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NORM

 


 


One

 


A knife. Yes, it had to be a knife. Quiet,
deadly; more reliable than a bullet. And he knew how to use
one.

Mr 10CC had
it all worked out. Set down in black and white. Now all he had to
do was memorise it. And then execute it …

 


Schedule

I buy a knife. I doctor it, as decided. I
dress casually and pack holdall, as decided. I park in the town
centre. I walk to the house, arriving at about 11.30 a.m. on
Thursday, when every single person in the Close should be at
work.

If I see a single person in or near the
Close, I abort.

I go round the back and use the Pick-lok to
open the door. I leave it unlatched. I hide in the shed with the
holdall. I put the gloves on. I put the belt on and sheathe the
knife behind my back. I stick two strips of duct tape either side
of it. I prepare the gun.

They arrive at 12.15 p.m. approx, letting
themselves in by the front door. They pull the blinds in the
kitchen and undress. They switch the washing machine on to spin
cycle. She perches on the edge. He perches on her. They are
finished by 12.30p.m..

I enter as their legs go to jelly. I quietly
drop the holdall. I point the gun with my right hand. I hold my
left index finger to my mouth in a ‘be quiet’ (or I’ll kill you!)
gesture. I make them tape each other’s mouth. I order her into the
broom cupboard. I make him lie down and close his eyes. The second
his eyes are closed, before he even has time to think about it, I
retrieve the knife and slice him. It is so quick, the only noise
will be a gurgle.

I go to the broom cupboard. I order her to
close her eyes, take her arm and lead her back into the room. I
help her to lie down. I slice her.

I clean up as much as necessary. I change my
clothes. I check the road. If all is clear, I leave, latching the
door.

I return to my car. I drive to the old pit
to lose the gun. I take the holdall to the incinerator man.

I read this three times. I destroy it.

 


Mr 10CC smiled as he thought. Ah, the power
of prep!
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Two

 


Norm had a lot on his mind.
There was the little matter of light years and planets, for a
start: if there were life forms on a planet two hundred light years
away – a mere spit in space – and they were looking at Earth, they
could now be watching the Battle of Trafalgar or the demise of the
Holy Roman Empire. Amazing. And what about atoms? Trillions of them
had assembled from the boundless vastness of space to make Norman
Philip Ducker, and not one of them knew it. One of them might once
have been part of William Shakespeare. Or Jack the Ripper. Or – oh
joy – W.G. Grace. And then, of course, there was the problem of how
much longer would it take to separate Maria Sharples from her
Sloggis.

Much of modern life was
unfathomable to Norm. But he tried so hard to fathom the
fascinating bits that had been unfathomable to the layman through
the ages, such as science and cosmology. He had lots of stuff in
his brain and he was on the verge of understanding almost every
word of it. He was nearly there, until he tried to explain it to
someone else, and then it all drifted into a black hole called I
Think That’s It. He had read Stephen Hawking’s A Brief
History Of Time and almost got it; he had read Bill Bryson’s
A Short History Of Nearly Everything three times and had
definitely got it. For several weeks, and then it had slowly
fragmented.

It was the same with literature.
He loved reading, but there was that stumbling block again with
‘literary’ fiction. All those abstruse thought processes, the
unending descriptions, the symbolism, the snippet of action tucked
away on page 102. His last attempt to breach the logjam had been
only a week earlier, after he had browsed determinedly through the
Doris Lessing books at the Central Library, chosen her 2007 Nobel
Prize winner Love, Again, and gone home full of hope and
determination. That night, with still no sign of Maria sharing his
bed, he settled under his duvet with Doris. He really tried. There
was this Sarah woman mooning around her flat, thinking about her
past life and loves, thinking about this nineteenth century writer
and composer who was the subject of a play she was staging; and
then pages and pages of the life and loves of this composer Julie
Vairon, followed by all these theatricals talking luvvie-talk, and
… it was just so fucking boring. So he gave up.

Norm thought about it now, as
the bus slowed to a stop by Sainsbury’s (it really was too early in
the day for the immensity of space). And it sort of clicked why he
shouldn’t worry about it. It was simple, really. These people could
talk about it and understand it because they enjoyed it. Just like
some people perceived by the literati to have a lower IQ could talk
about the intricacies of sport because they knew and loved it.
National Ballet or Nottingham Forest – both groups of supporters
knew about the key performers and the key moves involved.
Glyndebourne or golf – both took some specialist knowledge to
really understand. Lessing or the luge – both needed a deep breath
before you began.

That cheered him up no end. Not
just because he had seen a chink of light, but because he was an
avid sports follower. A bit of an aficionado. He loved cricket,
football, rugby, golf, tennis, Formula One motor racing, and
tolerated most others, although horse racing was relegated to two
bets and two TV races a year, the Grand National and the Derby.
Because his father had been in the Army and Norm had spent his
formative years on the move, he hadn’t ‘acquired’ a football or
cricket team to support from primary school to grave. Instead he
had devoted his support to England – the national side in team
sports, the English performer in solo sports, followed by the
Scottish/Welsh/Irish team or individual.

In the past decade he had seen
the England cricket team play in the West Indies and South Africa,
spent a fortnight in Germany in 2006 following England’s
footballing fortunes in the World Cup, and watched the England
rugby team win a thrilling semi-final of the 2007 World Cup in
France (but had been unable to acquire a ticket to an even more
thrilling but ultimately heart-breaking final). Now he was looking
forward to the 2012 London Olympics and had already provisionally
booked some time off.

If he was still at the nick, of
course.
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Norm jumped off the bus a mile
short of New HQ, so he could get his daily exercise with a brisk
walk to work. He wasn’t fat – ‘cuddly’ Maria called him – but he
knew his thirteen-plus stone, on a slightly taller-than-average
frame, would balloon if he didn’t do this every weekday. He was
much too fond of food and wine, particularly of the Italian
variety, and good beer, of both the bitter and lager variety
depending on his mood or the weather, to get away with a totally
sedentary life. And once at work it was totally sedentary, except
for the few occasions he got up and went to the coffee machine or
the loo.

He swiped his card through the
security reader and pulled open the grilled gate that was the sole
pedestrian entrance to the smooth, glassy-eyed structure that was
New HQ.

‘Morning, Norm,’ called an
approaching Sergeant Masterton.

‘Morning, Stan,’ replied Norm,
holding the gate for him, even though the lanky sergeant should
have swiped his way through it. ‘Nice day.’

‘Lovely. Long may it last.’

Norm slowed to an exaggerated
stroll for the last few yards of his journey to work to enjoy the
rare July sunshine while he could. It was the last he would see of
it for at least four hours.

‘Morning, Norm,’ called the very
pretty and very perky Police Constable Sue Tarn as she strode
through the foyer door he was about to operate with the outdoor
security push.

‘Morning, Sue,’ replied Norm,
holding the door open. ‘Lovely day.’

‘Just the job for a bit of foot
patrol.’

‘Enjoy it.’

There were three more warm
‘Norm’ greetings as he climbed two flights of stairs – another
little exercise he never skimped on – followed by nods and waves
from those already busy as he turned into the large open office
that housed the Force Intelligence Bureau. He settled at his desk,
set to the side of the telephone and CCTV operators, and booted up
his computer.

He liked being called Norm.

Norman was better because it
came from people close to him: his family, friends and loved ones
who naturally used his full given name. But Norm was good, too.
Friendly, down-to-earth, easy; like his open face and candid
mid-blue eyes and comfy-casual garb. And because it indicated he
was normal, of the norm; nothing unusual about Norman Philip
Ducker, except perhaps his surname. It was a comfort – because he
knew he was totally different from everybody else he met.
Especially in this place. His mind worked in mysterious ways (ways
even he didn’t understand). At times he could almost divine what
people were thinking without seeing their faces. He had probably
helped to solve more crimes in the Thames Valley than Chief
Inspector Morse, and that was saying something. And yet he had
never investigated one of them. In the accepted sense.

There was something about this
place that directed minds in one direction. Through the slow,
laborious, official channel; through piles of electronic files and
folders, sheaves of paperwork, and tangles of red tape. If you
wanted to solve a crime, it was the ideal place not to be a
policeman.

No sooner had Norman called up
his emails than the phone rang. He picked up the receiver and spoke
in his most reassuring voice.

‘Hello. Crimestoppers.’
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The first call of the day was
nothing – a ‘regular’ from Milton Keynes, reporting a drug drop in
the side road behind his home.

‘Is a van involved, Sir?’ asked
Norm politely.

‘Yes,’ came the shaky reply.

‘And what does it say on the
side of the van, Sir?’

‘It’s A Wrap.’

‘Is that Wrap spelt with a
double-you?’

‘Obviously – I wouldn’t phone
otherwise.’

‘They sell and deliver gifts,
Sir. Nothing to worry about.’

‘Oh. Right. Stupid bloody
name.’

The anonymous caller, who had
told Norm more than once that his name was Eric Hunter, rang most
weeks, often with the same tip-off. Norm had no way of knowing for
sure, but he had more than a suspicion that Eric was a dementia
sufferer rather than a malicious or nuisance caller.

Eric’s call always delivered a
little stab to his heart, because it reminded him of his mother,
who was steadily approaching the advanced stages of Alzheimer’s
Disease – and of his sad reluctance to visit her more than once a
month. It was pointless really, because she hadn’t a clue who he
was or that he was trying to show his love and support, but he
still felt he was letting her down. And when he did visit that sad
place in Littlechace where she was being cared for, he rarely
stayed more than ten minutes because she became agitated. Even more
agitated, rather. She was always agitated; unlike the smiling Mum
who had made their itinerant life seem anchored and safe. He kept
the memory of her comforting smile close to his heart and mind at
all times so he would never lose it.

Norm snapped out of his reverie
and started reading through his weekend package of messages from
24:7 Centre, as Crimestoppers coordinators dubbed their national
call centre in Surrey. Some were notes of anonymous phone calls;
some were the anonymous online forms that informants could fill in
on the Crimestoppers website. Two of the first five were about the
double murder at Reading on Saturday night – vicious knife killings
that Norm knew little about except the headline he had caught on
the Thames Valley TV news over breakfast this Monday morning. He
had no doubt the newspapers would have the gory details but he was
late out of bed and then had got caught up in the back pages –
Rafael Nadal’s sensational win over Roger Federer at Wimbledon and
Lewis Hamilton’s amazing victory in the rain at Silverstone – so he
called up the Thames Valley Police website.

Turning to its News section, he
discovered that a pair of young newly-weds had been subjected to a
‘particularly violent and fatal attack’ in their flat a week after
returning from honeymoon. The scant report didn’t give too many
details, except that there were multiple wounds, they had been
killed in their bedroom, and Detective Chief Inspector Edward
Sibley and his team at Reading wanted to talk to anyone who had
seen anything suspicious in the vicinity any time on Saturday or
the early hours of Sunday. In other words, they hadn’t got a clue.
If he bumped into Dewi Montgomery, Ted’s counterpart in Oxford,
Norm would make some casual enquiries – well, as casual as you
could be discussing a double murder. And when he got a moment he’d
check the story on the BBC Oxford site.

