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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 adorned 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 glad-handing 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 recognized, 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 cream, 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, Donleavy and herself 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 wished 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 flatly, 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 where 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 rust-bucket 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 who’s 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 short-handed. 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 Halt, 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, madame,’ 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 2.45 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 road side by the thick hawthorn edge, 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 lead 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 flat-packed 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 strand 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. Doctor 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 Daniel 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 it 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?’

         Daniel Wright checked the notebook again. ‘Dispatch has it at 2.53 p.m., ma’am. The timing seems to be right, but I didn’t question the little girl closely, nor 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 on 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 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 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 knows 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 realized 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 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.
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