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To Detective Superintendent Peter Diamond


Dear Mr Diamond,


This is so difficult. Several tries have ended in the bin already.


Please be kind and read to the end before making up your mind.


I’m a woman of – let’s say a few years younger than you. Like you, I was married for a time but now I’m back to the single life and I can’t say I enjoy it even though I’m left with my own house and enough to live on. What else? I went through university in the days when it was difficult to get in. I like a lot of the things you enjoy, like old black-and-white films, rock music and the occasional glass of beer. I’m lucky enough to be in good health. People tell me I’m good company. Figure-wise, I could still get into some of the clothes I had as a student if I’d kept them, but I keep up with fashion, so I’m always buying new things. You don’t have to be a detective to see where this is leading, so I’m going to stop wittering on about myself. I just wanted you to know I’m not the Wicked Witch of the West.


You’ll be wondering how I know so much about you and I’d better come clean and say I read about you in the paper a couple of years ago and cut the piece out because I liked your picture and the things you were saying. It was a feature article with a photo. I just loved the way you talked about your life in the police. You give it to them straight whether they’re chief constables or cub reporters from the Daily Grind. Since then I’ve followed you through several cases and it’s obvious you’re in the top bracket as a detective.


What do I want now I’ve plucked up the courage to write? I just wonder if you’d like to meet some time for a drink and a chat? My generation of women isn’t used to making the first move, not face to face, and even writing it down like this is a big effort – which is why I’m hiding behind a made-up name and no address.


I’ll be in the Saracen’s Head this Thursday between seven and eight. If you come in, I’ll introduce myself.


In anticipation – and thanks, anyway, for reading this far,


Your secret admirer


Lady, if you knew anything about me you wouldn’t bother, Peter Diamond thought. He sighed and shook his head.


He dropped the letter into the bin with the other junk mail. The envelope was about to follow, but didn’t. He’d noticed it was the self-seal kind and the seal wasn’t too good because the flap had come apart easily without tearing anything. He tried sealing the thing again and it wouldn’t hold – just as if someone had opened it already.


No stamp. No address. Just his name on the envelope and By hand written where the stamp should have been. She must have delivered it to the front desk, and that gave him an uncomfortable thought. Suppose the entire nick knew he’d got a secret admirer.


Now he picked the letter out of the bin, replaced it in the envelope and put it in his jacket pocket. Later, he’d put it through the office shredder.


A worse thought: some joker on his own team had done this as a hoax. They were waiting to see his reaction.


Well, he wouldn’t give them that satisfaction. Bugger it, he’d check their reactions. He got up and took his usual route between the desks towards the door at the far end, appearing nonchalant while alert to any suggestion of a snigger. At one point he stopped and swung round as if he’d forgotten a file and needed to go back.


No one was paying him any attention.


Two, at least, had their eyes on Ingeborg, the novice detective, as she bent over a filing cabinet. Keith Halliwell, the longest-serving DI – and well capable of practical joking – was on the phone. The civilian staff were fingering their keyboards.


Yet he doubted if Halliwell would stoop to this. Halliwell had been with him that ill-fated morning when he attended a crime scene in Royal Victoria Park and made the worst of all discoveries. Keith of all people knew better than to trespass on his personal life.


The hoax theory withered and died.


He moved on and kept going through the building as far as the canteen. Picked up a mug of tea and a sticky bun and parked himself at a table at the quiet end. He was used to being alone.


Not for long. Assistant Chief Constable Georgina Dallymore, the closest thing he had to a boss, appeared from nowhere carrying a glass of water and sat opposite him.


‘Peter, you look peaky.’


Peaky. That was a word from the past. He’d last heard it used by one of his aunts forty years ago to explain why she wouldn’t sample his mother’s Victoria sponge.


‘I’m OK,’ he said to Georgina.


‘Overwork?’


‘Hardly.’


‘Something personal?’


‘I said I’m OK.’


The boss gave him a sympathetic look. She’d given him looks like that ever since Steph was murdered, as if she expected him at any moment to bury his face in her bosom and sob uncontrollably. She said, ‘An MP report has come in.’


‘That’s all we need,’ he said, rolling his eyes upwards.


She frowned. ‘What’s wrong?’


‘Politicians, that’s what’s wrong. We don’t want them breathing down our necks.’


‘Not members of parliament,’ she said in the despairing tone of a schoolmistress to the kid who never listened. Diamond had an inbuilt resistance to abbreviations. ‘Missing person.’


He thought about that for a while before saying, ‘Got you.’


‘A woman in Walcot with a partner and two small daughters was out on Tuesday night and hasn’t been home since.’


‘Tuesday? That’s only yesterday.’


‘It’s very unlike her,’ Georgina went on as if she hadn’t heard. ‘She’s in the habit of speaking to her mother on the phone every day at the same time.’


‘The mother reported it. Not the partner?’


‘He’s relaxed about it. Says she must have needed space and she’ll come back when she’s ready.’


‘He’s probably right. And you want it checked?’


‘Please, Peter.’


‘Isn’t it rather quick? One night away isn’t much. She’s not a fourteen-year-old.’


Georgina’s chest expanded, an ominous sign well known in Manvers Street nick. ‘I happen to have spoken to her mother. She’s in my choir. A level-headed woman. She wouldn’t fuss without reason.’


He understood now. Georgina was a devoted singer. How good her voice was, he didn’t know. She had joined, and left, several of Bath’s many choirs over the past four years. Even so, there is a fellowship among singers, a kind of freemasonry as Diamond viewed it, that meant they helped each other when they could. She was going to insist on a routine check.


‘Who’s looking after the kids?’ he asked.


‘The partner.’


‘Are they his?’


‘I believe not.’


‘His name?’


‘Corcoran. Ashley Corcoran. More importantly, hers is Delia Williamson.’ She handed him a scrap of paper with some details she’d got from her friend in the choir.


Missing persons are a constant of police work. Over four thousand join the list every week in Britain. Rebellious teenagers, runaway spouses, middle-aged dropouts, feeble-minded old people. The index grows steadily, but a good proportion return. Some give cause for real concern. A few are never heard of again.


