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Hero to zero.


Cop to corpse.


One minute PC Harry Tasker is strolling up Walcot Street, Bath, on foot patrol. The next he is shot through the head. No scream, no struggle, no last words. He is picked off, felled, dead.


The shooting activates an alarm over one of the shops nearby, an ear-splitting ring certain to wake everyone.


Normally at this time on a Sunday morning – around 4 a.m. – the streets of Bath are silent. The nightclubs close officially at three. The last of the revellers have dispersed. PC Tasker was on his way back to the police station after checking that Club XL was quiet.


His body lies in a bow shape under the light of a street lamp on the flagstone pavement, a small puddle of blood forming under the head. His chequered cap is upturned nearby.


Harry Tasker is the third police officer murdered in Avon and Somerset in twelve weeks. The others, like him, were shot while on foot patrol. A huge operation to identify the sniper has come to nothing. All the police know for certain is that the victims were shot by someone using a high-velocity assault rifle that fires 5.56 x 45mm cartridges. The killings and the hunt for the so-called Somerset Sniper have been splashed in headlines across the nation.


Nobody else is on the street at this hour. This is the pattern. The killing is done at night. The victims are discovered eventually by some early riser, a milkman, a dog owner.


But today there is a difference. In a flat above one of the shops in Walcot Street, a hand grabs a phone.


The 999 call is taken at the communications centre in Portishead, logged at 4.09 a.m.


‘Which service do you need: police, fire or ambulance?’


‘Ambulance, for sure. And police. There’s a guy lying in the street here. I heard this sound like a gunshot a minute ago and looked out and there he was. He’s not moving. I think he’s a policeman.’


Another police officer. The operator is trained to assess critical information and act on it calmly, yet even she takes a sharp breath. ‘Where are you speaking from?’


The caller gives the address and his name and in the emergency room the location is flashed on screen. An all-units call. Within minutes all available response cars and an ambulance are heading for the stretch of Walcot Street near Beehive Yard.


A new shooting is terrible news, but the speed of this alert gives the police the best chance yet of detaining the sniper.


Walcot Street was created by the Romans. It is believed to have formed a small section of the Fosse Way, the unswerving road that linked the West Country to the Midlands. It runs north to south for a third of a mile, parallel to the River Avon, from St Swithin’s Church – where Jane Austen’s parents were married in 1764 – to St Michael’s, where it morphs into Northgate Street. Located outside the old city walls, Walcot was once a village independent of Bath and still has the feel of a place apart. It was always the city’s lumber room, housing, in its time, tram sheds, a flea market, slaughterhouses, a foundry, a women’s prison and an isolation hospital for venereal diseases. Now it goes in for shops of character and variable charm such as Jack and Danny’s Fancy Dress Hire; Bath Sewing Machine Service; Yummy House; Bath Aqua Theatre of Glass; and Appy Daze, Bath’s Premium Hemporium.


The first police car powers up the street, blues and twos going. By now some local people in nightclothes are grouped around the body. Two officers fling open their car doors and dash over to their shot colleague as more cars arrive from the other direction. The ambulance snakes through and the paramedics take over, but anyone can see Harry Tasker is beyond help. His personal radio, attached to his tunic, eerily emits someone else’s voice relaying information about his shooting.


A real voice cuts in: ‘Let’s have some order here. For a start, will somebody stop that fucking alarm.’


Ken Lockton is the senior man at the scene and must direct the operation. ‘Senior’ is a contradiction in terms. Inspector Lockton is not yet thirty, came quickly through the ranks and passed his promotion exam at the end of last year. He wouldn’t be the first choice to deal with a major incident, or the second, or even the tenth, but he’s the man on duty. As the uniformed inspector lowest in the pecking order he gets more night shifts than anyone else. He knew Harry Tasker well and is shocked by the killing, yet can’t let that affect his handling of the incident. Lockton knows he must suppress all emotion, lead by example, and set the right procedures in motion. Inside him, every pulse is throbbing, and not just because another policeman has been shot. His strap-brown eyes are wide, eager. He doesn’t mind anyone knowing he’s a career man, a high-flyer aiming for executive rank. This is a thumping great chance for glory, the best chance anyone has had to bag the sniper. And he hasn’t got long. As soon as Headquarters get their act together they will send some hotshot detective to take over.


The men available to Lockton aren’t exactly the A team. Like him, they happen to be on the night shift, almost at the end of it, ready for sleep, stumbling bleary-eyed out of patrol cars and minibuses uncertain what their duties will be. He must make effective use of them.


He gets one success. The jangling alarm is silenced.


He grabs a loudhailer and begins issuing orders. No one must be in any doubt who is in charge.


The first imperative is to seal the crime scene. A stretch of the street for about a hundred yards is closed to traffic by police cars parked laterally at either end. Cones and police tape reinforce the cordon. While this is being done, Lockton assesses the location. If the sniper is still in the area, the local geography will hamper him. Behind the row of small shops on the side where PC Tasker lies is the river, deep and steeply banked. Not much chance of escape there. On the other side of Walcot Street is a twenty-foot-high retaining wall. Above it, on massive foundations, are the backs of Bladud Buildings and the Paragon, grand terraces from the mid-eighteenth century sited at the top of a steep escarpment.


The armed response team arrives by van. They were sent automatically when the seriousness of the alert was known and they are here in their black body armour and bearing their Heckler and Koch G36 subcarbines. Ken Lockton, glowing with importance, tells the senior man he wants stop points on all conceivable escape routes from the sectioned-off area.


He also has work for his sleep-deprived army of unarmed men and women. Residents disturbed by the noise and coming to their front doors will find officers standing guard. They will be told to lock up and stay inside.


Another group is sent to make a search of Beehive Yard, on the river side.


Do Not Cross tape is used to enclose the area around the body. Later a crime scene tent will be erected. The police surgeon is already examining the body, a necessary formality. He’s a local GP. The forensic pathologist will follow.


The 999 call originated from a flat above a charity shop and Lockton goes in with a female officer to question the informant, a first-year undergraduate.


Ponytail, glasses, pale, spotty face and a wisp of beard fit the student stereotype. The young guy, who gives his name as Damon Richards, is in a black dressing gown. The questioning is sharp, considering that he raised the alert. Lockton knows that people who call the emergency number are not always public-spirited. They may well be implicated in what happened.


‘Take me through it. You heard gunfire, right? Where were you – in bed?’


‘Actually, no. I was at my desk, studying. If I wake early, that’s what I do. I had a book open and I was making notes.’ He is tiresomely slow of speech.


‘What woke you – a noise?’


‘If you really want to know, I needed a pee. Then I was awake, so I started to work. Ten or twenty minutes after, I heard the shooting.’


‘Where were you when you heard it?’


