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         For Jane and Neil,
 with love always,
 because family matters.
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            PROLOGUE

         
 	
         SEPTEMBER, PRESENT DAY
         

         He edged back into a dusty seat  on the last train from London to Harlden and let go a sigh that he  seemed to have been controlling for the whole of his life. Andrew  Fenwick was emotionally and physically drained. All he wanted to do was  lay his head back and close his eyes but he couldn’t and it wasn’t the  greasy cushion that stopped him, but his conscience. Earlier that  evening he had finally found the answer to a neglected crime that had  remained unsolved for more than two decades. Instead of feeling elated,  success had left him facing the worst dilemma of his career.

         As a  result of what he now knew, a good man’s fate lay in his hands, and  while his duty as a police officer was clear, it was, uniquely, at war  with his sense of what was right. The unexpected conflict was eating  into him, making him feel too old for his job. He closed his eyes and  tried to think calmly about his dilemma but it was impossible. The  burden was his alone and no amount of wishful thinking could make it  vanish. He had no choice but to decide a man’s future and only the  breathing space of his journey home in which to do so.

         He blinked  hard to keep himself awake and his gaze fell to his hands where they lay  loosely on his thighs. For a fanciful moment he imagined the man’s  liberty in his left hand and the sentence that society would pass on him  were the truth ever known in his right. Revealing it would be a boost  to his career at a time when he was being considered for promotion  despite a singular lack of sponsorship from the powers on high. The  fingers of his right hand started to curl subconsciously as if he were  plucking his advancement from the stale air. Then he clenched both fists  tight and relaxed his muscles slowly as he acknowledged the futility of  his thoughts. His problem remained and the decision he made would be a  defining moment in his life.

         The train rattled on as it gathered  speed, swaying over points, flashing past stations already closed for  the night, taking him towards a time in the future when the decision  would have been made and fate decided. He stared ahead, trying to  discern what that resolution might be but it was a pointless exercise, a  way of wasting time and he despised himself for it.

         He’d always  considered himself a man who could make difficult decisions, had even  thought it one of his strong points but now, when he was really tested,  he realised that he was no Solomon. So he resorted to a familiar remedy  when his mind became recalcitrant and dry; he pulled out a notepad and  opened his pen. At the top of a fresh sheet of paper he wrote down the  question that had been circling in his mind like a child’s riddle  without answer ever since he’d discovered the truth: When is a murderer not a murderer?
         

         The  words confronted him. The crime he had solved was murder after all, not  some petty misdemeanour. With an audible grunt of frustration he ripped  the page from the pad and screwed it up, stuffing it into his pocket so  that his thoughts wouldn’t join the litter on the carriage floor. His  watch ticked past midnight as he smoothed his palm across a fresh page,  preparing himself.

         He wrote down the man’s name – his real one.  Beneath it he drew a line down the centre of the page. On one side he  listed the harsh facts of his guilt; on the other he wrote out the case  for the defence, so strong he needed more paper. Then he stared at his  work, imagining he was judge and jury. There were so many reasons to  grant a lenient sentence but he had no right to make that decision.  Could he betray his years of dedicated, scrupulous law enforcement  because – in this instance – he couldn’t trust the law to be merciful?  Slowly, the pen moved across the virgin paper, staining it with his  thoughts. Even more slowly his decision began to reveal itself. And  finally, he arrived at his destination.
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         +EPTEMBER, 1982
         
 
         On the last day that his parents saw him alive Paul Hill cycled from home on a new bike that he was proud to claim he’d saved up for himself. It was the first day of the school year. He was fourteen but looked twelve, a reality that had begun to eat into his shaky self-confidence over the summer until his customary bravado had worn thin. It was enough to see him through the first day of school though, despite the jealous reaction to his bike and the sniggers behind his back, which he pretended not to hear.
         
 
         He was on his own when he left the school gates, his sometime friends having run on ahead, shouting snide comments over their shoulders. He hadn’t been inclined to join them anyway, he told himself, as he turned his bike downhill, stroked the elaborate gear mechanism with a fleeting smile of pleasure and raised himself up in the saddle. Before he reached the road he braked suddenly. He had forgotten that he was meant to be meeting someone, despite all the trouble he had gone to constructing careful lies for his teachers and parents in order to give himself the excuses he needed to miss choir practice but still be late home from school. These meetings, which had started as a glorious exciting secret, had become a source of deep anxiety. He wanted them to stop but that idea scared him too. Without consciously making a decision, he turned the bike around and started to pedal towards home, pumping more quickly the closer he drew.
         
 
         When he got there he would pretend that he had a stomach ache. His mother would have one of her fits and send him straight to bed and his dad would call him a wimp but it would be worth it. If he really played up he might even be able to stay home from school for a few days.
         
 
         He was taking his usual short cut when a familiar red car overtook him and pulled in to the lay-by ahead. He slowed obediently and watched the driver wind down his window.
         
 
         ‘Where are you going, Paul?’
         
 
         ‘Home.’ He wasn’t in the mood for a detour today.
         
 
         ‘But we had an agreement. I was expecting you.’
         
 
         ‘Don’t want to, not today.’
         
 
         ‘Go on, it’s early; you’ll not be missed.’
         
 
         ‘I’ve got homework and extra reading.’ He shifted his duffle bag between his shoulder blades and refused to meet the man’s eye.
         
 
         ‘Nice bike.’
         
 
         Paul grunted, a monosyllabic sound that meant ‘So?’
         
 
         ‘Cost a lot I imagine.’
         
 
         The reminder of how he’d earned his money made Paul’s insides burn.
         
 
         ‘Go away.’
         
 
         ‘Don’t be like that. We’re friends, remember, and friends are nice to each other.’
         
 
         Paul shut his eyes, then opened them again and stared stubbornly at the dirt beneath his wheels. He didn’t have proper friends, not any more, and it was all this man’s fault.
         
 
         ‘I never want to see you again.’
         
 
         The man laughed dismissively, as if Paul had made a bad joke.
         
 
         ‘Don’t be silly, of course you do; you can’t stop now.’
         
 
         The words made him shiver.
         
 
         ‘But I don’t want to.’ He forced his mouth into its sad look, the one that always worked on his mother.
         
 
         ‘Look, Paul,’ the man said in a firmer voice, ‘it’s not as if you have anywhere else to go. I’m the best friend you’ve got. I’ve never shared our secret, or showed anybody those photographs, have I? Because friends don’t betray each other.’
         
 
         ‘I’ve got tummy ache.’
         
 
         ‘Really.’ The man stepped out of the vehicle slowly, as if he hadn’t a care in the world. With a glance down the empty road he walked around to the rear of the estate car and opened the door.
         
 
         ‘But…’ Paul could feel real tears in his eyes. ‘I don’t want to do this any more.’
         
 
         ‘Pop your bike in, go on.’
         
 
         The man smiled. It was the first friendly face Paul had seen since leaving home. Reluctantly, he dragged his bike through the gravel and let the man lift it into the car. When he saw the blanket he took an involuntary step back but the man rested his hand comfortingly on Paul’s shoulder and gave him that smile again, the one that was meant to make him feel special.
         
 
         ‘You can ride up front with me today, at least for the first bit. Get in. There’s some chocolate in the glove compartment. We can talk more on the way.’
         
 
         And, now that the decision had been made for him, Paul did talk, almost non-stop. In the car he didn’t feel so bad; it was familiar, and although he now hated what he was about to do, it no longer scared him quite so much. He told the man about the bad things his friends were saying, the names they called him and how he’d tried to tell them they were wrong.
         
 
         ‘Have you told them about me?’
         
 
         Paul shook his head.
         
 
         ‘And have they ever mentioned my name?’ The man asked the questions casually but Paul was careful with his answer.
         
 
         ‘No, never.’ He took a bite of chocolate so that he couldn’t talk anymore. The man patted his knee.
         
 
         ‘Don’t worry, I’ll sort things out. Now, it’s time to hop in the back.’
         
 
         Fifteen minutes later Paul told himself he wasn’t scared even though the drive was taking a lot longer than usual and the smell of exhaust was making him sick. He clutched his duffle bag to his chest and drifted into a familiar fantasy world where he was brave, and tall and above all popular. Within its comfort he drifted asleep.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            CHAPTER ONE

         

         JUNE, PRESENT DAY
         
 
         Castleview Terrace was tucked economically beside a remnant of Harlden’s ancient city wall, the houses designed to resemble almoners’ cottages with mellow stone and decorative brickwork. Each cottage had an element of individuality, though not so much as to disturb the pleasing regimentation of the sweeping crescent which sheltered beneath the remains of the Norman stonework.

         The dark blue front door of the end cottage gleamed in the sunlight. Terracotta pots, overflowing with alyssum, lobelia and scarlet geraniums, flanked the step and gave the house a feminine touch that belied its solitary male occupant. He was taking advantage of the fine morning to edge a handkerchief of perfect green lawn, manipulating the shears skilfully around the picket fence which bordered his property. A rose had started to colonise its woodwork, white blooms mingling with red honeysuckle to fill the air with a welcoming fragrance for the too-occasional visitor.

         ‘Morning, Major Maidment.’

         The man looked up and nodded to the postman.

         ‘Good morning, George.’

         ‘Just a bill today.’ George’s hand stretched out respectfully over the fence.

         ‘How is your lady wife? Quite recovered I hope?’

         ‘Fit as a fiddle, Major. She said to thank you for the flowers.’

         ‘My pleasure.’

         Maidment waved the postman on his way and popped inside to make himself a cup of coffee. He measured semi-skimmed milk into the pan, regretting that he was no longer allowed the Cornish full-cream variety that had been his favourite since he was a boy. It seemed strange to take such care to extend this solitary life, but his doctor was conspiring to do so and he felt it would have been impolite to ignore his best intentions. He was rinsing his cup and saucer when the phone rang.

         ‘Maidment.’

         ‘Oh, Major. Good, you’re home.’

         His expression settled into resignation as he pulled a chair closer to the phone and placed a cushion against his back.

         ‘Miss Pennysmith, how are you?’

         It was not an empty enquiry. He knew that news of her ailments would now be described in detail, saving only those of a feminine nature deemed too sensitive to discuss. Ten minutes later Miss Pennysmith finally reached the purpose of her call.

         ‘I wonder if I could trouble you for a lift to church tomorrow?’

         ‘Of course.’ His heart sank. ‘I’ll be round at oh-nine-hundred hours.’

         ‘Well, I wonder if you could make it a little earlier. I have two lightbulbs that need changing and I can’t reach them.’

         He agreed to see her at half past eight.

