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			ONE

			Iffley Village, Oxford. 03.35 in the middle of a late April night.

			It comes out of darkness, tearing the silence to shreds. At first it’s inside her head, then outside, insistent and loud; then she catches her breath and fumbles for the phone.

			 

			GRETA EMMETT: Hello?

			EMERGENCY CENTRE: Is that Greta?

			GRETA EMMETT: Yes. What is it?

			EMERGENCY CENTRE: I’m sorry to wake you. Do you know where your husband is?

			GRETA EMMETT: Yes. Yes, of course.

			EMERGENCY CENTRE: Where?

			GRETA EMMETT: Here, in bed. He’s . . .

			EMERGENCY CENTRE: Greta?

			GRETA EMMETT: No, he’s not. He’s not here.

			EMERGENCY CENTRE: Five minutes ago his fall alarm was activated. He’s not been responsive to our call back.

			
			

			GRETA EMMETT: He must have got up.

			EMERGENCY CENTRE: Then it may be he’s fallen somewhere in the house and lost consciousness. We’d recommend you check, in the bathroom, also the foot of the stairs. Are you able to do that?

			GRETA EMMETT: Yes. I’ll get up and do it now.

			 

			Iffley Village, Oxford. 03.45.

			 

			GRETA EMMETT: Hello? Hello?

			EMERGENCY CENTRE: Greta.

			GRETA EMMETT: I can’t find him.

			EMERGENCY CENTRE: Where have you looked?

			GRETA EMMETT: Everywhere. Bathroom, bottom of the stairs. Landing, hallway, kitchen, everywhere, I’ve looked everywhere, he’s not here. I don’t understand.

			EMERGENCY CENTRE: Might he have gone outside? Elderly people sometimes wander, become confused.

			GRETA EMMETT: There is nothing wrong with his mind. He doesn’t wander, he has problems walking. Can’t you tell where he is from the device?

			EMERGENCY CENTRE: We’ve temporarily lost signal.

			GRETA EMMETT: So you have no idea?

			EMERGENCY CENTRE: Don’t worry, stay calm, there will be an explanation. However . . .

			GRETA EMMETT: What?

			EMERGENCY CENTRE: We recommend you call the emergency services. Without delay.

			 

			
			

			Two hours later dawn rises like vapour in Iffley Village, slowly revealing the old stone houses, the famous church snug in its dripping precinct, and narrow walled lanes, where a patrol car stands idling and officers pass under damp greenery, knocking on front doors. Up the slope the mist-­blurred estate of Rose Hill emerges and, further off, the sprawl of Kennington. Gradually, the dark river appears, and the dim, grey woods and the Eastern Bypass slick and wet. And now, three miles away, across fields of pylons, looping roads and distant buildings, daylight reaches the hotel at Sandford with its purposefully rustic building and wide sweep of lawn drenched after the overnight rain, in the middle of which an old man wearing pyjamas and dressing gown lies spreadeagled on his back, grey face to the sky.

			
			

		

	
		
			TWO

			By six o’clock Oxford town centre had also risen out of the mist, watery light shining on college, shopping centre and dreaming cranes. It would be a fine day at last. For now, the dim streets were still and hushed, though by Folly Bridge the geese were disturbing the peace of the night staff at nearby St Aldates police station, where they were patiently outlasting the final hour of their shift. Few people were in the building as yet, whole sections of it were still dark and empty, but on the top floor, in the senior management suite, one office was already lit – the one with the door plate bearing the name Dave Wallace, Detective Chief Superintendent.

			But it was not Dave ‘Barko’ Wallace sitting behind the desk. Barko had gone – transferred, demoted – leaving behind only his name and the memory of his harsh Glaswegian bark. At his old desk, already an hour into her first morning as DCS, sat Rebecca Wainwright, multi-­decorated hero of celebrated investigations: Cambridge-­educated, ex-­army, blonde and immaculate, sharp and uncompromising, the face of New Policing at Thames Valley. The Changemaker. The Necessary Reformer.

			
			

			She sat at her desk thinking about change, about reform. In front of her were two folders, one labelled DI Ryan Wilkins, the other DI Raymond Wilkins, both marked ‘Confidential’; and now she opened them and gave them her coolly focused attention.

			 

			Wilkins, Ryan Earl

			Born 5 February 1994, Hinksey Point Trailer Park, Oxford, England. Academic qualifications: none. Accepted on to the Inspector Level Direct Entry Programme June 2018. Fast-­tracked to completion December 2019. Top attainment marks in his group.

			First career posting: Wiltshire Police, terminated in dismissal after six months for Misconduct. Verdict overturned on appeal.

			Second posting: Thames Valley Police, terminated in dismissal after four weeks for Gross Misconduct. Reinstated after rehabilitation training, anger management course, etc.

			 

			There was a photograph. Narrow-­faced white boy wearing some sort of shell suit with a smear of shiny scar tissue down his left cheek. Mousy hair plastered against his forehead. A wide mouth with a humorous kink and an expression in his squinting eyes both wary and sharp. It looked like a photograph that might have accidentally been transferred from the file of a suspect under investigation. She flipped a page and read to the end, where there was an eventually legible handwritten note apparently made by outgoing DCS Wallace.

			
			

			Note.

			Trailer park boy. Father in prison. Mother of his infant son deceased, OD. Problems outweighed by his abilities, just. Sees things. Massive and constant supervision required. Do not, repeat not, give him responsibility.

			DW

			 

			DCS Wainwright absorbed this jumble of observations and turned to the other folder.

