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PART ONE
The Lady in the Lake


Chapter One

A MAN STOOD THIGH-DEEP IN WATER, motionless, absorbed, unaware of what was drifting towards him. He was fishing on the north shore of Chew Valley Lake, a 1200-acre reservoir at the foot of the Mendip Hills south of Bristol. He had already taken three brown trout of respectable weight.

He watched keenly for a telltale swirl in the calm lake where he had cast. The conditions were promising. It was an evening late in September, the sky was overcast and the flies in their millions had just whirled above him in their spectacular sunset flight, soaring and swooping over the lake in a mass darker and more dense than the clouds, their droning as resonant as a train in the underground. The day’s hatch, irresistible to hungry fish.

A light south-westerly fretted the surface around him, yet ahead there was this bar of water, known to fishermen as the scum, that showed a different pattern in the fading light. There, he knew by experience, the fish preferred to rise.

So preoccupied was the man that he failed altogether to notice a pale object at closer proximity. It drifted languidly in the current created by the wind, more than half submerged, with a slight rocking motion that fitfully produced a semblance of life.

Finally it touched him. A white hand slid against his thigh. A complete arm angled outwards as the body lodged against him, trapped at the armpit. It was a dead woman, face-up and naked.

The fisherman glanced down. From high in his throat came a childishly shrill, indrawn cry.

For a moment he stood as if petrified. Then he made an effort to gather himself mentally so as to disentangle himself from the undesired embrace. Unwilling to touch the corpse with his hands, he used the handle of the rod as a lever, lodging the end in the armpit and pushing the body away from him, turning it at the same time, then stepping aside to let it move on its way with the current. That accomplished, he grabbed his net from its anchorage in the mud and, without even stopping to reel in his line, splashed his way to the bank. There, he looked about him. No one was in sight.

This angler was not public-spirited. His response to the discovery was to bundle his tackle together and move off to his car as fast as possible.

He did have one judicious thought. Before leaving, he opened the bag containing his catch and threw the three trout back into the water.


Chapter Two

A LITTLE AFTER 10.30 THE same Saturday evening, Police Constable Harry Sedgemoor and his wife Shirley were watching a horror video in their terraced cottage in Bishop Sutton, on the eastern side of the lake. PC Sedgemoor had come off duty at six. His long body was stretched along the length of the sofa, his bare feet projecting over one end. On this hot night he had changed into a black singlet and shorts. A can of Malthouse Bitter was in his left hand, while his right was stroking Shirley’s head, idly teasing out the black curls and feeling them spring back into shape. Shirley, after her shower dressed only in her white cotton nightie, reclined on the floor, propped against the sofa. She had her eyes closed. She had lost interest in the film, but she didn’t object to Harry watching if it resulted afterwards in his snuggling up close to her in bed, as he usually did after watching a horror film. Secretly, she suspected he was more scared by them than she, but you didn’t suggest that sort of thing to your husband, particularly if he happened to be a policeman. So she waited patiently for it to end. The tape hadn’t much longer to run. Harry had several times pressed the fast-forward button to get through boring bits of conversation.

The violins on the video soundtrack were working up to a piercing crescendo when the Sedgemoors both heard the click of their own front gate. Shirley said bitterly, ‘I don’t believe it! What time is it?’

Her husband sighed, swung his legs off the sofa, got up and looked out of the window. ‘Some woman.’ He couldn’t see much in the porch light.

He recognized the caller when he opened the door: Miss Trenchard-Smith, who lived alone in one of the older houses at the far end of the village. An upright seventy-year-old never seen without her Tyrolean hat, which over the years had faded in colour from a severe brown to a shade that was starting to fit in with the deep pink of the local stone.

‘I hesitate to disturb you so late, Officer,’ she said as her eyes travelled over his shorts and singlet in a series of rapid jerks. ‘However, I think you will agree that what I have found is sufficiently serious to justify this intrusion.’ Her gratingly genteel accent articulated the words with self-importance. She may have lived in the village since the war, but she would never pass as local and probably didn’t care to.

PC Sedgemoor said with indulgence, ‘What might that be, Miss Trenchard-Smith?’

‘A dead body.’

‘A body?’ He fingered the tip of his chin and tried to appear unperturbed, but his pulses throbbed. After six months in the force he had yet to be called to a corpse.

Miss Trenchard-Smith continued with her explanation. ‘I was walking my cats by the lake. People don’t believe that cats like to be taken for walks, but mine do. Every evening about this time. They insist on it. They won’t let me sleep if I haven’t taken them out.’

‘A human body, you mean?’

‘Well, of course. A woman. Not a stitch of clothing on her, poor creature.’

‘You’d better show me. Is it… is she nearby?’

‘In the lake, if she hasn’t floated away already.’

Sedgemoor refrained from pointing out that the body would remain in the lake even if it had floated away. He needed Miss Trenchard-Smith’s co-operation. He invited her into the cottage for a moment while he ran upstairs to collect a sweater and his personal radio.

Shirley, meanwhile, had stood up and wished a good evening to Miss Trenchard-Smith, whose tone in replying made it plain that in her view no respectable woman ought to be seen in her nightwear outside the bedroom.

