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      The young woman standing in front of him was smiling.  Cross was sure of this as her mouth was turned up at both corners, which was a definite sign.  He wasn’t sure what it meant though, because he didn’t know her.  With people he knew he would note the upturned mouth, together with what had been said, combine it with the tone in which it had been said and make his inference. Context was everything for Cross. His interpreter. Only then would he be able to come to his conclusion: – happy, ironic maybe, sometimes exasperated. With some work colleagues, he had a mental library of their smiles, frowns, enquiring expressions, catalogued in his head for reference.  Frame grabs from previous conversations which he could then recognise and decide on his reaction.  This was a necessary process for Cross as smiles meant nothing to him per se.  They didn’t trigger any innate emotional response in him.  They didn’t make him feel anything.  He didn’t empathise.

      Smiles were therefore just another thing in life that needed interpretation.  He’d heard it said that some people actually smile with their eyes.  As if this gave their smile more meaning.  As if it were some profound inroad to their inner soul.  For Cross this was absolute nonsense, it was just a physiognomical accident.

      All this girl had said was ‘Hi,’ and she was now waiting in the ensuing, awkward, silence for the customary return greeting. But it wasn’t forthcoming. What she didn’t know was that Cross didn’t work like that. His brain wasn’t wired that way. Most people would fill the vacuum with an “Hello.” Then not knowing what the young woman wanted would follow with the inquiry “What can I do for you?” But Cross was different.  Her smile, he concluded, was nervous. She was waiting for something but he wasn’t sure what it was. Why didn’t she just tell him? That was, after all, presumably why she came up to him in the first place. People seemed to do this all the time. It was so puzzling.

      ‘I’m Mackenzie,’ she said.

      Well that was a start. An introduction.

      ‘You’re DS Cross.’

      Why did people persist in telling him who he was?

      ‘Well, nice to meet you.’ She paused another moment just to make sure Cross wasn’t going to respond. He wasn’t.  So she left. He watched her go then turned his attention back to the corpse lying at his feet.

      It was the corpse of an elderly man, at first glance maybe late seventies, eighties. His weathered face told the story of a life led lately on the streets. With the homeless, though, age was such an amorphous concept. Cross had come across several he would’ve sworn were of retirement age only to discover they were in their early thirties. He examined the man. Filthy, his overcoat matted with dirt and tied at the waist with a piece of string. He was unshaven, with long fingernails under which were semi-circles of black dirt. A cloud of stale alcohol wafted up from the body obliterating the cold early morning smell of rot and autumnal decay in the air. A smell Cross had always appreciated when examining a dead body. It centred him.  It was his olfactory equivalent of keeping your eye on the horizon when in a moving boat to prevent seasickness.

      To Cross’ annoyance, Uniform had already dismissed this as a ‘homeless on homeless’ crime and, having reached that conclusion, had lost interest. Cross was already pretty sure they were wrong. This was because of the carrier bag the old man was still hanging onto. In it, some scraps of food and six cans of strong cider. Cider was life’s blood on the streets and if alcohol happened not to be your thing, then it was currency with a street value higher than gold.

      Cross studied the corpse’s face. Who was this man? How did he end up here? Like this. What events in his life led him to this moment? What was his story?

      He was always drawn to cases like this. Cases of the dispossessed. The outsider. He related to them because in many ways he was one himself. An outcast, a social misfit, a curiosity - someone it was easier not to engage with, to walk past, avoid. This was what interested him in murder in the first place. The ability to give a victim a voice when they no longer had one of their own. All the more compelling if the victim had had no voice when they were alive. Loners who had no-one to speak for them when they’ve gone. No friends or family asking questions of the police, demanding to know what had happened.

      Cross had received the call that morning when he was having breakfast at Tony’s. He ate in this particular café in Redland every morning and every morning he ate exactly the same thing. Every weekday morning that was, unless he was away, which was rare.  It was handy for Cross as he lived directly above it, in a small flat.  He had walked in and sat at his usual table which had a rather incongruous, chipped plastic ‘reserved’ sign at its middle. The café was populated by a group of regulars eating their full Englishes. Builders, taxi drivers, with their money bags in the middle of the table, pensioners up early out of habit, hoping someone said hello making them feel like they’re part of the human race again. Men buried in their tabloids.  All the customers were men. Cross didn’t come at weekends, despite the convenience of his small flat being directly above Tony’s. This was because on Saturdays and Sundays Tony lets a young couple come in and make brunch. All poached eggs, avocados, huevos rancheros, lattes, sweetcorn fritters, smoked salmon and crème fraiche. It had become quite the hot spot with the young and it gave him two days off but it wasn’t for Cross. It wasn’t that he felt out of place in the young, bearded, hipster crowd - that was, after all, something he dealt with on a daily basis.  It was the length of the, seemingly permanent, queue that he didn’t have the patience for. Dogger and Whiff – for that was the young couple’s names – had offered for him to jump the queue. A horrifying suggestion. He couldn’t possibly accept preferential treatment, he was a policeman after all. Before that a Thai couple had done a weekly three- night residency cooking Thai food. It was so successful that they had been able, with Tony’s blessing and a not inconsiderable financial investment, to open their own restaurant in St Paul’s nearby.

      ‘Morning George.’

      ‘Morning Anthony.’

      Cross was the only customer to call him this.  The first time he walked in he saw the alcohol license above the door in the name of  ‘Anthony Korsan’ and had used that ever since. No-one corrected him so there was no reason for him to think otherwise. Tony walked over with tea in a cup and saucer.  Everyone else was drinking from mugs. He placed it in front of Cross and removed the ‘reserved’ sign. Cross then produced a knife and fork from his pocket, and put the paper napkin in his lap.

      He had no need to order. Tony knew what he wanted. He and the waiter came over to Cross’ table a little later with his breakfast. Nothing odd in that except that all the components were on separate plates.

      A fried egg.

      Bacon.

      Mushrooms.

      Toast.

      Baked beans.

      ‘Bon appétit,’ said Tony, putting another, empty, plate in front of Cross.

      ‘Merci,’ Cross replied.

      Cross placed the fried egg on his plate and carefully cut the white away from the yolk and ate it. He then placed each of the three rashers of bacon equidistantly from the edge of the plate, the middle rasher underneath the yolk. (Tony had ensured in the kitchen that each rasher was identical in length.) Cross’s phone rang. He checked who it was before he answered.

      ‘Cross… I’ll be straight over.’

      But he went back to his breakfast, breaking the yolk with the left-hand rasher of bacon. He ate as he looked through the condensation on the window, observing life on the street outside. The area had changed in the twenty-five years he’d lived there. It had become quite gentrified over the years and this was reflected in the changing nature of the shops around him. They’d become more bespoke and upmarket, more artisan. A bakery, a Michelin-starred restaurant, Wilks. It was as if the more affluent area of Clifton had run out of room and spread inexorably west over Whiteladies Road into Redland. He now recognised some local people as they went about their everyday routine at this time in the morning. He amused himself by building an imaginary picture of their lives, their jobs, their marital status, their sexuality. In his head he had created an alternative Redland with its social infrastructure and personalities all cast by him.

      When he arrived at the crime scene, which was on the edge of the Downs, close to the gorge, Cross was stopped by a uniformed policeman. This wasn’t unusual for Cross and in many ways it was quite understandable.  He had arrived on a bicycle fully kitted out in a dayglo green helmet with a flashing light and digital camera attached to the top, dayglo cycling windbreaker, dayglo bicycle clips round his ankles and a small backpack over his shoulder. He looked more like an eccentric, absent minded, fifty-year-old geography teacher who had lost his way en route to an orienteering field trip, than a serving Detective Sergeant in the major crime unit of the Avon and Somerset police.

      ‘I’m sorry but you’ll have to stay behind the tape,’ said the policeman.

      ‘Of course, I have… somewhere I have…,’ said Cross rummaging through his pockets. He was in no way annoyed, quite the opposite in fact – he was pleased this young man was doing his job. If the policeman didn’t know who Cross was he should, of course, ask for identification. In fact Cross would go as far as to say that even if the police constable did know him he should still, strictly speaking, ask for identification. Cross believed in order, in proper procedures being followed.  Life would be so much easier if everyone did likewise. He finally took off his backpack as DS Ottey approached, a black single mother of two in her late thirties. She was Cross’ current partner.

      ‘It’s okay, he’s with us,’ she said.

      Cross finally produced his id.

      ‘DS Cross,’ he informed the policeman who then lifted the tape for him to go under.

      ‘I’m sorry sir.’

      ‘No need to apologise, just doing your job,’ Cross replied.

      But with that he remained rooted to the spot looking at the policeman expectantly who then asked ‘Was there anything else sir?’

      ‘DS Cross 2117 and the time is…’ He looked at his watch. ‘9.04’

      The policeman was confused.

      ‘For the log,’ Cross explained.

      ‘He’s right,’ said Ottey, ‘You should be taking a log of everyone in and out of the crime scene.’

      ‘Oh, of course. Sure,’ said the PC. He got out his notebook and entered Cross’ details as he looked on.

      ‘2117… that’s correct,’ Cross turned and was a little surprised to see that Ottey had started walking away.

      ‘Josie?’ She stopped in her tracks and turned back.

      ‘DS Ottey 3472. I arrived about fifteen minutes ago,’ she said as Cross watched the constable writing it down. Satisfied, he then wheeled his bike after her. She knew what was coming next, the inevitable lecture.  Cross simply couldn’t let this stuff go. In fact it was more than that. It actually really upset him.  He couldn’t cope if procedure was not followed correctly.

      ‘It’s really important,’ he informed her, gravely.

      ‘I know but I’m the only one who’s here,’ she replied.

      He gave her that look she knew so well. The look that said he was waiting for her to tell him what he already knew. That she wasn’t not telling the entire truth. What his father would call a white lie, another expression he had never understood. Why should a lie have a colour that made it different? Why were there no other coloured lies, like red or yellow? But he had learnt that, logic aside, this meant it wasn’t a grave, terrible consequential lie.

      ‘Apart from local CID. No harm done,’ she went on.

      He stopped walking and looked at her.

      ‘Okay, okay, I’ll get them all to sign in,’ she conceded.

      Cross’s obsession with order and procedure was what made him one of the most successful detectives in the Major Crime Unit of Somerset and Avon police, in terms of his conviction rate. 97% of his cases resulted in successful convictions. He not only had a great set of deductive skills,  and was something of a legend in the interview room, but it was his detailed presentation of cases to the CPS, his ordered collation of evidence, which was genuinely astonishing. His dogged, slavish adherence to procedures was extraordinary, if at times frustrating for those working with him. Prosecutors beamed when they saw his name attached to a case because they knew that everything would have been meticulously pored over and set out in a fully comprehensive order. Cautions, chains of evidence and, warrants would have all been executed properly. None of the ‘shortcuts’  some policemen employed which often led to an arrest, but invariably to a collapse of the case in court. But it wasn’t just this efficacy which they held in such esteem, it was the case he had built up in the interview room which was so compellingly incriminating. No-one in the police force utilised the ‘no comment’ response with such lethal, pinpoint, accuracy. Suspects answered a series of carefully constructed questions with ‘no comment’ as instructed by their lawyer. Cross was more than happy for them to do this as he built a picture of what he thought, or in some cases knew, had happened at the same time as withholding nuggets of evidence from them. When he judged the timing was right and they’d dug themselves into a hole of adequate depth, they were confronted with this evidence. They then had to change ‘‘no comment” to some sort of response, which basically built a picture of their guilt. It was a chess game and Cross was the grand master.

      They just didn’t know it.
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      ‘You’re sure it’s murder?’

      Cross and Ottey were standing in front of DI Carson’s desk. At thirty-five Carson had the air of someone who would go far in the force. Not because he was a great detective or a particularly astute policeman, but because he had that unmistakable air of someone who was political. Not overtly political in a Machiavellian kind of way, but simply in knowing which battles to fight and which to walk away from. Who to support and, conversely, who not to, and when to offer that support. He had an exquisite instinct for worthwhile allegiances. He’d go on to work his way rapidly up the career ladder in a seemingly effortless manner. Not for nothing was his nickname ‘FCC’ – future Chief Constable - the ‘bigger picture’ was an expression he would come to use with increasing frequency, the higher the office he attained. Even then he had this ability not just to look at what is in front of him but at context in a wider sense. An ability, it had to be said, that Cross found irritating and at times obstructive to the immediate matter in hand.

      ‘Would you be asking that question if it wasn’t a homeless person?’

      ‘That’s not fair DS Ottey and you know it,’ said Carson.

      ‘It’s murder,’ interjected Cross aware that the conversation was already in danger of becoming unnecessarily confrontational and that time would be wasted.

      ‘Well if it’s homeless on homeless it’s going to be a lot more difficult,’ Carson replied.

      ‘It isn’t,’ said Cross.

      Carson looked at him unsure as to what he was saying.

      ‘Homeless on homeless,’ Cross elaborated.

      ‘The cans of cider,’ explained Ottey.

      ‘What if the perpetrator panicked and that’s why he left them?’ asked Carson.

      ‘It’s still murder whoever committed it,’ Cross pointed out.

      Carson paused for a moment and then looked at his computer, scrolling down a few pages.

      ‘Five uniforms and two DC’s,’ he said irritably.

      ‘Seriously? We need numbers. This is a joke,’ replied Ottey.

      ‘Not from where I’m sitting Ottey,’ he said.

      Cross hated this part of the process. A new development in police work which had rapidly become the norm thanks to cuts implemented across the force. This bargaining for resources - basic, essential resources. Different teams all fighting for a finite pot. So often it felt like it was a competition between all the DI’s and DS’s pitching the case for their investigation to have more resources than others. It did nothing for the atmosphere in the department. He hated it when a detective strode across the incident room with the smug look that said he had just won the numbers game and it was all the more sweet if it was at the expense of some other colleague. Cross, like so many other policemen, had joined the police because he wanted to solve crime – a distinction from his more machismo peers who insisted on talking about ‘fighting crime’ as if they were characters from a Marvel comic book. Not to compete for resources, to have to justify the need for the most basic of tools to do their jobs. Not to compete for ‘collars’ – another expression he hated – to boost the department’s numbers. It was safe to say that he disliked all police slang because he thought of it as indicative of a slack and, at the same time, aggressive attitude to their work. The system that was supposedly there to help them had somehow unnoticeably, over the course of time, become the enemy.

      ‘We need numbers sir. We have nothing to go on. His being homeless necessitates more. He has no structure, no life…’ Ottey protested.

      ‘That we know of,’ interrupted Cross. ‘This man had a life and it’s more than likely that whatever that life was has, in some way, led to this unfortunate conclusion.’

      ‘I can bolster it with some staff,’ said Carson as if making a huge concession.

      ‘Well that’s something,’ sighed Ottey.

      ‘One of them is new. It’s her first morning,’ Carson continued.

      ‘Great, babysitting as well,’ she sniped.

      ‘What is it with you this morning Ottey?’

      ‘Nothing. Sir.’

      ‘I sent her down to the crime scene this morning. Did you not see her?’ Carson asked.

      ‘No.’

      ‘I think I may have done,’ said Cross.

      ‘Think?’ asked Carson.

      ‘I didn’t know who she was.’

      ‘So I’m assuming she got the full-on Cross “welcome to the major crime unit” speech, together with the statutory reassuring hug,’ he said sarcastically.

      ‘No, I didn’t hug her,’ Cross protested.

      It wasn’t that Carson ever forgot that humour and irony were certainly wasted on Cross, it was just that sometimes he couldn’t help himself.

      ‘I mean, I don’t know her,’ Cross continued literally, ‘And even if I did hug people, which on the whole I don’t, as indeed I’m sure you are fully aware, it would have been grossly inappropriate.’

      ‘He’s joking Cross,’ Ottey explained.

      Cross looked at her for a moment then left. Ottey had recently become the interface between Cross and the rest of the department. Truth be told, since they’ve been partnered together, she’d become his apologist and translator with the rest of the world. She wasn’t entirely happy about this. She’d worked hard throughout her career to get where she was in the police force and she wasn’t done yet. At one time being a single, black mother would have been a hindrance to her progress. But the prejudice against her colour, her sex and the inevitable implication that she couldn’t be an efficient police officer when also a mother had abated in recent times. This was down to the buzzword of the moment. Diversity. And she was going to play that card for all it was worth. Why not? She was owed.

      ‘We had an agreement. You promised me, next case, you’d partner him with someone else,’ she said to Carson, now they were alone.

      ‘Not possible, I’m afraid.’

      ‘Why not?

      He looked at her for a second as he considered his response. It would seem her bullshit detector was well primed that morning.

      ‘No-one else will work with him,’ he stated.

      ‘Then why the hell should I?’ she retorted.

      ‘Because you do it so well. You’re a victim of your own success.’

      ‘Don’t do management speak with me.’

      ‘Let’s just get through this one and then review it again.’

      ‘That’s what you said last time,’ she countered.

      As frustrating as she found Cross and partnering him, it did have its upside. She wouldn’t dream of telling anyone else but she’d learnt a lot from this man. More than she’d care to admit. But she wouldn’t give Carson an easy ride if she could possibly help it.

      ‘And I’m pretty sure we agreed putting new staff with George was not a good idea.’

      ‘The DCI thinks that people can learn from someone with the highest conviction rate on the force despite his... different way of working.’

      Ottey stared at him, unconvinced.

      ‘Look, if you had a remarkable surgeon in a hospital who was difficult and unintentionally upset people, you wouldn’t stop junior doctors assisting them in theatre, would you?’

      She offered nothing in reply, partly because what he was saying did, in part, make sense but also because she knew it was not an argument she was going to win.

      ‘Just manage him.’

      ‘He’s unmanageable. ‘

      ‘But you get on with him.’

      ‘At times, but then he’ll do something which makes me want to kill him.’
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      Cross walked into the mortuary. The interior of which was in stark contrast to the Victorian building it was housed in. Immaculately clean, modern and clinically functional. He held up his warrant card to the pathologist. A woman in her thirties. She sighed. It was the irritant again.

      ‘You don’t have to show me that every time you come here you know.’

      What nonsense, he was required to identify himself at all points of his investigation. The fact that no-one else did this as a matter of course didn’t make any difference. He ignored her and walked over to the body on the metal slab. Cross liked the mortuary, not through any ghoulish or morbid interest in death but because to him it was an oasis of calm. Not too many voices. The focus of their investigation was there in front of them. It concentrated the mind. He was able to think. He looked at the discolouration on the man’s jaw and its irregular line.

      ‘Broken?’

      ‘Yep. Clean. Could be a fist or an object. Can’t tell you precisely yet. But cause of death was strangulation. His trachea is actually broken. It was violent.’

      Cross’ phone vibrated in his pocket. It was always on silent, that way it didn’t seem to interrupt his train of thought quite as much as when it rang loudly, which he sometimes found quite startling. He looked at it. It was Ottey. No doubt wondering where he was. Angry that he’d left the office without telling her. He cancelled the call, put the phone in his pocket and turned his attention back to the corpse. The pathologist continued with her findings.

      ‘There’s some blood on the carrier bag - looks like he may have hit out with the tins and caught whomever with an edge of one  - and traces of skin under his nails, difficult to tell precisely as there was quite a lot of debris under there.’

      ‘But he was definitely murdered.’

      ‘Without question. He was strangled.’

      ‘Anything else?’

      From anyone else this would be a simple question, but from him, in that tone, she knew that he’d spotted something she hadn’t and she would have to endure the implication that he could do her job better than she. But she had no choice. She actually did have nothing else.

      ‘Not at present.’

      He walked over to a box of latex gloves and was about to put them on when he remembered that Ottey told him last time that such a gesture can be interpreted as offensive. So, even though he still didn’t understand why, he turned to the pathologist and, in an attempt to be courteous, asked –

      ‘May I?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Take a closer look.’

      ‘Is that really necessary?’

      ‘Well I won’t know till I’ve had a look.’

      ‘Are you implying I can’t do my job?’

      This was why he didn’t waste time on niceties. It never seemed to work. Much quicker to be direct. Saved time and people knew exactly where they are.

      ‘I really don’t have time for this. May I examine the corpse or not?’

      Every fucking time, she thought. What the fuck is he looking for?

      ‘Sure, why not?’

      He put the latex gloves on carefully and started to examine the old man. He was in no way squeamish around dead bodies and didn’t understand why some were. Unless, of course, there was a particularly nasty injury, which would make sense. But this man had been strangled and now he was just not breathing. Cold. A strange colour. All the broken veins in his nose from the alcohol had disappeared, drained by gravity from his face down to the base of his skull. But that was all. Nothing to be frightened of. He lifted up the man’s left hand and looked at it closely.

      ‘Was he wearing a wedding ring? There’s a slight indentation on the ring finger.’

      ‘It’s over there with the other one.’

      ‘The “other one”?’

      She went over to an aluminium table at the side. There were some clear evidence bags. She took one and held it up. In it were two wedding rings, one on a piece of string.

      ‘The other one was on a piece of string round his neck.’

      ‘You didn’t think that was significant?’

      ‘I’m a forensic pathologist not a detective.’

      If there was a sarcastic edge to her comment Cross would normally be oblivious to it. But he was getting better at recognising the tone and he was fairly sure she was irritated despite the fact that he thought she had a point. It was his job to do the detecting, hers to simply present her forensic findings. He took the bag and examined the rings carefully. He looked around for something and, without asking, she handed him a magnifying glass for which she got no thanks. He was too engrossed to remember that he should express his thanks in such a situation. The rings were identical. One marginally smaller in circumference than the other and less worn. Inside they were engraved with a date and the initials H L and C intertwined.

      ‘This man was widowed. He was wearing his late wife’s ring round his neck. She died some time ago judging by the comparative wear on the two rings. He’s had a lot of dental work done in the past. Quite extensive and quite expensive by the look of it. Could you photograph and x-ray the dental work, then send it over to me.’

      ‘I can.’

      Cross looked closely at the man’s eyes and then bent down to look at one of them from the side.

      ‘You didn’t examine his eyes.’

      ‘Of course I did.’

      ‘He’s wearing contact lenses.’

      He’d caught her out. She was angry with herself. How could she have missed that?

      ‘I’m perfectly aware of that.’

      ‘So, is it normal practice to leave them in situ?’

      She said nothing. With other people there might have been a little hint of victory in this little dance. But not so with Cross. He just felt that if people did their job properly it might save a little time.

      ‘Could you remove them please?’

      ‘Of course.’

      He noticed that she took great care as she did so with a pair of tweezers. As much care as she might removing them from someone alive. He was appreciative of this small point. She had a sympathetic attitude to the dead. He found pathologists with this kind of attitude tended to discover more about their subjects than those without it. One of his favourite pathologists referred to the corpses in front of him as ‘clients’ – a little too far for Cross’ taste but he understood the reasoning behind it. However, she seemed to be off the ball this morning. She placed them in a dish and handed them over to him.

      ‘Do these look normal to you?’

      ‘A little on the large size perhaps.’

      ‘These are scleral lenses used for a condition called keratoconus which is where the cornea bulges meaning standard lenses don’t fit. The sclera is the white of the eye and, as you can see, the lens covers this.’

      She was annoyed, she knew what the bloody sclera was and she should’ve seen them, but scleral lenses cover almost all of the eye so it was easily missed and not something she thought to look for on a homeless man.

      ‘I’d’ve thought you would have known all of this. But then again I suppose you could argue you are a pathologist and not an ophthalmologist.’

      He left. She was stunned by his apparent rudeness.
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      Ottey had stopped bothering to ask people in the office if they knew where Cross was when he went walkabout. This wasn’t so much because they invariably wouldn’t know, but because her being constantly unaware of his whereabouts had become something of an office joke, which, in the context of her reluctant partnership with the man, had worn particularly thin. So she waited patiently for his return, giving the impression to everyone that all was as it should be and going according to plan.

      A little later Cross had returned and was in his office making a list. He liked making lists of things that needed doing, in order of priority. But what he liked more was placing a tick next to each task as it was completed. And of particular satisfaction to him was the fact that if he had compiled the list in the correct, logical order, the ticks would appear on the list in consecutive order down the page. This gave him an, albeit somewhat childish, extra kick.

      He was the only detective in the unit with his own office, aside from Carson. All the others had desks in the open area. This was because he could not deal with the noise. It wasn’t that he found others’ phone calls and conversations distracting. It was simply the noise. To him it was literally intolerable; almost physically impossible to deal with. For many years, before his superiors came to understand that it wasn’t a simple, eccentric affectation, he could often be found sitting on the steps of the back stairwell of the building, working away, grateful for the silence it afforded him.

      There was a knock at his door. He answered without looking up from his list, ‘Come.’

      ‘Can you please not just go off without telling me,’ Ottey said.

      He continued with his list, not granting her the courtesy of looking up as she came into the room.

      ‘You were with DI Carson,’ he replied.

      ‘You should’ve waited.’

      ‘Which would have been a waste of my time.’

      ‘That maybe so but it would have saved me wasting a good half hour placating an angry pathologist who you, apparently, accused of not being able to do her job.’

      Now he did look up as he’d learnt that, when making a statement that contradicted someone else’s, it was the most effective way of getting your point across.

      ‘That is not accurate. She missed several key things which she would’ve found had she done a proper, detailed examination of our victim. The fact that she didn’t was, at best, down to her indifference to the death of a vagrant and, at worst, a complete dereliction of her duty,’ he said.

      ‘And you told her so.’

      ‘I didn’t have to.’

      ‘We are supposed to be a team and would work much more effectively if I didn’t have to go round clearing up after you. You’ve said it yourself you have trouble communicating with people.’

      ‘I have never said that. I am a very good communicator,’ Cross protested.

      ‘People have a problem with your manner. You piss them off.’

      This of course was true and he knew it, so his only recourse was to change the subject.

      ‘I have the briefing document for you,’ he said, holding it out.

      ‘If you’re such a great communicator you can do the briefing yourself.’

      He looked at her for a moment, quite shocked by this suggestion.

      ‘You know I can’t do that.’

      But instead of responding she slapped the briefing document back onto the table, as ever making him jump, and went into the open area, where Carson had arrived ready to hear the briefing.

      Carson surveyed the room - there were five uniformed policemen, a couple of staff and another detective.

      ‘Good, we’re all here.’

      ‘This is it?’ Ottey knew the numbers that had been assigned to the case but was shocked by seeing the actual physical reality of it. She decided to reiterate her point. ‘This is it?’

      ‘Josie, we’ve been through this,’ Carson said wearily.

      ‘Seriously?’ She, like so many others was fed up with taking criticism from the media and the public about how the police function, when it was simply not the fault of the feet on the ground. They could only do so much with what they had – a mantra she’d repeated around so many kitchen tables with friends that it felt like it was wearing thin. Carson realised Cross wasn’t there.

      ‘Where’s George?’

      

      ‘She’s angry with me because I went to see the pathologist without her,’ Cross was staring down at his desk, not making eye contact with either Ottey or Carson. In the interview room he could stare down the hardest of men while interviewing, but in normal social interaction he would always shy away from verbal confrontation.

      ‘Is that true?’

      ‘She knows very well I can’t manage a briefing.’

      ‘Josie?’

      She actually couldn’t be bothered to waste her time with this conversation. Carson always backed Cross in an argument or a differing opinion on a case, which was all the more annoying because he was almost always right. So in this instance she just grabbed the briefing document she’d left on his desk and walked back into the open area. Carson left, then Cross got up and followed them but instead of sitting with the assembled group, he grabbed a chair and placed it next to the door at the back of the room. It looked like he was doing this in case he needed to make a swift escape, which was pretty much the truth of it. He always needed to be close to an exit in such situations in case anything became too much for him and he could slip quietly out without anyone noticing. It could be too much noise, an argument, or even something as small as a squeaky pen on the white board - which happened all too regularly before someone realised the solution was just to test the markers before they were used. The difference between Cross and the rest of them, though, was that he was not there to listen to the briefing – after all on most occasions it had come from his notepad – he was there to listen to the questions asked. Most of them would be irrelevant and trite, truth be told, but occasionally someone would ask something which set off a train of thought in him which he wasn’t expecting.  Ottey began reading from the document.

      ‘Keracotonus is quite rare…’

      Cross winced. ‘Keratoconus, it’s KeRATOconus,’ he interrupted.

      ‘Perhaps you would like to take over,’ Ottey said.

      ‘No, no, I see what you’re doing there, but it doesn’t alter the fact that it is Keratoconus and it would be useful for everyone in this room to know the correct pronunciation before they start calling local opticians to find prescriptions for scleral contact lenses, which is what you’re about to instruct them to do.’

      Ottey looked over at Carson. This was what she has to deal with throughout her working day. He only came across it occasionally. He returned her look with his non-stick smile that said absolutely nothing. She carried on.

      ‘Keratoconus is quite rare, the incidence varies between one and 600 people per one hundred thousand.’ She continued, ‘The victim was wearing scleral lenses. These are particular to this condition, covering the entire eyeball. The fact that he had them, an apparently homeless man, is obviously of interest in itself. We need to find where they came from. They would require a specialist optician, so ignore the chains. Look into the more established, older opticians and get the names of anyone who has had them prescribed in the last decade or so.’

      A uniform spoke up. ‘Do we think he’s local?’

      ‘I think it’s safe to assume…’ said Ottey.

      ‘It is never safe to assume,’ Cross blurted out. He firmly believed that assumptions led to ill-informed, or indeed un-informed, avenues of inquiry, wasting hours of valuable and these days, scarce, police time.

      ‘An assumption requires a set of circumstances, factors if you like, which when combined, lead to a probable conclusion. We have no such factors or circumstances and therefore cannot have formulated any kind of assumption, safe or otherwise, at this point in time,’ he said.

      Everyone was now looking at Cross, something he found difficult to deal with so he did what he always did in this situation and left through the door conveniently placed to his left. Ottey paused just enough to let her irritation pass and then continued.

      ‘Okay, so make the optician search local to begin with - Steve, Monty.’

      One of the detectives spoke up. ‘Shouldn’t that be a job for staff?

      ‘Why?’

      ‘So that, as detectives, we can do some actual police work instead of staring at our computers and banging the phone for two days.’

      ‘Alright, point taken. Dave and Brian - opticians. That’s it thanks. Sir?’

      Carson stood up. ‘Our victim is homeless and alcoholic in all probability, but he is our victim and will, therefore, be afforded all the usual respect and attention that this unit gives all its victims. Understood?’ He said this rather pompously, as if it was something he would do unthinkingly but couldn’t rely on them to do without his reminding them. The meeting dispersed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    

    
      Alice Mackenzie was twenty-four years old. She graduated from university eighteen months before without any clear idea of what she really wanted to do in life either job-wise or generally. It was really depressing. So many of her contemporaries - in fact when she came to think about it, almost all of her contemporaries at university - had a clear idea on leaving what they were going to do. But not Alice, and so she’d drifted from one unpaid internship to another before something happened in her life which fundamentally changed its course and made her think of joining the police for the first time. But there was still a residual, innate, reluctance in her. This was entirely down to the way her socialist, red-flag-singing parents had brought her up. Over the course of her life there hadn’t been a single local cause, from the closure of local libraries and A & E departments, to immigrant families having problems with the Home Office, which her parents hadn’t either marched on or formed committees for.

      Both were academics at the university in the social sciences department. Alice’s childhood holidays were all in England in Brighton, Bournemouth, Blackpool, Scarborough, not because her parents didn’t want to go abroad but because they arranged them around that year’s Labour Conference. So in some sense her decision to do anything involved with the police – in her parents’ eyes the right arm of a fascist government – was a kick in the teeth. A profound act of rebellion. They were initially dumbfounded. Where had they gone wrong? For heaven’s sake they’d even become vegetarian for three years during her teenage years in an attempt to ‘furnish her with an informed choice.’ The police? It was incomprehensible, until they invented a set of mitigating circumstances for her, which made no actual sense to anyone but themselves, but which comforted them in the knowledge that in the light of these factors, their only child’s decision to join the police force made complete sense, was indeed inevitable and had their complete support.

      So here she was on her first day, keen as mustard, determined to make a good impression from the get-go, with nothing to do. The much-trumpeted induction process had consisted, so far, of – ‘Here’s your desk and this is your computer, this is your username and password. You can change the password, if you like, to something more memorable for you.’

      To be honest, she also felt that the murder of a homeless man, was not a very ‘sexy’ case to begin with. Something she immediately admonished herself for. But she had hoped for something a little more interesting, more intriguing. Nothing wrong with that – perfectly understandable. Surely it was obvious that this was a piece of senseless violence in the underworld of the homeless. Her parents would, of course, be appalled by this attitude. Where on earth had it come from? Possibly her father’s perpetual insistence on trying to find the best in people. The number of times he’d been let down by those he had taken in or helped, only to be ripped off and conned, had made her determined never to be taken in by anyone. Her attitude was diametrically opposite to that of her father’s. A cynical outlook accompanied by the persistent suspicion of – who are these people? What do they actually want? What’s their angle? An attitude, one suspects, that would hold her in great stead in the police force.

