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Prologue


Even through the thickest walls of Gloucester prison the noise was deafening. John Stretton barely glimpsed the curiously majestic lines of Concorde as it passed overhead, bent on creating its own niche in aviation history. He looked towards the tiny window allowing him a narrow view of the blue sky beyond. Maybe he should have felt a sense of pride, the old bulldog spirit. But deep down inside he was conscious only of a numbness that was threatening to drag him under at any moment. It would be easy to give in, surrender to the system, and get the earliest possible parole date.


Stretton wondered if he would ever again be allowed the peaceful enjoyment of life’s most simple pleasures; walking to the corner shop for a daily newspaper, or standing at the bar of his local pub, and ordering a pint; even feeling the power of a woman’s scent. Thoughts of better times lay somewhere in the dark recesses of his mind, buried in a black hole of despair, locked in a seemingly unending nightmare from which there could be no release, only death. What if the appeal failed? What chance of success? Thoughts hammered away at a tired brain. A life sentence meant there could never be a tomorrow, only today. A future only ever one day at a time for the rest of his life. When even the most basic things in life are out of reach, they soon become compulsively desirable.


It had taken just ten months for Stretton to lose his marriage, his wife and his freedom. It seemed unbelievable that less than a year ago they were happy together, melting excitedly into the crowd, walking the Kings Road in Chelsea, hoping to catch a glimpse of the ‘Rolling Stones’ hanging around the Chelsea Drug Store made famous by them. Nobody could ever have guessed that 1968 was about to become a watershed in both of their lives.


His thoughts suddenly distracted, Stretton looked down. Walking slowly, soundlessly towards him the black steel backed cockroach showed no sign of fear, no desire to escape. It stopped for a moment in the space between his shoes. Instinctively he raised a foot to crush the life now crawling beneath, only to turn away at the last second, allowing the creature to proceed unmolested. A piercing whistle burst into his nightmare, bringing it to a temporary end.


‘Level Two Stand-by.’ The order was crystal clear and understood. The call was for Category ‘A’ prisoners to gather in a place where only murderers mingle; the most notorious block in any prison. Already he was marked down as a high-risk prisoner, a ‘lifer,’ a killer. Stretton stared at the floor. The cockroach was nowhere to be seen in a room with nowhere to hide. His mind went back to the day when the police knocked on his door and broke the news of Ella’s death.


He’d found himself having to explain how things began to go wrong between them. How Ella had wrongly accused him of having an affair. She’d had him followed. Suspicion soon became obsession. She’d refused to sleep with him, convinced there was another woman. Nothing he’d said made any difference. Only he knew the truth. A once strong relationship soon lay in ruins.


When Ella was brutally murdered, the police listened, took several statements, then arrested him. There was no evidence of sexual assault or robbery. Only one person stood to gain from her death, her husband. What began as a nightmare gradually unfolded into stark reality, then total misery. A passionate plea of innocence fell on the deaf ears of an unsympathetic jury. The absence of any other motive had strengthened the circumstantial evidence against him. No-one, it seemed, disliked Ella enough to want to murder her. No-one maybe, except him.


He fought to overcome emotions threatening to expose him as a weak and vulnerable character. In exactly one minute from now, on the second whistle, he would be meeting the other tenants of level two as they queued in orderly fashion to slop out, wash, and queue again for a meagre breakfast. One tiny scoop of margarine to cover two thick slices of bread with bitter marmalade. One small ladle of sugar free watery porridge and a green tin mug of insipid lukewarm tea. Stretton had never been much of a breakfast person.


Already he had been warned that any sign of weakness in the early days of incarceration would be exploited without mercy by the hardened prison element. The cell door swung open allowing his entry into a world of harsh metallic noise, and loud voices. This was the beginning of the first day of a life sentence. Looking neither to his left or right, Stretton stepped out on to the landing of his new world.


‘Stretton 877018. Sir.’




CHAPTER 1



It was a ritual, a frustratingly bad habit, a sign of insecurity. One final check before pulling the zip across the top of the black canvas holdall. A Minolta XG series 35 mm camera, top of the range, sat alongside a telephoto lens, a pair of binoculars, spare film, and a notebook; essential tools for an enthusiastic bird watcher. The early spring was mild, almost warm for the time of year. It was an ideal opportunity to snap the young fledglings as they struggled to make that first stuttering flight.


‘What time will you be back?’ Joy had given up trying to sound interested. It was a loveless, sometimes violent marriage.


Pascoe barely glanced in her direction. ‘No idea. Why?’ His voice was sharp, brutish.


‘Just asking.’ She continued towards the kitchen, her back towards him. Fingers ran nervously through lank hair, no longer highlighted, or waved. There was little point these days. She would only have to explain how she managed to save the money and be told how better it might have been spent. She wasn’t allowed to question him.


‘Might call in at The Lion when I’ve finished.’


