
    ‘So she was an extrovert?’ Hillary said. 
 
    ‘Oh yes, totally. But then, that was Eva. She was really creative, you know — she was going to be a fashion designer. She had all these plans to be as famous as Armani, or Gucci, or one of those. She was good, too. She was always doing these fabulous drawings of gowns and lounging pyjamas, shirts, skirts, even scarves. You name it. And of course, she could wear anything herself and look gorgeous. She used to design stuff just for me. Tell me that if I got them made up, I’d knock spots off all the girls around here.’ Jenny sighed. ‘I think, you know, that I’ll do that now. Get Mummy’s dressmaker to run them off. Oh — you don’t want her drawings back, do you?’ 
 
    Hillary assured her they wouldn’t. Though she might take a quick look at them at some point. 
 
    Janine’s lips twitched. Mummy's dressmaker? Hell, these girls really did live a different life. 
 
    ‘And you have no doubt that they’ll suit you,’ Hillary said, but it wasn’t a question. She herself had no doubts. 
 
    ‘Oh no,’ Jenny said. ‘You could always trust Eva about things like that.’ 
 
    Yes. But what couldn't you trust Eva with, Hillary wondered. Well, not with your boyfriend, certainly. And probably not with your money. And yet Hillary could see why this painfully thin, not particularly attractive girl would have been drawn to someone like Eva Gerainte. 
 
    ‘Did she party a lot?’ Hillary moved on. 
 
    ‘Oh yes. All the time. And she never seemed to get tired.’ Jenny sounded a little wistful now. ‘Unlike me. I always need to sleep till tea-time after being up all night. But Eva would be up first thing, all full of beans.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, she did drugs,’ Hillary said, super-casually. ‘Uppers, by the sound of it,’ she added, careful not to sound even remotely condemning or surprised. 
 
    ‘Oh no!’ Jenny said at once, making Hillary pause and look at her sharply. That hadn’t sounded in the least bit defensive. There was nothing of a best friend guarding the reputation of her dead pal about it. In fact, Jenny Smith-Jones had sounded almost contemptuous. 
 
    ‘Eva would never take drugs,’ Jenny said hotly. ‘She despised them — and the people who got hooked on the things. She said they were all weak, stupid people. They lined the pockets of drug dealers, and ruined their own bodies and looks.’ 
 
    Jenny paused for breath. Then frowned thoughtfully. ‘You know, Eva never even got drunk, not for all the parties she went to. And she didn’t smoke. She always said to me the thing to do was to order the best drink on offer — it didn’t matter what it was. The best or oldest brandy, the best-label wine, or the fanciest cocktail, and then drink it very slowly and savour every mouthful. But not to drink more than two, and never to get drunk. It dehydrated you, Eva said, which was bad for the skin. And it made you lose control. She was always in control,’ Jenny explained. ‘You just don’t understand,’ she finished lamely. 
 
    But there she was wrong. 
 
    ‘I think I do, Jenny,’ Hillary said quietly. ‘Your friend was very strong, wasn’t she? She knew exactly what she wanted, and meant to get it. She had a goal, she was clever, and she had the guts to go for it.’ 
 
    Jenny sniffed again at the thought of all that energy gone for ever, but her big grey eyes were once more regarding Hillary with surprise. 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s right. You’ve described her well.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. She glanced at Janine, wondering what she was making of all this, but she was busy scribbling in her notebook, as all good sergeants did. 
 
    Hillary nodded. So, Eva scorned the use of drugs and drug users. And she was fairly sure that wasn’t just a crock, either. She’d met people of Eva’s ilk before. Ambitious. Unscrupulous, even. Hard-headed and maybe hard-hearted. Not the type you might particularly admire, but the last sort of person to let herself get caught up in the drugs trap. Those types were too self-aware, and cared too much about their own skins, to flirt with something so dangerous. 
 
    No, Hillary was getting to grips with Eva Gerainte now. And she agreed with Jenny Smith-Jones. 
 
    ‘What else did Eva like doing?’ she asked curiously. ‘Did she join any clubs, for instance?’ 
 
    ‘She joined my drama group,’ Jenny said at once. ‘But only the wardrobe department. She didn’t want to act. And she used to go to the music room a lot. But I don’t think she actually played an instrument. If she did, she never played it next door. I’d have heard her practising. And she sometimes hung out in the computer room but I think she liked to play games and mess about with graphics — you know, for her designs — rather than because she was a computer nerd or anything.’ Jenny shrugged helplessly. ‘I can’t think of anything else.’ She looked, in that moment, impossibly young. 
 
    Was I ever that young? Hillary thought helplessly. 
 
    ‘What about her boyfriend?’ she asked bluntly. 
 
    Jenny looked startled for a moment. ‘I don’t think she had one. I mean—’ She blushed as both Janine and Hillary looked obviously surprised ‘—she had lots of men and boys hanging around her. You know, they’d always be hovering around her in the JCR, and that—’ 
 
    ‘JCR?’ It was Janine who spoke. 
 
    ‘Junior Common Room.’ It was Hillary who answered. ‘It’s like a student bar-lounge area,’ she added a little impatiently. She wanted to get back to this boyfriend issue. Surely someone like Eva must have had a sex life? 
 
    ‘But you’re saying that she wasn’t going out with anyone in particular?’ she asked again. 
 
    ‘No. No, I don’t think so. She never talked about anyone special.’ 
 
    Jenny began to frown again, as if it was starting to strike her as odd, too. 
 
    ‘You know Eva was here on a scholarship,’ Hillary probed, trying another tack. 
 
    ‘Oh yes. Her father owned a huge pharmacy company,’ Jenny said blithely, ‘but Eva wanted to be independent. So she applied for a scholarship. And, of course, she was so clever that she got it.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. So Eva had exaggerated about her background. Well, no surprises there, surely. Who wouldn’t, in a place like this? Even Jenny, shy, approachable and friendly Jenny, probably went home during the vacations to a mansion in the country, or a Kensington flat. How could Eva tell someone who obviously hero-worshipped her that her father owned a lowly chemist shop in Lille? Jenny must have seen Eva as the original woman-of-the-world, the gay Parisienne. And Eva would have revelled in that image. 
 
    Which was why this lack of any noticeable lover was troubling her so much. Either Eva Gerainte was a closet virgin, or she had a man she wanted to keep secret. The first was so unlikely it wasn’t even worth seriously considering. Which left her with a murder victim who had a secret lover. 
 
    Why keep him a secret? From what she’d heard, Eva would have been only too ready to parade her sexual conquests for Jenny’s delight and admiration — so this apparent reticence worried her. 
 
    Again, the thought of blackmail raised its ugly head. 
 
    They talked some more, but nothing else useful came up. At last Hillary thanked her and left. 
 
    * * * 
 
    In the room next door, Tommy was on his hands and knees inspecting the wooden floor. If the dead girl had made herself a nice little niche under the floorboards, he’d find it. 
 
    ‘How’s it going, Tommy?’ Hillary asked, and he leaned back on his heels and wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. The room’s radiator was pouring out heat, and he hoped he wasn’t getting BO. 
 
    ‘No luck on any money yet, guv,’ he said, ‘but I did find two interesting things.’ 
 
    He got up and dusted off his hands. ‘I found this sellotaped up behind that picture,’ he said, nodding to the only formal piece of artwork — an uninspiring print of a country landscape that no doubt came with the furnishings of the room. It had a heavy ornate frame and was glass-fronted. 
 
    Hillary looked at the slim diary, now bagged up, that Tommy indicated on the dresser top. ‘I was careful not to handle it too much, guv, but it fell open when I took off the sellotape, and I noticed it was all in French.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘We’ll have to get it translated after SOCO have had a look at it.’ 
 
    Not that she expected it to hold any forensic clues — although it might be interesting if they found a strange set of prints on it. It would prove someone other than Eva Gerainte had taken an interest in her private thoughts and jottings. 
 
    ‘Shouldn’t be hard, boss,’ Janine said wryly, and Hillary grinned back. 
 
    ‘No,’ she agreed shortly. They were in Oxford, after all. If the dead girl had written her diary in ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics interspersed with a now-dead language and the odd sentence or two in an obscure Hebrew dialect, they’d find half a dozen or so scholars who could tackle it. Simple modern-day French shouldn’t pose any problems. 
 
    ‘There’s a modern languages teacher here,’ Tommy said brightly. ‘I was talking to him earlier. He could do it.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Hillary said sharply. ‘I don’t want anyone from this college even knowing we’ve found a diary,’ she said flatly. 
 
    Tommy’s face fell. He could have kicked himself. Of course not. Why the hell had he said something so daft? 
 
    Janine grinned at his gaffe, but without malice. She herself had made her fair share of howlers. 
 
    ‘You said there were two things.’ Hillary, aware of the young DC’s mortification, briskly changed the subject before his self-confidence could take too much of a hammering. 
 
    ‘Yes, guv. Her keys. There are two that don’t fit. I mean, don’t fit the front door of the hall, or this room. I thought it odd. If you look—’ He reached for a bagged set of keys ‘—all four look like room keys. Not like a locker key, or the key to a suitcase or padlock or something.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘You’re right. Well done, Tommy.’ And she wasn’t merely being tactful. 
 
    As she stared down at the keys, she felt a small tingle shoot up her arm. This could indeed be significant. 
 
    Because why would a girl who lived in college with all her living expenses pre-paid have a strange set of house keys? Answer: she wouldn’t. Unless these keys belonged to the mysterious, non-existent boyfriend? 
 
    If so, things must have been pretty serious between them. 
 
    And, what’s more, it put other boys at the college out of the running. Which didn’t surprise her. Eva wasn’t the sort to go for callow youths, mere students like herself, when she could hunt for bigger game. Older men, richer men, well-established men who could give her career a boost — those would have been her targets. 
 
    Yes, Hillary would be very interested indeed in finding the door that matched these particular keys. 
 
    ‘Boss,’ Janine said, a sharp note of triumph in her voice. ‘The waste-paper basket. There’s an envelope here addressed to the victim.’ 
 
    Hillary took the envelope by the edges and glanced down. And immediately saw what it was that had made Janine’s day. 
 
    For although the letter was addressed to Ms Eva Gerainte, the street address was not that of St Anselm’s, but of a flat somewhere in Botley. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 5 
 
    Oxford is a beautiful city — but only in places. Mention London to a foreigner, and they think of the Tower of London, London Bridge, Buckingham Palace. They don’t think of Tower Hamlets or Fulham football ground, or the dirty end of the docks. 
 
    Hillary supposed the same could be said of any city. Paris, for instance. Why, what else was Paris except the Eiffel Tower, the Champs-Élysées and Notre Dame? 
 
    But Oxford seemed to suffer from this syndrome more than most cities. Yes, as well as all those famous dreaming spires it had ancient colleges in abundance, endless acres of quads composed of mellow Cotswold stone and centuries-old lawns like velvet, and yes, too, the Isis (note the romantic name for the common-or-garden River Thames) overflowing with weeping willows and punting students and marauding swans. 
 
    But it also had its unlovely commercial centre and bland suburbs, just like any other city. And Botley fell firmly into the ‘any other’ category. It was clean enough, pleasant enough, but if you were blindfolded, set down on its streets and asked to guess where you were, you wouldn’t say Oxford. 
 
    Janine, who was driving, idled almost to a standstill to consult the street map while simultaneously giving the finger to someone honking their horn angrily behind them. She then confidently turned off into a narrow cul-de-sac and parked. Illegally. 
 
    Hillary got out and looked up at the unimpressive ring of houses. Built between the wars, she would have guessed. Once solid middle-class residences, now almost all of them chopped and diced into bedsits for Oxford’s needy students. 
 
    Not the sort of place where she imagined the rich and probably married lover of Eva Gerainte would choose to live. Already she could feel one theory going down the drain. 
 
    She frowned as they picked out the house number they were looking for. Once at the doorstep, sure enough, as expected, there were the usual four doorbells and little rectangles lettered with different names. 
 
    Ms E. Gerainte had Flat 4. Hillary gazed at the name, frowning, wondering why she had expected an alias. Janine pressed all the bells for the others. A faint buzz sounded and the door clicked open. 
 
    ‘Great security,’ Janine muttered, disgusted, as always, by the great British public’s inability to look after itself. 
 
    Hillary wasn’t listening. She was wondering why a student on a full scholarship, who had room and board readily provided for her, should also have a small flat in bedsit-land. It didn’t make much sense. Why waste money paying rent when she already had a (probably) much better room and a (definitely) better view back at St Anselm’s? 
 
    Inside, the tiny hallway was a bright green concoction with lime-coloured linoleum and apple-green walls. Even the threadbare carpet on the stairs looked as though it had once been more or less green. Now it was a sludgy mint colour, courtesy of constantly tramping feet. 
 
    Upstairs, the landing had two doors leading off it — one belonging to a Mark McCormick, the other devoid of any name tag at all. Janine took the keys from the evidence bag and glanced questioningly at Hillary before inserting the Yale into the lock of the unmarked door. 
 
    It turned as smoothly as silk. 
 
    Slowly Janine pushed open the door and walked inside, Hillary right behind her. 
 
    There, they stopped dead and gawked. 
 
    Over in one corner was a small sink and an even smaller stove in white enamel. Both were pristine clean. A large black-wood dresser stood against one wall, and a matching dressing table occupied the other. 
 
    But it was the huge four-poster bed taking up almost the entire middle space that caught the eye. That and the decor. 
 
    The room was a stunning display of pale lilac, sky blue and cream. It looked as if a team of interior designers had just been and gone. The four-poster bed had swathes of sky-blue curtains, while the linen was pale lilac. The cream carpet looked as if it had just been cleaned. Bouquets of cream roses in cut-crystal vases adorned the dresser and a small, bow-legged coffee table. 
 
    This was clearly not how the room had been rented out. There were no bookcases, no desk, nothing that a hard-working student would need. No tins of beans or jars of coffee lined the small work surface by the sink. The whole room had the air of a mirage: it was as unlikely as finding a diamond in a slice of pork pie. 
 
    There was even the scent of lavender in the air, and Hillary noticed one of those plug-in room fresheners steadily pumping out fragrance near the light switch. 
 
    It screamed style. Elegance. It screamed, of course, Eva Gerainte. 
 
    Without a word, Hillary walked to the wardrobe — and found it awash with baby doll nighties, peignoirs, Grecian-style nightdresses of silk so pure they were transparent. They rubbed shoulders, incongruously, with leather-and-chain bikers’ outfits, tight-fitting jumpsuits, and uniforms. Lots of uniforms. Schoolgirl uniform, nurse’s uniform, sub fusc, and what looked like an authentic WPC’s kit. 
 
    Janine went to the dresser and, after donning gloves, began calling out the contents of the drawers. 
 
    ‘Handcuffs, ointment, surgical jelly, dildos, more condoms than a vending machine in the local gents . . . You name it, it’s here,’ she said cheerfully. 
 
    Hillary nodded, still gazing at the contents of the wardrobe. 
 
    ‘Well, that solves the mystery of where she got her money,’ she said flatly. 
 
    She was hooking. 
 
    But she was no street walker. If she knew Eva — and Hillary felt like she was beginning to — this was a strictly private enterprise. There’d certainly be no pimp. She simply could not picture Eva Gerainte knuckling under to anybody, taking crap or watching her hard-won earnings go to some bully-boy with a fist. Perhaps she had pissed off the local pimp? No, surely if that was so, he’d have roughed her up first, tried to make her see the error of her free-enterprise ways. 
 
    Besides, this was hardly your average hooking set-up. Here the clientele would be strictly select. And nobody who liked the rough stuff (nothing and nobody would be allowed to mar that perfect body of hers), even for a price. And precautions would be taken — hence the condoms. No AIDS-defying unprotected sex took place on Eva’s watch. 
 
    Even so, all of them would pay for the privilege of her attentions. And pay well. 
 
    She sighed and closed the door. ‘Better get SOCO over here too, Janine,’ she said. 
 
    Before, she’d been chancing her arm a bit, calling in SOCO and using up hard-pressed resources on what might still turn out to be a natural death, suicide or death by misadventure. 
 
    But this changed things. 
 
    Prostitutes were more likely to be murdered than any other class of people in society. Those and derelicts. It was a fact of life. And of death. 
 
    Yes, with this new discovery, everything had changed. She sighed, reached for the phone and dialled home. 
 
    Detective Chief Inspector Mel Mallow listened without interrupting as she gave a full litany of her morning’s activities. It was now getting on for late afternoon, and already the daylight was fading. 
 
    Hillary hated winter, not because of the cold, but because of the quality of the dull, grey, energy-denying light. 
 
    ‘So, no doubts she was on the game, then?’ Mel said, when she’d finished. 
 
    ‘High end of the market,’ Hillary reiterated. ‘But no, sir. She had to be on the game all right.’ Some women, she supposed, kept sex toys to spice up their love lives. Some men liked it. But this was way over the top for a gal and a single lad out to have a bit of fun. This was all business. 
 
    ‘Sir, I think we should call in Vice,’ Hillary said at last, managing to sound reluctant. Even so, Janine gave her a long, slow look, but there was nothing overt to be read in her eyes. 
 
    No cop liked calling in another division, but there were times when protocol had to be followed. And this was surely one of those times. 
 
    ‘Regis?’ Mel said, making Hillary jump. For a second, she wondered if her boss had been able to read her mind. Or was it just her guilty conscience at work? 
 
    On her last murder case, DI Mike Regis had been called in, once they’d proven the obvious drugs connection, and the dour, confident DI had left an indelible impression on her mind. It was not that he was handsome — because he wasn’t — but it had become apparent that they thought the same way, were of the same generation, and the same kind of mind-set. 
 
    He had made her toenails curl. 
 
    They’d had nothing more than a friendly drink together after the end of the case, but Hillary had found Mike Regis lingering on in her mind for a long time. Now, here she was, suggesting Vice be called in, trying to pretend that Mike Regis had nothing to do with her sudden spirit of inter-police agency co-operation. 
 
    ‘Sir,’ she said non-committally. No way was she going to put her oar in on this one. It had to be seen to be Mel’s call. 
 
    ‘I’ll have a word,’ Mel said ambiguously, and Hillary let her breath out in a long, careful exhale. 
 
    ‘Sir,’ she said again, and waited to see if any axe would fall. 
 
    But she didn’t seriously think he was going to take her off the case now. For a start, he had no tangible reason for doing so. She was no longer under investigation by her own kind, and she was still the best person for the job. And they both knew it. 
 
    ‘Right, keep me posted,’ Mel said, sounding terse and grumpy. Whatever crisis he and the pretty blonde sergeant were going through was still bubbling along nicely, it seemed. 
 
    She watched Janine out of the corner of her eye, but the DS was silently whistling through her teeth as she went through stacks of slit-crotch panties and peek-a-boo bras. She seemed cheerful enough. 
 
    Perhaps she was just house-training him. 
 
    Hillary switched off the phone and wondered if Mike Regis would be in the office tomorrow. He usually worked with a silent, seemingly all-knowing DS called . . . what was the man’s name now? Colin Tanner. That was it. A lanky individual who had a calming influence on almost everyone and everything. A human mind-reader, as rumour had it, who’d worked seamlessly with Regis for nearly ten years, and was generally acknowledged to be a very handy Robin to Regis’s Batman. 
 
    And who did Detective Inspector Hillary Greene get stuck with? The likes of Frank Ross, and a blonde bombshell currently porking her boss. 
 
    Surely somebody somewhere had to be taking the piss? 
 
    * * * 
 
    Whether or not Regis called in at HQ the next day, Hillary wasn’t sure, for she went straight from the boat to St Anselm’s. 
 
    The alarm clock hadn’t worked because it was electric, and the boat’s battery had run low. She left the battery recharging before battling her way once more through the traffic to the college. She hadn’t even had time for a warming cup of coffee, let alone breakfast, and the weather, if anything, had got even colder. Plus, she had some sort of oil stain on her second-best skirt after her battle with the bloody generator. 
 
    And to cap it all, her car heater was playing up. 
 
    She sat in the traffic jam, swearing and muttering under her breath and blowing on her numb fingers. She hated that bloody boat. The sooner she got out of it and back into her house the better. 
 
    Although her part of England rarely saw snow nowadays, she wouldn’t be surprised to see some falling later on. 
 
    She inched the car forward another foot and sat staring at the rear end of a city bus. Why the hell wasn’t it in the bus lane? 
 
    She let her mind wander to her Animal Army problem. Last night she’d gone through her mental filing system and recalled one or two solicitors who might be willing to take on the charity chancers for a rock-bottom price. Now she reached forward to switch on the phone attached to the dashboard, ready to make an appointment with the best of them. She didn’t make the mistake of thinking the threat of legal action would simply go away. Not without them getting a broadside from an opposing solicitor first, that is. 
 
    As she went through her appointment options with the solicitor’s secretary and made a note of her choice in her Filofax (yes, she still had one, yuppie retro or not), the traffic line moved forward and a nippy Mazda overtook and snaffled the space. 
 
    Hillary swore, then had to apologise to the startled legal secretary still on the other end of the phone. She felt guilty to be illegally using the phone, but she was stuck in traffic. Still, it would serve her right (and be just her luck) if one of her colleagues in traffic caught her out and gave her a right rollicking. She inched her car forward and tried not to fantasize about wrecking her ancient and rusting Volkswagen by smashing into the back end of the Mazda. The idiot even had personalized number plates. He deserved it. 
 
    (Nobody, but nobody, did mental road rage better than Hillary Greene.) 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine and Tommy were already at St Anselm’s when she arrived. In fact, the DC had already started the preliminary interviews, having organised an itinerary of ten-minute time slots with anyone who even remotely knew the dead girl. It would take up the whole of his day, and probably yield nothing, but you just never knew. And that just about summed up the job in a nutshell, as far as Tommy could tell. It had the same kind of allure as gambling, he supposed now that he thought about it. Most of the time you lost, but just once in a blue moon, your number came up and you felt like you’d won a million quid. 
 
    Or fishing. Waiting for a nibble, with the float doing nothing but bob around all day, and then suddenly — wham. Some unseen fish took the bait and the float disappeared. 
 
    He sighed and looked up as the next student walked in. He smiled and asked for a name, wondering if he was going to get writer’s cramp. 
 
    Janine had managed to commandeer a small cubbyhole for a makeshift incident room (as distinct from the larger empty classroom where Tommy was currently getting writer’s cramp). It looked as if the cleaner should keep his mop and bucket there, but it had electrical sockets, room for a table and chairs, and even a solitary window. 
 
    She was sitting at the desk going over forensic reports when Hillary, who’d had the way pointed out to her by the college secretary, walked in. Her eyes went straight to the room’s most vital piece of equipment — the coffee maker. She poured a cup as Janine filled her in. It was the usual depressing stuff. There were no fingerprints found in Eva Gerainte’s college room that couldn’t be accounted for. Namely, the dead girl’s own, the scout’s (what Oxford colleges like to call the cleaning staff), and prints from various other college friends, prominently those of Jenny Smith-Jones. 
 
    The flat in Botley, of course, was teeming with unidentified prints. 
 
    ‘Punters,’ Janine added, sipping her own cup of coffee, and looking as if she’d never overslept a day in her life. Or even knew what an oil stain was. ‘Not one of them has form.’ 
 
    Hillary could have told her that. Bankers, stockbrokers, execs and other high-flyers only need apply for Eva’s services. She wondered, idly, how much the French student had been making. Eva, she was sure, would have seen her business as nothing more or less than that. A business. She certainly wouldn’t have seen it as anything shameful. Or even criminal. She probably wouldn’t see it as even remotely naughty. 
 
    Hillary tried to remember back to when she’d been nineteen. She’d not long lost her virginity — to Tony Brewer, the son of one of her father’s best friends — if she remembered rightly. She’d been going to college too, but the vast difference between her own mind-set, and that of this murdered girl, nearly twenty years later, couldn’t have been wider if they’d been species from different planets. 
 
    ‘I suppose we’d better tackle his nibs, the principal, again,’ Hillary said, having done her quota of philosophical thinking for the day. Nice to get it over and done with. 
 
    ‘What, give him a heads up?’ Janine asked curiously, wondering if her boss was getting soft in her old age. 
 
    ‘See if he knew about it,’ Hillary snorted, wondering if she had time for a second cup of coffee. Probably not. ‘Perhaps Eva wasn’t a one-off,’ she added, although she was not sure if she was being entirely serious. 
 
    ‘What, you think this might be a knocking shop with the best cover, like, ever?’ Janine laughed. 
 
    They were still laughing together as they climbed the stairs, past the disapproving gaze of a vaguely well-known eighteenth-century rubber plantation owner. 
 
    Hillary didn’t know why the portrait of a slave-owning rubber baron should be hanging in the main hall of the now ultra-politically-correct St Anselm’s College. But if she asked, no doubt someone would be able to tell her. 
 
    This was Oxford, after all. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Gerald Havering tried his best to look pleased to see them. He rose with a smile, sent the secretary out for coffee and biscuits (yes!), and invited them to sit down. He was very careful not to look at Janine’s legs. 
 
    He had no problems, however, with looking at her face. Janine was most certainly beautiful, as opposed to merely good-looking, or pretty. Most people didn’t mind looking at Janine’s face. Perhaps that was what was eating at Mel Mallow’s bowl of cornflakes. 
 
    ‘This is DS Tyler, Dr Havering,’ Hillary introduced them briskly. ‘We have uncovered something rather unexpected, concerning the murder of your student, Eva Gerainte,’ she said, coming straight to the point. 
 
    Instantly a wariness flashed across the blue eyes and was just as quickly concealed. But was that just a general reaction to what was obviously not going to be good news, or did the principal have a fair idea of what was coming next? 
 
    ‘It seems Ms Gerainte had another residence,’ Hillary began. 
 
    Whatever he’d expected her to say, it certainly hadn’t been that, Janine thought at once. Interesting. What had he been expecting? Had college rumour already begun to whisper that ghastly word? Drugs. 
 
    If so, this must be coming as a distinct relief. But not for long, chummy, she thought, hiding a smile. Not for much longer. 
 
    ‘Oh, er, really?’ he said, and behind the bland exterior, both policewomen could almost hear the frantic activity going on between his ears. ‘Well, there’s no law against it. I meant, college rules,’ he corrected hastily, suddenly remembering that these two women did, in fact, represent the actual law. ‘But I don’t see how that’s relevant to her death?’ 
 
    Hillary smiled. ‘Flats are expensive to rent in this area,’ she pointed out. ‘You don’t seem surprised that one of your scholarship students should be able to afford a second residence.’ 
 
    Havering flushed. It came up from his neck in a tide of ugly brick-red, which did nothing for his distinguished silver hair or Stewart Granger good looks. 
 
    And then Hillary suddenly twigged that it was embarrassment causing it, not guilt. He’d been caught out being very slow on the old uptake, and that was what was making him sweat in his boxers. 
 
    ‘No. Well, that is surprising. Yes, indeed,’ he muttered unhappily. 
 
    ‘And we’re almost sure that Ms Gerainte got her funds from the proceeds of prostitution, Dr Havering,’ Hillary said, abruptly putting him out of his misery. 
 
    Or, to be more accurate, changing the root cause of his misery. Because dismay was certainly flooding his face now, this time in the form of receding colour. He looked suddenly pale, and ever so slightly sick. 
 
    He blinked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know what to say,’ he said at last. 
 
    And that’s probably the first honest thing he’s said all week, Hillary thought uncharitably, if accurately. 
 
    The DI was now fairly sure that the principal had had no previous knowledge of this. If he had, he could give Al Pacino and Robert De Niro a run for their money in the old Oscar stakes. 
 
    ‘You, er . . . that is, you don’t intend to release this information, do you? To the press, I mean?’ the principal asked, swallowing hard. And no doubt visualising himself up before the college board, furiously running through a damage limitation agenda. 
 
    ‘It’s not our policy to run our murder investigations in tandem with the press, Dr Havering,’ Hillary said, and waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    And still no comment came from the principal about that all-important word, ‘murder,’ which she’d just slipped into the conversation for a second time. 
 
    She could just see Janine rolling her eyes. 
 
    Yes, Hillary thought, poor old Dr Havering really wasn’t on the ball today. Or was he just being incredibly canny? 
 
    ‘Well, sir, we’ll be sure to keep you informed,’ she lied brightly. She finished her cup of coffee and was just reaching for one of the Garibaldi biscuits when she managed to stop herself. 
 
    Missing breakfast was only good if you didn’t make up for it with elevenses. 
 
    Or so she told herself, all the way out of the door. 
 
    * * * 
 
    At lunchtime Tommy took a break, as did his diminishing line of interviewees. He reported back glumly to Hillary that nobody seemed to know anything. 
 
    ‘But we’ve got her last known movements more or less accounted for,’ he added. It had been one of the first things Hillary had asked for. 
 
    ‘Apparently, she didn’t go out that night. After dinner in Hall—’ He read from his notes through bites of the sandwiches which ‘Chef’ had thoughtfully brought to them from the kitchens — ‘she went straight to the JCR with two friends, where they drank some alcopops, shot a few frames of pool, argued over the relative merits of Sartre versus . . . er . . .’ He squinted at his short hand as if in agony. ‘Er, some other French writer or other, then she left, saying she was going straight to her room.’ He paused to take a much-needed breath. ‘No one’s seen her since then. The porter at the lodge says all students have their own keys, and come and go as they please, though the main gates are locked at eleven. He says he didn’t see Eva Gerainte leave the college grounds, but that means nothing.’ 
 
    ‘And nobody’s come forward who’s seen her since leaving the JCR?’ Hillary pressed. 
 
    ‘Not so far, guv, but I’ve got a score more to see this afternoon.’ 
 
    ‘The bed was unmade,’ Janine put in, inspecting her sandwich critically, and looking surprised to find fresh prawns, rocket and what looked and tasted suspiciously like homemade mayonnaise. 
 
    ‘Means nothing,’ Hillary said dismissively. But the French girl’s outfit had looked like something a fashion-conscious student would wear for an evening in. Good, but not fancy. 
 
    Doc Partridge had put the time of death at between 10 p.m. and 4 a.m. So it was very unlikely that she’d gone out, died, and then been taken back to her room. 
 
    ‘So someone came visiting her in her room,’ Tommy said, through a mouthful of gloriously tangy cheese and raw onion, ‘with a hit.’ 
 
    ‘Or she shot up herself,’ Janine put in. 
 
    ‘Then threw away the needle and stuff?’ Tommy guffawed. 
 
    ‘I don’t suppose the porter noticed anyone coming in?’ Hillary said, then sighed. What a useless question that was! 
 
    ‘Saw plenty, guv, but no one suspicious-looking. Dons and students, staff, and anonymous late teens to early twenty-somethings.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. Right. A modern college was an open invitation to anyone. So long as you didn’t frighten the horses or walk on the grass, who would notice? 
 
    ‘If she let him into her room, it must have been someone she knew, guv,’ Tommy pointed out. ‘I mean, there were other people living all around her. Even at half ten at night, there would have been someone to hear her if she’d screamed and kicked up a fuss.’ 
 
    And nobody had. 
 
    ‘That doesn’t necessarily follow,’ Hillary pointed out. ‘Say Chummy walks up to the door, knocks, and the moment she opens the door, whams a hand over her mouth, pushes her in, and closes the door . . . She was small, remember. Any male of reasonable size and fitness would have no trouble manhandling her.’ 
 
    Tommy nodded glumly. 
 
    ‘Still no word from the ME about cause of death?’ Hillary looked at Janine, but without much hope. 
 
    ‘The autopsy’s scheduled for first thing tomorrow, guv.’ It was Tommy who spoke. He didn’t need any reminding. He wasn’t looking forward to attending. 
 
    One thing was for sure, he wasn’t telling his mother or Jean about it. Both of them would screw their faces up in disgust. Thinking of Jean, his steady girlfriend of two years or more, he felt the usual sense of guilt. But it wasn’t as if he was actually cheating on her. Hell, Hillary didn’t have the faintest idea that he pined for her, and nothing would come of it even if she did. He was enough of a pragmatist to know that. And what Jean didn’t know, couldn’t hurt her. Besides, it was not as if she had anything to worry about, really. When he thought of the future at all, it was still Jean’s face he saw. 
 
    At the moment, though, he was still living with his mother, what with the price of houses in the area being so high, and a humble DC’s wages being so low. It was a plight many of his fellow workers shared, but that didn’t help much. Of course, if he and Jean one day got married and pooled their incomes, they might be able to afford a two-up two-down out Headington way, perhaps. 
 
    Hastily, he shied away from that thought. 
 
    ‘Janine, get back to the Botley flat. SOCO must have finished. And see if Vice have turned up. You never know, they might have Eva Gerainte on their books already.’ 
 
    Yeah, and pigs might fly, Janine thought sourly. But hers was not to reason why. 
 
    ‘And you, boss?’ she said, shrugging into her coat and staring outside. ‘Bugger me, it’s snowing,’ she said blankly. 
 
    For a second, all three police officers stared, like fascinated and delighted children, at the white flakes falling outside. 
 
    Then Hillary grimaced. She hoped her battery was still recharging all right. Otherwise, she’d be spending the night freezing under a duvet. 
 
    ‘I’m off to see the music teacher,’ she said at last. ‘See what musical instrument our Eva found so fascinating.’ 
 
    Well, it beat going back to HQ and seeing what sort of mood Mel Mallow was in today. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 6 
 
    Molly Fairbanks had once been a concert pianist. Not a very famous one, or a particularly popular one, but she’d done the circuit, and was every inch the professional. Hence her plum appointment to an Oxford college when middle age and a touch of rheumatism had put paid to even minor public appearances. 
 
    Hillary was not aware of the music teacher’s history. But what she did know, from the moment she walked into the music room and had her ears assaulted by the efforts of a struggling, solitary flautist, was that she was in the presence of a distinct personality. 
 
    And the nineteen-year-old male student, unhappy in both his breathing and his bridging of two discordant notes, wasn’t even in the running. 
 
    ‘Stop, for the love of anybody you care to mention!’ The voice was like cut glass, the tones strictly reserved for ‘polite society’ and yet devastatingly honest. 
 
    The male student flushed, and stopped. 
 
    ‘Have you practised even an hour since our last lesson, Mr Answara?’ the hectoring voice demanded. 
 
    The youth, who might have been Turkish, (might have been anything that added jet black hair, a straight nose and coal-black eyes to the human gene pool), looked distinctly guilty. He mumbled something like a humble sheep. 
 
    ‘Thought not,’ the voice shot back, but this time laced with wry fatalism. ‘Go away and practise. Then come back. My ears can only take so much.’ But the words, though harsh, didn’t sound angry. In fact, in an odd way, it was as if the tutor had granted some kind of absolution. It was a master stroke of psychology, and Hillary, no mean shakes in that department herself, felt like applauding. 
 
    The young man flushed and slunk away, but with a small, slightly sad smile. It said much of the woman tutoring him that his wasn’t the slouch of chagrin, hurt pride or even resentment, but the genuine guilt which came when you knew you’d let down both yourself and somebody you respected. 
 
    He went past her with a small sigh. Hillary moved further into the room and was instantly speared by a pair of probing, dark brown eyes. Dr Molly Fairbanks — for such was the name tag on the music-room door — was in her mid-fifties, Hillary gauged, with iron-grey hair swept back in what she guessed would always be an untidy chignon, and a long, sensitive, horse-like face bare of make-up. 
 
    ‘And you are?’ she asked abruptly, in a tone that would have made even the most unruly of frisky dogs come to heel without so much as a snarl. A whimper, maybe, but not a snarl. 
 
    ‘Police, Dr Fairbanks,’ Hillary shot back, her own voice less antagonistic, but nonetheless, one that any dog-handler would equally have recognised and approved. 
 
    She thought she saw the older woman give a ghost of a smile in acknowledgement. 
 
    ‘Oh. This is about Eva, I imagine?’ she asked. It didn’t surprise Hillary that this woman would come straight to the point, with no messing about. But she thought she caught something in the voice that touched on pain. 
 
    ‘Yes. You knew her well?’ 
 
    Molly Fairbanks began gathering up the flautist’s musical score and shuffled it into a folder. Then she opened a small wooden chest and dropped it inside. Then she folded away the music stand on which they’d rested and let it lean against one wall. 
 
    When she’d done all that, and Hillary still hadn’t moved, or said another word, she nodded her head once. 
 
    ‘Yes, I knew her fairly well.’ 
 
    ‘What instrument did she play?’ 
 
    Molly Fairbanks blinked. 
 
    ‘The oboe,’ she said quickly. Too quickly. 
 
    In that moment, Hillary knew that she was lying. And she knew because of a combination of two things: copper’s nose, and her own growing sense of Eva Gerainte. Her copper’s nose she treated warily — instinct was nothing you could go on in court, and it could sometimes lead you astray. But Eva Gerainte, she was sure, would never have chosen the oboe. It was too dull for the likes of the French Miss from Lille. No, she would have chosen something far more daring and sexy to play. The tenor sax, perhaps. Or a rock star’s electric violin. Or she may have gone strictly for class. Maybe cello or double bass. Something that screamed élan. 
 
    But not the oboe. 
 
    So why had the music teacher lied to her? 
 
    ‘She didn’t strike me as the oboe-playing type, I have to say,’ she said mildly, and had the satisfaction of seeing the older woman glance at her quickly, eyes narrowing. 
 
    Then she looked slightly angry, and Hillary understood that too. Molly Fairbanks didn’t like lying. It probably didn’t go with her self-image. 
 
    She could also sense that moment when the older woman became slightly afraid of her. 
 
    Now that was interesting. 
 
    OK, the public were generally wary when talking to the police — for the vast majority, it wasn’t something they did often — but it was always tinged with a touch of interest, a bit of excitement, a certain amount of bravado. 
 
    This woman’s fear was far more concentrated than that. It had a target. And that interested the DI greatly. 
 
    Time to make her even more afraid. 
 
    ‘You used to be a concert pianist, didn’t you?’ Hillary asked. It was a reasonable guess to make, under the circumstances. She knew how Oxford colleges, even those not officially linked to the university, liked to hire the best. It was a simple bit of logic, but to a suspect already rattled, it would sound far more menacing than it actually was. 
 
    Molly Fairbanks laughed. She laughed like a horse. And she didn’t sound particularly menaced. She was obviously the sort to recover quickly. 
 
    ‘Well, I never played the Albert Hall,’ she said succinctly, summing up her life with admirable honesty. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘You were good enough to know you weren’t quite good enough. It must have stung,’ she said softly. 
 
    The brown eyes turned back to her, like lasers. Oh yes, the fear was gone now. Defiance was firmly in control. ‘Bit of a shrink, are you? I suppose most police officers nowadays like to play Freud.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Jung, please,’ Hillary said, pained, and without thinking. ‘Or Nietzsche, at a pinch.’ 
 
    And suddenly, both of them were laughing. 
 
    ‘Want a cup of coffee? I keep a private jar of instant and a kettle,’ Molly offered. ‘Strictly against college regs, of course, but none of the students would dare shop me to the bursar.’ 
 
    This, Hillary could well believe, and gratefully accepted yet another cup of coffee. 
 
    You could never have too much Java. 
 
    ‘So, tell me about Eva,’ she said, and perched on a tall stool, watching as the swollen-knuckled fingers spooned out the instant and the sugar. Since the older woman had her back to her, she had a good view of the stiffening spine and tensing up of shoulder blades. 
 
    So she’d hit a nerve. Obviously, Molly Fairbanks had had some sort of a relationship with the dead girl. She was not just another anonymous student, that was for sure. 
 
    But supposing Eva Gerainte hadn’t come here for musical tuition, exactly what had she come for? 
 
    Was it possible Molly was gay? Did Eva swing both ways — at least with paying clients? 
 
    Somehow, Hillary didn’t see it. Not that she was hard-pressed to imagine cosmopolitan Eva being willing to give it a go. But she was fairly sure that this woman, if gay, would have more — yes, all right — horse sense and sheer good breeding than to foul her own doorstep. ‘I imagine you’ve been building up a picture of her ever since you got the call out,’ Molly dodged effectively. ‘There are rumours going about that she died of a drugs overdose. That’s bollocks, of course.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Yes, all her friends have told us she was very anti-drugs. Of course, that might have been mere camouflage.’ 
 
    ‘Bollocks,’ Molly repeated firmly. 
 
    She was dressed in black slacks and a loose-necked black silk jersey. She had a single strand of what looked like very real pearls around her neck. 
 
    Yet Hillary could picture her in wellies, cocker spaniels at her heels, walking across the countryside ready to do battle with both the Women’s Institute and any vandal writing graffiti on a bus-shelter wall. She was easily recognisable as a middle-England, salt-of-the-earth, dying-breed phenomenon. 
 
    Her father could have been anything from a retired colonel to a magistrate to ‘something in the city.’ She’d have gone to a good local primary school, then a girls’ boarding school, then Roedean, or Cheltenham Ladies College. 
 
    She might not have quite enough money to live on, would scrupulously pay her taxes, and wouldn’t suffer fools gladly. And she could say ‘bollocks’ with total élan. 
 
    And yet here she was, lying through her teeth to the police. Which didn’t fit. Didn’t fit at all. 
 
    ‘You were going to tell me what you thought of Eva,’ Hillary said, with an edge to her voice. Just enough to let the musician know that she wasn’t going to be allowed to wriggle out from under. 
 
    Molly Fairbanks turned with two mugs of coffee and thrust one out. 
 
    ‘I was? Well, let’s see. She was typically French — and by that I mean she could dress in burlap and look good. She was smart, without being particularly academically clever. She thought the world was hers to do with as she liked, naturally. She knew what she wanted, and was prepared to work hard to get it. Those last two are very rare in the young, you know.’ Hillary did know. She was a cop. Who knew better? Many young people did not know what they wanted, and even if they did, had no particular inclination to work hard for it. 
 
    ‘She wanted to be a fashion designer, perhaps own a range of boutiques, yes?’ Hillary said. No harm in confirming her data. 
 
    ‘That’s right. She’d have done it too. I expect she had a heart defect, or maybe suffered a stroke or an aneurysm?’ Molly probed. ‘It’s something you see sometimes. The brightest and the best of the bunch get winked out, just like that. People forget that tragedies — normal, straightforward tragedies, I mean — happen all the time.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled wryly. ‘You’re talking to a Detective Inspector of the Thames Valley Police Force, Dr Fairbanks,’ she said quietly. 
 
    Molly snorted. Like a horse. ‘Quite right. I shouldn’t try teaching my old granny to suck eggs, should I? Anything else I can do for you?’ 
 
    She sounded hearty enough. Blunt and a little uncaring. And yet it was a sham. Hillary was sure that the girl’s death meant far more to her than she was allowing to show. So what now? On the one hand, she was tempted to show Dr Fairbanks that she hadn’t fallen for all the lies and evasions — see if she could rattle her some. Get back some of that interesting fear. On the other hand, it might be better to let her stew and come back later. 
 
    Besides, she was fairly sure that Molly Fairbanks was intelligent enough to already be well aware that this particular policewoman wasn’t satisfied with the interview. The knowledge was there in the way she held Hillary’s eyes in such a direct, level gaze. People only looked that steadfast when they were hiding fear, guilt or shame. 
 
    And she rather thought Molly was feeling ashamed of herself. 
 
    Good. 
 
    Hillary smiled. ‘No, nothing at the moment,’ she said, and handed back the half-drunk mug of coffee. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Molly Fairbanks watched her go, and felt curiously mollified. Which was ridiculous, under the circumstances. 
 
    Even so, it was nice to know that the police were still recruiting people of calibre and competence. It made her proud. 
 
    Then she thought about what a pain in the neck DI Hillary Greene was going to be, and swore roundly. 
 
    And ‘bollocks’ was amongst the mildest of the words that she came up with. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Tommy, just the man I wanted to see,’ Hillary said, tracking down her DC to his hidey-hole, and unknowingly making his heart leap like a gazelle in his chest. 
 
    ‘Guv?’ he managed to mumble around a mouth gone suddenly dry. 
 
    ‘The music teacher, Dr Molly Fairbanks. I want a full financial check run on her, and get me some background detail.’ 
 
    ‘Guv.’ 
 
    It would be interesting to find out what was making the upright and highly individual Molly Fairbanks so twitchy. 
 
    ‘Anything from the last set of interviews?’ she asked, walking to the window and staring out. Tommy had a first-class view of the pond here, she noticed. Then she froze as she spotted a heron — the real flesh, blood and feathered thing, nonchalantly stalking the college goldfish. 
 
    She blinked. 
 
    ‘No, guv. But we’ve got the diary back. Someone in the path lab has a French wife. She did it for us.’ 
 
    Hillary frowned, her eyes still glued to the elegant water bird. She hoped the interpreter would be discreet. But then those married to people in police work had to either learn to be discreet or be quickly side-lined. You didn’t talk to strangers, or friends, because you never knew if the stranger was a reporter on the make, or the friend might know a reporter on the make. You never knew what crook might be in the supermarket line beside you as you chatted on your mobile phone. Silence on all things work-related became a way of life. 
 
    The heron slowly lifted one long-toed leg and replaced it half a foot further in, without causing so much as a ripple. The snake-like black and white feathered neck elongated, seemingly in slow motion. The whole grey body seemed to turn so still it could have been made from granite. 
 
    What was a shy country bird doing in the middle of the sodding city? She rarely saw the bird after which her boat was named, even on the canal at Thrupp. To see it in the middle of Oxford struck her as something of a slap in the face. 
 
    Why should St Anselm’s be so privileged? Wasn’t it privileged enough already? Privileged, in fact, right up to its collegiate eyeballs? 
 
    ‘There’s no soul-searching involved, guv, but a lot of notes about meetings, and coded memos to self.’ 
 
    Tommy wondered what she found so fascinating outside. He hoped it wasn’t a good-looking student. On the other hand, if it was, it meant she was into younger men . . . 
 
    ‘I haven’t read it all the way through, but it looks like her John book,’ he added. 
 
    But even that little bit of bait didn’t get her attention. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Right,’ she said vaguely, and jumped. Outside, the heron had just shot its spear-like head forward, as fast as a bolt from a crossbow, and was now raising it up again, something gold and wriggling already slipping down its long, pale beak. 
 
    She shook her head and turned back to the room, catching Tommy staring at her. 
 
    He looked quickly away, hoping she hadn’t noticed. It was embarrassing enough being moonstruck over a superior officer, moreover a white superior officer, and moreover still, a superior officer very nearly twice his age. But having said superior officer aware of it was one camel-breaking straw too many. 
 
    For her part, Hillary hoped her DC didn’t think she was going off her trolley. Staring at herons in the middle of what was almost certainly a murder inquiry wasn’t the kind of thing that inspired confidence. 
 
    And that was another thing. ‘I’ll be glad to get some solid evidence about cause of death to go on,’ she said grumpily. ‘Or even official confirmation that this is a suspicious death. As it is, it’s like treading on eggshells.’ 
 
    What Molly Fairbanks had said about heart attacks and embolisms or whatever, had not passed her by. 
 
    She’d feel a right fool if, after all this, the needle-mark on Eva Gerainte’s body had nothing to do with the price of butter. For all she knew, it might be evidence of nothing more sinister than the fact that Eva Gerainte had had a blood test taken by a nurse! 
 
    She picked up the diary, slumped into one of the surprisingly comfortable chairs grouped around Tommy’s desk, and leafed through it. Inside, written on ruled paper, was the corresponding translation into English. 
 
    Tommy was right. This was no soul-searching, angst-ridden written record of a troubled teen. But along with notes about library opening times, fashion ideas, and comments about the college food (atrocious, apparently) and the peculiar smell you always got inside English buses, lay scattered far more pertinent details. 
 
    Some dates were marked with asterisks, and were almost certainly there to indicate nights when she was ‘working.’ Each of these star-marked nights had a name to go with them; but not, unfortunately, a proper name like Geoff Shanks or Michael Dale, something a cop could work with. 
 
    Hillary gritted her teeth. Oh no. She had to use pet names. 
 
    On 18 December, for instance, there was a star and the name Liberace. 
 
    Liberace? For her, that conjured up the camp, long-dead, besequinned piano player and nothing more. Perhaps the American entertainer had been something of an icon for the dead girl. But could the nickname mean something else? Was she saying he was gay, for instance? Hillary groaned to herself. 
 
    Come on, Hill, a gay John made no sense! She grinned, then told herself off. First herons, now flippancy. 
 
    She turned the next page: 22 December, Red Rum. 
 
    Red Rum? A man who looked like a race horse, perhaps. What was it with horses all of a sudden? First Molly Fairbanks, now Red Rum. 
 
    Her mind fled to a certain Dick Francis book back on her boat, Ronnie’s final ironic legacy, and she instantly pushed the thought aside. 
 
    No. She wouldn’t think of that now. 
 
    Red Rum? What had that meant to Eva? Was the John a fast ejaculator? Always first past the winning post? It wouldn’t surprise her. She could imagine the French girl had a wicked sense of humour. 
 
    She fast-forwarded to the last asterisk before the girl died. 5 January. 5 January. For some reason that rang a bell. 
 
    She frowned, turning it over and over in her mind, but it wouldn’t come. Oh well, if she forgot about it, experience had told her that her subconscious would carry on working on the problem and come up with the solution sooner or later. 
 
    ‘Frankie A,’ she read out loud. A real name at last. Or was it? None of the others had real names. So the unknown ‘Frankie A’ probably wasn’t called Frank, Francis, Fred or any other such name. 
 
    Frankie A. 
 
    Unlike the other pet names, this conjured up nothing at all. 
 
    She went back. There was a Stripes, a Clark Kent and a Lambkin. She could think up reasons for all of them. Clark Kent was probably a journo. Or did he just think he was Superman? Or was he actually a superman, going at it all night? 
 
    Lambkin was anybody’s guess, but just the name made her smile. 
 
    But Frankie A just didn’t conjure up a single image at all. Hillary shrugged. So, their victim had an even half-dozen regulars. She had the pad. She had her money, she had her dreams, she had something — as yet unknown — going on with the music teacher. 
 
    What else? 
 
    How did any of this add up to Eva Gerainte being forcibly injected with something that killed her? A jealous wife? A bit far-fetched, that. A rival hooker, perhaps, mad at having some good Johns snaffled out from under her nose. It was possible. 
 
    Maybe the French police would come up with some prime suspect over there. 
 
    Who did you piss off, Eva? A pimp, who didn’t want to take no for an answer? Or maybe one of your Johns thought he was an exclusive, and didn’t like it when he found out differently? She sighed and went back to the diary. 
 
    Some of the asterisks were marked as ‘all-nighters.’ The French interpreter had carefully written out the translations in biro but beside this particular notation had pencilled in a ‘lucky girl’ comment of her own. 
 
    It made Hillary smile. But she’d have to rub it out before presenting it to the brass. 
 
    Also, beside some of the asterisks, Eva had put in a half-moon sign. Now what did that mean? Half-moon. Perhaps it meant something to someone from France. A cultural reference, perhaps? If so, the interpreter hadn’t had any particular thoughts on this, and she’d been French as well. 
 
    The last date, 5 January. That was a half-moon night. What did it mean? And why was that date still bugging her? It was only six days ago. Surely she should remember. 
 
    It wasn’t until she got to the back of the diary, and found the six neat lines of telephone numbers, that she began grinning. 
 
    Tommy looked up. ‘I got the addresses to go with the phone numbers, guv,’ he said modestly. 
 
    ‘Tommy, I could kiss you,’ Hillary said, then looked up as Janine walked in. 
 
    ‘Thought I might find you here,’ her sergeant said cheerfully. ‘DI Regis and DS Tanner have called in at HQ. They’re with Mel now.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Well, at least we’ve got something to show them,’ she said, and waved the diary in the air. ‘And six punters for us to interview. Janine, I need prelims on them all. Tommy, you take three as well.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t want to sit in on any, boss?’ Janine asked, surprised. Although it was standard for sergeants and constables to do most of the interviewing, everyone knew DI Greene liked fieldwork. Not even Mel was able to keep her behind her desk where she belonged. 
 
    ‘No, I have to head back to the station,’ Hillary said nonchalantly. 
 
    And, when she thought Janine gave her a knowing look, added defensively, ‘I didn’t call in this morning — had a late start. I need to check for messages, if nothing else.’ 
 
    She went out in a bit of a snit, wondering why the hell she’d felt the need to justify herself. And to Janine, of all people. 
 
    Going back to HQ had nothing to do with the fact that she knew Mike Regis was there. 
 
    Nothing at all. 
 
    ‘Well, well,’ Janine said, as the door closed behind her DI. ‘Looks like spring is in the air early this year.’ 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 7 
 
    Hillary had just locked the door of her car in the HQ parking lot when she remembered her appointment with the pensions officer. 
 
    Angling away to a side door, she checked her watch and hoped it wouldn’t take long. It was almost certainly something to do with Ronnie, given the length of time paperwork took when it came to dealing with the dead. 
 
    The pensions officer, if she was remembering correctly, was a sergeant nearing retirement age. 
 
    Like a lot of others, Hillary didn’t truly think of press liaison officers, counselling supervisors, those who represented police officers themselves accused of crimes and all the others who worked in the ancillary services, as proper cops. They didn’t get call-outs in the middle of the night, weren’t obliged to put life and limb in jeopardy, didn’t have to pitch in when public riots or football hooliganism spilled over into the streets. 
 
    They weren’t ‘them’ but they weren’t quite ‘us’ either. 
 
    The pension officer had once been in CID, she knew, and rumour had it that he’d transferred to a desk-bound job when his wife had been diagnosed with cancer. 
 
    As she knocked on his door and entered at his cheerful ‘come in,’ she wished she could remember whether or not his wife was still alive. 
 
    ‘DI Greene, come in. Please have a seat.’ He was a tall, thin, bespectacled man, and looked more like a chemistry teacher than a policeman. But she wasn’t about to let appearances fool her. He was part of the mighty admin, and as such, had power. 
 
    ‘DS Lorrimer, isn’t it?’ she said, taking a seat beside a sadly wilting spider plant. The room was small, and the equally small windows didn’t let in much light. She automatically pitied the plant, but didn’t try to move it. 
 
    ‘Right. I won’t keep you, DI Greene. I know you’ve got a big case on.’ 
 
    Did he? Hillary wondered. How? 
 
    ‘I’m afraid it’s about your late husband’s pension.’ The older man came straight to the point, pulling out a folder and opening it to one of the middle pages. Hillary was almost certain that he needn’t have bothered. He was obviously the kind of man who had almost total recall. She envied such people, and wondered uneasily just why he felt in need of a prop. 
 
    Perhaps it was a way of showing that he was only the messenger, not the instigator. A way of saying, Look, it’s what it says in here, in the mighty dossier, and it’s really nothing to do with me. 
 
    Slowly but surely, Hillary began to get a very definite sinking sensation in the pit of her stomach. 
 
    ‘As you know, there are several standard pension packages available to police officers, and your husband, DI Greene, chose one whereby, on his death, three-quarters of his pension should normally have gone to his main dependant — in this case, yourself, of course.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded cautiously. She hadn’t missed the significance of that ‘should normally have gone’ remark. 
 
    It hadn’t sounded good. Not good at all. 
 
    She glanced once more at the spider plant, but it didn’t look in any position to help. 
 
    ‘And, again, in normal circumstances, this condition would have been met. There were no suspicious circumstances surrounding your husband’s car accident, and in any case, whether or not he’d died while on duty is immaterial to the pay-out of the pension.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. She knew all this. She’d adopted the same pension plan herself, at the same time as Ronnie. She wondered if she should change it. After all, now that Ronnie was dead, who’d get her three-quarter pension if she kicked the bucket tomorrow? 
 
    She had no idea. Her mother, maybe? 
 
    ‘However, things are a little more complicated in the case of your husband. Since the internal investigation into his, er, illegal activities have been proven, I’m afraid the matter of his pension had to be referred to a higher panel. They have adjudicated that your husband’s criminal behaviour has, well, to all intents and purposes, nullified his pension. You see, since he was . . .’ 
 
    Here the DS seemed to stall, like a car suddenly running out of petrol. 
 
    ‘Bent,’ Hillary said hard and flatly, and with a grim smile. ‘It’s all right to say it.’ 
 
    I won't crack. 
 
    DS Lorrimer flushed a little, but smiled back just as grimly. ‘As you say. Since your husband used his rank to amass moneys, and since none of those moneys have been found, but his criminal guilt has been established . . .’ 
 
    Once again, he seemed to flounder and Hillary sighed heavily. She didn’t see why she should make things easier for him, but on the other hand, time was a-wasting, and she had a murder to investigate. 
 
    Besides which, none of it was this poor sod’s fault. 
 
    ‘What they’re saying is,’ she began drearily, ‘that the money taken from his salary which went towards his pension was almost certainly tainted money, money he’d accrued illegally due to his position as an officer of the law, and the brass don’t see why they should pay legitimate money back to his widow now.’ 
 
    The pensions officer spread his hands in a helpless gesture. ‘You can, of course, take this up with the beagles, but I wouldn’t recommend it, DI Greene.’ 
 
    ‘Beagles’ was cop speak for legal eagles, those whose job it was to defend cops who found themselves in need of defending, whether it be against criminal charges, inter-house accusations, alleged cases of sexual harassment . . .. 
 
    Or, in her case, being screwed by the system. 
 
    ‘You don’t think I have a case?’ Hillary said, and saw the other man hesitate. 
 
    He was obviously one of those scrupulously honest sorts of men who sometimes found themselves in a cleft stick. 
 
    She waited curiously, wondering what was coming next. 
 
    ‘I’m not a legal expert, of course,’ he began cautiously, ‘but I’ve been in this job some years now and one picks things up. Legally I would say you have a fairly good case for appeal. After all, the inquiry totally cleared you of any wrongdoing. And you were legitimately married to the man, who legitimately died and had been paying — perhaps not so legitimately to a pension scheme. However . . .’ 
 
    He hesitated, looking at her with a silent appeal to let him off the hook without actually having to say the words out loud. 
 
    Hillary nodded glumly. 
 
    ‘However,’ she repeated heavily, ‘any officer making waves can’t expect to be looked upon favourably when promotional opportunities come knocking.’ 
 
    The older man looked relieved. It was always easier to deal with somebody who had no more illusions left. The young and the innocent were the ones who broke your heart. 
 
    Hillary didn’t need telling this either. And, yes, she knew how things worked all right. Legally, morally and socially, she had the right to appeal against a slightly dodgy decision that was giving her a good old hefty boot up the backside. Nobody would challenge her, and probably very few would even blame her. Well, not the rank and file, anyway. 
 
    But the brass were another matter. They didn’t like it when waves were made. And they always remembered. Like bloody elephants. 
 
    And if rumours were true, and Superintendent Donleavy was in line for promotion any day now, that meant Mel would probably be booted up to replace him, which meant a Chief Inspectorship would be in the offing. 
 
    She had seniority and experience and was popular enough not to be out of the running. 
 
    Unless . . . 
 
    Did the ‘higher panel’ who’d been asked to assess Ronnie’s pension rights know about this? Call her paranoid, but she somehow thought they might. Some helpful little birdie would have dropped a word in the right ear. 
 
    Hillary, like nearly every other member of the human race, hated being shafted. She especially hated being shafted by big, anonymous corporations. To them, Ronnie’s measly pension represented a mere drop in the bucket. So it was especially galling when their ‘pocket change’ was more than enough money to get her off the boat and back into a decent house. 
 
    And yet, if she fought for it, she’d be stuck as a DI for ever. Come to think of it, that wouldn’t be too bad. The higher one climbed, the less hands-on you got and the more paperwork you handled. And she enjoyed the actual investigation of crime. 
 
    So being stuck as a DI wasn’t such a bad thing. 
 
    But, if she went ahead and made a nuisance of herself, she might get edged out of CID — if they felt vindictive enough to do it. And who wanted to be a controller of traffic at fifty? 
 
    OK, maybe that was being paranoid. But just because she was paranoid didn’t mean they weren’t out to get her, did it? 
 
    Hillary almost laughed out loud. 
 
    What was this? First the barmy army of animal righters were trying to take her house, now her own police force was trying to do her out of a pension. 
 
    OK, not her own pension, it was true, but still. 
 
    Before today, she’d barely given Ronnie’s pension a single thought. And if she had thought about it, it would have brought an instant sour taste to her mouth. She wanted nothing to do with her late, nearly ex, and totally unlamented husband. Not his money, not his tainted reputation, not anything. 
 
    And yet here she was, feeling as aggrieved as a virgin after her first unsatisfactory encounter, just because she was being granted her wish to be given nothing of Ronnie’s. 
 
    But it was one thing to decide for herself to take the moral high-ground, and it was something else entirely to be poked into it by a long official bargepole. 
 
    ‘I see,’ she said at last, and saw the older man look away, obviously shame-faced. It didn’t help to know that she had the pension officer’s unspoken sympathy. And it wouldn’t help, she suspected, to have the sympathy of the entire station, once scuttlebutt about it got around. 
 
    Damn it, she could have done with that money. And she’d earned it. She’d put up with marriage to Ronnie bloody Greene for over ten years, so hell, yes, she’d earned it. She could have afforded to rent a flat with that extra dosh. She could have kissed the Mollern goodbye once and for all, with its battery that needed recharging, and its water tanks that needed constant replenishing, and its low roofs and claustrophobic walls and narrow beds, narrow corridors, narrow everything. 
 
    To live once more on floors that didn’t move, cook on stoves that didn’t gently bob about . . . to open full-sized windows and look down on the world from a second-storey floor . . . 
 
    She got up abruptly and marched to the door, before she started howling. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Upstairs, she detoured into the ladies’ room and scowled at her reflection in the mirror. 
 
    What was to stop her from taking Ronnie’s dirty money and swanning off to the Bahamas? 
 
    Well, practically, nothing. There was the little matter of breaking the law, of becoming an accessory after the fact to her husband’s foul trade in endangered animal parts. Just the little circumstance of becoming a criminal. 
 
    But she had the nous to pull it off and not get caught. She knew enough to make herself safe. 
 
    It had been at the end of her last murder case that she’d accidentally stumbled on what the internal investigation team had been searching for so diligently for months. And it had been Gary, her stepson of all people, who’d been the catalyst. 
 
    Called to his father’s old police station in Bicester, he’d cleared out Ronnie’s locker and found a Dick Francis book, supposedly inscribed by herself, and had returned it to her. It was only later that she’d realised she’d never given Ronnie the book, and the writing inside was only a very poor forgery of her own writing. On closer inspection, she’d then noticed that some of the words on various pages had been underlined. Words like ‘too,’ ‘for,’ ‘sex’ and ‘heaven.’ Obvious numbers. 
 
    Numbers for the anonymous bank account that Ronnie had joked to his son Gary that he’d set up in the Caymans. The phoney inscription probably held the key to the bank account’s password. 
 
    That had been last summer. So far she’d done nothing about it. She’d made no attempt to find the bank or access the account to see how much Ronnie had amassed. Nor had she reported her suspicions to the police. 
 
    She’d just sat on it. Waiting to move back into her old home, once probate and all the legal wrangles had been sorted out. Waiting to get on with her life and pick herself up. 
 
    Now, all at once, it felt as if the whole world was out to get her. What was she supposed to do? Just take it, and live on her uncle’s boat indefinitely? Let some animal lib group con or legally cheat her out of her house? Let her own employers screw her out of yet more of her hard-won dues? 
 
    On the other hand, the thought of taking Ronnie’s dirty money and running was repugnant. 
 
    Yeah, so she could retire to a beach in the Caribbean and sip piña coladas for the rest of her life. It was probably overrated. They probably had mosquitoes the size of sparrows over there. 
 
    Yeah, but money could buy an awful lot of insect repellent. 
 
    Gigolos probably patrolled the beaches, just looking for middle-aged women with more money than sense. 
 
    Yeah, and fighting them off would be a real hardship, right? 
 
    She met her dark brown eyes in the mirror and wondered who she was kidding. She loved catching villains far too much to give it up. 
 
    So why not just hand the money in and get it over with? It would clear any last cloud hanging over her name, that was for sure, and remove any lingering temptation. 
 
    She sighed and washed her hands and face. Then she pushed open the door, used her key card to gain access to the main office and made her way to the desk. 
 
    Where Frank Ross waited, like a poisonous Buddha. His round, cherubic face looked sickeningly self-satisfied and he was obviously nearly drunk. 
 
    Wonderful. Just the man you wanted around you when you’d just been dealt a kick in the goolies. Or whatever the female equivalent was. 
 
    ‘Frank,’ she said on an exhaled breath that seemed to generate from somewhere in her toes. ‘Whassup?’ 
 
    ‘Found the local drugs dealer, guv.’ Frank, who was eating a soggy-looking cheese and pickle sandwich, didn’t bother to straighten up in his chair or wipe the pickle stain from his tie. But then it went so fetchingly with the dried-egg stain already there, she couldn’t really blame him. 
 
    A sense of aesthetics. That’s what she liked to see on her team. 
 
    ‘There’s several dirtbags who deal to students, but everyone reckons Bingo Baines is the chap.’ Frank munched hungrily. ‘He denies everything, natch. He’s down below,’ he added, angling his thumb down, indicating they had a suspect in the interview room. 
 
    Bingo Baines? There was a drug dealer called Bingo Baines? 
 
    Hillary shook her head. Sometimes, she felt as if her life was actually a painting by Salvador Dali. (Usually, when she felt like this, she told herself to cut back on the vodka.) 
 
    ‘Right.’ She turned as she felt a presence bearing down on her from behind, and found not only Mel but Mike Regis and Colin Tanner headed her way. 
 
    She felt her stomach do a little flip, and told it to pack it in. 
 
    DI Mike Regis was probably a few years older than Hillary, roughly her height, and had receding dark hair and unusual, dark green eyes. He was not remotely attractive, unlike Ronnie Greene, whom nearly every woman he met agreed was very attractive indeed. Especially blondes. 
 
    ‘Hillary, glad you’re back,’ Mel said. ‘Frank here tells me he’s pulled in the local pusher. You want to interview him?’ 
 
    Hillary didn’t. ‘Since Frank found him, why don’t we let him and DS Tanner do that?’ Having called in Vice, they might as well make themselves useful. And besides, the aggressive and nasty-minded Frank Ross should make an amusing contrast with the quiet, all-seeing, all-knowing DS Tanner. Together they should keep good old Bingo Baines amused all afternoon. Never let it be said that Thames Valley didn’t take care of its low lives. 
 
    Mel was surprised to hear her give Frank Ross a plum job, and wondered what she was hiding. 
 
    Frank Ross looked absolutely stunned, then delighted. He’d been sourly confident that, having found the prime suspect, he’d be snaffled by the queen bitch. He looked, also, just a little bemused. 
 
    Mike Regis’s lips twitched as he met the eyes of his sergeant, and Hillary wondered what silent communication was passing between them. And wondered, too, if she’d ever be able to forge a bond like that with one of her own team. Not with Janine, certainly. The pretty blonde sergeant resented her too much for that. No, perhaps resent was too strong a word. 
 
    But with Tommy Lynch, who knew? They got on well, and it was early days yet. 
 
    She followed Mike into Mel’s office then gave her boss and the Vice man a quick-run down on what they had so far. 
 
    As she talked, Regis began to see why she hadn’t minded Frank Ross doing the interview with the pusher. It was obvious that she didn’t think the dead girl, or the dead girl’s possible killer, would be known to the local dealer. 
 
    ‘So you’re more inclined to think she was killed, if she was killed, by one of her Johns?’ Mel summed up when she’d finished. 
 
    He seemed to be in a better mood today, Hillary noticed absently, and only hoped her own depression wasn’t obvious. 
 
    ‘Sir,’ she said, then frowned. 
 
    Regis shifted in his chair. ‘You’re not so sure?’ he asked quietly, those dark green eyes of his fixed on her face. 
 
    ‘No, I’m not,’ Hillary admitted bluntly. ‘You know as well as I do, killings of Toms by their Johns tend not to be unpremeditated. They’re violent, often by manual strangulation, and purely sexually motivated. This girl, if she was murdered, wasn’t molested. It wasn’t unduly violent, even. It was more . . . execution-style. No, perhaps not that. More . . . oh, I don’t know — matter of fact.’ 
 
    Regis was already nodding. ‘Nothing personal.’ Yes, he could see why she was having doubts. 
 
    Mel frowned. ‘We still don’t know if it’s murder we’re looking at?’ 
 
    Hillary shrugged and spread her hands. The doc had promised to do the autopsy fast, but she’d never taken that as gospel. He’d no doubt have a good reason for not getting to Eva sooner. 
 
    ‘But I agree, the doc’s on-site findings look as if she was held down and forcibly injected with something,’ Mel continued. ‘Probably crack cocaine or heroin, but it might just as easily have been something far more prosaic. Insulin, injected in a large enough quantity, can kill you.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Until the blood results come through, we’re having to go on assumptions.’ 
 
    And no copper liked doing that. On the other hand, they couldn’t afford to wait and let the grass grow under their feet. 
 
    ‘Janine and Tommy are doing the preliminary interviews of her Johns now. I expect most of them will be at work. If they can’t track down their places of employment, they’ll have to wait till tonight.’ 
 
    Mel sighed. ‘And the girl’s diary didn’t indicate if any of her regulars were violent? Liked it kinky?’ 
 
    ‘No. But I can’t see Eva putting up with violence. Kinky wouldn’t bother her, I don’t think.’ 
 
    Regis nodded quietly to himself. He had no trouble understanding how Hillary could be so confident about the dead girl’s personality. It happened to him, too, sometimes. The way you could connect with a dead victim — pick up clues about their life and get an almost eerie sense of them, without ever having spoken a word to them. 
 
    Obviously, this girl, this Eva Gerainte, had made a definite impression on Hillary Greene. But he was also sure that Hillary was experienced enough not to rely on that alone. He couldn’t fault her actions, logic or reasoning so far, and he doubted he’d find reason to do so. 
 
    When his own super had told him Mel Mallow had requested Vice co-operation, and he’d learned that DI Greene was SIO, he’d jumped at the chance. 
 
    He told himself it was because he liked to work with professionals who saw the job as he did. That it would be good for him to get a taste of homicide. That it was all strictly business. 
 
    He wasn’t so sure that he was succeeding. 
 
    She was looking really good today. Her nut-brown hair, cut in a bell-shaped bob that suited her strong, intelligent face, was the perfect foil for the stone-coloured two-piece she was wearing. And unlike the younger generation of female cops, she didn’t have that pared-to-the-bone, lean fitness of the dedicated jogger or gym-goer. She had breasts, and hips, like a real woman. 
 
    He told himself not to look at her legs, and didn’t. But he remembered from last time that they were just the shape he liked. 
 
    ‘I’ve had a look through our database,’ he said. ‘Eva Gerainte isn’t on it. Not surprisingly. It sounds like a very private arrangement she had going. Unlikely to attract the attentions of our lot.’ 
 
    ‘When Janine and Tommy get back, you’ll have more info on her Johns,’ said Hillary. ‘But like you say, I doubt they’ll have caught your attention any more than Eva did. Middle-aged to old high-flyers, unless I miss my guess. The kind who’d find a French mistress a bit of a kick.’ 
 
    Mel grunted. Who wouldn’t? 
 
    He wondered when Janine would be back. And if she’d be coming over tonight. She seemed to have got over her snit of a few nights before. Perhaps she’d had the good sense to realise that it was too soon to be thinking of moving in together. 
 
    He sighed, and wondered, not for the first time, if getting involved with a pretty blonde detective sergeant on his own team had been such a good idea. 
 
    But then, when had good ideas had anything to do with sex? 
 
    * * * 
 
    When Tommy and Janine came by at six that evening, they came bearing gifts. 
 
    ‘We’ve managed to interview the lot, guv,’ Tommy said, slumping down wearily on his seat, and spotting, with some dismay, DI Mike Regis lounging around at Hillary’s desk. 
 
    ‘Liberace isn’t gay,’ Janine said next, making Mike do a double take, before Hillary explained Eva’s pet-name system. 
 
    ‘He just looks like the guy, and has the mincing voice. But he can’t play the piano. I asked him,’ Janine added with a grin. ‘I know, I know—’ She held out her hands — ‘but I just couldn’t resist. His name’s Philip Cox. No puns, please. Fifty-two, married, three kids all at uni, runs a haulage firm out of Abingdon. Met Eva at a jazz club, he says. Something about that didn’t quite ring true to me, but I let it slide. He didn’t know about the others — again, or so he says. Has an alibi, but only of the at-home-with-the-wife kind. Haven’t seen her yet.’ 
 
    ‘Lambkin is woolly and white-haired all right,’ Tommy said, not to be outdone. ‘An old bloke in his seventies — Marcus Gagingwell. Widowed. One of those vague academic types of private means. Knew all about the others, and was highly embarrassed about it all. Has no alibi — he lives alone, with a housekeeper who lives out but comes in for a few hours every day to cook his dinner, that sort of thing. But I can’t see him having the strength needed to hold down a fit, struggling girl, guv. He’s got the shakes too — a touch of Parkinson’s Disease, I wouldn’t wonder.’ 
 
    ‘Red Rum is a red-haired dentist from Woodstock,’ Janine took over. ‘An upmarket dentist, mind. Likes to see to the local celebs. Couldn’t stop telling me about that local newsreader bird. Bad wisdom teeth she’s got, apparently. His name is Jamie Prospect, unmarried, and fancies himself something rotten. Was at home alone, he claims, on the night of her death. My feeling is he had a married lady in, but if so, he’s not about to give her up just yet.’ 
 
    ‘Frankie A is a Mr Michael Bolder, interior decorator. Forty-one, unmarried, a bit of a looker,’ Tommy took over once more. ‘Elegant. You can see why he and Eva hit it off — both arty types. He too was home alone — says he was working on designs for a famous footballer’s holiday home in Cornwall. I believed him — about working for a footballer, I mean, not necessarily that he was home alone. Said a neighbour popped in for a drink mid-evening. The neighbour brought with him a posh bottle of plonk. Haven’t checked it out yet but I should be surprised if it turns out to be a lie,’ he finished, and they all looked automatically to Janine again. 
 
    It was a bit like being at a tennis match, Hillary thought with a wry smile. 
 
    ‘Clark Kent’s a freelance reporter, as you’d expect,’ Janine obliged. ‘Ryan Culver, thirty-eight. A bit of a star, apparently. Went to Bosnia, the Gulf, that sort of thing. Earned a prize for some sort of investigation of an old people’s home. Considers himself a crusader, a proper professional, not the usual run-of-the-mill scumbag working for the Daily Sleazoid. A bit of an amateur photographer too.’ 
 
    ‘Possible nudie shots?’ Regis put in, even as Hillary was opening her mouth to wonder aloud the same thing. 
 
    ‘Could be,’ she said, nodding. 
 
    ‘Would your girl be up for nude posing?’ he asked. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Oh yes. Eva would have considered it art. Unless he’d tried to sell them or make money from them without cutting her in. Then she’d have hit the roof, I reckon.’ 
 
    Regis nodded. ‘I’ll ask around. See if he’s got a rep for amateur porno. Sounds unlikely, though.’ 
 
    But it was a sniff of a possible motive at last. 
 
    Of course, all Eva’s Johns would be gone over with a fine toothcomb, but that would take time. 
 
    ‘Anyone else?’ 
 
    ‘Stripes, guv,’ Tommy said. And grinned. 
 
    ‘Gonna let us in on the joke, son?’ Regis said, and wiped the smile right off Tommy’s face with surprising suddenness. 
 
    ‘Sir,’ Tommy said, almost coming to attention. He didn’t like Regis. Or rather, he didn’t like the way Regis got on so well with Hillary. 
 
    ‘I reckon he gets his nickname from his clothes. He answered the door wearing a pair of wide-striped pyjamas. This was at—’ He checked his notebook ‘—4:55 p.m. He was half-sozzled, in my opinion. Claims to be a composer. Of music. For the movies — Hollywood, that kind of thing. Says he’s not in the country often. When I asked him what he was doing the night Eva died, he said he had the boys over. The boys turned out to be a guitar player, and a chap with an all-purpose synthesizer that can, apparently, sound like anything from a sixty-strong orchestra to a man playing the spoons. They were trying out the score for an advert for kitty litter. This last I only got from him after a good bit of perseverance,’ Tommy said, deadpan. ‘His name is Lewis Fenn. He said he was thirty-four. More like fifty-four in my opinion. I haven’t yet checked in with “the boys” though.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. As she’d suspected. All successful(ish) and well heeled — a fairly eclectic lot. 
 
    And possibly one of them was their killer. 
 
    Suddenly, the loss of Ronnie’s pension, the angst about his hidden dosh, even the threat of the barmy Animal Army, all faded away. 
 
    This was what life was all about. 
 
    Well, her life, anyway. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 8 
 
    The next day, Hillary was in early. The sharp frosts were still persisting, but the weather forecasters were predicting rain and milder weather by the weekend. She was not sure that would be much of an improvement: rain pounding on the roof of a narrowboat could sound like a full timpani band gone berserk. 
 
    Frank was the first of her team to put in an appearance after her, an event so surprising that she wondered if the reprobate had simply gotten drunk in the local and then persuaded some poor sap to let him spend the night in one of the cells. 
 
    She had an idea it wouldn’t be the first time. 
 
    ‘Guv, Bingo Baines is as pure as the driven. Or at least he sticks to it he never even heard of our vic,’ her salubrious sergeant said, by way of greeting. He was dressed in yesterday’s artistic tie, and he hadn’t shaved. With his podgy figure, podgy face and piggy eyes, he looked even more than ever like a rumpled Winnie the Pooh. 
 
    She’d often noticed how his outward appearance fooled people. 
 
    But never for long. 
 
    ‘Well, find out who his rivals are, and see if they’re any more forthcoming. Tommy should be at the PM about now—’ She checked her watch ‘—and with any luck Doc Partridge might have felt guilty enough to take some blood samples and send them off to analysis, when he realised he’d had to put off the full cut.’ 
 
    Frank idly scratched his armpit and then inspected his nails. 
 
    Hillary was immediately reminded of a day out at the zoo when she’d been a child. The gorilla house. Or was it the chimps? 
 
    ‘The Vice man thinks it’s a waste of time, going after pushers,’ Frank said sourly, hardly leaping into action like a speeding bullet. (Or even merely reaching for the telephone like a disgruntled sloth, if it came to that.) 
 
    He obviously didn’t think much of her orders, but then when did he ever? But in this instance, Hillary could sympathise with his predicament. Sort of. 
 
    On the one hand, sheer bloody-mindedness would make him want to disagree with someone from Vice, especially someone with an equal rank to his own. But on the other hand, he also liked to adopt a policy of rear-guard insubordination when it came to taking her, Hillary’s, orders. 
 
    He defied her, she suspected, as a matter of principle. Or whatever it was that passed for a principle in Frank’s mind. 
 
    Being married to Ronnie, Frank’s best mate and long-time crony, placed her in a unique position when it came to being the recipient of Frank’s hostility. 
 
    He couldn’t, to this day, understand why Ronnie had married her. 
 
    And since she couldn’t, to this day, understand why she had married Ronnie either, they seemed linked by a strange and definitely twisted umbilical cord. 
 
    A shrink would have a field day with them, she thought, just a shade uneasily. 
 
    She sighed and dumped her handbag on the desk. ‘Well, when Sergeant Tanner is in charge of this investigation, Sergeant Tanner can call the shots. Until then—’ She hooked her thumb in the general direction of the innocently half-awake village of Kidlington lying outside the double-glazed windows ‘—you can hit those dirty streets you profess to know so well, and bring in another dealer.’ 
 
    It would keep him out of her hair for another day, and it was still a legitimate avenue that had to be followed up. 
 
    Frank sneered (Winnie the Pooh on acid) and slouched out. 
 
    As he trundled down the main staircase, he wondered what assignment Tanner would be given. He hoped it stank, big time. Still, all in all, he wasn’t all that pissed. He liked being out of the nick, and out from under the gorgon’s eye. It left him free to do as he liked. 
 
    If he could only find out where Ronnie had stashed his money, he would be long gone. Then he could send Hillary bloody Greene a postcard from Acapulco, with a drawing of a single raised finger. And perhaps the words ‘up yours’ written underneath, just in case the thick cow didn’t get it. 
 
    Such cheerful thoughts were what kept him sane. He began to whistle as he passed the desk and headed for the doors, giving the desk sergeant a severe case of the heebie-jeebies. 
 
    A cheerful Sergeant Frank Ross wasn’t something a man should have to face first thing in the morning. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Upstairs, Hillary settled down in her chair and found the dossier left for her on the desk, written in the big, pleasingly legible handwriting of Detective Constable Tommy Lynch. 
 
    She opened it up, wondering vaguely why Frank hadn’t given her more grief about his assignment, and when Mike Regis would be in. 
 
    She read without taking in the information, turned a page, caught herself out, swore softly under her breath, and turned back to the beginning, forcing herself to concentrate. 
 
    It was Tommy’s financial report on the music teacher. It wasn’t very edifying. But her guess about Molly Fairbanks’ background, she was gratified to note, had been more or less spot-on. Her mother had been an Hon., her father something big in the wine business (imports and exports.) She’d grown up on a country manor in Hampshire, attended a high-flying boarding school in Scotland, and come into a small but very handy amount on her father’s death. 
 
    She earned a packet as tutor at St Anselm’s, and lived well within her means. But there were no intriguing and mysterious donations of money into her bank account, either on a regular basis or in odd lump sums. 
 
    Well, she hadn’t really seen the ineffable Dr Molly Fairbanks as a madam. Not in any true sense of the word, at least. But there was still something quirky about the music teacher. Something in her manner had definitely been a bit off. 
 
    She shrugged and mentally shifted Dr Havering on to a back burner, with cast-aside hopes of being granted a search warrant for her rooms. (Still, it would have been fascinating to have had a ferret around in Dr Havering’s drawers.) 
 
    She sighed and went through her mail and in-tray like a ferret on speed, dealing with about two hours’ worth of administration in half an hour. She only looked up when Janine came in, about ten minutes late. 
 
    Hillary didn’t even comment. Cops worked such long hours of unpaid overtime, carping on about time-keeping was a nonstarter. 
 
    Janine, as usual, looked good in a pair of dark blue slacks, a pale blue jersey that looked suspiciously like real cashmere, and a matching pale blue scrunchie which pulled back her long blonde hair into a fetching pony-tail. 
 
    Normally, discovering one of her habitually low-paid officers wearing cashmere would have set the old alarm bells going, but everyone and their granny could have surmised that the jersey had been a present from Mel. Especially since they’d obviously made up some quarrel recently. 
 
    And nobody worried about Mel's expensive tastes. His second marriage had been to a surprisingly wealthy woman, and everyone knew that in the divorce, it was, for once, the man who’d come out of it the better off for alimony. Not only had Julia not wanted to continue living in their very desirable detached house in the Moors area of Kidlington, she’d let Mel keep the house as part of the divorce settlement in exchange for him agreeing to let their son live with her in London. She had a million-plus pad in Belgravia. Or was it Mayfair? 
 
    Hillary often wondered if Mel regretted that decision. She sometimes felt sure that he missed his son, now aged around eleven, far more than he supposed he would have. Cops worked long hours, everyone knew that, and their home lives inevitably suffered. Perhaps he was only used to seeing the family briefly at breakfast and at odd times on the weekends. But now he didn’t even have that. Now he went home to a very expensive, very chic house — and emptiness. 
 
    Even though she herself went home to emptiness, at least the Mollern was small and cosy. She didn’t rattle around in it like a pea in a sardine can. More like an elephant in a suitcase, in fact. 
 
    Janine was humming softly under her breath, and as she sat down at her desk and began to type up her notes from yesterday, she looked generally pleased with life. 
 
    Hillary wondered if the cashmere jersey had anything to do with it, then told herself not to be a cat. 
 
    Just because nobody gave her cashmere . . . 
 
    Of course, she could probably buy herself a whole wardrobe of cashmere outfits if she wanted to. 
 
    With Ronnie’s money. 
 
    She shook her head. She was going to have to stop thinking about Ronnie’s money. It was driving her crackers. 
 
    She opened the last of her letters — and found a formal letter from the pensions officer. With it was a form asking her to formally agree to the withdrawal of Ronnie’s pension. 
 
    ‘The bastards don’t waste much time, do they?’ she muttered grimly. 
 
    ‘Boss?’ Janine said, and Hillary quickly shook her head and shoved the papers away in the back of a drawer. She’d sign the damned forms in her own good time. Make the sods sweat a little. 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ she growled, then reached for the phone as it rang, quickly grabbing a pen and notebook as Doc Partridge’s mellifluous voice came over the wire. 
 
    ‘Just finished with your French girl. Your constable didn’t faint, by the way. But I think he might have turned a little green. With his complexion, it’s hard to tell.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled. There were no racist overtones with Doc Partridge — just a sense of humour that liked to be politically incorrect wherever it could. 
 
    ‘Do you want the full monty?’ he asked cheerfully. 
 
    ‘Nope,’ she said at once. ‘Just the highlights.’ Going over the medicalese of the autopsy would be something she could give to Frank when he got back from his wanderings. He hated reading them. 
 
    The thought cheered her up no end. She might even ask him for a précis. 
 
    ‘OK. Well, it’s interesting,’ the pathologist began. ‘There was bruising on her back, by the way, as we surmised, fully consistent with a knee being held down against her lower spine.’ 
 
    So it was murder. At last, official confirmation. 
 
    ‘And the drug of choice was crack cocaine. However, it had another nasty little ingredient.’ 
 
    Hillary wrote rapidly on the notebook, aware that Janine had come by and was reading over her shoulder. 
 
    ‘You’re familiar with Warfarin?’ Doc Partridge said, and Hillary paused, nodding, then writing. 
 
    ‘That’s rat poison, right? Doctors prescribe it for people with heart problems, or thrombosis and stuff?’ 
 
    ‘Well done, DI Greene. Yes, basically it thins the blood. Thus making clotting less likely, hence lowering the risk of one of those clots stopping the heart or going to the lungs, or doing other nasty things.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. The doc was in an expansive mood today. ‘So you’re saying . . . what, exactly? Is it hard to get, this Warfarin?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no. Well, not particularly. It’s been around for absolutely ages, you know. Thirty-odd years or maybe even more. Most drugs in that time would have been improved upon and long since made obsolete. But some doctors still prefer to prescribe aspirin. The fact that it’s been around so long, and is still so popular, is highly unusual, in the field of medicine, I mean. Pharmaceutical companies make millions improving on drugs, as you know.’ 
 
    Hillary could feel a headache coming on. She could do with some aspirin herself. She wished he’d get on with it, but knew from past experience that trying to hurry him on would only make him dig his heels in harder. ‘So anyone could get hold of it,’ she chivvied gently. 
 
    ‘Well, that’s what’s so interesting,’ Doc Partridge said, a definite note of excitement in his voice now. ‘People couldn’t get hold of this particular stuff. Not very easily, anyway. You see, it’s not just Warfarin. There’s something else mixed with it as well. Do you want me to go into exact chemical formulae?’ 
 
    ‘Hell, no!’ Hillary yelped, making Janine jump. ‘I don’t want exact chemical formulae, thanks, Doc, just a general analysis,’ she said, by way of explaining to her sergeant her sudden heartfelt reaction. 
 
    Janine grinned. ‘Doc in a talkative mood, is he?’ she whispered, and Hillary rolled her eyes. 
 
    ‘OK. Well, if I had my guess, I’d say this stuff wasn’t for use as a medical tool at all. That is, I doubt whether any hospital or doctor would ever prescribe this particular Warfarin for a patient. It strikes me — and the spectro-analyst who ran the tests too, if it interests you at all — that this stuff is strictly experimental.’ 
 
    Hillary frowned. ‘Experimental?’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. A chemist, perhaps, buggering about. Or some medical student with a bit of a hard-on when it comes to watching the process of red corpuscles breaking down. Which is what this stuff does, by the way. Your poor French student more or less drowned in her own blood.’ 
 
    Hillary blanched, and swallowed hard. 
 
    No wonder Tommy had turned green. 
 
    ‘I see.’ 
 
    ‘Narrows the field down for you, I would have thought, though?’ Doc said cheerfully, and Hillary snorted. 
 
    ‘If she’d died in any other city in the UK, maybe. But this is Oxford, Doc,’ she pointed out sourly. 
 
    Hillary didn’t have any idea how many scientific laboratories there were in Oxford. But it had to be a lot. 
 
    ‘Is this super-Warfarin sophisticated stuff?’ she asked hopefully. ‘I mean, would it require expensive equipment at all? Or could some geek knock some up in a back garage?’ 
 
    If their experimental druggist had made his own, they might get a line on him through specialist equipment he might have ordered. 
 
    The line was silent for a while. Then, ‘Hmmm, see what you mean. Yes. Well, technically, whoever manufactured this drug would need basic lab equipment, but nothing off the wall. Nothing exotic. He’d have to know what he was doing, mind — chemistry-wise, he’d have to have either got his degree or maybe be a third year facing finals.’ 
 
    Hillary groaned. So there’d have been no unusual purchases on the internet, then. 
 
    And just how many students with the necessary knowledge could there be in Oxford, right at this moment? Hundreds, probably. 
 
    ‘Time of death is about when we expected,’ the doc continued blithely. ‘She wasn’t pregnant, and had no other health problems otherwise. It’ll all be in the report,’ he said and, giving further commiserations, hung up. 
 
    Hillary leaned back and sighed. Janine, who’d caught most of it, was anxious to talk. 
 
    That was one of the good things about Hillary, Janine acknowledged to herself. She didn’t mind you batting ideas around. In fact, now that she thought about it, Janine had to admit that she’d learned more about good coppering from Hillary than from any of her previous superiors. 
 
    ‘So Eva had a seventh John, boss? Someone she didn’t mention in the book? A chemistry or maybe medical student or graduate?’ 
 
    Hillary shrugged. ‘Could be. But why keep him a secret?’ 
 
    Janine, still fresh from a sleep over at Mel’s, smiled gently. ‘Perhaps it wasn’t business with this one, boss. Perhaps this was love.’ 
 
    Hillary frowned thoughtfully as she considered this. 
 
    Had love killed Eva Gerainte? 
 
    It was possible. Maybe this man was younger, someone who wasn’t a business proposition. He might even have come from a titled background. Would a French girl from the provinces consider an English nobleman in a romantic light? Someone to be protected? Someone who could still be hurt by scandal? Thus the need for total secrecy. 
 
    Possibly. 
 
    And Oxford wasn’t short of members of the aristocracy, that was for damned sure. 
 
    But even so . . . 
 
    ‘It doesn’t strike me as a crime committed for the sake of love,’ she said, and caught Janine watching her oddly. She grinned. ‘I mean, I’ve had men in here who’ve killed their wives by taking a wood chopper to them. They usually put it down to nagging, or something “just snapping”. You know, the usual excuses. But they all invariably blubber, and tell me how much they really loved their wives. And probably did. 
 
    ‘I had one woman, once, who killed her husband by hitting him repeatedly over the head with a frying pan, because he said she’d burned his bacon. She said she really loved him too. 
 
    ‘Then you get your young lovers who usually throttle or strangle. Rarer still, you get the gentle Casanovas — those who dose their beloved with something then sit them in the car with the exhaust going and the old hosepipe through the window. 
 
    ‘Some take their wives — and kids too — out for a picnic and drown them one by one, as if they were kittens.’ 
 
    Janine screwed up her nose, but was listening intently. Had Hillary really had that many murder cases? Well, not where she was SIO, obviously not. But she’d come up through the ranks. She’d been in the force nearly twenty years. 
 
    So she knew the ropes. 
 
    ‘Doesn’t sound very romantic to me,’ she said. ‘Not the chopper or the frying pan, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Right. But the thing is, I can’t remember a case where someone held down the person they loved, with a knee in the back, and injected tainted coke into their bloodstream.’ 
 
    Janine shivered. Then said quietly, ‘I see what you mean.’ There was something very romantic about murdering someone who’d driven you mad with jealousy. Shades of Othello, and all that. (Janine had liked English lit. at school.) But the way this Eva girl had died . . . 
 
    ‘It was sort of brutal,’ she said out loud. 
 
    Hillary, who’d actually once been posted at the scene of a crime where a teenage boy had beaten his mother to death with a sledgehammer, shook her head. 
 
    ‘No, this wasn’t brutal,’ she said firmly. She knew what brutal was. ‘It was . . . cold. Necessary. Somebody wanted this girl dead. And went and killed her. It was . . . emotionless. Yes, that’s what keeps striking me. I don’t think this killer either loved or hated this girl. She was just a hindrance in some way that had to be removed.’ 
 
    ‘Which could still be a secret lover, boss,’ Janine pointed out. ‘Cold fish still like to get their rocks off. Perhaps our vic tried a bit of blackmail?’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘Could be.’ 
 
    She glanced around as Tommy Lynch walked in. He didn’t look remotely green now. 
 
    ‘Doc Partridge phoned in with the highlights,’ she said, before he could speak. ‘So no need to go through it again. See if you can raise Frank on the radio — tell him we’re looking for someone going after crack. And tell him to concentrate on male buyers this time. Young men — students, or graduates.’ 
 
    Tommy nodded. 
 
    ‘Mel’s late,’ Hillary said, but Janine wasn’t rising to the bait. 
 
    ‘You’ll be wanting to sit in on the second interviews of the Johns, boss?’ she said instead. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Yeah, I think so.’ 
 
    But none of the Johns seemed to have any connection with the worlds of medicine or chemistry. Surely Warfarin wasn’t something freelance journalists, interior decorators or dentists ran across very often? But she supposed a dentist could be described as a sort of medical man. And the old fella, Lambkin, wasn’t he something of an academic? She wondered what his subject was. Knowing her luck, it would turn out to be something like the significance of the Celtic cross on Lindisfarne. Or the symbolism of the Cheshire Cat in Lewis Carroll’s life and works. 
 
    She was just reaching for her coat when Mel finally came in. 
 
    Janine watched him head for his office with that little thrill of pride that denotes ownership. 
 
    For an older guy he looked really good, she thought smugly. He dressed well, and with real style. He was definitely someone she wouldn’t be ashamed to take home to her mother. (Not that she’d ever taken any of her lovers home to her mother.) 
 
    Still. At twenty-eight, Janine felt ready for a so-called ‘grown-up’ relationship. A full-on, commitment-type thing. She didn’t want kids yet. Perhaps when she was thirty-one. Or thirty-two. Years off yet. But though she didn’t particularly want to get married, something was telling her that it was time to move out of a converted house with three flatmates, and on to something more sophisticated. To a man you thought of in terms of years, not weeks or months. A real, honest-to-goodness, long-term male companion. 
 
    And why not Mel? If he got to take over from Superintendent Donleavy, which most people seemed to think he was in line for, he was obviously a man on the way up. It couldn’t hurt her own career to be semi-attached to him, so to speak. 
 
    And if, after a few years, she found it was time to move on, well, there was such a thing as palimony. Or it might move on in the other direction — marriage and kids. 
 
    And that house in the Moors was something else. Like one of those illustrations in a glossy magazine. Come hell or high water, and no matter what kind of a fuss he kicked up, Janine was determined to find herself living there one of these fine days. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Blissfully oblivious of DS Janine Tyler’s long-term plans, Mel looked up as Hillary tapped on his door, and listened without comment as she updated him on the Eva Gerainte case. 
 
    ‘OK, concentrate on the French girl,’ he said, when she’d finished, ‘but don’t let your other cases slide.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. She wondered if Mel knew about the pension fiasco. She somehow thought he might, but she was damned if she was going to be the first one to mention it. 
 
    She was just heading back to her desk when DI Mike Regis and his silent sidekick put their heads around the door. 
 
    ‘Hey, Hillary,’ Mike called, a bright, green-eyed smile lighting up his face. ‘I come bearing gifts. Wanna come with us to the interview room?’ 
 
    Well, what girl could refuse an offer like that? It was better than wine and roses, and Belgian chocolate. 
 
    OK. Perhaps not better than the chocolates. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Downstairs, in interview room twelve, Mike’s gift turned out to be a vicious and notorious pimp by the name of Mungo Johns. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 9 
 
    Mungo Johns already had his solicitor present. This surprised no one. The Mungo Johns of the world always had a solicitor present. They probably lived with miniature solicitors kept permanently in their back pockets, to be brought out into the daylight as and when needed. 
 
    Hillary wondered if miniature solicitors came flat-packed, or if you needed a pump or a battery to operate them . . . 
 
    This particular solicitor was female and slightly older than Hillary, with a head of intensely thick, black hair. With it went a long, thin, quivering nose and a broad Scottish accent. 
 
    She had all the charm of a rabid mole. 
 
    She peered up at them suspiciously through thick-lensed glasses and immediately began the spiel. 
 
    Police harassment. Intrusive questioning. The fact that the police had no right to bring her client in. That her client might well exercise his right to silence. And so on and so on. 
 
    At least her almost impenetrable accent had the appeal of novelty. 
 
    Hillary took her seat, and wondered wearily, and not for the first time, why everybody and their pet toy poodle had rights, but not the police. 
 
    The police, according to solicitors like this one, had no rights at all. A maniac comes at you with a knife. You’re not supposed to fight back, oh no. You might hurt the poor mentally defective yob with the flick-knife. Facing a riotous mob with Molotov cocktails? Well, what were you doing out on the streets in the first place? Didn’t you know pigs belonged in a sty? 
 
    Hillary wondered what kind of mind allowed itself to defend poison like Mungo Johns. She herself could never understand such people. 
 
    They took their seats and let her wind down. Mike, without fuss, set about introducing them to the tape, scrupulously listing the time, and all those present. He went through everything so fastidiously that by the time he’d finished, even Mungo Johns was looking bored. 
 
    The solicitor, Ms Burns, even yawned. The way she elongated every ‘r’ consonant reminded Hillary of an ancient lawn-mower she used to own. What had happened to it? 
 
    ‘We’d like to ask your client some questions concerning the death of a student of St Anselm’s. Her body was found on the morning of the twelfth.’ Mike at last got down to the nitty-gritty. 
 
    ‘Has cause of death been established?’ the rabid mole asked at once. 
 
    Mike demurred. They were still waiting for medical tests to be completed. 
 
    In which case, the rabid mole maintained, this interview was precipitously early. She got up to rise. Mungo got up to rise. 
 
    Hillary waited. She was used to this dance. She looked up and found the pimp watching her curiously. He was a tall, lean man, with a long, bony face, pale blonde hair and peculiarly colourless eyes. He was young, and looked younger still. 
 
    Only his reputation warned how violent and dangerous he could be. 
 
    His father had been killed in prison in an argument over a Sun pin-up picture with a GBH prisoner named Gruffyd. You’d have thought he’d have known better. The spider tattoo on his opponent’s bald head should at least have given Mr Johns, Snr, a broad hint that this wasn’t somebody you messed with. 
 
    His mother, now dead of cancer, had been a prostitute all her working life. It was she who’d turned her son away from his father’s way of thinking, and on to her own. She had used him as protection on the streets since the age of thirteen. He hadn’t been particularly big for his age, but he’d been, even then, vicious. He’d served time in juvie for cutting off the tongue of one of his mother’s punters. 
 
    Now he obligingly took a seat as the rabid mole sighed and rolled her eyes. 
 
    The simple truth was, they wanted to know what the cops were after every bit as much as Hillary wanted to know what Mike had up his sleeve. 
 
    It was all standard play-acting so far. 
 
    ‘This girl, Eva Gerainte.’ Mike pushed a picture of a smiling, happy Eva across the table. They’d got it from a friend of the French girl at college. ‘Ever seen her?’ 
 
    Mungo turned his colourless eyes on to the photograph. It had been taken at a sports event. Eva was wrapped in an oversized football scarf and a bulky winter coat. But not even the British winter could defeat her looks or almost palpable sense of vitality. 
 
    Mungo whistled silently. ‘Nice. I could have done with her. You know, on a date.’ 
 
    ‘You mean in your stable,’ Mike corrected, and immediately set off the rabid mole. 
 
    There was no evidence that her client had ever been involved in prostitution. This was outrageous slander. They could sue. 
 
    Mike batted back a ‘living off immoral earnings’ beef that had netted Mungo a six-month stretch two years ago. 
 
    And so it went on. 
 
    Hillary still hadn’t spoken. Mungo leaned back in his uncomfortable chair, crossed his arms across his scrawny chest and, from time to time, glanced down at the picture of Eva. 
 
    ‘She’s lovely, isn’t she?’ Hillary said, very quietly, hoping that the rabid mole would be too taken up with sparring with Mike to notice. ‘Not your usual run-of-the-mill Tom.’ 
 
    ‘I can see,’ he said laconically. 
 
    ‘She’s French. Or rather was,’ Hillary continued softly. ‘You can always tell the ones with style. I’ll bet she earned more for one bonk than all your girls earn in a single night. Must have made you mad.’ 
 
    ‘You saying she was a pro?’ Mungo asked, his voice raised in a scandalized squeak. 
 
    The rabid mole was on to her in a moment. 
 
    ‘DI Greene, is it? I’d appreciate it if you’d address your remarks to me.’ 
 
    Hillary looked at the woman. She was in her early fifties, she’d guessed, and was a lot heavier than her well-tailored power dressing dark blue suit implied. Her eyes, behind the lenses, looked enormous and dark. And hostile. 
 
    ‘It’s not you I wish to interview, Ms Burns,’ Hillary said mildly. 
 
    ‘We have it on good authority that you haven’t been happy for some time, Mr Johns,’ Mike said, taking the lead once more. ‘In fact, we understand that you believe somebody has been undercutting your business.’ He tapped the picture of Eva again. ‘This girl, and others like her, perhaps?’ 
 
    That launched the rabid mole into orbit. When enraged, they could only understand about one word in every ten, but the gist was recognisable enough. And one of the things Ms Burns told Mike Regis to do was, surely, a physical impossibility. Even for the double-jointed. She was obviously not the sort to be polite in a police cell. 
 
    Mungo Johns smiled at Mike through the tirade, while Hillary wondered how much Mike was guessing, and how much he knew. 
 
    If the pimp had known about Eva Gerainte’s freelancing, he wouldn’t have liked it. He wouldn’t have liked it at all. As far as Mungo was concerned, Oxford was his turf. Women who got paid for bonking also paid Mungo. There was no other middleman. Other pimps tended to end up at the John Radcliffe Hospital. Or in the canal. There was certainly no such thing as an independent prostitute. 
 
    ‘That must have really burned you,’ Hillary mused. ‘An intelligent, attractive foreigner, moving in and setting herself up as the queen of the courtesans. Women like that, women getting ideas above their station — you let it pass and who knows what ideas the other girls in your stable might get?’ 
 
    Hillary was almost whispering, and beside her, she heard Mike raise his voice a little as he did battle with the rabid mole, trying to give her cover. 
 
    No doubt about it, Hillary realised with a real thrill, they worked well together. 
 
    ‘None of my women ever forget who the boss is,’ Mungo whispered back. 
 
    And Hillary could well believe it. 
 
    He let his eyes sweep over her. ‘You’ve got good tits. Big, and the real thing too, I can tell. Course, you’re a bit old, but if you want to lay up some extra dosh for yourself, I’ll always take you on, darling.’ 
 
    The rabid mole flushed crimson as she caught this last salacious comment. But not, Hillary was sure, because she felt obliged to feel empathy with her about the insult. 
 
    ‘Mr Johns, I really must advise you against letting yourself be angered by the police,’ the solicitor said, and Hillary almost grinned. 
 
    Bingo. 
 
    Mungo grinned right back. ‘Do I look angry?’ he asked innocently. 
 
    Hillary was on to that in an instant. It wasn’t often a copper got fed such good lines. 
 
    ‘But Eva Gerainte made you angry though, didn’t she? We’ve got her diary. She was making over twenty grand a month,’ she lied outrageously, and had the pleasure of watching his eyes narrow. ‘Money like that . . .’ She blew out her lips in a soundless whistle. 
 
    ‘Bollocks,’ Mungo said flatly. 
 
    Hillary shrugged. ‘If you say so,’ she said mildly. 
 
    ‘Of course, the earnings of a prostitute are of no interest to my client,’ the rabid mole said primly. 
 
    At that, Mike Regis laughed uproariously. Even Mungo Johns smiled. 
 
    ‘I never saw the girl before,’ Mungo said flatly, and ignored the warning look his solicitor shot him. ‘So if this is all you have . . .’ He put his hands flat on the desk, and Hillary noticed the criss-cross white scars on the back of his knuckles. 
 
    Had someone slashed him with razor blades? The wounds looked old. 
 
    ‘What were you doing on the night of the eleventh, Mr Johns?’ Mike said grimly, the menace in his voice making even Hillary’s hackles rise. 
 
    She saw the muscle in the side of the pimp’s jaw clench in reaction. Because he had such a bony face, it had been impossible to miss, but then, instantly, all expression was wiped from his face. 
 
    She felt Mike quiver, like a hunting dog spotting a falling pheasant, and knew just how he felt. She, too, was tingling all over. 
 
    That question had definitely shaken the pimp. 
 
    ‘The eleventh?’ he drawled. ‘Who knows? Who cares? This interview is over.’ 
 
    ‘If you have nothing to hide . . .’ Mike said, getting up too. The rabid mole was gathering her stuff together. 
 
    ‘You heard my client, DI Regis.’ The thick Scottish voice dripped satisfaction. 
 
    ‘Why not just tell us where you were? It was only three nights ago, Mungo. Surely your memory can stretch—’ 
 
    ‘DI Regis! I said this interview is terrrrrrminated. For the record I’d like to register . . .’ 
 
    Hillary tuned out as the rabid mole registered a whole battery of complaints. Mungo Johns said not another word. 
 
    Regis watched the door close behind them, then sat down. He calmly dealt with the tape and switched it off. 
 
    In the electric silence, Hillary slowly rubbed the side of her face. 
 
    ‘Our number one suspect?’ Mike asked curiously. 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘Depends. Do you have any real reason to suppose he knew about Eva Gerainte?’ 
 
    Mike spread his hands helplessly. ‘Yes and no. We’ve got an undercover officer close to Mungo’s operation. He told us something was definitely going down. We know Johns is up to something. But our agent isn’t nearly trusted enough yet to be let in on it.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘Would just one independent be worth all this hassle, though? If Johns knew about Eva, why not just take her aside, rough her up and bring her into line.’ 
 
    Mike nodded. ‘Perhaps he’d already tried and she wasn’t having any. Or maybe Eva isn’t the only independent involved.’ 
 
    Hillary snorted. ‘I can’t see her running her own stable, Mike,’ she said. Then paused. 
 
    No, Eva might not have wanted to bother. She had far more different, more glamorous plans of her own. But what about someone else? 
 
    Pretty, clever but financially strapped female students made ideal high-class call girls. They gave discerning punters a class product, and students nowadays were always short of cash. 
 
    ‘You’re thinking that some enterprising entrepreneur might be putting their studies of economics to a more practical use, you mean?’ Hillary mused cautiously. 
 
    ‘It might not necessarily be a student,’ Mike pointed out. 
 
    Hillary smiled. ‘You’re thinking some dusty don has a side-line in bordellos?’ She laughed. ‘I can’t see it, somehow.’ 
 
    So why did a picture of Molly Fairbanks immediately leap into her mind? 
 
    No, Tommy had run a financial check on her. She wasn’t running a string of call girls. 
 
    And yet, now that she came to think about, someone like Molly Fairbanks would be in an ideal situation to become a madam. She’d know which girls were poor enough to be needy. And which girls, like Eva, would be sophisticated and cosmopolitan enough to regard the whole thing either as a good rag or as a purely business-like way of earning easy money. And she’d know the other end too — how many bored, lonely, middle-aged, wealthy men would a woman like Molly know? 
 
    Enough. 
 
    Yes. Molly Fairbanks would make an ideal madam. 
 
    ‘If Mungo was aware of a high-end invasion into his market, he wouldn’t be a happy bunny,’ Mike pointed out. ‘There’s good money to be had from expensive Toms.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘Getting a bit ahead of ourselves, aren’t we? We’ve got one dead student, who happened to be making some money hooking.’ 
 
    ‘And one pimp who’s very antsy about what he was doing on the night of her death, and who we’ve reason to believe is up to something,’ Mike pointed out reasonably. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Well, that’s your day sorted out,’ she said cheerfully. ‘You take Mungo, and I’ll concentrate on Eva’s other Johns.’ 
 
    Mike nodded and caught her gaze. Slowly he smiled. ‘Sounds fair to me,’ he said softly. 
 
    Hillary nodded, her mouth suddenly dry. 
 
    Had he been flirting with her just then? Or was she going off her trolley? 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back in her office, she had a load of faxes waiting for her from the French police at Lille. They contained lots of background details, but nothing helpful. Eva’s parents had landed in London yesterday, and one of the uniforms had met them and set them up in a B&B in Summertown. 
 
    So far, they hadn’t asked to meet the detective in charge, although they had been to the college. 
 
    She hadn’t envied Dr Havering that interview. 
 
    Soon, she knew, it would be her turn to speak to them — when grief turned to anger and a demand for action and results. 
 
    But, according to the papers in front of her, it seemed unlikely that Eva had made any enemies in France, let alone an enemy determined enough to follow her to Oxford and kill her. Apart from her aggressive ambition and a slight tendency to teenage arrogance that had got up some people’s noses, Eva Gerainte was a model citizen. 
 
    Not that Hillary had expected anything different. She sighed and pushed the results aside. 
 
    ‘I want you and Tommy to try and track down this experimental Warfarin angle,’ she said, and pretended not to hear Janine groan. ‘Start with the pharmaceutical companies. Then try individual labs. This is Oxford — if somebody is experimenting with rat poison, somebody else will know about it, of that you can be sure. You know academics.’ 
 
    Janine did. Julius Caesar might have been said to suffer from the old knives-in-the-back routine, but that was nothing compared to the way academics spied and gossiped on their own leading lights. And eagerly sold them down the river. 
 
    ‘But first, let me have the address of Lambkin. I’ll start with him. I’ll be out interviewing the Johns all day if you need me.’ 
 
    Her sergeant handed over the list of addresses, along with her and Tommy’s own reports of the interviews. 
 
    Janine watched her go, wondering why she’d chosen Lambkin first. She’d worked with the DI long enough to know that Hillary never did anything without a good reason. 
 
    Frowning, she mentally went over their conversation about all six of Eva Gerainte’s Johns. 
 
    What had DI Greene heard in Tommy’s summation that she’d missed? 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary turned up the heater of her old Volkswagen, with little result, before pulling out of the car park and heading north. 
 
    She was glad to be getting out of the office, even if a grey drizzle had settled gloomily over the landscape. She flicked on the windscreen wipers and watched the skeletal trees go past her windows. 
 
    Just the sense of movement was comforting. 
 
    Marcus Gagingwell, aka Lambkin, lived in a small hamlet called Caulcott, not too far from Bicester. As she drove, and shivered, and turned up the heater yet again, she wondered how long it would be before the first spring lambs put in an appearance. Or the first snowdrop? The first crocus or daffodil? 
 
    At the moment, winter seemed set to last for ever. 
 
    She braked for a grey squirrel, which shot across the mud-caked road in front of her and scarpered under a gatepost. She doubted if the farmer, whose tractor had left all that mud on the road, would have bothered to do the same. Out in the sticks, grey squirrels were vermin. 
 
    Hillary, more used to the friendly squirrels of Worcester College — where she sometimes spent the odd few hours or lunch break, proximity allowing — changed down a gear and proceeded more slowly. She’d turned off down a narrow track after leaving the village of Kirtlington behind in her rear-view mirror, and suddenly realised she was on the site of an old Roman road. 
 
    She’d read about this particular stretch of road many years ago now. Locals still dug up the odd Roman coin in their compost heaps, even to this day. 
 
    But the small stretch of straight road soon gave way to the smell and sounds of a pig farm, and then a sharp right-hand bend. Small, old, renovated cottages straggled out on either side of her, and a ditch (or, if you wanted to be picturesque, a roadside stream) looked in imminent danger of flooding off to her left. 
 
    Marcus Gagingwell’s cottage, ‘Merewater,’ was on the left, by an old weeping willow. She parked on a tiny strip of grass verge and hoped no tractors would be passing by. The village road was as narrow as her old granny’s mind. 
 
    She pushed through a white-painted gate and up a small, flagged path. The cottage garden looked as if it would be spectacular in the summer. Even now, its rose bushes had been harshly pruned, leaf mould had been widely spread, evergreens were neatly clipped and bare bushes promised frothy coloured blooms later on. A keen gardener had been at work here. 
 
    At least the problem of keeping up a garden was something she didn’t have to worry about, living on the Mollern. 
 
    She rang the doorbell and was answered almost immediately. 
 
    The man in the doorway could only be Lambkin. Fluffy white hair haloed a head that looked as silly as that of any sheep. Watery, greeny-blue eyes (thankfully without a sheep’s vertically slitted pupil) looked her over. He could have been any age from an old-before-his-time fifty-five to a well-preserved eighty-five. 
 
    He was dressed in baggy grey trousers and a baggy grey cardigan. Pink gums were revealed when he gave her a winsome smile. (Pity about the missing back teeth.) 
 
    The old geezer seemed to like what he saw, and Hillary fought back a smile. Being complimented by a vicious pimp and a randy old man, all in a matter of a few hours, could turn a girl’s head. 
 
    ‘Mr Gagingwell?’ She showed him her identification. 
 
    ‘A detective inspector? Well, well, a marked improvement on a mere constable. Come in, come in. Would you like some homemade cowslip wine?’ 
 
    Hillary wouldn’t. Hillary definitely wouldn’t. She’d been had like that before. Some fifteen years ago, a fluffy-voiced sub-postmistress had offered her some damson wine. 
 
    It had very nearly taken off the top of her head. She could still remember the morning after, even now. 
 
    She followed the old man into a library-cum-study where a real fire glowed winningly in a hearth. She let him make her a cup of tea instead, and settled herself in front of the fire. A cat, asleep on the opposite chair, raised its big ginger head, stared at her for a second, then went back to sleep. Outside, some sparrows argued noisily in a winter-flowering jasmine bush. 
 
    It was like a different world. 
 
    She inspected the books with some interest. They were all on insects. 
 
    She sighed heavily. So much for Lambkin being a medical or chemistry buff. She supposed it had been too much to hope for. 
 
    Lambkin came back with a genuine nineteenth-century Worcester cup-and-saucer tea service. 
 
    The tea was the kind that came in a bag. 
 
    Ah well. 
 
    ‘You’ve come about Eva, I suppose. Lovely girl. She shouldn’t be dead.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. It wasn’t much of an epitaph, she thought, and then wondered. Perhaps it would be more of an epitaph than she’d ever get herself? 
 
    ‘You seem interested in insects, Mr Gagingwell,’ she said, surprising the old man, who’d been expecting to be grilled about his peccadilloes. Who’d maybe been looking forward to being grilled about his peccadilloes? 
 
    If she were an old widower, living in this idyllic rural retirement, she might like the chance to play the old roué too. 
 
    ‘Oh yes. Dragonflies, especially. They were around before the dinosaurs, you know. Ancient things. I’ve made a study of them for over fifty years. I have three books published on the subject.’ He got up and retrieved them. They looked to be as dry as dust, with small print and not even the odd photograph of a jewel-like subject to enliven the text. The latest one, she’d noticed, had been published way back in 1972. 
 
    Hillary nodded and looked around. ‘You don’t happen to have a laboratory, do you, Mr Gagingwell? For your more scientific studies of their anatomy?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no. No, I didn’t go in for that end of it much. The scientific side of it, I mean. I was more into habitat and behaviour. My survey of dragonfly numbers on one particular lake in West Dorset was one of the first early warnings we had about the perils of DDT, you know.’ 
 
    He sounded so proud. Hillary wondered if Eva had complimented him on his past glories. She hoped she had. 
 
    ‘You did the chemistry analysis of those flies yourself?’ she asked sharply, but already the old man was shaking his head. 
 
    ‘Oh no. Some fellows from the Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Fisheries did all that.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. Then scowled. DDT? Wasn’t all that a big issue in the sixties and seventies? 
 
    She looked around at what was obviously a small, cosy retirement cottage, and knew that Lambkin’s days as any kind of serious academic were long gone. 
 
    And even then, he’d obviously been one of those dying breed of ‘gentlemen’ entomologists, who were no doubt very dedicated and meticulous, but strictly in the ‘amateur’ league. 
 
    Just to cheer him up, she let him tell her all about his time with Eva, and play the shame-faced degenerate old man to the hilt. He used to drive to Oxford once a month, he assured her, where they spent an hour or so at Eva’s Botley flat, trying out various positions from the Kama Sutra. 
 
    She guessed that, more often than not, he’d simply watched the girl striptease, then helped her eat the chocolates, or drink the wine he brought, or like as not play chess. 
 
    She sensed a genuine affection for the dead girl, and a real sadness that this last little bit of life had now been denied to him as well. 
 
    Goodbye to the vida loca. 
 
    Hillary left the old reprobate to his real fire, his cat and his lustful memories. 
 
    And mentally crossed him off her list. 
 
    Next up — Red Rum. After him, if she had time, Frankie A. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 10 
 
    Jamie Prospect, aka Red Rum, was busy fitting new, brightly shining white dental caps on to a wannabe pop star, who was due to start filming a reality TV show in four weeks’ time, and couldn’t possibly be disturbed. 
 
    This was not quite how the dentist’s receptionist phrased it, of course. 
 
    ‘Well, do you have any idea when he’ll be free?’ Hillary asked, letting her eyes wander guiltily over posters of anonymous pearly whites chomping down into hard-looking green apples. 
 
    When exactly was it that she’d last been to the dentist? Five years ago? Six? She only ever went when something began to hurt. 
 
    As she waited for the receptionist (a woman with teeth like tombstones) to check, she could feel a molar in her upper back jaw twinge ominously. No doubt as a result of the power of positive thinking. Or in this case, negative thinking. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid he’s booked right through solid until five o’clock, Inspector Greene.’ 
 
    ‘Well, if you’d tell Mr Prospect that I’ll be calling around at his private residence later on, I’d appreciate it,’ Hillary said. Meaning, he’d better be in. Or else. 
 
    She managed a smile that adequately conveyed the sub-text, and left, trying to pretend that she couldn’t hear the sound of drilling, or smell the smell of whatever that foul pink stuff was that you rinsed your mouth out with, after a session. Whenever she visited such places, that scene from Marathon Man, with Dustin Hoffman and Laurence Olivier, kept running through her head. She got in the car and checked her notes. She’d missed lunch, and was still trying to pretend that that was a good thing. Of course, her stomach kept up a rumbling running commentary to the contrary, but she was willing to swear she could almost hear her fat cells thanking her. 
 
    Perhaps, if she passed a shop, she’d buy an apple. 
 
    Her back molar twinged. 
 
    Then again, maybe not. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Frankie A, alias Michael Bolder, lived in a converted mill house in a tiny hamlet that didn’t even have a name on the map. 
 
    As she turned off down a narrow, hawthorn-lined lane, the sun came out briefly from behind a lowering grey sky and shone on a herd of cattle, grazing in the meadow. The river running through it looked dangerously swollen, and she hoped the farmer would be moving them soon. Many areas of the Cherwell Valley flooded in the winter. 
 
    She went over a viciously humped-back bridge, and felt her stomach do that curious, tickling leap on the other side. And there was the mill house. 
 
    It looked old, with a low slate roof, mellow Cotswold stone, and rows of small, mullioned windows. A stationary wooden mill wheel was still attached to the side of the house where a mill race gurgled and churned. As she got out of the car, a hedge sparrow sang its usual surprisingly sweet song from the depths of a weeping willow tree. 
 
    Hillary looked at the property with naked envy. Then the sun went back in, and everything looked bleak and grey once more. 
 
    She knocked on what looked like a genuine oak front door, noting the brass mermaid’s head knocker. 
 
    Of course. ‘Frankie A’ was an interior decorator. 
 
    The door opened to reveal a good-looking man in his mid-forties. Thick dark hair hung well past his ears to brush his collar. He had level grey eyes under dark brows, and a strong line from nose to chin. He was wearing a plain white shirt and tight-fitting jeans. 
 
    Hillary smiled and introduced herself. He looked surprised. 
 
    ‘I thought you always came in twos,’ he said, standing aside to let her in. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Usually we do.’ And Mel, for one, would have a fit if he knew she was out interviewing suspects without Tommy or Janine (or even, at a pinch, Frank) along for backup. But what he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. 
 
    ‘It’s about Eva, of course?’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. The man had an accentless voice, neither arty/crafty, nor cockney/mockery. 
 
    She looked around the hall, curious to see how an interior designer decorated their own home. 
 
    All was wood — high stained-glass windows let coloured light filter down on to a sweeping banister, and a curved set of uncarpeted stairs. She was reminded of an old country church. She could even smell beeswax. 
 
    But the room was warm. Under-floor heating? Very nice. 
 
    ‘Come on through to the lounge,’ Michael Bolder said, pushing open a door and standing aside for her to follow. 
 
    When she did, Hillary felt her breath catch. 
 
    Now here was the residence of an interior designer. 
 
    One whole side of the room was pure glass. One part of her mind wondered how on earth he had managed to get planning permission for that, while the other simply gibbered. For this glass wall overlooked the mill race, a well-tended garden, and an old red-brick bridge that swept over the water and into the field of grazing cattle. A line of weeping willows hung their pale, as yet leafless, twigs to the river’s edge. 
 
    She found herself drawn to the vista like a magnet, then, on hearing the sudden echoing hollow tap of her heels, looked down and gulped. 
 
    She was standing on yet more glass. Moreover, a glass floor that was, she realised, actually positioned over the water. Underneath her, the mill race rushed on its way to the pond, which she guessed would be on the other side of the property. 
 
    It probably had swans on it. Black swans. 
 
    ‘It’s stunning,’ she said flatly. Then felt compelled to add, ‘But since I live on a boat, I’m used to it.’ She heard herself say this last sentence with something close to amazement. 
 
    Was she really that petty? This man had created a stunning room of pale apricot, mint-green and cream, with two amazing features. Why not simply admit it? 
 
    On the other hand, she couldn’t help but feel a rush of satisfaction as the handsome interior designer perked up, giving her a second, distinctly interested gaze. 
 
    ‘Really? A narrowboat?’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. 
 
    ‘I was thinking of buying one of those. You know, for a mobile holiday home.’ 
 
    Hillary shrugged. It was undeniably the gesture of the sophisticated seasoned boat-dweller for the whims of a mere dabbling amateur. 
 
    Since when had she become a boatie? Usually she cursed the Mollern up and down, whenever she thought of it. Now here she was, actually feeling proud of the damn hunk of floating wood. 
 
    Pulling herself together, she took a seat and pulled out her notebook. She had a photocopy of Eva’s journal in her bag, and as she looked at it, she saw once again the moon symbol she’d pencilled in beside her last encounter with this man. 
 
    ‘Do you happen to know what this moon symbol means, Mr Bolder?’ she asked, being careful to fold the paper, and put her thumb over the writing still visible. ‘Eva made it.’ 
 
    Michael Bolder came closer, bringing with him a whiff of expensive cologne. He looked down. ‘No, sorry.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. She hadn’t really expected anything else. Nor could she understand why she had a niggling idea it might be relevant. 
 
    ‘How long had you known Eva Gerainte, Mr Bolder?’ she began calmly. 
 
    Michael Bolder sat on the black leather settee facing the matching armchair Hillary had chosen. A few feet away, under the floor, the river rushed on. A genuinely old grandfather clock ticked solemnly on the wall facing her. ‘We met last summer. At one of those May Day dos in Oxford. You know, idiots jumping into the river, that sort of thing.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. He was lying. He had to be. May Day in Oxford was chaotic. And strictly for the students and, occasionally, the tourists. This man was neither. 
 
    So he wasn’t saying how they met. What else might he lie about? 
 
    ‘And how did you come to your arrangement?’ she asked, with what she thought was great delicacy. 
 
    ‘You mean, how did I come to be paying her for sex?’ Michael Bolder said, with a laugh. ‘Simple. Eva came straight out and said what she was doing, and was I interested? And after a night in her company, which was vivacious, astringent and refreshing, I had no hesitation in saying yes.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. A night in her company? May Day festivities began early in the morning. So he was lying. It was always nice to have confirmation that her bullshit meter was still in good working order. 
 
    Had he met her in a bar? A jazz club? A private party? Or had one of her other regulars told him about her? But if he knew any of the other men, she couldn’t see him admitting it. Not now he’d spun her this fairy story. 
 
    ‘I see. And you met regularly?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but not to any strict pattern,’ Michael said, casually crossing his legs at the ankle. ‘I wasn’t down for Tuesdays and Saturdays, or whatever. I travel about a lot, for one thing. For two months last autumn I was in Scotland, for instance, helping with the conversion of an old manor house to a top-of-the-range hotel. I didn’t see her at all then. When I got back, I saw her three nights running.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled. Very athletic of you, I’m sure. 
 
    ‘And you never argued?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, all the time. About art, about modern cinema, about books. And fashion. She was really passionate about fashion. That was her thing.’ 
 
    He grinned in remembrance, then slowly frowned. ‘I still can’t believe that she’s dead. She was the sort of girl you expected to live for ever. You know, the kind of game old bird who’d become a grande dame, scandalizing her grandchildren by taking a gigolo at eighty, and doing the Cresta Run.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. She knew just what he meant. ‘Did she ever talk about anyone bothering her? Phone calls, anonymous flower deliveries? That kind of thing?’ 
 
    ‘A stalker? No.’ 
 
    Again Hillary nodded and looked long and hard at the man, trying to get some sort of insight. All this casual helpfulness, she was sure, was nothing more than a front. But a front for what? Nothing necessarily sinister. Most people played some sort of role for the police, even the innocent. Sometimes, especially the innocent. This was something she’d learned very early on. 
 
    This John was one of those with an alibi for the night Eva died, she remembered. A neighbour had dropped by with a bottle. But there was no point in bringing that up until it had been confirmed. And she felt sure it would be. Michael Bolder might be an accomplished liar, but she felt sure he wasn’t stupid. Certainly not stupid enough to lie about something that could be so easily checked out. 
 
    ‘Did Eva have a pet name for you, Mr Bolder?’ she asked curiously. 
 
    ‘What? Pooh Bear or something like that?’ he laughed. ‘Hell, no. That wasn’t her style.’ 
 
    ‘So you have no idea why she referred to you in her diary as “Frankie A”?’ 
 
    If he found the idea of being described in intimate detail in his call-girl’s diary as either worrying or embarrassing, he certainly hid it well. 
 
    ‘No. No, I can’t,’ he said simply. 
 
    ‘Your middle name isn’t Frank?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    She was beginning to find his helpful brevity annoying. 
 
    ‘Did you like Eva?’ she asked flatly, but if she’d hoped to surprise him out of his irksome composure, she failed. 
 
    He simply thought about it, then nodded. ‘Yes. I did.’ 
 
    Narked, Hillary said bluntly, ‘Was she really very good in bed?’ 
 
    He simply thought about it, then nodded. ‘Yes, she was.’ 
 
    Hillary wryly acknowledged the one-upmanship, and sighed. ‘We’re treating this case as a murder inquiry, Mr Bolder.’ 
 
    And that shook him. 
 
    You could see the shock wave hit him. Not that there were any protestations, or blusters, or even tears. But it stunned him, nonetheless. 
 
    And bang goes suspect number two, Hillary thought grimly. First Lambkin turned out to be nothing more than a charming, harmless, dirty old man. Now Frankie A didn’t even realise she’d been deliberately killed. 
 
    So what had he thought? Death through natural causes? He’d surely have known her well enough to discount suicide. 
 
    ‘I didn’t realise that,’ he said instead. Then added simply, ‘I didn’t kill her.’ 
 
    And Hillary believed him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    She left the mill house, with its perfect decor and underground heating and under-floor stream, and headed back to town. 
 
    Liberace was to be found in his office, with ne’er a candelabra in sight. There were, though, lots of lorries. Lorries coming in, lorries going out. Lorries full, lorries empty. The smell of petrol and diesel. Muddy forecourt. Muddy rear parking area. 
 
    A haulage company’s Portacabin office in Abingdon was about as far from the mill house as you could get. 
 
    And Philip Cox was as far from Michael Bolder as you could get too. 
 
    He looked older than his fifty-two years. He was running to fat, and hadn’t yet got around to buying his trousers a size bigger, so his gut simply hung over a belt that looked excruciatingly tight. His hair was thinning, and you could see how he’d changed its style recently in an attempt to brush it over and cover the bald patch. When his secretary ushered Hillary in, he immediately began to sweat. The skin of his face had the high pink look that pigs got if they stayed out in the sunshine too long. 
 
    He looked like a heart attack waiting to happen. 
 
    Hillary privately thought that Eva had earned her money with this one. 
 
    Then felt immediately ashamed. 
 
    ‘I didn’t kill her,’ Philip Cox squeaked, the moment Hillary sat down. He did indeed have a mincing voice, with that kind of endearing camp tone to it, which the famous pianist had made his trademark. 
 
    ‘What makes you think she was killed, Mr Cox?’ Hillary immediately demanded. 
 
    It utterly wrong-footed him, as it was meant to. 
 
    ‘Well, I mean, it’s been days now, and you’re still asking questions. I mean, it’s obvious something’s up. Was it drugs?’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘Did Eva take drugs during any of your, er, sessions, Mr Cox?’ 
 
    ‘No!’ His voice quavered somewhere up in the high C range. ‘I mean, of course not. I’m not into that sort of thing. I’ve got a wife, and three kids. My wife is head of the WI branch here!’ 
 
    No. You weren’t into drugs, but you were into call girls. Hillary gave a mental shrug. She wasn’t here to police anybody’s sins. She was here to find out who killed Eva and why. 
 
    She went briskly through the same questions as she had with Michael Bolder and got the same results. When she’d finished, the man looked like a nervous wreck. 
 
    ‘You won’t have to tell my wife about any of this, will you?’ he asked, sweating so hard now that Hillary was tempted to get up and open the window and let in some cold winter air. 
 
    ‘We’ll have to ask her to confirm your whereabouts on the night in question, Mr Cox,’ she said firmly. 
 
    ‘Yes, but you don’t have to tell her why, do you? I mean, you could say that it was just regular inquiries, like. I could tell her there’d been a break-in at the office, someone siphoning off petrol or something. That’s always a problem.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled wryly. If his wife was anything like the leaders of the WI that she knew from her mother’s day, then Mrs Cox probably already knew everything there was to know about her husband’s little ways. 
 
    She could see this man acting in panic, if Eva had threatened to tell his wife, say. He might just have lashed out with something, then panicked and run off. 
 
    But why would Eva ever threaten him, or any of her Johns, for that matter? That wouldn’t have been her way. She’d have played the game, the way it was supposed to be played. Mutual benefit for all, and no bones broken. 
 
    Besides, Eva hadn’t been killed in panic. Eva had been killed by someone who’d coolly gone to her room, prepared and ready. 
 
    Even though she knew in her bones that she was wasting her time, she nevertheless thoroughly grilled him, then left him sweating into his handkerchief. 
 
    His secretary smiled at her knowingly on the way out. She probably knew all about Eva as well. She looked the type. 
 
    Hell, scratch three. At this rate, she was going to cross off all of Eva’s Johns from her list. 
 
    Perhaps Mike was on to the right man, after all. And that suited her just fine. 
 
    It would give them both no end of pleasure to introduce Mungo Johns to one of Her Majesty’s higher-security domiciles. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When she got back to her car, her mobile started to ring. She slid in behind the wheel, wincing as an eighteen-wheeler trundled by. 
 
    ‘Hillary?’ 
 
    For a moment, she didn’t recognise the voice. It wasn’t somebody from work. 
 
    ‘Graham here. I’ve contacted the solicitors working for your Animal Army friends.’ 
 
    Hillary transferred the phone to her other ear and started the car. She turned the heater up. 
 
    It made no difference. 
 
    She hoisted the phone back to her favoured ear, and sighed. ‘That was quick.’ 
 
    Solicitors didn’t usually work that quick. Unless they were doing a friend a favour and didn’t expect to get paid the full whack. Then they didn’t mess about. Time was money, and all that. 
 
    ‘Yes, it’s not good news, I’m afraid. I think they’re seriously serious.’ 
 
    Hillary blinked. ‘Can you translate that?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. Some charities, especially the more spurious ones, are in it for a quick buck. They’re willing to compromise, to cut and run, yeah?’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Oh yeah,’ she said wearily. She knew all about those. 
 
    ‘Other charities are founded by the bleeding heart types. The dedicated sort. These are the kind who are on a crusade. They stick their fangs in and don’t let go.’ 
 
    She felt her heart sink. ‘Don’t tell me . . .’ 
 
    ‘Huh-huh.’ Graham sounded infuriatingly cheerful. ‘According to the firm representing them, they’re really out for blood. These people are hard-line animal lovers, and hold a special kind of hatred in their hearts for poachers and corrupt officials. They’d shoot the ivory poachers on sight, given the chance, as well as those who make money out of it on the other end. Well, out in the African bush, according to rumour, they very often do shoot the poachers. And some officials as well, if the rate of “unsolved fatal muggings” in Mombasa and so on are any indication. Over here, of course, their English branch have to stick to more legal means. And seeing as Ronnie is dead, and can’t be got at, they’ve got their sights set on you. Or rather, on any asset in Ronnie’s name. Being the cunning bugger that he was, that’s only the house. And he only did that so you couldn’t get your hands on it in the divorce.’ 
 
    Hillary groaned. None of this was news to her, of course. ‘You’re telling me it’s going to court, aren’t you?’ she said flatly. 
 
    ‘Yup. Sorry. The order to prevent you selling the house until the lawsuit is settled is already in the mail. They’ve also applied to the county court for a trial date. I thought I’d better give you a heads up.’ 
 
    ‘That was quick too,’ Hillary said bitterly. What was it with lawyers? You caught a murdering rapist who’d tortured an eighty-year-old woman, and they dragged their feet and tossed about delaying tactics as if they were confetti in order to keep the evil bastard from standing trial. 
 
    But a civil case that might see her home taken away from her — hell, let’s get things done and dusted by the end of the week. 
 
    She swore. Long and low and with feeling. 
 
    ‘Isn’t that a crime?’ Graham’s voice, still unerringly cheerful, cut across the tirade. ‘You ought to watch out for that, Inspector Greene. Some little old lady overhearing you could sue you for mental and emotional stress.’ 
 
    Hillary had to laugh. ‘Don’t say that! With the way my luck’s been going lately, they just might!’ And because he was her solicitor, and she wouldn’t (hopefully) be paying him for his time anyway, she told him about Ronnie’s pension being denied to her. And her reasons for not trying to fight against the ruling. 
 
    ‘You are going through the wars, aren’t you?’ Graham said, sounding, to be fair, a little less cheerful. ‘Still, you’ve always got the boat, haven’t you?’ 
 
    Hillary felt like screaming. Well, no, in fact, she didn’t have the boat. The Mollern still officially belonged to her uncle. He was being very sweet and patient letting her live in it, rent free, for so long. 
 
    Besides, she didn’t want the bloody boat. She wanted her house back. 
 
    She agreed glumly that she’d like Graham to represent her in the case, and tried to beat him down to a no-win, no-fee payment scheme. She didn’t succeed, of course. Friend or no friend, Graham was still of the same species as the rabid mole. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was getting dark as she pulled into the HQ parking lot, but it wasn’t yet four. Hillary had hours of paperwork stacked up, and she still had Red Rum to see before she could call it a day. 
 
    She was feeling fed up and put upon as she walked across to her desk and shrugged off her coat. 
 
    The case was going nowhere fast, she was about to be hauled into court to fight for her own damned house, Janine and Tommy weren’t getting anywhere on chasing down dodgy Warfarin, by the looks of it, and Frank was back. And whining. 
 
    ‘What is this?’ she muttered to herself, as she leaned back wearily in her chair. Was it officially ‘Get Hillary Greene Week’ and nobody had thought to tell her? 
 
    Had she somehow pissed off fate? 
 
    Had she lived the high life in a previous existence, and was now reaping the negative karma in this one? 
 
    Had she broken a mirror and not realised? 
 
    Surely this string of bad luck would have to bottom out soon. This was taking the mickey too far. 
 
    ‘Bloody hell, look who it is,’ she heard Janine drawl in genuine surprise, and when she looked up and saw a familiar, blond-haired figure heading straight for her, mouth smiling, blue eyes sweeping over her from head to foot, she knew it for sure. 
 
    It was now official. 
 
    Somebody was definitely taking the piss. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 11 
 
    ‘Well, well, well, if it isn’t the return of the Yorkie Bars,’ Janine drawled, and Frank nearly broke his neck looking up and around. 
 
    A strange look crossed his face. It was as if his features didn’t know whether to show alarm, caution or sheer delight. 
 
    But Hillary had no trouble gauging the reasons behind all three. Alarm because the man now approaching, beaming his Adonis smile on one and all, was none other than DI Paul Danvers, one of two officers from Yorkshire who’d been assigned to investigate Ronnie Greene’s corruption case. Hence, he’d been one of the men responsible for officially labelling her nearly ex, and totally late, husband a bent copper. 
 
    Being Ronnie’s best crony, and almost certainly in on his bent dealings with animal parts smugglers, Frank was not happy to see him back. 
 
    Thus the alarm. 
 
    As far as he knew, DI Danvers, and Sergeant Smith, his fellow investigating officer, had found no proof of Frank Ross’s involvement. But, as with all internal investigations, your fat was never truly out of the fire. Old embers could be raked up at any time. 
 
    Hence the caution. 
 
    And the sheer delight, of course, was due to the fact that DI Danvers might just be here to make Hillary’s life a living hell, all over again. 
 
    ‘Or should I say, just one Yorkie Bar,’ Janine amended, noticing the absence of the taciturn, older sergeant who usually accompanied him. 
 
    ‘Sergeant Tyler, isn’t it?’ Paul Danvers said, nodding her way. He was a tall, blond man, good-looking in an understated way. Mid-thirties, unmarried. 
 
    Janine thought it a great pity he was the enemy. 
 
    ‘DI Danvers,’ Hillary said dryly. Over by his computer, Tommy could feel a cramp start low down in the pit of his stomach, and surreptitiously eased himself around in his chair. 
 
    He had never doubted that Hillary had been oblivious to what her old man was up to, and he didn’t doubt it now. So why had this particularly bad penny turned up again? 
 
    ‘New evidence in my husband’s case?’ Hillary demanded coldly, taking the bull by the horns, and asking the single question that everyone else had wanted to ask, but hadn’t dared. 
 
    The rest of the CID room had become curiously quiet. 
 
    ‘Oh no. Nothing like that, DI Greene,’ Paul Danvers assured her. ‘Besides, I was seconded to that investigation. Once it was over, I went back to my original patch.’ 
 
    Frank let out a long, slow breath of relief. 
 
    Tommy rubbed his stomach meditatively, while Janine wondered how his colleagues had felt about that. True, they probably hadn’t known the officers involved down here in Thames Valley. But nobody liked to be around someone who’d investigated one of their own, even if the main target was already safely dead and buried. 
 
    ‘So what brings you here?’ Hillary asked bluntly, and Paul Danvers, holding her gaze firmly, shrugged, smiled and said simply, ‘A transfer.’ 
 
    It took a second for it to register. 
 
    A transfer. 
 
    He was here permanently. 
 
    Over at his desk, Tommy felt his cramp come back with a vengeance. Janine whistled silently through her teeth, and looked at Hillary speculatively. She’d often wondered, in the past, if DI Danvers hadn’t had a ‘thing’ for the woman he was investigating. She’d dismissed it at the time as ludicrous. The man was what, six, seven years younger? Besides, he was gorgeous, in a certain kind of way. Still, there was definitely something there. A spark. And she could feel it now. Just look at the way Danvers was watching her, for instance. 
 
    Janine looked at her boss and tried to see her objectively, as an unattached male might. She was good-looking enough, Janine supposed. Nothing to write home about, but her hair was good — naturally thick and shiny, but brown of course. 
 
    She refrained from touching her own golden locks. 
 
    And the DI had a figure, of sorts. Too curvaceous to be trendy, too much Jane Russell and not enough Kate Moss. Still, some men went for that look. 
 
    Hillary was wearing her usual suit. In this case, a dark blue skirt and jacket, with a plain white blouse. Her legs were good, even if the sensible shoes were a real turn-off. 
 
    Still, she couldn’t see why a catch like Paul Danvers would transfer from Yorkshire to here just for her. 
 
    So why had he? What was in the wind? 
 
    Any police station was a hotbed of gossip and politics. Who was sleeping with who. Who had a finger in what pie. And a little inner voice was telling the blonde sergeant that something was going on. 
 
    ‘Is Mel in?’ Danvers asked, and the familiar use of her lover’s name made Janine grit her teeth. Who did this prat think he was? 
 
    ‘DCI Mallow is in his office, sir,’ Janine said, ever so sweetly. 
 
    Hillary’s lips twitched. Someone should warn the new boy that Janine and Mel were an item. He could make a serious gaffe if he didn’t realise that in time. 
 
    Somebody really should tell him. It was only fair. 
 
    She firmed her own lips even tighter together, and turned to the pile of paperwork on her desk. 
 
    Watching the retreating figure, Janine sighed. ‘Now what do you suppose this means?’ 
 
    Hillary didn’t even want to think about it. Had they got new evidence on Ronnie’s hidden stash? Did they suspect she knew its whereabouts? Dammit, why hadn’t she turned it in by now? 
 
    ‘Do you think it’s got anything to do with Donleavy being booted upstairs?’ her sergeant mused. 
 
    At this, Hillary looked up from her report in genuine surprise, and over in his corner, she noticed Frank’s ears twitching. 
 
    ‘I mean, if Donleavy gets booted up, Mel might get Donleavy’s spot, which’ll leave us with a DCI position vacant,’ Janine explained, in full flow now. ‘Do you think there’s been a bit of argy-bargy going on?’ 
 
    Normally, of course, there was fierce competition for promotion and there were supposedly all sorts of safeguards in place to ensure fair and equitable opportunities for all. Naturally, it didn’t always work out that way. Just because Hillary fancied her chances of getting a promotion to detective chief inspector didn’t mean it was even on the cards. And if there’d been a deal done somewhere, she might just as well whistle in the wind. 
 
    Still, it irked her. Had Paul Danvers agreed to investigate Ronnie in return for a promotion and a transfer down south? It didn’t totally make sense. Unless he’d wanted to leave Yorkshire for some time, of course. 
 
    Thames Valley might be regarded as a better area by some. 
 
    Or he might still be investigating Ronnie’s case on the sly. 
 
    ‘Well, we’ll find out soon enough,’ she said glumly. For instance, if there was a raid on her boat, and her Dick Francis book was confiscated, and the money removed from Ronnie’s account. 
 
    If she was even right about the book being the clue to Ronnie’s stash in the first place, that is. For all she knew, she might have got it all wrong. Why hadn’t she checked it out? At least then she’d know, one way or another. 
 
    But something had held her back from making that final commitment. As things stood now, she’d only guessed that the book was the key to Ronnie’s dirty money. If she were to check it out, then that would mean that she’d actually know. And knowing something wasn’t the same as merely speculating. 
 
    Was it? 
 
    But would she ever be able to convince anyone she’d never known about the book until long after Ronnie’s death? 
 
    It seemed unlikely. 
 
    Hillary could feel an uncomfortable trickle of sweat rolling down from her temple and surreptitiously wiped it away. 
 
    ‘DI Regis left a message for you, guv,’ Tommy said, coming to her rescue. She was looking pinch-faced and harried. He wanted to rant and rail about Danvers’ return, but had enough sense not to. 
 
    The last thing he wanted was for anyone to know how he felt about DI Greene. Especially that squat-faced bastard, Frank Ross. So he’d settle for distracting her instead. ‘He seems to think he might be on to something.’ 
 
    Janine perked up at that, and Hillary spent the next few minutes bringing them up to speed about Mungo Johns. 
 
    When she’d finished, Danvers was just coming out of Mel’s cubbyhole. He didn’t look her way again, but Hillary was pretty sure he knew she was watching him. 
 
    Did he still fancy her? 
 
    Did it make any difference now that he wasn’t officially investigating her? 
 
    If he wasn’t. 
 
    The more she thought about it, the more unlikely this transfer seemed to be. Maybe the investigation into Ronnie wasn’t over — except officially. It wouldn’t be the first time a case was ‘closed’ in order to lull suspected culprits into a false sense of security. 
 
    And especially in cases where a lot of money was involved. Nobody (including herself) might know exactly how much Ronnie had raked in, but it had to be a fair bit. And where there was money to be had, people wanted it. 
 
    Had they really given up on recovering it? 
 
    What if Danvers appearing here now, six months after the investigation, was merely stage two? The first, official, out-in-the-open phase had found evidence of Ronnie’s crime, but gotten nowhere in uncovering his dosh. So perhaps phase two had been agreed upon. A more subtle, softly-softly approach. Perhaps Paul Danvers had never fancied her at all, but had only been setting her up. Now he comes back, all hot and panting — but for Ronnie’s cash, not for her. 
 
    Or maybe she was just getting a severe case of paranoia. 
 
    ‘Boss, what do you think?’ Janine said, making her blink and look away from the door. 
 
    How long had it been since Danvers had gone through it? 
 
    ‘About what?’ she said to Janine, who sighed heavily. No doubt she’d been talking for some time, and she didn’t like being ignored. No doubt Mel hung on her every word. 
 
    Well, bully for her. 
 
    ‘Boss, about going undercover. It wouldn’t take much to get into Mungo Johns’ stable and—’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Hillary said flatly. 
 
    One of these days, Janine’s ambition was going to get her into serious trouble. 
 
    Janine set her jaw. ‘Boss, I’d be ideal. I’ve got the looks for it, and he doesn’t know me. I could—’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Hillary said again, flatly. ‘There’s a time and place for undercover work, and this isn’t it.’ 
 
    She understood Janine’s thinking. Collaring a notorious pimp would look good on her records. As would evidence of successful undercover work. But, contrary to public opinion, the police didn’t do undercover work at the drop of a hat: it was dangerous and very often unnecessary. Besides, it needed special training, and it was expensive. 
 
    Janine nodded, but the look in her eye didn’t fool Hillary for one minute. Her blood was up. 
 
    She tried to remember what it was to be young, a sergeant, and so keen you were willing to risk your neck. To her dismay, she couldn’t. 
 
    Mel wandered over, and Frank sneered and muttered something under his breath as Janine rose and pulled down her skirt. 
 
    ‘I suppose you saw Danvers,’ Mel said, looking at Hillary. 
 
    Hillary smiled wryly. ‘He was rather hard to overlook,’ she said. ‘Is it true? Has he transferred down here?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. He starts work next Monday.’ 
 
    Hillary tried to read something into the words, get some clue from Mel’s face, but there was nothing. If Danvers was still secretly investigating her, would Mel tell her? Would he even know? 
 
    ‘We were just discussing DI Regis’s prime suspect, sir,’ Janine said. ‘I’d like to volunteer to go under—’ 
 
    ‘Sergeant,’ Hillary said loudly, her voice making Tommy drop the pen he was twirling around in his hand. He’d never heard her use that tone of voice before. 
 
    He was glad she hadn’t used it on him. Very glad. 
 
    Janine flushed. She hadn’t heard Hillary use that tone of voice before either. 
 
    Mel had. But only rarely. He shot Hillary a keen look. He and Hillary had known each other since uniform days, and had always worked well together. He shared Marcus Donleavy’s view of her as one of their best detectives. She was also good at getting on with others — both superiors and juniors. 
 
    She had a knack of spotting the good ones and training them up. She obviously had high hopes for Tommy Lynch, for instance. And it was because she had a rep for being level-headed and even-tempered that the brass had sicked Frank Ross on to her. Nobody else could tolerate him. 
 
    Now he wondered uneasily what Janine had done to bring down such a reaction on her head. 
 
    ‘I was only saying,’ Janine began. 
 
    ‘I heard what you were saying very clearly, Sergeant, and I thought I gave you an equally clear answer,’ Hillary said, her voice straight from the Arctic now. ‘That answer, let me refresh your memory, was no. Would you like me to repeat it?’ 
 
    Janine felt her face flame. She distinctly heard Frank Ross snicker. 
 
    Mel wasn’t looking at her. 
 
    ‘No, boss,’ she muttered. 
 
    Tommy was busily typing into his computer. ‘Well, I’m off,’ Mel said, glancing at his watch. ‘Hillary?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got another suspect to interview sir,’ she said wearily. ‘The dentist to the stars.’ 
 
    Mel nodded, shot a quick look at Janine’s mutinous shoulders, and sighed. No doubt he’d be getting his ear chewed later on. 
 
    Hillary watched him go, without sympathy. She had no doubts either that Janine would try and put her side of the story over, and get him to reverse Hillary’s decision. 
 
    She was equally certain Mel would never do it. He knew undercover work was not the place for novices. He’d also know of Mungo Johns’ reputation for slashing his women. 
 
    ‘I’m off, then,’ Frank said. ‘By the by, I’ve got a line on some male students who’ve been buying. So far none are even admitting to knowing the French bird. I’ll keep at it, shall I?’ 
 
    He was doing most of his nosing at student pubs, and wanted to keep on doing it. 
 
    Hillary nodded. She wanted him to keep on doing it too. With the Yorkie Bar now hovering like an ominous cloud on the horizon, and a showdown with her sergeant in the offing, the last thing she wanted was Frank’s charming company. 
 
    Janine left with a grunt of a goodbye. 
 
    Tommy looked across from his computer. He winced at the way Hillary was slumped over her desk. She looked dog-tired. 
 
    ‘Guv, I’m getting nowhere fast on this Warfarin business. The drug’s too old hat for any of the university labs to be bothering with. I was thinking of trying the animal labs next. You know — rat poison. It’s bound to be used for testing in those, right?’ 
 
    Hillary looked up, blinked, then nodded. 
 
    ‘Oh yeah. Yeah, right. Good thinking. Speaking of animal labs, how’s the investigation going into the dead security guard?’ 
 
    Like most cops, she liked to keep abreast of the other big cases going on around her. 
 
    ‘Not sure, guv. There’s talk of a raid of some animal lib gang, but I don’t know if that’s just rumour. There’s been a little bit of panic from the public — a burst of old biddies reporting stray cats, for instance, scared they’ll give the Asian flu to their own Tiddles, and that kind of thing.’ 
 
    Hillary laughed, just as Tommy had hoped she would. ‘Right.’ 
 
    She wondered if the raid would turn out to be on the same outfit as her own barmy army of animal libbers, but didn’t think she could get that lucky. 
 
    ‘I’d better get off and see the demon driller of old Woodstock town then,’ she said, and reached for her bag. 
 
    ‘Need company, guv?’ Tommy heard himself say, and Hillary, looking up at him in surprise, smiled. 
 
    ‘Why not?’ she said. 
 
    Not that Tommy needed to be taught how to handle an interview. 
 
    ‘Have you thought of putting in for your sergeant’s exam yet, Tommy?’ she asked quietly as they left, side by side, as the next shift began to filter in. 
 
    ‘Not yet, guv. I haven’t been in CID that long.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. He was probably right. ‘Well, start studying for it now at least. The higher you ace an exam, the better it looks on your sheet.’ 
 
    Tommy nodded. ‘Right, guv,’ he said, genuinely grateful for the advice. 
 
    He’d start tonight. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Red Rum lived in a large detached house overlooking the estates of Blenheim Palace. 
 
    It was very nice. 
 
    Tommy, who lived with his mum in a small semi in Headington, wondered if it was too late to start learning dentistry. 
 
    ‘Ah, yes, Inspector Greene. My receptionist told me you’d be coming. Please, come in.’ 
 
    Jamie Prospect did indeed have a head of very red hair, and the usual pale skin and freckles to go with it. He also had eyes the colour of red sherry. Very unusual. This didn’t surprise her. She was beginning to get a feel for Eva’s Johns now. 
 
    First there was old Marcus Gagingwell, a spent force, a charming dirty old man. He would be the grandfather figure, naughty but nice. A real lambkin. 
 
    Then there was Philip Cox, whom Hillary was beginning to suspect had spent the most on her. Or was charged the most by her. The real money-maker. She couldn’t see Eva finding anything genuinely appealing about the haulage entrepreneur except his large wallet. 
 
    Frankie A, alias Michael Bolder, was obviously the kindred spirit, the handsome lover, the one the French student had probably thought of as the jewel in her crown. Funny that she still couldn’t see how the interior designer had come by his nickname. Her pet names for all the others were so obvious. 
 
    Now, here was Red Rum. The unusual one. The one who’d been tossed into the pot for sheer variety? 
 
    ‘Would you like a drink?’ The dentist was surprisingly young, and there was no obvious sign of there being a woman of the house. ‘Or something hot? Tea, coffee?’ 
 
    Hillary and Tommy settled themselves down on a sofa in front of a real fireplace. Logs roared and spat and crackled behind an intricately carved, brass fire screen. 
 
    ‘Nothing, thanks,’ Hillary said. After the hellish day she’d been having, she wanted nothing more than to get back to the boat and open a bottle. 
 
    If her memory served her right, this was one of the Johns with no alibi at all. Alone all night. Hadn’t Janine said something about getting the impression that he might have been entertaining a married lady? 
 
    She could understand why her sergeant might have thought that. Jamie Prospect had that young-man-on-the-make feel. 
 
    He would have challenged Eva’s sense of professionalism. She’d have had to be good with this one. Keep him hooked. She didn’t doubt the French girl had succeeded. 
 
    ‘You were home alone the night that Eva Gerainte died, Mr Prospect?’ she said, careful to keep the word ‘murdered’ out of the sentence. 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘You often spend the evenings alone?’ 
 
    Jamie Prospect smiled. It was a charming smile. He was wearing cream slacks and an old cricketing jersey. She had no doubt the jersey was real. He had the look of a cricketer. He was one of those loose-limbed, amiable young Englishmen that Evelyn Waugh would instantly have recognised. 
 
    ‘I’ve been thinking about that,’ Jamie Prospect said, and Hillary could already feel her heart start to sink. ‘When your very pretty sergeant first approached me with the news, I was rather taken aback. Poor Eva. And then when she asked me about what I was doing when Eva was dying, well . . . I rather lost my head a bit. I told a fib.’ 
 
    Hillary managed not to smile. 
 
    A fib? 
 
    Yes, she supposed that in Jamie Prospect’s rarefied world, telling lies to the police constituted fibbing. 
 
    She believed Janine was about to be proved right, and so wasn’t surprised at the confession that followed. 
 
    Jamie Prospect had indeed been entertaining a married lady. He’d had a chance to talk to her since, and although she was naturally not best pleased, she was willing to speak to the police and confirm his alibi. 
 
    ‘But you will approach her at work, won’t you, DI Greene?’ Jamie begged her with his spaniel-dog eyes. ‘That way her husband need know nothing about this.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed heavily and nodded to Tommy, who took down the details. She didn’t need to tell him out loud to check it out tomorrow. 
 
    Tommy merely nodded. 
 
    She went through the routine, but it was just like with all the others. Jamie had no idea who might want to kill Eva or why. He was sure she could take care of herself, and would be very surprised if any of her other lovers (his word) should turn out to be violent. 
 
    ‘She wasn’t that sort of girl, Inspector.’ 
 
    ‘What? The kind who wouldn’t attract it, or the kind who wouldn’t put up with it?’ Hillary asked curiously. 
 
    Jamie Prospect grinned. ‘Both, I should say.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. So, yet another John eliminated. At this rate, she’d have none left. 
 
    Then she got out her photocopies of the diary. Again she folded it and held it so that none of the words were visible. 
 
    ‘This moon symbol, sir. It appears sometimes by your name. Do you know what it means?’ 
 
    The dentist leaned forward and studied it. He frowned. ‘Can you tell me what other dates were marked?’ 
 
    Hillary felt a brief lift of her spirits and rifled through the pages until she found another one. She read the dates off. 
 
    The redhead frowned, and looked annoyed. At himself, Hillary guessed, more than at the direction of the questioning. 
 
    ‘You know, there’s something . . .’ He suddenly nodded. ‘Yes, got it. Those are the nights she stayed over.’ 
 
    Hillary blinked. Huh? 
 
    ‘Those nights, she came to me. Here. And stayed the night. I didn’t go to her place out in Botley for a few hours as usual. Sometimes I felt like all-night company. I’m pretty sure those are the times that she stayed over.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. Of course. A moon. The symbol of the night. 
 
    She’d stayed all night. 
 
    Now that she knew the answer to that little puzzle, she realised it didn’t mean a damn thing. 
 
    Oh, it could now stop niggling at her (just as the puzzle of Frankie A’s nickname was still niggling at her) but it sure as hell didn’t get her any closer to solving the puzzle as to who’d killed the French girl, or why. 
 
    But there, had she but known it, she was wrong. 
 
    Dead wrong. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 12 
 
    The next morning, Hillary was glad to see clear skies and a frost-free verge. She emerged from the boat, wincing as it made its usual scraping sound against the metal siding. Charmingly, she found herself surrounded by a family of long-tailed tits. Their high-pitched calls as they flew from bare willow to dried and winter-blackened bulrushes made her smile. 
 
    Sparrows argued in the hedges, and somewhere a robin sang. Soon it would be spring — the wild yellow flags would be out on the opposite bank, and fluffy black moorhen chicks would appear from nowhere. 
 
    Perhaps there was something — just a little something — to be said for living on the canal. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mike Regis was sitting behind her desk when she got in. He looked up — balding, lean, middle-aged — and she wondered, yet again, why he made her toenails tingle. 
 
    And wondered, yet again, if he was divorced. 
 
    That he was, or had been married, she took for granted. She didn’t think he was a widower — she would have heard. Then she wondered, a little glumly, if she’d seriously make a play for him, even if he happened to be free. Since the debacle with Ronnie, a serial womanizer as well as an all-round loser, she’d felt almost incapable of taking on a man. 
 
    She didn’t trust her judgement anymore. Not in that field, anyway. 
 
    She forced a wide smile as she approached him, and noticed Tommy Lynch turn and look at her blankly, then away again. 
 
    ‘Hello, thought I might catch you before you started interviewing your last two Johns,’ Regis said, as chipper as a spaniel. ‘About our reporter friend, the one who fancies himself as a photographer,’ he prompted, and Hillary was immediately with him. 
 
    Eva’s ‘Clark Kent,’ according to Janine’s preliminary interview, was a hotshot freelance journalist, and into photography. ‘You were going to ask around, see if he had a rep for porn,’ she said, nodding. 
 
    Mike beamed. ‘Hey, not even nine o’clock in the morning and the lady’s on the ball. I’m impressed.’ 
 
    Hillary grinned, much more genuinely this time. Lying sod. She’d bet DI Mike Regis didn’t suffer fools any more gladly than she did, and found nothing at all impressive about a fellow police officer being up to his standard. 
 
    Still, it was nice to start the day off with a compliment. There’d been precious few of those lately. 
 
    ‘Yeah, yeah,’ she said, slinging her bag over the back of the chair and wiggling the back of it in a silent order for him to get off. 
 
    She was territorial about her desk. Obligingly, he slipped off, and perched one buttock on the corner of the table. 
 
    ‘Apparently, our Mr Ryan Culver is something of an artist. He does very chic black and white shots of cityscapes that regularly get included in coffee-table books and earn him obscure photographic awards that nobody’s ever heard of. Not a glimpse of naked flesh in sight.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed philosophically. ‘Well, it was always only a shot in the dark. Anything else I need to know?’ 
 
    ‘Boss.’ Janine, who’d come in unseen behind her, and had been watching the scene between the two DIs with much interest, reached for her notebook. 
 
    She rattled off the address, added that Culver was divorced with two kids, and due to leave to cover some athletics event in France at the end of the week. 
 
    That news did not fill Hillary with sweetness and light. Not that she’d ever be able to get a warrant preventing him from leaving the country. 
 
    The press had caught on to the student death at St Anselm’s being more than another druggie overdose, and she was going to have to be far more discreet than she’d have liked. 
 
    ‘Right. How’s the great rat poison search coming on?’ she asked, and Janine grimaced. 
 
    ‘Nothing doing. I can’t find a trace of any grad or undergrad doing chemical or biological experiments with the stuff.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve had some success with some animal labs, guv,’ Tommy said, wondering why the Vice copper was still here. ‘Several labs testing fertilizers, weed killers and vermin control have admitted to ongoing work on Warfarin. I’ve had our boffins contact their boffins to see if we can come up with an exact match with our own path sample. But they say it’ll be a few days.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. What else? Everything about this case seemed to be bogging her down and dragging its feet. ‘You did tell them this was a murder inquiry?’ she asked sharply. 
 
    Tommy looked offended and nodded. ‘Yes, guv. But they say some tests take a certain amount of time, and you can’t rush it.’ 
 
    Hillary shrugged. ‘Sorry, Tommy. It’s just that I feel as if we’ve come to a standstill with this damned case, and I don’t like it.’ 
 
    Tommy flushed. ‘S’all right, guv,’ he mumbled. 
 
    ‘Cases go like that sometimes,’ Mike Regis said. ‘Trouble is, they either stay like it, or they suddenly shoot off like a bloody rocket.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. She already knew that, but didn’t say so. If Mike Regis wanted to hang around, making idle conversation, she wasn’t about to throw him out on his ear. Off her chair, yes, but not out on his ear. 
 
    ‘Morning, everyone,’ Mel Mallow said, the polite words instantly alerting Hillary to serious rumblings. Janine glanced at him coolly, then away again. 
 
    ‘I’ve just spoken to Superintendent Donleavy. He’s worried about the interest the press are starting to take. Hill, I’ll be dealing with them, but I want a tight lid on this investigation. Is that clear?’ He looked at Tommy, at Frank’s empty spot, then at Janine, who flushed and looked ready to hit him. 
 
    Mel looked away, and his glance collided with Mike’s. ‘Any updates?’ he asked amiably. So amiably that Hillary winced. If he got any more polite his buttons would pop. 
 
    He and Janine must have had a right old ding-dong last night about Hillary’s refusal to let Janine go undercover. 
 
    Unless her radar was seriously off-base, she thought the uncomfortable romance between her sergeant and her boss might be coming to a sticky end. 
 
    ‘Well, Clark Kent won’t interview himself,’ she said dryly. She caught Tommy’s yearning eye and nodded. ‘Coming, DC Lynch?’ 
 
    Tommy was already on his feet by the time she’d reached around for her bag. Mike watched him thoughtfully. Janine watched Mel and Mike Regis go across to his office, then looked back at Hillary. 
 
    ‘Instructions, boss?’ she asked flatly. 
 
    Uh-oh, so I’m in the dog-house too, Hillary thought wryly. ‘I want you to check out how many female, good-looking students are taught by Molly Fairbanks, then check around and see if any of them have a rep for spending money they’re not supposed to have.’ 
 
    Janine blinked. ‘Yes, boss,’ she said. 
 
    Another one being uncharacteristically polite, Hillary thought, trying to fight the urge to laugh. At other times, Janine would have made it very plain how much of a waste of time she considered that particular order. 
 
    As she and Tommy left for their interviews with Eva Gerainte’s remaining two Johns, she wondered how bad the argument had been between Janine and Mel. With a bit of luck, it would have been bad enough to mark the beginning of the end. 
 
    Mel needed an office romance with a junior sergeant about as much as a hedgehog needed a vacuum cleaner. And Janine needed to earn herself the rep of a woman prepared to lay her way to the top just as much. At least DC Tommy Lynch wasn’t likely to cause her any grief. 
 
    As they got in the car, Tommy, slipping lightly behind the wheel, began to hum softly under his breath. Another few hours with Hillary. And she’d turfed that cocky git Mike Regis off her chair. All he needed now was the guts to— 
 
    ‘Right, Hampton Poyle it is. I hope the place isn’t flooded,’ Hillary said pensively. Hampton Poyle, a hamlet not far from Kidlington, was a low-lying village that often got its feet wet in winter. 
 
    Tommy quickly jerked his thoughts back to the matter in hand. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ryan Culver was definitely no Superman, but with his pair of large glasses and blackish slicked-back hair, Hillary could see why Eva had nicknamed him Clark Kent. 
 
    He was not, however, particularly mild-mannered. 
 
    His house, overlooking the small, weeping-willow-lined stream that ran through the hamlet, was small but very nice. Framed black and white photographs lined the walls. A deserted inner-city children’s playground, looking forlorn and lonely. A single bare-limbed tree, set against a factory’s brick wall. A tower block, set against a stark, bare sky. 
 
    She shuddered. 
 
    Give her long-tailed tits any day. 
 
    ‘We’re investigating the death of Eva Gerainte, Mr Culver. You knew her, of course.’ She opened the interview without much finesse. Something told her it would be wasted on this man. 
 
    They were all sitting around a small marble coffee table in the main lounge, and Ryan Culver eyed her with an annoyingly knowing air. 
 
    ‘As you say. I’ve already gone over this ground with a younger blonde woman.’ 
 
    ‘Sergeant Tyler,’ Hillary said, for some reason smarting over that ‘younger’ crack. Surely she wasn’t looking all that decrepit just yet? 
 
    ‘Since then there have been developments, sir. This is now officially a murder inquiry.’ 
 
    She had the pleasure of watching Ryan Culver sit up a bit straighter. But he didn’t look particularly alarmed, or guilty. Instead he looked like a reporter scenting a story. 
 
    As well he might. 
 
    Mindful of Marcus Donleavy’s misgivings about the press, she wished Eva hadn’t picked a John like this one. 
 
    ‘Where were you the night Eva Gerainte died, Mr Culver?’ 
 
    ‘As I told the sergeant, I was in my dark-room, developing film. No alibi. Sorry.’ He didn’t sound it. ‘How was she killed?’ 
 
    Hillary smiled. ‘Had you known her long?’ 
 
    ‘About six months or so. Do you have a suspect?’ 
 
    ‘Apart from yourself, Mr Culver? Did you resent having to pay for her company?’ 
 
    ‘If I had, I wouldn’t have done it, would I? The fact is, Inspector Greene, I don’t have much time to socialise. If I’m not travelling, I’m writing. If I’m not writing, I’m out looking for photographic shots. I can’t be bothered to do the parties, the bar scene, the singles dating racket and all that. It’s far easier, more convenient and practical, to find someone like Eva. And she was something special. She had brains as well as looks. And the French . . . well, they’ll always be more sophisticated than most, won’t they?’ 
 
    Hillary looked at him, poker-faced. ‘So you have no idea who might have wanted her dead?’ 
 
    ‘Well, one of her other customers, I suppose. That is what you’re thinking, isn’t it?’ 
 
    Hillary held on to her temper. ‘Mr Culver, you seem to have the impression that I’m here to be interviewed by you for an article. Let me make things perfectly clear. You will not be told any information concerning Eva Gerainte’s murder. You will not be given any information concerning the investigation. You will, however, answer any questions I have, or else you can do so back at the station. I hope I’m making myself clear?’ 
 
    Ryan Culver smiled thinly. ‘As the proverbial crystal. But you’re barking up the wrong tree with me, Inspector. I can see you don’t like me, but the simple fact is, I had no reason to kill Eva, and I didn’t.’ 
 
    Hillary didn’t like him. 
 
    She could also see no reason why he might be the killer either. So he had no alibi. Big deal. 
 
    She would have liked to have asked him if he’d done any exposés lately on animal labs, but knew that if she did, she’d only point him in the direction of the unusual Warfarin. And the last thing she wanted was to get that titbit plastered all over the papers. 
 
    Damn all reporters to Hades. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine was surprised. She was surprised because she’d very quickly got on to the trail of two female students of Dr Molly Fairbanks, who were looking extremely interesting. 
 
    It annoyed her. It annoyed her considerably. She didn’t want to give Hillary Greene any brownie points today, but she was going to have to anyway. 
 
    It was nearly lunchtime, and after getting a list of Dr Fairbanks’ students from a reluctant college secretary, she’d camped out in the JCR and gone fishing. 
 
    Now she hastily scribbled up her notes in the front of the car, hoping her memory wouldn’t let her down. She hadn’t wanted to take things down at the time because nothing dried up gossiping witnesses faster than the sight of a police sergeant writing in a notebook. 
 
    But a pretty girl, almost young enough to be their contemporary, drinking coke in the JCR and talking about the juiciest thing to happen to staid old St Anselm’s in its long and boring history, was another matter altogether. 
 
    So she scribbled quickly, recalling, where possible, exact quotes. 
 
    First there was Shirley Forbes, the Hon. of a titled but impoverished father. 
 
    The eager group of Hooray Henriettas she’d spent the morning entertaining had been more than delighted to dish the dirt. Vicious, some of them. Amid the miasma of Chanel perfume and horsey accents, there lurked the instincts of real predators. 
 
    Janine supposed it was a good thing for her that none of them seemed to know what loyalty to a friend was. None of them had spared Shirley Forbes, that was for sure. 
 
    She wrote out the comment that one of the Givenchy-clad vultures had made, about how the Forbes family had only managed to squeeze Shirley into St Anselm’s because her mother was best buddies with the wife of someone impressive on the Milk Marketing Board, who the principal was anxious to cultivate. They wouldn’t be surprised, the gang had told her in all seriousness, to find several male members of St Anselm’s going on to glorious high-paying careers in milk. 
 
    Janine couldn’t help but giggle as she wrote that down. Then she remembered how cheesed off she was with Mel and Hillary both, and scowled. 
 
    She’d be stuck as a DS for years unless she could get her break, damn them both. 
 
    According to one of the vulture gang, a particularly venomous South American beauty here to learn English and croquet (a direct quote), Shirley Forbes had started to wear some very expensive gear recently. And make-up. And perfume. And the usual. 
 
    Janine took the latter to mean the latest in designer drugs, but didn’t push it. 
 
    Shirley, apparently, was a great musician, but nobody knew what instrument she played. 
 
    Janine wasn’t sure that any of that bright-eyed bunch had failed to see that she was really angling after anyone who was particularly pally with the music teacher, but Hillary Greene hadn’t said anything about being discreet. And this lack of discretion had helped Janine to land her second catch of the day, when she’d asked if any other girl was particularly musical. One Cathy Byrd, apparently, was. 
 
    Now Cathy Byrd was no aristocrat, but the daughter of a man in rubbish. 
 
    That was how the poisonous South American had put it. It had confused Janine until one of the others had told her that Cathy Byrd’s father owned several huge recycling plants, refuse disposal companies, and so on. 
 
    He was worth mucho millions. 
 
    But, and here the whole gang had fallen about in mirth, this father, a self-made man who still remembered growing up in a council house in Leeds, had wanted his daughter to understand the true meaning of money, and only paid her a pittance in allowance. 
 
    Janine, at this point, had wondered what passed for a pittance with this posse of poisonous poodles. But it transpired that Mr Byrd really did give his daughter only enough to keep her in pens and paper. 
 
    However, she was assured, this Cathy Byrd, like the unfortunate Shirley Forbes, seemed to be living high off the hog. 
 
    Everyone had assumed a rich boyfriend in both cases. For all their heartless, worldly ways, she didn’t think that any of the girls she’d spoken to that morning had any idea what Cathy and Shirley might really have been up to. 
 
    Although, by now, they’d be wondering about Dr Molly Fairbanks. Who might, shortly, be finding herself in the ranks of the unemployed, once college scuttlebutt got underway . . . 
 
    Feeling as if she’d done a good morning’s work, Janine headed back to base. She wanted to have another go at Mel about going undercover. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lewis Fenn opened the door to his north Oxford mansion wearing what looked like a genuine 1920s striped boating jacket. He also had on cream slacks. At least he lacked a straw hat. The jacket was in alternating cream and maroon. 
 
    Hillary saw at once what Tommy had meant when he’d written in his report that he doubted the man’s given age of thirty-four. 
 
    Close up, she could make out the tell-tale nip-and-tuck lines left by a plastic surgeon, especially around the side of his face under the ears. The hair was definitely dyed too. The man was too thin. He probably exercised till he dropped every day. ‘Mr Fenn?’ She showed him her ID and he nodded, obviously recognising Tommy from his previous visit. ‘May we come in?’ 
 
    The house was probably 150 years old, with the gracious lines and high ceilings you’d expect, and looked out on manicured grounds. 
 