      But right now, no-one was speaking to her and her fear that her initial days would be spent making detectives coffees and teas, and photocopying files seemed preferable to this. At least people would have to talk to her. She might just as well have been invisible in the briefing and it had ended, leaving her where she was before it started – with nothing to do. Fuck this. She went over to the boards that had been wheeled into the end of the room. She’d watched Cross earlier as he had stuck pictures, photographs of the scene, the corpse, his clothing and other pieces of evidence like the scleral lenses. What had struck her was how he’d pinned everything up exactly level using an app on his phone and with the use of a ruler made sure they were equidistant from each other. Then he stood back to look at his work, made a few adjustments and moved some photos nearer each other, as if seeing them up on the board was forming some kind of link or logic in his mind. Then she saw them. The rings. There were a few photographs of them; details of the wear and then the identical inscriptions on the inside. She noted down the HLC, then drew how they were intertwined on the rings and went back to her desk. Maybe this was a clue. Whatever. It was something to do.

      

      Cross’ need for order in his life was one of his main weapons at work. He had developed a heightened sense of things being out of place. Not as they should be. While working a case, experience had shown him that aberrations from the norm, however small, were often the key to unlocking the seemingly unsolvable elements of a case. People’s routines, behaviours, characters, all had an order of sorts and when something didn’t conform to that, it often led to a rewarding line of enquiry.

      “Look for the ‘uns’ and you’ll more often than not find yourself going in the right direction,” he often said, leaving Ottey to translate to the bemused interlocutor.

      ‘The uncharacteristic, unusual or unlikely,’ she would explain.

      In the case of the homeless man the scleral lenses were unusual. In two ways. The presence of contact lenses on a homeless person was unusual in itself. If they were disposable it would indicate a source of income, or someone who had found themselves on the streets only recently and hadn’t exhausted their supply of lenses yet. Permanent, the wherewithal to keep them clean and the eyes well maintained. But scleral was a double whammy, in that they were rare and, because they were prescribed, the chances of identifying their victim increased a hundred-fold, thanks to their presence on the body.

      Mackenzie had been awaiting Cross’ arrival at the office the next day eagerly. Like a child wanting to hand in a piece of homework to their teacher because they know it’s good and can’t wait to receive the inevitable praise. When he arrived she waited while he settled himself, made himself a coffee, and opened his laptop. She didn’t want to seem pathetically keen. She then decided to go and tell Cross her findings but Ottey had got there before her, so she waited.

      ‘The charts and pictures of the teeth have come through. I’ll send them through to the forensic dentist.’

      ‘No, send them to Henry at the British Dental Journal.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘He not only has an exceptional talent in identification, he can send them out to all the members of the British Dental Association. It’ll be quicker.’

      ‘Okay.’

      There was a knock at the door. One of the uniforms, PC Steve Clark, walked past Mackenzie and came in. There was a moment before Cross looked at him. Clark said nothing. He knew better than to speak before Cross was ready.

      ‘We know where the victim was shortly before he died. Shaftesbury House,’ Clark said.

      ‘Another hostel?’ asked Ottey. The PC nodded.

      ‘I had no idea there were so many hostels in Bristol. It’s quite depressing,’ she said.

      ‘I spoke to the manager who was on duty that night. The victim’s name is Lenny.’

      ‘Do we have a surname?’ asked Ottey.

      ‘No, just Lenny,’ the PC replied.

      But Cross wasn’t listening. He had grabbed his coat and left without a word.

      ‘George?’

      He was gone. She turned to Clark.

      ‘Sorry Steve. Thanks.’

      She went after Cross, leaving Mackenzie in the open area ruing the fact that she’d missed her chance to speak.
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      Having successfully intercepted Cross at the bike lock-up, Ottey was now driving him to Shaftesbury House. Only a few months ago she would have asked him why the need to go there when they could have just waited to hear what else Stephen had to say. But she knew now it was not because he didn’t trust the reports he would be given, nor so much the need to hear it for himself first hand; it was the context in which that information was given which was key for him. As in interpreting conversation, context was all; it qualified some and dismissed other lines of inquiry for him.

      Shaftesbury House was an old sixties office block, adjacent to a small, now defunct industrial estate. It had been built for function rather than any desire for architectural distinction. The reception had the depressing air of a run-down institution that could barely afford to exist anymore. Noticeboards displayed flyers for help groups and helplines that were so old the area codes were years out of date. No-one had replaced them because no-one actually had any need or use for them in the first place. The reason people came here, ironically, was to get away from offers of help despite the fact that their very being here in itself was a plea for help.

      The reception desk was manned by one of the few paid employees that worked here during the day. His minimum wage matched only by his minimum interest in being there.

      He didn’t look up when they approached. He was too busy playing a game on his phone. Ottey introduced them and showed him her warrant card. It had no effect. He still didn’t look up. She carried on nevertheless. ‘Were you the gentleman who spoke to our colleague last night?’

      ‘No,’ he muttered, barely audibly.

      ‘Do you know if Lenny was here the night before last?’ she carried on.

      ‘I have no idea.’

      ‘You didn’t see him at all?’ asked Cross.

      ‘I just said. No.’

      ‘You’re sure?’ Cross went on.

      ‘Oh, let me just check the guest book,’ he said ironically, unaware that it would be completely lost on the detective in front of him.

      ‘You have a guest book?’ Cross said, surprised.

      ‘Of course not.’

      ‘Was he here recently?’ Ottey asked.

      ‘Possibly,’ he said. Ottey wondered whether he’d watched too many American cop shows on TV and was expecting payment.

      ‘What do you know about him?’ Ottey asked this more firmly, thinking as she usually did that she might elicit more information than Cross could manage in these situations.

      ‘Nothing.’

      ‘Nothing?’ she repeated. The man went back to his phone. Cross stared at him.

      ‘The poor bloke is dead. Why are you being so unhelpful?’ Ottey continued.

      ‘I’m not.’

      ‘What about a surname?’ she said.

      ‘Are you kidding? We don’t know if any of their names are real or not, and how are we supposed to check? They’re ghosts.’

      ‘So you didn’t see him Wednesday night?’ asked Cross. The man looked at him and then over at Ottey.

      ‘Has he actually been listening?’ he said.

      Cross ignored this. ‘When was the last time you saw him?’

      ‘I have no idea,’ he repeated.

      Cross looked at the guy, weighing him up. Appraising him.  ‘You really hate your job that much?’ he said.

      ‘No I love it. It’s my vocation. My life’s work. You have no idea how hard it is to get a job like this.’

      ‘Which is why you’re not particularly concerned about this man’s death. You’re too preoccupied with how you ended up in a job you loathe and have no prospect of getting out of.’

      The manager stared at Cross who simply stared right back, unflinching. He wasn’t going to back off. In these situations when faced with Cross in this frame of mind, people often concluded it’d be quicker to just answer his question.

      ‘Okay. He was here,’ he said at last.

      ‘Are you sure?’ Cross’ persistence niggled this man. His dogged quest for the facts often made him come across as stupid, slow even, to those he was talking to. He was aware of this and took advantage of it. It was something which came naturally to him, something he had in common with his favourite fictional detective, Maigret, who used it with great success.

      ‘Seriously?’ the man asked in disbelief.

      ‘What time did he leave?’ said Cross carrying on, regardless.

      ‘Around eight.’

      ‘Was he alone?’

      The manager thought for a moment.

      ‘No he was with Badger.’

      ‘“Badger”? Were they friends?’ asked Ottey as Cross jotted the name down on his pad.

      ‘Yeah, like an old married couple those two. Always pissed. Always arguing. They were arguing when they left now I think about it,’ he said.

      ‘When did Lenny first turn up?’ Ottey asked.

      ‘About six weeks ago.’

      ‘Do you know where he’d come from?’ she said.

      ‘No.’

      ‘Any accent?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Do you know where Badger might be currently?’ Cross had rejoined the conversation.

      ‘No.’

      ‘What can you tell us about him?’

      ‘Nothing really. Ex-army. Always banging on about Iraq.’

      ‘Any mental health issues?’ Ottey had come across more men and women than she’d care to remember on the streets after leaving the services. Almost all of them suffering from some sort of conflict-related mental illness.

      ‘Most of them in here do,’ he said.

      ‘How old is he?’ asked Ottey.

      ‘Late forties maybe? Beard. Always wears a beanie. That’s him over there.’

      He pointed to one of the notice boards in the middle of which was a cutting from the local newspaper. “Homeless man has medals stolen.” Ottey took a picture on her phone and read out the name, ‘Corporal Terence Whitby.’

      ‘His medals were handed in a couple of weeks later,’ the receptionist said.

      ‘You have a camera over the entrance. Does it work?’ asked Cross.

      The man laughed ‘Are you kidding?’

      ‘No, I’m being perfectly serious.’ Cross said.

      ‘Of course it doesn’t work.’

      They drove back to the office in customary silence. Ottey attempted to break it, more out of boredom than anything else, ‘How’s your father?’

      ‘He’s fine,’ he replied, offering nothing further.

      ‘You really don’t do small talk, do you?’

      ‘I don’t follow.’

      ‘Have a conversation.’

      ‘About what?’

      ‘Anything.’

      He considered this for a moment, ‘To what end?’

      ‘I don’t know... to pass the time.’

      Cross thought about this, ‘No I don’t,’ he replied. He had an uncanny way of bringing conversations to an end; not leaving even the smallest hint of an invitation to carry on further. She thought this was, in truth, quite a useful skill, one she should maybe practice.
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      As they walked across the open area in the MCU Mackenzie got up from her desk. She wasn’t going to let her chance slip away again.  She knocked on Cross’ office door and walked in.

      ‘Hi.’

      Not this again. Cross waited for her to tell him what she needed. She seemed to have no understanding of the efficacy of just saying what it was she had to say.

      ‘I’m Alice. The new trainee PSI.’ This he already knew, so he just looked at her, still waiting. She looked over at Ottey who wasn’t in the mood to help either her, or Cross, in this situation. Whatever she said wasn’t going to change the way he behaved and so this girl had better get used to it. She also couldn’t be bothered justifying any helpful interjection she may have tried to make on the girl’s behalf, to an indignant Cross, after the girl had left the office.

      ‘Police Staff Investigator.’

      ‘I know what a PSI is,’ Cross finally said.

      ‘Of course,’ she waited, expecting him to ask her what she wanted. But he didn’t. He just looked at her. She felt he was putting her in her place - which was completely unnecessary as the fact that everyone had gone out of their way to ignore her for the past few days had indicated to her in no uncertain way exactly where her place was.

      ‘I’ve been tracking down all weddings in the area on the date inside the ring with surnames beginning with H L or C.’

      There was a pause as Cross took this in. Ottey sighed, she knew what was coming, she’d had to sit through this enough times, but there was no point in interrupting.

      ‘I see, and who told you to do that?’

      ‘No-one.’

      ‘I thought that might be the case, and do you know why?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘There’s no need to answer rhetorical questions. The reason I knew that is that I decide on all the actions to be taken in a case. We have a process here. I put a plan of action together which is then assigned to people working the case. This means no two people are duplicating each other’s work because they didn’t check with each other. It saves time and man-hours which, in the current climate, we’re ridiculously short of. So please don’t take it upon yourself to undertake an action or course of actions without my authorisation.’

      ‘I see. That makes sense.’

      ‘Make the search nationwide.’

      ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘Of course, but for future reference there’s no need to ask.’

      ‘What?’

      Ottey couldn’t help but smile at this point. He was at times unintentionally funny.

      ‘To be excused.’

      ‘No, I meant ‘nationwide’. That’ll take hours.’ she said.

      ‘Possibly a couple of days. Bring it to me when it’s done.’

      Mackenzie waited for a moment then remembered his rank, the fact that she’d only been there a few days and was still learning the way things work and left. Cross went back to his lists. Ottey watched her go. She’d seen this so many times. On one occasion someone took bets in the office, on how many days the new staff would last working for him. But there was something about Alice - the way she had just got on with it and then didn’t exactly moan - that ticked a box with Ottey. She turned to Cross.

      ‘Alice...’

      ‘Alice?’ for a second he hadn’t got a clue who Ottey is talking about. There was no Alice involved in the case. Then he remembered.

      ‘Oh, Alice.’

      ‘She’s new.’

      Cross thought for a moment, leafing mentally through all the comments Ottey had made to him in the past about the way he conducted himself at work, and remembered – make allowances for staff members, especially when they were new.

      ‘Oh right.’

      ‘At least she showed initiative.’

      ‘Yes. I suppose she did.’ She sat.

      ‘So. We have a name, which could be a pseudonym, we have rare contact lenses and now we have a suspect.’

      ‘Potential suspect.’

      ‘Potential suspect,’ Ottey corrected herself. ‘Okay, so we need to speak to Lenny’s friend.’

      ‘A bearded, homeless, middle-aged man wearing a beanie.’

      ‘Exactly. Well, we know he’s on the streets.’

      ‘Which makes him virtually invisible. He’s also on the run,’ Cross observed.

      ‘How do we know that?’

      ‘Because of the cider. He ran. He knew he’d hurt Lenny badly. He knows he’s in trouble. He’ll be keeping out of sight.’

      ‘He needs to eat and we know he has no money,’ she said.

      ‘We don’t actually know that,’ he replied.

      ‘But it’s a fairly safe assumption.’ She regretted it as soon as she’d said it and so went on to prevent the forthcoming lecture even beginning. ‘Alright, I know no such thing exists. So he could have money. Begging? People see regimental tattoos on his arms, the medals, someone who has served his country and is now on the streets. People won’t like it.’

      Cross looked at her.

      ‘What? Oh come on those aren’t assumptions. That’s common sense,’ she said.

      ‘Another myth. So you know all that for a fact?’ he asked.

      ‘Give me a break. The problem remains the same. How do you find a homeless person, living on the streets, who doesn’t want to be found?’ she said.

      He didn’t reply as he was actually thinking this puzzle through. Ottey got up, bored with his pedantry. No wonder she always got home exhausted.  What she didn’t know was that this exchange had actually been useful for her colleague. It was the mention of regimental tattoos.

      Cross didn’t attend the daily meeting. He was the only one of the team afforded this privilege much to the chagrin of one or two officers, who thought it implied that his work was more valuable than theirs. That morning he was delving into Badger’s military background. Whitby, or “Badger” as he became known – there must be a story behind that – had a distinguished military record before being discharged on medical grounds. He’d served in both the Afghan and Iraq wars. Cross enjoyed this kind of research. He loved gaining more detail about subjects he only had a vague general knowledge of. He was a fact gatherer, storing them away for future use. Carson had tried for years to get him to take part in the force’s annual charity quiz night – he’d make mincemeat of the opposition, but he’d always declined. It was a campaign that Carson was still actively pursuing. But more importantly this kind of research often provided Cross with insights into the suspect’s character, attitudes, which would otherwise have been overlooked and were sometimes influential.

      Cross was intrigued to discover that Badger was once mentioned in dispatches, shortly before his discharge in fact. To his great satisfaction, a footnote in the newspaper article he found told him that the London Gazette still published mentions in dispatches, something he was unaware of. He quickly found the website and through the search engine found Whitby. It made interesting reading. But what grabbed his attention was the date of the battle in which Whitby distinguished himself so bravely. Its fifteenth anniversary was in two days. On Sunday. Cross decided to dig a little further - it might turn up nothing but his instincts told him the chances were it might.

      ‘Why isn’t George with us?’ asked Carson, out of curiosity more than irritation.

      ‘He’s researching the suspect’s, I’m sorry, potential suspect’s military history,’ said Ottey.

      ‘Why on earth is he doing that?’ he asked.

      ‘He didn’t feel the need to share,’ she was determined not to let a single chance of informing Carson of exactly how difficult it was to work with Cross every time one surfaced.

      ‘So where are we up to?’ he went on.

      ‘Terence James Whitby, aka Badger, is someone we’d like to speak to. He was the last person to have seen our victim alive. He’s in the system with a number of convictions, ABH, public disorder,’ said Ottey.

      ‘What else?’

      ‘Ex-army, divorced, two children. Restraining order taken out by his ex-wife.’

      ‘Is he local?’

      ‘No, Leeds. His wife hasn’t had any contact from him all year.’

      But Carson wasn’t listening. He’d seen a detective he needed to talk to about another case walk down the corridor. He called after him. ‘Shepherd?’

      Shepherd didn’t answer, so Carson left the room and followed him down the corridor.

      ‘We’ve alerted Transport police and are checking CCTV of Temple Meads and the bus terminal over the last 48 hours.’ But Ottey’s voice trailed off as she remembered everyone else in the room was aware of this information. They were gathered just so that Carson could look like he was doing his job and be got up to speed. If he read his progress emails like everyone else, half of these meetings wouldn’t be necessary and time would be saved. His exit also confirmed the belief this team all held individually – that they were working on a far less important case than anyone else in the MCU.
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      Cross often refused to share his train of thought, or potential leads, with others. Experience had taught him that his frustration in his colleagues’ lack of understanding, lack of faith in his unorthodox workings even when - no, particularly when - he had explained them in exhaustive detail, was exacerbated to an almost unbearable level. So, best just get on with it and deal with their annoyance after the fact.

      Having said that, there was no doubt that Cross liked and needed the occasional metaphorical pat on the back when something good came out of his left field. This was not uncommon of people with Asperger’s. They had a need for approval. It was perhaps their way of ascertaining that their behaviour was at that moment acceptable, appreciated even.

      In such situations Ottey had a choice, either to ignore him and let him get on with it or to say nothing and literally go along with it and him. She invariably did the latter out of curiosity. Which was how she found herself sitting next to Cross, in her car, on a Saturday morning beside the small cemetery of St Andrew’s church, overlooking the grey Bristol Channel just outside Clevedon. They were waiting for Badger who, for some reason known only to Cross, would make an appearance at some point. She hadn’t asked him why on this particular occasion, because she had a sense that he wanted her to, and so she was being bloody-minded about it. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. So they sat there in silence. She had also decided to make no attempt at conversation which, annoyingly, she was finding much more difficult than he undoubtedly was.

      Finally she cracked.

      ‘This is an awful long time to wait on a hunch.’

      ‘It isn’t a hunch. It’s an informed calculation.’

      A text appeared on Ottey’s phone,

      ‘WHAT’S FOR LUNCH?’

      It was one of her two daughters, Carla, a thirteen-year-old who could easily pass off as twenty-one in both looks and attitude, which was why her propensity to buy fake id off the internet was a source of constant concern to her mother. Ottey looked at her watch and sighed. She’d promised she would be home by now. Another excuse for Carla to be self-righteously indignant with her mother. Another broken promise added to an ever-increasing list.

      ‘ORDER PIZZA FOR YOU BOTH. THERE’S MONEY ON THE MANTELPIECE’

      ‘OKAY.’

      ‘KEEP THE DOOR ON THE CHAIN WHEN IT ARRIVES.’

      ‘SERIOUSLY?’

      ‘VERY SERIOUSLY.’

      ‘BUT THE TOPPINGS SLIDE OFF THE TOP IN THE BOX!’

      ‘CHAIN. OR. NO. PIZZA.’

      Various emojis followed, none of which she understood but the sheer number would suggest her teenage progeny was, in her terms, rightfully indignant about her mother treating her like a dumb child every day of her life.

      Ottey looked round as she heard a car pulling up. A soldier in full dress uniform got out. He walked round to the boot and opened it, taking out a wreath. The other doors opened and a young woman carrying some flowers with two boys in their late teens, both dressed in suits, also carrying small bouquets, emerged. They walked up the church path together, talking, the mood not at all sombre.

      A few minutes later they were standing at a graveside with a parish priest who was reading from a bible. After he’d finished, the soldier stepped forward and placed his wreath on the grave, resting it against the headstone. The woman and the boys moved forward and placed their flowers on the grave. The boys then knelt down and started clearing leaves and mud which had gathered on the marble plinth. As a mother, this touched Ottey.

      ‘I wonder if they even remember him? It must be their father, right?’

      But Cross wasn’t listening. He wasn’t even watching. He was scanning the area surrounding the graveyard. Nothing. Then he saw movement in some trees at the north end of it. He didn’t answer Ottey, got out quietly out of the car and walked away. She stayed where she was. She now had some inkling of why they are here and thought Cross would be better off alone.

      He made a wide arc round the graveyard towards the back of the trees, thereby cutting his quarry off, in case he tried to run. He walked as quietly as he could through the trees. The rain had dampened the fallen leaves lying on the ground, releasing that damp autumnal smell which he had always found strangely comforting. He wondered why. Maybe it evoked some deeply embedded childhood memory. This would’ve been impossible a couple of weeks ago he thought. It would’ve been like walking over crisp packets. The man was wearing a beanie and a filthy overcoat. He drank from a can of strong lager, watching the family and soldier at the grave.

      ‘Hard to believe it was fifteen years ago to the day.’

      The man didn’t turn, it wasn’t clear whether he had heard Cross or not.

      ‘When you’ve finished here, Corporal Whitby, might we have a word?’ he showed the man his warrant card, but he wasn’t interested. His eyes remained fixed on the scene in front of him. His mind, thousands of miles away in a hot and dusty conflict, many years before.

      As they drove back to Bristol, Badger slept in the back of the car. Despite the cold, Ottey and Cross had opened the windows fully to dilute the stench of sweat and stale alcohol. She looked at Cross momentarily. This was one of those times she appreciated his talent. Today was the anniversary of a battle for which Whitby was decorated and in which his best friend had died. Smart. She would never have gone there. For his part Cross gleaned no satisfaction from the outcome. It wasn’t that clever a calculation. What he found hard to accept was the situation the man on the back seat found himself in. Why did he join the army he wondered? A corporal, did he join straight from school? Was it an informed choice or just the best of what was on offer? Maybe his father was in the army before him. Was it expected of him? Whatever, here he was. A social outcast, living on the street, an alcoholic in all probability. War had messed with his head. Not at all surprising to Cross. To what extent though, was what he was thinking. Had war inured him so much to the notion of violence that killing meant nothing to him?

      Back at the station Badger was furnished with a duty solicitor, a tired-looking young Asian man who gave the impression he’d much rather be somewhere else.  Cross was happy with a system which provided legal representation for those without the means and wherewithal to pay for it themselves. He was less happy, though, with a system which allowed these solicitors to hamper and hinder his enquiries. He could hold someone for twenty-four hours before needing to apply for an extension. This twenty-four hour period didn’t, however, take into account visits to the doctor, conferences with the solicitor, or simply when the solicitor had more than one client in the holding cells, and divided his time between them - which happened all too often. He once witnessed a solicitor who had six clients in the holding cells and the police’s time to question each person of interest was reduced accordingly. He had not come across this particular lawyer before, but the fact that he had insisted on a conference before they even had a chance to get Badger out of his clothes, didn’t bode well. Cross sat down, although he already knew this first interview would be brief.

      ‘So Mr Whitby. How would you like to be addressed? Terence? Badger?’

      The man opposite didn’t answer. He was looking down at the table. It was possible he was asleep. Cross lowered his head to have a look, then having satisfied himself that the man was indeed awake, if barely so, continued.

      ‘What’s that stain on the left side of your hat?’ Again no answer.

      ‘Is it dried blood…? Could you please take your hat off?’

      He was unsure at this point whether Badger was not answering because his lawyer had told him not to answer anything at this juncture - until they knew what evidence the police actually had - or whether he simply didn’t understand what was going on.

      ‘I need you to take your hat off. You’re going to have to at some point as we’re going to need all your clothes for examination.’ Cross turned to the solicitor. ‘Could you please ask your client to remove his hat.’

      ‘Please do as the detective asks.’ This was a mark against this particular solicitor as far as Cross’ appraisal of him went. He was only going to help when asked.

      Badger moved after a couple of moments, almost as if waiting a couple of seconds was his way of maintaining his dignity, then carefully removed his hat. It was difficult and painful as it was stuck to his hair. It pulled against the hair and also the gash, which was visible below. The hair was a mess of dried blood and dirt. Cross looked at it carefully. The solicitor spoke first.

      ‘My client needs medical attention,’ he said.

      ‘It certainly seems so,’ Cross agreed.

      ‘As you can see he has a large gash on the side of his head.’

      ‘And scratches on his neck which is why I’ve already called the medical examiner.’

      ‘Then we should continue this after the doctor has seen him,’ said the solicitor.

      ‘Oh, without question. I wouldn’t want anything he said now to be challenged in court because of an untreated blow to the head,’ said Cross.

      He got out of his chair.

      ‘While we’re waiting for the ME perhaps he would be so good as to remove all his clothing. We’ll give you a paper overall to wear.’ He knew, as did the solicitor, that the chances of getting an ME to the station at that time of the morning was virtually nil. But he wasn’t concerned, as it was best the man slept off the drink. Interviewing him in this state of inebriation would have limited results.
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      Cross was first in the office the next morning. Ottey came over and knocked on the door.

      ‘Has he said anything?’ she asked.

      ‘No, we’re still waiting for the ME to arrive.’

      ‘Why doesn’t that surprise me?’

      ‘Probably because of the frequency with which this happens,’ he replied helpfully.

      She was about to explain that she was being sarcastic, but it was too early in the morning. ‘Have you been here all night?’ she asked instead.

      ‘Of course not, what would’ve been the point?’

      Carson came into the office. He was reading a printed email.

      ‘Blow to the head, scratches on his neck. Seems pretty conclusive. So get it wrapped up please,’ said their boss.

      Carson often did this, Cross had noticed. He read from an email that Cross had just sent him informing him, Carson, of the progress in an inquiry as if he was informing Cross of what Cross had himself just informed him of. Curious.

      ‘It’s hardly conclusive. Indicative at best,’ said Cross.

      ‘Don’t be difficult. It’s open and shut and you know it,’ said Carson.

      ‘I know nothing of the sort.’

      Carson was about to reply but then, remembered this would probably get him nowhere. Also he hadn’t had a coffee yet. He turned to Ottey, with what he hoped was his ‘you sort this out’ look, and left. Then there was another knock at the door. It was Mackenzie. She looked exhausted.

      ‘Gosh, you two get in early. I thought I’d be the first,’ she said.

      ‘Well you were wrong,’ said Cross.

      ‘Right…’

      Ottey noticed she looked knackered. ‘Are you alright?’

      ‘Just tired. I was up all night finishing this.’ She held out a piece of paper.

      ‘There were 416,927 weddings in 1979. Just under 4,000 on our date. This is a list of all the surnames beginning with L, C and H.’

      She held the list out to Cross, but he didn’t take it, leaving her hanging there like she’d just had a fist bump unreciprocated. He looked straight through her. She thought she’d done something wrong, but he was simply processing what she had said.

      ‘26 letters in the alphabet divided  by 3 is nine, 4,000 divided by nine gives you roughly...’

      ‘Five hundred,’ she said.

      ‘Narrow the 500 down to only the entries that contains all three initials in the couples’ names in any combination.’

      There was a slight pause as she made sure she had just understood what he said.

      ‘Sure.’

      ‘What’s the problem?’ he asked.

      ‘Nothing.’

      But she was disappointed that no-one seemed to be impressed that she’d gone the extra mile. He sighed, he found it irksome but sometimes it was just easier if he did things for himself. This, it would seem, was one of those times. ‘Give it to me.’

      She gave him the list, it was a good few pages of A4. He scanned them and marked some of them with extraordinary speed with a highlighter. He then handed it straight back to her and went back to his computer screen. She was taken aback, impressed even. That would’ve taken her a good twenty minutes. She looked at the list and then back at Cross.

      ‘Do you want me to double-check it for you?’ she asked.

      ‘Not necessary. Let me know when we have the scleral list from the opticians.’

      She just stood there, not moving. Ottey stepped in with the words this young staff officer was expecting, needing in fact. ‘That’s great. Thanks Alice, you can go,’ she said.

      Alice stood there for a moment, as if unsure who she should obey, then left. ‘Okay.’

      Ottey looked back at Cross who was oblivious to this.

      ‘”Well done”, “good work”...’ said Ottey.

      ‘I don’t understand.’

      He looked at her but she wasn’t giving him any more help on this one. He knew he’d done something wrong, just not what it was. But she wasn’t upset which meant someone else was. He then looked at Mackenzie who had gone back to her desk. She’d been up all night she said, doing this list. He thought for a minute, played the conversation back in his mind. He’d been business-like, not rude, he was fairly sure about that. Then he got it. He hadn’t said ‘thank you’. She needed reassurance and gratitude. Noted.

      Mind you they shouldn’t need all this molly-coddling. Someone’d been murdered.
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      Badger had now been seen and treated by the ME. He sat opposite Cross, confused and in pain. His head was killing him, but he had no idea if it was the hangover or the stitches the doctor had just put in his head. He didn’t normally suffer from hangovers - well, that was, in fact, dependent on how flush he was. With enough money he could be drunk for days and never be sober enough to suffer, apart from the constant nausea and insomnia, but then again who didn’t endure those when existing on the street. He was now wearing a white paper overall which rustled as he fidgeted. This suit played a part in the interview. It was given to the suspect in situations where they themselves might be a source of evidence. The ancillary effect was to make them feel very vulnerable, as if their clothing was the last vestige of themselves, their last comfort, which had now been taken away from them.

      Cross sat and placed a file on the table in between them. He made sure it was equidistant from the edges of the table, then when satisfied it was he looked up and smiled. A calculated smile. He did it because he didn’t want to come across as aggressive or authoritarian. He loved the interview room. He loved the silence, except that if you listened, there was in fact some unidentifiable hum from deep within the building whose familiarity he liked. It was as if it placed himself somewhere he knew he liked to be. He liked the formality of the interview room. Its purpose. The fact that there was a common purpose to their all being there. He also liked the mutual understanding that all social norms, behaviours, manners were suspended in there. He didn’t have to worry about how he came across, although he would use it to good effect if he thought it might be helpful. The formal, cold, step by step, interrogative, practical form of the conversation suited him. Oddly, at work, it was the one place in which he felt completely relaxed, despite the often evident tensions in the room. His lack of empathy also meant he was unmoved by any awkwardness or emotional crises that developed.

      He was well aware of them of course, indeed he often manufactured such situations. He was aware of them because he had taught himself what certain reactions in people, facial expressions, body language, meant. (This was easily applied in the interview room where he had time to process. It was an environment in which he controlled the pace and direction of the interlocution. In normal social situations, the speed at which exchanges took place meant he had difficulty reading expressions. It was all too quick. He couldn’t keep track of the conversation and process the visual signs all at the same time.) With other people, like Ottey, these moments evinced emotive reactions in them – they couldn’t help but have them. But not with Cross, and this was one of his greatest strengths in this arena. He made a mental note of all the awkwardness, when and why it had occurred. Embarrassment, pain, pretence in the people opposite him and analysed them before he proceeded. This was the reason behind some of the lengthy pauses that occurred when he was interviewing. Many people wrongly thought this was part of his technique. But it wasn’t. He was just processing what he’d seen and heard, then formulating whether it should change the direction of the questioning or merely confirmed that he was on the right track. But mostly he liked the fact that the conversation in there followed the direction and course which he himself had dictated. He was in control.

      The renovation of the interview rooms at the Major Crime Unit had initially struck Cross as a mistake when he first saw them. Before, they had been cold, hostile and uninviting environments. Not somewhere anyone would want to spend too long. As unappealing as a holding cell but with the added annoyance of a couple of detectives asking persistent, often painfully repetitive questions, making the holding cell seem almost like a peaceful retreat in comparison. So he thought that people were more likely to talk in an effort to get out of there. The new room was like an office pod in a local bank where a deputy manager would deign to meet you to discuss your overdraft or mortgage requirements, or a Citizens’ Advice Bureau – just missing the requisite wall holders brimming with helpful leaflets.

      Over time, though, Cross had changed his opinion. People, unsurprisingly, seemed more comfortable in these new surroundings; at times almost forgetting why they were actually there and thereby letting down their guard. So he had developed a new tack for the new rooms. At the beginning of the interview he adopted quite a quiet non-confrontational approach (on more than one occasion the suspect’s solicitor had to ask him to speak up). It was as if he was there to help them rather than the other way round. It had had a varying degree of success, mainly paying off a few hours into the interview, he had discovered. Almost as if he’d lulled them into an atmosphere of confidence between them, a confessional, literally. He had become quite adept at this, noting when the tension left their shoulders, how they sat back into the chair after a while. So he now approved of the neutral carpets and soft lighting, the office type furniture which could have come straight out of IKEA (and indeed probably had.) On occasion he insisted on changing the suspect’s chair before the interview began. Sometimes for something padded, more comfortable, and at other times for a harder, functional, plastic one. “Casting the chair” Ottey had once called it. But as he always said, pay attention to the detail and the unclear will become clear.

      He opened the file and took out an evidence bag which contains Badger’s medals and looked across the table at him.