‘What a horrid experience for you!’ Shirley remarked, meaning what had happened beside the lake. ‘Would you care for a nip of something to calm you down?’

Miss Trenchard-Smith curtly thanked her and declined. ‘But you can look after my cats while I’m gone,’ she said as if bestowing a favour on Shirley. ‘You don’t mind cats, do you?’ Without pausing to get an answer she went to the door and called, ‘Come on, come on, come on,’ and two Siamese raced from the shadows straight into the cottage and leapt on to the warm spot Harry had vacated on the sofa as if it were prearranged.

When Harry came down again, Shirley glanced at what he was wearing and said, ‘I thought you were going upstairs to put some trousers on.’

He said, ‘I might have to wade in and fetch something out, mightn’t I?’

She shuddered.

He picked his torch off the shelf by the door. Managing to sound quite well in control, he said, "Bye, love.’ He kissed Shirley lightly and tried to provide more reassurance by whispering, ‘I expect she imagined it.’

Not that tough old bird, Shirley thought. If she says she found a corpse, it’s there.

Harry Sedgemoor was less certain. While driving Miss Trenchard-Smith the half-mile or so down to the lakeside he seriously speculated that she might be doing this out of a desire to enliven her placid routine with gratuitous excitement. Old women living alone had been known to waste police time with tall stories. If this were the case he would be incensed. He was damned sure Shirley wouldn’t want to make love after this. Whatever there might or might not be in the lake, the mention of a corpse would colour her imagination so vividly that nothing he did or said would relax her.

With an effort to be the policeman, he asked Miss Trenchard-Smith to tell him where to stop the car.

‘Anywhere you like,’ she said with an ominously nonchalant air. ‘I haven’t the faintest idea where we are.’

He halted where the road came to an end. They got out and started across a patch of turf, his torch probing the space ahead. The reservoir was enclosed by a low boundary fence, beyond which clumps of reeds stirred in the breeze, appearing to flicker in the torchlight. At intervals were flat stretches of shoreline.

‘How exactly did you get down to the water?’ he asked.

‘Through one of the gates.’

‘Those are for fishermen only.’

‘I don’t disturb them.’ She gave a laugh. ‘I won’t tell anyone you broke the law.’

He pushed open a gate and they picked their way down to the water’s edge.

‘Was this the place?’

She said, ‘It all looks amazingly different now.’

Containing his annoyance, he drew the torch-beam slowly across a wide angle. ‘You must have some idea. How did you notice the body?’

‘There was still some daylight then.’

Fifty yards along the bank was a place where the reeds grew extra tall. ‘Anywhere like that?’

‘I suppose there’s no harm in looking,’ she said.

‘That’s why we’re here, miss.’

He stepped in and felt his foot sink into soft mud. ‘You’d better stay where you are,’ he told Miss Trenchard-Smith. He worked his way through to the far side. Nothing was there except a family of ducks that put up a noisy protest.

He returned.

She said, ‘Just look at the state of your gym shoes!’

‘We’re looking for a body, miss,’ PC Sedgemoor reminded her. ‘We’ve got to do the job properly.’

‘If you’re going to wade through every clump of reeds, we’ll be out all night,’ she said blithely.

Twenty minutes’ searching resulted only in Miss Trenchard-Smith becoming more flippant and PC Sedgemoor less patient. They moved steadily along the shoreline. He shone the torch on his watch, thinking bitterly of Shirley alone in the cottage with those unlikeable cats while he danced attendance on this scatty old maid. Almost 11.30. What a Saturday night! In an impatient gesture he swung the beam rapidly across the whole width of the water as if to demonstrate the futility of the task. And perversely that was the moment when Miss Trenchard-Smith said, There!’

‘Where?’

‘Give me the torch,’ she said.

He handed it to her and watched as she held it at arm’s length. The beam picked out something white in the water.

PC Sedgemoor took a short, quick breath. ‘What do you know?’ he said in a whisper. ‘You were right.’

The body had lodged among the reeds not more than ten feet from where they stood, in a place where waterweed, bright viridian in the torchlight, grew densely. Unquestionably a woman, face upwards, her long hair splayed in the water, a strand of it across her throat. The pale flesh was flecked with seedpods. No wounds were apparent. Sedgemoor was reminded of a painting he had once seen on a school trip to London: a woman lying dead among reeds, evidently drowned. It had impressed him because the teacher had said that the model had been forced to lie for hours in a bath in the artist’s studio and one day the artist had forgotten to fill the lamps that were provided to keep the water warm. As a result the girl had contracted an illness that didn’t immediately kill her, but certainly shortened her life.

The story had been given to the class as an example of obsessive fidelity to the subject. Sedgemoor had stood in front of the painting until the teacher had called his name sharply from the next room, for it had been the only painting of a dead person he had seen, and death is fascinating to children. Now, faced with an actual drowned corpse, he was made acutely aware how idealized the Pre-Raphaelite image had been. It wasn’t merely that the girl in the painting had been clothed. Her hands and face had lain elegantly on the surface of the water. The face of the real drowned woman was submerged, drawn under by the weight of the head. The belly was uppermost, and it was swollen. The skin on the breasts had a puckered appearance. The hands hung too low to be visible at all.