‘I told you. At my desk. Over there by the window.’


The room is typical of early-nineteenth-century Bath houses, high-ceilinged, corniced, spacious. And typical of the twenty-first century, it is in use as a bedsit, crammed with self-assembly furniture. The desk is hard against the sash window and books are stacked on it. One book is open and there is a notepad beside it.


‘With the curtain drawn?’


‘Yes. I heard the gunfire and didn’t know what it was so I pulled back the curtain and saw the guy lying there. He wasn’t moving. That’s when I phoned. I didn’t go out to him because I was scared, to be honest. Is he dead?’


‘You heard more than one shot?’


‘I think so.’


‘What do you mean – “think so”? You’d know if there was more than one.’


‘There could have been an echo.’


‘Do you have any sense of where the shooting came from? Was it close?’


‘It sounded bloody close to me. Other people must have heard it.’


‘The difference is that you were already awake. Was the gunfire from out in the street, would you say?’


‘Well, obviously.’


‘As distinct from one of these houses?’


‘I get you. I couldn’t say that. How could I tell?’


‘Do you remember if there was a vehicle nearby?’


‘There are some parking spaces that get filled up quickly. Otherwise it’s double yellow lines all the way.’


‘I’m not talking about parked cars, for God’s sake. Did you hear anything after the shots, like a car or a motorbike moving off?’


‘I don’t remember any. I could be wrong. I was in shock, to be honest.’


‘You keep saying “to be honest”. You’d better be honest with me, young man. We’ll need a written statement from you. Everything you remember.’ Lockton nods to the constable and leaves her to start the paperwork.


It is still before 4.30 a.m.


Reinforcements are arriving all the time. Lockton knows he could find himself replaced any minute as the Senior Investigating Officer. He needs to make his opportunity count, and soon. He moves over to where the police surgeon has now stepped back from the body.


The shooting fits the pattern of the previous attacks. The entry wound is above the right ear. The bullet must have fragmented inside the skull, shattering much of the opposite side of the head. It’s not a sight you want to linger over.


‘Nothing I can tell you that isn’t obvious. A single bullet wound.’


‘We think there may have been more than one shot,’ Lockton says.


‘Have you found other bullets, then?’


‘Not yet. Other priorities. Is there any way of telling the direction of the shots?’


‘Depends where he was when he was hit. The bullet entered here, quite high up on the right temple, and you can see that most of the tissue damage is lower down on the opposite side. That could be an angle for you to work with.’


‘You’re talking about the trajectory?’


‘That’s for you to work out. I’m only here to examine the body.’


‘A high-velocity bullet?’


‘I’m a doctor, not a gun expert.’


Ken Lockton goes into deduction mode. ‘It’s unlikely the shooting was from ground level, so it’s a good bet he fired from above us, like a window over one of the shops.’ He’s pleased with that. CID would approve.


‘In that case, he would have been walking away from the town centre, towards Walcot.’


Lockton isn’t sure now. He betrays some of the tension he feels by chewing his thumbnail. ‘The right side, you say.’


‘You can see for yourself.’


Actually he’s seen more than he wants to. He doesn’t need to look again to know where the bullet entered. He gives a nervous laugh. ‘His shift was nearly over. He should have been heading the opposite way, back towards Manvers Street nick.’


‘So?’


‘If you’re right, the killer wasn’t on the shop side. He must have been somewhere behind us.’ He turns to look again at that massive brick rampart along the west side of the street, a far cry from the cleaned-up stone structures that grace most of the city. Blackened by two centuries of pollution, the wall is tall enough and grim enough to enclose a prison.


A disused Victorian fountain is recessed into the brickwork under an arch flanked by granite columns. When the market across the street thrived, the trough must have been a place where thirsty horses were watered after delivering goods. Its modern use is as a flowerbed – with insufficient cover for a gunman to crouch in.


‘I’m leaving,’ the police surgeon says. ‘I’ve pronounced him dead. There’s nothing more to keep me here.’


Lockton is too absorbed to answer.


Left of the fountain his eyes light on an ancient flight of steps leading up to Bladud Buildings. Is that where the shot was fired from? The gunman could have made his escape up there and be in a different street.


His heart-rate quickening, Lockton crosses for a closer inspection, runs half way up the steps and at once discovers a difficulty. It is far too narrow. To have fired from a height the sniper needs to have been at least this far up, but the tall sides mask the view. You can’t see the fallen man from here. The sniper would have needed to wait for his victim to draw level across the street. The shooting from the steps didn’t happen.


Cursing, Lockton descends, returns to the middle of the street, stares at that long expanse of wall and gets a better idea. Up to now he has accepted the structure without fully taking it in. Now he can see that the brickwork isn’t entirely solid. At intervals there are cavities where entire bricks are missing. Maybe they are meant for drainage. They look like spy-holes.


Or sniper points.


The holes go in a long way. Beer cans have been stuffed into some within reach. You could put your whole arm into them. It’s hard to tell how far back they go.


He has assumed up to now that solid earth is behind the wall. Still thinking about the possibility, he steps back for a longer look and some way to the right of the fountain notices a door and window spaces.


A lock-up. It belongs to a local firm that salvages and retails masonry and statuary.


His spirits surge.


Padlocks and hasps would be no great problem for a committed assassin.


He orders two pairs of armed officers to force the lock-up door.


The window spaces would be ideal sniper points, allowing a clear view of the street and a human target walking by.


Overhead, the police helicopter hovers, more proof of the seriousness of this operation. This is the biggest moment of Ken Lockton’s career. All of this is under his command, the chopper, the cars, the bobbies stepping down from minibuses, the gun team yelling, ‘Armed police!’ as they storm the lock-up.


The doors are kicked in and the interior searched by flashlight. In a situation as tense as this, violent action is welcomed by the team. Inside are large chunks of masonry and statuary harvested from old buildings all over Somerset, griffins, dragons and hounds. Several are large enough to hide behind.


But it ends in anticlimax. There’s nothing to show that the lock-up was entered recently. The team steps out, deflated.


4.40 a.m.


Lockton feels the pressure. For all he knows, the sniper could be inside one of the shops or flats holding people hostage. Each dwelling will need to be checked, every resident questioned as a possible witness, but unless something happens quickly this will have to be a later phase in the operation, after he hands over responsibility. Headquarters have already radioed to say CID are on their way and will take over.


He stares at the wall, the sodding great wall. Logically that was the side the bullets came from if one penetrated PC Tasker’s right temple. Or was he facing the other direction for some obscure reason?


His gaze travels up the rows of blackened bricks. There isn’t enough daylight to see properly and the height goes well above street-lamp level. He asks for a flashlight and picks out an iron railing along the top. ‘What’s up there, Steve?’ he asks Sergeant Stillman, one of the patrolling drivers who had answered the all-units call. The two were sergeants together for four years. Stillman is worth his stripes, but in Lockton’s opinion won’t ever make inspector. No officer qualities.


