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    His young son is recently dead, his traumatised daughter is going through hell and his station chief is out for his blood – or at least his career – when DS Pete Gayle is called to a murder scene on a residential street in Exeter. 
 
    A body has been found, horrifically tortured and left outside a women’s refuge. She is quickly identified as a resident, the victim of domestic abuse.  
 
    But the obvious suspect was three hundred miles away, so who did this? And why?  
 
    Haven’t these women been through enough? 
 
    Touched by the plight and the resilience of the shelter’s residents, Pete must track down a vicious and sadistic killer before more can fall prey. 
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    Domestic abuse, mental or physical, usually starts some way into a relationship, when the perpetrator senses that the victim is fully hooked in. It can often start with insults and put-downs - subtle or overt. Possessiveness. Isolation. Blame. Threats. A slap, an apology, a quiet time, another slap - this time maybe stronger. Bruises that the victim will hide from outsiders. Broken bones. Attempts to kill, perhaps only to resuscitate. The victim will often be reluctant to testify, due to a combination of fear, residual feelings for the partner and being conditioned to lie for them, despite their own need for self-preservation. And if they do pluck up the courage to leave, the perpetrator will try their utmost to track them down and, when they do, plead for them to return, to give them another chance. If that doesn’t work, they will turn to stalking, threats and violence.  
 
    Terror is the abuser’s ultimate weapon and lack of hope is what keeps that terror alive. The thought that if – or when – they get out of prison, they will be back and fiercer than ever.  
 
    Far too few people know that if you call 999 and, when they pick up, dial 55, police will respond on the assumption that you can’t speak for whatever reason, so need immediate assistance. But, other than that, with over eighty people a year killed in the UK through domestic violence and one in five people experiencing it in their lifetime, what can the police do about it? And what can the courts do, apart from empty and useless injunctions and protection orders that serve only to further enrage the perpetrators? The sad truth is, for the most part, it is down to the victim and a range of charities. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    ‘Bye. See ya.’ Jeremy Hawkins-Davis stood at the side of the road, watching his friends drive away. It was just short of midnight. He’d promised his parents he’d be home by eleven as he had lectures in the morning, but it had been a great night and he was a bit tipsy so he didn’t really care too much as the maroon Mazda disappeared around a bend and he turned down the side road where he lived. 
 
    He started down the pavement in front of the short row of big old white Georgian houses. The houses along here all having their own gated drives, the road was virtually empty, only three cars parked out here, even at this time of night as he weaved along the pavement.  
 
    He’d barely passed the first house when his bladder made its presence known with a surge of discomfort that turned quickly to pain strong enough to make him cringe. Could he make it home and into the bathroom in time? 
 
    No, he decided. No chance. 
 
    Trying not to wet himself on the way, he hurried across the narrow street away from the houses which occupied just the left side and towards the small stretch of park opposite. As he ran the pain in his bladder intensified until, in the dense shadows beneath the closely packed trees, he could stand it no longer. He yanked down his zip and fumbled out Little Jeremy. Standing at the side of a tree, he released the flow with a soft groan of relief.  
 
    When he was done, he zipped himself up and went on his way, much more relaxed and feeling good again. Instead of re-crossing the road to walk along under the street lights, he decided to take the final few steps to the path that ran down the middle of the park area. The light was much more gentle along there, dappled by the overhanging leaves, and he’d grown up on this street. It was familiar and safe. 
 
    He stepped onto the narrow strip of tarmac and turned left, towards the far end, ambling happily along. He was weaving slightly, but it didn’t matter here, where no-one could see him.  
 
    A light came on in one of the houses to his left and he glanced across, almost raising his arm to wave.  
 
    He giggled. How stupid would that be? 
 
    Pretty silly, he decided. 
 
    Talking of pretty, he remembered seeing a young woman coming out of that house just this morning, as he was coming back from his regular jog. Long, blonde hair in waves down her back as she bent to climb into a taxi. Very pretty. 
 
    He let himself dwell on the image and enjoy it. Then he blinked as something caught his eye among the trees. Large and pale, it seemed to be hanging there like… 
 
    His vision swam into focus.  
 
    ‘Fuck!’ 
 
    It was hanging. Hanging from a branch like a piece of meat, not twenty feet away. A body. 
 
    Stomach heaving, he turned quickly aside and threw up most of what he’d consumed that evening. 
 
    * 
 
    Annie whimpered, struggling against her confinement as he watched in silence, her ten-year-old face twitching and grimacing in distress. Waking or sleeping, the nightmare never left her. 
 
    Pete Gayle’s heart melted as he watched his daughter’s troubled sleep. 
 
    She’d been the same for weeks now, ever since the murder of her brother and her own attempted abduction. She knew the men who’d done both those things were dead, killed in a car crash as Pete attempted to arrest them, but it made no difference. The resilience she’d shown last year while her mother was so down she could barely respond had drained away as if the floor had been whipped out from under her as the trauma finally proved too much for her. 
 
      What tortured Pete was that he couldn’t do anything to help her. 
 
    His phone buzzed in his pocket, snapping him back to the here-and-now. He glanced at the screen and stepped reluctantly back out of his daughter’s room, partially closing the door as he lifted the phone. 
 
    ‘Gayle.’ 
 
    ‘You’re needed. A body found in the park on Bicton Place.’ 
 
    Pete’s eyes widened. Bicton Place was an expensive area not far from where he stood now on the landing of his ordinary 1960’s house. All fancy old architecture, white render and large windows surrounding the little park in its centre. What the hell was a body doing there? 
 
    ‘Who’s on scene?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Troy Overstreet. He’s single-crewed. He’s got the pathologist on the way. My next call’s the coroner’s officer.’ 
 
    ‘OK. Send some more uniforms to secure the scene. There’s only a dozen or so houses on the whole street so I’ll canvas them myself. Could do with a team to do the surrounding streets, though, while it’s all still fresh in people’s minds. Give me two minutes and I’ll call you back.’ 
 
    Pete ended the call and stepped into his own bedroom. Louise had only just climbed into bed. He could see her head on the pillow, her eyes gleaming in the dim glow of the streetlights through the vertical blind. 
 
    ‘You’ve got a shout,’ she said quietly. 
 
    ‘Yes. Annie’s sleeping, but still far from peaceful.’ 
 
    ‘Bloody psychologists. Never were any use, any of them.’ 
 
    ‘She’s only been seeing her for three weeks. Give her a chance,’ he argued. 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ She sounded far from convinced though as he stepped across and leaned down to kiss her.  
 
    ‘Goodnight.’ 
 
    ‘Be safe,’ she said. 
 
    He stepped out, grabbing his jacket off the newel post at the bottom of the stairs as he left. Starting the engine, he waited for the Bluetooth to connect before calling the station. 
 
    ‘Andy? It’s Pete. What more can you tell me?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a bad one, according to Troy. She’s naked. Hung up by her wrists in one of the trees for all to see like a carcass in a butcher’s shop. A lot of blood.’ 
 
    Possibilities flashed through Pete’s mind as Sergeant Fairweather spoke.  
 
    ‘He said she’d had all her hair burned off and most of the blood’s coming from her mouth.’ 
 
    ‘Burned off?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what he said.’ 
 
    ‘She’d have screamed blue murder. Have you got those other uniforms on the way?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Tactical, too, for the canvassing.’ 
 
    * 
 
    The flashing blue lights gave away the police presence as soon as Pete turned into the short road. Rounding the corner, he was faced with two patrol cars and a dark unmarked estate car almost blocking the road. He recognised it as the pathologist’s black VW and pulled up behind it. 
 
    ‘Sarge,’ said the uniformed officer who stepped forward before he could even get out of his car.  
 
    ‘Mick. On nights again?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I don’t mind them, though. Means I don’t get to see too much of the wife.’ He winked to show that he was joking. 
 
    ‘Where’s Overstreet?’ 
 
    ‘By the gate.’ Mick nodded towards a uniformed man standing beside the entrance to one of the houses across the street.  
 
    ‘Troy?’ Pete asked as he approached the young PC. ‘DS Gayle. Pete. What can you tell me?’ 
 
    ‘As you can see, Sarge, the victim’s clearly visible from here, if not from anywhere else on the street. But that seems to be the point. She was found by someone coming out to check when a brick was thrown through that window there.’ He turned to indicate a ground-floor window in the house behind him that had been thoroughly smashed. ‘Presumably some sort of warning or hate crime or something.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a women’s shelter.’ 
 
    A chill went through Pete’s body. ‘I thought that closed down. There were all those protests four, five years ago.’ 
 
    ‘2014, yes. My auntie was on one or two of the marches. But that was a council-run one. This is a charity job. Women’s Aid or something.’ 
 
    ‘So, you’ve spoken to them?’ 
 
    ‘Only briefly. Left it for you, Sarge. The woman in charge is a Marion Hunt.’ 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘Anything else you can tell me?’  
 
    ‘Whoever did it was a vicious fucker. Excuse my French. But nobody seems to have heard anything. At least not in there.’ He jerked his head at the house behind him – the closest one to the scene. He looked a little sick when he said, ‘She’s a mess.’ 
 
    Pete reached out to clap him on the shoulder. ‘OK. Thanks,’ he said and headed across the street towards where spot-lights illuminated a figure in a glaringly white overall working over a similar-coloured tarpaulin behind a wind-break that Pete knew was there to conceal the scene from on-lookers rather than protect it from the weather on this still night.  
 
    Around them, street lights gave a yellow glow, shadows dense and black beyond their reach, lit only sporadically by the blue lights from the police cars. 
 
    As Pete approached, a tall thin figure in a raincoat and trilby hat stepped out of the shadows. 
 
    ‘John,’ Pete nodded as he stopped beside the pathologist. ‘Are you putting on weight?’ 
 
    ‘Funny bugger.’ The coroner’s officer’s cadaverously thin face looked even more dour than usual. 
 
    ‘Genuine question,’ Pete protested. 
 
    ‘He must have an extra vest on,’ said pathologist Tony Chambers. ‘No more hiding behind lamp posts otherwise, Mr Carter.’  
 
    ‘Evening, Doc,’ Pete said. ‘He couldn’t anyway. His hat brim gave him away.’ 
 
    The pathologist chuckled. ‘How are you, Peter?’ 
 
    ‘Worried about Annie.’ 
 
    The three of them had known each other for several years. Both Chambers and Carter were fully aware of his circumstances – hence the question.  
 
    ‘Well, at least she’s safer now than she would have been if Malcolm Burton had got off,’ Carter said. ‘I’m sorry about the lad.’ 
 
    Pete grunted. ‘Bloody good job we still had Rosie Whitlock to testify. Otherwise, he might well have, without Tommy’s testimony.’ 
 
    ‘They couldn’t really allow that into evidence without the opportunity for cross-examination, though,’ Chambers said.   
 
    This wasn’t a subject Pete wanted to dwell on. It was still far too raw for idle conversation. His son’s death, only a matter of weeks ago, would have been hard enough to deal with, without the timing and manner of its occurrence. The boy had been in mid-testimony in the trial of a serial child-sex offender – a trial that, as they’d said, had been put in serious jeopardy by his being snatched from the court-house and killed, not just in cold blood but in a way that was as much torture as murder.  
 
    Pete needed to get his mind off the past and into the present before he began to wallow and allow the intense anger he still felt to take over and threaten his ability to focus on his job. 
 
    ‘What can you tell me?’ He nodded towards the nude body which the pathologist had laid out on the sheet. He could see for himself that, as Mick Douglas had said, blood had flowed copiously from her mouth, down over her chest and belly. Her hair was gone, the skin raw-looking where it had been. 
 
    ‘The victim appears to be in her thirties. No identification and very little for forensics to find at first glance. This doesn’t appear to be the primary crime scene. She was attacked and tortured elsewhere then brought here.’ 
 
    ‘Tortured?’ 
 
    Chambers nodded. ‘Her hair was burned off, both above and below, as you might say. She was raped. And her tongue was cut out, after which a gag was applied. The marks on her cheeks are just visible where it was pulled tight. They’ll become more obvious over the next eight to twelve hours. There are some additional marks on the body, but I can’t explain those until I get her on the table and take a closer look in better light.’ 
 
    ‘And cause of death?’ asked Pete. 
 
    ‘Can’t be determined with any certainty at this stage, but first impressions are that it was either the way she was hung up here or by drowning. In her own blood from the tongue resection. Again, I’ll confirm at autopsy in the morning.’ 
 
    Pete was frowning. ‘But the gag was gone when she was found?’ 
 
    Chambers tilted his head to one side. ‘It was.’ 
 
    ‘So, if she was still alive when she was hung up here, the perpetrator must have stood here watching, waiting for her to die.’ 
 
    The pathologist was nodding slowly. ‘Or at least to become weak enough that she couldn’t scream.’ 
 
    ‘Whether he knew the victim or not, he’s one sick son-of-a-bitch.’  
 
    ‘Quite so.’ He sighed heavily. ‘I’ve done all I can here. I need to wrap her up and take her back to the mortuary. I’ll have some results for you mid-morning. She’ll be first on the list.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be there.’ As he spoke another vehicle drew up a few yards away. He looked across and saw a grey van with the single word Forensics in white on the side. A portly figure in an overall similar to Doc Chambers’ stepped out. ‘Here’s Harold.’ 
 
    * 
 
     With a quick greeting to the forensics supervisor, Pete crossed the road again to the house that the killer seemed to have targeted. As white and grand as its neighbours, no-one would have guessed at its current purpose. Whoever threw that brick, whether it was the killer or not, must have known, though. He nodded to Overstreet and approached the front door. The bell chimed grandly from somewhere inside when he pressed it. He saw the flicker of light in the spy-hole as someone looked through it, then the door opened on a heavy chain. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘DS Gayle,’ Pete said, holding up his warrant card. ‘Marion Hunt?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’  
 
    ‘Can I have a word?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    The door closed briefly as the chain was removed then opened to reveal a woman in her forties, her face lined beyond her years with thick, almost straw-like hair hanging onto her shoulders.  
 
     He nodded towards the door as she closed it carefully behind him. ‘You realise that chain’s only as good as the screws holding it into the door jamb?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a deterrent, Detective Sergeant. And it lets the residents feel a little more secure. But if you have a better idea…?’ 
 
    ‘A couple of rawl plugs and heavy screws into the wall an inch or two in from the jamb would be far stronger.’ 
 
    She inclined her head, accepting the advice. Whether she’d act on it, though, he wasn’t sure.  
 
    ‘How long have you had the place here?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘It’s been here two years. It was left to us by an elderly lady who passed away with no relatives.’ 
 
    ‘I see. About the events across the road here. Could it be one of your residents?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t seen her, thank God, but we have only eight at the moment and all but one of them are accounted for. Five are here. We have one who works shifts in the warehouse of the supermarket on Alphington Road. She’s currently on nights. And there’s one who works permanent nights in the petrol station on Cowley Bridge Road, but she’s a lone worker there so, again, if she hadn’t attended we’d know about it.’ 
 
    ‘And the third?’ 
 
    ‘Is out of town, Detective. Meeting her mother at a neutral location. Specifically, Brixham. She’s originally from Minehead and they’re both aware of the need for caution when travelling.’ 
 
    ‘But you haven’t actually spoken to her?’ 
 
    ‘She doesn’t carry a mobile phone. They can be tracked.’ 
 
    ‘Uh-huh.’ He nodded. ‘And I’d have thought a situation like this would demand a witness protection type of approach? No contact with the previous life, at least until the offender is behind bars.’ 
 
    ‘It is what we advise, Detective, but some find it easier than others. Especially those with children.’ 
 
    That was understandable. The trauma of coming here – of reaching the point of needing to – would only be compounded by the loss of wider family and friends. ‘Do you have a picture of her, Ms Hunt?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t encourage it. You never know where they’ll end up. Who will gain access to them.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough. Can you describe her then?’ 
 
    ‘She’s approximately five foot five. Slim. Thirties. Medium-length blonde hair.’ 
 
    That wasn’t much help in the circumstances, Pete thought. ‘Any distinguishing marks?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Only a small tattoo of a rose on her ankle, as far as I’m aware.’ 
 
    Pete felt that chill run through him again. One of the few things he’d noticed about the badly charred body lying only a few yards away, apart from what had been done to her during her last minutes or hours, was the small tattoo on the outside of her right ankle. 
 
    ‘Which ankle?’ he asked, sure he already knew the answer. 
 
    ‘The right one.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    Pete crossed the road quickly. He could see the black body-bag being carried towards the waiting vehicle, but he didn’t want to shout across the street. He caught them about to load it. 
 
    ‘Hold on a sec.’ 
 
    The two men looked at him, pausing. 
 
    ‘Can you give me just a few seconds? I need to take two pictures.’ 
 
    The smaller one nodded and they carried her back onto the grass as the far side of the transport van. The taller one reached for the zip and ran it across the top and a foot or so down the side. 
 
    ‘You’ve got gloves on,’ Pete observed. ‘Can we have her head turned to one side? Make her look a little less dead, if you know what I mean.’ 
 
    He pulled the zip down a little further and folded the top of the heavy bag away from her face. Turning her head towards Pete, he carefully wiped away some of the blood from her chin and bagged the paper towel he’d used for evidence then folded the body-bag so that it concealed her scalp as much as possible. Pete took a couple of shots with his mobile phone and glanced up.  
 
    ‘The other one I need is of the tattoo on her ankle.’ 
 
    The man ran the zip all the way open and flapped back the far end to expose her feet and lower legs. 
 
    Pete appreciated the man’s discretion as he once more aimed the phone. Checking the result on the screen, he nodded. ‘Thanks, guys.’ 
 
    As they zipped the victim up again, he headed back to the woman waiting inside the door. She opened it as he approached. 
 
    ‘I’m going to show you a couple of pictures. I need you to see if you recognise the subject.’ 
 
    She swallowed, looking reluctant, but nodded. ‘Very well.’ 
 
    Pete raised the phone and showed her first the head-shot. She gasped. He flipped to the photo of the tattoo and she went completely still for a long moment then nodded once. 
 
    ‘It’s her,’ she whispered. 
 
    Pete put the phone away. ‘Thank you. Can you give me her name?’ 
 
    ‘Julie Daniels. Her married name had been McBride.’ 
 
    ‘Daniels was her maiden name?’ 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    ‘And can you tell me what time she left?’ 
 
    ‘Nine-forty this morning.’ The woman’s voice hadn’t recovered its strength. She glanced up at him, a haunted look in her large eyes. 
 
    ‘Her mother wouldn’t have had any way of contacting her here, I take it?’ 
 
    ‘No, but…’ 
 
    ‘What means of transport would she have used?’ 
 
    ‘She left here in a taxi. Train to Brixham.’ Her voice was growing a little stronger now.  
 
    ‘She didn’t have a car?’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘It’s one of the first things I tell them to do, if they haven’t already. Sell the car. Then they can’t be traced through it.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll need to contact her mother. Would you have anything to help with that?’ 
 
    She blinked. ‘There might be something in her room, I suppose but, as I said, we try to discourage contact with the ladies’ past lives.’ She turned towards the stairs. ‘This way, Detective.’ 
 
    At the top, she went along a short corridor, stopping to unlock the second door on the right. ‘Here we are.’ 
 
    Pete stepped past her, pulling a pair of pale blue nitrile gloves from his pocket. The room was small and basic. A bed, a wardrobe, a chest of drawers and a bedside cabinet with a chair and a small desk were the extent of the furniture. They all looked like they’d come from charity shops. The bedside cabinet held a small lamp with a cream shade and on top of the wardrobe was a suitcase. A framed photo hung on the wall beside the wardrobe. He stepped closer. The picture showed a young woman holding a baby, her husband leaning in from right of frame, all of them smiling. 
 
    The age of the picture and the fact that the mother was not Julie Daniels suggested she must have been the baby. He lifted the picture down, turning to the woman standing in the doorway. ‘Do you mind?’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘Carry on, Detective.’ 
 
    Pete set the photo on the desk and opened the wardrobe. ‘You said she came from Minehead. Can you tell me anything about her ex? Ex-husband, I presume?’ 
 
    ‘She said he’d been fine with her at first. Even after they married. But then, gradually, he began to lose respect for her. There were insults. Put-downs. At first privately, then in public.’ 
 
    There were a couple of blouses, a few skirts and a pair of jeans in the wardrobe with three pairs of shoes in the bottom and a couple of sweaters on one of the shelves at the side. The others held vest-type tops and underwear. There was nowhere for anything to be hidden. 
 
    The classic pattern, he thought, closing the wardrobe. ‘Do you know anything I could use to trace him? His name, what he looks like, what car he drives, where he lives?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure she said he lives in Tavistock. He’s a car mechanic, I think. I haven’t seen him, so I don’t know anything more than that, really. Apart from his name, obviously.’ 
 
    ‘McBride.’ He opened the top drawer of the chest. A writing pad, a pack of envelopes, a cheque book and a pen were the only contents. 
 
    ‘That’s right. Keith.’ 
 
    He closed the drawer and opened the one beneath it, revealing a hair dryer and brush, a wash-bag and a few toiletries. The bottom drawer was empty. The whole feel of the room was forlorn, somehow. Was this really what a life could be boiled down to? This and the contents of her handbag? 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ He crossed to the bedside cabinet. He glanced up at her as he reached for the single drawer. ‘Ah, here we go.’  
 
    He lifted out an A4 envelope and opened it, tipped the contents out onto the neatly made bed and rifled through them. Driving licence, passport, marriage certificate, birth certificate, two bank statements, a letter from the hospital in Tavistock, an old P60 tax form and another smaller envelope. He took out the contents. ‘Now, there’s a good reason for him to come after her.’ 
 
    What he held was the original agreement on a mortgage from a building society in Minehead. He put it down and checked the bank statements. The first was in her maiden name and dated just two weeks ago. The second was a little older. A joint account with her husband. The amounts were roughly similar. A little less in her single account. 
 
    She’d cleaned him out. And good on her, Pete thought. But it would be pretty much guaranteed to piss him off massively, along with the fact she’d taken the mortgage with her, no doubt at least messing up the payment schedule and putting him in arrears. She must have been planning the move for a while, squirreling bits and pieces away one or two at a time, so they weren’t noticed. All advice offered by the domestic abuse help-lines, he knew. But, although he could understand the need for revenge, messing up his life in the process of leaving was a step beyond what was safe and sensible in the circumstances.  
 
    ‘I’ll need these as evidence. The hair brush, too - for confirmation.’ 
 
    ‘Take whatever you need, Detective.’ 
 
    He met her gaze. She appeared to be coping, but he could see her distress just under the surface. ‘We’ll track down her parents to return the rest of her things.’ 
 
    * 
 
    The birth certificate gave him her parents’ names and confirmed she’d been born in Minehead. At his desk in the deserted and semi-lit squad room, Pete looked them up. There were three Daniels homes listed in the Somerset town. Comparing with the name of her father, he narrowed it down to one and picked up the phone. 
 
    It was answered almost before it had begun to ring. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Daniels?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘DS Gayle from Exeter CID.’ 
 
    ‘Thank Christ for that. It’s about time.’ 
 
    ‘I presume your wife’s reported your daughter Julie missing?’ 
 
    He grunted. ‘Not that your lot took any bloody notice. Have you…? Hang on, you presume. What does that mean? It’d be on record who reported it. What’s happened?’ 
 
    ‘Your wife’s still in Brixham, is she?’ 
 
    ‘Of course she is. Probably out searching, if I know her. No bugger else will. What’s happened?’ he repeated. 
 
    Pete drew a breath. ‘I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news for you, sir. Julie never made it to Brixham. She was attacked here in Exeter. She didn’t make it, sir.’ 
 
    ‘She… No, she... Not after all she’s been through. She can’t be.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, sir. Truly. But Julie didn’t survive the attack.’ 
 
    The bellow of grief and rage from the other end of the line forced Pete to hold the phone away from his ear. 
 
    ‘I hope you’re going to tell me you’ve already arrested the worthless bastard,’ Daniels snarled. 
 
    ‘You’re talking about her ex?’ 
 
    ‘Who else do you think I’d be talking about?’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s one reason for calling you, sir. To ask if there’s anyone else your daughter might have had problems with.’ 
 
    ‘She’s… She was a sweet girl… What did you say your name was again?’ 
 
    ‘Pete Gayle. Detective Sergeant.’ 
 
    ‘Well, she was a sweet girl, Mr Gayle. She wasn’t the type to make enemies. So, the answer’s no. There was no-one other’n that bastard who’d ever raise a hand to her, never mind…’ His voice choked off. 
 
    ‘I have to ask these things, sir. We can’t be seen to be anything other than thorough if we hope to get a conviction. He’s still living in Tavistock, as far as you know, is he?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. The less I know about him, the better I like it.’ 
 
    ‘And I don’t suppose you’d have anything in the way of contact details?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ the man snarled. Then paused. ‘Hang on. Yes. Their address and phone number’s still in our address book. It’s been crossed out, but... Hang on,’ he repeated and put the hand-set down. 
 
    Moments later, he was back. ‘Here it is.’ He read out the details as Pete scribbled them down rapidly in his notebook. 
 
    ‘OK, I’ve got that. Thank you, Mr Daniels. And again, I’m sorry for your loss.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose I’d best phone Dinah, then. Tell her to come home.’ 
 
    ‘If she hasn’t got a mobile with her, maybe it’d be best left for morning. Give her a chance to rest,’ Pete suggested. 
 
    Daniels grunted. ‘Not that she’ll get much rest, I expect.’ 
 
    Pete’s own desperate search for his son, two months earlier, was still a raw wound in his mind. He’d spent most of the night driving around the lanes, only to have to give up when he could no longer keep his eyes focussed on the road. ‘No more than she has to, I’m sure. But she’ll need some. Anyway, we’ll be in touch when we’ve got anything to report or any more questions. Again, I’m truly sorry for your loss, Mr Daniels.’  
 
    He put the phone down, looking at the other documents he’d taken from the dead woman’s room, now spread out on his desk. The bank statement gave him her old address. He looked up a number in the police directory and picked up the phone again. 
 
    ‘Police. How can I help?’ 
 
    ‘Tavistock station?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ 
 
    ‘DS Gayle, Exeter. I’ve got an address for you. I need it checked for current occupancy and the last known resident, Keith McBride, brought in for questioning regarding the death of his ex-wife here in Exeter this evening.’ 
 
    ‘Death? You mean suspected murder?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ 
 
    ‘Right. We’re on it.’ 
 
    Which left Pete only one more thing to do this evening. Or night, he corrected himself, glancing at the clock. It was gone midnight. 
 
    He brought up the police national database on his computer and typed in Keith McBride’s details, looking for matches. 
 
    It wasn’t a long list, but there were several returns. Drunk and disorderlies. Two traffic stops, the second leading to a conviction for driving while over the proscribed alcohol level. The first had just resulted in a warning. There were five domestic disturbance call-outs. Just one related arrest, though. He didn’t need to read the details. The fact it was there was enough. But the traffic stops gave him what he wanted. 
 
    When he was last stopped, McBride had been driving a 2011-registered BMW 3-series. Pete made a note of the details and put a national alert out for the vehicle. The automated number plate recognition system, ANPR, would flag up the car if it was detected by any of the system’s thousands of cameras throughout the UK. If he drove the car, or was currently driving it, he would be found and stopped. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Pete was back on Bicton Place by 8.00am the following morning. The air was cold, the sun coming up on a scene that was on the change from late summer into autumn, leaves changing from dull greens to yellows and oranges, a few reds in the gardens of the grand white-rendered houses around the square, all of it interrupted by the blue and white police tape across the road to either side of the women’s refuge. 
 
    He wanted to get a feel for the site before its atmosphere was lost amid the day’s activities. 
 
    Troy Overstreet had been replaced on duty outside the refuge by another officer who Pete didn’t know. He showed his badge and the man lifted the tape for him to step under.  
 
    The grass around where the body had been found by a twenty-year-old resident, coming home drunk from a night out in the city was trampled flat by all last night’s activity, but the surrounding grass, trees and shrubs were untouched. He stood underneath the thick horse-chestnut branch that the body had been suspended from and looked across the road, towards the refuge. He couldn’t see the front door for the high, dense laurel hedge, but he had a clear view of the upper floors and of the wide gate. And he guessed that the body, being five feet off the ground, would have been at least partially visible from the front door of the house. 
 
     Whether the killer was directly connected to the victim or not, the death was certainly connected to the refuge.  
 
    Pete looked around, checking sight-lines in other directions.  
 
    There were few. Mostly, his position was concealed from any of the other surrounding buildings. He caught a glimpse of the hotel on the other side of Regents Park and a couple of flashes of white brickwork from the backs of the properties on the far side of the little park, across from the row of houses that included the refuge, but that was all. 
 
    It was a perfect location for the purpose. Which meant it had been carefully scoped out and selected beforehand. 
 
    He wondered if there might be any CCTV cameras that would have picked up the perpetrator. He stepped forward, thinking of checking the nearby properties when a small green Vauxhall car pulled up behind his and a woman stepped out. Her ginger hair and camel coat blended with the surroundings perfectly. He watched as she approached the tape, raised a badge to the PC on duty there and was invited through.  
 
    On the near side of the tape, she flicked her hair back with a brief movement of her head. ‘Morning, boss.’  
 
    ‘Jane.’ 
 
    ‘So, what’s the latest?’ 
 
    ‘Forensics have confirmed this isn’t the kill site. Or at least not the torture site. She might have died here, if only from the way she was left.’ 
 
    ‘Exposure, you mean?’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘The way she was strung up. The weight of her body hanging from her arms like that would make breathing difficult. Eventually, she’d suffocate just from exhaustion. Tactical Support will be turning up in about half an hour to do a finger-tip search of the area. Did you know there was a women’s refuge down here?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why I need you here - to help with interviewing the residents.’  
 
    * 
 
    ‘Miss Peterson. Have a seat.’ Pete waved her to the chair opposite him and Jane in the communal sitting room at the front of the big house. ‘We’re talking to everyone we can this morning, essentially asking two questions. Firstly, did you see or hear anything out of the ordinary last evening?’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘No, why? What’s going on? What’s happened?’ 
 
    ‘You’re sure? No unusual noises? No lights or engines?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing.’ 
 
    Justine Peterson was the fifth resident they’d interviewed so far. Pete’s heart went out to all of them, but especially the two who showed clear signs of depression. They had reminded him vividly of his wife Louise’s slump into the illness last year, when their son first went missing. She had suffered with it for months and the sense of inadequacy it had given him when he could do nothing for her was almost as overwhelming as the disease itself. Seeing it manifested again here, with these women who’d been through so, much was almost too much for him. After the second one, he’d been forced to take a break for ten minutes and go outside to recover – only to be confronted by the crime scene that was the reason they were here. 
 
    He’d come back inside and re-joined Jane with a new sense of focus and determination. This wasn’t about him and his feelings, it was about these women, who were victims of deliberate and sustained abuse the like of which he could only imagine. 
 
    ‘OK. Can you tell us specifically why you’re here?’ 
 
    She grimaced. ‘My ex-boyfriend. I broke it off because he started acting weird and he couldn’t handle it. Got all freaky. Even when I started seeing someone else, he was stalking me. Following me. Leaving phone messages. Then silent phone calls. My boyfriend told him to piss off and leave us alone, but it didn’t do any good. Far from it. Next morning, he’d keyed Clive’s car. A couple of weeks later, he ran him over. Hit and run. He got charged with it, but it was too much for Clive. He… We split up. It was safer for him and, at the end of the day, it wasn’t his problem,’ she said with a shrug. ‘But again, it made no difference. John got off with probation and a restraining order, but what use are they? The day after the court case, he put a brick through my window. Then he was hammering on the door at three in the morning. I called the police, but it took them twenty-five minutes to get there. I could have been dead by then, for Christ’s sake, and I told them so, too. Fat lot of good that did. They didn’t find him. They put a guard on my place for forty-eight hours. Best they could do, they said. But half way through that, seeing he couldn’t get to me, he got to my sister instead. Beat the crap out of her, put her in A&E. Fifteen stitches, she needed. Bastard. And what does he get? Six bloody months. And that was four months ago. He’s out now. You can guess why I’m here.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re from Bristol, is that right?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Have you any reason to think this guy’s followed you down here?’ 
 
    A visible shiver ran through her. ‘No! Not that I know of. But he would if he could, I know that.’ 
 
    ‘What’s his name?’ 
 
    ‘John Greenhill.’ 
 
    ‘Of Bristol?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. Cotham. St Andrews Road.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘You think he’s come down here after me?’ The fear was plain to see in her wide eyes. 
 
    ‘We’ve no evidence of that,’ Pete said. ‘We’re just exploring possibilities. I don’t want to alarm anyone here.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you have. What’s this all about?’ she asked again. 
 
    ‘There’s been an incident across the road,’ he said. ‘So, we’ve got to check things out as thoroughly as possible.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus! I hadn’t seen a thing. My...’ 
 
    Pete’s phone rang, cutting her off. He checked the screen. No number. He glanced back at the woman sitting across from them. ‘Thank you, Miss Peterson. Could you give us a few seconds and then send in the next person?’ 
 
    ‘Uh, yes.’ She looked disappointed, as if she were about to ask a question, but got up anyway.  
 
    Pete picked up the call. ‘Gayle. One second.’ He waited for the door to close behind her. ‘Hello. Sorry about that.’ 
 
    ‘DS Gayle, Sergeant Featherstone, Tavistock. We checked last night and confirmed it this morning: there’s no sign of Keith McBride or his vehicle, either at his home address or his business. We’ve checked with his brother, too. He doesn’t appear to know where he is, either.’ 
 
    Pete found himself nodding unconsciously as the man spoke. ‘And he seems genuine, does he – the brother?’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t say why we were looking for him.’ 
 
    ‘OK, but he is an ex-convict, out on parole.’ 
 
    ‘True, but we’re not talking about an anti-social type here. He’s a normal, law-abiding bloke. The brother, I mean.’ 
 
    ‘All right, thanks.’ 
 
    He ended the call and put the phone away, glancing at Jane. ‘Tavistock,’ he said. ‘No go.’  
 
    ‘I wonder where he’s gone, then.’ 
 
    Pete tipped his head in a shrug. ‘No telling. It’s suggestive, though.’ 
 
    There’d been nothing on the ANPR system, so far, which suggested he must have gone to ground somewhere.  
 
    There was a knock at the door. 
 
    ‘Come in,’ Pete called. 
 
    A forty-something woman with straggly dark hair and a loose-fitting black calf-length dress stepped timidly into the room and turned to close the door behind her. 
 
    ‘Have a seat, Miss…?’ Pete left the title hanging so that she had to respond. 
 
    ‘Bostock,’ she said. ‘Sandra.’ 
 
    Pete gave her a smile. ‘I’m DS Gayle. Pete. This is DC Jane Bennett. We just need a couple of minutes of your time, just to answer a couple of questions, if that’s all right.’ He paused as a ruckus started up outside, male voices shouting back and forth, demanding and agitated. He clearly heard a man shout, ‘Stop!’ Then another: ‘Elaine! I know you’re in there. Get out here now!’ 
 
    Sandra gasped, fingers whitening as they clamped onto Jane’s hand. 
 
    A scuffle near the front door had Pete up and heading out of the room. He strode quickly down the hallway and slipped the chain, snatching the door open to see the PC who had been guarding the entrance with his knee in the back of a prone man as he snapped the cuffs on his wrists. 
 
    ‘You OK?’ Pete asked.  
 
    The constable looked up. ‘Fine, thanks, sir. I’ll call for a van to take him back to the station. 
 
    ‘Right.’ Pete closed the door. As he replaced the chain in its slider, Marion Hunt appeared from the back of the house, a worried expression on her face. 
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘Our constable’s just arrested someone. He seems to have been looking for a woman named Elaine.’ 
 
    Her eyes widened then narrowed. ‘This is exactly why we don’t advertise our presence here, Detective Sergeant. Elaine’s no longer here. She moved on a few weeks ago. But it goes to show how careful we need to be.’  
 
    ‘Still, you need some sort of protection from people like that.’ 
 
    ‘We’re on the priority call list. It’s just that no-one below inspector level knows why,’ she said. 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘In a more immediate sense, I think it’d be wise for your residents to take personal precautions as well, for now. At least until we catch whoever’s responsible for this. Assuming it wasn’t Elaine’s ex-husband.’ 
 
    ‘Precautions like what?’ 
 
    ‘Not going anywhere alone after dark, for one thing.’ He dropped his voice. ‘And this conversation isn’t happening, but there is another thing they can do.’ Heart fluttering, he couldn’t believe he was about to say this, but his priority had to be the safety of the women here. They were already victims, after all. ‘Pepper spray and the like are illegal in this country. They’re classed as firearms. But hair spray and deodorant aren’t. And you can get mini cans. If they keep one in their coat pockets and use it like a pepper spray if necessary, as long as they drop their handbag and open it as if they were grabbing something out of it in a hurry, there shouldn’t be any repercussions.’ 
 
    Her eyes widened. ‘Thank you, Mr Gayle.’ 
 
    ‘What for? I never said a word.’ Pete gave her a nod and returned to the room they were using to interview the residents. ‘All under control,’ he said as he closed the door. ‘Now, where were we?’ He took his seat as Sandra visibly relaxed.  
 
    Jane took back her hand, which the woman had been grasping, and massaged it gently. 
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    Pete sat down at his desk in the squad room on the first floor of Heavitree Road police station, still in awe of the resilience and bravery of the women who’d made the refuge on Bicton Place their temporary home. The life they’d endured would have broken many – and probably did, he imagined – but they’d come through it and out the other side as stronger people, despite the danger they still faced. He looked around at his team, each of them watching him expectantly. 
 
    ‘What Jane and I saw and heard this morning makes this is an unusual case in more than the obvious ways,’ he said. ‘The public safety aspect of getting criminals off the streets so they can’t do any more harm than they already have goes deeper and more direct than ever on this one. We’re not just doing this for Julie Daniels and her family. We’re doing it for all the women in that refuge. They’ve already suffered more than any of us ever will. The injuries, the beatings and so on, yes. But the psychological trauma, too. The prolonged fear – during their whole time with these abusive partners and even beyond it, after they’ve summoned up the courage to leave. Because animals like this generally won’t let go if they can find a way not to. They’re not just violent and abusive bullies, they’re jealous and obsessive too, as well as the perfect definition of psychopathic. Their need for the power and dominance that these relationships give them is all-consuming, like a drug. And like a druggie, they’ll do anything – and I mean anything – to get their next fix.’ 
 
    They were quiet as they absorbed all that.  
 
    Pete wasn’t a man who pontificated on the morals and mores of what they did. This was the first time he’d ever given them a speech like that, so what he’d said had all the more impact. It demonstrated the strength of his feelings and the determination he felt to solve the case and bring the perpetrator to justice. A determination that they absorbed from him and that would focus their efforts too. 
 
    ‘So, what do we know that we didn’t when we got up this morning?’ he asked. 
 
    DC Dave Miles coughed lightly, clearing his throat. ‘There’s no CCTV on Bicton Place and nobody we spoke to saw or heard anything out of the ordinary.’ 
 
    ‘The hotel on Regents Park has got cameras covering the front,’ Dick Feeney, the grey-haired oldest of the team, said. ‘No damn good, though. One camera catches the end of Bicton in the top right corner of the frame, but it’s like looking through a soft-focus lens in a snow-storm with the resolution of a milk bottle base. You can just about make out the fact that a vehicle is passing, but that’s about it.’ 
 
    ‘And none of the hotel residents or staff saw anything out of place, boss,’ PC Jill Evans added from the far corner of their cluster of desks, next to Dave. 
 
    ‘Well, on the other end of the scale, Jane and I have got a suspect for just about every current resident in the refuge and several previous ones. One of whom is in the cells downstairs as we speak.’ 
 
    ‘Current or previous?’ asked Dick, seated beside him. 
 
    ‘Previous. Doesn’t mean he’s innocent though. He still believes his ex is there. That’s why we’ve got him. We’ve also got all the relevant details of the current residents’ situations and, reluctantly, the manager gave us the same information on the recent former residents. Not where they are now, but where they’d come from and anything else she had. So, we’ve got plenty to follow up there, as well as tracking down the victim’s ex, who seems to have done a disappearing act despite being on parole.’ 
 
    ‘Surprise, surprise,’ said Jill. 
 
    Pete tipped his head in acknowledgement. ‘The victim, Julie Daniels, died from drowning. The gag she’d been wearing basically forced blood back down her windpipe into her lungs.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus,’ Jill grimaced. ‘And this blood had come from her being what? Beaten before she was hung up there?’ 
 
    Pete shook his head. ‘She’d had her tongue cut out.’ 
 
    Gasps came from more than one member of the team. 
 
    ‘She’d also been raped and all her hair burned off – all over.’  
 
    Air hissed through Dave’s teeth as Jill’s elfin features darkened further. 
 
    ‘All you could see last night, apart from the lack of hair, was a mark from the gag, which had been putting pressure on the skin for some time, and a few faint ligature marks. But they’re more prominent now, with time to develop and in better light. Plus, her ear-drums had been burst and she went through a whole other range of torture. The drowning may have occurred while she was being transported to where she was found – most likely in a car, rather than a van or commercial vehicle. The doc found carpet fibres on her body along with embedded dirt, grease and one tiny bit of rubber.’ 
 
    ‘So, she was in the boot and already naked,’ Dave said, wincing as he shifted uncomfortably on his chair. 
 
    The injury to his leg, sustained in a car chase a couple of months ago was clearly playing him up again, Pete thought. No wonder he hadn’t got a replacement yet for the big, black beast of a motorbike he’d been riding at the time. It would be a while before he could get his leg comfortably over another one. 
 
    ‘What kind of sick bastard would be able to do all that to someone they claim to have loved?’ demanded the spiky-haired young PC Ben Myers from his seat at Dick’s other side. 
 
    ‘The kind who’s not actually capable of love,’ Jane told him. ‘Only hate, obsession and self-centred gratification.’ 
 
    ‘And woe betide him if you come across him in a dark alley,’ Dave observed. 
 
    ‘You disagree with that, do you?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ He raised his hands defensively. ‘Or at least, only insofar as its consequences for you if you don’t get away with it.’ 
 
    ‘Ahh,’ said Jill. ‘He loves you after all, Jane.’ 
 
    ‘It’s my sparkling personality,’ she retorted. 
 
    ‘And your modesty,’ Dick put in. ‘So, what else do we know, boss?’ 
 
    ‘Not much yet. The ex’s car hasn’t been seen since yesterday. There’s been an alert out on it since last night, but nothing so far. And he’s not at home in Tavistock. His brother claims not to know where he is, although he also claimed not to believe he’d have done what he was convicted of doing to Julie.’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly the most reliable witnesses then,’ Ben said. 
 
    ‘No, but Tavistock are on it. And I need to go and update the guvnor.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘So, how’ve you been getting on?’ Pete asked as he settled back into his seat on returning from Detective Inspector Colin Underhill’s office at the far end of the squad room. 
 
    As usual, the team let Dave Miles answer for them. He settled his elbows on his desk, hands bunched under his chin to almost conceal the dark maroon waistcoat he was wearing today with a black, open-necked shirt.  
 
    ‘Not much in the way of forward progress,’ he said. ‘Seven potential suspects ruled out by alibis which checked out when we spoke to the people they suggested. One still to settle on the alibi front. He said he was at his brother’s but the brother’s a farmer. He’s out in the fields somewhere, can’t be reached.’ He checked his watch. ‘It won’t be long now. He’s due home for his tea in another twenty minutes. We’ve still heard nothing on the victim’s ex or his car, though.’ 
 
    Pete frowned. ‘Well, that’s suggestive, if a bit weird. You’d have thought, if he was out and about anywhere, he’d have pinged at least one camera by now. Wherever he is, he’s holed up somewhere or sticking to the backroads.’  
 
     ‘I reckon I might know what she was bound with, though,’ Dave said. ‘Those straps they use on lorries and so on, to tie loads down.’ His hand went up and down as if pumping something. ‘Ratchet straps. The marks are the right width. They’ve got thin, hard edges. With the marks like the doc describes them, under her chin and over the trapezoids, she must have had her hands tied up behind her to her neck.’ 
 
    ‘She must have been struggling hard for the edges to cut in like that,’ Jane said. 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t you be?’ Jill put in from Dave’s far side.  
 
    ‘Yes, but, they’ve cut in pretty deep.’  
 
    ‘OK, thanks for that.’ Ben put down the phone he’d been on since before Pete returned to his desk.’ 
 
    ‘One for the possibles pot,’ he announced. 
 
    ‘Well, share then,’ Jane demanded. 
 
    ‘Eric Bamfield of Redruth. His wife was in the refuge for three weeks: left last Friday. He either found out or figured out she was in Exeter - been making a nuisance of himself around the city ever since, trying to track her down. The interesting bit, though, is what he said to one of his mates before he left. The barmaid in the pub they were in heard him say, “If I can’t find her, I’ll take it up with her friends and anyone else who’s been keeping her from me.” And the way he said it, apparently, it wasn’t meant in a polite way.’  
 
    Pete opened his notebook and flicked back through the pages from earlier in the day until he found the entry among the women who had recently left the refuge. Jenny Bamfield, twenty-six, from Redruth, Cornwall. Husband Eric had been abusing her both mentally and physically since the day after they got married when she was just seventeen. She’d told Marion Hunt that she’d finally plucked up the courage to leave when he tried to strangle her during an outburst over an over-cooked dinner that he’d been three hours late for without telling her he would be. 
 
    ‘How would he have found the refuge, though?’ he asked. ‘It doesn’t exactly advertise its location.’ 
 
    ‘The hotel across the road?’ Dick suggested. ‘He might have stayed there. Sometimes these things are just down to luck. An observant guest or a misplaced word or two, maybe perfectly innocently. It happens all the time.’ 
 
    Pete grimaced. ‘Maybe. We’ll have to check. I’m going downstairs for a word with our latest guest, Martin Trowney. See what he’s got to say for himself.’ 
 
    * 
 
    He wasn’t a big man, Pete saw. Four inches shorter than Pete’s six foot, he was stocky and near-bald with a round face, only the eyes giving away his lack of childish innocence. Dark brown and half-closed, they were cold, closed off and suspicious as Pete took a seat opposite him in the interview room and switched on the recorder. 
 
    ‘So, you’re Martin Trowney,’ Pete began. ‘Making quite a ruckus outside the refuge earlier, weren’t you?’ 
 
    The smaller man sneered. ‘Shouldn’t be keeping my Mrs from me, should they? They’ve got no right. She’s my wife.’ 
 
    ‘And she’s not there,’ Pete said. ‘Hasn’t been for a week.’ 
 
    ‘Bollocks. She’s there. I know she is.’ 
 
    ‘Well, however you think you know, you’re wrong. I’ve got a full list of who’s there and who’s left recently and your wife’s clearly confirmed as the latter. So, I’d suggest you go back home and accept that she’s had enough of your attitude and grown a pair that’s a damn site bigger than yours.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do what I please. And go where I want.’ 
 
    ‘Not right now, you won’t. You’re under arrest, in case it hadn’t penetrated. That’s why you’ve been read your rights at least three times in the past few hours - and why you’ve spent the last couple in a cell.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be out of here shortly, though. And then there’s nothing you can do about it.’ 
 
    Pete shook his head. ‘It never ceases to amaze me how some people’s arrogance blocks out the obvious so completely. You’re under arrest. If you’re let out of here, you’ll be on bail. There are conditions attached to that, one of which concerns where you can and can’t go. And if you break it, you’ll be re-arrested on the spot. Now, it’s time you figured out that your wife isn’t coming back to you, so you should move on and leave her alone.’ 
 
    ‘Never. She’s mine and I want her back.’ 
 
    Pete sighed. ‘But she doesn’t want you back, Martin. As demonstrated by all the time and trouble she’s spent avoiding you. But I’m here to discuss another woman who was in that refuge. A woman who looked a bit like Elaine.’  
 
    Trowney’s face scrunched up in a frown of contempt and confusion. ‘What are you on about?’ 
 
    ‘I’m on about the dead woman who was found across the road from the refuge. Visible only from the refuge and a footpath within the park itself. Tortured as if, maybe, someone had been trying to get information out of her.’ 
 
    The smaller man’s expression had changed to one of shock and outrage. ‘You’re bloody joking! You’re going to try to set me up now? Fuck this, I want a lawyer. Now.’ 
 
    Pete tipped his head. ‘OK. But have a think while you’re waiting for him. The circumstances fit very neatly on this, and the likes of you won’t last long in jail.’ He shook his head, tutting. ‘Talk about turning the tables. Interview suspended, sixteen twenty-four.’  
 
     He stood up and left the room, leaving the recorder switched on. Back at the custody desk, he leaned his elbows on the high counter. ‘He’s waiting for his brief,’ he said. ‘I think I may have left the recorder on when I came out. Best switch it off when you put him back in his box. You never know what he might mutter and moan about while nobody’s looking.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Jane shot him an enquiring look as he sat down at his desk and picked up his mug to take a sip of cold coffee.  
 
    ‘He’s a complete born-again grade-A arse-hole, but I don’t think he’s our man,’ he said. ‘What have you got?’ 
 
    ‘Farmer Giles came through with his brother’s alibi,’ said Dave. ‘His wife was out for the evening, so our man was there. Arrived just before she left, around six, and stayed until the ITV news ended. Of course, we are talking about his brother, but he seems genuine enough. He told his wife pretty much the same when she got home about half-eleven. I just needed it confirmed from the horse’s mouth.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t seem to find Bamfield, though,’ Ben put in. ‘I can’t track him down around the hotels in the city and he hasn’t been at home for a few days, according to his mother. She thinks they’ve gone off on holiday. I didn’t like to disabuse her.’ 
 
    He realised what he’d said and grimaced.  
 
    ‘Really?’ said Jill. ‘You had to use that term in this case, did you?’ 
 
    ‘Sl…’ He stopped himself before he made another blunder. ‘Genuine mistake,’ he said instead. 
 
    ‘You really need to learn when to keep your mouth shut, young ‘un,’ Dick told him. 
 
    ‘Old age and treachery?’ Dave asked. 
 
    ‘Always beats youth and skill,’ Dick confirmed. ‘And at least I’ve got there.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ Jill retorted. ‘You look like you’ve been dead for at least five years, Grey Man.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, cheers.’ 
 
    Dave slapped his desk. ‘That’s what I can get you for Christmas,’ he said to Dick. ‘A crate of rouge!’ 
 
    ‘So, what you’re telling me is we’re back to square one,’ Pete summarised before the jokes could continue. 
 
    ‘Not quite, boss,’ Ben argued. ‘We’ve got two missing men, one of whom is the victim’s ex-husband and the other one made threats against the refuge and its residents.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve also managed to find a bit of background on the victim,’ Jill put in. 
 
    ‘Finally, someone’s got something useful to say.’ Pete gave her a nod to continue. 
 
    ‘I’ve pulled her official records from Tavistock hospital, the court files and the PND. She’s really been through the mill - in and out of hospital several times. The last but one, her next-door neighbour called an ambulance after she heard a lot of yelling and screaming, followed by a slamming door and the husband’s car speeding off. She went round, found Julie in a heap at the bottom of the stairs and called 999. This was when someone at the hospital finally put two and two together, but she wasn’t ready to report him yet. I know the victim doesn’t need to now, but they do have to be willing to testify and she wasn’t. Claimed it was an accident - she turned round to yell at him at the top of the stairs and lost her balance. But, a few weeks later, she was injured in a hit-and-run. She didn’t see the driver. The car came from behind her and it wasn’t her husbands. But it was the final straw for her.’ 
 
    ‘I should bloody think so!’ Jane exclaimed. 
 
    Jill nodded. ‘She moved out while the police were still investigating, went to live with her sister for a while, but he stalked her despite an injunction to stay away from her. Threatened her. They couldn’t pin anything on him for the hit and run – he had an alibi as well as the lack of damage to his car – but they had him for breaking the injunction. He was arrested for it: got six months but instead of cooling off, he festered. Got someone on the outside to follow her, scare her and so on. That’s when she moved away completely, went to the shelter in Torquay, then got herself a flat there. It didn’t work. Somebody – she couldn’t identify him - caught her off-guard on the way home from work one night, dragged her into an alley, sexually assaulted her and nearly smothered her. So, she packed up and came here to Exeter, under a new name.’ 
 
    ‘How the bloody hell did he find her in Torquay?’ Dave demanded. 
 
    ‘Don’t know,’ Jill shrugged. ‘Maybe whoever was keeping after her while he was inside managed to follow her.’ 
 
    ‘Much as I hate to be Devil’s advocate here,’ Pete said. ‘Do we know for sure there was a link between her ex and this stalker and rapist?’ 
 
    ‘It’s one hell of a coincidence if not,’ Jane argued. 
 
    ‘True. But, as Dick pointed out earlier, they do happen occasionally, Sod’s law being what it is. And it would certainly be an argument raised by his defence.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’ She pursed her lips, far from convinced. 
 
    ‘We’ll need to get onto the prison authorities, see what they can tell us,’ Dick said. 
 
    ‘There’s no evidence on this rapist?’ Pete checked. 
 
    Jill shook her head. ‘Plymouth handled the case, being a major crime, but they couldn’t come up with anything. It was raining at the time of the attack, there were no witnesses and the guy was wearing a mask, gloves and a condom.’ 
 
    ‘A condom for a rape?’ demanded Ben. 
 
    ‘Must have been a boy-scout,’ Dave said. ‘Always prepared.’ 
 
    Jane thumped him. ‘Not funny.’ 
 
    ‘No, but he’s right – he must have gone out with at least the intention of committing a rape,’ Ben insisted. 
 
    ‘Rapists often go out on the prowl, just on the off-chance,’ Pete reminded him. 
 
    ‘Yeah, but gloved up ready? What if he needed a piss before he found a target?’ 
 
    ‘It’d be like having a catheter without the discomfort,’ Dick said. ‘Bag it and bin it, except its already bagged.’ 
 
    ‘Ew!’ Jill’s face screwed up in disgust. 
 
    ‘There’s a serious point in there, though,’ Pete said. ‘Did they check public bins?’ 
 
    Jill glanced down at her notes. ‘It doesn’t say, so I doubt it, boss.’ 
 
    ‘So the question still stands,’ Pete said. ‘Was her death down to her ex or this rapist?’ 
 
    ‘A rapist wouldn’t have tortured her like that, surely?’ Ben argued. ‘All he’d be interested in would be getting rid of a possible witness.’ 
 
    ‘Unless rape was just stage one of a complex fantasy,’ Dick suggested. 
 
    ‘Well, it’s no good speculating on that kind of stuff,’ Pete said. ‘We need facts, and evidence to support them.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    ‘DS Buckland speaking. You’re calling about the Julie Daniels case?’ 
 
    Pete felt his face pinch into a frown. He wasn’t calling about the case: he was calling about the person. ‘Yes. She’s been killed. Murdered. I’m wondering if it’s connected to what happened to her in Torquay.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I can see why you would.’ 
 
    ‘So, what did you come up with? Any suspects? Forensics? Witnesses?’ 
 
    Buckland sucked air across his teeth. ‘Not a lot of any use, I’m afraid. No-one was ever charged. It wasn’t her ex – she told us that much and he was in prison at the time, anyway. There were no forensics. Whoever it was, was careful that way. All we got in the end was a witness statement and a photo-fit that was never identified. But there were never any similar cases here, before that one or since, so we concluded in the end that it had to be a non-local.’ 
 
    What the hell’s that got to do with anything? Pete thought. Not a local so not our problem? ‘Maybe you could send us a copy of the case file anyway.’  
 
    ‘I doubt if it’ll be any use, but you’re welcome to it if you want.’  
 
    ‘Thanks.’ Pete put the phone down before he could swear at the man. He too very much doubted the file would be any use, but it was part of the process to at least make sure. And the offender might not be local, but that was no excuse not to pursue the matter. Checks for similar offences elsewhere in the country were not difficult using the Police National Database. There was no excuse for laziness in Pete’s book. Not when it came to police work.  
 
    ‘Anything, boss?’ Jane saw the look on his face when he looked up from the phone. ‘Ah. That’ll be a no, then.’ 
 
    ‘A big, bloody fat one,’ Pete confirmed. ‘So, next job – check with her ex’s parole officer.’ 
 
    He picked up the phone again. 
 
    Being from Tavistock, McBride was under the jurisdiction of the Plymouth office. He got through and asked for the person dealing with Keith McBride. 
 
    ‘One moment.’ 
 
    The phone went silent. No ‘Sir,’ no nothing. It took much longer than a moment to be picked up again with a curt, ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘DS Gayle, Exeter CID,’ he said. ‘Am I speaking to Keith McBride’s parole officer?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘When did you last see Mr McBride?’ 
 
    ‘Two weeks ago,’ he said without pause. 
 
    ‘Two weeks? I thought they were supposed to attend weekly for the first couple of months.’ 
 
    ‘They are, but he’s away, out of the area. He’s under the Carlisle office until he comes back next week.’ 
 
    Pete frowned. ‘You let him go away on holiday for a fortnight when he’s barely a month out of prison?’  
 
    ‘Why wouldn’t I? It’s not as if he’s got a passport and, as I said, he’s under orders to report to Carlisle instead.’ 
 
    ‘And has he? Reported to the Carlisle office?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I’ve got more than enough on my plate without chasing up other people’s work. He’s not my problem until he comes back.’ 
 
    Pete struggled not to swear at the man. He knew perfectly well how busy parole officers were, but this kind of attitude was inexcusable. No wonder there were headlines about the inadequacies of the parole service all over the media these days. He drew a deep, calming breath. It didn’t work. He was still seething. 
 
