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			‘Cause I ain’t no child

			Take me like I am.’

			Tin Soldier, Small Faces

			‘Unrequited love is not an affront to man but raises him.’

			Pushkin
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			Prologue

			3.55 a.m., Colchester High Street

			Two men in uniform emerged from the ancient passageway through the old hotel, the Red Lion, and turned left on to the high street. The empty road glistened, illuminated by the dull orange street lamps. They hurried towards the meeting place, disturbing the silence of the pale historic buildings with the urgent clip of highly polished shoes. The town hall loomed ahead. There, they were to meet two more men.

			‘Are you sure about this?’ one hissed to the other, risking a glance at the Baroque clock tower atop the town hall as they crossed the road. The hour was nearly upon them.

			‘Stop saying that, of course I’m sure.’ But of course he wasn’t, who would be? Who in their right mind would agree to do this in 1983? He quickened his step. Damn, his tinnitus was particularly bad this morning, to make matters worse.

			‘I have to ask, Cousins – it’s my duty.’

			‘Right, well, don’t – it’s happening. We’re here.’

			Atkinson was nervous and was covering his arse; he’d be court-martialled along with the rest of them if they were caught. ‘It’s starting to rain,’ he said plaintively. ‘There must be other ways out of this mess.’

			But there weren’t, otherwise they wouldn’t be there.

			 

			As the two soldiers drew nearer the town hall, the glowing tips of two cigarettes became visible beneath the mayor’s balcony. Only minutes left to go – time rushed at them, the seconds evaporated, replaced with a compressing panic. On reaching the steps up to the main entrance the full enormity of the situation hit nineteen-year-old Lance Corporal Cousins – he realised he might not live to see the sun rise. He urgently sought Drake’s expression in the murky damp, but his opponent’s eyes remained downcast.

			‘Gentlemen, please take your weapon.’ The voice, the Northern accent, belonged to Drake’s second, a thin corporal by the name of Burnett. It was he who had procured the service revolvers. Each took a gun from him without a word.

			Hands were duly shaken in the darkness, and the process was set in motion, as unstoppable as an intercontinental ballistic missile: for honour was at stake. In less than a minute one or both of them might be dead. As they assumed the starting position in the middle of the quiet provincial high street, Cousins couldn’t help but wish the circumstances that had brought them here were as honourable as the tradition they were to enact . . .

		

	
		
			PART 1 
Soldier’s Virtue

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			5.45 a.m., Monday, November, 1983, Colchester High Street

			‘Is he dead?’

			‘Yes. Gunshot wound to the chest. Bled to death, doc reckons.’ Not that blood was distinguishable from the surface water in the weak street light. Lowry swung the torch along the body, pausing the beam briefly on the man’s face. He’d put him at nineteen or twenty. He switched the torch off and sniffed in the wet air. The rain had eased off, leaving a luminescent drizzle.

			‘So he was left to die.’ Suggesting he was on his own, with no one to help.

			Sergeant Barnes grunted affirmation.

			The street cleaner who discovered the body stood smoking with a constable on the pavement in front of the baroque façade of the Hippodrome bingo hall.

			‘What do you reckon?’ Barnes’s features were obscured in the dark.

			‘Why is he in dress uniform, I wonder?’ Lowry peered down at the body; the lad was dressed in full parade garb.

			‘Ey up, it’s your Himmler mate, sir,’ Barnes announced abruptly.

			Across the street, the small but unmistakable figure of Royal Military Police Captain James Oldham climbed out of a Land Rover.

			Lowry smiled in the dark. Yes, he and Oldham did socialise, but he wasn’t sure he’d say they were ‘mates’. As the man approached, Lowry noticed that even at this hour he was impeccably dressed.

			‘Good morning, captain. It appears one of your lads has been shot.’

			Oldham stepped closer, the peak of his cap masking his expression as he tilted his head forward in the direction of the body. The captain sighed audibly.

			‘Indeed,’ he said, glancing up and down the street, and then skyward, as if it were the heavens responsible for placing him here, in this street in Essex in the rain at nearly six in the morning. ‘Perhaps we might discuss this matter indoors?’

			6.00 a.m., Flagstaff House, Napier Road

			The British Army’s Eastern District HQ was not five minutes from the town centre, and Lowry was more than happy to move in out of the rain. The captain’s office was decidedly more than comfortable – luxurious, in fact – and Lowry settled into the Chesterfield settee and lit a cigarette. The dead man had been identified as Lance Corporal William Cousins, nineteen years old.

			Lowry was clear where the responsibility lay. ‘You need to fathom out who he was with.’ 

			The captain, seated in a large winged chair opposite, took exception. ‘With? He may not have been with anyone – military personnel, that is. Why, whenever there’s a spot of bother, do the local police assume there’s more than one soldier involved? We’re not wolves, inspector, roaming the streets in packs in the small hours.’

			‘We both know this not to be true in the ordinary run of life, Jim: how often is a squaddie on the town solo?’

			‘This isn’t ordinary life though, is it?’ Oldham’s small hands flexed across the leather chair’s arms, and his voice rose. ‘A man has been shot, left for dead in the high street – had he been discovered in barracks I might be more open to your suppositions but as it stands there is no evidence to suggest anyone from this camp was involved.’ Understandably the captain was irritated at being roused so early in the morning to pull one of his men off the street. Lowry rose and paced around the captain’s office, choosing not answer immediately. If the man was going to be disagreeable, he’d rather not sit and face him. It was too early in the day. The captain should be thankful that Lowry had been amenable to resuming the conversation at Flagstaff House, rather than insisting on returning to the creaking police HQ on Queen Street, and his own cramped – and shared – office. The sumptuousness here was near palatial: a mix of military regalia and the captain’s own delicate taste, all of it from another era. An orderly broke the silence wheeling in a silver tea trolley. Lowry moved to the French doors. Dawn was peeking through the eucalyptus on the captain’s veranda.

