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“We die ourselves a little every time we kill in others something that deserved to live.”


Oscar Hammling (1890-) Laconics




PROLOGUE


The ant’s frantic movements as it zigzagged its way past obstacles of gravel did not suggest a state of panic any different from the usual movements of an ant commuting, but to the young man watching it, its pace indicated a creature experiencing the initial phase of crisis. He had been watching the creature for several moments. Occasionally, he had deliberately placed additional obstacles in the path of his interest; a stone, a lump of mud. Sometimes his foot, although he took deliberate care not to press down too hard. He wanted to give the ant a chance to find a furrow in the tread of his training shoe and allow passage. How long he was immersed in his observation he could not calculate. From the moment he had sat down overlooking the docks, time had ceased to exist, despite the constant drone of traffic heading into and out of Dover Town just over a mile away, and the frequent tannoy announcements informing ferry passengers to remain in their cars whilst safety checks commenced.


He lip-synched the words spoken by the voice over the loudspeaker, first in English, then in French, and finally German. English was his first and last language, yet he echoed the diction of the alternative languages perfectly. His familiarity with the sound was partly due to having sat in this place daily for several months and memorizing each word, and partly from the immersion of sound that reverberated off the cliffs and lodged itself into his subconscious. The loudspeaker and general bustle of the ferry terminal were loud enough to be heard a distance away, but the young man remained immersed in his observation of the ant.


He was oblivious to the muffled whimpers that came from inside the van parked several feet away, nor did he notice the squeak as the vehicle rocked on its suspension caused by the panicked movements of the prisoners inside. Even if he had been aware of the activity, he would not have been disturbed from his deliberations. This was his sanctuary, his chosen place.


Eventually, the young man lifted his head, disturbed by an airborne seagull that had swooped low and excreted, narrowly missing his head. Cursing under his breath, he began to stand up, one hand stroking his shaved head to check there was no filthy residue. Now he had forgotten all about the ant. His hand paused above the nape of his neck, his fingers lingering on the St. George’s Cross tattoo that covered the back of his skull. He couldn’t see it, but it was enough to know it was there. The skin was pimply from the stunted hair that wanted to push through the skin.


The rising warmth from the early August morning sun threatened to burn his exposed head, as it did frequently. His fair complexion made him extra sensitive to nature’s elements, but he resisted pulling the hood of his sweatshirt over his head. He wanted the world to see his dedication to his country. His hand returned to his brow to shield his eyes from the sunlight that reflected from the water onto the white cliffs upon which he now stood.


He remained in position, his attention momentarily distracted by the sight of the lorries below him slowly being swallowed by the ferry they were embarking. Amongst the humdrum of noise, he heard the faint bleating of livestock beginning their journey to France. He wondered whether the animals were simply protesting their mere discomfort, squashed together as live cargo, or whether their utterances were those of the desperate and condemned. The sound elated him, the emotion so intense that it threatened to burst from within him. He was inspired by the courage of the inferior who were anticipating their own slaughter. The thought reminded him of his task, and he turned his attention back to the van.


He swiveled round on the heels of his trainers and turned left, back towards the main footpath. The chalk track was smooth underfoot so his venture towards the vehicle was quiet. He stopped at the back of the van, his hands gripping the key for a second before unlocking and opening the doors. The hinges co-operated reluctantly with low groans and allowed him to look inside. His eyes took several seconds to adjust from the sunlight outside, but eventually his sight focused on the huddle of the four passengers. They were bound to one another, yet their clutching at each other’s bodies looked voluntary, seeking comfort and strength as one entity. With their arms restrained, they could not shield their eyes from the interrupting glare that entered the darkened van, so they squeezed their eyes closed. They looked pathetic. They stank of unwashed bodies, stale urine and fear.