‘There’s a wind blowing up,’ said Miss Trenchard-Smith.

‘Yes,’ he responded in a preoccupied way.

‘If you don’t do something about it, she’ll drift away again.’

The duty inspector at ‘F’ Division in Yeovil picked out the significant word from PC Sedgemoor’s call. ‘Naked’ meant a full alert. You can generally rule out accident or suicide if you discover a naked corpse in a lake. ‘And you say you handled it? Was that necessary? All right, lad. Stay where you are. I mean that literally. Stand on the spot. Don’t trample the ground. Don’t touch the corpse again. Don’t smoke, comb your hair, scratch your balls, anything.’

Sedgemoor was compelled to ignore the instruction. He hadn’t cared to admit that he was calling in from the car, where he had stupidly left his personal radio. He set off at a trot, back to the lakeside.

Miss Trenchard-Smith stood by the body in the darkness, sublimely unconcerned. ‘I switched off the torch to save your battery.’

He told her that assistance was on the way and he would see that she was taken home shortly.

‘I hope not,’ she said. ‘I’d like to help.’

‘Decent of you to offer, miss,’ said Sedgemoor. ‘With respect, the CID won’t need any help.’

‘You were glad of it, young man.’

‘Yes.’

She was unstoppable. Women of her mettle had climbed the Matterhorn in long skirts and chained themselves to railings. ‘They’ll want to identify her,’ she said with relish. ‘I’m no Sherlock Holmes, but I can tell them several things already. She was married, proud of her looks and her shoes pinched. And it appears to me as if she had red hair. It looked dark brown when you first brought her out, but I would say on closer examination that it was a rather fetching shade of chestnut red, wouldn’t you?’ She switched on the torch and bent over the face admiringly as if it had none of the disfigurement caused by prolonged submersion. ‘No wonder she let it grow.’

‘Don’t touch!’ Sedgemoor cautioned her.

But she already had a lock of hair between finger and thumb. ‘Just feel how fine it is. Don’t be squeamish.’

‘It isn’t that – it’s procedure. You don’t handle anything.’

She looked up, smiling. ‘Come now, you just dragged her out of the water. Touching her hair won’t make a jot of difference.’

‘I’ve had orders,’ he said stiffly. ‘And I must request you to co-operate.’

‘As you wish.’ She straightened up and used the torch to justify her deductions. ‘The mark of a wedding ring on the left hand. Traces of nail polish on the toes as well as the fingernails. Cramped toes and redness on the backs of the heels. Neither a farmgirl nor a feminist, my dear Watson. Where are they? They ought to be here by now.’

It was with distinct relief that Sedgemoor spotted across the landscape the flashing light of a police vehicle. He swung the torch in a wide arc above his head.

In a few bewildering minutes their sense of isolation was supplanted by activity on a scale the young constable had only ever seen in a training film. A panda car, two large vans and a minibus drove over the turf and halted and at least a dozen men got out. The area was cordoned off with white tapes and illuminated with arc-lamps. Two senior detectives approached the body and spent some time beside it. Then the scenes-of-crime officers moved in. The forensic team arrived. A photographer took pictures and a screen was erected. Miss Trenchard-Smith was led to the minibus and questioned about the finding of the body. The detectives took more interest in her green Wellingtons than her deductions about the victim. The boots were borrowed, photographed and used to make casts. Then she was driven back to PC Sedgemoor’s house.

Sedgemoor was not detained much longer. He made his statement, surrendered his muddy trainers to the forensic examiners, waited for them to be returned and then left the scene and drove home. Miss Trenchard-Smith and her cats were still there when he arrived a few minutes after midnight. She was still there at 1.30 a.m., drinking cocoa and reminiscing about her days in the ambulance service during the war. As she graphically expressed it, sudden death was meat and drink to her. This was not the case with Harry Sedgemoor. He refused Shirley’s offer of cocoa and went upstairs to look for indigestion tablets. He had to be on duty at eight next morning.


Chapter Three

IN THE BRISTOL CITY MORTUARY a body lay on a steel trolley. In profile the swell of the stomach suggested nothing less than a mountainous landscape. Or to an imaginative eye it might have been evocative of a dinosaur lurking in a primeval swamp, except that a brown trilby hat of the sort seen in 1940s films rested on the hump. The body was clothed in a double-breasted suit much creased at the points of stress, grey in colour, with a broad check design – well known in the Avon and Somerset Police as the working attire of Detective Superintendent Peter Diamond. His silver-fringed bald head was propped on a rubber sheet he had found folded on a shelf. He was breathing evenly.

Peter Diamond was entitled to put his feet up. Ever since the phone beside his bed at home in Bear Flat, near Bath, had buzzed shortly after 1 a.m., he had been continuously on duty. By the time he had got to the scene at Chew Valley Lake and viewed the body, the local CID lads had set the wheels in motion, but there had remained decisions only Diamond could make, strings that only the man in charge could pull. He’d pulled more strings than Segovia.