‘Behind the rail? Gardens. They’re all the way along. They belong to the houses in the terrace.’


‘Gardens?’ Fresh thoughts stampede Lockton’s brain. He can’t see anything except overhanging foliage from down in the street, but he is visualising a gun position.


‘They’ll be roof gardens really. Just a few feet of soil.’


‘How would he get up there?’


‘He wouldn’t, unless he lived in one of the houses. He’d have to come through someone’s flat.’


‘Drive me up there.’


‘Now?’ Stillman doesn’t appreciate that Lockton wants a personal triumph out of this.


‘Get the car, for fuck’s sake.’


He could just as easily run up the steps. It would be quicker. Sergeant Stillman decides this is about power. Ken Lockton is asserting his rank.


A silver-haired sergeant is deputed to take over at street level.


Without another word Sergeant Stillman fetches the car and does the short drive as ordered, ignoring the one-way system by turning at Saracen Street and back down Broad Street to park on the front side of the terrace, level with the cast-iron bollards at the top of the steps – the same steps Lockton could have used in half the time.


To the right of the steps is Bladud Buildings. The Paragon is to the left. There’s little difference. It’s all four or five floors high and Georgian neo-classical in style: entablatures, pediments and cornices.


Lockton stands by the car with arms folded, trying to understand how this building is grounded on the steep slope. It isn’t easy to visualise from this side. ‘There have got to be basements,’ he tells Steve Stillman. ‘The ground floor is going to be above the level of the garden.’


He steps up to one of the entrances and looks at the array of bell-pushes on the entryphone system. Each terraced house must have been a sole residence once. Now there are flats on all floors. Beside each button is the name of the tenant. He tries the lowest.


Through the grille a weary voice says, ‘Chrissake, what time is this?’


‘Police,’ says Lockton.


‘Fuck off,’ says the voice.


‘That’s what we get for safeguarding the great British public,’ Lockton comments to Stillman. ‘We’ll try another place.’


Stillman is frowning. ‘It could be him.’


‘I don’t think so. He wouldn’t answer, would he?’


There was some logic in that.


They study the bell-system two doors along. Someone has been efficient here. Each name is typed on white card rather than handwritten on odd scraps of paper. ‘Not this one,’ Lockton says.


‘Why not?’ Sergeant Stillman is starting to question Lockton’s deductive skills. By his own estimation, the house must overlook the place where Harry Tasker’s body lies.


‘Because it’s not what I’m looking for, not what the sniper would look for.’


He finds it at the next house, handwritten names for flats 1, 2 and 3 and a blank for the fourth, the lowest. He presses 3.


After a long pause, a woman’s voice. ‘Who is this?’


‘The police.’


‘How do I know that?’


‘Look out of your front window. You’ll see our car.’


‘Hang on a mo.’


Presently they are admitted to apartment 3 by a young woman in blue winceyette pyjamas. She rakes a hand through her blonde hair and tells them it’s early in the day.


Stillman bites back the strong comment he’d like to make after being up all night.


Lockton asks who occupies the flat below.


‘Nobody,’ the blonde says. ‘It’s been empty some time, far as I know.’


‘You haven’t heard any sounds?’


‘Tonight?’


‘Any time.’


A shake of the head. ‘There was a noise like an alarm down in the street a short time ago, or I think there was. It woke me. Then I drifted off again.’


‘How do we get into the basement?’


‘The what? Do you mean the garden flat? The stairs in the hall.’


The two policemen find their way down. The door is locked.


‘Force it, Steve.’


Sergeant Stillman aims a kick at the lock. The door gives at the second try. ‘Shouldn’t we get armed assistance?’


Lockton doesn’t listen. ‘Give me your torch.’


He’s already inside, still living his dream of instant fame. The place has the smell of long disuse and the lights don’t work. He senses that the sniper isn’t here. Through what must be the living room – though the place is unfurnished – he can see a small sunroom, too poky to call a conservatory. Beyond is the garden, overgrown, a fine crop of stinging nettles waist-high and bedraggled with the overnight dew.


He steps through the sunroom and notes that the door isn’t bolted from inside. Not a huge security risk, but any landlord worthy of the name would surely take the trouble to secure an empty flat.


If nothing else, he’ll get a view of Walcot Street from the end of the garden. Parting the nettles, he moves on, following the torch beam, and then stops.


‘Jesus.’


Ahead, resting against the railing, is an assault rifle.
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‘Don’t touch it.’


Sergeant Stillman knows his crime scene drill. You don’t handle evidence. You don’t even go near it.


Like a kid caught at the fridge door, Lockton swings around and shows the palms of his hands. He has stopped short of handling the gun, but only just. This is his find. The excitement is all over his features. He tries to sound cool. ‘I wasn’t born yesterday, Steve.’


‘Okay.’


‘Quite some find.’


As if by mutual consent, they stand for a moment, in awe that the sniper was here in this small overgrown garden.


Stillman says, ‘We’d better report this.’


‘Quit telling me my job.’


There’s tension between these two. They were sergeants together for a long time. Stillman is experienced, steady, able and, if truth were told, more savvy than Lockton. He just didn’t bother to go for the promotion exam.


Rank must count here, rank and procedure.


‘Our first duty,’ Lockton says as if he’s lecturing recruits at Peel Centre, ‘is to assess the scene. The sniper obviously left without his weapon. But why? All the action was down in the street. He should have felt secure up here.’


‘That shop alarm went off.’


Bloody obvious. The thing must have been loud even this far off. It was ear-splitting at the scene and Lockton has already dismissed it from his mind. He says a grudging, ‘Okay.’ And tries to gloss over his lapse. ‘When you’re in charge of an operation this big, taking decisions, your thoughts are all about what happens next. Getting back to the sniper, he hears the alarm and leaves in a hurry, not wanting to be seen with the weapon.’


Stillman says nothing.


‘That’s the way I see it,’ Lockton adds.


‘Yes?’


‘You don’t sound convinced.’


‘I’m thinking if it was me, I wouldn’t leave the gun here. Maybe he means to come back for it.’


This is another thought that hasn’t dawned on Lockton. ‘Just what I was about to say.’ A gleam comes into his eye. ‘We could trap him.’


‘Just you and me? I don’t think so. We need back-up.’


Lockton ploughs on as if he hasn’t heard. ‘To come and go, he’d need a key to the front door. He must have got hold of one to let himself in.’


Stillman shakes his head, disturbed by what is being proposed.


Lockton thinks the issue in doubt must be his theory about the key. ‘Or he could have walked in when one of the residents was coming or going. Or a friend of a resident. In places like this people don’t necessarily know each other. You hold the door open for someone else thinking they must be from one of the other flats.’


