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            PRELUDE

          

          BELGRAVIA, CENTRAL LONDON - MID 1960S

        

      

    

    
      From the outside, the house appeared perfectly innocent. A grey stone building, exactly like so many of its neighbours. Located in an exclusive area of the city, it was conveniently situated a short walk from the nearest Tube station and, for all intents and purposes, had the appearance of being the home of a highly paid accountant or maybe an exclusive private doctor.

      The street outside had recently been furnished with coin-operated parking meters, and smart wardens, wearing hats with yellow bands, were frequently seen patrolling the area, much to the disgust of drivers hoping to park their cars. However, parking was rarely an issue for these premises. Clients, mostly middle-aged men in smart suits, almost always arrived and departed by taxi.

      There was a flight of three marble steps that led up from the pavement to an imposing front door made of oak, painted black and sporting a highly polished brass handle. There was also an old-fashioned bell-pull, however, there was no nameplate on the stone pillar next to the door. The house was discreet and anonymous.

      

      At a gesture from Steven, the two young women in Waffen SS uniforms, complete with miniskirts and jackboots, put down their whips and the taller of the two picked up a key ready to free the prisoner from his bondage. It took the woman a couple of minutes to undo the four padlocks that held the poor man securely chained to the X frame. However, even after he was free, he was very stiff and needed assistance to walk over to a chair and sit down. The girls giggled as they helped him massage some life back into his aching limbs.

      The “prisoner,” a fair-haired man in his twenties, was tall, muscular, and completely naked. The oil that coated his body glistened in the bright lights and gave the appearance that he had been sweating profusely. The marks that covered his body that were made to look like cuts and bruises were, in reality, nothing more sinister than clever make-up. But the ball and chain that had been attached to his testicles was a real device – and he was very relieved to have it removed with no harm having been done to his greatest assets.

      “Was that okay then, Steve?” the man asked the photographer once he had somewhat recovered from his ordeal.

      The man to whom he spoke, Steven Hoskins, was a meticulous little photographer with a compulsive attention to detail. Although only thirty-five years of age, he looked, acted and dressed like someone far older. His outlook on life was similarly old-fashioned, and he considered himself a perfectionist.

      Other people, his models in particular, thought of him as a fussy little so-and-so who was very hard to please. Steven didn’t care what they thought; he would much prefer it if they didn’t think anything at all. As far as he was concerned, the less the world knew about him, the better.

      “Yes, pretty good,” he replied, actually smiling for once. “In fact, very good. Well done, Andy. Are you all right, though? I’m sorry we had to keep you chained up for so long.”

      “No problem, I’ve had a lot worse.” Andy grinned. Then, having quickly checked that the women had by now left the room to go and get changed, continued, “I wouldn’t want to be on the wrong side of that Irene though. I got the distinct impression she’d rather be doing it for real than just posing.”

      “Suzanne says she’s priceless,” Steve replied. “Most of the women who work here do it just for the money. But Sue reckons Irene’s the real deal, a genuine sadist. Believe it or not, they’re hard to come by, even in this game.”

      Andy nodded. “You down the club tonight?” he said, changing the subject.

      “No, I’m staying in with Suzanne this evening.”

      Andy laughed. “I can’t imagine you married. She definitely knows you’re ginger, right?” he said, using the contemporary expression Ginger (ginger beer) to refer to a homosexual.

      “She’s actually perfectly happy with that as it happens, and so am I. We just get on well. There’s more to life than sex, you know.”

      Andy shook his head and went to the corner to get dressed from a pile of clothes that he’d left there earlier.

      Andy had known Steve for several years; they’d even slept together a few times. The photographer was a “face” in the local community of West End sex workers; well-liked but known to be quiet and of a somewhat introverted disposition. The society they both moved in was extremely tolerant, by general standards, but they were still bemused by the fact that he wanted to marry, and spend his life with, a female dominatrix.

      For his “day job” Steve made his living as a freelance photographer for the advertising and property industry. That was the employment the tax man knew about. However, what the authorities did not know about him (he hoped) was that he also ran a lucrative side-line in off-beat pornography. The session just finished had been shot in a room known to the “models” as The Dungeon; and The Dungeon was located at the business premises of Steven’s fiancée, the senior dominatrix known to her clients as Mistress Stern.

      Steve carefully removed the exposed film from the expensive Pentax camera which he then unscrewed from its tripod. He placed it into its felt-lined metal case, closed the lid, and snapped the catches shut. The Pentax had cost him hundreds of pounds, and the lens alone was worth more than his car. He knew he had to be careful around here.

      In his own studio, all his photographic equipment was solidly mounted and protected from any harm. However, inside The Dungeon, it was a different matter altogether. Things could get out of hand in here. Especially when the sessions became ever more energetic and the excitement mounted. Violent action could easily lead to unintended consequences – and optical equipment was eye-wateringly expensive to replace.

      Not only that, but Steve wouldn’t have put it past one or two of the working girls to take a perverse delight in his despair should any of his precious kit get damaged. He knew he needed to be vigilant around this place.

      However, the shots that were now safely captured on the two rolls of film tucked away in a leather case had posed no particular risks. Andy was a regular. A professional young porn actor, and the two girls, employees of the establishment, had obviously not really been beating a confession out of him. The fearsome-looking canes and whips had been genuine enough, but the fluid that was liberally spread around the place was nothing more sinister than chocolate sauce – the perfect substitute for blood in black and white photography.

      Steve was very happy with the day’s work. Once developed, those pictures would be worth a small fortune in the seedy little back street shops in Soho. Andy was extremely well-endowed, so his naked body would have huge appeal to the “ginger” fraternity. And the sadomasochists would love the girls with their evil postures and expressions. The women had gleefully projected into the camera sufficient cruelty and sadism to satisfy even the most ardent followers of that particular fetish.

      About twenty minutes after the shoot ended, Steve heard the sound of shouting, banging, and clanging emanating from somewhere along the corridor outside the Dungeon. It appeared to be coming from a room used by the girls as a dressing room.

      Andy, now fully dressed, was totally nonplussed. He simply shrugged his shoulders, blew a kiss to Steve, then made his way towards the front door, ready to go home. Steve, on the other hand, was more concerned.

      Wondering what on earth was going on, he decided to go along the corridor to investigate.

      He put his head round the door of the changing room just in time to see Irene, the woman he had been talking about with Andy, brandishing a vicious-looking riding crop that she slammed down with terrifying force onto the top of the wooden table in the middle of the room.

      “What the hell’s going on?” shouted Steve. “Irene, what’s got into you?”

      “Oh, it’s you is it? Tell me, are you really going to marry that fucking bitch? I feel sorry for you if you are, the fucking cow!”

      Irene was still dressed in her fetish outfit and looked a fearsome sight as she marched towards the hapless photographer – with her whip still in her hand. For a moment, Steve feared for his safety, but he stood his ground and held up his hands in a gesture of appeasement.

      “Calm down, Irene, what’s Suzanne done to upset you? I’m sure it’s nothing we can’t sort out.”

      Irene was still furious but, with a visible effort of will, she stopped, threw the crop across the room, then clenched her fists by her side and stamped her foot. She grunted in frustration.

      “I went up to tell her we’d finished the session, like she told me to, and she’s only gone and bloody fired me!” she said through gritted teeth. “Paid me off and told me to get out. After all I’ve done for her! Fuck off, Irene, you’re not wanted. Just like that.”

      “I don’t believe it.” Steve was genuinely shocked. “She told me just yesterday you were the best girl she had. A natural, she called you, worth your weight in gold. Why on earth would she want to fire you?”

      Irene’s fists were still clenched, but now angry tears sprang from her eyes. Her naturally red hair seemed to stand on end.

      “I need a fucking drink,” she said finally. “Take me down the road and buy me a drink – unless you’re scared the precious Suzanne might object. I need to talk to you anyway.”

      “Give me a minute to speak to her, then I’ll go with you. I need to find out what this is all about. Hang on here, and I’ll be right back.”

      While Irene changed out of her outfit, Steve climbed the stairs to the top floor of the innocent-looking three-storey Victorian townhouse. This was the part of the house where he and Suzanne Blenkinsop (aka Madame Stern) shared a flat. There was a small box room just off the landing that Suzanne used as her office, and the lady herself was currently sitting on a swivel chair, with her back to the door, looking out of the window.

      Like Steve, Suzanne was aging before her time. After years of work in the sex industry, she was no longer the stunningly attractive woman of her youth. But she was certainly still beautiful and, with her trim figure, well capable of turning men’s heads whenever she ventured out of her lair.

      She spun her chair around to face Steve as he entered.

      “From all the noise, I gather Irene’s told you what happened?” she said.

      “She says you’ve given her the push. She wants me to take her out for a drink.”

      Suzanne opened the top drawer in her desk and withdrew a wad of notes.

      “Here,” she said. “Have the drink on me. I owe her that much; she’s made me enough money over the past couple of years.”

      “So why are you getting rid of her?”

      “I’ve no choice. You know who some of our clients are. They’ve all been scared shitless since that Profumo business, and now one of them’s been tipped the wink that Irene is a security risk.”

      “Bollocks! That Profumo thing was a Secretary of State sharing a prostitute with a Russian spy. Not quite our scene. Oh, but wait a minute…” He paused, then said, “Could it be because she’s Irish?”

      Suzanne sighed. “As if they’d tell me! All I know is they don’t trust her all of a sudden. You know what these pervy politicians are like, none of them have any balls when it really comes to it.”

      “It does seem a bit unfair, though…”

      “Steve,” said Suzanne, cutting him short, “do me a favour, take her for that drink then give her the rest of this cash. I’ve already paid her what she’s due, but it won’t keep her for long. Tell her if she needs any more she knows where to find me. I think she may struggle to find work from now on – in our line of business anyway.”

      

      The pub was beginning to fill with early evening customers, but Irene and Steve were lucky and found an unoccupied table in a quiet corner. There were three chairs at the table, and Steve was about to allow another customer to remove the extra one when Irene stopped him.

      “Leave it there!” she snapped. Steve was concerned to note that she hadn’t calmed down much since her earlier outburst.

      “Why?” Steve asked. “We don’t need it.”

      “There’s someone joining us that I want you to meet. I phoned him while you were up with Suzanne. I was planning to introduce you to him sometime later on. Of course, now the bitch has forced my hand, and I need to get things moving.”

      “Suzanne’s told me what happened,” said Steve, wondering who the chap might be that Irene wanted him to meet. “I had no idea.”

      “The reason you didn’t know about it is because she only knew herself this morning. The fucking bitch had her chain pulled, and that was it.”

      “Any idea who pulled her chain?”

      “I don’t know exactly which one it was, but it was definitely one of those high-up politicians we’ve been servicing recently. Whoever it was, he complained about my Irish accent. He told Suzanne she’d be blacklisted by his friends if she didn’t get rid of me.”

      “Well, like everyone else, I’m aware of some trouble brewing in the North of Ireland,” said Steve, leaning forward so their conversation couldn’t be overheard. “But you’re from the Republic, aren’t you? How does it affect you?”