			Finally, Lowry spoke. ‘You say there is no evidence. But then again . . . he was dressed in full regalia, which does hint at a military occasion. Maybe he was rehearsing a birthday surprise for the Beard, perhaps with some pals? What do you reckon? Might be worth poking around the garrison?’

			‘That is a valid point, Lowry,’ the captain conceded, calmer now with tea, ‘there is no obvious reason why he should be dressed so formally.’ Oldham brought the china cup to his lips, whereupon a shadow crossed his brow.

			‘What?’ Lowry asked.

			‘Unless . . .’ he sighed. ‘Unless it was a duel.’

			‘A duel,’ Lowry echoed.

			The word lingered in the room. Oldham’s attention was diverted as a soldier entered, swiftly laid a buff folder on his tidy antique desk and retreated. The captain rose and moved to the desk. ‘Hmm,’ he scanned the contents of the file, ‘Lance Corporal Cousins was a troubled soul. On patrol in Londonderry his unit was firebombed in a truck. Several were killed. Cousins took it hard and spent a good while recovering, it would seem . . .’

			‘A duel.’ Lowry followed Oldham to the desk, his mind still on that word from another century. ‘Yes, yes, that would figure – dressed for a ceremony.’

			Oldham closed the file. ‘I dearly hope not, of course.’

			‘Did that come to mind just now, or did the thought occur to you when we were in the high street?’

			‘Immediately. But the street is not the place to voice these matters.’ He smiled thinly. ‘Hence my suggestion to return here.’

			‘I see,’ Lowry said. Much as he liked James Oldham, the man played his cards close to his chest and was always keen to keep military matters confined to military space. ‘Hence your annoyance.’

			The other did not respond.

			‘It’s as much an inconvenience for you as it is for me,’ Lowry offered.

			‘That I doubt.’

			‘Where did Cousins bunk down on the garrison?’

			‘His unit is quartered on Hyderabad. We ought to pay them a call.’ The captain consulted his watch with an air of resignation.

			‘Thanks, Jim.’ Lowry finished his tea. ‘How long was he in hospital?’

			‘Hospital? He wasn’t in hospital,’ he said, picking up his cap.

			‘You said it took him a good while to recover. A few weeks or months?’

			‘Several months, though not in hospital. The Military Corrective Training Centre.’

			‘The glass house?’ Lowry said, surprised to hear Cousins had been in the military prison on Berechurch Hall Road south of Colchester.

			‘Indeed. He was upset by the experience,’ he said sardonically, ‘and shared his pain on an officer.’

			 

			Hyderabad barracks were not on the Abbey Fields site to the south of Napier Road but on the Mersea Road, half a mile east. Lowry had a good general knowledge of Colchester’s long and complex military history; it was hard to avoid, given the wealth of army-owned property, literally on the town’s doorstep. Abbey Fields alone was thirty-three acres – army personnel were in fact closer to the centre of town than much of its civilian population. From its earliest days in Roman Britain, Colchester was a garrison town, and as such the soldiery was at its heart. Through the ages, if the town were to grow, it had to do so beyond the military camps. It was only in the last decade or so that things had changed.

			Lowry jumped up into the dark interior of the RMP Land Rover waiting for them outside Flagstaff House. A soldier slammed the back door and Lowry braced himself on the cold bench seating. The Napier Road HQ complex itself dated to the 1860s when the land was purchased by the War Office from the St John’s Abbey estate on the south-west corner of St Botolph’s roundabout. Here the cavalry and artillery barracks were built; the temporary canvas and wooden makeshift accommodation that had seen the army through the Napoleonic campaign would no longer do. The Victorians, wishing to control their ever expanding and more restless empire, required a substantial army with permanent buildings, and that vision took shape in the form of the impressive cavalry and artillery barracks right here on Abbey Fields. They were built to last and last they did; the camp saw them beyond the decline of the empire and through two world wars. Now in the early eighties a number of these glorious red-brick buildings lay empty; with the advancement of machinery, vehicles and helicopters it was necessary to relocate to a more spacious area, thus forcing the military to leapfrog the civilians and situate themselves out on the fringes of town off Berechurch Hall Road, to the expanding Roman Way camp close to the military prison. However, some of the grand old Victorian buildings with their Empire-inspired Indian nomenclature remained occupied to house the infantry, such as Hyderabad, and were but a short distance away. As the Land Rover grunted into life, Oldham, seated up front, issued instructions to the driver then sank into silence, while Lowry clung on in the back of the vehicle as they pulled away.

			 

			Atkinson’s bed wasn’t nearest the door, but he could still hear the fast-approaching footsteps over the sound of his squad mates’ snoring. He knew what was coming but the bang on the door was still a shock thundering through the darkness. He pulled the coarse cover tight up to his chin – he wasn’t going to be the first to move. The door opened and the dormitory room flooded with light, followed promptly by squeaking bed springs, groans and curses from the six men within.

			‘Tenshun!’ The bark of a Red Cap sergeant and a whish of cold air announced the arrival of a small party of men. Atkinson stumbled upright and fell into line at the foot of his bed, praying he looked like a man rudely disturbed from slumber rather than one who hadn’t had a wink all night.

			‘What the fuck—’ moaned Steele, a bad-tempered Scots.

			‘Button it, you,’ the Red Cap sergeant snapped.

			There were two Red Caps, followed by Oldham, the most feared man on the camp, and behind him a tall Brylcreemed man in a donkey jacket: Lowry, the civilian police inspector and ex-boxer. Bringing up the rear was the company RSM quartered downstairs and he too was bleary-eyed, as much in the dark as to what was happening as Atkinson’s fellow squaddies. The two Red Caps began a systematic shakedown of the quarters, opening cupboards and tearing off mattresses as if the missing lance corporal were hidden there. Nobody said a word.

			‘Arrgh, fuck’s sake.’ A Red Cap trod on Pearson’s naked toe.

			‘Gentlemen, we are sorry for this inconvenience,’ Captain Oldham said in a soft, measured way. ‘Lance Corporal William Cousins has been shot. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?’