The young man surveyed them in silence and then spat into the van, causing residue saliva to dribble over his chin stubble. He wiped his chin clean using a cuff of his sweatshirt and slammed the doors shut with exaggerated force. Then he sat himself in the driver’s seat. He turned the ignition, allowing the van’s engine to idle whilst he selected a track on the audio player. Within seconds, the first strings encouraged a crescendo of chorus to which he joined in, singing as loud as he could. He sang the words with heartfelt passion and purpose, dedicating himself to the country that he was willing to die for, willing to kill for. He pledged his loyalty to the land of hope and glory, his homeland, the mother of the free.


As the van gravitated its way over loose gravel, heading towards the main road, the sounds of the terminal below mingled with the drift of chorus floating through the air as one man sang to his Queen and to his God. The God who had made him mighty and who would make him mightier yet.


*


The young woman who had jogged along the chalk path every day had changed her route since noticing the skinhead who sat on the cliff path. For several years she had run the same route, starting from the White Cliffs Visitor Centre, heading east onto the coastal path. After ten minutes sprint, she would stop at the remains of the Military Prison and stretch her muscles, watching the port below. Then she would switch on her iPod, attach the earpieces, and begin a steady jog, keeping to the path towards Langdon Hole with the sea on her right. On a clear day it was possible to see the 20-mile stretch across the Channel to the French coast. On windy days she kept her head down, struggling against the breeze.


Wooden steps took her onto the flat area of grasslands, and occasionally she would stop here, hoping to see the Peregrine Falcons that nested on the cliffs. But on days when she wanted to test her stamina, she would continue on at a faster pace, following the lower cliff path. When her legs began to tire, she would ignore the sea views now on her left, and pretend not to notice the steep drop as the path narrowed. Instead, she concentrated on the view of Dover Castle nestled amongst the hills straight ahead, and then she would take a sharp turn at the turnstile, back onto the dirt track that was woven amongst trees and undergrowth.


It was near this spot where she had first seen him. Her head had been bent down as she ran, avoiding the lower branches that snagged her elbows. As she had exited the tunnel of overgrowth, she had seen a figure crouched down on the side of the path. He was absolutely still and did not acknowledge her as she passed. From that day on, he was there, always at the same place. And he ignored her every time, which she thought was rather odd. People she came across on her run would normally greet her with a smile or a word of encouragement, some stepping onto the side of the path to allow her passage. But although he never approached her or had given her any reason to be anxious, there was something about the way he stared out at sea without moving.


At first, she thought he was shy, but after several passings she accepted him as being rude. After two weeks, she felt slightly un-nerved and decided to avoid the path altogether, not turning at the turnstile but continuing straight ahead. She didn’t like this alternative, because it was a steeper climb near the end, and meant she could not sprint the last few metres the way she liked to do before easing to a stop.


She mentioned her frustration to her boyfriend, Jules, who offered to accompany her and had then seen the man for himself. He had agreed the stranger’s behaviour was odd and advised her to avoid her usual route. It was possible the man was a stalker, wanted by the police, or had absconded from a hospital psychiatric ward. There were so many odd characters in Dover lately, the majority suspected to be suffering from drug-induced psychosis, that it was better to be vigilant.


The young woman and the skinhead continued to avoid each other for several months until something happened which aroused her suspicions even further.


It was a calm early morning in August; there wasn’t a cloud in the sky; the sea was almost motionless. She felt the urge to pause above the ports and watch a ferry maneuver into one of the docking stations. Despite its cumbersome shape and dimensions, its entry into the docks was graceful enough to impress her and retain her attention for several minutes. Then she heard music and turned to hear where it was coming from. It sounded as if there was an Elgar concert happening at the top of the cliffs, which was odd and out of place, especially so early in the day.


Curious, she followed the sound towards the western approach path. The music intensified as she climbed up the bank towards a clearing and then stopped dead. She saw the skinhead driving towards her in a white van, seeming animated. His hand mimicked a conductor’s baton with his right arm hanging out the open window. Instinctively, she crouched down onto her haunches until he passed, not wanting him to see her, and stayed in that position as the van disappeared, the sound of music fading into the distance.




