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Prologue
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Surrey, England 2017

––––––––
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A chilly October morning, but the water’s not too bad. His body is getting used to the temperature. It’s murky though, and brown silt rises every time he shuffles his feet, trying to keep warm. Tiny creatures play on the surface, creating faint ripples as they flit in and out of the water. Twirls of mist cling to the reeds. A bird squawks nearby. 

There’s an old rowing boat long forgotten harnessed to a tree, creaking in the breeze. And beyond, a red sky illuminates grey and white clouds that look like the skin of an armadillo.

They’ll set off soon. Thirty or forty wild swimmers, ready to brave the elements. He’s watched them many times. Mostly ladies, lots of pensioners, and a few oddballs with too much time on their hands.

Meredith will lead the way. She’s younger, fitter, and glides as naturally as a swan. She’ll emerge from that manic tsunami at the start and pull clear. It’s rumoured she’d have made the Olympic team for the good old USA in Sydney if she hadn’t fallen pregnant.

He’s chosen his spot carefully. No one will see him and, even if they do, a guy in a wetsuit and mask won’t arouse suspicion – divers, snorkellers, they’re all part of the landscape here. At this point, the river meanders sharply and narrows. The water isn’t very deep. Only the tiniest boats can navigate the many shallow spots. It’s secluded and quiet. It’s perfect for wild swimmers, and the perfect place for murder.

The odds are good, very good. After all, he’s spent most of his life dealing in probabilities and likely outcomes. Meredith will be way ahead of the others and completely out of sight by the time she reaches him, with that effortless front-crawl of hers, arms stretching out and sinewy legs beneath the surface propelling her forward.

She’s strong for a woman, but not strong enough. He reckons he’ll need thirty seconds at most. The risk is minimal. There’ll be no witnesses, no DNA, no fingerprints. The real challenge is what happens afterwards. It will be a suspicious death. There’ll be a police investigation and questions asked, but that’s why it’s so perfect. He barely knows Meredith, and no one will ever guess his motive.

*
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The man’s a pest. As he warms up, he’s always swinging his enormous arms in large circles, splashing water into people’s faces, showing no consideration for others close by. And when they set off, it’s always the same. He’ll race to the front, bumping past anyone who’s in his way, making sure he’s first to the bend. Then he’ll do anything he can to stay there. It’s so tiresome. Ridley Holloway is a menace.

He must be well into his seventies by now. A tall man, lean and fit for his years, with a white hairy chest and the airs and graces of a five-year-old. 

The swimmers are chatting excitedly. There’s a good turnout this morning. Several remark on how much colder the river is. Autumn leaves have begun to fall. Winter is on its way. Someone even mentions Christmas. Meredith wades through the water, nodding politely, avoiding conversation – the Brits are okay, but they do go on about the weather. She positions herself as far away from the jetty as possible, sensing Ridley’s eyes on her.

Eventually, the starter blows his whistle. The swimmers fall silent, adjusting goggles and jostling for position. A nervous silence prevails. On the second whistle they set off.

At first, Meredith opts for breaststroke to navigate her way through the mêlée. But once the swimmers are stretched out, she switches to front crawl, and it’s not long before she’s clear of the pack with only Ridley out in front. Although the river is plenty wide enough here, she knows he’ll not give way and will deliberately veer sideways to prevent her from overtaking. In effortless motion, she quickly closes in on him. At the first bend, she draws level on the inside, but Ridley’s flailing arms almost smash into her as he cuts across her path. Meredith stops abruptly, then turns to the outside and accelerates past, taking a wide berth, avoiding those long legs of his. She still has a bruise on her right thigh from last week’s swim.

Once ahead, free from the mayhem, she finds her rhythm. It’s her favourite moment. The calm, the peacefulness – it’s heavenly. Just her and the elements and the refreshing tingle of water caressing her skin. Those who have never swum wild do not appreciate the exhilaration it gives. There’re none of those monotonous flip-turns, no chlorine, no shrieking voices reverberating off the walls. God, all those years of training. How quickly she’d learnt to hate swimming pools.

Meredith is at peace here. She feels safe in the river.

*
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He’s a little on edge now. The wait is making him nervous – more nervous than he’d expected.

He tells himself the odds are still in his favour, that the outcome far outweighs the risk – his future depends upon it. She’ll be way ahead of the other swimmers and no one will see him. That’s been the pattern week in, week out. Nothing will go wrong. Study the past and it helps you predict the future. Then, have the balls to trust your judgment. It’s very much underrated, studying the past.

He grins. The memory helps to calm him. At home there’s a framed betting slip showing a £1,000 investment and a £51,000 return. He’d made more money in an instant than most earn in a year. Last September people were aghast when Jeremy Corbyn was elected leader of the Labour Party, but they shouldn’t have been – it was a no-brainer. Study the past and you’d know all about Labour’s militant wing laying siege, wanting control of the party. When Labour announced it would cost just £3 to join them, it was manna from heaven for the radical left and their recruitment drive. After that, Corbyn’s election was a foregone conclusion and so was the £51,000.

Have the balls to trust your judgment.

When Meredith appears she’ll be at least three or four minutes ahead of the others, and that will give him more than enough time. He’s not brought his binoculars for obvious reasons; he’s a snorkeller in a mask today, not a twitcher. But he’ll see her soon from his vantage point in the reeds, edging towards her final destiny.

The river here snakes its way around the ait, which some people call Rook Island – a rather grand title for a tiny piece of uninhabited land that often floods in the winter. Legend has it that a parliament of rooks once gathered on the tallest tree and a year of famine followed. It’s probably all just bollocks, but he doesn’t care. It’s perfect. There are no fishermen here, no river banks, nobody sailing. Only reeds and rushes, and a stretch of water a few yards wide. 

And then he spots her. She’s maybe fifty, sixty yards away. That graceful, effortless stroke is unmistakable.

*
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It’s her favourite spot, Rook Island. It’s where the river narrows and tall rushes whisper to her in the wind. Otherwise, it’s so peaceful; nobody can venture here unless they swim. Even rowers can’t navigate the shallow waters without their oars getting tangled up. It reminds her of The African Queen, the film with Bogart and Hepburn making their way through treacherous waters, where he has to tow their boat by rope and wade through the murky water. Fortunately, there are no predators lurking here. Certainly no crocodiles, no leeches, not even a fishing line and hook to worry about.

*
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His heart pounds. She’s getting closer. This is the moment. He must stay hidden, then pounce at exactly the right time. No hesitation. Act in an instant. Grab her shoulders and neck and press down. It’ll all be over in seconds. 

Or he could simply let her swim by and return to his safe, mundane world.

No, Meredith must die. The reward justifies the risk tenfold. Have the balls to trust your judgment.

She’s no more than twenty yards away. Three strokes, a breath to the left; three strokes, a breath to the right. His muscles tighten. When she turns her head that final time, he’ll strike. It will provide an extra second. The element of surprise is crucial. He must hold her firmly and not let go. If she escapes his clutches, he’ll never catch her and that will spell disaster.