The first relevant message
categorically named the murderer as Wayne Simmons, allegedly a
former boyfriend of the bride, giving no other information or
possible evidence except that Wayne was a ‘viscous bastard’ who had
once beaten up sweet Sarah. Norm smiled at the image of Wayne as
thick and sticky – which might well turn out to be true – and
wondered not for the first time why so many people never bothered
with, or didn’t understand, the red wiggly underscores of the
Spellcheck. The second relevant message said the bridegroom, one
Calvin Franks, had it coming. He had cheated on Sarah more than
once, so serve the bastard right. It added cryptically at the end,
‘Talk to Robbie Braithwaite, he’s in the White Heart most
nights, and he nows all their is to now about Franks, the little
shit.’

Nice people, thought Norm. An
everyday story of Reading. It was not a town he knew, or had any
great desire to know. The only part he had seen on his one visit
there that didn’t entail football and the Madejski Stadium was
run-down and reeked of sleaze; he was in no hurry to discover if it
was a true or false impression.

He forwarded both messages to
Area Intelligence at Reading, with copies to Dewi and Sergeant
Bevan (who both used to work in Reading and liked to keep up to
speed on their former patch).

The phone rang again.

‘Hello. Crimestoppers.’

‘Is that Crimestoppers?’ asked a
woman with a typical, not-quite West Country Oxfordshire accent but
possibly a hearing or concentration problem.

‘It is, Madam.’

‘Is this where I report crimes,
without the police knowing who I am. Or suspicious things, you
know.’

‘I do, and it is. This is
totally confidential, Madam. No calls are recorded or traced, so
you will remain anonymous. Crimestoppers is an independent charity,
and I am a civilian worker, although of course we work in close
cooperation with the police.’

‘Right, er …’

There was a long, awkward pause.
Norm filled it.

‘I don’t need to know your name
but if you have to call a second time it would help if you identify
yourself with a codename, so I know which case we are talking
about. Do you think you might need one.’

‘Not sure. Possible, I
suppose.’

‘Well, let’s give you one just
in case. Now let me see.’

‘What do I call you?’

‘Anonymity works both ways,
Madam.’

‘Oh. Fair enough.’

Norm flipped open the little
notebook he kept by the phone. His cases had his initials and a
number, which meant the next one should be … NP501.

‘En Pee Five Oh One,’ he
enunciated clearly. ‘Can you try to remember that, or write it
down? En Pee Five Oh One.’

‘Five Oh One. Erm … does it have
to be that?’

‘It’s just the next number in
line. The last one was Five Hundred, that’s all.’

‘Oh. Right. I see. Okay.’

‘Good. Now, what do you want to
tell me?’

There was a long pause. Norman
was about to fill it with words of reassurance when NP501 said
quietly, ‘Look, I just wanted … erm, I don’t know how to say this
properly.’

‘Take your time. No hurry. The
call’s free.’

‘Well, it’s to do with the Mayor
…’

‘Oh, right.

‘Erm …’

‘Just take a deep breath, and
imagine you’re telling a friend in confidence.’

‘Well, I, er … all right,’ she
said, obviously determined to make a real effort to get her message
over loud and clear. She cleared her throat, and then
screeched:

‘THE MAYOR’S A FUCKING
PAEDOPHILE!’

Her phone crashed down.

Wow, thought Norm. Welcome to a
new week.
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Three

 


Light years, planets, and
cosmology were one thing – a God was something entirely different.
But Norm was pretty sure he had it cracked now.

At one time his brain could have
worked on the problem of ‘He, She, or Mythical Supernatural
Entity?’ for hours; these days he just liked to refine and marshal
his thoughts occasionally so that if he did find himself trying to
explain his disbelief it wouldn’t all fall into the black hole
called I Think That’s It. Which was why he barely noticed
that the possibly refurbished cottage pie in front of him tasted
more of cottage than pie.

It wasn’t too difficult to
understand if you boiled it down to the essence. Obviously, the
beginning of life on earth, the primordial soup, cyanobacteria and
photosynthesis, the water creatures venturing on to land, evolving
into mammals, the apes, the gradual ascent of man, and the genius
of Charles Darwin were the key points. But then … there was also
the small matter of probability or improbability. Believers tended
to feel it was a hundred per cent improbable that the Universe, the
Earth, Mankind could have come about by chance, and therefore it
must have been designed. By a designer who for some obscure reason
no one could ever see but had to believe in. And even more
strangely who didn’t have to be designed – He or She or It just
arrived from … God knows where. But then again … what if a
plausible wise man told you there was a pink Belfast sink circling
the Earth that was so tiny that not even our most powerful
telescope could see it. Would you believe him? Would that be
probable? No? So why should God be any more probable?

‘Ah, so you fell for it, did
you?’ asked a sceptical almost-Welsh voice intruding into Norm’s
lunchtime reverie at Bella’s Basics café and takeaway a steady
seven-minute walk from the office.

‘Pardon?’ he said, starting and
rattling his cutlery against his plate.

‘The cottage pie. I was in
yesterday and it looked half-decent then,’ said Dewi Montgomery,
plonking himself and a healthy-looking chicken salad down next to
Norm. ‘That’s the only good thing about the occasional Sunday shift
– Bella’s is open.’

Bella’s was beloved of the huge
village of Kidlington on Oxford’s doorstep that was really a small
town; it wasn’t that basic (it attracted managers and
artisans, constabulary and ancillary alike), it wasn’t that
expensive, it always oozed wonderful cooking smells, and it was
open when you needed it most.

‘Is it safe, do you think?’
asked Norm, peering at his possibly reheated cottage pie. It
certainly didn’t match up to Bella’s usual standards; maybe it was
a sign of the belt-tightening times facing the nation.

‘Not sure,’ replied Dewi. ‘Shall
I nick the weekend chef, just in case?’

‘Yes, please.’

Dewi made a small snorting noise
in lieu of a laugh, smoothed down the front of his 1950s-style,
side-parting hairstyle, and began his meal. He carefully cut a
piece of chicken and ate it quite primly. Then a wedge of tomato,
and then a little wad of lettuce. Then some more chicken. The
darting hazel eyes oversaw the operation; the thin mouth worked
quickly.

Norm was fascinated. He had
watched the Detective Chief Inspector’s mastication modus
operandi more than once. One item at a time on the fork;
usually one item at a time in the mouth, although he would
occasionally add a tasty morsel before he had completely finished
the previous mouthful. Each item eaten in some sort of rotation;
never two pieces of the same food in succession. Norm had never
seen anything like it; well, except for his nephew Dale up to the
age of about seven, but he would eat each different type of food in
order, working downwards from the best – sausages first, then
mashed potato, then carrots, and then peas. Norm put that down to
the innate conservatism of childhood. But as for Dewi …

‘Interesting couple of messages
this morning,’ said Dewi, taking a break from his steady forking.
‘Useful names, if not terribly convincing …’

‘Mmm,’ mmmed Norm warily.
Although his job description was Crimestoppers coordinator, he was
a civilian worker employed directly by the police and not the
charity. He and CID discussed cases freely – that was the whole
point of the exercise – but the anonymity requirement was
paramount. As an ex-copper, Norm had developed a keen ear and eye
for when his colleagues were fishing in or close to forbidden
waters.

‘Horrible murder scene. Ted
emailed me some pictures; just in case they rang any bells. One of
the worst I’ve ever seen. Blood everywhere.’ Dewi smiled and then
forked a slice of shiny red pickled beetroot into his mouth.

Norm pushed the last of his
cottage pie to one side, and replaced it with an awaiting bowl of
fresh fruit salad with a whirled blob of whipped cream on top.

‘Both victims had been
quartered,’ added Dewi, cutting into his chicken.

‘Not hung and drawn first?’
asked Norm, picking up his spoon, determined not to succumb to
Dewi’s seemingly deliberate Squirm Offensive.

‘No no – just quartered. Both
sliced from sternum to pubis and from hip to hip.’ He lowered his
voice – a tad late, but no one appeared to be within earshot – and
added, ‘I need hardly say that information must go no further.’

‘Of course not.’ Norm was irked
at the inference, but knew it was just Dewi’s way; nothing
personal. He took a deep breath, and then launched into his
fruit.

‘Not for public consumption yet.
For obvious reasons.’

‘Obviously,’ said Norm, gulping
down his first mouthful, fearful that Dewi would just have to spell
out the blindingly obvious.

But he didn’t.

The trouble was, Dewi didn’t
think Norm had ever been a proper copper. Oh yes, Mr Ducker had
gone through the full training, he had become a constable on the
beat, but then he had quit just before his first year was up. And
he certainly didn’t have any CID experience. What’s more, he was
only thirty-ish. Unmarried. No kids. A heathen, or pagan, or
something. Ergo – hardly any experience of real life, possibly
suspect personal life. And what’s more … it had irked him for a
long time that he wasn’t Norman’s immediate boss. Dewi could tread
on toes, if he really wanted to – but not Derek Bevan’s unless he
really had to. He needed the sergeant on his side.

The two men ate through their
separate silences and thoughts for a while. Until a twinkle lit up
Dewi’s eyes and a smile began to play on his lips. He was either
remembering something amusing or had hit on an idea that he thought
amusing. And he obviously had no intention of revealing it to his
one-man audience until he thought the twinkle and smile had
thoroughly teased the audience.

I wonder why, thought Norm. Must
be something to do with the schizophrenic Welsh/Scottish nature of
his upbringing. Of being born – and named – Dewi Montgomery. Half
Valley, half Highland; half decent singer, half crap poet; half
talker, half thinker; half leek, half turnip; half annoyed by Anglo
arrogance, half buoyed by Celtic superiority.

‘You’ll have some interesting
messages when it all comes out, ‘ said Dewi eventually with one of
his snorting laughs.

Is that it? thought Norm.

‘Oh, yes,’ spluttered Dewi.

Heaven help us, thought
Norm.
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Dewi knew three startling facts
that Norm didn’t yet know, courtesy of an emailed copy of a report
from Ted. One: the knife slash to the husband’s stomach had been
deep enough to cut through two major arteries, sending blood
spurting out and about and allowing his intestines to spill out;
whereas the horizontal cut to his wife’s stomach appeared more
controlled, shallower, allowing the blood to run out into a pool on
their showcase fluffy white carpet. Two: the husband was wearing a
condom, but the bed was neatly made up and undisturbed. It was
therefore quite likely that they were about to make love on their
showcase fluffy white carpet. Three: both had socks stuffed in
their mouths.

The pathologist’s first thought,
as he viewed the scene, was that the husband had been trying to
protect his new wife. He had been hacked down, and then more care
had been taken with the second killing. The socks had probably been
used to stop them shouting out and alerting neighbours, rather than
in an attempt to suffocate the couple.

The double murder had kept the
Home Office pathologist, the force’s Scenes Of Crime Officers and
other members of the Forensic Investigation Unit busy for the best
part of the weekend. As well as collecting blood samples, brushing
for fingerprints, checking for signs of drugs, photographing and
filming everything from almost every possible angle, the so-called
Sellotape Gang had filled scores of little plastic bags with hairs,
fluff and textile fibres, dead skin, and tiny bits of unidentified
debris stuck to strips of ‘lifting tape’ ready for cross-checking
and various chemical tests.