CHAPTER ONE



The call to the emergency line based at Maidstone Headquarters was answered at 7am by a switchboard operator just beginning her shift. It was immediately apparent that the caller was in distress. The voice at the other end was garbled and high pitched, the gender unrecognizable.


“I think I have done something awful… Oh God…”


“Could you tell me your name, please?”


“Oh God… Oh God, what have I done? I didn’t know what it was… I didn’t have time to stop…”


“Please calm down and tell me your name.”


After several seconds, the information flooded through as if the caller had suddenly realised the reality of their situation.


“My name is David… David Hargreaves… I’m on the side of the road, on the A20 Ashford bound…” The voice stopped mid-sentence.


“Can you tell me what has happened, David?”


There was a long pause. “I’ve driven over someone… I think I have killed a…” There was a sob. “…I have killed a child.”


Within a few minutes of the call being made, paramedics from the nearby ambulance station and police officers arrived at the scene. The officers, who were about to finish their shift within the hour, knew only that there was a possible fatality of a minor, following a traffic accident. With almost eighteen years of experience between them, they had witnessed the aftermath of traffic accidents before. Some accidents had been forgettable, others not so; the images of torn bodies and twisted carnage had preoccupied many of their waking moments, but this was an incident that neither officer had been expecting.


A black Mercedes was parked at the roadside. In front of the car on the ground was seated a man dressed in a blue shirt, his face ashen despite the daylight that was already seeping into the day, his eyes wide with confusion. His legs were bent at the knee, his hands curled around his limbs.


“Was it you who called?” The elder of the two officers bent down, placing a firm but reassuring hand on the man’s shoulder.


Behind him, the paramedics were occupied with a small bundle in the road. The younger officer watched them, his stare concentrating on their movements. He tried to gauge from their body language whether they were dealing with a fatality, but all he could see was medical equipment being passed in a flurry of activity. His eyes returned to the man who had confirmed he had made the call.


“Ok, David, I need you to tell me what has happened.”


The man gulped, his eyes focused on the officer bent down towards him. “I was driving to Ashford. I needed to get to the office early. I have a meeting to prepare for…” He paused, realizing he was digressing. “I turned off from Sellindge and stopped at the give-way by the railway bridge to make way for a white van. It must have been speeding, because it stayed quite a way in front of me… Anyway, I was keeping to the 40 limit… the speed cameras…”


“It’s alright, David, We are not apportioning blame yet, we just need to know what happened.”


“Yes, of course. I came round the bend just here and the van was quite a way in front of me, but it looked as if the back doors had swung open. I couldn’t really see that well, but I slowed down, thinking I should flash the driver to warn him. Then I noticed something in the road.” The man covered his eyes as if to block the memory of what he was describing.


“I couldn’t stop in time; it was so small and I hit it. I looked in my rear-view mirror. At first, I thought it was an animal, so I stopped the car to check…” He trailed off mid-sentence. His finger pointed towards where the paramedics were occupied.


One of the paramedics was gesturing for the officers’ attention. As they walked over, the female paramedic partially blocked their approach. “It’s a fatality.” She paused, her eyes avoided their gaze. “I wasn’t expecting this.”


Confused by her comment, their eyes were drawn to the bundle in the road. The younger officer crouched down and gently eased the covering to reveal the body underneath.


“Jeez…” He stopped. His eyes registered the greasy, waxy surface of translucent skin, blue swollen limbs; the battered head looked out of proportion to the rest of the body. The tiny hands clasped together with the intricate webbing of newly-formed fingers. The eyes tightly closed. The mouth still open; a newborn’s first cry permanently silenced.