      Irene remained silent for a moment then looked Steve directly in the eye. She took a deep, theatrical breath.

      “There’s only Ireland, Steven, no north, no south, no republic, just Ireland. Don’t you ever forget it – or you and me will be falling out. Got that?”

      “Okay, steady on, no offence intended. You know how I feel about the old country. My mother’s family suffered dreadfully during the Troubles, you know.”

      Irene took a long swig from her drink and motioned over to the barman to pour her another. She gave Steve an icy stare.

      “Yes, you’ve told me. Well, you never know, you may just get a chance to do something about that injustice. You’d like that now, wouldn’t you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I think you know exactly what I mean. There’s a war coming, and you and every other man of Irish descent is going to have to decide which side he’s on. If your mother ever taught you anything, then you’d know that. And if you’ve got a pair of balls, you’ll stand and fight.”

      A cold knot of fear gripped Steve’s stomach as the realisation struck him that Suzanne was probably right to get rid of Irene. Prominent politicians sometimes had strange desires, needs that only women like Irene could satisfy. It made these men very vulnerable. People in Irene’s profession had access to knowledge that would be invaluable to a blackmailer – and solid gold to a terrorist.

      “I–I don’t know what I could possibly do to help,” Steve stammered. “I never even get to see the customers. The photos I take are posed by models and actors – nobody of importance would ever let himself be photographed.”

      “But you’re an advertising executive, aren’t you? In your day job, I mean. There are other pictures you could take without arousing suspicion. Pictures that could be useful to us in our plans. Locations in the City, for example. You’d just have to carry on as normal. All you’d have to do is do your job, carry on as normal. You stay out of trouble; you stay invisible to the authorities. You’re lily-white until we call you. We may never call you – but one day, we just might. That isn’t too much to ask is it, you know, for the Cause?”

      “But, Irene, the authorities probably know about me already,” Steve protested. “I must be on their radar with my little side-line.”

      “Exactly, and it’s that that gives you the perfect cover. They expect you to be secretive, but they’ll assume it’s your perverted snapshots you’ll be protecting. They’ll take no notice at all of your legitimate photography. We’ll even give you genuine commissions. So stop worrying and get yourself another drink.”

      The enormity of what this woman so calmly suggested was overwhelming. Steve felt physically sick. He stared at the door of the bar as though looking for a means of escape.

      “Do I have a choice?” he asked quietly.

      “No, Steven, not any more you don’t. Not now I’ve spoken to you.” Irene spoke evenly but her voice was loaded with menace.

      She looked over into the gathering crowd where a smartly dressed young city gent was weaving his way towards them with a glass of beer in his hand.

      “Ah, here’s your man now,” said Irene.

      “Brendan, come over here!” she shouted. The young man nodded to her. “This is Steven,” she said to the newcomer as he reached the table. “He’s the chap I was telling you about.”

      “Hello, Steven.” Steve was surprised to note that Brendan spoke with the middle English public-school accent of a stockbroker. He even probably played “rugger” instead of rugby, Steve thought sourly.

      Brendan held out his hand. “I’m very pleased to meet you at long last, Steven. Irene here’s told me so much about you. We’re delighted to have you aboard.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          WEST BERKSHIRE – MID-1960S

        

      

    

    
      Despite it being a bright, sunny day, the wind had a keen edge. Gusts of cold air, like whispering thieves, rhythmically drifted over the countryside and stole away any warmth that the rays may have produced. In response to one particularly icy blast, Emily Pritchard shivered and pulled her cardigan closer around her shoulders. She was still the right side of sixty years of age, but her painfully thin body constantly struggled to retain anything like a comfortable body temperature.

      That is not to say that Emily was at all frail. She was an energetic lady and her level of fitness, from years of cycling, would put many younger women to shame. However, she did feel the cold.

      She was frequently cold – and often lonely.

      Emily was a widow; her husband had been killed in war, and she had never remarried. For many years she had lived alone but, as the secretary of a local high school, she was kept reasonably busy and looking after the garden of her secluded cottage kept her fully occupied in her spare time.

      She sighed. She had to admit the flowers were lovely; however, like so many pretty things, they were becoming rather unruly and needed a firm hand to bring them under control. Emily very much believed in the use of a firm hand when it was called for, as many disrespectful children at her school had learned to their cost. The boys and girls knew that it was best behaviour only when Mrs Pritchard was on the prowl!

      Her quick, deft hands worked the secateurs with surgical precision as she clipped and pruned. After half an hour or so, she paused and straightened up for a minute to ease her back. It was then that she heard the sound of a motorbike approaching in the distance. As her cottage was the only dwelling for some miles, she surmised she was about to receive a visitor.

      Hands on hips, Emily watched as the Triumph motorcycle of the Berkshire Constabulary pulled up outside the wicker gate that led into her garden. She’d had a good guess as to which policeman likely to be visiting her, but, even so, her heart missed a beat as she recognised the rider to be PC Fred Weston. Fred was a special friend.

      The officer killed his engine and dismounted, swinging his leg across the seat of the machine in a movement so entirely masculine that Emily could only approve.

      Having effortlessly hoisted the heavy machine onto its centre stand, the powerfully built policeman slowly took off his white-backed leather gauntlets and placed them, fingers outward, on the tank of his bike just in front of the radio handset. He then removed his black “Corker” crash helmet with the word POLICE emblazoned across its front. He gently placed the helmet into the crook of the handlebars, on top of the gloves.

      Emily was no stranger to police procedure and knew what to expect next. She was aware Fred wouldn’t even acknowledge her until he’d checked in with his control room a few miles away at constabulary headquarters.

      The radio on the 650cc Speed Twin was located behind the wide leather rider’s seat. The set’s telephone-like handset, and other controls, however, were mounted on the top of the petrol tank. There was a small switch that, in one position, permitted the operator to use the handset discreetly like a telephone, whilst in the other position it switched on a loudspeaker that, in theory at least, permitted the rider to hear whilst travelling along the road.

      Fred flicked the switch to the private setting and spoke briefly into the handset, telling his controller, in his slow, broad Berkshire accent, that he was engaged on crime enquiries and would be off the air for some time.

      He concluded by saying, “You can get me on Brompton three one seven if required.”

      “Thanks, Fred,” came the reply from the operator. “Give us a shout when you’re back on the air – just so we know you’re okay.”

      Although he possessed incredibly quick reflexes, Fred routinely did nothing in a hurry. For him, everything had to be done right – and rushing things meant mistakes could be made. He switched off the radio, secured the motorcycle, then, finally satisfied, he made his way through the gate and over towards Emily – who by now had grown tired of watching him and had gone back to tending her flowers.

      “Hello, stranger,” she said over her shoulder. Then, sarcastically, “To what do I owe this honour?”

      “Now, don’t be like that, Milly,” said Fred with a large smile. “I’ve just called by for a cup of tea and a bit of a chat.”

      “Yeah, I bet!” she said harshly, but nevertheless stood up, latched the secateurs in the closed position, and put them away into the pocket at the front of her tweed gardening skirt.

      Emily opened the front door but, before entering, she turned and faced her visitor.

      “You can take those boots off,” she said, slipping out of her green Hunters wellies.

      Fred did as he was told. He unzipped then stepped out of his shiny, black leather, calf-length boots and placed them next to Emily’s wellies on the metal grill under the porch. He followed Emily into the cottage. Then, without waiting for permission, he unbuttoned the heavy uniform “thorn-proof” jacket, took it off, and hung it on a hook behind the door.

      Emily took a long, hard look at him. He was just a few years younger than her, and he was a fine figure of a man. Lean, but broad-shouldered and strong. However, despite his youthfulness and energy, age was catching up with him. In a couple of years, once he reached fifty-five, he would have to retire whether he wanted to or not. The same grim prospect faced her when she hit sixty. She was not looking forward to it.

      But now, seeing him standing in his shirtsleeves, riding breeches, and stockinged feet, she started laughing.

      “You look like a tortoise that’s been winkled out of its shell,” she said. “Will the police force ever join the twentieth century, do you suppose? They actually make shirts with collars these days, you know. I’m surprised you can still get collar studs for those things.”

      “These are top-quality Van Heusen shirts, I’ll have you know,” he said pompously. “They’re all the rage in Chelsea, or so I’m told. And Langston’s in Reading still do a very nice range of studs, thank you very much. Anyway, it makes sense, doesn’t it? It’s only the collar that ever wears out; the rest of the shirt doesn’t. It’s stupid throwing away a whole shirt when you can just replace the collar.”

      Emily turned around and began making the tea whilst Fred sat himself down comfortably at the large, well-used wooden table that dominated the room.

      “Now then, Fred,” Emily said, “why are you really here? And don’t tell me it’s just for tea.”

      “No, not just the tea,” he replied slowly. “To be honest, I was hoping you’d have a little word with Mr Headley for me. A couple of your boys have been up to mischief again.”

      Mr Headley was the headmaster at Brompton High School where Emily was the school secretary. A few times over the past couple of years, Fred had arranged, through Emily, to have misbehaving youths punished by the school for misdemeanours committed whilst wearing school uniform. Everyone agreed it was preferable to them being sent to juvenile court and acquiring a police record – besides which, it saved PC Weston a great deal of paperwork.

      “So, what is it this time?” said Emily. “More rowdiness on the bus?”

      Fred stood up and walked over to his jacket. From the extended inside pocket, known as a summons pocket, he withdrew a folded piece of paper that he placed face-up on the table.

      Emily brought two steaming mugs over from the kettle, handed one to Fred, then sat down herself before picking up the paper.

      “It looks like a photo-copy of a five-pound note,” she said.

      “Exactly, and it was used to defraud old Jenny in the village Tuck Shop out of a load of sweets. The poor old dear is as blind as a bat and had no idea it was a dud until the bank rejected it.”

      “Little sods! But what’s this got to do with the school?”

      “Well, the culprits were in school uniform, and it seems the original five-pound note was ‘borrowed’ from the music teacher’s bag during break. Oh yes, and it was the school Xerox machine that was used to make the copy.”

      “Yes, but even so, shouldn’t this be put before a juvenile court? It seems quite serious.”

      “I agree, but Jenny won’t hear of it. She totally refuses to make a complaint – and without her statement, we’re buggered. The fact is, I really don’t want the little shits getting away with it.”

      “Okay, I’ll do what I can. I’ll speak to Mr Headley for you. Who are the culprits, or do I need to ask?”

      “No, I’m sure you’ve guessed. It’s the Churcher brothers again.”

      “Oh dear. Poor Mrs Churcher, she’s tried so hard to bring them two up since she lost her husband, but they seem determined to let her down.”

      “Does she still work at the school canteen?”

      “Yes. She’s actually a very good cook. This will break her heart – again.”

      “What will Mr Headley do, do you think?”

      “Well, with something this serious he could expel them, but my guess is they’ll both get six of the best… for all the good that will do.”

      “What do you mean? I thought Headley was a bit of a demon with a cane.”