			Wilkins, Raymond St-­John Chidozie

			Born 17 March 1990, Ealing Broadway, London, England. Nigerian heritage. Academic qualifications: First class honours degree in Politics, Philosophy and Economics, Balliol College, Oxford; College Essay Prize; University Debating Trophy. Other: Sporting Blue (Boxing); Queen’s Commendation for Bravery (Police Silver Leaf).

			First career posting: Thames Valley Police, DI fast-­track scheme. Exemplary record. Operational Command undertaken. See Silver Leaf, above.

			 

			There was another photograph, a studio portrait. Improbably handsome black guy with a face at once heroic and sensitive wearing a grey blazer with a pink box-­check pattern over a sky-­blue gingham shirt. He looked like a model for a fashion brochure and his expression showed that he knew it but was modest enough not to make a thing of it. Wainwright turned a few pages and again found Wallace’s scrawl at the end.

			 

			
			

			Note.

			Posh boy. Lucky cop. Tendency to think too highly of himself. Thinks he deserves the lead. More experience needed at the wet end.

			DW

			 

			In any organisation there were always problem personnel to be dealt with. Dealt with promptly. DCS Wainwright did what she always did: ascertained the facts at speed, evaluated, and took a view. Then she locked the folders away in a drawer, glanced at her watch, put on her hat and went out to join the Chief Constable.

			The CC was a big man, mountainously hulked in his decor­ated uniform, with the sort of head seen on old Roman coins, massive and beaten; and when he spoke, his deep bass voice had notes of brutality and dominance. A hugely scary figure rarely seen at St Aldates, his presence in the building to introduce the new Superintendent created an atmosphere of awe bordering on terror. It was still only six thirty but the entire team had assembled, as requested, in the open-­plan area in front of the Super’s office, around a hundred people of all ranks, keen to see their new commanding officer; and when she appeared their conversations died away as the hush of curiosity fell over them. Even the geese were quiet, and in the silence she stood facing the crowd while the Chief Constable introduced her. They were astonished. How old was she? Thirty-­something? And already Chief Superintendent. She had the fresh sheen of the young and the calm implacability of the self-­willed, and no one there had ever seen a DCS like her. They had seen sincere, grizzled superintendents, like DCS Waddington, whom everyone instinctively deferred to as ‘Ma’am’, and loud, bald ones like DCS Wallace, ‘Sir’ to his face and ‘Barko’ behind his back. Some had seen the legendary DCS Chester Lynch, uber-­macho black female head of Violent Crime, lately disgraced (and deceased), and back in the day, a few had even seen Rebecca’s own father, DCS Derek Wainwright, later Chief Constable in Yorkshire, now sitting in the House of Lords, advisor to the Home Secretary. But they had never seen a superintendent so photogenic as this Wainwright. She looked like the movie version of herself, her silky-­fine blond hair an advert, her eyes a natural shade of blue that looked expensive, her chin the tense, delicate chin of heroines in English romance. Yet, as the Chief Constable now reminded them, she was also the hard-­edged veteran of a string of successful high-­risk operations in the worst trouble spots in the country, culminating in Firewall, when she infiltrated organised crime in Dover, briefly being held hostage with an undercover colleague, who later lost his life, before escaping to secure the uncompromised capture of everyone under suspicion. Nothing knocked her off course. Pressure simply didn’t affect her. In her short, improbable career, she had won four Silver Leaves, the Queen’s Commendation for Bravery, the Queen’s Gallantry Medal and, rarest of all, the George Medal, awarded when the degree of risk of death is over ninety per cent. They looked at her, perfect as a photo in a magazine, and it seemed frankly wrong. They could not compute it, so they stared at her in silence, and she looked back, noting Raymond Wilkins standing a little aloof at the side of the crowd, tall and handsome in black woollen peacoat and long striped scarf. She did not see Ryan Wilkins. Ryan Wilkins was not there. She noted this too.

			
			

			The Chief Constable’s dark brown voice died away and she stepped forward at last to speak.

			Her voice was calm and crisp and a little cold. ‘Good morning. I’m pleased to see you here. You know who I am, and I’ll soon get to know who you are, and I look forward to that. I’ll be frank. This is a time of change in the police services. These changes are non-­negotiable and it’s my job to ensure that they’re made, and made quickly and effectively, and I hope you’ll come on that journey with me. Put simply, we have a duty of care to the public which we have not yet fulfilled. Going forward, our code of conduct will be at the heart of all we do. That’s also non-­negotiable. You will find me a receptive and engaged leader who will put your well-­being first in terms of work–life balance and job satisfaction, and more than ready to reward outstanding work in meaningful ways.’ She paused, scanning the crowd. ‘Shout-­out here to DI Hare for progress being made on the Pelzer investigation.’

			A balding man at the back in a black leather blazer put on a smirk and took the envious glances of those around him.

			‘However,’ DCS Wainwright went on, ‘no one will find me lax. I’m willing to listen and learn, but also to guide and, when necessary, to enforce the code by which this service is required to abide.’ She stood there calmly and everyone in the room felt she was looking directly at them. She spoke again. ‘One last thing. I dislike the old-­fashioned formality of “Ma’am”. I am not that sort of person. You will please address me as “Sir”. Thank you, that’s all.’ She hadn’t smiled yet and didn’t smile now. Before she turned to go, she issued a brief instruction: ‘Wilkinses in my office in five minutes, please.’ For a moment she faced the Chief Constable; he nodded and turned away. Then she was gone, and Ray stood on his own in the emptying room looking after her.

			
			

			 

			He was still there when Ryan arrived a few moments later, a flurry of fluorescence in oversized lime-­green puffa and multicoloured hip-­hop joggers, and began speaking without explanation.

