



[image: Cover Image]









Nigel McCrery


Flesh and Blood


[image: image]







This ebook edition first published in 2017 by


Quercus Editions Ltd
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © 2017 Nigel McCrery


The moral right of Nigel McCrery to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


EBOOK ISBN 978 1 78648 206 8


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


Cover design © 2017 Blacksheep


www.quercusbooks.co.uk




Nigel McCrery worked as a policeman, until he left the force to become an undergraduate at Cambridge University. He has created and written some of the most successful television series of the last ten years – his credits include Silent Witness, Born & Bred, New Tricks, All the King’s Men and Back-Up. He is also the author of five internationally bestselling Sam Ryan mysteries. Nigel lives in London.




Also by Nigel McCrery


Core of Evil


Tooth and Claw


Scream


The Thirteenth Coffin




Author’s Note
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For my much beloved son Luke who has taken life by the neck and shaken it hard, making me very proud, and for the beautiful Tyta his fiancée who has brought the family and myself nothing but joy.




Part One




1


Chelmsford Crown Court, Essex
June 2014


Barrister Toby Sinclair moved back and forth in front of the witness box, eyes shifting with his thoughts, for a moment drifting to the public gallery before resting back resolutely on Chief Inspector Lapslie for his next question.


‘So you are telling this court, Chief Inspector Lapslie, that it was five full days before you started searching for young Ben Tovey?’


‘Yes, that’s correct.’


‘A lot of time for vital leads to go cold. For the real perpetrator to cover his tracks.’ Sinclair paused after emphasizing ‘real’ hopefully to let it hit home with the jury. ‘Or indeed try to shift or plant blame on others.’


‘Yes, I suppose. But that was the first moment we were informed of his disappearance.’


Sinclair continued as if he hadn’t heard the answer, or at least chose to ignore it. ‘What is it the police say about a disappearance or suspected murder?’


‘In what way?’


Sinclair smiled thinly. He was sure Lapslie knew full well the context he was implying, since his lead-up had mentioned ‘five days’, but was just playing cute. ‘About the first forty-eight hours of any enquiry, Chief Inspector.’


‘Oh, I see. Yes. We maintain that the first forty-eight hours of any investigation are crucial. After that, it becomes more difficult to track down clues.’ Lapslie returned Sinclair’s smile tightly. ‘But as I say, it wasn’t until after five days that we were informed of Ben Tovey’s disappearance.’


Sinclair decided to home in on the comment now. ‘And why was that?’


Lapslie saw the trap, too late; no way of sidestepping it now without appearing obstructive. ‘B-because he’d gone missing before.’


‘Oh, I see. And how many times was that?’


‘Uh, four or five times before . . . his parents weren’t sure.’


‘A young boy gone missing, and his parents aren’t even sure how many times it has happened.’ Sinclair’s eyes narrowed. ‘Not exactly the ideal parenting situation, is it?’


Lapslie didn’t respond to the mostly rhetorical question, resisted even a perfunctory nod. He doubted most jurors saw travellers as ideal parental role models in any case, so few points would have been scored.


Sinclair continued. ‘And on any of those previous occasions when Ben had gone missing – however many that might have been – were the police contacted?’


‘No, they weren’t.’


‘Or social services?’


‘No . . . not as far as I’m aware.’ Lapslie took a fresh breath. ‘A lot of these people live outside of the system – the “grid”, as they term it – so social services find it hard to keep track of them and intervene, so—’


‘I’m quite aware of the politics of just why travellers live outside of the system and what problems social services might have with that,’ Sinclair cut in. ‘What puzzles me, though, is why on those previous occasions of young Ben’s disappearance – a number, indeed, when he was much younger – his parents chose not to contact the police, but on this occasion they did?’


‘Because on those past occasions he’d returned quite quickly, within a day or two.’


‘I see. A day or two? Is that what you maintain?’ Sinclair looked at Lapslie sharply before turning to his files on the bench.


Lapslie’s stomach sank because he knew what was coming. ‘Except on one occasion,’ he added swiftly.


Sinclair appeared to ignore the comment as he leaned over his files. He’d started moving back and forth more agitatedly as his questions gained momentum, and his hands too would move more excitedly against his gown, with a slight flapping motion. He often took on the appearance of a menacing bird circling its prey, and his hook nose and sharp blue eyes had gained him the moniker ‘the Falcon’ in legal and police circles. Some judges would ask him to calm his movements if they became too distracting, but most let it ride; as today, with judge John Cleveley presiding. Sinclair prodded with one finger as he found the reference in his files.


‘Yes, indeed. And on that one occasion Ben was, in fact, missing for four full days – and still no contact was made with the police.’


‘There was a reason for that.’ Lapslie sighed. ‘Which also partly led to the delay this time around.’


‘Yes?’ Sinclair raised one brow, a faint smile evident, as if he knew already he was going to enjoy this explanation.