      “Oh, he is. Most of the boys are terrified of him – he refuses to cane girls, you know. However, the last time those two got into trouble, I had the older boy waiting his turn in my office while his brother was getting thrashed in the next room.”

      “And?”

      “Well, you could clearly hear the cuts being delivered, but when I looked over at the little monster, he was grinning like an idiot and openly playing with himself.”

      “No!”

      “It cost him an extra two strokes when I reported him – but he didn’t seem to mind a bit. There’s something very odd about those two boys. More tea?”

      “Maybe later.” He paused and looked directly into her eyes. He smiled. Then he gave her a wink before he allowed his gaze to travel down her body.

      “You’ve got a bloody cheek!” she said. “Where have you been these last few weeks?”

      “I haven’t had an excuse to get over here until today – and I’m too close to my pension to take too many chances.”

      “I know, Fred, but I do like to see you.”

      “Come on, Milly, we both agreed there’d be no commitment, didn’t we?”

      “I know, Fred. Don’t worry, I’m not some silly schoolgirl who’s going to get all emotional and clingy. It’s just that I get so lonely, sometimes, here on my own.”

      She stood up and walked over to an interior door. “Come on, then,” she said.

      “You needn’t think I’m going in there with you while you’ve got those things,” said Fred with a huge grin.

      Emily blushed. She’d forgotten all about the secateurs that were still poking out of her skirt pocket.

      “You’re right,” she said. “Too much temptation.” She unfastened her belt, and her skirt fell to the floor.

      Within a minute they were inside the bedroom and naked. Emily could see that Fred was visibly aroused.

      “You must be desperate if the sight of a skinny old lady can have that effect,” she said with a grin, but it was obvious that she was pleased with herself.

      Fred grew serious. “Milly,” he said, “you don’t need to say things like that. You’re all the woman any man could ask for. If things were different…”

      “I know,” she said, wistfully, “I know.”

      She walked over to him and allowed her hand to run down his chest and beyond.

      She closed her fingers around his rock-hard erection and led him gently over to the ancient feather bed that they had shared so many times in the past.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          WEST BERKSHIRE – 7 YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      It was 9 pm on a warm evening in mid-June, and the brightness of the day was finally beginning to fade to twilight. PC Don Barton, working the late shift, decided it was time to stop to take a short break and bring his pocket notebook up to date. He pulled the Morris Marina patrol car over into a field entrance at the side of the road and then reversed a few yards, turning the wheel, so that he ended up facing out towards the currently deserted country road.

      Don did not like this car. The Marina was British Leyland’s replacement for the much loved and reliable, but sadly out-of-date, Morris Minor. The car itself was nicely designed, but for one reason or another it had gained a bad reputation for finish and reliability.

      To make matters worse, police drivers were notoriously critical of any vehicle they used. Any faults (and the Marina had several) stood no chance of being overlooked or forgiven.

      It had been a quiet evening on the Hampstead Norreys rural section and Don was bored. He was in his mid-twenties and he felt that the world was passing him by. Was it really almost a full year since he’d been kicked off the Traffic Department and dumped into this dead and alive country beat? The days and weeks were flying by, and Don could feel himself growing old before his time.

      He knew it wouldn’t take long to bring his notebook up to date, but if he didn’t do it now there was a danger that he would forget to record something. He removed the little journal from its pigskin cover and took out his pen. He placed both items on the seat beside him and reached into the pocket of his tunic for his cigarettes. A smoke would help him reflect and recall the events, such as they were, of the afternoon.

      He wound down the window of the car and lit up. However, before he began writing, he decided to radio into his control room and advise them of his location, just in case he should be required for anything.

      Although his area was part of the Newbury Division, Don’s rural beat was well out of range of the local control room’s UHF radio system. This meant that for radio communication he had call in to the main Headquarters Control at Kidlington via the much more powerful VHF set fitted to his car.

      He lifted the handset from its cradle and depressed the toggle. “HT Control from Foxtrot Golf Five Zero, over,” he said into the mouthpiece.

      There were three main channels constantly supervised by Control Room staff, and HT was the frequency that covered the southern part of the Thames Valley force area.

      “Go ahead, Five Zero,” a female voice answered him.

      “Booking ten-five on the Brompton to Bucklebury road, available for commitment if required—Bloody Hell!”

      “Is everything all right, Five Zero?”

      “Er, yes, all okay. Sorry about that, I was startled for a moment. A white horse has just trotted past me. It’s running along the middle of the road heading towards Brompton. There’s no saddle or bridle, so I don’t think it’s thrown a rider. It’s probably escaped from a field. However, it is obviously a danger to traffic, so I’ll have to try to stop it. Any chance of some assistance, over?”

      The Control Room operator put out a general call: “HT Control to any unit available to assist Foxtrot Golf Five Zero with a horse on the highway, please acknowledge with call sign, over.”

      “X-Ray Delta Two One, resuming from the break-in in Didcot, I’ll start making, over,” came a male voice through the ether.

      A dog handler! Just what the doctor ordered, thought Don. But he’s a long way off.

      Control: “Thank you, Two One. Did you copy that, Five Zero?”

      “Yes, all copied, many thanks. I’m following the horse now. I’ll advise Two One with more precise details as he approaches this location, over.”

      “Obliged, Five Zero. I’ll leave this channel on talk-through and see if we can get other units to put some traffic control in place. Meanwhile, please keep me updated with progress, over.”

      Because they transmitted and received on different frequencies, patrolling units could usually only hear the Control Room side of a conversation, but with “talk-through” engaged, they could clearly hear both sides. However, the protocol was that they would stay off the air themselves except for an emergency, or to contribute something to the unfolding drama.

      Don had thrown his cigarette out of the window and was stealthily following the horse along the road by the time the radio conversation was completed – but he was already having difficulty. The horse was trotting at around 15 mph and kept speeding up every time he drew closer to it. The animal was also sticking to the centre of the road and showed no sign of slowing down or stopping.

      Don was getting anxious. Two years previously he’d been patrolling the M4 when a horse had escaped from a field and somehow found its way onto the motorway. It was in the early hours of the morning, and a lorry coming out of London had struck the animal before crashing into the metal barrier on the central reservation.

      The driver had been uninjured, but the horse had suffered a catastrophic laceration that had cut its stomach wide open and left it lying, pouring with blood, on the carriageway.

      Don had never seen so much blood. He ruined his uniform when he tried in vain to attend to the poor creature as it lay whinnying piteously on the road. It had taken the vet over half an hour to arrive and put the animal out of its misery, then another forty minutes for a trailer with a winch to turn up and take the body away.

      Meanwhile, the motorway had been at a standstill, and huge jams built up as the early morning rush hour approached.

      Don vividly recalled seeing the Fire Brigade hosing the blood from the motorway as he now tried, cautiously, to get past this animal. His plan was to attempt to control it from the front. Pressing the accelerator, gently so as not to create too much noise, he crept closer and closer.

      He gently eased the car over to the offside. Just a little more and he would be level with the horse’s rear quarters. Gently, gently, closer and closer; just another few more seconds and he’d be in front of it.

      The horse suddenly became aware of what it perceived to be a strange creature creeping up alongside him, and it panicked. It tossed its head in the air and let out a loud whinny.

      “Easy, boy,” said Don, knowing the animal could not hear him. “Stand still, you stupid thing!”

      The horse suddenly bucked, then it kicked out behind itself and began to trot even faster.

      By now, the light was fading rapidly and, with the sun setting low in the sky behind him, Don knew the horse would be almost invisible to anyone driving towards them.

      The animal trotted even faster.

      “Come on!” shouted Don, becoming frustrated, “I’m trying to help you.”

      Don was getting worried that another vehicle was bound to appear on the road ahead of them before long. He would need to find a way to warn any oncoming traffic of the danger, but he realised he couldn’t dare use his rotating blue light for fear of spooking his quarry even more.

      However, Don knew he had to think of something to highlight the danger to other road users – and fast. The horse still showed no sign of slowing, so Don decided it was worth the risk to experiment with operating his hazard warning lights.

      He held his breath and flicked the switch. Amber light from the four-way flashers instantly bathed the road in front and behind the moving vehicle.

      “Blast!” he shouted. The flashing light had spooked Don more than the horse, and he fumbled the switch off almost as soon as it operated.

      Without warning, the horse slowed right down and stopped dead in the road. Don was forced to slam on his brakes. The car slid to a halt only feet away from the tail of the frightened animal. He was close, too close. Don began to gently back his vehicle away, but the horse began to shake his head and look all around.

      Displaying amazing agility, the animal spun around and reared onto its hind legs. Don flinched as metal horseshoes thrashed the air a scant few yards in front of him. He stamped on the pedal and slewed the car backwards out of the way.

      The horse suddenly leapt forward and ran full tilt past the startled officer. It was now heading back the way they had come. This was getting out of hand. There was no time to radio the control room, so Don performed a hasty three-point turn and, once again, gave chase.

      Thankfully, the sun had completely dropped out of the sky, so although he was heading West, he wasn’t blinded as he would have been a few minutes earlier. However, without the light of the setting sun, visibility was becoming very poor.

      “Oh, shit!” Don shouted aloud. Through the gloom, he could make out the headlamps of an approaching Land Rover – a mere few hundred yards in front of him.

      Don knew he had to take a risk. He flashed his headlights. No response. He flashed again, then repeatedly, all the while praying it wouldn’t scare the horse into an even more dangerous frenzy. To his immense relief, the driver of the Land Rover flashed an acknowledgement and pulled up onto the grass verge to its nearside. A few seconds later the horse, followed by the police car, raced harmlessly past the now stationary vehicle.

      After a further quarter of a mile or so, the horse, finally exhausted, slowed to a trot then to a sedate walk. Amazingly, it calmed right down and now appeared not to have a care in the world. It quietly ambled into an entrance at the side of the road and stopped just in front of a five-bar wooden gate.

      Don pulled up across the entrance, hoping to use his vehicle to cut off the animal’s access to the road. The horse started looking around but made no attempt to run off. Cautiously, Don got out of his car.

      He had never ridden a horse in his life and, still fairly new to the rural area, he had no idea what to do next.

      Then he had a brainwave. He opened the boot of his car and began to look for a towrope among the untidily packed road signs and other sundry equipment that had been thrown carelessly inside. Don sighed. As someone who had so recently worked as a Traffic motorcyclist, he hated seeing kit not being cared for properly. My own fault, he thought to himself. I should have checked the car when I picked it up.

      After a minute or so, he found what he was looking for. However, the thick rope was a bit short as well as being somewhat greasy with oil. Nevertheless, it would have to do.

      Don worked feverishly. Thankfully the rope had a metal eye at one end, and he was able to thread the other end through the hole to fashion himself a crude noose. Armed with his makeshift lasso he walked nervously towards the horse. The animal whinnied and tossed its head but didn’t kick out. Don held the rope in both hands ready to throw it over the horse’s neck. If he succeeded he intended to tie the horse to the gate and await the arrival of the dog handler.