He returned upstairs and told DC Ingeborg Smith to find out what she could about Delia Williamson.


‘Are you thinking this is a domestic, guv?’ Ingeborg asked, mustard-keen as usual. She had everything on computer at the speed of a texting teenager. As a former investigative journalist, she was used to meeting deadlines.


‘I’m keeping an open mind. When you visit the partner – this Corcoran – make sure a man is with you.’


‘I can handle it.’


‘With a bloke at your side, Inge. I don’t want two female detectives knocking on his door.’


She drew a sharp breath, and then bit back what she was going to say and settled for less. ‘It says here Corcoran is cooperating.’


‘They do at the beginning. That’s an order.’


He looked at the printout she’d given him. Delia Williamson was thirty-three, dark-haired and wore glasses. The two daughters, aged eight and six, were from a previous relationship. ‘Get the name of the father,’ he told her. ‘Everything you can on him.’


At home in Weston that evening, he felt in his pocket for a pen and discovered that letter from the secret admirer. He’d forgotten to shred it. No need. He’d tear it into small pieces and dispose of them with the rubbish.


But he didn’t.


Here in the black hole that was his private life, with only domestic chores and television to keep self-pity at bay, he thought about the effort it must have taken to write that letter and deliver it to the nick. He unfolded it and read it again. The woman hadn’t said if she was bereaved or divorced. I’m back to the single life and I can’t say I enjoy it.


‘You and me both,’ he said.


Even so, he wasn’t going to be suckered into walking into a pub to meet a stranger who’d read about him in the paper. It would be worse than a date set up by one of those agencies that make money out of lonely people. At least they show you a video-clip to help you decide.


Three years had gone by since he’d found Steph gunned down in Royal Victoria Park. He’d loved her with a passion no one else would understand. She had been warm, amusing, honest, wise, sexy, brave and, in his eyes, beautiful. She’d made him the luckiest man in the world – until that February morning. He’d repeatedly told himself he would find his own way through the grief. For Steph’s sake he wouldn’t let the sadness show. She would have expected him to hold up, and he had, so far as anyone could tell. Finding her killer had helped fill the gap in those early months. Work, work, work had been the therapy since. Slack times were black times.


He could just about remember the newspaper interview this woman must have seen. It had been in the Bath Chronicle six months after the murder, when the investigation seemed to be going nowhere. He hadn’t kept a copy. His mind had been on other things. They must have printed that trivia about the black-and-white films and the rock music, or where would she have got it from? But what was he doing, talking to the press about music and movies six months after Steph had died?


He could check in the newspaper files, but he’d be wasting his time. The letter was of no importance. He wouldn’t be meeting the woman.


He glanced down the page and smiled at that sentence: I just wanted you to know I’m not the Wicked Witch of the West. She had a sense of humour, whoever she was. He stuffed it back into his pocket. Then he sorted through the heap of dusty videos on the floor and picked out The Postman Always Rings Twice. The original version, with John Garfield and Lana Turner. It would see him through until bedtime.
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A woman’s body was found next morning in Sydney Gardens. It was hanging from the crossbar of a swing in the children’s play area.


‘Are you up to this?’ Georgina asked Diamond.


‘What do you mean – up to this?’ he said. But he knew exactly what she meant: a woman dead in a park.


He took Keith Halliwell. From the Beckford Road entrance they were able to drive right up to the play area along an asphalt path generally used only by pedestrians. The swings, chute, seesaw, roundabout and sandpit were enclosed by a metal fence, so police tape hadn’t been needed. A uniformed constable manned the gate. Already some gawpers were standing outside as if it was the first day of a sale. Two were young mothers with kids in strollers. People amazed him sometimes. He asked them to move along.


The dead woman was suspended from the yellow swings meant for the older children. Dark-haired, she was dressed in jeans, dark blue sweater and Adidas trainers.


‘Get this screened off now,’ he told the sergeant at the scene.


He went right up to the corpse and looked at the face without shifting the hair that lay over one eye. She had turned a bluish red, as if she’d struggled, he thought. People who choose to hang themselves don’t know what they’re in for. They hardly ever do it right. Mid-thirties, he estimated. The nose had the pressure marks of glasses. He glanced at the hands. No wedding ring. ‘I might know who this is,’ he told Halliwell.


Halliwell gave him a concerned look, recalling the last time he’d recognised the victim.


But he was calm. ‘A woman went missing from Walcot this week, name of Williamson.’


‘Was she—’


‘Dark hair, glasses, in her thirties.’ He looked around, raising his voice for the others. ‘Did anyone find a bag or a suicide note?’


Heads were shaken.


‘Strange choice,’ he said to Halliwell. ‘The hangings I’ve seen have all been in private. If I’m right about the victim, she’s a mother of two. Fancy choosing a play park.’


Halliwell, practical as always, pointed out that a swing had certain advantages for a would-be suicide. The crossbar was a good height and the seat of the swing was well placed for stepping off.


‘What I meant,’ Diamond said, ‘is that a mother might give a thought to being found here by young kids.’


‘We don’t know for certain that she’s a mother, guv.’


‘We don’t know for certain that she hanged herself. Where’s the doc? Did anyone call the police surgeon?’


Dr Hindle had already been by, the constable told Diamond. She’d advised leaving the body in situ. A forensic pathologist was on his way from Bristol.


‘Why? Is there something fishy?’


‘She didn’t say, sir.’


‘Sally Hindle, you said? I’ll give her a bell. And while we’re waiting, chase up those bloody screens, man. Let’s show this poor woman some respect.’


Sally Hindle was a local GP who earned extra for dealing with police-related medical matters. The title of police surgeon meant no special skill in forensic medicine. ‘I simply certified that death had occurred,’ she told Diamond from her surgery. ‘No, I had no reason to doubt that she hanged herself, but I don’t advise moving her until the pathologist gives his consent.’