Less than ten yards. He crouches lower into the reeds, grinding his teeth, otherwise keeping still. Five yards, four yards, three...

*

[image: ]


Ridley glances behind, a satisfied smirk across his face. He’s well away from the pack. Not bad for a seventy-two-year-old. Fortunately, that younger fellow Griffiths hasn’t appeared today, so it’ll be second place for sure. 

Looking ahead, Meredith is almost out of sight. He doesn’t know how she does it. She’s already eighty or ninety yards in the distance. He curses the woman, wishing she’d piss off back to Maryland. The country’s already full of foreigners, what with these economic migrants and political asylum seekers landing in their small boats. Then there’s all the Polish and Romanians stealing every bugger’s job. So why they let any Yanks in beggars belief. He hates losing, and losing to a woman is even worse.

Suddenly a cold current makes him shudder. The river’s a little deeper here and faster-flowing. But in ten minutes or so he’ll be approaching Rook Island, where the water is always warmer for some reason. It marks the halfway point of the two-mile swim up and down the river Slye. Once around the island, he’ll be heading downstream and the really hard work will be over. He’s feeling good, he’ll break the hour, but sadly his days of finishing first have long gone.

*
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The man leaps out from the rushes, grabs her shoulders and, using all his strength, pushes her under. He holds her there on the back of the neck. There’s no scream, but she’s fighting like mad beneath the muddy water, her arms flailing, legs kicking. Bubbles rise to the surface. A fist catches him in the ribs, then a heel in the groin. He yelps and gasps and lets go of her, a sharp pain rising from the balls to his gut. She rises to the surface, choking, and tries to dive clear, but he grabs an ankle in the nick of time and pulls her back. She turns in terror and sees his face behind the mask, and for a moment time seems to freeze. Meredith looks utterly bewildered. She’s recognised him. Again, he lunges at her, gripping the shoulders and dragging her down. To his relief, it’s taken the fight out of her. There’s some half-hearted kicking and wriggling. Then she falls still.

He’s short of breath and sore, very sore, but time is of the essence. Three or four minutes. He guides the floating corpse towards the rushes, then shoves it in as far as it will go. Meredith is out of sight. The longer it takes to discover her body, the better.

Next, he swims a little way upstream, the pain in his gut starting to ease. On reaching the narrow clearing, he clambers up the bank, heart racing, body trembling – it had been tougher than he’d expected. He retrieves his bike and rucksack hidden in the foliage, then has a quick peep at the top of the bank. There’s no one around, not that anyone will see him in this carefully chosen spot. He removes his mask, strips off, and grabs the rucksack. He dries his hair with a small towel, then changes into his cycling gear. Next, he tries to squeeze the wetsuit into the rucksack. The damn thing is heavy and difficult to fold now it’s wet. His hands are shaking and the zip catches on something. Cursing, he uses an elbow to press down on the foamed neoprene, hoping to pull the zip tight. It’s then he hears voices.

‘Mummy, mummy, I can see ducks.’

‘You clever boy. Show me.’

Whatever else, he mustn’t be seen. He rests on his haunches and prays his hideout won’t be discovered. The voices come nearer.

‘No, not that way Simon, it’s too slippery. We can’t have you falling into the river.’

‘But I want to see the ducks.’

‘I thought you said you could see them.’

‘Oh, they’ve gone. I think they flew away. There’s a swimming mask, though. I can see it.’

‘Well, let’s leave it there. It belongs to someone and they’ll probably come back for it. Come on, I bet the ducks are further along the river.’

The man exhales in relief as the voices fade into the distance. But now time is tight; there’s one or two minutes at best. He’s frantic. Returning to the task, he pounds a fist repeatedly into the wetsuit and uses his other hand to pull at the zip. Eventually, it starts to move. He uses his fingers to press on the protruding neoprene, and with a satisfactory whoosh the zip closes. Once he’s squeezed the towel and mask into a separate side-pocket, he puts the rucksack over his shoulders and is ready to make his escape. There’s no sign of the swimmers. It’s remarkably quiet but for an aeroplane starting its descent, probably to London Gatwick. Another cautious peek, before he pushes the bike up the riverbank and pedals off along the river path.

The sun breaks out, illuminating a hue of autumn colours and, with it, he experiences an overwhelming sense of triumph.

*
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Ridley’s hoping for a fast time. He’s going to come second. The downstream current seems to have quickened, and he’s using his long arms to guide him ever closer to the finish. He enjoys this part of the race, meeting the stragglers who are still some distance from the turning point at Rook Island. He’s supposed to stay on the west side of the river, but he likes hogging the centre, making them steer clear of his path. Given his age, it feels good to have their attention and let them know how far behind they are. 

The final bend, and there’s the jetty with a small group of people waiting – the starter, friends, husbands and wives. Ridley likes to imagine it’s the Olympics and he’s about to win a gold medal as the huge crowd bursts into applause. He can almost hear the commentator describing his glorious feat as he wins for Great Britain – an elderly man achieving the impossible.

He puts on a spurt, head down, making several strokes without a breath. When he slams into the jetty his lungs are bursting. Nobody claps as he rises from the water, gasping for air. He removes his goggles. His watch reads 58 minutes and 17 seconds. It’s a good time. One of his best this year.

‘Glad to see you, Ridley. Pleased you’re not lost.’ It’s the starter, clipboard in hand, jotting something down.

‘What makes you think I’d get lost?’

‘Well, we’ve lost Meredith. Have you seen her?’

It takes a moment for the words to register. Then Ridley smiles and asks, ‘Does that mean I’ve won?’
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Chapter 1
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He lives in a tiny cottage in Bookham. When he first moved in, the end-of-terrace used to be quite pretty, but now it looks neglected. The ivy has run wild, its tendrils eating into the wooden frames of peeling paint and choking the life out of the wisteria. The small front lawn hasn’t been mowed. Coarse long grass and tall weeds do battle, and it’s difficult to determine where the lawn ends and the flower beds begin. At least May has brought a vibrant hue of colour.

Mia navigates the moss-covered path and rings the doorbell. When her dad appears, she puts on her broadest smile and hands over the bag of groceries. They hug awkwardly.

‘Mia, thank you. I’ll put the kettle on.’

She follows him through to the kitchen that overlooks the back garden. It looks as if he’s made an effort. The surfaces are clean and clear of debris. There’s no sign of alcohol and, for her benefit, he’s displayed the weekly pillbox on the windowsill to show it’s up to date. But as she packs away the groceries, she notices the dirty floor and grime on the gas-hob. There’s also mildew around the sink. When she fetches the milk from the fridge, a putrid stench smacks her in the face. She pretends not to notice.

‘How have you been, Dad?’ Mia asks once the tea has been poured. They’re uncomfortably close to each other, sitting at the small kitchen table.