      As Don walked forward, the horse once more began to fret and shake his head more vigorously. Don paused when it started to paw the ground with its foreleg. Did he dare risk moving further forward, or would the horse try to kick him?

      Suddenly, “What the Hell do you think you’re doing? Get out of my way!” came a sharp voice from behind.

      Don spun around to see that the Land Rover from earlier had turned around and followed him along the road. It was now parked a few yards from the police vehicle.

      A very irate young lady wearing a green Barbour jacket, having alighted the vehicle, marched purposefully past the bemused police officer. Calmly and confidently, she walked over to the horse and put her hand under its chin. She then stroked his nose. The horse was instantly comforted and nuzzled the woman. Don was impressed.

      “You’ve been watching too many cowboy films,” the woman said scornfully to Don, pointing at his length of rope. “Open the gate, will you.”

      Without waiting for a reply, she turned around while Don operated the metal lever and opened the gate. The young woman led the horse into the field where it dropped its head and began to chew grass, perfectly contented, as though nothing had happened.

      “Thank you for that, Miss,” said Don. “I’m not much good with horses.”

      The woman dropped her stern countenance and smiled.

      “I can see that,” she said. “You could have scared the poor thing to death, you know.”

      Don estimated her to be in her late twenties and, from her accent, a member of the local gentry.

      “Any idea who he belongs to?” he asked.

      “Monty? Oh yes, I know who owns him. She’s a local girl – and she’ll be getting the sharp edge of my tongue tomorrow. It’s not the first time this naughty boy has made it out into the traffic. There’ll be an accident one day, then she’ll be sorry.”

      “Do you know who owns the field, perhaps I should tell him he has a visitor.”

      The smile vanished. “Why do you assume it’s a ‘him’? I own this field. Or don’t you think women should own land?”

      “I didn’t mean…”

      “Don’t worry, you’re no different to anyone else around here,” she said brusquely. She then brushed past Don, walked back to her Land Rover and, without further ado, climbed in, slammed the door, and drove away.

      Too late, having finally regained his composure, Don realised he should have taken more details from the woman – including her name and address.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          A SIMPLE DOMESTIC

        

      

    

    
      “Are you completely mad?” Suzanne shouted, standing in front of her husband. “This was all supposed to be behind us. It’s the reason we came to this shithole! Are we never going to be free of it? Well, are we!”

      “Calm down, you stupid bitch!” Steve shouted back at her. He stood up from the sofa where he had been sitting and confronted the angry woman.” Do you want the whole village to hear us?” he hissed, waving his arms about.

      Steven Hoskins wasn’t a big man, probably an inch or two shorter than his wife, and he was usually the personification of calm. Infuriatingly so, according to Suzanne. However, that evening, while his wife was out, he’d been drinking a lot more than usual. As with so many other usually calm and equitable people, alcohol released his inner demons.

      “I’m a bitch, now am I?” she shouted back at him. Unfortunately, Suzanne had also been drinking. “Well this bitch has had enough, do you hear me? More than enough! They were fucking children for crissake! We could all get sent to prison for pictures like that, you idiot!”

      “I didn’t know, did I? I was told they were older.”

      “What! So, you’re blind now as well! Perhaps if you stopped playing with yourself for five minutes, your eyesight might improve. How could you possibly think they were older?”

      “They could have been jockeys.”

      “You bloody stupid man! Well, I’m telling you this and you’d better listen. You’re completely on your own this time. If you get arrested, I’m washing my hands of you.”

      “Oh no, you won’t. I know a thing or two about you as well, remember? If anything happens to me you’re coming down with me.”

      “You spineless faggot!” Suzanne screamed. “Do you think you can get away with threatening me? I’ll bloody show you!”

      She picked up a glass vase from the occasional table in front of her and hurled it in Steve’s general direction. It smashed to pieces on the wall behind his head, causing a picture to come loose and fall noisily to the floor.

      Still furious, Suzanne screamed in frustration and ran at Steve with her fingers extended. He grabbed her wrists as she tried to scratch his face. As he pulled his head back out of reach of her nails, she brought her knee up as hard as she could between his legs. Fortunately for him, she missed her target and made solid, but relatively harmless, contact with the top of his inner thigh.

      At this, Steve lost his temper and pushed her away from him. The push was hard enough to make her fall back against an armchair. He picked up a heavy marble ashtray and made as if to throw it at her. At the last moment, he appeared to think better of it and instead threw it at the expensive colour television set in the corner of the room. The ashtray missed the screen, but it hit the controls and knocked the channel selector knob out of its housing.

      Still angry, Steve picked up one of the Waterford crystal whisky glasses he’d been drinking from. He smashed it into the fireplace. Now he turned his attention to the furniture and began throwing everything around the room.

      “You’re lucky I don’t fucking kill you!” he shouted.

      “You’re mad!” his wife screeched at him. “Fucking mad! I’m not safe here with you, you lunatic! I’m off out of it!” She ran to the front door.

      “Go on then, fuck off!” he yelled back at her. “See if I care! I should never have married you in the first place.”

      “You bastard!” she shouted. “You really are a fucking bastard! I’m going to set the law on you, and don’t think I don’t bloody mean it!”

      She ran from the house and slammed the door behind her. There were tears streaming down her face as she stumbled down the gravel drive and out through the wooden gate into the road.

      Steve stared at the, now closed, front door for a full minute. Then he took a fresh glass from the cabinet and poured a drink from the half-empty whisky bottle. He knocked it back in one.

      The drink calmed him a bit, and he surveyed the damage in the room. He began to tidy up, cursing his bad temper. What was I thinking of? What a bloody shambles!

      She won’t call the police, he thought to himself. She’s not that stupid, she’ll be back in a minute.

      

      The church clock softly chimed for midnight.

      Don Barton eased his patrol car into the bus lay-by and killed the engine. God, what an evening, he thought. One rubbish job after another.

      As well as the runaway horse, there had been a report of vandalism in one of the local cemeteries.

      (“Bloody Satanists,” the verger had said in all sincerity. “There’s loads of them around here, you can hear them chanting sometimes. I stay out of the way. It don’t pay to mess with that lot.”)

      Then there had been an abandoned car in a ditch that would need a follow-up in the morning. A search had revealed no trace of the driver, and there was no reply at the home of the registered keep of the vehicle.

      Hopefully, it was just a drunken driver keeping out of the way until he sobered up – but one could never discount the possibility of there being an injured person somewhere in the vicinity who needed help.

      It was all very time-consuming. Routine, but important in its way.

      Reaching for yet another cigarette, Don swore as his fingers found an empty packet. Had he really smoked the whole lot since booking on at six? The car’s overflowing ashtray gave him a silent and disapproving reply.

      His shift still had two hours to run, so Don mentally explored the hundred or so square miles of countryside that represented his patch for tonight. He scratched his brains wondering as to where he was going to get some more smokes.

      Well, there was an all-night garage on the A4 at Thatcham. Slightly off his ground – but not by much. Problem was, if he went there, the Newbury lads might call him in to help with some job or other. They were desperately under-strength, so he could easily find himself tied up all night.

      Don wasn’t lazy, and usually he’d be only too happy to help his colleagues, but he was on duty at Royal Ascot Races the day after tomorrow. He really wanted a full day off before diving into the tedious, if very well paid, fourteen-hour shifts, including travel time, which went with policing the event.

      Then he had a thought. How about the Green Lion pub up on the Wantage Road? When he’d booked-on and phoned in for briefing, the duty sergeant had told him the pub was having a private party after hours. As it was being held on licensed premises, he had every right to call in to check it was legitimate – and ensure they were obeying the rules.

      They’d have fags. Kill two birds with one stone, then.

      He crunched the Marina into gear and ambled forward. Don would much rather have been driving his Ford Escort van for routine patrol than this horrible motor. However, the saloon car, unlike the van, was equipped with a “repeater set” radio, and as Don was designated the “area car” for the evening, so he had no choice other than to use the hated motor.

      The reason for this was that the van was primarily used for routine enquires on Don’s own “patch.” However, whilst driving the area car, he had responsibility for the whole rural section, and he was required to be available to be deployed to matters that couldn’t be left until the local officer was on duty. These jobs usually required a more immediate response.

      The repeater sets were important because they allowed the officer to converse with his thirty-mile distant Headquarters Control Room whilst away from his vehicle. The set managed this by relaying short-range UHF transmissions from a hand-held Pye Pocketfone via the more powerful VHF set installed in the car.

      This facility could be of vital importance to an officer attending the scene of a serious incident.

      The car was supposed to be “double crewed,” but manning levels in the force at that time were critically low, and this frequently wasn’t possible. This didn’t bother Don. As an ex-Traffic motorcyclist, he was well used to working alone – and often preferred it that way.

      Don was a conscientious police officer – and he was only too well aware the remoteness of the area was a magnet for town-based burglars as well as so-called joyriders and the all-too-frequent vanloads of professional poachers. Consequently, he drove slowly on his journey to the pub, carefully scrutinising the widely scatted farms and dwellings as he went.

      The Green Lion had once been an old coaching inn and had an impressive façade, making it an important landmark in the area. The building itself was set back from the road, and there was some limited parking for cars at the front.

      The white painted brickwork of the pub was run through with oaken beams and an archway, large enough to accommodate a carriage and four horses, led into a space in the rear. The old stable block behind the main building had long since been converted into storage units, but the land adjacent to the units had been cleared and tarmacked to provide additional parking for customers.

      Unlike most of the licensed premises in the area, the Green Lion was what was called a “managed house,” so the landlord was a manager and an employee of the brewery rather than a self-employed tenant or owner.

      Managers in the pub world were at the bottom of the landlord hierarchy; they had to be a married couple, and between them were paid a pittance for the hours they worked. Their employers, usually a main brewery, rigidly curtailed the small part of the business they could run for themselves. Inevitably, fiddling was rife, and a hard-pressed manager was disinclined to turn away cash trade, even if it was after hours.

      The “private party” was a much-abused loophole of which many landlords took advantage. Legally, it was permissible to carry on serving after hours as long as the persons present were bone-fide friends of the licensee – being treated at his expense. In law, a customer who had been buying drinks could not suddenly become a “friend” once time had been called. Strictly, no money at all could change hands during the “party.”

      In reality, like so much legislation, the private party rules were impossible to enforce. So, most police areas operated a more common-sense compromise. Basically, all the landlord had to do was notify the local station in advance of the start of the party. Then as long as he locked the doors, kept the curtains closed and the noise to a minimum, all would be well.

      Obviously, the landlord of the Green Lion was aware of the rules. From the road, the establishment appeared all locked up with everyone inside gone to bed. However, as Don slid the highly visible police car into the car park at the rear, keeping it well out of sight of the main road, he could just make out clinks of light emanating from the edges of the curtains in the small back bar. He alighted from his vehicle and rapped on the hard, wooden rear door.

      From inside a male voice called, “Hello?”

      “Police,” said Don. “Routine check.”

      The bolt rasped back, and the door opened a fraction. A youngish looking man in a sharp-looking flared grey suit peered out cautiously into the night. Seeing the officer, he said, “Private party, I’ve notified the Newbury lads.”

