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The prisoner stared at the jury as they filed in. Every one of them avoided eye contact.

The foreman was asked for the verdict and gave it.

A few stifled cries were heard.

Peter Diamond of Bath CID, watching from the back of the court, displayed no emotion, though he felt plenty. Unseen by anyone, his fists tightened, his pulses quickened and his throat warmed as if he’d taken a sip of brandy. This was a moment to savour.

‘And is that the verdict of you all?’

‘It is.’

‘But I’m innocent!’ the man guilty of murder shouted, his hands outstretched in appeal. ‘I didn’t do it. I was stitched up.’

Yes, stitched up well and truly, Diamond thought, in a Pink Brothers shirt and a fine Italian suit that didn’t fool the jury, thank God. Any minute now the lowlife inside those clothes will say something nakedly uncouth.

‘Stitch-up!’ a woman supporter screamed from the public gallery, and more voices took up the cry. The people up there began chanting and stamping their feet as if this was a wrestling match.

The judge slammed down his gavel and ordered the court to be cleared.

Almost an hour after, the prisoner was back for sentencing, a short, swarthy man with eyes like burn holes in a bed-sheet.

‘Jacob Barry Carpenter, you have been found guilty of murder, a murder as callous as any it has been my misfortune to come across. If there was the slightest uncertainty in the minds of the jury, it will have been removed upon hearing your criminal record. You are a man of habitual violence, and you have acted in character once again, and this time you will not escape with a light sentence.’

‘You got the wrong man, for Jesus’ sake.’

‘Be quiet. As you well know, the mandatory sentence for murder is life imprisonment, and that is the sentence of this court. As you are also aware, a life sentence has a discretionary element. It need not mean life in the literal sense. In your case – are you listening? – I recommend that it should. You are such a danger to the public that I cannot foresee a time when it will be safe to release you.’

The man reverted to basics. ‘Arsehole! I was fitted up!’

‘Take him down.’

Shouting more abuse, Carpenter was bundled from view by the prison guards.

The judge thanked the jury and discharged them. The court rose.

Peter Diamond turned to leave. His pudgy face revealed no joy in the verdict, nor concern at the prisoner’s outburst. A mature detective learns to conceal his feelings when a verdict is announced. But when his deputy, DI Keith Halliwell, said, ‘Are we going for a bevvy?’ the suspicion of a smile appeared at the edge of his mouth.

‘You bet.’

The pub was just across the street from the Bristol Crown Court and some of the team would already be there, celebrating.

Daniel Houldsworth, the QC who had led for the Crown, put a hand on Diamond’s shoulder. ‘Pleased with the outcome, Superintendent?’

‘It’s the right one.’

The lawyer made it clear he wanted to say more, so Diamond told Halliwell to go ahead. He would join the team shortly.

‘I expected the abuse at the end and so did the judge,’ Houldsworth commented, as if he felt some of the gloss had been taken off the triumph. ‘They’re a cancer, the Carpenters. They’ve run Bristol for too long.’ He went on in this vein for some time, until it became obvious he was fishing for larger compliments.

‘Top result, anyway,’ Diamond said, and that seemed to do the trick. He shook hands with Houldsworth and a couple of junior lawyers and left the court. Funny how everyone wanted credit: barristers, solicitor, jury, and, no doubt, judge – when it was obvious the murder squad had done the job. With a shake of the head unseen by anyone else he made for the exit across the flagstoned corridor where the principals in another case waited nervously. He’d missed one round of drinks, and maybe another.

Thinking only how much he would savour that first cool gulp of bitter, he came down the Court steps into Small Street on a beeline for the Bar Oz. Stared up at the sallow February sun, the promise of brighter times ahead. Didn’t glance at the small group in conversation on the pavement. Didn’t even react when a woman’s voice shrilled, ‘There he is, the shitbag.’ Simply reached the bottom step and started forward.

His sleeve was tugged from behind. He swung around and got a gob of spit full between the eyes. There was a blur of blond hair, a shout of ‘Sodding pig!’ and the woman clawed her fingernails down the right side of his face from eye to neck. The nails ripped the skin, a searing, sudden pain. She was screaming, ‘Stinking filth. He done nothing. My Jake done nothing, and you know it.’

The next strike would have got his eye if he hadn’t grabbed the woman’s wrist and swung her out of range. In this frenzied state she was a match for any middle-aged man and she lunged at him again, aiming a kick at his crotch. He jackknifed to save himself, caught his heel against the steps and tripped, falling heavily. He lay there trying to protect his groin, and instead got a vicious kicking in the kidneys.

No one stopped it. People outside the Guildhall stared across Small Street with glazed expressions and pretended they hadn’t noticed. What do you do when a woman is assaulting a man twice her size?

What do you do if you’re that man? Diamond struggled upright and tried to hobble away. Where were the police? Someone should have seen this coming after the rumpus inside the court.

Still she vented her hate on him, pummelling his back and screaming abuse. If he turned and swung a punch at her it was sod’s law someone would get a photo and sell it to the papers. So he moved on stoically. Then, thank God, spotted a taxi and waved to the driver.

The cabbie stared at this man with a bleeding face and a screaming woman raining punches on his back and, not unreasonably, didn’t want them in his vehicle. He shook his head and drove off.

Further up the street, a second taxi had been hailed by one of the junior barristers on the case.

Diamond charged towards it and shoved the lawyer aside. ‘Emergency,’ he said with as much authority as he had left.

His attacker had come after him and still had a hold on his coat. He elbowed her off and slammed the door. ‘Police. Foot down,’ he told the driver.