         Preparing, eating and tidying away after lunch took him through to two o’clock without a problem, though his eyes misted briefly as he dried the single plate, a precious remnant of the dinner service that had been a wedding present. Inevitably he thought of Hilary, even though nearly three years had ticked by since she had passed away. At the end he’d been grateful for that final soft breath. Such suffering as she had endured was surely the invention of the devil himself. He missed her terribly. Her quiet companionship and interest in the minutiae of his day had gone for ever leaving a vacuum that was at times almost unbearable.

         He shook himself. This wouldn’t do; he was growing maudlin. Weekend afternoons were the worst. After a brief moment’s deliberation he determined to walk around the castle and then down to the river. It would be busy on a Saturday but that couldn’t be helped. The only other alternative was a round of golf but he rationed the number of times he played to prove to himself that he had not become dependent on the club and all it stood for. Besides, he was inclined to drink too much when he went there and then risk the short drive home.

          

         The next morning, Maidment was adjusting his trilby and checking the trim of his moustache when his doorbell rang. He removed his hat and set it back precisely on the peg before opening the door.

         ‘Good heavens!’ He covered his mouth in embarrassment. ‘I’m sorry, it’s just that—’

         ‘I know, I’m the spitting image, except that he would be considerably older than I am by now.’

         The amiable young man extended his hand, which Maidment shook automatically.

         ‘Luke Chalfont. How do you do?’

         ‘What can I do for you, Mr Chalfont?’

         ‘I specialise in energy cost saving. Now, I know that’s not at the forefront of people’s minds in June but, as I’m sure a prudent man such as yourself will realise, it’s always better to plan properly and be prepared.’

         The man’s eyes wandered from the major’s face for a moment as if scanning the hall but he returned his attention quickly. His patter continued as smooth as butter and it took Maidment some while to realise that he was a salesman touting an alternative gas supply.

         ‘I’m sorry, Mr Chalfont, but I was on my way out when you called and I have no interest in your company’s services.’

         ‘I quite understand. However, I have a small dossier containing facts and figures comparing our supply with others. Perhaps I could leave it with you to study at your convenience? If you decide that you are interested, just call me.’ He extended his hand. ‘My card.’

         The salesman left with a cheery wave and was walking up the neighbour’s path as Maidment double-locked his front door.

          

         Miss Pennysmith was a young-looking 67-year-old with an appetite for life that was being tested by the recent onset of arthritis, but she remained optimistic, believing equally in the healing powers of prayer and a positive mental attitude. She was living, as Jane Austen would have said, in reduced circumstances following the near collapse of the pension fund that was to have been her income in retirement. The one-bedroom flat, in a neighbourhood she would once have walked far to avoid, was all she could now afford following the sale of her house to realise additional capital on which to live.

         For church she had chosen to wear a floral dress in pinks and greens that she felt complemented her complexion and strawberry-silver perm. Fresh coffee and home-made scones were ready on the table next to crisp linen napkins. Her sitting room smelt of baking and lavender from the polishing she’d completed the day before. Had it not been for the church her life would have been even harder but friends helped her with invitations to meals that were always over-catered and to shared outings towards which her contribution was reduced in a conspiracy she did not suspect and would have resented had she known.

         The major arrived punctually and stood to attention on her doorstep.

         ‘Major Maidment! Would you like some coffee and a scone perhaps?’

         ‘I think I should see to the lights first, Miss Pennysmith.’

         ‘Oh, don’t worry. Someone did them for me yesterday shortly after I called you. We have plenty of time.’

         Maidment valued politeness above free expression so followed his hostess into her sitting room without comment. She was a silly woman and the little-girl dress she was wearing was unsuitable for someone her age, but in the fresh baking and recent evidence of cleaning he recognised an echo of his own loneliness. Consequently, he endured her chatter and schooled his face to amiability as he drank her excellent coffee and nibbled a scone.

         After church, he declined her invitation to lunch and took his customary walk to the municipal cemetery and Hilary’s grave. He bought fresh flowers on the way, despite his lingering scruples against Sunday trading, and spent frustrating minutes trying to tease the white chrysanthemums and pink lilies into the pretence of an arrangement. His eyes grew moist as he thought again about how unfair life could be. Hilary had been ten years his junior, healthy and cheerful until her sudden, shocking illness. She would have been far more adept at coping with this business of grief; he should have been lying here. He should have gone first.

         Maidment felt guilty for such selfishness immediately and chided himself for wishing this pain on her. God had a purpose in keeping him alive and God alone knew that he had sins enough to expiate before his soul was judged. Perhaps that was why he was still here, though he knew no amount of good works in the winter of his years would atone for the sins of his lifetime. The idea of hell terrified him and the cemetery suddenly became an awful place. Chastised, scared, he headed for his car and drove resolutely to the golf club where he would attempt to silence his conscience with excellent claret and the distraction of convivial company.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         ‘This is the second identical burglary this month.’

         ‘Let me see.’ Bob Cooper passed the report over to Detective Inspector Nightingale, fresh back from training at Bramshill and wearing her new rank with care. ‘A con man; good too. How does he persuade the old dears to trust him?’

         ‘He’s patient,’ Cooper explained, ‘doing odd jobs and never asking for payment. All the time he’s building up their trust then, bang, he’s gone and so have all their valuables.’
         

         ‘What’s NCS got on him?’

         Cooper passed her a computer printout from national criminal records.

         ‘Plenty; he’s been working his way down the country for the past two years. Never does more than three to five jobs in an area. It was only a matter of time before he reached Sussex.’

         ‘Is this the e-fit? Good grief, he looks just like—’

         ‘Lord Lucan, I know but no one’s been able to catch him.’

         ‘It’s because each incident is treated as a minor crime – never gets to us – but if he runs to form we’ll have a chance to nail him before he moves on. Why don’t you go out to this one rather than leave it to MCS? I’ll arrange to have his likeness put in the local papers and distribute information to places pensioners are likely to visit.’

         Nightingale perched on the side of his desk, swinging a long leg in an absent-minded gesture which would have been flirtatious in another woman. Cooper thought it bizarre that the most attractive woman in Harlden Police Station also managed to be the most remote.

         She had no idea of the effect of her looks, or of the fact that a fair majority of the detectives considered her a hard-nosed upstart who had been over-promoted. Cooper returned his attention to the burglary report in front of him and to his new boss’s suggestions.

         ‘Seems like a lot of work for two minor crimes.’

         ‘I don’t call stealing the mementos of a person’s life for scrap value minor. Let’s catch the bastard before he does any more harm.’

         Cooper picked up his keys, suitably chastened.

         He parked his car in front of a poorly maintained block of flats and walked up to the fifth floor as the lift was out of order. A WPC in uniform greeted him at the door, her face pink with the July heat.

         ‘She’s inside, very tearful. I haven’t been able to get much from her but I’m hoping the sherry will help.’

         Cooper stepped into the hall and recoiled from the ambush of chintz. Three different patterns collided in their demand for attention. It was worse in the cramped sitting room where frills and lace joined in the full-frontal assault. As a beige-and-tweed man it took him a moment to recover, not that the well-preserved lady, sitting among cushions festooned with plump peonies, was in a fit state to notice his discomfort.

         ‘I’m Detective Sergeant Cooper, Harlden CID, Miss Pennysmith.’

         She dabbed at her eyes, but brightened visibly in the presence of a man, even one as unprepossessing as Cooper. Over a pot of tea he coaxed a familiar story from her. She had been robbed of everything of value: some costume jewellery, her only valuable ring left to her by her mother, her father’s medals and some silver picture frames containing portraits she missed more than the frames themselves. Almost two hundred pounds in cash was missing, the result of a year’s careful saving towards a much longed-for holiday. The proceeds of the theft would be considerably less than a thousand pounds but she had been robbed of more than possessions.

         ‘He was such a nice young man.’ She sniffed fresh tears away and took a sip of tea.

         Her description confirmed that the thief Cooper had nicknamed Lucky had first visited Miss Pennysmith three weeks before when he’d successfully sold her a fictitious new gas supply. The next day he had returned and ripped up the contract before confessing, in tears, that it was a terrible deal and she should never have signed the papers.

         Over tea and biscuits he had explained that his young son was ill and he needed to pay for private medical treatment. The commission on the contracts he sold would make the difference between his son’s recovery and a life of crippling illness. She had persuaded him to take a little cash in exchange for doing odd jobs about the flat. Within weeks he was a regular visitor, almost a trusted friend.

         Cooper shook his head in frustration. Throughout that time Lucky had been learning her routine. The night before, he had gained entry using a duplicate door key that he’d had the cheek to leave behind after robbing her. Miss Pennysmith had been left feeling betrayed and a fool.

         ‘Is there anyone we can call on your behalf? Some family?’

         ‘I have a nephew who works in Hong Kong and my sister lives in Scotland but there’s no point calling either of them.’

         She was persuaded to accept the company of a female neighbour, someone Miss Pennysmith had previously tried to avoid. As Cooper left, he heard the woman start a lecture against trusting strangers, which he thought unnecessary as he doubted Miss Pennysmith would ever trust someone she didn’t know again.

         Jeremy Maidment pulled up outside Miss Pennysmith’s flat at oh-nine-hundred hours sharp the following Sunday. While he waited for the door to open, he rehearsed his excuses for not being able to join her for lunch. When it did, he was quite unprepared for the make-up-less, strained face that peered over a newly fitted safety-chain. Her eyes filled with confusion.

         ‘Jeremy, what are you doing here?’ A fluttering hand strayed to her untidy jumble of pink-white curls.

         ‘It’s Sunday, Miss Pennysmith. We are to go to church. Margaret, are you all right?’

         His concern brought forth a flood of tears. Some time later, church forgotten, he assembled the fragments of her story into a more or less coherent whole. He was filled with indignation and a desire to take action but none of his feelings showed in his face.

         ‘Why don’t you stay with your sister for a few days? Scotland will be lovely at this time of year.’

         ‘I don’t think she’d welcome me. She and her husband lead busy lives.’

         ‘Nonsense. When she hears what’s happened she’s sure to want to help.’

         ‘I doubt it.’ She sniffed loudly. ‘Mary’s always telling me “three’s a crowd”.’

         Maidment understood. He could picture Margaret flirting at the breakfast table in Perth, while her sister bit her lip and her brother-in-law swallowed embarrassment with his coffee. But she couldn’t stay here to mope around the flat, too scared to step outside her front door.

         ‘Let me speak to her. I’ll explain what you’ve been through.’

         He retreated to the hall to place the call. The conversation lasted a long time but when he returned he was smiling.