			‘Shot? Where?’ Pearson said, watching the policeman inspect an ashtray. Oldham stepped up to Pearson, who occupied the bed next to Atkinson. Pearson stiffened, remembering too late that speaking when not spoken to was not a good idea. Oldham, shorter by several inches, was close enough now for Pearson to fear his breath might tickle the Red Cap commander.

			‘In the chest,’ Oldham said calmly, then turning to address the rest of the room, ‘and left to bleed to death in the high street.’

			The policeman meanwhile had gone into Cousins’s room.

			‘When was the last time you saw him? Any of you,’ continued Oldham. Atkinson felt compelled to speak; they were friends, the others would think it odd if he said nothing.

			‘He was here last night when I went to bed, sir.’

			‘Was he, was he really?’ Oldham’s eyes questioned the other men, who promptly agreed with Atkinson. ‘And what form of conversation was to be had at the evening’s end?’

			‘Shut ’imself up in ’is room, sir,’ Pearson offered. That much was true. Deep in contemplation of the task before him, no doubt. Atkinson was pretty damn sure neither Pearson nor Steele had any idea of what had come to pass. No, it was the other two men directly beneath them, on the floor below, that knew. He wondered whether they slept tight, or heard the visitors’ arrival . . .

			 

			Lowry kept an ear on the questioning in the main dorm while going through the lance corporal’s belongings in his quarters. Not that there was much space for anything in here. Drab furniture, the clothing closet was decorated inside with pin-ups of Koo Stark and crammed neatly with uniforms, boots. A ukulele resting in a corner was the only item to stand out. Beneath a mirror was a heavy chest of drawers containing civvy clothing, equally pristine. He shoved the drawers shut. In the corner of the mirror were a pair of cinema ticket stubs. The Odeon on Crouch Street.

			In the main room Oldham was concluding his warning – cooperate or else. The military policeman passed on little by way of detail of the death. The man was shot. End of. Lowry took the stubs and left the room. The six soldiers standing in only shorts were barely men, little more than boys; one of them didn’t even need a razor yet. He thought it unlikely that any of these youngsters were with Cousins last night. Lads are in the pub Sundays; perhaps he’d been on a date.

			‘Was he seeing anyone? A girl in town?’ Lowry asked, returning to Oldham’s side. The soldiers did not respond.

			‘Answer the policeman,’ Oldham addressed the room – then stepped forward and singled out a thin lad at a corner bunk. ‘You, speak.’ And even though this was said quietly, Lowry was sure he caught the boy tremble.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Chief Superintendent Sparks was in a contemplative mood and leant only a cursory ear to Lowry’s account of the early morning discovery in the high street. On this particular overcast November morning, he was feeling nostalgic. He studied the wooden surface of his desk. Countless semicircles; rings from years of mugs, cups, Scotch glasses, placed carelessly and staining the untreated grain. Then there were more pronounced wounds and scars: cigarette burns, knife scores, unusual marks – traces of events only the man behind the desk could read. The gouge where, when drunk, he’d flung the hefty County Marksman Cup across the room in jubilation; a bullet lodged in a top corner, where he’d caught a rat gorging on his digestives. He ran a gnarly fingertip gently along the surface. For all the history it held, the desk was not a large one. Having insisted on this garret office upon his promotion, he had failed to appreciate just how narrow the staircase was and was forced to settle for furniture that would disappoint a village schoolmaster. Yet he would not surrender this office for all the tea in China. The unique privacy it afforded, up above the world. The tiny high windows that allowed only the gulls to glimpse the goings-on within. Walls adorned with boxing photographs throughout the years. The modest (but stuffed) trophy cabinet behind him. It was his true home. With a sigh he returned his attention to Lowry, who had patiently been waiting for his response.

			‘A duel? Bloody hell. We’ll have the whole of Fleet Street descend on us. I remember the last time, the press loved the drama.’ Two soldiers had shot each other in Osborne Street one Saturday afternoon, but that was at least five years ago.

			‘This is different inasmuch as it was premeditated. More theatrical.’

			‘Premeditated? Were there seconds then?’

			‘Perhaps.’

			‘And left a chap for dead?’ Sparks tutted. ‘Not very dignified: what did Oldham have to say about that?’

			‘Lance Corporal Cousins had issues.’

			‘Issues’ was a buzzword that Sparks disliked; a catch-all for unquantifiable complications of the bonce. He disliked it almost as much as he disliked buzzword itself; one of Assistant Chief Constable Merrydown’s words. This rash of county verbiage was spreading, it seemed, even infiltrating his own interior vocabulary. He would resist – Sparks called a spade a spade. And he would continue to bloody well do so until said spade was mercifully shovelling soil on to his boxed up earthly remains.

			‘I see,’ he said eventually. ‘Let’s see what Oldham discovers.’ Although it was a genuine military problem, the spotlight on the town was a pain in the neck. CID would take the sideline for the present with the hope the military would swiftly put its best foot forward. Besides, they, the police, had their own worries. ‘Issues,’ he grumbled, ‘we’ve our own issue to contend with.’

			‘What?’

			‘That new hospital they’re building up at Turner Village has placed us in the firing line again.’ He slid a letter he’d been using as a coaster out from underneath his teacup.

			‘What, to move? Where?’

			‘Who cares where? We’re not budging.’ He flapped the letter around. ‘They’ve been trying to relocate us since ’67, and failed every time.’

			Lowry reached inside his suit pocket for cigarettes. ‘This place is listed – there’s only so much that can be done. There’s no way the building’s circuitry could handle electronics the likes they’ve got at Chelmsford.’

			‘Don’t I know it. This,’ he flapped the letter again, ‘is a request for a survey, for systems suitability.’

			‘What’s that mean? The plumbing?’

			‘Nope, what you said, computers and the like.’

			‘Time’s up then – we’re for it. Remember we tried an electric kettle last winter? Fused the lighting; night desk was on candles for a week. You have to bite the bullet one day.’