‘Where to?’

‘Out of here.’

The woman and her friends were running beside the cab beating the windows.

The cabbie drove off fast towards Colston Avenue. ‘Friends of yours?’

‘Leave it.’ He ran a finger over his smarting face and looked at the blood.

‘Top cop, are you?’

‘Not really.’

‘Got to be Jake Carpenter’s bird, hasn’t she, the blonde? Wasn’t he on trial?’

He confirmed it with a murmur.

‘Guilty, then?’

‘As hell.’

‘She’s marked you. You could do her for assault.’

‘No chance.’ He’d been onto a loser the moment she attacked. Really, he had only himself to blame, leaving the court unaccompanied like that. If he nicked her, she’d use it as a publicity stunt, a chance to go over the trial again. And her counsel would plead extenuating circumstances and she’d get off with a caution.

‘So where shall I put you down?’

They were heading south, towards the river. He was in no shape now to join the celebration in the pub.

‘Bath. I’m going home.’
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‘You’ll tell me if it hurts, won’t you?’ Stephanie Diamond was dabbing her husband’s scratched face with TCP. ‘Is that painful?’

Without thinking, he started to shake his head, and felt the full pressure of the swab. ‘Jee-eez!’

She drew it away. ‘Sorry, love.’

‘My fault.’ Mortified for being such a wimp, he said, ‘Iodine’s the stuff that hurts. They always used that when I was a kid. Wicked. Why, I couldn’t tell you.’

Steph waited, swab in hand. She was still in her work clothes, a white jumper with a magnolia design on the front and a close-fitting black skirt. She moved closer again and rested her free hand on his shoulder. ‘These are deep. She must be a vicious woman.’

‘Just angry.’

‘She’s marked you with all four fingernails. Do you think I should take a photo?’

‘Whatever for?’

‘Evidence.’

He grinned. ‘Like when someone runs into the car, you mean?’ Patiently, he explained that he wouldn’t be charging the woman, and why.

Steph, with her strong sense of right and wrong, didn’t appreciate the explanation. ‘She shouldn’t get away with it.’

He was basking in her concern, even though it had to be cooled. ‘She believed he was innocent. I expect he told her he was fitted up and she believed him.’

‘That doesn’t excuse it.’

‘It means she acted out of genuine outrage, not just spite.’

Steph sighed. ‘Well, the scratches are genuine enough. They’re going to be on your face for some time. What are you going to tell people – that I did it?’

He smiled at the idea, and felt his cheek sting when the muscles stretched. ‘Would you rather I said it was one of my many mistresses?’

‘Do you want a scar on the other cheek? I could match them up, no problem.’

‘Okay. I’ll think of something better.’

‘I could mask it with a concealer-stick if you like.’

‘A what?’

‘Make-up.’

‘I don’t think make-up would play too well at the nick.’

Later the same evening, after supper, the rich aroma of beef casserole lingered. Diamond, in his favourite armchair, warmed by the cat at full stretch across his lap, was thinking life was improving. Then Steph asked, ‘What exactly did he do?’

‘Who?’

‘Jake Carpenter. All you’ve told me is that he’s a well-known criminal.’

‘And he is.’

‘But you haven’t said anything about the case.’

‘True.’ He made it obvious he didn’t intend saying much.

‘Is it as bad as that? You don’t usually shield me from the facts.’

‘I’m not shielding you, Steph. I wouldn’t do that.’

‘The well-bred English gent sparing his delicate wife the gory details?’

‘Cobblers. I just didn’t think you wanted to know.’

‘I do now.’ Her eyes were on the scratches again.

He yawned, and stroked Raffles under the chin while considering where to begin. ‘They’re Bristol’s Mafia – the Carpenters, Jake and his brothers Des and Danny. They live in luxury and make their money out of protection and pimping. They’ve all got form – done time inside. They’re feared. Anyone standing up to them is dealt with, usually by one of their gorillas. But when we succeed in pinning things on any of the brothers they mysteriously get light sentences.’

‘You mean the law is bought off?’

‘So it appears. It may not be cash passing hands, but it happens. This time was different. A mandatory life sentence if he was convicted.’

‘He’d murdered someone?’

‘A call girl by the name of Maeve Smith. Irish. Seventeen years old. Pretty, dark-haired, and a big earner. Unwisely, young Maeve tried to transfer to another pimp, so Jake made an example of her. Two of his thugs took her to a tattooist and had her breasts and buttocks personalised with his initials.’

‘Beast.’

‘That’s tame for the Carpenters. Girls who step out of line sometimes have acid thrown in their faces. This one was still a top earner, so they left her face alone. After the tattooing he slept with her several times. I suppose he found it a turn-on seeing his initials on her.’

‘How could she, after what he’d done?’

‘I didn’t say she agreed to it.’

Steph took in a sharp breath.

‘In court, he claimed she was his girlfriend to support his case that he wouldn’t want to hurt her. He failed to see that it gave him a stronger motive when she slipped the leash again.’

‘Was that why she was killed?’

‘Yes, he considered her his property. Her naked body was found in the Avon below the Suspension Bridge, but she was dead before she was thrown in the water. She’d been beaten about the face and head. Really beaten, I mean. The face was pulp, unrecognisable. The tattooed initials helped us link her to Carpenter, so the rat did himself no service when he ordered that punishment. And this time the forensic stuff led us straight to him. Traces of her blood and DNA material in his car boot and on one of his shoes.’

‘No doubt about it, then?’

‘Not a jot.’