      ‘The general service medal, Gulf medal, Operational services medal Afghanistan, Iraq medal, Accumulated service medal and finally the Military medal. Quite an array,’ said Cross.

      Badger didn’t look at either the medals or Cross. The solicitor leant forward, though, and looked. He was both surprised and impressed. Cross wondered whether this would affect a change in his attitude to his client. He continued.

      ‘Mentioned in dispatches. I didn’t know the London Gazette still published them. But it does and there is yours in black and white. You must be very proud.’

      At this point Badger did look up at the detective opposite him. It was a look which said – you have no idea what you’re talking about. Not the first thing. But this being Cross, he of course did and Badger’s stare had just reinforced his suspicions about his possible mental state.

      ‘Except that it’s more complicated than that isn’t it? In truth that was a dark, dark day. You won’t know this Mr Soor, but your client was something of a hero when his tank was hit back in 2003. He saved two of his colleagues, pulling them from a burning tank, under enemy fire, with no regard for his own safety. But he couldn’t save them all. One died. Badger’s best friend. Corporal Robert Baines. The real tragedy though was that it was all so unnecessary. It was a friendly fire incident - an oxymoron if I ever heard one. A ‘blue on blue’ I believe they call it. He was killed by his own side. You, on the other hand, lived, were mentioned in dispatches and awarded the military medal.’ Soor was irked by Cross’ deliberate implication that he wasn’t fully informed about his client, particularly so, as it was true.

      ‘What has any of this got to do with why my client is being held?’ he asked.

      Cross ignored him. This interjection immediately telling him what kind of solicitor he was dealing with. Unprepared and petty.

      ‘Quite a complex set of circumstances and emotions to juggle I would imagine. I wouldn’t be surprised if it still haunts you. Despite the fact it wasn’t your fault. You did everything you could to save Corporal Baines.’

      ‘Do you actually have a question for my client?’ said Soor.

      Again Cross ignored him. They weren’t in court. He could do whatever he liked in this room for the next twenty-four hours, within the law of course.

      ‘Terrible thing - killing someone by mistake,’ Cross went on.

      Again, no response, but Cross had laid the ground. He had told this man that he knew about him. But enough, it was time to move on. Discover what frame of mind the man was in at this present time.

      ‘So do you know why we want to talk to you?’ Cross asked.

      For the first time Badger decided to engage. Possibly because he was as confused and unsure about the events of the previous days as everyone else. If not more.

      ‘You think I killed the old man,’ he said.

      ‘We don’t as yet ‘think’ that, but it is certainly a line of enquiry we’re pursuing.’

      ‘Well I didn’t. I didn’t even know Lenny was dead.’

      ‘Is that so?’

      ‘Yes it fucking is. Why would I kill him?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      Cross realised Badger was still a complete mess. A lot of detectives would use this situation to get a confession, to push him, convince him that he indeed killed his friend. Case closed. Not Cross.

      ‘We don’t know as yet who Lenny was. We haven’t identified him. Who was he Badger? Do you know his real name? Can you at least help us identify who he is so we can let his family know he’s died.’ he said.

      ‘No. I would if I could, but I don’t.’

      Cross looked at his file. ‘You left the army seven years ago,’ he went on.

      ‘The man can read,’ said Badger.

      Interesting, sarcasm, he was becoming confident thought Cross. At ease.

      ‘What happened? By that I mean - how did you come to be in your current situation?’ he asked.

      Again, a belligerent look from Badger.

      ‘You are homeless, is that correct?’ A pause. ‘Are you still inebriated, Badger?’

      No answer.

      ‘Were you drunk on Monday night…? Where were you around eight o’clock?’

      ‘No comment.’

      So they’d now entered the ‘no comment’ phase. This meant that Badger had remembered what his lawyer had instructed him to do. Again Cross found this encouraging rather than frustrating. A lawyer would always instruct a client not to say anything or reply “no comment”, partly out of concern that he might incriminate himself, but also because it forced the police to reveal what evidence, or proof, they possessed. This was also how the police put together their narrative and, in a sense, discredited the accused when it came to trial. ‘No comment’, until confronted with a piece of evidence they have to acknowledge, doesn’t reflect well on the accused with a jury, particularly if it happens repeatedly.

      ‘Were you at St Joseph’s?’

      ‘No comment.’

      Badger watched as Cross meticulously entered ‘NC’ next to each question he had written in his book. He looked at his solicitor as if to ask “who is this guy?”

      ‘You were at St Joseph’s weren’t you?’ Cross continued.

      ‘No comment.’

      ‘People saw you there. We’ve talked to them and they said you were there.’

      He looked at Badger and his lawyer. The solicitor then whispered something to his client.

      ‘Then I guess I must’ve been,’ said Badger.

      ‘You were at St Joseph’s on the night of Monday the 27th?’

      ‘If you say so.’

      ‘I’m not saying anything. I’m just telling you what we’ve been told and giving you the chance to confirm it or otherwise,’ said Cross.

      ‘Alright, I was there.’

      ‘On the night of Monday 27th?’  Cross asked.

      ‘I don’t know. I don’t even know what day it is right now. I don’t know when Monday was. I don’t know where I was. I don’t know what I was doing.’

      ‘And yet you were perfectly aware of the date and significance of yesterday. The fifteenth anniversary of your friend’s death.’

      Badger looked at Cross like he’d crossed a line of decency, like he was talking about something he had no right to discuss.

      ‘That’s different,’ he said.

      ‘As I have said we have several witnesses who put you there,’ Cross reiterated.

      ‘Then I must’ve been.’

      ‘So - where were you on the night of Monday 27th?’

      Badger turned to his solicitor.

      ‘Is he for real?’ he asked.

      ‘Just answer the question,’ replied his lawyer.

      ‘At St Joseph’s,’ said Badger.

      ‘You were at St Joseph’s on the night of Monday 27th?’ asked Cross.

      Again he looked at his solicitor whose stare indicated he should just answer. ‘Yes.’

      ‘At eight o’clock?’ Cross continued.

      ‘Yes,’ he said.

      ‘And did you speak to the victim that night?’

      ‘No comment.’

      ‘You did speak to him, didn’t you?’ Cross went on.

      ‘No comment.’

      ‘In fact you had quite a heated argument did you not?’

      ‘No comment.’

      Again there was a pause as Cross entered “NC” on his page,  Bob Cratchit-like, filling in a ledger as neatly and legibly as humanly possible.

      ‘Are you saying that because you can’t actually remember or because your solicitor has instructed you to say that,’ Cross asked.

      ‘No comment.’

      ‘We have statements from people who maintain you were arguing with Lenny.’

      ‘No comment.’

      ‘You’d argued with him before hadn’t you? Quite a few times. Isn’t that right? The manager described you being like an “old married couple”,’  Cross persisted.

      ‘No comment.’

      ‘You had an argument with him on the night of the 27th. He then left and you ran after him.’

      ‘No comment.’

      ‘Which was the last time anyone saw Lenny alive.’

      At this point Cross looked at Badger who immediately looked away. He didn’t want to hold Cross’ look, nor challenge it.

      ‘Can you remember following Lenny out of St Joseph’s?’ Cross asked.

      ‘No comment.’

      Ottey had allowed Mackenzie to watch the interview in one of the monitor rooms. This wasn’t so much because she thought she’d learn something, which if she was bright she most certainly would, but by way of thanking her for her work on the initials and giving her a break. She tried to encourage where Cross failed to. So far, Mackenzie thought it was as dull as she imagined it would be with a hungover, homeless man. She hadn’t witnessed any of Cross’ legendary interview technique. She watched as Cross continued.

      ‘Well perhaps I can help you there. You see they have a CCTV camera over the entrance at St Joseph’s. Well that’s not unusual is it? I mean so many buildings do these days, don’t they? I discovered the other day that members of the public in Britain are captured on CCTV cameras an average of seventy times a day.’

      That’s odd Mackenzie thought, she was sure Ottey told her that the CCTV wasn’t working. She diligently made a note to tell them Cross had slipped up.

      ‘I was surprised, I thought it might well be a lot more than that. But no, seventy. Mind you even at seventy, if you posit that the average Briton is up for sixteen hours out of twenty -four, on any given day and out of the house shall we say ten of those, that’s seven times an hour. Once every eight and a half minutes. Four hundred and ninety times a week.’ Cross stopped. It was as if he was considering what he had himself just said and was just as surprised by it as when he first discovered this statistic. The solicitor interrupted his chain of thought.

      ‘I’d like to talk to my client.’

      ‘I thought you might,’ Cross gathered up his file and left the room with Ottey. As they walked away down the corridor Mackenzie appeared from another office.  She called after Ottey who stopped. Cross continued walking away.

      ‘DS Ottey, I thought there wasn’t any CCTV at the hostel.’

      ‘There wasn’t.’

      ‘But Cross just said there was.’

      Cross had, of course, heard this and replied without stopping or turning round.

      ‘Not actually the case. I merely pointed out the fact that there was a CCTV camera over the front door, and expressed my surprise at how many times the average individual is caught on such cameras, daily, in the United Kingdom. I said nothing about the existence of any relevant footage, a question any competent solicitor would have asked, but sadly Badger hasn’t been furnished with such an individual.’ Mackenzie looked at Ottey who simply smiled and walked on.
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      They had had just enough time to make themselves a cup of coffee when they were called back to the interview room. They sat and Cross placed the file six inches in front of him, making sure it was equidistant from the edges. When satisfied it was perfectly aligned, he looked up and asked Badger the same question he had asked before he left the room, as if it hadn’t been asked before.

      ‘Can you remember having an argument with Lenny on the night of the 27th of this month?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Do you remember what the argument was about?’

      ‘I’d stolen some food. He told me to give it back. That’s all it was.’

      ‘You’d argued with him before.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because sometimes he was really annoying. Always on my case.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because he was a nosey bugger.’

      ‘Why did you follow him?’

      ‘I didn’t. I just went out.’

      ‘Why would you leave a night shelter at eight o’clock at night?’

      ‘No comment.’

      Cross stopped for a moment then decided to move on. He carefully took his list of questions, placed it in a lilac plastic folder and took another list out of a light yellow one. It was a single sheet. He placed it on the desk, considered the first question then looked up.

      ‘How did you get the cut on your head?’ he asked.

      ‘I fell.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘I don’t remember.’

      ‘And the scratches?’

      ‘Look, I’ll tell you the truth.’

      ‘Thank you. That would be helpful,’ said Ottey. This was the first time she’d spoken. Cross took a breath. It had annoyed him, but he wouldn’t say anything in front of the suspect and also he had learnt from past experience that his reaction in these situations was often selfish and unwarranted – according to her. There were, after all, two of them conducting this interview and he should be mindful of that’ as well as grateful that, on the whole, she let him conduct the interviews as he saw fit and only interjected when she felt it necessary. Again, her words, but he was working with her and having thought about it, he could see that taking a back seat, as she invariably did, was a concession to him.

      ‘I can’t remember much. I was out of it. I only remember the argument. Then I don’t remember anything else. I swear to you. I don’t know what happened. I had an argument with Lenny and now he’s dead and I only know that because you’re telling me.’

      Cross looked at him for a moment and what he saw was panic. Panic that he literally couldn’t remember what happened and his friend was dead.

      ‘It must be frightening. Really frightening,’ Cross said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Being so drunk, being so inebriated that you have no recollection of what you did that night.’

      Badger looked at the table. He started picking off bits of the polystyrene cup he was holding and dropping them on the floor.

      ‘You can’t remember. A man is dead. Your friend. You were seen arguing with him and then he was killed. This must be very frightening for you,’ Cross said.

      Badger looked uncomfortable at the truth of this.

      ‘Did he hit you? Is that how you got that cut?’ Cross asked.

      He decided the suspect needed some comfort. Some sort of explanation. Some way out.

      ‘You obviously weren’t in control - that could be a mitigating factor in court.’

      Again Ottey interjected - she sensed a vulnerability in Badger.

      ‘Did you hit him?’ she asked.

      ‘I’d like a break. My head’s killing me.’

      

      During interview breaks Cross would often observe the suspect in their cell. In this case Badger was just sitting on the bed staring at the floor.

      ‘You’d think he’d want to sleep,’ said Ottey.

      ‘No… he’s trying to remember. He’s trying to picture that night, but he can’t. I don’t think he actually can. That’s what’s frightening him. He’s beginning to wonder if he did actually do the unthinkable,’ Cross said.

      But he had seen enough as well and walked back with Ottey to the open area. As they got there Mackenzie intercepted them.

      ‘So I’ve cross-referenced the list of weddings and the scleral patients. There’s no match,’ she said.

      ‘Shit,’ was all Ottey had to offer. This was their best chance of a lead. Cross thought for a minute.

      ‘It has to be there. You must’ve missed it,’ he said.

      ‘I’ve been over it a thousand times,’ said Mackenzie.

      ‘That seems highly unlikely given the time you’ve been on it. I’d like the list of all five hundred weddings and all the patients.’

      ‘I’ll have a look as well,’ said Ottey and before he could stop himself Cross said

      ‘That won’t be necessary.’

      She glared at him. Ah, it had come out all wrong again. He attempted to backtrack.

      ‘In that you must be very busy and have other things to do,’ he said.

      ‘Two pairs of eyes are better than one,’ she replied with more than a hint of steel in her voice.

      ‘Indeed, it would be most useful.’

      ‘Three... pairs… actually’ said Mackenzie, immediately regretting it, and thankful that they probably hadn’t heard, as they’d already left.

      For many people in the MCU paper trails, piles of documents to be reviewed, lists to be analysed, were a chore. Not so for Cross. He liked nothing more than a list of phone calls, addresses, dates, tables of geographical sightings with cross-referenced timings. Patterns stood out to him very obviously and quickly. They were almost highlighted on the page in front of him. He also had a fantastic short-term memory/photographic recall, so repeated numbers, facts, quickly coalesced into patterns or sequences. These sequences and patterns, and the breaks therein, were often invaluable indicators on a case.

      He had inordinate patience if he thought he was onto something. He would laboriously retrace and repeat actions he believed to have been made, for hours, to find out where the gap or flaw in that process was. Where the suspect had slipped up and inadvertently left him a clue. He also took a certain amount of pride in his efficiency and the speed with which he achieved results. He’d never admit it, but it was like a race, and in this particular instance he was not alone. The race was on to find Lenny’s identity. Mackenzie was working as fast as she could to beat him. She had something to prove. She was either going to crack the code or show him that there was no code to crack, before he discovered that for himself. She was frantically working her way through the lists, desperate for something she didn’t see earlier to leap off the page at her.

      She was encouraged in this by the fact that Cross and Ottey had been called back to the interview room, thus giving her an advantage over him.

      ‘Do you remember following Lenny?’ asked Cross.

      ‘No comment,’ said Badger.

      ‘Do you remember continuing the argument after you left St Joseph’s?’

      ‘No comment.’

      ‘You’ve committed offences before haven’t you Badger?’

      ‘How is that relevant?’ interjected Soor.

      ‘You know very well how, but perhaps Badger here doesn’t. You see, Badger, every time someone is convicted of an offence their DNA goes onto the national DNA database. Which means your DNA is in the system,’ Cross said.

      He looked at Badger but couldn’t work out whether he was thinking about the implications of what has just been said or whether he was still trying to navigate his way through the vague recollections of the events of the previous days. The soberer he got, do things become clearer or more confusing, Cross was wondering.

      ‘The victim was carrying a plastic bag which contained six tins of cider. Quite heavy. Could do quite some damage if swung at the side of someone’s head. Do you remember him hitting you?’ Cross asked.

      ‘No comment.’

      ‘You’ve had seventeen stitches in the side of your head. I’m pretty sure I’d remember being hit if it caused that much damage.’

      Badger looked at his solicitor. ‘Maybe that’s why I can’t remember. The bang on my head.’

      Cross looked at him. He was beginning to think that Badger really couldn’t remember what had happened and it was troubling him. He decided to move things on and see what he flushed out.

      ‘I think we should move things along a little faster, don’t you? So maybe this will help us achieve that. You should know we have blood on the carrier bag and skin under the nails of the victim. I’m fairly confident that when the analysis comes back...’ He looked at his watch. ‘... fairly soon, that the DNA therein will be a match for Mr Whitby here and it might well look better for him in court, if he remembered more about the events of that night, before we confirm them with evidence, and tells us that he was in fact in a fight with the victim the night he died.’

      ‘I’d like to talk to my client.’

      ‘Of course you would.’

      This was part of the process for Cross, to gradually reveal what he had or might have. To build a narrative in the interview which, when revealed to the jury, helps convict. “The accused didn’t seem to remember that he knew this man. In fact he denied it no less than twenty-two times during the interviews.  Until, that is, he was shown photographs of him having dinner with the deceased on no less than three occasions. It leads one to think what else he may be concealing.”

      Cross had come to a dead end with the list of weddings and scleral lenses, a dead end that was within the prescribed parameters. He was convinced the answer to Lenny’s identity had to be in there somewhere. They were looking nationwide, so locality wasn’t an issue, but he needed to add a variable. He considered this for a moment and deduced that an increased date range was a last resort. What if the initials ‘HLC’ didn’t contain all components of the name they were looking for? He scanned the list for those exact initials mixed with maybe one or two others. Then he saw it. Unfortunately for her at the exact time Mackenzie leapt out of her seat.

      ‘Yes!’

      ‘What is it?’ asked Ottey.

      ‘Found him. Our victim. I’ve got him!’

      She typed a name into her keypad at the same time as Cross did. He was surprised at what he saw.

      ‘That can’t be right,’ said Mackenzie.

      Cross continued typing, looking into the name that had come up on his computer when there was a knock at the door. He looked up. Mackenzie was standing at the door with Ottey behind her.

      ‘Come in.’

      ‘I’ve found him,’ she announced with great satisfaction. ‘The problem was the name. His first name isn’t actually Leonard, it’s…’

      ‘William,’ interrupted Cross.

      ‘I see. Yes.’ She continued, a little deflated, in the sure knowledge that what she was about to tell him, would surprise him. ‘The really fascinating thing though is…’

      ‘He died seven years ago.’

      Ottey sighed. ‘Well done Alice,’ she said.

      ‘Which is of course not possible. So let’s find out what happened to him seven years ago.’

      ‘On it,’ said the young woman now even more determined to show she was up to all of this and left.

      ‘You’re a nightmare. She found him.’

      ‘As had I.’

      ‘A little encouragement maybe? A small acknowledgement? Would that be so hard?’

      She left. He thought for a moment. She obviously had a point - she always did in situations like this. He must rectify the situation with Mackenzie, when he had the time and had worked out the best strategy. At this point the DNA results appeared on his computer screen. Cross studied them and frowned. It was not looking good for his suspect.
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      Lenny’s identity was a great step forward in the case, another line of enquiry to be pursued, which was to be welcomed. Cross had become more and more convinced that if Badger killed Lenny, he had no recollection of doing it, which of course didn’t mean he hadn’t done it. At this point Cross felt he needed to help Badger picture what had happened. Not push and pull him to try and ‘nail’ a confession which many detectives would, armed with the DNA evidence. So Cross continued patiently.

      ‘Did he hit you? Is that how you got that cut?’

      ‘Yeah, with the carrier bag.’

      Badger had remembered this in the cell, to his great relief. He was just pleased to remember something from that night. Articulating it almost prompted him to think more clearly.

      ‘The cider. That’s what the argument was about. Not food. It was drink. Cider.

      His cider. He said I’d tried to nick it.’

      ‘Had you?’

      ‘Must’ve done. That was it. He snatched it back and ran out - that’s why I went after him.’

      ‘And he hit you with the bag?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Which would explain what your DNA is doing on it.’

      ‘Your DNA matches the blood on the carrier bag,’ Ottey said helpfully.

      ‘Right.’

      ‘And there were traces of your skin, from your neck presumably, under his fingernails.’

      Badger suddenly looked frightened. He looked at his solicitor as if for help.

      ‘So I must’ve done it. Shit.’

      ‘Mr Whitby...’ the solicitor wasn’t happy with this semi-admission. But something about the way Badger had said it, the fact that he was so ready to believe it, pointed to something in his character which gave Cross cause to wonder. He was not as convinced by Badger’s guilt, despite what the solicitor may have been thinking and what hard evidence seemed to be pointing to.

      ‘How? How exactly did you kill him?’

      ‘Well I hit him. Hard.’

      ‘So hard in point of fact, that you broke his jaw.’

      This information seemed to upset Badger. Such violence against the old man, what on earth had made him do that? Lenny had been nothing but friendly to him. Why would he have done that?

      ‘Really...? Then he fell. He must’ve cracked his head on something when he fell. I didn’t mean to... it was an accident.’

      ‘So you hit him, he fell and that killed him.’

      ‘Must’ve done.’

      Cross had witnessed a lot of expressions of relief in this room. Smug relief on a suspect’s face when the police have to let them go because of a lack of evidence. Honest relief when released because the police no longer believe them to be implicated. Relief that was almost overwhelming when they finally let go and confessed, as if a weight was being lifted from their shoulders - the pressure of lying and concealing having been so much. But Badger’s relief looked different. It was like he was grasping at straws, as if the acceptance of some version of events, no matter what that was, was a comfort, a relief. Most detectives would get the formal confession at this point, which was what Ottey was about to do when Cross continued.

      ‘Was that it?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Why didn’t you take the cider?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Did you know he was dead?’

      ‘No. I told you. I had no idea he was dead till you told me.’

      ‘So why did you run?’

      ‘Did I?’

      ‘Well you left the cider - the original reason for the argument. That would seem to imply you were in a hurry.’

      Badger thought about this for a moment and then slowly nodded his head as if accepting this version of events as being the only possible plausible one. The solicitor finally spoke again.

      ‘Would you like a break?’

      ‘No, I’m good. Let’s just get this over. Poor old Lenny.’

      ‘Did you run because you knew he was dead?’

      ‘No. I knew I’d hurt him. I guess I knew it was bad and I just got out of there. But like I told you, I didn’t know he was dead.’

      This was crucial for Cross. Lenny was strangled, viciously. Someone had strangled him till they knew he was dead. It didn’t seem to fit, with Badger’s reaction to what he was being told, nor indeed make any sense. Cross was more and more convinced Badger didn’t actually kill Lenny. He was there, at some point, undoubtedly. They had a fight. But he was fairly sure, from what he was hearing and seeing in front of him, that he didn’t actually kill him.

      ‘I have one last question for you.’

      He looked at Badger intently, trying to convey how important the answer to this question was. Trying to encourage him to pay attention and answer it as accurately as he could. He asked the question very slowly and deliberately.

      ‘Did you, at any point, put your hands around his neck?

      ‘I don’t think so. I don’t know.’

      ‘Please, think about this very carefully. When he was on the ground, after you hit him, did you put your hands on him?’

      ‘No. He was out. Cold. Why would I?’

      ‘Are you absolutely sure about that?

      ‘I don’t know, but why would I? I just legged it.’

      ‘This could be really important Badger.’

      Badger looked at the table, frowning, desperately trying to remember exactly what had happened. He talked it through as he saw it in his mind.

      ‘I grabbed him by his collar...  told him to just give me the cider. That’s when he scratched me... I let go, he hit me with the bag, that’s when I decked him and he went down. I’m so sorry.’

      That was it for Cross. This man hadn’t done it. He fought with the victim without question, but he didn’t kill him. Which made Cross’ frustration at the predictable summons to Carson’s office all the more acute. Carson had been watching the interview on a monitor, getting increasingly frustrated by Cross’ prevarication and seeming inability to close the case and charge. So he’d put the call into the CPS without waiting for the interview to conclude. Cross and Ottey now stood across from him in his office.

      ‘The CPS have got enough. We’re charging him. Well done.’

      Cross said nothing, he didn’t react. What was annoying was that Carson had taken this kind of pre-emptive action several times before when, for Cross, there was no definite case. He knew, though, that any contradiction of his senior officer made things in the office really difficult. So he said nothing. Until, of course, he was asked a direct question, which of course he was inherently incapable of leaving unanswered.

      ‘George?’

      ‘Sir.’

      ‘Why do I have this feeling you don’t agree?’

      ‘I don’t know why you have that feeling.’

      ‘Okay, are you happy with the situation?’

      ‘I’m neither happy nor unhappy.’

      ‘So what do you think we should do?’

      ‘We should hold off.’

      ‘I knew it. Why do you always insist on doing this?’

      ‘Doing what?’

      ‘Refusing to accept the obvious?’

      ‘I think you may have just answered your question yourself. Accepting the obvious is quite the wrong thing to do. It’s often the obvious that is the most unintelligent thing to do.’

      ‘You’ve got a confession. On tape. He says he killed him.’

      ‘Not exactly.’

      ‘Those exact words.’

      ‘His exact words were ‘I must’ve done’.

      ‘He confessed.’

      ‘No he did not. He thinks, in all probability, that he did do it.’

      ‘Because in all probability he did.’

      ‘He’s not sure what happened. It’s all still a drunken blur.’

      ‘In which he killed an old man.’

      ‘He took a huge blow to the head. Most people would’ve been knocked unconscious. I’m not convinced.’

      ‘Oh don’t do this,’ Carson turned to Ottey for help but after their conversation yesterday about her having to partner Cross again, she was going to give him nothing.

      ‘Why does he always do this?’

      ‘Leonard was strangled,’ Cross went on.

      ‘So?’

      ‘Badger didn’t strangle him. He hit him and he fell.’

      ‘Maybe he just doesn’t remember yet.’

      ‘He was strangled with such force that his trachea was crushed. That’s a violent killing, with angry intent. The need to make certain. It doesn’t fit. It makes no sense.’

      ‘When does murder ever make sense?’ said Carson.

      ‘A valid point. I retract that, but the manner of killing doesn’t fit with the circumstances we have in front of us,’ Cross replied.

      ‘It fits if he was plain drunk and out of control. Charge him. Now.’

      ‘No,’ said Cross.

      ‘What? That’s a direct order.’

      ‘He is unaware of the cause of death.’

      ‘As I already said, maybe he just hasn’t remembered it yet.’

      Cross’ experience told him that when faced with superior officers in this mindset he was unlikely to win any argument. It had also told him that staying on and attempting to win any such argument generally tended to make the situation worse. So he did what he had found to be the most effective course of action in these situations and left the room. This made sense to him but to everyone else it came across as somewhat diva-ish, the prima donna not getting their way and striding off stage. Carson looked at Ottey and before he realised he was talking to exactly the wrong person said,

      ‘He thinks he’s a bloody law unto himself half the time.’

      ‘Then why are you looking so worried?’ she asked.

      ‘I’m not. Charge him.’

      Most people in Cross’ situation would probably be annoyed. In his opinion a mistake had been made. In fact it was more than that. A mistake, in his certain opinion, had been made. But Cross was rarely annoyed by others at work, frustrated perhaps, but rarely angry. With himself, on the other hand, it was another matter. At times he wanted to kick himself when he’d missed what others would consider a tiny, obscure detail, which turned out to be a vital piece of information in an investigation; then he was annoyed. He’d overlooked something which if he’d been on his game, paying proper attention, would have saved them a lot of time and intellectual energy. But situations like this, with Carson charging the wrong man in haste, presumably to please those upstairs and keep the numbers up, until it got to court and fell apart (well, hopefully because otherwise the situation becomes a hundred times worse - there is an obvious distinction between charging and convicting the wrong person.) don’t annoy him. Instead he finds himself galvanised into finding the truth before the situation goes too far. Then egos become involved and their reluctance to admit they were wrong. So he ‘goes off on his own’ as Carson had put it in the past.

      This put him at odds with almost everyone else in the department who were all congratulating themselves on the rapid and successful conclusion of the case – and in this case, the wrapping up of a pretty dull one at that. All except for Ottey, who had learnt to give Cross the space he needed at these points. Maybe, although he wouldn’t know it, this is why Carson, subconsciously, had insisted she continue to partner him. She’d do this even when she didn’t understand or necessarily agree with Cross. This time she thought he had a clear point, even though the physical evidence clearly indicated Badger’s guilt, it didn’t feel right to her. An expression Cross would never use. He never allowed himself the luxury of ‘having a feeling’ about someone’s guilt or innocence. It went against all of his instincts. He needed proof. He needed certainty. Above all, he had an indefatigable need to get it right, to have it in order. For the right person to be found and convicted. In this instance Badger didn’t know the actual cause of death and what was more, she felt, strangling Lenny just didn’t seem to fit him. So she would quietly help Cross under the radar and out of the reach of Carson.
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      Cross’ father, Raymond Cross, had been an an aeronautical engineer at Filton before his retirement. He’d worked on Concorde for many years. It was his crowning liked to say. He’d tell anyone who’d listen how he’d been involved in one of the greatest races of the twentieth century “to get that bird up in the air before the bloody French” and they had won. It was something he had been inordinately proud of until 25th July 2000. The day of the Concorde crash in Paris. That had been one of the worst days of his life. It wasn’t just the tragic loss of life but the fact that the plane had been grounded. He thought of this as a mistake, a terrible injustice. Up until that moment it had been one of the safest aircraft in the air. It needn’t have happened again. But also his pride in his life’s work was now tarnished with an overwhelming sense of culpability and shame.

      Raymond was the only constant relationship in Cross’ life. His mother had left them when he was five and his father had brought him up on his own. He never remarried. They saw each other, regularly these days, twice a week depending on Cross’ work. They never spoke on the phone as Cross didn’t like to and Raymond got fed up with filling in all the silences. Cross was happy to text but Raymond said he couldn’t get his head round the technology. Cross thought his father was just being stubborn. So they met every Thursday night for dinner and Sunday either for lunch or an outing. Over the years they had visited many local places of interest, occasional touring exhibitions and sometimes travelled further afield to indulge in one of George’s particular passions – church organ music. They went to recitals or just to churches to have a look at a particular organ George had read about. He was a very proficient organist himself, practising in a local church in Clifton in exchange for regularly maintaining the instrument. Every Thursday night they had a takeaway. Always the same order, from the same place, Xiao Bao’s. Which was why George found himself standing in a small queue the evening of Badger’s charging. When his turn arrived the owner greeted him familiarly.

      ‘Good evening Mister Cross.’

      ‘Good evening Xiao Bao.’

      ‘Your usual?’ enquired Xiao Bao despite the fact that he knew George would always ignore him and recite the order off by heart anyway.

      ‘Five, seventeen, thirty-two, thirty-four and forty-three,’ Cross intoned.

      ‘Of course, that’ll be…’

      Then they both announced together, as they did every week, the total - ‘Twenty pounds and sixty-five pence.’

      Xiao Bao didn’t know Cross well enough to understand why they went through this ritual every week, but was happy to go along with it because, on the one hand, he understood that George was odd and eccentric, in a perfectly harmless way, but also because he never accepted the change proffered from the twenty-five pounds he had handed over.

      At his father’s flat Cross, as always, had to fight his way through the jungle of assembled rubbish in the hallway. He was pretty sure that, if the occupant of the flat wasn’t such an obsessive hoarder, they would find the flat was actually much larger than it seemed. They might even discover a long lost, forgotten bedroom. There were at least seven microwaves he could see, some of them filled with other ‘essentials’ that might, hypothetically, be needed at some time in the future.  Betamax recorders, VHS recorders, radiators, fireplace grates. Several television sets, some of which he was sure were black and white, others even had valves. You could be forgiven for thinking this was the back room of a small electrical repair shop on a village high street. There was even a hairdryer on a stand in the corner, the type that used to be in hairdressers in the 1960’s. Copies of the Royal Aeronautical Society’s and other engineering magazines piled from floor to ceiling. The majority of them decades old with articles about technological advances that had themselves become obsolete years ago. The flat had that distinct smell of newspapers, well, any paper really, that have been left in the sun for too long. But that night there was also the unmistakable acrid smell of Raymond’s favourite instrument – the soldering iron.

      Cross called from the hall as he tried to find room to leave his bicycle propped up in such a way that he can actually get past as well. ‘It’s me.’

      ‘Well who else would it be?’ came back the familiar, irritable reply.

      Cross walked into the sitting room which, like the hall, was piled high with junk.

      In the middle of all of this sat a man in his late seventies, with his head in the back of a television set. He had a flashlight strapped round his head. This was Raymond, Cross’ father.

      ‘You look busy.’

      ‘Claire’s television. She’s spilt coffee down the back again. I don’t know how she manages it.’

      ‘Indeed. I brought Chinese.’

      Even though this was what his son brought every week he still replied politely as if surprised by his son’s choice.

      ‘Thank you.’

      He continued soldering away as Cross got a carrier bag out of his rucksack and looked at the table. It was covered in magazines and newspapers. He had cleared it only three days ago.

      He took the papers and magazines and looked for a spare piece of floor to put them on. There wasn’t one. So he put them onto another pile.

      ‘How’s your leg?’

      Raymond held up one of his legs. It was encased in a medical boot.

      ‘They gave me an orthopaedic boot.’