*


Detective Inspector Wallace Hammond popped the remainder of the cereal bar into his mouth before stuffing the wrapper in his trouser pocket. A quick glance in the car’s rear-view mirror assured him there were no tell-tale crumbs caught on his chin bristle. Self-consciously, he ran his hand over his face and wished he had shaved that morning. Hopefully, no-one would notice.


He took the key out the ignition and got out, before turning his attention to DS Lois Dunn.


“We need to tread carefully with this one. Apparently, the guy was in shock when he was first questioned, so we need to let him do as much talking as possible. That way, we won’t be seen to be insensitive but will still be able to spot any inconsistencies with his story.”


Dunn looked at him from over the roof of the car. “You think he has something to hide?” She was wearing patent shoes with a higher heel than usual protocol allowed.


As he stepped around the back of the car, depressing the lock button on the car key fob, Hammond made a mental note not to stand at her side during the introduction. He had to look as if he was the one in charge.


He shrugged. “Probably not, but there is a reason this has come straight to Major Crime. We’re dealing with the suspicious death of an infant. Once news gets out, it needs to be seen as being handled as priority.”


They left the visitors’ car park and headed into the reception area of a large glass-fronted office building. The name of the company ‘Carson Bros’ was spelt out in large silver font across the reception desk that took up most of the ground space. An overweight woman in her thirties with immaculate make-up looked at them from behind her computer with mild curiosity. The younger woman could have passed as a manager, with her tidy figure dressed in cream silk blouse, pencil knee-length skirt and killer heels, but the man standing behind her looked as if he had just got out of bed. It was obvious at first glance that he was not a visiting businessman; an almost transparently thin white shirt, accessorised with a maroon red tie and black trousers, that needed a once-over with a hot iron. The receptionist directed her attention to the young woman as she enquired how she could help.


Hammond answered by showing his identification card and explained his visit with as little information as he could give. He had noted the receptionist’s snobby dismissal of him, and it irritated him. Dunn smiled politely but remained silent.


David Hargreaves found them seated in leather tub chairs near the window. He shook their hands firmly, but his voice betrayed his anxiety as he sat opposite them.


“Please forgive me seeing you here, but I couldn’t afford to allow my colleagues to hear what happened this morning. The walls are so thin.” He smiled weakly at them both and offered them coffee, which they both accepted.


Hammond sat forward in the chair. “You feel responsible?”


“Yes, of course I feel responsible! I may have caused the death of a child!” Hargreaves looked away from them suddenly, focusing his attention on the view of the car park outside for several seconds before turning back. “Will I be charged with manslaughter?”


Hammond attempted to appear reassuring. “We need to investigate how the child came to be on the road first. Whoever left the baby is responsible for endangering its life, which is why we need to establish their identity and their reasoning.” He opened his hands as he spoke. It was important that he came across as trustworthy and not one to judge too quickly.


David Hargreaves looked perplexed, his eyes darting from Hammond to Dunn for several seconds.


The coffee was not the best but it was a good distraction from Hargreaves’ anxiety. Hammond sipped it slowly before setting the cup to the side. “You mentioned to the attending officers that you saw a white van with its back doors open driving ahead of you? Did you see anything come out of the vehicle?”


There was a responding shake of the head. “No. I couldn’t really see that well. I can say for sure that there were no brake lights, nothing to suggest that the van tried to slow down or stop. To be honest, it all happened so quickly.”


Hammond quickly changed tack. “Did you see anyone on the side of the road? Any pedestrians?”


“No. None at all. It was practically an empty road. I think I would have noticed anyone walking on the pavement because it would seem so unusual at that time of the morning.”


“What is the situation at home? Are you married? Have a partner?”


The man looked taken aback by the sudden change in tone. He paused before answering. “I’m married, have been for several years. Why?”


Hammond didn’t reply. He was watching Hargreaves closely, hoping for a reaction – however small – that would feed his curiosity. Dunn shifted uncomfortably in her seat, willing Hammond to answer, but the silence continued. She arranged what she hoped was a neutral expression.