Clearly a naked body in a lake was a suspicious death, warranting the attendance of a Home Office pathologist. Resolved to get the top man rather than one of the local police surgeons who was simply empowered to certify that death had occurred, Diamond had personally called Dr Jack Merlin at his home seventy miles away in Reading and spelt out the facts. Fewer than thirty forensic pathologists were on the Home Office list for England and Wales, and several lived closer than Merlin to Chew Valley Lake.

Diamond had set his sights on Jack Merlin. Experience had taught him to shop around for the best. In practice two or three pathologists bore the brunt of the work for the whole of southern England, sometimes motoring vast distances to attend the scenes of crimes. Dr Merlin was grossly overworked, even without the emergency calls, obliged by the system to perform many routine autopsies a year to provide funds for his forensic science unit. Reasonably enough, if he was called out to a corpse, he liked to be assured by the detective in charge that his attendance was indispensable.

Without altogether succumbing to Diamond’s early morning charm, Merlin had responded at once. He had got to the scene by 3.30 a.m. Now, ten hours later, he was performing the autopsy in the room next door.

The sight of that unoccupied stretcher had been irresistible to Peter Diamond. Ostensibly he was there to witness the post mortem. The emphasis on scientific and technical know how in the modern police increasingly made it the custom for senior detectives investigating suspicious deaths to watch the pathologist at work. Diamond didn’t embrace the opportunity as readily as some of his colleagues; he was content to rely on the pathologist’s report. Not for the first time on the way to a post mortem had he taken the slow route and meticulously observed the speed limits. On arrival he’d spent some time cruising along Backfields looking for a parking space. Upon finally checking in at the mortuary to learn that the pathologist had started without him and Inspector Wigfull, his reliable assistant, had already gone in, he’d grinned and said, ‘Botheration. Bully for John Wigfull. Time out for me.’

For the now-dormant Detective Superintendent, those first hours had been as stressful as they always were when you had to impose order on a situation as disorderly as sudden death. But the CID machine was humming now, the procedures set in motion with the coroner, the scenes-of-crime officers, the missing persons register, the forensic science laboratory and the press office. He could justifiably take his nap while waiting for the news from Jack Merlin.

The door of the dissecting room opened suddenly and woke him. There was a whiff of something unpleasant in the air: cheap floral perfume sprayed from an aerosol by a zealous technician. Diamond blinked, stretched, reached for his felt hat and raised it in a token greeting.

‘You should have come in,’ he heard Dr Merlin tell him.

‘Too close to lunch.’ Diamond hoisted himself ponderously on to an elbow. It was true that he wasn’t used to missing lunch. He had stopped buying suits off the peg when he took up rugby and started thickening. The rugby had stopped eight years ago, when he was thirty-three. The thickening had not. It didn’t trouble him. ‘What’s your snap verdict, then – subject to all the usual provisos?’

Merlin smiled tolerantly. Soft of speech, with a West Country accent redolent of blue skies and clotted cream, this slight, silver-haired man projected such optimism that it was a pity the people he attended were in no state to appreciate it. ‘If I were you, Superintendent, I’d be rather excited.’

Diamond made a gesture in the direction of excitement by heaving himself into a sitting position, squirming around and dangling his legs over the side of the trolley.

Merlin went on to explain. ‘It’s the opportunity one of your sort dreams of – a real test of his sleuthing ability. An unidentified corpse. No clothes to identify her from a million other women. No marks of any significance. No murder weapon.’

‘What do you mean – “one of your sort”?’

‘You know very well what I mean, Peter. You’re the end of an era. The last detective. A genuine gumshoe, not some lad out of police school with a degree in computer studies.’

Diamond was unamused. ‘No murder weapon, you said. You’re willing to confirm murder?’

‘I didn’t say that. I wouldn’t, would I? I’m in the business of making incisions, not deductions.’

‘I just want any help you can give me,’ said Diamond, too weary to argue professional demarcations. ‘Did she drown?’

Merlin vibrated his lips as if to buy time. ‘Good question.’

‘Well?’

‘I’ll say this. The body has the appearance you would expect after prolonged immersion.’

‘Come on, Jack,’ Diamond urged him. ‘You must know if she drowned. Even I know the signs. Foam in the mouth and nostrils. Bulging of the lungs. Mud and silt in the internal organs.’

‘Thanks,’ said Merlin with irony.

‘You tell me, then.’

‘No foam. No over-distension. No silt. Is that what you needed to know, Superintendent?’

Diamond was accustomed to asking the questions, so he tended to ignore any addressed to him. He stared and said nothing.

Someone stepped out of the autopsy room carrying a white plastic bag. He spoke something in greeting and Diamond recognized him as one of the scenes-of-crime officers. The bag now on its way to the Home Office Forensic Science Laboratory at Chepstow was known in the trade as the guts kit.