Steph looked away, her face creased in sympathy for the young victim, and then her eyes turned back to Diamond. ‘This other woman – the one who scratched you – must be deluding herself. If she was at the trial and heard the evidence, she knows he slept with the girl. And she knows he’s a sadist. How can she defend a brute like that?’

‘You tell me.’

‘I’m saying, Peter – she’s deluded. She’s trying to convince herself you faked the evidence. She turned her anger on you.’

He spread his hands, and the cat jumped off his lap, surprised by the movement. ‘Steph, I’ve no interest what her motives are.’

‘Do you know who she is?’

‘A minor player.’ He stretched and stood up, wanting to talk of other things. ‘Hasn’t been around long.’

‘I still think she shouldn’t get away with this.’

He went over to her and touched her hair, letting a strand rest between finger and thumb. ‘Leave it, eh?’

‘Now you’ve told me about it—’

Gently but with decision he interrupted. ‘There are more important things.’

‘Like?’

‘Like let’s have an early night.’

She hesitated, needing first to shut out the horrors of his work, then laughed and flicked her hair free. ‘Fancy your chances, Scarface?’

The taunt brought back the bittersweet agonies of nearly twenty years ago, being in love without being sure of her. They’d met in Hammersmith, when he was in uniform, doing a stint as community involvement officer, which meant lecturing groups on road safety and crime prevention. Much of it was with the very old or the very young. At that time Steph was not long out of her divorce and trying to forget it by being Brown Owl to a troop, or pack, or whatever it was called, of Brownies. Diamond turned up to do his talk and made a total balls of it because he couldn’t take his eyes off Brown Owl. At the end he asked her out and she declined. Wouldn’t even give him a phone number. So he put in an appearance next week with some leaflets he said he’d forgotten to hand out to the girls. Then made himself useful changing a fuse when the lights failed. Week after week, using flimsy excuses for being there, he let her know how committed he was. These days it might well be called harassment. By degrees, she softened. It was a curious, chaste courtship, with each move witnessed by small giggling girls in brown uniforms. The turning point was the summer camp, when he breezed in unexpectedly with Bradford and Bingley, two donkeys he’d borrowed from the Hammersmith desk sergeant, who’d set up a donkey sanctuary as a retirement venture. Bradford and Bingley gave rides for the next two days. From that moment the girls called Diamond the Donkey Man and convinced Steph he deserved to be an honorary member of the Brownies.

Brown Owl married the Donkey Man the following spring, and it was a strong, loving relationship still, thanks in no small part to Steph’s calmness under stress. There had been desperately bad moments, like her miscarriage (she’d suffered three already with her first husband) and the hysterectomy that had followed. There were the plunges in Diamond’s rollercoaster career: the board of inquiry, the resignation, the move to the poky basement flat in London, being sacked from Harrods, and the spell of unemployment. Steph had kept them going by being positive and finding a funny side to every experience.

But rollercoasters have their upsides, and the police had needed him back. He returned to his old job as murder man in Bath CID. Since then, life had been kinder – their own house in Weston, a playful cat called Raffles, good neighbours and a Chinese takeaway at the end of the street.

Upstairs, he poured two glasses of Rioja before getting into bed. Steph had been to Spain twenty-five years ago as a student and always remembered the wine. She would cheerfully have migrated to Spain or France. No chance hitched to a man like Diamond, with GB plates welded to his soul.

‘When did you get this?’ she asked. The Diamonds didn’t have wine in store. When they bought a bottle, it was for immediate consumption.

‘On the way back from Bristol.’

‘Nice surprise.’

‘Mm.’

‘There’s the difference between you and me,’ she said. ‘I don’t mind surprises.’

‘You’re saying I do?’

‘You hate them. That’s why you’re such a good detective. You take out the surprise element by thinking ahead, every angle.’

‘I wish it were true.’

‘Of course it’s true.’

‘Yeah? How many times have I needed your help to second-guess a suspect? More than I can count.’ He held up his glass.

‘Is this to anything special? Another villain off the streets?’

‘No, this is to my pretty, wise and understanding wife. Cheers, Steph.’

Accepting a compliment is one of the hardest things to handle. She could have made some flippant response, but she didn’t. Coming from her Peter, the awkward little speech was as near as he got to a love poem. She felt for his hand and held it, and they sipped their wine.

‘Speaking of surprises,’ she said presently, ‘certain of your old colleagues know you’re reaching a landmark this year.’

‘My fiftieth?’ He stared at her in alarm. ‘How the hell did they find out?’

‘You had your picture in the papers last summer when there was all the hoo-ha about the body in the vault.’

‘Oh, and the bloody press always give your age. “Peter Diamond, forty-nine.” It doesn’t take a genius to work out I’ll be half a hundred this year.’ His eyes read her face. ‘They’re not planning anything?’

‘It was being whispered about. They asked me, and I did my best to cool it. I said you wouldn’t appreciate a surprise party one bit.’

‘Dead right. Who was this?’

‘I’m not at liberty to say.’

‘They’ve dropped the idea, I hope.’

‘I think so, but we may need to think of something ourselves.’

‘Like being away for the week?’

‘Good thinking. I like it.’ Steph smiled. ‘You’re way ahead of me. What do you have in mind – a cruise?’

He vibrated his lips. ‘I can’t think of anything worse.’

‘A surprise party is worse.’

‘Christ, yes.’

‘Oh, come on. They only thought of it because they’re fond of you, in spite of the hard times you gave them. They want to show you some affection.’

‘Who are these misguided people?’