She was right, and they had to wait. Some canvas screens arrived and were erected. The police photographer took his shots and the crime scene people tried to make sense of footprints in abundance. Now that the swing was enclosed there was a sense of intimacy, as if they were in a room with the corpse.


Diamond stepped outside and phoned Ingeborg and asked her to come to the park and bring a picture of Delia Williamson.


‘Have you found her, guv?’


Always with Inge, the ex-journo, questions he wasn’t able to answer and she needn’t have asked.


‘Just get in your car and drive here.’


‘Try and stop me.’


Her eagerness to please was a pain at times, but he was glad to have her on the team. So were the others. She was a real babe.


He joined Halliwell again. ‘Two young kids, if I’m right. She’d have to be desperate.’


‘Wouldn’t anyone?’ Halliwell said. ‘To top themselves, I mean.’


‘Extra desperate.’


‘True.’


After a long pause Diamond said, ‘You know what I’m thinking, don’t you, Keith?’


Halliwell hesitated. He’d worked with this boss for most of his CID career, but he still wasn’t sure how frank he ought to be. ‘Like, em, you’ve been through a bad patch yourself?’


Diamond frowned. ‘What?’


‘But you were never as desperate as this.’


‘Sometimes I don’t know which world you inhabit, Keith. What I’m thinking is we’d better not assume anything until the pathologist has been by.’


Halliwell backtracked fast. ‘I get you now.’


Ingeborg arrived in ten minutes. She put her head around the screen and said, ‘Oh, poor soul. Haven’t you cut her down yet?’


Another pointless question. The body was rotating in the breeze.


‘Just show us the picture,’ Diamond said.


Ingeborg had brought two photos, a head-and-shoulders shot taken in a booth and an outdoor one of the mother and her two small daughters. Beyond any doubt the dead woman was Delia Williamson. Diamond looked at the smiles of the children and felt his stomach clench. Someone would have to break it to those little girls that their mother was dead. They would ask questions and that same someone would have the choice between merciful lying and the appalling truth.


Ingeborg said, ‘Guv.’


‘Mm?’


‘Do you want me to speak to the family?’


‘No,’ he said. ‘Not your job.’


She took a closer look at the body. ‘Armani jeans.’


‘Yep, I read the label.’


‘And the sweater is cashmere.’


This he hadn’t spotted. ‘So she wasn’t short of a bob or two.’


The pathologist turned up eventually. This Dr Bertram Sealy was new to Diamond but not new to the game. He’d brought a flask of hot coffee and poured himself a cup before stepping around the screen. The smell was tantalising. ‘Do you have a gofer I can borrow?’ he asked.


There were times when Diamond was hard on his staff, but he didn’t think of them like that. He let the remark pass. People come out with insensitive things in stressful situations. Instead, he beckoned to Ingeborg and introduced her.


‘You’re CID?’ Dr Sealy said to her with approval. ‘I thought you all chewed gum and shaved your heads. Do me a favour, my beauty. The boot of my car is unlocked. Inside you’ll find an essential tool of the trade, my blue plastic milk crate. Would you mind fetching it?’


Ingeborg obeyed, but only after a look that said she didn’t like being patronised.


Dr Sealy winked at Diamond while Ingeborg opened the boot and bent over it for the crate. ‘It’s not a job that appeals to everyone, mine. I make the best of it.’


Diamond stared through him.


Sealy screwed the cup back on his flask. ‘Make yourself useful and hold this for me, would you? Got to put on my surgical gloves.’


Diamond kept his hands behind his back. It was Halliwell who stepped forward for the flask.


The purpose of the crate was made clear. Sealy needed to step up and he wasn’t going to risk standing on the seat of one of the swings. He asked Ingeborg to place the crate upside down on the ground behind the suspended body. With a hand resting on her shoulder he stepped up level with the woman’s neck. He spent some time studying the marks made by the plastic cord. When he’d finished he made sure Ingeborg gave him a hand down. Then he asked her to move the crate to the front, all the while watching as if he’d never seen a woman in his life. Once again, he steadied himself by grasping and squeezing her shoulder. Almost as an afterthought he turned his attention to the corpse and used an electronic thermometer with a digital read-out to measure the temperature in the nostrils. Then he stepped down, smiled at Ingeborg and took out a notebook to record his reading. He invited the photographer to stand on the crate and take some close-ups. While this was going on, he examined the dead woman’s hands.


Finally he stepped away. ‘I’ve done. When you bring her down, I want the cord cut a foot above the head and left in place round the neck.’


‘Any first impressions?’ Diamond asked.


‘Some remarkable features.’ He turned for another look at Ingeborg. ‘And the corpse is not without interest.’


If he’d expected a reaction from Diamond, he got none.


‘I wouldn’t have expected the cyanosis to be so marked.’


‘The purple colour of the face?’


‘And there’s something else. She has two sets of ligature marks, overlapping in places, but diverging at the side of the neck where she is suspended.’


‘Two sets of marks?’


‘Be my guest, Mr Diamond. Step on the crate.’


Diamond wasn’t built for step-ups. Ingeborg said, ‘All right, guv,’ and steadied his arm with a willingness that showed where her loyalty lay.


His face was six inches from the dead woman’s neck.


Sealy said, ‘See the brownish horizontal line below the knot, going right round, like a collar? That’s the one that interests me.’


‘So what does this mean – that she was strangled first, and strung up?’


‘Don’t rush your fences, Inspector.’


‘Superintendent.’


‘Oops,’ said Sealy, and made a mock salute.


‘Someone could have faked the suicide to cover up a murder?’


‘I’d have thought a superintendent would know we men of science like to assemble all the facts before reaching an opinion.’


‘Pompous twit,’ Diamond muttered.


Sealy was making more notes.


Diamond stepped off the crate and waited for him to finish.


Without looking up from the notebook Sealy asked, ‘How do you spell your name?’


‘The usual way.’


‘You’re a bit of a card, then?’


That old joke fell flat.


But Sealy wanted to run with it. ‘The king, the ace or the joker?’


Diamond said nothing. Why encourage him?