    ‘Is there anything else?’ the man asked. 
 
    Pete’s lip curled. ‘No,’ he said and put the phone down before he could call him something that might have been suitable but wouldn’t have been appropriate. ‘Jesus! Give me bloody strength,’ he snarled as the receiver hit the cradle. 
 
    ‘I’ll get onto Carlisle, shall I?’ Dick suggested. 
 
    Pete sighed deeply. ‘Probably best. Who wants a coffee?’ 
 
    * 
 
    Minutes later, he was back with a tray of drinks for his team, his equanimity almost restored. 
 
    ‘He’s there,’ Dick announced as Pete began to pass them out. ‘His car’s been caught on camera in the area as well as on the way up there. He’s registered at the hotel he was booked into and he’s signed in at Carlisle parole office as required, so that seems to be him out of the frame.’ 
 
    Pete set a steaming mug down in front of Dick. 
 
    ‘So now the hard work begins. We talk to friends, family, neighbours, work colleagues – his and hers. See if anyone can tell us anything useful. We need alibis, histories, any personal problems or romantic associations - anything anyone’s seen or heard on both Julie and her ex. I’ll start with the neighbour who took her to hospital, the time before the hit-and-run, see what they’ve got to say.’ 
 
    He picked up the phone and settled in for the long haul, in the back of his mind still seething over the attitude of McBride’s parole officer. It was almost as if the man was being deliberately obtuse and neglectful of his duties. Pete was tempted to check on the man’s history, but he knew how thoroughly parole officers were checked by the CRB every year. He’d find nothing in the records, even if he looked. 
 
    * 
 
    By the time he put the phone down, Pete felt thoroughly depressed, but he was no further forward. A whole litany of arguments and abuse had got him nowhere but angry. Why did people like Julie – male or female, because abuse went both ways, he knew - not see the light when it first shone? He knew the old saying that love is blind, but it was crazy how many stayed in abusive relationships long after it was clear to anyone who knew them that they had reached danger point. Indeed, he recalled one criminal psychologist saying, “When an abuser threatens to kill – listen. Because, sooner or later, they will.” That was an interview that he thought should be part of everyone’s education. Not until they were mature enough to hear it, of course, but still… He sighed heavily. There was nothing he could do about that now.  
 
    Picking up the phone again, he checked his notebook and dialled. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ came the reply when the first ring was still unfinished. 
 
    ‘Mrs Daniels? This is DS Gayle in Exeter. Sorry to bother you at a time like this, but I’m hoping you might be able to shed some light for me.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Anything.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know of anything out of the ordinary that happened in Julie’s life in the last few months? Anyone she might have had a problem with, other than Keith?’ 
 
    ‘What are you saying? Are you telling me you haven’t arrested him yet? It must have been him. No-one else would have done this.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not saying he didn’t, Mrs Daniels. I’m just trying to figure out how he could have found her. He was inside until recently. That doesn’t give him an awful lot of opportunity for research.’ 
 
    ‘What does it matter? He needs arresting. He needs throwing in jail and the key chucking away, that’s what he needs.’ 
 
    ‘Agreed. Which is why I need to make a case that’ll stand up in court.’ 
 
    ‘Ne…’ She stopped herself with a heavy sigh. 
 
    ‘I know how you feel, Mrs Daniels. Trust me, I’ve been there. That’s why I’m asking you if there’s anything you can remember that might be useful in eliminating any defensive arguments he might come up with.’ 
 
    ‘There isn’t. I’m telling you, she was loved. People liked her. There was even a man came looking for her after she left, asking how she was, if he could get in touch with her and that. I told him she was fine, she’d just had to get away for a while.’ 
 
    ‘Who was this?’ Pete asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I didn’t recognise him. I thought he must be someone from her work or something.’  
 
    Just what Pete had been thinking. 
 
    She paused. ‘No, I don’t think he said how he knew her. I just remember making the assumption. I told him I was going to see her that Friday, I’d give her his regards, and that was it. What was his name now…? Alan? No, Alex. That was it. I don’t remember a surname, though.’ 
 
    ‘That’s OK. I can check with where she worked,’ Pete said. They’d got the details on file. It would be just another brief phone call. ‘And that was all, was it? Nothing else? No strange comings and goings in the night? Bricks through the window? Feelings of being watched? People she’d had a barney with, however insignificant?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ He could almost see her shaking her head. ‘No, nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Well, thanks for your time, Mrs Daniels.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t…’ She sounded tentative. Doubtful. ‘You don’t think that man, that Alex, was something to do with…? You don’t think I gave him a clue, do you? That it was my fault, what happened?’ She was getting distraught now. Tears in her voice. 
 
    ‘No,’ Pete said firmly. ‘None of it was your fault, Mrs Daniels. I’m sure, as you said, he was just a colleague looking out for someone he was concerned for. I’ll let you know when I find anything, all right?’ 
 
    She drew a deep, shuddering breath. ‘All right,’ she whispered. 
 
    ‘Good. Now, don’t blame yourself for any of this. Promise me.’ 
 
    ‘OK.’ 
 
    ‘And trust me when I tell you, we will do everything to bring whoever did this to justice. Whether it was Keith or anyone else.’ 
 
    He wasn’t going to tell her now that they’d already cleared the man she believed was guilty. 
 
    ‘All right.’ 
 
    He hung up the phone with a feeling of vague guilt this time, for deceiving her, no matter how white a lie it had been. 
 
    While living in Tavistock, Julie had worked at the small private hospital there. He went on-line and brought up the phone number, picked up the receiver and dialled again. 
 
    ‘Nuffield Tavistock, how can I help?’ 
 
    ‘Hi, this is DS Gayle with Exeter CID. I’m making enquiries about a former employee of yours, Julie McBride.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, I can’t give out personal information, sir. You’ll need to…’ 
 
    ‘No, I know that,’ he interrupted. ‘I’m trying to track down a friend of hers who came looking for her after she left. Alex somebody. Is there anyone there that goes by that name?’ 
 
    ‘Alex? No…’ 
 
    ‘You’re sure? I don’t have a surname, but her mother was quite sure that was his name.’ 
 
    ‘This is a small hospital, Detective. I know everyone who works here, and I can tell you for certain, there’s no Alex. Why don’t you ask Julie herself? Is she in some sort of trouble?’  
 
    The news would be out in the media by evening and the parents already knew. There was no harm in telling her. ‘No, it’s not like that. I’m afraid she’s been involved in an incident, here in Exeter. She’s no longer with us.’ 
 
    ‘No… You’re saying she’s dead?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid so.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, God! That’s awful.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry to be the bearer of bad news,’ Pete said. ‘Thank you for your time.’  
 
    He hung up. Maybe Alex was someone from her social circle rather than work. He glanced around the team, all of them busy on the phones. 
 
    ‘Who’s working on Julie’s social life?’ 
 
    Jane put a hand over her receiver. ‘She didn’t have much of one,’ she said. ‘Basically, just what her husband allowed her - which was pretty much exclusively his friends.’ 
 
    ‘Have you got a list?’ 
 
    Jane glanced away and spoke quietly into her phone, then hit the mute button and, with the receiver tucked under her chin on one shoulder, she ripped a page out of her notebook and passed it across. 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ Pete looked down at the page as Jane went back to her call. It was a short list and there was no Alex on it. 
 
    He checked the second column, where Jane had made a note of who each person was to either Julie or Keith. Keith’s business partner. Keith’s best friend. Keith’s brother. Keith’s darts team. The landlord of Keith’s favourite pub. Keith’s this, that and the other. None of them called Alex. So, who was this guy? 
 
    He picked up the phone again.  
 
    * 
 
    An hour later, he had his answer. 
 
    No-one had heard of Alex, including the Tavistock police. 
 
    There was only one conclusion to draw. Julie’s mother had been right.  
 
    Pete looked around the cluster of tables and indicated that his team should all pay attention when they ended the calls they were on. Gradually, phones were set down and five faces concentrated on him. 
 
    ‘We’ve got our first hint of a lead,’ he told them. ‘A man who called himself Alex went to Julie’s mother not long after she left Tavistock, claiming to be a friend. She told him she’d be seeing Julie that Friday. Turns out, he wasn’t who he claimed to be.’ 
 
    ‘So, whoever he was, he followed her on the Friday, straight to Julie.’ Dave leaned back in his chair, setting his pen flat on this desk. ‘Was he the Torquay rapist? Or was he working for her ex? Or both?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve picked up something else,’ Jane said. ‘I just got off the phone with Julie’s sister. She says Julie had a boyfriend. She never met him and she’s only got a first name. It’s not Alex.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, do tell.’ 
 
    ‘It’s Richard,’ Jane replied. 
 
    ‘Right, you’re with me. We need to talk to this sister face to face,’ Pete said, standing up and taking his jacket from the back of his chair. ‘Jill, get Mrs Daniels in here and with someone. We need a picture of Alex or whatever his name really is. We’re going to have to go over to Tavistock tomorrow and tout it round, see if anyone recognises him.’ 
 
    ‘Ho-ho. Goose for Christmas, then,’ Dave chirped. 
 
    ‘Eh?’ Ben looked confused. 
 
    ‘Like in the old folk song,’ Dave explained. ‘Tavistock goose fair.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell do you know about folk songs?’ Jill demanded. ‘You haven’t taken up Morris dancing, have you?’ 
 
    Dick laughed. ‘Oh, God, now you’ve put an image in my head that’s going to be hard to get rid of,’ 
 
    ‘Let’s go,’ Pete said. ‘He’s bad enough without bells on.’ 
 
    They headed out of the squad room.  
 
    ‘Where does the sister live?’ he asked as they started down the stairs. 
 
    ‘Tiverton, but she works in Taunton. She’ll be there until five-thirty.’ 
 
    Pete had no idea what the time was. He checked his watch and got a shock. It was after three. ‘We’d better get a wiggle on, then.’ 
 
    Taunton was thirty-five miles north-east of Exeter, straight up the M5 motorway. Tiverton would be a little closer but would take longer to get to on the smaller roads, and Pete needed to spend as much time as he could at home while Annie was feeling as vulnerable and nervous as she was after all she’d been through over the past few months. 
 
    ‘I could go on my own, if you want,’ Jane said, her low heels clicking rapidly on the concrete stairs. 
 
    Pete was painfully aware this was a side of his personality that had only come out in the past couple of months, since the death of his son. Before that, with a case on the go, he’d have been totally focussed to the exclusion of all else, including family – hence, he suspected, at least part of the problem between him and Tommy. But Jane was sensitive enough to recognise it for what it was and he was grateful for that. 
 
    ‘It’ll work better with two of us,’ he said, reaching for the door at the bottom of the stairs. ‘So, where are we going in Taunton?’ 
 
    ‘County Hall. She works in the highways department.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Mrs Partington. I wish the circumstances were better. We’re sorry for your loss. But what can you tell us about your sister?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand why she ever took up with Keith McBride, I can tell you that,’ she said as they settled at the table in a meeting room in the county council offices. ‘I never liked the bloke. And why she stayed with him after he started getting abusive like that…’ She shook her head. ‘She was always so confident and happy-go-lucky until he got his claws into her. And now he’s…’ Her voice broke as she looked away. 
 
    ‘We’re not here to judge your sister’s life-choices,’ Pete said. ‘We just want to get to the bottom of what happened to her.’ 
 
    Her head snapped around to face him, eyes large with shock and grief. ‘Well, it’s obvious, isn’t it? He killed her.’ 
 
    ‘That is the obvious answer, yes,’ he agreed. ‘But, to put him away for it - to get justice for Julie - we need to be able to prove it in court. So, the more you can tell us about her, the better.’ 
 
    ‘You said she had a boyfriend?’ Jane encouraged. 
 
    ‘Can you blame her? She didn’t get any affection at home. Not that she was ever the sort to… You know. She was always the faithful type. To a fault. And what does she get for it, eh?’ Her anger started to break, switch to grief as tears threatened. 
 
    ‘It’s often the way, isn’t it?’ Jane observed. ‘Opposites attract. It doesn’t mean they suit each other. So, what about this other chap? Who is he? How did they meet?’   
 
    ‘As I said on the phone, his name’s Richard. Richard what, I don’t know. They’ve known each other for a while, just as friends. I think it started getting more serious around the time Keith was sent down. Maybe just after.’ She shrugged. ‘She never went into the details. But she seemed a lot happier. I put it down to getting Keith out of her life at first, but then she let something slip and I asked who he was.’ 
 
    Pete saw Jane smile and nod encouragingly while he sat back, letting her do her job. 
 
    ‘What did she say?’ 
 
    ‘Just a friend. But then, what she’d said, I knew it was more than that. In the end, I got a bit more out of her, but not much. She was determined to keep it quiet. He was… He’s…’ She shook her head, confused as to how to talk about it now – or perhaps even whether she should, Pete thought. 
 
    ‘A couple of years older than her,’ Mandy continued without resolving the issue. ‘A sympathetic ear, she said. A shoulder to lean on. She said “lean,” not “cry.” I remember that because I commented on it at the time. But she never was one to cry too much. Even as a kid. Anyway, they’d been out, up on Dartmoor. Just to see the clapper bridge and that. And Widdecombe wood. She’d always wanted to see that, ever since they showed it on TV once, years ago. But it wasn’t Keith’s sort of thing. Nothing much is, apart from cars and booze. Hanging around with his mates. It’s amazing how someone that bloody evil can be so friendly and popular. Surely, there must have been signs when he was growing up? Torturing animals or something?’ 
 
    ‘These people are very clever,’ Jane said gently. ‘They tend to be expert manipulators. They know who they can say and do what with, who not to show their darker sides to.’ 
 
    Pete’s attention was caught by the picture on top of the filing cabinet behind Mandy Partington. A couple of kids, young teenagers, playing on a beach somewhere. He felt raw grief welling up inside him for his son and for what might have been in his own family.  
 
    ‘There probably were signs before he got together with Julie, but they’d only have been shown to people he could trust not to say anything,’ Jane continued. ‘Girlfriends who’d be too timid to speak up, mates who he knew would support him.’ 
 
    ‘Mates? You mean there’d be others like him, in a small place like that?’ 
 
    Pete’s mind snapped back into focus, forcing his feelings back under control as Jane shook her head.  
 
    ‘Not like him, no,’ she said. ‘He’d be a ring-leader, pulling them into things beyond what they’d do on their own. Like a gang mentality. You go along with us or you’re out on your own, sort of thing. And it would be made clear what the consequences of that would be.’ 
 
    ‘Like school-kids in a playground,’ she sneered. 
 
    ‘Exactly like that. And that’s probably where a lot of it started – at least, that side of things. You’re in or you’re out. A mate or an enemy. If it starts early enough, a boy or a girl. Especially if he’s seen something similar going on at home – had got the idea from his dad that abusing women was an acceptable and normal part of life. That they were less than men.’ 
 
    ‘That’s just…’ She shook her head. ‘You’re saying his dad was the same with his mum and that’s where he got it from? That’s a load of crap. Feeble excuses put about by a bunch of clueless do-gooders, surely?’ 
 
    Jane nodded. ‘Very often, but it can sometimes be true. It’s endemic in some cultures – women being second-class citizens. Look at what went on with ISIS and all that. What amazes me isn’t that the men take that attitude. They do because they can, and they’re brought up that way, so they see nothing wrong in it. Women belong in the kitchen or the bed, kind of thing. What gets me is that the women accept it as not just the norm, but the way it should be. But, going back to Julie, what can you tell us about her friends, hobbies, gym memberships, anything else she got up to outside of work?’ 
 
    Mandy grunted. ‘There’s nothing to tell. Keith’s so controlling, he barely allowed her out of his sight except for work. There were a few friends when they first moved there, but they faded away, as far as I know.’ 
 
    ‘So, what about this Richard? Where was he from?’ Pete asked. ‘Where did he live? Where did they meet? Did she say anything about his appearance or where he worked?’ 
 
    ‘He lives in Tavistock, or at least works there. I don’t know what he looks like or where he works, but she did talk about meeting him by the river one lunch-time. I don’t know if that was where they first met, where they saw each other as a regular thing or what. Other than that… Nothing. It’s like… It’s almost like when you’re a kid and you have an imaginary friend, you know?’ She looked from Pete to Jane and back for confirmation. 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘But, in this case, at least we know he’s real.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she whispered. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘So, next stop Tavistock,’ Pete said as they stepped out of the big, curved-fronted brick and stone building. ‘Not tonight, but first thing in the morning. There’s a lot to do there, even with the locals’ help.’ 
 
    ‘At least it won’t take long to track down her friends, by the sound of it. Bloody sad, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Like you said in there, I don’t understand it,’ he replied as they reached the car, which he’d parked in one of the few spaces in front of the County Hall. ‘Surely, a marriage is about a partnership? Two equals sharing a life together.’ 
 
    ‘To you and me and most other people, yes. But to the likes of Keith McBride, all he sees in a woman is a possession - a servant if they’re lucky. A punch-bag if they’re not, like Julie.’  
 
    They climbed in. 
 
    ‘You were getting a bit close to discrimination in there for a minute, though,’ he commented, unlocking the car, which he’d parked in one of the few spaces in front of the building. ‘I know you didn’t mean to be, but you need to be a bit careful, these days.’ 
 
    ‘Just trying to draw her in, boss. Get her on-side,’ she said as he started the engine. 
 
    ‘As I said – I know that.’ 
 
    ‘So, do we meet at the station and go over together in the morning, or each make our own way?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Might as well save a bit of the environment. Meet at half-seven.’ 
 
    ‘Right. I’ll tell the others.’ She took out her phone as he pulled out onto the main road, heading out of town. ‘We’ll need somewhere to work from over there, won’t we?’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘I’ll sort that. I need to talk to the locals again, anyway.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Pete opened the front door, tucking his phone back into his pocket after letting Louise know he’d picked Annie up from her friend’s so she could come straight home. 
 
    Annie headed for the stairs to change out of her school uniform for the evening.  
 
    ‘Hey,’ he said. ‘You’ll want that down here, won’t you?’ 
 
    She’d left her school bag on her shoulder instead of hooking it on the newel post as usual so she could do her homework in the kitchen. 
 
    ‘I don’t want to be in the way while you’re getting tea.’ 
 
    Something wrenched at Pete’s heart. He took a step forward, reaching out to her. ‘Come here. Don’t ever say that,’ he said. ‘Don’t even think it. You’re not in the way. Never have been and never will be.’ 
 
    She stood there, staring solemnly down at him for a long moment before taking a tentative step towards him. 
 
    Just a few weeks ago, she’d have jumped eagerly into his arms, knowing he’d catch her, and the fact she didn’t now felt like a knife to the heart. It was a clear manifestation of the turmoil she was going through. 
 
    He gathered her into his arms and hugged her almost fiercely. ‘We love you, your mum and I,’ he said into her hair. ‘So much it hurts. We’ll always be here for you – always, no matter what. You know that, don’t you?’ 
 
    He felt her swallow heavily. She was quiet for a long time. Her voice trembled when she finally spoke. ‘I just don’t want to lose you like I lost Tommy.’ 
 
    ‘You won’t. Ever. Whether you want to or not.’ 
 
    She pulled back far enough to see his face. To see he was smiling. 
 
    ‘Even when I’m gone, I’ll come back and haunt you,’ he said, giving her a squeeze. ‘And by then, you’ll be old and grey with a husband and kids and maybe even grand-kids. Your mum and me aren’t going anywhere, Button. And nor’s that satchel. Give it here and get yourself changed. You can do your homework while I get the tea on and, with a bit of luck, we’ll have both done by the time your mum gets home. Deal?’ 
 
    She nodded, still not her old bouncy self, but a lot closer to it than she had been. 
 
    He held his hand out. She handed over the bag and went up the stairs. 
 
    At the top, she turned back, one hand on the bannister, and met his gaze.  
 
    ‘I love you, too,’ she said. 
 
    * 
 
    Half an hour later, with the dinner almost cooked, Annie was still sitting quietly at the table, concentrating on her home-work in fragile silence when they heard the front door open and Louise come in. 
 
    ‘Hey, kids.’ 
 
    Pete looked up from the hob, spatula in hand. ‘Hi, love.’ 
 
    Annie had frozen, shoulders tense, pen poised over her exercise book, her whole body rigid and motionless. 
 
    ‘We’re in the kitchen,’ he called. 
 
    ‘Hiya,’ Louise said as she stepped in, reaching out to squeeze Annie’s shoulder. 
 
    Annie still didn’t move a muscle.  
 
    Pete gave Louise a warning look. ‘Your mum was joking,’ he said. ‘She meant you and me.’ 
 
    Louise stepped further in, turning to face Annie and crouching to be on a level with her. ‘Are you OK, hun? Your dad’s right. You know he’s a big kid whenever he can get away with it.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it wasn’t funny.’ 
 
    Pete began to relax a little as Annie set down her pen and looked first at her mother, then at him.  
 
    ‘Sorry, love,’ Louise said. ‘But, you know, you’re going to have to get used to things like that – whether it’s here, in school or wherever. Not everyone knows what’s happened and not everyone knows how you feel about it. I know we do, but we all make mistakes. Nobody’s perfect.’ 
 
    Annie stared at her, her face expressionless. Finally, she picked up her pen and went back to her homework. Pete gave Louise a shrug and she turned to leave the room, heading upstairs to change.  
 
    ‘We miss him as well, love. Not everyone deals with things the same way, that’s all.’ 
 
    ‘I know that,’ she said, not looking up. 
 
    ‘Cut your mum a bit of slack then, eh?’ 
 
    Annie’s face twisted. She slapped her book shut, grabbed it and her bag and hurried from the room. 
 
    ‘Annie,’ he called. Shit, he thought. That’s exactly what she’s been doing for the past fifteen months, you pillock. With knobs on.  
 
    Her feet thundered up the stairs. 
 
    ‘Annie.’ Pete lifted the frying pan off the heat and went after her.  
 
    A door slammed at the top of the stairs.  
 
    He looked up from the kitchen doorway and saw Louise, her uniform half-undone, outside Annie’s door.  
 
    She knocked. ‘Annie.’ 
 
    ‘Leave me alone.’ 
 
    ‘Come on, love.’ 
 
    ‘Leave me alone!’ 
 
    Pete turned back to the kitchen. It was probably better to leave Louise to deal with her, woman to woman, he thought. Then stopped in shock. 
 
    His little girl, his little Button, was fast becoming a woman. For now, she was still a skinny kid, but soon there’d be boyfriends, university if she wanted it. Eventually, as he’d said to her, a husband and kids of her own. 
 
    And, before all that, there’d be teenage tantrums, mood swings, exams. He grimaced and reached for the frying pan.  
 
    Was this the start of all that? She’d grown up too young and too fast. A significant part of her childhood had been subsumed by circumstances – by a missing brother and a clinically depressed mother - and now her body was beginning to catch up with her mind. Was this the result? Or was it just part of her natural grieving process? 
 
    Between that, the terror of Steve Southam’s attempt to snatch her off the street and the fact that, at her age, her hormones were probably starting to turn upside down and inside out, she really had no chance, poor kid. 
 
    The fat in the pan started to sizzle again. 
 
    Upstairs, Louise was still trying. 
 
    ‘Open the door, Annie.’ 
 
    ‘Go away!’ 
 
    Pete tried to return his concentration to what he was doing. Annie loved her food. If nothing else would draw her out, she’d be down when it was ready. 
 
    ‘Lou,’ he called. 
 
    There was silence for a moment, then the creak of a floorboard as her weight shifted on the landing. Moments later, she was in the doorway, concern written on her face and in her stance. 
 
    ‘Leave her a minute. This’ll bring her out.’ 
 
    ‘Really? She’s female, not male, you know.’ 
 
    ‘True. But she’s still a girl, and a growing one, not a woman yet.’ 
 
    A look of mild horror crossed Louise’s face. ‘Oh, God.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ he nodded. ‘It won’t be long now.’ 
 
     The eggs were done. Buttoning up her uniform dress, Louise stepped in and went to fetch out the plates and cutlery. Pete began to serve up the food. When he was done, he laid the plates on the table and called up, ‘Dinner’s ready.’ 
 
    They paused, listening. Waiting for signs of movement.  
 
    There was nothing. 
 
    ‘Annie. Dinner’s ready. Come and get it or I’ll give it to the dog.’ 
 
    Still nothing.  
 
    He’d hoped the joke about the non-existent dog would help, but clearly not. Louise gave him a shrug. ‘Stick it in the oven. She’ll be down when she’s ready.’ 
 
    Pete hated the idea, but he knew Louise was right. He put Annie’s dinner into the still-warm oven before sitting down to eat with Louise. 
 
    It was the first time they’d eaten together, just the two of them, in... He didn’t know how long. Somehow, it felt wrong. As good as the simple meal was, his taste-buds refused to work. 
 
    ‘She’ll be all right.’ Louise’s voice intruded on his thoughts. 
 
    Pete looked up at her and realised that he’d stopped eating. Was this what fatherhood was going to be like for the next few years? 
 
    * 
 
    Abbey Hospital was a long, low building of dark brick and tile, looking like an over-sized bungalow set amid lush gardens on a street of large, detached villa-style houses on the western fringes of the little town.  
 
    The entrance gave onto a lounge area with a reception desk against the far wall. Sofas and easy chairs surrounded coffee tables strewn with expensive magazines and most of the day’s newspapers. No more than half a dozen people sat waiting.  
 
    With Jill at his side, Pete introduced himself to the receptionist. 
 
    ‘Please, take a seat,’ she offered. ‘I’ll call Mrs Gough through to speak to you.’ 
 
    In no more than a minute, she called discretely, ‘Mr Gayle?’ 
 
    A woman in a navy skirt suit stood in a doorway to one side of the reception desk. She held out a hand to wave them through. Pete stood up and approached her. ‘DS Gayle?’ she checked. 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘I’m Sylvia Gough. Come through. We can talk in one of the consulting rooms.’ 
 
    She led them down a short corridor and turned into one of the rooms off it. They settled themselves around the desk in one corner. 
 
    ‘How, can I help?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘I wanted to ask you about a former colleague of yours. Julie McBride.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, yes. We were sorry to see her go. She was really good at her job and pleasant to work with.’ 
 
    ‘How well did you know her in terms of her life outside work? Her social life, friends and so on?’ 
 
    ‘Not well. She tended to keep her home life quite separate. You really need to be talking to Polly. They were quite close.’ 
 
    Pete raised an eyebrow. 
 
    ‘Polly Marshall. Another of our physios.’ 
 
    ‘Would that be possible?’ 
 
    ‘Why are you asking about Julie, Detective? Has something happened? Is she all right?’ 
 
    ‘Why would you ask that?’ Pete countered. 
 
    ‘Well, I’m aware that she didn’t have the best of marriages. I thought perhaps…’ She shrugged, letting the sentence hang, orphaned, in the air. 
 
    ‘You didn’t see the local news last night?’ 
 
    A look of horror slowly took hold on her face. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid she’s no longer with us,’ Pete said. 
 
    ‘Oh, no. How? What happened? Why would it be on the news?’ 
 
    ‘She was killed, Mrs Gough. In Exeter, hence we’re handling the case from there.’ 
 
    ‘God, how awful! Her poor parents. They’ll be devastated.’ 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘Yes. Would it be possible to speak to Miss Marshall?’ 
 
    She shook herself. ‘Of course. I’ll get her for you.’ 
 
    ‘Before you go, could you have a look at this for me? See if you recognise the man.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    Pete took out a copy of the police sketch of the man who had come asking her mother where Julie had gone after she’d left Tavistock. 
 
    The woman looked at it and shook her head. ‘He doesn’t look familiar, Detective. Who is he?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what we’re trying to find out,’ he said, putting the drawing away. 
 
    She left the room, still obviously stunned by the news. Again, as they waited, Pete’s eye was drawn to the family photos that adorned the office. Sylvia Gough had a daughter who looked about Annie’s age in the most recent picture, a school photo. Curly blonde hair spilled over the collar of a pale blue shirt with a dark striped tie loose around her neck.  
 
    She probably hated that hair, he imagined. Like most women, if it was curly, she’d want it straight or vice-versa. She looked confident, almost sassy but bright and happy. He was reminded of both Annie and Rosie Whitlock, the victim in the Malcolm Burton case – his first when he returned to work after Tommy’s disappearance, over a year ago, now, and a case in which Tommy was directly involved. Pete’s mood soured as he thought about it. About the obtuse lack of forethought on station chief DCI Adam Silverstone’s part that had put the outcome of that trial in serious jeopardy and directly contributed to Tommy’s death. 
 
    If Burton had got away with his crimes, it would have been at least partly DCI Adam Silverstone’s fault for effectively allowing the Southams’ attack on the court-house. After all, it wasn’t as if they weren’t expecting the brothers to do something and they knew perfectly well what they were capable of. 
 
    The door opened, interrupting his train of thought, and a woman of around thirty stepped in, wearing a dark green uniform of top and trousers, her long dark hair pulled back in a pony-tail. Her expression was guarded. 
 
    ‘Polly Marshall?’ Pete checked as she closed the door behind her. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Take a seat.’ He waved to the chair her colleague had vacated. ‘We’d like to ask you about a former colleague of yours. Julie McBride.’ 
 
    The woman settled herself carefully. ‘What about her?’ 
 
    ‘Anything you can tell us, really. We’re trying to build as full a picture of her life as we can.’ 
 
    She frowned, then realisation dawned. A look of horror spread across her face. ‘It wasn’t, was it? The woman on the news last night, that got killed. That wasn’t… Julie?’ 
 
    Pete let his eyes close in confirmation. ‘I’m sorry to be bringing you bad news, but I’m afraid it was.’ 
 
    Her face crumpled, her hands came up as tears sprang into her eyes. 
 
    ‘Which is why we’re here,’ Pete continued after allowing her a moment. ‘As I say, to try to get as much information about her life as we can so we can better judge who, if anyone, would have wanted to harm her.’ 
 
    She let out a sob, but then drew a deep breath and seemed to collect herself. She looked up at him and delicately wiped her eyes with a forefinger then realised there was a box of tissues on the desk beside her and reached for one. 
 
    ‘Did she have any problems with anyone you knew of? Apart from Keith, of course.’ Pete asked as she dabbed her eyes with the tissue. 
 
    ‘No. She was really nice. Helpful. Friendly. A bit on the quiet side, but really nice. People didn’t have issues with her. Except her husband.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know much about what she got up to between work and home? Any friends, any activities, any contacts she might have had that were outside of either?’ 
 
    ‘Well, like I said, she was a bit on the quiet side. What with Keith’s… Well, possessiveness, to be over-generous about it. She didn’t really have much of a life outside home and this place, except with him.’  
 
    Pete clearly needed to give her a nudge. ‘Did she have anyone she was close to, that you know of?’ 
 
    Her expression changed rapidly. ‘What…? No, there was nothing like that. She wouldn’t have dared.’  
 
    ‘I’m not here to judge or criticize, but I was told she had a boyfriend,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Not for a long time after they split up. She lived with me for a while, immediately after, but it didn’t take him long to find her.’ Her expression twisted into a grimace of disgust. ‘He tried wheedling his way back into her life, getting her to come back, but she’d had too much of that. She knew he wouldn’t change. So then, he started following her. Hounding her. She got a restraining order, but that only worked for a little while. Once he figured out the police weren’t actually protecting her, it made him worse, if anything. She could barely leave the house, never mind have a boyfriend. She tried moving again – as much to take him away from me as anything, I think - but he soon found her again. Followed her from work, I expect. He made her life a living hell, Detective.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a damned shame we can’t be everywhere, Miss Marshall. Especially in situations like this. But, at the end of the day, I’m afraid we’ve got more to do than we’ve got officers to do it. I’m not making excuses, but the fact is we end up being reactive, rather than proactive, far too often. But we were told she was seeing someone. Richard something?’ 
 
    Her frown became one of confusion. ‘Richard?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    She sighed. ‘She did eventually have a… Well, I suppose you could call him a boyfriend. But it wasn’t Richard. It was Dominic. Dominic Raymond. You met his sister. She’s on reception.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Pete blinked. He hadn’t asked the receptionist about his victim. He’d just assumed her close colleagues would know more about her. He’d have to rectify that when he’d finished in here. ‘So, who’s Richard?’ 
 
    ‘There was…’ She looked thoughtful. ‘Yes, Richard Ashcroft. They split up months ago, though.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know why?’ 
 
    Polly shook her head. ‘She wouldn’t say, but it did affect her. And she was adamant she wasn’t getting back with him. Her and Dom got together two or three months later, I think. They’d always got on well. Flirted and joked and so on.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean, always? How did she know him?’ 
 
    ‘He works here,’ she said as if he ought to know. 
 
    Another surprise for him to absorb. ‘As what?’ 
 
    ‘He’s in the lab. Pathology.’ 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘And their relationship – how was that recently? Before she left, I mean.’ 
 
    She sighed heavily. ‘It had been good, as far as I know. He was pretty cut up about her leaving, but he understood. She couldn’t stay in Tavistock. He’d have made her life hell. Keith, I mean.’ 
 
    Pete could see the truth in that, after all he’d learned about their relationship. 
 
    ‘It wasn’t…? He didn’t… do it, did he?’ she asked. ‘Kill her, I mean.’ 
 
    Pete shook his head. ‘He was up north, by the look of things. Cumbria. We’ve checked.’ There was no point in letting the rumour mill convict him falsely, no matter how much he might deserve it for everything else he’d put her through. 
 
    ‘So…?’ 
 
    ‘We’re working on it. And from what you’ve said, I think our next stop will be with Dominic and his sister.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘So, what can you tell us about Julie McBride?’ Pete asked, adopting the direct approach from the outset. 
 
    He was perched on the end of a cluttered desk in a long, narrow office crammed with scientific journals, a computer and even some lab equipment. With only two chairs, he’d suggested they were taken by Dominic Raymond and Jill Evans. 
 
    ‘Um… She’s… Well, you already know she’s a physiotherapist, of course. She’s a really nice woman. Friendly. Funny.’ He shrugged. 
 
    When Pete had asked to speak with him, he’d led them through a small, but busy and surprisingly noisy laboratory to the deputy manager’s office, who he said was not in that day. 
 
    ‘Nothing else?’ Pete encouraged. ‘We heard the two of you were close.’ 
 
    ‘Well… She’s married, so I don’t talk about that.’ 
 
    ‘She was married.’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes, but you know what I mean. Plus, we’re colleagues. It tends to get frowned on in most workplaces and this one’s no exception.’ 
 
    ‘So, how was your relationship?’  
 
    ‘We’re… We were happy. We got on really well. That’s what started it. What it grew out of in the first place. We were friends, we enjoyed each other’s company and, eventually, it turned into something more. But not until after she was divorced. She tried really hard to stay here after that, but it just wasn’t… Well, safe, if you want to go that far. I mean, she didn’t feel safe. That’s why she left, in the end.’ 
 
    ‘So, she talked about going before it happened? How did you feel about that?’ 
 
    ‘Neither of us wanted it, of course, but ...’ He grimaced. ‘What can you do? Sometimes you just have to accept the reality rather than the ideal in life, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘And you managed to do that? Accept the reality,’ Jill asked.   
 
    ‘Well, I had to, didn’t I?’ 
 
    She shrugged and glanced at Pete.  
 
    He stayed with the direct approach. ‘How did you spend the night before last?’ 
 
    Raymond shook his head, surprised by the change of direction. ‘I was at home,’ he said. ‘I made myself a meal, watched some TV, spent a bit of time on the computer, did some chores. Why, what’s… Has something happened to Julie?’ 
 
    ‘You were alone?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I live on my own. What’s going on here?’ His expression matched his voice – one of increasing worry and fear. 
 
    ‘You say you spent some time on the computer,’ Jill said. ‘Would that be with verifiable programs? Time-stamped things that we could check on?’ 
 
    He shook his head, confused and dismayed by their lack of response to his questions. ‘Yes, I think so. Facebook. Emails. Microsoft Word. They all have times on, don’t they? Why are you asking me all these questions?’ 
 
    Again, Jill glanced at Pete. He gave her a nod, allowing her to continue. 
 
    ‘Would you mind if we did that? Checked your computer?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Uhh… No, I suppose not.’ 
 
    ‘The sooner, the better,’ she pushed.  
 
    ‘Look, what’s going on here? Are you going to tell me why you’re asking me all this?’ 
 
    ‘Something’s happened to Julie,’ Pete told him. ‘As I said, we’re with Exeter CID. She’d been living there.’ 
 
    Realisation began to dawn on his face before Pete had even finished. 
 
    ‘She was killed, the night before last,’ he said. 
 
    Raymond ducked forward, eyes closing, head dropping as he pulled in a deep, shuddering breath. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ Jill said. ‘But, if we could just make those checks so we can eliminate you from the enquiry, it would…’ 
 
    His head snapped up, eyes wide. ‘Eliminate me? You mean I’m a suspect? My God! I’d never harm her! What do you think I am, for God’s sake?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know,’ Pete said. ‘That’s the point. Until we can eliminate them, anyone she knew has to be a suspect.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m telling you – you can cross me straight off that list!’ 
 
    ‘At the risk of sounding insensitive, sir, that’s what they all say,’ Jill said. ‘There’s not many who hold their hands up as soon as we arrive and say, “Fair cop, you got me.”’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘Wh… When do you want to do this?’ 
 
    ‘As PC Evans said, the sooner the better,’ Pete replied. ‘Preferably now, if you could.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ He glanced around them. ‘I’m at work. I can’t… Hang on. I can access my emails from here.’ He turned quickly and grabbed the mouse of the computer on the desk, waggling it to bring up the screen and a photo of a flower-filled lake scene, all trees, rhododendrons and reflections with a wooden bridge across. Quickly, he logged in, brought up the Internet and tapped some keys to bring up a web-based email account. ‘There.’ 
 
    He moved back, allowing Jill to scoot across and check the entries on the screen. Even from where he was seated, Pete could see an actual two-way conversation a few lines down the list. Jill looked closer then glanced over her shoulder. 
 
    ‘Last one sent eight-twenty-eight last night,’ she said. ‘It doesn’t say, “From my i-phone,” or anything, but it could have been sent from anywhere with an account like this.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it… OK,’ he said, accepting the reality of the situation. ‘I’ll have to ask my boss, if you want to go now.’ 
 
    ‘If you could,’ Pete confirmed. 
 
    He sighed and slipped off the desk, stepping between them to the door. 
 
    Moments later, he was back, sticking his head in around the half-opened door. ‘All right.’ 
 
    He led them back through the lab, shedding his white coat on the way. 
 
    As they stepped out into the expansive reception area, the receptionist looked up. Now they were together, Pete could see the family resemblance.  
 
    ‘Dom?’ she said. ‘Is everything all right?’ 
 
    He stepped across, keeping his voice low as he said, ‘They’re police, Di. They want to know where I was, the night before last. Something… Julie’s been killed!’ 
 
    ‘My God!’ her eyes widened in shock. ‘That’s awful!’ She glanced across at Pete and back to her brother. Then she blinked. ‘Hang on. I phoned you, to remind you about Dad’s birthday. It’ll be on my phone.’ She reached under the desk and brought out a mobile phone, swiping the screen and tapping at it as Pete and Jill stepped across. 
 
    ‘There,’ she said. ‘I called him at five past nine, on his home number. See?’ She held out the phone for Pete to confirm it with his own eyes. 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘Is that it, then?’ Raymond asked. ‘Can I go back to work now?’ 
 
    ‘Just one thing, very quickly,’ Pete said. ‘Do you know Richard Ashcroft?’ 
 
    Raymond shook his head. His sister, behind the desk, leaned forward. ‘I know of him. Not the best kind of person, if what I hear’s correct.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    ‘He’s got three blokes working for him in the garage,’ Dick reported. ‘Well, two and a young lad. They’re running it in his absence, same as they were when he was inside. They’re used to it by now, so it didn’t bother them when he decided he wanted to go away for a bit. As it were,’ he added, aware of the double meaning. 
 
    They were seated in the restaurant of a hotel on the main road at the edge of town. The dark stone exterior belied the high-ceilinged Victorian grandeur of the inside. 
 
     Pete took a sip of the tonic and lime the waiter had just served him. ‘So, they were both at work yesterday and the day before?’ 
 
    ‘Yep.’ 
 
    ‘And the night in question?’ 
 
    ‘One was at home with his Mrs. The other was down the pub. I checked. He was and I wasn’t going to take the wife’s word on the other one, obviously, so I checked with the neighbours. One said he was yelling at the kids, same as normal.’ 
 
    ‘What about the lad?’ 
 
    ‘He lives at home with his parents. He went out about eight. There’s a snooker club in town. He was there for most of the evening, left about half past ten. His parents confirmed it. Said he got home about a quarter to eleven.’ 
 
    ‘OK. Any close friends?’ 
 
    ‘A funny one, that.’ Dave set down his glass. ‘Lots of mates like you’d make in the pub or the five-a-side team, but not a lot of what you’d call close friends. In fact, only two I could find. They’ve been tight since school days. One’s a builder, here in Tavistock. The other runs the snooker club Dick was just talking about.’ 
 
    ‘And you’ve got their alibis?’ 
 
    Dave nodded and took a sip of his drink. ‘One’s confirmed by the kid from the garage, at least partially, and by other patrons for the rest of the night, up to midnight, when the place closes. Also, there’s a CCTV camera down the road from there. We can check the footage from that. And the other one – he was in the pub until closing and at work at eight, next morning, at a place on the southern edge of town. Didn’t show any signs of being over-tired, apparently.’ 
 
    ‘Are there any siblings, cousins, nieces, nephews?’ Pete asked next. 
 
    ‘He’s the youngest of three, boss,’ Ben confirmed their initial checks. ‘The eldest is a brother, James. He’s got no kids and he moved to Plymouth twelve years ago. The middle one’s a sister, Carol. She’s married, lives here in Tavistock. Two kids, twelve and fifteen.’ 
 
    ‘Fifteen? How old is she?’ 
 
    ‘Five years older than Keith, so forty-one.’ 
 
    ‘And the brother?’ 
 
    ‘Forty-five.’ 
 
    ‘So, nine years between them. He’d have been a spoiled kid.’  
 
    ‘That doesn’t account for the violence,’ Jane said, setting down her tea cup. 
 
    Pete shrugged. ‘A brat, used to getting his own way, two good mates to back him up at school. We’ve already heard his parents weren’t so good so, if anyone tried to keep him in line at home, it could have been the sister. Not that I’m making excuses in any way, but it might all have helped point him in a certain direction in life. Have we contacted his parents?’  
 
    ‘No,’ Jane replied. ‘Can’t find them. It’s a work in progress. They’re retired now. Moved away recently, don’t know where to yet. The sister confirmed they weren’t the best of parents. The kids were all glad to fly the coop. She didn’t keep in touch with them, or even keep track of them. The dad was a bit of a drinker. Nasty piece of work when he was drunk. His wife wasn’t much better so, reading between the lines, there might have been a bit of a precedence for Keith’s behaviour there.’ 
 
    ‘Right. How does he get on with his brother-in-law?’ 
 
    ‘He’s Carol’s second husband,’ Jane explained. ‘The first marriage didn’t last long. Bit of a disaster from the outset, it seems. This one’s a different thing altogether. Lovely bloke, she said. Her older brother gets on with him like a house on fire. Keith, not so much. They tolerate each other.’ 
 
    ‘What about her first husband?’ 
 
    ‘He’s actually an elder brother of one of Keith’s two mates that Dave was talking about,’ she said. ‘A family of nine, believe it or not. He’s one of the middle-ish ones. Him and Keith are a bit “two peas in a pod,” kind of thing.’ 
 
    Pete’s mouth pulled into a shrug. ‘So, would he help his ex-brother-in-law, do we think?’ 
 
    ‘In that way? It’s a bit of a stretch,’ she argued.  
 
    ‘Worth checking his alibi, though.’ 
 
    Jane tipped her head. ‘OK.’ 
 
    ‘So, we’re building a picture of his background,’ Pete concluded. ‘What about Julie’s? Here in Tavistock, I mean.’ 
 
    ‘As far as I can make out, she came here when she got married the first time,’ Jane said. ‘And her social circle, once she got involved with Keith, was basically work colleagues and Keith’s friends and associates. She didn’t go out and mix with anyone on her own. Any friends she had, she’d have been isolated from over time.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like he started as he meant to go on,’ Dave said. ‘Cut off her support network and exert control from the outset.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like a sad old life,’ Dick observed. 
 
    ‘Hence what we discovered this morning,’ Pete replied. He glanced around the group. ‘She had two lovers that we know of after she split with Keith.’ 
 
    ‘Christ, it’s a wonder she had any time for men at all, after what she went through,’ Jane said. 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘Maybe the need for affection outweighed her caution. It could have been partly a safety thing as well – if she’s with another bloke he’s less likely to come after her. Abusers can often be cowards at heart.’ He shrugged. ‘We’ll never know, I suppose. Anyway, we’ve talked to her most recent partner – the relationship ended when she left town – and cleared him of any involvement in her death. Not tracked down the other one yet. That’ll be a job for after we’ve eaten. Meantime, has anyone come across the name Richard Ashcroft or any sign of the mysterious Alex?’ 
 
    Blank looks and shaking heads greeted the question. 
 
    ‘That’ll be a no, then. OK, Jill and I’ll try to find out who Ashcroft is and track him down. Dave, you and Ben check on the first husband and his family. Dick and Jane, check on Keith’s builder buddy. I want an alibi if he’s got one. His older brother, too. And everyone, keep plugging away at Alex. We need to know who he is. If he was trying to track her down after she left, we need to know why. If nothing else, he could well know something useful. If Alex is his real name, of course. But first, we eat.’ He picked up a menu. ‘Who’s having what?’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘I can’t see us gaining anything from going back to the hospital,’ Pete said as he and Jill walked back to his car, which was parked some way up the road from the hotel. ‘If she didn’t tell her best mate about him, there’s got to be a good reason for it. I don’t know - maybe she was shy or ashamed at getting tied up with another bloke so soon after splitting up with Keith. Who knows? The point is, if she didn’t tell Polly, she’s unlikely to have told anyone else at work in case it got back to her.’ 
 
    ‘She mentioned it to her sister,’ Jill pointed out. 
 
    ‘Yes, but only vaguely. No details. And her sister’s at a distance – physically, at least. So, who else is there we can ask about him?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I don’t reckon she’d have gone back to any of her old friends from before Keith. They’d faded off when she needed them most so, if I were in her shoes, I’d say sod ‘em.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough. What about the neighbour, though? The one who took her to hospital after that big bust-up at home.’ 
 
    Jill tipped her head. ‘Worth a try. If not, she might at least be able to give us a pointer to someone else she’d have talked to.’ 
 
    He paused, key in hand, looking over the car roof at her. ‘What’s the time?’ 
 
    ‘A quarter to three. It was nearly two by the time we got to the hotel.’  
 
    Pete grimaced. They couldn’t waste two hours or more waiting for her to get home. But… ‘Hang, on. We don’t know what she does for a living, if anything – worth going round there to check, at least, I suppose – but what about Richard? How would they have met? Through his work, maybe?’ 
 
    The hospital receptionist hadn’t been able to tell them much of substance. Just rumours and mood differences in Julie after they split. Or more specifically, she said, after Julie dumped him. 
 
    ‘Most likely, yes. She wouldn’t have been going out on the town, that’s for sure. For one thing, she wouldn’t have wanted to run into Keith.’ 
 
    ‘So, where would she have gone, other than work?’ 
 
    They sat into the car and pulled their seat belts across. 
 
    ‘She might have gone shopping with Polly, but then she’d know about him if they’d met that way. And you can get most of what she’d have needed in the supermarket.’ 
 
    ‘She’d need clothes. She wouldn’t have been able to take much with her when she left Keith, would she? Wouldn’t have had the chance.’ 
 
    Jill chuckled. ‘You fancy trawling the dress shops, then, boss?’ 
 
    He glanced across at her as he reached for the ignition. ‘I have been known to go into M&S with Louise.’ 
 
    ‘M&S?’ She grimaced. ‘Really? I know she’s a mum, but she’s not yours.’ 
 
    ‘You know what I mean.’ 
 
    ‘The point is, though, even if that was how they met, we could waste hours searching that way for him.’ 
 
    ‘So, what do you suggest?’ 
 
    ‘The phone book?’ 
 
    He looked up and down the street. ‘I can’t see a phone box from here. I don’t know if they still have them, even.’ 
 
    She took out her mobile and raised it. ‘It’s all on here, though.’ 
 
    Pete smiled. ‘Go for it.’ 
 
    He started the engine. While Jill worked, it would do no harm to head for Keith McBride’s address and see if the neighbour they needed to talk to was in, or if anyone else on the street knew where she could be reached. 
 
     The McBride address was in the south-west segment of town. While Pete turned off the main road into the narrow, winding old streets, Jill was checking addresses on her phone and writing in her notebook. Then she started to dial. As Pete drove into the old market square, her first call was answered.  
 
    ‘Hello, yes. This is PC Evans with Exeter CID. I’m trying to reach Richard.’ 
 
    The person on the other end – Pete could tell only it was a female – said something in response.  
 
    ‘Oh, OK. I must have dialled wrong. Sorry to have troubled you.’ 
 
    She looked across at Pete. ‘Reg,’ she said. ‘They don’t know any Richard.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. How many others have you got?’ 
 
    He drove into the narrow neck of a street going off the far side of the market place, small shops lining both sides in buildings that looked as old as the surrounding hills, despite the whitewash covering the upper floors. 
 
    ‘Three,’ she said. 
 
    Pete nodded and she looked down, dialling the next number on her list.  
 
    ‘Hello. This is PC Evans with Exeter CID. I’m trying to get hold of Richard.’ 
 
    This time a male voice responded. 
 
    ‘Ah. Sorry.’ 
 
    Pete heard the dial tone before she’d even lowered the phone from her ear. He turned right onto a road that led towards the far edge of town. Small terraced houses lined the road, cars parked along both sides reducing it to a point where two vehicles would struggled to pass in places. 
 
    ‘That was Ron,’ Jill said. ‘He wasn’t happy to be disturbed.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps he works nights,’ Pete suggested.  
 
    ‘Or perhaps he’s just a grumpy old sod.’ 
 
    ‘That’s possible too,’ Pete admitted. 
 
    ‘Right. Here we go for number three.’ 
 
    ‘You know what they say about that.’ 
 
    ‘I just hope it’s true,’ she said, dialling again. This time it was answered on what could have only been the second ring. ‘Hello, I’m trying to get hold of Richard.’ 
 
    With the engine noise echoing off the surrounding houses and cars, Pete could not hear anything of the reply. 
 
    ‘Oh, sorry. I’ll try there, then. You haven’t got the number handy, have you?’ She snatched her pen from her top pocket and sat with it poised over the still-open notebook on her lap. ‘Great, thanks.’ She began scribbling as the person on the other end spoke rapidly. ‘Got it. Thanks again.’ 
 
    She looked at Pete. ‘You were right.’ 
 
    The road widened in front of them, the houses now having gardens instead of opening directly onto the street. ‘What about?’ 
 
    ‘Third time lucky, she grinned. ‘And about him working in a clothes shop. Not M&S, though,’ she added as he slowed and flicked on the indicator for a left turn. 
 
    The gentle down-slope became a steeper upward gradient. 
 
    ‘We drove past it a couple of minutes ago,’ she expanded. ‘In the market place. A little independent that’s been there for years, called Harriet’s.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent,’ he nodded. ‘That’s our next stop, then, after we see if the good neighbour’s at home.’ He turned right, the slope switching back to a downward one, the short dead-end street lined with bungalows, each with its own steeply angled driveway. ‘And this is damn near perfect,’ he added. ‘If the people down here don’t know what’s going on, on their own street, they’ve got to be deaf and blind.’ 
 
    ‘So, how come it’s only the one neighbour we know about after all the hell Keith McBride put his wife through?’ Jill countered. 
 
    ‘They say ignorance is bliss,’ Pete reminded her, slowing the car to stop outside one of the homes about half way down on the left.  
 
    ‘Sad, but true.’ 
 
    They climbed out of the car and walked up the short brick-paved drive. Pete rang the bell. 
 
    A couple of doors down on the other side of the road, an old man looked up from his weeding. ‘They’ll be out at work.’ 
 
    Pete looked across. The old man sat back on his haunches, secateurs in hand, a large rubber bucket at his side. Pete wasn’t going to shout across the street. He started over, Jill following.  
 
    As they approached, the old man struggled to his feet. He was tall and straight, white-haired and darkly tanned. He slipped the secateurs into a pouch on his belt. ‘I wouldn’t have said anything, but I saw the uniform.’ 
 
    ‘I’m glad you did,’ Pete replied. ‘I’m DS Gayle. This is PC Evans. We’re making enquiries about Julie McBride.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, she left ages ago. Good for her, I say. The way that bloke treated her, it was a wonder she stayed with him at all, never mind as long as she did.’ 
 
    ‘So I gather. We’ve got it on record that her neighbour there took her to hospital on one occasion.’ 
 
    ‘Pam? Yes, her and Tony are about the only family on the street prepared to stand up to him. Anyone else, he’d just make their lives hell.’ 
 
    ‘Why doesn’t he with them?’ Jill asked. 
 
    ‘You seen Tony, have you? Big bugger, he is. Nice bloke, but I don’t fancy crossing him, if you know what I mean.’ 
 
    Pete smiled. ‘You didn’t actually see Julie leave, did you?’ 
 
    ‘Well, no, as it happens. Why? Is she missing or something?’ 
 
    ‘Why would you ask that?’ Jill cut in. 
 
    ‘Well, I wouldn’t put anything past him. He’s a bully with a vicious streak.’ 
 
    ‘And you’ve been on the wrong end of it, have you?’ Pete asked. 
 
    ‘Me? No. I keep myself to myself. Stay off the radar.’ 
 
    Pete felt a grin try to break out on his face and fought to suppress it. ‘Often the best way,’ he agreed. ‘So, when will Tony or Pam be home, as a rule?’ 
 
    ‘She gets home about four. He’ll be closer to six.’ 
 
    ‘Right. We’ll come back, then. Thank you, Mr…?’ 
 
    ‘Fellows. Jim Fellows.’ 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘We’ll perhaps see you later, Mr Fellows.’ 
 
    They headed back to the car. ‘We’ll squeeze that shopping trip into the schedule, then, and come back in a bit,’ Pete concluded. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    Richard Ashcroft was a man of medium height with long curly dark blond hair over a round face with big, open eyes and mannerisms that were more than slightly effeminate. 
 
    He looked from Pete to Jill and back again. ‘Am I in trouble, officer?’ 
 
    ‘It’s detective. And I don’t know yet.’ 
 
    ‘Ooh. Tell me more.’ His eyes widened in mock horror.  
 
    ‘I’m DS Gayle. This is PC Evans. Exeter CID. We’re here about Julie Daniels. Or you may know her as Julie McBride.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. I haven’t seen her for ages. What happened to her?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll get to that. First, how would you describe your relationship with her?’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’ He tilted his head to one side, eyes going towards the ceiling before returning to Pete’s. ‘Cordial,’ he said. ‘Nice while it lasted. We enjoyed each other’s company. Had a lot of fun, actually. But what can you do?’ He shrugged expansively. ‘Life moves on, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘How did you get together?’ Jill asked. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow as if she was being presumptuous in her assumption that they had got together, but then relented. ‘By accident, really. She came in to buy several clothes, including a dress. Gorgeous. Suited her perfectly. But a couple of days later she came in again, to return it. She’d decided the neckline was a bit low. I could tell she really liked it, but was uncomfortable, somehow, so I made her a deal. I said she should go out to lunch in it, with me, and if she didn’t feel comfortable wearing it, then I’d give her a full refund and pay for the cleaning myself.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘She kept it.’ He tipped his head in a way that was at the same time self-deprecating but smug. ‘Came back a few days later for some more things. We chatted. We got on well. She started coming in more often, more to chat than to buy. We went out again, just for lunch. It got to be a habit. We held hands in the park. Then one day, we kissed. Just an off-the-cuff thing, really. Neither of us planned it, but it turned into more. And the next time, it led a little further.’ Another expansive shrug. 
 
    ‘So, what ended it?’ Pete asked. 
 
    His mouth twitched. ‘These things run their course, Detective. Not every relationship turns into marriage and kids and a life lived together.’ 
 
    ‘True. But, in this case…?’ Pete pressed as the bell tinkled over the door behind him. 
 
    ‘Different priorities, I suppose. Different expectations.’ 
 
    ‘She wanted it to go further and you didn’t, you mean?’ Jill asked. 
 
    He shot her a contemptuous look and flounced away. ‘Can I help you, ladies?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know if it’s just his wounded pride,’ Jill muttered. ‘But he’s not telling us everything.’ 
 
    Pete grimaced. ‘I’m finding the whole thing a bit unbelievable.’ 
 
    Jill looked up at him sharply. ‘You realise it’s all an act? He’s no more bent than I am.’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘If only from the way he’s been looking at you and at me. The point is, she’s just come out of an abusive relationship. How easy is it going to be for her to be seduced into another one, abusive or not?’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s exactly the point, isn’t it? Of the camp act. It’s disarming. Women feel safe with him. He’s not a threat.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t he? Did you see the way his eyes narrowed when I pushed the subject of how the relationship ended?’ 
 
    ‘So, we need to do a background check on him.’ 
 
    ‘A thorough one.’ Pete started towards the door, nodding briefly to Ashcroft as they passed. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Mrs Taylor?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ She was tall and straight with long, wavy dark hair that reminded him of old Sophia Loren movies. Dressed in shirt and jeans, she appeared to be in her late thirties or early forties. 
 