      “Yeah, I know,” grinned Don. “To be honest, mate, all I want is a packet of cigs, Embassy if you’ve got them.”

      The man visibly relaxed and smiled thinly back at the policeman. “You had me going there,” he said. “Fags are in a machine in the Public Bar. If you’ve got the right change, I’ll get them for you.”

      Don handed over the coins and, while the man was absent, instinctively took a good look around the car park.

      Not much of a party, he thought. Just two cars, a green Austin 1300 and an old, but well looked-after red Triumph Herald. Other than that, the car park was utterly deserted.

      The grey-suited man came back with the cigarettes and said, “D’you fancy a quick pint while you’re here? You’ll have to drink it outside, though.”

      There was nothing in the world Don fancied more than a pint at that moment but felt he’d pushed his luck enough already.

      “I’d love one,” he said, “but not tonight. Maybe another time?”

      “Any time you like. Goodnight, mate, stay safe out there.”

      “Cheers.”

      “HT Control to Foxtrot Golf Five Zero, over.” The Pocketfone in the top pocket of his tunic piped up. Don took the transmitter from his side pocket and pressed the transmit button.

      “Foxtrot Golf Five Zero receiving. Go ahead, over.”

      “Talk through with Foxtrot Yankee, over.”

      Foxtrot Yankee was the call sign of the fixed VHF radio located at the Newbury Police Station control room.

      “Five Zero from Foxtrot Yankee, can you make your way please to the TK at Brompton village. A distressed female has just called in on the nines requesting assistance. Possible domestic. Over.”

      “Roger that, ETA eight minutes from my present location, over.”

      “Thanks, Don. Many thanks, HT. Finished with talk-through. Foxtrot Yankee, standing by.”

      Don knew exactly where the telephone kiosk in Brompton village was located; it was less than half a mile from where his own police house (and little one-man office) was located. For a driver with Don’s skill, eight minutes was a generous timescale. Had he been driving a high-performance Traffic car; he could easily have made the trip in under four – but he was in the Marina. So, it was a full five minutes before he actually pulled over outside the phone box and walked over to meet the lady who emerged from it.

      “Good evening, Madam, was it you that called us?” Don smiled to take the edge off his rather formal approach. He estimated the woman to be aged in her forties, and he noticed she was very attractive. From her appearance and demeanour, she was obviously from the middle classes. Her dark trouser suit was discrete, elegant, and looked to be expensive. Her hair was neatly coiffed and her, now tear-stained, makeup had been expertly applied.

      She made a visible effort to compose herself before speaking. “Officer, I’m so, so, sorry to have bothered you. I’ve never phoned the police in my life before, but it’s my husband. He’s just gone berserk. I’m absolutely terrified and didn’t know who else to call.”

      Don said, “Okay, I’ll need a few details. Come and have a sit down.”

      He opened the passenger door of the patrol car and let her in. With the lady beside him, Don became uncomfortably conscious of all the fag ends that littered the inside of the vehicle. As it turned out, he needn’t have worried. The lady was a smoker and asked him for a cigarette. Together they christened his brand-new pack.

      “So, tell me all about it, “Don asked. “Are you injured at all?”

      “No, I don’t think so.” Don could tell she had been drinking.

      “What about your husband, has he been hurt?”

      “No, of course not. Look, officer, I think I’m wasting your time. I was just upset, that was all. I’m okay now, I’m sure I don’t need any help after all, thank you.” She made to get out of the car.

      “Hold on, just a minute,” said Don sharply, raising his finger. “It’s not as simple as that, I’m afraid, Mrs …?”

      “Hoskins, Suzanne Hoskins. I live about half a mile away. Our house is the one set back from the road on that bit of a hill.”

      “I think I know the one, but I don’t recall seeing you before. Have you lived in the village long?”

      “We’ve been here a few months, maybe a year,” she said. “We’ve travelled around a bit these past few years. We moved here to take advantage of the house prices. It’s also handy for my husband. He uses the motorway to commute to London three times a week.”

      “Three times?”

      “Yes, he stays in town Monday and Thursday nights.”

      “Okay, so have you anywhere to stay tonight other than your home?”

      “No, I don’t have friends here. I’ve no family and all my associates are in London.”

      “So, what can I do to be sure you’ll be safe? Do you want me to arrange for you to go to a women’s refuge? The nearest one is in Reading.”

      “Oh, God, no!” she looked aghast. “I’m sure Steve’s calmed down by now. I’ll just go back and sort it out myself…”

      “Right, well, I’m sure you understand my position. I have to check for myself that everything’s okay, I can’t just leave you here.”

      Before driving to the couple’s house, Don copied Suzanne’s personal details into his official notebook. Don was still smarting from forgetting to ask the horse woman her name.

      Suzanne told him that she and her husband, Steve, had been married six years. She went on to say that, two years previously, she had foolishly become involved with another man. Her lover had been less than discrete in writing her a series of hot letters and, instead of destroying them, she had kept them hidden. Her husband had found them, and it had almost wrecked her marriage. One of their reasons for moving to the country was to give them a fresh start.

      Don nodded, taking notes, “Carry on.” He encouraged her.

      Tonight, they had both been drinking. For some reason the whole issue became the focus of a fierce row. Things got out of hand, and Steve had started throwing furniture about. Thankfully, he’d made no attempt to physically harm his wife, but she was badly frightened.

      “Are you sure you’re safe now?”

      Don knew only too well the difficulties of trying to repair a broken marriage when one party had been unfaithful, but he decided to keep that particular piece of knowledge to himself. He resolved to stay strictly within professional boundaries: protection of life and property and the maintenance of order. Nothing more.

      “You’re very young to be working out here in the sticks, aren’t you?” Suzanne said suddenly. “I thought village bobbies were all fat old men.” Her smile lit up the car, and Don could see how easily this woman could attract men if she so desired.

      “Sorry to disappoint you,” he grinned back at her. “I’ll try and put some weight on.”

      “Oh, don’t do that,” she said, with a smile that warned Don she could be a very alluring woman. “Ah, here we are. If you pull up next to the Jag, you’ll find it easier to get out of the drive when you leave.”

      The house was a large, three-bed, modern build bungalow set in half an acre of land. There was a dry-stone wall around the perimeter and the five-bar gate, that Suzanne had left open in her flight and through which Don had just driven, led into a loose gravel drive wide enough for three cars.

      Obviously, Steve was no motorcyclist, thought Don as he walked across the loose stones. You’d never get a bike parked on this stuff.

      The man who answered the front door was bald, below average height and appeared to be a couple of years younger than his wife. He was wearing suit trousers with a blue and white striped shirt tucked loosely into his waistband. Like his wife, he wasn’t drunk, but he had obviously been drinking.

      “Mr Hoskins? We’ve had a call from your wife.”

      Mr Hoskins momentarily glared at the policeman then visibly withered. He stood back to let the officer into the house.

      Don stepped inside and looked around. There were various items that were showing superficial signs of damage, but no serious destruction had taken place. It was obvious that Steve had been tidying up after his outburst.

      “I don’t know what my wife has told you, constable, but I can assure you your presence here is really not necessary.”

      “Well, sir, it’s not for me to interfere in your private marital affairs, but I do have a duty to maintain the peace. I need to be certain your wife is not likely to come to any harm if she remains here tonight.”

      “You’d never hurt me, would you, Steve darling?”

      Don sighed as he realised that Suzanne had silently, and contrary to his instructions, left the safety of the car and followed him into the house. He really didn’t want to be in the middle if a fight broke out between the husband and wife. He’d been in that situation more than once in his career and knew how nasty things could become.

      However, in this instance, it appeared violence was off the agenda.

      “Of course not, darling. How could you think such a thing? I love you far too much to ever think of harming you,” Steve said and burst into tears. His whole body shook with the sobs.

      “Oh, darling!” Suzanne rushed forward to console him. Putting her arm around her husband, she glanced over at Don.

      “Thank you for your assistance, Mr Barton, I don’t think we’ll be needing you any further tonight,” she said.

      “Are you sure you’ll be all right?” Don asked.

      “Just go!” she hissed at him before turning back to Steve.

      Don had been summarily dismissed, but there was nothing further he could do. No offences had been committed, and the woman was entitled to reside wherever she wished. Don grinned to himself and shook his head. Women, he thought, he would never understand them!

      Don used the handset on the Marina to call into Control before driving out.

      “Foxtrot Golf Five Zero for HT, all in order Brompton Village. Domestic dispute, both parties given advice. No offences, no further action required. I’m now returning to Foxtrot Golf, and I’ll pop an entry in the Occurrence Book before booking off.”

      “Thank you, Five Zero. HT to stand-by.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

          ROYAL ASCOT

        

      

    

    
      It was 8 am Tuesday morning, and the weather forecast was dry and sunny. Nevertheless, Don decided to take his lightweight Ganex raincoat with him. He had worked at the royal meeting several times in the past and knew full well that sudden and unexpected rain was a frequent occurrence.

      His tunic and trousers had been pressed to perfection, and he could see his face in the shine on his boots. This was the first day of Royal Ascot; uniformed officers would have to go on parade and only the very best turn-out would be accepted.

      Don drove his police Ford Escort van from his office in Brompton to the section office at Hampstead Norreys, where he picked up his colleague, Ian Jones. PC Jones had also taken great care with his personal presentation and joked as he stowed his helmet, “I’m keeping a sharp eye on that bugger this year. My other one went missing after last Ascot, and I’ve never seen it since.”

      “It’s probably sitting in pride of place on some mantlepiece in North Carolina by now,” said Don.

      They both laughed. It was well known that items of British police equipment were eagerly sought-after as souvenirs by the American servicemen at the nearby Greenham Common airbase. Any kit carelessly left lying around could very quickly be traded by unscrupulous colleagues for King Edward cigars and Bourbon whiskey at the PABX. Helmets were in particular demand

      Don liked Ian. Ian was recently married, and, being in his early twenties, he was the only other youngish officer on the section. The two men carried on with their chatter until they reached F Divisional Headquarters at Newbury, where they were due to complete the journey to Ascot by coach together with the rest of their contingent.

      F Division was affectionately known as F Troop from the American TV comedy about the Seventh Cavalry fort. They were always a welcome addition to the staffing of any major event. With a racecourse of their own in the town, these officers were not only well experienced in dealing with the racing fraternity, but they had a reputation for being self-sufficient and confident – without being overbearing. They could invariably be relied upon to remain good-humoured and to use common sense when dealing with minor offences.

      Together with twenty colleagues, Don and Ian boarded the coach to travel east along the M4 to the other end of the county. They were all looking forward to the day’s work that lay ahead of them. The event itself was an enjoyable one to police, and the overtime was very welcome.

      However, as the coach pulled out of the station car, Don’s attention was drawn to a vaguely familiar vehicle parked in the staff area of the police station car park. He leaned forward in his seat and tapped a colleague on the shoulder,

      “Here, Tom, any idea who owns the Triumph Herald?” he asked.