    It was a typical north Oxford des res. She gulped when she thought how much such a place would go for nowadays. The music business must pay very well. 
 
    He showed them through to a lovely room with bare walls, well-polished floorboards, and a grand piano. A charming kiss-me seat — a genuine antique — looked out over an expanse of lawn and standard fuchsias, which were bare now but would no doubt be glorious in the summer. 
 
    That reminded her. She’d meant to get a wooden barrel to go on top of the boat, and fill it with polyanthus. She’d look around the garden centre on her day off. It was nice when the Mollern looked good. 
 
    ‘I can’t tell you how sad I was to hear about Eva,’ Lewis Fenn said. ‘There’s so little real beauty or worth left in the world. It makes you want to cry when you hear about one more lovely thing being destroyed, doesn’t it?’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. So this was Eva’s final punter. A sensitive soul. No doubt she found him very flattering and easy on the psyche. She had no real doubt that Mr Fenn’s rather florid personality was anything other than genuine. 
 
    Tommy had told her on the drive over that he’d checked out Fenn’s alibi of having ‘the boys’ over, and it had been watertight. So, another one scratched off the list. 
 
    ‘Now that you’ve had time to reflect, Mr Fenn,’ Hillary said, unconsciously matching her language to his, ‘have you recalled anything that might be of use to us? Did Eva ever mention someone — a man, for instance — who was bothering her?’ 
 
    She hadn’t. 
 
    ‘Had she behaved at all oddly on the last occasion you had reason to visit her?’ 
 
    She hadn’t. 
 
    ‘Had she mentioned a fellow student at all, someone doing chemistry, or medical research, that she was seeing?’ 
 
    She hadn’t. 
 
    It was all so dead-end. Hillary felt like screaming with frustration. 
 
    She had one dead student-cum-high-end call girl, and nobody wanted her dead. Nobody saw her visitor that night. Nobody had anything to link them with the dodgy rat poison. Nobody, nothing, nil, nada. 
 
    In her career she’d only ever been on four or five investigations which had finally been shunted into the ‘remains open’ file. 
 
    She didn’t like failure. 
 
    She hadn’t liked giving up on any of those cases (none of which had been murder cases, incidentally) and she sure as hell wasn’t going to like it if she had to give up on this one, and consign Eva Gerainte to official limbo. 
 
    Not when she’d finally made it to SIO on her first big murder case. She couldn’t let it end in failure. She just couldn’t. Not after all the other crap that she’d had thrown at her recently. She might lose the house. She might have the Yorkie Bar from hell breathing down her neck, looking for Ronnie’s loot. She might be stuck with the Mollern for ever. 
 
    But she was a damned good cop. 
 
    Besides, she owed it to Eva. She owed it to Eva’s parents, who were still awaiting permission to take their daughter home for burial. 
 
    She wasn’t going to be defeated, dammit! 
 
    * * * 
 
    Outside, Tommy sensed her misery. ‘Doesn’t look good for any of the Johns, does it, guv,’ he said. ‘Perhaps this pimp of DI Regis’s will come up trumps.’ 
 
    Although he hated to think of the Vice man coming up with the goods, it was better than seeing her slumped shoulders and the shadow of dull misery in her dark brown eyes. 
 
    He wanted to reach across the narrow width of the car and put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    Of course, he didn’t. 
 
    ‘No, I don’t fancy any of Eva’s men,’ Hillary said honestly. But if not them, then who? Was it possible that her death had nothing to do with her way of earning money? It didn’t seem feasible. 
 
    The French police had come up with no reason why anyone from her past should come gunning for her. And they’d unearthed no enemies at the college. 
 
    She sighed. Perhaps Janine had come up with something. She still hadn’t finished with Dr Molly Fairbanks. 
 
    ‘I’ll drop you off at St Anselm’s. I want you to find out, if you can, what Eva did last May Day.’ 
 
    Tommy glanced across at her. 
 
    ‘Guv?’ 
 
    ‘When I interviewed him, our Frankie A said he met Eva during the May Day celebrations. I don’t believe him. It’s probably nothing, but when you’re clutching at straws . . .’ 
 
    And what the hell did his nickname stand for anyway? Frankie. Francis. What famous Francises did she know? 
 
    ‘Right, guv,’ Tommy said, wondering why she was shaking her head like that. She was frowning, like she always frowned, when she was deep in thought. 
 
    He reluctantly got out of the car at Summertown and watched the old Volkswagen drive away. Then he turned towards the college and stopped, caught by the sight of a jewellery store display. 
 
    He walked to the window and looked down at all the usual suspects. Watches, all the battery-operated kind. Silver and gold bracelets, necklaces, brooches. 
 
    And rings. A small selection of engagement rings. Gold with tiny diamonds. Affordable rings. Just the kind he knew that Jean was expecting him to offer her sometime soon. The kind his mother was expecting him to offer Jean sometime soon. The kind he expected he would offer her sometime soon. 
 
    He and Jean had been going steady for over two years now, and although his mother, a good Baptist, didn’t know it, they’d been lovers for nearly two of those years. Jean, also a good Baptist, fully expected that her ‘fallen woman’ status would one day be redeemed by just such a ring as one of these. 
 
    His bank account could just about stand it. 
 
    Tommy shifted on his big feet and stared at the tray of rings. 
 
    It made sense. 
 
    He and Jean, with their combined salaries, could get a mortgage on something small in Kidlington. He wanted a family. At least three kids. 
 
    He’d never have kids with Hillary Greene. 
 
    He and Jean matched. They rarely fought, and he never found himself looking at other women much. Oh sure, he looked when a bouncing pair of breasts went by, or long, long legs in the summertime-short skirts. Or a pretty face. But he’d never done more than look, nor had he much wanted to. 
 
    He had complete faith that Jean might also look but wouldn’t touch other men. 
 
    The next logical step was a marriage proposal. Why wait? What was there to wait for? He knew he would never, ever, get up the courage to ask Hillary Greene if . . . 
 
    If what? What was there he could even ask her? Hey, guv, want to go out for a drink? Come back to my place, guv? My mum should be asleep by now. 
 
    Give us a kiss, guv. 
 
    Get real! 
 
    But his feet refused to go into the shop. Instead, when he finally pulled himself away from his self-induced misery, his feet took him firmly towards St Anselm’s. 
 
    He might not be able to ask Hillary Greene for anything, but he could lay gifts at her feet. 
 
    Such as proof of what Eva Gerainte had been doing on May Day last year, for instance. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Unaware of her sergeant’s pain, Hillary drove to HQ and found Janine waiting. She looked alternately pissed off and impressed. 
 
    And smug. Hillary felt her heart lift. 
 
    Yes. She knew she’d been right about that music teacher. She was not losing her touch after all. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 13 
 
    Molly Fairbanks was playing the piano, and playing it well. But they didn’t hear her until the moment they opened the door of the music room, proof of the excellent soundproofing St Anselm’s had had installed. A perfect place to commit a murder, Hillary thought, with a grimace. In St Anselm’s music room, nobody can hear you scream. Alien had nothing on this place. 
 
    Janine didn’t recognise the music, except to note that it was classical. Hillary did know it, and walked slowly, enjoying the glorious sound for as long as she could. But then Molly Fairbanks spotted them, and silence came with the stillness of her hands. 
 
    Hillary sighed. If only she could afford a decent hi-fi system for the boat. If only it didn’t run the batteries down so quickly. 
 
    Hell, she had to get off that boat and back into her house. 
 
    ‘Dr Fairbanks,’ she greeted the older woman politely. 
 
    ‘Detective Inspector Greene,’ Molly responded drily. 
 
    The musician was wearing slate-grey blue, a shapeless frock with a single long row of oversized fake pearls. She should have looked ridiculous, but didn’t. 
 
    Hillary, wedded to her two-piece business suits, sighed again. 
 
    ‘We have some more questions, Dr Fairbanks, and this time I would appreciate some honesty. We now know for a fact that Eva was murdered.’ 
 
    It was uncompromising, unequivocal and stark, and she was not surprised when the music tutor winced and something in her face became saggy. 
 
    ‘I see,’ she said heavily. 
 
    ‘Eva was earning money as a high-priced call girl. She had only six regular Johns, and worked out of a small flat in Botley. But you know all this, right?’ Hillary said, seeing Janine, out of the corner of her eyes, shoot her a quick, amazed look. 
 
    As far as the sergeant was concerned, laying out all your facts for a potentially hostile witness was crazy. It certainly wasn’t in the police manual. 
 
    But she’d learn, Hillary mused, just as Hillary herself had learned. With practice, she too would be able to read people, to know when to push, when to draw back, when to lie, and when, like now, to realise that you’d already won the game. You just needed to patiently rake in the rewards. 
 
    Dr Molly Fairbanks nodded glumly. She seemed to sag over the piano, and Hillary wished, suddenly and quite viciously, that she’d never interrupted her playing. 
 
    ‘You think one of them killed her?’ the older woman asked, pushing back a strand of grey hair that had escaped her usual, untidy chignon. 
 
    There was agony in that voice, and Hillary understood it at once. 
 
    ‘No, I don’t think so,’ she said flatly, further stunning her sergeant, who felt as if she’d just stumbled down a rabbit hole. 
 
    What the hell was going on? This was no way to interview a witness. And yet Janine began to feel excited. This was what the job was all about. 
 
    Hillary moved closer to lean against the piano. It was an amazing instrument. Not old, not prestigious, but it looked like what it was. An instrument to make music. 
 
    Not many things nowadays were as honest as this. 
 
    ‘You introduced her to them, didn’t you, Dr Fairbanks?’ Hillary said quietly, watching the old woman staring down at her hands. They were treacherous-looking hands. Knotted with ever-worsening arthritis. 
 
    Wordlessly, Molly Fairbanks folded them away into her lap and looked up at the police inspector. Her eyes were flat and calm. 
 
    ‘Yes. I was in a position to, you see. I know a lot of men. Had a lot of men. I get invited to the places where rich, middle-aged men, looking for adventure, congregate. I knew them. They were safe.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. It was all very much as she thought. 
 
    ‘And when you and Eva got talking, and you realised how much she needed money, and how little sex meant to her as a means of achieving it, it made sense to put the two of them together. Those safe men, and Eva.’ 
 
    Dr Fairbanks smiled wryly, then nodded. ‘Simple, when you think about it. It made me wonder why I hadn’t done it before.’ 
 
    ‘Did you take a cut? Of her earnings?’ Hillary asked bluntly, although she was pretty sure she already knew the answer. 
 
    ‘Of course not!’ Molly Fairbanks said, but there was no outrage in her voice. Exasperation, perhaps, at Hillary’s perceived lack of understanding. ‘I didn’t need money. I’ve got more than I’ll ever spend now. Not that I earn a fortune; it’s just that my needs are so few.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded and glanced at Janine. She could see that she was still half-perplexed, but beginning to understand. 
 
    ‘My sergeant found other girls that you’ve helped in this way. Tell me their names.’ 
 
    Molly Fairbanks stiffened. ‘If that’s correct, you already know their names.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘I do. But I want you to tell me what they are.’ 
 
    They locked eyes, and Hillary waited. This confrontation served two purposes. First, it put her firmly in the driving seat — and with such a strong personality as the musician, she needed to be in control. And secondly, she hadn’t mentioned how many girls Janine had discovered, and she wanted to know if Molly Fairbanks’ names matched. 
 
    If they didn’t, there might be more girls to be interviewed. 
 
    Molly’s lips twitched. ‘I see,’ she said again, and Hillary thought that she probably did. 
 
    ‘Their names, Inspector, are the Honourable Shirley Forbes, and Cathy Byrd.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. 
 
    ‘And you did the same for them?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Gave them the names and addresses of men I thought would suit them.’ 
 
    Hillary blinked, then grinned. She couldn’t help it. Molly Fairbanks had not only provided her girls with ‘safe’ men, she’d provided them with ‘matches.’ 
 
    She thought back briefly over Eva’s six Johns and could see how each of them would have suited the French girl and served different needs. 
 
    ‘I take it the Hon. went to snobs and the aristocratically star-struck kind?’ 
 
    ‘Predominantly, yes. But not exclusively.’ 
 
    ‘And Cathy Byrd?’ Hillary asked, genuinely fascinated. 
 
    Molly Fairbanks sighed. ‘Cathy is the sort of girl everyone likes. She’s fun. She doesn’t judge. She’s comfortable and pretty.’ 
 
    And there’d be plenty of men who liked feeling comforted by a favourite ‘niece.’ 
 
    ‘I can see how it works,’ Hillary said. Then added curtly, ‘Or should I say, how it worked. Because, of course, it’ll stop now.’ 
 
    Hillary wasn’t making an idle threat. She wasn’t, in fact, making any kind of threat at all. It was a simple statement of fact. After Janine had interviewed the other girls, they’d be too scared to carry on with the arrangements. And Molly Fairbanks’ days as a don at St Anselm’s were already numbered. So the scam ended here and now. Simple. 
 
    Dr Fairbanks sighed. ‘So what happened to Eva? Do you know?’ 
 
    Hillary straightened up from the piano. ‘Is there anything else you feel you can tell me, Dr Fairbanks?’ 
 
    Janine felt her back go cold. Something in Hillary Greene’s voice had made her take a mental step back. Something had changed, totally unexpectedly. Things had been all friendly and us-girls-together, almost amusing, in a way, and then suddenly — wham. 
 
    Janine herself felt totally floored, so how the hell the witness felt, she couldn’t say. 
 
    Dammit, how did DI Greene do that? And would she herself ever have that kind of power? Then Janine frowned over her notebook. More importantly, why had Hillary done that? 
 
    She looked up in time to see a battle being fought in Molly Fairbanks’ eyes. 
 
    She’s on to something, Janine thought, with that familiar tug of excitement, followed by envy. You had to hand it to Hillary Greene — she was damned good. She made everything seem effortless. 
 
    ‘What kind of thing do you mean, Inspector?’ Dr Fairbanks said, so obviously stalling for time that Janine waited for Hillary to really put the boot in. 
 
    It was what you did, when you had a suspect on the hop. You gave that little nudge that put them flat on their arse, and in a mood to talk. 
 
    Hillary shrugged. ‘I’ve told you Eva Gerainte was murdered. I’ve told you I don’t believe that any of the men you introduced her to did it. The French police have no reason to believe she had enemies who followed her over here from France. We’ve found no evidence of a stalker, and no evidence that she made enemies here at the college.’ 
 
    Molly Fairbanks listened keenly. Janine tried to figure out what the hell was going on. Hillary merely waited. 
 
    ‘You . . . What is it that you think I can say?’ Molly Fairbanks asked, and for the first time, she sounded unsure of herself. 
 
    Again Hillary shrugged. ‘I’m asking you, Dr Fairbanks, if you have any idea who could have killed your student.’ 
 
    The older woman opened her mouth, then slowly closed it again. 
 
    ‘I’ll have to think about it,’ she said shortly. 
 
    Hillary nodded. All trace of friendliness had gone now. ‘Yes,’ she said, equally shortly. ‘You do that, Dr Fairbanks. But don’t spend too long thinking. Or the Honourable Shirley Forbes and the pretty, cheerful Cathy Byrd might be next.’ 
 
    But although the shot went home, it didn’t draw blood. Molly Fairbanks lowered her head. 
 
    Hillary sighed, turned and left, an utterly bewildered Sergeant Tyler following silently. 
 
    Outside, it was overcast and dreary. Janine put her notebook away, determined not to ask. ‘She’s obviously holding something back, boss,’ she said instead. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘But we could question her from now till next Sunday and she won’t speak. She’s got to do something first.’ 
 
    Janine scowled. She didn’t like it when suspects, or witnesses, or whatever-the-hell Dr Fairbanks was, got the upper hand. It upset her feeling for the natural order of things. She’d joined the police to be the one with the power. Not to await other people’s pleasure. 
 
    ‘Boss, do you know what it is? Do you know what she’s up to?’ 
 
    Hillary frowned. ‘Maybe,’ she said at last. But what if she was wrong? 
 
    But if she was right . . . The clock might be ticking on Shirley Forbes and Cathy Byrd. 
 
    Shit. She’d have to do something. 
 
    ‘Janine, rout out the other two girls and find out who their Johns are. Tell them Eva was murdered. Put a scare into them. They need to be kept on the straight and narrow, for their own safety. Make that perfectly clear to them. And if you can persuade them to leave college and go home, all the better. OK?’ 
 
    Janine nodded. ‘Right, boss.’ Although she doubted that either of the two girls would be able to shed any light on the killing, at least she’d be doing something that would help keep them safe. 
 
    That was another reason she’d joined the force. She rather liked it when she could protect someone. Even if it was only a couple of pros. 
 
    Hillary watched her go, then glanced up at the façade of St Anselm’s. Somewhere else, near the Sheldonian Theatre by the sound of it, a college clock chimed the hour. That was Oxford. Always with the bells. On the Isis, swans drifted and cadged bread from out-of-season tourists, while in the lecture halls and dons’ studies, obscure texts and unimaginable philosophy were discussed. 
 
    She loved this city. 
 
    She just didn’t like it much. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back at HQ, the canteen was only a quarter full. The lunch hour had come and gone, but police work was as irregular as a hypochondriac’s bowels, and there’d always be someone starving. 
 
    Hillary took a tray, trying to pretend she couldn’t smell chips frying, and reached for a salmon salad plate and ordered a cup of tea. 
 
    The salmon was pink and juicy and probably farmed. Wasn’t the latest food scare over something to do with farmed salmon? Hillary shrugged and tucked in, liberally dosing her wilted lettuce leaves with salad cream. No bread and butter. She could always go back for a roll. Wasn’t wholemeal supposed to be good for you? 
 
    She glanced up as Paul Danvers approached, his tray containing a vegetable curry and brown rice. 
 
    ‘Mind if I join you?’ 
 
    Hillary did, rather. ‘I thought you didn’t start work until next week.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t, officially. I’m just getting a feel for the place.’ 
 
    Hillary speared a cherry tomato. If she squinted at it, could it be made to look like a nice piece of rare beefsteak? 
 
    ‘You got a place down here?’ she asked curiously. 
 
    ‘Yeah. One of those neat semis overlooking the back end of a field. Out by the railway tracks.’ 
 
    She wasn’t sure where he meant — in Kidlington they were always building housing estates in fields. Semis that sold for mind-boggling prices, mostly. 
 
    ‘The mortgage must be a killer,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Ebola ain’t got nothing on it,’ he admitted. 
 
    And Hillary grinned. She wasn’t paying a penny for the Mollern. Well, mooring fees, and all that. But no crippling, frightening mortgage — that modern-day Grendel that had to be kept fed in order to keep the wolf from the door. Or the Beowulf. 
 
    If she managed to snatch her house back from the maws of the animal rights people, she’d be stuck with the mortgage on it, of course. And without a partner to help her pay it off. Years and years of debt. 
 
    ‘You live on a boat, right?’ Paul said, forking some dubious-looking peppers and rice into his mouth. He was dressed in a smart charcoal grey suit that did a lot for his fair colouring. His chin was slightly square, with just the hint of a cleft. 
 
    He was, no two ways about it, good-looking. 
 
    ‘Right. The Mollern. She’s moored up in the next village down.’ She nodded her head vaguely to the north. 
 
    ‘It sounds idyllic,’ Paul said. ‘I envy you.’ 
 
    Hillary said nothing. Would he still envy her on a cold Christmas Eve morning, emptying out her loo tank? 
 
    She didn’t think so. 
 
    ‘I was wondering if you might like to go out for a drink one of these nights,’ Paul said, very casually. 
 
    Hillary speared a piece of suspect salmon. According to the latest scare, exactly what was this supposed to do to her? Give her breast cancer? Make her earlobes fall off? It amazed her how her parents’ generation had managed to survive at all, with all the things they had happily chowed down on. Caffeine, fat, sugar, salt. 
 
    ‘I didn’t mean tonight, necessarily,’ Paul added, seeing her eyes glaze over blankly. ‘I know you’ve got a big case on. But when it’s over?’ 
 
    Hillary shrugged grimly. ‘That might be never.’ 
 
    What was this? Could he really be interested in her, or was it just a way of getting a foot in the door? To have a nose around her boat, see if he could get a handle on Ronnie’s stash? Or was she getting utterly paranoid about that damned money? The investigation had been over nearly six months ago. 
 
    But say he was still working on the case on the Q.T., wasn’t it better to keep an eye on him? Keep your friends close, but your enemies closer and all that jazz? 
 
    ‘Ask me again sometime,’ she heard herself say. ‘Sometime soon.’ 
 
    Paul nodded. He looked genuinely pleased. ‘All right, I will.’ 
 
    Hillary wondered if she should tell him he was wasting his boyish charms on her. 
 
    But then again, why give the sucker an even break? 
 
    * * * 
 
    Either he knew to quit when he was ahead, or else he had other things to do, but Danvers left as soon as he’d finished his meal. 
 
    Hillary knew she couldn’t linger much longer, but ordered a second cup of tea anyway. If nothing else, she’d have to find out where Frank had been hiding himself, much as she’d rather let the poison cherub stay hidden. 
 
    It was as she was returning to her table with her tea that a gaggle of coppers came in, most in uniform, but some plain clothes, and it was obvious they were excited. 
 
    She recognised Sam Waterstone, the sergeant who was working on the animal lab raid case, the one where the guard had died just recently. The group congregated at the table next to hers, and from their chatter, she surmised that a raid and arrests were expected any time now. From what she could make out, they’d had a particularly militant group of animal lovers under close surveillance for some time, and confidence was running high that they’d got the right gang. 
 
    Hillary, sick and tired of the inertia of her own case, wished that she was going with them. A raid, with batons and riot shields, was an adrenaline rush she could do with right about now. The camaraderie, the satisfaction of achievement, the sensation of action. 
 
    Sometimes, just sometimes, she missed her days in uniform. She’d quite liked being young and stupid. It beat middle-aged and fairly intelligent. Sometimes. 
 
    ‘Here, there’s that Vice guy,’ she heard one of the younger uniforms mutter sotto voce to his companion and felt, ridiculously, her heart lurch. Distinctly lurch. 
 
    She refused to look up from her cup of tea, but she knew, just knew, Mike Regis would be heading her way. Now if he asked her out for a drink there’d be no uncertainty as to what it meant. 
 
    ‘Not much to look at, is he?’ a female voice said in response. ‘I thought all those Vice guys were supposed to be lookers.’ 
 
    ‘Nah, that’s only on the telly,’ said someone else scornfully. 
 
    ‘Besides, he’s married, so some poor cow must find him tasty.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah? You mean there’s actually a copper in this nick who isn’t divorced?’ another voice, sounding mock-scandalized, shot back. 
 
    ‘So I hear. He’s got a seventeen-year-old daughter, so he must be coming up for having twenty years in. Can you imagine it? Shackled to the same woman for twenty years? You don’t get that for murder these days.’ 
 
    Hillary put down her cup and grabbed her bag. She didn’t look across at the tables and she didn’t look behind her, towards the entrance — and exit — of the canteen. 
 
    Instead she made her way through the tables to the ladies’. 
 
    Inside, it was empty and quiet. 
 
    She walked to the sink and rinsed her hands, then looked at her reflection. 
 
    She remembered, once, during her first week on the job, being called out to a distraught old-age pensioner. It was bonfire night, and some thug had tied a rocket to the tail of her pet cat and set it alight. The cat had died, eventually, after crawling her way (minus a back leg) to her home. The old-age pensioner had been perfectly willing to commit murder, if only she’d known which of her neighbours’ children had done the deed. 
 
    Hillary frowned at her reflection, wondering why she’d thought of that now. 
 
    And then she realised. 
 
    At the time, she’d felt this curious, tickling sensation in the back of her throat, while she’d been talking and calming the tearful old lady down. 
 
    The dead cat lay in a box at their feet. It had been a white and ginger cat, she remembered. A pretty thing. Or the front end of it had been, anyway. 
 
    Tears. 
 
    That was what had been clogging her throat that night. 
 
    Tears. 
 
    Hillary seldom cried. Even as a child, she’d not been much of a weeper. During the course of her job, she’d seldom cried over road traffic accident victims, suicides, old men and women left for months, undiscovered, in their homes because nobody visited. 
 
    But she had cried, of course, sometimes. She’d cried when her dad had died, for instance. And she’d almost cried when someone had killed an old lady’s cat, just for the fun of it. 
 
    And bugger me, she thought, genuinely amazed, if I don’t feel like crying now. 
 
    She shook her head and swallowed, and her throat worked just like normal again. Again she shook her head and smiled at her reflection. 
 
    ‘What a wimp,’ she mouthed at herself, then slung her bag over her shoulder and went back to the canteen. 
 
    DI Mike Regis wasn’t there. 
 
    She went outside, got in her car and drove into the centre of Oxford. 
 
    There she found the last of the internet cafes and sat down in front of a terminal with an over-priced cappuccino and a fiddly mouse. 
 
    Finally she got on to the website she wanted. 
 
    Cayman Island banks. 
 
    There were lots of them. Lots and lots of them. She might know Ronnie’s account number, and she might know his password. She sure as hell didn’t know the name of his bank. 
 
    She sipped the coffee and scrolled down the bank websites. 
 
    All offered discretion, financial services up the wazoo, sky-high interest rates, promises, promises, promises. 
 
    If she was Ronnie, which bank would she choose? Now there was a question to tantalize the academics of Oxford. She’d have needed a psychiatrist, a philosopher, a sociology major, an MD and who knew what the hell else, just to get past those first few words. If she was Ronnie. If she was Ronnie. 
 
    How the hell could she possibly think like Ronnie? 
 
    She wouldn’t even— 
 
    Her eyes stopped moving. She blinked. It took her a second to realise that the words she was staring at weren’t even in English. 
 
    She registered Blanc. White. The French word for white. And then Cheval. Horse. The White Horse Bank. Or the Banque of the White Horse, if you wanted to mix your languages. 
 
    Of course, the English translation was right there underneath, for anyone not even vaguely multilingual, to read. So Ronnie would have had no trouble with it. 
 
    He’d put his numbers down in a Dick Francis novel, to remind himself of them. He might have used ‘Stud’ for his password. 
 
    And now here was a bank called White Horse. 
 
    For a long while Hillary sat and stared at the screen. All she needed to do was click on with the mouse and . . . and answer the questions, feed in the numbers, see if anything happened. 
 
    What if it didn’t? Easy. Nothing would happen. Ronnie hadn’t chosen this bank, or she might have got the password wrong. 
 
    If she had all day, she could scroll through all the banks, and type in any number of horsey-related passwords. Stallion. Yeah, Ronnie probably thought of himself as a stallion. All men did, right? The twenty-years-married Mike Regis with a seventeen-year-old daughter must be self-satisfied in the knowledge that he’d sired the next generation. 
 
    The blond and good-looking Paul Danvers, who’d no doubt kill to be sitting right where she was now, was a prime example of prize-winning male flesh. 
 
    Hillary shook her head. 
 
    She was being stupid. She shouldn’t be here. If she pressed that mouse and got into the system and found out that this was Ronnie’s bank and got the right password and . . . 
 
    Damn. She didn’t have the book with her. And she hadn’t memorized the numbers. Deliberately hadn’t memorized the numbers, for one very good reason. Once she knew for sure where Ronnie had hidden his dirty money, she’d be an accessory after the fact if she didn’t then turn it in immediately. 
 
    She’d be a criminal. 
 
    Suddenly, Hillary heard the world around her again. A seven-year-old boy whooped as he played some sort of space invaders game. A group of teenage girls were giggling over some dating agency website. 
 
    The woman serving coffee behind the counter was chewing gum and popping it. 
 
    And Detective Inspector Hillary Greene was sitting in a muck sweat in front of a computer screen, contemplating the greatest idiocy of her life, just because some man she barely knew had been happily married for twenty-odd years. 
 
    Talk about getting a wake-up call. 
 
    She got up on stiff legs, messily pressed the keys to get the screen back on to the main menu, and stepped outside. 
 
    She took deep, gulping breaths. 
 
    Get a damn grip! 
 
    She might not have a cat relying on her to keep it in on bonfire night, or a man who wanted her in his life, as well as in his bed. 
 
    But she had a murder inquiry that needed her. 
 
    So what the hell was she doing here playing silly buggers? 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 14 
 
    ‘Janine, bring in Molly Fairbanks.’ 
 
    Sergeant Janine Tyler’s head snapped up from the desk, and she was frowning already at the tone of her boss’s voice. It was nearly clocking-off time, and besides, they’d only interviewed the music tutor that morning. When, unless her ears had deceived her, Detective Inspector Hillary Greene had said it would be pointless sweating her any more. 
 
    So what had changed? 
 
    She opened her mouth to object, then saw the look in Hillary’s eye. A frisson of excitement climbed up her spine. Hillary looked grim. Almost angry. 
 
    Over at his desk, Tommy Lynch was also gaping at her. He too had caught the unusual amount of tension in her voice. 
 
    ‘Boss,’ Janine said, and grabbed her coat. There was obviously going to be some action, which was a much more interesting prospect than going home and having another barney with Mel. Especially since she was beginning to think that the bastard was never going to relent and let her go undercover. 
 
    DCI Mel Mallow was turning out to be a big disappointment. 
 
    ‘What if she objects? Calls in a brief?’ she asked Hillary over her shoulder. 
 
    ‘Bring her in,’ Hillary snapped back. She was tired of sitting around and doing nothing and getting nowhere. 
 
    She was already reaching for the phone. She jabbed in DI Mike Regis’s mobile number. 
 
    ‘Regis.’ 
 
    ‘It’s me, Hillary. Can you round up Mungo Johns and bring him in? I’ve got an experiment I want to try out on him.’ 
 
    She was obviously firing on all four cylinders because, even over the phone, Mike Regis could tell instantly that she meant business. It was as plain as the nose on Frank Ross’s face. 
 
    Which was pretty plain. 
 
    ‘He’ll be there in an hour,’ Regis said curtly. ‘Where do you want him?’ 
 
    ‘The same interview room as before. Give me a bell when you’re outside. I don’t want him running into another suspect I’m pulling in now. At least, I don’t want them face to face until I’m ready for it.’ 
 
    By his computer terminal, Tommy Lynch let out a silent whistle. That was playing it close to the wind. Official procedure would frown on manipulation like that. 
 
    Unless it got a result the Crown Prosecution Service was happy taking to court. 
 
    He could feel the electricity in the air. He’d never seen his superior so wired. What had bitten her? He wished, more than anything, that he’d been there to see it. 
 
    ‘OK, I get it,’ Regis said into Hillary’s ear. He hesitated, wondering if he should ask her why she’d ignored him in the cafeteria, then quickly decided now was not the time. 
 
    She was too obviously buzzing. 
 
    But he was convinced she’d known he was behind her, there at the cafeteria, and her quickstep to the ladies’ loo was as good as a two-fingered salute. 
 
    He just couldn’t figure out what he’d done to piss her off. And it annoyed him that it was annoying him so much. So she’d got the hump. So the hell what? 
 
    ‘We caught a break?’ he asked instead. 
 
    Hillary grimaced. Had they? Or was she just suffering yet more backlash from looking up the name of that bloody bank? 
 
    ‘I’m not sure,’ she said at last. ‘We’ll have to wait and see.’ 
 
    She was pretty confident in her own mind that they could winkle out of Molly Fairbanks whatever it was she was holding back. She just wasn’t sure it was going to be of any help in finding Eva’s killer. 
 
    Already four days into the investigation and she didn’t have a sodding clue. The Keystone Cops had better luck than she was having at the moment. 
 
    She hung up, glanced at Mel’s closed door, then shrugged. Sod him. She didn’t need a shoulder to cry on. 
 
    ‘Guv, I found out Eva Gerainte spent May Day in London. She was attending some sort of fashion show. Left the college for the Oxford Tube at 7:30 a.m. Didn’t get back until the last bus home,’ Tommy said quietly. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Good work,’ she replied vaguely. She didn’t bother to tell him that his inquiries had been made null and void by Molly Fairbanks’ earlier confession. She now knew that Frankie A, and all the others, had been introduced to Eva by the musician. 
 
    All Tommy had proved was that Frankie A was a liar. In a way, a gentleman. He’d obviously lied to protect Molly. 
 
    Well, give the man a peanut. 
 
    Hillary sat down at her desk and leant back against her chair. Absently she swivelled back and forth. There was nothing to do now but wait. And calm down. 
 
    At least things couldn’t get any worse. 
 
    And with that thought, Frank Ross came swaggering through the door. 
 
    Hillary mentally groaned. 
 
    So did everyone else. 
 
    ‘Guv, I’ve got something,’ Frank said smugly. 
 
    And Hillary groaned out loud. 
 
    Frank beamed. ‘I’ve got a nark downstairs. I pulled him in last night. A snorter. One of Luke Fletcher’s runners.’ 
 
    Hillary immediately tensed. Luke Fletcher was the local bad boy and a big thorn in the Thames Valley’s side, a major drugs runner and extortionist. He and Mungo Johns had the prostitution racket divided up equally, with an east/west divide. 
 
    ‘Playing with fire, Frank,’ Hillary murmured wryly. But then, what did Frank care? If the fact that the snitch had been pulled in ever got back to Fletcher’s ears it wouldn’t be Frank Ross who took the beating. 
 
    Or worse. 
 
    ‘Yeah, well, he’s just about climbing the walls for his fix,’ Frank went on, making Tommy shudder. 
 
    The DC looked at the older sergeant with an odd mixture of disgust and interest. 
 
    Didn’t Ross know there were rules about things like this? 
 
    ‘And?’ Hillary asked, curious now in spite of herself. She was interested to see just where Frank was going with this. 
 
    ‘And he and me have been having a chat. And guess what?’ 
 
    Hillary rolled her eyes. This was typical of Frank. Making her ask for every little thing. The poison cherub was nothing if not a power junkie. 
 
    ‘Just report, Frank,’ she snapped, losing patience. 
 
    Frank sniffed. ‘It seems our Mungo Johns has been a bad boy.’ 
 
    His eyes narrowed as Tommy Lynch jerked in his seat. 
 
    Tommy bit back a wide grin. It was just as he thought. Hillary was on to something. Why else had she asked Vice to pull in the pimp? The fact that it proved she was already streets ahead of Frank Ross he just took for granted. 
 
    ‘How’s he been a bad boy, Frank?’ Hillary asked, with exaggerated patience. 
 
    ‘It seems yesterday evening, Johns and a mate of his, a gorilla called Brian Mayhew, paid a visit at the college.’ 
 
    Hillary blinked. ‘At St Anselm’s?’ 
 
    ‘No. Bloody Balliol. Of course St Anselm’s,’ Frank said. He didn’t like the way this was turning out. Here he was, bringing in a nice juicy bone, and everyone was acting as if it was nothing. 
 
    ‘Does this snitch of yours know why?’ Hillary demanded, ignoring the rudeness. She could report him, but what the hell good would that do? It would only piss Mel off, having to deal with the paperwork involved when a senior officer wanted a junior officially reprimanded. And it was not as if Mel was ever going to reassign Frank. 
 
    Nobody else would have him. 
 
    ‘Yeah. According to the snitch, Mungo wanted to put the frighteners on someone.’ 
 
    ‘A student?’ 
 
    ‘Nah,’ Frank said and grinned. ‘A don.’ He waited for the applause, but there was none. ‘Come on,’ he said again. ‘A don. Think about it. It’s a lead.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘I’ve already got Janine bringing in Dr Fairbanks,’ Hillary said. ‘Vice are bringing in Mungo. We’re going to arrange for a little accidental meeting in the corridor and see what happens. Should be interesting.’ 
 
    Frank flushed. Shit. He’d been working his guts out, slogging away in the local pubs, and when he finally found a lead, the bitch from Thrupp had beat him to it. 
 
    ‘Nobody tell me nothing, will you?’ he snarled, and slung himself behind his desk, where he caught Tommy Lynch grinning at him. 
 
    Frank instantly shot him the finger. 
 
    Hillary jerked forward as the phone rang. ‘It’s Regis. We’re bringing in Johns now. He called for his brief, who’ll be thundering in like one of the four horsemen of the apocalypse any minute now. So you’d better be quick.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ Hillary said, slamming down the phone, then rang Janine’s mobile. 
 
    ‘Where are you?’ 
 
    ‘In the car, boss, just past the roundabout. Be with you any minute.’ 
 
    ‘When you get here, bring her to interview room four.’ She hung up and looked at Tommy. ‘Meet them in the foyer. Give my mobile a buzz. One ring, then ring off. We’ll be moving Mungo to a different interview room on your mark.’ 
 
    ‘Right, guv,’ Tommy said, moving quickly to the door. 
 
    ‘Does he bark and roll over too?’ Frank said snidely, and Tommy felt the back of his neck burn. 
 
    Damn! Had his eagerness to please been so obvious? He didn’t dare risk a look around, but he was pretty sure that Hillary Greene wouldn’t have paid any attention to Frank. 
 
    She never did. 
 
    In that he was right. Hillary barely registered Frank’s bile. Now things were happening, she was getting slightly cold feet. She went to Mel’s office and knocked. 
 
    She opened the door before waiting for a summons, then drew up short. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    ‘Sir,’ she said abruptly, as Superintendent Marcus Donleavy turned around in his chair and gazed at her, with that unsettling blank look for which he was famous. 
 
    ‘Hillary,’ Mel said, looking more amused than annoyed. ‘Is there a fire?’ 
 
    ‘No, sir,’ Hillary said. She’d been about to tell him what she was up to, but she sure as hell wasn’t going to do so with the super there. ‘Just thought I’d let you know, Vice and ourselves are bringing in a suspect on the Eva Gerainte case.’ 
 
    Donleavy, wearing his trademark black tie, nodded. He’d obviously been following it. ‘How’s it going?’ 
 
    ‘Slowly, sir, but we might have caught a break at last.’ 
 
    Donleavy nodded dismissively. ‘Good.’ 
 
    Hillary didn’t need telling twice, and quickly withdrew. 
 
    Marcus Donleavy turned back to his old friend and sighed. He’d been putting this moment off, but there was no way out of it now. 
 
    Still, he prevaricated. 
 
    ‘How’s Hillary doing? This is her first big murder inquiry as SIO, right?’ 
 
    Mel nodded. ‘After her success with the Dave Pitman affair I thought it was time she went solo. Mind you, the case is turning out to be a bit more complicated than I originally thought. But she’s keeping on top of it.’ 
 
    Donleavy had no doubts about that. When it came to detective work, he would put Hillary Greene at the top of the pile. Pity about her husband dragging her down like he had. 
 
    ‘Talking of Hillary, do you know we’ve got one of the Yorkie Bars down here permanently now?’ Mel said, obviously fishing, and Donleavy sighed. ‘Paul Danvers. Yes. A good man. When he’s not investigating his own.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing going on there, is there, Marcus?’ Mel asked cautiously. ‘I mean, the case against Ronnie is all done and dusted and closed?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes. Oh, I see what you mean. No, Danvers isn’t working on the sly.’ Then he frowned. At least, he didn’t think so. Or if he was, nobody had told him. 
 
    But he knew as well as the next man that internal investigations could be a law unto themselves. Still, he had eyes and ears in high places. If Danvers was a plant, he’d have been told. 
 
    ‘Good,’ Mel said flatly. And wondered why the super was still here. He and Donleavy had been friends for years, but they didn’t have cosy chats. 
 
    ‘I thought I’d better tell you,’ Donleavy said heavily. ‘I’ve been promoted. Starting next month, I’m a CS.’ 
 
    Mel felt his stomach clench. So it had come at last. 
 
    ‘Congratulations. You’re holding a party, of course?’ he asked rhetorically, already grinning at the thought of a booze-up. 
 
    Marcus smiled. ‘Sure. But that’s not why I’m here, Mel. The thing is . . . they’re bringing in another super to replace me. From outside Thames Valley.’ 
 
    Mel felt his smile freeze on his face, and then forced a shrug. ‘Yeah? Well, it’s not always a good policy to promote from within,’ he heard himself comment. He was rather pleased with his offhand tone. 
 
    Marcus grunted. ‘Don’t try and kid a kidder, Mel. I know you thought you were in line for the job.’ 
 
    Mel shrugged again. His throat felt dry. He swallowed, then reached for a packet of lozenges. ‘Reckon I’m coming down with something,’ he lied, but reaching for the sweet and unwrapping it, then popping it into his mouth, gave him time to think. 
 
    He decided on cautious honesty. 
 
    ‘Yeah, OK, I fancied my chances. But not this time, eh?’ 
 
    Donleavy sighed again. ‘Mel, the thing is . . . the brass don’t like the way you’ve been acting lately.’ 
 
    Mel blinked. The liquorice taste in his mouth turned rancid. He wanted to spit the lozenge out, but couldn’t. 
 
    ‘Come again?’ he said, struggling to keep his voice on the level. ‘In what way have I been acting?’ 
 
    Donleavy spread his hands. ‘Let’s face it, Mel, shacking up with a sergeant in your team hasn’t been the greatest move, has it?’ 
 
    Mel flushed. Shit. He knew it! 
 
    ‘First off, Marcus, we’re not shacked up. Janine Tyler lives out in bedsit-land,’ he said, already cursing the way he’d been forced on to the defensive. 
 
    ‘But she spends the night regularly at your place, right?’ 
 
    ‘What the hell’s that got to do with it? I wasn’t aware my private life was anybody else’s business but my own,’ Mel said, then realised he sounded like a rebellious teenager, and took a deep, calming breath. 
 
    Donleavy grunted unsympathetically. ‘Then you’re a bloody idiot. You used to know how to play this game, Mel. You’ve got two divorces behind you, which is one too many for some. You know the promotion committee have little boxes they like to put neat little ticks into. Read the right newspaper. Go to the right church — or seem to. Speak the politico babble. And keep a ship-shape and tidy personal life. Nothing the tabloids can cotton on to. You know how they think.’ 
 
    Mel did. And he’d forgotten. 
 
    No, not forgotten. Just hadn’t made himself remember. 
 
    For all that Janine could be an ambitious pain in the arse sometimes, she was still like a breath of spring. He’d gone stale, and hadn’t even known it, until Janine had taken him on. 
 
    ‘Hell, what am I supposed to do? Live like a monk just to make the promotion board happy?’ He wasn’t even trying to hide his resentment now. 
 
    Marcus looked at his old friend without pity. 
 
    ‘No,’ he said flatly. ‘Just don’t shack up with pretty blonde sergeants half your age. Look, to be fair, Mel, I think they were looking to promote outside anyway. This new man they’re bringing in — and don’t ask me who it is, I don’t know yet — is something of a high flyer they’ve poached from the Met. So they were already looking for a good reason to pass you over. But you didn’t have to give them one on a silver platter.’ 
 
    He got to his feet. ‘I’m sorry, Mel, but that’s how it is.’ 
 
    Mel also rose to his feet. He hoped he didn’t look as shattered as he felt. 
 
    ‘Thanks for the heads up,’ he said shortly. After all, shooting the messenger was pointless. Besides, with his promotion, Marcus was a good friend to keep sweet. 
 
    Donleavy nodded. He turned, then, with his hand on the door handle, looked back at his old friend. ‘Dump the blonde, Mel,’ he said softly. 
 
    Mel watched the door shut behind his superior and slowly sank back down on to his chair. 
 
    If he hadn’t been so shell-shocked, he might have realised that Hillary Greene didn’t report routine stuff to her boss. He might have wondered what it was she’d wanted to see him about. He might have gone out and asked her. 
 
    But he didn’t. 
 
    So Hillary was free to play with fire. 
 
    * * * 
 
    And she was so good at it. Right on time, her mobile rang, just the once. She walked rapidly into the interview room and saw Mike Regis and his silent sergeant, Colin Tanner, glance up at her. 
 
    The pimp, dressed in a silver-grey suit that probably cost more than her month’s salary, gave her a curious look. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Johns, but we have to move you to another interview room, I’m afraid. We have a problem with the heating in this one.’ 
 
    Mungo Johns laughed. ‘What’s the matter, officer? Not been paying your electric bills?’ 
 
    He got up and smirked anew as Colin Tanner and Mike Regis moved to either side of him. 
 
    Regis, who still didn’t know what was going on, glanced across the room, but Hillary was already holding the heavy door open. 
 
    ‘Don’t know if I should co-operate, officer,’ Mungo laughed. ‘This could be construed as harassment.’ 
 
    ‘It’s just next door, Mungo,’ she said dryly. ‘It’s not as if I’m asking you to trek fifty miles across a desert.’ 
 
    Johns stepped outside, just as Janine and Tommy went past, a coldly disapproving Molly Fairbanks between them. 
 
    It was a classic. 
 
    Johns stopped jeering, and Molly Fairbanks went from ice maiden to flounder in the blink of an eye. 
 
    ‘What . . . ?’ Dr Fairbanks began to say, at the same time as Mungo lifted his arm. 
 
    ‘Shut it!’ he yelled, stretching past Hillary with his arm, as if to poke the older woman in the chest. ‘Just . . . Aaggh!’ he yelped as Hillary, grabbing his extended arm, forced it up and back. Behind him, Colin Tanner neatly took over the arm lock. 
 
    ‘Settle down, Johns,’ he said smoothly. ‘It’s not smart to instigate an attack in a police station now, is it? What would your brief say?’ 
 
    Regis, remembering the Scottish harridan, rolled his eyes. ‘She really wouldn’t be pleased,’ he put in with a genuine laugh. 
 
    Dr Fairbanks looked from the pimp to Hillary. A resigned look crossed her face. ‘I think you and I need to talk, Dr Fairbanks,’ Hillary said firmly. Then she turned and glanced at Mike. ‘Take Mungo here next door. I think, after Dr Fairbanks and I are through, we’ll be charging him.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah? In a pig’s eye,’ Johns snapped, and lapsed into threats so lurid they made even Colin Tanner’s eyes widen in appreciation. 
 
    Molly Fairbanks flinched, but then turned and watched as Regis and Tanner frog-marched Mungo Johns away. 
 
    As they dragged him through the door, still swearing and cursing and threatening, their eyes met. And it wasn’t Molly Fairbanks who looked away first. 
 
    Regis had no idea what Hillary was on to, but he smiled in triumph. He knew a break when it fell into his lap. 
 
    Hillary smiled grimly back. She, at least, was not half so confident. 
 
    Well, she’d got some action, that was for sure. The thing was, where was it going to take her? 
 
    * * * 
 
    Molly Fairbanks collapsed into a chair as Janine and Tommy set up the interview tape, went through the introductions, stated the time, and once again informed Molly Fairbanks of her rights. Not strictly necessary, since they were not about to charge her, but you couldn’t be too careful. Besides, it sounded impressive. And with the likes of the plucky music teacher, Hillary needed all the psychological advantages she could get. 
 
    Hillary sat down and rubbed her eyes tiredly. ‘We know from independent witnesses, Dr Fairbanks, that Mr Mungo Johns—’ 
 
    ‘Is that his name?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Mungo Johns. We know that he visited you at the college last night, along with another man called Brian Mayhew. Did they threaten you?’ 
 
    Molly Fairbanks nodded. 
 
    ‘Please speak your answers, Dr Fairbanks. The interview tapes don’t pick up head movements,’ she said quietly. 
 
    Molly Fairbanks nodded, then said clearly, ‘Yes, he did.’ 
 
    ‘What did he say, exactly, Dr Fairbanks?’ 
 
    Molly looked pale but staunch. ‘He said that he knew I had been procuring girls, students at the college, for men. He told me in no uncertain terms that I was trespassing on his turf. All the prostitutes in Oxford worked for him. He told me that unless I gave him a list of the girls’ names, and their regular Johns, that . . . that, something unpleasant would happen to us.’ 
 
    She saw Janine clench her fists in victory. 
 
    Too soon, she thought helplessly. Too easy. But she said nothing, and, catching Tommy’s eye, shook her head in silent warning. 
 
    ‘Can you be more specific, Dr Fairbanks?’ she said calmly. 
 
    ‘No, not really. He wasn’t specific himself. He just said that very unpleasant things could happen to call girls. Even high-class ones. He said just look what had happened to Eva Gerainte.’ 
 
    Again, Janine’s fists clenched in silent jubilation, but Tommy was still looking uncertainly at Hillary. 
 
    ‘Did he actually say that he’d had Eva Gerainte killed?’ Hillary asked, still in that calm, flat voice. 
 
    Molly shook her head. ‘No, Inspector, he didn’t. And I believe he had nothing to do with the killing.’ 
 
    Janine scowled. She opened her mouth to tell the witness to stick to the facts, then looked up, caught Hillary’s repressive eye, and subsided. 
 
    ‘Why do you think that, Dr Fairbanks?’ Hillary asked mildly. 
 
    ‘Because I don’t think Mr Johns knew anything about our . . . our arrangement until long after Eva was dead.’ 
 
    Molly Fairbanks didn’t sound as if she was making an accusation, but Hillary could nevertheless feel herself cringe inside. Because she knew, for a fact, what the musician had only guessed: that it had been she herself who had put Mungo Johns on to his rivals, during that first interview. 
 
    Mungo Johns hadn’t had any idea about this select, small-time operation until he’d left this nick and nosed around some. 
 
    Mea culpa, Hillary thought with a small mental shrug. Well, apologising would do no good. 
 
    ‘Dr Fairbanks, did you give him the name of the two other girls you . . . er . . . help?’ she asked, in no mood for beating herself up. There was a whole long queue of people already waiting and willing to do that for her. 
 
    ‘No,’ Molly Fairbanks said flatly. 
 
    ‘Did Mr Johns try and coerce you into telling him their names?’ 
 
    ‘He did.’ 
 
    ‘And what did you do?’ 
 
    ‘I threatened him back.’ 
 
    Hillary grinned. She’d just bet she had. 
 
    ‘I told him that I was perfectly capable of hiring people to look after both myself and my girls. I told him he didn’t understand people like myself, or the power we had. I told him he was a gutter rat, and that I had friends in high places who knew how to stamp out vermin.’ Molly Fairbanks smiled grimly at the memory. ‘It seemed to surprise him. I suppose he thought that that hulking brute he had with him should have been enough to cow me. I made him see otherwise. And since we were on my home turf at the time — and all I had to do was scream to bring the police running — he backed off. But he made it clear that this wasn’t the end of things.’ She paused for breath, then looked Hillary long and hard in the eye. ‘I also recorded this conversation.’ 
 
    Janine nearly fell off her chair. 
 
    ‘In the music room, we often use recordings to chart a musician’s progress. I have them all over the place. I simply turned one on when Mr Johns wasn’t looking. I have no idea whether that’s legal, but I have the recording in a locked drawer in my desk, back at college.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘It’s perfectly legal to tape yourself, Dr Fairbanks.’ 
 
    Whether it would stand up in court was another matter. Mungo Johns had been taped secretly, without his knowledge or consent. Any solicitor would immediately start yelling entrapment. 
 
    Still, it was leverage. Very nice leverage. 
 
    ‘What happened after you told Mr Johns this?’ Hillary asked. She glanced at Tommy, who nodded back that he’d retrieve the recording the moment the interview was terminated. 
 
    ‘I needed time to see the other girls and find out if they’d been approached. And I wanted to talk to their . . . lovers . . . and make sure they would keep quiet also, if approached.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. So that was what the music teacher had wanted to do before co-operating more fully. Warn the others. Very altruistic. 
 
    Another one who deserved a peanut. 
 
    ‘Sergeant Tyler, would you please take over.’ She leaned across to Janine and whispered that she wanted her to get anything and everything they could on Johns. She wanted to hold on to him this time. 
 
    Then she signed herself off for the recording and stepped outside. 
 
    She got out her mobile and dialled upstairs. When Frank finally answered, she was stunned that he hadn’t slunk off early. She ordered him to find and bring in Brian Mayhew. 
 
    Then she walked the few paces to Mungo Johns’ cell, glanced inside the small, wire-enmeshed window and saw that the rabid mole was already in residence. 
 
    She sighed, and beckoned Mike Regis out. 
 
    There she quickly brought him up to date. 
 
    For a second, when she’d finished, they were both quiet. 
 
    ‘So, how do you want to play it?’ Regis said at last. 
 
    Hillary frowned. ‘He doesn’t know what Fairbanks is saying,’ she mused out loud. ‘Right now he thinks he’s looking at nothing but a whole bunch of petty ante stuff. Intimidation. Threatening behaviour. He admitted to living off immoral earnings, though he thinks he can deny all this. He doesn’t know about Fairbanks’ hidden recorders. Besides, all this petty ante stuff is mere grist for the rabid mole’s mill, and she’ll almost certainly fight it tooth and claw.’ 
 
    ‘The rabid mole?’ Regis grinned. Then thought that that was probably the best nickname for a lawyer he’d ever come across. 
 
    ‘So, if we can persuade him that Fairbanks is willing, and able, to finger him for Eva Gerainte’s killing . . .’ she said, and glanced inside. 
 
    ‘Even though she’s said nothing of the kind . . .’ Regis nodded, following her thinking flawlessly. 
 
    And they both looked thoughtfully into the interview room. 
 
    Mungo Johns did not look happy. 
 
    The rabid mole did not look happy. 
 
    Sergeant Colin Tanner, however, looked very happy indeed. And Hillary couldn’t wait to make him look even happier still. 
 
    ‘It could backfire,’ Regis warned, but he didn’t sound exactly reluctant. ‘Ah, sod it, let’s go and mess with Mungo’s head,’ she said, pushing open the door. 
 
    She was feeling rather happy herself. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 15 
 
    ‘Also present are Detective Inspector Hillary Greene, and Sergeant Colin Tanner.’ Mike Regis finished the introduction for the tape, stated the time, and smiled across at Ms Burns. 
 
    The rabid mole didn’t smile back, which surprised no one. 
 
    ‘Mr Johns, for the record, would you please tell us what you were doing on the night of the twelfth of January, when Eva Gerainte was murdered.’ 
 
    ‘Are you charging my client with murder, Inspector Regis?’ the rabid mole jumped in, before Mungo Johns could even open his mouth. 
 
    ‘Not yet,’ Regis said, with exaggerated patience and yet another redundant smile. 
 
    ‘You don’t have to answer that question,’ Ms Burns said to Mungo Johns, who, surprise surprise, didn’t answer the question. 
 
    The pimp was looking good in Armani. He eyed Hillary’s breasts with a connoisseur’s thoughtfulness. 
 
    ‘We have a witness who says that you threatened her the night before last, Mr Johns. She is also prepared to testify that you admitted to running a string of prostit—’ 
 
    ‘Oh please, Inspector Regis,’ the rabid mole butted in yet again. It was a common enough tactic with solicitors, Hillary had quickly learned. It prevented a questioning officer from getting into their flow, sapped their patience and wrecked their line of thought. Unless, of course, the questioning officer was as old a pro as the solicitor, in which case it was just generally annoying. 
 
    ‘I thought we’d been over this old ground before,’ Ms Burns huffed. 
 
    ‘Now we have new evidence, from a very reliable, very respectable witness, Ms Burns. And on these charges, we will most definitely be arresting Mr Johns.’ Regis’s smile was, this time, pure pleasure. 
 
    ‘The old bitch has got nothing on me,’ Mungo said, inspecting his nails. They looked manicured to Hillary. She tried to remember the last time she’d had her nails done, and couldn’t. 
 
    It was a funny old world all right. 
 
    ‘Mungo, shusssh,’ the rabid mole said. 
 
    Hillary blinked. Shusssh? 
 
    ‘I take it you still refuse to say what you were doing the night Eva Gerainte was murdered?’ Regis said aggressively to Mungo, who merely shrugged. 
 
    ‘I’ve already advised my client not to answer that, Inspector,’ Ms Burns reminded him nastily, rolling her eyes behind her thick-lensed glasses, and making the older man’s lips twitch as he recalled Hillary’s nickname for her. If she started twitching her nose, he didn’t think he’d be able to stop himself from rolling about. 
 
    He turned his attention to the pimp, who, he was pleased to note, was sweating slightly, in spite of his conspicuous nonchalance. 
 
    ‘I don’t think that’s a very wise course of action, Mungo,’ Regis warned chidingly, as if talking to a naughty small boy. (Ms Burns was not the only one who could be generally annoying.) ‘We’ve already got one witness who’s prepared to testify that you threatened her and several other students of St Anselm’s College with actual bodily harm. Now you’re refusing to say where you were when a student from that same college was brutally murdered. I—’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, that old bitch can say what she likes,’ Mungo jeered. 
 
    ‘Ah yes,’ Hillary finally spoke. ‘And so can Brian.’ 
 
    The pimp flinched. Hillary studied her own unmanicured nails. ‘We’re bringing in Mr Mayhew now. We’ll be putting him in a line-up. It will be interesting to see what our Oxford don makes of him.’ 
 
    This time, it was the rabid mole who looked unhappy. Having an Oxford don as a witness against your client wasn’t so good. People like judges and juries tended to believe in Oxford dons. 
 
    Having known quite a few herself, Hillary was not sure why. 
 
    ‘And of course, Mr Mayhew may not be prepared to stand up alone on a charge as serious as that,’ Hillary continued musingly. 
 
    The rabid mole snorted. ‘What, on charges of threatening behaviour? Really, Inspector Greene, that’s hardly even a misdemeanour.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled lazily at Mungo. ‘Ah, but the charge I was talking about was murder. Aiding and abetting. That sort of thing.’ 
 
    This, of course, wasn’t about to go unchallenged by the thistle of Scotland, but it didn’t matter. By now, Mungo Johns was really sweating. 
 
    Regis leaned slightly forward in his chair, like a wolf scenting blood. 
 
    The rabid mole finally wound down, and scowled. ‘Surely all this is rather premature,’ she began firmly, this time pretending to take a more reasonable line, but even she was beginning to look less sanguine. ‘I suggest you have no evidence at all linking my client—’ 
 
    ‘We have plenty of evidence linking him to a large-scale prostitution racket,’ Hillary put in. ‘We have an impeccable witness, and once Brian Mayhew—’ 
 
    ‘Brian’ll say nothing,’ Mungo snarled automatically. But he didn’t look all that convinced. 
 
    ‘That’s the trouble with thugs nowadays,’ Hillary said, nodding sympathetically. ‘Good help is so hard to find. Used to be, in the old days, rent-a-thug would go to jail rather than rat out his boss. But let’s face it, Mungo, you’re no Luke Fletcher, are you?’ she taunted. ‘Brian won’t do time for you. Not when he realises who’s behind the glass mirror in the line-up room, he won’t. Did you tell him beforehand that you were heading out to put the frighteners on someone like Dr Fairbanks? No, didn’t think so. Brian knows that toffs have their own rules. People like her always have friends on high looking out for them. He’s sure to sweat buckets, and will soon be itching to get out from under.’ 
 
    ‘Screw you,’ Mungo snarled. 
 
    Hillary smiled. ‘No thanks, Mungo. With the business you’re in, you might charge me, and I doubt you’d be worth it.’ 
 
    ‘Inspector Greene!’ The rabid mole was almost bouncing up and down in her seat now. 
 
    ‘Where were you on the night of the twelfth?’ Hillary all but snarled. ‘If you’ve got an alibi, now’s not the time to sit on it, believe me,’ she carried on, dropping her voice and leaning slightly over the table. ‘I’m this far—’ She held up her thumb and index finger, a scant centimetre apart ‘—from arresting you for murder.’ 
 
    ‘Bollocks,’ Mungo snarled again, but she had him on the run. She could feel it. Mike, feeling it too, just grinned. 
 
    ‘Fine,’ Hillary said. ‘Mungo Johns, I’m arresting you . . .’ She was about to let rip with a string of minor offences, prepared for a long softening-up process, when suddenly Johns folded. 
 
    It happened like that sometimes. The ones you assumed were real hard cases, under pressure, turned out to be made of jelly. And cowed little hen-pecked husbands turned out to have wills of iron. 
 
    As the Yanks would say — go figure. 
 
    ‘All right, all right, I was in London when that girl got topped,’ Mungo Johns muttered ungraciously. 
 
    Regis raised an eyebrow. ‘That it?’ he laughed. ‘Come on, Johns. You were in London where, doing what, and with whom?’ 
 
    ‘Mungo,’ the rabid mole warned, her Scottish accent so thick you could feed it haggis. 
 
    ‘We were hitting the clubs, all right? Brian, a bloke called John Dixon and myself.’ 
 
    Hillary glanced across at Regis. She was now in a bit of a cleft stick. Having got him on the run, she needed to keep him moving. But she couldn’t tell Johns that Dr Molly Fairbanks had taped their conversation, because then he’d know that it was on record exactly what he’d said and hadn’t said. And he’d know that he had made no out-and-out confession about killing Eva. He’d made, at best, an oblique reference to the dead girl, but nothing that would stand up in court. 
 
    So they had to be very careful how they played it now. 
 
    On the other hand, this alibi had to be broken. 
 
    ‘What clubs?’ Regis said, reaching for his notebook. 
 
    Mungo shrugged. ‘Can’t remember now. It was ages ago. We got blotto. Got off with some girls. You know how it is.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Regis said shortly. ‘But I dare say our friend Brian knows. And can be made to say.’ 
 
    Mungo paled. 
 
    Hillary smiled and shook her head. ‘Mungo, Mungo, Mungo,’ she said sadly. ‘What is it that you’re trying to hide from us?’ 
 
    ‘That’s enough of that!’ the rabid mole shot out. ‘I’ll be filing a complaint about your behaviour — both of you — as regards my client. This is nothing short of verbal abuse. You will treat my client with respect!’ 
 
    Regis burst out laughing. He couldn’t help it. She looked so much like an outraged, rabid mole that he just couldn’t help it. That, plus the fact that he was being asked to treat a second-rate pimp with respect, was just too much. 
 
    Ms Burns fumed. 
 
    ‘Mungo,’ Hillary said softly, and again held up her hand, her thumb and index finger so far apart. 
 
    ‘For the tape,’ the rabid mole screeched, ‘Inspector Greene is making graphic hand-signals to my client . . .’ 
 
    And at this, Hillary had to laugh too. ‘Really, Ms Burns, anyone would think, hearing that, that I’d been giving Mr Johns the finger. As if I’d be so disrespectful.’ 
 
    Mungo wasn’t finding any of this at all funny. The interview was getting out of control. He had no idea what that music teacher bitch was saying, and although he thought Brian was a stand-up guy, what if he wasn’t? If the cops were bandying about accessory to murder charges, would he keep his lip zipped? 
 
    On the other hand, no way was he going to tell these plods what he’d really been doing down in London. 
 
    The door opened and Frank Ross stuck his unlovely head through the door. 
 
    ‘We’ve got Mayhew, guv,’ he said with undisguised glee. Giving scum like these guys aggro was the best part of the job as far as he was concerned. And Hillary — as reluctant as he was to give her her due — at least understood that he was very good at it, and let him have his head. Well, more often than not. 
 
    ‘Thank you, DS Ross,’ Hillary said dryly. Discretion never had been one of Frank’s virtues. Still, she couldn’t grumble in this instance. The timing had been perfect. ‘Excuse me a moment.’ As she got up, she saw Mungo Johns’ eyes narrow on Frank. 
 
    Interesting. Perhaps the pimp had heard of Frank Ross’s reputation. It sometimes went before him. Rather like his body odour. 
 
    Outside, she closed the door and stood leaning against it, gathering her thoughts for a moment. Then she mentally nodded. 
 
    ‘Right, Frank, here’s what I want you to do. Lead Mayhew on. Charge him with anything and everything you can, regarding his “chat” with Dr Fairbanks. Then start talking about murder. How St Anselm’s was where that girl was killed. About how she was working the game without giving Johns his due cut. Make it clear we’ve got Johns in on a murder rap. And since Mayhew was his muscle when it came to threatening the girls, maybe he helped pop this one? Make like the sergeant keen for promotion by banging up an accomplice killer.’ 
 
    ‘Right, guv,’ Frank grinned. He was liking the sound of this more and more. 
 
    ‘Then start harping on about the night Eva was killed. Say that Mungo is giving us a supposedly airtight alibi — he was playing poker with friends in Headington. But make it clear that Mayhew isn’t being named as being one of the group.’ 
 
    Frank nodded. ‘Got it. You want me to give Mayhew the idea that Mungo’s setting him up as the hired help.’ 
 
    ‘Right. If Mayhew thinks we’ve got him in our sights as a hired killer, it should loosen his tongue nicely. I’ve got a sneaking suspicion our friend Mungo was up to no good that night. I want Mayhew to spill it.’ 
 
    Frank nodded and trotted off, a very happy bunny. 
 
    Hillary sighed and re-joined the fray. As she opened the door, the high, outraged, Scottish accent of the rabid mole made her wince. 
 
    She shut the door behind her and reintroduced herself on the tape. 
 
    To Mungo she said softly, ‘I’m sure Sergeant Ross and Mr Mayhew will get on famously. Frank’s so good with people.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Upstairs, in the main office, Tommy Lynch chased up the Warfarin lab people, who faithfully promised a result tomorrow. He saw Mel Mallow leave, grabbing his coat and stalking to the door. He didn’t look so very mellow just now. 
 
    Janine also watched the boss go, a small frown tugging down her eyebrows. 
 
    ‘Know what the super wanted?’ he asked, for word had got around about Donleavy’s appearance, but Janine shook her head. She was busy typing up her notes from the Dr Fairbanks interview. She wasn’t sure what Hillary wanted done about the music teacher, so she was still waiting downstairs in the interview room. 
 
    The old girl was nothing but a madam, even if she didn’t take an actual cut of the money. As far as Janine was concerned, she could sit and stew. 
 
    Tommy knew he could go home. It was clocking-off time, and Jean and his mother were planning on cooking something Caribbean and a bit special, but he wanted to stay and hear how the interview with Johns had gone. 
 
    ‘I saw Frank downstairs just now,’ Janine said. ‘He looked pleased about something.’ 
 
    Tommy shuddered. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Mayhew’s coughed it,’ Frank said, two hours later. Mungo and the rabid mole were deep in conference downstairs in the interview room, while Hillary and Mike Regis were taking a break in the cafe. Indicating the jubilant sergeant to sit down, Hillary leaned forward. 
 
    ‘Keep your voice down,’ she said quietly. ‘What’s he coughed to, exactly? Did he and Johns kill the girl?’ 
 
    ‘Nah, guv,’ Frank said easily, and Hillary felt her heart sink. ‘But he and that gang of pimps of his were in London all right, like Mungo said. Only they weren’t doing no clubbing. They were buying some girls. Bosnians, or Serbs, or whatever.’ 
 
    Mike Regis let out a long, slow, hissing breath. Hillary rubbed a hand tiredly across her forehead. 
 
    Since the wars, there had been no shortage of young women, desperate to start over in a new country. Their homes, families, livelihoods were all gone. They were the wrong religion, or spoke the wrong language, and might just ‘disappear’ one night, if they stayed put. 
 
    A circumstance that the Mungo Johns of the world had been quick to exploit. Pimps from all over congregated in the trouble spots, offering to ‘sell’ passports to these girls at inflated prices. Of course, they couldn’t afford it, so the men offered a ‘work’ scheme instead, whereby they’d come to the UK, get jobs, and pay off the cost of the passport. Except the ‘work’ turned out to be the kind done flat on your back, and the girls were herded into brothels, where they were guarded and beaten into submission. 
 
    Sometimes, like with Johns, gangs ‘sold on’ their wares to other pimps. It was white slavery, pure and simple. 
 
    ‘The bastard,’ she said softly. ‘Mayhew copped to it?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Time, date, place. He even knew a few of the first names of the sellers.’ 
 
    Regis abruptly got up. ‘I’ve got to report in. Get the Met involved. If we can turn Mayhew, we can set up a sting.’ Hillary nodded. Regis was fizzing. And well he might. Taking down a major slaving ring was a feather in anyone’s cap. 
 
    But it did her case no damned good at all. 
 
    Another dead end. 
 
    Her prime suspect, out of the loop. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary went back to her desk, surprised to find Tommy still there. ‘Janine’s clocked-off, guv,’ he said. ‘Dr Fairbanks is still downstairs. Shall I turn her loose?’ 
 
    Hillary nodded glumly. ‘She picked Mayhew out of the line-up OK?’ 
 
    ‘No problems, guv.’ He reached for the phone and passed on the information to the desk sergeant, who’d send someone to tell Molly Fairbanks she was free to leave. 
 
    When he hung up, Hillary put him in the picture, then reached for the case file and began rereading glumly. There was a lot of paper. Forensics, interview reports. Pathology. Somewhere, she must have missed something. 
 
    If Eva’s killer was neither a pimp nor a John, then who did that leave? 
 
    She couldn’t see either of the other two student call girls being jealous or wanting to knock her off in a fit of rivalry. Still, she’d need to check for certain. 
 
    ‘Tommy, tomorrow I want you to get on to the other two girls in Fairbanks’ stable. They might even have left Oxford by now. I need to know where they were and what they were doing the night Eva died.’ 
 
    Tommy nodded. He understood her thinking, but like his superior, didn’t really think they were serious contenders. 
 
    Somewhere, somewhere amongst all this paper, there had to be a clue. A lead. Something that could be followed up. Give them a fresh angle. She was missing something. She had to be. 
 
    This case simply didn’t have any of the hallmarks of a random killing. It didn’t reek of mindless violence. Eva Gerainte had been in her room at college. She hadn’t just been in the wrong place at the wrong time, when some nutter decided it might be a good day to kill. 
 
    Someone had gone to her room, prepared and ready to kill. To kill only Eva Gerainte. And for some specific reason. It shouldn’t be beyond her capabilities to find out who and why, damn it. 
 
    She pulled out a notebook and started from scratch. Forced herself to become calm, and empty her mind of frustrations and questions. Simply to look for something that felt ‘off.’ To feel what niggled. To sense, with mental fingertips, something, anything, out of place. 
 
    When she’d finished, her notebook was still almost bare. 
 
    Glumly, she looked at the list. 
 
    (1) Frankie A? 
 
    For some reason, the fact that she wasn’t able to pinpoint the reason for Michael Bolder’s nickname was still rankling. 
 
    (2) Full moon symbol by his name. 
 
    Eva’s last time with Bolder had been an all-nighter. So she’d stayed at his place. It must have been very romantic, the mill at night. The moon out, the sound of the mill race. But hardly significant? 
 
    (3) The date. 
 
    For some reason, 5 January was still ringing a bell in the back of her mind. Why? As far as she could see, nothing about that day had been significant for their victim. Besides, Eva had died on the twelfth. 
 
    There’d been no evidence of an argument, no sign of a stalker. Nothing to link the two dates. 
 
    (4) Warfarin! 
 
    Such an unusual murder weapon. By all accounts, they should be concentrating on that. Tommy had already told her that the animal lab sample should be ready by tomorrow. So if they matched, they would at least know where the killer could have got the stuff. 
 
    But it was pointless to go swooping on the animal lab staff like a storm of Nazi troopers until, or unless, the match was confirmed. Perhaps there was a seventh John they didn’t know about? 
 
    ‘Molly Fairbanks confirmed all six Johns as her introductions, right?’ she said out loud, and Tommy nodded. ‘She didn’t mention any others?’ 
 
    ‘No, guv. She reckoned an even half-dozen was all Eva wanted.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. Still, she could have picked up a seventh guy on her own. Someone who worked at the lab maybe? 
 
    She heaved a massive sigh. 
 
    ‘Guv,’ Tommy said. 
 
    Hillary shook her head. ‘I’m going to see Michael Bolder again,’ she said, unaware of what she’d been thinking until she heard herself say the words out loud. 
 
    She got up, and so did Tommy. She grinned. 
 
    ‘You can drive.’ After a day like today, she was more than willing to let a big strong police constable take the strain. 
 
    Tommy grinned back. ‘Guv,’ he said happily. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Michael Bolder didn’t seem to be in. It was the perfect ending to the perfect day. 
 
    The drive out into the sticks had been relaxing, though, with the winter countryside going some way towards washing off the stench of Mungo Johns and the claustrophobia of the interview room. 
 
    ‘Perhaps we should try round the back,’ Tommy said, as reluctant as Hillary to call it quits. It was getting dark, and somewhere a single blackbird was singing. 
 
    It sounded unbearably lovely. 
 
    Hillary shrugged and followed Tommy wearily around the side of the house. The sound of racing water was clearly audible now, and out the back, sure enough, a series of lights shone brightly. 
 
    What had once been stables, attached to the back of the mill, had been converted into a studio. Inside, through the big panes of glass that would normally let the natural light flood in, Hillary could see Michael Bolder leaning over a sloping desk. 
 
    She walked over and glanced through. On the large sheet of paper he was working on was a pastel-coloured drawing of a bedroom interior. 
 
    White and blue, with touches of old gold. Very chic. 
 
    She tapped on the window and saw him jump. He peered through the glass, having some difficulty in making out who it was, then indicated the door. 
 
    She didn’t bother knocking. 
 
    ‘Mr Bolder. Sorry to interrupt you at work,’ she said, rather less than truthfully. She walked in, glancing curiously around. The conversion had been well done. All the original oak beams were exposed, the thick stone walls covered with an unfussy whitewash, the floorboards stained a dark mahogany colour. Large lights, recessed into the plaster of the ceiling, had been turned on, now that the daylight was fading. 
 
    There was a single piece of artwork on the walls, and Hillary, with her copper’s eye, noticed at once that it was wired and alarmed. 
 
    She drew closer, genuinely curious to see what an interior designer would hang on his wall. 
 
    It was old. 
 
    Very old. 
 
    Nothing big, bold, modern and full of colour, as she might have expected. 
 
    It wasn’t big, but . . . it was pre-Renaissance! 
 
    Not one of the famous old masters but surely a respected student, or a minor name in his own right. Florentine, maybe. 
 
    She’d had the opportunity to study art as a second major, but hadn’t taken it. Now she wished she had. 
 
    ‘This is stunning,’ she said simply. 
 
    Michael Bolder nodded, and mentioned a name. Italian. It meant nothing to her, but she had a definite idea that it should. 
 
    ‘No wonder you have it wired,’ she said instead. ‘It must have cost a fortune.’ A good bet, surely? 
 
    Michael Bolder laughed. ‘I wouldn’t have been able to buy it. It was left to me by my uncle. He was a collector.’ 
 
    The painting was of one of the saints. A vaguely Mona Lisa-like background of mountains and streams thrust into prominence a middle-aged man climbing a high, rocky path, with an injured deer tucked under one arm, a rabbit and a goat following at his heels. 
 
    Hillary blinked. 
 
    If she’d been a character in a cartoon, she knew a light bulb would just have appeared over her head. 
 
    ‘It’s St Francis of Assisi, isn’t it?’ she said. Frankie A. Of course! 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll bet Eva loved it,’ Hillary said softly. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Michael Bolder said again, this time more softly. ‘It’s the only proper work of art I possess, she used to say. And she teased me about it.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. 
 
    ‘Lucky to have an uncle like that,’ she said enviously. Then realised, even if she had a painting like this, where the hell on a narrowboat could she even hang it? It would probably get mildewed anyway. 
 
    Michael Bolder nodded. ‘Uncle Simon knew I loved animals, you see. Even as a boy, I was always rescuing sparrows from cats, and cats from dogs, and dogs from car wheels. So he said it was appropriate I should have it.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. Well, that was one more niggling little thing to cross off the list. And just as she’d expected, it put her no farther forward. 
 
    ‘Can you tell me again about the last time you saw Eva? She stayed overnight here, didn’t she? On the fifth?’ 
 
    Michael nodded. ‘That’s right, she did.’ He shrugged. ‘What can I tell you? We spent the night, I gave her breakfast, I dropped her off at college, and she said she’d call me. And she did. About two or three days later. We met for lunch, then went back to her place in Botley for an hour or so. That would have been . . . what . . . the ninth? Somewhere round then.’ 
 
    Something Eva hadn’t put down in her diary. 
 
    ‘Did you pay her?’ Hillary asked bluntly. ‘For the time in Botley?’ she elucidated. 
 
    Michael smiled sadly. ‘Not then and there. I didn’t have any cash on me. But I would have got round to it.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. But wondered. How many freebies did she give out to her favourite John? 
 
    And what the hell did it matter? Michael Bolder had an alibi for her death. 
 
    ‘Well, thank you Mr Bolder,’ she said, trying not to sound as defeated as she felt. 
 
    ‘Can I ask . . . ?’ he said swiftly, and when she turned back, he shrugged helplessly. ‘Are you, you know, any closer to finding out who killed her?’ 
 
    He sounded genuinely upset. Here, at least, was somebody besides her parents who mourned her passing. 
 
    She nodded firmly. ‘Oh, we’re following up several leads, sir,’ she said positively. 
 
    But back in the car, she felt like a fraud. 
 
    And as close as she’d ever come to despair. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 16 
 
    Hillary woke up with a start when her bed started to tilt to the right. Her eyes shot open, and she grabbed the edge of her mattress in sheer panic, although she wasn’t in any real danger of falling out. Even as her confused mind realised what was happening, her bed began to gently tilt the other way. She lay, swaying, staring up at the ceiling so close above her head. 
 
    And roundly cursed passing craft. Despite a British Waterways noticeboard standing on the side of the towpath, clearly and visibly asking craft to slow down past moored boats, nobody ever did. 
 
    She could hear the engine of a small river cruiser going by. 
 
    ‘Bastards,’ she muttered, sitting up and rubbing the hair out of her eyes. She drew back the pocket-handkerchief-sized curtain from the small round porthole in her bedroom and looked outside. 
 
    And blinked. 
 
    Snow. 
 
    It was bloody snowing. 
 
    Instantly, she wondered if the car would start. Then she wondered if the gas for the radiators had run low in the night. But hadn’t she put full ones in at the weekend? She put a tentative toe out of bed, relieved to find that it didn’t immediately frost up. 
 
    Muttering, she padded two steps to the minuscule bathroom, keeping her elbows tucked in from sheer habit now, as she set about cleaning her teeth and washing. 
 
    The water pressure from the taps was ominously sluggish. 
 
    She glanced outside at minute, icy-looking particles being swished past by a strengthening wind. It howled against the boat, like something out of a Hammer Horror movie. 
 
    Her days just kept getting better and better. 
 
    She dressed in yesterday’s suit, which she’d hung over the bathroom radiator to de-crease (it hadn’t worked), and went into the galley. She put the kettle on the gas stove and looked up as the postman knocked on her roof. 
 
    It was another letter from her solicitor. 
 
    She didn’t open it. She didn’t want to know. 
 
    Turning the dial, she listened to Radio Oxford as she bent down to the tiny fridge and brought out two beef and pork sausages. She swilled them under the tap then put them in a small glass casserole dish. Next, she opened a jar of sausage casserole goop and poured it over the meat, then put it in the oven and set the timer. She checked the contents of her cupboard, and came out with a small tin of new potatoes and one of processed peas. Five minutes to heat the vegetables up, and she’d have a dinner within a quarter of an hour of getting home. 
 
    She thought, fleetingly, of the women in posh magazines. Their lifestyles seemed to consist of one-minute Chinese cookery in a wok big enough to house a third-world family. They washed down the lemongrass with a thirty quid bottle of wine, all the while sitting opposite a boyfriend who looked like Keanu Reeves and discussing their day running their own small advertising firm in the latest wharf makeover. 
 
    Oh yes, and wondering where to go for their winter vacation. 
 
    She glanced at the cooker to make sure it hadn’t come on yet by mistake (the timer was a bit unreliable) and was relieved to see that it hadn’t. 
 
    She supposed there were women in the world who lived like that, but she was bloody relieved not to know any of them. 
 
    She glanced up as a thud came from the back of the boat and the floor beneath her juddered. Instantly her hackles went up. Then she heard a hard knock, and a vaguely familiar male voice. 
 
    ‘Hello in there. Can I come in?’ 
 
    Not a burglar or mad rapist then. Well, unless he was a polite mad rapist. Hillary moved forward and cautiously opened the door. 
 
    She looked, dumbstruck, at Paul Danvers. 
 
    ‘Hello. I thought this was yours. The woman next door confirmed it. She was dressed in this see-through pink thing. She must have been freezing.’ 
 
    Hillary grinned. ‘Nancy doesn’t feel the cold.’ 
 
    Paul smiled back. ‘I got that impression.’ 
 
    ‘You’d better come in,’ Hillary said grudgingly. ‘I’d offer you a cup of coffee, but my water tank’s low.’ 
 
    She moved back to the tiny kitchen, which had a hatchway looking out into the main living area. Through it, she saw him looking around. 
 
    She did the same, trying to see the boat as others did. Her uncle had always been handy with wood, as well as basic DIY, and the cabin was cosy and well-fitted. He’d gone for creams and pale greens with touches of aquamarine for highlights, and since she was naturally a tidy person, the boat looked good. 
 
    ‘Nice,’ Danvers said, looking genuinely impressed. 
 
    Hillary supposed the old Mollern wasn’t a bad boat. When speeding bastards passing by weren’t trying to toss her out of her bed, that is. 
 
    He’d moved to the bookcase and was looking at the titles. She knew what he’d see. 
 
    ‘You read English lit. at college, right?’ Paul said, peering nervously at the poetry section. He had no idea who John Donne was. Shelley and Byron and Keats he recognised. But Leigh Hunt? 
 
    ‘I can do you toast,’ Hillary said. She wasn’t short of bread. ‘Oxford marmalade?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. Thanks. I came, really, to offer you a lift.’ 
 
    Hillary grunted in disbelief. What? He’d forgotten she already had a car? Then she wondered how Puff the Tragic Wagon (as she sometimes called it) would feel about starting in the snow and decided not to look a gift horse in the mouth. 
 
    ‘Do you like your toast well d . . . done, or light?’ she asked, turning around and seeing him standing there with the Dick Francis book in his hand. 
 
    She felt suddenly sick. Very sick. A cold and hot hand each grabbed a part of the back of her neck, and she felt just how you feel when you’ve got a stomach bug and need to either get to the loo in a hurry or throw up. 
 
    She took a deep breath. 
 
    ‘Hmmm. Oh, how it comes,’ Paul said, putting the paperback back on to the shelf and moving on to study a selection of decorative plates. Her uncle’s choice, all of old-time barges being pulled by heavy horses. A bit twee for her taste, but she was hardly in a position to redecorate. Officially, she was still a guest on the boat. 
 
    Hillary forced herself to make the toast. 
 
    She knew the paperback was out of place amongst the Brontës and the Hardys. Had he noticed? Then she gave herself a mental shake. Don’t be daft. He was a cop. Of course he’d noticed. 
 
    Perhaps he’d read the inscription and assumed she’d kept it for sentimental reasons? 
 
    Except everyone knew she and Ronnie had finished up hating each other’s guts. 
 
    Perhaps he’d known all along about the account numbers inside it. Had he been rifling through the pages? She hadn’t heard the sound of paper. But if he did know . . . 
 
    The toast popped up, nearly making her jump out of her skin. She almost laughed out loud. Face it, Hill, you’d make a pretty lousy crook. You just don’t have the nerves for it. 
 
    She spread the marmalade and took the plate through. She sat in the one and only armchair, and watched Danvers sit on the communal sofa that pulled out into a bed. 
 
    He didn’t look as if he was about to arrest her. 
 
    ‘So, how’s your case going? A dead student, wasn’t it?’ 
 
    Hillary grunted. ‘It isn’t.’ 
 
    Danvers nodded. ‘I know that kind,’ he said dryly. He looked good. His hair was probably newly washed that morning, and it sat boyishly across his brow. His dark blue suit suited his eyes as well as his lean build. 
 
    She couldn’t believe he really fancied her. Why would he? 
 
    But if he suspected the clue lay in Ronnie’s book, why the hell didn’t he confiscate it right now and give her a formal warning? 
 
    Damn it, why didn’t she just turn the bloody book over to Mel and have done with it? She wouldn’t be in this fix then. 
 
    But she was human. And had a human nature. The kind that couldn’t just hand over a fortune without at least putting up a damned good fight about it. 
 
    Paul Danvers took a big bite out of his toast and looked across at her. Her suit, a dark chestnut colour, looked sexily rumpled, and brought out the deep chestnut-coloured highlights in her hair. Leaning back in the chair, her white blouse stretched taut across her ample breasts. 
 
    He wished her husband hadn’t put her off men. It was going to be hard work breaking down her barriers. 
 
    ‘It seems I’ll be working closely with Sergeant Cropley. Bob, is it?’ he asked casually. 
 
    ‘Ben,’ Hillary corrected. ‘You’ll like him. What you see is what you get with Ben.’ 
 
    Paul nodded, then took another bite out of his toast. If he’d picked up a tinge of innuendo in her last comment, he wasn’t letting on. 
 
    Hillary wasn’t going to put up with this. ‘So what really brings you here?’ she demanded. 
 
    Paul, wishing he didn’t have a mouthful of toast, hastily chewed and swallowed. 
 
    ‘I told you.’ 
 
    ‘Nobody “just passes” through Thrupp. Apart from anything else, it’s on a no-through road. It says so on the road sign. So this “just offering you a lift” routine sucks.’ 
 
    Paul grimaced. ‘OK, OK. I was curious. I wanted to see the boat.’ 
 
    Hillary lifted an eyebrow. He flushed. ‘And you. OK, so shoot me. Look . . .’ He shifted uncomfortably on the sofa, his plate and half-eaten piece of toast held awkwardly out in front of him. ‘I wanted to clear the air between us. You know, about the investigation last year. Your husband was as bent as a three-pound note, I think that was always taken for granted. But they had to be sure you were in the clear. I was glad to prove that you were. Now, I know nobody likes to be under investigation—’ He stopped as Hillary snorted again. ‘But if it hadn’t been me, it would have been some other poor sod who had to do it. So can we just, you know, forget about it? Put it behind us? I’m just a regular copper, now, just like everyone else. Besides, I only did the investigation because I had a promotion board coming up.’ 
 
    ‘Did it work?’ she asked bluntly. 
 
    Danvers shrugged. ‘Nope.’ 
 
    Hillary laughed. ‘You expect me to sympathise?’ 
 
    Danvers grinned. He looked really good when he grinned. ‘Nope.’ 
 
    Hillary kept her eyes firmly from straying to the Dick Francis. ‘OK. Fine. Let’s just forget about it,’ she said. 
 
    In a pig’s eye. 
 
    * * * 
 
    At the station (Puff the Tragic Wagon had started first go, after all), she found Sergeant Sam Waterstone was the man of the hour. 
 
    She’d gone straight to the canteen for illicit bacon and eggs, and found a celebratory uproar centred around the middle tables. 
 
    Sam spotted her going by and grinned. ‘Hey, we got that animal lib gang that did for that night-watchman,’ he said, although she’d already guessed as much. ‘Did a dawn raid at this place out by Adderbury. Found all the missing animals, plus an ocelot nobody seems to know about. You should have seen Shifty Smith dodging the rats. He squealed like a baby.’ Hillary blinked, then deciphered. ‘Shifty’ Steven Smith was a fifty-something DC, who’d never wanted to rise in rank (which was just as well) and who was famous for his extreme hypochondria. No doubt his comrades had told him the rescued lab rats were carriers of bubonic plague, the Black Death, and everything from galloping gut rot to scurvy and all known diseases in between. 
 
    ‘He’s gone home to take his temperature,’ another of the gang laughed. 
 
    ‘Did anyone cop to doing the guard?’ she asked, and Sam shook his head. But he was grinning. 
 
    ‘Nah. But someone else copped him for us. Apparently going down for some honourable cause is one thing, but being thought of as an OAP basher just isn’t on. Mummy and Daddy wouldn’t like it.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. People. 
 
    ‘Well, congratulations. And let’s hope Shifty doesn’t come down with Ebola.’ 
 
    ‘He’d be in seventh heaven if he did,’ a WPC said. ‘Just think, a real corker, after all those years of imaginary Asian flu!’ 
 
    Everybody laughed. 
 
    Hillary was still smiling as she sat down. The group was noisy and buoyant, but nobody begrudged them their party atmosphere. Well, apart from a miserable DCI with marital problems, and a solitary WPC who was known to be having foot problems. And nobody was about to pull her up over it. 
 
    Bunions were a bugger. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I reckon we’ll get a pat on the back for this one,’ Sam Waterstone was saying. ‘From start to finish, a result in less than two weeks.’ 
 
    ‘Not even two weeks, guv,’ someone said. ‘The raid was on the fifth, and today’s only the sixteenth.’ 
 
    Hillary paused with a piece of bacon halfway to her mouth. The fifth. 
 
    She could have groaned out loud. So that's why the date had been niggling at her all this time. 
 
    She remembered, now, coming into the canteen just before she’d been told of Eva Gerainte’s suspicious death. Sam had been in then and told her the guard had died. Of course, the whole station knew the animal libbers had raided the lab on the fifth — it was one of those cases where everybody had an opinion. But because it wasn’t her case, she’d half-forgotten it. Yet her subconscious had remembered, and when she’d noticed that one of Eva’s dates with a John had been on the fifth, it had sent up memory signals. 
 
    She dunked her bacon into the egg and took a bite. It was lovely. Salty and full of grease. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d allowed herself a fry-up. 
 
    It was funny, now she thought about it, how her life suddenly seemed to revolve around animals. 
 
    First the barmy army of animal lovers trying to get their hands on her house. 
 
    Then the station following the drama of Sam Waterstone’s case. 
 
    The coincidences of the dates matching and . . . 
 
    Hillary stopped chewing. 
 
    Frankie A, being Francis of Assisi. A known animal lover. 
 
    Eva having an all-nighter at Frankie’s house the night of the animal raid. 
 
    The guard dying . . . 
 
    ‘Shit!’ Hillary dropped her knife and fork, and swung around. ‘Sam!’ she said sharply, the tone of her voice surprising the others, who all fell suddenly silent. ‘Your guard. When did he die exactly?’ 
 
    Sam frowned. 
 
    ‘The eleventh, guv,’ one of the uniforms said. ‘About four thirty in the afternoon.’ 
 
    Hillary felt her heart-rate accelerate and tried to calm herself down. 
 
    ‘Did it go out in the local evening newspapers or over the radio?’ she asked, her voice calmer now, but Sam Waterstone was looking like a pointer that had just seen a pheasant fall. 
 
    He was a very old hand at this, and he knew when a colleague was wired. 
 
    ‘Yeah, it did. The old guy’s family was with him at the time, at the hospital bedside, so we didn’t need to delay the announcement before contacting next of kin,’ he confirmed. 
 
    ‘So your lad would have known the watchman was dead almost straight away?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Sam said slowly. 
 
    Now everyone at the table was looking at Hillary hard. 
 
    She took a deep breath. She might be about to make the most stupid ass of herself, but . . . 
 
    ‘During your investigation, has the name Michael Bolder come up?’ 
 
    ‘Bolder?’ 
 
    ‘Guv,’ the same uniform who’d supplied the date (and who was obviously the team’s walking computer) piped up again. When Sam looked at him and nodded, he turned to Hillary. He was a young, curly-haired lad, and would probably go far. If his backbone was strong enough. ‘Bolder’s a known animal lib sympathiser, but not a doer. He donates heavily, and is part of a string of bleeding hearts who help re-home greyhounds and smuggle out stolen beagles and the like. But he’s not hardcore. He doesn’t go on raids or participate in anything he can get nabbed for.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Sam said now, nodding slowly. ‘I remember. He was never interviewed, although he was “known” for his allegiances, because we knew this wasn’t his bag. And we were right — he wasn’t on the raid. We’ve got that all sewn up,’ he added a shade defensively. ‘We got a clean sweep.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded quickly. ‘Yeah, yeah, I’m sure you did.’ She wasn’t trying to rain on Sam’s parade, and wanted him to know it. ‘Besides, your Mr Michael Bolder has an alibi for the night of the raid. He was with my vic.’ 
 
    There was dead silence then. 
 
    Sam’s eyes gleamed. 
 
    Hillary took a slow, steady breath. ‘The lad you’ve got for the killing . . .’ 
 
    ‘Walt Townsend.’ 
 
    Hillary frowned. ‘Walt? Is he an old guy?’ 
 
    ‘Nah, about late twenties. His ma just liked old-fashioned names. Her other kids are Fred and Winnifred. Twin girl and boy.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, not really listening now. She felt on fire. ‘Was Walt a particular friend of Michael Bolder?’ 
 
    Sam looked around, but there were blank looks, even from the walking database. ‘Not sure,’ Sam said. ‘You want me to find out?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Hillary said firmly. ‘Oh, and Sam, did your gang raid another lab late last year . . . Hold on.’ 
 
    She ran to the canteen counter wall and grabbed the phone. She phoned Tommy Lynch’s desk, cursing under her breath. 
 
    ‘You’d better be in, Tommy. Or I’ll have your gu . . . Tommy! The name of the lab you’re chasing over that Warfarin sample.’ 
 
    ‘They haven’t rung back yet, guv,’ Tommy said instantly, but didn’t get the chance to say any more. 
 
    ‘I don’t care about that. Just give me the name.’ Dammit, she should have remembered it. What she wouldn’t give for a teenager’s memory. 
 
    She hung up without another word and rushed back to Sam. ‘Grenfell and Corbett Labs. Last October they were raided by some animal rights group. Usual vandalism and graffiti, stolen animals, and in their case, some valuable research and samples were stolen. Amongst them rat poison. A batch of experimental Warfarin. Can you find out if your mob did that raid too? And if so, was Townsend present that night.’ 
 
    ‘Sure. I dare say one of them will be lily-livered enough to cop to a whole load of jaunts for a shorter sentence. Something?’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘My vic was killed by a very dodgy, very experimental dose of rat poison.’ 
 
    Sam whistled between his teeth. Already the walking computer was scribbling ferociously in his notebook. 
 
    ‘We need to liaise,’ Sam said simply. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Yeah,’ she said flatly. 
 
    They did. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tommy glanced up as Hillary walked into the room, bringing an electrical storm with her. Janine, newly in, also looked up. 
 
    ‘Tommy, I want you to go and find a chap called Sam Waterstone.’ 
 
    ‘The sergeant in charge of that night-guard killing?’ 
 
    ‘That’s him. They’re on a high at the moment — they’ve just made a clean sweep.’ Briefly and succinctly, she told them what she had in mind. 
 
    ‘It all fits,’ Janine said when she’d finished, almost glowing with the scent of success. Like it or not, working with Hillary Greene had its advantages. She’d done it again. 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ Hillary said warningly. ‘If Walt Townsend knew our Frankie A. If his gang was the same gang that robbed the Warfarin lab. If the Warfarin samples match. That’s a lot of ifs. Tommy, you need to keep Sam up to speed. Concentrate on the lab and the Warfarin angle. Janine, get Frankie A in here. I want another word with him.’ 
 
    Janine didn’t need telling twice. 
 
    She grabbed her bag and all but ran. She was wearing a tight-fitting black trouser-suit and had her hair down. As she ran past his door, Mel looked up and saw her flying blonde hair. 
 
    He wondered where the fire was. 
 
    And what the hell he was going to do about her. 
 
    He looked up as Hillary tapped on the door. ‘Come in.’ Hillary came and sat and laid it all out for him. 
 
    ‘So, in summary,’ she finished, ‘I’m hoping it’ll play out like this. Eva spent the night with Michael Bolder. Her diary confirms this, and Bolder himself hasn’t denied it. On that same night, the animal libbers raid the lab, and Walt Townsend bashes the guard over the head. They grab the animals, smash the place up and run. But Townsend’s upset. Maybe he suspects he hit the old guy a bit too hard. Maybe the others in the group have rounded on him. From what Sam Waterstone was saying, they sound like the usual mixed bunch. Hardliners, but also housewives, and bleeding-heart teenagers. Some of those might still have enough respect for the homo sapien species of animal for them to be anti-hitting-them-over-the-head too. Whatever the reason, Walt feels a bit in need of comfort, and goes to his old and best friend, Michael Bolder.’ 
 
    ‘If he is,’ Mel put in, but he was beginning to get infected with her enthusiasm. 
 
    ‘Right. If he is. But say he is,’ Hillary ploughed on. ‘He goes to the mill. He gets Michael out of bed, leaving Eva behind in it. He confesses, or at least talks about the raid, and things going wrong. Perhaps Eva, miffed at being deserted in the middle of the night, goes looking for Frankie A. Or maybe she just sneezes, or snores. Whatever. It’s enough for Walt Townsend to realise they’re not alone, and that he might have been overheard.’ 
 
    ‘All circumstantial,’ Mel pointed out. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Don’t I know it. We’ll need Frankie A to fill in the gaps. But just go with me a moment. Michael Bolder calms Walt down, and Townsend goes off, but he’s still not altogether happy. But next day, there’s no cops at the door, or the day after, and after a week or so he begins to feel safe. But then, whammo. The guard dies. He’s now wanted for murder. He’s fairly sure that none of the gang will shop him now, as they’ll all be facing accessory charges. And the hardliners usually keep a tight grip on the more wishy-washy element. Michael Bolder’s a pal so he won’t dob him in it. But . . .’ 
 
    ‘But the girlfriend’s a risk.’ Mel nodded. ‘Could be.’ 
 
    ‘He’d be even more worried about her if he knew Michael’s penchant for high-price call girls. What’s to stop a pro turning him in? Or what if the animal lab offers a reward? Pros are known to be money-grabbers, right?’ 
 
    Mel nodded. ‘OK. I agree it’s a bit of a coincidence that Eva is murdered the same day the guard dies.’ 
 
    ‘Damn right it is! He couldn’t afford to wait. At any minute, Eva might hear about the guard dying and decide to go to the cops.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough. What else have we got on him?’ 
 
    ‘Well, if the Warfarin matches, we know Townsend had access to the murder weapon. He’s a youngish guy, probably dresses like an eco-warrior. He could easily walk about St Anselm’s without anyone raising an eyebrow. And if Eva had heard or seen him that night he went to Michael’s, she’d have recognised him as a pal of his, and would have let him into her room without too much fuss.’ 
 
    ‘Well, as a working theory it fits. But we’ll have to wait to see whether or not those loose ends pan out.’ 
 
    Hillary knew it. She was having trouble sitting still. What was keeping Waterstone? And how long did it take to analyse rat poison, for Pete’s sake. 
 
    ‘Go and get a coffee,’ Mel said, recognising the symptoms and sympathising. ‘A caffeine shot will do you the world of good.’ 
 
    Hillary laughed. ‘Thanks, you’re all heart.’ 
 
    But she went straight back to her desk and stared morosely at the phone. Ring, you bastard, ring, she thought. 
 
    But she didn’t really have any doubts. The Warfarin would fit. The gang that had killed the old night-watchman would be the same gang as raided the Warfarin lab. And Townsend and Bolder would be buddies. 
 
    She just knew it. 
 
    Because it all fit. It explained why someone wanted Eva dead. It would explain the unusual method of the killing. Most of all, it would explain why the case had seemed deadlocked — because, quite simply, they’d never been looking in the right places. And never would have, if it hadn’t been for Sam Waterstone. 
 
    Sometimes cases got solved like this. Hours and days of plodding, getting nowhere, and then suddenly, like manna from heaven, the solution came. It wasn’t very Agatha Christie, but Hillary didn’t care how her cases got solved, so long as they did. 
 
    The phone rang. 
 
    She pounced. It was Tommy. 
 
    The Warfarin was a match. 
 
    Yes! 
 
    She saw Mel watching through the glass in his door and gave a cheerful, clenched-fist salute of triumph. 
 
    One loose end tied in, just two more to go. 
 
    We’re nearly there, Eva, she thought jubilantly. We’re nearly there. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 17 
 
    Things began happening very fast. From a dead slow start, they’d now gone to an all-out pelt for the finishing line before Hillary really got a chance to get her breath back. 
 
    Not that she was complaining. So long as her case got closed, she didn’t care if it was pretty. 
 
    Hillary paced downstairs, her blood fizzing. Eventually Sam Waterstone came down to the interview rooms with Walt Townsend and some more good news. It was definitely Walt and his team who’d raided the Warfarin lab. 
 
    ‘I think we’ll find someone in the bunch who’ll admit to taking the lab samples,’ Sam told her gleefully, once Townsend, a lean, spotty individual who didn’t have enough sense to be scared yet, was safely ensconced with his brief inside interview room three. ‘We’ve got an environmental studies student from Bristol in the gang, and he’s just dying to be a martyr for the cause. I think, with the right handling, he’ll be boasting about it before long. You know, taking rat poison from the imperialist fascist dogs, thus making the world safe for rats everywhere.’ 
 
    Hillary grinned. 
 
    ‘So, your lot are bringing in Michael Bolder?’ Sam asked, and Hillary nodded, once more glancing at her watch. ‘Yeah. I thought you and my sergeant, Janine Tyler, could interview Townsend. I want to take Bolder.’ 
 
    Sam nodded. ‘How much interview technique has DS Tyler got?’ 
 
    It was a fair question. This was probably going to be one of the biggest busts of Sam Waterstone’s career, and he didn’t want some gung-ho junior officer messing it up. 
 
    ‘She’s good, but she needs practice,’ Hillary said, after some thought. 
 
    Sam grunted. ‘Don’t we all.’ But although he clearly didn’t like it, he didn’t object either. He knew as well as Hillary that everybody had to start swimming with the sharks sometime. And the only way you got to learn how was to get wet. 
 
    ‘She can get ahead of herself, so make sure you make it clear you’re leading,’ Hillary advised. ‘But she’s well up on our case, so whenever talk comes around to Eva Gerainte, try and follow her lead. She’ll be fine,’ she said flatly. 
 
    And hoped she was right. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Michael Bolder looked alarmed. As she watched Tommy Lynch, Frankie A and Janine Tyler approach, Hillary felt her stomach tighten. This was it. 
 
    ‘DS Tyler, you’re with DS Waterstone, interview room three.’ 
 
    Janine’s eyes immediately lit up. ‘Yes, boss,’ she said, and slipped past her, all but running to interview room three. She wasn’t about to give Hillary time to change her mind. It was her first time interviewing a two-time stone-cold killer. 
 
    Tommy also smiled at this arrangement. It meant he got to be with Hillary. 
 
    ‘Mr Bolder, thank you for coming in,’ Hillary said, careful to lead him into interview room one. The last thing she wanted at this stage was for Bolder to know that they’d already got his mate Townsend tucked away. 
 
    ‘I wasn’t left with the impression that I had much choice,’ the interior designer said, with just an edge in his voice, and a swift, non-too-friendly glance at Tommy Lynch. 
 
    Yes, he was definitely edgy, Hillary mused. 
 
    Good. 
 
    She set up the tape, and asked Michael Bolder if he wanted a brief. She literally held her breath while he thought about it. 
 
    ‘Am I under arrest?’ he asked eventually. 
 
    ‘No, sir. We’re merely asking for your co-operation. We’re about to make an arrest for the murder of Eva Gerainte, though.’ 
 
    Michael Bolder tensed. He was wearing a dove-grey pair of slacks, and a hand-knitted, chunky Arran sweater in deep cream. He looked affluent, elegant and unhappy. 
 
    ‘I see. Well, that’s good news,’ he finally said. 
 
    Hillary smiled and nodded. She glanced across at Tommy, who was managing to sit quite still but look massively intimidating at the same time. 
 
    ‘Yes, sir. Now, if we could just clear up a few matters.’ She pulled her briefcase towards her and took out the copies of Eva’s diary. 
 
    ‘On the night of the fifth of January, Eva Gerainte spent the night at your residence, is that correct?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. She drew a sign next to that date, a sign we’ve since learned meant that she stayed with her . . . er . . . boyfriend overnight.’ 
 
    Michael Bolder shifted on his seat. ‘But . . .’ 
 
    ‘Did you have any visitors that night, sir?’ she asked calmly. 
 
    And under the harsh lighting, she could see a fine sheen of sweat appear on his forehead. 
 
    ‘Inspector, I fail to see what that night has to do with anything. Eva wasn’t murdered until a week later. In her room, at college.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir. But the seeds for that murder could have been sown anywhere, anytime previously to that. We now believe that they were sown in your house on the night of the fifth. So, let me ask you again. Apart from Miss Gerainte, did you have any visitors that night?’ 
 
    Michael Bolder licked his lips nervously. ‘I may have done. I can’t really recall.’ 
 
    ‘But you were enjoying a long romantic interlude with Miss Gerainte. Surely you’d have been annoyed to be interrupted.’ She let exasperation leak steadily into her voice. ‘You’d remember that, surely?’ 
 
    Michael Bolder shot a look at Tommy, who stared impassively back. He scratched his head, and tried to fold his arms over his chest. Not liking that position, he sat up a little straighter in his chair. 
 
    Hillary understood his dilemma. He didn’t want to lie to the police. On the other hand, he didn’t want to tell them the truth either, or drop his friend in it. 
 
    Decisions, decisions. 
 
    She leaned forward, willing to take a risk. The last thing she wanted to do was get him so rattled that he started shouting for his brief. 
 
    ‘Let’s do this another way, sir, shall we?’ She smiled gently. ‘We have reason to believe that a friend of yours, a Mr Walter Townsend, dropped in briefly to see you. You do know Mr Townsend, sir?’ she prompted. 
 
    See how reasonable this was? How harmless? She smiled gently again. 
 
    ‘Walt? Of course. We both belong to the RSPCA and RSPB. We often go to all-night badger watches together.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. Nice and easy does it. Let him get comfortable. ‘Yes. Of course, I remember your Francis of Assisi picture. You’re an animal lover, right? And so is Mr Townsend.’ Now for the quick punch to the gut. ‘In fact, Mr Townsend was arrested today for taking part in the animal liberation raid of a laboratory that took place on the night of the fifth.’ 
 
    Michael shrugged. Looked sheepish. ‘What can I say?’ He spread his hands helplessly. ‘Walt feels deeply about the injustices perpetrated on animals in the name of science and economics.’ 
 
    ‘And you agree with him?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. But not to the point where I’m willing to break the law.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Very wise of you, sir. So, after your friend and his buddies raided this lab, and, incidentally, attacked an old man who was acting as a night-watchman, he came to your place.’ 
 
    Michael shifted on his chair. She could almost read his mind. Did they have witnesses to that? Had Walt told them? Or were they just bluffing? 
 
    ‘I still don’t see what this has to do with Eva,’ Michael said and looked quickly around the room. There was something hunted and haunted in the way his eyes tried and failed to find something to look at. 
 
    And with a jolt, Hillary understood. 
 
    He knows, Hillary thought. Deep down inside, he’s always known. But he doesn’t want to know. He pretends he doesn't know. 
 
    When Eva was killed, he probably never, for a moment, thought of connecting her death to his friend, good old Walt Townsend. 
 
    Then he probably heard that the guard had died. And remembered Walt coming over that night. And Eva also being there in residence. 
 
    And slowly, bit by bit, he’d have begun to wonder. Telling himself he was imagining things. That it meant nothing. That of course Walt, good old wouldn’t-hurt-a-fly Walt, would never have killed Eva. He was an animal lover, for pity’s sake. 
 
    And yet, knowing. Somewhere, deep inside, knowing that he had. Because it all made sense. 
 
    But so long as he never accused Walt openly, or put any pressure on him to tell him the truth, then he could pretend everything was all right. Until Hillary and a police constable came along and made him face it all again. 
 
    No doubt, right about now, he was thoroughly hating them both. 
 
    Hillary supposed she could live with it. 
 
    ‘But we think it has a lot to do with Eva Gerainte, Mr Bolder,’ she persisted. ‘You see, when your friend Walter Townsend raided that lab on the night of the fifth, he hit an old man over the head. He didn’t die right away though. He died . . . guess when, Mr Bolder?’ 
 
    Frankie A was now pale. He was also beginning to shake just a little. 
 
    ‘I don’t know when,’ Bolder said, but his voice came out like a croak, and he quickly swallowed, trying to work up some spit. 
 
    ‘I think you do,’ Hillary said softly. ‘The guard died on the same day as Eva Gerainte was murdered.’ 
 
    Bolder shrugged. ‘Coincidences happen,’ he croaked again, and coughed. 
 
    ‘Yes, they do. Did we ever tell you how Eva was killed, Mr Bolder?’ Hillary carried on in the same soft, reasonable tone she’d used throughout. 
 
    She looked up to find Bolder staring at her like an appalled mouse that has suddenly spotted a python. 
 
    ‘She was injected with a lethal dose of rat poison, Mr Bolder,’ she said simply. 
 
    And Frankie A began to cry. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Sam Waterstone glanced across at the pretty blonde girl who’d just taken over the questioning. Hillary Greene had better be right about her. 
 
    So far, Sam had softened Townsend up with a devastating series of blows. His flat had been raided, and evidence of his activities was piling up. His pals were turning evidence against him even as they spoke, and several had already signed statements citing Townsend as the one who’d coshed the guard over the head. 
 
    He was already reeling from one murder charge. 
 
    Now it was up to Goldilocks here to bring her own case home to him. 
 
    If she could. 
 
    ‘Mr Townsend, I want you to think back for a while to the night of the fifth,’ Janine said, and smiled gently. ‘After the raid. It had all gone terribly wrong, hadn’t it?’ she asked, her voice soft and caressing. 
 
    Walt Townsend looked at her hopefully. After the sneering male cop, her gentle voice was like balm. 
 
    ‘It’s understandable that you went to see a friend,’ Janine carried on. ‘But he wasn’t alone, was he?’ she murmured, and Walt Townsend suddenly realised that the nightmare wasn’t over. 
 
    Not by a long shot. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary and Tommy let him cry. Tommy was even learning not to be embarrassed by the sight of male tears any more. 
 
    Hillary never even gave it a thought. During her time, she’d seen the gamut of human emotions dragged out and paraded in front of her, like the aftermath of a psychological car accident. 
 
    Entrails of guilt were nothing new to her. 
 
    ‘Mr Bolder, your friend stole some experimental drugs from another lab raid, prior to the fifth. A particularly potent form of Warfarin, to be exact. Do you know what it does, Mr Bolder? It makes rats bleed to death. From the inside. It does exactly the same thing to human beings. When the coroner came to examine Eva Gerainte he was amazed—’ 
 
    ‘Stop it,’ Michael Bolder snarled, looking at her. ‘Are you even human?’ 
 
    Hillary leaned slightly forward. ‘Your friend went to you on the night of the fifth, because he was upset, wasn’t he? He was scared. He wanted a shoulder to cry on, but you turned him away, didn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘No! No, I didn’t. I took him into the kitchen. I made him cocoa. We talked. He was fine when he left.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘And Eva walked in on you? What, was Walt surprised? Scared that he’d been overheard?’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Michael Bolder shot forward in his chair, like a supplicant after redemption. ‘He never even knew she was there. I swear.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘You’re sure of that, are you, sir?’ 
 
    Bolder nodded eagerly. 
 
    ‘She never came into the kitchen?’ 
 
    Bolder shook his head. 
 
    Hillary slowly scratched her chin. ‘And did Mr Townsend ever leave the kitchen himself?’ 
 
    ‘Only to go to the . . . loo. He needed to wash.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Old men tend to bleed a lot when they get bashed over the head,’ Hillary said brutally. Bolder winced, but made no comment. ‘And this bathroom, sir. Was it upstairs? Near the room where Eva was still, presumably, sleeping?’ 
 
    Michael Bolder stared at her. He opened his mouth, then closed it again, then opened it. 
 
    ‘But he never said anything. Walt. He never mentioned seeing her. He didn’t!’ he wailed. 
 
    Hillary sighed heavily. ‘Tell me, sir, was Eva awake when you went back to bed?’ 
 
    Michael nodded slowly. ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘So she might have been awake when Mr Townsend was washing up in the bathroom. She might have gone in, thinking it was you. She could have seen this strange man, washing blood from his hands and clothing. She could have done all that, couldn’t she? Or maybe Walter Townsend merely thought that she had?’ 
 
    ‘She never said!’ Michael yelled. ‘She never said so.’ 
 
    In the years to come, Hillary Greene could see Michael Bolder saying those words to himself over and over, like a mantra. As if they could protect him. As if they would absolve him. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Did you never think to ask Mr Townsend about Eva, Mr Bolder? After she died.’ 
 
    ‘No. I didn’t . . . it wasn’t . . . what was the point?’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. 
 
    ‘I cared about her,’ Michael Bolder said, looking at her, as if demanding that she believe him. 
 
    ‘I believe you,’ Hillary said simply. And for a second, they simply sat and stared at each other. 
 
    Then Michael Bolder said, forlornly, ‘I got her killed, didn’t I?’ 
 
    Hillary said nothing. 
 
    Suddenly, Michael Bolder leaned forward and was violently sick all over his shoes. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary and Tommy walked into the observation room abutting interview room three, and Hillary glanced at her watch. 
 
    Michael Bolder, cleaned up and looking like a victim, was giving his statement to a WPC. 
 
    Inside interview room three, Sam Waterstone was leaning back in his chair, arms folded, looking relaxed. 
 
    Hillary let out a long, sighing breath. Things had to be going well, then. 
 
    Janine looked wound tight, but in control. 
 
    Just then, Frank Ross tapped on the door and handed a piece of paper to the uniformed constable standing just inside. He passed it on to Sam, who read it and then slowly slid it in front of Janine, without breaking her concentration or her flow of talk. 
 
    ‘We’re interviewing Mr Bolder now, sir. I’m sure he’ll be only too willing to confirm that you went to his residence on the night of the fifth . . .’ she was saying. 
 
    ‘Find out what Frank brought in,’ Hillary said to Tommy, never taking her eyes off Walt Townsend as he shrugged his sunken shoulders. 
 
    He was wearing a waterproof mac that couldn’t be giving him much insulation from the cold. His nose ran, and he constantly used the cuff of his sleeve to wipe it. He had a wispy, tired-looking beard, as if his hair couldn’t really be bothered to grow but liked to show willing at least, since Townsend didn’t shave. 
 
    He looked distinctly unimpressive. Null and void. Not at all like a man with enough energy to kill two people. 
 
    His mum probably loved him. 
 
    She wondered if Eva’s ghost was insulted by this nondescript killer, or whether the young French girl found him simply hilarious. 
 
    ‘Guv. The Warfarin matches,’ Tommy said. ‘Frank just heard from the labs.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, and inside, saw her sergeant read the note surreptitiously. 
 
    Now she had the final bit of confirmatory proof, this shouldn’t take long. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It didn’t. 
 
    Within half an hour, Walter Townsend confessed to the killing of Eva Gerainte. It had been just as they’d supposed. While in the bathroom, washing, he’d heard movement from next door and seen the French girl sitting up in bed. She’d seen him. 
 
    He became convinced she’d overheard the conversation in the kitchen. The doors were open, after all, and he’d been loud, sometimes shouting, because he was so upset, and the nights out in the country were especially silent. 
 
    When the guard had died, he’d panicked. He’d had to kill her before she could talk. He’d used the poison, he’d said tearfully, because he didn’t like violence. He didn’t want to frighten her too much. He was gentle, really. That’s why animals liked and trusted him. 
 
    Janine stared at him open-mouthed at this, but Hillary was unsurprised. Self-delusion was nothing new to her. With a profound sense of anti-climax, she climbed the stairs and went to inform Mel. 
 
    ‘Congratulations. You and Sam must be over the moon,’ Mel said, after hearing her out. But even he seemed subdued. 
 
    Hillary wondered what was biting him. 
 
    Whatever. 
 
    ‘Drinks at the pub tonight, my place,’ Hillary said, turning around, one hand reaching out for the door knob. ‘Can you tell Sam and his people?’ By her place, it was understood that she meant The Boat pub in Thrupp. She couldn’t fit more than five people on the Mollern without everyone beginning to feel like sardines. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Paul Danvers leaned against the bar and watched the pub door, unaware that Mike Regis was watching him. It was still early, but The Boat was already full of celebrating coppers, with Sam Waterstone and his mob well on the way to becoming rowdy. 
 
    Regis and Colin Tanner had just got back from London, having sewn up Mungo Johns and six others for the illegal slave trade deal, so it was a good result all round. 
 
    No wonder it felt like cup final night. Someone had even bought Frank Ross a drink, though nobody would own up to it. 
 
    ‘He looks familiar,’ Regis growled across to Tanner, who followed his friend’s eye line. He thought a moment, then grunted. 
 
    ‘One of the Yorkie Bars,’ he said, and Regis suddenly twigged. 
 
    ‘What the hell’s he doing back?’ 
 
    ‘Transferred, guv,’ Tanner said. ‘Regular duties again,’ he added soothingly. 
 
    Regis snorted. ‘What’s he doing here, though? At the party. He wasn’t in on the Gerainte case, was he?’ 
 
    Tanner shook his head. 
 
    The door opened and Hillary walked in. 
 
    Tommy Lynch, who was at the bar buying a drink for Jean, glanced across and hoped his girlfriend wasn’t watching him. 
 
    Hillary had dressed to impress — never having much opportunity to put on the glad-rags — in a long buttery-coloured suede skirt, black boots and a beaded black top. She knew she looked good. A matching suede jacket fell to her hips, while her newly washed hair gleamed. She was made up, and wearing pretty amber drop earrings. 
 
    Regis straightened and began to move off the stool. 
 
    Tommy glanced around and saw Jean waiting for him at their table. She didn’t really like pubs, but wouldn’t have dreamt of saying no when Tommy had told her about their collar and asked her if she wanted to come out for the celebration. 
 
    Like his mother, Tommy knew Jean would prefer him not to be in the police. But she was loyal. Always loyal. 
 
    He smiled at her and walked back with her orange juice. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, though, he saw a pale blond head go by, and when he sat down, and felt Jean slip her hand into his, he looked across the room. 
 
    Paul Danvers had moved up beside Hillary at the bar. Janine was already there, with Mel, ordering drinks. 
 
    The Vice man, Mike Regis, was coming up on Hillary’s other side. 
 
    He sighed heavily, and Jean, noticing where he was looking, squeezed his hand. ‘You’ll be promoted soon,’ she said. ‘I’m glad you got that man who killed the night-watchman,’ she added. Tommy was looking tense tonight. Almost miserable. She didn’t understand it. Tommy nodded, still watching the scene at the bar. ‘That wasn’t our case,’ he said softly. ‘We got the French girl’s killer.’ 
 
    ‘Hillary, congratulations,’ Paul Danvers said. Hillary turned to him, the low-cut V-neck of her top exposing a wonderfully deep cleavage. 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ she said briefly. 
 
    Behind him, she could see Mike Regis waiting in line at the bar. 
 
    ‘I was wondering if you and I could go out for a meal sometime,’ Paul said. ‘You told me to ask you when the case was over. Remember?’ 
 
    Hillary knew Mel, Janine and probably half of the Thames Valley constabulary there tonight had heard him. 
 
    And suddenly, she knew that was just why he’d asked her. 
 
    And felt like laughing. 
 
    Because she’d finally worked it out. 
 
    Danvers was hanging around her, angling for a way to ask her out, not because he still suspected she might have a line on Ronnie’s dirty money, or because he was so hot for her he couldn’t stand it. 
 
    No. It was out of simple self-interest. 
 
    He knew that if he was to have any hope of settling down in Oxford, of getting other coppers to trust him, of making friends and starting his own network, he had to have her blessing. 
 
    Kidlington was her nick. Her stamping ground. Everyone from the commissioner to the tea-lady had stood in her corner while Ronnie was being investigated. 
 
    Now it was over, but nobody would be falling over themselves to include Paul Danvers in their coterie. 
 
    But by asking her out, and being publicly accepted, Hillary could announce to the whole world, and her colleagues in particular, that the vendetta was now well and truly over. That no grudges were being held. 
 
    She wasn’t sure she liked being used in that way. 
 
    But on the other hand, it was better than constantly worrying about the contents of that Dick Francis book! Besides, she could see the back of DI Mike Regis’s neck going red. 
 
    The very married, long married, DI Regis. 
 
    ‘Sure,’ she said loudly. ‘There’s a pub I know in Bicester . . .’ 
 
    She pretended not to notice the relief in Paul Danvers’ eyes. Or the way they dropped to her cleavage. 
 
    Perhaps he did fancy her, just a bit, after all. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Outside, later, after the sounds of revelry had died away, Hillary walked along the quiet, snow-lined towpath. The moon was out, glinting on the whiteness that blanketed everything, making the night look almost magical. A full moon illuminated the icicles hanging from the tow lines. 
 
    Her own boat roof was lined with the diamante-sparkling white stuff, and from Nancy’s boat came the sound of aroused male laughter. 
 
    Hillary paused beside the Mollern and shivered. Somewhere, a hunting tawny owl called. 
 
    She wondered if Eva’s parents had buried her yet. 
 
    Something cold and fleeting touched her, and then passed on. Probably nothing more than a wintry breeze. 
 
    Hillary shivered again, and then climbed inside the boat, where it was warm and dry. 
 
    It felt curiously like home. 
 
    She reached for the kettle, but no water came out of the taps. 
 
    ‘Shit,’ she muttered to herself. ‘I really am going to have to get off this bloody boat.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END[image: ] 
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    CHAPTER 1 
 
    Detective Inspector Hillary Greene slammed on the brakes of her ancient Volkswagen Golf, and snarled an insult at the BMW driver who’d cut her up. Although flagging the prat down, showing her ID card and scaring the hell out of him might make her feel a lot better, it would also make her late for work. Besides, if she indulged in this bit of petty vengeance every time some idiot in a bigger car tried it on, she’d never get from point A to point B. 
 
    Even though she had barely a mile to travel from her narrowboat, moored permanently in the small village of Thrupp, to her desk at Kidlington’s Police HQ, the traffic approaching Oxford was notoriously bad, and this little infringement of her personal space was nothing compared to some days. So she contented herself by giving the BMW driver (was the cheeky sod on his mobile phone as well?) a one-fingered salute, which he pretended not to notice, and sighed heavily. 
 
    Alongside the road, the hawthorn hedges were turning a vibrant orange. Dry yellow leaves swirled around the kerb, doing a dance in the wake of passing cars, and brightly coloured berries and lowering grey skies were the order of the day. Keats would have loved it. Hillary Greene just hoped that the autumnal fogs would keep off for a while yet, because then driving in to work would become an absolute nightmare. 
 
    The number of times she’d nearly been rear-ended in a November pea-souper didn’t bear thinking about. 
 
    She turned on the radio, relaxing to a sixties golden oldie — somebody bewailing the fact that trains and boats and planes had taken their loved one away. 
 
    Hillary snorted. They should be so lucky. 
 
    Travelling down Kidlington’s main road, past the set of traffic lights that led off to the local airport, she glanced across at the turning to her old house. Or to Ronnie’s old house to be more accurate, her late and extremely unlamented husband, now nearly two years dead. Now if only some nice train, boat or plane had taken him away, say ten or even twelve years ago, she’d cheerfully have paid the fare. 
 
    Arriving safely at the HQ, she had her usual trouble finding a parking space, and wondered idly whose backside it was that you had to creep around nowadays in order to get your own slot. 
 
    She finally parked under a sumac tree that was going out in a blaze of glory, and glanced up at an uncertain sky. Well, not all that uncertain really. It was bound to rain in Britain in the autumn. Or summer for that matter. She only hoped the seals on Puff the Tragic Wagon held out. The last thing she needed was to finish work tonight and find herself the proud owner of a soggy car. 
 
    She scooped up that morning’s unopened mail from the passenger seat and swung out a pair of surprisingly good legs, for a middle-aged gal like herself. She mentally crossed her fingers that her tights would stay unladdered. For some reason, she seemed to spend a fortune on replacing bloody nylons. 
 
    ‘Morning, guv,’ she heard someone say, just as she pushed in through to the main lobby door. Turning, she found the hulking presence of DC Tommy Lynch looming up behind her and grinning widely. 
 
    ‘Tommy. We catching the same shift?’ 
 
    ‘Looks like it.’ 
 
    They walked up together into the main office, where Hillary shared a corner with DS Janine Tyler, Tommy, and DS Frank Ross. 
 
    Her team. 
 
    ‘You’re due in court this afternoon, right, guv?’ Tommy asked, noticing that his DI was wearing one of her more tailored outfits, a crafty concoction of navy and white that seemed to hide her curvaceous figure better than her usual, less mannish outfits. 
 
    Tommy hated suits like this one. 
 
    ‘Yeah, the Gordon case,’ she admitted glumly, and Tommy grimaced in sympathy. 
 
    Randolph (Randy) Gordon was a two-time loser who specialized in forged passports, credit cards, sick notes, hell, even gun licences for all they knew. This time, Hillary had caught him bang to rights with a stack of falsified papers destined for illegal immigrants, but his barrister had come up with a glitch in the arresting officer’s procedure, and now it looked as if Gordon was going to walk. 
 
    ‘Tough luck, guv,’ Tommy commiserated quietly. 
 
    Hillary sighed an acknowledgement, but was already shrugging out of her coat and slinging it across the back of her chair. Across the way, the door to DCI ‘Mel’ Philip Mallow’s office remained firmly closed, and she wondered if her immediate superior, and friend for the last twenty-odd years, was even in yet. If he wasn’t, it served the silly sod right. 
 
    The whole station knew that the twice-divorced DCI Mellow Mallow and her sergeant, Janine Tyler, were all but shacked up together. And rumour also had it that it was this naughty relationship that had helped to scupper Mel’s chances for a superintendency when their current boss, Marcus Donleavy, had been promoted. 
 
    Way back in January, Marcus was supposed to have been booted upstairs, but due to some snafu or other, it was only now happening. And Hillary wouldn’t have been human if she hadn’t wondered if her own chances of stepping into Mel’s shoes, as a new detective chief inspector, might just have been in the offing. 
 
    But there’d been serious obstacles to that happening back then. Ronnie, the bastard, had died in a car crash, and with his death had come serious allegations of corruption. Corruption, moreover, that had been subsequently investigated and corroborated. Worse still, the internal investigation team had had her firmly in their sights too, for a while. But, long since separated from Ronnie, Hillary had had nothing to do with his animal parts smuggling operation, as the investigation had finally proved. It would hardly have been auspicious for her promotion chances though, had she not also solved a particularly nasty murder case going on at the same time. 
 
    Now, of course, she’d long since put all thoughts of a promotion behind her. Mel wasn’t getting booted up, so there was no opening for a DCI slot. 
 
    Hillary gave a mental shrug and put all thoughts of Mel to one side. No doubt he knew as well as everyone else what a mess he’d made of things, and she knew that her friend was nothing if not ambitious. So why was he still, after nearly a year, sticking to his relationship with the unsuitable Janine Tyler? 
 
    And speak of the devil, Hillary thought wryly, smiling inwardly as she watched DS Tyler swing through the door. In truth, there was no real mystery as regards Mel Mallow’s ongoing relationship with his junior officer. Janine was almost the archetypal blonde bombshell. She was young, not yet twenty-seven, and had long, pale-blonde hair, the almost obligatory blue eyes and a slim, athletic build that was the envy of many. 
 
    Hillary had not been best pleased when she’d first learned of their affair. Janine, as a humble sergeant, was supposed to answer directly to Hillary, who answered to Mel, who answered to Donleavy, and so on, up the food chain. The thing was, Janine tended to think that having the DCI’s ear (as well as every other part of him) circumnavigated Hillary’s part in the link. An error that had caused some friction between the two women in the past. Now, though, things seemed a bit more settled, although Hillary was well aware that Janine would have preferred to work with another DI. 
 
    But that was life for you. Give it half a chance, and it would bite you in the arse. 
 
    ‘Janine,’ Hillary greeted pleasantly, as her pretty blonde sergeant settled herself down at her desk. ‘Making any headway with the warehouse fire?’ 
 
    ‘Arson, boss, clear as day,’ Janine said, and for a while, they went over her previous day’s interview with the fire marshal, the witnesses and the warehouse owner. 
 
    Tommy, busy typing up his notes on his own cases, paused momentarily when Frank Ross, reeking of cigarettes and booze, shuffled by. The poisoned cherub, as he was universally known behind his back — and sometimes to his face — was looking even more hung over than usual. He slumped down at his desk and began to initial pages on a report, which even Tommy could see he was barely making a pretence of reading. The sooner Ross took early retirement the better. It was a sentiment unanimously held at Kidlington nick, from the desk sergeant up to the chief constable. Only Frank Ross never seemed in the mood to oblige. 
 
    Hillary, going through her own paperwork with rather more diligence, finally took a break after an hour or so to open and read her mail. 
 
    There were the usual suspects of bills, flyers and promises of a change of lifestyle courtesy of mail-order catalogue subscriptions, and these were quickly binned or set aside. But Hillary felt her heart jump as she recognised the familiar logo on the last envelope. It was from her solicitor, Graham Vaughan, an old crony from years back. She sighed and opened it, and read the short, neat letter with a sinking heart. 
 
    Over six months ago, just when she’d thought the house was going to be freed up after probate, and the internal investigation team had finally cleared her name, she’d had a letter from the Endangered Species Animal Army (or ESAA for short) informing her that they were suing her for possession of the house. 
 
    Their argument was simple. Ronnie Greene had made his money via the illegal trade in endangered species. Ergo, they considered that they had a moral and legal right to seize his assets to help fund their own fight on behalf of endangered animals. It had sounded all well and good, but Ronnie had very carefully hidden his ill-gotten gains, and not even the police team that had uncovered so many of his scams had been able to find it. That had left ESAA with only one real asset to go for: Ronnie’s house. 
 
    Her house, dammit. 
 
    So far, Graham had been doing everything to stall them and keep the process from getting to court. His letter today informed her that ESAA, in the form of the chairman of the Oxford branch, had finally agreed to a face-to-face meeting with Hillary and Graham the day after tomorrow to see if they couldn’t come to terms. 
 
    That promised to be a real barrel of laughs. 
 
    Hillary shoved the letter, along with the bills, back into her bag, and looked up as Mel Mallow finally made it in. He looked, as ever, as if he’d just stepped out of the portals of a male modelling agency. 
 
    Janine, she noticed, watched him with a proprietorial air that made Hillary wonder uneasily if wedding bells might not be in the air. If so, Janine was almost certain to be moved to another division, which meant Hillary would have to break in another sergeant: a not totally unpleasant thought. 
 
    * * * 
 
    In his office, Mel loosened his grey silk tie and undid his gold and onyx cufflinks. He settled down with a cup of his own-brew coffee, made from the coffee machine he kept permanently in his office, and went over his immediate plans, now that the new super was due to arrive today. 
 
    No two ways about it, when he’d first learned that Marcus was being booted upstairs and was being replaced by some high-flyer from the Met, he’d been as sick as a dog. Even more so when Donleavy, never one to pull his punches, had come straight out and told him that part of the reason he’d been overlooked for the promotion had been down to the situation with Janine Tyler. 
 
    Of course, Mel knew that his previous two divorces had never sat well with the top brass. Even though practically everyone else over the age of thirty was divorced nowadays, the fact that he’d got two such divorces behind him was considered to be particularly careless on his part. But it was hardly his fault. 
 
    He’d made the classic mistake of marrying too young to begin with, a problem that had been quickly and more or less painlessly resolved by a mutual, and largely amicable, divorce less than two years later. And it wasn’t as if he’d done anything stupid after that. He hadn’t rushed into another marriage, nor made the same mistakes twice. In fact, his second marriage, to a very wealthy widow, had had the brass purring. Mel and his new wife had quickly produced a son, and for over ten, good, solid years, everything had been hunky-dory. It had been his wife who’d become restless, who’d said that she couldn’t take to life in a back-water like Kidlington, and who’d yearned to get back to London and her gallery-owning, Sloane-ranger friends. What had he been supposed to do? Contest the divorce? Hardly. As it was, he’d come out of it very nicely indeed. For once, it had been the male partner who’d come up trumps in the financial quagmire that was a modern divorce court. He now had a detached, des res. in The Moors area of Kidlington, and no alimony payments to make, since his first wife had also since remarried. 
 
    It was not as if he was a Casanova, for Pete’s sake. OK, so Janine was younger than him by twelve years or so — and was blonde and beautiful and a mere sergeant. His worst sin, he knew, had been in poaching in his own backyard. But he wasn’t a monk. He was damned if he was going to give her up. 
 
    Yet he wanted to rise high, if only to show his second wife a thing or two, and for the boy’s sake, too, of course. It did a lad good to have a father to be proud of. And yes, he could admit it to himself, he’d always rather fancied himself as top brass. He might look and dress the part of a successful middle-class executive type now, but lurking in the back of his mind were memories of his extremely humble beginnings. To make matters worse, Janine was constantly hinting at wanting to move into his house, and the fact that he was always pushing back to avoid just such an event happening was surely a clue that something was not right in the house of Mellow Mallow. 
 
    Time to get to work. He sighed and picked up the dossier detailing the possible murder of one Jean Radcliffe. A middle-aged, single woman, who might (or might not) have been bumped off by her married, harried and much poorer sister, who was the sole recipient of her sister’s quarter-of-a-million life insurance policy. As a trained nurse, she would know several fairly clever ways of getting away with murder. An unusually unclear pathology report wasn’t helping matters. The CPS was dithering. 
 
    But he simply couldn’t concentrate. 
 
    He glanced at the clock and wondered when Superintendent Jerome Raleigh would get here. Jerome Raleigh. Mel gave a mental snort. Now what the hell kind of a name was that anyway? Detective Superintendent Jerome Raleigh. He sounded more like a character out of one of those ridiculous romantic novels. Rome Raleigh, the tall, dark and handsome dashing police superintendent. 
 
    Mel slammed shut the dossier on the Jean Radcliffe case and paced restlessly to the office window to look outside. It had started to drizzle. 
 
    If he was strictly honest with himself, he believed that Jerome Raleigh, the interloper from the Met, had snaffled his promotion, and that he, Mel, had let him do it. But there was sod all that he could do about it at this point. The real question now was — would he let it happen again? Did he really intend to let himself rot in his current DCI groove for the rest of his career? Because if he was to make sure that the next opening to superintendent had his name written all over it, he had to dump Janine. Nobody had said so to his face, but that was what it amounted to. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary climbed the stairs to the Oxford County Court House and wondered why she hadn’t become an architect. Or a barrister. Or a librarian. Or a dental hygienist, if it came to that. She’d had a good education, and had even made it into Oxford’s Radcliffe College, so in theory, she could have done anything with her life. And when faced with an afternoon like this one, watching her case go down the crapper because some gung-ho young copper had made an honest and infinitesimal administrative mistake, she wished that instead she could be saying ‘rinse please’ to some poor sod who’d just undergone root canal work. At least then the pain would be someone else’s and not her own. 
 
    And it sure as hell had to beat being the senior officer in the dock facing a grinning defence attorney on the attack and a bored, hostile or woebegone judge, watching the proceedings with a jaundiced eye. 
 
    ‘You look like you expect to be sent down for ten years.’ 
 
    Hillary shot a surprised look upwards, and saw, coming down the court steps towards her, the blond, smiling, handsome features of DI Paul Danvers. The man who’d investigated her for corruption. 
 
    Truly, her cup runneth over. 
 
    ‘Paul,’ she greeted him wearily. Although she hadn’t been best pleased to learn that he’d been transferred to the Kidlington nick, they’d at least agreed to bury the hatchet, which, as far as she was concerned, was the end of the matter. So she’d have been genuinely surprised had she been able to read Paul Danvers’ mind in that moment. 
 
    Paul hadn’t wanted to be seconded to the investigation team into Ronnie Greene’s illegal activities in the first place, and from the first moment he’d met Hillary Greene, he’d liked it even less. Although he and Curtis Smith, a long-serving investigator of other cops, had quickly found proof of Ronnie’s corruption, there had been not a scrap of evidence that his estranged wife had been involved. A good thing, since Paul had found Hillary Greene fascinating, right from the start. Tough, competent and sexy. 
 
    So it was perhaps not so surprising that when the investigation had wound down and he’d gone back to his native Yorkshire, he’d found himself becoming restless. When he’d finally applied for the transfer to Oxford, he had more or less convinced himself that the move had been a strictly strategic one. Moving around looked good on a CV, and it had been time for a change. Besides, everyone believed promotions were easier to be had down south. 
 
    He hadn’t been at Kidlington long, however, before he’d invited Hillary out to dinner. He’d been surprised but delighted when she’d said yes, and he thought that the evening had gone well. But since then, things had somehow stalled between them. She’d turned down a second date, and although she was always friendly enough whenever they met, he could tell she was hardly panting for his company. But Paul wasn’t the sort to give up without a fight. He had a confidence-boosting track record when it came to women, and his good looks didn’t hurt either. 
 
    Now he saw Hillary glance across at the tall, good-looking brunette by his side and quickly introduced them, pleased to note the speculative look in Hillary’s eye. 
 
    ‘Sorry, Detective Inspector Hillary Greene, this is Louise Bennett, a junior barrister. Louise, Hillary.’ 
 
    Hillary and the lawyer shook hands, Louise giving the older woman a far more speculative look than was perhaps strictly necessary. True, Paul wanted to remind Hillary that other women found him attractive, if only to nudge her out of her neutrality a little and make her take a fresh look at him, but he didn’t want trouble! 
 
    Hillary shifted on the steps uncomfortably. Being sized up as a potential rival by Danvers’ latest love-interest wasn’t something she’d been expecting. Did the barrister seriously think that her boyfriend might fancy her? Hillary wasn’t sure how she felt about that. 
 
    Danvers was younger, not to mention prettier, than herself. She could hardly take him seriously, right? 
 
    ‘So, why the glum face?’ Paul asked curiously. 
 
    Distracted, Hillary sighed and quickly related her tale of woe. Louise perked up a bit at this, and listened with interest, then told her that, in her professional opinion, her chances of a conviction were low, the technicality being serious enough to let Gordon walk. Hillary didn’t really need to be told. Still, she thought as she smiled goodbye to the happy couple and walked inside the quiet, cold, legal halls of the Oxford Court House, she would do her damnedest to nail the old-time forger. She failed, of course. It was only in westerns that the underdog got to win. Or, depending on your point of view, where the forces of law and order always got their man. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Defeated and spitting mad, she returned to the Mollern, her fifty-foot narrowboat, just after dark. 
 
    After her frustrating appearance in court, the constant grating of Frank Ross’s poisonous harping and the will-they-won’t they see-saw that was the Mel-and-Janine cat and dog show, she was in the mood for a long hot bath and a long cold vodka. But she had fat chance of indulging in either. 
 
    The Mollern boasted a feeble shower only, and although she had a bottle of vodka in the fridge, she had the rather distressing feeling that she wouldn’t be able to stop at just the one drink. 
 
    When she’d first moved onto her favourite uncle’s boat, she’d thought of it as a strictly temporary measure, but then Ronnie had died, with all the subsequent problems of probate; then had come the internal investigation team; finally this threat from the barmy army animal people, and so, after nearly two years, here she still was, thinking of the Mollern as home, when she wasn’t cursing it. 
 
    She poured herself a cup of coffee, glad that the boating season was almost over. During the summer, the Mollern was constantly bobbing about in the wake of passing tourist craft. Now, as she sat down in the single armchair in the tiny lounge, she closed her eyes and wondered if she could be bothered to put on the television. She couldn’t remember if she’d charged the battery enough to chance it. 
 
    In the end, her drooping lids made the decision for her. She turned off the lights and hit the sack. She felt bone weary and in need of a good solid ten hours’ kip. Things could only look better in the morning. 
 
    Yeah. Right. 
 
    * * * 
 
    About ten minutes into the morning, just after midnight to be precise, she was woken up by the ringing of her mobile. She groped for the light switch, fumbled the phone to her ear and yawned a response. 
 
    ‘Yeah?’ 
 
    ‘Hillary? It’s Mel. We’ve got a suspicious death. Get yourself over to Three Oaks Farm, Steeple Barton. I’ve sent Janine and Tommy ahead of you.’ He paused. ‘Ross, too,’ he added apologetically. 
 
    He, like everyone else, wished the aliens would come and take Frank Ross away. Rumour had it that the flatfoots up at the Big House were all pooling in to buy a special radio that would transmit just that message, deep into outer space. He wondered where he could sign up to give a donation. 
 
    Hillary muttered an assent and again yawned massively. 
 
    ‘Oh, and Hill?’ 
 
    ‘Sir?’ 
 
    ‘From the few reports I’ve had in, it looks like being a bad one.’ 
 
    Hillary closed her eyes briefly. Great. Just what she needed. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 2 
 
    Hillary was on the move barely five minutes later. She turned right at the main road, heading for north Oxfordshire and the cluster of villages named Steeple something-or-other. She knew where Steeple Aston was, and North Aston, but had the map open beside her to make sure she didn’t bypass the turning for Steeple Barton. It was the smallest of the villages, culminating in a dead end deep in the middle of the lush Cherwell Valley that spread from Deddington to Rousham. 
 
    Once on the back roads, the headlights began to pick out yellowing trees, rain-wet shaggy grass verges and the occasional glowing eyes of either deer or foxes. But not, she hoped, anybody’s cat. The last thing she wanted to do now was to run over someone’s pet Tiddles. She was going a little faster than the wet conditions called for, and she was conscious of the narrowness of the road, and the high hedges on either side. Occasionally she caught the odd glimpse of a house light, but traffic out here was virtually non-existent. 
 
    But, as she passed a large collection of barns and sheds, and took a narrow, single-track lane to Steeple Barton, she quickly found the dark, deserted night giving way to a veritable light show. A big, square farmhouse was lit up like the proverbial Christmas tree, with lights blazing from nearly every window. Even with the car windows firmly rolled up against the autumnal chill, Hillary could hear the susurration of sound that only came from a large crowd, emanating from within the rooms. 
 
    She frowned, wondering why a small village farmhouse should be host to so many gawkers on a weekday night in the middle of nowhere. Surely word of the death hadn’t travelled that far, that quickly? 
 
    Since there were no signs of patrol cars or police personnel at the farmhouse, she carried on down the heavily mud-streaked lane, cursing tractors and farming machinery as she went. Abruptly the village ended with a five-barred gate, which was being guarded by a solitary, miserable-looking constable. She rolled down the window as he approached, but he obviously recognised her because he nodded his head respectfully and began speaking at once. 
 
    ‘Ma’am, it’s about four hundred yards further up. The doc’s already here, and SOCO are on the way.’ 
 
    Hillary watched as he opened the gate, then drove through, wincing as she heard the mud from the farm track slam into the underside of her car. Puff the Tragic Wagon was going to need a visit to the car wash like never before. 
 
    She felt the uneven, stone-and-mud track lurch beneath the wheels and sighed heavily. Just where the hell was she going? If someone actually lived at the end of this pitted track, they’d have cause to make a hermit jealous. Come to think of it, there was no power or any telephone lines this far out either. Her headlights picked out a cluster of vehicles, some patrol cars, others civilian, and then she saw the floodlights. 
 
    The preliminary team had obviously been busy. The big lamps were all centred on what looked to her to be a large, corrugated-iron barn. It looked silver and ghostly in the artificial glare, like some unhappily constructed spaceship that had abruptly found itself the unwanted focus of attention. 
 
    She got out, glad that she’d thought to wear her oldest pair of flatties as mud sucked around her insteps with each step she took. Outside, the wet air promised more rain to come and, as she approached the barn, she felt her nose begin to itch. There was a pungent aroma all around that she couldn’t quite place, until she stepped onto the filthy concrete floor of the barn, and spotted the large black and white shapes moving around uneasily in their stalls. 
 
    Cows. Lots of cows. Some chewed at the hay in wire baskets unconcernedly, others, more skittish, shied away as she walked past. All, however, were curious and watched her with those heart-breakingly lovely, brown bovine eyes. No doubt the herd of Friesians weren’t used to midnight visitors. 
 
    A gaggle of white-suited people were clustered in a group about mid-way down the huge cowshed, and Hillary paused, not sure if the area had already been designated a protected crime scene. She’d seen no duckboards outside to protect footprints, presumably because the ground that a herd of cows used on a daily basis wasn’t ideal for the preservation of footprints and other evidence. 
 
    She coughed loudly, and Janine Tyler’s fair head appeared from the scrum and she came forward. She was holding a sheaf of papers clipped to a board, the usual PDFs (personal description forms) and others, that were the bane of a sergeant’s life. 
 
    ‘Boss,’ Janine said, nodding towards the group, signifying it was safe to come forward. 
 
    ‘Hello everyone, I’m DI Greene, the SIO here,’ she introduced herself without preamble. Most of those present she knew, but not all of them. ‘What have we got then. Bloody hell!’ 
 
    She blinked, not at all sure that she was seeing what she thought she was seeing. The small crowd had parted, giving her her first view of the victim. She stared at the sight in front of her, trying, and failing, to take it in. 
 
    For there, lying on a cow-shit-splattered, foul and redolent concrete floor, was a young bride, dressed in a fabulous white gown. 
 
    She opened her mouth, then closed it again. For a split second, she wondered if now wouldn’t be a good time to wake up. She’d had particularly vivid dreams before, that had abruptly wandered off in outlandish Monty Python-like directions, but this one took the biscuit. 
 
    Then the surreal moment passed, and she shook her head. ‘What the hell?’ she said simply. 
 
    The dead girl didn’t look a day over twenty, and had a mass of glorious, red-gold hair, swept up onto her head in what had once been a magnificent chignon. Now it was spread out in an untidy mass, and lay against the foul concrete like an ignominious halo. The wide-open eyes were a velvet pansy-brown, and beneath the voluminous, snow-white dress, Hillary guessed, was a five-foot eight or so, lithe and willowy figure. 
 
    The dress itself was sumptuous — all satin, lace and hand-stitched pearl beadwork. The bodice had a wasp-like waist, with the skirt flaring out into ballooning shimmering satin. The only thing missing was a wedding veil and a bouquet. 
 
    ‘Boss, there’s been a fancy dress party up at the farmhouse,’ Janine said, reluctant to explain, but supposing she’d better. She so rarely got the chance to see her super-efficient DI lost for words that she wanted to revel in it for a few seconds more. 
 
    ‘Oh,’ Hillary said flatly, then nodded. That explained the presence of the crowd back at the Big House then. ‘Obviously this is one of the guests?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, boss,’ Janine agreed. 
 
    Hillary stared down at the girl, noting the congested and contorted face, the protruding bluish-tinged tongue and tightly clenched fists. Even so, Hillary could tell that this young woman had once been very beautiful indeed. Kneeling down beside her, dressed in white coveralls, was a dapper man, currently inspecting the bride’s neck. 
 
    ‘Has all the appearance of a manual strangulation,’ Hillary said out loud, not a question so much as an opening gambit. 
 
    Doctor Steven Partridge looked up, and smiled briefly. ‘Looks like it. And before you ask, I’d say she’d been dead less than an hour. Poor cow.’ 
 
    Everybody groaned. Even Hillary. 
 
    She wasn’t shocked by the bad-taste joke, because morgue-humour was something every cop quickly became used to. And she wasn’t fooled into thinking, as some did, that Steven Partridge lacked respect for the dead. In fact, she knew the pathologist was one of the most compassionate men around. It was just . . . dealing with stuff like this on a regular basis, most people preferred to use humour, especially macabre and politically incorrect humour, as a handy armour. 
 
    Behind her, she heard the approach of another pair of feet, and automatically glanced down. But she could see why duckboards hadn’t been set up here either. The chance of finding recognisable footprints on filthy wet concrete, trampled daily by cows, was minute. 
 
    Tommy Lynch and Frank Ross approached curiously. 
 
    Frank took one look and whistled. Tommy Lynch seemed to pale visibly, although the big constable gave no other outward sign of distress. ‘Guv,’ he said instead and waited patiently for orders. 
 
    Hillary turned back to the corpse. ‘She’s wearing a gold and what looks to me like a real diamond ring. Also a gold locket, and a fairly expensive looking wrist-watch. Any sign of a handbag?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, guv.’ A uniformed officer, obviously the designated evidence officer, came forward with a pile of neatly tagged plastic evidence bags and a list of contents. 
 
    ‘Was there a purse?’ Hillary asked, ignoring the lipstick and other items of make-up, perfume and assorted detritus associated with females. 
 
    ‘Yes, guv,’ the evidence officer, a middle-aged WPC, said at once. ‘Contents: forty pounds in notes, two pound coins and forty-two pence in change. Also two credit cards bearing the name Julia Reynolds, an organ donor card and driving licence ditto, a pack of condoms and a national lottery ticket.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘So the motive wasn’t robbery,’ she stated simply. She glanced around, shivering slightly as she did so. A damp autumn breeze could be felt penetrating the gaps in the corrugated-iron walls and high, arched ceiling. Despite the steam rising from the many cattle, it felt unnaturally cold. The thud of hoofs and the shuffling of large, four-legged bodies, for some reason, made the hairs rise on the back of her neck. 
 
    There was something primitive about this particular scene of death that set off superstitious nerves she had never even suspected that she had. Perhaps it was because of the bridal outfit the victim was wearing. Or the fact that she’d been strangled. Whatever it was, Hillary felt as if she’d wandered into some sort of bizarre Grimms’ fairy tale: ‘The Beautiful Bride, Sacrificed in the Cow Byre’. 
 
    ‘All right, let’s get cracking,’ she said sharply, more to reprimand herself than anyone else. ‘Tommy, Janine, start with the interviews up at the farm. Call out some local help,’ she put in, before Janine could start complaining. ‘It sounds like they’ve got quite a crowd up there. Find me a local bobby, someone who knows the people and the area — I want a word. Doc, you’d better do what’s necessary. I think I can hear SOCO arriving. We’ll want to clear the place for them. Frank, find the farmer, or cowman, or whoever’s responsible for this barn and find out the routine.’ 
 
    Frank snorted. ‘What’s to know? There won’t be any security around here — who’s going to want steal cows? This ain’t Bonanza.’ 
 
    She shot him a look, and he muttered something about a similarity between cows and senior women police officers, and shuffled off. As he did so, he kicked at the metal railings of one of the stalls, sending the harmless animal behind it jumping hysterically to the back. The whole barn boomed like the inside of a gong as the cow hit the side of the wall, the reverberation making everyone jump. 
 
    ‘Somebody ought to report you to the RSPCA, you wanker,’ someone called out, but Frank Ross could be selectively deaf when he chose. 
 
    Hillary glanced across at Janine, who was busy sorting out witness statement forms. ‘Anything else before I lose you?’ Hillary asked, without much hope. She doubted Janine could have got here more than ten minutes before herself. 
 
    ‘Boss,’ Janine muttered, the corner of one form gripped between her teeth as she rearranged others on top of her clipboard. She spat it out. 
 
    ‘The vic’s name is Julia Reynolds, twenty years old, lived with her parents in Kirtlington. She was a guest of a guest at the party. She was found by the farmer’s son, one Michael Wallis, and his girlfriend . . . er . . .’ — she squinted at her notebook shorthand — ‘Jenny Porter, and they ran back to the house to call it in. They’re outside, in one of the cars. I think that’s about it.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. She didn’t envy Janine and Tommy their night of interviews. The guests would soon be clamouring to be let home to their beds. 
 
    ‘Oh and Tommy,’ Hillary called, making the young DC hurry back expectantly. ‘Gather up any cameras and film taken at the party and get the police lab to print them off. You never know your luck.’ 
 
    Tommy nodded, jotting down the reminder in his notebook. 
 
    Hillary, seeing the first of the SOCO team arrive, crouched down beside Steven Partridge. ‘Skin under the fingernails?’ she prompted. 
 
    He held up one of the bride’s hands in his gloved own, examining the pearl-pink-painted nails judiciously. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised. You don’t have someone’s hands around your throat, strangling the life out of you, without putting up a struggle.’ 
 
    Hillary grunted. That wasn’t always the case, but she wasn’t about to argue now. She glanced around, and shivered again. ‘Why would a beautiful young party guest want to come out here to this filthy, smelly hole?’ 
 
    The doc grinned. ‘You’re asking me?’ 
 
    Hillary laughed. Doc Partridge was well known for his fussy sartorial style. 
 
    ‘Yeah, but let’s face it: it’s not the sort of place a pretty girl would agree to meet a lover, is it? And if she just wanted a breath of fresh air, this isn’t the place for it.’ And she coughed, the pungent bovine perfume making her point for her. ‘And if she just wanted somewhere to have a quiet chat with someone, I’m sure the farmhouse had the odd quiet room — or even the garden, at a pinch. Could she have been kidnapped at the house and forced here?’ 
 
    Steven Partridge shrugged, and nodded at the long, tight-fitting satin sleeves. ‘Could be, but I’ll have to get her on the table before I can do even a preliminary search for any bruising on the arms.’ 
 
    ‘Ma’am?’ a diffident voice interrupted her musing, and she glanced up, expecting the police photographer or another SOCO to hoick her out of it, but it was a fresh-faced uniformed officer who nodded down at her. 
 
    ‘Sorry, ma’am, I was told you wanted to speak to me.’ 
 
    Hillary thought, I did? Then nodded. Right. ‘You must be the local man I asked for.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am. Dennis Warner. I live at Duns Tew, just across the way.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded and stood up, trying to pretend her back didn’t ache as she did so, and slowly walked away from the body. Once outside in the dark, wet air, she took a deep breath, promptly wished she hadn’t and nodded towards the lane. ‘Come on, let’s get out of here.’ The sweetly corrupt scent of cattle was beginning to make her feel sick. 
 
    Dennis Warner grinned. ‘You get used to it. Living out here.’ 
 
    Hillary supposed you did. 
 
    ‘So, what can you tell me about the farm?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Ma’am. It’s owned by a man called Owen Wallis. Local, born and bred. The Wallises have owned Three Oaks Farm for yonks. Don’t quite go back to the Domesday Book, but you get the picture. Back in the 1500s, the Wallises were “Sirs” and the like, but they lost the title somewhere down the line. They still own several small properties in Steeple Barton though. Used to be for the workers, now they rent them out to city folk for weekend places and such. Makes a tidy sum from rent alone, I reckon.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. Most senior investigating officers would be chivvying him along by now, but she’d never found that having good background gen, even stuff that couldn’t possibly be relevant, had ever hurt an investigation. 
 
    ‘Resented for it much in the village?’ she wondered aloud. 
 
    Dennis shrugged. ‘Not so’s you’d notice. Nowadays, half the village is made up of strangers. It’s not as if the farm employs that many. And those they do don’t seem to complain. I reckon they’re as happy to buy a council house on a mortgage as the rest of us.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Big family? 
 
    ‘Not any more. Just old man Wallis — well, not so old, he’s in his fifties, I suppose. Owen Wallis, his wife, Wendy and the one lad, Michael. It’s their silver wedding anniversary — that’s what the shindig’s for.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. It was unusual to have a big party on a week night; most people tended to opt for a Saturday. Any particular reason for the Wallises to do it this way round? ‘So, what do you know about the son Michael? He’s got a girlfriend?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, local girl. Michael’s been away at agricultural college, only coming home during the holidays. Seems happy enough to do his bit and eventually take over the farm.’ 
 
    ‘It’s in good financial shape?’ 
 
    ‘Not as good as it was before the foot-and-mouth,’ Dennis said quickly. 
 
    Obviously, Hillary thought, that particular disaster still cut deep. ‘Oh? Did the Wallises lose their herd?’ 
 
    ‘No. They were lucky. But still, the Wallises aren’t quite the force they used to be. Rumour has it Owen Wallis is coming up with some sort of scheme to refill the family coffers. Nobody quite knows what it is, but it is said that Theo Greenwood is involved.’ 
 
    ‘Greenwood?’ 
 
    ‘He owns the Hayrick Inn, up on the main road. Probably heard of it?’ 
 
    Hillary had. It was a big, attractive inn. Doing a roaring trade with high-end conferences and the local elite. 
 
    ‘They recently hired one of those nearly-famous TV chefs, right?’ she prompted. 
 
    ‘Right. The owner was at the party tonight — him and his son, Roger.’ 
 
    They’d been walking steadily down the side of the muddy track, and were now approaching the gate. Wordlessly, Hillary turned and slowly began to walk back again. 
 
    ‘What do you know about the victim, Julia Reynolds?’ 
 
    ‘Lived in Kirtlington, ma’am, in one of them council house cul-de-sacs just off the road that leads to Bletchington,’ Dennis said promptly. ‘She ran her own travelling hairstyling business.’ 
 
    Hillary raised an eyebrow. ‘She seemed pretty young to be doing that.’ Usually girls interested in that sort of thing went straight from school at sixteen to do some course or apprenticeship, and then into a hairdressing salon where they swept the floors and answered the phone, learning the job from the ground up, and only progressing from hair-washing to the more interesting stuff much later. 
 
    Dennis snorted. ‘Julia was never one to hold back,’ he said flatly. ‘Not that I knew her that well, mind,’ he added hastily, in case Hillary Greene began to wonder. Dennis, who usually worked out of the Bicester nick, didn’t know much about Thames Valley Headquarters personnel, but he, along with every other copper in Oxfordshire, knew about Ronnie Greene all right. And that his widow, so scuttlebutt had it, was as decent a copper as he had been bent. Rumour also said that she was highly rated as a detective (not always synonymous with SIOs) and that it was always a treat to work on one of her cases. So the last thing he wanted to do was get thrown off the case because he was deemed to be too close to the victim. 
 
    ‘It’s just that we all went to the local comp, and one of my mates went out with her for a few months.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘So, what’s her rep?’ 
 
    Dennis paused and looked up, noticing for the first time that the misty drizzle was rapidly turning into fog. ‘Well, she was always one of those girls who was gonna go places, you know?’ he began, after a thoughtful silence. ‘Always had big ideas, big plans. And she was a looker, so nobody laughed when she said it. It was typical of her to go independent, for instance, and nobody would be surprised to find out she was making a go of it. She got on well with people, and she knew how to use her looks, like. I mean, not just with the men — although there were always plenty of them — but with women, too. You know, all these old dears she permed and primped, probably took one look at her and thought that she could turn them into a Kate Moss overnight, and Julia would play up to that.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘So, what was she doing at the party tonight? She a friend of the Wallises?’ On the face of it, that didn’t seem likely. What did a working-class hairdresser (albeit one with charm and ambition) have in common with landed (if impoverished) gentry? 
 
    ‘No, ma’am, I don’t think so. If I had to guess, I’d say she was almost certainly brought here by a man. It’d be just the sort of thing Julia would like. You know, so she could go to work tomorrow and tell all her old biddies that she’d been up at Three Oaks Farm at the shindig of the season. That’d be the kind of thing that would give her a real thrill. To be in with the country set, so to speak.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘But she won’t be going to work tomorrow, will she, Constable Warner? And all her old biddies will be gossiping about her, instead.’ 
 
    Although she could understand why the young constable was excited to be working on his first murder case, and wouldn’t have been human if he didn’t feel alert and eager to help, it never hurt to be reminded that, for the victim, life, in all its variations, was now over. 
 
    Dennis gulped audibly and uncomfortably. ‘Yes, ma’am,’ he said woodenly. 
 
    ‘So, did she have any brothers and sisters?’ 
 
    ‘No, ma’am, I don’t think so.’ 
 
    ‘All right. I want you to prepare a list of any friends you know she had, and give it to DC Lynch. Anything else you know about her that you think might be useful?’ 
 
    Dennis Warner wondered how he should respond to that. He was well aware that he’d just been mildly reprimanded, and was reluctant now to speak ill of the dead. OK, if he was honest, he’d deserved it. He had sort of forgotten that the poor girl was really dead, and all that that meant. 
 
    ‘I won’t bite,’ Hillary Greene said in the darkness, her voice definitely sounding as if it was smiling. 
 
    And Warner suddenly remembered, with relief, that Hillary Greene wasn’t said to be one of those moody sods who could snap your head off or pat you on the back for no particular reason, just as the fancy took them. 
 
    ‘She was said to be a party girl,’ he began cautiously. 
 
    ‘Drugs?’ 
 
    ‘More likely booze. She liked a drink, liked to get really rat-arsed. And she’d been known to keep two or more men on a string, when it suited her.’ 
 
    ‘Right. So, by eleven, eleven thirty, she was likely to have been at least well on the way to being merry,’ Hillary mused. ‘Was she the sort who became more malleable, or more strident, when she got drunk?’ 
 
    ‘Dunno, ma’am,’ Dennis said frankly. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Right, see if you can find out. Well, that’s all for now. You might like to join my team at the farmhouse, help out with witness statements if you like. I’m sure you know the drill.’ 
 
    ‘Ma’am,’ Dennis said, and left her, retracing his steps back down the rutted path. So that was the famous DI Greene. All things considered, he thought he’d come off very well. 
 
    Back at the cowshed, Hillary approached a platinum-coloured Mondeo that had its interior light on, revealing two dark-haired people sitting in the back seat. Unless she missed her guess, Michael Wallis and his girlfriend. A uniformed PC was sitting in the front passenger seat and he jumped when she tapped on the glass. He was one she didn’t know, so she showed her card and, as much for his passengers’ benefit as for him, said, ‘Detective Inspector Hillary Greene, from Thames Valley, Kidlington. I’m the senior investigating officer here.’ 
 
    She indicated with a jerk of her head to the uniformed officer that she wanted him to get out, and murmured quietly, ‘Michael Wallis and Jenny Porter?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘They been talking much?’ 
 
    ‘No, ma’am. The girl’s a bit upset, and been crying like. Then small chit chat. Nothing about the vic. Or the circs.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, then slipped into the passenger seat, turning around to face the young couple behind her. 
 
    Jenny was a rather plain-looking girl, with long dark hair and small, light-coloured eyes. She was dressed as Little Bo Peep, with cute, puffed sleeves of white, with a navy-blue and white pinafore dress. Her shepherd’s crook, made of balsa wood, lay across both her lap and that of her companion. She also held a daisy-covered bonnet in her lap, twisting it compulsively this way and that. Hillary hoped it wasn’t a rented costume, because she’d have to pay for the ruined hat if it was. In contrast, Michael Wallis was something of a looker, and was dressed as a pirate. He even looked a bit like Johnny Depp from those pirate movies. Even sitting down in the back seat as he was, Hillary could tell he’d be tall, at least six feet, and he had heavy, slightly wavy dark brown hair, high cheekbones and big dark eyes that would give even his father’s cows a run for their money. A black eye patch, pushed up to the top of his forehead now, gave him a rakish air. She wouldn’t normally have put these two together. You could never predict these things. 
 
    ‘Jenny, isn’t it?’ she said, giving a small smile and thrusting her hand between the two front seats. The girl took it quickly and smiled, visibly relaxing. ‘And Michael?’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ 
 
    Again, hands were shaken. 
 
    ‘So, what can you tell me?’ She kept the question deliberately vague, and her eyes on Michael. She’d often found an open-ended question could produce more information than ones that could simply be answered either yes or no. Especially if asked of a man, in front of a girlfriend in obvious need of protection and succour. Some of Hillary’s best interviews had been conducted in situations just like these. If either Michael or Jenny had something to hide, she’d have willingly bet her next month’s salary that it would be right here and right now that she’d find out about it. 
 
    ‘Well, not much really.’ Michael Wallis spoke with neither an upper-class nor a country-yokel accent, which would no doubt serve him well in his chosen career in land management. ‘Mum and Dad are having this big party for their twenty-fifth. Most of their friends are around their age, and to be honest, I expected it to be a bit of a bore, and it was.’ 
 
    Jenny Porter giggled unexpectedly. Then she looked shocked and put a hand over her mouth. Hillary was fairly sure it was down to nerves, rather than to her being a natural giggler. 
 
    She smiled back. ‘Don’t worry. I know — it’s just the shock. Don’t worry about it.’ Nobody looked less like a giggler than the plain and unpretentious Porter girl. 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ she whispered back. 
 
    ‘So, Michael. Go on,’ Hillary prompted. 
 
    ‘Well, it’s because it was so boring that me and Jen decided to cut loose for a little while, and came up here.’ 
 
    Hillary glanced out of the window pointedly. The cowshed didn’t look any more salubrious for being festooned with the bright yellow and black police tapes being set up around it. 
 
    ‘I wanted to see the cows,’ Jenny Porter said defensively, and in direct response to the police officer’s obvious disbelief. ‘I know that sounds silly, but I did.’ Her chin rose in half-hearted belligerence, but Hillary merely nodded. In truth, she’d heard less unlikely things. 
 
    The trouble was, when you were paid to have a suspicious mind, it was sometimes hard to believe even the most believable of explanations. Over the years however, experience helped you sort the wheat from the chaff, and she was perfectly willing to believe that a plain young girl, with a surprisingly good-looking and well-to-do (by most people’s standards, at any rate) boyfriend, would be perfectly willing to go and look at cows, if it meant spending some time alone with the object of her desire. It would be better with a full moon and haystack, perhaps, but a cowshed in the rain would do if you were desperate enough. 
 
    ‘So you came up here and . . . what? Just found her?’ she asked, letting a touch of scepticism creep into her voice now. 
 
    ‘But that’s just what we did.’ Jenny jumped right in, sounding just a little aggrieved. ‘We walked up the path, talking about next year’s summer holidays — we want to go somewhere nice, Corfu maybe, or somewhere in the Caribbean.’ Jenny paused for a breath. ‘And we came in here, and Michael pointed out what made a good milker —’ she paused for another breath while Hillary hid a smile — ‘and . . . well, we kissed for a little bit, and then Michael said he could see something further down the barn and hoped one of the cows hadn’t got out. We walked down . . . and Michael used his lighter and . . . there she was. This big white blob.’ 
 
    Jenny Porter began to cry. Hillary handed over a tissue from the box of Kleenex she’d spotted on the car’s dashboard. 
 
    As his girlfriend sniffled, Michael took up the story. ‘I could see at once that things were bad, so I got Jenny out of there, and told her to wait, while I ran back to the house and phoned you lot.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t have a mobile?’ 
 
    ‘Not on me.’ 
 
    ‘And did you go back inside while you were waiting, Jenny?’ 
 
    She shuddered. ‘Oh no. I didn’t want to go back in there.’ 
 
    ‘Did either of you see anybody when you were walking up the track?’ 
 
    They looked at one another, then shook their heads. ‘Did you hear a car start up, or did one pass you by as you walked out of the house?’ 
 
    ‘No, it was too early for the guests to start leaving,’ Michael said. 
 
    ‘Did you recognise her?’ Hillary asked, and saw Michael Wallis tense. He’d obviously been expecting the question, and Hillary was interested to see how he’d tackle it. 
 
    ‘Yes. Her name was Julia. She came with somebody. The son of one of Dad’s cronies, I think. I’ve seen her around sometimes. I think she’s a local girl.’ 
 
    Hillary didn’t miss the quick, worried look Jenny gave her lover. But was that just a plain girl’s insecurity, or did she have some other reason to think that Michael’s off-hand admission was just a shade too casual? Hillary made a mental note to find out if Michael Wallis had ever been one of the men Julia Reynolds had liked to lead around on her string, then nodded. 
 
    ‘OK. You can take Jenny home now. But someone will be in touch to take a proper written statement.’ 
 
    Michael nodded. He didn’t look exactly thrilled at the prospect. 
 
    Hillary climbed out of the car and went back to the cowshed. SOCO were still going about their quiet business, while two men waited to remove the body to the mortuary. She had no doubt that she was looking for a man, probably a jealous lover or would-be boyfriend. When a beautiful young girl, not known for her monogamous ways, ended up strangled at a party, you didn’t have to be Hercule Poirot to figure it out: one of Julia Reynolds’ men had turned from a lover to a killer. 
 
    Now all she had to do was put a name to him. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 3 
 
    Hillary awoke to the sound of arguing starlings. She tumbled from the narrow bed, grabbed a twenty-second shower and dressed. Living on a boat made drinking and washing water especially precious, but she’d long since become expert at using the least possible amount of everything, including the batteries and the Calor-gas cylinders. 
 
    She boiled the kettle (enough water for one cup exactly) and glanced at her watch, debating whether to head for HQ or go straight back to Three Oaks Farm. She slung her bag over her shoulder and duck-walked up the iron stairs to avoid banging her head, and absently padlocked the doors behind her. 
 
    Over on Willowsands, her neighbour, Nancy Walker, was listening to something weird. Probably some ‘new age’ music her latest conquest had given her. As a forty-something widow, Nancy trawled the male student body around the environs of Oxford like a killer whale on the lookout for seals. 
 
    Once in the car, she decided she’d better check in at the office, and was glad that she did. The moment she stepped inside, the desk sergeant nobbled her. 
 
    ‘Here, looks like your new super has just arrived.’ The sergeant, an all-knowing, all-wise veteran of twenty years, tipped her the wink before the door had even shut behind her. 
 
    ‘And?’ Hillary asked, veering off to the desk immediately. As any green flatfoot soon found out, if you ever wanted to know what was what, you asked the desk sergeant. His knowledge was all-encompassing and indiscriminate — from who was boffing the tea ladies, to the latest gaffe to issue forth from the lips of the chief constable’s good lady wife. 
 
    ‘Not married, but no odds yet on whether he’s in the closet,’ the sergeant said now with a quick smirk. ‘Got plenty up here, though’ — he tapped his temple — ‘and didn’t do the usual stints in press liaisons or records. Met rated him all right, but nobody’s yet sussed out why he moved.’ 
 
    Hillary shook her head woefully. ‘And is that all you know?’ she asked, rolling her eyes. ‘You’re falling down on the job, Harry.’ Everyone called the sergeant Harry, although Hillary had heard that wasn’t his actual name. 
 
    ‘Give us a chance, guv.’ The desk sergeant grinned back at her. ‘Give me another hour, and you can place your bets along with the rest of ’em.’ 
 
    Hillary wondered what, other than the sexual orientation of the new super, would be available for the Big House’s gambling aficionados by lunchtime. No doubt there’d be some sort of pool on whether he’d been pushed or had jumped from the Met. Odds on there’d be much jockeying and shoving around about any potential scandals in his background. She might put a fiver down on him being a secret drinker, but she’d have to check the state of his eyes first. 
 
    She used her key-card and code to gain access to the main office, and made her way to her desk. None of her team was yet in, and she wasn’t surprised. After pulling an all-nighter, who could blame them? She sifted through the paperwork, noting the preliminary interview reports handed in by the uniforms. She speed-read her way through them, feeling her spirits sink as she did so. 
 
    Apparently, the Wallises’ twenty-fifth wedding anniversary party hadn’t confined itself to the main living room, but had spilled over into the kitchen, the new conservatory, the library and various rooms in between. Some hardy souls had even been dancing in the garden, to the music of the live band. 
 
    So nobody would have an airtight alibi, unless they had stuck with one person the whole night. And who did that at a party? Any one of the — she did a quick mental assessment of the numbers — fifty-five to sixty or so male partygoers could have sneaked out for ten, fifteen minutes, and killed Julia Reynolds. 
 
    She began sorting through them, working up a pile of more-or-less non-starters. Into these she tossed the too old and the three physically incapacitated (one in a wheelchair, one with debilitating arthritis in both hands and one who’d broken an arm at golf — a pity the report didn’t say how the prat had managed to do that!) and, after a moment’s thought, the two openly gay couples who had been at the party. She was not dismissing any of them as such, only putting them at the bottom of the pile. 
 
    That still left a depressingly large list of suspects. And since there was no such thing as a happily married couple — at least, not to a copper investigating a murder — she couldn’t see how she could cull the list any further. The very young — how old did a lad have to be to be able to strangle a woman? — she also downgraded. Up to the age of fourteen, anyway. Still, teenagers were notorious for being prey to their hormones, and she couldn’t see the beautiful, confident and ambitious Julia Reynolds being particularly kind to love-struck teenagers. There were five between the ages of fourteen and nineteen at the party, most of them sons of invited guests. 
 
    Naturally, the married men would have a lot to lose if Julia was threatening to tell the wife about their little fling and had to be prime suspects, until eliminated. 
 
    Then there was her boyfriend. She’d noted that several of the witness reports confirmed that Julia had arrived with Roger Greenwood, and that they were considered to be an item. He would have to be top of the list for now. Nor was she forgetting the farmer’s son. Suspicion often fell on the finder of the body, sometimes with cause, sometimes without. The only thing in Michael Wallis’s favour was that he hadn’t been alone. Hillary supposed Jenny Porter could have been an accomplice, but she didn’t think so. But there was nothing to say Wallis hadn’t killed Julia earlier, then suggested the walk to Jenny in order for him to have a witness to the ‘discovery’. It wouldn’t be the first time that had happened. Killers knew a lot about the pitfalls of forensic evidence nowadays, thanks to pathology dramas on the television, and forensic-based thrillers. Wallis might have been afraid he’d have left traces at the scene, and returning there to find the body was as good a means as any of explaining away any traces of him found there. 
 