‘I promised not to say.’

‘They should know I get all the affection I want from you.’

‘Hint, hint?’ She put aside her wineglass and turned to kiss him.

Still troubled by the thought of opening a door on a roomful of smiling faces, he curled his arm around her and returned the kiss in a perfunctory way. She wriggled closer and the second kiss was warmer and they got horizontal in the same movement.

‘Well, now,’ Steph said as he pressed against her. ‘You’re quite a surprise party yourself.’
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By morning the scratches on his face had darkened and were more obvious. He checked them in the car mirror on the way to work, in a line of traffic on the Upper Bristol Road. No sense in kidding himself people wouldn’t notice. Nobody at the nick would be bold enough to ask how they’d got there, but he was damned sure the place would hum with gossip. His team would have noticed he hadn’t turned up at the pub, of course. ‘I had to go to another scene,’ he’d tell them without saying that the other scene was his home.

He had this bullish reputation that shielded him from comments on his appearance, but inwardly he was more self-conscious than anyone realised. So he entered the nick by the back door, went straight upstairs to his office and closed the door. No one came in.

Just after eleven he was summoned upstairs to Georgina’s lair. Georgina Dallymore, the Assistant Chief Constable, gave the scratches a look and may even have winced a little, but made no reference to them when she gestured to him to sit down. ‘So one of the Carpenters is off the streets now. Nice work, Peter.’

‘Don’t know how long for.’

‘Yes, he’s going to appeal. His solicitor said so on TV.’

‘Did he? I didn’t watch the box last night.’

‘His friends outside the court made a lot of noise.’

‘Rentamob, ma’am.’

Georgina picked up a pen and scrutinised it as if the writing on the side held some important message. ‘They’re a dangerous family, Peter. I wish we had something major on the other two.’

‘Des and Danny? No chance,’ Diamond said. ‘They don’t soil their hands.’

‘It’s all contracted out, you mean?’

He nodded. ‘The only reason we got Jake was that he let this girl become a personal issue.’

‘He’s not the smartest of the brothers, then?’

‘Smart enough to live in a swish pad in its own grounds in Clifton – until yesterday.’

She examined the pen again. ‘What will they do now? Regroup?’

‘I expect so. Vice, or Drugs, have better tabs on the empire than I do.’ He sensed, as he spoke, that he was walking into something, and Georgina’s eyes confirmed it.

‘Right on,’ she said. ‘It’s organised crime.’ She leaned forward a little and her eyes had a missionary gleam. ‘You’d be good at that – detecting it, I mean.’

He reminded her guardedly, ‘I’m your murder man, ma’am.’

‘And a very effective one. But there are times, like now, when all we have on the books are the tough cases from years back that nobody ever got near to solving.’

‘Doesn’t mean we give up on them.’ He didn’t like the drift of this one bit.

‘I’m thinking your skills might be better employed elsewhere, particularly as you know a lot more about the Carpenter family now.’

Elsewhere? He looked away, out of the window, across the grey tiled roofs towards Lansdown. There was an awkward silence.

‘You might need to work out of Bristol Central, but it’s not like moving house. What is it – under an hour’s drive from where you live?’

He waited a long time before saying, ‘Is this an order, ma’am?’

‘It’s about being flexible.’

‘Well, you’re talking to the wrong man. I’m not flexible. Never have been. I’m focused.’

Georgina’s voice took on a harder note. ‘Focus on the Carpenters, then. Yes, it is an order – while nothing new comes up on the murder front. Liaise with Mike Solly and George Eldon. Get an oversight of the entire operation – drugs, prostitution, protection. Put a surveillance team together if you want. This is the time to strike, Peter. They’ve lost Jake, so they have to put their heads above ground.’

‘Have you finished?’

‘Careful what you say,’ Georgina warned him.

‘That’s someone else’s empire. Not mine.’

‘I’ve issued an order.’

‘You want me out of Bath – is that it?’ The old demons raged in his head, savaging any good intentions that might have lingered there. He hadn’t felt so angry since the day he’d faced another Assistant Chief Constable in this room and resigned from the Force.

‘It’s not personal. It’s about effective management.’

‘Effective?’ He threw the word back at her.

‘I think you’d better get out.’

‘Piss off.’

‘How dare you!’

‘I’m just summing up what you said to me. You’ve got no use for me here, so you want me to piss off to Bristol.’ He turned and walked.

Down in his own office, he stood shaking his head, getting a grip on his emotions. Organised crime had nothing to do with this, he believed. Georgina wanted him out. While he’d been tied up with the court case she’d been plotting his removal. Wrongly, she thought he couldn’t take orders from a woman. She didn’t understand that he didn’t let anybody push him around. No doubt she planned to put some pussycat in his place. John Wigfull was out of hospital and supposed to be returning to work any time. Bloody Wigfull would fit in beautifully: the Open University graduate who did everything by the book, never raised his voice and kept his desk as tidy as a church altar. Yes, she’d love to upgrade Wigfull to head of the murder squad.

He spent the next hour with his door closed, looking at the paper mountain on his desk, the filing cabinets that wouldn’t close and the stacks of paper on the floor. Was it admitting defeat to tidy up? Wasn’t it better to leave everything as it was, just to demonstrate that he’d be back?

He didn’t go to the canteen for his usual coffee. And they had the sense not to disturb him.