         ‘That’s sorted. She’s looking forward to seeing you. I’m going to arrange your train tickets and call her to say when you’ll be arriving. Now, I know it’s early but I think we could both do with a sherry.’

          

         Special prayers were said for Miss Pennysmith at the evening service and the major was pressed for news. He made a point of speaking to every woman in the congregation whom he knew lived alone, to urge them to be on their guard.

         The matter stayed at the back of his mind until he was queuing to buy stamps the following week. The police poster by the counter brought him up with a start. Errand forgotten, he walked home briskly.

         ‘A Major Maidment on the phone, Bob. Wants to talk to the officer in charge of the Pennysmith case. Says he has information that might be helpful.’ The duty sergeant put the call through.

         ‘Detective Sergeant Cooper. How can I help you?’

         ‘Jeremy Maidment here, Briar Cottage, Castleview Terrace, Harlden. I think I’ve met the man who robbed Miss Pennysmith. He called at my house three weeks ago.’

         ‘I see. I don’t suppose you’ve seen him since, have you?’

         ‘No, but he did leave his card. I wondered whether I should invite him round so that you might arrest him.’

         Cooper stifled a laugh. Whoever heard of a thief leaving a calling card?

         ‘Jolly good idea, sir. Why don’t you do that and call me back with the appointment details?’

         He was telling his mate George Wicklow the latest joke when the front desk called.

         ‘Major Maidment’s down here. Says he’s arranged a meeting with a thief for oh-nine-hundred hours tomorrow and wishes to discuss your plans for deployment.’

         The laughter had disappeared from Cooper’s face by the time he reached the dowdy interview room on the ground floor that they kept for walk-ins. Maidment was standing with his back to the window, at ease. He was shorter than Cooper and many pounds lighter, despite broad shoulders beneath an immaculate blazer. His face was weathered by foreign suns and the ruddy skin contrasted with sandy-white wavy hair, moustache and pale blue eyes.

         His handshake was firm but not overpowering. On the table between them he had laid out a hand-drawn plan of his house with access points marked. Before Cooper had a chance to speak, he tapped it.

         ‘I thought three men upstairs, two in the garden to the rear, three plainclothes outside plus two downstairs with me.’

         Cooper noted the scale of the drawing and completed some surprisingly quick mental arithmetic to deduce that they’d be falling over each other.

         ‘An interesting suggestion, Major, but that many officers would attract attention. I think we need something more “covert”, shall we say.’ He was rather proud of his subtlety.

         They agreed that four officers, plus Cooper, would take up position in and around the house by seven-thirty.

         ‘You’re absolutely sure that you won’t be armed, Sergeant?’ Maidment looked disappointed.

         ‘No, sir. We don’t have grounds to request armed back-up. There’s no mention of a weapon being used in his many previous crimes and no one has been hurt during his break-ins.’

         ‘Hmm; one can never be too careful. You think they’re harmless then, BANG! they’re shooting up the place and you’ve lost a good man.’ His eyes stared back briefly into a past beyond Cooper’s experience. ‘Still, it’s your operation. I won’t second-guess the officer in charge. I’ll see you and your men at oh-seven-thirty sharp tomorrow.’

         That evening, as he watched an unconvincing documentary on the Falklands War, Maidment unlocked the case that held his service revolver and cleaned the gun with care. He loaded six rounds, ignoring Hilary’s sceptical voice in his mind. It took him some time to decide where to conceal the weapon, before he chose the bread bin. If the blighter made a run for it, he’d be more likely to go through the kitchen to the back door than out of the front, which he would make sure was bolted. If that crook tried anything, he’d be ready for him, oh yes.

         He slept well, as he always did before a mission. None of the enemy he had killed rested heavily on his conscience. When he did have nightmares, and they were thankfully rare, they were triggered by the memory of private transgressions and of one gross sin. But that balmy July night, the major slept the untroubled sleep of a child.

         The dawn chorus woke him. He was showered, shaved and dressed before six. His shoes were already polished to a mirror finish, his trousers pressed. The prospect of seeing some action again excited him. He was about to help the police arrest a serial criminal and he was invigorated by a sense of purpose.

         That Sergeant Cooper seemed solid enough, though he had never liked elbow patches, and a Prince of Wales check jacket was most unfortunate given the man’s build. But he was old for a policeman, which gave Maidment added confidence despite the shabbiness of his clothes.

         Against his best intentions he started to fret about the arrangements. The gun was where he had left it – oiled, cleaned and loaded. He tested putting it in his jacket pocket, but of course it was far too big and he no longer had his holster. So he replaced it in the bread bin, finally deciding that he was ready.

          

         Cooper cast a critical eye over the team he’d been given. The two uniforms, Perkins and Lee, were all right – he’d worked with them before and knew he could rely on them – but he’d drawn the short straw with the detectives who would be undercover outside. DC Partridge was a twenty-year veteran with a drink problem that remained a secret only to the superintendent in charge of Harlden Station. DS Rike had been good until a knife incident the previous year, but he’d only been back at work two months, most of which had been spent safely behind a desk.

         Operations must have decided that this was a low-risk arrest, which would help their work records without being too difficult. They were going to confront a non-violent con man with no history of assault. Just the same, Rike looked pasty so Cooper assigned him to cover the service alley that ran behind the terrace gardens.

         He watched as the detective donned a council worker’s green overalls and yellow reflective jerkin, before wheeling a cart and broom behind Maidment’s cottage garden. Partridge he consigned to a car parked up the road at the front, where he opened the day’s paper and promptly pretended to fall asleep; at least Cooper hoped it was an act.

         The major was waiting for him inside, impeccably dressed in jacket and tie despite the early heat. He looked calm but Cooper sensed a tension about him that caused him a moment’s concern. The last thing he needed was a case of citizen’s heroics.

         Cooper, Perkins and Lee drank fresh coffee and waited. There was no small talk; it wasn’t Maidment’s style and Cooper had never mastered the art. Shortly after eight, the two uniformed men disappeared – Constable Perkins upstairs and Lee to the dining room, while Cooper sneaked into the downstairs cloakroom and perched on the lowered toilet seat. He heard Maidment washing their cups and clearing away. Rike and Partridge called in by radio on cue and he was relieved that they sounded alert.

         At half past eight Partridge announced Chalfont’s arrival over the radio, which was followed seconds later by a ring from the doorbell. Cooper heard voices, loud in the small house.

         ‘Ah, Mr Chalfont, come in. You’re rather early.’

         ‘Never like to leave a potential client waiting.’

         ‘Would you like some coffee? I’m just making some.’

         ‘Thought I could smell it, but don’t go to any trouble on my account.’

         The plan was that Maidment would close and lock the front door and then lead Chalfont into the sitting room before retreating to the kitchen on the pretext of making coffee. Cooper, backed up by the two uniformed constables, would then arrest the suspect while he was waiting for Maidment’s return.

         Unfortunately, things didn’t go according to plan, as Cooper was later to put in his report. Instead of sitting down Chalfont followed the major into his kitchen.

         ‘Please, I can do this; go and make yourself comfortable.’

         ‘No problem, I need to see the appliances anyway. Where’s your boiler?’

         There was silence. Cooper looked up from his seat on the throne and stared at the appliance in question.

         ‘Ah…’ The confusion in Maidment’s voice was obvious. ‘I’ve only just moved in. Let me see, it’s—’

         ‘Don’t worry, I’ll find it. I’m an expert. I bet it’s in the cloakroom.’

         The door opened before Cooper could hide. For a moment the two men stared at each other then Cooper gathered his wits and said firmly:

         ‘Police! You’re under ar—’

         The punch knocked the breath from his body and he doubled over. Wheezing, he heard the sounds of a scuffle in the narrow hall and look up to see Lee land painfully on his behind. There was a clatter of footsteps on the stairs as Perkins hurtled down, slamming into Cooper, who was in the process of hobbling along the hall. Perkins tripped and almost fell. Cooper squeezed past him into the kitchen in time to see Chalfont land another punch, this time on Maidment’s nose. Blood spurted out, spattering both men’s jackets. Instead of giving way, Maidment squared up to his attacker and landed a solid right to the side of Chalfont’s jaw.

         Cooper struggled to stand straight and rushed at Chalfont but the man picked up a bread knife and started waving it wildly in front of his face. DC Partridge was banging on the bolted front door while Rike hovered white-faced outside the kitchen window. Perkins and Lee were backed up in the hall behind Cooper.

         ‘Let’s all calm down, shall we?’ Cooper’s voice was laboured and his stomach felt on fire. ‘Take it easy there – Luke, isn’t it? There are five officers here and more on the way. There’s no point making matters worse with threatening behaviour. Put the knife down.’

         Both he and Maidment were within striking distance of the blade. Cooper told Perkins to stay out of the room, hoping the lad would have enough sense to obey an order. He heard Lee unlock the front door but there was nothing they could do with the advantage of numbers as the kitchen was too small. In the sudden silence Maidment, Chalfont and Cooper eyed each other warily.

         ‘I won’t go to prison.’ Chalfont’s voice held a tremor of panic.

         ‘Who’s said anything about prison? Let’s not jump to conclusions, but wielding that knife won’t help you. Put it down, son.’

         ‘I’m not your son and who do you think you’re kidding?’ Cooper heard the rising note of hysteria and watched with growing concern as Chalfont’s hand started to tremble. ‘I’m going to leave now and you’re not going to stop me. Open that door.’

         Chalfont turned to Maidment and gestured with the knife, then swung back to Cooper, who had risked a step forward.

         ‘Keep away!’

         In the instant the two men confronted each other, Maidment opened the bread bin, pulled out a gun and pointed it at Chalfont’s chest.

         ‘I don’t think you’re going anywhere, sonny.’

         Chalfont’s mouth dropped open. Cooper became aware that his own was agape in shock.

         ‘Put the gun away, Major. That isn’t going to help.’

         He stared at the two armed men and wondered who looked more dangerous. Chalfont was shaking all over as he backed away, while Maidment remained calm except for a small tic at the corner of his eye. Cooper had the horrible impression that he might actually be enjoying himself.

         ‘Don’t worry, Sergeant, I have the situation under control. I’m not going to let that bastard get away, not after what he did to Miss Pennysmith.’

         His words drove Chalfont even further away, unaware of how close he now was to Cooper. The man with the gun was the only thing he was focused on. Cooper lunged for the knife and locked his right hand around the man’s wrist. Chalfont swivelled in his grasp and jerked his left elbow sharply into Cooper’s aching stomach. His hold weakened and Chalfont swung the knife up to Cooper’s neck.