			‘Fucking nightmare, mate, Jade gets me down the Co-­op first thing, bit of shoplifting going on, then Ry slips over in the chilled aisle, nearly brains himself, then the Peugeot, piece of shit, has a fucking identity crisis bottom of the Abingdon Road, I had to walk the last mile, I think I done something to my hip.’

			He stood there, all fidgets as usual, looking around jerkily, the scar tissue on his cheek shiny under the panel lighting.

			‘Did I miss anything?’ he said.

			‘You missed everything.’

			‘What’s she like then?’

			‘You’ll see now. She’s called us in.’

			‘Oh yeah?’ Ryan briefly looked worried. ‘No problem,’ he said at once. ‘I can get on with anyone, me.’ He wiped his bony nose with a finger and shuffled from side to side, while Ray watched him in disgust. ‘Anyway, we can ask Blondie why we didn’t get the Pelzer ’stead of that dipstick Hairless.’

			The murder of a security guard at the Pelzer Institute of Egyptology and Ancient Near Eastern Studies was the highest profile case on the books. He had been stabbed by men fleeing the building after a botched attempt to steal a rare fragment of a Sappho poem on papyrus, loaned by Berlin and stored overnight in the Pelzer archive before its display at the Ashmolean Museum the following day.

			
			

			Ray was shaking his head. Ryan mimed incredulity. ‘What? Should’ve been ours.’

			‘Listen. We’re going in there together, I’ll be standing right next to you. I don’t want to catch any fallout from anything you say or do, so try to restrain yourself. You can’t go around calling her Blondie. She’s not that type.’

			Ryan shrugged, sniffed. ‘Alright, Mum. We going in then or what?’

			‘Aren’t you nervous?’

			‘I’m never nervous.’

			‘Well, maybe that’s the problem, right there.’

			Ryan paused outside Wainwright’s door, adjusted his joggers again.

			‘She as hot as they say?’

			‘For Christ’s sake, Ryan.’

			Ryan was already knocking. A voice inside said, ‘Come.’ And they went in.

			 

			Like everyone else, Ryan had heard plenty about her. She surprised him even so. He clocked her slyly out of the corner of his eye. Her perfectly proportioned face, the mathematical hang of her hair, the unhurried voice speaking fully formed sentences, above all the eyes that saw through people and judged them. He knew such eyes, had known them all his life, headmaster’s eyes, social worker’s eyes, youth magistrate’s eyes, and felt a panic-­jangle of nerves, instantly replaced by his usual fuck-­it-­all carelessness, the dismissive shrug. All the time he was watching her surreptitiously, noticing details. He saw the authority, the perfect lack of self-­doubt, in every little thing she did. Only, he thought, there was something not quite perfect about her hands. Or perhaps too perfect. The way she kept them so still, as if she’d taught herself to do it, as if afraid perhaps they might give herself away. That was interesting, he thought, he wondered what . . .

			
			

			‘You can stop staring at me, by the way,’ she said.

			He looked at the floor.

			She addressed them both. ‘I’ll be frank. You’re a problem. Collectively, and individually. Before, you were someone else’s problem, now you’re mine, so it’s my job to find a solution. Tell me,’ she said, ‘why do you work together?’

			They were silent. Wary sideways glances at each other.

			‘Interesting,’ she said. She fixed her attention on Ryan. ‘Late this morning. You missed my introduction. I spoke about our code of conduct.’

			‘Yeah, thing is—’

			‘Is the code of conduct a waste of your time?’

			He shifted under her gaze. Her voice was quiet but inescapable.

			‘Tell me this. Do first impressions count for anything?’

			He couldn’t resist a small shrug.

			She paused, letting her unwavering eyes judge him. ‘Do you think you’re making a good impression on me now?’

			He opened his mouth, gave up, closed it again.

			‘Reflect,’ she said. ‘And please call me “Sir”.’

			There was a silence in which Ryan could hear himself breathing. Ray took the opportunity to give his view about the need for change which she had raised in her early morning address and which he enthusiastically welcomed. While he talked, Ryan watched him playing to her, doing his best to be smooth, his voice deep, his expression sincere but vaguely anxious. He sneezed, apologised and went on. He had ideas, was willing to discuss them . . . perhaps a separate conversation? His eyes were doing a lot of work.

			
			

			The Super interrupted him and looked at them both. ‘Perhaps you’re wondering why you didn’t get the Pelzer?’

			Ray said nothing. His expression drooped. Ryan said, ‘Crossed my mind, yeah.’

			She looked at him.

			‘Sir.’

			‘Frankly, I’m surprised,’ she said. ‘Your last murder case, the Zara Fanshawe one, was a mess.’

			He sniffed, shuffled, shrugged. ‘Fair enough. Got the job done, though. In the end.’

			‘In the end,’ she said, ‘instead of performing an arrest, you suggested a suspect make her own way to the station in an Uber.’

			‘Thing is, I know her. I knew she’d go.’

			The Super looked at him with destroying impassivity. ‘This suspect disappeared earlier, is that right?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Did you know she was going to do that too?’

			He said nothing.

			‘Perhaps, DI Wilkins, you didn’t know her as well as you thought.’

			She turned at once to Ray. ‘During the case, you spent a lot of time with the former Deputy Chief Constable.’

			He couldn’t deny it.

			
			

			‘Yet didn’t pick up any sign of her involvement until two murders had been committed.’

			Ray knew better than to argue.

			‘So, in addition to your credulity,’ she said, ‘you associated yourself with someone now disgraced. For someone as clearly ambitious as yourself that’s unfortunate.’

			Perhaps she had more to say but at that moment, to their mutual relief, her desk phone rang.

			‘Yes?’ she said. Continuing, unnervingly, to look at them, she listened to the voice in her ear without speaking. ‘Yes, I see,’ she said at last. ‘No. I have a better idea. Assign the Wilkinses. Yes, both of them. Don’t worry,’ she said, ‘I’ll tell them.’