‘Previously, when Ben was away for four days, they’d heard he might have gone off to see his uncle, but it took them a while to check. This time, at first, they thought the same thing might have happened – that he’d gone off fishing with his uncle in Norfolk.’


‘Fishing or poaching?’


‘Best you ask the uncle directly. As you can appreciate, with a murder investigation, we had bigger fish to fry.’ Lapslie smiled patiently; some points had been scored back against Sinclair.


But Sinclair seemed unfazed. ‘And why the delay each time in making contact with the uncle?’


‘First time around he didn’t have a mobile and they could only leave messages in a local pub. Second time he did have a mobile, but hadn’t renewed his credit or recharged it for almost a week.’


Sinclair nodded thoughtfully. ‘So the initial stages of the investigation were fraught with problems and irregularities.’


‘I suppose you could say that,’ Lapslie conceded after a second.


‘But those were by no means the only problems and irregularities with the investigation, were they?’


‘No, they weren’t.’


*


They’d arrived at dusk at Everdale Farm – a play on words on ‘Emmerdale’ and the time one of its founders had proclaimed to the press they intended to stay; though now, thirty years on from that date, it wasn’t looking like an empty prophecy.


The encampment on the edge of woods and farmland, six miles from Epping Forest, had expanded threefold since then. A motley collection of trailers and more permanent wooden sheds and yurts closer to the woodland edge, it looked like a cross between a trailer park and a Mongolian refugee camp.


Woodsmoke, combined with the more acrid fumes of rubbish burning that obviously included a number of plastic water and milk containers, hung heavy in the air. Lapslie inhaled the stench of it as he stepped from the car. Whatever smells his synaesthesia might engender would no doubt be overlaid by that.


‘Seems familiar,’ he commented to Detective Emma Bradbury.


‘Yes, sir. We came here about three years ago.’


In her late thirties, Emma Bradbury had been Lapslie’s assistant and colleague for six years now, but their working relationship went beyond what would normally be forged by such a timespan. Part of that was due to Lapslie’s synesthesia, so she’d find herself allowing for that in practical terms – ensuring noise-levels were low in venues – as well as making allowances for his mood swings when he was affected. She also had one foot herself outside of normal police conventions by having an ex-villain as a partner, something which Lapslie had railed against in the past. Many of the extra shades in their relationship had therefore been gained through it being part caring, part combative.


Lapslie looked at her more directly. ‘And what occasioned that?’


‘That was an enquiry where the circumstances were the other way around: a young boy of nine had gone missing not far away, and some locals suspected the travellers here might have been responsible.’


‘Ah, yes. I remember now.’ Lapslie had in fact recalled from the outset, but Bradbury might have remembered it from a slightly different perspective, provided an extra slant. Travellers regularly got the blame for any local mishaps, so it had been in part a routine enquiry. ‘And, as I recall, we did for a while focus on one possible suspect for the boy’s disappearance.’


‘Yes. Davey Kimball.’


Lapslie nodded as he watched a burly sergeant accompanied by two constables get out of the car that had pulled up behind them. They’d gone with backup, because a police visit to a traveller camp could turn hostile. But it was quiet today, with no sign of agitation; no doubt word had spread that they were there to help find out what had happened to young Ben Tovey, now missing for five days.


‘So Kimball will be one of the first on our list to question.’ Lapslie took a fresh breath. ‘After we’ve spoken to Marianne and Donovan Tovey.’


Mrs Tovey had been named after Marianne Faithful and Mr Tovey after sixties star Donovan – so it was a marriage made in heaven or hell, depending on how you viewed that era. In the course of the Toveys sharing that trivia, they’d explained that there was nowhere else they could think Ben might be now that they’d discovered he wasn’t fishing with his uncle.


‘No other relatives he might be with?’ Lapslie pressed.


‘No.’ Marianne Tovey shook her head. ‘The only family member we still have contact with is my mum in Battersea. And I spoke to her two days ago.’


‘And apart from the time before, when Ben had gone off with his uncle,’ Bradbury asked, ‘did he have a habit of drifting off much?’


While Bradbury noted down the details of the four or five times Ben had gone missing for a day or two, Donovan Tovey held one hand out helplessly, half a dozen brightly coloured wristbands jiggling with the motion.


‘He’s an inquisitive boy, that’s all. Not really into mischief or anything. And he only went off at holiday time – he was good with attending school.’


‘That hasn’t always been the case with all of them,’ Marianne offered. ‘But with five of them now, it hasn’t been easy.’


Lapslie nodded in understanding. Married now for fifteen years, the Toveys had had their children at almost set eighteen-month intervals; Ben was their second eldest, and their youngest was due to attend primary school next year. Unlike many travellers, the Toveys had elected to get their children into state school – although, with five of them, perhaps educating at home hadn’t been a practical option.


In many ways, Lapslie felt for them. London property prices had been out of young people’s reach for decades, and now that blight had spread to parts of Essex. It seemed as if they’d been forced out of the system as much as opting out, perhaps partly due also to Donovan Tovey’s career choice of casual farm and construction work combined with music. Now they’d paid the ultimate price for that freewheeling lifestyle – they’d lost a son.