‘Oh, fine. Much better.’

‘And you’re following the routine?’

‘Absolutely. The alarm’s set for seven and certainly no more late nights for me.’

‘What about the mirtazapine?’

‘Yes, it’s working. I’m sleeping pretty well and feel better day by day.’

‘That’s good, really good,’ she says enthusiastically.

He looks morose and stares at the floor, and she immediately regrets her words, her tone. He’s an intelligent man still in his fifties and doesn’t need patronising. It’s time to change the subject.

‘Things are going well for me at work. The project is nearly over, and I’ve applied for a promotion and got short-listed. It’s for senior consultant.’

‘That’s wonderful. How many candidates?’

‘Three. All in-house.’

‘Huh, the other two don’t stand a chance.’

‘If only that were true.’

‘And the money?’

It’s a positive sign. He’s showing an interest, sounding more like his old self. ‘Seventy, eighty grand.’

‘Wow. I was on a fraction of that at your age.’

‘That was thirty years ago, Dad. Don’t forget about inflation. Besides, there were no student fees in your day, and people could afford a house then.’

‘I suppose.’

‘And how’s your job going?’

‘I enjoy it, the five-minute stroll from here, and spending most of my time chatting to lady pensioners.’

‘And it’s still three days a week?’

‘Yup. But that’s quite enough for me. It’s a popular little store, what with the post office counter and wide choice of local produce as the owner likes to advertise. The job suits me perfectly.’

It’s a lie. It’s beneath him. But she lets it pass. Beggars can’t be choosers, and at least it gets him out of the house. They sip their tea in silence. 

He does look better. He’s caught the sun on the face and forearms. The eyes are less bloodshot. He’s been to the barbers; always a good sign. The grey hair is thinner on top, but she reckons he’s still quite attractive for his age. If only Dad could find the mental strength to get through this. 

‘And what are you up to,’ she asks, ‘when you’re not charming little old ladies?’

‘Oh, you know, following doctor’s orders. I go out at least once a day, no matter what the weather, usually for long walks. On my days off, I sometimes drive to Box Hill, sometimes Leith Hill.’

‘That sounds like fun.’

‘It’s cathartic – taking in the views, thinking about things. It’s peaceful if you avoid the weekends. I often find a bench and sit down to read.’

‘Sounds idyllic. And I see you’ve caught the sun.’ She’s not sure how far to push him. ‘What about the gym, golf? You took pride in your fitness and loved playing at the club. Perhaps it’s time you got back to it all, especially with so much time on your hands.’

At first, he doesn’t reply but simply gazes out the window, perhaps to avoid her eye. Maybe he’s reminiscing – pitching a golf ball onto a green or pushing himself on the rowing-machine. When he does eventually speak, it’s not what she’d hoped for.

‘I could never return to the club. I was cold-shouldered. Nobody wanted me there.’

‘There are other clubs, other gyms.’

‘They’re too close, too local. Everyone knows my name around here. No one would have me, the notorious Conrad Buckland – it would cause too much of a stir.’

‘Dad, it’s been six, seven years. Are you sure about that? You need to make new friends.’

He gives a brief nod, then sighs. She finds this irritating. He’s pretending to agree with her without really meaning it. She cannot help herself, and asks the same question she asked last time, and the time before that. ‘Then why not change your name and move out of the area?’

‘No.’

‘But Dad...’

‘Buckland is our family name. I want to be near you and I want to be near Jamie.’

Mia doesn’t have an answer; of course a father wants to be near his children. He’s mentioned Jamie. He always does. In his mind, it’s as if nothing has happened, nothing has changed. 

She finishes her tea. As she rinses her cup at the sink, her eye catches the mildew again. She’ll ignore his protests and give the place a thorough clean. A couple of hours should do it.

‘How is Jamie?’ he asks. ‘Have you seen him recently?’

She freezes. Why does he persist? What possible good can it do? Every time it breaks his heart. There is no hope.

‘Jamie is fine. He’s in good health.’

‘And university?’

‘No Dad. He’s not going back, ever. He’s been working for almost two years now.’

‘But I thought the job was temporary.’

‘He’s earning good money. Painting and decorating is a lucrative profession around here.’

‘It’s a waste – a waste of brains and talent.’

Mia doesn’t reply. Of course, he’s right, but the more they talk about her brother, the more it upsets him. Instead, she takes his cup and gives it a rinse. Then she searches in the cupboard beneath the sink and, to her surprise, finds a collection of cleaning materials. She grabs a mould and mildew remover and sprays the sink.

‘What are you doing?’

‘What does it look like? I’m giving it a clean.’

‘I’ve got all day to do that.’

‘I may as well carry on now I’ve started.’

A few minutes later, with Dad reading the paper in the back garden, Mia is on her knees clearing the contents of the fridge. She throws away a piece of mouldy cheese and some putrid fruit, and pours away a carton of congealed yoghurt. The inside of the door is filthy, and the shelves aren’t much better. She scrubs these clean. Next, it’s the gas-hob, then the floor. There’s no mop, so she uses several j-cloths and some soapy water. Within the hour, the kitchen is transformed. 

‘Thank you, Mia. You’re the kindest daughter.’ He’s at the door. ‘I was going to do the kitchen tomorrow.’

‘It’s no bother. I’ll do the lounge next.’

‘No, please. At least let me do that. I’ll make a start tomorrow, I promise. I’m putting it on my things-to-do list, see.’ He scribbles something down on a piece of paper that’s tucked under a fridge magnet. ‘Come on, sit with me. We don’t always get such a sunny day.’

She joins him in the garden. It’s in a similar condition to the front; lots of colour, but overgrown and wild. They sit on the weathered plastic chairs that used to be white but look more grey now. The sun is at its zenith and the temperature is rising.

‘Why don’t you help me with the crossword?’

They spend the next hour or so struggling with cryptic clues and talking about everything and nothing. Mia is encouraged. It feels like he’s getting better. Perhaps the mirtazapine is helping.

A little after three, it’s time to leave. She’s promised to pick Ian up from Guildford. Dad walks her to the car. They embrace, and this time it feels more natural.

‘When will I see you again?’ he asks.

‘Probably Saturday morning. I’ll ring first.’

‘And when will you see Jamie?’

She shrugs. ‘We only meet from time to time.’

‘Tell him I understand and love him in spite of it all. Keep telling him that.’

‘Yes, of course. I always tell him.’

‘Someone killed his mother, but it wasn’t me.’

‘I know that, Dad. I know that.’

*

[image: ]


He’s not what she expected. He’s young, lean and very handsome. The voice is a surprise too. Artisans who put in a tender often try to soften their working-class accents. Not Jamie. Quite the opposite, really. She suspects he’s trying to disguise a posh, dulcet tone that smacks of private education. He’s charming and articulate, and it might be fun watching him work on a hot summer’s day. 