      “Yeah, it’s that new inspector. Mollington, his name is. You want to watch out for him, a right arsehole by the sound of it. On the way up, that one, a real high flyer.”

      Don sat back in his seat and contemplated. It did look a lot like the car that he’d seen parked at the Green Lion, but he couldn’t swear to it. He hadn’t taken the registration number, and Triumph Heralds weren’t exactly remarkable or unusual, other than the fact that there weren’t that many still about.

      If a new firebrand inspector was drinking after hours out on the section, it was knowledge worth having. He decided it prudent to keep his suspicions to himself, for now, so he put his thoughts to one side and joined in with the general banter in the coach.

      At that time, several officers in the police service in the UK was going through hard times. Young officers especially were finding it hard to make ends meet, and financial pressures meant that resignations were outstripping appointments. For increasingly worried senior management, Special Events like race meetings represented a welcome opportunity to give junior officers some much needed financial relief by means of paid overtime.

      Royal Ascot was the most prestigious of these events and supplied the ideal opportunity to loosen the purse strings at bit. The annual bonanza of extra pay meant that a lucky few officers could subsequently afford to fund a short holiday for their families. Others, less well off, used the cash to pay off some of the debts that were giving them sleepless nights.

      Don desperately wanted to take his wife away for a break. He needed an opportunity to try and heal the wounds that had recently threatened to destroy his marriage. He resolved to clock up as many hours as he could and earn as much as possible in the week ahead.

      The coach got to Ascot around ten-thirty and, although the first race wasn’t due to run until 1.30 pm, the town was already alive with visitors. Many of the men were wearing top hats and tails, and the ladies were splendid in their beautiful gowns and crazy hats. Even in those austere times, if anyone doubted there was still money in the country, they only had to look in the reserved car parks that were dotted around the racecourse to see the truth of the matter – for some, at least.

      Grey-suited Chauffeurs in peaked caps were busily setting up folding tables that they retrieved, along with the lavish hampers, from the boots of their employers’ cars. Rolls Royces, some new, some vintage, were everywhere to be seen.

      Elegant family groups were standing around or sitting at the tables. They could be heard to twitter excitedly as they nibbled at their extravagant snacks before they rushed off to the Members Enclosure to rub shoulders with others of their social class, leaving most of the food and drink untouched.

      The chauffeur would then take his turn at the table – and it was common practice for any passing constable to join him in the feast, if he could do so without being spotted.

      As usual, there was a general parade for the police personnel before the start of the operation, and Don took the time to stroll across the huge parking area to where a long line of gleaming motorcycles stood proudly next to a red brick wall.

      The 650cc Triumph Saints that had served the force well for many years were gradually being replaced by the strange-looking BMW R Series machines with their ungainly Boxer flat-twin engines. Whatever the make, every nut and every bolt of every bike had been polished until it shone. The tyres had been blacked, and the writing on the sidewalls painstakingly picked out in gold paint. Don felt a familiar pang as he admired the presentation.

      A group of riders from his old Traffic base came over and shook his hand. Strangely, however, nobody seemed to know what to say to him. They all knew what had happened to him and were dying to know what had become of him, but no-one wanted to mention it. An uncomfortable silence followed.

      Eventually, Don said, “Has anyone come off on the Tan yet?”

      The Tan crossing was a notorious strip of the racecourse that allowed the royal horse-drawn procession of coaches to cross over the Winkfield Road and enter the final straight of the course proper. It consisted of thick matting laid over the tarmac so that the horses’ hooves wouldn’t be damaged. Motorists were allowed to use the road until it was closed an hour or so before the first race. Crossing the matting was no problem to cars, but for motorcycles, it was like crossing an icy skid pan in a gusty wind.

      The men laughed. “Wilkie’s been off twice already. He’s round the back now waiting for the mechanic from Taplow to come out with a new clutch lever.” Poor old Sergeant Wilkinson, he only rode a motorbike once a year – and always gave the regular riders a good laugh.

      Their little reunion was cut short by the local Chief Superintendent marching into the yard and calling for everyone to form up in their units.

      An impressive looking ex-Scots-guardsman, Superintendent Jackman, was the Silver (i.e. local operational) Commander that year. The Gold Commander was an Assistant Chief Constable who remained back at HQ, so Jackman was effectively the officer in charge. He had issued all the men and women attending the event with copies of his operational order.

      He had also ensured that they had all received meal tickets to hand in to the caterers when they obtained refreshments. Therefore, everyone should already be aware of what his or her role in the proceedings was to be; however, it was a tradition that the officer commanding carried out an inspection of the turnout of the troops before giving them a final briefing.

      “Right, you lads,” he bellowed in his resonant Scottish accent, “and lasses,” he added a bit belatedly, “I’m sure you know what to do, but I’ll tell you anyway.”

      Don, who had heard it all before, tried not to look bored. “You’d think he was addressing the esplanade at the Edinburgh Festival,” he muttered.

      But, on it went: Remember the royal family and high-ranking government officials will be all around the place, stay out of the Royal Enclosure, watch out for the telephoto lenses of the BBC, do not congregate in groups of more than two, keep a low profile when not actually performing duty, no visible betting, and so on and so forth. Then finally:

      “No doubt some of you will be seeking liquid refreshment. You are to stay out of licensed premises, we have a perfectly good beer tent of our own set up down in the Donkey Field. If you must spend your money, at least do it in support of our own sports and social club.”

      Don met Ian’s eyes and winked.

      The briefing was over and, together with more than a hundred other uniformed officers, Don and Ian made their way downhill along High Street towards the Silver Ring where the police caterers had set up a huge marquee tent.

      “Looks like the first pull of the day,” said Ian, pointing across the road to where two burly police officers frogmarched a fat little man in a loud check suit towards the local police station. One of the officers was carrying a green baize fold-up table, revealing the prisoner to be one of the many card sharps that haunted the streets outside the event.

      “His lookouts must have been asleep to let him get nabbed so early,” said Don. “He’s hardly had time to make enough to pay his fine.”

      “Don’t bet on it!” quipped Ian, and they both laughed.

      They arrived at the feeding station and squeezed in at the end of a long line of men and women queueing for the tea and coffee urns.

      Don glanced around the throng of people who were milling around inside the marquee and, to his horror, instantly recognised someone he had hoped never to see again. Diane’s back was towards him, but there was no mistaking the blonde ponytail that seemed to dance above a pair of shapely shoulders.

      “Oh, God, no,” he said softly, but not softly enough, for Ian caught the words and saw the look on Don’s face…

      “I take it you know her?” Ian said.

      The remark seemed innocent enough, but Don knew that his marital problems and subsequent posting away from Traffic had been the subject of much gossip across the area – and the quick-witted Ian would have instantly guessed the cause of his friend’s discomfort.

      “If you’d rather make yourself a bit scarce, mate, I don’t mind fetching your tea outside to you.”

      Don fought the sinking feeling in his stomach. “Thanks, Ian, I appreciate it, but I’m okay. I’m not going to spend all week hiding in a corner.”

      As if on cue, Diane turned away from the small group of young men she had been chatting with and looked straight at Don. To his amazement, she smiled over to him and gave him a brief wave before returning her attention to her friends.

      Don wasn’t sure what reaction he’d been expecting from her when she spotted him, but her simple, brief acknowledgement of him, as though he were no more than a casual acquaintance, left him somewhat stunned.

      He was, he realised, after all, just another colleague. Their shared past meant nothing to her. Casual sex had apparently not made him special.

      After a couple of minutes, Diane walked out of the tent without so much as a glance in his direction. Don watched the swing of her hips as she walked, and he tried not to remember them without the long skirt. He suddenly felt ashamed of his unexpected feelings of rejection. He determined instead to be grateful that she no longer represented a threat to his marriage.

      Don and Ian each sat down at one of the places that had been set up on the long trestle tables. They ate their lunch in virtual silence, which they washed down with the traditional half-pint bottle of Courage light ale; then it was time to report for duty.

      The operational order had informed the two men that they were assigned to general patrol of Ascot Heath. So, together, they walked to the stands then negotiated the long narrow tunnel that ran under the track and linked the Silver Ring with the large open area known as the Heath.

      “Bit of a come-down for you, isn’t it, young Don?” Sergeant Williams was the fat, scruffy and unpopular Welshman who commanded the team that Don and Ian had been detailed to join. He smirked at Don. “You’re better used to flashing it about with the nobs in their Rollers on a fancy motorbike, aren’t you? Not so used to slumming it on the Heath with the local riff-raff like the rest of us, eh, boyo?”

      Don just grinned good-naturedly; no way was he rising to this idiot’s bait. Not yet anyway, but it looked like being a long week ahead…

      The crowds now began to arrive in their thousands, and at 1 pm, Don and the rest of his team marched in a line through a gate in the crowd barriers, then they walked along the grass track itself to eventually take up position, several yards apart, as “route liners.”

      Emily Davison, the suffragette who had thrown herself under the king’s horse at Epsom Derby all those years before, had cast a long shadow and, since her day, the crowds had to be watched whenever royalty was present.

      This duty meant that Don and the other officers faced the crowd and were under strict instructions to observe the public and keep their backs turned toward the ornate coaches and horses of the Queen’s procession as it made its majestic way along the final straight, before alighting on the grass in front of the Royal Enclosure. Ironically, it wasn’t the nobs in the Grandstand but the ordinary folk on the Heath who had the best view of the spectacle – and the Queen usually rewarded them with a brief wave.

      With the Queen and her guests safely inside the Royal Box, the route liners marched back off the track to take up general patrol positions among the racegoers. However, Sergeant Williams was waiting like a coiled snake for Don as he walked back through the gate.

      “Don, I’ve just had a message on the radio. You’re to make your way immediately to Ascot Police Station.”

      He paused, waiting for a reaction, enjoying the obvious stress he was creating.

      “What, me? Why’s that then, Sarge?”

      “There’s a detective inspector waiting to see you.” Williams gave an oily smile.

      “Any idea what it’s about, Sarge?” Don was perplexed and a bit uneasy,

      “I’ve no idea, mate. You might be in the shit, you might not. You’ve not been shagging any young woppsies again, have you?”

      Don wanted to punch the sergeant in the mouth but, instead, turned on his heel and, with his mind spinning, he began the long walk back up to the local nick.

      As Don approached the busy area around the rear door of the small police station, he saw uniformed officers of all ranks to-ing and fro-ing from the building in an endless stream. He slowed down and wondered to whom he should report.

      “PC Barton?” came a voice from behind. Don spun around to see who had spoken and saw a middle-aged man of medium height, wearing a smart business suit, who was smiling at him in a friendly manner. The sun glinted from the man’s dark hair.

      “DS Dave Johnson, Headquarters CID.” The hatless man held out his hand. “I thought it must be you when I saw you coming up the road.”

      Don shook the man’s hand and thought: Old-fashioned detective, very professional, what the Hell’s going on?

      “Let’s pop inside, shall we? DI Braden is waiting upstairs in the inspector’s office.”

      Don was aware who DI Braden was, he’d seen him before for various reasons and knew that he oversaw the CID office in Slough. Not a bad governor, known to like a drink.