SOCO staff liked to wonder out
loud how they managed to cope since the development of DNA
profiling in the 1980s.

 


 


∞ ∞ ∞ ∞

 


 


For Norm, the afternoon
meandered on in quiet, unspectacular, almost lazy fashion. A
handful of calls, a few messages, and lots of paperwork: checking
and entering his notes – a summary of each call – in the
Crimestoppers’ database and starting a report for the next meeting
of the regional board. And time enough to check out a few news
websites, to see what details of the Reading murders had filtered
into the public domain.

There were the names and ages –
Calvin Franks, aged twenty-four, and his new bride Sarah (née
Compton), aged twenty-three. The address – Flat 16, Winchdell
Point, Howe Road, in east Reading. The wedding – at the register
office in Yeomanry House on June 21, 2008. The honeymoon – five
days at the Roddickway Hotel, Weymouth.

Various reporters had added some
flesh to the bare bones: Calvin was a KwikFit fitter, Sarah was a
betting shop assistant. They didn’t have a great deal of money, and
had lived at their housing association ground-floor flat for about
a year. They had saved up to treat themselves to a hotel honeymoon
by the sea.

The salacious bits varied from
website to website, from online newspaper to online newspaper. It
was believed the couple were found naked; a police source hinted –
probably meaning a reporter or sub-editor had speculated – that
they were making love when someone broke into the flat; there was
blood over the bed, the floor, and smeared on the walls; no weapon
had been found but it was believed they had been
stabbed/slashed/butchered with what was believed to be a
knife/samurai sword/machete.

Norm sighed. Two more lives
snuffed out prematurely; the lives of countless others in at least
two families shattered. By this evening he would have forgotten
most of those details, but that didn’t matter – they would slowly
sink in over the days and weeks as the police inquiry progressed,
or indeed stagnated. So many names had come and gone over his five
years with Crimestoppers. So many crimes, so many anonymous
tip-offs. But it rarely became boring. There were slow days, like
today, and annoying days, but there were so many fascinating days.
Days when his callers were the key players in the eternal war
between good and evil. Days when the phone lines positively
sizzled. And days when his callers helped to solve crimes with one
name, or one date, or one fact (with the eventual possibility, if
they wanted, of a substantial cash reward). And they were
sensational facts sometimes – like the Mayor being a fucking
paedophile.

Shame he didn’t know which town
had the honour of having a fucking paedophile for a Mayor. Oh well.
She would phone again. Tomorrow probably.

That was one thing Norm had all
but mastered – he rarely took his work home with him. Tonight was
tonight, and Maria Sharples was the only thing on his mind.
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‘My my, how can I resist you
…’

Maria was singing along with
gusto, with not a shred of self-consciousness, with all the other
girly girls who had dragged their men along to see Mamma Mia!
The Movie.

Norman wasn’t singing. He was
trying to ignore the irony of the lyrics. But he couldn’t. How
could he when he was watching the lovely Maria. And in particular
her dark brown eyes shining with joie de vivre behind her
frameless specs and her expressive glossy lips moving to the
ridiculously catchy music. She was loving every minute, every
singing second of the cheesy Abba-inspired movie. She had on her
full slap – lipstick, lots of eye shadow, mascara – which was a
very unusual occurrence, especially for a midweek trip to the
cinema, and a sexy sparkly top that either Frida or Agnetha might
have worn in their prime as the world’s favourite pop singers.

With her wavy dark-to-auburn
hair and middling-to-sturdy build, Maria even had a vague passing
resemblance to Frida. Which made it all the more incongruous. She
wasn’t a girly girl and her singing sounded more like a beaver
congratulating its mate on building an efficient dam – you couldn’t
imagine it, you had to be there.

‘Mamma Mia, here I go again … oh
dear …’

Norm blushed in the darkness as
he re-emerged from his thoughts and found himself singing along.
Dammit! My my, how could anyone resist? He had to take his mind off
it. He grabbed Maria’s right hand as it waved past his head in the
involuntary but seemingly obligatory arm movements all the girly
girls were performing. And kissed the back of it.

Maria stopped singing, smiled
broadly, and said, ‘Norman …’ Then she leaned over and kissed him
passionately on the lips, with just a hint of tongue, and tousled
his light-brown hair before pulling away to turn back to face the
screen and finish the song at almost the same time as the cast.

Norm was left with a big red
smear across half his lips and his left cheek. And a familiar
stirring in his underpants.
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Norman looked at the ceiling and
remembered their farewell kiss. It was a stonker. As was the
stirring. He sighed. He knew the day was near – nearer than it had
even been – but how much longer could he cope without
exploding?

They both knew the various lines
so well that there was no point in repeating them every time, but
Norm like to examine them occasionally to see if there were any
chinks or whether they were still valid.

‘Time for me to go, Norman. We
both have to be at work in the morning.’

‘Norman, you really think we can
get into bed with no clothes on and stop at a cuddle?’

‘Every day I feel a tiny bit
better, Norman. But I’ve got two full years of … physical and
mental abuse … to get over. That bastard. I thought I’d never trust
a man again. You’ve changed that, and I love you for it. But … when
my head is ready we’ll just do it without thinking about it. And
bells will go off like crazy and …‘

‘Can I put my bra back on now? –
I have to go.’

‘No, I can’t put a date on it,
Norman. But in the scheme of things … it won’t be too long.’

‘I love you, Norman. Please
don’t spoil it.’

Norman sighed again. Good job
his work was so interesting. Otherwise … he wouldn’t just explode.
He would take half the Thames Valley with him.
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It was ten-thirty on the Friday
morning of that week when he had his first ‘teaser’ of the year.
They happened intermittently; sometimes once a year, sometimes two
in a month. Instead of a tip-off about who might be responsible for
a crime, it was usually a tip-off about a planned crime, or the
name of somebody planning a crime; or, even more rarely, a criminal
boasting about a crime he was going to commit in the very near
future.

This could have been any of
those options.

It was an almost gravelly voice
– but not quite, as if someone with a higher pitch was putting it
on – with a hint of London’s East End, but that could have been
assumed, too. Either way, Norm didn’t recognise the voice.

‘Listen, okay. Don’t say
nuffink. The two tarts that run the garden shop at Bicester
Village. One of ’em’ll get pruned soon, know what I’m saying.
Danny’s your boy. See ya.’

All Norm had had a chance to say
was, ‘Hello. Crimestoppers’ before Old Gravel Voice had launched
into his piece and then put the phone down.

Usually, Norm would probably
have wandered across the room to relay the gist of the message to
the duty inspector or any senior CID officer who happened to be
loitering, but there didn’t seem to be anyone of that ilk around,
so he scribbled down the details on his pad, while he remembered,
capturing the short message almost verbatim. The no-recorded-calls
rule meant a quick memory and a quick hand were essential. He then
added a couple of notes:

Caller didn’t say By-sess-ter,
but Biss-ter, so he may have been local. I don’t think there is a
garden shop as such at Bicester Village. A shop called ‘In And Out’
sells upmarket houseware and items for the garden and outdoor
dining and entertaining. There is, however, a major garden centre
at Bicester Avenue.

Norm forwarded the information
on to Area Intelligence, the general address for Crimestoppers’
messages, at both Cherwell and Oxford. He had no idea what they
would do with it, but if he was in charge he would have had someone
down there pronto, just to sniff around without announcing
themselves. You didn’t mess around with a murder warning. Not even
a pruning warning.

He wasn’t to know that the
Oxfordshire part of Thames Valley Police was rather stretched at
that moment. Someone had discovered a body. Not at Bicester; at
Barton Wood on the outskirts of Oxford. But it was a woman, and her
body had some familiar slash wounds.
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Four

 

Dewi Montgomery pursed his lips and tapped
them with his right forefinger while he surveyed the bloody scene
and thought.

Bugger, he thought, smoothing down his hair.
Another early night bites the dust.

He had been
hoping to get up to his allotment, to catch up on weeding and
feeding, and maybe pull a few carrots. And talking of pulling … he
was hoping to have a good look at the new allotmenteer he had seen
briefly from a distance on his last visit to his plot. It was just
a fleeting impression, but a powerful one. A delicate, almost
cherubic face, wavy dark hair, a very milky café au lait skin,
maybe of Mediterranean descent.

Dewi was
confused. He had been married to Ruth for twenty-nine years, and
not once had he even thought of being unfaithful.
Well, except for the usual unattainable male lust for particularly
attractive film stars. But this …

‘Excuse me, Chief Inspector,’ boomed Arnold
Mooney, the senior Scenes Of Crimes Officer, as his photographer
finished his close-up sweep. ‘Let the dog see the rabbit. Although
if a rabbit did this, it must have been Wallace and Gromit’s
Were-rabbit.’

Arnold wasn’t renowned for his delicate
approach to forensic science and blood-spattered crime scenes; he
was renowned for a weird sense of humour. Very often the words he
used didn’t quite match up with the words he had in his head,
leaving listeners wondering why the big-bottomed, corduroy-clad,
ruddy-faced SOCO often chortled to himself at so-called jokes that
didn’t quite make it. He was bloody good at his job, though.
Methodical and quick. Unlike the DCI, who was methodical and then
some.

Arnold stopped, said a few quiet words into
his Dictaphone – the only time he ever spoke quietly – and made
some notes on a tiny pad: prompts for the Sellotape Gang, or his
‘bagpeople’, as he called them, and reminders for him to check that
they had bagged everything and anything that might provide a lead
or, better still, damning evidence.

Dewi stepped back and let Arnold resume his
position at the head of the bed; next to the dead head of a
plump-ish woman who both men believed was younger than her
care-lined face seemed to indicate. Her naked body, although fleshy
and no doubt wobbly just a few hours ago, was that of a woman in
her mid-to-late twenties or early thirties. Her pubic hair was as
dark as the roots of her dyed-blonde hair; no grey in sight.

Her head was lying sideways, just above her
right shoulder, seemingly looking down on her lilac duvet and a
pool of blood that had drained from a deep slash across her torso,
just below her breasts, and a smaller cut from the base of her neck
into her cleavage. Her body was tilted the same way as her head,
her arms – also scored with slash wounds – were crossed over her
chest, and her thighs were drawn up at a right angle to her torso.
Her eyes were hidden behind slits that had been trained on her
killer, or the wall, or the picture on the wall of two spaniels
romping on a seashore, until her last breath. Her mouth with its
thin lips was set in repose. Her face, which was dominated by a
crooked nose, wore no make-up, but both hands and feet had chipped
bright red nails. Her hands were clenched.

The two men
had both seen many bodies in their careers. Both had seen
post-mortem spasms. But none as dramatic as the one that now
produced a little creak from ancient bed springs and would become a
disturbing memory that recurred far too frequently.

The right hand popped open and a small pure
white feather wafted on to the bloodied duvet.
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The unkempt
bedroom with its faded carpet and ancient floral wallpaper belonged
to a smallish ground-floor flat in dire need of a makeover; as did
many of the homes in the older tower blocks dotted around Barton
Wood, an area that fell between ‘trouble’ and ‘improving’ on the
police and local authority scale of respectability.