         There was a deafening report. An expression of confusion covered Chalfont’s face, then he started to scream. The knife fell as he grabbed his thigh and tried to stop the flow of bright arterial blood that was pumping out over the kitchen units and walls to puddle on the floor.

         Maidment kicked the knife away and pulled a tea towel from the drawer to apply pressure expertly on the wound. Chalfont screamed louder.

         ‘Hold this, Sergeant Cooper, while I call an ambulance.’

         ‘If you’ll just give me the gun first, sir.’

         Cooper stretched out his hand and took the pistol delicately between thumb and index finger before folding a towel around it and passing it back to Perkins.

         ‘Ambulance is already on its way, sir,’ the constable said, ‘and back-up.’ Perkins was staring anxiously at the growing pool of blood.

         ‘That compress is already soaked through,’ Maidment observed, still unnaturally calm.

         He found another freshly laundered tea towel and applied it to the thigh himself. Chalfont shrieked and passed out.

         ‘Best way. Blighter would have been in agony. At least now he won’t know a thing until he’s comfortable in hospital.’

         He spoke without a trace of emotion, causing Cooper and Perkins to exchange a bewildered look. Cooper cleared his throat.

         ‘Major, do you have a licence for that gun?’

         ‘Licence? Hmm.’ Maidment scratched his chin with his free hand. ‘Do I need one? It’s my service revolver. Had it years. Never even thought about it. No, I don’t suppose I do.’

         ‘You should have cautioned him first, sir!’ Perkins hissed.

         The reality of the situation slowly settled on Cooper. His shoulders sagged and he noticed the splashes of crimson about his trouser legs for the first time. Dot would be livid, he thought, and wished for a moment that he was at home with her now having a nice cup of tea. Instead, he forced himself to stand up and address the major.

         ‘Jeremy Maidment, I am arresting you on suspicion of attempted murder. You are not obliged…’

         ‘Attempted murder? Good heavens, Sergeant, he was less than eight feet away. I was aiming to disable him, which I did successfully. Had I wanted to kill him, I can assure you—’

         ‘…to say anything but…’

         ‘Sergeant! Didn’t you hear me? I disabled a man who was about to slit your throat. I can understand you being a little concerned about my overlooking the need for a gun licence, but to suggest I tried to murder someone is utter nonsense.’

         Cooper finished the caution, feeling the blood rise in his face to match the purple in Maidment’s. He was sorely tempted to explain the situation, even to apologise, but he knew that would be very unwise. Instead, they awaited the arrival of reinforcements in silence.

         Ten minutes later, Constable Lee helped a still speechless Maidment into the back of a waiting police car while Cooper watched as paramedics strapped Chalfont to a stretcher, before speeding him away beneath the clamour of a siren. The sense of shock that had enveloped him since Chalfont had picked up the knife slowly gave way to foreboding that solidified as an ache in his injured stomach. He had cocked it up. A routine arrest had turned into a life-threatening incident as a result of which a man was bleeding to death and he had been forced to arrest a pillar of the community. There would be hell to pay but meanwhile he had more important concerns.

         DS Rike was leaning against the kitchen wall sucking on a cigarette. There was a smell of fresh vomit beneath the smoke.

         ‘All OK?’

         Rike nodded and took a long drag. Cooper noticed that his hand was shaking.

         ‘Back door was locked; I couldn’t get in.’

         ‘Right. The kitchen was crowded enough and he could have broken out. You needed to cover the exit.’

         Rike nodded but was unable to meet Cooper’s eye.

         ‘Let’s go.’ Cooper rubbed his face, looking older than his fifty years.

         ‘What do you want me to say?’ Rike hadn’t moved.

         ‘Pardon?’

         ‘What shall we say? Who are we going for – Chalfont or Maidment? I reckon we could put it all on Chalfont; say he jumped the major, forcing him to defend himself. He’ll still have to cough to no licence but that will be a minor charge.’

         Cooper realised where Rike was heading and held up his hand.

         ‘Don’t say any more, Richard. We’re going with the truth. There’ll be an inquiry; it’ll be bloody, but all you need to do is make a statement explaining exactly what you saw.’

         Rike stared at him as if he were mad but shut up as instructed and followed him to the car.

         Maidment spent a night in the cells and was released the following day after a call by an enraged Assistant Chief Constable Harper-Brown, who tore into Cooper for holding him in custody in the first place. No sooner had the call from the ACC finished than he was summoned upstairs to see the head of Harlden Station, Superintendent Quinlan.

         Quinlan didn’t ask him to sit down.

         ‘This is a bloody farce!’ Quinlan hardly ever swore and use of the mild expletive had a disproportionate effect on Cooper. He felt very sick indeed and looked down at his shoes. ‘What the hell were you thinking of, taking so few men?’

         ‘I honestly don’t think having more officers there would’ve made any difference, sir, and Maidment gave no clue that he would turn the vigilante on us.’

         Quinlan stared at him and shook his head.

         ‘The arrest of Maidment was poorly handled. We’re lucky that he’s not the sort of man to issue a complaint against us.’

         ‘He hasn’t?’

         ‘No, but the ACC has been on the phone and he’s very upset. Have you seen the papers?’ It was a rhetorical question. ‘Even without a complaint we’re going to have some very negative PR. Harper-Brown has insisted on an inquiry.’

         ‘Oh, no.’ Cooper felt his knees sag. The look on his face must have been pathetic because Quinlan took pity on him.

         ‘It will be by another force and low key; quite a smart move. Should he come under pressure he can say that an investigation is already underway, and by staffing it from outside he can demonstrate independence.’

         ‘What should I do in the meantime, sir?’

         ‘Type up your reports and make sure that your team cooperate fully. And I don’t want you involved in the Maidment case in any way. Nightingale can take it forward. Pity you didn’t get her involved in the arrest.’

         ‘Yes, sir.’

         The thought had already occurred to Cooper but the arrest had seemed routine, or so he told himself. At the back of his mind lurked the hint of suspicion that he’d wanted the credit for himself, not shared with the newly appointed inspector, even though he was one of her few fans.

         After possibly the worst morning of his police career, Cooper retired to the canteen and sought comfort in food that was as bad for him as possible.

         ‘Fish ’n’ chips followed by treacle sponge and custard. What’s happened to your diet, Bob?’

         Nightingale was standing by his table with a tray of food he just knew would make him feel worse.

         ‘Mind if I join you?’

         He did mind but gestured to the empty seat opposite with his knife, then remembered his manners. He glanced at her plate. As he’d suspected, lots of green stuff. Look at her, glowing with health. He wondered who she was seeing these days. There were rumours that it was Andrew Fenwick but he couldn’t quite bring himself to believe it.

         As they ate he waited for her to mention the Maidment debacle. He had his defence ready but she just chatted about a film she’d been to see the night before. Eventually, he said, ‘You could make a bloody film out of my life right now.’

         ‘I heard. Do you want to talk about it?’

         He opened his mouth to say no but found himself reliving the previous thirty-six hours instead. She listened without interruption. Skin formed on his custard.

         ‘I don’t think you did anything wrong, Bob. Perhaps you could’ve had an officer in the kitchen but what good would that have done? Chalfont would only have threatened him instead. What sort of inquiry is it going to be?’

         ‘Internal.’

         ‘That’s about as good as it gets. Your guardian angel must be working hard.’

         She smiled at him encouragingly as he finished his last chip, chewing on it determinedly, despite the fact that it was stone cold. He refused to be comforted.

         ‘I’m deep in the doo-doo, trust me. Harper-Brown’s baying for blood…’

         ‘Unfortunate turn of phrase. Quinlan’s furious now but he’s a fair man. He won’t allow you to be a scapegoat.’

         Cooper just shook his head, took a spoonful of congealed custard and then dropped it in disgust.

         ‘It’s not going to be up to Quinlan, is it? I’m already being tried in the press. There’ll be so much pressure on the ACC to “do something” that I’m dead meat. You wait, I’ll be lucky if I escape unretired.’

         ‘So you thought you’d eat yourself to death first.’ She laughed to take the sting out of her words and Cooper tried to join in. Despite his determination to be gloomy, Nightingale had made him believe in the possibility of a positive outcome and the flicker of hope brightened his day.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         

         Andrew Fenwick stared down at the pungent mixture of earth and leaf mould beneath his feet and brought his emotions back under control. The fragments of bone that had been recovered so painstakingly were finally being transferred into rigid containers that would have looked more at home on an archaeological dig. The remains were too small to require a body bag. Despite his years of practised detachment, the grave site moved him deeply.

         ‘Boy or girl?’

         ‘I can’t tell you that with certainty until I’ve completed my analysis but I think it’s a boy given the pelvis.’ The forensic anthropologist spoke without rancour despite the premature questioning.

         Fenwick didn’t know him other than by reputation; a supposedly exceptional professor who went by the unexceptional name of Grey, who had travelled from London to stand in while Sussex’s only expert was away on holiday.

         ‘Age?’

         ‘From the state of the teeth I’d say about twelve or thirteen, but I’m sure you know better than to quote me at this stage.’

         Chris, Fenwick’s son, was almost nine.

         ‘But it’s not Sam Bowyer.’ It was a statement. Fenwick didn’t need a post-graduate medical qualification to work that out. He said it only to relieve some of the sadness that had rooted itself in his eyes and throat since he’d stared down at the top of the child’s skull earlier that morning.

         ‘Who?’

         Fenwick looked at Grey in surprise. Sam Bowyer’s disappearance had been on the news for days but perhaps it had only been a local sensation. Eleven years old, from a good home but a terror at school, Sam had disappeared on Monday, last seen boarding a train to Brighton when he should have been in assembly. That was four days ago and he hadn’t been seen since, despite intensive work by Brighton Division.

         ‘Never mind. Can you tell how long the body’s been in the ground?’

         ‘At least two years but frankly it could be a lot more. Look, your best way forward will be to check through missing persons’ records as soon as I send you dental impressions. There’s very little for me to work with; the body’s completely skeletised and there are no obvious signs of trauma on the remains.’

         ‘Did you recover them all?’

         ‘Most, not all. Some of the small bones of the feet are missing.’ Grey stood up and removed his gloves with a snap. ‘You’ll have my preliminary report in twenty-four hours; detail will take a lot longer. If I do find anything interesting, I’ll make sure you’re informed.’

         A brief shake of hands and the man was gone, threading through trees towards his black BMW parked on the narrow road above, already thumbing his phone and apparently unmoved by the contents in the sterile plastic boxes. Fenwick watched him go, hesitating at the scene though there was no need for him to linger, reluctant to return to the noise and distraction of his base in Burgess Hill.