“In circumstances such as these,” she commented, “it is good to have people around you.”


“Work distracts me,” Hargreaves replied.


Hammond wasn’t satisfied with his answer. “Do you know anyone who was pregnant or due to give birth at this time? A girlfriend, for example?”


Hargreaves looked bewildered by the question. He looked at Dunn expectantly, wanting her to clarify. Instead, she waited for his answer.


“Oh, I get it. You think that I was responsible for chucking a baby out of my car? Is that it?” Hargreaves’ voice got louder. “The idea is sick! How could you even think such a thing?”


The outburst had attracted attention, and Hammond was aware of the receptionist watching them. The nosy cow needed to mind her own business. He sat forward in his chair so that his knees were almost touching Hargreaves’.


“David, you must understand that it is my duty to consider all possibilities. My opinion of what you may or may not be capable of is not relevant. What is relevant is that we have an unclaimed newly-born infant abandoned in a dangerous environment. We do not know who the mother is. The child may have been snatched from her as she gave birth; there could be a woman in desperate need of medical attention that may not even be aware that her child was left to die. Until we get the results of a post-mortem examination, we cannot even say for sure that you are responsible for the child’s death. However, you are our only witness, which means you are currently our only source of information. What you know, may have seen, or even what you believe to be relevant, is vital to us. Do you see?” Hammond held Hargreaves’ gaze for a prolonged moment, taking a sip of coffee as he waited for the other man to digest the significance of his words.


“A child has died. We need to know how.” He tried a different tactic. “We owe it to the child, if no-one else.”


The latter comment worked. Hargreaves looked at Hammond before nodding. “I’ll give you any information you need.”


*


The heat in the car was stifling, and Hammond opened all the windows before leaving the car park. He could feel the eyes of the receptionist watching every move he and Dunn had made since exiting the building. Maybe she would have been more accepting if he had shaved that morning.


“So much for letting him do all the talking!” Dunn smiled as she spoke, but Hammond knew she was irritated.


He hadn’t involved her in the interview but she had been an asset nonetheless. Her feminine charms could have been enough to have distracted a guilty man’s persona to slip even a little, but the fact that Hargreaves’ vulnerability hadn’t been hidden through pride or bravado meant it was more likely the man’s remorse was genuine.


“We got what we wanted. At least for now. However, it is worth doing a background check, just to make sure.”


Dunn nodded. “It seems a bit odd to go to work after such an experience, though. Being involved in a traffic accident is a good enough reason to miss a day off work for some, especially if there is a fatality.”


“You think that is reason to be suspicious?”


Dunn was quiet for several minutes, her gaze focused on the passing landscape before she turned her head to answer Hammond directly.


“I’m always suspicious. It makes me good at my job.”







CHAPTER TWO



Wallace Hammond leaned forward on the desk so that he was directly facing Acting Superintendent Brian Morris. His report was brief.


“So far, all we have to work on is an unmarked white van travelling towards Ashford in the early hours of the morning. It shouldn’t be too difficult to trace, providing it doesn’t have false plates. There is no CCTV along the stretch of road where the infant was hit, but there are speed cameras about a mile ahead which would have recorded it if it was speeding, as Hargreaves claimed. There is no tyre residue to indicate heavy braking, nothing on the verge to suggest that the baby was left at the side of the road. Our only witness is Hargreaves himself. There is not much to suspect him of. He has no record, and so far his story checks out.”


“What about the preliminary examination of the infant?”


Morris leaned back further in the office chair. The gap between the wall and the back of the chair was limited, but his new position enabled his long legs to bend and fit under the desk. He looked uncomfortable yet still radiated an air of authority.


Dunn passed the photographs taken from the scene. “The umbilical cord was still attached to the body. It looks like it has been severed using a blunt knife of some kind, possibly a pen-knife,” she said. “The medical examiner estimated that the baby had been born very recently, with the reasoning that there was evidence of partial anoxia; the lower limbs were still rather blue. Further investigation could indicate cyanosis, but the medical examiner thought it was more likely to be immature blood circulation. The chest had expanded, which indicated the infant had taken in air before it died. However, all this suggests is that the baby was not stillborn.”