The lolling head belonged to Sophie Waldren,
a registered drug addict who, like Barton Wood, appeared to be on
the road to recovery. She had been nearing the end of a course of
methadone and counselling, and had been well enough a month earlier
to marry a roofer who was also a sergeant in the Territorial Army.
He was now serving in Afghanistan, but would no doubt be winging
his way home, to an even worse horror, within hours.

His new wife had been born Sophie Netch –
another name to add to the pile that had come and gone over the
years for both Dewi Montgomery and Norman Ducker. It was a name
that neither man had heard before. A strange un-Oxfordshire-like
name. So strange that anyone who had heard it once was unlikely to
forget it.

Maria Sharples knew it only too well.

‘You what? Sophie!?’ she croaked when Norm
told her about the murder at Pilling House, which had immediately
been dubbed the Pilling Killing by someone at HQ even before the
local paper had had a chance to come up with the only possible
headline.

Maria was shaking as Norm repeated the name,
and shuddering and seeping tears seconds later as she tried to
explain its significance.

‘She lived two doors down from us in
Wheatley,’ she managed to splutter. ‘Christ almighty, what a …’

Maria was struggling to breath properly,
panting in ragged fashion like a fun runner who had just finished a
serious marathon. She took off her specs and wiped at her eyes.
Norm put his arm round her and coaxed her to one of his solid
dining chairs. He sat her down and held her head in his midriff
while she calmed her breathing.

‘I chatted to her at the bus stop at least
once a week. Sodding hell. Poor Sophie,’ she quavered, undoing all
the good Norm had almost done.

‘Tea?’ asked Norm. ‘Or something
stronger?’

‘Both, please.’

Norm relinquished her head, now shaking only
very slightly, and went through the arch to his kitchen to flick
the switch on the kettle.

‘Tea with a drop of whisky in, please,’ Maria
called as she settled her glasses back in place. ‘Like Dad used to
have when I was little, when Gran was ill.’

Norm busied himself while Maria talked
herself through her shock.

‘Dad didn’t like the Netches. Well, Mr Netch.
Quite why, I’m not sure. They kept themselves to themselves. Hardly
saw them. They wouldn’t speak unless you spoke first. Even Sophie,
at first. I never got to know her well. But she was always polite,
pleasant. Oh my God, I can’t believe … poor Sophie.’

Norm made two large mugs of his strongest
Assam and added a good slug of scotch to both from a half-full
bottle of Teacher’s. Maria blew on hers, took a longish slurp, and
then shivered as if it had delivered an icy blast rather than a
warming draught. She took off her specs again as one of the lenses
misted slightly, wiped it with a tissue, and put them back on
again.

‘Were they local people?’ asked the
ex-copper, trying hard not to sound like an ex-copper.

‘Irish-Liverpool, I think. Originally. Just
moved in one December, and disappeared the following autumn,
leaving Sophie behind in Oxfordshire. Dad thought he was really a
traveller. Not a Romany or anything, more a tinker. Not even a
tinker. A traveller, you know. Criminal element and all that. I’m
burbling …’

‘No you’re not. What did Sophie do?’

Maria took another, longer slurp of her drink
and shivered some more.

‘Not really sure. Once she said something
about the MoD at Bicester, and then she sort of gave the
impression, without actually spelling it out, that she was working
in a shop at Cowley. Matalan, I think. Rosie at the pub reckoned
she was on the game. I don’t think she was, though. Too shy for
that. Not to mention pug-ugly. God, that’s sexist, Maria.’

She laughed
at her deliberate faux
pas. Then took another sip of her elixir,
remembered why she was sipping tea and Teacher’s, and felt again
the prickling approach of tears for a sister who didn’t deserve to
die. Even if she was on the game.
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By ten
o’clock they had just about finished the bottle of Teacher’s and
should have been roaring drunk. But they were numb. Maria was
maudlin numb; Norman was concerned numb, and
in-love-with-this-hurting-woman numb. He just wanted to make things
better for her. There was no way either of them was driving, so he
led her to his bedroom, helped her undress down to her staid but
still sexy black Sloggi bra and pants, took off her specs for her,
and helped her into bed.

She immediately scrambled out, almost fell
over, and indicated with a brushing movement that she needed to
clean her teeth. Norm helped her to the bathroom and guided her
hand to the spare brush he kept for emergencies and for the night
his dreams would come true.  They stood at either side of the
basin brushing in unison, swilling noisily, and not quite
synchronising the spit.

‘Need a wee,’ said Maria as they wiped their
mouths on the same towel.

‘Ah, right,’ said Norm. ‘I’ll get to bed then
– spare room, if you need me.’ He kissed her tenderly on the lips
and then the forehead, and left her to her wee.

He was just drifting off to sleep in the
three-quarter bed that filled three-quarters of his small second
bedroom when the bed shook and someone climbed in beside him.

‘Shove up,’ she said, hugged him to her warm
and solid body, smiled, and closed her bleary eyes. Norm snuggled
down a bit, quite a bit, so his face fitted into the top of her
cushiony cleavage, kissed it, and waited.

Maria snored a single loud snore, made a
shaking, shivering movement like an overgrown puppy having a dream,
and then puffed and groaned and moaned herself into a deep
sleep.

Norm lay awake for at least an hour, trying
not to think carnal thoughts, trying to banish them by remembering
England’s line-up in the last Rugby World Cup final, but the bloody
thing just wouldn’t go down.
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They awoke
together soon after six o’clock, still locked in embrace. Norm’s
eyes flickered open to find his love starring at him from about six
inches away. She looked beautiful. Not hung-over, bloodshot, or
even remotely haggard or creased. Just beautiful. A hint of a smile
on her lips, a tsunami of a smile pouring through her dark brown
eyes.

‘Hello,’ she said simply.

‘Hello,’ he responded, happy to find that he
had eventually drifted off to sleep and that there was no tent pole
holding up the duvet.

‘Thank you.’

‘What for?’

‘For being you. And for not taking advantage
of my drunken state.’

‘Ah.

‘I love you, Norman Philip Ducker.’

‘I love you, Maria Anne Sharples.’

They kissed with not-quite-closed lips,
neither wanting to inflict tea-and-Teacher’s breath on the
other.

‘Isn’t time you were up?’ she whispered
dreamily.

Oh my God, he thought.  Sheridan, Regan,
Vickery. Shaw and Kay. Corry, Moody, Easter. Gomarsall, Wilkinson
…
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Five

 


Norm had a lot on his mind as
the bus pulled in at the Sainsbury’s stop. Why was everybody –
leastways, almost everybody – so obsessed with sex? Why had mankind
created so many hang-ups about sex? Very strange. It obviously all
stemmed from the notion that man had risen above the animals. That
it was unseemly, not right perhaps, profane even to copulate like
animals when God and our mighty brain power had set us apart. So we
had decreed that sex must be associated with love. To do it with
love, in moderation, was good; to do it just because we needed a
sexual release, wherever and whenever, was not good. We had learnt
to overcome our gorging caveman instincts and eat nicely; the next
step was to overcome our animal instincts and shag nicely.

Norm smiled at the thought of
redneck creationists – who would be mortified to admit man’s link
to an ancestral ape – shagging anything that moved, whatever form
it took. A thought quickly nudged from his brain by the sight of
two very pretty girls getting on the bus. One in particular caught
his eye as they sat on one of the lateral bench seats near the
front and continued an animated conversation. The attraction was
mainly the generous lips stretching into a dazzling smile that lit
up eyes as dark as her cascading hair – but also the slim body and
a fine bosom that jiggled slightly under a taut red top as she
moved her expressive hands. Was she any more attractive than Maria?
Well, she might score more points from a male jury under current
body-obsessed, celebrity-driven standards. But, given the chance,
would he …?

When he was fifteen, it was no
contest. A no-brainer. Had the opportunity arisen, he would have
given her one, in the schoolboy vernacular. Now, at thirty-three,
he wouldn’t necessarily give her one just because she was a
beautiful, sexy woman. He would have to chat her up first, see if
she was a bimbo or not, see if he liked her. And then he might give
her one. But only if he wasn’t in another relationship. Or he was
pissed maybe. And even then … God, he loved Maria.

And that was another problem –
what the hell was love when it was at home? Norm had pondered on it
many times and thought he might have finally cracked it. It wasn’t
just wanting to be with somebody – it was positively, actively,
joyously looking forward to being with somebody. Doing
things for them and not for yourself. Doing things together; simple
things. Just holding hands. Walking and talking. Whispering sweet
somethings. Kissing. Sharing your saliva. Now that was
strange …
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Norm was glad to get to work; to
get his mind working in a different direction. But only just. His
first call of the new day was from NP501.

‘Hello,’ she said shyly after
introduction and verification, ‘erm, the thing is, I’m sitting here
with yesterday’s edition of the News. On page four there is a
picture of the Mayor, and he’s surrounded by loads of kids.’

There was one of her customary
silences.

‘Right,’ said Norm. ‘I haven’t
seen it, but …’

‘I told you the other day. He’s
a fu… child molester.’

‘I remember.’

‘Have you done anything?’

‘I was hoping you would call
back, because you didn’t say which town he was mayor of. There are
lots of towns in the Thames Valley.’

‘I did.’

‘I’m sorry … I don’t recall.
There’s no mention in my notes.’

‘Buy the fucking paper
then!’
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New HQ was no longer that
new – the smell and feel of newness, of pristine leather and fresh
fabrics, had long since dissipated – but CID staff still liked to
grumble about their ‘experimental’, possibly ‘occasional’ area
round the corner from the Intelligence Bureau. All right, so the St
Aldates station in Oxford city centre was cramped, and this was
ideal for major, force-wide inquiries (say, similar murders in
Reading and Oxford, when the two areas would naturally tend to go
their own ways) but travelling between the two was a pain.

Norm liked New HQ. He liked the
space and the light. Even a trip to the coffee machine gave him the
feeling that he was stretching his legs. And by mid-morning he was
ready for his second stroll and second caffeine blast of the day.
Then, cardboard cup in hand, he wandered on to the CID area to see
if they had a copy of yesterday’s Oxford News.

They did. It was the early first
edition, and there wasn’t a picture of a mayor anywhere. This could
mean one of two things: either the molesting mayor was in a later
edition, or NP501 was off her trolley. Norm was beginning to
suspect the latter, but he wouldn’t give up on it.

‘Anyone got the late edition?’
he asked the three people in the room – two constables and his
favourite sergeant. His nominal boss. And best mate.

The two constables – one
uniformed but tieless, the other in jeans and a casual shirt –
shook their heads. The detective sergeant, looking suitably
superior in his best Next slacks and formal shirt with tie,
nodded.

‘We had one, Norm,’ said DS
Derek Bevan, ‘but I fear it’s been nicked. I suggest you make
further enquiries in the vicinity of the DCI. He seemed rather
taken by his quotes on the Pilling Killing.’

Not wishing to denigrate his
superior further in front of the two constables, he mouthed, ‘For
his scrapbook. Vain bastard.’

‘And where is our v… voluble
leader now, Bev?’