Joy knew what that meant. She could be dragged out of bed, sometimes at midnight, losing a handful of hair in the process. Other times it was his foul breath, filthy hands and earthy smell as he forced unwanted attentions on her. Joy frequently wondered how she had mistaken sullen nature for shyness. In those days she was convinced that love and mothering would bring out the best in him. But it never worked out like that. Pascoe was jealous of her quiet ways, taking every opportunity to belittle her, and undermine her self confidence. If that didn’t work there was always another way. When the mood came on him, she could expect anything from fists to a leather buckled belt.


Recently, she’d heard Pascoe mention a peregrine falcon, reputed to have been seen around the Martin Mere wildlife sanctuary, for the first time since the end World War Two, almost twenty four years ago. He seemed unusually keen, almost anxious, to catch sight of it. A small bird but a busy hunter with a voracious appetite, capable of speeds as high as 115 mph, was never going to be easy to catch on film. His apparent concern for the wildlife was fairly recent. Rabbit snaring and pheasant poaching used to keep him well occupied but his bird watching activities seemed to be more intense, more focused, leaving less to chance. This new challenge was keeping him away from the house more often than she would have expected. Hearing the front door slam, she reached for the kettle. Communication between them was over, to be resumed when he decided it was necessary.


Pulling away from the small terraced house, Pascoe set off towards the town centre, following the contour of a long sloping hill winding its way past the Ormskirk parish church. He passed the same spot almost daily without paying the slightest attention to its unique design. The tower and spire, standing together at one end of the church, had attracted the curiosity of visitors for hundreds of years. He had no interest in either religion or architecture. Dropping down the hill he turned right at the traffic lights towards Preston, following the road through Burscough towards the junction for the Martin Mere wildlife sanctuary.


Pascoe ignored the sign on the bridge and a sign in bright colours that pointed towards Southport. Continuing along the main road for a mile or two, he eventually made a sharp left turn into a single-track lane. After a few hundred yards, the car came to an abrupt stop close to an overgrown footpath. He climbed out of the car and glanced around as if checking the light. The sun over his left shoulder was ideal for his photography.


Lifting the canvas bag off the back seat he locked the car and began to walk along the path. On the right hand side a small group of terraced cottages came into sight. He’d known about them for years. They were old farm cottages, built by the landowners to house the families of farm workers. In recent times they were being sold to the new country folk who wanted to live out of town, had cars and didn’t mind commuting.


Pascoe knew exactly where to go. A small opening in dense hawthorn allowed him both access and camouflage. Jerking the zip on the holdall he pulled out the groundsheet, carefully spreading it over an area the size of his body. Lying flat as he dragged the holdall to his side, Pascoe immediately began to stare towards the cottages, binoculars tightly gripped. It had been a bonus when he’d spotted her in town, window-dressing a boutique. Standing so close to her in a public place made the whole thing more exciting. What would she do if she knew what had been going on these past weeks? That the man pausing to gaze into her shop window had been mentally using her body as a tool for his own gratification? Pascoe’s thoughts were interrupted by the sighting of his quarry, a dark diffuse figure moving behind frosted panes of glass. As usual she was preparing her bath. Next would come the undressing routine, then the bathing, before returning to the bedroom to dress. She was an unhurried creature of habit that seemed to have little need for privacy. The cottage boasted views uninterrupted to the horizon and the woman obviously didn’t feel the need to draw curtains. He sucked in air between clenched teeth as the door opened and she entered the bedroom.


Sitting on the edge of the bed, she removed a polo-neck sweater, folding it neatly before putting it to one side. The slight pause allowed him time to focus on her breasts. The stark contrast between the white brassiere and her tanned skin sent a surge of excitement through him. Now she was stretching her hands backwards and slightly upwards as nimble fingers sought the clasp nestling between slender shoulder blades. Pascoe imagined he could hear a faint click as the straps parted, then breathed sharply as her bra slipped away, exposing a semi-naked body. His hand moved downwards as if to check a reflex action. There was a sudden movement to his right. A frightened rabbit darted away from a nearby bush, disturbed by his heavy breathing and movement.


The woman now stood before a wardrobe mirror gently pressing her breasts. She did the same thing almost every time he watched. The hand gripping the binoculars tensed as the other fumbled awkwardly between the groundsheet and his leg. His voice growled in angry frustration.


‘Dirty filthy bitch!’


After a few seconds, but what seemed an age, she moved a hand downwards. Turning slightly, reaching to the side of a plain light grey skirt, she pushed the zip fastener to the end of its track before releasing the button on the waistband. The top of the skirt peeled away exposing snow white briefs neatly embroidered with some sort of motif. Her fingers released their grip on the waistband allowing the skirt to drop to the floor. Sitting down again, she folded the skirt neatly before laying it across the end of the bed. Next she carefully removed a pair of dark coloured stockings, rolling them down her legs slowly and methodically. Finally she was able to remove her briefs before rising to her feet and standing once more, now completely naked.