    ‘I’m DS Gayle. This is PC Evans. We’d like to ask you about Julie McBride, as she was known when she lived here.’ 
 
    Her expression shifted, anger curling her lip. ‘You’d better come in, then.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ Pete nodded as he stepped forward into a narrow hallway that he could see led straight through to a rear kitchen with a small round table and chairs in one corner. 
 
    She led them through, turning left before she reached the kitchen into a long, comfortably furnished sitting room. ‘Have a seat.’ 
 
    ‘What’s he done now?’ she asked when they were all settled. 
 
    ‘We don’t know for sure that he has,’ Pete told her. ‘We’re exploring possibilities at this stage.’ 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. ‘Has something happened to Julie?’ 
 
    Pete took a breath. ‘I’m afraid it has. I don’t know if you’d have seen the news last night.’ 
 
    Shock replaced suspicion on her face. ‘That wasn’t…? That wasn’t Julie?’ 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    ‘Oh, God. Poor woman.’ Then her expression hardened. ‘And you don’t know if it was him? Well, let me tell you: it was. I’d stake my life on it. Evil bastard.’ 
 
    Pete’s lips pressed together. Assumptions like that could be more than dangerous. He was sorely tempted to tell her about McBride’s alibi, but the investigation was in its early stages. He didn’t want to compromise it in any way. ‘What can you tell us about their relationship?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘It was awful. Arguments almost daily. Well, I say arguments – it was only his voice we ever heard. Then, to throw her down the stairs and just go off and leave her like that! Disgusting pig of a… Well, I was going to say “man,” but that would be an insult to you and the rest of mankind. And she was too terrified to even admit what he’d done when the policeman asked her, in case it made things even worse. I told her numerous times to just leave him, but it took an attempt on her life to make her do it, in the end. Because, I’m certain that’s what that hit-and-run was all about. Attempted murder. And now, he’s finally done it.’ She seemed to crumple, as if she was about to weep, but held herself in check. Drew a breath and looked at him squarely again. ‘You are going to arrest him, aren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘As soon as we can built enough evidence, yes,’ Pete confirmed knowing as he said it, it wouldn’t be for her murder. 
 
    ‘Evidence! What more evidence do you need?’ she demanded. 
 
    ‘Enough to convict him. In the meantime, do you know a Richard Ashcroft? Works in a dress shop in the marketplace.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. At least, I know of him. Julie told me they’d got involved. We stayed in touch, you know, after she left Keith. Met up several times in town and so on, until she had to leave. Driven out by Keith McBride. She was really happy at first with Ashcroft, but then she said he got jealous and possessive. She didn’t need any more of that in her life! And then to find out he was married with a daughter! The cheek of the man! It makes you wonder if all men are rats. At least, it would if it weren’t for Tony. He’s kindness personified, bless him. Anyway, she broke it off with Ashcroft as soon as she found that out. She was going to anyway, but that was extra incentive. I think, if it hadn’t been for that one she worked with – what was his name? Dominic? If it hadn’t been for him, I don’t know what she’d have done. Really, I don’t.’ 
 
    ‘But then, she had to leave anyway,’ Jill joined in the conversation for the first time. 
 
    Mrs Taylor’s eyes switched across to her. ‘Yes. For his safety as well as her own. Keith had caught up with her, started hounding her. Making all sorts of threats and trouble, she said.’ She shook her head sadly. ‘Some people have a miserable life, don’t they? And through no fault of their own.’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid we see the worst of humanity on a regular basis in this job,’ Pete told her. ‘But you never get immune to it. That’s why we make every effort to bring people justice and we’re doing exactly that for Julie.’ 
 
    ‘Good. I hope you do.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘I knew there was something not right about him,’ Jill said as soon as they were back in the car. 
 
     ‘Being a love-rat’s not illegal,’ Pete pointed out, pulling away from the kerb.  
 
    ‘No, but being possessive and controlling that early in a relationship that he shouldn’t have been having in the first place makes him a viable suspect,’ she countered. ‘Even if he hasn’t got a record.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough. Next stop, the local nick, then, and see if they’ve got anything useful to add.’ 
 
    ‘She’s really got a downer on Keith McBride, hasn’t she?’ Jill said. ‘Not that I can blame her, but I was surprised you didn’t say anything about his alibi. She sounded to me like she was ready to do something about it.’ 
 
    Pete turned left at the top of the short cul-de-sac, back down the hill towards the town centre. ‘There’s no arguing with someone in that mood,’ he said. ‘You can tell them they’re wrong. You can tell them not to do something. To let us handle it. But they won’t listen, and you’ll lose their support. That’s why I brought up Richard Ashcroft at that point. To let her think there might be an alternative, but to let her believe she thought of it herself.’ 
 
    She shot him an admiring glance. ‘And they say men don’t do subtle.’ 
 
    A box van trundled past the end of the road, going the same way they were as Pete used the gears to slow his approach to the steep junction.  
 
    ‘Between a wife and daughter at home and you and Jane at work, I think I’ve learned the basics.’ 
 
    ‘Shame it hasn’t worked on Dave,’ she retorted. 
 
    ‘You know he only acts that way to wind you up, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘That’s why we play up to him. He’s no Frank Benton. If he was, we’d make his life a misery.’ 
 
    ‘Frank’s not a misogynist. He’s a bully, no matter what your gender.’ 
 
    She laughed briefly. ‘I bet he isn’t now.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’  
 
    Benton, a former DC in their own station, was currently doing a five-year stretch for crimes that Pete and his team had exposed the year before. And ex-coppers, especially bent ones, were not the most popular of inmates. 
 
    ‘Serves him bloody right,’ she added. ‘Same as it would Keith McBride if his neighbours turned on him for what they thought he’d done to Julie.’ 
 
    ‘Except, he’s got an alibi.’ 
 
    ‘He did plenty else that he hasn’t paid for, though. Not that I’m advocating vigilante justice, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ 
 
    ‘It would put us out of a job, if nothing else,’ she grinned. 
 
    ‘Except for catching the vigilantes.’  
 
    ‘Yeah, hadn’t thought of that.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Tavistock police station was in an ancient-looking grey stone building with a castellated top and turrets, mullioned windows and arched doorways. 
 
    Pete parked on the square in front of it and they went in. A big, grey-haired man was at the desk.  
 
    Pete showed his badge. ‘DS Gayle from Exeter. This is PC Evans. We’re here about the Julie Daniels case.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, right. I’ll call the sarge down.’ He picked up the phone at his elbow, dialled and waited briefly. ‘Sarge? DS Gayle’s at the desk. Wants to discuss that murder over in Exeter. Yes. OK.’ He put the receiver down. ‘He’s on the way.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    In a few moments the door to Pete’s left opened and a short, stocky man in a sergeant’s uniform stepped through. ‘DS Gayle?’ 
 
    ‘Call me Pete. This is Jill Evans, one of my team.’ Pete stuck out a hand which the uniformed man shook firmly. 
 
    ‘Come on through.’ 
 
    He led them into a long corridor with several doors off it. His office was around half way along. He moved around behind the desk. ‘I’m Charlie. Take a seat.’ He nodded to the two chairs behind them and sat down. ‘You’re here about Julie McBride?’   
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    He picked a file from the small stack at his elbow. ‘We’ve looked into it from this end, as far as you asked. Here’s what we’ve found.’  
 
    The file was thicker than Pete had expected. Maybe half an inch of papers filled it out as he took it from the darkly tanned, black-haired sergeant. 
 
    ‘There a couple of interesting faces. The sort who’d exchange a favour for another without being too particular, if you know what I mean.’ 
 
    Pete raised an eyebrow. 
 
    ‘Something for you to follow up on, at least, I reckon.’ 
 
    Pete nodded, putting the file on his lap. ‘There’s one other thing I wanted to ask you about.’ 
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘Richard Ashcroft. Does the name mean anything to you?’ 
 
    ‘Ashcroft?’ His dark eyes drifted away. ‘Ashcroft.’ A slight frown furrowed his brow. ‘Vaguely. Hang on, let me check.’ He turned to the computer at his side and tapped in the name. ‘Yes, here we go. A couple of domestic disturbances and a handful of drink-related incidents. Nothing actually criminal. He gets drunk, get a bit rowdy or abusive.  We’ve warned him more than once, sent him off home with a Direction to Leave order. He cleans up his act for a while, but it doesn’t seem to stick in his mind for too long.’ 
 
    ‘So, an inclination to violence,’ Jill observed. 
 
    The sergeant shrugged. ‘When he’s drunk.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Jill keyed her radio as Pete turned into the road where Richard Ashcroft lived. 
 
    ‘Jill Evans for Dave Miles.’ 
 
    They had continued the conversation with the station chief for several more minutes, gathering what information his officers had managed to obtain. The files were now in Pete’s briefcase in the boot of the car. 
 
    The radio hissed in response. ‘Dave Miles. Go ahead.’ 
 
    ‘The boss says, when you’ve finished what you’re doing it’ll be time to get out of here. I’ve told Dick and Jane.’ 
 
    ‘How come I’m always the last to know?’ 
 
    She grinned. ‘Priorities, mate.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, cheers.’ 
 
    Pete pulled up outside one of a row of low-roofed white painted old cottages close to the town centre, the front doors opening straight onto the pavement. 
 
    ‘See you back at the ranch. Out.’ 
 
    Pete stepped out and rang the bell beside the bright blue door. Jill joined him just as the door was being unlocked and the car beeped in response to the remote. 
 
    The woman who opened the door matched Jill in size and light-boned frame. She had large eyes in an innocent face framed by dark hair cut in a jaggedly modern style. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ she asked. 
 
    Pete held up his warrant card. ‘Mrs Ashcroft?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘DS Gayle. This is PC Evans. Could we come in for a moment?’ 
 
    ‘Is… Is everything all right?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    She stood back. ‘What’s this about?’ 
 
    ‘Just routine,’ Pete reassured her, stepping directly into a small sitting room, the furnishings incongruously modern in such an old building.  
 
    Mrs Ashcroft closed the door behind them. ‘Take a seat,’ she offered. ‘Why’ve you come to me? How can I help you?’ 
 
    ‘We speak to everyone who’s connected to the victim in a case like this, however remotely. It helps us build a picture of the circumstances around them. Their lifestyle. Risk factors.’ 
 
    ‘Victim? What’s happened?’ 
 
    ‘There was a death, night before last, in Exeter. Turns out, the victim was from here in Tavistock.’ 
 
    ‘My God! And… I knew them?’ 
 
    ‘No, the connection was through your husband. His job. Can you tell me what you were doing, the night before last, Mrs Ashcroft?’ 
 
    ‘Me?’ 
 
    ‘It’s OK. You’re not a suspect or anything. As I said, we’re just trying to build up as full a picture as we can.’ 
 
    ‘I… We were here. Abby, our little one, she’s not been well. Caught something at school. Nursery.’ She sighed. ‘Poor little mite. She’s been awful with it. Crying shame. And I can’t even get to the hospital with her like that.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you…?’ Jill started. 
 
    ‘Who’s in hospital?’ Pete asked, realising the answer to Jane’s question. 
 
    ‘My mother-in-law.’ 
 
    ‘Are you close to her?’  
 
    She gulped. ‘She’s the only one who understands what I’ve…’ Pausing to drag in a shuddering breath, she continued. ‘What he’s like. She hasn’t got long. Cancer.’ 
 
    ‘Which hospital is she in?’ 
 
    ‘The cottage hospital here in Tavistock. It’s not worth sending her to Plymouth or Exeter. There’s nothing they can do for her. Pallative care, whatever, that’s all. Waiting to die.’ She almost broke down as she said it but managed to keep it together. She drew in a deep breath and wiped at the corners of her eyes. ‘So, anyway, we were looking after Abby Monday night.’ 
 
    ‘How old is she?’ Pete asked. 
 
    ‘Three and a half.’  
 
    Pete smiled. ‘Soon be at school, then. Beautiful age. Big enough to interact, to be building their own personalities, but before they go to school and get spoiled by the other kids.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ She relaxed for the first time since they arrived. ‘You got kids, Inspector?’ 
 
    ‘It’s Sergeant,’ he corrected. ‘Yes. T…’ He stopped, throat clogging as he cut off the automatic mistake. He blinked and took a breath, recovering. His voice was thicker than normal when he continued. ‘A girl. She’s eleven now. Growing up fast. So, you were both here all evening?’ 
 
    ‘Well, Rick went out for a bit. Had to go to the late-night chemist. He wasn’t gone long, though. Oh, and it was his club night.’ 
 
    ‘Club night?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. He goes every week. Not my thing. Too noisy. Networking, he calls it. Maintaining the customer base. Load of rubbish, really. There’s not many middle-aged women there. But it’s only one night,’ she shrugged. ‘He works hard. I don’t grudge him it.’ 
 
    ‘So, a night-club, then? How long is he normally there?’ 
 
    ‘Two or three hours. Closer to three, probably. Abby was well away by then, though.’ 
 
    ‘So, in fact, he was out most of the evening,’ Jill said. 
 
    ‘Well… I suppose so, yes. But he didn’t go until after we put Abby to bed.’ 
 
    ‘And you saw no-one?’ Pete checked. 
 
    ‘No. Who was it that died?’ 
 
    ‘A woman called Julie McBride,’ he said, deliberately using the name she’d used while living here.  
 
    She frowned slightly. ‘The name’s not familiar.’ 
 
    ‘As I said, she knew Richard through the shop, that’s all.’ He stood up. ‘Anyway, thanks for your time, Mrs Ashcroft.’ 
 
    As they headed for the door, Pete turned back. ‘By the way, do you know anyone called Alex?’ 
 
    She paused, looking blank. ‘I don’t think so, no.’ 
 
    Pete took out the copy of the Torquay photofit and showed it to her. ‘Does this man look familiar, at all?’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘No, who is he?’ 
 
    ‘We’re not sure. That’s why we’re asking everyone related to the case.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry. I can’t help you with that, Detective.’ 
 
    ‘No problem.’ Pete shook her hand, her grip weak and limp as Jill opened the front door and stepped out.  
 
    Pete followed, the young woman watching as he unlocked the car and they climbed in. 
 
    ‘Are you all right, boss?’ 
 
    Pete looked across at her. ‘Fine.’ 
 
    He was still raw from the loss of his son, Tommy, but that was to be expected, wasn’t it? It just hit him occasionally when the subject of kids came up, that was all. 
 
    He sat into the car and closed the door. ‘I’ll be fine.’  
 
    ‘So, he’s out for three hours on the night Julie died. More than long enough, after the traffic’s died down for the evening.’ 
 
    ‘Still a bit tight, bearing in mind what was done to her. He’d have had to scope it out before-hand.’ 
 
    ‘OK. But, if he had…’ 
 
    Pete nodded. He could be their man. 
 
    He started the engine and pulled away from the kerb. ‘We’ll need his car reg. And we can get Charlie to check on his alibi with CCTV and at the club.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Standing in front of the team’s white board, back in the squad room at Heavitree Road, Pete glanced at the big clock on the wall at the far end. It was almost a quarter to six, but they had a lot to get through yet before he could go home to Louise and Annie. 
 
    ‘Right, lets see what we’ve got, shall we? Join whatever dots we can and start building a coherent picture.’ 
 
    ‘You hope,’ said Dave. 
 
    ‘I do,’ Pete told him. ‘Because without it, the bastard that did that to Julie Daniels will get away with it.’ 
 
    Dave tipped his head. ‘Sorry. We hope.’ 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘So, what have you got for us?’ 
 
    ‘She married her first husband in 2010, aged 26. He was from Okehampton, originally.’ Dave paused, letting that sink in, knowing that Pete had been born and brought up there, too. 
 
    Pete didn’t bite. It could wait.  
 
    Ben took up the story. ‘He moved to Barnstaple for work, which is where they met. Then she got the promotion to Tavistock. They moved down there and that’s when things started to go wrong for them. Seems he was resentful. She’d got a better job than him. Better pay.’ 
 
    Looking promising, Pete thought. 
 
    ‘He moved to Plymouth when they split. Sideways, job-wise, but a clean break, I suppose.’ He shrugged. ‘No sign of any contact since.’ 
 
    ‘So, where’s he working?’ 
 
    ‘Back in the NHS, at the Derriford. He’s on lates this week, which puts him there until 8.30 pm.’ 
 
    ‘So, he could be at the refuge here by half-nine,’ Jill pointed out. 
 
    ‘Yeah, but why?’ Ben argued. ‘They’ve been split for nearly five years, no sign of anything amiss between them in that time.’ 
 
    ‘Nevertheless,’ Pete said, writing rapidly on the white board. ‘Dotting the i’s and crossing the t’s, do we have an alibi for him?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet, boss. It took some time to get that far.’ 
 
    ‘OK. Check on that in the morning, then. Next?’ 
 
    ‘Terry Thatcher, our builder buddy,’ Jane said. ‘The landlord said he couldn’t be certain for the whole evening. He was busy. But he served him several times so, if he left at all, it wasn’t for long. And he mentioned a couple of people who Terry was talking to, so I checked with them and they confirmed, between them, he was there all evening.’ 
 
    Pete wrote up his name and put a line through it. Alibi established. 
 
    ‘We followed up on his siblings, too,’ Dick said. ‘Five of the eight are female. Of the rest, the younger ones were never that keen on Keith. He was a bully, so they stayed clear of him although he never actually picked on any of them. The one older one, who we said earlier was a lot like Keith, is called Derek. He’s currently in hospital - in the RDE as it turns out. Having an op tomorrow on a broken foot from a rugby match on Sunday.’ 
 
    ‘What position does he play?’ Pete asked. 
 
    ‘Front row.’ 
 
    ‘He’s a big bugger, then. Went in straight from the match, did he?’ 
 
    ‘That, I don’t know. I’ll check.’ He picked up the phone as Pete looked around the rest of the team.  
 
    ‘Any news on the mysterious Alex?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got nothing,’ Jane said. ‘No-one we spoke to recognised his picture or the name.’ 
 
    ‘No joy for us either,’ Dave said. ‘A complete blank. You?’ 
 
    ‘The same,’ Pete admitted as Dick began to speak in a low voice into his phone. 
 
    ‘Maybe we ought to put the picture out to the press again,’ Jane suggested. ‘Without the name as it’s obviously false.’ 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘It couldn’t hurt. I’ll get the guvnor to have a word with his lordship in the morning.’ 
 
    DI Colin Underhill had left for home a few minutes ago and station chief DCI Adam Silverstone would have gone by now, too. He often arrived early in the morning, but he rarely stayed in his office beyond 5.30. 
 
    ‘You still not back on Fast-track’s Christmas card list, then, boss?’ Dave asked with a grin. 
 
    ‘More to the point, he’s not on mine,’ Pete retorted. ‘After he refused to put a watch on my place, knowing Southam was still on the loose and likely to go there. Whoever’s house it was, that was just stupidity as well as bordering on reckless endangerment. Between that and doing practically the same thing at the court house, it’s a wonder he’s still got a job, never mind being still in charge of this place.’ 
 
    ‘I bet his fast-track career’s seriously derailed, though,’ Jane said. 
 
    ‘And you think that’s a good thing?’ Dave demanded. ‘As far as I can see, it just means we’re going to be stuck with him.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ Dick put the phone down and looked up. ‘He was taken into Tavistock hospital by ambulance and transferred directly from there, Sunday evening.’  
 
    ‘Who, Fast-track?’ Dave said quickly. 
 
    ‘Eh? No, Derek Thatcher. What’s Fast-track got to do with anything?’ 
 
    Dave pointed a trigger-finger at him. ‘A question we’ve all been asking for a long time.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Dick.’ Pete turned back to the board. Drawing a line from Terry Thatcher, he added the name Derek and wrote under it, older brother of Terry. Alibi confirmed. ‘Which brings us to Richard Ashcroft.’ 
 
    He updated them as he wrote up what they’d discovered about the overtly camp shop assistant on the board. 
 
    ‘So, at this stage, Ashcroft’s looking like our best bet,’ Dave summarised.  
 
    ‘Apart from any connections McBride might have made while he was inside,’ Jane qualified. 
 
    ‘Exactly,’ Pete agreed. ‘We’ll have to look into that tomorrow as well as confirming Ashcroft’s comings and goings on Monday night. We’ve also got this lot to go through and see if Tavistock have found anything useful for us,’ he added, raising the two files he’d picked up from the station chief over there. ‘And there’s the other possible perpetrators with links to the refuge to check on.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t forget your reading glasses in the morning, then Dick,’ said Dave. ‘You’re going to need ‘em.’ 
 
    ‘Never mind reading glasses, we’re going to need an industrial supply of Optrex before we get done with that lot,’ Dick retorted. ‘Other brands are available.’ 
 
    ‘Are they?’ Ben asked doubtfully. 
 
    ‘I expect so. If not, we’ll just have to get a gallon of witch hazel and dilute it about one in ten in a bucket.’ 
 
    ‘How the hell do you know that?’ Jill demanded. 
 
    ‘I’ve told you before, I’m old and wise,’ Dick told her. 
 
    ‘Well, I don’t know if I’m wise, but I do know I’ve got a daughter who needs as much attention as I can give her,’ Pete said. ‘So, I’m going to spend the evening with her and her mum rather than you lot.’  
 
    He wasn’t going to let Annie down like he had Tommy. No way. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    Her little face was set and determined as she stood there in the doorway, hands on her hips. If this was the first sign of recovery from the trauma of her attempted abduction by Steve Southam, then Pete could not be anything but glad of it, but he could not sanction what she was demanding. 
 
    ‘Because it’s not safe,’ Louise told her before he could respond. 
 
    ‘Your mum’s right,’ he joined in, setting his mug on the table beside his plate. ‘No matter how grown-up you are, you’re not walking to and from school on your own.’ 
 
    ‘You keep telling me I’m safe now.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ he said. He had told her that - he didn’t know how many times over the past sixty-odd days and nights – whenever she got into a panic or woke from a nightmare. ‘And it’s true. Him and his brother both died in that crash. But that doesn’t make it safe out there. There’s all sorts of odd-balls and perverts about, and you never know where.’ 
 
    Her nose wrinkled in disbelief. ‘There can’t be that many weirdo’s in the world. If there were, it would be normal and no-one would think it was weird and needed doing something about. And Mr Burton’s in prison.’ 
 
    Pete couldn’t help grinning. She might be traumatised, scared of her own shadow most of the time for the past two months, but she was still as bright as a button. He looked at Louise. ‘Help me out here, will you? I can’t argue with feminine logic.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not feminine,’ Annie said. ‘It’s just logic.’ 
 
    ‘Logic, it might be,’ Louise told her. ‘But human nature isn’t governed by logic, not unless you’re Mr Spock.’ 
 
    ‘Mr who?’ she frowned. 
 
    ‘Spock. Star-trek.’ 
 
    ‘OK, you might be too young for that reference,’ Pete admitted. ‘He was an alien, of a race that had no feelings. Their lives were governed purely by logic. And you’re mum’s right. Trust me – I see it every day. People are all about emotional responses, personal needs and urges and, these days, a lack of any sense of responsibility. All too often, logic doesn’t come into it. We’re living in an “I want,” society. If they want something and they can’t buy it, they go out and take it.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that got to do with me walking home from school?’ 
 
    ‘Everything. It means it’s not safe enough for us to allow it.’ 
 
     Her face crumpled. ‘Oh, you just don’t want me to have a life at all,’ she cried and ran out of the kitchen. 
 
    ‘Annie,’ he called, but her feet thundered up the stairs and her bedroom door slammed. They heard the impact of her body on her bed above their heads. 
 
    He looked at Louise. ‘What are we going to do with her?’ 
 
    She reached out and took his hand. ‘It’s too late for neutering,’ she said with a smile. ‘We’ve just got to weather the storm, hold firm and help her through as best we can.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘He was lying to his wife,’ Jane announced. ‘White Mini.’ She quoted the registration. ‘Seen on CCTV on Monday evening – 7.38 to be precise. Guess where?’ 
 
    ‘This isn’t a quiz show,’ Pete said. 
 
    ‘Queen Street, here in Exeter.’ 
 
    Dave gave a bark of laughter. ‘It had to be, didn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘He might give that impression,’ Pete said. ‘But it’s all an act. So, we’ve got him in Exeter on the night in question? Nice one, Mrs Bennett.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s see him wriggle out of that,’ Jill said. ‘Does this mean another trip to Tavistock?’ 
 
    ‘Just to question him?’ Pete shook his head. ‘Not when Charlie’s there and able.’ 
 
    ‘Charlie?’ asked Dick. 
 
    ‘Station chief. Sergeant Charlie Featherstone.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ Dick nodded. 
 
    ‘I’ll give him a call and give him the good news.’ He was reaching for his phone when it rang under his hand. He picked it up. ‘Exeter CID. DS Gayle speaking.’ 
 
    ‘This is Andy Cole, Cumbria traffic squad. We’ve picked up the black BMW you’ve got an alert out on. Keith McBride’s car.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent. We need to talk to him fairly urgently.’ 
 
    ‘Well, we can’t help you with that, I’m afraid.’ 
 
    A heavy feeling settled in Pete’s stomach. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Because it wasn’t him driving. It was Joshua Parkinson.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s he?’ 
 
    ‘We thought you might have the answer to that. All I can tell you is, he’s got a record. Came out just over a year ago after twenty months of a three-year sentence for aggravated burglary.’ 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    ‘Shit.’ Pete was both stunned and confused. ‘What hell was he doing driving Keith McBride’s car?’ 
 
    ‘He says McBride lent it to him for a fortnight. Said he wouldn’t be needing it, so Joshua could borrow it. He’s on the insurance, so it’s all above board in that sense.’ 
 
    ‘So, where’s McBride?’ 
 
    ‘Dunno. He didn’t say. We just got the alert on the car, so stopped it and checked the occupant and documents.’ 
 
    Pete didn’t want to repeat himself, but the word swept through his mind again – Shit! ‘A single occupant, then?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘Which leaves Keith McBride, parolee, AWOL.’ 
 
    ‘Ooh. He’s on his way back inside, then.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. When we find him. Did this Josh Parkinson give you an address?’ 
 
    ‘He’s staying at the Fairlawn Hotel in Ambleside until next Monday.’ 
 
    Fairlawn? ‘Hold on.’ Pete opened his notebook and flipped back a few pages. ‘Yes. Here we go. That was where McBride told his parole officer he was going to be staying for a fortnight, as of a week last Friday.’ 
 
    ‘That’s handy, then. Do you want us to go and check on him? On behalf of the parole office, as it were?’ 
 
    ‘I think it might be worthwhile. Something sounds off. He’s registered at the parole office there in Carlisle. But, why would he say he wouldn’t be needing the car while he was there? If he’s staying in Ambleside, he’d need some way of getting to Carlisle, apart from anything else. And you don’t go to the Lake District and not need a car, do you?’ 
 
    ‘Except, maybe, on a stag do.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it would definitely be worthwhile going to have a chat with Mr McBride, if you would.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll let you know what he has to say for himself.’  
 
    ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    Pete put the phone down, still not entirely recovered from the shock. He looked up to see Jane and Dave staring at him, waiting for an explanation of what they’d heard. 
 
    He wasn’t sure he could give them one, but one thing was for sure. ‘I think I might be able to see your camp couturier and raise you one dodgy mechanic, Jane. Keith McBride’s car was stopped in Cumbria this morning. And it wasn’t him driving it.’ 
 
    ‘Nice one,’ Dave declared. ‘So, who was it?’ 
 
    ‘Joshua Parkinson, former resident at Her Majesty’s pleasure.’ 
 
    Jane picked up her phone and dialled. ‘We need a national alert out now on Keith McBride,’ she said. 
 
    Pete nodded his thanks as Dick started tapping his keyboard. 
 
    It took only a moment. Dick looked up from his screen. ‘He got three years for aggravated burglary. Spent what he did of it in Horfield.’ 
 
    ‘Well, there’s a coincidence,’ said Dave. 
 
    ‘Maybe they’re boyfriend and boyfriend,’ Jill suggested. 
 
    Dave gave her a sideways look. ‘And I thought you were the sensitive one here.’ 
 
    She shrugged. ‘Just saying.’ 
 
    ‘It seems unlikely, Keith being a married man. At least, a formerly married one. But you never know,’ Pete picked up the phone and dialled. 
 
    It was answered in a couple of rings. ‘Custody suite.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry. I thought I’d dialled the Heavitree Road Hilton. Hello, Bob. Can you find me a number for Horfield prison in Bristol?’ 
 
    ‘Some people use it as that,’ the duty sergeant retorted. ‘Same as some use it as a telephone exchange.’ 
 
    ‘If you want to put me through as well, I won’t complain.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t push it. Hang on.’ Pete heard the tapping of keys. ‘Here we go.’ Pete wrote down the number as he read it out. ‘Anything else I can help Sir with today?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so, but I’m making no promises.’ 
 
    Bob chuckled. ‘See you later.’ 
 
    Pete ended the call and dialled the number Bob had given him. 
 
    ‘Horfield. How can I help?’ 
 
    ‘This is DS Gayle, Exeter CID. I’m phoning regarding a recent former inmate of yours, Joshua Parkinson.’ 
 
    ‘I see. What about him?’ 
 
    ‘Can you tell me if he had any connection with another former inmate, Keith McBride?’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. It’s been a while. I think they might have been on the same wing, but... Ah, here we go. In fact, they shared a cell for a couple of months, until Parkinson left us. And, according to our records, they stayed in touch afterwards. Parkinson called McBride two or three times while McBride was still here.’ 
 
    ‘Is that so? That’s very interesting. Thanks.’ 
 
    ‘I take it from your tone we might be seeing one or both of them again, soon.’ 
 
    ‘Watch this space.’ 
 
    Dick picked up his coffee as Pete put the phone down. ‘So, after all that excitement, we’ve still got two possible suspects,’ he said. 
 
    ‘It’s better than none,’ Dave pointed out as he took a swig. 
 
    ‘And narrowing them down to one’s what you get paid the big bucks for,’ Jill said. 
 
    Dick spluttered, almost spraying the desks. He swallowed with obvious difficulty. ‘Jesus, Titch! You could do an old man some serious damage like that.’ 
 
    ‘I think he means don’t take the piss,’ Dave explained, dead-pan. 
 
    Ben was grinning broadly. ‘How do you do that?’ he asked Dave. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Keep a straight face like that.’ 
 
    ‘Years of practice in interview rooms.’ 
 
    ‘Talking of which, I’d best call Tavistock nick,’ Pete said, picking up his phone. 
 
    * 
 
    Pete looked up from his notebook. 
 
    ‘What?’ Dave asked. 
 
    ‘Was that an earthquake or your stomach?’  
 
    ‘It’s complaining about the lack of solid input for far too long.’ 
 
    Pete checked his watch and grunted. It was almost 1.30. ‘Time flies when you’re having fun. At least, that’s the rumour. OK, let’s have a break, re-fuel and get back to it refreshed and re-energised.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll go with that,’ said Dick, putting his pen down. ‘Are we in time for breakfast?’ 
 
    He was referring to the police canteen’s most popular dish, the supreme fry-up, Pete knew. ‘No chance,’ he said. ‘Beef curry for you, mate.’ 
 
    Jane chuckled. ‘And if you aren’t grey before that, you will be after.’ 
 
    ‘No bloody way. I’ll be off down the chippy if that’s the case. Bloody place will stink of it.’ 
 
    Pete grinned. ‘Some detective you are. It’s beef pie. Otherwise you’d have smelled it long since.’ 
 
    As they all stood up to leave, his desk phone rang. He nodded for the others to carry on as he paused to take the internal call. 
 
    ‘Gayle.’ 
 
    ‘It’s Jack on the front desk. I’ve got an Andy Cole on the line for you again.’ 
 
    Pete blinked. ‘OK. Put him through, Jack.’ 
 
    A click sounded on the line, then the northern accent of the man he’d spoken to earlier. ‘DS Gayle?’ 
 
    ‘It’s Pete. Hello, Andy. What can I do for you?’ 
 
    ‘T’other way round. We’ve been to Ambleside. Spoken to Josh Parkinson and to the B&B owner. Parkinson’s on his own up here. McBride’s not in the Lake District at all. Didn’t come up here.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    Pete took a moment to absorb that. ‘Didn’t come up there? So, where the hell is he?’ 
 
    ‘No idea, mate.’ 
 
    Pete shook his head. ‘No, I didn’t mean… Wait a minute. He’s registered at the Carlisle parole office. Who’s been signing in for him?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. That’s something Parkinson didn’t mention.’ 
 
    ‘He seems a likely candidate, though.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t he? Which would make him guilty of aiding and abetting a fugitive.’ 
 
    ‘Conspiracy to commit murder, too. It might be worth taking a copy of each of their mug-shots and seeing which one, if either, they recognise.’ 
 
    ‘Aye. And now he knows we’re after him, it’d want doing sooner rather than later. I’ll get the local nick to pull him in on suspicion while I check.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve still got the alert out on the car,’ Pete said. ‘ANPR would pick it up pretty quick if he decided to leg it.’ 
 
    ‘True. Wouldn’t stop him warning the other bloke, though.’ 
 
    Pete grimaced. ‘He’s probably done that already, if he was going to.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. I’ll call you back when I’ve got anything.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, mate.’ 
 
    Pete put the phone down with curiosity burning in his mind. He woke up his computer with a waggle of the mouse and brought up the two mug-shots he’d mentioned to the northern man. 
 
    He knew McBride’s face already, of course – it was over there on the white board - but it did no harm to have it right there for comparison.  
 
    Leaving aside the fine details, their descriptions were very similar, he saw. Their heights were within an inch of each other and they were the same build, according to the stats quoted beneath them. Both had short brown hair and brown eyes. Anyone who didn’t have a picture in front of them would be hard-pressed to know which was which. 
 
    Would a busy parole officer bother to call up the picture of the man who had come in, saying he was Keith McBride, parolee from Devon, there on a fortnight’s R&R? Especially if the man timed it right - just before lunch or knocking-off time. It could well be a case of, ‘I’ll see to that later.’ And by the time “later” came around, how much notice would he or she take? 
 
    And, if they had spotted the difference, Parkinson could have been long gone and McBride could have been anywhere by then. It was a near-perfect plan for a man who wanted to disappear or to go somewhere he wasn’t supposed to without being detected. 
 
    Like to Exeter, for example, where the mysterious Alex might well have tracked Julie Daniels to. 
 
    Either way, McBride was on the run and potentially dangerous. 
 
    Pete didn’t have time for lunch. Instead, he picked up the phone and dialled quickly. ‘Sergeant Featherstone, please. This is DS Gayle, Exeter CID.’ 
 
    ‘Pete. What can I do for you?’ The Tavistock station chief’s voice came moments later. 
 
    ‘We’ve got a problem.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘What’s this all about?’  
 
    Parkinson was starting as he meant to go on: belligerent and confrontational. He’d spent the night in the cells of Heavitree Road station after a seven-and-a-half-hour trip from Cumbria in the back of a prison transport van.  
 
    Pete sat down across the table from him in Interview One, set his steaming coffee on the table and pressed the red button on the digital recording equipment. ‘I’m sure that’s already been explained to you more than once, Mr Parkinson. But, for the record, you’ve been arrested on suspicion of aiding and abetting a fugitive and conspiracy to commit murder.’  
 
    ‘Bollocks,’ the man sneered. ‘I don’t know nothing about no murder.’ 
 
    His west-country accent was harsher than Pete’s own, originating further north and east in Somerset – the city of Wells, to be exact, Pete saw in the file he’d placed on the desk between them, although he’d lived in Plymouth for the past nine years, apart from when he was inside. 
 
    Pete pursed his lips as he slid the case file out from under Parkinson’s personal file. This man knew the system and how to play it. The best option, then, might be to try to throw him off his game - to confuse him with an unorthodox approach. ‘Have you ever heard of the double-negative principle?’ 
 
    ‘Eh?’ 
 
    ‘It says that two negatives make a positive. In this case, you don’t know nothing means you do know something.’ 
 
    ‘Crap.’ Parkinson’s frown suggested Pete’s tactic was working - at least as far as confusing him. ‘Clever talk don’t change the facts. And the fact is, I ain’t done no murder.’ 
 
    ‘My point exactly. But I didn’t say you’d done it - just that you were involved in planning it.’ 
 
    ‘And that ain’t true, either.’ 
 
    ‘You want to talk about facts,’ Pete said, flipping open the case file. ‘Fact: the murder was committed.’ He selected a crime scene photo and slid it across to face the man. Saw him glance down in spite of himself, a flash of disgust showing briefly on his face. ‘Fact: you were part of organising it, knowingly or otherwise. Fact: you’ve been identified as the man who impersonated a felon in Carlisle in order to allow him to evade the parole office. Fact: his licence is automatically revoked and you’ll be staying at her majesty’s convenience until a judge gets round to you about aiding and abetting a known felon in the commission of a crime.’ 
 
    ‘All I did was have an ‘oliday that a mate gave me ‘cause he couldn’t go. What he did in the meantime’s nothing to do with me. If you think it is, you’d best prove it.’ 
 
    Pete shook his head. ‘What I don’t understand is how a bloke like you – I mean, you’ve been round the block. You know how things work – gets tied up in something like this. Something like that,’ he emphasised, indicating the photo on the desk in front of Parkinson. ‘What’s he got on you? It’s not like you’re on licence anymore. You couldn’t be recalled for breaching parole like he’s going to be.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, good luck with that,’ Parkinson snorted. ‘You’ve got to find him first, haven’t you?’ 
 
    And Parkinson hadn’t helped them with that, as Pete had hoped he might, by phoning McBride after the Cumbrian police contacted him. They’d checked both his mobile phone records and those of the land-line in the Ambleside B&B. 
 
    ‘Oh, we’ll find him,’ he said. ‘These days, we’ve got facial recognition software, CCTV cameras everywhere, ANPR to track his vehicle… How do you think we found you?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but that’s me, isn’t it? In his car, which you already knew the details of.’ 
 
    ‘Well, he’s not in Tavistock so he’s got to have, or have had, a vehicle of some kind. Whether he borrowed it from work or from a mate or nicked it, we’ll soon identify it and track it down. And he’s left you behind as a right patsy, hasn’t he? He obviously didn’t give a damn about you being caught. Being arrested. Being charged. All part of the plan, wasn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘What plan?’ he sneered. But Pete had seen the flash of anger in his eyes. ‘There weren’t no plan.’ 
 
    Pete grinned. ‘Not that you were in on, maybe, but there was a plan: you can bet on that. A carefully laid out and implemented one that leaves you in the shit up to your eyebrows and him free and clear to do whatever he wants. Including murder.’ 
 
    ‘What, his ex? Don’t expect no sympathy from me for her. She deserved whatever she got, I reckon.’ 
 
    ‘So, you were in on it.’ 
 
    He sat back, shaking his head quickly. ‘I didn’t say that. That’s putting words in my mouth, that is. I’ll have my lawyer now, if that’s the case.’ 
 
    ‘It isn’t. I’m just pointing out how the jury’s going to see things if we take it that far. You’re entitled to a solicitor anytime you want. You know that. Or you could try making a deal to get yourself out from under what McBride’s dropped you in.’ 
 
    A twinkle of greed showed in the man’s dark eyes. ‘Keep going.’ 
 
    ‘I’m just saying… Any help you might be able to give will be taken into account when we get to dealing with you.’ 
 
    ‘How? You say you’ve got proof of me going into that parole office up north. Not that I’m admitting it.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but that’s a minor offence, isn’t it? If we only took it that far, you’d get off with a slap on the wrist, even with your record. Whereas, if we decided to close the book on this and throw it at you because you were the only target we had, that’d be life. No excuses or exceptions. And the state that body was found in – what had been done to her – there’d be no parole at the end of it. No way. So, anything you can do to lighten the load on you’s got to be good, hasn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Except you’re leaving me with two ways of going back inside – as a stone-cold killer or as a grass. And the second one gets hell on earth followed by a shiv in the kidneys.’ 
 
    ‘Then, take option three. Like I said, a minor offence that wouldn’t send you down at all. And if that goes through the court before McBride gets there – well, you can’t be tried twice for the same offence, can you?’ 
 
    Which was no longer strictly true, of course, but did Parkinson know that? 
 
    Again, that glint of avarice showed in his eyes, but he still wasn’t ready, Pete saw. ‘Think about it. He’s set you up already. What makes you think he won’t again? He’s probably got himself an alibi all neatly arranged, giving you his car and a get-away strategy that sadly didn’t work as it was “planned,”’ Pete waggled his fingers to emphasise the quotation marks in the air. ‘His main idea from the outset was to claim you’re the perpetrator. I can see it clear as a bell. “It wasn’t me, Your Honour. I was somewhere else. Here’s the proof. It must have been Parkinson. He’s set me up. He never liked me when we were inside together. Had a grudge of some kind.” Eh?’ 
 
    The sneer was back on Parkinson’s face. ‘There wasn’t no grudge. Anybody in there would tell you. We was mates.’ He raised two fingers, tight together. ‘Like that, we was.’ 
 
    ‘You thought,’ Pete said. ‘Now, what do you think? Now you know better?’ 
 
    ‘You’re just trying to drive a wedge. What is it? Divide and conquer?’ 
 
    Pete nodded, grinning. ‘You’re not as dumb as you look, are you, Josh? Except it’s not me dividing you. It’s Keith McBride conning you. And you know it, deep down. All you’ve got to do is admit it to yourself. I mean, what’s this crap about him booking himself a holiday and then not being able to take it? How likely is that? And then lending you his car to go with it? Surely, you must have thought that was too good to be true, even before the bit about popping into Carlisle to tell them you were him?’ 
 
    ‘Why? He couldn’t go nowhere. What did he need a car for?’ 
 
    ‘To get to the parole office in Plymouth,’ Pete suggested. ‘It’d be a long walk from Tavistock.’ 
 
    ‘There’s busses. And he’d get a pass on them, as a parolee. Free transport. Saves paying petrol and parking, doesn’t it?’  
 
    ‘So, why would he need you to go to the Carlisle one? And I suppose he booked that holiday without realising he wouldn’t be allowed to go, is that it?’ 
 
    ‘We all make mistakes. The excitement of getting out and all that. Just ran away with himself, didn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes,’ Pete nodded. ‘He certainly did that. And left you behind as a rag to clean up the mess with.’ 
 
    ‘That ain’t what I meant, and you know it.’ 
 
    ‘True, though, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ The man’s hands slapped the table, his voice raised for the first time in the interview. 
 
    Pete was getting to him. ‘You know what they’re going to call you, don’t you? Patsy Parkinson.’ He nodded. ‘Got a nice ring to it, hasn’t it? Where’s your respect going to be with that as a nickname? Down the bloody bog, that’s where.’ 
 
    ‘Well, fuck you.’ 
 
    ‘No, fuck you, Josh. That’s what McBride’s done. Admit it – to yourself, if not to me. And look what he’s set you up for.’ He pointed at the photo of Julie’s dead body laid out on a white evidence sheet on the grass across from the women’s shelter. ‘There’s plenty more here,’ he said, watching the man carefully. ‘See how she was hung up like a piece of meat?’ He saw Parkinson’s eyelids flicker, pushed another picture across. ‘How her hair was burned off her head?’ Switching to the post-mortem pictures, under the harsh lights of the mortuary, he picked them carefully, selecting close-ups, showing him only the goriest ones. ‘There were bruises, broken bones. She’d have died from the beating if he hadn’t hung her up like he did.’ He wasn’t going to reveal the true cause of death. If Parkinson knew that, he’d got him. 
 
    Parkinson looked up, their eyes meeting, and there was something there that Pete couldn’t read: something at the same time closed off and completely alive. As if he’d… ‘Enjoy them, did you?’ he demanded. ‘Reliving old memories?’ 
 
    The man’s expression snapped shut. ‘Don’t know what you mean.’ 
 
    He was a burglar. A violent, knife-wielding house-breaker. Was this a fantasy of his – rape and murder? Something he aspired to, but didn’t have the guts for? Or did he, and he just hadn’t been caught yet?’ 
 
    ‘I can see I’m going to have to look into your background a lot deeper, Josh. See where you’ve been and what’s been going on there, over the years. See what history I can dig up on you that’s not in your file.’ 
 
    Parkinson leaned forward, eyes locked with Pete’s as he placed his forearms on the table to either side of the photos. ‘You won’t prove nothing.’ 
 
    Pete leaned forward too, their noses only inches from each other. ‘I won’t need to. Forensics will do that.’ 
 
    Straightening up, he reached for the switch on the recording equipment. ‘Interview terminated at…’ He checked his watch, raising an eyebrow. ‘Nine forty-six.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Electoral roles, DVLA, phone books – whatever it takes. I want to know where Josh Parkinson was over the past ten years,’ Pete announced as he stepped back into the squad room. ‘We can exclude when he was inside, but every bit of the rest. And include any times he came out on licence or was in open prison, pending release.’ 
 
    ‘Do we take it you two didn’t see entirely eye-to-eye?’ Dave asked. 
 
    ‘He didn’t react the way I’d have expected him to if he wasn’t involved.’ 
 
    ‘Well, we know he was,’ Jane pointed out. 
 
    ‘Yes, but we didn’t know for sure if it was consciously or not.’ 
 
    ‘Do we now?’ 
 
    ‘We can suspect, but we still can’t prove it. That’s why I want those checks done. There’s something about him that’s not right and I want to know what it is.’ 
 
    ‘He’s had three terms at Her Majesty’s leisure,’ Dick announced. ‘Two of them in the last ten years. The one that ended a year ago. Before that, he did a year and half of a three and half year stretch for burglary and assault. He went into a house in Bristol, where he was living at the time, and found someone at home that he wasn’t expecting. The woman woke up and screamed so he decided he had to shut her up. Beat her pretty badly. She was in hospital for nineteen days with a couple of broken bones and a lot of bruising – face, hands, chest and legs. Then, eleven years ago…’ 
 
    ‘Hang on,’ Pete interrupted. ‘Bruising on her legs?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘Where, exactly?’ 
 
    Dick paused, looking up at him. ‘Are you thinking what I think you’re thinking?’ He focussed on his screen, scrolling down. ‘Here we go. Evidence photos. Bruises show on her thighs and shins. The ones on the shins are hard, sharply defined. Like he kicked her. The ones on the thighs less so.’ 
 
    ‘But no signs of rape?’ 
 
    ‘Not that it mentions, no. And no charge was laid.’ 
 
    ‘OK. What was the other case you were going to tell us about?’ 
 
    ‘Eleven years ago. He was 33. B&E. He’d tossed the place. Got away with a DVD recorder, a video camera, some cash and credit cards. He was caught trying to use one of the cards. It was put down as drug-related - financing a habit. He got six months.’ 
 
    ‘Any other drug charges or arrests?’ 
 
    Dick checked the screen. ‘Nope.’ 
 
    Pete tipped his head. Was about to speak when his desk phone rang. He picked it up. ‘DS Gayle.’ 
 
    ‘Pete. It’s Charlie in Tavistock. I’ve just been talking to your buddy Richard Ashcroft again.’ 
 
    ‘What did he have to say for himself?’ 
 
    ‘He admitted being in Exeter that evening. Said he came over there to get a present for his wife. Bit of late-night shopping. They’d been going through a bad patch and he wanted to make it up to her. Get her a little something. He showed me the receipt. His little something was eighty-five quid’s worth.’ 
 
    ‘On a shop-worker’s salary? That’s more than a little.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, turns out he’s a bit more than a shop worker. He’s part-owner, too. With his sister. He said they’d been having a tough time, business-wise. He hasn’t been coping too well. Been taking it out on the Mrs and wanted to make it up to her.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing to do with having it away with the customers, then?’ 
 
    ‘He doesn’t reckon she knows anything about that. Nor does his sister, he said. And she confirmed that. The sister, I mean.’ 
 
    ‘And you checked with the wife that he gave her whatever it was?’ 
 
    ‘Yep. Jewellery. She said she was shocked but expecting to pay for it somehow.’ 
 
    ‘Payment in bruises, you mean?’ 
 
    ‘That’s the impression I got,’ the other man admitted. ‘But what can you do? I mean, we can arrest him but, if she refuses to testify, we’re stuck. No case to answer and it’ll only make things worse for her.’ 
 
    ‘But, if she does testify and he’s convicted, it means an automatic order banning him from contact with her.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but who’s going to make sure he obeys it? How many cases have you seen where they’ve been breached and the victim’s left in a worse state than ever? Killed, even.’ 
 
    Pete sighed. That was exactly why he’d said what he had to Marion Hunt at the shelter. ‘I know what you mean, but we can’t leave things as they are, can we?’ 
 
    ‘None of us want to but, at the end of the day, what choice have we got?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. So, basically, he’s got an excuse but not an alibi.’ 
 
    ‘That’s about the size of it.’ 
 
    ‘OK. Thanks, Charlie.’ 
 
    He put the phone down feeling depressed and frustrated. 
 
    ‘Ashcroft, boss?’ Jill asked. 
 
    Pete blinked and glanced across. ‘That’s right. He admits to being in Exeter on the evening Julie was killed. His excuse was a bit of late-night shopping for his wife.’ 
 
    ‘Best see if we can find out what time he was here ‘til, then, hadn’t we?’ Dave suggested. 
 
    ‘Graham might be able to help you with that,’ Pete replied. 
 
    ‘And in the meantime, we’ve still got two likely suspects. At least,’ Dick summarised. ‘I wonder if there’s any direct link between Ashcroft and McBride?’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    ‘Jesus! You get more devious by the day,’ Jill declared. 
 
    Dick winked. ‘I didn’t get to be this old on good looks alone.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, right. That’s a twist too far, though, surely?’ 
 
    ‘No further than we were starting to suspect with Parkinson,’ Pete pointed out. ‘It needs checking out at least. It’s a small town. They’re similar ages. Different approaches but the same basic opinion of women.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but…’ She shrugged. ‘I just thought, one being as camp as John Inman, the other as butch as Cassidy, they’d be unlikely… Well, you know.’ 
 
    ‘Bedfellows?’ Dave suggested. 
 
    Jill screwed up her face. ‘Do you have to?’ 
 
    ‘It was what you were thinking, wasn’t it?’ he grinned. 
 
    ‘It was what I was trying very hard not to think about.’ 
 
    ‘You often get one butch, one femme in a same-sex relationship,’ Ben said straight-faced. ‘Male or female.’ 
 
    ‘So, what’s the point?’ Dick asked. ‘I mean, if you’re going that far, why not the rest of the way?’ 
 
    ‘There’s nowt so queer as folk,’ Dave quoted. ‘Especially queer ones.’ 
 
    ‘Go sit in a darkened room with Graham,’ Jill told him. 
 
    ‘I’m safe with Graham,’ Dave retorted. ‘He’s married.’ 
 
    ‘So was Elton John,’ Jane pointed out. 
 
    Dave turned on her quickly. ‘There’s no need for you to join in.’ 
 
    ‘There is a need to see what that CCTV can tell us, though,’ Pete said. 
 
    ‘Right. Off I go then. With cramp in my bum-cheeks.’ 
 
    Jane laughed and slapped his backside as he stood up. ‘You love it really. That’s why you ride a bike, isn’t it? All that power vibrating between your legs.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t even start him in that direction,’ Jill protested. 
 
    Dave turned to her. ‘Oh, I’ve…’ 
 
    ‘Stop,’ Jane snapped. ‘Do not pass go. Just go, before you get into more trouble than you can dig yourself out of.’ 
 
    Dave snapped her a salute and headed for the door. He stopped in the open doorway and turned back, a grin on his face. 
 
    ‘Don’t,’ Jane said, raising a finger. 
 
    When he was gone, she looked at Pete. ‘You really think there might be a link?’ 
 
    ‘No, but it would be negligent not to make sure.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Ashcroft was driving south on Western Way at 10.28,’ Dave announced as he re-entered the squad room. 
 
    ‘He must have poked it fairish on the way home, then,’ Dick observed. 
 
    ‘It screws his alibi, though,’ Jill pointed out. ‘It wouldn’t take him five minutes to get there from the refuge at that time of night. And the A30 would be pretty much empty once he got on it.’ 
 
    ‘So, we still can’t exclude him,’ Jane summarised. 
 
    Jill’s lip curled. ‘I never wanted to. There’s something not right about him.’ 
 
    ‘We can’t charge a bloke with being an arse-hole,’ Dick told her. ‘Much as we might like to.’ He looked across at Dave as he took his seat. ‘He did know McBride at school, but they were three years apart. McBride’s the older of the two. Picked on Ashcroft a bit, from what I gathered. I spoke to a few school-mates from both their years. It stopped after a bit. No-one knew why.’ 
 
    ‘Somebody must,’ Pete argued. ‘We need to find them. One or the other must have had a friend who was close enough to know what went on. What about those we already know about for McBride?’ 
 
    Dick nodded. ‘I haven’t got to them yet. Saving the best for last, I suppose. Plus, if they’re such good mates, they’ll be less inclined to talk to us unless we’ve got a starting point.’ 
 
    ‘True. Let’s share them and the garage hands out. The sooner we can get it resolved, the sooner we can move on. And they can’t confer if we hit them all at the same time. We can play them off against each other if we need to.’ He checked the notes on the white board and picked up his phone. The mobile he dialled was picked up on the second ring. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ 
 
    ‘Terry Thatcher?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, what can I do for you?’ His voice sounded hollow and echoey. 
 
    ‘This is DS Gayle of Exeter CID. Just a quick question, if you don’t mind.’ 
 
    ‘Well, this isn’t exactly the best time…’ 
 
    ‘It won’t take a second. It’s just that a new connection’s come up that I’m told you should be able to help me out with. A Richard Ashcroft.’  
 
    ‘Richard Ashcroft? Who’s he?’ 
 
    ‘Apparently, you were at school with him.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t remember the name.’ 
 
    ‘He was about three years behind you. Blond hair. A bit on the camp side.’ 
 
    Silence was the only response for a long moment. Then: ‘Oh, you mean Dickless.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I wouldn’t know his nick-name but he’s married now, with a young daughter.’ 
 
    A grunt. ‘What about him?’ 
 
    ‘I was told something happened between him and Keith McBride a year or so before you left.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know about that.’ 
 
    ‘Everyone else did. They just didn’t know what caused it. But, if you don’t know…’ 
 
    ‘No. Can’t help you, I’m afraid.’ 
 
    ‘Well, thanks for your time.’ Pete put the phone down and had a thought. How old was Charlie Featherstone? He was a local lad. He had to be in his thirties. He picked up the phone again and dialled.  
 
    ‘Police. Sergeant Featherstone speaking.’ 
 
    ‘Charlie. It’s Pete Gayle. Hope you don’t mind me asking but where were you in relation to Keith McBride in school, year-wise?’ 
 
    ‘Two years above. Why?’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’ Pete pursed his lips. ‘You might have been able to answer a question for me, but you’d have left before it happened.’ 
 
    ‘Before what happened?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I’m trying to find out. Something between Keith McBride and Richard Ashcroft.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds unlikely.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what we thought, but we’ve been told different.’ 
 
    ‘Something at school? Let me look into it. I’ll get back to you.’ 
 
    ‘OK. Thanks.’ Pete put the phone down again, this time in tandem with Dick Feeney. He glanced at the man beside him. ‘Anything?’ 
 
    ‘He claims not to know anything about it.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, mine too. Seems unlikely for his two best buddies, but Charlie said he’d look into it from his end. Which leaves me to go to the hospital while you lot carry on ploughing through all those lovely fellers whose exes are current or recent guests on Bicton Place, checking for alibis. And when I come back, we’ll need to get back onto Horfield, see if there’s anyone else McBride might have roped into this. Or conned into it.’ 
 
    He looked up at the board, staring at the mug-shot of Joshua Parkinson. 
 
    There was still something about the man that bothered him – more than the usual feelings engendered by known and unrepentant criminals. Some undercurrent that he couldn’t quite put his finger on, but nevertheless felt in his gut. 
 
    * 
 
    Derek Thatcher was as big as he’d expected. Bigger. Even lying in bed on the surgical ward of the Royal Devon and Exeter hospital, his bulk was obvious. He filled the bed and none of it appeared to be fat. Even his head was big. Dark hair was cut short and bristly, his nose was squashed, his jaw heavy and darkly bristled. His small ears were the only unobtrusive part of him. They worked perfectly well, though. His blue eyes opened as Pete approached the bed, taking on a quizzical look as he failed to recognise the approaching figure. 
 
    ‘Hello,’ Pete said. 
 
    ‘Hello.’ 
 
    ‘I’m DS Gayle, Exeter CID. Much as I don’t like to trouble you at a time like this, I need to ask you a couple of questions.’ 
 
    ‘It was an accident on the field. What’s CID interested for?’ 
 
    Pete shook his head. ‘Not about that. A friend of yours – Keith McBride – seems to have a connection with a person of interest in a case I’m working and, as I can’t currently ask Keith about it, I’m asking anyone else who might be able to shed some light.’ 
 
    ‘A person of interest? You mean a suspect?’ 
 
    Pete tipped his head. ‘It’s too early to confirm that. For now, he’s a person of interest. A bloke called Richard Ashcroft. Sometimes known as Dickless.’ 
 
    Something flickered in Thatcher’s eyes. Recognition? Suspicion? ‘Him connected with Keith? I doubt it.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing to doubt,’ Pete said. ‘It’s been confirmed. All we need is to explain it. As you say, it seems unlikely.’ 
 
    Thatcher frowned, hesitating. ‘I can’t help you with that.’ 
 
    Can’t or won’t? ‘And you a good mate of Keith’s? I’d have thought, if anybody would know, it’d be you.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well. Thoughts and facts don’t always match up, do they?’ 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘As I know all too well, in my job.’ 
 