      Cross considered this for a moment.

      ‘Would it be useful if I went to the supermarket for you?’

      ‘No need. I have a delivery coming tomorrow.’

      They began to eat. There were various dishes, beef with ginger and spring onion, some dim sum and rice. All Cross ate, however, was egg fried rice. Raymond had given up asking him why he gets Chinese for them when it was clear he didn’t like it. Cross, though, had never considered food something to savour. For him it was a necessity. It was fuel his body needed to get through the day. Nothing more.

      ‘Did you get any popadums?’

      ‘It’s Chinese, Dad.’

      ‘I didn’t mean popadums, I meant those pancake things.’

      ‘Yes, they’re in the foil.’

      Raymond opened the foil and took them out. He used them like bread, mopping up his food. Nothing was said for a while. Then, ‘I don’t see why you shouldn’t have popadums with Chinese anyway,  if you want. It’s all the rage.’

      ‘What is?’

      ‘Fusion food. Where you take two different cuisines and mix them together. That’s all I would be doing.’

      Raymond was the only other person that Cross ate with. It was something he was used to, comfortable with, even. He had always believed his mother’s leaving them must’ve been his fault. He could see now, with the benefit of his diagnosis and some understanding of how his condition affected other people, that in all probability he was an odd child. Difficult. Uncommunicative and seemingly unloving. He had always thought that she probably couldn’t cope. His father, in his own singular way, had been devoted to him throughout it all for which Cross, in as much as he could be, was grateful.

      They continued to eat in silence, which suited them both equally well. Cross, because he didn’t understand the need for, or purpose of, or indeed how to conduct, small talk. Raymond because he’d never had any type of conversation with his son that wasn’t necessary or essentially informative and practical. That was the way it had been since George was five and it wasn’t going to change. He was glad that he saw him regularly, though, for the company and also the fact that it meant nothing bad had happened to him at work. If George couldn’t make it because of something at work he would call to tell him unfailingly, partly because it was in his nature but more because the one time he didn’t, he discovered – told by the operator at work who had taken several calls from Raymond – that he had worried his father to the point of being ill.

      When they finished dinner Cross picked up the plastic containers and took them into the kitchen. Raymond called after him as he did every time they eat together, ‘Leave the containers on the side. I’ll wash them up later.’ He couldn’t bear for them to be thrown away in case he found a purpose for them in the future. Cross did this even though he knew that one of the cupboards in the kitchen was full to bursting with neatly washed takeaway plastic and foil containers. They did have their purposes however. Some could be seen scattered around the flat containing screws, nails, out of circulation pound coins, ‘They could be worth something if you hang onto them long enough.’ Cross had given up arguing when his father once laughingly claimed that he was also saving them from landfill. He retorted that Raymond was living on a mound of landfill in his flat. He often wondered if his own neatness and need for order, which he knew was different from many people, was not only the result of his condition (which some assumed it was), but simply a reaction to having been brought up in this mess. The only uncluttered room in the house had been his bedroom when he lived there. But in the years since he’d left, this had become populated with various forms of detritus that Raymond claimed to be essential for future survival. It was actually quite difficult to open the door into it now, not that he’d tried in many years.

      Having washed up Cross got his backpack and left. No “goodbye”, no “see you soon.” He just left, gathered his bike and went out the front door. Raymond took no offence nor was he surprised. He knew his son’s mind had moved onto something else, probably work, and that he didn’t see the need to tell him he’d see him in a few days, because he did, every week with unerring regularity.

      And Raymond was right. As Cross cycled home he was thinking he needed to go and see Leonard’s family.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 14

        

      

    

    
      It turned out Leonard was local, from a quite well-to-do family in Bristol. He was a dentist who had disappeared some years before and was declared dead seven years later. Cross hadn’t gone with the officers to inform the family, as he normally liked to do, as he was interviewing Badger at the time and Carson didn’t consider it necessary as he’d decided they already had their man. But Cross found these initial interactions between a bereaved family and the officers tasked with the unenviable job of informing them of the loss of a loved one, at times particularly informative.

      Family was an alien concept to George Cross, though. He had none, other than Raymond. No mother. No siblings. He had no idea what it would be like to have a younger or older brother or sister. But then again personal relationships of any kind were a rare commodity in his life. This was partly because the effort required by him to maintain any form of permanent connection, or relationship, with someone on a personal, not work, basis was too much for him to cope with on a daily basis. Tailoring his behaviour and responses to be more ‘acceptable’, whatever that meant in reality, and the constant need to read, discern or interpret other people’s interactions with him was simply too exhausting. He wasn’t sure that, in the end, the benefits sufficiently outweighed the emotional and physical effort. As it was, there were already times he got home from work completely drained from his ‘behaving’ normally throughout the day. He was sufficiently self-aware to know that he was essentially a selfish person, who often preferred his own company to that of anyone else and that this was, to an extent, a result of his condition.

      He did find families endlessly fascinating though. He had never encountered the tensions he often uncovered within family dynamics at work, anywhere else in his life. Even in the most outwardly ‘loving’ family, the tensions, all too often sublimated, lurked just below the surface. The interactions between siblings he found particularly fascinating. The strains were as great between two siblings who were similar in nature and behaviour, as they were between two diametrically different ones. Then, when you factored into the familial network of the modern family, step- brothers and sisters, step-parents you ploughed up a whole new field of fresh worms. And the ‘interlopers’ as he often referred to them. The siblings’ partners, married or otherwise, brought with them and created a whole new raft of suspicions and resentments.

      The Carpenter family home was a large detached Edwardian building on the edge of the Downs. It had a gravelled driveway in which three cars were parked. An AMG Mercedes sports convertible, a large BMW and a fairly old VW Golf with a “Baby on Board” placard hanging in the back window. Cross hated those signs. He felt there was something self-righteous and presumptuous about them. More “look at me and my beautiful baby” than “please drive carefully.” He’d received several missed calls from a mobile he didn’t recognise. It irritated him that they were deemed ‘missed’ calls because they were no such thing. He had actually declined them. Surely it was possible to have a ‘declined’ call list on your phone. It would make more sense and might even be useful.

      He padlocked his bicycle to a Victorian shoe grate at the bottom of the steps, then walked up to the front door and rang the bell. After a few moments a young woman answered. This was Jessica Carpenter, Leonard’s youngest daughter at thirty-two. She took one look at the man in the dayglo bike jacket, helmet and clipped trousers and started to close the door.

      ‘I’m afraid today is not a great day. Would you mind coming back?’

      He produced his warrant card.

      ‘DS Cross. I’m here about your father.’

      

      ‘It was Catherine, well, her husband Daniel who pushed us into declaring our father dead, so they could get their hands on the practice.’

      Cross was sitting on an armchair in what an estate agent would doubtless describe as a well-appointed and proportioned drawing room with large windows looking over the Downs. Whoever decorated this home had had great traditional taste and an eye and appetite for antiques. Opposite him sat another sister, Catherine, who was dressed in a very professional manner, black business suit and white shirt. The middle sister, Gillian, was quite fashionably, expensively even, dressed and had a sense of style. She was pacing round the room puffing on a vape machine. Catherine replied to her sister’s barb. Cross sensed this was an old well-rehearsed and tired argument between the two of them.

      ‘I’m a dentist,’ she said by way of explanation.

      ‘I see. This is your father’s dental practice we’re talking about?’ Cross added.

      ‘His life’s work,’ continued the pacing sister, ‘They’ve turned it into a beauty parlour.’

      ‘Oh do stop. She hates the fact that we do Botox now,’ said Catherine.

      ‘It wouldn’t surprise me if they started doing nails and tanning soon,’ replied Gillian.

      ‘Good idea. I might look into that.’

      ‘I wouldn’t put it past you. The point is, Detective, our father would’ve hated it.’

      ‘Because he was frightened of change.’

      ‘Because he believed in the NHS.’

      Up until this point Jessica had said nothing, sitting on a chair to the side in a pose Cross thinks she’d held all her life – her arms folded against her stomach, leaning forward, as if literally holding in what she wanted to say. Because this was easier than the alternative.

      ‘What are you talking about? He had private patients,’ said Catherine.

      ‘Oh not again, please, let’s hear what the man has to say,’ Jessica finally interjected. The two sisters were initially silenced by this, but not before Gillian said in a tone of utter astonishment, ‘He left her the house, you know.’

      ‘How many times do I have to tell you – we look after all his NHS patients,’ said Catherine.

      ‘You are such a sad bitter old cow,’ Jessica said quietly, but if Gillian heard she ignored it and continued with her complaint.

      ‘But no new patients. The sooner it’s a private practice the better as far as you and Alan are concerned.’

      Jessica suddenly stood up. It was bad enough that she’d heard this argument, these same sentences, dozens of times over the last years, with no resolution. Just repeat, repeat.

      ‘Will you two stop! He’s dead! He’s been murdered and you’re still bickering about the same bloody thing you’re always arguing about. He was living on the streets. All this time. Why don’t you think about that for a minute?’

      She left the room. Cross looked at the other two, trying to read them. The two sisters were silent. Cross said nothing. Catherine decided to fill the void. ‘I thought you had someone in custody and had charged them.’

      ‘We have,’ he replied.

      ‘So why are you here DS Cross?’ asked Gillian.

      He didn’t answer but instead followed Jessica out of the room into the kitchen. She was filling the kettle at the sink.

      ‘I’m sorry about that. Would you like a tea? Coffee?’ she asked.

      ‘No,’ he replied.

      She continued to make herself some coffee in a small cafetiere.

      ‘Do you have any siblings, Detective?’

      ‘I do not.’

      ‘You should consider yourself lucky.’

      ‘Should I? It’s not something I’ve ever given any thought to. What happened to your father? By that I mean how did he end up homeless and on the streets?’

      ‘I don’t know. We all thought he was dead. Is it true you found him on the Downs, not far from here?’

      ‘I didn’t find him, but yes, he was found near the gorge.’

      She took this in for a moment. The proximity of this to the house posed so many questions. Had he been there for some time, living on the streets so close to them, right under their noses? Had she passed him in the street looking the other way? Had she maybe given him money? She did that occasionally. Or worse, had he been on his way home when it happened?

      ‘He was never quite the same after Mum died,’ she said.

      ‘In what way?’ Cross asked.

      ‘He just couldn’t cope. We did what we could but he was broken… heartbroken really. She was the spine of their relationship. She was this family. We all looked to her… well most of us did. He started drinking, working less – had to, I mean, who wants a hungover dentist. Catherine often had to send him home - he had alcohol on his breath. They had to take on another dentist in the end to cover my father’s patients.’

      ‘That must’ve been difficult for all of you.’

      ‘Well yes, the whole thing was difficult obviously. It being so public.’

      ‘I don’t follow.’

      ‘The constant media interest, news crews always outside the house for the first few weeks. Then, when that cooled off, journalists hung around pretending to be sympathetic. One in particular from the local paper, who seemed to think it would be the making of her career.’

      Cross was looking at her a little confused. He was not in possession of all the facts here, a situation he hated acutely. She picked up on this.

      ‘You don’t know, do you?’ she said.

      ‘Know what?’ he asked.

      ‘About my mother.’

      Cross looked at her. There was only one possibility. He felt annoyed with himself for not having done his homework properly before he came. First impressions made with grieving relatives, well, anyone important to a case, were so important and right now he felt, and suspected he looked, foolish. There was only one possibility, but what were the chances?

      ‘Your mother was murdered,’ he said.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘I didn’t know. Most remiss of me, unprofessional even. I don’t remember a Hilary Carpenter case.’

      ‘Hilary Monkton. She was a part time writer of historical novels, romantic novels. She became full-time after she left the dental practice . She kept her maiden name.’

      Cross scoured his memory, then looked up.

      ‘I remember now. She was murdered here, in your garden. It was unsolved. She’d been having tea, possibly with her killer.’

      ‘The “tea set murder”.’

      ‘That’s right.’

      ‘There’s something profoundly upsetting about your mother’s death being summed up with such a trite title.’

      ‘I can understand that. Unfortunately there’s nothing more the media likes than a lowbrow moniker for these things.’

      ‘Dad was frustrated by the police’s lack of progress so he became something of the amateur sleuth.’

      He followed her into a small study at the end of a corridor, overlooking the garden. Lined with bookshelves, it had an old-fashioned desk in front of the window, with a green leather inlay on top. On the bookcase among the books were framed photographs of the family with the girls at a much younger age; Leonard with Gillian and Catherine on their respective wedding days. There were also various clay casts of people’s teeth. The room hadn’t been aired in a while and had the musty smell of sun on paper. Opposite the desk there was a large noticeboard leaning against the wall covered with crime scene photographs, maps, cuttings from papers. It wouldn’t look out of place in the major crime unit.

      ‘I’ve left it as it was. He called it the war room. He became obsessed,’ Jessica said.

      ‘He was investigating the crime?’ Cross asked.

      ‘He felt very early on that they were making little headway. Then they gave up.’

      ‘Wasn’t there a confession?’

      ‘That’s right. From a convicted killer. My father never believed it. He said it didn’t stack up. There were too many imponderables. But the police felt they had their man and closed the case. Dad disappeared shortly afterwards. He couldn’t face the fact that, as far as he was concerned, the killer was still a free man and no-one believed him. The police even came to the house to ask us to stop him going down to the station. They said he couldn’t see past his grief.’

      ‘Do you remember who the SIO was? The senior officer in charge?’

      ‘I don’t, no.’

      Against the other wall were a dozen archive boxes piled up on top of each other. Cross went over to have a look.

      ‘Are these to do with the case?’ he asked.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Could I take them to the office?’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘I will return them.’

      ‘I’m not sure there’s any need. Do you think they may be of any use?’ she said.

      ‘Quite possibly.’

      He looked at all of the material wondering if Leonard had, unknowingly, uncovered the identity of his wife’s killer all those years ago. The chances were that if he had, he had also solved his own murder, some years later.

      Mackenzie was more than happy to receive the call from Cross, even happier to be told that she couldn’t tell anyone else that he’d asked for her. Why did he ask her if she had a car though? Either he was trying to work out how quickly she could get to the house, or he needed a lift back. Surely he wouldn’t call her just to bring him back to the office. He had a bike. Probably he just needed her there quickly. So she navigated her way there as fast as she could. Jessica showed her through to the office where Cross was sitting at the desk reading one of Leonard’s files.

      ‘I’m here,’ she said.

      He was beginning to find her habit of stating the unnecessarily obvious all the time irksome.

      ‘What do you need?’ she went on.

      He pointed at the archive boxes.

      ‘Those. To the office.’

      He got up and began to take pictures of the detail on the noticeboard with his phone. She hadn’t moved, so he turned to her.

      ‘You did bring your car?’ he asked.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Good. Quick as you can.’

      She was about to protest, although her brief acquaintance with him had already told her it would be pointless, but he had left the room. As he reached the front door Catherine appeared holding a phone aloft, indicating it is for him.

      ‘Your boss.’

      He thought for a minute. Carson didn’t know he was there and Mackenzie wouldn’t’ve been stupid enough to tell him and if she had, he would’ve stopped her coming. Which meant that Catherine had called to ask why an officer was in their house talking to them when the police already had a man charged in custody. Which was interesting in itself. Why would she bother? Because she was annoyed, put out? Surely not. Why the need? But call him she had, and fully expected Cross to take the call and inevitable dressing-down from his senior officer in her presence. She wanted to let Cross know who was really in charge here and, in her opinion, it was certainly not him. But he was not of a mind to play her game.

      ‘Please tell him I’m on my way back to the unit,’ said Cross.

      ‘But he wants to speak with you,’ she protested.

      ‘Oh I’m sure he does, but we’ll have plenty of time for that in the office. Good day.’

      He had no intention of giving her the satisfaction.
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      Cross turned his attention to the family having Leonard declared dead. It was obviously an enormous step for anyone to take – declaring a loved one dead. For a start that declaration implied an element of uncertainty, in other words no-one knew what had happened to the person concerned. So surely there must have been some trepidation in applying for the declaration. There must have been the need for so many things on their part to go through with it. Certainty. A sense of closure. A need to move on and live their lives. Lift the cloud that was hanging over them. The official period of time before you could apply for such a declaration was seven years. This family had declared Leonard dead within just a few months of the time limit passing. They hadn’t waited long. It seemed to  have been driven by Catherine and her husband so that they could take control of the practice. For Gillian, Cross inferred, it was the need for money – the proceeds of the house, which of course they didn’t know was going to the youngest sibling. He’d asked her if she hadn’t sold it because she thought that her sisters might pressure her to give them some of the cash. But no, the reason she hadn’t sold was that, deep down, she had always believed he might come back. They hadn’t known there was a will with a local solicitors. They’d assumed with the dishevelled state he was in both physically and mentally, they’d be dealing with an intestacy.

      There was more going on in this family than one brief meeting could reveal. And why had Catherine seen fit to call Carson and ask why he was at the house? Why complain about his presence there?

      As he pedalled through the streets of Bristol back to the MCU something occurred to him. The homeless on the streets were, understandably given the case, more noticeable to him but they all had things with them - their ‘belongings’, sleeping bags, pieces of cardboard, foam, carrier bags and torn rucksacks containing their life’s essentials, whatever they might be. Why would Leonard be any different? He must’ve had things with him on the streets. Where were they? What had happened to them? There was nothing beside him or in the nearby vicinity of his body. Maybe Badger would know.

      ‘Are you aware of the concept of a chain of command?’ asked Carson.

      ‘I am,’ Cross replied.

      He was standing opposite Carson who was sitting at his desk, leaning back in his chair like a professor asking a student a hypothetical question, to which they all knew the answer, with his body language trying to say he was fascinated by whatever answer might be forthcoming.

      ‘And the necessity thereby of obeying the orders of someone above you in that chain?’ said Carson unnecessarily.

      ‘I am, as am I also unaware of any such order given, by you, to me, to desist in my inquiries into the Carpenter murder,’ said Cross.

      ‘I would’ve thought that was implicit in our charging of Whitby.’

      ‘Not to someone who believes that charging him was a mistake.’

      ‘Fine. I’m now ordering you not to look into the Carpenter case any further.’

      ‘I’d rather you didn’t do that as I will then be compelled to disobey, which will irritate you and which I would do with some reluctance.’

      Carson looked at this odd creature at a loss how to respond.

      ‘Get out.’

      ‘Of course.’

      He left. Ottey could barely conceal her delight that Carson was experiencing first-hand how difficult her partner was. That was the thing about George - he could be relied on to piss everyone off on a regular basis, including their boss and hopefully, therefore, make her case for a change of partner to him.

      ‘Good job, sir,’ she said.

      Cross reappeared.

      ‘One thing I forgot to ask. Would it affect your thinking on the Carpenter case, in any way shape or form, if I told you that his wife was murdered fourteen years ago?’

      Carson and Ottey were obviously taken aback by this new piece of information although Ottey wasn’t surprised. It was classic George. She looked at Carson and smiled.

      ‘Don’t you just love him?’ she said.

      ‘Just shut up and find out what he’s up to,’ Carson replied.

      Badger was beginning to look more presentable  in his prison fatigues. His hair had been cut short and he had the air of reassurance that prison sometimes afforded people recently off the streets, or out of a difficult living situation. Ottey assumed this was probably because of the warmth, a bed with a mattress – thin maybe, but a mattress all the same – regular meals and cups of tea, no noisier than the streets or the hostels they sometimes stayed in and probably just as boring. But safer and, more to the point, everyone was the same in here, dressed the same, no-one could tell you were from the streets. No-one was particularly interested.

      HMP Bristol had both convicted prisoners and those, like Badger, on remand. People were rarely in there for longer than twelve months. Built in the 1980’s, it was somewhat incongruously sited in the middle of streets of Victorian housing. Cross remembered walking through these same streets with his father to watch Bristol play rugby at the Memorial Ground. Neither of them had any interest in the sport but Raymond had taken his son along out of a sense of paternal responsibility. So for several weekends they had spent a couple of hours watching a game which neither of them had any knowledge of nor understanding, drinking cups of hot Bovril, which neither of them liked.

      ‘Is it healing well? Your head?’ Cross asked.

      ‘Guess so,’ said Badger.

      ‘I need to know where Lenny kept his things?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘When we picked you up you had your sleeping bag, some carrier bags and an old backpack. People on the streets always seem to have some belongings. Where are his?’

      There was a slight pause as Badger remembered another unkindness he did to his late pal.

      ‘I chucked them.’

      ‘I don’t follow,’ said Cross.

      ‘When we were fighting… I chucked them into the gorge. That’s why he hit me with the tins.’

      ‘Where was this exactly?’

      ‘Just by the observatory.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Cross got up. This was all he needed. Maybe it would give them something. Maybe nothing at all.

      ‘Do you think there’s more evidence that I did it,’ asked Badger.

      ‘On the contrary. You may be unaware of this…’ said Cross.

      ‘George…’ Ottey knew what he was about to say and wanted to warn him off. Cross was unconcerned and continued anyway.

      ‘But I am far from convinced of your guilt,’ he concluded.

      ‘Really?’ said Badger.

      ‘Yes.’

      As they got to the door Badger was still taking this in. Then he looked up and said.

      ‘There was someone else.’

      ‘What?’ said Ottey.

      ‘I remembered. I was knocked out. I know you probably won’t believe me.’

      ‘Go on,’ said Cross.

      ‘When I came round there was someone over Lenny’s body. I thought maybe he was robbing him. He ran off.’

      ‘Are you sure?’ asked Ottey.

      ‘I don’t know. Yes. No, I’m sure. There was someone else.’

      Cross thought about this for a minute. He looked at Ottey who couldn’t disguise her cynicism. Badger spotted this.

      ‘I knew you wouldn’t believe me. I knew I shouldn’t’ve bothered,’ he said.

      ‘On the contrary, that’s extremely interesting,’ Cross replied.
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      Like many people who have grown up in Bristol, Cross had a long, personal association with the Downs, the Clifton suspension bridge and the Bristol Channel. Visits to Bristol zoo with Raymond – he had a friend who would let them in at a concessionary rate – invariably culminated in a stroll across the Downs, a Verrechia’s ice cream and a visit to the Camera Obscura (although those visits ended briefly after the Camera revealed a couple of men caught in flagrante in the bushes.) The Downs (Clifton and Durdham) are a green area at the top of Whiteladies Road. Encompassing over two hundred acres, it is sometimes referred to as Bristol’s green lungs where people jog, picnic and play football. It even has its own football league with over forty clubs. Apparently Raymond had brought him to the Downs, aged two, along with many thousands of others, to witness the return of the SS Great Britain as it was towed back across the Atlantic from the Falkland Islands in 1970. Raymond’s great hero in life had always been Isambard Kingdom Brunel, the famous Victorian engineer, so he had to witness this historic event.

      Raymond had taken his son on several pilgrimages to every single surviving piece of Brunel’s creative genius. From Temple Meads station, a favourite thanks to its proximity, to Paddington in London, several bridges all over the country and of course the Brunel Engine House at Rotherhithe, which later became the Brunel museum. Indeed if it hadn’t been for the intervention of his mother, Cross would now been known as DS Isambard Cross which, in the force, would have subjected him to even more abusive ‘banter’ than he had been already. It was the one thing he had been grateful to his mother for. Not just because of the anachronistic antiquity and singularity of the name itself, but because he had always found parents naming their children after a famous person puzzling. Surely it was their affinity to that person that was being celebrated, not their unsuspecting baby who is going to have to live with it for the rest of their lives. (As for the modern trend of naming children after the place of their conception - well it left him speechless.) He hadn’t entirely escaped, though, as his full name, not known to any of his colleagues, was in fact DS George Brunel Cross.

      

      The area that Badger remembered discarding Leonard’s things was close to the gorge and  a little over a hundred yards away from where the body was discovered. Cross had brought Mackenzie with him. They walked along the path looking over the rail into the gorge below. She spotted something first and beckoned him over. About thirty feet down the slope was a sleeping bag caught at the base of a tree. A couple of carrier bags and a filthy rucksack are scattered about.

      ‘Yes that’s probably it. Right off you go,’ he said.

      ‘What?’ she said, laughing nervously.

      ‘You can get down there can’t you?’

      ‘You’re kidding.’

      ‘Why would I joke about it?’ he asked.

      ‘No I can’t.’

      ‘Well that poses a problem.’

      ‘Not necessarily,’ she said. She’d spotted a couple of climbers completing their ascent up the gorge wall and within minutes had enlisted their help. Cross was impressed with her practical ingenuity.

      

      Back in his office Cross went through the items they had retrieved from the gorge. First of all he wanted to determine they were indeed Leonard’s belongings. A photograph of him as a younger man with Hilary would seem to confirm that. The carrier bags had been full of folded newspapers, presumably used to keep Leonard warm while he slept – many homeless individuals did this, stuffing the papers into their clothes at night, rather like professional cyclists descending a steep hill on the Tour de France, Cross found himself thinking.

      The only other things of interest were a key on a piece of string, a voucher torn out of a Polish newspaper, printed in England, which he’d have translated, and a photograph. It was an image of a section of muddy ground in the middle of which Cross could just about discern a pair of footprints. What really caught his eye though was the reference number on the image itself. It was an Avon and Somerset police force crime scene number. He couldn’t be sure without looking into it further, but he knew the chances were that it had been copied from the original crime files of Hilary’s murder case. Written on the back was another reference number, which was also familiar to him. It was the same as the numbers on all of Leonard’s research documents. Cross had now spent hours going through Leonard’s boxes. It bore all the hallmarks of an amateur investigation in that all lines of enquiry were followed, however tenuous.

      In principle, Cross admired this tenacity and thoroughness but an experienced eye would’ve dismissed some of them, almost immediately, as improbable and illogical. The amount of time Leonard had wasted pursuing them made Cross wince. Not only had he wasted so much time, he had been distracted by the irrelevant. He had been immensely methodical and patient in his investigations to a fault, really. This patience had underlined to Cross how determined this man had been to discover the truth about his wife’s death. A determination which suggested that he hadn’t given up at the time of his own death. Did that mean that he had discovered something material? Was that why he had been killed? Why he had returned to Bristol? Cross also found it difficult to accept that he’d been in the city all this time, undetected by his family or anyone else for that matter. It certainly felt credible to Cross’ way of thinking. The two murders were surely linked. He had rapidly come to the conclusion that solving Hilary’s murder might well solve Leonard’s. The investigation into her murder was comprised of hundreds of police hours. They may not have succeeded, but their investigation was far more advanced than his currently. He set out picking apart the original case files to find something they had missed. The puzzle was laid out before him - he just had to crack it.

      What struck Cross immediately about the photograph of the footprint was the condition it was in. It hadn’t been in the rucksack for long. It’d been taken from Leonard’s files quite recently. It could only mean one thing.
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      Jessica Carpenter had only just picked up her daughter from nursery when the front doorbell rang. She’d found the last few days surprisingly stressful. She had tried her best to keep it from her three-year-old daughter Hilly, but the child knew something was upsetting her. Jessica couldn’t determine what the real cause was, but she was fairly sure it wasn’t so much her beloved, and yes flawed, father dying a ‘second time’ as the fact that he had been alive all these years – something she’d always felt in her heart to be true. She found the fact that he had been on the streets here in Bristol an image too graphically appalling to think about. Had she but known. What she would give now to have been able to help in any way possible, but not just that, to have been able to see him for one last time. Whenever she thought about this she would burst convulsively, uncontrollably, into tears wherever she was, whatever she was doing. It was like she had no control over it. So what Cross was going to reveal to her was in no way going to help her. On the contrary he was about to make things much, much worse.

      No sooner had Jessica opened the door to Cross and Ottey – she’d followed him out of the station, on annoying orders from Carson that she was to keep him on a short leash – than Cross had immediately closed it. She stood there, a little confused, then heard a key turning in the door and it opening again. She waited for an explanation and an embarrassed Ottey felt compelled to say something.

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, but then found herself unable to explain his behaviour further – it would take too long, for one thing. Cross held up a key.

      ‘Where did you get that from?’ Jessica asked.

      ‘It was among your father’s belongings,’ Cross replied.

      ‘I see.’

      ‘You have a burglar alarm?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Ottey looked at Cross. ‘He’d know the code,’ she said.

      ‘It’s been changed. We change it every so often,’ said Jessica.

      ‘Very sensible. Have you had any problems recently?’ asked Cross.

      ‘It went off a couple of weeks ago.’

      ‘Any idea why?’ said Ottey.

      ‘It was the front door, but there were no signs of a break-in. They replaced the sensor.’

      ‘Because he had a key,’ said Cross.

      ‘My father’s been here? In the house?’ Jessica said.

      ‘It would seem so, yes.’

      This was really too much to take in for the poor young woman. She looked at her child hugging her legs and staring at the police officers, she’d never met her grandfather and yet he had been there. In the house. Not only had he physically been in there, in the house, but he had done so without wanting to see anyone. He surely knew that she still lived in the house and wondered on a daily basis where her father was, whether he was alive or not. To come back like this, without telling anyone was so confusing, cruel almost.

      ‘Can you tell me the exact date the alarm was activated?’

      It transpired that Leonard had been in the house just ten days previously. Had he just come to get the photograph or had he been disturbed and not got all he came for? If it was just the photograph then what was its significance?

      

      The identification of Leonard as the murder victim had become public knowledge now. First it was published by the local papers but then picked up by the nationals when they discovered that Hilary had been murdered fourteen years previously. The tabloids just sensationalised the fact that two parents, within the one family, had been murdered. Cross wasn’t surprised to see a couple of journalists in the broadsheets posing the question that surely murder of two parents in the same family, years apart, was too much of a coincidence. One in particular, Fiona Cooke in the Guardian, went as far as to say maybe the police had been too fast in charging Whitby. She had good reason to suggest this as she had reported on the case as a young reporter on the local paper. He made a note of her name. She might well come in handy.

      If someone had walked past Cross’ office in the MCU that week, they could have been forgiven for thinking that the occupant was moving, as it was filled, floor to ceiling, with cardboard boxes. The original police files concerning Hilary’s murder had now joined Leonard’s archive. It crossed his mind when he’d originally come back to the office and seen it that Raymond would feel very at home there.

      ‘DCI Alasdair Macdonald. Are you serious?’ Cross was about to answer Ottey when she anticipated his response, ‘I know – why wouldn’t you be? But are you sure you want to go through with this?’ she asked.

      ‘In what sense, if any, do I have a choice? He was the original SIO.’

      ‘Fair point,’ she conceded.

      Macdonald, or ‘Big Mac’ as he had imaginatively been known in the force, was Cross’ superior officer when he joined the police. Macdonald had instantaneously taken against what he perceived as an insolent, bad-mannered, above-himself arsehole of a junior officer. Nothing was really known about Asperger’s in those days – the first diagnosis wasn’t made in the UK till the mid-nineties – and so Cross just came across as a wilful oddball, or as Macdonald put it, “pain in the arse fuck-up who had no place in the police.”  He went out of his way to make Cross’ life an absolute hell. He was rude, obstructive and bullied him in a way that simply wouldn’t be tolerated today. He assigned him the most asinine tasks – many completely unnecessary – anything unpopular, boringly routine and tedious would be sent Cross’ way. He constantly humiliated him in public and denigrated him to senior officers. What drove him increasingly mad was the fact that Cross never rose to the bait. His job was to obey orders, which he did. To the letter. The fact that he never reacted, never let Macdonald get under his skin, frustrated his senior officer on a daily basis and only led to Macdonald redoubling his efforts to make life unpleasant for the young detective.

      They decided to pay him a visit at home. In Cross’ experience these interviews were never easy, not in the sense of being uncomfortable, which was something he may not always notice and even if it occurred to him, would in no way affect him; but because retired policemen were invariably hostile and defensive in these situation. Suspicious. They hated nothing more than their work to be second-guessed by a younger generation of policemen. It was implicitly critical and therefore insulting.
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      ‘Good God, PC Odd.’

      ‘Mr MacDonald.’

      Ottey smiled as she could see that Cross’ rank-free mode of address had rankled the retired policeman. Good for George, she thought. MacDonald was in his early seventies, with a thick wavy mane of hair whose hairline was so low on his forehead that, on first glance, it could easily be mistaken for a wig. He was a handsome man – people used to say he had a natural charisma, albeit a chauvinistic, machismo one – probably very good-looking in his younger days. His complexion looked like that of a man who enjoyed holidaying abroad, drinking whisky and smoking cigars, preferably all at the same time. He had the chiselled, smooth look that could easily have passed him off as a British gangster living on the Costa del Sol or, more likely in this day and age, Dubai.  When he had opened the door a wave of expensive and over-applied aftershave washed over them.

      ‘To what do I owe the pleasure?’ asked MacDonald.

      ‘We’ve come to ask you a few questions about the Hilary Carpenter case,’ said Ottey.

      ‘Aka Monkton,’ Cross clarified.

      ‘Hilary Carpenter… I’m sorry I don’t recall,’ said MacDonald.