    She’d have to get one of the uniforms to press Jenny Porter on who it was who’d suggested the little sojourn in the barn, and who’d been leading the way. 
 
    Over the course of the morning, first Janine and then Tommy trickled in, looking heavy-eyed and slouch-footed. Of Frank, mercifully, there was still no sign. Perhaps the aliens had finally come for him and done everybody a favour. 
 
    ‘Guv,’ Tommy said, glancing at the preliminary forensics reports Hillary was now reading. ‘Anything good?’ 
 
    ‘Not so far. As we thought, the cowshed floor was too contaminated for any really good evidence. There are still one or two things pending, but I think most of our bread and butter is going to come from the corpse itself.’ 
 
    Tommy, who was drinking coffee, gulped a bit too much and began to cough. Janine half-heartedly slapped him on the back. ‘Got to toughen up, Tommy,’ she muttered, teasingly. 
 
    ‘Glad you think that way,’ Hillary said sardonically. ‘You can attend the post-mortem.’ 
 
    Janine sighed heavily. ‘Yes, boss,’ she said. Then added immediately, ‘Why can’t Ross go?’ 
 
    Hillary rolled her eyes. ‘What have you got against Doc Partridge? You know we have to keep him sweet. If we sic Frank on him, the next four bodies we send over will be put to the back of the queue. That’s what he did last time.’ 
 
    Janine sighed again, but didn’t argue with Hillary’s logic. 
 
    ‘Tommy, I want you to get a list of all Julia’s clients,’ she carried on. ‘And no, I don’t think some silver-haired matron strangled her because she hated the colour of her latest rinse, but people talk to their hairdressers. And vice versa. You never know what titbits they might have learned about our vic and be willing to pass on. And since we’re dealing with a strangling, and statistics show that we’re almost certainly looking for a man and that sex is going to come somewhere in the equation, concentrate on her men friends. Stalkers. Some overenthusiastic admirer. You know the drill.’ 
 
    ‘Guv,’ Tommy said. He wasn’t sure, being big and black and male, that he was the ideal candidate to go talking to middle-aged or timid old ladies, but he’d give it his best shot. For Hillary Greene, he was always willing to give things his best shot. 
 
    He watched her now as she reached for the phone, and saw that she was allowing her hair to grow longer than her usual shoulder-length bob. Was that deliberate, or had she simply not realised? He thought she’d look good with long hair — it was a lovely, dark brown colour, like a hazelnut. He imagined her walking across the car-park, a breeze blowing it back off her face, like one of those advertisements for shampoo. Then he saw Frank Ross pushing through the door and quickly got on the phone himself. The last thing he wanted was for that bastard Ross to know how he felt about the boss. His life wouldn’t be worth living. 
 
    ‘Guv,’ Ross said sourly, scratching under his armpit, leaving no one downwind of him in any doubt that he’d skipped his morning shower. ‘The cowshed is never locked. The steel doors shut with a simple latch and there’s some dim overhead lighting, for the winter months. There’s no valuable milking equipment or anything, it’s just a shelter for the cows, so there’s no security alarm or system. It’s just a bloody iron barn in the middle of nowhere.’ 
 
    His tone said that he could have told her that without traipsing all over Steeple Barton to find the cowman and asking him about it. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Do they have a problem with dossers? Tramps sheltering overnight, new age travellers, that kind of thing?’ 
 
    Frank hadn’t thought to ask. ‘No, guv, nothing like that,’ he said firmly. He was buggered if he was going to go back to ask either. It was as plain as the spot on his nose that the vic had been done in by a jealous boyfriend. Everyone knew Hillary Greene went over the top when it came to checking out long shots. And she was always giving him, one of her longest-serving and best sergeants, the scut work. He was getting sick and tired of it. No point in complaining to Mel though; he and the bitch from Thrupp were in each other’s pockets. 
 
    Hillary nodded. So the passing-tramp theory didn’t look likely. Still, it had been a wet and nasty night and it couldn’t be totally discounted. But even if some gentleman of the road had been kipping down there in the straw and body warmth of a dozing cow, why would he up and strangle Julia Reynolds? And come to that, why had Julia Reynolds been there in the first place? 
 
    She’d almost certainly rented the wedding dress, so the last thing she’d want to do was get it dirty and have to pay for cleaning. And a cow-shit-infested shed was surely the last place she’d choose to go in a voluminous white gown. Voluntarily, that was. 
 
    No, she just couldn’t see how an anonymous tramp would fit in the frame. Something of a relief, that, considering how hard it would be to track down an itinerant. 
 
    ‘Frank, I want . . . Hey up, heads up. Looks like we’ve got company,’ she hissed, straightening up in her chair and closing the folder in front of her, out of habit. 
 
    Janine and Tommy, whose desks faced hers, swivelled around in their chairs as Mel Mallow stepped out of his office and cleared his throat loudly. Beside him stood a tall, lean man, with neatly cut dark gold hair. He was dressed in a dark blue suit and anonymous tie. His eyes, which were scanning the room, didn’t look as if they were missing much. 
 
    So this was the new super. The may be gay, may be scandalous man from the Met. 
 
    ‘If I could just have your attention for a minute,’ Mel yelled, although the room had very quickly fallen silent. ‘I’d like to introduce you to Superintendent Jerome Raleigh. Superintendent Raleigh, as you know, is taking over Marcus Donleavy’s old patch. Sir?’ 
 
    Mel stepped back and Janine winced, knowing how much he must be hating every moment of this. It was no secret between the two of them just how hungry Mel had been for the promotion. 
 
    ‘I won’t keep you,’ Jerome Raleigh said crisply, ‘I know you’ve all got more cases on than you need, and the last thing you want is to listen to a speech. I just want to tell you that I’m a hands-on copper, and I look after my people. That means I want to be kept informed, and I want anyone with a problem to come to me immediately so that it can be straightened out before it becomes a problem for everyone. It’ll take me a while to learn the patch, so I’d appreciate some patience. I’ve spoken for some time with Chief Superintendent Donleavy, and his methods and mine pretty much gel, so I’m not anticipating too many teething pains. Right, that’s it.’ 
 
    He nodded once, then glanced back at Mel, who walked him to the door. When he returned, DCI Mallow went straight back to his office and the room held its collective breath, wondering if he’d slam the door. But Hillary could have told them that he wouldn’t. Mellow Mallow hadn’t got his nickname through irony. But she and Janine weren’t the only ones to guess just how much he must be smarting, right about now. 
 
    ‘Wow, what a hunk,’ Janine said thoughtfully. ‘Did you see the colour of his eyes?’ 
 
    Hillary, who hadn’t (and had been wondering, on and off for some time, whether she should bite the bullet and get an eye test), shrugged. ‘Can’t say as I noticed.’ 
 
    ‘Sherry,’ Janine said definitely. 
 
    Frank Ross snorted. ‘You mean red? I bet he’s a boozer. That’s why the Met jettisoned him.’ But he sounded cheerful at the thought of another kindred spirit, and one in a high-ranking position at that, occupying his nick. 
 
    Janine didn’t deign to reply. Instead she transferred the brochures she had in her desk drawer into a plain beige folder and made her way nonchalantly to Mel’s door. A few grins broke out as she knocked and entered, but nobody begrudged the DCI some loving comfort just then. 
 
    ‘Hey, he didn’t look anything special to me,’ Janine lied, shutting the door carefully behind her. ‘I bet he’ll be gone by the end of next year.’ 
 
    Mel, who was staring out of the window, looked back at her and shook his head. ‘I don’t know. He’s a close sod, I’ll give him that. I spent nearly all day yesterday with him, and didn’t get even a hint of what made him tick.’ 
 
    ‘Never mind, darlin’, you’ll soon be picking over his bones,’ Janine said cheerfully and, standing beside him, bent over to open the folder. ‘I’ve been thinking about getting away for a weekend somewhere, just you and me. You know, one of those country hotels, where they serve four-star food and we can learn archery or something totally useless. What do you think of this one — it’s in the Cotswolds, so it’s not much travelling? Or maybe the New Forest, or the Norfolk Broads? The rates are cheaper out of season, plus places won’t be so crowded.’ 
 
    Mel glanced unenthusiastically at the brochures. He couldn’t afford to be seen to take time off now, even if it was a legitimate weekend he was entitled to. Introducing Raleigh had been a salutary lesson that was going to rankle for some time yet. 
 
    ‘Come on, it’ll be fun,’ Janine pushed, sensing his distinct lack of enthusiasm. She was looking forward to a little pampering, and nearly all the hotels had spas and massages, aromatherapy treatments and beautician services as part of the package. 
 
    ‘Not now, Janine,’ Mel said irritably. ‘And you’ve got a big case on, haven’t you?’ 
 
    Janine’s eyes flashed, and Mel knew what that meant. ‘Look, leave these with me, and I’ll see which ones I like the look of, and when things are quieter, we’ll see,’ he said quickly. He knew he was placating her, and the continual need to do so was becoming more and more annoying. ‘Now, I have to get on. Anything new on Julia Reynolds?’ 
 
    Janine gritted her teeth and smiled. She hated it when Mel pulled rank on her. But she should have known better than to pick a fight with him while she was at work. It gave him a heaven-sent opportunity to put one over on her. No, she’d wait until tonight to bring this up again. If Mel thought he was going to get away with this shit, he had another think coming. What was the point of having a better-off, older and good-looking boyfriend, if he couldn’t splurge on her now and then? 
 
    ‘Sir,’ Janine said negatively, and left. And all the office heard her slamming the door on the way out. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jerome Raleigh finished reading the last of the personnel reports Marcus Donleavy had left for him, and pushed them away, putting the cap back on his pen and tossing it down restlessly on the folder. He had an office on the top floor, overlooking the leafy, rather pleasant streets of Kidlington. He wasn’t sure he particularly liked it — either the office or the town. 
 
    Kidlington was, technically, a large village, he supposed, although he expected the inhabitants looked on it as more of a town. It was certainly a far cry from the capital, but then that, too, suited his purposes for the moment. Here he’d have far more leeway. And since all his friends had been left behind, and had no idea what he was up to, he’d be able to get on with things with a free hand. 
 
    But he’d have to be careful. And patient. Very patient. 
 
    All in all, he thought the morning had gone reasonably well. None of the faces he’d seen had been openly hostile, which was a relief. Philip Mallow wasn’t a particularly happy bunny, but Jerome had a good idea why that was. His own speech to the troops had gone down well, striking the right balance between leadership and approachability. It would take some time for them to get to trust him though. He’d moved about enough in his earlier career to know that these things took time. 
 
    Still, he was reasonably confident that the team here was a good bunch. With the exception of one or two slackers, the usual time-servers and rank-and-file incompetents, the only really bad apple was Frank Ross. 
 
    Donleavy had warned him that the best friend of the notorious Ronnie Greene was universally loathed, and with good reason, though on occasion he could prove useful. The lowlifes were scared of him, and he had an extensive list of narks that was second to none. He could generally be relied on when it came to the hard stuff, and was a good man to have guarding your back during a riot or public disorder. He was less of an asset otherwise, and Jerome had wondered (and very carefully asked) why he’d been assigned to Hillary Greene’s team. 
 
    He’d had to tread carefully there, suspecting that Ronnie and Hillary Green might have had reasons of their own for keeping a man like Frank Ross close, but he’d been quickly disabused of that idea. 
 
    Every superintendent — if he was good, and Marcus Donleavy, Jerome had quickly realised, was very good indeed — knew his patch and his people like the back of his hand, and Donleavy had been very clear that Hillary was not only totally clean of any of her husband’s dirty dealings, but was one of the best, if not the top cop, on his team. 
 
    Frank Ross had simply been foisted on her because nobody else could stand or deal with the bloke. Not that Hillary had appreciated the vote of confidence in her patience at the time, Donleavy had chuckled. Now, everyone supposed that she’d simply got used to having the poisonous little cretin around. 
 
    After reading DI Greene’s file, Jerome had found himself similarly impressed by her capabilities. He knew, as did Marcus, that not every cop was a natural detective. Some worked strictly by the book because they lacked the imagination, skill or experience to do otherwise. Most played politics, with some seeing the catching of villains as barely a means to an end. Only a golden few had a flair for solving cases, and he could see from Hillary Greene’s conviction rate why the public prosecutions office regarded her, too. 
 
    He hoped they’d get on. If he had to baby-sit Philip Mallow’s hurt feelings for any length of time, he’d need all the allies he could get. 
 
    Raleigh closed her file thoughtfully and leaned back in his chair, stretching. Whether or not she’d be useful to him was another matter. She might be too good. Too clever. She might even find out what had brought him to Thames Valley, and that simply wouldn’t do. No, it might just be that Frank Ross would be a far better bet after all. Men like him could be useful, if given the right incentive. He’d have to sound him out carefully and see, and if he seemed to be up for it, Jerome would then set about cultivating him — as distasteful as that might be. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary watched the fox slink across the road a few yards ahead of her and lightly touched the brakes. In daylight, the single-track road to Steeple Barton seemed even more treacherous than in the dark. Clumps of patterned mud, fresh from a tractor’s gigantic wheels, gave the surface a greasy look, and the high hedges on either side gave her a vague feeling of claustrophobia. The fox, spotting her at last, broke into a panicked run and promptly disappeared. Unlike many of her colleagues, Hillary had never felt the yen to leave Oxfordshire for the bigger, badder cities. At heart, she supposed, she preferred to see trees and fields than factories and housing estates. 
 
    As the hedges opened up to reveal the tiny village green, Hillary noticed a man climbing awkwardly over a field gate. There was nothing particularly odd about that, except that he didn’t seem very comfortable doing it. People who lived in the countryside quickly developed an easy climbing manner for negotiating stiles, fences and gates, but this man looked clumsy. He wasn’t helped by having gangling legs and arms, and being dressed in a green anorak that was too new. His wellingtons were also fresh-from-the-shop clean. He struck her as someone trying to look like a local, and not quite making it. 
 
    Press, Hillary thought grimly. Had to be. But she’d have thought they would be all gone by now. Those who had gathered like ghouls in the early hours had taken their mandatory shot of the mortuary van being driven away, and had no doubt long since pestered the Wallises for an interview and filed their stories. Now it was the police press liaison officer who’d be taking the brunt back at HQ. There could always be scavengers left hanging about, she supposed. 
 
    She watched the sandy-haired man thoughtfully as he set off over the field. From her mental map of last night, she was pretty sure the pasture would lead towards Three Oaks Farm. 
 
    She went past the small cluster of pretty cottages, a tiny old schoolhouse (long since converted to a private residence) and single post box, and followed the road to the end. The gate to the cowshed now stood unguarded, the police sentinel having been gratefully dismissed. If there’d been even a small gathering of press, the uniformed officer would have been obliged to remain and secure the premises, but nowadays, murders didn’t get the sensational attention they once did. Although, Hillary suspected, once word got out that the victim had been dressed as a bride, they’d soon come traipsing back. The macabre always attracted them. She could almost see the gory and highly inaccurate headlines now. 
 
    She turned and parked the car facing back the way she’d come, then walked the short distance back up the road to the farmhouse itself. The sun had come out, and rosehips gleamed scarlet in the hedgerows, and a lonely jackdaw called for company as it flew low across the fields towards a colourful spinney. 
 
    The Three Oaks farmhouse was one of those solid, square, grey houses that had once been unfashionable, but which would now probably fetch a breathtaking sum if it ever came up for sale. Built not so far back that it was uncomfortable, it was old enough for the workmanship to be immaculate and long-lasting. Hillary found herself comparing the edifice to the Mollern and almost seeing the funny side. 
 
    The door was answered by a young woman in jeans, who introduced herself, surprisingly, as ‘Madge, I’m the daily.’ Hillary stepped inside an old-fashioned hall that smelt of damp umbrellas and wet wool. ‘The missus is in through there.’ Madge pointed to a closed door. ‘Want tea?’ 
 
    ‘Coffee, if you have it,’ she pleaded, never one to overlook a caffeine hit. Madge grinned and nodded. 
 
    Hillary knocked on the door and heard a startled summons to enter. Inside, a green-eyed, heavy-set man, with attractive waves of iron-grey hair, got up from the sofa, a question on his face. From the armchair opposite, a forty-something woman with carefully dyed blonde hair, wearing a tan-coloured silk blouse and clotted-cream coloured linen trousers, also watched her curiously. The woman looked as if she should be beautiful, but when Hillary looked at her closely, she could see that, in fact, she was not. 
 
    ‘Mr Wallis? Mrs Wallis?’ She reached into her bag for her wallet. ‘Detective Inspector Hillary Greene. I’m in charge of the Julia Reynolds murder investigation. 
 
    ‘Ah, Inspector, glad you’re here,’ Owen Wallis said, even as his wife was opening her delicately pearl-pink lips to greet her. ‘I’ve been trying to get someone to see reason about my cows, but everyone says I have to talk to the man in charge. But I’ve been ringing the station all morning and getting the run-around.’ 
 
    Hillary blinked. ‘Sorry to hear that, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes, but can I see to my cows?’ 
 
    Hillary, who now knew what Alice had felt like when she disappeared down the rabbit hole for the first time, blinked again. ‘Er, your cows, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. They’re being kept in the shed. But they’re milkers, and pretty soon the poor sods will be feeling the pain from their udders. I need to move ’em out to the milking sheds, but those Johnnies in white overalls don’t seem capable of seeing reason. Even after the last of ’em left, I was told I couldn’t move ’em.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, holding up a placatory hand. ‘Let me just see if I can do something about that, Mr Wallis,’ she said, flipping open her mobile. A quick call to the police lab confirmed SOCO had everything they needed. 
 
    ‘Please, feel free to see to your cows, sir,’ Hillary said, on finishing the call. ‘I’m sorry you’ve been worried.’ The last thing she wanted was a hostile witness. As it was, Owen Wallis was already heading for the door, and she quickly added, ‘Perhaps I can have a word or two with your wife, while you’re busy, and then I would like a word or two with you later, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes, of course. I’ll be right back when I’ve seen my cowman,’ the farmer said, disappearing out of the room. 
 
    Hillary took a seat on the sofa, and Wendy Wallis smiled knowingly. ‘My husband has a one-track mind, I’m afraid. I’m used to it. So, what can I tell you? I have to say this is the first time I’ve had any contact with the police. And I still can’t believe that poor girl was killed in our cowshed. I mean it’s so . . . so . . . bizarre!’ 
 
    Hillary could well understand how Wendy Wallis felt. According to what she remembered from the paperwork, Wendy Wallis had been the daughter of the local schoolteacher. She’d married well, and no doubt had led a fairly comfortable and insulated life ever since. It remained to be seen whether or not she was the kind of woman who also liked to live with her head buried in the sand. Or if, paradoxically, her isolated life on the farm had given her a rabid interest in the outside world. 
 
    ‘What can you tell me about the victim, Mrs Wallis? Julia Reynolds. Did you know her?’ 
 
    ‘Not really. I mean, I’d seen her about the village. A friend of mine, Davina McGuinness, has her in to do her mother’s hair. So I’ve seen her once or twice at Davina’s place — she had a granny flat added on for her, when she fell down the stairs at her own place. Her mother, I mean.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, having no trouble following the rambling explanation. ‘So were you surprised to see her at your party?’ 
 
    ‘Well, only at first. And then someone told me she was here with Roger Greenwood. So that made sense. My husband was closeted with Theo Greenwood, his father, for a good half hour in the study, and I was not best pleased, I can tell you. At our silver wedding anniversary party! The things I have to put up with, with that man,’ Wendy said, but she didn’t sound particularly angry. 
 
    Hillary had the feeling that her conversation was just a bit off, as if her mind was on something else. But then, she was probably just nervous. 
 
    ‘So, did you see Julia Reynolds leave the party with anyone? To go outside at any time?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no. But then I wasn’t paying much attention to her.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t notice anything odd about her behaviour? Didn’t see anything strange happening?’ 
 
    ‘No, as I said . . . well . . . what do you mean by odd, exactly?’ Hillary felt a little jump in her pulse rate. It was often like this. You’d be interviewing a witness with no high hopes of anything good, and then, out of the blue, a little nibble. ‘Oh, anything at all. No matter how insignificant.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but I mean, you don’t want impressions, do you? I mean, you police like facts and things.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not altogether true, Mrs Wallis,’ Hillary said carefully, not at all sure what she might be letting herself in for. ‘At the moment I’m trying to build up a picture of the victim, and any information, no matter how unscientific it is, could come in useful. You said you got some kind of impression about Julia?’ she prompted gently. 
 
    ‘Well, like I said, it’s nothing definite. And I can’t say it was important or anything. It was just that outfit of hers. It was quite stunning, and being a fancy dress party, she was so beautiful I can quite see why she’d chosen something spectacular. I rather got the impression she was a bit of an exhibitionist, but . . . well, to tell you the truth, I felt that she was deliberately taunting somebody with that wedding dress of hers.’ 
 
    Wendy Wallis stopped, then frowned. ‘It’s hard to put it into words. She was slightly tipsy, I know, and like all young things nowadays, not exactly discreet, but it seemed to me, once or twice, that she was sort of . . . showing off . . . no, not that exactly, but somehow making a point. Scoring off somebody. Oh, I don’t know how to explain it,’ she huffed in frustration. ‘She was just up to some kind of mischief; yes, that’s it: definitely up to mischief.’ 
 
    ‘Could she have chosen the wedding dress as a kind of hint to Roger Greenwood, do you think?’ Hillary asked, not sure what Wendy Wallis was getting at. 
 
    ‘No,’ the farmer’s wife said firmly. ‘I didn’t get the feeling that her boyfriend was the one she was tormenting. She seemed genuinely fond of him, and the boy was smitten right enough. No, it was someone else. But I may have been wrong.’ 
 
    But Wendy Wallis didn’t really believe she was wrong, and Hillary didn’t know the woman well enough to gauge if her self-confidence was justified. 
 
    One thing was for sure, Hillary thought morosely: if Julia Reynolds had been up to mischief last night, using her costume to make some sort of point, then perhaps all her taunting and tormenting had proved far more successful than had been good for her. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 4 
 
    Hillary returned to Kidlington, and spent the next few hours dealing with her other cases, including a somewhat cold telephone conversation with the prosecutor of her now aborted fraud case. It wasn’t often one of her cases fell down, and it put her in a nasty mood and just the right frame of mind to attack her tray of paperwork. 
 
    Mel seemed to be in as foul a mood as herself, and when they found themselves snapping at each other over a minor difference of opinion about the Radcliffe case, with Mel convinced in spite of only flimsy evidence that the middle-aged spinster had indeed been killed by her older sister for the insurance money, and Hillary urging caution, they both decided to retire to their corners and cool off. Apart from anything else, Frank Ross had been seriously entertained by their rare show of spite, and was wearing a sneer that would have cracked cutlery, and nobody liked to please the poisoned cherub. 
 
    So it was something of a relief when Tommy Lynch, answering a summons from the ground floor, told her that the ‘best friend’ of Julia Reynolds had come in, asking if she could help. 
 
    ‘I don’t suppose she was at the party, too, was she?’ Hillary asked, without much hope, as they jogged lightly down the stairs and headed towards the interview rooms. 
 
    ‘’fraid not, guv,’ Tommy confirmed. 
 
    ‘Oh well. At least we’ll be able to get a better picture of our vic.’ 
 
    Tommy nodded. He was looking forward to this. Not only was he always grateful for any time spent alone with the woman he admired — and yes, fancied — above all others, but he was genuinely impressed with her various interview techniques. What the public failed to realise (since it didn’t make good drama) was that more cases were solved in the interview room than anywhere else. Sometimes the guilty just needed to get things off their chest and barely required a nudge in the right direction. Sometimes, they were too clever for their own good, and needed to be tripped up and tied into knots. Other times, it was down to the interviewing officer to tease nuggets of previously forgotten bits of information from witnesses, or help them bring to mind events that they hadn’t thought relevant. Whatever, most cops needed to have the gift of the gab if they wanted to solve cases, but Tommy had seen Hillary tackle people with an almost paranormal ability to get the most out of them. 
 
    He knew he could learn a lot from Hillary Greene, and he was not about to waste any precious chance to watch and learn, not if he wanted to make sergeant by his next birthday. 
 
    As his superior officer pushed open the door, Tommy saw a small, nervous-looking young woman sitting at the table. She had short dark hair and big brown eyes, covered by a pair of too-small, rectangular glasses. She wore a pair of jeans and a chunky, hand-knitted cream sweater. She was fiddling nervously with a cigarette packet, even though she knew she couldn’t smoke in a public building. He knew that Hillary, a non-smoker all her life, would be relieved by that. 
 
    ‘Hello, Miss . . .?’ 
 
    ‘Mandy Tucker,’ the girl all but whispered, half-rising from her chair, obviously unaware of the protocol. 
 
    ‘Mind if I call you Mandy?’ Hillary said, with a warm and easy smile. ‘I’m Detective Inspector Hillary Greene, in charge of the Julia Reynolds murder investigation. Please, sit down, Mandy. We’re grateful to you for coming in like this.’ 
 
    Mandy Tucker nodded, and sniffed, then sat down. ‘I wanted to help. Although, really, I don’t know what I can do.’ She was still whispering, and almost maniacally fiddling with the packet. Tommy had the feeling she’d never been inside a police station in her life. 
 
    Hillary sat down and nodded to Tommy to use the notebook, not the recorder. She was sure that the machinery would send someone as timid as this into further paroxysms of shyness, and that was the last thing they needed. 
 
    ‘It’s all right, Mandy, we know you weren’t at the party, and so can’t give us any practical help. We don’t expect you to. All I need from you is to tell me about Julia. The kind of girl she was. You’d be surprised how much that will help us,’ Hillary said brightly, with yet another reassuring smile. 
 
    Mandy Tucker gave a slightly tremulous smile in response, and Tommy could see her bony shoulders relax just a bit. 
 
    ‘OK,’ she agreed willingly. 
 
    ‘So, how long have you and Julia been friends?’ 
 
    Mandy Tucker laughed. ‘Oh, for ages, ever since we were five. We went to the same primary school in Kirtlington, then to the comp. I stayed on to do A-levels, but Julia left at sixteen. But she did my hair for me, and we went to the socials, and the pub for lunch, whenever.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like you were really close then. So, how would you describe Julia? And please, Mandy,’ — at this point Hillary leaned over and gently placed a hand on Mandy’s own, waiting until the shy girl looked her in the eye — ‘we know that your friend is dead, and it still seems horribly unreal, and the last thing you want to do is talk about maybe some of the bad things about her. I know it would feel horribly disloyal. But the thing is, everybody has good and bad in them; I do, you do, PC Lynch here, everybody. It’s what makes us human. And the chances are that it wasn’t whatever was good in Julia that made somebody kill her, but whatever was bad in her. Do you see what I’m saying?’ 
 
    She took her hand away slowly, and watched her nod miserably. Although her hands had ceased destroying the cigarette packet, Hillary could see that she wasn’t altogether convinced. 
 
    ‘You see, Mandy, as hard as this is to understand and believe, your friend is dead. You can’t do anything for her; you can’t make it better; there’s nothing you can say or do that will make things different. All you can do for your friend now is grieve for her, and help us to find whoever did this to her. She’d want that, wouldn’t she? To know that whoever did this to her was caught and made to pay?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes,’ Mandy Tucker said at once. ‘She would.’ She straightened a little more firmly in the chair and her eyes became harder. ‘Julia wasn’t a bleeding heart. She thought they should bring back the death penalty for killers. You know, like they have in America.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘A lot of people feel that way,’ she said, with careful neutrality. ‘So you know that she’d approve of you being honest with us. From what you say, I don’t think Julia was the kind of person who’d be afraid of the truth.’ 
 
    ‘No, you’re right. She was always honest, sometimes brutally so,’ Mandy agreed, her own voice strengthening now as she remembered her dead friend’s savvy. ‘She always said what she thought,’ Mandy added, managing another wry smile. ‘Not everyone liked that, you know. But Julia always tackled things head on. Called a spade a spade. Like this immigration thing. She said everyone was afraid to say what they really thought, because they were terrified of being labelled a racist. But she thought immigration should be stopped. She said why should she have to give over a third of her earnings in tax, so that some foreigner who’d never paid a penny into the system could just waltz over here and get ahead of her in the National Health queue. She said nearly everybody thought the same, but just didn’t dare say so.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘But she did say so?’ 
 
    ‘Right. And like fox hunting. She said it was a big lie that everyone living in the country had all been pro fox hunting. She said that she’d lived in a country village all her life and she had always thought fox hunting was barbaric. She threw a boyfriend over, once, when she found out he’d ridden to hounds. She told him to his face he was a cruel bastard, and she hoped he fell off his horse next time and broke his neck.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled and nodded calmly. ‘And who was this, exactly? How long ago?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, ages ago. We were still at school. She’d just had her sixteenth birthday party. His name was Jake Burdage. He’s in London now, I think. A stockbroker or something.’ 
 
    Hillary saw Tommy note down the name and nodded mentally. Although she thought this antagonised ex had been dumped too long ago to still harbour a murderous grudge, it would have to be checked. 
 
    Still, it sounded as if Julia Reynolds had no fears about rubbing people up the wrong way. She’d met her kind before — they were usually unimaginative people, secure in their own identities, who saw no need to cushion reality. They were almost always incapable of seeing a point of view from the other side, and this often led to an unseeing, unthinking and uncompromising outlook, which invariably gained them enemies. Other, lesser mortals thought this mentality was either brave or foolhardy, while others, more au fait with the world, considered it to be downright dangerous. Hillary was inclined to believe that it was a combination of all three. 
 
    Had Julia Reynolds’ bold and unthinking personality blinded her to the dangers that night in the cowshed? Had she told somebody just what she’d thought in that dark, deserted place, and never even considered that perhaps discretion really was the better part of valour? 
 
    ‘So, she was obviously the kind of girl who could stick up for herself,’ Hillary mused. ‘And she was running her own business, even though she was still very young. Was it successful, her business?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes. Well, she always had money to spend,’ Mandy amended scrupulously. ‘I mean, she was always dragging me to Debenhams to buy lipstick and stuff, and was always getting new outfits and CDs, but whether or not it all came from her business, I don’t know. I think her boyfriends gave her money, too, sometimes. She was bored with her job, I know, because she often put down her old ladies when she talked about them, but at the same time, she always seemed to be out and about with a job on. I think she used to butter them up. She used to laugh about it, and say things like “You know that silly old dingbat what’s-her-name. She showed me this picture of Jennifer Aniston the other day, and asked if I could give her a haircut like that. I mean really! The old girl’s sixty if she’s a day. Can you imagine it? I talked her into a page-boy instead.” And the funny thing is,’ Mandy went on, ‘I would see the woman she was talking about afterwards in a shop or somewhere, and all her friends would be telling her how well the cut suited her, and you could tell she would be really chuffed. Because the cut was just right for her. That’s why she was always in demand. Julia was like that. She got away with things, because she was good at everything she did. You know what I mean?’ 
 
    Hillary did. ‘Did she say anything else about her customers? About one of their husbands, perhaps? Or one of their sons, bothering her, pestering her, making a fool of themselves over her, that kind of thing?’ 
 
    Mandy frowned. ‘No, I don’t think so. She didn’t really ever meet the menfolk much. She’d go to people’s houses in the day you see, when most of the men were at work. Oh, she did say something about . . . oh, what was her name? Mrs Finch. No, Finchley — that’s it. According to Mandy, Mrs Finchley was always sozzled. She said she had to keep an eye on her when she sat her under the dryer, ’cause she was always dozing off. Anyway, she told Julia once, when she was drunker than usual, something really naff about her husband. Something about how he was doing something dodgy, only she didn’t know what. You know, something criminal.’ 
 
    Beside her, Hillary could feel Tommy perk up, and gave a mental smile, wishing she, too, could summon up a similar enthusiasm. But she doubted that this would come to much. Many drunk housewives had odd ideas about their spouses. It usually came from the bottom of a gin bottle. Still, this too would have to be checked out. 
 
    ‘Any idea what sort of crime she was talking about?’ she prompted diligently. 
 
    ‘Nah,’ Mandy said dismissively. ‘I don’t think Julia was really interested. She said she knew the hubby vaguely — he had a bit of WHT, but he was basically harmless. Probably fiddling his income tax or something, Julia thought.’ 
 
    She saw Tommy’s fingers move, and looked across to see him tapping the initials WHT and looking at her with an eyebrow raised in question. 
 
    ‘Wandering hand trouble,’ Hillary murmured with a smile. And wondered if Julia might have been more intrigued than she’d let on to her friend. Had she checked up on Mrs Finchley’s better half and found something juicy? Had she tried a spot of blackmail? It was always possible. She doubted Julia Reynolds would have felt much compunction about it, and travelling hairdressers didn’t exactly earn a mint, did they? The temptation to earn some extra dosh could have been irresistible. 
 
    ‘I would imagine your friend was popular with men, wasn’t she, Mandy?’ she asked quietly, knowing she had to be careful, now, how she phrased things. She didn’t want Mandy getting defensive, just when she was finally loosening up. ‘We know she went to the party, for instance, with Roger Greenwood. Was she serious about him?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll say!’ Mandy snorted. ‘She thought Roger Greenwood was a really good proposition. Especially if his dad brought off this property deal that he’s been wittering on about for the last few months. She said he could even end up being a multimillionaire. Roger’s dad, that is. And that Roger was almost certain to end up vice-chairman of his dad’s company one day.’ 
 
    ‘They’d been going out long?’ 
 
    ‘Nearly a year. Longer than she’d ever been out with anyone before. She kept hinting about a diamond engagement ring, but I never saw it.’ 
 
    Now it was Hillary’s turn to shift restlessly on her chair. Now things were looking far more interesting. ‘So she thought Roger was going to, or already had, proposed?’ 
 
    Mandy frowned, and began to backtrack. ‘Oh, I don’t think he’d actually proposed. Not right out and asked her to marry him or nothing. If he had, Julia would have been bragging about it no end.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. Yes, that sounded about par for the course. Julia Reynolds didn’t sound the type to keep her light under a bushel. 
 
    ‘But I know she was hoping he would,’ Mandy ploughed on. ‘He was smitten right enough, I know that. Mind you, his dad was dead set against it. She said he’d once told Roger that he’d marry Julia over his dead body. Très Victorian, as Julia put it. She used to tease Roger about his dad’s old-fashioned ways a lot.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think she chose to wear a wedding dress to the fancy dress party as a hint to Roger?’ Hillary asked. ‘Or do you suppose she wanted to cock a snook at his father?’ 
 
    Mandy laughed. ‘Probably both, knowing Julia. You know, now I come to think of it, I was with her when she tried on the outfit at the fancy dress shop, and she did say that wearing it would put Old Pig-features in a tizzy. I ’spect she meant Mr Greenwood.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know what Mr Greenwood had against Julia as a prospective daughter-in-law?’ Hillary asked, genuinely curious now. 
 
    ‘Oh, I ’spect he thought she wasn’t good enough for his precious Roger, or something. He wanted him to marry some big land-owning farmer’s daughter or some Sloane type. Not that Mr Greenwood is so upper-crust himself, mind. Julia said he was no better than her or her family. His ancestors were some sort of feed-and-grain merchants. Nothing to be so snotty about, Julia said.’ 
 
    ‘So Roger was the “real thing” then? But she’d had plenty of boyfriends before him?’ Hillary probed carefully. 
 
    ‘Why not?’ Mandy shot back belligerently, instantly on the defensive. ‘What’s wrong with that nowadays? Julia was always careful about . . . you know . . . stuff. Getting AIDS and all that. Men have been sowing their wild oats for centuries. Now a woman can do the same.’ 
 
    Although it was the slightly awkward and shy Mandy Tucker who was speaking, Hillary could clearly hear the voice of Julia Reynolds. She wondered if Mandy had actually agreed with her friend’s liberated, bold stance, or whether, at heart, the placid, shy Mandy had felt uncomfortable having such a man-eater as a friend. If she had, she’d never admit to it now. 
 
    ‘So, she wasn’t seeing anyone else? There’d be no reason for Roger Greenwood to feel jealous?’ 
 
    Mandy ducked her head and began to fiddle with the cigarette packet again. 
 
    ‘Mandy? Remember what we talked about before we started?’ Hillary chided gently. ‘Your friend was strangled, which almost certainly means by some man who felt enraged by her, or betrayed. You can see why this is important.’ 
 
    Mandy chewed her bottom lip unattractively, then sighed. ‘Well, there was someone else. I don’t know who he was. Julia just called him her bit of rough on the side. But she wasn’t serious about him. It was Roger she was after.’ 
 
    Hillary could see that Mandy was getting ready to dig her heels in, and decided to change tack. There’d always be others willing to talk about Julia’s peccadilloes. And if she knew human nature (and she did), plenty of others. A girl like Julia was bound to have made enemies in the female community — girls who’d had boyfriends snaffled in the past, as well as girls, or even mature women, who envied Julia her beauty and independence. 
 
    ‘OK, so tell me what else you can about Julia. What did she like doing? Did she have any hobbies?’ 
 
    Mandy, clearly relieved at the change in subject, shrugged. ‘Well not really. I mean, the thing is, Julia would get really enthusiastic about things, but they never lasted.’ 
 
    ‘For example?’ 
 
    Mandy thought about it, then nodded. ‘OK. There was this time at school, f’r instance. We had this guest speaker in assembly once, one of these Greenies. He was all set to stand for the Green Party or Greenpeace or whatever. Anyway, he went on and on about how the countryside was being poisoned, and how each year there were less and less swallows making it back to the British Isles because the Spaniards kept eating them when they flew over the mountains. They catch them in these big nets apparently. Isn’t that gross? And I mean, silly? How much meat could there be on a swallow? Anyway, Julia got really mad about it, and when this bloke said they were going to be doing a tree-planting out by Charlton-on-Otmoor, and called for volunteers, Julia signed up, and dragged me along. Of course, it was really hard work planting these little sapling things, and we only planted five or six before Julia got fed up and we skived off. That was sort of typical of her. But she really, genuinely, believed in the cause though, and later she bought some save the seal stickers and stuff, and demonstrated outside an animal lab once in Oxford, but only when she felt like it. You see what I mean?’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. 
 
    ‘And it was the same with the shampoo,’ Mandy went on. ‘The stuff that wasn’t tested on animals and had no stuff in it that would harm the environment was too dear, Julia said. It would cut into her profits too much to use it. So she wrote a letter to the manufacturers, telling them it was no use producing stuff unless it could compete in the market-place. They wrote her a rather snotty letter back, and Julia used normal shampoo after that.’ 
 
    Hillary was careful not to smile. But just how much of the spoilt child had been ingrained in the adult? ‘She didn’t like being challenged, you mean?’ she mused. 
 
    ‘Oh no. But don’t get the wrong impression. Her heart was always in the right place,’ Mandy insisted. ‘Like when we went to give blood. That wasn’t her fault either.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve lost me,’ Hillary said gently. 
 
    ‘Well, we’d just left school, and there was this mobile blood donor van parked up on the village green. You know, they travel about from town to town so people can volunteer to give blood? Well Julia thought it was a great idea, and we went in and signed up to be blood donors, and organ donors — you know, you fill in a card and put it in your purse?’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, remembering that there’d been a donor card in Julia Reynolds’ purse the night of her death. 
 
    ‘Well, I gave blood first, and I could see straight away that there was something wrong. Julia went sort of . . . well, pale and greenish. And when the time came for her to be tested, just to have the little finger prick to check for anaemia, she just couldn’t go through with it. Turned out she had this phobia about needles. I remembered then how she’d cried and made a fuss when we were little and had to have our jabs. They were very nice about it on the blood van, even though you could tell they were a bit exasperated. Well, the nurse was. She was this old biddy who rolled her eyes a bit. It made Julia cross. But it really wasn’t her fault, see, ’cause when she had to have her appendix out later, it was really awful for her. She hated the hospital, couldn’t stand it. She said it did her head in. She’d always hated anything to do with illness and stuff. She even discharged herself early, it was so bad. The doctors warned her, but she went straight to bed once she got home, and was careful not to do too much, and it turned out all right in the end. But I mean, it had to be real, didn’t it? To discharge yourself like that? I couldn’t have done it, I can tell you, I would have been scared stiff. And she was really in pain, just after surgery, but she said she just couldn’t breathe in there. In the hospital. So it wasn’t her fault. People were always blaming Julia, thinking she was pulling a fast one, when she really wasn’t.’ 
 
    Mandy paused to take a much-needed gulp of air and Hillary once again placed a calming hand gently over her clenched fist. ‘OK, Mandy, it’s all right.’ She had worked herself up into a such a state of agitation in defending her dead friend that she looked ready to burst into tears. 
 
    ‘Nobody knew her better than you did,’ Hillary soothed. ‘You must have been a good friend to her. Tell me, can you think of anyone who might have got mad enough at her to want to kill her?’ 
 
    Mandy sniffed and said, ‘No. I mean, Julia had a lot of boyfriends, but only Roger recently. And he’s too nice. You don’t think he killed her, do you?’ she added sharply. 
 
    But Hillary wasn’t about to be drawn. ‘We don’t know yet, Mandy. What about Michael Wallis. The son of the farmer, where the party was held. Do you know him?’ 
 
    Mandy wrinkled her nose. ‘Vaguely. From around.’ 
 
    ‘Did Julia know him?’ 
 
    ‘I guess. But she’d never been out with him. She said he’d got a dog for a girlfriend now. Is that true?’ 
 
    Hillary smiled and shrugged, thinking of poor Jenny Porter. ‘Some people don’t put looks high on their list of priorities,’ she chided. 
 
    Mandy sighed somewhat wistfully, and Hillary suddenly realised that this shy, unassuming girl couldn’t have had it easy, always being in the shadow of her beautiful and ambitious best friend. She wondered what, if anything, Julia Reynolds had brought to their friendship. 
 
    They talked for another half hour but Hillary learned nothing more useful. Julia had got on well with her parents, but expected to be moving out to live with Roger Greenwood soon. She’d had no family arguments or rows. Her father seemed the sort to be proud of his daughter’s strong personality, rather than disapproving. She made a mental note to find out where Julia Reynolds’ father had been at the time of the killing, just to make sure. It wouldn’t be the first time a father had killed a daughter who he’d seen as bringing ‘shame’ on the family, although, luckily, that kind of thing was much rarer now than it had been. Still, in a murder investigation, you left no stone unturned. 
 
    When Mandy had finally gone, Hillary’s stomach was rumbling, but lunchtime was long since past. She left Tommy to type up his notes, and made her way to the canteen intent on getting a drink and maybe a piece of fruit, but was waylaid on the stairs by a secretary. 
 
    The new super was ‘having a chat’ with his senior officers, and it was her turn, apparently. Wearily, and a trifle apprehensively, she made her way to Superintendent Jerome Raleigh’s office. 
 
    * * * 
 
    She’d worked under Marcus Donleavy for most of her senior years at Kidlington, and they’d always got on well; they understood each other, and Hillary had always regarded change, although inevitable, with a great deal of suspicion. 
 
    As she knocked on the door and waited for his call to enter, she wondered nervously what he’d been told about Ronnie, and the internal investigation into his corruption that had been conducted last year. Nothing good, that was for sure. 
 
    She had only recently discovered — or at least, strongly suspected that she might know — where her misbegotten spouse had stashed the majority of his dirty loot, but as yet hadn’t done anything about it. But with a new super breathing down her neck, perhaps now would be a good time to get it sorted, once and for all? 
 
    ‘Come in,’ Jerome Raleigh called, then looked up as the door opened and DI Hillary Greene walked in. 
 
    She was dressed in a deep burnt-amber two piece, with a plain white blouse, sensible brown shoes and a pretty, tiger’s-eye pendant. Her nut-brown hair gleamed in a slightly-too-long bob. Her make-up was discreet and casual. She had a surprisingly shapely figure, the kind film stars in the fifties had, and wary, clever, dark eyes. She was, he could see for himself, a very attractive widow. 
 
    So far, he’d picked up very little about her love life on the gossip train, except that she lived alone on a canal narrowboat in the tiny village of Thrupp. Scuttlebutt insisted that she was currently still very much unattached, although from what Jerome had been able to read between the lines, some at the nick thought that DI Paul Danvers (weirdly enough, one of the men who’d investigated her for corruption) might have been sniffing around. 
 
    He could see why men would be interested. She looked as if she could be in her thirties rather than her forties, and held herself well. She also walked well, which was something of a dying art. Jerome always noticed the way a woman walked. 
 
    Hillary Greene also had a degree in English Lit. from a non-affiliated Oxford college, so she had brains as well as an understated, pleasant beauty. She’d done well to rise to the rank she had, especially considering she’d been hampered with the husband from hell. 
 
    Of all the officers working under him, Jerome Raleigh suspected this woman might turn out to be the most interesting of all — and potentially the most dangerous to himself. If she ever got wind of what had really brought him to Thames Valley, he could be deeply in the shit. 
 
    ‘Please, DI Greene, sit down. This is strictly an informal chat.’ He watched her sit, noting the wary eyes and sharp observation, partly concealed behind a vague smile. He understood how she felt. He was the new boss — he could make things easy or hard for her. 
 
    ‘Marcus thinks very highly of you, DI Greene,’ he began cordially. ‘He said, of all his DIs, you had a flair for real detective work. Reading up on some of your previous cases, especially the Pitts case, and that of the French student just recently, I’m inclined to agree with him. You’re currently working a murder investigation, is that right?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir. Julia Reynolds, strangled in a cowshed. She’d been attending a fancy dress party at a local farm.’ Briefly she ran down the current status of the investigation although, strictly speaking, this was Mel’s immediate province. 
 
    ‘Sounds straightforward enough,’ Jerome said. 
 
    Hillary hesitated for a scant second, then nodded. ‘Yes, sir.’ 
 
    But Jerome didn’t miss it. And, after a moment’s consideration, believed that Hillary Greene hadn’t intended him to. 
 
    ‘You think not?’ 
 
    Hillary shuffled on her chair. ‘I’m not sure sir.’ She opened her mouth to say more, then shut it again. The truth was, she wasn’t really sure what was bothering her about the Reynolds case exactly, so how could she explain it to her new boss? 
 
    At first, it had all seemed straightforward enough. A beautiful girl gets strangled — so look for a jealous man. Nine times out of ten, the simple answer was the right one. So when had she begun to have doubts? Talking to Mandy Tucker, perhaps? Certainly, a whole different avenue of possibilities had opened up after that interview. Had Julia been blackmailing someone, for instance? She’d certainly had the nerve and hard-headedness needed to carry it off. Or had she managed to piss somebody off in a way that had nothing to do with sex? Theo Greenwood, for instance, who didn’t want his son marrying her? 
 
    She might not be sure of her ground, but she was glad she’d planted the seed of doubt with her new super. It meant that if things didn’t pan out as quickly as she hoped, she would at least have a life-line, of sorts, left dangling. 
 
    Jerome Raleigh nodded, and Hillary wondered if he had read her far more accurately than she’d wished. 
 
    ‘Well, if your gut tells you something may be off, there’s probably a reason. Keep me informed. I see you live on a boat?’ 
 
    Hillary obligingly talked about the delights of houseboat living, and after a while was dismissed. 
 
    She made her way back to her desk thoughtfully. 
 
    Jerome Raleigh was still definitely something of a mystery. He’d played his cards as close to his chest as she had, and she left the room feeling as if they’d been playing a game of chess that had ended in a respectable and mutually acceptable stalemate, with perhaps a few more points going to the super. 
 
    She definitely got the feeling that there was more to the man than met the eye. Now that she’d had a first-hand look for herself, she couldn’t understand why he’d ever left the Met. A big city, with all its possibilities, seemed the ideal environment for someone like him. 
 
    ‘Been in with the big chief then,’ Janine said, the moment she sat down at her desk. ‘He’s a dish, isn’t he?’ 
 
    She’d had her own interview with him an hour before, and was wondering if she might not be able to use the unattached Jerome Raleigh as a very handy stick to beat Mel with. She was sure it wouldn’t take much to make Mel sit up and take notice, as jealous of the new super as he already was. If he thought Janine’s eye was wandering in Jerome’s direction, her country weekend break was bound to be a sure thing. 
 
    ‘Yes, he is,’ Hillary said absently. She’d have had to have been blind not to appreciate the man’s attributes, and although she’d been celibate for far too long, after that confidence-busting shambles that was life with Ronnie Greene, she wasn’t exactly immune to male charm, as she’d found out shortly after meeting a certain DI Mike Regis. 
 
    No. She wouldn’t think of Regis now. 
 
    Tommy, staring at an interview form he was reviewing, felt his heart sink to his boots. Jerome Raleigh, so he’d been reliably informed by one of the janitors, was unmarried. And he’d be daft not to take notice of a widow as attractive as Hillary. 
 
    ‘So, is he a shirt-lifter or not?’ Frank Ross demanded, with all his usual tact and diplomacy, and Hillary sensed those within earshot prick up their ears. It was gratifying to know that her opinion was so widely rated. 
 
    She glanced across at Frank thoughtfully. ‘If I had to lay my bets now, I’d say not,’ she said, calmly. 
 
    But she felt it was going to be a long time before anyone knew anything definite about their new super, and until she had him at least partially sussed out, she’d be treading on eggshells — and so would everyone else if they had any sense. 
 
    She had the distinct impression that Jerome Raleigh was not the kind of man to be messed with. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When Tommy got back to his desk he found a report waiting for him from one of the uniforms helping with the house to house inquiries in Julia Reynolds’ neighbourhood. A woman bringing in her washing had noticed a purple Mini (‘one of them new ones’) parked in the lay-by outside Julia’s house in the early evening. Needless to say, the witness could not remember any of the letters or numbers in the number plate. It was probably nothing, but it still had to be checked out. 
 
    Tommy sighed. It was going to be a long day. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 5 
 
    Gregory Innes cursed as the smell of cowshit wafted across on the damp autumn breeze and threatened to clog his sinuses. What’s more, he was sure that the makers of the waxed so-called waterproof coat he was wearing could have been had up under the Trades Descriptions Act. His feet felt cold and damp in his inappropriate trainers. To top it all, his nose wouldn’t stop dripping. He was not very happy. It was not only physical discomfort that was making him miserable though. He wasn’t looking forward to the next few minutes at all, either. 
 
    He crouched down even further behind the thick hawthorn hedge as the Wallises’ cowman carefully shut the gates behind him, climbed into his disreputable-looking Land Rover and drove away. A black and white collie, sitting in the back of the open trailer attached to the van, went into a series of frenzied barks as it spotted him, making Gregory cringe and wince at every frenzied warning the sheepdog howled. Luckily for him, the cowman must have been used to the animal making a din, for he didn’t bother to stop and investigate. 
 
    Eventually, the outraged barks were silenced as the cowman headed out on who-the-hell-knew, or cared, what task, and Gregory straightened up with a sigh. His back was aching. 
 
    He was a tall, rangy, fair-haired man, who looked older than his thirty-eight years. He rubbed his hands together, surprised at how cold they were. He should have worn gloves. This damp weather was far worse than frost or snow for getting into your bones. He should know — he’d become used to being out and about in all weathers due to his occupation. He rubbed his hands briskly to get the circulation back and cursed silently, acknowledging to himself, somewhat glumly, that he should have known better, and come better equipped. 
 
    Still, in his defence, it had to be said that he was far more used to Birmingham and the sprawling ’burbs than this. This was his first big job right out in the sticks, and if this was an example of country living, you could keep it. He simply couldn’t figure out why plonkers wanted to retire out here, amongst all this filth and stinging nettles. 
 
    He glanced left, then right, seeking a weaker spot in the hedge to push through, swearing as the thorns scraped bloody lines across the backs of his exposed hands. Once clear of the hedge, he trotted carefully over to the cowshed and gave another quick look around. No matter how often he snooped — and snooping was as familiar to him as breathing — he always felt a bit like Peter Sellers in one of those Inspector Clouseau films. He could almost hear the Pink Panther theme tune playing in the background as he checked that the path was all clear. 
 
    Mind you, he thought with a silent grunt, this whole case was becoming like something from a farce. Here he was, shivering, wet and miserable, sneaking around a bloody cowshed of all things. It was a far cry from his usual beat of tracking dirty politicians, ferreting around in public records and sitting outside buildings in the relative warmth and comfort of his car, fighting off boredom and just waiting for something — anything — to happen. 
 
    Going around to the front of the farm building, dodging yet more stinging nettles lying in wait for the bare exposed bits of his legs, where his socks and trouser-leg didn’t quite connect, the first thing he noticed was that the yellow police crime scene tapes were now gone. 
 
    He wasn’t surprised. He’d been holed up in a spinney all day yesterday with his best pair of binoculars, and had seen the last of the SOCO team leave. He’d had an uncomfortable feeling that the woman copper who seemed to be in charge of the case had spotted him climbing the gate leading to the field on the opposite side of the spinney earlier that day, but if she had, she’d not been interested enough to send anyone out to scout around. She’d probably thought he was a journo. 
 
    He just hoped that she didn’t make another call to the farm any time soon. The last thing he needed was to get his collar felt now. 
 
    He pushed open the clammy steel-grey corrugated door and winced as it screeched on rusty runners. Inside, the place was deserted, with only the unmistakable whiff of cow left behind. He stared around somewhat blankly, not really sure what he was doing here. The place would have been gone over with a fine-tooth comb by the experts, so there’d be no fleas left for him to find. 
 
    Perhaps he just wanted to get a feel for the place. He poked around, trying to imagine the scene. The dead girl, dressed bizarrely in a wedding dress. The shuffling of the disturbed cows. The police lights, the chatter of the various people called out to the scene of unexpected, illicit death. 
 
    Gregory Innes didn’t consider himself to be a sensitive man. Hell, in his line of work, how could he be? Nor was he particularly introspective, although he was always vaguely aware that life had done him down, right from the cradle. And he knew for a fact that the damned world didn’t consider that it owed him a living, and the feeling was fully reciprocated. So, it wasn’t surprising that he didn’t consider that he owed Julia Reynolds a damned thing either. 
 
    He was out for number one. Always had been, and always would be. 
 
    The doctor for instance. Now he might just prove to be a valuable source of income in the future. He was sure he wouldn’t want anyone, police, media or certainly not the medical council, to know just what he’d thought of Julia Reynolds. 
 
    Still, as he stood in that bleak, bare and cold place, Gregory felt himself shiver, unusually touched by some kind of pity. She’d been so young and beautiful after all, and too stupid to know that life was an even bigger bitch than herself. But she’d found out all right, and Gregory thought he might just know who’d taught her. 
 
    The problem was, he didn’t know for sure. But if he could only find a scrap of proof, even if only circumstantial proof, he could be on easy street for once. Well, easier street, then. Nobody in this affair was a millionaire, after all. 
 
    He tensed suddenly, hearing the sound of a motor. He cursed, slipped to the door, saw the farmer, Owen Wallis’s more upmarket Range Rover heading his way and understood at once that there was no way he was going to get away without being spotted. 
 
    He slipped through the open door and headed across the muddy ground towards the hedge as fast as his spindly legs would carry him. His running technique might not be pretty, but it was effective. He heard an outraged ‘Oi’ coming from behind him and then he was back through the hedge, hardly noticing the scratches this time round, and running downhill, arms cartwheeling comically as he quickly veered out of control. He hit the bottom of the slope still running, however, and managed to stay on his feet, the adrenaline rush making him feel like laughing once more. 
 
    Inspector Clouseau strikes again! 
 
    * * * 
 
    Theo Greenwood indicated an overstuffed leather chair in a billiard-table shade of green and smiled briefly. ‘Please, have a seat. Can I get you anything? Tea, coffee, a cold drink, or something stronger?’ 
 
    Hillary smiled back and shook her head. ‘No, I’m fine thanks. Sergeant?’ 
 
    Janine also shook her head, well aware that the older man was trying desperately not to look at her breasts. It wasn’t that she was dressed in any way provocatively. She tended to wear the clothes her mother insisted on buying her for birthdays and Christmases to work, on the sound basis that it was the only place they were fit for. Consequently, she was wearing a demure white blouse, under a hand-knitted slate-grey cardigan with a complicated rib-pattern. Her mother, a dedicated knitter, could always be relied upon in that department. 
 
    ‘You’ve come about that poor dead girl, yes?’ Theo Greenwood said, sitting down in a similar green chair and gazing at them across the width of a massive, mahogany desk. They were in his ‘den’ at the Hayrick Inn. 
 
    Hillary had been reluctantly impressed by the older, near-Elizabethan part of the Hayrick, but much less so by the ‘sympathetic’ conversions at the back. The old stable blocks had, of course, long since been converted into bedrooms, and although the accommodation block had been built in matching stone, and had newly planted creepers already blazing in red glory around door lintels and mullioned windows, it had none of the charm of the original coaching inn. But from the moment she’d stepped into the hotel’s lobby, she could tell it was successful. Part of the reason for that had to be due to its prime location on the old Oxford to Banbury road. Legend had it that back in the eighteenth century, the local highwayman, Claude Duvall, had regularly robbed the patrons of their valuables, but one glance at a list of charges while waiting for the receptionist to inform Theo Greenwood of their presence had convinced her that good old Claude wasn’t the only one who indulged in daylight robbery around here. 
 
    Still, she was perfectly willing to concede that the Hayrick had all the facilities conference-goers and tourists could possibly want. For the tourists, it was within comfortable driving distance of Oxford, Warwick Castle, the Cotswolds and Stratford-Upon-Avon. For the conference-goers, it wasn’t far, but far enough, from both London and Birmingham to provide authentic country-house hotel living. The conference rooms no doubt boasted the latest in conferencing satellite links and who knew what else. 
 
    She was only surprised that Theo Greenwood had kept a whole room for himself. She suspected he was the kind of man who’d use every available inch of space to its maximum earning potential. On the other hand, she supposed if he had to play the genial host, he needed a showpiece office that looked as if it had been nicked from a turn-of-the-century local squire. 
 
    She admired the genuine Victorian green enamel, ebony and ivory inkstand and pen set that held pride of place on the desk, even as she doubted the authenticity of the signed oil over the fireplace. Mind you, she thought the hand-painted Delft tiles surrounding the fireplace were genuine enough, and would probably retail for a small fortune. 
 
    ‘Yes, we’ve come to talk about Julia Reynolds,’ she said now, getting the interview underway. ‘But I must say, I’m surprised to hear you talk about her that way. From what we’ve learned so far, you seemed to have had nothing good to say about her.’ 
 
    Theo Greenwood shifted uneasily on the chair. He had rather fine, wide grey eyes, but the way they drifted about the room, as if trying to find somewhere to settle, made him look shifty. 
 
    Janine, beside her, abruptly crossed her legs, revealing shapely calves and ankle-length boots of soft butter-coloured suede. Both women noticed the hotel owner’s eyes assess her knees before drifting on to inspect a vase of copper-coloured chrysanthemums on the windowsill to his left. 
 
    ‘Well, yes, I suppose that’s fair,’ Theo conceded unhappily. ‘I mean, I have to admit that we didn’t see eye to eye. But the poor girl is dead, and naturally, one doesn’t like to be cruel. Not when someone can’t fight back.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. She had no reason to doubt he was being honest enough, although she could sense that Janine didn’t like him. Hillary wasn’t so quick to judge. She’d dealt with too many witnesses, over too many years, not to look before leaping. ‘What was your problem with Julia, Mr Greenwood?’ 
 
    ‘Specifically? I didn’t want her to marry my son,’ he admitted, bluntly enough. ‘Roger’s a good boy, but he’s young for his age. He was infatuated with her, of that I have no doubt, but I think he was finally beginning to see through her. For all his naïveté when it comes to women, I was pretty sure that he wasn’t as serious about her as she thought he was.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘But some might say that was wishful thinking, Mr Greenwood. From the witnesses we’ve questioned so far, it seems everyone else thought that they were still very much an item.’ 
 
    Theo sighed heavily. ‘I’m not saying that he wasn’t still keen.’ 
 
    ‘So what are you saying?’ 
 
    ‘That he was beginning to notice things about her, that’s all,’ Greenwood senior said, flapping his right hand about in a vague gesture of annoyance. ‘He’d begun to suspect that she might have feet of clay after all. Too many people were telling him that she was stringing him along, that she had other men on the side, that kind of thing. At first, he wouldn’t hear of it, but I think, with so many people telling him the same thing, he was beginning to doubt her. I know for a fact he asked her outright if she had another man.’ 
 
    Janine scribbled furiously in her notebook, knowing from the itch on her leg that the hotelier was eyeing up her thighs. 
 
    Dirty sod. 
 
    ‘So you think he was keeping a careful eye on her?’ Hillary clarified, careful to keep her voice neutral. Even so, Mr Greenwood senior caught on quickly. 
 
    ‘Now, wait a minute. I’m not saying Roger was insanely jealous, or anything like that. There was nothing, you know, obsessional or unnatural about him keeping an eye on her. I’m just saying that he was not so besotted as once he was. That’s all.’ 
 
    Hillary decided to backtrack a little and give him time to calm down. ‘Tell me about the party. You were at Owen and Wendy Wallis’s twenty-fifth anniversary party, yes?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘Known them long?’ 
 
    ‘No, not really. It’s just that Owen and me are trying to sort out some business dealings. In fact, we had a long discussion the night of the party. Wendy wasn’t too pleased.’ If Greenwood was sorry about hurting his hostess’s feelings, he certainly didn’t show it. 
 
    ‘And did these business dealings have anything to do with Julia Reynolds?’ she asked, knowing they couldn’t possibly do so, but hoping his indignation might get the better of him. Which it did. 
 
    ‘Good grief, no.’ He snorted. ‘She was just an itinerant hairdresser, for Pete’s sake. No, Owen has some land on the top road, more or less adjacent to this place. I wanted to buy it. I have it in mind to expand, build a leisure park, dig out a big lake perhaps, and stock it with fish, or even set up windsurfing possibilities. You’ve seen those adverts for lake-side parks I’m sure — bicycling, canoeing, that sort of thing? It would be perfect for the Hayrick, and would mean a lot for local employment.’ 
 
    Hillary held up a hand to slow him down. ‘I’m sure it would, yes.’ At the moment, she had no interest in the plans for his empire. ‘Mr Greenwood, you were talking to Mr Wallis for some time during the party, which means your son could have left at any time, and you wouldn’t have known?’ 
 
    Theo Greenwood’s face suddenly did something remarkable. It puffed up and reddened, his cheeks bulging, his eyes receding and his nose, in some strange way, seeming to elongate. For just a second he did, in fact, look remarkably like a pig. Beside her, she could sense Janine gaping, no doubt thinking the same thing. 
 
    ‘So could anyone else, Inspector Greene,’ Theo Greenwood said eventually, his porcine imitation slowly abating. ‘The party sprawled all over the lower floor of the house, and out into the garden, too, at one point, in spite of the mist and damp.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘And just why was it that you disapproved so strongly of Miss Reynolds, Mr Greenwood? Apart from her being a “mere itinerant hairdresser”, was there any other reason why you didn’t consider her good enough to marry your son?’ 
 
    She was verging on rudeness, something Janine didn’t hear from her boss often, at least, not when dealing with witnesses. Did it mean she suspected the hotel owner of the murder? She glanced sharply at Theo Greenwood, who was rapidly going pale. Or was the DI just playing him? 
 
    ‘I . . . well, I mean . . . I know it sounds, in this day and age, rather snobbish, I suppose, but . . . no. I mean yes. I mean to say, I thought Roger could do far better for himself.’ 
 
    ‘And told him so?’ 
 
    ‘I made no secret of the fact, certainly,’ he said, with pitiful dignity. He picked up an old pen, complete with nib, and fiddled with it unhappily. He was clearly agitated, Janine realised, but that could just be due to having his male ego dented. No man liked to be talked to by a woman as Hillary had just talked to him. 
 
    Hillary herself wasn’t so sure that that was all there was to it. She was catching the faint but unmistakable whiff of prevarication from Theo Greenwood. Something besides being thought of as a snob was eating away at him, and she wanted to know what it was. Trouble was, she was equally sure that the man wasn’t going to simply let it slip. She’d have to find out some other way. 
 
    ‘I see,’ she said blandly. ‘So, did you speak to her that night at the party? Julia Reynolds, I mean?’ 
 
    ‘I did not. I was careful to avoid her. It wouldn’t have been beyond her to make a scene. She had no sense of discretion at all. Especially when she’d had too much to drink. As it was I thought . . .’ 
 
    He trailed off, obviously wishing that he’d kept his big mouth shut. Hillary would have bet a month’s wages that it wasn’t an unfamiliar feeling for him, either. For all his debonair, mine-host, hotel-keeping ways, she didn’t think that tact and diplomacy came naturally to Mr Theo Greenwood. 
 
    ‘As it was you thought — what, Mr Greenwood?’ Hillary prompted, quickly disabusing him of any idea that good manners would prevent her from pouncing on his mistake. 
 
    Hell, she was a detective inspector. Pouncing was one of the few pleasures of her occupation. 
 
    ‘Yes. I was about to say that I thought her choice of costume was typically annoying.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. So Mandy Tucker had got it right. Julia had worn the wedding dress to upset Theo Greenwood. And had obviously succeeded. Whether she’d also worn it as a hint to his son, she’d have to wait and see. 
 
    ‘So you did not see her leave the party?’ 
 
    ‘I did not,’ Theo Greenwood said flatly. 
 
    ‘And you have no idea who might have killed her, or why?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘I’d like to speak to your son now, please, Mr Greenwood.’ 
 
    ‘Is that really necessary? He was talking to you people nearly all day yesterday. He’s signed a statement.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure he has. But I’m the senior investigating officer, and I’m sure he wouldn’t mind. After all, the woman he loved was brutally murdered. I’m sure he’ll want to co-operate fully.’ 
 
    The barely veiled threat had him once again doing his pig impersonation, but after a few splutterings he conceded, with ill-grace, and left the den in search of his son. 
 
    ‘I can see why he put Julia Reynolds’ back up,’ Janine said, the moment the door had closed behind him. ‘Fancy having him for a father-in-law! Lecherous old sod.’ 
 
    ‘Apparently, that’s just what she did fancy,’ Hillary pointed out with a smile. ‘Having him for a father-in-law, I mean. And you can see why! This place must have had her salivating. Roger is his only son, right?’ 
 
    Janine quickly checked her notes. ‘Yep. The whole lot’ll probably go to him. And if this deal to build a leisure park is pulled off, the sky’s the limit.’ 
 
    If. Hillary wondered if the much-touted leisure park was quite the sure thing that Mr Theo Greenwood would have them believe. Despite her earlier indifference about Theo Greenwood’s empire, she now made a mental note to get Tommy Lynch to go over the Greenwood financial holdings and check on the upcoming deal with an accountant’s magnifying glass. Although all the signs pointed to this being a sexually motivated killing, she didn’t want to leave any stone unturned. An old tutor at police training college had always said nearly all crimes came down to sex and money. 
 
    And there was money here, all right, and Julia Reynolds had been scheming to get her hands on it. 
 
    There came a timid tap at the door, and Janine quickly got up to open it. Hillary had expected Theo Greenwood to return with his son and force them to more or less turf him out on his ear, but there was no sign of him as Roger Greenwood came in. Which meant that Daddy wasn’t anxious to tangle with the big bad coppers again, and that sent the alarm bells ringing in her head. 
 
    Roger Greenwood didn’t resemble his father much physically (which must have been a relief to Julia Reynolds) although he had his thick, dark hair. His figure was much taller and thinner, however, and he had big, startlingly blue eyes. There were dark rings around them at the moment though, and he walked as if he felt very old. He seemed to be in genuine mourning for Julia, and Hillary decided to be much more gentle than she’d originally intended. 
 
    ‘Please, sit down, Mr Greenwood. I’m Detective Inspector Hillary Greene, the senior investigating officer in this case. First, let me tell you how sorry I am for your loss.’ 
 
    After a moment’s hesitation, Roger Greenwood sat in his father’s chair, and nodded mutely at her introduction. He looked ill. 
 
    ‘I know this isn’t a good time, but I need to ask you some questions about Julia. And the night of the party. All right?’ He nodded mutely. He was wearing a heavy black jumper that was too big for him, giving him an even more vulnerable air. She could feel Janine shifting in her chair, and knew her sergeant was hoping that he wasn’t going to cry. Hillary rather hoped he wouldn’t too. 
 
    ‘So, how long had you two been going out?’ 
 
    ‘Nearly ten months.’ 
 
    ‘It was serious then?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, it was.’ 
 
    ‘Were you engaged?’ 
 
    ‘Not really. I mean, we were talking about it.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. You see, we were wondering if she wore the wedding dress as some sort of private joke?’ Hillary said softly. ‘You know, to tease you? Were you reluctant to propose?’ 
 
    A ghost of a smile crossed the young man’s face, then disappeared. ‘No. I mean, I don’t think her choice of dress meant anything. She just looked fabulous in it. Julia liked to look stunning. And she was stunning, wasn’t she? You saw her?’ he demanded eagerly. 
 
    Hillary nodded, trying not to remember the state the young hairdresser had been in at the time. Her face empurpled and agonized, her tongue protruding. 
 
    ‘Yes, I could tell she was incredibly beautiful,’ Hillary said gently. ‘You must have been proud to be seen around with her.’ 
 
    ‘I was.’ 
 
    ‘But, perhaps, she made you feel a bit insecure as well?’ She began to probe carefully. ‘We’ve talked to lots of her friends and acquaintances, who all said she was very vivacious. And popular.’ 
 
    ‘I know what you’re trying to say,’ Roger Greenwood said, with the first trace of spirit since coming into the room. ‘You needn’t beat about the bush with me. But she wasn’t a tart or anything. She was just a normal woman. And when she was with me, she was mine. You know what I mean?’ 
 
    Hillary did, but couldn’t let it go at that, despite the clear agony in the big blue eyes that pleaded with her to do just that. It was her job to press. 
 
    ‘I think so. But one of her friends was sure that Julia had another boyfriend, at the same time as yourself.’ 
 
    Roger Greenwood leaned back against the chair slowly, and Hillary could almost see the fight going out of him. 
 
    ‘She might have done,’ he admitted miserably. ‘But she said no.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t believe her?’ 
 
    ‘I believed her when she said she loved me, when she told me I was the only one she wanted.’ 
 
    The unspoken words hovered, almost a physical reality, in the air between them. 
 
    ‘But you really knew she had someone else?’ 
 
    He shrugged helplessly. ‘I didn’t know. Not for sure. Sometimes I was convinced of it. Other times . . .’ Again he shrugged. 
 
    ‘Perhaps that’s why you couldn’t bring yourself to propose? Because you knew she’d say yes, but not for the reasons you wanted. Am I right?’ Hillary asked delicately. 
 
    Roger smiled. ‘I knew Julia liked my money, if that’s what you’re getting at. Or rather Dad’s money. But why shouldn’t she? She was a beautiful woman, and beautiful women are entitled to things, aren’t they? I mean, everybody says they’re not, but in the real world, everyone just knows that they are. Look at celebs.’ 
 
    Hillary considered this rather confused speech, and realised he’d probably hit the nail right on the head. Everyone said that looks didn’t matter. But then everyone said that money wasn’t everything. To an awful lot of people, however, that was just so much bullshit. 
 
    ‘So you loved her in spite of her faults?’ she said simply. 
 
    Roger looked at the older policewoman in surprise. ‘You understand? You really understand.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘I think so, yes.’ She was often amazed at what people were prepared to put up with, especially from those they loved. Or needed. ‘Tell me what happened that night at the party. Did you ask Julia to leave the farmhouse with you at any time?’ 
 
    ‘No. No, I didn’t. We were dancing for the first hour or so, then we got something to eat. She’d had a few drinks from the bar — she liked those mixers, you know, in the bottles. But then, I just lost sight of her.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    He hesitated for just a moment. Should he tell them about catching her eavesdropping at the door to the Wallises’ library, when his father and the farmer had retired there to discuss business? 
 
    No, he couldn’t do that. They might get the wrong idea about her. He knew she was just being curious. But they might not realise that it meant nothing at all. Julia just always liked to know things, that was all. And she’d always said his dad needed watching. 
 
    ‘I thought she might have gone to the loo, so I hung around with some of the younger guys there for a bit,’ he went on instead, with a small shrug. It couldn’t, after all, be important. ‘But she never showed up again. I was just wondering if someone had pissed her off, and she’d left in a huff, when Michael Wallis came back and said . . . said . . . about the cowshed. I’m sorry. I can’t say any more.’ His voice, which had been cracking steadily throughout this recital, suddenly broke. He began to sob. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary reached into her handbag for a tissue and handed it over. She waited. 
 
    Janine studied her boots. 
 
    Eventually, the harrowing sounds ceased, and Hillary decided to call it a day. ‘Mr Greenwood, would you mind if we took the clothes and the shoes you were wearing that night for forensic examination? If, as you claim, you never went to the cowshed that night, this will help with elimination purposes.’ 
 
    Roger nodded, wiping his wet eyes with the back of his hand. ‘Sure, I’ll go get them.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded to Janine to accompany him. Not that she suspected he was going to do anything stupid, like run the shoes under the tap or anything. Still, you never knew. 
 
    She paced about uneasily while they were gone, knowing that, logically, Roger Greenwood should be top of her list of suspects. He was the current boyfriend, suspected infidelity, and was on the scene (or as near as damn it) at the time of her murder. It was almost certainly a sex-crime, so what the hell was the problem? 
 
    Well, the problem was, her gut simply didn’t like Roger Greenwood for the killing. In fact, her radar told her that of the two men she’d questioned this afternoon, it was Greenwood senior who had secrets he wanted kept hidden. 
 
    Still, they’d see what forensics came up with on the shoes. The preliminary reports so far had picked up no trace of Roger Greenwood’s presence in the cowshed, which was why they were only now taking away his clothes for more direct tests. No fibres, no hair, no DNA and no fingerprints had meant that they’d probably not have been able to get a warrant for his clothes if she’d applied for one, which was why she’d been glad he’d volunteered them. 
 
    Once Janine had rejoined her with the evidence bags, they took their leave of the grieving boyfriend and stepped outside into the car-park. 
 
    A variety of baccate shrubs, well-groomed and tended, blazed with cheerful autumnal colour. A blackbird, busy trying to prise a worm from a neat lawn, ignored them as they trooped past. Yellow, orange and copper-toned trees sighed in a high wind, the sky that clear bright autumnal blue that wouldn’t last. 
 
    ‘Check the photographs of the party that Tommy should have by now, and make sure that Greenwood gave you the right clothes and shoes,’ Hillary reminded her sergeant automatically as they made their way to the car, ignoring the way Janine rolled her eyes. 
 
    The blonde sergeant dumped the evidence bags on the back seat and slid in behind the wheel. Although they’d come in Hillary’s ancient Volkswagen, she was driving. It was the usual protocol for the junior officer to drive. She just wished Hillary didn’t keep reminding her of the obvious. Did she look like a grandmother in need of being taught how to suck eggs? 
 
    Janine longed for the day when she could delegate the scut work to others, and wondered if she should give Mel a hint that she was ready to move up. She needed his recommendation if she was to apply for Boards. 
 
    Perhaps she’d wait until they were in some lovely country hotel, rather like the Hayrick, and then suggest it. When they were tucked up in some ancient four-poster bed, all sweaty and sticky. He’d be in a good mood by then. 
 
    She’d make sure of that! 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tommy couldn’t believe his luck, but there it was, right on camera. A purple Mini. 
 
    It had been another of the constables doing the house to house who’d told him about Kirtlington’s recently installed sleeping policemen and the speed camera. Tommy had taken a trip down to Traffic, not really believing that the car he was looking for would actually have been filmed. Which just goes to show — you should never bet against lady luck. He quickly jotted down the number plate, let his fingers do the walking across Traffic’s computer keyboard and, within seconds, up popped a name. 
 
    Registered owner, Mrs Vivian Orne, from Nuneaton. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 6 
 
    While Hillary and Janine had been out at the Hayrick Inn questioning the Greenwoods, Tommy, after his brief and rare moment of triumph over the matter of the purple Mini, spent the rest of the day re-interviewing some of the partygoers. He knew Hillary would probably want Janine to go with him to Nuneaton, for although he’d run Vivian Orne through the computers and found no evidence of a criminal record, and despite the fact that she would almost certainly turn out to have nothing whatsoever to do with the case, protocol still had to be followed. 
 
    But the interviews yielded nothing new. Nobody had seen Roger Greenwood, Michael Wallis or any other male treating Julia Reynolds with aggression or unwanted attention. And since it was the twenty-fifth wedding anniversary of fairly staid, well-to-do people, there hadn’t even been much hanky-panky or naughty snortings of things illegal. It had, in short, been a rather dull, nice-mannered party. 
 
    At least he was coming to the end of them now. Tommy looked up to see a twenty-something man, dressed casually in jeans and shirt, walk in to the interview room. He checked his list, and looked up. ‘Mr Bellamy? Charles Bellamy?’ 
 
    ‘Charlie, yeah.’ 
 
    Tommy automatically ticked the name off the list. ‘Please, sit down. You’re a friend of Mr Roger Greenwood?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you for coming in.’ 
 
    Charlie Bellamy shrugged. ‘I don’t mind. I mean, it’s murder, right? You have to do what you can. Mind you, I don’t know what I can do to help.’ 
 
    ‘How did you come to be invited to the party, Mr Bellamy?’ 
 
    ‘I work for the Wallises. I’m their gardener. Nothing fancy, mind, it’s only me, but they like the garden to look good, and there’s enough of it to keep me employed full time. It’s what I went to horticultural college for.’ 
 
    Tommy nodded, trying to look impressed. ‘And you’re also a friend of Roger Greenwood?’ he pressed. 
 
    ‘Yeah, since primary school.’ 
 
    ‘So you knew Julia?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Not well. I mean, she was younger than I was, and so we didn’t socialise or nothing. But even if we had, I doubt she’d have given me much of a second look. I wouldn’t have rated.’ 
 
    Tommy looked up from his notebook. Had he detected a touch of bitterness there? 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    Charlie Bellamy had one of those friendly faces with red cheeks and the fit, compact body of someone who did a physical job, five days a week. He would easily have had the strength necessary to strangle a young and equally healthy woman. 
 
    Now Charlie grinned. ‘I can see what you’re thinking, mate, and you’re only half right. Yes, I suppose I felt a bit resentful that Roger’s bird didn’t even deign to notice my existence, but no, it never really worried me. For a start, she was my mate’s bird, so I wouldn’t have looked at her twice anyway. But besides that, she was definitely not my type. She was much too hard for my liking, know what I mean? I like ’em cuddly and not overly bright.’ 
 
    Tommy nodded absently. Like Hillary, he too had been building up a mental image of their victim, and this description of Julia tallied with what others had been saying about her. 
 
    ‘Did your friend know how you felt? About Julia, I mean?’ 
 
    Charlie shrugged. ‘I dunno. I never came out and said, “Hey, Rog, I think that Julia is a right hard cow.” I mean, that’s not the way you talk to a mate, is it?’ 
 
    ‘No. But if things were getting serious, I mean, if you thought he was about to propose to her, you might have said something then? Nobody likes to see a mate head for the rocks, right?’ Tommy raised an eyebrow in question. After all, if there had been some sort of bust up between friends, it’s possible Charlie might have felt miffed, and blamed the rift on the girlfriend. Such things had happened before. 
 
    Charlie Bellamy seemed to give this question some serious thought before finally shaking his head. ‘Nah. First off, I think it’s always best to keep your nose out of other people’s lives. And secondly, I don’t think old Rog actually was going to propose. I think his old man being so anti had finally begun to make him think again.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Tommy said sceptically. ‘It’s been my experience that when a parent sticks his oar in, the son is more likely to dig in his heels and carry on regardless.’ 
 
    Charlie laughed, and nodded. ‘I know what you mean. But Rog isn’t like that. For a start, his old man is loaded, see, and getting more loaded by the minute, and Rog isn’t stupid. He knows which side his bread’s buttered on all right. He wouldn’t want to get disinherited or nothing. And besides all that, I think he wasn’t quite so keen on Julia as he was in the beginning. You know, it was beginning to cool off some. At least on Rog’s part. I think Julia was still keen to get him down the aisle though.’ Tommy nodded. Bellamy sounded sincere. ‘The night of the party, did you and Roger meet up?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. Had a few drinks. I was on shandies, Rog was sticking mostly to beer. Nothing heavy. He wasn’t drunk or nothing.’ 
 
    ‘And Julia?’ 
 
    ‘Oh she was knocking back those fancy drinks in bottles. Alco-pops or whatever. She could get really rat-arsed, but most people wouldn’t notice. She wasn’t one of those who got maudlin, or really loud. I reckon she was well on her way to being sozzled, though.’ 
 
    ‘And you didn’t see Roger leave with her? Go out into the garden for some fresh air?’ 
 
    ‘No. And frankly, mate, I think you’re barking up the wrong tree. Don’t get me wrong or nothing, I read the papers too. I know when some bird gets killed, you have to look real long and hard at her old man. But Rog just ain’t the sort to go and do something like that. And, yeah, I bet the friends and families of killers say that all the time too, but . . .’ He shrugged helplessly. 
 
    Tommy felt like joining him. He tried to get some sort of timeline going on Roger Greenwood’s night at the party, but, like all the others, Charlie had only the vaguest sense of time. He could only say as far as he knew, Roger had been ‘around’ throughout the entire evening. Tommy finally shook his hand and let him go. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine was in the interview room adjacent, for her part questioning the friends of the victim. 
 
    ‘It’s Miss Morley, right? Phillipa Morley?’ she said now to the latest in a long line, trying not to look impressed in any way. But the fact was, this girl was almost as stunning as Julia Reynolds had been, but in a dark, exotic way. She had the mocha skin that bespoke a mixed parentage, and the long, tightly curled, raven-black hair that looked so stunning en masse. Add to that almond-shaped and coloured eyes coupled with an instinctive sense of fashion, and you had a recipe that would set many male hearts pounding. 
 
    Janine sincerely doubted that Julia Reynolds had ever regarded this woman as a friend. A potential rival, perhaps. The competition for sure and one who had to be constantly watched at all times. But a friend? Not on your Nelly. 
 
    ‘It’s Pip,’ Phillipa Morley said at once. And smiled charmingly, revealing dazzlingly white teeth. Janine smiled briefly. According to her notes, Pip Morley worked in Summertown in a travel agency. Had Julia cultivated her friendship in the hope of cheap holiday deals, Janine wondered cattily? 
 
    ‘You knew Julia well?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes. But we weren’t close. Julia’s best friend was Mandy Tucker.’ 
 
    Janine nodded. ‘So, have you any idea who might have wanted to kill Julia, Pip?’ 
 
    ‘No. She had a boyfriend, but I never saw him as the dangerous type. Besides, I think he was beginning to cool a little.’ 
 
    ‘This is Roger Greenwood we’re talking about here?’ 
 
    ‘The rich man’s son, yeah.’ Pip grinned. ‘Julia liked to brag about him. And at first it was obvious that she had him really hooked. He was like a little panting puppy dog.’ 
 
    ‘But not any more?’ 
 
    ‘No. At least, I didn’t think so. Of course, Julia didn’t see it.’ 
 
    ‘And you didn’t mention it?’ 
 
    Pip laughed. ‘I should say not. Nobody ever rained on Julia’s parade, not unless they wanted to get flattened.’ 
 
    Janine nodded. ‘You didn’t like her?’ 
 
    Pip Morley shifted restlessly on her seat. ‘It’s not that. I didn’t dislike her, I just understood her, that’s all. She wanted the best, and was beautiful enough to get it. I could respect that, in a way. It’s just not my way, and Julia knew it.’ 
 
    ‘So how would you rate Roger Greenwood as a potential killer?’ Janine asked, genuinely curious to get another woman’s honest opinion. 
 
    ‘I’d have rated him very low, frankly,’ Pip said at once. ‘I never got any bad vibes off him and, like I said, I think he was well past the stage when he could get ragingly jealous. Besides, he always struck me as being something of a pragmatist, and I know from Julia that his father was dead set against her. Roger always struck me as being too wary, too careful of himself, to do anything really out of line. Know what I mean?’ 
 
    Janine, unaware as yet that Tommy was getting almost exactly the same reading of Roger Greenwood’s character in the next interview room, simply nodded. 
 
    ‘So, do you know anyone who might be the strangling type?’ 
 
    ‘Only her bit of rough,’ Pip said promptly. 
 
    And Janine nearly fell off the chair. ‘Sorry?’ 
 
    ‘Leo Mann.’ 
 
    Janine blinked. She’d heard that name before. Leo Mann. Mann. Of course. Leo ‘The Man’ Mann. Big-time loser. Thug. General purpose, up-for-hire bully boy. She took a deep breath, wondering for some obscure reason, if Pip Morley was having her on. ‘Let’s make sure I’ve got this right,’ she said carefully. ‘Julia Reynolds was seeing Leo Mann?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. On and off,’ Pip admitted casually. ‘I think she liked the glamour of having a boyfriend on the wrong side of the law. She used him a bit like an accessory, you know — the ultimate thug on her arm, whenever she wanted to go clubbing.’ 
 
    Janine smiled. ‘Sounds like you knew Julia very well indeed.’ 
 
    Pip shrugged. ‘At first I thought she was crazy. Leo Mann gives me the creeps. But she’d been seeing him for months and months, and I never saw her with a black eye, so I suppose she kept him under control. Knowing Julia, I suspect she did, anyway. Still, not my cup of tea.’ And Pip shuddered. 
 
    Janine could hardly believe her luck. Their vic had been two-timing Leo Mann. You could almost say the case was solved. 
 
    She rushed Pip Morley through the rest of the interview at double-speed, then all but skipped upstairs. She should have clocked off her shift over an hour ago but, like all cops, barely bothered to register the overtime. She’d never get paid for it anyway. You just worked to solve the cases so that it looked good on your CV when promotion opportunities came a-knocking. That was one good thing about working with Hillary Greene, Janine acknowledged, she always made sure credit was given where it was due. Not like some dinosaurs, who took the credit for everything. She was thus very careful to report to Hillary Greene directly with her latest offering. 
 
    Hillary, who was already shrugging into her jacket ready to go home, listened carefully. Tommy, not to be outdone, remembered the purple Mini, and made his own modest report. 
 
    ‘OK Janine, first thing tomorrow, pull in Leo Mann,’ Hillary ordered. ‘But do your homework first. See if any of his previous trouble has involved violence against women.’ She had a nagging idea that it didn’t, although her memory wasn’t as reliable as it had once been. If Frank Ross had been there she’d have asked him, but Ross, much to everyone’s relief, always left on the dot when his shift was over. But Leo ‘The Man’ was just the sort of low-life scum Frank would know well. 
 
    She could see Janine was fizzing, and wouldn’t have dreamed of giving someone else the follow-up interview, or even taking it for herself. She just had a hunch her sergeant might be in for a disappointment, that was all. Still, them was the knocks. 
 
    ‘Then I want you both to get off to Nuneaton to interview this Vivian Orne woman. She doesn’t sound very promising, but the purple Mini needs to be crossed off the list. Tommy, you’re sure from the speed camera photo that it was a woman driving, not her husband?’ 
 
    ‘It looked like it to me, guv,’ Tommy confirmed, and Hillary nodded glumly. 
 
    Her phone began to trill and she sighed heavily. Another few minutes and she’d have been safely out the door. She picked it up, hoping for a simple enquiry or wrong number. 
 
    No such luck. 
 
    ‘Hello, DI Greene? Owen Wallis here. Look, I thought I’d better tell you. I found some strange bloke hanging around the cowshed this afternoon. He ran off when I challenged him.’ 
 
    Hillary gave a mental groan. ‘I’d better come over then,’ she said dully. She glanced outside, noting that although it wasn’t yet fully dark, it soon would be. She hung up and briefly explained to Janine and Tommy. Janine was already applying some lipstick, ready to leave, and looking bored. 
 
    Tommy asked hopefully, ‘Want me to come, guv?’ A moonlight walk out in the countryside with Hillary would be just what the doctor ordered. 
 
    ‘No, it’s all right Tommy. You slide off.’ She was sure he had a girlfriend waiting for him somewhere. It was only pitiful old-maiden DIs like herself who had nothing to go home for, and no one to go home to. Briefly she wondered if she should get a cat. But the way her luck seemed to be running lately, the poor thing would probably end up drowned in the cut, and mourning over a soggy moggy wasn’t her idea of fun. 
 
    Janine yawned. ‘Well, I’m off to change into my party frock.’ 
 
    Hillary blinked, then nodded. Of course. It was the promotion party for Marcus Donleavy tonight. All the gang were going, which meant she’d have to put in an appearance as well. Thankfully, Puff the Tragic Wagon started first go in spite of the cold and damp, and she was soon on her way out into the sticks. If she hurried, she wouldn’t miss too much of Marcus’s party. 
 
    It was near dark when she arrived and Owen Wallis was already waiting in the Range Rover. Hillary, unasked, climbed in beside him. 
 
    ‘Like I said, he was up in the cowshed. Took off like a rocket when he heard the Range Rover coming,’ the farmer said by way of greeting. He must have had eyes like an owl, for he set off up the track without turning the headlights on, and Hillary clung on to the side of her seat nervously. 
 
    ‘Can you describe him?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Tall, lanky-looking bloke. Light-coloured sandy hair. Not old, not from the way he ran, but I wouldn’t say he was really young either.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. That sounded like the man she’d seen before, the one who’d seemed so awkward climbing the gate. If the man who’d killed Julia was the type of sicko who liked to revisit his hunting grounds, perhaps pick up some kind of souvenir from the scene, then the sort of behaviour their mysterious friend was exhibiting would fit the pattern perfectly. On the other hand, it could just be Mr Bloggins, working for the Daily Scrunge, looking to milk the story for another byline. 
 
    By now they’d reached the cowshed. It looked dark and smelly, and sounded full of cows. Owen Wallis turned off the engine. 
 
    ‘Well, he won’t be here now,’ she said pragmatically, climbing out and looking around, her mind mentally ticking off the pros and cons. ‘But if you wanted to keep an eye on things, perhaps wait for a chance to have another look around, where would you hole up?’ she asked the farmer. 
 
    Owen Wallis give her a startled glance, then slowly looked around and eventually nodded uphill. ‘Well, in the spinney, I reckon,’ he said at last. 
 
    Hillary regarded the small copse of trees without any enthusiasm. The field between her and it had recently been ploughed. And she still needed to get back for Marcus’s party. Oh what the hell, she muttered under her breath. If she got back in her car and arrived early at the shindig, she’d only eat too much. And her hips definitely wouldn’t thank her for that. 
 
    ‘Well, might as well take a quick look around since I’m here. Don’t suppose you have a torch?’ she asked, without much hope. 
 
    But Owen Wallis came up trumps. She supposed farmers were a bit like boy scouts when it came to surviving in the countryside. She took the long, reassuringly heavy, black, rubber-handled torch from him and trudged off. Owen Wallis, after a moment’s hesitation, set off after her. She supposed his innate sense of gallantry was kicking in. Either that, or he didn’t want her traipsing over his fields, helping herself to his turnips. (Perhaps he’d heard her stomach rumbling?) 
 
    She stumbled only once, over some weeds that caught around her ankle, and only Owen Wallis’s strong grip prevented her from ending up face-first in the mud. Or in something far worse. 
 
    They made the edge of the spinney a few minutes later, and she peered uselessly into the trees, feeling a bit daft. Chummy was long gone. Besides, it was really dark inside, and she was definitely not about to go rooting about in there. ‘Look,’ she began to explain quietly, then nearly jumped out of her skin as something in the trees suddenly blundered up out of cover and thrashed off to the left. Even then she was still thinking pheasant, or maybe deer, fox or other form of wildlife. It wasn’t until her torch beam picked out the undeniably human form running like the clappers for the far edge of the small spinney that she realised what had happened. 
 
    ‘Bloody hell, he really was holed up here,’ she yelled, her voice sounding comically aggrieved. ‘Let’s get him!’ she hollered, her blood up and for a moment forgetting that it was just herself and the farmer here, and that she didn’t, in fact, have a battalion of gung-ho bobbies behind her for backup. The next moment she realised the true situation, and wished bitterly that she’d accepted Tommy’s offer to accompany her after all. This would have been right up his alley. As it was, she was stymied. 
 
    But she hadn’t reckoned on the fury of an irate farmer when faced with a trespasser. 
 
    ‘I’ll cut him off this side,’ Owen Wallis yelled, dashing behind her and away to the left. ‘You take the far end,’ he called back over his shoulder. 
 
    Hillary barely had time to yell, ‘No, Mr Wallis, please,’ before the farmer disappeared into the gloom. Great, this was just what she needed. If Wallis got injured, she could just see Mel’s face. Not to mention the new super’s. And not to mention the headlines: ‘Member of the public wounded aiding female detective inspector.’ Or something even more hideous. 
 
    And Wallis would probably sue the shit out of Thames Valley as well. 
 
    Hillary eyed the spinney glumly, weighing up her best chances of getting out of this with her skin intact. No way was she going to go blundering in there, holding a torch and providing an attacker with an easy means of spotting her exact location. She’d lost count of the number of times that she’d watched scary films or thrillers where the heroine did just that. It always made her want to spit. 
 
    She tried to fight back the stomach-churning thought that the watcher in the woods might have a knife. Or even a gun — a shotgun maybe. If so, Owen Wallis might be dead before she even got to him. The thought was enough to make her set off counter-clockwise, turning off the torch and stumbling a bit in the darkness before her night vision was restored. Common sense told her that the man in the woods would surely change direction. He wouldn’t want to go back towards the farm, because his instinct would be to head for deeper countryside. But which way? 
 
    The trouble was, she had no clear idea of the geography around here. She paused, listening, and heard only the sound of an approaching train. There was obviously a railway line close by. She skirted the trees, listening anxiously for the sounds of hostilities, but could hear nothing but her own quickened, nervous breathing. 
 
    She felt slightly sick. Once again, she wished Tommy Lynch was with her. 
 
    She moved back into the ploughed field, half-crouched in spite of her protesting back and straining calf-muscles, and made her way to the far end of the spinney, where she hunkered down and considered her position. 
 
    She was fairly sure at this point that Owen Wallis was all right. He certainly hadn’t shouted for help. She tried to take some comfort in the thought that whoever was in the spinney was probably more afraid than she was. Unless, of course, he was a psychopath who didn’t do fear. In which case he was probably salivating at the thought of strangling someone else: her for instance. 
 
    Hillary shook her head. No sense thinking like that. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, trying to prevent pins and needles, then saw movement between the trees and peered hard. Yes! It was definitely a human shape. 
 
    The thing was — was it Owen Wallis or the watcher? 
 
    ‘There he goes, there, stop him!’ The shout was obviously from the outraged farmer, some yards further back, and Hillary jumped, stood up, dropped the torch and raced after the fleeing figure, now way off to her left. 
 
    Hillary knew many officers worked out at the gym, took martial arts courses, did marathons and swimathons for charity and what not, but she was not one of them. And boy, did her body remind her of it now. Within a few hundred yards of the fleeing figure she could already feel the beginnings of stitch. And although she was wearing sensible lace-up flatties, they weren’t exactly trainers, and the wet ground was heavy going. Her breath began to sound like a steam engine labouring up a hill. 
 
    She could hear Owen Wallis cursing somewhere behind her, making the lumbering sounds of an outraged bull elephant. She hoped she didn’t sound quite that bad and had to fight the urge to giggle. It was nerves, of course, but even knowing that didn’t stop her giving a sudden grunt of laughter. 
 
    The figure in front of her finally cleared the ploughed ground, plunged through a hedge and disappeared. Hillary desperately put on a last-ditch burst of speed, hit the same gap in the hedge and found herself yelping in pain. 
 
    Thistles, lots of thistles, tended to have that effect. 
 
    She heard a curious ‘pinging’ sound up ahead, followed by a yelp of pain that was definitely not her own, and, thus encouraged, plunged forward straight into a barbed wire fence. She heard the same ‘pinging’ sound as before and swore long and hard as the wire cut fabric, flesh and blood. 
 
    Her flesh and blood, dammit. 
 
    She managed to get disentangled and squeezed through. As she did so, she heard a slithering sound a little further along, and took off towards it, only to find herself abruptly running pell-mell down a steep gradient, covered in what felt like gravel. She let rip with a surprised shout and instinctively dug in her heels, leaned back to try to stop herself from going face forward and sat down abruptly on her backside. Stinging nettles and sharp stones kissed her hands and wrists as she scrabbled about for purchase, for now she could hear a roaring, truly terrifying noise. 
 
    And too late, far too late, realised what it was. 
 
    There was light — a sudden bright circle of light that lit up the bare branches of trees and the shingle in front of her, like something out of an alien abduction movie. And, turning her blood to ice, came the unmistakable sound of a train’s warning siren blowing urgently. 
 
    She was all but on the railway track now, and an express train was heading straight for her. 
 
    She leaned back against the wet prickly earth, tucking her legs up under her protectively as the train roared by. Rectangles of light from the train’s windows passed by in a blur, faces and scenarios rushing by. A man reading a paper, a little girl looking out and staring at her with big eyes, her little red mouth forming an ‘O’ of astonishment. An old lady, looking equally surprised. 
 
    As well she might. 
 
    Hillary knew that long-shanks must have managed to get across the line before the train had arrived, and knew she’d be in no condition to take up the chase once the train had gone by. Her heart was going like she’d been taking speed all day, and she had to keep swallowing hard to fight down the urge to throw up. Her sides hurt, she stung all over and, as far as near-death experiences went, this one you could keep. 
 
    ‘Sod this for a game of soldiers,’ she muttered as the last, lighted carriage sped by and the train disappeared around a bend in the track. 
 
    Above her, she heard Owen Wallis arrive at the edge of the embankment and could imagine him peering down the incline. ‘Hey! Hey! Is everything all right down there?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, it’s all right,’ Hillary yelled back. ‘But I lost him.’ 
 
    She leaned forward, resting her forearms atop her bent knees, and took long, calming breaths. She could feel herself shaking, and was vaguely aware of Owen Wallis clambering clumsily down to sit beside her, the top of his arm just pressing slightly against hers. She found his silent presence oddly comforting. For a moment, the two of them simply sat there and watched the moon shine benevolently on the railway lines. Then the farmer said bluntly, ‘Well, sod it.’ 
 
    Hillary couldn’t have said it better herself. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 7 
 
    Jerome Raleigh looked up as someone knocked at the door to his office, then slowly rose as Chief Superintendent Marcus Donleavy entered. ‘Sir,’ Jerome said neutrally, his face showing neither dismay nor anticipation at having the newly promoted officer return to his old haunts only a day after his celebratory party. 
 
    ‘Don’t panic,’ Marcus said, with a brief grin. ‘I’ve only come to see if you’ve got any last-minute queries, then I’m off.’ 
 
    Jerome nodded to a chair and hoped the chief superintendent would be as good as his word. Marcus Donleavy was nobody’s fool, and Jerome sure as hell didn’t want him looking over his shoulder in the months to come. 
 
    ‘Thanks, but everything seems to be running smoothly,’ Jerome assured him. 
 
    ‘You’ve talked to all your staff?’ Marcus asked casually. 
 
    ‘Yes, finished yesterday. No surprises. Except, perhaps one?’ 
 
    Marcus lifted one silver eyebrow and then grinned again. ‘Let me guess. Why haven’t I managed to get rid of Frank Ross yet?’ 
 
    Jerome spread his hands wordlessly. 
 
    ‘For many reasons,’ Marcus began. ‘For a start, he was a great pal of Ronnie Greene, and when the shit hit the fan about his corruption, sacking another known crony would only have given the press and knockers even more ammunition.’ 
 
    Jerome nodded, hoping his superior officer couldn’t see just how interested he was in what Donleavy had to say about Frank Ross, and was careful to keep his tone strictly light. ‘But surely, even before it all came out, he must have been a pain in the neck?’ 
 
    Marcus nodded. ‘Oh yes. And other points south. This is where the second reason comes in. In spite of it all, Frank Ross has got one of the best system of narks in the squad. He’s old time. He was on the beat for ever. Grew up amongst the scum. He understands them in a way that the new up-and-comers never will. It comes in handy. No two ways about it.’ 
 
    Jerome thought about it for a few moments, understanding what Donleavy wasn’t saying, as well as what he was. In a pitched battle with hooligans, you’d want the surprisingly benign-looking Frank Ross firmly on your side. And when you needed to put the wind up someone, it would be Frank Ross you sent out on the errand. Nasty yes, and in an ideal world, the likes of Frank Ross wouldn’t ever be needed. But Jerome Raleigh knew — and knew very well — that the police didn’t operate in anything approaching an ideal world. And nothing he was hearing sounded alarm bells. In point of fact, he was more sure now than ever that cultivating Frank Ross would be a good idea. 
 
    ‘Sticking with that particular team,’ Jerome continued smoothly, ‘Tommy Lynch seemed promising. He was bright, still eager and willing to learn.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, we normally put those we think have real potential with DI Greene for a while. She’s good at training them up.’ 
 
    ‘Did I detect some tension between the other sergeant, the good-looking blonde woman, and Philip Mallow?’ 
 
    Marcus sighed. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised. Mel’s a good man, as you’ll see. But he has a bit of a weakness when it comes to women.’ 
 
    ‘That could be awkward.’ 
 
    ‘Hillary certainly finds it so,’ Marcus mused. ‘But she can cope.’ 
 
    ‘You rate her,’ Jerome said simply. ‘I was surprised she wasn’t at your party last night. Did she have something else on?’ If so, why wasn’t I informed, he added silently. 
 
    ‘Only if you want to count playing chicken with an intercity train,’ Marcus said drily, and quickly explained the events of the previous evening, as related to him by Hillary. Jerome listened silently, without interrupting. ‘Apparently,’ Marcus finished, ‘this farmer got a really good look at the suspect as he came barrelling out of the woods and all but rammed into him. It was a full moon, and Hillary said he seemed confident that he’d be able to identify him again. So she brought Farmer Jones straight back here and hoicked the resident artist out of it, to do both an identikit drawing and a straightforward sketch. She’s asked for the results to be run in today’s local papers. She might get a nibble.’ 
 
    ‘Was she hurt?’ 
 
    ‘Hillary?’ Marcus said, sounding slightly surprised. ‘No. At least, she didn’t say. Mind you, she isn’t the sort to go looking for sympathy. I expect she got the usual cuts and bruises. Probably scraped some skin off various parts when she slid down the railway track. That sort of thing.’ 
 
    ‘Bloody lucky she didn’t fall onto the lines. Then we’d be having a very different conversation,’ Jerome said mildly. 
 
    Marcus shot him a look. ‘She’s not gung-ho, if that’s what you’re after,’ he said, after a thoughtful pause. ‘On the other hand, if an opportunity presents itself, she’ll always go for it.’ 
 
    Jerome nodded. He’d have to remember that. 
 
    Marcus sighed and got to his feet. He hoped the new man from the Met was going to work out. But at the moment, he wouldn’t lay bets either way. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine Tyler leaned across the scratched, nicotine-stained interview table and shook her head sadly. ‘Oh, come on, Leo,’ she said scornfully. ‘You’re really trying to tell me that your woman was putting it about with another bloke, and you didn’t give a monkey’s? Do I look as if I was born yesterday?’ 
 
    ‘Nah, darling, you look much better than any squalling new-born brat,’ Leo ‘The Man’ Mann assured her, with what she supposed was meant to pass for charm. 
 
    Janine sighed heavily. ‘Spare me, Leo. Let’s get back to Julia Reynolds, shall we? You obviously have a penchant for beautiful women. Julia was quite a looker, wasn’t she? A real catch for the likes of you. No offence.’ 
 
    ‘None taken, darlin’.’ Leo Mann grinned lasciviously. ‘And you can offend me any time you like.’ His rap-sheet gave his age as twenty-four but he hardly looked eighteen. He was skinny, with a blond skin-head cut, tattoos, nose and eyebrow piercing, the lot. He was dressed in an old Grateful Dead T-shirt, grungy with age, and denims that looked as if they could get up and walk, all by themselves. He was wearing a lot of silver jewellery. Not gold. Silver. Janine found it faintly fascinating. 
 
    Silver. As the Yanks would say — go figure. 
 
    ‘Mind you, she wasn’t so very beautiful when we last saw her,’ Janine carried on thoughtfully. ‘Her face was all purple-red, her tongue sticking out. She looked gross.’ 
 
    Leo Mann shifted his bony backside on the seat and looked, for the first time since they’d hauled him in for interview, faintly uneasy. ‘Poor cow,’ he said flatly. ‘But I didn’t do nothing to her. And you can keep me in here till kingdom come, and you won’t get me to say I did, ’cause I didn’t. See?’ 
 
    ‘Come on, Leo, you know as well as I do that you’re handy with your fists. I’ve got the charge sheet right here to prove it,’ she went on impatiently. 
 
    Leo Mann leaned forward. He had the word LOVE tattooed on both sets of knuckles. Not LOVE on one and HATE on the other. Again she found the idiosyncrasy faintly fascinating. She only lifted her eyes from the pale-blue letters when he began to speak. 
 
    ‘And do you see on any of these here charge sheets’ — he tapped hard on the pieces of paper littered across the table — ‘where it says I knocked a woman about?’ 
 
    This time it was Janine who shifted unhappily on her seat. Because, of course, Leo Mann knew as well as she did that he had no previous for aggro to women. 
 
    ‘I love me mum,’ Leo said, and nodded. ‘My old man scarpered when I were ten. Mum brought me up. She wouldn’t have no messing about when it came to knocking women about. Now then,’ he added, tapping a fingertip on the table pointedly once more, before leaning back in his chair and crossing his skinny tattooed arms across his skinny chest. 
 
    Janine sighed, and started all over again. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary smiled grimly as Graham Vaughan handed her a cup of tea. The cup and saucer (no mugs in Graham’s office) looked to her to be genuine Spode. She’d met Graham through a friend of hers, Tania Lay, way back in the uni days. The solicitor hadn’t been out of the closet then, and was pretending to date a female friend of Tania’s. Now he’d been openly living with an architect from Stoke-on-Trent for nearly ten years. ‘How is Brian nowadays?’ Hillary asked. 
 
    ‘Still trying to make shopping precincts look attractive,’ Graham said, rolling his eyes. 
 
    ‘Rather him than me! So, what time are the enemy due?’ she asked wearily. 
 
    ‘Thomas Palmer is the man we’re dealing with. His solicitor is a chap called Mike Pearce. I don’t know him, or his rep.’ 
 
    ‘And this Palmer is determined to try and grab all of Ronnie’s assets?’ 
 
    ‘Only the ones he knows about,’ Graham said with a laugh, and a very shrewd look at his client. Hillary felt her stomach clench and hoped her poker face was intact. 
 
    ‘Come on, Graham, not you as well. You know as well as I do how thorough an internal investigation team is.’ She took a sip of tea. ‘Besides, you know better than most that even if Ronnie had stashed it somewhere, I’d be the last person he’d want to see get their hands on it. He’d be damned sure to hide it where I couldn’t find it.’ 
 
    Graham nodded. That was true. He’d known Hillary and — perforce — Ronnie for years. A true marriage made in perfidy. 
 
    Hillary let out her breath very carefully. Graham was, in all respects, a very cultivated, charming, literate and gentle man, but he had all the instincts of a vulture. He could smell carrion from miles away. 
 
    She wondered, briefly, what he’d do if she told him that she might, in fact, have figured out where Ronnie had hidden his ill-gotten gains. She had the name of the bank in the Cayman Islands (or thought she did). She had a list of numbers she’d found concealed in a book belonging to her late husband. All she needed was to get on the internet, go through the bank security checks and then there’d be no doubts left. 
 
    And there, she suspected, was the heart of the problem. Because once she knew for sure where Ronnie’s loot was, she would be forced to make a decision about it one way or another. To come down on the side of the angels — or the opposition. 
 
    And she simply didn’t trust herself. Now how sad was that? 
 
    ‘Here they are,’ Graham said, leaning forward to answer his secretary’s buzz. ‘Show them right in.’ 
 
    Abruptly, Hillary pushed all thoughts of her moral dilemma behind her and remained seated as two men were shown into the room. 
 
    ‘Mr Pearce?’ Graham rose and shook hands with one of the two men. He was only five feet six, so most people seemed to tower over him, which often gave them a totally false sense of superiority. She quickly turned her attention to the other man though, the local branch leader of ESAA, and found the animal rights activist was already looking straight at her. He was tall, fit, healthy and middle-aged. His grey gaze was steady. Hillary barely lifted her lips in a slight smile. He smiled back, just as slightly. 
 
    ‘Please, take a seat. We all know why we’re here,’ Graham said. ‘Tea?’ He started to pour before either of them could decline or accept. ‘Now, do you have anything to add to your last letter to me, Mr Pearce?’ he asked, mildly. 
 
    ‘Mike, please. And no — the position of my client is still as it was then.’ 
 
    ‘An extremely unreasonable one, if I may say so,’ Graham put in gently. 
 
    ‘We don’t think so,’ Mike Pearce came back at once. 
 
    ‘But I’m sure a judge will think so,’ Graham said persistently. ‘Let us review the facts.’ 
 
    Hillary listened as the two solicitors went over the old ground. She thought Graham had the better argument — but then she was biased. She sipped her tea and studied the ESAA man instead. Why not? He was making no secret of openly studying her. 
 
    ‘Did you approve of your husband’s illegal activities, Detective Inspector Greene?’ Tom Palmer finally asked, making Graham stop mid-flow. 
 
    ‘I hardly think that’s an appropriate question, Mr Palmer,’ Graham chided, as if telling a naughty boy not to pull the wings off a butterfly, and Mike Pearce too laid a warning finger on the back of his client’s hand. Hillary saw that Graham had noticed the gesture, and hid a smile. 
 
    ‘Do you approve of blackmail, Mr Palmer?’ Hillary asked sweetly. 
 
    Graham coughed. ‘Hillary, please!’ 
 
    Hillary shrugged. Tom Palmer’s face hardened. ‘I was hoping you were going to be reasonable about this, DI Greene,’ he said flatly. 
 
    ‘Were you?’ Hillary asked, sounding puzzled. ‘Why?’ 
 
    Graham quickly hid a smile behind his raised tea cup. He knew what was going on here all right. The opposition had called for this meeting to give them a chance to sound out their adversary. They were hoping to discover a nervous woman, wary of opening up the whole Ronnie Greene can of worms again, and were quickly and very neatly being handed their heads back on a platter. 
 
    Graham Vaughan could simply have told them they’d be wasting their time trying intimidation or cajoling tactics on Hillary Greene. But it was much more fun this way. 
 
    ‘Your husband was a crook, DI Greene,’ Tom Palmer said flatly, and both Graham and Hillary noticed that this time Mike Pearce did nothing to rein his client in. In fact, both solicitors were now watching their clients with all the avid attention of tennis aficionados with tickets to Centre Court at Wimbledon. 
 
    ‘So he was,’ Hillary said simply. ‘But I’m not.’ 
 
    Tom Palmer smiled. ‘But that’s not what we’re here to determine, is it?’ 
 
    ‘Then why bring it up?’ Hillary asked reasonably. She looked relaxed in her chair, and took another sip of tea. It was really good stuff. 
 
    Mike Pearce, sensing his client was losing the round, coughed discreetly. ‘Perhaps we should get down to details. I think we can all agree that Mr Ronnie Greene amassed a fortune via the exploitation and suffering of animals. And I think nobody disputes the fact that the only real asset to be uncovered belonging to Mr Greene, namely the house at 24 Wittington Road, Kidlington, Oxfordshire, was paid for from the illicit earnings—’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, we do dispute it,’ Graham put in, before the other could finish. ‘My client had a joint mortgage arrangement with her husband, and paid for half of it from her legitimate earnings as a well-respected and still-serving police officer of Thames Valley Constabulary. As all the paperwork will show.’ 
 
    And so it went on. 
 
    Hillary smiled slightly at Tom Palmer over the top of her tea cup and turned her mind back to more important things. How was Janine doing with Leo ‘The Man’ Mann? It would be nice to think when she got back to HQ there’d be a confession, all neatly typed up and signed, waiting for her. But she had grave doubts. 
 
    And just what was the story with Jerome Raleigh? By now, the whole station should know everything there was to know about the man, from why he’d moved from the Met to why he hadn’t married, was he gay, who he had the gen on, why there’d been a delay in his transfer and what kind of music he preferred, right down to the name of his pet budgie. 
 
    But nobody seemed to know dick. 
 
    And that, in itself, was enough to scare the living daylights out of Hillary. In the office, as on the street, she liked to know who she was dealing with. She liked to keep up with the current state of office politics too, just so that she could keep well out of the way of it and avoid taking any knives to the back. Having an enigma for a boss wasn’t a state of affairs inclined to promote dreamless and restful slumber at night. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry you feel that way,’ she heard Graham make winding down noises, and put down her empty cup on the table. She saw Tom Palmer look at her curiously, and realised the other man must have guessed that she’d zoned out. Good. That would tell him just how ineffective his war of attrition on her nerves had been. 
 
    ‘So, we’ll see you in court, Mr Palmer?’ Hillary said, rising and holding out her hand. Only when it had been taken and rather bemusedly shaken, did she add, ‘and please, give my love to ESAA. The last time I had any dealing with animal rights fanatics was when I helped Sergeant Sam Waterstone send one of them down for the murder of a security guard at an animal lab.’ 
 
    Graham Vaughan coughed into his hand like a startled turkey. It was his way, Hillary knew, of disguising his rather high-pitched giggle. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘So, how did it go with “The Man”?’ she asked, as soon as she’d returned to the office and spotted Janine hunched dejectedly over her computer terminal. ‘Has he got much to say for himself?’ She sat down at her own desk and checked her watch, feeling guilty at the hour and a half she’d just taken off work. 
 
    ‘Not yet, boss,’ Janine said grimly. ‘Trouble is, I’ve got no real ammo to lob at him. None of his priors are for violence against women. And he sticks to it that he didn’t care that Julia was sleeping with Roger Greenwood.’ 
 
    ‘He give an alibi for the time she was murdered?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Janine said, her eyes resuming some of their old fire. ‘He says it’s none of our business.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. A comedian,’ Hillary muttered. ‘How long’s he been cooling his heels?’ 
 
    ‘About an hour. I took an early lunch.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s Tommy?’ 
 
    ‘At the lab. Oh, the results came back on Roger Greenwood’s clothing. Nothing conclusive. There were microscopic traces of cowshit on his shoes, but then there would have been on anyone’s walking up the road to the farmhouse. There were fibres of Julia Reynolds’ white wedding dress on his clothes, but then there would have been. They’d been dancing together and what not.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. Great. ‘So we can’t rule him in, can’t rule him out,’ she grumbled. 
 
    Janine shrugged helplessly. Sometimes them was the breaks. With the advent of clever forensic science docu-crime dramas on the television, the general public had been fooled into thinking that science, DNA and clever gizmos and gadgets could just hand you the identity of a killer, more or less on a plate. Cops and scientists knew better. As did barristers. And defence barristers knew it better than anyone else. 
 
    ‘OK. Let’s have another go at Mr Mann,’ Hillary said wearily. ‘Then you and Tommy had better get off to Nuneaton.’ Although the way the day was going, she didn’t expect miracles from their purple Mini lady either. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Leo Mann grinned as they came in. ‘Two lovelies for the price of one. Must be my lucky day.’ 
 
    Hillary grinned at him openly. ‘Ah, a ladies’ man. I do like that. You’d be surprised how many ingrates and Neanderthals we have to deal with in here every day. Right, Sergeant?’ Janine grunted and Leo Mann grinned, showing slightly yellow teeth. ‘Don Juan, at your service.’ He half-bowed over the table. 
 
    Janine rolled her eyes. ‘Oh, please!’ 
 
    ‘So, tell me about Julia,’ Hillary said simply. 
 
    ‘Ah, too good for the likes of me,’ Leo said, totally ignoring Janine now, who was left feeling abruptly lost. It was as if her DI and the scumbag she’d been interviewing all morning had taken one look at each other and found they were both Masons, or something. Where the hell did this instant rapport come from? 
 
    ‘I knew she was only stringing me along for the sake of variety,’ Leo said now, with a winsome grin. ‘But, what the hell? It meant I could walk into the local boozer with a looker like Julia on my arm, and all my mates would be treating me like the best thing since sliced bread for months to come — trying to get me to give them the secret of pulling a stunner. Get me?’ 
 
    Hillary did. ‘She was worth the hassle. Yeah, I get it. The fancy term for it is quid pro quo. So you knew all along she had a fiancé? And really didn’t care?’ 
 
    Leo shrugged. ‘Good luck to her, I say. The boy was loaded. You could see why she was anxious to get him down the aisle. And why not? Julia was like one of them birds from that telly series, you know, about them chicks married to footballers. She deserved the good life.’ 
 
    ‘Even so. It had to have been a bit damaging to the old ego?’ 
 
    ‘Nah, not really. I gave her what fancy-boy couldn’t. She liked me.’ Something wistful, a touch of pain perhaps, fleetingly touched Leo Mann’s multi-pierced face, and Hillary sighed. 
 
    ‘Men often kill the women they love, Leo,’ she pointed out softly. 
 
    ‘Yeah. But I didn’t kill Julia.’ 
 
    ‘So why don’t you tell us where you were the night she was killed?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t have to, darling,’ Leo said, waving a playful finger in front of her face. He was rather enjoying this interview. The older bird was something to look at in a way. Reminded him of those actresses in the old black and white movies his mother used to love watching. All curves and class. 
 
    ‘Let me guess. Out ram-raiding were you? Breaking into some warehouse? Lifting videos?’ 
 
    Leo grinned. ‘I do like a woman who understands me.’ He laughed modestly, and Hillary couldn’t help but grin back. Sometimes villains brought out the softer side of her nature. Not often, but sometimes. 
 
    ‘I try my best to understand all my customers, Mr Mann,’ she said, then let her face fall. ‘The thing is, Leo, I have to do my best by Julia, too. She’s the one who’s dead. And someone killed her. Don’t you want to help me out?’ 
 
    Leo frowned, leaned forward, then fiddled with one of the silver rings looped through his eyebrow. ‘I hear where you’re coming from, but I ain’t a nark.’ 
 
    ‘No. But you were Julia’s lover. She was your bird, and someone strangled her to death. Surely she deserves some loyalty from you?’ 
 
    Janine felt her jaw drop open. She couldn’t believe this. Hillary Greene was playing the poor sap like Vanessa-Mae played the violin. She’d have him blubbering into his tea next. 
 
    ‘I don’t know who killed her,’ Leo Mann said at last, his voice suspiciously thick with repressed emotion. ‘But if I was you, I’d look at the men she was shagging.’ 
 
    ‘We have been,’ Hillary said crisply. She didn’t want him blubbing either. ‘But although there had been many men in her past, there was only you and Roger Greenwood in her present.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not Roger Greenwood I was thinking of so much,’ Leo said reluctantly. ‘Talk to his old man.’ 
 
    ‘We already know Theo Greenwood didn’t want her for a daughter-in-law,’ Janine put in, but Hillary held up her hand. For a second, she simply stared at Leo Mann, and then slowly shook her head in disgust. ‘I missed it,’ she said sadly. Damn, she must be getting old. 
 
    Leo Mann grinned, then shrugged. ‘They kept it very quiet,’ he said consolingly. ‘I often wondered if Theo Greenwood didn’t bung her some of the old readies, now and then, just to help her keep her mouth shut.’ 
 
    Janine’s eyes rounded as she finally caught on. Julia Reynolds had been doing the double — boffing the old man and the son. The father must have been both green with jealousy and rage, and sick with fear and spite. Hell! No wonder Theo Greenwood didn’t want to see their vic walk up the aisle with his precious son! 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘This is probably going to be a waste of time,’ Janine grumbled, as they pulled up outside a neat house in one of Nuneaton’s better ’burbs. ‘Let’s just hope she’s in,’ she muttered, ringing the doorbell and glancing around. A nice garden, but looking a bit neglected perhaps? She was almost quivering with impatience. Hell, they should be back at base, grilling Greenwood senior, not out here, questioning housewives. But what Hillary wanted, Hillary got. 
 
    The door opened, and a tall, gaunt-featured brunette stared back at them. ‘Yes?’ she said blankly. Her gaze, Janine noticed, was fixed at some point over her left shoulder. 
 
    ‘Mrs Vivian Orne?’ Janine held up her ID, as did Tommy. ‘Thames Valley Police, Mrs Orne. Nothing to worry about, we just need to ask you a few questions.’ 
 
    ‘You’d better come in then,’ Vivian Orne said dully. As she stood back to let them pass, Janine shot Tommy a quick, frowning look. It wasn’t very often they were received with such a lack of emotion, and for a wild moment she wondered if they might be on to something here after all. 
 
    ‘Just through there.’ Vivian Orne waved vaguely to an open doorway. ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ 
 
    ‘No, thanks,’ Tommy said immediately. There was something about the way she’d asked the question that made him wonder whether she even knew where the kitchen was, let alone what a kettle was for. He looked again at Janine, the question in his eyes. Was she on something? Ludes, maybe? 
 
    Janine gave a quick shrug back and went into the living room. It was pleasant enough but needed dusting. On a mantelpiece was a picture of a young boy of maybe eight or so. In front of it a candle burned. 
 
    ‘Please, sit down.’ Vivian Orne indicated the sofa, then moved to one of the big armchairs grouped around a mock fireplace. 
 
    Janine brought out her notebook. ‘It’s about what you did three nights ago, Mrs Orne. The middle of the week. Your car was photographed in a small village called Kirtlington. We need to know what you were doing there.’ 
 
    Vivian Orne blinked. ‘Was I speeding? Sorry.’ She stared at the carpet for a moment that then stretched itself into half a minute. Still she said nothing. Janine coughed. ‘Kirtlington, Mrs Orne. What were you doing there?’ she prompted. 
 
    ‘I’ve no idea,’ Vivian Orne said, surprisingly. ‘I mean, I didn’t intend to go there. I was driving back from visiting my mother you see, and there was an accident on the motorway, according to the radio, so I got off and tried to make it through on the country roads. But I think I got a little lost. I remember pulling off to the side of the road at one point to check the map, but I’m pretty hopeless at that sort of thing. Sorry,’ she said again. 
 
    Tommy was staring at the lit candle in front of the picture of the boy. He was thinking of a woman on tranquillizers. He was thinking about the lack of emotion. The undusted living room. He tried desperately to catch Janine’s eye. 
 
    But Janine wasn’t looking at him. ‘Does the name Julia Reynolds mean anything to you, Mrs Orne?’ she asked crisply. 
 
    Vivian Orne was staring at the carpet again. Slowly she looked up. ‘What? No. Sorry.’ She shook her head. 
 
    Tommy coughed loudly, waited until Janine glanced at him curiously, then deliberately turned his gaze back to the candle. Janine followed the direction of his look and frowned, not getting it. 
 
    Tommy sighed. ‘I think that’s all we need for now, Mrs Orne,’ he said gently, risking Janine’s ire. She did, in fact, shoot him a furious glance but rose reluctantly to her feet as Tommy did the same. She knew better than to argue in front of a witness. But what was the silly sod playing at? 
 
    Vivian Orne showed them out listlessly, not even bothering to ask what it was all about. And Janine didn’t like that. Why no curiosity? It wasn’t natural. She waited until they’d walked back to the car before rounding on Tommy. 
 
    ‘What the bloody hell’s got into you? Couldn’t you tell something was a bit off in there?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I could,’ Tommy said flatly. ‘Their kid’s just died.’ 
 
    Janine, her mouth already open to let rip, found the words drying up on her tongue. Suddenly, she understood the picture, the candle. The shrine. ‘Oh shit,’ she said. That would explain the lethargy and the lack of interest all right. What did it matter if the cops came calling when your kid was dead? 
 
    Janine shook her head wordlessly, slipped behind the wheel and made a brief call back to headquarters. She told Hillary that the purple Mini situation was a non-starter, and that they were headed back to base. 
 
    Beside her, Tommy said nothing. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 8 
 
    Carole Morton pushed open her front door, bent to pick up the mail and a copy of the local paper and headed for the kitchen. She switched on the kettle, fed her cat and began rifling through the envelopes, finding nothing but the usual bills and advertisements. At least there were none of those demanding forms from the Inland Revenue; not that her little bit of alimony, even coupled with her part-time job as a receptionist at the local health centre, ever paid her enough to land her in hot water with Her Majesty’s Inspector of Taxes. 
 
    She made her tea, went through to the small, warm living room and settled down with the paper. Muffet, her beautiful white and ginger spayed feline, jumped onto her lap with a chirruping sound of contentment, turned in a neat circle and settled down. 
 
    Carole took a sip from the mug and idly turned to page two to run her eyes down the letters column, and abruptly found herself looking at one of those police artist’s drawings. She wondered idly what he’d done. Rapist perhaps? She stared anew at the picture, and then had one of those earth-moving-beneath-your-feet moments that put your heart in your mouth and punched a sick fist into your stomach. 
 
    She knew him. 
 
    Slowly, with a slightly shaking hand, she put her mug down on the coffee table and began to stroke Muffet’s silky fur in a subconscious desire for comfort. The cat began to purr in appreciation, although her mistress hardly noticed. With a dry mouth, Carole quickly read the article, but it told her less than nothing. The police at Thames Valley Headquarters in Kidlington would like to hear from any member of the public who knew this man. He was said to be between twenty-five and forty, which fitted, but the description of the clothes he was last seen wearing meant nothing to her. 
 
    Carole slowly reached for her tea again and began to drink, her hand shaking. She was beginning to lose that momentary feeling of having stepped into the twilight zone, but while the sharpness of shock was beginning to fade, it was leaving behind it a very real aftertaste of apprehension. 
 
    Should she telephone the police? That was the logical thing, the right thing to do, and there was a local number to contact. But what if she was wrong? Or simply mistaken? After all, she’d only seen the man once, and that had been, what, a month ago? Maybe not quite that. Yes, she could definitely be wrong about it. But the more she gazed at the sketch, the more sure she was that she wasn’t wrong. 
 
    If only she knew what he’d done! 
 
    Carole watched more than her fair share of television of a night, and knew all about those films where innocent members of the public ‘helped police with their inquiries’ and became prime suspects themselves, or were framed, or got chased by maniacs. Of course, that was just the television. She knew that. Even so, reprisals by gangs and such like really did happen in real life. She knew that, too. People being too afraid to talk in case their houses got burned down, or their pets got killed. She began to stroke Muffet just a little more quickly. The cat stretched and clawed, and purred louder. 
 
    But that was usually about teenagers, hooligans, drug dealers, all that sort of thing. This man, well, he looked so normal. And when she’d seen him at the health centre, he hadn’t seemed in any way dangerous. But then again, you never knew did you? Perhaps the police only wanted to talk to him as a witness or something. The article didn’t actually say he was a wanted man, exactly. Just that the police needed to talk to him. 
 
    All her life, she’d done the right thing — had even obeyed her parents as a teenager. She’d certainly never been in any trouble with the law, and considered herself to be a good neighbour and an upstanding citizen. Her instinct was to ring the number and get it over with. She knew herself well enough to know she’d only fret if she didn’t. 
 
    Then again, she’d always been innately cautious as well. It paid to be careful. Finally, she decided to wait and show the newspaper to Betty tomorrow. She’d been working the same day, and although it had been Carole who’d spoken to him, Betty had a good memory for faces. If Betty thought it was the same man, she’d definitely call. 
 
    Feeling better for having come to a decision now, Carole turned to the next page of the newspaper and began to read about the upcoming attractions at the Oxford Playhouse. Pity you had to wait until Christmas time for a good panto. 
 
    Muffet heaved a sorrowful sigh as all the vigorous stroking came to a sudden end, and yawned widely. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tommy looked up at the house number to make sure he had it right, and then nodded to himself. It was a nice place, only a bungalow, but a large and old one. It had lovely gardens too, bursting with autumnal colour. There was some money here, and no mistake. He only hoped there’d be no grieving parents behind this door. 
 
    Tommy rather liked having a rural beat. He enjoyed driving through the small Oxfordshire villages, and often found himself admiring thatched cottages, converted mills and such like, and wishing he and Jean could afford such a place. Of course, they never would. But still, he could take picnics on village greens, feed friendly ducks and walk along canals and river-banks whenever the fancy took him. Now he glanced around at the village of Upper Heyford and wondered how often that row of terraced, rose-bedecked cottages had been photographed for calendars and postcards, or been snapped to adorn tourist pamphlets. 
 
    The door in front of him swung open and the woman inside stared out at him curiously. She was dressed in a white, wrap-over dress, four-inch-high heels and was smoking avidly. She had wild-looking wavy blonde hair, more make-up than Joan Crawford on a bad day, and looked to be approaching sixty. 
 
    Tommy gulped. ‘Mrs Finchley? Vera Finchley?’ he asked, holding up his ID. ‘Detective Constable Lynch, ma’am. It’s nothing to be alarmed about, I just wondered if I could have a little chat?’ 
 
    Tommy never knew how women were going to react. And from the briefing Hillary had given him, this one was also a possible lush, which only added to the variables. He only hoped — oh how he hoped — that she wouldn’t come on to him. 
 
    ‘Police? Well, I suppose you’d better come in then,’ she said, her voice showing no signs of slurring. Mind you, with dedicated drunks, that meant nothing. 
 
    Tommy smiled his thanks and walked in. Mrs Finchley led him down a short corridor and into a large and spacious living room, overlooking the back garden and a field of peacefully grazing sheep. A panoramic view of the valley stretched away to Lower Heyford, a mile down the road, and to Steeple Aston, at the top end of the valley. With the trees turning colour, it was a simply stunning vista. 
 
    ‘So, what’s up? There hasn’t been a car crash has there? My husband’s all right?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, ma’am. It’s nothing of that nature,’ Tommy said quickly, wondering if he should sit down or wait to be asked. ‘It’s about Julia Reynolds.’ 
 
    At this, Vera Finchley’s face began to crumble. ‘Oh poor Julia. I heard about that.’ Her voice wobbled, then seemed to right itself. ‘I think I’ll have a drink. Can I get you something, Constable?’ Tommy quickly shook his head. ‘Well, I’ll have just a dash,’ Vera Finchley said, pouring out nearly a half-bottle of vodka into a tall straight glass. She added lime segments from a dish, and ice. It looked like a very elegant drink. Tommy had no doubt that, had he drunk it, it would have had him under the table. 
 
    He got out his notebook. ‘I understand Julia did your hair for you, Mrs Finchley? Was she a good hairstylist?’ 
 
    Vera Finchley took a hefty gulp then slid into a chair, waving a hand vaguely about for him to also sit. ‘Of course,’ she said, and self-consciously touched her errant locks. ‘Don’t you think so?’ 
 
    Tommy agreed quickly. The truth was, he hadn’t seen such rampant blonde hair on a woman since the days when Farrah Fawcett made the windblown look popular. ‘And when she was here, you liked to chat, I suppose?’ he nudged her along hopefully. 
 
    ‘Oh, all the time. She was getting married you know. To that millionaire’s son — the one who owns that fancy hotel up on the main road. Full of it she was. Told me she wanted to go to one of those fancy ocean islands on her honeymoon.’ 
 
    Her glass, Tommy noticed aghast, was almost half empty, and yet he had no clear picture of her drinking from it. How did dedicated drunks manage that? He decided to hurry up the questions before she became comatose. 
 
    ‘And you talked to her about your life. Your husband?’ 
 
    ‘Max?’ Vera Finchley snorted inelegantly and loudly, making Tommy jump. ‘What would I want to talk about Max for? Boring old fart, he is.’ 
 
    Tommy nodded, and this time caught her out taking a swig. He knew neither Hillary nor Janine (and certainly not Frank Ross) would ever hesitate about taking advantage of a drunk witness if it meant getting results, but Tommy felt vaguely ashamed of himself as he let her take yet another swig before carrying on. 
 
    ‘Oh? That’s strange. A friend of Julia’s said you’d told her something a bit racy about your husband. We were wondering what that was.’ 
 
    ‘Huh?’ Vera looked up from the clear liquid in her glass and stared at Tommy flatly. She looked, suddenly, very sober indeed. ‘Racy? Max? You’re having a laugh. Besides, what interest would Julia have in Max?’ she asked suspiciously.’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t suggesting anything like that, Mrs Finchley,’ Tommy said reassuringly. ‘In fact, we rather gathered that you told Julia your husband had been involved in some high-risk business venture.’ 
 
    He couldn’t, after all, come right out and say that Mrs Finchley had all but said that her husband was a crook. But a sly appeal to the old ego might just open reluctant lips. 
 
    Vera Finchley’s lips pinched closed and Tommy sighed. ‘We understand that some businessmen, while not exactly breaking the law, can be very aggressive when it comes to making money. I can’t say as I blame them. If you have the brains for it, why not?’ He smiled disarmingly. 
 
    At least, he thought he smiled disarmingly. From the look on Vera Finchley’s face, however, you’d have thought he’d just done a Rottweiler impersonation. 
 
    ‘Sorry, don’t know what you mean,’ Vera said, sitting up straight and slamming her drink down hard and dead centre on the nearby occasional table. 
 
    ‘Oh? You never told Julia Reynolds that Mr Finchley was doing some clever, maybe underhanded business deal?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be daft. He don’t work for the Bank of England you know.’ Vera suddenly gave a loud snort. Tommy wondered if it was her version of laughter. ‘All this’ — she waved a hand at the bungalow and the gorgeous view — ‘is down to me. My side of the family did all right.’ She nodded vigorously, then went promptly to sleep. 
 
    Tommy blinked, wondering if she was all right. Her head had lolled back on the chair, her lower jaw swung open and she gave a sudden, violent snore. Tommy decided that whoever it was that said discretion was the better part of valour most definitely knew his onions from his turnips, and scrammed while the going was good. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary decided to treat herself to a late lunch at HQ’s local pub, and was perusing the menu, trying to talk herself out of the scampi and chips and into the herb omelette with salad, when she felt someone slide into the booth beside her. 
 
    Detective Inspector Mike Regis grinned at her. ‘Hello, long time no see. I didn’t expect to see you in here.’ 
 
    Mike Regis worked Vice, and had been called in on the Dave Pitman inquiry, which Hillary had solved, in spite of being sidelined. But she’d never held a grudge against Regis — it wasn’t his fault that Mel had pulled rank on her, and Regis had been instrumental in shutting down a drugs distribution ring on the same case. He’d also helped her in her last murder case as well. Moreover, she’d sensed, right from the first, that they thought the same way and seemed destined to get on like a house on fire, and perhaps, who knew, maybe just start a little fire of their own. Pity he had turned out to be married. An even greater pity that she’d only found out about it by overhearing gossip, instead of from the man himself. 
 
    ‘Eating?’ she asked succinctly. 
 
    ‘Just finished. Me and Tanner had business with Luke Fletcher.’ 
 
    Hillary whistled silently. Luke Fletcher was quite easily the biggest thorn in Thames Valley’s collective backside. Drug dealer, pimp, extortioner and almost certainly a murderer, although nothing would stick. ‘And how was he? Really pleased to see you, I’m sure.’ 
 
    Regis grinned, the crows’ feet appearing attractively around his dark green eyes. ‘Oh he was, he was.’ He paused as a waitress came over, and Hillary gave her order for omelette and salad. He pushed a hand through his thinning brown hair and leaned back against his chair. ‘Reason I was glad to see you, is this,’ he said and, reaching into a briefcase by the side of his chair, shuffled some papers around and came out with a thin folder in a plain beige cover. 
 
    Hillary raised an eyebrow. As far as she knew, she wasn’t working on any cases that might overlap with Vice. And even if she were, why this hole-in-the-corner exchange? 
 
    Curious, and wary, Hillary opened the folder and began to read. She managed to stop her mouth falling open, but only just. Inside was a rap-sheet on one Mr Thomas Palmer, founder member of the Oxford branch of ESAA. Her eyes widened as she took in the fraud charges in his youth, and opened even wider at the obtaining-money-with-menaces stretch he’d done only four years ago. Graham would be very pleased with this. Very pleased indeed. Even if he couldn’t get the past misdeeds of a member of ESAA legally introduced into any civil court action, she knew he had ways and means of ensuring that judges and other people who needed to know discovered the truth about such naughty goings on. Totally illegal, of course, and downright unethical, which was why Hillary, as a serving police officer, would have nothing to do with it. She’d just fax the whole lot over to him and then forget all about it, like a good little girl. 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ she said flatly, when she’d read it through. She closed the folder and slipped it into her own, voluminous bag, then leaned back as the waitress returned with her lunch. The omelette steamed appetisingly, and the salad looked crisp and fresh and green, the tomatoes juicy. Very healthy and good for her. Damn it, she wished it were scampi and chips. 
 
    But her thighs and hips were thanking her. They’d bloody better be. She reached for the salad cream and splodged it on, then sighed and took a bite. Eventually, she had to ask. Just as Regis, damn him, had known she would. ‘And just how did you know those charming people at ESAA were giving me grief?’ 
 
    Regis grinned and shrugged. ‘Oh, through a friend of a friend. He knows Palmer’s solicitor. Don’t ask.’ 
 
    Hillary wasn’t about to. Usually when somebody did you a favour, you not only looked the gift horse well and truly in the mouth, you checked its fetlocks, mane and chest too while you were at it. Not to mention keeping a wary look out for mange, foot rot and fleas. Well, you did if you were a serving copper. 
 
    But Hillary trusted Mike Regis. Well, when it came to things like this, anyway. 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ she said again, and meant it. Suddenly, she had a lot more confidence that the outcome of the upcoming civil battle would let her keep her hands on her own property. ‘So, how’s . . . what’s her name? Your wife?’ Hillary said flatly, and saw Regis’s eyes narrow. 
 
    ‘Laura? She’s fine. Didn’t know you knew her,’ he said, just as flatly. 
 
    Hillary speared some egg and chewed. ‘I didn’t. Didn’t know of her, either,’ she added, carefully. 
 
    ‘So that’s why you blew me off in the canteen that day,’ Regis said candidly. ‘I did wonder.’ 
 
    It was typical of him not to offer a useless apology. And now that the ball was firmly back in her court, she supposed she could play it coy, but what was the point? They were all grown-ups here, and unless she’d seriously misread Regis (and she didn’t think she had) he’d appreciate the cards-on-the-table approach. 
 
    ‘Look, Mike, let’s be frank. When we first met, I liked you right off. I felt we could get on. And we worked the Pitman case together well. I didn’t think I was kidding myself when I thought you might be interested in starting something a bit more personal than simply jogging along as workmates. Was I?’ 
 
    Regis, who was watching her closely, shook his head. ‘No, you didn’t get it wrong,’ he admitted quietly. He’d become very still in his chair, and Hillary was aware that the ends of her fingertips had started to tingle. She took a deep, calming breath. 
 
    ‘OK. So you wouldn’t have been wrong if you’d got around to thinking that maybe I was willing to give it a go,’ she admitted honestly. ‘But when I found out you were married, that was it. You have to know the scuttlebutt about Ronnie. The man was about as faithful as Don Juan with a harem full of nymphomaniacs. I’ve been the “wronged wife” too many damned times to ever play the other woman to some other poor unsuspecting cow. It’s as simple as that.’ 
 
    She forked a tomato and ate it, waiting calmly. She watched him thinking, weighing his words, and found herself half interested and half dreading what he had to say in response. 
 
    ‘I understand all that,’ Regis said at last. ‘It just didn’t occur to me that you didn’t know the rest. Everyone else does. Or so I assume.’ 
 
    The rest?’ 
 
    ‘Laura and I will be filing for divorce. We were only waiting until Sylvie — our daughter — was old enough to hack it. Our marriage has been over, like, for ever. Hell, she’s been seeing this chartered accountant bloke for nearly eight years. I’ll be moving out as soon as I can get another place.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Well, when you have, and when the decree nisi comes in, if you’re still interested, let me know.’ It sounded hard and bold, but Hillary knew he was already reading between the lines, something that was confirmed by his next words. 
 
    ‘You think I might be handing you the old married man’s mantra? The “my wife doesn’t understand me, and we’re going to get divorced as soon as the kids are older?” speech?’ Mike said harshly. Then he laughed. ‘Yeah, well, can’t say as I blame you. I just thought you might have given me the benefit of the doubt. Hell, it doesn’t matter.’ 
 
    He slid out of the booth and headed for the door, where she finally noticed his sergeant, the silent and all-knowing DS Colin Tanner, waiting patiently for him. 
 
    Hillary watched him go and smiled bleakly. What if he didn’t come back? What if, a year down the road, she heard that the newly and amicably divorced Mike Regis was seen out and about with a new woman? Someone who’d actually trusted him? 
 
    Hillary grinned. She couldn’t help it. Life was a bugger, but you had to laugh, right? 
 
    She shook her head, paid for her meal and left the pub. 
 
    Walking back to HQ, she tried to talk herself into believing that she’d just done the right thing. Let’s face it, she thought grimly, apart from anything else, Mike Regis was such a bloody good copper that if they had got together, he’d have eventually sniffed out the fact that she knew where Ronnie had stashed his dosh. Then he’d nab her. Of that she had no doubts whatsoever, simply because, were the situation reversed, she’d sure as hell nab him. 
 
    So, all things considered, Romeo and Juliet they definitely weren’t. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back at HQ, Dr Steven Partridge caught her as he was leaving. Today he was dressed in something that the actor who played Hercule Poirot might wear. She could swear she could even smell pomade on his hair. She wondered, not for the first time, what the doc’s wife made of her husband’s sartorial love affair with himself. 
 
    ‘Ah, Hillary, glad I caught you. I’ve left the reports on your desk. Your bride in the cowshed. I’ve done the autopsy — and by the way, thanks for sending DS Ross. His comments as I cut and diced were, as ever, riveting.’ 
 
    Hillary grimaced. Hadn’t she told Janine to go? She’d have to have a word with her sergeant. ‘Sorry, Doc, but Frank’s like a toxic substance. I have to spread him around evenly, giving everyone their fair share of misery, because if I leave him concentrated in one place too long, people start dropping like flies.’ 
 
    Steven Partridge smiled bleakly. ‘So it was just my turn with the poisoned cherub then? That’s a relief. For a moment, I thought I’d somehow found my way onto your shit list.’ 
 
    ‘As if you could. So, give me the highlights.’ 
 
    ‘Strangled, as you thought, and manual strangulation at that. She was definitely drunk, although probably not falling down drunk. She put up a bit of a fight, and there were traces of skin and blood under her fingernails, I’m glad to say. DS Janine Tyler and Tommy Lynch were hitting the computers for a DNA match as I left. They seemed excited, bless them.’ 
 
    Hillary grunted. That was all well and good, if their boy had previous form, and had his DNA in the system. But she had the feeling this was a one off. ‘Well, it means I can start to get our list of suspects in to donate DNA, if they feel so inclined,’ she mused thoughtfully. 
 
    ‘And if they don’t, you’ll turn your beady little eye onto them as fast as a speeding bullet?’ 
 
    Hillary laughed. ‘Oh, a lot faster than that, Doc. A lot faster than that!’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Upstairs, Tommy confirmed that so far they’d had no luck with a DNA hit. But the computer could run for hours yet. He also filled her in more fully on Vivian Orne, and the reasons behind the very short interview. 
 
    ‘Oh, and by the way, I had a word with Mrs Finchley,’ Tommy said. ‘She’s definitely got a drink problem, and when I mentioned that Julia might have hinted that Mr Max Finchley was a crook, she certainly reacted as if I’d struck a nerve.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded ‘OK, get on to the husband then. Check him out. Maybe shadow him for a day or two, see if you pick up anything interesting.’ 
 
    ‘Right, guv,’ Tommy said, delighted. He always liked following people around. It made him feel like one of those private eyes in American thrillers. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 9 
 
    Hillary slowly read through the full post-mortem report, and then the forensics they had so far. Apart from the DNA samples scraped from under Julia Reynolds’ fingernails, they had practically nothing to go on. Doc Partridge had said her blood alcohol level meant she was more or less drunk, but there had been nothing, ostensibly, about Julia Reynolds’ behaviour at the party that should have led to her being manually strangled. 
 
    A stranger then? An outsider? Again, the problem remained. How had she been lured to the cowshed in that gorgeous dress? The dress hadn’t been torn or ripped, her shoes showed no signs of scuff marks. Julia’s arms were not bruised, so it was unlikely she’d been forcibly dragged or manhandled into that shed. She’d gone willingly. And probably, from what they’d pieced together so far of her character, to meet a man. 
 
    The question was — which man? 
 
    ‘Guv, for you. Wendy Wallis,’ Tommy said, breaking into her morose thoughts and waving the receiver at her. 
 
    ‘Mrs Wallis? DI Greene. Is there something I can do for you?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes. Well, no, not for me personally. I have a friend here with me, Sharon Gunnell. This is very awkward over the telephone, so I was wondering if it was possible, I mean convenient, for you to come over and talk to us? Sharon and myself, perhaps now or quite soon?’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Hillary said smoothly. ‘I’ll be there in twenty minutes or so.’ She hung up, glanced at Tommy, then mentally shook her head. She doubted turning up with a big constable in tow would be ideal for worming information out of two already nervous women. ‘Mrs Wallis has a friend who needs to speak to me,’ Hillary said, and glanced across at Janine. ‘Doing anything vital?’ 
 
    Janine grimaced. ‘No, boss,’ she admitted, grabbing her coat. As she did so, she glanced at her closed desk drawer, where the brochure for the weekend break in the New Forest lay concealed. Had she done the right thing in booking it and paying the deposit? At least there was no way Mel could back out of it now. And the little inn in the village of Burley sounded ideal. Remote, pretty, just the place for two trysting coppers to make whoopee. 
 
    She was still smiling to herself as she followed Hillary out, making Frank Ross, just coming in after a very late and very long lunch, do a comical double-take. He slouched his way over to his desk, already feeling out of sorts. Whenever somebody else was happy, he wasn’t. It was one of the few principles by which he led his life. 
 
    ‘I bet Mel must be feeling chipper. The happy hooker is beaming like a cat that’s just had a canary sandwich.’ Tommy pretended not to hear. ‘Do you think the chief and our Janine are gonna tie the knot then? Wouldn’t put it past the stupid bastard.’ 
 
    Tommy sighed heavily. 
 
    ‘And I reckon, despite what the guv says, that new super is as bent as a corkscrew.’ 
 
    Tommy turned off the computer and grabbed his coat. ‘Got a suspect to tail,’ he said briefly, just to let Ross know he wasn’t the only one who could do hands-on coppering. Besides, if he stayed, he might just deck the prat. 
 
    ‘He’ll spot you a mile off, you bastard,’ Frank Ross muttered, just far enough under his breath for Tommy not to hear, as he watched the constable leave. 
 
    Hillary Greene had given Frank the task of finding out what Leo ‘The Man’ Mann had really been up to on the night of the vic’s murder. So far, he’d put out feelers with all his narks, and was due to meet another in the pub in an hour. He supposed he could put in some paperwork. Then again, the nark might be early, and he wouldn’t want to miss him, would he? Frank Ross grinned to himself and contemplated his fifth pint of the day. And felt, for some reason, a lot happier about life in general. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Sharon Gunnell looked distinctly apprehensive. 
 
    Thank you for coming, Inspector Greene. This is Sharon Gunnell, the friend I was telling you about.’ Mrs Wallis made the introductions calmly. 
 
    Hillary saw Janine take her notebook out and half hide it behind her handbag, and gave a mental nod of approval. People tended to dry up when their every word looked as if it were being written down. 
 
    ‘You see, the thing is, Sharon realised, after she’d given her statement to the police the night of the party, that she’d forgotten to mention something.’ It was Wendy Wallis who took up the baton, which was fine with her. Hillary knew full damned well that Sharon Gunnell hadn’t forgotten a thing, but had kept her mouth deliberately shut simply because she didn’t want to get involved. It was often the way with witnesses. The trouble was, conscience had a nasty habit of being a right pain in the bum about things like that, until, in the end, it was just far easier on the nerves to spill it. Not very public-spirited maybe, but then Hillary had never been one to rail against human nature. What was the point? At least the witness had come through in the end. So she simply smiled and nodded and played the agony aunt. 
 
    ‘That’s often the way,’ she said, careful to keep her voice sympathetic. ‘What a witness will recall just minutes after learning about a murder and, say, a few days later, is surprising. I expect that’s what happened here, isn’t it?’ she finished, turning firmly to Sharon Gunnell with a gentle smile and no-nonsense air of expectancy. 
 
    Sharon was one of those stick-thin women who seemed to live on their nerves. She smiled, showing uneven, tobacco-stained teeth, and fiddled with a strand of long, dark brown hair. ‘Yes, that’s exactly right,’ she said, relieved to be given a gracious out, and so unexpectedly soon. ‘But I don’t expect it’s important. I mean, I might have called you all the way out here for nothing.’ 
 
    Yeah, right lady, Janine thought, with an inner snort. And I’m Mary Poppins. 
 
    ‘So, what was it that you wanted to tell us, Mrs Gunnell?’ Hillary nursed her along patiently. ‘I assure you it will be in confidence.’ Unless, of course, she had to testify to it in a court of law. But Hillary wasn’t about to go there yet. Not with one as skittish as this. 
 
    ‘Well, it was about eleven thirty or so. I know it was around then, because Bill, my husband, started to make those I-want-to-go signs, and I thought it was way too early when I checked the clock and saw the time. I could hardly leave my best friend’s silver wedding anniversary party before midnight, could I?’ she said, with a quick grin at her friend. Wendy Wallis nodded back encouragingly. ‘So it was only a little while later that I saw him leave. Mr Greenwood. The father, I mean, not the son.’ 
 
    ‘Theo Greenwood?’ Hillary said, wanting it perfectly clear. 
 
    ‘Yes. I was in the kitchen, washing a wine stain off my skirt. Some idiot had knocked into me holding a glass. Luckily it was white wine, not red, or it would have been ruined. Anyway,’ she hurried on, ‘I looked out the kitchen window, which was open to let in some fresh air, and that’s when I saw him.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘You saw him where, exactly?’ 
 
    ‘Crossing the lawn, between those two rose beds you have out back,’ Sharon said, suddenly turning to speak to her friend. 
 
    ‘I can show you if you like,’ Wendy said helpfully, and Hillary held up a hand. 
 
    ‘Later, thank you. For the moment, Mrs Gunnell, just tell us what you saw.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that was it really,’ Sharon said. ‘Mr Greenwood — I knew him by sight, because he and Owen had disappeared off to the study to talk business and Wendy pointed him out to me, because she was hopping mad about it, and who can blame her in the middle of the party and all? So I knew who he was. Well, anyway, he walked down the garden path, across the lawn and out through the side gate onto the lane outside. The reason it stuck in my mind later was because of the way he walked.’ 
 
    Hillary blinked, and heard Janine’s pen, which had been busily scraping across the page of her notebook, suddenly stall. Obviously they’d both been caught out by Sharon Gunnell’s words. The way he walked, Hillary repeated mentally to herself. What? Had he waddled; done a Max Wall impersonation; what? 
 
    ‘Was he limping?’ she suddenly asked sharply, as a thought occurred to her. If Julia Reynolds had managed to get a good backwards kick and land a blow on her assailant’s shin before she succumbed, it might be possible that her attacker would have a limp. 
 
    ‘Oh no. Nothing like that.’ Sharon sounded almost shocked. ‘I just meant that he wasn’t mooching about. You know, like you do at a party. You go outside to have a ciggie, or get some air, or just have a rest from the loud music and you just sort of wander about. But he wasn’t doing that. He walked straight across the grass like he knew where he was going. As if he had somewhere specific in mind. Do you see?’ she added timidly, glancing at all three women and wondering if she’d just made some kind of a fool of herself. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Yes. Yes, I do see. Did you see him come back?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no. I washed my skirt off and went back inside to make sure Bill wasn’t trying to say his goodbyes on the sly. He’d do that. Then, of course, I’d have had no choice but to say goodbye too, and it was such a lovely party. Oh!’ She put a hand to her mouth as she suddenly realised that, for one of the guests at least, it had been anything but. 
 
    ‘I see. Well, thank you, Mrs Gunnell, you’ve been very helpful,’ Hillary said. 
 
    Wendy Wallis rose, too, relief plainly written all over her face. ‘You understand, Inspector,’ she said firmly, ‘we’re not saying that Mr Greenwood did anything improper. Nor are we trying to imply that he was in any way, well, implicated in what happened.’ 
 
    And he was, after all, the man who might be willing to give her husband umpteen pounds sterling for some acres of his land, Hillary added silently and more cynically. ‘I can reassure you that we don’t jump to conclusions, Mrs Wallis,’ she said vaguely, and, with Sharon Gunnell’s relieved goodbyes ringing in their ears, they stepped outside and walked towards the car. 
 
    Janine slid, without asking, behind the driver’s wheel as Hillary slammed the car door shut and reached behind her for the seat belt. 
 
    ‘The Hayrick Inn, boss?’ Janine asked, rhetorically. 
 
    Hillary sighed and nodded without much enthusiasm. Truth to tell, she’d rather have a bit more under her belt before confronting Mr Theo Greenwood. So far, they only had Leo Mann’s word for it that Julia Reynolds had been playing the old horizontal tango with him. And so what if a member of the party saw him walking through the gardens at around the time Julia was killed? A good defence lawyer would treat such hearsay and vague suspicions with much derision. 
 
    But then again, Theo Greenwood wasn’t a barrister, and might just let something slip if they rattled him hard enough. She couldn’t afford not to try it, anyway. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Theo Greenwood wasn’t happy to see them. The Hayrick Inn, Hillary was surprised to see, did a roaring trade in ‘traditional afternoon tea’, catching a lot of the overflow of American tourists doing the Oxford—Stratford—Cotswolds scene. She was careful to report in at reception and keep herself well out of public view, since people like Theo Greenwood had a nasty habit of knowing people who knew the chief constable. And too many unnecessary black spots against your name could get you a reputation as a troublemaker, whether it was warranted or not. And with a new super on the scene, it didn’t pay to take unnecessary chances. So she had no objection to Mr Greenwood ushering them out of sight and into his impressive office once more. 
 
    ‘I must say, Inspector Greene, I wasn’t expecting you back so soon. I take it there was nothing amiss on my son’s clothes and shoes? He was told he could come and pick them up tomorrow?’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, settling herself down comfortably in the proffered chair and thus letting the hotel owner know that they were in for a long haul. ‘No, nothing untoward, sir,’ she said ambiguously. ‘It was yourself we wanted a word with, not Roger.’ 
 
    Janine wondered if the hotelier looked just a shade jaundiced? She rather thought he might. 
 
    ‘Me?’ Theo said, and gave a rather false laugh. He must have heard the hollow ring in it himself, for he suddenly rose and walked briskly to the drinks cabinet. ‘Can I get you anything?’ 
 
    ‘Not for me, thank you, sir,’ Hillary said, and Janine murmured similar polite refusals. They let him get a drink, surprisingly a simple soda and ice, and then settle back down again. ‘Can you tell us how long your sexual relationship with Julia Reynolds lasted, Mr Greenwood?’ Hillary began with deceptive mildness. 
 
    Yes, definitely jaundice, Janine thought with a hidden smile. With just a touch of magenta and, around the gills, a smidgen of green. 
 
    Theo Greenwood swallowed hard once or twice, then put down his glass of soda with a commendably steady hand. ‘I see,’ he said heavily. ‘I wondered if you’d get on to that.’ He leaned back in his chair and sighed. ‘It was last year. I met Julia at a party. We hit it off straight away. For a much younger woman than myself, she was surprisingly mature.’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t mind that you were married? Or didn’t you tell her?’ Hillary put in, still in that mildly curious voice that even Janine found grating. Her DI’s studied indifference made even her teeth itch, so what it did to the subject being interviewed she couldn’t tell. 
 
    Theo Greenwood flushed an ugly shade of red, and once again his resemblance to a pig suddenly shone through. ‘No, I . . . er, didn’t as a matter of fact. Never said so in as many words, that is. But I’m sure she guessed,’ he added gruffly. 
 
    ‘Who ended it, Mr Greenwood? Or was it still going on, perhaps?’ Hillary mused. 
 
    ‘Of course it wasn’t! She was seeing my son. What kind of perverted mind have you got?’ Theo sputtered. 
 
    Hillary smiled sweetly. ‘Oh, when you deal regularly with pornographers, paedophiles, rapists, victims of incest and what have you, you tend to lose any surprise at the depths to which human nature will sink, Mr Greenwood,’ she said, calmly. ‘So, I take it you were not both seeing Miss Reynolds at the same time then?’ 
 
    Theo Greenwood, thoroughly disconcerted, as Hillary had intended, shook his head. ‘No. We weren’t.’ 
 
    ‘So who ended the affair between you?’ 
 
    Greenwood reached for his soda. ‘She did,’ he admitted quietly, trying not to notice the way the pretty blonde sergeant grinned over her notebook. 
 
    ‘She did,’ Hillary repeated softly. ‘Did that make you mad, Mr Greenwood?’ 
 
    ‘What? No. Sad more like. I liked Julia. She was like a breath of spring. She was funny. I was sad that she broke it off.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ Hillary said flatly. ‘Now I’m confused. I thought you said before that you didn’t like Julia Reynolds. That you thought she wasn’t good enough for your son. I got the distinct impression that you thought a nobody hairstylist from the sticks wasn’t the sort of daughter-in-law you wanted. Now you tell me she was a breath of spring. Which is true, Mr Greenwood? We like to get these details straight, you see. On a murder inquiry especially.’ 
 
    Theo swallowed hard once again. ‘I, look here, I can . . . All right, you’ve got me.’ 
 
    Janine felt her heart give a sudden lurch, and she looked up in amazement. Surely he wasn’t going to just confess, right here and now? She’d heard of cases where a suspect just crumbled and gave it all up, apparently out of the blue, but she hadn’t expected to see it happen for herself. 
 
    Hillary, who’d seen far more and believed even less, could have told her not to get so excited. 
 
    ‘I’m a bit of a snob,’ Theo Greenwood confessed, miserably. ‘I was flattered when Julia and I got together, and I would have carried on having an affair, well, ad infinitum. I suppose, if she’d have had me. But when I found out, after she’d ditched me, that she’d taken up with Roger! Well, I saw red. I didn’t like it. It felt all . . . wrong. Dirty. Unnatural somehow. But Roger wouldn’t give her up and . . . well, obviously, I couldn’t tell him why she wasn’t good enough for him, could I?’ he appealed to them, hands spread helplessly. 
 
    You bloody hypocrite, Janine thought savagely. 
 
    Hillary merely shrugged. ‘So you saw red. By your own admission, you were very angry. Angry enough to kill her?’ 
 
    Theo paled still further. ‘No. NO! Besides, she chucked me last year and took up with Roger. If I was going to snap or do something crazy, I’d have done it then. Not waited nearly a year, would I?’ he flung out with equal measures of desperation and triumph. 
 
    ‘Maybe yes, maybe no, Mr Greenwood,’ Hillary said, again with that weary indifference, as if speaking to a backward child. ‘People kill for all sorts of reasons and at different times. Some people explode in a moment of rage, others fester and plan and continually put the evil moment off, until something, a word, a gesture, maybe even something as simple as suddenly being in the right place at the right time, finally sets them off and — bang. You have a strangled girl on your hands.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s not the way it was,’ Theo said wildly, looking from Janine to Hillary and back again. ‘I swear. I never went anywhere near that cowshed.’ 
 
    ‘So just where did you go when you left the party at eleven thirty that night, Mr Greenwood?’ Hillary asked simply. 
 
    The older man blanched. ‘What? What do you mean? I didn’t go anywhere.’ 
 
    ‘That won’t do, you know,’ Hillary chided. ‘You were seen leaving the party. You left, walking across the back lawn between the two rose beds the Wallises have in their garden, and out into the lane. Where did you go, Mr Greenwood?’ 
 
    Both Janine and Hillary could see that their knowledge of the accuracy of his route that night had shaken him. ‘I went to my car to get some cigars,’ he said at last, sounding more bewildered now than anything else. ‘Owen Wallis and myself had just agreed, in principle, to him selling me some land. I wanted to celebrate. Ask him. He’ll remember me giving him a cigar. They’re very fine cigars, although in the end, he turned it down. The man doesn’t smoke.’ 
 
    Hillary said nothing. In truth, there was nothing she could say. If Owen Wallis did indeed confirm that Theo Greenwood had offered him a cigar at around 11:45 that night, then that was that. And somehow, Hillary got the feeling that Owen Wallis was going to up and do just that. 
 
    ‘You haven’t got any plans for a foreign holiday in the near future, have you, Mr Greenwood?’ she asked, rising to her feet. 
 
    ‘No, I haven’t.’ The relief in Theo Greenwood’s voice and face was palpable as he suddenly realised the ordeal was over. ‘And if I was, I’d cancel it, before you ask.’ He even managed a smile. 
 
    Outside, Janine muttered something in disgust under her breath. Then added more audibly, ‘Back to the farm, boss?’ 
 
    Back to the farm. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Frank Ross looked up as Hillary and Janine trooped in, faces as long as wet weekends. Now that was much better. That was how things should be. Now the laws of the universe were back in their proper working order. 
 
    Time to show them how real policing worked. 
 
    ‘Guv, I’ve found out where our pal Leo Mann was on the night of the killing. He and some pals of his were out forcing cash machines. It’s got Mann’s MO all over it, plus we’ve got a positive sighting of him in Summertown that night, around the time the girl got it. I reckon it’s enough to rule Mann out.’ 
 
    ‘Oh great. Another dead end,’ Janine snarled. First Owen Wallis confirms what Theo Greenwood had said about going out for the cigars and now this. She wasn’t best pleased when Hillary told her to go with Frank and bring in Mann and have a chat with the sergeant in charge of the robbery. She left, muttering under her breath. 
 
    Frank Ross trudged off behind her, wondering gleefully if the blonde wonder was going to complain to lover boy that Hillary Greene kept giving her all the crap jobs. And he wondered, even more gleefully, just what Mel would do about it. 
 
    Hillary sat down at her desk, wondered if she dared get off home on time for once, then wondered what would be the point if she did? All she had to go back to was an empty narrowboat and a Dick Francis novel that might, or might not, hold the key to Ronnie’s dirty dosh. She’d be better off thinking up new lines of inquiry for her team tomorrow. Unless they came up with some new leads, they were buggered. Already the first forty-eight hours were over and, as everyone knew, the majority of cases that were going to get solved were already solved by then. 
 
    She sighed and reached for the first of Tommy’s reports. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 10 
 
    Gregory Innes turned into a small cul-de-sac on Nuneaton’s northernmost boundary and cut the engine. Now this was more like it. Houses, shops, streets, gardens. No barbed wire fences, cowshit or railway embankments here. Even now it made him break out in a cold sweat when he remembered being chased by that mad farmer and that crazy female cop. 
 
    Detective Inspector Hillary Greene. 
 
    Since she’d chased him, almost into the path of an oncoming train, Gregory had been learning all about DI Greene, and what he’d learned hadn’t exactly filled him with joy and inner serenity. Word had it, around those in the know, that she had a good nose on her and all the leniency of a pit bull on downers. And a good copper’s nose was the last thing he wanted poking around in his business — especially now that he’d finally struck pay dirt. 
 
    He slid his lanky frame out of his rusting second-hand Volvo, and once again checked out the house. The first time he’d come here, nearly three months ago now, he hadn’t paid it all that much attention, except to ascertain that anyone living here could afford to pay for his services. Mock-Tudor in style. Good garden, clean windows. There had to be a reasonable amount of money here sure, but not, he supposed glumly, huge gobs of it. Which was just typical of his luck. A perfect blackmail opportunity had come his way, but how much would they really be good for? 
 
    Vivian Orne, the wife, was an aerobics and dance-class instructor as well as part-owner of a local gym. She brought in enough readies to help pay the mortgage on this place, run a nice new Mini and put her kids into a good school, but she was not exactly Rockefeller. Likewise her hubby was the proud owner of a garage that also sold second-hand cars. A nice little earner, no doubt. Perhaps he could ask for two thousand a month? They’d cough up that much, surely? After all, they had their own lives to think about — not to mention the happiness of their one remaining kid, the little girl he’d seen the last time he’d been here. 
 
    He could take a nice holiday for a change. Play the gee-gees maybe. Kick back and relax a bit. Wait a few months, then up it to three thousand. And there was still the doctor. He’d be good for another thousand a month easy. Probably more. He’d have to check around and see how much GPs earned. All his life, Gregory had been a grifter, with nothing coming easy. It was time he had a slice of the pie. Nervous, but determined, he walked up the garden path and rang the doorbell. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tommy watched Max Finchley shrugging into his heavy black duffel coat. He was parked by the construction site of what was soon to provide both underground and high-level parking for the city of Oxford’s long-suffering motorists. At the moment, it looked more like a bombsite than a building site, and Tommy re-read nervously the placard on the chain-link fencing warning members of the public that detonations would be happening tomorrow at 10:15. 
 
    That would probably gather a crowd. 
 
    Tommy, who still had memories of Molotov cocktails at public riots, couldn’t see the fascination in explosions and fire himself. 
 
    He lifted his binoculars and focused them once more on his mark. Funny, he’d never expected Max Finchley to be a construction worker. Remembering Vera Finchley drinking her expensive vodka in her big and impressive bungalow, he’d have expected her husband to be some kind of executive. 
 
    Tommy noted in his book the time Max Finchley clocked off and watched a steady stream of workers — brickies, carpenters, demolition guys, scaffolders, steel workers — all head for the main gates. 
 
    Max Finchley was about five-foot ten, Tommy reckoned, mid-forties and going bald. And was a possible crook. Well — Tommy snorted — in this line of work, notorious for scams, what couldn’t he have been getting up to? How many times had he been called on to sites just like this by irate and incensed site-managers? ‘Buggers will take anything not nailed down’ had been the general complaint. But surely this sort of thing wouldn’t be enough to provide a motive for murder? Julia Reynolds knowing Max Finchley was a tea-leaf wasn’t a strangling offence, surely? 
 
    He frowned as Max Finchley picked up his lunch box, one of those old-fashioned, black tin boxes with an arched hinged lid, and got in line to filter out. And something, some little jarring note that wasn’t big enough to register fully formed in his mind, but was enough to niggle, nonetheless, made him sit up and take notice. 
 
    But what the hell was it? 
 
    He watched like a hawk, but all the man was doing was shuffling in line, waiting to get past the watchman on the gate. Nothing. 
 
    He sighed, then reached into his glove compartment and, not for the first time, drew out the small jewellers’ box inside and opened it. He stared down morosely at the small, star-shaped diamond, sure that Jean would like it. A solid-minded Baptist herself, just like Tommy’s mother Mercy, Jean knew the value of things. She’d be pleased with it, he was sure. 
 
    They’d been going steady for over four years now, and there’d been nobody else for Tommy and, he was certain, not for Jean either. Marriage was the next logical step. He wanted kids and he wanted to see his mother made happy, holding a grandson or granddaughter in her arms. So why the hell had he been hanging on to this diamond for almost a month now? 
 
    He shook his head, knowing why, and snapped the lid shut just in time to see Max Finchley walk towards his car in a makeshift parking area on the far side of the site. 
 
    Tommy was careful not to be seen as he followed Finchley’s nondescript Ford Mondeo through Oxford’s hideous rush hour and out into the open countryside. When he was sure he was only heading back home to Upper Heyford, Tommy dropped back and returned to HQ. He would be back, bright and early, to get on Max’s tail when he returned to work next morning. Perhaps then he could spot whatever it was that was bothering him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary had just got off the phone when a uniform from downstairs stuck his head around the door and told her that they had a member of the public downstairs wanting to speak to the officer in charge of the Julia Reynolds murder inquiry. 
 
    ‘Off the street?’ Hillary asked, picking up her notebook. 
 
    ‘Phoned the number in the Oxford Mail, guv, about the police artist’s sketch of the bloke you chased. They directed her here.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. She knew that by now her ‘heroics’ of the other night would be all over the station. As usual, opinions would be mixed. There were those who held fast to the belief that only those holding the ranks of sergeant and below had any business being out and about in the field in the first place. The likes of DIs should be kept chained safely behind their desks, where they couldn’t do so much damage. Then there’d be the young and eager beavers who’d joined up just so that they could indulge in midnight chases across open fields, who would be green with envy. Then there were the more seasoned coppers, who’d just be glad she hadn’t got hurt — and rather her than them. 
 
    The young officer who followed her down to the interview room was one of the envious ones. ‘Word has it, guv, you nearly got sliced-and-diced by the fast train?’ 
 
    Hillary laughed. ‘Very damn nearly, Constable. Take my advice — if you’re ever going to chase suspects in the dark, take along a seeing-eye dog, and make sure the bugger goes in front.’ 
 
    He was still grinning about that as he opened the door to interview room three, slipped inside and then closed it behind him. He took up position by the door and waited, po-faced. 
 
    Carole Morton looked at him nervously, then straightened up visibly as Hillary took a seat opposite. ‘Hello. It’s Mrs Morton, isn’t it?’ Hillary asked, glancing down at the piece of paper the constable had given her, which bore the witness’s name, address and contact number. ‘I’m Detective Inspector Hillary Greene. I hear you contacted us about the artist’s drawing of a man we’d like to question. Do you know him?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Well, not to know his name. I’ve seen him before.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. Not ideal, but at least she seemed positive. ‘You got a good look at this man? In daylight?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, that’s right. I showed the paper to Betty, and she remembered him, too.’ 
 
    ‘Betty?’ 
 
    ‘She works with me on reception. At the health centre in Oxham.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ Hillary nodded. Oxham was a large village between Oxford and Middleton Stoney, which was still able to boast a village shop, complete with a functional post office, as well as a thriving health centre that catered for locals from up to five villages away in any direction. In point of fact, unless her memory was playing her false, it was where Julia Reynolds herself had been registered as a patient. 
 
    ‘This man, he’s a patient there?’ Hillary asked. 
 
    ‘Oh no. He came in, it must have been early last month some time, and asked to see Dr Crowder. He hadn’t got an appointment, and I tried to explain that before he could see any of the doctors he needed to be registered as a patient, but he was insistent. Said that it wasn’t a medical matter anyway but something else, something personal, and that he’d wait until the doctor had finished his morning surgery. As I said, he was most insistent, but polite enough, so I couldn’t see the harm in it. And he was as good as his word. He sat there in the waiting-room for over an hour.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t give you a name, I suppose?’ 
 
    ‘Not that I can remember, no.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ Hillary said philosophically. ‘And then what happened?’ 
 
    ‘Well, when Dr Crowder had seen his last patient, I went in and told him about the man, and he told me to send him in. He was there for about — I don’t know. Ten minutes or so. Then he left. I haven’t seen him since.’ 
 
    ‘But you’re sure it’s him, the man in the paper?’ Hillary asked, making notes as she went. 
 
    ‘Yes. Well, as sure as I can be. I mean, a drawing’s not as good as a photograph, is it? But it’s certainly a good likeness.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think you’d be able to pick this man out of a line-up of say, six or eight men, Mrs Morton?’ 
 
    Carole Morton took a deep breath. ‘Yes. I think I could. And Betty as well.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. She’d obviously had to screw her courage up to come here, but Hillary couldn’t see her backing out now she’d done so. ‘Well, I hope that won’t be necessary. At the moment, we have no evidence that this man has committed any crime, but we do need to speak to him. So you’ve nothing to worry about, and you’ve been very helpful. Thank you. We’ll be in touch if we need you again.’ 
 
    Carole Morton looked surprised and perhaps just a shade disappointed that it was all over so soon, and had been rather a banal and run-of-the-mill affair after all. Hillary imagined she’d thought her interview with the police would be a much more interesting experience. 
 
    After she’d gone, Hillary remained seated in the now empty interview room, tapping her pen thoughtfully. So, the mystery man had been to see a local doctor. But not on a medical matter. Curious. She walked out into the main lobby and back up to her desk, quickly checking the Reynolds file. Yes! Not only was Julia registered at Oxham, but Dr Crowder was also her doctor. 
 
    She quickly checked her watch. Nearly 5:30. What time did doctors clock off nowadays? She went outside, surprised to find Tommy Lynch crossing the car-park. ‘Guv,’ he said, spotting her and doing a quick detour to intercept. He told her about his surveillance of Max Finchley and his gut instinct that there was something ‘off’. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Better keep on it then,’ she said flatly, then added, ‘You off, or do you have time for another interview?’ 
 