‘So will you be able to find Ben?’ Donovan Tovey ran one hand over his long wavy hair, and Lapslie noted that his Aztec Indian headband matched a couple of his wristbands. ‘I’m sure he’s okay out there somewhere.’


Lapslie noted the present tense and the tone – Donovan Tovey was obviously full of hope that his son was still alive – though from bitter past experience, he knew that after five days the chances were slim.


‘I’m sure we will,’ Lapslie said, experiencing a bitter almond aftertaste at his own lie. ‘To which end, we’d like first of all to question some others here at Everdale. Some of them might well hold clues to where Ben is now.’


Bradbury flipped back a couple of pages in her notepad. ‘Amongst them, Davey Kimball – if you can point us to his current trailer?’


Donovan and Marianne exchanged a look.


‘Davey was off-site for almost a year,’ Donovan said. ‘Then he turned up again just a couple of months back. But I haven’t seen him around much these past days.’


‘How many days?’ Lapslie pressed.


‘Four or five.’


*


After almost three hours of questioning around the Everdale site, Lapslie and Bradbury finally got a lead and, two days later, tracked down Davey Kimball to a travelling fairground which had downed pegs that week at Banbury, Oxfordshire.


Kimball looked less than impressed as they explained the reason for their visit. He wiped oil from his hands with a rag after seeing to a linkage joint on a Magic Carpet ride.


‘So is this to be the nature of things every time a boy goes missing anywhere near Everdale?’


‘No,’ Lapslie said on the back of a sigh. ‘And why should that be a concern of yours? After all, you were found innocent in that enquiry. No connection to the missing boy – and no harm had come to him, in any case.’


Kimball arched one brow. ‘Exactly. So more the wonder of why your visit now?’


Lapslie grimaced patiently. ‘Yes, but while you were cleared of any wrongdoing with that particular boy, you weren’t exactly innocent on all fronts with young boys, were you?’


In their last questioning of Davey Kimball, they had discovered his almost Dickensian-style habit of procuring boys between twelve and fourteen to assist him on fairgrounds and building jobs.


‘And young Ben Tovey is now thirteen.’


‘So you think I might have got him here as my helper?’ He finished wiping the oil from his palms, but made no move towards a handshake.


‘It struck us as a distinct possibility, given your past form.’ Lapslie smiled tightly.


Bradbury added, ‘And at least if that was the case, it would mean that, thankfully, Ben would be found unharmed.’


Kimball looked from one to the other, as if unsure for a moment how to process the accusation combined so quickly with a back-handed compliment.


Kimball’s gaze fixed on Lapslie. ‘A couple of things you appear to have forgotten, Chief Inspector, from that past form. First, I never got those helpers without first asking the parents’ permission – so if Ben was here with me now, Marianne and Donovan would know about it. Secondly, I only asked boys who were able-bodied and reasonably strong. And at last sight, Ben Tovey was small for his age and slight.’


Lapslie nodded. ‘So you maintain that Ben Tovey isn’t here with you now and you have no knowledge of his whereabouts?’


‘No, I don’t.’ Kimball looked to one side for a second, as if struck by another thought. ‘Though it seems not everyone uses the same rule of thumb when it comes to young children.’


Kimball went on to explain that, the day before heading to Banbury, he’d seen a van similar to his not far from Everdale with its driver leaning out and talking to a young boy by the kerbside.


‘How old?’


‘Nine or ten. Eleven at most.’


Lapslie nodded thoughtfully. With his slight build, Ben Tovey could easily have passed for a ten- or eleven-year-old. Not old or strong enough to fend off a potential abductor. ‘A white van, you say?’


‘Yes. But what made me suspicious, like, was that as I approached and slowed down – curious as to what might be going on – the van driver quickly straightened up and sped off again, as soon as he became aware of me.’


‘Any idea as to the make of van?’ Bradbury enquired.


‘Not a Volkswagen like mine. Maybe a Ford or Peugeot.’


Lapslie wasn’t hopeful. How many Fords or Peugeots were there in Essex? And it was probably just a ruse to offset blame – make Kimball’s habit of procuring young boys for work seem not so bad, given that comparison.


‘But I recall part of the registration number, if it might help,’ Kimball said. ‘HEX O-something. Its first three letters stuck in my mind.’


*


Lapslie focused back on Toby Sinclair in the courtroom.


‘So let us all get this clear, shall we?’ Sinclair took a fresh breath. ‘Your only seemingly tangible lead was indeed supplied by a main suspect—’


‘But in those few days of tracking down Davey Kimball we had exhausted scores of other possible leads,’ Lapslie interjected.


Sinclair rode over the last of it, as if it were of little relevance. ‘Then it turns out the main reason for that recall was the suspect’s background – part Romany gypsy – and therefore what those three letters from the number plate sparked off in his mind.’ Sinclair looked towards the jury with incredulity before staring back at Lapslie. ‘You have to admit, Chief Inspector, it all becomes a somewhat difficult story to swallow.’