The gables are peeling, he tells her, and will need sanding. The window frames are in a worse state. They can be saved, but he’ll need to apply a heat gun and strip them. It’s a long and messy business, but if done properly you’ll get another twenty years out of them.

She pretends to take these wise words on board with a nod and a frown, when really all she can think about is Jamie stripped to the waist and... he did use the word strip, didn’t he?

‘I need to see the back of the house, Mrs Etheridge.’

‘Yes, of course. It’s through here.’

She leads him through a side-gate and along a path. He stops to peer up at the windows, and makes some more notes before following her onto the terrace.

The rear garden looks magnificent. Shrubs are in bloom and the manicured lawn is always at its best in May. She’d hoped for a reaction or comment, but Jamie’s eyes remain fixed on the house.

‘This is going to be a huge job, I’m afraid. Have you considered replacing the windows?’

‘No, not really. The house, it’s Edwardian, and we like the original features. I hate those ghastly PVCs or whatever they’re called.’ She smiles and with the palms of her hands presses down on her blouse to accentuate her shapely figure.

He returns her smile. ‘Okay, no UPVCs. I’m afraid, I won’t be able to get scaffolding along that side of the house, so it’ll mean specialist ladders.’

‘Oh, I see. Is it dangerous?’

‘Nah, I’ve done worse than this. Those four-storey Victorian jobbies.’

He scribbles more things down and declines the offer of coffee.

‘So, how much are we talking about?’ she asks.

‘I’ll need to price everything up and do a few calculations, but we’re probably looking at something close to twenty grand.’

She’s delighted. He’s cheaper than the first quote, and much more handsome than the flabby oaf who came calling yesterday. Jamie has the job if he wants it, but she doesn’t tell him this, not yet. He hands out a business card and tells her to give him a ring if she has any questions. He’ll send a detailed estimate in the post.

‘Don’t be silly. You can have my email address. It will speed things up.’

A few minutes later, she watches him clamber into his white van and drive off.

Mrs Etheridge goes back inside, a satisfied smile on her face. It’s all very well living in a large detached house near Godalming, but it’s a lonely existence sometimes. It will be fun to have a young man around this summer and indulge in a bit of harmless flirting. What a charmer. She looks at his card – Jamie Buckland. The name sounds familiar. 

She makes herself a cup of coffee then fetches her laptop and sits down on her favourite chair with a view of the garden. She’s curious to find out more about the young decorator. There’s something familiar about the name Buckland that’s niggling away in the recesses of her mind; a distant memory that won’t come to the fore. Perhaps they knew the family once or their children went to the same school. She types the surname Buckland into Google and a number of villages appear, including one near Reigate. Maybe that’s what’s confusing her. She tries again, this time typing both his names. At first, an academic’s name pops up on the screen; some philosopher who’s written books. She scrolls down the page, then gasps. There’s an article: The Mysterious Death of Meredith Buckland. 

Mrs Etheridge can hardly believe her eyes. Of course, it all makes sense now. Jamie is just the right age; it has to be him. The scandal had lasted for months, spread across the papers with everyone following the trial. Eventually, she finds proof – a photograph. There he is, a tearful teenager leaving court. He’s a bit thinner and more of a baby-face, but it’s definitely him.

Once she’s finished the article, Mrs Etheridge logs off, excited and relieved all at the same time. She stands and goes to the window, deep in thought. Then she throws Jamie’s business card into a bin and exhales. To think she’d almost employed the son of a murderer.
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Chapter 2
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They could be Dutch. Both are slim and tall and kitted out in fancy jogging gear; the type trimmed with fluorescent edges, the Lycra hugging their bodies and accentuating their athletic build. They even have matching headbands securing their long hair. She’s blonde and he’s strawberry blond. As she tries to put on a sprint up the coastal path, he offers encouragement, staying by her side when it’s obvious he could race on ahead. Eventually, she collapses in a heap at the foot of the steps and giggles between heavy intakes of breath. He smiles and allows her to recover before pulling her back up onto her feet. They kiss.

By now, the sun has risen from behind the dark volcanic rocks, illuminating the mottled shades of a green and turquoise sea. Felix turns and stares down at the cliff edge, watching the choppy waters crash against the rocks, waiting for the couple to finish their stretches. He runs a hand through his long, wavy hair. A warm breeze caresses his face, reminding him he’s still alive.

If he ventures right, he’ll be in Amadores; if he ventures left, the harbour of Puerto Rico awaits. Perhaps the four-star hotel behind him will offer more in the way of pickings today. It’s been a while since he visited.

Eventually, the joggers finish their stretching. They climb the steps and enter the bar that acts as a walkway under the coastal road providing access to the hotel. Felix follows. A barmaid sits on a bar stool reading a magazine, ignoring her visitors. They traipse through to the rear door. It buzzes with the flash of a key-card and the man kindly holds it open, allowing Felix to go through ahead of them. They wait in silence for the lift to arrive, the couple holding hands.

They really are tall, especially the woman. Felix straightens his back when they enter the pod-like lift, but still finds himself eye-level with her chin. He tries very hard not to stare at her glistening cleavage and the trickles of moisture cascading down her golden skin. She’s appreciating the sea view, blissfully unaware of his attentions.

At the reception floor they part company. Felix offers a brief nod as if to say goodbye and thank you, but they don’t seem to notice and head off towards the indoor lifts, arm in arm. He opts for the stairs, knowing he’ll find breakfast one flight up. As he begins his ascent, he imagines the couple returning to their room, stripping off and showering together. 

It's a massive dining hall. He’d almost forgotten how everything is on such a large scale here. There must be two hundred or more people, either swarming around the lavish displays of food or gobbling it down at the tables – and these are the early birds. He’s pleased with the safety in numbers and, as usual, there’s no one at the entrance bothering to check who enters.

He grabs a tray, goes to a coffee machine and pours a double espresso into a cup. At the next drinks station, he pours an orange juice and downs it in one. The glasses are always too small so he fills another glass. Voices reverberate, chairs scrape. The din is painful, doing his head in. He carries his drinks onto the terrace, hoping for some fresh air and a modicum of peace. There isn’t a free table, so he plonks himself down opposite two elderly ladies – they don’t look too pleased but are too polite to say anything. He sips his coffee and stares at them, scratching at his stubble. They soon leave.

The sun is edging its way south and rising higher. Fishing boats are returning to harbour, ready to stock the numerous restaurants with their catch. 

He asks an elderly man to keep his table free and wanders off to fill a couple of plates with food. On his return, he eats at a leisurely pace, then stuffs two cheese and ham rolls into his daypack for later. 

A sudden shriek. Felix winces, his ears ringing. He looks up and watches a waitress come charging down the aisle. A pigeon has swooped onto a table to finish off some egg and bacon. After much clapping and shooing, the pigeon reluctantly hops onto a railing nearby, looking very smug – it will finish its breakfast later. Felix wonders why the seagulls aren’t in on the act.