    Tommy, of course, had time. 
 
    On the way to Oxham, she filled him in on the nibble they’d got on the man who had been hanging around Three Oaks Farm. 
 
    ‘Beginning to sound less and less like a journo after a follow-up, isn’t it?’ Tommy said. ‘Especially as this puts him in the area nearly a month before Julia was murdered.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. So far, they’d been working on the assumption that the Julia Reynolds killing had been an opportunistic crime. A sudden rush of blood to the head and wham. But what if it had been well thought out and meticulously planned, the seeds of it going back maybe a month or even longer? 
 
    Still, it was hard to see what Julia’s doctor would have to do with anything. She’d noted in the file that he’d been interviewed as part of the routine, but nothing useful had come of it. 
 
    She was somewhat relieved to see the health centre still open, but even before she was halfway to the reception desk, the grey-haired woman behind the glass partition was already telling her that the doctors were finished seeing patients for the night. 
 
    Hillary pulled out her ID and introduced herself and Tommy. ‘I was hoping to have quick word with a Dr Crowder? Is he in?’ 
 
    The receptionist, now a little flustered, buzzed them through. ‘Straight down the corridor, turn left, and first on the right.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. They passed posters giving dire warnings about all manner of dread diseases, and she was glad when they reached their destination. There, a sign on a door told her she’d found the rooms of Dr Lincoln Crowder. A host of letters followed his name. She knocked and entered, Tommy coming in awkwardly behind her. The room was small, and he seemed to fill it. 
 
    Dr Crowder, a small, grey-haired, precise-looking man, leaned back in his swivel chair and looked at them with curious eyes. 
 
    Hillary sat in the chair indicated. ‘I’m currently heading a murder investigation, Dr Crowder,’ she began crisply and calmly. She’d quickly learned that when it came to talking to well-educated and professional people who had every reason to consider themselves well up on the totem pole, they responded better to something that caught their attention. She saw that she’d succeeded by the way Dr Lincoln Crowder slowly put down the pen he’d been holding, and turned his swivel chair around a little more to face her. 
 
    ‘Yes? We’re talking about Julia Reynolds, I imagine?’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. Not a hard guess to make, under the circumstances. She didn’t think a country doctor would have that many patients murdered. 
 
    ‘I spoke to an officer some days ago.’ 
 
    ‘I know, but we have some further questions, Doctor. About a month ago, a man came to see you. He wasn’t a patient,’ she added quickly, before the doctor could begin to tell her what he could and couldn’t discuss. She quickly passed over a copy of the identikit drawing. ‘You may have seen a copy of this before, in the Oxford Mail, Dr Crowder?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t take it,’ the medico said at once. He stared at the drawing for a good few seconds, but Hillary had no doubts at all that he recognised the man. She felt, rather than saw, him stiffen. He seemed to draw in on himself slightly, reminding her of the way a hedgehog will curl into a prickly ball at the approach of danger. 
 
    ‘You recognise the man?’ she asked needlessly. She watched him closely, seeing the way his face closed over. From the way his eyes flickered, she could tell his mind was racing. What did they know? What should he tell them? How much? 
 
    ‘You seem to be on the horns of a dilemma, Doctor,’ Hillary said, willing to go halfway while at the same time letting him know that she wasn’t going to be messed about. ‘But as I said, this is a murder inquiry, and you are obliged to co-operate. Now, do you know this man?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. His name is Gregory Innes. I only met him once. As you say he isn’t a patient, and didn’t consult me on a medical matter.’ 
 
    ‘Can you tell me what he did consult you about?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid not.’ 
 
    Hillary allowed her voice to drop a notch. ‘Doctor, let’s be clear about this. You have just said this man wasn’t a patient, so confidentiality isn’t an issue.’ 
 
    Dr Crowder held up a hand, stopping her. ‘But I’m afraid it is. Mr Innes himself isn’t a patient, but what we discussed did affect a patient, and it’s that patient I can’t possibly discuss.’ 
 
    ‘Julia Reynolds?’ she asked sharply. ‘Did this Mr Innes want to discuss Julia Reynolds?’ 
 
    Doctor Crowder looked her squarely in the eye. ‘The patient we discussed was not Julia Reynolds,’ he said firmly and clearly. 
 
    Hillary sat back in her chair, a little stumped. Something about the precise wording of the doctor’s response set off alarm bells. She’d met his kind before. They always answered questions perfectly truthfully, but not necessarily honestly. The patient they discussed was not Julia Reynolds. But she wasn’t willing to bet that Julia Reynolds’ name hadn’t been mentioned. 
 
    ‘I’m not sure I understand,’ she began slowly. ‘If you can’t discuss patient details with me, how is it that you could apparently discuss patient details with Mr Innes?’ 
 
    Dr Crowder began to look unhappy. ‘That was different. Mr Innes had permission, written permission, which I verified by telephone, from the patient concerned.’ 
 
    So it definitely wasn’t Julia Reynolds then. Neither of her parents had mentioned anything about Julia being in contact with her doctor recently. 
 
    ‘He was acting on behalf of a patient?’ Hillary asked, desperately searching for some clarification. She was sure she was on to something here, but trying to winkle out just what it was, was more frustrating than trying to scratch an unreachable itch. ‘He was a doctor himself?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    He said this so abruptly that Hillary knew she’d just touched a nerve. 
 
    ‘Do you know exactly what his profession was, Doctor?’ 
 
    Lincoln Crowder ran a finger along the top of his lip. He was sweating, Hillary realised, and she doubted that this was a man who sweated much. It made Hillary wonder, rather uneasily, what a medical doctor could have to feel so uneasy about. 
 
    ‘He was a licensed private investigator,’ Doctor Crowder said finally. And Hillary bit back a groan. 
 
    Oh great. That was just what she needed. 
 
    ‘And I’m afraid that’s all I can tell you, Inspector,’ Dr Crowder said. ‘I simply can’t discuss what our business was.’ 
 
    ‘Do you have an address for him?’ Hillary asked, reluctantly getting to her feet, but loath to let it go at that. 
 
    ‘No. He showed me his card, but I was more interested in verifying the letter he brought with him from the patient concerned than in noting down his office details.’ 
 
    Tommy, silent and watchful by the door, got a sudden jolt of déjà vu. As with Max Finchley just an hour or so ago, he had the sudden but undeniable feeling that something else was going on. Something he wasn’t seeing. He could tell that Hillary felt it too. 
 
    ‘I seem to recall he was from Birmingham. Maybe Walsall. Somewhere like that. The Midlands. But I really don’t know for sure.’ Doctor Crowder firmly opened the door and stood to one side, and Hillary nodded, biting back the childish urge to tell him that she’d been chucked out of better places than this. 
 
    Back in the car, Tommy turned in the driver’s seat, ignoring the way the wheel dug into his chest, and looked across at her. ‘He was hiding something, guv,’ he said. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Without a doubt. But what?’ And did it really affect the Julia Reynolds murder case, or was she just being side-tracked? 
 
    ‘Tommy, first thing tomorrow, I want you and Janine to find out all you can about Gregory Innes. If he’s got a licence he’ll be in the system. And put out feelers. PIs come in all sorts, from the fairly bog-standard and basically decent, to the downright dirty. I want to know what his rep is.’ 
 
    ‘Could be he was hired by a jealous wife, guv. Our vic had a way with men, didn’t she?’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. It had been one of the first things she’d thought of. ‘But if so, what’s Doc Crowder got to do with it? Why not just follow Julia, get his snaps of her doing the naughty and pick up the pay cheque? Besides, he was talking to the doc over a month ago, and not, according to our learned medical friend, about Julia Reynolds at all. And what was he doing hanging around Three Oaks Farm?’ Hillary muttered, more to herself than to Tommy. ‘That’s what really gets me.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps he fancied solving the Julia Reynolds murder himself, guv?’ Tommy speculated. ‘It would be a feather in his cap, that’s for sure, and good publicity. This thing with the doc could be related to another case, and it’s nothing more than a coincidence that Crowder was the vic’s GP.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ Hillary said. Maybe not. One thing was for certain. She was looking forward to meeting Mr Gregory Innes. 
 
    If only to ask him what the hell he thought he was doing dodging trains and playing silly buggers with detective inspectors. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 11 
 
    DI Mike Regis watched Thomas Palmer park his navy-blue Alfa Romeo and climb out. The ESAA man looked carefully up and down either side of the road, then glanced up nervously as a woman across the way opened her front door to deposit two empty milk bottles on the doorstep. Palmer ducked his head down and headed quickly for the gate of number 39. Definitely a man with something to hide. 
 
    People who were obviously up to no good always intrigued DI Regis. Not for the first time, though, he wondered what the hell he was playing at with this particular specimen. It wasn’t as if Hillary Greene had asked for any favours. Nor could she have made it any clearer just what variety of pond life she considered him to be. So what exactly did he hope to gain from all of this? 
 
    His dark green eyes narrowed as a rather attractive brunette, dressed in a powder blue lacy nightie and matching floating peignoir, ushered Palmer quickly inside. It was like watching something out of a naughty French film, circa 1950. He called a pal in Dispatch, who quickly ran down the names of the residents — a Mr Malcolm Newcombe and spouse, Rebecca Margaret. Malcolm Newcombe. The name rang a vague bell, and he wasted a few minutes going through his mental list of known villains and punters, before finally giving a muffled grunt of victory. Malcolm Newcombe wasn’t a crook, but he was the master of a local hunt. If it was still in operation, that is. Mike, back in his uniform days, had been present during an anti-hunt demonstration, when Malcolm Newcombe had been dragged from his horse and had later vehemently pressed charges of assault against his attacker, a normally mild-mannered mother of three, who ran her own herbalist shop in Cowley. 
 
    Mike began to grin. He couldn’t help it. 
 
    Now what would those nice animal lovers at ESAA say if they knew their esteemed chairman was having it away with the wife of a local fox hunter (even if they didn’t actually kill the fox anymore)? He’d have to come back with a camera. A few candid snapshots and Hillary would have some nice ammunition in her arsenal when it came time to go to court. Palmer, frantic to keep the knowledge of his affair from the others in his little coterie, might even find some way of scuppering the court case in order to keep them in the dark. You never knew your luck. 
 
    Mike sighed and switched on the engine. He was being daft, no two ways about it. He pulled out into the traffic and headed downtown. Hillary had made it perfectly clear that she wasn’t interested. If he was honest, he was only going to follow up on the Thomas Palmer thing so that he could pop the little gem into her lap and then give her the finger, just as she’d given it to him. 
 
    Very grown-up. 
 
    An impatient honk behind him made him realise that the traffic light he’d stopped for had turned green and he pulled away guiltily, wondering who the hell he was supposed to be kidding. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Roger Greenwood looked up as one of the guys from across his hall of residence banged on his door. 
 
    ‘Rog, phone for you.’ 
 
    He thrust aside the textbook he was reading on certain tax relief systems in place for the benefit of landlords, and trooped out into the hallway. He was in his final year at college, a BA in business studies within his grasp. He saw the student who’d called him glance at him curiously as he closed the door to his own room, no doubt still mentally cursing the fact that he’d been given the room nearest the hall phone. 
 
    Roger wasn’t stupid. He knew that news of his girlfriend’s murder had quickly done the rounds, making him the target of the latest juicy gossip, but it had been his own decision to return to college so soon. He’d thought it might help take his mind off things, about Julia and his dad, but now he wondered if he’d made a mistake after all. Nearly half the people around him wondered if he was a killer but were far too polite to say so, while the other half wanted to ask him what it felt like to have a loved one butchered, but daren’t. 
 
    Oh yeah, and the bleeding hearts kept trying to get him to go into therapy. It was driving him up the wall. 
 
    He was dreading Julia’s funeral, and could only hope that, once it was all over and done with, his life would get back to normal. The trouble was, he didn’t believe it would happen. Nothing in his life felt normal now, and he couldn’t envisage a time when it might. 
 
    He lifted the receiver, which was dangling heavily from its twisted cord, and put it to his ear. ‘Yeah?’ 
 
    ‘Roger Greenwood?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    It was a woman’s voice, hesitant and breathy. He wondered if it was a crank call. He’d already had a few items of hate mail, the usual kind of sick stuff, which he’d quickly binned. He was on the point of hanging up when the woman spoke again. 
 
    ‘Look, how much would it be worth to you to know who wanted your girlfriend dead?’ 
 
    Roger blinked. He’d been tensed for the usual ‘you’re going to hang, you murdering male fascist bastard’ diatribe, and the simple question floored him. 
 
    ‘What? What do you mean?’ he heard himself ask stupidly. 
 
    ‘I know who wanted her dead, see. And he was there, at the party, so he had the opportunity. If you want to know, give me a call. Got a pen?’ 
 
    Roger hadn’t. ‘Hold on,’ he said desperately, still feeling totally off balance, and jogged back to his room for a notebook and pen. When he got back he half expected to hear the dial tone, but she was still there. 
 
    He jotted down the number she gave him. He recognised the first two digits as being local. Someone in Steeple Barton, or Kirtlington? He was sure he didn’t recognise the voice, so it was not a near neighbour, at least. 
 
    ‘Look, is this a hoax?’ he demanded, not sure what he wanted the answer to be. 
 
    ‘No. But I want money.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, piss off,’ Roger snapped, and slammed the phone down with hands that shook. Just another vulture. Just someone else who wanted to feed off Julia. People had always been doing that when she was alive. Now, even when she was dead, they still couldn’t leave her alone. 
 
    Oh yes, he knew what they were saying about her. 
 
    He walked back to his room, sat down in front of his textbooks and stared out of the window grimly. But after a while, he carefully folded the slip of paper with the telephone number into the pages of his book. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary looked up from her seat in interview room four as Janine and Tommy ushered in Gregory Innes. When she’d got in and found both of them had arrived well before her, and had collated a fairly impressive dossier on the PI already, she’d been impressed, and had said so. So when the man himself walked in, trying to look comfortable and at ease, she already knew the basics. 
 
    Gregory Innes had been born to average working-class parents in Birmingham. He’d gone to one of the local schools, then a nearby college of further education to do a business studies course. He’d worked at various jobs, was currently renting a distinctly average house in a distinctly average suburb in Solihull, was divorced with no kids and had been working as a self-employed PI for the last eight years. According to his local nick, he’d never been in any serious trouble with the law per se, but one old-timer sergeant had said that he wouldn’t be surprised if the PI wasn’t above a bit of petty crime now and then. But nothing had stuck. 
 
    As Gregory took a seat, Hillary noted the off-the-rack slacks, the parka he’d probably bought in a going-out-of-business sale five or six years ago, the tired and wary eyes, the bad haircut. This was the kind of man who, if asked, would say he’d never had the breaks. Luck had always gone to the next guy in the bus queue. He was the kind who thought nobody loved him (and if his parents were deceased, he was probably right) and who would justify any behaviour on the premise that if he didn’t look after number one, who would? 
 
    A loser, in other words. A disgruntled, nearing middle-aged, lonely, sad little man. 
 
    ‘Mr Innes, we meet again,’ she said with a small smile. ‘Please, sit down. I got you a tea, milk and one sugar, all right?’ 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ Gregory Innes said, picking up the plastic cup offered and taking a sip. ‘But you’re mistaken, Chief Inspector . . .?’ He raised an eyebrow, and Hillary smiled again. So he wanted to play silly buggers, did he? She knew all about the old trick of using a title just above the one you knew someone actually held. It forced them into correcting you and admitting a lesser status and thus, supposedly, put you at an immediate psychological advantage. Oh please! Just who did he think he was dealing with? Tweedledum? 
 
    ‘My name’s Hillary Greene,’ Hillary said neatly. ‘And we met the night I chased you off the property of one Mr Owen Wallis.’ 
 
    Gregory Innes shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t have the faintest idea what you’re talking about.’ He took a nervous gulp of lukewarm tea and tried to look faintly puzzled. 
 
    ‘No?’ Hillary sighed heavily. Perhaps he thought he was dealing with Tweedledumber? 
 
    ‘Sergeant Tyler, would you please phone Mr Wallis and tell him we have the man he saw clearly the other night, the one who almost fell over him, and we’d like him to come in and identify him. While you’re at it, ask him if he’d like to press charges of trespass and criminal damage and—’ 
 
    ‘All right, all right,’ Gregory Innes said, holding out a hand with a gesture of defeat and a hopefully woebegone smile. ‘No need to get so official, is there?’ 
 
    Janine, who’d half-risen from her chair, sat back down again. She noticed the PI’s gaze kept skipping across to Tommy Lynch, then back again, and had him pegged as a closet racist. Either that, or he suspected the big black constable was there to beat him up. Janine could have reassured him that things like that never happened nowadays, and certainly not on Hillary Greene’s watch, but why bother? She hated giving a sucker an even break. It was something of a philosophy with her. 
 
    ‘So, you admit you were there,’ Hillary said flatly. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I was there,’ Gregory agreed. ‘But I was only watching the place. I’m not a burglar, and I wasn’t scouting out a house to rob, you know. Nothing like that.’ 
 
    He was as nervous as a kitten at Crufts, Hillary mused, and wondered exactly what he’d been doing to make him feel so antsy in the presence of a roomful of coppers. 
 
    ‘And why exactly were you scouting out the cowshed, Mr Innes?’ she asked politely. 
 
    Gregory shifted in his seat and, to give himself time to think, drained the plastic cup of tea before pushing it to one side restlessly. He didn’t like this female cop. And not only because of their moonlight chase playing dodgems with the trains, either. Gregory had had plenty of dealings with the fuzz in his time, and usually they were willing to cut him some slack in return for the odd snippet of information. After all, he wasn’t exactly a criminal — not a really hard bastard or anything. He’d never slapped around a little old lady for her pension, or smashed a broken bottle in someone’s face. So it was only right he didn’t get hassled. 
 
    ‘Look, I was hoping to pull in a bit of business, all right? I knew a girl had been killed, and I thought there might be a bit of something in it for me. You know, members of the victims’ families sometimes like to hire a PI. It makes ’em feel as if they’re doing something positive themselves. Maybe even post a reward.’ 
 
    Janine felt her nose wrinkle in distaste. What a Prince Charming. 
 
    ‘So if Sergeant Tyler were to contact the Reynoldses, they’d have heard of you, would they?’ Hillary asked mildly, and knew from the way Gregory Innes smiled, his bony shoulders relaxing against the chair, that he’d already covered himself. 
 
    ‘Sure they will have,’ he said. ‘They declined, at the time, but I thought it worthwhile checking out anyway.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded at Janine, who left to do the telephoning, but Hillary already knew what she’d find. Whatever else he was, Gregory Innes was too smart to be caught out in a lie that could be so easily disproved. 
 
    Gregory was glad now that his usual policy of covering his own arse at all times was once again paying off. 
 
    ‘So why, if you had legitimate reasons for nosing into an official police inquiry,’ Hillary said, neatly turning the screw in another direction, ‘did you leg it in such a spectacular fashion?’ 
 
    Gregory flushed. He knew the battle-axe wouldn’t like PIs nosing about on her territory, and wouldn’t put it past her to slap some sort of bogus charge on him if he wasn’t careful. Obstruction of justice maybe. ‘Well, you know how it is,’ he said hopefully. 
 
    ‘Tell me,’ Hillary said bluntly. 
 
    ‘Well, like you said, I suppose, strictly speaking, I was trespassing,’ Gregory was forced to admit. ‘Although I wasn’t doing any harm to old Farmer Jones’s fields or cows or nothing. I didn’t trample no corn or leave any gates undone, and I do think it would be unfair to have me up for that. I was only trying to see if I could do anything to help after all.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. Before long he’d be whining how nobody understood him, and life had always been unfair to poor little him and his pet dog Towser. 
 
    Janine returned with a quick shake of her head. As she’d thought — Innes had checked with the Reynoldses. She was only glad the grieving parents hadn’t been conned into hiring him. 
 
    ‘How well did you know Julia Reynolds?’ Hillary asked. But if she was hoping for a knee-jerk reaction, she was disappointed. 
 
    ‘Didn’t know her from Adam. Or Eve,’ Gregory corrected, with what he no doubt thought of as a winsome smile. 
 
    ‘So let me get this straight,’ Hillary said. ‘You just thought you’d latch on to the tail end of a murder inquiry and see what you could come up with? Even though nobody had hired you?’ She let the scepticism she felt leach clearly into her voice. 
 
    Gregory again shifted unhappily about on his seat. He knew how lame it all sounded, but he wasn’t going to blow it now. ‘That’s right. I’ve got a living to earn.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. With Birmingham, the second biggest city in the UK right on your doorstep, I’d have thought there’d have been more than enough dirt and tragedy there for you to grub around in, Mr Innes. Why come to a small Oxfordshire village?’ 
 
    Gregory flushed. ‘There’s no law against me seeking work outside my catchment area, so to speak, is there?’ he demanded belligerently. 
 
    ‘Did someone teach you that in PI school, Mr Innes?’ Hillary asked, patently amused now. 
 
    Gregory flushed. Sarky cow. 
 
    ‘All right. So you say you don’t know Julia Reynolds, and you just happened to cast your net this way. Tell me about Dr Lincoln Crowder.’ 
 
    Gregory felt the chair underneath him give a lurch. Or at least it felt like it had. Janine watched the colour seep out of Prince Charming’s face, and hid a grin. She had to hand it to Hillary, the DI knew how to land a good sucker-punch along with the best of them. 
 
    ‘Who?’ Gregory finally managed to croak. 
 
    Hillary slowly leaned forward on the table, resting her elbows in front of her and leaning her chin on her cupped hands. It had the effect of putting her face on a level with the PI’s and only inches from it. ‘Dr Lincoln Crowder.’ She repeated each syllable clearly and succinctly. ‘And, Mr Innes, please don’t bother to lie to me, I won’t be at all happy about it.’ 
 
    Gregory flushed again. Shit, what was she? Mystic Meg or something? How much more did the bitch actually know? 
 
    ‘Sorry, don’t seem to recall the name,’ he said with an over-the-top apologetic shrug. 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘Then let me refresh your memory, Mr Innes. Dr Crowder works in one of our local health centres. You went to see him, about three to four weeks ago. What did you discuss?’ 
 
    Gregory Innes scratched his head. ‘I did?’ 
 
    Hillary sighed heavily. ‘Janine, go and fetch Dr Crowder here please. And then Mr Wallis. I’d like to urge Mr Wallis to press charges, and I’m sure Dr Crowder will be able to remember what he discussed with Mr Innes here.’ 
 
    Once again Janine half-rose, and once again, Gregory Innes suddenly had a miraculous breakthrough with his memory. At the same time, Hillary scribbled something on a note and passed it to Tommy, who read it, nodded and left. 
 
    ‘Oh, that Dr Crowder. Yes, I remember now,’ Gregory said, wondering uneasily what it was she’d got the big bugger doing. ‘Oh it had nothing to do with Julia Reynolds. How could it?’ he went on, suddenly beaming. ‘This was, as you said, about a month ago now. No, that was about another case entirely.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded placidly. ‘What case exactly?’ 
 
    ‘Oh I can’t possibly discuss cases,’ Gregory said, then added quickly, ‘except in very general terms, of course,’ as Hillary’s face tightened ominously. 
 
    ‘General terms will do.’ Hillary smiled. ‘For now.’ 
 
    Innes nodded. ‘Well, as I seem to recall, it was to do with an inquiry I was making into paternity. The CSA was having difficulty with one of its runaway dads, and the mother called me in. Seems Daddy-o was claiming the sprog wasn’t his, and she needed DNA testing to confirm that it was. One of Dr Crowder’s patients, obviously. I was there strictly in the course of legitimate business.’ 
 
    And, Hillary thought grimly, fighting back a quick stab of anger, this little shit-heel knew as well as she did that Crowder was hardly likely to breach patient confidentiality without a fight, and warrants and legal writs up the wazoo. Which was no doubt what Innes was counting on. 
 
    Hillary frowned. Wait a minute though. Crowder had told her that the PI had brought with him written permission from a patient to discuss his or her case. But exactly which patient would that be? According to Innes’s story, the would-be father would hardly be likely to give his own doctor permission to bandy about samples of his DNA, would he? The trouble was, she couldn’t see how any of this fitted in with the Julia Reynolds case anyway. 
 
    ‘So, is that all, Inspector Greene?’ Innes asked, sensing that now might be a good time to chance his arm and see if he could wriggle out of here. He’d obviously given the cops something to think about. But nothing, he was fairly sure, that could disrupt his own nice little arrangement. 
 
    Behind him, he heard the door open and glanced around to see that the big black constable had returned. 
 
    ‘For the moment, Mr Innes,’ Hillary said softly. ‘For the moment.’ 
 
    She sensed both Janine and Tommy’s disappointment as the PI walked out, giving a cocky little swagger as he went past Tommy. The moment the door shut behind him, Janine snorted. ‘What a scuzz bucket.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled at the Americanism. 
 
    ‘He’s lying, right?’ Tommy said, just to make sure. 
 
    ‘Oh yes,’ Hillary mused. ‘Porkies of immense size and density.’ The real question was, though, what was he lying about exactly? 
 
    ‘He’s not trying to get himself hired by the Reynoldses, that’s for sure, boss,’ Janine said. ‘When I talked to them on the phone, they were quite adamant that they wanted nothing to do with him. Mr Reynolds seems to be quite a good judge of character and had him sussed right from the get go. He all but threw Innes out on his ear.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Good for him.’ 
 
    So, the PI had nothing to do with Julia Reynolds’ family, and claimed to have known nothing about her before her death. And there was no obvious way to tie Julia Reynolds’ killing in with a visit to her doctor by a PI more than a month before she was strangled in a cowshed. 
 
    ‘Janine, I want you to find out all you can about Dr Crowder. See if he has any skeletons in his cupboard that we should know about.’ 
 
    ‘Boss,’ Janine said, gathering her things together and slipping out. 
 
    ‘The DNA came back as a no-match with any known villain, right, Tommy?’ Hillary mused, following suit and getting her stuff stowed away. 
 
    Tommy, by the door, nodded. ‘The skin scrapings under the vic’s fingernails, you mean? No, guv, no match.’ 
 
    ‘So our perp hasn’t got a record.’ She pointed to Innes’s empty plastic cup. ‘Tommy, take this to the lab. Ask for a comparison with the saliva to the DNA the vic had under her nails.’ It was not exactly standard procedure, but sometimes it paid to cut corners. 
 
    Trouble was, that could take time, and she had the rather distressing feeling that this case was getting away from her. Fast. 
 
    Tommy grinned. ‘Right, guv.’ He no doubt hoped that it would put the PI in the frame. But, as they walked back upstairs, Hillary had very little confidence that they’d be a match. That the PI was up to something went without saying. That he was an avaricious and lying little toe-rag also went without saying. But that was still a long way from him being the sort to strangle a girl in a cowshed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    She spent an hour re-reading forensics, paying special attention to the ‘results pending’ notations, then reached for the phone to get her favourite technician on the line. 
 
    ‘Liz, it’s Hillary Greene. About the Reynolds case. That’s one of yours, right?’ 
 
    ‘Right, how’s it going?’ Liz’s cheerful voice faded as she grabbed some relevant documents, then she came back to the phone. ‘Got it here. What do you need?’ 
 
    ‘Pending. Anything in yet?’ 
 
    She heard rustlings on the other end of the line. ‘Let’s see. OK, we identified fibres from an anorak, found on the wedding dress, and we’ve tracked them down to a specific kind . . . hang on. Oh, not much use, I’m afraid. Sold by the thousands, all over the UK. Three years old, too.’ 
 
    Hillary groaned. No luck there then. 
 
    ‘The shoe size — yep, a size eight confirmed, but again, sold by the gazillions. Bog-standard trainer.’ 
 
    Hillary frowned. A size eight wasn’t big. So they weren’t looking for a tall, or particularly big, man. Unless, of course, the trainer footprint had been left there by a passing walker sheltering from the rain, or by one of the local villagers who’d popped in to say hello to the cows; maybe the wife of the cowman, or one of their teenage kids, or any other Tom, Dick or Harry who might have passed through the cowshed within a few days of Julia’s murder. 
 
    ‘You’re depressing me, Liz,’ Hillary warned, and heard the other woman laugh. 
 
    ‘Sorry. Oh, hang on, this might cheer you up. Then again, perhaps not. We identified those traces of powder in the vic’s hair. It’s face powder, women’s cosmetic face powder, fairly common or garden too, but it’s not the same kind the vic was wearing. She had on one of those expensive liquid-that-turns-to-powder kind. This other stuff was a Max Factor product, fairly old powder, I’d say, and for a woman with dark hair, rather than for a fair-skinned blonde.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘OK. I suppose I’ll be getting the full report soon?’ 
 
    Liz chortled. ‘In your dreams, girl,’ she said, and hung up. 
 
    Hillary, who hadn’t been called a girl in a long time, hung up with a grin. 
 
    Face powder. 
 
    Could Julia’s killer have been a woman? It seemed very unlikely on the face of it. But the size eight trainer could belong to a tallish, well-set-up woman. More likely, though, the face powder had come from whoever it was who had done Julia’s hair that night. 
 
    She called Mandy Tucker and asked who did Julia’s hair on special occasions. 
 
    ‘There was a girl who used to work in a fancy salon in Summertown that she knew. It might be her. I’ll ring back the moment I find out,’ Mandy promised. 
 
    Hillary thanked her and hung up. 
 
    It would probably turn out to be nothing, but in this game, you never knew. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 12 
 
    Frank Ross, driving too fast down an A-road, finished his packet of cheese and onion crisps and tossed the empty packet down beside him. There it joined all the other debris that had accumulated in the passenger-side foot well of his ancient Ford Fiesta over the past few months and gave a faint rustle, making him glance down and almost rear-end the minibus driving in front. 
 
    Like most of the rest of the world, Frank wanted to buy a new car. He wanted to move out of his crummy flat above a noisy shop and move into something decent. He wanted enough money to go to Amsterdam whenever he wanted and maybe play a few hands in a little illegal casino he knew out Stepney way. He wanted, in fact, to get his hands on his old pal, Ronnie Greene’s, money. 
 
    If he only he knew where the cunning old bastard had hidden it, life could be good once more. He’d heard all the rumours that Ronnie had made an absolute fortune from his illegal animal parts smuggling, but he was almost sure that they were more due to legend than reality. And, after all, he should know. Ronnie had cut him in on the odd deal or two — when he’d needed an extra set of hands or pair of eyes. So he knew for a fact that his pal had made the odd thousand out of it here and there, but he couldn’t have been raking in hundreds of thousands, like everyone said, surely? Ronnie was a hard bastard, but he wouldn’t gyp a mate. 
 
    Here Frank pondered. Others, he knew, would think he was mad to believe it, that Ronnie would sell his grandmother’s body to Burke and Hare had they been about, and there was some truth to that, to be sure. On the other hand, he and Ronnie were of the old school. They’d been tight. Hell, Ronnie had even once saved his neck during a football riot gone bad, when he’d been cornered by four Millwall supporters high on booze and adrenaline. 
 
    Frank was almost convinced Ronnie would have cut him in for half. Almost. But not quite. After all, being loyal to a mate’s memory was one thing, being a bloody fool was another. 
 
    Ronnie had always been cleverer than himself, that Frank had always known and accepted. Well, in certain ways, anyway. Like in how to handle money, for instance. So, while he, Frank, had been pissing away his extra dosh on trips to Amsterdam, playing the gee-gees and other such delights, he wouldn’t have been at all surprised if Ronnie hadn’t been putting his money away into some clever nice little earner that would now, years later, have accrued a big interest bonus on top. 
 
    If only he could figure out where it was. 
 
    It was driving him nuts. 
 
    But now that the internal investigation was all over and done with and the dust settled, it would be a good time to nose around and try and find the still undiscovered dosh. 
 
    Nobody would be watching him now, right? 
 
    He knew for sure Hillary bloody Greene had no idea where it was. For a start, Ronnie had been adamant that he wasn’t going to let his soon-to-be-ex-wife get her mitts on it, and had more than once hinted that he’d left the secret of it with Gary, his son by his first marriage, just in case. And secondly Frank was half-convinced that if Hillary Greene had found it, she’d have turned it in by now. 
 
    It was the sort of thing the silly cow would do. 
 
    But that didn’t put him much further forward. He couldn’t exactly come right out and ask Gary about it. Suppose the boy had already found it and stashed it, for a start. He wasn’t likely to tell good ol’ Frank Ross, his dad’s best buddy, where it was, let alone cut him in on it, was he? 
 
    He cursed as Gregory Innes’s car turned right at an orange traffic light, and gritted his teeth as he was forced to go through on red. He only hoped that some eager beaver bastard in a panda didn’t pull him over for a talking to. It would be the ultimate humiliation. 
 
    He’d been doing the crossword puzzle at his desk when that smug git Tommy Lynch had given him a handwritten note from the guv, telling him to tail the PI when he left the police station. It was nearing the end of the shift, which meant he’d probably be riding around all night following some Sam Spade wannabe through sodding Birmingham, and sod any chance of overtime. He knew from his file that Innes was raised in Leamington Spa but now lived in Solihull. And if there was one place Frank despised above all others, it was bloody Birmingham. 
 
    He saw the PI’s sandy-coloured head check his rear-view mirror as a car horn tooted at Frank, no doubt pissed off at nearly being hit back at the traffic light. Frank cursed again. It had been a while since he’d done a tail in a car. Contrary to police drama series and murder mystery novels, the police rarely did work like this. It was nearly all paperwork, research, interviews, keeping narks happy, the occasional rough stuff and then more paperwork. 
 
    But he was damned if he was going to lose a tail on a snotty PI. A bloody private dick, of all things. Also, contrary to the world of entertainment, PIs were few and far between in the real world, and this was the first time Frank could recall ever running across one. And a poor species they were, if Gregory Innes was an example. Frank, as a loser himself, had no trouble spotting others of his ilk. 
 
    He swore again as Innes hit the motorway heading north and accelerated away. His car had slightly more guts than Frank’s own, and Frank hoped the Fiesta wouldn’t conk out on him. 
 
    For a half hour the pissed-off sergeant kept a steady gap between them, then almost lost him when he suddenly pulled a lane change and took an exit. And not the exit to Solihull, either, he was almost sure. Wasn’t it too early for that — and too far east? Geography wasn’t his strong point, and he felt the sweat pop out on his forehead. It was clear the PI knew he was being tailed, and Frank had his reputation to think off. Knowing in his heart of hearts that the bitch from Thrupp could out-think him, and the bastard Tommy Lynch could out-computer him, and Janine Tyler could out-blonde and out-sex him, Frank had always known that his own particular strong point was his army of narks, his rep as a good man in a punch-up and his old-fashioned street-wise skills. 
 
    To lose his tail on a PI would be something he would never live down. 
 
    He hunched over the wheel, his shoulder blades tense. His chins wobbled as Innes went twice around a roundabout, and then shot off towards his old hunting grounds of Leamington Spa. 
 
    Where Frank promptly lost him. 
 
    It was obvious the PI knew the side streets, the one-way systems, the traffic light patterns and all that jazz. But it was a bus, a blue and cream double decker, that he used to shake his tail. And not even Frank was stupid enough to argue with a double decker bus. He pulled up at the side of the road and snarled and cursed and felt like getting out and kicking the shit out of his car. Or, better yet, some purse-snatcher or random mugger of old ladies who just happened to chance by. 
 
    But the respectable citizens of Leamington Spa seemed in no mood to oblige him, and only a young mum pushing a toddler in a pushchair watched as a fat man, who looked a bit like Winnie the Pooh in a foul mood, spat into the gutter. 
 
    She tut-tutted under her breath and wondered why there was never a policeman around when you wanted one. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine knocked on Mel’s office door and pushed it open as he called to her to come in. He was dressed in his usual dark suit, his handsome face rather tired and lined. She knew what was ragging him, of course: the arrival of Jerome Raleigh. 
 
    Still, she knew how to help him get over that! She moved to his desk, smiling at the way he watched her hips swivelling, and then, with a small ‘tah-dah’, put the brochure for the hotel on his desk. 
 
    ‘What’s this?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve booked us in for the weekend. Weekend after next, that is. It’ll be perfect. We can watch the ponies, feed the squirrels, take advantage of the spa and chill out.’ She walked around the back of his chair and looped her arms over his shoulders, letting her hands wander under his jacket, all the while keeping a careful eye on the door. She kissed his ear. ‘It’ll be great, I promise.’ 
 
    Mel felt his stomach clench as her hand rubbed across his lower abdomen, and he reached forward and dragged her hand back up. ‘Not here, for Pete’s sake. What if the brass came by?’ 
 
    Janine sighed. ‘I was keeping watch. You should live dangerously some time, Mel,’ she chided, straightening up and moving back around to the front of his desk. ‘You’d like it. You’re getting to be too much of an old man.’ 
 
    Mel winced, then grunted. He was already living dangerously. Hadn’t Marcus Donleavy told him that he’d lost out on the promotion in part because he was shacked up with his young, blonde sergeant? Didn’t Janine get it? He couldn’t afford to take any more chances, especially with Raleigh, the new boy, looking around and nosing about to see what was what. 
 
    She sat down opposite him and crossed her legs outrageously, allowing the skirt she wore to slide up, and shot him a wicked grin. Mel couldn’t help but smile back. Of course she got it, he admitted to himself, but she was young. Reckless. She still knew how to take life by the balls and squeeze. He used to do that once. When had he forgotten how? 
 
    He pulled the brochure closer to him. The New Forest. It might be nice, this time of year. Provided the weather was good. Then again, if it rained all day, they’d have to stay in bed. He sighed. This was no damned good. He was going to have to tell her that it was over. He was staring fifty in the face. If he wanted a superintendency, he was going to have to shape up. And that meant telling Janine. 
 
    But not just now. 
 
    ‘Let’s just hope we get the weekend free,’ he said ambiguously. 
 
    Janine grinned and nodded, well satisfied, and tossed her head as she walked out the door, letting her long blonde locks swing free. She even gave them a little flip with her hand as she went. She was vamping for fun, of course, but Mel still felt the impact deep in his groin. 
 
    He sighed again. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Guv, nothing from Julia’s computers. The tech guys have checked for hidden messages, her e-mails, stuff like that. She was clean.’ 
 
    Hillary looked up as Tommy put the report on her table. She shrugged. ‘It was always a long shot. Still, if our vic had been into blackmail, the computer might have come up with something.’ 
 
    ‘I think it was just her men that kept her in clover, guv,’ Tommy said. ‘Her jewellery was all good quality stuff, and the real thing. This report from that jeweller in Bicester’ — he leaned across with another folder — ‘shows Theo Greenwood in particular spent a small fortune on her.’ 
 
    A uniform had trawled the local jewellery shops to trace the jewellery, and from the copies of the receipts, Hillary could see what Tommy meant. £1,420 on a pair of diamond and Ceylon sapphire earrings. And that was just the start of many such gifts. 
 
    ‘I wonder she threw him over for the son,’ Tommy said. 
 
    ‘Ah, but she couldn’t marry Theo Greenwood without him first getting divorced. And the wife could have taken him to the cleaners. But the son and heir was a different matter altogether,’ Hillary pointed out. 
 
    ‘You still don’t like the boyfriend for it then, guv?’ Tommy asked cannily. 
 
    Hillary didn’t. Not particularly. But was too wise to say so out loud. ‘Keep digging, Tommy. And don’t forget Max Finchley.’ 
 
    Tommy promised he wouldn’t, and packed up to go home. He wondered where Frank Ross was right now, and hoped it was somewhere cold and draughty. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Frank Ross was parked outside a small row of Victorian houses that had long been converted into dingy-looking offices. Insurance companies, small retailers doing catalogue orders for herbal remedies, a tired-looking opticians and a bespoke tailoring outfitters, of all things, rubbed shoulders with the usual dental surgeries and pet-grooming salons. 
 
    And one Innes Investigations Ltd. 
 
    When he’d lost the PI, Frank had gone straight to the office, where, nearly an hour later, Innes had finally showed up. It made Frank wonder where he’d been and what he’d been up to in the meantime. He saw Innes glance around as he locked up the car and Frank made no attempt to duck or hide as the PI’s gaze skimmed the old Fiesta. 
 
    He thought he saw the bastard smile. 
 
    Incensed, he waited until the PI, cockily whistling some pop rubbish (the little snot), opened the door to the middle ‘villa’ and went inside. Frank watched as his sandy-coloured head passed the window on the second floor and guessed the PI’s office was on the top, ergo the cheapest floor. He hoped the bastard got leg-ache climbing all those stairs. 
 
    Only then did he turn over the ignition and drive slowly down the leafy road. He knew the PI lived close, in a small semi in an estate of identical semis, and he wanted a recce before the PI called it a day. It wasn’t in his remit, of course, but when had he ever needed to follow the lead of Ronnie Greene’s old woman, when it came to good coppering? 
 
    He was careful to park around the back, where council garages were already falling to pieces after only two years. He was doubly careful not to park in a way that blocked anyone’s egress, then walked, head down, along the narrow alleyway that ran parallel to the back of the houses. He counted until he was sure he had the back of Innes’s house, then cautiously peered through a gap in the tall, roughly built wooden fence, to see if there was a mutt in residence. 
 
    Frank had a healthy regard for mutts. (He’d once been taught a proper lesson in humility by a porno-queen’s particularly well-trained Dobermann lurcher.) Unlike humans, they were fearless, couldn’t often be bribed and were totally unreasonable. And the damned things nearly all came equipped with a fine set of gnashers. 
 
    But there was no evidence of a mutt in the weedy, sad-looking backyard, and with a bit of a grunt and the application of his fat-insulated shoulder, he quickly broke open the padlocked door in the fencing and was inside. He carefully put the door back into position and looked to either neighbouring house once more, but there was still no sign of life. At this hour, most people would still be at work, contemplating the rush hour to come and what kind of a night it would be on the telly. 
 
    He walked to the back of the house and the kitchen door, crouched onto his haunches and peered through the keyhole. Blackness. He tried the door, but it was, of course, locked. He checked the windows, but none of them were unlatched. He shrugged, bent his elbow to the lower right-hand pane of glass in the door and smashed it. He reached in and turned the key, which he knew must be in the lock, and stepped inside a malodorous kitchen. It smelt a lot like his own. 
 
    Unwashed dishes in the sink, open cereal packets on the small table; the smell of mouldy bread and slightly off milk competing with the smells coming from a laundry basket, full to the brim and standing next to a surprisingly clean-looking washing machine. 
 
    He moved through into the living room, noting the average-sized TV, and eyeing the reclining chair with envy. Even if it was tatty, and dented from years of elbow- and head-resting, it was something Frank had long coveted and hadn’t yet got around to buying. 
 
    He didn’t know if the PI kept any files in the house. He thought it might be a long shot — after all, why rent an office and then use your home for work stuff? On the other hand, if the PI was anything like him, he’d want stuff easily and readily to hand, and it was at least worth risking a bit of B&E in order to make sure. 
 
    What Frank really wanted was the gen on the PI’s latest case. It stood to reason that that was what had brought him sticking his unwanted nose into Thames Valley’s neck of the woods. And Frank badly wanted to know what it was. 
 
    Hillary Greene had been having far too many successes recently for his liking, first of all nailing the Pitman case, then solving the killing of that good-looking French tart earlier this year. This time, he wanted to crack the case himself, just so that he could thumb his nose at the lot of ’em. 
 
    ’Course, if he could find Ronnie’s money, and if it was enough to retire on, he’d put in his notice so fast the sods wouldn’t know what had hit them. They’d soon find out how much work he actually did around the place then. 
 
    Frank went to the set of drawers that stood adjacent to a gas fire, but came up with nothing but the usual crud — spare light bulbs, photo albums, balls of string, keys to who-the-hell-knew-what, boxes of pens and paperclips, a box of old toy soldiers and other such paraphernalia. But in the bottom drawer he struck gold with a hefty beige folder. He’d just picked it up and turned it sideways to read the name on the tab — Orne — when he heard a car door slam outside. Right outside. Had he read Tommy’s report on his interview with Vivian Orne the name might have rung a bell, but Frank never bothered reading other people’s reports. 
 
    He looked up in time to see Innes getting out of his car. He swore, stuffed the folder back in the drawer, hot-footed it back to the kitchen and nipped out the back. 
 
    Innes would know he’d been raided, of course, and when he realised that he hadn’t actually been burgled out of anything, he’d have a pretty good idea who was to blame. But would he call in a complaint? 
 
    Possibly. He was the kind of shitehawk who’d sue for sure if he caught Frank red-handed, of that there was no doubt. But Frank had been careful not to leave prints, and he’d even wiped his feet before stepping inside. There was no way Innes could prove it was him. Besides, Frank was convinced that Innes was dirty about something. And crooks, as a general rule, didn’t like to put themselves in the spotlight. 
 
    Still, Hillary would be hell to live with if Innes did, in fact, lodge a complaint. As Frank knew only too well, even a suspicion of wrongdoing could blight a cop’s career for years afterwards. He was glad he’d parked out of sight of the house, and only began to truly relax once he was on the motorway and heading back to Oxford. 
 
    He’d take his time and be careful what he put in his report. Apart from anything else, he had to think of a way to gloss over the fact that he’d lost Innes out near Leamington Spa way, unless he simply left that part out altogether and made up some fairy tale about Innes going straight back to his office. The thing was, lies like that sometimes came back to haunt you. 
 
    Still, there was no hurry to put pen to paper. Hillary hardly ever bothered to read his reports anyway. Sometimes he suspected her of giving him jobs to do just for the sheer hell of it, or to get him out of the office. 
 
    Not that he minded that. 
 
    Frank checked his rear-view mirror all the way home, but there was no sign of the PI tailing him. 
 
    Now wouldn’t that have been a kicker? 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tommy glanced around the pub nervously, but it was as nice as his mate, Pete Thorne, had said it would be. It was a small free house, one of those old buildings of some historical merit or other, that could be found scattered throughout many Oxfordshire villages. This one had belonged to a local witch or something. Or maybe it was an alderman. He hadn’t really been listening when Pete had raved about it. 
 
    All he cared about was that it sounded like the kind of place that Jean would like, and so it turned out. It was the usual low-roofed, heavy-beamed country-cottage affair, with a real fireplace big enough to roast an ox, and currently pushing out the heat via a couple of apple-wood logs. Padded seats with old black wood surrounds hugged the bulging, white-washed walls. 
 
    Jean was looking really pretty tonight, Tommy had to admit. Had she guessed what he was about to do? He wouldn’t put it past her. Women seemed to know about stuff like that. But perhaps he was just being paranoid. He liked to take Jean out for a meal once in a while — when his pay cheque magically stretched that far. 
 
    He looked across at the woman he’d been dating for most of his adult life, admiring the way the ruby-red dress (although modest in cut and style, as befitting Jean’s Baptist upbringing and inclinations) nevertheless clung to her skin, highlighting high and nicely rounded breasts, and slender thighs. She was wearing low-cut matching red sandals despite the rain outside, and silver and garnet earrings dangled from her exposed ears. Her hair, a mass of black crimped locks, had been pulled back into some kind of complicated French pleat, interwoven with little red and silver ribbons. Tommy knew that several men, even those accompanied by women of their own, had turned and looked when they’d walked in. 
 
    And for once, he didn’t think it was the deep ebony of their skin that had been the cause. 
 
    ‘This is nice,’ Jean said, glancing up from the menu. Like Tommy, she’d lived all her life in England and, like Tommy, her parents had emigrated from the Bahamas in the fifties. Jean had been educated at the local primary school, then the comprehensive, and had taken a one-year secretarial course after her A-levels, that had netted her a job as a secretary in one of the Oxford colleges. One of the Saint something-or-others. She was the youngest of a big family, and still lived with her mother, a fate Tommy shared. 
 
    Well, at least Mercy, his mother, and Mavis Dixon, Jean’s mother, would be happy about tonight’s outcome. He himself wished he didn’t feel quite so sick. 
 
    ‘But isn’t it a bit expensive?’ 
 
    Tommy glanced at the menu and smiled wryly. It was, rather, but then he’d brought plenty of cash. 
 
    ‘Have what you like,’ he said sternly. Then added, ‘I’m having the prawns magenta, then the beef in ale pie, and pear tart.’ 
 
    Jean grinned, showing even white teeth, and an unusual dash of recklessness. Usually she counted pennies like an accountant. ‘Sounds good. I think I’ll go for the crab fritters, then the rack of lamb and, I think, the strawberry shortcake.’ 
 
    Tommy took the menus to the bar, gave the order and asked what champagnes they had on offer. He chose the mid-range one and asked for it to be delivered in an ice bucket to the table after the meal. 
 
    The landlord, sensing something in the air, grinned and promised he would. 
 
    Tommy went back to the table, not quite able to feel his toes. He was feeling a combination of fear, excitement and resignation. 
 
    A bit like he felt when called out to riot duty, in fact. 
 
    He asked Jean about her day, listening to tales of the local college gossip, and then reciprocating, being careful to keep it light. Tales of murder and mayhem weren’t the ideal conversational gambit over a meal that turned out to be very good indeed. 
 
    Tommy wished they weren’t sat quite so close to the log fire, or perhaps it wasn’t that that was making his palms and upper lip sweat. When he saw the barman approaching with the ice bucket, his pulse rate rocketed. 
 
    Jean looked surprised, and then went quite still, as the champagne was delivered. She watched Tommy open it, the cork giving a satisfying pop as he did so, then watched him carefully pour it out into the tall, fluted glasses, spilling not a drop. 
 
    When he’d finished all that he sat back down beside her, and reached into his pocket. He opened the jeweller’s box, and wondered if the diamond had shrunk in size since the last time he’d checked. He glanced up at Jean, who looked as if he’d just offered her the Koh-i-Noor, so perhaps it hadn’t. 
 
    He noticed a few diners around them were watching openly now, most with big knowing smiles, and wondered what he’d do if Jean turned him down. 
 
    He’d rehearsed this moment any number of times — what man didn’t — and had never come up with a satisfactory way of doing it. Sure as hell, getting down on one knee was out. And he wasn’t the kind of man who could just come out with flowery words. On the other hand, a simple, ‘Jean, will you marry me?’ sounded so prosaic. 
 
    But when he saw her turn her big black eyes on him, and saw the expectation in them, he suddenly knew he was committed. This, so his mother had drummed into him for many a month now, was the moment every young girl dreamed of; he couldn’t blow it for her now: it wouldn’t be fair. 
 
    He swallowed hard. 
 
    Here goes, he thought helplessly, opening his mouth and having no idea what was going to come out. He only hoped it wouldn’t be anything stupid or hurtful. Or inadequate. 
 
    ‘Jean, I love you. Ever since we met, I’ve never thought of loving anyone else.’ He stopped. Was that true? Well, yes, in a way. He knew loving Hillary Greene didn’t count. It probably wasn’t love anyway, not in the true sense of the word. That was more of a fantasy. But when he thought of reality, whenever he thought of marriage and kids, it had always been Jean’s face that had leapt into his mind’s eye. Hadn’t it? 
 
    ‘And I know, sometimes, you have to put up with things from me, my job and all, that would have made other girls give up on me.’ 
 
    Once again he stopped. That didn’t sound right. It sounded too everyday. It needed to be more romantic. 
 
    ‘And I want you to know that I know how good you are. No other woman understands me like you do.’ 
 
    That was better. 
 
    ‘And, well, I want to marry you.’ Too blunt? Well, it was out now. ‘Jean, do you want to marry me, too?’ 
 
    Now that definitely sounded stupid. 
 
    But Jean was throwing her arms around him, and kissing him, right there in public, something Mavis her mother would most definitely have frowned on. 
 
    Tommy was dimly aware of a scattering of applause around about him, and then Jean was slipping on the engagement ring, and suddenly Tommy realised he was going to get married. 
 
    He swallowed hard. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 13 
 
    Gregory Innes couldn’t believe the silly bitch had sent cash through the post. And yet there it was next to his bowl of breakfast cornflakes, along with a credit-card bill, a reminder that his council tax was due and a plea to subscribe to a footwear catalogue. 
 
    He counted out the twenties yet again, still coming up with an even thousand. He supposed he could understand why she wouldn’t want her hubby to know what was going on, and so perhaps writing another cheque was out of the question. But even so, sending a thousand smackers via a postman? With the rate of thieving that went on? He’d have to come to a different arrangement than this. Perhaps he’d collect at a pre-arranged spot in person. ’Course, that might be dodgy if she called in the cops. And you never knew with women. 
 
    But for now, the sight of all those purple twenty-pound notes made even his stale cornflakes taste good. He could go on holiday somewhere — escape the upcoming winter. A month in Portugal maybe. With another £1,000 coming next month, and the month after that, life was looking much rosier. He’d see about raising the ante by another £500 sometime in the new year. Let her get used to paying regularly first. It would mean the kid would have to go without the latest pair of designer jeans, or the hubby would have to cut back on his flying lessons, but that was better than having the cops nosing around. 
 
    Yeah, she’d continue to pay up all right. 
 
    Gregory fanned his face with the wad, and grinned. He liked reasonable women. The smile faded, however, as he contemplated Detective Inspector Hillary Greene — as unreasonable a woman as it was possible to meet. What had possessed her to chase him across the field like that? Even now he broke out in a sweat whenever he remembered the hot, diesel-smelling rush of wind as the train had thundered by just behind him. What if he’d tripped over the track? Got a shoe stuck? He’d have been hamburger meat, and all because of that crazy bitch of a cop. 
 
    Gregory knew for sure that she’d sicced one of her lackeys on to him yesterday, and was damned sure that the fat sod had been the one responsible for the broken window in his back door. He’d have to move the Orne folder, that was for sure. Still, he was fairly sure the cop hadn’t read it. He’d left a fine tracing of powdered sugar on the top piece of paper in the file, which had been undisturbed, and he’d also stuck a single strand of his hair on a photocopy of a lab report further in, which hadn’t been displaced either. (He’d read of both these methods in an old Ian Fleming novel, and had used them religiously ever since. That this was the first time they had ever proved useful simply didn’t occur to him.) 
 
    Yes, all in all, things were looking up. And even if the Kidlington cops did get on to Orne, she’d keep her mouth shut. For the sake of her hubby and what was left of her family, if not for the sake of her own neck. 
 
    So, there was no reason why a cosy future, padded with thousand-pound nest eggs every month, shouldn’t long continue. Especially if he could get the doc to chip in with some readies as well. 
 
    But he’d have to find somewhere safe to keep the file in the meantime. Now that that fat geek of a copper knew where to look, how long would it be before he lifted it and read it through from cover to cover? And that file represented months of hard slog. Why should the cops reap the benefit of his graft? 
 
    Greg stuffed the notes into his wallet, the rest of the cornflakes into his mouth, and stepped outside. There was a raw wind blowing the promise of hail-ridden rain before it, but luckily, no sign of a dingy Fiesta. Greg got behind the wheel and drove to his bank, keeping a careful eye on his rear-view mirror. Still no Fiesta. 
 
    At the bank, he waited in line to deposit the money into his current account, then enquired about a safe deposit box. 
 
    He never noticed a white-haired fat man walk in behind him, but then, neither had he noticed the same white-haired OAP pull out and join him at the end of his busy residential street — probably because he’d been driving a sporty red Mini. 
 
    Frank felt extremely stupid in a white wig and fake beard, and it only made him more determined than ever to nail this cunning bastard of a PI. 
 
    One of Frank’s narks was a make-up artist at the Oxford Theatre and had been willing to help out, so that at least Frank would look legit. Frank believed the nark had been too scared to say no when leaned on, but in reality Nobby Barnes, the cosmetician, had been so thrilled with the idea of seeing whether or not he could actually make the disgusting sergeant look like an honest-to-goodness human being that he simply hadn’t been able to turn down the chance to find out. But even he’d been astonished at his prowess. (If only he’d been able to show his boss the transformation, he was sure he’d get the job as chief make-up artist whenever the production of Cats came back to Oxford.) 
 
    Now an artfully unrecognisable Frank carefully moved up to within ear-wigging distance of his mark, and felt the back of his neck prickle at the mention of a safe deposit box. He also carefully noted the rather tatty leather briefcase that Gregory Innes clutched protectively to his chest as he followed one of the tellers into a back room. 
 
    Frank abruptly veered off to one side, much to the surprise of the man in the queue behind him, made a show of picking up a form at random from the stand by the counter, then stepped outside. His chin itched under the glue sticking his fake beard to his chin, and he wanted to scratch his head, but daren’t, in case the wig came off. That bloody poof of a nark had put hair clips all over the place, but it still didn’t feel safe to him. Grumpily, he reached for his mobile and jabbed in some numbers. 
 
    ‘Guv, it’s Frank. The dick just asked for a safety deposit box at his local bank. I think he’s stashing evidence.’ 
 
    Hillary, on the phone at the other end, instantly felt her hackles rise, and leaned forward, elbows on her desk. It was not like Frank to be so diligent, let alone gung-ho. And how did he know Innes was stashing evidence? Come to that, what had happened to the report he was supposed to have dropped off detailing yesterday’s activities? 
 
    Whenever Frank Ross was up to something — which was fairly often — Hillary’s internal radar always went berserk. It was doing a fine hokey-cokey right now, in fact. 
 
    On the other hand, the poisoned cherub was probably right. A poverty-stricken PI didn’t pay out hard-earned money on a box rental unless he had to. And since he hadn’t had to before being interviewed by the Thames Valley Police, she had no doubts that whatever was in that box would be of immense interest to her indeed. 
 
    But could she convince a judge of that? They needed a court order to open the box, no two ways about it. On the other hand, this was the brutal murder of a young and beautiful girl she was investigating, and judges, despite wide-ranging opinions to the contrary, were only human. 
 
    She racked her brains, trying to think of the softest touch she knew on the judicial bench, and the best time to strike. At least the request would be both simple, and to the point and narrow in its dealings. They wanted to examine the contents of a box that had been opened by one Gregory Innes on the morning of the eighteenth. Nice and simple and no fishing expedition attached. The kind judges liked. She might just be able to swing it. 
 
    ‘OK. Hang tight, I’ll see what I can do,’ Hillary said, grudgingly. 
 
    ‘Right, guv,’ Frank Ross said, and snapped his mobile shut. Hang around here at the bank? In a pig’s eye. 
 
    He found the public gents and removed all the gunk from his face and head, then found a suitably dirty pub, with no noisy pin ball machines going but with plenty of beer stains on the carpet and unemployed men complaining bitterly over their bitter. He promptly ordered a pint. This was definitely Frank’s kind of pub. They didn’t have a telephone directory of course, so he had to go and nick one from a phone box. 
 
    If he was right, Orne wasn’t that common a name. 
 
    His mobile’s battery was running low, but when he tried to change a twenty-pound note for tenpences at the bar, he was quickly informed what he could do with his paper money (not a physical impossibility, but painful and smelly nonetheless) and was forced out yet again into the wide cruel world in search of a bank. 
 
    A bank, of all things. 
 
    Finally, all settled down with his pile of change and a second pint, Frank began to let his fingers do the walking. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tommy still couldn’t believe he was getting married. He’d carefully picked up Max Finchley’s trail when he’d left home for work that morning, and had followed him all the way to the construction site, still not believing he was getting married. Now he was parked in a row of cars and trying to get comfortable. 
 
    He could make out Finchley in the crowd because of his bright blue construction helmet, his size and the rolling gait with which he walked. So far he wasn’t doing anything more suspicious than overseeing a cement mixer. 
 
    He scrupulously noted the times that Max stopped for tea from his flask and a bite to eat — which was roughly every two hours — and whenever he disappeared into the Portakabin office on some admin quest, or visited the loo. 
 
    But his mind wasn’t on the suspect, but on Jean. 
 
    Last night already seemed as if it had happened last month, and to somebody else. 
 
    When he’d tried to drop Jean off at her mother’s, she’d insisted that he came in with her to spread the good news, which he had, and been thoroughly kissed by an excited Mavis Dixon for his pains. (And somewhat disconcerting that had been too.) Then his prospective mother-in-law had immediately set about planning the wedding there and then. Consequently he got home late. Naturally, Mavis had rung up her good friend Mercy in the meantime, which meant that Tommy’s mother had been waiting for him with a big grin on her face and suggestions for the wedding of her own — most of which went directly against Mavis’s ideas, from the colour of the bridesmaids’ dresses right down to the choice of caterer. 
 
    The only thing on which the two women seemed to agree was the date — June. A June bride, apparently, had the best luck, or something. So, next June, there’d be a Mrs Tommy Lynch walking around. 
 
    No matter how many times he said that in his head, he couldn’t make himself believe it. Was that normal? 
 
    He supposed he should have told Janine and Hillary at the office that morning that he’d got engaged, but somehow he hadn’t done so. Of course, gossip and the station grapevine would quickly do the job for him, saving him the embarrassment. Still, he wanted to see Hillary’s face for himself when she heard. 
 
    Tommy snorted at the fantasy that shot immediately through his mind and ran a hand across his eyes. So what if her face did fall? What if a puzzled, hurt look should make her eyes darken. What if his wildest dream actually came true, and she suddenly, in one fell swoop, realised in the best Mills & Boon tradition that she’d fallen head over heels for her handsome DC, without even knowing it. 
 
    What would he do then? Realistically? Call the newly ecstatic Jean, her mum, his mum and all of Jean’s friends (who’d know by now) and tell them it had been a mistake? 
 
    Yeah, right. 
 
    Besides, it would never happen. Hillary, when she did finally learn of it, would be happy enough for him, give a moment’s thought to a possible wedding present and then promptly forget it all. 
 
    Tommy sighed and reached for his own Thermos. It was nearly one o’clock, and time for lunch. He glanced inside his orange Tupperware lunch box and discovered that his mother had made all his favourites — cheese and pickle sandwiches, a slice of coffee and walnut cake and a couple of kiwi fruits. Now when the hell had she had the chance to bake the cake, Tommy wondered, bemused. He felt like a six-year-old being treated to an ice-cream after scraping his knee. 
 
    The cake tasted good though. 
 
    Through the chain-link fence, Max Finchley was also chowing down, though from the way he’d been dipping into that big old-fashioned lunch box of his all morning, Tommy wondered what could possibly be left. 
 
    He drearily noted the time Max went back to work — on the dot of two — and then, a half hour later, went off with his lunch box further into the site, where he disappeared into a heavy iron-clad shack. Did the man do nothing but eat? No wonder he looked like a walking barrel. 
 
    Tommy leaned back in his seat, and tried not to think about getting married. But that was impossible. Instead he watched Max Finchley return with his lunch box, set it straight down on the ground in front of him, then start to shovel sand into the cement mixer. 
 
    Suddenly Tommy sat up straighter. Wait a minute. There was something off again. Something that was niggling him about the man’s demeanour. What was it exactly? Tommy tried to pinpoint it. Something about the way he put the lunch box down on the ground so carefully? Come to think of it, why did he keep it with him at all times anyway? None of the other construction workers guarded their food so assiduously. 
 
    Slowly, Tommy got out of the car, wondering if he should report in. But say what, exactly? He wandered over to the gate, where the man on duty looked up at once and fixed him with a gimlet stare. No doubt a big youth was just the sort of tea-leaf he was paid to watch out for. Tommy found himself reaching for his ID in self-defence before fully realising what he was doing. Now how was that for a Freudian moment? ‘DC Lynch, sir. Is the site foreman around?’ 
 
    The guard nodded quickly. He was a flabby forty-something, but had sharp eyes and probably sharp ears as well. He also had an Alsatian that was lying at his feet, eyeing Tommy as if he were an interesting lunch option. 
 
    ‘Sure. Wanna have him come out here, or do you want to go in?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll go to him,’ Tommy said. ‘He’s in the Portakabin, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    The guard watched him go with open curiosity, wondering what gave. Nothing had gone missing from the site as far as he knew. Well, nothing had walked lately. Well, nothing really, really valuable. 
 
    Tommy walked across the wet, muddy ground, wishing he hadn’t got himself into this. He still had no clear idea what he was going to do or what he was going to ask. It was all right for the police manual to talk about using your initiative — and Tommy, who’d sat the written papers for his sergeant’s exams only last month, had actually written a long essay on just this subject — but in real life, how did you know if you were being clever, or were just about to make a damned great big muffin of yourself? 
 
    He knocked on the site-manager’s door and heard an abrupt summons to come in. He did so, finding himself instantly insulated from the cold wind by a stifling electric fire and the humidity of a constantly boiling kettle. The office had a large desk littered with papers and walls lined with pinboards that were, in turn, covered with maps, specs and lists. It even had a secretary, a rather pretty young redhead who looked up from a typewriter (Tommy hadn’t seen an actual typewriter for years) and seemed surprised to see him. 
 
    A plaque on the desk identified its owner as one Stan Biggins, Site Foreman. 
 
    Once again Tommy dragged out his identification. 
 
    ‘Something up? Anything I can do?’ Stan Biggins said at once and stood up. He was a smallish man, aged anywhere between 45 and 65, with iron-grey hair, a bristly moustache and one of those honest, straightforward faces that probably (just to completely flummox you) housed an honest and straightforward personality. Tommy knew that construction sites and scams often went hand in hand though. And he wasn’t at all sure that talking to the foreman was the cleverest move. But here he was, using his initiative. 
 
    ‘I’m here about one of your employees, sir. A Mr Max Finchley?’ 
 
    ‘Max?’ Stan said, sounding surprised. 
 
    Tommy supposed that Stan was no stranger when it came to dealing with the police, owing to the construction industry’s penchant for hiring, as Frank Ross would no doubt oh so delicately put it, low-life navvies. But the foreman was obviously surprised at the mention of Max’s name, which told Tommy that whatever it was that Max Finchley was up to, Stan Biggins hadn’t caught on to it. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    ‘Yes, nothing serious sir. Or at least, nothing definite,’ Tommy said, aware that he was breaking out in a bit of a sweat. Not only was the office unduly warm, but he was desperately casting around for some sort of gambit that would allow him to back out gracefully. ‘I take it you’ve no complaints about Mr Finchley’s work? Known him long have you, sir?’ 
 
    When in doubt, ask something general. 
 
    ‘Going on ten years, I suppose. Good mixer, not much of a brickie. Got a good head for heights though, and he’ll really only start to earn his keep when the scaffolding goes up. What do you want with Max?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I can’t say yet, sir,’ Tommy said gently. ‘That big iron-looking building at the far end of the site,’ he went on, ‘can you tell me what’s kept there?’ He’d seen Max go there just recently, and it seemed an innocuous thing to ask about. 
 
    ‘Explosives,’ Stan said. 
 
    Tommy blinked. 
 
    ‘Oh,’ he heard himself say. 
 
    And then, into his mind, came a picture of Max Finchley carefully, very carefully, setting his big, old-fashioned lunch box down on the ground. A tin lunch box with a hinged lid. 
 
    A fireproof lunch box. 
 
    ‘Oh,’ he said again. And smiled. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Max Finchley looked surprised to see the boss heading his way with a big black man in a cheap suit striding along beside him. 
 
    Then he began to look distinctly unhappy. 
 
    ‘Max,’ Stan said, shouting a little to be heard over the grating noise of the cement mixer. ‘This is DC Lynch. We want to see what’s in the lunch box, Max.’ 
 
    Max Finchley fainted. 
 
    He just went pale, opened his mouth a couple of times like a fish, gaped in horror from his boss to Tommy then back again, and then just keeled over. 
 
    Tommy wasn’t quite quick enough to stop him landing face-first in a puddle of dirty yellow mud. Then again, at least he hadn’t fallen into the cement mixer. Now that really would have been a bummer. Suspect dies in a cement mixer while being arrested by police. Tommy was still imaging the possible headlines as he helped Stan to lift the inert man off the ground. 
 
    ‘Bugger me,’ Stan said breathlessly. But whether this comment was meant to indicate the weight of the construction worker, the state of his now filthy clothes, or the fact that he’d fainted in the first place, Tommy wasn’t quite sure. 
 
    By now others were gathering round. 
 
    ‘He had a heart attack then?’ one cheerful Irish voice asked. 
 
    ‘Nah. He didn’t clutch his chest,’ someone else said. ‘They always do that.’ 
 
    Max Finchley, hanging like a piece of unwanted meat between Tommy and Stan, neither of whom knew quite what to do with him, suddenly groaned and lifted his head. Hastily they put him back down, and he managed to get his feet under him before looking around groggily. 
 
    Tommy, once he was sure that Max wasn’t going to keel over again, reached down and carefully, very carefully, picked up the lunch box. 
 
    ‘Your office, I think, Mr Biggins,’ he said, and Stan nodded, awkwardly patting Max Finchley on the back. Without any protest, the construction worker trudged between them. 
 
    Inside the office, Stan offered to open the box and Tommy let him. Max Finchley, white-faced and wide-eyed, watched this procedure and said nothing. Tommy peered down over Stan’s shoulder and blinked. 
 
    ‘That looks like dynamite,’ he said, after taking a couple of swallows. 
 
    ‘That’s because it is dynamite,’ Stan agreed grimly. ‘I think I’d better go and have a word with Pete.’ 
 
    Pete, it turned out, was the demolition expert in charge of the dynamite, who, when tackled, immediately started to swear, upside and down, that he didn’t know nothing about any missing dynamite. 
 
    Tommy went back to his car and reached for the radio. ‘Guv, it’s me, Tommy. I think you’d better come down here.’ 
 
    Hillary, who’d just nobbled a very nice judge (well, he was nice today), wasn’t in the mood. ‘Can’t, Tommy. I have to get up to Solihull. Frank’s caught a break.’ 
 
    Now there were words she didn’t have to say often. 
 
    ‘Guv, I’ve caught Max Finchley stealing dynamite,’ Tommy said, a shade helplessly. That wasn’t something he had to say often, either. 
 
    There was a small silence on the other end of the line that indicated that, for once, Hillary Greene had been rendered speechless. 
 
    At last there came a heavy sigh. ‘OK. Bring everyone in here. Witnesses, everything. And try and be quick.’ 
 
    ‘And the dynamite, guv?’ 
 
    On the other end of the phone line, Hillary blinked. Yeah, dynamite. Just what the hell did you do with dynamite? On the one hand it was evidence, but you could hardly keep it stored in the police lock-up. For a start, the sergeant on duty down there would throw a hissy fit. 
 
    ‘Shit! I’ll get on to the bomb squad, see what they have to say. Get a uniform down there to sit on the dynamite.’ She grinned, in spite of herself. ‘Not literally, of course. It might hatch. I’ll have someone come down and collect it.’ 
 
    She glanced at her watch and wondered, nervously, what Frank Ross was up to. Left to his own devices for too long, Frank had a habit of getting creative. ‘I’ll brief Janine on this, and she can handle the interviews. Get back here as fast as you can.’ 
 
    She wanted to see what was in that safe deposit box. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine had just reported back to Hillary that she’d been unable to find anything dodgy about Dr Crowder, either professionally or personally speaking, and that as far as his patients were concerned, he seemed to be a fairly well-liked and respected GP. 
 
    The blonde sergeant was still not happy at being forced to lend that poisonous git Frank Ross her car. She was more than just a little sceptical about that story of his about his own motor refusing to start that morning. In fact, she wouldn’t put it past him to have been made by the PI yesterday, thus making a change of vehicle imperative. Not that he’d ever admit it, of course. But why didn’t the boss lend him her car? It was years and years old, so what would it matter if Ross pranged it? 
 
    But when Hillary hurriedly filled her in on Tommy’s situation and asked her to take it over, she didn’t feel inclined to grumble, despite already being out of sorts. Although it meant being kept out of the main loop, the bait was irresistible, mainly because she’d never had a case that involved stolen dynamite before, and it sounded intriguing. 
 
    She also knew that the powers that be were only human, and could be relied upon to be intrigued by it too; and catching the word ‘dynamite’ on a report was bound to snare the eye of the top brass, and bring attention to the officer who’d handled it. (So to speak.) 
 
    Tommy, returning to HQ, was thinking nervously about his upcoming Boards. He knew examiners liked to keep up to the minute in their subject matter. What if they asked him what he would do if he was confronted by a suspect, all wired up with explosives in the middle of a busy shopping precinct, who was demanding to speak to the Prime Minister? 
 
    Tommy, who had no idea what he’d do in such circumstances, wondered if he wouldn’t be happier as a lowly DC all his life. Others stayed at that rank and didn’t seem to suffer any ill effects. But then, since he was getting married, and kids usually followed, he’d need the rise in pay that came with making sergeant. 
 
    He’d have to start swotting up on hostage-taking procedures he supposed gloomily. And then, knowing his luck, the Boards would ask him what to do with a kidnapped pedigree poodle being held to ransom at a dog show. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary took Tommy with her to Solihull (thus saving him the trouble of coming up with scenarios to rescue purloined pooches) and he filled her in on the Max Finchley bust as he drove. 
 
    ‘So all you had to go on was the way he handled his lunch box?’ she asked incredulously, when he’d finished. 
 
    Tommy nodded, beginning to break out in a sweat. 
 
    Hillary blew out her a breath in a whoosh. ‘Rather you than me, sunshine,’ she said with some admiration. ‘I’d never have risked my neck on something so iffy.’ 
 
    Tommy gulped. ‘No guv,’ he said. He knew it. He just knew he’d been wrong. If he ever got the urge to use his initiative again, he’d give himself a firm kicking in the backside. 
 
    ‘Still, it got you a result, so what do I know?’ Hillary added judiciously, watching a raincloud offload its contents onto a nearby field of winter-growing barley. 
 
    ‘By the way, I’m engaged, guv,’ Tommy said, keeping his eye firmly on the road, and switching on the windscreen wipers. 
 
    ‘Really? Jean, isn’t it? A pretty girl. Congratulations, Tommy. When’s the big day?’ 
 
    ‘June,’ Tommy said promptly. And turned on the headlights. 
 
    For some reason he felt suddenly depressed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine was faintly disappointed with Max Finchley. For a start, the man immediately copped to everything, which took all the fun right out of an interrogation. He told her that the explosives man had been in on it from the beginning and regularly got his cut. He told her that he sold the dynamite on to a man called Reg Harris, a well-known safe-cracker up Witney way, and even sold some of it on the internet. 
 
    The bloody internet? Janine was sure you couldn’t sell dynamite on the internet. 
 
    But Finchley, led to a computer terminal, quickly showed her just how it was done. For a start, you didn’t call it dynamite, of course, and you had to spread the right coded words around certain chat rooms. But it could be done all right. 
 
    Janine filled nearly two notebooks on Max Finchley’s activities, and then another one that covered his perfect alibi for the night of Julia Reynolds’ murder. 
 
    Apparently, he’d been winning a darts match at his local pub when Julia was being killed. And not just any darts match either but the big one. The cup. As witnessed by any number of regulars, not to mention the losing darts team. Everyone had been only too willing to confirm that Max had left the pub well after closing time, totally drunk and incapable, and in the loving bosom of two equally drunk and incapable friends. 
 
    Just to clinch it, Janine, on talking to a stricken (and extremely drunk) Mrs Finchley, was sure that the news of her husband’s dynamite pilfering was just that — news. Which meant that she couldn’t possibly have passed the details on to her hairdresser. 
 
    Thus it was that Max Finchley was officially rubbed out of the Julia Reynolds murder case. 
 
    Of course, the thief-takers who’d long since wanted to nab Reg Harris the Witney safe-cracker, and even Special Branch (who had more than a passing interest in Mr Finchley’s dynamite-buying internet customers), had plenty of other cases Mr Max Finchley could move on to. 
 
    Janine supposed philosophically that, all in all, it couldn’t hurt to have Special Branch owe her a favour or two, and willingly passed him over. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 14 
 
    Roger Greenwood pushed open the swinging double doors of the main kitchen and looked through into the dining room. They were still there, all the usual suspects. 
 
    The Hayrick Inn dining room was a distinctly pleasant place to eat, with every rafter lovingly maintained, every original floor-tile in place, the table linen a rich and heavy cream, the flowers fresh and changed every day. Even the cutlery was real silver, and assiduously counted after every course. (So far, Roger’s father had never had the embarrassment of having to call in the cops over a knife-nicker. But Roger assumed it would only be a matter of time.) A few lingering diners slowly quaffed glasses of decades-old port and assorted liqueurs. The Hayrick didn’t do passing pub trade. 
 
    Increasingly, Roger was finding that he loathed the Hayrick’s clientele. The old men with their memberships of posh London clubs, their bespoke tailored suits and their old sports cars, retuned to take unleaded petrol, all seemed to him to be so obsolete he wondered how they kept going. Had no one told them it was the twenty-first century? Still, he supposed that the Hayrick, which had parts of its building going back to before Good Queen Bess, probably wasn’t the best place to contemplate the modern era. 
 
    At least the yuppies, his father’s pet-hate, had all but been made extinct now. Since the financial crash, there seemed to be some sort of uneasy peace amongst the upper echelons. Roger hoped they all choked on their amaretto biscuits and coffee, which was probably not a good attitude for a hotelier’s son who still had hopes of taking over the family business when the old man finally retired to Marbella. 
 
    Roger noticed that his father, lingering expansively over coffee with a group of civil servant types, was looking particularly pleased with himself today. Smug. As if he’d just done the deal of the century. And since he’d not long since signed a deal, amid much mutual back slapping, with Owen Wallis, Roger supposed that he probably had. Not that he’d seen fit to fill his son in on any of the details. 
 
    Still, Roger knew his father’s plans for their empire well, thanks to Julia. Julia had almost been able to read the gaffer’s mind when it came to things like that, and had often explained things to Roger that he hadn’t understood. 
 
    Julia. Roger sucked in a harsh breath. His father seemed to have forgotten that Julia was dead. The woman his son had loved had been murdered, not even a week ago, and yet here he still was, empire building. Laughing, living the high life and sipping his bloody Napoleon brandy. Did he not care? Did none of them care? 
 
    Julia had always said that his dad was heartless. Even at the party, when Wallis and his father had disappeared into the den during the anniversary celebrations, Julia had laughingly said that they were probably up to no good, and she’d have to see if she could find out what they were plotting. 
 
    She’d probably been right. In spite of her youth, she had a way of sniffing out corruption. She despised it as much as he did, and yet, unlike himself, she’d seemed capable of incorporating it into her own world without any apparent sign of guilt. 
 
    He wondered if she really had overheard their business talk that night. He wondered, with a real pang, if she’d cared about the backhanders his father must have tossed the farmer’s way, along with those already greasing the palms of planning officers and who knew who else? 
 
    With a snort, Roger let the swing doors close and moved back upstairs. He’d be back at college tomorrow, so if he was going to do something, now was the time. 
 
    He reached for the phone number his mysterious caller had left, and dialled. It had to be a home number. Not smart. But then again, the caller probably hadn’t been trying to remain particularly anonymous. 
 
    ‘Yeah?’ The female voice sounded tired, and oddly slurred. Perhaps she was drunk? 
 
    ‘It’s Roger Greenwood. We spoke a while ago. You said you had information on the death of my girlfriend.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Information. You mean, I know who did it and why. Sure. Ready to pay?’ 
 
    ‘How do I know you know anything?’ Roger asked helplessly. As the son of a wealthy man, he’d been brought up to suspect scams, to be wary of people trying to separate him from his money. 
 
    ‘Because when you check out the info I give you, you’ll find it’s right, you dummy. You thick or something?’ 
 
    Roger blinked. ‘I’ll give you a hundred.’ 
 
    There was a harsh bark of laughter and then the buzz of the dial tone. Roger sighed, hung up and redialled. 
 
    ‘Five hundred, and not a penny more. The cops seem to be doing a good job. I could just sit back and wait for them to get on with it,’ he said shortly. And this time was prepared to hang up himself. Or so he told himself. 
 
    ‘Sure. OK, five hundred. But I want another five hundred when it pans out. Yeah?’ 
 
    Roger smiled. Now who was being naïve? The girl sounded young. And still drunk. Or maybe just high. 
 
    ‘If it pans out,’ he lied. 
 
    ‘You know that burger joint on the Market Square in Bicester?’ the girl asked. ‘Meet me there in an hour. And bring cash.’ 
 
    Roger shrugged as yet again the dial tone buzzed in his ear. So what if he was being conned? He’d only be out five hundred. And wasn’t Julia worth that? In fact, wasn’t he already feeling guilty that the worst of his grief hadn’t been grief at all, but only shock? 
 
    Already he’d stopped crying at night. Already he was eating properly again. Already, he was beginning to accept the fact that he’d never see Julia again — and that fact wasn’t breaking his heart any more. He didn’t love her. Perhaps he never had. He knew that now. Otherwise his life wouldn’t feel as if it was still well worth living. Had she not been killed, he knew now that he’d never have married her. And she’d have been right pissed off about it, but that didn’t mean he didn’t still owe her. That it wasn’t still a tragedy. 
 
    All that fire and life, gone. 
 
    Yeah, he owed her a few hundred quid on a long shot. 
 
    And besides all that, he felt, deep down in his bones, that the anonymous girl actually knew something. There was a certain ring of confidence in her voice — a sly I-know-something-you-don’t quality that made him hope, even as it grated. 
 
    Resolutely, he left the Hayrick and headed for the market town of Bicester, and the nearest ATM. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Frank finally struck lucky just as the pub called closing time at 2:30. Trust him to get stuck with a pub that bothered to close. He drank up and then emptied his bladder in the toilet before stepping out on to the mean streets of Solihull with the name and address of one Mr T.A. Orne scribbled down on a sheet of paper. 
 
    Most of the Ornes he’d tried had been out, of course, at this time of day. Those who had been in were either retired, young mothers, the unemployed or malingerers. None had reacted to the name of Gregory Innes, however. 
 
    Then he’d exhausted the Birmingham environs and gone on to Nuneaton. There, someone had taken the bait. Not that the woman who’d answered had admitted to knowing Gregory Innes — she hadn’t — but the hesitation, the moment of startled silence before the denial had been all that Frank had needed. 
 
    Now he glanced at his watch, wondering what to do. Hillary and probably Janine were on their way by now, and the guv had told him to sit tight at the bank. But Frank doubted they’d be here just yet. Besides, what was the harm in checking out Mr T.A. Orne before meeting up with the witch from Thrupp? It would do Ronnie’s old lady good to know that, for once, Frank Ross wasn’t one of her lackey, know-nothing arse-lickers. 
 
    If Innes wanted to keep T.A. Orne’s existence a secret from the police, then Frank wanted to know what was so all-damned important about him. He couldn’t see how it could possibly link up with the Julia Reynolds killing, but if that git of a PI wasn’t up to something, Frank would eat his hat. 
 
    Or, since he didn’t own a hat, he’d eat somebody else’s. 
 
    Whistling tunelessly, Frank crossed over to Janine Tyler’s Mini and climbed in. He was rather fat, and the Mini was rather small, but he didn’t care. The look on Janine’s face when he’d asked to borrow it had been reward enough. Not that she’d agreed at first, of course, but for once, Hillary had backed him up. There probably hadn’t been any cars free in the motor pool anyway. 
 
    He could still remember the blonde bimbo’s threats about what she’d do to various parts of his anatomy if he should so much as put a scratch on her baby, and he almost contemplated dinging a wing just to see her howl. 
 
    But he had an idea Hillary bloody Greene would make him pay for it personally so that Janine wouldn’t lose her no-claims bonus, so when he pulled away from the kerb, he did so carefully. He wondered what car he’d buy for himself if he could just get his hands on some of Ronnie’s money. He’d already put the word out to friends at Gary Greene’s station in Witney to keep an eye on him, and to report back to him if the young constable suddenly started spending way beyond his means. 
 
    Not that he thought Ronnie would have raised his son to be so stupid, but you never knew your luck. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary glanced around as she climbed out of the car, which Tommy had parked illegally on a double yellow line right in front of the bank. There was no sign of Janine’s red Mini, which meant Frank had either found a legal parking spot (extremely unlikely) or had slouched off somewhere, probably to the nearest pub. (Much more likely.) 
 
    Tommy put the official police notice in the car window and locked up. He’d only ever had a parking ticket once when displaying the sign, and he hoped the traffic wardens around Solihull were copper-friendly. It wasn’t always the case. 
 
    Inside the bank, Hillary quickly identified herself, was shown into the assistant bank-manager’s office and watched the thirty-something survey the court order anxiously and minutely. After a brief chat with his superior, he led them down reluctantly to an underground vault, and located the box in question. 
 
    Because Hillary had no key, he had to use both himself, as if unhappily underlining the breach in etiquette. 
 
    Hillary hefted the box on to the table provided, told the unhappy executive she’d call him back when she was finished and watched him go. 
 
    Tommy took the seat opposite her, feeling a brief surge of excitement as Hillary opened the box. Of course, there were no hoards of diamonds, or packs of money, or even a treasure map inside, just a plain, thick, buff-covered folder. 
 
    Hillary, though, looked as if she’d just come across the whereabouts to Eldorado, and quickly opened the file and began to read. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Frank parked behind a Reliant Robin car, and stared at it for a few seconds. Did losers still buy these three-wheeled trikes? Apparently so. 
 
    The surrounding suburb, though, didn’t look like the kind that approved of Reliant Robins. Most of the houses were detached, with big, well-kept gardens, neat fences and hedges, well-maintained paintwork and no loose kerbstones. The residences themselves were that curious kind of mock-Tudor cum country-cottage so beloved of developers. Frank knew he’d never have been able to afford a mortgage on one of these babies if he lived and worked until he was ninety. 
 
    Perhaps the Reliant Robin owner had a sense of humour. Or, more likely he was one of those sorts who simply went to pieces on a driving test. 
 
    He glanced up at the house he wanted, speculating on Mr T.A. Orne. He must be doing fairly well in the world, or he wouldn’t be living here. 
 
    So just why did the middle-classes hire PIs nowadays? With divorce so painless and commonplace, he doubted it was a domestic issue. If you wanted to know if the missus was sleeping around, just assume that she was. Statistically, you were almost bound to be right. 
 
    So what else. Missing kid? 
 
    Frank could have used the radio and asked for a computer check, but he didn’t have time. Besides, it might alert Hillary to what he was up to, and he didn’t want to have his wings clipped just yet. 
 
    He hiked up his trousers, which kept slipping past his bulging belly and threatening to drop, and set off up the pavement. He’d have to buy some jeans with a bigger waist, but Frank resented spending money on such fripperies as clothes. Beer, fags, women, betting. But clothes? He supposed he could trawl the charity shops though. 
 
    At the neat, wrought-iron garden gate leading to the Orne residence, Frank stopped and considered his options. The straightforward approach never appealed to Frank much. He always assumed everyone was up to something, and for a copper, taking the sneaky approach was second nature anyway. So he pushed open the gate, ignored the front doorbell and trotted around the side. The pretty displays of Michaelmas daisies, late-flowering asters, chrysanthemums and dahlias went unnoticed. As did the man who was standing just inside the open door of a garden shed, listlessly scraping damp earth off a shovel. 
 
    Terry Orne was the gardener of the family, although lately it had been more of a chore than a pleasure. Something to get him out of the house, a way to pass the time thinking of other things. Something apart from the fact that his son had died and there had been nothing he could do about it. 
 
    After the funeral, taking care of the flowers had meant that Vivian, his wife, would have a steady supply of fresh blooms to take to Barry’s grave. His small, small grave. 
 
    Terry had been scraping the shovel clean for nearly five minutes now. His wife was inside, maybe crying, maybe sleeping. The doctors had given her pills, but she’d stopped taking them about a week ago. 
 
    He was staring sightlessly out the dirty shed window, only half his brain registering the fact that there was a stranger walking carefully alongside his house, looking over at the neighbouring gardens and then up at the houses, as if checking nobody was watching. 
 
    Burglar. 
 
    Terry Orne blinked, suddenly coming back to the garden shed. Back to life and reality. 
 
    The man was fat, with a full-moon face, shabby-looking suit, piggy eyes and a surprisingly benevolent look. No, he couldn’t be a burglar. Not in broad daylight, surely? But he was up to no good. Of that Terry was sure. 
 
    Suddenly, Terry Orne felt a burning tide creep up his throat, making his face burn. Was this the bastard who had phoned yesterday? 
 
    He’d come home early from his work at the garage. His right-hand man had assured him that there’d be no problem with the bloke from Walsall who was coming down to inspect their classic Humber. Terry hadn’t cared if there had been. What was the point? He no longer had a son to pass the business on to, and he doubted if his daughter would be interested. But from the moment he’d walked into the kitchen, and heard Vivian’s tense, fraught voice coming from the lounge, he knew something was up. 
 
    Vivian had heard him by then though, and had quickly said something and hung up the phone. She had refused to discuss it ever since. He knew it had been a man on the other end of the line, because he’d heard as much before the conversation had been so abruptly terminated. 
 
    He wasn’t stupid. He knew his wife, and never once suspected an affair. No, he suspected something far more dangerous. 
 
    Vivian was one of those women who never let go. Never gave up. She’d been tireless all through Barry’s illness, ever since his leukaemia had been diagnosed two days after his sixth birthday. While he had reeled and lurched from one crisis to another, it had been Vivian who’d dealt with the doctors, Vivian who’d done her own research on the internet when the doctors had begun to give up on their son, Vivian who’d lobbied charities, foreign doctors and hospitals, always badgering for a bone marrow donor to be found, never giving up hope. It had been Vivian who’d all but arm-wrestled doctors into trying the latest medicines, and had even, on one occasion, raided their bank account to pay for illegally obtained experimental drugs from America. 
 
    And who knew what else she might have been up to since? Terry certainly didn’t. Though he guessed that she had become involved in something during those final few weeks of Barry’s life, something that now seemed to be coming back to haunt her. But what? Barry was dead, for no bone marrow donor had been found. 
 
    He supposed Vivian could have been talking to some shady character who’d promised her the world back when they still had a living son to try to save, but had then failed to deliver and was now — what? Threatening her? Was he demanding money? Threatening to go to the cops? As the episode with the illegal drugs had shown, Vivian would have gone to any lengths to try to save their son, and Terry was right there with her. 
 
    But the world was full of bastards, and he only wished she’d confide in him. It was just that, since losing Barry, the stuffing seemed to have gone right out of her. She’d been too listless to care. It was only on the phone yesterday that the old angry spark had flared briefly back to life, only to die again when she’d spotted her husband watching and listening, and had quickly hung up the phone. 
 
    Terry had wanted to kill somebody, there and then. Now he felt the same way again. 
 
    Months of rage and frustration were coming to boiling point. Weeks of watching his eight-year-old boy fade to white and die. Nights of wondering when, when, when, would that final breath be taken? Visions of his boy’s eyes, watching him without blame, without hope, ran together in one stream of never-ending guilt. Barry had never once asked them to save him. It was as if, even at only eight years old, he’d known what it would do to them if he had. 
 
    But how could you fight death? What was the point of railing against fate? Against the big question, ‘Why Me? Why Us?’ there was no comeback. 
 
    Now, though, here was flesh and blood to pound. Here, Terry Orne was suddenly sure, was the man on the other end of the telephone line. The leech who had somehow got his hooks into his wife. 
 
    Terry lifted the clean spade further into the air, the knuckles of the hand that clutched the handle going white with tension. Come on, you bastard, just a bit further. Do a bit more snooping. Yeah, that’s right. Look through the lounge window. 
 
    Was Vivian inside, or was she in the kitchen? Or upstairs? 
 
    Soundlessly, Terry Orne stepped from the garden shed and began to make his way to the fat man who was peering into the window, his grubby, chubby hands cupped either side of his eyes, shutting out the light and to let him see in. 
 
    There was no privacy in death, Terry Orne had learned. Doctors, prodding, poking, prying. Relatives supporting. Friends commiserating. Undertakers asking what casket you wanted. Now, here, in what should be a quiet time for them both, somebody else was snooping. Butting his ugly head into what should be private. 
 
    He didn’t know what Vivian was keeping from him. He didn’t care. He just wanted it all to stop. 
 
    Slowly, carefully, spade raised, Terry Orne got closer to the man violating his home, his wife, his life and his all-important grief. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary passed on the last of the sheets to Tommy and slowly leaned back in her chair. 
 
    It was all there. 
 
    Vivian Orne had first contacted Gregory Innes six months ago. Her son, Barry, was dying from leukaemia, and was desperately in need of a bone marrow donor. So far, it seemed, no match had been found. But a nurse at Barry’s hospital had inadvertently said something that had started the desperate mother wondering. 
 
    Had a donor been found after all? A donor who had then proved unwilling to go through with the surgery needed to remove bone marrow? It seemed impossible. Who would refuse to save a little boy’s life? Yet the doubt must have been terrible, for she’d gone to Gregory Innes to check it out. 
 
    Even Hillary had to admit, the PI had done a thorough job. Of course, the nurse, when approached, had denied hinting at any such thing, and the PI had been met with a stone wall at the hospital. But that hadn’t stopped him. Illegal wire taps, an unnamed source within the donor system and the payment of a £1,000 ‘finder’s fee’ by Vivian Orne had led Gregory Innes to one Dr Lincoln Crowder, and a surgery near Oxford. 
 
    Reading Innes’s report on their conversation, Hillary had at last understood what it was that had worried the health official so much. He had not exactly confirmed that a donor in the Oxford area had been found who would prove a suitable match for the desperately ill Barry Orne, but he hadn’t denied it either. 
 
    Moreover, Innes had found out that Julia Reynolds had had her appendix out a year before. How had he known that that fact was significant unless the GP had intimated to Innes that it might be? How else had the PI got on to the surgeon, and thence to Julia Reynolds’ medical records? 
 
    Hillary couldn’t find it in her heart to blame Dr Crowder. As a GP, he’d know all about the heartbreak the Ornes must have been going through. His sympathies would have been with the boy — as were her own. Perhaps he thought that the boy’s mother would have more success in persuading Julia Reynolds to donate her bone marrow. Obviously, the combined weight of the medical profession had failed. 
 
    Yes, she could understand only too well why the doctor had taken such a risk, but no wonder he’d been so scared when the police had come calling. 
 
    Innes’s files had been very careful to make no mention of how he’d got his hands on Julia Reynolds’ medical records. Certainly the copies in the folder were bad photocopies of yet other photocopies, but they were still clear enough to show that Julia Reynolds had indeed been thrown up by the medical register of donors as a high-ratio match to Barry Orne. 
 
    And from there on in, it got really ugly. 
 
    Doctors had at once contacted Julia Reynolds, told her of the match, and tried to schedule a time for her to go in for the necessary surgery. But Julia, with her phobia of hospitals, needles and illness, had flatly refused, and had continued to refuse, despite all entreaties, until the boy had died, just over two weeks ago. 
 
    ‘Shit, guv,’ Tommy said miserably, as he read the last page and looked across at Hillary. ‘How could she just let a little kiddie die?’ 
 
    Hillary shook her head helplessly. 
 
    She’d had a friend at college once, with a phobia of swans. Swans, of all things. Barbara had known in her head that the big white birds weren’t evil. That whenever she walked by a river, they weren’t going to come at her, hissing and breaking her bones with their big wings. She explained all this to Hillary once, and even admitted that she could see why others thought them beautiful. But she herself could never see one of the birds without breaking out into a cold sweat. Couldn’t walk past one unless it was well out on the water. Just the thought of them reduced her to trembling terror. She’d even thrown up once, when they’d been walking past Magdalen College, and a swan, flying low across the bridge, had suddenly startled her. Hillary had only been able to stand by helplessly while her friend was sick, then lead her, still shaking badly, to the nearest pub and a big, comforting brandy. 
 
    So she knew something of the stranglehold phobias had on people; of the illogic of them; of their very real power. Even so. But then again, who was she to judge? If she had a paralysing fear of something, how did she know that she would have the strength to overcome it? 
 
    No. She might not have reason to judge, Hillary thought grimly, but what of the boy’s parents? If Innes had gone back to them with the name of the donor, what judgement might they have felt entitled to bring down on her? 
 
    She remembered the face powder in Julia’s hair, the size 8 shoe, and shook her head in self-disgust. All along she’d got it wrong. Even with Vivian Orne’s car spotted outside the vic’s house, she’d still missed it. Right from the first, she’d assumed that they were after a jealous lover, a male, when all along it had been a grieving mother. She’d almost blown it, big time. 
 
    ‘We’ve got to go and see Innes,’ she said, grimly. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 15 
 
    They were at Gregory Innes’s office within five minutes, Tommy wondering nervously if the PI would try to make a break for it, or try any rough stuff, if cornered. He didn’t look like the type who’d put up a fight, but he could run like a rabbit, as Hillary already knew. So when they reached the top floor of the converted Victorian house, he went through the door first. 
 
    Hillary let him. 
 
    Gregory Innes’s office was surprisingly light and airy, due to the high ceiling and large windows. He’d kept the walls painted a clean white, had laid down hard-wearing neutral-coloured carpeting, and kept the furniture to a minimum. Grey filing cabinets glowered gloomily against nearly all of the four walls, and an old-looking computer took up space on what was obviously a desk that had been recovered from a skip. It certainly didn’t need ‘distressing’ at any rate. 
 
    ‘Detective Inspector Greene,’ Gregory acknowledged unhappily, his eyes darting from the big constable to the woman he’d hoped never to see again. ‘I must say I never expected to see you here.’ 
 
    ‘Cut the crap, Innes,’ Hillary said, walking straight to his desk and pulling out one of the two facing chairs. ‘Tell me about the Ornes.’ 
 
    Gregory Innes sat back down, hard, and gave a somewhat cheesy grin. ‘They were clients of mine. Not that I see what business it is of yours.’ 
 
    Hillary slowly sat down, keeping her dark eyes fixed on the PI as she opened her briefcase and pulled out the Orne file. Innes paled as she put it on the desk before them. ‘And before you ask,’ she said softly, ‘this was retrieved from the safe deposit box you rented this morning, with a court order, all nice and legal.’ 
 
    Innes licked his lips and wondered how he’d missed the tail. It couldn’t have been that fat slob who’d trailed him the first time. They had to have put a second man — or woman — onto him. Damn. Damn, damn, damn. 
 
    He felt the sweat break out under his armpits and told himself not to panic. ‘I never thought otherwise, Inspector,’ he said with a smile. ‘Perish the thought that a copper would ever overstep the line.’ 
 
    ‘I told you before,’ Hillary Greene said curtly, in no mood for playing games, ‘cut the crap. Right now a search warrant is being sought for this office, your house, your car and your bank records. I’m betting we’re going to find that you’ve been banking substantial sums of money just recently. Unless you’ve kept it as cash? And I wonder what the corresponding bank records of Mr Orne will show?’ 
 
    ‘Now just a minute,’ Gregory whined. ‘I told you, the Ornes were clients. If they’ve been paying me money, it’s only my fee.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled. ‘Really? So you’ve no objection if we question the Ornes then? Ask them what you were hired to do?’ 
 
    The greasy skin on Gregory Innes’s nose and upper lip shone obscenely in the afternoon light. He seemed to sense it, for he rubbed his mouth with his hand, trying to think of a way to find out just how much they knew. 
 
    ‘That would be rather cruel. They’ve recently lost a child,’ he mumbled eventually. 
 
    ‘Yes, I know,’ Hillary said, tapping the folder. ‘A little boy in need of a bone marrow donor. They came to you to track down a rumour that a donor had been found, but was refusing to go through with the surgery required.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Gregory said. ‘When the mother came to me, it broke my heart. I agreed to it right off, even though I knew the chances of success were low. Medical records, donor details, all that sort of stuff, is guarded like gold, you know.’ 
 
    Tommy Lynch shifted uncomfortably on his chair. During his short time in the police he’d seen many things that had disgusted him, outraged him or moved him to pity. Pregnant mothers hooked on dope, killing the babies inside them or dooming them to be born with addictions too, while peddling their bodies for more money to feed more junk into their veins. Foreign women sold into sexual slavery. Paedophiles. Batterers of eighty- and ninety-year-old women. Any manner of grubby, dirty, petty, vengeful episodes that made him wonder if the human race would ever survive. But Gregory Innes was making his flesh crawl in a way that was peculiarly new to him. 
 
    ‘I’m sure you did it all out of the goodness of your heart, Mr Innes,’ Hillary said sardonically. ‘How much do you charge an hour? Or should I say, how much did you charge the Ornes? Desperate people pay well, I expect?’ 
 
    Innes flushed an ugly red. 
 
    ‘So, you traced the donor, right. It was Julia Reynolds.’ 
 
    Innes stuck out his chin. ‘Whatever your opinion of me, Greene, I’m a good PI. It wasn’t easy, I can tell you. But I did it.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. And reported back to Mr Orne?’ 
 
    Gregory Innes opened his mouth, then snapped it shut. ‘Well, I wasn’t going to keep it a secret from my client, was I?’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, wondering why he had just prevaricated. ‘And when you heard that Julia Reynolds had been killed, you were naturally curious? A little worried perhaps? A man with a conscience might feel as if he’d delivered up the woman for slaughter?’ 
 
    Gregory again wiped his hand across his mouth. Hillary found it almost impossible to guess what he was thinking. She strongly doubted he felt any personal responsibility or remorse for what had happened to Julia Reynolds. But what else was going on behind those self-pitying eyes? 
 
    ‘Naturally, I was anxious to see if the Ornes could have been responsible. That was what I was doing on the farm — trying to establish, one way or the other, any possible involvement by my former client. If I’d found anything, of course, I would have brought it straight to you.’ 
 
    Hillary laughed. She couldn’t help it. Beside her, she saw Tommy look away, and out of the corner of her eye she could see his big fists clenching and unclenching in hidden anger. But she had no real worries that Tommy would lose control. 
 
    ‘So what did you find out, Innes? You being such a hot shot PI and all? Sherlock Holmes having nothing on you, and all that. Were the Ornes involved?’ 
 
    ‘No. No trace of them.’ 
 
    ‘So when the search warrant arrives, we’ll find no records of any telephone calls to their house, say? After all, you finished with their case — what was it — two weeks ago? According to your files, it was all paid for, done and dusted. And if you found nothing to worry about at Three Oaks Farm, you’d have had no reason to call them back. Right?’ 
 
    Innes felt the sweat begin to trickle down his back. This cow just wasn’t going to leave it alone. But Vivian Orne wouldn’t talk. She couldn’t. They could prove nothing. All he had to do was brazen it out. 
 
    ‘I might have called, just to see how they were doing. Their little boy died, you know.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. A condolence call. How nice,’ Hillary said. ‘Tell me about Dr Crowder. Did you break into his files to find out the name of the donor, or just bribe him?’ 
 
    Innes shrugged. ‘You’d have to ask him that.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled grimly. ‘He wouldn’t happen to be someone else you’re thinking of blackmailing, would he, Mr Innes?’ Gregory flushed. How did the bloody bitch know? Was she reading his mind? ‘I think I’ve said all I’m prepared to say, Inspector. I’d like you to leave now.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled. ‘I’m sure you would, Mr Innes. Knowing a search team, and a search warrant, are on their way, I’m sure you’d love to have some time to yourself. But I don’t think so. DC Lynch, stay here with Mr Innes. If he attempts to leave or use the telephone, you may arrest him on the charge of conspiring to pervert the course of justice.’ 
 
    She rose, reached for the folder and put it back in her bag. ‘I’m off to visit Mr and Mrs Orne.’ 
 
    Tommy stood up. ‘Guv, you’ve got no backup,’ he said, a shade desperately. He’d seen Hillary in this mood before. ‘Let’s wait until the locals get here. Take a couple of bobbies with you, at least.’ 
 
    Hillary hesitated. ‘Tell you what, use the phone, and ask for a patrol car to meet me at their house.’ 
 
    ‘Right, guv,’ Tommy said, much relieved. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary drove fast and made surprisingly good time to the Ornes’ address. She was pretty sure a local patrol car would have got there ahead of her, and hoped they hadn’t jumped the gun, but when she pulled up outside the house in the leafy suburb, there was not a sign of a jam sandwich in sight. 
 
    She got out of her car and checked her watch. She’d heard on the radio that there’d been a big smash up on the motorway not far from here. Could be her call had been given low priority — baby-sitting coppers from another force was hardly a plum job. Might be that the patrol car had simply got snarled up in traffic. It happened. 
 
    She’d just have to wait. 
 
    She reached into her bag for her mobile phone and checked back at HQ, where a bemused Janine filled her in on Mr Max Finchley’s entrepreneurial spirit. 
 
    From what Tommy had told her about Mrs Finchley, Hillary could guess what had driven the construction worker to such extremes. Men married to monied women who never let them forget it tended to do stupid things. In Max Finchley’s case, playing — literally — with dynamite. 
 
    She grinned and wondered how many more such bad puns Janine had had to cope with from the others at the station. Word would have got around like wild-fire about the unusual bust. 
 
    She gave Janine a quick run-down on the situation and asked her to pass it on to Mel. Not surprisingly, the pretty blonde sergeant was spitting mad at not being in on it with her, and Hillary wouldn’t be surprised to see her turn up some time later that afternoon, depending on how things went. 
 
    It was as she was putting away the phone that Hillary spotted Janine’s car, and had one of those brief Twilight Zone moments, when she wondered if her junior officer had somehow magicked herself north. 
 
    Then she realised that it was Frank who had been using Janine’s car today. 
 
    Frank! 
 
    Shit! What was he doing here? Now she thought about it, he’d been conspicuous by his absence at the bank. But how the hell had he known to come here? He hadn’t been able to see the file in the safe deposit box. Or had he? 
 
    ‘You stupid git!’ Hillary whistled between her teeth, and quickly sprinted for the gate. If she knew Frank — and unfortunately for her, she did — she wouldn’t put it past him to have pulled a fast one. Do a bit of the dirty, trying to get ahead of the investigation and put one over on her. Frank would dearly love to be able to show her up in front of the team — and anyone else who might be watching. Like the new super for instance. But if the Ornes were killers, the stupid clot might just have got himself killed. And think of all the paperwork she’d have to do then! 
 
    She ran along the side of the path, instinctively forgoing the front door. She was sure that Frank wouldn’t have gone in all guns blazing, and she wasn’t about to either. She slowed down as she rounded the back of the house and, her back to the wall, took a quick peek around the garden. 
 
    In spite of everything though, she wasn’t really expecting trouble. Not real trouble. She expected to see a garden as well-kept as the front patch was. A shed, maybe some garden furniture. A cat. A woman pottering about with the autumn pansies. Something of that nature. 
 
    She didn’t expect to see her sergeant peering in through a window, hands cupped around his face to keep out the light, while someone else sneaked up behind him, eyes fixed on the back of his exposed head with a raised garden shovel in his hands. 
 
    ‘FRANK!’ she yelled, launching herself around the corner and heading straight for the man with a shovel. 
 
    In her time, Hillary had come in for her fair share of physical confrontation. By far the worst had been back in the old station house in Headington, when she and two other constables had confronted a man with a six-inch-long butcher’s knife. He’d sliced one of her fellow constables’ forearms right to the bone, and she could still remember his angry cry of pain, and the sickening sight of gushing blood. 
 
    But this seemed almost as bad. 
 
    In spite of the rush of adrenaline to her head, she could plainly hear the voice of the retired sergeant major who’d been her physical training instructor back in the old days. His method of fighting had been dirty and extremely politically incorrect. And he’d taught her to think just like him. So she was going through her options even as she ran. 
 
    She saw Frank jump out of his skin and turn, but his gaze stopped on her as she hurtled towards him. He looked guilty. No doubt he knew he’d been rumbled, and must have always dreaded his boss catching him out in something really bad. 
 
    The silly sod! It wasn’t her he had to worry about for once. 
 
    ‘Behind you,’ she yelled in clarification, still pelting forward full tilt, wondering if she should do a slide and ram her thighs into the back of the perp’s knees, up-ending him, or go straight for the raised arm. The shovel was the immediate threat, but her upper arm strength would be no match for a man’s. She might not be able to prevent him from delivering a blow. 
 
    At least she had one thing going for her. Terry Orne had frozen on the spot. Her yell had had as paralysing an effect on him as it had on his intended victim. 
 
    Now Orne’s mouth gaped stupidly as a smartly dressed woman in a dark two-piece suit, with a sleek cut of brown hair and a fiercely angry face, rushed at him like an approaching valkyrie on speed. Terry Orne, like most decent men, wouldn’t have dreamed of hitting a woman. So he quite simply had no idea what to do next. 
 
    Hillary, however, did. 
 
    A man with both arms upraised over his head was just asking for it. Still running, Hillary turned sidewise, jamming her two hands together to form one huge fist and, swinging back, hit Terry Orne with a massive whump in the middle of his belly. 
 
    Orne dropped the shovel with a gurgling ‘ooofff’ and dropped to his knees. And promptly began to lose his meagre breakfast of cornflakes and toast. 
 
    Frank, now turned all the way around, saw the man drop the shovel and went white. He abruptly sat down on the patio, ignoring the dampness seeping into the seat of his trousers, and sucked in a huge breath. 
 
    Frank had seen what a shovel on the back of someone’s head could do. He had never been that close to death before. A punch-up at a football pitch with your colleagues at your back and a horde of pissed-off Millwall supporters in front of you was fun. But unless a bastard pulled a knife, not life-threatening. Handling antsy suspects at the nick could be exhilarating, but you knew you always had backup, if you called for help. Negotiating domestics was a pain, but Frank knew how to handle himself with the worst of boozed-up, fist-happy husbands. 
 
    But having a shovel walloped down on the back of your head when you weren’t looking — now that was staring eternity in the eye. 
 
    He swallowed hard, his own gag reflex kicking in as he watched the man who would have killed him being sick all over the lawn. He leaned forward, letting his hands dangle between his knees, and hung his head low, taking deep breaths. Little black dots danced on the backs of his closed eyelids. He felt definitely iffy. Like he was going to pass out. 
 
    ‘Frank, you all right? You got any pains in the chest?’ 
 
    He opened his eyes abruptly and lifted his head, only to find Hillary Greene crouched in front of him, one eye on the dropped shovel, one on the suspect and one (how the hell did she have three eyes?) on him. 
 
    ‘What?’ he said hazily. 
 
    ‘Are you having chest pains? 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘OK. I’ll ring for an ambulance anyway,’ she said, and got up, bringing her phone to her ear. 
 
    And in that moment, Frank suddenly realised that his misery was only just starting. Because now the fact that he’d only been a second or two away from death was nothing when he compared it to the fact that it had been Hillary Greene who’d saved him. 
 
    Hillary Greene. 
 
    No, this was just too much. This just wasn’t fair. For two pins, Frank could have cried. 
 
    The sound of the ambulance arriving within three minutes — Hillary wondered if that was a record — was what finally brought Vivian Orne out of the house. 
 
    She’d been on her way to the front window in the lounge to see where the ambulance was going, and which of her neighbours was in trouble, when she’d been side-tracked by the sight of strangers in her back garden. 
 
    Now, as she stepped out into the cold autumn air, her gaze went from the fat man sitting comically on her patio, to the poker-faced woman watching her and then, finally, to her husband, who was kneeling on the grass, alternately retching and groaning. 
 
    ‘Terry, love, are you all right?’ she heard herself ask stupidly, starting towards him. ‘What’s going on. Who are you people?’ Then, with a sharp edge of fear, ‘I’ll call the police.’ 
 
    Hillary reached for her ID and held it up. ‘We are the police, Mrs Orne. I’m Detective Inspector Hillary Greene, this is Sergeant Frank Ross.’ 
 
    At this, Terry Orne’s head shot up and he regarded Frank with a look of surprise. ‘You’re not the bastard on the phone?’ 
 
    ‘Eh?’ Frank said, also lifting his head to look across at the man who’d tried to kill him. The man who would have killed him. Curiously, Frank felt no desire to rip the bastard’s head off. 
 
    He was still trying to come up with ways and means of turning this around. Suppose he told everyone back at the nick that he’d laid out Orne? No, it wouldn’t wash. Orne himself would probably deny it. Besides, Frank knew, Hillary would have her own version and he had no illusions as to who would be believed. 
 
    But there had to be a way to down play it some. After all, there was not a mark on him. He could say Hillary was blowing things up out of all proportion. Yeah, that might work. Play the hysterical-woman card. There’d always be some who’d believe it. Not many, but enough to raise doubts. Right now, that was the only crumb of comfort he had. 
 
    The thought of being grateful to Hillary Greene never even crossed his mind. And Hillary, for one, would have been astonished if it had. 
 
    Right now, though, she had other things on her mind as she looked at Vivian Orne, a lean, stringy-looking woman with surprisingly wide shoulders and large feet. What had Innes’s file said about Vivian Orne’s occupation? Aerobics and dance instructor. Which meant muscles. You had to be strong and fit for that. And Julia Reynolds had been drunk and smaller and not at all physically a match for Vivian Orne. 
 
    Back at the bank vault, she’d assumed the Ornes were in on it together. Now, she believed it possible that Vivian’s husband really had no idea of what she’d done. 
 
    ‘I thought you were the one who’d been bothering my wife,’ Terry Orne said, gasping a bit through blue-tinged and vomit-speckled lips. He was still staring at Frank as if it was all his fault. 
 
    ‘I never even met your wife, dummy,’ Frank snarled. In his ears, he was beginning to hear the jaunts and jibes that would ring around the ‘Big House’ (the name they incongruously gave their police station). Frank Ross, the one who needed to hide behind his boss’s skirts. And worse. Much worse. 
 
    It was more than he’d be able to bear. Perhaps now was the time to quit. He’d put in enough time to get his full pension. Maybe eke it out with a part-time job. Night watchman was a doddle, they said. Yeah, maybe now was a good time to quit. He could devote all his time to tracking down Ronnie’s loot. Perhaps put a tail on his kid. 
 
    ‘The man you’re thinking of is a Mr Gregory Innes,’ Hillary said, looking from husband to wife. ‘Isn’t that so, Mrs Orne?’ 
 
    Vivian Orne slowly reached her husband, and, ignoring the wet and muddy grass, knelt down beside him. Wordlessly, she put her arms around him. She wasn’t sobbing, but Hillary could clearly see huge tears running down her face. 
 
    ‘Who’s Gregory Innes?’ Terry Orne said. 
 
    ‘Do you want to tell him, or should I, Mrs Orne?’ Hillary asked. She knew that now was the optimum time to strike. They were off balance and vulnerable. Briefly, she felt a flash of distaste for what she was doing. Had Tommy Lynch been here, she knew he’d have looked away with a hastily hidden grimace of disgust. 
 
    Had Janine been here, she’d be scribbling in her notebook, but even she, Hillary suspected, wouldn’t have felt any sense of satisfaction about this situation: the Ornes had been through so much already. 
 
    But long ago, a mentor of Hillary’s had said something to her that had stuck with her, and remained inviolate, through all the shit life in this job had thrown at her. He’d been an old desk sergeant, retired from the field, but too bored to quit altogether. He’d been like a sage to Hillary back then, she and others of her generation, this man who must have been on the fringes of many a murder case. 
 
    Quite simply, the old man had told her, a victim of murder could rely on no one but the investigating officer to fight his or her corner. The family and friends of a murder victim might, for some reason, abandon them. The victim might never even be identified. The case might be open and shut, or never solved. But the dead can’t ask questions, or justify themselves, or hunt the guilty, or prosecute, or do any other thing a living person could. The dead needed you. 
 
    And, right here and now, Julia Reynolds needed Hillary to do her job. And do it she would. 
 
    ‘Mr Innes is a private investigator, Mr Orne,’ Hillary said softly, but quickly closed her mouth when Vivian Orne raised one hand. 
 
    She had a long, strong face, that went well with a no-nonsense cut of dark hair and brown eyes. Her arms, hard with muscle, still bore the traces of a late summer tan. But she looked gaunt. She looked like a woman who’d just buried her child. 
 
    ‘I hired him to find a donor, Terry. One of the nurses at the hospital let it slip that one had been found, but wasn’t going to go through with the surgery.’ 
 
    Terry Orne began to retch again. But his stomach was already empty, and he began to cry instead. 
 
    ‘And he found her,’ Vivian carried on, her voice as dead as the look in her eyes. ‘It was a girl. A girl out Oxford way. She wouldn’t go through with the procedure though. The doctors tried everything to persuade her. But she just wouldn’t. She let our Barry die. I couldn’t take it. I had to see her, face to face, to let her know what she’d done. To show her our Barry’s picture. I wanted to hear what she had to say for herself.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean? Who?’ Her husband stared at her with a growing fear in his eyes that made even Frank look away. 
 
    ‘The girl. The one whose bone marrow would have saved Barry,’ Vivian said. ‘Mr Innes gave me her address. I went to her house, but she was being picked up by this man. She was going to get married. Or at least, that’s what I thought. She came out dressed like a bride. Can you believe it, Terry? A bride? Our Barry was dead, would never grow up, would never have a bride of his own. And here she was, this heartless bitch, going to get married.’ 
 
    Terry Orne looked dazed, as if he was unable to follow what his wife was saying. 
 
    ‘But of course, she wasn’t getting married. I mean, it was dark. You don’t get married at night, do you? No, she was going to a party. A bloody party!’ Vivian’s lovely sense of numbness finally went as she wailed the final words with a cry of anguish. 
 
    Terry Orne closed his eyes, then shook his head. ‘Viv,’ he said wretchedly, urgently, ‘Shut up. Don’t say another word.’ 
 
    But his wife couldn’t stop. Not now. 
 
    ‘I followed them to this big farmhouse. I could hear the music inside. I didn’t know what to do. I was all fired up, ready to face her. I’d been screwing myself up to do it ever since Mr Innes gave me her name and address. I knew it was too late — Barry was already dead — but I had to go through with it. I just couldn’t put it off.’ 
 
    ‘Viv, what have you done?’ Terry whispered. 
 
    ‘At first, I just wandered around. I found the cowshed, and all those beautiful cows. I walked around a bit, but it was dark, and I kept coming back again and again to the farmhouse. Then I realised Mr Innes had given me the number of her mobile, as well as her land line. I was sure she’d have it with her, and she did.’ 
 
    ‘You rang her?’ Hillary asked, surprised. No witnesses had mentioned seeing Julia use her mobile. 
 
    Vivian Orne glanced at her blankly. ‘Yes. She was in the loo. I heard it flush.’ 
 
    ‘But how did you get her to meet you in the cowshed?’ Hillary asked. ‘Wasn’t she afraid of you? Afraid to face you?’ 
 
    ‘Viv, for Pete’s sake, don’t tell her. We need a lawyer,’ Terry Orne yelped. 
 
    But Vivian Orne was still staring at Hillary although, in reality, Hillary rather thought that the other woman was seeing that night instead. That night she’d hung around while a party was going on, and a woman inside, who’d let her son die, answered her ringing mobile phone. 
 
    ‘I told her I’d make it worth her while, of course,’ Vivian Orne said simply. ‘I told her I’d pay her to talk to me. I told her I was the mother of the little boy who’d died. I told her I had over a thousand pounds in cash in my purse. I just wanted to talk to her.’ 
 
    ‘And she agreed?’ Hillary asked, stunned. 
 
    ‘Yes. She was drunk, I think. You know how belligerent drunk people can be? Anyway, I was already halfway up the path, the one that leads to the shed, when she came out of the house. She could see I was a woman alone. I don’t suppose she felt particularly afraid of me. Why should she?’ 
 
    Vivian Orne wiped the tears from her eyes. ‘I didn’t go there to kill her, you know. It wasn’t on my mind.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. She hadn’t gone armed. No jury would convict her of premeditation, at least. ‘So she followed you, and you went into the cowshed?’ she prompted. ‘What happened then?’ She needed to get the whole story out, with Frank as a corroborating witness, before her husband succeeded in getting through to her instincts for self-preservation and shut her up. 
 
    ‘It was beginning to drizzle and she didn’t want her dress to get dirty. Besides, the cowshed had lights, and she wanted to count the money, so it wasn’t hard to get her inside.’ Vivian spoke without any sort of emotion in her voice at all now. Not scorn, not hatred. Not even surprise. 
 
    Hillary had come across this phenomenon before. She suspected that Vivian Orne had gone over and over that night for so long, and so often, that now every emotion had been wrung out of it. It simply was. Things had just happened as they’d happened. 
 
    ‘Did you have any money?’ 
 
    ‘No. She became angry. The girl.’ 
 
    ‘Julia Reynolds,’ Hillary said. ‘Her name was Julia Reynolds.’ 
 
    Vivian Orne nodded, but said nothing. 
 
    ‘She was drunk, like I said,’ she continued listlessly. ‘I asked her why she’d refused to save my son. And she said she was scared of needles.’ 
 
    At that Vivian gave a harsh laugh. ‘I told her that they could have arranged to give her gas — like at a dentist. But then she said she had this thing about hospitals. Couldn’t stand them, she said. So I asked why she carried a donor card if that was the case, and she said she’d forgotten about it. That she’d forgotten she still had it in her purse.’ 
 
    Vivian shook her head. ‘Can you imagine that? To me, to us’ — she reached across and took her husband’s hand — ‘that donor card meant everything. We spent months and months, hoping for a call. Hoping someone, somewhere, had registered as a match for our son. Praying for a miracle. Can you imagine?’ 
 
    Hillary could. That was the problem. 
 
    ‘So, what happened?’ she forced herself to ask. ‘What made you strangle her?’ 
 
    ‘Viv!’ Terry Orne said, going white. ‘Viv?’ 
 
    ‘Shush,’ Vivian Orne said, sighing heavily. ‘It was when she told me that she didn’t want to have a scar,’ she said, matter-of-factly, turning once more to look at Hillary. ‘She said she was getting married soon, to a rich man’s son, and couldn’t have an ugly old scar on her back.’ 
 
    Hillary couldn’t meet her eyes any longer and looked away. Her glance collided with Frank Ross’s and he also looked quickly away. 
 
    ‘I just went for her,’ Vivian Orne said. ‘She’d turned away from me and was walking away, as if I was nothing. As if I meant nothing. As if Barry had meant nothing. His death meant nothing. I just went for her pretty, worthless neck and squeezed and squeezed and, well, that was it. I felt her scratching the backs of my hands, but it didn’t seem to hurt. Then she went all limp. I let her fall to the floor, then I went out and got in my car and came home.’ Her voice was utterly exhausted. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘I see.’ 
 
    Vivian Orne looked up from her position beside her husband, who was still staring at her helplessly, as if not sure who she was. 
 
    ‘Are we going now?’ Vivian Orne asked quietly. 
 
    ‘Yes. We’re going now,’ Hillary said, just as quietly. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 16 
 
    Mike Regis looked along the towpath with interest. He’d been to Thrupp once before, but had only got as far as the Boat, a pub where Hillary had celebrated the closing of a tricky murder case last year. 
 
    It was beginning to get dark, and the sky had that pearly luminescence so typical of approaching winter. Trees, beginning to lose their leaves, sighed alongside the canal, and leaves, floating down, littered the khaki-coloured waterway. A pheasant in a neighbouring field was calling noisily, and as he trudged along the muddied towpath, Mike couldn’t make up his mind whether or not he liked the place. 
 
    People used to bright lights and city streets would call it bleak, but there was something about the gaily coloured moored craft, with their paintings of flowers, castles and water birds, that defied such a word. Smoke, real woodsmoke, belched aromatically from thin chimneys, and mixed with the scent of cooking. 
 
    He found the Mollern easily enough. Hillary had explained that ‘Mollern’ was the old English country word for a heron — as Brock was a badger, and Reynard a fox — and that the boat had been painted in the bird’s grey, black, white and old-gold colouring. It was the only narrowboat like it in the line. It looked well-kept. On the top was a big tub of brightly blooming winter pansies that danced their velvety heads in the breeze. It looked very picturesque, but as he approached it he eyed its narrow confines with something akin to unease. It reminded him of nothing so much as a giant pencil box. 
 
    Did people really live their lives in that narrow, tiny space? 
 
    He stepped awkwardly onto the small square length of deck and leant forward to tap on the door. It made him feel like some character from a fairy tale tapping on the entrance to a troll’s cave.’ 
 
    The door opened, and Hillary looked up at him. He saw a surprised look flash across her face, and instantly noted how tired she looked. Almost depressed, in fact. 
 
    ‘Hey, I heard you broke your case. No party?’ he asked, wondering for the first time why she and the team weren’t at the Boat. 
 
    ‘No one’s in a partying mood,’ she said flatly. ‘Come in, and I’ll tell you about it.’ 
 
    She poured them both a glass of white wine from an opened bottle in the fridge and filled him in on the sad tale. When she was finished, Mike shook his head. He was sitting, somewhat uncomfortably, on the long narrow couch in the living area that also pulled out into a spare bed. Not that Hillary ever used it. She’d invited nobody onto the boat since she’d moved in. 
 
    ‘And this girl, this Julia, simply let the little boy die? She knew about it, I mean? The doctors kept her informed of how weak he was getting?’ Mike asked, disbelief ringing in his voice. 
 
    ‘Yes. Both her own doctor, and of course, poor Barry Orne’s doctors did everything they could think of to get her to change her mind. But she wouldn’t go through with it. I don’t think Julia’s parents knew anything about it, though. I’m sure they’d have said right at the beginning of the case if they’d known. I feel sorry for them, Mike. It’s bad enough to have their daughter murdered, but to learn this about her now seems somehow unbearably cruel. And then there’s the fact that there’s going to be no public sympathy for them either, when it all comes out. The trial’s going to be a nightmare for them. They’re in for a tough time.’ 
 
    Mike grunted. ‘I hadn’t thought about that. More innocents getting hurt. Shit, no wonder you’ve got a long face. It’s a real no-winner, isn’t it?’ 
 
    Hillary sighed and nodded. 
 
    ‘And it was definitely the mother who killed her, not the father?’ Mike said. 
 
    ‘Terry Orne didn’t even know she’d hired a PI,’ Hillary confirmed glumly. ‘Though we’ll have to charge him for attempted murder on Frank.’ 
 
    Mike grinned feebly. ‘I’ll bet Frank just loved the fact that it was you who saved his bacon.’ 
 
    Hillary nearly choked over her drink, and for a moment, laughed uproariously. So much had happened in the last ten hours that she hadn’t even considered that yet. Now that she did, it was enough to chase away the blues. ‘You can say that again,’ she said, when she’d finished chuckling. ‘And I’m never going to let the poisonous little git forget it.’ 
 
    Regis grinned, but his mind was still on his own daughter, and what he’d have done, had she been seriously ill, and discovered that there was a donor, but the donor was refusing to help. 
 
    ‘I suppose your team are still tying it all up?’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. After taking a formal statement from Vivian Orne, with a solicitor present this time, she’d let Janine take over, by way of a consolation prize for not being in at the kill. Tommy Lynch was still back at the Big House typing up reports on the Gregory Innes interview. 
 
    ‘I’m determined to nail that private dick,’ Hillary muttered with feeling. She knew that Janine and Tommy were also just as keen, and wouldn’t be letting the grass grow under their feet. They’d be going up north tomorrow and liaising closely with the locals. For once, her team didn’t care if another force took the credit, so long as they got their man. 
 
    ‘He’ll do time, and, better still, have his licence permanently revoked,’ Hillary said. ‘That’ll teach him to play footsies with me and the fast train.’ 
 
    Regis had heard on the grapevine about Hillary’s near miss with the train, and made her go through it once again. She’d already shrugged off her disabling of Terry Orne as nothing, but Regis knew it had taken quick thinking and a cool head and steady nerve to bring it off so neatly, and with such a minimum of fuss or damage. 
 
    ‘They’ll be putting you up for a gallantry award if you keep this up,’ he said when she’d finished. 
 
    Hillary shuddered. ‘Don’t!’ she said. Then, putting her wine glass down firmly, took the bull by the horns. ‘You didn’t just stop by to massage my ego, though, did you?’ 
 
    Regis smiled. The man had a nice smile, no two ways about it. In the confined space, she could smell his aftershave, even though his jaw looked like it could do with another introduction to the razor. Her dad had been like that — needed a shave sometimes twice a day. And sitting so close beneath a bright light, she could even make out the golden flecks in his dark green eyes. He was wearing old faded jeans and a bomber jacket — he’d obviously been working the streets, and had come here without changing, and she felt a distinct stirring. 
 
    She told her toenails to quit curling, and raised her eyebrows questioningly. 
 
    ‘No, I didn’t. Mind you, I have no objection to massaging anything that needs it.’ 
 
    Hillary laughed. She liked a man with a sense of humour. She didn’t, for one second, take it as a serious come-on line. 
 
    ‘I come bearing gifts,’ he said instead and, reaching into his inside jacket pocket, brought out a gold and white envelope, the kind that housed photographs. Intrigued, Hillary reached forward and took them, recognising one of the subjects at once. ‘My, my, Mr Thomas Palmer, local chairman of ESAA, no less. And the scantily clad lady kissing him lovingly goodbye is not Mrs Palmer, I take it?’ 
 
    ‘She isn’t.’ Mike grinned. 
 
    ‘I don’t see Mr Palmer backing out of his civil suit due to candid shots of himself or his mistress. And these certainly aren’t admissible in court.’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t thinking of court,’ Mike said with a slow smile. ‘I was thinking of sending them to leading lights in ESAA. The lady is the wife of a local fox hunter.’ 
 
    Hillary blinked, then began to laugh. 
 
    When she’d finished, she put the photos away. She’d have to think about the best way to play it. 
 
    ‘So, what made you decide to play Galahad again?’ Hillary asked. ‘After the way I put a flea in your ear the other day, I didn’t expect to see you for dust.’ 
 
    Regis shrugged. ‘I suppose I wanted to play the big man. You know how we get, sometimes.’ 
 
    Hillary did. Ronnie had liked to play the big man. The trouble was, he came to believe in his own publicity. 
 
    ‘I don’t need another big man in my life, Mike,’ Hillary said flatly. 
 
    ‘How about a fairly laid-back, nondescript lover then?’ The dark green eyes held hers steadily. ‘We’re not from the same nick, so no aggro there. Different specialities — so no competition. We’re the same age, we think the same. We’re both adults. And I really, honest,’ — he put a hand to his heart — ‘haven’t slept with my wife for years. In fact’, — he reached once more into his jacket pocket and produced a letter — ‘we filed for divorce yesterday.’ 
 
    Hillary hesitated, then read the solicitor’s confirming letter with an odd feeling of both shame and satisfaction. She was unused to either emotion, and quickly thrust it back. ‘You needn’t have done that.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t do it for you,’ Mike said bluntly. And even as he spoke, he wondered. Was that strictly true? ‘Things needed to be sorted. And Sylvia is old enough to choose which one of us she wants to live with.’ 
 
    ‘You’re moving out?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Well, it’s easier for me to move, than for Laura.’ 
 
    Hillary grimaced. ‘Good luck with finding another place to live.’ 
 
    Mike Regis grunted. ‘You don’t have to tell me. I was thinking of renting a narrowboat, but having seen this one, I think I’ll pass.’ 
 
    Hillary gave a surprised grunt of laughter. ‘Well, thanks a bunch.’ She looked around the boat, seeing the mellow wood, the cheerful paintwork, the cosy fittings. 
 
    ‘I didn’t mean it was an old tub or anything.’ Mike held up his hands in a ‘peace’ gesture. ‘I just suddenly realised it’s not for me. I feel like a sardine.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. She knew how he felt. When she’d first moved in, she’d hated it. But the place had begun to grow on her. Anyway, if Palmer folded over the ESAA case, she might be getting her house back soon. The thought, for some reason, didn’t actually make her feel as happy as she would have imagined. 
 
    The Mollern bobbed gently as a passing craft, looking for a last-ditch night-mooring, chugged past. 
 
    ‘So,’ Mike said, leaning forward and placing his empty wine glass beside hers, ‘about us. I don’t want to—’ 
 
    Whatever it was he didn’t want to do remained a mystery, because, like a cliché that didn’t know better, her mobile phone suddenly chirruped. 
 
    Hillary snatched it up, stuck it to one ear and snarled, ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Guv?’ Tommy Lynch’s startled voice sounded in her ear. 
 
    ‘Tommy. Sorry.’ She quickly modified her tone. ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘I think you’d better come back in guv. We’ve just had word. Roger Greenwood has attacked his dad. It’s bad, I think. He’s in the hospital. Theo Greenwood, that is. The JR. We’ve got Roger Greenwood downstairs. He’s in a right state.’ 
 
    Hillary heaved a sigh. ‘OK, I’m coming in.’ 
 
    Without a word, Regis got up and left her to it. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Theo Greenwood was still in casualty at the JR, and as soon as they walked in, held up a hand to fend them off. He was bleeding profusely from the head, and a nurse and junior doctor were in the process of applying stitches. 
 
    ‘You lot can sod off as well,’ Theo Greenwood said, his sickly pallor at odds with the power and anger of his voice. ‘I’m not pressing charges against my own son, so you can forget it.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Care to tell me what happened?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. Just a family argument. A misunderstanding. Nothing to do with you lot.’ 
 
    Hillary, knowing a lost cause when she saw it, shrugged, and motioned Tommy to come away. 
 
    ‘Back to the station, guv?’ Tommy asked. But Hillary shook her head. They’d already taken Roger Greenwood’s statement before coming to the JR. It had been a simple enough story. An anonymous phone call had led him to a meeting with a young woman who claimed to be a girlfriend of someone called Leo Mann. Roger had never heard of him. The girl, Lucy, had laughed, and told him that his girlfriend had been shagging her boyfriend silly, and Roger had almost walked out on her at that point. It had been enough to make Lucy back off, the thought of losing all that money suddenly tempering her indignation. 
 
    But what she’d told him had made Roger sick to his stomach. His own father, and Julia. He didn’t believe it. It had taken Lucy some time to convince him, and when she had, he’d handed over the money in a daze. 
 
    He’d driven back to the Hayrick Inn, torn between the desire to laugh and to cry, and alternately not believing it, and then believing it only too well. It explained, if nothing else, the way the old man had been so dead set against them marrying. 
 
    By the time he’d confronted his father in his study, he’d been in no mood for a little chat, but had worked up a fine head of steaming rage. At first, Theo Greenwood had tried to deny it, only reluctantly admitting it when it became obvious that his son wouldn’t be fobbed off. It had been then that Roger had clobbered him with an anglepoise lamp. Just the once, right on the crown of his head. 
 
    ‘No, no point going back in now,’ Hillary said eventually, in answer to Tommy’s question. ‘If his father isn’t going to press charges, I can’t see any point wasting more time and man-hours on them. Keep the son in overnight, then turn him loose. It’ll do him good to sweat for a while.’ 
 
    Tommy nodded, relieved. He’d felt rather sorry for the young bloke. To find out your own dad had been boffing your fiancée was enough to make anyone see red. 
 
    ‘Can I drop you off, Tommy?’ she asked, getting behind the wheel, but the thought of turning up at his mum’s house with Hillary in tow made him blanch. 
 
    ‘No thanks, guv. There’ll be a bus along in a minute.’ 
 
    Hillary frowned. ‘OK.’ She wondered briefly what was eating him, then shrugged. It was none of her business. 
 
    At the roundabout at the bottom of Headington Hill, she waited in a small queue, her mind moving restlessly over the past few days. 
 
    Well, they had the killer, the case was done and dusted, and ready to be presented to Jerome Raleigh all wrapped up with a bow. It was good work, neat, tidy, and nothing for the CPS to whine about. As a good way to impress the new boss, Hillary knew she couldn’t have done better. 
 
    She knew Janine was in a happy mood, and had been hinting about a romantic weekend away. Personally, Hillary wasn’t sure just how keen Mel would be to go. Unless she was misreading her old friend, the signs didn’t look good on that front. 
 
    Frank was in misery, everyone at the station teasing him unmercifully, and that alone made it feel as if all was right with her world. 
 
    Then there was Regis. 
 
    A potential laid-back, nondescript lover. 
 
    She smiled gently and nosed forward as the car in front shot off. She might even have got ESAA off her back. That left only one thing in her life that still needed sorting. 
 
    On impulse, she went straight across the roundabout and took the Marston Ferry Road into town. She parked outside her favourite internet café and walked in. She’d long since memorized the numbers underlined in Ronnie’s book, and quickly logged on to the bank in the Cayman Islands that she thought Ronnie might have used. The White Horse bank went with the Dick Francis novel and the password of Stud. Or maybe Stallion. Looking around very carefully, sure that the teenagers and serious-looking academics that made up the majority of the café’s customers had about as much interest in her as a donkey would have in a motorcycle side car, she logged on. 
 
    Holding her breath, she went through the usual rigmarole and the bank’s safety measures, and finally found herself staring at a menu of options. So she’d been right: it was this bank. 
 
    She used the mouse to log onto the ‘Check Status of Account’ option and pressed. 
 
    The computer asked for numbers. Once more Hillary looked around. Nobody was looking her way. One woman, not a teen, but an attractive thirty-something, looked familiar, but she was typing ferociously and making notes, obviously working hard. 
 
    Quickly, before her nerve failed, Hillary typed in the numbers. The screen blinked, then asked for a password. 
 
    She typed in Stud and pressed the enter key. Then felt a moment of panic. What if it was the wrong password? What if the computer started blaring like a car alarm, alerted by the interface on the other end that someone was trying to hack into a bank account? But there was no warning screech. And a second later, the screen went blank, then came up with a single line, confirming number, password and, at the end, a row of figures. 
 
    For a second, Hillary thought it said one hundred and thirty thousand pounds. 
 
    Her brain registered the one, the three, the zeros. And she sucked in her breath. Not a vast fortune by today’s standards, but nothing to be sniffed at either. 
 
    Then, with one of those little leaps, her brain suddenly jolted, as if receiving a mental kick in the bum. 
 
    It was not one hundred and thirty thousand pounds: There were too many zeros. 
 
    Too many zeros. 
 
    Hillary swallowed hard, and it actually hurt, her mouth had gone so dry. She coughed a little, and that hurt too — her chest felt so tight. Too many zeros. 
 
    She was looking at, had access to, an account in the Cayman Islands that held one million, three hundred thousand pounds sterling. 
 
    Hillary felt a cold frisson run down her back and looked up quickly. And saw Paul Danvers staring at her. 
 
    For a second, Hillary was sure that her heart had actually stopped beating. A sound roared in her ears, and a tight sharp pain lanced straight down the middle of her chest. 
 
    A heart attack. 
 
    Paul Danvers smiled. ‘Hey, Hillary. Didn’t expect to see you here.’ 
 
    Hillary scrambled for the mouse and clicked on the exit option, then pressed the key to go back to main menu. 
 
    She forced herself to stand on legs that felt like nothing. No bone, no sinew, no cartilage. She felt as if she was floating on cotton wool. 
 
    The pain in her chest slowly eased. Her hearing returned to normal. Paul Danvers wasn’t here to arrest her — he was just a guy who’d happened to run into someone he knew. And he couldn’t possibly know what had been on the screen. It had had its back to him all the time. 
 
    She glanced down at the computer, which was now innocently showing the screen saver bearing the café’s logo. She glanced quickly left to right. Nobody had seen. Nobody cared. 
 
    ‘You’ve met Louise, right?’ Paul said, nodding over to the attractive hard worker, who, hearing her name, looked up and smiled vaguely. 
 
    Louise? 
 
    Right. Hillary suddenly realised she’d seen her with Paul at the court. A barrister. The girlfriend. 
 
    ‘Right, yes. Hello.’ Her voice sounded scratchy with relief. So that was why he was here. To meet up with the girlfriend! 
 
    She cleared her throat. Get a grip, girl. Get a grip. 
 
    Louise smiled and tapped the face of her watch and held up five fingers to Danvers, who nodded back his understanding. 
 
    ‘She’s got a big case on at the moment,’ Paul said. ‘Patent violation.’ His voice was rich with pride. 
 
    Hillary nodded. She was going to be sick. If she didn’t get out of here right now, she was going to be sick. 
 
    ‘Well, I’ve got to get back to the station,’ she heard herself say, and reached forward to turn off the computer. Even as she did it, she wondered what the hell she was doing. The café owner looked over in surprise. She knew that the moment she was out the door the computer would be turned back on. She should have left it as it was. She knew, in her head, that nobody could trace what she’d been doing. It was only guilt that had made her want to switch it off, forcing a reboot. 
 
    ‘You might have heard, we closed our case,’ Hillary said quickly, seeing Paul’s eyes go to the computer and a puzzled look draw his brows together in a frown. 
 
    As hoped, the news instantly distracted him. There was nothing more interesting to a copper than hearing about a successful solving of a case. With a bit of luck, he’d put her down as one of those dinosaurs who knew as much about computer etiquette as the Queen knew about digging ditches. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I did. Congratulations.’ 
 
    Hillary pulled on her coat, and grabbed her bag. ‘Well, loose ends to tie up, and all that.’ 
 
    She mentally groaned. Had she really said something so inane? No wonder he was looking at her as if she’d suddenly lost her marbles. Just smile and get the hell out! 
 
    She smiled and got the hell out. She walked to her car, fumbled with the key in the lock, then collapsed behind the wheel. She opened the door once more and leaned out, but didn’t actually lose her lunch. After a few extra-deep breaths of good old Oxford air, she straightened up and sat back in her seat. 
 
    She made no attempt to start the engine. 
 
    Instead, she stared blankly at the cars parked all around her. A bus went by. The lights were on in all the shops, displaying far-too-early Christmas wares. People came and went. The world was doing its usual thing of carrying on regardless. 
 
    While Hillary Greene sat and wondered what the hell she was going to do with a million quid. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    Detective Inspector Hillary Greene watched Sergeant Duncan Baines check his .38 revolver and was glad it was him and not her. It was a cold and still March morning, and she shivered inside her long black coat, reflecting that frost and nerves never did make for a good combination. 
 
    Two other members of the Tactical Firearms Unit stood off to one side of her, watching the innocuous office unit without blinking. Neither appeared overtly nervous, which was reassuring, though Hillary for one was not totally convinced by their calm. Behind the bland faces, tension had to be high. Even on a low-risk offensive like this one. 
 
    ‘Hill.’ A voice behind her had her turning and smiling. DI Robbie ‘Dobbin’ Dobson was an old friend of hers from way back, when she was still at her old Headington nick, and she’d been relieved when told that he was to be in charge of the arrests today. ‘Still think it’ll be a good one?’ he asked her flatly. He was a tall man, with silver hair and pale blue eyes, and a quiet voice that always reminded her of a priest. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘I don’t think we’re dealing with a bunch of desperadoes if that’s what you mean. My snitch was adamant they’re first-timers.’ 
 
    Dobbin grunted, but wasn’t appeased. ‘They can be the worst of the lot,’ he grumbled. ‘No experience, see. Guys who tool up regularly, they tend to know the odds when they’re surrounded, and give up without a fight. Amateurs think guns make them supermen. Then there’s always the “if you got it, flaunt it” factor. Why have a gun if you’re not going to fire the damn thing? Give even the mildest-mannered villain a gun in his hand and he thinks he’s Jesse James.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. There was always something. ‘My snitch is Gary Verney’s wife, as you know. He’s been a strictly petty B&E merchant until now; you know the sort — not too bright, but in no way vicious either. I just can’t see him giving you any trouble. He spends more time inside than out, and Mavis, his wife, seems to prefer it that way. Word is she’s got a stand-in ready whenever he’s locked up, so she’s never been a player until now.’ 
 
    Dobbin grunted. ‘But?’ 
 
    ‘But she’s been scared out of her wits ever since her nearest and dearest bragged about this new mate of his getting him some real hardware.’ Hillary went over it again, even though she knew that he’d already been fully briefed by DCI Mallow. ‘She doesn’t know much about this new mate, or says she doesn’t, but I got the distinct feeling from her attitude and reading between the lines that he’s about as hard as last night’s leftover fish and chips as well,’ she carried on. ‘So I’m really not expecting fireworks.’ Even as she said it, she felt a moment of shame. It was easy to be sanguine when she wasn’t going to go through the door until everything had been sorted. 
 
    Before she could say so, however, Dobbin nodded and sighed. ‘It’s a sign of the times when even the bottom feeders start tooling up.’ He sounded as tired and dispirited as she’d ever heard him, making her wonder why he still did the job. He could have retired by now if he’d wanted to, and was a granddad twice over, and yet here he was, carrying a loaded gun and maybe about to get shot at. Still, he’d been doing it for years, so perhaps he was addicted. 
 
    Regular coppers could apply for firearms training at any point in their careers, of course, but surprisingly few did so. Perhaps it was the rigorous psychological evaluation that put them off. Others, like herself, had no fantasies of locking and loading and going down in a haze of bullets. Or, in this case, of raiding a rather dreary office unit in the outskirts of Bicester on a cold Monday morning. 
 
    Dobbin’s earpiece stuttered and he listened intently, nodded and glanced at the other two armed men. Both looked way too young, to Hillary, to be carrying firearms. ‘Team two are in position. Ready?’ 
 
    Hillary felt the sudden and urgent need to go to the loo. She looked around nervously, but the business park was reassuringly deserted. 
 
    According to her snitch, the gun dealer in question was a previously unknown character by the name of Adam Fairway. Background checks had confirmed that he ran a legitimate garden equipment supply business from one of Bicester’s many business parks, and the fact that he had no criminal record and hadn’t even crossed the radar of any of Oxfordshire’s police forces meant nothing. Nowadays, with gun crime on the rise, every Tom, Dick and Harry seemed to want in on the act. 
 
    She watched as the two officers, Baines and Dobbin, approached unit 62, using parked cars as cover. A second team, she knew, was in position at the back of the premises. It was barely ten o’clock, and most workers had long since settled in to their office routines. She hoped the sound of gunfire wouldn’t interrupt their morning coffee. She hoped nobody would even know arrests had been made until gossip did the rounds at lunchtime. 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder once more and sighed. Where was Frank Ross, that worthless waste of space? As one of the sergeants on her team, and the longest serving member, he was supposed to be here to provide logistical support. Ha! She’d be better off with a trained poodle. 
 
    She rubbed her hands nervously across her dark blue skirt and tried to breathe normally. Sergeant Baines reached the door first, waited for a signal from his team leader, then tried the handle. It was open. Good. No need for the battering ram then, which meant one less hurdle and one less thing that could go wrong. 
 
    Hillary watched as first Duncan Baines, then her old friend entered the building, followed by the younger two. She glanced at her watch. 10:02. No shouting. No shots. She glanced behind her and saw two uniformed constables crouched down out of sight behind a furniture lorry. One of the business units housed the local depot of a large-scale sofa manufacturer. She looked down at her watch — thirty seconds had passed. Still no sounds. A door further down the avenue of block-like buildings opened and Hillary tensed. An office worker stepped outside and lit up a fag. Of all the times she could have chosen, Hillary thought grimly. She was dressed in a blue suit very similar to her own — skirt, jacket, white blouse. Only the secretary’s skirt reached up to her bum, while Hillary’s fell modestly down to her knees. 
 
    Hillary grimaced, feeling suddenly old. Forty-four was probably not old, but it wasn’t exactly young either. Would she still be working long past the time when she could have retired, like Dobbin? Too scared of boredom or loneliness to quit while she still could? It was a depressing thought. 
 
    She glanced at her watch again, wishing the secretary would go back inside. It wasn’t always feasible to evacuate an area when armed arrests were being made, and the woman’s presence outside was making her antsy. Another thirty seconds had gone by. Then a whole minute. Her radio remained stubbornly silent. 
 
    What if she was wrong? What if her snitch had got it wrong, or, worse yet, had been leading her up the garden path? It wouldn’t be the first time the wife of some old lag had decided to have a laugh and pull a copper’s leg. But she didn’t think so. Mavis Verney had struck her as genuine — in her own way, genuinely fond of her no-hoper of a husband, and almost comically indignant about the worthlessness of his newest buddy and his plan to get her husband tooled up. 
 
    Her radio suddenly squawked her designated number and she lifted it quickly to her ear. She wasn’t aware that she’d been holding her breath until she released it on a long, relieved sigh when she finally heard Dobbin’s voice. ‘Eight-one, this is two-six. All clear.’ 
 
    Hillary acknowledged the call with a dry raspy voice, and nodded across to the two uniforms to accompany her. She knew the call had also gone through to another team of constables, parked well out of sight up the road, who would now come in and help her do the scutwork. 
 
    Hillary walked the short space across the car park, glad that, at last, the office worker had gone back inside. Someone should tell her that smoking could seriously damage your health. 
 
    In unit 62, someone had gone nuts with cans of beige paint and had plastered it everywhere — the plywood walls, the artexed ceilings, the window frames and doors. Even the heavy-duty matting was beige coloured. A straight and simple corridor gave way to rows of doors, but Hillary could hear the murmuring of voices far down and to the left. She walked cautiously and very slowly forward, even though she trusted Dobbin’s judgement completely, and knew that his team would have made a quick but thorough search before giving the all-clear. Still, it never hurt to be careful. 
 
    Just then, Duncan Baines opened one of the doors a bit wider, and grinned out at her. He was dressed, as were all the Tactical Firearms Unit team, in dark blue Kevlar. ‘In here, Inspector Greene.’ 
 
    Hillary walked into an office with posters of beautiful landscaped gardens plastered on every wall. A big box of newly published brochures, featuring that year’s leaf rake and garden extension hose deal of the century, sat on a table. A young girl, obviously a secretary, was seated behind a computer screen in a little Plexiglas cubicle, not sure whether she was shocked, scared, fascinated or indignant. 
 
    Sitting behind a big desk in the main office, and looking distinctly shame-faced, was a man who could have posed for Daddy Warbucks in the musical Annie. He was dressed in a very smart blue pinstriped suit, was almost completely bald, and had the florid complexion of a farmer. He was twisting a wedding ring nervously around and around on his finger. Looking tense and miserable on the other side of the desk from him was Gary Verney and a man Hillary didn’t know. 
 
    ‘Are you in charge here?’ Daddy Warbucks asked, trying to sound outraged. He couldn’t quite bring it off. 
 
    ‘Mr Fairway?’ Hillary asked, coming forward and opening out her ID card and rattling off her name, rank, and the fact that she worked out of Thames Valley’s headquarters in Kidlington. As she did this, she glanced at Dobbin, who merely shrugged. Things had gone easy. 
 
    There were no guns laid out on the table — but then, with a secretary present, she hardly thought there would be. More likely the two men and the gun supplier had simply been negotiating a price. She sighed, and reached for the radio. ‘Bring in the dogs.’ 
 
    She glanced around and grimaced as Detective Sergeant Frank Ross sauntered in through the doorway. At least he hadn’t turned up in the middle of the raid, just when he could do the most damage. Even so, it wasn’t like him to miss the show. Frank considered himself to be an old-fashioned copper; harder than the actors in the seventies cop show The Sweeney and twice as streetwise. She knew for a fact that he’d applied for firearms training early on in his career, and she was sure that she could still hear them chuckling about it, even now. Needless to say, he’d been turned down. Frank Ross had to be the least liked cop at Kidlington nick, and when she thought about the serious competition he had, that was saying something. 
 
    ‘Frank,’ she said dryly. ‘So nice of you to join us.’ Frank had never been her number one fan, and since she’d saved his life a few months ago, he positively hated her guts. She suspected his late showing was just another way of pissing her off. 
 
    ‘I demand to know what’s going on,’ Daddy Warbucks said nervously, rising from behind his desk on legs that even Hillary could see were shaking. Just then, a uniformed constable came in with a beautiful liver-and-white spaniel. She saw Gary Verney’s eyes widen as he saw it. No doubt he was expecting a slavering Alsatian that looked ready to rip the head off anything that moved. Most people did. But the fact was, spaniels, and many other assorted breeds, were regularly used by the police to sniff out drugs, firearms, and other assorted goodies. 
 
    Hillary handed over the search warrant for Adam Fairway to read, and nodded to Frank. ‘Since you’re here, you can help Tactical to oversee the search. Mr Fairway, you have separate premises in the rear of the lot, I understand?’ She knew he had. They’d done their homework carefully before going in. 
 
    Adam Fairway went rather green as Hillary gave the trainer with the dog the order to start there. For a man who was into gardening, she supposed it was a good colour for him. Behind her, in her little Plexiglas cubicle, the secretary began to cry. Perhaps it was genuine shock, or perhaps she simply wanted one of the big, handsome, armed policemen to notice her. Which they did, of course, the youngest one going over to her at once and offering her a shoulder to cry on. 
 
    Hillary turned her attention to the two men sitting opposite the desk. ‘Hello, Gary, remember me?’ she asked, moving forward and nodding to Dobbin to take a seat opposite. 
 
    ‘Er, yeah. DI, er . . .’ Verney was a little sparrow of a man; small, brown-haired, eyed and skinned, and fragile-looking. 
 
    ‘Greene,’ Hillary prompted. ‘I arrested you last, let me see, nearly ten years ago now, wasn’t it? When I was still in uniform. Who’s your friend?’ She turned and glanced at the other man and smiled. He was slightly younger than the thief, a bit flashier, but probably no smarter. He wore an earring and a spider tattoo on the back of his left hand. He went a trifle pale with the sudden attention she was giving him. 
 
    ‘Eh? Don’t know him,’ Gary Verney said promptly. ‘I was just here to order a lawnmower, like. This bloke came in just after I did. After a lawnmower too, I ’spect. Mr Fairway here was just telling me that he was doing this great deal on the latest hover mower. Weren’t you?’ 
 
    Adam Fairway nodded, but his sickly green colour intensified as the sound of excited barking reached them through the open back door. 
 
    ‘Gary, Gary,’ Hillary said softly, shaking her head, ‘you don’t have a garden. You live in a block of flats, remember?’ 
 
    The young officer not consoling the pretty secretary suddenly laughed. As did Dobbin. And so, after a short, startled pause, did Gary Verney. Hillary caught Dobbin’s eye and shook her head slightly. Sometimes the job gave up a moment of farce so absurd that no theatre producer would touch it with a bargepole. 
 
    The stranger beside Gary, probably unnerved by the sudden levity, stood up. ‘Look, all I was after was a hedge trimmer. I don’t know nothing about this, so I’ll be off.’ He even pushed back his chair ready to move. Frank Ross strode forward and pushed him back down in his seat. As he did so, Dobbin’s radio crackled. 
 
    Everyone froze. Dobbin listened, then nodded, then glanced at Hillary. ‘They found weapons. At least eight. Want me to . . .’ he paused and turned as Adam Fairway gave a little sigh and slid majestically from his chair towards the floor. His feet rocked the table a little as they came to rest up against the right-hand corner leg. All four of them stared down at the prostrate figure. 
 
    ‘Crikey,’ Gary Verney said. 
 
    Hillary read the two their rights and had the uniforms cuff them and take them back to Kidlington for questioning. She called out the police doctor for Fairway, who she was sure had simply fainted, and then had him look at the secretary too, who seemed to be working up to a case of genuine hysterics. 
 
    By lunchtime, the Tactical Firearms Unit were gone, having recovered, recorded, photographed and packed eleven firearms — mostly fairly old but serviceable revolvers. ‘I doubt he was getting rich on this lot,’ had been Dobbin’s final words, but he’d been pleased to get them out of circulation nevertheless. She supposed that, by now, the team would have changed out of their gear and be in the nearest pub, celebrating. She’d already phoned Mel, her immediate superior officer, back at HQ to tell him the raid had gone off without a hitch, and that several arrests had been made. She was just having a word with the evidence officer, a uniformed WPC who was even older than Dobbin and just as reluctant to retire, when one of the constables sorting through bags of fertilizer suddenly gave a shout. 
 
    It brought Frank, who’d been back in the main office drinking coffee and trying to flirt with the still weepy secretary, outside to see what all the fuss was about. Hillary got there first, and looked down to where the excited youngster was pointing. 
 
    ‘Oh shit,’ she sighed. ‘Another one.’ The revolver, which like the others had been wrapped in a piece of old towel, looked smaller than the rest to her. Why it hadn’t been stashed in the locked filing cabinet along with all the others, she had no idea. Perhaps this was the gun Adam Fairway had intended to sell to Verney? It would make sense for him to keep the hiding place of all the other guns a secret from his customers. Unlike popular belief, there was no such thing as honour among thieves. ‘Take some pictures,’ she said curtly to the uniform who’d found it. I’m not calling Tactical back again just for this. Frank, you can take it back to the evidence locker. Make sure you sign it straight in and give DI Dobson a call. He might want to keep the haul together.’ 
 
    Frank gave her a two-fingered salute behind her back. She knew he’d done it by the look one of the young coppers gave him. She shook her head wearily. There was no point reporting Frank Ross for insubordination. He’d only deny it, and she was not about to ask a uniform to back her up at a disciplinary hearing. It would blight his career for years to come. 
 
    No, thanks to her late hubby Ronnie Greene, she was stuck with Frank. Her husband had died before he could be brought up on corruption charges, but everyone and their granny knew that Frank Ross had been in the mire up to his neck too. 
 
    She made her way back to Greenfingers Inc. offices and noticed the secretary had gone missing — probably headed for home and a stiff gin. She hoped the constable questioning her had made sure of her address before he’d let her go. 
 
    She turned on Fairway’s computer and stared at it glumly for a few moments, then reached for her phone and called Detective Constable Tommy Lynch back at HQ. ‘Tommy, it’s me. I need you in Bicester,’ she said cheerfully. One day she was going to have to take an advanced computer course. One day she was going to have to do a lot of things. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back in Kidlington, DC Tommy Lynch took a deep breath and wished she wouldn’t say things like that to him, especially without warning. ‘On my way, guv,’ he responded calmly, then glanced across at DS Janine Tyler, sitting at the desk opposite, and shrugged. 
 
    Everyone on Hillary’s team knew about the raid, and Janine Tyler in particular had been furious to be left out in the cold. But it had been DCI Mallow’s call that only Hillary and Frank Ross need be present. After all, it had been the TFU’s show, and they didn’t need everyone else there as well. 
 
    Tommy Lynch whistled as he drove to the small market town in the north of Oxfordshire. He was getting married in June, and didn’t think it was a good idea to be thinking so much about his governor, but since there didn’t seem to be a damn thing he could do about it, he supposed there was no point in tying himself up in knots about it either. 
 
    Hillary and the evidence officer were still poring over the inevitable paperwork when he arrived. Hillary pointed him in the direction of the perp’s computer and told him she wanted its every secret. ‘And see if he’s got a safe hidden anywhere, will you, Tommy,’ she added. 
 
    She had a gut feeling that Adam Fairway was the sort to keep records. Detailed records. And she wasn’t wrong. But even she was amazed when Tommy called her over about an hour later to show her what he’d found. Hidden in a file under a separate password were records that would make Dobbin’s mouth water. A list of weapons bought and sold going back nearly seven years. 
 
    A lot of people were going to be very happy about this — and it always paid to keep the brass happy. And the press liaison officer would be ecstatic. More than that, it was yet another good collar that would liven up her CV no end when a chief inspectorship came up for grabs. And all because Mavis Verney hadn’t liked the thought of her Gary going out tooled up when he went out to nick CD players from the local Curry’s. 
 
    Some days Hillary really liked her job. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back at HQ, Hillary parked up and sighed. It was nearly three o’clock but she had hours of work ahead of her yet, and since it had turned overcast, it wouldn’t be long before it got dark. She’d be glad when the clocks went on next week. Another hour of daylight at the end of her shift would come in handy. 
 
    She made her way through the lobby, where somebody had placed a tub of flowering daffodils, and accepted the good-natured congratulations and ribbing from the desk sergeant. News of the gun haul had gone before her, of course, and it was always nice to come back to the nest a conquering hero. At her desk, she slumped down in her chair and ignored her rumbling stomach. She’d missed lunch, but doubted that her middle-aged spread would notice. That was another thing she’d have to do one day — join a gym. 
 
    Yeah, right. 
 
    Frank Ross walked in, a suspiciously heavy bulge in his overcoat pocket. Hillary opened her mouth, about to blast him about not checking the gun into the evidence locker the moment he arrived, then got distracted as DCI Philip ‘Mel’ Mallow came out of his office and walked across the open-plan office towards her. 
 
    Mel was an old friend of nearly twenty years standing, and her immediate superior officer. The fact that he was nearly a year into a sexual relationship with her pretty blonde DS, Janine Tyler, was still something of a matter of contention between them. Still, she was grateful he’d kept Janine out of her hair this morning. Although a good cop who would no doubt go far, Janine tended to be too hungry for promotion and too ambitious for good sense to always reign supreme. She also suspected that Janine had applied for firearms training and had been turned down. Hillary could well imagine that her sergeant had come across as too gung-ho to be a serious contender. Still, a lot of cops saw weapons training as a way to get ahead, and Janine had certainly been keen to be in on the raid, even though the chance of any gunfire being exchanged had been judged as very low. 
 
    Mel Mallow glanced across at Frank as he spoke, reluctantly including him in the equation. ‘The super wants us in his office for the latest update,’ he said flatly. 
 
    Hillary groaned. ‘The Fletcher thing again?’ 
 
    Luke Fletcher was Thames Valley’s biggest thorn in the side, and had been for many years. He ran both prostitution and drug rackets, and was suspected to be behind at least three murders, though nothing had ever been pinned on him. Last year, Superintendent Marcus Donleavy had been kicked upstairs, and a man from the Met, Jerome Raleigh, had been brought in. And the new broom seemed determined to sweep up Luke Fletcher. 
 
    Frank Ross grinned. ‘About time.’ For some reason, Frank, who could be guaranteed to hate the top brass simply as a matter of principle, had become a big fan of the new super, and that alone was enough to make Hillary uneasy. And the fact that Raleigh was insisting on keeping Frank in the loop made her uneasier still. The Met man must know of Frank’s reputation, so why was he keeping the oily little oik so close to the superintendent bosom? 
 
    Still, as she gathered up her bag and notebook and followed the other two out of the room, she had to admit that, lately, the super’s intelligence on Fletcher had been impressive. It also made her wonder how a man from London had managed to get so many fingers into so many of Fletcher’s pies, so soon. And was this the reason why the Met man had got the job? Had he been gathering evidence against Fletcher for far longer than just a few months? 
 
    Mel led the little cavalcade up the stairs to the super’s office, but let Frank get ahead as they reached the landing. He laid a quiet hand on Hillary’s arm, holding her back. ‘You have any idea who his source could be?’ he murmured quietly as the super’s civilian secretary buzzed them through. 
 
    ‘Nope,’ she murmured back. Like herself, Mel was intrigued, not to mention narked, at the new super’s impressive dedication to nailing Fletcher. It was no secret that Mel had secretly been hoping to get Marcus Donleavy’s old job, and that his nose had been well and truly put out of joint at being pipped at the post by an outsider was understandable. She only hoped her old friend’s jealousy wouldn’t make him do anything stupid. Nailing Fletcher, no matter who got the credit for it, would be many a copper’s dream come true. Including her own. 
 
    Inside his office, Jerome Raleigh got to his feet as they trooped in. There were two men from Vice, DI Mike Regis and Sergeant Colin Tanner, already present. Mike Regis’s eyes went straight to Hillary, and she felt her pulse rate thump, just a little. A while ago, she’d thought that she and Mike Regis might just have things to talk about. But that was before she’d found out he was married. Now, or so she’d heard, his divorce was imminent. 
 
    Would they have things to talk about then? She hoped so. ‘Philip.’ Superintendent Raleigh held out his hand to the man who’d hoped to have his job, nodded blankly at Frank, and smiled at Hillary. ‘You know DI Regis and Sergeant Tanner, of course. Sit down, please. Help yourself to coffee.’ 
 
    Hillary did the honours, without making a fuss. She never turned down good caffeine, and certainly not in the name of sexual equality. The only one she didn’t hand a cup to was Frank. 
 
    Well, there were limits. 
 
    Raleigh hid a smile as Frank Ross heaved his bulk out of his chair to get his own. After that bit of entertainment, the meeting passed swiftly, and it was clear that the intelligence on Fletcher was building. Hillary could tell that Mike Regis, for one, was delighted. For the first time in what seemed like a long, long wait, it appeared as if Fletcher might actually be touchable after all. As a Vice man, Regis harboured a particular animosity towards Fletcher. Mel too was impressed, but careful not to show it, and asked several clever and cautionary questions. Hillary listened carefully and said nothing. 
 
    A small-time dealer, one of Fletcher’s minnows, had been caught with enough dope on him to merit a five-year stretch. According to Raleigh he might be persuaded to talk. There were also rumours that Fletcher was about to take possession of a big and experimental shipment of drugs. Nobody knew if that was true, or just rumour. Twice Raleigh led them over to a board on the far side of the room to check out the latest intel posted up there. Twice Hillary wondered how the Met man had got so close, so quickly, to Oxford’s kingpin. 
 
    It was already gone five, and was dark and raining, by the time Raleigh let them go. Hillary watched Frank Ross retrieve his overcoat and hurry away. Ross, a deceivingly benign-looking man with rounded cheeks and a chubby figure, never did overtime if he could help it. For herself, she’d be lucky to get off by nine. 
 
    ‘So what do you think?’ Regis’s voice behind her out on the landing made her turn and smile briefly. 
 
    ‘About what?’ she asked. Us? 
 
    ‘Getting Fletcher. We’re close to it this time. I can feel it. You must be glad to have a super so hellbent on it.’ 
 
    ‘Marcus Donleavy was never slack either,’ she said sharply, then bit her lip as Regis gave her a quick look. Damn. The truth was, she missed having Marcus Donleavy in charge. She both liked and trusted him — as opposed to the man from the Met, whom she simply couldn’t get a handle on. She’d have to be careful not to let her loyalties show though. Not that she was worried Mike Regis would shaft her. Still. Office politics was like dynamite. It needed to be handled carefully. ‘Long day,’ she excused herself briefly. 
 
    ‘Fancy a drink?’ he asked quickly. 
 
    ‘Sorry, not tonight. Still got a lot to do.’ She briefly told him about the raid — all cops liked to hear a success story — and by the time she’d finished, she noticed that Frank Ross was coming back up the stairs. Odd, she’d have thought he would be well on his way by now. He practically supported his local boozer single-handedly. ‘Another time, maybe?’ She turned back to Regis, trying not to sound too eager. Or too pathetic. 
 
    Mike shrugged. ‘Sure, why not.’ 
 
    Hillary watched him go and sighed. She wasn’t sure why she was so attracted to him. He was nearing fifty and had thinning dark hair but very attractive green eyes. Perhaps it was because he thought the same way she did, and she liked the way he was at ease in his own skin. But then again perhaps she was fooling herself. After slapping him down in no uncertain terms just a few months ago, he’d probably already found someone else. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Frank Ross waited until Raleigh’s secretary had gone, then slipped quietly into the super’s outer office. He went straight to the coat rack and squatted down. Shit. No sign of it. He crouched down and looked under the heating unit. He was sweating, but that had nothing to do with the hot air blasting from the painted radiator. 
 
    ‘Lost something, DS Ross?’ 
 
    Frank jumped, inwardly swore, then got up with as much dignity as his well-padded frame would allow. 
 
    ‘No problem, guv. Just lost my car keys. Thought they might have fallen out of my pocket up here.’ 
 
    Detective Superintendent Jerome Raleigh looked at Ross and smiled thinly. ‘I can hear them jangling in your back trouser pocket from over here, Frank,’ he said flatly. And opened the door behind him. ‘Come on through.’ 
 
    Frank gulped and followed, frantically thinking up a good lie. One thing was for sure: no matter what, he was not about to tell the super that he’d misplaced a gun. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary filled in the last form and shook her aching fingers. Her only consolation was that, somewhere, Dobbin was suffering from the same plight. Paperwork was the bane of every copper’s life. She glanced across the open-plan office and saw that the light was still on in Mel’s cubicle. She wondered if Janine was in there with him, or if she’d gone home. Word had it she was almost living permanently now at Mel’s des res in ‘The Moors’, Kidlington’s answer to Belgravia. 
 
    She’d just slipped into her coat when she heard the phone ring in Mel’s cubicle, then his voice answering. She grabbed her bag and was walking fast to the door when she heard him call her name. 
 
    Damn. Not fast enough. 
 
    She turned and tried to look interested. Mel smiled wearily, hardly fooled. ‘We got a call from a village called Lower Heyford. Know it?’ 
 
    Hillary did, vaguely. She’d visited it once on a previous case. 
 
    ‘Looks like a suspicious death — almost certainly murder. A local would-be politician. Want it?’ Mel asked, this time with a genuine grin. Hillary nodded, all sense of tiredness abruptly gone. In truth, it had been a stupid question. 
 
    She always wanted murder. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWO 
 
    DCI Mel Mallow watched Hillary head for the door and smiled grimly before turning back into his office and reaching for the phone. He called his own number first, and waited. As he did so, his eye fell on one particular photograph standing on his desk. It was not of his ex-wife, or even of his son, but a picture of himself and Detective Chief Superintendent Marcus Donleavy. It had been taken many years ago now, right after a police rugby match, after their division had just knocked seven bells out of those gits from St Aldates nick. 
 
    His fingers tightened around the telephone receiver as Janine Tyler’s voice suddenly sounded in his ear. ‘Hello?’ 
 
    ‘Janine, it’s me. I’ve just sent Hillary off to Lower Heyford — Tangent Hall. There’s been a suspicious death — almost certainly murder. Can you reach Tommy for me and get on over there right away?’ 
 
    ‘Sure, lover, consider it done.’ She hung up abruptly, and Mel winced. No loving words for him tonight, it seemed. He put the receiver down and walked restlessly to the window. Orange-coloured streetlights reflected the large car park and the surrounding environs of Kidlington. In the big pane of glass, his reflection showed him a handsome man, dressed in an impeccable suit. A man who should be superintendent himself by now. 
 
    Marcus Donleavy had made no bones about why the man from the Met had been chosen over him to get the job Donleavy’s promotion had left vacant. Oh, the brass had made all the usual noises about wanting a fresh eye to look things over, and how new blood brought in from outside could only benefit them all, yada, yada, yada. But the truth was, they were uneasy about a DCI being shacked up with a DS in his own team. How could it not affect his decisions when assignments were being meted out, they wondered. And did it really show good judgement on his part to get tangled up with a woman a good ten years his junior in the first place, especially with two divorces already behind him. What did it say for his professional conduct when his private life was such a mess? 
 
    Mel sighed and leaned back against his desk. The simple truth was, if he’d known getting involved with Janine would have blighted his chances for promotion so damned effectively, he’d never have taken that first step and invited her out. But he also knew that he’d been lonely, and that Janine had filled a dull gap in his life. And yet another hard, ugly truth which had to be faced was the fact that he was going to have to dump her. And soon. With Jerome Raleigh proving to be so popular, it was almost a certainty that he’d never get promoted now, if he stayed at Thames Valley. Especially if the high-flying bastard actually succeeded in nailing Fletcher. He’d be the golden boy for now and evermore. 
 
    No, he was going to have to move on — maybe down south somewhere. Sod going north. Devon was nice, or so he’d been told. Hampshire too was possible; Dorset maybe. But wherever it was, he couldn’t arrive at a new nick with a liability like Janine in tow. Not that she’d want to move anyway. 
 
    Mel reached up and pulled off his tie. He didn’t particularly want to go home to an empty house, so he might as well make himself comfortable here. Besides, Hillary would be calling in with a preliminary report soon. He poured himself a coffee, and sat down wearily in his chair. 
 
    He didn’t really want to move, and he resented having to. Thanks to the divorce from his wealthy second wife, he had a beautiful house in an upmarket area in town, and was well liked and well respected where he was. He felt settled, and until recently, well on the way to climbing the career ladder. 
 
    His chief investigator, Hillary Greene, was a good friend as well as a gem to work with — her success rate was second to none, and he knew for a fact that Marcus had always rated her too. He could leave her to handle this latest murder investigation without a worry, even if the political angle turned it into a hot potato. An old pro, she also knew not to make any office goofs that might land him, Mel, in the shit. Hell, he could even foist that pain in the arse Frank Ross on her and know she’d cope. But who could say who he’d end up with if he moved? 
 
    Still, if he wanted to get ahead, he had no choice. And he wasn’t ready to stagnate just yet. 
 
    But he’d miss all this. 
 
    Of course, Janine would give him grief. He knew her too well to expect that she’d go quietly. Donleavy would probably call him all kinds of a fool for getting himself into this situation in the first place, but he knew his old mentor would keep an ear out for a good position, then would put a good word in for him wherever he ended up. And, if there was any justice at all, Hillary Greene would get his old job as DCI. After all the hassle she’d had with that loser of a husband of hers, she was due some good luck for a change. He’d have to have a word with Marcus, when the time was right, and see if they could swing it for her. 
 