‘Drowning is one of the most difficult diagnoses in forensic pathology,’ Merlin resumed. ‘In this case, decomposition makes it even more of a lottery. I can’t exclude drowning simply because none of the classical signs are present. The foam and the ballooning of the lungs and so on may be present when a body is retrieved from water soon after a drowning occurs. They may not. And if they are not, we can’t exclude drowning. The majority of cases of drowning I’ve seen over the years have lacked any of these so-called classical signs. And after a period of immersion …’ He shrugged. ‘Disappointed?’

‘What else could have killed her, then?’

‘Impossible to say at this stage. They’ll test for drugs and alcohol.’

‘You found no other signs?’

‘Other signs, as you put it, were conspicuously absent. Chepstow may give us a pointer. This is rather a challenge for me, too.’ Merlin didn’t go so far as to rub his hands, but his blue eyes certainly gleamed in anticipation. ‘A real puzzle. It might be more productive to determine what didn’t kill her. She was definitely not shot, stabbed, battered or strangled.’

‘And she wasn’t mauled by a tiger. Come on, Jack, what have I got to go on?’

Merlin turned to a cupboard marked poison, unlocked it and took out a bottle of malt whiskey. He poured generous measures into two paper cups and handed one to the Superintendent. ‘What have you got to go on? You’ve got a white female in her early thirties, natural reddish brown hair of shoulder length, five foot seven inches in height and about a hundred and ten pounds in weight, green eyes, pierced ears, a particularly fine set of teeth with a couple of expensive white enamel fillings, varnished fingernails and toenails, a vaccination mark just below the knee and no operation scars, the mark of a wedding ring on the appropriate finger, and, yes, she was sexually experienced. Aren’t you going to make notes or something? This is the distillation of twenty years wearing a rubber apron, I’ll have you know.’

‘Not pregnant, then?’

‘No. The swelling of the abdomen was due entirely to the putrefactive gases.’

‘Can you say whether she has borne a child?’

‘Unlikely is as much as I’m prepared to say.’

‘How long had she been in the lake?’

‘What sort of weather have we been having? I’ve been too busy to notice.’

‘Pretty warm the last fortnight.’

‘At least a week, then.’ Merlin put up his hands defensively. ‘And don’t even ask which day she died.’

‘Within the last two weeks?’

‘Probably. I suppose you’ve checked your missing persons?’

Diamond gave a nod. ‘Nobody fits.’

Merlin beamed. ‘You wouldn’t have wanted it so easy, would you? This is when your technology is put to the test. All those incredibly expensive computers I keep reading about in Police Review.’

Diamond allowed him to make his dig and get away with it. He felt he couldn’t do otherwise, knowing, as he did, the conditions that Merlin and his colleagues were sometimes obliged to work in: public mortuaries with inadequate space, lighting, ventilation, plumbing and drainage. Mortuary building would never be high on the list of social priorities. Mind, there were points Diamond wouldn’t mind making himself about pay and conditions of work in the police, but not to Jack Merlin. So he simply repeated in a tone of disparagement, ‘Computers?’

Merlin grinned. ‘You know what I mean. Major Inquiry Systems.’

‘Major Inquiry Systems, my arse. Common sense and door-stepping. That’s how we get results.’

‘Apart from the odd tip-off,’ said Merlin and added quickly, ‘So what will you do about this woman? Issue an artist’s impression? A photo wouldn’t bear much resemblance to the way she was before she got into the water.’

‘Probably. First I want to collect any evidence that’s going.’

‘What sort?’

‘Obviously we’re searching for the clothes.’

‘At the scene?’

Diamond shook his head. ‘In this case the scene is unimportant. The body floated there. I gather from what you said that it must originally have sunk to the bottom, and later risen, as they do, unless they’re weighted.’

‘Correct.’

‘So it came to the surface and floated with the breeze across the lake, We have to search the perimeter.’

‘How many miles is that?’

‘Ten, near enough.’

‘That represents a lot of cancelled leave, I should think.’

‘It’s a sod. But we may get lucky. The lake is popular with anglers and picnickers. I’ll be putting out an appeal to the public on TV and radio. If we can pinpoint the place where the body was put into the water, that will give us a start.’

Merlin cleared his throat in a way that signalled dissent. ‘There’s a hefty assumption there.’

‘A deduction,’ said Diamond with a glare. ‘Come on, what else am I to assume – that this young woman decided to go for a solitary swim when nobody was about, first removing her wedding ring and all her clothes, and then drowned? You’d have to be bloody naive to put this one down to natural causes.’ He crushed the cup in his hand and dumped it into a bin.


Chapter Four

THE MURDER SQUAD WORKED FROM a mobile incident room from Sunday morning onwards. It was a large caravan parked on a stretch of turf as close as possible to the reeds where the body had been found. Each time Peter Diamond crossed the floor it sounded like beer-kegs being unloaded. The sound was heard until well into the evening as he directed the first crucial stages of the inquiry. Five telephones were steadily in use and a team of filing clerks transferred every message and every piece of information first on to action sheets and then on to cards. The standard four-tier carousel for up to 20,000 cards stood ominously in the centre of the room. Diamond felt comfortable with index cards, even if some of his younger staff muttered things about the superiority of computers. If there was no quick resolution to the inquiry, he’d be forced to install the despised VDUs, and God help the moaners when the things broke down.