			‘They’ll have to brick me up in here first.’

			Lowry tapped a Navy Cut on the box. ‘Merrydown will mix the mortar herself.’

			Sparks crumpled the letter and chucked it over his shoulder straight into the bin. Off his desk, out of mind. ‘Pah, they can’t make me move – nowhere in the centre of town that’s suitable. Right, crack on. Poke Oldham for a statement; the sooner the army admit culpability the sooner we’re off the hook.’

			‘I doubt he’s willing to do that, until there’s evidence.’

			‘Come now – you two are pals . . .’

			‘Even so, the MOD will have something to say about it first; no one likes to admit to problems. Oldham will come back to us midday after a preliminary investigation; you know how cautious he is.’ Lowry stifled a yawn.

			Sparks’s number two was cautious himself, bordering on stubborn, but probably right; Oldham wouldn’t have the power. He let the matter drop.

			‘What news of Kenton?’ Sparks said, changing the subject.

			‘Nada.’

			‘Sulking at home won’t make him feel better.’

			‘Hardly sulking; he watched a thirteen-year-old girl hurl herself in front of a train.’

			‘Yep, but she was mad as a hatter – couldn’t be helped.’ Sparks knew one had to be hard-headed about these things. He rocked back on his chair. There was only so much good time alone could do. ‘Nick, go fetch him back in; it’s been long enough.’

			8.35 a.m., Rowhedge, three miles south-east of Colchester

			A sailing boat moved gracefully upriver towards Colchester. So gently and invisibly did the Colne run towards the sea that a boat hull, carving its course between the mist-laden sedge grass of the Rowhedge sea wall on one side and the pastures of Wivenhoe on the opposite bank, was necessary to remind you that the river was even there. The sudden proximity of these tall triangular apparitions not more than twenty feet away navigating the grassland never failed to surprise Jane Gabriel, no matter how many times she saw them. She watched the boat glide by, smiling to herself, and joined the road towards the stone quay where the river made itself known and several yachts were berthed. Even a drab morning like this had serenity attached to it, she thought, as the smell of the river rose to greet her while walking to the post office. A small boy on a chopper bike wished her a good morning as he pedalled past. Gabriel had lived in Rowhedge for the best part of two years, since moving across from North London, but she was still occasionally touched by the friendliness of the locals. She had picked the small village for its rural charm, out on the fringe of the Colne. The surrounding countryside, military-owned woodland and firing ranges, kept the port safe from encroaching urban development, conserving the impression of isolation. Together with the river, it was easy to forget how near the centre of town was; she could get to Queen Street in under a quarter of an hour. Popping the card in the postbox, she heard raised voices fracturing the stillness. As she made her way back along the waterfront, Gabriel saw there was an altercation on one of the boats. Aboard a large white yacht, a young man in a green fighting jacket was talking animatedly to an older, shorter, thick-necked man wearing a camel-hair coat, silver hair combed back in a quiff. A third person, a wiry old sailor in a peaked cap, moved about the boat attending to ropes. The younger man continued to talk, but the other appeared to ignore him, drawing on a cigarette and looking in the opposite direction downriver. This action heightened the eagerness of the man in the green jacket, causing his voice to grow louder. The older man flicked the rest of his cigarette across to the dock. Then, face like thunder, he turned round and abruptly punched the young man in the face, sending him over the port side into the water. Jane stopped in her tracks. Noticing her, the older man’s expression changed instantly, and with the anger vanished, said, ‘Mornin’, luv. Sorry ’bout that.’ He stood directly above the boat’s name, Nomad, painted blue in stylised calligraphy. She guessed from his gesture he meant the cigarette, which lay fizzing at her feet. She remained motionless. He recognised dismay, as with a sigh, he called over his shoulder, ‘Kevin, fish that pillock out, when you’ve a mo.’

			9.00 a.m., Cavalry Barracks, Parade Ground

			Atkinson stood to attention, eyes forward, together with the rest of the battalion. He was three rows from the front. The RSM barked on: a disgrace to the uniform, the regiment, ‘the whole bloody army’. The squaddie next to him in line started tittering. To anyone not involved it was a source of much merriment. Atkinson knew he should try to shrug it off, deflect any suspicion . . . the other two would be sweating too; he could see Drake’s short, squat form and cauliflower ears one row forward. He wouldn’t be laughing; he’d pulled the bloody trigger. The RSM stopped abruptly. The sound of footsteps crossing the parade ground was followed by the soft-spoken voice that belonged to Oldham. Perspiration ran down Atkinson’s spine – the early morning visit was just the start. Only now did it occur to him they weren’t going to let the matter go until they had a result. Oldham began to address the men. In contrast to the RSM, he spoke rather than shouted. Clear as a bell, his voice reached every single one of the assembly on this overcast November morning, his words all the more fearsome for their calm delivery.

			‘Gentlemen, I shall be brief. Come forward and the matter shall be drawn to a swift conclusion. If questions of loyalty trouble you, cast them aside; it is not relevant in this situation . . .’ Atkinson heard this as if Oldham were addressing himself and Burnett directly. Would they know there were seconds? Of course they would, idiot. He stared intently at the back of Drake’s unflinching head. Him, the killer.

			‘. . . Now is your opportunity to speak up. If not here, then I will grant one further hour.’ He paused. ‘If no soldier is forthcoming, and a full investigation is required, your lives will be abject misery until this is resolved. Do I make myself clear?’

			The assembly replied as one gruff voice: ‘Yes, sir!’

			Oldham then promptly left the parade ground and the RSM, after reiterating the captain’s command at a greatly amplified level, dismissed them. Drake snaked off through the rising hubbub. Atkinson followed at a distance until Drake stopped by the gymnasium lavatories, where Burnett lit them both cigarettes.

			‘What do you want?’ Drake spat as Atkinson approached.

			‘I thought I’d check in with you guys . . . after, after what he said, whether you thought . . .’

			Drake dismissed Burnett with a glance, who scurried off, glad to be out of it.