Morris interrupted by sighing loudly. Hammond noted the man had aged quickly during the three years since they had begun working together. Initially, Hammond had resented his good looks and his arrogance. Morris was a high achiever who had climbed the ranks steadily through accelerated promotion and management schemes. He was ambitious and egotistical; traits that Hammond found distasteful. Yet over the years he had come to relate to the man whose seemingly idyllic life had been no more perfect than the pictures he had once used to decorate his office. The images of his smiling children and attractive wife had long been stored in the bottom drawer. Now Morris had achieved the typical successful detective status: divorced and work-burdened.


Morris clasped his hands together and addressed them both.


“Ok. We have a problem. Firstly, Dunn, do not even bother skimming over the medical notes yet, because I am unconvinced they are useful at this stage. Only a thorough post-mortem will help us to determine whether the baby was in fact alive or otherwise when it was hit by Hargreaves’ car. No amount of blustering about cyanosis or anoxia will convince me that you know what you are talking about. Leave the medical reports to the experts. Your job…” He pointed at Hammond and Dunn with two fingers, ignoring Dunn’s reddening face “…is to establish whether there were any witnesses to the baby’s birth. Did anyone hear a baby crying? Any evidence…..” Morris emphasised the latter word “…that proves the baby was alive before it was hit by the car, other than medical hypothesis.”


Hammond, aware of Dunn’s humiliation, took over. “Sir, I think what Dunn was trying to highlight was that, on initial superficial evaluation, there was no sign that the baby had lived for very long. As you can see, the infant’s head was elongated and the body had a covering of vernix. From the initial images, it is difficult to see a cause of death. We know that Hargreaves collided with the infant, but there was no residue on his car tyres, only a trace on the passenger side bumper, which suggests the infant had been hit from the side or been propelled – such as being forcibly ejected from a moving vehicle. We’ve ruled out that the baby was thrown from Hargreaves’ car because there is no obvious sign that the infant had been in the car with him. Neither did it appear that Hargreaves had a passenger, although this would be difficult to prove since we only have his word that he did not pick anyone up during his journey to work and there are no witnesses.”


Morris held up a hand to stop Hammond’s rambling. “Like I said, we have a problem. It is important that we investigate this as thoroughly as we can. But until we can identify the mother and the person responsible for the baby being on a road, we are at a dead end. I can’t afford to stretch our budget any further than I need to. We have other cases that need the manpower and the technical analysis that I cannot apply to this case. We need more information before we can justify whether this is a criminal investigation or a terrible accident.”


Dunn uttered a deliberate cough voicing her disapproval, but Morris chose to ignore her.


“Get the post-mortem out of the way. Appeal for witnesses; send a personal message to the birth mother via the media. Do your best to be diplomatic, and for God’s sake, Hammond, look smart. Your priority is to find the mother, then track down the driver of the van and compare their story. If necessary, get forensics to do an examination of the vehicle’s interior. I hope you find something, because until you do, you’re on your own with this one.”


He opened his hands as a half-hearted apology before closing the preliminary report file and sliding it back across the desk to Dunn. “Keep me updated.”


*


Hammond opened his apartment door with a determined resolve not to look down. He goose-stepped over the doormat that bid him a faded welcome, and set his first foot homeward straight onto the hallway carpet. It was an action he had repeated for the last three days, and although he had chosen the doormat purposely to prevent the first step indoors contaminating the carpet, the envelope that had lain there since it had invaded his rented home at the beginning of the week had discouraged any interest in the area where the mail had fallen. The door was pushed closed with a raised foot.