The search for the dead woman’s clothes was first concentrated on the sections of shoreline with easiest access from the three roads that enclosed the lake. A bizarre collection of mislaid garments began to be assembled, tokens of the variety of human activities around the lake. The items were painstakingly labelled, sealed in plastic bags, noted on the map and entered on the action sheets without much confidence that any were linked with the case.

Divers were brought in to search the stretch of water where the body had been found floating. It was not impossible that the clothes or other evidence had been dumped there. This was an exercise that had to be gone through, although most people, including Diamond, reckoned that the body had drifted there from further along the shore, or even across the lake.

At the same time, house-to-house inquiries were made in the villages and at each dwelling with a view of the lake, seeking witnesses to any unusual activity beside the water after dark in the previous month. A sheaf of statements soon confirmed what the squad already knew, that the area was popular around the hour of sunset with anglers, bird-watchers, dog-owners and courting couples. Nothing remotely resembling a naked body being dragged or carried into the water had been seen.

For Peter Diamond this dragnet process was a necessary, if largely unrewarding, preamble to what he thought of as real detective work: the identifying and questioning of suspects. For all the care that was being taken to refer to what had happened as an ‘incident’, this was a murder inquiry. He was as certain of that as the fact that one day follows another. Since his appointment to the Avon and Somerset murder squad three years previously, he had led five investigations, three domestic, two large-scale, all but one resulting in convictions. The odd one out was an extradition job, still to be resolved. It could drag on for another year. However, he was satisfied that he had nailed his man. An impressive record. And it might have been more impressive if his service in Avon had not been regularly interrupted by all the ballyhoo over the Missendale affair.

Four years earlier, a young black man called Hedley Missendale had been convicted of murder in the course of theft at a building society in Hammersmith, west London. A customer, an ex-sergeant-major, had tried to tackle the thief and had been shot in the head, dying almost immediately. The investigation had been headed by Detective Superintendent Jacob Blaize, of ‘F’ Division of the Metropolitan Police. Diamond, then with the rank of detective chief inspector, had been Blaize’s second-in-command. Missendale, a known thief, had been pulled in quickly and had confessed under interrogation from Diamond. Then more than two years later, after Diamond had won his promotion to superintendent with the Avon and Somerset force, a second man had confessed to the crime after undergoing a religious conversion. He had produced the gun used in the killing. A second investigation by a fresh team of officers had been ordered, and late in 1987, after serving twenty-seven months of a life sentence, Hedley Missendale had been pardoned on the recommendation of the Home Secretary.

The press, of course, had roasted the police. Blaize and Diamond had been openly accused in the tabloids of beating a confession out of an innocent black youth. An official inquiry had been inevitable. Jacob Blaize – broken by the strain – had accepted full responsibility for the errors and had taken early retirement. The press had switched the full force of their attack to Diamond. They had wanted his head on a platter, but he had stood up well to tough questioning at the inquiry. What had yet to be seen was whether his strong rebuttal of the criticism had influenced the board of inquiry. People said he was on a hiding to nothing, because the principal charge was that his forceful personality had secured the bogus confession, and he had fought his corner ruggedly at the hearings.

Eight months on from the hearings, the inquiry team had yet to publish its findings. Meanwhile, Peter Diamond was unrepentant, and willing to argue the rights of his conduct in the case with anyone rash enough to take him on. No one did; the mud-slinging went on from a safe distance. His response was to prove his worth as a detective, and this he was doing — between appearances in London — with fair success. The string of cases he had investigated in Avon had been properly handled without a suggestion of intimidation.

He was still finding the going tough in the new job. Although the men on the murder squad gave him professional support, they hadn’t accepted him on a personal level. He had come in first as the streetwise detective from Scotland Yard, which understandably had created a certain amount of scepticism among detectives who had served all their careers in the West Country. Then, with ruinous timing, the Missendale story had broken.

The work somehow had to continue amid all the distractions. He had learned to live with stress. On any murder squad, the nerve of the man in charge was severely tested in those first hours at the start of a case. It was a kind of phoney war when nothing was happening. All these expensive resources were being deployed. Men were wanted for other policing duties. How long could you justify employing so many if results weren’t apparent? Inevitably the CID were regarded as the top dogs, enjoying different conditions of service from the uniformed branch, working flexible hours, more mobile, more independent, and able to snap their fingers and call up reinforcements as soon as someone went missing, or a body was found. A certain amount of resentment was understandable. It was built into the system and it existed at all levels. Maybe it was more subtle nearer the top. It was there. So you lived with it.

Diamond had learned to hand off the opposition as if he was still playing rugby. He was proving a hard man to stop, a burly, abrasive character who spoke his mind. Computer technology was ‘gadgetry’, accepted with reluctance as an aid to the real detective work. Some of the career-minded people around him thought it a miracle or a travesty that a man so outspoken and with the Missendale Inquiry hanging over his head could have progressed to the rank of superintendent. They failed to appreciate that his bluntness was a precious asset among so many backbiters.