‘In with the Next Guv Up, I
believe.’

‘Have you got anywhere with
Pilling?’



Bev thought about it, his
handsome, almost Nordic features crinkling a scintilla beneath his
sweep of blond hair. Norm thought he was making up his mind whether
he should say if they had got anywhere with it. Which probably
meant, No, they hadn’t got anywhere.

‘ Nothing decisive yet. Er
…’

Bev paused, raised his eyebrows
questioningly, and slid his eyeballs sideways towards the two
constables.

‘I’m just being nosy, Bev,
that’s all. It’s just that Maria knew Sophie Waldren. When she was
Sophie Netch. Lived two doors away. Bit of a dodgy family, by all
accounts. So I was just wondering if I could pass on any station
gossip.

‘No Crimestoppers’
tip-offs?’

‘Not really. There was the
“pruning” one I passed on before the body was found, but it doesn’t
look like that’s connected. How was the body found, by the
way?’

Bev thought about it again, saw
no reason not to tell his mate, and said, ‘Window-cleaner. Nearly
fell off his ladder, apparently.’

‘I’m not surprised.’

‘Eh, guess what?’

‘He saw the killer?’

‘No no no – not that. She’d been
dead some time. No – I’ve got freebie tickets for our first home
match of the season. You up for it?’

‘I’m glad to see you’ve got your
priorities right, Sergeant Bevan.’
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Norm and Bev were buddies from
the Metropolitan Police training college at Hendon and then a joint
first posting in the London borough of Haringey. They were both
tipped to go places; possibly not to the very top but several rungs
up the ladder. In the event, Norm resigned and went to France for
six months, and the following year Bev followed his future wife to
Berkshire. But in that hectic year in Haringey, they shared a flat,
they shared cookery duties, and they picked rival London football
teams to follow. Norm went for Arsenal and Bev for Spurs, a rivalry
they picked up almost a decade later, although Norm now
concentrated on his first love – England – and Bev was an avid
follower of his new home town team, Reading.

Bev was one of only two other
people who knew the full story of why Norm had resigned from the
Met; he hadn’t even told his wife when the two men met again quite
by chance in an Oxford pub (and what a night that was). Within a
year, again by chance, they had both bought houses in Oxford and
were working – ‘occasionally, experimentally’ – in the same
building. A couple of unconnected moves in the office, a promotion
and a sideways shift, meant that Bev was now, strictly speaking,
Norm’s boss. But they never worked that way. They were equals; work
would never change that.

Norm showed his gratitude for
his friend’s discretion by becoming an occasional Reading
supporter, joining Bev on visits to the Madejski Stadium a couple
of times a season. And that usually meant a meal with his new
buddies – the beguiling Mrs Lucy Bevan, the fearlessly cheeky
five-year-old Samuel Bevan, and the cutest fluffy-haired blonde in
the world, three-year-old Lottie Bevan.

He loved them all, making him
want kids of his own one day. If he and Maria ever got round to
…

Norm’s phone rang, starting him
from his pleasant thoughts.

‘Hello. Crimestoppers,’ he
answered.

‘Hello, You,’ came the confident
reply.

It was a voice that rang a vague
bell from way back when, but on first hearing he hadn’t a clue
about who, when, or why. It sounded reasonably well educated but
with a flatness that indicated the Midlands, possibly the south
part of Lincolnshire.

‘I might have something about
the Barton Wood unpleasantness.’

‘Unpleasantness?’ Norm queried
politely, with just a touch of humour in his voice, as he played
for time.

‘You know what I mean.’

‘You’ve obviously called before.
Were you given a code?’

‘It was a long time ago, and
nothing to do with this, so a code or otherwise is irrelevant.’

‘Just following procedure. It’s
to protect the caller as much as anything.’

‘No need. I need to go, so
please listen.’

Polite as well as educated,
thought Norm.

‘Jamie Morriss with two esses.
He either did it or knows who did it. Okay?’

‘Morriss with two esses? Very
unusual.’

‘You heard right. I have to go.
Goodbye.’

‘Just a final check …’

But he was gone.

Norm sat quietly and thought
about it for a while. The informant’s codename was important at a
time like this – he could check through his records and see if
previous information given by a caller proved reliable or not. His
memory was normally good, but this eluded him, probably meaning it
was a long time ago and insignificant. But on the other hand it
might not be … and he hated to be beaten.

Norm wrote up his notes for CID,
pausing again to consider the other code, the 5 x 5 code. Under
this, almost all Crimestoppers’ intelligence – with very few
exceptions – was classified E41. The letter of the code and the
first number referred to the strength of the information, thus A
equalled always reliable, B mostly reliable, C
sometimes reliable, D unreliable, and E untested
source; 1 equalled known to be true without reservation,
2 known to the source, 3 not known to the source but can
be corroborated, 4 cannot be judged, 5 suspected to
be false or malicious. The next five numbers indicated the
suggested or requested recipients of the information – this might
just be (as in the case of 1) authorised legal agencies in the EU,
other recognised law enforcement agencies – such as customs,
immigration, and trading standards – but might stretch as far as
utility companies and banks.

In the end Norm settled for the
usual E41, but added a note to indicate he might be able to improve
on that, and emailed it to Area Intelligence, with a ‘read-this’
note for the attention of Dewi and Bev.

He would have been astounded to
know that Dewi Montgomery was already interviewing a certain Julian
James Morriss with two esses. With some vigour.
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James Morriss hated the name
Julian with a vengeance. When he was growing up in rural simplicity
on the edge of the Fens, it was far too posh. He was ribbed
endlessly by his peers and sometimes even their parents, so he
never used it. He quite liked the name James because he had
inherited his father’s love of 1950s film idol James Dean and all
things cool. He started out hating the name Morriss because no one
else seemed to spell it with two esses and he was constantly having
to draw attention to himself to correct the spelling; but when he
was fifteen or sixteen and felt like A Rebel With Every Imaginable
Cause he loved the difference his extra ess made.

For a time he even toyed with
reinstating Julian – but his acquaintance with the names Julian
Lennon and then Jools Holland came along too late to convince him.
It certainly wasn’t a name for a craggy gardener with a shaggy
ginger mane; at least until he trained at Kew and eventually ended
up as head gardener for the Sowerby Estate on the
Oxfordshire/Northamptonshire border. Then even the two esses came
in handy for fooling the occasional visiting double-barrelled toff
wary of making a social gaffe in front of Lord George Francis.

Dewi Montgomery knew virtually
nothing of this when he and Detective Constable Alan Walsh spotted
James Morriss looking through a window at the rear of Pilling
House. The DCI had got as far as asking what the distinguished but
not quite famous gardener (Dewi vaguely remembered the craggy face
and curly hair from short appearances on Gardeners’ World and Alan
Titchmarsh’s Chelsea shows) was doing snooping around Pilling House
a few days after a vicious murder there.

‘Tower blocks are not quite your
style, James,’ he said with a sly smile, as the three men stood by
Dewi’s unmarked car on a grey street dotted with colourful crisp
packets and chocolate wrappers driven by a sunless breeze. ‘Can’t
squeeze many water features into a first-floor flat.’

‘Twat,’ growled James quietly in
his flat country voice; so quietly that Dewi thought he might have
said, ‘Prat’. But it might just have been ‘What?’ so he let it go.
He didn’t want to antagonise the well-built six-footer (possibly as
tall as six-two) any more than he had to. Yet.

‘So what exactly are you doing
here then, James?’ he asked.

‘Looking for somebody. One of my
occasional volunteer labourers.’

‘Name?’

‘James Morriss with two
esses.’

‘There’s no need to get smart,
James. Just answer the question, please. The name of your volunteer
labourer.’

‘I forget.’

‘You forget?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you have a record of the
name somewhere? Written down.’

‘Suppose so.’

Dewi twitched his nose sideways,
with an accompanying slide of an unamused mouth. He was famed for
his calm. It was legendary. Most cops, including the
lugubrious-looking DC Walsh, thought it unnatural in the face of
prolonged aggravation. Only Sergeant Bevan had noticed that it had
been showing signs of strain in recent days.

‘Well, ring somebody up and find
it,’ said Dewi with all the quiet force he could muster.

‘Now?’

‘YES! DO IT NOW!’

Dewi’s chest heaved beneath his
neatly pressed white shirt. He was angry, he was agitated. But also
a mite impressed that his Christian upbringing had helped him
resist the almost irresistible urge to preface his command with the
word ‘fucking’.

James Morris wasn’t used to
being shouted at; he normally did the shouting himself. He wasn’t
cowed either; he liked to cow others. But he slid a hand into the
back pocket of his dark moleskin trousers and withdrew his mobile
phone. He looked at it blankly while he thought.

‘It’s Robin something.’

Dewi nodded, waiting for some
more. It came, after a short pause, in a rush.

‘We have a group of volunteers –
gardening enthusiasts – who can come and work on our borders
whenever it’s convenient for them. They can do a day a week, two or
three days a week, or just a day a month – whatever they can fit
in. I know a lot of them by sight and some by their christian
names. That’s it.’

‘I’d still like Robin
Something’s full name.’

‘You’re the copper – you do it.
It’s not my bloody job.’

‘Okay. We’ll do that. So … why
were you looking for Robin Something at his home? Why didn’t you
phone him? What was it that couldn’t wait?’

‘He had something for me. And I
was passing.’

Dewi looked around at the shabby
exterior of Pilling House, its concrete nooks and crannies, and,
one side of it just visible, its tucked-away car park.

‘Smack?’ he asked. ‘Or Crack?
Probably more your style.’

James let out a contemptuous
moan and looked away from the two policemen, towards a sparse play
area occupied only by a mother with an empty buggy and a baby she
was pushing gently on one of two baby swings.

‘Bulbs,’ he snarled. ‘Rare
bulbs. Worth a lot of money.’

‘Right,’ mused Dewi, the
gardener in him coming out as he remembered the extraordinary
periods of Tulipomania in the seventeenth century. ‘Are rare tulips
still worth dying for?’

‘Who mentioned tulips?’ said
James with an aggression that suggested to Dewi he had hit a nail
on the head. ‘I’ve had enough of this shit. I’m going.’

‘Just a few more questions,
please, James.’

But James wasn’t listening. His
dark eyes were bright but somehow vacant, too. DC Walsh noticed it
first, and slid a hand on to the man’s elbow, ready to grab it if
need be. But he wasn’t ready for the huge lunge and shove that
followed. He was knocked to the ground, winded and immobilised, so
that the strange tableau froze for a second or two.

Dewi, as the constable before
him, reached out for James’s elbow. He had got as far as warning,
‘Assaulting a police officer ...’ when the almost-famous gardener
pushed Dewi’s hand away, jerked an elbow with considerable force
into Dewi’s face, and ran off at quite a lick for a man in his
fifties towards the play area.

The lone mother, seeing one man
on the floor, another draped down the side of a car clutching his
face, and a third haring towards her, stood solidly in front of her
baby and let out a long jagged shriek. It contained no words but
just a primaeval maternal warning to any would-be predator to stay
away from her child. A uniformed constable, one of two guarding the
front entrance to Pilling House, poked his head round the corner of
the building, saw the low-budget movie that had sprung from the
strange tableau, and charged after the fleeing man.