‘If it isn’t a card you are,’ Sealy said, ‘you must be a gem. Diamond . . . gem . . . Follow me? In which case you might be interested in a little-known service they provide in America. You look reasonably fit to me, Mr Diamond, but of course we all have to make provision for what lies ahead. The one certainty, as they say. You may have decided already what you want done with your mortal remains. Even if you have, I suggest you think about this, a beautiful prospect for a man lucky enough to bear the name you do. There’s a firm in California who will take a cadaver and subject it to intense heat and pressure for eighteen weeks, reducing it to carbon atoms. The end product is a small, but exquisite, one-carat diamond.’


The only one to smile was Sealy.


‘And if you’re quick’ – he looked at his watch – ‘I can do the PM . . . p.m.’ He took back his vacuum flask and strutted towards his car as if he’d knocked out the heavyweight champ.


Diamond arranged with Halliwell to oversee the removal of the body to an undertaker’s van already parked nearby. The duty of observing the post-mortem also fell to Halliwell.


Diamond said, ‘Ingeborg.’


‘Guv?’ She was about to pick up the crate and return it to Dr Sealy’s car.


‘Leave that.’


‘But he’s going to forget it.’


‘Yes.’


Ingeborg had recently treated herself to one of those bug-shaped Fords known as a Ka, comfortable once Diamond had persuaded his bulk into the passenger seat and drawn the belt across. He asked her to drive him to the house in Walcot.


‘Tell me about the men in this lady’s life.’


‘The one I met is Ashley Corcoran, her partner. He’s cool.’


Aware that the last word had refinements he hadn’t kept up with, Diamond said, ‘Which is . . . ?


‘In control. No panic. He strikes me as responsible, if a little too laid back,’ she told him. ‘He’s great with the kids. He collects them from school every day. Reads to them at bedtime.’


‘What’s his job?’


‘Composing theme music for television. He’s got a Steinway piano and all kinds of synthesisers and stuff.’


‘Swish place, then?’


‘A converted warehouse close to the river. Made me envious.’


‘But he wasn’t too worried about his partner’s disappearance?’


‘He said she’d be back. She’d always valued her freedom and he respected that, or some such.’


‘Leaving him with her kids?’


‘No problem, apparently.’


‘So was he annoyed with Delia’s mother for reporting her missing?’


‘He just smiled and said she’s a worrier.’


‘With good reason, it turns out. Did you sense anything suggesting this man could be violent?’


‘Absolutely not.’


They were already across Pulteney Bridge. Ingeborg was a nifty driver.


‘And what did you discover about the other guy, the father of the girls?’


‘Not a lot. Only his first name, which is Danny.’


‘Not much to go on.’


‘Ashley Corcoran said he’d never asked. I can believe that’s true.’


‘He is cool. What are the girls called, then? They must have a surname.’


‘Williamson. They use the mother’s name.’ She turned right, off Walcot Street, and drove into the cobbled yard that fronted Ashley Corcoran’s stylish residence.


‘By the way,’ he told her as he got out, ‘leave the questions to me.’


There’s money in television. The Corcoran residence had a varnished oak door with coach-lamps either side. The chime was the opening of Beethoven’s Fifth. In the moment before it was answered, Diamond took stock. This was a unique situation that had to be handled right. He’d be breaking the news, but not all the news. He’d be telling Corcoran that his partner had been found dead, hanging from a swing, no more. No suspicion that anyone else was involved. The man’s reaction would be worth noting. Any possible sign of guilt would be subtle, not to be missed. Even a glimmer of relief at this stage would tell Diamond he was speaking to a murderer.


The door was opened by a long-haired man in a black kaftan and white jeans. He was rubbing his eyes as if he’d just woken.


Then he recognised Ingeborg. ‘Oh, you.’


Diamond showed his warrant card and asked if they could come in.


A hand through the hair, matted brown hair that looked as if it could do with a wash. ‘Is it about Delia?’


Diamond nodded. ‘So shall we speak inside?’


The interior was open plan, a vast space with toys for all the family: giant teddies, an exercise bike, plasma television, a music system and the grand piano. Corcoran led them across the wood floor to an area with a large Afghan rug surrounded by sofas.


‘This is bad news, I take it. Is it the worst?’


‘I’m afraid so.’ Diamond sketched the circumstances. He said he couldn’t say for certain that the woman in the park was Delia Williamson, but she closely resembled the photos.


People given news of sudden death are often reduced to one-word questions – When? Where? How? – and this was how it played with Ashley Corcoran. No hint of foreknowledge. He was cool, as Ingeborg had said, yet anxious to hear precisely what had been discovered.


‘I’ll be asking you to identify her later,’ Diamond said. ‘Probably not today.’


‘Is she still . . . ?’


‘Being driven to Bristol by now.’


‘Whatever for?’


‘The post-mortem.’


‘I see.’ Still cool.


‘There are two daughters, I’m told.’


‘At school until three thirty.’ Corcoran raked a hand through his hair. ‘Oh, God, I’ll have to tell them.’


‘That had better wait until we’re a hundred per cent certain. What about their father? Where’s he?’


‘I said I’ll tell them. They treat me as their dad.’


‘Yes, but he’s got to be informed.’


‘I guess you’re right.’ Corcoran’s thoughts were played out on his face. ‘This changes everything.’


‘Has he been seeing his daughters?’


‘He’s written them off.’


‘I gather you don’t know his surname or present address?’


‘Danny? No idea.’


‘Would Delia have it written down somewhere?’


‘Can’t say. Far as I know, she hasn’t heard from him in years.’ He opened his hands in appeal. ‘Listen, I can keep the girls, can’t I?’


‘They’ll need someone else, at least while things are sorted out. Their grandmother sounds like a caring person. She was the one who notified us that Delia was missing.’


‘Amanda’s OK,’ he said. ‘A worry-guts, that’s all.’


Diamond moved the conversation on. ‘Is it possible Delia left a suicide note somewhere in the house? Nothing was found in the park.’


‘I haven’t seen one.’


‘Have you looked? I understand you weren’t too concerned that she went missing.’