Still facing the mirror she turned slowly, exposing every aspect of her nudity. Suddenly she stopped and stared at the floor as if looking for something. Whatever it was caused her to bend downwards. The heavy breathing now reached a peak as the watcher began to jerk convulsively backwards and forwards. Now she was reaching for the phone, making herself comfortable on the edge of the bed again and smiling. It made him feel angry. It was as if she was mocking him personally.


‘Dirty filthy bitch ! I know what I’m going to do with you.’ Quickly putting aside the binoculars Pascoe used his free hand to grasp the camera. A probing forefinger set the telephoto lens to the precise range. There followed a continuous click-clicking of the shutter as he followed her every move. It was souvenir time. The breast shots were always easy. It was the more intimate ones which often proved difficult. Now she was standing again, full frontal, just as he liked it and reaching to put the phone back on to its cradle. If only she would move closer to the window he might get the extra shot.


At last she was walking again, still naked, into the bathroom and out of sight for the moment. Pascoe rolled over attempting to dry some of the wetness which he had brought upon himself during his vigil. It wasn’t long before she was back again, preparing to dress. This time she was wrapped in a bath towel. Bending over the dressing table, she carefully selected a body spray before allowing the towel to drop away.


The telephoto lens continued to follow her movements, interrupted only by the rapid clicking of the camera shutter.


Now sitting comfortably on the edge of the bed, she bent forward pulling on a clean pair of plain white briefs, followed by tights. Her fingers now moved quickly through the straps on her bra. Slightly hanging breasts rose sharply as she pulled the clasp together.


A red warning light flashed. The film was fully exposed. ‘Bastard!’ Pascoe almost screamed the word aloud. Having to rewind the used film before loading a fresh roll wasted valuable time and took his attention away from the subject. Fumbling fingers only made things worse. Finally he gave up, deciding to watch her through the binoculars. The peepshow ended. An hour had passed since his arrival and the sun had disappeared. Pascoe wondered where the woman might be going and with whom. The thought that some other male might get even closer to her angered him. ‘She’ll never let you take the pictures I’ve got.’ Sliding backwards out of the gap in the hawthorn he sat upright, carefully packing the equipment back into the bag. Slinging it over his shoulder, Pascoe climbed to his feet and walked back to his car. Not a bird in sight but a very successful evening with a naked woman and a rabbit.


The key turned in the front door lock. Joy had been in bed for an hour trying to sleep but had found it impossible. No use pretending. It would make no difference to him. The luminous dial on the bedside clock showed eleven fifteen. Footsteps on the stairs confirmed his intentions as the supper she had left in the kitchen remained untouched. A heavy feeling instinctively rose through her stomach reaching high into her chest. A foot kicked open the bedroom door.


Pascoe climbed into bed without bothering to wash. No words were exchanged. A huge hand curled around her shoulders pulling hard as he drew her towards him, still lying on her back. It was what he called his ‘entitlement.’ His breath was vile as ever, as she felt the pain of uninvited penetration. There could be no love-making, no foreplay. Without love there could only be lust or rape. She couldn’t tell the difference anymore. Joy breathed a sigh of relief when he withdrew and pushed her away muttering something that sounded like ‘Fucking useless bitch.’ Five minutes later he was snoring loudly.


Slipping quietly out of bed Joy headed into the bathroom. Soaking a facecloth, she rubbed vigorously, obsessively, in a vain attempt to cleanse herself and disguise the smell of his body, stale sweat and alcohol. Alone in the darkness tears ran freely. Joy wondered whether she might ever be freed from this awful marriage. It was almost twenty minutes before she was able to return to her bed. Sleep never came easy; the dawn not soon enough.


The next morning Pascoe left early for work, unshaven and wearing the same grubby clothes. Not that it mattered much in his line of work, cutting trenches for pipe layers, though most men would at least make some effort. It was his way of waving two fingers at the world and God help anyone who might try to stop him. There was little point inquiring about the peregrine falcon. Any success and she would have known about it. Pascoe was a braggart.


It was Joy’s day for shopping at the market. She knew where to find the bargains and how far she could spread the pittance he handed out each week. Before starting the food shopping, she liked to walk around the stalls, enjoying the colourful displays and merging into the street scene. It was busy and noisy and every once in a while she would nod to an acquaintance. People had come from far and wide for hundreds of years to this quaint market town. Joy knew many of the stallholders by sight, being an occasional customer when funds permitted. She stopped to admire figurines of a West Highland terrier and a Border collie, her favourite dogs, marked at two shillings and sixpence each, and thought long and hard before walking away. Maybe one next week and another the week after. The stall lady would put something on one side for her if she really wanted it. Wandering between the close-packed stalls she cast envious eyes at the people giving themselves little treats. Skirts, sweaters and shoes seemed to be on sale everywhere. What must it be like not to have to count every penny? Why should she have to risk a beating for some minor infringement of his rules? Those were the times when Pascoe would say that she needed to be taught a lesson.