‘Someone else with a gun?’


‘Guns like that fold up. You can get one into a bag, no problem. It’s feasible.’ Lockton peers at the rifle again. ‘I don’t know much about firearms, but this looks state-of-the-art to me. Telescopic sight.’


‘We knew he was good.’


‘He’ll be gutted at leaving it behind. I think you’re right. He won’t want to leave it here for long.’ The opportunity is huge, irresistible. Lockton can already picture himself making the arrest – and tomorrow’s headlines. ‘He means to come back for it.’


‘One thing is certain,’ Steve Stillman says in his downbeat tone.


‘What’s that?’


‘He won’t come back while our car is outside.’


‘Christ, yes.’ Pause for thought. The blue and yellow police car in front of the house is a glaring giveaway. ‘Move it.’


‘Leaving you here?’


‘Someone’s got to be here. I’ll stay hidden.’


‘I don’t advise it.’


‘And I don’t take advice from you, sergeant.’


The ‘sergeant’ and the way it is said is a low blow from an old colleague. A muscle twitches at the edge of Stillman’s mouth. With an effort he stays civil. ‘You’ll need back-up. D’you want me to radio for a couple of firearms officers?’


‘I can do that. I’ve got my own radio.’


‘Shall I call Headquarters to let them know what we found?’


‘Leave that to me.’


The two men eye each other. The mistrust is palpable. Lockton is hell-bent on making the arrest.


‘As you wish,’ says Stillman.


Because of its sheltered position, Walcot Street is slow to emerge from darkness. The tops of the stone buildings are getting a glimmer of natural light, the first of the day. The place is waking up to a street killing. Despite the best efforts of the police, nervous tenants are at their front doors demanding to know when it will be safe to go out. Almost without the order being given, the house-to-house questioning is under way. A number of the residents claim to have heard the shots or the alarm and gone to their windows, but no one has seen the sniper.


Being Sunday, there isn’t the influx of working people you’d get on other days. Even so, at either end of the cordoned-off area, a few early risers are demanding to know what is happening. More persistent are television staff and pressmen trying to negotiate a better view. The news of the shooting has already broken on twenty-four-hour TV.


The police are adamant that no unauthorised person gets admittance, and as some of them are carrying guns, the warnings are heeded.


A large forensic tent has screened off the body of PC Tasker. A Home Office forensic pathologist is now at work making a taped summary of his findings. His crouched figure is silhouetted on the tent by the arc lamp inside. SOCOs in white zipper suits are coming and going.


The sergeant left in temporary charge of the scene has now been supplanted by CID officers. They have ordered a sweep search of the gardens between the shop backs and the river. Dogs are being used to check the outbuildings. It’s a rare luxury to have enough personnel to mount an operation on this scale.


Officially the night shift will end at 6.30, but a major incident like this alters everything. When enough of the next shift – the early turn, as it is known – are bussed in, it’s possible that the sleep-starved will be laid off. Until then they remain on duty.


Sergeant Stillman has moved the police car from its conspicuous position in the Paragon and parked it on the lower level, outside the taped-off section of Walcot Street. Being a wise old hand – and exhausted – he has decided to have forty winks – or a few more than forty. If he is needed, he’ll find out. A personal radio with the volume on full is better than an alarm clock. He’s at his post and on duty and you can’t ask more from a man who’s been up all night. His head lolls to one side until it finds a comfortable position against the car door and he drifts into a shallow sleep.


Meanwhile the whizzkids from CID have gone through the same process Ken Lockton did earlier, calculating the probable direction of the fatal shots. The pathologist has explained about the bullet’s angle of penetration. The armed police inform them that a search has already been made of the lock-ups along the wall. It’s deceiving, that vast wall. Daylight has to strengthen before someone looks higher and decides to order a search of the elevated gardens.


This time enough men assemble outside Bladud Buildings to make a near-simultaneous entry to each house and garden. By now hardly anyone in the neighbourhood can be unaware of what is going on, so there’s no difficulty gaining admission. Most of the garden flats are occupied and the small gardens easily searched. There’s just the one that Lockton and Stillman entered earlier. ‘Someone forced this,’ the officer says at the bottom of the stairs.


‘Hold it, then,’ his colleague says. ‘We’d better bring in the armed response lads.’


It doesn’t take long. The firearms team have driven up in their Trojan Horse van. They can’t wait for some action.


They crowd the narrow staircase in their body armour and ballistic helmets. More are detailed to enter from the gardens on either side. The object: to terrorise any intruder into submission by letting him discover he’s under attack from all sides.


‘Armed police!’ goes up the shout from the loudhailer. ‘Drop your weapon and lie face down.’


This is the drill. If no one is inside, the anticlimax can be a real downer.


The first pair kick the door inwards, enter the flat and take up offensive positions. More follow. It’s a show of strength designed to intimidate.


They move forward, checking each room in the basement flat. The search is simplified because the place is unfurnished. In seconds they are through the building.


‘Stand by, stand by,’ a voice says into all the earpieces. ‘We have a sighting. Garden, right-hand side almost against the wall.’


A sighting.


This is the adrenalin moment they train for.


The movement forward is stealthy now. The only cover in the garden is a rich crop of weeds, and weeds don’t stop bullets.


‘Give him the message again.’


‘Armed police! Drop your weapon and get face down.’


A long, tense pause.


‘Result,’ says another voice. ‘The tosser has surrendered.’


Sure enough, a dark figure at the right of the garden is among the mass of thistles, prone. No obvious sign of a weapon.


The black-clad officers take no chance. You don’t mess with a killer. They ‘stack up’ at strategic points, guns at the ready, covering the two senior men who must approach the suspect from behind and handcuff him.


It’s swift and efficient. The pair go in at the charge. The first flings himself across the suspect’s back to be sure he can’t move while the second applies the cuffs. There’s no resistance.


‘Cool.’


Except that the man on top presently says, ‘See what I see?’


‘What’s that?’


He stabs his finger at the two silver pips on the epaulette the suspect is wearing. Then at the mass of blood at the back of his head.
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‘You can stand down, super. The Serial Crimes Unit is on the case.’


Without a second look at the lanky young guy in leather jacket and shades who had just appeared on the scene, Detective Superintendent Peter Diamond said, ‘You could have fooled me.’


‘I’m the first to arrive.’


‘Hundred and first, maybe.’


‘The first SCU man.’


‘And you are …?’


‘DI Polehampton. The others will be here shortly.’


‘Having a late breakfast, are they?’


‘Traffic, I expect.’ Irony was lost on this guy. ‘As the first at the scene, I’m taking over.’


‘Oh, yes? You and whose army?’ After almost twenty years in Bath CID, Diamond wasn’t being given the elbow by a twit who looked as if he was straight out of training school.