    He pulled the folder for that month’s budget out of the drawer and reached glumly for the calculator. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary turned off the main Oxford-to-Banbury road at Hopcrofts Holt and headed past the large hotel and down the hill into the valley proper. At the bottom of the hill she sat waiting at a set of traffic lights that spanned a long water bridge, and then found herself heading up and over the combined railway and canal bridge. 
 
    Over on her left, shut up and dark now, was the narrow boat yard where she’d gone to interview a witness on her first murder case. She slowed down as she approached a small turn-off into a road simply called The Lane and found herself facing a beautiful village square, lit up from the lights spilling out of The Bell pub. A huge oak tree stood in pride of place, watching over thatched cottages and what had once been the village school. 
 
    Dispatch had given her directions to the crime scene, however, so she followed the road around the bend, then past an old-fashioned red-painted telephone box and round another steep curve. She peered ahead, looking for Mill Lane, which should be off to her left, found it, and turned down the narrow lane. Off to her right was a converted chapel, gleaming pale in the bright moonlight. The sky had cleared again, and once more a frost was in the air. At the bottom of the lane, Hillary found herself facing a metal drawbridge, and she drove over it gingerly, looking out of her window to the flat, dark expanse of the Oxford canal below. Right in front of her were a set of wooden gates belonging to Mill House, but leading off to her left was a muddy stone-paved road that followed the course of the River Cherwell. A few yards down, another set of gates, sandwiched between the two water courses, signalled that she’d arrived at her destination. 
 
    She parked behind an empty patrol car and climbed out. She didn’t need a torch to read the words ‘Tangent Hall’ glittering in gold-painted letters on a slate-grey sign. She could hear the river gurgling away under a flat wooden bridge, and for a moment took in the quiet, dark night. Tangent Hall was not so much a hall as a big, fairly modern-looking bungalow. Worth what, half a million, given today’s market prices? As a woman about to sell a house, she supposed she should be pleased that properties in the area were worth such small fortunes. But she couldn’t help but feel sorry for the families of the native villagers who were being priced out of their own homes. 
 
    She sighed and straightened her shoulders as a figure at the entrance to the large wooden gates suddenly stepped out and a torch beam found her face. Hillary instinctively held up a hand to ward off the intrusive beam of light. 
 
    ‘Police, madam. Can I help you?’ The uniformed constable stepped closer as Hillary got out her ID. 
 
    ‘DI Greene. I’m the senior investigating officer,’ she said simply, as he lowered the torch. ‘I take it I’m the first to arrive?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am.’ He was young but didn’t seem all that overawed. ‘The doc’s on his way. Forensics too.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded and got out her notebook as he made his preliminary report. It was concise but left out no relevant facts, and after five minutes of rapid shorthand, she had the beginnings of the Murder Book. 
 
    The Murder Book was usually assigned to one particular officer who kept it updated with all the relevant information, so that any member of the investigation could consult it to check on facts and keep up to date. It was usually Janine Tyler who took on this task, but Hillary thought it was time that Tommy Lynch had the responsibility and made a mental note to give it to him when he arrived. 
 
    ‘So, the victim is a Mr Malcolm Dale, resident here, who was found by his secretary, Marcia Brock, at roughly nine o’clock tonight,’ she recapped, just to make sure she’d got it right. Mistakes made at the very beginning of a murder investigation could bugger it up for weeks to come. ‘Mr Dale’s wife, Valerie, is absent, believed to be playing bridge at a friend’s place, a regular Monday night occurrence. Mrs Brock called 999 and remained on the premises. After a brief search to ascertain there was no one else in the house, you called it in.’ Hillary glanced up at the dark figure in front of her. ‘Where’s Mrs Brock now?’ 
 
    ‘In the living room, ma’am, with my partner.’ 
 
    ‘And the body was found in the kitchen?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘And he’s definitely dead?’ she asked quickly. She could still remember being called out, as a DS, to a ‘murder’ scene where her governor had taken one look at the so-called corpse and radioed for an ambulance. The victim had later died in hospital, as it turned out, but it just went to show that it wasn’t always easy for an inexperienced person to tell the difference between dead and alive. And it always paid to make sure. Especially when the families of victims could sue you and the department if you didn’t. 
 
    ‘No pulse, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘And you only touched his wrist?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am. Didn’t want to touch anything else. He’s a bit messy. Looks to me as if he’s been hit over the head a fair few times.’ 
 
    In the darkness she heard him gulp. Obviously, he was not quite so hard-headed as he sounded. ‘If you want to be sick, Constable, please go over there and do it in the grass.’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine, ma’am.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, and looked up as another car rattled over the metal drawbridge, the sound echoing hollowly and eerily in the night. She recognised Doc Partridge’s nifty little MG at once. ‘All right, Constable. Stay out here and direct personnel as they come in. You’ve started a checklist?’ It was standard procedure for everyone’s arrival and departure to be noted down. ‘Yes, ma’am. I’ve already got you in.’ 
 
    ‘Fine. This is Doctor Steven Partridge,’ she added, as the police pathologist walked gingerly across the muddy road to meet her. His shoes, she guessed, would have cost her at least a month’s salary. Married to an ex-opera singer, Doc Partridge’s sartorial elegance was well known to the cops at HQ. 
 
    ‘Hillary, glad to see you as always. Got something interesting for me?’ he greeted her, cheerfully enough. 
 
    ‘Don’t know; haven’t been in yet.’ As a general rule, she tried not to contaminate the scene too much before the men in white overalls arrived. It tended to piss them off. 
 
    ‘Well, you’ll have to let the dog see the rabbit,’ he murmured, and Hillary hid a smile as she followed the doc inside. 
 
    Tangent Hall was as modern inside as out, decorated in minimalist style, in muted, neutral colours. She saw Steven grimace as he looked around. With all the instincts of a peacock, she doubted it would appeal to him. For herself, she hardly paid the decor a second glance. Since living in a narrowboat, things like tiles and fireplaces weren’t something that particularly mattered in her world. 
 
    ‘In the kitchen,’ she said, glancing around for signs of disturbance. There were none. She could hear the voices of a man and a woman, off to the left — obviously the second uniform and the finder of the body. She nodded to a door that, logically, should lead to either a dining room or kitchen, and followed the medical man through. 
 
    The kitchen, unsurprisingly, was big, open-plan, and had the latest in gizmos and gadgets. But as well as a hanging set of expensive woks, an Aga, electric oven, microwave and genuine Welsh dresser complete with blue-and-white plates, there was a man’s body stretched out on the terracotta-tiled floor. Darker patches of red at his head oozed between the cracks in the tiles. That was going to be a bugger to get clean. 
 
    Doc Partridge stepped gingerly around the prone figure and knelt down carefully. She was sure this had more to do with keeping the soles of his shoes and the knees of his trousers clean than it did his desire not to disturb the forensic evidence. Still, Hillary had a lot of respect for the small, dapper man. He knew his business, and she knew she wouldn’t have to wait long for his report. Most pathologists liked to hum and haw for days. At least Doc Partridge was more sensitive to a copper’s need to get started with at least a well-informed guess as to cause and time of death. 
 
    The victim, she knew from the constable’s initial report, was thirty-five years old. He was thickly built, but not yet running to fat, although his dark hair seemed to be already thinning. He was dressed casually in designer jeans and a chunky-knit cream-coloured sweater that was stained with his blood at the shoulder, where it was pressed down on to the floor. From what she could see from where she was standing, there were no obvious defensive wounds or bruising on his hands. Probably hit from behind then, in situ, which probably indicated that he knew his attacker, although that was not necessarily so. 
 
    ‘Well, he’s dead,’ Doc Partridge said flatly, making a note of the time and writing it down in his own notebook. ‘Not more than two hours, I should say. And, strictly as a preliminary finding, death occurred due to a blow or blows to the head, delivered with what appears to be a smooth, probably rounded object.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, looking around. There was no obvious sign of the murder weapon left behind. Smooth and rounded. If she was in one of those American cop shows, she’d immediately say ‘baseball bat.’ And, sure enough, she knew some villains who, lacking an imagination of their own, had taken to using baseball bats as their weapon of choice. So could Mr Dale have surprised a burglar? But it was a bit early for thieves, surely? Or was he usually out on a Monday night as well? Did he usually join his wife at her bridge game? Already she could feel the need to gather information itching away at her. 
 
    She watched Steven get carefully to his feet and peel back the thin rubber gloves he was wearing. ‘I’ll see if I can post him tomorrow — but I doubt it. Probably won’t get around to him until the day after.’ 
 
    ‘From what I hear, he was a politician — or about to become one or something. You might get pressure to do it fast.’ 
 
    Steven grunted, unimpressed. ‘Well, I must get back. My better half was beating me at billiards when I got called out.’ 
 
    Hillary blinked at the mental image this conjured up and followed him out. Outside she told the constable at the gate to keep everyone but forensics out of the kitchen, and to make sure that her team, as they arrived, stayed on the rolls of polythene sheeting that he’d already put down. 
 
    Just then she saw Janine Tyler’s car, a classic Mini, arrive, with Tommy Lynch not far behind her. Of Frank Ross there was no sign, so at least she was having some luck tonight. 
 
    ‘Constable, has anyone contacted Mrs Dale yet?’ 
 
    ‘No, ma’am. I wasn’t sure that that was advisable.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. It was good thinking. Sad fact though it undoubtedly was, whenever a spouse was found dead, the remaining spouse was firmly in the frame until eliminated. And she herself wanted to see Valerie Dale’s face when she was informed of her husband’s death. 
 
    ‘You have the address of this friend where she’s playing bridge?’ 
 
    He didn’t. He radioed his friend inside, who asked the secretary, and then relayed the information back with an address in Adderbury, a large village not far from Banbury. 
 
    Hillary nodded and started back towards her car. Normally she wouldn’t leave a crime scene so early, but until forensics had been and gone, there was little she could do here but hang around and get impatient. She greeted Tommy and Janine, who crowded round her, and filled them in. 
 
    ‘Right, Tommy, I want you to keep the Murder Book on this one. Janine, you can appoint the evidence officer. Doc’s been and gone, so you can get the body removed when all the photographs have been taken and SOCO give the all-clear. Janine, get a preliminary report from this secretary, Marcia Brock. What was she doing here at this time of night, whether there was any argy-bargy going on — you know the drill. I’m off to inform the wife.’ 
 
    ‘Boss,’ Janine said briefly. Unlike most coppers, she balked at calling anyone ‘guv’ and had come up with her own title for Hillary, who didn’t seem to mind. Janine walked up to the uniform and had a few words, then disappeared inside. Tommy Lynch watched Hillary climb into her car, an ancient Volkswagen Golf that she’d nicknamed ‘Puff the Tragic Wagon,’ and watched her back up towards the drawbridge. He wished he was going with her. 
 
    He sighed and headed towards the house. ‘Has a DS Frank Ross checked in yet?’ he asked the constable at the gate, who shook his head. ‘Good,’ Tommy said succinctly, making the younger man smile. Frank’s fame tended to go before him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Valerie Dale’s bridge-playing friends lived in a large property across the village green from the pub, which looked to Hillary as if it had once been two or maybe even three terraced cottages, now converted into one. It had an uneven grey slate roof, and had been newly whitewashed. Even in the dark she could see latticed woodwork climbing the walls, and suspected that in the summer it was awash with climbing roses, clematis and maybe even wisteria. Very nice. She appreciated gardens — mostly because her own efforts in the horticultural department stopped and ended with a few tubs of pansies slung on to her roof. 
 
    She knocked on the door and waited. The curtains were all closed, but light glowed behind most of them, and when the door was finally opened, she could hear the muted voices of several people coming from inside. The woman facing her looked to be about forty, with a neat pageboy blonde cut and carefully treated wrinkles at the sides of her eyes and mouth. ‘Yes?’ 
 
    Her pale grey eyes widened as Hillary held out her ID. ‘Is there a Mrs Valerie Dale here, Mrs Babcock? It is Mrs Babcock?’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m Celia. Celia Dee. Gale’s inside. I’m dummy.’ 
 
    Hillary, who knew a little about bridge, wasn’t too disconcerted by this somewhat candid revelation. If she remembered right, Celia Dee wasn’t commentating on her own intellectual shortcomings, but referring to the fact that she wasn’t playing the card game for this particular rubber. 
 
    ‘Please, come inside.’ Although she wasn’t the hostess, she was too polite to leave her standing on the doorstep. Besides, if Hillary knew people — and Hillary did — Mrs Dee was too busy wondering if her tax disc on the car was up to date or if any of her tyres were bald to worry about upsetting any of her fellow bridge players with her usurped hospitality. 
 
    Inside, the country cottage theme was being done to death, with the owner even going so far as to hang bunches of dried flowers from the genuine wooden beams. Brass wall clocks ticked ponderously from thick and bulging lime-washed walls, and Laura Ashley was being worshipped wherever the eye settled. She was led to a large, knocked-through lounge, where a real log fire was roaring away in the fireplace, surrounded by horse brasses, naturally. Sets of four people, seated at two individual round tables, turned to look at her. 
 
    ‘Four no trumps,’ a small, grey-haired woman said in the sudden silence, then looked up and blinked, wondering why nobody was paying attention to her. At another table, a tall, dark-haired woman dressed in black slacks and a black silk blouse with a Chinese collar, slowly stood up. She looked not to Hillary, but to the woman standing beside her, an obvious question in her eyes. 
 
    ‘Oh, Gale, this is . . . er . . .’ 
 
    ‘Detective Inspector Hillary Greene, Mrs Babcock,’ Hillary said, walking forward. Although the house and company screamed ultra-respectable upper middle-class, Hillary didn’t feel one whit intimidated. She’d taken an English literature degree from Radcliffe College, and although it wasn’t one of Oxford University’s affiliated colleges, hardly anyone knew that, and back at HQ she was known to be an OEC — an Oxford Educated Cop. Her own upbringing had been as middle-class as anyone’s here. OK, her suit was probably the cheapest article of clothing in the room, and she worked for a living because she had to and not because she needed a hobby, but who the hell cared? She had a badge. That trumped even a Range Rover. 
 
    She smiled to reassure everyone, and said firmly, ‘I’m looking for a Mrs Valerie Dale? I was told by Marcia Brock that I might find her here?’ As she spoke she glanced around, instantly dismissing all the men, and the grey-haired woman. That left two possible contenders — an elfin-faced redhead, and a tall skinny blonde. It was the tall skinny blonde, looking nonplussed, who rose hesitantly from the table. 
 
    ‘Yes? I’m Valerie Dale. Is anything wrong? The children?’ Her voice rose sharply. 
 
    Hillary mentally cursed. This was the first she’d heard about children. She took a step forward and smiled. ‘I’m sure your children are fine, Mrs Dale,’ she lied. The truth was, she had no idea whether they were or not. ‘They’re back at your home, Tangent Hall?’ 
 
    ‘No, no. Jeremy’s at boarding school and Portia’s with my mother for the night.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, relieved. Not at the house then. That explained why no one had mentioned them. Children at a murder scene were a nightmare scenario. 
 
    ‘But what’s wrong? Why are you here?’ Valerie Dale suddenly demanded, her voice rising just an octave. Either she was a very good actress or she was genuinely alarmed. Naturally pale, her thin face seemed to go a milky colour and the pinched look that tightened her cheekbones couldn’t be faked. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Dale, but I’m afraid I do have bad news. Would you prefer to talk outside?’ 
 
    Even before she’d finished speaking, she noticed Gale Babcock take a step closer, and from her position beside her, Celia Dee also moved forward, coming to stand the other side of the distressed woman. Obviously Valerie Dale had friends. Protective friends. And she was going to need them in the months to come. 
 
    ‘What? No, no, just tell me what it is. Is it Mother?’ Valerie asked. ‘I know she’s not been well, but I thought she was over it. It was only a tummy bug, wasn’t it?’ 
 
    Hillary took a deep breath. There was never a right way of going about this, and after years of having to deliver bad news, she’d never found any way that was easy. In the end she chose simply to state the truth as clearly and calmly as possible. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid your husband, Malcolm Dale, has been found dead at your home, Mrs Dale.’ She was sure she was safe in stating this so certainly, because Marcia Brock had formally identified him as such. ‘We’ve launched a murder enquiry,’ she added quietly, and saw a blank dullness suddenly darken Valerie Dale’s pale eyes. What colour were they exactly? Not blue. Green, perhaps. 
 
    She opened her mouth to say something, but no sound came out. Celia Dee said sharply, ‘Bloody hell!’ and grabbed Valerie Dale’s wrist. But it was Gale Babcock who took control. 
 
    ‘Come on, Val, sit down. Jim, get a glass of brandy, will you?’ One of the men peeled off obediently from the table and went to a drinks cabinet. Hillary said nothing as her witness was led to one of the black leather sofas grouped around the fireplace, and was pushed down. The man returned with a snifter glass and pushed it into Valerie Dale’s shaking hand. She took it, and raised it automatically to her lips. Hillary wondered if she was even aware of what she’d done. 
 
    But all this show of shock and grief meant nothing, of course. She’d had a case once, while still in uniform, when a man had murdered his wife. On being informed of her death, he’d looked and reacted very much as Valerie Dale was doing now, and she’d been convinced because of it that he must be innocent. But her governor at the time, far more experienced and wily, had instantly liked him for it. And the evidence and an eventual confession had proved him right. See, he’d explained to her a little while later, some people could kill in a moment of rage or ‘temporary insanity’ then go off and manage to forget about it so completely that, when informed of their loved one’s death, they were genuinely shocked. Other killers felt genuine remorse, too, and when it was brought home to them the reality of their deeds, were genuinely distraught. Just because someone was physically shocked or genuinely upset it didn’t make them automatically innocent. It just meant they weren’t cold-blooded. 
 
    Or were bloody good actors. 
 
    Hillary had come across some of those, too, in her time. Men and women who could make Olivier look like a ham. 
 
    Hillary sighed, and slowly walked over to an empty seat and sat down. It was going to take some time, and a lot of gentle persuasion, to ease Valerie Dale away from her friends. 
 
    In the meantime, now was as good a time as any to see how strong Valerie Dale’s alibi might be. She turned to the man now sitting opposite her — the man who’d brought the brandy — and lifted out her notebook. 
 
    ‘If I could just have your name, sir, and the time you arrived here?’ she asked quietly. After a startled pause, the man complied. Hillary wrote it down then asked as casually as she could, ‘And what time would you say it was when Mrs Dale arrived here tonight?’ 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THREE 
 
    Nearly half an hour later, Hillary was driving back to Lower Heyford, a silent and shocked Valerie Dale sitting in the passenger seat beside her, Celia Dee having promised to drive Valerie’s own car back to her door tomorrow morning. 
 
    Hillary didn’t question the new widow on the drive back, only asking her if she was warm enough, and then turning up the heater (with little hope of coaxing more heat out of the ancient car) when Valerie had said that she wasn’t. 
 
    Back at Tangent Hall she could feel the tension emanating from her passenger ratchet up a notch at the sight of all the squad cars’ flashing blue lights, and the rather eerie sight of men and women walking around encased from head to toe in ghostly white. It almost looked like a scene from a low-budget alien abduction movie. 
 
    ‘If you’ll wait here a minute, I’ll see if it’s all right for us to go inside,’ Hillary murmured. She got out and nodded to a constable, who instantly trotted over. ‘This is the wife,’ Hillary said, all but whispering. ‘Stay with her — tell her she can call her mother’s, if she wants, to break the news and see if her daughter’s all right, but make a note of what she says.’ 
 
    According to the bridge players, Valerie had arrived a little late, citing a flat tyre and the need to change it as an excuse. She’d have to set Tommy the task of trying to prove or disprove her story. Until he did, she wasn’t going to give Valerie Dale any breaks. 
 
    ‘Guv,’ the constable said in acknowledgement, then slipped in behind the steering wheel. She could hear his low voice rumbling a greeting as she walked away. The mortuary van was parked near the wooden plank bridge spanning the river, and two men stood quietly beside it, one of them smoking, awaiting the all-clear to remove the body. Just then, Janine came through the garden gate and beckoned them over. Obviously SOCO had finished. Her DS spotted her and began to meet her halfway up the track. As they walked back into the garden, Hillary gave her a quick update. 
 
    Even though it was now approaching midnight, in the bright moonlight Hillary could make out light patches of daffodils, and larger bushes of what would probably turn out to be forsythia in the morning light. It was a simple, low-maintenance garden, with plenty of paving and large tubs filled with the usual spring assortments. The landscaping alone must have cost a good bit. Hillary wondered how much the Dales were worth. Surely enough to make money a viable motive? Did the house and trappings belong to Malcolm Dale? And if so, had a divorce been in the offing? She would have to talk to the Dale solicitor soon and find out about the will. Plus any life insurance policies the dead man might have taken out. 
 
    It was Hillary’s belief that the would-be Tory politicians of this world knew how to handle money. Had he had his wife sign some sort of pre-nup that would leave her too poorly off to consider divorce a viable option? Had murder seemed the only way out? All of these questions and more would have to be answered in the next twenty-four hours. She knew a detailed background report on both the victim and his spouse would be ready for her sometime tomorrow. While others might despise it, Hillary had always thought that there was a lot to be said for basic routines. 
 
    ‘Don’t forget to keep Tommy updated. It’s his first time holding the Murder Book.’ 
 
    ‘Boss,’ Janine said, unimpressed. Hillary sighed. When would Janine learn that, if she wanted to get on and earn her promotion, people management was as necessary a skill as knowing any of the technical questions that she might be asked at her Boards? 
 
    ‘Janine, I want you to escort Mrs Dale to her bedroom, then bag and tag her clothes.’ It was almost beyond the realms of probability that the killer wouldn’t have some splashes of the victim’s blood on his or her clothing, as well as other forensic evidence. Besides, if Valerie Dale really had changed a car tyre that night, there’d be proof of that on her clothes and hands too. ‘And give her hands a swab while you’re at it. Ask the lab to check for traces of grease, motor oil, that sort of thing. And when we take Marcia Brock back, the same for her.’ Hillary sighed. ‘But with her finding the body, any forensics we get on her might not indicate much one way or another. Unless she’s got a splatter pattern on her that gets the lab team excited.’ 
 
    Whenever a victim was coshed, shot or stabbed, blood patterns on walls, floors and on the clothes of the killer could often testify to the what, where, how and when of it. 
 
    Janine nodded, wishing Hillary Greene wouldn’t keep trying to teach her granny how to suck eggs. She could do this sort of routine work in her sleep. ‘SOCO are almost done. Do you really like the wife for it?’ 
 
    Hillary waved her hand in the air in a rocking motion. ‘So so. Anything earth-shattering come up here?’ 
 
    ‘No. Forensics took away a lot of possible murder weapons, but nothing that looks very likely. The fireplace poker, the wooden broom handle, stuff like that. They’re dusting for fingerprints now, then they’ll be finished.’ 
 
    Hillary grimaced. That explained why Janine had come outside. The grey powder SOCO used to highlight dabs got everywhere — in the folds of your clothes, your hair, on your lips, you name it. ‘You’ve taken a preliminary statement from Marcia Brock?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, boss, just the basics. She got here about eight fifty, found the door shut but unlocked, and when nobody answered the bell, pushed her way in. Found him, palpitated a bit, swears she didn’t touch him or anything else, and came out into the hall and used her mobile to phone us. Says she didn’t go back in, but waited outside. Oh, and by the way, she’s his campaign secretary, not his work secretary. She said she’d come tonight in order to go over an interview he was due to give on Radio Oxford tomorrow. You know, do some last-minute coaching. It all sounded legit enough to me.’ 
 
    Janine didn’t like to go into her own take on the witness too much, knowing that Hillary preferred to form her own opinions of people during interview. And Janine was well aware that her superior could often bring things out during an interview that she herself would never even have thought of. This ability her superior officer had to see things she’d missed, or think of things that had passed her by, both annoyed her and aroused envy and respect in equal measure. 
 
    ‘OK, they’re coming out,’ Hillary said abruptly. ‘Mrs Dale’s in my car.’ 
 
    Janine nodded and moved away, and Hillary stepped to one side as the two mortuary assistants came out with the body bag on a stretcher. She hoped Valerie Dale wasn’t watching, but couldn’t see how the poor woman could possibly avoid it. Hillary always had it in mind that if the spouse wasn’t the killer then he or she was a grieving victim as well, and deserved any consideration that could be given. The trouble was, an investigating officer very often didn’t know which scenario was true until all the evidence was in. 
 
    She found Tommy in the kitchen, watching the last of the SOCO team leave. ‘Tommy. Mrs Dale was late arriving at her bridge meeting. She says she had a flat tyre and had to change it. First thing tomorrow, see if you can get an exact location from her where this took place, and see if you can get any corroboration. If it happened on the open road, we’ll have to do a newspaper and radio appeal for witnesses to come forward. If she was near some houses, we might get lucky straight away.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t someone stop and offer to help?’ Tommy asked thoughtfully. ‘A pretty blonde woman all alone at night?’ 
 
    Hillary shrugged. ‘Maybe. Maybe not.’ Nowadays, it wasn’t always easy to tell. Many men who would have been gallant, say, ten years ago, might now think twice. And many women, too, would probably feel safer changing their own tyre rather than looking for help. 
 
    ‘I’d better phone Mel with an update. When things are finished here you can get off. I want us all fresh first thing in the morning.’ 
 
    ‘Guv.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Marcia Brock drove herself home, with a convoy of two following. She lived on the outskirts of Witney, in what had once been a council estate, but had long since been gentrified by first-time buyers and hopeful families. 
 
    She parked her six-year-old Toyota half on the pavement and locked it; Hillary pulled up behind her, and Janine Tyler overshot and parked up in front. Without a word, she turned and walked up a crazy-paved path to a front door with an afterthought of a porch. There she waited for them to catch up, still without speaking, then stepped inside and flicked on the hall light. 
 
    ‘Kitchen’s through there.’ She nodded towards a door that stood ajar. ‘Don’t mind the cat.’ 
 
    She slipped off her overcoat and reached for a small thermostat, turning it up a notch. Hillary thought the house needed it. It felt distinctly chilly. As if noticing, Marcia Brock smiled grimly. ‘Sorry, Inspector. I’m doing a master’s at Reading — I’m in a gap year — and student habits die hard. I never waste electricity, or anything else, if I can help it,’ she added ruefully. 
 
    ‘Really? What are you studying?’ 
 
    ‘Political science with a slant towards sociology. What else?’ 
 
    Hillary smiled an answer and walked on through to a small, functional kitchen. Sitting on one of the cheerfully yellow Formica worktops was a black and white tom, with battered ears and baleful green eyes. Janine, spotting it, sidled around it carefully, and pulled out one of the plain wooden chairs set against a small square table. 
 
    ‘Tea?’ Marcia asked, picking up a kettle. ‘Or something stronger?’ 
 
    From Janine’s preliminary interview, Hillary knew that Marcia Brock was thirty-one and unmarried. Janine had wryly twisted her lips as she recounted the lecture she’d been given when she’d mistakenly referred to her as ‘Mrs.’ ‘A closet lezzie if you ask me,’ Janine had added, making Hillary wince. Sometimes Frank Ross’s malevolent influence reared its ugly head in unexpected places. 
 
    Now Hillary shook her head. ‘Tea will be fine. I just need to go over a few things with you, Ms Brock. As you can appreciate, I know next to nothing about the victim, which is where I need your help. What can you tell me about him?’ 
 
    Marcia Brock sighed and rolled her eyes. ‘Where to start? OK, facts first. He’s a little old to be going into serious politics, but then again, he’s still just about young enough to make the real veterans sit up and take notice. I reckon somewhere down the line he had some pretty good advice, because he seemed to be relatively savvy. He’s been a lifelong member of the party, of course, and knew how to walk the walk and talk the talk long before he hired me, which was just as well. He married well; his wife — I expect you’ve met her — is the only daughter of a local property developer. Very upmarket real estate, that sort of thing. So he knows a lot of very useful people, and his father-in-law is behind him one hundred per cent. Fancies seeing his daughter as the wife of a cabinet minister, I expect,’ she added dryly. 
 
    The kettle boiled and Marcia broke off to pour the tea into three thick mugs. 
 
    She was small and rather chunky, with short black hair and rather startling clear blue eyes that didn’t seem to miss much. As she handed over the steaming mugs, she dished out spoons. ‘You’ll have to fish out your own tea bags.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled and did so, wondering why this woman was working for a wannabe Tory politician. If she’d had to guess she would have thought Marcia Brock would be a strictly New Labour girl. At a push a Lib Dem. And if she’d had to bet money, she’d have put her down for a Green. 
 
    ‘So you think he would have made it then? You know, got elected as MP?’ she asked, and Marcia Brock snorted. 
 
    ‘Hardly! What do you know about local politics, Inspector?’ 
 
    Hillary gave an inward groan and admitted it was next to nothing, in the sure and certain knowledge that, in the next hour or so, she’d learn far more than she’d ever want to know. Beside her, she could sense Janine’s shoulders slumping, and knew that her sergeant was anticipating the worst too. 
 
    And Marcia Brock didn’t disappoint. By the time she’d finished giving her the rundown on in-party fighting, the desperation that surrounded soliciting support, and the general back-biting and at times almost hysterical argy-bargy that went on when an MP’s constituency became unexpectedly available, Hillary was glad that she never bothered to vote. 
 
    ‘So, basically, leaving out the by-rules and exemptions, it boils down to this. It’s the Tory party members, not the members of the public, who get to put forward nominations for those who want to run as MPs?’ Janine said, clarifying her shorthand. ‘And the current MP for this area suddenly announced that he is retiring next year, and Malcolm Dale managed to win enough votes to put him in the running?’ 
 
    ‘Right, along with two others,’ Marcia said firmly. ‘But one’s a sop to the left, so the only real competition he had was George McNamara.’ 
 
    Hillary could feel her eyelids drooping. What was it about politics that put her right to sleep? She forced herself to sit up and pay more attention. ‘Was this Mr McNamara considered a real threat?’ she asked quickly. 
 
    ‘In my opinion, yes,’ Marcia Brock said. ‘But Mr Dale was confident he’d win, if only by a narrow majority.’ 
 
    ‘Which would mean he would stand as this region’s Tory MP at the next general election?’ 
 
    ‘Next by-election,’ Marcia Brock corrected. Then launched into a truly bewildering narrative about the rules and regulations concerning the difference. When she’d finished, Janine looked ready to spit tin tacks. 
 
    ‘OK. Let’s shift emphasis a minute,’ Hillary said hastily, knowing her sergeant would probably kill her if she didn’t. They could always trawl the internet later to build up a more solid idea of what happened in local Tory politics. ‘What kind of man was he? Did you like him?’ 
 
    Marcia shrugged. ‘He was all right,’ she said, then flushed, as if aware that she didn’t sound all that enthusiastic. ‘What I mean is, he ran his own business, so at least he knew more than most of them when he talked about economics and the plight of the small businessman.’ 
 
    ‘Really? What was his business?’ 
 
    ‘He owns, or owned, rather, I suppose I should say, Sporting Chance. You might know it — it’s in that new shopping centre they built by the canal in Banbury.’ Hillary didn’t know it, but had no doubt that she would before long. 
 
    ‘Basically, he sells high-end sporting equipment to the country set. Fishing rods that can tell you the weight of the fish before you’ve even caught it. Purdey shotguns, handmade and decorated with real silver that can set you back sixty grand. Bespoke jodhpurs, Argentinian polo mallets, tooled leather riding boots from Spain. You get the idea — if you’ve got more money than sense and want to spend it on an afternoon’s grouse shoot, Sporting Chance is where you go. He did very well at it. Course, round this area, he couldn’t really miss. If you’re not shooting it, chasing it, ripping it apart, hooking it out of water or sending terriers down holes after it, you’re trying to be seen as if you are.’ 
 
    Hillary watched the other woman slump back in her chair and take a deep, much-needed breath. Then she smiled wryly. ‘I get the feeling you’re not a blood sports aficionado, Ms Brock?’ 
 
    Marcia had the grace to grin. ‘Sorry. Can’t say as I am. I’m a vegetarian, for a start,’ she added, then, as if aware of how absurd that sounded, gave a sharp bark of laughter and leaned forward in her chair. ‘Look, I didn’t particularly like the man, OK?’ she said earnestly. ‘But I needed the experience, and being a campaign secretary for a politician — any politician — is going to look good on my CV once I get my master’s.’ She shrugged a little helplessly. ‘A while ago a friend of mine told me about Malcolm Dale, and when I checked him out, I thought that his chance of at least making a good showing was too good for me to pass up. My friend put in a good word, and Malcolm hired me. Now, I suppose . . . Oh shit, I don’t know what I’m going to do now,’ she said, as the reality of her situation began to sink in. ‘I’ll be out of a job for a start, and I really needed that pay cheque even if it was peanuts. He was a tight bastard, you know. But then, that’s the rich for you. They never give anything away, do they?’ 
 
    ‘Was he rich?’ Hillary asked casually. 
 
    ‘Oh yeah. Well, by my lights he was,’ Marcia corrected with a brief grin. ‘The shop was a goldmine, and his wife, of course, had her own private income from Daddy. The kids are already down to go to Eton and Cheltenham Ladies College. Can you imagine it? Having your life all mapped out for you before you’re even out of nappies? Yeah, they’re rich all right.’ 
 
    ‘Did the Dales have a good marriage, do you think?’ Hillary asked flatly. 
 
    On the way over here, she’d wondered if Marcia and the victim might have been having an affair, but that idea she now more or less scotched. Of course, Marcia Brock could be lying her head off, pretending an animus or disinterest that she didn’t really feel, but somehow Hillary couldn’t see it. And from what she was beginning to learn about the personality of the victim, she doubted if Malcolm Dale would have been stupid enough to start an affair with his secretary anyway. Especially such a physically unprepossessing one. 
 
    ‘Yeah, it seemed to work, from what I could see of it,’ Marcia said after a thoughtful pause. ‘I mean, I didn’t really see a lot of Mrs Dale, but she seemed the type.’ 
 
    ‘The type for what?’ 
 
    ‘To be a Tory politician’s wife, of course, what else?’ Marcia said, with a twinkle in her eyes. ‘She had the right look, the right voice, the right connections. Oh, I’m not saying that she was one of these dragons who push hubby on, but she was certainly behind him. Attended all the rallies, pressed the flesh, flattered the matrons, and so on. Part of the reason Malcolm Dale was put forward as a candidate was because he had the right wife to back him up, believe you me. Nowadays the Tories are very keen on family values.’ Marcia couldn’t resist the dig. ‘And make sure their candidates toe the line. And I think Valerie knew it and knew her own worth. And, of course, with good old Daddy behind her, Malcolm knew he had to keep her happy, because there was nothing to stop her from walking if he didn’t. And he’d be the real loser if she went.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. So it looked less and less likely that Valerie Dale might want to be rid of her husband due to financial reasons. But that didn’t rule out other motives. More personal ones. 
 
    ‘And do you think he kept her happy?’ she asked calmly. 
 
    Marcia Brock shifted uncomfortably on her chair. ‘I expect so,’ she said quickly. ‘Look, like I said, I’m just his campaign secretary, not his bosom buddy. Or hers.’ 
 
    There’s something there, Hillary thought, but now was probably not the time to push it. It was getting on for the early hours of the morning, and her witness was getting cranky. And she herself was feeling the pull of her bed. 
 
    ‘OK, Ms Brock, we’ll leave it there for now. But I’ll be getting back to you within the next day or two for a follow-up interview. You will be available, I hope?’ 
 
    Marcia Brock gave a wry smile. ‘Don’t leave town, huh? Don’t worry, I won’t be going anywhere. My lease on this place doesn’t run out until the beginning of the next academic year for a start. If I’m not here, you’ll probably find me down the job centre,’ she added wryly, climbing wearily to her feet, but with relief evident in her eyes as she let them out. 
 
    Hillary had purposely not asked her anything about the actual finding of the body, knowing that Janine would already have covered it. Instead, she’d wanted to get her first real feel for their victim. And boy, did she have it. 
 
    ‘Didn’t like him much, did she?’ Janine said, once she’d joined her outside. She’d asked for and taken Marcia Brock’s clothing, and would get it over to forensics first thing in the morning. 
 
    ‘No,’ Hillary agreed thoughtfully. ‘I don’t think she even believed in his politics, either.’ 
 
    Could you be a campaign secretary for someone whose politics didn’t match your own? If you were a desperate student, eager for experience and to get a foot on the political ladder, she supposed you could. But could that dislike escalate and fester, leading you into banging someone over the head and killing him out of sheer frustration? She didn’t think so. 
 
    No, if it was a woman who’d killed their vic, surely the motive was likely to be more personal than that. 
 
    ‘You noticed how she shied off when I asked her about the state of the Dales’ marriage?’ Hillary asked, following her sergeant up the path to their waiting cars. If Malcolm Dale was unfaithful, perhaps the mistress had got fed up with his promises to leave his wife, and had finally realised it was never going to happen. Or perhaps Malcolm Dale had chosen tonight to give her the elbow, and the woman had had other ideas.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah. One or the other of them was definitely playing away, I’d say,’ Janine snorted. 
 
    ‘Or maybe both,’ Hillary said. Could it have been a lover of Valerie’s who killed Malcolm Dale? It wouldn’t be the first time the husband was killed by the other man. Could Valerie have put him up to it? Or aided and abetted. She really didn’t like this flat tyre business. 
 
    Luckily, finding the body so soon had helped narrow down the time of death. Theoretically, Valerie could have killed her husband, changed her clothes, maybe even showered, and then left for her bridge club, arriving only a little late. 
 
    She sighed. ‘I’m beat, and my head’s spinning. Let’s get some sleep, and tackle it head on in the morning.’ 
 
    ‘Get no argument from me, boss,’ Janine said. This was her third murder investigation now, and she’d learned, from the previous two, the need to pace herself. ‘Night, boss,’ she said, climbing into her Mini and roaring away. 
 
    Hillary got into Puff the Tragic Wagon and drove more sedately away into the night. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The tiny hamlet of Thrupp, where her narrowboat the Mollern was permanently moored, was hunkered down for the night, with not a single light showing. Parking in the deserted car park of The Boat pub, she locked her car and then walked up the muddy towpath towards her boat. 
 
    A sudden flap and splash from beside her told her she’d startled a sleeping duck or moorhen. With a fast-beating heart she cursed it softly under her breath, then climbed on to the back of her boat and reached in her purse for the key to the padlock. 
 
    Once inside the familiar, narrow space, she didn’t bother turning on the light. She wasn’t sure when she’d last charged the battery and besides, the moon was still shining brightly enough for her to see all she needed to. 
 
    She opened the door to her microscopic bedroom, shrugged off her clothes and let them fall on the floor, then climbed into the narrow single bed. 
 
    Within moments she was asleep. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    Perhaps not surprisingly, Hillary awoke late. Outside she could hear the male thrush that was nesting in the willow tree overhanging her boat singing loudly, and a passing craft rocked the Mollern gently. Either one of her neighbours was taking to the open water or the very first tourist boats of the spring season were out and about. 
 
    She sighed and ran a hand through her hair. Ideally she could do with a shower and a hair wash but a quick glance at her watch showed her she just didn’t have the time. She got out of bed, flung yesterday’s clothes into the tiny hamper under the small round porthole and stood up. She didn’t need to take even a single pace in order to open her wardrobe door, where she selected a smart chestnut-brown skirt and matching jacket with suede lapels. A cream-coloured blouse and low-heeled cream shoes completed the ensemble. She was out of fresh tights, so she grimaced and retrieved yesterday’s pair out of the hamper. She splashed on some perfume and drew back the sliding door. 
 
    She walked quickly down the narrow corridor to the kitchen area and put the kettle on, wondering if her water tanks were low enough to make a visit to the communal taps worthwhile. 
 
    Another job she’d have to do tomorrow. 
 
    A cup of instant and a rather stale biscuit completed breakfast, and as she climbed the steps, careful to duck her head as she did so, she felt her stomach rumble a protest. 
 
    Outside, the March day was bright and sunny. Her neighbour’s boat, Willowsands, boasted three tubs of daffodils, which were cheerfully swaying in a chilly breeze. A tiny Jenny Wren flew low across the water, and zipped right in front of her as she stepped off the boat on to land. She glanced down at the towpath, wondering if her cream shoes were ever going to survive the short muddy walk to her car. 
 
    Probably not. 
 
    Puff the Tragic Wagon started first time for a change, which was just as well, for the moment she walked into reception, the desk sergeant nailed her. ‘DI Greene, the man from the Met wants you in his office pronto.’ 
 
    Hillary groaned slightly at the summons, and waved a hand in acknowledgement as she headed for the stairs. The big electric clock on the wall told her it was nearly a quarter to ten. Well, sod ’em. She made her way to her own desk in the main office first and quickly checked there was nothing urgent, then walked the extra flight up to DS Raleigh’s office. His secretary ushered her through at once. Inside were all the usual suspects — Mel, Regis and Tanner — and, seated to one side of Raleigh’s desk, a tall, silver-haired man dressed in a dark grey suit. Hillary felt a slight sense of shock at the sight of him, but hid it quickly. 
 
    ‘Sir,’ she said to the older man, wondering what had brought Detective Chief Superintendent Marcus Donleavy into the fray. And she quickly found out. 
 
    ‘DI Greene,’ Raleigh greeted her pleasantly, without so much as a glance at his watch. Hillary nodded, not about to explain her late showing. If Mel hadn’t done it, the super could just bloody well ask. 
 
    ‘As I was just telling the team, we’ve had something of a breakthrough. As you know, our source in Fletcher’s gang had caught a whiff that the big man himself was going to be getting his hands dirty in the near future. He confirmed last night that a big shipment of “squaddie” was coming in, and this time he had a definite timetable — namely, nine tomorrow night.’ 
 
    ‘Squaddie?’ Hillary said, with some alarm, for she’d never heard of it. 
 
    Mike Regis shifted on his seat. ‘It’s brand new. Vice have only been able to get our hands on a few examples just recently, but the chemists tell us it’s almost certainly a derivative of E, but with another kick, something from the amphetamine family. It’s quick-acting and nasty. There’s some talk among the medicos of possible brain damage in long-term users.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed heavily. Great. This was just what she needed. 
 
    ‘So, as I was saying,’ Raleigh said, again without even a hint of remonstrance towards the latecomer, ‘the raid is definitely on for tomorrow night. We’re almost certain it’s going to be delivered to a farm owned by Fletcher, near the village of Bletchington. The location is perfect — the nearest house in the village is out of sight behind a small group of trees, and access to the farm is by a single track, leading to a narrow country lane that in itself lets out by a B road, so hardly any passing traffic. Fortunately for us, there’s another farm on neighbouring land that can be accessed by another B road. The farmer is sympathetic and has allowed us to set up surveillance. Brian Doyle, the farmer, isn’t a big fan of Fletcher, it seems. There was some dispute about land access. Course, we know why Fletcher doesn’t want his neighbours too close. There was some talk last year, I believe, that Fletcher had set up a bootleg workshop there for DVDs and such?’ 
 
    Mel nodded, but didn’t go into details. He’d led the raid on the farm on that particular occasion, and although he’d found some wrappers for a recent DVD release of a big box-office hit, they hadn’t found enough evidence to convict. Fletcher had evidently been tipped off. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Raleigh said heavily. ‘For that reason, we’re keeping this raid very close to our chests. Apart from the people in this room, and the officers on surveillance, of course, nobody, but nobody is to be told. Furthermore, I don’t want a gathering of the clans here tomorrow either. I want you all to put in a normal working day, then we meet up at the neighbouring farm in Bletchington at 1800 hours. We use our own personal vehicles, and park them out of sight in a barn the farmer has let us use for the night. Is this clear?’ 
 
    It was, and everybody nodded. It was a gloomy moment, as the super was all but stating openly that somebody at the nick had to be feeding Fletcher titbits, and nobody liked the thought of that. 
 
    But at least Raleigh sounded as if he meant business, which was heartening. Hillary watched him closely as he detailed the plans for the operation. Once more, she’d be working with the Tactical Firearms Unit, for it was almost certain that Fletcher and the rest of them would probably be armed, or have quick access to arms, but it was not her old friend Dobbin who’d be leading it this time, but a younger man she didn’t know. 
 
    Raleigh’s eyes were gleaming as he spoke, and as the sunshine outside picked up the more golden highlights in his light brown hair, Hillary could sense the tension in the man. Her mother had once had a Yorkshire terrier called Nero, who all but quivered with intense concentration whenever his ball was about to be thrown for him to fetch, and Raleigh suddenly reminded her of the animal. There was something almost inhuman about the energy he seemed to exude. 
 
    Once again she wondered what drove him. And how he’d got so close to Fletcher so soon. But perhaps she was just nitpicking. She knew that although the raid was an exciting development, and might well lead to nabbing Fletcher red-handed at last, she herself would be something of an also-ran at the event. It was obvious that Raleigh and Regis were to be the two main driving forces behind it. On the other hand, her own murder case was hers alone, where she was the big fish in the small pond, and was champing at the bit to get back to it. Could it really be that she was feeling nothing short of dog in-the-mangerish about the whole affair? Was that why she was so sceptical? She didn’t like to think so. 
 
    Just then she glanced across and saw the heavy-lidded, pale-eyed gaze of Marcus Donleavy on her. Although he turned away the next instant, she had the definite feeling he’d picked up on her unease. 
 
    She glanced surreptitiously at her watch, wishing the briefing wouldn’t take much longer. Although the whole force would celebrate if they actually nailed Fletcher, including herself, she had things to do and people to see. 
 
    * * * 
 
    As it happened, it was nearly eleven o’clock before she went downstairs to her own desk, and Frank Ross, the poisonous little git, made a great show of looking at his watch. Janine, who probably knew from Mel that her boss had been upstairs in the big man’s office, looked at her with far more interest, but Hillary merely sat down in her chair, and reached for the pile of reports in her in-tray. As expected, there was a full background report on both Malcolm and Valerie Dale, which she read quickly. Next came the preliminary forensics report — with nothing too startling. Most of the dabs taken at the scene had been eliminated as belonging to either the Dales, Marcia Brock, or a cleaning woman from the village who came in twice a week. But there were traces of another person, recently present, who hadn’t yet been accounted for. These prints had been run through the computer, but matched nobody with a criminal record. Tommy was now running them through other databases that required fingerprinting — the armed forces, prison staff etc. — but Hillary had no great hopes of a match. 
 
    Still, the dabs would come in useful if they zeroed in on a suspect. Providing, of course, they didn’t belong to a local plumber who’d been called in to unblock a sink, or any other stray person who might have had a legitimate reason to be in the Dales’ kitchen recently. Nowadays, most killers wore gloves as a matter of course. 
 
    Unless the killing had been unpremeditated, Hillary mentally amended. And yet the lack of murder weapon at the scene made that decidedly unlikely. Unless the killer had snatched up a nearby object, then retained enough of a cool head afterwards to take it with him or her when they left? 
 
    ‘Janine, get Mrs Dale and the cleaner to check the kitchen and see if anything’s missing,’ she said, turning the last page over and closing the file shut with a slam. 
 
    ‘Already done it, boss,’ Janine said, with quiet pride. ‘I dropped in first thing this morning and found the cleaning lady in. It wasn’t her usual day, but you know what it’s like.’ 
 
    Hillary did. People generally reacted to murder in one of two ways; either they went out of their way to avoid the scene and members of the family, or they homed in on it like pigeons returning to the coop. 
 
    ‘Get anything out of her?’ she asked curiously. 
 
    ‘She was pretty sure there was nothing missing from the kitchen, other than what forensics had already taken away,’ Janine replied. ‘But she was a fount of gossip about the Dales — some of it interesting from our point of view. She thought, on the whole, that if either of them had been playing away it was more likely to be the hubby, but she didn’t have any candidates for a possible mistress, and you could tell that that almost caused her pain.’ Janine paused for breath, and to give a cynical smile. ‘She said the kids were spoiled brats, although the little girl was still a quote “sweetheart” unquote.’ Janine, who had no desire to have children of her own, couldn’t understand some people’s attraction to the little horrors. ‘The bridge night was a regular occurrence, so there’s nothing off there,’ she carried on, reading out of her notebook. ‘But she reckoned the missus might drink a bit more than was good for her. I’m inclined to take that with a pinch of salt, though,’ she added, glancing up over her notebook at her boss. ‘I noticed the Dales went in for really high-quality wine and spirits, rather than quantity. And I got the feeling the woman was just envious. She seemed to sort of resent being one of the have-nots.’ 
 
    Hillary knew the type. ‘She have keys to the house?’ 
 
    ‘Nope, another thing that put her nose out of joint. The missus was always there to let her in and out.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, but could tell the cleaning woman hadn’t roused anything on Janine’s radar. She’d probably have to have a word or two with the woman herself, of course, but for the moment pushed her to the bottom of the list. 
 
    ‘OK. Tommy, I want you to get on with Mrs Dale’s tyre-changing alibi. Until that’s sorted one way or the other, we’re just spinning our wheels.’ 
 
    ‘Guv.’ 
 
    ‘Frank, I want you to go house-to-house in the village. Pick up the gossip on the Dales.’ 
 
    Frank sneered, but brightened up at the thought that the village was bound to have a pub. And since anyone interesting was bound to drop in, he might as well set up house there. Sod tramping from door to door. 
 
    ‘Janine, want to come with me to Woodstock? I want to have a word with our vic’s main competition. What’s his name again?’ 
 
    Janine consulted her notebook. ‘McNamara. George, J. A solicitor,’ she added gloomily. 
 
    Hillary grunted. Along with Shakespeare, she knew what she wanted to do with most of those. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Woodstock, the town that skirted the famous Blenheim Palace, the Duke of Marlborough’s little country pad, was a tourist hotspot in the summer, but on a sunny but cold March day, the ancient streets were mostly deserted. Antique shops, rather than anything useful, were the order of the day, but as she passed a small bakery, Hillary hastily averted her eyes from the chocolate eclairs and iced buns. That didn’t prevent her nose from being assaulted by the delicious aromas of baking bread and melting chocolate though. She cursed at having to park so far away, but like all picturesque and ancient towns, parking was a sod. 
 
    McNamara’s offices turned out to be in a higgledy-piggledy row of black and white cottages, with undulating roof, black ironwork, and window boxes full of scarlet geraniums. That must have set the cameras snapping whenever the Japanese tourists descended from the nearby city of Oxford, Hillary mused. Today, though, she barely gave the architecture a glance. 
 
    The brass plaque mounted to one whitewashed wall confirmed that Mulholand, Grath and McNamara did indeed keep their offices here, and she pushed through the glass-and-wood front door into a tiny anteroom. A secretary/receptionist, working like a troll in the mouth of a cave, peered out at them from a tiny recess under the stairs. She didn’t stand, but then she probably didn’t dare for fear of banging her head. 
 
    Hillary showed her credentials, smiling pleasantly as she did so. ‘DI Greene, Thames Valley. I was wondering if I might have a word with Mr George McNamara?’ She managed to make it sound like an order, not a request, but without throwing too much weight around. Janine wondered just how she did that. 
 
    The secretary nodded quickly and reached for the phone. She seemed like one of those women who’d come back to secretarial work after taking a break to have children, and her dyed blonde head drooped a little over the phone as she all but whispered the summons to her employer upstairs. When she put the receiver down, she turned a tight smile their way. 
 
    ‘Please, go right on up. Mr McNamara’s office is second on the left.’ 
 
    Hillary thanked her and climbed the deep, narrow stairs, holding on to the banister carefully as the boards creaked underfoot. At the top, thick and old glass window panes turned the sunlight a sort of milky colour, which reflected oddly against the hard-wearing dark grey carpeting underneath. The door in question opened before they reached it, and a man popped his head out. He wasn’t tall, not much over Hillary’s own five feet nine, and he had sandy blond hair turning silver. She saw his dark brown eyes run over her in quick summation. What he was seeing, she knew, was a woman with a Junoesque figure, a shoulder-length bell of nut-brown hair with chestnut tints, and, if he could see them in the odd light up here, wide brown eyes. 
 
    She was not surprised when his gaze moved on to Janine and widened slightly. Janine, with long blonde hair, ice-blue eyes, and a svelte figure with all the youth of a mere twenty-six-year-old, was used to hogging more than her fair share of male attention. 
 
    ‘DI Greene?’ George McNamara said, his eyes going straight back to Hillary. ‘Please, come in. I must say I was surprised when Clare told me you were here. We don’t do criminal work, you see,’ he added, as she hooked a dark brown eyebrow up in a silent question. 
 
    ‘Ah,’ she said. Not the traditional enemy then. More of a neutral? ‘I’m afraid we’re here on a criminal inquiry, however, Mr McNamara,’ Hillary said, as she took a quick glance around the office. A pair of uninspired but well-enough executed watercolours, one of Port Meadow in Oxford, the other of Worcester Cathedral, hung on opposite walls. Tomes and tomes of thick books in dark shades of leather lined both sides of a disused fireplace, and a couple of green and thriving pot plants sat on a broad windowsill. The floorboards underneath undulated as much as the roof, and she saw Janine totter slightly as she made her way to one of the comfortable-looking padded chairs facing a cherry-wood desk. Obviously, the firm did well for itself. 
 
    ‘Really? I’m intrigued. Tea, coffee?’ the solicitor offered, waving her towards the other unoccupied chair. 
 
    Hillary never turned down the chance of caffeine. 
 
    In spite of the appearance of working in a lawyer’s office that could have been lifted straight from Dickens, George McNamara reached out to press down the switch of a very modern intercom system and asked somebody called Daisy if they wouldn’t mind popping in with the coffee pot. 
 
    ‘Well, I can’t think which of my current clients could have fallen foul of the law, Inspector,’ George McNamara said, leaning back in his chair. He was well-padded, with amiable button-like eyes, and wore a dark blue bow tie. Hillary hadn’t seen a bow tie in years. 
 
    ‘It’s about your political rival, Mr McNamara. Mr Malcolm Dale,’ Hillary corrected him calmly. 
 
    McNamara’s eyebrows shot up, and he suddenly straightened in the chair. ‘Malcolm? But surely he can’t have got into any trouble.’ For all the words expressed doubt, Hillary saw definite hope and glee spring up in the other man’s face. 
 
    ‘But if he had been caught out doing something he shouldn’t, it wouldn’t exactly break your heart, perhaps?’ she asked, allowing just a touch of knowing amusement to creep into her voice. 
 
    As she’d expected, McNamara suddenly spread his hands in a helpless gesture, and a small, reluctant smile spread across his face. He had, she noticed for the first time, a moustache. It was so small and pale she’d almost missed it. 
 
    ‘Well, let’s just say, all’s fair in love and politics.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Dale’s campaign secretary seemed to think he had a good chance of getting the nomination,’ Hillary said, throwing it into the pot just as the door opened and a plump elderly lady came in with a tray. On it was a genuine silver coffee pot, made somewhere around the 1840s, Hillary guessed, and what looked like genuine Spode cups and saucers. A matching silver creamer contained cream, not milk, and a sugar bowl was full to the brim with loose sugar, not lumps, with a small silver spoon nestling beside it. 
 
    ‘Ah, thanks, Daisy. Wonderful as ever,’ McNamara complimented. Not one of the three women present knew whether he was referring to Daisy or the coffee, but Daisy smiled briefly and went out, without saying a word. 
 
    ‘Well, of course, his own campaign secretary would have to say that,’ George McNamara said in response to Hillary’s statement, reaching for the pot as he did so. ‘But I’m hardly likely to agree. Yes, Malcolm has a lot of support, but most of it comes from the higher echelon of the party. My own strength is at grass roots level, which can sometimes be much more of an advantage. Cream? Sugar?’ 
 
    Hillary murmured her choices and took a moment to think. So far, everything seemed on the up and up. McNamara was still talking about Malcolm Dale in the present tense, and seeing as the news of his death hadn’t yet hit the papers, or been released to the local radio stations, there was no reason why the solicitor should know that his rival was dead. And right from the start, George McNamara had seemed to think that Malcolm Dale had been caught in some peccadillo that had for some reason caught the attention of the police. 
 
    But of course it could all be camouflage. 
 
    ‘So, tell me how I can help, Inspector,’ McNamara said, raising the coffee cup to his lips. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid Mr Malcolm Dale was brutally murdered last night, Mr McNamara,’ Hillary said calmly, lifting her own cup and taking a sip. Ah, wonderful. No mere instant spooned from a jar, this, but properly percolated Brazilian coffee. 
 
    ‘He what?’ McNamara said blankly. ‘Malcolm? Dead? But . . .’ He slowly lowered his cup to the table, then looked at Hillary with a deliberate hardening of his face. ‘I see,’ he said, his voice taking on a much more solicitor-like tone. ‘And you want to know where I was at the time?’ 
 
    Hillary felt like smiling. He reminded her of nothing so much as a bird who’d had his feathers unexpectedly ruffled. 
 
    ‘Well, that would be a good start, sir,’ she murmured blandly. 
 
    ‘And when was he murdered exactly?’ McNamara asked, with a definite hint of you-don’t-catch-me in his tone, which made Hillary feel like grinning. Or saying something equally fatuous, like ‘touché.’ 
 
    ‘If you can just tell me what you did from, say, five o’clock onwards last night, sir?’ she said instead. 
 
    Somewhat appeased, McNamara nodded. ‘Let’s see. I left here at my usual time, that is, five thirty. The receptionist downstairs can confirm that. I live in Kidlington, so it took me, oh, say half an hour to get home. You know what traffic is like. My wife was home by then, and we made dinner together. Something simple — pasta of some sort, I think it was. We ate, and then I had some work to do in my study. Campaign work. I watched some television with my wife about ten — the news, that sort of thing. And we were in bed by eleven.’ 
 
    ‘And did your wife disturb you in the study?’ 
 
    ‘My wife, Inspector, I assure you, knows better,’ McNamara said with a wry smile. ‘Besides, she’s a teacher, and had a lot of marking to do herself.’ 
 
    ‘And when was it, would you say, that you retired to your study?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know — seven thirty. Somewhere around then.’ 
 
    ‘And did you take any phone calls in that time? Did you receive any callers?’ 
 
    ‘No, and no,’ the solicitor said, matching her matter-of-fact tone in unconscious mimicry. 
 
    So, Hillary thought, no real alibi. He could easily have slipped out, driven to Lower Heyford, clobbered his rival and come back. But would his wife not have heard the car? She’d have to send either Janine or Tommy over to have a word with Mrs McNamara before hubby could get home and give her some coaching. 
 
    ‘I see,’ she said flatly. 
 
    ‘I rather doubt it,’ George McNamara said wryly, having read with ease the way her mind was working. ‘Let me enlighten you, Inspector. I’ve been a member of the Tory party all my life. I’ve now reached a point in my professional career where I have a solid client basis, and can afford a little time to devote to running for Parliament. But I’m not likely to be broken-hearted if I don’t get nominated, nor am I likely to kill Malcolm Dale, for heaven’s sake, in order to narrow down the competition. It’s just not feasible, Inspector. I’m a law-abiding man. And not a violent one.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. She didn’t think he was a particularly likely candidate either. In her experience, the power-hungry usually made their bid for the cherry long before they’d reached this man’s — what — forty-odd years of age? Besides, she’d already summed up George McNamara to her satisfaction. A middle-of-the-road, unspectacularly successful man, having a mild mid-life crisis, he’d looked out for something to spice up his life. Not the type to have an affair, he’d seen the opportunity to try and run as his constituency’s Tory MP as just the ticket. A respectable enough ambition not to frighten off his clients, or win the disapproval of the other partners in the office, but exciting enough to stir the blood. 
 
    It wouldn’t surprise her, either, if McNamara wasn’t really after a seat on the local county council, and saw being an honourable loser in a much higher stakes game as a clever way in. 
 
    ‘You know, I can’t really believe anyone would actually murder Malcolm,’ McNamara said now, distracting Hillary from her thoughts. It was as if the solicitor was only now taking on board the true enormity of what had happened. This reaction didn’t particularly surprise her. Most people assessed news and dealt with it on a strictly personal level first — how does this affect me, what will it do for or to me —before taking on board its wider, more general effect. 
 
    ‘You surely don’t suspect Valerie?’ he added, his voice rising a touch in genuine indignation. ‘I mean, I know that’s the first thing people think of, but Valerie . . . I mean, I didn’t know her all that well, but . . . well, she’s just not the type.’ 
 
    Hillary let that go without comment. How often had she heard that before? 
 
    ‘Do you know of anyone who might have a grudge against Mr Dale?’ she asked instead. ‘Your other running mate, perhaps?’ 
 
    ‘Daniel Page? Good grief, no.’ McNamara dismissed this suggestion with a wave of his hand. But then his whole face altered. ‘Of course! Old man Matthews might have! I should have thought of him right away. He threatened to kill Malcolm often enough, heaven knows.’ 
 
    Beside her, she sensed Janine nearly fall out of her seat. Hillary took another careful sip of her coffee. The man in front of her was now fairly bouncing around on his seat with excitement. ‘Percy Matthews. Have you spoken to him yet?’ 
 
    ‘This is the first time that name has come up in our enquiry, sir,’ Hillary said flatly, trying to calm him down a little. ‘You say this man actually threatened to kill Mr Dale? You actually heard this for yourself?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes. On more than one occasion too. He seemed to make no secret of it.’ Some of the animation seemed to seep out of him, however, as he added reluctantly, ‘Of course, Matthews is a bit barmy, and he is an old man. I mean, he’s collecting his pension, and must be about seventy odd by now. But still, he’s fit. Yes, he is fit.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘And do you know this Mr Matthews’ address?’ 
 
    ‘No, not offhand. But it’s in the same village where Malcolm lived.’ 
 
    ‘How do you come to know that?’ Hillary asked curiously. ‘Did Mr Dale ever confide in you that he was afraid of this man, especially as he was living so close?’ 
 
    Surprisingly, George McNamara snorted with sudden laughter. ‘Hell, no. Malcolm never gave the man a second thought. Mind you, he was being a bit of a nuisance. He brought the local press in, you know, and gained a lot of sympathy in some quarters. But since none of them were eligible to vote for or against Malcolm’s name being put forward as a candidate, it didn’t worry him as much as it could have.’ 
 
    Hillary, out of the corner of her eye, saw Janine give her a ‘what-the-hell’ look, and noticed her pen was no longer scribbling shorthand notes. Hillary shared her confusion. 
 
    ‘The local press?’ she repeated, bewildered. ‘Mr McNamara, perhaps you can make yourself a little more clear?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes, sorry. Not very professional of me. Let’s see. Well, it all happened — oh, was years ago now. Malcolm was the master of Lower Heyford Hunt — a small gathering, and very new. It was only five years old or so. Anyway, during one Boxing Day hunt, the master of the hounds lost control of his dogs as they were passing through the village, and they got into one of the cottage gardens there and killed a family pet. A cat, I think it was.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Percy Matthews’ cat,’ Hillary said flatly, picturing the scene. A cat, cornered by twenty or so hounds, wouldn’t have stood a chance. By the time the pack had finished with it, it would be nothing more than a broken, almost fluid, hank of fur. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ McNamara confirmed. ‘Anyway, old man Matthews was furious. And I mean furious. I know one of the hunt members, and he told me the old man was literally beside himself with rage. Thought the old chap was going to have some sort of fit and pop his clogs then and there. Naturally, Percy Matthews swore up and down that he’d sue, that he’d kill every dog in the pack, that he’d kill Malcolm himself and so on.’ George McNamara took a sip of now rapidly cooling coffee and shrugged. ‘Of course, he didn’t have enough money to take Malcolm to court, and although the local press and many of the villagers were on Matthews’ side, nothing really came of it. Well, you know how these things go.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled grimly. Oh yes, she knew how these things went all right. In spite of everything, and no matter what social historians said, the class system still ruled — especially in the villages. And she could well imagine the old man’s sense of helplessness as he slowly came to realise that there was nothing he could do to get justice for his pet. 
 
    ‘Then hunting was banned, and the hunt sort of petered out,’ McNamara went on, ‘and things might have calmed down some but of course Malcolm wasn’t going to take it lying down. Told everyone who would listen that Parliament had no right to dictate such matters. He even made it one of his pledges that, if elected, he would do everything in his power to get hunting reinstated. And that of course was popular with a lot of people. The Country Alliance was behind him one hundred per cent, as you might expect.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. Her only thought on the Country Alliance was that she was glad she was no longer in uniform, and therefore not obliged to turn out whenever they held a protest rally. 
 
    ‘I see. Well, thank you, Mr McNamara,’ she said, climbing to her feet. ‘I may need to speak to you again.’ 
 
    The solicitor beamed. ‘Any time, Inspector, any time.’ 
 
    Out on the street, Hillary told Janine to go and talk to Mrs McNamara — who’d probably be at her place of work — and confirm the nuts and bolts of her husband’s story. ‘But hurry back, then we’ll see what Percy Matthews has to say for himself,’ she added grimly. 
 
    Janine didn’t need telling twice. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    Janine wasn’t gone long, and reported back within the hour that Mrs McNamara’s story supported that of her husband in all respects. And since she herself hardly knew either the victim or his wife, there had been little she could add to help move the case forward. 
 
    ‘So, McNamara’s not officially out of it, but he’s not high on the list,’ Hillary responded gloomily. By now, she was hoping that she could at least have started ruling people out, but McNamara’s alibi was still definitely iffy. She glanced at Tommy’s desk, but it was still vacant, and she could only hope that he’d return with better news concerning Valerie Dale’s movements last night. 
 
    ‘Right, let’s see what the Matthews have to say for themselves,’ she sighed. 
 
    Outside, they took Hillary’s car, which was slightly bigger than Janine’s, with Hillary opting to drive. According to Frank’s somewhat cartoon-like map of Lower Heyford, the Matthews residence was at the top end of the village. She found it with ease — a tiny cottage, situated off the main road via a stone and mud farm track, overlooking a small set of allotments. Next to it stood an empty barn and some rusting farm machinery, with weeds growing through the metal. 
 
    As Hillary climbed out, she looked through the barely greening hawthorn bushes at the allotments, and could make out several ramshackle sheds, and, here and there, tepee-like beanpoles for runner beans, with some clumps of curly greens, and Brussels sprouts in frost-blackened rows. It instantly took her straight back to her childhood, for her father had kept an allotment, mostly for the cultivation of new potatoes and soft fruit. And sweet peas, for the local flower show. 
 
    Her father had been dead for several years now, and Hillary turned firmly away from the nostalgic sight and headed for the single dwelling, which had once, surely, been a farm labourer’s cottage; a basic two-up, two-down. She knew from what she’d been able to glean during Janine’s short absence that Percy Matthews was a retired shoe salesman, who’d worked for nearly forty years in the same shop in Bicester, before it had closed to make way for a computer showroom. His wife, as far as Hillary could tell, had never worked beyond doing odd domestic jobs for the locals. The couple had five children, who’d all long since flown the nest. 
 
    Janine pushed open an old-fashioned picket gate, set in a matching but rather flimsy-looking picket fence. ‘No wonder the hounds got in,’ Janine muttered, eyeing the askew white-painted woodwork. ‘This wouldn’t have kept a hedgehog out.’ 
 
    ‘It was up to the master of hounds to control his dogs,’ Hillary said sharply, making Janine shoot her a quick look. 
 
    ‘Anti-hunting, boss?’ she asked, with genuine curiosity. She knew, from having lived in rural areas all her life, that the pro-hunters were talking rubbish when they insisted that the vast majority of country dwellers were all pro-hunting. In fact, nearly everybody that Janine knew, who were also country-bred like herself, detested the practice. And that included not a few farmers! She suspected that her boss, like herself, was glad that the barbaric so-called sport had been banned. 
 
    Hillary merely nodded, then walked up the short flagstone path and reached for the knocker. The garden was small but tidy, well-kept but uninspired. A small square of lawn played host to four flat flowerbeds on each side. A dwarf and weeping flowering cherry tree stood squarely in the middle. 
 
    ‘Sweet,’ Janine said, following her gaze. ‘At least there aren’t any bloody gnomes.’ Janine hated gnomes. 
 
    Hillary grinned, then quickly turned it off as the door opened, revealing a woman of about her own size and weight, but with iron-grey hair and eyes to match. She was wearing an old-fashioned flowered pinafore, the kind that looped over your neck and tied at the back in a bow. ‘Yes?’ 
 
    There were generations of country-bred Oxonian in that single word and Hillary smiled briefly. ‘Mrs Rita Matthews?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    Hillary held out her ID card, and nodded to Janine to do the same. ‘I’m Detective Inspector Greene, this is Detective Sergeant Tyler. Is your husband in?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ For a moment, Hillary thought the woman was going to leave it at that, and simply stand there. Though she had considerable experience of country phlegm, that, she considered, would be really taking it too far. After another second, however, in which the old woman’s dark eyes took stock of her visitors, she stood back. ‘Come on inside. The kettle’s on. I’ve just made some bread pudding.’ 
 
    Hillary carefully wiped her feet on the rough mat outside, before stepping straight into a kitchen. Of course, such a tiny cottage would have no call for anything so grand as a hall, or even a corridor, where muddy boots and coats could be dispensed with. Inside, instant heat hit them, along with the smell of cooking. ‘He’s in the living room,’ Rita Matthews said, waving a hand at a large wooden door bearing a simple, hundred-year-old black iron latch. 
 
    Hillary nodded and went through, finding herself in a small room, with a real log fire blazing away in the hearth. A single settee, with a matching armchair, faced it. There was a utility cupboard, made just after the war by the looks of it, standing against the back wall, which was bedecked with photographs of the Matthews’ offspring and assorted grandchildren, along with the usual selection of cherished but inexpensive ornaments. The pale cream walls were bare of any paintings or hangings. Bright emerald-green curtains hung at a single bay window. On the windowsill, in pride of place, was a big photograph of a grey cat. 
 
    The old man sitting in the armchair and reading a copy of the Oxford Mail slowly lowered the newspaper into his lap and looked at them in some surprise. Hillary heard the door close behind them and knew that Mrs Matthews had followed them inside. Janine cast a quick look at Hillary, wondering if she wanted her to usher the old woman out. Hillary gave a bare shake of her head as she headed around the sofa. 
 
    ‘That’s a lovely fire, Mr Matthews,’ she said, and again introduced herself. 
 
    ‘Police?’ Percy Matthews echoed, surprised. ‘Well, sit you down, sit you down. Want a cup of tea?’ 
 
    ‘No, thank you,’ Hillary declined. ‘We’re here to talk about Mr Malcolm Dale, Mr Matthews.’ 
 
    At once, the old man’s face darkened. He was a small, wiry man, with tufts of hair at his eyebrows that seemed to move like independent caterpillars. As had his wife, he had a lovely country accent. ‘Oh, him,’ Matthews sneered. ‘What about him? Been complaining about me, has he? Ha, much good it’ll do him. I’ll get him yet.’ 
 
    Behind her, Hillary heard Rita Matthews give a small sigh. Hillary settled a little more comfortably into the sofa, for she had the distinct feeling that she was going to be here some time. Percy Matthews, she noticed, was becoming flushed and animated as he charged on without waiting for any explanation of their presence. 
 
    ‘You see that, there,’ he said, pointing imperiously to the photograph of the cat. ‘That was Wordsworth, our cat. A beauty, weren’t he?’ Percy demanded, all but defying her to say otherwise. Not that Hillary was inclined to. Although not a thoroughbred, the photograph depicted a big, muscular tom, with a dense, short-haired, dappled grey coat. Big green eyes and slightly tattered ears showed signs of a battling nature. He wouldn’t have surrendered to the hounds without a fight, she thought sadly. Not that his sharp claws, fierce hissing or brave heart would have helped him much in the end. 
 
    ‘He looks as if he were a real character,’ Hillary said truthfully. She liked cats. She liked dogs. In fact, there weren’t many animals she didn’t like. 
 
    ‘He was,’ Percy Matthews confirmed, his voice cracking. ‘Ten years old he were, when that was taken, and he was top cat around here, I can tell you. He fathered some kittens.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded sombrely. ‘I know what happened to him, Mr Matthews,’ she said, hoping to head off a graphic description. Without, of course, any luck. 
 
    ‘They came down this field, out back, see,’ Percy said, glancing out the window to where a field of winter wheat stretched to a short horizon uphill. ‘Following the hawthorn hedge down, in case the fox tried to cut across the main road into the gardens yonder.’ He pointed to one side, where, across the road, was a small cul-de-sac of well-built council houses. Not that Hillary supposed many of them still belonged to the council now. ‘But there was no fox, see, and those bloody dogs saw our Wordsworth. Even in the dead of winter, he liked to be out, watching the birds, or looking for queens in season. He were out by the bird bath,’ Percy added, nodding at a rather small, bowl-shaped stone basin set almost into the ground. ‘Had nowhere to go, did he? No way out. The bastards cornered him between the house here and the wall of the barn. I heard ’em, oh yes, and ran out, but I was way too late.’ 
 
    Percy Matthews swallowed hard and took a much-needed breath, his small wrinkled face pursing in dismay as hatred and outrage gave way to a gulp. His eyes brightened suspiciously, and Hillary knew he wasn’t far off tears. Beside her, she felt Janine stir nervously. 
 
    ‘It must have been an awful thing,’ Hillary said, and meant it. ‘You buried him in the garden?’ she asked, knowing he’d have to get it all off his chest before she could even begin to talk about Malcolm Dale. 
 
    ‘Arr, what was left of him. Planted the little tree on top of him, as a remembrance, like. But you know what that bastard Dale said, that day? When he finally came prancing down here on that stupid black beast of a horse he rides to see what was holding up his precious hunt?’ 
 
    Percy was sat on the edge of the armchair now, his face pinched and tight, his eyes blazing. His hands, she noticed with a touch of unease, were knobbly with arthritis, the fingers and one thumb curled in, as if he couldn’t help but make a fist. Would those hands have been able to hold tightly on to a blunt instrument? And if so, would they have had enough force to crush a man’s skull? 
 
    ‘Just imagine it — there I was, Boxing Day it were, the day after Christmas, with his bloody dogs boiling around in my garden making that hair-raising howling racket, and with my poor Wordsworth, like a hank of grey wool, all mangled and unrecognisable in my hands. And you know what he says, from up on that bloody horse of his, all dressed in scarlet, and looking like the biggest muckety-muck you ever saw? “Couldn’t be helped, Mr Matthews,” he said.’ Percy shook his head, his thinning white hair flopping around his ears. ‘Couldn’t be helped?’ His voice had risen almost to a hysterical pitch now, and Janine visibly winced. 
 
    ‘Percy,’ Rita Matthews said, a weary warning in her voice. ‘Take it easy, love.’ It made Hillary wonder, with a sudden surge of sympathy for the woman, how many times she’d had to say that in the last few years. 
 
    ‘Well, it makes me sick,’ Percy said defiantly. ‘It couldn’t be helped — what kind of rot was that? Course it could be helped — if they knew what they were doing. Bloody Heyford Hunt — just a few stupid idiots looking for an excuse to dress up and play real gentry, if you ask me. Only been formed for a year or two. Think they can make out they’re someone a cut above the rest. That so-called master of hounds was about as much use as a fart in a colander.’ 
 
    Rita Matthews walked a few steps to the window and stared out, her back firmly to the room, as if trying to disassociate herself from what was going on. Her gaze, however, strayed from time to time to the picture of the cat, Hillary noticed. 
 
    ‘Bastards never even said sorry,’ Percy fumed. ‘Well, that one woman did, the one on the white horse. She looked upset. But the others didn’t give a toss. All they cared about was getting off again to see if they could track down Reynard. But I showed ’em,’ Matthews snorted. ‘Oh yes, I showed ’em. Went to a solicitor, got them to write a nasty letter, threatened to sue. That took the smile off their faces, I can tell you,’ Matthews said, his angry face transforming suddenly into one of glee. 
 
    ‘Oh? Did you pursue it through the courts?’ Hillary asked gently. 
 
    ‘No,’ Matthews admitted grudgingly. ‘Solicitor cost an arm and a leg just to write a letter. After that, though, I wrote to the local papers. I took a picture of Wordsworth, see, after they’d been at him. But the paper wouldn’t publish it,’ he added, aggrieved. ‘Said it was too graphic. Might upset the kiddies if they saw it. But I wanted people to see it! If only people could have seen what those buggers did . . . But the paper did a nice write-up, I suppose,’ he admitted grudgingly. ‘Put that sod Dale’s nose out of joint, any road,’ he chortled. ‘Then I heard that two members of the so-called hunt had retired. Yes, that put a dent in his pride, I can tell you. But it weren’t enough.’ He glanced at the photograph of the defiant Wordsworth, and again his eyes gleamed with ready tears. ‘Not nearly enough.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been told you threatened to kill him, Mr Matthews,’ Hillary said softly, and again she heard Rita Matthews heave a long-suffering sigh. 
 
    ‘Oh arr,’ Percy said, with some of his old animation returning. ‘Meant it too. Wanna see?’ 
 
    Janine’s pencil, which had been racing across the page of her notebook, came to a sudden halt, and Hillary herself blinked. Both women watched in surprise as Percy Matthews put aside the newspaper and got up, then went across to the utility cupboard. Inside, along with a tea service, some photo albums and other assorted bric-a-brac, he pulled out a big, untidy scrapbook. 
 
    Without more ado, Percy returned, not to his chair, but to the vacant third seat between the two women on the sofa. His thin narrow frame fit in easily, but Hillary saw Janine hastily move her notebook to one side as his elbow threatened to dislodge it. The old man opened the cheap scrapbook and showed them the first page — which was a clipping of the newspaper article in question. 
 
    ‘You must be really pleased that hunting’s finally been banned,’ Hillary said, not sure where all this was heading. But to her surprise, Percy Matthews merely shrugged. 
 
    ‘Came too late for Wordsworth, didn’t it?’ he said belligerently. 
 
    Hillary supposed that it did. 
 
    ‘This is when I started to watch him,’ Matthews said, suddenly turning the page. On the next one was a badly taken photograph of their victim, Malcolm Dale. He was astride a large black horse, but was not in hunting regalia. ‘He keeps the beast stabled in Steeple Aston,’ Matthews said with a sniff. ‘Here’s his shop.’ Matthews pointed out another picture of the facade of what was probably Sporting Chance, Dale’s shop in Banbury. ‘Here’s a list of his regular movements, see,’ Matthew said, turning yet another page, and allowing a thin ruled notebook to drop out of the middle of the book. He opened it, revealing meticulous lists of times and dates. ‘Course, his routine’s changed some, since he began his campaign to get elected as Tory MP,’ Matthews snorted. ‘As if I’d ever allow that! He made our lives a misery when he killed our Wordsworth, and I vowed then and there that I’d make his life a misery too. And so I have. He’ll get elected over my dead body. I’ve already sent out letters to everybody who’s anybody, telling them all about Malcolm bloody Dale.’ 
 
    Janine, who was gaping slack-jawed at this cheerfully offered evidence of stalking, shot her boss a quick, worried look. Was this a first-grade nutter or what? 
 
    Hillary was more interested in seeing the rest of the scrapbook than in speculating. ‘What else have you got there, Mr Matthews?’ she asked gently. ‘That looks like an article on car maintenance to me,’ she added softly. 
 
    She pointed out an article which Percy peered at short-sightedly. He snorted with impatience, and reached into the top pocket of his shirt for his spectacles. After putting them on, he tapped the page in fond remembrance. ‘Arr, yes. That! That’s when I thought I might get him by sabotaging his car. Thing was,’ he added sadly, ‘I’m not really mechanically minded. Never drove a car, see, always took the bus to work. And Rita can’t drive either, so I’ve never had much to do with cars. Had to give up that idea,’ Percy said regretfully, shaking his head. 
 
    ‘Get him?’ Hillary repeated softly. ‘What exactly do you mean by that, Mr Matthews.’ 
 
    Percy Matthews craned his head around the better to look at her. His eyes, she noticed, were a sort of caramel-coloured butterscotch. ‘Kill him, of course. What else?’ he said, sounding surprised. 
 
    On his other side, she heard Janine draw in a sharp breath. Hillary noticed that her sergeant had gone rather pale and tense, as if ready to spring. Hillary could hardly blame her. She’d just heard what had amounted to a confession to commit murder. Hillary, however, being much more experienced than Janine, wasn’t quite so excited. ‘And what else did you think of, Mr Matthews?’ she asked quietly, glancing quickly towards the window and Rita Matthews, to see how the wife was taking it. 
 
    Rita Matthews, however, was still staring outside at the uninspiring view of a plain green field. She showed no signs of surprise, or indeed even of interest in what her husband was saying. 
 
    So, it was like that, was it? Hillary mused grimly. Wonderful. 
 
    ‘Well, see, I thought of poisonous mushrooms next,’ Percy said eagerly, turning a little in the middle of the sofa, the better to see Hillary. ‘I read this novel where a man was killed by his wife picking poisonous mushrooms and giving them to him in an omelette.’ Percy Matthews quickly trawled through the book, stopping at a page in triumph. ‘See, got this article out of a magazine.’ And there, indeed, was an illustrated guide to common, edible mushrooms, culled no doubt from one of his wife’s magazines, and giving a clear warning at which ones were to be avoided. ‘Thing was, I couldn’t find any of the really deadly ones,’ Percy said, sounding as petulant as a little boy who’d been denied a slice of cake. ‘All that autumn — and a nice warm and wet one it was too, just right for mushrooms — I tramped about in the water meadows and the spinney, even on the side of the roads, and couldn’t find a single damned poisonous mushroom. I blame the farmers — spraying this, spraying that.’ 
 
    Hillary rubbed a hand across her eyebrow, feeling the beginnings of a headache. The police, of course, had a whole range of mental-health experts that she could call on for help, but once you went down that route things could get messy and — potentially — expensive. Mel, for one, wouldn’t want his budget being cut into by having to pay for an independent assessment of a suspect’s mental state. 
 
    ‘And did you think of anything else you could do to him?’ she asked quietly. Over by the window, Rita Matthews finally made a noise, but it was more like a snort of quickly suppressed amusement rather than evidence of distress. 
 
    ‘Oh, now, let’s see,’ Percy Matthews said, lowering the book in his lap to stare into the fire thoughtfully. ‘I thought of shooting him with a gun, but we don’t own one, and even to get an air pistol or a shotgun nowadays you have to apply for licences and such. So that was out.’ 
 
    ‘Boss,’ Janine said impatiently, wondering what Hillary was waiting for. She had handcuffs looped to her belt, ready and waiting. Hillary held a hand out to silence her. 
 
    ‘Mr Matthews, you’re telling me that you’ve been plotting to murder Mr Dale for some time now?’ Hillary asked calmly. 
 
    ‘Arr. But it’s not easy, see, not as easy as some people think,’ Percy sighed. ‘Thing is, you read all these whodunnits that they have in the library van, or watch them on telly — Inspector Morse and whatnot — and you get the idea that it’s easy to kill somebody. I know I did. But really, when it comes right down to it, it ain’t,’ Percy explained in deadly earnest. ‘You have to do no end of research, and planning, and more often than not, just when you get a really good plan up and working, something scuppers it.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, but her eyes were on Rita Matthews once more. Slowly, as if aware of her gaze, the old woman turned around, then moved across to the armchair and sank down. ‘Don’t listen to him, love,’ she said tiredly. ‘He’s just a daft old fool. All talk and no trousers, that’s him. Surely you can see that?’ 
 
    Beside her, Percy stiffened in outrage, then scrambled to his feet, his face flushed. ‘What do you know about it, eh? I’ll get him yet, you just wait and see.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Matthews, Malcolm Dale was murdered last night,’ Hillary said quietly, and watched as all the colour drained from the old man’s face. 
 
    ‘What? What?’ he said. Then scowled ferociously. ‘You mean someone else got to him first?’ Again his voice rose to a squeak. ‘That’s not fair!’ And he all but stamped his foot in frustration. 
 
    Janine, who’d leapt from the sofa at the same time as Percy had, now walked slowly towards him, keeping her eyes fixed on him all the time. Hillary simply sighed. 
 
    This was bad. Really bad. The trouble with mental cases like Percy Matthews was, there was no way a cop could win. In her own mind, she was almost sure that Percy was the kind who endlessly planned and talked and did nothing. But if she didn’t take him in, and it later turned out that he really had killed Dale, then everyone from the media to the chief constable, from Mel down to her own mother, would ask her how the hell she could have been so stupid and not arrested him on the spot. On the other hand, if she did take him in, only for the police shrink to write him off as a fantasist, the press could get hold of it and ask how the unfeeling brutes at Thames Valley could victimize such an obviously confused and addled old boy. 
 
    So here it was — good old catch 22. And here she was, right in the bloody middle, as always. 
 
    ‘Mr Matthews, where were you last night?’ she asked abruptly, surprising the old man in mid-flow. He stopped his swearing, complaining monologue on how the world was against him, and stared at her. He blinked. ‘Last night? Well, I was here, wasn’t I? All night, with the wife, watching telly.’ 
 
    Janine didn’t even bother to write that down, and when Hillary glanced at Rita Matthews, she just caught the tail end of the surprised look she gave him. 
 
    Now what? 
 
    The thing was, she really had no choice other than to take him in, at least for questioning. Once at HQ they could take his prints, and if they matched the as-yet-anonymous set taken from the Dales’ kitchen, then at least they’d have good enough grounds to hold him. Nevertheless, she’d have bet her next month’s salary that this man had never so much as set foot in the Dale house. 
 
    ‘Mr Matthews, I’m going to ask you to come with me to Kidlington. It’s nothing to worry about,’ she added firmly, as Rita Matthews suddenly sprang to her feet, for the first time a look of real alarm leaping to her face. ‘I just need to take a formal statement from you both, and then take Mr Matthews’ fingerprints, strictly for elimination purposes.’ She quickly shook her head at Janine, who was reaching behind her for the cuffs. ‘Do you have someone you’d like to call?’ she asked Rita, who looked back at her blankly. ‘One of your children, perhaps?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she said shortly. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Right, then, let’s go.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back at headquarters, she split them up. Outside the interview rooms, she nodded to Janine. ‘You take Mr Matthews to room two. I’ll take Mrs Matthews in here.’ She wanted, if she could, to track down the source of that surprised look she’d given her husband when he’d claimed they’d been together all last night. ‘Get Mr Matthews fingerprinted,’ she added, ‘and ask Mr Stevens to sit in with you.’ Roger Stevens was a psychologist who consulted for them. 
 
    Janine grimaced but nodded and reached for her mobile to bring him in. 
 
    Hillary stepped into the interview room where Mrs Matthews was waiting and glanced at her watch. It was already nearly two. They’d have to feed them both. ‘Please, have a seat, Mrs Matthews, I won’t be a moment,’ Hillary said. She left the old woman, still dressed in her pinafore, with a friendly-faced WPC to keep an eye on her, then nipped upstairs to find Mel. 
 
    Her old friend and immediate superior listened grave-faced as she outlined the latest developments. He didn’t need the pitfalls outlining to him either, and when she’d finished, sighed heavily. ‘Don’t arrest him until you get Stevens’ assessment of the old man’s mental state, and the results of the fingerprints through,’ he ordered curtly. 
 
    Hillary nodded, and was about to go when Mel called her back. ‘What’s your gut feeling about him?’ 
 
    Hillary grimaced. ‘I just don’t see it, Mel. He’s hoarded up his hatred like a miser hoards his gold, but I think he gets too much pleasure plotting and planning and gloating over the idea of killing Dale to ever actually go ahead and do it. And I’m not happy about the state of his hands.’ Briefly she told him about what she suspected about his arthritis, and Mel agreed with her that they should get a medical opinion concerning the strength and flexibility of his hands as quickly as possible. 
 
    ‘He got any form?’ Mel asked hopefully. 
 
    ‘Not a whisper.’ 
 
    Mel grunted, and Hillary left. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘So, you’re sticking to it that you and your husband were together all last night?’ Hillary repeated, half an hour later, as Rita Matthews drained the last sip of tea from her mug and reached for the plastic triangle of sandwiches Hillary had ordered for her from the canteen. 
 
    ‘Like I said, we had our tea — it was Welsh rarebit and tinned peaches, then watched that Eggheads thing that Percy’s so damned fond of. Then I did some knitting, while he watched the gogglebox. Some sort of soap, don’t ask me, I don’t watch ’em. I made some cocoa about nine, and we were in bed by ten, our usual time.’ 
 
    She spoke with a doggedness that alone made Hillary suspicious. She wondered how much of this would match with what Janine was being told next door by Percy Matthews. Depressingly, she thought that probably a lot of it would. The Welsh rarebit, for instance. The cocoa. That all sounded genuine enough. But the bit in between? 
 
    The trouble was, the Matthews had one of those sorts of alibis that meant nothing, but, on the other hand, sounded so reasonable when outlined in a court of law. It was particularly frustrating because Hillary was sure that Rita Matthews was lying about something. 
 
    Of course, it might not even relate to her murder case. Hillary knew that people lied to the police all the time — it didn’t make them killers. Rita was probably used to protecting her daffy husband from the consequences of his own actions. Perhaps she was worried that the social workers might put him in a home if it came to light how mentally ill he was. In which case, Rita’s reticence might indicate nothing more than general caution on her part. Which, while understandable, was not something that a copper investigating a murder needed! 
 
    * * * 
 
    They were forced to call a halt at three. Roger Stevens, having sat in on the Percy Matthews interview, was not at all happy about his continued questioning, and asked to speak to Hillary. 
 
    ‘The thing is, Inspector Greene,’ Stevens told her outside in the corridor, ‘I suspect Mrs Matthews has probably been her husband’s keeper for some time. He’s not senile, exactly, but he’s not far off either. I’d be inclined to take any confession he might make with a large grain of salt. Not that he’s confessed to anything yet, but I can see he might well be working his way up to it.’ 
 
    It was all very much as Hillary had feared. 
 
    ‘I need to have a quick word with Mrs Matthews, just to see how long her husband’s been going downhill,’ the psychologist added, ‘and get some sort of idea about the dynamics of their relationship. I should be able to give you a better idea of what’s what after that.’ 
 
    The moment the psychologist went in to see Rita Matthews, and had shut the door firmly behind him, Janine went on the attack. 
 
    ‘Come on, boss, the man’s as nutty as a fruitcake. By his own admission, he’s been stalking Dale for years. He has motive, and no way you’re going to tell me the wife isn’t covering up for him. If he was in all night watching telly, then I’m a Dutchman’s uncle.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed heavily. ‘Do his fingerprints match the ones we found in Dale’s kitchen?’ 
 
    Janine’s glare faltered. ‘Well, no. But that doesn’t mean anything. Even a fruitcake knows enough to wear gloves these days. Come on, boss, you can’t just let him walk!’ 
 
    ‘Janine, the press will crucify us if we get it wrong. Look, I’ll tell you what. See if you can get a search warrant for the Matthews’ place. If we can come up with a murder weapon, forensics, anything solid that’ll link him to the killing, I’ll feel a lot happier. Until we do, we’re not arresting him and that’s that.’ 
 
    Janine nodded and went off, glad to have something positive to do, but Hillary had the nasty feeling that she was going to complain to Mel behind her back, maybe even try and persuade him around to her way of thinking. Hillary wished her the best of British luck. It was one thing for gung-ho sergeants to go rushing in where angels feared to tread, but those who had to take the backlash if things went wrong were a different breed altogether. 
 
    For now, though, the extraordinary Matthews pair would have to be left to simmer. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER SIX 
 
    Tommy got in a few minutes later and headed for his desk. He listened with a worried frown as Hillary filled him in on the latest development with Percy and Rita Matthews, and its possible repercussions, then wondered aloud if Janine would have any luck with the search warrant. During his time, he’d had to apply for many warrants, and the grounds for this one sounded perilously slim to him. 
 
    ‘I’m not exactly holding my breath with anticipation,’ Hillary agreed glumly, then added firmly, ‘But you’ve brought me better news, right?’ 
 
    Tommy nodded, opening his notebook and arranging his thoughts. 
 
    He was a big man, standing well over six feet, and had done a fair bit of running during his college days. He knew his dark skin and level gaze made many people uncomfortable — most of them his fellow cops. With villains, the appearance of Tommy Lynch on their patch was hardly a cause for celebration either, but rather for colourful and mostly racial comments — usually said from a great distance, for his speed was well known. But for all that, there was no noticeable chip on his shoulder, which Hillary, for one, greatly appreciated. 
 
    ‘Valerie Dale did have a flat, guv,’ he said at once. ‘I talked to her this morning, and she pinpointed the place easily — it was just on the hill, as you come into Adderbury. Another couple of hundred yards or so and she’d have made it to Mrs Babcock’s front door. I found evidence of where a car had pulled in, and flattened grass where a tyre might have laid. Better than that, the spot was overlooked by two houses. In one, nobody was in, but in the other, I found a bloke who does the nightshift. He was going out the night in question, heading for work, and remembered seeing a car pulled up and a woman changing the wheel. His description was fairly spot on for Valerie Dale.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘He give a time?’ 
 
    ‘Fits in with Valerie Dale’s statement, guv,’ Tommy said. 
 
    ‘OK. So, it’s looking less and less likely it was the wife. Course, she could still have bopped hubby over the head before she went out — but that puts time of death right at the early outer limit. I want you to chase up Frank — see if he can find anyone who can confirm what time Valerie Dale left that night.’ 
 
    Tommy grimaced. ‘Trouble is, it would have been dark, guv,’ he said, somewhat unnecessarily. ‘Hardly anybody out walking their dog, and most people would have got home and been putting their feet up in front of the telly round about the time in question.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘I know. But try it anyway.’ She didn’t add that that should already have been covered by Frank — that went without saying. She glanced at Frank Ross’s empty seat and desk, and wondered when he’d surface. She was pretty sure he would have set up almost permanent residence in The Bell by now — Lower Heyford’s only pub. Still, while he was in there rotting his liver he wasn’t getting in her hair, so she could hardly complain. 
 
    ‘Forensics in yet, guv?’ Tommy asked. 
 
    Hillary nodded, and tossed over a thick document. ‘Nothing much we didn’t already know. The shower showed signs of recent use, but not, they reckon, within a few hours of our vic dying, so if Valerie did kill her husband before leaving, she didn’t shower afterwards. And there’s nothing suspicious in the washbasin or U-bend. So the killer must have cleaned up somewhere else.’ 
 
    ‘Not looking like the wife, is it?’ Tommy muttered. 
 
    ‘No, it’s not,’ Hillary agreed. ‘Forensics found evidence of car tracks on the roadway, but only the Dales’ own. So the killer either parked up on one of the village roads, or they walked.’ 
 
    Percy Matthews could have walked it easily, and although his cottage was at the top end of the village, and the Dales lived in the valley, it would have been dark, as Tommy had pointed out. And he could have kept to the shadows between the street lighting, if anyone had been about. 
 
    She reread the pathologist’s report, but it was all very much as Doc Partridge had said at the scene — Malcolm Dale had died as the result of several blows to the head with a heavy, rounded implement. Apart from that, he’d been relatively healthy, although the pathologist had marked him down as a heavy drinker from the state of his liver, and noted that he was headed towards clinical obesity. So no surprises there. 
 
    Fed up with reading reports and getting no further forward, Hillary reached for her jacket. ‘Come on, Tommy, I want to re-interview Marcia Brock. I’m sure she’s got more to tell us.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tommy drove to Witney, a small smile on his face. He was out alone with the guv, and the sun was shining, even if a cold wind was blowing. They were on the hunt for a killer, and he was sure he’d done well on his sergeant’s Boards. He was also sure Hillary Greene would give him glowing reports. Who knows, by the time his wedding came around, he might be pulling in a sergeant’s pay. The only thing was, with two sergeants already on her team (even if Frank Ross hardly counted), he couldn’t see Mel keeping him on with Hillary. Far more likely he’d move him somewhere else, and assign another fledgling DC for Hillary to train up. She was known to be good at it — having both patience and the gift of imparting knowledge. 
 
    The logical part of him told him that this state of affairs would probably be a good thing. Jean, his fiancée, was the only woman he’d slept with in years, and he had no doubts that marrying her would be good for them both. And he wanted kids. Pining after his boss was just plain stupid. 
 
    ‘This is it — the semi, here,’ Hillary said, jerking him out of his morose thoughts and bringing his foot to the brake. 
 
    Marcia Brock opened the door after the first ring, and took a surprised step back when she saw Tommy standing on her doorstep. Then she spotted Hillary behind him, and her shoulders slumped. ‘Oh, you said you’d be back,’ the campaign secretary acknowledged, standing to one side and trying to summon up a smile. ‘I just didn’t expect you back so soon.’ 
 
    ‘The first few days in any inquiry are vital, Ms Brock,’ Hillary said, and introduced Tommy. Marcia nodded without interest, and Hillary thought that Janine’s snap judgement about this witness’s sexual preferences were probably spot on. Not that it mattered to Hillary — unless it somehow impinged on the case. And since, somehow, she couldn’t see Marcia Brock and Valerie Dale as illicit lovers plotting to get rid of the unwanted male in their lives, namely Malcolm Dale, Hillary simply gave a mental shrug. 
 
    ‘Tea? Coffee?’ Once more Marcia showed them into the kitchen, rather than the living area, and Hillary took her seat once more at the small table. 
 
    ‘Coffee would be fine. Any luck at the job centre?’ she asked. 
 
    Marcia shrugged. ‘Sure, if I want to spend five months stocking shelves at Tesco’s or driving the home-delivery van for Iceland. Oh yeah, or working in a bakery.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled. ‘I’d take the bakery job in a heartbeat.’ The thought of free chocolate eclairs was enough to corrupt any copper off the straight and narrow. 
 
    Marcia Brock managed a wry laugh, and returned with three steaming mugs which she set down, with some spillage, on to the table. She pushed the sugar bowl towards Tommy, who smiled but ignored it. 
 
    ‘Well, we have a much better picture of our victim now,’ Hillary began, ‘but we’re still searching for things in his private life that might have led to his murder.’ 
 
    Marcia gave a tight smile. ‘He hasn’t been fiddling the books at the shop then?’ 
 
    Hillary, who had yet to read the reports from the constables who’d been assigned to check out Sporting Chance, shook her head. ‘Can’t go into details, I’m afraid. But I got the distinct feeling, the last time we spoke, that you were, shall we say, being somewhat less than fully candid with me?’ She let her voice drift up at the end, making it a question, and watched as Marcia’s hands tightened around her mug. The younger woman kept her head firmly bowed over it, then blew on her coffee, and finally shrugged. ‘I told you everything I know.’ 
 
    ‘But not everything you suspect,’ Hillary prompted at once, making it a statement this time, and not a question. ‘What is it? Financial irregularities in his campaign?’ 
 
    As expected, that made her head shoot up, and Hillary noticed a dull flush of anger stain her cheekbones. ‘Hell, no. I run an honest ship,’ she said hotly. 
 
    Hillary nodded. When questioning a reluctant witness, it was always best to lead with something they could indignantly deny. That way, it made admitting to the truth somehow easier. She’d have to ask a psychologist why that was sometime. ‘So it was something in his personal life,’ she pressed on. ‘What was it? An affair?’ 
 
    ‘Why do you coppers always assume the worst?’ Marcia demanded belligerently. ‘The poor sod’s dead, isn’t he? I didn’t like him much, but he deserves some privacy, some respect.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Yes, he’s dead,’ she said flatly. ‘And it’s up to me to find out who killed him.’ She paused a moment, to let that sink in. ‘He’s got nobody else who can help him now. Only me. And I can only help him in that one, single way. To find out who did it, why, and make sure they’re brought to account for it.’ Hillary waited until the other woman was looking her in the eye, before adding quietly, ‘So anything you can tell me will really be appreciated. And useful. Really.’ 
 
    Marcia’s high colour slowly ebbed, and she looked away, but this time, Hillary thought, with a sense of shame. It was always easier to reach the ones who still had consciences. 
 
    ‘I thought he was having an affair, yeah,’ she said at last. ‘But I’ve got no proof, mind. I never saw nothing, no notes or anything. He didn’t ask me to send flowers or anything icky like that.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know the woman involved? It was a woman, I take it?’ Hillary said softly. 
 
    Marcia sighed softly. ‘Yeah, it was a woman. A GP. Name of Gemma Knowles. She works at the Oxlip Health Centre. I saw them having lunch, once, in this little out-of-the-way pub in Oxford. Course, I could have got it wrong.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. She talked to Marcia for a while longer, but was finally satisfied that she’d got everything out of her that she was going to. She thanked her, then left. 
 
    By the time they made their way out of Witney it was fully dark. ‘I’ll be glad when the clocks go on. This Saturday, isn’t it?’ she mused to Tommy, who nodded. 
 
    ‘OK. Finish the paperwork and then you can get off,’ Hillary said, as he pulled into the parking lot back at HQ. ‘You can drop me off here. I’m having an early night for once,’ Hillary said, making Tommy look at her in some surprise. He couldn’t remember the last time his governor had gone home much before six, and never when she was working on a case. And, of course, Hillary couldn’t tell him about the raid tomorrow night until much closer to the time, mindful as she was about the super’s desire to keep this totally hush-hush. ‘Get some sleep yourself,’ was all she said, as she shuffled across into the driver’s seat. 
 
    Tommy watched, fascinated, as her skirt rode up her thighs, and mumbled something indistinctly. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary drove home, making the three quarters of a mile or so out of town and to the tiny hamlet of Thrupp in less than five minutes. Now that was what she called a commute. 
 
    Walking along the dark towpath, she shivered as the cold wind rippled around her. The dried sedges on the opposite side of the canal whispered to her as she opened the padlock and duck-walked down the stairs. When she’d first moved on to the boat, supposedly as a temporary measure nearly three years ago now, she’d hit her head constantly on the hatchway. Now she didn’t give it a second thought. 
 
    She’d recharged the battery yesterday, so she turned on the lights as she went, and threw her coat and bag on to one of the two chairs in the Mollern’s forward cabin. She rifled through the cupboards, and came up with a can of chicken in white wine sauce, a tin of garden peas, and one of new potatoes. These three items took up every saucepan the tiny galley owned. 
 
    As she reached for the tin opener, she gave a brief thought to the fine cuisine that the modern working woman was supposed to enjoy, as a matter of course, and snorted. As the assorted gloops started to simmer on the small gas stove, she promised herself a meal at The Boat that weekend. Something with French words in it. And a pudding that would make calorie counters sit up and weep. For a week. 
 
    She ate quickly, and had to admit that the tinned fare really wasn’t all that bad. Either that, or her taste buds had finally packed up on her. She washed up carefully after her, having long since learned the need for neatness and method when you lived in such a confined space. 
 
    Still, less space meant less housework, and she didn’t regret her decision to put the house she and Ronnie had once shared on the market. Not that it was moving yet. Trust her to hit a slump in the property market, just when her main financial asset suddenly became free. She wiped the small table down, then folded it away, and walked two paces forward to peruse her small library. It consisted of three shelves, tucked down in the bottom right-hand corner, and was already overflowing. She’d studied English literature at college, and her eye ran restlessly over all her old favourites — every Brontë ever written, the same for Austen, with some modern poetry and the odd biography thrown in. 
 
    Her eyes stalled over the tattered paperback of a single Dick Francis book, and her heart did its usual slump into her boots. She was going to have to do something about that. Something soon. If she was caught with it, and somebody worked out what it contained, it could send her to prison for up to five years. 
 
    And for a cop, prison was not a good place to be. 
 
    Pushing the thought aside, she selected Jude the Obscure. For some reason, she was in the mood for Hardy. Perhaps she saw herself as one of his flawed, inevitably doomed heroines? 
 
    Now there was a thought to take to a cold and lonely bed with you on a windy March night. 
 
    * * * 
 
    She got in the next morning, to find Janine already ahead of her, and fuming. The moment she used her key-card to gain access to the big open-plan office, she could feel waves of frustration emanating from her pretty blonde sergeant. 
 
    She hadn’t even put her bag down on the desk before Janine swivelled her chair around to face her, a dark glower ruining the effects of her perfectly applied make-up. ‘Bloody judge wouldn’t roll over on the Matthews search warrant, boss.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed, but she’d expected as much. ‘Who did you try?’ 
 
    ‘Phelps.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. The most pro-police of the lot. 
 
    ‘Should I try going round him?’ Janine asked, but without much heat, and wasn’t surprised when Hillary firmly shook her head. No, the last thing they needed was to piss Phelps off. He came in very handy at times. 
 
    ‘We’ll just have to wait and watch them,’ Hillary said. And hope the press didn’t get a hold of it. So far, she’d been dodging reporters with ease, with most of them content to go through the press liaison officer, with the odd harassment of Lower Heyfordians thrown in. So far, most of the press speculation had, almost inevitably, centred around Valerie Dale, but that would quickly change when they got whiff that she wasn’t a serious suspect any more. Nobody but a tiny and rather ridiculously radical tabloid took the political angle seriously. Who’d want to knock off a man who hadn’t even been elected MP yet? But if the vultures got hold of Percy Matthews, and his story, she shuddered to think what the headlines would be. 
 
    And how long would it take the batty old coot to realise that he now had the perfect opportunity to immortalize his Wordsworth once and for all? All he had to do was show them his scrapbook and that would be it. Feeding frenzy. 
 
    Please, please, please, don’t let him ‘confess’ to a reporter live on air, Hillary pleaded silently to whoever might be listening. 
 
    ‘OK. Well, it’s not all doom and gloom. Tommy and I winkled a nice tit-bit from Marcia Brock yesterday afternoon,’ Hillary said, by way of cheering her up, and filled her in as Janine drove them towards the small village of Oxlip, not far from the Oxford suburb of Headington. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Brings back old memories, this,’ Janine muttered, as they parked up in the health centre’s large car park. 
 
    Hillary nodded. They’d had cause to come here before, on a previous case, to question one of the doctors. He’d since been struck off, or so she’d read. She wasn’t sure that that had been altogether fair, but then, she didn’t sit on the Medical Council. 
 
    Inside, the waiting room was half full, and Hillary felt all eyes on her as she showed her warrant card to the receptionist. She felt guilty about pushing in ahead of the queue and lengthening their wait to see Dr Gemma Knowles, but that was life. 
 
    ‘Dr Knowles is out on a home visit,’ the receptionist said worriedly when she heard what the policewoman wanted, and Hillary had to grin. Oh yes, that was life all right. It wasn’t fussy about who it shafted. 
 
    ‘Will she be returning here when she’s finished?’ she asked hopefully. 
 
    ‘Oh yes. And she shouldn’t be too long. She’s usually in before ten. She has patients starting at a quarter past,’ the receptionist added firmly. 
 
    Hillary smiled grimly. Not any more she didn’t. 
 
    ‘We’ll wait,’ she said. ‘Please inform us the moment Dr Knowles comes in.’ 
 
    Janine heaved a sigh as she selected a month-old Homes & Gardens magazine from the pile on the table, and took the seat farthest away from the children’s play area, where a loud three-year-old was playing with a wooden engine. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary spotted Gemma Knowles the moment she stepped out of her car. She’d been gazing out of the window at a pretty, early-flowering almond tree for the last ten minutes, when a smart and zippy new Mazda pulled in. The doctor wasn’t tall, but was dressed in a well-tailored, navy blue pair of slacks, with a matching, quilted Barbour coat. She had a short cap of dark hair that had been professionally highlighted with auburn streaks, and, even from a distance, big pansy-brown eyes. As Hillary suspected, she didn’t use the front door, but trotted off to a private entrance round the back. 
 
    Hillary tapped Janine on the top of her arm and got up, making her way to reception. The same receptionist noticed her approach and spoke quickly into the phone, then put it down. She nodded, and directed them to the first office down the corridor. Gemma Knowles opened the door before they reached it and pulled it open. She looked rather relieved to find two female police officers, and Hillary suddenly knew that she wasn’t going to have much trouble with this witness. 
 
    ‘Oh, hello. Yes, I’ve been expecting this,’ Gemma Knowles said, pointing to the single chair standing beside her desk. ‘Er, I’m afraid one of you will either have to stand, or if you prefer . . .’ She waved vaguely to the padded narrow couch where patients could stretch out for more intimate examinations. Janine shuddered and leaned against the door, getting her notebook out. Hillary sat. 
 
    Gemma crossed a pair of legs, clad in expensive hosiery, and fiddled with a pen. Hillary guessed there was money somewhere about — either she’d married well, or she had private means. 
 
    ‘It’s about Malcolm, I take it,’ Gemma Knowles said at once. Obviously the kind who liked to take the bull by the horns, which was fine by Hillary. Her face, though perfectly made up, was pale, and she had hollows under her eyes that looked dark, in spite of the powder. The GP was genuinely upset about her lover’s death, Hillary realised, and gave a mental nod. 
 
    ‘Yes. We understand you and he were intimate?’ She asked the question bluntly, but her voice was kind. Gemma Knowles blinked, and Hillary could almost see her shoulders straighten. She’d been right to choose this no-nonsense but non-brutal approach. As a doctor who must have grown used to being firm but compassionate, it struck just the right chord. 
 
    ‘Yes. Yes, we were. For about four months now.’ 
 
    ‘Was it serious?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no. I mean, neither of us was going to break up our marriages or anything,’ Gemma said. ‘Apart from the odd lapses, created by boredom mostly, I’m quite content with Larry,’ Gemma said frankly. ‘And Malcolm, of course, had so much more to lose than I did. So, no, we were very discreet, and we both knew exactly where we stood.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. Well, if that was true, then Gemma Knowles had no reason to kill Malcolm Dale. If it was true. If it wasn’t, well, it opened up a whole lot of potential. Had she really loved the man, and been angered by his refusal to leave his wife, so killed him in a fit of jealousy and rage? Or had he been the one pushing her to leave her husband, and had she then killed him to keep her marriage safe? 
 
    Of course, a lot of people were appalled by the thought of doctors, people who dedicated their lives to tending the sick and curing the ill, actually killing someone. But they were human, just like everyone else. And Harold Shipman had probably changed the British public’s conception of GPs for ever. 
 
    ‘You’ll understand that I need to know where you were, two nights ago, from, say, five o’clock onwards, Dr Knowles.’ 
 
    The GP nodded. An intelligent woman, she’d of course have expected that. ‘I can tell you all right, but I’m afraid it’s not ideal. We see the last of our patients here at four thirty. After that, we usually stay in the office for up to an hour or so finishing off our paperwork. That night, I’m afraid I had to stay even later. I’d had a few emergency call-outs the day before, and had more than two days’ worth of notes to put into the computer. I worked until nearly eight, then left.’ 
 
    Hillary gave a mental head-shake. Yet another one with no solid alibi. ‘What time do the secretaries leave?’ 
 
    ‘About five.’ 
 
    ‘And that night, did you see anyone? Did one of the partners pop his head around the door to say hello, anything like that?’ Hillary asked, although the other woman was already shaking her head. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid not,’ Gemma Knowles said ruefully. ‘I wish they had.’ 
 
    So did Hillary. Just for once, it would be nice to categorically rule someone in or out. 
 
    ‘So, you got home about what time?’ Hillary ploughed on. 
 
    ‘About twenty past. I only live in Bletchington, not far away.’ 
 
    ‘And your husband, Larry, was in?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, he’d cooked dinner, bless him.’ 
 
    ‘And you stayed at home all that night?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. Not that that helped. According to Marcia Brock and the pathologist, Malcolm Dale had been dead by then. So Gemma could have left earlier, motored to Lower Heyford, parked up somewhere dark, then walked to her lover’s door, been invited in, and killed him. And she could so easily have come back here to clean up. Even if she got forensics to go over the place, it was a doctor’s surgery, for Pete’s sake. They’d come up with scores of blood traces and who the hell knew what else. 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘And your husband? Had he been in all night?’ 
 
    ‘Larry?’ Gemma said sharply. ‘No. I’m pretty sure he said he’d been out to the pub.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you said he’d cooked you dinner?’ Hillary pointed out softly. 
 
    ‘So he had, but only chicken Kievs from the freezer,’ Gemma said. ‘Look, I promise you, Larry didn’t know about me and Malcolm. I’d have known if he had.’ 
 
    Her voice, for the first time since the interview began, showed signs of strain. Hillary reached into the bag for her notebook and scribbled a quick message: ‘Go and speak to the hubby. I don’t want them to have time to confer. Grill him hard.’ 
 
    This she handed over to Janine, who read it, poker-faced, and got up and left without a word. Gemma watched her go, a real look of alarm on her face now. 
 
    Yes. Gemma Knowles seemed very worried about her husband all right. But then again, perhaps she was simply afraid that he’d find out about her affair — if he really did know nothing about it, as she insisted. It didn’t necessarily mean that she was secretly worried that he had killed her lover. 
 
    ‘So, Doctor Knowles, tell me how you met,’ Hillary said, settling down to a nice long chat. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    Janine got the home address of Gemma Knowles from the receptionist, who didn’t like handing it over, and quickly headed towards Bletchington. It was a small village, with a surviving village shop overlooking a triangular village green. The GP and her spouse lived in a small cul-de sac in one of six large, similar-looking mock-Tudor detached houses that would be forever out of Janine’s price range. 
 
    But as she parked her sporty little Mini by the double set of wrought-iron gates, she checked the house out with a small smile of satisfaction on her lips. Mel’s house in The Moors was older, bigger and better-looking than any of these. 
 
    When they’d first started dating over two years ago now, she’d gradually begun to spend more and more time at his place, since the house she rented out with three other girls was hardly the place for romance. She had most of her stuff moved in now, including her CD set and her favourite chair. She loved living in the big house, with the pond and weeping willow in the front garden, and nodding hello to neighbours in the morning who were judges and architects, computer designers and art collectors. She was even thinking about approaching her three friends and asking them to find somebody else to help out with the rent. It seemed such an unnecessary expense. 
 
    But just lately, Janine had become less sure. She might be wrong, but she thought she’d begun to detect a distinct sense of ‘cooling off’ in Mel. Nothing concrete, nothing she could put her finger on. Just stupid little things that rang warning bells. Like him insisting on watching a football programme on Sky, when she wanted to watch something else. In the early days, she’d always been able to wangle control of the remote. And he hadn’t come home with a bottle of wine or box of Belgian chocs for a while. And sometimes, when she’d be talking to him, chatting in the kitchen or wherever, she’d suddenly realise he hadn’t been listening to her. 
 
    As she walked up the path and rang the doorbell of the Knowles’s family home, she wondered seriously, and for the first time, if Mel was getting ready to dump her. 
 
    She didn’t like that thought. Usually, she was the one that did the dumping — only two boyfriends of hers had ever been the first to break it off, and both times it had left her smarting and fuming. She didn’t take rejection well. 
 
    And this was far more serious than either of those losers dumping her. Mel was her first boyfriend to be on the job as well, in a position to do her career prospects good; the first to be so much older than her, to actually be marriage material. But perhaps she was reading it wrong. Mel had a lot on his plate, what with working under the boy wonder from the Met, Jerome Raleigh. Maybe he was just feeling generally stressed out. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    But if Mel thought he could just dump her, he’d soon learn differently. 
 
    She leaned on the doorbell again, but nobody was going to answer. At this time of day, hubby was almost certainly at work. She went back to the car, made a quick phone call to records, and learned that Lawrence Peter Knowles worked, surprisingly, for a construction company, as a bricklayer. They were currently throwing up a series of warehouses out near Kidlington airport. 
 
    Mindful of her boss having to keep Gemma talking until she gave her the all-clear, Janine put her foot down. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Larry Knowles was a tall, lanky man with a mass of sandy hair, a smattering of freckles, and watery blue eyes. He was working steadily on an outer wall, laying bright red bricks at a surprising rate. His motions were fluid and unthinking, and when Janine walked up to him he didn’t notice her at first. A wolf-whistle from across the construction site eventually made him look around. 
 
    He smiled and straightened up. ‘Take no notice,’ he said dismissively, as another wolf-whistle followed the first. Janine, who was used to attracting male attention, had already filtered it out. She showed him her ID and saw the usual wariness enter his eyes. She cast a quick look around. A cement mixer was grinding noisily away a few yards to their left, giving them as much privacy as anybody could hope for on a building site. 
 
    ‘Mr Knowles, can you tell me where you were two nights ago, between five and ten?’ she jumped right in. 
 
    Larry Knowles slowly lowered the brick in his hand back on to a pile and lodged his trowel into some still-wet cement. ‘What’s this all about?’ 
 
    ‘Just routine, sir,’ Janine lied. 
 
    Larry sniffed, then wiped the back of his hand across his nose, making the sergeant wonder what had prompted such a chic and sophisticated woman like Gemma Knowles to marry a man such as this one. Perhaps opposites really did attract. 
 
    ‘I worked until six, as usual. Went home. Gemma, my wife, was still at work. There was a message on the answer phone to say she’d be working late. I got something out of the freezer and cooked it. We ate when she got in, watched some telly, and went to bed.’ 
 
    Janine jotted it all down, her face giving nothing away. ‘Did you go out at all? To the pub maybe?’ 
 
    Larry Knowles shook his head. ‘Nope.’ 
 
    Janine nodded, a sharp tug of excitement making her short hand fly faster. It didn’t tally — well, not exactly — with Gemma Knowles’s statement. ‘Did you tell your wife that you’d been to the pub?’ 
 
    Larry Knowles slipped his hands into his trouser pockets. It was a defensive gesture that didn’t go unnoticed. He stared at his feet for a while, then looked up at Janine. She realised he wasn’t going to answer and tried a more aggressive approach. 
 
    ‘Does the name Malcolm Dale mean anything to you, Mr Knowles?’ 
 
    The bricklayer sighed heavily. There was something really weary in that sound. ‘What is this? What’s up?’ he demanded bluntly. 
 
    ‘Just routine, sir,’ Janine repeated the lie. ‘Do you and your wife have a good marriage, would you say, sir?’ she asked, knowing she was hardly being subtle. If her boss was here, Hillary Greene would no doubt be handling this very differently. But what the hell. This was her way of doing things. 
 
    Something interesting happened to Larry Knowles’s face as Janine asked the question. Not anger, but a knowing, almost shamed expression darkened his face. 
 
    ‘In other words, what was someone as smart and classy as Gemma doing marrying a working-class know-nothing brickie like me?’ Larry said, repeating almost word for word Janine’s earlier thoughts. 
 
    So he had a chip on his shoulder. Not surprising. A lot of people must have wondered the same thing. And boy, did this man know it. Janine, having learned the trick from Hillary, said nothing. Most people didn’t like silence, and would say anything just to banish it. 
 
    ‘My marriage is none of your business,’ Larry Knowles finally said and bent down to pick up his trowel. ‘Now, if that’s all . . .’ 
 
    ‘You never said whether or not you knew a Mr Malcolm Dale, sir,’ Janine said quickly. 
 
    ‘No, I don’t,’ Larry said, laying the next brick in three short movements, and reaching for the next. 
 
    ‘And you don’t want to change your statement about what you did two nights ago?’ 
 
    ‘No, I don’t.’ 
 
    Janine nodded, and walked away. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary, now back at HQ, listened without interruption as her sergeant reported her conversation with Larry Knowles almost verbatim. When she’d finished, Hillary sighed heavily. Another one with no alibi. Great. 
 
    ‘Sounds to me as if he turns a blind eye,’ she mused out loud. She’d managed to snatch a rather wilted salad from the canteen and was still feeling hungry, and thus grumpy. Tommy, who’d been updating the Murder Book, glanced across. 
 
    ‘Blind eye, guv?’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘He married up, and he knows it. Wife’s better looking, got more brains, more class. And I reckon there’s money in her background too. So if she occasionally strays — well, he thinks, that’s only to be expected, isn’t it? Can’t expect to keep her, can he? She’s bound to realise what a mistake she made. Best just to pretend it isn’t happening. Perhaps she won’t leave him. I’ve seen that sort of mindset before.’ 
 
    ‘What the shrinks call low self-esteem,’ Janine put in with a twist of her lips. Men could be such wimps. 
 
    ‘Or sound common sense.’ Hillary was never loath to play devil’s advocate. ‘Thing is, the poor mutt doesn’t realise that his wife, by and large, is probably perfectly happy with her marriage. She’s got a husband who doesn’t compete with her on a professional level, who’s got a steady well-paid manual job that keeps him fit and healthy. The last thing a GP would want is hassle at home. If she gets bored and strays now and then, so what?’ Hillary shrugged. Ronnie had cheated on her with every blonde bimbo that wandered across his path. Fidelity was something he thought only applied to sound systems. She knew all about maladjusted marriages. 
 
    ‘Even so, he could have got jealous,’ Janine said. ‘One affair too many? The straw that broke the camel’s back.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, going along with the hypothesis. ‘He could have thought the “working late” message really meant she was with her lover. Could have gone over to confront them, expecting to find his wife there.’ 
 
    ‘But she wasn’t.’ Janine carried the scenario further. ‘So he thinks this is the perfect opportunity, goes in, bops our vic, and takes off.’ 
 
    But even as she said it, it didn’t quite gel. If he’d gone hotfoot to Lower Heyford expecting to find Gemma and Malcolm together, wouldn’t he have been relieved to find Malcolm alone after all? Or at least, wouldn’t some of the heat have gone out of him? And why would Malcolm Dale have invited him in? Did he even know what Gemma’s husband looked like? 
 
    ‘And did he take the murder weapon with him?’ Hillary asked quietly. ‘So far, there seems to be nothing missing from the family home. So the murder had to be premeditated.’ She too didn’t quite like the ring of it. But with no alibi, both the Knowles pair were still firmly in the frame. 
 
    ‘Check it out, Tommy,’ Hillary said. ‘See if he really did go out to the pub — what’s the local called?’ she asked Janine, who checked her notebook. 
 
    ‘The Black’s Head.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, very funny,’ Tommy said, and they all laughed. 
 
    ‘No, that’s really what it’s called,’ Janine insisted. 
 
    ‘Well, see if he was in that night. He might have forgotten about calling in,’ Hillary said wearily. ‘If not, see if any of his neighbours can put him at home, cooking dinner, when our vic got clobbered.’ 
 
    ‘Guv.’ 
 
    Janine looked up as Frank came in. He tossed some reports on to Hillary’s desk, then jerked his head up to indicate the ceiling. ‘Have to go upstairs in a bit.’ 
 
    Hillary’s face tightened. She hadn’t forgotten. The raid was on tonight. But exactly why Jerome Raleigh was keeping Frank Ross, of all people, so tightly in the loop, still worried her. When Frank had gone, leaving the scent of old beer, cigarettes and stale sweat behind him, Janine reached into her bag and brought out some air freshener. 
 
    Hillary glanced at her watch, saw it was getting on for three, and decided it was time to fill her team in. There was no one within earshot, but she pulled her chair a little closer to her desk anyway, indicating she wanted a private huddle. ‘Tommy, Janine, something’s on for tonight.’ 
 
    Janine instantly caught her tone, and scooted closer. Tommy, looking more surprised, simply sat and waited. Slowly, carefully, and leaving nothing out, Hillary told them about the raid, and the super’s instructions to keep it quiet. When she was finished, Janine looked ready to chew the table legs. To think that Mel, the bastard, knew all about it, and hadn’t told her. 
 
    ‘I wondered why you lot seemed to be upstairs so often just lately,’ she snapped. Then, remembering Frank Ross’s unsubtle head-nod a while ago, flushed with genuine rage. ‘Don’t tell me that toe-rag Ross has been in on this all the while?’ 
 
    At this insult, Tommy jerked a little in his seat. 
 
    Hillary shrugged helplessly. ‘Don’t look at me,’ she told her outraged team. ‘It wasn’t my idea. The super has his own way of doing things.’ 
 
    Janine subsided a little. ‘He was right to keep it quiet,’ she agreed grudgingly. ‘Everyone knows Fletcher’s got ears in this place.’ It galled her to say it, as much as it galled Hillary to hear it. 
 
    ‘So, it’s back to Bletchington,’ Janine said. ‘Funny, the Knowleses living there. But it’s got to be a coincidence, right?’ she asked sharply. 
 
    Hillary, who didn’t usually like coincidences either, had a quick think about it, then reluctantly nodded. Fletcher was blamed for nearly anything and everything dirty that went on in their patch, but even she couldn’t see why he’d want to murder a wannabe Tory politician. Or have anything to do with a local GP and her husband who might or might not have anything to do with it. 
 
    That was taking paranoia a little too far. 
 
    ‘The Fletcher farm’s a mile or so out of the village proper,’ Hillary said. ‘And, besides, everyone’s got to live somewhere.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    As per the super’s instructions, everyone worked their full shift, then left as if nothing out of the ordinary was going on. Because she lived so close to work, Hillary went home and changed into black trousers and black sweater, and wore her oldest, dullest brown coat, before heading out to the rendezvous point at Brian Doyle’s farm, half a mile from Fletcher’s place. She suspected that all the others had gone straight from work to the farm, and only hoped they’d had the sense to stagger their arrival. The last thing they wanted was for a Fletcher lookout to spot a load of cars in convoy, turning into Doyle’s place. 
 
    She headed for an open barn, where a man stood in the darkness, beckoning her. She could only just make him out in the moonlight. She nudged Puff the Tragic Wagon under cover, noting Mel’s car, but not Janine’s Mini. They’d probably arrived together, cutting down on the volume of traffic. Likewise, she saw Tommy’s car, but not Frank’s, and a luxury saloon that could only belong to the super. 
 
    The Tactical Firearms Unit, she supposed, would have come in the usual heavy-duty vehicles, and would have been parked well away, and probably hidden by ex-army camouflage gear. 
 
    So, she was the last to arrive. More demerits with the new super? It was hard to tell with Raleigh. He never seemed to show either approval or disapproval of her. It was disconcerting, to say the least. 
 
    ‘They’re all in the kitchen.’ The man who’d beckoned her into the barn appeared at her car door the moment she opened it, and hissed into the darkness. She wondered what the farmer was making of it all. Was he excited, or scared? No member of the criminal fraternity would ever have even given a passing thought to helping the police nail Luke Fletcher. But an honest farmer was a different proposition altogether. It made Hillary uneasy as she walked to the farmhouse and tapped quietly on the door. She only hoped nothing bad would touch this family, or this home, tonight. 
 
    Sometimes, the weight of being a copper seemed to land on her from a great height. Sometimes, she thought about a million pounds sitting in a Caribbean bank account, and thought about retiring to the sun. About never having to worry about someone else’s safety again. 
 
    The door was opened, and Mel gestured her inside. The farmhouse kitchen was warm, smelt of stew, and was full of people. Mike Regis was there, although she hadn’t seen his car in the barn, and he looked across at her the moment she walked in. Like her, he was dressed in his darkest, oldest clothing. His green eyes watched her move across the room, then he turned back and resumed his conversation with Colin Tanner, the man who’d been his sergeant for years. 
 
    Superintendent Raleigh nodded at her, but remained in one corner, a radio clamped firmly to his ear. Obviously, the TFI were already at stage A, and were closing in quietly on the target. 
 
    ‘Make sure you’re loaded up with flat-nosed ammo,’ she heard Raleigh say into the mike, and felt a chill go down her spine. 
 
    Flat-nosed bullets were often used by the police because there was less chance of a flat-nosed bullet going straight through a body and killing someone else behind the target. It brought home to her, more than anything else, the seriousness of the situation. 
 
    She saw Tommy frown, and wondered if he’d caught her shivering like a terrified whippet. She turned away from the quiet, tense atmosphere and glanced outside. Brian Doyle was nowhere to be seen. Come to think of it, none of the Doyle family was present. Perhaps the wife and kids were holed up in the living room watching Emmerdale and pretending that none of this was happening. 
 
    She hoped so. 
 
    Although none of the ‘regular’ coppers in this room would be going in until the Tactical Firearms Unit gave the all-clear, you could cut the atmosphere with a knife. 
 
    Tommy appeared at her elbow, a big, quiet, calm presence. ‘Guv, you really think we’re going to nail Fletcher tonight?’ he whispered. 
 
    Hillary shrugged. Nailing Fletcher was everybody’s fantasy. The untouchable, murderous, drug-dealing scumbag who lived high on the hog right under their noses. They’d tried to get him before, and always failed. But this time? 
 
    ‘Who knows,’ Hillary whispered back. ‘If Fletcher is there. If the drug shipment arrives. If Fletcher’s caught red-handed. If the paperwork’s in order. If someone doesn’t bribe the judge, if the stool pigeon testifies and doesn’t end up dead in the canal . . . Hell, Tommy, your guess is as good as mine.’ 
 
    The drugs might never arrive, and then everyone would stand down and go home, sick with a sense of anti-climax. 
 
    After nearly twenty years in this game, Hillary wouldn’t have bet a penny on the outcome either way. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was nearly two hours before it was confirmed that the drugs shipment had arrived. Or at least, that the three-man team their source said would be carrying the new drug squaddie, had arrived. 
 
    According to Raleigh’s supergrass, the three-man team was from up Liverpool way, anxious to sell their wares down south. They were doing an ‘introductory’ deal with Fletcher, who should, right now, be holding 100,000 quid in ready cash in his hot and greedy little hand. 
 
    She glanced at the clock, as Raleigh, over in the corner, listened intently, the radio seemingly glued to his ear. Every now and then he’d speak, giving a running commentary to the deathly silent room, as relayed by one of their lookouts. 
 
    ‘The car’s pulled into the outside rear barn.’ Raleigh sounded tense but controlled. ‘Two have entered the premises — the third has stayed with the car.’ 
 
    Hillary, like the rest of them, was following the action intently, and thinking it through as and when the information came in. Someone staying with the car was a complication. It meant the TFI would have to send a two-man unit in to neutralize the car driver. 
 
    They’d also have to start ‘mopping up’ the outer perimeter too, in one smoothly co-ordinated effort, before anybody moved in on the farmhouse proper. Nobody wanted to get caught in crossfire, and Fletcher was bound to have lookouts scattered throughout the farmyard and surrounding area. 
 
    ‘Direction microphones are picking up voices. Being recorded.’ Again Raleigh spoke, again everyone listened. Janine began to pace, then stopped. 
 
    Still, everyone waited, everyone imagining what was going on at the site. Fletcher’s chemist would be testing the drugs for sure. Would they have a guinea pig, a volunteer, who would take a sample and see how high it got them? Fletcher would have no shortage of volunteers. He liked to keep some of his dealers hooked. Not all. Just some. 
 
    ‘The team leader has given the go-ahead for stage B.’ 
 
    Hillary tensed. That was the point of no return. Stage B called for the TFI to simultaneously move in on the targets patrolling the outer perimeter. They’d have been in position for hours, pinpointing the lookouts and guards. ‘They have a go,’ Raleigh added simply, for the first time lowering the radio and looking at the others. ‘Let’s get to Checkpoint Charlie.’ 
 
    The order acted as a safety valve, with everyone moving, letting out pent-up breaths, and glad to have positive action at last. 
 
    As Raleigh walked outside ahead of everyone else, Hillary saw him reach into his pocket for his mobile phone. He must have pressed speed dial, for he only pressed one button. As he disappeared into the dark of the farmyard, she saw him put the phone to his ear, but he spoke so quietly she couldn’t hear what he said. Then she forgot about it in the co-ordinated rush to get moving. 
 
    Checkpoint Charlie was the first position near Fletcher’s farm where the unarmed team were to congregate. Far enough away from any possible gunfire to be deemed safe, it was also close enough to satisfy Raleigh and the rest of the brass that they were in a prime position to move when the TFI gave the all-clear. 
 
    It had all been mapped out before who would go with whom. Hillary and Tommy followed Regis and Tanner, who’d parked their car behind the barn, not in it, and piled into the back seat. Mel, Raleigh, Ross and Janine went in Raleigh’s saloon. The two cars left, Raleigh’s leading, and headed into the darkness of the cold March night. 
 
    They drove down a narrow lane, with bare-branched trees crowding in on them on either side. For a moment, the eyes of a deer, two blank yellow disks, showed up between the tree trunks, then was gone. Hillary tried to breathe normally, but it wasn’t easy. She could feel adrenaline bubbling through her veins, making her want to fidget in her seat, and knew it would be the same for the others. 
 
    Even with the car windows shut, Hillary distinctly heard the first burst of gunfire. The sounds were flat, hard, and alien, and beside her she felt Tommy flinch. 
 
    ‘Didn’t think they’d surrender without a fight,’ Mike Regis said flatly from the front passenger seat. 
 
    As if to confirm it, a second barrage of gunfire ricocheted through the night. 
 
    * * * 
 
    At Checkpoint Charlie, they pulled in off the road and doused the lights. The entrance to Fletcher’s so-called farm lay just a few yards off up to the right. All was now quiet. ‘What’s going on?’ Regis said, the moment Raleigh got out of his car. ‘Is anybody down?’ 
 
    The superintendent held up a hand, as ever, the radio glued to his ear. ‘They went in a few moments ago,’ Raleigh said. 
 
    ‘We know, we heard,’ Regis responded grimly, making Hillary wonder if he had wanted to go in with them. Frank Ross lit up a cigarette, and she saw Colin Tanner peel off to intercept him. A moment later, she saw the cigarette end glow and arch in the darkness as Ross threw it away. 
 
    ‘We’re moving up to Checkpoint Romeo,’ Raleigh said without warning, and suddenly they were all headed into the cars again. 
 
    ‘Isn’t it a bit early to be going in?’ Hillary said to Regis sharply. Checkpoint Romeo was just off the entrance to the farmyard proper. She hadn’t expected them to get so close for a good half an hour yet. Didn’t the Tactical Firearms Unit prefer to do several sweeps before calling in their unarmed colleagues? Had the plan been changed at the last minute? Had the super heard something on the radio that altered everything? 
 
    ‘I dunno,’ Regis muttered, but his eyes met hers in the mirror. He looked calm enough, but Hillary got the feeling he was as surprised as she was to get the go-ahead so soon. And, like her, didn’t like it. 
 
    They were driving fairly fast up a rough tarmac road, and now, just up ahead, the lights from Fletcher’s farm spilled out on to the ground. They pulled up just outside a traditional five-bar iron gate. The farmhouse had light coming out of almost every window. It was a large, square, rundown building, with paintwork peeling off the doors and window frames. Off to one side was a series of disused barns. 
 
    As she climbed out, in one of the barns she could see two men in Kevlar standing either side of a man dressed in jeans and leather jacket. He was clearly not happy. Her breath feathered white and ghostly in the frosty air as she glanced further along. In another barn, several more handcuffed suspects were being guarded by three more men in Kevlar. All were carrying the regulation-issue .38 handguns that the TFI preferred. So all the scouts and lookouts had been accounted for. The gunfire must have come from the farmhouse itself, when the main strike force went in. 
 
    She knew ambulances were standing by just off the main road, ready to be called in if needed. She only hoped no copper had got shot tonight. 
 
    The light spilling from the open doorway suddenly dimmed, and Hillary instinctively crouched down behind the car. But the figure that emerged was wearing Kevlar and she slowly straightened up again. She felt no shame at her reaction. Janine, however, gave her a rather sneering look. 
 
    Hillary felt too tired to give her a lesson in real life. Perhaps if someone had been shot inside, then Janine might learn something. Being called to a murder and looking at a corpse was not the same thing as having to look at blood and guts that had just been spilt, or smell the cordite, or listen to pitiful moaning as some poor sod who wondered whether or not he’d live to see morning called pitifully for his mother. 
 
    The man in the doorway paused, as if surprised to see the two cars parked outside the gate. He spoke rapidly into the radio strapped to his chest as Raleigh began to walk forward with Frank Ross, of all people, by his side. Hillary was so surprised you could have knocked her down with a feather. 
 
    She could understand why Raleigh would be mad keen to get in on the act — this was, after all, his show — but she’d have bet her last pair of tights that Frank was too careful of his own skin to be one of the first inside. 
 
    The others, taking their cue from Raleigh, began to follow, Regis trotting to catch up. At the door, the member of the firearms unit was already holding up a hand to halt them. Behind him, the team leader suddenly appeared. At least, Hillary assumed it was the team leader, for he spoke hard and fast, and with obvious authority. He didn’t seem to like it they were here. 
 
    Had Raleigh called them in without waiting for the go-ahead? Hillary gave a mental head-shake. How arrogant, not to mention bloody stupid, could you get? 
 
    She knew how hot Raleigh was to nail Fletcher but this was sheer stupidity. And if true, she thought it highly likely that, before long, Raleigh would find himself up before a disciplinary board. 
 
    She slowed down her pace, not wanting to get caught up in it, and glanced across at Mel, who was also frowning. Tommy, sensing something in the air, also slowed to a stop and looked back at them, as if looking for orders. Only Janine kept going. 
 
    Raleigh and the armed cops in the doorway talked for a while, or rather argued, and then Raleigh and Frank Ross stepped inside. Mel stepped forward, as did Regis. Hillary heard another muttered and hot argument, and walked slowly back towards the gate. Whatever was going down here, she’d rather let them all get on with it. They didn’t need her sticking her oar in. 
 
    Instead, she glanced around, getting a feel for the lay of the land. 
 
    The car the three drug dealers had arrived in was a large Japanese model, and was parked neatly and tightly into one corner. Three other cars, supposedly belonging to Fletcher’s gang, were parked in the last of the ramshackle sheds. Light continued to spill out on to the dirty cobbles and the weed-strewn courtyard. Inside, everything was quiet. 
 
    After a few minutes, Mel finally walked over to join her. Regis and Tanner remained by the doorway talking animatedly to the TFI member guarding the door. Janine stood off to one side, impatiently shifting from foot to foot, anger coming off her in waves. She was desperate to get in there and see what they’d scored. Had she ever been that keen? Hillary wondered. And concluded, with a small sad smile that, yes, she probably had. In fact, if she were Janine, she’d probably be harbouring fantasies of putting the cuffs on Fletcher herself. 
 
    After a while, men in Kevlar started coming out. In the quiet night, she heard one of them call for the ambulance to come to the gate at the bottom of the property and her heart fell. She knew what that meant. There was no hurry. Someone (or more than one) was dead, and simply needed a ride to the mortuary. By the way the TFI man spoke, it wasn’t one of their own. 
 
    For the first time, Hillary wondered if Fletcher himself could be dead. She was just wondering how she felt about that, when gunfire suddenly exploded inside. There was a frozen moment of disbelief, and then suddenly everyone was running back inside — the men in Kevlar, Regis, Tanner and Janine. 
 
    Hillary shouted helplessly ‘No!’ and took a step forward, then stopped herself and grabbed Mel’s arm as he moved to sweep past her. 
 
    ‘Mel, have some sense!’ she screamed, almost getting her arm torn out of her socket before her friend caught her words and saw the sense behind them. He came to a halt and glanced back at her, his face conflicted, then looked back to the farmhouse. Hillary followed his gaze and yelled, ‘Tommy, stop!’ as the detective constable ran on ahead. He turned his head to look back at her, and with her free hand she frantically waved at him to get to one side. He was stood in a direct line with the open door, right in the highest concentration of light. ‘Take cover!’ she yelled frantically. 
 
    To her enormous relief, Tommy quickly nodded and moved forward, but angled off to one side, flattening himself against the outer wall of the farmhouse. 
 
    Mel began to angrily shrug her hand off his arm. ‘I don’t need—’ he began, then abruptly stopped, for the horrified look on Hillary’s face had him turning around to glance once more at the farmhouse. 
 
    Coming through the door was a man with a gun. He was a tall man, over six feet, with dark brown hair and what looked like a thick moustache. But he was not dressed in Kevlar. Hillary’s breath caught in her lungs and stayed there. Her thoughts seemed to move into hyper-speed. He was not dressed in Kevlar, so he was not a cop — he had to be either one of Fletcher’s gang, or one of the Liverpool drug dealers. Somehow, he’d survived the initial TFI sweep and had just gunned his way out of the house. 
 
    He was now looking around, like a cornered rat seeking a drainpipe. And Hillary instantly thought about the cars. The cars in the barn were too far away for him to get to quickly. The jeep was parked in the corner and hemmed in. And then, even as the gunman’s eyes turned their way, Hillary thought about the only other two cars around that could give him any hope of an easy getaway. The two cars they’d come in. Parked right behind them outside the gate. 
 
    Even as the gunman ran forward, even as he raised his hand, even as she saw the darkness of the gun, glinting like the carapace of a beetle in the artificial light spilling into the courtyard, she knew what was going to happen. 
 
    Tommy was safe, being out of sight with his back to the wall, but she and Mel were in plain sight. And standing right in front of his only means of a getaway. 
 
    ‘Mel, down!’ Hillary screamed, but even as she spoke she was launching herself sideways, using all of her solid frame to deliberately cannon into her old friend. 
 
    Beyond the man running towards them, appearing in the doorway, she saw the blonde head of Janine. Saw her mouth open into a silly ‘O’ of shocked horror. A millisecond later, she thought she saw someone looming up behind Janine, pushing her out of the way. 
 
    Then she was crashing into Mel, her hands dragging at the tops of his arms, desperate to get him out of the line of fire. She knew from statistics that men with guns tended to shoot at other men first. Women afterwards. It made sense in a way — they perceived men as the far greater threat. 
 
    She felt her feet slither out from under her, and her knees folded as she finally succeeded in pulling him down. The gunman, who was now running right at them with his arm fully extended, didn’t pause. He simply pulled the trigger. 
 
    Hillary heard it as a loud, huge noise, detonating the night and turning, as if by magic, into pain. 
 
    Pain in her side, low down. Pain that burned and made her scream in fright. Pain that turned liquid, hot liquid, pouring down her side, down her leg, as she hit the ground, Mel underneath her. 
 
    She felt herself roll, and knew she had no strength to do anything about it. It was as if she’d been zapped by a Taser. Her limbs felt weak and useless, her brain giving them messages they simply couldn’t obey. Something was dreadfully wrong. 
 
    She opened her eyes, but saw the world at an odd angle. Dirty cobbles and weeds, right in front of her. Then she could see pounding feet — a pair of incongruously well-cleaned boots. Suddenly, she understood. 
 
    They belonged to the gunman, still running towards her. Towards them. She was helpless — nothing about her body seemed to work anymore. Mel was moving, swearing, trying to get to his feet, so he was OK, but he had no gun. There was nothing to stop the perp from shooting them both, unless all he could think about was getting away, of leaping over them and getting to the car. 
 
    But no. They weren’t that lucky. She heard that sound again — the ear-piercing, head-bursting sound of another bullet being fired from a gun. She wanted to yell in fury, to shout at the universe that it wasn’t fair. 
 
    But she hadn’t enough breath left to even whimper. 
 
    So this was it. This was what it all came down to, just before you died. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    Hillary heard Tommy Lynch shout, but the sound seemed to come from very far away. Had he moved from his position by the wall, legged it for the outer fields? No, that didn’t make sense, because his face was right in front of her. 
 
    ‘Guv, stay still,’ he said, his voice wavering slightly. ‘I’ve called the ambulance up; they’ll be here in a flash. I’m going to put some pressure on your wound. It’ll hurt.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded — or thought she did. It was hard to tell when she had one side of her face pressed into hard and dirty cobbles. As if he was a mind reader, she felt Mel lift her face to put his jacket under it. ‘Bloody hell, Hill,’ he muttered, his voice as shaky as Tommy’s had been. His hands, as he placed his jacket under her head, were visibly shaking. It was hard to imagine the supercool and immaculate ‘Mellow’ Mallow coming this unglued. Even his trademark nifty suit looked crumpled and stained. 
 
    Her throat felt dry, as did the inside of her mouth. She wanted to lick her lips, but couldn’t seem to unglue her tongue from the top of her mouth. 
 
    When Tommy moved to one side, she saw a man lying on the ground a few yards away, with one of the Tactical Firearms Unit personnel stood over him, holding a gun to him. Hillary gave a mental nod. OK, the gunman was down. She wasn’t dead. OK, that was all good. She was hurt, because Tommy was talking about a wound, but she was still conscious, and apart from a fire in her hip and side, she wasn’t in too much pain. That had to be good, too, right? 
 
    She’d been wounded in the line of duty before, of course; the worst time, when she’d been sliced with a knife when a drunk who’d been brought in as quiet as a mouse had suddenly gone berserk. It had taken her, the desk sergeant and the two arresting constables to restrain him. She’d remembered a sharp, flickering pain in her arm, and realised she’d been cut only when the dark blue of her uniform sleeve had turned darker and wet. Twenty stitches that had earned her, and a lifelong scar, faded now to nothing more than a thin pale line that refused to suntan in the summer. 
 
    So, she could get through this as well. Piece of cake, really. She closed her eyes a moment, and heard Mike Regis shouting her name. He sounded desperate, but she couldn’t be bothered to open her eyes again. They felt glued shut. What was it with this gluing thing? Hillary frowned. First her tongue, now her eyes. Perhaps she should just go to sleep. 
 
    The pain in her hip suddenly worsened as she felt Tommy pressing down on it, and she heard herself moan. She bit her lip, but couldn’t stop another yelp of pain from getting past her clenched teeth. Yes, sleep was probably a good idea right about now. 
 
    Mike Regis called her name again, but this time, Hillary didn’t hear him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine Tyler didn’t know what to do. It was a new feeling for her, and one she didn’t appreciate. When the firing had started, she’d headed inside the farmhouse along with everyone else, but two TFI men prevented her from going further into the house than the first empty room — a sort of makeshift living room. There had been shouts from somewhere deeper in the house, and Janine could clearly make out one of them as being the super’s voice. A moment or two later, she’d noticed movement in the corner of her eye, as if someone was slipping into the hall out of the room opposite. She’d shouted a warning instinctively and headed towards it, only to bump into one of the TFI in Kevlar just as she got to the front door, where she was just in time to see a man shoot her boss. 
 
    It wasn’t something Janine had been prepared for. Oh, she knew the risks, and could quote the statistics along with the rest of them. Coppers sometimes got shot. But the ones who were most in the firing line were people like the TFI or the uniforms out on the street. DIs in plain clothes should, in theory, be the safest of the lot. 
 
    She’d felt herself being catapulted out of the door by the TFI guy behind her, and had fallen on to her hands and knees on the cobbles, feeling sharp pains lance through them. When she looked up, one of the TFI team was levelling a gun and firing it and another body hit the ground. She heard Mel swearing, and felt her body go suddenly cold. Hillary had been standing right in front of Mel. What if the bullet had gone right through? 
 
    She got up and staggered forward, her hands and knees bleeding and wondering where Tommy had suddenly come from, because there he was, running towards Hillary Greene, shouting her name, sounding as if he was on the verge of losing it. 
 
    Then Mike Regis was suddenly beside her. 
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ he said. ‘Who fired the other shots?’ He could see a gaggle of people crouched on the ground further out in the courtyard, and felt a coldness invade his gut. 
 
    ‘The boss has been shot,’ Janine heard herself say. 
 
    ‘DCI Mallow?’ Regis said sharply. 
 
    Janine felt her head shake. ‘No, my boss. DI Greene.’ 
 
    Now, they were all grouped around the figure lying so still on the ground, and Janine didn’t know what to do. Tommy seemed to be coping with the first aid — he’d been the last to do a refresher course, so she left him to it. Mel was knelt down at Hillary’s head, talking to her, but she didn’t seem to be responding. Her eyes were closed. Was she dead? Janine tried to see where the wound was, but Tommy was blocking her view. His hands seemed to be pressing down on her lower stomach. A gut wound? Janine began to shiver. Those were bad. Really bad. She didn’t want to think how bad those could be. 
 
    She looked around and saw DI Regis, standing stiff and white, staring at the woman on the floor. His eerily silent sergeant, Tanner, stood beside him. Members of the TFI were standing around, guns ready, waiting and watching everything and everyone. Suddenly, the flashing blue lights of the ambulance came around the corner, and Regis raced off towards it, no doubt to direct them to Hillary as quickly as possible. 
 
    Janine sat down. She didn’t care that the cobbles were hard and cold and dirty. She just needed to sit down. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary became aware of movement, of different voices, of being lifted. She suddenly felt warmer. Her whole world began to shift — faster, smoother, and it took her a while to realise she was in the back of an ambulance. 
 
    OK. That was probably good too. 
 
    She went back to sleep. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When she woke up, her mother’s face appeared above her, and she jumped. ‘Mum?’ she mumbled, wondering what she was doing waking up in her bed back in her old childhood home. It wasn’t Mother’s Day, was it? She often spent the weekend at her mum’s then. 
 
    ‘How’s the wounded hero then?’ a gruff masculine voice said, and suddenly her favourite uncle was there too. 
 
    ‘Uncle Max?’ she said, frowning. What was going on? ‘Nothing’s happened to the boat, has it?’ It was the first thing she could think of. Technically, the Mollern still belonged to Max, although she’d come to think of it as her own. 
 
    ‘The Mollern’s fine. I’ve kept an eye on it, made sure it was all battened down,’ he said. He was a small man, neat and tidy, who looked as if he should have been a retired military man. In fact, he’d worked for the Post Office for most of his adult life. 
 
    ‘How are you feeling, love?’ her mother asked, reaching out and taking her hand. It was then that Hillary noticed all the white — white walls, white ceiling, white sheets. Other beds — three of them. Nurses in white. Oh God. She was in hospital. 
 
    Then it came back — the gunfire. The man rushing out in the night, lifting the gun. She and Mel in direct line of fire. The sudden pain. 
 
    ‘Bugger, I got shot,’ she said flatly. 
 
    Max Granger gave a sudden grin, and hugged his younger sister. ‘See, told you, June,’ he said, giving her grey curls a quick kiss. ‘Nothing wrong with your girl a few days’ rest won’t cure.’ 
 
    Hillary reached for her mother’s hand. She looked older than she remembered, greyer, smaller. ‘Oh, Mum,’ Hillary said helplessly. ‘Please, don’t worry.’ But her daughter had been shot. Of course she was worried. Hillary felt a great wave of guilt wash over her for all that her mother must have gone through. In her mind’s eye, she could see it all, how it must have been. 
 
    Mel would have been the one to tell her, of course. He’d have driven, not phoned. The moment she’d seen her daughter’s superior officer on the doorstep, June Thorpe would have known that it was bad. Had she had nightmares about this very scenario? Mel would have told her quickly and calmly what had happened. Had he driven her back to the hospital? Had she stayed all night? 
 
    Again, guilt nibbled at her. She shouldn’t be putting her mother through this. She was in her mid-seventies now, too old to take such traumas in her stride. And somewhere at the back of her head a little voice piped up, telling her that if she took early retirement, June Thorpe would never have to worry again. Hastily, she thrust it back, and glanced at the pale grey blinds lining the window. It was broad daylight. She was assuming it was the next day — but what if it was the day after that? Suddenly she felt utterly disorientated. 
 
    ‘Did I have to have surgery?’ she asked, and her mother sighed and slowly sank back on to the chair. It was wonderful to hear her girl speak again. To sound so like her old self — calm and in charge. That was her Hillary. Always the sensible one. Always the one who knew what she wanted and how to get it. 
 
    ‘Yes, they had to remove the bullet.’ Her words quavered a bit on the last word. ‘But there was no real damage. It came close to a major artery though,’ June carried on quickly, as if needing to gloss over that bit, ‘but there was no real muscle or bone damage. Apparently the bullet lodged in the fatty tissue.’ 
 
    Hillary began to shift to her side, the better to see her mother’s face and tell her that she didn’t have to worry, the shooting had been a one-in-one-thousand glitch, then bit the words off as a sudden pain shot through her backside. 
 
    Her backside! Lodged in the fatty tissue? ‘Oh no,’ she wailed. ‘Don’t tell me I was shot in the bum!’ 
 
    ‘Ssshh,’ June Thorpe said, casting an anxious glance at the other three women in the beds around her. ‘No, you were shot just above the hip — through the waist, more or less.’ 
 
    Hillary closed her eyes and grinned in sheer relief. She would never have lived it down if she’d been shot in the backside. She could already imagine the jokes the desk sergeant would have had lined up. Not to mention what that sneering git Frank Ross would have said. To have Ross, of all people, laughing at her, would have been simply too much. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary wasn’t quite awake later on that evening, when Mel arrived. They’d served tea — or what had passed for it — and she’d taken so many pills she was almost sure she could hear herself rattle. The drone of the television sets that her fellow patients were watching acted as a soporific, but a stealthy screech had her eyes popping open. Mel was positioning a chair beside the bed, and had caught the chair leg against the tiled floor. 
 
    He looked up and winced as he saw Hillary’s big brown eyes looking at him. ‘Sorry, didn’t mean to wake you.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled. ‘No problems. So what the hell happened?’ 
 
    Mel sat down and grimaced. ‘Hell, Hill, you’ve been shot. The least you can do is moan and gripe a bit before giving me the third degree.’ 
 
    He was once more the immaculate ‘Mellow’ Mallow, well-dressed, and looking like something out of a Brooks Brothers catalogue. His first marriage had quickly faded because they’d both been too young, and his second marriage to a very wealthy woman had also ended amicably enough. It wasn’t hard to see how Mel would never have any trouble attracting the ladies. He’d also earned his ‘Mellow’ tag with a soft voice and apparently easy-going personality that hid a will of steel. 
 
    ‘Fine,’ Hillary sighed. ‘The dinner was so bad, it made me feel as if I was a cordon bleu chef in comparison. My hip hurts, they keep making me take drugs that bring on the DTs and the bed is as hard as iron. Happy now?’ 
 
    Mel grinned. ‘Much better.’ 
 
    ‘OK, now what the hell happened? Did Raleigh jump the gun?’ 
 
    Mel shook his head. His face looked more gaunt than she remembered it, and for the first time ever she thought he could do with a shave. Hell, he must be having a rough day. ‘I’ll say,’ he confirmed wryly. ‘We should never have been in that courtyard. Shit, Hill, when I saw you go down, when I realised you were hit . . . hell, I’ve never felt so sick in all my life.’ 
 
    Hillary went hot, then cold. She hadn’t really thought about that yet. She grunted, and said, ‘Give us a hand sitting upright, would you? There’s a lever thingy under the bed — push it in. Or out. It makes the back of the bed come forward.’ 
 
    Mel, successfully distracted, fiddled with it, the bed first going down, then up. Wincing with pain, Hillary finally got herself sitting more or less upright and comfortable. Her hip throbbed. ‘Bring us another pillow behind my head. Thanks. Right, now tell me. What’s the state of play? Were there drugs? Was Fletcher there? Did we nail the bastard at last?’ 
 
    ‘Fletcher’s dead,’ Mel said flatly, and Hillary blinked. So that was it. Just like that, the big bad bogeyman had been dispensed with. Somehow, it didn’t seem real. 
 
    ‘Was the shooting righteous?’ she asked automatically, although why she asked, she couldn’t say. Any shooting by the TFI was almost always righteous. 
 
    To her astonishment, however, Mel shrugged and spread his hands. ‘We don’t know. As far as we can tell, he was shot by one of his own men.’ 
 
    Hillary blinked again. She felt her chest tighten — not, she was sure, due to anything medical, but with a tension she’d felt before. A tension she always felt when anything was somehow off. ‘Come again?’ she said slowly, and listened as Mel told her what they had worked out from the evidence gathered and the witness statements taken during the day. 
 
    ‘It started off great. The outer perimeter sweep went without a hitch,’ Mel began. ‘Then they raided the house. So far, so good. The TFI went through, room by room, in a classic sweep, but in the first bedroom encountered resistance.’ 
 
    ‘The first bout of gunfire we heard, when we were driving to Checkpoint Charlie?’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ Mel confirmed. ‘They mopped that up — one of Fletcher’s gang was hit, and killed. They surrendered pretty quickly after that. Then another member of the TFI came under fire, this time from one of the Liverpool gang. They returned fire, and quickly persuaded the Scouser to surrender. The drugs were there all right, but at that point there was still no sign of Fletcher.’ 
 
    Hillary frowned. How had Fletcher managed to hide himself when none of the others had? Then she shrugged. The farm was Fletcher’s home ground — he’d obviously have had a few good bolt-holes mapped out beforehand, in case he needed them. He’d always been a careful bastard — that’s why they’d never managed to catch the slippery sod. 
 
    ‘The TFI were doing a more detailed sweep through the house when we rolled up,’ Mel went on, and Hillary frowned, holding a hand up to stop him. 
 
    ‘The team leader hadn’t given Raleigh the all-clear?’ she asked, eyebrows raised. 
 
    ‘No,’ Mel sighed. ‘That’s why one of his men stopped us at the door, and called the team leader down. Raleigh insisted on going inside. He checked out the upper rooms, according to one of the TFI sergeants, but when they came up empty, went back downstairs. He and Frank Ross went into one of the rooms off the kitchen that had already been cleared. The team leader took point again, and went back upstairs, where the rest of the team was still doing its second, more thorough search. After about a minute, there was another burst of gunfire, and this is where things start to get cloudy.’ 
 
    Hillary tried to put the memory of that moment out of her mind. What came immediately afterwards wasn’t something she wanted to deal with just yet. 
 
    ‘Go on, what happened?’ She was still struggling to make sense of all this. Why had Raleigh wanted to go in so early? What difference did twenty minutes make? 
 
    Mel laughed. ‘You might well ask! Just what did happen next? We’re not really sure. Any of us. Even now, and we’ve been going over and over it all day. Apparently, Fletcher had a hidey hole in a cupboard out in the back wall of the kitchen. Raleigh and Ross had gone back downstairs by then, but they were in one of the living rooms — the right parlour, we’ve called it, just to save confusion. They heard gunfire in the kitchen next to them, but saw nobody. When the team leader and his immediate team came downstairs, they found Fletcher dead on the kitchen floor. Then they heard gunfire outside. The first one out the door nailed the bastard who shot you. Oh yeah, Janine was in the left lounge, and Regis and that sergeant of his were upstairs. Nobody saw Fletcher get it, so nobody knows what really went down. At the moment, we’re working on the theory that Fletcher and one of his thugs had holed up in the kitchen, but argued about whether to stay put and trust that their hiding place would remain undetected, or try to make a break for it.’ 
 
    Hillary frowned. ‘Staying put wouldn’t be a good idea. Fletcher would know that the cops would be at the farmhouse for days, logging evidence.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, maybe. Perhaps he wanted to leg it, but his sidekick got scared and wanted to stay. So he shot Fletcher when Fletcher insisted on making a run for it.’ 
 
    Hillary gave Mel a quick look. ‘That make sense to you?’ 
 
    ‘Nope. Janine said, when she was in the left lounge, that she thought she saw someone slip out of the door opposite. If that’s true, it could have been the one who shot you. But Raleigh and Ross were in there, and they’re both saying that nobody came through the kitchen via the right lounge.’ 
 
    ‘So whoever it was must have come from the kitchen and straight up the corridor and Janine saw him pass as he went across the open doorway?’ 
 
    ‘She must have.’ Mel shrugged helplessly. 
 
    ‘Could Janine have seen the super slipping out of the room opposite, trying to see where the shooting was coming from? Did he go into the kitchen?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, he did. The team leader found both Raleigh and Ross there. So, perhaps that’s it. Janine doesn’t really know who she saw — she only sensed movement. Hell, Hill, it’s all a bit of a mess. Regis, Tanner and Janine shouldn’t have been in there at all. The TFI are up in arms about it, and who can blame them? The team leader is telling all and sundry that he’s not going to take the rap for this. But when they heard gunfire they all piled in. Regis and Tanner headed straight for the stairs and only got to the top just in time to get out of the way as the rest of the TFI came racing down! It must have been like an episode out of the Keystone Cops in there.’ 
 
    Hillary opened her mouth to defend Regis, then shut it again. She understood why he’d gone racing inside, of course. But Mel was right. It had been stupid. Brave, but stupid. ‘So how are the brass playing this?’ she asked curiously, and Mel laughed cynically. 
 
    ‘The drugs haul was big, and seeing as it’s a new concoction, it has the appeal of being novel. Fletcher is dead — so a “force for evil” has been removed from our streets, according to the assistant CC. As you can imagine, the PR boys are having a field day. They’ve even got a hero cop to put a cherry on the icing.’ 
 
    ‘Aye? Who?’ Hillary asked blankly, then felt herself flush as Mel gave her a long, level look. 
 
    ‘Oh,’ Hillary said. 
 
    ‘I put your name forward for the gallantry medal,’ Mel said quietly. ‘Marcus Donleavy backed it. You’re bound to get it. You saved my life, Hill,’ he muttered, looking down at his hands. ‘I just stood there like a lemon.’ 
 
    Hillary looked quickly away, and found the woman in the bed opposite watching her. She was the young one, who’d come in yesterday with appendicitis. She quickly dipped her head to her magazine, pretending she hadn’t been straining her ears to listen in. 
 
    ‘A man came at me with a gun and I hit the dirt,’ Hillary said dismissively. ‘What the hell’s so gallant about that?’ 
 
    Mel leaned back in the chair and ran a tired hand over his face. Hillary supposed he hadn’t slept at all last night. ‘Come on, Hill, we all know that you were thinking on your feet, as always. You stopped me and Tommy from going in and making the farce even worse. And you knew exactly what Brian Conroy wanted when he came out that door, waving that bloody revolver around. He was making for one of the cars, wasn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘It seemed obvious,’ Hillary agreed. So that was the name of the man who’d shot her. Brian Conroy. 
 
    ‘Sure, it was obvious,’ Mel echoed wryly. ‘All the other vehicles were too inaccessible. I thought of it about five minutes later, when we were following you in the ambulance. Let’s not kid ourselves, Hill, I’d be dead if it wasn’t for you.’ 
 
    Hillary saw Mary, the woman in the bed next to her own, glance across. She was about her own age, and had come in to have her cancerous ovaries removed. They’d chatted that afternoon, when Mary had told her that, since she already had three kids, it was no big deal. 
 
    Mary had clearly heard Mel say that she’d saved his life, but for some reason, Hillary found herself unable to meet the other woman’s look. No doubt it was admiring, maybe even respectful. And in this day and age, with tales of heroism being too precious and far between to be ignored, Hillary supposed she should just accept the compliment and then forget about it. 
 
    The trouble was, she felt such a complete fraud. OK, so maybe she’d thought a bit faster than everybody else, and had managed to keep a clear head when everybody around her had been losing theirs, to paraphrase Kipling. And she’d been unlucky enough to get shot in the arse. Well, nearly. But did that make her a hero? 
 
    Her mind skipped forward to a possible awards ceremony. The press would be out in force, with her mother and brother and sisters and Uncle Max all there to cheer her on and slap her on the back. She’d have to step up on to some sort of stage and shake hands with the chief constable as he handed her a bit of metal. Then she’d have to have her picture taken over and over again, followed by interviews with the press, where she’d give modest disclaimers and refuse to comment about the ongoing Fletcher investigation. 
 
    She’d have to wear her best dress uniform, of course. Hell, did it even still fit her? She’d have to have it let out. At this, Hillary suddenly laughed out loud. ‘Hey, Mel, did I tell you, the bullet didn’t do any serious damage because my fat stopped it? If ever there was a good excuse not to diet, that’s gotta be it.’ 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, she saw her third roommate smile. She was a plump, middle-aged librarian, who was having her gall bladder removed tomorrow. 
 
    ‘Trust you to find a silver lining,’ Mel laughed. 
 
    Hillary glanced over at the movable tray beside her bed. It was filled with bags of fruit, a couple of vases of flowers, a book of crossword puzzles and now, a bottle of lemon barley squash. 
 
    ‘You brought lemon barley?’ Hillary said. ‘Most people bring grapes.’ 
 
    ‘I know you like lemon barley,’ Mel said, surprised. 
 
    ‘Yeah, and how do you know?’ Hillary asked. ‘Because we’ve been friends for ever, that’s why,’ she answered her own question. ‘So let’s not indulge in any more breast-beating, yeah? Someone was going to shoot us, and I made sure we both hit the deck. I only got winged because there was more of me to get shot at, that’s all. I always said you were a skinny little git.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    After Mel left, the nurses came round to take blood, check pills had been taken, and monitor blood pressure. Hillary’s particular favourite, a little brown sparrow of a girl called Tracy Wall, wasn’t there, but another nurse brought with her a copy of the Oxford Mail. And sure enough, there on the front page was a picture of a younger Hillary, and the confirmation of Fletcher’s death and a large drugs haul. To please everyone, Hillary read it. It did indeed mention that she was in line for a police medal for gallantry. 
 
    She was saved from having to accept everyone’s congratulations and sly hints for her to give them some inside gen by the arrival of Superintendent Marcus Donleavy. 
 
    He looked like a banker — grey/silver suit, grey/silver hair, grey/silver eyes. He fairly radiated power and prestige, and the nurses and curious patients melted away at his approach. Hillary was not surprised when Donleavy pulled the curtains around, giving them some privacy. He sat close to her and put a small tape recorder on the tray beside her bed, letting her see it was running. So, this was to be an official debriefing. 
 
    Hillary nodded. 
 
    ‘So, DI Greene. What can you tell me about the events last night?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next morning, Mel came back. He brought a box of chocolates with him. ‘Since you don’t have to diet anymore, I thought you might like these,’ he said, sitting down. 
 
    ‘You rotten sod,’ Hillary said, and added heavily, ‘Donleavy came by last night.’ 
 
    ‘I know. He’s heading up the internal inquiry.’ There was a certain air of satisfaction about the way Mel said that that had her radar instantly sending out a ‘bleep’ of interest. 
 
    ‘You think the man from the Met might be out on his ear?’ she asked. She could understand why that would please Mel. Superintendent Raleigh was always going to be a thorn in her old friend’s side. He’d been given the job that Mel had thought was his, for a start. Now it looked as if he’d come a cropper, and who could blame Mel for having a good old gloat? 
 
    Mel shrugged. ‘Well, let’s just say Raleigh jumped the gun. He didn’t follow procedure, hell, didn’t even stick to the plan. And as a result, a senior female police officer was shot. So he’s hardly going to get any brownie points, is he?’ 
 
    Hillary sighed, not liking the sound of that. ‘So I’m going to be the stick they use to beat him up with? Wonderful.’ 
 
    ‘Come on, it won’t matter to you. Anyway, he’s bound to be transferred out of Thames Valley.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, then shot him a quick look. ‘Ah. Which means they’ll need to appoint an acting super for a while. Has he been suspended yet?’ 
 
    ‘No. Not yet.’ 
 
    ‘How’s he taking it all?’ Hillary asked, genuinely curious. 
 
    ‘I’m not sure,’ Mel said, after a thoughtful pause. ‘You’d think he’d be miffed. Not showing it, of course, but definitely antsy. But I don’t know. He looks tired, but not . . . I don’t know. He almost seems to be . . . up, somehow. You know, like a man who’s been vindicated, instead of possibly in the shit.’ 
 
    Hillary frowned. This was still making no sense to her. Then Mel cleared his throat, and Hillary shot him a quick glance. She knew that throat-clearing gesture of old. It didn’t bode well. 
 
    ‘Since you’re going to be off work for some time to come, I’ve decided to put Janine in working charge of the Malcolm Dale case,’ Mel said quickly. ‘Well, I can’t let Frank Ross run the show, and Tommy’s too junior,’ he rushed on, giving her no chance to object. ‘I’ll keep an overall eye on things, naturally.’ 
 
    Hillary stared at him for a moment, thought about it, opened her mouth, then closed it again. She waited until he was looking at her before she let him have it with both barrels. 
 
    ‘You’re going to dump her, aren’t you?’ she accused flatly. ‘You can practically taste that promotion to acting super, and know that if you want it, you’re going to have to jettison the baggage. And you think that giving her her own case will help get her off your back.’ 
 
    Mel flushed but didn’t deny it. ‘It’s time to get back on track, Hill. Come on, be fair. Who else can take over the case while you’re away?’ 
 
    Hillary shook her head. 
 
    First you get shot nearly in the backside, then you have to accept a medal, then your blonde bombshell of a sergeant gets to run your case while you sit in a narrowboat and twiddle your thumbs, going slowly mad with boredom. 
 
    Whatever it was that she’d done in a previous life to deserve this, she hoped it had been worth it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    Superintendent Jerome Raleigh slowly steepled his fingers together and met the eyes of the man sitting across from him. His desk, stretching between them like a no-man’s land, was unusually clear. Perhaps because his workload had suddenly lessened. A clue perhaps of things to come? 
 
    He said as much to his superior officer. 
 
    Chief Superintendent Marcus Donleavy shrugged. ‘Until we can clear up the events of that night to everyone’s satisfaction, you’re still, technically, in the saddle. But nobody’s anxious to load you up with new cases or committee appointments, at least not until they’re sure how things will pan out.’ 
 
    Jerome smiled thinly. ‘Can’t say as I blame them. And how long do you think it’s likely to be before that happens?’ 
 
    Again, Marcus shrugged. ‘Depends how quickly the evidence can be sifted, and how fast the review board can process it. But it might get bogged down because the TFI are going to fight their corner every inch of the way, and are adamant that they’re not going to take any flak over this.’ 
 
    Jerome Raleigh nodded. ‘Nor should they,’ he agreed quietly. 
 
    Marcus watched the man from the Met as he leaned back slightly in his swivel chair, making it creak slightly. His steepled hands fell to the arm rests and lay limply. ‘Is that an admission that the faults all lie with you?’ he asked curiously. 
 
    Jerome shrugged. ‘If blame has to be apportioned, then yes. Do you think it will?’ he asked, the question either very candid, or unbelievably naive. And Marcus Donleavy didn’t think the man was naive. Which meant he was asking for honesty. 
 
    Suddenly he sighed, and they were just two men who’d managed to climb the ladder high. Up until now, Donleavy had had no complaints about the man who’d taken over his old job. He’d seemed to settle in and he’d heard no management complaints or grumbling from the lower orders. And certainly nobody had doubted his dedication to putting away the scum. So was this Fletcher fiasco just a glitch? Or was it indicative of a more ingrained problem? But then, surely a man couldn’t reach the position of super without somebody noticing if he were either reckless or stupid. And what had happened during the Fletcher raid had to be either one or the other. 
 
    Marcus frowned, then realised the man was still waiting for his answer. He thought carefully before speaking. ‘Unless something drastic happens, I think we’re OK,’ he finally said, a shade reluctantly. ‘The killing by the TFI man of Marcus Shandy has already been ruled justified, as has that of the killing of Conroy. The fact that Hillary’s injuries weren’t serious also helped your cause. The TFI are making it clear you came in too early and without clearance, but nobody’s looking to cut you off at the knees for that. And with the killer of Fletcher also dead, it’s not looking nearly as bad as it could.’ 
 
    In other words, Raleigh thought, the brass considered it best to keep it in-house and sweep it under the carpet, and content itself with giving him a rap over the knuckles. 
 
    So, with a bit of luck, he could simply take his medicine, keep his head down, and get on with things. The only two flies in the ointment were Ross and Greene. 
 
    Raleigh was confident that Ross was too shit-scared to grass. But Greene might be a problem. She was too smart by half — and, incidentally, the last person in the world he’d wanted to get shot. Good coppers were too few and far between to lose any of them. Yes, in spite of the fact that she worried him, Jerome Raleigh still felt guilty about what had happened to Hillary Greene. 
 
    But that didn’t stop him from looking out for number one; he still needed to know if he was safe. He shifted in his chair and glanced past Donleavy, to stare at the wall. ‘I’m really sorry about DI Greene,’ he said flatly. ‘That was never meant to happen,’ he added, sincerely. For one thing, he knew that a wounded and pissed off Hillary Greene was probably far more dangerous than a merely curious DI Greene. ‘You’re sure she’s all right?’ 
 
    ‘She’s fine,’ Marcus said curtly, then added grimly, ‘She was lucky. If the bullet had been over to the right a few inches, she’d have been gut shot.’ He could still remember the phone call that night that told him one of his officers had been shot during the Fletcher raid. And when he’d discovered it was Hillary Greene, his anger and concern had escalated. So he wasn’t in any mood to soft-soap the officer who’d been in charge. Even before knowing all the circumstances, it had never seriously crossed his mind that Hillary might have been the one to make a mistake. She was too savvy for that. 
 
    Raleigh winced. ‘Is she . . . is she going to file a complaint? She’d have every right to.’ 
 
    ‘Against you, you mean?’ Marcus clarified in a hard voice, still not willing to let the younger man get away with anything. He let the question hang for a moment, then shook his head. ‘I doubt the thought even crossed her mind,’ he said flatly. ‘I’ve known Hillary Greene for years. That husband of hers put her through misery — both personally and professionally. She’ll probably never recover from the stigma of being investigated for corruption. Which is a great pity — she’s one of the best detectives we’ve got. She’s also straight up and down, one of us, through and through. The last thing she’d ever do is put the screws on a fellow officer. So you can relax.’ He made no effort to hide his distaste, or belief that Raleigh was getting off lightly. 
 