			‘Thought what, huh? Don’t be bleedin’ stupid. We’re meeting him at two this afternoon. Just me and you; in the meantime don’t go drawing attention to us right here – that’s why we’re on leave. Jesus, what a Benny.’ Drake was an aggressive little sod. He wondered how Cousins would have behaved if Drake were dead. The short stocky man jabbed Atkinson in the chest. ‘If you so much as breathe a word in your sleep, I’ll cut your knackers off. Got that?’

			Atkinson nodded.

			‘And don’t forget you’re the one that left him to die.’

			‘Wha—’

			‘You were his bloody second.’

			Atkinson swallowed hard. The gun had made such a noise in that empty street, he panicked and fled, only just remembering the instruction to ditch the weapon.

			‘Drake, what about the girl? The police might find her.’

			‘The Red Cap monkeys are too frickin’ stupid.’

			‘No, the townie coppers. One asked me this morning.’

			Drake stepped closer. How a girl could bear to be kissed by a fella with such foul breath – rank cabbages – was beyond Atkinson.

			‘What did you say?’ This possibility had not occurred to the little tyke.

			‘Nothin’ – I never met her. Cousins was so secretive, it’s only when . . .’ Atkinson stopped himself from saying he only even heard her name when Cousins had found out she was two-timing him.

			‘Keep it that way,’ Drake said.

			‘At least we’re not grounded.’

			‘We’re officially on leave, remember.’

			Drake moved off, leaving Atkinson alone outside the gym. He sighed and traipsed off. Rounding the corner of the building, he walked smack into two Red Caps.

			‘Atkinson, what are you doing lurking round here?’

			‘Nothing . . .’

			‘The captain wants you.’

			‘What for?’

			‘Cretin. You were in Cousins’s unit, you’re top of the list.’

			‘But he’s seen me already, first thing this morning.’

			The sergeant laughed malevolently. ‘You don’t really think we swallow you know fuck all, do you?’

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Lowry prepared to leave the station. He glanced down through the large sash window at the street below bustling with pedestrians. The police had occupied the building since 1943, the year he was born. They’d moved there from their previous residences at the town hall. It had previously been a soldier’s rest home. Sparks had a point, it would be hard to find a better location; turn right, a minute up the road, and there was the castle and the east end of the high street and town centre; turn left, walk down Queen Street, cross St Botolph’s roundabout and into the heart of the military. Lowry poked his head out the window. The sky was a troubled grey. There would be more rain – but it was mild. He deliberated over whether to take his donkey jacket. He remembered narrowly dodging a half-full milk bottle the last time he’d visited Kenton, just avoiding ruining his suit. He left the coat on the hook and hurried downstairs. It wouldn’t come to that – and God help Kenton if it did.

			As he exited the building, wondering whether they might possibly move the police station, he almost collided with Gabriel.

			‘Hey, good morning,’ he said brightly.

			‘Sorry I’m late.’

			‘No problem.’ He noticed she was ruffled. ‘What’s up?’

			‘Oh, it might be nothing, but I think I just witnessed an assault.’

			Lowry paused on the steps. ‘Here?’

			‘No, at Rowhedge – as I posted a birthday card.’ Lowry listened to Gabriel’s encounter on the riverside.

			‘And was the other man okay?’

			She shrugged. ‘He didn’t complain when pulled out of the water.’

			‘I wouldn’t worry about it then.’

			‘I think they were up to no good.’

			He considered his response, glancing over at a wino emerging unevenly from Short Wyre Street. ‘Too late now, though, isn’t it?’ Then, thinking this inadequate, he added, ‘Did you get a good look at both of them?’

			She nodded.

			‘Park it up here then,’ he said, and tapped the side of his head. ‘Now though, I need help on something else: a dead soldier, William Cousins, found this morning in the high street.’ Lowry directed her over to the morgue to collect the lad’s uniform and personal effects for his next of kin – not much, according to Robinson, a pendant or necklace – and then said finally, ‘And check what was playing at the Odeon Friday night.’

			‘Right you are,’ Gabriel said.

			The incident she’d witnessed forty minutes ago was a small thing – in reality it had lasted no more than a few seconds – but it had created an uncertainty in Gabriel’s mind nevertheless. Maybe she was making a mountain out of a molehill, but she was a policewoman, and it was on her very doorstep, and what if, say, the boy on the bike had witnessed her do nothing? Before leaving for work, anxiety had gripped her so forcefully she had gone back to the quay, where, of course, the boat had since departed, and the men presumably with it. She’d been late for work as a consequence.

			Now standing in Queen Street, her worries faded as Lowry brought her sharply to the here-and-now with the news of the young soldier’s death in the high street.

			‘What about you? Where are you going?’ she called out as he made off towards St Botolph’s roundabout.

			‘Kenton,’ was the single word response he mouthed back at her.

			 

			Lowry was fond of Jane Gabriel, the newest CID recruit, who had made the move from Uniform this summer. CID was, until recently in this part of the county, a solely male reserve. Now, the county – in the guise of Sparks’s boss ACC Merrydown – was placing the chief under pressure to modernise his operation in more ways than one. Jane Gabriel, in her mid–twenties, was a tall, willowy blonde – and this was a problem for the chief. As far as he was concerned, women in the workplace should be robust, complicit, dull – certainly not cleverer than him – and furthermore should conceal any hint of ‘womanliness’. Unfortunately for Sparks, ACC Merrydown was Gabriel’s aunt and had shoehorned the woman in, having lost patience waiting for him to move females into the department of his own accord. Merrydown was the very epitome of progress, with nepotism taking second place to propelling change through the force.

			 

			Lowry took the left spur up Magdalen Street towards Barrack Street and home to where Kenton lived in New Town.