‘In the name of Chief Super Gull.’


Supergull.


Diamond filed that one away for future use.


Polehampton said, ‘He heads the special team co-ordinating the hunt for the Somerset Sniper.’


‘Special I’ll give you,’ Diamond said.


‘I hope you’re not being sarcastic.’


‘It’s just that I find you hard to believe, Inspector Hampton.’


‘Polehampton. You can speak to Headquarters if you want.’


‘Too busy,’ Diamond said. ‘You speak to them. They’ll tell you this is my patch. The men you see around you are my people and they were first on the scene – fact. They’ve been here since first thing dealing with the murder of a close colleague. None of us are walking away from that.’


‘I can understand that. If you want to stay and observe, you’re welcome, but kindly update me first.’


There was a pause while Diamond reined himself in. Far more was at issue this morning than a spat over who was running the show.


‘Here’s your update,’ he said. ‘Two officers attacked, men we work with every day. One dead and the other may not survive.’


‘Two?’ Polehampton blinked. ‘Nobody reported a second attack.’


‘He’s just been found, that’s why. Ken Lockton, a uniformed inspector with a serious head injury.’


‘God Almighty – another shooting?’


‘Bludgeoned, they’re saying. The ambulance is on its way. I’m cordoning the area in hope of snaring the skunk who did this.’


‘You’d better carry on, then.’


Diamond walked away, speaking into his personal radio, with far more on his mind than Inspector Polehampton. ‘It is secured? … And the garden? … Is there any hope he’s still alive? … Don’t move him. Make sure his airways are clear and wait for the paramedics.’


At times like this, the basics of first aid leave you feeling more helpless than the victim.


He sprinted up the flight of steps to see for himself. Sprinted up the first ten or eleven, anyway. There were fifty-six and he felt about fifty-six pounds overweight. After emerging at the top, gasping, he turned right, towards a cluster of police vehicles. This second crime scene was in the garden of a house in the Paragon, a mid-eighteenth-century terrace where in less dangerous times Jane Austen had stayed on her first visits to the city.


Just as he arrived at the house, so did the ambulance, siren blaring.


He stepped aside for the two paramedics and their stretcher and followed them through the unlit basement flat to the back. You couldn’t call it a garden. There wasn’t a flower in sight, just a mass of weeds, much trampled. Near the front a huddle of armed police stood over a dark shape.


Lockton was face down in nettles.


All Diamond could see of the injury was a matted mess of blood and hair. It was obvious the man was out to the world, but the gravity of his condition was impossible to tell.


Suffocation is the commonest cause of death after a head injury. If the victim is unconscious his tongue relaxes and may block his throat. The paramedics checked this, even though the firearms team said they had already done so, putting two fingers at the angle of the jaw and two at the point and opening the mouth.


They went systematically through the standard tests for signs of life. There seemed to be hope. They applied a mask, lifted him on to the stretcher and carried him through the house to the ambulance.


For everyone left in the garden it was like the hiatus after a funeral. Some of the gun team had removed their helmets and goggles. These men who thrived on action seemed uncertain what to do next until Diamond broke the troubled silence. ‘It’s up to the doctors now. If there’s a chance of saving Ken, they will. The rest of us have work to do. It’s just possible there’s evidence here that hasn’t already been trampled over, so watch where you walk. Leave by the same route. Step one by one towards the wall and go through the house and return to your duties.’


His own duties kept him in the garden longer, assessing. The plot was roughly square, not more than ten metres by ten. Some overgrown roses along the side walls were the only indication that this had once been cultivated. He edged around to the iron railing at the end to check how much he could see of the scene below. From this height everything was scaled down. A diminished Polehampton was in the middle of Walcot Street gesturing to other people, looking about him, trying to appear as if he was in charge. More interesting to Diamond was the clear view of the forensic tent directly across the street. No question: the shooting could have been done from up here.


So many had invaded the small plot, crushing the crop of weeds, that it was impossible to work out where the gunman might have taken aim. Nothing so helpful as an empty cartridge case was visible.


He walked through the musty flat and told the constable on duty at the front to prevent anyone from entering or leaving the building except the crime scene investigation team.


‘Including the residents, sir?’


‘Especially the residents. Are they getting stroppy?’


‘Some are. The armed response lads went through all the flats searching for the sniper.’


‘People don’t take well to that sort of invasion. Okay, if anyone wants to know, we’ll be interviewing them all shortly. Do you know the injured man, Inspector Lockton?’


The constable nodded. ‘Quite well, sir.’ A pause. ‘D’you think he’ll pull through?’


‘We can hope. Popular with the lads, is he?’


‘He got promoted recently.’


‘That isn’t the same thing.’


A faint smile.


‘He’s mustard keen,’ the constable said in an effort to be fair. ‘He does a good job. He was here first thing, sir, in charge of it all. I mean down in Walcot Street where the shooting happened.’


‘How did that come about – a newly promoted man in charge?’


‘As duty inspector, on the night shift.’


‘I get you.’ The lowest in the pecking order gets the leavings. ‘If he was directing the operation, what induced him to come up here?’


‘I couldn’t tell you, sir.’


‘You were down there, weren’t you?’


‘All I know is he was there one minute and gone the next. Someone else took over.’


Diamond radioed for CID assistance and got his deputy, DI Halliwell, the man he trusted and relied on. ‘Keith, I’m at the house in the Paragon. I want the people who live here turned inside out as possible witnesses. It seems likely the sniper fired from this garden and Lockton worked it out and came up here to investigate and was knocked cold. Someone let him in, someone clobbered him. And someone may have seen the attack.’


‘I’ll sort it, guv,’ Halliwell said. ‘Was Lockton working alone, then?’


‘Apparently.’


‘Strange.’


Diamond took the fifty-six steps down and was approached by a crop-headed muscleman he knew to be Supergull, Jack Gull, head honcho of the Serial Crimes Unit. Exactly how Gull, who wasn’t much over forty and looked as if he chewed car tyres, had made it to chief superintendent was an unsolved mystery. A show of civility was inescapable.


‘How you doing, Jack?’


‘We’re taking over,’ Gull said.


‘Fine.’ Diamond refused to rise to the bait. He had his own way of dealing with situations like this.


‘Fine’ wasn’t the reaction Gull had prepared for. ‘Polehampton tells me you’re pissed off about it.’


‘Did he get that impression from me?’ Diamond said. ‘He’s no mind-reader. What’s the plan, then? Do I stand my people down and leave it to you guys?’


‘You know that’s not the way it works. We need them and we need you.’


‘Some of them are still here from the night turn. They can’t stay on their feet much longer.’


Gull wasn’t interested in human frailty. ‘What did you find up those steps?’