He shifted in his seat. ‘That makes me sound uncaring. I didn’t dream she’d do anything like this.’


‘Was there an argument before she left?’


‘No. We were fine.’


‘But she lives here. Has she gone missing before?’


‘We don’t keep tabs on each other.’ Corcoran sighed. ‘Look, I’m a musician. I’m on a deadline for a new TV drama. I work unsocial hours, right? I find night-time is the most creative. We don’t see so much of each other when I’m working.’


‘Are you saying you didn’t notice she was gone?’


He shrugged. ‘The first I knew was when Amanda called me yesterday afternoon.’


‘Excuse me butting in, guv,’ Ingeborg said, unable to stay silent, ‘but what about the girls? How did they get to school in the morning?’


Corcoran said, ‘We have a Filipino girl who helps out. She comes in at seven and sees them off with a packed lunch. Then she comes back and does some housework until midday.’


Diamond asked, ‘And what’s Delia doing in the morning?’


‘She sleeps in.’


‘Doesn’t she have a job?’


‘Waitress, in Tosi’s, the Italian restaurant just up the street from here.’


Diamond’s spirits took a plunge. A simple case was suddenly complicated by Italian waiters and restaurant customers. ‘Fulltime?’


‘Six evenings a week.’


He looked around at the expensive furnishings. ‘Did she need the money?’


‘She didn’t want to be kept, as she put it.’


‘From what you were saying earlier, am I right in thinking she had her own room? If so, could we take a look at it?’


A gallery extended around three sides of the upper level and the bedrooms led off it. Delia had a walk-in dressing room and en-suite bath and shower. The bed was queensize with an empire-style arrangement of drapes on the wall at the head. The quilt had been thrown back and a nightdress tossed across the pillows. Underclothes were scattered on top of a basket inside the door. These signs of occupation made Delia Williamson seem more real than the corpse in the park.


‘I respected her privacy,’ Corcoran said. ‘This is the first time I’ve looked in here since she went missing, except on the afternoon her mother phoned. I put my head round the door in case she was ill, or something.’


‘We all kiss goodbye to privacy when we die.’ Diamond pulled open a drawer of the bedside cupboard and told Ingeborg. ‘See what you can find.’


Almost at once she handed him two birth certificates. The children’s names were Sharon and Sophie. More importantly, the full name of their father was Daniel Geaves.


They traced Geaves to an address in Freshford, a village between Bath and Bradford on Avon best known to Diamond for its pub, named logically enough the Inn at Freshford. He’d been there a couple of times with Steph.


Ingeborg did the driving again. Unfortunately the man they had come to see was not at home. The cottage he rented looked as if it hadn’t been used for some days, and the neighbour said she hadn’t seen him all week. Diamond had a hunch, he told Ingeborg, that someone at the inn might have some information.


What he didn’t tell her was that his hunches rarely amounted to anything. His real purpose in going in was a late lunch of fish and chips. The landlord said Danny came in sometimes, but never stayed long. He’d take his drink and a packet of crisps to an empty table. He usually had a paper with him and did the crossword.


Afterwards they took their drinks outside and sat on the wall of the packhorse bridge listening to the ripple and gurgle of the Avon. Across a green field, the steep side of the Limpley Stoke Valley was covered in lush foliage. ‘Not bad, eh?’ he said. ‘Better than watching your friend Dr Sealy doing a post-mortem.’


‘Give me a break, guv. He’s no friend of mine. He’s pathetic.’


‘I can’t disagree with that.’


Ingeborg took a sip of lager and stared down at the waterweeds rippling in the flow. ‘I don’t know if it’s me, but the blokes who seem to fancy me are the ones I’d rather avoid.’


He was reminded of his secret admirer. For one mad moment he considered taking the letter from his inside pocket and showing it to Ingeborg, but the moment slipped by.


Back in Manvers Street what passed for an incident room was more like the quiet room in a silent order. Halliwell was hand-feeding a pigeon on the window ledge.


‘What progress?’ Diamond said, trying to energise someone.


Halliwell turned and said, ‘What progress?’


One of the civilian computer operators said, ‘There’s something on your desk, Mr Diamond.’


‘Desk work. That’s not progress,’ he said. ‘That’s punishment.’ He went into his office to look.


He’d never had anything so organised as an in-tray. Items for attention were heaped on his desk. On top now was a parcel with THIS WAY UP written in large letters and his name underneath. No address. It was wrapped in brown paper fastened with Sellotape and was about the size and shape of a box file. One end had been unsealed. Nothing suspicious about that: every package was security-checked downstairs. More damned paperwork, he guessed, though why it was done up as a parcel he couldn’t fathom. He picked the thing up and was relieved to find it didn’t weigh too heavily. He put it to one side and looked to see what else had come in.


Three pages of minutes from a meeting he’d managed to miss of the Police and Community Consultative Group. A reminder from Georgina that the overtime figures for last month hadn’t been presented yet. A request from the new boy, Paul Gilbert, for the firearms course. He was riding for a fall, that lad.


The rest of the heap could wait. He reached for the parcel and tore it open. Inside was a cardboard box and when he lifted the lid he found several layers of loosely crumpled red tissue paper. He removed them.


A chocolate cake.


‘What on earth?’


‘Is it your birthday, guv?’


He looked up. Ingeborg, Halliwell, Leaman, Gilbert and the civilian staff had gathered in the doorway.


‘Is this anything to do with you lot? Because I can tell you it isn’t anywhere near my birthday.’


‘We’re being nosy, that’s all,’ Halliwell said.


‘Security tipped you off, is that it?’


‘Someone thinks you deserve a treat, that’s obvious,’ Ingeborg said. ‘Is there a note with it?’


He lifted out the cake – which looked to have a black cherry filling – and went through the tissue paper and the wrappings. No message.


‘It looks yummy,’ Ingeborg said. ‘Do you like chocolate?’


‘I can take it or leave it.’ He added in an afterthought, ‘If I had a knife I’d offer some around.’