			There was nothing ‘new’ about the area; the name was ascribed centuries ago, when Colchester was expanding beyond the city walls, and in terms of the military history, this area was actually the precursor to the buildings Lowry had visited that morning with Oldham. Lowry knew much of the town’s past but had learnt more from Kenton himself, who had researched the place when joining Queen Street three years ago. Colchester had long been the mustering point for military excursions to the continent, and by the late 1790s, with a lengthy war looming with France, the town required organisation. It was here on Barrack Street where, as its name suggested, the army’s first wooden billets were constructed. Now those early buildings were long gone, and all that remained were the occasional pubs – such as Kenton’s local, the Bugle Horn – whose names served as a reminder of those days.

			Kenton. His last encounter with Kenton had not been good. As was the way, horrific events brought a man’s character to the fore; his strengths and his weaknesses. Sparks’s assessment, though blunt and flippant, was not far from the truth: in the wake of the ordeal earlier this year, Kenton had regressed to wallowing in self-pity.

			 

			Daniel Kenton recognised only his pale grey eyes in the mirror. The unkempt straggly hair had none of its summer lustre and had not seen a blow-dryer in weeks. The beard was so alien on him that he had to tug it to check it was real. Like every morning for the last month, he had a bit of a thick head. He sniffed contemptuously at himself and left the bathroom. After picking up his tobacco pouch from a bedroom still shrouded in darkness, he entered the living room in only his boxer shorts. His flat situated above an off-licence was pokey, but it was warm and he was in no hurry to dress. The room where he’d spent most of his time these last weeks (when not in the pub) was growing increasingly untidy. By one wall was a stuffed bookcase. Further piles of books were stacked to one side, tumbling into records lazily slipping down the side of a glass hi-fi cabinet further along. By the only window that overlooked the street stood an enormous cheese plant. The green monster was now of such awesome proportions that he could no longer reach to pull down the blind he’d installed. The walls were in desperate need of a coat of emulsion but instead were adorned with only a film poster for The French Connection in a clip frame and a large still of Carrie Fisher pouting with a blaster. His windsurf board, which had not seen any action since mid-August, lay the length of the room on the other wall, having nowhere else to go. The sail and boom lay behind it. In the middle of the floor, on a threadbare rug he picked up in the Far East, were a set of weights. He stretched half-heartedly, cracked his fingers and opened the pouch. There was nothing to do until the yoga programme on BBC2. Ever since lashing out at Lowry with a bottle of milk, he’d tried to ease off on alcohol. With some success. But he had increased his intake of pot accordingly. He’d not tried it since college but had discovered that, if one sat around in pubs in east Colchester all day, there it was, as plentiful as ever, despite police claims of stamping out smuggling up the Colne. He sealed the edge of the reefer and lit up. At the turntable he flipped over side three of Physical Graffiti, and took a long drag. Nodding his head to the beat, he approached the iron bar in the centre of the room and took up position in preparation for a dead lift. Weightlifting was again something he’d not done since university, but it was essentially one of the best exercises there was and it complemented the yoga in strengthening his core.

			Through the drum beat he thought he heard a rap at the door. He continued the move, hands gripping the bar. Another knock. There was someone at the door; he caught it clearly this time. He took another toke on the joint and placed it in the Truman’s ashtray he’d borrowed from the Bugle. Winding the stereo down a notch he padded to the front door, which took a third rap. ‘Yeah, yeah, Jesus, I’m not deaf,’ he muttered, turning the latch.

			Lowry stepped into the room.

			‘You might like to consider opening a window.’

			‘Morning, sir.’ Kenton stiffened. ‘Too warm? Does heat up in here,’ he said by way of excuse for his state of undress.

			Lowry’s presence dominated the space. Kenton felt abashed at his near-naked form next to this cleanly shaved man in a pristine pale grey suit, white shirt and neat narrow black tie. This was Lowry’s natural state; that Kenton felt acute discord provoked something deeper than shame.

			‘I’m not interrupting anything, I hope?’ Lowry scanned the room, his eye lingering on the slump of books, where he spotted the bird identification book he’d lent Kenton months ago.

			‘Err, no . . . just a bit of exercise.’

			Reefer smoke hung close to the ceiling. Kenton could think of nothing further to say. He needed the grass – besides, it was better than drinking. His boss stepped over the weight bar towards the window.

			‘Good, that’s something,’ Lowry said, elbowing tropical foliage out of the way to reach the window frame.

			‘What . . . what is something?’ Kenton asked hesitantly.

			Lowry successfully levered open the window, dusted off his hands and said, ‘That you’re fit. It’s time to return to work.’

			‘I . . . I’m not ready.’

			‘Of course you are.’ He turned and moved to the centre of the room.

			‘Really, I’m not.’ The prospect of returning to Queen Street was not something he’d thought about in any concrete sense. He was still recovering from an experience that would haunt him forever. ‘I thought I made that clear when you came the other day . . . I’m sorry I was out of order then, the bottle and everything, but that’s because I really, really—’

			‘Dan, that wasn’t the other day,’ Lowry reached over and placed a hand on his colleague’s bare shoulder, ‘that was nearly a month ago. I’m telling you, you are ready, because if you’re not back at your desk tomorrow there may not be a desk for you.’

			‘You can’t . . . I really am not in a good way.’

			‘No, you’re not. I agree.’ Lowry’s hand fell away as Kenton stood back in surprise at this concession. ‘You were in better shape three weeks ago; you are going downhill rapidly. And that is why you are coming back to work tomorrow.’

			‘I’ve been granted leave.’ Perspiration was forming on Kenton’s forehead; he knew he was losing. He straightened his back in one last ditch attempt. ‘Where’s your compassion?’

			‘Compassion?’ Lowry returned to the window. ‘I’ll nick you for cannabis possession if you press this any further. How’s that for compassion? Dan, you are never going to find an answer for that girl’s death.’

			Kenton hung his head.

			‘But you will lose your job if you carry on like this,’ Lowry continued. Kenton watched as the inspector gazed out at the street.

			‘How much time have you been spending in the boozer?’

			‘Not much. Now and then.’

			‘Every day, no doubt,’ Lowry said, ignoring him. Kenton didn’t argue. ‘They’re squaddie pubs around here.’