After a third cup of coffee, he leaves the dining hall and decides to prepare for the day ahead. He chooses a paperback from the free library stationed in one of the corridors, and then climbs down a flight of stairs to suss out the infinity pools. There are two of them and he opts for the one where ball games are forbidden. It’s remarkably quiet. He reckons the punters must still be stuffing themselves. There’s a lone swimmer and a woman with her face in a book. Guests have already made a pitch for their favourite spots by placing their complimentary towels and personal belongings on sunbeds. Felix steals a towel at one end of the pool, slings it over his shoulders, then wanders over to the far side where there’s a spectacular view of the sea. Here, there’s no one paying him any attention, so he gathers up the towels, flip-flops and other paraphernalia, and slings them into a pile at the foot of a shower. Next, he rearranges some of the sunbeds before stripping to his shorts and plonking himself down, waiting for the fun to begin.

He turns to his book. It’s one of those American spy thrillers with a maverick CIA agent fighting the bad guys and not knowing whom to trust. There’s nothing original about the storyline, but it starts well. Two chapters in, Felix is yawning. The combination of a hangover and a large breakfast is making him sleepy. He puts the book down and closes his eyes, appreciating the morning sun on his face. It’s the best time of the day. Feeling relaxed, he’s close to nodding off when he senses someone hovering over him. He looks up to find a plump, middle-aged lady with bright red hair looking down on him. She has tattoos on her chubby arms and a swimsuit revealing rather too much flesh.

‘So sorry,’ she says in a broad, Midland accent. ‘You haven’t seen anyone move some towels, have you?’

‘No, it was like this when I arrived,’ Felix lies. ‘I’ve only just got here.’ He smiles. ‘They’ve got plenty at reception.’

‘I know, but my friend and I... Ah.’ She spots the pile of towels by the shower. ‘There they are,’ she says, pointing. ‘I wonder who poot them there?’

‘Oh dear. An over-zealous attendant, perhaps. Here, let me help you with a sun lounger. Shall I grab one for your friend too?’

‘That’s ever so kind, why don’t you?’ She breaks into a smile as he drags a couple of sunbeds back to their original position, close to the pool and overlooking the sea. ‘Ta very much. I’m Alison from Berminggum,’ she announces, offering a hand. He notices the opulent rings on her chubby fingers.

‘Felix,’ he replies.

The friend arrives. She’s probably of a similar age, but slimmer and very pale. She has yellow hair and dark sunglasses, and the air of someone who had a few too many drinks last night – Felix can empathise. She places an expensive-looking shoulder bag under her sunbed and lollops down.

‘This is Felix, Wendday.’

Wendy nods, tries to smile, then puts on some headphones, stretches out and immediately falls asleep.

‘Bit of a night owl is our Wendday.’ 

As the morning passes, the pool area starts to fill – fat tummies, wide thighs, mostly pink and red, some brown. Huge bodies in tight costumes. Tattoos. There’s not much swimming, but a lot of dipping, eating ice-cream, and fetching beers in plastic cups.

Four young men appear. They sound Scandinavian, and clearly aren’t best pleased that their sunbeds have disappeared. The tallest points to the heap of towels by the shower. One of them scowls, but none of them says anything. Felix keeps his head buried in the book.

Seven chapters later, and with Wendy still snoring, Felix feels a sprinkle of water land on his feet. He looks up to find Alison dripping with water. ‘Let me fetch you an ice-cream or drink or something. It’s not every day a lady meets a gentleman.’

‘That’s kind of you. I know it’s early, but I wouldn’t mind a beer.’

She seems pleased.

‘Lager?’

‘I think they do bottles of Pride.’

‘Right you are, Prroid it is. Tara-a-bit.’

He watches her grab her room card and saunter off to the nearest bar. She’s left her handbag within arm’s reach. Wendy’s snoring gently. Her shoulder bag sits under the other lounger.

Felix ponders.

Anyone at the pool would assume the three of them are friends. They might even think he and Alison were an item, God forbid. It would be very easy to have a quick rummage around. But there again, handbags aren’t what they used to be. Nobody seems to bother much with cash these days, and the contactless cards are cancelled faster than the devil can fly.

Felix sits up. There’s no one paying him any attention. The Scandi Squad has disappeared. An elderly couple are reading their Kindles. A mother behind him is dabbing sun-block onto an impatient child. Everyone else is flat out on their sunbeds, basking in the heat, most of them listening to music on their headphones with their eyes closed.

There’s no sign of Alison. She’s probably stuck in a queue. The all-inclusive crowd like to get their money’s worth. 

He curses. He’s losing his nerve. The longer he leaves it, the greater the risk. He should grab the handbag and just piss off. It’s then that he sees the pen sticking out of a side pocket and decides to play it safe. He grabs it before having a quick rummage inside the bag. There’re all kinds of cosmetics, a packet of tissues and a mobile that’s probably got face-recognition on it. There’s no purse, no watch.

‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ It’s Alison. She’s appeared from nowhere, holding two plastic cups and wearing a frown deeper than the Grand Canyon.

‘Ah, I’ve a confession to make. I ought to explain.’

‘This better be good, cos I’m about to call security.’

‘I wanted to leave you my number,’ says Felix, quickly. ‘Look, I have your pen and was going to write my number on one of your tissues.’

‘Oh.’

‘You see, I’m not at all good at asking people out, and with Wendy here... well, it felt a bit awkward.’

Wendy is still snoring. 

Alison smiles and hands over a beer. ‘You don’t hang about, do you?’ She gives him a curious look. ‘We’ve only just met. What’s the hurry?’

‘I know, but here’s the thing, I’m a resident.’

‘What d’ya mean? You live in the hotel?’

‘No, I live in Gran Canaria. I have an apartment but sometimes use the pool here. I er... this could be your last day for all I know. And you were grateful when I grabbed the loungers, then really quite considerate, offering to buy me a drink. I like that in a person. I thought, what the hell. Chance my arm and see if you’d want to go out.’

Alison hands over the beer with a grin so wide, he could imagine the corners of her mouth reaching her ears. 

‘Cheers,’ she says, raising her cup. ‘As it happens, I’m here for the week. Where you taking me then?’ she asks.
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Chapter 3
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‘You have pleaded guilty to murder. As members of the court have heard over these past few days, yours was a heinous, premeditated crime. Your motive was money, plain and simple. You were, in effect, a paid assassin who took advantage of a vulnerable man who’d been drugged by a third party. You entered Colin Jarvis’s home uninvited, with the sole intention of murder. Although there was an unexpected tussle, the fact remains, you threw Mr Jarvis over the balcony and killed him, and it was always your intention to do so. Therefore, there are no grey areas here, and the statutory guidelines are unequivocal and mandatory. I sentence you to life imprisonment and recommend you serve at least twenty-five years, when hopefully you’ll have time to reflect on your wicked deeds and the pain you’ve inflicted on Colin Jarvis’s loved ones these past decades. Take him down.’ 

The court rises as Judge Nicholls departs.