			She replaced the receiver. ‘A death at a hotel in Sandford just called in. Elderly gentleman discovered in his pyjamas on the lawn. Likely cardiac. They assume a guest though they haven’t identified him yet. No particular reason to think it suspicious. I’d send a lower rank but I prefer to send you.’

			They looked at her.

			Ray cleared his throat. ‘Who’s lead?’ he asked.

			‘Don’t think about who’s lead,’ she said. ‘Just think of it as a possible way back. Stressing the word possible.’

			They said nothing. They left.

			
			

		

	
		
			THREE

			They came off the ring road at Littlemore and drove through narrow streets to the Sandford Road, where the city turns to countryside. It was seven o’clock of a fresh April morning, puffed-­out hawthorn and alder overflowing the road sides, the boisterously blue sky opening up, large and crowded with brilliantly lit cloud.

			Ryan said, ‘Get your transfer request in now, if I were you.’

			They drove past the mental health centre into Sandford-­on-­Thames.

			Ray said, ‘How long do you think you’ll last? A month? A week? Today?’

			Ryan looked indignant. ‘Think she liked me.’

			‘Have you even read the code of conduct?’

			‘Code of what?’ He waited a beat. ‘Joking, for fuck’s sake. Nothing wrong with my behaviour when I’m not surrounded by knobheads.’

			They turned into the long tree-­lined drive of the hotel. Ahead of them were the water meadows and more illuminated cloud and at last the hotel, farmhouse-­style in rustic stone with a steep-­pitched Cotswold roof and collection of barnlike outbuildings cleverly designed to accommodate conference facilities, swimming pool and spa. Ray brought the car to a halt and turned off the engine, and they sat there in the early morning silence looking at it all.

			
			

			‘Old guy dies of natural causes,’ Ryan said in disgust. ‘Like a three out of ten. Maybe a two.’

			Ray turned to him. ‘It’s not about the case. It’s about us. She’s looking us over. Are we going to sulk? Are we going to kick off? Can we hack the small stuff?’

			‘Oh, she don’t need worry about that. Always on the job, me, never at rest. Clocked the camera up the drive on the way in. See it?’

			Ray sighed.

			‘And the one on the far side of the entrance,’ Ryan said.

			‘Stop being so needy.’ Ray got out and headed across the car park.

			Ryan caught him up. ‘And the one on the corner over there,’ he said. He saw Ray’s eyes move uncertainly and his narrow face split in a grin. ‘Didn’t miss that one, did you, big man? Think you’re slowing down.’

			They walked towards the main entrance, where the manager of the hotel was waiting. They showed their badges and she looked Ryan up and down doubtfully.

			‘You’re with the police, are you?’

			‘I am the police. Same as him.’

			She began to talk. How long was this going to take? Was the ambulance on its way? She was particularly concerned that the hotel guests wouldn’t be upset. Some were in rooms overlooking the lawn where the . . .

			
			

			‘He’s not decent,’ she said in a lowered voice. ‘His pyjamas are all . . .’ She blushed as she led them through Reception, down a corridor and across a small courtyard, to a conservatory. From here they could see the lawn, gleaming wet after the night’s rain, a tranquil stretch of mown grass undisturbed by anything except the prone figure of a man sprawling in the middle of it.

			Ray asked her if she’d identified him yet. She hadn’t. The hotel was full, she said; a separate confusion had arisen about two other guests whose details hadn’t been logged, which had delayed them. But they’d know who he was very soon. CCTV at the back of the hotel? No. Leaving her there, they stepped through the French windows and walked together across the grass, pulling on their gloves. From bedroom windows, hotel guests watched them go. The lawn was wide and long and wet. To the north were woods; to the south, water meadows; straight ahead, hidden from them, the river. A rotting wooden houseboat was moored there, an ornate double-­decker, its panels painted blue and gold, once used by the hotel as a summer house, now a hazard, cordoned off. It was an ideally peaceful spot, open to the sky. A heron passed overhead: slow-­motion prehistory. Birdsong came from the woods adjoining the garden. Faintly in the distance they heard the hushed noise of water moving at the nearby weir. They reached the body and stood looking at it. He was an old man spreadeagled on his back in badly fastened pyjamas and disordered dressing gown. His belly and groin were exposed, showing blue-­white skin and sparse grey pubic hair. His arms and legs sprawled carelessly on the grass but his face was a fright, rearing up out of the tangle of pyjama collar, grey and straining, congealed eyes glaring at the sky, jaw thrust out, mouth open, as if frozen in a scream. White stubble speckled his face and goose-­flesh neck. On his left foot was a muddy elasticated blue slipper. His right foot was naked, skin mottled, toe nails yellow and cracked.

			
			

			He was as drenched as the grass he lay on and filthy with dirt.

			Ryan stood staring. Ray bent to complete the formality of checking for a pulse. He hesitated, then pushed down the collar of the man’s pyjamas to expose the throat, and stood again, and they both looked at the dead man for a minute more without speaking.

			Ryan raised his eyebrows. ‘Changed my mind,’ he said at last. ‘Five out of ten. Maybe even a six.’

			Ray stepped away and made the request for a Crime Scene Investigator and Forensics. ‘Yes, I know it didn’t,’ he said, ‘but it does now.’

			Ryan called out, ‘Lesions on the fingertips. Wound above the hairline. Didn’t miss them, did you? Something wrong with his left leg. Broken?’

			‘Other signs too,’ Ray said into the phone. ‘Sounds unlikely, but he’s been in a fight. Hard to tell, everything’s soaking wet out here after the rain last night. We need the scene secure and a chance to talk to the staff.’ He looked towards the hotel and saw pale mooning faces at the windows. ‘Guests too, yes,’ he said.