			‘Infantry use them, yes.’

			Lowry then told him of a soldier from Hyderabad who was shot this morning in town. A duel. The drama of the crime pricked his dulled senses. Duels were the stuff of a romantic age, one long since gone, but one he found fascinating.

			‘The investigation will take two approaches. One to find the man who pulled the trigger and to locate anyone else involved, from the military side—’

			‘Seconds,’ Kenton said quickly.

			‘Precisely. Oldham will be leading the charge there. We will concentrate our efforts searching for any non-military influences. Primarily female acquaintances.’

			Kenton thought this over, then said disappointedly, ‘The townie girls never come out here for a drink.’

			‘There’ll be chatter though.’ Lowry picked up the spliff and pulled out his Ronson. Moving closer, he said, ‘Get your shit together. Shave. And,’ he took an impressively large toke, held his breath and exhaled smoke in Kenton’s face, ‘use your last hours out of shop wisely.’

			As Kenton spluttered away, Lowry left the room.

			 

			Outside Lowry stood in the street pulling out his cigarettes. It was tipping it down. The rain was warm though, and he was mellow from the joint. Two lads in tracksuits skulked around the off-licence doorway, their talk abruptly ceasing on seeing Lowry pause for a smoke. One of the lads had discernible needle bruising along his thin arms where he’d pushed his trackie top above the elbow. Kenton’s pot habit was not the worst thing in the world, and he would soon shake that. Lowry would see to it that he did. In the meantime, the police were adept at containing their own vices.

			So long as nothing untoward happened.

			If a dealer was attacked, for instance, and CID’s attention drawn to the situation, it could well become awkward. Worse if someone died. Even if one of these wasters was found slumped on the street, questions would be asked – and when questions are asked, people have a tendency to talk . . . it was not the kind of area for anyone in Kenton’s position to have a casual drug habit. Still. Get him back on the job first, then work it through. Smoking gear first thing in the morning was bad; addiction. Lowry nodded to the lads and made his way down the street. Nobody was perfect. He himself had a Valium habit and drank more than was good for him, but he didn’t touch either in the morning. No, the frequency itself was not really the issue, it was filling the space in-between hits where Kenton was currently at risk – the days had to be filled, otherwise they were lost. It was already happening to the young detective, Lowry could see it: his sense of time was slipping.

			Sparks had been right, it was time to bring him back into the fold.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Oldham sat at his desk, now clear, elbows on the table and fingertips touching in steepled fashion. He was enormously fond of Nick Lowry, and he did not wish this incident to cloud their relationship. Public incidents such as this brought the spotlight down on the garrison. The brass had already been on the line seeking assurances this would be dealt with quickly and contained. Contained. As if it were a virus.

			His men had rounded up Cousins’s unit swiftly, but Oldham had kept them waiting until the hour had elapsed. Let them sweat. In addition he’d singled out men who’d seen active service in Northern Ireland as Cousins himself had. He wished to see them first. One in particular; a soldier, Reeves, with a record of passing information to the military police.

			As the clock reached ten, the captain stirred his umpteenth coffee and realised how truly annoyed he was that nobody had come forward, how much he’d been banking on a confession.

			He sighed. ‘All right, Sergeant Fairweather. Bring the first one in.’

			‘Sir.’

			After a moment, the man was shown in.

			‘At ease, lance corporal.’

			It was easier to read a face at rest, rather than one frozen at attention. Oldham himself remained seated. He dismissed Fairweather. The men were more likely to talk if there was no witness.

			‘Now then. Reeves, is it?’

			‘Sir.’

			‘You understand the situation fully, Reeves?’

			‘Sir.’

			‘We, and the local police, are under the impression that a duel was responsible for Lance Corporal Cousins’s death.’ The soldier stared blankly ahead. ‘A duel carried out in Colchester High Street. What is the word on camp?’

			‘Surprise. Sir.’

			‘By that are you telling me that nothing was known of this duel? Not even a whisper?’

			‘No, not a dicky bird, sir.’

			This was not what Oldham was expecting to hear. Such things are seldom kept quiet; this was not a spontaneous drunken brawl but a precise operation, involving forensic preparation. Gossip and rumour would abound in the run-up. At least, that’s what history had taught them. If Reeves was right that nobody knew a thing, catching the other protagonist would not be straightforward.

			‘I see. You knew Cousins well, I understand?’

			Strain showed on the young man’s face.

			‘Sir, yes, sir. Not that well, sir. He was a bit of a live wire. Very aggressive, sir.’ At times like this soldiers wished they had never made friends. It quickly transpired that Reeves had not been in touch with Cousins since those volatile days in Londonderry. That sort of experience either bound men together or cast them apart; in this case it was the latter. Cousins’s losing it had seen to that.

			‘Did anyone remain on friendly terms with Cousins after the incident?’ Oldham asked pointedly. ‘That is, any man here on camp?’ Reeves twisted his lip.

			‘Atkinson, sir. In Londonderry together.’

			‘Good, good.’

			Oldham dismissed the man. Fairweather re-entered.

			‘Fetch me Atkinson, he’s our man. And arrange to have him followed once I’m through.’

			Bugle Horn, Barrack Street

			Kenton sat nursing a pint of Guinness. He’d been ordered to return to work tomorrow, which, although he should have seen it coming, was still a surprise. He thought this news would be best digested over a final drink. He had been away from work for over two months. After the deaths at Fox Farm he took some holiday, returned to Queen Street at the beginning of September and battled through a week, but was unable to focus. He was haunted by the trauma he’d experienced. The image of the dead girl, her small mutilated body. A living nightmare. His initial enthusiasm at Lowry’s tale of a duel had swiftly evaporated when the reality of sorting himself out had sunken in. The pub offered immediate solace and maybe he just might, by chance, hear something useful; something to present to CID and shield his arrival at Queen Street tomorrow morning. Jesus. When exactly was the last time he was in the CID office? He lifted the Guinness sombrely.