‘It just happens to be the truth. And it’s what occurred on this occasion.’ Lapslie didn’t have the patience to explain to Sinclair the many strange incidences he’d seen in twenty years of policing; how half a policeman’s off-duty time was spent swapping just such strange stories. But now wasn’t the time or place for it, so all of his experience was boiled down to, ‘And I’ve seen stranger things over the years.’


‘I daresay you have, Chief Inspector. But that wasn’t the only thing to occur in this catalogue of strange events, was it?’


*


It took them seventeen hours to whittle down the list of possibles, combining a white van with the start of its registration number HEX O, until they were left with only one strong likelihood: a white Peugeot van registered to Alistair Tulley of Danbury, six miles from Everdale.


Within another hour, they were at Tulley’s door. Lapslie purposely left a uniformed officer in front of Tulley’s door, while another waited in a marked car in front. In Lapslie’s experience, there was nothing like a visible police presence to get the neighbours talking, start noticing things which might otherwise have gone unnoticed: ‘It’s funny that you should have called to see him, because just last week I saw him do something that I thought was odd . . .’


A nondescript semi-detached in the better part of Danbury, away from its council estate, Lapslie noticed the white van in the driveway as they approached the house, but still one of his first questions was to confirm with Tulley whether the white van parked in front was his?


‘Yes . . . yes, it is.’ Tulley was a second slow in responding, as if first weighing up the implications of his answer. He had lank black hair that looked well past its wash-by date. He swept back a few stray matted strands from his forehead with one hand. ‘Why? What’s this about?’


Bradbury commenced by mentioning that Tulley had been seen in his van, stopping to talk to a young boy of a similar age to one who had recently gone missing in the area. ‘So we have to ask – why were you stopping to talk to that young boy?’


Tulley looked momentarily perplexed, stroked his forehead again. ‘And when was this?’


Bradbury consulted her notes and read out the date recalled by Davey Kimball.


Tulley nodded after a second. ‘Ah, yes. I was asking some directions then.’


‘Where to?’ Lapslie cut in sharply.


‘Uh . . . Fyfield. A small village near Epping Forest.’


‘I see.’ Noting the hesitation, he was sure Tulley was lying, but had no way of proving it. ‘And why didn’t you ask directions from grown-ups rather than a young boy?’


‘There weren’t any grown-ups nearby at the time.’


Lapslie looked down. It was something they should have checked in their questioning of Kimball. But he doubted Tulley would know one way or the other. He decided to run with the bluff.


‘I’m afraid that’s not true. Adults were seen passing nearby, witnessed by the same person who observed you stopping to talk to the young boy.’


Tulley flushed slightly, pulling a taut grimace. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t see them.’


Lapslie kept his gaze steady on Tulley. Difficult to tell whether he’d answered that question honestly, or had read the bluff and simply decided to discard it in short order. But one thing he was certain of: Tulley was lying overall. Not just from his hesitation on certain questions, but the telltale bitter almond aftertaste assaulting Lapslie’s palate as soon as Tulley had started answering. But suddenly it was overlaid with another smell; one that he knew only too well from attending countless crime scenes and autopsies. His eyes drifted up to the source of the smell. He stood up sharply.


‘We need to check on something.’


‘But, sir, we don’t—’


‘Mr Tulley – if you can lead the way,’ Lapslie cut in on Bradbury, his tone that of instruction rather than request. If she mentioned warrants and permission, Tulley might dig his heels in. And by the time they returned with the paperwork, he’d be able to cover up any evidence.


‘I . . . I don’t know.’ Tulley’s eyes darted hesitantly between Lapslie and Bradbury. ‘Not without first speaking to my solicitor.’


Lapslie contemplated Tully stonily. ‘Are you being purposely obstructive? Trying to impede an officer in the execution of his duty?’


‘No, it’s not that. It’s just that—’


‘Mr Tulley,’ Lapslie cut him off brusquely. ‘From information received, we have reason to believe you’re holding vital evidence on these premises. And we’re duty-bound, in the course of our investigation, to check on that.’


Lapslie headed into the hallway and started up the stairs without waiting for a response. Bradbury dutifully followed, with a now perplexed, red-faced Tulley two steps behind her.


Lapslie opened two doors before finally homing in on the room which he was now sure was the source of the smell. Nothing obvious as he walked in: a single bed, the bedspread slightly ruffled, as if it had been made in a hurry or someone had been sitting on the bed. Drab floral wallpaper, dark beige curtains half-drawn. Looked like a spare bedroom, one of three in this suburban semi.


Lapslie focused on the wardrobe at the side of the room. As his senses became attuned, the smell seemed to be coming from there.


As he went to open the cupboard, he noticed Tulley, now looking on from the doorway, stiffen with apprehension; and for a moment, Lapslie feared being confronted with a full corpse. But at first sight, there was nothing. Just five jumpers, a grey anorak and a sheepskin coat. Perhaps a backup winter wardrobe for Tulley.