‘Got one in my drawer,’ Halliwell said almost too quickly.


‘A cake knife?’


‘A flick-knife confiscated from a nine-year-old. It’ll do.’


‘Get it then.’


‘You don’t have to, guv,’ Ingeborg said. ‘It was meant for you personally. You should take it home.’


‘And eat all of this myself? What kind of guts do you take me for?’


Halliwell did the slicing. Everyone agreed the cake went down a treat. It was rich and light-textured.


‘I don’t know when I last had chocolate cake,’ Diamond said.


‘You’ve obviously got a secret admirer,’ Ingeborg said. ‘Oops, get the boss some water.’


He was choking on the crumbs.
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Next morning Diamond turned to the back page of the postmortem report, expecting it to tell him all he wanted in words he could understand. What’s the point of a summary if it doesn’t save you wading through pages of medical jargon? Dr Sealy had put it in a nutshell all right. The trouble was that he’d stated only what everyone knew, that Delia Williamson had been strangled with a ligature and later suspended from the swing. What use was that?


He phoned the hospital and was given Sealy’s mobile number. Rightly or not, he pictured the little pipsqueak taking the call at home, reclining on a sun-lounger in the garden.


‘How much later?’ he asked. ‘Was she strangled in the park and then strung up?’


‘Unlikely.’


‘We agree on that, then. Did you find any medical evidence to back this up?’


Sealy sounded as if he was speaking through clenched teeth. ‘That’s what an autopsy is for. If you’d bothered to read my findings, you wouldn’t ask.’


‘Tell me, then.’


‘The trouble with you policemen is that you only bother with the conclusion, and then you want it all in one-syllable words. In my description of the external findings on page two, which you seem to have ignored, I mention indications of hypostasis on the right side of the back and buttocks.’


‘Hypo . . . ?’


‘… stasis. It wasn’t pronounced, but it was there. You have to allow for secondary gravitation, and that diminishes the effect.’


‘We’re talking about pressure marks?’


‘Essentially, yes. They show up as pale areas after a couple of hours or so in one position. If the body was suspended directly after being killed I wouldn’t expect to find hypostasis where I did.’


‘The right side, you said. As if she was lying on her side for some time?’


‘I would say so.’


‘Curled up in a car boot, perhaps?’


‘Speculation.’


‘She’d have to be transported to the park. A car is the obvious way to do it.’


‘You tell me,’ Sealy said.


‘No, I’m asking.’


‘Not my job, squire. She could have been brought there on the back of an elephant for all I know.’


‘What about the time of death?’ Diamond asked with little expectation of an answer. Even the friendliest of pathologists can be guaranteed to baulk at that one.


‘How long have you been in the job, Mr Diamond?’


‘The approximate time, then?’


‘More than three hours before I examined her at the scene. Probably less than fifteen. And now you’re going to ask me about secondary injuries, and you could have found them listed in the report if you’d bothered to read it instead of turning straight to the conclusion. There were not many. A couple of broken fingernails, but that could have happened post-mortem. She didn’t put up much of a fight. However, she was not sexually assaulted. The usual forensic tests are being carried out. If any of the killer’s DNA was recovered we’ll let you know, but I wouldn’t hold your breath.’


‘I’d like to bring her partner out to Bristol to make the identification.’


‘Bring who you like. I’ll be on the golf course.’


‘These days,’ Diamond said to Ashley Corcoran on the drive back from Bristol after viewing the body, ‘we have a family liaison officer to help you through a tragedy like this.’


‘I’m all right.’


‘It’s the children I’m thinking of. They’ll have to be told now we’re certain it was their mother.’


‘Sure.’


The casual attitude was not unusual. In the first few hours and days, Diamond knew from experience, the practicalities take over and you believe you can get through without anyone’s support. That stage passes.


‘If I were you, I’d ask their grandmother to be present.’


‘Sorted. They’re staying with her now.’


So the man had done something right. Those two small girls were much on Peter Diamond’s mind. Steph’s hysterectomy had meant his own marriage had been childless, but that had never stopped him empathising with other people’s kids. ‘We’ll do our best to keep our distance. But the story is going to break this afternoon. I’ll have to call a press conference.’


Corcoran turned to look at Diamond, the overconfidence replaced by creases of concern. ‘You don’t want me there?’


‘No. What I’m saying is make sure the girls are told before they see it on TV – or their friends do.’


‘I’ll do that.’


‘The press will be a pain in the arse in the first days. Take a firm line, refuse any offers to tell your story and they’ll get the idea.’


‘I’ve got sod all to say to anyone.’


‘Good. Hold fast to that.’ He let a second or two pass before adding, ‘But if you have anything helpful to tell me, I’d like it now.’


‘I’ve told you all I can.’


That old cliché wasn’t stopping Diamond. ‘We do a reconstruction of her last twenty-four hours. You’re certain, are you, that she didn’t make contact?’


‘Not with me,’ he said, ‘and not with Marietta, the child-minder.’


‘I have to ask this, Ashley. Do you have any suspicion that Delia was seeing anyone else?’


He looked away, out of the car window. ‘Oh, come on.’ But there was something in the tone that undermined the words.


‘Was she like that, one for the men?’


Corcoran scraped his fingers through his hair and gripped the ponytail. The answer was a long time coming. ‘Guys liked her. She was something. She really was. She laughed a lot. But we trusted each other, right?’


Diamond gave a nod to that ‘right’, but he wasn’t sure if Ashley Corcoran’s trust had been well founded.


‘And you’re quite certain, are you, that there wasn’t any dispute with the girls’ father about custody?’


‘Danny? He’s a jerk. He’s never shown any interest. If he surfaces now and wants them back, he can go to hell.’


‘I’d take a more cautious line if I were you. As the father, he has more rights than you.’


Back at Manvers Street police station, the investigation machine powered into motion. Extra civilian staff were brought in to deal with statements. A press conference was scheduled. Halliwell was sent to Tosi’s, the Italian restaurant where Delia had worked, to see how much they knew of her missing days. Ingeborg continued to try and trace Danny Geaves.