‘Sod it,’ groaned a dazed Dewi,
trying to regain his senses and his feet. By the time he had done
both, he knew what had to be done.

‘This is just ours for the
moment, Alan. Go tell her to shut her mouth. I don’t want a word of
this reaching the press. Minor celebrity, thumping a copper,
legging it. They’ll have a bloody field day …’

He spat out a great globule of
blood on to the pavement, reached up to the ache below his right
cheek, and discovered the tooth he suspected was loose was hanging
on by a thread or two. He reached into a trouser pocket, retrieved
a white handkerchief, and jammed it to the danger zone.

‘Hen ge me to a fu’ing den’is,’
he sputtered through swelling lips and the makeshift swab.
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Six

 


Norman clenched his fists. ‘Go,
girl, go!’ he exhorted, beseeched, ordered almost, with a ferocity
that might have disturbed a lesser woman than Maria Sharples. ‘Go
on, go on, you can do it!’

It looked for a few seconds as
if she had blown it, but a last-gasp surge took Nicole Cooke to the
front of the break-away group of five cyclists with a second to
spare before she crossed the line to win the women’s road race and
Great Britain’s first gold medal of the Beijing Olympics

Norman punched the air.
‘Yeeeaaaahhhhh!’ he yelled. ‘What a ride! What a girl!’

‘Woman,’ said Maria with a
straight face but a twinkle in her bespectacled eyes.

There were tears at the corner
of Norm’s eyes, so he turned away from the television and did a
little victory dance through to the kitchen where he could wipe
them away unseen.

‘Tea?’ he called in a voice that
didn’t quite crack.

‘Please, Darling.’

He had tried to explain to two
previous girlfriends the intensity of sport, particularly at its
highest level, and therefore the intensity of feeling for an
aficionado. Both attempts had confirmed one thing: it was very
difficult to explain it to someone who had no or little interest in
sport.

But he thought he had it now.
Your home town or your home country was a vital part of you – who
you were, how you came to be who you were, how you perceived
yourself. If you had pride in yourself, your civic or national
character, and your will to win, the people out there – on the
pitch or the track – represented you and yours. They must do as you
would do, if you had their skill and dedication. They were an
extension of you. If they won, you won. You shared their heightened
joy. Your day was infinitely better, your week would be a good one,
your whole year might be improved. If they lost, you lost. You
shared their misery. If they went down all guns blazing, that was
fine – they showed their character even if the other team was
better on the day. If they went down all guns silenced, they had
let you down badly. You had every right to castigate them, to feel
miserable. They had shown your home town or home country to be weak
and ineffectual. They had stolen your putative ecstasy and replaced
it with the agony of failure and ridicule.

Norm remembered only too well
the many World and European football tournaments when England had
promised so much but slumped out with a whimper and left him unable
to sleep. More than once he had had to go for a long lonely walk in
the park, churning it over – the moments when we could have won,
the moments when we lost. It was awful. Short-lived (there was
always tomorrow) but awful. So it was no surprise when the ultimate
triumph – on a global scale, with the world watching – should
elicit the ultimate joy: tears and a croaky voice. And the
possibility of choking when our naïve, bombastic national anthem
was played.

How were you supposed to explain
that to a woman whose only regard for sport was a passing interest
in netball and seemingly a growing interest in fit young men with
pert arses and muscular legs running round a football pitch.

Probably best not to tell her
about Bev’s free tickets.

‘What are you doing out there?’
Maria called. ‘Picking the bloody leaves?’
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They both had some time off, so
naturally she went shopping for new slippers – and anything else
that caught her fancy at M&S – but he declined her kind offer
to share the experience. Instead he met Bev for a lunchtime pint in
The Dew Drop Inn, one of their favourite Oxford pubs. It was a
five-minute walk for Norm from his cosy three-up, three-down
terraced town house in Summertown, a ten-minute stroll for Bev from
his three-bedroom semi-detached house on the edge of Sunnymead, it
had good beer, a good TV screen for sport, and sprawling patios
front and back where Bev could have one of his occasional cigars.
Perfect.

Cigar smoked, they went back
inside and watched the Olympics while they talked shop, even though
they were both on leave (Norm had booked time off for the Olympics
the previous Christmas; Bev was taking days accumulated in the face
of a clampdown on overtime pay).

‘Any sign of Julian James
Morriss then?’ asked Norm.

‘Not as of last night.’

‘So?’

‘The consensus is that he’s got
a drugs problem, he was probably high at the time, he got
frightened and did a runner. Nothing to do with the murder.’

‘Same supplier as Sophie then?
Or she used to have.’

‘Could be.’

‘Unless Sophie was the
supplier.’

‘Not according to the drugs
team.’

‘Is Morriss known to them?’

‘No. But that doesn’t mean he’s
clean. Dewi said he certainly looked high.’

They both supped at their pints
while they thought and watched a team of female British archers
miss several bulls.

‘So when’s Dewi gonna call on
the services of the press then?’ asked Norm. ‘That’ll soon root him
out.’

‘You’re joking. Not till the
Brass order him to, I’d imagine. Remembered that voice yet, by the
way?’

‘Mmmm?’ mused Norm, who was now
wondering why our girls – or women, rather – couldn’t beat three
French filles or femmes. We always beat the French with bows and
arrows; it was a well-known fact. Just check the history books.

‘The bloke who rang about James
Morriss with two esses.’

‘Hey, shush – that’s
confidential,’ whispered Norm in his best library voice.

Bev replied with a slightly
irritated semi-whisper. ‘I’m not asking you to tell me anything
confidential – I wouldn’t dream of it – but I just wondered if
you’d remembered. If so, you might remember something else that
triggers a decent lead.’

‘Yes, well … ‘

‘What’s happened to the renowned
Ducker memory and intuition then? The one that’s got Dewi out of a
few holes.’

‘Mmmm?’

Norm appeared to be more
interested in the GB archery trio, who were still missing the
bulls.

‘The memory. The famed lateral
thinking. The …’

‘Jesus! Come on, girls! You
can’t let the Froggies win! Just remember Agincourt!’

The last two words were
virtually a shouted imprecation, turning heads and smiles towards
Norm and then the television screen. Bev shook his head in despair,
gave up, and turned it towards the TV just in time to see the
British team lose.

‘So much for bloody Agincourt!’
blurted Norm. ‘Bloody …’

He suddenly stopped, and
involuntarily let his mouth drop open and his brow crinkle. Then
added quietly, ‘My God, that’s it! Agincourt ...’

 


 


∞ ∞ ∞ ∞

 


 


Bev should have added luck to
his little list of Norm’s virtues. Every good
sportsman/performer/entrepreneur/investigator or whatever needed a
slice or two of luck. Norm had had more than his fair share since
joining Crimestoppers. The real trick was to capitalise on it.

Norm no longer considered
himself a policeman, let alone a detective. Not even an amateur
detective like a Father Brown or a Miss Marple; that was ludicrous
(not quite as ludicrous as the TV version of Rosemary and Thyme,
but that was another story). He was a helper, a carer, a
researcher, a facilitator (ghastly word!), if you must. The boys
and girls in blue were at the sharp end; he was quite happy to be
the blunt instrument that occasionally honed their thought
processes or instincts or both.

He couldn’t tell them that, of
course; except Bev. Most of them – particularly those of higher
rank – thought of him as another civvy dogsbody. Doing important
work, certainly, but at the behest of the brains of the
organisation. If he had tried to flaunt his skills, he would have
been well and truly slapped down. He would have slithered to the
bottom of their estimation. As it was, his natural modesty, his
work ethic, and a certain charm kept him well up the popularity
league table.

No one was overly surprised to
see him come in on one of his days off; although, if they had
bothered to think about it, they might have wondered why he had
come in ten minutes after his partner in Crimestoppers had gone to
lunch and not ten minutes before Kenny Ross had gone to lunch.

The two Thames Valley
coordinators usually worked overlapping shifts, but their hours
were variable, particularly if one was on holiday. Kenny was a
former career PC: never in CID, never had any yen for the
responsibility that promotion would bring. But he had been a great
copper before he decided he’d had enough form-filling. He knew how
to deal with people, honest or otherwise; he knew what questions to
ask, CID or not. He had started his new post-uniform, civilian
career a week before Norm and was nominally the senior coordinator,
in experience and age, but they worked as equals. As a team.

Kenny had willingly passed on
his accumulated knowledge of policing and the Thames Valley patch,
and was unstinting with suggestions and advice to make them not
just a team but a formidable team. He had decided to retire on his
sixty-fifth birthday, when his State pension, added to his police
pension, would give him a comfortable life. That was two years
away. He was no time-server, though. Like his younger colleague, he
never shirked. He never wasted time with idle gossip; he never
sneaked off early, But, unlike his younger colleague, he did
everything – but everything – by the book.

Norm was never afraid of bucking
the system. If it was for the good of the system, and didn’t
compromise the inviolable requirement for anonymity. He went about
it in his own calm way, so no one would notice if, for example, he
copied a wodge of files on to a memory stick to take home. No one
even really noticed that he had come and gone, for no apparent
reason, in the middle of a short holiday. He just did.
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Norman transferred the little
plastic-covered silicon store to his wallet, which he always kept
in a hip pocket of his trousers (often with a hand on top), as soon
as he got on the bus. There was no way he could lose it, or a
pickpocket could lift it from there without his knowing; and if a
pickpocket did lift it, he deserved it. Like all responsible
‘borrowers’ of confidential information, he was horrified by the
number of laptops, disks, and Flash drives left in pubs and on
trains by careless workers, often senior figures, usually civil
servants. Norm took his purloining seriously.

Despite using it as easily and
more frequently than cutlery, Norman was still amazed by modern
information technology. How the hell did they – the mysterious
‘they’ in their silicon valleys – cram so much technology into
something no bigger than half a book of matches. Allowing users to
store enough information to fill several proper books, or even
several shelves worth of books. Strike a bloody light! Like
ninety-nine per cent of the population, he didn’t really understand
the technology side of information technology, but he had mastered
the controls (a bit like driving a car whose engine was a mystery).
The actual silicon bit, the semiconductor, and the protocols and
interface thingies were the devil’s work, to be understood only by
the devil’s minions – a handful of technicians and geeks.

Norm was still pondering the
next development – how much smaller could the memory stick get, and
why, if some civil servant could scatter the nation’s confidential
details with one sneeze – when he found himself sitting at his
keyboard and slotting in the stick containing the borrowed data. He
was pretty sure he must have got off the bus and walked home at
some stage, but he couldn’t remember it.

Norm went back to his notes from
mid-2005, and punched in an informant code almost at random: NP222.
Ah, the Case Of The Buggering Vicar. No, it was definitely after
that. He went to NP333, which of course (he remembered just too
late to stop himself) was a certain Eric Hunter, who had a
recurring tip-off about a drugs drop by some bloke driving a van
with It’s A Wrap on the side.

Norm smiled and pressed on. He
had a feeling it was before Eric’s debut. Which meant he only had
to wade through about a hundred to come across it. If he was
right.