    ‘There you go, then.’ 
 
    ‘Mind you, as an example, Ashcroft isn’t all he appears to be, is he? I mean, who’d have thought he’d have a wife and kid?’ 
 
    ‘Eh?’ 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘Yep. I spoke to her yesterday.’ 
 
    Thatcher’s mouth pulled down. ‘Well.’ 
 
    ‘So…’ 
 
    ‘He must be one of them bi’s.’ 
 
    Pete’s eyebrows rose. Talk about fitting the facts to the theory. ‘Possible,’ he allowed. ‘But is it relevant?’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean? Are you…?’ 
 
    Pete shrugged, noting how he’d cut off the question before he could voice it. Why would that be? ‘You said it, not me.’ 
 
    ‘I say a lot of things.’ 
 
    ‘And here I thought you’d be the strong and silent type,’ Pete grinned. 
 
    He hesitated again, realising that the obvious retort would contradict himself. 
 
    ‘There,’ Pete said before the man could think of what to say. ‘I was right, after all. But, it’s not you I came to ask about. It was Keith and Ashcroft.’ 
 
    ‘There isn’t…’ He stopped himself again. 
 
    ‘OK. I think you’ve told me all I need. Thanks.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t told you nothing.’ 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘Like I said, you’ve told me all I need.’ 
 
    ‘Hey!’ the big man protested. ‘Don’t you go spreading rumours you can’t back up.’ 
 
    ‘I’m a copper. It’s not in my remit to spread rumours. I just make enquiries based on information received. Thanks again.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Turns out Josh Parkinson’s got quite a history behind him, boss,’ Jane said. ‘I spoke to a couple of the girls at his school in Wells. They both reckoned he was a creep. One said he used to spend far too much time at the bottom of the stairs, trying to pretend he was waiting for someone on the floor above. The other said he took up dance classes at fourteen. He was absolutely useless, didn’t seem interested, but wouldn’t give it up. And the crime stats show there was a spate of washing line knicker nicking when he was fifteen, sixteen. Almost exclusively from girls at his school.’ 
 
    ‘Hardly conclusive. Was he caught?’ 
 
    ‘Not for that, but he was caught peering into a girl’s bedroom. Not by her, but by a passer-by. It wasn’t an offence, as such, back then, but the bloke who nabbed him dragged him around to the front of the house and knocked on the door. Made him explain himself and apologise.’ 
 
    ‘Ooh!’ said Dave. ‘That’d ruin your day in a big way.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t it?’ Dick agreed. 
 
    ‘It ruined more than his day,’ Jane said. ‘Not long after, he moved away. Got a job in Frome and went to live there with his uncle and his family. All quiet for a year or so, but then there were several burglaries. He was caught eventually. As a first offence, he got a suspended sentence, but it seems like he had to move on again. To Bridgewater, this time. Got a job at a garage on the Bristol Road. Again, nothing pops up for a while, but there were a couple of unsolved rapes in the town while he was there.’ 
 
    ‘So, again, nothing probative but it does look suspicious enough to try to follow up further,’ Pete said, glancing across at Parkinson’s mug-shot on the board. 
 
    ‘And then he went to Plymouth. Again, nothing for a year or so, but then things started again. He wasn’t on the radar, of course, coming from a different jurisdiction and the town being full of sailors, but the MO fits, with hindsight. There’s three cases still open over there.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds promising. We’ll have to let the Plymouth nick know about him and get a search warrant organised for his house there ASAP.’ 
 
    ‘So, how did you get on?’ Dave asked. 
 
    Pete blinked. ‘Eh? Oh. Our Derek Thatcher was trying very hard not to say anything that would cast his mate – or himself – in a less than perfect light as far as he’s concerned, but I was getting a strong suspicion that all’s not quite as it seems there.’ 
 
    ‘In what way?’ Jane asked. 
 
    ‘Well, I’ve got no actual evidence yet, but I was starting to wonder if Keith McBride isn’t as staunchly heterosexual as he portrays to the wider world.’ 
 
    Jane laughed. ‘Wouldn’t that be a turn-up for the books!’ 
 
    ‘And it might explain a lot. It’ll bear some looking into, that’s for sure.’ He looked around the table. ‘Anything on any of the other exes from the sanctuary?’ 
 
    ‘Spike and me have eliminated four and found one who’s firmly on the radar,’ Dick told him. 
 
    Pete wasn’t sure whether to be proud or disappointed. Five was a lot of people to get through in a short time, but to find yet another suspect among them only created more work. ‘I thought we were trying to narrow down the suspect pool.’ 
 
    Dick shrugged. ‘Life’s hard and then you die.’ He grimaced. ‘Sorry. Didn’t mean to…’ 
 
    ‘I’ve told you before - I don’t want molly-coddling. What have you got for us?’ 
 
    ‘Georgina Absolom. That’s her re-claimed maiden name. Her married name was Jones.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s one extreme to the other,’ Dave observed. 
 
    ‘Her former husband is one Alan Jones of St Austell. He went on a bit of a rampage when they split up. Attacked one woman who looked like her, raped another then did a runner. He’s yet to be caught so whereabout unknown, but it’s a bit of a coincidence, isn’t it? Especially as Georgina and Julie Daniels are similar height, build and hair colour.’ 
 
    Pete grimaced. ‘So, you reckon he’s taking it out on look-alikes until he can get his hands on the original? Or are we thinking mistaken identity that has to be followed through on once he’s started?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve started so I’ll finish,’ Dave said. 
 
    ‘One thing you ain’t is Mastermind,’ Jane retorted. 
 
    ‘I am what I am and proud of it.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, trouble is, that’s true,’ Jill said. 
 
    ‘What we meant was, he might have made a mistake, but he was in too deep to back off by the time he realised it,’ Dave explained unnecessarily. 
 
    ‘We? Don’t start pulling the rest of us into the hole you’re digging,’ Dick told him.  
 
    ‘Whichever way it turns out, he needs tracking down as a matter of urgency,’ Pete said. ‘If he did this, it’s only a matter of time before he does it again. Who’s on it from the St Austell end?’ 
 
    ‘A DI Coverdale’s the SIO,’ Ben replied.  
 
    ‘I’ll get onto him and then get the warrant organised for Parkinson’s place. Jane, see what you can find out about any gay scene that might exist in Tavistock or where they might go from there. Have we got Jones’ mug-shot, Ben?’ 
 
    ‘Yep. Just downloaded it. It’s on the printer.’ 
 
    Pete went to fetch the two copies Ben had printed. One went into the case file while the other went onto the white board. Pete wrote underneath: Alan Jones. St Austell. Ex-wife resident in shelter, looks like Julie Daniels. He stood back, looking over the board again, taking in everything in a semi-focussed sweep. 
 
    And that’s when it struck him. 
 
    His unfocussed eyes gave a vaguely outlined, drawing-like aspect to the photos stuck up there. And one of them looked very similar to the sketch of the rape suspect from Torquay. He pulled the drawing off the board and held it up next to the mug-shot. Turned to face the team. ‘What do we think?’ 
 
    Jane nodded. ‘Could be.’ 
 
    ‘Could?’ Dave said. ‘That is, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Looks like a match to me,’ Jill agreed. 
 
    ‘Definitely worth checking,’ said Dick while Ben nodded agreement. 
 
    ‘Right. Dave, drop what you’re doing and see if you can find out where he was when the attack took place. We need as firm and verifiable an answer as we can get. Jill, draw us up a photo line-up including him and send it to my computer.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    ‘So, he might be biding his time until he can attack again and get the right target this time.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly,’ Pete agreed. 
 
    ‘We’ll get what we’ve got over to you ASAP then, sergeant.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, sir. I’ll look out for it.’ Pete ended the call. ‘Dick, it’s your turn for the black hole. Take Jones’ mug-shot down and see if Graham can find him on the cameras. The file’s on the way from St Austell so we’ll soon have a car to look for, too, with a bit of luck.’ 
 
    Dick nodded and stood up. 
 
    ‘There you go, boss,’ Jill said, nodding at his computer. 
 
    Pete called up his police e-mail and opened the latest missive, downloaded the attachments and sent them to the printer before emailing them to Tony Buckland in Torquay and picking up the phone again. 
 
    ‘Torbay CID. DC Barnard speaking.’ 
 
    ‘I need to speak to Tony Buckland. This is DS Gayle from Exeter.’ He didn’t bother with the usual qualification that he was at Heavitree Road. The fact that the force HQ was also in Exeter would add weight and urgency to his request. 
 
    ‘Right, sir. One moment.’ The line went silent then was reconnected. 
 
    ‘Buckland.’ 
 
    ‘Tony, I’ve just emailed you a photo line-up including a possible suspect in your rape and our murder case. Can you get it out to your witness and see if they can identify anyone?’ 
 
    ‘What num… Never mind. If I don’t know, I can’t influence the result, can I?’ 
 
    ‘Good man.’  
 
    He might not be the best copper on the force but at least he was thorough and honest. That put him one step up from where he had been in Pete’s books.  
 
    Pete heard the clicking of keys. 
 
    ‘Got it. OK, I’ll take it out myself and get back to you when I’ve got a result.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Tony. Talk to you later.’ 
 
    Pete put the phone down again and rose from his seat, photos in hand. ‘I’m going to see the guvnor.’ 
 
    At the far end of the squad room, he knocked on the half-glass door beneath the big clock. DI Colin Underhill looked up from what he was doing and waved him in. 
 
    Pete entered, closing the door behind him. 
 
    ‘What’s up?’ the big man asked. 
 
    ‘We’ve got a possible break on the Julie Daniels case. New suspect. But I need to run it by her mother in the form of a photo line-up.’ He placed the pictures on the senior man’s desk. 
 
    ‘She lives in Minehead, doesn’t she?’ 
 
    Pete nodded. 
 
    ‘You’ll need permission from Avon and Somerset to go and visit her, then.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I thought. I’ve got the Torquay boys onto checking with their witness, but I think it’d be best coming from me, as far as Mrs Daniels is concerned.’ 
 
    ‘Agreed.’ Colin picked up the phone. ‘It’s only a witness interview, so I don’t see why they’d have a problem with it. And they owe us for that drugs bust we put them onto.’ 
 
    A side-issue from one of Pete’s previous cases had given the adjacent force the chance to shut down a major drug-manufacturing operation the year before. 
 
    ‘Hello? This is DI Underhill from Devon and Cornwall, Exeter. I’ve got a DS here with me who needs to cross into your territory to interview a witness.’ He paused, listening. ‘You don’t? OK. Thanks.’ He put the phone down and thrust his chin at the door behind Pete. ‘Get out of here.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Pete hadn’t got more than two thirds of the way up the sloping path of the neatly maintained post-war semi when the front door opened.  
 
    The man who stood there looked shrunken and wizened beyond his years. His clothes were crumpled, his grey hair unkempt. He could only have been in his early sixties, yet he looked twenty years older as he stared at Pete with dull, haunted eyes. 
 
    ‘Mr Daniels?’ 
 
    He blinked. 
 
    ‘DS Gayle from Exeter. Pete.’ He held up his warrant card as he closed the distance. ‘Thanks for seeing me.’ 
 
    He’d phoned ahead to make sure they were in and were willing to talk to him. 
 
    The man gave a brief jerk of his head. ‘Come in. Second on the left,’ he said, closing the door behind Pete. 
 
    The first door was closed. The next one, just a foot beyond, stood open, facing the steep stair. The only other door off the hallway, again closed, was directly in front of him. Pete turned into a comfortable, old-fashioned sitting room and paused to allow the old man to take his normal chair. 
 
    It turned out to be an arm-chair in the corner behind the door, facing the 1930’s brown-tiled fireplace and the TV on a low cabinet beside it. He sat and nodded to the sofa. ‘Dot’s in the kitchen. She won’t be long.’ 
 
    ‘How are you coping?’ Pete asked as he sat and put the folder he was carrying down beside him. 
 
    A grimace gave him his answer more clearly than any words could. ‘Don’t know, but you’ve got to, haven’t you? What’s this all about? Coming all the way here from Exeter?’ 
 
    ‘I need to ask your wife a couple of questions. Most things, I could have covered over the phone of course, but this needed doing in person.’   
 
      He frowned. ‘Why? It can’t be more bad news.’ 
 
    ‘No. I know it feels… Well, I know how it feels.’ Pete felt suddenly hollow in his chest as his mind went back to the horrific moment when he realised that his son had died. That there would be no rescuing him, no saving him – that he was never going to see him again, never going to make up for all the times he’d been absent as a father or enjoy new moments with the boy as he grew into a man. His ribs refused to move, his body trembling as he fought to retain control. At last, he drew a breath and focussed on the man sitting across from him. ‘I’m…’ He paused, clearing his throat. ‘I’m not going to put you through any more distress or delays than I have to.’ 
 
    He saw the realisation dawn in the older man’s eyes, but nothing was said. They were silent for a few seconds before Mrs Daniels stepped in, tray in hand. 
 
    ‘Detective Sergeant. How are you?’ 
 
    Pete drew a breath. ‘Fine, thank you. More to the point, how are you both?’ 
 
    She set the tray on the coffee table in front of him. ‘Don’t know, really,’ she admitted. ‘We plod on. Doesn’t seem much point, but what else are we going to do?’ 
 
    He nodded, waiting while she poured the tea and handed him a cup and saucer. She passed one to her husband and took hers to the other arm-chair, between his and the sofa. 
 
    ‘So, what can we do for you?’ She asked. ‘What have you come all this way for?’ 
 
    Pete took a sip of his tea and set it down carefully. Picked up the folder. ‘I wanted to show you these, see if you recognise anyone, Mrs Daniels?’ 
 
    Her eyes had flickered with fear as she realised there were pictures in the folder, then settled as she realised they weren’t of her daughter. ‘OK.’ She set down her cup on the small table between her and her husband. ‘What are they?’ 
 
    ‘It’s what we call a photo line-up,’ Pete explained. ‘I need to know if any of the people are familiar to you at all and, if so, if you can recall where from.’ He opened the folder. ‘You might not recognise anyone, but that’s as useful as if you do, so don’t worry about it. Accuracy is more important than anything else.’ 
 
    She held out her hand with obvious trepidation and he passed the folder across.  
 
    ‘Take as much time as you need.’ 
 
    Setting the folder on her lap, she reluctantly pulled her gaze away from his and glanced down. Pete had made sure that the first picture she saw wasn’t going to be the suspect. He watched as she carefully assessed the face in the picture then slid it across to reveal the next one. No reaction. She slid it aside, moving in slow motion, her eyes completely focussed on what she was doing. No reaction again. She slid it across. A flicker. A frown. She looked up at Pete. Glanced across at her husband then back to Pete. 
 
    ‘That’s the man. The one who came looking for Julie. Who I told I was going to see her.’ Her face began to crumple. ‘Is this him? Is this who killed my baby?’ 
 
    Pete shook his head, despite the elation he felt inside. ‘We don’t know for sure, at this stage. We think he was scouting her location for a former cell-mate. What happened after that, we can’t say yet.’ 
 
    What he could say, at least to himself, was Mrs Daniels had just confirmed the identification the witness in Torquay had made, which Tony Buckland had called him with not half an hour ago. 
 
    ‘What do you mean, can’t say?’ the man demanded. ‘It’s bloody obvious, ain’t it? They tracked her down and they killed her. That’s what happened.’ He snatched the picture out of the folder, spilling the rest of them across the floor as he held it up. ‘Who is this?’ 
 
    ‘He’s one of a number of people we’re looking into, Mr Daniels. At this stage, he’s no more significant than any of the others in relation to Julie’s death, but your wife’s identification of him takes us a step closer to the perpetrator.’ 
 
    ‘Bullshit and blather,’ he snapped. ‘You had to have a good reason to be bringing this all the way here.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not trying to palm you off with platitudes, Mr Daniels. What I am trying to do is build a case that’s iron-clad with concrete foundations, that gives our man no wriggle-room to get out of. And that means building a full picture of the events leading up to Julie’s death.’ 
 
    The woman reached out and took her husband’s hand in hers. ‘Leave it, Jack. He’s only doing his job.’ 
 
    ‘No, he’s brought this picture up here, the least he can do is tell us who it’s of. I suppose this is the one you were wanting identified?’ He turned his frown on Pete. 
 
    ‘It is. He’s a burglar. He’s never been known for violence. But he did share a cell with Keith McBride for a while.’ 
 
    ‘And he was tracking our Julie down, which puts McBride straight back in the cross-hairs,’ Jack declared. 
 
    ‘It points us back in his direction, yes,’ Pete admitted. ‘But it doesn’t alter the fact that he has an alibi.’ 
 
    Which, of course, he no longer had, Parkinson having been impersonating him in the Lake District, but it would serve, for now, to placate the grieving father and prevent him from going off half-cocked and ruining the chances of a conviction. 
 
    ‘Yeah, of course he has,’ the old man sneered. ‘Always does have some way of wriggling out of the shit he causes. So, what are you going to do now?’ 
 
    ‘What we’re going to do, Mr Daniels… Mrs Daniels… Is bring the man who did that to your daughter to trial in a way that makes damn sure he stays locked up for a very long time.’ 
 
    ‘Ought to bring back bloody hanging, I reckon,’ he said sourly. 
 
    ‘Now, Jack. You don’t mean that.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I suspect he does, Mrs Daniels. And I can’t honestly blame him. I can’t agree with him, of course, but I can understand where he’s coming from.’ He remembered the broken, bloody bodies of the two brothers, one of whom had killed his son, Tommy, and the cold satisfaction he’d felt at the time. ‘Which is why we’re doing all we can to track down the man responsible for Julie’s death and put him away, where he belongs.’ 
 
    ‘Where he belongs is burning in hell,’ Daniels declared. 
 
    Unbidden, Pete’s mind conjured an image of Julie Daniels’ naked, tortured body, out there in the cold of the night, her bald scalp blistered where her hair had been burned off. ‘I can’t disagree with that. And the man you’ve identified is, hopefully, going to be our first step towards it. Even if the best we can offer is a living hell instead of the eternal one.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    ‘I hope this is important, for you to interrupt my tea.’ 
 
    ‘More to the point, I’m delaying mine. You’re here to do as you’re told so sit down,’ Pete told him, pointing at the chair on the opposite side of the table in the middle of the sickly green prison interview room.  
 
    Parkinson stared belligerently at him for a long moment before finally stepping forward. He slouched in the hard chair, more in a show of disdain than to gain any comfort. ‘So, what do you want?’ 
 
    Pete slapped a copy of the Torbay photofit down on the table. ‘Look familiar?’ 
 
    Parkinson glanced down at it, then back at Pete. ‘Could be anybody.’ 
 
    ‘It could, but it isn’t. It’s one person. You.’ 
 
    Parkinson gave a bark of laughter. ‘Are you serious? That’ll never hold up. No way.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe.’ Pete slapped a copy of Parkinson’s mug-shot down beside it. ‘But this will. Especially with witnesses to back it up.’ 
 
    Parkinson couldn’t prevent the flash of a frown that was gone almost as soon as it appeared on his face. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Pete said. ‘They confirmed this was you.’ 
 
    ‘What witnesses?’ he demanded. 
 
    ‘So you can send someone to shut them up? No chance, matey.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what you’re on about.’ 
 
    Pete leaned forward, elbows on the table. ‘I’m on about stalking and rape. Which sounds to me like a natural progression from your known MO, Joshey boy. I use the word “natural” loosely, of course, but you get the point.’ 
 
    ‘The only point I get is that you’re trying to stitch me up.’ 
 
    Pete’s eyebrows rose. ‘Why would I bother? You’ve done that yourself. At this stage, you either do the time, whatever the court decides that should be, or you make a deal. You tell me all I want to know – and I mean all. Then we might be able to arrange something for you with the CPS.’ 
 
    ‘You are joking?’ 
 
    Pete shrugged. ‘You can please yourself, but the way I understand it, rapists are only one small step above paedophiles in the prison hierarchy. You ain’t in for a picnic for the next several years.’ 
 
    ‘And if I tell you what you need to know, that’s tantamount to a confession, so you can sit on that and spin.’ 
 
    Pete sighed. ‘Let me explain it in simple terms, Josh. You tell me what I need and you get a deal. You don’t, well…’ He shrugged. ‘We’ve got enough for a conviction, with or without your admission, so all you’d do by staying schtum is make things worse for yourself.’ 
 
    ‘So, I go to prison either way – as a grass or not. You ain’t any kind of a salesman, are you?’ 
 
    ‘How do you sleep lately, Josh?’ 
 
    He looked confused at the sudden change of tack. ‘Fine, as it happens.’ 
 
    ‘Never have nightmares?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ His voice was firm but the flicker in his eyes said different. 
 
    ‘No endless chases? No naked and surrounded in the showers? No attacks that you can’t stave off? No torture that you’re forced to watch – of your mother or your sister, for instance?’ 
 
    ‘None of that. And this is over. Guard!’ 
 
    ‘You see, they’re not nightmares, Josh,’ Pete went on relentlessly. ‘They’re premonitions. They’re what will happen if you let the bloke you’re protecting get away free. Because then he’s going to have to make sure you stay quiet, isn’t he?’ 
 
    The lock clanked behind Pete. 
 
    ‘The only way to stop all that is to talk to me. To put him away.’ 
 
    Like a movie cliché, the door squeaked as it opened. 
 
    ‘It’s survival of the fittest in this place,’ Parkinson told him. ‘And grassing doesn’t help with that. Status and revenge - they go hand-in-hand like two poofs at a pride march.’ He looked up at the man entering the room behind Pete. ‘What’s for tea tonight?’ 
 
    Pete stood up. ‘The first thing on the menu, now we’ve got a witness in here, is for me to further arrest you on charges of aggravated burglary and rape for the attack on Julie Daniels in Torquay on the fourteenth of April this year,’ Pete told him. ‘You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court.’ 
 
    ‘Are you f-ing serious? You’ve got no bloody evidence for that.’ 
 
    ‘Anything you do say may be given in evidence. Do you understand?’  
 
    ‘I understand you’re bloody desperate, mate. And I understand I’ve got an alibi for that night.’ 
 
    ‘Now you tell me! So, come on then. Spill it. Where were you?’ 
 
    ‘Somerset. Highbridge, to be exact. A speedway meet.’ 
 
    Pete glanced at the guard, who pulled the door closed and stood beside it. He took out his notebook. ‘Right, then. You’d best give me the full details so I can verify them.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you can verify them all right. I can give you results, highlights, the bloody lot.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Parkinson was right, to a degree, Pete reflected as he got into his car outside the prison. They had no forensics because he hadn’t left any. But they did have a witness identification, his known MO as far as the burglary aspect of the attack, and his knowledge of the fact there was no forensic evidence at the scene. Yet, he’d been extraordinarily clear with his alibi. Was he lying? If so, how did he know all that detail?  
 
    Either way, a search in the morning would hopefully throw up something probative about the Plymouth rapes. 
 
    Pete started the engine. With an early start in the morning, it was past time he headed home to Louise and Annie. He reached the roundabout at the top of Western Way, still undecided which way to head home. He could go up the hill and out along Pinhoe Road to come in from the north or cut down Western Way and up Heavitree Road to enter the estate from the south, but he wasn’t going to call in at the station so, reluctantly, he took the first option. He hadn’t used this road since Tommy’s funeral, which had come this way to the cemetery, and he really didn’t want to now. His stomach cramped at the thought, but it was the logical route to take and he couldn’t avoid it forever.  
 
    The only positive thing about it was that, before the turn for the cemetery, he would pass St Anne’s Road, which wasn’t the reason for naming Annie, but always made him smile, nevertheless. During the months that Tommy had been missing, he’d often thought she deserved a saint-hood for her strength and resilience and the way she’d stepped up and taken over much of what, normally, Louise would have done in the household if she hadn’t been sucked into the depths of depression by Tommy’s disappearance. 
 
    If he’d been religious, Pete imagined, he’d have thought the girl was a gift from God. 
 
    Which made it that much harder to watch her reaction now, to her brother’s death and the events leading up to it. Steven Southam’s attempt to snatch her off the street as she came out of school that day had hit her hard, despite its failure. He wondered if, perhaps, it might have been made worse in her mind by the previous attack on her by a gang of kids from the school Rosie Whitlock attended. She’d got away unharmed from that, too, but it had to have shaken her up.  
 
    The poor kid’s world had been turned upside down and sideways over the past couple of years, he thought. It was no wonder she was showing signs of the strain. No eleven-year-old should have to go through that amount of trauma and certainly none could be expected to come out the other side of it unscathed, however strong their character. 
 
    He slowed the car as he came up behind a small hatchback that was trundling up the road as if the driver had all week to get to the supermarket.  
 
    Seeing where he was, he breathed a sigh of relief. Thanks, Button, he thought as he realised he’d passed the cemetery without even being aware of it. 
 
    Then he blinked. How safe had he been – or, more to the point, how unsafe – driving along a busy main road, barely aware of his surroundings? He needed to get a grip. 
 
    He signalled and slipped into the turning lane to cross into the top end of the estate where he lived. Two minutes later, he was closing the front door behind him and putting his briefcase under the hall table. 
 
    ‘Hey, Lou, how’s it going?’ 
 
    He heard the creak of the sofa shifting under her.  
 
    ‘Not good.’ 
 
    That wasn’t what he’d wanted to hear. He stuck his head into the sitting room, saw her curled up in her usual spot on the far end of the sofa. ‘Why? What’s up?’ 
 
    She looked up at him, her expression sombre. ‘Annie. She was sent home from school. Or she would have been under any normal circumstances. As it went, they put her in detention instead and phoned me to come and fetch her.’ 
 
    This was sounding worse by the minute. ‘How come?’ 
 
    ‘Fighting.’ 
 
    Shock jolted through him. Fighting? Annie? How was he supposed to believe that? ‘What do you mean, fighting? Who? Why?’ 
 
    ‘A couple of boys. Apparently, one of them said the wrong thing, the other one laughed and Annie saw red. Went for them, knocked one down and was laying into the other when the teacher pulled her off.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s this? In the playground?’ 
 
    ‘No. In Maths.’ 
 
    ‘Eh?’ 
 
    Louise tipped her head. 
 
    ‘And what does Annie have to say about it?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. I can’t get a word out of her. She came in, went straight upstairs and that’s where she’s stayed.’ 
 
    Pete pursed his lips. ‘When did you try last?’ 
 
    ‘About an hour ago.’ 
 
    He grunted. ‘I’ll go and have a word. She might have calmed down a bit by now.’ He shook his head. ‘I can’t believe that.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it’s true. The kid’s got a bloody nose to prove it.’ 
 
    Pete almost laughed at that, but held it in. It wasn’t the time to say, “Good on her,” even if he thought it. Still, it was so unlike Annie there had to be a pretty good reason behind it. He headed back into the hall and up the stairs. 
 
    Her door was closed. He pressed down on the handle and it opened slightly. Her night-light was on, as always since he’d fitted it just over a week ago. 
 
    ‘Annie?’ he said quietly as he stuck his head in. 
 
    No response.  
 
    He stepped in, closing the door behind him. She was lying on her side, one arm cradling her head on the pillow, facing away from him. He stayed silent for several seconds. 
 
    ‘I know you’re awake,’ he said at last, keeping his voice low and calm. ‘I can tell from your breathing. Do you want to tell me what happened? And, more to the point, why?’ 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    ‘We both know it’s not like you, so there’s got to be a reason. If you tell me about it, maybe I can help.’ 
 
    Silence stretched between them again. He’s almost given up on getting a reply when she muttered, ‘You can’t help. Nobody can. They’re just cruel, mouthy arse-holes that deserved what they got and more. Trying to help will just make it worse.’ 
 
    ‘OK, but the middle of a maths lesson’s not the time or place to make your point, love.’ 
 
    ‘I tried the reasonable approach. It didn’t work.’ 
 
    Pete sighed. ‘Then wait until you’re out of class and preferably out of sight before you beat the crap out of them. Flying off the handle like that just makes you look as bad as they are. Take your time. Think it through. Then react.’    
 
    She flipped over on the bed and looked up at him. ‘Aren’t you supposed to be telling me off?’ 
 
    He nodded sagely. ‘Technically, yes. But I can make allowances for extenuating circumstances. Just once. Next time – if there is one – take note of what I’ve said, all right? If it’s your word against theirs, there’s no come-back. Not that violence is anything but a last resort. Otherwise, you’ll be in bigger trouble here than at school. Clear?’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’ 
 
    ‘Right, get downstairs, apologise to your mum and eat something. Then do your homework. Come on, chop-chop.’ He backed out and waited for her to lead the way. 
 
    Reaching in to turn off the night light, he closed the door and followed her down. At the bottom, as she turned towards the kitchen, he went into the sitting room. Louise looked up at him wide-eyed. ‘How did you manage that?’  
 
    ‘Shock and awe.’ He sat down beside her, talking in low tones. ‘I came at it from a direction she didn’t expect. She was right as far as, whatever she does, the problem isn’t going to go away. Kids will be kids. They can be utterly horrible and, as she said, there’s only two ways to deal with a situation like the one she’s in now. She said she tried one and it didn’t work so she used the other. I don’t know what was said to cause the issue, but I can imagine the gist of it. Basically, I told her to use a bit more self-control.’ 
 
    ‘And that was it?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘Pretty much.’ 
 
    Louise shook her head. ‘How the hell do you get through to her like that and I can’t?’ 
 
    He smiled and squeezed her leg. Then he sobered ‘I don’t know, but I do know she seems to be getting worse as time goes on. It’s too late in the day now, but I’ll have a word with Doc White in the morning. She’s used to dealing with PTSD, which is effectively what Annie’s suffering from.’ 
 
    Louise’s eyes widened once more. ‘I’d never thought of it like that. God, in this country, in this day and age, you wouldn’t think it was possible, would you?’ 
 
    He raised an eyebrow and got up. ‘I’ll go and see how she’s doing in there. I need something to eat, too. And a cup of tea.’ 
 
    He went through to the kitchen. Annie was busy at the cooker, the smell of toast wafting to him from beside her. 
 
    ‘Hey, kiddo. Have you got the kettle on?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet. Were you talking about me?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. What are you making?’ 
 
    ‘Scrambled eggs.’ 
 
    ‘Fab. Do me some too, while I make the tea.’ 
 
    She took a breath and turned to look up at him. ‘I’m not… Normal, am I?’  
 
    It was his turn to feel shock and awe. He took a second to absorb what she’d said. ‘You’re fantastic, Button, and don’t let anyone tell you different. I don’t know anyone else who could have gone through what you have and come out unscathed. Seriously. Kids or adults.’ 
 
    She blinked. ‘But… I’m still not right.’ 
 
    ‘Mind those eggs or you’ll burn them.’ 
 
    Her head snapped around to concentrate on what she was doing again just as the toast popped up beside her. Pete stepped across, put the toast on the plate she’d got there for it and reached for the butter knife.  
 
    ‘I never said you’re not right. I just said you weren’t on that particular occasion. And you will be. You’ve just got to give it time. Your mum will have a word with the head-mistress tomorrow, make sure they’re aware of the situation – that you’re a bit on the delicate side right now.’ 
 
    ‘Everybody’s well aware of my situation,’ she said, lifting the pan off the ring. ‘That’s the trouble.’ 
 
    Pete grunted. ‘Yeah, I know what you mean.’ He’d had the opposite problem in the station – everyone walking on egg-shells around him until he told them not to – to treat him normally, despite what had happened. ‘They’ll get back to normal in time.’ 
 
    ‘They might, but will I?’ 
 
    He took the saucepan from her, set in down on a cold ring and took her in his arms, her head burying itself in his chest as he hugged her close. 
 
    ‘At your age, Button,’ he said after a few seconds, ‘what is normal?’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘What’s this about?’ She peered blearily up at Pete in his customary dark blazer and Plymouth DI Jeff Paxton, two inches taller than Pete, a couple of stone heavier, with dirty blond hair and a grey checked blazer, standing at her door, backed by eight uniformed PC’s. She was small, slim and blonde, wrapped up in a thick dressing gown and fluffy slippers. 
 
    ‘Search warrant.’ Paxton held up the folded paper. 
 
    ‘At this time of the morning? Why? Josh hasn’t done anything wrong.’ She was coming awake now, despite the early hour, Pete thought. It was barely past six-thirty in the morning. He’d set out from home just after five, leaving Louise and Annie both sound asleep. 
 
    ‘He certainly has,’ he said. ‘Step back, please. You can wait in the sitting room with one of the PC’s, if you don’t mind.’ 
 
    ‘And if I do?’  
 
    ‘We’ll arrest you for obstruction.’ 
 
    She folded her arms across her chest and stood her ground. ‘This is victimisation, this is. Just because he’s been inside before, you pick on him whenever anything happens. What’s he supposed to have done now, eh?’  
 
    ‘Aiding and abetting. Burglary. Rape. And to top it off, conspiracy to murder.’ 
 
    Pete watched her expression change as the DI spoke, running the gamut from dismissive through doubtful, derisive to shocked disbelief. ‘What? What fantasy world are you living in?’ She demanded. ‘He hasn’t done any of that. He’s not even here. He’s gone fishing up north with a mate of his. I spoke to him a couple of days ago.’  
 
    ‘I’m not going to stand here on the doorstep debating with you,’ Paxton told her. ‘Stand aside now or you’ll be arrested.’ 
 
    She sneered at him but stepped back. Paxton turned and tipped his head to the female PC of the team, who moved between them and directed the woman into the dining room. 
 
    They had already planned who would do what before they even arrived at the address. They split up, two to a room, one pair going straight to the loft while another went straight through to the back door and out to the shed. They were all highly-practiced at the art of searching. In less than an hour, they had covered the whole place, except for the room where McBride’s girlfriend was being held, and found nothing of interest in either the house or the garden. Paxton opened the door and tipped his head to the PC, indicating she should take the woman through to the sitting room. He waited for the two women to move to the already searched room at the front of the house then nodded to Pete. They would do this last room between them. 
 
    Pete followed the senior man in. A quick glance told him this wasn’t going to take long. There weren’t many places to hide anything in here. A cheap rectangular table stood to one side, four chairs arranged around it, its surface scattered with papers, a pen and a box-file. A display cabinet took up half of the opposite wall with a sideboard extending from one end of it towards the patio doors that led out to the small paved area separating the house from a scraggy, unkempt garden. There was a rowing machine, a set of weights and an exercise bike at that end of the room so whoever was using them could admire the view, such as it was, and that was it. 
 
    Pete took the side-board, leaving Paxton the display unit, which he quickly found held a drinks cabinet at its centre, filled with bottles of whiskey, gin and vodka with one of tequila for variety. The sideboard was stacked with crockery. One drawer appeared to be filled with cutlery, the other with papers and stationary, crammed into it with no sense of order. The dividers in the cutlery drawer were broken and haphazard. Pete pulled out a handful of forks from one section and checked underneath them, in case there was a hidden section there. 
 
    There wasn’t. Nor was there along the back of the drawer. He pulled it all the way out and checked behind it, slid it part-way back in and ran a hand along the underside, in case anything had been taped there. 
 
    Again, nothing.  
 
    This was rapidly becoming a total bust. 
 
    He closed the drawer and turned to the next one.  
 
    Paxton, crouching to check the cupboard space in the bottom of the cabinet beside him, glanced across. ‘Saving the best for last, eh?’ 
 
    Pete grunted. ‘I hope.’ 
 
    He lifted the small fish-tank down to the floor, following it with the half-dozen cacti that surrounded it and pulling the drawer out fully to place it on top of the cabinet where they’d been. Checking behind and beneath it first, he settled in to go through the crammed contents. 
 
    They appeared to be mostly old bills and bank statements. Taking a handful, he flicked through them. Nothing stood out. He set them aside and took another bunch. Pens, pencils and markers were scattered among them. He pulled a biro out of the second handful and set it aside, then leafed through again. Banks statements, electricity bills, council tax, a mobile phone bill.  
 
    He glanced up at Paxton. 
 
    ‘How come he’s only in touch every two or three days when he’s got a mobile phone?’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t expect good reception in that kind of country. Look at Dartmoor.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but he wasn’t camping, was he? He had evenings, if nothing else, when he was back in civilisation.’ 
 
    Paxton grunted. ‘Maybe he just isn’t the romantic type.’ 
 
    Pete grimaced. It was a fair point, bearing in mind what the man was suspected of. ‘I don’t think there’s much of a maybe about it.’ He continued searching through the papers. He’d checked two more handfuls when he paused part-way through another. ‘Hello. What’s this?’ 
 
    Paxton straightened up and stepped across to see. ‘What have you got?’ 
 
    ‘A bill to something called Oxlade’s, listed for the first of April to the first of May, this year, for a hundred and twenty quid. No indication of what it’s for.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not a name I’m familiar with. Looks like a regular thing, though, if it specifies a date range.’ 
 
    Pete indicated the next room, divided off from where they were by a set of frosted glass doors. ‘Best ask, I suppose.’ 
 
    Paxton nodded so Pete set aside the rest of the papers and slid one of the doors open to step through. The two women both looked up as he entered the room.  
 
    ‘Miss Dawson, what’s this?’ He held out the bill to her. 
 
    She curled her lip, looking as if she wouldn’t respond for a second as she glanced at it. Then she saw what it was and thought better. ‘His garage. Down the road.’ She tipped her head towards the far end of the road. Pete had seen, when they arrived, a double row of garages on a plot of land there. He nodded. ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    She grunted and looked away. 
 
    Stepping back through the dividing doors, Pete closed them behind him. ‘What was in the shed?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Not a lot, according to Jenkins. Lawn mower. Strimmer. A couple of spades and such. That was about it.’ 
 
    ‘It looks like we’ve got somewhere else to search, then.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    The key for the garage was in one of the kitchen drawers, on a ring with several others including a Vauxhall car key. Pete and DI Paxton walked down the street together, having recruited two of the uniformed officers to continue going through the paperwork in Parkinson’s dining room.  
 
    Paxton leaned down to undo the heavy padlock and lifted the up-and-over door. The sun was glancing across the row of garages so most of the interior was in deep shadow, but the bulk of the space inside was taken up with a filthy dark red Vectra saloon that had clearly seen better days – and a long time ago, at that. They stepped in along the driver’s side.  
 
    The back of the space, they saw when their eyes adjusted to the deep shade, was taken up with a wall-to-wall work-bench. Most of the tools spread across it and hanging behind it were old and dark with rust. A drill was lying on the bench, filthy and battered. Hack-saws, spanners, files and so on were spread around it. Underneath were several tool boxes including a big, red multi-layered one on heavy-duty casters. Pete had seen similar ones in professional garages like the one at Middlemoor where the police vehicles were maintained. Pulling it out from under the bench, he pulled the top drawer. It didn’t budge.  
 
    He looked up. ‘Have you got a key for this on there?’  
 
    ‘I expect so.’ He tossed Pete the bundle. 
 
    Pete caught it and flipped through them. He found a smallish one and tried it. Nope. He tried another. And another. ‘Ah. Here we go.’ He turned it all the way and withdrew it when he felt the lock snick open. Setting the bunch of keys on the work bench, he pulled the top drawer of the metal cabinet open. It was filled with screwdrivers and a set of ratchet spanners. 
 
    He slid it shut and tried the next one. Various small parts including spark plugs and pipe fittings. 
 
    The next one was deeper. A clutter of hammers, mallets and other random tools filled it almost to the brim. He rummaged through them quickly, but nothing stood out. He closed the drawer and opened the next one. 
 
    Stopped.  
 
    ‘Oh, hello.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ asked the DI. ‘Ah. Looks like you get all the luck.’ 
 
    Yeah, not all of it good, Pete thought. But in this case… 
 
    The drawer contained several clear polythene bags. At first glance, their contents might have been rags, but you wouldn’t keep random rags in individual bags. Pete lifted one out at random and held it up. 
 
    The contents were certainly material, but there was nothing random about them. 
 
    Them being the operative word, he thought, spotting the lace edging. 
 
    Women’s underwear. 
 
    ‘Well, he isn’t wearing them,’ Paxton observed. ‘Not wrapped up neat, tidy and individual like that.’ 
 
    ‘No, we’ve got his trophy stash,’ Pete agreed. 
 
    ‘I wonder if his girlfriend knows about this little lot.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt it,’ Pete said. ‘Or why keep them down here?’ 
 
    ‘How many are there?’ 
 
    Pete took a couple of pictures with his mobile phone then began lifting them out one by one and stashing them carefully in an evidence bag. The final count, when the drawer was empty, was twenty-three. ‘I’m wondering how many of them are from rape victims, as opposed to washing lines.’  
 
    ‘Best get them checked for DNA, eh?’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’ Pete was thinking of Julie Daniels again: her tortured and broken body, lying on Doc Chambers’ plastic sheet under the crime scene spotlights, surrounded by a white wind-breaker. But Parkinson wasn’t in the frame for that. He was a few hundred miles away, busy giving Keith McBride an alibi. Still, there was enough evidence here to earn him a long stretch of jail-time, hopefully. 
 
    * 
 
    Pete switched his phone back on as he stepped out of the briefing room at Plymouth Central police station less than two hours later. It beeped almost immediately with an incoming text. Heading for the stairs up to the canteen, he opened the message. 
 
    Got some news. Jill. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow, but for the moment his chief priority was some coffee that hadn’t come out of a machine and something solid to fill his belly. It had been a long morning with no time to eat anything. 
 
    The canteen was on the first floor of the station and he was one of several officers, both plain clothed and uniformed, who clearly had the same idea as he did as they crowded into the expansive space, the noise of conversation echoing off the walls and false ceiling. He picked up a tray and joined the line at the long counter. 
 
    Queuing to the till in the canteen with a large fried breakfast and a mug of black coffee, he paid and found a table by the window, far enough away from the local crowd that he could have a phone conversation without being overheard. 
 
    He sat down with his back to the room, took a large swig of coffee and put his phone on the table beside his plate. Cutting into the thin end of a bacon rasher, he forked it into his mouth and used the speed-dial function. 
 
    ‘Exeter police. PC Evans speaking.’ 
 
    ‘Jill, it’s Pete. You’ve got news?’ 
 
    ‘Hello, boss. How’s it going over there?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve found some things that might turn out to be significant. Won’t know until next week, when the DNA results come back, though. What have you got?’ He swallowed, picked up a mushroom and popped it into his mouth. 
 
    ‘Well, there’s no gay scene in Tavistock. Not even a pub known for it. Anyone that way inclined would go to Plymouth, apparently.’ She said no more, but she didn’t need to. The hint was there in her tone. 
 
    ‘Sorry to disappoint, but I’m not going to hang around here long enough to go trawling the gay bars, Jill.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t dare suggest it, boss.’ 
 
    Pete picked up a piece of fried tomato. ‘No, but Dave would. I bet he already has. Anything else?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    ‘Well, then you can email Ashcroft’s, Keith McBride’s and Derek Thatcher’s mug-shots to DI Paxton over here. He can send someone out this evening to see if anyone recognises any of them. I’m going to Tavistock while I’m over this way. I’ll see you later.’ 
 
    He ended the call and concentrated on his breakfast. A man couldn’t function at full capacity on fresh air. 
 
    When he’d finished, he found Jeff Paxton’s office and knocked on the door.  
 
    ‘Come in.’ 
 
    Pete entered.  
 
    ‘Pete. Thanks for this morning. Looks like we might have a few cases solved out of that garage. I just got an email from your PC Evans. What’s that about?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I’ve come up to tell you. The three faces she’s sent over are guys of interest in the case that brought me over here this morning. They’re all from Tavistock. One’s the ex-husband of my primary victim. The others are associates of his. We’ve got reason to believe that one or more of them might have been involved in the gay scene here in Plymouth. The relevance being possible peer pressure.’ 
 
    ‘Blackmail, you mean?’ 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘Any chance you could get someone to look into it once the bars open? See if any of them are recognised in those circles?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. You’re off back to Exeter, are you?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet. Another stop to make first.’ 
 
    ‘Going to tear a strip off a parole officer?’ 
 
    Pete had filled the DI in on the background to the morning’s raid before they planned it. He shook his head. ‘It wouldn’t sink in and, even if it did, what good would it do?’ 
 
    ‘Not a lot, I suppose, but it needs bringing up, at least. Someone needs a roasting over it.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I’ll leave that to my DCI. He enjoys that sort of thing.’ 
 
    ‘Silverstone? Yes, I’ve heard about him.’ 
 
    ‘What can I say?’ 
 
    Paxton laughed. ‘Nothing I haven’t heard already. I’ll let you know when the DNA comes back from Parkinson’s knicker drawer.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    Pete left him to his paperwork and hit the road north out of the city. Tavistock was only fifteen miles away. It shouldn’t take him long, he thought, now that the rush-hour was over. 
 
    He waited until he’d got clear of the city and was on an open stretch of road before using the hands-free system to call Devon and Cornwall police headquarters at Middlemoor, on the eastern fringes of Exeter. With a direct-dial number, he got straight through to the person he wanted. 
 
    ‘Doctor White speaking.’ 
 
    ‘It’s Pete Gayle. I need a word about Annie.’ 
 
    ‘Hello, Detective Sergeant. How are you?’ 
 
    ‘OK, thanks. You?’ 
 
    ‘Very well. I’m seeing Annie tomorrow afternoon. But you already know that, of course.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why I’m calling you today. To give you a heads-up. We were talking about it last night and… Well, we don’t know what to do for the best. She seems to be getting worse. She’s up and down like a yoyo. One minute she’s happy and chatty, the next she flies off the handle. She was taken out of class yesterday for fighting. Annie! It’s just not like her. I know she’s approaching puberty on top of everything else, but even so... With all the poor kid’s gone through over the past couple of years, we want to do what’s best for her, but we’re stumped as to what that is.’ 
 
    He heard a deep breath over the line. ‘I think you are doing what’s best for her, Peter. There is no easy answer or quick fix, I’m afraid. It’s just a matter of letting her heal in her own good time. As you say, she’s been through an awful lot. She was never going to come out of it unscathed. She needs encouragement, a feeling of safety and, above all, love.’ 
 
    ‘We know all that, but we were wondering if there’s anything else, anything more specific, that’s been recognised as helpful in cases like hers. I mean what she’s suffering with is basically PTSD, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes. And that’s the focus of our approach with Annie. We’ve gone through the initial assessment stages now. We’ll be starting a course of cognitive behavioural therapy tomorrow. It’s not an instant fix – as I said, there’s no such thing – but it’s generally the best course of action with young people in these circumstances. The process can last eight to twelve weeks, once a week, depending on patient response. In the meantime, keep doing what you’re doing is the best advice I can give. And how are you getting on, Peter?’ 
 
    ‘I’m OK.’ 
 
    ‘I seem to remember you saying something like that before,’ she said dryly. 
 
    Pete had been forced by regulations to see her in her professional capacity the previous year before he could be officially cleared to return to work after Tommy’s disappearance. He hadn’t been keen on the idea, but he had to admit, it had helped. Which was why he’d approached the psychologist when Annie showed signs of needing help. 
 
    ‘Yes, well, this time it’s true,’ he said. ‘I’m grieving for Tommy. Of course I am. And I’m worried for Annie. But I saw the Southam brothers die. I know that threat’s gone.’ 
 
    ‘So does Annie, on a purely subjective level. It’s deeper down that she needs convincing. And they aren’t the only issue, are they? For Annie or for you.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that mean?’ 
 
    She sighed audibly. ‘I’ve read the reports, Peter. All of them. It’s part of my job. And you have to recognise that, when Annie saw you attacked and injured like that, outside her school, not only did it damage her feeling of safety in the school environment, it would also have impacted her faith in your invincibility as her father.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never been any kind of super-hero, to her or anyone else,’ Pete scoffed. 
 
    ‘Not in your mind. But a child’s impressions of their parents are set very early. Before conscious memory, even. They can be tempered by later experience, but there’s a reason we all love Clark Kent and Spiderman.’ 
 
    ‘I always preferred Skippy, myself,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Which, of itself, explains a lot,’ she retorted. ‘But, be that as it may, the fact remains that your pedestal has been rocked in Annie’s eyes - not that she sees you as any less than she did before, but she recognises your vulnerability now much more than she did. And that’s bound to affect her sense of security.’ 
 
    ‘That’s just part of growing up, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘True, but it’s not normally quite so abrupt and it’s not normally compounded by the other issues that she’s facing along with it. I’m afraid it’s just going to be a matter of time, Peter. I’ll help as much as I can, of course, but, ultimately, she’ll recover when she does. Having said that, she’ll never be quite the same as she was before. Her innocence, in that respect, is gone. It can’t be recovered.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I know.’ He sighed. ‘OK, thanks, doc.’ 
 
    ‘If you want to talk, you know I’m always here, Peter.’ 
 
    His lips twitched in a smile. ‘I do. Thanks again.’ 
 
    He ended the call aware that she knew he wouldn’t be taking up the offer.   
 
    * 
 
    Tavistock was quiet when he got there. The square outside the police station was almost empty of cars.  
 
    The constable on the front desk recognised him instantly. ‘DS Gayle. You want to see Sergeant Featherstone?’ 
 
    ‘Is he in?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I’ll give him a buzz.’ 
 
    Moments later, the door at the back of the reception area opened and the station chief stuck his head out. ‘Pete. Come on through.’ He held the door open and they went down the corridor to his office. Featherstone waited until they were seated before speaking.  
 
    ‘I’ve got some news for you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yeah?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been looking into the relationship between Keith McBride and Richard Ashcroft.’ 
 
    ‘Uh-huh.’ 
 
    ‘They share quite a secret. Or it was a secret, until I was told about it last night.’ 
 
    ‘Do tell.’ 
 
    Featherstone sat forward, elbows on his desk and drew a breath. ‘McBride almost killed someone when he was fifteen. And Ashcroft witnessed it.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    Pete recovered quickly, but not without a brief pause. ‘Jesus. So, Ashcroft has something over McBride. What happened?’ 
 
    ‘Ashcroft and McBride were caught together behind the sports hall in what, these days, would be called a compromising situation,’ Featherstone said with a grimace. ‘When the kid who caught them threatened to tell, McBride grabbed him around the throat and started throttling him. Ashcroft pulled him off, but the kid was terrified. Could hardly speak for three days after, he said. Something like that would have left McBride in Ashcroft’s debt, wouldn’t it? I spoke to the victim this morning. It’s the first time he’s ever talked about it and he only did then when I promised to keep it anonymous.’ 
 
    ‘So, that confirms what we suspected about McBride.’ 
 
    Featherstone tipped his head. ‘I looked a bit deeper into his background after I found out what I just told you. He didn’t have a good time at home as a kid. His mother was abusive - to him and his dad. An alchy. He developed a hatred for women quite early on. Got his pleasure with the boys and took his anger out on the girls all through his school years, though not enough to come to our attention. Different times, I suppose. I spoke to a few of the girls he was at school with. He didn’t have a good reputation back then. Cruel, vindictive little bugger, he was, and sneaky with it.’  
 
    ‘Yeah, well he hasn’t lost any of that, has he?’ 
 
    ‘That’s a fact. Whether he was in Exeter on Monday night or not.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Mack’s Motors was on a narrow street towards the southern fringes of Tavistock. It was accessed under an arch in a row of Victorian red-brick houses with a similar row opposite, these with tiny front gardens rather than opening directly onto the street as those to either side of the arch did. The name was picked out in white lettering on a black background over the entrance. 
 
    Pete parked his unmarked car outside and went through in search of the customer desk.  
 
    There wasn’t one. 
 
    Instead, he emerged in a tiny courtyard with a shuttered doorway to his left. The rolling steel shutter was three quarters of the way up, revealing a deeply shaded workshop with two cars inside, one of them on a lift allowing an overalled man to work on its underside. Another man in similar dirty red overalls stood to one side, chatting with him over the background noise of a radio, coffee mug in hand. 
 
    ‘Morning.’ Pete raised his warrant card. ‘DS Gayle, Devon and Cornwall CID,’ 
 
    The man working on the car lowered his spanner. ‘What can we do for you?’ 
 
    ‘Trevor Manning?’ 
 
    ‘That’s him.’ He waved the spanner towards the other man. 
 
    ‘So, you’ll be Chris Russell, then?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ He stepped forward to meet Pete at the side of the raised vehicle. 
 
    ‘I expect you’re both aware that Kevin McBride’s ex was killed on Monday night. I’m the SIO on the case.’ 
 
    Both men’s expressions remained blank. 
 
    ‘I know Kevin’s been away for the past ten days or so. You’ve been running this place in his absence.’ 
 
    A young lad in similar red overalls to the other two, though cleaner, entered through a door at the back of the workshop, two mugs in his hands. He walked across, looking unsure of what was going on. 
 
    ‘What I need to know is what vehicle he’s driving because it’s not his own. Any ideas?’ 
 
    ‘Nope.’ 
 
    Manning shook his head.  
 
    ‘None of you have lent him your car?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Russell looked to the other two for confirmation. Head-shakes greeted his glance. 
 
    ‘And he hasn’t borrowed one of the customers’ cars from here?’ 
 
    ‘You reckon somebody wouldn’t notice their car going missing for a fortnight and a load of extra miles on it? You can check the books if you like. They’re all present and correct, except the ones we’ve finished and returned to the owners.’ 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘I’ll take you up on that. The lad can take me through to the office.’ 
 
    He already knew they hadn’t reported a car stolen from the premises. He stepped forward confidently. The teenager looked confused for a moment, then handed one of the mugs to Manning and turned to lead the way, still carrying the other one. 
 
    ‘Got a warrant, have you?’ Manning asked. 
 
    Pete didn’t hesitate. ‘No need,’ he said. ‘One, you just gave me permission and two, receipt books are public records: part of what’s needed for your tax returns.’ 
 
    Manning said nothing as Pete followed the young man through a door next to the one he’d emerged from moments earlier into a tiny office space. A high counter sectioned off one corner, behind which a filing cabinet and a couple of shelves filled most of the available space. 
 
    The young man lifted a receipt book onto the counter and turned it to face Pete. 
 
    Opening it, he found each receipt contained the name and phone number of the customer, the make, model and registration of the vehicle they’d brought in and a brief note of what had been done as well as the price paid. He flipped back a month and began photographing each ticket with his phone. The lad looked as if he wasn’t sure Pete ought to be doing that, but he said nothing. 
 
    ‘We’ll be checking all these,’ Pete said without pausing in what he was doing. 
 
    When he had completed the task, he handed the book back and headed out through the workshop, stopping in the doorway to take out his notebook and write down the registrations of the two cars being worked on. He didn’t need them, but the act served to emphasise his authority and the fact that he’d be looking into every aspect of the business. 
 
    * 
 
    There were three lone women and a group of four in the shop when Pete entered. Richard Ashcroft was behind the counter, watching and waiting. He saw Pete come in and something flashed in his eyes, but his poker face took over almost instantly. 
 
    ‘Hello, Richard,’ Pete said, sauntering up to the counter. ‘Remember me?’ 
 
    ‘I could hardly forget, could I?’ 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘I need a word about someone else you could hardly forget. Keith McBride. I seem to recall you saying you didn’t know him, but that’s not strictly true, is it? In fact, it’s not even slightly true.’ 
 
    ‘Do you mind? I’m working here.’ 
 
    ‘Me too. And I’m too far away from home to have any patience left, so it’s about time you started being honest for a change.’ 
 
    The group of women headed for the door. The bell jingled again as they left. 
 
    Ashcroft shot him a look. 
 
    ‘All I’m here for is the truth,’ Pete said. ‘I need to know every little detail about Keith McBride, and I need to know it now. Do you have any inkling at all of where he might have run off to or what he might be driving, seeing as it’s not his own car?’ 
 
    Another jingle from behind him indicated another departing customer. 
 
    ‘Are you trying to put me out of business?’ Ashcroft demanded. 
 
    ‘I’m trying to catch a killer.’ 
 
    ‘You’re asking about Keith McBride?’ a female voice asked from behind him. 
 
    Pete turned. The woman was just a few feet away, on the other side of a carousel of blouses. She appeared to be in her thirties, her blond hair falling in sweeping waves around her face, an expensive-looking dark green coat over a smart blouse. 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ he said. 
 
    ‘He ‘s got a company van. Bought it a couple of weeks ago. I don’t think it’s got the logo on yet.’ 
 
    Pete’s heart pounded. He fought to stay in control, to keep his voice steady. ‘And you are?’ 
 
    ‘Mary Bancroft. I live across the road from his garage.’ 
 
    ‘What type of van is it exactly?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. A small one. Car sized. I’m not much on that sort of thing.’ 
 
    ‘What colour?’ he asked, dreading the answer. 
 
    ‘White.’ 
 
    Pete cringed inwardly. He was extremely tempted to go back and drag McBride’s bloody workmates into the station for a damn good grilling after they’d blatantly lied to him, but what good would it do?  
 
    ‘You don’t happen to know the registration, I suppose? Or where he got it from?’ 
 
    She pursed her lips. ‘He said he got it in town.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. Thank you very much, Ms Bancoft.’ He turned to the man behind the counter. ‘And you, I’ve got my eye on.’  
 
    He hoped one of the two car dealerships he knew of on the main road towards the northern edge of the town would be able to help. If not, Charlie Featherstone would know where else to try. One way or another, he needed to find out the make, model and registration of that van. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    ‘A white Fiat Fiorino, latest version, may have false plates, but this is the official reg,’ Pete said as he wrote on the white board in the squad room two hours later. ‘I’ve already put out an alert on it. Kevin McBride bought it ten days ago. Have we got anything on Alan Jones yet?’ 
 
    ‘There’s no sign of him anywhere,’ Ben admitted. ‘We’ve got Peggy on the case with the CCTV as well as the force-wide alert that was already out on him and his car, but it hasn’t thrown up anything yet.’ 
 