Then, sifting through, Lapslie noticed the fifteen-inch-long package wrapped in brown greaseproof paper at the bottom of the wardrobe. Like someone’s takeaway fish and chips or kebab.


Lapslie bent down and started unwrapping it. Even if he hadn’t been sure what would confront him, he’d have known from Tulley suddenly bolting back down the stairs.


As Lapslie heard the scuffle and the unmistakable sound of Tulley being creamed by the front door – Lapslie always made sure to put his best rugby-trained or unarmed combat men on door duty – he uncovered the package’s contents: a young teen’s hand and forearm, cut eight inches above the wrist.
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Stratford, east London
September 2013


Obsessed.


Josie Dallyn wasn’t sure whether to take the term as a compliment or a criticism.


Certainly in her profession, journalism, an intense dedication was invariably needed to see a difficult story through to the end, to work it to the point where it was ready to ‘break’. And the line between dedication and obsession was often thin.


That dedication or obsession had managed to gain her a first-rung journalist spot at a leading London newspaper at the age of only twenty-six – having spent five years with a provincial newspaper in Plymouth – but it had cost her in terms of relationships. She’d had only three semi-serious relationships in those five years. She used the term ‘semi-serious’ because none of them had lasted more than four months. In her mind a relationship had to go over the six-month mark to be termed serious sans semi. So now it was just her and her custard-coloured Persian cat she’d brought with her from Plymouth.


‘There you go, Creampie,’ she muttered as she bent down with a saucer of salmon and chicken in sauce. ‘You’re doing better than me. I’ve just got microwavable lasagne for one.’


She’d felt as if she were doing a reverse Dick Whittington, fleeing from Plymouth to London, except with a Nike compact backpack replacing a knotted hanky. She’d certainly travelled light; there hadn’t been much room for extraneous luggage or belongings in her new Stratford bedsit anyway.


The major case where some colleagues felt she’d crossed the line from dedicated to obsessed had involved the death of a man aged ninety-three in Truro who had lived in Plymouth for most of his life. John Farren’s was an unexceptional story on the surface, but it had been his deathbed confession which had made the case stand out.


He claimed to have been involved in numerous child abductions and murders over the years, a number of which he had carried out with ‘respected citizens’ from the local area. ‘And I can’t go to my grave with a clear conscience, without sharing what I know.’


His claims could have just been the wild ramblings and imaginings of an old man near to death – and not fully lucid due to the drugs he’d been given to alleviate the pain of the cancer consuming him the past two years – but Josie found that many of the details rang true.


Central to these accounts – and, indeed, the main case which had sparked the Plymouth Gazette editor’s interest, prompting him to then send her out to interview the old man – had been the ‘unanswered’ death of schoolboy Colin Payton, only eleven years old at the time, in 1944, a year before the end of the Second World War.


There were a number of disappearances during the war – most of them in fact down to bombing raids or the general movement and dislocation of people in wartime – but Farren argued that he and his accomplices had cynically used the cover of war to abduct and kill a number of children, whose deaths would later be put down to ‘war casualties’.


The death of eleven-year-old Colin Payton looked no different on the surface: killed in a disused Plymouth warehouse by a bomb dropped from a German Dornier bomber. However, what remained ‘unanswered’ at the time was what a leading British naval officer, a local Plymouth city councillor and a Westminster MP – all also killed by that bomb – were doing in the same warehouse when the bomb dropped. The first explanation offered was simply that they had been in the area at the time of the bombing raid, so had sought shelter in the nearest warehouse, as had eleven-year-old Colin Payton. But then there was also the question of Colin’s missing right forearm, cleanly severed, and not directly attributed to the bomb blast or falling rubble at the autopsy.


John Farren on his deathbed had an explanation for all of it. He said he had been there at the time and part of the murderous ritual taking place when the bomb fell. He gave not only a vivid and gory account of what happened, but also details of who was there and managed to escape the bomb blast and falling rubble, along with himself. He indicated the shrapnel wounds on one shoulder and his stomach.


‘There were others more seriously injured than me. But whoever could make it out of there before the police or wardens arrived, did so, for obvious reasons.’


Other prominent citizens were among the names of those who got away, according to Farren. Josie wondered if their families still lived in the area. What could have driven apparently ordinary, law-abiding men to commit such atrocities? She became obsessed with finding a connection – a way to make Farren’s shocking story relevant to a modern readership.


But when she’d gone back to her Plymouth Gazette editor with the story, he’d bottled it, protesting that the newspaper could get sued from here to hell by the families of the men allegedly involved, especially with so little proof. ‘All on the say-so of some old codger on his deathbed who claims that he himself was deeply implicated in these crimes. So he’s not exactly going to be seen as a reliable witness or source, is he?’


All her Plymouth editor had agreed to run was Farren relating that he was in the same warehouse building as schoolboy Colin Payton when the bomb dropped: ‘Although, along with five others, I managed to escape without serious injury.’ It was printed simply as a Plymouth wartime story from a dying veteran who’d survived a local bombing.