It took him over an hour to find
it: Harry Godfor.

The original trigger was a play
on the old school register style, as in ‘Ducker, Norman Philip’.
Norm had rechristened Harry Godfor so that he became Godfor, Harry.
Which swiftly became ‘God for Harry’. As in ‘Cry God for Harry,
England, and Saint George’. The rallying cry of the king in William
Shakespeare’s Henry V.

Hence the cry several hours
earlier that day: ‘Oh my God, that’s it! Agincourt ...’
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Once more unto the breach, dear
Norm, once more … it came back to him fairly swiftly as he read the
notes. The caller, NP278, who did indeed have a
Midlands/Lincolnshire accent, had named Harry Godfor as the
knifeman in a stabbing in Bicester in 2005.

How could he forget!? His home
town for five years (almost a record) – where nothing ever
happened. Except when there was a blue moon …

Like the two recent cases, in
Reading and Oxford, the victim of the Bicester stabbing lived in a
flat and had suffered a slashing cut, this one to her abdomen,
probably from a cook’s knife. But unlike the two recent cases, she
had survived, probably because the knifeman had been disturbed by
the noise of a party reveller returning home.

Betty Trent, a middle-aged
widow, never fully recovered from the trauma of the pitch-black
2a.m. attack in her bedroom, however. Norm remembered reading of
her death in the local paper in 2007. She had apparently spent two
years on medication, often in a mental health ward, before dying of
a huge overdose of her daily cocktail of pills, self-administered,
probably deliberately. Sad case.

Harry Godfor lived nearby, in a
little town house inherited from his parents, and had no witnesses
to his claim that he had spent the evening alone at home watching
television. But there was no evidence to link him with the scene.
Not one forensic shred.

Everybody at the nick who saw
Godfor, however, and seemingly everyone they interviewed who knew
him, thought he was a creepy bastard. A serious god-botherer, too.
The sort who wouldn’t leave you alone; the sort who smiled and said
he would pray for you when you told him you didn’t believe and
would never believe.

He was interviewed several
times, but never wavered in his proclamation of innocence.

Norm emailed Dewi and Bev,
telling them he had just remembered the creepy bastard named back
in 2005 by his recent caller. The information then was either a
4 – unreliable, or a 5 – untested source. There was no reason
to suppose the same caller’s naming now of Jamie Morriss with two
esses as a killer, or someone who knew the killer, was any more
reliable. Or any more unreliable perhaps? Let CID work it out; it
was their job.

I see you stand like greyhounds
in the slips,

Straining upon the start. The
game’s afoot …

Norm smiled at the remembered A
level snippet.

My God, which bit of the brain
did I dredge that up from? he wondered.
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Seven

 


The nation was in seventh heaven
– and Norm would have been if he’d believed in the strange concept
– when he came to the end of his little break. Great Britain had
already amassed a pile of gold medals in the Beijing Olympics, was
third in the medal table – behind China and the United
States, but ahead of Russia, Germany, Australia, France – and had
good prospects of many more. Instead, Norm was in his own little
purgatory. There were still several hours of stirring, patriotic
action to come in the Bird’s Nest Stadium – but he had to go to
Reading and the Madejski Stadium. He’d promised.

Oh well, at least he’d got the
digibox to catch up on all the action when he got home.

Bev drove them to Reading, and
parked in his usual place, a quiet residential street fifteen
minutes’ walk from the stadium. They stopped after six or seven
minutes and went into The White Hart, where Ted Sibley was waiting
for them, a pint of bitter in his hand and two lagers on a table
for his Oxford colleagues.

It was pure chance. They could
have met at The Tavern, their usual pre/post-match stop-off, but
Ted chose the Hart because he preferred the beer there. And it did
at least give Norm a better reason for his visit than just watching
Reading play Championship football. Namely the Crimestoppers’
message that read, ‘Talk to Robbie Braithwaite, he’s in the
White Heart most nights, and he nows all their is to now about
Franks, the little shit.’

Right, thought Norm, looking
around as the preliminaries ended and he and Bev settled in Ted’s
chosen distant corner of the bar – which one’s the bad speller?
Shit! All of them! It was like a Chavs’ convention. Not that Norm
was a snob (he tried not to judge people until he had talked
to them) – it was just that most Chavs had less knowledge of the
written version of their own language than they had dress
sense.

He knew Ted well enough not to
prevaricate. The grizzled old CID man (with an alarmingly knobbled
nose that had more to do with genes than his love of beer) had
taken Bev, then a new recruit to the plain-clothes brigade, under
his wing at Reading. They had forged a genuine friendship; a
friendship that he was quite happy to extend to Norm when the two
old mates were reunited.

‘So, Ted,’ said Norm, ‘what can
you tell us about Wayne Simmons?’

‘Who?’ asked Ted.

‘My Crimestoppers’ tip-off
...’

‘Ah, right. Our alleged
murderer.’ Ted chuckled. And then added, ‘He’s our Young
Oscar.’

‘Pardon?’

‘He’s on remand in Reading Gaol,
which is now the Reading Young Offenders Institution, and he was
there on the day of the murders. We reckon it was an aggrieved
boyfriend trying to set him up.’

‘Boyfriend? Really? So Wayne
definitely isn’t an aggrieved boyfriend of Sarah Franks?’

Ted, taking a sup of his beer,
raised his eyebrows and shook his head.

‘All right,’ said Norm, looking
around the bar. ‘So which one is Robbie Braithwaite, who knows
everything there is to know.’

‘None of them, Norm. That’s
Robin Braithwaite,’ replied Ted, nodding towards a short,
dapper, middle-aged man behind the bar – the only man in the room
wearing a formal shirt and tie.

‘Is he the landlord?’

‘Just a barman. And part-time
spiv. Spiv in the old-fashioned sense. Black marketeer, fence.’

‘Spiv – not a word you hear any
more,’ opined Bev absently as his thoughts drifted up the road to
the stadium and the forthcoming fortunes of his beloved
‘Royals’.

‘We had a good chat with him,’
said Ted quietly, not wanting any would-be eavesdropper to know
that the police were in the habit of talking to Robin Braithwaite.
‘Doesn’t appear to know anything. Which makes a change. He’s
usually a right little know-all. I think your informant was just
having a shot in the dark.’

Norm took a good swig of his
beer while he thought. It didn’t seem very likely, but Bev had
passed on the story, and he never liked to waste information …

‘Robin, eh?’ he mused. ‘As in
Robin Something … don’t suppose he lives in Oxford, does he?’

Ted shook his head.

‘Hang on,’ said Bev, ‘I’ll go to
the bar and get you a real straw to clutch at.’

Norm smiled a smile that was a
cross between sickly and sarcastic, and quickly diverted his
attention to his watch. Ted and Bev looked at theirs. All three
swigged at their beer; kick-off time was closing in.
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Watching sport on video or DVD,
or indeed a high-tech digibox gizmo like Norm’s Christmas treat to
himself, did have its compensations, and he took advantage of most
of them. You could whizz through the boring bits (oh for a Fast
Forward button at the Madejski!), you could have a beer or go for a
wazz when you liked and not miss any of the action, you could
cuddle your partner and even fondle her lovely bits without
compunction and still not miss any of the action.

‘Who scored then?’ asked Maria,
her head in his lap as she stretched out on the sofa.

‘Some big guy called Sonko, a
ten-foot-tall defender. Two corners, leapt like a salmon, wallop,
back of the net, twice. Too easy.’

‘What were Plymouth like?’

‘I could say crap – but they
weren’t that good. What is this third degree?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Just checking up I wasn’t with
some nubile maiden? Some other nubile maiden.’

‘Of course. Anything to distract
you from bloody Beijing. So … nubile, am I?’

‘Very.’

‘Good. I’m going to bed now. So
how about a goodnight kiss?’

Norm fleetingly considered but
then wisely refrained from a variation on the ‘while you’re down
there’ joke; instead, he lifted her head, let her remove her
spectacles, and kissed her tenderly and then with growing desire,
missing a cleverly worked goal in the hockey.

‘It’s nearly over, love,’ he
said, glad to see her pull herself up and away from the stirring
action closer to home. ‘I’ll be up soon.’
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Norman smiled at the memories of
an excellent break and a lovely weekend as the bus sallied on up
Banbury Road. He felt refreshed, raring to get stuck into some
proper work after his pathetic amateur sleuthing of the past week.
And the delights of an impossibly lazy Sunday.

He had woken to a surprise. It
hadn’t been a dream – there was a nubile woman in his bed. He was
naked and she had on some cotton pyjamas with love hearts all over
them. They cuddled in peaceful, luxurious silence, only the
occasional purr or putter filtering through the semi-slumber. And
then she was gone. She woke him half an hour later, coaxed him
downstairs, and laid before him a sumptuous grilled breakfast. A
very full English. Then they showered, separately (well, you
can’t have everything), and strolled hand in hand through pleasant
sunshine to the newsagent, and bought the Sunday Telegraph and the
News Of The Screws to appease both the inner and the outer man. And
nubile woman. They read and crossword-puzzled until mid-afternoon
and then Maria drove them to Wheatley in her cosy little Ka for an
old-fashioned ‘Sunday tea’ with her parents.

Tom and Annie Sharples were both quiet,
private people. Archetypal Britons in many ways; certainly of their
era. They didn’t like fuss; they didn’t like drawing attention to
themselves; they liked to keep themselves to themselves. Norman was
their ideal choice for Maria.

They had met him barely a dozen times but
were already very fond of him. He was good for their only daughter.
Solid, dependable; not flash or garrulous just for the sake of it.
He was a thinker; he could live with silence, and what an
old-fashioned virtue that was.

Tom was quite tall with an upright bearing
from his RAF days and a thick thatch of grey hair. Annie was quite
small, chunky, with a ready, defensive smile and permed grey hair.
Both wore National Health specs that looked like National Health
specs, but had no desire to wear frames advertising a designer
label.

The conversation soon veered naturally
towards the house two doors away and poor Sophie. Norm took the
opportunity to find out (just in case it could help Bev, of course)
why Tom didn’t like Mr Netch. Tom couldn’t quite put his finger on
it but it seemed to boil down to the Irishman’s drinking habits and
apparent unwillingness to work – both reprehensible habits for Tom
and Annie – and nothing to do with any possible connection to his
daughter’s tragic demise.

It wasn’t until Norm got off the
bus and had almost finished his walk to work on Monday morning that
murders, mayhem, and unpleasantness intruded fully into his
thoughts. Crashed, almost.

He had to dodge sideways to
avoid Bev as the Next-best-dressed detective bustled through the
grilled gate of New HQ. ‘Can’t stop, mate,’ he rasped. ‘They’ve got
Morriss down at St Aldates. Just walked in, apparently. Dewi wants
me there.’

‘Good cop, bad cop?’ asked Norm
with a smile.

‘Something like that.’

‘More like soft cop, not quite
so soft cop.’
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Dewi put a tentative finger to
his rescued tooth (it appeared to be holding) and then checked on
his once fat lip (now only slightly swollen). Two good reasons for
making the sharp-elbowed, ginger bastard sweat while the DCI waited
for his reinforcement; then leaving him sitting with his solicitor
in an interview room for another ten minutes while he briefed Derek
and they had a cup of coffee.