Turning the corner of Market Street she now headed towards the next line of stalls, stopping to pass the time of day with one of the farm ladies. The stall next to it was offering poster size pictures of the Bay City Rollers, The Beatles, The Who, The Bachelors, Matt Monroe and many others, all in a blaze of colour. At the back was a range photographs of footballers. Even Joy recognised George Best.


Suddenly her heart missed a beat. Pascoe was just a few yards ahead, walking in the same direction. Shoulders hunched, head slightly bowed and looking neither left nor right, he seemed to be heading towards The Lion. Panic forced her to double back so they wouldn’t meet. From a safe distance she watched and waited. Surely he wasn’t looking for her, spying on her? Pascoe said that if ever she tried to leave him he would mark her so that no other man would ever want her, and she believed him. It wasn’t as if she wanted another man.


Walking slowly along the backs of the stalls Joy was able to keep him in view. At the junction by the clock tower, on the corner of Market Street, he stopped and seemed to be staring at something across the road. She watched, curiosity mixed with apprehension. There were just a couple of bric-a-brac stalls in front of him with an alley between. Behind them stood a ladies boutique. Pascoe leaned against the wall of the Bank remaining still for almost ten minutes before moving off towards The Lion.


‘Twenty five per cent off everything today love.’ The man smiled at her.


She knew him vaguely. ‘No thanks, I’m only vegetable shopping today.’


Joy scurried away, embarrassed, without a second glance at his bargains, hesitating outside the boutique for a moment, not knowing which way to turn for the best.


A well groomed woman wearing a princess line light grey skirt with a white polo neck jumper was putting the final touches to a display. She smiled through the window and pointed to a sign ‘Up to 50% off all marked prices,’ it said. Of course. She remembered, it was the beginning of the Easter sales; an invitation to spend money she didn’t have. But how could she explain that to the woman in the window? Joy smiled, nodded her acknowledgment and moved away.


Why was Pascoe hanging about such an unusual spot? The question was puzzling. Obviously he wasn’t looking into a ladies’ boutique, not unless he had designs on being another Lady Chatterley’s Lover! The thought was laughable. Pascoe must have been waiting outside the bank for a reason but she probably would never find out and she would never dare to ask. If he suspected she was spying on him, he would probably kill her. The thought stayed in the back of her mind all the way home. Maybe he was holding back from going to the pub too early if he was short of money. It was the only explanation that made any sense.


The Lion was always packed on market days but if the boutique woman called in for a glass of wine, he’d know instinctively. Pascoe knew exactly where she’d look for a seat in the lounge and positioned himself so he could keep watch from the bar area. He knew her favourite drink, her times of arrival and departure. In or out, she was an unsuspecting creature of habit.


He ordered a pint of bitter, carefully counting the coppers given in change from his three silver shillings. He turned his mind to the coming weekend. There was plenty of developing and printing waiting to be done. By letting Joy go to chapel on the occasional Sunday he gained the free use of the kitchen for a couple of hours. The last thing he needed was a pair of prying eyes in his darkroom.


He thought about the Irish woman he had been watching recently. She was always home between licensing hours and very careless in her bedroom habits. ‘Fucking near caught me once’, under his breath. He was pretty sure she called the police but didn’t hang about to find out. On another occasion a fox bolted from its lair and caused a rumpus which nearly got him trapped. She was a heavy boozer, an alcoholic, not that it mattered. She only drew the curtains when she remembered. Better still, it was a bungalow which made for easier viewing from the high ground to the rear.


There was always the young cashier from the Spar shop. She was another possibility and much more interesting. Pascoe had enjoyed intimate sessions that she never knew were being shared with a stranger. He gained a great deal of pleasure from watching the things she did to herself in the privacy of her bedroom. The photos might have been better. He liked to see a face as well as a full figure lying stretched out. On the days following each session he made it his business to call into the shop to get as close to her as he could. Somehow it added to the excitement of his perverted actions and, in some evil way, prolonged his self gratification.


Grudgingly, Pascoe reached into his pocket, then carefully counted out the correct money for another pint of bitter. Standing at the end of the bar, facing into the lounge, he watched and waited. She might call in, even at the last minute. His thoughts were suddenly distracted by a buzz of excitement around the bar, Pascoe looked towards the barman.


‘What’s goin’ on lad? What’s it all about?’


The barman glanced sideways towards him.


‘The space ship, one that went to the moon a couple of days ago is in trouble.’ He turned up the volume on a radio behind the counter. Apollo 13 was in difficulties. The voice of the astronaut, echoing from space was crystal clear. It was the mission commander in charge of Apollo 13, James Lovell.


‘Houston we’ve had a problem here.’