    Raleigh nodded and took it. He deserved it. But it had been worth it. Everything had been worth it. Now, if he could just sit tight and weather the investigation, everything would be fine. 
 
    He’d just have to make sure that worm Frank Ross knew enough to keep his mouth shut. But he was fairly confident of that. Self-interest alone would ensure his silence. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mel glanced up as Janine knocked on the door to his office, then stepped in. ‘I’ve updated the Dale case, sir,’ she said, waving a folder at him, then glanced behind her and closed the door. ‘Thought you might want to see it,’ she added, coming to stand in front of his desk. ‘I daresay you’ll have to take it over now.’ 
 
    Mel smiled, seeing right through her. She wanted to be SIO so bad she could taste it. Which was good. Very good. 
 
    ‘Yeah, bit of a bugger when I’ve got so much on my plate already,’ he played along. 
 
    Janine nodded. ‘You think Raleigh’s gonna get the elbow?’ she asked, with genuine curiosity. When things got shaken up, interesting things tended to fall out of the tree. 
 
    Mel shrugged. The truth was, he wasn’t so sure anymore. The murmuring on the grapevine didn’t sound too promising. And, naturally, the last thing the brass wanted was a scandal. Still, maybe a quiet sidelining would be on the cards for him some months down the line. 
 
    Which would leave him with plenty of time to get his house in order, and make the brass look seriously at him for the superintendency. Thinking of that . . . He sighed, and nodded to the chair. ‘Janine, sit down. We have to talk.’ 
 
    He’d thought about doing this tonight, when they were both at home, but quickly realised that Janine would be uncontrollable then. At least here she’d have to curb her temper. It was, he knew, the coward’s way out, but he’d always favoured the line of least resistance. 
 
    Janine felt her heart give a little kick, and something cold dropped into the pit of her belly. Her eyes glittered and her chin came up defiantly as she sat down. Mel saw the look and felt his stomach clench. She’d already guessed what was coming. Had he been so obvious? 
 
    He took a long deep breath and began. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary gritted her teeth as she put her left foot down. ‘Ouch. Ouch. Ouch,’ she muttered, every time she took a tottering step forward. This morning she’d done the same journey with a Zimmer frame, of all things, but now she had a walking stick. Tracy Wall was walking close beside her, one hand on her arm in case she fell. 
 
    ‘You’re doing great,’ she encouraged as Hillary slowly began to take longer and more confident steps towards the opening into the corridor, where the nurses’ station was situated. 
 
    ‘That’s easy for you to say,’ Hillary huffed, feeling the sweat running down the side of her nose. She was in one of her mother’s long flowered flannel nightgowns (since she only slept in old T-shirts back on the boat) and she felt about a hundred years old in it. On the other hand, it had matched the Zimmer frame to perfection. 
 
    She winced but managed to refrain with the ‘ouch’ as she took another step. This morning, her hip and the crease in her waist felt on fire as she moved, but it had still been good to be out of bed. Now, on this second outing, she didn’t feel half so stiff or uncomfortable. She’d always been one of those people who heal quickly, and never had she been more glad of it. 
 
    ‘I hear your boss came by last night,’ Tracy said chattily. ‘Tessa told me he was a dreamboat. All silver hair. Very Paul Hollywood.’ 
 
    Hillary laughed, wondering how Marcus Donleavy would react at being compared to the sexy baker. 
 
    Her thoughts strayed back to the murder victim, Malcolm Dale. Dammit, she should be trying to figure out who’d killed him, not shuffling around hospital corridors. To make matters worse, Donleavy had told her she’d been scheduled to take three weeks’ sick leave, which might stretch to a month, depending on doctors’ reports. A month! What was she going to do for a month? 
 
    As she began to march down the corridor with growing confidence, she tried to think positively. She could put all her energy into selling the house, and then finally buy the boat off Max, all nice and legal. For a long time now she’d been putting that off, but perhaps it was time to admit that she was perfectly content to live on the boat. All of that could fill in some time. Then she could do all the odd jobs around the boat she’d always put off. That might take all of two days. 
 
    She shuddered. The thought of so much inaction scared her. But she could still work the Dale case, if she was sneaky. She was pretty sure Tommy could be persuaded to come by with the latest news and copies of reports. If Janine didn’t cotton on to what he was doing. 
 
    Janine, she thought glumly. By now, Mel must have told her that she’d be the senior investigating officer on the Dale killing — her first time in charge of such an important case. A chance to shine. Just what she’d always wanted. Right about now, she must be over the moon. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘You bastard,’ Janine hissed. ‘Why the change of heart? You were all over me last night.’ 
 
    ‘Keep your voice down,’ Mel said calmly. ‘Do you really want to give Frank Ross a show?’ 
 
    Janine took a deep breath, feeling her fingernails cut painfully into her palms as she clenched her hands into tight fists. There was a throbbing in her temples and she wanted to scream in frustration, but a colder, harder voice of reason stopped her. 
 
    If she went ballistic now, she’d never live it down. She could almost hear the sneering. The cracks from all the misogynists that bred in this place like malaria mosquitoes. And Mel was right — Ross for one would just love to see her make a scene. She’d be hearing ‘hysterical female jokes’ and reference to PMT for months to come. And it was bound to get back to the brass. As well Mel knew, the bastard. That’s why he’d broken up with her here and now. 
 
    ‘Don’t think you’re going to get away with this,’ Janine warned him. ‘I can still make your life a misery. I could file a sexual harassment suit for a start. What would that do to your chances for promotion then, hey?’ 
 
    Mel felt himself go cold, but managed a smile and small shrug. ‘What would that do to yours?’ he countered softly, and then sighed heavily as Janine went pale. 
 
    ‘Look, let’s not be like this,’ he cajoled. ‘We’re both grown-ups. We both know how it goes. We tried it out for a while, but it just wasn’t working—’ 
 
    ‘It was working for me!’ 
 
    ‘And now we have to carry on working together. Look, Janine, this won’t affect your career, I promise. I’m not the sort of man who can’t stand to have his ex-lovers around, or go all postal on them. In fact—’ he leaned back in his chair and tossed the folder she’d just brought in back to her, ‘—I want you to head up the Dale case. I’ll be in overall charge, of course, but I want you to lead the investigation. You’ve worked with Hillary for three years now — you’ve picked up a lot of good stuff from her. This is your chance. Don’t screw it up just because you’re mad at me.’ 
 
    Janine stared at him for a long while, then slowly reached forward and picked up the folder. 
 
    ‘I’ll be round tonight with a mate’s transit van for my stuff,’ she said coldly. She got up and added a sneering, ‘Sir.’ 
 
    When she left, the air in the office hovered somewhere just below freezing point. 
 
    Mel let out his breath in a long slow release, and felt suddenly anxious. And bereft. Janine, in spite of everything, had been fun. His last sip of the summer wine? Fifty was looming, and for a moment he wondered if he’d made a mistake in letting her go. 
 
    Then the moment passed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mike Regis stared at her nightgown and tried not to smile. Hillary twirled one of the pink ribbons that rested coyly just below her chin and grinned. ‘My mum’s.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a bloody relief,’ Regis said with a laugh, and indicated a big plastic bag. ‘Brought you some of this muesli mix stuff. Nuts and raisins and whatnot. Don’t know if you like it.’ 
 
    Hillary didn’t either. It wasn’t something she’d normally try. ‘Considering the food in this place, I’ll take it,’ she said, and opened the bag for a rummage. ‘So, what’s the latest?’ 
 
    Mike drew up a chair and shrugged. He was wearing a pair of dark grey slacks, white shirt, and black leather jacket. With his thinning black hair and penetrating green eyes, she’d noticed all her other ward-mates giving him the sly once-over. Now they pretended to be reading or watching daytime TV. 
 
    ‘I reckon your boss, Donleavy, is going to do a gloss-over on Raleigh,’ he said flatly. ‘Can’t blame him. Why give the press ammo? Apart from your mishap, it was a bloody good night.’ 
 
    Hillary grinned. She couldn’t help it. ‘Next time you get shot, I’ll come over and sit by your bedside and say the same.’ 
 
    Regis watched her nibble a hazelnut and smiled. ‘Seriously, I’m glad you’re all right.’ 
 
    ‘Seriously, so am I. So, how does it feel to have Fletcher out of the way?’ she asked curiously. As a Vice officer, Fletcher must have always been more of a thorn in his side than in most. She herself was glad the villain was off the streets, but she couldn’t help but wonder who’d be taking his place in the pecking order, and when. Still, during the vacuum, Vice should be able to make a good sweep of a lot of low-lives who’d be scuttling for cover and panicking now that the big kingpin was dead. 
 
    ‘Don’t really know, to be honest,’ Mike said. ‘I think I’d have preferred to see him banged up. See how he liked to swap his swimming pool and his holiday villa in Marbella for a fourteen-foot cell and a toilet that doesn’t flush.’ 
 
    ‘But you’ll go to his funeral?’ she asked, biting down on a surprisingly chewy, but nice and sweet, sultana. 
 
    ‘Oh yeah, I wouldn’t miss dancing on his grave for all the tea in China.’ 
 
    ‘Nice,’ Hillary said. ‘I think I’ve just cracked a tooth on a piece of barley. Do people really eat this stuff for pleasure?’ 
 
    Regis shrugged. ‘Beats me. I’m a pizza man myself.’ 
 
    ‘So, you any closer to figuring out exactly what went down that night? There seems to be some confusion,’ Hillary said, and Regis laughed bluntly. 
 
    ‘You can say that again. Neither Col nor me can quite figure it out.’ Hillary had wondered where his sidekick, the ever-present, ever-quiet Colin Tanner was, but didn’t ask. It was just one less male to see her in her mother’s tent-like nightie. 
 
    ‘We were upstairs when we heard the shots, the ones that must have killed Fletcher,’ Regis said. ‘We both headed for the stairs at a rate of knots, along with nearly every other TFI guy up there. Col was nearest the stairs first, and didn’t see anybody come out of the kitchen, where Fletcher got it. Not a TFI guy, not your guv’nor, and not the bloke who shot you.’ 
 
    ‘Brian Conroy?’ 
 
    ‘Right. They’re doing his PM now, by the way.’ 
 
    ‘That’s late.’ 
 
    ‘They’re backlogged. Fletcher’s was done yesterday.’ 
 
    Hillary shrugged. ‘Then Conroy must have got out the kitchen the moment he shot Fletcher, and you weren’t in time to see him.’ 
 
    ‘That blonde sergeant of yours was in the left front room. She says she saw movement, but thought it came from the room opposite.’ 
 
    Hillary frowned. ‘Is there access from the right-hand living room into the kitchen?’ 
 
    ‘Nope.’ 
 
    Hillary frowned. ‘Wait a minute. According to what Mel said, Raleigh and Ross were in the other living room, and went to the kitchen after they heard shots. That must have been what Janine saw.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t see them, neither did Col. They must have moved bloody quick. Mind you, that boss of yours does have a tendency to jump the gun. But if you were in the house and heard gunshots, and you were unarmed, would you go rushing to see what was happening?’ 
 
    Hillary gave him the eagle eye. ‘You know damned bloody well I wouldn’t. And didn’t. Which is probably what got me shot! Now what does that say about life?’ 
 
    Regis grinned. ‘That sod’s law is alive and well?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was dark when Hillary looked up from the copy of The Mill on the Floss that she was reading, and saw Tommy Lynch. He was hesitating in the wide opening, a big bunch of lemon-coloured chrysanthemums in his hand. 
 
    She was out of bed, having had yet another walk about and this time moving much easier and almost without pain, and she was now sitting in the chair beside her bed. She held up a hand so that he could spot her, and when he did, he smiled and came towards her. 
 
    ‘Hello, guv. Mel told me you were seeing visitors.’ 
 
    He glanced down somewhat helplessly at the flowers in his hand, and a nurse spotted him and came to take them away. She smiled at him as she took the flowers, but Tommy didn’t seem to notice. Hillary would have to let it drop that the DS was due to get married in June. And that reminded her — she still hadn’t got them a wedding present yet. 
 
    ‘Sit down.’ Hillary put the book away on the wheeled tray beside her bed, and watched him as he took a seat. He looked tired and drawn. When he sat down on the moulded plastic chair, he let his big hands drop between his splayed legs and leaned forward, an obvious sign of fatigue. 
 
    ‘How’s the Dale case going?’ Hillary asked at once. ‘Any new developments?’ 
 
    Tommy nodded. ‘The guv made Janine acting SIO. First thing she did was pull Percy Matthews back in.’ 
 
    Hillary winced. Great going, Janine. No doubt Mel would have something to say about that. 
 
    ‘You got anything else on him? Forensics?’ 
 
    ‘Nah, but the wife gave us permission to search the house. We spent all afternoon tossing the place, but there was nothing obvious. Janine kept at Percy and Mrs Matthews all afternoon, but they’re both sticking to it that they were in together all that night.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘And that’s all they’ll have to keep saying,’ she mused glumly. ‘It’s up to us to disprove it.’ If, indeed, there was anything to disprove. Rita Matthews letting them search the house was a fairly sure sign that she thought they had nothing to hide. Or that she was sure there’d be nothing for them to find — which was not quite the same thing. But somehow, Hillary just couldn’t see Percy Matthews as the culprit. He was not a doer, in her opinion, but a planner. An endless prevaricator. Still, she could be wrong. 
 
    ‘Janine’s been out all afternoon questioning the neighbours, trying to break his alibi. Trouble is, with him living on that top road, he hasn’t really got neighbours to speak of,’ Tommy carried on. ‘The sarge is determined to interview everyone in the village. All the uniforms are complaining about having to do third and even fourth interviews again.’ 
 
    Hillary shrugged, but wasn’t about to criticize. She knew how Janine felt. This was her first time leading a case, and she wanted results, fast. Especially if Mel, the prat, had already given her the push. Her ego would be smarting, and her pride would demand even more that she close the case fast, just to show him and the brass that she had the smarts and could be trusted with more responsibility. 
 
    The trouble was, Hillary was not at all sure that she was barking up the right tree. 
 
    ‘Well, they’re letting me out of here tomorrow,’ she said, and nodded as Tommy looked surprised. ‘Need the bed, I reckon. Nowadays they get you out as quick as possible. I’ve got to have the district nurse in once every two days to change the dressing, but apart from that, and a really bad limp, I’m free and clear. They’re giving me enough painkillers to fell an elephant, so I’ll be OK.’ 
 
    ‘Won’t getting around on the boat be a bit of a hassle, though? The narrow steps down and all?’ Tommy asked 
 
    Hillary shrugged. ‘Less room to fall over in,’ she said philosophically. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next day, Hillary left hospital in a taxi. Getting down the narrow set of steps was a bit of a grind, but once settled inside, Hillary felt much better. To be surrounded by the familiar was wonderful. She made herself a cup of coffee just how she liked it (a real luxury after hospital java) and sat in the single armchair in the tiny living area and listened to the sounds of the canal. 
 
    A blackbird was singing in the hawthorn right beside the boat, and across the canal on the other side, where a field of winter barley was growing, a skylark was competing. Even the sun was shining, and tomorrow the clocks went on, giving her another hour of light at night. 
 
    All those hours, and nothing to fill them. She could take up watercolours, except she couldn’t paint for toffee. Pity, because the stand of bulrushes she could see out of her window across the way would make an ideal subject. She could catch up on her reading, of course — an English Lit major could never get enough books. Trouble was, you could only read for so many hours a day. 
 
    The painkillers were doing a good job, and for someone who’d been shot only two nights ago, she was feeling fairly fit and relaxed. It was not as if she felt ill. She’d only been in the boat an hour, and already she could feel it closing in on her. And it had nothing to do with claustrophobia. No. It had to do with incipient boredom. By the time she’d fixed herself some beans on toast for tea, she knew she was going to go mad unless she could come up with some sort of plan of action for the next week or so. 
 
    The trouble was — what could she do? If she went in to work, Janine would throw a fit and Mel would only chase her out again. Her eyes fell speculatively on the Dick Francis book in the shelves of classics. She could do something about that, she supposed. But that would mean notifying the brass. Raking up the scandal that was Ronnie Greene all over again. On the other hand, it wouldn’t be hanging over her any more. And since her credit as a ‘hero cop’ was running high, now might be a good time to tell the brass she’d miraculously discovered where her corrupt, late and totally unlamented hubby had stashed his million-plus in ill-gotten gains. Then she shook her head. Why rock the boat? Best just to ignore it. 
 
    As darkness fell, she heard moaning coming from the next boat. Her neighbour on Willowsands was entertaining her latest. Nancy Walker, a very merry widow of uncertain age, liked her students young. 
 
    It was all right for some, Hillary thought grumpily. She tried the TV, but it was all rubbish. Restlessly, she turned it off and finally thought about the night she was shot. Faced up to it, relived it, cried a bit, felt sick, had a slug of whisky, and got past it. She felt shaky, but better. She was now confident that she wouldn’t wake up with the sweats in the middle of the night. Better yet, she was fairly sure she hadn’t lost her nerve either, but couldn’t know for certain. And she’d never be certain until she faced physical danger again. 
 
    Always something to look forward to. 
 
    In the meantime, she’d forget about that particular sword of Damocles hanging over her head, and think about Luke Fletcher instead, and the way he died. 
 
    And the more she thought about it, the more she didn’t like it. Things just didn’t add up. 
 
    By the time she finally went to bed, she knew just how she was going to survive the boredom of her recuperation. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TEN 
 
    Hillary took the bus into Oxford rather than drive herself, just to be safe. Although her side was still painful, she found she was able to manoeuvre on and off the boat with growing ease, and the bus presented her with no difficulties. Walking for any length of time tended to ratchet up the pain a bit, and she made a mental note to herself not to hoof it too much. 
 
    Luckily for her, the internet café in St Giles wasn’t far from a bus stop, and she treated herself to their best blend of Brazilian as she surfed the net. She took a fresh notebook with her, and was glad, since she found that Jerome Raleigh had quite a few hits to his credit. Most of it consisted of newspaper reports of his busts back in London, but once or twice she found some good titbits about his social life. Surprisingly, she could find no trace of a previous marriage. A bachelor boy then, obviously, but only of the wolf variety, for she’d found several pictures of Raleigh taken at fairly high-profile social events, with a different and attractive woman on his arm each time. She made careful note of the women’s names, and details of the busts that had made the headlines. 
 
    After a couple more hours of solid digging, she could see why the man was a superintendent at forty. He’d played the game well, and had obviously cultivated the right people carefully. With some perseverance (and a lot more coffee), she managed to trace his rise from humble police constable beginnings to his current position. And as she did so, making a scrupulous timeline as she went, a single fact began to stand out more and more. 
 
    Raleigh had been born and bred in London. His father had been a solicitor at a large firm, his mother a dentist. He’d enjoyed all the privileges of a good, solid, middle-class upbringing, and had attended a local grammar school, following it with a degree from his local university in political science. Perhaps joining the police had been a surprising choice, but it was obvious right from the start that Jerome Raleigh had intended to go places. And go places he had. His rise to sergeant had been swift, following a brilliant showing at his Boards. A bare three years later and he made inspector. A long stint followed, with Raleigh logging up a good record of solved cases, but he’d also volunteered for several committees and high-profile initiatives that had been bound to get him noticed. His position as chief inspector had been all but a foregone conclusion. He never put a foot wrong as far as Hillary could tell, and none of his immediate superiors had anything but praise for him. 
 
    So why, last year, had he made the sudden move to Thames Valley? Why would a Met man, born and bred, suddenly move out to Oxfordshire? He hadn’t pissed anybody off that she could tell; in fact, quite the opposite. Reading between the lines, an ACC seemed to have been grooming him to take on a superintendency in his own department. 
 
    So why had he left? It wasn’t for more immediate promotion prospects, that was for sure. He had no family commitments. It wasn’t for more money. Burnout might be a possibility, but in that case, why go for a superintendency on one of the largest and most active forces in the country? 
 
    The net was great, but it couldn’t tell her everything. After another two hours, Hillary walked slowly and carefully to the nearby South Park, opposite the red and white brick monstrosity that was Keble College, and found a quiet bench on which to think. Her only neighbour was a squirrel looking for a handout. Occasionally, mothers pushing well-wrapped toddlers in pushchairs went by. 
 
    The more Hillary had learned about Raleigh, the more uneasy she had become. Now, taking out her mobile and her personal telephone diary, Hillary started making calls. 
 
    Over the years she’d made friends and contacts in all sorts of places, both high and low, some of whom were living and working in London. One, a sergeant she’d trained up many years ago now, and was now a chief inspector in the Met, owed her more than a few favours, as did some snouts who would have crossed Jerome Raleigh’s patch. 
 
    But after an hour of careful digging, Hillary was still none the wiser. Which could mean only one of two things — either all her sources were lying to her, or nobody really knew why Jerome Raleigh had left London. And she wasn’t paranoid enough yet to think that everyone knew something that she didn’t. 
 
    As she sat on the park bench, shivering a little in the cold March afternoon sunshine, Hillary thought about the Fletcher raid. And the more she thought about it, the more something about it kept sending back to her the distinct whiff of something rotten. 
 
    Well, at least she wasn’t bored. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine Tyler tried not to sound excited as she watched the man opposite her pull out a cigarette and light up. She was in a small cottage in the village of Lower Heyford’s main thoroughfare, Freehold Street, and had all but given up hope of finding anyone who could put Percy Matthews out and about on the night of the Dale killing. 
 
    She’d done nothing all day but re-interview people who were all eager to please but unable to help. The murder of Malcolm Dale was still a matter of high interest, of course, and would be for years to come, if Janine knew villages, and everyone she met had a theory and wanted to try it out on her. Opinion seemed to favour Valerie Dale as the culprit, but only, it seemed, because most killings were done by spouses. Some favoured a political angle, although none could offer any real basis for this when challenged. Two old dears were convinced that animal rights fundamentalists had done him in because of his very public promise to get fox hunting re-established if he’d been selected to run as their MP, and Janine had given Frank the task of seeing if any of their local animal nutters could indeed have been responsible. He’d griped about it continuously since, so that was a definite bonus. 
 
    But house after house, interview after interview, nobody believed Matthews could have done it. Loony but harmless was the general consensus when it came to the retired shoe salesman. And certainly nobody had seen him that night. 
 
    Until now. Sitting opposite her, looking rather bleary-eyed because she’d woken him up, Oliver Rogerson puffed long and hard on his fag. ‘Been trying to give them up, but can’t. Wife keeps nagging me. Good job I work the night shift, otherwise I’d never get a drag.’ 
 
    Janine nodded. Rogerson worked as a night watchman on ‘The Camp,’ what Lower Heyfordians referred to as the now abandoned RAF/USAF air force base at Upper Heyford. Now it housed a giant car lot, and Rogerson patrolled it at night to prevent car thieves. Janine wondered how many hours he spent smoking around the back of his little cubby hole and how much patrolling he actually did. But she wasn’t about to carp. Not after what he’d just said. 
 
    ‘So, just to make sure,’ she said, glancing at her notes. ‘You leave for work at six thirty p.m.?’ 
 
    ‘Right. Have my main meal at five — I cook it, ’cos the wife comes home from her job then.’ 
 
    ‘And you bike it to Upper Heyford?’ 
 
    ‘Only got the one car and it seems daft for me to take it to work when the camp’s only a mile away, and the missus works in Bicester.’ 
 
    Janine nodded impatiently. ‘Right. So every night you get out the bike and push it up the hill?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t ride it up. Legs ain’t as good as they used to be.’ 
 
    ‘And on that night, the night Malcolm Dale died, you saw Percy Matthews walking towards you. That is, coming from his house at the top of the village, and heading downhill?’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re sure it was the same night that Malcolm Dale died?’ she pressed. 
 
    ‘Course I’m sure. The wife was full of it when I got back the next morning.’ 
 
    ‘And you saw him clearly?’ Janine insisted. 
 
    ‘Yeah. He was just coming out from under one of the streetlights.’ Oliver Rogerson grunted. ‘Don’t know why the council bothered putting them up in the first place.’ 
 
    Janine’s fingers tightened on the pencil. ‘You say he was just coming out from under the light? But you could see his face? He wasn’t in darkness, or half in darkness?’ She knew only too well what defence barristers could do to witness statements of this sort. 
 
    ‘He was still under the light when I saw him,’ Oliver said, narrow brown eyes watching her through the smoke haze. ‘Don’t know why you’re getting so excited. I sometimes see Percy, now and then. He does live in the village, you know.’ 
 
    ‘But you’d be willing to swear in a court of law that you saw him that night, at about six thirty-five or thereabouts?’ 
 
    Oliver Rogerson suddenly looked nervous. Janine knew this reaction too. The old I-don’t-want-to-get-involved syndrome. ‘Mr Rogerson, this is important,’ she said severely, and the older man shrugged reluctantly. 
 
    ‘Suppose so,’ he grunted. 
 
    Janine grinned and stood up. That was good enough for her. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tommy’s call came just as she’d taken her seat on the bus back. The bus was nearly empty, since it was still only three o’clock in the afternoon, but one old lady gave her the gimlet eye as the cell phone’s ringtone disturbed her. 
 
    Hillary quickly snapped it open and put it to her ear. ‘DI Greene,’ she said. And the old lady quickly stopped giving her the eye and faced front again. Hillary smiled wryly. That was her all right — the scourge of little old ladies everywhere. 
 
    ‘Guv,’ Tommy said. ‘You wanted to be kept informed about the Dale case. Janine just arrested and charged Percy Matthews.’ 
 
    Hillary blinked. ‘That was quick. What’s up?’ 
 
    Tommy told her the latest, and on impulse, Hillary told him she was going to drop in. Ostensibly to show everyone she was all right and touch base, but they both knew she was hot to see how this latest development panned out. 
 
    She got off at the stop opposite the station, but found the walk up the short drive and across the big parking lot more arduous than she’d expected. She stopped at the main entrance to dry-swallow two more painkillers, then pushed inside. The desk sergeant hailed her, and she spent several minutes accepting congratulations and commiserations, and swapping war stories about injuries of the past. They agreed that his split skull beat her bullet, and then she took the lift upstairs. Normally she’d have had no trouble trotting up the stairs, but by now she was beginning to feel distinctly iffy. A hot-cold thing was going on, making her alternately sweat and then shiver, and she knew that she should really be back at the boat, taking it easy. The nurse was due to change her wadding soon, too. 
 
    She made her way to her desk without stopping, accepting the calls and queries of all the others in the big open-plan office without detouring. Once sat down, she felt a whole lot better. 
 
    Tommy was the first to come to her desk, since he was expecting her. Taking one look at her pale face, he went to Mel’s office, where the CI kept his own personal coffee machine, and pinched some of his finest roast and brought her back a mug. 
 
    Hillary accepted it with a smile. ‘So, what’s happening?’ 
 
    ‘Mel’s down there interviewing Percy now. Janine’s hopping about it.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll bet,’ Hillary said. ‘What do you think?’ 
 
    Tommy shrugged. ‘Percy Matthews was definitely lying about staying in all night. The wit Janine found seems sound. It puts Matthews out and about without an alibi at the time of the murder.’ 
 
    ‘So Mel’s happy with it?’ 
 
    Tommy frowned. ‘Dunno, guv. I think he thinks Janine jumped the gun in charging him. And I think he’s annoyed that she didn’t consult him first. But he hasn’t given her a rollicking.’ 
 
    No, he wouldn’t, Hillary thought, hiding a grin. He’d be stepping on eggshells around Janine Tyler for some time yet. Serve him right. 
 
    ‘Well, let’s go down and observe, shall we?’ she said, the mug of coffee giving her a new lease of life. Even so, she took the lift back down. 
 
    There was no one else in the observation room. She took the only chair and sat down, but even through the glass, she could feel anger and excitement shimmering off her blonde sergeant. Mel, doing the questioning, was as smooth as ever. 
 
    ‘But, Mr Matthews, we have a witness, a very reliable witness, who says he saw you on Freehold Street, at six thirty or thereabouts, on the night that Mr Dale died.’ 
 
    ‘Must have been wrong then,’ Percy Matthews said belligerently, folding his thin arms over his scrawny chest. He was dressed in a white shirt and a dark green V-neck, hand-knitted sweater over black trousers. He didn’t look the least worried. In fact, he looked positively chipper. 
 
    ‘He’s the sort who likes to scrap,’ Hillary said thoughtfully. She’d met a lot of people like that — but very few of them had, funnily enough, been prone to real violence. 
 
    ‘Come now, Percy,’ Mel said, slipping in the Christian name craftily. It always helped if you could do that — it gave the inquisitor a distinct psychological advantage. ‘Don’t you see that you’re not helping yourself by continuing to lie?’ 
 
    Percy Matthews shrugged. ‘Can’t help it if you’ve got it wrong, can I?’ 
 
    Mel abruptly changed tack. ‘You do realise, don’t you, Percy, that you’ve been charged with first degree murder?’ He paused to let it sink in. ‘That’s very serious. You could be looking at life inside — twenty to thirty years. And with a man your age . . .’ Mel shrugged eloquently. ‘Well, let’s face it, Percy, you’d die in prison. Don’t you think it would be better if you just told us what happened? Who knows, if there was adequate provocation, perhaps the Crown Prosecution Service might consider reducing the charge to manslaughter?’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. Careful, Mel. She turned to Tommy. ‘Did Mr Matthews waive his right to a solicitor?’ 
 
    Tommy nodded. ‘Yeah, he did. Right away. Said he didn’t need him.’ 
 
    Hillary didn’t like the sound of that. How fast would a good defence barrister claim that Percy had been unfit to make that decision, thus rendering anything he said here and now inadmissible in court? If it had been her in there, she’d have insisted he have legal representation. 
 
    She had to remind herself that this wasn’t her case anymore. Not that it did any good. It still felt like her case. 
 
    Someone knocked on the door to the observation room, and Tommy opened it. Hillary heard him murmuring quietly for a moment, then he came back. ‘Guv, Mrs Matthews is here. She’s mad as a hornet, apparently, and demanding to see someone in charge.’ 
 
    ‘Wasn’t she there when Janine brought Percy in?’ 
 
    ‘No. She was doing the grocery shopping, it seems.’ 
 
    ‘Oh hell! Is there an interview room free?’ 
 
    ‘Five is, guv.’ 
 
    ‘Have her in there then,’ Hillary said, getting up with a wince. 
 
    Tommy frowned. ‘Guv, you’re still on sick leave.’ 
 
    ‘I know. But it won’t hurt to see what she has to say.’ 
 
    Tommy went reluctantly, and Hillary had only just sat herself down in room five when he came back in with Rita Matthews. She was dressed in a shin-length brown dress, and a long raincoat in more or less the same colour. Her face was flushed red, and her eyes glittered as she sat down. ‘What’s all this nonsense about our Percy being arrested?’ she asked, without preamble. ‘I hadn’t stepped off the bus when Julie told me about it.’ 
 
    Hillary didn’t ask who Julie was. She didn’t need to. In any small village, information was relayed faster than the speed of sound. 
 
    Hillary quickly set the tape running, introduced herself, Rita Matthews and Tommy Lynch, and stated the time and place. Only then did she answer the question. ‘I’m afraid we’ve found a witness who saw your husband in Freehold Street at around six thirty, on the night Mr Dale was murdered, Mrs Matthews,’ she said. ‘Won’t you tell me why you lied about your husband’s whereabouts that night?’ she asked gently. 
 
    Rita Matthews sighed heavily. ‘Because the daft sod had already said we were at home together, hadn’t he?’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘But you knew that wasn’t true?’ 
 
    ‘Course I did. He was where he always is every Monday night. Playing cards with his mates in Fred Turnkey’s garden shed.’ 
 
    Hillary opened her mouth, then closed it again. ‘Tommy, I think you’d better get Sergeant Tyler in here,’ she said quietly, and then for the tape, added quietly, ‘Detective Constable Lynch has just left the room.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine Tyler could feel her face flame as Rita Matthews snapped, ‘Listen, you daft bugger, stop playing the fool and tell them what’s what.’ 
 
    Rita and Percy Matthews, Mel and herself, were now all in interview room three. She’d taken Rita Matthews’ testimony in interview room five with a stony face, suspecting that Hillary Greene was watching her from the observation room and crowing with glee. 
 
    In that, she was wrong. Hillary, after Janine had returned with Tommy, had left to go home. She knew Tommy would explain everything, and she had no desire to watch her young sergeant’s humiliation. Besides, she had to get back to meet the district nurse. 
 
    In the parking lot she’d snagged a patrol car going out, getting a lift to Thrupp. The two youngsters had been only too pleased to do it, and Hillary knew that her status would remain high for some time to come. She was now the cop who’d got shot bringing Fletcher down. Whatever the actual facts of the matter, she knew that’s how she’d now always be known. But she didn’t buck it. Better that than to be known as corrupt Ronnie Greene’s missus. 
 
    Now, with her wound cleaned and the bandaging changed, she lay out on her bed, trying to doze, but unable to do so. Although the painkillers had made her drowsy, she couldn’t help but wonder what was happening back at the station. 
 
    Although she was fairly sure she knew. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine listened, feeling herself shrinking further and further into a small ball, as Rita Matthews continued to harangue her husband. ‘You’ve got no more sense than to fly a kite in a thunderstorm. What were you going to do? Just sit here and let them bang you up? You tell them where you really were, or I’ll . . . I’ll . . . box your ears, you twit!’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Matthews, please calm down,’ Mel said sternly, but he was trying not to laugh. ‘Mr Matthews, is what your wife said true?’ 
 
    Percy Matthews looked sulky. ‘Well, I was playing cards with Fred and the others, yes. We always play on Mondays. For bottles of beer, and cheese and stuff. We all bring something and bet with it. Winner takes the pot. I took a farmhouse cake that night.’ 
 
    ‘I baked it,’ Rita put in, looking less ferocious now that her husband had capitulated. 
 
    ‘I see,’ Mel said. ‘I need the names of all the others who were there.’ Rita provided them quickly, and once more Percy Matthews sulked. Janine wanted the floor to open and swallow her up, but nothing happened. 
 
    ‘Right. Now, what time exactly did you arrive at Fred Turnkey’s house?’ 
 
    ‘His garden shed,’ Percy corrected. ‘I went straight to the shed — we all did. His son-in-law’s an electrician. Fitted it out nice. Electric fire and everything.’ 
 
    Mel nodded. ‘What time, Mr Matthews?’ he persisted. 
 
    ‘Twenty to seven, I ’spect it was.’ 
 
    ‘Were you first to arrive?’ 
 
    ‘Course not. Fred was there first. It was his shed. Vern was there as well. Cyril and Harry came last.’ 
 
    Mel nodded. ‘Sergeant Tyler, perhaps you’d like to take DC Lynch and confirm Mr Matthews’ alibi?’ Mel said, careful not to catch her eye. ‘They all live in the village?’ 
 
    ‘Cyril and Harry live in Rousham,’ Percy said. ‘Cyril’s got a car, and gives Harry a lift.’ He provided the addresses and without a word, her face averted, Janine got up and left. 
 
    Mel watched her go, not sure whether to laugh or cry. 
 
    * * * 
 
    That night, Tommy dropped by. A big man, he found the boat a bit of a novelty. It reminded him of a child’s Wendy house. He insisted that Hillary stay seated, and as he made drinks for them both, filled her in. 
 
    When he was finished, he was sitting on the floor, his back to the bookshelves. There was only one armchair in the tiny room, but he seemed comfortable enough. 
 
    ‘So it all checked out?’ Hillary said. ‘I hope Janine’s OK?’ 
 
    Tommy grimaced. ‘She’s embarrassed, but trying not to show it. Frank isn’t helping.’ 
 
    Hillary grunted. So what else was new? ‘Is she still in charge?’ 
 
    ‘Mel hasn’t said anything. Janine’s got Ross checking out the loony animal rights movement, see if any of them were active that night. He’s carping on about needing help with it. I’m just hoping she doesn’t send me.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. After a radical animal rights group had tried to sue her for possession of her house, she wasn’t exactly keen on the breed. Ronnie Greene had made his dirty money from an illegal animal parts smuggling racket, as investigation into his corrupt activities had proved. But they hadn’t found where he’d stashed the money, and an animal so-called charity had tried to scare her by threatening to sue her. Their argument had been that Ronnie had bought their house with illegal money obtained through animal suffering — and so the house should be sold and the money donated to their ‘charity.’ Hillary had asked a friend, who was also a first-rate solicitor, to defend the case, but it had never come to court, with the animal rights people eventually backing off. 
 
    Thinking of it made her eyes move to the Dick Francis novel, now sitting on the shelf not six inches from Tommy’s head. 
 
    It had been her stepson Gary who’d given it to her. Ronnie’s son by his first marriage, Gary had cleared out an old locker of his father’s at Bicester nick, and had thought she might like to have the book back, because of the personal inscription inside. 
 
    Hillary had been puzzled to read the rather sick-making message inscribed by her to Ronnie on the inside page. Very puzzled, actually, since she’d never written it. It was only then, leafing through the pages, that she’d noticed several words underlined. ‘Too, heaven, ate,’ etc. And realised they were all numbers. Two, seven, eight, and so on. From there it had been a quick jump to realise that they probably belonged to a numbered account in a bank in his favourite spot in the Caribbean. She’d surfed the net and found the bank some months ago, and also found the missing money. All million-plus of it. Since then, she’d dithered about what to do with it. 
 
    ‘Anyway, it looks as if we’re back to square one on the Dale case,’ Tommy said, wrenching her thoughts back to the here and now. 
 
    Hillary sighed heavily. ‘It sure looks like it,’ she agreed glumly. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    The train service to London from Oxford was good, and within an hour, Hillary found herself in Paddington. The first woman she wanted to see lived not far from the station, and the office where she worked was even closer. 
 
    Marilyn Forbes was a woman on the way up, if the size of her office in the well-established PR firm was anything to go by. A window with a view of endless traffic was double-glazed, letting only a mild whisper permeate the beige-and-cream space. Black leather and chrome chairs grouped around a smoked glass table, while colourful and successful advertising campaigns adorned the walls. 
 
    Marilyn still looked very much like her photograph, taken at a large charity ball a few years ago, which Hillary had found on the internet. She still wore the same short cap of ash-blonde hair, and her big grey eyes were highlighted with careful make-up. There were a few more wrinkles around the nose and mouth perhaps, but her figure was still reed-slim. Hillary disliked her on sight. 
 
    ‘Please, take a seat,’ Marilyn said, indicating a chair. ‘Ms Welles, I think you said?’ 
 
    Hillary smiled and held out her hand. ‘Yes. Thank you for agreeing to see me. I know a lot of people don’t have time for journalists.’ 
 
    Marilyn laughed. ‘Except for people in my profession.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled again. Marilyn’s professional instinct to be kind to the press was exactly the reason why she’d chosen to take on the persona of a reporter. 
 
    ‘You’re freelance, I think my secretary said?’ Marilyn prompted, taking a seat opposite the table, and reaching unrepentantly for a cigarette. ‘Hope you don’t mind,’ she said, waving the offending article in the air. ‘I don’t care what the current thinking is, I need a fag every four hours to get me through the day. And since this is my office . . .’ 
 
    Hillary shook her head with a smile, and opened her notebook. ‘Of course I don’t mind. And yes, I’m freelance for my sins, but hope to sell the story to several quality magazines. Superintendent Raleigh is very much man of the moment back in Oxford.’ 
 
    Marilyn made a small approving sound around her cigarette, and lit it. ‘Yes, I heard. Good for him, I say.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, trying to look earnest. Obviously, their split had not been acrimonious if she still wished him well. ‘You and he were an item once, I understand?’ she asked delicately. 
 
    Marilyn Forbes grinned. ‘A while ago now, but yes, we were close for about six months or so.’ 
 
    ‘And what do you feel comfortable telling me about him?’ Hillary left the question deliberately open-ended and unthreatening and, as hoped, Marilyn quickly launched into a careful but seemingly candid description of the man, both as a policeman, and as a partner. 
 
    ‘I see from my research that the superintendent never married,’ Hillary mused, again keeping her voice bland. 
 
    Marilyn grinned. ‘A bachelor through and through. Well, who can blame him?’ Marilyn shrugged. ‘He’s good-looking and not too badly off, so he has no problem getting the ladies, but his job simply eats him alive. No time for a wife, that’s the impression I got. And after a brief matrimonial disaster in my early twenties, I never wanted to tie the knot again either.’ The PR executive shrugged again. ‘So, we both knew it wasn’t going to lead to orange blossom and vows.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Did he ever talk about his work with you? I mean, obviously not specific details. Or was he the kind of man who kept it all bottled up?’ 
 
    Marilyn was obviously flattered at being the recipient of an interview herself, rather than simply arranging them on behalf of clients, and again Hillary took copious notes as she talked. She remembered best the cases he’d been working on while still with her, naturally, and that had included the case of a man who’d battered his stepdaughter to death. From what Marilyn described, Hillary could tell that, even back then, Jerome Raleigh had been a dedicated investigator, the kind who never let go once he’d got his teeth into something. So, this thing he had about nailing Fletcher wasn’t particularly uncharacteristic. Perhaps he was just the type who took chances when he thought the pay-off was big enough to warrant it? Maybe she was just wasting her time. 
 
    ‘He seemed to take it really personally,’ Marilyn carried on, as if in confirmation of her hypothesis, taking a last puff on her second cigarette and putting it out. ‘It was as if he really despised criminals. You know, it wasn’t just his job. He told me once, as a young copper on the beat, he was called to a house where an old lady had been beaten up for her pension money. He said it made him so angry he could feel himself burning up. I suppose something like that sticks with you.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded emphatically. Oh yes, things like that stuck with you all right. She herself could vividly remember her first battered wife case, and the overpowering sense of revulsion it had awoken in her. However, all she said mildly was, ‘His bosses must have liked that attitude.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll say,’ Marilyn said with a grin. ‘He was still a DI when I knew him. He was trying for promotion to DCI when we split up. I wasn’t surprised to hear a few years later that he’d got it.’ 
 
    ‘He did well at the Met,’ Hillary agreed, not making it a question. ‘I can’t seem to find the reason why he left to join Thames Valley. It puzzles me a bit.’ 
 
    Marilyn nodded seriously. ‘Sorry, can’t help you there,’ she said with a frown. ‘You know, it surprises me too, now that I think about it. Jerome was such a big city animal. He loved London — knew it inside and out.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. Damn! ‘So you’ve no idea why he might have left? Nothing in your previous relationship with him gives you any insights?’ She knew an appeal to a woman’s intuition when it came to discussing men would never go unchallenged. 
 
    ‘It can only be to do with his ambition,’ Marilyn said at last, after a long, thoughtful pause. ‘He was determined to be chief constable one day. Literally, I mean. We used to talk about it. I sometimes laughed, but he never did. If he left the Met, he must have got something really serious in return for it. He was the sort who could make sacrifices too, if he had to. You know, personal sacrifices. He had a lot of self-discipline.’ A certain amount of bitterness crept into her words just then, and as if sensing it, she shook her head and smiled. But her self-defences were being raised. 
 
    Hillary, detecting the change in mood, swiftly changed tack and kept it innocuous. When she’d finished, about ten minutes later, she thought she probably knew a bit more about what made her boss tick than she had before, but still, she had nothing solid to go on. Nothing specific to the cock-up that surrounded the Fletcher bust. 
 
    It wasn’t until Hillary was putting on her coat in preparation for leaving that she was given a final small nugget. ‘I’d be glad if you could let me know if you sell the piece,’ Marilyn said, reaching out to shake her hand goodbye. ‘Not for myself, naturally, but I’m sure Jerome’s mother would like a copy for her scrapbook. I still see her occasionally. Not that we were close or anything.’ 
 
    Hillary blinked. Mother. She hadn’t realised Mrs Raleigh was still alive. She must be in her late seventies, early eighties, at least. ‘Oh. She lives locally then?’ she asked casually, and without a thought, Marilyn waved a hand vaguely at the window. 
 
    ‘The other side of Chepstow Gardens. Linacre Road, I think it is.’ 
 
    Hillary thanked her and left. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Linacre Road was depressingly long and lined with smart-looking but small terraced properties on either side. Paintwork gleamed, and black railings were the flavour of the moment, and someone had started a trend for planting terracotta pots with miniature daffodils. Early-flowering cherry trees, planted at intervals, were already displaying their first pink buds. It looked very prosperous and demure, and had one of those streets-that-time-forgot feelings about it that you sometimes stumbled upon in the capital. 
 
    Hillary stood at one end of the road with a vague sense of frustration. There was no way she could talk to Jerome Raleigh’s mother, of course, not even in her current disguise as freelance journalist. What proud mother could resist the urge to phone her son and tell him all about the fame and interest he had garnered with his latest exploits? True, Raleigh might not think anything of it. No doubt, back at HQ he was having to fend off reporters all the time. Still, he might find someone digging around and asking questions back in London and pestering his mother a bit much. And if Mrs Raleigh should describe the so-called journo . . . 
 
    No, Hillary thought with a shiver. She didn’t want her super knowing she was investigating him. He could make her life a misery. Just as she was about to turn around and try to seek out another of Raleigh’s past loves, she noticed an old woman get off a bus, which had stopped at the head of the road just behind her. She started to come towards Hillary, her shoulders stooped forward from the weight of the heavy shopping bags in each hand, white head bowed. 
 
    Hillary quickly walked forward to meet her and smiled. ‘Hello, can I give you a hand with one of those?’ The old woman’s head shot up, instantly alert, and Hillary gave a big inner sigh. Sign of the times, she thought cynically, but she always felt defeated whenever something like this happened. She smiled again, and took a step back. ‘Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you.’ 
 
    The old woman, relieved to see not a bag lady, or a member of a teenage gang, but a well-dressed woman in her forties, gave a tremulous smile. ‘Sorry, dear, but you hear of such awful things nowadays,’ she apologized. 
 
    ‘I know,’ Hillary said flatly, and nodded to the bigger bag. ‘I promise not to run off with your shopping. At least let me take it as far as the end of the road for you.’ 
 
    The old woman nodded, and handed it over, still a shade reluctantly, Hillary thought. It weighed a fair bit, and Hillary felt her hip twinge as she took it in her left hand — the same side she’d been shot — and quickly transferred it to the right. 
 
    Together they started to walk down the pavement. ‘I think I’m lost,’ Hillary said, as an opening gambit. ‘I was trying to find a Mrs Raleigh. Her son’s a policeman. Quite famous just now,’ she said. ‘I was hoping to do a piece on him.’ 
 
    ‘You mean Sylvia? I know Sylvia Raleigh,’ the old woman said at once. ‘She’s always going on about that son of hers too. Well, he’s an only child. Me, I had four. But I still think the world revolves around each and every one of them too, so I’m no better! I’m Geraldine Brewer, by the way.’ 
 
    Hillary quickly gave her false name in return and then looked worried. ‘I’m not really sure if I should bother her at the moment,’ she confessed. I’m trying to do a piece on Superintendent Raleigh’s latest arrest in Oxford. Maybe you’ve heard about it?’ 
 
    ‘Not seen Sylvia for a few days, dear,’ Geraldine Brewer said, and gave a short laugh. ‘And I don’t read the papers nowadays. Too depressing. But I dare say I’ll hear about it from her soon enough, when I meet up with her in the supermarket or on the bus.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I didn’t want to bother her unnecessarily. There’s been just a little bit of trouble about it,’ Hillary said, deliberately lowering her voice. Taking somebody into your confidence was the surest way, she’d found, of learning their own secrets. ‘And I’m only a freelancer. I don’t believe in bullying people for interviews and such,’ she added. ‘Some of my colleagues in the press can be very unfair, I think,’ she added, just to reassure the old woman as to her own, more gentle bona fides. 
 
    She felt her hopes rise as the old woman’s eyes lit up. 
 
    ‘Bit of trouble, huh?’ Mrs Brewer repeated avidly. 
 
    ‘Oh, nothing really bad,’ Hillary hastened to add. Although it was human nature to be interested in other people’s woes, she didn’t want to alarm Mrs Brewer. Just get her talking. ‘I wonder — did you know Jerome Raleigh at all?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes! Well, sort of. I met him a couple of times, when he visited his mother. Look, this is me here,’ Geraldine Brewer said, indicating a house with a dark blue door and the ubiquitous terracotta tub full of daffodils. ‘Why don’t you come in and have a cup of tea?’ 
 
    The policewoman in Hillary immediately wanted to lecture her about the dangers of inviting strangers into her house. Good grief, this garrulous and friendly old lady would have been a conman’s dream. Instead, she smiled brightly. ‘I’d love to. And if you can give me some good background stuff, then perhaps I won’t have to bother Mrs Raleigh at all.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘So, I suppose you can see why Sylvia is so proud of him,’ Mrs Brewer said, ten minutes later. They were sitting in her tidy, sunshine-yellow living room, sipping tea and nibbling homemade fruit cake. Geraldine had just got through telling Hillary all about Sylvia, who had long since retired from dentistry, and now lived a quiet life of widowhood on an adequate pension, punctuated by visits to the local church. Which, according to Geraldine Brewer, she kept going almost single-handed. ‘But you can only do so many flower arrangements, and organize so many jumble sales, can’t you? That’s why she always makes a fuss when her boy comes to stay,’ she explained. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘And what do you think of him, Geraldine?’ Hillary asked. ‘When you’re trying to write a piece about someone it’s so hard if you can’t get a clear idea of what they’re like. Talking to someone who knows them, and can give an unbiased opinion, is such a help.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I can imagine. I couldn’t do it. Well, let’s see. He’s good-looking, of course — never has trouble with the ladies, I can tell you. Sylvia’s been quite driven to despair. She so wanted to be the mother of the groom, you see.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘She must be disappointed not to have grandchildren,’ she said vaguely. ‘You don’t think, then, that all those women might be . . . well, camouflage, so to speak?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no!’ Geraldine said at once. ‘Nothing like that. And of course, there was Elizabeth, so Sylvia didn’t miss out on grandchildren. No, he was just too fly to settle down, I reckon,’ Geraldine said with a sniff. ‘Mind you, he wasn’t the sort to shirk his responsibilities, I don’t think that was it. I know for a fact that he paid out regular for the little tot.’ 
 
    Hillary felt a jolt go through her. ‘Sorry, what was that about grandchildren? Who’s Elizabeth?’ 
 
    ‘Elizabeth. Oh, sorry, am I not making myself clear? Elizabeth is Sylvia’s granddaughter — Jerome’s daughter by one of his women. She was always over here as a little girl, but I haven’t seen her for ages now. Well, the mother moved away when she was only twelve or so, so I suppose that’s only to be expected. She must be quite grown up by now, but I don’t think she’s married or had kids of her own yet. If she’d become a great-grandmother, Sylvia would have said.’ 
 
    Hillary took a deep breath. ‘I see. I’m surprised they didn’t marry. Jerome and . . . what was her name? The mother’s, I mean?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, now you’ve asked me,’ Geraldine said, putting down her teacup and frowning. ‘Something beginning with A, I think. My word, it must be over ten years ago now since I saw her.’ Her old fingers tapped the edge of her chair arm, and Hillary felt herself tense, but even before the old woman started to shake her head, she sensed she’d just run out of luck. ‘No, it’s no good, I can’t think what it was,’ Geraldine sighed. ‘Audrey, maybe? No. Too old-fashioned. It was more modern than that, I think. Allison . . . No, I don’t think so.’ 
 
    ‘Alice?’ Hillary proffered, trying not to sound impatient. 
 
    ‘No, that was my mother’s name.’ Geraldine smiled. ‘I would have remembered if that had been it. Oh bother, it’s such a nuisance to get old. Your memory’s one of the first things to go, you know. I expect it’ll come to me in the middle of the night or something.’ Geraldine sighed. ‘That’s usually the way. I’ll be sleeping soundly, then I’ll wake up, and think, hah, that’s her name. Subconscious working and all that.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, biting her lip. She wanted to leave her number with the old woman and ask her to call if she ever remembered it, but of course she couldn’t. She sometimes had to leave her mobile turned off for hours at a time, and even someone as trusting as Geraldine Brewer would wonder why ‘Ms Welles,’ freelance journalist, would have voicemail for someone called DI Greene. 
 
    ‘You know, I have to come back to town in a few days,’ Hillary lied. ‘Perhaps I can call on you again?’ 
 
    ‘Love it, my dear — I don’t get many visitors nowadays. I’m in most days.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded and quickly turned the talk back to Jerome Raleigh. It turned out Jerome had been only a young man on the beat when he’d fathered his illegitimate daughter. Why they hadn’t married, Geraldine wasn’t sure, but she thought it was the mother who’d vetoed the idea. ‘Young girls nowadays,’ Geraldine said, sighing. ‘Like as not, they’re the ones that don’t want to be tied down. It was different in my day, of course.’ 
 
    Apparently, though, there had been no hard feelings, for the baby and her mother had been regular visitors at Sylvia Raleigh’s home for many years, with Jerome Raleigh paying maintenance without a fuss. 
 
    ‘I remember, Elizabeth used to have these long fair pigtails,’ Geraldine mused. ‘She must have been — oh, ten, eleven then. Very smart at school she was too, I seem to recall. Sylvia showed me some of her reports once. Pleased as punch she was. Sure she was going to go on to university. Well, with Sylvia being a professional herself and all, she’d want her only granddaughter to do well, wouldn’t she?’ 
 
    ‘But you say they haven’t been around lately?’ 
 
    ‘No. I think Sylvia told me that they were moving up north. The mother had got a promotion in her job or something, but it meant they had to leave London. Oh, I wish I could remember her name.’ 
 
    ‘Presumably the little girl took her mother’s maiden name?’ Hillary prompted. 
 
    ‘Quite right,’ Geraldine said. ‘Sylvia was a little put out by it — wanted the Raleigh name to be perpetuated, I expect. But it’s no good. I can’t remember the surname either. Not Smith or Jones exactly, but nothing really uncommon either. Nothing about it that stood out.’ 
 
    Hillary spent nearly an hour in the little house, and by the time she’d left, she had a notebook full of interesting data. And maybe the first inkling of why Jerome Raleigh had left the Met? Could he have moved to be closer to his family — albeit his unofficial one? 
 
    Hillary was pretty sure that keeping his daughter under very tight wraps had been a deliberate ploy on Raleigh’s part, and that was understandable, for many reasons. It wouldn’t have done his promotion chances any great boost for his bosses to know that he’d fathered an illegitimate daughter while still on the beat for one thing, and privacy could become a habit. Then, too, he must have felt safer knowing that villains in particular had no idea that he had a child. Sometimes having dependants could be used against a high-ranking cop, and why take the risk if you didn’t have to? No, she could understand why Raleigh would want to keep his daughter a secret. 
 
    But according to Geraldine, his ex-girlfriend and daughter had left the capital some years ago. So why would that make him leave London now? Could one of them be sick, perhaps? 
 
    Hillary took the train back to Oxford, wondering if she was really any further forward, or if she was just kidding herself. Besides, what any of this had to do with Fletcher or why Raleigh had mucked up the raid so badly, she couldn’t begin to say. 
 
    She might have been a lot more worried if she knew what Superintendent Jerome Raleigh was doing right at that moment. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Raleigh slowly lowered the telephone and leaned back in his chair. He jumped as a knock sounded on his door, and quickly wiped the scowl off his face. 
 
    ‘Come in.’ 
 
    His secretary entered with a folder in her hand. ‘You wanted a copy of this the moment it came in, sir.’ 
 
    Jerome nodded and took it from her, feeling his heart pick up a beat as he saw what it was. The final pathologist findings on the Luke Fletcher autopsy. 
 
    ‘Thank you, Sandra.’ 
 
    His secretary nodded and left, and Jerome quickly scanned it. It was all as he had known it would be. The bullet that had killed Luke Fletcher did not match the bullet that had been taken out of Hillary Greene. So by now the brass would know that their current working hypothesis — namely, that the dead man, Brian Conroy, had shot Fletcher then tried to escape, shooting Hillary Greene in the process — was wrong. Had to be. Unless he had two guns. And Jerome didn’t think that he could make that fly. So now they’d have to come up with another working theory. And when forensics finally put in their own report, and the brass learned that the gun that shot Fletcher hadn’t been recovered at the farm at all . . . what would they think then? Jerome sighed heavily and his eyes fell to the phone. First that phone call from Marilyn, now this. Things were definitely coming unravelled. 
 
    Of course, he’d always known that the inquiry into the Fletcher incident would be riddled with holes, holes that would never get filled, and would irritate the hell out of the brass. That he could live with, and survive. He might not get promoted again, but that had been something he’d been willing to chance. 
 
    What Marilyn had told him, however, was another matter altogether. He’d been surprised to hear from his former girlfriend after so many years. Less surprised to hear that a reporter had interviewed her for some background to a piece they wanted to do on him. The press were like vultures, after all, and right now, he was hot news. Perhaps they were already scenting blood? Perhaps it was the fear that they might have that had prompted him to ask Marilyn to describe the journo. Perhaps just coppers’ instinct. 
 
    But was he glad he had! Now he took a long deep breath and slowly closed his eyes. Although the description of a forty-something woman with a long bell-shaped cut of nut-brown hair and a curvy figure could describe many women, Jerome knew it simply had to be Hillary Greene. 
 
    What had put her on to him so fast? She couldn’t have seen or heard anything that night to rouse her suspicions. He opened his eyes and sat up, shaking his head. Since when did a cop as good as Hillary Greene need reasons to know when something was off? Her sense of smell had probably been telling her for some time that her new boss needed watching. 
 
    It made him sad. Under other circumstances, having someone like her on his team would have been a dream come true. 
 
    As it was . . . He got up and slipped on his jacket. Time to do some snooping of his own. If he was to survive the next few months, he needed something on her. And quick. And since her only weak spot was that dirty dead husband of hers, that’s where he’d have to start. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary stopped off at HQ on her way back from the station, even though she suspected that she’d be about as welcome as a flea circus at a cat show. Her hip was playing her up after her day in London, and the first person she saw as she limped through into the big open-plan office was Frank, sitting at his desk. 
 
    Typical. 
 
    ‘Frank,’ she said dryly, and raised an eyebrow as he jumped like a scalded cat, spilling coffee down his shirt front before turning to look at her. 
 
    ‘Oh, hello, guv,’ he muttered. Something about the lack of a sneer made her give him a distinct double-take. He looked terrible. Well, even more terrible than usual. His tie had even more food stains on it, and his chubby cheeks had an even darker depth of stubble. Bags were gathering under his eyes, and he looked as if he hadn’t changed out of his shirt for a week. But it was more than that. Along with the shambolic outer appearance, there had always been a miasma of ill will surrounding her husband’s old friend and her greatest critic that was now oddly missing. For some reason, it scared her. It made her world feel out of kilter somehow. The sky was grey, her car needed exchanging for a newer model, England always lost at cricket, and Frank Ross was a right pain in the arse. And if any one of these details changed, it left her feeling wrong-footed somehow. 
 
    ‘You all right, Frank?’ she asked sharply. 
 
    The fat shoulders shrugged. He had his back to her now, and didn’t look around. Worse yet, there was no sarcastic comeback. What the hell was eating him? It surely couldn’t all be put down to the fact that Janine Tyler had been put in working charge of the Malcolm Dale case. 
 
    As if thinking about her had summoned her up, Janine Tyler’s voice suddenly cut through the air as she entered the office. She was talking to Tommy. ‘I think we’ll have to get McNamara back in. He’s . . . Oh, hello, guv,’ she added, with a distinct lack of enthusiasm as she spotted Hillary sitting in her old place. A look of panic crossed her face and Hillary quickly held up a hand in appeasement. 
 
    ‘Just touching base. I’m off home in a minute,’ she reassured her quickly. 
 
    ‘You shouldn’t be here at all,’ Mel added, poking his head out of his cubicle. ‘How the hell are you supposed to heal if you keep dragging your sorry carcase in here?’ 
 
    Hillary’s lips twisted into a smile. It was so nice to be home. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    ‘Thanks for the welcome wagon,’ Hillary said wryly, eyeing her boss and old friend warily. He looked as if he hadn’t slept properly for a week. She turned her attention to Janine, and lifted an eyebrow. ‘You were saying about McNamara?’ 
 
    ‘This isn’t your case anymore, Hill,’ Mel said, before Janine could speak. ‘Why don’t you go home and get some rest. You look like hell.’ 
 
    ‘You say the nicest things to me. But you know I’ll sleep easier if I get to hear all the latest first, so be nice.’ 
 
    Mel rolled his eyes, but shrugged. 
 
    Janine, not looking best pleased, heaved a massive sigh, seeing the writing on the wall. Why couldn’t DI Greene keep her big nose out of it? This was her case now! Reluctantly, the young blonde woman tossed her bag on her chair and sighed. ‘I was just saying, with the mad shoe salesman out of it—’ she managed to say this without gritting her teeth or blushing, ‘—I think we should take a closer look at McNamara. I was talking to one of those Tory biddies this morning, and they think McNamara’s chances of getting the nomination to run as their candidate have skyrocketed since Dale’s death. They even expect him to win the seat itself, since, according to their polls or whatever, they’re almost certain to get a “sympathy” vibe going. Apparently, when someone dies in the saddle, so to speak, it brings out the loyalty in voters. Or so she said.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘It seems a bit far-fetched to me. It’s not as if McNamara was overly ambitious. Or at least, he didn’t come across that way to me.’ 
 
    Janine shrugged, unconvinced. Now that she’d had to rule out her prime suspect, she wanted another lead to follow, and fast. She could feel the case stagnating underneath her, and she was damned if it was going to happen on her watch. She needed a result, dammit. ‘Well, there’s not much else to go on, guv,’ Janine said mutinously, shooting a poisonous look at Mel as she did so, fully expecting him to back her up. She’d moved out most of her stuff from his place yesterday, and was feeling the loss keenly. The bastard owed her! 
 
    Already the small semi she shared with her three friends seemed awfully cramped. So Mel could bloody well help her out at work. 
 
    ‘The wife inherits under the will, but she’s got such a rich and doting daddy, I just can’t see that going across to a jury as a believable motive,’ Janine continued, holding out her hand and ticking off her fingers one by one. ‘For another thing, the final reports are through on the autopsy, and they think that there’s no way she could have bumped him off and still be placed at the scene where she had her flat tyre. Even taking the time she arrived at the bridge party as a final indicator, they still think he died later. So she’s out of it. He has no obvious enemies that we’ve been able to find, no hidden vices that might have led him astray, and house-to-house have come up with squat. So what’s left?’ 
 
    ‘Any word on his business?’ Hillary asked, without much hope. She’d have heard if there had been. 
 
    ‘No,’ Janine said flatly, glowering at Hillary. ‘Fraud have taken a look at his books and finances. Squeaky clean. Also, he has no business rivals to speak of — let’s face it, the world of sporting equipment isn’t exactly cut-throat.’ 
 
    ‘There’s still the GP girlfriend,’ Tommy put in, ‘and her hubby.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘How did you get on with them?’ 
 
    Janine opened her mouth to object, then closed it again, knowing it would be pointless. When Hillary Greene got the bit between her teeth, there was no stopping her. It was a quality Janine respected, except when it trampled all over her! Instead, she contented herself with tapping her foot impatiently but loudly as Tommy brought Hillary up to date on his findings. 
 
    No one had seen Larry Knowles at his local pub on the night of the murder, so it seemed Gemma Knowles had got it wrong when she said that she thought he’d been out that night. It made collusion between them less likely, in Hillary’s opinion. People who plotted murder together usually got their stories and alibis down pat. 
 
    Unfortunately, Tommy went on, nobody saw either of the Knowleses’ cars in Lower Heyford on the night in question, or either of the Knowleses themselves. Furthermore, the fingerprints found in the Dales’ kitchen and still unaccounted for belonged to neither of them. Janine had had them both fingerprinted yesterday. 
 
    ‘Which is why I think we should concentrate on McNamara,’ Janine reiterated stubbornly. ‘And get him printed right away.’ 
 
    ‘He’s a solicitor, right?’ Mel said warily. ‘He could turn shirty, stand on his rights.’ 
 
    ‘Solicitors aren’t exempt,’ Janine snapped. 
 
    ‘Never said they were,’ Mel said, with the air of a man getting used to practising his long-suffering patience. ‘Just tread carefully is all I’m saying, and explain that we need them for elimination purposes only. And if he still refuses to be printed, or calls in a brief, then we’ll start looking at him with a more beady eye.’ 
 
    ‘Right, guv,’ Janine said, and glanced significantly once more at Hillary. The sentiment ‘Are you still here?’ couldn’t have been made more plain if she’d spoken it out loud. Hillary smiled mirthlessly and got to her feet. 
 
    * * * 
 
    She’d made herself some scrambled egg on toast for her tea, and was sitting in the boat’s only armchair, the tray balanced on her lap, when she suddenly noticed it. 
 
    The Dick Francis book wasn’t on the shelf with all the other paperbacks. A mouthful of food seemed to stick in her throat, and she had to force herself to swallow hard to get it down. Slowly, telling herself not to panic, that it had probably fallen on to the floor when a passing craft had gone by too fast and rocked the boat, Hillary slid forward and got on to her knees, setting the tray to one side. The wound in her hip twinged painfully as she did so. 
 
    Carefully, she scanned the meagre rows of books, wondering if she could have moved it from its usual place without realising it. But none of the other well-read classics were out of place. She quickly glanced behind the small radiator, then on the floor all around. No book. 
 
    It was definitely gone. 
 
    Shaking now, she levered herself back on to the chair. Her hands felt cold. Then she got up and grabbed her keys from the hook by the sink and made her way up the narrow corridor to the prow of the boat. 
 
    Outside, the wind had got up, and dusk was falling. She had to be careful how she picked her way along the dark towpath, watching out for the ropes of moored craft that could often trip the unwary. 
 
    Puff the Tragic Wagon started first go, but as she pulled out of the tiny village of Thrupp on to the main road, she felt curiously disembodied; she couldn’t quite feel her feet on the pedals of the car and the noise of traffic sounded muted, as if she’d succumbed to a head cold. Travelling into Oxford, she was going against the rush-hour traffic that was streaming out, and so made good time. Soon she was parked in a rapidly emptying St Giles, and making her way to her favourite internet café. 
 
    She had memorized the numbers to her husband’s hidden bank account many months ago now, and once seated inside with a cup of cappuccino, had no trouble logging on. As she did so, she thought of Frank Ross and his strange behaviour and gave a mental head-shake. 
 
    Ross had known and been friends with Ronnie Greene long before Hillary met him and married him, and nobody doubted that Ross, to a very much lesser degree, had benefited from Ronnie’s illegal animal parts smuggling operation. Was it possible the poisonous little git had finally found his old friend’s hidden stash? 
 
    As she manipulated the keyboard and waited, heart pounding, for the bank’s logo to pop up on the screen, Hillary felt slightly sick. If Frank had found Ronnie’s hidden bank account, he wouldn’t have looked scared, would he? Or at least not subdued, not worried. He’d be over the moon, gloating and full of beans, surely? 
 
    The screen asked for Ronnie’s password, one that she’d been able to guess from the fake quotation, supposedly written by herself, on the paperback’s inside page. She typed it in quickly, made a mistake, and forced herself to take a deep breath and do it again. Then she waited, her heart pounding. 
 
    The screen went blank, then popped up with all the details of the account. All those noughts. The money was still there. Hillary wasn’t aware that she’d been holding her breath until she felt it rush out of her in a wave of relief. Or was it relief? All at once, she had a sudden insight that, sitting there in the aromatic warmth of the café, part of her had been hoping it would be gone. At least then the question of what to do with it wouldn’t still be hanging over her. 
 
    Although she had never touched a penny of it since discovering it, and the mere thought of spending any of it had made her feel sick, she was only human after all, and the knowledge that she had access to over a million quid had been a satisfying one. The thought that she’d have money ‘just in case’ had made her feel secure. Even so, on more than one occasion she’d almost convinced herself to give the whole lot away to some charity or other. Once, she’d almost told Mel that she thought she might have discovered where her crooked late husband’s ill-gotten gains might be stashed, and asked him to let the brass take over. But she’d never done it. 
 
    Now, sitting in the café, staring at the screen and thinking about the missing book, she knew that this was it; the luxury of prevarication was finally over. It was crunch time. 
 
    Someone had been on her boat. Someone had taken the book. Maybe Frank, but probably not. If he’d found it, surely he’d be on his way to Acapulco by now. 
 
    Maybe Gary, her stepson, had taken the Dick Francis book. It had been Gary who’d given it to her in the first place. What if he’d got around to thinking about it more deeply and realised its true significance? After all, he knew his father well, and knew how he’d thought, the same as Hillary. 
 
    Her finger hovered over the keys. It would be so easy to simply press a few buttons and transfer it all — to set up her own numbered account in the same bank and use a different password. The money would be safe then, and who’d know? 
 
    Except then, of course, she’d be as dirty as her husband had been. Right now, she was a righteous copper. OK, so she’d found the money and hadn’t yet reported it, which didn’t exactly put her on the side of the angels. But that was not the same thing as actively seeking to keep it. 
 
    What the hell was she going to do? 
 
    Then a very nasty thought suddenly hit her. What if it wasn’t Frank or Gary who’d found it. What if it was Paul Danvers? 
 
    Slowly, Hillary leaned back in her chair. When Ronnie had died in a car crash, and evidence about his illegal activities had come to light, York had sent down two detectives to investigate the corruption. Danvers and another, even more experienced officer, who’d made it his life’s work to catch bent coppers. They’d quickly uncovered evidence of Ronnie’s guilt all right, but hadn’t found a scrap of evidence against her, simply because there hadn’t been any. She and Ronnie had been estranged for years, and she would have turned the bastard in herself if she’d known what he’d been up to. Frank Ross had been lucky to escape going down too. Ronnie simply hadn’t trusted him enough to allow him to be implicated, which is why the investigation hadn’t been able to officially link Ross to Ronnie’s schemes. But everybody knew Ronnie had bunged dosh Ross’s way from time to time. 
 
    After the inquiry had been wound up, Danvers had transferred from his York HQ down to Thames Valley — ostensibly in search of promotion. But he’d tried to keep close to Hillary, even inviting her out, before she’d made it plain that that simply wasn’t going to happen. Once or twice she’d wondered if the operation to find Ronnie’s loot was still going on — only this time undercover. It had always seemed too much of a coincidence that Danvers should turn up at her own nick, only months after the investigation had supposedly been concluded. 
 
    So far she’d been half-convinced that it was just paranoia on her part. But what if it wasn’t? What if undercover officers from another force were even now watching her, waiting for her to make her move? Just the thought of it brought her out in a cold, cold sweat. 
 
    She glanced around the café, but saw only students, kids playing games, and some more serious-looking older men and women, probably doing projects that were work-related. But barring the kids, any one of them could be undercover. 
 
    Hillary almost laughed out loud. It was no good. If she felt this guilty just sitting here looking at evidence of her husband’s greed, what the hell would she feel like if she actually touched the money — even if only to transfer it? In her heart of hearts, she didn’t really think Danvers or any team was watching her. She thought her radar would have let her know. 
 
    But even so, they might be. And she simply couldn’t go to jail. Cops in jail didn’t live long — or if they did, they came out as twisted as corkscrews. 
 
    Suddenly Hillary felt extremely stupid. Just what the hell was she doing here? This wasn’t her. This fear, this guilt, this indecision. What did any of this have to do with her, or with her life? 
 
    With a grunt, she came out of the website and pushed her chair back. She had better things to do — like find Dale’s killer and discover just what the hell her super was up to. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When she got back to the boat, a visitor was waiting. For just a second, as a dark shape moved out of the shadows lining the towpath and stepped in front of her, she half-expected to hear Paul Danvers’ voice arresting her on suspicion of profiteering. Instead, Mike Regis’s voice sounded calm and warm and blessedly normal in the dark night. 
 
    ‘At last! I was thinking of giving up and going home.’ 
 
    Hillary swallowed the bile back down, swore viciously and then laughed just a shade hysterically. ‘Sorry — bad night,’ she said, as she sensed Regis’s surprise. ‘Come on in — I’ve got a bottle of wine in the fridge.’ That and a tub of margarine and a head of lettuce going brown. But who was going to offer him dinner? 
 
    ‘Sounds good to me.’ 
 
    He duck-walked under the low door and followed her down the length of the boat, glancing around as he did so. He’d been on her boat before, and it still felt as claustrophobic now as it had then. ‘Take the good chair,’ Hillary said, indicating the armchair. ‘There’s a deckchair under the foldaway table. I’ll have that.’ 
 
    But when she returned with two glasses of Chardonnay, he was sitting in the deckchair. ‘Injured heroes get priority,’ he said, accepting the glass. 
 
    Hillary sat with a shrug. ‘So, what’s up?’ 
 
    ‘They found a secret exit,’ Regis said, taking a sip and wincing. He was a red-wine man himself. 
 
    ‘Huh?’ Hillary said blankly. 
 
    ‘At the farm. Fletcher’s place. In the kitchen, there was a secret door — a real Heath Robinson affair hidden behind an Aga. The Aga doesn’t work, obviously, but a section of the brick wall behind it swings out enough to let someone get into the barn next door. SOCO found it not long ago. The fact that the Aga seemed so movable gave it away, apparently.’ 
 
    Hillary sipped her wine, thinking it through rapidly. ‘So they think someone got away that night, out the bolt-hole? Shot Fletcher and legged it, while our attention was on good old Brian Conroy outside, shooting me?’ 
 
    Regis shrugged. ‘It’s a possibility.’ 
 
    Hillary snorted. ‘Not much of one. How’d he get out of the barn without being seen? And didn’t the Tactical Unit have somebody under guard in there?’ 
 
    ‘The Scouse driver,’ Regis agreed. ‘But he was in the second barn along.’ 
 
    ‘Still,’ Hillary said. ‘Are they really saying that someone shot Fletcher, got out of the kitchen through the secret door, and then somehow magically slipped away into the night without anyone — us or Tactical — seeing him legging it? Do me a favour.’ 
 
    ‘Then there’s the question of the missing gun,’ Regis said, and filled her in on that too. ‘So the bullet that killed Fletcher didn’t match any gun there,’ Regis concluded, ‘be it a cop’s gun or that of a gang member, or one of the Scouse drug runners. So unless someone did manage to get away, taking the gun with him, I don’t know how the hell else it could have happened,’ the Vice man said. 
 
    Hillary stared at Regis for a long time in silence. This was a night for shocks. First of all the missing book, now this. ‘Something’s off,’ she said finally. 
 
    Regis sipped some more of his wine before finally agreeing. ‘It was a bit of a dog’s dinner,’ he said, reluctant to admit that she was right. ‘But the result was good. There’ll be no squaddie on the streets of Oxford, or at least not just yet,’ he qualified, with typical Vice pessimism, ‘and Fletcher, the bastard, is as dead as the proverbial doornail. So what’s wrong with that?’ 
 
    Hillary shook her head. There was nothing wrong with that. Any of that. Except that something was off. And she’d been shot, dammit. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Next morning she couldn’t resist going in to work again before heading back to London. Janine and Tommy were out, presumably rousting McNamara for his fingerprints, and Mel came out as soon as she walked in, shaking his head. ‘Just can’t leave the place alone, huh?’ 
 
    Hillary shrugged. ‘I’m only staying a minute. Besides, I had a visit from Vice last night,’ she said, following him back into his office, and quickly told him the latest. Mel, who wasn’t on the investigation team into the Fletcher shootout, and wished like hell that he was, listened avidly. When she’d finished, he too was sceptical. 
 
    ‘I don’t get it. How could someone shoot Fletcher and then leg it without us seeing him? But if there was a hidden way out of the kitchen . . . I suppose, when you were shot and we were all gathered around you someone could just have managed it if he . . . Oh, hell, here’s trouble,’ he added, looking over her shoulder as the door opened. 
 
    Hillary didn’t bother turning her head to look. She knew who it must be. ‘Guv,’ Frank Ross said. ‘Looks as if the Fletcher thing is sorted at last. About time too, if you ask me. You’d think somebody had shot the prime minister instead of some bloody dealer, the fuss they’ve been making.’ 
 
    ‘Come in, Frank, and shut the door,’ Mel sighed, and Hillary watched as the fat sergeant walked in and flung himself cheerfully into a chair. He looked almost hyper now, and so damned pleased with himself that Hillary felt sick. What was with the dipstick? Down as a sick dog one day, and looking like he’d won the bloody lottery the next. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I heard about the secret door. Behind the Aga, wasn’t it?’ Mel said, happy to see the sergeant’s face fall. He mightn’t be in on the investigation, but it didn’t hurt Ross to know that he had eyes and ears everywhere. 
 
    ‘The super says they’ll be wrapping things up now,’ Frank muttered, shooting Hillary the usual gimlet eye. He even managed to put some sneer into it. 
 
    Nice to have some things back to normal. 
 
    ‘Well, since you’ve finished fooling about upstairs, you can get back to some real work,’ Mel snapped. ‘Anti-hunting lobby. Anybody have it in for Malcolm Dale?’ 
 
    ‘Not in particular, guv,’ Frank whined. ‘I think it’s a blind alley. I mean, if they didn’t pop off fox hunters when it was legal, why bother bopping them off now?’ 
 
    Mel sighed, secretly thinking the same thing. ‘Well, get out there and see if Dale had any specific run-ins with any of them when he was hunting, then. And check with records — see if any particularly violent animal libbers have just got out of jail. It could be he pissed someone off, and they only now had the opportunity to get some payback.’ 
 
    Frank Ross hauled himself to his feet and went off, muttering under his breath. 
 
    ‘He seems chipper again, don’t he?’ Mel said dryly, doing his atrocious Bugs Bunny impersonation. ‘Seems to put a lot of store in his new best pal, Superintendent Raleigh. Hill, what the hell gives there? Can you figure it?’ 
 
    Hillary automatically shook her head, but, in truth, it was possible that she might have a glimmering of an idea why Raleigh seemed so pally with the office leper. The only trouble was, the more she thought about it, the less she liked it. 
 
    * * * 
 
    As she walked slowly across the reception on her way out, heading towards the large glass external doors, Hillary felt the hairs go up on the back of her neck, and quickly looked around. Then she relaxed. Walking towards her, smiling a greeting, was Marcus Donleavy. 
 
    ‘Hillary, surely you’re not back to work yet?’ 
 
    Hillary smiled wryly. ‘Not officially, guv, no. But the Malcolm Dale case seems stalled.’ 
 
    Donleavy nodded. That was the thing about coppers like Hillary — the best ones were always relentless. ‘Any ideas?’ He had a vague overview of all the prominent cases in his remit, and he was glad Hillary was still working on this one. Even if she was doing it on the sly. 
 
    ‘Not really, sir,’ she said. ‘I’ve been distracted.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    For a second, Hillary was tempted to confide in him. It would be easy enough to go for a coffee somewhere and drop some gentle hints about what was bothering her. She knew Donleavy was a good cop, and trusted him — up to a point. But at the last moment, innate caution got the better of her. After all, what did she really have to go on? Frank Ross’s odd behaviour, cock-ups that shouldn’t have happened in the Fletcher bust, and evidence that just didn’t make sense? She needed more than that. 
 
    ‘Oh, nothing specific, sir,’ she lied. ‘I guess the shooting took more out of me than I thought.’ 
 
    Marcus nodded, not believing it for a second, and walked with her to her car. It was a nice morning and the sun had some real warmth to it at last, but as Chief Superintendent Donleavy watched one of his favourite detectives drive away, he was not a happy man. 
 
    Something was bothering Hillary Greene and it didn’t take a genius to guess what it was. Something reeked about the Fletcher bust, but none of his superiors were too interested in finding out what. And although nothing was official yet, with the finding by SOCO of the secret door into the barn, the writing was on the wall. Fletcher was killed by a gang member who then absconded, taking the murder weapon with him. 
 
    He supposed it could have happened that way. But he guessed that Hillary Greene was being kept in the know about the bust, which in itself wasn’t unusual. Coppers who got shot during a raid were entitled to know what was happening, and one way or another, they tended to be told. 
 
    And if she wasn’t happy with it, then it bore watching. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    If Geraldine Brewer was surprised to see her visitor back again so soon, she showed no signs of it when she opened the door and smiled a welcome. ‘Oh, it’s you back again, dear. Come on in, I’ve just made a Victoria sponge.’ 
 
    Hillary followed the old lady into her home, and accepted the delicious offering without a second thought. Well, maybe just one thought — namely, that if she forgot about lunch, perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad. 
 
    ‘I still haven’t remembered the name of Sylvia’s daughter-in-law,’ Geraldine warned her the moment they were both seated and sipping tea. ‘Well, not strictly her daughter-in-law, since they never married, but nowadays, it amounts to the same thing, doesn’t it?’ 
 
    Hillary sighed and nodded. It was no more than she expected, of course, but perseverance was something she’d come to rely on during her years in the force, and there was always room for yet more persistence. 
 
    ‘So, tell me what you do remember about her,’ Hillary said brightly. ‘For instance, was she younger than Jerome, do you think?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, not much. Not so’s you’d notice. I reckon they were much the same age.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘And was she pretty in your opinion?’ She didn’t really need to know any of this, but once a witness was relaxed and got in the habit of talking, it was surprising what you could pick up. 
 
    ‘Well, I always thought she was too skinny for my taste. Blonde, though, and blue eyes. Men always seem to fall for that, don’t they?’ 
 
    Hillary, thinking of her philandering husband, grunted. ‘Don’t they just,’ she murmured. 
 
    During the night, she’d had one or two thoughts about how she might track down Jerome Raleigh’s secret family, and now she smiled and took a big bite of cake, eyes narrowing in bliss. Just how was it that old ladies could always get sponges so nice and fluffy, but whenever she tried it, they came out like doorstops? ‘So, where did the little girl — Elizabeth, I think you said her name was — go to school? Was it the primary school around here?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no, dear, I don’t think so. She’d have gone to whatever school was nearest to her mother’s place, I expect. Jerome and the mother never lived together, you see, far as I know.’ 
 
    Damn, Hillary thought. Bang goes that avenue. 
 
    ‘And do you remember if Elizabeth’s mother met another man? Was that why they split up?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t think so, dear. It was the job, like I said, made her move up north.’ 
 
    ‘So you don’t remember the name of any man Sylvia might have mentioned. You know, the man who finally ended up with her son’s girl, that kind of thing?’ 
 
    ‘No, but I do have some photos. I’ve been thinking about it, ever since yesterday. Would you like to see?’ 
 
    Hillary would, but it turned out that the only relevant photograph Geraldine had was of her friend, Sylvia Raleigh, holding her granddaughter as a baby. It had the slightly faded quality of old photographs — even though it had only been taken in the late eighties, early nineties. Hillary studied the snapshot carefully. The old lady, Jerome’s mother, was framed in what looked like a stone arched doorway. A church, maybe? Yes, come to think of it, the baby was dressed in a flowing white shawl, far too intricate for everyday wear. She felt her heart give a sudden leap. ‘Was this taken at her christening, by any chance?’ she asked casually. 
 
    ‘Yes, yes, it was, now I think about it,’ Geraldine said, looking at the photograph again. ‘I took this snapshot with an old camera of mine, after all the official photographs had been taken. Not that I’m much good with a camera, really.’ 
 
    ‘Can you remember the name of the church?’ Hillary asked, and saw the old lady’s face fall. 
 
    ‘Sorry, I can’t. It wasn’t our local church, you see, St Thomas’s, but the mother’s local church. It was over in Islington somewhere, I think. Or was it . . . no, I’m pretty sure it was Islington.’ 
 
    Which meant it was probably in Notting Hill, Hillary thought wryly. This was not good. She needed either the name of a specific church, or the surname of mother or child. ‘She looks very proud,’ Hillary murmured, smiling down at Sylvia Raleigh’s faded face. ‘Who were the godparents, do you know?’ she asked, without much hope. 
 
    Geraldine suddenly laughed. ‘You know, it’s funny you asking me that! I don’t remember the name of the godfather — I think it was an uncle of the mother’s family or something — but the name of the godmother stuck in my mind because it was so unusual. Ophelia Gosling. Can you imagine?’ 
 
    Hillary laughed. ‘No wonder you remember it,’ she agreed, and now that she had something solid to work with, accepted a second slice of cake and another cup of tea in celebration. 
 
    * * * 
 
    If Ophelia Gosling had married since being godmother to Jerome’s baby daughter, Hillary knew her chances of finding her were remote. But sometimes luck smiled down on her, and the first O Gosling in the Islington phone book was answered by a woman, who did indeed answer to the name of Ophelia. Intrigued by Hillary’s polite but circumspect request to meet, she chose a small café nearby, and Hillary agreed to be there within the hour. She took the Tube and found the café easily, but had to wait a nerve-wracking quarter of an hour before a middle-aged woman, dressed in a silver and maroon caftan, walked in. 
 
    Hillary had no doubt, after one look at the wild orange hair and chunky silver and amber jewellery, that this was Ms Gosling. She half rose, catching the woman’s eye, and smiled as she walked across the small room. She was the kind of large woman who immediately drew the eye, and she was obviously well known in the small café, for the waitress nodded, and mouthed something to her. Ophelia Gosling nodded, then sat down opposite Hillary, eyeing her openly. 
 
    ‘Can’t say I get many mysterious phone calls asking for meetings nowadays,’ she said by way of greeting, seating herself into a chair that groaned under her weight. ‘You a copper?’ 
 
    The question came out sharply, and Hillary smiled. So much for keeping up the journalist fiction. Women like this could spot the law a mile off. ‘Let me guess,’ Hillary mused, eyeing her thoughtfully. ‘Greenham Common or USAF Upper Heyford?’ She had the look of one of those women who protested against nuclear-armed fighter planes on British soil. Or maybe she was a tree-hugger and by-pass saboteur. 
 
    ‘Both, actually,’ Ophelia Gosling said coolly. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Well, the Yanks are gone from Upper Heyford,’ she said, tacitly admitting that she was, indeed, a copper. Though she’d never had to police the CND marches or protesters of the eighties. 
 
    ‘But not from Lakenheath,’ Ophelia shot back, then grinned. ‘Still, I like you. You’ve got a good aura. Strong.’ 
 
    Hillary blinked. Oh goody. One of those. ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    The waitress came to the table with a tray laden with some kind of muesli bars, a dish of dried apricots soaking in water, and a big carafe of what smelt like very dodgy herbal tea. Hillary gave a silent prayer of thanks for Geraldine Brewer’s sponge cake, and declined all offers to partake of the tray. 
 
    Ophelia poured herself a large glass of the tea and took an apricot to nibble. ‘So, what can the plod want with me? I’m not wanted for anything — well, not last time I looked anyway.’ 
 
    Hillary grinned. ‘Nothing like that. I just need a bit of information.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not a grass.’ 
 
    ‘Never thought you were. And like I said, I’m not after anybody. I’m just trying to trace a missing child.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, well, that’s different,’ Ophelia said at once. ‘Who, and how do you think I can help?’ 
 
    And with those simple but genuine words, Hillary suddenly found herself liking this woman very much. ‘Can you cast your mind back to the late seventies, early eighties? You were godmother to a baby girl called Elizabeth.’ 
 
    ‘Lizzie Burns? Good grief you’re right. Haven’t thought of her in — oh, ten, twelve years. Just shows what an irresponsible godmother I turned out to be. Typical of Alicia for asking me. Wonderful girl, but a rotten judge of character.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled. ‘Elizabeth Burns. Her father was Jerome Raleigh, right?’ 
 
    ‘Right. Another copper. Don’t know what Alicia saw in him. Well, I do, he was tasty. But still the plod.’ Her large blue eyes suddenly narrowed. ‘Nothing’s happened to Ally has it? Or little Liz?’ 
 
    ‘Not that I know of,’ Hillary said, truthfully enough. ‘I just need to get in touch with them. I don’t suppose you have an address where I could reach them?’ 
 
    ‘Good grief, no,’ Ophelia said. ‘It’s been yonks. And I don’t think I’d give it to you, even if I had,’ she added flatly. ‘But I lost touch with Ally when she moved to Sunderland. Bloody awful place to move to, if you ask me, but she would go. I used to send Christmas cards for the first few years, but then she moved again, and I lost the address. You know how it is. Lizzie must be grown up now. I wonder how she turned out?’ 
 
    Hillary wondered too. And wondered if Alicia Burns and her daughter had moved to Oxford any time recently. 
 
    ‘Well, thanks a lot. You’ve been most helpful,’ Hillary said, starting to rise. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Ophelia Gosling said slowly. ‘That’s what I was afraid of.’ 
 
    Hillary couldn’t help but burst into laughter. 
 
    ‘Seriously, though, I haven’t dropped them in it, have I?’ Ophelia asked anxiously. 
 
    ‘Why do you think you might have?’ Hillary asked, genuinely curious. ‘Was your old friend Ally likely to get her collar felt by the plod?’ 
 
    Ophelia snorted. ‘Hell, no,’ she laughed. ‘Middle-class respectable through and through. The most daring thing she ever did was have a child out of wedlock. That was about as much of a rebel as it got with Ally.’ Ophelia’s blue eyes twinkled. ‘So, why are you trying to find them?’ 
 
    ‘I just need to ask them something relating to a recent inquiry. Nothing to worry about, I promise.’ 
 
    Ophelia Gosling snorted, her large chest rising and falling with the effort, silver and amber jewellery clanking. ‘Right! And we know how much a copper’s word is worth.’ 
 
    Hillary shrugged. ‘About as much as a politician’s,’ she agreed cheerfully. 
 
    And this time, it was Ophelia who burst into laughter. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It didn’t take her long to track down the church where one Elizabeth Burns had been christened. The rector, a young man still eager to help, had gone through the records himself, and came up with date of birth and confirmation of the surname. 
 
    Hillary, resolutely ignoring lunch, found an internet café and trawled the public databases. Armed with both first name, surname and date of birth for Jerome Raleigh’s daughter, she quickly pulled up her birth certificate. It did indeed name Jerome Raleigh as the father, and Alicia Margot Burns as the mother, so there had obviously never been any of this ‘father unknown’ business. Which seemed to confirm the honest and friendly nature of Jerome and Alicia’s relationship. 
 
    While she was there, she trawled the database for the marriage registers, but Elizabeth Sylvia Burns had, so far, not married. She probably considered herself to be far too young, just yet. Hillary paused for a moment, then punched in the name of Alicia Burns. She had never married either. Surprising, that. Most women, even the wary, still tended to get married at least once in their lives. Perhaps Alicia Burns was one of those rare women who were able to learn by other people’s mistakes. 
 
    Of course, she might have died. That would be one reason why she never married. It might also explain why Jerome Raleigh had moved to Oxford. Although she’d be fully grown now, Elizabeth would have felt the loss of a mother keenly if she had died, and might have contacted her father for some support and succour. 
 
    Hillary quickly tapped into the registry of deaths, but when she typed in Alicia’s details, no record came up. More out of the habit of thoroughness than anything else, Hillary typed in Elizabeth’s name next and almost spat out her mouthful of coffee all over the screen when it popped up with the relevant details. 
 
    Elizabeth Sylvia Burns had died on 13 March 2013, at the age of twenty. 
 
    Hillary stared at the screen, her mind racing. There might be more than one Elizabeth Burns in the world, of course, but surely not someone born on the same day as Jerome’s daughter? With a hand that was shaking now, Hillary put her coffee cup back down and hit the keyboard to go through the procedure a second time. 
 
    But it was definitely the right Elizabeth Burns. 
 
    For a moment, Hillary simply sat there and stared. Twenty was an awfully young age to die. She called up the death certificate again, and turned her attention to cause of death. 
 
    The medical jargon was technical and brief, but it was one that was very familiar to Hillary, since it was one that she’d seen on many a teenager’s death certificate. 
 
    Elizabeth Burns had died of an accidental overdose of cocaine. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back in Kidlington, Frank Ross ordered a second pint of beer and watched his quarry do the same. Nelson Bonnington, a lanky tree-hugger with delusions of grandeur, was the only animal rights activist that he’d found so far who might have been daft enough to kill Dale. His elder brother ran a wildlife sanctuary that specialized in rescuing foxes and grey squirrels, both vermin under law. Nelson was local, and had been inside once before for beating up a master of hounds at a local hunt. What’s more, he had the reputation for favouring violence over peaceful demonstration. 
 
    Frank took his pint to the darkest corner of the pub and watched and waited. He wanted to see if the pillock met up with any of his buddies. If so, he might have boasted to them about doing Dale and they might just be persuaded to turn him in. In Ross’s opinion, all crooks were stupid. But do-gooding crooks were the most stupid of the lot. 
 
    As he pondered buying a pork pie and a packet of crisps for his lunch, Frank hoped that it was true that the investigation into the Fletcher killing was now winding down. Rumour had it that they were about to present their findings, and certainly the boss thought so. It would be good to have the thing over and done with. 
 
    Somewhat to his surprise, Frank found himself breaking out in a cold sweat when he thought about Superintendent Jerome Raleigh. Not that he was a bad bloke or anything. He was hard, sure. Harder even than Ronnie Greene, and that was saying something. He knew how to treat scum all right. But Ross didn’t mind hard, so long as the man in question was also trustworthy. And in his opinion, Raleigh was as straight as a die. He’d look after him. The boss might be tough, but that was because he was old school. And old school knew what loyalty meant. No, he had nothing to worry about there. So why was his stomach churning as if he’d got a bad case of galloping gut rot? 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tommy Lynch was sitting in a van on the outskirts of Banbury, watching a bookies shop. The van had a pest control logo on the side but was in fact one of many undercover vehicles used by the squad. They’d had a tip-off that the bookies were going to get raided that afternoon, and Janine had put him on it, even though they were both sure it was rubbish. More likely a rival bookie had phoned it in, hoping that punters would spot the police watching the place, and take their custom elsewhere. Still, if it was raided, and they’d done nothing, it wouldn’t look good. 
 
    Tommy would be glad when Hillary got back. Janine was driving him up the wall — carping at Mel whenever she got the chance and giving him, Tommy, all the shitty assignments. He wasn’t even working on the Dale case anymore. Since McNamara had proved negative on the fingerprint match, that investigation was going nowhere fast, and everyone knew it. Janine Tyler most of all. 
 
    He sighed, and reached for his thermos to pour a cup of lukewarm tar into the plastic cup. Tommy couldn’t really blame her for being so pissed off. The truth was, Janine was more than half convinced that if Hillary came back, the case would somehow get miraculously solved. 
 
    And Mel probably thought the same. 
 
    Tommy just missed having Hillary around and would have wanted her back, no matter what. And what the hell was eating Ross? Granted, the horrible little git was always obnoxious, but now he was acting like a cat on a hot tin roof as well. 
 
    Oh well. None of it was his problem. He sighed heavily and settled down more comfortably in the van. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary typed in the words ‘Elizabeth Burns,’ ‘tragic,’ ‘drugs overdose,’ and ‘fatal,’ and waited for the search engine to do its thing. And tried to ignore a dark, nauseous sensation that had begun tugging at her stomach. 
 
    Within moments, she was in business. The first thing she clicked on to was a newspaper article, and she felt her heart leap as the familiar logo of the Oxford Times filled the screen. 
 
    So, Elizabeth did have an Oxford connection. 
 
    And, as she read on, it was the obvious connection as well. Elizabeth Burns had fulfilled her grandmother’s ambition that she do well at school, and had earned herself a place at St Luke’s College in Oxford, to read modern history. She’d done well in her prelims, earning a 2:1, and had looked set to do well in her finals. 
 
    According to friends interviewed after her tragic death, Elizabeth Burns had been a friendly, studious, thoroughly ‘normal’ girl, and the last one any of her friends thought might die as a result of illegal drugs use. 
 
    Wasn’t that always the way, Hillary thought glumly. 
 
    What must her father have felt, back in London, getting the phone call from Alicia, telling him that their daughter was dead? Would he have identified the body? As a policeman, he’d have known the procedure. And as a policeman, he’d have known all about the statistics relating to students and drugs. 
 
    Had he warned Elizabeth repeatedly about the dangers? Had she rebelled? Did he feel as if it was all his fault? Perhaps he’d come to Thames Valley only to try and save other Oxford students from the same fate. Perhaps that was why he’d been so mad keen to see Luke Fletcher, Oxford’s biggest drug dealer, put away. 
 
    Yeah. Right. 
 
    Hillary took another sip of coffee, but it went down like acid. She was looking disaster in the face and for once, coffee and cynicism wasn’t going to cut it. 
 
    As she read on, it only got worse. Elizabeth had been one of four people to die of a drugs overdose that week. One other student — a Malaysian studying engineering, a barman at a Cowley pub, and a shop assistant in a local supermarket, had all died a similar death. Pathologists confirmed that all four had died as a result of injecting from the same contaminated batch. 
 
    Cocaine, as every copper knew, was ‘cut’ with all sorts of things by dealers — baby milk being one of the most popular, but the list was horrendous. In her time, Hillary had come across cocaine that had been cut with household detergent, baking soda, flour, even weedkiller. Anything to bulk out the precious white grains and inflate the profit for the dealer. 
 
    But in Elizabeth Burns’s case, and that of the three others who died, this particular cut had proven to be lethal. 
 
    Feeling sick at heart, Hillary logged off and left for home, the slight niggling pain in her hip all but forgotten now. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine pulled up in front of Mel’s house, and slammed the door of her Mini behind her. She walked up the crazy-paving pathway, ignoring the weeping willows grouped around the ornamental pond, their leaves now turning lime green with the first flush of spring growth, and turned her face resolutely away from the last of the snowdrops and the earliest of the daffodils that rampaged across the immaculate lawns. 
 
    She scrambled in her handbag for her set of keys, then opened the letterbox and pushed them through viciously, scratching her palm as she did so and making herself bleed. 
 
    ‘Bastard,’ she muttered under her breath, as she turned and walked away. From now on, she wouldn’t give the sad old man another thought. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary got off the train, but instead of walking to her car, headed into town. Past Carfax, she headed towards the handsome towers of Christ Church, and on the road opposite, walked through the doors into St Aldates nick. 
 
    She’d once worked out of St Aldates for a short time, many moons ago now, while still a sergeant. Her old boss had been DI David Kenwick, long since retired. But her face was known, and the desk sergeant had been a uniformed DC when she’d left. 
 
    ‘DI Greene, as I live and breathe,’ he greeted her cheerfully. ‘Sorry to hear about the bullet. Things going OK?’ 
 
    Hillary obliged by giving a blow-by-blow account of the incident, knowing a copper’s love for villain-taking was only exceeded by his love for gossip. Besides, she needed his help and it wouldn’t hurt to keep him sweet. 
 
    ‘So, I’m still officially on sick leave,’ she concluded with a heavy sigh, ‘but you know what that’s like! I’m bored out of my skull, so I snaffled some cold cases to keep the old brain lubricated.’ She tapped her head. ‘Which is what brings me here. Tell me, is DI Wallace still here?’ 
 
    ‘Wally Wallace? Not hardly — left, must be six, seven years ago now. Retired.’ 
 
    Hillary knew that. Wally Wallace had lived up to his nickname well, and was probably the last person she’d ever want to speak to. But she sighed heavily. ‘Damn, I wanted to pick his brains over this cold case of mine. Don’t suppose I could check with records? Who’s the dragon guarding the sacred files nowadays? Do I know him?’ 
 
    ‘Jack Findlayson,’ the desk sergeant said with a grin. ‘Hold on, I’ll phone down, let him know you’re coming. I’ll put in a good word.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled a thanks. Most cops had cold cases that they worried at periodically when times were slow, so she didn’t think she’d be arousing too much suspicion in nosing around at another nick. But she’d have to be careful. 
 
    From her research, she knew that the initial investigation into Elizabeth Burns’s death had begun right here. Later, when the exact nature and scale of the crime had come to light, Vice had got in on the act. But she was reluctant to ask Mike Regis for a favour, especially now. Besides, the last thing she wanted was to involve another department. Even though she was sure that she could trust Regis to keep his mouth shut, he was too good a copper not to put two and two together if she suddenly started nosing around one of Vice’s old cases, and Hillary wanted to keep this strictly in-house. 
 
    After all he’d gone through, and no matter what the outcome, Jerome Raleigh was entitled to do his grieving in private. 
 
    ‘Go right on down — remember the way?’ The desk sergeant hung up and pointed a finger through a dingy green door. ‘Black Hole of Calcutta,’ he muttered darkly, although Hillary knew he was exaggerating. 
 
    Back in the old days, when she’d first started, old records really were kept in station house cellars and were crammed full of folders of damp paper mouldering away and decomposing out of sight. Nowadays, Records was a well-lit office full of computers. 
 
    A uniformed PC stood up as she walked in, but he was silver-haired and tired-looking, the kind of copper who was content to be safe and warm and work regular hours, in exchange for a PC’s salary. Hillary had nothing against such men, though she knew the likes of Janine and Tommy probably scorned them. But it was people like this who kept the whole damned machinery running, as far as she could tell. 
 
    ‘Constable Findlayson? DI Greene,’ she introduced herself and held out her hand. ‘Thanks for helping me out. The sarge explained?’ 
 
    ‘Cold cases, yeah. Help yourself.’ He nodded to one of the computers, and Hillary took a seat. ‘You’ll have to sign out any papers, and initial photocopies in the book, ma’am,’ he pointed out, and Hillary nodded. In truth, she had no intention of leaving a paper trail behind her. If things turned out as she was beginning to dread they would, the less evidence of her activities she left behind her, the more she’d like it. No, she wanted to get in and out and wrap it up, and put the whole sorry mess behind her. 
 
    She wanted to find out that she was wrong about everything; that the dark suspicions that had been eating at her ever since she’d learned how Elizabeth Burns had died were nothing more than the results of her nasty mind. And then she wanted to be able to go home and curl up by the fire, with nothing more strenuous to worry her than what to cook for dinner. 
 
    That’s what she wanted. 
 
    It wasn’t what she got. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    Hillary studied the files for a long, long time. At first, she’d automatically started off taking notes, but she’d quickly realised that she was going to have to take Xerox copies after all. Lots of them. But that would mean signing for them. 
 
    Which probably wouldn’t do her career much good at all. 
 
    Desperately, she reread the files again, looking for a way out. For anything that could allow her to read the facts differently. For any scrap that could prove she’d got it all wrong. But she couldn’t see one. 
 
    Superintendent Jerome Raleigh had set up Fletcher to kill him. Not to arrest him, or have the satisfaction of being the one to send him to jail. But to kill him. To outright assassinate the son of a bitch. And now that she knew it, she had to do something about it. 
 
    She reread the file yet again, looking for inspiration, knowing that she wouldn’t find it. 
 
    Elizabeth’s story was a common one, but no less heartbreaking for that. For a start, she wasn’t a regular drug user, and was not one of those raddled, down-and-out street dwellers that most members of the public thought of when they read of drugs abuse. She’d been smart, pretty, and seemed to have it all together. In point of fact, the investigating officers had found very little signs of drug use in the young girl’s life at all. No track marks on her body, no heavy stashes hidden in her college room. And from talking to her friends and peers, it became evident that Elizabeth had exhibited none of the signs or personality changes associated with long-term, seriously hooked users. 
 
    So, she’d been a so-called ‘social’ user then. Nothing to worry about. Everybody did it. Hillary knew that kind of thinking well. She’d probably started off down the road that eventually killed her by taking the odd E tablet at parties. Went on to try the odd line of coke or two at a private residence now and then, just dabbling here and there. She’d probably told herself that she could take it or leave it. She was young, she was at college, fun was what it was all about. And maybe she’d even have got away with it, too, Hillary thought sadly. Lots did. She might never have become seriously addicted, or fallen foul of any of the other physical risks associated with the habit, or got caught or arrested, or been expelled from college. She might have sailed free and clear, except for one night, when she’d got hold of a ‘bad’ dose. A casual party in another college student’s rooms perhaps. A night that had probably started off as all other party nights had started off — some booze, some dancing, some pairing off. Except that for Elizabeth Burns it had ended in sickness, fitting, and, twelve hours later in the John Radcliffe hospital, death. 
 
    And three others, similarly unlucky, had joined her in death over the next week — victims of the same bad dose. 
 
    Vice had been able to track the bad batch down to a small-time dealer called Johnny ‘Buster’ Smithers. One of Luke Fletcher’s army of boys. 
 
    Now that she thought about it, Hillary vaguely recalled this incident. Although Vice wasn’t her beat, she knew a lot of her fellow officers at HQ had been particularly angry about it. Smithers had been sent down for life, and was later knifed to death in prison in a territory dispute, but Fletcher, naturally, hadn’t even been hauled into court. 
 
    And now Fletcher was dead. Shot dead, in odd circumstances, by a gun nobody could find, by a perp nobody could find, while Elizabeth Burns’s father had been heading the raid. 
 
    Oh yes, she was going to have to take photocopies. Put it all together and tie it all up in a neat ribbon. Proof of Elizabeth Burns’s identity, the whole shebang. 
 
    But she was damned if she was going to leave a trail. Apart from anything else, after being married to Ronnie bloody Greene, she was hardly in any position to point the finger at bent cops. Besides, why should she take the shit? She’d already been shot in the line of duty; she’d done her bit. Let someone else take the flak. Someone who had the rank and had been paid to do it. 
 
    She glanced across at Findlayson, who was busy tapping away on his own keyboard. He had a stack of files beside him and was going through them one by one, obviously entering old case files on to a database. A soul-destroying task if ever there was one. At some point, surely, he’d have to go to the toilet, or nip up to the cafeteria, or wander out to give his eyes a rest and have a gossip and a fag with someone. It was simply a case of waiting him out. 
 
    Hillary kept scribbling notes, feeling more and more sick as she did so. This was bad. As bad as she’d ever known it to get — on so many levels. Cops didn’t grass on cops, that was a given. And what father wouldn’t want to kill the man who’d poisoned his daughter to death? She hadn’t joined the cops so that she could stand in judgement on people. This shouldn’t be happening to her. Self-pity and anger raged, neither winning. For two pins, she could have got up and walked out. She might even have done so if, at that moment, the records clerk hadn’t got up and walked instead. 
 
    Hillary couldn’t help but twist her lips into a grim smile. Was that a sign, or what? 
 
    Never give a sucker an even break. 
 
    Quick as a flash, she selected the most relevant documents and headed for the photocopier. 
 
    When Findlayson came back a few minutes later, she was sitting at the terminal, scribbling notes. She kept at it for another twenty minutes, then sighed, folded her notebook, stretched and got up. ‘Well, that’s me finished,’ she said, slinging her bag over her shoulder. ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    Findlayson nodded and watched her leave. He went to her terminal and checked that she’d logged off. She had. He typed in his code and was about to switch the computer off when the red flag appeared. 
 
    Findlayson silently whistled. He’d worked in records for ten years now, and only occasionally had he seen a red flag appear. He immediately clicked on the symbol. 
 
    Flags were put in place for many reasons, but mostly they were used on ‘sensitive’ or ongoing files and nearly always requested the records clerk to contact a certain officer if the files were ever opened. Sure enough, an instruction appeared on the screen, giving him the name of a superintendent at HQ, and a phone number. 
 
    Findlayson wondered what was so special about an old, solved drugs case, then shrugged. His was not to reason why. He lifted up the receiver and punched the outside number and got through to the switchboard in Kidlington. 
 
    ‘Hello? Can you put me through to Superintendent Jerome Raleigh, please?’ he asked politely. 
 
    * * * 
 
    In his office, Jerome Raleigh listened to PC Findlayson, thanked him, and hung up. Then he got up and walked restlessly to the window. He’d hoped it wouldn’t come to this. With the lucky find of that secret bolt-hole behind the Aga at Fletcher’s farm, he’d been sure everything would work out just fine after all. He wouldn’t need Ross as a fall guy, and nobody would be any the wiser to what had really gone down that night. 
 
    For some minutes he watched the comings and goings in the car park, the movement of squad cars, the groups of young uniformed constables chatting over their fag break, the civilians parking and walking into the building, distinguishable by their nervousness or curiosity. His world. His life. But not for much longer. 
 
    Would Hillary Greene have got on to him so fast if she hadn’t been shot that night? Would she have been so curious if she’d still been working on a murder case and didn’t find time hanging heavy on her hands? Perhaps not. Finding the killer of Malcolm Dale would have been her top priority, he was sure. 
 
    He sighed heavily. Well, it was no good standing here playing the game of ‘what if.’ 
 
    It was time he got cracking. He had things to do. He was glad now, after searching her boat, that he’d come up with such a good plan B. 
 
    It sure beat the hell out of his original plan A. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary went back to the internet café in St Giles to write up the report. She wanted to leave no trace of it on her office computer, and she sure as hell didn’t want it on her personal laptop. 
 
    As she ordered a latte and opened up a file, she was beginning to feel as if the café was becoming a second home. Certainly the waitresses were beginning to recognise her, as were some of the regulars. 
 
    How sad was that? 
 
    For a couple of hours she solidly typed, reread and rewrote until she was satisfied she’d included everything. She even made an index for the photocopied documents. She’d toyed with the idea of waiting until she could obtain her own official copies of Elizabeth Burns’s birth and death certificates, but knew that she would just be putting off the inevitable. Instead she ran copies off the internet and added them to the index. 
 
    By the time she was finished, she had a neat, carefully itemized report that charted the whole sorry story from start to finish. Some of it was speculation. For instance, she didn’t know who had helped Raleigh find out so much about Fletcher’s network; she had no idea who his source was. And she was pretty sure that somewhere down the line, Raleigh must have had help from inside the force, but that was somewhere she was not about to go. And how had he come to be such a sure thing to get the superintendency here in Thames Valley? Again, not something she touched on. 
 
    Hillary stared at the dark blue folder she’d bought from WHSmith before coming in here and smiled grimly. Not even the stationery could lead back to her. Of course, once the investigation started, Geraldine Brewer might come to light, and give a description of the nice reporter who’d interviewed her. As would Marilyn Forbes. And if it came to an identification, she’d be in the shit. But at least Ophelia Gosling could be trusted to keep her mouth shut, and tell the plod nothing! 
 
    Hillary almost laughed out loud. Almost. 
 
    She was probably committing professional suicide. She knew it, and still she was going to do it. Why? 
 
    Was she really such a moralist? Or was she just so pissed off that she’d been shot in the arse — well, nearly — that she was out to get revenge? Did she really care that Fletcher was dead? Didn’t he deserve it after all? And just what did she have against Jerome Raleigh exactly? 
 
    None of the answers to these questions helped her out. She simply knew, as she got up with the report clutched tightly in her hand, exactly what she was going to do with it. It was really quite simple. 
 
    It was a stick of dynamite, and what did any self-respecting DI do with a stick of dynamite?                             
 
    She would toss it into some other poor bugger’s lap. That’s what. 
 
    * * * 
 
    She waited until the night shift was coming on, then went back to HQ. She let herself in, telling the desk sergeant she’d left her bag behind. The report was carefully tucked down the back of her knickers, and it rested warm and rustling in the nape of her spine as she took the lift, not wanting to crease it by walking up the stairs. 
 
    She was careful to go to her desk and bend down, as if looking for something. She knew that HQ was monitored by CTV cameras and didn’t want to get caught out in any obvious lies. When she left the big, open-plan office, however, she took the lift all the way down to the bottom floor. The mail room was deserted, as she’d expected, and she stuffed the report, now in a plain brown envelope marked ‘Chief Superintendent Marcus Donleavy. Personal and Confidential’ into a pile of internal mail. First thing the next morning, it should find its way to Donleavy’s desk. 
 
    When she got back to Puff the Tragic Wagon, she slipped off the cotton gloves she’d worn all that afternoon when making up the report, and stuffed them in her pocket. 
 
    Then she went back to the boat and got drunk. 
 
    It wasn’t until she was on her fourth glass of wine that she noticed the Dick Francis book was back on her shelf. 
 
    She stared at it for a moment. Then thought about it a lot. Then said, ‘Huh,’ and poured another glass of wine. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Next morning, complete with her first major hangover in years, Hillary saw the in-house police doctor. Dr Franks, as opposed to Doc Steven Partridge, was not trained as a pathologist, or in forensic medicine, and was mainly on call to attend to suspects who might be ill or came in from bar fights and pub crawls with the usual cuts and bruises. He was also on call for any officer who might need him. But as well as removing beer glass from faces, and stitching up constables who got on the wrong side of Millwall supporters, he was also in charge of overseeing the mandatory medical for serving officers. 
 
    The moment she walked into his office, he knew what she wanted, and began to shake his head. ‘Oh, come on, DI Greene, it hasn’t even been a week yet! I’ve been taking bets with some of the lads on how long you’d last and had you down for early next week. I think it was PC Grover who said you’d be in today. The pot’s nearly two hundred quid. Give me a break!’ 
 
    Hillary grinned. ‘Sorry, Sean. Look, I’m going mad. I’m walking fine and the district nurse said the last time she changed my dressing that I was healing fast. You wouldn’t want me to go doolally just over a little nick in my hip, would you?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, perish the thought,’ he drawled with a sigh. He was a tall, thin man, with nine children and a wife who was always threatening to divorce him. ‘Come on then, let’s look at it.’ Hillary quickly stripped off her skirt, and pulled her pair of very serviceable, very clean white Marks & Sparks knickers off her hip. Franks looked at the wound, doing the usual muttering doctors did under their breath, then re-attached the gauze. ‘Well, she’s right. You do heal fast.’ 
 
    ‘Good hardy peasant stock,’ Hillary said. Her father had always healed fast too. ‘And look — I’m walking without a stick and everything. Have been for days.’ 
 
    ‘You look terrible,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Too much wine,’ she shot back. ‘Nothing to do with the hip. Come on, if I promise to stay tied to my desk with my feet up, and send my lackeys running hither and yon while I sip tea and read reports, can I come back? Just part-time?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, all right,’ Franks said. ‘I hate to see a grown DI grovel.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mel looked up as Hillary tapped on the door to his office and walked in, flourishing the doctor’s get-out-of-jail-free card. Mel read it with a cynical smile. ‘Turned on the famous Hillary Greene charm, huh?’ 
 
    ‘Never fails,’ Hillary said. Now that she’d put the whole Raleigh/Fletcher thing to bed, she was feeling better. It was probably only the calm before the storm, but what the hell? At least she wasn’t agonizing anymore. ‘Come on, Mel, don’t say you don’t need me. How’s the Dale case going?’ she asked slyly. 
 
    Mel grunted. ‘You know damned well how the Dale case is going. It’s going nowhere. You realise I’ll have to put you back in charge? Janine will flip.’ 
 
    ‘Not my problem,’ Hillary said bluntly. ‘And you were a prat ever to make it yours.’ 
 
    ‘Nice to have you back, DI Greene,’ Mel snapped right back. 
 
    Hillary slowly sank down into the chair opposite him. ‘So it’s all over between you two? Officially, finally and all that?’ 
 
    ‘It is. She moved out the last of her stuff and gave me back my key. I only hope it’ll all be worth it.’ 
 
    Hillary shook her head. ‘All men are bastards,’ she said flatly, and when Mel shot her that look, shook her head again. ‘Come on, we both know you would never have tossed her out of your bed if you didn’t think Raleigh was on his way out, putting you in with a chance of his job. Again.’ 
 
    Mel flushed a little, then shrugged. ‘Yeah, well, it looks as if the joke’s on me. Word has it they’re about to wrap up the Fletcher case. Put the killing down to an unknown perp, and give our beloved super no more than a slap on the wrist for being a bit previous. What?’ His eyes narrowed suddenly as he saw her tense. ‘What do you know?’ 
 
    Hillary widened her eyes innocently. ‘Me? Why should I know anything? I’m out of the loop, remember?’ 
 
    ‘Hell, Hill, you always know everything,’ Mel said flatly. ‘Besides, you’re wearing your poker face. You never wear your poker face unless you’re hiding something.’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ 
 
    ‘How the hell should I know? You’re wearing your poker face.’ 
 
    They both laughed, but Hillary wouldn’t be drawn, and got up. ‘I need to get familiar with the Dale case again,’ she said. ‘See what Janine’s been up to. I’ll bet she’s been working hard.’ 
 
    ‘She has,’ Mel said, wearing his own poker face. 
 
    ‘I suppose I’ll have to break it to her that I’m back on the case? I thought so,’ she added, as her old friend gave her his hangdog look. ‘It’s like I said. All men are bastards.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    When she got back to her desk, Frank Ross looked up. He seemed almost relieved to see her, which made her scowl. 
 
    ‘Frank.’ 
 
    ‘You back then?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    Ross nodded. ‘Blondie should never have been put in charge,’ he grunted. ‘She’s out interviewing the animal rights suspect I put her on to. She’ll be mad as hell to see you back,’ he said, and grinned happily. 
 
    That was better, Hillary thought sourly. ‘Don’t you ever get fed up with being universally hated, Frank?’ she asked, pulling out her chair and sitting down with a small sigh of relief. 
 
    This was better too. Back in her own chair, surrounded by old friends and enemies. 
 
    ‘Never, guv,’ Frank grunted, and looked at her. He opened his mouth, then closed it again. No, he’d be daft to talk to her. He didn’t know why the hell he’d even want to. All he had to do was keep his mouth shut. The truth was, though, however galling, that he trusted her judgement. She might be a right pain in the arse, but when it came to it, Frank couldn’t think of anyone he’d trust more. 
 
    Then he shook his head and turned away. Nah, it would be daft. Like the super said, all he had to do was keep it buttoned. With Raleigh owing him so big-time, he was in clover. He might even get promoted. 
 
    Still, he glanced across at Hillary Greene and found her staring at him. Quickly he hunched his shoulders against her, as if from physical attack, and picked his teeth with a fingernail. 
 
    Hillary watched him and shook her head helplessly. She had a good idea now what was eating him and he was right to be worried. Boy, was he ever right. Then a sudden thought hit her. Perhaps it was seeing Ross hunched over so defensively like that. Perhaps her subconscious had been eating away at her without her realising it. But suddenly she was back in Bicester, outside a garden supplies office, waiting for a gun raid to get under way. It seemed like a lifetime ago now. But it all came back. Finding the gun after Tactical had left, giving it to Ross and telling him to log it into the evidence locker. 
 
    Had he, in fact, done so? 
 
    ‘Frank, you stupid . . .’ she began, realised she was talking out loud, and quickly snapped her lips shut. Ross heard her, of course, and shot her a look, but she was already up and walking away. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The evidence locker comprised a big, steel-lined room in the basement of the building, and she approached the sergeant behind the steel mesh in the kiosk, and gave her ID and badge number. 
 
    ‘I need to check the register,’ she said flatly, her mind counting back the days to the Bicester raid, and adding, ‘for the week starting the eighteenth.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, you’re back. I thought you were still off sick?’ The sergeant, a big woman who’d worked as a family liaison for many years before heading downstairs, handed over the large blue evidence book that covered the date in question. 
 
    ‘You know how it is,’ Hillary said, running her finger down the line, half expecting to find nothing. She felt, therefore, a vast shiver of relief when she noticed Frank’s signature. There, sure enough, was evidence of the gun being admitted. So she’d been wrong. She’d thought for a minute that the gun from Bicester had been the gun used to kill Fletcher. That somehow Raleigh had persuaded Ross to loan it to him. 
 
    For a second, she almost closed the register and forgot all about it. For a moment. And then she had another sudden thought. One that would explain why Raleigh, right from the start, had been so pally with Frank Ross. 
 
    She glanced across to the description of the article, flipped open her notebook and wrote down the serial number of the gun, thanked the evidence clerk, and left. 
 
    She was beginning to wish she’d stayed on sick leave. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back at her desk, she pulled up the file on the Bicester gun raid on her computer. If memory served, the gardener-cum-gun runner, had kept meticulous records of all his transactions and stock. 
 
    For several minutes she checked his list of serial numbers against the one in her notebook — and couldn’t find a match. She grunted, tried not to panic, and started again. After all, the eyes tended to go batty after looking at so many numbers in succession. 
 
    But it wasn’t there. 
 
    It was easy enough to guess what had happened. Raleigh had either asked, or tricked, Frank Ross into logging a different gun into the evidence locker. And a simple check would prove that the gun now resting in evidence downstairs had never passed through the hands of their Bicester gun runner. 
 
    She closed the file and leaned back in her chair. Damn. Damn. Damn! 
 
    All this time, she’d been trying to keep a low profile, and now it turned out that the murder weapon that had killed Fletcher had actually been in her possession for a short time. If found, it would lead straight back to the Bicester gun raid, and to one DI Hillary Greene. 
 
    Hillary glared across at Ross. Of all the stupid, idiotic pricks! ‘Frank,’ Hillary hissed, then stopped as she saw Janine push through the door, Tommy right behind her. And the sight of her team, as yet unaware of the potential disaster staring them in the face, killed her fury stone-cold dead. 
 
    ‘Well, that was a waste of time, Ross,’ Janine said, scowling at Hillary as she spoke. ‘The suspect has an iron-clad alibi. Apparently he was out picketing a night-time angling match, or some damned thing, when Dale got it. Boss.’ She nodded to Hillary, very much as a grudging afterthought. 
 
    ‘Carp,’ Tommy said, trying not to grin. ‘Apparently, they’re most easily caught at night, with a torch and a tin of spam. The spam’s for the bait, not for sandwiches.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, thank you, Constable,’ Janine snapped. 
 
    Hillary managed a rather sickly grin at Tommy, who quickly looked away when Janine shot him a killer glance. 
 
    ‘Well, I’m back. On desk duty,’ Hillary said, before Janine could interrupt. ‘So, I take it another lead just bit the dust?’ 
 
    Janine could feel the blood draining from her face and quickly turned away, pulling out her chair and sitting down. ‘Yes, boss,’ she said. So Hillary was back heading the case. Perfect. Just bloody perfect. Angrily, she opened a file on her computer and began to type out her request for a transfer. 
 
    She’d had enough of this! 
 
    Hillary, even with her mind elsewhere, could easily guess what she was doing, but before she had a chance to say anything, her phone went. She picked it up, then froze as she recognised the voice of Marcus Donleavy’s secretary on the other end. 
 
    ‘DI Greene? Can you spare a few moments for Chief Superintendent Donleavy? He’d like to see you right away.’ 
 
    Hillary took a quick breath. Damn, that was quick! She’d needed time to mull over these latest developments. But it didn’t look as if she was going to get it. ‘Certainly, Mrs Oliver,’ she said flatly. 
 
    Ross’s head jerked up at the name of Donleavy’s girl Friday, and a look of real fear crossed his face as Hillary got up to go. The look she gave him did nothing to relieve it. Mel, who’d been coming out of his office to intercept Janine, sensing that a massacre might be in the offing, also caught the name. As he drew nearer, he gave her a reproachful look. 
 
    So something was up, and Hillary was in on it. 
 
    ‘Do you know what Donleavy wants?’ he asked sharply, but Hillary shook her head. 
 
    ‘No idea, guv,’ she lied carefully. But as she walked up the stairs to the chief super’s desk, her legs felt as if they were made of water. 
 
    It didn’t surprise her that Donleavy knew she was back at work. And it didn’t really surprise her that he’d guessed at once who’d written the anonymous report. 
 
    But that didn’t mean that she was looking forward to the next few minutes. And if the investigation team had found that bloody gun, she was well and truly up the Swanee with paddles in short supply. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    When Hillary knocked on the door to the chief super’s office, her poker face could have cracked concrete. Donleavy’s muffled voice called for her to come in, and she opened the door, trying not to give images of Daniel, lions and dens free rein. His office wasn’t large, but it had a window with a view over some residential houses; the walls were plain and white and the hard-wearing carpet was a standard beige. Someone — his wife, perhaps — had given him some large greenery in pots to brighten the place up. 
 
    Donleavy pointed to the chair in front of his desk, and she sat. On his desk was a photograph of his family, the usual array of pens, desk diary, phone and pile of reports. And, sitting right in the middle and facing her, was an open copy of her report. 
 
    Hillary barely glanced at it. She knew it was arranged to draw her eye, and to deliberately not look at it would be a dead give-away. 
 
    ‘Sir?’ 
 
    ‘I thought I’d give you an overview of where we stand in the Fletcher case,’ Donleavy said casually, turning a pen, end over end, on top of the table. It was a casual gesture, but Hillary knew Donleavy only ever did it when he was either agitated or thinking furiously. Or both. 
 
    ‘Thank you, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Forensics are finally finished. There was evidence that Fletcher and Fletcher alone hid in the kitchen on the night of the shooting. He had a hiding space made to look like kitchen cupboards with a false back. It was next to the bolt-hole behind the Aga.’ He paused, and Hillary waited. The silence lengthened. Then she got it. So this was how he was going to play it. Tit for tat — and see what turned up. Hillary cleared her throat, trying to pretend she couldn’t hear her heartbeat thundering in her ears, and swallowed hard. 
 
    ‘I see, sir. You say there was evidence that Fletcher hid there.’ Briefly she had a flashback to that night, and Jerome Raleigh making a brief phone call on his mobile just before setting off for the first checkpoint. Had it been to Fletcher, to warn him that he was about to be raided, and that he’d better hide, pronto? It made sense. His source must have told him where Fletcher’s hiding place was, or how else would the super know just where to find him? 
 
    She gave a mental head-shake, and brought her mind back to the present. Donleavy was watching her like a hawk. ‘Does that mean there was no evidence of any other suspect in there with him?’ 
 
    Donleavy nodded, his level grey gaze fixed on her face. ‘It does.’ 
 
    Hillary kept her hands perfectly still, although, like Donleavy’s compulsive pen manipulation, her nerves were screaming at her to fiddle with something. ‘That seems to make a second shooter rather less likely,’ she said neutrally. 
 
    ‘It does.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘You said that his hiding place was next to the bolt-hole?’ Donleavy nodded. ‘Was it accessible from Fletcher’s hiding place?’ 
 
    ‘It was.’ 
 
    ‘So Fletcher chose to hide, rather than make a run for it?’ 
 
    ‘It seems so.’ Donleavy reached forward and pulled her report towards him. He turned it round, read a few lines, then looked up at her. ‘There’s something else about Fletcher’s bolt-hole that isn’t general knowledge yet.’ 
 
    Hillary licked her lips, which felt as dry as sandpaper and said, ‘Is there, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Apparently, it’s a bit of a fiddle to put the Aga back in place once you’re inside.’ 
 
    Hillary had to think about that for all of two seconds, then nodded. ‘I see. It’s hardly likely that a perp, having just shot Fletcher and wanting to make a quick getaway, would bolt down the hole, then stop to try and put the Aga back in place.’ 
 
    ‘He’d have to have nerves of steel, I’d say,’ Donleavy agreed. ‘What with Tactical stamping around, voices out in the hallway, knowing he was surrounded. It would take a cool customer indeed to take the time to put the Aga back before legging it. Human instinct being what it is.’ 
 
    Hillary watched him turn a page of her report and read it. She let her gaze wander to the window. The silence was almost deafening. 
 
    ‘Our enquiry into Fletcher’s death was about to wrap up,’ Marcus carried on, almost conversationally. ‘The consensus of opinion is that Fletcher was shot by either one of his own, or a mole in Fletcher’s gang, possibly loyal to the Scousers who were trying to peddle the squaddie, then slipped out via the bolt-hole when attention was focused on you. Do you think that’s viable, DI Greene?’ 
 
    ‘No, sir.’ 
 
    Marcus nodded. He looked at her thoughtfully, then said quietly, ‘Who else have you talked to about this?’ As he spoke, his pen was casually tapping the top of the report. 
 
    She knew what he was asking, of course. He was asking if she’d told anyone about Raleigh, or made a copy of the original report. But the conversation was such that they could pretend they were talking about something else. If they ever needed to. 
 
    Hillary met his gaze calmly. ‘No one, sir.’ 
 
    Marcus Donleavy nodded. He pulled the folder closer to him, then slowly shut it. ‘That’ll be all, DI Greene.’ 
 
    ‘Sir.’ 
 
    Hillary got up on legs that felt distinctly iffy, and walked to the door. Outside, she managed a smile for Mrs Oliver, then walked through the small outer office and out into the corridor. There she leaned against a wall and took long, deep breaths. That had to qualify as one of the most surreal interviews of her life. But it had got the job done. Donleavy had learned that she’d kept it all to herself, and that, if asked, she would keep her mouth shut. And she’d learned that Donleavy had had doubts about the Fletcher killing long before her report had crossed his desk. What she didn’t know, yet, was what Donleavy was going to do about it. Or, if he took the report higher, what those who were above Donleavy would do about it. 
 
    But Hillary suspected that most of the brass would argue that nothing at all be done. After all, Fletcher was off the streets, and there was very little real evidence that could convict Raleigh of murder in a court of law. Far better to let sleeping dogs lie. 
 
    * * * 
 
    As she walked into the office, she was aware that many people were watching her. Janine with the usual resentment, of course, and Tommy with puzzlement. Mel looked a little put out, but then he knew that she knew something that he didn’t, and wasn’t going to tell him. And Frank looked positively terrified. 
 
    Just then the phone went on her desk and Janine reached across to answer it. She spoke a few words, then said, ‘Frank, they want you in Donleavy’s office.’ 
 
    Mel shot a quick glance at Hillary and swore under his breath. She’d gone chalk-white and looked scared. Mel had seen her look scared before, of course, but never like this. Perhaps it was just as well he didn’t know what was going on. 
 
    Ross, trying to look casual, shrugged and got up. He walked across the now very quiet open-plan office and Hillary reached out to take his arm as they passed. ‘Keep your mouth shut,’ she whispered. ‘Play dumb.’ 
 
    Frank nodded, looking a little less terrified, and walked on. He had no idea what was going on, what his DI knew or what was going to happen next, but he knew how to do both of those things all right. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine Tyler watched DI Hillary Greene take the seat behind her desk and noticed that her hands were shaking. She looked a little green around the gills too. Something was up. Very much up. And the only thing she knew of that Donleavy might want to talk to both Hillary and Ross about was the Fletcher killing. Was it possible that Jerome Raleigh was gonna take a fall after all? Now that would be something — for a start, it would mean Mel might get promoted to Raleigh’s slot. And now he owed her big-time. 
 
    Casually, she reached across the desk for her letter requesting a transfer and ripped it up. When she straightened up from dumping the bits into the bin, she thought she saw Hillary Greene give a wry smile. But when she looked proper, her DI’s face was as bland as milk. 
 
    ‘Right, I want a full report on what’s been happening with the Dale case,’ Hillary said crisply, and Tommy reached for his meticulously kept books. It was his first time keeping the Murder Book current, and he wasn’t going to blow it. 
 
    Mel, after a long look their way, reluctantly went back to his office and closed the door. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When Frank came back, they were almost through with the file and Hillary was once more up to speed on the investigation. Janine had worked hard, and had doggedly followed every lead. It was not her fault that the mystery fingerprints in the Dales’ kitchen had yet to be identified, or that no new witnesses had come forward, and that no viable prime suspect was in the frame. 
 
    Hillary looked up from reading Marcia Brock’s second interview notes, and nodded to Ross. ‘Frank, I want a word. Janine, I want you to go back to Gemma Knowles and her husband. Interview them both together this time, see if you can trip them up on anything. Don’t be scared to shake them up a bit. Tommy, go back to McNamara. See if he’s thought of anything new.’ 
 
    She was getting them out of the way, of course, and they both knew it. Tommy, having picked up on the undercurrents as well, looked more concerned than anything, but Janine was merely resentful. When they were gone, she pulled up a chair right beside her, and patted it. ‘Sit,’ she said flatly. 
 
    ‘I ain’t a bloody spaniel,’ Frank snarled, but sat. 
 
    ‘A spaniel wouldn’t give me half so much trouble,’ Hillary spat back, then noticed several looks being sent their way. 
 
    Working in an open-plan office had its good points, but it also meant people were quick to pick up on it when something was going down. ‘Let’s take a walk, Frank,’ Hillary said. As she walked across the office she heard Mel’s door open, then shut. She could also feel the curious eyes watching her as she went. No doubt, when the shit hit the fan, the rumour would go around that Hillary Greene knew about it first. Which wouldn’t hurt her rep any. 
 
    Outside, she walked around the exterior of the building, to a small paved courtyard, where the smokers hung out. She stood in front of a forsythia bush, rampant with sunshine colour, and stared at it, sighing heavily. 
 
    ‘OK, Frank, let me tell you a story,’ she said, and gave him a brief version of Jerome Raleigh and his daughter. Long before she’d finished, Frank was white and cursing. 
 
    ‘Now, you tell me a story. It starts the moment you went inside the Fletcher farmhouse.’ 
 
    Frank rubbed the side of his face, and looked around as a DC and a WPC turned the corner, both already lighting up. One scowl from Frank was all it took to make them scarper. 
 
    ‘Guv, I had no idea what he was gonna do,’ Ross began, staring down at his shoes. ‘Tactical gave us the all-clear to stay downstairs, and Raleigh went straight to the kitchen. I stayed in the corridor, then heard voices. I went to go into the kitchen, and then heard a shot as I was on the way. By the time I went in, Fletcher was on the floor and the super was putting something in his pocket. He looked up and told me to keep quiet, and let him do the talking. I was happy to, I can tell you! By then Tactical and Regis and everyone and their granny was coming in and swarming round, asking questions. The super said me and him had been in the room next door, heard the shot, come in and found Fletcher dead. I just went along with it. Later, the super told me to just keep schtum.’ 
 
    ‘Did you see the gun he used?’ Hillary asked flatly. 
 
    ‘No. Why? What’s it matter? He’d have got rid of it the moment he left.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt it,’ Hillary said wryly. ‘Tell me about the gun from the Bicester raid, Frank.’ 
 
    Ross jerked his head up, stared at her, opened his mouth, then closed it again. She could see him thinking furiously, and then the colour drained from his flabby face, leaving his deep-set eyes standing out as the only dark spots in a sea of dough. ‘Oh shit,’ he whispered. 
 
    ‘Tell me, Frank,’ Hillary grated. ‘Why did you hand it over to him?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t. I lost it!’ 
 
    Hillary gaped at him. Then she laughed. ‘Oh, come on, Frank. You lost it? Sorry, m’lud, I had the gun, but then I lost it. Honest. Come on, Frank, you can do better than that! Did he buy it off you, is that it? A couple of hundred backhander, no questions asked? And you thought it would be good office politics to have the super owe you one?’ 
 
    ‘No, guv, no, I swear,’ Ross pleaded desperately. ‘When we left Bicester I had it in my pocket. I made sure it was safe first,’ he said, flushing, as she shot him an incredulous look. ‘I meant to take it down to evidence the moment we got in, but we had to go straight to Raleigh’s office for a meeting. Remember?’ he asked, his voice whining now for her to believe him. 
 
    Hillary’s eyes narrowed as she thought back, then she nodded. He was right. They had gone straight to Raleigh’s office. Suddenly it hit her. ‘Oh, Frank, please don’t tell me you told Raleigh you’d lost it?’ 
 
    ‘Course I bloody didn’t! I ain’t thick!’ Ross snapped. Then swallowed hard as Hillary gave him a flat stare. ‘No, guv. I meant, after the meeting, when I realised it wasn’t in my pocket, Raleigh caught me looking for it where I’d hung my coat. I tried to bluff it out, but it was as if . . .’ Frank’s voice trailed off as Hillary nodded knowingly. 
 
    ‘As if he knew you’d lost something,’ Hillary finished for him, then exploded. ‘Of course he bloody well knew it! He was the one who took it. What then? Did he tell you what kind of shit you were in? Ask if you had another gun nobody knew about, maybe, that you could put into evidence as a substitute?’ 
 
    Miserably, Ross nodded. 
 
    ‘And of course, you hadn’t got one,’ Hillary snorted, then slapped her forehead. ‘But wait a minute, what a relief, good old Superintendent Raleigh knew of an unregistered gun you could have? Is that how it went, Frank?’ Hillary was almost shouting now, and made a conscious effort to lower her voice. 
 
    ‘Yeah. He had to go and get it, and come back with it. I waited in his office. Then I took it down to evidence and logged it in.’ Ross looked at her with a slightly more cheerful look. ‘So there’s a gun in evidence, so we’re clear, right? I mean, it can’t come back to us.’ 
 
    Hillary shook her head. ‘Frank, what the hell are you using for brains? Of course it can come back on us! Remember our little gardening friend kept detailed records? Including serial numbers? If the gun Raleigh used to kill Fletcher turns up, all they’ll have to do is run the serial number through the database, and up will pop our little Bicester friend. And the fact that that gun was supposedly retrieved by Tactical. Who will promptly remember that one gun was retrieved after they were gone. They’ll check the evidence books for date and timeline and guess whose signature they’ll find, logging in a rogue gun?’ 
 
    Frank sat down abruptly on the raised bed nearest to him, crushing some pink and purple polyanthus under his fat backside. He looked as if he were about to cry — a sight that would be enough to unnerve anybody. ‘He was going to set me up for it, wasn’t he? If it all went pear-shaped?’ Frank shook his head. ‘The bastard.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t have kittens just yet, Frank,’ Hillary said sourly. ‘What exactly did Donleavy ask you just now?’ 
 
    ‘Just the usual. Going over the night again. I told the same story Raleigh told. What does Donleavy know?’ 
 
    ‘Enough to put Raleigh in the frame. And you too, if you stick to the same story. Which is why you’re going to change it, right now. You’re going to go upstairs, tell Donleavy me and you had a chat, and that I recommended that you tell the truth this time. Then you tell him that you weren’t there when the shot was fired, but that Raleigh asked you to say you were. You agreed because he was your superior, and Raleigh gave you some cock-and-bull about how it would help speed up any investigation if you and he could back each other up.’ 
 
    Frank swallowed hard. ‘I’ll be suspended. Almost certainly fired. I’ll lose my pension for sure, maybe even be had up for aiding and abetting, and who the hell knows what else, if they charge Raleigh with it. Guv, I can’t go inside!’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think it’ll come to that,’ Hillary said quietly, but with something so sure in her voice that Ross quickly looked up at her, sudden hope flooding his face. 
 
    ‘Guv? You think they’ll cover it up?’ Ross asked. Then went on before she could answer, ‘Yeah, course they will. I mean, who cares that Fletcher’s dead? They’ve got reasonable evidence that someone in his gang did it, right?’ 
 
    Hillary turned away, feeling sick to her stomach. That Ross could also be so sure that their senior officers would be so quick to do a whitewash made her feel ill. She herself was almost convinced that Marcus Donleavy for one wouldn’t let it happen without at least some sort of fight. And if he asked her to, she’d back him up. If she really had her back to the wall, she’d have no other option. She just didn’t think it would come to it. But why tell Ross that, and let the miserable little worm off the hook just yet? Let him wriggle. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When she got back to her desk, she reread the Dale file from front to back for a second time, but it was hard to concentrate. Mel came out and started across towards her, but the look she gave him cut him off at the knees and he went back to his office again. 
 
    Ross, after speaking to Donleavy and amending his statement, had probably made tracks to the nearest pub, because he had the good sense not to show his face back in the office. Janine came back, with nothing to report on the GP and her husband, and within a quarter of an hour, Tommy too came back empty-handed. But then she hadn’t really expected anything. 
 
    Hillary sighed and closed the file, glancing at her watch. Just another hour and then she could reasonably go home. Who knows, if she slept on it, she might dream who the killer of Malcolm Dale was. Wouldn’t that be nice? Even though her conscious mind hadn’t been able to pay much attention to the file when she’d been reading it, her subconscious mind might have been paying attention and miraculously come up with the answer. 
 
    It had happened before. 
 
    ‘I think we’d better . . .’ Hillary heard herself say, then suddenly stopped. A queer feeling hit her at the back of her neck, then took the breath out of her lungs. ‘Well, for Pete’s sake,’ she heard herself say and then laughed. 
 
    Because, suddenly, she did indeed know who had killed Malcolm Dale. And why. And she could probably make a good guess with what. It was, when you thought about it, so bloody obvious. So obvious, she simply hadn’t seen it. 
 
    ‘Boss?’ Janine said sharply. 
 
    Hillary slowly shook her head. ‘I’m a bloody idiot. Tommy.’ She looked across at him and told him who to bring in. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Rita Matthews watched and listened as Hillary set the tape running, going through the usual spiel. Beside her, Janine sat quiet and incredulous. Tommy, she knew, was watching through the one-way glass, as was Mel. 
 
    ‘Mrs Matthews, you have the right to speak to a solicitor,’ Hillary said for a second time, even though she’d already read Rita her rights for the tape. 
 
    ‘I know that. Can’t afford a solicitor.’ 
 
    ‘One can be appointed for you,’ Hillary said. 
 
    ‘We’ll see,’ the old woman said, glancing at her watch. ‘Is this going to take long? Only, you know what my husband’s like. I don’t like leaving him alone.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘We’ll try and make it quick,’ she said enigmatically. She felt, at that moment, utterly calm. 
 
    ‘We know that on the night that Mr Dale was killed, your husband was at his usual poker night. But where were you, Rita?’ 
 
    ‘At home. Watching telly, like always.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘But that isn’t true, is it, Rita?’ 
 
    Rita Matthews said nothing. Her greying hair was tied back in a typical old lady’s bun, and she was wearing a grey skirt and a hand-knitted sky-blue jumper. She’d probably knitted it herself. Her large, red and work-roughened hands lay lightly clasped together in front of her on the table. She looked as relaxed as Hillary. 
 
    ‘Tell me about Wordsworth,’ Hillary said. 
 
    Rita Matthews shrugged one bony shoulder. ‘He was a cat. You ever had a cat?’ 
 
    ‘My mother always had a cat, down the years. I remember one called Smudge best. He was black with a single white smudge on his nose.’ 
 
    Rita Matthews nodded. ‘You know one cat, you know them all.’ 
 
    ‘So he was your husband’s cat then, more than yours?’ 
 
    ‘No, he weren’t,’ Rita said, just a shade testily. ‘Oh, after he got killed, all the fuss he kicked up, folks probably thought that. But I was the one that fed him. I gave him his worm pills and cleaned up after the little bugger if he was sick. More often than not, it was my lap he used to curl up on. Percy could never sit still long enough. He always had to be up and about, fidgeting.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘So Wordsworth used to sit on your lap, right. When you were knitting, maybe?’ She nodded at the jumper the old woman was wearing. ‘That’s cable stitch, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Rita Matthews agreed. ‘He used to like batting my wool about. Not that I’d let him chew on it, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ Hillary smiled. ‘And how old was he? Before the dogs got him, I mean.’ 
 
    ‘Twelve,’ Rita said shortly. 
 
    ‘You’d had him a long time then.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘They get to be like a member of the family, don’t they, when you have them so long, especially?’ Hillary said softly. 
 
    Rita Matthews said nothing. It was hard to tell if the old girl was rattled, or merely curious, or neither. She had that flat-faced kind of patience that could stymie many an interviewer. 
 
    Hillary merely nodded. ‘So, you looked after the cat, and loved him the most. It must have broken your heart that day, when the hounds came, and you couldn’t save him.’ Her voice was quiet now, and genuinely sincere. 
 
    ‘It did, yes,’ Rita Matthews said flatly. 
 
    ‘But you didn’t get to grieve for him, did you?’ Hillary mused. ‘You didn’t get to bury him, and mourn him, and then, after a while, forgive yourself for the way he died, and move on. You couldn’t do that, because your husband wouldn’t let you, would he?’ 
 
    Rita Matthews sniffed, but said nothing. Her eyes went to Janine then back to Hillary. 
 
    ‘Because your husband became obsessed with Malcolm Dale, and what he’d done. It wasn’t really about Wordsworth, was it, all that palaver he made? If it had been left up to him, I daresay you could have got another cat and it wouldn’t have made any difference to him one way or the other. You were the one who loved Wordsworth. He was a good cat, wasn’t he, affectionate, like? And your husband went on and on about the man responsible for killing him. Tell me, when did he first start talking about murdering Malcolm Dale, Mrs Matthews?’ 
 
    ‘About a couple of weeks after it happened.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘And he went on and on about it, didn’t he? Day after day, week after week, month after month. For years, even. Keeping Wordsworth’s death alive and well, so to speak. Never letting you forget it.’ 
 
    ‘Daft bugger,’ Rita said, her voice just a bit shaky now. 
 
    ‘Until, finally, you’d had enough of it. Hadn’t you, Rita? Enough of listening to your husband going on and on about Malcolm Dale, and how he was going to make him pay for killing Wordsworth — but never actually doing it. All that talk about how hard it was to kill someone and get away with it. All that endless research about brakes and how to fix a car so that it would crash. All that stuff about how hard it was to get hold of a gun. How impossible it was to kill a man.’ Hillary sighed. ‘But, in reality, it was easy wasn’t it, Rita? What did it really amount to? You waited until your husband was at his poker night and then what? Grab your coat and the poker? Or maybe a walking stick with a nice knobbly end to it? A quiet stroll through the village, careful to get out of sight if a car came by? Then you knocked on the door. Dale answers, and you tell him you need to talk. He’s reluctant, but he lets you in. He sees you in the kitchen, of course. He’s not going to invite the working classes into his drawing room, is he, not someone like him. And then what? The moment he turns his back — WHAM — a quick bash on the head. Maybe another one or two to make sure, when he’s down. Then stick the poker or whatever back under your coat and walk home. Wash up at the sink. Wait until hubby comes back, make some cocoa and off to bed. That simple, that easy. It wasn’t hard at all was it? It went something like that, didn’t it, Rita?’ 
 
    Rita Matthews blinked, but said nothing. Her knuckles were white now, but her hands remained folded demurely in front of her. The room was deathly quiet, with only the faint hiss of the tape recorder as background. 
 
    Hillary looked at the old woman in front of her, looking for a way in. Searching for the crack that would open her up. Not the cat — that hurt too much and went too deep. She’d just clam up harder if she tried using the cat. The husband maybe. She must bitterly resent him, deep down. But then, she was his primary carer, and she’d been looking after him for years. Washing, cooking, putting up with his ways. No, not the husband. She’d just get defensive. 
 
    Her eyes wandered over her, thinking furiously. The clean but shabby clothing, the grey hair, held back in the bun. Her mind went back to her file. What did they know about her? She was the daughter of a farm labourer, and had done other people’s domestic work for years. She and her family had probably thought of Percy Matthews as a real catch. Then her marriage, the little cottage, the raising of children. All as law-abiding and working-class as you could get. 
 
    And suddenly, Hillary knew the way in. 
 
    She sighed and leaned forward across the table. ‘You know, Rita, we can’t have people getting away with murder,’ she said softly. ‘I know, when you read the papers and watch the news, it seems as if people do get away with it all the time, but that’s mostly just hype. Nine times out of ten, we police get the killers. And that’s as it should be. Isn’t it?’ 
 
    Rita Matthews blinked, her lower lip wobbled a bit, then she sat up a bit straighter in the chair and said flatly, ‘It was the rolling pin. Not the poker. The rolling pin wasn’t so long and fit under my coat better.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next morning, Hillary went in to check on the paperwork that would have been processed on Rita Matthews overnight. She’d left the formal arrest and charging to Janine, who’d deserved it, and gone home early, using an aching hip as an excuse to leave the mopping up to Mel. Personally, she hoped the Crown Prosecution Service could work out something for the old gal. Sure as hell, any decent QC could make out a case for diminished responsibility. 
 
    She hadn’t sat down at her desk five minutes before a sergeant from two desks over rolled his chair across to her desk and asked her if she’d heard the latest. Apparently Superintendent Jerome Raleigh had gone AWOL. No one had seen him since yesterday lunchtime. His civilian secretary was in a bit of a tizzy, being unable to locate him, and they’d even sent some uniforms to his house to see if he was ill. 
 
    ‘But it looks as if he’s just packed up and gone.’ The sergeant, a lanky, sandy-haired man who preferred to work burglary, nodded sagely. ‘Maud from Fraud is running a book. Odds-on favourite he’s had some sort of breakdown and done a runner. Wild-card betting has it he’s been bumped off and his body dumped by one of Fletcher’s gang in retaliation. Fancy putting some money down?’ he asked, eyeing her carefully. 
 
    Hillary felt abruptly sick, and just managed to shake her head and smile. Because suddenly she was remembering that missing Dick Francis book. When it had turned up again, she’d come to the conclusion that the only one who could have taken it was her stepson. Ronnie’s boy by his first marriage. Frank wouldn’t bother to return it: why should he? He’d like to think of her fretting over it. But Gary respected and liked her, and might not want her to realise that he’d figured out his father’s hiding place. And she’d been prepared to let it slide. After all, it could be argued that the money was his inheritance. Moreover, it very neatly solved her problem of what to do with it. But now, with a hollow feeling that made her feel as if she’d suddenly shot several hundred feet up in the air, she knew that there was a second explanation for that book going missing so briefly. 
 
    She waited until her heart had stopped thumping, and she was sure she wasn’t about to throw up, then got up and tapped on Mel’s door, sticking her head around it without waiting for a summons. ‘I’m just going out for a while. Everything OK on the Rita Matthews thing?’ 
 
    ‘Yep. She’s got a brief, and he’s trying to get her confession thrown out, but it’ll stand. Did you hear Raleigh’s gone missing?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I heard,’ she said, and held out her hands. ‘Don’t know, don’t care, don’t ask me,’ she said and closed the door hard on her way out. 
 
    She drove straight to the internet café and logged on. As the computer hummed and hawed, she felt like biting her nails. Part of her didn’t want to know. If all that money was gone, she really didn’t want to know. 
 
    But it made too much sense for it to read any other way. Raleigh could have found out that she was digging around about him, and would have wanted to get something on her in order to reciprocate. And he’d obviously concentrate on Ronnie, because he was her only weak point; and to an experienced investigator like Raleigh, that Dick Francis book would have stood out like a sore thumb on her bookshelves. 
 
    He probably never thought he’d have to make a run for it, either. He’d had it all so well planned, he must have felt confident of successfully pulling it off. And, if it hadn’t been for her, he would in fact have got away with it and still be sitting at his desk right now. But since he did have to make a run for it, he’d need money. Lots of money. So why not take hers? 
 
    Now, as she punched in the keys to bring up the bank’s website, she realised that Raleigh would have broken the code as easily as she had. Of course, she could be wrong about all this. He might not have taken the money and run for the nearest country with no extradition with Britain at all. He might just stroll into his office any minute and wonder what all the fuss was about. 
 
    But she didn’t think so. 
 
    As she punched in the account numbers, her heart fluttered in a brief moment of hope. After all, it was over a million quid they were talking about, and who really wanted to know they’d let such a fortune slip away? She was only human, when all was said and done, and hope did spring eternal in the human breast. 
 
    Her fingers hovered over the final key. If the money was gone, it meant that she’d never have to worry about it again. It meant Jerome would be gone, and Donleavy and the others could wrap the Fletcher case up without any fall-out. They’d simply put it out that Raleigh had resigned. It would mean Mel would almost certainly be appointed acting superintendent, and she herself could ask for, and probably get, the promotion to DCI Mel would leave vacant. 
 
    It would be a good deal for everybody. 
 
    Except that she’d be out of a million quid plus. 
 
    She pressed the button and looked at the screen. 
 
    The money, of course, was gone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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   CHAPTER ONE 
 
    Acting Detective Chief Inspector Hillary Greene leaned forward slightly in her chair, heard the skirt of her best dress uniform creak ominously and hastily sat upright again. The skirt still dug spitefully into her waist, but she managed to smile nevertheless as the assistant chief constable up on the stage spoke her name, and began to clap. 
 
    All around her, the applause was politely amplified by the guests and she stood up slowly, not sure whether to feel relieved because the pinching of her waist had now come to an end, or feel downright panic-stricken because now the full force of the media was focused upon her. 
 
    The venue was the Olde Station Hotel, a mere stone’s throw from Oxford’s railway station, and at this particular moment in time, its large dining room was bedecked with white and near-black flowers; some PR assistant’s brilliant idea, no doubt. Certainly Hillary’s uniform (which she’d last worn, what, nearly ten years ago?) was the traditional black and white, and a good percentage of the guests at this medal awards ceremony were similarly dressed, or had donned black dinner jackets. 
 
    Hillary took a slow breath as she wound her way through the tables to the small makeshift stage where she walked carefully up two wooden steps and wondered, with just a tinge of hysteria, what the hell she’d do if her skirt popped a button and pooled around her ankles just as she accepted her award for bravery. No doubt the resultant photograph appearing in Oxford’s papers the next morning would have a pithy comment to go with it. She managed to keep her face straight (and her stomach sucked in) as she approached a smiling ACC, and took his hand. 
 
    As he spoke, once more outlining her ‘outstanding’ bravery during the Luke Fletcher case, he pinned the tiny piece of metal on to the lapel of her uniform jacket, which strained somewhat over her generous breasts. She noticed him noticing, and bit back a sigh. So much for the two-week diet she’d been on that had guaranteed the shedding of at least six pounds. Six ounces, more like. Still, at nearly forty-four, her middle-aged spread wasn’t nearly as wide as some of those around her. She stood stiff, feeling equal measures of embarrassment and unease as he pinned the medal on to her, aware of flashbulbs going off throughout the room. Some of the photographers, she knew, belonged to the gang of her family members who’d descended on the hotel that morning en masse. She knew that her mother, for one, would have the scrapbook all ready to accept this latest proof of her daughter’s glorious career, and would drag it out for unwitting visitors for years to come. She wanted to shout out that this was way over the top for what she’d actually done, but, of course, kept her mouth firmly shut. 
 
    She smiled and shook the mayor’s hand, accepting his congratulations and wondering if the big shining metal chain around his neck was genuine gold and, if so, which one of her colleagues would be likely to get the shout should it ever get stolen. 
 
    She shot a surreptitious glance at the clock on the wall as she turned to leave the stage. Lunch was going to be served early, at twelve, then she had a half hour or so of gladhanding to get through, which meant, with a bit of luck, she could be back in the office (and out of her bloody uniform) by two. 
 
    At the bottom of the stage she was obliged to pause for yet more photographs, and was aware of Acting Superintendent Philip ‘Mel’ Mallow coming up to stand beside her. Hillary groaned audibly as the reporters thrust out microphones towards her face and Mel, her friend of the last twenty-odd years, pinched her arm warningly, and whispered, ‘Be nice,’ before beaming urbanely. 
 
    ‘Detective Chief Inspector, how does it feel to be a hero? I mean, officially? To receive this medal must be the highlight of your career.’ The reporter wasn’t one she recognised, and she forced a smile on to her face. It felt stiff and unnatural and she only hoped she wasn’t baring her teeth like a terrier about to bite. 
 
    ‘Well, I don’t know that I’m a hero,’ she said, and meant it. ‘There were other officers present at the same raid. I was the only one unlucky enough to get shot.’ And almost in the bum, too, she might have added, but luckily the bullet had entered just above and to the left, creasing her hip instead. Thus saving her from a lifetime of teasing by workmates and villains alike. 
 
    ‘But you saved the life of your fellow officer, didn’t you?’ somebody who’d actually read the police press liaison officer’s report suddenly chirped up from the back. There was always one conscientious one, Hillary mused glumly. Mostly though, she could rely on journalists to be interested only in the free booze. 
 
    ‘Yes, she did,’ she heard Mel say smoothly, with a smile in his voice. ‘And I’m the officer she saved,’ he oiled on, drawing the pack off her as he launched into a sanitized and newspaper-friendly version of the night in question. He hadn’t earned his nickname of Mellow Mallow for nothing. Hillary gave him a grateful smile and slipped away. As she did so, she wondered, with just a hint of justifiable malice, what Mel would say if anyone should ask him why the senior officer that night, Superintendent Jerome Raleigh, wasn’t here today. But with luck, nobody would. Jerome Raleigh had officially resigned and gone to live abroad. Which was as good a story as any, after all. 
 
    As a steady stream of reporters abandoned Mel and headed for the bar, she could already feel herself becoming yesterday’s news and smiled with relief. The Great British public might like to acknowledge its heroes in uniform, but scandal still sold more papers — and was far more interesting. 
 
    She dodged into the nearest ladies’ loo and instantly unpopped the button on her skirt, looking at herself in the full-length mirror as she did so. The black-and-white uniform, with its old-fashioned black-and-white checkerboard effect, suited her long bell-shaped mass of dark brown, chestnut-streaked hair and dark brown eyes. Her figure could best be described as Junoesque: she was fairly tall and big-boned, and supported one of those curvy, hourglass shapes that were out of fashion with everyone but the average man. 
 
    Hillary noticed that her skirt managed to stay up even without the button holding it in place. Oh well. When lunch finally got served, the salad option it would have to be. Pretty damned pathetic really, for the heroine of the hour. 
 
    She frowned at the medal reflected in the mirror. What the hell was she supposed to do with it exactly? She was plain clothes normally, so she could hardly wear it after she’d changed. Did she frame it? Leave it pinned on to the uniform until the next official occasion when she’d be forced into wearing it again? Or did she put it in her desk drawer and drag it out whenever a subordinate got antsy? 
 
    * * * 
 
    One and a half hours later, and with a heartfelt sigh of relief to be getting back to normal, Hillary pulled Puff the Tragic Wagon, her fifteen-year-old Volkswagen, into the car park at Kidlington’s Thames Valley Police Headquarters and spotted an empty space beneath a huge flowering horse chestnut tree. She parked and got out, and stood for a moment or two, peering up at the cones of white and pink flowers above her with her first genuine smile of the day. May had always been her favourite month. Everything was in blossom (including her waistline) and even the scent of hot tarmac and exhaust fumes was overlaid by the scent of spring flowers and lilacs in bloom. 
 
    She pushed through the revolving door into the lobby and got the usual good-natured barracking from the desk sergeant and took the lift to the big open-plan office where she’d worked for the last ten years. It was still a novelty for her to then walk on to one of the small cubicle-like side offices and shut the door behind her. For years this had been Mel’s domain, but for the last six weeks it had been hers. She carefully closed the Venetian blinds that blocked her view of the office, then, with a sigh of pure bliss, began to disrobe. Within minutes she was back in her loose-flowing linen trouser suit. Yesterday, the first of May and a bank holiday to boot, had stunned everyone by starting off blisteringly hot, and the weathermen were promising a week more of such weather still to come. 
 
    Once seated behind her desk, she reached for a file from her towering in-tray and sighed. Budget projections. She hated budget projections. She hated the number of subcommittee meetings she now had to attend as well, not to mention the mountains of paperwork that seemed to grow exponentially. She resented having to schmooze with the brass, and keep an overview of all the cases her team were involved in, but never offering any input herself. In fact, she was fast coming to the conclusion that being a chief inspector was a bigger pain in the arse than being shot. 
 
    With the abrupt and unexpected departure of Superintendent Jerome Raleigh a few months ago, Mel had been bumped upstairs into his slot, and Hillary had jumped at the chance to slide into Mel’s. The only thing was, she was having to reluctantly admit, if only to herself, that the working life of a chief inspector just wasn’t for her. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d interviewed a suspect or a witness. Couldn’t even pinpoint the last time she’d got out of this damned private office. Considering the fact that she’d been champing at the bit for the last few years to gain a promotion, Hillary was feeling absurdly disappointed. 
 
    The phone burped at her and she picked it up grumpily, expecting the civilian assistant she shared with two other DCIs to inform her that she had forgotten yet another meeting with a Neighbourhood Watch aficionado or some such thing. Instead, the rich baritone of Chief Superintendent Marcus Donleavy came down the wire. 
 
    ‘Hillary, congratulations. Sorry I couldn’t be at the ceremony. Everything went smoothly, I hope?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir, thank you.’ 
 
    ‘If you’ve got a moment?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be right up, sir.’ 
 
    As she hung up, Hillary felt her heart plummet. She had a horrible feeling that Donleavy was going to make her promotion permanent. She opened the blinds again and, as she stepped through the door, glanced across the large open space to the far right-hand side, where her old desk stood empty. She could see the blonde head of her sergeant, Janine Tyler, bent over a report on her desk, and DC Tommy Lynch on the phone. Of DS Frank Ross there was, of course, no sign. A circumstance that was guaranteed to make everyone’s day. 
 
    Hillary sighed as she made her way to the lift. As much as it irked her to say it, she missed the daily routine with her staff. The cases coming in, the delegation, the piecing together of a case. The arrests. Just how unprofessional would it be for her to turn down a promotion? And would it ever be offered again if she did so? After all, by the time she was fifty or so, she might be in the mood to relish the idea of a desk job. And the money was definitely better. Not that money was an issue right now. She’d just sold her old marital home for a healthy profit, and had finally taken the plunge and bought from her uncle his narrowboat (on which she’d been living for the last few years), so she was unusually flush at the moment. 
 
    She was ushered through the small outer room of DCS Donleavy’s office by his smiling PA, and into the boss’s inner sanctum. As she entered, Mel rose from one of the chairs opposite Donleavy’s desk. His smile, she noticed at once, was somewhat strained, and instantly Hillary sensed the tension in the atmosphere. Something was definitely up. 
 
    ‘Hillary, please sit down.’ Marcus Donleavy was wearing one of his trademark silver-grey suits, which went so well with his silver-grey hair and silver-grey eyes. But he too looked unusually ill at ease. In the past, she and Donleavy had always got on very well. She knew that the super rated her as a detective, and their personalities had always been compatible. True, that relationship had been strained somewhat over the Jerome Raleigh affair, but she still thought of the super as a friend. Now, wondering just what the hell was going on, Hillary slowly sat down. She cast Mel a quick questioning glance, but he was already re-seated, legs elegantly crossed, and was inspecting the tassels on one of his expensive Italian loafers. (His second marriage had been to a wealthy woman, and he’d done well in the subsequent divorce.) He was so careful not to meet her eyes that Hillary felt her stomach clench. 
 
    ‘Needless to say, the PR people are very pleased with how the award ceremony went,’ Donleavy began. ‘And, naturally, everybody here feels the same. It makes what I have to say now doubly hard. Hillary, I want you to understand that I, we all, that is, feel that you’ve done an excellent job as acting DCI these past few months . . .’ 
 
    Hillary blinked and felt her jaw begin to sag as she suddenly twigged what was going on. Bloody hell, they weren’t going to make her promotion permanent! The cheeky buggers had given it to someone else. Had to be, with a build-up like that. She clamped her lips firmly together and for a second felt like spitting tin tacks. Then her own innate sense of fair play reluctantly kicked in, making her want to grin ruefully instead. Well, she didn’t have the problem of turning down a promotion any more, did she? Still, she couldn’t see why she should make it any easier on them by letting them know that she would hardly be crying into her coffee over it. 
 
    ‘I’m glad to hear it, sir,’ she said blandly. ‘I like to think I’ve given it my best.’ 
 
    Mel uncrossed his legs and began to inspect his fingernails. Hillary bit back a smile and looked blandly on at her super. 
 
    ‘Oh, no doubt about it,’ Marcus said smoothly. But even though he was beginning to suspect that she might not exactly be broken-hearted at having to move back to her old desk, he was very much aware that there was far worse news to come. And because he respected and liked DI Greene, he resented having to be the one to give it. ‘However, to be blunt, the brass don’t yet think you’re quite ready to stay at that level.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘I daresay the long shadow cast by my husband had a lot to do with that, sir,’ she said flatly. She’d been separated from Ronnie Greene for some time before he’d been killed in a car accident, and allegations of corruption had come tumbling out of the closet like so many grinning skeletons. Allegations that had then been investigated and thoroughly substantiated. Ronnie had been bent as a corkscrew, running, amongst other things, an illegal animal-parts smuggling operation. And his old mate, Frank Ross, had been just as bent, but rather more lucky, because none of the mud had been made to stick to him. And although nobody believed Hillary had been involved, memories were long. 
 
    Marcus opened his mouth to deny it, then shut it again. What could he say? He knew Hillary was a realist, as he was himself. ‘I had hoped that this award for bravery would level the playing field somewhat,’ he began, then shrugged. 
 
    Hillary, having had her fun, decided to let it go. ‘I’ll move my things out of the office right away,’ she said, getting up. ‘Who’s the new DCI? Do I know him?’ 
 
    It was at this point that Mel went pale, and Donleavy took a deep breath. And Hillary, for the first time, felt something dark and nasty crawl up her spine. Her mouth had gone suddenly dry, but she managed to work up some saliva and ask casually, ‘Have they promoted in-house, or is it someone from another force?’ 
 
    Now that the evil moment had arrived, Donleavy’s face went completely blank. It was yet another indication that Hillary wasn’t going to like the answer to this question one little bit. 
 
    ‘Oh no, it’s in-house,’ Donleavy said. ‘In fact you know him. That is, you’ve had some dealings with him before,’ he amended awkwardly. ‘He applied for the job as soon as the situation became vacant, and impressed the selection committee unanimously.’ Then, aware that he was waffling and merely postponing the inevitable, he added quickly and firmly, ‘It’s Paul Danvers.’ 
 
    Hillary turned without another word and walked across the carpet to the door. She couldn’t quite feel her feet. She slammed the door behind her — hard — as she left and barely acknowledged the startled glance of the PA as she marched towards the exit. 
 
    * * * 
 
    She felt numb — and childish — as she clattered down the stairs towards the central office. But, in truth, she’d had to get out of there fast, before she could make an utter fool of herself. She was sure she could still hear a scream piling up in the back of her head, even now. 
 
    Paul Danvers. They’d given Mel’s job to Paul Danvers. The man who’d investigated her for corruption. The man who might fancy her. The man who was younger and prettier than herself. They’d made him her boss! 
 
    It had to be a joke, right? 
 
    She staggered to a stop at the bottom of the stairs and clung to the newel post. First they gave her a medal and a pat on the head, then they put her under the charge of Paul bloody Danvers. What was that quote she always remembered from her days as an English lit. major at Radcliffe College? Those whom the gods wish to destroy, they first call promising. 
 
    Yeah. That just about covered it. 
 
    She stiffened as young voices rang out beneath her, and before the two uniformed constables could pass her on the steps, she used her key card to gain access to the office and stepped inside. 
 
    At least she couldn’t possibly look as wild-eyed and raving as she felt, for hardly anybody gave her a second look. She’d run the gamut of congratulations and ribbing on her way in, and now everybody’s nose was back to the grindstone. 
 
    Hillary took a deep breath and marched grimly to her — no, to Paul Danvers’s office — and went inside. She quickly began to empty the desk of her files and personal items, upending them into an empty cardboard box that had once held copying paper. Luckily, she hadn’t been in the job long enough to accrue too much stuff. As she opened the door, the box firmly under her arm, she felt the eyes turn to her at last as she walked the long walk across the floor, back towards her old desk. 
 
    At least she didn’t have to make any specific announcements. That action alone told everybody watching what had happened. She’d been booted back to DI again. 
 
    There was a sudden buzz of conversation, and she knew that most of it was sympathetic to her cause. It made her chest feel warm and some of the numbness began to wear off. OK, so she’d been dealt a shitty deal, but that was life, and there’d be plenty who’d be in her corner. Danvers, as a cop who’d investigated another cop, had never been popular, and now he’d be even less so. She supposed it was petty of her to be glad about that, but she was only human, after all. 
 
    She dumped her stuff noisily on to her empty desk and Janine looked up in surprise, then watched as her grim-faced boss settled herself back in. She shot a glance across to Tommy Lynch, who looked dismayed by this latest event, and then bent back over her report. She wasn’t going to ask. She had more sense. Everybody knew that something weird had gone on during the Fletcher bust, and Raleigh’s abrupt departure was still a mystery, although everyone suspected that Hillary knew more about it than she was saying. So if her boss not getting the permanent promotion to DCI was some kind of payback, she didn’t want to get involved. 
 
    Frank Ross, who’d sneaked in sometime during her interview with Donleavy, grinned hugely, but had enough sense — just — to keep his mouth shut as well. A fifty-something, slovenly fat man, with a surprisingly endearing Winnie-the-Pooh type face, Frank was loathed by one and all, but nobody could call him stupid. Besides, he too was keeping his head well down for the moment. He was lucky to still be employed with an intact pension after what that bastard Raleigh had tried to pull. And the fact that he owed his saved skin to DI Hillary Greene still rankled. 
 
    It was Tommy, of course, the youngest and most straightforward of her team, who asked the question. ‘Guv, what’s going on?’ He was a tall, athletically built black man, who’d passed his sergeant’s Boards some time ago and was just waiting for a position to become vacant, and he, of all the team, had been the most pleased to see Hillary get Mel’s job. He’d been secretly half in love with her since joining her team, and the fact that he was getting married in a month’s time to his long-time girlfriend, Jean, didn’t stop him from still feeling protective of his boss. 
 
    Hillary shrugged. ‘Just what it looks like, Tommy,’ she said flatly. ‘Donleavy just told me they’ve appointed a new and permanent DCI.’ She pushed the last of her personal stuff, a somewhat unhappy-looking African violet (a gift from her mother) to one corner of her desk and looked across at Janine. ‘So, what’s happening? Anything interesting?’ 
 
    Janine shrugged. ‘Sorry about the promotion, boss,’ she said quietly, and truthfully. She’d enjoyed working as top dog on the small team for the last few months, and was genuinely appalled that Hillary Greene hadn’t got the promotion. She’d worked hard for it and deserved it. Even more significantly, if she’d got it, it would have meant that she, Janine, could have petitioned Mel for Hillary’s old job. 
 
    Janine had just sat her Inspector’s Boards, and was sure that she’d aced them. But now, with Hillary back in her old slot, Janine felt aggrieved. She didn’t particularly like working for a woman, although she had nothing against Hillary personally. 
 
    ‘Anything good been happening, besides the McKinley bust?’ Hillary prompted. Now she was back in harness again, she might as well go out and get cracking. Interview somebody. Put the wind up a snout. Drag some pervert in for questioning. Something, anything, besides sitting here, having people feel sorry for her. 
 
    ‘Not really, boss,’ Janine said. ‘I’ve got McKinley sewn up. There’s an alleged rape—’ 
 
    The telephone on her desk shrilled and Hillary snatched it up. ‘Yes?’ she barked. 
 
    ‘Hill, it’s me,’ Mel said. ‘Look, sorry, I didn’t know what was happening until a few minutes before you arrived. Donleavy didn’t warn me, or I’d have told you.’ 
 
    ‘Sure,’ Hillary said flatly. ‘By the way, is your promotion to superintendent confirmed yet?’ 
 
    The long silence on the other end spoke volumes. ‘I see,’ Hillary said, glancing across at Janine, who was staring at her avidly. ‘Of course it is.’ 
 
    Not three months ago, Mel and Janine had been an item, and had been for some time. It was the main reason, or so the station gossip had it, that Mel hadn’t been promoted to superintendent the first time around. And look what that had led to — the appointment of Jerome Raleigh. But now that the man from the Met had legged it, and Mel had shown his penitence by dumping Janine, his promotion had been a sure thing. 
 
    Janine looked quickly down at the file she was reading and tried to look uninterested. But Hillary knew that her mind must be racing. Her pretty blonde sergeant believed that being dumped by Mel gave her an edge, and who could blame her? Mel was riddled with guilt, and wide open in the do-me-a-favour-or-else department. If Janine didn’t eventually get a promotion to DI out of the situation, Hillary was a Dutchman’s uncle. 
 
    ‘Look, Hill, the reason I called you,’ Mel said in her ear, interrupting her dire musings, ‘I’ve just had a suspicious death come in. Almost certainly homicide by the sounds of it. It’s right up your alley. You need to get over to some place called Aston Lea. It’s a hamlet, I think, near Steeple Aston. You know it?’ 
 
    Hillary didn’t, but knew she would find it. ‘Fine, I’m on my way,’ she said flatly. But although her heart leapt at the thought of getting her teeth stuck into something worthwhile, she was not about to offer her old boss any olive branches just yet. She’d just been right royally shafted, and wasn’t in any mood to be magnanimous. Still, having Mel owe her a favour or two didn’t exactly hurt. 
 
    She hung up and reached for her bag. ‘Come on, everyone.’ Her gaze reluctantly included Frank Ross as she spoke. ‘We’ve got a suspicious death.’ 
 
    Janine was up before she’d even finished speaking. ‘What about the new DCI?’ she said. ‘Won’t he or she want to brief you first? You know, get settled in to the new office, get acquainted and all the rest of it?’ What she really meant, of course, was that Hillary should stay here and play office politics, leaving her to grab some glory out at the murder site. 
 