    ‘Graham’s day off, is it? We need to find Jones as much as McBride,’ Pete said. ‘If not more. If McBride’s our man, he’s not likely to attack anyone else, but if Jones is, he’s going to do it again unless we can pull him in first.’ 
 
    ‘Wherever he is, he’ll have to come up for air sometime, if only to get food,’ Dave said. ‘And when he does, we’ll have him. Especially if he’s in the city.’ 
 
    Pete’s phone rang: an internal call. He crossed to his desk and picked it up. ‘Gayle.’ 
 
    ‘My office. Now.’ 
 
    The connection was cut before he could respond. 
 
    He grimaced as he put down the receiver. 
 
    ‘Big boss man?’ asked Jane. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Pete headed for the door, wondering what DCI Silverstone wanted now. Since Tommy’s funeral, which the station chief had been specifically excluded from at Louise’s insistence, they had barely spoken, each reverting to protocol and using DI Colin Underhill as go-between. Of course, the official complaint she’d put in against him before the funeral for dereliction of duty hadn’t helped, but Silverstone’s clear resentment of him, which had been intensifying ever since he came back to work after Tommy’s disappearance was now matched, he admitted, by his own anger.  
 
    He’d thought it best, in those circumstances, to stay away from the senior officer instead of allowing the scene that he was convinced would play out between them if they did encounter each other. 
 
    Pete wondered as he walked along the corridor to the DCI’s door how much longer the complaint and resulting investigation would be hanging over the station chief’s head. Perhaps it was finished and that was the reason for this. But, if that was the case, he’d have made an official announcement. The whole station knew what was going on, after all. 
 
    He reached the door and knocked. 
 
    ‘Come.’ 
 
    Pete went in and closed the door behind him. 
 
    Rather than his usual power trip of pretending to concentrate on what he’d been doing for a few seconds longer, Silverstone was waiting for him, hands folded on the desk in front of him. 
 
    ‘Have you charged him yet?’ 
 
    Pete felt his brow furrow in a frown. ‘Charged who for what? Sir.’ 
 
    ‘The man you’ve got in the cells. Parkinson. For the murder on the square.’ 
 
    Pete shook his head quickly. ‘No. He didn’t do it.’ 
 
    ‘He raped her, didn’t he? What makes you think he wouldn’t have come back for a second bite of the cherry? Or to make sure she couldn’t testify against him if the rape came to court?’ 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘It’s a logical assumption, sir. Or it would be if he didn’t have an alibi for the rape, too. Either way, he’s not a killer, that we know of. Why would he suddenly change his MO? Escalate like that?’ 
 
    Silverstone sighed. ‘I thought I’d just explained that. Why leave a potential witness behind when he’s got the chance not to? And what alibi? Has it been verified?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet, sir. I was about to look into it when you rang. But killing someone’s a big step. Not many people can make it, fortunately. And I don’t think he’s one of them.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t think? Based on what?’ 
 
    ‘Based on the interview I conducted with him. He’s a nasty piece of work and we’ve got him on several charges, but murder’s not one of them. Evidence suggests he was a few hundred miles away at the time.’ 
 
    ‘Is that evidence that definitely can’t be challenged?’ 
 
    Pete nodded again. ‘He was staying at a B&B in Ambleside and reporting to the local parole office, so we’ve got several witnesses putting him up there over the past fortnight. Including Monday night, sir. Which is something I wanted to talk to you about.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes?’ 
 
    ‘He was up there impersonating Keith McBride. McBride’s parole officer allowed it and wasn’t in the least interested in what he was getting up to during the fortnight he claimed to be up there. “Not my problem for a couple of weeks,” was all he could say for himself. I mean, that’s far from an acceptable attitude for someone who’s supposed to be in charge of a recently released felon, isn’t it? I’d have had a strong word in his ear, but I thought it might be more effective coming from you.’ 
 
    Silverstone grunted. ‘Yes, well… I’ll look into that.’ 
 
    Pete thought for a moment he’d cracked it - had succeeded in putting the DCI off his stride.  
 
    ‘We need this case closed as soon as possible, though,’ he said, ruining Pete’s illusion almost as soon as it had formed. ‘We can’t have a vicious killer roaming the streets. It would ruin public confidence as well as putting other people at risk.’ 
 
    Yeah, right, Pete thought. Like the risk you put my family and a whole lot of other people at when you neglected to take an obvious opportunity to arrest a man we knew was coming after me. Which led to the deaths of both my son and a district court judge. He sucked in air through his nose. ‘Arresting the wrong person could turn out to be worse, in that respect. If he attacked again after we’d arrested someone, what would the public think then?’ And what would it do to your reputation?  
 
    ‘We need an arrest, Detective Sergeant. And sooner rather than later. What have you got that’ll lead towards one?’ 
 
    ‘Two realistic suspects.’ He winced inwardly as the words came out, but it was too late now. ‘One’s her ex-husband. The other’s the ex of a woman who was staying at the shelter with her, who looks superficially similar. And he’s got previous for attacking someone else who looked like his former wife. Mistaken identity, we think.’ 
 
    ‘Well, then, get ‘em in. Both of them. Sweat them hard and see which one breaks. What are you messing about at?’ 
 
    ‘Finding them, sir. They’re both in the wind.’ 
 
    ‘I thought her ex was on parole?’ 
 
    ‘He is. It hasn’t stopped him clearing off, though. That was what Parkinson was part of – what we arrested him for.’ If you’d done any more than skim the daily reports, you’d have known that, he thought. 
 
    ‘Then get back in there and make him tell you where the man is,’ Silverstone insisted. 
 
    Pete drew a calming breath. ‘He doesn’t know.’ 
 
    Silverstone’s hand slapped his desk. ‘Of course he does, if he’s part of the plot.’ 
 
    Pete shook his head. ‘McBride didn’t tell him where he was going – or even that he was going. What he doesn’t know, he can’t tell.’ 
 
    ‘So, who the hell does know?’ 
 
    ‘McBride’s no fool, sir. He’s in a new vehicle that’s not registered to him. We’ve got an alert out on it, but we don’t know if it’s still got its correct registration plates on. He runs a garage. He might well have changed them. We’re hoping he hasn’t, but…’ He was about to say time will tell, but he didn’t want any more time wasted catching McBride than Silverstone did. ‘We’ll have to see,’ he said instead. 
 
    ‘And this other one? Who’s he?’ 
 
    ‘Alan Jones from St Austell. Again, we can’t currently find him. He’s absconded from bail. There’s no sign of him or his car. And there is an alert out on him, too.’ 
 
    ‘Well, sitting there putting alerts out so other people can do your job for you isn’t going to cut it, Detective Sergeant. Get out there and find them. I want them both in those cells downstairs. We’ll sort out which one’s guilty afterwards. And make sure that Parkinson’s charged with everything you can possibly throw at him. They can always be withdrawn later.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what we’re working towards, sir.’ And that’s the point here, isn’t it? Perception rather than results. Not that they weren’t doing all that could be done. 
 
    ‘Then work harder, Gayle. Get them arrested before anyone else loses their life.’ 
 
    ‘Sir.’ 
 
    Pete turned towards the door. 
 
    ‘Did I say I was finished?’ Silverstone demanded. 
 
    Pete spun back to face him. ‘No, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Then don’t make assumptions. Now, go.’ 
 
    Pete clamped his jaw shut as he turned away once more. Useless, arrogant prick, he thought as he reached for the door and opened it. Talk about a waste of oxygen...  
 
    Back in the squad room, he sat down in silence and opened his notebook, flipping through it to the most recent pages. He’d just found what he wanted when Jane spoke. 
 
    ‘It wasn’t a pep-talk then?’ 
 
    Pete looked up. 
 
    ‘What Silverstone wanted,’ she expanded. 
 
    ‘More like a buck-passing. He wants results and he wants them now. As if we don’t. In the meantime, what I learned over in Tavistock this morning puts Richard Ashcroft firmly back in the frame.’ He held up two tightly closed fingers. ‘He’s like that with McBride, as unlikely as it might seem on the surface.’  
 
    ‘But Ashcroft’s a poof with no criminal record,’ Dave said. ‘What does he get out of it? I mean, it’s a hell of a favour to ask, even of a best mate, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Ashcroft’s a woman-hater,’ Jill asserted. ‘He might put on a front, but it’s there in the background. And in the way he treats his wife. Something like what was done to Julie McBride would be a wet dream for him.’ 
 
    ‘Or it could be as simple as money,’ Pete said. ‘That shop can’t exactly be making him a fortune. Maybe he’s in financial trouble.’ 
 
    ‘We can look into that,’ Ben suggested.  
 
    ‘Do it,’ Pete nodded. ‘And in the meantime, let’s get his car checked by forensics. If he is our man, there’d be some traces in there.’ 
 
    ‘Do you reckon we’ve got enough for a warrant?’ Dick asked. 
 
    ‘He’s got a connection to the suspect. He was in the city at the time in question. He’s got a history of violence against women – his wife, at least. And Fast-track’s just been saying he wants a result quick, so he’ll push it as hard as he can.’ 
 
    ‘You want me to do the honours?’ Jane asked. 
 
    Pete gave her a nod. She was half way to the door when Pete’s phone rang – again, an internal call. He glanced at Dave with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    ‘Not even Fast-track would be on again already.’ 
 
    Pete picked it up. ‘Gayle.’ 
 
    ‘Bob, downstairs. I’ve got the prison on the phone. Horfield, not Exeter.’ 
 
    ‘What do they want?’ 
 
    ‘They’ve got a prisoner there who says he’s got something for us.’ 
 
    Pete’s mouth curved. ‘Have they, now? Something like what?’ 
 
    ‘He hasn’t given them any details. Something on the Julie Daniels case is all he’s said. He wants to speak to the SIO in person.’ 
 
    Pete sighed. ‘That’ll be me, then. OK, thanks, Bob.’ He put the phone down and stood up. As much as prison informants were often a waste of time - an inmate looking to milk the system for whatever they could get - any and every lead had to be followed as far as it went. ‘Looks like I’m off out again. While I’m gone, I need one of you to check on something. Parkinson claims to have an alibi for the night of Julie Daniels’ rape in Torquay, back in April.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that, then?’ Dave asked. 
 
    ‘He says he was at a speedway meet up at Highbridge.’ 
 
    ‘April? I was there,’ Dave responded quickly. ‘Give it here.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Pete looked around the bland interview room as he waited for the prisoner to be brought to him. Despite the prison being nearly a century younger than Exeter, there was very little difference between them once you were inside. The room was the same sickly green colour as the one he’d been in only the day before in Exeter. It was almost as if the prison service had bought an industrial supply of paint direct from the manufacturers and portioned it out amongst the whole estate. 
 
    The door opened in front of him and a man in jeans and a pale blue T-shirt entered, followed by a uniformed guard. Looking to be in his fifties, he was small and wiry with lank dark hair and narrow, calculating brown eyes. He sat down opposite Pete and the guard hand-cuffed him to the metal bar along the edge of the table before standing back beside the closed door. 
 
    ‘I’m DS Gayle, Exeter CID. And you are?’ 
 
    ‘Saying nothing till we’re alone in here.’ 
 
    Pete raised an eyebrow. 
 
    The man held his gaze, perfectly still. 
 
    ‘OK.’ He looked over at the guard. ‘You heard the man. We’ll be fine.’ 
 
    The guard looked reluctant but stepped out after a moment’s hesitation, the door clanging shut behind him like something out of a seventies sit-com. 
 
    ‘You were saying?’ Pete asked. 
 
    ‘Terry Phelps.’ 
 
    ‘All right, Terry. So, why have I come all the way up here in the middle of the holiday season on the M5?’ 
 
    ‘You know that woman’s ex was in here? The one that was killed down there, the other night.’ 
 
    ‘I do.’ 
 
    ‘Well, he was pretty tight with one of his cell-mates. A bloke called Parky. Parkinson.’ 
 
    ‘I know him.’ 
 
    That made the man sit up and take notice. 
 
    ‘He’s currently in Exeter nick,’ Pete explained. 
 
    Phelps grunted. ‘Well, I heard them talking one day. I was on the landing outside their cell. Just standing there, minding my own business, admiring the view like, and they started nattering. I heard McBride saying he reckoned women who’ve run off from their husbands would make ideal targets for someone like Parky. Whether they’re in their own place or in those hostels, shelters, whatever. They come with ready-made suspects for you lot to chase after. Reckoned you were a bunch of lazy sods – would take the easy option every time.’ 
 
    ‘Is that right?’ 
 
    ‘His words, not mine,’ Phelps said, hands raised as far as the cuffs would allow. 
 
    ‘And why are you telling me this?’ 
 
    He’d already checked with the prison staff. Phelps was three years into a five to eight year stretch for assault. He couldn’t hope to gain anything significant on his sentence and they were unaware of anything between him and McBride. But on the other hand, they knew Parkinson hadn’t killed Julie Daniels. 
 
    ‘My daughter’s in one of them places. Sussex. She had a good job, good husband – we thought – nice house and that. Done really well for herself. We didn’t find out the truth until she was taken to hospital with a broken cheek bone, broken arm and an eye that was swollen so much you couldn’t see it. And she still can’t see out of it. Never will, they reckon. Damage to the optic nerve.’ 
 
    Pete’s jaw tightened. He knew how he’d feel in that situation – if anyone threatened to harm his daughter. Was this man playing him or was he telling the truth? Pete had been in the news several times over the past couple of years, and not only for the cases he’d solved. Had Phelps seen something about him? Thought he could put one over on him? 
 
    But, what could he hope to gain, apart from kudos with the other inmates? 
 
    The man was looking him straight in the eye. ‘If you don’t believe me, check with the governor. It’s why I’m in here.’ 
 
    ‘I will. You’re sure there were just the two of them in there?’ 
 
    Phelps frowned. ‘I can’t see him saying something like that to more than Parky.’ 
 
    ‘But, did you actually see in there or not?’ 
 
    ‘No, but… Who else would there be? And why would you ask?’ 
 
    ‘Because, unfortunately, we’ve already established that Parkinson’s got an iron-clad alibi for Julie Daniels’ death.’ 
 
    And even for her rape, Pete thought. Dave had called when he was barely out of Exeter on the way here. The man’s presence at the meet couldn’t be verified on paper. There were no ticket stubs or CCTV. But all the results he’d quoted to Pete were correct, along with the significant events he’d mentioned. 
 
    ‘Well, that’s all I’ve got for you, so you’d best do what you need to, hadn’t you?’ 
 
    Pete stood up feeling a familiar disappointment. This had been a largely wasted journey, after all.  
 
    ‘Guard,’ he called.  
 
    The door opened.  
 
    ‘We’re done,’ Pete said. ‘I need to see the governor.’ 
 
    * 
 
    He wasn’t even out of the car park when he hit the speed dial on his phone. 
 
    ‘Dave, I’ve got something fresh on Parkinson.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, ah?’ 
 
    ‘I’m reliably informed that, before he returned to the big, wide world of freedom, he had a conversation in which McBride all but told him to go looking for Julie. Not in so many words, but close enough. What I don’t know is if Parkinson was the only one he told this to.’ 
 
    ‘You reckon he’ll tell us?’ 
 
    ‘Depends how persuasive you can be without leaving bruises, doesn’t it?’ 
 
    Dave laughed.  
 
    ‘Other than that, you could go through McBride’s phone records again and see if there’s a link between him and any other former inmates since they got out. I’ve already checked the visitor logs and there’s nothing there.’ 
 
    ‘OK, I’ll let you know what I come up with.’ 
 
    ‘See you later.’ Pete ended the call and concentrated on the roads leading out of the north-Bristol suburb towards the motorway. 
 
    * 
 
    Pete had just passed under the big bridge over the M5 near Exeter airport when Dave called back. 
 
    ‘Boss. I’ve been through McBride’s phone records with a fine-tooth comb. There’s nothing there for us. The only former Horfield inmate he’s been in contact with since he came out is Parkinson.’ 
 
    Pete felt a slump of disappointment. He’d really been hoping his trip hadn’t been wasted, but it seemed like it might have been. Unless… 
 
    ‘Do we know for sure McBride hasn’t got or had another phone since he’s been out? A pay-as-you-go, for instance?’ 
 
    ‘They didn’t find one at his place when they searched it. I don’t know if they searched the garage or checked with his work-mates.’ 
 
    ‘Ask them, would you? I’ll be there in a few minutes.’ 
 
    The bulk of the rush-hour traffic would be coming out of the city, so he’d be travelling against the flow, not queueing with it. By the time he got there, Dave should have an answer for him.  
 
    * 
 
    It was almost six when Pete walked back into the squad room, but his team were all still at their desks and working. 
 
    ‘I spoke to Tavistock,’ Dave said. ‘They searched the garage – part of the warrant - but didn’t find anything. And his mates weren’t admitting anything, either.’ 
 
    Pete knew exactly what he meant there. ‘Well, he’d better have been in touch with somebody. Otherwise, we’ve got either Alan Jones or some other random pervert out there planning their next kill.’ 
 
    ‘Or Richard Ashcroft,’ Jill said. 
 
    ‘If he did it, it was for McBride. Have we got any more on his activities that night?’ 
 
    ‘No, but I managed to persuade Fast-track to get us a warrant for his car,’ Jane announced. ‘Forensics are going to pick it up later.’ 
 
    ‘Good. If he did it, there’s no way he wouldn’t have left a trace in there. No sign of Jones or McBride yet, I suppose?’ 
 
    Dave shook his head. ‘If there was, we’d have let you know straight away.’ 
 
    ‘So, we’ve pretty much eliminated Parkinson, although we’ve given Plymouth a good bit to go at him with. Which leaves us with three viable suspects, two of them in the wind, the third one with no real evidence against him apart from his presence in the city at the time.’ Pete summarised. 
 
    ‘That’s about the size of it,’ Dave agreed. 
 
    ‘Then, we’d best do something about it.’ 
 
    ‘We’d love to,’ Jane said. ‘But what?’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    ‘DCI Silverstone can get the details of the two missing suspects out to the media again. In the meantime, she wasn’t taken from the shelter and she didn’t get to Brixham, where her mother was waiting for her, so how far did she get between the two? She met her killer somewhere. Where? And when? There’s got to be something, somewhere that’ll tell us. And somebody needs to have a serious talk with Richard Ashcroft.’ 
 
    Dick Feeney pushed his chair back. ‘I’ll see if Fast-track’s still in his office while you get onto Tavistock.’ 
 
    Pete nodded and picked up his phone. He knew the number by now. 
 
    ‘Police. How can I help?’ 
 
    ‘DS Gayle. I need to speak to Sergeant Featherstone.’ 
 
    ‘He’s gone off duty, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Well, we’ve got two main suspects in a murder investigation living in Tavistock. One of them is missing, the other is Richard Ashcroft. I need him interviewed ASAP. Someone needs to persuade him to explain where he was and what he was doing on Monday evening and night in fine detail. The fact that we’ve got footage of him in close proximity to a murder scene might help persuade him to co-operate.’ 
 
    ‘Right, sir. We’ll get on it.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. Who am I speaking to?’ 
 
    ‘Constable Wilson, sir.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll look forward to hearing back from you, then, Wilson.’ 
 
    Pete ended the call as Dick re-entered the squad room. 
 
    ‘He’s gone.’ 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘Press office, then.’ He picked the phone up again and dialled.  
 
    ‘Devon and Cornwall police, press office.’ 
 
    ‘DS Gayle, Heavitree Road. Are you aware of the Julie Daniels murder on Monday night?’ 
 
    ‘I am. What can I do for you, DS Gayle?’ 
 
    ‘We need a press release urgently. Our DCI’s already left the building, that’s why he isn’t contacting you himself. We’ve got two people of interest we need to locate urgently. Keith McBride of Tavistock and Alan Jones of St Austell. I believe you’ve already got the details.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, we have.’ 
 
    ‘We need anyone who’s seen them or can tell us where they might be to get in touch as a matter of urgency and both are to be considered armed and dangerous, so the public are not to approach them. Just contact police.’ 
 
    ‘OK, I’ve got that. We can get it in the papers for tomorrow, not sure about the ten o’clock news, but we’ll try and, if not, we should be able to get it on the local.’ 
 
    ‘Great, thanks.’ 
 
    Dave looked up from his computer screen. ‘I’ve got the footage from Monday night’s CCTV around the city. I’m going back through it to see if I can spot anything, now we’ve got the vehicle details for McBride and Jones.’ 
 
    ‘Well done.’ He picked up the phone again. 
 
    ‘Marion Hunt?’ he asked when the connection was made.   
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Pete Gayle. When Julie went off on Monday morning to meet her mum, can you tell me which cab company she’d have used?’ 
 
    ‘We usually use Castle Cabs.’ 
 
    ‘OK, we’ll check with them. Thanks.’ He broke the connection and dialled again. 
 
    ‘Castle cabs.’ 
 
    Pete introduced himself. ‘I need you to do a records check for me. I believe one of your drivers picked up a fare on Monday morning, Bicton Place to St David’s.’ 
 
    ‘Hold on.’ 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Pete waited. 
 
    A minute passed. He began to wonder if she’d forgotten about him, was about to cut the line and redial when she was suddenly back. 
 
    ‘Georgi picked up a female passenger there at 9.13, took her to St David’s railway station. Picked up another fare there, twelve minutes later.’ 
 
    The timings would fit. ‘Is Georgi working now?’ 
 
    ‘Just knocked off.’ 
 
    ‘So, he’s still in the car. Can you get hold of him for me?’ 
 
    ‘He won’t have his radio on.’ 
 
    ‘But, he’s got a mobile.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t…’ 
 
    ‘Give out the number. No, but you can use it. Tell him to call me at Heavitree Road. I need to speak to him ASAP.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ 
 
    Pete was left holding a dead phone as the call was cut off abruptly. ‘OK,’ he muttered. ‘For a telephonist, she ain’t exactly chatty.’ 
 
    Dick chuckled. ‘Must be your irresistible charm, boss.’ 
 
    ‘Who was it?’ Jane asked. 
 
    ‘Dunno. Voice like she chews gravel in whisky and smokes forty a day.’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘Yeah, Gail’s not the most user-friendly.’ 
 
    The phone on Pete’s desk rang. He raised an eyebrow. That was quick. 
 
    He picked up. ‘Gayle.’ 
 
    ‘Constable Wilson, sir. Just a quick update. We’ve gone round to see Richard Ashcroft, but he’s not in. His wife doesn’t know where he’s gone.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘His car’s not there, sir.’ 
 
    ‘It wouldn’t be. It’s at the forensics lab. I meant that his wife doesn’t know where he is.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, sorry. She seemed genuine. A bit peeved, actually.’ 
 
    At him or us? Pete thought. ‘All right. Thanks for letting me know. There’s a club over there that he goes to sometimes, apparently. Have you tried there?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet, sir. We’ll let you know.’ 
 
    Pete really wanted to tell him to ease up on the ‘sir’s, but he doubted it would do any good. The man probably didn’t even know he was doing it. ‘Thanks, Wilson.’ 
 
    As he put the phone down, he saw Jane watching him. She raised an eyebrow. 
 
    ‘Tavistock,’ he said. ‘Ashcroft’s out and about. Now, where were we?’ 
 
    ‘Hunting.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. About that: the timings fit on the cabbie’s report of picking her up and dropping her off, but we can’t take his word for it. We need CCTV from St David’s. She supposedly arrived there at 9.25. While you get hold of that, I’ll check Georgi’s background.’ 
 
    ‘Have you got his surname, then?’ Jane, surprised. 
 
    ‘No, but Castle Cabs’ web-site should give me it.’ 
 
    He woke up his computer, went onto the Internet and checked. He was right. The man’s surname was Constantou. He logged onto the Police National Database and entered what he had. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    The man had had CRB checks done regularly since starting work as a cabbie, several years ago, but that was it. He was clean. 
 
    ‘Wow,’ Jane said, putting down her phone. 
 
    Pete looked up. 
 
    ‘Transport police,’ she said. ‘They’ve got all the station CCTV. They keep it on a hard drive, and it’s stored on the cloud. They’ve given me the log-in so I can download what we need myself.’ 
 
    ‘The modern age, eh?’ said Dick. 
 
    ‘And to think,’ Ben said with a grin. ‘When you were my age, computers hadn’t even been invented.’ 
 
    ‘Oi! How bloody old do you think I am, Spike? Computers were in use in the Second World War, sonny.’ 
 
    ‘Technically, the first one we know of was made by the ancient Greeks,’ Jill put in. 
 
    ‘Thanks, Titch,’ Dick said. 
 
    ‘Just saying,’ she shrugged. 
 
    ‘Here we go,’ Jane said. ‘9.25?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Pete told her. 
 
    ‘OK.’ She tapped at her keyboard for a while. ‘There. Main concourse, overlooking the entrance, 9.24.’ she hit a key and sat back, watching carefully. 
 
    Silence descended. 
 
    The minute seemed to stretch to eternity. It had to have been more than a minute, Pete decided. How long was she…? 
 
    ‘Got her.’ Jane hit a key to pause the image. ‘Coming in at 9.26.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure it’s her?’ Dick asked. 
 
    Jane looked at him then switched her gaze to Pete. ‘It’s her. She’s got a coat like mine.’ 
 
    Pete pictured Jane’s calf-length dark green camel coat, but this was summer. She must mean the jacket she tended to wear – the one that was now hanging by the door. Short, shaped, like an abbreviated trench-coat in a light fawn colour. How many women would have something like that? It couldn’t be unique, but Pete didn’t doubt Jane’s eye. If she said it was Julie Daniels, then it was. ‘She got as far as the station, then.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t leave a lot of opportunities for him to snatch her,’ Dick pointed out. 
 
    Dave hit a key and looked up at Jane. ‘Are there any other cameras in there you could follow her on?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, when I get to them. How are you doing?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, you’ve been amazingly quiet, the past few minutes,’ Jill added. 
 
    ‘It’s called concentration,’ Dave told her. ‘Nothing yet, but there’s a lot more to go through. Any volunteers to help out?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got the files,’ Dick pointed out. 
 
    ‘I can soon send them to you.’ 
 
    ‘Go on, then.’ 
 
    Dave tapped a few keys. ‘There you go. Now everyone’s got them.’ 
 
    Dick checked his in-box. ‘Yep.’ 
 
    ‘Me, too,’ Ben added. 
 
    ‘And I’ve got nothing,’ Jane said. ‘I can see her go in there, but then she vanishes. No sign of her.’ 
 
    ‘She hasn’t gone onto the platforms?’ Pete checked. 
 
    ‘Nope. The train left four minutes after she went into the station. I’ve checked the following ten.’ 
 
    ‘Well, she left there somehow.’ 
 
    ‘How else can she get out of there?’ Ben asked. ‘There’s the trains and there’s the entrance. That’s it, isn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    Pete closed the front door and put his briefcase under the hall table. 
 
    ‘Hello,’ he called. 
 
    Uniquely, there was no reply. The TV was playing in the sitting room, the sound down low. He stuck his head in and instantly saw the situation. Could almost smell the hormones raging in the room. ‘Hello, hello, hello. What have we got here, then?’ he said, parodying a famous old TV series to try to lighten the mood. 
 
    Louise looked up but there was no response from Annie. She just sat there, ignoring him, her face set and sullen, arms folded, feet tucked under her in the chair furthest from her mother. 
 
    ‘Your daughter’s been getting in trouble again.’ 
 
    Pete raised an eyebrow. ‘My daughter?’ 
 
    ‘When she’s like this, yes.’ 
 
    He sighed. ‘What’s happened now?’ 
 
    ‘She’s got in a strop with the headmistress, of all people. I got a phone call at work. The woman was taking her to see Dr White. Doing her a favour, for God’s sake! Little Miss here wanted to know why she should get special treatment. When Mrs Kent told her it was because of what she’d been through, that she didn’t do it for every student, she said she shouldn’t put herself out. Wanted to know why she was so special. Which, of course, she is, Mrs Kent said. So, Annie says, “Well, I don’t want to be. I just want to be an ordinary kid, not some paragon of virtue like Joan of Arc or something. Mrs Kent didn’t know where she got that from and nor do I. It’s not part of their curriculum, apparently.’ 
 
    Pete held up a hand and turned to Annie. ‘So, where did you get it from?’ 
 
    She ignored him, her gaze remaining fixed on the middle distance, her mind shut off from her surroundings – or at least, that was the impression she was trying to generate, he thought.  
 
    ‘Annie? I asked you a question. Where did you get the idea of Joan of Arc from?’ 
 
    She stayed still and silent for just a beat too long before finally looking up and meeting his gaze. ‘I read books.’ 
 
    Pete felt a flush of pride but couldn’t let it show. ‘Don’t be cheeky, young lady.’ 
 
    ‘You asked, I answered. How’s that cheeky?’ 
 
    He drew a breath. ‘It’s not the answer, it’s the attitude, as you well know.’ He held up a hand. ‘Don’t.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, we get a one-sided conversation now, do we?’ she demanded. ‘Well, that’s…’ 
 
    ‘Do not even think of taking that attitude with me,’ he snapped. ‘Or your mum.’ 
 
    ‘Well, if you’re just going to take her word for it, what’s the point?’ She surged up out the chair and headed for the door in one smooth movement, was in the hall before he could react and thundering up the stairs, her feet amazingly heavy for such a small body. 
 
    ‘Oi! Get back here,’ Pete shouted. ‘I haven’t finished with you yet.’ 
 
    Her reply was the slam of her door. 
 
    He looked down at Louise. Concern was written all over her face. He pursed his lips. ‘Well, at least she shut the door,’ he said quietly and headed after her. 
 
    He waited until he was at the top of the stairs, standing outside Annie’s bedroom before speaking, keeping his tone reasonable. ‘If you break the frame, you won’t be able to slam this door any more. And don’t look to me to fix it.’ He was perfectly capable of it, as she knew well enough, but that wasn’t the point and she’d know that too. ‘Have you eaten? Is your blood sugar too low or something? Is that it?’ 
 
    He heard her mutter something to herself.  
 
    Well, that’s a step forward, even if not in quite the right direction. ‘Have we still got any of those chocolate chip cookies in the jar?’ 
 
    They weren’t her favourite, but they were his. Crumbly and messy, but at the same time creamy and very chocolatey.  
 
    ‘I reckon I might go and munch a couple with a mug of hot chocolate.’ Now, that would be a bit OTT, but he was getting closer to the heart of her taste-buds now, he knew. ‘Perhaps with a sprinkle of cocoa on top and a marsh-mallow or two.’ 
 
    Again, he heard a muttered response, but this time, he knew what it was. ‘You’ll be lucky.’ They were out of marsh-mallows. Had been for a few days now but at least he was engaging her, however reluctantly. ‘I might even do a quick egg-on-toast to go with it,’ he decided out loud. ‘That sounds like a plan for this time of night. I’ll see you in the morning, eh?’ 
 
    He went down to the kitchen, sticking his head into the sitting room on the way past to give Louise a wink. Flicking on the kettle, he made a noise about fetching out a mug then switched on the cooker and took out the small frying pan, pouring in some oil before pulling the toaster towards him and opening the fridge door. Again, he made plenty of noise about taking out the bread and the eggs, letting the oil get good and hot before breaking a couple of eggs into it so they sizzled loudly, jumping like landed flat-fish on the bottom of the pan as he pushed down the lever on the toaster. 
 
    He let the eggs calm down before pouring his drink, clattering the top of the biscuit barrel on the worktop and making sure the cookie packet rustled as he took one out. 
 
    He knew Annie could hear everything he was doing. Temptation would calm her at least, even if it didn’t bring her out. 
 
    Silently, he slipped through to the sitting room to ask if Louise wanted anything, but she declined. They’d already eaten, a couple of hours ago. Still, he knew, at Annie’s age, she’d grown hollow legs. She’d eat every hour, on the hour, with snacks in between if she could.  
 
    He went and had his meal before going back upstairs. 
 
    ‘God, that was tasty! I’m surprised you didn’t want anything.’ 
 
    No reply. 
 
    ‘Still, it’s good to stick to your principles. Will-power’s a wonderful thing. Not everyone’s got it.’ 
 
    Still nothing from the other side of the door. 
 
    ‘Stubbornness has its down-sides though, eh? Cutting off your nose to spite your face isn’t always the most comfortable approach to life. I suppose that’s where the phrase “getting snotty” comes from.’  
 
    ‘Ew!’ 
 
    Her voice was still low, but at least he’d drawn a response. 
 
    ‘Still, I’ll leave you to it. You know where the kitchen is if you want anything. If you kick this over when you come out, though, you’ll be the one to clean it up.’  
 
    He set the mug he’d been holding on the carpet at the corner of her door and went back downstairs, making no effort to go quietly. Back in the sitting room, he kept his voice low as he said, ‘She’ll be out in a minute. You wait. If nothing else, curiosity will do it.’ 
 
    They left the TV sound down low and waited, listening. 
 
    It took two minutes rather than just one, but at last, they heard the click of a latch from upstairs and the rub of a door over carpet. 
 
    Pete looked at Louise and winked. ‘So, how was your day, apart from that?’ 
 
    ‘I know you’re talking about me,’ Annie shouted from the top of the stairs. ‘I’m not stupid.’ 
 
    ‘We’re well aware of that,’ Pete called back. ‘And we’re only talking about you because we love you.’ 
 
    ‘Well, don’t!’ Her door slammed shut once more. 
 
    He sighed. ‘What the hell are we supposed to do with her?’ 
 
    ‘We’re supposed to do nothing – leave her alone. What we can do is a lot harder to figure out.’ 
 
    Women, he thought. Can’t live with them, can’t live without them, but how the hell are you supposed to understand them? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    ‘I looked into the access points at St. David’s,’ Jill said, looking up from her computer. ‘There’s a few other possibilities than the obvious. Unofficially, at least. If you get over the fence, you can get down to the platforms from the level crossing. The stairs at the side go up to the offices above the main station. There’s the post-office doors by the taxi rank. They’re locked for most of the day, but there is a staff entrance right by them.’ 
 
    ‘And there’s no CCTV coverage of the taxi-rank?’ Dick asked dubiously. 
 
    ‘Nope,’ Ben confirmed. ‘The council wanted to put a couple of cameras up, but the cabbies kicked up such a fuss, in the end, they gave up on the idea. You know what they’re like for saving money at any and every opportunity that doesn’t impact the actual councillors.’ 
 
    ‘And there’s the bloody problem,’ Dave put in. ‘Where do we get our funding from? No wonder we’re twenty-seven percent down on staffing in the past five years. And then they complain there’s not enough of us on the beat.’ 
 
    ‘Well, complaining about it in here won’t make a difference,’ Pete pointed out. ‘We need to get down to St David’s and have a chat with some of the cabbies, see if any of them saw her coming out of there.’ 
 
    ‘How many languages have we got interpreters for?’ asked Dave. 
 
    ‘Steady,’ Jane said. ‘There’s politically incorrect and there’s downright careless, matey. That there could get you in some serious shit.’ 
 
    Dave winked. ‘As long as you can hold your breath, a brown nose can get you a long way in this job.’ 
 
    Jill made a choking noise. ‘God, you’re disgusting!’ 
 
    ‘But lovable.’ Dave laughed. 
 
    ‘In your mind, maybe.’ 
 
    ‘Can we fix our minds on who killed Julie Daniels?’ Pete suggested. ‘And catch them before they kill another innocent victim?’ 
 
    Dave pushed his chair back. ‘St David’s it is, then.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re a bloody long way from being a saint,’ Jill said, matching his move. 
 
    Pete’s phone rang. An external call. He looked up at them. ‘You go ahead. I’ll catch up in a minute.’ He picked up the receiver. ‘DS Gayle.’ 
 
    ‘Harold Pointer here. I’ve some results for you.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. What can you tell me that’ll help catch this per… petrator?’ He’d been about to say something else but changed his mind at the last instant. He didn’t want to follow in Dave’s footsteps. 
 
    ‘The examination of Richard Ashcroft’s car furnished a couple of interesting discoveries.’ 
 
    Pete shook his head quickly. Ashcroft again? 
 
    ‘There were fibres matching Miss Daniels’ jacket on the passenger seat and on the back seat. Also, traces of blood were found in the boot. DNA results will take a day or two, unfortunately, due to workload.’ 
 
    Pete felt a flash of irritation. ‘You realise we’re trying to identify a killer before he strikes again?’ 
 
    Harold sighed. ‘The DNA laboratory is outside of my control, Detective Sergeant.’ 
 
    It was Pete’s turn to release a heavy breath. ‘Sorry. I know. I’d best see if I can place his car in the right place at the right time, then, hadn’t I?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll let you know as soon as there’s anything more.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Harold.’ 
 
    Pete put the phone down and followed the rest of his team out of the squad room. 
 
    * 
 
    The taxi rank outside St David’s railway station was packed, three-deep. There must be a train due any minute, Pete decided as he drove into the square in front of the station. 
 
    His mouth watered at the sight of the coffee shop across from the station, but he resisted. There wasn’t time right now. He saw Jane’s ginger hair shining in the sunlight amongst the mass of red and black vehicles. Then he spotted Ben’s spiky style a few paces from her. He parked the unmarked Ford and crossed towards them. As he passed through the first line of taxis, Dave approached from his left. 
 
    ‘How are we getting on?’ 
 
     ‘Nothing yet, but they keep coming and going. It’s only a matter of…’ 
 
    ‘Boss,’ Jane called and waved him over. 
 
    ‘Time?’ Pete suggested as he stepped forward. 
 
    Jane was standing by one of the cabs on the row nearest to the pavement along the side of the stone-built station. ‘This gent was just telling me he remembers a woman matching Julie Daniels’ description, although he can’t confirm it’s her from her photo – she was too far away – coming out of the staff entrance over there around the time we expected. He can’t be precise, but…’ she shrugged. 
 
    ‘Who can in those circumstances, right? OK. Let’s see if we can get any corroborative statements.’ Pete turned to the man in the cab. ‘Can you tell me any other drivers that were here at the time?’ 
 
    ‘I know Jan was. And George. Georgi,’ he corrected himself. ‘He’d pulled up a couple of minutes before. Andy was in front of me.’ 
 
    ‘Are any of them here now?’ 
 
    The man shook his head. ‘Not that I know of.’ 
 
    ‘OK. Give my DC their details. Thanks.’ Georgi, eh? He went back to Dave, who was watching and waiting on developments. ‘Have we heard back from Georgi the cabbie yet?’ 
 
    Dave paused. ‘The one who brought her here? I don’t think so.’ 
 
    ‘Right, Jane’s got a possible sighting of the victim coming out the staff entrance. I’ll leave you lot to find confirmation of it while I go to the taxi company and chase him up.’ 
 
    ‘Careful,’ Dave cautioned. ‘Don’t chase too hard, boss.’ 
 
    Pete frowned, but realised the reason for Dave’s comment. He’d sounded a bit on the determined side, if not actually annoyed. ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    Between the frustrations involved in this case and his troubles at home with Annie, his patience was wearing thin. 
 
    * 
 
    Pete recognised the woman as soon as he walked in. He’d dealt with her before, on a case in which a cabby had turned out to be guilty of the sexual assault and rape of at least one of his clients. Surely, lightning couldn’t strike twice? 
 
    ‘Can I help?’ she asked automatically. 
 
    ‘Hello.’ 
 
    Her eyes widened. ‘Ah. Detective…. Sergeant, wasn’t it? What can I do for you?’ 
 
    ‘Pete Gayle,’ he reminded her, showing his warrant card. ‘The woman who was on the desk here last night was going to get one of your drivers to call me. Georgi Constantou. He hasn’t and I need to speak to him.’ 
 
    ‘It’s his day off today,’ she said. ‘But, seeing as it’s you, I can give you his private number.’ 
 
    ‘I could do with his address, too.’ 
 
    Her thin eyebrows rose at that. ‘What’s he done?’  
 
    She clearly remembered the other case, too.  
 
    ‘We’re not certain yet. But he transported a woman to St David’s railway station on Monday morning and she’s disappeared.’ 
 
    Her expression changed. ‘Not again? Really?’ 
 
    Pete wasn’t sure what she meant. ‘Again? What’s he been up to before?’ 
 
    ‘No, I mean another driver up to Christ knows what.’ 
 
    ‘As I said, we don’t know yet. But the fact he hasn’t answered my call doesn’t fill me with confidence.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Shall I try him again for you?’ She reached for the small switchboard in front of her. 
 
    ‘No, just give me his details and I’ll go and see him. Hopefully, it’ll all come to nothing, but I do need to talk to him.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ She stood up and went to the metal filing cabinet in a corner behind her. Pulling out the top drawer, she rifled through and pulled out a sheet of paper. She handed it to him. ‘That’s all we’ve got on him, apart from the usual CRB checks and licence renewals.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ Pete glanced down. The single sheet had the man’s name, address, mobile and land-line numbers, his start-date at the firm and references from previous jobs. All Pete needed. He laid the sheet on the counter and took out his phone to take a photo of it. Checking the shot, he handed the page back to her. ‘That should do me.’ 
 
    The address, he recognised, was in an area of old, brick-built terraced houses off Heavitree Road, not far from the nick. 
 
    He was half-way there when his phone rang. He tapped the comms system to accept the call via Blue-tooth. 
 
    ‘Boss, it’s Dave. We’ve got something. Georgi was seen picking our girl up again, two minutes after he dropped her off. I mean, it must have been her. Too much of a co-incidence for it not to be. Like the other guy said, she popped out of the staff entrance by the post-office doors. And then she hopped into Georgi’s cab. The driver behind him saw it happen and knew who’s cab it was. He’d waved to him barely a minute before.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent. I’m on the way to his place now.’ 
 
    Pete cut the call and concentrated on the heavy rush-hour traffic. A few minutes later, he was turning left off Heavitree Road up a steep hill between close-packed red-brick houses with tiny gardens in front. 
 
    At the top of the short street, he turned left then right into a similar street where the houses opened straight onto the pavement. Parked cars dotted either side. A couple of hours ago, he knew, they would have been nose-to-tail, but now most of the residents had left for work. 
 
    About a third of the way along on the left, he could see the distinctive red and black of a taxi. That would be Georgi Constantou’s. He pulled up behind the cab and approached the dark red front door, pressed the bell and heard it chime from somewhere inside.  
 
    There was no reaction for almost thirty seconds. He was about to press it again when he heard a bolt being slipped on the other side of the door. It cracked open, a chain across near the top. A woman peered through the gap.  
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    Her accent was strongly Greek. 
 
    ‘Mrs Constantou?’ He raised his warrant card so she could see it. ‘Police. Is your husband at home? I see his car’s out here.’ 
 
    ‘Who is it?’ The strong male voice came from somewhere in the background. 
 
    She ducked back inside and said something in Greek. Then, leaving the door, she stepped away. The man who came to replace her was thick-set and hairy, his shirt open almost half way down over a barrel chest and an impressive paunch. 
 
    ‘What do you want?’ 
 
    This from the man who was told twelve hours ago to contact police regarding a murder victim and didn’t, Pete thought. ‘Mr Constantou?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Georgi Constantou?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I said.’ 
 
    ‘It’s been established that you’re the last known person to see Julie Daniels alive. Therefore, I’d like to know why you didn’t call me when I left a message with your employer to do so.’ 
 
    ‘Wait. Alive? You mean…? I did not do this.’ 
 
    ‘So, why didn’t you call me when you were asked to? It could have got us several hours closer to her killer. If, in fact, it wasn’t you.’ 
 
    ‘Why would you think…?’ He was shaking his head. ‘No. I did not do this.’ 
 
    ‘Then help me find out who did.’ 
 
    He seemed to shudder. The door closed and Pete heard the chain removed. As it opened again, Constantou said something to the woman behind him in Greek. Pete saw her turning away towards the back of the house. 
 
    ‘Come.’ 
 
    Pete stepped inside. The front door gave straight into the sitting room. The furniture was old and too big for the small room, the carpet vividly patterned. No more than a cross and a picture of the Virgin Mary decorated the egg-shell blue walls. 
 
    ‘Sit.’ 
 
    Constantou took one arm of the L-shaped sofa. Pete took the arm-chair at the other side of the fireplace. 
 
    ‘So, let’s start at the beginning. Why didn’t you return my call?’ He might have been invited in, but he wasn’t going to ease off too soon.  
 
    Constantou shrugged, his hairy belly shifting like a half-inflated beach ball within the near-open shirt. ‘I did not get around to it. I done nothing wrong. Why would you want to talk to me?’ 
 
    ‘As a possible witness, maybe?’ 
 
    He grunted. 
 
    Pete stared into his dark, suspicious eyes. ‘You don’t like the police, is that it?’  
 
    ‘I do not, not like. I do not trust. Why should I?’ 
 
    ‘Why shouldn’t you?’ Pete countered. ‘We’re not here to cause people problems unless they break the law. So, back to Julie Daniels.’ He took out a picture of her and passed it across.  
 
    Constantou looked down at it and his lips tightened as he recognised her. ‘What happened to her?’ His gaze returned to Pete. 
 
    ‘She was killed. Her body was found back where you picked her up that morning. Don’t you read the papers? Watch the news?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing good, so why bother?’ 
 
    Pete tipped his head. The man had a point. ‘You dropped her off at St David’s railway station Monday morning. And two minutes later, you picked her up again.’ 
 
    Constantou’s chin dipped in a nod. 
 
    ‘So, what was that about?’ 
 
    ‘I did not expect it. When she got back in, I was surprised. I asked, did she forget something? She said, “No, take me to bus station.”’ 
 
    ‘So, you’d taken her from Bicton Place to St David’s. Now she wanted to go back to the bus station, within a ten-minute walk of where she started from, if not less?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘Strange, yes, but I am there to go where asked.’ 
 
    ‘You’re aware there’s CCTV at the bus station? We will be able to check.’ 
 
    Constantou frowned. ‘No.’ 
 
    Pete tilted his head. ‘Yes.’  
 
    He was bluffing. It had often been said there should be, but there were no cameras there, and there wouldn’t be now until the locally controversial rebuilding work was completed. 
 
    ‘Then will confirm what I say,’ the man said stubbornly. 
 
    ‘Did you see her get onto a bus?’ 
 
    ‘No. All the barriers and fencing. But she walked towards queue.’ His brown eyes held Pete’s gaze. 
 
    ‘We’ll check on that. And next time I leave a message, you will call me back, right?’ 
 
    The man said nothing, but he nodded once as Pete stood up. 
 
    Back in the car, Pete drove up to the far end of the road before turning around to head back the way he’d come. As he did so, he keyed Dave’s number into the hands-free system and pressed ‘call.’ 
 
    ‘Boss? What’s up?’ 
 
    ‘Shift of emphasis,’ he said. ‘Or search area, at least. The bus station. The cabbie says that’s where he took her from St David’s.’ 
 
    ‘How does that make sense? You believe him?’ 
 
    ‘Not sure. So, we need to check it out. Find any witnesses that saw her arrive there.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll be lucky, the mess that place is in. You can’t see more than six feet in any direction for workmen and safety fencing. And the shit all over the roads round there! It’s like a bloody skating rink to drive on.’ 
 
    ‘Nevertheless, we need to check. And I need to get back onto Tavistock.’ 
 
    ‘Tavistock?’ Dave echoed. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Ashcroft. PC Wilson never got back to me to say he’d tracked him down.’ Pete reached the junction with Heavitree Road and turned right, towards the ring-road and the city centre. 
 
    ‘There must be a black hole over that way,’ Dave said. ‘The way people keep disappearing.’ 
 
    There wasn’t much Pete could say to that. He ended the call and phoned Tavistock police station, was put through to the station chief. 
 
    ‘Featherstone.’ 
 
    ‘Have you got anything from Constable Wilson on Ashcroft? He was supposed to be looking into his whereabouts with a view to bringing him in for questioning last night.’ 
 
    ‘News to me. When was this arranged?’ 
 
    ‘After you’d gone home for the evening. He didn’t leave a report?’ 
 
    ‘No. We don’t make an issue of it, the amount of crime that happens here. Just do it weekly.’ 
 
    Damn it, what kind of cowboy outfit are you running over there? Pete thought, seeing a gap and pulling out onto the roundabout. ‘Did you see him before he left this morning?’ 
 
    ‘No, he knocked off at six. I didn’t get in until eight. Why? What’s all the urgency about?’ 
 
    A dead woman. Pete fought not to yell at the man. He took a long, deep breath. ‘We have forensic evidence that our murder victim was in Ashcroft’s car and traces of blood were found in the boot.’ 
 
    ‘Shit. That, I didn’t know. Right, I’ll get hold of Wills and get back to you.’ 
 
    ‘And send someone round to Ashcroft’s shop and his house, see if you can find him, eh?’ 
 
    ‘Will do.’ 
 
    Give me bloody strength, Pete thought as he hung up. No wonder Dave thinks there’s a black hole over there. Talk about Keystone bloody coppers! 
 
    As he turned off towards the bus station, he checked the time. He was tempted to head straight over to Tavistock instead but, with an effort of will, he resisted. He was just a few minutes short of the time Julie Daniels would have been here on Monday morning. 
 
    * 
 
    Pete showed his warrant card to the woman at the head of the queue at the ticket office window. ‘Sorry, I’ll be two seconds.’ 
 
    He turned to the man behind the counter. ‘Were you on duty here, this time on Monday?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    Pete held up a picture of Julie Daniels. ‘Do you remember this woman?’ 
 
    The man shook his head. ‘No. Sorry.’ 
 
    Pete gave him a nod and turned back to the woman behind him. ‘Do you recognise her?’ 
 
    ‘No, and I’m running late for my bus.’ 
 
    He stepped past her and started along the queue. There were around twenty people lined up. He asked each of them in turn, but no-one recognised Julie. 
 
    He headed over to the stand where the Torbay bus would arrive. A small group of people were already waiting there. He checked the time again. He had five minutes before it was due to arrive. Holding up his warrant card and the picture, he asked, ‘Does anyone here recognise this lady? We think she got on this next bus on Monday morning.’ 
 
    Heads were shaken. A few voices muttered, ‘No.’ Then a woman said, ‘She didn’t. She was coming over here and a man stopped her. Must have offered her a lift, I suppose. She went off with him.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    Pete’s stomach fluttered, his breathing stopped. 
 
    The woman was in her fifties, he guessed. Her wavy hair was dark with a few streaks of grey showing. Her brown eyes were open and honest-looking, her expression helpful rather than attention-seeking.  
 
    Pete stepped closer, putting away his warrant card but keeping Julie Daniels’ picture in his hand. ‘You’re sure it was her?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. She had a beige-coloured jacket on, a hand-bag with a long strap over her shoulder. I remember wondering why she was wearing a coat because it was a nice day.’ 
 
    ‘And what do you remember about the man?’ he asked, drawing her over to one side with a hand on her elbow. 
 
    ‘Not a lot, really. He wasn’t tall. No more than she was, maybe an inch or two shorter if anything. Had a cap on – one of those American type ones – and jeans. He was wearing a T-shirt, I think. Or a polo shirt. White and grubby-looking.’ 
 
    Pete smiled. ‘The man or the T-shirt?’ 
 
    She smiled back. ‘I meant the shirt, but he was white, too.’ 
 
    ‘And what about his face or anything else that stood out about him?’ 
 
    She grimaced. ‘I only caught a glimpse. It was her I noticed, really. She was looking a bit… Not nervous, but cautious, I suppose you’d say. Then he caught up with her. Grabbed her arm. They spoke and she went off with him.’ 
 
    ‘He ran over from where?’ 
 
    ‘The exit.’ She nodded towards the exit the busses used to leave the station. The way he’d come in from.  
 
    So, the man, whoever he was, must have parked somewhere out there, as Pete had. There was parallel parking along the far side of the mud-caked road, the fence beyond protecting a long, narrow pay-and-display car park. He’d probably have used the road-side, as Pete had. 
 
    Excitement turned sour in his stomach. There was no way they were going to trace him from here. There were no cameras and, with all the work going on around the place, one vehicle coming and going wouldn’t have stood out to anyone. 
 
    ‘Thank you. I’ll let you get back to the bus. Can I just take your name and details, in case we need to contact you again?’ 
 
    He took out his notebook and quickly wrote down what she told him. 
 
    Tucking the notebook and the photo away, he looked left and right. There were no other busses at the bays. 
 
    * 
 
    Jane arrived before the next bus. She was walking towards him when the coach pulled in at the far end of the station. He started forward to meet her, had taken no more than two steps when his phone rang. He stopped and took it out. There was no number displayed. 
 
    He accepted the call. ‘Gayle.’ 
 
    ‘Charlie Featherstone. I just spoke to Constable Wilson. He didn’t find Ashcroft last night. Or at least, the two men he sent out didn’t. They checked his home, his business premises and the club. He wasn’t at any of them.’ 
 
    ‘And we had his car, so where the hell was he? His wife doesn’t have a separate vehicle, I suppose?’ 
 
    ‘No. But he could have been in any of the pubs in town. Or with a friend, at their place.’ 
 
    ‘And now? Is he at work or at home?’ 
 
    ‘He’s not at the shop. It’s closed. The assistant was waiting outside for him when my constable got there. He’s on his way to Ashcroft’s home address now.’ 
 
    ‘And the assistant hadn’t got hold of him on the phone?’ 
 
    ‘No. It was going straight to voicemail, she said.’ 
 
    ‘Right. Let me know if you find him at home. If not, we’re going to need to track him down.’ And he’ll be the third suspect we’ve got in the wind. ‘The forensic evidence we’ve got now makes him a strong suspect in a particularly vicious and nasty murder.’ 
 
    ‘Understood.’ 
 
    ‘Boss? What’s up?’ Jane asked. 
 
    ‘We need to talk to that driver,’ he said, nodding towards a coach that was turning into the far end of the station as he put away his phone. 
 
    She looked from the vehicle back to Pete, a silent query on her face. 
 
    He shrugged. ‘Any coach driver will do. He’s the first I’ve seen since I got the news.’ 
 
    ‘What news?’ 
 
    ‘She was seen here, Monday morning. The woman over there.’ He nodded towards the short queue at the first bay. ‘She saw her being met by a man and going off with him. No identification, unfortunately, but she’s sure it was Julie. I’m thinking, if the coaches have on-board CCTV like ordinary busses, we might get lucky. But I don’t know if they do.’ 
 
    As it came towards them along the wide turning area, the display above the windscreen changed. 46 Torbay. 
 
    He shared a glance with Jane.  
 
    ‘That’s what we want,’ she said. 
 
    Pete stepped forward, lifting his warrant card again. ‘Sorry, folks. We’re going to have to queue-jump. The good news is, the bus won’t be going anywhere until you’re all on-board.’ 
 
    The vehicle swung majestically into the bay like a ship coming towards a quay. It stopped and the doors hissed open. 
 
    ‘Here’s Ben coming,’ Jane said as they stepped forward.  
 
    ‘Good. You and him can interview everyone who gets off this thing. The others can join in when they get here.’ 
 
    Jane stepped back as Pete raised his warrant card and stepped up through the doors, blocking the path of a man about to alight.  
 
    ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘If you could stay put for just a second…’ He raised his voice to address everyone onboard. ‘Police,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid we need to speak to all of you, just briefly. We’ll do it on the pavement over to the side there, rather than delaying the coach any longer than necessary so, if you’d be kind enough to join my colleagues over there, we won’t delay you any longer than we have to.’ 
 
    There were a few mutterings but no overt hostility as he stepped aside to allow them off while he turned to the driver. ‘Do you have cameras in this thing?’  
 
    ‘All modern coaches do.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent. Do they happen to show anything of the outside of the coach?’ 
 
    The man shook his head. ‘Only the reversing camera. And that only activates when you’re reversing.’ 
 
    Which he wouldn’t have been when Julie was met by her mystery man. And any of the other coaches that might have been would be aiming away from her. 
 
    Pete’s jaw clenched in disappointment. Why the hell could he not get a decent break on this bloody case? 
 
    * 
 
    Pete went from the bus station back to the taxi firm.  
 
    The woman on the desk sat up, eyes widening as he walked back into the small office.  
 
    ‘Twice in one day – one morning, even? What can I do for you now, Detective?’ 
 
    ‘Georgi Constantou.’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘You told me he had a fare from Bicton Place to St David’s on Monday morning and that he picked up another from there to the bus station.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘Did he mention anything about that second fare?’ 
 
    She frowned. ‘No. Why would he?’ 
 
    Pete wasn’t going to answer that, at least not yet. ‘So, where did he go from the bus station?’ 
 
    ‘Is there a problem here? Has Georgi done something wrong?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I’m trying to find out. If not, I can move on to another suspect, but I need to clear him first.’ 
 
    Her expression took on a cautious look. Conflicted, as if she wanted to help, but wasn’t sure if she should.  
 
    ‘Someone died on Monday,’ Pete told her. ‘I need to establish her time-line and those of anyone she came into contact with that day. Including Georgi.’ 
 
    She held herself still for a beat. Then gave in and turned to her computer screen. ‘OK. I’ll…’ 
 
    ‘In fact, it might be quicker and easier if you just print out his full day’s job list.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’ 
 
    Tapping at the keys, she hit return and sat back. There was a pause that stretched for a few seconds. Then the printer kicked into life with a series of noisy whirs and thumps. It spat out a page in remarkably quick time, once it got going, and she handed it to Pete. He glanced down at a whole series of times and locations. The woman sat facing him, her expression unreadable. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ he said. 
 
    She pursed her lips, still not sure if she’d done the right thing. 
 
    Pete raised the paper in salute. ‘I’d say, “See you later,” but I hope I won’t have to.’ He gave her a smile which she returned with something closer to a grimace. 
 