Acting DCI Dawson exhales in relief. He gives a nod of gratitude to the prosecuting lawyer then catches Freja Jarvis’s eye. She mouths a thank you. Tears are streaming down her cheeks. Her boyfriend tries to comfort her with an arm around her shoulders.

As the court empties, Dawson braces himself for the barrage of pressmen and camera crews. He’s never liked publicity and is resolved to stick to his prepared statement. On the steps of the Old Bailey several mics are shoved in his face and a couple of TV cameras zoom in on him. His hands feel clammy as he fumbles for a sheet of paper folded in his breast pocket. Relieved it's still there, he straightens out the crumples before speaking.

‘For the past twenty years, this sadistic killer has been free to enjoy life and go about his business. Not so Colin Jarvis, who was robbed of a happy family life when he was callously thrown to his death from a balcony. He never saw his daughter, Freja, grow up and become the fine young woman she is today; he’s not been able to share the normal ups and downs of married life with his wife, Karin.’ Dawson clears his throat and blinks rapidly, the flashlights causing blind-spots in his eyes. ‘Justice has been done. We have our man and he and his accomplice will almost certainly spend the rest of their days behind bars.’ A few people cheer as the journalists start to fire questions at him. Dawson ignores them. ‘Let me be clear, the Suspicious Deaths Unit is here to stay. There may be murderers out there who believe they’ve escaped justice because their crimes were committed many years ago. They should not rest easy. We will leave no stone unturned in our quest to bring these people to justice. Finally, I’d like to pay tribute to my colleagues for all their hard work and dedication, battling against the odds in order to win these convictions. Thank you.’

‘Anything in the pipeline?’

‘Care to comment on the misogynistic and racist force you represent?’

‘Institutionalised racism? Got a comment?’

More flashlights.

‘Why did it take nearly twenty years to get a conviction?’  

Dawson ignores the salvo of questions and walks away. He needs a beer.

*
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Shirley Rodriguez stares at the screen, listening to the tubby police officer come up with the familiar bullshit about leaving no stone unturned and battling against the odds, blah-de-blah-de-blah. He’d be quite a dish, if someone gave him a decent haircut and he lost thirty pounds in weight.

She’s bemused. DCI Dawson looks so uncomfortable reading his prepared statement, keeping his head down, not wanting to face the cameras. She watches him finish his statement and hurry away from the mics, ignoring the barrage of questions. The poor man wants to get out of there faster than a mouse in a cattery.

It’s very different back home. There, the police captains seem to relish the limelight, looking sternly into the camera and answering questions with methodical ease. They probably have their wives record all the channels to capture their moment of fame – one day they’ll show it to their grandchildren.  

But the message, the propaganda, is much the same in this United Kingdom; trying to give the impression the good guys always catch the baddies, that justice will prevail. If only that were true. With nearly 25,000 homicides each year, America wouldn’t know what to do with all the psychos and gun-wielding druggies should everyone be convicted. Add in all the domestic violence, and the prisons would sink under the weight. The UK is no different with the prisons full and a backlog of cases crippling the justice system.

Shirley watches the rest of the lunchtime news, without taking much in. Inflation, strikes and Just Stop Oil protests are all part of the staple diet here. For some reason, she keeps thinking about DCI Dawson. An idea starts to take shape. There’s a meeting with the ambassador at three.

She turns the TV off, rotates in her leather chair and looks out. The panoramic vista of the Thames is a nice perk for the Deputy Chief of Mission. Much better than watching the traffic on Elms Lane crawl by. Somehow, it helps her think and come up with strategies.

She decides now could be a good time to hold the Brits to account. She’ll raise it with the ambassador. It makes sense. Human stories have a habit of grabbing the headlines and provide a great deal of leverage, and there’s nothing more intriguing than the strange case of Meredith Buckland. The simmering anger back home has scarcely registered in Whitehall. Why not raise the issue again, give it a new profile? Diversions such as these can put the Brits on the defensive, ensure they toe the line. At present, there are rather too many Cabinet members expressing divergent views on China, the Middle East and the Ukrainian war. Perhaps it’s time to put these attention-seeking jerks under the cosh and show them who’s boss.

She turns back to her laptop and brings up the file. It was big news back then; the papers were full of it. She clicks on some of the headlines.

Mystery Drowning!

The Curse of Rook Island

American mother’s unexplained death.

Who killed Meredith?

Husband arrested! 

Shirley browses through the articles written by journalists on both sides of the Atlantic.

Rather ironically, Meredith Buckland had been a champion swimmer at college. She’d also been a medical scholar, and a wife and mother of two children. She’d met her future English husband, Conrad Buckland, at a medical conference in Washington DC. The couple had lived in Maryland for several years before Conrad won a promotion at Mizlon, the giant pharmaceutical company. It was then he’d returned to England, taking his young family with him.

The articles make sorry reading from there on in.

Meredith’s body was discovered on 7th October, 2017. The cause of death was drowning, but the subsequent pathologist’s report left little doubt that she’d been murdered. He’d concluded that, given the contusions on the shoulders and neck, and the broken fingernails, it was likely someone had held her down in the water against her will. Although she’d been a member of an open water swimming club, there were no witnesses. The murderer had struck in a remote part of the river in shallow water, where tall reeds would have obscured the view of any passer-by. Meredith had been well clear of the other swimmers.

It was no surprise when her husband was charged. Witnesses and neighbours had heard Conrad and Meredith arguing on numerous occasions – by all accounts, the marriage had hit the rocks. It was rumoured that Conrad was a bit of a lady’s man, especially at work. He had no alibi and, when it was discovered he’d taken out a joint life insurance policy, it was assumed his conviction would follow.

At the start of the trial, Theodore Winslow QC couldn’t have sounded more confident. In his opening address he’d lingered over the jury one by one, making eye contact, stressing a litany of points against the accused: the constant arguing, the alleged affairs, the lack of an alibi and the life insurance. He’d finished by telling them, ‘And here’s the thing, everyone loved Meredith. Only one person had a motive and would want her dead, and that person was Conrad Buckland.’

Unfortunately, the wheels of British justice turn slowly, and sometimes they rust and inevitably fall off the rails. The prosecution made a pig’s ear of it all, and their case collapsed. The evidence was too circumstantial. They had no forensics, no witnesses, no confession, and no proof that Conrad ever left his house that Saturday morning, except to drop his son off for a rugby match. The defence tore the prosecution’s case into shreds, and after a torturous seven days the judge in his summing up instructed the jury to find the accused not guilty. A very smug defence barrister had met the press outside, daring to suggest that some madman unknown must have attacked Meredith, or that she had drowned accidentally.

There was outrage back in the States. The British ambassador to the United Sates was ordered to give his account of proceedings, and was later pilloried by the press when he gave his ‘no comment’ response to all of their questions. Americans, on the East coast in particular, were whipped up into a frenzy by aspiring politicians from both political parties. For a time, Conrad Buckland became America’s most hated man.