An eerie silence descended across the pub as ears strained to hear what was being said as hearts and minds concentrated on the words of the astronaut. Suddenly she was there, sitting in the window seat in her usual place. She listened with the others, her eyes glistening at the news. She must have walked in at the precise moment he looked away. Not so much as a glance in his direction. Somehow he hadn’t noticed her arrival and neither was he listening to the radio. Pascoe had other things on his mind.




CHAPTER 2



The dark nights and mornings of winter were now quickly receding. April, heralding sunshine and warmer days, made the fishing all the more pleasurable. So far, today had been kind to Deakin. Too kind, almost. Time and opportunity is as crucial to a fisherman, as it is to a criminal. He reeled in his line to avoid contact with an approaching barge. The owner acknowledged his gesture of goodwill. Deakin nodded. The sun, edging towards the horizon, was directly in to his eyes, preventing him from having a clear view of the skipper.


Deakin watched as the narrowboat came, almost lazily, to rest alongside its mooring points. It was heading from Burscough, north towards Wigan. His best guess was that it would be joining the main Liverpool to Leeds section at the Bridgewater canal junction. The hand-painted ornaments lining the roof, the polished brasswork, gleaming windows and neat curtains told him plenty about the owner. This was no hire boat. It was lovingly maintained to the highest standard. He recalled with some amusement that surgeons, accountants and, above all, bank robbers, are also notoriously meticulous.


Chief Detective Inspector Deakin had been involved in a love affair with fishing for many years. The canal allowed him all the solitude he could wish for. It gave him time to think. To work things out in his mind. He also had a great affection for the well ordered wildlife, at last beginning to show signs of movement after a long winter in hibernation. There was a flurry of nest building and egg-laying in a world where only the strongest survived.


The sun, finally touching the horizon signalled the end of a peaceful day. Carefully, methodically, Deakin began to pack away the rod sections into their canvas carrier. The reel with its fancy locking winder, keep net and folding stool, all slotted into the large wooden box. He stretched and exercised his cramped legs before setting off along the towpath. It was almost time to collect Laura.


The skipper had finished securing the boat to its moorings and seemed to be tinkering with something on the deck. He glanced up casually as Deakin drew alongside. He was a big man, with a face that looked younger than his greying temples suggested. The two nodded to each other. There was something vaguely familiar about him. Deakin struggled to put a name to the face but for the moment it was escaping him. It annoyed him when things like this happened. In his line of business it wasn’t just important but often vital.


Turning off the towpath he walked over a small hummock, following a shortcut back to his car. Once home he stored the fishing tackle carefully in its own special place in the garage. Laura really couldn’t stand the smell which seemed to hang about the place even though he always returned his catch to the water. Deakin lay back in the bath and relaxed, resolving not to fall asleep. Who the hell was that boatman? Where had he seen him before? Stupid, maybe, but annoying thoughts. At least they stopped him from falling asleep in the bath. Slacks and a warm sweater made him look smart but casual. Nobody would expect to see him in a suit on his day off. Stepping out into the chill evening air, he hardly noticed the drop in temperature. A short drive across town brought him to the doorstep of his mother in law’s home.


‘Hello sweetness.’ Deakin kissed his wife gently on the lips.


They always kissed on the lips. It had real meaning. Her eyes flashed their pleasure. She rewarded him with a gentle squeeze of the hand, as she led him down the brightly lit hall into a comfortably familiar lounge. Laura had somehow managed almost to maintain the slim figure of earlier days. Maybe the food rationing during the war years and after, had something to do with it. She still had the desirable figure of a much younger woman.


‘Hello Mum.’


Deakin gave Sally a bear-like hug before releasing her to return to the kitchen. He settled into the winged armchair and winked broadly at Laura. Any moment now the old lady would re-appear as if by magic, carrying a well laden tray displaying a variety of his favourite snacks, a meat pie, custard creams and maybe even a chocolate éclair and a mug of steaming coffee. It was her turn to do the spoiling and she enjoyed every minute of it.


Laura caught his attention and pointed towards the floor.


‘Don’t forget to notice Mums new shoes,’ she whispered.


He glanced at the shoe box lying at the side of his chair. Sally came back, carrying the tray exactly as predicted. Laura looked on, amused at the way he allowed the old lady to fuss around him.


‘Just a little snack darling.’


The treats Dad used to get when he was alive were now being lavished on his well loved son-in-law, and appreciated. Leaning back into the armchair he had a contented look about him.


‘You remind me so much of Dad when I see you in that chair. What are you day dreaming about?’ Laura wanted to know.


‘If I told you, you’d think I was going soft in the head.’ He looked a bit sheepish. ‘I was just thinking how your dad used to sit in this chair and remembering the night when I plucked up the courage to ask him if we could get married. How he called your Mum in from the kitchen to see whether or not she approved.’ He grinned like a schoolboy with a guilty secret.


Laura’s expression never altered. ‘No regrets, I hope?’


‘I was a bag of nerves. A young beat bobby with no experience and no money, and working three shifts, but I was determined to have you, in the nicest possible way of course.’