Georgina, the ACC, liked to think of herself as a hands-on executive. Diamond liked the high-ups to keep their hands off. ‘Leave it to me, ma’am,’ he said when she looked in for the second time that day. ‘Have I ever let you down?’


‘We’ve had our moments, Peter. I put you on to this one, remember? Amanda sings with me. What’s the motive here? Have you thought about that?’


‘I will when I get a moment,’ he said.


‘The woman was strangled first and then suspended from the swing to make it look like a hanging,’ Georgina said. ‘That’s not the behaviour of a professional crook. Any villain worthy of the name would know forensics can tell the difference. I think we’re dealing with a first-time murderer who panicked when faced with a dead body. He didn’t think it through.’


‘I’ll bear that in mind, ma’am. And now if I can get on …’


‘An amateur, in other words. But the motive is the problem. I don’t understand the motive.’


‘Neither do I, yet.’


‘It doesn’t seem like panic,’ she said without realising she’d just contradicted herself. ‘It wasn’t manual strangulation. He used a ligature. And it’s pretty cool to transport the body to the park and string it up, however naïve it was.’


‘It beats leaving it in his car.’


‘What do you mean?’


He shrugged. ‘Neutral ground. Nothing to connect him.’


‘Good point.’ She weighed it before speaking again. ‘Perhaps he is a professional. This is shaping up as a beast of a case.’


‘Thanks, ma’am.’


She gave a sideways smile. ‘But I have every confidence.’ And that was her exit line.


He crossed the room to where Ingeborg was using a computer. ‘Any progress?’


She shook her head. ‘This Danny seems to have gone to ground, guv. We’ve asked at all his usual haunts. No one knows him well enough to have heard of his plans. He isn’t a loner exactly, but he gives nothing away.’


‘There’s no talk of a girlfriend?’


‘Not in Freshford anyway. He does a lot of walking, serious walking, with a backpack.’


‘I’ve seen you with a backpack and I wouldn’t call you a serious walker.’


She rolled her eyes. ‘Mine is a fashion accessory.’


‘Does he work for a living?’


‘No one seems to know.’


‘See if he’s on the social.’


Keith Halliwell, when he returned from Tosi’s, had more to report. ‘Delia did her waitressing as usual on Tuesday, the night she went missing, guv.’


‘Did she now? But according to Dr Sealy she was killed Wednesday night or early Thursday morning, so where was she?’


‘That’s a mystery. I spoke to the owner, Signor Tosi himself. He said she was the best waitress he’d ever had, dependable, a lively personality and popular with the customers. He’s very emotional about the murder. Even wept a little while we were talking about it.’


‘What time did she leave after work?’


‘He thinks about eleven.’


‘Thinks?’


‘He’d already gone. His wife wasn’t well, so he left the restaurant early and his head waiter Luigi closed the place.’


‘Did you speak to this Luigi?’


‘I’m going back later. He’s on at five.’


‘I’ll come with you.’


Before that, he spoke to the entire murder squad, seated around the incident room. ‘The press are waiting downstairs and I’m going straight to them after this. What I won’t be telling them at this stage is that the victim was fun-loving, as they say, and not getting much fun from her partner. Ashley is so wrapped up in his work he doesn’t even notice when she isn’t home. She has a child-minder for her two kids, and they don’t fret when she’s away. Why? Because she’s done it before. She’s that kind of mother. She needs space, according to Ashley. We have no clue where this space was, and if it involved another man. We’re damn sure it involved someone else on the night she was strangled.’ He spread his hands. ‘Of course it won’t take the press boys long to work this out for themselves, but I want to start with the shock of the young working mum strangled at night and left hanging in the park. We’ll issue her photo and hope to get some feedback from the public. She was a waitress, so we’re sure to hear from people who remember her, who could have spotted her with a man in the hours leading up to her death. We may even get lucky and hear from someone who saw her with her killer. The phone lines are ready. It’s a crucial time and we’re up for it, right?’


The phone on his desk was beeping when he returned to his office. He gave his surname, as always.


A woman said, ‘Hi, Peter.’


He couldn’t place the voice, but she seemed to know him and she wasn’t going to help by saying her name.


‘Er, hi.’


‘So how was the cake?’


‘What?’


‘They did give it to you?’


‘Ah.’ The response was verging on ‘arrgh’ now he realised who was on the line. After the rousing speech to his squad he was in no mood for trivial chat with his secret admirer.


‘It was meant for you.’ She paused, and her tone changed. ‘The blighters. If they had it themselves, I’m going to raise hell.’ She was ready to go to war with the desk team downstairs.


He had to deal with this. ‘Oh – the cake?’ All experience told him to say the minimum, but he’d been trained in good manners since he was a kid. After clearing your plate you say thanks. He’d eaten the damned cake and forgotten it. Where was his gratitude? ‘Am I speaking to the lady who made it? Very tasty. The cake, I mean.’


She laughed.


He didn’t. He wasn’t trying to be amusing.


‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘I’m not fishing for compliments. I know I’m not the greatest cook.’


The good manners took over again. ‘Everyone said it was the best. I shared it round.’


‘You should have taken it home.’


‘I did – what was left of it.’


‘Let’s not talk about the wretched cake,’ she said. ‘You’re not daft. You know who I am.’


‘Do I?’


‘The woman you didn’t meet at the Saracen’s last night. Did my letter put you off?’


‘It’s nothing to do with your letter, nothing personal,’ he said. ‘That’s the point. It can’t be personal because I don’t know you. And you certainly don’t know me, or you wouldn’t bother.’


She wasn’t giving up yet. ‘I told you quite a bit about myself in the letter.’


‘Yes, ma’am, and now I know you make a fine chocolate cake, but it doesn’t mean we’d enjoy a drink together.’


‘Why not? We haven’t tried.’


He was getting annoyed. ‘Because I don’t do that stuff.’


‘What stuff?’


‘Going out with women I haven’t met.’


‘But how do I get to meet you? I’d really like to.’


‘Sorry, ma’am, but it’s not going to happen. Goodbye.’ He hung up.