Whether he would ever earn respect in Avon and Somerset it was too soon to predict. His detractors said that his successes so far owed too much to help from paid informants. They couldn’t fault him for using grasses; but they waited gloatingly to see him handle an inquiry when no help could be bought.

The Chew Valley case might be the one.

Sunday was disappointing. Nothing of significance was found.

On Monday Diamond recorded interviews for BBC Television and HTV West for their regional news broadcasts after the early evening news. An artist’s impression of the dead woman was shown, followed by Diamond beside the lake appealing for help in identifying her. He asked for information from anyone who might have witnessed suspicious behaviour over the last three weeks. An invitation, he commented afterwards to the TV crew, to all the voyeurs in the valley to wipe the steam off their glasses and share their secondhand thrills, but he had to admit that it was worthwhile. A thirty-second spot on TV brought in more information than a hundred coppers on house-to-house duty all the week.

Late that night, while the calls were being processed, he called Jack Merlin and asked for the results of the laboratory tests.

‘What exactly were you hoping for?’ the pathologist asked in that benign, but irritating way he had of sounding as if he were from another, more intelligent form of life.

‘The cause of death will do for now.’

‘That, I’m afraid, is still an open question until all the results are in, and even then —’

‘Jack, are you telling me those flaming tests are still going on? The autopsy was yesterday morning, thirty-six hours ago.’

For this petulant outburst, Diamond was given a lecture on the time-scale necessary for the processing of histological tissues, which required at least a week, and on the pressures the Home Office Forensic Laboratory was under. ‘Currently they’re so pressed that it could be weeks before they deliver.’

‘Weeks? Have you told them it’s a suspicious death? Don’t they understand the urgency?’ Diamond had picked up a pencil and put it between his teeth. He bit into the wood. ‘You’re still not willing to say if she drowned?’

‘All I will say is that as yet the cause of death is not apparent.’ Merlin was retreating behind the form of words he used in giving evidence.

‘Jack, my old friend,’ Diamond coaxed him. ‘Can’t you speak off the record to me? Can you help me with an estimate of the date of death?’

‘Sorry.’

‘Terrific!’ The pencil snapped into two pieces.

There was a longish silence. Then: ‘I am doing the best I can in the circumstances, Superintendent. I won’t be steam-rollered. You must appreciate that the service is undermanned.’

‘Jack, spare me the charity appeal, will you? Just call me the minute you reach an opinion.’

‘I always intended to.’

Diamond dropped the phone and left it dangling below the worktop. The telephonist retrieved it without complaining and removed the pieces of pencil. Diamond ambled across the floor again to see what had come in as a result of his television appeal, knocking the carousel out of alignment as he went.

John Wigfull, his second-in-command, summed up. ‘We’ve heard from seven callers convinced that the victim is Candice Milner.’

After a pause to decide whether the question should be taken seriously, Wigfull said, ‘The Milners – that soap on the BBC. Candice was written out of the story a couple of years ago, at least.’

‘Give me strength! What else?’

‘Two deserted husbands called in. In one case the wife left a note saying she was going away for a week to unwind. The home is in Chilcompton. That was six months ago.’

‘Six months. She ought to be in missing persons.’

‘She is. The photo doesn’t bear much resemblance. We passed it over.’

‘I’ll take another look at it. You’d better send someone to talk to the bloke tomorrow. What else?’

‘Slightly more promising, this. A farmer by the name of Troop from Chewton Mendip had a row with his wife three weeks ago and she hitched a lift with the lorry-driver who collects the milk-churns. Husband hasn’t seen her since.’

‘Didn’t he report it?’

‘He was giving her time to come to her senses. There’s a history of fights and walk-outs.’

‘And he reckons the picture looks like his wife?’

‘He’s not saying, sir. His sister-in-law thinks so. She was the one who phoned us.’

Diamond’s eyes widened a fraction. ‘Anything on file? Complaints of violence?’

Wigfull nodded. ‘Just the one, on 27 December, 1988. Farmer Troop seems to have kicked his wife out of the house, literally, and refused to let her in again. The sister reported it. A PC from Bath was sent out and saw the bruises. The woman refused to proceed. She said it was Christmas.’

‘Goodwill to all men.’ Diamond took a deep, disapproving breath and let it out slowly. ‘What can you do? You and I had better follow this one up ourselves, John. Chewton Mendip can’t be more than five miles from the lake. I’ll see the sister-in-law in the morning – and you’d better find out the name of the gallant knight of the churns.’

Wigfull grinned appreciatively. Any sign of good humour in the superintendent had to be encouraged. They weren’t exactly bosom pals. Wigfull had been named as Diamond’s assistant in the worst of circumstances, when the Missendale scandal had first made banner headlines. In the few preceding months, Diamond had made an impressive debut with Avon and Somerset and cleared up two murders, assisted by an inspector he had got along well with, called Billy Murray. But within hours of Diamond’s involvement in the Missendale case becoming known, instructions had come from County Headquarters that Murray was to be transferred to Taunton, where a vacancy had arisen. John Wigfull, from CID (Administration), was his replacement. Rightly or not, Diamond was convinced that Wigfull was a plant, the Headquarters man under instructions to report any excesses. Unlike Billy Murray, Wigfull did everything by the book. He’d gone to a lot of trouble to ingratiate himself with the squad. He hadn’t succeeded yet with his superior.