And still the Brits wouldn’t budge. Their justice system couldn’t be held to account by public opinion, and certainly not American public opinion.

Shirley continues to ponder. It’s been a very long seven years. Maybe it’s time to revisit the past.

She watches an enormous barge head upstream and disappear under Vauxhall Bridge; seagulls swooping down in its backwash. Three red buses are stuck in the traffic, bumper to bumper halfway across the bridge. 

She decides the lauded Suspicious Deaths Unit has a new case to sink their teeth into.

*
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Prisha picks up her mobile. ‘Saanvi, how are you?’

‘I’m fine, and you’re well, I trust?’

‘I’m very well, thank you. And the children?’

‘All good. And how’s Jiera?’

‘Did you see the news? That policeman on the TV?’ 

‘I caught a bit of it. Made a cup of tea after Bargain Hunt, got back to the telly and heard him thanking his colleagues or something. What of it, Saanvi?’

‘That’s Jiera’s boss, yaar.’

‘Really?’

Saanvi Patel cannot contain her excitement. ‘Yes, Prisha. Jiera’s part of this elite team that hunts down murderers.’

There’s silence on the phone.

‘Prisha?’

More silence, and then, ‘I thought he looked awful, that policeman – a real jungli. Her boss, you say? Fancy being on telly, knowing you’re going to be on it, and looking like that – his hair was a complete mess.’

Saanvi sighs in frustration, determined to press home her point. ‘This elite team put away a vicious killer against all the odds. After twenty years, they finally nailed him. You must catch the full version on the evening news. It will probably make the headlines. DCI Dawson was thanking Jiera. She played a pivotal role.’

‘But he didn’t mention her by name, did he?’

‘Well...’

‘Or did I miss it?’ Prisha asks, knowing full well she hadn’t.

‘It’s very hush, hush, you know. It helps to stay incognito, yaar. You know, covert operations and all that. Jiera’s never in uniform these days.’

‘Hmm, I’m not sure I’d want my daughter involved in all that. I still cannot believe your Jiera joined the police; she’s such a lovely girl, and she’s got the brains.’

‘Well, I wasn’t too happy at first...’

‘Of course, Rohan is a dentist now. A solid profession and very lucrative, yaar.’

‘I know, I know, good for him.’

‘And Meera’s still training to be a doctor. Such a noble vocation.’

‘Yes, but Jiera’s work is important too. She puts away villains, and it’s so exciting.’

‘Oh, perhaps, but the money – it’s a pittance. Maybe she can find herself a rich husband. She’s still young. Anyway, have to dash. There’s food in the oven. Catch up soon, yaar?’

‘Yes, we must. And don’t miss the news.’

‘Bye.’

‘Namaste.’

Saanvi Patel stares at her phone and wonders why she bothered making the call.
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Chapter 4
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Alison looks a lot better with her clothes on. The loose yellow blouse and white slacks are surprisingly tasteful, accentuating her curves in all the right places. There’s a touch of makeup, but not too much. Even her red hair is less dazzling in the evening light. He has to admit, the woman scrubs up well.

Felix had considered a no-show, but if he’d stood Alison up it would have meant lying low for almost a week. Puerto Rico isn’t that large a place and in the past he’s had a habit of bumping into the wrong people at the wrong time. 

He’s sitting on a tall stool in the Irish Bar wondering how to play this. With just twenty-eight euros and five cents in his pocket the evening is going to be something of a monetary challenge. And then there’s the next three days before his allowance arrives; God knows what he’ll live on.

The Irish Bar is fairly cheap during happy hour if you stay off the cocktails, but Alison is looking up at the blackboard, admiring the chalk sketches of tall glasses full of exotic fruits, straws, and umbrellas, and underneath their enticing names: Porn Star Martini, Rum Punch, Frozen Strawberry Daiquiri...

‘I love the beer here,’ Felix announces. ‘They obviously clean the pipes regularly. I even love the lager.’

‘Okay, I’ll have a pint then, ta very much.’

Three euros for two pints isn’t bad, but Felix realises he’ll have to drag Alison away from the harbour bars once the happy hour is over.

‘Cheers.’

‘Cheers.’

She produces a warm smile before downing a third of the pint in one go, then wiping her foam moustache away with the back of her hand. ‘That tastes good,’ she sighs. 

Felix takes a large swig too, trying to keep pace.

‘So how come a posh southerner ends up living in Gran Canaria? You’re way too young to be retired, aren’t you?’

‘I’m a musician. We never retire.’

‘Really? How exciting. And what do you play?

‘The guitar, sometimes the keyboard.’

‘Wow, so you work the hotels then

‘I do a few gigs here and there.’ It’s a lie. ‘Do you remember the group The Merchants of Venice?’

‘Never heard of them.’

‘Oh. We got to number nine in the charts with Love over Coffee. That was about twenty years back.’

Alison shakes her head. ‘Sorry, it must have passed right over me.’

Felix is disappointed but not surprised. That fleeting glimpse of fame seems so long ago, even he can barely remember it.

‘And why Gran Canaria?’ she asks.

He hesitates. ‘I needed to get away from the rat race and wanted to feel some sun on my face.’ His reply has a semblance of truth.

‘So how long have you been here?’

‘Nearly seven years.’

‘It must be heaven.’

‘It’s a good life,’ Felix lies.

He could tell her every day is Groundhog Day. That he always wakes up in his shitty little apartment to the same weather, feeling miserable, feeling hungover. He could tell her that every day is warm, but never too hot, and that the sun always wins its battle against the clouds; that the sea is forever green and choppy, and the beaches are always filled with sunbeds and parasols in neat little rows. He could tell her boredom always raises its ugly head above the dark, volcanic rocks and that he misses the seasons, the British rock scene, the sporting calendar and real ale.

Instead, he watches Alison in silence as she takes another enormous swig of beer, emptying her glass.

‘Here, it’s my round,’ she says, catching the barman’s attention.

Felix downs his pint to catch up and happily receives another. He may have met his match in the drinking stakes.

‘Cheers.’

‘Cheers.’

‘And you’re a hairdresser,’ he says, trying to sound interested.

‘That’s right. I was a bit of a wag at school. I left with a handful of GCSEs and thought I knew everything about the world. I started out on the minimum wage, did my NVQ and worked for a right cow for far too many years.’ 

‘So, you left the right cow?’ 

‘That I did. I took out a small loan at twenty and rented my own salon. I now own three of them. Two in Solihull and one near the Bullrringg.’ 

Seeing her at the pool, he’d wondered if she had money; the designer handbag, the expensive jewellery, all pointed to it. Now it’s confirmed, perhaps the evening will pan out better than expected.

She eyes him up and down. ‘So, a wannabe pop star, living the high life. I should have guessed by the long hair. Is it a girlfriend every two weeks?’

He laughs. ‘Nah, I wish. I don’t have the energy anymore.’