			They looked again at the dead man, his straining, beaten face, the long, livid bruise running like a noose round his throat, then went back inside, where the manager was waiting for them.

			 

			
			

			She was flustered. Her staff had now checked all the residents twice and could not identify the man on the lawn. She was dismayed that a crime scene was being set up. Why? Would it mean one of those big white tents? How long would it be there for? They usually served tea for guests on the patio outside, they could hardly do that if the place was crawling with police. At last she was persuaded to fetch the night porter, who came down from her room ten minutes later, cross at being woken. She was from Croatia and had worked in the hotel for eighteen months.

			They led her out into the garden, where she put her hand up to her mouth, then back inside. No, she said, she had no idea who he was; she certainly hadn’t seen him in the hotel. No, nothing unusual had happened in the night. It had been quiet. The last guests had arrived at one in the morning, a couple from Tucson, Arizona, they’d spent the evening in London. After that, no one. Yes, at regular times she walked round making basic checks, but not outside. Once, yes, she heard something, at the back. But it wasn’t unusual.

			‘What did you hear?’

			‘Shouting.’

			‘From the lawn?’

			‘Maybe. I thought it was from the other side of the river. There is a path there.’

			‘What time?’

			She thought. ‘Three thirty. I’d just come back from my three o’clock round. Geese, you know the noise they make. As if something disturbed them. Water splashing. A shout. Some shouting.’

			‘What sort of shouting? Angry shouting?’

			She shook her head. ‘Like someone calling to someone else.’

			
			

			‘Could you make out what was being said?’

			‘No. Too far away. And it was over very quickly. A minute. Less.’

			‘Did you go take a look?’

			‘No. It is not unusual. People camp over there, by the weir. They get drunk, they make a noise. Sometimes they come to our boat here. Have you seen it? They drink there. Sleep there sometimes, I think. We have reported it to the police.’ She looked at them. ‘They do nothing.’

			Ryan said, ‘Ever seen any of them, these people?’

			‘Not last night. Before, yes, sometimes.’

			‘Remember them?’

			Her descriptions were generalised, unfocused, half imaginary. There was a man with a beard. A man with a dog. She could describe the dog in detail, a nervous, mobile mongrel that stayed low to the ground, black coat with a white patch on the chest, long, quivery snout; but she couldn’t bring the man to mind at all. There was a woman with once-­blond hair. A limping man with bags. She had no more to tell them. They talked again to the manager, requesting a list of hotel guests and went out to look at the old houseboat.

			It was moored in a channel off the river, listing against the bank like a drunk. The chain across the gangplank was down, and they stepped over it carefully and went on to the front deck, which shifted uneasily under them as they moved across it. Inside was the usual sad mess of neglect: dead leaves, plastic bottles, a blanket, some empties, a chipped mug. A window was broken and Ryan took a closer look at that. Then they went back out and looked round again. Behind them, at the edge of the meadows, a few trees. Along the bank in front of them a neat gravel path running away towards the woods across the Littlemore brook. In the hedgerows, the mob-­rule of nettles, bindweed climbing on their shoulders. They stood on the shaved grass talking.

			
			

			‘Not a resident. What’s he doing here then, in his pyjamas?’

			They got a call from the CSI just arriving at the hotel. Before they could go to meet him, Nadim called to ask if they’d ID’d the body. Ray explained.

			She said, ‘Report’s come in of a misper. Joe Emmett, seventy years old, went missing last night from his house in Iffley Village.’

			Ray instinctively looked north as he spoke. ‘Iffley? Must be two, three miles away. This guy’s in his pyjamas. How would he get here?’

			As he spoke the door of the conservatory swung open suddenly and an unknown woman in a raincoat began at once to walk down the lawn towards the body. Ryan shouted at her but she ignored him, moving fast and purposeful, and by the time they reached her, she was already standing over the dead man.

			‘Problem hearing or what?’ Ryan said as he came up. He would have said more but the expression on her face took all the momentum out of him and, like Ray, he came to a halt, watching her in silence. She was motionless, ignoring them, looking down at the body, breathing heavily, face congested with emotion. For several seconds they had no idea what might come next. Then she shuddered as if with some colossal effort of self-­control and turned to Ray.

			‘This is my husband. I don’t understand what he’s doing here.’

			‘Makes three of us,’ Ryan said after a moment, and she looked at him in fury.

			
			

		

	
		
			FOUR

			Jade Wilkins, Ryan’s younger sister, worked part-­time at the small Co-­op in Kennington, where she lived with her brother and the children. She was short and concentrated with blond hair scraped back to expose the full hardness of her face with its prominent Wilkins nose, mobile chin and unflinching eyes. Her character was to match. She was a natural, perhaps compulsive, confronter of trouble and speaker of uncomfortable truths; and when she began to detect a pattern in the recent shoplifting at the Co-­op she at once directed her energies to finding out more.

			It was eight o’clock. Early morning childcare had fallen through again, and she had with her the two children – her daughter Mylee, four and a bit, and little Ryan, her brother’s boy, nearly four – while waiting for their nursery to open. The children sat together in the stockroom, building towers of vacuum-­packed Cheddar and tins of responsibly sourced sardines while Jade talked to the other girls who worked the tills about the recent thefts. There had always been shoplifting, naturally, but it had got worse. New self-­scanners were part of the problem: it was easy for customers to ‘forget’ to scan all their items. The bigger problem was rising prices. There were people in Kennington who couldn’t afford to buy the food they needed. The items they smuggled through were ordinary things, butter, pasta, rice. But Jade had noticed something else. Very different people ‘forgetting’ to scan exactly the same things, the identical expensive brands of toiletries or fabric softener, the same smoked salmon or ice cream, nappies or high-­end dairy produce, all with a good resale value on the street. The shop was security-­lite. No guard, no cameras, no shutters. Only the three girls, Jade, Rhianna and Chantel.