When she got to London, she was keen to see whether her editor there, Kevin Lanham, might have the balls to print the full story. She waited almost a year to get her feet fully under her desk, then ran the story by him.


Lanham was intrigued and asked all the right questions to get the story clear in his mind. In the end, though, he felt that it was too old a story to run on its own. ‘Farren is now dead, and his account relates to a period almost seventy years ago. We need something else to anchor the story more in the present day. If we can find that, let’s look at it again.’


What encouraged Josie was that Lanham wasn’t deterred by the prospect of exposing those in high places and possibly getting sued. But after another two years with nothing that could connect current events to these past cases, she started to become despondent. Then, one bright May morning, the police alerted all national newspapers and TV that a twelve-year-old boy, Daniel Clough, had been missing now for three days from the Shrewsbury area. She went to Lanham again with the story.


‘Three days . . . that pins his disappearance to the sixteenth of May, only four days after Colin Payton’s supposed abduction, also in May. And it fits in exactly with the other dates that John Farren gave for his crimes, all of which were carried out within the same time frame.’


‘Yes. But we don’t even have a body yet, let alone a severed arm to match with the Farren-related case. If and when we have those, let’s talk again.’


After more than a year with nothing on the Daniel Clough case, and with no body, motive or suspect in sight, Josie decided to spread the net wide and put out an alert through Reuters and the Associated Press for any murdered boys in the age range eleven to fifteen, in the month of May: ‘Particularly with oddities such as any limbs being severed.’


When the call came through, almost three months later, from a journalist in Gdansk, Poland, Josie realized that she hadn’t specified the UK only. Perhaps a subliminal error, because as an experienced investigative journalist Josie knew only too well that child murders and abductions crossed all national boundaries.


This time Josie knew she had Lanham on the ropes.


‘Gdansk, Poland. Thirteen years old . . . 1977?’ Lanham nodded thoughtfully with each point confirmed. He managed a strained smile. ‘Still somewhat historic.’


‘Yes, but many of these murder investigations from eastern Europe didn’t come to light until after the Berlin Wall came down.’ She held out a hand. ‘And we’re coming at them from three sides now. A date match on each, and two with identical limb-severing.’


A final, deliberating nod from Lanham. ‘Okay. We’re in better shape now. Let’s talk more tomorrow.’


Chelmsford Crown Court, Essex
June 2014


‘So let us recap,’ Toby Sinclair said swiftly, keen not to let the image of Ben Tovey’s severed forearm in his client’s cupboard linger too long with the jury. ‘So, despite fully knowing that you should have had a warrant, you still commenced to search part of the defendant’s premises just on a whim.’


‘Well, it was more than just a “whim”. It was the smell that first alerted me.’


‘I see. The “smell”. And did your assistant, Detective Bradbury, also notice this smell?’


‘No. Not that I’m aware of.’


‘So, just you, Chief Inspector?’


‘Yes. Just me.’ Lapslie saw the doubt rising in Sinclair’s face, and added, ‘But I have a particularly acute sense of smell.’


‘Not just “acute”, though, is it, Chief Inspector? You have a condition known as synaesthesia. Would you care to explain to this courtroom what that entails, so that we might better understand it?’


Lapslie’s stomach sank as he realized the path Sinclair was leading him down. ‘It . . . it translates sounds and some actions into smells and tastes.’


‘I see. And forgive me if I’ve got it wrong, Chief Inspector. But from what you said earlier, it was this very same sense which led you to first suspect the defendant?’


‘Yes, it was. I thought he was lying.’


‘Lying. I see.’ Sinclair looked around at the jury, a faint smile teasing his lips. ‘And pray tell us all, Chief Inspector – just what smell or taste does “lying” give rise to with you?’


Lapslie stared at Sinclair levelly for a moment. He knew Sinclair was making a mockery of his condition, but he had little way of avoiding answering without appearing obstructive.


‘Bitter almond or sour cream, with an acrid aftertaste.’


‘I see. Bitter almond or sour cream.’ Sinclair’s lopsided smile became cynical as he surveyed the jury. ‘But this isn’t a wholly recognized condition, is it, Chief Inspector?’


‘Yes, it certainly is.’ Lapslie leapt quickly on Sinclair’s misstep, suddenly surer of his ground. ‘Not only is it medically recognized, I receive regular medication for it.’


‘My, my . . . medication, no less, to keep our police force functioning properly.’ Sinclair’s cynical smile quickly faded, his expression stern. ‘Let me make myself a bit clearer, Chief Inspector. It isn’t a recognized condition relative to the rigours of police investigative work, such as might be accepted by the law and the courts.’


Lapslie was suddenly tongue-tied, realizing that Sinclair had backed him into yet another corner.


‘If it is recognized,’ Sinclair continued, ‘then I must have somehow missed the swathe of crimes solved due to the synaesthesia of police officers.’