         Around him, the white-clad shoulders of crime scene technicians rose and fell as they subjected the immediate area to fingertip scrutiny. Perhaps they were speculating about why he was committing so much time and money to a search when the crime scene would have been degraded by the passage of time and the impact of the seasons. He didn’t care what they thought, or what his boss would say when he saw the bill for the work.

         The thought of HQ made his mouth twist in distaste. The chatter and infantile humour in the team room were driving him mad with irritation, despite his best intentions. The banter seemed to go on nonstop, seasoned with crass jokes that failed to raise a ripple of amusement on his mirror-calm surface. He told himself to relax as he walked downhill to the bed of a stream that split the undergrowth. The casual working atmosphere was his own doing, the result of his experiment with a more ‘personal’ leadership style he had been advised to develop. But the attempt wasn’t working. How could he pretend to be someone he wasn’t, even for the benefit of his career?

         He wasn’t considered one of the boys, never had been, never wanted to be and never would be. Having reached the rank of chief inspector without that nicety, it annoyed him that he was now supposed to affect some sort of chumminess so that his team would ‘relate to him more as a human being’. He could remember the words on his year-end performance review even after all this time and was unaware that he sneered whenever he recalled them. Relate. Well, he knew who’s stupid idea that had been.
         

         His new boss, Assistant Chief Constable Harper-Brown, was unfortunately punctilious about assessing performance thoroughly. After years of benign neglect while working for Superintendent Quinlan, Fenwick hadn’t been prepared for the hour and a half interview he’d had with Harper-Brown, nor for the coruscating dissection of his personality that had passed for his assessment. Thinking about the meeting made his face burn with indignation.

         He had half listened to H-B’s opening monologue with his customary knowing smile, the one that said, ‘OK you’ve got to go through this, so have I, let’s make it quick’. Unfortunately the ACC had other ideas. After ten minutes, when he was showing every sign of continuing strong, Fenwick tried to make an excuse and leave.

         ‘You have another meeting, Andrew? Then cancel it. You should have known better than to book something back to back with your review. We’ll need at least another hour.’

         Fenwick had been too shocked to respond and started to listen properly for the first time. Naturally, he took the compliments for granted. He knew that his detection rate was excellent, that he inspired people to do their best, had integrity and drove his team to work hard and achieve results. Of course he did, that was his job. It was irrelevant, in his view, that he didn’t ‘nurture’ them even though he could have been ‘an exceptional role model’. So what? Those who had the gumption to learn from him did, and the others didn’t deserve to. What’s more, the good ones wanted to continue working for him and he had no interest in the others. So he’d shrugged H-B’s words aside, crossed his legs and kept his mouth shut. The less he said, he figured, the sooner the wretched meeting would be over.

         Perhaps if he had managed to keep to his rule they wouldn’t have argued, but how was he supposed to sit there and listen to the garbage that the ACC moved on to next?

         ‘Try to celebrate success more, Andrew.’ It sounded like a phrase he’d picked up from one of the management textbooks that filled his bookcase.

         ‘What do you mean? I take them to the pub when we make a good arrest and I don’t charge the round to expenses like some I could mention.’

         ‘Yes, but you don’t linger there, do you?’

         ‘Trust me, the last thing my team wants is some stuffed shirt breathing down their necks trying to be pally after they’ve had a few. I always stay for a couple of hours but after that they’d rather be left well alone; I know I would.’

         ‘A quick visit to the pub is hardly an appropriate celebration, is it? This constant need for alcohol to play a part in team building is detrimental to the moral fibre of the force and bad for our image with the public.’

         Fenwick couldn’t believe what he was hearing and had started to explain to his boss why he was so wrong. Big mistake.

         ‘Sir!’

         One of the technicians was standing, waving something at him. Fenwick ran back up the hill, ignoring the twinge in his knee and pleased that he wasn’t breathless at the top. His jogging routine must be paying off; perhaps it was worth the tedium.

         ‘What have you got?’

         ‘A key. It was in the spoil from the grave and there’s some sort of identity tag with it.’

         Fenwick peered but of course the scrap of metal meant nothing. It would take days of work to try and identify what the key was made of and from that to produce a list of manufacturers. But the discovery pleased him; it vindicated his insistence on a fingertip search of the ground in and around the grave.

         ‘Excellent,’ he said, and his spirits lifted.

         He had respectful confidence in the Sussex Forensic Laboratory and real hope that the key would turn out to be significant. The advances in the science of crime fascinated him; they complemented his fundamental approach to detection: the belief that detailed, rigorous investigation would yield success in time. But he had to admit that most other aspects of modern policing bored him. The obsession with the latest management theories; the politics local and national; the need to be a statistician just to cope with the never-ending hunger for analysis: did they result in one more conviction? Answers on the back of a postcard, he thought. No, make that a postage stamp.

         His problem was that for the past thirteen years he’d ignored the need to identify what it now took to work the way up the ladder, relying on his compulsion to solve crimes to see him through. Beyond that, he’d barely given his career a thought. His marriage, the arrival of two children in quick succession, his wife’s illness and then her slow decline had meant that there’d been no place left for ambition. When Monique had eventually died the year before, it was a blessed release for her and essential for the children, allowing them to grieve properly and move on. But turning off the life support machine had been the hardest thing he had ever had to force himself to do and the personal impact had been more devastating than he would have believed possible.

         At first he’d simply been exhausted. Then the hunt for a serial killer – a particularly complicated and deadly case – had consumed him. But once he had the murderer in custody, the grief he had unknowingly been holding at bay engulfed him, though no one, not even those closest to him, would have known. Despair and fury had almost overwhelmed him, would have done probably had it not been for the children, who needed him more than ever. He couldn’t let them down. For more than three months, as the previous autumn declined into winter, he had withdrawn into himself, maintaining a pretence of engagement by swinging violently between the extremes of immersing himself in the children and working too hard.

         How long he would have stayed in his semi-vegetative state was anybody’s guess but he had been jolted back to reality by the offer of a transfer to head up West Sussex Major Crimes’ Squad, reporting directly to ACC Harper-Brown. It wasn’t exactly a promotion – his rank remained unchanged – but the previous incumbent had been a superintendent and it was clear from the way the opportunity was presented that promotion might follow if he did well.

         At first Fenwick had declined the opportunity, claiming that he couldn’t risk the impact on his family, but his old boss Superintendent Quinlan had refused to accept the decision. He’d dragged him away from the station to a pub in the backwoods of Sussex where they wouldn’t be recognised and proceeded to get the pair of them drunk. In his cups, Fenwick found it impossible to maintain his façade. Once he started talking it all came out. Quinlan had listened without interruption, suddenly sober and wise, an unsentimental man moved by what he heard.

         ‘You have to take this chance, Andrew. You’re in a rut and going deeper. And you’re too good to give in to this. I remember you when you first arrived in Harlden. You were so ambitious you didn’t care that it showed. You were also bloody good, the best detective I’ve ever worked with. But there comes a point in a career when being good at solving cases isn’t enough; even I know that though I despise half the management gobbledy-gook we have thrust on us.’

         ‘But the ambition’s gone; I told you, I’m no bloody good anymore. I’m just a faç…faça…a show.’

         ‘You still want to win; I see it in you every day. You care about justice and you’re the most tenacious person I’ve ever known. Look at what you did with the Smith case.’

         Quinlan was referring to his arrest of a serial killer the previous year. It had earned him a commendation. ‘Your instinct is uncanny. I know you resent the word intuition but that’s what it amounts to, like it or not.’

         Fenwick had been too drunk to argue. Deep down he knew that he possessed a rare skill that was as elusive as it was valuable. His mind had a way of sucking in apparently useless pieces of information and then allowing them to fester and combine randomly in his subconscious until, seemingly from nowhere, an idea came to him that would push an investigation on with a lurch in an apparently random direction. The thoughts that came to him were fragile. If he concentrated on them too hard or too soon, they vanished. So, over the years he had become superstitious about sharing his thinking with others, preferring instead to cogitate in private. When finally the ideas solidified, they weren’t always coherent, sometimes just a feeling or else the lingering cobweb of a dream on awakening, but he’d learnt to persist in coaxing them out no matter how elusive.

         Recalling the conversation as he delayed his return to his new responsibilities at MCS he hoped that Quinlan had been right and that he did have the personal resources to do this job. He would need every skill he possessed to find the killer of the boy in the grave on the hill. With a case this cold it would take more than luck and good police work to produce a result.

         A male pheasant rose up in front of him, squawking and clacking in alarm as if it had been beaten out of cover into a line of guns, but there was over a month yet before it would have to run that gauntlet. After the bird flapped heavily through the trees, the woods settled quieter. Still pines, silver birch, their bark glowing eerily in the shadows, and enormous beeches surrounded him. On the other side of the stream, the pale root ball tombstones of conifers, blown down in previous season’s gales, punctuated the gloom, with foxgloves and nettles garlanding the impromptu clearings they had created.

         His preoccupation with his career brought a moment’s guilt. Then the macabre sense of excitement he’d felt on his way to the scene that morning returned. Maybe the discovery would be the breakthrough he needed on an investigation that was proving resistant to every line of inquiry he tried, one that had defied resolution for months before it was handed to Fenwick, with a mixture of relief and reluctance, by the out-going head of MCS.

         ‘This one’s a sod, Andrew,’ he’d said. ‘We’ve got nowhere but it wasn’t for want of trying. We had a strong tip from the Yanks that a sophisticated paedophile ring is operating somewhere on our patch. A Brit they’ve arrested in Florida is talking as part of a plea bargain. Before moving to the States he claims he was part of a ring in Sussex that was extensive and had been running for a long time. The only name he could give them was Joseph Watkins, and sure enough they were able to track him using one of the child porn sites they’d infiltrated.

         ‘But when we raided Watkins’ home his computer was clean. Don’t ask me how he knew we were coming but he did. We put surveillance on him – cost a bloody fortune and I had to drop it after a month. All that time he was as good as gold – I was never able to pin a thing on him.’

         Even when other investigations had taken priority Fenwick had kept a small team on the investigation, codenamed Choir Boy. It wasn’t a popular assignment, deemed a lost cause by those who worked on it and a joke by those who didn’t.

         Joseph Watkins was fifty-five, married, retired with a good income – all of it clean. Rumour was that he’d been a mercenary and before that in the services but that was all they had. Fenwick had put a watch on him and his acquaintances. None of the men visited any of the known areas of child prostitution in West Sussex and they all had respectable backgrounds, but even so Fenwick refused to give up. After a month, he had narrowed the list down to Watkins and one man – Alec Ball. There was nothing unduly suspicious about Ball’s actions but everyone on the team agreed that he looked guilty, didn’t like him and refused the idea to drop the surveillance on him. Over the following weeks they’d come up with a list of places that Watkins and Ball visited – though never together. They included a club in Burgess Hill and, to his surprise, Harlden’s golf club – The Downs.