			Lowry probably hadn’t considered how awkward his return would be. In particular, Kenton pricked with discomfort at the thought of Jane Gabriel: she had reached out to him, offering support immediately, but like a truculent schoolboy he had spurned her, only to regret it an instant later. And lacking the maturity to go after her and apologise, his pain had since festered and the idea of losing her completely nagged at him. They had not spoken since . . . he couldn’t remember. Early September? He lit a rollie, and noticed how stained his fingers had grown. That wouldn’t come off by tomorrow. He’d switched to roll-your-own since smoking pot. No one would notice his nicotined fingers, surely. He glanced at the old boy settling down in the corner; he too had a tin of Old Holborn out, though Kenton doubted grandad carried a sizeable lump of Lebanese black in his. He slurped at the Guinness – more filling than cider or lager and good for you. Apparently. He sighed and checked his tin; actually his sizeable lump was not so sizeable. He’d need more, especially with the stress of Queen Street. Julian would be in shortly; he’d have a word.

			What would Jane say if she could see him now? He pictured her beautiful face distorting with distaste. Kenton grimaced and ran his fingers through his beard. He promised Lowry he’d get a haircut and shave, but that could wait until the afternoon. The pub had opened at eleven and he’d been in at five past. The prospect of work had fractured his fragile resolve of recent weeks. Daytime drinkers were a fascination for Kenton and in the last months he’d often been eager for a pint before noon to still his troubled mind. Until he’d moved to Essex, his experience of drinking establishments was defined by the genteel public houses in his hometown in Surrey, and the lively student watering holes up at university in Edinburgh. Neither had prepared him for the grubby boozers now on his doorstep. Most this side of town were not far from spit and sawdust affairs; but what they lacked in sophisticated décor they made up for in the characters who frequented them. He’d been in most of them in the line of duty – barging in on a Friday night to nick someone, or tracking down some shady character who might be persuaded to talk – but it was different being here as a punter. You saw the place through different eyes; peaceful and inviting and shabbily familiar. Flaking paintwork, worn hardwood surfaces, the yellow, cracked ceiling; a naked ageing structure smoothed by the warmth of alcohol and density of cigarette smoke. That said, at 11.30 and still on his first pint of the black stuff, the essential disrepair of the place was not quite as romantic as it would be later as the alcohol and spliff kicked in.

			Kenton slipped two ten-pence pieces into the jukebox. There was always a handful of off-duty soldiers from the garrison in as soon as the doors opened, celebrating – a birthday, leave, arrival, departure – with a day-long session. There were three here now boisterously playing pool, their excitement at odds with the subdued milieu. To liven it up a bit, Kenton proceeded to scan the records, drumming the glass case with his fingers as they flipped by; he had three picks. The landlord pulled a further pint of Guinness and left it to stand. Apart from the military, there was also a handful of civilians. The first to arrive were the regulars. Men in their sixties. Pensioners. One, Wilf, was already in situ, perched quietly at a corner table, steadfastly drinking IPA. He would sit there until last orders, then leave as silently as he had arrived. Around midday the bohemian set – ‘intellectual dossers’, Sparks called them – would drift in. Young men clutching tatty paperbacks. Sucking the ends of biros and staring pensively into the middle distance.

			‘About time you were back at work, eh?’ The affable publican, in a neat, bright tie, threadbare ‘grandad’ cardigan and comb-over, reminded Kenton of his geography prep school teacher.

			‘Not you too.’

			‘Seen your guv’nor, ’ave you?’

			‘Tomorrow.’

			‘Will miss your custom, laddie. This one’s on the house. Ain’t surprised though, bet they need you.’

			‘How’s that?’

			‘Like the Wild West out there. Heard on the radio, soldiers shooting each other in the high street. Want to send ’em back to the Falklands.’

			‘Yes . . . so I heard.’ Kenton doubted he meant that; duelling or not, soldiers paid for the upkeep of this place. ‘Hey, let me know if you hear anything, eh?’

			The man winked conspiratorially in return.

			‘Hear what?’

			The door went with a clatter. Julian the plumber, unmistakable with a shock of blond hair like Billy Idol, moleskins and karate slippers, a charmer and character. But most important was what he kept in those deep, long moleskin pockets. When frisked by Uniform he’d boast it was a kind of flux.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			By the time Atkinson was pushed through into the RMP ­captain’s office he was a bag of nerves. If Oldham recognised him from this morning, he didn’t let on. That he’d been kept waiting was a bad sign. Sergeant Fairweather stood a step removed from the side of the captain’s desk, statue-still.

			‘When was the last time you saw Cousins?’

			Atkinson had prepared his words carefully.

			‘Last night before lights-out.’

			‘What had you done previously?’

			‘In the Grenadier, sir.’

			‘That would be the British Grenadier, on Military Road?’

			‘Sir.’

			‘And no mention was made of a stroll into the town centre at four in the morning in full parade dress?’

			‘No, sir.’

			‘No, sir,’ the captain repeated. ‘I feel it only fair at this stage to point out that it is widely known you were close to the deceased.’ He raised his slight eyebrows. Atkinson nodded. The captain would have wheedled it out of those who’d been questioned ahead of him anyway.

			‘And how was William Cousins feeling on his last evening on earth in the Grenadier?’

			‘Playing table football, sir, there was a tournament on,’ he replied quickly. ‘Cousins is, or was, a tasty player.’

			‘Hardly a reflective few final hours then.’

			‘Sir.’

			‘And how was he?’

			‘How was he?’

			‘Yes, as in, did he have the air of a man prepared to fight another to the death, or was his mind more concerned with this table football extravaganza?’ Oldham’s cold, colourless eyes terrified Atkinson; not a whisker of emotion.

			‘Not that I know of . . .’

			‘You were particularly close in Ireland, where Cousins was prey to bouts of unhappiness, and remained so.’ Oldham picked up a silver pen and moved it through the air like a small wand. ‘He must have turned to his friends for support, what with his family in Northampton.’
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