      “Come in Mr Barton, take a seat,” the DI said when they reached the office. “I see you’ve already met Sergeant Johnson. I suppose you know what this is all about?”

      Why did they always say that? Don thought. Of course I don’t bloody know, you haven’t told me anything yet!

      “No, sir, nobody’s said anything to me,” he replied. Then he noticed that the Occurrence Book from his section office was sitting open on the desk in front of the DI.

      “Did you make this OB entry?” asked Braden, indicating the couple of paragraphs Don had penned following the domestic at the Hoskins house.

      “Yes, sir,” said Don, totally puzzled.

      “And Mrs Hoskins was alive and well when you last saw her?”

      “Absolutely, it was a something and nothing domestic, some damage but no violence – by either party. Why, has she been hurt or made a complaint or something?” Don knew only too well that she wouldn’t have been the first marital partner to call the police only to throw them out when they got there – then later complain that they’d done nothing to help her.

      “So, it comes as a complete surprise that her body, at least we’re assuming it’s her body, was found bludgeoned to death in the area known as Bluebell Wood, on the Weston-to-Hampstead Norreys road earlier today?”

      “Oh, dear God!” Don was visibly stunned and took a moment to recover his composure. “Yes, sir, a complete surprise.”

      “The body was found by the owner of the land, a lady out walking her dogs. I believe she’s an acquaintance of yours, a Miss Anne Wilson?”

      Don shook his head. “Never heard of her,” he said.

      “Well, she knows you. Apparently, she helped you with a runaway horse the other night.”

      I knew I should have taken her bloody name! “Oh, her! She stormed off before I could get her name. It was actually the same night as the domestic with the Hoskinses. She was brilliant – but a bit volatile. I had no idea she owned Bluebell Wood. Is she involved at all, do you think?”

      “We don’t know who’s involved at the moment,” DS Johnson said.

      “And Mr Hoskins, the husband, what does he have to say about it?”

      “That’s what we need to find out. Problem is, he’s done a runner, disappeared completely. Did you see a car when you were at the house?” DI Braden asked.

      “Yes, sir, a blue XJ6.”

      “Well, that’s gone as well. You don’t know where it is, I suppose?”

      “No, sir, not a clue.”

      “Right, well, Mr Johnson here is going to get you to make a full statement while it’s all fresh in your mind – and before you pick up any outside influences. I believe it’s already been on the telly once today. After that, you’re to go back to Newbury with him and make a formal identification of the body. Continuity, you understand.”

      “Yes, of course, sir.”

      Johnson took Don to the small dining room and sat him down at a table that was already equipped with statement form. He gave Don his instructions, then left him to it.

      A few minutes later Johnson said goodbye to Braden who returned to his office in Slough. Johnson took the inspector’s place at the desk in the office and phoned Newbury to speak to his boss, Detective Superintendent Merryweather, the senior investigating officer for the murder.

      “Hello, Guv, how’s it going?” he said when the guv’nor answered his phone.

      “Hi, Dave. Pretty good, actually, the incident room is just about set up, dog search is ongoing, the forensic pathologist is finished at the scene, and the body is en route to the mortuary. How did you get on with Barton?”

      “No problem, he’s making his statement as we speak. I’ll get it typed up then go through it with him.”

      “What do you make of him?”

      “Pretty reasonable sort of chap, he seemed shocked when we told him about the killing. My first impression is that he’s straight.”

      “Well, of course, I respect your judgement, you know that. On the other hand, Barton is the last person we know for sure to see Mrs Hoskins alive. At best, he may have abandoned her to her fate, and, at this point, I don’t want to think what the worst-case scenario is. Apparently, he fancies himself as a lady’s man, so who knows?”

      “Well, I don’t know if it’s significant, but he also denied knowing Anne Wilson when DI Braden told him it was her that found the body.”

      “Did he, indeed? That might be interesting.”

      “Are we leaving him over here or shall we pull him back to Division?”

      “Er, no, leave him to carry on at Ascot. We know where he is if we want him and he’ll be out of the way while we’re working the villages. Oh, and by the way, there’s some very interesting stuff already coming back from SOCCO at the victim’s house.” He said, referring to the Scenes of Crime officers who were painstakingly searching the property for forensic evidence. “This whole thing looks like being a bit more complicated than we thought. I’ll explain when I see you. Meanwhile, total press embargo, got it?”

      “No problem, guv, I’ll make sure Barton knows to keep his trap shut as well.”

      “Thanks, Dave, I’ll see you later.”

      Don toiled over his statement for an hour and a half, labouring over every phrase. Johnson had told him to write down absolutely everything from the moment he received the radio call sending him to meet Mrs Hoskins, to the time he booked off duty.

      “Forget about the rules of evidence,” Johnson had ordered. “I want the ins and outs of a duck’s arse. Everything you saw on the way to and from the house, details of other traffic on the road, any pedestrians, and so on. Oh, and include a weather report and, whatever you do, make sure you write a full description of everyone you saw or spoke to – and any comments you want to make about them, just stick them in brackets next to the description. Soon as you’re finished, take it down to Brenda, the CID typist. She’s waiting downstairs.”

      When Don finally completed his task, Johnson carefully and slowly went through the statement. Occasionally, he paused to clarify some point or to make a brief comment, but he mostly read in silence.

      “Not a bad effort,” he said grudgingly. “Have you done these before?”

      “No, not for a murder, but I’ve dealt with a fair few fatal accident on the roads.”

      Johnson allowed himself a smile. “Fatal road accidents? Of course, you’re ex-Traffic, aren’t you? We sometimes forget that you lads actually do a bit more than just hound hard-working detectives for driving a couple of miles an hour over the limit.”

      “Well, speeding may be a minor offence, probably on a par with minor theft; however, shoplifters rarely kill anyone, do they?”

      Johnson laughed. “You’ve got me there, Don. Anyway, let’s get back to Newbury and look at this body. My car’s in the field next door; you can drive if you want to.”

      Don grinned. “No thanks, Sarge. It’ll be a treat to be chauffeured for a change.”

      As it turned out, DS Johnson was an excellent driver with an impressive, and smartly turned out, two-year-old Mark 3 Ford Cortina.

      “Is this yours or is it a job car?” asked Don.

      “It’s mine, but I use it for work and get paid mileage. Have a look in the glove box.”

      Don did as he was bid and found the car was equipped with a VHF force radio. Johnson explained that the provision of this radio was a condition of being on mileage.

      “The main wireless gubbins is in the boot,” he said. “They’ve drilled holes all over the place to fit it all in. Shame really, but they reckon they can fill them all in when they eventually take the set out for me to sell the car.”

      The conversation continued in this vein for the hour it took them to get back to Newbury town centre where Don had to give directions to the local mortuary.

      PC Pete Smith, the local police Coroners Officer, was waiting for them when they arrived. He made a record of the time of their visit in a log on a clipboard then took them into the examination room where a body was lying on a long metal trolley, covered with a sheet.

      “Here she is, gents. A bit of a mess after the post mortem I’m afraid.”

      Smith lifted the sheet back as far as the cadaver’s waist. Don could see that the body had been completely opened for the pathologist’s examination. The vital organs had been removed, and the chest had then been roughly stitched back together in a jagged line from the throat to the groin. The top of the head had also been removed then replaced, and the face was contorted by a mass of black and blue bruising.

      “I see what you mean about the PM.” Don said.

      However, with all the road deaths he had witnessed, he was well used to seeing mangled bodies.  He took his time to look carefully to see if this was, in fact, what remained of the attractive woman who had sat next to him in his police car just two days previously. He felt a tinge of sadness as he recalled the incident and he wondered what could possibly have happened to destroy a life in such brutal fashion.

      Once satisfied that there was no possibility of error, he indicated to the others that this was, without doubt, the body of the woman known to him as Suzanne Hoskins.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

          BROMPTON VILLAGE

        

      

    

    
      For the size of the village, Brompton was blessed with a larger-than-average Memorial Hall. Following the murder, the police had requisitioned the hall, and it had been kitted out as a temporary communications centre, or Forward Command Post as it was known.

      It was Wednesday morning, and inside the hall, several rows of chairs had been unfolded and placed facing the wooden stage. Along the side of the room, towards the rear, were two typists’ desks, fully equipped and ready for use; close to them stood a table on which there was a UHF portable base station, linked by cable to a mast on the roof of one of the vehicles in the car park. Two shirt-sleeved officers were manning the telephones that were sitting by the radio, and, on the desk, were two large wooden trays containing pairs of Pye Pocketfone handsets ready to be handed out to the enquiry teams.

      Fortunately, the hall was blessed with generous parking facilities and a grassy area that was sometimes used for picnics. Police vehicles of all shapes and sizes had begun arriving around six am and by nine o’clock the car park, and some of the grass area, was full to capacity.

      The forty-plus occupants of these vehicles were milling around inside the building. The officers, both uniform and plainclothes, were chatting with one another and drinking tea. Several were also eating bacon, egg, and sausage baps, distributed from a large baker’s tray on a table in the corner. The supply of food was overseen by a sharp-eyed uniform sergeant whose job it was to make sure no-one took more than his or her share.

      The general hubbub in the room dropped a fraction when, at nine o’clock precisely, Inspector Mollington, carrying his cap and wearing a smartly pressed uniform, mounted the steps and strode over to a lectern that had been placed on the stage facing the assembly.

      The wooden stage he marched across was usually reserved for the presentation of locally produced amateur dramatic performances and, when needed, overseeing polling booths at election time.

      That Wednesday, however, a large white screen had been set up at the back of the stage. The lectern had been placed a few feet to the front of this screen, and an OHP (or overhead projector) had been set up on a table next to the lectern.

      “May I have your attention!” shouted Mollington as he reached the lectern. “Can we have everyone seated please, we’ve got a lot to get through and time is limited.”

      The officers shuffled into the seats and carried on munching their breakfasts.

      “Can you hear me at the back?” asked Mollington loudly. “I’m afraid the Tannoy isn’t on, so I’m going to ask you all to remain as quiet as you can until we’re finished. Please don’t call out. There will be ample opportunity to ask questions after the briefing.”

      The room fell deathly silent.

      “Thank you,” continued Mollington. “For those of you that don’t know me, I’m Inspector Mollington from Newbury, and I’ve been assigned as the administration officer for the current murder incident room. Now, as you will no doubt be aware, the body of a woman was found at the entrance to some woods not far from here yesterday, and her death is being treated as murder. Your job today will be to assist the murder investigation team with carrying out local enquiries. But, just before I hand you over to Detective Sergeant Johnson to explain your duties to you, may I remind you that this incident has been deemed a Special Occasion. It’s important that any claims for overtime or expenses must be clearly marked with the operation code and submitted under separate cover via your own local admin office. Thank you, everybody, have a good day and do a good job. Over to you, Sergeant Johnson.”

      Johnson, somehow managing to avoid rolling his eyes at this mention of administrative trivia, strolled over to the lectern.