         He didn’t have enough to request warrants, only suspicions, so he was now concentrating on building a log of activity. It was painstaking work but Fenwick could be patient when he needed to be and the MCS department was large enough to cover his semi-official work.

         In parallel, he had another of his team collate missing persons’ files and then review all cases involving sexual abuse against Caucasian boys between the ages of nine and fifteen. So far none of the men’s names had been mentioned in any way.

         Then Sam Bowyer had disappeared and the theoretical work had taken on a new urgency, though the search for the boy had criss-crossed the county without success for the past four days.

         As he’d watched the child’s remains being removed, and realised with relief that it wasn’t Sam, Fenwick had wondered which of the cheeky faces in the ageing school photographs in the missing persons’ files had once clothed the skull that was on its way now to a morgue in London to be measured and probed in the search for justice.

         Fenwick bent down and picked up a handful of dirt, squeezing it tightly into a ball in his palm. It was light and friable, a superficial skin on the bones of chalk that made up the North Downs. He opened his hand, scattering the earth as if into a grave, and brushed his palms clean. He sighed deeply, thinking of the boy who had been left to rot here in an unmarked grave, leaving his parents to mourn in a vacuum, perhaps hoping against hope that he might still be alive. If he was able to match the dental records from the well-preserved jaw to those on a missing persons’ file he would have to destroy their hope. He felt his melancholy returning and decided it was time to leave the scene.

         He walked up the hill slowly, lost in his thoughts, and didn’t notice a green Peugeot pull up behind his car, so he was surprised when a voice close by called out his name.

         ‘Chief Inspector Fenwick!’

         He turned to see Blake Bowyer, Sam’s father, standing by the Peugeot, his wife strapped into the front passenger seat, her window wound down to hear their words. Bowyer’s face was marked by signs of unbearable pain that yet had to be endured, the lines around his mouth deep cuts in his badly shaven skin, the hollows beneath his eyes so dark they looked bruised. But his visible agony was nothing compared to his wife’s. Fenwick almost winced when he met her eyes and the dread in them lanced through him.

         The men shook hands quickly and Fenwick walked over to the car, resting his hand briefly, gently, on Mrs Bowyer’s shoulder.

         ‘It’s not Sam,’ he said at once, not asking how they knew about the body, not blaming them for being there at the scene.

         ‘Thank God.’ Bowyer kept repeating the words, an incantation, as his wife wept silent tears of relief.

         Fenwick had no news for them, had used up all his words of sympathy in their first meeting and had nothing left to say. He walked away to his car.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            CHAPTER FOUR

         

         ‘I’m glad all that nasty business is over and done with for you, Sergeant.’

         Cooper tried to back away but a sturdy oak support beam hemmed him in. It was bad enough bumping into Major Maidment in the Hare and Hounds, worse still to have had a fresh pint of beer thrust into his empty palm before he could say no. He’d been in the pub since five with Dave McPherson, the Police Federation representative who had stood by him throughout the inquiry that was dragging on for the worst weeks of his career.

         He was already light-headed and had been trying to reach the Gents before leaving for home, having bought Dave three large whiskies as a thank you. He’d matched him drink for drink, ending up tipsy with the excess and too slow to think of a way to extricate himself from the major’s company, despite the fact that he shouldn’t have been within a mile of the man. Maidment sensed his embarrassment.

         ‘Of course, you can’t discuss it. I perfectly comprehend. I stand accused – by you!’ He laughed as if the idea were nothing more than a shared joke.

         Cooper wanted to tell him that he was in serious trouble. Chalfont, real name Henry Luke Carter, had almost died. The medical reports showed that the bullet had nicked a major artery. Only prompt first aid and excellent medical care had prevented him from dying of shock because of loss of blood. That it was Maidment who applied first aid was irrelevant to the Crown Prosecution Service, who saw it as a poor attempt to minimise the original crime. As he gulped his pint, Cooper reflected that he’d never arrested a less guilty man. Perhaps it was remorse that prompted him to try and finish the oaty brew.

         ‘I have one question, Mr Cooper. I understand why I had to be fingerprinted but the swab they took from my mouth…was that for DNA?’

         ‘It’s routine.’ Cooper squirmed at the return of the conversation to the case. ‘There’s a national database of millions of people so you’re not alone, Major. Still, if you were found innocent—’

         ‘When, not if. Anyway, it doesn’t bother me, I just found it curious. Now, what do you think of England’s performance yesterday? Eighty-one for five, I ask you…’
         

         Cooper breathed a sigh of relief at the change of subject and started to taste his pint, but he declined the invitation to lunch with Maidment at his golf club that weekend.

         ‘Once this is all over I’ll look forward to it but right now, well, I shouldn’t even be talking to you.’

         ‘Oh I see, of course. But you won’t be investigating my case, will you, given all the fuss?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Pity, you’d have done a thorough job. Please tell me they haven’t put an imbecile in charge.’

         ‘Inspector Nightingale is one of the best officers in Harlden. I think you’ll be very impressed.’

         ‘Good. I look forward to meeting him.’

         Cooper smiled. Nightingale was going to enjoy this.

          

         She stood in front of the door and noted the pristine paintwork and freshly polished brass. Everything about the house and garden was immaculate. The major was going to be a challenging man to prosecute, the sort who would appeal to a jury no matter how guilty. She was pleased to have been asked by Superintendent Quinlan to take the case regardless of its sensitivity. Perhaps it demonstrated his growing confidence in her despite her problems the previous year. He said that he trusted her to ‘dig deep with diplomacy’ and she was determined to do just that.

         ‘Yes?’

         ‘Major Jeremy Maidment?’

         Nightingale had expected a taller man. She extended her warrant card but he was too busy scrutinising her to notice. Nightingale found her eyes drawn to the bald spot on his crown, carefully concealed by the abundant silver waves around it to everyone save those taller than himself. She tried not to smile. Bob Cooper had told her that she’d find the interview interesting. ‘Nice bloke,’ he’d said, ‘but a little bit old school if I’m not mistaken.’ He hadn’t been.

         ‘I think you must have the wrong house. And if you’re selling something I’m not interested.’

         He made to close the door on the tall woman who looked at him as if they had already been introduced, then noticed a man lurking behind her and squared his shoulders as if for an assault.

         ‘I’m Detective Inspector Nightingale, from Harlden CID. This is Constable Watson. Might we come in?’

         He completed a perfect double-take, then studied her warrant card carefully.

         ‘Humph. Very well, but I wasn’t expecting—’ He broke off suddenly.

         As she stepped into the hall, Nightingale was surprised to see a modern still-life hanging on the wall. She stepped closer and noted that it was an original. Her father had bought one quite similar at an auction she’d been forced to attend as a teenager.

         ‘Do you like it?’

         ‘A Peploe, isn’t it? An early one too; lovely colours.’

         Maidment’s surprise was obvious. He was still struggling with the concept of a female police inspector and clearly found the idea that she might be cultured as well too much.

         ‘My wife loathed it. She couldn’t cope with what she called my abstract rubbish.’

         ‘Hardly rubbish.’

         ‘I know. What do you make of this one?’

         He was pointing to a startling picture above the faux Adams fireplace in the sitting room.

         ‘I’m not so sure… Is it a Crosbie?’

         ‘Yes, painted by William Crosbie.’

         ‘I’m amazed the insurance company lets you hang them in full view like this.’

         ‘Oh, I’m not insured. The premium was ridiculous and I wouldn’t have had the pleasure of seeing them, so what would be the point?’

         ‘No wonder Luke Chalfont risked a second visit when he accepted your invitation. We now know that he was quite an expert and had links to a number of well-connected dealers.’

         ‘So he’s cooperating, is he?’

         ‘Let’s just say that our interviews with him have been productive.’

         ‘And I’m still under investigation, am I?’

         There was a suggestion of belligerence in his manner that she doubted would have been there with a male officer. It made her think that despite his confident demeanour he was more worried about the pending prosecution than he was willing to admit. Good.

         ‘Shall we sit down, Major?’

         Without waiting for a reply she took the seat she judged to be his favourite and pulled out her notebook. The young constable who’d followed her into the house stood unnoticed by the sitting-room door.

         ‘I’d like to start by reminding you that you were cautioned on your arrest and that anything you—’

         ‘Yes, yes. I know all that! For heaven’s sake, get on with it.’

         After completing the caution anyway and reminding him again of his right to have a solicitor present, which he waved aside impatiently, she questioned him for over half an hour, going over his original statement in painstaking detail. Within minutes she could see that he was finding it hard to accept her authority. Had she been in need of his protection there was no doubt she would have experienced a different man but instead it was obvious he resented having to submit to her questions. There were times when her own irritation almost surfaced because of his behaviour but she held her temper, determined to make him condemn his actions with his own words.

         As the interview progressed she succeeded in finding minor inconsistencies in his statement but he was too defensive for her to gather anything really useful. Whilst continuing to pay attention to his answers, another part of her mind was calculating how to adjust her style and open him up. He’d be mistrustful of her because of her sex but after half an hour, she decided to opt for a ruse that was an old favourite. She stumbled over her questions a few times and then raised a hand to her forehead.

         ‘I’m so sorry, Major, but I have a terrible headache. Could I trouble you for a glass of water so that I can take some aspirin?’

         He was unsure how to respond to this shift in roles.

         ‘We could stop for today and arrange another appointment for later in the week?’

         That was the last thing she wanted. She turned her mouth down in a small moue of regret.

         ‘Oh, I’d love to but my superintendent is a stickler for deadlines. He’d be very cross if I went back with my job half done.’

         By making herself appear the mere instrument of a man, she might reassure Maidment that power lay in the hands of the appropriate gender and perhaps offset his distrust in her. Nightingale told herself that the end justified the means and avoided the constable’s eyes. She was brought water, then tea and dutifully took her medicine.

         ‘I’ve only a few more questions.’ She made it clear that she was as keen to be gone as he was to see her go. They rushed through her checklist, fellow conspirators now, eager to go through the motions in as short a time as possible. Imperceptibly, he started to relax. When she asked him to describe the way he’d spent the evening before the incident he told her about finding, cleaning and loading the gun. At her prompting he explained the difficulty he’d had in deciding where to hide it before deciding that the bread bin would be most accessible.

         The more he said the stronger the case against him grew. By the time he’d made a second pot of tea Nightingale almost felt sorry for him. Almost.