      ‘I find that hard to believe,’ said Cross.

      ‘I beg your pardon? I dealt with hundreds of cases in my time. I can’t be expected to remember them all.’

      ‘But you read the papers?’ MacDonald looked at him, unsure how to answer, when Cross added ‘That was a rhetorical question.’

      ‘Still a strange little fucker eh, Cross?’

      Ottey decided to intervene before this descended into an unhelpful confrontation and thereby a complete waste of a trip. ‘We’d like to discuss the case with you, sir. If, of course, you have the time,’ she said.

      ‘Someone with manners, PC Odd. You could learn something.’

      ‘It’s actually DS Odd now,’ said Cross.

      Ottey laughed out loud. That had to be a joke didn’t it? She hoped so, although George wasn’t given to understanding jokes, let alone making them in the normal case of events. She really hoped it hadn’t been a nervous slip of the tongue. As they followed MacDonald into the house she nudged her colleague in the ribs, startling him.

      ‘Ow!’

      ‘Nice one,’ she said.

      ‘Good of you to say so,’ Cross replied.

      MacDonald’s wife, Alison, brought them coffee and biscuits on a tray, all carefully laid out. She looked like a kindly, sweet woman -not at all what Ottey would have expected. She thought MacDonald would either be on his second or third younger wife, or that had he had had just the one with the help of a cosmetic surgeon, personal shopper and tanning salon. She caught herself wondering how many times he had been unfaithful to her.

      ‘It was a difficult case and, to be honest with you, not entirely successful. We hit a dead end. Truth be told, we never actually solved it. It was wrapped up with a cellmate confession,’ MacDonald said.

      ‘Which you were happy with?’ asked Cross.

      ‘It certainly stacked up, in my opinion.’

      ‘What did the inmate receive in return for the confession?’

      ‘Nothing as far as I know. Look, it wasn’t something we solicited or even tracked down. It just fell into our laps. I can take no credit for it.’

      ‘Was he known to the victim?’

      ‘He was. He was a labourer with a building company that did some work on the house. He said the lady had always been kind to him, but when he fell on hard times he went back to rob them. She was in, gave him tea and he killed her.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘He never gave a reason.’

      ‘What was he in for when he confessed?’

      ‘Another murder.’

      ‘Are you aware he later retracted his confession?’

      MacDonald looked uncomfortable at this, embarrassed even. ‘I am.’

      ‘So why was the case not re-opened?’ Cross persisted.

      ‘I have no idea, I’d retired by then, but you know the workload the department has and anyway, what are you going to believe – the confession or the retraction? You’re aware he’s since been released?’

      ‘We are,’ said Ottey

      ‘Perhaps your time might be better utilised questioning him rather than me,’ said MacDonald.

      ‘You took early retirement did you not?’ said Cross.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Any particular reason?’

      ‘I’d say that’s none of your business and certainly falls outside the purview of your inquiries.’

      Cross said nothing, but just stared at the man as he was often prone to do in interviews.

      He was trying to read him, but the person opposite him was well-versed in the art of the interview himself and, if he was hiding something, was doing a good job of it. But as was often the case with Cross, his interlocutor felt the need to fill in the silence.

      ‘You have someone in custody do you not?’ asked MacDonald.

      ‘So you are aware of the Leonard Carpenter case?’ said Cross.

      ‘I’ve read about it.’

      ‘Then surely you must have read about his wife’s murder previously? Hilary Carpenter? Why did you pretend not to remember it?’ Cross asked.

      ‘Truthfully? I’m embarrassed. I failed and now it seems the husband has suffered the same fate.’

      ‘Did you know Leonard?’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘Did you know he was back in Bristol?’

      ‘Of course not, did anyone?’

      ‘When was the last time you saw him?’

      ‘I’m not entirely sure. Years ago. It was all a bit awkward. He became obsessed with his wife’s murder, managed to find out where I lived and was round here all the time pestering me. It was a bit of a nightmare to be honest.’

      As they left the house, a modest suburban semi in Westbury-on-Trym, they both noticed a brand new Jaguar XF parked in the drive.

      ‘Gosh, police pensions pay way better than I thought,’ Ottey observed.

      ‘On the contrary, I think you’ll find they’re just about adequate to provide for a somewhat modest existence,’ said Cross.

      ‘Did you notice his language?’ she asked.

      ‘”To be honest with you… truth be told…”’

      ‘The “same fate befalling…”?’

      ‘Yes, there was a formality about it. As if it had been practised. And it was too overtly ‘honest’. Honesty was never one of his major qualities, I seem to recall.’

      ‘It’s probably just as he said – he’s embarrassed. He knew the old case would be brought up and it doesn’t reflect on him well.’

      ‘Why would he be like that, though. If he knew someone was already in custody for Leonard’s murder?’ asked Cross.

      ‘Good question.’
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      Leonard Carpenter’s funeral was a couple of weeks later, after the coroner agreed to release the body. It was at Canford crematorium - a place Cross had been to on too many occasions. The grounds themselves were very well-kept and orderly. But its familiarity didn’t bring with it an alleviation of its depressed, functional air for Cross. There was something of the recycling centre about crematoria for Cross. It wasn’t that he was particularly religious, in fact he wasn’t religious at all. It was just something about the routine disposal of a corpse which, in some way, struck him as a little perfunctory.

      Cross was there of course, it was always useful, but his presence was never entirely welcome. In one way the family don’t want the police there, their attendance a reminder of the fact that their loved one was murdered; but in this instance the case had been closed, and so it might have been seen by some as intrusive. Ottey had been prevented from coming by the mountain of paperwork she was putting together for the CPS against Badger. A task which she was beginning to view, as did Cross, as a colossal waste of time. So Cross asked Mackenzie to come with him. She was pleased at the invitation, not because she saw anything in it – she knew Cross a little better by now – but because at least it got her out of the office, where her efforts to find things to do had become more and more tedious for her. She knew why he’d asked her. He wanted a lift but at least she might be able to quiz him on some aspects of the case.

      They hung back as the mourners and family arrived. It was quite a turnout. He’d obviously been a well-liked man. There were also the habitual ghouls who’d read about the case in the papers and some media. There were representatives from his local rugby club, old patients from the practice, members of the local Rotary Club, of which he’d been treasurer for a number of years and, irony of ironies, a charity for the homeless, the board of which he’d been on for several years. The sheer number of attendees made Cross think that he must’ve returned to Bristol quite recently, or surely someone here would’ve seen him.

      It was Cross’ first chance to see the family together. Jessica and her partner Sarah, Catherine and her husband Alan, Gillian with her husband Martin, a lawyer in a well-known local firm. There was an old-fashioned arrogance about this particular couple, typical of an older generation even though they were a good few years younger than him. A confidence in their place in society. They were childless and Cross found himself wondering what Gillian’s attitude was to her younger sister and lesbian partner having a family. Gillian and Martin looked like a couple who had made their way through life without any particular enjoyment of either it, or each other. They were destined to live their lives leaving no discernible mark on anyone or anything. Maybe they knew this and that would explain their indifferent demeanour to everything around them.

      Cross had spoken to Alan, Catherine’s husband, briefly. Although not a dentist himself he had placed himself right at the centre of the business after Leonard’s disappearance. Catherine had become head of the practice and gradually Alan had become the CEO. Gillian had remarked scathingly at the time “Whoever heard of a dental practice with a fucking CEO for God’s sake”? Alan wasn’t a dentist by trade, in fact he wasn’t anything by trade. He had that familiar charm of the chancer. The once small, familial, local dental practice, where patient’s birthdays were known and commented on whenever appropriate, had been expanded by Alan into a group of dental practices. They all looked the same – had a ‘corporate identity’ according to Alan, an identity which had cost a small fortune as evidenced by the company accounts. The group had expanded as far as the “stage one natural reach” which included Bath, Chippenham and Gloucester,  but Swindon had apparently been a step too far – “a tough nut to crack.” The glossy website informed visitors that the surgeries were practised in all forms of cosmetic dentistry, from implants to veneers and crowns, all made on site by their own dental technicians. ‘Before and after’ pictures of orthodontically straightened and chemically whitened perfect-looking teeth.

      Alan’s arrival in the Carpenter family had caused a lot of tension as he’d tried to pitch his idea of a modern dental group to Leonard and Hilary. It seemed that it had been Hilary who was his most ardent opponent at the time. She felt he knew nothing about the business. Leonard had spent a lifetime building up a solid and profitable business – they were well-off, lived in a lovely home and had privately educated all three girls. It would seem she had a point, as Cross’ examination of the company accounts revealed that they were far from healthy. Alan had borrowed and mortgaged heavily to ‘roll out’ the group. He’d situated them in prime sites with accordingly high rents. As for his salary, he paid himself as much as their highest-paid dentist. In all, they were just about breaking even. It had always been the ambition to create and sell the business, making a small fortune for them all. They would sell to a larger group or a health insurance company who were now moving into the market. But somehow Cross knew the sums didn’t add up to make it an attractive proposition as a purchase for anyone. Alan had got this family into a financially precarious position from one which had been healthy and profitable before Leonard’s disappearance. He needed to have a more detailed conversation with this man.

      ‘You can feel the froideur enveloping that family from over here,’ observed Mackenzie.

      ‘What makes you say that?’

      ‘None of them are looking at each other. In fact, I’d say they’re avoiding eye contact. Catherine and Gillian don’t seem remotely upset. Only Jessica.’

      ‘I see.’

      ‘Alan seems upset though, which is odd.’

      ‘He doubtless thinks Leonard’s story and murder isn’t good for business.’

      ‘That’s cold. Aren’t the majority of murders done by people known to the victim? Family members or friends?’

      ‘That’d be an accurate statement, yes.’

      ‘If it wasn’t Badger, do you think it was someone in the family?’

      ‘It wasn’t Badger and when you say ‘think’ it would be more accurate to say ‘speculate’ because speculation would be all it was.’

      ‘No I meant ‘think’, I was referring to you and what you might be thinking. I suppose the question is – why would any of them want to kill Leonard?’

      ‘Wrong question. The correct question is - why would anyone have wanted to kill Hilary?’

      After the service people gathered, as they do, to look at the floral tributes now arranged outside - an exercise Cross never understood. For the family, yes, it was interesting to see who had sent flowers, particularly if sent by those who couldn’t attend. But for everyone else it struck him as an awkward, compulsory ritual. A polite, cursory glance followed by an expression that says how loved the deceased was. It was then that Cross noticed Macdonald talking to Jessica, who seemed a little shocked to see him there. She pulled back as he went to take her hand, at which point Alan came over to rescue the situation, guiding MacDonald away with all the adroit skill of an ambassador’s wife. Cross watched them spend some time in conversation. About what he wondered. As he was thinking this, Jessica appeared at his side.

      ‘Do you know what he’s doing here?’ she asked.

      ‘I’m afraid not,’ Cross replied.

      ‘My father hated that man.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘He thought he didn’t do enough. He always felt his interest in finding my mother’s killer was half-hearted. That he gave up too quickly when the opportunity presented itself.’

      ‘It’s not uncommon for victims’ families to feel that, when a case remains unsolved for a period of time.’

      ‘Nevertheless he should’ve known he was unwelcome.’

      ‘Your brother-in-law wouldn’t appear to think so. It seems they have much to discuss.’

      ‘Well he wouldn’t, would he?’

      ‘What do you mean by that?’

      ‘Good customers the MacDonalds, always sending their waifs and strays to the practice. I’m sorry, that was wrong - I’m finding all of this a little overwhelming.’

      ‘Of course you are,’ Cross almost jumped as Mackenzie joined the conversation. He had completely forgotten she was there.

      ‘I keep wondering whether any of these people passed him on the streets recently. Unknowingly of course, but the chances are they did and if they’d known, maybe things would’ve turned out differently,’ said Jessica.

      ‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ Mackenzie continued.

      ‘You came to the house to get Dad’s stuff.’

      ‘I did, I’m Alice. This is my card. Please have it.’

      Cross turned to her.

      ‘You have a card?’ he asked.

      ‘Well no, not really, it’s the office card. I’ve just put my mobile number on the back.’

      ‘Why would I need it?’ asked Jessica.

      ‘In case you want to ask anything. It’ll be easier for you to get hold of me than the detectives working the case.’

      ‘But I thought the case was closed.’

      Alice realised her mistake and covered up quickly.

      ‘It is. But you still might have questions.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      She walked away, Mackenzie turned to Cross.

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      He didn’t reply. She thought this is an implicit criticism of what she had just done, but she was wrong. He was, in fact, thinking that she was doing all she could to make herself useful to give her role validity; and he liked the amateurish touch with the card. It did actually have some purpose. Her being an easier point of contact for Jessica might well, in the end, prove useful. He turned away because someone else looking at the flowers had taken his attention. The difference with her was that she was doing it with some purpose. She was, in fact, making notes.

      ‘Isn’t that Fiona Cooke?’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘From the Guardian.’

      ‘I don’t know,’ she reached for her phone, ‘Do you want me to check?’

      But he’d gone. He approached the young journalist, who put away her notebook as soon as she saw him.

      ‘I’d’ve thought it easier to just take photographs of the cards with your phone wouldn’t it?’ Cross asked.

      ‘Possibly, but a little tacky don’t you think. You are?’ she replied.

      ‘DS Cross.’

      She offered her hand which of course he didn’t take.

      ‘Fiona Cooke.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘You were a junior reporter for the Evening News when Hilary Carpenter was murdered,’ he said.

      ‘I was. I didn’t realise I was so widely-read.’

      ‘Oh you weren’t. I only came across your name recently in connection with this case.’

      She was alert enough to have an instinct that this wasn’t the classic obnoxious police officer. That there was something else at play here.

      ‘Might I ask you why you’re here? Don’t you work out of London?’ Cross continued.

      ‘I knew Leonard.’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘Why are you here? I thought the case was closed. That you had someone in custody,’ she said.

      ‘Would you have time for a conversation before you leave?’ he asked.

      ‘I would.’

      The two of them were sitting at a table in a small café as Mackenzie waited at the counter for their order. She was annoyed with herself. On the way there she had offered to take notes for Cross, to which he had brusquely responded ‘You may, if you wish, but there’s no need for my sake.’ She was beginning to learn that it was better, on the whole, just to be quiet when around him; not volunteer anything, as it always seemed to backfire.

      Fiona Cooke was a neat, considered and well-ordered woman in her early forties. Cross had come to this conclusion by the way she conducted herself, how she thought carefully before she answered a question and how the answers were carefully constructed. She seemed quite factual and not given to speculation, all qualities that Cross prized.

      ‘Hilary’s case has always stayed with me, partly because it was my first murder but also because I felt something wasn’t right. Something was off.’

      ‘In what way?’

      ‘Well, to be frank, with the police investigation. But I was very green at the time, didn’t really have any idea how these things worked. So I put my suspicions, well, doubts really, down to my inexperience at the time.’

      Mackenzie arrived back with the coffees and sat down.

      ‘There didn’t seem to be any kind of direction to it. It was very much a scattergun type of approach. Every lead was followed, however tenuous. They opened a phone line for the public to call in on if they knew anything,’ said Cooke.

      ‘That’s not unusual.’

      ‘Except for the fact that it created far more work than they could cope with and most of it was either salacious or irrelevant.’

      ‘Again, that happens.’

      ‘I know, but in this case lines of inquiry that even to my eye seemed fruitless and irrelevant were examined in exhaustive detail. I know that happens a lot, but here it was just so frequent. It felt like it was either inept or deliberate.’

      ‘Did you come to a conclusion either way?’ asked Cross.

      ‘Do you know the SIO in the case?’

      ‘Macdonald, yes.’

      ‘Then you’ll know my answer,’ she said.

      ‘Um, I don’t. You’ll have to tell me.’

      ‘Deliberate. No doubt in my mind. It just happened so often. The question was - why?’

      ‘Who were your suspects? You must’ve had a list,’ asked Mackenzie.

      It was all Cross could do to stifle a sigh at this interjection.

      ‘No I didn’t. I don’t like making assumptions. Having a list of potential suspects seems to be a contradiction in terms. It means you’re making and relying on assumptions and trying to make those on your list conform to those assumptions. Coming at it the wrong way round,’ Cooke replied.

      Cross approved of this, unsurprisingly, as it mirrored his approach completely.

      ‘How are the family?’ Cooke asked.

      ‘Divided,’ said Cross.

      ‘They always were. I thought their decision to declare Leonard dead was interesting.’

      ‘How so?’

      ‘It was bang on seven years. It was as if they’d been waiting for the deadline and couldn’t get it done quickly enough.’

      ‘From what I’ve gathered it was Catherine, or more accurately her husband Alan. He wanted to expand the business,’ said Cross.

      ‘Leonard didn’t trust him. In fact I’d go so far as to say he disliked him, Leonard and Hilary both.’

      ‘Will you be writing a piece about it?’

      ‘My editor’s not interested, I’m afraid. I had to take a day off to come down here, but I’m glad I did,’ she said.

      ‘And why is that?’ he asked.

      ‘Because meeting you makes me think maybe I was right. You have the wrong man in custody, Detective, and your being here means you are well aware of that.’

      ‘Indeed. I cannot help but think the two murders are linked. Two murders in one family…’

      ‘So many years apart...’

      ‘Too much of a coincidence. I’m going to re-examine the Hilary investigation. All that work, however irrelevant much of it may be, might give me a head start. If I can find Hilary’s killer…’

      ‘You’ll find Leonard’s,’ she said completing his sentence.

      ‘Exactly.’

      Cross spent the next few days ploughing through the Hilary case files which he’d retrieved from the MCU storage unit near Frenchay. Nothing stood out as yet, though he could already see what Fiona meant about spurious lines of inquiry having disproportionate amounts of time allocated to them. He couldn’t see a pattern broken or any obvious mistakes. Yet. It just confirmed what he’d always felt about MacDonald – that he was lazy and careless, a relic from a bygone age. A man ticking off the days until his retirement. Some people inevitably joined the police for want of any better alternative presenting itself to them in their younger days. Maybe Mackenzie was one of them.

      Cross, however, thought of police work as a vocation. If it wasn’t, how could you explain the acceptance of such anti-social hours and, in so many cases, the destruction of any semblance of a family life they thought they had, that officers made. The lack of any vocation at the start of their career inevitably led to a cynical, ‘just get through it’ mentality towards the end. MacDonald was a classic example of this, which was why Cross had given up going through Leonard’s archive for the time being. He felt his time was better spent finding holes in MacDonald’s original investigation. Having said that, the photograph of the footprint in the mud still puzzled him. Why was that the one item from his researches into his wife’s murder that he had taken? More pertinently, what was so important about it that he had gone back to the family home to look for it. Why would he risk being discovered? Did it contain an answer to the puzzle or was it like most of his archive, a red herring. A dead end.
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      Cross was mulling over the photograph on Saturday morning in his head as he and Raymond sat on a bus, the number 75, indulging in one of their regular weekend outings. This week they were going to Bristol Aerospace in Filton, which housed Alpha Foxtrot, the Concorde which made the last ever passenger supersonic flight. It had been on their to-do list for some time, but as happens with things local to people, they had taken it for granted, because it would always be there, and places of interest miles away, often difficult to reach, somehow took precedence.

      For Raymond it was a prospect redolent with mixed emotions. He had worked there for years and now he was about to see his beloved aircraft, a project he’d devoted a good deal of his working life to, reduced to a museum exhibit – much like himself he thought, although undoubtedly more visited. But on the bus he found himself enveloped in the warm comforting embrace of familiar nostalgia. He looked out of the window and said.

      ‘I could’ve driven this route with my eyes closed back in the day.’

      If Cross was listening he didn’t give any indication of doing so. Raymond didn’t mind. He was used to it. He often talked to Cross, fully aware that his son’s mind was elsewhere and that he would not be furnished with a reply. He just liked to have the chance to talk to someone, which he seemed to have less and less as the years went by, and his small circle of acquaintances got smaller through either infirmity or death. He read somewhere that an old woman in Lincoln hadn’t talked to anyone for so long that when finally, months later, someone knocked on her door she couldn’t speak – she’d lost her voice through lack of use.

      Mind you, the more he thought about it the more he doubted the veracity of the story. Surely she spoke to the people at the till in the supermarket, or if she didn’t go out shopping and had food delivered, to the delivery person. But with this story in mind, true or not, he did for a while talk to himself in the flat.  He then thought that this was probably a slippery slope towards geriatric eccentricity and so he stopped. Opportunities to talk to his unresponsive son on mornings like this seemed to be a good compromise.

      Cross helped his father off the bus. Raymond was on crutches with his foot still in the orthotic boot. This was, paradoxically, both a reason not to go out but also a good excuse to cross a local attraction off the list. Raymond stopped at the entrance of Filton Airfield; gates he’d walked through thousands of times. The museum was housed in three renovated, green, aircraft hangers.

      ‘People thought we were wizards working in here. And in some ways we were. Working on something mysterious, something out of science fiction. You can’t imagine,’ said Raymond.

      They walked into the hangar and there it was. Raymond beamed from ear to ear. It was as wondrous as he remembered. Not diminished in any way.

      ‘Did you ever see anything more beautiful?’ Raymond sighed.

      ‘Did you ever fly in it?’ his son asked.

      ‘No, always wanted to. Never got the chance.’

      There was a gantry and staircase on each side of the aircraft. It took a while for Raymond to negotiate the steps, but he didn’t seem to mind and did it patiently, every now and then glancing up at the plane and smiling in a reassuring way, as if to say “just give us a minute, I’ll be with you soon.” They walked into the narrow fuselage, just four seats across, two on each side of the aisle. They were grey leather and didn’t look particularly comfortable.

      ‘It’s much smaller than I imagined,’ said Cross.

      ‘People always say that,’ replied Raymond.

      Just before the cockpit there was a sign in yellow lettering which said ‘MACH 2  55,000’, this used to light up when the plane broke the sound barrier. Raymond smiled as he remembered the time he first heard the loud bang audible on the ground, as the plane broke the sound barrier thousands of feet above them.

      ‘Do you know how remarkable that was in 1969?’ asked Raymond.

      ‘I do, by virtue of the many thousands of times you have told me so over the years.’

      ‘Elon Musk, eat your heart out. We were doing this before you were even born mate.’

      They walked into the cockpit and a young female guide turned to them and asked innocently,

      ‘Hello. Are you familiar with the aircraft at all?’

      Cross sighed, as he knew this was an invitation Raymond had been waiting for since they arrived.

      ‘I should hope so dear. I built her,’ the old man said.

      It wasn’t for another full half hour that they were able to leave the plane. Raymond’s lecture to the young guide soon attracted a small crowd of enthusiasts who couldn’t believe their luck at hearing his story first-hand. His account was followed by a succession of questions, until a security manager brought it to a close, as they were causing a long queue behind them. As he finished, the crowd gave Raymond a spontaneous round of applause.

      After this unexpected highlight Raymond was a little more reflective as he looked out at the disused airfield.

      ‘They’re going to build houses out there. Sad really. Sixteen-hour days we worked, regularly. I practically lived here. It was the most important thing in my life. Now it’s just filled with ghosts,’ he said.

      ‘More important than your family?’ asked Cross.

      ‘In a funny way, yes. But different.’

      ‘Do you think it had something to do with my mother leaving us?’

      ‘I don’t know. Why would you ask that all of a sudden?’

      But Cross was looking at his watch.

      ‘There’s a bus in seventeen minutes,’ he said.

      As they left Cross spotted the guide from the aircraft earlier, talking to a man in a suit and pointing towards them. He wondered if they were in trouble, then reflected that this was always his default position in a situation like this, and wondered where it came from. They had to walk past him to get through the exit. He held out an extended hand to Raymond who shook it. Cross, as usual, ignored it when offered.

      ‘Don’t worry about him - he doesn’t like to shake hands,’ explained Raymond.

      ‘My name is Peter Smith, I’m duty manager today. Carol tells me you worked on the Concorde project right at the beginning.’

      ‘That’s correct, yes,’ said Raymond looking at Cross to see if he was impressed at the man’s interest in him. He wasn’t.

      ‘Could I give you my card? I was wondering if we could speak to you about your work here. We’re building an archive of interviews on video and it’d be great, if you had time.’

      ‘I’d be delighted,’ Raymond replied giving him his number. Cross was pleased his father was pleased and thought his being interviewed would be a good thing. So much history is needlessly let go. In this digital age it was so easy to record and preserve history with first-hand accounts. He had been worried that Raymond’s going there might have made him sad in some way but, on the contrary, it had given him some sense of purpose. An unexpected plus.

      As Raymond basked in the knowledge that someone wanted to interview him – no-one had ever asked him that before and they were going to send a car to pick him up – Cross’s thoughts had wandered back to Leonard. Bringing up his mother’s leaving them had made him think again about Leonard’s disappearing in the way he did. With no warning. No clues as to where he’d gone; whether he was alive or not. In so many ways it was a cruel and selfish act leaving his family, already grieving for their mother’s violent death, in some wretched limbo. Why would he do that? Had he simply lost his mind or was something else at play?
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      Cross had turned his attention to the builder Wawryniec Wojtchak who had confessed to the murder while in prison. Polish, he’d been in the country for five years and had been working for a local building firm. They’d been working on the Carpenters’ house for five months, a year-and-a-half before the murder. He’d been seen in the vicinity of the house on the day of the murder - identified by several witnesses, including the owner of a café where he’d had coffee that afternoon, as he had very distinctive tattoos that went up his neck. It occurred to Cross that actually, even only fifteen years ago, tattoos weren’t as ubiquitous or accepted as they were now. Certainly not ones that crept up a person’s neck.

      When he was young, tattoos seemed to be confined to either ex-servicemen or slightly unsavoury characters. They were often seen as obstacles to getting a job, whereas these days they seemed to be a prerequisite to gain employment. They also seemed to have developed from being single pieces to what people referred to as “sleeves”. This he didn’t understand because, although his choice of clothing was fairly limited, he couldn’t imagine wearing the same shirt for the rest of his life and never having the opportunity or choice to change it. (Yes, his literal response to a ‘sleeve tattoo’ inevitably led him to this analogy.) He found himself wondering whether the generation from now would be tattoo-free as a response to their parents’ body art and whether what looked a hip and contemporary body inscription on a twenty-six-year-old, would have quite the same allure on the body of a seventy-year-old.

      He also noted that Fiona’s observation about the information line was completely accurate. It wasn’t so much the number of calls to the line - that seemed about average for such a situation - but the amount of time dedicated to looking into the most unlikely calls seemed disproportionately high. Was it that MacDonald was grossly inefficient and lazy or was something else going on? He made a few calls to some recently-retired detectives – well the handful that would take his call – and what became apparent was that, although not universally popular he was thought of as a good, thorough, if a little predictable cop. So was what Cross was reading out of character? Maybe there was something else going on in his life at the time, or politics at work – the bane of the modern detective. Cross knew that his wife had suffered from cancer at one point but had gone into remission. He just wasn’t sure when that was.

      Ottey had come into Cross’ office telling herself that she was following Carson’s request to keep an eye on him, but in fact she was desperate to find out what he was up to. Although she’d never admit it, it was at these exact moments that her colleague was at his best, most interesting self. She had come to know that adverse circumstances – his superiors telling him that a case was closed and he was therefore to do no more work on it; the facts seemingly piling up in an inexhaustible mountain against any obvious possible injustice – brought out his obsessive, obstinate streak. She had also just learnt that Badger was now convinced of his innocence and would be entering a ‘not guilty’ plea at trial, which she knew would be as welcome news to Cross as it was unwelcome to Carson. He had persuaded himself that Badger was convinced to change his plea by Cross’ continued investigation of the case. As Cross would, quite rightly, say, Badger hadn’t changed anything of the sort. He had pleaded ‘not guilty’ all along, albeit more out of uncertainty as to what actually happened that night, than certain knowledge of his innocence.

      Cross told Ottey that he wanted to visit Catherine’s husband Alan but not at his offices in Broadmead, where he would feel empowered and in charge. According to Gillian they were extravagant offices for a dental practice or ‘group’ as Alan insisted on referring to it. Ottey had pointed out that impressions are everything in that business, laughing at her unintended pun as she did so. But as Cross rightly retorted, patients never went there - they frequented the practices themselves. You didn’t need to go over the accounts to realise this business was over-stretched and the money spent on the offices amply demonstrated this. She was curious as to why he wanted to interview him, though. Did he suspect him?

      ‘I think we might get a different picture of the family from him,’ he replied.

      ‘Do you think he was capable of killing the parents?’

      ‘Anyone is capable of it.’

      ‘You know what I mean.’

      He considered this for a moment.

      ‘I think it would take something extraordinary to make someone murder the two senior members of the family they were marrying into. Also, if you did, why wait till Leonard had returned to kill him? As yet I’ve found nothing extraordinary in his relations or dealings with the parents bar the fact that neither of them seemed particularly fond of him or thought of him as a suitable husband for their middle daughter. But then, as we know, the ordinary can be the extraordinary in a murder within a family.’

      ‘He did seem put out by Leonard’s return,’ Ottey pointed out.

      ‘Enough to kill him? It still begs the fundamental question – why both?’

      ‘And how would you face your wife every day for fifteen years knowing you’d killed her mother?

      ‘Oh, I think he’d have no problem with that. The man’s at best a fantasist and a terrible businessman as a consequence, or he’s a psychopathic conman perfectly capable of carrying out such a terrible deception on his wife.’ Mackenzie knocked on the door.

      ‘Wawryniec Wojtchak the builder,’ she said.

      ‘I’m aware who he is,’ Cross replied.

      ‘I’m not,’ interjected Ottey.

      ‘He confessed to Hilary’s murder while incarcerated for manslaughter, only to retract it shortly afterwards. He was known to the couple as he did work on their house,’ he explained.

      Mackenzie waited her cue to speak again. He turned to her. ‘He was released four months ago,’ she said.

      Cross thought for a moment, digesting this It was interesting, not just because he was free at the time of Leonard’s murder, but for the fact that Leonard had reappeared shortly after his release. Was there a link? Was Leonard aware of the Polish builder’s release? Alan would have to wait.

      ‘Do you have an address for him?’ he asked.

      ‘No.’

      ‘So what exactly do you expect me to do with this information?’

      ‘You didn’t ask me to look for his address.’

      ‘I’d have thought it was implicit.’

      ‘I was under the impression we weren’t supposed to make inferences or assumptions,’ Mackenzie fired back.

      If Cross was aware of Ottey’s grin at this response he didn’t acknowledge it.

      ‘About the case, yes. About the extent of the information you were asked to attain, no,’ he said.

      But secretly he was impressed at her, maybe strict, adherence to his process because, as ever, he was completely unaware that the ‘innocence’ of her reply was drenched in sarcasm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 22

        

      

    

    
      Early next morning Ottey and Cross were driving north on the M5 towards Manchester. Wojtchak was apparently living with his married sister and her children in Withington. This was unsurprising, Cross thought, as presumably employment prospects for someone recently released from serving a sentence for manslaughter couldn’t be that promising. Wojtchak had been convicted of the manslaughter of a loan shark’s enforcer who had tried, unsuccessfully, to extract money out of him. He died in the resulting fight. This had been a mitigating factor in its being manslaughter and not a murder charge.

      They arrived at a Victorian house that had been converted into flats in Withington, just south of Manchester’s city centre. A suburb of the city known for its links to the university, it was dominated by two main roads, Palatine Road which Wojtchak lived on and Barlow Moor Road which intersected it. It was Wojtchak who opened the door to flat number 2b. He wasn’t best pleased to see them but, at the same time, it wasn’t unexpected – he’d seen reports of Leonard’s murder on the news and thought it was only a matter of time before the police came knocking. He wasn’t sure how he could help them, but he could see it made sense that they were there. His sister was about to get back, having picked up her children from school. He wondered if they could go somewhere else to talk. He didn’t want to upset her or the kids. As he went back inside to get his coat, Ottey turned to Cross.

      ‘Do you think he’s going to do a runner?’ she said.

      ‘If he was going to disappear, he’d’ve done so as soon as he knew about Leonard.

      Don’t you think it’s interesting he’s still here?’

      ‘Maybe.’

      They walked to a small café not too far from the flat on the main road. Wojtchak didn’t want to get into their car - they had nosey neighbours and news of his being ‘arrested’ would be doing the rounds before he even got home.

      ‘But we’re in an unmarked car,’ Ottey commented.

      ‘Sorry Miss, you got police written all over you and people round here have a sixth sense for the dibble.’

      ‘You certainly seem to have a masterly grasp of the vernacular Mr Wojtchak,’ said Cross.

      ‘Been here a long while, sir.’

      The waitress left the table having taken their order.

      ‘So let’s start with the obvious question. Why did you confess to Hilary’s murder?’ asked Cross.

      ‘I took it back.’

      ‘Indeed, but why make it in the first place.’

      ‘You never been in prison. It’s difficult, hard, frightening. You have to get a rep, stop people messing with you.’