			
			

			They talked by the fruit and veg, pooling their intelligence. Together, they identified four people behaving in the same way: a teenager with a disability, a schoolkid without a mum, a young mother with an abusive partner, and an old lady with not much going on at all. When challenged, they were always surprised to have missed the items; sometimes they paid for them at once, sometimes they put them back, sometimes, particularly early on, the girls turned a blind eye. That was normal too. People were struggling. It was hard to take nappies off a desperate mother or eye-­drops off an old lady whose eyes were streaming as you spoke to her.

			‘Don’t believe it no more, though,’ Jade said. ‘What’s up with that child’s digestion she gets through so many nappies?’

			Rhianna and Chantel agreed.

			‘Call it in,’ Rhianna said.

			‘Called it in already,’ Jade said. ‘Got nowhere. We’re on our own.’

			‘Get busy then,’ Chantel said. ‘Suss it out.’

			
			

			Jade nodded. ‘If I’m not out front when one of them comes in, give us a shout.’

			She was with Mylee and little Ryan when Chantel called her ten minutes later. She hadn’t expected it to be so soon, in fact she’d hoped to get the children to nursery before it happened, but she gathered them up and went to the tills. An old lady was moving slowly out of the shop, pushing her wheeled trolley in front of her. She was a recent regular, Jean or Jan, an old lady with a patterned headscarf, missing tooth and vacant look. Several times in the last fortnight she’d walked out with items unpaid for in her bag. Always the same items, always high-­priced.

			Little Ryan said, ‘Are we going to nursery now, Auntie Jade?’

			‘In a minute. We’re going for a little walk first.’

			Little Ryan thought about that. He had a round face and straight blond hair and a mania for conversations. His polite manner was utterly at odds with his father’s. ‘Will we see a swan?’ he asked, putting his hand up to be held.

			‘What swan?’ Mylee asked. She had the intense pale blue eyes of her mother and blond curls tied up with ribbons.

			‘We won’t see a black swan,’ little Ryan said to her. ‘They live in Burford Wildlife Park where Daddy took me.’

			‘My favourite swan is a pink swan,’ Mylee said.

			‘Pink swans are called flamingos,’ little Ryan said knowledg­ably. ‘Auntie Jade?’

			‘Yes, love.’

			‘White swans are called mute swans, aren’t they?’

			‘If you say so.’

			‘Why are they called mute swans?’

			‘I really don’t know.’

			
			

			Little Ryan thought about this. ‘I expect it’s because they eat mutes,’ he said.

			‘I’d like to eat a mute,’ Mylee said.

			Little Ryan said, ‘I think they’re very slippery.’

			‘Spaghetti’s slippery,’ Mylee said.

			By this time they were some way along Kennington Road, moving slowly in order to stay behind the old lady, who tottered along in front of them. At length she turned up Edward Road, by the barber’s. A black Range Rover was parked there, door open, two youths standing next to it, drinking from cans, one younger, looking nervous, one older, looking surly. The nervous-­looking one moved off at once, crossing the street and disappearing into Kennington Road. The other stayed, looking at Jade. He seemed to be no more than sixteen, tall and stringy in oversized puffa and baggy cargo trousers, with a narrow, insubstantial face and wisp of moustache. Across his cheek, like an inflammation, was an ugly birthmark. Jade had seen him before, a dissatisfied presence on street corners and in town. Even doing nothing, he somehow sent out danger signals. He had an air of resentment, it came out in his sullen look, his habit of stillness broken from time to time by a nervous twitch, like the first small flicker of larger violence inside him. From the end of the street, Jade watched as he stepped forward and stopped the old lady and without speaking to her, or even looking at her, opened her bag and began to take items out of it, passing them through the open car door. Then Jade put the children behind her and went towards him.

			‘Excuse me, love. I’m from the Co-­op. I think you might have some things there you didn’t pay for. Can I see your receipt?’

			He ignored her, carried on lifting things out of the bag.

			
			

			‘Got your deaf head on?’ Jade said.

			The old lady turned anxiously but he paid her no attention.

			Jade watched him. ‘Organised your little team,’ she said. ‘People who can’t say no, too scared, vulnerable, not very bright. Not being personal,’ she added as the old lady turned round again.

			The youth glanced at her, unconcerned. By now he had removed all the items. He muttered something to the old lady, who moved away at once without looking back, and he stood there looking at Jade, frozen in angry stillness, head rigid, one shoulder lifted lightly. He gave a twitch, he finished his drink and crumpled the empty can and tossed it on to the pavement in front of her.

			‘You don’t scare me,’ she said.

			Two men got out of the car then, bigger, heavier versions of the youth, and stood next to it, radiating aggression.

			‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘Still not scared.’

			The youth twitched his head towards the children, ‘They yours?’ He had a nasal, slouching voice. His mouth hardly moved.

			Jade said nothing.

			‘Keep an eye on them,’ he said. ‘Not safe round here. Not even Kenville Road.’

			The men got back into the car, and he followed them, and the car pulled away from the kerb fast and screeched into Kennington Road.

			Jade heaved a breath.

			‘Auntie Jade?’

			‘Yes, love?’

			‘Does that man live in Kenville Road?’

			
			

			‘No, love. There’s no need to be scared of him.’

			Little Ryan said thoughtfully, ‘He shouldn’t drop litter, should he, Auntie Jade?’