Confused emotions churned inside. He felt mean, heavy-handed, unchivalrous. She’d gone out of her way to be friendly and he’d slapped her down. But she had no right to demand a meeting. He was entitled to say no, wasn’t he?


He went straight out. There was serious work to be done. The little voice inside him said Diamond you’re a coward, walking away from the phone in case she tries again.
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Tosi’s was in George Street, up the hill from the police station. Halliwell suggested they walked there, but Diamond was panting like a bulldog before they reached the top of Milsom Street and he asked Halliwell to slow down. ‘You’ve made your point, Keith.’


‘What point is that?’


‘You don’t normally go as fast as this, do you? Man in my condition can’t keep up.’


‘Hadn’t crossed my mind, guv.’


‘I was fit once.’ He had to stop altogether on the corner. ‘There was a time when I played rugby for the Met every Saturday and trained two nights a week. Soon as I gave it up I put on the weight.’


‘I wouldn’t say that,’ Halliwell said, trying to be charitable.


‘Look at me.’


There was no way of telling whether Diamond wanted to prolong the self-criticism, or was just too puffed to move on.


Halliwell tried again. ‘You’re a man of substance, guv. People don’t mess with anyone your size. Look at the way the press swallowed everything you gave them this afternoon.’


He eyed Halliwell, uncertain how serious he was. ‘Let’s see what they print tomorrow. Then we’ll know how much they took in.’ He started walking again.


It was a tiny basement restaurant under a travel agent’s. They were met at the foot of the stairs by Signor Tosi himself, a man whose immense bulk restored some of Diamond’s self-esteem. ‘I catch Luigi,’ Tosi said, as if his head waiter were a contagious disease. He waddled inside and shouted Luigi’s name and something in Italian about the carabinieri.


A man in a white shirt and bow tie came from the back.


‘I translate, eh?’ Signor Tosi offered.


‘I figure we’ll get by,’ Luigi said in a smooth mid-Atlantic accent. He was tall and slim, with brown eyes that gave you undivided attention. ‘This is about poor Delia, I guess.’


‘Torto, torto,’ his boss said. ‘Delia Williamson.’


‘Can you get rid of this clown?’ Diamond said to Halliwell.


Halliwell grasped Tosi’s arm and led him to the kitchen at the back of the restaurant.


‘What was he on about?’ Diamond asked the waiter.


Luigi gave a wide smile. ‘He’s the boss. Thinks he has a divine right to know what I tell you.’


‘You don’t have any problem with the language, that’s for sure.’


‘Too much time watching movies.’


‘OK. While we’ve got the boss out of the way let’s talk about the set-up here. How many staff does he employ?’


‘Three only. Carlo, Delia and me. Carlo is the cook.’


‘You’re the head waiter?’


He laughed. ‘I could live with that if it meant extra pay.’


‘Were all three of you on duty the night Delia went missing?’


‘Yes.’


‘How did she get along with you?’


‘No problem. She was great, a good worker, always willing to help if I was under pressure.’


‘You get busy in here, then?’


He shrugged. ‘People like Italian.’


‘When are you open. Evenings only?’


‘Six to midnight, depending how busy we are.’


‘On the evening we’re talking about, the Tuesday, I gather Signor Tosi went home early and left you in charge.’


Luigi frowned, troubled that some of the blame might be coming his way. ‘He told you that?’


‘It’s true, isn’t it? You locked up?’


‘Sure.’


‘So who was here at the end of the evening?’


Luigi curled his lip, not liking this line of questioning one bit. ‘She was, and so was I.’


‘The cook had left?’


‘Twenty minutes before she did.’


‘What sort of evening had it been?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Customers.’


‘I get you.’ The shift away from him personally came as obvious relief. ‘A quiet night. Party of four. Two couples. One man dining alone.’


‘Regulars?’


‘Yes, the four have a regular booking. Retired people. And one of the couples comes often. The others were new to me.’


‘Do you happen to remember who Delia was serving?’


‘That couple I just told you about. And the single man.’


‘Who you hadn’t seen before? What was he like?’


‘I didn’t speak to him. A businessman maybe, visiting the city. Suit and tie. Twenty-five, twenty-six.’


‘Why do you say he was visiting?’


‘Guy on his own. You get to recognise them. They’re stuck overnight in some hotel, so they look for a place to eat out. Most guys don’t eat alone if they live just up the street.’


‘Would he have booked?’


‘No, but I have his name, if that’s what you’re asking. When I heard you were coming, I looked through the credit-card slips for that evening. He was Mr D. Monnington.’


It was a long time since Diamond had carried a notebook. He helped himself to a paper napkin from the nearest table and scribbled the name. ‘Did you notice if he was trying to chat her up?’


‘Hard to tell. Delia always talked to customers, ’specially if they were alone. I saw her at his table towards the end of the evening, after the coffee was served.’


‘What – just talking?’


‘I thought she was working for her tip, that’s all. We do if we think there’s a chance.’


‘She was no more friendly than you’d have expected?’


‘I didn’t hear what was being said.’


‘And Mr Monnington left when?’


‘Towards the end. Say about ten minutes before we closed.’


‘Ten to midnight?’


He looked towards the kitchen, to make sure the manager couldn’t hear. ‘Actually, it was earlier. We had no more customers, so I closed at eleven.’


‘Tell me some more about Delia. Did she talk to you about her life at all?’


‘Not much. She once said she had kids. She lived with someone in the music business.’


‘Was she acting normally on that last evening?’


‘I thought so.’


‘Was anyone waiting for her when she finished work?’


‘She didn’t say.’


‘What was she wearing?’


‘Same as usual. Jeans and a top. I can’t remember what colour. Trainers.’


‘She’d worn those things while she was working?’


‘No. We have lockers for our working clothes. We change into our own things when we leave.’


‘Changing rooms?’


‘One, the size of a cupboard.’


‘Unisex?’


‘One person at a time. You’d have a job getting two in there.’


‘In a minute you can show me. Who changed first?’
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