      ‘You’d beaten a loan shark’s enforcer to death - does that not carry some weight in prison?’

      ‘Maybe. But you don’t think straight in there. Locked up twenty-three hours a day. You start to make things up. Imagine things like people are out to get you. Prisons are full of bad people.’

      ‘You don’t say,’ Ottey said. She was beginning to feel this all had a familiar ring to it. She didn’t buy much of it or have sympathy with any of it.

      ‘It seemed a good idea at the time, to say them things.’

      ‘Why did you change your mind?’ she went on.

      ‘Look, I was high when I done it. When I wasn’t, it made no sense to come out with a load of shit like that. Then the Chaplain. He made me think it through.’

      ‘In what way?’

      ‘I liked Mrs Carpenter; I liked all of them. They were good to me. I had a problem with my wisdom teeth - Mr Carpenter fixed them. It was a terrible thing that’d happened. The Chaplain said that if the police thought I done it, they’d give up looking for the actual person.’

      ‘Which is exactly what they did,’ said Cross.

      ‘I know. I feel bad, especially now.’

      There was a pause as the waitress brought their drinks over and put them on the table.

      ‘Let’s talk about Hilary’s murder,’ Ottey continued.

      ‘Do we have to?’ said Wojtchack.

      ‘Well, that is why we’re here.’

      ‘I thought this was about Mr C’s murder?’

      ‘That’s true.’

      ‘But  you charged someone?’

      ‘We have,’ Ottey affirmed.

      ‘Can we go through the day of Hilary’s murder?

      ‘But you read the files?’

      ‘Extensively.’

      ‘There’s three days’ of interviews in there.’

      ‘I’m well aware of that; as aware as you are of the fact that her killer was never caught.’

      ‘Maybe it’s the same bloke.’

      ‘What makes you say that?’

      ‘I don’t know, seems to make sense.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘I have no bloody idea. I have no bloody idea why these people were killed.’

      He’d raised his voice and people had turned round. He lowered it and leant across the table to be heard. Cross found himself thinking how the word ‘bloody’ always seemed to sit badly with people for whom English was a second language – unconvincing almost.

      ‘I told you. I told them at the time and I told them later in prison. I didn’t do it.’

      ‘But you were there.’

      ‘Where?’

      Cross noticed that he reacted ever-so-minutely to the question. Why? What did he think Cross was asking? But something had put him on edge.

      ‘In the area. You were in a café, much like this, on the afternoon of the murder. Roughly around the same time as it happens,’ he went on.

      ‘Pretty much exactly the same time actually,’ affirmed Ottey. ‘Look at this from our point of view. You’re in prison for years, then shortly after your release the husband of a woman you claimed to have murdered is himself killed.’

      ‘I told you. I took it back.’

      Ottey wasn’t sure where to go next with this and so said nothing. Cross decided on a change of tack.

      ‘Tell me about Hilary,’ he said, finally.

      ‘Mrs Carpenter?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘She was a good person. It was a terrible thing that happened to her. Why would anyone do that? Such a thing?’

      ‘How did you know them?’

      ‘I worked for a builder. We made extension on the back of the house. And a patio.’

      ‘How long was that before her death?’

      ‘A year.’

      ‘And you had seen her in between?’

      ‘In between?’

      ‘Finishing the work and her death.’

      ‘Oh, yeah. I lost my job. The builder was a good builder but not such a great businessman. Got done for VAT.’

      ‘So…’

      ‘One day I meet her in the supermarket.’

      ‘Did she remember you?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Why? You must’ve been one of several builders there.’

      ‘I was chippie, carpenter, you know, joiner. Jessica got some guinea pigs for her birthday. I build a run for them in the garden. As a surprise, no-one asked me. I use surplus wood and other stuff from the build. They were happy, especially Mrs C. Mr Leonard he was always working, not around a lot.’

      ‘That was thoughtful of you. Kind.’

      ‘Nice family. Good people. Mrs C always making tea.’

      ‘What did you talk about? In the supermarket?’

      ‘She asked me how I was. She knew about Ron – the builder – ask me what I was doing for work. I had no job, no work. So she give me some, you know odd jobs that needed fixing. The she lent me money to go and visit my mother in Poland. She was sick. She died. Mrs C lent me money so I could go back see her before she died.’

      ‘I see. So what happened on the day she was killed?’ asked Cross.

      ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘Why were you in the area?’ asked Ottey who was getting increasingly impatient.

      ‘To pay her back. The money. She didn’t want it but it was £500. I pay my debts.’

      ‘Did she know you were going?’ she continued.

      ‘Yeah. I was supposed to go the day before, but I couldn’t make it.’

      ‘When?’

      ‘I don’t know, three I think.’

      ‘You seem to have a good memory for all the details.’

      ‘When you spend all that time in a police interview room answering the same questions again and again it’s hard to forget.’

      ‘So what time did you go the next day?’

      ‘I didn’t… but you know that.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘I had a call about some work.’

      ‘At the café?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Did you call Hilary to tell her you couldn’t make it?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘I don’t know. I had to go somewhere.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘Like I said, to meet someone. About work.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘I don’t remember. Someone I didn’t know.’

      ‘Did you get the work?’

      ‘He didn’t show up.’

      ‘You got a call from someone you didn’t know, whose name you can’t remember, about work, but he didn’t show up.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘So why didn’t you go back to Hilary’s house?’

      ‘Is this a police interview? Are you arresting me?’

      ‘No. We can if you want, but what would your sister think about that?’

      ‘Where were you on the night of the 27th of last month,’ asked Cross.

      ‘With my sister.’

      ‘How can you be so certain?’

      ‘Because I’m not stupid. It’s the first thing I work out when I found out about what happened to Lenny.’

      ‘”Work out”?’

      ‘Okay so my English is not so great. I knew you people were going to come…’

      ‘So you got your ducks in order,’ said Ottey.

      ‘No!’

      ‘Josie...’ said Cross. It was unusual for him to use her first name in a situation like this, so she decided to back off.

      ‘I had to know where I was, so I could tell you,’ said Wojtchak.

      ‘And she can confirm that?’ Ottey said unable to stop herself.

      ‘Yes, but like I said, I don’t want her to know you are here.’

      Cross took over. ‘Why didn’t you call Hilary and tell her you couldn’t make it that day?

      It seems a little inconsistent of someone who not only insists on paying her back when she’s already told you it wasn’t necessary but also waits in a café because he’s early for his appointment and doesn’t want to inconvenience her,’ he said.

      At this point the builder just clammed up.

      ‘Then we come to the fact that Hilary seemed to have a different appointment in her diary for the day before,’ Cross continued.

      ‘What?’ asked Wojtchak.

      ‘At the same time as you say you were supposed to meet her. She marked it with an initial, but it’s not a P or even a W.’

      Wojtchak looked puzzled for a moment. He seemed to be trying to figure that out. Was his memory of it all wrong? Ottey of course thought he was just trying to come up with an excuse. But then he smiled broadly and looked up.

      ‘”I”, if it’s initial and not mine it’s “I”.’

      Cross looked at him. He had to be telling the truth. The chances of his stumbling on that letter by chance are twenty-six to one, obviously, with maybe more chance with it being in the middle of the alphabet.

      ‘Explain,’ he said.

      ‘It was Jessica’s nickname for me. Then they all use it. Except Leonard, he think it racist. But it wasn’t, I thought it funny,  she was just a kid and my first name, Wawryniec not that easy to say.’

      ‘So…?’

      ‘Ah. Igor, she called me Igor, like the hunchback of Notre Dame. From the movie Beauty and the Beast.’

      Cross looked at him. He could not detect any signs of this man lying. He’d obviously made an impression on the Carpenter family. But none of this was in the interview transcripts or the other documentation, which seemed odd. It was as if, being mitigating factors, they were something that someone hadn’t wanted on record.

      ‘Can I use the toilet?’ asked the builder.

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘What do you think?’ Ottey asked Cross.

      ‘About what?’

      ‘About any of this.’

      ‘I don’t think he’s telling the truth.’

      ‘Really? That seemed plausible, all of it.’

      But Cross was thinking.

      ‘Do you want us to take him in?’ she asked.

      ‘Oh… no. I’m sure he didn’t kill Hilary and therefore, by extension Leonard. I was fairly sure of that before we came. But he’s not telling us everything. He’s frightened.’ He said.

      ‘Of what?’

      ‘How things would look if he told us the truth. But give him time.’

      “Give you time you mean.” Was what Ottey was thinking. If Wojtchak was keeping anything back Cross would get it out of him. She was also beginning to think that he wasn’t stupid. He’d been expecting the police to come and visit him ever since he knew about Leonard’s death – if he’d been involved in either he’d more likely be hiding out in Poland by now, rather than being easily found at his sister’s house.

      Wojtchak came back to the table. He’d bought them all fresh coffee.

      ‘Thanks,’ Ottey said.

      ‘So, Wawryniec, may I call you that?’ said Cross.

      ‘Of course. I’m impressed with your pronunciation.’

      ‘You like this family. The Carpenters.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘But you have regrets.’

      ‘About what?’

      ‘Why don’t you tell me?’

      He offered nothing in response but Cross noticed he picked up the paper coaster that was under his cup of coffee and started turning it over and over on the table.

      ‘Did you know Leonard was aware of your confession?’ he asked.

      He didn’t even look up, concentrating on turning the coaster over perfectly, on its edge.

      ‘Whether you knew or not, you must’ve assumed he did. That they all did. The police would’ve told them. But I know for a fact he did because, you see, I have his diaries, his archive. He was investigating his wife’s murder. Obsessively. It took over his life. I think in the end it may have even been what took his life. But he mentions you. He talks about your confession. Do you know what he says?’ Cross probed.

      ‘No.’

      ‘He writes how terrible things must be for you inside prison, for you to say such a thing. For you to confess to something he was convinced you hadn’t done. He says, and I quote: “What would be so awful to compel such a man to confess to such a thing – the murder of someone he cared for, was grateful to, was a friend to him. Things must be unimaginably bad for poor Wawryniec in prison.”’

      Again Wojtchak offered nothing in reply. Cross carried on. ‘He told the police that they were wrong about you. He knew the reason you were in prison, and again his response was that he wished he’d known how bad things had become for you, for you to be put in that position. He wished he’d been able to help and maybe it wouldn’t have happened and you wouldn’t have been in prison at all. Here, I copied the entry for you.’

      He handed him a piece of A4. Wojtchak read it carefully. His eyes filled with tears. He frowned and read it again. Cross reflected how all the Polish people he had come across in his life – well, through his work that was – were far more in touch with their feelings than the English. He decided to push on gently while he sensed Wojtchak’s vulnerability.

      ‘And of course you were right, or rather the prison Chaplain was. Once you’d made your confession, even after you’d retracted it, DCI MacDonald was sure he had the right man and the investigation pretty much folded. No surprise there, the police are always busy. There’s always another crime that needs their attention. Experience tells you, you can’t always definitively solve every case and in Hilary’s case, with you, he felt that even unproven and with a recanted confession you were the guilty party. You killed her. For a lot of policemen being this close to a conviction, while not being able to actually prove it, is as good as it will get in some instances. They’ve solved it. It’s not their fault if the Justice system doesn’t have the tools to keep up its end of the bargain and convict. Who can blame them?’

      Cross of course didn’t believe a word of what he’d just said. Not that it didn’t happen, it appalled him that it did – this was a case in point – he just didn’t believe it was the proper way of doing police work, as evidenced by his sitting here in this café in Manchester opposite this man.

      ‘But I didn’t do it. I never killed her.’

      ‘I know. I’m absolutely sure you didn’t. But once that investigation slowed to a halt it drove Leonard out of his mind. That’s how he ended up on the streets years later. A man like that, homeless, drunk, then dead. It doesn’t bear thinking about. But you weren’t to know. You were just looking after yourself. Understandably at the time. Even Leonard thought that.’

      He looked at Wojtchak who was just staring at the table having torn the coaster into small pieces. Cross thought he was getting closer. He thought this man hadn’t thought all of this through. How he was actually a part of all of this, although he had no responsibility for it. Weighing up what to do in the light of this. Or so Cross hoped.

      ‘Less understandable now though, wouldn’t you say, with both of them dead and the killer still out there,’ he said.

      ‘But you’ve charged someone.’

      ‘My colleague here has, not me.’

      ‘Thanks for that,’ Ottey said.

      ‘But between you and I Wawryniec, the man in custody, in my opinion, didn’t kill Leonard and he most certainly didn’t kill Hilary. He didn’t even know who Leonard actually was before his acquaintance with him on the streets. But here’s where the Justice system can be seen in all its fallibility – the weight of evidence is against him and, on balance, I think a jury would convict him.’

      ‘But you think he didn’t do it.’

      ‘Oh no,. Wawryniec, I don’t think he didn’t do it, I know he didn’t do it,’ said Cross.

      Cross felt he didn’t need to say any more. He’d just let the builder ruminate on what had been said. If he’d correctly calculated his guilt about, well, all of it really, and the knowledge that the detective opposite him was convinced that the man charged was innocent but would go down for it, it might persuade him to reveal whatever it was he’d been withholding.

      ‘You never paid Hilary back.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘The £500.’

      ‘No.’

      ‘So maybe this is your chance. To pay them all back. Hilary, Leonard, and Jessica. She’s a mother now.’

      ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘Tell me. Tell me what you didn’t tell MacDonald. Whatever the consequences might be for you.’

      There was a long pause as he thought this all through. He drank his new coffee down in one. Ottey was trying to figure out what Cross thought was missing. What she didn’t know was that he was also in the dark. His logic, his analysis of Wojtchak’s inconsistent behaviour on the day, and the gaps therein, told him that something was missing. Something Wojtchak presumably thought at the time would get him in trouble. Something that may or may not be material - either way Cross needed to know to complete the picture. Wojtchak finally looked up.

      ‘I was there. After. I found her.’

      Cross said nothing. His expression didn’t change. He was calculating what to say next. A single misinterpreted word could easily get in the way of what Wojtchak was about to tell him. There was also a chance that he may think that Cross knew this already, even though he wouldn’t have a clue how the detective may have found out. Cross didn’t, but he wasn’t going to give him any intimation of that. Wojtchak looked at him, now unsettled. This was not something he’d told anyone before, let alone the police. With no response forthcoming he inevitably decided to continue.

      ‘I didn’t tell anyone because I thought they wouldn’t believe me,’ he said.

      ‘So tell me what happened. What did you find?’ asked Cross.

      ‘I knew something was not right when I got there. The front door was a little bit open. I went in and called. No answer. I walked through to the kitchen - that’s where she always was, Mrs C. She called it her office. She was always cooking or baking. Always organising the family from there.’

      ‘And?’

      There was a pause as he drew the exact picture in his mind of what he’d seen that day, not wanting to get any detail wrong.

      ‘She wasn’t there. But I was on time. She would be there. Then I saw the garden table – it had tea things on it. I went out. There was a cake and a couple of plates with a slice of cake on each. A cup had fallen on the floor, smashed. I went to pick it up and that’s when I saw her.’

      ‘On the ground.’

      ‘I saw her ankle first. I could tell she was dead but I knew she hadn’t fallen. She was lying on her back. People don’t fall like that and…’

      He faltered as he pictured the scene.

      ‘… there was no blood.’

      ‘What did you do then?’

      ‘I ran.’

      ‘You just left her there?’ Ottey interjected. Cross sighed. She had immediately given an impression of disapproval, which was of no use and certainly no help in the situation.

      ‘I panicked, but I called the police.’

      ‘It was you. Why?’ Cross asked.

      ‘I didn’t want the girls to come home, or Leonard, and find her like that.’

      ‘You could’ve said something before. You’re a witness to the scene. You might’ve seen something that was material to the investigation,’ added Ottey.

      Again Cross had to dial back his instinct to ask her to be quiet.

      ‘Let’s concentrate on that. What can you remember?’ he asked.

      ‘That’s easy. I’ve gone through it in my head over and over. I ran. But not through the house. By the side gate.’

      ‘Where did you go?’

      ‘I ran for ages, then I look for a phone box.’

      ‘Why not use your mobile?’ asked Ottey. Cross would have to say something to her in a minute.

      ‘Because I didn’t want them to have my number, I suppose.’

      ‘Did you see anything in the immediate vicinity of the house,’ asked Cross.

      Wojtchak looked a little abashed at this point, as if he knew what he was going to say was something he should’ve mentioned at an earlier juncture. But he’d gone this far.

      ‘There was a car. Driving away.’

      ‘From their road? The Carpenters?’

      ‘Yes. But fast. It was in a narrow space and it hit the car in front, before it drove off. Make a big noise.’

      Ottey looked at Cross – this was a huge development. A car had been seen speeding in the area, but no-one had placed it in the actual road and like so many other leads MacDonald had closed it down after nothing materialised.

      ‘Do you remember anything else?’

      ‘Yes. It had one of those license plates, you know the ones with red letters, over the number plate.’

      ‘Trade plates,’ said Ottey.

      ‘Did you see the driver?

      ‘No, the sun was reflecting. White with shadows of the trees.’

      ‘Low winter sun. That makes sense at three in the afternoon and it was a cloudless day. Are you sure they were trade plates?’

      ‘I think so.’

      ‘It could have been just some papers on the dash.’

      Wojtchak thought for a moment. ‘No, it was definitely what you said.’

      ‘Trade plates.’

      ‘Yes.’

      On the journey back to Bristol, Ottey could tell that Cross wasn’t in a mood to talk. But it wasn’t in his normal, everyday shut-off, just not wanting to communicate kind of way. Something she had explained to him was often perceived as rude in a two-way enclosed social situation, such as a train or car journey. This, though, was different. It was obvious his mind was working through the various ramifications of what he’d just heard, coalescing it with what he had read in both the police and Leonard’s files. This was exactly what he was doing.

      Trade plates - that had to be significant. Trade plates were basically used to save people in the motor industry from having to register and tax every vehicle that came to be in their possession temporarily. As well as car dealerships the type of businesses that might use them was quite small. It included car repairers. Cross felt this was unlikely – to use someone else’s car in the commission of a murder just seemed too risky. Manufacturers of trailers, obviously immediately discounted, and valets. With valets they barely existed in that area at the time and even now there was only one which offered a collection and delivery service, which might require their use. He had read about the car in the police files – there had been a couple of sightings – variously described as a Mercedes, an Audi and a Jaguar, so obviously an up-market saloon car of some sort. No number plates had been noted down but then as Cross realised, why would they be, if no crime had been witnessed? To most of the witnesses, it had been an annoying man showing off in his flash car by driving through the neighbourhood way too fast. No-one had taken particular note of the driver either, though it would seem by common consent that it was a male wearing sunglasses. Again, why would they. But trade plates? He needed to corroborate that because, if Wojtchak was right, that could be important. He then needed to find some of the original witnesses and try and jog their memory.

      The other interesting thing was the damage caused to the parked car. It hadn’t been mentioned in the police report, but Leonard had discovered one of his neighbour’s cars had indeed been damaged and he’d managed to narrow it down to around that time in the afternoon. The family’s nanny had been returning from picking up the children from school and had noticed it. Another neighbour had heard a loud crash around that time, but when she had looked out of the window there was nothing to see. Leonard had been convinced it was the killer’s car, as he had told MacDonald, on several occasions, to no avail. MacDonald had thought it not worth following, no-one could say when it had occurred - it could have been done hours before. This seemed an odd omission to Cross. To him it seemed, in a case where there were very few leads, this was an important one that should have been followed up. He would ask MacDonald. Of course, had Wojtchak made known the existence of trade plates, he was sure that would have made a material difference to MacDonald’s attitude.

      As for Wojtchak, his story made sense to Cross. Even the cellmate confession. It had such a banal reasoning that it had the ring of truth about it. The way he had referred to Hilary as “Mrs C” implied a genuine familiarity over a length of time which belied the possibility of his doing her harm. She’d found him a job. Lent him money, which he was in the process of returning when he discovered her body. He was close to her and the family, but to Cross’ mind not close enough for there being any emotional context to the possibility of his killing her. Cross’ reading of his behaviour in the café was that of someone genuinely contrite in not having revealed that he was there at the time during his questioning. Thank God he hadn’t picked up the broken teacup when he saw Hilary’s body. His fingerprints would have placed him at the scene and that, together with the absence of any other suspect, and in the context of his being seen in the vicinity of the house at the time of the murder, being known to the victim – which would’ve been seen as her reason for giving him tea – made Cross think that he would’ve likely been convicted for a crime he didn’t commit. It occurred to him that in such tiny details lay the difference between justice and a gross injustice. If Wojtchak was guilty of anything, it was the fact that, had he come forward earlier, maybe they would’ve found the killer and Leonard would still be alive. He held himself, in part, responsible for Leonard’s death. It clearly affected him. Cross also felt it was a sad state of affairs that someone like Wojtchak had such little faith in the Justice system providing exactly that – justice – that he felt unable to call it in and wait with the body till the police arrived.
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      Wojtchak’s honesty had struck Cross as refreshingly helpful. The same could not be said about Catherine’s husband, Alan. Cross and Ottey met with them in their living room. He wanted to interview them both together at their home, to watch Catherine’s reaction. He was fairly sure what Alan’s would be from what he’d already seen. He was completely charming, but this charm had a fragile quality to it, as if he was hiding something not far from the surface. As if he was wary of being challenged at any moment. He was on guard, defensive.

      ‘How would you describe your relationship with Leonard?’ asked Cross.

      ‘Well, I hadn’t seen him in years,’ said Alan.

      ‘I meant before he disappeared.’

      ‘Cordial.’

      ‘Quite a formal choice of word to describe your relationship with your father-in-law.’

      Alan laughed, ‘Father-in-laws are always a bit guarded with their daughters’ husbands don’t you find? The cuckoo in the nest.’

      ‘Gosh, is that how you saw yourself – as an unwelcome intruder?’ Cross asked.

      ‘They got along just fine,’ Catherine interpolated. ‘He wasn’t a difficult man to get along with, he was a kindly man – too kind some might say.’

      ‘So I believe. Better than you got on with Hilary?’

      ‘How do you mean?’

      ‘Not quite as ‘cordial’?’

      ‘I wouldn’t say that, no.’

      Cross produced some photocopied sheets.

      ‘These are pages from Hilary’s diaries.’

      Cross noted this made Alan uncomfortable.

      ‘Isn’t that an invasion of her privacy?’ asked Catherine.

      ‘When someone’s been murdered, Mrs Gosling, those niceties rather pale into insignificance don’t you think? She remembers the first time you met: “tried too hard, bless him. I think he’s quite taken with C,”’ said Cross.

      Alan laughed and turned to Catherine, who smiled grimly, as if more concerned about what might come next.

      ‘But then there was the fall out. What exactly was that about?’ asked Cross.

      ‘I’m not sure I’d call it a “fall out” really,’ said Alan.

      ‘So how would you describe it?’

      ‘Well it was a disagreement. Just one of those things.’

      Ottey had been looking over Gosling’s shoulder at some photographs on a grand piano.

      ‘Big enough to mean they didn’t attend your wedding?’ she asked.

      Cross looked at her inquiringly.

      ‘Hilary and Leonard aren’t in the wedding pictures,’ she said by way of explanation, ‘Just your parents I’m assuming, Mr Gosling.’

      ‘That must’ve been a little sad for you, Catherine - your father not giving you away,’ said Cross.

      ‘It was resolved later,’ Alan said.

      ‘Even so, that’s quite a statement,’ said Ottey.

      ‘Perhaps, Mr Gosling, you can tell me what the problem was from your point of view,’ Cross asked.

      ‘It was just a disagreement over how the family business should be run.’

      ‘Why would you call it that at the time? It wasn’t a family business. It was Leonard’s dental practice, managed by Hilary before she stopped to become a full-time writer.’

      ‘I think you’re being pedantic,’ said Alan.

      ‘People often say that. Forgive me but I think  accuracy often makes things much clearer. You didn’t approve of the way Hilary ran the practice, is that fair?’ Cross asked.

      ‘She started out as a dental nurse,’ Alan replied. Catherine instinctively looked at her husband, hurt on her late mother’s behalf, possibly.

      Why would you say that?’ asked Cross.

      ‘Because it’s true.’

      ‘Leonard would have started as a dental student as indeed did your wife. I started as a trainee policeman. We all started somewhere,’ Cross pointed out.

      ‘It wasn’t her background.’

      ‘I see, but that wouldn’t necessarily disqualify her would it?’

      ‘Catherine worked there. If that’s not a family business, I don’t know what is.’

      ‘She didn’t join the practice till well after you met. She then had to leave as relations were so bad, and didn’t rejoin till some time after Hilary’s death, when you became the practice manager.’

      ‘Group manager,’ he said.

      ‘Practice manager at the time,’ this time it was Catherine who corrected him, Cross noted.

      ‘You weren’t completely convinced, were you Catherine?’ he asked.

      ‘I wasn’t initially. It seemed a betrayal somehow. Of my mother.’

      ‘That’s perfectly understandable.’

      ‘Did you agree with your husband’s plans for the practice?’

      ‘It made sense. It was a thriving practice. I’ve always been interested in dental health so, from my perspective, if we could spread our standard of dental care wider, it was a win-win,’ she said.

      ‘But that wasn’t what interested you Alan. What I mean is, you saw it purely as a business opportunity,’ Cross said.

      ‘Dentistry is a business. Calling it anything else is simple sophistry,’ he replied.

      ‘Would you describe yourself as an ambitious man?’

      ‘Is that a crime?’

      Cross smiled. ‘It is strange how often we hear that response in answer to a simple question. I suppose it must be, because we’re police and it’s an expression that readily comes to mind. But you are, no? Ambitious?’ he went on.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And you felt Hilary had had no ambition for the practice before she left.’

      ‘Like I said, she had no business background. She couldn’t see the potential. Not her fault.’

      ‘Unlike you.’

      ‘Indeed, I’ve been involved in several businesses, a portfolio if you like. But my main business is basically the family dental chain now.’

      ‘Expanded quite substantially.’ Catherine chipped in.

      ‘Successfully?’ Cross asked.

      ‘I think the results speak for themselves,’ said Alan.

      ‘How would you describe success in business, Ottey? I know it’s not your background, but what is your lay woman’s understanding of success in business?’ asked Cross.

      ‘Healthy profits, happy workforce, good turnover,’ she said.

      ‘Would you agree, Mr Gosling?’ Cross asked.

      ‘Absolutely.’

      ‘And how exactly would you define healthy profits?’

      ‘What’s your point?’

      ‘My point is you certainly made a healthy profit from your businesses before you met Catherine did you not?’

      Gosling didn’t answer.

      ‘Company cars, expense accounts, handsome remuneration – all at the expense of your investors; at their expense because the businesses never actually turned a profit themselves, strangely. The investors became aware of it and, when they did, you simply sought investment elsewhere until, that is, your reputation went before you and you ran out of potential investors. Then, of course, you simply declared yourself bankrupt.’

      ‘Twice,’ interjected Ottey.

      ‘The refuge of the unscrupulous,’ Cross commented.

      ‘They were difficult times,’ said Alan.

      ‘For your investors undoubtedly. And that’s where you underestimated Hilary, the former dental nurse with no business background. Because she did her research and found out you weren’t exactly as successful as you made out. That’s why she wouldn’t agree to your proposal. Not because of the plans themselves, although I’m sure she had her doubts about those, but because of you - a twice-declared bankrupt.’

      Gosling said nothing and Cross just, as was his way, looked at him long and hard, trying to read the signs.

      ‘Which made it so difficult for your fiancée. She was forced to make a choice between her mother and her future husband. That’s why Hilary didn’t come to the wedding - not because she didn’t like your business plan, but because she didn’t approve of you per se.’

      It was at this point that Cross noted Catherine looking at an imaginary piece of lint on her skirt.

      ‘So how are things going at the moment for the group?’ asked Ottey.

      ‘Very well, you only have to look at the website to see how well,’ said Alan.

      ‘I myself prefer to consult Companies House to get a more accurate picture. A bit drier, less razzle-dazzle than a website. I’ve got the figures from eighteen months ago here. Terrific turnover it has to be said, but huge operating costs at the same time,’ said Cross.

      ‘It’s an expensive business, dentistry.’

      ‘So it would seem, particularly when the CEO is so handsomely rewarded. Is that the industry norm?’ He didn’t give Gosling the chance to reply. ‘But that is where your business background comes in so useful, I would imagine – ensuring that you can find the money to pay yourself so well.’

      There was another awkward pause. Alan wasn’t going to take the bait.

      ‘You actually earn more than the majority of your dentists in your group. Again I find myself asking whether that is normal?’ Cross asked disingenuously.

      ‘I bear a lot of responsibility for the group as a whole,’ Alan replied.

      ‘You’ve actually made an operating loss for the last three years, yet you’ve awarded yourself substantial annual bonuses and salary increases.’

      ‘All approved by the board.’

      ‘Oh I’m sure it’s all above board.’

      ‘That’s not what I said.’

      ‘I’m well aware of what you said, Mr Gosling,’ said Cross.

      ‘As for the losses we’re in a period of transition. We’re expanding, hence my bonuses.’

      ‘But explain this to me – what are you being rewarded for, when you’re not actually running the business at a profit?’ Cross asked as if he genuinely didn’t understand how this could work.

      ‘It’s complex and not something that can be understood by simply looking at Companies House figures.’

      ‘You actually believe that don’t you? You actually think you’re doing a great job, when the reality is that anyone with a modicum of a business brain would look at these figures and see the situation for what it is. A chief executive milking a business operation for all its worth, for his own gain. What do you think Mrs Gosling?’

      She said nothing. And there it was, the crack in the whole thing. She didn’t approve of any of this, she was genuinely interested in dental health - that’s what she had trained for, what her father had brought up to believe. Dentistry not Botox, lip fillers and all the other procedures her husband had introduced. Maybe she was more in agreement with her sister Gillian than she had let on in their previous meeting. But she was trapped. Maybe mixing marriage and business wasn’t such a great idea. Cross decided this had gone on long enough and he would move it on. He went back to the pages copied from Hilary’s diary.

      ‘“Walter Mitty with an edge. How he can talk about business with such apparent authority, and no regard for his failures, is terrifying. Other people were and are always to blame for his mistakes. And he sounds so plausible. He’s managed to poison Catherine against us. Our own daughter taking his word against ours. I never thought anyone would be able to do that. He’s a snake. A viper. A fraud,”’ Cross read out.

      Catherine got up and left the room. Ottey looked at Cross for a cue – he nodded and she left.

      ‘Strong words from a mother-in-law.’

      ‘And how wrong she was. He smiled sympathetically as if in his magnanimity he was willing to forgive her. ‘I should also point out that my taking over the group gave her the opportunity to leave and write. Something she’d always wanted to do.’

      ‘”Deluded. No sense of reality. Head in the clouds. Won’t face the truth of things even when they hit him hard in the face.” Might be her reaction to that, were she still with us.’ Gosling smiled weakly at the fact that she’s not, with just a hint of victory. Like so many people he had come to the conclusion that the odd man in front of him was a bumbling disorganised eccentric. Big mistake.

      ‘Charles Morgan,’ Cross watched as Gosling’s expression changed quicker than he would’ve liked it to. He blanched.

      ‘Does that name mean anything to you?’ Cross asked. He often sounded genuinely curious when he asked questions like this. In many ways it was because he was exactly that. Really curious.

      ‘You wouldn’t be asking if you didn’t already know,’ said Alan.

      ‘One of your former investors, now serving twelve years for pension fraud. The courts really don’t like pension fraud. It really gets under their skin.’

      ‘Yes he was – a former investor.’

      ‘Quite an unhappy one in the end.’

      ‘He was well aware of the risks.’

      ‘That’s not exactly how he sees it.’

      Gosling said nothing, waiting to see exactly what this implied.

      ‘He’s well-known to us, which was why we were, to put it mildly, surprised to find you in business with him. Someone of his reputation and… methods. He doesn’t like losing does he? Doesn’t like losing one bit.’

      Catherine and Ottey came back in. Catherine holding a cup of tea with both hands, the way people do when they’re seeking either warmth, or in this case, comfort from it. She sat down on a nearby armchair rather than back next to her husband on the sofa. Distancing herself, Cross thought.

      ‘Particularly losing money. And his actions, when he does, have landed him in hot water on several occasions,’ Cross continued.

      ‘But he’s got much better at recent years in keeping his violence at arms’ length,’ added Ottey.

      ‘Well, until he was incarcerated,’ Cross reminded her.

      ‘That’s true, but these people always have a way to get things done even from inside. Particularly when they feel ripped off,’ she said.

      ‘Which was exactly what he felt you’d done.’

      ‘I’d refute that,’ said Alan.

      ‘Please do.’

      ‘We had a bad summer that  year.’

      ‘Another “period of transition?”’ asked Ottey. Cross was confused for a moment, then realised it had to be ironic. ‘Property investment, wasn’t it?’