			‘No, he shouldn’t.’

			‘He’ll get into trouble.’

			‘I got into trouble once,’ Mylee said. ‘But it wasn’t my fault,’ she added.

			Jade called Ryan but he didn’t answer. She looked at her watch. ‘Time for nursery,’ she said, and both children put up their hands to be held.

			
			

		

	
		
			FIVE

			Ray and Ryan followed Greta Emmett to Iffley Village in their car.

			Ray said, ‘Tone.’

			Ryan looked at him. ‘What?’

			‘Whole section on it in the code of conduct. Importance of tone in communication with material witnesses.’

			‘What you telling me for?’

			‘She’s in shock, Ryan. A little tact.’

			‘Don’t know what you’re talking about. You confusing me with someone else?’

			Ray pulled up, they got out, looked around. Behind them: the famous church with its yews and beeches. In front: the old stone cottages, low-­slung and squashed against the narrow lane. No longer a village except in name, surrounded now by the modern city, it still clung to its traditional character, green and rustic, an enclave apart. Stillness hung over it, a hush of rose gardens and birdsong, a padded zone of retirees driving new cars simple as toys and safe for old people, of garden parties, kedgeree for breakfast, coffee mornings and, of course, frequent burglaries – inherited paintings, jewellery and other heirlooms taken from poorly protected drawing rooms invariably accessible through carefully curated shrubberies. There was only one route in and out, Church Way, terminating in a dead-­end at the churchyard.

			
			

			‘Don’t know this place at all,’ Ryan said. ‘Never used to come here as a kid.’ He peered around. ‘Looks like it’s all doctors and lawyers.’ He sneezed into his hand, caught hold of Ray’s arm. ‘Listen.’

			Ray removed Ryan’s hand in disgust, brushed off the sleeve of his woollen coat. ‘What?’

			‘She’s foreign, right. East European, sounds like.’

			‘So?’

			‘Mate, they’re all racists over there. Just saying, we’re not putting up with any of that. She has a go at you, code of fucking conduct or not, I’m telling her we don’t do that shit over here. What? What you looking at me like that for?’

			‘I’m trying to understand how it is you’ve still got a job. Just remember, tact, consideration.’

			They walked down Church Way to an old stone terraced cottage with a neat tiled roof and scrolled wooden pediment over the front door, where Greta was waiting for them, and went into a small lounge facing the street, a low-­ceilinged room crammed with dark wooden furniture and bookcases.

			Ray said, ‘We appreciate how difficult this is. Is there someone you’d like to be with you?’

			In distraction, she shook her head. Ryan she ignored completely.

			‘Do you need to take a moment?’

			She couldn’t stop yawning, a compulsion of shock. Her hair, tied at the back in a bunch, had fallen down and she’d forgotten to take off her raincoat. She seemed small inside it. She was, they realised, much younger than her husband. Without asking them to sit, she felt behind her for a rocking chair and lowered herself into it clumsily, and after a moment Ray and Ryan sat together, squashed side by side, on a narrow wood-­framed sofa. On a little glass-­topped table next to Ryan was a pair of spectacles and a book with a long and complicated title.

			
			

			She hadn’t yet spoken. She seemed numb and disconnected. Ray cleared his throat. ‘If we could just ask you a few questions. About last night. We understand you reported your husband missing.’

			After a moment she began. Speaking with a heavy accent which sharpened her tone, she described what had happened, the call from the Emergency Centre which woke her in the middle of the night to tell her that her husband’s fall alarm had just been activated, her realisation that he was no longer in bed, her brief search in the house, the garden and outside in the street, and her subsequent call to the police; then the arrival of an officer, and, later, other officers, the endless questions; and how, at some point, she overheard a conversation on their radios about someone found at the hotel, an old man in his pyjamas.

			‘Why did your husband wear the alarm?’

			She spoke about him in bits and pieces, with halting silences in between. ‘He had cardiac sarcoidosis, inflammation of the heart, it made him prone to vasovagal syncope. Fainting fits. His heart dropped beats.’ She bit her lip and went on. ‘Also, paralysis in his left leg, a result of polio when he was a child. He had difficulty walking; if he fell he might need assistance. Of course, I was usually there to help him.’

			
			

			Ryan said, ‘Go back a bit. This alarm thing. Got GPS?’

			She turned towards him. ‘Yes.’

			‘Couldn’t they tell you where he was?’

			‘No.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘You must ask them. They told me they had lost the signal.’

			There was a brief silence.

			Ray asked what Emmett had been doing earlier in the evening.

			He’d been in town, she said, taking part in a debate at the Oxford Union. He was – had been – a specialist in deciphering texts written in a variety of ancient languages, Aramaic, for instance, Edomite, Galatian and various lost dialects of Ancient Hebrew; and he had used these skills to expose forgeries. He frequently spoke at conferences and other forums on the issue of authenticity in biblical documents (and the sometimes extraordinary claims made for them), as he had at the Union the night before, opposing an evangelical historian called Sebastian Franks. Indeed, not only was he the leading international scholar in the field, he had become a well-­known personality in the media, an outspoken atheist lauded for both his intellectual achievements and his pugnacious style, in demand as a public spokesman. Her tone had changed; she was speaking now with pride.

			She looked at them in turn. ‘You haven’t heard of him?’ she asked. ‘Professor Joe Emmett?’

			Ray murmured an apology.

			Ryan said, ‘Not really my thing, the Bible.’

			Before she could respond, Ray spoke. ‘Were you at the Union too?’

			She told them no. She’d worked with Union staff beforehand to ensure they took proper care of her husband and she’d discussed the debate with him, as she always did, helping him to test the likely arguments, but in the evening she wasn’t feeling very well and stayed at home.