At lunchtime he got out of the place for a walk, not towards the Abbey Churchyard, where he sometimes went when life had dealt him a wicked hand, but round the back of the railway station, across Widcombe Bridge and along the bank of the Avon as far as Pulteney Bridge – as dull a stretch of river as any he knew. Whenever he told people where he lived, they said how lucky he was, but in truth he wasn’t attracted to the postcard scenes of Bath. The stately buildings, the rich history, the setting among green hills didn’t excite him. He would have been just as content to work in Bristol if he’d been posted there six years ago. But he hadn’t. Stuffy old Bath was his patch. He was in tune with it now. That was why he resented Georgina’s attempt to move him.

He picked up a ‘ploughman’s’ baguette – a contradiction, in his opinion – and a can of beer and sat on a bench in Parade Gardens. By now his rebellious thoughts were being toned down. He was starting to accept the inevitability of obeying orders. Georgina hadn’t proposed a permanent move to Bristol Central. The best tactic was to let everyone know this was a short-term investigation. He’d make a point of calling in most days at Manvers Street and keeping track of what was going on there.

Still far from satisfied, he ambled back to the nick without any urgency. After all, nobody could expect him to drop everything and beetle off to Bristol the same day.

There was a sense of important things going on when he walked through the door.

‘Mr Diamond, there you are,’ the desk sergeant called across the room.

‘Something up?’

‘A shooting in Victoria Park. A woman is dead.’

His spirits soared. Bad news for someone could be a lifeline for him. ‘Suicide?’

‘Apparently not.’

‘So who’s dealing with it?’

‘DI Halliwell.’

Keith Halliwell was his deputy, and well capable of sussing out the scene. ‘Even so, I think I’ll take a look,’ he said as calmly as if a rainbow had appeared over the city. ‘Which part of the park?’

‘Crescent Gardens. Down at the bottom, back of the Charlotte Street Car Park.’

On his way through the building he thought about leaving a message for Georgina – just to rub in the fact that sudden deaths did occur in Bath – and then decided against it. First, he’d find out for himself what this shooting amounted to. It could be one of those incidents that get cleared up the same day.

Please God, no.

* * *

The Royal Victoria Park, on sloping ground to the west of the city, is in effect two parks, one rather gracious, with lawns descending to a wooded area providing the Royal Crescent with its leafy view; and the other, larger and containing the Botanic Gardens, a fishpond and a children’s playground overlooking the gasworks. They are bisected by Marlborough Buildings and its long gardens. The shooting had happened in the gracious part, near the bandstand on the south fringe of the park below the Crescent.

They had sealed off the scene with police tape. The inevitable gawpers had gathered at the margin, but helpfully the trees screened the place from the car park.

The scene-of-crime lads – with at least one lass – in their white zipper overalls were already at work. Halliwell was standing with the constable guarding the access path. Spotting Diamond, he came over to meet him, rubbing his hands.

‘We’re back in business, guv.’

‘What do we know?’

‘Middle-aged woman, shot twice in the head at close range. No sign of the weapon.’

‘Apart from two holes in her head.’

Halliwell grinned. ‘Well, I guess that counts as a sign.’

‘Let’s have a look, then.’

Halliwell led the way to where the SOCOs were combing the ground for traces of the crime. The corpse was covered with a white plastic sheet.

‘Who found her?’ Diamond asked.

‘A Mr Warburton, walking his dog. About ten-twenty this morning he heard the shots and came over.’

‘Did he see the killer?’

‘No. Too far away. He was up the hill, not far from the Crescent. When he got here, there was just the woman lying dead.’

‘Other people must have heard it. Well into the morning. People are about. The car park would have been filling up.’

‘Yes, but he was the only one who bothered to check.’

Diamond didn’t question this. The common reaction to the sound of shooting isn’t to go and investigate. Most people dismiss it as a car backfiring. If they know it’s a gun they head in the opposite direction. He stood over the covered corpse. ‘What am I waiting for – someone to introduce us?’

Halliwell stooped and lifted the sheet from the head.

Diamond ran an experienced glance over the blanched face, one blood-red hole almost exactly in the centre of the forehead and another in front of the left ear. Then he stared. His skin prickled and his muscles went rigid as if volts were passing through them.

From deep in his throat came a sound more like a vomit than distress. He sank to his knees and snatched back the plastic sheet and looked at the woman’s clothes. No question: she was wearing the black Burberry raincoat she’d bought from Jolly’s last summer and the blue silk square he’d given her on her last birthday. He fingered a strand of her hair and it felt like straw. ‘It’s Steph,’ he said, gagging on the words. ‘The bastards have shot my wife.’
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Halliwell was speaking into his mobile. ‘We have a positive ID on the body in Crescent Gardens. Confirmed as Mrs Stephanie Diamond, wife of Detective Superintendent Diamond. I repeat …’

Diamond remained on his knees beside his dead wife, registering nothing of what was going on around him. This was not self-pity. The focus of his grief was entirely on Steph, and her life so abruptly ended. Dry-eyed and blank-faced, he was weeping inwardly for her, for her compassion, her wisdom, her sense of humour, her integrity, her serenity, her mental strength, her brilliant insights. It had been almost a psychic gift, that ability of hers to draw his attention to hidden truths. With uncanny timing, she had reminded him only the night before how he hated surprises. Here was the worst surprise ever. He hadn’t remotely imagined it could happen. Had she? Without the faintest idea of why she had come to this place, he wasn’t going to make sense of it now, or in the next hour, or the next day. He knew only that Steph had been the one love of his life and she had been shot through the head at point-blank range. Too dreadful.

Halliwell put a hand on his shoulder and suggested he sat in the car for a bit.

He said from the depths of his grief, ‘Back off.’