      “Good morning, all, thanks for coming, I’m Dave Johnson, Headquarters CID. Our Senior Investigating Officer, Superintendent Merryweather, sends his apologies for not being here. Unfortunately, he’s been detained elsewhere.”

      Johnson placed a transparency on the OHP, and an aerial photograph of a country road appeared on the screen behind him. The image also revealed a wooded area with gravel parking. A white arrow had been superimposed on the picture, pointing to the roadside near the entrance to this parking area.

      “This location is known locally as Bluebell Wood,” said Johnson. “At ten o’clock yesterday morning the owner of the land was out exercising her dogs when she came across this.”

      He changed the transparency and the image now on the screen, taken at ground level, was of what could have been taken for a bundle of clothing on a grass verge. The next shot was a close up showing that the clothing was, in fact, the fully dressed body of a woman with her eyes and mouth wide open, reaching forward with her right hand as though beseeching help.

      The officers in the audience had seen plenty of dead bodies in their service but, nevertheless, stared grim-faced at the photograph. Violent death was something nobody ever really got used to.

      “The grass was quite long where the body was found, so it was quite concealed and could have been in situ for some time,” Johnson continued. “That’s one of the things we would like to find out today, so anyone you speak to who’s been to the woods in the past twenty-four hours is very much of interest to us.”

      One of the officers put up his hand; Johnson nodded to him.

      “Have we any idea who she is, Sarge?”

      “Formal identification has yet to take place, but we believe her to be a Mrs Suzanne Hoskins. She moved to this area from London not too long ago, but we don’t know much about her yet. Once again, this is where you come in today. We want to speak to anyone who knew her, however slightly. Unfortunately, there are no photographs of her at the property where she lived, so we’re struggling a bit until we find out more.”

      Another hand went up.

      “You called her Missus Hoskins, is there a Mister Hoskins?”

      “Yes, there is, and we would very much like to speak to him. He seems to have disappeared, so any information you uncover about him is to be treated as important and passed back immediately.”

      “Is there a description of Mr Hoskins?” a sergeant asked.

      “There is, but it’s brief, and you’ll find it in your handout. There’s no photograph yet though. He seems to be a very private man. We don’t know a lot about him yet.”

      Johnson changed the image to a black and white map of Brompton Village. The map showed the village divided into segments, each of which had been designated with a letter of the alphabet.

      “Ladies and gents, you’ll be working in teams of two and assigned to carrying out house-to-house enquiries in one of these areas. Each team will have a radio and a clipboard with a questionnaire – along with a supply of statement forms. We want a separate questionnaire completed for each member of every household. Anyone answering Yes to questions four and seven is to be asked to make a statement, and you’re to radio in if anyone can answer affirmative to question fourteen: Do you know the present whereabouts of Steven Hoskins?”

      “How long have we got, Sarge?” a voice from the crowd called out.

      “This is not a race; we want you to take your time and do a thorough job. If we don’t finish the village today, we’ll come back tomorrow. And look, everyone, drink as much tea as you’re offered. People open up over a cuppa. You never know what they’ve got to tell you. But only tea mind!”

      A ripple of laughter went around the room.

      “So, what I’m saying is don’t rush,” Johnson went on. “Please, just listen to what people are saying. These questions are not comprehensive, don’t be frightened to throw a few in of your own if the conversation is going somewhere we hadn’t anticipated.”

      “How much feedback do you want while we’re out there?” A male voice from the audience. “Do you want us to call stuff in or wait until we get back here?”

      “I want that radio buzzing all day. Keep us fully informed of your progress – and for God’s sake, make sure we know your location at all times. The very last thing we want is to find one of you lot lying in a ditch somewhere just as we’re getting ready to knock off and go home.” More laughter.

      As the group began to disperse Johnson called out, “Oh, and by the way, Superintendent Merryweather is the best detective this force has ever had. He doesn’t like to get beaten and takes murder enquires very seriously indeed. Don’t be surprised if he pops up out of the blue at your location. So, stay alert and do a good job.”

      

      Don hardly recognised his village as he drove home to Brompton that evening. There were various police vehicles parked up in several of the roads near the Hoskins home, and the two small pubs were overflowing. Despite the lateness of the hour, there were strangers, some of them apparently reporters with cameras, walking around everywhere.

      My sleepy little village has developed a carnival atmosphere in the short time since I left it this morning, Don thought to himself. He would normally have welcomed the increase in activity (God knew he’d had enough of being bored lately), but for some reason, he actually felt a sense of foreboding.

      Be careful what you wish for, he reminded himself.

      He left his van in the driveway ready for an early start the next day, and he entered his police house via the small office attached to the side of the building. He could hear that the TV was on in the living room, so he went straight in there.

      Rosemary had been dozing on the sofa but jumped up to greet her husband. She rushed over to him and gave him a hug and a quick kiss.

      Rosemary Barton looked a lot younger than her twenty-five years. She was five-feet-four-inches tall and blessed with a firm, slender figure. She rarely wore make-up, hated dressing up, and was habitually seen wearing jeans and a T-shirt. However, despite her lack of sophistication, she was an attractive young woman with a “girl next door” appearance that most people found appealing.

      “Don, I’m so glad you’re home. It’s been bedlam around here all day,” she said.

      “I know, I’ve just driven through the village. Has it been like it all day?” he asked her.

      “It started shortly after you left this morning and hasn’t eased up at all from what I’ve seen.”

      Don grinned. “Well, you’ve been moaning about it being such a dead-and-alive hole, perhaps you should be grateful.”

      “I didn’t want anyone to die, though! Has that poor woman really been murdered?”

      Don’s smile faded. He became serious. “Yes, I’ve just had to identify her body.”

      Rosemary was shocked. “You have? Why, how do you know her?”

      “I met the victim last Sunday night when her husband kicked off in that domestic I told you about. But it was a simple married couple’s argument, no real violence.”

      “Is that why he did it, the husband I mean?”

      “To the honest, love, if you’ve been watching the news, you probably know more than I do. CID have been talking to me all day, but they haven’t given much away. Has there been anything on telly about it?”

      “They’ve put his picture out as being wanted for questioning. Is he guilty do you think, I mean they haven’t said it was him?”

      “From what I saw, he didn’t have it in him. But, on the other hand, everybody’s capable of murder, I suppose, given the right provocation.”

      “But if it wasn’t him then it means there’s a killer on the loose. Am I safe here all alone in the day?”

      “Well, stay by the phone and keep a whistle handy. There’s enough police about so you should be okay. I mean this is the last place a fugitive’s going to want to come to, I reckon.”

      Rosemary wasn’t convinced. “If I hadn’t started that new job I’d go and stay with mum. Anyway, I can hardly go off and leave you all alone.”

      Rosemary suddenly turned cold; her comment had triggered an unwelcome memory. “Was Diane at Ascot today?” she asked abruptly. “Did you see her?”

      Don wasn’t about to lie to his wife.

      “Yes,” he said slowly, “she’s at the event. Nowhere near me, thank God. I did see her, though. She looked right through me.”

      Rosemary looked sceptical. “I don’t want all that nonsense starting up again,” she said. “I couldn’t stand it.”

      Don took both her hands in his and looked her directly in the face “Nor could I,” he said, honestly. “I know I was totally out of order, but it was a one-off stupid mistake, believe me. It will never happen again, I promise.”

      “Oh, Don, I want to believe you, really I do.” She took a deep breath. “I know we can’t change what’s happened, but it’s over. It’s in the past now.”

      “Yes, Rosemary, and that’s where it stays.”

      “It better had, Don,” she said despairingly, then, adopting a harder tone, repeated, “It better had.”

      Don said nothing. He knew a threat when he heard one, and this was one threat he intended to take very seriously.

      

      “Morning Ian, you obviously got back all right last night,” Don said as his colleague climbed into the van beside him.

      “Yeah, no sweat; once I knew you were tied up, I got the area car to call into Newbury and pick me up. I even rescued your Ganex for you, it’s in the back with mine. Looks like we may need them today.”

      “Well, it wouldn’t be Ascot without rain, would it?” They both laughed.

      “So, what’s it like living at the centre of the universe?” said Ian.

      “I’ll tell you what it’s like; it’s like being a kid with his nose against the window of the sweet shop. I feel totally out of it. My missus knows more of what’s going on than I do – and that’s only because she watches telly.”

      “Really? After the time you spent with CID yesterday, I was sure you’d have the inside track on everything by now, a sharp operator like you.”

      “You’re joking, aren’t you? That lot are playing Secret bloody Squirrel as usual. They’re more likely to talk to a BBC reporter than they are to a woodentop like me. I do get the impression it’s more than a simple domestic murder, though. I had five minutes with Merryweather once I’d ID-ed the body and all he kept asking me about was if I’d seen any strange youngsters in the village recently.”

      “And had you?”

      “No, but I’ve only been there a few months, so I don’t know all the local kids by sight yet.”

      “Hello, looks like the coach is here already,” said Ian as they pulled into the police station car park. “No tea for us until we get there then.”

      The Wednesday of the race meeting went by without incident, so Don was home by eight o’clock. Rosemary had prepared a cold supper that they washed down with a chilled bottle of white wine.

      “It was more frantic than ever around here, today,” said Rosemary as they ate. “There were uniforms all over the place. They knocked at every house in the village with a questionnaire on a clipboard. They even came here. I was a bit surprised; it was as though ours was just another house rather than the local police office!”

      “Well, they’d look damn silly if they didn’t come here, then found out later that you knew something of value,” smiled Don.

      “Well, there’s not much to tell you. Bluebell Wood is completely closed to the public – and there’s been all sorts of odd people in and out of the Hoskins house all day.”

      “All pretty routine,” said Don. “They’ll be talking to all the taxi and bus drivers that service the village as well – and don’t be surprised if you get held up at a road check over the next couple of days.”

      “What on earth do they do with all the information?” asked Rosemary. “There must be mountains of paper piling up.”

      “Well, it all goes into the incident room where trained statement readers go through everything with a fine-tooth comb. Absolutely every item of every statement is indexed, cross-indexed, and double indexed on a card system. It’s amazing how clever it all is.”

      “So, Mr Merryweather is like a spider at the centre of a web?”

      “Ha, ha, what a great description! Yes, just like that. He sits in an office and gets constantly briefed by a team of specially trained detectives. One of them, Dave Johnson, a DS, is my point of contact. I deal with him and no-one else.”

      “Suppose he’s off duty?”

      “These boys don’t go off duty until the murder is cleared up. I’ve got Dave’s home number in my wallet, and the superintendent has moved into single men’s quarters in Newbury. He has been known to have a camp bed at the back of his office on other murders he’s dealt with.”

      Rosemary wasn’t impressed by that idea. “Don’t you ever go on CID, Don, I don’t think I’d like it much.”

      “Don’t worry, love,” said Don ruefully. “Even if I wanted to join them, I very much doubt they’d have me.”

      For some reason, Don felt relieved. It was later he realised that, by her comment, Rosemary was seeing them both as having a future together. Hopefully, Diane would soon be totally forgotten.
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