Lapslie held Sinclair’s gaze for a moment before a final blink of submission. ‘No, it’s not recognized in that regard.’


‘I thought as much.’ Sinclair resumed pacing; a predator’s final circling of its prey to ensure it had been fully subdued. ‘So, we return again to my first suggestion that you searched the defendant’s home on just a “whim”. And with total foreknowledge of – and disregard for – the fact that you should have had a warrant to do so.’


‘The suspect would likely have moved any damning evidence by then,’ Lapslie said sharply. ‘There were reasonable grounds for an immediate search.’


‘Were there now?’ Sinclair arched one eyebrow sharply. ‘I think, as we’ve already established, Chief Inspector, hunches or whims inspired by oddball ailments are not considered “reasonable” cause. At least not in the eyes of the law.’


Prosecuting barrister Giles Crawford was quickly on his feet. ‘Objection, Your Honour. Defence Counsel is making light of Chief Inspector Lapslie’s ailment. Which while to him and some others might seem “odd”, is very real and personal to Chief Inspector Lapslie.’


Judge John Cleveley nodded. ‘Objection sustained. Please rephrase, Mr Sinclair.’


‘Yes, Your Honour. In light of my learned counsel’s prompt, perhaps “personal” ailments would be more apt with regard to not being considered “reasonable” cause.’


Lapslie said nothing, sensing that any extra comment might be turned against him. In any case, Crawford’s objection – one of the few so far – had halted Sinclair’s flow, if only temporarily.


Sinclair contemplated him a moment longer, as if ensuring that his submission on the topic was total. ‘And having “chanced” upon this discovery at the defendant’s home, how long was it before you discovered Ben Tovey’s body?’


‘Only two days later.’


When Lapslie had arrived at the scene with Bradbury, it had been late morning. The body was barely concealed by branches and leaves, next to a woodland path. It might, indeed, have been discovered by ramblers or dog-walkers rather than his search team – if it hadn’t been for inclement weather the previous four or five days. Even before the autopsy, Lapslie knew it was Ben Tovey’s body due to the missing right forearm – though they later discovered that wasn’t the only body part missing.


A large chunk of flesh from the abdomen, pathologist Jim Thompson had commented. Almost Merchant of Venice-style. And the liver is also missing.


‘And how far from the defendant’s home was the body discovered?’


‘Just over two miles away.’


Sinclair nodded thoughtfully. ‘Doesn’t that strike you as odd, Chief Inspector?’


‘Not really. Many murder victims are found within only a few miles of a suspect’s home.’


‘So why wasn’t the body discovered beforehand?’


Lapslie’s stomach dipped again. At first he wasn’t sure why Sinclair would wish to make an issue of the body being found near Tulley’s home; now he realized where he was heading.


‘Because at first our search efforts were concentrated close to Everdale Farm where Ben Tovey was last seen.’


‘Close to? What sort of distance are we talking about?’


‘Within a three- or four-mile radius.’


‘Oh, I see. And what distance is the defendant’s home from Everdale Farm?’


‘Six or seven miles.’


Sinclair nodded slowly. ‘So in fact you changed your search-pattern criteria based on your suspicion of the defendant.’


‘Yes, we did. It was the obvious thing to do.’


‘So you say, Chief Inspector.’ Sinclair took a fresh breath. ‘But are you aware that the defendant has claimed he has no knowledge of the body parcel in his cupboard. That, in fact, it was planted there.’


‘Yes. He has claimed that when interviewed.’


‘Likewise that he’s been falsely implicated. No doubt by the same person who told you where to look for Ben Tovey’s body.’


‘That’s not the case. We found young Ben through our own devices. Standard procedure.’


‘Oh, come now, Chief Inspector. You can see how bad it looks. Days searching with nothing to show for it, and suddenly you get a lead to the defendant from a past suspect in a previous case, no less. Also, I might add, known to young Ben and his family; where, as you well know, amongst family and those close, 95 per cent of suspects are successfully found. And, hey presto!’ Sinclair waved one hand dramatically. ‘Suddenly you’ve not only found your suspect but, unaided, go straight to a damning item of evidence. Then, only two days later, you magically find the body. You can see how this all fits in perfectly with the defendant’s claim.’


Lapslie’s stomach was in knots. Sinclair was giving him a comprehensive mauling. He was sure Tulley was guilty, and the thought that his testimony now might be complicit in getting Tulley freed made his skin crawl. He could sense Donovan and Marianne Tovey’s eyes on him from the public gallery, desperate for justice for young Ben. And he noticed Bradbury look increasingly agitated as Sinclair’s mauling gained intensity, at times chewing worriedly at her lip.


‘That’s not how it was,’ Lapslie said, an edge now to his voice. ‘I’ve told you what happened.’


‘You certainly have, Chief Inspector. And I’ve also made it patently clear where that might fall foul of the law.’ Sinclair held out one palm. ‘So you maintain, Chief Inspector, that at no time did you get inside information on the defendant?’