‘Oh, that’s a shame, cos I was planning on a wild evening.’ 

Alison winks, possibly to show she’s not serious, but he cannot be sure.

When they leave the Irish Bar, the sun has set and neon lights dominate the skyline. Felix is six Euros light in the pocket but feeling happier. Maybe it’s the buzz from the beer, or is it the realisation that Alison is actually quite good fun – and she has money.

‘I’m going to show you some of my favourite haunts,’ he announces. ‘Places you wouldn’t normally visit as a tourist.’ Places that are very cheap.

‘Sounds spiffing,’ she replies, putting on a posh accent and squeezing his arm.

*
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DC Carys Gittins watches from her window as the skinny young man polishes his car in the bright sunshine. It seems he’s always out there doing something or other with it. He’s not bad-looking in an unorthodox kind of way, with his spiky hair, chiselled face and shy demeanour. Whenever she’s been out on the street and said hello, it’s been quite amusing to watch his pale face blush, and often in her presence he’s dropped a cloth or a spanner or jack or some other tool. Sometimes, as she passes by, all she sees are his feet protruding from the undercarriage as he tinkers away at the car, but even they start to fidget when she says hello. She wonders whether he has any interests other than the grey Audi Quattro. It doesn’t seem like it.

Mrs Green, the little old lady in the flat below, has told Gittins his name is Declan, that he’s ever such a nice young man who is always fetching her shopping and looking out for her. Apparently, he’s a financial adviser at a Building Society. He’s a man with prospects, although you wouldn’t think it, what with his greasy hands and filthy overalls.

Suddenly he looks up and Gittins gives a little wave from the window. She’s sure she can see him blush, even from here. He kind of raises a hand, then realises he’s holding a rag, so gives a brief wave with the other one before turning quickly and getting back to polishing the vintage car.

Gittins moves away from the window, grinning. She’s tempted to wander down and offer him a cup of coffee, but decides to leave it for another time. The poor guy might faint if she pays him too much attention in one day. 

Instead, she turns on the radio, ups the volume, and prepares to give the place a clean. That’s the problem with a studio flat, either the place is tidy or it isn’t; there’s no other room to escape the mess. To think she could have bought a house back in Pontypool for the price she paid for this. But she has no regrets. In fact, she couldn’t be happier in London. She’s part of the SDU and, even when things aren’t going well or she’s short of money, all she need do is think about their last successful case and her spirits are lifted. 

She begins by stripping the sofa bed to the sound of Stereophonics’ Thousand Trees. It’s a favourite of hers; Welsh boys doing her country proud. You can always rely on Radio 6. She stuffs the sheets into the washing machine, then starts on the kitchen with the radio blasting out The Foo Fighters. As she’s scrubbing away at the hob, there’s a pause in the music for the headline news. The third item catches her attention. 

Ambassador William Anderson from the American Embassy, has taken the unusual step of criticising the British justice system for failing to prosecute Meredith Buckland’s killer. He told reporters: ‘It’s been almost seven years since her death, yet the perpetrator is still free to walk the streets.’ Meredith Buckland, an American citizen living here in the UK, was found drowned in shallow water. Her husband, Conrad, was subsequently charged with her murder but the case against him collapsed. The ambassador said he’s spoken to the prime minister and requested this terrible blot on the British justice system be revisited. He refused to answer reporters’ questions, and would not comment on the suggestion that Conrad Buckland should face a retrial.

A few sports items follow, but from there on Gittins isn’t really listening. She’s thinking about the Meredith murder, finding it hard to believe it was so long ago. She’d been a uniformed constable then, just starting out and so very wet behind the ears. The papers were full of it, the curse of Rook Island and all that.

The music returns. Another favourite. David Bowie’s Golden Years. Good old Radio 6.

Gittins attacks the grill pan with gusto.

*
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The old couple are holding hands, fighting back the tears. Mr and Mrs O’Brien look to be in their seventies; elegant, well-groomed, yet haunted by the past. He’s articulate, and somehow the Appalachian accent adds poignancy to his words. There hasn’t been a day gone by when they haven’t thought of Meredith, he tells reporters. Their beautiful, talented daughter. All they seek is justice; closure and justice for Meredith.

The Deputy Commissioner plays the recording again, the furrows on his brow sinking ever deeper. The Yanks put on a good show when they want to, tugging at the heartstrings. Their campaign is coming thick and fast and from all directions. Someone’s racking up the pressure and it doesn’t look as if it’s going to go away anytime soon.

‘Get me MacCaw,’ he tells his secretary.

*
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‘You’ve seen the news.’

‘Yes sir,’ answers Superintendent MacCaw.

‘It’s come back to haunt us; I knew it would. The CPS cocking everything up and putting that idiot, Theodore Winslow, in charge of the prosecution. It’s obvious the Yanks won’t let it go.’

‘I take it we’re talking about the Meredith murder.’

‘Of course.’

‘And how does that affect me?’

‘The PM rang the Commissioner. He told him we have to be seen to do something and, for some reason, your Dawson came up in the conversation.’

‘Dawson?’

‘Yes, Dawson. The PM wants the SDU to revisit the case and see if we can nail the bastard this time.’

‘Conrad Buckland you mean?’

‘That’s right.’

‘What about the murder squad?’

‘We need a fresh pair of eyes.’

‘Who was the SIO?’

‘Superintendent Weller.’

MacCaw whistles and takes a moment to consider this. ‘You do realise Dawson’s only acting chief inspector. It’s going to be a tall order, his fledgling team treading on Weller’s toes. There’s good reason why Weller’s known as the rottweiler.’

‘It’s come from above. Don’t ask me why, but they want Dawson.’

‘He’s a brilliant detective, one of the best, but he’s not great in front of the cameras and he hates publicity.’

‘As I said, Dawson’s name has been bandied about.’

‘Okay. Just so long as you know, they’ve little experience between them, and it’s only a team of five at present.’

‘Don’t worry about that. We’ll find the money. They can bring in whoever they want. Specialist surveillance teams, admin support. This has got to be a priority.’

‘I’m sure the papers will quickly tire of the story.’

‘Maybe, but you can bet your bottom dollar the Americans won’t.’

*
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Mia Buckland is tearful. She’s messed up her interview, and two nights without proper sleep has taken its toll. She’s on the train heading back to Guildford. Fortunately, the carriage is fairly empty and she’s managed to find a window seat. She looks out at the verdant landscape, hoping no one can see how upset she is.

She’d caught the news yesterday evening, staring at the screen in disbelief as her American grandparents were interviewed, their grief so plainly exploited. Before that, it was the ambassador spouting on about the inadequacies of the British prosecution service. Just when Dad seemed to be getting better, the bastards decide to dredge it all up again. She’ll have to go round there this evening and see how he’s coping. Maybe grab a take-away so they can eat together.

It's all so unfair. None of the media actually comes out and says it, but the inference is always there – Dad was responsible for Mum’s death.
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