         ‘But why did you aim at him and not fire a warning shot?’

         ‘He was a dangerous man, my dear, I had little choice. If I’d warned him he might have killed Bob Cooper.’

         ‘Did he threaten Bob’s life?’

         ‘Not with words, no, but he looked very menacing and he was holding that knife.’

         ‘Right, I see. Now, how close was he holding it to Bob?’

         ‘I’m not sure I can remember exactly.’ He creased his brow in thought. ‘He didn’t hold it still. In fact, yes, I recall now.’ He slapped his thigh, pleased with himself. ‘Chalfont was waving it about, quite wild.’

         ‘So not right up against him then?’

         ‘No, I suppose not.’

         ‘What happened next?’

         ‘I shot him. I aimed for his leg. It was bad luck that the bullet nicked the femoral artery. Twenty years ago he’d have suffered the flesh wound I intended.’

         ‘Were you a good shot when you were in the army then, sir?’

         ‘Excellent!’

         He beamed at her. For a moment she saw the man his wife had fallen in love with but as she returned the smile she reminded herself that he had almost killed a man.

         ‘And now, how is your aim?’

         ‘Inevitably not quite as good as it once was, I suppose.’

         ‘Only I noticed a slight tremor when you poured my tea. Did you realise that might affect your aim?’

         It was asked so gently that Maidment nodded yes automatically (as noted by the constable at the door) before he realised the significance of her question. There was silence, into which fell the chagrin of an old fool and the fleeting shame of the young pretender. The mood was broken. His expression closed. Nightingale stood up.

         ‘Thank you for your time, Major Maidment. We may need to ask you further questions so please don’t leave Harlden without checking with us first. And thank you for the tea. We can see ourselves out.’

         He watched her go, her black hair, straight back and long legs reminding him of an American girl with whom he’d had an affair during his posting to Washington. She’d been almost as beautiful and certainly as devious; Hilary had never suspected, but then, why should she? He had always been adept at covering up his indiscretions, the consequences of his appetite as a younger man. His spirits were heavy as he cleared away the teacups and untouched biscuits. What a fool he’d been to trust those beguiling green eyes and listen to the nonsense from lips that looked as if they had been made for kissing, not deception.

         His revised statement was damning but he couldn’t take it back and he would no doubt have to sign it as a true record the following day. Ironically, he was a man conditioned by upbringing and environment to aspire to follow his own moral code of right and wrong, so he would be unable to deny it. If only he had been more careful and kept his mouth shut. By his own rules silence did not count as a lie, particularly in a good cause. He could no more lie to save his skin than he could tell the truth if it would breach an oath given to a friend or one of the elite band of men with whom he’d served.

         No civilian would ever understand the power of shared experience: waiting through slow nights expecting death with the morning; fighting shoulder to shoulder through the blur of action; burying the dead with inner tears that calcified into the guilt of survival over the years. And then there were the compensating spells of recreation when the reality of being alive had been the most powerful drug of all, an aphrodisiac that compelled men, married or not, to satisfy their most basic desires in ways they would never have dared at home.

         Although it was early he poured himself a whisky, sipping steadily during televised coverage of the cricket. It was a long game and the bottle emptied as the evening progressed and a televised Prom concert replaced the match. He woke up in the early hours of the morning, slouched in his chair and stiff in every joint. It was the first time since the night of Hilary’s funeral that he’d fallen under the influence in his own home and the sense of degradation was almost as bad as the memory of the policewoman’s cunning. Groaning into the empty room, he rose and made his way slowly to bed.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            CHAPTER FIVE

         

         ‘Oh that’s lovely, just there.’ Nightingale groaned as his fingers found a knot of muscle in her shoulder and kneaded gently.

         ‘Bad day?’

         ‘So-so. A piece of cake in some ways but it’s one that’s left a bad taste.’ She told him about Superintendent Quinlan’s new-found confidence in her and the case she’d been given as a result. When she described her interview with the major he laughed and kissed the back of her neck.

         ‘That’s why you’re good and why you’re going to have a great career. You can be so devious.’

         ‘Thanks!’ Her back stiffened and she pulled away to rise up out of the bath.

         ‘Don’t stalk off just because you know it’s true.’

         ‘That I’m good or that I’m devious?’ She wouldn’t look at him as she rubbed herself dry.

         ‘Both, they go together. Talking of your career, has Bob Cooper adjusted to your promotion yet?’ The man lay back in the hot water and stretched his legs until his toes pushed against the taps.

         ‘Getting there. He’s easier to work with but I think he preferred things as they were last year – everything, I mean.’

         ‘That was predictable. Just don’t let it get to you.’ She came back to the edge of the bath, her skin pink and fragrant within the white towel and looked down at him, her face serious. ‘I mean it; you’re a great detective but you’re young and people are going to resent you for a while. But you’ll win them over. Relax; don’t let them cramp your style.’

         He jerked the plug out and stood up, wrapping a towel around his waist.

         ‘How are you doing?’ She dropped her towel and hugged his back. ‘There’s a rumour going around that you’re up for promotion.’

         He shrugged in answer and turned away from her with reluctance, to pick up his clothes.

         ‘Well, is it going to happen? If anyone deserves it, you do.’

         ‘It might. I’ve got widespread support but there’s a lot of competition and the whole process still to go through. I’ll know in the next few months whether it’s this time or if I have to wait. A lot will depend on my boss’s recommendation.’

         ‘If you were promoted, would it mean you going away?’ Her face was studiedly neutral.

         ‘I don’t know. I hope not but I might not have much say in the matter.’

         He watched her closely but she betrayed no emotion. Her constant self-control was astonishing. It made him want to get under her skin as she had managed to slide under his, and to make her as hungry for him as he was for her. Their affair was dangerous. If it became known it would damage her career and potentially his own, but she appeared not to care about the risk and he was so addicted to her by now that it would have been impossible for him to distance himself even if he wanted to.

         ‘Do you have time for coffee?’ Her question was casual, as if she were indifferent to his answer. He paused in the act of buttoning his shirt and smiled at her.

         ‘Why not?’

          

         Andrew Fenwick’s house was in a private road on the outskirts of Harlden, in a location normally beyond the means of a policeman who had resisted the temptation of extra-curricular earnings. He wouldn’t have been able to afford it had it not been for a legacy from his mother’s brother.

         When he arrived home from work on Saturday, Nightingale’s car was parked in front of the garage. In the sitting room, she was wedged firmly between Chris and Bess on the sofa, watching a cartoon. Bess’s hand was on top of Nightingale’s and Chris had relaxed his cheek against her arm. As the door slammed shut three heads turned towards him and he smiled.

         ‘I’ll be down as soon as I’ve changed,’ he shouted.

         As he walked up the stairs he called out a cheery hello to Alice, his housekeeper, but was ignored. When he had changed into a clean shirt and jeans he went to find her in the kitchen. She was fussing over some potatoes.

         ‘Hi. Sorry, we’re one extra for dinner – I meant to tell you,’ he said.

         ‘Is she staying the weekend?’

         ‘No, she never does.’ Fenwick was confused by her aggression. ‘That smells good. What is it – your home-made quiche?’

         Alice was not to be mollified and merely gave him a curt nod. Her attitude towards Nightingale confused him. There was no threat to Alice’s tenure and he couldn’t understand why she resented Nightingale’s occasional visits so much. They’d started at Easter when Nightingale had surprised him by accepting an invitation to join his family for lunch. It had been an off-the-cuff suggestion prompted by the realisation that she would be on her own for the holiday weekend, and he had immediately regretted it.

         Alice had been away visiting her brother but on her return it hadn’t stopped her taking against the much younger woman. Unfortunately, the children had spoken of nothing else but the lunch and Nightingale for days afterwards. Looking back he realised that that had been the start of the problem and things hadn’t improved since.

         ‘Would you like a glass of wine, Alice?’

         ‘If you’re having red I’ll join you.’ Nightingale normally drank white.

         He opened a bottle of both, confident that they wouldn’t be wasted over the weekend. When he took Nightingale’s glass of Sauvignon through to the sitting room Bess jumped up and hugged him about the waist, almost spilling the wine. He could remember when she’d barely reached his knees, now look at her. She was ten, almost a young lady, with her own opinions and preferences. Unaffected and popular at school, she excelled at games and had a growing love of drama that was starting to worry him.

         Fenwick kissed the top of her head and sat down on the arm of the sofa next to his son.

         ‘Hi Chris. Do I get a hug?’

         Chris nudged his head against his father’s hip as an animal might butt its feeder. Where Bess was tall for her age, dark and confident, Chris was slight, fair and painfully shy. He was supposed to wear glasses but, despite Harry Potter’s example, he hated his specs and only wore them when nagged. It meant that he was poor at sports and had to sit at the front of the class. Fenwick’s heart ached for his son’s seclusion but he remained at a loss to know how to offer any practical help.

         Chris liked Nightingale though. She was quiet, not showy and had surprising patience, which meant she waited for as long as it took him to read from one of the books he’d been set to improve his English.

         ‘Have you had a good day?’ Fenwick threw the question out to whoever chose to answer.

         ‘Ssh!’

         ‘This is good.’

         ‘You’ll get more out of them when the programme’s finished.’

         Nightingale looked at him sympathetically and raised her wine glass in silent salute. When the programme concluded she asked Bess to switch the television off and ignored Chris’s protests.

         ‘If you want to eat with Daddy it’s time to go and wash your hands.’

         To his amazement Chris shut up and both children left obediently. When they had disappeared she explained.

         ‘Last time I was here you said that you saw very little of them so I asked Alice if they could stay up and eat with you as it’s the weekend.’

         ‘And she said yes?’ Alice was a stickler for bedtime discipline.

         ‘Well…’ Nightingale winced, ‘let’s just say that the three of us managed to persuade her.’

         ‘Supper!’ Alice’s shout prevented him asking more and he decided that ignorance might be better than knowing the truth.

         ‘It’s on the plates going cold.’ Alice turned away from the table despite Fenwick’s invitation for her to join them and headed upstairs for her evening’s television.

         After the meal and a bedtime story for the children, Fenwick and Nightingale took the rest of their wine onto the terrace where moths were beating themselves to death against the outside light. It was a blissful summer evening, one in an unbroken line since Whitsun. The air was filled with the noise of watering systems scattering fine sprays in neighbouring gardens and the scent of honeysuckle and roses from the trellis. A few birds were chirping a sleepy evening chorus. In the darkening twilight the garden almost looked cared for.

         ‘How are you? I haven’t seen you for ages.’ Nightingale settled back into the swinging seat that Bess and Chris usually fought over. She looked beautiful in the twilight and Fenwick was surprised by the thought.