    Hillary, reading her like a book as always, smiled with all the panache of a great white shark spotting a disabled seal. ‘Oh, I’m sure Detective Chief Inspector Danvers can find his way around without me holding his hand,’ she said softly. And, as she looked at the stunned faces of her team, she added softly, ‘After all, if he gets lost, I’m sure some kind soul will show him to his new office.’ 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWO 
 
    Hillary tossed her car keys to Tommy in the car park and checked her watch, making a mental note of the time she had remaining before nightfall. ‘We’ll take my car. You can drive. I need to check the map.’ 
 
    ‘Right, guv.’ 
 
    Hillary slid into the passenger seat and raided the car’s glove compartment for its road atlas. The page was already opened at Oxfordshire, and she quickly found the village of Steeple Aston. The single unnamed black dot on the map about a mile away was, she hoped, Aston Lea. ‘Right, we need the main Banbury road,’ she said to Tommy as she thrust the atlas back into the glove compartment and checked the rear mirror. Already Janine’s sporty little ‘new’ Mini was waiting behind to follow. Of Frank’s latest rustbucket there was no sign, but since nobody cared whether he made it to the crime scene or not, Tommy quickly pulled out and sped away. 
 
    Hillary rolled down the window, for the sun was blazing away through the windshield, and admired the rows of flowering laburnum trees in the gardens skirting Kidlington’s main thoroughfare. Already the women walking through the pedestrianized shopping precinct were wearing their summer togs. Legs in shorts and shoulders in skimpy tops might look white and pasty, but who cared when the sun shone and the cherry blossom cast pink petals into a slight breeze? 
 
    It was not the kind of day that most people would associate with murder, and Hillary hoped that, for most of them, it would stay that way. But she couldn’t help but wonder whose life had just been wrecked. Who would forever afterwards associate a lovely May day with loss and misery. So far she knew nothing about the victim, his or her family, or the circumstances. But in the next few hours, all that would change. And for the next few weeks, maybe months to come, her life was going to revolve around this moment in time. 
 
    ‘Guv, I thought I should let you know,’ Tommy began diffidently, indicating to pass a slow-moving car and wondering if now was really the right time to bring this up. ‘I got a letter in the post this morning. There’s a sergeant’s spot opened up at Headington nick. They’ve offered it to me.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled widely. At least there was some good news today. ‘Tommy, that’s great,’ she said, and meant it. ‘I worked out of Headington for a while, in my WPC days. It’s a nice billet. You’ll enjoy it there. And haven’t you and Jean just got a mortgage on a small semi out that way?’ And when Tommy nodded, she turned back to the passing scenery and said placidly, ‘Well then, it looks like you’ve finally got things sorted.’ 
 
    Tommy sighed a little wistfully, but was smiling nevertheless. ‘I guess so. But they don’t expect me to start for another two weeks, so I won’t be leaving you shorthanded. At least, not yet.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded and wondered who her next green and eager newly promoted detective constable would be. Mel and Donleavy, she knew, rated her in-house training, and a clerk in records had once admitted that Hillary had gained something of a rep for being a safe pair of hands for ‘problem’ children. Not that Tommy had ever been a problem, but being big and black and ambitious, he’d no doubt worried somebody in the higher ranks, and she hadn’t been surprised when she’d been appointed his senior officer. She only hoped whoever she got next would turn out to be as quick a learner as Tommy, and, if she was really lucky, would be as easy to get along with. She was going to be sorry to see him go, but he deserved the promotion. 
 
    Seven miles later, she nodded towards the crossroads up ahead and said, ‘Keep going past the lights at Hopcrofts Holt, then take the next turning on the right.’ 
 
    The road to the hamlet turned out to be single-car access only, with the odd passing spot carved out on the grass verge. Out of her window, towering ranks of white cow parsley — or ladies’ needlework as her grandmother had always insisted on calling it — flashed by, then Tommy slowed the car to a crawl as first one bungalow and then, on the opposite side of the lane, another bungalow, hove into view. ‘Is this it?’ he muttered doubtfully. Down the road he could see the roofs of maybe one or two more houses, and that was it. 
 
    ‘See any patrol cars?’ Hillary asked, just as doubtfully. 
 
    ‘No, guv.’ 
 
    Hell, perhaps this wasn’t the place, Hillary mused, and was reaching for the glove compartment again when a uniformed constable suddenly popped up out of a hedge to take a look at them. Tommy pulled over, and when Hillary opened the car door and got out, she could see that there was, in fact, a concealed entrance in the flowering hawthorn bushes. As Tommy parked up on the grass verge, Janine’s Mini pulling in behind him, Hillary walked towards the uniform. A traditional five-barred country gate of rather rickety parentage gave way to a surprisingly thriving set of single-chain allotments. 
 
    ‘You can’t park here, madam,’ he began, and Hillary reached instinctively for her badge. The constable was probably new, or maybe from Bicester or Banbury, since most of the Kidlington rank-and-file knew her by sight. ‘Sorry, ma’am,’ he added respectfully as he read her name on the card. It still, she noticed with a brief and short-lived shaft of fury, listed her as an acting chief inspector. 
 
    ‘Where’s the crime scene?’ she asked, glancing back at the bungalows on either side of the road. They looked like typical members of their species, with good paintwork, neat walling, and lavishly flowering gardens. Probably both occupied by retired people. She hoped the murder victim wasn’t old. There was something particularly harrowing about murdered seventy or eighty year olds. 
 
    ‘Through here, ma’am,’ the constable said, pointing past the gate and taking her by surprise. At first glance, she’d seen nothing out of place on the productive allotments. 
 
    The constable was a fairly fit forty-something, with the weathered skin of a dedicated outdoorsman. ‘A young lad found dead in his father’s allotment shed,’ he added, guessing from her start of surprise that she hadn’t been briefed yet. ‘He was found by his younger sister at roughly two forty-five p.m. She ran home to tell her parents, and her father came and confirmed it. He phoned us. He’s in the car now,’ he added, pushing the gate open and standing aside to let her pass. He nodded at Tommy and Janine who’d arrived on the scene to listen to his initial statement. 
 
    Once inside, Hillary could see that a patrol car had pulled into the allotments themselves, and was parked up on a wide grass road, which followed the line of the hedge around the perimeter of the lots. Inside the car, she could see two heads: one in front, one in back. ‘Janine, perhaps you can go and get an initial statement from him. Tommy, with me. Has the medical examiner arrived yet, Constable?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. You’d better stay here and look out for him, and SOCO. It’s an easy spot to miss.’ 
 
    ‘Ma’am,’ he said placidly. For a man who couldn’t have been called upon to attend the scene of many homicides, he was reassuringly calm and matter-of-fact. Hillary appreciated the type — content not to make promotion, but do the job well, collect his pay cheque, and go home to his wife and kids and garden — or whatever hobby he favoured. She wished there were more like him. 
 
    It was not hard to spot the actual crime scene now, for it had been efficiently sealed off with blue-and-white police — do not cross tape. There were seven allotments in all, five of which had sheds. The strips of land all looked to be thriving, with rows of about-to-be-dug new potatoes, and cheerfully flowering scarlet runner beans running up wigwams or rows of staked sticks, depending on the owner’s preference. The allotments, she noticed gloomily, were tucked well out of sight, being bordered on the roadside by the thick hawthorn hedge, and down at the bottom, by a more straggling row of native trees. Witnesses were probably going to be non-existent in this isolated and well-hidden spot. It was the allotment tucked in the far right-hand corner that drew her eye. 
 
    A young lad was dead inside there, or so the constable had said. How young? She felt her stomach clench at the thought of a dead child. Of all the nightmares coppers faced in their careers, dead children were the worst. 
 
    Tommy stood beside her, worriedly chewing on his lower lip, no doubt thinking the same. Hillary gave a mental shrug and told herself to get on with it. She glanced at the ground and sighed. It was dry and hard, no doubt due to the recent two days of bright sunshine. So, probably no chance of footprints or other useful evidence. The wide grass road led straight down to the allotment, but she could see no signs of a vehicle passing this way. So the killer didn’t arrive by car. Or if he or she did, they parked on the road. She made a mental note to ask the uniforms to appeal for witnesses to any car parked nearby at the relevant time. 
 
    She walked to the edge of the pathway, brushing up against the hawthorn, and indicated to Tommy to do the same. ‘We’ll walk down there and take a peek. Careful — SOCO won’t appreciate too much disturbance.’ 
 
    ‘Guv,’ Tommy said, carefully placing his big, heavily clad feet in her own smaller footsteps. The hedge behind him was a mass of white flowers that gave off a rather sickly smell, and Tommy felt his gorge rise. He swallowed hastily and told himself not to be a muffin. Since working with Hillary Greene this would be his fifth murder case, and he was not about to blot his copybook now by upchucking on the broad bean plants. 
 
    Hillary paused a little way from the shed and regarded it carefully before going inside. Most of the other sheds were the standard tiny wooden shells that you either bought flatpacked and put up yourself, or had delivered more or less ready-made and simply plonked down wherever it was required. But this shed was different. It was bigger and more raggedy somehow. It had the look of being cobbled together from odd planks of wood. Definitely a Heath Robinson sort of affair, it smacked of parsimony. Couldn’t they afford a proper shed? Was the victim’s family that hard-up? There was one small window, covered in grime and set slightly off-kilter. There was no door facing her, which meant she’d have to go around the side. She glanced once more at the ground in front of her, bending down to check the grass more thoroughly. Although she could make out flattened areas where someone had trod — probably the father, and maybe even one or both of the uniformed officers responding to the call — she could make out no tread patterns that might prove useful, and satisfied that she wouldn’t be causing any damage, carefully stepped out to the opposite side of the path and made her way around the far side of the shed. 
 
    The entrance stood open. She wouldn’t call it a door, as such, for there was no handle or latch, and it comprised barely two planks of wood crudely nailed together. A piece of string had been looped through a natural hole in the wood, and she could just make out a rusted hook screwed into the other side of the entrance, where it could be tied off. The gap between was very narrow and, as she suspected, it looked dark and gloomy inside. She moved forward, careful to keep her hands in her pockets (the policeman’s mantra at any crime scene) and peered inside. To enter, she’d probably have to turn sideways and edge in like a crab. 
 
    She could smell dust and compost, and a not unpleasant aroma of antiquity, and at first could see only the usual junk associated with such places. Wheelbarrows, old and disused, the latest and newest model to the fore. Standing around the walls, long, tall, poking things: rakes, hoes, spades, forks. On the uneven flooring, bags of fertilizer, a big bale of string and . . . with a start, she suddenly saw him. He was sitting on a sack stuffed with something hefty. 
 
    Hillary took a deep breath, and waited for the usual wave of pity to pass over her. She blinked as her eyes accommodated themselves to the gloom. He was a big lad, but not fat, with dark hair and what she thought might be blue eyes. He might be as old as an under-developed sixteen, or as young as a well-developed thirteen, it was hard to tell. He was dressed in dark blue tracksuit bottoms and a T-shirt. The logo was hard to make out, mostly due to the fact that he had a pair of garden shears sticking out of his chest. The dark stain of blood had pooled into his lap, but very little had made it to the floor. And from that alone she surmised that his heart must have stopped beating almost instantaneously. She hoped so anyway, the poor little bugger. 
 
    He looked . . . surprised, Hillary thought. At least there was no sign of horror or awareness on that young face, still filled out with puppy fat. She backed out of the opening, motioned Tommy to take a preliminary look as well, and glanced around. 
 
    Directly behind her was the straggly line of trees. Mock orange blossom, she thought. The usual ubiquitous elder. No thorn trees though. Through the gaps in the branches, she caught sight of a scruffy paddock, more thistles and dock than grass. And another stand of rough trees just beyond that. It had the look of derelict land; a real rarity in this day and age, when any piece of land going to waste was promptly built upon. 
 
    ‘I can hear a car, guv,’ Tommy said, dragging his gaze away from the murdered boy and looking back towards the gate. 
 
    ‘Let’s go,’ Hillary agreed, taking the same careful route back. Back at the barred gate, she smiled as a slight and dignified figure stepped carefully on to the grass path. Dr Steven Partridge must be approaching his mid-fifties by now, but he looked and dressed like a thirty-something reject from Howard’s End. Today he was wearing impeccable cream-coloured trousers with a crease that could slice bread, and a white, probably silk, shirt. Gold glinted discreetly from cuffs and the watch on his wrist. His hair was carefully dyed a becoming dark brown, and was smoothed back with some kind of aromatic hair oil. 
 
    He looked up and spotted her, and smiled with genuine pleasure. ‘Hillary. So it’s one of yours.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, ’fraid so,’ she agreed ruefully, and, as he passed, she held out a hand in warning. ‘He’s young,’ she said softly, and saw his face tighten. Then he nodded, sighed and moved on past her. Hillary watched him go, then approached the phlegmatic constable at the gate. 
 
    ‘Constable . . . ?’ 
 
    ‘Wright, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Constable Wright. What else can you tell me?’ 
 
    ‘Victim’s name is William Davies, ma’am, aged fifteen. His family live in the last bungalow as you carry on down the road. Aston Lea’s all bungalows, ma’am, built in the thirties by the then estate owner for his workers. Father’s name,’ he checked his notebook, ‘is George Davies. Works as a mechanic up at the garage on the main road. Nothing known,’ he added, the usual shorthand for letting her know he had no criminal record. ‘Mother is Marilyn Davies. She works in the shop at the petrol station. Lad was found by his sister.’ Constable Wright’s face began to darken now, as he carried on. ‘One Celia Davies. She’s eleven.’ 
 
    Hillary gave a little grunt of distress, then nodded at him to carry on. ‘Seems she’s not at school because of one of those teacher training days or what have you. Anyway, her mum sent her down to the allotment to remind William that she wanted him back in time for tea. Apparently the lad wasn’t well, which was why he was home from his school. Some sort of tummy bug. He hadn’t eaten any lunch, or not been able to keep it down, and his mum wanted him to have his tea early. A boiled egg,’ he added flatly. 
 
    Hillary took another deep breath and let him get on with it. It was the little details that could sometimes break your heart, and you just had to pretend they didn’t. 
 
    ‘Anyway.’ Constable Wright sighed heavily, and went back to his notebook. ‘She couldn’t see him from the gate so called to him, but when he didn’t come out of the shed, she went in and . . . found him. She ran home and told her mother, and her father hot-footed it up here to see for himself.’ 
 
    ‘Her father wasn’t at work either?’ she asked sharply. 
 
    ‘No, ma’am.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded but instantly wondered why not. And was the fact that the whole Davies family seemed to have been at home today somehow significant? She made a mental note to find out and then nodded at him to continue. 
 
    Wright shrugged, as if to say there wasn’t much else to come. ‘Father finds his son and staggers back home to call us.’ 
 
    ‘Did he touch the body?’ 
 
    ‘He says not, ma’am.’ 
 
    Hillary’s eyes narrowed. She found that hard to believe. Surely a father finding his son in that state would instinctively touch him? Hold him, try to pull the blade out. Cry over him, rock him — something. But then, she knew shock took people in different ways. Perhaps the horror of that scene had frozen him on the spot, and then all he wanted to do was turn away from it. Blot it out. It could as easily have happened that way. 
 
    ‘What time did the call come in?’ 
 
    Wright checked the notebook again. ‘Dispatch has it at two fifty-three p.m., ma’am. The timing seems to be right, but I didn’t question the little girl closely, or the father either, come to that. Most of this is just what he blurted out when we arrived.’ 
 
    ‘He came back to the allotments then?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am. He was in the road when we arrived, and motioned us in. He was white and shaking, but seemed coherent enough.’ 
 
    ‘Right. Well, I’d best have a word,’ she murmured. ‘I take it the little girl is with her mother back at the house?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am. I asked her, the mother that is, if she had a friend or wanted a neighbour round, but she said no.’ 
 
    Hillary frowned. Another strange reaction. But then again, perhaps the Davies weren’t close to their neighbours. And in a tiny hamlet like this one, that factor alone might be significant. 
 
    Hillary moved up to the patrol car and Janine, spotting her, got out to give her a quick rundown on what she’d picked up from George Davies. Most of it tallied exactly with the report given to her by DC Wright. 
 
    Hillary opened the back door and slid inside. Beside her a man sat slumped forward, his hands dangling listlessly between his spread knees. He smelt, oddly, of paint. He was wearing old trousers with a small hole in one knee, and a shirt that was fraying at the cuffs. Probably his old working-around-the-house clothes, donned for mowing the lawn or cleaning out the gutters. But again, Hillary wondered if money was tight in the Davies family. 
 
    ‘Mr Davies, my name’s Detective Inspector Hillary Greene. I’m going to be heading up your son’s murder inquiry.’ She tried to say the blunt, harsh facts as gently as she could, but as she spoke, she saw his head rear up. He was thickset, like his son, and with the same dark hair, but in his case it was now going thin on top. He had bright blue eyes. 
 
    ‘You’re a woman,’ he said. It wasn’t an accusation, or a wonderment, simply a statement. Hillary didn’t take offence, but said simply, ‘Yes,’ and waited. After a moment George Davies nodded. 
 
    ‘You’ll find whoever did it?’ 
 
    Hillary hesitated for a scant second, then said again, and simply, ‘Yes.’ 
 
    Of course, she’d been on so-called management courses where officers were advised never to make promises of that sort. But Hillary knew what George Davies needed to hear, and after seeing that poor dead boy in his dad’s allotment shed, she meant exactly what she said. 
 
    George Davies let out a long shuddering sigh and leaned back against the upholstery. ‘I can’t believe it.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Hillary didn’t suppose he could. Best just to get straight on with it. ‘Mr Davies, why weren’t you at work today? Yesterday was a bank holiday, isn’t today a working day for you?’ 
 
    Davies nodded. ‘Yeah. But the boss likes me to work of a Sunday. Lots of folks bring in their cars for fixing then, because of the weekend see. So I always have a day off in the week instead. Whichever looks less busy, the boss doesn’t mind. Except for Fridays. I never have a Friday off. And yesterday, as you said, was a bank holiday, so I thought I’d take today off as well and make it two days in a row. Weather was going to be good, like, and my wife wanted me to redecorate the loo. So . . .’ he shrugged. 
 
    So that was one small mystery solved. And also explained the smell of paint. 
 
    ‘Your wife wasn’t at work either?’ 
 
    ‘No, we only got the one car, see, so whenever I have my day off, she has it too. Besides, our Celia didn’t have school today, so it made sense to stay home for her, like. The garage where I work is attached to the petrol station where my wife works. The boss’s wife always minds the shop and sees to the pumps when Mari’s off,’ he explained. 
 
    And again Hillary wondered. Only one car then. The Davies definitely weren’t well-off. But they seemed to be good parents — timing their work around the needs of their children. 
 
    ‘And William was ill, I understand?’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ George asked blankly. 
 
    ‘William. Your son.’ 
 
    George Davies managed a smile. ‘Oh. No. Billy. He’s always been Billy.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry. I understand he had a tummy bug.’ 
 
    ‘Hmmm. So he said,’ George agreed. ‘Didn’t seem much wrong with him to my mind. But his mum said he was off his food, and there’s been some sort of tummy bug about. One of these twenty-four hour diarrhoea things.’ But he didn’t sound convinced, and Hillary got the distinct impression that his father thought that young Billy had been swinging the lead. Still, who didn’t try and get off school once in a while? She had, when she’d been his age. And she’d bet George Davies had too. 
 
    ‘But if he wasn’t well, why was he on the allotment at all?’ she asked carefully. ‘Was he a keen gardener?’ 
 
    George grunted a laugh, then abruptly bit it off, as if expecting to be hit by lightning for such an offence. ‘No,’ he said, after a long and heavy moment, having obviously fought off the threat of imminent tears. ‘No, he was a lazy little sod, really. Like all boys his age. But he liked the allotments. Always hanging around, doing nothing much. You know what kids are like. And he liked to take photographs and stuff. Besides, I think his mum sent him up here for some taters.’ 
 
    For a moment Hillary was lost, then suddenly twigged. Taters was the old Oxonian country word for potatoes. ‘You keep the winter crop in the shed?’ she asked. So the bag Billy had been found sitting on might have been filled with his dad’s potatoes. 
 
    ‘Yeah. They need chitting, I ’spect,’ George Davies added vaguely, but the thought of having to do it at some point seemed to exhaust him. She could almost see him wilting. Finally, reaction was setting in, and she quickly folded her notebook away. 
 
    ‘I’m going to ask the constable here to take you back home,’ she said, nodding to DC Wright’s partner, who was sat behind the wheel, and hadn’t said a word during the entire interview. ‘I think it might be a good idea to have the doctor out,’ she added to the man behind the wheel, a youngster with a shock of very pale hair and a faceful of freckles. He nodded instant understanding, and started the engine as Hillary slipped out. 
 
    Janine stood beside her and watched the patrol car head through the gates. DC Wright began to close the gate behind them, then quickly opened it up again. ‘Looks like SOCO have got here,’ Janine muttered, as the first of several mid-range cars began to pull up on the road outside. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Best leave them to it.’ She headed for the gate and nodded at DC Wright as they passed through. Tommy was leaning against her car, talking on the radio, probably reporting in. With a start she wondered if he was talking to DCI Paul Danvers. 
 
    She was about to take a deep breath and go and take over, when, behind her, she heard her name being called. Doc Partridge had finished his initial inspection and had declared the official time of death. There was not a spot of dirt or blood on his clothes as he walked up to her. 
 
    ‘Well, I’m not expecting any surprises,’ he began instantly. ‘I’m sure the obvious thing killed him. Didn’t find any defensive wounds on his hands or arms. I think whoever stuck that blade into him took him by surprise. You noticed the shears were open?’ he added, but it was strictly rhetorical. Of course she’d noticed. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Using just the one blade made it easier to kill with?’ she asked sharply. 
 
    ‘I would say so. Shears that are shut up must make a blunter weapon. But the individual blades both look sharp and well maintained. I don’t think the killer would have had to use too much strength to stab him.’ 
 
    ‘So a female killer can’t be ruled out?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘Right-handed?’ 
 
    ‘I’d say so, given the angle. And not much taller than the victim, either. Say in the five-eight to five-eleven range. But that’s pure speculation, of course,’ he added sternly. 
 
    ‘Right, Doc. When can you post-mortem him?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll try to get to him first thing tomorrow. Got a drowning and a suspicious cot death to do before him though. And you know how cot deaths are,’ the pathologist sighed heavily. ‘Have to take your time and get it right with them. Make a mistake of one kind, and an innocent mother or father gets jailed for a murder they didn’t commit. Get it wrong at the other end of the scale, and the next baby brother or sister dies as well.’ 
 
    Hillary winced, and realised that the old saying was true: no matter how bad you thought you had it, there was always some other poor sod who had it worse. ‘Thanks, Doc, I know you’ll do your best.’ 
 
    Steven Partridge smiled wearily, looking his true age for the first time she’d known him. She watched him leave, then nodded across to Tommy. Of Frank Ross there was still no sign. He’d probably got lost somewhere en route. In the vicinity of a pub, no doubt. 
 
    ‘If a DS Ross shows up, tell him we’re at the vic’s house,’ Hillary said to DC Wright, who nodded amiably. 
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘And strictly no press allowed inside,’ she added darkly. It wouldn’t be long before they descended. 
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am.’ 
 
    Hillary glanced at her car, then mentally vetoed it. ‘Let’s walk,’ she said to Janine. It would give her a chance to get her thoughts in order before she had to talk to the grieving mother and a traumatized little sister. 
 
    And in the back of her mind lurked the knowledge that most murders were committed by members of the family. 
 
    This had all the hallmarks of being a pig of a case. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THREE 
 
    The Davies bungalow was called ‘The Lilacs,’ and at some point George Davies, or maybe his wife, had taken a red-hot poker and burned the name into a rough piece of timber, before hanging it above a rarely used front door. The rustic tone it set, however, jarred with the building itself, which was a charmless, squat and square, 1950s bungalow. The whitewash had long since faded to a dull grey, and although the garden was neat and tidy enough, and the paintwork on the doors and window frames was fairly fresh, the building seemed unfriendly somehow. 
 
    Hillary followed the concrete path to a side entrance and glanced at Janine as she knocked on the door, noting that her sergeant, too, found the family home depressing. The door was quickly opened by a uniformed WPC, who nodded in recognition before Hillary could produce any ID. ‘The mother and little girl are in back, ma’am. Little girl’s in bed; mother’s fussing. She’s in shock, obviously, but seems coherent. Doctor’s due any minute.’ 
 
    ‘Right then, best get on,’ Hillary said, stepping through and appreciating the warning. Once the doctor got here and sedated Marilyn and Celia Davies up to the eyeballs, there was no telling when they might get a decent interview out of them. 
 
    The door opened on to a tiny kitchen and, following the WPC’s pointing finger, Hillary went through to a narrow corridor. The door to a compact lounge stood open on one side, so she moved to the opposite side, listening for voices and finally hearing them at last in the second bedroom on the right. She knocked briefly and pushed open the door. 
 
    Celia Davies’s bedroom was obviously the smallest, little more than a box room, into which had been crammed a single bed and a small set of drawers. Dresses hung from hooks attached to the wall above. The decor in here was at least bright and cheerful, and a lemon-coloured wallpaper gave way to marching bands of daisies, cornflowers and poppies. White curtains hung at a small window, overlooking the narrow lane outside. 
 
    In the bed, a small girl with mouse-coloured hair, and the now-familiar big blue eyes, peered up at her. She clutched a small and battered stuffed white dog a little closer to her in a protective gesture, and Hillary felt her heart plummet. Interviewing distraught children was not how she liked to spend her days. Already she felt like the Wicked Witch of the West. Or was it East? 
 
    ‘Hello, you must be Celia,’ Hillary said gently, smiling down and then turning to meet the eyes of Marilyn Davies as she rose from the bed. ‘I’m DI Hillary Greene, Mrs Davies. I just need a few quick words with your daughter, then we’ll chat in the kitchen, shall we? Have a nice cup of tea.’ How trite, how meaningless the words sounded. They made her wince internally even as she spoke them, but in all the years she’d been doing this job, she’d never found words that fit an occasion like this. 
 
    ‘I don’t want our Ceel upset,’ Marilyn Davies said at once. She was one of those stick-thin women, with wispy mouse-coloured hair, that looked as if the next decent wind would bowl her over. Like her husband, her eyes were a vivid blue, but right now they looked watery and dazed. Her hands were obviously cold, for she kept putting them under her armpits as if to warm them, then would catch herself doing it and yank them back down again to her sides. All signs of agitation and shock, Hillary knew. They were going to have to make this quick. 
 
    ‘Oh, I’ll be quick and gentle,’ she said firmly. ‘Now, Celia.’ Hillary crouched down quickly beside the bed and smiled. ‘I want you to think carefully. When you went to fetch Billy, did you see anyone on the allotments?’ 
 
    The little girl shook her head and began to suck on the ear of the stuffed dog. Her mother moved, as if to take it out of her mouth, then thought better of it. Obviously, for once, this childish habit wouldn’t be admonished. 
 
    ‘Do you know who has allotments as well as your dad? I bet you do, and all their names.’ 
 
    The little girl nodded solemnly. 
 
    ‘But you didn’t see anybody there today, when you went to get Billy?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ The word was whispered, as if it had been a great secret. 
 
    Hillary nodded as solemnly, the keeper of the secret. ‘And no strangers either? No,’ she echoed, as Celia Davies shook her head. ‘How about a car then? Did you notice a car parked on the road, by the allotment gates?’ 
 
    The girl thought about it, briefly raising Janine’s hopes, but she quickly lowered her notebook again when the little girl shook her head. 
 
    ‘All right, Celia, that’s all for now. But we might talk again in a few days’ time, when you’re feeling better. All right?’ 
 
    The little girl nodded solemnly, and gave the dog’s ear a particularly ferocious suck. It had one time been a standard poodle, but the nylon material it was made out of had long since lost its shape. It must be years old, and taste terrible. 
 
    Hillary rose, feeling her knee joints wince, and vowed once more to stick to a diet. Then she opened the door and looked wordlessly at Marilyn Davies, all but willing her to follow her out. The other woman sighed, gently pulled the hair back from her daughter’s head and whispered something to her, then followed them out. She left the door open, so that she could hear if her child should cry out. 
 
    ‘Do you have any other children?’ Hillary asked softly as they walked, single file, down the stingy corridor and into the small lounge. This was papered in woodchip and painted the ubiquitous magnolia. There was a rug rather than a carpet on the floor, and the cupboard standing in one corner was obviously between-the-wars utility. The two-seater sofa and battered reclining chairs looked like charity-shop purchases. A small telly stood in one corner. There was not a piece of artwork on the walls. 
 
    ‘No, all we have is Billy and Celia.’ 
 
    Hillary took one of the chairs, and felt a spring dangerously close to her posterior shift alarmingly beneath her. ‘You own your home, Mrs Davies?’ 
 
    ‘Rent. One of those housing association things. Used to be the council, took ’em over from the estate, now it’s some place in Banbury. Rent man comes every month.’ Marilyn Davies looked around, as if not recognising where she was, then slowly took a seat on the sofa. Janine stayed upright by the door, discreetly jotting down shorthand into her notebook. 
 
    ‘I understand from your husband that you were all at home today, for various reasons. Billy wasn’t well?’ 
 
    ‘No, he said he felt sick in the night. Didn’t eat much breakfast. I thought it best to keep him off school. He’d have gone back tomorrow though . . .’ she added firmly, then trailed off, as she realised that her son would never be going back to school again. 
 
    Hillary got the feeling that, like her husband, Marilyn Davies didn’t really believe in this ‘tummy bug’ excuse Billy had given for not going to school. Which prompted an obvious question. Had he skived off school deliberately, or did he just feel lazy? Had he gone to that allotment shed intending to meet someone? Because, having been there and seen it, Hillary was having a hard time believing this could be an opportunistic crime. Some passing pervert spotting a young lad and taking a chance just didn’t wash. How much traffic did the narrow country lane ever see? And unless a stranger in a car just happened to see Billy Davies walking the short distance down the road from his home to the allotment gate, nobody would ever know the allotments themselves were there. 
 
    ‘Did Billy often have days off school?’ Hillary asked casually and saw Marilyn frown. 
 
    ‘Sometimes. He was bright, like, and liked school well enough, I s’pose. He wasn’t no dunce. But he sometimes liked a day off, yeah,’ she admitted with a sigh. 
 
    Hillary wondered if she was aware that she’d all but admitted that her son was a regular truant, and thought that she probably didn’t. And what did it matter now? The thought hung between the two women like a two-edged sword. 
 
    ‘So, what time was it that Billy went out, do you remember?’ Hillary asked, after a moment of awkward silence. 
 
    ‘Dunno. About half one. He hadn’t wanted any lunch, or so he said. Felt like a walk, maybe over by the folly.’ 
 
    ‘Folly?’ It was Janine who echoed the word, obviously puzzled. 
 
    ‘Yeah. Three arches, built bang in the middle of a field. They reckon the big house at Rousham had it built, a couple of hundred years ago. A fashion craze or something.’ Marilyn spoke in a curious, flat monotone. Was that her usual voice, Janine wondered, or had shock deadened it? 
 
    ‘Oh,’ Janine said, and then, aware that she’d interrupted the flow of the interview, shot her boss an apologetic look. 
 
    ‘But when you wanted him to come back for his tea, you sent Celia to the allotments. Is that right?’ Hillary asked curiously. 
 
    ‘Well, not really. Yeah, I did, but I didn’t know if he’d be there or not. He just used to like hanging around there sometimes. And he’d been gone an hour, so I thought he might have had his walk and popped in there. I wanted him to get something down him — a boiled egg, some soup or summat.’ 
 
    Once more, Marilyn Davies seemed to realise that she’d never have to cook for her son again, and something in her face shifted. Before she could break down, Hillary took a deep breath and rushed on. ‘So you sent Celia to see if he was there. About what time was this?’ 
 
    Marilyn shrugged. ‘Dunno.’ 
 
    ‘And after a while, Celia came back? What, five minutes later?’ 
 
    ‘Dunno. Could have been. Not that long. I dunno, it didn’t feel that long.’ 
 
    Hillary could feel the woman slipping away, and hoped the doctor wouldn’t be long now. ‘What did she say exactly? Can you remember?’ 
 
    ‘She said someone had killed Billy. I told her not to be so daft. Her dad was in by then, washing up at the sink. He’d got paint all under his nails. He went haring off.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. Marilyn Davies hadn’t believed her daughter’s wild tale and didn’t want to believe it now. Perhaps she felt that, if she could just keep believing that it was just a little girl’s wild imagination, she could stop her son from actually being dead. 
 
    ‘I need to go and see Billy’s room now, Mrs Davies,’ Hillary said gently, catching Janine’s eye and then nodding towards the kitchen. Janine slipped away and came back a few seconds later with the WPC who took one look at her charge, then went over and sat beside her on the sofa. 
 
    Hillary left them, the WPC hugging the now stiff and unresponsive Marilyn Davies and rocking her on the sofa. Out in the narrow corridor once more, she felt Janine roll her shoulders and realised how tense the situation had become. 
 
    ‘I know, it’s not nice, you feel like a right cow, but it has to be done,’ Hillary murmured. If Janine was going to advance in her career, she’d have to start doing the dirty jobs herself soon. 
 
    The first door she pushed open was obviously the master bedroom. The bed was a double, and a big wardrobe stood beside the single window. Again it was woodchip and paint — this time in a pale mint green. The floorboards were wooden and bare. Again no carpet. ‘I get the idea money is tight around here,’ Hillary mused. ‘Check out their finances and make sure.’ Although she didn’t think money was going to be a motive in this case, every avenue had to be checked. 
 
    ‘Boss,’ Janine grunted, silently congratulating herself on remaining single and unencumbered. And not living in a dump like this. She couldn’t understand why her boss was still living on a narrowboat when she could have lived in a house, but at least the Mollern was better than here. This place gave her the willies. 
 
    ‘This must be his room,’ Hillary said, opening a door, only to find a cramped bathroom instead. There was no bath, only a narrow shower cubicle, growing a little green mould in the grouting. 
 
    Billy Davies’s room turned out to be directly opposite his sister’s, and was only a little bigger. It held a single bed squashed into one corner, and a tiny wardrobe. No drawers. She opened the wardrobe and saw several neatly folded shirts on a single shelf above the coat hangers. The Davies might be strapped for cash, but the boy had had clean clothes to wear. 
 
    On the walls were photographs — lots and lots of photographs. They surprised Hillary, who’d expected football posters, or girl bands. Then she remembered that George Davies had said his son’s hobby had been photography, and decided to take a closer look. 
 
    ‘Let’s have a full inventory,’ she said to Janine, who sighed and rolled her eyes, but began to work. As she moved around, carefully cataloguing and documenting, Hillary gazed around her, trying to get a feel for the life their victim had led here. The woodchip in this room had been painted a pale aqua, the bare floorboards underneath disrupted by a single dark green mat, placed beside the bed. So the boy wouldn’t have cold floorboards to stand on in the winter? There was no sign of a radiator in this room. She hadn’t seen any in the other rooms either. Somehow, this small example of the human desire for comfort made her throat clog and she walked quickly to the window and gazed out. This side, the bungalow overlooked a field of barley; farmland right up to the narrow privet hedge that bordered the property. 
 
    Slowly, Hillary circumnavigated the walls, looking at the photographs. The boy had been good. He’d captured landscapes in both black and white and in colour, and in all seasons. Some shots of farm machinery, obviously abandoned and growing through with weeds. A few urban shots. Shots of what could only be his school, a big, faceless comprehensive by the look of it. And here and there framed pieces of paper. Reading them, she realised they were all prizes for photography — local papers, local galleries. Nothing big, but obviously a source of pride. 
 
    Why had somebody killed a fifteen-year-old schoolboy from an impoverished family, with a love of photography and the desire to skive off school now and then? It didn’t make sense. 
 
    ‘Boss,’ Janine said, nodding to a small item on the bedside table. Hillary looked at it and nodded. It was a small digital camera. 
 
    ‘We got him that for last Christmas,’ George Davies said from the doorway, making them both jump. ‘We saved up all year to get it for him, because it was what he wanted most in the world. We told him if he had that, he couldn’t have anything else. Not another single present. But that’s what he wanted, so that’s what he got. Our Ceel, now, she likes lots of presents to open, so we buy her colouring books and paints, stuffed toys, you know. But Billy was right chuffed with that.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘I don’t see a computer.’ 
 
    George Davies barked a harsh laugh. ‘You won’t, either.’ 
 
    ‘But don’t you need a computer with a digital camera? You know, to print off photographs,’ she added, indicating the walls. 
 
    ‘Oh, that best pal of his had a computer,’ George Davies said. ‘He’d go over to Middleton Stoney whenever he wanted something printed off. Thick as thieves those two.’ Davies spoke glumly, as if he didn’t approve of the friendship. As if he’d read her thoughts, he added, ‘Lester’s dad owns his own company. Used to show off his computer and all those video games and whatnot, just to make Billy jealous. I reckoned he looked down his nose at our Billy too, on the sly, but Billy wouldn’t have it. Kids, they think they know everything.’ He shrugged helplessly. 
 
    Hillary glanced once more at the photographs. ‘He had talent,’ she said softly. 
 
    ‘Ah. He reckoned he could make a living at it too. I told him, there ain’t no money in arty-farty stuff. But Billy had it all worked out. He wanted to be one of those daft sods that hang around trying to get pictures of so-called celebrities.’ 
 
    ‘Paparazzi?’ Hillary said, somewhat surprised. George Davies shrugged again, then shook his head and turned away. Like his wife before him, he was probably wondering what it all mattered now. Pie-in-the-sky dreams or not, Billy Davies wasn’t going to be taking any more photographs now. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary and Janine stepped outside, and let out slow, long breaths. The doctor had arrived and, with the WPC, had put Marilyn Davies to bed. 
 
    Outside the back door, Hillary noticed a shed and converted coalhouse, and peered inside. Mostly garden tools and the usual paraphernalia: ladders, tins of half-used paint. The odd cardboard box filled with who-knew what. And there, standing against one wall, gleaming dark blue and new-looking in the gloom, the lines of a powerful racing bike. The dead boy’s bike. His pride and joy no doubt. Something else that was now obsolete. Hillary thought back to that allotment shed and that thickset boy with the blue eyes and thatch of dark hair, and could almost see him racing along the country lanes, legs pumping hard, working up all those fancy gears, revelling in the speed and oblivious, as all children were, to any danger. 
 
    But in this case, Billy Davies had been right to scorn the thought of getting run over by a car. Billy’s bike had been safely tucked away in the shed when its owner had died. 
 
    ‘I don’t understand this,’ Hillary said, as she slowly walked back down the lane towards the allotments. By now SOCO should be well ensconced. ‘Who would want to kill Billy Davies. And why?’ 
 
    Janine frowned. ‘Early days yet, boss,’ she reminded her. She never called Hillary ‘guv.’ But she longed for the day when someone would call her by that sobriquet. 
 
    At the allotment gates, Tommy saw them coming and quickly moved out to greet them. ‘They’re going to be here hours yet, but they reckon they can get the bulk of it done before dark. We’ll have to set up lights though,’ Tommy said. ‘That shed is a tip. All sorts in there and it looks like it hasn’t been cleaned out since before the war. The first one.’ 
 
    Hillary grinned, knowing the words had come out of Tommy’s mouth, but hearing behind them a disgruntled techie. ‘Well, you’re in for a long night then aren’t you, DC Lynch,’ Hillary said with a grin, and Tommy groaned good-naturedly. 
 
    ‘Still no sign of Frank?’ she asked, but barely listened for the negative response. ‘OK, Tommy, start interviewing the neighbours and see if anybody heard anything or saw anyone.’ She glanced at her watch and saw that it was just gone 4:30 p.m. ‘You’ll probably find most of them still out at work, so hang around and go back after five. Janine, you’d better hang around here. I’m surprised the press hasn’t got here already. When they do show, give them the usual line. I’ll go talk to SOCO, see what they’ve got.’ 
 
    As the three peeled off to go their separate ways, a blackbird that was nesting in the hawthorn hedge by the gate shrilled angrily. 
 
    Hillary knew how it felt. 
 
    * * * 
 
    As Tommy expected, the entire hamlet of Aston Lea seemed to be elsewhere. Apart from the Davies bungalow, there was one two-storey cottage that looked as if it had been prettified for weekenders, and seven small, squat bungalows. As he knocked on the door of the second-to-last bungalow on the road, he was already anticipating an echoing silence. So when he heard a faint voice calling, ‘I’m coming, hold your horses,’ it had him reaching into his pocket for his ID. 
 
    The door opened to reveal a little old lady no more than four feet six. She had a near electric-blue rinse to a tightly permed mop, and was wearing a flowered apron and battered slippers. The old woman looked up at the big constable and smiled. ‘Hello, what’s all the excitement then? Nobody ill over at George and Marilyn’s, I hope. I saw the doctor. No good holding that thing up there, I can’t see it. Hang on, let me get me glasses on.’ As she reached for a pair of thick-glassed reading spectacles, which were hanging on her flat chest by a chain, she was still rabbiting on. ‘I was pretty sure I saw the doctor’s car. Nothing serious I hope. Oh, police is it? What’s going on? That Billy in trouble?’ 
 
    Tommy, trying to keep from grinning, gave up a brief prayer of gratitude for garrulous, curious old ladies, and said softly, ‘I’m Detective Constable Lynch, ma’am. May I come in?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary coughed loudly a few yards from the shed door, and a white-hooded head popped out. She vaguely recognised the boffin inside. His speciality, if she remembered rightly, was clothing. Or was it blood-spatter patterning? ‘Any chance of an update?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Not a cat in hell’s,’ was the cheerful response, and the white-coated figure disappeared again. Hillary blew out her lips. Great. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Do you want digestives or rich tea?’ The old woman, who’d introduced herself as Millie Verne, poured the boiling water into the teapot and reached for the sugar basin. ‘Only teabags, I’m afraid. Milk?’ 
 
    Tommy, sitting at a tiny Formica table, nodded to both the milk and digestives, and spread his notebook on the table. ‘Is that Miss or Mrs Verne?’ 
 
    ‘Mrs, love, though I’ve been a widow now for nigh on twenty years. Reckon I’ll be widowed longer than I was married afore long. Husband drove the buses. Good man he was, but liked his drink.’ Tommy gulped, and was glad he’d never been a passenger on one of Mr Verne’s charabancs. ‘So, what’s going on then? I hope everything’s all right. George and Marilyn are friends, like. Well, Marilyn sometimes gets me some shopping in.’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid I can’t say just yet, ma’am,’ Tommy temporized. He hadn’t been given the official go-ahead from Hillary yet to release information to the public. ‘Have you been here all day?’ he asked gently, mentally crossing his fingers. The Verne bungalow was well situated to see any comings and goings. 
 
    ‘Nowhere else to go, have I, love?’ Millie Verne said without rancour, sitting herself down opposite her unexpected visitor and dunking a rich tea. ‘Course I was here all day. Waddya wanna know?’ 
 
    ‘Have you seen any strange cars hanging around lately? And specifically today?’ 
 
    ‘No. This place isn’t exactly on the beaten track is it? Most people wanting to get to Steeple Aston, the bigger village down the road a mile, use the other road, the one off the main road; second turning. It’s two-lane see, and closer. So only those of us who live here use this lane. Everybody goes off to work in the morning, around eight — you can hear the cars start up — then they all coming dribbling back around half five time. Bit like watching bees set off on the hunt for honey it is. Only me stays behind. And sometimes that Mrs Cooper. She only works part-time.’ Tommy realised how lonely the old duck must find it, and took a gulp of tea. ‘Right. So, what can you tell me about your neighbours?’ he asked, wondering if he was going to wear the nub of his pencil down by the time he’d finished. He had the feeling he was in for a long haul. 
 
    ‘Well, now, where do you want me to start?’ Millie Verne asked, eyes twinkling. ‘Starting at the top end, there’s the Coopers . . .’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine watched the first car arrive, and recognised the man who stepped out of it. He was an all-rounder for the Oxford Times, but he liked to specialize in crime. She walked towards him, keeping him from the gate. His passenger was obviously a snapper, and she made sure to keep both men in sight. She knew all their tricks — how the reporter would keep you chatting while his mate tried to dodge off and get some snaps. 
 
    She heard a second car and started to curse silently, realising that she could quickly be swamped, then recognised Frank Ross’s beat-up jalopy, and managed a wry grin instead. She never thought she’d be pleased to see Frank. 
 
    ‘As I live and breathe,’ Frank said, getting out of the car and grinning across at the journo, who gave a not inaudible groan. Everybody, it seemed, knew Frank. And wished they didn’t. 
 
    ‘Please, get back in the car, sir,’ Janine said firmly to the photographer, who reluctantly slid back inside, but not before taking a crafty shot of her. 
 
    As Janine dealt with a steadily growing group of media, she wondered what Mel was doing back at HQ. Or had he gone home already? Mel had a place in the ‘Moors’ area of Kidlington — the old part of the village, full of big gracious houses and gardens with ponds and weeping willow trees. Mel’s place was a particularly fine Cotswold stone house that his wife had let him have in their divorce. It was typical of Mel to marry a wealthy woman. And Janine, until a few months ago, had lived in that house with him. Once, she’d wondered if she might be Mrs Mallow number three. Now she wondered no more. Now she was back in the small semi in Botley that she shared with a librarian and an air hostess. 
 
    Mel, newly promoted Mel, owed her. And as she dealt with the press and wondered just how sober Frank Ross actually was, she decided that now was a good time to collect on her debt. She was just contemplating ways to twist Mel around her little finger when there was a sudden stir of interest. A discreet van with blackened windows had just pulled in. They must be ready to move the body. 
 
    Leaving Frank and the two uniformed officers to keep the media away, Janine walked to the gate and looked along the pathway. Already the body had been put into a body bag and was being carried along on a stretcher. Her boss walked behind. 
 
    When the small cortege reached the gate she could hear the frantic click of cameras snapping behind her and grimaced. 
 
    Hillary too, shook her head, and muttered helplessly, ‘The poor little sod wanted to be one of those paparazzi. I bet he never guessed he would be the one to get his face in all the papers.’ 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    Frank Ross pulled into the forecourt of the garage and headed for the air pump. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d checked the tyres, and he might as well get something useful out of the assignment. He doubted he’d get sod all of much use here otherwise. But it was typical of the bitch from Thrupp to give him all the crappy jobs that nobody else wanted, and if he wanted to keep his job, he just had to keep on taking it. 
 
    If only he knew where Ronnie Greene had stashed his money before he’d died, he could grab it and swan off to the Seychelles, but he simply hadn’t got a clue. So he was stuck at Thames Valley until the first moment he could retire and get a cushy little night- watchman’s job somewhere. Give the brass the old two-fingered salute once and for all, and never have to take another order in his life. 
 
    ‘Can I get you anything else?’ The voice was female, and Frank straightened up, puffing, from his crouch beside the left front tyre. The speaker wasn’t a bad-looking woman — a bit hefty around the middle 
 
    — but with genuine fair hair and a nice smile. 
 
    ‘Mrs Wilberforce is it?’ he asked, reaching for his ID and showing it to her. ‘DS Frank Ross. Your husband owns the garage here, I understand?’ 
 
    Mandy Wilberforce’s smile faltered, and she turned to look over her shoulder. The petrol station boasted a small shop selling all the usual items, and a large, open-ended garage, where she was looking now. Inside, Frank could see an ageing Peugeot up on ramps and a man peering up at its underbelly. 
 
    ‘Gil!’ Mandy yelled. ‘Better get out here.’ 
 
    Her husband came quickly, perhaps suspecting somebody of trying to sneak off without paying for petrol, or maybe some randy git coming on to his wife. He was a large but not particularly well-put-together man, with thinning grey hair and filthy hands. ‘Yeah?’ he asked, then frowned as Frank held up the ID once more. ‘What’s up? Nothing wrong with my garage,’ he said. A shade too quickly for Frank’s liking. 
 
    ‘No, sir, I’m sure there isn’t,’ Frank lied. In his experience there was usually something up with any garage; dealing in spare parts from ripped-off vehicles, turning back the mileage clocks, you name it. And even if they weren’t doing anything downright criminal, the charges good mechanics dished out nowadays was daylight robbery anyway. ‘But there’s been an incident with one of your workers, and I need to ask a few questions,’ Frank explained. 
 
    ‘George?’ Gil Wilberforce said, obviously taken aback. He had large, boiled-gooseberry eyes and a florid face that now looked comically surprised. Obviously, George Davies was not the sort of man who immediately sprang to mind when trouble was mentioned. A boring plodder then. Not the kind to take a pair of shears to his son. Maybe. 
 
    ‘What makes you think I’m talking about Mr Davies?’ Frank asked quickly, and Gil Wilberforce grinned widely. 
 
    ‘Only worker I got,’ he said. ‘What’s up? I can’t believe old George has done anything wrong. A good bloke is George. Always on time, and knows his way around cars. Not afraid of a bit of hard work neither.’ 
 
    ‘His wife’s all right isn’t she?’ Mandy piped up. 
 
    ‘I can’t discuss it at the moment,’ Frank said flatly. ‘It’s his day off today, is it?’ 
 
    Gil Wilberforce agreed that it was, and confirmed George Davies’s account of how they worked the employee’s roster. 
 
    ‘So, do you know if he’s been having any trouble lately? Maybe someone hassling him for money? Took out a loan with the wrong people?’ 
 
    ‘Not George,’ Wilberforce flushed with obvious anger. ‘He’s not the sort to get mixed up in that.’ 
 
    ‘Not a gambler then?’ 
 
    The garage owner snorted. 
 
    ‘Notice anything odd lately? He’s been having threatening phone calls? Or maybe grousing about the old wife and kids. The daily grind getting him down? Maybe you’ve noticed he’s been short-tempered or something?’ 
 
    ‘No, nothing like that,’ Wilberforce denied, and went on to list all of his friend’s good points, but by that point, Frank was barely listening. It was just as he’d thought. A dead end. Certainly nobody here was going to come up with any interesting titbits on the Davies family. Still, he might get a free oil job out of it if he played his cards right. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘So the first thing she says, guv,’ Tommy glanced up from his notebook, ‘is, “What’s Billy got up to now,” or words to that effect.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded thoughtfully. Tommy had come back to her straight away after his chat with Millie, knowing she’d want to be kept updated. ‘It’s interesting she immediately assumed it was the boy who was the cause of us being here,’ she mused. ‘Of course, it could just be little-old-lady-versus-teenager syndrome,’ she sighed. They tended to mix about as well as oil and water more often than not. It might not be a good idea to place too much credence to Millie Verne’s opinions just yet. ‘We’ll have to see what the other friends and neighbours have to say. See if they confirm that Billy was a bit of a lad.’ 
 
    ‘Thing is, she didn’t really say much about him after that,’ Tommy said, frowning slightly. ‘I got the feeling she’d twigged it was something bad and clammed up.’ 
 
    ‘Well, leave it a few days, let the news get around and begin to sink in, then do a follow-up. I’m off to Steeple Aston to interview a few of Billy’s local friends. I got a list from his dad.’ They were talking out on the road, leaning casually against her car. ‘Get back to the shed and see how SOCO’s doing. You’ll be needing to set up the lights soon.’ 
 
    ‘Guv.’ 
 
    ‘Janine, you can drive.’ She tossed the keys to Puff the Tragic Wagon to her junior, and slipped into the passenger seat, pretending not to hear Janine sigh. She knew that the pretty blonde preferred to be seen in her racy new Mini and hid a smile as the DS struggled with a recalcitrant seatbelt. ‘There’s a knack to it. Let it go all the way in, then give it a hard tug, then pull gently.’ 
 
    Janine grunted. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Frank Ross didn’t get his free oil job, and he was in a right snit as he drove off. He was supposed to check back at the crime scene, but sod that, it was gone clocking-off time and he never put in unpaid overtime — he left that to the young and the stupid. And the ambitious, like that brown-nose Tommy Lynch. As he drove back towards Kidlington, and his small, smelly flat over a shop, Frank wondered about the new boss. 
 
    Paul Danvers. 
 
    On the one hand, he knew Hillary Greene must be spitting tin tacks over his appointment, which was enough to cheer him right up. On the other hand, he knew Danvers had it in for him as well. Had done, ever since he and that other git from York had come down to investigate the corruption charges levelled at the newly deceased Ronnie Greene. 
 
    Danvers was nobody’s fool, and knew he’d helped his mate Ronnie out on the odd smuggling run. But Frank had spent his end of the money on the horses and trips to the red-light district in Amsterdam. He’d left no paper trail, and nothing had been able to stick. For a while, they’d investigated Hillary too, which had made him chortle into his beer for months afterwards. The thought of Ronnie’s uptight, straight-as-a-die missus being put under the microscope must have had his dead friend rolling with laughter in his grave. 
 
    Of course, they’d never proved anything against her. They’d have nailed Ronnie, though, if he hadn’t died in that car crash first. But they hadn’t found his money. That was the one thought that still tormented him. Ronnie had been canny with his finances, and had always planned to retire to the Caribbean when he hit fifty. By Frank’s reckoning, he must have stashed away at least a quarter of a million. Maybe even more. 
 
    Occasionally, Frank kept an eye on Ronnie’s son by his first marriage — a still-green-behind-the-ears PC working out of Witney — but he couldn’t see how the nipper had found his old man’s stash. Unless he was playing a very clever waiting game. No, much as it galled him, Frank suspected that only Hillary had the nous to find the money. And she probably hadn’t even looked, silly cow. 
 
    He wondered how she and Danvers were going to get on now. He grinned and lit a fag, hoping that the sparks would fly. He needed some entertainment in his life. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Detective Superintendent Philip Mallow closed the file on shoplifting statistics for the last quarter and rose stiffly from his chair. He was staring fifty in the face, as his aching back and growing tiredness told him. Once he could have put in twelve-hour shifts standing on his head. Now he walked to the window of his new office, which had a pristine view of the car park, and caught sight of a grey squirrel scampering up the trunk of a flowering horse chestnut. 
 
    Suddenly, and the thought took him completely by surprise, he wished that Janine was waiting for him, back at the empty house, like she used to be. It was strange, but he’d never expected to miss her this much. He’d entered into the affair thinking of it as a strictly short-term, no-strings bit of fun. But now that he had the promotion safely in the bag, he found his thoughts kept straying back to her. She’d been young and glorious, and had got him out of his rut. Now he could feel himself slipping back into the same old routine, and it scared him. Useless to hope she’d have him back, of course. He’d dumped her to improve his chances of getting a leg up the ladder, and no woman was ever going to forgive something like that. Not even one as determined to climb that same ladder herself. 
 
    Mel was no fool — he knew that at some point he’d be expected to give her a helping hand up to an inspectorship. Maybe then she’d be willing to have a night out, a meal maybe, for old times’ sake. 
 
    Mel shook his head and turned away from the window. He was pathetic. Like a dirty old man plotting to get his leg over. How long would his libido rule his head? Even now, when he should be thinking of next month’s speech on the fight against illegal immigration, which he was due to deliver at a conference in Harrogate, he was thinking instead of Janine’s long silken blonde hair on the pillow next to him. 
 
    He must need his head examining. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Rollinsons lived in a small neat semi in a cul-de-sac not far from Steeple Aston church. Fifteen-year-old Graham Rollinson, according to George Davies, had been his son’s best friend at the local primary school, but it was quickly becoming apparent that those days were long over. 
 
    As they all sat in the immaculate living room, the slightly built and fair-haired Graham looked both embarrassed and enthralled in equal measure at being questioned by the police. His parents looked merely horrified. To learn that a child had been murdered right on your doorstep, and that that child was also known to your son, was something that would take the wind out of most parents’ sails. 
 
    ‘Thing is,’ Graham was saying, not for the first time, ‘we got put in a different form when we went to Bicester. And we sort of lost touch. I mean we’d chat, like, on the bus sometimes. And in the long summer hols, like, we might go cray fishing, see if we could find any of those American monsters the telly programmes were on about. But not even that, last summer. I haven’t really spent much time with him in years. He was all into photographs and stuff. I really can’t tell you anything about him now.’ 
 
    Graham was obviously eager to help, but not much use. 
 
    ‘Do you know why he might have been in the allotment shed this afternoon?’ 
 
    ‘Nah.’ 
 
    ‘Did he ever say anything to you about somebody bothering him?’ 
 
    ‘Nah.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he had something secret, something he swore you not to tell.’ 
 
    ‘Nah — and like I said, he wouldn’t tell me anyway. Not now. We were best pals when we were little, but I got my own gang now. Billy wasn’t our type.’ 
 
    Hillary’s ears pricked up. ‘What type was that?’ 
 
    Graham Rollinson flushed and shot a look at his parents, then shrugged. ‘Nothing. I just mean he had his circle of friends, and I had mine. His best mate was Lester Miller. You should speak to him, really.’ 
 
    And that was pretty much the same story they got from all of the kids on George Davies’s list. They’d been close to Billy Davies in primary school, but things had changed once they’d moved schools. And nobody knew what kind of trouble he could possibly have got himself into that would result in such a drastic outcome. Or if they did, they weren’t saying. 
 
    ‘A washout,’ Janine said in disgust as they got back in the car. ‘He seems to be close only to this Miller kid, and gave all his old cronies the elbow.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. It was understandable though, in a way. She herself could remember the culture shock she’d felt as an eleven-year-old. She too had gone to a small village primary school of barely thirty pupils, where everybody knew everybody else and friendships were tight, only to be thrust into a three-thousand-pupil or more comprehensive school, which had been like living on a different planet. 
 
    ‘We’ll have to hit his school tomorrow,’ Hillary agreed, then added curiously, ‘Janine, did you pick up on a kind of reluctance in the kids? To talk about Billy, I mean?’ 
 
    Janine frowned slightly then nodded. ‘Yeah, I thought I did. But it was nothing I could put my finger on. I wasn’t going to say anything, but I got the feeling they were a bit scared of him. No, maybe not that strong. Wary, somehow.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, glad that it wasn’t just her. ‘It’s like they all knew something, but didn’t want to tell. Not in front of the parents, anyway. I’m beginning to get the distinct impression that our victim had some kind of a reputation. Maybe he was a bully?’ 
 
    Janine thought about it. ‘He was big-built. And his family’s not exactly loaded, so he might have self-esteem issues. Prime bully material. Or drugs,’ she added darkly. There was always drugs to be considered. 
 
    Hillary sighed heavily. ‘Anyway, they all agree this Lester Miller kid is his best buddy. We’ll probably know a lot more once we’ve spoken to him.’ 
 
    Janine nodded, checking her notebook. ‘The kid from Middleton Stoney. Right. George Davies didn’t seem too keen on him.’ 
 
    ‘I got the feeling that most of those boys’ parents tonight weren’t too keen on Billy either. None of them were exactly unhappy that their kids weren’t tight with him anymore.’ 
 
    ‘I noticed. But nobody volunteered why,’ Janine added wryly, having met this phenomenon before. Nobody liked to speak ill of the dead. Particularly not the recently murdered dead. And that probably went double if it was a kid. 
 
    ‘You’ll have to do follow-ups in a few days’ time. See if you can get to the bottom of it.’ 
 
    Janine sighed. ‘Right. Back to HQ, boss?’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. She was going to have to confront Danvers sooner or later. Might as well be sooner. 
 
    ‘Yeah, then you can get off home. Start fresh tomorrow. Arrange to get Tommy relieved at midnight, yeah?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Pulling into the parking lot at HQ half an hour later, Hillary had to queue to get in, and realised that, at nearly 6:30 p.m., she’d hit the changeover in shift. After dropping off Janine, she parked quickly and detoured down to Juvie, where she was relieved to find Melanie Parker still at her desk. 
 
    Melanie Parker was approaching sixty, but wasn’t about to retire, a fact that most officers gave up prayers of thanks for every night. Melanie had worked the young offenders unit since its inception, and what she didn’t know about the local youth scene wasn’t worth knowing. 
 
    ‘Well, well, look what the cat dragged in,’ Melanie said, leaning back in her chair. She had a moon-shaped face, and a thick thatch of white hair. She never wore make-up, and there’d been rumours hovering around for the last twenty years or so that she was gay. Rumours that never got confirmed or denied. 
 
    ‘Congrats on the gong by the way, and sorry about the promotion. Is it true they put that prat Danvers in Mellow’s place?’ 
 
    Hillary grimaced. She supposed she was going to have to put up with this for some time to come. ‘Thanks, and yes, it’s true.’ 
 
    ‘Bummer, as the Yanks would say,’ Melanie said, then added bracingly, ‘What can I do you for?’ Her time was precious, and a hungry cat and the latest Ian Rankin novel awaited. 
 
    ‘William, or Billy, Davies. Ring any bells?’ 
 
    Melanie pursed her lips, which showed up her many wrinkles, and began tapping frantically at the computer keyboard. ‘Can’t say it does,’ she admitted. ‘Which means he hasn’t been hauled in for twocking, vandalism, drugs, rent-boying or any of the other usual fun and games.’ She tapped some more, frowned, and shook her head. ‘Nope, he’s not known to us. Why?’ 
 
    ‘Somebody killed him, and I’ve been getting some curious vibes from the kids I’ve been interviewing who knew him.’ 
 
    Melanie scowled. She hated getting news about dead kids — although, in her job, she heard it more often than most. ‘What school’s he at? Kidlington?’ 
 
    Hillary shook her head. ‘No, Bicester Comp. I think it’s that brand-new place they built in the east of the town.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that rat hole,’ Melanie said darkly. ‘It might be new but it’s already got a rep. Drug heaven. Let’s see . . . nope. No bites there either. Your boy probably isn’t a dealer, because I’ve got a nice little mole well in there. Give me a bell if you should find you need him.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded her thanks. ‘I might just do that. Thanks.’ 
 
    She climbed the stairs to the main office thoughtfully, and used her key card to let herself in. The day shift had largely deserted, and the night shift was barely trickling in, so the office was all but empty. She glanced towards her one-time cubicle as she passed by, wondering if anyone was at home. Due to the lengthening nights, there wasn’t a light on yet, but that meant nothing. The sun was only just starting to go down. 
 
    Putting off the evil moment when she’d have to check in with her new boss, she went to her desk and caught up on messages and her email. A hit-and-run case looked like it was turning sour, with a witness who’d given a number plate now looking as if she was having second thoughts. A spate of burglaries in Woodstock showed no signs of abating and her mother wanted to know if she was coming to dinner on Sunday. 
 
    She felt, rather than heard, his approach. She looked up and forced a smile at the handsome blonde man who slipped into the chair opposite Janine’s desk and wheeled it the short distance across the floor to face her. 
 
    ‘Hillary.’ Paul Danvers smiled genuinely back. He was looking good, if a little tired. ‘Congratulations.’ 
 
    Hillary looked at him blankly. Huh? For what? 
 
    Paul’s smile widened. ‘On the medal.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ Hillary said. That. She’d already forgotten about it — it seemed like a lifetime ago already. 
 
    Paul laughed. ‘You know, if it had been anyone else, I’d swear that was false modesty.’ 
 
    Hillary felt her heart plummet. Oh hell, was he flirting with her? Already? 
 
    When Danvers and his sidekick had been seconded from York to check out the allegations of corruption about her late and unlamented husband, Hillary hadn’t been pleased, naturally. Still it had to be done, and she had to admit that Danvers had done a first-class job and been meticulously fair. Once or twice she’d thought she’d seen admiration in his eyes — the kind that no woman could mistake — but when he’d gone back to York, she hadn’t given him a single thought. 
 
    Until he’d come back. Barely six months later, he’d accepted a transfer south, and to this very nick. At the time, he’d asked her out for a drink and she’d accepted, understanding that it was necessary. Danvers wasn’t a regular at investigating other cops, but he still needed to earn himself some brownie points if he was to be accepted in Kidlington. And the only way he could do that was to get Hillary’s official forgiveness. So she’d accepted the drink, let everybody see there was no hard feelings between them, and had once more forgotten about him. 
 
    When Danvers had asked her out again a week or so later, she’d been surprised, and had politely turned him down. She had an idea he fancied her, and definitely didn’t think it was a good idea. He must have got the message, since he’d never asked her again, and since then, she’d heard he’d kept his head down and his nose clean, and had got a few good results. Slowly and grudgingly, he’d become accepted by the rank and file and top brass alike. 
 
    But now that he’d been thrust right under her nose again, there could be no forgetting about the man. He was her immediate superior officer, and she’d have to find a way of working with him, or her life was going to be impossible. And she didn’t want to have to transfer to another nick at this stage of her life. With the boat moored at Thrupp, barely a mile down the road, she was well settled here. She could only hope she’d got her wires crossed, and was wrong about him being attracted to her. After all she was not only older than him, she was hardly a glamour puss. 
 
    ‘Tell me about William Davies,’ Danvers said, and listened attentively as his SIO outlined her case. He didn’t interrupt, and when she was finished, asked a few pertinent questions. Whatever else she might have reservations about, she could tell he knew his job. 
 
    ‘It sounds like it’s going to be a tough one,’ he added. A dead kid wasn’t the easy start to his new position that he’d hoped for. And Hillary was obviously going to be very busy and distracted for some time to come yet. But he could wait. He was good at that. 
 
    ‘You look all in,’ he said at last. ‘Go home and get some sleep. I’ll be here until late, if SOCO calls in with any requests. And, Hillary,’ he said, as she nodded gratefully and reached for her bag. ‘I know we can work well together. I’m not a bad boss, and what’s past is well and truly past as far as I’m concerned. OK?’ 
 
    Hillary nodded quickly. ‘That’s how I see it too, sir,’ she said firmly. She was not about to slap down any olive branches, even if she didn’t think it was going to be as easy as all that. Danvers might not see any trouble ahead, but Hillary saw plenty. 
 
    ‘Please, call me Paul.’ 
 
    Hillary swallowed hard, but said nothing. Paul smiled and watched her go. She really had a wonderful figure. And great legs. And she was so sharp too, as sharp as he remembered. Just being with her for a few minutes left him feeling stimulated and upbeat. 
 
    He began whistling softly as he walked back to his office. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Outside, Hillary was just crossing the foyer when the desk sergeant nobbled her. ‘DI Greene! Here, just a minute, ma’am.’ 
 
    The respectful ‘ma’am’ told her that the desk sergeant wasn’t alone, and sure enough, when she turned around, there was a member of the public standing by the counter. ‘This is Mrs Richardson, ma’am. She wanted to speak to whoever was in charge of the William Davies case.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded and moved forward at once. ‘Mrs Richardson, I’m DI Greene. Would you like to follow me to an interview room?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, of course. That is, I realise it’s getting late, but I just heard the news on the radio and thought I should speak to you as soon as possible.’ 
 
    Hillary led her to the first interview room available, and collected a WPC. ‘Your full name please.’ 
 
    ‘Phyllis Yvonne Richardson. And it’s Ms, not Mrs.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, making a note. ‘And you have something you think might help us?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m not sure. That is, I know people are supposed to come forward if they knew the murder victim. And I teach Celia Davies at primary school. And I taught her brother before that, but that would be four years ago now, naturally.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. They’d have got around to interviewing Ms Richardson at some point — probably a PC already had her on his list. But since she’d taken the time and effort to come in, Hillary wasn’t quibbling. 
 
    ‘So you know the Davies children quite well?’ she began casually. 
 
    ‘Yes, Celia more than Billy. Girls seem to relate to teachers better, and Celia’s quite bright. She’s quite a little artist. Of course, she didn’t get on with her brother very well, but then I find teenage boys and prepubescent siblings never do get on.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled and nodded. She and her brother had always fought like cat and dog, too. 
 
    ‘And Celia is definitely the favourite of both the father and mother, which didn’t help.’ 
 
    Hillary made a very careful note of that. Now that might be significant. Had Billy Davies felt isolated from his family? Resentful and jealous maybe. Did he resent his princess of a sister getting all the attention, and sought to find attention of his own, from somebody else? Paedophiles found such kids irresistible. It sent a cold shiver down her spine. 
 
    ‘What do you remember most about Billy, when he was in your class, Ms Richardson?’ 
 
    ‘Well, Billy was one of life’s boasters, I’m afraid,’ Ms Richardson began. She was a washed-out blonde, with a thin face and very narrow hands, but her pale blue eyes looked shrewd. She was neither too young to be fooled or surprised by kids, but not so old that she’d become jaded. For the first time, Hillary began to hope that she was going to get a clear and unbiased opinion of their victim. 
 
    ‘Sometimes — and it’s usually the boys — children tend to see themselves as a hero in their own private Hollywood production, and Billy was one such. Even at ten, he was convinced the world owed him a living, I’m afraid. I didn’t see much of him after he left school, but I heard things about him from time to time, sometimes from Celia, sometimes from the parents of other children. I’m afraid Billy became something of an arrogant young man as he grew older.’ 
 
    ‘You say Celia shows some talent as an artist. Would it surprise you to hear that Billy had become rather a good photographer?’ 
 
    Phyllis Richardson thought about that for a moment, then slowly shook her head. ‘No. No, can’t say as it would. He was always technically minded. Very practical. Some kids are like that, so a camera would suit him very well. I’ll bet he didn’t have any pretensions about using his talent in any artistic way though,’ she added flatly. 
 
    Hillary had to smile. ‘No. He wanted to be a paparazzo’ 
 
    Phyllis Richardson sighed and nodded. ‘Ah yes, that makes sense. That’s our Billy all right. Probably saw himself taking a picture of a VIP in the nude, and making millions from it. It was the kind of way his mind worked, I’m afraid. He was always very avaricious. Once or twice I’m sure he bullied some of the younger children out of their pocket money. He liked his chocolate bars and such. Of course, I kept a sharp eye out, but Billy was crafty.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. And going to a big, new comprehensive school that already had a reputation would have presented a lad like that with many more opportunities to get up to mischief. 
 
    The kind of mischief that led to his being killed, perhaps. 
 
    By the time the interview was over, Hillary was beginning to feel vaguely depressed. Something told her that the Davies family were in for even more heartaches in the months ahead. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    Hillary woke up when a passing craft rocked her boat, a sensation that would, at one time, have jerked her awake with a pounding heart, but which now felt oddly comforting. She lay still and waited a moment, letting her tiny cabin settle on to an even keel, then sat up on the narrow bed and put her feet to the floor. She could open her sliding-door wardrobe door just by reaching out her hand and, selecting a pair of lightweight beige slacks and a matching jacket with a navy blue trim, she tossed them on to her unmade bed and then headed for the shower. 
 
    She’d got a two-minute shower down to a fine art after three years of living on her narrowboat, the Mollern, and within ten minutes she was heading along the towpath, HQ-bound. 
 
    Even at eight in the morning, the sun was shining hot and strong and, just past her mooring, a row of red hawthorns were beginning to bloom. A pair of moorhens, nesting in the reeds opposite, had produced three fluffy black chicks, and in the farmer’s fields skirting the canal, dark green wheat shone with health. A chiffchaff was calling his monotonous but cheerful song, and Hillary heard gruff male laughter from her neighbour’s boat, Willowsands, as she passed. It made her wonder who Nancy Walker had lured into her web this time. The forty-something divorcee had told her a few days ago that she feared her trawl of Oxford students was coming to an end, and that she might chug off to Stratford-upon-Avon to see what the pickings of impoverished actors was like. 
 
    Hillary rather hoped she wouldn’t go. Although she had no sex life of her own, she’d always been able to live vicariously through Nancy’s. And thoughts of her non-existent sex life led her straight to a certain detective inspector in the vice squad, but as she started up Puff the Tragic Wagon she firmly pushed all thoughts of Mike Regis away, which was not easy when she’d heard on the grapevine that his divorce was final, and that he’d begun openly dating again. But, so far, he’d not turned his head her way. Which was her own damned fault, of course. A few months ago, when he’d asked her out, she’d more or less told him to sling his hook. 
 
    And slung it, he had. 
 
    As she walked across the foyer, the morning-shift desk sergeant greeted her as she passed by, but had nothing of interest to report, be it news of her case, or the latest in station-house gossip. As she keyed her way into the main office, noting that she was the first of her team to arrive, she wondered if Danvers was already at his desk. If it had still been Mel in there, she’d have gone in and chewed over the case, sharing her feeling for how it was beginning to taste and getting his input. But Danvers was still very much uncharted territory, so she went straight to her desk and checked for messages. Her in-tray, as ever, was towering. She gave it a quick trawl through, dealing with the most urgent, scowling to find that a court appearance she had been due to give on a stolen-identity case had been put back yet another week. At this rate, the perpetrator would still be walking around, free and clear, next Christmas. 
 
    By 8:30 everyone was in except Frank, and Hillary began dishing out assignments. 
 
    ‘Tommy, I want you and Janine to start off by interviewing every member of Billy’s form. I daresay there’ll be thirty or so, but it has to be done.’ 
 
    Janine groaned. Just what she needed. A morning spent talking to resentful teenage girls, who always saw her blonde good looks as a personal challenge or insult, or, even worse, cajoling teenage boys to stop looking at her boobs, bum or legs (depending on preference) and answer her bloody questions. 
 
    ‘I’ll talk to all his teachers,’ Hillary said, and quickly filled them in on her visit from Billy’s former primary school teacher. 
 
    At nine, Frank still hadn’t arrived, and she was just writing a note on his desk, asking him to question all the allotment holders at Aston Lea, when Janine’s dry warning cough had her head shooting up. Walking towards them, dressed in an expensive-looking navy blue suit, crisp white shirt, and pale electric-blue tie, was her new boss. His blonde hair had been freshly washed and cut, and gleamed even more golden in the bright sunlight streaming through the windows. He had the lean look of a regular squash player, and Janine gave a subtle whistle as he approached. 
 
    Hillary shot her an appalled look. The last thing she wanted was for Janine to start sleeping with this boss as well. Surely she’d learned her lesson over Mel? 
 
    ‘Hillary, glad to catch you before you go. I know you’re busy, so I won’t keep you. You can update me when you next get in. I just wanted a quick word with everybody.’ He looked around, and chose Janine first. It was probably just protocol — with Frank absent (who had senior status, at least officially), Janine was first in the pecking order; or at least, Hillary hoped that was all it was. To be fair, she could detect nothing lascivious in his manner as Danvers shook her hand. ‘DS Tyler, isn’t it? We’ve met before, of course, but not like this. I’ve been impressed with your CV. You’re awaiting the results of Boards, aren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir,’ Janine said, and added at once, ‘I’m hoping to get a DI posting soon, of course, but this is a great team to work for.’ 
 
    Hillary bit back a smile. A typical Janine Tyler remark if ever she’d heard one. She thought she saw a similar cynicism briefly gleam in Danvers’ pale blue eyes, but she couldn’t be sure, for he’d already turned to Tommy Lynch. ‘Tommy, congratulations on the promotion. Headington’s a good nick, so I’ve heard. I’m sure everyone’s going to miss you here, though.’ 
 
    ‘Er, thanks, sir,’ Tommy said. ‘I’m sorry to be going, to be honest. Working for DI Greene has been a privilege. I’ve learned a lot.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure you have,’ Danvers said, and although there was nothing even remotely suggestive in his tone, Hillary could feel herself flush. She cursed silently under her breath, and wondered if she was always going to be this sensitive around the walking Moss Bros advert that was her new boss. She hoped not. Life would be intolerable. 
 
    ‘Well, good luck with the case, obviously. I understand it’s a bad one, so if anyone has any problems, I hope they won’t hesitate to come to me,’ Danvers carried on smoothly. ‘I’d like to think I was the kind of boss you could come to, if need be. I know this situation isn’t ideal, but DI Greene and I have already had a chat and we’re both sure things will work out smoothly.’ 
 
    Hillary, knowing her cue when she heard it, smiled briefly and said, ‘I’m sure it will. We’re all here to get the job done, after all.’ She was glad Frank wasn’t here right now. The poisonous little git wouldn’t have been able to stop himself from guffawing out loud. As it was there was a brief moment of awkwardness before the DCI nodded and went back to his office. 
 
    Janine glanced at Hillary curiously, wondering what it must be like to have to report in to the man who’d once tried to put you behind bars, but her boss was already reaching for her bag. ‘Right, we’d better each take our own cars,’ Hillary advised. ‘And don’t forget, it’s the brand-new comprehensive we’re going to, not to be mistaken for Bicester Community College up near the sports centre in King’s End. OK?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘I got the feeling he was always bright enough, but like a lot of ’em these days, he had a severe case of idle-itis. Lazy through and through, but get him interested in a subject, and he was like a sponge, lapping it all up.’ 
 
    The speaker was a Mr Colin Brentwood, and he taught modern history. He was saying pretty much what Mrs Wilkins (sociology), Pat (no Mr for him) Dringle (English literature) and Pam Dawber (mathematics) had all said. 
 
    ‘And what did interest him?’ 
 
    ‘The sixties,’ Colin Brentwood said shortly, surprising Hillary, who hadn’t thought that the sixties was included on the modern history syllabus. When she’d been at school, modern history had meant the Victorians, empire and both world wars. 
 
    ‘He was fascinated by the culture of stardom,’ Brentwood went on, which given his ambition, didn’t surprise Hillary at all. ‘And of course, the sixties was when London ruled the world, pop music and fashion-wise.’ 
 
    ‘Were you surprised to hear that he was dead, Mr Brentwood?’ Hillary asked, more to shake the man out of his matter-of-fact attitude than anything else. She had talked to several of his teachers so far, and although all had seemed shocked and appalled, none of them had seemed to feel any particular pity. And it was beginning to grate. 
 
    ‘Of course I was. You read about things like this, of course, but they always seem to be happening in the big cities. Manchester, Birmingham and so on. You don’t expect it in a small market town in Oxfordshire do you?’ 
 
    Another thing she’d been hearing a lot that morning. 
 
    ‘Do you know of any reason why anyone would kill Billy Davies, Mr Brentwood?’ 
 
    ‘No, I don’t,’ the history teacher said, a shade huffily now. He was one of those small, sandy-haired men with a little goatee, wire-rimmed glasses, and a tweed jacket with leather elbow patches, who seemed to advertise their profession. She’d almost expected him to start smoking a pipe, but so far he’d shown no signs of this ultimate in academic props. ‘He wasn’t the nicest kid around, and when he and that Lester Miller got together, they could be a real pain, but to actually kill the poor little blighter . . . no. I don’t know why anyone should do that.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed and nodded. It was all very much as she’d feared. Still, perhaps someone, somewhere, had a little snippet that could get them started on the right track. ‘Is there anything you think I should know? I mean, can you remember some small incident that struck you as odd? Something about his personality that made you uneasy. Anything like that?’ 
 
    Colin Brentwood shrugged his puny shoulders. ‘Not really. He was a greedy child, always wanting things. The give-me-more culture that seems to pervade nowadays had a willing acolyte in Billy. And he was a big lad, well able to take care of himself, and he wasn’t all that averse to throwing his weight around if he felt like it. The other kids tended to give him a wide berth, but he wasn’t an obvious bully. It was more as if he saw school as a necessary evil, and one he didn’t have much patience with. He wouldn’t have been one to hang around after sixteen in search of a higher education, I can tell you that. He wanted to be out in the world, earning, consuming, getting his hands dirty, impatient to be free and independent. He was that sort of a kid, you know?’ 
 
    Hillary did know, only too well. They were often the kind she ended up arresting. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Oh, Billy was definitely the leader,’ Viola Grey (her real name, apparently) said a quarter of an hour later. ‘Tea? I keep a kettle and illicit chocolate wafers in a cubby hole. Nobody’s supposed to know about them.’ Viola Grey taught biology, and the scent of acid and the nearness of Bunsen burners and singed wooden desktops, for some reason, put Hillary right off the thought of chocolate. Something she’d previously thought was impossible. 
 
    Ms Grey was talking about the close relationship that had existed between their victim and Lester Miller. 
 
    ‘No, thanks,’ Hillary waved down the offer of elevenses. ‘I understand Lester Miller is well off? That is, his father owns his own company. I’m surprised he didn’t put his son into a private school.’ 
 
    Viola Grey, a plump woman who could only just be out of her teens herself, pushed a strand of long dark hair behind a rather prominent ear, and shrugged. ‘Who knows? Perhaps he isn’t that rich, or perhaps he’s got socialist leanings, or maybe he just doesn’t think Lester needs a proper education, since he’ll be going straight into the family firm. I think he supplies oil to domestic customers. Or is it anthracite? Or does he just supply the lorries the fuel companies use? I dunno, something like that anyway.’ She gave a massive shrug. ‘All very lucrative, no doubt, in these days of burgeoning fuel prices, but I don’t think you need know the finer details of the reproductive cycle of a herring gull to be an office manager.’ She pointed at a poster on the wall, depicting the life cycle of a seagull. ‘And Lester doesn’t seem to think so either, according to his mock exam results.’ 
 
    ‘Is there anything you can tell me about Billy that might shed light on why someone would want to kill him?’ 
 
    But although Viola Grey could have told her what a two-week-old seagull chick might eat for breakfast, she had no idea who might want to stick a pair of shears into a fifteen-year-old boy’s chest. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘You ask me, that boy was cruising for a bruising sometime, but I can’t imagine what he’d done to deserve this.’ Christine Bigelow, French. 
 
    ‘He spent most of his time secretly reading photography magazines in class, which didn’t worry me, to be perfectly honest. At least it kept him quiet. He sure as hell didn’t care how the Cairngorms had been formed.’ Jeffrey Palmer, Geography. 
 
    ‘I don’t understand it at all.’ Maurice Jenkins, Art. ‘He was a smashing kid, very enthusiastic. He did a coffee-table book for his special project this year, you know, a mock-up of those expensive illustrated books that nobody ever buys. Its theme was Oxford, rural and academic. Great shots of the colleges, but also of the countryside. One photo in black and white, of a tractor pulling a plough and being followed by this huge flock of black-backed gulls, was superb. I had him put it in for the Collingsworth Prize, and it got an honourable mention. Great kid. He had talent.’ 
 
    ‘Did he ever confide in you, Mr Jenkins?’ Hillary asked, sensing at last a teacher who actually cared that Billy Davies was dead. Who actually felt some kind of loss. ‘Did he ever say anybody was bothering him? Was he depressed or worried recently?’ 
 
    ‘No, nothing like that. In fact, the reverse seemed to be true. The last few days he seemed very upbeat. You know, he’d come in whistling through his teeth and grin a hello at you. He was always bored by paints and sculpture, and bookwork was something he loathed, but even the day before yesterday, the last time I saw him now that I come to think of it, he smiled all through my talk on Degas’s ballerinas.’ 
 
    Jenkins was approaching retirement age, Hillary guessed, and had prematurely stooped shoulders and an unfortunate dandruff problem which had no doubt earned him some horrific nickname from his pupils, but he seemed bright enough. Probably after a lifetime in teaching he’d become very observant of the young. Hillary felt her pulse rate accelerate a little. At last, a nibble. 
 
    ‘Very up, how? Did he say anything in particular?’ she pressed. 
 
    ‘Oh no. He wouldn’t. He didn’t confide in teachers, you know, not even me.’ Hillary nodded. She’d got the same impression from all the other teachers too. 
 
    ‘But you knew him better than most,’ Hillary said flatly. ‘Any ideas why he was so chipper?’ 
 
    Jenkins sighed heavily. ‘Billy was a very talented photographer, but a very flawed human being, I’m afraid. If he was excited about something in particular, it would almost certainly have something to do with gain. Billy wanted things. Money, of course, always. The best toys. Power. Knowledge. He was a boy who spent all his time and energy acquiring things for himself. He was probably the most selfish boy I’ve ever known — and I’ve known a few. And he was sly. Clever in ways only the sly, as opposed to the truly intelligent, are. You understand?’ 
 
    Hillary thought that she might. Blackmail. Billy Davies’s art teacher, although he would never say so in as many words, suspected Billy was the type to indulge in blackmail. 
 
    And everything she’d heard about him so far seemed to fit. He was greedy, clever, sly and hard-headed. His family was obviously living on a tight budget, which had probably fostered his resentment. Yes, he’d have felt no qualms about extorting money. In fact, Hillary could only find one thing wrong with that theory. 
 
    What secret worth killing for could a fifteen-year-old boy living in a tiny hamlet possibly uncover? 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Blackmail sounds a bit iffy to me,’ Janine said right away, when the three of them met up at one o’clock by the admin office, as arranged. ‘I mean, would any adult really take him seriously? I can’t see any man standing for it. Having his arm twisted by a snotty-nosed, working-class yob.’ She shook her head. 
 
    ‘Perhaps they didn’t,’ Tommy said at once. And mimed the stabbing through the chest with a pair of shears. Janine grimaced. ‘We’ll have to take a close look at all the neighbours,’ Tommy mused. ‘Although he might have put the bite on somebody here,’ he added, looking at the school speculatively. 
 
    ‘Well, let’s not get hung up on it,’ Hillary advised. ‘We’ll keep it simmering on the back burner, but that’s all.’ She knew from bitter experience how one single idea could get a hold of a murder inquiry and screw it up totally. ‘We need to keep an open mind, yeah? So far, we don’t have any leads worth a damn. Janine, I want you to concentrate on the family. I don’t need to tell you what the statistics say about victims and family members.’ 
 
    Janine nodded. She couldn’t see the mother being up for it, but the father maybe. And uncles were always in the frame. ‘I’ll start digging, boss.’ 
 
    ‘So, what do the kids in his form have to say so far?’ 
 
    She listened to their reports, but they had nothing new. They only served to confirm that if anybody would know what was going on in Billy Davies’s life, it was his alter ego, Lester Miller. 
 
    ‘Is Miller in today?’ Hillary asked. 
 
    ‘Yes, guv,’ Tommy said. ‘I hadn’t got around to him yet,’ he added, guessing that she’d want to be in on it when he did. 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘Right. Let’s find a pub and have a sandwich, then we’ll tackle him.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Fox was a pub she hadn’t been in before, but as she ordered a round of ploughman’s lunches for everyone and an assortment of soft drinks, she barely paid any attention to the ambience. Something was niggling at her. Something had been niggling at her before she’d gone to bed last night, and it was still niggling at her now. Something she’d seen or heard yesterday, obviously. Something that shouldn’t have been there. Or something that should have been there, but wasn’t. She didn’t think it was something someone had said. 
 
    As the barmaid brought their order to the table, she was still replaying her actions yesterday. Something at the death scene, in the shed. Something in his bedroom maybe. But it wouldn’t come. 
 
    Tommy too was distracted; with the approach of June, his upcoming wedding was an ever-growing presence in his life. He had no real feelings of panic though. He wanted kids, and a home of his own, and a wife to come home to. And Jean was level-headed and hard-working, two traits any copper’s wife needed in abundance. He sighed heavily and bit down into a tomato. 
 
    Janine wondered if Paul Danvers had a girlfriend. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lester Miller had freckles. A lot of freckles. All over his face and on the backs of his hands. There wasn’t anything really surprising about that, given his ginger hair and pale complexion, it was just that Hillary had never expected Billy Davies’s best friend to be a freckled beanpole of a boy with eyes so pale a blue they were almost white. 
 
    ‘This is about Billy-Boy, right?’ he said at once, the moment they walked into the deserted classroom. He’d been due for a session in the language lab, listening to a tape-recorded session of a supposed French housewife doing her morning shopping. But he’d far rather be here. 
 
    As Hillary sat down at a desk opposite, turning her chair around to face him, she could detect no redness around the eyes, no fine trembling in his hands. No pinched whiteness around the eyes or mouth. Lester Miller didn’t seem that upset that his best friend was dead. Unless he was just very good at hiding it. Some teenage boys liked to take bravado to the nth degree. 
 
    ‘Billy-Boy. Is that his nickname?’ Hillary asked, and Lester grinned. 
 
    ‘Nah, not really. It’s just what I call him. To make him narked, like.’ He was dressed in stonewashed jeans and a green-and-white checked shirt. He wore an expensive wristwatch, and was slumped in his chair like a pile of nutty slack. Perhaps the reality of his friend’s death simply hadn’t hit him yet. 
 
    Hillary smiled. ‘You liked to get him narked?’ 
 
    Lester grinned again, showing a line of uneven teeth. ‘Sometimes. He was a mate, wasn’t he? He didn’t really mind.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like you got on really well. We’ve been talking to others in his form and they all seem to think that you and he were really tight. He spent a lot of time at your place too, they said.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well, you can hardly blame him, can you? His place is a right dump. Talk about depressing. Billy couldn’t wait to leave. We were going to go halves on some place to live in Oxford. Find some sort of cheap student bedsit, move in, have some fun. The old parents couldn’t do much about it, right?’ 
 
    Hillary said nothing. She didn’t ask what these two teenagers were supposed to do for money. That was obvious. Get jobs and some kind of apprenticeship or training which the government pretended was as good as staying on at school. Easy. Earn their way, be free, pull girls, find out about booze and drugs maybe. She could read it all in Lester Miller’s open, grinning, unknowing face. And suddenly it hit her how young these boys were. The one dead, and never to grow any older, and this boy in front of her now, who had no idea what life was all about, but would, in the years to come, soon find out. 
 
    It made her feel suddenly very tired. 
 
    She opened her notebook and pretended to read a few lines. ‘A lot of Billy’s friends seemed to think he was a bit of a troublemaker. A bit of a bully. Is that true?’ 
 
    ‘Nah,’ Lester Miller said at once. ‘They’re just jealous, see. Billy’s smarter than all of ’em, and they know it. And he had balls too, you know?’ He said the crude expression with studied calm and insolence, but the quick look he darted at her to see if she was shocked somewhat spoiled it. 
 
    Hillary, in no mood to play along, merely nodded and looked bored. ‘So, did you bully anyone, Lester? Did Billy-Boy egg you on?’ 
 
    ‘Nah, I told you. Billy couldn’t give a toss about any of the tossers around here, and neither could I. We’ll only be here another year and then we’ll be gone. Most of the losers bad-mouthing Billy and me now will still be stuck here, stacking shelves in Tesco or working the tills in Argos, while me and Billy will be long gone. London, eventually.’ Hillary noticed all those present tenses and wondered if Lester was aware of them. Time, she thought grimly, for a reality check. 
 
    ‘But Billy won’t be joining you in Oxford, or London now, will he, Lester? Billy’s dead, and someone killed him. Do you have any idea who?’ 
 
    Lester’s freckled face flushed a dull ugly red, then paled. Then he shrugged. ‘No idea.’ 
 
    ‘Oh come on,’ Hillary said. ‘You’re his best friend. You and him were like that!’ She held up two entwined fingers. ‘Don’t tell me you didn’t know what Billy was doing. Even his art teacher could tell he was excited about something.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, “Snowman” Jenkins,’ Lester said dismissively. ‘He don’t know nothing.’ 
 
    ‘But you do. So tell me. Don’t you want to see whoever killed Billy pay for it? You’re his best mate — don’t you want to help get his killer?’ She used the provocative language on purpose, of course, but Lester Miller didn’t bite. Sometimes an appeal to someone’s need for vengeance worked where threats or pleas didn’t. But for some reason, Lester Miller didn’t seem interested in helping to get justice for his friend. 
 
    And Hillary found that fact very interesting. 
 
    As the silence stretched, and Lester began to shift on his chair but remained stubbornly uncommunicative, Hillary shifted tack. ‘A good-looking lad, Billy,’ she mused. ‘I imagine he had a girlfriend?’ 
 
    She knew from listening to Janine and Tommy’s reports that he’d had several, and had prided himself on having the prettiest girls in school fighting over him. But she wanted to hear it from Lester. From the much less physically attractive Lester. 
 
    ‘Oh yeah, lots. But Heather Soames was his latest,’ Lester said casually and apparently without jealousy. ‘Though how much longer she would have lasted, I dunno. They’d been going out for, like, nearly eight months.’ He said it as if months should mean years. ‘And her dad’s a bit mental. I reckon Billy was gonna dump her.’ 
 
    ‘Was going to, or had?’ Hillary asked sharply. When teenage passions were in the frame, and a dumped girlfriend might be in the offing, a stab in the chest took on a whole different significance. 
 
    ‘Nah, he hadn’t dumped her yet,’ Lester said confidently. ‘Heather’s, like, really hot, you know, and Billy had been after her for some while. And they were at it, of course. Billy liked that. Getting it regular.’ Again he shot her a quick look, hoping for shock or disgust. Again Hillary merely sighed heavily. 
 
    ‘So . . .’ she began and felt the phone in the pocket of her blazer vibrate. She took it out and read the message, surprised to find an urgent request for a call back from SOCO. ‘I might need to talk to you again, Lester,’ she said, more as a threat than a warning. She definitely hadn’t finished with him yet. 
 
    Miller, it had to be said, didn’t exactly start quaking in his boots. Another hard-headed boy, Hillary mused. No wonder he and Billy-Boy had been so close. 
 
    Hillary stepped outside the classroom and dialled back the number on the message. She was very much aware that she’d let Lester Miller rile her, and gave herself a mental ticking off as she put the phone to her ear and heard it ring. It did no good to feel antagonistic towards witnesses or suspects. It only clouded your judgement and your thinking. Next time she spoke to Lester, she’d have to be careful. 
 
    ‘Hello. This is DI Greene. I’ve just had a message to contact Dr Fraser. It’s the Davies case.’ 
 
    She heard the usual telephonic clatter, then a surprisingly crisp and loud voice said, ‘Yes? Dr Fraser.’ 
 
    ‘This is DI Greene. SIO on the William Davies call. You wanted to speak to me urgently?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Davies. Shears.’ Fraser was obviously one of those boffins who spoke in shorthand. ‘Fingerprints found, matched deceased’s sibling, Celia Davies. Thought you might want to know.’ 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER SIX 
 
    Hillary thanked the technician and rung off. She leaned slowly back against the cool, white-painted corridor wall and frowned, thinking back. 
 
    Had she asked Celia Davies if she’d touched the shears? She wasn’t sure, but she didn’t think so. It annoyed her that her memory was so sketchy. Had finding out Danvers was her new boss really sent her into such a tailspin that she’d forgotten to ask Celia Davies such a basic question? She didn’t think so. The little girl had been in bed, and afraid of her, so she’d deliberately gone easy. But now she’d have to go back, and play the wicked witch again. 
 
    From her memories of last evening, she was sure that Celia Davies had not mentioned touching the shears. In fact, the more she thought about it, the more sure she was that she’d got the distinct impression that Celia had simply looked in the shed, seen her brother, and run home. The question was: had she been deliberately manipulated into thinking that way, or was she just guilty of leaping to conclusions? And she rather thought it might be the latter. She simply couldn’t see Marilyn Davies as some clever psychological manipulator, and the little girl was surely not so devious. Although spoilt eleven-year-old girls, by their very definition, were probably very good at getting their own way. 
 
    No, she was more willing to believe that she’d still been reeling from the angst of the awards ceremony, followed by her demotion back to DI, and finding out that Paul Danvers had been appointed as her new boss. No two ways about it, she must have been well and truly off her form not to ask so basic a question. 
 
    And it made her angry. 
 
    She pushed open the door of the classroom and smiled briefly at the boy inside. ‘You can get off to class now, Lester, but we’ll be having another talk soon, all right?’ She didn’t wait for an answer, but shut the door behind her and made her way down the corridor and out into the open air, with some feelings of relief. 
 
    Although she herself had gone to an old-fashioned grammar school, she’d never been overly fond of it, and being back in a school, any school, was giving her a case of nostalgic blues. Unlike some, she’d never thought that childhood had been the happiest years of her life. In fact, thinking about it, she supposed that right now was her happiest time. She was free of her disastrous marriage, was living in an environment that — against the odds — seemed to suit her, and her career was right where she probably wanted it to be. 
 
    She felt needed and useful. And right now, that translated into finding Billy-Boy Davies’s killer. 
 
    She punched in a number as she walked slowly back to her car, getting Doc Partridge’s assistant. A few moments later, the pathologist himself was on the line. 
 
    ‘Hillary, nice to hear from you. Problems?’ 
 
    ‘The William Davies case.’ 
 
    ‘With you. What’s up?’ 
 
    ‘In your opinion, could an eleven-year-old girl have been capable of delivering the fatal blow?’ 
 
    Over the line, she heard the medico suck his breath in through his teeth. ‘I don’t think so. Hold on, let me get my notes, remind myself of the depth of penetration and the angle.’ 
 
    Hillary reached her car, and opened all the doors and windows to let the heat out. Lilac trees in a nearby garden wafted a giddying scent on the slight breeze and made Hillary wonder what else she might have done with her life; different choices taken that would now have allowed her to spend such a lovely day without thinking about crime and punishment, guilt and innocence. She’d got a good English degree from an unaffiliated Oxford college — she could have been a librarian or a seller of rare books, maybe even a writer of some sort. A biographer maybe. 
 
    ‘Hello, Hill?’ Steven Partridge’s voice turned off all idle speculation in an instant. ‘I take it you’re thinking of the younger sister, yeah? How tall would you say she was?’ 
 
    Of course, Partridge hadn’t seen Celia Davies. ‘I’d say no more than four feet two. Maybe not that.’ 
 
    ‘Then I very much doubt it. Is she stocky?’ 
 
    ‘No — a wisp of a thing.’ 
 
    ‘Then I’d very seriously doubt it,’ Doc Partridge said. ‘Why do you ask?’ 
 
    Strictly speaking, of course, Hillary was not obliged to tell him. The doc had his area of expertise and she had hers. But they’d worked together for many years now, and she was willing to bend the rules to keep up a good working relationship. Besides, she trusted him to keep any and all salient details on an ongoing investigation firmly to himself. ‘We found her dabs on the murder weapon. Good solid ones, it seems. Both hands.’ 
 
    SOCO, on finding so many clear fingerprints on the murder weapon, indicating that someone had taken a firm hold on both handles of the shears, had been quick to follow it up. Naturally, they’d dusted down the boy’s bedroom and certain rooms in the family home, and had found an instant match in Celia’s dabs. 
 
    ‘Hmm. I still don’t think it’s likely, Hillary,’ Doc Partridge said at last. 
 
    ‘What if she was in a rage?’ Hillary had to press it. She knew from several sources that Celia and her brother were not close — in fact, had probably fought bitterly. If Billy had done something to enrage her, she needed to know if Celia could be on the suspect list. ‘Doesn’t rage give people a boost of strength? You know, like desperation does. You hear about mothers ripping off car doors to get children out of burning cars, that sort of thing. Does it work with a real temper tantrum too?’ 
 
    ‘I know what you’re talking about,’ Partridge said instantly. ‘There’ve been several studies done about how the levels of endor . . . but you don’t want details,’ he caught himself up before he got into full lecture mode. There was another, longer and more thoughtful silence for a moment, then he said slowly, ‘Well, Hillary, I suppose it’s just barely possible. If she caught her brother unaware. But he was stabbed from the front, not the back. And he was a big hefty lad. I can’t see him being unable to fight off his little sister even if she had turned into a veritable hell cat. Sorry, that’s the best I can do. If I were you, I wouldn’t be looking at the sister as a serious suspect at this stage. Not unless you get some strong corroborative evidence.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed, thanked him and hung up. It was all very well for Steven Partridge to dismiss Celia Davies as a killer, but Hillary couldn’t afford to be so sure. And there were plenty of cases of killer children to back up her caution. The notorious Mary Bell had probably been overtaken in the public’s memory by the two boy killers of little Jamie Bulger, but there were other cases that didn’t receive such notoriety where children had committed spine-tingling crimes. 
 
    She had to talk to Celia Davies again. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Frank Ross pulled up outside the dry-cleaning shop in the latest shopping development to hit the market town of Banbury, and climbed out of his car. His jacket — which could definitely have benefited from the services the shop had to offer — was slung on the back seat, and he’d long since ripped off his tie and rolled up his shirtsleeves, which hid his hideously greasy cuffs just right. 
 
    He cursed the heat as he walked to the shop door and opened it, a cheerfully tinkling bell above making him wince. He’d tied one on last night, and still had the headache to prove it. 
 
    A man appeared from the back and approached the counter that was the single piece of furniture in the tiny store and smiled a greeting. He was, Frank knew from his preliminary notes, forty years old, although he looked older. Tall, thin, fair, he looked at Frank a shade uncertainly. Probably because he wasn’t used to seeing people come into the shop without something in need of steam cleaning draped over an arm. 
 
    ‘Can I help you, sir?’ he asked cautiously. He knew Frank wasn’t a regular, so couldn’t be here to pick up some clothes either. And in spite of the Winnie-the-Pooh face and figure, there was something faintly menacing about the man. 
 
    Frank showed him his ID and Marty Warrender nodded with relief. ‘Oh, right. I was expecting you. This is about Billy, yeah?’ 
 
    Frank nodded. ‘You live next door to the Davies on the right, as you go into the village from the main road?’ 
 
    Marty Warrender nodded gloomily. ‘Yeah. I was shocked to hear what happened yesterday, when I got home, like. June told me all about it. June’s the wife. I couldn’t believe it. I just couldn’t believe it.’ 
 
    Frank smiled wearily. Warrender was the third neighbour he’d had to track down at work today, and all of them were saying the same thing. What was not to believe? 
 
    ‘Did you know Billy well?’ Frank went straight into it. The sooner he’d finished with everyone on his list, the sooner he could clock off and head for a pub. The bitch from Thrupp wouldn’t know how long it had taken him, and if he managed to get through by three, he could even get a few bets down on the gee-gees. 
 
    ‘No, not really. He wasn’t a friendly sort, and he wasn’t at home much anyway, to tell the truth. Always off on that bike of his. Had a friend somewhere, he used to practically live there. I knew him to say hello to and that, but that’s all. We’ve only lived in Aston Lea two years.’ 
 
    Frank nodded. ‘You see him yesterday at all? You’d have left for work, when? Eight?’ 
 
    ‘Half past. We don’t open till nine, and it’s an easy commute. And no, I didn’t see Billy. He’s usually been picked up by the school bus by then.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t go to school yesterday,’ Frank said flatly. ‘Do you come home for lunch?’ 
 
    ‘No, the wife packs me sandwiches, like. Cheaper than eating in a cafe.’ 
 
    ‘So you didn’t go home at all during the day?’ 
 
    ‘No. Like I said, first I heard of it was when June told me when I got home. About six. We close at half five, see. Gives people time to drop off stuff from work, if they don’t have time in the morning or in their lunch hour.’ 
 
    ‘And have you ever heard Billy Davies arguing with anybody? Seen him get into any fights, or heard anybody threaten him?’ 
 
    ‘No, not him. More likely the other way round,’ Marty Warrender said, then looked appalled. ‘I mean, I don’t want to speak ill of the dead or anything,’ he added hastily. ‘It must be horrible for the Davies family and all that,’ he trailed off lamely. 
 
    ‘I understand. We’re getting reports from lots of sources that Billy was something of a lad. Fancied himself a bit. Bit of a bully, was he?’ Frank asked, smiling and putting on the all-lads-together attitude. As he’d expected, it worked, and Marty Warrender relaxed a little bit and ran a hand through his hair. 
 
    ‘Well, yeah, he was a bit of a bother,’ he gave a rueful laugh. ‘But he never bothered me, mind,’ he added quickly, opened his mouth to say something else, then quickly shut it again. No, he thought silently, best not. Least said, soonest mended. It was one of his mother’s favourite sayings, and Marty could truly appreciate it at that moment. Besides, he didn’t know anything, not really, not for sure, and he didn’t want to get mixed up in police business. They’d be bound to find out anyway from someone else. Best just to keep his head down. 
 
    Frank Ross smiled some more and made a strong note in his book. The bugger was hiding something. Or knew something he didn’t want to cough up. Well, he’d pass his thoughts along to the girl wonder and she could do the secondary interview. See if she could wangle it out of him. 
 
    ‘Well, thanks for your time, Mr Warrender. If you think of anything else, give me a call, yeah?’ He handed over one of his cards, then stepped back outside. June Warrender, he knew, worked in a cake shop in the centre of town. After her he just had two more to go. 
 
    A flotilla of ducks, passing by on the Oxford canal a few yards opposite, quacked a noisy demand for bread. A child, strolling alongside his mother, laughed with delight and duly obliged. 
 
    Frank ignored it all and climbed back into his car, checking the paper on the front seat which was folded back at the sports section. In the 3:30 at Chepstow there was a nag running called ‘Billy Blunder.’ Now that had to be worth a tenner of anybody’s money, right? Especially at 12–1. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary knocked on the Davies’ side door and waited. The bungalow, even in bright sunlight, seemed to ooze a dull unhappiness, as if the very building had somehow absorbed the misery of the family living within it. Even a colourful cluster of ladies’ bonnets and aromatic wallflowers just under the kitchen window failed to relieve the atmosphere. 
 
    After a moment the door was opened by George Davies. He hadn’t shaved, and obviously hadn’t slept. He blinked at her for a moment, then absently reached down to button up the shirt that was currently undone, exposing his flabby white belly. ‘Oh, sorry,’ he said vaguely. ‘Come on in. I’ll put the kettle on.’ 
 
    Hillary accepted, and wondered for how much longer she’d be a welcome visitor in this house. Not long, perhaps, after talking to Celia. 
 
    ‘Milk and sugar? Marilyn’s in the living room, pretending to sleep on the sofa. Doc left her some pills, but I don’t reckon she’s taken them. We’ve got to talk about arrangements, she said. You know. For burying and suchlike.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, noting that George Davies hadn’t been able to say his son’s name yet. ‘The coroner will let you know when Billy’s body can be released, Mr Davies,’ she said gently. ‘So there’s no rush.’ Although there was a school of thought that said having to cope with funeral arrangements was a good way of making the mind accept the finality of death. 
 
    ‘Oh. Right. Didn’t think of that. He’ll have been . . . cut about, I suppose?’ 
 
    Hillary shrugged helplessly. ‘The coroner’s office treats every body with the utmost respect, Mr Davies,’ she assured him gently. 
 
    George Davies said nothing. 
 
    ‘So, how’s Celia doing?’ Hillary asked brightly. Perhaps now was as good a time as any to remind this grieving man that he still had one child living. And his favourite, too, by all accounts. 
 
    ‘Oh she’s much better,’ George said, his face brightening up for a moment. ‘She slept the night through — me and Marilyn kept checking on her. The pills the doc gave her I suppose. And she was up this morning, and had some breakfast. She’s in her room now, colouring.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll just pop my head in then, shall I? Perhaps you’d best come too?’ She knew she couldn’t interview the child alone — her guts would be had for garters if she tried it — and as far as she could tell, George wasn’t any more likely to fly off the handle than the little girl’s mother when the questioning got tough. 
 
    ‘OK, but I wish you didn’t have to.’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid we need to get the sequence of events very clear, Mr Davies. But with luck, this will be the last time I have to talk to her.’ 
 
    This prospect seemed to cheer Davies up further, for he nodded and led the way happily enough. 
 
    Celia Davies looked up from the floor the moment the door opened. She was indeed using felt-tip pens to colour in a picture of Cinderella being transformed for the ball. She was dressed in a rather obviously homemade white cotton sundress, which had been clumsily stitched. Already her little arms and legs were turning nut-brown. 
 
    ‘Hello, Celia, remember me?’ Hillary said, coming into the room and reducing her height by immediately sitting on the bed and leaning down to look at the child’s work. ‘Oh, that’s pretty. I like the way you’ve given Cinders brown hair. Everybody I know gives her yellow hair.’ 
 
    ‘I think that’s silly,’ the mousey-haired Celia said firmly. And her bottom lip pouted out just a little, to reinforce this serious statement. Hillary could see no signs of the shock of yesterday. Children, it was true, could be much more resilient than adults. 
 
    ‘So do I. I’ve always been glad my hair isn’t yellow,’ Hillary said, just as seriously. She glanced up at George Davies, who was hovering anxiously in the doorway. 
 
    ‘Celia, I need to talk to you about yesterday again. Just for a bit, it won’t take long. Do you think you can do that?’ 
 
    Celia Davies reached out for a green pen and started to colour in Cinderella’s shoes. ‘Course I can.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘That’s a good girl. Now, I know your mum sent you to see if you could find Billy at the allotments. And I know you went to the shed. Now, the door to the shed’s really narrow isn’t it?’ 
 
    Celia nodded her head emphatically. ‘Billy had to turn sideways to get in, he was so thick,’ she said, then giggled. 
 
    George opened his mouth to remonstrate, then closed it again. 
 
    ‘But I bet you didn’t have to turn sideways when you went in,’ Hillary said softly, and the little girl instantly shook her head. 
 
    ‘No, I could just walk in.’ 
 
    ‘And that’s what you did yesterday. Just walked in?’ 
 
    ‘Uh-huh,’ the little girl said, giving that over-emphatic nod that children were prone to. 
 
    ‘And you saw Billy. He was sitting on the sack of potatoes wasn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘Uh-huh.’ Again the giant-sized nod. 
 
    ‘And you went up to him?’ 
 
    ‘He wouldn’t answer me when I called him. He did that sometimes, pretended not to hear me.’ 
 
    ‘Bet that made you mad,’ Hillary said with a grin, and noticed George Davies begin to shift uneasily in the doorway. ‘Did you go up to him and shake him, Celia?’ 
 
    ‘How did you know?’ The little girl raised her head for the first time and stared at her, round-eyed. 
 
    ‘Oh well, I’m a policewoman,’ Hillary said solemnly. ‘We know things. So, what did you do then? Billy still didn’t answer, did he?’ she added gently. 
 
    ‘No. And I could see his shirt was all red,’ Celia said. And scowled. ‘I didn’t see that before. I don’t know why.’ 
 
    ‘That’s because it was light outside, and dark inside. It takes time for our eyes to adjust,’ Hillary explained patiently, knowing they were coming to the crucial bit and wanting to take it steadily. ‘So what did you do when you saw how red he was. Did you touch it?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no. Ick!’ The little girl screwed her face up, then looked down at her pens. ‘I think I’ll make her dress orange.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Good choice — it goes with her nice brown hair. Celia, did you see the shears in front of Billy? The ones that were, well, sitting on his chest?’ 
 
    ‘They weren’t sitting on him, they were sticking out of him,’ Celia said at once, boldly, and without the least hint of distress. And in that moment, Hillary knew that Celia had never loved her brother. 
 
    There was nothing wrong with that, of course. Young children who were at loggerheads with siblings very often didn’t form strong emotional bonds with them until they matured and became more understanding. It was then that affection finally came into play. But in the case of Billy and his younger sister, that could now never happen. 
 
    Celia’s apparent callousness certainly didn’t indicate anything sinister. In fact, it made it easier for Hillary, because now she could proceed without feeling as if she was walking on eggshells. 
 
    ‘Yes, of course they were,’ Hillary said carefully. ‘Celia, did you touch them at all? The shears, I mean.’ 
 
    Celia frowned and ducked her head down, and began scribbling orange all over Cinderella’s ballgown. 
 
    ‘No,’ she said petulantly. Hillary saw that the colouring pen kept slipping outside the black outlines of the dress. The previous pieces she’d coloured in, however, were all neatly done, and flush to the edges. Obviously her question had hit a nerve. 
 
    And Hillary thought she might know why. Celia had sensed she’d done something wrong, or might have, and was retreating into denial. Quickly, Hillary slipped from the bed and on to her knees. Over by the doorway George Davies took a step inside, and Hillary prayed he wasn’t going to interrupt now. 
 
    ‘Celia, it’s all right if you did,’ Hillary said softly. ‘Nobody’s going to tell you off. I just need to know, that’s all.’ 
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ The voice was high-pitched and very nearly hysterical. Hillary felt Celia wince, and she slowly sat back on her heels with a resigned sigh, and looked up at Marilyn Davies, who’d just pushed her way into her daughter’s bedroom. 
 
    ‘Hello, Mrs Davies,’ Hillary said calmly. ‘I was just having a chat with Celia here. She’s very good at colouring in, isn’t she,’ she said, allowing her voice to harden just a shade, warning the other woman that she wasn’t going to take any flak. 
 
    ‘I can hear what you’re doing,’ Marilyn Davies said angrily. ‘Just what do you mean, asking her if she touched . . . if she touched those . . . things . . . What the hell are you trying to say?’ 
 
    ‘Now, come on, love,’ George Davies said uneasily. But it was obvious he was relieved to see her and Hillary had no doubts about who was going to be the primary force in this scene. Before it could get out of hand, she stood up and faced the mother hen who was intent on guarding her remaining chick. 
 
    ‘Mrs Davies, your daughter’s fingerprints were found on the shears that had been used to stab Billy. Now, I just need to find out exactly how and when that happened.’ 
 
    ‘You think our Celia did it?’ Marilyn Davies shrieked, her face going from red to white with alarming speed. ‘How could you be so bloody stupid? You can see she’s just a little girl.’ 
 
    And in that moment, Hillary realised why Marilyn Davies was so terrified. She thought that her daughter might have killed her own brother. Which was why she’d been so quick to transfer her own darkest suspicions on to the police officer investigating the case. 
 
    Suddenly, Hillary understood that the sibling rivalry between those two must have been vicious. Far worse than mere big brother/little sister jealousies. Had they come to blows before? Had Billy been violent? Or had Celia devised ways to torment her brother, and did Marilyn Davies fear that she’d gone too far? 
 
    ‘I tried to pull them out.’ The words, quiet and defiant, slipped into the sudden fraught silence, and Hillary turned and looked down at the little girl. 
 
    Celia had put the top back on her pen and had closed her book. She was looking at Hillary, not her mother, and she was holding one shoe underneath her and rocking slightly on the floor. ‘I went in and saw him, and thought the shears must be hurting him, so I tried to pull them out. I got hold of them real hard and tugged but nothing happened. Then I thought I’d better get Mum. She’s stronger, and she could pull them out.’ Celia shrugged. ‘So I came home, and Dad went instead.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Thank you, Celia. That’s all I needed to know.’ 
 
    She turned round and saw a look of relief pass between the Davies. Relief because they believed their daughter, or relief because Hillary had seemed to? It was impossible to say. 
 
    ‘I’ll let myself out, shall I?’ she murmured. 
 
    Outside, she stood in the small garden, taking long, slow breaths. What a nightmare it was. For all of them. Did Celia know, or sense, that her parents had thought she was a killer? Had the mother and father, in fact, even openly admitted their own private fears or had they kept it all bottled up inside? Just what had been going on in that family that could lead to such a possibility even existing in their minds? 
 
    Hillary walked to her car and again went through the ritual of opening all the doors and windows to release the accumulated heat. Suddenly sick of the hot day, she decided to head back to the office and spend the afternoon reading the preliminary interview reports and forensics. She needed a breathing space from the mess of all these human emotions. 
 
    As she drove back to HQ she wondered if she believed Celia Davies’s story of what had happened when she found her brother. 
 
    And, on the whole, thought that she probably did. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    Janine glanced at her watch, scowling to see that it was nearly five past six. Still, with a bit of luck she could be home by half past seven and tucking into a takeaway. Nowadays that and The X Factor were the highlights of her social life. She was simply going to have to find another man — otherwise Mel might start thinking that he was irreplaceable. 
 
    The bastard. 
 
    She got out of the Mini and looked over the middling-sized bungalow in front of her, feeling distinctly disgruntled to even be here. Strictly speaking this was Frank’s call, since he’d been given the task of following up on the interviews of all the Davies’ neighbours, but neither of the Cleavers had been available at work and, of course, Frank had clocked off on the dot of five. Worse, she’d been the only one in Hillary Greene’s line of sight when she’d noticed the oversight. She could have foisted it off on Tommy in her turn, she supposed, seeing as she had seniority, but what with his transfer in the offing, and his marriage coming up next month and all the hundred and one details that generated, she’d reluctantly decided to give him a break. 
 
    So here she was, back in the thriving metropolis that was Aston Lea. As she sighed and walked up the small, weed-free path, she couldn’t help but compare this place with its neighbour, the Davies residence. Although the Cleavers’ bungalow was the same basic design, there all similarities ended. ‘Sunnyside’ was obviously privately owned, and had recently had money lavished on it. Attractive diamond-paned windows had been installed and the external walls had been freshly painted a deep cream. Hanging baskets festooned with red, white, blue and purple flowers hung from every available wall. A trellis supporting huge, pale pink clematis clung to the walls and, through the windows, rich silk mulberry-coloured drapes tied back with velvet ribbons could be seen. The gardens were immaculate as well, and sported a little fountain tinkling away in a small pond, where goldfish darted. 
 
    Janine rung the bell and rummaged in her bag for her ID. The man who answered was unexpectedly good-looking, with dark hair and a well-sculpted body; somebody who obviously worked out and bought Armani. It was like being confronted by Pierce Brosnan or George Clooney when you were expecting Chris Evans, and Janine blinked a bit before introducing herself. And firmly reminded herself that the man was married. 
 
    Presumably, happily. 
 
    ‘Mr Cleaver? DS Tyler. I wonder if you have a few minutes to discuss William Davies?’ 
 
    ‘Sure, but I’ve already spoken to a constable.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir, this is a follow-up interview. It’s strictly routine.’ 
 
    ‘Better come inside then.’ He stood aside and Janine brushed past him, catching a whiff of expensive cologne as she did so. 
 
    Inside, the bungalow had been opened up, with the narrow corridor that was still in existence in the Davies’ home having been ripped out in preference for a more open-plan arrangement. The walls were uniformly white, and French windows had been added at the rear, leading out to the back garden and a patio furnished with white chairs and tables, and tubs of scarlet geraniums. Two massive white leather sofas dominated the room, and a small, neat marble fireplace played host to an arrangement of gladioli. 
 
    ‘Nice place,’ Janine mused. The Cleavers obviously had money, and plenty of it. Either that, or they were in debt up to their eyeballs. 
 
    ‘Please, have a seat,’ Darren Cleaver offered. ‘Drink? I have a fine Oloroso?’ 
 
    ‘Better not, not when I’m driving,’ Janine said and got out her notebook. ‘Your wife not at home, sir?’ 
 
    ‘No, she’s still in London. She works for a PR firm with a branch in Oxford, but just lately she seems to be doing most of her work in the London office. I think there’s a promotion in the offing, and she wants to get in good with the bosses. You know how it is.’ Janine nodded, trying to pretend she didn’t feel jealous. ‘Is she due back soon?’ 
 
    ‘She’ll be home around eight, half past eight I expect. Depends on traffic.’ 
 
    Janine sighed. In that case, Frank could bloody well pencil her in for tomorrow night. Let him put in some unpaid overtime for once, she thought sourly. ‘I see. Have you lived here long, Mr Cleaver?’ 
 
    ‘About seven years, I think. We bought the place privately when the whole hamlet came under the housing association way back.’ 
 
    ‘So you know the Davies well? They’re right next door on the left, yes?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I have to say, we were both very shocked to learn of Billy’s death. It was terrible.’ 
 
    ‘You were at work yesterday?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I manage a big dairy, just outside of Banbury. We’re national — provide milk and milk products all over — as far afield as Glasgow.’ 
 
    Janine nodded, uninterested. ‘Did you see Billy Davies yesterday?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘And do you or your wife ever have cause to visit the allotments? You don’t own one, do you?’ 
 
    Darren Cleaver laughed, showing gleaming white, perfectly straight teeth. ‘Good grief no. Neither Jenny nor I have green fingers, I’m afraid. Besides, when would we ever get the time?’ 
 
    ‘Did you know Billy Davies used to frequent the allotments regularly?’ 
 
    ‘No. No reason why we should.’ 
 
    Janine nodded, but caught a sudden sharpness in his voice. He’d poured himself a sherry and was standing with his back to the fireplace and for the first time he looked a little nervous. She might have told him the gladioli were getting pollen on his expensive fawn slacks, but didn’t bother. 
 
    ‘Did you ever see anybody threatening Billy Davies? Or hear about any bad arguments he’d had with somebody. Did you ever see him talking to strangers, perhaps getting into a car you didn’t recognise? Anything of that nature?’ 
 
    Darren Cleaver shook his head decisively. 
 
    ‘No, nothing like that. And I have to say, I don’t think Billy was the sort to be so foolish. He had a very wise head on his young shoulders. He always struck me as the sort who was well able to look after himself.’ 
 
    ‘Well, evidently he wasn’t, sir, was he?’ Janine said softly, and watched the other man flush. 
 
    ‘Well, no. No. As I said, we were both very upset by what happened.’ 
 
    Janine nodded and rose slowly to her feet. ‘And you have nothing you want to add to your original statement? You haven’t thought of anything which you think we might like to know since talking to the constable? Sometimes memories can take a while to come to the surface.’ 
 
    ‘I wish I could help,’ Cleaver said, spreading his fingers in a helpless gesture. Janine noticed they were impeccably manicured. He might manage a dairy, but she doubted this man ever saw a cow, let alone handled one. 
 
    ‘Well, thank you, Mr Cleaver. A colleague will be getting in touch with your wife at some point.’ 
 
    ‘That’s fine,’ Darren Cleaver said, and smiled as he showed her out. 
 
    Janine got in her Mini and headed for Oxford. At this time of night, at least the rush hour was over. She tuned the radio to Fox FM and hummed along to an old Carpenters’ song. 
 
    She was in the mood for chicken tikka. Or maybe Chinese. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary too was headed for home, although in her case this meant a barely three-minute drive from HQ to the tiny village of Thrupp. She was waiting on the main Oxford–Banbury road to make the right-hand turn into the lane, making time for an approaching lorry to pass her; the moment it was gone, she started to move out, but behind him, almost unseen, came a cyclist, and she had to quickly jam on the brakes. As the cyclist nodded a thanks as he sped by, Hillary finally made her turn, then, almost at once, jammed on the brakes again. Puff the Tragic Wagon came to an obliging halt underneath a flowering laburnum tree. 
 
    Hillary hit her hand lightly on the steering wheel. That’s what it was! The cyclist had triggered what had been niggling away at her all day. Suddenly she was back at the Davies’ bungalow, stepping outside the door and looking into the shed, and seeing Billy’s mountain bike. At the time it had struck her as a sad and poignant sight. What should have struck her was the cost of it. 
 
    Most definitely, she’d been off her form that night, otherwise her first thought would have been to wonder how a fifteen-year-old boy from a poor working-class family had been able to afford a new, multi-geared, state-of-the-art mountain bike. 
 
    Although she herself had been eleven or twelve the last time she’d owned a bike, she was pretty sure that nowadays, such a sleek vehicle could cost as much to buy as some second-hand cars. She could distinctly remember seeing a mountain bike in a shop not so long ago, and gasping at the price tag. 
 
    Thoughtfully, she put the car back into gear and drove the few hundred yards needed to pull into the large car park of The Boat pub, where she habitually stabled her trusty Volkswagen. The landlord didn’t mind since, more often than not, Hillary ate her Sunday lunch in there. Now, as she closed and locked the door, she glanced at her watch. Nearly seven. Time for a quick drink and maybe she’d treat herself to a pie. She couldn’t be bothered with cooking tonight. 
 
    She walked to the pub door, making a mental note to ask Tommy tomorrow to check out the bike and make sure it really was as new and expensive as she remembered it, then question the Davies as to how Billy had come by it. 
 
    The pub was still largely deserted so early in the evening, so when Hillary walked in, she spotted him right away. Sat on a window-seat in the snug, he looked up at her and smiled the moment she walked in the door. A lean man, only a few inches taller than herself, with thinning dark hair, and a narrow, intelligent face. She had no doubt at all that he’d been sat by the window in order to see her arrive. 
 
    She smiled back, trying to pretend that her heart rate hadn’t just gone up a notch, and walked to the bar. There she ordered a white wine spritzer and the salmon salad, paid for both, then took her drink to his table. ‘Hello, Mike,’ she said to DI Mike Regis. ‘Glorious evening.’ 
 
    Outside, on the canal, a mother duck and a dozen little ducklings were slowly cruising past, ignoring the swallows and house martins who were hawking for flies or skimming the surface for water to help build their mud nests. 
 
    ‘Sure is. Got a new case, I hear?’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. It was easy to talk about work, so she filled him in, keeping to the basics of the case and her lack of progress so far. The usual copper’s lament. 
 
    ‘You’ll crack it,’ he said, with flattering certainty. ‘And congratulations on the medal. I wanted to be at the ceremony, but you know how it is.’ He nodded at her drink. ‘Get you another?’ 
 
    ‘No, thanks, I’ll make this do. And as for the medal, well, you were there that night. It was no big deal.’ 
 
    Mike Regis, as a Vice squad member, had been there the night she and her team, Superintendent Jerome Raleigh and Mel had raided Luke Fletcher’s farmhouse. Fletcher, a well-known drug dealer, suspected murderer and all-round villainous piece of scum, had died that night, and Hillary too had been shot. 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t say that. You saved Mel’s life, no question. The medal was well deserved, so be proud of it.’ Regis took a sip of his own pint, then pinned her beneath an emerald gaze. ‘I was surprised to hear that Raleigh up and quit. He left pretty damn quick didn’t he, considering he’d only been at Thames Valley a few months?’ 
 
    Hillary smiled grimly. She knew Regis was fishing, and wasn’t about to bite. ‘I daresay he had his reasons,’ she said flatly. Namely, if he hadn’t, he’d probably have been arrested. 
 
    But she wasn’t going to go there. 
 
    ‘So, how’s things with you? Colin all right?’ 
 
    Colin Tanner was his sergeant, and the two had worked together for years. Some said they were telepathically linked. 
 
    ‘He’s fine, and I’m fine.’ Regis paused, then added quietly, ‘And free. I wondered if you might fancy going out for a bite to eat some time?’ 
 
    Hillary sucked in a long, slow breath. So here it was, at last. Regis, divorced and available. 
 
    When they’d first met, she’d had to acknowledge the mutual attraction that had flared up between them. They had worked well together, saw things the same, and obviously connected. Then she’d learned that he was also married, and had quickly given him the bum’s rush. A while later he’d told her that he and his wife were getting divorced, and again, she’d more or less told him to come back when the divorce was real. An attitude so lacking in trust that it hadn’t exactly endeared her to him, it had to be said. For a while there she’d been afraid that she’d seen the last of him. But now here he was, back again and having metaphorically picked himself up and dusted himself down, ready for round three. 
 
    But this time, there were no more excuses. If she said yes, there was no point kidding herself that she was doing anything other than taking her first step towards getting herself a man. And yet taking the plunge into another relationship wasn’t something that she could do lightly. After her fiasco of a marriage with Ronnie Greene she’d thought she’d never want to get mixed up with another man for as long as she lived. But it had been three years now. And that was a long time to be celibate. And perhaps she’d healed. 
 
    Time, anyway, to find out. 
 
    She took a deep breath. ‘Sure, I’d love to,’ she said, but a momentary sense of panic had her adding quickly, ‘but I’m up to my eyeballs at the moment with Billy Davies. Call me next week, yeah?’ 
 
    Mike Regis smiled and his green eyes crinkled attractively at the corners. ‘I’ll do that.’ 
 
    Hillary took a hefty gulp of her wine. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine pushed open the door of the three-bed semi she shared with two other working women, and dumped her plastic bag of Chinese takeaway on the kitchen table. It was her turn for kitchen duty, the three of them having a roster, but for the moment she ignored the pile of dirty dishes in the sink, ladled her meal on to a plate, and headed for the living room. 
 
    Nobody else was home. Of course, they all had lives. She hunted around for the remote and turned on the telly. The end credits for Emmerdale filled the empty house with noise, and she sighed as she tucked into spicy beef. 
 
    During the adverts for Coronation Street, she tackled the washing up and when she came back, noticed the answer phone blinking. They were probably all messages for her housemates, and she quickly skimmed over the familiar voices of Joyce’s mum and Miranda’s latest fella. Then froze as she heard Mel’s voice. 
 
    ‘Hi, Janine. Just thought I’d give you a call. Now we’re not seeing so much of each other at work, I just wanted to make sure you were doing OK.’ There was a moment’s pause, as if he was unsure of what to say next, then, ‘I wondered if you might like to get together for lunch one day, when you’re not busy. I know you’ve got a murder case on at the moment. Why don’t you give me a call sometime, when you’re free, and we’ll get together. Just as friends, naturally. OK? Call me.’ 
 
    He sounded anxious to ring off. No doubt he’d been having second thoughts already. 
 
    Janine turned off the machine and stared down at it. Just friends? Who was he kidding? 
 
    And what was really behind this let’s-get-together offer. Feeling his lonely bed at night, was he? Well, he had nobody but himself to blame for that. And did he really think all he had to do was snap his fingers and she’d come running back? 
 
    Hah! 
 
    Janine stomped into the kitchen and switched on the kettle, reached for her mug and the teabags, then abruptly changed her mind, grabbed her bag, and slammed out of the house, heading for her local. Damnit, she wasn’t going to sit at home watching telly and pining for an old flame. 
 
    She just wasn’t. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next morning, Tommy was only too pleased to spend the morning with Hillary. When he’d got in and she’d explained about the bike, he’d hit the internet, printing off pictures of various bikes and price lists. Now, as they pulled up outside the Davies bungalow once more, he reached behind him for the papers he’d tossed on to the back seat. 
 
    ‘So, the wedding’s in — what — six weeks’ time now?’ Hillary asked, opening the passenger-side door and stepping out. ‘Where are you going on honeymoon?’ 
 
    ‘St Lucia. Jean has relatives out there. They’ve offered us the use of their beach bungalow free for a couple of weeks. I don’t suppose it’s anything fancy, but with a Caribbean beach on your doorstep, who cares?’ 
 
    Hillary grinned. She’d bought the couple a sofa-bed for their wedding present, since she was feeling so flush after selling her house, figuring it would always come in handy for a couple buying their first home. She’d chosen a neutral oatmeal colour scheme, and only hoped they liked it. 
 
    ‘Let’s not bother the family just yet,’ she said now. ‘If the bike’s still in the shed, we won’t need them anyway. It looked to me as if they kept it unlocked,’ she added as they walked up the narrow, cracked concrete pavement towards the outbuildings. 
 
    The shed door was indeed open, and inside the blue bike gleamed as new-looking and impressive as she remembered it. Tommy checked it over and whistled silently through his teeth, then quickly checked the printout. ‘Yeah, I reckon it’s this model,’ he said, pointing to a photograph of a man on an identical bike, pedalling up what looked like K2 but was probably in Scotland somewhere. ‘Twelve gears, superannuated . . .’ Tommy began to list the bike’s merits with the usual male appreciation of all things mechanical, but Hillary had already tuned him out, and only paid attention again when he mentioned the price tag. ‘£650 new.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘I thought so. Where did he get the money for that?’ Blackmail once more seemed to be firmly in the picture. Either that or drugs. 
 
    ‘Didn’t you say he had an expensive camera as well, guv?’ Tommy asked. 
 
    ‘Yeah, but his dad said he and his mum saved all year for it and it was his only Christmas present from them that year. How long has this bike been in circulation?’ 
 
    Tommy went back inside to check the serial number on the crossbar, then consulted his paperwork again. ‘Only came out three months ago, guv,’ he confirmed. ‘So it couldn’t have been the year before last’s Christmas present.’ 
 
    So, once more she had to disturb the Davies family. But when she knocked on the door there was no answer. She walked around and looked in windows, but nobody was home. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tommy pulled into the petrol station/garage and craned his head to look into the small shop window. ‘I reckon that’s Mrs Davies serving. Seems a bit soon to be back at work. Reckon the bosses are slave drivers?’ 
 
    Hillary shrugged. ‘Possible I suppose. But according to Frank’s report, the Wilberforces seemed to be on friendly terms with them. It’s more likely Celia wanted to go back to school, and George and Marilyn decided that going in to work was better than sitting in an empty house.’ 
 
    When they got out of the car, a man appeared in the open square of the garage entrance, took one look at them and then went quickly back inside again. A moment later, George Davies appeared and walked reluctantly towards them, wiping his dirty hands on an even dirtier rag. 
 
    ‘Hello,’ he said dully. ‘Now what?’ 
 
    He didn’t seem angry, or upset, but merely bone tired, and Hillary wondered if he’d managed to get any sleep since she’d last seen him. ‘I’m sorry to keep bothering you, Mr Davies. I was wondering what you could tell me about Billy’s bike.’ 
 
    George Davies stared at her for a moment, as if she’d started speaking in a foreign language, then a slow, dull red flush crept up his neck and on to his face. 
 
    ‘What about it?’ he asked hopelessly. 
 
    ‘Did you buy it for him?’ 
 
    ‘No. He got it for himself. Second-hand, off a boy at school, he said.’ 
 
    ‘The model’s brand new, Mr Davies,’ Hillary said quietly. 
 
    ‘Aye, I thought it looked like it. But our Billy said this boy’s mum didn’t like him having it, said it was too dangerous, and made him sell it cheap, like.’ 
 
    Even as he spoke, Hillary could tell that Davies hadn’t believed it. She didn’t either. ‘Did he mention this boy’s name?’ she asked gently. 
 
    ‘No, he didn’t.’ Davies didn’t even bother trying to meet her eyes. It was as if, bit by bit, he was beginning to accept the futility of trying to guard his son’s reputation. 
 
    ‘Do you know how he paid for it, Mr Davies? It would have been £650 new. This boy couldn’t have parted with it for less than £500.’ She was willing, for now, to go along with this fictitious boy. Of course, she’d have to check it out, just to make sure. That could be a job for Frank. He’d love questioning schoolboys, trying to find one who’d sold a second-hand bike. 
 
    ‘Billy did odd jobs like. Worked on Saturdays with that best pal of his, Lester. I dunno what it was. Paper round maybe.’ 
 
    Davies said it forlornly, but with a lingering sense of defiance, as if daring her to contradict him. 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘I see. Well, thank you, Mr Davies. I’ll let you get back to work.’ 
 
    In the car Tommy said flatly, ‘He doesn’t have any idea where his boy got the money, does he?’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘No. And I don’t think he wants to know now, either.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back at HQ, Hillary noticed a yellow Post-it sticker on her phone and quickly peeled it off. It smelt of fish and chips and had a grease stain on it, and Hillary didn’t even have to check the name at the bottom to know that the untidy scrawl belonged to Frank Ross. 
 
    ‘Marty Warrender knows something he’s not spitting out. Thought you might like to have a crack at the nut. F.R.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed and crumpled it up and chucked it in the bin. ‘Tommy, remind me to talk to the Warrenders sometime soon, when there’s a half hour to spare. Janine, do a rundown on them for me, will you? See if there’s anything iffy there.’ 
 
    ‘Boss,’ Janine said flatly. 
 
    Tommy quickly pencilled the reminder in his diary as Hillary scribbled something on her own yellow Post-it and slapped it on Frank’s desk. It explained about the bike, and asked Frank to find the mysterious vendor. She smiled happily as she returned back to her desk. That should make his day. 
 
    Janine began to report back on her findings, but had nothing of any use to add. Some more forensics reports had trickled in, but again, nothing that took them a step further. So far, all the fingerprints found in the shed belonged to members of the Davies family, so no surprises there. 
 
    ‘If we don’t get a clear lead soon, we’re going to struggle,’ Hillary said gloomily. ‘Any luck with the Cleavers?’ 
 
    ‘I only spoke to him, boss, the wife was still at work. He’s a bit of a looker. Seemed a bit tense, but that’s probably just because he wasn’t used to having the plod in his living room.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed and rubbed a tired hand over her forehead. She was getting a headache. Already they were into their second day, and they didn’t have even so much as a sniff of a possible suspect. Still, at this point, she supposed there was some comfort in the thought that things couldn’t possibly get any worse. 
 
    Just then, the door to Danvers’s cubbyhole opened and his handsome blonde head appeared. ‘Ah, Hillary. I was hoping to catch you. Any chance of a progress report on the Davies case?’ 
 
    Hillary briefly closed her eyes, then stood up, gathering the files. ‘Of course, sir,’ she said, with a nice bright smile. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    Janine checked her notebook and glanced at the tiny terraced cottage in front of her. She was parked in a narrow side street at the back end of Bicester and, according to her notes, Marty and June Warrender had bought this place nearly two months ago. It was hard to see why. 
 
    The street was lined on both sides with two-up, two-down Victorian terraced houses, with a handkerchief-sized lawn, three steep steps leading up to a front door set flush to the neighbour’s wall, and tall, now surely obsolete, chimney stacks. The whole road looked cramped and mean-spirited. 
 
    Janine shrugged and climbed out of the Mini. The front door of number 32 stood open, and she could hear the sound of hammering and sawing as she approached. She walked straight through the door and into the building’s main room, and coughed as the combined dust motes of sawdust, plaster and old insulation tickled her nostrils. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ She could hear the inane chatter of DJs coming from the back somewhere, where the wall dividing kitchen from tiny parlour was being demolished. The makings of a breakfast bar were going up in one corner. Crouching down by a newly installed sink was the almost obligatory butt crack belonging to a plumber. His jeans were riding so low, Janine wasn’t sure they’d stand up with him when he did. ‘Hello,’ she called again, and the man, still squatting, turned around. He had a red, sweating face, the very short cropped hair of somebody going bald and trying to hide the fact, and red-rimmed eyes. He stood up slowly, revealing an open shirt and beer belly. Luckily, he didn’t part company with his trousers. 
 
    ‘Yeah?’ 
 
    ‘I’m looking for the owner, Marty Warrender,’ Janine lied. She knew Marty was at his day job in Banbury, but she also knew, after a quick trawl through the trusty internet, that he and his wife were the proud owners of this place. Funny that neither one had mentioned it to Frank. Nor had they fallen over themselves to tell them they were leaving Aston Lea. When Hillary had given her the job of checking the Warrenders out, she’d thought it was scraping the bottom of the barrel time. Now though, she was beginning to wonder. If their vic had been into blackmail, the Warrenders were proving to have surprising financial resources. 
 
    ‘Not here, luv. He’s a fly-by-night.’ 
 
    Janine blinked. ‘Translation?’ 
 
    The plumber grinned. ‘One of those geezers who buys cheap, knackered properties, gets a gang in for two weeks to blitz the place, buys some tubs of pansies to stick in the garden, gets going with a lick of paint at night, and sells on, quick as lightning. Then on to the next one. Been working for this particular bloke for the last three years or so. But I reckon the balloon’s about to burst though. First-time buyers are getting wise, and doing it for themselves — buy gaffs like this cheapish and then upgrade. Mind you, the price of houses nowadays, even these old clunkers are selling for a mint.’ He looked around the bare walls and flaking plaster and shook his head. ‘Wouldn’t believe it, would you?’ 
 
    Janine, who knew all too well the price of houses in Oxfordshire, would. ‘Good boss is he?’ she probed. ‘Pays on time, no worries?’ 
 
    ‘No. And what business is it of yours anyway, luv?’ he asked, better late than never. Janine shrugged. She didn’t show her warrant card, because she didn’t want news of their interest getting back to Warrender. At least, not yet. 
 
    ‘Just being nosy. I might be in the market to buy,’ she added. ‘Only the one bedroom upstairs I suppose?’ And when the plumber, still looking suspicious, nodded, she sighed. ‘Too small then. Thanks, love,’ she added, and turned and strolled out. 
 
    Back in the Mini, she started up the car and turned the air conditioning on to full before writing up her notes. The heatwave could continue all summer long as far as she was concerned, but she didn’t like baking. 
 
    For a man who ran a dry-cleaner’s, and a wife who worked in a shop, the Warrenders were doing all right. And if they’d been in property developing for some years, as the plumber said, then they must have a bit put by. Had Billy-Boy Davies found a way to help himself to some of that loot? She was blowed if she could see how. She checked her watch and put the car into gear. Time to head back to HQ and trawl the databases. If she could follow the Warrenders’ trail through the Land and Property Registry, then with the help of a calculator and a little imagination, she might just be able to come up with a good estimate as to their net worth. Something that she was sure Hillary Greene would want to know. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Frank stared at the school, a sneer on his rounded face. It made him look like Winnie-the-Pooh after he’d just eaten a bad load of honey. Beside him Tommy Lynch also glanced at the mass of windows and straight, box-like structures, and was instantly transported back to his own school days. He’d gone to a comprehensive very much like this one, back in Cowley. Tommy had been only an average student, he supposed, but a fine athlete, and had reasonably fond memories of those days. 
 
    ‘We’re wasting our time,’ Frank said. ‘And I’m blowed if I’m buggering about, questioning snotty-nosed little kids. I’m off to the office, see if I can persuade the headmaster’s secretary to put out an announcement on the loudspeaker asking the boy who sold Billy Davies his bike to report in.’ 
 
    Tommy said nothing. 
 
    ‘And if that ever happens, I’m a bloody flying squirrel. It’s a waste of time. That boy was up to no good. Gotta be drugs.’ 
 
    Tommy sighed. ‘I imagine that’s why the guv’s asked me to poke around and see if I can’t nail down some proof.’ 
 
    Frank snorted. ‘Best of British, mate. If my job’s a no-hoper, yours is a dead duck. Get a schoolkid to admit to buying drugs off a dead classmate? You might as well save your breath and come down the boozer with me.’ 
 
    Tommy watched Frank march off into the nearest building, glad to get shot of him at last. In his hand he had a list of classes and break times, and decided to hang around until lunch break. Frank was right about one thing — there’d be no point going from class to class and asking for information from a group of twenty kids. Nobody was going to speak up in front of their peers. But if he could get a feel for the users and likely lads, he might be able to get one or two on their own during a break and persuade some information out of them. 
 
    Yeah. Right. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The secretary didn’t like Frank Ross, and didn’t like his suggestion of a public announcement, but the head, anxious to be seen co-operating with the police, gave his permission. And so, at just gone 12:15 p.m., the secretary’s voice was piped into every classroom, and echoed hollowly in every corridor, asking for the boy who’d sold William Davies his mountain bike to report to his or her teacher. After a muffled silence, in which another male voice could clearly be heard whispering, the head’s PA then added that if anybody had any information at all about William Davies’s bike, they were to report to the head’s office. 
 
    Apart from a lot of speculative looks between themselves, and a few frowns of surprise from the teachers, the announcement might as well have been made on the moon, for all the difference it made. 
 
    Frank waited until all of 12:30, then left. Unlike Hillary Greene, he had been inside The Fox pub before. There weren’t many pubs in Oxfordshire that he didn’t know. And it wasn’t until he’d ordered his first pint that he realised he should have talked to Heather Soames, Billy’s girlfriend. If anyone had known where the bike had come from, she would. She might be only fifteen, same age as the vic, but in Frank’s opinion, women of any age quickly learned about finances. And especially all about their boyfriend’s finances. 
 
    Cursing, he used his mobile to phone the head’s office again, but the secretary quickly confirmed that Heather Soames was not at school that day. 
 
    Her sister had brought in a sick note for her. 
 
    Frank shrugged. He’d try her again tomorrow. Couldn’t go chasing after the poor girl if she was sick, could he? Might get had up for harassment or failing to show proper political correctness. 
 
    Instead, he went to the bar and ordered another pint. He always made it a point to know where traffic were patrolling with their little breathalyzer kits, and none of them were due around here today. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tommy heard the bell ring for lunchtime, and smiled as the doors began to open and children poured out. Some headed for the dining room, and the horror that was school dinners, while others headed for the playing fields to eat packed lunches. Several headed off to the surrounding suburbs to eat lunch at home. 
 
    And one boy got on a very new, very fancy-looking mountain bike and pedalled away. Tommy watched him, his ginger head glowing in the fierce sunshine, and reached for his mobile. 
 
    Back at HQ, Hillary was still at her desk. She’d been debating accepting Paul Danvers’s offer of joining him in the canteen after he’d listened, po-faced, to her report on the Davies case. Now, with the jangling of the phone, she rather hoped that she might be getting an excuse to beg off his offer of treating her to the special. Which today, being a Thursday, would be the vegetable lasagne. 
 
    ‘DI Greene.’ 
 
    ‘Guv, Tommy. Can you tell me if Lester Miller is a carrot top?’ 
 
    ‘Yep, complete with freckles and the creepiest pale eyes you’ve ever seen. Why? Have any of the kids fingered him as a dealer?’ she asked quickly. 
 
    ‘No, guv, nothing like that. But I’ve just seen him pedal off on a bike that’s almost a twin to the one Billy Davies has. Had.’ 
 
    Hillary slowly leaned back in her chair. ‘That’s interesting. But not necessarily incriminating. Kids who are joined at the hip often imitate each other.’ She paused, thinking it over. ‘Tommy, forget about the school for a minute, and get on the blower to Miller’s father and find out if he bought his son a bike recently. You say you saw him pedalling away from the school?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, guv. Lunch break, I reckon.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. Middleton Stoney was only a three-mile journey on mostly flat roads from Bicester Comprehensive. Perhaps he was going home for lunch. But more likely, like his friend Billy, Lester liked to play hooky every now and then. 
 
    ‘OK, Tommy, I’m going to drive to Middleton Stoney, see if I can shake loose some information from him. When you’ve finished chatting with the father, I want you to check in with Melanie Parker over at Juvie. When I mentioned Billy Davies’s name to her, it didn’t ring a bell, but perhaps Lester Miller’s will. She’s got her pulse on the kiddies’ drugs scene around here and offered to liaise with us if we needed it. She’s even got a snout at the school, so now’s a good time to take her up on the offer to make use of him. Until we can rule drugs in or out of this case once and for all, we’re just spinning our wheels.’ 
 
    ‘Guv,’ Tommy said, and hung up. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine parked her Mini beneath a resplendent copper beech tree, not far from St Mary’s Church in downtown Oxford, and checked the address. 
 
    The offices of the Elite Public Relations Company were housed in one of those splendid Gothic monstrosities that looked so cute on tourist-board brochures. As Janine climbed out of the car, a gaggle of camera-festooned Japanese tourists, led by a guide, washed around her, chattering like escapees from Babel. ‘Next, we’re going to go up The Broad, and see if Trinity College has its doors open. Trinity is situated almost next door to Blackwell’s, the famous book shop, so if anybody wants to do some reading . . .’ the chatter of the guide drifted off into a sleepy early-afternoon waft of heat as the troop moved away. 
 
    Janine walked across a short expanse of gravel and checked out the bell pushes on the door. ‘Elite’ shared the Gothic hall with a couple of private interior-design companies, a very upscale dentist, and several varieties of accountants (but not turf). 
 
    Janine pressed the buzzer for Elite and was exhorted by an invisible Sloane Ranger to, ‘Come on up to the second floor. We’re behind the turquoise door.’ 
 
    Janine stepped into a cool, black-and-red tiled hall with stark white walls. She could smell some kind of furniture wax and a floral air freshener. Several of the windows lining the massive main staircase had pieces of stained-glass in them, which gave the building the air of a part-time church. Elite must certainly do well for itself if even the more obscure Oxford branch could afford digs in this place. 
 
    As she climbed the stairs, and easily spotted the turquoise door, Janine decided to treat herself to a pub lunch after the interview, for a change. It was hot, and she could do with a glass of something cold. 
 
    ‘Hello, can I help you?’ The Sloane Ranger turned out to be someone who’d obviously modelled herself on a 1970s Joanna Lumley, despite having neither the looks nor the figure for it. Stick-thin, and with obviously dyed short blonde hair tortured into a Purdey cut, she was wearing enough mascara to choke a duck. And she had to be sixty if she was a day. Janine smiled at the receptionist and flashed her warrant card. The old girl looked at it and her jaw dropped open. 
 
    Janine got the impression she’d never seen one before. 
 
    ‘Oh my,’ she said helplessly. 
 
    Janine smiled. ‘I have an appointment to see Jenny Cleaver,’ she said flatly. She’d already phoned to make sure Cleaver wouldn’t be in the London office and had spoken to her secretary, who’d confirmed that she’d be available that lunchtime. 
 
    ‘Oh, yes, of course. That poor boy. I read about it in the papers, and I remembered that Jenny lived in Aston Lea. Please, go right on through. Second door on the left.’ She pointed to one of three doors, housing, it was supposed, the executive offices. 
 
    Janine imagined that there was very little that escaped the receptionist’s attention. She had the air of one of those women who made it a point to know everything. Janine tapped on the door indicated, and without waiting for a summons, opened it and walked in. 
 
    * * * 
 
    If Lester Miller was surprised to see Hillary Greene show up on his home territory so soon after seeing her at the school, he didn’t show it. 
 
    He simply stood back, a sandwich in one hand, and waved her in. ‘Come on in,’ he said, and took a bite out of what looked suspiciously like a tomato ketchup special. Some of the red gloop splurged out over his hand, and he licked it off as Hillary stepped past him. 
 
    ‘I said I’d have to speak to you again, Lester,’ Hillary said, glancing around. The Millers lived in a big, detached house with mock-Tudor pretensions, situated on the very outskirts of the village. Middleton Stoney was cut in half by a main road, but there was no sound of it here. Through a pair of open French doors, Hillary could make out a large area of grounds, consisting of manicured lawns, flowering shrubs and weed-free flowerbeds, all proof of a professional gardener’s services. The three-piece suite in the lounge was black leather, the glass tables smoky, and the paintings on the walls were originals. Not good ones, in her opinion, but originals. 
 
    ‘Want something to eat?’ Lester asked, waving his gory sandwich in the air. 
 
    Hillary smiled. ‘Thanks, but no.’ She’d missed lunch, but she’d have to be desperate before taking pot luck with someone of Lester’s culinary preferences. 
 
    ‘Sit down then. What can I do you for?’ Lester threw himself on to a reclining chair, all but bouncing. His feet, encased in dirty, sweaty sneakers, left a distinct mark on the leather. Hillary wondered if it would be his mother, or a maid, who had to wipe it off. 
 
    ‘Tell me about Billy,’ Hillary said, taking a seat opposite, and taking out her notebook. 
 
    ‘I already told you,’ Lester said, taking another bite of his sandwich. Beside him, on a table, stood a tall glass of Coke or Pepsi, filled to the brim with ice cubes. Hillary felt her mouth water, and quickly looked away. 
 
    ‘I notice you came home on your bike,’ Hillary said, and Lester, after a moment’s startled silence, abruptly laughed. 
 
    ‘Funny things you coppers notice. Yeah, I came home on the bike. So what?’ 
 
    ‘Nice bike. Expensive. Billy had one just like it.’ 
 
    Lester flushed. ‘I got mine first,’ he said petulantly. ‘But that was Billy all over. No class. He only wanted one ’cause I had one.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Hillary said, sensing a way under his skin. ‘Funny that. From what people have been saying it was Billy who was the leader, and you were the one who followed him around, like a sheep.’ 
 
    Lester laughed again, and reached for his glass of Coke. ‘Bollocks,’ he said, and took a long drink. His Adam’s apple bobbed angrily in his scrawny neck, and Hillary noticed that his freckles marched all the way up from his chest to his ears. 
 
    ‘How did Billy pay for his bike, Lester?’ Hillary asked quietly. ‘His dad and mum work in a garage. He get one on the cheap? Only way for someone like Billy to get kit like that, wasn’t it?’ 
 
    Lester shrugged. ‘I dunno. I never asked him.’ 
 
    ‘Oh come on, Lester,’ Hillary said, with a sceptical laugh. ‘Are you seriously trying to tell me you don’t know? According to his dad he had some sort of a job. You both did.’ 
 
    ‘A job?’ Lester squeaked in echo, as if she’d just mentioned a dirty word. ‘That’s a laugh. We don’t work, Billy and me.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. Again he was speaking in the present tense. Had it really not sunk in, even yet, that his friend was dead? She knew that sometimes children, including teenage boys, could form really tight emotional bonds. But usually there was a dominant personality and a worshipper. She was beginning to think that this was the case here, with Lester firmly in the acolyte mode. But she was out of her depth, if so. She’d have to have a word with the department shrink, perhaps have him interview Lester Miller. You never know — it might give her some insights. 
 
    ‘And what about your bike, Lester? How did you come by it?’ 
 
    ‘My dad bought it for me,’ Lester said at once, and gave her a telling look. It was the sort of smug, you-don’t-get-me-that-way look that made Hillary smile. If only he knew it, he’d just given her a big stick to beat him with. 
 
    ‘He buys you a lot of stuff, I bet. Only child, fruit of his loins and all that. Things just drop in your lap, don’t they, Lester? But for Billy it was different. His dad was dirt poor — he had to graft and scheme for what he got. No wonder he was the one with all the brains.’ 
 
    Lester flushed. ‘He wasn’t as smart as he thought he was, though, was he?’ he snapped, leaning forward on the chair, his sneakers making squeaking noises against the leather as he moved. 
 
    ‘Wasn’t he?’ Hillary said calmly. ‘What makes you think that?’ 
 
    ‘Well, look how he ended up,’ Lester pointed out, going for callous, but his voice wobbled as he spoke. And he swallowed hard. He stared at the half-eaten sandwich still in his hand then abruptly tossed it on to the glass tabletop, where it smeared the expensive glass with grease. He looked a little green around the gills, as if he suddenly felt sick. 
 
    ‘Lester, do you know where Billy got his spending money?’ she asked quietly. ‘Was it drugs?’ 
 
    Lester shook his head. ‘No. It wasn’t drugs. And before you ask, I dunno. Why don’t you—’ He broke off and then smiled as he heard the front door open and close. A moment later, Hillary rose to her feet as a man pushed his way into the lounge. He was almost humming with aggression. 
 
    Gareth Miller glared at Hillary Greene from his height of six feet three or so. His son must have got his colouring from his mother, for Gareth had dark brown hair and greyish eyes. ‘I thought I might find one of you lot here,’ Miller said ominously. ‘When I got a call from that DC Lynch asking about Lester’s bike, I got the feeling I should make my way home pretty sharpish.’ He shifted his eyes from Hillary to his son and then back to Hillary again. When Hillary looked at Lester Miller he was calmly eating his sandwich once more and smirking at her. 
 
    Of course, he felt untouchable now that Daddy had come home. 
 
    ‘You are aware that my son is only fifteen years old . . . whoever the hell you are?’ 
 
    Hillary quickly held out her card. ‘Detective Inspector Greene, sir. And—’ 
 
    ‘You can’t interview him without either his mother or me present. I’ve a good mind to complain about this.’ 
 
    Hillary counted to three and smiled blandly. ‘Of course you’re free to do so, sir. My immediate superior officer is Superintendent Philip Mallow,’ she lied. She didn’t want this getting back to Danvers just yet, if Miller actually followed through on his threat. And she could trust Mel to smooth things over. ‘And I apologize if I’ve made either yourself or your son uncomfortable,’ she lied brightly. ‘It didn’t occur to me that Lester might not want to help me find out who killed his best friend. And as a parent yourself, I felt sure that you would identify with the tragedy the Davies family are going through and be only too eager to help. But,’ Hillary reached for her bag and hefted it on to her shoulder, ‘I can assure you that the next time I want to speak to Lester, I’ll inform you first.’ 
 
    Gareth Miller, who’d had the good grace to look a little guilty during her speech, just as she’d intended, suddenly stiffened his backbone and nodded curtly. ‘See that you do.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded back just as curtly, turned and smiled sweetly at Lester, then walked slowly and stiffly out of the house. 
 
    That was the second time Lester Miller had got under her skin. 
 
    She was still fuming as she got back into her car and her fingertips hurt as she all but poked them through the pads on her mobile phone as she dialled Tommy’s number. ‘Tommy,’ she gritted, the moment he answered. ‘You at Juvie yet?’ 
 
    ‘Just pulling into the car park, guv.’ 
 
    ‘Let me know right away if Melanie has anything on Miller, yeah?’ 
 
    ‘Right, guv,’ Tommy said, sounding surprised. As well he might. It wasn’t her usual style to breathe down her officers’ necks like this. Hillary took a slow count of three and took several deep breaths, then sighed and told herself not to be such a prat. ‘OK, Tommy. See you later.’ 
 
    She hung up and wiped a hand across her forehead, unsurprised to find it coming away wet and sticky. ‘This damned heat,’ she muttered, and started up her car, wound down her window and headed back to Kidlington. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine didn’t like Jenny Cleaver. This was almost certainly because she was even more beautiful than herself. Although Janine didn’t actively trade on her looks to get what she wanted, she was very much aware of how much they could help, or hinder. So whenever she met a woman even better endowed in the looks department than herself, it always raised both her hackles and alarm bells. Seriously beautiful women, especially if they were also bright, could be trouble. 
 
    Jenny Cleaver was taller than herself, leaner, and had a mass of auburn hair that looked natural, a triangular-shaped face, and clear white skin with wide, sea-green/grey eyes. It wasn’t hard to see how she’d managed to land a catch like her husband. They certainly made a striking couple. Although Janine wondered which one of them had first dibs on the bathroom in the morning. Or did they have matching his-and-hers full-length mirrors, in which they could primp and preen? 
 
    ‘Detective Sergeant Tyler,’ Janine said, showing her badge briefly. ‘Thank you for giving up your lunch break to see me. We’ve kept missing you the last few days.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry. I was in London yesterday. This is about Billy, yes? Darren said you’d spoken to him last night. I honestly don’t know how I can help.’ Jenny Cleaver, who’d risen to her feet when Janine had come in, now indicated a swivel chair in front of her desk, and dropped back gracefully into her own chair. She watched Janine cross her long legs and smiled. 
 
    Something, Janine wasn’t sure what, feathered a warning across the back of her neck, and then was gone. ‘You might think, because Aston Lea is such a small place, that we all know our neighbours’ business,’ Jenny Cleaver carried on, ‘but I’m afraid that’s not the case. I know George and Marilyn, of course, as I often call in at the garage for petrol and such, but I can’t remember the last time I even spoke to Billy.’ 
 
    Janine nodded. Jenny Cleaver was wearing an iron-grey raw-silk trouser suit that she would kill to own, and the jade and silver pendant hung around her neck was nice too. 
 
    ‘So you have no idea who might have wanted to kill him?’ 
 
    Jenny Cleaver shook her head. ‘It’s horrific, isn’t it? I don’t feel safe in my own home anymore. Darren and I have seriously discussed moving, I can tell you.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ Janine said. Self-absorbed or what? She didn’t seem to care at all that a boy was dead. But Janine, who was nothing if not honest with herself, knew that she was probably just feeling bitchy because Jenny Cleaver had it all. The good-looking husband, the ideal home and garden, the gorgeous wardrobe and glamorous job. ‘Well, if you remember anything you think I should know . . .’ Janine was fiddling in her bag for her card. Finally she found a rather dog-eared one and handed it over. ‘Give me a call. I don’t suppose you saw Billy on Tuesday, the day he died?’ 
 
    ‘No, I have a six thirty a.m. start when I’m working in town.’ 
 
    Poor you, Janine thought savagely, smiled and left. In the outer office once more, she was just in time to see the Joanna-wannabe slip her bum back into her seat. What was the betting that she’d been standing with her shell-like ear glued to the boss’s door? 
 
    Janine smiled blandly. ‘Busy lady,’ she said pleasantly. 
 
    ‘And might be even more so, if Holy Orders gives her the promotion.’ 
 
    ‘Huh?’ Janine said, wondering if her ears were full of wax. ‘Holy Orders?’ 
 
    The receptionist giggled. ‘Sorry, Mrs Orbison. We call her Holy Orders around here ’cause she’s a strict Jehovah’s Witness. She’s our boss. Well, our boss here. And if Jenny wants to get the jackpot she’s hankering after, she’ll need Mrs Orbison’s recommendation.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes, her husband mentioned she was in line for promotion. Be working out of London permanently then, I guess.’ 
 
    ‘Phwar, London be blowed,’ the Sloane Ranger drawled. ‘New York more like. Elite are international you know.’ 
 
    Janine managed another smile and left the office feeling slightly sick. Why did some women seem to have it all? 
 
    Then she thought about the shell-shocked face of Marilyn Davies and abruptly stopped feeling sorry for herself. She made a mental note crossing the Cleavers off her list and headed back for the car. 
 
    Maybe she’d pop in and see Mel after getting back to HQ. Just to say hello, like. Maybe take him up on that offer of lunch. It didn’t hurt to stay friendly with the boss, right? 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER NINE 
 
    Hillary turned off the engine of her car and sat for a few minutes, simply letting her head clear. It was nearly seven, and the sun, although not yet setting, was giving out a softer, more golden glow. She was back in Aston Lea, parked on the side of the road and feeling just a shade depressed. 
 
    Her case seemed stuck in a go-nowhere groove. 
 
    Through the open window of her car, she could hear a blackbird singing sweetly. Then a group of swifts came streaming low over the hedge like black arrows fired from a crossbow, screaming their way over a field of barley, and she felt the gloom begin to lift. The first early dog roses were beginning to bloom amidst a blackthorn hedge, and somewhere in the hamlet in front of her a dog barked. Although she had worked out of Oxford in her youth, Hillary couldn’t understand people who preferred city life. 
 
    Sighing wearily, she climbed out of the car and walked slowly to the allotment gate. A waft of something cooking, maybe barbecued meat, swept past her on the evening breeze and her stomach rumbled. If she’d had any sense, she’d be home on the boat now, cooking dinner for herself. She knew the uniforms had interviewed all the allotment holders, and had come up empty. 
 
    She’d also read all the other interview notes, and knew that Lester Miller was safely accounted for in a class when Billy had died, and that his girlfriend, Heather Soames, had been hanging around with friends on the tennis court, during a ‘free’ period. At some point she was going to have to reinterview Heather Soames herself, and Mel would probably have said that she had higher priority, but something was drawing Hillary back to this place. 
 
    The scene of the crime. 
 
    What had Billy Davies seen in his final moments? Who had he been talking to? Had he arranged to meet someone here, or had he been surprised by someone? Had he known his killer? Had he been afraid, or surprised, in those final moments, when he felt the cold blade slip between his ribs? 
 
    A victim’s final moments weren’t something she often dwelt on. It only hurt her, and it served no good purpose. But tonight, on such a lovely spring evening, it was hard to ignore the ghost of the dead boy, here, where he’d died. 
 
    Suddenly she had the sensation that she was being watched. It was not something that frightened her. A country girl born and bred, she knew the eyes probably weren’t even human. Anything could be watching her, finding her presence intrusive and wishing she’d leave. A young rabbit, out in the wide world on his own for the first time. A hunting stoat, with his eye on the rabbit. Maybe even a cat from one of the bungalows. Once, when she’d been about thirteen or fourteen, she’d been sitting under a tree, totally alone and deep in the countryside, eating an apple, and quite happy until she’d felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand up; but no matter where she looked, she couldn’t see the cause of her alarm. She’d been by a river, but there were no river birds or voles, and there were no grazing sheep or cattle in the fields surrounding her. She was beginning to get seriously alarmed until she thought of looking up — the one place she hadn’t tried — and discovered a pair of barn owls staring down at her. 
 
    Now, Hillary slowly straightened up from her leaning position on the top of the five-barred gate and looked around. This time, however, her audience was definitely human — an old man, to be specific, standing in the midst of a patch of what looked like sweet williams and pumpkins. He was leaning on a hoe and, in deference to the heat, was wearing a pair of wide shorts that highlighted comically thin white legs, pockmarked with the odd red, angry-looking bite. That was the trouble with heat. It brought flies with it. 
 
    Hillary opened the gate and walked in. The old man watched her as she walked up the grass path bisecting the plots towards him, then nodded as she smiled a greeting at him. 
 
    ‘Nice evening. Won’t last though,’ he said obligingly. 
 
    Hillary shrugged. ‘I can do without the heat myself,’ she said. ‘Especially if it turns sticky.’ There were very few disadvantages to living on a narrowboat, but excessive heat in the summer months was one of them. Sometimes the inside of the Mollern could feel like a sauna. 
 
    ‘Arr, it’ll end in a thunderstorm no doubt. You the woman in charge of finding out who killed young Billy then?’ he added, deciding they’d had enough pleasantries. 
 
    Hillary nodded. It didn’t surprise her that he knew who she was. But she was in no hurry to get down to the nitty-gritty. Sometimes witnesses opened up more if they liked you. ‘This your patch?’ she asked unnecessarily, surveying the neat rows of mounded-up potatoes, the tangle of peas curling their way up sticks, and a patch of rhubarb that was ready for pulling. 
 
    ‘Yes, ’tis,’ the old man acknowledged. He was going thin on top, and his dome shone red where the sun had caught it. ‘Want some onions? Spring onions, I mean. I need to thin them out.’ 
 
    Hillary grinned and shook her head. She knew how hot they’d be. Her father, before his death, had kept two chains of allotments, and she remembered the kick his scallions had had. ‘I was hoping you could help me,’ she said instead. ‘I’m finding it hard getting to grips with what Billy was doing here on the day he died. I’ve heard he hung around here sometimes, but nobody seems to know why, exactly. His mother said something about him taking photographs?’ 
 
    The old man looked at her for a moment, then scratched his no-doubt itching head and shrugged. ‘He always had a camera slung around his neck, I’ll grant him that,’ he said at last. ‘And now and then he’d take some snaps, like. If the weather was funny. We had a snowstorm last winter. Right queer it was. Only lasted five minutes and we had a bit of a rainbow with it too. It was eerie, for a minute or two, I can tell you. A bit scary even. I was out here checking on the Brussels, making sure I’d have some for Christmas, and I nipped in my shed quick. Saw Billy then, snapping away. His dad reckons he won some sort of prize for one of ’em, in one of them geographical or nature magazines. The ones that bang on about the glory of nature, and all that.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. Well, here at least was independent confirmation of Marilyn’s evidence. Her son might have been fond of the place. And yet, there was something hesitant about the old man’s attitude that made her linger over it. 
 
    ‘Still, the day he was killed, it was just another hot spring day,’ she pointed out. ‘I wouldn’t have thought there was anything to interest him here. Especially if he wasn’t well.’ 
 
    The old man grunted. ‘I wouldn’t take much notice of that,’ he advised, then added as she raised an eyebrow in question, ‘Him being ill, I mean. Little bugger had a very convenient constitution, you ask me. Any time he wanted to skive off school he’d come down with something.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled. ‘Yes, I got that impression. So you see, I’m still puzzled as to what he was doing here. Did you ever see him meet anyone here?’ she asked flatly. 
 
    ‘Not that I can recall,’ the old man said after some thought. ‘If I saw him here at all, he usually headed straight for his dad’s shed. You checked it out I suppose? No dirty magazines in there?’ His face creased into wrinkles as he smiled slyly. ‘Young lad that age . . . well, you gotta wonder.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled and shook her head. ‘First thing we thought of,’ she said, not altogether untruthfully. She imagined SOCO had gone over the shed with hiding places in mind. ‘Nothing like that.’ 
 
    ‘Ahh. Well. You know, I often saw him slip through the back, like. But I can’t see no harm in that.’ 
 
    ‘Out the back? Back of where?’ Hillary asked sharply, glancing over at the Davies allotment, and the still taped-off shed. 
 
    ‘That bit of derelict land behind the shed,’ the old man pointed. His fingers, she noticed, were yellowed with nicotine stains. ‘Used to belong to old man Humphries, kept the forge. Used to let his old horse roam around there. Kept a pig, too, in a stone-built pigsty. Course, it’s all thistles and dock now. Too small to rent out to a farmer for sheep, too inconvenient to get to for anybody to build on. It’s just a mess of elder and stuff now. Can’t think what mischief the lad could have got up to in there. Reckon he was just curious, like. Either that or he was photographing stuff. Spiders, or whatnot. Bird’s nests. Plenty of them in there, bound to be.’ 
 
    Hillary recalled admiring one photograph hanging on Billy’s bedroom wall — a spiderweb, with morning dew on it. It seemed to be hanging from two blackened thistle stems. Could have been taken back there. It made sense. But she was sure there’d been no mention of a camera being found in the vicinity in the SOCO reports she’d read. And his digital camera had been in his bedroom that first night they’d interviewed his parents. So unless Billy had a second camera, and one that his assailant had stolen from him, it didn’t seem likely Billy had been here pursuing his hobby. And if he didn’t have a stash of porn, or something even more unhealthy in the shed, why had he been here at all, if not to meet his killer? 
 
    ‘Well, thanks,’ Hillary said. ‘Can you point me in the direction of your fellow allotment owners?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. Phil and Glenys live in the second bungalow on the left, and Pete the one next door. And the Coopers live on the first one over on the right. They took over the Warrenders’ old plot.’ 
 
    Hillary, who’d just lifted one foot, intending to swivel around and walk away, put it slowly back down again. ‘The Warrenders? I didn’t know they had a plot.’ 
 
    The old man guffawed. ‘They don’t, not now. But they asked for one as soon as they moved in. I reckon they had some daft idea of growing their own veggies and living the good life. Soon found out it was more hard work than they bargained for. Plot went to weeds within a week. Next year, the allotment committee agreed to give it to the Coopers.’ Hillary nodded. Was that so? So the Warrenders would be familiar with the allotments. And Billy Davies wouldn’t be particularly alarmed or surprised if one or the other of them had approached him. 
 
    ‘Well, thank you, Mr . . . ?’ 
 
    ‘Ferris. Nigel Ferris. Anytime. Want some rhubarb?’ 
 
    Hillary, who rather liked rhubarb, let him pull some for her and deposited it on to the back seat of her car before walking on into the hamlet to interview the others. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was getting dark by the time she pulled in to Thrupp. As she’d thought, none of the other allotment keepers had been able to help, but two of them did confirm Nigel Ferris’s statement that they’d seen Billy either going into, or coming out of, the derelict land behind the shed. 
 
    Now, as Hillary pulled into the pub car park, she supposed at some point she was going to have to check out the land herself. Make sure she was wearing her oldest clothes and trousers that tucked into some sturdy boots. Stinging nettles and six-legged things that bit would no doubt be the order of the day, and she was damned if she was going to pick up ticks, even in the line of duty. 
 
    She parked and locked up, and hefted her bag over her shoulder. From Willowsands she heard the sound of music; a familiar tune that, as she drew closer, she identified as Simon and Garfunkel’s ‘Mrs Robinson’ from the film The Graduate. It made her chuckle. Only Nancy had a sense of humour that wicked. 
 
    She walked on by and hopped lightly on to the back of her own boat, already reaching into her bag for the padlock key. When she’d first moved on to the boat, she’d just left Ronnie after finding him out in yet another extra-marital affair. It had been the final straw. Her uncle had bought the boat in a fit of over-exuberance on his retirement, only to find out, after a few trips, that his wife wasn’t that keen on living ‘out of a pencil box.’ 
 
    It was a sentiment that Hillary had at first shared, but since Ronnie had been careful to put the house in his own name, and wasn’t about to be generous in any upcoming divorce, it had been the boat or nothing. Then he’d died in a car crash, and some crazy animal liberators had tried to commandeer his assets, including the house, and what with one thing and another, she’d found herself still living on the boat when she’d been shot a few months ago. 
 
    It had been during her recuperation that she’d finally admitted that life on the canal suited her, and she’d bit the bullet and bought the boat outright from her uncle. The housework it needed was minimal, it was convenient for work, and the rhythms of the water and the reliability of the seasons had worked some sort of magic on her. Now she couldn’t imagine living in a brick-and-mortar house that didn’t bob about occasionally, and couldn’t be moved whenever the fancy took her. 
 
    She stepped inside, automatically ducking her head so that she didn’t bang it on the metal frame, and turned on the light. She went straight through the narrow corridor to the prow of the boat, where the galley was. A glass of wine and some salad, and an early night. Not very exciting perhaps, but . . . 
 
    She tensed as she heard a thud and felt the boat move, ever so slightly, beneath her. She knew what that meant. She turned, alert but not yet alarmed. A kitchen knife lay in the rack on the sink. 
 
    ‘Hello on board? Mind if I come down?’ 
 
    Hillary bit back a groan and hurried forward. ‘Not at all, sir. Please, mind your head.’ 
 
    ‘Call me Paul,’ DCI Danvers said, bending in half as he came down the stairs. He was wearing a pair of silver-grey trousers and a pale blue sports shirt. His arms were tanned, as was the V-shape under his neck. His blonde hair was fast turning silver as the heatwave continued, and he grinned a white smile at her as he reached the bottom. 
 
    ‘You’ve redecorated since I was last here,’ he said. He’d been on the Mollern only once before, when Hillary had still been but a lodger. Since buying the boat, however, she had lightened the paint scheme, added a few shelves, and some watercolour sketches an old friend from her college days had painted for her. She’d also bought some mint-green covers for the armchair and her bed, and matching curtains. 
 
    ‘Only a bit,’ she agreed. ‘Drink? I’ve only got tea or coffee in,’ she lied. She didn’t want to do anything that would encourage him to linger. Or get ideas. 
 