    Rather than wasting time going back and forth, he sat in his car and checked the times and places of Constantou’s pick-ups and drop-offs throughout Monday. Julie Daniels was his fourth fare of the day. And fifth. He dropped her off at the bus station at 10.22. And his next fare was at 11.37 from North Park Road to Fore Street. 
 
    Where had he been for an hour and fifteen minutes in the middle of the morning? 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    Pete hammered on the door of the terraced house like an angry bear with a ten-pound hammer. He didn’t stop thumping the door until he saw movement on the far side of it. The pale blob of a shirt through the frosted glass. 
 
    ‘Who is it?’ 
 
    ‘Police. Open the door, Georgi,’ Pete shouted back. 
 
    The latch clicked and Pete finally stopped banging.  
 
    Constantou blinked through the narrow gap he’d allowed down the edge of the door. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘We need to talk. And you need to be honest. Do I come in or do you come to the station?’ 
 
    He shook his head, confused. 
 
    ‘Make your mind up or I’ll make it up for you and arrest you for murder.’ 
 
    ‘Murder? What murder?’  
 
    Pete saw realisation dawn on his bristled face.  
 
    ‘That girl. Monday. No, I told you. I dropped her off at bus station.’ 
 
    Pete tipped his head, staring him straight in the eye. 
 
    Constantou blinked and stepped back, opening the door. 
 
    ‘You drove her to the bus station, yes. We’ve confirmed that. And moments later, she was seen leaving on foot with a man in a white top who matched your description.’ 
 
    Constantou’s jaw dropped. ‘That was not me. I swear.’ 
 
    ‘Then where were you between dropping her off and picking up your next fare at the university over an hour later?’ 
 
    He shook his head, silent for a beat as his brain whirred. Was he figuring out how Pete knew or coming up with an excuse? Pete wasn’t sure. 
 
    ‘Hospital. My daughter. She has appendix… How you say?’ 
 
    ‘Appendicitis?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he nodded eagerly. ‘That.’ 
 
    ‘You realise I can check on that?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Stella, her name is. Stella Constantou.’ 
 
    ‘And how do you get to visit in the morning, when visiting time doesn’t start until two in the afternoon?’ 
 
    He frowned.  
 
    ‘Trust me, I know.’ 
 
    ‘I never was told this. I go when I can.’ 
 
    ‘Right. We’ll see then, shall we?’ Pete took his phone out, keeping his gaze fixed on the other man as he entered the speed-dial function and pressed call. 
 
    ‘CDU.’ 
 
    ‘Jenny, it’s Pete. Can you check something for me?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. What?’ 
 
    ‘Is there a patient in female surgical called Stella Constantou?’ 
 
    She was quiet for a moment. ‘Yes. Appendicitis.’ 
 
    He drew a breath. ‘I don’t suppose there’s any record of who visited her and when?’ 
 
    She laughed. ‘This is a hospital, not a prison.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, that’s what I thought. OK, thanks for your help.’ 
 
    ‘Do you want to speak to Lou?’ 
 
    ‘Not just now. I’m in the middle of something. Talk to you later.’ 
 
    He hung up. The only way to check the cabbie’s story was going to be to go to the RDE and check with the staff on the ward itself. 
 
    ‘You go anywhere other than work and I’ll have you arrested faster than you can blink,’ Pete told him as he put his phone away. ‘Which will put an end to your taxi licence for good. Is that clear?’ 
 
    Constantou’s lip curled. ‘Now, you show the real side of police.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t get any more real than murder, matey. And I don’t stand for excuses.’ 
 
    * 
 
    It was too early for visiting time. Pete rang the buzzer at the locked doors to the female surgical ward and waited. Eventually, a nurse in a pale blue uniform strolled towards him, part-way down the ward. He knocked on the narrow pane of reinforced glass in the door and held up his warrant card. 
 
    She noticed him and advanced towards him, no faster than she’d been moving before. Opening the door just a few inches, she asked, ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘DS Gayle, CID. I need to ask your desk staff a couple of questions.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t have desk staff on the ward.’ 
 
    ‘Well, whatever staff you do have,’ he said, forcing himself to retain his fragile patience. 
 
    She pursed her lips, unhappy with the situation, but allowed him in, nodding towards the staff desk, two thirds of the way down the ward. She began to walk with him and Pete wondered if she was going to escort him there and back, but then, without a word, she turned off into one of the side-rooms. 
 
    Pete continued towards the desk, where three nurses sat talking quietly. 
 
    Pete held up his warrant card again. ‘Ladies. I wonder if you’d mind answering a couple of questions for me, if you can?’ 
 
    ‘The slim blonde in a dark blue sister’s uniform sat straighter in her chair. ‘How can we help?’ 
 
    ‘Can you confirm that you’ve got a patient on the ward called Stella Constantou?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, she had an appendectomy on Monday afternoon. She’ll be leaving us tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘Monday afternoon? So, did her father come in to see her before that? Monday morning?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I wasn’t on duty.’ She looked to her two companions. 
 
     They both shook their heads. Then one said, ‘Daisy was, though.’ 
 
    ‘Daisy?’ Pete asked. 
 
    ‘She let you in.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’  
 
    He waited quietly. After a minute or so, she strolled back towards the desk. She was slender to the point of skinny, dark and naturally sour-looking. She noticed Pete standing there but took no notice of him as she moved around to the empty chair behind the desk and sat down. 
 
    ‘Daisy,’ the ward sister said. ‘You were in on Monday, weren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Did Stella Constantou have any visitors before she went down to theatre?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. A man came in, mid-morning. Seeing as she wasn’t going to be ready for visitors later, Becky let him in.’ 
 
    Pete was already feeling the familiar slump of disappointment. ‘Do you know who he was?’ 
 
    She looked as if he’d asked her to stand up and strip. ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘What did he look like?’ 
 
    Pete’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He took it out and checked the screen. Accepting the call, he said, ‘Hold on two seconds,’ and lowered it. ‘You were saying?’ 
 
    She frowned as if she thought he’d displayed the height of rudeness. ‘Medium height, stocky, dark, late forties or early fifties.’ 
 
    Without a photo of the man, it was as near as he was going to get to a description of Georgi Constantou. Another suspect bites the dust. ‘OK. Thank you.’ He turned away and raised the phone to his ear again. ‘I’m here.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘You do remember you’ve got a wife and child at home, don’t you?’ 
 
    Pete didn’t miss the tiny, brief frown that crossed Richard Ashcroft’s face. ‘Of course. I’ve been looking after Abbi for days now, while she’s been ill.’ 
 
    Ashcroft had turned up at the shop an hour late with a bad head from last night’s booze. He’d stayed over at a friend’s and hadn’t thought to phone his wife. The selfish sod hadn’t given a damn about what she was thinking, Pete thought. Which said everything that needed saying about what he thought of her and his kid. 
 
    ‘You have? It seems to me, you’ve been swanning off out while your wife’s been doing the looking after. And talking of swanning off out, you need to account for where you were on Monday evening and night.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve already told you. I went to Exeter, to get my wife a birthday present.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve admitted to being in Exeter, yes. But only because we placed you there with evidence you couldn’t argue with. And being there at some point isn’t good enough. Not nearly, not now. Because we’ve found more evidence since then. Evidence that puts our murder victim in your car, recently. Hair and fibre evidence. And blood.’ 
 
    ‘Blood? What do you mean, blood? There’s none of her blood in there. No way. What is this? Are you trying to stitch me up? I need a solicitor before this goes any further, Sergeant.’ 
 
    ‘That’s your right, of course. As the constable explained to you when he brought you in here. But know this – I’m not in the business of fitting people up. I follow the evidence. And the evidence right now tells me you killed Julie Daniels. And you killed her in the worst way I’ve ever seen or even heard of. Interview suspended at…’ Pete checked his watch.  
 
    ‘I didn’t kill her,’ Ashcroft insisted. ‘I didn’t even harm her. Yes, she was in my car a few weeks ago. We went out on the moor. Stopped in a lay-by and had a bit of fun. But there’s no way you found her blood in there.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you wanted this interview terminated, pending your solicitor’s arrival?’ 
 
    ‘I do, if you’re telling me you’re going to charge me with a murder I had nothing to do with.’ 
 
    ‘Forensics don’t lie,’ Pete told him. ‘Blood was found in your car.’ 
 
    ‘Blood. A minute ago, you said it was her blood. Now, you’re just saying “blood.” Which is it, Sergeant?’ 
 
    Pete stared at him. ‘To be precise, I didn’t say it was her blood. I just said it was blood. And her hair and fibre evidence. But who else’s blood would it be? Are you trying to tell me there’ve been more victims? More women you’ve tortured, raped and murdered?’ 
 
    ‘No!’ He settled in his chair. ‘I think I will have that solicitor.’ 
 
    ‘I hope, for your sake, he or she’s a good one.’ Pete checked his watch again. ‘Interview suspended at 11.49, pending the arrival of Mr Ashcroft’s solicitor.’ He reached for the recorder and switched it off.  
 
    Outside, he nodded to the constable on the desk. ‘He wants his brief,’ he said and stepped outside. On the square in front of the station, looking out over the parked cars, including his own, he took out his phone and used the speed-dial function. 
 
    ‘Forensics. How can I help?’ 
 
    ‘Morning, Harold. Pete Gayle. Tell me you’ve got that blood DNA result.’ 
 
    He heard the senior scientist sigh. ‘Not yet, Detective Sergeant. We will let you know as soon as we have it.’ 
 
    ‘Any idea when that’ll be?’ 
 
    ‘I spoke to the lab before I left yesterday, to try to get them to push it through urgently. It should be with us tomorrow morning.’ 
 
    ‘Tomorrow morning? Is that…’ Pete stopped himself. It wasn’t Harold’s fault. ‘OK. The earlier, the better, though. We’ve got the suspect in custody. We don’t want to have to release him if he’s done something like that. Having been arrested, he’s even more likely to do a runner. Or go after another victim out of rage and frustration. To do what he did, he’d have to be arrogant enough to think he could get away with it again.’ 
 
    ‘I’m aware of the dilemma, but as I said before, it’s out of my hands. All I can promise is that, as soon as we know, you will.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Pete was back at his desk less than an hour after leaving Tavistock. ‘We know what Keith McBride’s driving, even if we don’t know what registration it’s got on it. And we’ve got the details of Alan Jones’ car. Let’s see if we can find out which, if either, was in the bus station area on Monday morning.’ 
 
    He picked up his phone and dialled the CCTV room. 
 
    ‘Graham. I know there aren’t any cameras immediately around the bus station, but where are the closest ones?’ 
 
    ‘Depends what you want. High Street, Paris Street, Western Way, York Road, Longbrook Street.’ 
 
    ‘Well, forget the High Street. We’re looking for a vehicle. It was at the bus station at 10.22 on Monday morning: would have got there within a few minutes of that. It could have been a white Fiat Fiorino van or a black Audi hatchback. And it would have been leaving there by around 10.25.’ 
 
    ‘Have you got registrations?’ 
 
    ‘Not to be certain of, but neither of them’s that common.’ 
 
    ‘Right. Are you coming down?’ 
 
    ‘No, Dave will.’ 
 
    ‘OK.’ 
 
    Pete hung up. 
 
    ‘Dave will what?’ Dave asked. 
 
    ‘Go down to the black hole and look for those vehicles around the time Julie Daniels was at the bus station.’ 
 
    Dave stood up, heading for the door. ‘It’s going to ruin my tan, you know, spending all this time in the dark. Look at Graham. If he doesn’t get out of there soon, he’ll look like one of those cave salamanders.’ 
 
    ‘He’s too fat,’ Dick called. ‘He’d be more like an albino frog.’ 
 
    Dave laughed as he let the door close behind him. 
 
    Jane shuddered. ‘Trouble is, you’re not wrong.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t imagine him leaping about too much, though,’ Jill said. 
 
    ‘Oh, he would if you went down there, Titch,’ Dick replied. 
 
    ‘God, do you have to?’ 
 
    Pete was sitting forward in his chair, their words barely registering. His elbows were on his desk, hands clasped in front of his face, almost as if in prayer while his chin rested on his thumbs and his mind struggled to made sense of available facts.  
 
    Then it hit him like a bolt from the blue.  
 
    His eyes refocused as his hands slapped the desk.  
 
    ‘Come on, you lot. We’re off back to Tavistock.’ 
 
    ‘Eh?’ demanded Dick. ‘Where’d that come from?’ 
 
    ‘Never mind for a minute. Let’s go.’ 
 
    Pete was already out of his chair, lifting his jacket off the back of it and heading for the door. 
 
    With the rest of his team in tow, he headed quickly downstairs. At the CCTV room he stuck his head in the door. ‘Dave, once you’re done in here, you’re holding the fort. The rest of us are off out.’ 
 
    ‘OK.’ Dave’s tone made it a question, but Pete ignored it and shut the door. ‘Jane, you’re with me. The rest of you, each take your own cars. You’re going to need them.’ 
 
    ‘What are you thinking?’ Dick asked. 
 
    ‘If McBride was wandering the countryside in that Fiat van with the right plates on, he’d have been picked up by now.’ Pete said as they passed through the custody suite. ‘So, wherever he is, he’s got falsies on it.’ 
 
    He slapped the door release and pushed out of the building. ‘We haven’t heard any reports of plates being stolen off another vehicle, so the ones he’s using must have been made somewhere and there are only so many licenced makers. Which, in his trade, he’d know about. He’d have used at least one of them.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but who’s to say he got them legally?’ Dick asked. 
 
    ‘He didn’t, did he?’ said Jane. ‘Even if he got them under false pretences, it’s not legal.’ 
 
    ‘So, we’ve got something else to charge him with when we catch him,’ Dick said. ‘So what? It doesn’t help us catch him.’ 
 
    Pete turned back. ‘It does if we can get the number.’  
 
    * 
 
    Forty minutes later, Pete was walking into Mack’s Motors in Tavistock with Jane at his heel. Trevor Manning and the young lad had their heads in the engine compartment of a red Ford Transit while the third member of the team stood with his back to them at the bench across the rear of the workshop, working on something that Pete couldn’t see under a window that he could barely see out of for dust and grime. 
 
    He was tempted to clap his hands, just to see their reactions, but thought better of it. Instead, he shouted over the music blaring from a filthy radio-cassette player in the far corner. ‘Afternoon, lads.’ 
 
    The man at the bench turned his head. He saw Pete and his eyes narrowed, lips tightening, but he stepped forward, wiping his hands on a rag that looked dirtier than they were. 
 
    ‘We’re here to look through your records,’ Pete told him, noticing movement from the corner of his eye as the other two stood up and away from the van. 
 
    A frown crossed Russell’s face, but he knew he had no grounds to argue. ‘You know where they are,’ he said. 
 
    Pete nodded for Jane to follow him into the small office space off to the left. He stepped behind the high counter and took down some of the files shelved there to put them on the small, cluttered surface between them. There wasn’t room for both of them behind it. He’d already explained what they were looking for so they each opened a file and began their search.  
 
    * 
 
    ‘Here we go,’ Jane said. 
 
    The garage’s suppliers were listed alphabetically, regardless of exactly what they did, and invoices were filed in date order, another set of files for customer receipts. 
 
    ‘December twelfth, last year. Rear number plate replaced due to delamination, pre-MOT.’ 
 
    Pete looked across. 
 
    ‘It gives the registration and the name of the car owner with his phone number. First name only, so it must be a regular or someone they know.’ 
 
    ‘Twelfth of December.’ Pete closed the file he was working through and set it to one side, searching for the supplier’s invoices file for that time-span. He found it and opened it, flicking through to the date in question. There was nothing obvious, so he turned back to the previous day. And the one before. And before that. He finally found it, a week prior to the date of the receipt. ‘There. D&L Car Sales, Pixon Lane.’ 
 
    ‘The industrial estate, the other side of the main road, isn’t it?’ Jane said. 
 
    ‘I don’t know, but there’s a phone number here.’ Pete took out his phone and dialled. 
 
    When it was answered, Pete introduced himself. ‘I’m looking into a matter involving Keith McBride of Mack’s Motors. I understand he ordered a number plate from you back before Christmas. I was wondering if he’s ordered any since then.’ 
 
    ‘Hold on, I’ll have a look.’ 
 
    The male voice was back moments later. ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘OK. Thanks.’ Pete hung up, shaking his head. ‘We’ve already looked at the more recent receipts, so I don’t reckon we’re going to find anything here,’ he said, closing the file. ‘We’ll try his home. Best put these away so they don’t know what we’ve been looking for. We don’t know if he’s in touch with anyone here. Yet.’ 
 
    Jane raised an eyebrow as she began to stack the files she’d been working through, ready for Pete to replace on the shelves behind him. 
 
    Job done, they headed out without further comment to the red-overalled men in the workshop. 
 
    They were no more than two streets away when Pete’s phone rang. He nodded for Jane to answer it as he concentrated on driving.  
 
    ‘Boss,’ Dick’s voice came over the line. ‘The tall blond one stepped outside as you were leaving, watched you go, made a phone call and went back in.’ 
 
    Trevor Manning, Pete thought. ‘OK. Get onto DCI Silverstone and get a warrant for his phone records, let’s find out the number he called and get a trace on it.’ 
 
    ‘Will do.’ 
 
    At McBride’s house, Pete collected the key from the uniformed officer stationed in an unmarked car across the street and they went inside. 
 
    ‘You search for paperwork, I’ll find his computer and see if I can get into it,’ Pete said, pushing the front door closed behind them. 
 
    ‘Are you sure you don’t want Ben on that?’ 
 
    Pete gave her a look. ‘I’m not completely clueless.’ 
 
    ‘Would I even suggest it?’ Jane asked, wide-eyed. 
 
    ‘Get on with it,’ Pete told her. 
 
    They parted company, Pete heading first for the sitting room. Nothing.  
 
    ‘It’s up here,’ Jane called down. He went upstairs, ignoring the dining room and kitchen. The door to the spare bedroom at the rear of the house was open. He could see Jane bent over something, her back to him. Beside her as he stepped in, he saw a desk-top computer. 
 
    ‘Ah.’ 
 
    She looked up from a similar file to the ones they’d been searching back at the garage. ‘Have fun.’ 
 
    ‘Sarcasm is the lowest form of wit. I forget who said that,’ Pete said, sitting down in front of the old machine. 
 
    ‘We can ask Dave when we get back. He ought to know,’ she said with a grin. 
 
    Pete pressed the power button. ‘Right. Let’s see what we can see on here.’ 
 
    He waited for the screen to wake up. A picture of clouds appeared that he recognised from a few years before. It was followed by a password box in the centre of the screen. He pressed return.  
 
    Enter valid password. 
 
    ‘So much for Plan A.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    Pete was still struggling to figure out the password on McBride’s computer when his radio hissed.  
 
    ‘Sarge, he’s coming in. White van just parking, two cars b... Shit! He’s off, off, off.’ 
 
    Pete hit the transmit button. ‘Get after him. Do not lose him.’ 
 
    ‘Received.’  
 
    Pete heard the roar of an engine over the radio as he hit and held the power button on the computer. ‘Jane, grab that printer. Quick. We’ll deal with this later.’ 
 
    The computer died in front of him. He reached behind it, tugging out the cables, set the monitor to one side and tucked the unit under his arm as they both ran out of the house. 
 
    Pete quickly put the computer on the back seat as Jane ran around to the far side of the car. By the time she’d put the printer next to the computer, he was already firing the engine. She got in and he gunned it. 
 
    ‘Where are they?’ he asked. 
 
    Jane knew what was expected of her. She triggered the police radio on the car’s comms system. ‘DC Bennett. Position and status on fleeing van.’ 
 
    ‘In pursuit. West-bound, Old Launceston Road. Six-seven miles per hour. That’s sixty-seven miles per hour. Traffic light. Safe to continue.’ 
 
    ‘Received. We’re on route. Behind you ASAP,’ she responded as Pete pushed the unmarked car hard along a road that he knew looped back around to the Old Launceston Road. It would ultimately be quicker than messing around with a three-point turn. 
 
    As he approached the junction, he hit the blues and twos. Sirens wailed, noise bouncing off the houses to either side. He slowed at the junction but didn’t stop. There was no other traffic in sight. Bungalows and parked cars dotted either side of the narrow lane with side-roads coming in at intervals. He rammed the accelerator down hard. 
 
    ‘Still west-bound, New Launceston Road. Now seven-five miles per hour,’ the voice reported over the radio. 
 
    ‘Blimey. He must be getting towards the top speed of that thing,’ Pete muttered, concentrating on the road, despite there being no other traffic on it. It was too narrow, with too many risks to residents, to go too fast. Then he saw the octagonal stone gate-house beside the junction at the end and began to relax. Ahead was the wider New Launceston Road. 
 
    The sharp-angled junction reminded Pete of the one where New North Road met the Cowley Bridge Road in Exeter. He maintained speed, relying on the sirens to warn any other traffic of his approach. Heading out of town, the wider road was lined with hedges. There was more traffic here, but he accelerated hard, soon building up speed to match, then surpass the last report from the constable in the marked car in front of him. 
 
    ‘Still on New Launceston Road, speed now eight-three miles per hour. That’s eighty-three miles per hour. Traffic light. Still safe to continue,’ the constable reported. 
 
    Pete checked his speedometer as he came up behind an old Land Rover that seemed to be crawling along at almost walking pace. The road was clear. He barrelled past at eighty-five, still accelerating. In front of the Landy was an even older cream-coloured van, made in the fifties or sixties, he guessed as he passed it, forcing an on-coming car to slow and allow him through. 
 
    The road was much better here, long straight stretches interrupted by gentle curves and bends. Fewer junctions on either side, all of them onto small roads that would carry just occasional local traffic. He was sure he was now making up time on the fleeing van and the patrol car behind it. 
 
    ‘Where are they?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Pursuit vehicle, what’s your location?’ Jane transmitted. 
 
    ‘Approaching Lamerton Road. That’s Lamerton Road. Speed maintained at eight-seven miles per hour. Passing junction. Maintaining course, New Launceston Road.’ 
 
    A glance at the sat-nav told Pete they were a bit less than a mile behind the pursuit vehicle. At over a mile a minute, that wasn’t much, but with the suspect covering ground at only three miles an hour less than he was, it was going to take longer than this road allowed to catch up. 
 
    He nodded for Jane to hit the transmit button. ‘We’re a minute behind you.’ 
 
    ‘Received. Route unchanged. Route unchanged. Eight-five miles per hour. Suspect overtaking other road-users. Safe to continue.’ 
 
    ‘Approaching Blacksmith’s Arms pub,’ the constable reported moments later. ‘Suspect overtak… Shit! Suspect braking hard, clipped the rear of the other vehicle, cutting left, left, left onto unnamed road, heading south-bound away from Lamerton.’ 
 
    ‘Christ, what kind of maniac pulls a trick like that?’ Jane demanded. 
 
    ‘A desperate one,’ Pete replied. ‘Which tells us something.’ 
 
    She turned to look at him. ‘You reckon he’s our man, then?’ 
 
    ‘It was likely from the outset, wasn’t it?’ 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    ‘This is a long, straight lane,’ the constable reported. ‘Narrow, with passing places. Suspect’s speed slowed. Now five-two, that’s fifty-two miles per hour.’ 
 
    Pete kept pushing the Ford hard, other traffic slowing and pulling over to let him past. They approached the edges of a village: classic rural Devon, hanging baskets bright and colourful on the front of a pastel-painted, thatched house. A sign pointing right. 
 
    Lamerton. 
 
    ‘We’re half a minute behind you,’ Jane said into the radio. 
 
    ‘Received. Suspect speeding up again. Six-three miles per hour. Road clear.’ 
 
    Jane keyed the mike again, eyes on the sat-nav screen. ‘General call. Suspect approaching B3362, heading south-west. Any available vehicles, please intercept.’ 
 
    A new voice: ‘Acknowledged. Leaving Tavistock now.’ 
 
    Pete slowed, made the turn onto the tiny lane McBride was hammering down at a dangerous speed. As he built up speed again, he glanced at the screen on the dash. The fleeing man had two choices. There was a left turn he could cut down towards Tavistock or he could go to the end of this lane, which joined the B-road at a sharp angle, practically forcing him to turn left, with the same result. The side-route was longer, cutting back eastward before looping around. 
 
    The lane was no more than one car wide, passing places cut in every two or three hundred yards. Shaggy, un-cut hedges walled in either side, almost covering the grass verges, but the other officer was right – it was a good, straight run. Pete kept the lights and sirens on as he pushed his speed up around the dial. 
 
    Seconds later, the pursuing officer’s voice came over the radio again. ‘Suspect straight on at junction, maintaining course.’ 
 
    ‘Approaching from the south, B3362,’ came the second voice. 
 
    With a bit of luck, they’d cut him off. 
 
    The hedges to either side of them were clipped lower now. Flat farming country spread out to either side. On their left, the bright, acid yellow of oil-seed rape assaulted the eyes while, to the right, the gentle silver-green sway of barley stretched off towards distant hills. 
 
    ‘He’s keeping tight left as if he’s going to try to make the right turn,’ the pursuing officer reported. ‘Slowing. Now forty miles per hour, four-zero. Slowing further. Three-five miles per hour.’ 
 
    Pete kept his foot down. The tiny junction he’d seen on the sat-nav flashed past on the left. 
 
    ‘We’re fifteen seconds behind you,’ Jane told the other driver. 
 
    ‘He’s turning right – no, left.’  
 
    They heard the screech of tyres over the radio. A crunch. 
 
    ‘Impact, impact.’ The man continued in a lower tone: ‘That’ll stop him.’ Then a sense of urgency returned. ‘Decamp, decamp.’ The tone changed again, the hollow sound of a car’s interior exchanged for the open air. ‘Suspect jumping gate into field. In pursuit.’ 
 
    In seconds, Pete reached the junction. The patrol car was stopped at an angle across the slightly wider B-road, the white van almost parallel but facing towards them, sitting at an odd angle with one back wheel in a depression or ditch. They could see the uniformed man running down a dirt track along the edge of a field, through an old wooden gate. 
 
    Pete stopped the car, blocking the entire junction and they were out and running. The gate was still closed. He didn’t bother to open it, just leapt over, running hard. In the distance ahead, the hills appeared to be covered in woodland, but there was no way McBride could be hoping to get that far. They were a good couple of miles away. 
 
    Either, being local, he knew somewhere closer or he was just running for the sake of it, hoping he was fitter than the man behind him. 
 
    He heard a grunt as Jane landed and set off after him. 
 
    The constable in front crested a low hill and disappeared down the far side. Pete’s instinct was to speed up, to keep them in sight, but he held himself in check. That was for the down-hill. For now, he needed to conserve his strength. 
 
    As he approached the ridge, he saw the constable part-way down the far side, the fleeing man a hundred yards or more ahead of him. Pete let himself speed up as he went down the hill after them, jacket flapping at his elbows, arms pumping in time with his legs. 
 
    He caught and passed the uniformed man.  
 
    ‘OK?’ 
 
    ‘Guv.’ The man sounded almost winded. Pete wasn’t surprised. He was carrying fifteen kilos of equipment and sitting in a patrol car didn’t exactly prepare you for a marathon.  
 
    McBride reached the bottom of the hill, another hedge cutting across his path. He turned left along it. Pete could see a green sign a few yards along. A stile bridged the hedge. McBride reached for the post at its side and swung himself over. Pete left the track to angle across the short-cropped grass. 
 
    Beyond the stile, he could see a lush growth of long grass and weeds, but the stile itself suggested use by ramblers and a degree of maintenance. He kept going, not slowing. Nearing the low, wooden fence with its plank step, he still couldn’t see clearly what was beyond it, but he couldn’t afford to lose McBride. Not now. 
 
    With blind faith, he leapt. 
 
    He heard Jane’s voice behind him as his leading foot hit the top rail. 
 
    Beyond were grass, nettles, weeds and low bushes in front of a dense stand of blackthorn. The path cut to the right, but it was too late to stop now. He powered off the wooden rail, twisting in the air as he tried to aim himself along the path instead of into the bushes beyond it. His left foot came down into a small, green bush. Thorns ripped his ankle as his arms shot out for balance, nothing there to push off from with a hand. He staggered, foot going out wide, and somehow managed to save himself. 
 
    There were times you had to be as reckless as the criminals you were chasing, and this was one of them. 
 
    He ran on, hard and fast. Heard the rustle and slap of twigs up ahead.  
 
    McBride. 
 
    He sounded closer. 
 
    Pete was breathing hard now, heart hammering in his chest. 
 
    The path curved left, going downhill through dense shrubbery. Trees closed in at either side. There’d be a river or stream not far ahead, he guessed, then caught the glitter of water through the leaves from his left. 
 
     The path curved again, to the right this time.  
 
    The tree trunks to either side were solid but slender, mostly four to six inches thick, and packing more and more densely as he neared the water. 
 
    Had McBride crossed the stream or was he heading up or down it? Pete hadn’t heard a splash. 
 
    Then a branch whipped towards his head. He turned and ducked, dropping into a slide so he just missed it. Hands out to save himself, he heard the branch crack into a tree trunk instead of his face. It shattered, almost smothering the sound of a curse. Pete’s open hands went down into wet mud. His feet were sliding. He could still end up flat on his face. But then one foot caught on a root or a stone and he forced himself upright, lunging forward and up off the solid point of leverage. 
 
    McBride, not fully recovered from the missed blow, was still turning his body towards Pete, but now twisted fast from the waist, arms rising with fists clenched. 
 
    Pete had gone a little too far past him. He lunged forward up the path, raised his left arm to block the other man’s punch and counter with one of his own. It caught McBride in the face, snapping his head back. His feet went from under him and he went down hard, his torso across the path, tripping Pete. He fell over the fugitive, landing on his hands and knees. He felt McBride’s body rising under his shins, pushing his legs up to the point that his arms could no longer support him. He went down on his face, twisting towards the other man as he heard Jane shout.  
 
    She sounded distant, but that could be the trees. 
 
    McBride had rolled across his lower legs, stopping him from turning fully over. The man scrabbled up towards him. Pete tried to force his legs over, unable to do anything from where he was. He got one straight but still couldn’t turn over as McBride started to reach up with both hands. He grabbed a handful of McBride’s hair and slammed his head down onto his own stomach. It wasn’t hard enough to have much impact, but it would stop him, as least for a moment. 
 
    McBride’s body shifted slightly and Pete got his other leg turned and straight. He sat up, holding McBride’s head down in his lap, elbows protecting him from the man’s flailing arms. They were too close for a punch to have enough power to be effective. Instead, Pete used his free hand to grab the man’s ear and twist. 
 
    McBride howled. Pete let go of his hair to grasp the other ear and twist in the opposite direction. McBride’s head turned, trying to relieve the pain. Pete’s arms were forced across, almost enough to break his hold, but he kept his fingers and thumbs clamped tight just a little longer until McBride was turned almost fully over. Then he let go and snatched his crossed arms tighter around the man’s neck in a head-lock. 
 
    ‘Boss?’ Jane called from behind him. 
 
    ‘Here.’ 
 
    McBride was struggling, twisting and flapping like a hooked fish. He got himself the right way up and round. There was nothing Pete could do about that, but it let him clamp the head-lock tighter. He was aiming for a sleeper hold but wasn’t sure if he’d got it. McBride’s hands reached back, going for his face and eyes. Pete leaned his head back as far as he could, but it decreased the pressure on the choke-hold. He couldn’t put the man to sleep, but he could hold onto him. He lifted his legs and crossed them over the other man’s thighs, locking his ankles together. 
 
    McBride’s left hand touched his face, fingers reaching for his eye. Pete couldn’t stretch back any further so, instead, he pushed his head in close to the other man’s as if to whisper in his ear.  
 
    ‘Eyes and ears,’ he muttered, then sank his teeth into the cartilage of McBride’s ear. 
 
    McBride howled again. ‘Shit! Get off, you fucker.’ 
 
    Pete couldn’t reply with his mouth full of hair and flesh, but he held on, biting down harder, eyes squeezed shut as McBride’s fingers sought purchase in order to push into them. 
 
    ‘Boss,’ Jane said again, closer now. 
 
    Pete let go of McBride’s ear and bellowed. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘God!’ McBride tried to duck away from the auditory assault. 
 
    Pete felt Jane brush past him on the narrow path, then McBride’s weight shifted. 
 
    ‘I’ve got him if you can cuff him.’ 
 
    But if he let go the choke-hold, McBride would slam his head back into his face. 
 
    Pete let go with one arm and reached for the cuffs on the back of his belt. When he had them in hand, he let go with the other arm and pushed the man forward, opening his eyes. Jane had his ankles and was holding them high. Pete let himself fall back quickly, grabbed an arm and snapped the cuff on. McBride was still struggling. Now, with the head-lock freed, he tried to snatch his legs away from Jane, but his bent torso allowed him no room so he kicked out instead, using his free hand on the ground for purchase. Pete grabbed it, but couldn’t shift it so, instead, snapped the free end of the cuffs onto the man’s belt at the small of his back then, with one hand free and the other man’s out of action, he grabbed him around the neck again as Jane grunted and stepped back, holding on as best she could, but pushed back by the man’s kicks. He got one leg free of her grasp, but by then Pete had got him around the neck again. He let go with his legs and turned the man, rolling to end up on top of him, face down.  
 
    ‘Get his other hand,’ he said to Jane. She let go of McBride’s foot, letting him kick and wriggle while she passed close by again, reaching down for the man’s free hand in the dirt at his side. She snapped a pair of cuffs on, handing the other end to Pete as he reared up off the man to clip his wrists together behind him and grasp the solid bar between the cuffs. 
 
    ‘Got you,’ he gasped, standing up. 
 
    McBride kicked back, catching Pete’s ankle so he went down again on the slippery ground, McBride grunting as Pete landed on top of him. 
 
    ‘What was that for? You’re not going anywhere.’  
 
    ‘Doesn’t mean I have to give up.’ 
 
    ‘Jane, go ahead,’ Pete said, standing up again. ‘Come on, mastermind. You’re under arrest for the murder of Julie Daniels. You don’t have to say anything. but it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in Court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.’ 
 
    ‘You’re having a laugh. I was nowhere near her.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ 
 
    McBride lunged forward, ducking low to ram his head into the small of Jane’s back. She yelped, stumbling forward, her back arching as her arms shot out.  
 
    With his hand wrapped around the wide, flat bar of the handcuffs, Pete was dragged one large step forward. He tried to dodge as McBride kicked up and back. His heel caught Pete at the top of his trailing thigh, inches from his target. Pain flared, the leg driven out from under him so that his front leg bent low, his full weight on it, arm stretched to the max as if he was attempting a yoga pose.  
 
    McBride continued driving forward. Pete’s grip failed on the handcuffs. Jane was just recovering herself and starting to turn when McBride’s shoulder crashed into her. She hit the ground on her side with a scream. The uniformed officer yelled in the distance as McBride jumped over Jane, his landing foot narrowly missing her head.  
 
    Pete pushed up, forcing his painful leg to work. He went to go around rather than over Jane, but McBride was already off and running, despite his hands being cuffed behind him, head low like a charging bull as he surged up the path. 
 
    ‘He’s coming your way,’ Pete shouted.  
 
    Jane was rolling left, away from him, when he yelped at the pain that lanced through his injured thigh. He hobbled on as fast as he could, but McBride was gaining ground with every step. 
 
    By now, the local constable must be only a few yards away. 
 
    McBride dodged right, down a barely discernible deer path and Pete caught his first glimpse of the uniformed man since he passed him in the field. They reached the side-path almost together. Pete was tempted to let him take the lead, but even with a limp, he was probably faster. He made the turn, stumbling as he did so on the painful leg. 
 
    ‘Do you know this area?’ Pete asked the man behind him. 
 
    ‘No, sir.’ 
 
    Great. ‘McBride,’ he shouted. ‘Where do you think you’re going in handcuffs? Give it up, for Christ’s sake.’ 
 
    ‘No chance. Catch me if you can.’ 
 
    Christ! Kids’ games now? ‘Get real. You’ve got nowhere to go.’ He reached for his radio, but it wasn’t there. He must have dropped it in the tussle with McBride. ‘Call in the chopper,’ he told the man behind him as he caught his first glimpse of McBride since the change of path. 
 
    ‘Sir.’ 
 
    The fleeing man was maybe fifty yards ahead as he passed through a small glade, still going down-hill as fast as his legs would carry him. 
 
    Soon he would hit the stream along the bottom of this little valley. Then where would he go? 
 
    Pete was hoping he’d stumble and fall with his hands bound so he couldn’t save himself. Preferably in the water. Or a nettle patch. But he kept going. Pete’s leg seemed to be holding up slightly better now, the pain at every step reduced. Or was it just adrenaline? He’d pay for it later, no doubt. But for now, he made use of what he was given, pushing on harder and faster. 
 
    Another glimpse of the fleeing man through the leaves and branches. 
 
    Pete was sure he’d gained a little on him. 
 
    There was a splash followed by more sounds of violently disturbed water as if McBride was heading along the stream rather than across it. Then it went quiet again. 
 
    The trees thinned. Pete saw the water just a few yards ahead. A patch of bright grass opened up in front of him, surrounded by thick bushes with the stream flowing through its centre. Pete ran to the edge of the fast-flowing watercourse. Which way had he gone? Left or right? 
 
    As he hesitated, the uniformed man caught up with him. 
 
    ‘Helicopter’s on the way, Sarge. Ten minutes out.’ 
 
    Ten minutes might as well be a week, for all the good it would do. Even with infra-red, they’d struggle to pick him out beneath the tree-cover. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    Pete made a choice. Based on instinct alone, he turned left, heading up-stream. He began to search for McBride’s exit point, the stream-bed gravelly under his feet, water cold around his ankles. 
 
    Where the hell had he gone? It hadn’t sounded like he’d gone that far before leaving the water. 
 
    ‘There,’ said the man behind him.  
 
    Pete turned. 
 
    The constable was pointing to the left. A small patch of squashed grass glittered with water droplets. McBride had doubled back. 
 
    Pete glanced up. ‘Good catch,’ he said, stepping up onto the bank, not daring to jump with his leg as it was. 
 
    He imagined that, if he could find a suitable path, McBride would head up- or down-stream, staying in the cover of the trees rather than heading out into the open, but that depended on finding a path. If not, he’d be forced out, rather than slowing his pace and making the noise it would cause if he broke new ground.  
 
    Pete didn’t have time to track him. He had to keep going on instinct and guess-work - a situation he didn’t like one bit. 
 
    He came out of the bushes and stopped.  
 
    ‘Sarge?’ the man behind him said. 
 
    Pete held up a hand for silence as he listened for any noises McBride might be making.  
 
    A branch snapped up ahead. 
 
    ‘There.’ He set off again in pursuit. A narrow animal path led up the hill towards the field beyond the trees.  
 
    McBride had to be struggling by now. With his hands locked behind him, his legs had to be tiring from maintaining his balance as well as driving him forward. Pete didn’t want to even think about his own damaged leg. It wasn’t hurting at this moment, so he ignored it, driving on at full pace, determined to catch the fugitive. 
 
    He rounded a bend in the path and saw a fallen tree blocking the route. 
 
    McBride must have veered off. He wouldn’t have been able to jump over it without his hands to steady him. As Pete neared the rotting trunk, he saw a line of bent, wet stems off to his right. Using hand-signals, he directed the man behind him on up the hill and along the top of the wooded area while he continued the direct pursuit. 
 
    ‘Boss?’ 
 
    Jane’s call came from behind him. Pete grimaced. He hadn’t wanted to let McBride know he was behind him. But then, he thought, maybe the extra jolt of fear might force a mistake, a trip. 
 
    ‘Here, Jane,’ he called back without slowing. 
 
    He hadn’t gone much further when he started to hear the rustle and crackle of snapping stems and twigs, the thud of feet on dirt. He caught a glimpse of movement not far ahead. He couldn’t hear it, but he imagined McBride must be panting heavily, straining to keep going. 
 
    ‘Give it up, McBride,’ he called.  
 
    There was no reply, but he glimpsed the man again through the leaves. 
 
    Spurred on by the sight, Pete surged forward, determined to catch him. A stand of thin birches was followed by a dense, dark holly bush. The path disappeared around the far side of it. Pete kept going. Rounding the glossy-leaved shrub, he saw he was only a few yards behind his prey. McBride was still running, his body twisting back and forth to maintain his balance. He was going across the slope, rather than going up-hill. Pete had the advantage that McBride was breaking ground. He didn’t have to. He ran on, closing the gap between them. 
 
    He heard a grunt as McBride realised he was closing in, but the man didn’t make the mistake of turning to check – just put his head down and ran all the harder. But Pete was almost on him now. He saw a clear spot beneath larger trees a few paces ahead and readied himself. 
 
    He only had one chance. If he fell, McBride would be away and he’d have lost all the ground he’d made up on him. He waited until there was enough head-room, then leapt, powering up and forward like an Olympic long-jumper, one foot going out in a high kick that slammed into the other man’s back at almost shoulder height. 
 
    McBride stumbled, would have put a hand out to push off with but couldn’t. Instead, he fell, rolling awkwardly, legs flying. One foot caught Pete in the leg, making him stumble, as he landed. He stopped. Turned. McBride was somehow sitting facing him but, with his hands cuffed, he didn’t have the purchase to get up again. 
 
    Pete grinned down at him. ‘Got him,’ he called out to the others. 
 
    McBride sneered. ‘Took you long enough, though, didn’t it?’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Interview with suspect Keith McBride,’ Pete said for the audio and video recorder. ‘Sixteen forty-seven at Heavitree Road police station, Exeter. Present are Mr McBride, myself - DS Peter Gayle – and DC Jane Bennett.’ 
 
    After all the effort she’d gone through to help get him here, it hadn’t seemed fair to ask anyone else to sit in. Pete recalled the way they’d walked McBride back up the hill once Jane and the constable, Barry Hawkins, had caught up with him. Jane had borrowed Hawkins’ leg restraint, looping one end around McBride’s ankle while she held onto the other and Pete kept a firm grip on the solid centre of his cuffs. 
 
    ‘What am I here for?’ McBride demanded.  
 
    ‘It was explained to you at the custody desk that you’ve been charged with obstruction, resisting arrest and assaulting a police officer – three in fact.’ 
 
    McBride grinned. ‘How’s your back?’ he asked Jane. 
 
    ‘Fine. How’s your pride after that fall you took?’ 
 
    He sneered. 
 
    ‘If your question related to why you were arrested in the first place,’ Pete said, ignoring the exchange, ‘again, you were told that at the time. To remind you, it was on suspicion of the murder of your ex-wife, Julie Daniels, on Monday of this week, here in Exeter.’ 
 
    McBride gave a bark of laughter. ‘You’ll be lucky. I was nowhere near here on Monday. Not even in the county, was I? Been away.’ 
 
    It was Pete’s turn to smile. ‘Not to the Lake District, you haven’t. We’ve already got Joshua Parkinson in the nick for impersonating you up there.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well. I was going up there until the parole officer kicked up a fuss. So I gave Josh the tickets and that. Told him to sign in for me so I could have a bit of proper freedom now I’m out.’ 
 
    ‘On parole,’ Pete reminded him. ‘Which you violated by asking him to do that, so you’ll be going straight back inside from here. Was it worth it?’ 
 
    ‘Would have been. I was on the way home. Would have got there with nobody the wiser if you hadn’t stuck your nose in.’ 
 
    ‘But that’s what I get paid for,’ Pete pointed out. ‘Where were you on Monday night, if not in Exeter or the Lake District?’ 
 
    ‘Somerset. With my mum and dad. They’ll tell you.’ 
 
    ‘I expect they would, you being their son. Have you got any independent witnesses?’ 
 
    McBride winked. ‘A pub-full, if you want them. I was playing darts in there.’ 
 
    ‘Which pub?’ 
 
    ‘Bristol Arms, Weston-super-Mare.’ 
 
    ‘Eh?’ Pete’s expression demanded an explanation. 
 
    ‘My mum and dad live there - rented a bungalow a few months back.’ 
 
    ‘So, let me get this straight,’ Jane said. ‘You risked jail and used your complete freedom to go and stay with your parents?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘What can I say? I’m a loving son.’ 
 
    ‘And you haven’t seen the press, the TV news, listened to the radio?’ Pete queried.  
 
    ‘What, with all this Brexit crap all over them? No way. Can’t be bothered with it. They need to grow up and get on with it, like they’re being paid to. Bunch of wankers.’ 
 
    ‘Or, of course, you’d have come in and spoken up straight away, as soon as you heard what had happened to your ex-wife,’ Pete said. 
 
    ‘You haven’t told me yet. What did happen to the bitch?’ 
 
    Pete paused, drawing a steadying breath before allowing himself to speak. ‘The bitch, as you call her, was tortured and murdered in a way that no-one who didn’t know and hate her on a very personal level could even have dreamed of. And you, as her ex and former abuser, are suspect number one.’  
 
    ‘Except I was in another county. With an alibi.’ 
 
    ‘Close enough to come back, though, if you wanted to. And we will be checking that alibi. We’ll also be having a serious talk with your parole officer.’ 
 
    ‘Knock yourself out.’ 
 
    Pete leaned forward in his chair. ‘We know what you talked about with Josh Parkinson. About how good women like Julie were as targets for the likes of him. But it wasn’t him that killed her, was it? He was in Kendal. You, on the other hand, were less than two hours’ drive from here. Which, of course, leaves us with another charge for you, by the way. Conspiracy to burgle.’ 
 
    McBride began to grin. 
 
    ‘And rape,’ Pete finished. 
 
    His expression changed. ‘How the hell do you work that out?’ 
 
    ‘Because Josh Parkinson took you up on your suggestion and tracked Julie down, as you knew he would, broke into her flat and raped her.’ 
 
    ‘If that’s true, it was nothing to do with me.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing to do with what you told him? What you suggested to him?’ Pete checked. 
 
    ‘That wasn’t a suggestion. It was just theoretical. Blowing smoke. And anyway, how would I know she was there? I wasn’t supposed to, was I? That was the point of her going there.’ 
 
    ‘To get away from you and your abuse and stalking.’ 
 
    ‘You say.’ 
 
    Pete shook his head. ‘Not me. The evidence. And that’s what’s going to convict you.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I already told you - I wasn’t there and I can prove it. Not that I need to. It’s your job to prove I’m guilty, as far as I’ve heard, not mine to prove I’m not.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    ‘Bristol Arms. How can I help?’ 
 
    ‘This is Detective Sergeant Gayle. I need to check something with you. Were you working there on Monday night?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I’m the landlord.’ 
 
    Pete shifted in his chair in the squad room. That was perfect. ‘There’s a retired couple, Ron and Margaret McBride who live locally to you. I’ve been told they were in there with their son, Keith. Is that right?’ 
 
    ‘Margaret and Ron? I didn’t know their surname, but they’ve been in here several times, the past few weeks. Monday was a darts night. We hosted the Cricketers. Beat them for a change, too. Let me think.’ He paused. Pete waited, the phone to his ear, his team quiet around him. ‘Yes, they were here. The son played a bit after the match. Ron didn’t, but he was cheering him on. Had a bit too much, but he’s OK. It makes him happy rather than troublesome.’ 
 
    ‘So, Keith was there?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Definitely.’ 
 
    ‘All evening?’ 
 
    ‘I think so. I saw them come in about seven and he was here ‘til closing.’ 
 
    ‘OK. Thank you.’ 
 
    Pete put the phone down with a deep feeling of disappointment weighing heavy in his gut. 
 
    ‘Boss?’ Jane asked. 
 
    ‘He confirmed it. Keith was in Weston on Monday night.’ 
 
    ‘Bugger.’ 
 
    ‘So…’ Jill looked from one to another of them. ‘If he was there…’ 
 
    ‘Then he wasn’t in Bicton Place,’ Pete finished. ‘So, someone else was. I’d best get over there.’  
 
    * 
 
    ‘Have you got him?’ Marion Hunt asked as soon as she opened the door and saw him. 
 
    Pete’s jaw tensed. ‘We’ve arrested Keith McBride, yes.’ 
 
    ‘Good,’ she said with a sigh of relief. 
 
    ‘Unfortunately, he’s got an alibi for Monday night. He was an hour and a half away from here.’ 
 
    The dark-haired woman stood back and raised a hand for him to enter. Pete stepped into the wide hallway and closed the door behind him. 
 
    She looked up at him. ‘An hour and a half? That’s not far, especially at night. You could…’ She stopped as Pete shook his head slowly. 
 
    A look of horror slowly spread over her face. ‘Then…’ 
 
    ‘It was someone else,’ Pete confirmed. ‘And we think we know who, but we haven’t managed to get our hands on him yet. We will find him. It’s just a question of when. But in the meantime…’ 
 
    ‘We need to be extra-cautious,’ she interrupted. ‘As always.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he admitted. ‘I’m sorry, but I thought it best to bring you the news as soon as possible.’ 
 
    She sighed. ‘It’s not a new situation for us, Detective Sergeant. As you can imagine.’ 
 
    Pete shook his head. ‘It amazes me how you cope with it.’ 
 
    She gave him a weak smile. ‘You get used to it. You can’t maintain a state of high fear for any length of time. It gets too exhausting, so you just have to accept the situation and get on with it.’ 
 
    Like Annie did last year, when Tommy disappeared. ‘I expect you’re right. Still, it takes a remarkable strength of character to live with something like that, day in and day out. You’ve got my admiration, I can tell you. And we will be keeping a guard on this place until the suspect is in custody.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    Her calm acceptance reminded him of Louise when Tommy died. The year before, when he disappeared, she’d been utterly broken. Annie’s strength had come into play in a huge way. But now, their roles were reversed - back the way they should be, he thought. Louise had recovered while for Annie, having suffered a lot of trauma in a short time and, with the strain of maintaining a semblance of normality at home - of stepping into her mother’s shoes for the best part of a year – things had finally got too much for her. 
 
    ‘If you want to talk about it, Detective…’ 
 
    Pete blinked. ‘Eh?’ 
 
    ‘You were in a world of your own there and it didn’t appear to be a happy one.’ 
 
    He smiled. ‘About as happy as yours,’ he admitted. ‘But you’ve got enough problems of your own without adding mine to them.’ 
 
    She tipped her head. ‘Normally, perhaps. Especially as you’re a man,’ she added with a smile. ‘But in this case, your welfare is our welfare. The more you can concentrate on tracking down the man that did that to poor Julie, the sooner you’ll find him and the safer we’ll be.’ 
 
    Pete’s heart went out to her, but he couldn’t allow himself to weaken. ‘Thanks for the offer, but I don’t believe in bringing my personal problems to work.’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘And yet, you do. You can’t help it, any more than the rest of us, and you should be glad of that. It’s part of what makes you human, what makes you do the job you do and what makes you good at it.’ 
 
    Pete raised an eyebrow. How did she know how good or otherwise he was at his job? 
 
     She smiled. ‘We do have the Internet here, detective. I looked you up.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m glad you approve of what you found.’ It actually meant a lot to him, he realised, that a woman of her strength and moral fibre thought well of him. He felt a swell of pride and pleasure. ‘I’d best get back.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Mr Gayle.’ Her eyes were large, her expression earnest. 
 
    ‘Part of the job, Ms Hunt. I’ll let you know as soon as we’ve got any news. Until then, safety first, second and third. Every minute of every day.’ 
 
    He turned to the door, reaching for the latch. 
 
    He paused briefly as the door closed behind him. Looked left and right along the short road. A dark car was parked three doors along to his left that hadn’t been there a few minutes ago. He recognised its outline but couldn’t place it. He went down the three steps and out through the high laurel hedge, nodding to the constable who stood there. 
 
    He reached his car, unlocked it.  
 
    It hit him as his backside touched the seat: Audi. 
 
    With a hiss of air through his teeth, Pete’s instinct was to surge up out of the car and go and check, but if Jones was sitting in the black car, watching, he’d be off before Pete could get anywhere near him. His whole body tingled as he closed the car door and glanced to his left. There was no way he was going to climb over all the kit in the centre console of the unmarked police car to get out the far side, so he leaned forward and struggled with his jacket, fighting his way out of it in the confined space. It went over onto the back seat along with his tie and, with no other choice, he opened the door and stepped out, locking it behind him as he sauntered along the pavement, hoping the casual look would be enough to throw a casual observer off for long enough. 
 
    He let his gaze wander here and there, left and right as he walked, specifically not concentrating on the Audi. 
 
    From two car-lengths away, he saw there was someone in the driver’s seat. A male. But a quick glance with the sun on the windscreen couldn’t tell him if it was Alan Jones or not. 
 
    If it was, the brazen cheek of the man was astounding. He was sitting no more than twenty yards from a uniformed police constable. 
 
    His angle of view finally let him see through the glare on the black car’s windscreen. He was no more than ten feet from the bonnet when he recognised the man sitting in it, staring back at him. 
 
    Something in Pete’s attitude must have given him away. 
 
    The man reached forward. The engine roared. Pete lunged. His hand was almost on the door handle when the big car shot out of its space and off down the road.  
 
    ‘Damn!’ 
 
    Pete spun around, running back to his own car.  
 
    ‘Call it in,’ he shouted as he ran. ‘Suspect Alan Jones spotted. I’m in pursuit.’ He yanked his car door open, saw the Audi turn right at the end of the road as he started his own engine. In an instant, he was after the fleeing man. Hit the blues and twos even before he’d got into second gear and roared out of the end of the road. 
 
    Traffic was light here, even at this time of day, when most of the city would be snarled up with the height of rush-hour. The Audi was a hundred yards ahead, disappearing into the shadows beneath an overhanging arch of trees where the road narrowed past a school playing field. The man’s options were limited, even if he knew the city. Which he must do by now, Pete thought as he gunned the engine. If he’d been hanging around here for the past several days, he’d have had plenty of time to scout escape routes.  
 
    What he might not have done, though, was check them at this time of day. 
 
    He reached for the radio. 
 
    ‘DS Gayle in pursuit of black Audi A6, east-bound on Homefield Road,’ he reported. ‘Four-two miles per hour. Subject failed to stop. Traffic light, safe to continue.’ 
 
    Brake lights flared in front of him, the Audi slowing sharply. Pete put his foot down, not willing to lose the man as he turned into an even narrower road up the side of the school grounds. 
 
    ‘Subject left, left, left into Park Place,’ he reported as he braked sharply and made the turn. He was seventy yards behind now. ‘Approaching junction with Goldsmith Street. Standby. Subject right, right, right, towards North Street.’ 
 
    The Audi was a big, powerful car, but it wouldn’t help around these narrow streets and against Pete’s knowledge of their surroundings and the fact that he had the backup of other officers who could cut the fleeing man off at some point, as long as he didn’t lose him before they could get into position.  
 
    He’d barely had time to complete the thought when Jones reached the end of the road and, again without slowing, surged out of the junction. A horn blared as Jones made a wide turn, encroaching on the wrong side of the street. 
 
    The bang of an impact sounded even over Pete’s sirens. 
 
    ‘Subject left, left, left onto St Lawn’s Terrace.’ 
 
    He reached the junction. A silver Golf was stopped in the road, facing him, it’s door mirror gone, bits scattered across the road, its driver’s door crumpled and scraped. 
 
    Pete couldn’t afford to stop and help the man. The Audi was again at least a hundred yards ahead and powering along the street, gaining ground with every instant. Pete kept going. He couldn’t afford to report the impact, either, or the pursuit would be called off and he would be forced to lose a dangerous fugitive. 
 
    ‘Tango Charlie two-niner on Hamlin Lane. We can cut him off.’ 
 
    ‘Received.’ 
 
    But almost immediately, he saw their plan was redundant. 
 
    ‘Subject left, left, left into Stuart Road.’ 
 
    He sped up then braked hard, trying to make what ground he could. The streets they were driving down were residential, lined with Victorian terraces with cars parked in front. Almost right away as he entered the side-road, there was a blind bend turning sharply right. A car was stopped facing him, half-into a space between parked cars to allow him to pass. The Audi was not in sight but there was a junction on the left. 
 
    Pete frowned. Was he aiming to loop back on himself? 
 
    He paused at the junction, looking left. Caught the glow of tail lights as they disappeared around a corner, just yards away. He hit the accelerator again. 
 
    ‘Subject left, left, left again, west-bound on Alpha Street.’ 
 
    ‘Tango Charlie two-niner, still approaching.’ 
 
    ‘Received.’ 
 
    Pete was already accelerating after the fleeing car. 
 
    A sharp right-hand bend took him between rows of old brick terraces with cars parked in front of them along both sides. He rounded the bend and saw the black car again, gunned the engine, letting the sirens warn anyone of his approach. He was half-way along the street when the Audi’s rear lights flared again. This time, it turned left, with the traffic, back onto Goldsmith Street, opposite a long brick wall.  
 
    Pete saw an old lady walking her dog slowly along the far side of the street. She looked up at the speeding car, stopping and staring, her back bent with age, grey hair ruffled by the breeze. 
 
    Pete reported his direction again over the radio.  
 
    ‘Trap closing,’ came the reply from the other car. 
 
    If we’re lucky. 
 
    The Audi reached the end of the street again, the bollards showing bright yellow in the middle of the road. And again, it turned left. 
 
    Pete grinned. Yes! 
 
    The silver Golf was pulled over on the side of the road now, the driver out and inspecting the damage. He looked up at the sound of the fast-approaching vehicle. 
 
    ‘Hey!’ he shouted, waving his arm at the black car but Jones was past him almost before he’d realised. Pete continued the pursuit, content in the knowledge that the patrol car would cut him off in seconds now. Again, he reported his position and direction. 
 
    Seconds later they were past the junction on the left and the school opposite, heading for the mini-roundabout at the end of the road. Where was that other car?  
 