Wisely, Halliwell did.

The SOCOs continued their fingertip search of the area, less talkative now. Professionals working at murder scenes often insulate themselves from the horror with black humour that might offend anyone unused to what goes on. Diamond was quite a joker himself. No sign of the weapon – apart from two holes in the head. Trust him to make a crass remark like that. Since word had passed round that she was his own wife, the jesting had stopped.

The police photographers (a civilian couple) arrived and Halliwell explained the situation. ‘Hang on a minute, and I think he’ll move away.’

They waited five minutes.

‘Can’t you tell him we’re here?’ the woman said. ‘He knows the routine as well as anyone.’

‘He’s not functioning as a cop at the moment.’

‘Who’s in charge, then? You?’

‘Technically, Mr Diamond is, but …’

They looked across. Still the big man knelt, hunched beside his dead wife. ‘How long has he been there?’

‘Ten, fifteen minutes. It’s one hell of a shock.’

‘Was he the first officer on the scene, then?’

‘No, I was.’

‘Didn’t you warn him?’

Halliwell reddened. ‘I didn’t recognise her. I should have, because I’ve met her a couple of times. I didn’t look at her as you would a living person. Saw the injuries and shut myself off from the victim. Your mind is on what happened and what has to be done. Didn’t dream it’s someone I know.’

‘He’s got to move away if we’re going to get our pictures.’

‘All right, all right.’

Halliwell went back to his boss and explained about the photographers. Diamond didn’t take in one word of it. He was holding his dead wife’s hand, cradling it between both of his.

Halliwell tried again. ‘They’ve got to get their pictures, guv.’

Nothing.

‘The photos of the scene.’

He wasn’t listening. The police and their procedures were part of another existence.

Halliwell turned away and went back to the photographers. ‘I can’t shift him.’

‘Someone’s going to have to.’

‘You can wait, can’t you?’

The woman made a performance of looking at her watch. ‘We’re self-employed, you know.’

‘Bollocks.’ Halliwell stepped away from them and took a call on his mobile.

It was Georgina, the ACC. ‘Is this true – about Mr Diamond’s wife?’

‘I’m afraid so, ma’am. He’s here at the scene.’

‘Dear God. I’d better come and speak to him.’

‘With respect, ma’am, I don’t think he’s fit to speak to anyone just now.’

‘Where is he exactly?’

‘Kneeling beside his wife.’

‘Poor man … I don’t think he has any other family, does he?’

‘None that I’ve heard of.’

‘Close friends?’

‘Outside the police? I wouldn’t know.’

‘It’s up to us to help him through, then.’

Difficult. Halliwell doubted very much if Diamond wanted the ACC to help him through, but he’d told her already to stay away and he couldn’t keep repeating it. He looked towards Diamond and saw him reach for the plastic covering and replace it over his wife’s face. ‘I’m going over to him now, ma’am. He may be ready to leave.’

Diamond stood up, paused for a moment more beside the body and then walked across to Halliwell. His eyes had the unfocused stare of the freshly bereaved, but he was able to find words now, and he made it clear that he wasn’t thinking of leaving. ‘What have we found, then?’ he asked in a flat voice.

‘Not much so far, sir. It looks professional.’

‘You’re searching for the bullets?’

‘Of course.’

‘And the cases? If they used an automatic …’ He lost track of the sentence for a moment, his voice breaking up. Then he managed to control it. ‘The weapon could still be around. Get some back-up. All this area has to be combed. Every yard of it.’

‘Right, sir. Can the photographers get their pictures now?’

‘I’m not stopping them.’

The hiatus was over. He was making a huge effort to show he was capable of carrying out the familiar routines. He checked that the police surgeon had been by to certify death, and Halliwell confirmed it.

‘And the pathologist?’

‘On his way, sir.’

‘Middleton, I suppose?’

‘Sir.’ Halliwell found himself slipping in that ‘sir’ far more than usual. Normally he was more relaxed with his old boss. ‘I’d just like to say—’

‘No need,’ Diamond cut him short. ‘We understand each other. Take it as said.’

The cover was removed entirely from the body for the photographs and video record. More sightseers had gathered behind the police tapes to watch. A violent death in broad daylight was a rare event in Bath. Stephanie Diamond was fully clothed, yet it still seemed offensive that she should be an object of ghoulish interest. Her husband knew if he told them to move on, more would take their places.

So the painstaking process continued. The body was on the grass to the rear of the old bandstand, obscured from Royal Avenue, the road that crossed the lawns below the Crescent. The Victorian shrubbery nearby fringed the car park and trapped the litter that blew across the open lawns. The search for traces of the killer would be a long job.

The forensic team arrived in their vans. While they were putting on their sterile overalls, Halliwell hurried across to warn them who the victim was. Diamond didn’t want sympathy from anyone, but he could be spared the backchat that went with the job.

The next twenty minutes passed slowly and mostly in silence, with the white-suited figures clustered around the body.

Someone must have tipped off that old motormouth, Jim Middleton, the forensic pathologist, before he arrived – a merciful act. He said nothing. Just put out a hand and rested it briefly on Diamond’s shoulder in a gesture of support. Then took the taped route to the corpse and studied the scene. Diamond followed.

‘Has anyone touched her?’ Middleton asked.

‘The police surgeon,’ Diamond said. ‘And forensics. And me. She hasn’t been moved.’

Middleton crouched for a closer inspection. ‘Bullet wound to the frontal, almost dead centre. Very close range. You shouldn’t be here, you know. You’re too involved.’