They even made time to discuss
some SOCO findings from the Reading inquiry which might or might
not have a significance for the Pilling Killing. The socks stuffed
in each spouse’s mouth were a matching pair, probably straight from
a new packet. There was no sign of any external DNA evidence,
although it might be possible to trace the maker and even, with a
bit of luck, the store that had sold the socks. Neither was there
anything definite on the white feather from Pilling House. Sophie’s
duvet was filled with good down, shouldn’t contain any quilled
feathers, and didn’t appear to have any leaks, while her pillow was
filled with foam.

Anyway, James …

Morriss was pale and drawn;
definitely not high on anything. It didn’t look as if he’d had much
sleep recently. His solicitor, Andrew Croxford, a balding slip of a
man in navy blazer and striped tie, was sitting next to him. And it
was Croxford who did all the talking initially, explaining that on
the day in question his client had been unwell and had
inadvertently overdosed himself on a mixture of Ibuprofen and
Co-codamol, and you know what that can do to you. Mr Morriss
understood the serious nature of the offence, assaulting a
policeman, or two, but would defend himself on the grounds of
temporary mental disturbance. As for the preposterous notion that
Mr Morriss was in any way involved in the tragic slaying in Barton
Wood …

‘Slaying – not a word you hear
very often these days,’ mused Bev, who immediately made a mental
note to control his love of lexicography, and swiftly leapt into
the fray to cover the spoken thought.

‘So, James, if it was all an
unfortunate misunderstanding, presumably there’s no reason why you
can’t tell us all about Robin … Something?’

Morriss spoke for the first
time.

‘Robin Maidment.’

‘And why did you want to see
him?’

‘To buy some bulbs from him. He
gets them direct from Holland.’

‘Rare tulips, by any
chance?’

‘Pretty rare. About ten pounds a
bulb, if you can get them. Robin can get them for about a fiver. I
give him six. He’s happy with that because it’s for the estate,
which is his passion. A bargain for the boss – Lord Francis – and
Robin sees his plants in all their glory.’

‘Not exactly Tulipomania then,’
chipped in Dewi.

‘No. But expensive enough if
you’ve got a big drift of them.’

They let the tulip bulbs rest –
CID had questioned Maidment routinely, as a neighbour of the murder
victim, and then re-questioned him about his possibly shady bulbs
and shady dealers, and he had told a similar story. But they didn’t
give the gardener much of a rest.

‘So why did you really run off
then, if you had a such a clear conscience?’ asked Dewi calmly.

‘My mind was all over the place.
The Co-codamol, on top of the Ibuprofen.’

‘Why were you taking them?’

‘My back. Gardener’s Curse. It’s
been agony. I could barely move at times, and I’ve got piles of
work to do. A head gardener is a working gardener, you know, not a
pen pusher.’

‘Prescription?’

‘No. The Co-codamol I
borrowed …’

He made quotation marks in the
air, which made Bev dislike him even more than he did on first
sight.

‘… from my wife. She’s got
rheumatoid arthritis. You can check everything with her.’

‘We have,’ said Dewi, seemingly
softening a mite.

‘Then you’ll know she is an
honest, devout person. As am I. We’re both regular church-goers. We
do not lie.’

‘Okay.’

Bev took over. ‘Where did you
run to?’ he asked. ‘And where have you been for the past …’

The gardener shrugged his
shoulders, with the same sort of careless attitude that had so
riled the DCI at Pilling House.

‘THIS ISN’T A FU …’

Bev calmed himself and
reiterated in a reasonably even tone, ‘This is not a game. So don’t
tell me you were so befuddled that you don’t remember. You don’t
lie, remember?’

‘I do not lie. I went to my
cousin’s place near High Wycombe. Honestly don’t know how I got
there. Or if I went straight away. That is the gospel truth. He’s a
doctor. He sorted me, but it took a few days.’

‘Name and address?’ asked Dewi,
annoyed because his underlings had only got as far as siblings and
close friends, not cousins. Morriss duly obliged.

The interview was all but over.
It didn’t look like they’d got their man – not the man they really
wanted. The bag of clothes SOCO had retrieved from Morriss’s home
as a suspect – and absconder – in a murder inquiry had revealed
nothing that matched up so far with the textile fibres or hairs
found in Sophie Waldren’s bedroom, nor any trace of drugs. His
alibi, if supported by the good doctor, seemed to confirm it.

The gardener was charged with
two counts of assaulting a police officer causing actual bodily
harm, and remanded on bail to report to a police station once a
week until further notice.

Dewi switched off the recorder,
smiled at Morriss, and lied very convincingly, ‘The press will love
this.’

The almost-famous gardener
blanched like a giant leek.
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It was a run-of-the-mill day for
a refreshed Norm. Kenny had kept on top of everything during his
absence and the only weekend messages from 24:7 Centre that took
any time to sort out involved two dumped cars on the A34, a
suspected cannabis ‘factory’ in Wokingham, and a driver from Milton
Keynes who was – allegedly – nearly always drunk when he took to
the wheel. Norm received only two calls in the morning, one from a
resident of Newbury who was convinced – seemingly without any proof
at all – that an official of West Berkshire District Council was on
the take, and the second naming an Aylesbury woman as a housing
benefit cheat.

Norm took the necessary action,
and then started work on requested suggestions for a new
Crimestoppers’ campaign aimed at knife-carrying teenagers in the
wake of a spate of killings throughout the country, and
particularly in London.

The next two days were very
similar. Pretty quiet and run-of-the-mill, as school holiday weeks
tended to be (villains and snouts needed time off, too). But
Thursday changed all that.

It was a Thursday he would never
forget. Nor would most of Oxfordshire.
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It started like any other
Thursday – full of hope and optimism because the weekend was again
in sight. But. like most Thursdays, that weekend feeling dribbled
away as the day became mired in the slog of workaday minutiae. Not
only dribbled away but was eventually overtaken by the faint
rancour of office politics drifting down the wide corridors and
into the open spaces.

TVP’s Oxford area commander,
Superintendent Anthony Tombs, known throughout the force as Tone,
was hosting his counterparts from the other police areas in a ‘New
HQ Awareness Day’. They had all been at the opening, of course, but
that was largely ceremonial, showing-off, mutual back-slapping.
This was the nitty-gritty. This was the Brass’s version of how New
HQ should work for pan-force inquiries and campaigns.

Tombs Tone was ready to test the
operation, although in reality there wasn’t much to test it on –
unless you counted the August knifings. Which might or might not be
linked. His fellow area commanders were not impressed: this wasn’t
a suitable moment; would there ever be a suitable moment?

The Reading area commander,
Superintendent Paul Joslington, appeared particularly unimpressed,
it seemed to Norm as the party repeated the tour of the building
that had been reasonably interesting first time around on opening
day.

Tombs Tone remembered Norman’s
name and asked him what had come in so far that morning. Norm gave
them a brief rundown, showed them a couple of messages from the
Crimestoppers’ overnight package and how they ended up on the
database.

‘Nothing from Reading?’ asked
Superintendent Joslington in an accusatory tone as if the lack of
information from his borough was Norm’s fault.

‘Doesn’t appear to be,’ replied
Norm evenly.

‘What about the Franks’
killings? Still getting information on that?’

‘Not much after the initial
surge.’

‘Why’s that, do you think?’

‘These things always seem to
tail off, until there’s some new development. Or sometimes, a
belated call sparks off a new development.’

Norm resisted the temptation to
call him ‘Sir’. He was torn between ‘Superintendent’ and ‘Paul’.
The former was an unwanted throwback to his police days, and the
latter would no doubt go on his record (‘disrespectful,
subversive’), but what was wrong with it? He was a civilian; he was
being pleasant to this person called Paul.

Joslington turned to Tombs Tone
and said, as if it were a statement of fact rather than his
opinion, ‘This is where the whole notion falls down. The very fact
that headquarters is in Oxford, Kidlington rather, mitigates
against the other areas. It’s bound to.’

‘That’s rubbish, Paul. Shall we
move on …?’

He meant physically, not
conversationally, so that minions such as Norm wouldn’t hear this
treason.

‘Nobody here seemed in the
slightest interested in the Franks’ killings until there was a
vaguely similar murder in Oxford,’ replied Joslington, refraining
from moving on until he had finished his sentence.

“I think you’ll find, Paul …’
said Tombs Tone, ushering the group out of the room and tailing off
until he found a more private space to vent his true feelings.

Norman looked around the
suddenly quiet Force Intelligence Bureau. Eyebrows were raised and
mouths were pulled in expressions that ranged from interested to
amazed.

‘Cabaret over – back to work,
you lot,’ he ordered with mock sternness, to grins and guffaws.
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The local-versus-forcewide
debate picked up again in the CID area, and apparently went into
overdrive in the large conference room beyond that, Bev told Norm
as the two shared an afternoon coffee break. The rest would no
doubt remain a secret until one of the Superintendents confided in
one of his Chief Inspectors, who then confided in one of his
Sergeants. Meanwhile, Bev brought Norm up to speed with the story
of the honest-guv gardener (who Bev wouldn’t trust further than he
could throw a mower) – followed by the Olympics and Reading FC, of
course.

There were both due to finish at
four, and Bev offered him a lift home, which Norm accepted readily
and gratefully; maybe, he ventured, they could have a quickie at
The Dew Drop, all things being equal.

Of course, an hour later, all
things weren’t that equal. The Mondeo was coming up to the Banbury
Road/A40 roundabout when Bev’s hands-free phone rang and all hell
broke loose.

There had been a murder,
possibly two, and the killer might still be holed up at the
scene.

In Bicester – where nothing ever
happened.
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Nine

 


‘Sorry, mate,’ said Bev, cutting
across a lane to swing three hundred and sixty degrees round the
roundabout, ‘you’ll have to jump out. I’ll stop just …’

‘Fuck that, mate,’ countered
Norm, as the driver of a Range-Rover hooted the misbehaving Mondeo.
‘I’m coming with you. I never had a decent siege when I was a
copper – I’m not missing this.’

‘Out! You’re a civvy,
remember?’

‘Besides, I know Bicester. Wanna
get there quickly or not?’

‘Aah … all right. As long as
we’ve got a half-decent excuse.’

The rush hour was heading
towards its peak, and it was slow progress without a flashing blue
light to open up the traffic, until they were past Sainsbury’s, the
edge of Gosford, and on to the A34. Then Bev put his foot down,
reaching 90mph before he had to slow for the A41 roundabout, all
the while hoping there were no traffic cops around to note his
registration.

Norm directed Bev round the edge
of Bicester to one of the newer cul-de-sac developments off
the arcing Bard Way, the main road through the Writers estate. The
small, red-brick, link-detached house and its neighbours in Grisham
Close were surrounded by marked police cars and vans – thanks
largely to the proximity of the Thames Valley force’s traffic depot
a couple of streets away. Just a dozen or so passers-by and
residents evacuated from surrounding homes were watching from the
entrance to the cul-de-sac. Nothing seemed to be
happening.
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