Her eyes twinkled. ‘Dad knew all that but he must have thought you had prospects, as well as the desire to take over his second most treasured possession.’


Sally walked back into the room. ‘Couldn’t help hearing you two twittering like love birds.’


‘It’s your daughter trying to tell me how lucky I was to get your permission to marry her.’


‘I’m strictly neutral. I love you both.’


‘Bought anything nice today Mum?’ Deakin changed the subject.


‘Just a pair of shoes.’


She picked up the box and reached inside. The red label stuck to the leather sole said, ‘Sale’.


He pretended to examine them ‘They’re lovely. Let me treat you.’ He knew exactly what she was about to say.


‘Course not. Don’t be silly.’ Sally’s face lit up at the offer.


He handed over the empty tray which she took from him before disappearing back into the kitchen. Deakin reached out and left a five pound note on the sideboard just as Laura knew he would.


Climbing out of the armchair he walked through to the kitchen checking the locks on the back door, the windows, and finally, the double locks on the door leading into the garage. Satisfied that everything was in order, he came back into the lounge giving Sally a pat on the shoulder and a goodnight peck.


‘Give you a ring tomorrow Mum. Bye for now.’ Laura waved from the car as it pulled away, heading for home.


‘Mum needs to be careful at the moment. There’s a peeper roaming loose in this area. Didn’t want to mention it in front of her. Might make her nervous.’ Deakin spoke without turning his head.


Laura looked out into the darkness. ‘I thought you were being extra vigilant tonight. I’ll give her a ring later, make sure she’s alright.’


The black Ford Classic swept through the open gates coming to a standstill on the driveway. A glimmer of light showed through the lounge curtain giving the impression that someone was already home. It was a good neighbourhood with mostly new privately owned houses but that was no reason to relax their vigilance.


With five minutes to spare before the news started on ITV there was no need to rush. Thursdays it was followed by his favourite programme, University Challenge. Switching on the imitation coal fire, he waited for the flames to dance over the black ceramic bricks before taking up his usual seat opposite the television. Laura went upstairs to put her bargains into the wardrobe before settling down with some unfinished knitting. The phone rang.


‘Bloody hell. I knew today was too damned good to be true.’ Deakin picked up the receiver, expecting the worst and listened intently for a few seconds, before interrupting the caller. ‘Yes Mum, I did check the curtains and no-one can see through them. No Mum, you’re no trouble at all, so stop worrying about it.’ He hesitated for a moment. ‘I’ll tell Laura. Goodnight.’ Replacing the receiver, he sighed. ‘Oh God, never underestimate the elderly.’


‘She knew all the time about the peeper. Said she didn’t want us worrying about her and she’s not one of the Bluebell Girls anyway.’


He turned his attention back to the news. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Laura exchange her knitting for a crossword puzzle, then pick up a pencil. He already knew that she would put it down again shortly to make a cup of tea. Laura could always put a crossword down without losing her train of thought. It was one of those womanly traits, being able to do two or three things as the same time.


Shortly before midnight he followed her into the bedroom. Clothes being neatly folded ready for the morning was a harmless habit, carried on from his years in the military. Everything done, he climbed into bed, switching off the bedside light. Crooking one arm around Laura’s shoulders, he pulled her gently towards him. She snuggled up close, basking in the warmth and safety of his powerful body. Reaching forward to kiss him goodnight, she felt the same twinges of excitement which first swept over her all those years ago. Lovemaking was important, as well as exciting, but they had learned a long time ago about patience and compatibility. Their desire for each other had never abated but was well under control and always mutually pleasurable.


It was still dark when the telephone rang again. Automatically he reached out dragging the receiver to his ear. Laura, raising herself on to one elbow, switched on the bedside light. At this unearthly hour it had to be business.


‘Deakin.’


‘Jones, chief. Sorry to disturb you.’


‘That’s alright sergeant. What’s the problem?’


‘Suspicious death. I thought you ought to know about it. Nightman answered a triple nine. There’s a body in an unadopted road between Higher Lane and a group of terraced cottages.’ Jones paused for a moment. ‘Fatal head wound. Real messy. Doesn’t look like a hit and run to me.’


Deakin frowned. ‘Where are you now?’


‘Higher Lane, chief.’


There was no need for a note pad. ‘I’ll be along shortly. While you’re waiting, call the Home Office Pathologist. It’s probably Julian Hayes. Tell him it’s urgent. Tell the traffic men to look out for him and I’ll see him there. Make sure the road is blocked off. I don’t suppose there’ll be any traffic problems but you’d best mention it to the traffic office as well. Secure the scene and have the team ready to start at first light. Thanks.’ He replaced the receiver.


Laura had already slipped into her dressing gown and disappeared downstairs. When he came down, she was sitting by the kitchen table, a cup of hot sweet tea ready and waiting for him. Being married to Deakin was a full time job even without children. Within ten minutes he was ready to leave. Relieving him of a half empty cup as they walked to the front door, she could sense the urgency in his stride.