			
			

			‘What time did your husband return?’

			‘Ten thirty, eleven.’

			‘How did he seem?’

			He’d seemed fine. They hadn’t talked for long. Still feeling unwell, she’d gone to bed shortly after he got back.

			‘He came up later?’

			‘Yes, I woke briefly when he got into bed, but I don’t know when it was.’

			‘To begin with, he stayed up. Was that usual?’

			‘He was always staying up late or getting up in the night. And after an event he was often a little agitated. I knew it would take him a while to settle down.’

			‘He seemed unsettled?’

			‘He was in a reflective mood. It was normal.’

			‘Say anything unusual, anything out of the ordinary?’

			‘No.’

			‘But you think he got up later because, for some reason, he couldn’t sleep.’

			‘He suffered from insomnia.’

			‘But then he apparently left the house, in his pyjamas and dressing gown. Was that normal too?’

			‘When he couldn’t sleep, he would often go out in his pyjamas and stand in the garden or stroll up and down at the front, to get some air, clear his head. It is very quiet in Church Way.’

			
			

			Ray began to say something soothing about the beauty of the place but Ryan interrupted. ‘Prof at the uni here, was he?’

			‘No. Bucharest.’

			‘Not exactly local. How does that work?’

			She explained that he spent half the year in Bucharest, where he was Professor of Philology at the university, and half the year pursuing independent research projects and public speaking opportunities in the UK.

			Ryan said, ‘You Romanian then?’

			She fixed him with a gaze. ‘Yes.’

			‘How d’you meet him?’

			‘Does it matter?’

			‘Everything matters till it don’t.’

			‘We met at the university in Bucharest.’

			‘Student of his?’

			‘Does that matter too?’

			‘Just that you’re quite a bit younger than him.’

			She looked at him in silence for a moment. ‘When we met I was Professor of Molecular Biology.’

			Another silence followed.

			‘Fair enough.’

			Ray began to talk, his voice calm and measured, resetting the atmosphere.

			Ryan interrupted again. ‘Was he a drinker?’

			‘No.’

			‘Any sign of him losing it?’

			‘None.’

			Ray opened his mouth to say something else but once more Ryan interrupted. ‘Did he drive?’

			
			

			‘No.’

			‘You said he had problems walking.’

			‘That’s right.’

			‘Guess we can rule out him walking to Sandford. In his pyjamas and dressing gown.’

			She didn’t think this worth an answer. Once again, Ray filled the silence, asking her if she could think of any reason why her husband would be at Sandford, if he knew anyone there, if he had mentioned Sandford in conversations with her.

			Ryan said, ‘Use a stick?’

			Now she glared at him. ‘He was paralysed in one leg. Of course he used a stick.’

			‘Where is it?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			He raised his eyebrows.

			She said, ‘You want me to find it for you?’

			‘If it’s no bother.’

			She went out of the room.

			Ray said in an undertone, ‘For Christ’s sake, Ryan. I told you. Tone. Manner.’

			‘Who, me? What about her?’

			‘Can’t you see she’s in shock, she’s on the edge?’

			‘I been on the edge for years, mate, never seemed to bother anyone.’

			‘You’re deluding yourself. Plenty of people have been bothered.’

			They heard Greta rummaging by the front door; and after a moment she returned empty-­handed.

			‘It’s not here,’ she said.

			
			

			‘Interesting.’

			‘If you say so.’

			There was another awkward silence. Ray filled it by telling her that they would need to examine any devices belonging to her husband.

			She said at once, ‘His phone is missing.’ She had looked for it on his bedside table but it wasn’t there. She looked at Ryan. ‘Perhaps that’s interesting too. But I think it must be in his dressing-­gown pocket.’

			Ryan said, ‘Isn’t. Had a look, not there. But, yeah, interesting he took it with him in the middle of the night. Why would he do that?’

			‘He took it with him always. Though in fact,’ she added, ‘he could not get used to a mobile and rarely turned it on. He was old-­school that way. I called him over and over again when I was looking for him but it just went through to voicemail.’

			‘Computer, laptop?’

			‘Not at the moment. While we were in Romania we were burgled and he hadn’t got round to replacing it.’

			Before Ray could answer, a call came in for him.

			He turned to Greta. ‘We have to go. I’m sorry. You’ve been extremely helpful. And patient,’ he added. He apologised again for their intrusion at a difficult time and assured her that they would keep her informed of their progress and be available for any questions she might have. They might need to ask her further questions themselves, he said.

			She looked at them with what seemed to be hatred. ‘You haven’t even told me how he died.’

			The distracted look had come back into her face.

			
			

			‘Have to wait for the autopsy,’ Ryan said.

			Now that the interview was at an end, she seemed to lose control of her voice. She said in a croak, ‘One moment my husband is in bed here, the next he’s lying dead in a hotel garden miles away.’ She turned in agitation from one to the other. ‘Will somebody please explain this to me?’

			Ryan shook his head in sympathy. ‘It’s an odd one, to be fair.’

			She looked at him with scorn. ‘Where is he now?’

			‘The morgue.’

			Ray shifted Ryan out of the way and gave her his card. He was very aware, he said softly, that her grief at her husband’s death was naturally compounded by the confusing nature of the circumstances. He assured her that they would be focusing significant time and resources to finding out what had happened and would bring her answers as soon as possible. Certainly, he repeated, they would be keeping in touch with her closely. She should feel free to call him, at any time. ‘Or my colleague,’ he added.

			She looked at him bleakly. She did not look at Ryan at all.

			Ray thanked her again, pressed her hand, and they left her there, going out into sunlight and walking back along the street to Ray’s car, on their way to the hotel, to which the CSI had recalled them.
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