         ‘I’m in good shape; you?’

         She shrugged in a gesture he recognised. Now that he had moved on to Major Crimes she rarely talked about Harlden, where they had previously worked together.

         ‘What’s up? Want to talk about it?’ He leant over from his chair and poured her more wine.

         ‘It’s the usual: politics, paperwork and petty-mindedness.’

         ‘Oh, you mean the three Ps of police work. You forgot the others – piss-poor pay.’

         She laughed, then sighed.

         ‘You’re right. It’s nothing out of the ordinary but a number of people are upset by my promotion.’

         ‘That was inevitable; just don’t let it get to you.’

         A shadow crossed her face, as if his words were an unwelcome echo.

         ‘I know, I should forget about them. Now,’ she said, with an obvious effort to change the subject, ‘tell me all about MCS; word at the station is that you’re doing well.’

         ‘Really? Truth is I’m busier than I’ve ever been. I like being in charge of something and I can still get involved in the complex operations if I want, so I don’t feel cut off.’

         ‘You’ve always been a sucker for complication. Give me a straightforward life any time.’ Again the trace of shadow in her features. ‘Can you tell me about any of the work? I need a distraction.’

         ‘Not much.’ The Choir Boy investigation was strictly need-to-know and Fenwick felt uncomfortable in confiding, even to her. ‘But there’s something you might be interested in. It’ll be in the papers tomorrow. A boy’s body was discovered on the Downs, not ten miles from here, earlier this week.’

         ‘Why don’t we know at the station?’

         ‘It’s being kept quiet for now. Part of the hillside had crumbled, it’s chalk and the ridge is eroding. When workmen went in to clear debris from a minor road, one of the JCBs came off the tarmac and slid down a slope into a tree, partially uprooting it. The boy’s body was underneath.’

         ‘How did it get under a tree?’

         ‘It was a small one, a birch. They grow fast at the edges of woodland. Either the person who buried him put a sapling on top or it self-set. Either way, we would never have found him had it not been for the carelessness of the JCB driver.’

         ‘A burial; so it’s murder?’ He nodded. ‘Then why aren’t Harlden involved?’ she asked, instantly alert.

         ‘There’s a possible connection with a case MCS has been working on for months. We’ve been given first crack at it.’ He stared at her in a way that made it clear there was no room for argument and, credit to Nightingale, she let the matter drop. Fenwick rewarded her with a blow-by-blow account of the work the forensic team had been doing since the discovery.

         ‘The body was skeletised so the first job was to estimate approximate date of death, age and sex of victim, the usual. While that was going on I asked the lab to find a dendrologist to analyse wood from the tree that had been growing on top of him and that gave us a minimum burial time – the tree was at least twenty years old, you see. Grey, the pathologist, did an exceptional job in less than twenty-four hours, confirmed that the bones were those of a prepubescent boy, probably aged between ten and thirteen. Using the lab’s analysis and dating from the dendrologist, we were able to produce a shortlist from missing persons; that’s why I’m so late back. We recovered a skull complete with upper and lower teeth so they were cross-checking dental records all morning. They identified him just after lunchtime as Malcolm Eagleton. His parents still live locally so I had to see them.’

         She grimaced in sympathy; Fenwick merely sipped his wine.

         ‘Bad luck. Were they expecting it?’ For all his taciturn, emotionless style, Nightingale suspected that Fenwick loathed breaking bad news to a family as much as any officer.

         Fenwick sighed and poured them both more wine.

         ‘I’m not sure you can ever expect to hear that your child’s dead, even after more than twenty-five years, which is how long he’s been missing,’ he said heavily. ‘And of course they had questions that I couldn’t answer, including cause of death. There were no marks of injury on any of the bones we discovered, including the hyoid—’

         ‘So he wasn’t strangled.’

         ‘No. Anyway,’ he heaved another sigh, ‘enough of that.’

         Nightingale wasn’t ready to give up.

         ‘With a murder from so long ago, why is MCS interested?’

         It was a good question and one that the ACC would be bound to ask as soon as he heard how old the case was. But Fenwick didn’t want to relinquish control. MCS had been set up for large, complex and sensitive investigations, not to dig over cold cases, but he had to be absolutely sure there was no link to his Choir Boy investigation. He planned to ask H-B’s indulgence until the end of the week and thought he would succeed.

         ‘Well?’

         ‘There’s still the ongoing analysis of items we found in the grave with him. Until that’s complete I don’t want to pre-judge.’

         ‘How long will it take?’

         ‘A week perhaps. Why so interested?’

         ‘I’d like the case, of course. It would be my first chance to be SIO on a murder and even one this old will be good experience.’

         ‘Do you think Quinlan would give it to you?’ Not that he intended to let the case go that easily.

         ‘If I ask for it, maybe… But you’re right; it’s more likely to go to Blite, particularly if the press is involved. Quinlan’s only allowing me to stay at Harlden as long as I maintain what he calls a low profile. But if I had a head start on the case, knew what was coming, I’d be able to impress him with a strategy before it goes to someone else.’

         On two of her previous cases Nightingale had become the subject of unprecedented press attention and Quinlan had threatened to transfer her. That she was still at Harlden said a lot for her powers of persuasion. Her shoulders sagged, forcing Fenwick to smile in sympathy.

         ‘All, right – wait a minute.’

         He disappeared into the house and was back quickly carrying a file that he passed to her.

         ‘I trust you not to say a word of this to anyone. This is the file on the boy who died.’

         ‘Of course.’ Nightingale was on the edge of her chair already, reading. ‘Malcolm Eagleton, aged twelve when he disappeared from Crawley swimming baths on 16th August, 1981.’ She looked up. ‘He lived in Pease Pottage, that’s only a few miles away.’
         

         ‘Look at his photograph.’

         She did. He noticed that she stroked the edges with her fingertips and her expression softened briefly before she brought it back under control.

         ‘A lovely child. He reminds me of someone.’ She paused, searching her memory. ‘But maybe it’s just that old Sussex colouring, dark hair, blue eyes, fair complexion. A lovely boy,’ she repeated.

         ‘“Like angels’ visits, short and bright, mortality’s too weak to bear them long”,’ Fenwick murmured, staring out into the dark garden at the children’s swings.
         

         Nightingale looked at him in surprise but he was too lost in his thoughts to notice.

         ‘Were there any leads at the time he disappeared?’ she asked, to break the mood.

         ‘None that led to anything; a few reports of him disappearing with a man no one could describe.’

         ‘And what did you recover from the grave?’ He looked at her in surprise. ‘You mentioned that the lab was still working on something.’

         He tried to decide how much he should divulge. He trusted her of all people but he was a poor sharer of secrets.

         ‘Some scraps but they might be promising.’

         It was all he was willing to say and they finished their wine in silence, punctuated by the soft strains of Debussy that was playing on the CD inside. When the piece finished he called her a taxi.

         First thing Monday morning he asked to see ACC Harper-Brown in an attempt to buy himself time. The lab and his team had worked around the clock to try and give the ‘scraps’ substance.

         ‘Go on, Fenwick, you have five minutes to persuade me. After that I have another meeting and if I don’t like what I hear the case goes straight to Harlden.’

         ‘We found something in the grave.’ He reached over and took Malcolm’s file from his briefcase. ‘Here.’

         He pushed it over the polished mahogany of H-B’s desk and tapped some evidence photographs at the front. One of them showed part of a femur poking up out of the ground and a piece of what looked like nondescript rubbish in the same depression.

         ‘What is it?’

         ‘A plastic car-parking permit. Unfortunately it’s aged badly where the laminate was cracked and only a piece of it remains, but see here.’

         ‘It looks like a logo of some sort but only part’s left.’

         ‘What you can see is the top of the letters T, D and G in a stylised script. On the next page is the crest for The Downs Golf Club, just the initials arranged in an inverted triangle with the C at the bottom. It’s a permit for their car park. We also know that it’s from an old permit because the club redesigned their crest in 1984, so it has to be older than that.

         ‘What’s more,’ he leant over and turned a page for him, ‘a wider search of the area found this.’ He didn’t wait for Harper-Brown to try and guess this time.

         ‘A metal locker key.’

         ‘From Crawley swimming pool?’

         ‘No, they never issued keys like this. See, there’s a distinctive manufacturer’s mark stamped on one side. We’ve been able to trace the maker. Fortunately they were local though they’re part of a bigger firm now. The original list of clients has long gone but we tracked down the previous proprietor and he still remembers some of his biggest customers. One was in Harlden – The Downs Golf Club.’

         ‘Hence your continuing interest in the Eagleton boy. But was it dropped at the same time the body was buried? You said you found it in a wider search, not in the grave.’

         ‘We can’t be certain because the JCB tracks disrupted some of the surrounding soil but it was lying in spoil a few feet away.’

         ‘So you think Malcolm was abducted and killed by someone from my golf club.’ Harper-Brown played off a handicap of nine and had been a member for twenty years; his uncle had been a club president. ‘Half the great and the good of Harlden play there.’

         ‘I appreciate that this is going to have to be handled with sensitivity but we’d already identified the club as a potential link in the Choir Boy investigation.’ Harper-Brown raised an eyebrow in surprise and Fenwick hurried on. ‘I don’t think we can ignore this connection. Whoever’s been organising the paedophile ring in Sussex is very clever and has got away with it, according to the American’s witness, for at least ten years. Who knows how long it’s actually been going on? Malcolm’s murder is all I have to work on at present. Please give me a week to look into it more fully.’

         The ACC stared at Fenwick, his expression unreadable.

         ‘Very well.’ The chief inspector breathed an inaudible sigh of relief but Harper-Brown hadn’t finished. ‘I appreciate that you will handle the investigation with delicacy, but Fenwick…’

         His heart sank.

         ‘If you find out anything, I expect you to probe as fully and as thoroughly as for any other case. There are to be no special privileges just because of the club’s membership. Do I make myself clear?’

         Fenwick was too surprised to speak but nodded his understanding, forced to admit that at least some of his prejudices against the ACC were proving to be unfounded. Maybe he should push his luck.

         ‘There is just one other thing, sir.’ Harper-Brown looked up, almost benign, and he rushed on. ‘I’d like to excavate the terrace at the club.’

         ‘No; preposterous!’

         ‘It was reconstructed around the time Malcolm Eagleton disappeared. We need to find his clothes, potentially other belongings. Given the other connections with the club—’

         ‘I said no. Parts of that bloody terrace have been rebuilt almost every year to my knowledge and this coincidence is no grounds to authorise something so expensive and disruptive.’

         ‘But—’

         ‘The answer remains no.’
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