‘I can handle it.’

‘I don’t doubt you, old friend, but that isn’t the point.’

‘This is the work of a hitman,’ Diamond said, ignoring the criticism.

‘Do you know something?’

‘I’m talking about the bullet wounds.’

‘Two, to be sure, you mean? I wouldn’t read too much into that. They look very deliberate, measured almost, but that’s speculation. Could equally be some crazy with a gun who happened to point the muzzle towards her and pull the trigger twice.’ Middleton crouched and peered closely at the powder burns around the neat hole the bullet had made in her forehead. ‘Are you sure you want to be here?’

Diamond didn’t answer, but remained where he was.

Middleton took a small tape recorder from his briefcase and started describing the wounds. He lifted each eyelid, the beginning of a slow, methodical examination. He inserted a thermometer into a nostril and noted the temperature. Felt the arms and tested for rigor by moving one. Looked at the hands and fingernails. Loosened the clothes around the neck and searched for other signs of injury. Turned the body and studied one of the blood-encrusted exit wounds at the back of the head.

‘Have they picked up the bullets?’

‘Not yet.’

‘Buried in the ground, I dare say.’

‘We can use a metal detector.’

The pathologist remained for over an hour before signalling to the waiting funeral director that he was ready to have the body removed to the hospital mortuary. Diamond stood back and watched his dead wife being lifted into a plastic zipper-case, and then into a plain fibreglass coffin, which was carried up the slope, through the crowd, loaded into a van and driven away.

With self-disgust he thought back to his first reaction to this, how he had been elated at the news of a shooting. And later joked about waiting to be introduced to the victim.

‘Big shock,’ Middleton said to Diamond. ‘You want to go home now, take a Valium.’

‘There’s work to do. You know as well as I do – the first twenty-four hours are crucial.’

‘Yes, but it shouldn’t be you.’

He didn’t dignify the suggestion with a response. Instead, he walked over to Halliwell. ‘The bloke who found her – where is he?’

‘Went off home, guv. He had the dog with him.’

‘That’s no reason to leave.’

‘We took a short statement.’

‘A dog doesn’t need to go home. Dog would stay in the park all day if it got the chance. Does he live nearby?’

‘The Upper Bristol Road.’

‘Which end?’

‘This end, I think.’

‘Get him here fast. I want to speak to him.’

He escorted Middleton to his car. ‘Anything else you noticed?’

The pathologist said, ‘What you don’t find can be just as informative as what you do. Did you look at her hands?’

‘I held them.’

‘No damage. No sign that she put up a fight. When someone holds a gun to your head, you try and push it away. You fight for your life. This was quick, Peter. She didn’t know much about it.’ He opened the car door and got in. ‘I wouldn’t expect too much from the post mortem.’

Diamond watched him drive off.

Some time after, a constable approached him with a tall, thin man in tow. ‘Sir, this is Mr Warburton, the gentleman who found the, em …’ His voice trailed off.

Warburton, in his thirties, had a down-at-heel look, lank, dishevelled hair, his hands deep in the pockets of a black overcoat that was coming apart at the shoulder-seam. The shock of the morning’s discovery may have left him looking troubled, or it may have been his stock expression. He swayed a little.

‘You’ve been drinking?’ Diamond said.

‘A wee drop,’ Warburton answered. ‘It helps me sometimes. I got the shakes.’

‘You found the body, I believe?’

‘Heard the shots, didn’t I?’ He flapped his hand in the general direction of the Royal Crescent. ‘I was right up there with my dog, causing no trouble, and I heard it go off and came down here.’

‘What time?’

‘Couldn’t tell you.’

‘We logged the call at ten-twenty, or thereabouts. See anything?’

‘No.’

‘Are you sure? How long after the shots did you get here?’

‘Dunno.’

‘Two minutes? Five? Ten?’ As he said it, he knew he wouldn’t get a precise estimate. The man was three-quarters slewed.

‘Thought it was someone taking a pot at a rabbit.’

‘Here?’

‘I’ve seen them.’

‘Why bother at all, then, if you thought it was someone after rabbits?’

‘Followed my dog, didn’t I?’

‘Was nobody else about?’

‘Not that I saw.’

‘Had you been drinking?’

‘Might have. Don’t remember.’ Pure bad luck that the only witness happened to be a wino.

‘So what happened?’

‘Like I said, I followed my dog. He found her first. He’s a lurcher. Kind of stood over her waiting for me to get there. I thought it might be one of my mates, fallen asleep. Then I see the bullet holes.’

‘What then?’

‘Scared me, it did. I looked around for help and there wasn’t none.’

‘Did you hear anything? Movements in the bushes? The sound of anyone running off?’

Warburton shook his head. ‘I belted down to the car park and there was a geezer just drove in. He had a mobile and I asked him to call the Old Bill.’

‘Was anyone else in the car park? Anyone leaving?’

‘Give us a break, mate. I was so shit-scared I wouldn’t have noticed me own mother walk by.’

‘And I suppose they told you to wait here and not touch anything.’

‘If you know it all, why ask me?’

‘And pretty soon the first police car drove up?’

‘And found little old me holding the fort.’

‘You didn’t find anything near the body?’

‘Like what?’

‘Like money, for instance? A handbag?’

‘Here, what do you take me for? That’s a fucking insult considering I did my public duty.’

‘If anyone did take anything from the scene, they’re in trouble. It’s a serious offence.’

‘Don’t look at me. I did nothing wrong.’

Diamond was inclined to believe him. ‘Don’t drink any more. That’s an order. I may want to speak to you again.’