    Then he saw its blue lights flashing. 
 
    ‘Subject approaching you, Tango Charlie two niner.’ 
 
    ‘Yep. Here he comes.’ 
 
    Pete urgently needed to catch the man, to get him off the streets, to question him in depth about his actions over the past week.  
 
    Then brake lights flared bright and tyres squealed as Jones made a desperate attempt to avoid capture, hauling the car into a sliding left turn into the only junction between them. 
 
    Damn! 
 
    Pete braked hard, saw the bonnet of the patrol car dip as it did the same. As he neared the junction, it began to shoot backwards, aiming to cut the fugitive off. He made the turn. As he did so, he caught a glimpse from the corner of his eye of the multi-coloured bulk of a bus turning in behind the patrol car. 
 
    God! What kind of bad luck is that? 
 
    He couldn’t pay it any further attention, though. He was back among narrow Victorian terraces that demanded his full attention at the speeds he was travelling. He rounded a bend and saw the Audi half-way along the straight road beyond. 
 
    This was getting out of hand. If it had been a simple failure to stop, he’d have given up the chase long ago, but this was a dangerous criminal, a man suspected of a horrific killing. He couldn’t lose him. 
 
    The silver Ford surged forward under him, pushing him back in the seat as he put his foot down hard, the Audi already slowing for the junction ahead.  
 
    ‘Subject right, right, right onto Hanover Street.’ 
 
    Pete got there just yards behind him. A girl of maybe eight or nine years old was walking along the far side of the road. The houses here were newer, 1930’s built, more family-oriented. But the street was only short, the way the Audi had gone. Again, it was out of sight by the time Pete reached the junction. 
 
    He would have to stop and check, losing ground on the fleeing car. 
 
    He pulled out and, in a few yards, was slowing again. He looked left. 
 
    There. 
 
    ‘Subject left, left, left, northbound on Hamlin Lane.’ 
 
    Although called a lane, the road was wider than those he’d been on to this point. A high hedge up the left side concealed the cemetery. There was more traffic here, people making their way home after a day’s work. 
 
    Jones didn’t slow, though. With a straight road ahead, he accelerated, ignoring safety and blaring horns, overtaking one, two, three cars at a time, forcing on-coming traffic to swerve or brake. Pete stayed with him, sirens and lights still going, his one advantage being the other road-users knew he was coming and could make way for him without being forced to. 
 
    The Audi made the mini-roundabout. 
 
    Pete didn’t slow although he wasn’t sure which way his man would go at this point.     
 
    He let out a breath that he hadn’t realised he was holding when the Audi went straight on, not trying to make the turn at that speed. A car already on the roundabout braked hard, hitting his horn as the black car cut him off, immediately overtaking two more cars.  
 
    He continued straight on, passing junction after junction that led into the big estate on his right. Pete knew this area well. It was not far from his home. He powered after the man, hoping against hope that he didn’t cause an accident before he was stopped. 
 
    Where was everybody else on the force? 
 
    The Audi passed another car, forcing an on-coming car to mount the kerb to avoid a collision. Pete knew he was going to get hell for chasing him like this, in these road conditions, but letting the man get away would pose a much greater threat to the public. He had to keep going, regardless of the rules. 
 
    The hedge on the left had now given way to a low stone wall at the edge of a raised area of grass and trees while the verge on the right had opened up, wide and verdant. A line of three cars was in front of the Audi, two vehicles coming towards them a good distance beyond. The Audi pulled out to overtake. 
 
    You’re pushing your luck, Pete thought.  
 
    It passed the three cars with yards to spare, then slewed suddenly sideways, tyres screaming on the tarmac, smoke rising as Jones hauled it round in a hand-brake turn. Its engine roared as brake lights flared on the three cars behind it, horns blaring. The nose of the lead car dipped as it made and emergency stop. The one behind it, a tiny, rounded Fiat, didn’t have the weight or the purchase to follow suit. It slid into the back of the one in front of it while the on-coming car juddered to a halt, fish-tailing as the black car cut it off with inches to spare, tilting sideways as it made the right-hand turn then surging forward along the side-road.  
 
    The on-coming car had avoided a collision but hadn’t managed to stop before the junction. Instead, it was now blocking the side-road. Pete was forced to take to the grass to follow the black car. He bumped up the kerb, the roar of his engine almost overpowering the blare of his sirens for a moment. Then he dropped down the kerb onto the side-road, an on-coming car stopping to allow him through. Cars were parked up the right side of the road, opposite a low hedge in front of white-painted bungalows. 
 
    ‘Subject right, right, right into Hamlin Gardens,’ he reported. ‘Traffic light. Safe to continue.’ 
 
    At least, the traffic’s light along here. 
 
    Fifty yards in front of him, the Audi reached a fork in the road in front of a low-rise block of flats. He went left. Pete grinned. ‘Subject left, left, left into dead-end. Possible decamp imminent, could cut through to Carlyon Close.’  
 
    Pete was reminded of another chase in a different part of the city, only a few weeks ago, but there would be no fatal crash here. The situation was completely different.  
 
    He rounded the back of the flats, a metal fenced area in front of him with a couple of steel ribbed containers and beyond them, a small car park. He swung the Ford across the road at the corner of the flats, cutting off the Audi’s only escape route, and was out of the car and around its bonnet in a flash as, a few yards away, the Audi came to a stop. The driver’s door opened and the man came surging out. He spotted the foot path leading away to his right as Pete came after him, hard and fast.  
 
    The far side of the path was bordered by a low wire fence giving onto another residential street with nowhere to hide while, on the near side, another block of flats was preceded by a high wooden fence. Jones angled towards it, Pete closing fast. He leapt. Caught the top of the fence and heaved himself upwards. 
 
    With his closest ankle lifted high to swing over the fence, Pete grabbed his other one with both hands and twisted hard, using his weight and momentum to add force to the move. 
 
    Jones gave a strangled scream as his knee ligaments stretched dangerously. He had only one way to go under such pressure. He let go and fell, landing on his shoulder, head bouncing off the grass. Pete kept his grip on the ankle. Jones turned onto his back and Pete dove on top of him, punching the air out of his lungs. Then he snatched out his cuffs and quickly snapped them on the man’s wrists. 
 
    ‘You’re nicked,’ he gasped.     
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
     ‘How did you get on with Graham?’ 
 
    ‘Like a house on fire, boss. You know me.’ 
 
    ‘What did you find, if anything useful?’ Pete asked with exaggerated patience. 
 
    ‘Oh. Yeah, well, there weren’t many cars in and out of there at that time of day. The car park’s only little and it’s mostly taken up with staff. Of course, with the closest cameras being a couple of streets away, it’s always possible we missed him, but there was no white Fiat van and no black A6.’ 
 
    Pete’s lips tightened. He’d been hoping for something concrete to face one of the two men they’d got in custody with. ‘So, we’ve only got circumstantials on either of them. And McBride’s got an alibi at that.’ 
 
    The phone on his desk rang abruptly. Internal. He picked it up. ‘Gayle.’ 
 
    ‘My office.’ 
 
    The connection was cut, but the voice was unquestionable. 
 
    ‘That was short and sweet,’ Jane said. 
 
    ‘The DCI.’ Pete didn’t like to use his nick-name if he could help it, if only to avoid using it at an inopportune moment. 
 
    ‘Well, he can’t be after your hide now,’ Dick said. ‘We’ve got two of the three suspects in the cells and a watch on number three, over in Tavistock.’ 
 
    Pete stood up. ‘We’ll soon see.’ 
 
    He headed along to Silverstone’s office. Knocked on the door. 
 
    ‘Come.’ 
 
    He went in and stood before the large, almost empty desk behind which the senior officer sat, his dark uniform immaculate as always. He looked up from the file he’d been writing in. 
 
    ‘Peter.’ His tone was neutral – never a good sign. Then again, they never had been friends, especially the last couple of months, since Louise had put in an official complaint against the station chief for dereliction of duty. 
 
    Silverstone wasn’t the only one in the station who thought Pete had put her up to it, or at least should have stopped her doing it. 
 
    ‘What have you got to report?’ 
 
    ‘I think you already know that Keith McBride’s in custody,’ Pete said. ‘What I can add to that at this point is that we’ve also got Alan Jones in the cells – the man whose wife looks a lot like Julie Daniels and is in the women’s refuge too. The bad news is that McBride has an alibi for Monday night – yet to be fully confirmed, but we’re working on it. And we’ve got nothing but circumstantial evidence on Jones as yet. I was about to go and interview him - see if I can get a confession out of him, or at least a provable lie.’ 
 
    ‘So, what are we holding them on?’ 
 
    ‘Resisting arrest, obstruction, dangerous driving, assaulting a police officer in McBride’s case. Leaving the scene of an accident in Jones’. They’re not going anywhere, anytime soon.’ 
 
    ‘Still, the public need to know they’re safe in their beds at night.’ 
 
    ‘Sir.’ And you need the un-earned kudos, he thought. ‘As I said, we’re working on it.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not how hard we work, Detective Sergeant. It’s the results we achieve that matter to the press and the public.’ 
 
    And the big bosses at Middlemoor. ‘Sir.’ 
 
    Silverstone nodded. ‘Full report on my desk by close of play, Detective Sergeant.’ 
 
    ‘Sir.’ 
 
    ‘Carry on.’ 
 
    Pete turned and left the office with a sigh of relief. 
 
    ‘So, what was that in aid of?’ Dave asked when he returned to the squad room. 
 
    Pete shrugged. ‘Don’t know,’ he admitted. ‘His version of a pep-talk, as far as I could tell. “Get it done and double-quick,” basically.’ 
 
    ‘What does he think we’re doing? Playing tiddly-winks all day?’ 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ Jane said and put the phone down. She looked up at Pete. ‘Weston station are going to look into McBride’s alibi. Getting back to us ASAP. Probably in the morning, if they’re going to interview the customers.’ 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘I’d best go and see what Alan Jones has got to say for himself.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘I’m innocent,’ Jones insisted. ‘I’ve done nothing.’ 
 
    He was medium height, brown haired with a pale, pock-marked complexion, his hands bunched on the table between them, fingers writhing nervously.  
 
    Pete watched him carefully. ‘So, why did you run? And so recklessly? You could have killed someone, driving like that.’ 
 
    ‘I was scared. I’m sorry. I didn’t intend to harm anyone.’ 
 
    ‘What about that Golf driver by the mini-roundabout that you ran into? You were inches from injuring or killing that driver. As it is, you did some serious damage to his car. Chances are, it’s going to cost him a small fortune in increased premiums, through no fault of his. Plus the collision you caused where you turned off before I caught up with you. One of which, again will have his no-claims ruined because he ran into the back of another vehicle.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you were chasing me. I didn’t know why, did I?’ 
 
    Pete leaned back in his chair. ‘Maybe you should have stopped to find out.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but…’ 
 
    ‘Well, now we’ve got you, you were in breach of a restraining order as well as being on the run from the police,’ Pete finished for him. 
 
    Jones grimaced.  
 
    ‘A restraining order that says you’re not to go within four hundred metres of your former wife.’ Pete tipped his head. ‘I looked it up. So, why did you breach that order and come seventy-five miles to do it?’ 
 
    ‘I… wanted to protect her. I saw the news. That woman being killed. And I thought, if I could keep an eye on her, I could keep her safe.’ 
 
    Pete sighed. ‘Bearing in mind why that order was granted – domestic violence and stalking – and what you’re suspected of doing after your wife left you, for which there’s an active warrant out for your arrest, do you seriously expect me to believe that? It seems much more logical, given your history, that you were there to do her harm. In fact, that it was you who actually killed that woman. Julie Daniels was her name, by the way.’ 
 
    Jones’s face took on a look of horror. ‘I… No way! I was nowhere near here when that… Julie Daniels was killed.’ 
 
    ‘And yet, you admit to being here the following day. And you’re here now. With a warrant out on you for aggravated assault and rape.’ 
 
    ‘I…’ His expression closed down. ‘I’m saying nothing about those cases. But I wasn’t here on Monday night.’ 
 
    ‘So, where were you?’ 
 
    ‘At home.’ 
 
    ‘In St Austell?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt that, seeing as we’ve been looking for you for days now in relation to the outstanding warrant.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I say home… I mean where I was staying.’ 
 
    ‘Can anyone verify that?’ 
 
    His expression shifted again. Defiance mixed with acceptance. ‘No,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Can you prove it, then?’ 
 
    He pursed his lips. ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘So, I should take your word for it, despite your history?’ 
 
    Jones sighed. ‘I suppose not, but it’s true. I was there all evening and all night. Yes, I’ve made mistakes in the past. Let my emotions get the better of me. I’ve done things I’m not proud of. Frankly, I’ve been a total arse-hole. But I didn’t kill that woman.’ 
 
    ‘And yet, there you were, outside a women’s refuge that’s location isn’t public knowledge, where your ex happens to be staying while she recovers from what you did to her. Why is that? And more importantly, how is that?’ 
 
    He hung his head. ‘She switched her phone on. Only for a bit, but the tracker on it pinged. It came up on my computer with date, time and location.’ 
 
    Pete’s eyes widened. ‘Really? You’re admitting now to having a tracker on your ex-wife’s phone? The woman you’ve been specifically ordered by a court not to have any contact with whatsoever.’ 
 
    He cringed. ‘It was on there before that court case ever happened. What was I going to do?’ 
 
    ‘And when did it switch on, exactly?’ If she’d made the cardinal error of using her mobile after being expressly told not to, she would need a severe talking to for putting the rest of the shelter’s residents at risk. And if she’d been expressly told not to use it, what the hell was she carrying it around for? 
 
    ‘Tuesday afternoon.’ 
 
    Tuesday afternoon. After Pete had spoken to Marion Hunt, unofficially suggesting her residents take to carrying a small can of hair-spray. Was it, in Georgina Absalom’s case, one thing too many in her hand-bag that caused her phone to switch on accidentally? 
 
    In which case, he realised, it was actually his fault that Jones had tracked her down. 
 
    Inwardly, he grimaced. 
 
    ‘It was just chance, I’d seen that report on the news about the woman getting killed, then George’s phone switched on and I thought, if she’s there, at or near where that happened, she could be in danger too, so I’d best keep an eye on her. Make sure she’s safe.’ 
 
    Pete couldn’t help a grunt of laughter at that. ‘Keep her safe? After what you put her through? Really?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, really.’ He looked as offended as he sounded. ‘I know I didn’t treat her as well as I should have, but I loved her. That means wanting her to be safe. To be happy and well and everything.’ 
 
    ‘To any normal person, it does. But a normal person wouldn’t have chucked her down the stairs or punched her in the face so hard you cracked her cheek-bone or all the other things you did to her, including the mental torture you put her through before and after she left you.’ 
 
    ‘I know! What can I say? I wasn’t well. I’m on treatment now. Pills.’ 
 
    Pete frowned. ‘How’d you manage that when you’re on the run from the courts and the police?’  
 
    ‘I went to the doc before the court case. After… Well, you know.’ 
 
    ‘I know all right. Which is why you’re sat here now. And let me tell you, if any of what you’ve told me proves to be untrue – even one thing – you’ll be going down for murder.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Any joy?’ Dave asked as Pete sank back onto his chair. 
 
    ‘He claims to have an alibi.’ 
 
    ‘That’s two of them, then.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ Pete’s tone revealed his disappointment at the fact. 
 
    ‘We’ve still got Ashcroft in play,’ Jane said. 
 
    ‘What have we got on him?’ 
 
    ‘Not enough to charge him. He was in the city at the time. He was back in Tavistock long enough after to have done it, though only just. He knew the victim and had a motive. But there’s nothing on CCTV to place him there. And while you were out, we got a call from Harry Pointer at forensics. He got the results back early on the blood in the back of Ashcroft’s car.’ 
 
    Pete’s mood began to lighten. ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘It was his.’ 
 
    ‘His?’ He felt himself slump again. ‘Ashcroft’s?’ 
 
    ‘Yep.’ 
 
    ‘So, we’ve got nothing physical apart from hair and fibre evidence that he’s got an explanation, or at least a reasonable excuse, for.’ 
 
    ‘That’s about the size of it.’ 
 
    ‘Well, one of them did it. I know which one I’d have put my money on, but he’s the only one with a decent alibi unless we can break it.’ 
 
    ‘You confirmed it, boss,’ Dick pointed out. 
 
    ‘Tentatively. It wouldn’t hurt to check on it.’ 
 
    ‘Except it’s out of our jurisdiction.’ 
 
    ‘In Avon & Somerset’s, who we’ve worked together with before, more than once. One favour deserves another, in my book.’ 
 
    Dick shrugged. ‘Can’t hurt to try.’ 
 
    ‘Jane, that’s your job, then. I need to check on Jones’ story.’ 
 
    ‘Must be your winning charm,’ Dave said, giving her a nudge. ‘No, make that your feminine wiles.’ 
 
    ‘What’s wiles?’ asked Ben. 
 
    ‘While you’re looking at her, she can get away with whatever she wants,’ Dick told him. 
 
    ‘Why, thank you, kind sir.’ Jane tipped her head in a mock bow. 
 
    ‘Yeah, but they’re sixty miles away. They can’t see her.’ 
 
    ‘Looks like you’ll have to use your sexiest telephone voice then, Red,’ Dave told her. 
 
    Jane looked from Dick to him. ‘Really?’ 
 
    Dave shrugged. ‘Doesn’t say much, I know, but rather you than Grey Man.’ 
 
    ‘Oi,’ said Dick. ‘I can be sexy if I want to.’ 
 
    Jill sniggered. ‘About as sexy as a brick.’ 
 
    ‘Well, thanks, Titch.’ 
 
    ‘Truth hurts,’ she said with a shrug. 
 
    ‘That much, we know,’ Pete said. ‘What we still need to know is which of our three suspects abducted and killed Julie Daniels. Let’s stay focussed, shall we?’  
 
    But staying focussed wasn’t going to be easy for him, either, with the fact that he might have been inadvertently responsible for bringing Alan Jones to Exeter. If he’d got hold of his ex after that… 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    ‘St Austell police. How can I help?’ 
 
    ‘This is DS Gayle from Exeter. There was a case over there recently, a bloke called Alan Jones. Domestic abuse. He went on to commit an aggravated assault and a rape. Went on the run.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. We still haven’t tracked him down. Why?’ 
 
    ‘Because we have. He’s in custody here. I need you to check on something for me, just for the sake of dotting the I’s and crossing the T’s. He claims to have been at an address in Treviscoe on Monday evening. Check with neighbours and anything at the address that might have last-usage data: computer, games console, Kindle and whatever else you can think of. There’s plenty for a warrant to enter. We’ve got members of the public in imminent danger over here and the results of that search could tell us if we’ve got the possible perpetrator in custody, so I need an answer ASAP.’  
 
    ‘Right you are, guv. We’ll let you know.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ Pete gave him the address, hung up and got up from his chair to return to the DCI’s office. He knocked. 
 
    ‘Come.’ 
 
    Pete stuck his head in the door. ‘Sir. We need a warrant.’ 
 
    ‘For?’ 
 
    ‘Alan Jones’ mobile phone data. It’ll tell us when he came to Exeter and therefore if he was our attacker. We’ve got cause, in view of the fact that he absconded after being charged with assault and rape in St Austell.’ 
 
    ‘Very well. Leave it with me.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks. And McBride’s parole officer?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll deal with it.’ 
 
    ‘Sir.’ Pete shut the door and headed back to the squad room. 
 
    ‘Avon & Somerset are going to the pub to check on Keith McBride’s alibi,’ Jane told him as he returned to his seat. 
 
    ‘If you hadn’t put that last bit on, I’d have said it sounded like a good plan,’ Dave said. 
 
    ‘And DCI Silverstone is arranging a warrant for Jones’ mobile tracking data to check when he came over here. But that’ll take time, no doubt.’ 
 
    ‘No reason why it should,’ Ben said. ‘It’s all on their computer system. All they’ve got to do is look it up. Two minutes, max, and they could email us the full details if they wanted to.’ 
 
    ‘Well, when the warrant comes through, I’ll let you contact them and remind them of that, then,’ Pete told him. ‘Mind you, I don’t know how long it’ll take to get the warrant.’ 
 
    ‘And so we wait,’ Dick said. 
 
    ‘Idle hands are no use to anyone,’ Pete pointed out. ‘So, while we wait, what more can we do about Richard Ashcroft?’ 
 
    ‘I reckon we can eliminate him,’ Dick said. 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Well, we went through it all earlier. We know when he came over here and when he went back. We’ve got forensics on his car that are basically negative And, having done it and brought her back from wherever it was done, there’d have to be some kind of trace left in there. And he didn’t have a lot of time to do all that damage to her. And it would have needed time.’ 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘Much as I hate to admit it, I’m inclined to agree. So, we’re left with two.’ 
 
    ‘And so we wait,’ Dick repeated. 
 
    * 
 
    They didn’t have to wait long. The DCI came back with a warrant in less than fifteen minutes. 
 
    ‘There you go, Ben. Signed, sealed and delivered,’ Pete said. 
 
    ‘Right.’ He picked up his phone and dialled. ‘Hello. This is DC Myers, Devon & Cornwall CID. I’ve got a warrant here for the tracking records on a mobile phone.’ He read out the number. ‘Really?’ He looked across at Pete with raised eyebrows. ‘Well, there’s two issues with that. The first is that we’ve got a situation of imminent public endangerment here without those records. And the second is that you know as well as I do that it’ll take you no more than two minutes to access that data and you can email it to me direct.’ He paused to listen again. ‘Well, then, I’ll take your name for the charge sheet.’ Pete could imagine the response to that. ‘Obstruction. Reckless endangerment. I’m sure the public will love to hear about a major company like yours wilfully and deliberately failing to assist the police. And so will your MD.’ 
 
    ‘He might be a youngster, but he knows how to play hard-ball when he needs to,’ Dick muttered. 
 
    Pete tipped his head in agreement as Ben continued. ‘Thank you. I’ll look out for it. I imagine you can guess the email address. B Myers at DC.police.uk. That’s B Myers, all one word.’ He put the phone down and looked across at Pete. ‘It’ll be here shortly.’ 
 
    ‘I take it the gentle touch wasn’t working?’ 
 
    ‘She wanted to take three days to get back to us with it. I wasn’t having that.’ 
 
    Pete grinned. ‘You’ll do. While we wait, I’m going to get onto Horfield, see when they’re going to send those tapes and transcripts.’ 
 
    He reached for the phone and almost jumped when it rang under his hand. He picked it up. ‘Gayle.’ 
 
    ‘Pete, it’s Bill on the front desk. I’ve got a caller on the line, says he’s found something weird in one of his fields. I thought it might relate to your case. Shall I put him through?’ 
 
    ‘Please. We need all the information we can get at this stage.’ 
 
    A click sounded on the line, then a male voice. ‘Hello?’ 
 
    ‘Hello. This is DS Gayle. What can I do for you?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I don’t know if this is important or not, but I went down to check on how the grass was coming along for a late silage crop in one of my fields this afternoon.’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Well, somebody had been having a fire in there. A big pile of ash. Stunk of petrol, it did. Bloody lucky they didn’t set the whole damn field afire with the weather we’ve had this summer. Then I see there was some bits of cloth and that in amongst it, on the edges like. And some other bits and pieces. Looked to me like what was left of a woman’s hand-bag or something. Not that I’m any sort of expert on that kind of thing. I didn’t rummage about too much, just in case.’ 
 
    ‘OK, good. Where exactly is this field?’ 
 
    ‘Chudleigh Knighton.’ He went on to provide Pete with directions to the site and to his own house, nearby. 
 
    ‘Right, we’ll come and have a look. You’re at home, are you?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll stop by for a chat, then, if that’s OK.’ 
 
    Pete ended the call and looked up, meeting the expectant gazes of his team. ‘It sounds like we might have got ourselves a crime scene,’ he said. ‘Ben, you’d best stay put and wait for your phone data, now you’ve made such an impression on the nice young lady at the provider’s. Batchelor Boy, you were keen to get out of here a few minutes ago. Grab your coat. We’re going on a field trip.’  
 
    * 
 
    Although it was only around ten miles from the edge of the city and just yards from the main A38, known locally as the Devon Expressway, Chudleigh Knighton had never seen a rush-hour in all its centuries of existence. It was a long, narrow village of whitewashed and pastel-painted houses with a prominent pub, a school and a few shops on the main street. They had travelled almost all the way through it before Pete found the turn he was looking for: a narrow, shaded lane cutting off to the right between two buildings. When he turned in, it was only just over a car wide, the buildings crowding close on either side. A few yards past them, a metal fence enclosed the yard of a scruffy-looking set of buildings that claimed to be an auto-repair and MOT centre. Cars in various stages of rebuilding or dismantling stood around the fenced yard and a large white sign displayed the name of the business, just as the farmer had described. 
 
    Pete drove steadily, cautious of meeting another vehicle. There would be some serious reversing to be done if he did. 
 
    After a while, the trees disappeared from either side of the road, opening out to a broad vista of Devonian pastureland dotted with arable fields and small woods. They passed a farm, set well back from the road. Then another, where the man Pete had spoken to, Fred Parsons, had said he lived. Soon after that, Pete began to worry afresh as the road narrowed even further and got muddy enough that he thought it was going to peter out completely, but he kept going, hoping the Ford would maintain traction on the slippery surface with its grass up the middle and verges that had virtually disappeared. 
 
    At least, he thought, they weren’t going to meet another vehicle up here, except maybe a tractor. But then the road cleared again. A set of barns and large sheds stood on a bend, just as the farmer had said. After another few hundred yards there was a break in the tightly shorn hedge on the left and a concrete pad allowed access to three steel gates, going into two separate fields and a grassed access lane. Pete pulled onto the dirty concrete and stopped. 
 
    ‘Over there.’ He nodded to the gate on the left. They got out and Dave found the latch, swung the gate open and stepped through. 
 
    ‘Right in front of you, along the hedge-side, he said.’  
 
    Pete closed the gate and they stepped forward through grass that was up to a foot and a half long and almost going to seed. Twenty yards in, the smell of petrol wafted to them. 
 
    ‘We’re going in the right direction, then,’ Dave said. ‘Ah, here we go.’ He stopped and stood aside to give Pete a clear view. 
 
    A near-circle of ground maybe six feet across was blackened and charred like the site of a November bon-fire. At the edge, he saw the charred remains of a corner of cloth. Crouching, he saw it looked like it had come from a coat. Nearby was a thin strap and buckle like that off a shoe. The curved pyramidal shape of a heel confirmed it. Then he saw what Parsons had been talking about when he said he thought there were the remains of a handbag. The bent, blackened metal of a clasp. A pen, the metal almost blued by the heat of the fire. The exploded remains of a small can reminded him with a stab of guilt of what he’d told Marion Hunt, back at the shelter, though that had been a day after this fire. No doubt, rummaging through the cinders would reveal more, but that was a job for forensics. 
 
    Harold Pointer would just love coming all the way out here. Not. 
 
    Pete stood up and took out his phone to make the call. There was little doubt in his mind that this was where Julie Daniels had met her horrific end. Certainly, some unfortunate woman had. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘So, when did you find the remains of that fire?’ Pete asked. 
 
    They were sitting in Fred Parsons’ kitchen, a kettle boiling beside the cooker, mugs ready on the side. 
 
    ‘This afternoon. About half past five.’ 
 
    ‘And when was the last time you’d been to that field?’ 
 
    ‘Sunday. I’ve been checking it a couple of times a week, waiting for it to be ready to mow. I reckon it’ll be there in another day or two.’ 
 
    Pete grimaced. He could appreciate Parsons’ need to get the grass cut before it went to seed and lost a lot of its goodness, but there were other priorities here. ‘I’m afraid it’s a crime scene now,’ he said. ‘You were right. There are remains of a woman’s handbag and clothing in those ashes and we’ve got a potential victim related to it. Have you not seen the news?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s why I called. But I need to get that grass off as soon as it’s ready. I need it for feed over the winter.’ 
 
    ‘We’re looking at a particularly vicious and sadistic murder, Mr Parsons. We have to get to the bottom of it as soon as we can, before any more women are attacked. I’ve called forensics. They won’t take any longer than they have to, but I can’t guarantee how long that’ll be.’ 
 
    Parsons’ expression showed his displeasure at that, but he said nothing. 
 
    The kettle boiled and clicked off. 
 
    Pete struggled for a solution. The last thing he wanted was to put people off contacting the police in a situation like this. ‘What I’ll do is tell the forensics team to concentrate on the entrance area first, clear that, then you’ll be able to come and go from the rest of the field while they work if necessary. They won’t like the dust, but it won’t be important, forensically. That way, if they’re done before you finish, you’re fine. If not, you’d only lose a few square yards around the fire site itself. 
 
    Parsons nodded and got up to go to the kettle. He flicked it on to let it simmer up again before pouring. ‘That’d do it, I expect,’ he admitted. 
 
    ‘So, where were you on Monday evening?’ Dave asked. 
 
    Parsons turned around to look at him. ‘I went to buy some sheep that afternoon. They’re in the sheds you went past. Stayed late for a few drinks.’ 
 
    ‘We were just wondering if you were here and if you saw or heard anyone coming and going on the lane,’ Pete explained. 
 
    Parsons grunted and continued what he was doing. ‘No. Didn’t get back here ‘til around eleven. Came in, had some water and went to bed.’ 
 
    ‘And you haven’t seen any unusual vehicles up here at any other time recently?’ 
 
    He set the mugs on the table before them and sat down again. ‘Don’t get a lot of traffic up here.’ 
 
    Pete smiled. ‘I can see that.’ He took a sip of his tea. It was strong and sweet. ‘As unpleasant as it is, we have to verify where everyone associated with a case like this was at the time, though. However remote the link might be. So, can you give us the contact details for the chap you spent the evening with?’ 
 
    Parsons took a slug of tea. His expression never seemed to change. His gaze was steady and direct. He seemed to weigh up what was behind every statement and every question before he responded.   
 
    He looked at Dave, thrust his chin at the dark oak dresser behind him. ‘Phone book’s in the left-hand drawer.’ 
 
    Dave turned, stood up and went to open the drawer. He found a small, dark blue notebook, raised it and turned. ‘Is this it?’ 
 
    Parsons nodded once. 
 
    Returning to the table, Dave sat down and handed it over. 
 
    Parsons opened it and flipped through to a page, where he stuck a thick thumb in and handed it to Pete. ‘There. Tom Wilby.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ Pete took the book and looked down at it. It was alphabetised with indents cut down the outer edges of the pages. Names, addresses and phone numbers were listed in a neat, blocky script. Tom Wilby was the third one down on the left. He took out his notebook and wrote down what he needed, then handed the little book back to their host and took another sip of tea. 
 
    ‘The forensics team will be along in a while. We’ll have a word when they get here.’ He shrugged. ‘They’ll take as long as they take but they won’t miss anything, and they won’t get in your way any more than they absolutely have to.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough.’ 
 
    * 
 
    They had almost finished their tea when Pete’s mobile phone rang. He took it out and checked the screen. ‘I need to take this,’ he said. ‘Excuse me.’ 
 
    He stood up and headed for the door as he touched the green icon with his thumb and raised the phone to his ear. ‘Jane? What’s up?’ 
 
    ‘You said about getting onto Horfield prison. I thought while you were out, I’d get it done. The phone tapes and email transcripts should be with us in the morning. There weren’t any letters, they said.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ The lack of letters was no surprise. Between the immediacy of email and the price of stamps, nobody sent them anymore. 
 
    ‘How’ve you got on out there?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got the crime scene. Forensics are on the way. We’ll wait and have a word, then get moving.’ 
 
    ‘Nobody’s seen anything, I suppose?’ 
 
    ‘Not as yet. We’ve got one more place to check before we leave. Has Ben got his phone data yet?’ 
 
    ‘He’s ploughing through it as we speak, but nothing else has come up.’ 
 
    ‘Best clear off home then.’ 
 
    ‘If you’re sure.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got the two main suspects in the cells and, as Dick pointed out, number three’s unlikely at best, so the pressure’s off to a degree.’ 
 
    ‘OK.’ 
 
    Pete returned to the kitchen, where Parsons was putting down his empty mug. 
 
    ‘Mr Parsons, how about we get out of your hair? We’ll go and have a word next door, then head back up to the field and wait for forensics if they haven’t arrived by then. Thanks for your help. And the tea.’ 
 
    The older man stood up. ‘If that’s what you think’s best.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t want to get in your way any more than we have to,’ Pete assured him.  
 
    Parsons showed them out, waiting inside the open front door of the old house as they crossed the yard to the car. Pete started the engine and swung the Ford around. A glance in the mirror as he drove back down to the lane showed Parsons closing the door. 
 
    ‘I can’t see him generating enough emotion to do something like that to someone he knew, never mind a stranger,’ Dave said. ‘What do you reckon?’ 
 
    ‘You know what they say about the quiet ones,’ Pete said. ‘I’ll go in the next place while you stay in the car and contact this Wilby. See if he corroborates Mr Parsons’ story.’ 
 
    Next door was four hundred yards back towards the village. The house was of similar blocky stone construction but this one had a white post and rail fence around the front area, which was no more than a generous lawn and a packed gravel area for turning vehicles and accessing the gated yard at the left side of the house. Pete turned the car around and went to knock on the door.  
 
    There was no need. It opened before he could reach for the knocker. There was no bell, he’d noticed. Standing before him was a stocky woman in a pinafore dress with a pattern that went out of fashion in the 1940’s, he thought. She was probably in her sixties. Maybe older – it was hard to tell. Her curly hair was dark grey, her face lined and tanned. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ she asked. 
 
    Pete lifted his warrant card. ‘Evening. DS Gayle, Exeter CID. There’s been an incident up the lane.’ He lifted a hand in the general direction of the crime scene. ‘I just need to ask if you’ve seen any unusual vehicles up here in the last few days. And particularly Monday evening.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t have. We tend to spend most of the time in the back when we’re not working. And we was out Monday evening, down the pub.’ 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘OK. Thanks for your time, Mrs…?’ 
 
    ‘Ellacott.’ 
 
    ‘Well, thank you, Mrs Ellacott.’ Pete turned back to the car, then paused and turned back. ‘What time did you go to the pub?’ 
 
    ‘About half-seven.’ 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘OK. Thanks again.’ He headed back to the car. 
 
    ‘Wilby corroborates Parsons’ story,’ Dave reported as he got back in. 
 
    ‘I thought he would.’ He started the engine and drove back to the lane, turning left, towards the field where they suspected Julie Evans had been tortured and killed. 
 
    Confirmation of that was pretty much a foregone conclusion in Pete’s mind. It was just a matter of waiting for forensics to make it official. But as for finding out what vehicle she’d arrived in and thereby who’d brought her - with no witnesses, it was going to be almost impossible. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    For the third time in a week, Pete wasn’t greeted at the door by his daughter. He felt a slump of disappointment as he opened the front door and stepped in. Was this the end of an era? Had she grown out of the habit? 
 
    He set down his briefcase and stepped into the sitting room. 
 
    Louise looked up. She was alone on the sofa. 
 
    ‘It gets worse,’ she said without preamble. 
 
    ‘What does?’ 
 
    ‘Annie. She skived off school today. Without telling anyone.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    Louise nodded. ‘I got a phone call this afternoon. “Where’s Annie? Is she ill?” I said, what do mean, where is she? She’s supposed to be at school. I nearly phoned you. I would have if I hadn’t come back here and found her in her room. She’s there now, but not by choice.’ 
 
    ‘I should bloody think so! What did she have to say for herself?’ A heady mix of anger, fear, instant relief and disappointment swirled in Pete’s brain so fiercely that he felt almost drunk. And angry drunk at that. 
 
    ‘She got there and couldn’t be bothered, so she came home.’ 
 
    ‘Couldn’t be…? What the hell’s got into her, all of a sudden? She can’t just waste her life like some useless yobbo.’ 
 
    Louise tipped her head. ‘Don’t tell me.’ 
 
    Pete drew a deep breath. ‘I think I’d better calm down a bit before I tell her. Otherwise I might be tempted to do more than tell her. She…’ He shook his head. ‘She isn’t that stupid. Or that short-sighted and selfish. What the hell’s the matter with her?’ 
 
    ‘We both know what the matter is,’ Louise reminded him. ‘The question is what to do about it before it’s too late.’ 
 
    He sighed. ‘I know. I just… I don’t know. I don’t know what the answer is. I’ve done all I can think of for her. If there’s anything else, I’d do it in heart-beat, but like you say = what?’ 
 
    She pursed her lips. ‘I wish I knew. Ask most professionals and they’d say, “Give it time,” but that’s just feeble excuses for being in the same boat we are. They don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I got pretty much the same from Doc White when I spoke to her. “Give it time, we’re working on it.” But how much time is there before it’s too late?’ He shook his head and dropped onto the sofa beside her, his anger ebbing away as his mind dropped into a deep well of grief and sorrow at the loss of their son, his funeral and all the stress, trauma and upheaval that Annie had suffered. 
 
    ‘What happened to you today?’ 
 
    He looked up, met Louise’s brown eyes and felt a surge of relief and gratitude for her strength and resilience. ‘I had a game of chase the bad-guy in the fields out by Tavistock. You should see the state he’s in.’  
 
    ‘You caught him?’ 
 
    ‘He’s in the cells.’ He tipped his head towards the police station as mile and a half away as he took her hand and squeezed it, his eyes getting hot and prickly as he struggled to cope with this roller-coaster of emotions.  
 
    His throat clogged so he could barely get his words out, but he forced through the blockage. ‘I love you.’ 
 
    Louise gave him a tiny smile. ‘I love you, too, but it doesn’t answer the problem. And I don’t think all the psychiatrists and psychologists in Exeter can, either. I don’t know if your mum or mine might be able to help, but other than that, it’s down to us.’ 
 
    Pete grunted. ‘Clueless and Clueless. Unless you know something I don’t.’ 
 
    She grimaced. ‘I don’t think it’s about knowledge or technique. It’s down to knowing Annie. Connection. Love.’ She gave a little shrug. ‘Giving instead of taking.’ 
 
    Pete’s lips quirked. He knew what she meant but saying so wouldn’t help. He drew a breath. ‘Should I go and have a word, do you think?’ 
 
    ‘Do you want a cuppa first?’ 
 
    He smiled. She was giving him more time to calm down before approaching the problem – and their daughter. ‘OK, then.’ 
 
    ‘The kettle’s in the kitchen,’ she said, then grinned, swinging her legs down off the sofa. ‘Stay put, I’ll only be a minute.’ 
 
    She got up and went through to the kitchen. Pete heard the kettle switched on. As it began to boil, he heard the rattle of mugs and a door being opened and closed. 
 
    ‘I saw Silverstone’s ugly mug on the news again,’ she called.  
 
    ‘Oh, yeah?’ He was glad of the distraction, the change of subject, but what was the DCI doing back on TV? 
 
    ‘Only a repeat of what he said the other day. The point of the piece was that new photo of Julie Daniels. Attractive woman, wasn’t she? The most recent picture, they said it was. “Taken six weeks ago by her mother.” Looked like Taunton. They were in a restaurant and I’m sure the Tone Bridge was in the background. It must have been that hotel by the river.’ 
 
    Pete knew the one she meant. The big, old whitewashed building was a major landmark in the town. But he felt a stab of annoyance. ‘I didn’t know about that.’ 
 
    ‘I thought it was your case?’ 
 
    ‘It is. I’m going to have to have a word with someone in the morning.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Ten minutes later, he knocked gently on Annie’s bedroom door and, with no response, opened it and stepped in. 
 
    She was curled up on her bed, facing away from him, silent and still, pretending to be asleep. 
 
    ‘Your mum told me what happened today,’ he said, keeping his voice low and calm despite the turmoil he felt inside. ‘You know that’s not acceptable. And you don’t need to act up like that to get attention. All you need to do is talk to us. Tell us what’s wrong. Although we can imagine most of it. We’ve been there too, remember. We’re still there. So, we understand. But this isn’t the way to deal with it. I’ve said it before – you feel the way you feel and you’ve got every right to express that, but that doesn’t mean you can get away with things like this. You can’t seriously expect to, so why do it? To test your boundaries? To test us?’ He shook his head, despite the fact she couldn’t see him and still wasn’t responding. ‘I don’t get it. The only person who lost out by it was you.’ 
 
    She flipped over to face him at last, her forehead tightened into a frown, her gaze more intense than he ever remembered seeing it. ‘How? What are you going to do? Ground me? I’ve effectively been grounded for weeks. Months. Make me do the housework? I’ve been doing that since Tommy disappeared, too. Take my computer or games console off me? What computer or games console?’ 
 
    ‘Enough,’ Pete snapped. ‘Is that what this is all about? You feeling hard-done-by? Well, I’ve said this before, too, but we are incredibly thankful for all you’ve done since Tommy went. More than you know, and we always will be, but you don’t have the hardest life of any eleven-year-old in the world, or even in this country. Not by a long way. So, you need to snap out of it, young lady.’ 
 
    ‘Really? Like Mum did last year, you mean?’ 
 
    Pete stepped forward, hand raised, then stopped himself, breathing hard with the intensity of his anger and his fear of that anger - of what it had almost made him do for the first time in Annie’s life. ‘Do not ever talk to me like that again. Understood? Ever.’ 
 
    But she’d seen his weakness. His Achilles heel. She sat up on the bed. ‘Or what? You’ll hit me? You know that’s illegal, don’t you? Being a policeman. You could get sacked for it, couldn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, and then where would your dinner and clothes and this roof over our heads come from? Not your mother’s wages on their own, I can tell you. And you could forget about university or vet’s college.’ 
 
    She sneered. ‘There’s plenty of kids at school whose parents don’t work. Some of them never have. And they do all right.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, because they’re spongers with no morals or self-respect. If you want to be worth anything in this life, you work for it, young lady.’ 
 
    ‘Why? What for, if you can live perfectly well off the state?’ 
 
    ‘So, what? You’re sulking because you’re putting the effort in and they’re not?’ He knew it wouldn’t be even part of the problem, but it would twist her argument around on itself and disorient her enough to force out the real reason, he hoped.  
 
    ‘Of course not!’ 
 
    ‘Then, what is your problem? Other than grief for Tommy that all of us are feeling and self-pity that’s no use to anyone?’ 
 
    ‘Well, if it’s no use, why is it a thing? Why does it exist?’ 
 
    How the hell was he supposed to answer that? Or was that the point of the question? Playing him at his own game? ‘I don’t know,’ he admitted. ‘Because we’ve got a sense of self, I suppose. We’re one of the few animals with the intelligence to realise that we are individuals with feelings and wants and needs of our own, over and above hunger, the need to rest and the urge to reproduce.’ 
 
    She sneered. ‘That’s just self-important twaddle. What about elephants? Dolphins? Gorillas and chimps? Even dogs have a sense of humour.’ 
 
    He frowned. ‘How do you know? We’ve never had a dog.’ 
 
    ‘Grandad told me.’ 
 
    Her grandparents had owned dogs for years, right back to when he was a kid. He hadn’t, because of his career. He’d barely had enough time for the kids, never mind looking after a dog over the years. 
 
    ‘Well, be that as it may, it’s no good you trying to distract me from the point of this conversation. The fact is, you’ve done wrong and you know it. You cannot skip school and you cannot be where we don’t know about. End of.’ 
 
    ‘I’m eleven years old. In another five I’ll be able to get married.’ 
 
    ‘Only with our permission. And that’s half your lifetime away. In the meantime, you do as you’re told, when you’re told. By us or your teachers.’ 
 
    ‘Why? You don’t know everything.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t need to. What we do know is what’s best for you. That’s all that matters. And what’s best for you is not skiving off school.’ 
 
    ‘You know what’s best for me? How? You’re not God.’ 
 
    He drew a breath, anger flaring again, but controllably this time. ‘By experience is how. We’ve lived longer than you. We’ve been where you are. We’ve made the mistakes and learned from them. Your job is to make use of that learning instead of going through the trouble and regrets of making the same ones over again. Be original,’ he said. ‘Make your own.’ Not that he’d know how to deal with them, if she did, he thought.  
 
    ‘Humph.’ She flipped over, facing away from him again, unable to answer, her only recourse to end the conversation and ignore him. 
 
    There was no point trying to continue the conversation. He’d said all that needed saying, so he left her there and went back downstairs. Louise looked up from the TV as he entered the sitting room. 
 
    ‘Well?’ 
 
    ‘Ish. I won the battle eventually. I think. I’m not sure how the war’s going, though. She seems angry. Resentful.’ 
 
    ‘You know anger’s a natural response to fear. Her world’s been turned upside down, hasn’t it? She’s lost her brother. She’s been in danger herself, of a kind that no kid should have to endure. And nobody can blame her for being resentful after the past year or two,’ she added, looking down in shame. 
 
    ‘That wasn’t your fault,’ he said. 
 
    She looked up at him. ‘Well, it wasn’t anybody else’s, was it?’  
 
    He drew a breath. If it isn’t one of them, it’s the other. ‘What you had was a recognised illness. It wasn’t a decision you made.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe, but I could have un-made it. Pulled myself out of it like a cigarette addict or whatever. If I’d had the strength.’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘It’s not the same and you know it.’  
 
    ‘Do I?’ 
 
    ‘What are you saying? That you didn’t try? Because I know that’s not true, even if you don’t.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know? You’re not inside my head. You don’t know what I’m thinking.’ 
 
    ‘Not all the time, no. But I’ve known you long enough to tell some things.’ 
 
    ‘Like what? That I really couldn’t be bothered to drag myself up out of the bottomless well of shit that I felt like I was in? That all I wanted was to be left alone to drown in it?’ 
 
    A deep sense of horror washed over Pete at her words. He’d had no idea she’d felt like that.  
 
    ‘No, I didn’t think so,’ she said as if she’d read his mind. Then he realised his silence had told her all she needed and the moment had passed: it was too late to do anything about it now.  
 
    ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘I didn’t know. I hadn’t got the slightest idea. I’m shocked and I’m more ashamed than you could know.’ 
 
    ‘Ashamed? Why? You didn’t cause it: Tommy did. We know that now, between what he said at the first trial and what Malcolm Burton and the others said at the second. I know you can’t trust most of what they said, under oath or otherwise, but there was enough consistency between them to be able to read between the lines and what I read was horrible. But he was still our son. We raised him. We loved him. And before that second trial I knew nothing about that side of him. I didn’t even know it existed, or that it even could. But before then, even, I’d been in mourning for him, although I knew he was still alive. Don’t ask me how, but I knew. And you couldn’t find him. We couldn’t find him. And you’re the best copper in this city, no matter what rank some of the others are. I know that, too, right down here in my gut.’ She patted her stomach. ‘So, maybe that should have told me something. Like maybe he didn’t want to be found. But it didn’t. All I was sure of was that he was out there somewhere, hurting and missing us as much as I missed him. Huh,’ she grunted. ‘So much for that idea, eh?’ 
 
    ‘But, like you said, at the time you didn’t know any of that. Where he was, what he was doing and why. You just knew he was lost. That you loved him and you missed him and you wanted him back home and safe. And not being able to achieve that would drag anyone down.’ 
 
    ‘It didn’t you.’ 
 
    Pete winced. Once more, there was no right answer. ‘Yes, it did,’ he said. ‘I didn’t let it show, but it did.’ 
 
    ‘There you are then,’ she pounced. ‘You didn’t let it show. You were stronger than me. I wasn’t up to the job.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t say that and I didn’t mean it, either. And look more recently. When he actually died. You stepped up then, when I broke down. Who was the stronger then? You were and that’s the truth.’ 
 
    She grunted. 
 
    ‘And now we both need to be strong for Annie,’ he concluded. ‘Because she’s run into that same brick wall as you did a year ago and I did eight weeks ago.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
      
 
    ‘Hey, boss. How’s Annie?’ Jane asked when Pete walked into the squad room. 
 
    ‘Safely and securely in school.’ He’d phoned her before eight to tell her he was going to take Annie to school that morning and wait until the gates were closed, to make sure she stayed put. 
 
    ‘You know, we were watching something on TV last night – a repeat of one of those real-life crime things.’ 
 
    ‘Do what?’ Dave interrupted. 
 
    ‘Yeah. Bit of a busman’s holiday, I know, but Rog likes them, and this bloke’s sense of humour alone makes it worth watching. It’s like he’s read too many Raymond Chandler novels, but he’s real with it. Anyway, he was on about something he does when he’s off-duty and it reminded me that there’s actually a thing – I don’t know where I heard about it - called art therapy. Basically, he said when he needs to chill out, wind down or whatever, he draws. I wondered if Annie might find it helpful?’ 
 
    Pete paused. The fact that Jane would be thinking of Annie when she was at home with her husband touched him, to begin with. Could what she said have merit? Annie wasn’t big on art, but she did love nature. Maybe it was worth a try… ‘Hmm. Thanks, Jane.’ 
 
    ‘OK. Back to the matter in hand: when exactly was Julie Daniels attacked in Torquay?’ she asked as Pete took off his jacket and hung it over the back of his chair. 
 
    ‘April.’ 
 
    ‘I know that much.’ 
 
    ‘18th, I think.’ He checked his notebook. ‘Yes. Why?’ 
 
    ‘Listen to this. It’s from the 15th of April.’ She hit a key on her computer.  
 
    A voice distorted by a telephone line sneezed. Pete thought he could pick out something in the sound but wasn’t sure what. He looked quizzically at Jane. 
 
    ‘You heard it?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘I heard something. Not sure what.’ 
 
    ‘Listen again.’ 
 
    She hit the return key and the sound played again. 
 
    Pete frowned. ‘Father?’ 
 
    ‘Close. Dave picked it out first, but I’m not going to tell you.’ 
 
    She played it again. 
 
    ‘Found her.’ 
 
    Pete’s eyes widened. ‘Really? Who was this?’ 
 
    ‘Parkinson, speaking to Keith McBride. What do you reckon?’ 
 
    ‘Play the rest.’ 
 
    The sneeze came again. ‘Found her.’  
 
    Then McBride’s voice: ‘Bless you. So, I expect you’re going to do whatever you want, now you’ve got the freedom to do it?’ 
 
    ‘That’s the plan.’  
 
    Now Pete could hear that it was indeed Joshua Parkinson. 
 
    ‘OK, then. Best of luck and enjoy yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Like I said: that’s the plan.’ 
 
    McBride laughed. ‘Just make sure you don’t make the evening news, eh?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I’m not that daft, trust me.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll see you on the other side then.’ 
 
    Pete’s gaze went from Jane to Dave and back again. Their expressions said it all, but he had to ask. ‘What was before that?’ 
 
    Jane shrugged. ‘Just the normal hello, how are you kind of stuff.’ 
 
    ‘Was there a confirmation afterwards?’ 
 
    ‘No, but the attack itself made the local evening news. The local DI said they were treating the case as being of the highest priority and looking into it with every urgency, but there were, as yet, no suspects.’ 
 
    ‘So, he’d have seen that. No need to risk suspicion.’ 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Pete grinned at last. ‘One for rape and assault and one for conspiracy. The donuts are on me. But, talking of news, what was a new photograph of Julie Daniels doing on there last night, that I didn’t know about?’ 
 
    ‘It came in yesterday evening, from Julie’s mum. She thought it might help. You weren’t here, obviously, but Fast-track was. He was in here looking for you. For an update, he said. He got hold of it and you know what he’s like for “co-operating with the press”.’ She waggled her fingers in the air to emphasise the quotation marks. ‘He grabbed it before we could tell you about it.’  
 
    Pete sighed, his elation quelled. ‘I need to make a phone call.’ 
 
    He took out his mobile phone, did a quick search and keyed the phone number he found into his desk phone. It rang and rang. Pete was almost ready to give up when it was finally picked up. 
 
    ‘JW Motors.’ 
 
    Music blared in the background. A power tool rattled loudly. Pete introduced himself. ‘Do you have CCTV on your place there?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Why?’ 
 
    ‘How long is it kept for?’ 
 
    ‘A month. What’s this about?’ 
 
    ‘It’s about a suspect who’d have had to come past there on Monday evening. I’ll be there in forty minutes.’ 
 
    He put the phone down. ‘I’ll pick up the donuts on the way back.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Pete was shocked when he walked into the building. Outside was a filthy yard of stone chippings and mud, the sheds around it clad in corrugated metal while the inside was the picture of professionalism. The floor was smooth, almost polished cement, the breeze-block walls painted white and spotlessly clean. A reception area had one window facing out the back onto woodland that was barely obscured by the high mesh and barbed wire fence and another facing into the clean and tidy workshop where tools were kept in large red wheeled cabinets. There were two men working in there, a third having met him in the reception, all in clean dark blue overalls. 
 
    Pete had introduced himself and been seated at a desk in front of a computer screen, the footage from Monday evening keyed up for him. 
 
    ‘Do you want a coffee?’ asked John Watts, the forty-ish garage owner. 
 
    Pete’s eyes widened. He nodded. ‘Please. White with a sugar.’ 
 
    ‘Let me know if you find what you’re after. I’ll burn you a disk.’  
 
    ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    As Watts stepped through a door at the other side of the small room from the workshop, Pete sat forward and concentrated on the screen. There were three motion-activated cameras covering the yard and the gates. The sensors had picked up the gates being locked and the man now in what Pete assumed was a small kitchen walking away towards the village. The time-stamp showed 5.08pm. The video ran for two minutes on a time delay then flipped abruptly to 6.45pm. A vehicle came into view on the lane outside. Headlights flared, blurring the image until they passed. Then he saw it. A white van. It drove past towards the farms further up the lane and went out of view. 
 
    His mind racing, Pete spun the footage back. This was exactly what he needed. And who drove a white van, that he knew of? Keith McBride, that’s who, he thought as he pressed pause and searched for other controls, hoping he might be able to zoom in. 
 
    As it was, the image quality was too poor to tell much about the vehicle. The angle was wrong to have any hope of getting a registration off it, but a make and model would be enough to at least give him a starting point. To get him a warrant. 
 
    The garage owner returned carrying a steaming mug. 
 
    ‘Here you go. Any good?’ 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘Maybe. Can you zoom in or anything on this set-up?’ 
 
    ‘It’s for security, not observation.’ 
 
    Pete grimaced. ‘Shame. OK, I’ll keep going.’ 
 
    ‘Give me a shout when you’re finished.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    As Watts went through to the workshop, Pete took a slug of coffee and returned his attention to the screen. He hit play and watched the van pass again. And again. But still, he couldn’t get much detail on it. The fence partially obscured the view, plus the residual flare from the headlights. 
 
    Had the driver known there were cameras? Were the headlights a deliberate evasive maneuver? 
 
    He didn’t know, but either way, they’d worked. 
 
    He let the tape run on.  
 
    Twenty-five minutes later, a dark coloured four-by-four had passed in the opposite direction. The Ellacotts on the way to the pub as she’d said. The screen held for two minutes of inactivity again. The next clip was of a fox trotting down the lane, as bold as brass in the evening sunshine. Then the screen seemed to blink again, and the white van passed back towards the village. Pete only got a side- and partial rear-view, but this time, he could make out the shape clearly. 
 
    ‘John,’ he called, looking through the glass into the workshop. 
 
    No response.     
 
    The viewing window must be double-glazed, he guessed and got up to open the door. ‘John,’ he called again. 
 
    This time the man looked up from what he was doing under the bonnet of a dark green MG sports car. He saw Pete and put down his spanner, wiped his hands and stepped forward. 
 
    Pete held the door for him. 
 
    ‘Got something?’ the garage owner asked. 
 
    ‘Yes. Can I get it on a disk?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Give me a minute to fetch one.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll spin it back a bit.’ 
 
    Pete sat down again and rewound the footage to just before the van appeared for the first time. ‘There,’ he said as John reappeared. ‘About ten minutes’ worth of playing time from that point.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ 
 
    John took the seat Pete had vacated and inserted a DVD into the drive. 
 
    Pete took another swig of coffee while he waited. The drive whirred as if it was angry to have been disturbed. Then the noise grew gentler. The footage on screen moved forward. The noise of the disk drive intensified again, then stopped and the disk popped out. 
 
    John took it off the platter and handed it to Pete. 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    ‘Glad to be of service,’ he said with a smile. 
 
    ‘And I’m glad you could be.’ He’d been searching for something just like this for days. All he had to do now was make use of it. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘So, I understand why, but how did you manage it?’ Pete asked when Keith McBride sat down opposite him. 
 
    ‘Eh? Manage what?’ 
 
    ‘To abduct and kill Julie.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t. I told you. I’ve got an alibi. I was in Weston all evening. You don’t have to take my parents’ word for it. There was plenty of others there.’ 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘I spoke to the landlord. He says he saw you. Trouble is, he said it was a busy night. He couldn’t keep track of you, even if he had a reason to. He saw you come in and he saw you again towards the end of the evening. But, in between those times, you could have been anywhere.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I was there.’ 
 
    Pete leaned forward, forearms on the table between them. ‘Except, I’ve got CCTV of your van,’ he said in an almost conspiratorial tone. ‘Going in and out from the site where she was killed.’ 
 
    ‘My van? You’re having a laugh. My van was in Weston-super-Mare, mate. Have you got the registration or is it just a white van you’ve got? Because there’s thousands of them. Millions, I expect.’ 
 
    ‘True. But how many of them are linked to someone in Julie Daniels’ life?’ Pete countered. ‘Someone with a motive to kill her? And not just kill, but torture, too. Answer me that, Keith.’ 
 
    ‘How should I know? I’ve been inside, haven’t I? I don’t know what she’s been up to while I was in there.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe. But I’ve also got a recording of a conversation between you and Josh Parkinson. A conversation that you thought you were being clever in. Talking in code.’ He shook his head. ‘Bit of a poor attempt, Keith. It didn’t take much figuring out. Not with a variable speed play-back. So, we’ve got you, matey.’ 
 