Diamond told him and played the trump card he’d saved for this. ‘So we’ve got two crime scenes. Who do you want up there?’


Gull hesitated.


‘Between ourselves,’ Diamond said, ‘Polehampton doesn’t fill me with confidence. I already have a top detective at the scene briefed to interview possible witnesses.’


‘Who’s that?’


‘DI Halliwell.’


‘Halliwell can carry on,’ Gull said as if he’d known Halliwell all his life. ‘Would you oversee it? I need Polehampton down here.’


‘If you insist,’ Diamond said, suppressing the smirk that wanted to appear.


All this climbing of steps would either make him a fit man or bring on a coronary. Back at the house in the Paragon, Keith Halliwell had already singled out a key witness. ‘I think you should speak to her yourself, guv. She opened the door to Ken Lockton and he wasn’t alone as we supposed.’


‘I’ll definitely speak to her.’


‘I’d better warn you. She’s not the sharpest knife in the drawer.’


She was the tenant of the ground floor, a cello-shaped blonde of around twenty called Sherry Meredith. She’d made up – eyes, lips, the works – and was in white jeans and a low-cut black top with glittery bits that seemed out of place before eight in the morning. In matters of fashion Diamond was way behind the times.


‘They called really early when I was still in bed,’ she said. ‘I buzzed them in.’


She already had his full attention, and not for how she looked or what she was wearing. ‘Trusting.’


‘I wouldn’t have, except they said they were police and when I looked there was a police car outside.’


‘You said “they”.’


‘Yes. Two of them.’


‘Are you sure? In uniform?’


She frowned. ‘I don’t know.’


‘Of course you know.’


‘I didn’t know what they were wearing. I know now, but I didn’t when I looked out of the window. All I could see was the car. I’m trying to be truthful.’


He nodded, accepting the logic. He wished he hadn’t asked. ‘After you buzzed them in, you saw the uniforms?’


She had to think about that. ‘Yes. The one who did the talking is the man they just carried out on the stretcher. The other one was a sergeant. Three stripes on his arm – would that be right?’


His patience was being stretched. He nodded. ‘Did you find out the sergeant’s name?’


‘If he mentioned it, I didn’t take it in. I was still in pyjamas, not made up or anything.’


‘What does that have to do with it?’


‘It’s embarrassing. How would you feel if you were me? I’m telling you why I couldn’t think of much else.’


‘Can you remember what the inspector said?’


‘You’re joking.’


‘Do I look as if I’m joking? Try. It’s important.’


‘I told you I was in my pyjamas.’


‘Miss Meredith—’


‘Sherry.’


‘Sherry, I’ve never believed those stories about dumb blondes. I can tell you’re a smart girl. We need to know. He must have had some questions for you.’


The flattery worked. ‘He asked me who lived in the flat downstairs.’


‘And?’


‘He called it the basement. I told him it’s the garden flat.’


‘Go on.’


‘I said it was empty, been empty for years. He goes: have you heard any sounds from down there and I’m, like, no, nothing. Then he asks me the way down and I tell him about the stairs in the hall. That was it. Oh, and he said to lock my door.’


‘I expect you watched what was happening from your back window.’


She blushed and ran the tip of her tongue around her lips.


‘Understandable,’ he said to relax her. ‘Anyone would.’


‘They pushed through the weeds to the far end where you can see down into the street.’


‘And then?’


‘They were talking.’


‘For long?’


‘Not long. They seemed to be arguing. The sergeant looked kind of, well, miffed, if you know what I mean. He came back through the flat and drove off in the police car.’


‘Alone?’


‘Yes.’


‘You’re sure? Did you actually see him get in the car and drive off?’


Her cheeks reddened again. ‘From my front room.’


‘So you moved from the back of the house to the front to see what was going on? And then?’


‘Nothing. When I looked out the back again, the boss man wasn’t in sight.’


Inwardly, he was cursing. She’d missed being a key witness to the assault on Ken Lockton. ‘What did you do – go back to bed?’


‘No, I wouldn’t have got to sleep again after an experience like that. I showered and got dressed.’


He’d coaxed about as much as he was likely to get from Sherry Meredith. ‘Who lives above you?’


‘Mr and Mrs Murphy. They’re old.’


‘And above them?’


‘Mr Willis, some kind of civil servant.’


‘How long have the old people lived here?’


‘Since it was built, I reckon.’


‘About 1800?’


She giggled. ‘I could be wrong about that. A long time, for sure. They know everything about the place. They’re lovely, the sweetest people you could hope to have as neighbours. They take things in for me when I’m at work.’ Her eyes widened. ‘Oh, no, I’ve just remembered.’


‘Something important?’


‘I have a Sunday job at Waitrose. Will I be allowed to go soon?’


‘A job doing what?’ He couldn’t picture her coping with the checkout.


‘Round the back, preparing chickens for the spit.’


‘And what do you do in the week?’


‘Cosmetics – in Jolly’s.’


Out in the street in front of the Paragon, he briefed the scene of crime team who had just arrived and were getting into their blue protective suits. The vacant flat had to be gone over in case the sniper had spent time there. And there were two possible incidents in the garden to investigate. First, he suspected the sniper had been there and fired from the railing at the end. The spent cartridge cases might well be waiting to be found. In addition, he hoped for powder residue that might be used in evidence. Second, some time after the shooting, Ken Lockton had been hit over the head and there ought to be traces of his attacker and possibly the implement he’d used.


The CSI team leader was confident of results until he saw the state of the garden. He commented that it looked as if a tank regiment had been through pursued by a herd of buffalo.


Diamond wasn’t in a mood to smile. ‘Come on – it’s no size. It’s a postage stamp.’


‘A well-franked postage stamp.’


He turned away, shaking his head.


Keith Halliwell came down from interviewing the sweet old couple, the Murphys. They’d slept through everything until the firearms unit went through their flat. Hadn’t heard the shooting, or the sirens. The presence of four heavily armed men at their door had come as a strong surprise. The armed officers had failed to get across the reason for their visit. Sweet old Mr Murphy kept a shillelagh behind the door. He’d bruised a few legs, he claimed. Probably the firearms lads were ashamed to admit to the assault.


The old couple could be ruled out as principal witnesses, but they had intriguing information about the civil servant who lived above them. Sean Willis had occupied the top flat for two years. He worked in the Ministry of Defence and belonged to a gun club in Devizes.


This had to be followed up fast.


‘We’ll see him together,’ Diamond told Halliwell.


They marched straight into Willis’s flat. There was splintered wood where the door had been forced. ‘Anyone about?’


The tenant was slow in answering and when he did he was unwelcoming. ‘Who do you think you are, invading my home?’ Thirtyish, tall, lean, tanned, and with a black ponytail, Sean Willis wasn’t the popular image of a civil servant. Sunday gear for him was a sleeveless black top and matching chinos.