He found Keith Halliwell and told him to remain at the scene. ‘I’m leaving you in charge. I want to check on certain pieces of lowlife and their movements earlier today.’

‘Shall I do that?’ Halliwell offered.

‘You find the bloody bullets. And look for spent cartridges as well.’

* * *

He made the mistake of returning to Bath Police Station to begin his check on the Carpenters. Georgina walked into his office before he’d picked up a phone. She must have asked the desk to alert her the moment he returned.

‘Peter, we’re all devastated. I can’t begin …’

He nodded. ‘I’ll cope… thanks.’

‘We’ll get them – whoever did this. I promise you that. I’ve put Curtis McGarvie in charge.’

His tone changed sharply. ‘You what?’

‘DCI McGarvie, from Headquarters. A good man.’

‘It’s my case.’

Georgina hesitated. ‘Peter, there’s no way—’

‘My wife. My case.’

‘That’s the point. You’re personally involved. If you took this on – as I’m sure you could – we’d lay ourselves open to prejudice, a personal vendetta. If it came to court, prosecuting counsel would cut us to ribbons.’

Diamond shook his head. ‘I have the right—’

This time Georgina interrupted him. ‘You don’t. I’m sorry. This is hard for you to take, but you don’t have the right. You know perfectly well that someone else has to handle this. Curtis is already on his way to Victoria Park.’

‘He’s too bloody late.’

‘What?’

‘She’s been moved.’ His brain churned out a compromise. ‘Look, I don’t mind working with McGarvie, if that’s what you want. A joint investigation. As far as the CPS is concerned, it can be his case.’

‘Absolutely not. You’re staying right out of it. You’re a witness.’

‘To what? I saw nothing.’

‘Be serious, Peter. This looks like a contract killing. The first line of enquiry has to be your enemies in the criminal world. He’s going to want a list of everyone you put away, every villain you crossed since you came here. Your evidence is going to lead us to the killer, and the people behind the killer if – as I suspect – they hired a hitman. You can’t be the investigating officer and chief prosecution witness as well.’

The truth of that got through to him, but it still denied him what every sinew in his body was straining to begin: the pursuit of Steph’s killers. ‘What am I supposed to do? Take a holiday?’

‘You’ll be involved, providing information. Oh, of course you should take time off to get over the shock.’

‘What – sit at home with my feet up, surrounded by memories of Steph? That isn’t any use to you or me. I want a part of the action.’

‘If you’d like counselling …’

‘Don’t push me, ma’am.’

‘I mean it. You’ve got to rebuild your life. We have trained people we can call on. Why refuse?’

‘Because I sort out my own sodding problems, thanks very much. I don’t want time off and I don’t want to see a counsellor.’

‘When you have a chance to reflect, you may see the sense of it.’

‘I think not.’

‘Well, I’m going to insist you take a couple of days at least. You can forget our conversation this morning.’

He had forgotten it already.

‘About organised crime,’ she reminded him, ‘and going to Bristol. You’ll need to be here when Curtis wants you for interviews. And, anyway, you can’t investigate the Carpenters.’

‘Why not? Have they become a protected species?’

‘It would prejudice the case – if they’re behind this ghastly crime.’

‘So I’m sidelined.’

‘I wouldn’t put it that way. Take it day by day. I’ve asked you to take some time off. You’ll need it, believe me. And in the meantime, let’s hope for quick results from Curtis McGarvie.’

‘That’s it, then?’

Georgina nodded.

When he’d almost left the room, Georgina said, ‘Peter.’

He swung around. ‘Mm?’

‘Don’t defy me.’
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People in shock are liable to come out with extreme statements. Steph’s sister, when Diamond phoned her with the news, said, ‘I knew something like this would happen. I told her she was making the biggest mistake of her life marrying a policeman. She wouldn’t listen.’

‘Are you saying it’s my fault she was killed?’

‘Well, it wouldn’t have happened if you’d been a schoolteacher.’

With an effort he restricted himself to, ‘Maybe we should talk again when you’re over the shock.’

‘She was my sister and I’d say it again.’ Then she softened enough to ask, ‘How will you manage? Do you want us to come down?’

Like the plague. ‘No need.’

‘We’ll have to come anyway for the funeral. When is it?’

‘She only died this morning.’

‘So you don’t have it arranged?’

‘No.’

‘You’ll tell us the minute it’s fixed?’

‘I’ll be in touch.’

The prospect of a funeral hadn’t fully entered his mind until now. Steph’s funeral, for pity’s sake.

Unreal.

He spent the next hour making more calls to family and friends, and there were repeated offers of help. Genuine offers, too. Steph had been held in high regard – no, loved was the word. Her friends wanted to rally round for her sake. He was under no illusion that they had any strong affection for him. Politely he turned down all the offers, saying he would cope.

Then he called the nick and asked Halliwell what had been happening.

‘We found two bullets, guv. Used a metal detector, like you said. They’ve been taken away by forensics. One of them is in fair shape. The other was a bit flattened, as if something drove over it.’

‘Christ. How about cartridges?’

‘No. I suppose a revolver was used.’

‘We shouldn’t suppose anything yet. You probably heard I’m off the case.’

A tactful pause. ‘Yes, guv. DCI McGarvie has taken over.’

‘He knows about the Carpenters, I hope?’

‘Everything. I’m sure of that.’

‘Not quite everything. After the case ended, I had some aggro from a woman outside the law courts. She was screaming about me sending down her Jake, so I guess she was the girlfriend.’
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