    McBride sneered. ‘At best, you’ve got a theoretical conversation between two mates, and a van that could belong to anyone. Could have been an e-bay delivery going by, for all you know. And, like I said – I wasn’t there. So, whatever you think you’ve got, I’m not going down for this. No chance.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    ‘Cheers, boss.’ Jane raised a chocolate-sprinkled donut from the box Pete had set on the end of their desks. 
 
    ‘What have we got on McBride’s alibi?’ he asked, taking his seat. 
 
    ‘It’s solid,’ Ben said. ‘I’ve got three people who were there, say they saw him on and off all evening.’ 
 
    ‘Well, he knows something, at least. I could see it in his face.’ 
 
    ‘So, how do we prove it?’ Dave asked. ‘Pass me one, Red. Any one.’ He returned his attention to Pete. 
 
    Pete pursed his lips as Ben passed behind him. ‘If we can’t put him here in Exeter, then we’ve got to link him through communications to whoever was here. Phone records, emails, social media, even being in the same place at the same time somewhere else.’ 
 
    Dave took the pink-sprinkled donut Jane passed him with a raised eyebrow, but bit into it anyway. ‘We’ve got to track his movements from the time he got out of prison, then.’ 
 
    ‘Yep. And go through his phone records and social media again. At least we’ve got his computer and got into it.’ 
 
    Ben moved back to his seat, two donuts in hand, each in a white napkin. 
 
    ‘That’ll be you then, Spike,’ Dick said. 
 
    ‘Oi!’ He sat down and passed one of the donuts across to Jill. 
 
    ‘Cheers,’ she said. 
 
    ‘We’ll all be on it,’ Pete said. ‘We need to get it done ASAP because, if McBride didn’t do this, then someone else did and we need to get them off the streets. So, eat up: we’ll need the sugar.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘McBride was telling the truth in one respect,’ Ben announced an hour after they should have had a lunch break but had worked through with sandwiches at their desks. 
 
    ‘Which one?’ Pete asked. 
 
    ‘He went pretty much straight to Weston-super-Mare from Tavistock. Stayed there the whole time except for one trip to Highbridge. It looks like he spent the evening there, then went back to Weston.’ 
 
    ‘Highbridge?’ Dick checked and looked across at Dave, sitting opposite. ‘Isn’t that where the speedway track is?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. What day did he go there?’ 
 
    ‘The ninth.’ 
 
    ‘Last Wednesday,’ Dave said. ‘I didn’t go, but there was a meet.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t go?’ Jane asked. ‘That’s not like you.’ 
 
    ‘Better things to do,’ Dave said with an enigmatic smile.   
 
    ‘Such as what?’ 
 
    ‘Such as finding Josh Parkinson’s phone records,’ Pete interrupted. ‘And seeing if he happened to be in Highbridge last Wednesday.’ 
 
    ‘He was supposed to be in Windermere,’ Ben said. 
 
    ‘Ambleside,’ Dick corrected him. ‘But we didn’t check on that, did we? Only Monday night.’ 
 
    Ben nodded. ‘Good point, well made. We’ve got his records, though. Hold on, I’ll have a look.’ 
 
    They waited. It took only seconds for Ben to bring up the data and find the date. ‘Nope. He was in the Lakes.’ He gave Dick a sideways glance. 
 
    ‘Well, it was a good theory while it lasted,’ Dave said.  
 
    ‘OK, so who else do we know who was there?’ Pete asked.  
 
    ‘We haven’t got the records for Richard Ashcroft or Alan Jones,’ Ben said. 
 
    ‘Then we go back to the old-school methods,’ Pete replied. ‘Because we haven’t got enough evidence to get a warrant for either. Let’s see if we can find out where they both were.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll phone Becky Ashcroft,’ Jill offered. ‘She knows me.’ 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘OK. Who do we know that could give Jones an alibi – or not, as the case may be?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know where he was,’ Dick pointed out. ‘We know he was here in Exeter on Monday. He said he’d only just come over, but can we trust that?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Pete said. ‘But we can ask him. And a neighbour. Or, at least, we can get St Austell to ask a neighbour.’ He picked up the phone and dialled. 
 
    It was picked up promptly.  
 
    ‘Police, how can I help?’ 
 
    Pete introduced himself. ‘Your domestic assault suspect, Alan Jones,’ he said. ‘We need to know where he was last Wednesday evening. He told me he’d been staying in Treviscoe, but was he there that evening? Could you get someone to check? The house, the pub, the neighbours, any other likely hang-outs?’ 
 
    ‘OK. I’ll send a couple of uniforms round. We’ll give you a call when we’ve got anything, sarge.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    He put the phone down at the same time as Jill. Her lips quirked as he looked across at her. She tipped her head in a shrug. ‘He was at home.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Pete was going through security footage from the speedway track on the night in question, looking for McBride’s vehicle entering the site when his desk phone rang. He hit pause and picked up. ‘DS Gayle.’ 
 
    ‘Sergeant Edwards, St Austell. You were asking about Alan Jones.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I don’t know what you’re looking at him for, but I can tell you he was in the Rose and Anchor for most of that evening. Specifically, eight to ten-thirty-five.’ 
 
    Pete felt disappointment settle like a boulder in his gut. ‘You’re sure of that?’ 
 
    ‘Positive. We talked to several people who saw him in there. He made a bit of a nuisance of himself with a couple of the female patrons, was ejected by the landlord, more than a bit the worse for wear, just after half-past-ten.’ 
 
    Pete sighed. ‘OK. Thanks for checking.’ 
 
    He put the phone down and shook his head at the team, who were waiting expectantly. 
 
    ‘He’s off the list,’ Dick said. 
 
    ‘Yep.’ 
 
    ‘Which leaves us a list of none.’ 
 
    ‘Yep.’ 
 
    ‘Shit,’ Jane breathed. 
 
    Yep. ‘Who wants a coffee?’ Pete stood up and headed out to the little kitchen along the corridor, opposite the DCI’s office. He needed to get away, to regroup, to get over the disappointment, however used to it he might be.  
 
    He checked the kettle was full and switched it on, fetched a handful of mugs out of the cupboard and began to prepare the drinks, wishing he could put a good slug of whiskey in his own.  
 
    He’d been sure that McBride was at the speedway meet for a purpose and that that purpose was to meet someone to arrange his ex-wife’s murder. But, if it wasn’t any of the three suspects they’d developed, then who? Surely, he wouldn’t have brought anyone else in on the plot? If he hadn’t done it himself, it would have had to be someone he trusted implicitly. Unless it had been a completely random attack, and what were the odds of that? Right outside the shelter?  
 
    It couldn’t be.  
 
    There was no way. 
 
    And they’d cleared all the other resident’s ex-partners. 
 
    He made the drinks and took them back to the squad room, handing them out around the team. On the way back to his desk, he stopped in front of the whiteboard with the case details, Julie Daniels’ photo taking pride of place at the top - the latest one, taken by her mother just a few weeks ago, having replaced the blurred older one that they’d had before. 
 
    He stared into her blue eyes. She looked happy. At ease, probably for the first time in a long time. He could see the white bridge stretching across the river in the background, a dark coloured car just turning onto it behind a small white van and another car, this one red. 
 
    Looking at the picture, his gaze lost focus and his mind went blank for a moment. Then he shook his head. 
 
    Whoever it was that killed you, Julie, we will find them, he thought. And that’s a promise. 
 
    A bright spot near the base of the photo caught his eye: a necklace nestling in the open neck of her blouse. He stepped closer, looking carefully. It was one he’d never seen before. An unusual design of amber and gold – a combination that he could never understand not being the usual with that stone, rather than the silver it was so often combined with. 
 
    Where had she got that? Something like it would make an ideal present. A memory stirred in his mind. Was that it? It would be no good calling her again. He had to go and talk to her in person. He turned to the team. ‘Jill, grab your coat. You’re with me. The rest of you, keep going through that footage from Highbridge. Find when McBride got there and see if there’s any other vehicles you recognise going in there. There has to be someone there that’s linked to him.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    ‘Mrs Ashcroft. Can we come in?’ Pete stepped aside to allow the woman to see Jill standing behind him. 
 
    ‘Uh, yes, I… Of course. Sorry. I just spoke to you a bit ago, didn’t I?’ she said to Jill as she stood aside to allow them entry to the little terraced house. 
 
    Pete let Jill go ahead of him.  
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Jill said. ‘But something’s come up since then, that DS Gayle thought would be better discussed in person.’ 
 
    ‘Have a seat,’ she offered. ‘I’m sorry, I haven’t got long. I need to go and pick Abby up from nursery.’ 
 
    Pete raised an eyebrow. ‘Is she better, then?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. She got over it yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s good news.’ 
 
    ‘What’s this about?’ 
 
    ‘Your husband went to get you a present on Monday,’ Pete said. ‘I hope I’m not spoiling a surprise in saying that.’ 
 
    ‘Uh… No, it’s fine. It was my birthday on Tuesday.’ 
 
    ‘Many happy returns,’ Pete said, Jill nodding her agreement. 
 
    ‘Thanks. But what’s my birthday present got to do with anything?’ 
 
    ‘It was a piece of jewellery, is that right?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. A necklace.’ She was starting to look confused. Almost defensive. ‘Why? What’s this about?’ 
 
    Jill sat forward. ‘Could we see it, please, Becky?’ 
 
    She frowned. ‘See it? I suppose. It’s upstairs.’ 
 
    ‘That’s OK,’ Pete said. ‘We won’t keep you long.’ 
 
    She grimaced but got up and headed for the stairs in the corner of the room. Moments later, she reappeared with a generic-looking blue jewellery box in her hand. ‘Here it is.’ She handed it to Jill. 
 
    Pete looked over Jill’s shoulder as she opened it. 
 
    A thin gold chain nestled there, a jewel mounted at its base. 
 
    A sapphire. 
 
    Shit. Fighting back a grimace of disappointment, he drew a breath and looked up at the diminutive woman.  
 
    ‘Thank you, Mrs Ashcroft. We won’t keep you any longer.’ 
 
    He led the way out of the whitewashed cottage and to his car, parked a couple of doors down. 
 
    ‘Buggeration and bollocks,’ he snapped as soon as the car door was closed. ‘I was fully expecting that to be the key to this whole case.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ Jill asked. ‘We already established, he didn’t have time to do all that to Julie Daniels and get home when he did.’ 
 
    ‘There’s always a way if you know how,’ Pete reminded her. ‘It’s just a question of finding it.’ 
 
    ‘So, where do we go from here?’ 
 
    ‘Into the dog-house, in my case. With our beloved lord and master, at least.’ He started the engine and pulled away from the kerb.  
 
    He was silent for a long time. They were back on the main Plymouth road when he glanced sideways at Jill. ‘What can we tell from the secondary crime scene, where she was found?’ 
 
    ‘Well, it had to be someone who knows about the shelter. Which isn’t a whole lot of people. I didn’t, for example.’ 
 
    ‘Only the top brass do. Or are supposed to. Jones only found it by chance. Not even DCI Silverstone knew about it until this week.’ 
 
    ‘I bet that pleased him no end,’ she said with a grin. 
 
    ‘I bet it did. But it starts to narrow our suspect pool.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not saying there’s a murderer in Middlemoor, boss?’ 
 
    Pete laughed. ‘I wouldn’t dare. But, with so few people who should know about it, what does it tell us about those who do?’ 
 
    ‘Well, if it’s not someone from HQ, then it’s someone who’s stalked one of the residents. But we’ve cleared all them. Including Alan Jones, now. Haven’t we?’ 
 
    ‘So we think. So let’s get back to basics. There’s only so many possibilities. One: it’s someone linked to Julie Daniels. Two: it’s someone linked to one of the other residents and either this was a case of mistaken identity or it was deliberate and they’re going to try to pick off the residents one by one. Three: we’ve got a random serial killer on the loose. Or four: we’ve missed something.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t say I like either of the last two,’ she admitted with a grimace. 
 
    ‘Me neither, but we’ve got to consider them. And eliminate them.’ 
 
    ‘So, which of us is going to give that gem of good news to the others?’ she asked. 
 
    Pete sighed and reached for the car’s communications system. He hadn’t touched it when the phone rang. The ID came up: Dave. 
 
    Pete answered it.  
 
    ‘Where are you, boss?’ 
 
    ‘Just outside Tavistock. Why?’ 
 
    ‘You need to get down to Plymouth. Urgent.’ 
 
    Pete’s eyebrow rose. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Because Amy Beresford’s just walked into Crownhill nick saying she’s got something to tell us. Or you, more specifically.’ 
 
    ‘Amy Beresford being Josh Parkinson’s girlfriend?’ Pete checked, recalling the woman who’d greeted them at the door when they’d gone to search Parkinson’s home. An image of her appeared in his mind’s eye. Small, slim, blonde and sassy in her girly pink dressing gown and slippers, she hadn’t been afraid to air her views, despite being confronted by a team of big, burly coppers on her doorstep at silly-o’clock in the morning. 
 
    ‘That’s the one.’ 
 
    ‘And, what’s she got to tell us?’ 
 
    ‘Dunno, boss. Like I said, she wants to talk to you. I told them you were out and about, but they said she’s adamant.’ 
 
    Why me? ‘OK, we’ll get down there.’ He ended the call and turned to Jill. ‘I wonder what she’s got to say for herself, all of a sudden?’ 
 
    * 
 
    He recognised her as soon as he walked into the ugly grey-brown monolith that was Crownhill police station in Plymouth. She was seated just inside, opposite the glass-fronted enquiry desk, slouching on the blue plastic chair, staring into space as she ignored the comings and goings around her until he pushed open the glass doors under the ridged concrete portico. She blinked, her back straightening slightly. 
 
    Pete held the door for Jill as Amy Beresford stood up and they approached her. 
 
    ‘Officer Gayle.’ 
 
    ‘Detective Sergeant. AKA Pete.’ He held out a hand and she shook it, her grip surprisingly firm for such a small, feminine figure. ‘What can I do for you?’ 
 
    She glanced around the big, open foyer, apparently wondering if there was somewhere a bit more private they could talk in. But then she decided it wasn’t necessary. A tiny grimace crossed her features and was gone. ‘I’ve brought something for you to see,’ she said and turned to reach for her handbag, which she’d left on the seat beside her. Opening it, she took out a small white jiffy bag and handed it to him. 
 
    Pete opened it and looked inside. 
 
    It held a folded sheet of paper and a small dark red box. A jewellery box. He reached into his jacket pocket for a glove and, using it, took out the box, handing the packet off to Jill. Looking at Amy Beresford’s carefully composed face and back down at the box, he opened it and went instantly cold. 
 
    Eyes narrowed, he looked up at her again. Something showed on her face now. Doubt? Fear?  
 
    ‘I recognised it on TV. The picture they put on the news.’ 
 
    Pete pressed his lips together and drew a breath. ‘Where did you get it?’ 
 
    ‘Josh sent it to me. Just out of the blue. The post-mark was Carlisle. That’s up north somewhere, isn’t it? I got it this morning. Just like that, with the note.’ 
 
    He glanced at Jill and she offered him the padded envelope. He reached in and withdrew the paper. Unfolded it. There was no address or anything formal. Just the simple message: “Saw this and thought of you. Hope you like it. Josh.” 
 
    He met the woman’s gaze again. ‘It’s his hand-writing?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    He nodded his appreciation. ‘We’ll have to check it out, of course, but… Have you worn it?’ he asked as he slipped the jewellery box back into the package along with the note. 
 
    She looked horrified. ‘No way! I recognised it as soon as I saw it. How could he do something like that? And send me her necklace as if…?’ She shivered, seemed about to break down, but held it together, distress turning to anger in her eyes. ‘It’s disgusting.’ 
 
    They had to get this to forensics. Any DNA on the necklace or the box, combined with the note and her testimony, along with any hand-writing analysis, would make the court case a dead cert. 
 
    With this, they had him. 
 
    ‘Thank you for coming to us. We’ll get back to you as soon as we can.’ 
 
    ‘If it is hers, I hope he rots in hell,’ she said firmly. 
 
    Pete gave her a hint of a smile. ‘If it is, we’ll see to it,’ he said. ‘At least, the living version.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Is it?’ Jill asked, back in the car and on the way back to Exeter a short time later. 
 
    ‘It looks bespoke to me,’ he said. ‘Not that I’m an expert. We’ll need to check with Julie’s mum. If it is the one in the photo, she’ll know where it came from and they’ll know how many like it are in circulation. Look up her number for me, will you? It’s on there.’ He nodded to his mobile phone in the well under the comms system. 
 
    Jill brought up the contacts list and scrolled down then held the phone out for him to see.  
 
    Mrs Daniels’ mobile. 
 
    He nodded. ‘Give it a try.’ 
 
    She used the comms screen rather than the phone itself to dial the number.  
 
    It was answered on the second ring. ‘Detective?’ 
 
    ‘Hello, Mrs Daniels. I’ve got a quick question for you, if that’s OK?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘The picture you gave us - the one taken in Taunton.’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Julie was wearing a necklace in it. There was some mention of you having bought it for her. What can you tell me about that?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve… Have you found it, Detective?’ 
 
    ‘There’s no need for formality, Mrs Daniels,’ he said. ‘Call me Pete. And we’re not sure. That’s why I’m asking.’ 
 
    ‘It was… There’s a friend of mine here in Minehead. Her daughter, Georgie, makes stuff. Just a little set-up in her spare room. She hasn’t been doing it that long, but some of it’s really nice. I don’t know where she gets the ideas or patterns or whatever.’ 
 
    ‘Can you give me her details?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. What’s this about, if you haven’t found it?’ 
 
    ‘Well, it’s a very distinctive piece so, if we come across something like it, it could be helpful to track down where it came from.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’ She didn’t sound convinced, but she allowed him the benefit of the doubt. ‘Here we are. It’s Georgina Moffatt.’ She read out a phone number and address which Jill wrote down in her notebook. 
 
    ‘OK. Thank you, Mrs Daniels. We’ll be in touch as soon as we’ve got some news for you.’ 
 
    He ended the call. ‘There you go,’ he said to Jill. ‘One for you.’ 
 
    ‘Boss.’ She reached for the screen and tapped in the number. Pressed dial. The ring tone burbled from the car’s speakers. Once. Twice. Three times. Four. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ 
 
    ‘Georgina Moffatt?’ Jill asked. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘This is PC Jill Evans from Exeter CID. I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve got a question about a piece of jewellery that we’re told you made.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ She sounded doubtful, as if she was thinking, is this really the police? Why would they want to know about one of my pieces? 
 
    ‘Mrs Daniels gave me your number. There’s a necklace that she said she had from you. Amber in gold. It’s not a usual combination so we’re hoping you might be able to tell us about it.’ 
 
    ‘I know the one.’ She sounded brighter now, happier to be on familiar ground. ‘It’s a design I developed from something I saw on holiday last year. As you say, it’s normally in silver, which is what I saw it in. I just liked the intricacy of it. It was a challenge to do, but I wanted to try.’ 
 
    ‘So, it’s hand-made?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, of course. All my pieces are.’ 
 
    ‘From scratch. From the gold wire or whatever?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. As I said, it was a bit of a challenge, but I spent quite a bit of time watching the girls doing it in Malta. Their dexterity is amazing. It must take years of practice. I’ll never manage it, I know that. But it’s fun trying.’ 
 
    ‘So, how many of that particular design have you made?’ 
 
    ‘Only two. It takes too long, at the end of the day. I kept the first and Dinah’s got the other one.’ 
 
    Pete met Jill’s gaze across the console and gave her a nod.  
 
    Got him! 
 
    * 
 
    ‘But he was in the Lakes,’ Jane protested when they got back into the squad room and announced their discovery. 
 
    ‘Then, we’d best figure out how he wasn’t on Monday night,’ Pete said. ‘Because he got that necklace from somewhere and it wasn’t the Lake District.’ 
 
    ‘That’s got to be a five-hour drive,’ Dave said. ‘And back again. He’d be knackered.’ 
 
    ‘So, to be here to pick her up – assuming he followed her from the shelter to St David’s and on to the bus station, he’d have had to leave at four in the morning, at the latest. And to drop her off when he did at Bicton Place, he wouldn’t have got back until what…? Three o’clock the next morning?’ Pete checked. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Dave confirmed. ‘That’s one hell of a day.’ 
 
    ‘For her, too,’ Jane pointed out. 
 
    ‘I know, but, could you do it? Bearing in mind, we’ve got confirmation that he was there for breakfast Tuesday morning. We’re talking about a twenty-three-hour day.’ 
 
    ‘Which doctors do on a regular basis,’ Pete pointed out. ‘Or at least, they used to.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, when they’re young and stupid,’ Dick retorted. ‘Time they get to Joshua Parkinson’s age, they’re either burned out or qualified and sitting pretty.’ 
 
    ‘And we’re talking about a one-off,’ Ben said, ‘not a regular thing. And he could have slept most of the day.’ 
 
    ‘While he’d got her tied up in the back of that white van?’ Jane demanded. ‘Where, apart from anything else?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, but there’s plenty of possibilities. Places like Malcolm Burton’s barn, for instance. That’d be ideal and it can’t be the only one like it in the area.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but you’d have to know about them,’ Jill pointed out. ‘And he’s not from around here and never has been.’ 
 
    ‘Plymouth and Tavistock aren’t too far away, though,’ Pete said. ‘Maybe he holed up somewhere over that way and came back later. Or went somewhere quiet up on Dartmoor.’ 
 
    ‘Wherever he went, he’s got some explaining to do,’ Dick said. ‘He didn’t get that necklace out of a Christmas cracker.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. But we need our ducks in a row before we confront him with it.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    ‘Where was he on Tuesday?’ Pete asked. ‘Ben, you’ve got his phone data.’ 
 
    ‘Right, boss.’ He tapped at his computer. ‘Here we go. He was in Kendal all day, by the look of it. In and around the centre, mostly.’ 
 
    ‘What time did he leave the B&B?’ Dave asked. 
 
    Ben grinned. ‘Not too early. Must have had last breakfast, I should think. He didn’t leave until a quarter past ten.’ 
 
    ‘I bet he didn’t,’ said Dick. 
 
    Pete logged onto the Internet and brought up Google Maps. He typed in the location of Kendal and zoomed in. ‘Here we go. Kendal post office is right in the centre. In the shopping centre. I wonder if they have security cameras.’ 
 
    He picked up the phone and dialled. When it was answered, he asked for Kendal police station and was put through. 
 
    ‘Police. How can I help?’ 
 
    Pete introduced himself. ‘We’ve got a murder case going on down here and one of the suspects was in Kendal on the day after. I need you to check on something for me.’ 
 
    ‘Is this that woman that was found Monday night?’ The man’s Cumbrian accent was obvious and strong. 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Pete confirmed.  
 
    ‘What can I do for you?’ 
 
    ‘I need the CCTV footage from the post office in the town centre – or any others that are easily accessible from there. The man we’re looking for is on the PND, but I’ll send you a picture of him. He should have a small white package with him. He posted it to Plymouth sometime after ten Tuesday morning.’ 
 
    ‘Right. I’ll let you know.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks. The picture will be with you in half a minute.’  
 
    ‘OK.’  
 
    Pete put down the phone, called up Joshua Parkinson’s mug-shot and emailed it to the man in Kendal with Parkinson’s name and date of birth. Now, as frustrating as it was, all they could do was wait. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Hey, boss.’ 
 
    Pete looked across at Jill, who was staring back at him, brown eyes gleaming. ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve just found something. The guy in Mack’s Motors, the tall one, Tony Russell.’ 
 
    ‘The one who made a phone call after you and Jane left there,’ Dick added. 
 
    ‘What about him?’ Pete asked. 
 
    ‘He was at Highbridge last Wednesday. At the speedway track.’ 
 
    Pete let a smile spread across his face. ‘Was he now?’ 
 
    ‘You can see his registration on the entrance camera, clear as a bell.’ 
 
    ‘Perfect. I’d best have a word with him, then.’ He picked up the phone and dialled. 
 
    ‘Tavistock police station. How can I help?’ Pete recognised Charlie Featherstone’s voice. 
 
    ‘Charlie, it’s Pete Gayle. I need you to arrest Tony Russell of Mack’s Motors on suspicion of conspiracy to murder.’ 
 
    ‘Eh? Ooh. Based on what?’ 
 
    ‘His presence, last Wednesday evening at the same location as Keith McBride, despite having denied any contact with him in the past fortnight.’ 
 
    Featherstone sucked air across his teeth. ‘Are you coming over to talk to him?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes. I’ll be there in forty minutes or so.’ 
 
    ‘See you then.’ 
 
    Pete put the phone down. ‘I love it when a case starts to come together.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘So, why did you tell me you hadn’t seen or spoken to Keith McBride in nearly two weeks when I asked you the other day?’ Pete asked, staring at the man across the table from him in the only interview room in Tavistock police station, the tape whirring gently beside them. 
 
    ‘Because I hadn’t.’ 
 
    Pete pursed his lips. ‘Well, the thing about that is, we’ve got you both on CCTV last Wednesday at Highbridge speedway track. So, now you’ve said that on tape, that gives me cause to charge you with conspiracy to commit murder. Which carries the same sentence as murder itself.’ 
 
    ‘Eh? No way.’ The thin man looked horrified. 
 
    Pete tipped his head. ‘Yes, way. Most definitely. Unless you co-operate with us.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ He blinked. ‘How does that work? I tell you what you want to know, and you charge me anyway? Sod that for a game of soldiers.’ 
 
    Pete shook his head. ‘I don’t know what Keith’s been telling you, Tony, but it’s not true. You tell us what we need to know, and you get considered as a witness instead of a suspect. You’ll get charged with something, of course, but it won’t be nearly as bad as murder. Consorting with a known criminal, something like that. A fine, a slap on the wrist and you’re on your way, in all likelihood, instead of twenty to twenty-five years in clink. How old will you be by then?’ 
 
    Russell sneered, but Pete could tell it wasn’t genuine. 
 
    ‘First and last time offer,’ he said. ‘Time limited.’ 
 
    ‘And I get out of here now? On bail or whatever?’ 
 
    Pete nodded. 
 
    Russell grimaced. Pete could almost see the cogs whirring in the man’s brain. The moment seemed to stretch while Pete used all his training and practice to keep a calm and relaxed exterior despite the butterflies swirling in his stomach. Would he go for it or would this trip have been wasted?  
 
    Finally, Russell nodded. ‘What do you want to know?’ 
 
    ‘You met McBride at that speedway meet. What for?’ 
 
    ‘He wanted to make sure everything was going OK with the garage. And to get me to make a phone call for him. He said he’d do it himself, but he couldn’t get the chance with his parents all over him after his time inside.’ 
 
    ‘And this call – who was it to and what was it to say or ask?’ 
 
    ‘That was the weird bit. He just gave me a number, said it was for a bloke called Josh and I was just to say, “It’s on.” I asked what was on? Was it a party or something? He said no, it was a business thing, not to worry about it.’ 
 
    ‘So, you called Josh and said, “It’s on.” What did he say?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. Just OK and hung up. No thanks, no nothing.’ 
 
    ‘And you didn’t query this, even after what happened to Julie a few days later? Even after we came round, following that? You just accepted it as normal?’ 
 
    ‘Why wouldn’t I? I’ve known Keith for years. He’s a mate. A good bloke. Always has been.’ 
 
    ‘A good bloke who beat his wife black and blue on a regular basis.’ 
 
    ‘How was I supposed to know that? She wasn’t in and out of the workshop every day.’ 
 
    ‘No, but she was in and out of hospital more than anyone would consider normal.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I didn’t know that, did I?’ 
 
    Pete pursed his lips. The confrontational approach would only lead him so far before the subject clammed up, and that was the last thing he wanted. ‘So, what you’re saying is, Keith arranged to meet you, to ask you to make a phone call for him, in which you were to simply check the recipient’s name was Josh and tell him, “It’s on.” Anything else?’ 
 
    ‘No, I told you. Just that. It’s on. Except, now I think of it, he was pretty fixated on where I made the call from. I had to find a phone box and make it from there.’ 
 
    ‘A phone box? Why?’ 
 
    Russell shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I asked, but he just looked at me like I was stupid and said, “Just do it, OK?” So, I did.’ 
 
    ‘Where the hell do you find a phone box, these days?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I thought, but it’s not that hard when you look. I suppose you don’t take any notice of them these days, with a mobile in your pocket, but there’s a couple on the square, outside here.’ 
 
    Pete’s eyes widened. The irony of that was far from lost on him. Was McBride aware of exactly what he was asking Russell to do and where from? He didn’t know, but it wouldn’t surprise him in the least. He would certainly enjoy the bare-faced cheek of it. And probably the fact that Russell wouldn’t twig it. He nodded slowly. ‘So, you stood outside a police station to tell a man to kill someone. That’s different.’ 
 
    ‘Eh?’ Russell started to shake his head. ‘I didn’t…’ The head-shake grew more intense. ‘No. No, I didn’t know anything about that.’ 
 
    ‘Would you have done it if you had?’ Pete asked. 
 
    ‘No chance. Not even for Keith.’ The man’s tone was definite - adamant, even – and his expression backed it up. 
 
    ‘That’s one reason he wouldn’t tell you what was going on, then,’ he said. ‘And his second would be to set you up for the fall if the call was traced. Him being a hundred miles away at the time.’ 
 
    Russell thought about that for a moment. ‘Bastard,’ he hissed. ‘And I thought he was a mate.’ He stared at Pete, wide-eyed as the truth sunk in. ‘Jesus! I don’t believe that.’ 
 
    ‘Believe it,’ Pete said. ‘Because it’s true. Trust me. “Josh” is Joshua Parkinson. An old cell-mate of Keith’s. And Josh had already assaulted and raped Julie, back in Spring. The call you made was to tell him to kill her. Of course, setting you up like that also let Keith off the hook and set Parkinson up too. His supposed motive being to eradicate a witness to his previous crime: the victim.’ 
 
    ‘I still… Christ, if this is true, he deserves to be back inside. For a bloody long time.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘But is it true, or are you setting me up for something?’ 
 
    Pete tipped his head. ‘It’s true. I could show you the proof, but that would be prejudicial.’ 
 
    ‘What proof?’ 
 
    ‘The trophy Parkinson took, for one thing.’ 
 
    ‘Trophy?’ 
 
    Pete nodded.  
 
    ‘So, you’ve got what you need?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘And I get to walk out of here?’ 
 
    ‘Not quite that simply. Like I said, you’ll be on bail to appear in court at some point. And no doubt you’ll be called as a witness when McBride and Parkinson come to trial.’ 
 
    Russell’s face took on a look of doubt at that. 
 
    ‘You’ll be fine. They’ll be going away for a long time, both of them.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but I don’t want it made public that I grassed on them. That could have repercussions.’ 
 
    ‘We’re here to protect witnesses, not allow them to suffer intimidation,’ Pete told him. ‘I know it happens all too often, but knowing the likelihood and the potential source, we can put a stop to it. Trust me.’ 
 
    ‘You keep saying that, but why should I?’ 
 
    Pete shrugged. ‘Because I’m a stand-up bloke. And because you haven’t got a lot of choice.’ 
 
    * 
 
    He went from one interview room directly to another, albeit thirty-odd miles apart. Three quarters of an hour after leaving the one in Tavistock, he settled himself in another hard plastic chair in Exeter jail opposite Joshua Parkinson. 
 
    ‘Josh. We must stop meeting like this,’ he grinned. 
 
    ‘Well, it ain’t my choice.’ 
 
    ‘Never mind. It won’t take long, and it won’t get to be a habit.’ 
 
    ‘So, what do you want this time?’ 
 
    ‘Well, the thing is, we’ve got you bang to rights, as DI Frost used to say on telly. We’ve got you on CCTV sending the necklace to Amy. And it’s a unique necklace. I spoke to the woman who made it. There are only two and she’s got the other one. So, however you managed it, and as far away as it is, you did get down here from the Lakes and back and kill Julie Daniels. And you did receive the order to do it from Keith McBride, via one of his employees with a pre-arranged code so, although he didn’t realise what he was saying, you would.’   
 
    ‘So, what is this? A gloating session?’ 
 
    Pete shook his head. ‘Not my style, Josh. No, I’m just here to dot some I’s and cross some T’s. Like, for example, where did the van come from and how did you manage to get all the way up to the Lakes without triggering any ANPR cameras?’ 
 
    Parkinson grinned and tapped the side of his nose. ‘Trade secret, mate.’ 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘You changed the plates.’ 
 
    Parkinson grunted. ‘Why ask, then?’ 
 
    ‘To see if you’d answer. But, what about the van? That was a genuine question.’ 
 
    There was a pause. Pete could see Parkinson weighing the options. Should he answer or should he not? In the end, logic prevailed. If Pete had enough evidence to put him away, then co-operating would reduce his sentence. Something shifted in his eyes. ‘I picked it up in Bristol. Left the car there.’ 
 
    ‘Simple enough. But one thing that does interest me – how did you find the site out at Chudleigh Knighton? I mean, you’re not local so how could you have known about it?’ 
 
    Parkinson sighed. ‘I remembered it from a conversation I had inside.’ 
 
    ‘With McBride?’ 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    Pete let it go for now. He didn’t want to push too hard. ‘And the method. You barely knew her. Why kill her that way? The torture and everything? Was that Keith’s idea?’ 
 
    ‘No comment.’ 
 
    Damn! The last thing Pete wanted was for him to start going “no comment”. ‘I mean, we know you attacked her in Torquay, back in Spring, but if all it was about what shutting her up, there was no need for that kind of shit, was there?’ He cringed inwardly at his phrasing of the question but held his expression blank.  
 
    ‘No comment.’ 
 
    Pete shook his head. ‘I can’t see you being that kind of sicko. It wasn’t about some long-repressed fantasy, was it?’ 
 
    ‘No comment.’ 
 
    ‘No, you were put up to it. Had to be. It was too personal an attack to be anything else. Or do you want the world to think you did something like that off your own bat? Because, I can tell you now, it won’t wash as part of a diminished responsibility plea. This was way too well planned for that to work.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe, but I’m not saying anything about McBride.’ 
 
    ‘What – not even to reduce your own sentence?’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter how long your sentence is if you don’t live long enough to serve it.’ 
 
    Pete tipped his head, acknowledging the point. ‘There’s ways around that, though. Different prisons. Category A for both of you.’ 
 
    Parkinson looked horrified. ‘I don’t want to be spending the next ten to fifteen with the like of them. Killers and perverts and terrorists.’ 
 
    Pete held his expression neutral. ‘But, that’s exactly what you’ll be going away for, Josh. Just the same as them. Worse than most of them, in fact.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but they did it for their own pleasure.’ 
 
    Here we go. ‘And you didn’t?’ 
 
    ‘You know I di… Didn’t.’ He slumped, realising his defeat, as the last word came out. 
 
    ‘OK. So, you just go away for murder. Plain and simple. You even get the kudos of murder-for-hire. No details necessary, but still in maximum security. And Keith’s in the same category at another prison. There’s no way he could get to you – or get anyone else to.’ 
 
    ‘You reckon?’ 
 
    Pete raised an eyebrow. ‘You think there is? Realistically, not just in some kind of urban myth? Because, if so, there’s still measures that can be taken. New identities, like they did for Jaime Bulger’s killers.’ 
 
    Parkinson snorted. ‘Yeah, and that lasted well, didn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘It lasted long enough,’ Pete argued. ‘It wasn’t until they got out and re-offended that it came out who they were.’ 
 
    He grunted. ‘Maybe.’ 
 
    Pete dipped his head. ‘Definitely. Otherwise, like you say, they wouldn’t have lived long enough to come out. And a couple of moves, with new ID’s for each, there’d be no way of tracing you.’ 
 
    Parkinson made a noise at the back of his throat as he breathed out, long and deep. 
 
    Pete stayed quiet. This was the stage where Parkinson had to make up his own mind. 
 
    He pursed his lips. 
 
    Pete waited. 
 
    He grunted. ‘Murder for hire would mean pre-meditated. First-degree. Twenty-five to life.’ 
 
    Pete nodded. ‘With good behaviour, maybe fifteen.’ 
 
    ‘And a new life at the end of it.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck it, it’s not like he’s family. And what he wanted done to her was pretty sick.’ 
 
    And what does that say about the bloke who did it, just for cash? Pete thought. 
 
    Parkinson sucked in a breath. ‘What do I have to sign, to make it official, before we go any further?’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘No new visitors for me?’ Bob asked with a grin from behind the custody desk when Pete walked back into the rear of Heavitree Road station. 
 
    ‘Not this time,’ he said. ‘But I could do with another chat with our Mr McBride.’ 
 
    Bob grimaced. ‘Nasty piece of work, he is, isn’t he?’ 
 
    Pete raised an eyebrow. ‘What’s he done to get your goat?’ Bob was normally Mr Equanimity. He tolerated everyone, as long as they gave him no trouble. 
 
    ‘Arrogance. Can’t stand it, especially in people who’ve got no right to it.’ 
 
    ‘Who has?’ Pete countered. 
 
    Bob tipped his head in agreement. ‘Room one’s available.’ 
 
    ‘OK, I’ll just nip upstairs. I’ll be back in a minute.’ 
 
    As he entered the squad room moments later, his team looked up expectantly. 
 
    ‘Put down your pens and turn over your papers, kids,’ he said. ‘Examination over.’ 
 
    ‘Russell?’ Dave demanded, his eyes widening in shock. 
 
    Pete tipped his head as if looking at a stupid child. ‘Russell was just a link in the chain, Dave. He admitted it in the end. And Parkinson coughed for the actual deed, after a bit of persuasion. So, hands up who wants to join me for a chat with Keith McBride?’ 
 
    Five hands shot up instantly. Pete grinned. ‘Eeny, meeny, miney, mo. Jill, you gave us the link to Tony Russell, so you get the prize. Come on.’ 
 
    Keith McBride was waiting for them in interview room one when they got down to the custody suite. Pete walked in and held the door for Jill.  
 
    ‘Hello, Keith,’ he said as he took his seat opposite him. ‘This is PC Evans.’ 
 
    She sat down beside Pete. He nodded for her to start the recorder and gave the standard introductions for the sake of the tape. ‘Keith, we’re here to arrest you for conspiracy to murder your ex-wife, Julie Daniels. You do not have to say anything but anything you do say may be given in evidence. Do you understand?’ 
 
    ‘How the hell d’you reckon you’re going to pull that off?’ McBride demanded. 
 
    ‘Do you understand the caution I’ve quoted to you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but I don’t see the point of it. You’ve got nothing to charge me on.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing about your meeting with Tony Russell at Highbridge speedway track? Nothing about him giving Joshua Parkinson a message from you? Nothing about you telling Parkinson about the lane up past JW Motors when you were discussing the suitability of domestic abuse victims as targets for rape? Or nothing about you making him do all those things to Julie, or you’d shop him for her rape and three others that you knew of and we didn’t?’ 
 
    He sneered. ‘That’s just his word against mine. If he did kill the bitch, it was his own doing and his own idea. You’ve got nothing but hearsay tying me to any of it.’ 
 
    ‘That could be true if it weren’t for the CCTV evidence, the phone evidence and the picture he sent you of her before she died. With your reply.’ 
 
    He frowned. Started to say something but stopped himself just in time. 
 
    Pete smiled. ‘You can delete things from your phone, Keith, but they’re not gone completely. Never are, until they’re written over when the phone’s memory gets full. And they’re kept on the provider’s servers for up to five days, depending on which provider you’re with and what subscription package you’re paying for.’ He pressed his lips together briefly. ‘If it wasn’t for that one mistake - that one little lack of imagination – you might just have got away with it, despite being the obvious suspect.’ He shook his head regretfully. ‘We tracked down your spare phone. The numbers it had connected to gave it away: the garage, your parents, Richard Ashcroft. When we spotted the pattern, we confirmed it was yours with the tracking info and got the texts, images and so on from the provider. It all came through this morning, while I was out and about, chatting with a few of your friends. Another member of my team called me with it an hour or so ago. It’s great to have a good squad behind you. People you can trust.’  
 
    ‘I reckon it’s time you fetched my solicitor.’ 
 
    ‘I reckon you might be right, Keith. Not that it’ll help you.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘It’s a bloody shame we couldn’t get Ashcroft on anything,’ Jill observed as they started up the stairs, heading back to the squad room. ‘There must be something he’s done that’s chargeable.’ 
 
    ‘Sadly, as Dick said the other day, being an arse-hole doesn’t count, legally,’ Pete retorted. ‘But at least we’ve brought him to the attention of the boys in Tavistock and, on the plus side, although we made a deal with Parkinson on this case, Plymouth have got plenty on him to put him away for a long stretch on several rapes that I may have neglected to mention when I was chatting with him earlier. They got the DNA back on the lingerie in his garage.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Sick creep.’ 
 
    Pete grinned. ‘And where’s your professional impartiality, PC Evans?’ 
 
    ‘Back home in my knicker drawer.’ 
 
    Pete laughed. ‘Why doesn’t that surprise me?’ 
 
    ‘Just don’t tell Dave,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to put images like that in his head,’ she said as they reached the door of the squad room and he held it open for her. 
 
    ‘What’s it worth?’ he asked with a grin. 
 
    Jill shot him a look of wide-eyed horror as she went around behind Jane and Dave towards her desk. 
 
    Pete gave her a wink and sat down. He picked up his desk phone and dialled. 
 
    It was as if the person on the other end had been hovering over the phone, waiting for a call. It was snatched up before the first ring had faded. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Daniels? Pete Gayle. I promised to call you with an update.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right, you did.’ 
 
    ‘And I am. We’ve got him.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve… Oh, God! Was it Keith? It must have been.’ 
 
    ‘It was, indirectly. He didn’t kill her - he was a hundred miles away at the time - but he did set it up. And we’ve got the man who did it, too. They’ll both be going away for a long, long time.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, God,’ she said again. ‘Oh…’ She burst into tears; deep, choking, gulping sobs. 
 
    Pete felt uncomfortable listening to the final release of her grief, as if he were intruding on a most private moment, but he had to let her cry it out. His own feelings welled up inside him so intensely that he could have joined her, her grief reflecting his own in its intensity and rawness. He felt the hot prickle of tears at the backs of his eyes, but somehow held them in check. If he’d been alone, perhaps, but not in company – not in front of the team…  
 
    He took a series of deep breaths in through his nose, stifling his feelings until, after maybe a full minute, she recovered herself enough to gasp, ‘Thank you. Thank you so much.’  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    ‘Report,’ DCI Silverstone demanded as Pete stood to attention in front of his desk. 
 
    ‘My team are still tying up loose ends, sir, but the case is essentially closed. We know what happened to Julie Daniels, we know who did it, and we know why.’ 
 
    Silverstone’s eyes narrowed. ‘I thought we’d established that two days ago.’ 
 
    ‘We had a good idea two days ago. We hadn’t established much in the way of facts by then, though. Not to a legal degree of certainty. What we know now is that, as we suspected, it was Joshua Parkinson that abducted, tortured and killed our victim. But he did so according to instructions received from her ex-husband, Keith McBride, relayed through one of his employees, Tony Russell, although they were in code, so Russell wouldn’t know what he was doing. McBride sent Parkinson after Julie back in April, to assault her, so this latest attack would look like him tidying up loose ends if we managed to get that far. He then sent him to finish the job after setting him up with an alibi. He’d told him about the site in Chudleigh Knighton, where he’d be undisturbed while he carried out the act, back when they were inside together. And Parkinson was obliged to go along with it by the fact that McBride had information implicating him in several other attacks and was threatening to use it. McBride’s alibi for Monday night was real, like he set it up to be, but we’ve got him meeting Russell last Wednesday to pass on the message to be relayed to Parkinson. There’s CCTV and Russell’s testimony. Parkinson confessed, too. Only McBride’s holding out, but we’ve got enough evidence on him without a confession.’ 
 
    ‘So, once again, your hard work and diligence wins the day,’ Silverstone said.  
 
    His tone gave nothing away, but Pete knew him well enough to know he was being ironic. He waited for what was to come. 
 
    ‘You’re no doubt aware of the set-back you’ve caused to my career path,’ the DCI continued. ‘I don’t know if that was your intention in getting your wife to file that complaint, but it seems to have back-fired on you so, as they say, be careful what you wish for.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t get my wife to do anything, sir. She was going to do that with or without my approval.’ 
 
    ‘Regardless, the fact that you’ve solved this case will do me no harm. It’ll be a long time in recovery, but my career will eventually resume its previous direction. In the meantime, it seems, you’re going to be stuck with me.’ 
 
    Pete said nothing, holding his expression carefully blank. 
 
    ‘I thought you’d be pleased.’  
 
    Again, his tone was neutral. Almost. Pete detected a tiny hint of sarcasm, though. 
 
    ‘The solution of this case won’t, however, do anything to improve your situation, Detective Sergeant. I will be watching you. Waiting for the smallest of mistakes. And when I see one, it will be made the very most of that I can achieve. The expression “mountains out of molehills” will take on a whole new meaning for you, from now on. Do I make myself clear?’ 
 
    ‘Crystal. Sir.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll expect your case report on my desk by morning.’ 
 
    ‘Sir.’ You can expect whatever you want to. Whether you’ll get it’s a different kettle of fish, though. 
 
    ‘I suggest you go and make a start on it, or you’ll have a late night and your good lady won’t appreciate that, I’m sure, especially with the delicate disposition of your daughter, recently.’ 
 
    Pete’s lips thinned as he stifled a response, but his reaction didn’t go unnoticed. 
 
    Silverstone smiled. ‘It’s my job to know what goes on in the lives of those under my command, Detective Sergeant, and contrary to certain opinions, I pride myself on being good at my job.’ 
 
    Pride comes before a fall, Pete thought.  I just hope it’s a bloody long one with a concrete floor at the end of it. 
 
    ‘No response, Detective Sergeant? I thought more of you.’ 
 
    ‘You hide it well, sir.’ 
 
    Silverstone’s smile broadened. ‘Ah, so we do understand each other.’ 
 
    ‘Sir.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Blimey! Has fuck-face sacked you at last?’ Louise sat up, dropping her feet to the floor from where she normally sat with them tucked under her on the sofa. 
 
    ‘He’d like to,’ Pete admitted, stepping into the sitting room. The clock on the far wall read 5.27, hence her comment. ‘But, while I keep solving cases, he keeps taking the credit and it slowly creeps him back into the good books at Middlemoor.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, “creeps” is about right. But how does that help you?’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t in the short term. But eventually, it means he’ll get promoted on to somewhere else.’ 
 
    ‘Is that before or after you quit from stress or retire?’ 
 
    Pete grinned. ‘Probably after, knowing my luck.’ He leaned in and kissed her. ‘Where’s Annie?’ 
 
    ‘Kitchen. Doing her homework.’ 
 
    Pete’s mouth turned down as he nodded slowly. ‘Good. Any problems?’ 
 
    Louise shook her head.  
 
    Pete’s eyebrows rose. That, at least, was an advance on the past few days. Maybe… ‘I don’t know if it would help – or even if it’ll be needed, if she’s calming down a bit – but Jane said something this morning that made me think. About art as therapy. Some bloke she’d seen on telly who sat down and drew when he needed to chill a bit.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. But she’s not into art. Never has been, that I know of.’ 
 
    ‘No, but she is into nature. Maybe that’d be a way in for her. Drawing the foxes, hedgehogs and so on that she sees out there. I mean, it’s generally too dark for her to take photos of them, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘True. It could be worth suggesting she take it up, I suppose. Or just buying the stuff and giving it to her. I’ve seen it in that cheap bookshop on Fore Street.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like a plan. I’ll go see her.’ He stepped through into the kitchen. Annie was sitting at the table, concentrating on her books, her back to the door. ‘Hello, Button. How’s it going?’ 
 
    ‘OK.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that you’re doing?’ 
 
    ‘Maths.’ 
 
    He grimaced. One-word answers, no “Hi, dad, great to see you,” and a subject he couldn’t help her with, and she knew it.   
 
    ‘Do you want a cuppa?’ 
 
    ‘No, thanks.’ 
 
    Ah! Two words. We’re making progress. He checked the kettle and flicked it on. ‘You’re quiet.’ 
 
    She looked up at last, two tiny vertical frown lines between her eyebrows. ‘I’m concentrating.’ 
 
    ‘Well, pardon me for breathing. I just want to know how your day’s been, that’s all. How you’ve been.’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine.’  
 
    Now she was sounding irritated. Pete felt the first stirrings of annoyance. She was a kid. She had no business taking that kind of attitude with him.  
 
    ‘Good.’ He drew in a calming breath and looked away, taking tea bags and sugar from the cupboard above the kettle, a mug from the rack and combining them ready for the kettle to boil. 
 
    He made his tea and sat down opposite her. ‘Leave your maths for half a minute.’ 
 
    She set down her pencil and looked up at him, her big, brown eyes serious and just a tiny tad impatient. 
 
    ‘Look, I know what you’re going through, kiddo. I might be old now, but I was a kid once, too, a long, long time ago. So, I understand, as much as a man can ever understand a woman. Which, I have to admit, is limited,’ he added with a shrug and a trace of a smile. ‘I’m just saying, if you need to talk to someone other than Angela White - someone you know cares about you as you, not just a case number - then I’m here. We’re all grieving. We’ve all been scared witless in the past few weeks. Your mum and I have both lost sleep worrying about you. So, all I’m saying is, don’t bottle it up inside. Whatever you’re feeling, let it out. Scream. Rant. Punch the wall – but bear in mind, you’ll do the redecorating. Whatever it takes. It’s part of the healing process. And you need to heal. Not for our sakes, but for your own. OK? You’re young and strong. You’ll get through this. It’ll just take a bit of time and readjustment, that’s all.’ 
 
    ‘Really? You make it sound like it’s nothing.’ She shrugged. ‘“You’ll get over it. It’ll all be fine. The problem’s over and done with.” But it’s not, is it? That one might be, but there’ll be others. Other cases. Other people wanting to stop you. To hurt you.’ Her voice gathered intensity. ‘What if they succeed, like that man Southam or whoever it was yesterday, only worse? What then? What will mum and I do? I can’t…’ She stopped herself, but the tears were already shining in the corners of her eyes. 
 
    Pete reached across the table and took her small hand in his, surprised she’d noticed the state he was in when he got home last night among all the turmoil of the evening. ‘I get hurt occasionally,’ he said. ‘It’s part of the job. Not part any of us relish, but what can you do?’ He gave her a brief smile. ‘It’s a tough job, but someone’s got to do it.’ 
 
    ‘But that someone hasn’t got to be you,’ she interrupted. ‘You don’t have to save the world.’ 
 
    Louise appeared silently in the doorway behind Annie. He blinked. 
 
    ‘So, what else should I do? I’m a copper. It’s not just what I do, it’s who I am. I can’t do anything else. I can’t be anything else. You’ve known that all your life and so’s your mum. The job comes with risks, yes, but this isn’t the Wild West. There aren’t gun-slingers around every corner. I’m as safe as any bus-driver or post-man, so don’t you worry about me. That’s not your job. It’s the other way around. I’m supposed to worry about you.’  
 
    Louise smiled and stepped back, out of sight. 
 
    ‘Well, it might not be a daughter’s job to worry about her parents, but that doesn’t stop it happening, especially when she sees first-hand what there is to worry about. And I have seen, remember? I’m an only child now because of it. And I don’t want to be a semi-orphan.’ 
 
    Pete had to suppress a chuckle at that. ‘Where did you get that from? It’s a new one on me.’ 
 
    ‘I made it up. What’s that got to do with anything?’ 
 
    ‘It’s got everything to do with the fact that you’re marvellous and brilliant and I’m incredibly proud of you and I love you fit to burst, so I’m not going anywhere and I’m certainly not going to abandon my main job in life - looking after you - keeping you safe and well and happy.’  
 
    Louise stepped back into the room, making more noise this time and coming further in. ‘Are you going to sit there chattering all night or are you going to let this child of mine get on with her homework?’ 
 
    Pete stood up quickly and threw her a salute. ‘Yes, ma’am. Immediately, ma’am. What’s for tea, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘A clip round the bloody ear if you’re not careful, Pete Gayle,’ she said, grinning. 
 
    Annie looked up, her gaze moving from one to the other and back again as Pete dropped his arm to his side and stepped away from the table. 
 
    He took a step forward. ‘If you want to get physical, Mrs Gayle…’ 
 
    Annie’s face wrinkled. ‘Ew! Get a room, you two, I’ve got work to do.’ 
 
    Both Pete and Louise burst out laughing and scooped her up out of her chair into a three-way hug. ‘I love you,’ they both said at once. 
 
    ‘I love you, too,’ Annie said. ‘But you’re still gross, sometimes.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    AUTHOR’S NOTE 
 
      
 
      
 
    For anyone suffering through domestic abuse, of whatever sort, you are far from alone. But there are things that you can do and help that you can receive. The only thing you need is the will to do something about it. You have to be ready to do it and have the will to see it through. All the rest can be sorted. Don’t get me wrong, it won’t be easy. This is a big step and a huge change in your life. But it will be for the better and it can be done and be done safely. 
 
    You may have suffered for years. You may have been convinced that this is the life you deserve, that you cannot live without this partner, that you don’t have the resources to leave or that, if you do, they will come after you. Even that, in their own way, they love you. 
 
    Wrong. 
 
    It is true that they will come after you – and if they find you, they will plead and wheedle and promise to change until that doesn’t work. Then they’ll switch to threats, stalking and even violence. And if they’ve said they’ll kill you, have no doubt: they mean it. Literally.  
 
    But you DO NOT deserve to live like this. No-one does. You do not need resources in order to leave: just basic paperwork. And abusers are not capable of love; just need – for food, for sex and for power over someone, in this case, you. 
 
    There is one thing you can be certain of with an abuser: however much you might wish it were not true, they will not change. They don’t want to, they don’t need to, and they couldn’t even if they tried. What they have is a form of psychopathy.  
 
    Some people – mostly criminal defence solicitors and those who don’t know any better - call that a mental illness, but an illness is something the person who has it suffers from. This is not an illness in that sense, and it cannot be cured. Because they do not suffer from it: their victims do. 
 
    But there are people you can talk to and places you can go. In an urgent situation you can call the police. If you call 999 and, when it’s answered, dial 55, it will be assumed that you can’t talk but need help, so police will be dispatched immediately. An arrest can be made then and there, and the abuser ordered not to return to the address. And it is not true that police can only prosecute if you ask them to. If they see the need, they can and will arrest someone. The only proviso is that they can’t prosecute unless you and/or other witnesses, in the rare cases that there are any, are willing to testify - which is always your best option, for your own safety. 
 
    As well as the police, there are numerous charities out there: people you can talk to and places you can go like the shelter featured in this story. You can look them up in the phone book or on-line. Most such web-sites will have the two things you need to do this safely – a block on the search history that took you to them and a button on their page that takes you straight back to Google or some other safe place on the web when you hear someone coming. Alternatively, you can either call them direct - and if you hang up and dial 1471, it will cancel the last call dialled and, if queried, you can just say that a caller hung up on you, so you wanted to check who it was - or, when you are in town on some errand,  you can go to Citizens Advice. Tell them it’s an emergency and someone will see you right away. They can advise you of local sources of help. 
 
    If you are able to squirrel away any or all of these few things – passport, birth certificate, marriage certificate, national insurance number, driving licence - or even, to avoid any chance of suspicion, just collect them together in the drawer where they’re normally kept, then grab them as you leave, it makes things easier when you get where you’re going, but if not, most if not all can be recovered from government sources once you’re safe.  
 
    The only other things you need to take with you are the clothes you are wearing and the determination not to come back. And, of course, any children you might have. 
 
    Organisations that are there to help include: 
 
    Women’s Aid – www.womensaid.org.uk 0808 2000 247 
 
    Refuge – www.refuge.org.uk with the same phone number as Women’s Aid 
 
    For men in the same situation – because it does happen: 
 
    Mankind – www.mankind.org.uk 01823 334 244 
 
    And for either or both: 
 
    The National Centre for Domestic Violence – www.ncdv.org.uk 0800 970 2070 
 
    This is far from an exhaustive list and there are many local ones. The details given here are correct at the time of writing: April 2019. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    On a more positive note, I must thank my wife Pru, AKA Reader One, for her help with the creation and editing of this book. She is, as always, invaluable and inspirational. For obvious reasons, I was not able to source information directly on this subject, either from the police or the charities involved, so had to do my research on-line and on TV, which has, by coincidence, featured the subject a number of times recently, in documentaries and on the news. 
 
    While this is a serious subject and one I don’t take lightly – as I’m sure you can tell by now – this is a novel and so, by definition, a form of entertainment. And one thing that crime novels, in particular, are designed to do is to reassure their readers that all is OK in the world and the bad guys will get their comeuppance. Despite recent cutbacks, our police are determined to make sure that is true. It’s what they do and, more than that; it’s what they are. Policing is not just a job, it is a vocation and they are always there to help – unless you’re a villain or what you’re doing is likely to put others at risk.  
 
    I hope you have enjoyed this book and, if so, that you will take the time to post a review on whichever platform you purchased it through. It is reviews more than anything, after all, that generate the interest that keeps authors going and able to produce more books. 
 
    I hope also that you are looking forward to Pete Gayle’s further adventures as much as I am. 
 
    You can contact the author at facebook.com/crimewriter2016, (because it was 2016 when the first Pete Gayle novel was accepted for publication by Harper Collins), or via the Jack Slater web site at http://jack slaterauthor.site123.me/ 
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