Diamond told him who they were.


‘That doesn’t give you the right to walk in here without so much as a by your leave. I’ve taken photos.’


‘Of what?’ Diamond asked.


‘The evidence.’


‘Are you telling us you have evidence in here?’


‘Of the wreckage after your heavy mob went through my flat.’


Diamond said in a few sharp words that a police officer had been murdered and he was making no apologies for the armed search. ‘For all we knew, the killer could have been in here with a gun at your head.’


‘In which case, I’d be dead by now,’ Willis said. ‘Your people weren’t exactly subtle. The way they burst in would put the frighteners on anyone.’


‘Leave it,’ Diamond said through his teeth. ‘We’ve work to do. I’d like to see the view from the back of the flat.’


‘And I’d like you to witness the damage they did, because I fully intend to sue.’


Inside, the reason for Willis’s outrage became more clear. He was a compulsive personality. The place was tidy to the point of obsession. It would have been immaculate before the armed response unit went through. Pictures and mirrors shone. Books were displayed according to size and colour, magazines stacked like a deck of playing cards on a shining glass table. The carpets must have been vacuumed the previous evening. All this made the open cupboards and their avalanche of contents spread across the floor, clearly dragged out by the gun team searching for the sniper or his weapon, look more of an outrage than it was.


Diamond wasn’t being sidetracked. The windows that interested him were at the back of the house, with original sash frames, two in the sitting room and one in the bedroom. All three would provide a direct line of sight to the stretch of Walcot Street where Harry Tasker had been shot. He checked the sitting-room windows and – as you would expect with such a fastidious owner – each moved so well it could be raised with one finger on the brass fitting.


The bedroom looked like a hotel room after the maid had been through, everything folded and in place. Except that the lower section of the window was pushed up.


‘Why is this open?’


Willis said as if to a child, ‘Airing the room.’


‘Anyone airing the room would pull the top window down. You were watching what was going on.’


‘That’s no crime.’


‘Did you hear the shooting?’


‘I’m a heavy sleeper. The first I knew was all the sirens going. Shops, ambulance, police cars. They’d have woken anybody.’


‘Were you conscious at any time of other people in the house?’


Willis rolled his eyes upwards. ‘These are apartments. Other people live here.’


‘Unusual sounds?’


‘No.’


‘You’re a marksman, I heard.’


He hesitated. ‘Who told you that?’


‘Is it true?’


‘Shooting is a hobby of mine, yes. Competition shooting.’


‘What are we talking here – a rifle?’


‘Mainly.’


‘So you own one?’


‘Three, in point of fact.’


Diamond kept the same even tone of voice. ‘Where do you keep them?’


‘Not here. That would really play into the hands of you people wanting a quick arrest.’


‘I’m ignoring that remark,’ Diamond said. ‘Answer my question, please.’


‘Under lock and key in my club at Devizes, twenty miles’ drive, whichever route you choose.’


Keep the pressure on, Diamond decided. This man isn’t as calm as he wants to appear. ‘You have a car, then? Where is it?’


‘Where I left it, I hope, in Beehive Yard.’


‘Key, please.’


‘I don’t think you have the right.’


‘If we aren’t given the key, Mr Willis, I’ll tell you what we do have – a small spring-loaded device that smashes car windows.’


The threat of more damage to his property was too much for the over-particular civil servant. He handed across the key and volunteered the make, colour and registration.


As a gun owner living in this house with a sight of the street, Willis had to be treated as a suspect. If he had the means and opportunity, his motives could be probed later. Who could say what was motivating the Somerset Sniper to pick off his victims? Contempt for the police? A personal grudge? The power thing you get from handling a precision weapon? Or was it just boredom from shooting on a range? A live quarry was a different challenge from paper targets.


‘Have you lived here long?’


‘Just over two years.’


‘And you’re in the civil service, I was told. Ministry of Defence.’


He glared. ‘You’ve been talking to my neighbours.’


‘Is it top secret, then, your work?’


‘Not at all. I’m an office worker. I don’t like being talked about, that’s all.’


‘Do the talking yourself, then. You’re single?’


‘Yes. It is allowed.’


Diamond waited for more, and eventually got it.


‘In case you’re wondering, I do have women friends, and they sometimes stay the night, and that’s allowed too, even in the Paragon.’


‘Were you sleeping alone last night?’


‘Unfortunately, yes. But I expect you got that already from my talkative neighbours.’


‘Actually, no. There was no gossip.’


‘Otherwise I’m a model of respectability, educated at Sherborne and Oxford, a non-smoker, vegetarian, church-goer and I serve the community as a teller at elections.’


‘Where did you learn to shoot?’


‘The school rifle club, along with most of my contemporaries. It’s not unusual in public schools.’


‘He’s smooth and he’s smart,’ Diamond said to Halliwell on the way down the stone steps. ‘I don’t expect to find anything in the car, but some of his prints will come in useful.’
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Any policeman will tell you the worst duty of all is informing the next of kin. Traditionally the young bobby straight out of training gets the job and his more experienced colleagues tell themselves they had their turn when they were recruits and can delegate with clear consciences.


Peter Diamond bucked the tradition. Years ago as a fresh-faced rookie in the Met he’d served his rites of passage, knocking on a door in Hammersmith to inform an elderly couple that their only son had been killed in a hit and run. In those days you were given no advice how to break the news. You improvised as well as you could. With mixed results. He’d done it ineptly. The parents had assumed the worst when they saw him in uniform solemn-faced at the door, yet, after repeatedly rehearsing what he would say, he’d stumbled over the words and – sin of sins – got the name of the deceased wrong, calling him Mike when he should have said Mark. ‘That isn’t our son,’ the man had said, clutching at any straw. Diamond had been forced to stumble through his piece again, causing even more distress. That night he’d drunk himself legless. The memory was still vivid and painful. He’d resolved never to ask an inexperienced officer to do the job.


In the near-panic after the Walcot Street shooting, with every available officer called to the scene, no one had visited Harry Tasker’s next of kin. The thing had to be done urgently, before the story broke in the media.


Others may have thought of it and kept quiet. Diamond was the first to speak out.


The uniformed sergeant he raised it with said, ‘God, yes. We should have done this an hour ago. I’d better find someone.’


‘Do we know who the next of kin is? Was he married?’


‘Married, yes, or in a partnership for sure. He lived near the old gasworks off the Upper Bristol Road.’


‘I pass there on the way to work,’ Diamond said. ‘Is there anyone on the strength who would know the partner?’


‘Unlikely. Harry was a quiet guy. A bit of a loner, in fact. We’ll just have to send one of the young lads he worked with.’


‘We won’t.’


‘No?’