      ‘Correct.’

      ‘I always thought property was a safe bet,’ Cross stated.

      ‘Depends how ambitious you are, or “fucking clueless” according to Morgan,’ said Ottey.

      ‘DS Ottey here has been talking to Morgan. He was very co-operative once she’d managed to restore various privileges he’d had removed on account of violent conduct. Do I need to remind you about the proposition you put to him?’

      ‘It was a perfectly legal solution to making up his shortfall,’ Alan said.

      ‘This “shortfall” was presumably the two hundred and fifty-nine thousand, seven hundred and seventy-six pounds you owed him.’

      Catherine gasped audibly. ‘What?!’

      ‘Catherine I can explain. I owed him nothing of the sort.’

      ‘Not exactly how he sees it,’ said Cross.

      ‘It was an operating loss.’

      ‘Ah, another one. They seem to follow you around. But with this one you avoided liability by declaring yourself bankrupt. For the second time.’

      ‘But then your friend Morgan threatened you and you needed to find a solution quickly to preserve your ability to walk,’ Ottey added helpfully, ‘Perhaps your wife could run us through the proposal.’

      ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about,’ said Catherine.

      ‘Catherine, let me deal with this,’ Alan said irritably.

      ‘Oh, please do, I’m all ears,’ she replied.

      ‘I think it might save time if I ran through it rather than your husband. His version of events might well differ from the truth of the matter. He offered Morgan a substantial share of your parents’ business in lieu of his debt which, together with his ambitious plans, tempted our friend Morgan and got your husband out of his predicament,’ said Cross

      ‘Morgan couldn’t believe his luck – a legitimate business at last. Maybe even an opportunity to launder money. I’m not entirely sure – fraud isn’t one of my strengths,’ added Ottey.

      ‘The problem was that Hilary wouldn’t play ball and therein lay your problem. How to deal with Hilary.’

      ‘What exactly are you saying?’ asked Alan.

      ‘Just that. You made a proposal to Morgan, a man you owed a significant amount of money to but Hilary stood in the way.’

      It was just beginning to dawn on Catherine what was going on here. She stood up, ‘Alan?’

      Having laid this grenade at their feet Cross employed a tactic he often used in such circumstances and remembered somewhere else he had to be urgently. He excused himself, and he and Ottey got up. He turned at the door.

      ‘Oh, one other thing. What car were you driving at the time of Hilary’s death?’ he asked.

      ‘It was a Jaguar XJ6,’ Catherine answered for her husband.

      ‘Do you remember what colour?’

      Gosling shook his head, ‘It was a long time ago.’

      ‘Red,’ Catherine interjected firmly.

      ‘Thank you,’ said Cross. He and Ottey left.

      ‘What a sleazeball,’ Ottey said as they reached the car, ‘What are you thinking?’

      ‘I start thinking he’s a convincing possibility, then I remember the trade plates. Why would he have trade plates in his car?’

      ‘A courtesy car?’ she suggested.

      ‘They’re normally registered.’

      ‘True.’

      ‘Get Mackenzie to find out where he had his car serviced. I think he’s the type to get it done at the dealership. Can you follow up with the wife and see if she can give him an alibi for Hilary’s death?’

      ‘Why the wife?’

      ‘She’s more likely to tell us the truth.’

      ‘And for Leonard’s murder?’

      ‘Good point. And for Leonard’s. Did she say anything in the kitchen?’

      ‘Not really. I thought she was more surprised than shocked.’

      ‘Interesting distinction.’

      ‘That’s what I thought, but it also seemed like a weight was lifted off her shoulders. Like it was the excuse she’d been seeking, for a long time, to end something maybe she should’ve got out of years before.’

      ‘What? Her mother’s murder?’

      ‘Oh no, she doesn’t for a minute think he killed her mother. Her marriage.’

      

      Cross now had two courses of action, as he saw it. Talk to MacDonald and the witnesses about the speeding car, and look into the trade plates. The plates had to help narrow down the investigation in some way. He’d look into how many dealerships, garages and car distributors in the area had access to trade plates at the time. Wojtchak’s description of the crockery meant she was obviously expecting someone she knew to call round. Also it hadn’t been mentioned that the front door had been left open in any of the reports or Leonard’s files. Wojtchak must’ve closed it when he arrived.
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      Mackenzie was settling in a little now, and people seemed to know she existed. Carson himself had even given her a task, albeit a simple logging of calls to a helpline regarding another murder in a village in Somerset. They had charged someone but Carson said they had to cross all the t’s. It seemed to her a fatuous course of action and not why she’d joined the police force. Although the more she thought about it, the less she was convinced that she actually knew why she joined in the first place. So her reaction to Cross’ request that she track down all the witnesses who saw a mystery car around the time of her murder fifteen years before, including the café owner – who had since sold up and moved – was conflicted. She didn’t want to piss Carson off, but what Cross had asked her to do, albeit in a cold case, was much more in line with her idea of ‘police work.’ However she made the mistake of telling Cross about her concerns .

      ‘You are right to be concerned. Carson has given you a course of action directly, which he needs seen through. He outranks me - I am also working on a case which he has specifically instructed me not to do, and I am therefore ‘working under the radar’ albeit it on a case which is unsolved, the solution of which might in fact prevent the imminent execution of a gross miscarriage of justice. So leave,’ Cross said.

      ‘What? No,’ she protested.

      Cross said nothing.

      ‘I’m sure I can do both,’ she continued.

      ‘As am I, demonstrated amply by the fact that I asked you to do it in the full knowledge of the task assigned already to you by DCI Carson.’

      ‘I’ll do it,’ she said.

      ‘Then perhaps next time you intend doing something anyway, you could dispense with the excuses and just say “yes”.’

      ‘Um, sure.’

      ‘Unless, of course, you want to try and give me the impression that you’re doing me a favour.’

      ‘No, I…’

      ‘Which you’re not.’

      He just looked at her, which she took as her cue to leave and so did. He picked up a piece of paper from his desk and said, ‘The list.’

      She came back and took it.

      Carson had listened to Ottey’s account of her trip with Cross to Manchester. He was thinking about all that had been said, then he looked up and said, ‘Okay, but this changes nothing as regards Whitby. CPS are convinced we’ll secure a conviction.’

      ‘What if it’s the wrong one?’ said Ottey.

      ‘Oh don’t start. Look, between you and me, I’m happy for Cross to go looking into the Hilary Carpenter murder for the time being. It is, after all, a cold case and I can therefore justify it upstairs. Do I think it the best use of our resources? No, but this Woj… this Polish bloke’s admission that he was there does change things – it’s worth another look. But this theory of Cross’ that it’s the same killer I just don’t buy. Why kill Leonard Carpenter? How did he find him if he knew him? None of the family knew where he was. He didn’t even look like himself. He was a drunken, sad case, living off the streets because he had mental health issues triggered by the loss, the murder of his wife. Who wouldn’t? But who would want to kill him?’

      ‘All questions which, when answered, may lead to his killer,’ she said.

      ‘We have his fucking killer. Remember? You charged him,’ he pointed out.

      ‘Yes, well, I’m not so sure any more.’

      ‘Oh Jesus,’ then he looked at her for a moment.

      ‘Hang on a minute, I can see what you’re up to here. You’re trying to get me to remove you as his partner, by joining in with his double murder theory. Well it’s not going to work,’ he said.

      ‘Two things I should point out – one, I’m not as Machiavellian as either you think I am, or, as you must be yourself.  Secondly, you told me the Leonard Carpenter case was my last with Cross. So technically I’m no longer his partner. Correct?’ Ottey asked.

      ‘Dismissed.’

      

      Cross was cycling to MacDonald’s house in Westbury-on-Trym, having snuck out while Ottey was with Carson. He wasn’t looking forward to it, as he would have to employ all the self-preservation tactics he’d used with MacDonald and others like him when he first joined the force. The way he was treated back then simply wouldn’t be allowed now. It had got better over the years as his reputation as a good detective, one who got results despite, and in some cases because of, his odd ways, grew. But at the beginning it had been like being in a dreadful boys’ boarding school – at least he assumed so, not having been to one – or being picked for a rugby team without the physique or any sporting ability, simply because no-one else was free. These residual feelings remained with him, much to his annoyance, all these years later, despite his rank, age and experience.

      He hadn’t called MacDonald to make an appointment, preferring to give him no notice of his visit. When he arrived he noticed that his car wasn’t there, just a small Nissan Micra, which he assumed must be his wife’s. He’d knock anyway, his reason being, if he was honest with himself, that he knew MacDonald would be irked with his visit anyway and he wanted to see what he’d do with that annoyance, if anything.

      He rang the bell and, after a short while, a woman could be seen approaching through the frosted glass framing the front door. She was talking, either on the phone, or speaking to someone else in the house. After the usual pleasantries it was clear MacDonald was not at home,  Cross said he’d return at some point in the near future. But saying her husband probably wouldn’t be long, she invited him in.

      ‘But you have company,’ he’d noted the absence of a phone in her hand.

      ‘Nonsense. Come in. It’s just one of the boys, come in and meet him.’

      Cross followed her into the kitchen. Sitting at the table was a young black man in his early twenties.

      ‘This is Duncan. He’s a student at UWE reading economics. This is DC Cross, a policeman, presumably a former colleague of Stuart’s?’

      ‘Indeed.’

      The young man stood up holding out his hand.

      ‘How do you do, sir?’

      Cross made that nod of his head, well more of a twitch really, which he thought indicated politely that he didn’t, as a rule, shake hands.

      ‘How do you do?’ he replied, thinking how well-mannered this young man was addressing him as “sir” – as polite, in truth, as he had been impolite, not that this was something which would ever occur to him. Mrs MacDonald went over to the sideboard to get another cup, turning as she did so.

      ‘I seem to remember you’re a cup and saucer man, not a mug.’

      ‘Correct, Madam.’

      ‘Sheila, please. Then, bone china I think.’

      She poured the tea. She was an amiable-looking woman in her early seventies, not glamourous in any way, ‘homely’ would be how Cross would describe her. The lines on her face betrayed a life of laughter and smiling. Indeed her face seemed to be set in a permanent slight smile.

      ‘Duncan is one of my boys. He left two years ago but still comes to visit, which is lovely.’

      It was then that Cross noticed next to a plate of homemade biscuits a large ribboned medal in a presentation box which she had obviously been showing to the young man. She followed his look and said, ‘Oh I’m sorry, let me put that away.’

      ‘Is it an MBE?’ asked Cross.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘I’ve seen them in the papers. The OBE is almost identical except that it’s gold, I think,’ he said.

      ‘Gosh, I wouldn’t know,’ she replied

      ‘She just got it last month from Prince William. That’s why I came over. Have a look. Say “congrats”,’ said Duncan.

      ‘He was lovely. We went up to the Palace - it was a lovely day out. Good excuse to dress up,’ said Sheila.

      ‘Show him the pictures,’ insisted Duncan.

      ‘No, don’t be silly.’

      But Duncan got up, went over to the French dresser and picked up an envelope. He showed Cross the pictures of her receiving it, and she and her husband outside the Palace holding it up. Cross was unsure how to react, so came out with, ‘Well, congratulations.’

      ‘It’s well deserved,’ said Duncan as he picked up the one of her on her own.  In her hat and dress bought for the occasion she was holding the medal up in front of her in the courtyard of the Palace.

      ‘I’m sure it is.’

      Most people would now ask why she’d received it, but that wasn’t why Cross was there and so it didn’t occur to him. Duncan pointed to a noticeboard on the wall, which was covered in photographs of dozens of children with Sheila.  Pictures with just them and in the occasional one with MacDonald as well. One had him in uniform with a young girl wearing his hat. In almost all the pictures everyone was laughing. There were some other pictures, more formal ones obviously, taken at schools with that ubiquitous cardboard frame, where the children looked a bit more uncomfortable, unhappy maybe. The children were all ages from babies to toddlers, young people to teens, all a mix of races.

      ‘She fosters,’ explained Duncan.

      ‘I see.’

      ‘She brought up all those kids.’

      ‘With Stuart,’ she interjected.

      ‘With Stuart. A bit,’ Duncan said, laughing. She joined in. There was no animus over Stuart’s role, Cross thought.

      ‘You must’ve done it for years to amass such a number,’ he said.

      ‘Decades really. We didn’t have any children of our own and when we realised that’s just how it was, it just seemed the natural thing to do,’ she replied.

      ‘You didn’t want to adopt?’ Cross asked.

      ‘Stuart did, but for me, well I thought this was the less selfish option and there was so much need.’

      ‘Do you still foster?’

      ‘No, not really, we’re getting on a bit. But we sometimes get a call, in an emergency, to take a baby for a few nights, that’s all.’

      ‘Time to look after yourselves,’ said Duncan.

      ‘But they all come back, from time to time, like Duncan. Some of them with their wives and husbands and children, that’s really special,’ she said.

      ‘And you remember them all?’ asked Cross.

      ‘Of course. They were mine for a bit, and for some of them, Al and I were all the family they knew. Sad really.’

      ‘Oh stop it Mum. We were blessed, you maybe not so much,’ Duncan laughed again, ‘there were one or two wrong’uns, weren’t there Sheila?’

      ‘Duncan…’

      ‘How many did you foster in all?’ asked Cross.

      ‘Eighty-seven over thirty years.’

      ‘That’s remarkable.’

      ‘I loved it, gave me something to do while Stuart worked. He worked all hours, but then you’d know all about that. Do you have family DS Cross?’

      ‘Just my father,’ he said.

      ‘Not married?’ she asked.

      ‘No.’

      Half an hour later there was still no sign of MacDonald, so Cross made his excuses and left. On his way back to the station he thought about Sheila MacDonald and her husband; he couldn’t imagine for a moment devoting your life to bringing up so many children, children who weren’t even yours. He thought she was quite extraordinary. He wasn’t sure what it made him think about MacDonald, whether it changed his view of him at all. But maybe it was a recipe for a successful marriage, him busy at work and her likewise at home, dealing with so many children. They had once had nine children in the house, according to Sheila. It was only for a few months but Cross shuddered to think of all the chaos and disorder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 25

        

      

    

    
      That weekend, Cross was going through Hilary’s case in his mind. Usually he would have a board in the open area at work, displaying photographs of suspects, crimes scenes, connections and all relevant material to an investigation. Obviously he couldn’t in this case because he wasn’t supposed to be working on it and, therefore, neither was anyone else. But in fact he only made these boards for the benefit of others - to enable him to talk through potential actions with visual reference for them. He had no need of them because he had it all stored in his memory. He was changing his mind now about certain things, modifying them, primarily about the way he should go about solving the case.

      Originally he thought he might find clues, the answer even, in the original police investigation; but the more he looked at it, the more he felt its overall inefficiency actually precluded any chance of finding anything conclusive. So he was going to conduct a new enquiry. Start over. Wojtchak’s admission that he had been there after the commission of the crime had thrown up a few new leads. The car, mainly. The original investigation thought that the killer must have been known to Hilary as she was entertaining him – ‘him’ because everyone agreed the strength used to strangle her indicated such, a broken trachea as with Leonard – and there was no sign of a break-in. The sightings of the car had been noted in the original investigation but puzzlingly not followed up in any depth. But there were now two new factors: the trade plates and another which must’ve been known to the team at the time, surely – the damaged parked car - as Leonard had mentioned it to MacDonald, on more than one occasion. But for now he would concentrate on the plates. He needed to press Mackenzie, so he called her.

      ‘Alice, it’s DS Cross.’

      ‘Hi, is everything alright?’ he ignored what he knew to be another question which didn’t require an answer.

      ‘How are you getting on with the plates?’

      ‘I’m drawing up a list as you asked.’

      ‘When can I have it?’

      ‘Well, I’ll get back to it on Monday.’

      ‘Monday?’

      ‘Um, no, I could, of course I could work on it today.’

      ‘Call me when it’s complete.’

      Did “thank you” simply not exist in this man’s vocabulary? It was the weekend, for fuck’s sake, and this woman had been dead for over fifteen years - what’s the rush? She lay back in her bed and realised that, if she didn’t want a further series of calls over the weekend and a bad start to the week at work, she’d better pull out of brunch with her school-friends. But fuck, she was hosting it. She’d have to do both – that was it! She grabbed her laptop off the floor and started typing.

      Ottey had told Cross about her conversation with Carson, commenting how he had inadvertently blurted out something in his frustration about Cross’ continuing investigation, which might actually be of use in the Leonard case. She had come to tell him when she found his office empty and, in truth, had been tempted to keep it to herself as some form of childish punishment. Anyway, in his disparaging of Cross’ ‘same killer’ theory Carson had asked her how, if it was the same culprit, had he managed to find Leonard on the streets? In fact, now that he thought about it, how did he know Leonard was back in Bristol when no-one else did, his family in particular? Even if he did, how would he know where he was, and how would he recognise him when he was completely unrecognisable from the man he was at the time of his wife’s death fifteen years earlier? Cross thought about this for a moment. Even though they had no idea how he could’ve done any of this, it was an intriguing, if not critical thought. If it was the same killer, as he was convinced it was, how indeed did he know Leonard was back and that this filthy, unkempt, drunken man was him. If they could work that out, maybe they could find their killer. But, as Cross knew, it was the wrong way round – a cart-before-the-horse situation. How could they find out how he knew, when they didn’t know who he was. One of the constant Catch-22s that cropped up in detective work.

      

      Cross wasn’t a religious man, far from it. His Aspergic sense of strict logic inevitably led him to the conclusion that on probability – well indeed in all certainty, bar the fact that he had no solid proof either way and so certainty wasn’t something he felt comfortable applying to this situation – God didn’t exist, and that religion in all its various forms was simply a man-made creation to provide the prospect of something further after death. Also a way of building quite privileged, and financially profitable, institutions and a fantastic way of life for a few. One of his hobbies was the church organ. He had visited most of the great organs in the British Isles, often with a reluctant Raymond in tow, and one or two in Europe. He had a profound knowledge of the instrument and its history and so it was a natural progression for him to learn how to play. He was now a self-taught, and more than proficient organist. In fact you could go as far as to say he was actually quite accomplished, such was his dedication to it.

      This talent had, however, come at a cost. He had, for many years, gone to organ recitals and would sit in a concert hall or church appreciating the acoustics of the room and the tone of the instrument being played. He was now incapable of going to an organ recital without criticising the technique of the person playing, or their interpretation of the piece being played. He was also something of an expert of the organ canon, orchestral as well as ecclesiastical, as he had started, many years before, collecting organ scores. Once he’d collected all the major pieces a self-respecting organ aficionado should own, he began to collect old or rare ones – first editions, in a way. He would often scour ebay at weekends and specialist music sites on the internet in his search for the rare and elusive. He’d even been asked by one seller of antiquarian books and music scores with whom he dealt frequently, to come and talk to the local music society. Obviously this kind of thing was completely outside his comfort zone and he’d declined, politely he thought, although the offended music seller would have to disagree.

      His interest in organs was the reason for his cycling to a small parish church in the St Paul’s area of Bristol that day. He had struck a deal with the previous priest - who he had inevitably met through work – some years before, that in exchange for being able to practise on the church organ he would maintain it on a regular basis, repairing when necessary. His interest in organs had expanded exponentially from gaining knowledge of the history of the instrument, collecting music, learning how to play, to an in-depth knowledge of the workings and construction of the instrument himself. He could possibly, with Raymond’s help, actually build one from scratch. So today he had arranged to tune the organ for the new, much younger priest, Stephen, who was immensely grateful for the help and accommodated Cross’ practice needs – he even had his own key to the church. He was, however, a little too eager to engage him in lengthy philosophical discussions about faith and atheism for Cross’ taste.

      The organ in question was tuned by altering the small apertures on each pipe, tapping the small slides open or closed as needed. Stephen was playing notes as Cross called them out and then adjusted the note to his ear. He called for an A flat and nothing happened. He called for it again.

      ‘Ah, Brian did mention that one of the keys isn’t working. Sorry I completely forgot,’ Stephen said. Cross sighed, not for Stephen’s forgetfulness but at the mention of Brian, the long-time and, in his opinion, inept organist. Not only was he pretty talentless but extraordinarily heavy-handed in his treatment  of the instrument both with his hands and his feet. Cross has repaired far too many keys and stops than he felt was normal, even though the organ hadn’t been exactly well-maintained before he arrived. It was in quite a state of neglect and Cross had spent a lot of time and quite a lot of his own money (not that Stephen knew this) restoring it back to some semblance of working order. But it was still in a delicate state and needed careful handling. It was his intention to dedicate his next annual leave to completely dismantling the organ and giving it a thorough, long overdue, service.

      After the tuning was complete Cross packed up his tools in a vintage canvas holdall, the kind that plumbers used to carry. They were about fifty years old, a bargain he’d found on ebay from a family whose grandfather had been an organ technician years before. Cross had an instinctive admiration for this man and had come to the conclusion from the condition and ordered nature of his tools that he must’ve been very good at his work. As he walked down the aisle to his bike leaning by the front door, Stephen quickly ended a phone call and caught up with him. Then began the regular pantomime that played out between them, with Stephen attempting to pay Cross for his time and Cross pointing out the quid pro quo nature of their transaction. ‘You let me play, I maintain.’ This was always a prelude to Stephen’s bemoaning Brian’s lack of talent and his attitude to playing the organ during services. He feared it had become a chore for Brian after all these years, but at the same time couldn’t suggest a change because he couldn’t risk hurting his feelings. Cross noted this latest embellishment to the situation and wondered where it was all leading.

      ‘If you could just see your way to playing maybe a few weddings I’m sure he wouldn’t mind and, in time, he might see his way to retiring completely,’ said Stephen.

      Cross said nothing.

      ‘Imagine playing the Widor in anger,’ the Priest said.

      ‘Why would I play it in anger?’ asked Cross.

      ‘It’s an expression, George.’

      Cross had explained to him on many occasions that he couldn’t play during a service because he was an atheist. Stephen had tried to point out that a belief in God was not a prerequisite for playing the organ during a service.

      ‘A service is an act of worship and to play the organ at a service is to take part in that act, which I’m not comfortable with,’ Cross said.

      ‘It just seems such a shame you keep your gift to yourself. Some people might even say selfish,’ said Stephen.

      Cross concentrated on fixing his bag to the back pannier on his bike, hoping that Stephen’s conversation would come to a natural conclusion.

      ‘You should share it with others. It would give them so much pleasure.’

      ‘I thought church services were meant to be devotional not pleasurable,’ Cross reasoned.

      ‘I happen to think the two can go hand in hand.’

      ‘I can’t. There it is. Goodbye,’ said Cross, as he wheeled his bike out of the door, closing it carefully behind him. Stephen was used to his perfunctory, peremptory manner and took no offence. Then he remembered something and opened the door, to find Cross putting on his helmet.

      ‘I was talking to Peter at St Mary Redcliffe. He’d be delighted if you’d like to play their organ one day. I believe it’s lovely,’ he said, getting  Cross’ immediate attention. He turned to face the priest.

      ‘Harrison and Harrison, built in 1912. Four manuals, seventy-one stops, over four thousand, three hundred pipes. Restored in 2010. The original was built in 1726 by John Harris and John Byfield,’ Cross informed him.

      ‘Right. Anyway here’s his number.’

      Stephen’s desire to get George to play to his congregation was entirely genuine. Unbeknownst to George, whenever he practised in the church and Stephen was in the vicarage next door, he would drop whatever he was doing and go into the church and listen. He found such moments to be wonderfully contemplative in the middle of his generally frenetic days. Indeed, on occasion, when in a meeting next door, and hearing George playing, he had taken those in the meeting with him into the church to listen. Last time this had happened, he had joked to them about what a privilege it was for him to have these private recitals regularly, for nothing, and this was what had prompted his new plan of action to get George to perform.
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      The noise level in Alice’s small rented flat was much lower than normal. This was because all five of her guests were looking intently at their laptops which she had told them to bring shortly after she’d spoken to Cross. The five glasses of Prosecco on the table had also remained uncharacteristically full – unusual to the point of being unheard-of. This was because she’d had the brilliant idea of doing brunch and Cross’ legwork at the same time, by delegating to her friends. Mostly mates from uni, they had, as a group, always been hugely competitive and so she had set them the task of finding out as many businesses in the local area that had access to trade license plates.

      ‘The first to ten will get… well, they’ll have won,’ she announced.

      This was enough for them, together with the idea that how often in life do you get an opportunity to work on a murder case? They were still at the age where you took every chance to experience the unusual when it presents itself. So here they were - a couple of trainee solicitors, an internee at a bank, a TV researcher who had already given up her ambition to be an actress, and a junior doctor who they rarely saw as she seemed to work every weekend and public holiday of the year - tapping away furiously at their keyboards to be the first past the winning post.

      Alice called Cross in the afternoon after they’d all left, a little apprehensive as she was aware she may have had a glass too many, as they had set the world to rights after brunch. She practised out loud before ringing, to see if she could detect any slurring in her speech. She couldn’t, but then realised this was no consolation as her judgement in this matter might well be impaired. She didn’t expect any thanks from Cross that she, or rather her friends, had gleaned this information from the internet, but she kicked herself for not anticipating what he would say. If she hadn’t had a drink and then a laugh with her friends, she would’ve thought to task him with what, in retrospect, was his inevitable question.

      ‘I assume you’ve ruled out those which weren’t in business fifteen years ago,’ said Cross.

      She could’ve kicked herself. A rookie mistake and one that, despite being a rookie, she could easily have avoided. She had come to the conclusion that Cross would never be impressed by a single action of hers, and that impressing him would be a gradual process, a slow burn, and the now glaringly obvious need to find out which businesses had been trading at the time of Hilary’s murder, would have been a small tick on the ‘impressing of GC’ chart.

      Cross made one call which he immediately regretted. It was to Fiona Cooke. He wanted to know if she’d been aware of the mysterious car. It turned out that she was, as well as of the damaged parked car. Leonard had told her. Several times, in point of fact. Cross had called because his instinct told him that she was more of an investigative reporter than just a local journalist reporting what she saw. Fiona, it also turned out, had always felt that the sighting of the car was the only tangible element, clue even, the police had and yet it wasn’t properly followed up. It seemed such an obvious thing, but they hadn’t even examined local CCTV to see if it showed up anywhere, as far as she knew. He would check.

      He had cycled there over the previous weekend and noted CCTV in the local area. A quick call to the council and local businesses told him that at least three cameras were there at the time, all of which would have captured the vehicle, and that they were in operation. He then checked the police files, and there was no indication that they had looked into any available CCTV at the time. A glaring omission in his mind. It was a first port of call in any investigation. But it was what Fiona had said at the end of the call that made him regret making it in the first place – after all, all he’d got from her was confirmation that she was aware of the car, nothing material.  She asked him if he had reopened the case and when he had replied, yes, in a qualified way, she thought that might interest her editor, especially as she was able to place herself in it in a historical context. He had a feeling such an article would be more of a hindrance than a help.

      He decided to pay MacDonald another visit. The fact that he hadn’t received a call from him complaining about talking to his wife, made him think she hadn’t told him of his last visit. Ottey found Cross unlocking his bike as she arrived at work after the school run. He had no idea why she’d said that she’d caught him ‘trying to sneak out.’ He was doing no such thing and was quite confused by the implication. But now they were sitting opposite MacDonald in his kitchen as his wife made them tea. She brought across two mugs and a cup and saucer.

      ‘George prefers it in a tea cup don’t you dear?’ she said.

      ‘I do thank you,’ he said this without looking at her because he was making a mental note of MacDonald’s reaction to her familiarity with Cross. He was right, she hadn’t told him of his previous visit. This was a small but good thing. It put MacDonald on the back foot. Cross decided to push this discomfort a little further.

      ‘I don’t suppose you have any of those delicious homemade biscuits of yours, do you?’ he asked deliberately as if to make sure it hadn’t passed MacDonald by.

      ‘I do as it happens. I made a new batch at the weekend,’ she said, pleased by the compliment, which was Cross’ intention. She brought over a plate and then left them “in peace.”

      ‘So what can I do for you Detectives?’ asked MacDonald trying to place himself in charge of the conversation.

      ‘The car,’ Cross said.

      ‘I’m sorry?’ MacDonald asked.

      ‘Seen driving away from the scene,’ Cross continued.

      ‘It wasn’t seen driving from the scene,’ said MacDonald.

      ‘Correct. Seen in the vicinity of the scene at the time of the crime.’

      ‘What about it?’

      ‘It seems to me to have been pretty much the only clue in your possession.’

      ‘Clue?’ MacDonald asked.

      ‘Very well. Lead. There was nothing else except for some inconclusive footprints by the body.’

      ‘Yes, the prints unfortunately had no distinctive pattern to them. They were plain-soled shoes. So, other than size we really had no other information. I mean they were probably brogues or normal men’s shoes.’

      ‘So why did you not pursue the car lead, if I may ask?’

      ‘We did.’

      ‘Only briefly.’

      ‘There was no indication that the driver was the killer,’ MacDonald said.

      ‘Maybe not, but he may have been a witness of some sort.’ MacDonald didn’t reply. ‘It was very much in a rush,’ Cross went on.

      ‘It was being driven at speed,’ MacDonald conceded.

      ‘In such a rush that it had damaged a parked car.’

      ‘We had no evidence that the same car had done that.’

      ‘That’s not entirely accurate, Leonard…’

      ‘Leonard…’ MacDonald sighed.

      ‘Yes?’ Cross asked, hoping for some kind of elaboration.

      ‘Sorry. Nothing,’ MacDonald said, stopping himself.

      ‘I see…  Leonard had in fact ascertained that a neighbour heard the car’s impact on the other car, at around the time of the murder,’ said Cross.

      ‘I wasn’t aware of that.’

      ‘Another neighbour also corroborated that the speeding car had been parked in the space behind the damaged car.’

      ‘That car could’ve been damaged at any time.’

      ‘I think not. The family’s nanny had taken a children’s buggy out of the back of the car that morning at eight, and there was no damage. She noticed it when she brought the children home from nursery and informed her employer.’

      ‘I wasn’t aware of that,’ said MacDonald.

      ‘Really?’ Cross seemed confused by this, then got into a muddle trying to find something in his file. He gave off an air of shambolic disorganisation, which was of course his intention. He found a copy of a letter and retrieved it from the file. ‘Leonard pointed it out to you in a letter of April seventeenth that year.’

      ‘I didn’t see that letter.’

      ‘That seems very strange,’ said Cross.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘A letter from the victim’s husband? I’d’ve thought you’d’ve paid it no little attention.’

      ‘It would’ve been one of dozens, hundreds that that man sent. They came in almost daily. On a couple of occasions more than one would come in a single day – as one more desperate thought or theory sprang into that man’s mind,’ said MacDonald.

      ‘If there were so many, how can you be so sure you didn’t see this one?’

      MacDonald didn’t answer.

      ‘Did you feel sorry for him?’ asked Cross.

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘But also irritated perhaps.’

      ‘You know what it’s like, people like Leonard are grieving. God alone knows what it must be like to have your wife or a loved one murdered in that way. The guilt. What if you’d been there?  The constant playing through their last moments in your imagination, wondering if they suffered. It must be terrible. For Leonard it cost him everything. He used to do Sheila’s teeth for heaven’s sake,’ said MacDonald.

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Maybe I did make a mistake not following up the car any further than we did. Maybe.’

      ‘It does seem a little strange.’

      ‘I just had a feeling about this case.’

      ‘What kind of feeling?’ asked Ottey.

      ‘I don’t know. It was a strange one, I never felt confident we’d crack it,’ MacDonald looked down at the table as if trying to put himself back in his place all those years before.

      ‘She was expecting whoever it was. Had invited them in. They must’ve talked before he killed her.  She’d cut the cake, poured the tea, so who was it? I talked to the family. I didn’t take to the son-in-law,’ said MacDonald.

      ‘Alan. Boyfriend at the time,’ Cross corrected him.

      ‘That’s him, boyfriend, son-in-law whatever. Seemed a little dodgy to me. A chancer. I don’t think Hilary or Leonard were particularly fond of him. They didn’t trust him. But he had an alibi and, frankly, I couldn’t see why he would’ve done it even if he’d had a reason, and I didn’t think he had it in him.’

      ‘He could’ve got someone to do it for him,’ Ottey again.

      ‘But why? About to get married into the family? What did he have to gain from killing her?’ asked MacDonald.

      ‘And you felt you’d never get to the bottom of it?’ She said.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Is that why when reading the files the investigation seems a little half-hearted?’ asked Cross.

      ‘I beg your pardon!’ said MacDonald.

      ‘It’s hardly thorough,’ said Cross pushing his buttons.

      ‘That’s outrageous,’ he protested.

      Cross didn’t respond. Macdonald sat back in his chair and put his hand through his thick head of white hair. Cross saw this all the time in the interview room, as a suspect realised that his version of events wasn’t going down as well as he’d hoped. This is when they decided on a different tack, a different approach.