Without bothering to bend down, he shook himself free of his shoes, muttering words of rejection as the heel of his sock stubbornly clung to the heel tab of his left leather shoe before pushing the footwear against the wall. Hammond then proceeded along the short corridor to the small living room. With a disgruntled sigh, he surveyed the room before him noting the heap of clean washing he had collected from the launderette at least a week ago and had piled onto the armchair for sorting.


The glass tumbler with the residue of silky brown cognac was where he had left it the previous night, on the carpet beside the pile of reading books he had meant to return to the library before Easter. The furniture was basic: an armchair with brownish grey upholstery, worn bare on the arms and headrest; a small mahogany veneered coffee table, which provided a perch for the oversized television. All had been purchased second-hand. The intention had been to replace furniture he had lost in a house fire three years previously with specially selected antique furniture but, like most intentions, he had never found the time.


He was tired and disgruntled, mainly from his conversation with Morris; the man was infuriatingly obnoxious. But also because the envelope on the doormat taunted him whenever he was alone in the apartment. He walked around the chair, and past the empty bookshelf to the kitchenette. Here, he relaxed. His shoulders sank with relief as he shuffled his way in his worn socks to the fridge, retrieved a ready-meal from the middle shelf, removed the cardboard sleeve, and pricked the film with a fork several times before placing the container in the microwave. He pressed the minute button six times and waited for the ping.


The kitchen chair was pulled away from the circular pine table and he plonked himself down to eat. Despite his hunger and the long-awaited anticipation of a hot meal, Hammond ate the food without enthusiasm. The carton label told him he was eating Beef Stroganoff, but he could not distinguish the taste as being anything recognizable. The food wasn’t bland; it was just that Hammond’s attitude towards food was one of complacency. He needed to eat, but food did not tempt him in the way it used to; it was no longer a pleasure.


During the last year, he had lost so much weight that he was wearing clothes he wouldn’t have been able to get into ten years ago. At 55 years of age, he was in better shape than he had ever been, but it had been unintentional. The reason was staring back at him from the empty chairs around the table, and he knew what was to blame. He was lonely. The truth of the matter embarrassed him. He was a grown man, perfectly capable of looking after himself. His days were filled with work commitments; he had no time for a relationship.


Also, past experience had taught him that women were not to be trusted. The last time he had been tempted, he had paid dearly. He had lost his home, nearly his own life, the life of a dear friend, and then of course, the life of a colleague. Detective Constable Michael Galvin had died three years ago, on the brink of becoming a new father. He had supported Hammond’s lonely crusade to investigate a series of dubious suicides at the request of his former commanding officer Lloyd Harris. Driven by loyalty and pig-headedness, Hammond had opened a Pandora’s Box. He had exposed a criminal organization involving Harris’s ex-girlfriend and daughter – the beautiful Kathleen, who had wasted no time in seducing Hammond for her own needs. And while he had fallen for it, Galvin had paid the ultimate price.


The stroganoff was now cold. Hammond poked at it with the fork but the congealed mess was less appetizing than ever. He got up from the chair, threw the food into the bin and rummaged through the grocery cupboard until he found a cereal bar. Then he retreated to the armchair in the other room where the cognac was waiting for him. The cereal bar was inserted between his lips whilst he used both hands to unscrew the cognac bottle, when the phone rang.


Hammond checked the screen for caller ID and saw with relief that it wasn’t work calling him back.


“It’s me,” the voice was toned with familiarity.


“Paul, how are you?” The bottle was placed on the floor.


“Good. You?” The tone of his son’s voice was hesitant, yet apparently not interested enough in his father’s welfare to wait for a reply before he proceeded with the reason for his call. “I wondered if you had heard from Mum yet.”


The envelope. “You mean, have I received the invitation?”


“Oh, so you did get it. Mum was wondering why you hadn’t replied.”


Hammond’s answer was ready. Because I have no desire to see another man marry my own wife, because I cannot bear to see his smug face and be told how much he loves her, how he will make a better husband than I did. How I failed my own son by making her so miserable she walked out on me and left me with a broken heart.