‘Get me the address. I’ll break the news. I’ve done this before.’


His part of the investigation was on hold. Each of the potential witnesses in the Paragon house had been seen and Keith Halliwell was interviewing the neighbours. Until the search of the basement flat and garden was complete, little else could happen. Nothing would be gained from standing over the crime scene investigators.


The Upper Bristol Road is busy, dirty and noisy and has some oddly named addresses, like Comfortable Place, which has the look of an almshouse and actually houses a fitness centre. Just behind Comfortable Place stands Onega Terrace, where Harry Tasker lived. The row of small houses has a view from the back of the last remaining gasholder of the old Bath Gas, Light and Coke Company, a mighty drum in its supporting framework with a majesty all its own. It was 140 years old. Diamond often passed it and marvelled at the way it had rusted to an umber shade not unlike the stone for which Bath was famous. But not everyone appreciates industrial architecture so close to home, so the proximity of this giant relic must have depressed house prices and made it possible for a constable on Harry’s modest income to pay the rent. The seven houses of the terrace, built probably in the 1890s, were accessed along a narrow pathway blocked with refuse sacks on the day Diamond arrived. Each house had its own bay window and most of them had satellite dishes.


Her name was Emma, he had learned from the office, and yes, they were married. She was Harry Tasker’s wife turned widow, a change of status she had yet to find out. She came to the door in a red zipper jacket and jeans, in the act of wheeling out a bike. She was small, with large, intelligent eyes and shoulder-length black hair. ‘I’m sorry, but you’ve chosen the wrong moment, whoever you are,’ she told him. ‘I’m on my way out. And I’m already late.’


She had probably taken him for a doorstep evangelist. Not many other callers wear suits and ties.


‘It’s about Harry,’ he said. ‘I work with him.’ He showed his ID. ‘May we go inside?’


The colour drained from her face. ‘Something’s the matter.’


He nodded.


She leaned the bike against the wall of the hallway and stepped back for him to enter. ‘Tell me.’


‘You’d better sit down first.’


Shaking her head as if she didn’t believe this was happening, she opened a door into a small living room and sat on the edge of a short leather sofa. The homely setting, the wedding photo and the family pictures over the fireplace made the task of breaking the news all the harder.


‘He’s dead, isn’t he?’ she said.


He nodded. ‘I wish there was a gentler way of telling you. It was very sudden, early this morning while he was still on duty.’


‘How?’


‘He won’t have known anything about it. He was shot.’


She took a sharp breath and didn’t speak. She blinked several times and her front teeth pressed down on her lower lip. A shock as terrible as this takes people in different ways. Emma Tasker was internalising it.


What can you do to ease the agony for the suddenly, violently bereaved? Diamond’s way was to fill the silence with information. ‘We’ve got every available officer hunting for the gunman. It happened about 4 a.m. in Walcot Street, at the end nearest the city centre, two or three shots from high up when Harry was on his way back from checking one of the clubs. There had been no reports of trouble. This seems to have been unprovoked. Take it from me, ma’am, we’ll find the scum who did this. You know how we feel when one of our own is murdered.’ As his words tailed off, he watched her, prepared for an outpouring of grief.


It didn’t come. She was silent, immobile.


Some seconds went by.


‘Do you have any brandy in the house?’ he asked.


He could have saved his breath.


‘Whisky?’ he said. ‘Sometimes it can help. Or I can make tea. How about tea?’


No reaction. Her brown eyes could have been painted, they were so still, so inscrutable.


‘I’ll shut up, while you take it in,’ he said, easing a finger around his collar, remembering his own darkest moment. The difference was that when Steph had been murdered, he’d found out for himself. He’d attended a crime scene and had the unendurable shock of discovering that the victim was his own wife. It had all been so traumatic he still didn’t have any memory of how he had reacted. One thing he did recall from the days that followed: no one had been capable of comforting him.


Would it be any different for Emma Tasker? He guessed you couldn’t generalise.


If she had screamed, or fainted, or burst into tears, he would have coped better. He was in two minds whether to find the kitchen and make mild, sweet tea, that old remedy. He didn’t dare leave her at this moment. Instead, he turned and looked out of the window, waiting for whatever would happen next, be it an eruption of grief or a quiet request for him to leave.


Minutes passed.


The phone rang. It was on a low table beside the sofa. Automatically Emma Tasker put out a hand.


Diamond moved fast across the room. ‘Leave it,’ he said, his hand closing over hers as she reached for the receiver. ‘This will be the press.’


The contact brought a response from her, one he didn’t expect. Her eyes blazed hostility. ‘Don’t touch me.’


‘Sorry.’ He withdrew his hand.


The ringing stopped.


She rubbed at the back of her hand as if his touch had been contagious.


‘I didn’t want you picking it up,’ he said.


‘You didn’t want?’ She was angry, galvanised. ‘You think you have the right to tell me what to do? This is my home. It’s my phone.’


‘True.’


The simple argument about the phone was the tipping point. She vented all the anger she’d been suppressing and Diamond took the full force. ‘You bastard! You come in here and flash your warrant card at me and tell me the worst thing I could hear and then you expect me to jump to your commands. Mister, you don’t impress me at all. I don’t care if you’re the chief constable. I could spit in your eye. I’ve only got to look at you to know you sit behind a desk ordering good men like my Harry out on the streets at night dealing with drug dealers and drunks and gang members.’


No use telling her he was CID and Harry was uniform. Her ferocity wasn’t amenable to reason. Better let this storm blow itself out.


She continued with the rant. ‘He never got any credit for all the policing he did. He would have stayed a constable for ever. People like Harry don’t get promoted. They do their work and all the overtime keeping the streets safe without complaining while the creeps and arse-lickers put all their energy into sucking up to the likes of you. I know what I’m talking about. I was in the force for three years until I couldn’t stand it any more. That’s how we met. Are you a Freemason?’


‘No, ma’am.’


She wasn’t listening. ‘The Brotherhood, he called it. Great if you’re a member. He was never asked. He wouldn’t have joined, anyway. He had principles.’ She glanced at the wedding photo on the wall showing a tight-lipped Harry standing rigidly to attention beside herself, his radiant, smiling bride. ‘Did you know him?’


‘Not well,’ Diamond was forced to admit. ‘I work from a different office.’


‘Don’t you listen? He didn’t work in an office,’ she almost screamed at him. ‘He was pounding the streets while you had your feet up. Why the hell did they send you if you hardly knew him?’


‘No one sent me. I volunteered to come.’


‘That beats everything,’ she said. ‘What – do you get a kick out of giving bad news to people?’


In this situation the bereaved can say whatever they want and there’s no comeback.


He shook his head. ‘I’m here because I know what you’re going through. Four years ago my wife was shot and murdered in Victoria Park.’
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