Lapslie noticed Bradbury look down at that moment, her expression pained. Perhaps Sinclair’s questioning was suddenly too much for her to take. But she kept looking down, as if she’d suddenly got a worrying message on her mobile.


‘Apart from Davey Kimball’s initial sighting, no.’


Sinclair left a moment’s pause for the comment to sink home with the jury, then briefly consulted his file on the bench.


‘So if I may at this point, Chief Inspector, remind you of a comment you made to the defendant on first visiting his home. “From information received, we have reason to believe you’re holding vital evidence on these premises.” ’ Sinclair looked up. ‘Do you recall making that comment, Chief Inspector?’


Lapslie flushed, and with the second’s pause Sinclair had his answer, plain for the jury to see. Lapslie saw Bradbury get up at that moment, and caught a glimpse of the mobile in her grip as she left the courtroom gallery, her expression heavy. Whatever message she’d received must have been important for her to leave at such a vital juncture.


‘Yes, but . . . but that was more a combination of what we’d received from Kimball and what I suspected in that moment.’


‘Ah, you mean the “smell” that conveniently assaulted you at that moment.’ Sinclair smiled drolly. ‘Combined, of course, with the taste of bitter-almond-flavoured lies.’


Lapslie swallowed hard, said nothing. It seemed that every comment was being used as extra rope to hang him with by Sinclair; and with the bile suddenly rising from the butterfly contortions in his stomach, keeping his mouth shut seemed the safer option.


‘You have to admit, Chief Inspector, that isn’t how the comment came across to the defendant. Indeed, it seems to entirely support his claim that the evidence was planted and he’s been falsely implicated. Thank you, Chief Inspector.’


Stratford, east London
September 2013


Josie’s cat Creampie watched with mild disinterest as she did her morning yoga exercise, as if to say: Why do humans put themselves through such agony? You’d never catch me contorting myself like that.


Gymnastics had been one of Josie’s best subjects at school, and being supple and almost double-jointed also helped her do the more challenging yoga movements now.


She recalled one past boyfriend commenting in the middle of a bedroom session, ‘Wow, you’re flexible.’ But it still hadn’t been enough to keep him around for long. The constant pursuit of the next big story, being put before pub or dinner dates he’d arranged, quickly began to tire with him. When she begged off at the last minute from an important Arsenal–Tottenham derby match he’d bought tickets for, that was it. Sacrilege! She didn’t see him again; he hadn’t even bothered to phone to tell her why he didn’t want to see her anymore.


Josie showered, dressed and put on her make-up. She was out of the door within fifteen minutes.


But getting feedback from Lanham on the Colin Payton case and this new information from a Polish journalist proved difficult that day. A constant cycle of fresh stories breaking and emergency meetings meant it wasn’t until the end of the day that he was able to broach the subject with her.


He poked his head into her cubbyhole towards the end of the day; practically everyone else had already left the office.


‘Sorry if it seemed like I was avoiding you. It’s been one of those days.’ Lanham rubbed his forehead. ‘But I wanted time too, to think this through, plus tie it all into something else that’s come in.’


Josie’s brow knitted. ‘What’s that?’


‘Fresh lead that’s just come in on the Daniel Clough case.’ Lanham held a hand out as if to quell the rising excitement in her expression. ‘But let’s not be too hasty. It might be just a coincidence and end up being nothing. But if it is of substance, it could be an important breakthrough. Could provide the ideal cherry on the cake on the Colin Payton case you’ve been championing all these years. We’ve also got the jump right now on everyone else. She apparently hasn’t gone to any other newspapers yet with this, or to the police.’


‘And you’re giving this to me?’ Josie found it hard to keep the incredulity out of her tone. Exclusive story breaks on prime, current disappearance/murder stories were like hen’s teeth for young reporters.


‘I think you’re due, don’t you?’ Lanham’s tone also held a degree of questioning surprise. ‘After all, you’ve pursued this case with more dedication than anyone else.’


Josie smiled tightly in acceptance. She was glad Lanham hadn’t used the term ‘obsession’. She took the piece of paper Lanham handed her: Brenda Kirkbride, at an address in Plaistow, east London. Josie wondered whether the Scottish name was significant; the group Farren described had originated from Scotland.


‘I know it’s a late call, 9.30, but she works shifts as a nurse, and that’s apparently the best time to see her.’


‘No problem. Not too far from where I live, in fact.’ She’d have time to eat, freshen up and still have forty minutes spare. ‘No phone number, I see?’


‘That’s right.’ Lanham grimaced. ‘She feels this is delicate information, so she only wants to do this face to face. Doesn’t want to risk talking about it over a phone line where others might be listening in.’


Josie nodded. She perfectly understood that; had dealt with many similar stories where people were nervous speaking over the phone. Or often the account was so long and complex that the journalist would immediately opt for a face-to-face meeting. True also of human interest stories, where the details might be too emotional and personal to deal with over a telephone line: reading reactions, facial expressions and mannerisms became as important as the words imparted.
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