He stopped briefly to kiss her. ‘Sorry about this sweetheart. I’ll call you as soon as I can. For breakfast I hope.’


‘Take care and keep yourself wrapped up; it’s chilly out.’


She watched as the sleek lines of the car moved slowly out of the drive, turning left into the road before picking up speed and disappearing from view. Deakin knew nothing of the nerves which played havoc with her stomach every time he answered an emergency call. It had been like that for more years than she could remember. Her husband had a box full of commendations for bravery. Any one of them could have been his obituary. Locking the front door, Laura went back into the kitchen to make herself a drink, no longer interested in sleep.


The grey light of dawn had yet to force its way through but already Higher Lane was a hive of activity. There was no mistaking sergeant Jones. Younger and slimmer than Deakin, he was light on his feet, moving quickly between the small groups of men that made up their team. At the moment he was busy briefing the search team. Speed was of the essence.


‘Morning chief, we’re over there.’ He pointed to a ditch a short distance away. Deakin stepped forward, following him for a few yards before catching the scene in the beam of his torch. A crumpled heap came into view. At first sight it could have been a piece of old carpet discarded by some lazy home decorator. He quickened his pace, before stopping and staring downwards. ‘Jesus Christ!’ Slender fingers reached out ahead of the body as if pleading for mercy. He reached down gently touching them. They were stiff and freezing. Rigor mortis had set in. The style of coat she was wearing suggested a person of mature years but not elderly. It was hard to tell from the blood soaked hair what colour it should have been. Jones came across, obviously still moved by the scene which had greeted him on his arrival.


It wasn’t possible to study her features, or see what other wounds might have been inflicted. She could not be moved or contaminated in any way until the forensic team had visited the site. The photographer had also to complete his unenviable task. Those were the rules of murder investigation. Even in death there has to be some order.


‘Don’t touch anything until the doc has examined her.’ Deakin barked the order.


Already he could feel the anger welling up inside him. The thought of how and why a woman came to die in this remote spot was worrying. Did she die here or was she brought to this spot and her body dumped? Deakin glanced at his watch,


‘Any sign of the pathologist yet?’




CHAPTER 3



Jonathan Hayes closed the door gently behind him, leaving his wife to the warmth of their bed and the remainder of a peaceful night. Outside in the cold and darkness he hesitated, struggling with the zip fastener on his suede jacket. Throwing the Gladstone bag on the passenger seat, he drove away quickly. The journey across town was brief at this hour. The orange glow from the overhead lighting on the dual carriageway and the rising mist of early spring gave the road a spectral appearance, reinforced by the absence of traffic.


Turning into Higher Lane, headlights on full beam, he began to look out for the side road somewhere ahead. He knew the area generally but not the actual spot where the incident had occurred. A minute later, a blue flashing light came into view. It seemed to be tucked away behind a hedge. Two police vehicles had sealed off the entrance to the side road, forcing him to slow down before coming to a complete standstill. He reached for the black leather bag before stepping out of the car and paused just long enough to close the zip up to his collar as protection against the biting cold. A uniformed officer came towards him.


‘Morning sir. Can I help you?’


‘Hayes, Home Office Pathologist.’


‘Chief inspector Deakin is expecting you sir. I’ll let him know you’re here.’


He pointed towards a wide circle of corded rope with small red triangular flags hanging from it at intervals. It was a scene with which Hayes was all too familiar. Two uniformed officers stood at the perimeter ensuring no-one entered the hallowed circle without the Chief’s permission.


‘Through there sir.’ One of them pointed the way.’ Nothing touched. Just as we found her.’


The officer left the doctor to get on with his unenviable task. Deakin was easily identifiable even though his back was half turned away. He walked directly towards the group.


‘Good morning gentlemen. What have we here?’


‘Good morning. Sorry to have to drag you out at this unearthly hour.’ Deakin offered a welcoming hand that was firmly grasped.


‘Youngish female, discovered an hour or so ago. She didn’t die by accident. This is exactly as our lads found her.’


Hayes reached into his bag, producing a pair of surgical gloves and a large chromium handled torch. Pulling tightly on the gloves, he managed to stretch them over both hands before kneeling down to begin his examination.


‘Female, face down, arms ahead as if to soften the fall and in an advanced state of rigor mortis.’ The new style Sanyo pocket electronic memo recorder with its tiny recording tapes, was proving to be invaluable. Hands free he could talk for fifteen minutes at a time before turning the tape over. All he had to do was toss it into the secretary’s basket at the Pathology office and she could play it back and type the report directly from her transcribing machine. ‘Clothing appears to be undisturbed.’ He looked down the beam of his torch towards the heels. ‘No scuff marks.’