‘Anything else?’ asked Diamond.

‘A fair number of sightings.’

‘But of what?’

‘Horizontal jogging, mostly.’

‘No reports of violence?’

‘Nothing yet.’

‘Not much, is it? I may go on the box again towards the end of the week. Let’s see if Chewton Mendip amounts to anything. Is that where the sister lives as well?’

She was Mrs Muriel Pietri, and her husband Joe owned a motor repair business beside the A39 that had a sign that promised, ‘Low Cost High Class Repairs. We Get You Back On The Road.’ The police often visited the place to follow up hit and run accidents. Diamond himself called there early next morning. Someone lower in rank could have handled the interview, but the prospect of question and answer was so much more appealing than another morning in the caravan.

The sickly-sweet vapour of cellulose paint hung in the air as he manoeuvred his bulk unskilfully through a narrow passage between damaged vehicles, collecting rust on his grey check suit. He had brought a sergeant with him to take the statement.

Mrs Pietri stood at the open door in a floral print frock that she probably wore for visitors. She was made up for the occasion – the works: foundation, lipstick, mascara and some sort of cheap scent that made the paint quite fragrant in retrospect. A slim, dark-haired, slow-speaking woman, burning with the enormity of what she believed had happened. ‘I do fear the worst this time,’ she said in the broad accent of Somerset as she led them into her scrupulously tidy front room. ‘Carl’s behaviour is a proper disgrace. He do clout my sister summat wicked. Terrible. I can show you photographs my husband took with one of they Instamatics last time poor Elly came here. Black and blue, she were. I hope you’ll be giving the bugger a dose of his own medicine when you visit him. He do deserve no blimmin mercy, none at all. Won’t ‘ee sit down?’

‘You saw the artist’s impression of the woman we found?’ said Diamond.

‘On Points West last night. That be Elly, without a blimmin doubt.’

‘Sergeant Boon has a copy of the picture. Take another look at it, would you? It’s only an artist’s sketch, you understand.’

She handed it back almost at once. ‘I swear to it.’

‘What colour is your sister’s hair, Mrs Pietri?’

‘Red – a gorgeous, flaming red. It were her best feature, and it were natural, too. Women spend fortunes being tinted at the hairdressers for hair that colour and it never looks half so good as Elly’s did.’

Her use of the past tense reinforced her conviction that the dead woman was her sister. Diamond made it just as clear that he was keeping an open mind. ‘Flaming red, you say. Is that what you mean – pure red?’

‘Natural, I did say, didn’t I? Nobody’s hair is pure red, except for they punks and pop stars.’

‘I need to know.’

She pointed to a rosewood ornamental box that stood on the sideboard. ‘That colour, near enough.’

‘Her eyes – what colour are they?’

‘Some folk called they hazel. They always looked green to I.’

‘What height is she?’

‘The same as I – five-seven.’

‘Age?’

‘Wait a mo – Elly were born two years after I. St George’s Day. She must have been thirty-four.’

‘You said that your husband took photographs of her.’

‘Not of her face, my dear. The backs of her legs, where she were marked. It were in case she wanted evidence for a divorce. I don’t believe I got a picture of her face, not since her and I were kids at school, anyways. We were never a family for taking pictures.’

‘But you said your husband has a camera.’

‘For his business. He do photograph the damage in case the insurance people get funny.’

‘I see.’

‘It were his idea to take they pictures of Elly’s legs.’

‘Photographing the damage.’

‘I can find they if you want.’

‘Not now. Tell me how you heard that your sister is missing.’

‘Well, being that she lived so near, she used to call in here regular for a bit o’ gossip Tuesday morning. She didn’t come last Tuesday, or the Tuesday afore that, so I got on the blower and asked that bugger of a brother-in-law what happened to my sister.’

‘And?’

‘The blighter tells I this bit o’ hogwash about Elly taking off with Mr Middleton who collects the milk. Your sister is a shameless woman, he did tell I, no better than the whores of Babylon. He called her other things, too, that you wouldn’t find in the scriptures. Riled I proper, I can tell ‘ee.’

‘When is this supposed to have happened?’

‘Last Monday fortnight, he did say. I didn’t believe a word of it, and I were right. She must have been dead already, lying naked in Chew Valley Lake, poor lamb. Do you want I to come with ‘ee to identify her proper?’

‘That may not be necessary.’

‘Will you be going over to arrest the bugger?’

‘I want you to sign a statement, Mrs Pietri. The sergeant will assist you.’ Diamond got up and walked out.

Over the radio he made contact with Inspector Wigfull. ‘Any news?’

‘Yes,’ Wigfull answered. ‘I just called at the milkman’s cottage.’

‘Middleton?’

‘Yes.’

‘And?’

‘Elly Troop opened the door.’
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