But instead, Hammond lied. “Only just got it, I was about to call her.”


“So, you’re coming?”


The cereal bar became the focus of visual interest as Hammond searched his brain for the right words to say. “I’m busy, really snowed under, Paul. The work is stacked up at the moment. I am sure your mum will understand.”


“You’re joking, right?” Again, there was no opportunity to answer the rhetorical question. “You could at least show some support! You haven’t even met Cameron yet. Surely you could make an effort to be civil?”


“Paul, I’m sorry, can’t this wait? I am really tired, just got in…” Hammond’s voice tailed off.


The silence at the other end told him Paul had disconnected the call.







CHAPTER THREE



A few minutes before eight the following morning, Hammond was seated in the briefing room reading the background information Dunn had gathered on David Hargreaves. It wasn’t enlightening. Hargreaves had been married for the last 15 years, and been employed with Carson Bros. for 12 years, starting as an admin clerk before gradually clawing his way to the role of Managing Director for Business Development, earning 45k per annum. He wasn’t in debt, other than owing a hefty mortgage and private schooling bills for his two teenage daughters. There had been no previous convictions; not even an unpaid parking ticket. In short, David Hargreaves was a regular guy who had been in the wrong place at the wrong time.


The report on Hargreaves’ car held no surprises either. It was roadworthy and clean; nothing to indicate Hargreaves had harboured a newborn baby in the vehicle. The serious collision team had written a basic report by compiling evidence from the road surface, and confirmed that Hargreaves had driven within the speed limit. The nearest hospital had been unable to offer any helpful information; they were unaware of a patient leaving the hospital intra-partum or having admitted a woman who had shown signs of just giving birth, other than the registered patients on the labor ward.


Hammond sighed heavily; the elusive tip-off wasn’t going to materialise. He was facing a dead-end. He re-examined the photographs of the infant and traced the outline of the child’s features with his forefinger. For a brief moment, he went back in time. The memories of his son as a newborn were vivid and colourful, despite being 26 years earlier, He remembered the perfectly shaped fingernails, the curl of hair, and the downy skin. He recalled the intense pride he had felt cradling his son for the first time.


This infant had died alone, though. Hammond wondered whether the child’s birth had even been wanted, or whether it had been feared. He did not want to judge; the complexities of the human condition never ceased to mystify him. He understood all too well that the chemicals caused by hormonal fluctuations during childbirth could cause a temporary psychosis, yet the death of an infant always seemed to bring out the most intense reaction in the public. The mother, if she were ever discovered, would be publicly judged without empathy.


Lost in his deliberations, he was unaware of Dunn’s entrance into the room until she seated herself on the chair beside him.


“Sorry, I couldn’t find any biscuits, but I got you a coffee.”


A brightly coloured mug with a chipped handle was placed in front of him, followed by pages of printed notes wanting his attention. Hammond skimmed the contents; a photocopied invoice threatened to dishearten him even more.


“The white van seen by Hargreaves was picked up by a speed camera passing near the main roundabout, and traced to a vehicle hire firm. The Vauxhall Combo 1700 Twinport had been hired to a man with an Eastern European accent whose driving licence turned out to be forged. We have got the photo from the copied ID, but there are no definitive matches of his features on the database. He could have used the usual disguise tactics and changed his hair, or whatever. All we have is a basic description: slim build; older than middle-aged; and smelt like a heavy smoker. According to the manager, the van was meant to be returned before nine yesterday morning, but it failed to show up. They have been told to contact us if it is returned, but I’m not holding my breath.”


Hammond nodded, his attention focused on the images of the dead baby. Following his gaze, Dunn leaned over to take a closer look at the photographs.


“It looks like it is sleeping.”


“Yes, he does.” Hammond did not know why he had reacted so defensively, but as soon as the words left him, he realised he was acting less objectively than he would like.
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