    ‘Fine,’ Danvers said. He moved forward, following Hillary as she retreated back to the galley. Apart from her bedroom and the tiny shower room, the Mollern had an open plan, and the galley also housed a bookcase and a single armchair, a fold-down table and a small portable telly. Danvers glanced out of one of the windows, where a waxing moon shone ripples of light on the dark canal water. 
 
    ‘I can understand why you like it here, Hillary. It’s hard to believe Kidlington is just a half mile up the road. It’s like a different world out there.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled and pointed to the armchair. ‘Please, have a seat.’ She reached for a folding deckchair beside the sink and opened it out for herself. As the kettle began humming, she talked about the Davies case, and he listened closely. 
 
    ‘Any progress on the drugs angle?’ he asked, when she’d finished. 
 
    ‘I’m waiting for Tommy to get back to me. Melanie Parker won’t hang about. If there’s something there, we’ll know it soon.’ 
 
    ‘And the family’s in the clear?’ 
 
    ‘As much as they can be,’ Hillary said neutrally, ‘given that husband and wife and eleven-year-old daughter all alibi each other.’ 
 
    ‘Get any vibes there?’ 
 
    Hillary blew out her lips. ‘I don’t think either of them were under any illusions about their son,’ she said at last. ‘I got the impression they were doing an ostrich act. But they’re not completely off my radar yet.’ 
 
    Danvers nodded, then watched her make the coffee. He accepted his with a brief smile. ‘Mel seems to be settling down in his new job OK.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded and took a sip of her own brew. It was too hot and tasted surprisingly bitter. She felt hot and sticky after another scorching day, and wanted a cold shower. The boat felt close too, and she got up and opened the window behind her. The Mollern was deliberately moored under a long line of willow trees, which provided nearly day-long shade, but even so, she could feel the sweat begin to gather between her breasts. 
 
    She wished Danvers would go. His knee was so close to hers they were almost touching. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine watched the waiter pour a Chilean Chardonnay into her glass, then looked across at Mel. ‘The linguine all right?’ he asked, and Janine nodded, spearing a forkful and chewing quickly. 
 
    She was hungry. 
 
    ‘Nice place,’ she said, looking around the Italian restaurant. She hadn’t been here before, and wondered how long it would last. Restaurants seemed to have a short shelf-life nowadays. 
 
    ‘Glad you like it,’ Mel said. ‘The tiramisu here is really something.’ 
 
    ‘What’s going on, Mel?’ Janine said flatly. ‘Why the invitation to dinner?’ 
 
    Mel shrugged. ‘I could ask you the same thing. You didn’t have to accept.’ 
 
    Janine grunted. ‘Free food. What’s a girl gonna do?’ 
 
    Mel smiled and reached for the shaker of parmesan cheese. ‘Fancy dancing later?’ He knew Janine loved to dance — anything from line dancing to ballroom to retro disco. 
 
    Janine smiled wryly. ‘Sure, why not?’ This was better than staying at home and watching the telly any day. Mel wanted to get back into her bed, she knew it. She could feel it. And she . . . well, she wasn’t sure whether or not she’d let him, or just amuse herself watching him squirm trying. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Well, I’d better be off,’ Paul Danvers said, putting his empty coffee mug in the sink. Hillary, sitting in the low deckchair, found herself struggling just a little to get to her feet. When Danvers reached down to grab her hand and pull her up she felt her breath catch. She was careful not to take a step towards him. 
 
    ‘Thank you, sir. It’s been a long day.’ 
 
    ‘Paul.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled. ‘Paul.’ 
 
    She walked him to the back of the boat and watched him walk away down the towpath. She was going to have to face it. The man was after her. And what the hell was she supposed to do about that? If she mentioned it to Mel, he’d think it was sour grapes because he’d got the job and she hadn’t. And there was no way she was going to make an official complaint to Donleavy. It would be the kiss of death to her own career, and besides, to be fair, the man hadn’t even so much as made a pass. Perhaps she was reading too much into it. Didn’t Danvers have a girlfriend, anyway? Some sort of svelte legal eagle, if she remembered. Well, there was no point worrying about it now. She’d cross that bridge when and if she came to it. 
 
    She was about to go back down the steps when a long, slow wolf whistle pierced the night air. ‘Way to go, Hill,’ Nancy Walker said. She was lying on the top of her boat, and looked, at first glance, to be naked. Then Hillary saw that she was, in fact, wearing a skin-coloured bikini. 
 
    ‘What the hell are you doing?’ Hillary said. 
 
    ‘Too damned muggy to sleep indoors,’ Nancy said. ‘I’ve got a mattress out here. You should try it.’ 
 
    Hillary shook her head. ‘You’re bloody mad, you know that? What if some mad rapist came along?’ 
 
    Nancy grinned. ‘I’d shout for you, of course. Who’s the Adonis?’ she asked, nodding in the direction Danvers had taken. ‘Finally stopped living like a nun then? About time.’ 
 
    ‘It was work,’ Hillary said shortly. ‘He’s my new boss, Detective Chief Inspector Danvers,’ Hillary added firmly. 
 
    ‘He fancies you something rotten,’ Nancy said, matter-of-factly, lying back down and smiling as a bat swooped low across the water, its call, in spite of the folklore that would have it otherwise, being perfectly audible to the human ear. ‘Trust me, I can tell. And you ain’t immune girl, either, no matter what you’ve been telling yourself.’ 
 
    ‘What, you can tell all that, even in the dark, at a distance of twenty feet?’ 
 
    ‘Better believe it.’ 
 
    Hillary had the uncomfortable feeling she was right. ‘He’s younger than me,’ she said flatly. 
 
    ‘So?’ Nancy gurgled and Hillary sighed. Probably not the best argument to use on the toy-boy queen of north Oxford. 
 
    ‘He’s my boss.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘He’s the one who investigated me that time when they thought I might be bent!’ 
 
    ‘Ooooh, seriously sexy!’ Nancy said. ‘He can investigate me for corruption any time he wants to. I won’t let him down.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, shut up,’ Hillary grinned, ducking back down the steps. 
 
    As she shut the door firmly behind her, she heard Nancy call, ‘If you really don’t want him, can I have him?’ Hillary was still laughing when she fell into bed a little while later. 
 
    * * * 
 
    She was back at work at 8:30 the next morning. It was Friday, three days after the discovery of Billy’s body, and already the temperature was high enough to have her nicking someone’s electric fan. 
 
    She attacked her in-tray as if she hated it (which she usually did) and fell on Tommy’s neck the moment he walked through the door. The news wasn’t good though. Melanie had nothing on Lester Miller and, worse, her snout was almost positive neither Billy Davies nor Miller had been dealing. 
 
    ‘Although the snout did say that everybody at the school thought Davies had some sort of scam going. He always had money, and nobody knew where it came from,’ Tommy finished his report, just as Janine came in through the door. 
 
    Hillary watched her take her seat, wondering why she was smiling like the cat that had been dining on canary pie. 
 
    ‘Drugs a washout then?’ she asked, having caught the tail end of Tommy’s report. 
 
    ‘Looks like it,’ Hillary agreed. ‘Any reports of an increase in thefts in the local area?’ she asked sharply, but Tommy was already shaking his head. 
 
    ‘Thought of that, guv, but nothing unusual. If Billy was thieving, he wasn’t doing it on his own back doorstep.’ 
 
    ‘Blackmail’s got to be back on the hotlist then,’ she mused, then added, ‘Did either of you know the Warrenders used to have an allotment?’ 
 
    Before either of them could respond, Frank Ross stuck his head around the door, but made no move to cross the big open-plan office to his desk. Instead he gestured at her like a belligerent gnome. 
 
    Hillary sighed and got up. She didn’t want to leave the cooling reach of the electric fan, but she knew it was only a matter of time before its furious owner claimed it back. ‘What is it, Frank?’ she asked flatly, when she reached the door. 
 
    ‘Bird downstairs asking to see you,’ he said back, just as flatly. ‘About the Davies case. I was passing the desk when she started in and I offered to help, but only you will do, apparently.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Right. You’d better sit in obbo,’ she said, referring to the room where another officer could watch and listen in on an interview. 
 
    ‘Gee, thanks,’ Frank drawled. 
 
    The witness had been taken to interview room five, she was informed, and when she walked in, the teenager turned immediately to look at her. She wasn’t very tall, and she had too much puppy fat. Her skirt was too tight, and the shirt she had tied at the waist revealed a bulging belly button. She had a line of silver stud earrings in one lobe only, and her make-up was already beginning to run in the heat. 
 
    Hillary took a seat opposite her and smiled. ‘Hello, I’m Detective Inspector Hillary Greene. I’m heading up the William Davies murder inquiry. You wanted to see me?’ 
 
    The girl nodded. She had long, damp brown hair and hazel eyes a little too close together. 
 
    Hillary got out her notebook. ‘Your full name please?’ 
 
    ‘Deborah Eloise Soames.’ 
 
    Hillary glanced up at her. ‘Any relation to Heather Soames?’ 
 
    Debbie Soames nodded sullenly. ‘My sister, yeah.’ 
 
    Heather Soames, if Hillary’s memory was accurate, was the same age as her boyfriend had been — namely fifteen. But this girl looked older. Maybe seventeen or so. What’s more, Heather Soames was known to be something of a looker — one of the school’s popular people. It must be a bit tough on a girl like this to have a little sister who was such a looker. 
 
    ‘I’ve yet to speak to your sister, Miss Soames,’ Hillary said mildly. ‘My officer tells me she wasn’t at school yesterday. She was ill?’ 
 
    Debbie Soames snorted. ‘Ill my arse. She’s up the duff, isn’t she.’ She reached into the pocket of her skirt and pulled out a stick of Juicy Fruit and opened it up. 
 
    Once in her mouth, she began to chew it vigorously. 
 
    Hillary slowly leaned back in her chair. 
 
    ‘I see. I take it Billy is the father?’ 
 
    Debbie shrugged. ‘Probably. Not sure. Heather’s not all that fussy, know what I mean?’ 
 
    Hillary thought she did. Debbie Soames bitterly resented being the dumpy, unattractive one, and was enjoying this rare chance to drop her sister in it. So she’d have to take Heather’s supposed nymphomania with a big pinch of salt. 
 
    ‘What makes you think your sister’s pregnant?’ Hillary asked curiously. 
 
    ‘Spewing up in the morning. Not being on the rag. Clothes getting too tight. You don’t need to be a rocket scientist, do yah?’ Debbie Soames snorted. ‘Besides, I found a pregnancy testing kit in her room.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled. ‘That was very observant of you, Miss Soames. Did Billy know she was pregnant?’ 
 
    Debbie shrugged. ‘Mighta done. Not sure. I know Heather didn’t go spreading it around. Scared Dad’ll find out. He’ll kill her when he does,’ she added smugly. 
 
    ‘You haven’t already told him?’ Hillary asked, surprised. A girl with this much repressed sibling jealousy, she would have thought, would have blurted it out to Dad straight away. 
 
    Debbie Soames looked uneasy and shrugged. 
 
    ‘I ain’t no grass,’ she finally said. 
 
    Hillary nodded. There was something there, obviously. Some reason why she hadn’t informed her father. Well, there was no time to waste now. She’d have to speak to Heather Soames right away. 
 
    She questioned Debbie Soames about the day of Billy’s murder, but she’d been at school and knew nothing. Now that she’d spewed her venom she seemed in a hurry to get away, and Hillary was only too pleased to let her go. 
 
    Outside, Frank Ross smiled happily. ‘About time we got a break,’ he said. 
 
    Hillary glanced at him sourly. ‘Ask Janine to meet me outside,’ she said, and before he could open his mouth said flatly, ‘Forget it, Frank. I’m not letting you interview a pretty pregnant teenager.’ 
 
    Ross shot a two-fingered salute to her back when she turned and walked away. 
 
    ‘Same to you,’ Hillary said, without turning around. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TEN 
 
    Heather Soames answered the door herself. She was the same height as Hillary, but far more slender, with shoulder-length ash-blonde hair and big green eyes. If she was pregnant it wasn’t yet obvious, although she was dressed in a long, loose, flower-bedecked robe, so perhaps she was beginning to show and was anxious to cover up. Her face was pinched and pale, and free of make-up. She looked ill, and Hillary was glad she hadn’t brought Frank. 
 
    Beside her, Janine held out her ID. ‘DS Tyler, and this is Detective Inspector Greene. Heather Soames?’ 
 
    ‘Yes? Dad isn’t here.’ Heather Soames stepped away from the door, indicating them to come inside. Hillary, mindful of her tongue-lashing from Lester Miller’s father recently, found herself hesitating. 
 
    ‘Heather, since you’re only fifteen, there should be an adult present. Would you like to call your father?’ 
 
    ‘Hell no,’ the teenager said at once. ‘Come inside. I’ll make you a drink.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded to Janine to go first, but once inside, tried again. ‘How about a neighbour? Do you have a favourite aunt or uncle you’d like to call?’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m fine. It’s fine. I want to talk about Billy.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, but once the teenager had turned her back to lead them through to the kitchen, she snapped her fingers in Janine’s direction and pointed to her phone, and mouthed the word ‘father.’ Janine nodded and moved off to one side and began to dial. 
 
    Hillary went after Heather and found her in a small but cheerful white and yellow kitchen, with a tiny round dining table, and all the worktops gleaming with old-fashioned Formica. The house had once been a council house, but now looked as if it was privately owned. Out back was a big and colourful, if rather overgrown, garden. The Soames lived on a big but fairly well-respected housing estate in west Bicester. Somewhere a church clock, probably St Edburg’s, chimed the hour of ten. 
 
    ‘You’ve not been well,’ Hillary began, watching the girl as she filled the kettle and reached into a cupboard for mugs. ‘You’ve not been back to school much since Billy died?’ 
 
    ‘No, probably a tummy bug. Tea or coffee?’ 
 
    ‘Coffee for both of us, thanks. One without sugar, one with. Do you want me to do it?’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m not helpless. Please, sit down. Move the cat if he’s on the chair.’ 
 
    But there was no cat and, outside, she could hear Janine talking quietly on the phone. Soon, Francis Soames would be here and, although she was not supposed to technically question the witness, Hillary saw no harm in just chatting. All girls together, and that sort of thing. 
 
    ‘Heather, are you expecting a baby?’ she asked casually, and the girl almost dropped the sugar packet she was holding. She turned and stared at her for a moment, then sighed. 
 
    ‘Who told you? Mary-Beth? Or Colleen? They swore they wouldn’t tell. Should have known I couldn’t trust them.’ She sounded merely tired though, rather than seriously put out. 
 
    Hillary smiled. ‘Your best friends? Yes, well, our information didn’t come from either of those, so it looks as if you chose your friends well.’ 
 
    Heather Soames nodded listlessly and went to the fridge for milk. Janine wandered in, nodded casually at Hillary and took a seat as well. 
 
    ‘So, are you many weeks along?’ Hillary asked. 
 
    ‘Not so many. Eight or nine, I think.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve been to see a doctor?’ Hillary asked abruptly, suddenly alarmed, but already the girl was shaking her head. 
 
    ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    ‘But you will?’ she pressed, her mind mentally going through a register of people she could call on for help in these matters. 
 
    ‘Not sure,’ Heather said carefully, and poured boiling water into the mugs, brought them to the table then sat down. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and stared at a half-empty marmalade pot on the table. ‘Billy wanted me to get rid of it,’ she admitted frankly. ‘He said he’d pay. He even found some places I could go. On the train, like. Couldn’t get it done around here. Bloody gossipy town, you ask me.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Does your dad know?’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Heather almost shouted. ‘And you mustn’t tell him! He’ll be sick as a parrot. Please! He’s got really paranoid since Mum . . .’ Her bottom lip began to quiver. ‘Since Mum died.’ 
 
    Janine glanced up from her notebook, not liking the way the girl’s voice had begun to oscillate. Although she could, and had, dealt with many weeping and hysterical witnesses, it wasn’t her favourite pastime. 
 
    Hillary got up, walked around, and put an arm around the girl. ‘Your mum die recently, love?’ 
 
    ‘Two months ago,’ Heather choked out and began to sob. Janine jumped up and looked around, spotted some kitchen roll on the windowsill and yanked off a few squares. Hillary took them from her and handed them silently over, hugging the girl as she wept into the tissue. The crying storm lasted a few minutes, but when it was over, the teenager looked calmer. And even more exhausted. Hillary went back to her seat. 
 
    ‘It was cancer,’ Heather said quietly, holding the sodden and crumpled mass of paper in her hands. She began absently to shred it. ‘We knew for months beforehand that she was going to go, but Dad wouldn’t have it. He kept talking about us all going on holiday next year, as if by pretending it wasn’t happening, it wouldn’t happen.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘I understand.’ 
 
    ‘But she went. And ever since then, Dad’s been mad around me and Debbie. Won’t let us stay out after ten. Can’t go on the back of Debbie’s boyfriend’s motorbike, even with a helmet on. Stuff like that. If he knew I’d got pregnant, he’d . . . well, he’d do his nut. Please don’t tell him. You don’t have to tell him, do you?’ she asked pathetically. 
 
    Hillary opened her mouth, then closed it again, as she heard a car pull into the drive outside. ‘That’s your father,’ she warned, then put a hand on Heather’s shoulder as she made to get up. ‘Don’t worry, we had to call him, but we don’t need to talk about the baby. It was Billy’s, yes?’ 
 
    ‘Of course it was. He’s the only one I’ve been with. You know, my first and everything.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Did you feel angry when he asked you to have an abortion?’ she asked quickly, aware that their time was fast running out. Outside, a car door opened and slammed. 
 
    ‘Well, not really,’ Heather said, looking from her to the door and back again. ‘I was a bit scared. I don’t want a kid, not really. I thought Billy would come with me though. Hold my hand. Now I don’t know what I’m going to do.’ 
 
    ‘There’s people you can talk to,’ Hillary said quickly, and leaned back away from her as she heard the front door open. ‘Go to the family planning clinic, or even the Citizen’s Advice Bureau. They can give you names and addresses,’ she whispered. 
 
    When Francis Soames walked into the kitchen a moment later, Hillary and Janine were sitting sipping coffee, and Heather was fiddling with the marmalade pot. Hillary rose at once. ‘Mr Soames? Hello, I’m Detective Inspector Greene.’ She held out a hand. ‘This is my colleague, DS Tyler. She phoned you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. What is it. What’s wrong?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing’s wrong, Mr Soames, but we need to speak to Heather, concerning the William Davies investigation, and since she’s underage, we need an adult present. We thought you’d like to be here before we start questioning her. As you can see, she’s made us feel right at home while we were waiting for you,’ Hillary added, holding up her mug. 
 
    Francis Soames nodded. ‘Good girl,’ he said absently, but he looked wary. He was one of those lean, sparse men, who had quick, birdlike movements and lots of energy. His hair was as blonde as his daughter’s, but looked set to go grey any second, and his nose was on the hooked side. He looked like a man who knew how to handle himself and life, but you could tell he’d had a bad knock recently. There was something in the hollows under the eyes, the stiff way he walked, that gave it away. 
 
    ‘Any tea in the pot, lovey?’ he asked, sitting down and shoving a black briefcase out of the way under the table. 
 
    Heather got up wordlessly and made her father some tea. 
 
    ‘So, perhaps we can begin?’ Hillary said guilelessly, pretending not to notice the look of gratitude the teenager sent her. ‘You were at school the afternoon that Billy died, I believe?’ she carried on smoothly. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Heather said. ‘We had a free period, just after double French. Mary-Beth and Colleen and me hung around the tennis courts. Colleen always watches Wimbledon, fancies her chances as a pro and all that, and she was practising her forearm smash. Or pretending to. Mostly we just drank Cokes and chatted.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘I know you’ve already gone over all this with a constable, but sometimes it takes a few days for the shock to wear off, and then witnesses can remember things they didn’t think of before.’ She said this more for Francis Soames’s benefit than anything else, and it was to him that she turned. 
 
    He nodded, but didn’t speak. He was watching his daughter carefully though, Hillary noticed. 
 
    ‘Were you expecting Billy to be at school that day?’ She turned back to Heather. 
 
    ‘Course. It was the day after the bank holiday. Everyone was back at school.’ 
 
    ‘But you’re not in the same form as Billy?’ 
 
    ‘No. First time I knew he wasn’t there was at the morning break. We usually spent it together. We’d meet up in the locker room where I had my locker.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘And had Billy seemed odd in any way, before the bank holiday? Did he seem worried, or upset, or anything like that?’ 
 
    Heather shook her head. ‘No, he was the same as ever. Asked me what I wanted for my birthday. It’s next month. Said he was going to buy me a diamond necklace, but I told him not to be daft. He said he was though, said he’d seen this tiny diamond drop pendant in a jeweller’s in Banbury. He was always like that; he loved buying me stuff. He was just a big kid, really.’ 
 
    Hillary tried not to smile. At fifteen, that’s exactly what Billy-Boy Davies had been. A big kid. But there was no point in trying to explain this to Heather. Girls grew up faster than boys, and a girl like Heather, who’d already been through so much, would almost certainly regard herself as a fully-fledged adult. 
 
    Francis Soames shifted uneasily on his chair and his daughter shot him a quick look. ‘I know you always thought he was showing off, but he really meant the stuff he said, Dad.’ 
 
    Francis Soames opened his mouth to contend with this, then considered his daughter’s wan face, and shut it again. In the end, he merely shrugged. 
 
    ‘Dad didn’t really like Billy,’ Heather explained to Hillary, rather unnecessarily. ‘And Billy was dead scared of Dad. But they’d have got on all right though, in time. I know they would have.’ She paused, then took a deep breath. ‘Do you know who killed him?’ she asked, staring at her with big moist green eyes. 
 
    Hillary smiled gently. ‘I’m afraid I can’t discuss an ongoing investigation, Miss Soames. Can you tell me what the deal was between him and Lester Miller?’ she asked, abruptly changing the subject. 
 
    Heather’s lips instantly twisted. ‘Oh, him. Ginger nut. He was all right, but he was a bit of a hanger-on. You know, like pop stars have roadies, Billy had Lester. Billy was the one with all the ideas and all the brains, and Lester, well, his dad is loaded, or so Lester always said, and Billy let him tag along with us sometimes. Billy always said that as soon as he left school, Lester would be history though.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. The picture was becoming clearer. Billy had tolerated Lester because of the computer, the liberal pocket money, the nice house where he could freeload and get away from the bungalow. She doubted that he’d ever really thought of the boy as a true friend. 
 
    ‘Heather, do you have any idea who might have killed him?’ Hillary asked softly. 
 
    ‘No,’ Heather said at once. ‘I’d have told you if I had,’ she added simply. 
 
    ‘Did Billy ever talk about his family? Did he get on with them?’ 
 
    ‘He never really said much. I think his dad got on his case from time to time, and he said his little sister was a real pain in the . . . I mean, a big pain,’ she shot her father a quick look, hoping he hadn’t caught the near-slip. ‘Said he couldn’t wait to leave home, but I think he got on with his mum all right. Just the usual stuff, you know?’ 
 
    Hillary did. ‘All right, Heather. Well, that’s all for now. I hope you feel better soon,’ she added, getting slowly to her feet. ‘Mr Soames, if you’d like to see us out?’ she murmured discreetly. 
 
    Francis Soames got instantly to his feet, his mug of tea still untouched in front of him. Outside, they walked in single file to Hillary’s car. 
 
    ‘I understand you lost your wife recently. I’m very sorry,’ she said quietly. ‘But your daughters must be a comfort.’ 
 
    ‘Yes they are. I don’t know what I’d do without them. Debbie’s taken on the housework and cooking and everything. She’s my rock, I always tell her. Heather’s a bit more delicate. Well, you saw. She’s not been well. This thing with Billy has really knocked her sideways. And after losing her mum so recently too. I’m worried about her. Good job Debbie’s so strong.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, suddenly seeing it all. Heather, the pampered favourite. The dumpy Debbie, relied upon and largely ignored. She was beginning to think she’d done the elder daughter a disservice. The reason why she hadn’t told their father about Heather’s pregnancy was now obvious — she didn’t want to heap yet more misery on his plate. Yet being taken so much for granted must chafe, after a while. 
 
    Perhaps it was a cry for help, rather than malice, that had brought Debbie Soames to the station that morning? She’d like to think so. 
 
    ‘You were at work when Billy Davies was killed, Mr Soames?’ 
 
    Francis Soames smiled. ‘Not very subtle, Inspector,’ he chided wryly. ‘And yes, I was. I run a carpet cleaning service out of Glory Farm.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Well, we’ll let you get back to it,’ Hillary said, holding out her hand once more. Francis Soames shook it, but didn’t return to his own car and went back inside the house instead. Hillary tossed her car keys to Janine and slipped into the passenger seat. 
 
    ‘When you’ve got a minute, I want you to visit the carpet cleaners,’ Hillary said, the moment Janine was buckled into her seat. ‘Find out if Soames really is alibied or not. It’s one thing to say, “Oh, I was at work,” but what does that actually mean? If he helps out with the actual house calls, he could have been anywhere. He could have cleaned a lounge carpet in half an hour, logged it as an hour, and been in Aston Lea for the other half hour, killing the kid who’d been messing about with his underage daughter. Both Debbie and Heather could be wrong about Daddy not knowing about the pregnancy.’ 
 
    ‘Could be,’ Janine mused. ‘Losing the wife could have sent him a bit funny. And if he knew or suspected that Billy wanted Heather to get rid of his grandson or granddaughter, it might have been enough to tip him over the edge. He’s obviously still a man in mourning.’ 
 
    Hillary agreed. She’d seen ample examples of how an otherwise sane and emotionally well-balanced person could do extraordinary things when in the grip of grief. ‘Mind you, he didn’t strike me as the type who liked to get hands-on. Notice the briefcase? I think he sees himself as strictly managerial. So if he was in the office, make sure you question the secretary well. Does his office have another exit? Could he have slipped out? How often did she see him? If he was on the phone, who with and for how long? I want Francis Soames’s whereabouts for the whole afternoon of Billy’s death tied up with pink ribbons.’ 
 
    ‘Boss,’ Janine said, and turned the ignition key. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back at HQ, the desk sergeant nobbled her the moment she walked through the door. 
 
    ‘Hey, Hill. DI Parker wants you over her neck of the woods ASAP.’ 
 
    Hillary shook her head at Janine silently telling her not to bother accompanying her, and turned and headed off towards Juvie. It wasn’t yet eleven, and she was curious to hear what Melanie wanted. 
 
    The unit dealing with juvenile crime was a large one, and — a typical sign of the times — growing larger all the time. The criminals caught TWOCing, ram-raiding, drug-dealing, stealing and mugging would soon all be under the age of sixteen — or so Hillary sometimes felt. She didn’t envy Melanie her posting, or have any desire to join her. 
 
    Melanie Parker wasn’t at her desk, and a fresh-faced DC (who looked about ten, and was probably used to infiltrate raves on a nightly basis) quickly pointed her in the direction of the interview rooms. There she was met by a DS Vernon, who knocked on a door and ushered her in, before leaving them to it. 
 
    Melanie was sat at a table smoking in blatant violation of anti-smoking laws. Opposite her a teenager with so much metal clipped, clamped, threaded and pierced on to his face that he must set off metal alarms at a distance of twelve feet, puffed as enthusiastically away. Hillary felt the back of her throat tickle and bit back the urge to cough. 
 
    ‘Ah, DI Greene. Kevin, this is the officer I was telling you about. Kevin is a pusher at Bicester Comp. Why don’t you tell DI Greene what you were just telling me?’ 
 
    ‘First off, I ain’t no pusher, right?’ Kevin said, stubbing out his cigarette in an ashtray, displaying the spiderweb tattoo on the back of his hand to perfect advantage. ‘That’s just a little joke the inspector here likes to play. I never done time for dealing, yeah?’ 
 
    Melanie Parker smiled beatifically. ‘Just give us time, Kev,’ she said softly. ‘We’re only waiting until you turn eighteen when we get to send you down to the big boys’ prison.’ Kevin snickered, but his eyes flicked nervously between the two women. Hillary pulled out a seat and made herself comfortable. ‘Just so’s we’re clear. I’m just here doing my bit. Being a good citizen, like.’ 
 
    ‘You’re here because we pulled you, Kevin,’ Melanie corrected flatly. ‘And don’t think that, even now, officers aren’t pulling the plumbing apart to find out exactly what it was you flushed down the loo.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t prove it was nothing to do with me,’ Kevin said at once. And accurately. Hillary knew that Melanie’s people wouldn’t really be inspecting the loos. It would be a waste of time and effort. And with what genuine plumbers cost nowadays, the budget would never stretch to it. 
 
    ‘Just get on with it,’ Melanie said, almost affectionately, as she lit up another cigarette. Hillary felt her eyes smarting, and blinked furiously. She hoped they’d get down to it soon, or else she was going to start breaking out in a rash. She was mildly allergic to cigarette smoke. 
 
    ‘Right. But I ain’t no grass or nothing,’ Kevin reiterated. He had dyed blue hair with a zigzag cut straight across the top of his dome, and matching zigzagging blue eyes. Hillary wondered what he was on. No doubt Melanie could tell her if she asked. 
 
    ‘That’s understood,’ Melanie said impatiently. ‘Stop mucking around like a junkie at an Oasis concert and get on with it.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s Oasis?’ he asked, genuinely puzzled, making both women feel about a hundred-and-six years old. 
 
    ‘You want to spend a couple of days in Branston House?’ Melanie snapped, naming a notorious young offenders’ institute near the lunatic asylum in Broadmoor. 
 
    ‘Hey, OK,’ Kevin held up his hands defensively. ‘You was asking me about the kid that got his throat cut, yeah?’ 
 
    ‘It was a stabbing to the chest, but close enough,’ Melanie said. ‘Now get on with it.’ 
 
    ‘Right, well, he wasn’t dealing. Not that I’d know from experience, like, but some of my friends ain’t as clever as me, and they sometimes buy the odd naughty tablet or two, know what I mean. And that kid that got offed never did no offering.’ 
 
    ‘We already know that,’ Melanie said, letting her impatience show. ‘I wouldn’t drag DI Greene over here just to listen to you snivelling. Tell her what you told me, and cut the acting performance. This isn’t the BAFTAs.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. OK. No comeback on me, we agreed.’ 
 
    Melanie sighed elaborately and nodded. 
 
    ‘Yeah, well, this kid I know, he thought Billy-Boy might be interested in making a few quid, right, so he asked him if he wanted in. But Billy-Boy got really sniffy, and said it was a mug’s game. The bigger boys got all the profit, and kids like my mate got thrown into Juvie if they got caught. Said he didn’t need no dimwit two-bit dealer to help him get his hands on readies. He was doing all right as it was.’ Kevin ran the back of his tattooed hand under his leaking nose and sniffed. ‘This really pissed my friend off, right. I mean, who did he think he was? Thing is, Billy-Boy had just come to school on this mean bike, and everyone knew he was boffing the choicest babe in school, giving her gold bracelets and stuff. So he was coining it somehow, right enough.’ 
 
    Hillary leaned forward on the table. ‘Did your friend know how?’ 
 
    ‘Nope. He only knew he wasn’t doing it by dealing. Didn’t reckon he was thieving either, since his brother has the patch around here. But Billy was cocky, you know? The kind of cocky you only get when you’re doing all right for yourself. Know what I mean?’ 
 
    Hillary did. She also wondered why Heather Soames hadn’t mentioned any gold bracelets, then supposed that they hadn’t really had much time to chat before her father had appeared on the scene. Besides, to be fair, she had mentioned that Billy liked buying her expensive gifts. Perhaps a diamond pendant hadn’t been just wishful thinking after all. 
 
    ‘Didn’t your friend lean on Billy a bit?’ Hillary cajoled craftily. ‘After all, if he had a source of income, surely your friend wanted a slice of the action? No crook likes independent operators on his patch.’ 
 
    ‘Naw,’ Kevin said. ‘He’d been told by his main man to keep things nice and easy, right. Don’t frighten the chickens. Don’t do nothing to attract the law. He couldn’t have had Billy-Boy kneecapped without drawing attention to himself like. And certain people wouldn’t have stood for that.’ 
 
    Hillary saw Melanie twist her lips in a grim smile and shook her head. 
 
    ‘No,’ Hillary agreed flatly. ‘You got any idea what Billy was into?’ 
 
    ‘Me?’ Kev squeaked in surprise. ‘Nope. Not unless it was selling porn. He had a way with the camera, I’ll tell you that. And his girlfriends were always lookers.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. It was possible, she supposed. Nowadays, porn didn’t pay all that well — there was too much of it about and cheap at the price. But to a boy of fifteen, selling pictures of nude girls for twenty quid a pop could make him feel as if he’d hit the jackpot. And it would all mount up. 
 
    ‘OK, Kevin,’ Hillary said. ‘If you hear anything let me know, yeah?’ 
 
    Kevin snorted, ‘Yeah right,’ and Melanie Parker cleared her throat loudly, and his cheesy grin quickly faded. 
 
    ‘Go on then, sod off,’ Melanie Parker said, stubbing out her cigarette in a tin ashtray. And when the boy had got to the door added cheerfully, ‘Catch you next time, Kevin.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary returned to her desk thoughtfully. Melanie had assured her that the intelligence, in spite of the unprepossessing source, was probably good. She’d also promised to keep an ear out for any gossip concerning the dead boy and pass it on. 
 
    Hillary sat down at her desk and quickly explained to her team about the possible porn angle, finishing briskly, ‘Frank, this is right up your alley. Find out if Billy-Boy had any contacts he might have been selling to regularly.’ 
 
    ‘Right, guv,’ Frank grinned. ‘Mind you, he could have been selling directly to Playboy and whatnot. That “Readers’ Wives” racket would stretch to nubile teenage girlfriends, I reckon. I’ll have to buy a range of mags and get in touch direct. Any chance of raiding the slush fund?’ 
 
    Hillary was still laughing over that when her phone rang. ‘Yes? What? Here now? OK, no, send him up.’ She hung up then frowned. ‘George Davies is downstairs. He probably wants an update on his son’s case.’ 
 
    Janine gave her a double take. According to protocol, they should have talked to him downstairs in an interview room but, after a moment, she thought she understood why the boss had asked to have him brought up here. The room was big and full of busy men and women, working flat out. If you’d had a child murdered, the sight of computers being used and phones ringing would reinforce the impression that something was being done. 
 
    Hillary stood up when a uniformed WPC ushered in George Davies. The garage mechanic looked around, but his eyes were dull. To her surprise, he didn’t speak, not even in answer to her greeting, but dug his right hand into his back pocket and came out with a small, dark blue book. Hillary recognised it straight away as the kind that building societies handed out to savers. 
 
    ‘I found this hidden at our place,’ George Davies said flatly. ‘It’s Billy’s. I know all his hiding places. He thought I didn’t, but I found it this morning. Thought I’d better bring it in. I haven’t told his mother,’ he added, the short staccato sentences betraying how agitated he really was. ‘I gotta get back to work,’ he finished, backing away, then turned and walked quickly to the door. 
 
    Tommy looked at her quickly, wanting to know if she wanted him to stop him, but Hillary shook her head. 
 
    She reached for the book instead and opened it. The building society was a high-street name, and the book belonged to their Bicester branch. Hillary opened it and ran a quick eye down the columns. In the ten months since he’d opened it, Billy had amassed just over £1,550. There were a few withdrawals, but by far the most interesting item was a regular payment of £150. It had been paid in at the beginning of every month for the last six months. There were also lesser, but still regular payments of between £30 and £60. 
 
    She tossed it to Janine who scanned it, whistled, then passed it to Tommy, who had it snatched out of his hand by Frank. 
 
    Frank snorted. ‘Nice work if you can get it.’ 
 
    ‘It’s got to be blackmail,’ Hillary said flatly. Porno by itself wouldn’t pay so regularly. 
 
    ‘Janine, I want you to bring in Marty Warrender. We’ll start with him, really sweat him, then go on to the rest of the neighbours. If one of them doesn’t know something about this, then I’m Peter Pan.’ 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    Marty Warrender looked around the interview room nervously. His gaze skidded off the uniformed PC stood at the door and dropped back down to his cup of tea. He’d never been in a police station before, and he wasn’t quite sure how he was supposed to behave. 
 
    Even when the shop he’d been working in a few years ago had been broken into, it had been the then manager, Clifford Waythorpe, who’d had to deal with it all. 
 
    It was so quiet he had to fight the urge to cough, just to hear a reassuring human sound. He began to feel just a little bit sick, and pushed the cup of tea away from him, across the scarred and somewhat battered table. 
 
    When the pretty blonde sergeant had called into the dry cleaners to ask him if he could come down to the police station in Kidlington to answer a few questions, he’d thought at first that she was joking, but it had taken only a few moments to realise that she wasn’t. He’d had to ask Sylvia Dodd, the woman who worked with him, to take over for an hour or so, very much aware that she’d been watching the whole procedure with her mouth hanging open, and barely able to contain her excitement. 
 
    Sylvia had worked at the dry cleaners since the year dot, and although hard-working and very knowledgeable about what shifted gravy from linen, she was an inveterate gossip. He cringed, wondering what she was telling the customers, even now. Unless, of course, she was on the phone chatting to her endless list of equally gossiping friends. It would probably be all around Banbury by now that he’d been asked to ‘help the police with their inquiries.’ 
 
    Thinking of what that ominous phrase usually meant — at least to most people’s minds — Marty felt the nausea roll around in his stomach and hoped he wasn’t going to make a spectacle of himself. He took a deep breath and tried to calm down, but he could feel his hands shaking, and slipped them out of sight on to his lap and underneath the table. 
 
    Surely they weren’t going to actually arrest him? He’d done nothing wrong! And they hadn’t read him his rights or anything. Perhaps he should just get up and go? If he had more gumption, he’d do just that, he thought miserably. How long had he been in here, anyway? He checked his watch, and saw that it was nearly half past twelve. The drive from Banbury had taken over half an hour and it would be the same back, no doubt. And it wasn’t as if he didn’t have work to do. 
 
    ‘All right, let’s get on with it,’ Hillary Greene said at last. She was standing in the observation room, and, from the suspect’s body language, she gauged that he was wound up good and tight. Beside her, Janine nodded. 
 
    Marty looked up, almost in relief, when two women finally walked in through the door. The blonde he recognised at once, and the older, attractive brunette with the curvy figure he instinctively pegged as someone with clout. He found himself straightening up in the chair. 
 
    ‘Mr Warrender? I’m Detective Inspector Hillary Greene. I’m the senior investigating officer on the William Davies inquiry. Thank you for taking the time to come in and see us. Something has come up, and we need your help. It shouldn’t take long.’ 
 
    Marty Warrender let out a long, tense breath. He saw the older woman notice, and shrugged sheepishly. ‘I was thinking it was something serious. You know, getting a bit worked up.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled briefly and nodded. ‘Well, it is serious, Mr Warrender. The murder of a fifteen-year-old boy is bound to be. And I’m sure you’ll help us in any way you can.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, of course,’ Marty said, reaching for his cup again but merely fiddling with it, turning it around and around on the saucer. Funny, he’d expected them to give him a mug, not a cup and saucer. 
 
    ‘We’ve been building up a picture of young Billy during the last few days,’ Hillary began, opening the folder she’d brought in with her and turning a page or two as she spoke. ‘And the picture that’s coming through isn’t altogether a kind one. Billy seems to have been a bit of a lad. Oh, not outright criminal. That is, nothing that we’ve been able to pinpoint yet.’ She suddenly looked up and caught him nodding. ‘None of this surprises you, I can see, Mr Warrender.’ 
 
    ‘No. Well, not really. I mean, we all knew Billy was a bit of a handful. But George and Marilyn are so nice, and young Celia’s a poppet. You don’t, you know, like to say anything unkind, for the family’s sake, do you?’ 
 
    Hillary nodded understandingly. ‘I suppose not. But when it comes down to it, the police have the responsibility of solving Billy’s murder. And we can’t always afford to speak well of the dead, especially if we have reason to believe that flaws in the victim’s character are what led to the fatality in the first place. You see what I’m getting at?’ 
 
    Marty Warrender felt his stomach roll again, and swallowed hard. He could feel bile biting at the back of his throat, and forced himself to take a sip of the tea. The attractive brunette was harder, and sharper, than he’d first thought. He’d allowed her soothing voice and reasonable manner to fool him. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Hillary carried on, giving him the uncanny feeling that she’d just read his mind. ‘Now, in Billy’s case, we know he was up to no good, but there’s nothing obvious to help us. For instance, he wasn’t dealing drugs, or stealing, or even, as far as we can tell, hanging about with a bad crowd.’ 
 
    She cocked an eye at him, and again Marty Warrender nodded. ‘But, you see . . .’ Hillary pulled out a piece of paper and turned it around on the table to face Marty Warrender. ‘Here’s our problem.’ She tapped one finger on the photocopied sheet of paper, which showed Billy Davies’s bank balance. ‘Somebody was paying Billy regular and quite sizeable sums of money.’ 
 
    Marty didn’t want to look down, but felt himself compelled to. The amount of savings indicated wasn’t huge by today’s standards, but when he realised that it belonged to a fifteen-year-old boy — moreover, one from a working-class family that was struggling to make ends meet — then it became shocking. 
 
    ‘And Billy Davies had no paying job that we’ve been able to discover,’ Hillary carried on smoothly. ‘So we have to wonder where it all came from. Don’t we?’ 
 
    He knew he must have gone pale, and took another long, shuddering breath. When he looked up both women were staring at him and he felt his stomach heave. Again he hastily swallowed. ‘Don’t look at me,’ he said at once. ‘It’s nothing to do with me.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, to us, this bank account screams blackmail,’ Hillary said, almost conversationally, and turned the sheet of paper back towards her. ‘Now, Billy didn’t have much of a social life,’ Hillary smiled. ‘He spent the vast majority of his time either at school, at a friend’s place or at home in Aston Lea. And since I can’t see that schoolchildren could come up with such sums of money, the only place William Davies could have got his hooks into someone was in Aston Lea. You follow our logic?’ 
 
    Marty Warrender slowly leaned back in his chair and frowned. Janine wondered where he’d suddenly got his spine from, and frowned herself when he began to shake his head from side to side. ‘Not me,’ he said flatly, a look of triumph flashing across his face. ‘I refused to pay the little bugger so much as a penny.’ Now that it was all out in the open, he felt, oddly enough, far happier and much more able to cope. 
 
    Hillary, who’d met this phenomenon before, merely nodded. ‘So he did try to blackmail you,’ she said matter-of-factly. ‘Over what exactly?’ 
 
    ‘None of your business,’ Marty Warrender snapped right back. ‘And I didn’t kill him, so that’s that. I’m not saying anything more. I want a solicitor.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled gently. ‘You’re not under arrest, Mr Warrender,’ she pointed out gently. ‘But you do realise, I hope, that we can get a court order to check your bank records. And if you have any withdrawals which match the deposits in this book,’ she tapped again the photocopy with her finger, ‘then that situation may well change.’ 
 
    ‘Go ahead,’ Marty Warrender said, again with that surprising flash of triumph. ‘You won’t find any payments that match. Me and June work hard, what with our full-time jobs and the property developing we do. We plan to retire when we’re both fifty-five, and find a place by the sea. Enjoy ourselves while we’re still young. And I wouldn’t let that sly little hooligan get his hands on a penny. Lazy little bugger, let him work for it, the same as the rest of us have to. That’s what I told him.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded and closed the folder with a snap. Then she stood up and smiled. ‘Janine, would you like to run Mr Warrender back to his place of business?’ She glanced at Janine, indicating she wanted a quick word. ‘Mr Warrender, if you’d like to wait outside a moment?’ 
 
    Marty Warrender got quickly to his feet. His knees felt distinctly weak, but he moved quickly across the floor and out the door that the uniformed policeman held open for him. He looked both vastly relieved and pleased with himself. 
 
    ‘Take him back to Banbury, then have a word with his staff,’ Hillary instructed quietly. ‘Billy had something on him all right, and I’m betting he had some sort of photographic evidence to back it up. Him and that camera of his seemed to be joined at the hip, and I can’t see a wannabe paparazzo not making the most of photographs to put the bite on someone. I want to know what it was he had on Warrender. Then get that court order for his bank records. I don’t think he actually did pay out any money: he seemed too pleased with himself about that not to have been telling the truth. But we need to check anyway. Besides, the fact that we can tell everyone that we’ve been able to gain access to his accounts might help loosen a few stiff upper lips when it comes time to talk to the other neighbours.’ 
 
    Janine nodded, scribbling furiously in her notebook. ‘Right, boss.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary more or less followed behind Janine’s car for ten miles or so back towards Banbury, but then veered off at the Adderbury traffic lights, to head towards the Davenridge Dairy. Situated on a small, rural industrial park not far from the village of Aynho, it was a large square building with fake-orange brickwork and a lot of smoky glass. Beyond it lay huge storage facilities, and rows of white milk tankers. 
 
    Darren Cleaver looked surprised to see the police again, especially at his place of work. His secretary though, a smart, tiny woman, showed her efficiently into his office and came back almost at once with a pot of excellent coffee and some shortbread biscuits. 
 
    ‘Please, sit down, er, Inspector.’ Darren Cleaver pointed to the comfortable, ergonomically designed swivel leather chair that was situated in front of his desk. His office was large and airy and — almost inevitably — was painted pristine white. Large, smoked-glass windows gave a darkened view out on to the surrounding countryside. ‘I believe I saw a colleague of yours a few nights ago? A blonde woman?’ 
 
    ‘DS Tyler, yes, sir,’ Hillary said. ‘I’m the officer in charge of the investigation, however, and some new details have come to light. So I’m doing follow-up interviews on all of Billy’s neighbours.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I see,’ he said, and sat down. He was wearing a navy blue suit and white shirt with a mother-of-pearl coloured silk tie. Hillary could understand why Janine had called him a prime hunk; although men who were prettier than herself had never appealed to her. Into her mind flashed the somewhat battered face of Mike Regis, with his cat-green eyes and attractive crow’s feet. Instantly, she shook the image away. 
 
    ‘It seems Billy may have been something of an amateur blackmailer, Mr Cleaver. We’ve reason to suspect that he had approached at least one of his neighbours in Aston Lea and attempted to extort money. I was wondering if he had approached you?’ 
 
    ‘Good grief, no!’ 
 
    ‘Or your wife?’ 
 
    ‘I hardly think so,’ Darren Cleaver blinked hard and fast. ‘Are you sure? Poor George and Marilyn! Mind you that probably explains—’ He broke off abruptly, and reached for the coffee pot. ‘Biscuit, Inspector?’ 
 
    ‘Explains what, Mr Cleaver?’ Hillary pressed, accepting both a cup of coffee and a finger of shortbread. 
 
    ‘Hmmm? Oh, nothing. Just thinking aloud.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Cleaver, I don’t have to remind you that this is a murder inquiry, do I?’ Hillary asked, still using her flat, calm voice, but this time injecting just a hint of steel into it. Darren Cleaver heard it, glanced at her uncertainly, then looked down at the coffee cup in his hand. 
 
    Eventually he sighed. ‘I suppose not. It’s just that, well, I don’t want to get the poor man into any trouble. Not after all that’s happened, he doesn’t need any more hassle. And with the new laws they have nowadays and everything I suppose it was, strictly speaking, illegal. But really, after what you’ve told me, I can understand why he did it.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled patiently. ‘Do you think you could make yourself just a little bit clearer, sir? And start at the beginning?’ 
 
    Darren Cleaver sighed. ‘It was earlier this year. Sometime in March, I think. I was driving past the Davies’s place. The council had the road up just outside, and I was having to be careful getting around the bollards, otherwise I don’t suppose I would have seen. I’d just bought this new Saab, you see, and I was a bit paranoid about scratching it. Anyway, I had to glance across towards the Davies’ bungalow, to see how close my paintwork was to the hedge on that side, and I just happened to see into the window. It would be the . . . kitchen, I think. Or maybe their lounge. I’m not sure.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘Look, like I said, it’s going to sound worse than it actually was. Only I saw George giving his boy a bit of a walloping. Oh, not with his fists or anything!’ Darren Cleaver added hastily. ‘I’m not talking about child abuse. I would have reported that right away. No, I mean a good old-fashioned bum-smacking. Had the lad over his knee and was paddling his arse. I thought at the time, he should be careful about that. I mean, Billy could have sued him or something, and he was just the type to . . . well, never mind. As I said, I just saw it in passing, and only the once. Next day I saw Billy and he was right as rain and cocky as ever so I know his dad didn’t really hurt him. Not bruise him or anything, you know? And now, after what you told me he’d been up to . . . well, you can’t really blame George can you? Trying to knock some sense into the lad. I mean, I know it’s the law and all that, but I have to say I think it’s gone too far when a father can’t discipline his kids without being scared of being jailed for violating their human rights or what have you.’ 
 
    Darren scowled and poured some more cream into his coffee cup. Hillary wondered, briefly, if it was cream from the dairy, or if his secretary bought it cheap from Asda. 
 
    ‘I see,’ Hillary said at last. There was nothing to be gained by pointing out to him that he should have reported what he’d seen to social services. ‘Well, I think that’s all for now, sir,’ she said, getting up and letting him walk her to the door. 
 
    Once outside, she walked slowly back to her car, deep in thought. It hadn’t gone unnoticed that, as soon as she’d started to mention blackmail, Mr Darren Cleaver had been very quick to change the subject and give her another bone to chew over. On the other hand, his story had that unmistakable tang of truthfulness. 
 
    She sighed and slipped behind the wheel of her car. Another trip to the Davies bungalow seemed to be in order. But first, she reached for her phone. 
 
    Jenny Cleaver was, for once, in her Oxford office and her PA put her straight through to her private line. She sounded a little wary to be hearing from the police again, but agreed to see somebody later that day. Once she’d hung up, Hillary phoned HQ and asked Tommy to pay her a visit. She wanted someone to be face to face with her when questioned about the possibility of being approached by Billy with blackmail in mind. That done, she turned the key in the ignition, and headed back south. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was little Celia who answered the door to her knocking, twenty minutes later. ‘Oh hello. You’re the big police lady.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled, hoping the child meant that she was ‘big’ as in the ‘big chief,’ as opposed to being just ‘fat.’ 
 
    But she wasn’t sure. 
 
    ‘Hello, Celia. Is your mummy or daddy in?’ 
 
    ‘They both are. It’s lunchtime.’ 
 
    Hillary glanced at her watch, surprised to see that it was only ten minutes to two. ‘Mummy and Daddy come home from the garage for lunch, do they?’ she asked, as the little girl opened the door wider for her. 
 
    ‘Course,’ she snorted, as if Hillary was being particularly dense, then nearly made her jump out of her skin by suddenly yelling, at a pitch and volume that would have made a jet engine envious, ‘Mum! Daddeeeee! The big police lady’s here again.’ 
 
    Hillary glanced up as the door to the kitchen opened and Marilyn Davies looked out at her dully. ‘Come on in, the kettle’s on. Want a slice of Madeira? Millie Verne baked it and brought it over yesterday, so it’s still fresh. Everyone’s being so kind.’ 
 
    Hillary accepted the invitation to come into the kitchen, but turned down the cake. Instead, she tried to convince herself that a pot of low-fat yoghurt and an apple, waiting for her back at her desk at HQ, was what she really wanted. 
 
    George Davies was at the sink washing out his mug, and he turned to look at her as she pulled out a chair. ‘Found who did it yet?’ he asked flatly, and just a shade belligerently. Hillary recognised the tone immediately. It had been four days now, and the worst of the shock was wearing off. Disbelief was being replaced by anger, and the police were the obvious targets for that anger. She didn’t take it personally. 
 
    ‘We’re getting closer, Mr Davies,’ she said, and meant it. She was sure, now, that the blackmail angle was the course to follow. And it could only be a matter of time before she found whoever it was who’d rather kill than pay up. 
 
    Perhaps something of her confidence sounded in her voice, because the anger was gone when he next said, ‘So what brings you back here?’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘In the course of a murder investigation, Mr Davies, the police uncover all sorts of things. Things not necessarily related to the crime, but things that come to light anyway. Family secrets, things best left undisturbed. But things that we have to follow through with, just to make sure that they’re not relevant after all. Do you understand what I mean?’ 
 
    ‘Not sure I do,’ George said, and Hillary saw his wife also frown and shake her head. 
 
    Hillary sighed and decided simply to take the bull by the horns. ‘We’ve had reports that you sometimes used to discipline your son, Mr Davies. Physically, I mean. Is that true?’ 
 
    Shockingly, Celia Davies, who’d been standing unnoticed in the doorway, giggled loudly. When Hillary looked at her, she clamped a hand over her mouth, but her eyes danced wickedly. ‘Daddy used to smack his bum,’ she said, then clamped her hand back over her mouth again. 
 
    ‘Oh, that weren’t nothing,’ Marilyn Davies said at once. ‘George never hit him around the head, or nothing dangerous. He never would, would you, George?’ 
 
    ‘No, nor never took my belt off,’ George agreed, sitting down heavily opposite her. ‘My dad used to take his belt off to me, regular like, when I was a nipper. Suppose it never did me no harm, but I never forget it. It hurt like blazes, and I swore that when I grew up I’d never hit my kid like that. And I never did,’ he added, staring at Hillary defiantly. ‘You gonna do me for it then?’ 
 
    Hillary shook her head. ‘No, Mr Davies,’ she said softly. ‘I can’t see that the Crown Prosecution Services would think that charging you would serve any useful purpose. You’re hardly a danger to the public are you?’ 
 
    George shrugged, but his big shoulders slowly relaxed. 
 
    ‘I do, however, want to know why you smacked him. Surely he was getting a bit too old and big for that?’ 
 
    George sighed wearily. ‘Oh, I don’t know. I caught him once pinching a tenner from his mum’s purse.’ 
 
    ‘Then he threw a stone at Mr Cooper’s cat,’ Celia chanted and hung her head as her mother shot her a furious look. It made Hillary wonder, uneasily, how often Celia had snitched on her brother and earned him a smacking. And how Billy Davies would have retaliated in kind. Once again, Hillary found herself wondering if Celia Davies could have swung those garden shears after all. Perhaps in a fit of childish rage and managing a very lucky — or unlucky — strike that had slipped between her brother’s ribs without too much force being necessary. 
 
    Quickly she shook the image away. It was useless to speculate like that. She had to stick to facts. And the fact that Billy was blackmailing someone was looking more and more likely. 
 
    ‘Mr Davies, Mrs Davies, did Billy ever say anything about photographing his neighbours?’ she asked casually. ‘You know, for the photo competitions, or simply for fun? Maybe he thought he might be able to sell them on, if they were really good? Some people like candid photographs of themselves, after all.’ It was weak, but there was no point in asking outright if they knew that their son was a blackmailer. They’d only deny it, even if they knew. 
 
    Marilyn looked a little puzzled, but clearly thought about it for a moment or two, then shook her head. ‘No, I don’t think so? George?’ 
 
    George Davies also shook his head. Hillary turned and looked at Celia, but the little girl was staring vacantly out of the window, looking bored. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back at HQ, Hillary deposited her bag on her desk, sat down wearily and reached into her drawer for her lunch. The apple was a little wrinkled Cox’s Orange Pippin, the yoghurt was blueberry. She was just scraping the very last dregs from the bottom of the carton when Janine came back. She went straight to Hillary’s desk and threw herself into the chair opposite. 
 
    ‘You were right about Warrender’s staff. Or his one co-worker, to be exact. Sylvia Dodd was only too happy to chat. Warrender sent her out on her lunch break as soon as he got back, and I hung around and treated her to a currant bun at the cafe by the canal. That reminds me — I need to clock it off to expenses.’ She fiddled in her notebook and Hillary sighed, waiting patiently for her to get on with it. 
 
    ‘Anyway, she’s worked there forever, since long before Marty Warrender first showed up,’ Janine carried on, ‘and after saying what an OK boss he was, and all the usual, she dived right in. She’d met the wife a couple of times and thought she was a bit of a mean-fisted dowdy old so and so, and wasn’t at all surprised to see her boss one Friday night holding hands with a woman who definitely wasn’t Mrs W. At some pub or other in Cropredy, it was. I thought I’d drive over there and see if the barmaid knew who the girlfriend was. She might do, if they made a regular habit of meeting up there. Or if the other woman lives in Cropredy itself.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘You think Billy might have taken a picture of Marty and his bit of skirt on the side and tried it on?’ 
 
    ‘Might have,’ Janine agreed. ‘The Warrenders are in on this property developing deal together — the payments and signatures are equally divided between the two of them. Marty might be in the soup financially if the wife learns he’s playing away, so he wouldn’t want to risk getting taken to the cleaners in a divorce.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘But Marty denied paying up. Perhaps Billy approached the wife. Frank did the initial interview with June Warrender didn’t he?’ she asked glumly. 
 
    ‘Yup. And you know what that means,’ Janine said, rolling her eyes and then spotting the empty yoghurt pot. ‘Got another one of those?’ 
 
    ‘No, and believe me, you’re not missing anything,’ Hillary said shortly. ‘OK, go out to Cropredy, but check on Mrs Warrender first. Test the waters, see if you think she knows about hubby and his lady friend. And if you get anything interesting, ask her outright if Billy tried anything on with her, vis-a-vis touching her up for a bit of blackmail money.’ 
 
    ‘Right, boss. Where are you going?’ she asked casually. She always wanted to know what her boss was up to. Not only did DI Greene have an envious clear-up rate for her cases, and Janine learned lots by studying her methods, she also liked to make sure that Tommy didn’t get better assignments than she did. 
 
    Hillary, not fooled for a moment, smiled grimly. ‘I’m off to explore some derelict wasteground full of thistles and ticks. Wanna come with me instead?’ 
 
    But Janine was already on her feet and heading for the door. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The allotments were deserted when she parked there at a quarter to three that blazingly hot Friday afternoon. The police tape still hung limply from the Davies’ shed, and Hillary glanced at it in passing. Behind the shed the mock orange blossom was now blooming, and the heady, wonderful fragrance enveloped her as she pushed her way through it. It was surprisingly easy to do, confirming the reports she’d had that Billy Davies used to come this way regularly. She certainly didn’t have too much difficulty pushing through the shrubbery and emerging on to the other side. 
 
    The overgrown paddock was small, and surrounded on all four sides by hedgerow. Nesting birds flew in all directions at the first sign of the human interloper, and Hillary gazed around her curiously. Elder grew thickly all around, but there was a distinct and obvious pathway through it, where the grass and dock had been flattened. 
 
    She followed this trail cautiously, careful to keep her ankles well away from the worst of the nettles whilst admiring the beautiful colours of the thistle flowers, and the even more beautiful colours of the butterflies that were feeding off them. Orange-tips, yellow brimstones and early commas, along with all kinds of bees and flies, found the flowers irresistible. 
 
    A chaffinch sang from the hedgerow, and was echoed by a yellow hammer, and Hillary was so busy nature-watching, she almost missed the dark, oblong outline of a building. It was low to the ground, covered in moss, lichen and bindweed, and for a moment she couldn’t think what it could be. And then she remembered the old-timer from the allotments telling her about the pigsty. 
 
    She moved forward and crouched down, finding the warped wooden door with ease, for here the low-growing elder branches had been hacked back. By Billy Davies? 
 
    She reached for the door, intending to go inside and hoping that any resident rats or spiders were out foraging, and was brought up short. For there, gleaming and relatively new-looking, was a big brass padlock. 
 
    So Billy Davies had managed to find a hiding place that not even his dad had rumbled, Hillary mused. She picked the padlock up in her hand and gave it an experimental tug, but it held fast. She sighed, and reached into her bag for her mobile. 
 
    ‘Tommy? You back from talking to Mrs Cleaver? No, you can fill me in later. I’m in the paddock behind the Davies’ shed. I need you to get yourself over here as quick as you can with someone from SOCO and a good pair of bolt-cutters. We may have hit the jackpot.’ 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    Hillary watched as Tommy bent down in front of the padlock and positioned it in his palm. Although he had a pair of bolt-cutters with him, he reached into his shirt pocket for a small leather case with a zip around three of its edges. It reminded Hillary of one of those portable little sewing kits that Victorian ladies used to carry with them when embarking on the Grand Tour. 
 
    But what Tommy extracted was a pair of long, thin, stainless steel instruments with hooks on the end. He inserted one all the way inside, and with the other, began to probe delicately. Hillary let out a long, slow, impressed whistle. ‘You’ve been taking lessons from Mick the Pick,’ she accused. Michael Pritchard, a now retired sergeant from burglary, was still something of a legend at Thames Valley. He was, she knew, very fussy about those he chose to be his ‘apprentices.’ 
 
    Tommy, from his crouching position in a patch of dock, grinned. ‘He offered, and how could I say no? I bet he’d have this done by now though . . . ahh, got it.’ 
 
    The padlock fell sweetly open into his hand, and he stood up and slipped it into a plastic evidence bag he kept in his other pocket. Throughout the procedure he’d been wearing ultra-thin latex gloves to protect fingerprint evidence. 
 
    ‘Well done, Tommy,’ Hillary said, slapping him on the back. ‘Headington don’t know what an asset they’re getting. But now you’ve got it open, we don’t even know that our vic was ever here. For all I know, this pigsty could belong to a neighbouring farmer.’ 
 
    Tommy paled slightly. ‘We have got a warrant, haven’t we, guv?’ he gulped. 
 
    Hillary grinned. ‘Never fear. I phoned Danvers after I phoned you. It should be being signed even as we speak.’ 
 
    Tommy paled even further. ‘What if the judge turned it down? Aren’t we being a bit previous, guv?’ 
 
    Hillary laughed. ‘Worried about being nabbed for illegal entry, Detective Constable?’ Then she shrugged. ‘Yes, we’ll have to be careful,’ she agreed more soberly. ‘No one sets foot inside until we get the go-ahead,’ she added, mostly for the benefit of the two forensics experts Tommy had brought with him. She recognised one as a fingerprints man, the other she didn’t know. Both of them, at her words, started looking around for a place to sit and make themselves comfortable. Eventually they flattened an area of grass underneath a flowering elder and stretched out. Gnats immediately began to gather around them, making them flap their hands above their heads as they began to talk about football. Neither were yet wearing their white boiler-suit outfits, so presumably they weren’t worried about tracking any ‘trace’ into the pigsty. 
 
    Hillary, not wanting to get down on to the ground, leaned against the smooth bark of an ash tree instead and wondered how much longer the heatwave was going to continue. If it was like this in May, what was July going to be like? Perhaps she’d go to Greenland for her holidays this year. Or to that place in Canada where you were supposed to be able to feed polar bears or whatever. 
 
    It was twenty minutes before Paul Danvers called back to say that the warrant had been signed. Hillary nodded over to the two SOCO officers, and watched them suit up and go in. They had to leave the door open to let in light, and from their muttered comments, Hillary knew they’d found something. Which came as something of a relief. Her biggest fear had been that the place was empty and that she’d wasted everybody’s time. 
 
    It was nearly an hour before she and Tommy were able to root about inside themselves. The pigsty was, of course, tiny, being barely six feet square, and was lined, incongruously, with old wooden filing cabinets. Grimacing at the ubiquitous black powder the fingerprint man had left everywhere, Hillary chose a cabinet and pulled out the first file. It was a cheap beige paper folder (probably pinched from the school stationery cupboard), and had the name ‘Gordon the Wanker’ written on it in big black felt-tip pen. 
 
    Hillary’s eyebrows shot up as she opened it, and was presented with large colour prints of a man urinating against a wall. He was stood with one hand out in front of him and braced against a brick wall, and his other hand was holding his flaccid member, which was clearly visible. It looked as if it had been taken in a town — Bicester, Banbury, maybe Witney, somewhere like that — for the man was obviously in an alley, and in the top right-hand corner there looked to be some kind of lettering. The sign from a pub or club? Probably some boozed-up customer had left after one too many and instead of going back inside to relieve himself in the Gents, had simply chosen to do so in the alley. It was dark, but there were streetlights either end of the alley, and from the building he was leaning against, light shone from an open window. 
 
    The photograph had obviously been taken by someone who knew what they were doing for the focus was sharp, and the lighting superb. The man was heavy-set, grey-haired, and was wearing what looked to be a good quality suit. She moved the photograph a little closer to her face, and squinted. Yes, she was sure she could make out a gold watch on the wrist of the hand that was leaning against the wall. A man of some prosperity then. The face was in profile, but she had no doubt that he would be perfectly recognisable to anyone who knew him. 
 
    She turned the top photograph over and found several more of the same man, one with him almost full-on to the camera and in the process of stuffing himself back into his trousers. That photograph, more than any of the others, could have been misconstrued if taken out of context. She could almost see Billy Davies approaching him with a copy of it. Maybe at his place of work, or even at his home, piling on the pressure. Had he threatened to say that the man had propositioned him, flashed him, threatened him if he didn’t have sex with him? And would a no doubt perfectly respectable man, probably married and maybe with a business reputation to protect, then pay up to keep the boy quiet and happy? 
 
    Of course he would. In today’s climate, where paedophiles were hated and rightfully prosecuted as often as possible, no man would want to run the risk of being classified as such. 
 
    Hillary sighed, and passed the folder on to Tommy. ‘We’re going to have to find out who this is. Get Larry to get a head shot from that, and pass it around the troops. Someone might know him. If we don’t get any joy, we might have to ask the local papers to run it with the usual “Do you know this man?” angle.’ 
 
    ‘Right, guv,’ Tommy said. 
 
    Hillary went to the next folder in the drawer and withdrew another set of photographs. 
 
    These were snaps that had been taken in broad daylight. A naked woman, lying on a towel in what was evidently her own back garden. In the background Hillary could see one of those round, revolving clotheslines, with a few children’s clothes hanging limply from it. The house looked small — a one-time council house maybe — and now probably privately owned. It could have been in any suburban cul-de-sac in any town. The woman was blonde, but not a natural, as some of the more revealing pictures only too clearly showed. Attractive in a plump kind of way. Stretchmarks clearly showed in one or two close-up shots. The little sod must have used a zoom lens to get such detail. 
 
    Would the woman have paid up, if only to prevent strangers and neighbours from seeing her physical defects? On the other hand, if she was extrovert enough to sunbathe naked in her back garden, maybe she’d told the little sod to sling his hook. Hillary rather hoped she had. 
 
    ‘Tommy, another one we need to track down.’ She looked around at the filing cabinets, wondering how many more victims were in here. ‘This is going to take some time.’ She looked at the front of the folder she was holding and grimaced as she read ‘Big Tits Linda’ in the same bold black lettering. Well at least they had first names to go on. ‘With a bit of luck we’ll find a notebook or diary or something with their proper names and contact details in,’ she muttered. 
 
    ‘Guv, I think you should see this,’ Tommy said, handing over another file he’d taken from the bottom drawer. 
 
    These photographs were different from all the rest, in that they were indoor shots, and carefully posed. Whereas all the others had been clandestine shots taken of people unaware of the lens, these were taken with the full consent of the model. 
 
    The girl was very young, beautiful and ash-blonde. Heather Soames’s face stared at her, full of health and youth, obviously taken before pregnancy and loss had put dark shadows under her eyes. She was lying on a black leather sofa, the contrast with her smooth white skin and fair hair almost painful. She was totally naked. 
 
    Sighing, Hillary flipped through them. There was nothing ugly about them. Nothing deliberately provocative or crude. She wondered if the girl thought of them as art; if her boyfriend had promised they were for his eyes only. And maybe they had been. And maybe not. 
 
    ‘See if you can find any more like these, but of different girls,’ Hillary said. ‘If so, he might have been trying to sell them to the dirty mag trade. Heather is obviously underage, so some might have been willing to shell out a few readies.’ 
 
    Tommy nodded and began to pull out drawers. 
 
    Hillary reached for the phone and reluctantly called in Frank Ross to come and help out. Then she took a few of the Heather Soames pictures and slipped them into a plastic evidence bag. ‘Tommy, I’m going to have a word with Francis Soames. See if he knew about these,’ she waved her hand in the air. For a protective papa, they had motive written all over them. ‘Better get a catalogue going of all these folders. Pull in some uniforms to help — every piece needs to be properly noted and logged into evidence. It’s going to be a long night.’ 
 
    Tommy nodded and watched her go. Before leaving the station, he’d signed the last of the forms accepting his promotion to sergeant, and agreeing to the move to Headington. Next Wednesday was going to be his last day. He wondered where they’d take him for a drink and how he’d feel knowing that his life was about to change irrevocably. Now that the time had come, he felt almost sick. 
 
    He shuddered, then went back to trawling a pigsty for evidence of blackmail. 
 
    * * * 
 
    In the car, Hillary speed-dialled Janine’s phone. 
 
    ‘DS Tyler.’ 
 
    ‘Janine, it’s me. You checked out Francis Soames’s alibi right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, boss. You wanted to know if he was out on a call cleaning carpets. He wasn’t. He was in the office all that day. Secretary confirms it. The office has only one door in and out, but it’s on the ground floor. He could have slipped out the window. I checked — it has windows that open, it’s not sealed or anything. Looks out over the car park, so if he picked his moment right he might have been able to nip out without being seen, but he’d have to be lucky. I couldn’t pin the secretary down, though, on just how long he might have been in the office on his own. She thinks she was in and out with letters to sign, cups of coffee, queries, etc. all day long. She reckoned he couldn’t have been on his own for more than twenty minutes at a time, if that. It seemed unlikely to me that he’d have been able to get out, kill Billy, and get back again without her knowing.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed heavily. ‘Pick up any vibes from her?’ she asked hopefully. If she and the boss were sleeping together, she might have been prepared to give him a false alibi. 
 
    ‘Not one.’ 
 
    ‘OK, thanks. Ring Tommy, we’ve had developments this end,’ she added abruptly and rung off. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Francis Soames didn’t look particularly surprised to see her again so soon. When she came in, he was already on his feet, and he nodded to his secretary, a fifty-something with good bones and large waves of striking grey hair. ‘Yvonne, some coffee perhaps?’ 
 
    Hillary watched the woman leave, then took a seat in front of his desk. She waited until Soames had sat back down before reluctantly pulling out the photographs, still encased in their plastic covering, from her briefcase. ‘Mr Soames, you’re probably going to find these upsetting, but I need to know if you knew about them.’ She pushed the photographs across the desk towards him and saw his jaw drop. 
 
    He stared at them for a moment, and then slowly reached out and drew them closer. He swallowed hard once or twice, then croaked deliberately, ‘It’s Heather.’ 
 
    He looked back up at Hillary, then down at the pictures of his naked daughter and abruptly flushed bright red and pushed them away from him. Hillary hastily scooped them up and put them back in her case. Unless the man was a better actor than Hoffman, he’d never seen them before in his life. 
 
    ‘Her mother would have been horrified,’ Francis Soames said at last, and still unable to meet her eyes. He himself looked mortified. ‘I suppose that boy took them,’ he added bitterly. 
 
    ‘We think so, yes,’ Hillary said, very calmly and matter-of-fact, trying to lower the embarrassment factor a bit. ‘I take it Heather never said anything about posing for art shots?’ 
 
    ‘Art?’ Francis opened his mouth to rail bitterly, then changed his mind, and closed it again. After a few deep breaths he shook his head and said instead, ‘I never thought Heather would do something like that.’ He sat with his elbows on the table, his hands covering his face, then he took them away and stared at her. ‘Who else has seen them?’ he demanded, his voice rising in pitch. ‘Were they in his locker at school? Did he show them around to his friends? To that freakish-looking Miller boy? Have they been laughing at her behind her back? Tell me!’ His voice had risen to an almost hysterical shout by now, and suddenly the door opened. 
 
    His secretary came in with a tray of coffee, pretending not to have heard him. Francis watched her put the tray down on his desk and made a visible effort to get himself under control. His face was now bright red, with white blotches. He swallowed hard and mumbled, ‘Thank you, Yvonne. Would you hold all my calls for now. Oh, and cancel my meeting with the reps at four?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, Mr Soames.’ 
 
    Hillary waited until the door closed behind her before continuing. ‘I have no reason to suppose that anyone other than Billy and Heather herself have seen the pictures, Mr Soames,’ she said quietly. ‘The photographs weren’t found at his school, or even at his residence, but in a well-concealed and secure hiding place. Is Heather still at home?’ Hillary asked. ‘We’ll need to talk to her about these at some point.’ 
 
    ‘What? Oh, no, she said she’d go back to school this afternoon.’ Francis Soames slowly leaned back in his chair, visibly growing calmer now. ‘She wants to get back to normal, catch up on the schoolwork she’s missed and be with her friends. You know how teenage girls are. She’s sleeping over at her friend’s house tonight. Mary-Beth’s. Perhaps it’s just as well. I need some time alone to come to grips with this.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Probably the best thing for you both. Well, we’ll leave it ’til tomorrow then,’ she said, getting to her feet. Francis Soames nodded, but didn’t rise himself, and she doubted he even heard the door closing behind her. The secretary glanced up at her curiously as she walked by her desk, but didn’t speak. 
 
    Hillary stood in the parking lot for a moment, thinking. Francis Soames was an emotional man, clearly still upset at losing his wife and maybe on the verge of a breakdown himself. It wasn’t hard to imagine him, in a moment of unthinking crisis, reaching out for the nearest weapon and striking the boy who’d stolen his daughter’s innocence. The trouble was, Hillary didn’t think he knew anything about it. And why would Billy agree to meet Francis Soames at the allotment shed? As far as she’d been able to make out, Billy had been afraid of his girlfriend’s father. 
 
    No, she just didn’t see it, somehow. 
 
    Hillary glanced at her watch. Nearly ten minutes past four. She could go back to Tommy and the others, but there was little point now. She supposed she should head back to headquarters and update her new boss on the latest developments. 
 
    Or she could tackle Lester Miller again. 
 
    * * * 
 
    This time she called Mr Miller senior first, and he was waiting for her as she pulled up outside his mock-Tudor residence, leaning against a silver/blue Daimler Sovereign with his arms folded across his chest, and one foot tapping impatiently away on the tarmac. The epitome of a busy man with better things to do than talk to the likes of herself. 
 
    Hillary smiled at him widely as she got out of her car. Her cream-coloured jacket was creased and probably smelly from the heat, her matching slacks green-smeared and covered with grass seeds from her trip through the paddock. She hoped her shoes were dirty enough to leave marks on his carpet. 
 
    ‘Mr Miller, hello again. I take it Lester’s home from school?’ 
 
    ‘He is. And I do hope this is the last time you’ll need to see him, Detective Inspector Greene.’ 
 
    Hillary grinned. ‘So do I, Mr Miller. So do I. Shall we go in?’ 
 
    Lester was sitting in the same leather chair as before, but this time his feet were bare and he was drinking from a can of lager. His father noticed, but said nothing, and Hillary wondered if he’d get a bollocking after she left, or if Gareth Miller was the sort of man who’d approve of his teenage son showing what he was made of in front of the hoi polloi. 
 
    ‘Hello again, Lester,’ Hillary said brightly, taking a seat on the sofa opposite without waiting to be asked. She pulled out her notebook, smiled at the ginger-haired boy, waited until he’d taken a significant swig of Foster’s, then said brightly, ‘So why didn’t you tell me about your mate Billy’s blackmail scams?’ 
 
    Lester didn’t spout the lager from his nostrils, or choke, or do anything so entertaining, but he did swallow hard and have to clear his throat. From a lounging position against the unlit fireplace, Gareth Miller suddenly shot upright. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Please, Mr Miller, don’t interrupt,’ Hillary said flatly. ‘If you insist on making things difficult, we can always carry on this conversation at the station. With solicitors and all that that entails.’ The look she shot him made him slowly lean back against the mantelpiece, but his eyes narrowed on his son. 
 
    Lester Miller shrugged, then laughed. It wasn’t a very convincing laugh. ‘Nothing to tell.’ 
 
    ‘That won’t do,’ Hillary said, slowly shaking her head from side to side. ‘We found his hidden stash, Lester. Don’t tell me that you weren’t in on it. A bright lad like yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t say a word, Lester,’ Gareth Miller growled, and to Hillary snapped, ‘Look, I’m not having this. Are you accusing my boy of something? Because if so, I want to know what.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘Mr Miller, let me make things clear. I’m not interested in making trouble for you or your boy. But I need to know the facts. Why don’t we just let Lester speak, hmm?’ 
 
    ‘It’s OK, Dad, I think I know what she’s talking about, and it’s no big deal, yeah? Billy took photos see, of people. There was this woman who used to sunbathe in the nude, right, and it drove her husband spare. He was always telling her off about it. Well, Billy took pictures, see, and said he was going to see if she’d pay him off, otherwise he would show them to her husband. I don’t suppose he went through with it though. Billy just did it as a joke.’ 
 
    Yeah, right, Hillary thought sourly. 
 
    ‘It doesn’t sound funny to me,’ Gareth Miller growled. 
 
    ‘Me either,’ Hillary put in tartly. ‘Tell me, Lester, how did Billy know about this woman sunbathing nude?’ she asked curiously. 
 
    ‘Huh? Oh, somebody at school told him. This kid in the third form was bragging about it. She lives just down from him, apparently, and he was telling everyone how, when he goes home from school, he gets his old man’s bird-watching binoculars and does some real bird-watching. Get it? Anyway, when Billy heard him he decided to follow the kid home and see if it was all just bullshit, or on the up-and-up. And when it turned out to be true, he goes over there on the next sunny day and — wham. Pictures.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed heavily. ‘I’ll need this boy’s name. The woman’s neighbour, I mean,’ she clarified, and wrote it down when Lester told her. At least that was one victim they’d be able to trace with ease. ‘And what about the other pictures, Lester?’ 
 
    Lester Miller shrugged one bony shoulder and took a sip of lager. ‘Don’t know about them,’ he lied. 
 
    ‘You don’t, huh?’ Hillary said sceptically and saw the boy’s father frown. ‘But isn’t that where Billy got all his money from, Lester? You know, to buy the mountain bike, and the fancy zoom lenses for his camera. The gold jewellery for his girlfriend?’ 
 
    Lester shrugged, but his eyes refused to meet hers. He looked less cocky now and more angry. And suddenly, Hillary twigged. 
 
    ‘He was holding out on you, wasn’t he, Lester?’ Hillary said softly and with mock sympathy. ‘What was it? At first he kept you in touch with what he was doing. The nude sunbather, the man waving his willy about.’ Out of the corner of her eyes, she saw Gareth Miller jerk against the wall, and carried on quickly before he could break her momentum. ‘And it was fun, wasn’t it? Watching Billy con or bully or threaten all these men and women, these so-called adults and grown-ups, out of their hard-earned cash. But things changed, right? He began to keep secrets. Not tell you stuff. Maybe even deliberately kept you out of the loop. Is that how it was?’ 
 
    Lester Miller stared down at his lager can. ‘He thought he was so clever. He used to take me along, when he confronted them, like, letting them know that he wasn’t the only one who knew. And in case they got stroppy, like, I was to call the cops straight away. But the last few months or so . . . I could tell he’d got on to something good. Really good. But he wouldn’t tell me what. He kept denying it, but I knew.’ 
 
    Hillary leaned forward on the chair, unable to mask her sudden tension. ‘You think he arranged to meet someone that afternoon, don’t you? The day he was killed. You think one of his victims turned ugly, don’t you, Lester? And you know what? So do I. So if you have any idea, any idea at all who it was, you have to tell me.’ 
 
    ‘Lester, tell her,’ Gareth Miller urged. ‘Have some sense for once in your life.’ 
 
    ‘But I don’t know, do I?’ Lester Miller suddenly shouted, leaping to his feet and throwing the can of lager to the floor in a fit of childish temper. His eyes, though, were full of genuine tears. ‘You think I don’t know that if I’d been there, like before, I could have stopped it happening? If only he’d told me, I’d have gone with him and he’d be alive today. If I knew who killed him, I’d tell you. But I don’t. I don’t.’ 
 
    By now the lad was sobbing, and his father, nonplussed, went across and patted him awkwardly on the back. But the boy pushed him away and angrily wiped the tears from his face with the back of his hand. Mucus from his running nose hung in strings from his hand and he wiped it vaguely on the side of his jeans. 
 
    Hillary got up slowly. ‘All right, Lester,’ she said softly. ‘All right.’ She nodded across his carrot-coloured head to his father, and let herself silently out of the house. 
 
    She felt tired all of a sudden. Perhaps she’d head back to HQ after all, have a drink in the canteen, catch up on some of her other cases while she waited to hear from Tommy. Do something normal, something that didn’t have human misery and sin stamped all over it. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was nearly six when Tommy came back from the pigsty. Frank had driven off on the dot of five, of course, leaving him and two uniforms to bag up the proceeds. 
 
    Janine had also been and gone, citing a hot date for not hanging around. Something about the way she’d said it had caused alarm bells to go off in Hillary’s head, but she’d been too tired to pursue it. Besides, Janine put in so much unpaid overtime, there was no way she was going to comment about her getting away on time for once. 
 
    Tommy wasn’t surprised to find only Hillary at her desk, but as he went by the DCI’s cubbyhole, the door opened and Danvers came out. 
 
    ‘Guv,’ Tommy said in passing, but didn’t stop, since he had an arm full of evidence that looked ready to totter over and spill across the floor. He made it to Hillary’s desk just in time and dumped the lot in the middle of the table, catching some of it before it spilled over. It was only then that he was aware that Danvers had followed him across the room. 
 
    ‘This the lot?’ Danvers asked. ‘Hillary’s informed me of your find out at Aston Lea. Good going.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Er, right, thanks, guv. No, it’s not the lot. I’ve logged most of it into Evidence downstairs. But I thought the guv should see these. They’re a bit odd. We can’t figure out, me and the lads, what they’re doing in with all the rest,’ Tommy said. ‘We found more naked women shots, by the way; some of older women too — who the hell knows why they posed for him. And some other shots of a couple making out in the back of a Volvo, plus two men in a Gents out at Woodstock park. We reckon Billy took them through an open window. One face is clear, the other,’ Tommy coughed, ‘isn’t.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. More blackmail victims. 
 
    ‘But like I said, guv, these don’t seem to fit the pattern.’ 
 
    Intrigued, both Hillary and Paul Danvers took a beige folder each and opened them out. 
 
    In Hillary’s pile, the now-familiar style of Billy Davies’s camera lens showed photograph after photograph of the same man and woman. The man was of medium height and build, rather effeminate-looking, with carefully styled brown hair and a perfect complexion. Sometimes he was wearing a suit, sometimes something casual. In one or two he had on sunglasses. In all of them he had the look of a man who had regular face massages at a club where they also manicured his nails and clipped his nose and ear hair. Hillary guessed he’d have cabinets full of those products for men that ranged from fancy shower gels to moisturizing shaving lotion. The woman with him had a similar pampered look. She was about his height, with long dark hair and big eyes bristling with mascara. Like her partner, she was always expensively dressed, be it a plain white tennis dress that must have cost more than a month’s worth of Hillary’s salary, or plain, extremely tailored trouser suits designed to look like a man’s outfit from Brooks Brothers. 
 
    They were pictured getting in and out of cars, always together, always going to, or coming from, different, respectable-looking and well-maintained houses. There was nothing in them that could possibly be material for a blackmailer. 
 
    She frowned at Paul Danvers, who was looking equally puzzled at his own folder, and, catching his eye, wordlessly swapped with him. 
 
    His couple were a little older, a little plumper, but the photographs were the same. In fact, all five folders were filled with men and women going to and coming from houses. Nothing more, or less. 
 
    ‘What the hell?’ Danvers said. 
 
    ‘Exactly, guv,’ Tommy said. ‘We can’t figure it out. The nude sunbather, or the bloke peeing up a wall, OK. I can see how it could be embarrassing for them, and why they might pay out the odd fifty quid just to save them the hassle of explaining them away. And maybe the gays in the bog might want to avoid the hassle of being outed. But these? What’s the big deal?’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘I don’t know, but we’re going to have to track them all down. No sign of any names I suppose?’ 
 
    ‘No, guv. No little black book, nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Well, we need to find them and interview them. Tommy, you and Frank get on to it first thing tomorrow morning.’ 
 
    ‘Guv,’ Tommy said. ‘Do you mind if I get off now? Only Jean’s picking up the bridesmaids’ dresses and she needs a ride out to Marsh Gibbon.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded and Danvers watched him go, smiling. ‘The wedding’s next month, right?’ he confirmed. 
 
    Hillary nodded. 
 
    ‘You’re going to miss him. He’s a good officer. Fancy coming for a drink?’ 
 
    Hillary sighed, but nodded. It was easier than thinking of an excuse not to go. 
 
    She only hoped he didn’t choose a pub where anybody knew them. The last thing she wanted was for the gossip mill in this place to start linking them together. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    Janine reached up and accepted the glass of red wine being offered to her. She smiled, and curled her legs up further under her on the big white sofa. Whoever would have thought she’d be back sitting in her favourite place in all the world? 
 
    In front of her, the empty grate was filled with a dry flower arrangement that was becoming a little dusty now, but it was still considered by the woman who came in to clean for Mel twice a week to be the last word in interior design. Oddly enough, Janine found that even the desiccated purple petals and dyed-orange grass stems looked good to her now — like long-lost friends that you meet after a time, and find have improved with age. 
 
    ‘So, how’s the case going?’ Mel asked smoothly. 
 
    ‘Nowhere,’ Janine shrugged and took a sip of the Bordeaux. ‘Or maybe we’ll have it solved tomorrow.’ As she drank, she filled him in on the latest developments. Although, as a superintendent now, Mel had a wider field of responsibility and wasn’t, in any case, in overall charge of the Davies murder inquiry, he listened closely and nodded when she’d finished. 
 
    ‘Hillary thinks the murderer is a blackmail victim, and it’s only a matter of time before pinning him or her down?’ 
 
    ‘It makes sense,’ Janine agreed. ‘It would explain why he was at the shed — because he’d arranged to meet someone there to put the bite on them — and why someone would want to kill a fifteen-year-old boy that doesn’t involve a sex-gone-wrong scenario. And we know there’d been nothing of that sort from the autopsy report.’ 
 
    Mel sighed. ‘Let’s not talk about it now. We get enough of the squalid side of life at work. Try some of the brie.’ He pointed to the platter resting on the little coffee table in front of them, which contained crackers, biscuits, an assortment of cheese and a bunch of grapes. Janine looked at it and laughed. 
 
    ‘The old seduction kit, huh? Have you forgotten that you offered me the same thing the very first night you brought me back here?’ Here being Mel’s place in ‘The Moors’ area of Kidlington, which comprised most of the old village, before Kidlington morphed into an anonymous town. It was one of the most elite areas going, and Mel had been awarded the big detached house during his divorce from his second (and stinking rich) wife. In return, wife number two had left for London with Mel’s son. But father and son, as Janine knew well, seemed to stay in touch and keep close and, as far as she could tell, Mel had never questioned the arrangement. Like most men, he seemed to believe that children belonged with their mothers. 
 
    ‘Of course I didn’t forget,’ Mel said now, rubbing the side of his face with his palm. ‘I wanted to remind you. It used to be good, didn’t it? Between us, I mean?’ he added softly. 
 
    ‘I thought so,’ Janine said flatly, taking a sip of the wine, ‘until you dumped me to get your promotion.’ Oddly enough, the words weren’t angry, or even resentful, and Mel smiled grimly. 
 
    ‘If the promotion had been going your way, you’d have done the same thing, and you know it.’ His words weren’t accusatory either, simply a statement of fact. ‘Let’s face it, Jan, we’re both as ambitious as hell. Or at least, I thought I was. Lately, I’m beginning to wonder if it’s all been worth it.’ 
 
    Janine slowly put her wine glass down on the table in front of her, her heartbeat picking up a notch, and casually selected a grape. ‘That sounded curiously plaintive. Don’t tell me the air is too thin, up there with the big boys?’ she mocked. 
 
    ‘You’re a sarky cow.’ 
 
    ‘Job not all it’s cracked up to be?’ 
 
    ‘The job’s fine. And you know damned well what I’m trying to say. I miss you. I miss us, being together, like this.’ 
 
    ‘Forget it, Mel,’ Janine said flatly. ‘The brie could be imported from France for all I care, I’m not getting into bed with you again. Is that what dinner the other night was all about? And now this quaint little trip down memory lane?’ 
 
    Mel sighed heavily and turned to face her on the couch. He was wearing jeans that were almost white after so many washes, and clung to his thighs in a way he knew Janine really liked. He was also wearing one of his Ralph Lauren silk white shirts. His hair was freshly cut and he’d shaved before going out to meet her, and had splashed on the cologne she’d given him for his birthday, just weeks before they split. 
 
    Slowly he reached out with one finger and pulled a strand of her long blonde hair from the side of her face. Janine watched him, smiling slightly, her eyes the eyes of a cat wondering whether to play with the mouse or simply kill it. It made his stomach clench in that old, familiar way. 
 
    ‘It was always good between us,’ Mel said blandly. 
 
    ‘Granted,’ Janine shot back tartly. ‘But not good enough for you to give the brass the two-fingered salute and keep me with you.’ 
 
    ‘Come on, how would you like it if some chancer waltzed in and snaffled your promotion right out from under you? Don’t tell me you wouldn’t have done the same.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the matter,’ Janine jeered. ‘Did the man from the Met put your nose out of joint? So this is all Detective Superintendent Jerome Raleigh’s fault is it? And now he’s not around anymore, you want things back the way they were? Only with you getting to keep the big new job, and still have the little woman back in your bed giving you your jollies. Well, I don’t think so.’ Janine swivelled her legs around and put them on the floor, preparatory to getting up and leaving. ‘You don’t get to do that to me again, Mel. How stupid do you think I am?’ 
 
    Mel didn’t move from his position on the sofa. In fact, he didn’t react to her angry words at all. It was almost as if he hadn’t heard them. ‘No, I don’t want things to go back to how they were; the same problems would still exist. Donleavy and all that crowd will start looking down their noses at us again, and all the old rumours will start up, and the sniggering. I don’t fancy that any more than you do.’ 
 
    Curious now, Janine slowly leaned back against the sofa again. ‘So what are you saying?’ 
 
    ‘You like this place, don’t you, Jan?’ Mel asked, waving a hand around the living room. It was a large, high-ceilinged room, with original pelmets and mouldings, and a large set of French doors that opened out on to a beautiful garden complete with pond and weeping willows. 
 
    Janine, thinking of the cramped semi she shared with her two housemates, laughed grimly. ‘What’s not to like? What’s your point, Mel?’ 
 
    ‘You were always angling to move in here permanently. You gave out enough hints that you wanted to do the whole settle down, maybe start a family thing. Did I misread the signs?’ 
 
    Janine laughed again, but her heart had once more picked up a quicker beat. ‘And much good it did me. You made sure I never quite got my second foot through the door, didn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘The time wasn’t right,’ Mel said, shaking his head. ‘But now I think it is. Or could be, if you wanted.’ 
 
    Janine licked her lips and slowly reached for her wine glass again, giving herself time to think. She watched him narrowly for a moment, then tossed back the contents in a single gulp. ‘Let’s get this straight. You’re asking me to move in with you?’ Janine demanded, twiddling the empty wine glass and then swearing graphically as Mel began to shake his head. 
 
    ‘No, that’ll just put us back where we were before,’ he pointed out. Then he reached out and took one of her hands in his, and began to rub the tops of her fingers with his thumb. ‘I want you to marry me, Jan.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary Greene woke up when a sound like nothing else on earth shattered the early morning silence. It sounded a bit like a car exhaust backfiring after a baked spud had been rammed up it, or like some kind of machinery that had been choked with a century’s worth of grime giving its last death-call. When it sounded again, Hillary groaned and turned over in her bed and yelled out the porthole window, ‘Shut up for Pete’s sake.’ 
 
    The heron that had landed in the field opposite, no doubt to digest its early morning breakfast of stickleback and to proclaim to one and all that this was his territory whilst he was at it, took off in alarm and flapped noisily away. Although the name of her boat, the Mollern, was the Old English country word for heron (in the same way that a badger was a brock, or a fox was a Reynard), Hillary didn’t particularly appreciate her boat’s namesake waking her up at 4:30 in the morning. 
 
    Her uncle had once told her that herons were often referred to as ‘Old Croak’ in Old English literature, and it hadn’t taken her long to realise why. They had a call that could raise the hackles on a dead dog. 
 
    She heard the same ghastly sound again, this time coming from only a hundred or so yards down the canal where the heron had re-landed, and gave up. Sitting up, she threw back the covers on the bed and put her feet to the floor, yawning widely. 
 
    It was Saturday morning, but it was not one of her days off. She took a quick shower and made herself some porridge for breakfast. Most mornings, she didn’t have time for more than a snatched cup of coffee and a crust of toast, but since she was up at such a freakish hour, she supposed she might as well make the effort. 
 
    The sky had just lost the last of its pink-tinged sunrise as she pulled into the parking lot at HQ, and she’d finally managed to stop yawning by the time she pushed open the swing door and walked through the foyer. 
 
    ‘Bloody hell, don’t tell me the Martians have invaded and all leave’s been cancelled,’ the desk sergeant said as she walked by, doing a slapstick double-take of the clock, which showed it to be ten minutes past five in the morning. 
 
    ‘If I’d had any damned sense, I’d have gone back to bed,’ Hillary snarled back by way of cheery greeting, and headed for the stairs without breaking stride. She had to suffer similar comments from the night shift as she crossed the big, open-plan main office, but by the time they’d begun to filter out, and the day shift had come in, Hillary had cleared her in-tray (which was miraculous in and of itself) and had reread every scrap of paper generated by the Davies case. 
 
    Tommy was first in, and after checking her notebook for the ‘to do’ reminders, she gave him the name of the schoolboy who’d been so keen to watch the naked lady sunbathing. ‘Find out her name from him and then interview her. Find out if she had an alibi for the afternoon of the murder. Oh, and since the hubby is apparently less than pleased with his wife’s tan-lines being so seamless, find out where he was too. If Billy Davies had approached him, he might not have been in the mood to take it lying down. You never know just what the outraged jealous types can do in a fit of temper.’ 
 
    ‘Right, guv. I’ll make a start on identifying the odd couples in the pictures as well, yeah?’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Yeah, that’s top priority. And get that lazy git Frank to . . . hold on.’ She picked up her ringing phone, listened for a moment, frowned in puzzlement, and said, ‘OK, Mel, I’ll be right up.’ 
 
    Tommy gave her a questioning look and she shrugged. It was unusual for a DI to be called to a super’s desk, because it implied he was by-passing the chain of command. In this case, Danvers. 
 
    She felt her mouth go dry as she got up, wondering if someone had seen her and Danvers in the pub last night, and told Mel about it. But surely word wouldn’t have travelled that quick? Besides, The Duck and Drake in a small village out near Weston-on-the-Green hadn’t exactly been a hotbed of CID activity. Unless one of the two octogenarian darts players had been undercover narks, or the busy barmaid somebody’s snout. 
 
    ‘The moment you find out the identity of one of our couples let me know,’ Hillary said to Tommy. ‘I want to be interviewing at least one of them by the end of the working day.’ 
 
    ‘Guv.’ 
 
    Hillary walked up the stairs to Mel’s office, and went straight through, as his civilian assistant (posh word for part-time secretary) wasn’t in on a Saturday morning. At his office she tapped on the door and went in without waiting for a summons. She noted at once that he was alone, which came as something of a relief. If DCS Marcus Donleavy had been there as well, she’d wonder what kind of shit she’d landed in. 
 
    As it was, Mel was smiling that particular smile he favoured when he knew she wasn’t going to like something, and she felt her stomach give a distinct dip. She began to wish she’d given the porridge a miss. 
 
    ‘I don’t have time for messing about, Mel,’ she started, without preamble. ‘You’ve got that little-boy-caught-with-his-fingers-in-the- biscuit-tin look, so what the hell have you done, and why is it any of my business?’ 
 
    ‘And good morning to you, what a lovely day it is and why don’t you take a seat. Coffee? It’s that new Brazilian blend I told you about.’ She watched him pour her a mug and felt her stomach do a further nosedive into her shoes as he came up with a Nash’s bakery box. Inside were two plump chocolate eclairs. 
 
    Hillary took a long, fortifying breath. ‘OK, not a word until I’ve finished it. If it’s this bad, I need the chocolate fix to fortify me.’ 
 
    Mel smiled thinly but let her eat and drink, whilst doodling on the report of next month’s projected crime figures. When she’d licked the last of her fingers free of cream, Mel leaned back in his chair. 
 
    ‘I know Tommy’s leaving next week, so you’ll be getting a new DC, which means this probably isn’t the best time to spring this. But how would you feel about losing Janine as well?’ 
 
    Hillary stared at him flatly. ‘She got a promotion already? Hell, that was quick work, even for Janine. You know she’s not ready for the responsibilities of being an inspector, don’t you?’ 
 
    Mel shook his head. ‘No, it’s not that. But she won’t be able to stay at Kidlington after we get married.’ 
 
    Hillary stared at him for another second or two, then said shakily, ‘You should have made that a whole boxful of eclairs, Mel. What the hell are you using for brains? No, scrap that.’ She held up a hand. ‘I know what you’re using instead of the old grey matter. Mel, you’re not serious are you?’ 
 
    Her old friend grinned at her and reached for his mug. He looked young and carefree, and Hillary wanted to stretch her foot under the table and kick him on the shins. 
 
    ‘Donleavy and the rest of the brass will have a fit,’ she said plaintively. 
 
    ‘Not necessarily. Think about it, Hill. All their old objections go out the window if me and Janine get spliced. It makes her legit, it means she has to transfer out of my station, so there can’t be any conflict of interest so she’s not always on their radar, and, besides, now that I’ve got the promotion, they can go whistle.’ 
 
    Hillary opened her mouth, then closed it, then opened it again, and was about to say something — she wasn’t sure exactly what — when his phone rang. He picked it up impatiently, listened, then frowned and nodded. ‘Right, I’ll tell her. Yes, right away.’ 
 
    He hung up. ‘That’s downstairs. A Mr Francis Soames has rung up in a right state, claiming that his daughter has gone missing and wanting to speak to you. That’s your murder vic’s girlfriend, isn’t it?’ he asked, but Hillary was already halfway to the door. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Francis Soames was pacing his living-room carpet like a demented chicken when Hillary arrived a half hour later. Debbie Soames opened the door, looking pale and wide-eyed. ‘Dad’s going spare,’ she said, unnecessarily, as she stood back to let Hillary pass. ‘You don’t think anything’s happened to her, do you? I mean, she’s a silly cow, but she’s only fifteen, and she’s my sister and . . .’ 
 
    ‘Debbie! Is that them?’ Francis Soames threw open the door and stared at Hillary as if expecting her to have Heather with her. ‘Where is she? Have you got people out looking for her? You don’t think it’s just l-like B-B-Billy, do you?’ 
 
    Behind her, she heard Debbie Soames draw in her breath sharply. 
 
    ‘Mr Soames, calm down,’ Hillary said loudly. ‘Now, let’s go and sit down. Debbie, perhaps you could make us some tea.’ Hillary turned briefly to the young girl and nodded. ‘And then you, Mr Soames, can fill me in on what’s happening.’ 
 
    Francis Soames let her lead him back into the living room, but instead of taking a seat, he commenced pacing again. ‘I told you she was going back to school for the afternoon, then staying on at a friend’s house, right? Well, apparently, she didn’t. The school tells me she never registered in afternoon assembly, and now Mary-Beth’s mother has confirmed that Heather didn’t stay the night with her at all. In fact, she knew nothing about it. When I called her this morning to speak to Heather, she didn’t even know what I was talking about.’ 
 
    He was shouting by the time he’d finished, and Hillary had to spend the next ten minutes getting him to calm down, sit down, drink some tea and start listening to her. 
 
    ‘Right,’ Hillary began grimly. ‘It sounds to me as if I need to speak to this Mary-Beth Chandler right away and see if she knows what’s going on. It wouldn’t surprise me if your daughter didn’t arrange it with her, to set up a cover story. Mr Soames, try not to worry just yet.’ 
 
    ‘Not worry? What if that maniac who killed the Davies boy has got my daughter!’ Abruptly, the man started to cry, deep, wracking sobs. ‘I’ve just lost my wife. I can’t lose a child too!’ 
 
    Debbie Soames immediately came to sit next to him on the sofa and hug him. She looked at Hillary silently, misery written all over her face. 
 
    ‘Mr Soames, I don’t think that’s likely,’ Hillary said gently. ‘I can’t go into details, but we think we know now why Billy Davies was killed, and it has nothing to do with your daughter. Now why don’t you take some headache pills and try to lie down for a few hours? It’s possible we’ll have some positive news for you very soon.’ 
 
    Hillary knew that she was breaking every rule in the book in giving such assurances, but she was pretty sure she knew what had happened, and if she could give the poor man some hope to keep him going until his daughter was back, safe and sound, then why not? 
 
    White-faced, Francis Soames nodded, but whether he believed her or not, she couldn’t say. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Outside, she opened up her mobile and began punching in numbers as she got behind the wheel of her car. Her call was answered almost at once. 
 
    ‘DS Tyler.’ 
 
    ‘Janine, it’s me. I want you to start ringing around the abortion clinics. Heather Soames has gone missing overnight, and I think I know why. Don’t try any of the Oxfordshire ones: she said something about wanting to go further away from home. But my guess is not too far. Try the surrounding counties first.’ 
 
    ‘Right, boss. Boss, about Mel and me—’ 
 
    ‘Not now,’ Hillary said curtly, and hung up. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mary-Beth Chandler looked scared. She was facing Hillary across a kitchen table in her family’s kitchen, with her mother sitting at right angles to her, watching her like a hawk. Mrs Chandler was one of those plump women who seemed cheerful and at ease in their own skin, but right now she looked ruffled and bewildered. 
 
    ‘I thought you had better sense,’ she was saying to her daughter now, and Hillary wondered how many mothers had said the same despairing thing to their offspring over the years. 
 
    ‘But I didn’t know, did I?’ Mary-Beth wailed the typical teenager’s lament. ‘Heather just asked me to say that she was staying here for the night, if her dad called.’ 
 
    ‘And why would she ask you to do that if she wasn’t up to any good? Didn’t you think to ask her that?’ Mrs Chandler demanded, doing Hillary’s interview for her. 
 
    ‘Oh, Mum! I couldn’t do that. She’s my best friend. She needed me.’ Mary-Beth, like her mother, had a mop of dark curls and big dark eyes, and puppy fat had given her a curiously twin-like appearance with her parent. Now she sniffed inelegantly into a tissue and flicked the silent policewoman a terrified glance. ‘I’m not going to be arrested, am I?’ 
 
    Hillary smiled wearily. ‘Not unless you refuse to answer my questions, Miss Chandler,’ she said flatly. ‘Do you know where Heather Soames is?’ 
 
    ‘No, honest, I don’t.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. She believed her. She was too scared to hold anything back at this point. ‘When did she ask you to cover for her exactly?’ 
 
    ‘Yesterday morning. She rang me up at school and said she had to do something, and she needed to be gone overnight, and could I just say that she was sleeping over with me if anybody asked.’ 
 
    Mrs Chandler shook her head sorrowfully. 
 
    ‘And how did she sound? Depressed, or maybe tense?’ 
 
    ‘No. A bit quiet, like. Dull. Sort of resigned, like when we have double biology at school.’ 
 
    Hillary nearly laughed at that one. ‘I see. Now, I want to go back a bit, to the afternoon of Billy’s death . . .’ She stopped, in genuine surprise, as Mary-Beth Chandler gave a sudden wail and began to cry in earnest. 
 
    ‘I knew you were going to find out about that,’ she managed to gasp out at last, between genuine sobs of fright. Her mother, not a little frightened herself now, got up and scuttled around to stand behind her, hugging her in a manner not very far removed from the way Debbie Soames had hugged her father. Over her daughter’s distraught head, Mrs Chandler stared at Hillary helplessly. 
 
    Hillary couldn’t help her though. She had no idea what all this was about either. ‘I think it’s best if you tell me all about it, don’t you?’ she said gently. 
 
    And Mary-Beth Chandler nodded, gulped some more, dabbed at her tears and said, ‘We told the policemen who asked us that Heather was with us that afternoon. When Billy died, I mean. That we all hung out at the tennis courts during our free period. But we didn’t. I mean, me and Colleen did, but Heather went home. We won’t get into trouble, will we?’ 
 
    Hillary felt a cold chill creep down her spine as she stared at the girl’s woebegone face. ‘Let me get this straight,’ she said, steel in her voice now. ‘On the day that Billy was killed, Heather Soames left the school at what time exactly?’ 
 
    Mary-Beth sniffed, her back straightening up automatically as she reacted to the authority in the older woman’s voice. ‘It was after maths. A quarter to two. That’s when we had the free period till three o’clock. The afternoon break is for fifteen minutes so it works out at an hour and a quarter, so—’ 
 
    ‘And did Heather come back at three?’ she interrupted ruthlessly. ‘Or did she stay away the rest of the afternoon?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure,’ Mary-Beth said shakily. ‘I had IT, and Heather had, er . . . English lit, I think. So I didn’t see her before going home.’ Hillary was sure that Heather’s English teacher had confirmed her presence for that afternoon lesson. But that still left an hour and fifteen minutes unaccounted for. It gave her time to kill her boyfriend. But, aged fifteen, Heather had no car and couldn’t just drive to Aston Lea. There was no regular bus service from Bicester either, and it was doubtful that she would have been able to bike it there and back in time. 
 
    Unless she’d hitched. Unless she’d had help from another quarter. 
 
    Debbie Soames was probably old enough to have a provisional driver’s licence. 
 
    Hillary mentally shook her head. No, this was going too fast. She had to slow it down, think it through. Why would the Soames sisters want Billy dead? And why would Debbie come into the station and tell them all about Heather’s pregnancy if they were in it together? Unless they were playing some kind of game that Hillary hadn’t figured out yet. 
 
    ‘Listen, Mary-Beth, I want you and your mum to come to Kidlington so that you can make a proper statement about all this.’ Hillary looked at the older woman as she spoke, who nodded grimly. 
 
    Mary-Beth started crying again. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary drove back to HQ, trying to fit Heather Soames into the frame as the killer, and failing. Would a fifteen-year-old girl kill the father of her baby because he wanted her to have an abortion? How had she got to Aston Lea? Why would Debbie, or anyone else, aid and abet her? It just didn’t add up. 
 
    Tommy looked up as Hillary walked across to her desk. 
 
    ‘The woman’s name was Samantha Willis, guv.’ He launched into his report before she’d even sat down, tossing the photo of the naked sunbather on to her desk. ‘She admitted that Billy Davies had approached her with copies of these pictures, last summer this would be, and told her he’d give them to her husband if she didn’t pay him two hundred quid. She laughed in his face, apparently — told him he’d better make sure that he found her husband before he went into the pub, otherwise he’d probably be drunk and would wallop him good and proper.’ Tommy grinned. ‘From what I gather, she put the wind up him and sent him off with a flea in his ear. Denies flat-out that she paid him a penny.’ 
 
    ‘Good for her,’ Hillary grunted, then looked across at Janine, who was talking on the phone. 
 
    ‘No one of that description at all? She’d have come in last night, possibly this morning. No, all right, thanks.’ Janine hung up, and immediately began dialling again, shaking her head at Hillary as she did so. 
 
    ‘Any luck with the couples in our mysterious photos?’ Hillary asked Tommy. 
 
    ‘No joy yet, guv, but Frank reckons he might have a lead. He left a half hour ago.’ Tommy managed to say it with a straight face, but they both looked at the clock, and realised that the pubs would now be open. 
 
    ‘Right,’ Hillary said heavily, and explained the bombshell Mary-Beth Chandler had just dropped. Janine, able to talk and listen at the same time, got another negative from another clinic, hung up and tried the next one on her list, as Hillary outlined her problems with Heather Soames as the killer. 
 
    Suddenly, Janine’s voice sharpened, and she flicked a pencil in the air, catching Hillary’s attention. 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s right. Did she register under her own name? OK, spell it out for me, please.’ Janine swivelled her chair around and began typing into her computer, then grinned. ‘Yes, yes, that would be her mother’s maiden name. Is she still there? Right, no, don’t do that. Can you just make sure you keep her there until we arrive? No, I realise you can’t do that . . . Yes, fine, OK, but could you just not tell her that we’ve called making inquiries about her? That won’t violate any of her rights, will it? OK. What time’s she due to check out? Yes, we’ll make it,’ she said confidently, checking her watch before hanging up. 
 
    ‘Guv, a clinic in Northampton. Sounds like our girl. She had a termination this morning.’ 
 
    ‘Right. We’d better get our skates on. Tommy, stay here and find those couples. I want to speak to them as soon as possible.’ 
 
    ‘Right, guv,’ Tommy said, watching them go with an envious sigh. Then he picked up one of the photographs of the anonymous couples, and wracked his brains for a new idea. 
 
    Then he clicked his fingers. He could always take a trip to the Oxford post office, see if any of the posties there recognised the streets in the background. It was a long shot of course, but you never knew your luck. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    ‘These places always give me the creeps,’ Janine said, as she turned into a perfectly ordinary-looking parking lot in front of a low, orange-brick rectangular building. Occupying one floor only, it spread itself around hard landscaping and tubs of flowering pots harmlessly enough. It even had cheerful hanging baskets and a tent-like grey slate roof. 
 
    ‘It’s your imagination,’ Hillary said crisply, and opened her car door. The sun was still shining as relentlessly as ever, but weathermen were promising a break in the heatwave, heralded by a thunderstorm that was headed their way later that weekend. It couldn’t come soon enough for Hillary’s liking. The heat reflecting off the white paving slabs surrounding the Northbrook Clinic hit her in the face the moment she stepped on to them, and the gleam of sun on pale stone made her scrunch her eyes up in order not to be temporarily blinded. 
 
    An intercom was set beside a solidly constructed door that was very firmly locked. She buzzed it and gave her name, and a moment later, with a slight hum, the door slid open. Hillary was glad to step inside an air-conditioned reception/waiting room, and stood for a moment beside a duct that was blasting out cool air, and breathed deeply. 
 
    Posters of various sorts, providing information on all sorts of dire diseases, lined the walls, along with three big pots of fake ferns. The receptionist’s office was indicated by a window set into a wall with no access from the public area. As Hillary approached, she wondered whether the architect had just designed it that way, or whether the powers that be at the clinic had insisted it be that way, in order to protect their staff. 
 
    ‘DI Greene, DS Tyler,’ she repeated quietly as the receptionist drew back a small portion of the glass in order to hear them better. ‘We have an appointment with the office administrator?’ There were only two women waiting in the seats, pretending to read magazines, and Hillary saw no reason to send their blood pressure soaring by letting herself be overheard. The receptionist appreciated it, for she smiled in gratitude before whispering back. 
 
    ‘Oh yes, Mrs Reece is expecting you. Please, go through the door.’ As she spoke, she reached down to press a button, and the door a little further down the wall made a buzzing sound. ‘Mrs Reece’s office is the second on the left.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, and proceeded down the corridor. Mrs Reece, a woman in her sixties, with a fine head of iron-grey hair, iron-grey eyes, and no doubt an iron will to match, studied their ID intently, listened silently to Hillary’s explanation as to why they were there, then told them curtly to sit and wait, whilst she consulted Miss Peacock’s doctor. 
 
    Hillary was nonplussed for a moment, until she recalled that Heather Soames had booked in under her mother’s maiden name. 
 
    The office was beige, with blinds, a functional desk and very little in the way of personal touches. Janine fidgeted in her chair. It was a full ten minutes before the office administrator came back and told them that Miss Peacock was expecting them, and that they were to follow her. 
 
    Janine muttered something under her breath that, thankfully, neither of the other two women quite caught, and fiddled with her bag as they walked down a wide, beige-coloured corridor to the rear of the building. The further into the depths of the building they went, the stronger became the scent of antiseptic and the astringent tang of cleaning fluids. Hillary felt her stomach tightening. Like a lot of other people, she didn’t much like hospitals, dentists, or any other place where the human body became a free-for-all for men and women in white coats. 
 
    ‘Miss Peacock is due to be discharged in two hours,’ a man in a white coat, waiting outside the door, said before either of them could speak. ‘She’s supposed to be resting, and we’re checking in on her from time to time to make sure there’s been no further reaction to the local anaesthetic, or the drugs she’s been administered. The clinic psychologist might also want to see her. If she does, I’d appreciate it if you’d suspend your interview at once and let her speak to our patient in private.’ 
 
    He was a young man, but he spoke like an old one, and Hillary nodded. She did not, in any way, try to justify or quantify why they were there or what they were doing, and after eyeballing each other in silence for a moment, the doctor nodded briefly and moved away. Mrs Reece, after a surprised moment, followed his lead. 
 
    ‘Phew, it was like the showdown at the High Chaparral,’ Janine quipped and Hillary held up her finger as if it were the barrel of a gun and blew across it briefly. Then she tapped on the door and opened it, standing aside to let Janine get ahead of her. 
 
    The room was surprisingly small, and held little more than a single bed with a bedside cabinet that housed a bottle of lemon barley water, a teenage magazine, and, oddly, a pot of African violets. Heather was not undressed but was fully clothed, half-sitting, half-lying on top of the bed. She looked pale, but her eyes were dry and she smiled briefly at them as they came in. 
 
    ‘Does Dad know I’m here?’ were the first words she spoke, and Hillary shook her head. 
 
    ‘No, DS Tyler tracked you down this morning. But your father does know you didn’t go to school yesterday, and didn’t spend the night at Mary-Beth’s.’ 
 
    ‘Damn! I’ll have to think of something to tell him,’ Heather moaned, watching them curiously as they each reached for a moulded plastic chair that were hell to sit on and seemed to be standard seating in every public place where you weren’t encouraged to linger. 
 
    ‘Heather, Mary-Beth and Colleen have both confirmed that on the afternoon Billy died you weren’t at school, like you said,’ Hillary began firmly. ‘You do understand that lying to the police is very serious don’t you? You yourself are not only in serious trouble, but in trying to cover for you, your friends are as well,’ she warned her flatly. 
 
    At that, tears instantly brightened the teenager’s eyes. ‘That’s not fair! They didn’t do anything!’ She leaned up and forward on her elbows and stared at Hillary earnestly. ‘I just asked them to say I was with them, that’s all. And they did it because they’re my friends. You’re not going to arrest them or anything are you? It’s not as if I did anything wrong! I didn’t hurt Billy, if that’s what you’re thinking! Why would I?’ 
 
    ‘All right, calm down,’ Hillary said sharply. Heather’s voice was steadily rising, and the last thing she wanted was a showdown with the iron maiden or the girl’s doctor. 
 
    Heather slumped back against the bed again, and heaved a massive sigh. ‘Oh what’s the use,’ she suddenly wailed. ‘Everything’s gone wrong. Mum’s dead, Billy’s dead, now my baby’s dead, Dad’s going to pieces and Debbie hates my guts. I might as well be dead too!’ 
 
    Hillary’s lips twisted wryly. ‘Very dramatic. You ever considered acting as a career?’ 
 
    ‘No. I want to be a librarian,’ Heather Soames said, startled. Hillary, careful to avoid catching her sergeant’s face, knowing that laughter was very definitely the last thing this situation called for, cleared her throat instead. 
 
    ‘I’m sure your dad must approve of your career choice,’ she said blandly. ‘Now, let’s get a few things clear. Your dad isn’t going to go to pieces, he’s just going through a rough time, and so are you. People in mourning don’t see the world the same way as they did, and it’s going to take the both of you a very long time to adjust. But you will, and the pain of your mum’s loss will become more bearable as time goes by. And your sister doesn’t really hate you. Don’t forget, she lost her mum too, and I’m willing to bet that she was your mum’s favourite. Your dad always loved you best, am I right?’ 
 
    Heather flushed and mumbled something that was probably an agreement. 
 
    ‘Well then, cut your sister some slack. Now, being in here is tough, I grant you,’ Hillary said, glancing around and suppressing a shudder, ‘and what you did can’t have been easy, but you must have thought about it long and hard before coming here, and in the years to come, you’ll probably come to accept that the decision you made today was the right one for you. Now, can you please put a break on all this self-pity, and tell me what you were doing when Billy was murdered?’ 
 
    Heather Soames sniffed and nodded, and Janine watched her, amazed. Although Hillary’s voice had been gentle and calm throughout the lecture, she’d half expected the teenager to wilt under the onslaught. Instead, she seemed to be responding to it like a wilting flower to a refreshing rain. 
 
    Janine had seen this phenomenon before, of course. Hillary was well known at the station house for her interview technique. One DCI in the fraud squad was sure she must have studied psychology in college, and wouldn’t have it that her degree was in English lit. And Janine could understand why. Her boss seemed to have an uncanny ability to read suspects and witnesses alike, and unerringly take whatever approach was most effective in getting them to spew their guts. 
 
    Take this girl, for instance. Janine would have tried the mollycoddling approach, sure that a teenage girl who’d just had an abortion should be treated like a cracked egg that would burst apart at the slightest pressure. Yet here she was, shoulders straightening, tears drying up, and looking at Hillary like . . . well . . . like she was the next best thing since sliced bread. 
 
    No doubt about it, Janine was going to miss watching her work. When she’d agreed to marry Mel, he’d pointed out that she’d need to move stations, and had agreed to help her get taken on at Witney. Of course, she fully expected to be promoted to DI within a year, and had made that much clear. Still, Hillary Greene had taught her a lot, and still had much she could have shown her. For a moment, it made Janine wonder whether she was doing the right thing in agreeing to ask for a transfer away from Kidlington. 
 
    ‘OK, I’ll tell you, but it sounds so stupid,’ Heather Soames said now, jerking Janine back to the matter in hand. ‘You see, this girl at school, Natalie Constantine, said that her cousin’s best friend had got pregnant, and because she was Greek Orthodox or something, knew that her mother wouldn’t let her have an abortion, so she got some of these herbal pills from a health shop, and made a bath with really hot water and vinegar, and, well, it worked. She lost the baby. So, that afternoon, I knew Debbie would be in school and Dad would be at work, and because the vinegar would really smell out the bathroom, I had to choose a time when I was all alone. So that afternoon was perfect. So I went home and tried it.’ 
 
    She paused to take a much-needed breath, and looked at Hillary with a half-ashamed, half-defiant gaze. 
 
    Hillary shook her head helplessly. In these days of the twenty-first century, for crying out loud, how could teenagers still be so woefully ignorant about such matters? ‘Just as a matter of interest, what were the pills you took? And how many?’ she asked curiously. 
 
    ‘St John’s Wort,’ Heather said promptly. ‘I remembered it because it was such a gross name. And I took quite a few pills, before and after. For days. It’s not poisonous, is it?’ she asked sharply. 
 
    Hillary shook her head. ‘Well, I’m glad at least that you had the sense to come here. Heather, how did you pay for it? This is a private clinic, isn’t it?’ 
 
    Heather flushed. ‘Billy gave me some money, two days before . . . you know, he died. I kept it hidden in my pyjama case at home. Debbie’s a right nosy cow.’ 
 
    Hillary smiled wearily. ‘OK, Heather. Just for the record. Did you see Billy Davies at all that day?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Did you go to Aston Lea? Get someone to give you a lift there perhaps?’ 
 
    ‘No! I told you — I was in the bath for, like, nearly an hour. The water had to be hot, so I kept letting some out and refilling it. But nothing happened. Except I smelt like vinegar all that night. Yuck!’ 
 
    ‘Did anyone see you at the house that afternoon, either when you arrived home, or when you left for your afternoon lesson afterwards? A next-door neighbour, someone getting into or out of a car?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t think so. Why, don’t you believe me? The neighbours all work during the day, so it’s not my fault, is it? It’s really dead around our place in the day.’ 
 
    Then, as if realising her unfortunate choice of words, she flushed bright red. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘What do you reckon?’ Janine asked as they walked out the door back towards the car park. They’d offered Heather a lift home, but she preferred to wait and take the train back. Hillary thought she was just putting off the evil moment when she had to confront her father. 
 
    ‘I think the poor kid was telling the truth,’ Hillary said, dialling the Soames’s number and having a brief talk with a powerfully relieved Francis Soames. When she hung up, she carried on the conversation as though she’d never left off. ‘Mind you, she has no witnesses to her alibi, which is no alibi at all. Still, she’s not at the top of my list. Any more than Celia Davies is.’ 
 
    Janine nearly rear-ended a gold-coloured Yaris as she negotiated the exit of the car park. ‘Celia! The little sister? You rated her?’ 
 
    ‘It crossed my mind,’ Hillary said darkly, as her sergeant gaped at her like a stunned mullet. 
 
    Janine did, in fact, feel seriously wrong-footed. She’d always considered herself to be tough. And certainly way tougher than her DI, whom she’d tended to think of as, well, nearly past it, and certainly as a veteran of a much easier time in the police force. To learn that Hillary had considered an eleven-year-old girl as a suspect, and with such cavalier insouciance, when she herself hadn’t even thought of it, left her feeling somehow reduced. 
 
    ‘Let’s stop off somewhere for lunch,’ Hillary said, glancing at her watch. It was a bit of a drive back to Kidlington, and she fancied a long cold drink in an anonymous pub. ‘My treat. Besides, we need to talk about you and Mel.’ 
 
    Janine felt her chest tighten, but her jaw came out pugnaciously. ‘Boss,’ she said flatly. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back at HQ, Tommy was about to take a bite out of a cheese and pickle sandwich. He was still living at home with his mother (yes, Tommy had heard all the jokes) and would be until the estate agent came across with the keys, and the bank sorted out the last details of his and Jean’s joint mortgage. And, just like when he’d been a kid going off to school, his mother insisted on packing him a lunchbox. 
 
    Not that he minded when it included such delicacies as sandwiches as thick as doorstops, and wedges of homemade fruit cake. 
 
    He’d just champed down on a deliciously tangy double cheddar, when someone slapped his back so hard it almost made him choke. 
 
    ‘Hey up, my old cocker, you want to be careful of that,’ Frank Ross said, watching with malicious pleasure as Tommy’s eyes began to water as he struggled to catch his breath. 
 
    ‘Wanker,’ Tommy muttered under his breath. He should have known it would be Ross. 
 
    ‘Sergeant Wanker to you, laddy,’ Ross said gleefully, ‘and don’t forget it. Just because you’re off up to the boonies doesn’t mean you’re out of the woods yet.’ 
 
    Tommy sighed over the awfulness of the mixed metaphor, and took a second, more cautious bite of his sandwich. 
 
    ‘Come on, no time to stuff your face. We’re off to interview one of our mysterious contestants. This pair, to be precise,’ Ross said, picking up one of the photographs of the couples Billy Davies had photographed arriving at a house with a green-painted gingerbread trim. 
 
    Tommy was so surprised, he nearly choked all over again. ‘What? You found one of them?’ 
 
    ‘Course I did! What do you think I’ve been doing all morning?’ Ross demanded. ‘Come on, let’s get going before the girls get back from their morning jaunt.’ 
 
    Tommy blinked. ‘How did you get on to them? I went down to the post office, and none of the postmen recognised that street.’ 
 
    ‘They wouldn’t, would they?’ Ross said, still with that annoying cheerfulness. ‘Well, not this street at least. This,’ he said, tapping it with a dirty fingernail, ‘is a house in Yarnton.’ Tommy swallowed his bite of sandwich and looked at Ross closely. Was the poisonous little Winnie-the-Pooh clone drunk? If he’d spent the morning in the pub, as he suspected, he might well be. Not that Frank had ever come in to the office drunk before. Well, not obviously, undeniably drunk. 
 
    Frank gazed back at him with a wide grin. He knew just what the younger man was thinking. And he was not about to admit that he’d found out the whereabouts of one of their mystery couples totally by accident. He had, in fact, been in a pub all morning, in Bladon to be exact. Near enough to be close to the office in case he got his chain yanked by Hillary Greene, but far enough away from the station not to be frequented by tattle-tales. In fact, the pub was a well-known watering place for beat-up coppers trying to keep their heads down, and off the radar, for a couple of hours. 
 
    Which was how he’d run into an old mate of his from Traffic, who’d been well into his fourth pint of Coors. Frank, who’d taken an envelope full of the photographs with him, had slapped them down at his table before getting a round in. One or two of them spilled out, and when he came back to the table, he found his old oppo looking through them idly. 
 
    And he recognised the distinctive woodwork on one of the houses, because his father-in-law lived in a house in that very street. 
 
    Which just goes to show, Frank thought now, that it pays to be in the right place at the right time. Good old-fashioned dumb luck. You couldn’t beat it. 
 
    ‘I think we should wait for the guv,’ Tommy said flatly now, and Ross snorted. 
 
    ‘I think we should wait for the guv,’ Ross mimicked snidely. ‘Grow some balls, why don’t you?’ 
 
    But Tommy noticed that he made no move to go off on his own, but sat down at his desk, and reached for a file. Within a few minutes, Tommy guessed, he’d be snoring. Well, sod him. One thing he wasn’t going to miss when he transferred to Headington was Sergeant Frank bloody Ross. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine drove into the parking lot at HQ at 2:15 that afternoon, feeling a little uneasy. They’d found a pub in Brackley, and both had ordered the grilled chicken salad. After she’d told Hillary about her inconclusive interview with June Warrender, Janine had tensed herself, ready for an angry lecture, but none had been forthcoming. 
 
    Hillary had, instead, simply asked her if she was sure she knew what she was doing in accepting Mel’s proposal, and then sat silently as Janine had, rather aggressively it had to be said, stated her long list of reasons for accepting. Hillary had listened with no expression at all on her face, then simply nodded, and ordered herself a large gin and tonic. Janine, who was driving, had to make do with orange juice. Although a G&T would have gone down well at that point. 
 
    Now, as she followed her boss through the big, open-plan office, she found herself, very annoyingly, beginning to have second thoughts about the whole thing. Luckily, her phone rang just then, and she dumped her bag on the table, answered it, and listened intently. 
 
    Frank Ross wasted no time telling Hillary that he’d possibly tracked down one of the streets in the photograph to a nearby village called Yarnton. Hillary could hear Janine talking on the phone, and could tell by the tone of her voice that she was excited by something. 
 
    ‘Well done, Frank,’ Hillary said, amazed to find herself actually saying those words. ‘You and Tommy go and make sure. If you confirm a visual match, start going around the neighbours, discreetly mind, and find out who lives there.’ She tapped the house pictured in the photograph. ‘And then run a full background check on them. But don’t approach them yet.’ 
 
    ‘Right, guv,’ Tommy said, already getting up. Frank, looking more disgusted, rose reluctantly to his feet. 
 
    ‘That was the landlord of the pub in Cropredy, guv,’ Janine said, hanging up and watching Tommy and Frank disappear. ‘You know, that pub where Marty Warrender and his girlfriend have been hanging out. He wasn’t there when I called by, and he’d been the one serving that night, so I asked the barmaid to get him to call me back. He was a bit cagey on the phone, but I think he knew who and what I was talking about.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘OK. Let’s go.’ 
 
    Janine looked at her, surprised. Although Hillary often accompanied her on interviews (much to the disapproval of a lot of people who thought DIs should be chained to their desks, where they couldn’t cause too much trouble), she wouldn’t have thought this particular interview would have been of any interest to the SIO. 
 
    Still, hers was not to reason why . . . 
 
    * * * 
 
    In the parking lot, Frank Ross yanked open the door of his rusting Fiat, swearing under his breath as he did so. Tommy took one look at him, and said he’d take his own car. The mood Frank was in, he was just as likely to wrap his car around a lamp post as not. 
 
    So what if Hillary wanted to know something about the people before interviewing them? So what if she’d asked them to do the legwork. That was their job, wasn’t it? Tommy just didn’t know how Hillary put up with Frank Ross. Or why the brass had lumbered her with him in the first place. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The landlord of the Goat and Honeypot was watching football on the bar telly. The interior was cool and dark, and apart from one man supping beer and reading a paper, the place was totally deserted. 
 
    ‘Weird name for a pub, innit?’ Janine commented as they approached the bar. 
 
    ‘Best not to ask how they came by it,’ Hillary advised. ‘Someone might just tell you.’ 
 
    Janine was still grinning over that when the landlord drew his gaze reluctantly from the screen. 
 
    Janine identified herself, and the landlord nodded. He wasn’t a heavy-set man, and had thin shoulders and a narrow waist, but he had one of the most gigantic beer bellies Hillary had ever seen. He turned watery blue eyes on them, and slowly reached out to take the photograph of Marty Warrender that Janine offered to him. His slow movements, the near-baldness of his dome and the sagging wattle of skin at his neck all reminded Hillary of a tortoise. 
 
    ‘Marty,’ the landlord said simply. 
 
    ‘You recognise him? Have you seen him in here in the company of a woman, recently?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. He often comes in to have a drink with his sister-in-law.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ Janine said blankly. Damn, a dead end. But the old gossip at the dry cleaners had been sure . . . 
 
    ‘Very close to his sister-in-law, is he?’ she heard Hillary ask dryly, and the landlord chuckled. 
 
    ‘Very. His wife would have his guts for garters, I reckon, if she found out. A bit of a tartar, she is.’ 
 
    ‘But no one’s going to tell her?’ Hillary said, still in that same, amused, dry tone. 
 
    ‘No one round here, any rate,’ the landlord said, and went back to his screen. 
 
    Janine bit her lip. That was twice in one day that Hillary had got the drop on her. 
 
    ‘Find out the sister-in-law’s name, then go interview her. Make sure Billy didn’t approach her for dosh. If Marty Warrender turned him down, as he said he did, he might have thought he’d have better luck with the lady,’ Hillary instructed as they headed for the door. ‘Find out where she was when Billy died, and if she has an alibi. Check it out thoroughly.’ 
 
    Janine nodded, but as she drove back to HQ, she felt oddly depressed. 
 
    Hillary went back to her desk and phoned Francis Soames. Heather had got back safe and sound and had confessed all. He sounded shaken up, and appalled by his daughter’s recent traumas, but also, oddly, a lot calmer. She hoped the Soames were going to be OK. 
 
    When she lowered the receiver and looked up, Paul Danvers was just coming out of his office. He saw her at her desk and smiled, but didn’t divert over. 
 
    Hillary watched him leave, wondering if he was gone for the day, in which case she wouldn’t have to worry about him and whatever private agenda he seemed to be working on. Instead, she reached for one of the files in her in-tray. No matter how fast she cleared it, some malicious elf seemed to sneak in under the cover of darkness and fill it up again. It was nearly 3:30. 
 
    She had no idea her case was about to blow wide open. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    Janine came back first and reported. ‘Boss. The sister-in-law is one Felicia Cummings. She lives in Cropredy, and works in Banbury, just down the road from her brother-in-law. Very convenient,’ she grinned. ‘Flick — that’s what she prefers to be called — admitted to the affair with Marty Warrender, but only after she realised there was no point denying it. Apparently it’s been going on sixteen years! Sixteen years! Can you imagine?’ 
 
    Hillary, who’d heard of far weirder things in her time, shrugged. ‘Did her sister know?’ 
 
    ‘According to Flick, no. But I’m not so sure. I mean, how’s a woman going to miss the fact that her sister and husband are at it, and have been for sixteen years? She’d have to be living in cloud cuckoo land not to have twigged.’ 
 
    Hillary shook her head. ‘Not necessarily. I had a case once, of bigamy. This man had been keeping three different families over a period of twenty-five years, and not one of the wives or children knew about the others. A travelling salesman. He divided his time equally. Very fair-minded chap was Mr Tarkington.’ 
 
    Janine shook her head. ‘Well, I dunno,’ she said dubiously. ‘Anyway, Flick was certain her sister was in the dark about it. But she’s got a rock-solid alibi for the time Billy died. She was at work — a place that sells expensive glass and crystal figurines and whatnot. You know, the sort of place you go to come Mother’s Day or Christmas if you’ve got a yearning to buy a miniature tree made out of amethysts or whatever.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘I think I know the place. How many staff are there?’ 
 
    ‘Three, and all three were at work the day Billy died. I talked to all of them separately — and the other two are adamant Felicia never left the shop.’ 
 
    ‘Lunch hour?’ 
 
    ‘No good, boss — they staggered it, so there were always two in the shop. Flick did go to the cafe over the road for her lunch break, but the cafe owner confirmed it. She’s a bit of a regular there. He says she left about two fifteen, and the girls in the shop confirmed she was back by two twenty.’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. It seemed airtight. ‘Did Billy approach her for money?’ 
 
    Janine frowned and tapped her pencil against her lips. ‘Not sure, boss. She says not, but she seemed a bit touchy to me. If I had to guess, I’d say that he had, but that she’d told him to sod off, and then told her boyfriend all about it. I could try and get a warrant to check her bank accounts, I suppose?’ 
 
    Hillary shook her head. ‘Not just yet. If all else fails, we can always go back to her.’ She glanced at her watch, willing the phone to ring, but it was nearly forty minutes before Tommy checked back in. 
 
    ‘Guv, it’s definitely them,’ were his first words. ‘A Mr and Mrs Clive and Dawn Waring. He owns his own company, selling and setting up garages and conservatories. She sort of “does” friends’ houses. You know, fancy wallpaper, paints mixed to order for a unique colour scheme, that sort of thing. Gets paid for it, but it’s probably more of a hobby than a serious business. House is mortgaged but nearly paid for, the car’s a new Mondeo. Seem to be doing all right. Married for nearly fifteen years, no kids. No previous. They’re both in — I’m sitting outside their place now. You coming over, guv?’ 
 
    ‘Be there in ten minutes, Tommy,’ Hillary said. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The house was instantly recognisable from the photograph, the green-painted gingerbread trim being echoed in some of the other houses in the cul-de-sac. Janine watched through the windscreen as Tommy got out of his own car and walked over and slipped into the back seat of theirs. 
 
    ‘Frank’s still questioning the neighbours, guv,’ Tommy lied. He had, in fact, skived off. ‘Do we three all go in, or what, guv?’ Tommy asked curiously, leaning forward into the gap between the front two seats. ‘Might seem a bit heavy-handed.’ 
 
    Hillary thought it over, then smiled. ‘It seems to me that’s just what we need,’ she mused. ‘Shake ’em up a bit. Let’s face it, we’ve got nothing on them. Some innocuous pictures a murdered lad took, could mean anything or nothing. If they instantly start shouting for solicitors it won’t make any difference how many of us are in there. And if they decide to keep quiet, the same applies. But my guess is that Mr and Mrs Waring consider themselves average, law-abiding citizens, and a visit from three police officers, looking and sounding serious, might just be enough to get them talking to us. Unless they don’t know what those pictures are all about and what they mean either. In which case, we’re buggered anyway.’ 
 
    Janine nodded happily. That’s how she would have played it too. Perhaps she wasn’t losing her touch after all. 
 
    ‘OK, Tommy, play the big silent menace. Look at everything and say nothing. Janine, likewise, but make a show of taking down every little cough and sneeze in your notebook. I want them to be very much aware that this is a formal interview. I’ll do all the talking, unless I indicate otherwise. I want you both to watch their body language and see what you can pick up from their behaviour. We’ll compare notes later. Don’t interrupt me unless you’ve spotted something I’ve missed, or thought of something I haven’t, in which case just lean over and whisper in my ear. Got the picture?’ 
 
    Janine grinned. She loved this sort of thing. Tommy merely said quietly, ‘Yes, guv.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded and got out of the car. Yarnton was a village split in half by a busy dual carriageway, but this side of the road, in a quiet and unassuming cul-de-sac, Saturday afternoon life went on as it did everywhere. Someone, in one of the back gardens, was mowing a lawn. A sprinkler system turned itself on to water a front lawn, startling a blackbird that had been looking for worms. In one garden, a child’s pink bicycle lay abandoned on its side. 
 
    She made her way to the door of number five, and pressed the bell. The woman who answered was definitely the woman in the photograph, although she did not have a face that a camera captured with any ease. She looked fatter, more blurred somehow in real life than she did on celluloid. 
 
    ‘Mrs Waring? I’m Detective Inspector Hillary Greene. This is Sergeant Janine Tyler, and this is Detective Constable Thomas Lynch. May we come in please? We’d like to have a word with you and your husband.’ Dawn Waring went rather pale, which made the blusher stand out on her cheeks, giving her the unfortunate appearance of a clown. Her bright red lipstick didn’t help either. Her hand went up to tuck a brown lock behind her ear in an unconscious gesture of fear, and she smiled too brightly. 
 
    ‘Oh, yes, of course. My, it sounds very ominous. Clive!’ she raised her voice, but not much. ‘Clive, darling, we have visitors.’ They were now all crowded into a small hall, where a grandfather clock ticked ponderously. ‘Please, come through to the lounge. My husband’s out the back, feeding the fish. He’s nutty about koi. I ask you, the things men like.’ She ushered them through to a room where the three-piece suite was king. 
 
    A monstrous black leather sofa and two overstuffed armchairs dominated a plain, simple, square room, that contained little else but a television and, for some reason, a poster on the wall proclaiming the delights of the Caribbean island of Mustique. 
 
    Hillary nodded to Tommy and looked pointedly towards the far wall. Instantly, Tommy went over and leaned against it, folding his arms across his chest. Wearing an inexpensive dark blue suit, he suddenly looked like a bouncer hired to sort out trouble at a notoriously violent nightclub. 
 
    Janine, without being asked, took a seat at one end of the sofa. Hillary, also without being asked, took a seat at the other. This left the two chairs free for the Warings. 
 
    Clive Waring was as portly as his wife, going bald, and looked startled to see them. His wife, hovering in the open doorway, looked from them to her husband, then to the poster, then out the window. She was still very pale. 
 
    ‘Please, won’t you sit down,’ Hillary said, her tone of voice making it an order rather than a pleasantry. She noticed that Clive Waring obeyed immediately, rather like a well-trained dog. Dawn Waring took her own seat rather more slowly and reluctantly, but it was not defiance so much as fear that held her back. 
 
    Hillary smiled briefly, opened her briefcase, and took out a set of photographs. She went through them, leaving the picture of the Warings on the top. ‘These photographs have come into our possession,’ she said flatly. ‘Would you please look at them, and tell me what you know?’ She handed them to Clive Waring first. 
 
    Puzzled, he took them, and stared down at the top one, his jaw falling open. He had, she noticed, false teeth. ‘But that’s us! Look, Dee.’ He handed it over and his wife reached out and took it; then his gaze fell on to the next photograph in the series, and he paled conspicuously. 
 
    Wordlessly, he turned to the next, then the next. When he’d finished, his hand was visibly trembling as he handed them over to his wife. 
 
    ‘As you can see,’ Hillary continued pleasantly, ‘the photographs are all similar. All are of couples, taken outside private residences. You obviously know them,’ she added flatly, giving him no chance to deny it. ‘Can I have their names and their addresses please?’ 
 
    Clive Waring, who’d been staring at his wife, cleared his throat. ‘What makes you think we know these people?’ he said to Hillary, his attempt at bluffing them rather ruined by the way his voice wavered alarmingly. 
 
    Hillary smiled grimly. ‘Mr Waring, I’m heading up the William Davies murder inquiry. I don’t appreciate being lied to. You can be charged with wasting police time if you refuse to co-operate. Do you understand what I’m telling you?’ 
 
    ‘Murder!’ It was Dawn who spoke. Or rather squeaked. She stared at Hillary, then at her husband, then back to Hillary again. ‘We don’t know anything about a murder. There’s nothing wrong with us!’ 
 
    The last came out as a wail, but it was a curious sentiment. On first hearing, Hillary thought that she was simply saying that they weren’t murderers. Then she had immediate second thoughts. There’s nothing wrong with us. Just repeating it in her head made Hillary think that the Warings believed that there was indeed something very ‘wrong’ with them. But what? What were they trying to hide? 
 
    ‘I never said there was, Mrs Waring,’ Hillary said calmly. ‘But I need to speak to these other people, and I have reason to believe you know who they are. So, their names and addresses please. My sergeant will take down their particulars.’ 
 
    Janine straightened up and turned smartly to a fresh page of her notebook, and fixed her blue gaze on Clive Waring. 
 
    Waring flushed, looked helplessly at his wife, then shrugged. ‘Well, I suppose there’s no harm.’ He held out his hand to his wife, who reluctantly handed back the photographs. Her eyes tried to hold on to his, but he kept his own gaze firmly averted. ‘This one,’ he held up the first of the photographs, ‘is of Vince and Betty Harris. They live in Tackley. I’m not sure of the number or the road. It’s just off the square though. This one . . .’ 
 
    Ten minutes later, and they had the names and approximate addresses of all the couples. When he’d finished, Clive Waring leaned back against the armchair, sweating openly. He looked, also, a little puzzled. 
 
    Hillary noticed it and felt a familiar tug at her stomach. She was going to have to explore that, later, when she’d got them talking more freely. 
 
    ‘Can you think of any reason why anyone would have taken these photographs?’ Hillary asked. ‘I mean, of you people, specifically?’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Dawn Waring almost shouted. 
 
    At the same time her husband snorted an unconvincing laugh and said emphatically, ‘Of course not!’ Their denials were so fierce and unanimous that it was clear, even to themselves, how ridiculous they sounded. Over by the wall, Tommy sighed heavily, and readjusted his weight. When both the Warings looked at him they caught the tail end of amused disbelief on his features. 
 
    ‘How do you know all these people?’ Hillary asked flatly. 
 
    The Warings exchanged looks. Eventually, Clive said, ‘I’m not sure what you mean.’ 
 
    Hillary shook her head, exasperated. ‘Mr and Mrs Waring, would you like me to send for a patrol car? Then we can carry on this conversation back at Thames Valley Police Headquarters. Obviously, you’re not taking this interview seriously. Perhaps . . .’ 
 
    ‘No, don’t do that!’ Dawn said at once, clearly appalled. ‘The neighbours . . . This is a nice street. Quiet. We’ve never had any trouble here. We like it here. Please, we don’t want to move again.’ 
 
    Hillary found that very interesting. Not about the neighbours — she’d threatened the Warings with the very visible patrol car precisely because she knew that the last thing either of them would want would be to be seen driving off in the back of a police car. 
 
    No, what interested her was that comment about them having to move again. It indicated that the Warings had had to move a lot in the past. Why? Normally, she’d have wondered if one or the other of them had ever been suspected of sexually abusing children. But she’d caught no such whiffs of anything like that in this case. 
 
    ‘Then I suggest you answer my question,’ Hillary said smoothly, with no trace of her thoughts showing on her face. ‘How come you know these people? It’s a simple enough question.’ 
 
    ‘We all get together sometimes, that’s all,’ Dawn said helplessly, in a small voice. ‘We meet up, once a fortnight or so, in each other’s houses. You know, take it in turns to host a party. Nothing wrong in that is there? We don’t play loud music or take drugs or anything! Not like most parties nowadays. We’re always very discreet. Nobody’s neighbours ever complain.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded, then caught movement out of the corner of her eye as Janine suddenly jerked in her seat. Suddenly, she began to scribble furiously in her book. Both the Warings had also noticed and were staring at her, fascinated. Hillary decided to let it play out, and said nothing until Janine had finished. Then her sergeant simply handed her the sheet of paper. 
 
    Hillary read the following: 
 
      
 
    GUV — IT’S BLOODY WIFE-SWAPPING, ONLY WITH A TWIST!!!! WHEN I INTERVIEWED JENNY CLEAVER I FELT SOMETHING WAS OFF, BUT I COULDN’T PLACE IT. NOW I KNOW — SHE FANCIED ME! IT WAS THE WAY SHE WATCHED ME CROSS MY LEGS — SHE WAS BLOODY EYEING ME UP. I THINK THESE ARE ALL GAY COUPLES AND GET TOGETHER FOR A BIT OF AN ORGY. I WONDER IF THEY ACTUALLY DO THE CAR KEYS IN A BOWL THING? VERY EIGHTIES IF THEY DO! 
 
      
 
    Hillary’s lips twitched as she read this last comment and quickly turned it into a grimace. Wordlessly she folded the piece of paper in half, then in quarters, and slipped it into her briefcase. She didn’t so much as glance at Janine, but when she looked up at the Warings, they looked like rabbits that had been caught in car headlights. Both were clearly desperate to know what Janine had written. 
 
    Hillary smiled gently. ‘Mr Waring, is there anyone missing from these photographs?’ she asked simply. ‘Anyone who belongs to your . . . little club . . . who should be amongst these photographs, but isn’t?’ 
 
    On her chair, Janine drew in a sharp breath. Of course! If she was right about this, and the Cleavers were members of these gay swingers, then where were their photos? Why hadn’t they found them along with all the others, stashed away in Billy’s hiding place? 
 
    Damn, the boss was good. She’d seen at once what that meant. Billy had gone to the shed to meet someone — a blackmail victim, presumably. In his cocky arrogance and youthful stupidity, he’d probably brought the photos with him. Oh, he might have had the sense to keep copies stored on Lester’s computer, but he’d have taken his set of printed copies with him to show the ‘customer.’ And his killer would have taken them away with him after killing the boy. 
 
    ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Clive Waring said weakly. 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘Mr Waring, please believe me, I have no interest in your sexual proclivities, or those of your wife, or the people you choose to mix with.’ She ignored Dawn Waring’s gasp, and continued to stare levelly at Clive Waring, who was flushing a slow, ugly red. ‘Who’s missing from this set of photographs?’ she snapped sharply. ‘Now stop messing me about, or I will snap on the handcuffs and charge you with obstruction of justice.’ 
 
    ‘Jenny and Darren,’ Dawn Waring blurted out, then burst into tears. ‘Oh, why can’t you people leave us alone?’ 
 
    ‘Homosexuality is no longer a crime, Mrs Waring,’ Hillary said gently, making Tommy, who hadn’t seen Janine’s message, blink in surprise. ‘I doubt that anybody nowadays really cares how you choose to live your lives. Surely, there’s no need to live in such fear?’ 
 
    ‘Huh! Tell that to my brother. Or Clive’s mother. It would kill his mother if she knew, and Donald would . . . well, he would disown me!’ Dawn Waring said bitterly. 
 
    Hillary said nothing. Perhaps she had a point. The Warings were middle-aged and middle-classed, and perhaps they felt that the stigma was still too sharp for either of them to shoulder, even in these so-called enlightened times. Neither Dawn nor Clive were the sort to stick their heads over the parapets and say to the world, ‘We don’t care what you think of us!’ 
 
    And who was she to blame them? 
 
    ‘I take it your club consists of married couples?’ she asked, just to get things clear. ‘Gay men and gay women who enter into marriages of convenience to hide or disguise their real natures?’ 
 
    Clive Waring nodded. He was still flushed a beetroot red, but at least he was managing to hold her gaze. ‘We just meet to socialize. Chat, sometimes. Not everyone, you know, goes off together. Sometimes we pair off. It depends. Mostly, we just like to relax, be ourselves. Cottaging isn’t something that suits everyone is it? And for the women, well, lesbian bars and such aren’t exactly thick on the ground around here. And if you’re in the closet still anyway . . .’ 
 
    ‘It just started with Frank and Jane and Pete and Gloria at first,’ Dawn Waring explained tearfully. ‘Jane and Gloria met and fell for each other, and realised that they were both married to gay men, and then another gay couple began to drop by for drinks and word got around, very discreetly like,’ she added, ‘and well, we just fell into the habit of holding parties every fortnight or so. On a roster system. You don’t really have to talk to them, do you? You don’t have to upset everyone! Some of these people would be mortified and maybe even suicidal if they thought people would find out about this.’ 
 
    Hillary shook her head firmly. ‘No,’ she said flatly. ‘We may have to speak to these people, but we’ll be as discreet as possible. Now, can you tell me what you were doing on Tuesday afternoon of this week?’ 
 
    ‘Well, we were both at work,’ Clive said, and proceeded to give their alibis. They appeared to be sound, but she’d get Frank on to checking them out. 
 
    ‘Thank you, Mr Waring, for your time. Mrs Waring.’ She stood up and very carefully shook hands with both of them. They looked unutterably relieved to see them go. They also looked as if they couldn’t quite believe that they weren’t being arrested. 
 
    The moment Clive Waring shut the door behind them, Dawn Waring dived for the telephone. 
 
    Outside Janine and Tommy walked to Hillary’s car. ‘I knew I was right!’ Janine hissed triumphantly. ‘As soon as they started talking about a private club, I twigged. I wonder how Billy-Boy got on to it?’ 
 
    Hillary shrugged. ‘Doesn’t matter now.’ She rang the Cleavers’ house, but no one answered. Then she tried the dairy, and got through to a production manager who confirmed that the manager was in. He offered to put her through to Darren Cleaver’s office, but she told him that wouldn’t be necessary. 
 
    When she hung up, she turned to Tommy. ‘Tommy, go and pick him up. Janine, I want you to go to Jenny Cleaver’s Oxford office and bring her back too. I’ll get Frank to get a warrant for their bank accounts. If their withdrawals match the pattern in Billy’s bank book, we’ll have something concrete to go at them with. I somehow can’t see either of the Cleavers coming clean with a confession. We’ve got plenty of hard slog ahead of us yet. Including breaking down their alibis.’ And all the gay couples would have to be interviewed and their alibis checked. Some of them had to have been approached by Billy as well. Which of them had coughed up? 
 
    ‘Think the Cleavers did it together, guv?’ Janine asked. ‘You know, a Bonnie and Clyde job?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t know,’ Hillary said shortly. And at that point, she didn’t much care. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Janine dropped her off at HQ and roared away again. Hillary winced and hoped she didn’t get a speeding ticket. Sometimes, Traffic loved to nab their own. 
 
    Halfway into the big open-plan office, she detoured to Danvers’s cubicle, hoping he was the sort of boss who liked to go golfing or sailing, or what-the-hell-ever on a weekend, thus leaving the nuts and bolts to their second in command; but he was sat at his desk, and looked up as she tapped on the door and walked in. Of course, he was still the new boy, so he probably felt he had to show willing. 
 
    ‘Hillary. Something up?’ 
 
    ‘I think the Davies case just broke, sir,’ she said flatly, and quickly outlined her day’s work. When she’d finished, Danvers leaned back in his chair and smiled. 
 
    ‘I can see why Chief Superintendent Donleavy and Mel both think you’re one of the best detectives on the squad. Well done. Do you need anything from me?’ 
 
    ‘No, sir. I think we’ll get the arrest warrants easily enough, as well as the warrant for the Cleavers’ financial records. Unless you want to sit in on the interview, or take charge?’ she added flatly. 
 
    ‘Hell no. This is your show. You’re going to try for a confession, I take it?’ 
 
    Hillary sighed. ‘We’ll see. Both the Cleavers are intelligent, motivated, capable people, sir. I can’t see either of them breaking down just because we ask them some searching questions. They’ll probably admit to being gay, once they know their secret little club has been busted, but so what? So far we have no forensic evidence that puts them in that shed, although now we have suspects, SOCO might be able to match up trace evidence with their DNA, fibres from their clothes or what have you. But the trace evidence is a nightmare — that shed was filthy.’ 
 
    Danvers frowned. ‘I see your problem. And we have no witnesses who saw either Jenny or Darren Cleaver that afternoon in Aston Lea? I take it you think one of them lured Billy into the shed to buy and get the photos back?’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘Yes — and killed him and took the photos away.’ Hillary sighed. ‘But knowing who killed Billy and proving it are going to be two separate things, I’m thinking,’ she said gloomily. 
 
    Paul nodded. ‘Anything I can do, just let me know.’ 
 
    ‘Sir,’ Hillary said, and hauled herself out of the chair. It was going to be a long evening. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘What is this? Why on earth did you have to bring me here from my office like this? Don’t you realise how embarrassing it was?’ Darren Cleaver asked angrily the moment Hillary joined him in the interview room twenty-five minutes later. 
 
    Ignoring him and his outburst, Hillary turned on the tape and went through the usual spiel, stating time and those present. Beside her, Tommy sat silent and unblinking. 
 
    ‘Mr Cleaver, this is a formal interview concerning the murder of William Davies on the second of this month. Are you sure you don’t want the presence of a solicitor?’ 
 
    ‘No, I already told you, I don’t need a solicitor,’ Darren said. It had been one of the first things he’d said when Hillary had cautioned him. And it was the first thing that struck her as being off. She’d have expected a man as savvy as this one to have demanded a legal representative right away. The fact that he hadn’t worried her slightly. 
 
    Carefully, bit by bit, she took him over the day Billy had been killed. And, once again, Darren Cleaver insisted that he’d been in his office all that afternoon. When Hillary introduced the photographs of the gay swapping club, he looked abruptly uncomfortable. 
 
    ‘We’ve already interviewed Clive and Dawn Waring, Mr Cleaver,’ Hillary said, as he scanned through them. ‘And we know all about the private club that you, your wife, and these other people attend.’ 
 
    Darren’s eyes narrowed a little, but he remained silent. 
 
    ‘Nothing to say, Mr Cleaver?’ 
 
    ‘Why should I have? There’s nothing illegal about it.’ 
 
    Hillary nodded. ‘These photographs were taken by Billy Davies, Mr Cleaver. They were found in a hiding place, not far from where he was killed.’ 
 
    Darren Cleaver looked stunned. 
 
    Hillary stared at him for a second, then abruptly got up. Tommy half-rose too, then returned to his seat, getting no indication from her what she wanted him to do. Hillary knew that Danvers was watching in the observation room, and sure enough, he quickly joined her outside in the corridor as she punched the buttons on her mobile phone. 
 
    ‘What’s going on? Why did you stop?’ he demanded, and Hillary held up a hand to silence him as she heard a voice speak into her ear. 
 
    ‘Janine? Where are you?’ Hillary asked sharply. 
 
    ‘At the PR firm, boss. Jenny Cleaver’s not in. Her PA reckons she probably stepped out for a bit of late lunch. She expects her back any minute.’ 
 
    ‘Forget it. I think Dawn Waring telephoned her and warned her — maybe they’re an item, who knows. I want you to get over to the Cleaver house now. It’s her. Not him, just her.’ She slammed the phone closed, and began to walk quickly down the corridor. ‘Guv, can you take over in there?’ Hillary said over her shoulder, without waiting for an answer. 
 
    DCI Paul Danvers watched her go and smiled. She looked on fire! Tense and animate and more gorgeous than ever. He was glad he’d bitten the bullet and moved down here from York. And he was glad even more that he’d finagled the position of being Hillary Greene’s DCI. Now all he had to do was find some way to breach those walls she’d built up around herself, and things would start to get very interesting indeed. 
 
    He pushed open the door and smiled as Darren Cleaver looked up at him, puzzled and nervous. ‘Detective Chief Inspector Paul Danvers has just entered the room,’ he said, for the tape, and pulled up a chair. 
 
    ‘Now, Mr Cleaver, about your bank accounts . . .’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hillary drove more quickly than she was used to, and Puff the Tragic Wagon responded gallantly, but even so, as she indicated on the main road to turn off to Aston Lea, she saw Janine’s sporty new Mini disappear down the narrow lane ahead of her. When she pulled up outside the Cleaver residence, Janine was waiting for her. 
 
    ‘Boss, what—?’ Janine broke off as Hillary, ignoring her, ran to the door and rang the bell. Inside there was only an ominous silence. 
 
    ‘Boss, I don’t think there’s anyone in,’ Janine said. She was peering through the front window, hands cupped to the side of her face to block out excess light. 
 
    Hillary turned and walked quickly around the side of the house, opening the wooden gate and turning the corner, intending to see if the back door was open. But suddenly she yelled, ‘Shit!’ and started to run. Janine, the adrenaline abruptly pumping into her veins, took off after her and felt her breath catch as she too saw what Hillary had just seen. 
 
    Jenny Cleaver, her face blue and congested, her tongue hanging grotesquely out from between her lips, was dangling from a hanging basket of flowers. She was turning slowly, almost elegantly in the slight breeze, as Hillary Greene reached her. She was wearing a pale linen suit and a pair of cream Italian shoes that Janine would have given her eye teeth for. It was funny, the things you noticed, Janine thought, as she watched her boss grab Jenny Cleaver’s calves and lift her up. 
 
    ‘Quick! Look for some garden shears, something, to cut the twine,’ Hillary yelled, although she knew it was probably already too late. Although Jenny Cleaver didn’t weigh much, Hillary could feel her arm muscles already beginning to strain, as she took the woman’s weight off the cord cutting into her neck. 
 
    It was only when her senior officer spoke that Janine saw that Jenny Cleaver had hanged herself with some green garden twine. The white plastic garden chair that she’d used to climb up on was now overturned on the patio flagstones. The flowers in the basket were scarlet geraniums and some pretty blue flowers. Lobelias maybe. 
 
    Janine, tearing her eyes away from the flowers with something of an effort, ran to the greenhouse tucked neatly away in one corner, and came back, not with a pair of secateurs, but with an old, sharp garden knife. Dragging the white plastic garden chair upright again, she got up and hacked desperately at the twine, trying to keep from looking at the once-beautiful woman’s face, now so near her own. 
 
    Hillary grunted as the full weight of Jenny Cleaver suddenly slumped over her shoulders, and Janine jumped off the chair and helped Hillary lay the woman down flat on the patio. 
 
    ‘Call for an ambulance,’ Hillary yelled, and began immediate CPR. 
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    Jenny Cleaver was dead. 
 
    * * * 
 
    DI Mike Regis paused in the open doorway of the pub and looked around. It was nine o’clock, and the evening sun was coating everything a mellow yellow. At the bar, he spotted Hillary and her team, chatting with the barmaid. 
 
    The Boat was Hillary’s local, and just where he expected Hillary to be celebrating after closing her case. Scuttlebutt travelled fast, and as he walked over to congratulate her, he noticed how particularly fine she was looking tonight. She’d changed into a soft, floating blue-and-white skirt and matching powder-blue jacket that left a lot of skin showing under her throat. She was wearing a pair of flat white sandals, and a delicate pearl-drop pendant, which nestled in the valley between her breasts. 
 
    ‘Look out, everybody, it’s Vice,’ Janine Tyler said sardonically as Mike sidled up beside her and slipped on to the bar stool. Regis nodded across at Mel, who nodded back. 
 
    Tommy Lynch sighed over his empty pint of beer as he spotted Mike Regis. He’d always suspected the Vice man had his sights set on Hillary, and now that he was divorced and free, there was nothing to stop him making his move. 
 
    But he didn’t have to stay around to watch it. 
 
    ‘Guv, I’ve got to be off,’ he said, and when Hillary nodded and turned to smile goodbye, he held up his hand in a general farewell. 
 
    In three days’ time, he’d be gone. He wondered when he’d see any of them again. Then he thought of Jean, waiting at home for him, probably with a meal cooked and ready, and hurried out into the night. 
 
    As he pulled away, he failed to notice DCI Paul Danvers climbing out of his car. 
 
    At the bar, Mel and Janine were making eyes at each other, and Hillary wasn’t surprised when they, too, slipped off early. Mel met Danvers in the doorway, and for a moment they indulged in a mutual bit of back-slapping. Janine lingered long enough to watch Paul Danvers approach the bar and smiled wickedly. Unless she was very much mistaken, the shit was about to hit the fan. She supposed Hillary Greene would be flattered to have two men fighting over her. She knew she would be. 
 
    Hillary, however, saw her boss approaching, and felt her heart sink. ‘Sir,’ she said, starting to stand and alerting Mike to Danvers’s arrival. 
 
    ‘Please, don’t get up,’ Danvers said, with a smile. ‘And I’ve told you before, call me Paul.’ 
 
    ‘Paul,’ Hillary said flatly. ‘DI Mike Regis. Mike, DCI Paul Danvers. Mike works Vice, guv. You’ve met?’ 
 
    Mike Regis held out his hand and the two men briefly shook. ‘I was just congratulating Hillary on closing her case,’ Mike said, catching the barmaid’s eye and ordering a half of shandy. 
 
    ‘Yes, she’s got good instincts,’ Paul said, taking the bar stool next to her. ‘I’m still not sure how she knew it was the wife, not the husband, who’d killed the boy.’ 
 
    ‘Heard she killed herself,’ Regis said. ‘Never good when it ends that way.’ 
 
    ‘No. For a start, you never get all the answers,’ Paul agreed. ‘For instance, why didn’t she just keep paying the boy his money? We know from her bank records that she had been paying him regularly.’ 
 
    ‘I think I know the reason for that,’ Hillary said, and went on to explain about Jenny Cleaver’s ambitions for a promotion that would see her heading for New York. ‘Thing is, her boss was a very religious woman, a Jehovah’s Witness. I think she simply got scared that Billy would tell her, just out of spite. Either that, or perhaps he taunted her about being gay. She probably begged him for the photos and maybe she just snapped when he asked her for more money. I don’t think she went there that day to kill him, because she didn’t take a weapon with her. The shears were just to hand. She probably struck out wildly and there it was.’ 
 
    Both men were silent as they pictured the scene. A distraught woman, and a dead boy. 
 
    ‘You told his parents?’ Regis asked gently, and Hillary nodded. ‘I walked across the moment the ambulance arrived to take her away. Aston Lea’s a tiny place. They saw it coming and were watching from the door. I had to tell them why Jenny Cleaver did it, as well.’ 
 
    Regis saw the tight look of pain cross her face and reached across to take her hand and give it a squeeze. 
 
    Danvers, watching, drew in a sharp breath. Until that moment, he hadn’t realised he had any real competition. Slowly, he sipped his own drink, a mineral water flavoured with kiwi, and turned on the stool. The movement brought his knee closer to Hillary’s. 
 
    ‘I was wondering if you wanted to go out for a drink again sometime,’ Danvers said quietly. ‘I really enjoyed it, the other night. And now that the case is closed, and the pressure’s off, perhaps we could go out for a meal, even?’ 
 
    Hillary felt Mike Regis tense beside her. She reached for her own drink, a vodka and tonic, and tossed it back in one gulp. 
 
    And as Mike Regis and Paul Danvers looked at one another across the top of her chestnut head, Hillary waved her glass in the air. ‘Another one,’ she told the barmaid grimly. ‘Make it a double. And this time, forget the tonic.’ 
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    BUT THEY MUST WORK FAST. TIME IS RUNNING OUT FOR THE WOMAN IN THE CONTAINER. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    GLOSSARY OF ENGLISH USAGE FOR US READERS 
 
    A & E: accident and emergency department in a hospital 
 
    Aggro: violent behaviour, aggression 
 
    Air raid: an attack in which bombs are dropped from aircraft on ground targets 
 
    Allotment: a plot of land rented by an individual for growing fruit, vegetable or flowers 
 
    Anorak: nerd (it also means a waterproof jacket) 
 
    Artex: textured plaster finish for walls and ceilings 
 
    A level: exams taken between 16 and 18 
 
    Auld Reekie: Edinburgh 
 
    Au pair: live-in childcare helper. Often a young woman. 
 
    Barm: bread roll 
 
    Barney: argument 
 
    Beaker: glass or cup for holding liquids 
 
    Beemer: BMW car or motorcycle 
 
    Benefits: social security 
 
    Bent: corrupt 
 
    Bin: wastebasket (noun), or throw in rubbish (verb) 
 
    Biscuit: cookie 
 
    Blackpool Lights: gaudy illuminations in seaside town 
 
    Bloke: guy 
 
    Blow: cocaine 
 
    Blower: telephone 
 
    Blues and twos: emergency vehicles 
 
    Bob: money 
 
    Bobby: policeman 
 
    Broadsheet: quality newspaper (New York Times would be a US example) 
 
    Brown bread: rhyming slang for dead 
 
    Bun: small cake 
 
    Bunk: escape, i.e. ‘do a bunk’ 
 
    Burger bar: hamburger fast-food restaurant 
 
    Buy-to-let: buying a house/apartment to rent it out for profit 
 
    Charity shop: thrift store 
 
    Carrier bag: plastic bag from supermarket 
 
    Care home: an institution where old people are cared for 
 
    Car park: parking lot 
 
    CBeebies: kids TV 
 
    Chat-up: flirt, trying to pick up someone with witty banter or compliments 
 
    Chemist: pharmacy 
 
    Chinwag: conversation 
 
    Chippie: fast-food place selling chips and other fried food 
 
    Chips: French fries but thicker 
 
    CID: Criminal Investigation Department 
 
    Civvy Street: civilian life (as opposed to army) 
 
    Clock: punch 
 
    Cock-up: mess up, make a mistake 
 
    Cockney: a native of East London 
 
    Common: an area of park land or lower class 
 
    Comprehensive school (Comp.): high school 
 
    Cop hold of: grab 
 
    Copper: police officer 
 
    Coverall: coveralls, or boiler suit 
 
    CPS: Crown Prosecution Service, decide whether police cases go forward 
 
    Childminder: someone who looks after children for money 
 
    Council: local government 
 
    Dan Dare: hero from Eagle comic 
 
    DC: detective constable 
 
    Deck: one of the landings on a floor of a tower block 
 
    Deck: hit (verb) 
 
    Desperate Dan: very strong comic book character 
 
    DI: detective inspector 
 
    Digestive biscuit: plain cookie 
 
    Digs: student lodgings 
 
    Do a runner: disappear 
 
    Do one: go away 
 
    Doc Martens: heavy boots with an air-cushioned sole 
 
    Donkey’s years: long time 
 
    Drum: house 
 
    DS: detective sergeant 
 
    ED: emergency department of a hospital 
 
    Eagle: boys’ comic 
 
    Early dart: to leave work early 
 
    Eggy soldiers: strips of toast with a boiled egg 
 
    Enforcer: police battering ram 
 
    Estate: public/social housing estate (similar to housing projects) 
 
    Estate agent: realtor (US) 
 
    Falklands War: war between Britain and Argentina in 1982 
 
    Fag: cigarette 
 
    Father Christmas: Santa Claus 
 
    Filth: police (insulting) 
 
    Forces: army, navy and air force 
 
    FMO: force medical officer 
 
    Fried slice: fried bread 
 
    Fuzz: police 
 
    Garda: Irish police 
 
    Gendarmerie: French national police force 
 
    Geordie: from Newcastle 
 
    Garden centre: a business where plants and gardening equipment are sold 
 
    Gob: mouth, can also mean phlegm or spit 
 
    GP: general practitioner, a doctor based in the community 
 
    Graft: hard work 
 
    Gran: grandmother 
 
    Hancock: Tony Hancock, English comedian popular in 1950s 
 
    Hard nut: tough person 
 
    HGV: heavy goods vehicle, truck 
 
    HOLMES: UK police computer system used during investigation of major incidents 
 
    Home: care home for elderly or sick people 
 
    Hoover: vacuum cleaner 
 
    I’ll be blowed: expression of surprise 
 
    Inne: isn’t he 
 
    Interpol: international police organisation 
 
    Into care: a child taken away from their family by the social services 
 
    Iron Lady: Margaret Thatcher, applied to any strong woman 
 
    ITU: intensive therapy unit in hospital 
 
    Jane Doe: a person whose identity is unknown/anonymous 
 
    JCB: a mechanical excavator 
 
    Jerry-built: badly made 
 
    Jungle: nickname given to migrant camp near Calais 
 
    Lad: young man 
 
    Lass: young woman 
 
    Lift: elevator 
 
    Lord Lucan: famous aristocrat who allegedly killed his children’s nanny and disappeared in 1974. Has never been found. 
 
    Lorry: truck 
 
    Lovely jubbly: said when someone is pleased 
 
    Luftwaffe: German air force 
 
    M&S: Marks and Spencer, a food and clothes shop 
 
    Miss Marple: detective in a series of books by Agatha Christie 
 
    MOD: Ministry of Defence 
 
    Mobile phone: cell phone 
 
    MP: Member of Parliament, politician representing an area 
 
    MRSA: A strain of antibiotic-resistant bacteria 
 
    Myra Hindley: famous British serial killer 
 
    Naff: lame, not good 
 
    Naff all: none 
 
    National Service: compulsory UK military service, ended in 60s 
 
    Net curtains: a type of semi-transparent curtain 
 
    NHS: National Health Service, public health service of UK 
 
    Nick: police station (as verb: to arrest) 
 
    Nowt: nothing 
 
    Nutter: insane person 
 
    Nursery: a place which grows plants, shrubs and trees for sale (often wholesale) 
 
    O level: exams taken between 14 and 16 
 
    Old bag: old woman (insulting) 
 
    Old Bill: police 
 
    OTT: over the top 
 
    Owt: anything 
 
    Pants: noun: underwear adjective: bad/rubbish/terrible 
 
    Para: paratrooper 
 
    Pay-as-you-go: a cell phone you pay for calls in advance 
 
    PC: police constable 
 
    Pear-shaped: gone wrong 
 
    Petrol: gasoline 
 
    Pictures: movie 
 
    Pillbox: a concrete building, partly underground, used as an outpost defence 
 
    Pillock: fool 
 
    Pips: police insignia indicating rank 
 
    Piss off: as exclamation, go away (rude), can also mean annoy. 
 
    Pissing down: raining 
 
    Playing field: sports field 
 
    Pleb: ordinary person (often insulting) 
 
    Portakabin: portable building used as temporary office etc. 
 
    Post: mail 
 
    Planning Department: the local authority department which issues licences to build and develop property 
 
    PNC: police national computer 
 
    PSNI: Police Service of Northern Ireland 
 
    Prat: silly idiot 
 
    Premier League: top English soccer division 
 
    Proms: annual concerts held at the Albert Hall 
 
    Public analyst: scientists who perform chemical analysis for public protection purposes 
 
    RAF: Royal Air Force 
 
    Rag: newspaper 
 
    Ram-raiding: robbery where a vehicle is rammed through a shop window 
 
    Randy: horny 
 
    Recce: reconnaissance 
 
    Red Adair: famous oil well firefighter 
 
    Resus: resuscitation room 
 
    Right state: messy 
 
    Ring: telephone (verb) 
 
    Roadworks: repairs done to roads 
 
    Rozzers: police 
 
    RSPB: Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 
 
    RTC: road traffic collision 
 
    RV: rendezvous point 
 
    Royal Engineers: British army corps dealing with military engineering etc. 
 
    Rugger: rugby (posh American football) 
 
    Sarge: sergeant 
 
    SCO19: Specialist Crime and Operations Specialist Firearms Command 
 
    Scrote: low life 
 
    Section: to have someone committed to a mental hospital under UK mental health laws 
 
    Semi: semi-detached house, a house with another house joined to it on one side only 
 
    Shedload: a large amount 
 
    Shop: store 
 
    Shout the odds: talk in a loud bossy way 
 
    Sickie: day off work pretending to be ill 
 
    Sixth-form college: school for high school students in final two years 
 
    SIO: senior investigating officer 
 
    Skell: tramp or homeless person 
 
    Skip: a large open container used for building waste 
 
    Slapper: slag 
 
    Smackhead: heroin addict 
 
    Snout: police informer 
 
    SOCO: scene-of-crime officer 
 
    Sod: an annoying person 
 
    Sort: to do or make 
 
    Solicitor: lawyer 
 
    Sparky: electrician 
 
    Spook: spy 
 
    Spuds: potatoes 
 
    Squaddie: a soldier of low rank 
 
    Stunner: beautiful woman 
 
    Super: superintendent (police rank) 
 
    Surveyor: someone who examines land and buildings professionally 
 
    Sweeting: endearment, like sweetheart 
 
    Tabloid: newspaper 
 
    Tea: dinner (Northern English) 
 
    Tea towel: drying cloth 
 
    Till: cash register 
 
    Tip: a mess 
 
    Tipsy: a bit drunk 
 
    Top himself: commit suicide 
 
    Torch: flashlight 
 
    Tutor: university teacher 
 
    Tower block: tall building containing apartments (usually social housing) 
 
    Twoc: steal a car, often just for joyriding 
 
    Upmarket: affluent or fancy 
 
    Wacky baccy: cannabis 
 
    Wally: silly person 
 
    War Cry: Salvation Army magazine 
 
    Wash: the washing machine 
 
    Water board: company supplying water to an area 
 
    White van man: typical working-class man who drives a small truck 
 
    WI: Women’s Institute, organisation of women in UK for social/cultural activity 
 
    Widow’s weeds: black clothes worn by a widow in mourning 
 
    Wilco: will comply, i.e. ‘yes’ 
 
    Wrinklies: old people 
 
    Yellowbelly: native of Lincolnshire 
 
    Yob: a rude or aggressive youth or person 
 
    Yorkie bar: type of chocolate bar 
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