At least she hadn’t been dragged to the spot where she now lay. But it was still possible that the body been carried or even tossed into its last resting place. Putting the machine aside for a moment, he reached into his bag and pulled out a thermometer. Taking temperature readings from two parts of the body, he estimated death to have occurred approximately eight hours earlier, no more than nine. Rigor Mortis was not yet ready to reverse itself. It could take anything from twelve hours to three or four days, depending on the circumstances. Glancing again at the watch he double checked the time.


‘Time of death, probably nine o’clock last night, give or take thirty minutes, bearing in mind the time of year, the external temperature and exposed position.’ He thought for a second before making the next note.


‘Not possible to measure the lowest blood levels because of the position of the body.’


There would be other factors to consider later such as partly digested food or the presence of drugs in the bloodstream; maybe fluid in the lungs. Occasionally a broken watch would provide an accurate time of death though not to be relied upon without supporting evidence. More like corroboration. Hayes knew only too well that the precise timing of death was always crucial in a murder enquiry.


The doctor now turned his attention to the wounds. The first blow had been struck with such force that death would almost certainly have been instantaneous. Those which followed had landed on a skull already shattered like an egg shell, serving no purpose other than satisfying the desire of a maniac. Even by torchlight, he was able to note blackened bruising around the neck muscles, indicating some attempt at strangulation, or maybe a means of keeping the victim quiet. Closer examination of the exposed side of the face showed deep indentations made by a thumb being forced underneath the jawbone.


‘Sergeant, can you help me for a moment please?’


Jones moved forward alongside the pathologist. ‘Hello Doc. What can I do for you?’


Hayes turned his head. ‘Can you help me turn this lady over please.’


Jones looked towards his boss. ‘Photographer finished chief? The doc wants to turn her over.’


Deakin nodded his agreement while continuing to speak with the officers who were first on the scene. The sergeant leaned forward to take the weight while the pathologist turned the victim on to her back, now able to note that she had died in a semi crouching position. The rigid state of the body gave it a grotesque appearance. It was as if she had been praying and reaching out. Hayes turned his attention back to the machine and began speaking again.


‘Female now lying on her back, knees fully contracted towards the chest, arms outstretched ahead. Facial injuries consistent with a forward falling motion. She fell into the ditch, probably from the force of the blow to the skull. Mud in the nasal cavities. No excess bruising on the knees and minimal damage to her tights.’


He shone the torch over the rest of her body, gently moving aside her outer and inner garments with his free hand and carefully putting them back into place.


‘Clothing undamaged. No obvious staining or seminal residue. No immediate evidence of rape or intercourse.’


Jones listened intently as the doctor made his recorded notes. ‘No sexual assault?’ He didn’t intend it to sound as if he was questioning the doctor, it was just the way it came out.


‘I think not sergeant. But we’ll know more later. I can tell you she died here and wasn’t dragged or carried, if that’s any help, and probably around nine o’clock last night.’


Jones waited to hear anything else which might be of some help at this early stage.


‘Whoever did this would have been saturated in blood, and probably have some brain membranes stuck to him as well. It will be on his skin, clothing and even down to his feet, in tiny droplets.’ He smiled, ‘What we call the watering can effect which results from fractures of the skull and brain damage.’


All too frequently Hayes was called upon to explain to detectives and dinner-jacketed audiences, that when a skull is fractured there are numerous small vessels in the head which rupture while already under pressure from a heart still pumping at anything up to two hundred pounds to the square inch. Blood spurts from the cavity, spraying like water from the nozzle of a watering can. Anyone standing close to the victim would certainly be caught in the fine, but powerful eruption. Probably sergeant Jones already knew about it but it didn’t do any harm to remind him.


Hayes leaned back on his heels for a moment. Certainly the unfortunate victim had been given no opportunity to defend herself. The position of her hands indicated some attempt at protecting her face, perhaps just a reflex action. Had she been on her side, it might have been different. She must have been taken by surprise.


‘How’s it going doc? Anything for me to start with?’


The familiar voice brought the pathologist from his kneeling position to his feet as he found himself facing Deakin.


‘Morning chief inspector, someone else asked me that already.’


Deakin was willing to accept whatever help he could get at this stage.


‘The basics, you already know. He paused for a second as if gathering his thoughts before proceeding. ‘Time of death somewhere between eight thirty and nine thirty last evening, still to be confirmed.’


Then came the words the detective needed to hear.


‘Cause of death almost certainly a massive fracture to the rear of the skull. No question of suicide I’m afraid.’ He hesitated, picking his words precisely. ‘You already knew that that much. There appear to be a number of blows to the head and strangulation marks, but she was already dead in my opinion. Sometimes air escaping from the lungs and stomach gives the impression that life still exists which might account for the throat marks. The face lacerations happened as she fell forwards from the force of the first blow into the bracken, which probably left her in a partial kneeling position. She wasn’t punched.’


Deakin listened intently without interruption until the doctor finished, before putting one question which concerned him.
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