      ‘Look, I thought the Pole was our man.’ He said.

      ‘Wojtchak?’ Asked Cross.

      ‘I’m sorry?’

      ‘His name.’

      ‘Yes, I thought it was him. I visited him in prison. He’d recanted by that stage. But you know what it’s like when someone’s hiding something. When you’ve been in this job long enough, it’s like a second sense.’

      ‘Indeed,’ said Cross beginning to believe exactly that about the retired detective.

      ‘His alibi was a lie. He said he was at a job interview. Had mysteriously lost all the details. But he was hiding something. There was no question in my mind it was him. He knew her. He was supposed to see her the day before but hadn’t turned up. So he goes a day late. She asked him in, made tea and then it all kicked off.’

      ‘But at the time of the investigation you didn’t know that,’ Cross pointed out.

      ‘No.’

      ‘And that’s what confuses me. At the time you didn’t have him,’ said Cross.

      ‘No.’

      ‘All you had was the car and yet the investigation didn’t follow it up.’

      ‘That’s not entirely true.’

      Cross said nothing as to contradict him. It wouldn’t get them anywhere. MacDonald looked up at him as if trying to get his measure. It was as if he was making another decision, or was it a calculation?

      ‘Alright, maybe I wasn’t performing to the best of my abilities. Maybe I did take my eye off the ball a little,’ he said. Cross waited for more, ‘Sheila, my wife, was ill at the time. Breast cancer. She had a mastectomy. The lymph glands removed under her right shoulder. Chemo, radiotherapy. It was an awful time.’

      ‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ replied Ottey.

      ‘I thought we, I, might lose her.’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘So, yes, maybe I did Hilary Carpenter a disservice, for which I’m truly sorry. I’ve thought about her case so often.’ He said quietly.

      

      They were back in the car. Ottey turned to Cross before turning the ignition.

      ‘Isn’t it weird with retired detectives?’ she said.

      Cross didn’t comment. He so hated these kind of questions because they weren’t actually questions at all. Not even rhetorical in the strict sense of the word. They were just statements to elicit a response along the lines of  “what do you mean?” Redundant. Annoying even.

      ‘When they’re at work they come over all authoritative. They have presence, a confidence in everything they do or say. They even sit differently. Then it’s all gone. It’s a bit sad really. Pathetic, she said. Cross didn’t have any particular sympathy with or for MacDonald. ‘His admission was interesting though,’ she continued, ‘Understandable in the circumstances. Not in the game with everything going on at home, and too proud to say anything to anyone at work.’

      ‘It was interesting,’ Cross agreed.

      ‘I thought it was genuine, sincere. It’s obviously something that’s stayed with him.’

      It was indeed. But what Cross was thinking was that it was completely out of character. That was what had interested him. It’s being out of character. These were the things that he picked up on, which might not seem relevant to others. If something is out of character there has to be a reason for it. MacDonald had made a decision to change tack, to appeal to their compassionate side. Why was that? To divert them away from their questions? He was taking them into his confidence with an admission no self-respecting senior police officer would ever freely admit to – not doing his job properly when in charge of a major murder case. But he had miscalculated because he’d forgotten Cross didn’t have a compassionate side.

      But why had MacDonald done it? And why had he asked them at the front door, as he showed them out, if Leonard had been strangled?
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      Fiona’s article appeared that week and, as Cross had anticipated, it just caused a little aggravation rather than being of any use. He was summoned to see Carson, who it seemed had had an earful from above and was passing it on. The article went further than just reporting that Hilary’s case had been reopened –

      ‘Which it hasn’t by the way,’ insisted Carson.

      ‘Not officially, no. But it remains unsolved,’ Cross replied.

      ‘Then she goes on further to suggest that we might have the wrong man in custody.’

      ‘She does,’

      ‘And where did she get that idea from?’

      Another of those pointless questions not requiring an answer – why did people insist on doing this, Cross was thinking, as Carson continued.

      ‘Did you speak to this woman?’

      ‘I did,’ Cross replied.

      ‘And told her we’d charged the wrong man?’

      ‘I said no such thing.’

      ‘But you let her think it.’

      ‘I cannot be held responsible for what she thinks, no more than I can for what she writes.’

      ‘Well the Chief is up in arms. It doesn’t reflect well on the department – obviously.’

      ‘What, exactly? Not solving the original murder or having the wrong man in custody for the second?’

      ‘Don’t get arsey with me George.’

      ‘I have no idea what that means,’ said Cross.

      ‘Well, I’m sure even you can figure it out.’

      Cross looked at him with that expression of his which gave nothing away but, in the context of such a conversation as this, often gave the impression of being supercilious – which of course it wasn’t.

      ‘And as if my day isn’t filled with enough irrelevant shit to deal with, I’ve had Stuart MacDonald on the phone.’ Carson continued.

      Cross said nothing. It was one of those situations he found difficult to read.

      He couldn’t determine whether an answer was required. He was also confused as to whether Carson was saying that MacDonald’s call was irrelevant. If it was, he wasn’t entirely sure why it had been brought up.

      ‘He’s more than happy to help you with your enquiry. He feels, as you know, badly about the Hilary Carpenter case. He suggests you revisit the Polish builder as he is convinced there is more to be found there. He’d also prefer to come to the station rather than you arrive unannounced at his home.’

      ‘I only visited as I felt it was more convenient for him, and that calling him in was both unnecessary and would probably just cause more trouble,’ said Cross.

      ‘You know he holidays with the Chief?’ Carson said.

      ‘How would I know that? But they were contemporaries, so it would make sense.’

      ‘You are such a fucking pedant. Here’s how it is. If you want to speak with him again, although I can’t see why you would, you’ll need to run it by me first.’

      

      The Carpenter family had also read the article. The first Cross knew about this was when he took a call from Alan. He was concerned about the commercial impact on their business that this kind of ‘adverse’ publicity could have. He was quite put out when Cross asked him what the exact purpose of his call was – did he have any relevant information? He didn’t, of course, so Cross then asked him, in the light of his mother-in-law’s murder remaining unsolved, what would he have him do – desist? He had no answer to this. Cross wondered whether the purpose of the call was to distract from Alan being a person of interest – which Cross wasn’t, in all truth, convinced he was – Gosling was certainly devious enough.

      The same could not be said of Jessica, who had called him that same day and whom he offered to visit. He had a need to get out of the office and clear his head from all the unnecessary ‘noise’ coming from Carson’s office. He also wanted to talk to her a bit more about her mother. If, as the consensus seemed to be, that Hilary knew her killer, talking to Jessica about her mother’s circle of friends and acquaintances might be valuable. At the very least it was an obvious place to start. She’d also done a lot of charitable work with Leonard – ironically one of the charities being a local one for the homeless – might there be some connection there? It seemed unlikely, but at this stage everything needed re-examining.

      Jessica was at home with her two children and her partner Kate, a young mixed-race social worker, who took the children upstairs so that the three of them could talk. (Three because Ottey had, yet again, found him trying to  ‘sneak out’ of the office without her, and had tagged along.)

      ‘I read the article. It’s the same journalist, isn’t it?’

      ‘Yes, she was a young reporter at the time on the Evening Post.’

      ‘How do you feel about it?’ asked Ottey.

      ‘Mixed feelings I suppose. But on the whole, positive. She seems interested in finding out the truth.’

      ‘I had a call from Alan,’ said Cross.

      ‘Well, that doesn’t surprise me. He’s up in arms, but then again he always is, about something. It’s his default position.’

      ‘He thinks it’s bad for business,’ said Cross, who was thinking that was the second time he’d heard the expression “up in arms” that day.

      ‘He’ll grasp onto anything to blame for the failure of the business.’

      ‘You’re aware of that?’ asked Cross.

      ‘Gillian keeps me fully informed, not really because she thinks she should but because it gives her a chance to vent.’

      ‘So she’s not exactly impartial.’

      ‘No but the figures speak for themselves. My parents were right about him. Mum always felt he was in the marriage for what it could do for him rather than what it might do for Catherine.’

      ‘So what is it you wanted to discuss?’

      ‘It’s only a small thing; we could’ve discussed it over the phone.’

      ‘I have some questions of my own,’ Cross reassured her.

      ‘Oh, okay. Well it’s just this. What if the two killings are related? I know you’ve charged someone, but he was in the army when Mum was killed. I mean, doesn’t it seem a bit of a coincidence – both of them murdered.’

      ‘It does seem a little unlikely.’

      ‘Dad was so obsessed with Mum’s death. What if, after all this time, he came back because he’d actually found something out? What if he knew who the killer was, and confronted him?’ she asked.

      Cross said nothing. He didn’t want to tell her he’d been thinking the same thing for some time. He knew from experience that sharing theories with grieving relatives of the deceased often gave them false hope. If they came up independently with a similar theory the police were working on, it had to make it right. But a theory was just that. A theory. And he never set much store by them, other than occasionally using them as a rough guide to which avenue to pursue in an enquiry.

      ‘Sometimes I think it would be so much easier to deal with, if she’d been killed when she was out and about by some random lunatic. The fact that it must’ve been someone she knew and had arranged to meet makes it, I don’t know, just awful. I mean what if we still know them? Do you think that’s possible?’ Jessica asked.

      ‘I don’t know,’ Cross replied.

      Jessica had got out an album of old family photographs and was going through the ones featuring her mother.

      ‘These were all in boxes till she died. It was then I decided to organise them. Terrible, really. My Dad, he never looked at them. Not once.’

      It was interesting for the two detectives to see the photographs, as they’d only seen Hilary in the scene of crime pictures and the autopsy report. Cross had also seen pictures of her in the various newspaper articles Leonard had collected. But for him this was an exercise in looking for a hint, something out of the ordinary maybe, and there was a constant in the pictures of Hilary; he couldn’t put his finger on it though. For Ottey, looking at pictures of the victim was always emotional. The portrayal of the victim as more than just that – as a mother, wife, laughing, playing the fool. This, together with Jessica’s accompanying commentary about the locations of the photographs, children’s ages, birthday parties and other occasions, sharpened her determination to find her killer, and if Cross was right, Leonard’s as well.

      Cross had noticed she was always wearing a scarf- whatever the occasion, whatever the weather - silk, designer, round her neck. But many women of her generation did that. Then he got it. She always favoured her right side towards the camera. There it was in every picture, right side towards camera, chin down, eyes up.

      ‘Your mother had a favoured side,’ he observed.

      ‘How do you mean?’ Jessica asked.

      ‘She preferred to be photographed from the right. She always manages to have her picture taken while favouring her right side.’

      ‘Really, let me see?’ Jessica laughed. ‘You’re right. I hadn’t noticed that, how funny. She was in a car accident before I was born. Went through the windscreen and had some scarring on the left hand side of her face and down her neck. You couldn’t really see it, especially when she had concealer and makeup on, but I know she was a little self-conscious about it. You’d never have known if she hadn’t told you though.’

      Cross then remembered the mention of some slight, old scarring, to her face in the autopsy report.

      ‘I know it’s a daft question,’ said Ottey, ‘but did your Mum have any enemies?’

      ‘No, not that would want to kill her. I mean does anyone really, in truth?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Cross.

      ‘How did they meet, your parents,’ asked Ottey.

      ‘Fairly predictable really; she was his dental nurse. He didn’t ask her out for over a year-and-a-half although he claimed to have been smitten at her job interview. Typical of Dad. Then when things started going well, she took over running the place.’

      ‘Gillian’s husband?’ Ottey continued.

      ‘Martin? Lawyer, corporate stuff. I don’t really understand it.’

      ‘And you?’

      ‘V dull. I’m an academic at the University. English Faculty.’

      They sat there for a few moments in silence.

      ‘I’ve gone over it so many times after Mum’s death and now Dad’s. I just don’t know who would’ve done it. It just doesn’t make any sense.’

      ‘It rarely does,’ said Ottey.

      And so they left, no further ahead really. There seemed to be no obvious clues to be had from Hilary or her life, but Jessica’s instincts were right on one thing – it had to be the same killer.
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      So back to the trade plates - still the only lead, as such, that they had. It made more sense for it to be a car dealership with a high volume of cars going through its doors than a valet. A high end one at that. Taking a car with trade plates, reinforced his  thought that it was a premeditated crime. It would make the car more difficult to trace. Although, ironically, he knew that had they had that information at the time of Hilary’s killing it would have enabled the police to narrow the parameters of their search in a meaningful way. (Not, he said to himself, that the original investigation had any particular parameters anyway, which was still bothering him.)

      Mackenzie had narrowed down the number of motor trade businesses that had been trading at the time of Hilary’s death. She was amazed at how many automotive businesses had sprung up and then just disappeared. She wondered what that was all about. In another unilaterally monosyllabic meeting with Cross, he had refined her search down to the high-end car dealerships in the area. This still left them with fifteen. As she sat there in silence, trying not to fill in the long gaps with inevitable, irrelevant drivel, just for the sake of having someone talking in the room, (or even things she thought were interesting that she’d come up with in the process of her research), she realised how intimidating these silences were. Or at least, how intimidating they had been until she’d understood it was simply his way. She was thinking they might be a useful tool to have in her box, the way they made people instinctively want to fill them, and in doing so maybe let something slip. The problem was, as her mother had told her all her life and was still in the habit of reminding her, she was a natural chatterbox, so she might have a problem with the ‘silent pause’ tactic. She decided to practise on her friends when she next saw them. What she was tasked with next was getting hold of all the employment records for people working in the dealerships at the relevant time and see if any of them had any links to the Carpenter family.

      ‘You mean if they’d bought a car from them?’ she asked.

      ‘No, I don’t mean that,’ said Cross.

      ‘Right,’ she said waiting momentarily to see if there would be any further elaboration on what exactly that meant, which of course there wasn’t.

      This took time. Another week went by before she was able to conclude that there were no such links. Cross was also right in thinking there would be no log of when, and who the plates were used by at the time. He pored over her work like a headmaster and then agreed there were no links. No thanks or encouragement of course. This was because he was thinking that they still had no leads in either case.

      Carson’s justification of Cross’ continued pursuit of the Carpenter case to the Chief wasn’t helped by the fact that for days Cross hadn’t left his office. He was surrounded by Leonard’s archive boxes and the files from the original investigation which he seemed to be going through page by page. The Chief had seen this and commented that it didn’t look like police work to him, and why hadn’t Cross been assigned to the murder that had occurred that week in Avonmouth? Carson told him that Cross had in fact attended the first unit meeting about the case, and had immediately spotted an inconsistency in a witness statement, which led to an arrest. This had just seemed to annoy the Chief even more.

      The truth was that Cross had been through all the files thoroughly, once, and had now concentrated on what he considered to be the most pertinent to the case. But he found himself focusing on the process of the investigation more than what it was actually turning up. There was a pattern forming. Seemingly an obstructive one. Everything ended with MacDonald. He’d never seen a case where an SIO had micro-managed to this extent and in such a negative way. The majority of his instructions were to cut off various avenues of inquiry. There was admittedly, as MacDonald had said when they met, an air of futility about the whole thing. But there was one area of the investigation that he seemed to be over-involved in, in a negative way. The mystery car. Every time it came up, he seemed to dismiss it out of hand. In emails, in minuted discussions. But this was so peculiar because Cross knew that the car was obviously the only physical lead they’d had.  In the end it may, of course, have gone nowhere. MacDonald had suggested in one meeting, that someone had had an argument and left in a hurry. So why hadn’t it been looked into further? If there had been a quarrel in a neighbouring house, a simple door-to-door canvas would have unearthed it. Again, MacDonald had dismissed this suggestion out of hand. This puzzled Cross because in his way of working, it was just as important, sometimes vitally so, to discover what hadn’t happened in a certain situation, as much as what had happened – so it could be ruled out with some certainty.

      He looked at the log of calls into the station that was always kept, on the date of the murder and the few days after, to see if the damage to the neighbour’s car had been reported. It hadn’t. A quick call to Jessica confirmed that the owner of the car still lived at the same address and so he cycled over. A man in his fifties opened the door; this was Duncan Baker. He basically confirmed all that Cross already knew: about the nanny discovering the damage, that it hadn’t been there mid-morning and so obviously was done in some part of the early afternoon. Duncan hadn’t reported it that day because, well, with Hilary’s murder it seemed so trivial in comparison. Then when he heard people talking about a speeding car he called it in. As Cross left, Baker said it had always surprised him that the police hadn’t followed up his call.

      ‘They probably had all they wanted,’ said Cross.

      ‘But I was told they’d phone back.’ Baker insisted.

      ‘Did they say why?’

      ‘Well, because of the paint and the headlight.’

      ‘Go on,’ said Cross, now interested.

      ‘Well, the car that hit mine left a long paint mark on the rear driver’s side of mine. It was red. Quite bright red and it was a Jaguar.’

      ‘How do you know?’ Cross asked,

      ‘There was a Jaguar symbol on the glass in the road. He must’ve smashed his headlight.’

      Back at the office, Cross checked the call logs for the following week when Duncan said he’d called, and there was the entry for his call. A call that had informed them of some material clues: the make and colour of the car. Why hadn’t it been followed up? He needed to pay MacDonald another visit and press him more about the car. He didn’t want to ask him in, as Carson had told him to, because he suspected that would cause more trouble than it was worth. He was also determined to go on his own; so, at the end of the day made as if he were leaving for home, making sure he said goodbye to both Mackenzie and Ottey. Ottey looked at her watch, Mackenzie looked over at her.

      ‘Way too early for him to be going home,’ said Ottey.

      ‘And he said “goodnight”, like a normal person.’ Mackenzie observed.

      ‘Exactly. Acting. Badly,’ said Ottey, grabbing her handbag and her car keys, and left. She walked out to the bike shelter and saw that Cross’ bike was still there. She recognised it, having had it in the back of her car more times than she cared to remember. She looked around and decided to wait, thinking he’d maybe gone to the men’s room. After about five minutes, she thought he must’ve either left something in the office or got held up by someone. She went back into the building to look for him, at which point he emerged from behind the shelter, quickly unlocked his bike and cycled off. Most people might afford themselves a little smile for this small victory, but not Cross. He never enjoyed moments like these. They were purely functional in their intent. He wanted to see MacDonald alone; knew that Ottey would follow him out after his, by his own admission, pitifully bad over-egging of going home, and so had to hide. The fact that it worked was convenient rather than being satisfying in any kind of way.

      ‘They’re not in,’ said a man, as Cross arrived at the MacDonald’s house. Only one car was in the drive. ‘Thursday, it’s their bridge night with the Simpsons down the road. I only know that because they take my wife, Mary, with them.’

      ‘I see.’

      ‘Anything I can help you with?’ asked the man.

      ‘No.’

      ‘Are you a friend?’

      ‘Former colleague,’ said Cross.

      ‘Ah, police. Funny, you don’t look like a policeman.’

      ‘I’m a plain clothes detective,’ Cross said, by way of explanation.

      ‘You still don’t look like a policeman.’

      Cross got back on his bike. He had absolutely no interest in continuing this conversation.

      ‘Have you come about the homeless man?’

      ‘What homeless man?’ said Cross, stopping.

      ‘I told Stuart he should report it.’

      ‘What homeless man?’ Cross repeated.

      ‘The one that’s been hanging around the road the last few weeks.’

      ‘Was there an issue?’

      ‘Isn’t that why you’re here?’

      ‘It is related, yes,’ said Cross, which in essence was true.

      ‘He kept coming round knocking on their door. Stuart talked to him the first few times, but he kept coming back. Then the last time he was here there was a terrible argument. The old guy shouting and spitting at poor old Stuart. He tried to give him money but he just threw it back at him. I told him to call the police but the old man’s not been back.’

      ‘When was that? The occasion of the argument?’

      ‘Last week.’

      ‘Did you ask Stuart about it?’

      ‘Of course. He said he didn’t know who he was, but I thought he’d probably arrested him in the past. I guess it’s an occupational hazard.’

      Cross asked him for a description of the homeless man, although he knew it was unnecessary. But he wanted to make sure. He knew it had to be Leonard and, of course, the description matched. So MacDonald had seen Leonard, despite saying he hadn’t seen him since before he disappeared. He decided he would follow MacDonald’s request and ask him down to the office.
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      The idea of the lunch invitation had come from Ottey’s younger daughter, Debbie. She was a sweetly innocent and inquiring seven-year-old, who Josie was only just beginning to realise had a firm and well-centred, if naive, moral compass. It was this naivety which often expressed itself as such untainted common sense, that it often took her mother’s breath away. She was just so bloody reasonable about things. She’d heard Josie talking about her friend at work, Cross, on many occasions, but what was difficult for her to understand was whether her Mum actually liked him or not. When she asked her this, Ottey was quite taken aback because she’d always assumed, not that she’d given it that much thought, that Cross was a friend. She explained to Debbie that he was a bit different. Debbie replied that different was sometimes good and her mother, of course, had to agree with this. It was just that his difference often made it difficult for other people to deal with him. This was because he had a condition called Asperger’s syndrome.

      The fact was that Leonard’s case had got Ottey thinking, not just about the murder, as about the tragedy of his situation and, in a funny kind of way, about Cross. Leonard had ended his life on the streets, homeless, despite the fact that he had a home and a loving family. His sense of loss, his grief had affected his mental health. Surely it could’ve been prevented. There were enough people around before he disappeared who knew full well what was going on. They knew he was drinking excessively. They knew he’d had to give up work and, according to Catherine, dentistry had been his life. He loved his work. She found herself thinking how easy it was for someone to fall through the cracks in plain view. She wasn’t for a minute comparing Cross to Leonard in terms of mental health, but in the same way that Leonard’s friends and family had gone “poor Leonard, he’s lost his mind over Hilary,” she and her colleagues were doing the same thing with Cross: “poor old George, he’s an odd’un but that’s just the way he is.” No-one had actually bothered to look under the surface and see if everything was okay; whether there was anything they could do.

      She knew from older colleagues that Cross had had a terrible time when he first joined the force. Bullied and mocked in ways that people simply wouldn’t get away with these days. Not only had Asperger’s become more widely known about, but people’s attitude to disability (was it a disability she wondered, no probably not; an impairment. She’d read someone somewhere saying her AS was her gift) – had changed. They’d become more understanding and tolerant as a society. She couldn’t help think, though, that the treatment Cross had suffered at work, at such a formative young age, must have had an effect on the way he’d developed as an individual, and shaped who he was now. Was his behaviour, his need to keep himself to himself and other people at arms’ length, a product of past horrors at work and, come to think of it, in everyday life? She also knew that one of Cross’ main tormentors all those years ago had been DCI MacDonald.

      When she saw him sitting alone in his office or leaving at the end of the day, looking like some Day-Glo advertisement for a council cycling safety course, she felt a terrible pang of guilt about the man. So she had no suitable response to Debbie, after she’d made the mistake of confiding her pity for Cross to her, when she asked if they could have him round for Sunday lunch. No good reason to say no. In fact she found herself, such was the effect this child had on her far too often, thinking why on earth hadn’t she thought of it in the first place?

      ‘I can’t,’ Cross had replied without even thinking.

      ‘Why not? It’s a week Sunday, not this one,’ she said.

      ‘I see my father, Raymond, on Sundays.’

      ‘I know who Raymond is. Bring him too.’

      ‘He doesn’t like going out.’

      ‘You take him out all the time. My kids want to meet you.’

      ‘He’s no good with children.’

      ‘Oh stop it now.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘That’s rubbish and you know it.’

      ‘It’s not rubbish.’

      ‘I don’t believe you.’

      ‘Why would I lie?’

      ‘Because it’s you who doesn’t want to come.’

      He was never quick enough in these social situations to maintain a pretence. The conversation was a little too fast for him to process. So he did what he always did, and just clammed up. Ottey recognised the tight-lipped expression; she’d seen it many times before. So she pressed on.

      ‘Which I think is a little rude.’

      ‘I have no intention of being rude,’ he said.

      ‘Well this is one of those situations where you think you’re not being rude, but in point of fact you are.’

      ‘Should I apologise?’ He asked.

      ‘No need. Just accept the invitation.’

      ‘No.’

      He walked away and then wondered if that was rude. He had no idea, but it was one of those situations where it wasn’t how he’d said what he’d said so much as what he he’d said. He was unable to distinguish but knew he didn’t want to upset Ottey, so to make sure he hadn’t offended her he turned on his heels, went back to her and said.

      ‘Thank you.’

      She wondered for a moment whether that was a change of mind and thereby an acceptance of the invitation before quickly realising it wasn’t. One thing she knew about her colleague was that once he’d set his mind on a course of action he would not be deterred from it.

      This awkward moment reminded him that he had forgotten that he was trying to work on being more socially aware at work. Other things had been on his mind recently. He was aware that his time on the Leonard case was limited, in that Carson would only allow him a certain amount of slack before he reined him in, and this was a pressure which made him concentrate on getting to the bottom of it, more than worrying about how his behaviour was being perceived in the workplace.

      He noticed Mackenzie working away at her computer. He hadn’t formed an opinion of her yet. He didn’t have enough data to make a fully-informed judgement, but he thought she was diligent and quite hard working. Virtues he appreciated. But he remembered what Ottey had said to him about making more of an effort with their new staff member; taking more of an interest in her and showing her some encouragement. He felt that now was probably the appropriate time for his planned gesture. That she’d been there long enough for it not to be interpreted, in any way, as inappropriate or too familiar.

      So he made his way to the office kitchen and made two cups of coffee. Over the last couple of weeks he had observed and listened as Alice had made herself coffee, in preparation for this moment, and so knew how she liked it and, he thought, on balance, which mug she preferred. On the eighteen occasions he’d seen her perform this operation she’d used the ‘I am the office mug’ cup on three occasions, the blue patterned one on seven occasions and the Somerset and Avon police one eight times. He therefore chose the latter, despite the fact that he had to wash one up. He then walked through the open area and placed one of them on her desk.

      ‘Alice?’ he said.

      She carried on working. Then he noticed the sound buds in her ear. Why did young people insist on listening to music while they worked? You could never get their attention from across the office, and how on earth were they able to concentrate?

      ‘Alice?’ he said again. She looked up.

      ‘Yes?’ she replied.

      He indicated the cup he had put on her desk. ‘Coffee. Quite strong as is your preference, sweeteners rather than sugar and shortbreads instead of digestives.’ She looked at them, completely unsure how to react.

      ‘Um... thank you?’ she said.

      He then rolled off a series of questions, almost robotically like a call centre worker going through a script and not really listening to the answers.

      ‘So how are you finding it here?’ He asked.

      ‘Good, um...’

      ‘Do you live locally?’

      ‘St Paul’s.’

      ‘Are you from Bristol?’

      ‘No, Camberley. Surrey.’

      ‘Graduate?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Alma mater?’

      ‘UCL.’

      ‘Have you always wanted to join the police?’

      ‘Um...’

      ‘Interests, outside of work?’

      But before she could answer, he was summoned by Ottey who had witnessed all of this.

      ‘Cross?’ she said.

      ‘Would you excuse me? I have to go,’ he said to Mackenzie, relieved that this ordeal was over though quite pleased with the way it had gone. He then walked past Ottey leaving a perplexed Mackenzie to wonder what just happened. Ottey followed him into his office.

      ‘Not too much?’ he asked.

      ‘No, no, not at all. A little too much interrogation perhaps, but the coffee was a nice touch,’ she said.

      ‘Good. Do you need something?’

      ‘No, no, rescue mission complete. I’ll be on my way.’

      He watched her leave, thinking to himself that there were times when he simply didn’t have a clue what she was talking about.

      Perhaps it was a slight sense of self-satisfaction with his exercise in management with Alice that afternoon that prompted him to ask her to accompany him to the three major Jaguar dealerships in Bristol and Bath. This was, of course, in part because he wanted to be driven, but also because as she had done all the work, she’d be in possession of all the relevant information about them. They drove in silence, with Alice practising her new discipline of not speaking to him when he didn’t speak, and thereby maintain a modicum of self-respecting dignity. At  the first dealership, the manager said they didn’t keep a log of damage to vehicles because it was such a rare occurrence. The second one had changed ownership ten years before, and no-one had worked there at the time of the murder. They did keep a log of damage but, frankly, it seemed a good idea at the time of the suggestion, but the log was virtually empty – new cars with trade plates were never driven great distances, which might explain it.

      ‘That was discouraging,’ she said.

      ‘On the contrary, if it rarely happens then surely someone would remember the amount of damage done to the car. Questions would be asked,’ Cross replied.

      ‘Unless whoever was driving it was the boss.’

      ‘Good point. But I still think it’s more helpful than not.’

      The third garage was the biggest of the three, on the outskirts of Bath. Again they didn’t keep a log. They also didn’t log when the cars were driven or collected with trade plates and by whom. When asked why not, the duty manager asked what was the point? They didn’t log test drives, why would they log car collections? There had to be some paperwork, Cross presumed, from when the cars were collected. That was true. They did have paperwork, and they did have paperwork that went back to the date of the murder. But he’d only been there six years and if they wanted to speak to the owner they ‘d have to come back the following week when he’d be back from his holiday. He knew one thing for certain. If anyone had damaged a new car, Brendan, the boss, would’ve been rid of them immediately. He had an incredibly short temper. Cross picked up on this.

      ‘Is he not a good person to work for?’ he asked.

      ‘Oh, no, of course he is. I wouldn’t be here otherwise. But he’s a self-made man who’s achieved all this through hard graft rather than an education. You know what they’re like - as he’s more than happy to remind anyone who’ll listen,’ said the duty manager hastily.

      ‘Is there a large turnover of staff?’ Cross asked.

      ‘Not especially, it’s a good place to work. You get rewarded for good work and taken to task for bad.’

      He pointed to a cheaply framed picture of an employee on the wall, a smartly dressed young woman with the caption: ‘Sales rep of 1st quarter 2018’. ‘See, do well, you get your picture on the wall, a £250 bonus and the use of Brendan’s Rolls on a weekend of your choice. Win the rep of the year and you get a week at his villa in Corfu. In the off-season, obviously.’ said the manager.

      ‘Has he always let people have the use of his car as a prize?’ asked Mackenzie.

      ‘I think so, yes.’

      When they left in the car, Cross turned to Alice as she was reversing out of the car park and asked her if she thought her question had been relevant.

      ‘Who knows?’ she replied.

      Which, to his mind, was exactly the right answer. You often had to act on your instinct, and he was also glad that she hadn’t fabricated a false reason for it.

      ‘I thought the same thing,’ he said, ‘briefly. Then I remembered the trade plates.’

      ‘Of course, that would seem to rule it out, thinking about it.’
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      What Josie didn’t appreciate, or wasn’t aware of with Cross’ condition, was that it didn’t simply just make him awkward and reluctant to join in social situations outside of work. It meant that those situations actually caused him great anxiety. He didn’t go to the pub after work or at the successful conclusion of a case, not only because he didn’t drink alcohol – he found the effect confusing and frightening – but he couldn’t tolerate the noise of so many people talking and shouting over the music. Nor could he deal with so many speedy social interactions in such an environment. His choice not to participate was part of his survival strategy. Not just to avoid the stress that they inevitably invoked in him but also the upset he knew his behaviour would cause to others when it all became too much for him. Which it invariably did.

      The prospect of having lunch with Josie and her children actually alarmed him. He knew that, at the best of times, children found him strange and were wary of him. People thought that he didn’t like children but this was far from the truth. They made excuses for him, saying that he didn’t understand them. On the contrary he found them easier to understand, much more so than adults. He liked their honesty and their straightforward view of life. Their ability to speak their minds. To say what they thought. It had something in common with his inability at times to do anything other than say what he thought, however inappropriate. The prospect of eating, sharing a meal, at a table with people other than Raymond genuinely terrified him. He knew he had an odd thing about food. He’d been told it was a form of OCD which had possibly been either instigated by or certainly exacerbated by his Asperger’s. Raymond referred to his eating habits as his “little peccadillos”. But it was more than that. It wasn’t just the way he needed the different foods on his plate not to touch, or the fact that prominent clashes of colour offended him – carrots and peas were a no-no. Most of all he couldn’t cope with the way others ate. Specifically the noise they made when eating. He found it intolerable. At times he found it difficult to eat noisy foods himself, unless he was on his own, lest it offended people around him. Children were, of course, the worst offenders. No fault of theirs, he knew that, but that didn’t make it any easier for him to tolerate. In the past he’d had to leave a table abruptly because it was either that or bursting out with an offensive plea to those at the table to stop making so much noise as they ate.

      None of this information was he comfortable sharing with Ottey or anyone else. It was simpler easier to turn down any invitations to dinner or lunches and so avoid the possibility of any unpleasantness; which was why he had no intention of accepting her invitation to lunch.

      He arrived at his father’s flat as usual that Thursday night with their Chinese takeaway. But Raymond wasn’t in the living room. He called out and heard a muffled  greeting returned from upstairs. He went into the kitchen, put the food down then went through the weekly ritual of clearing away the newly-accumulated detritus from the table. He got plates and cutlery, checking carefully they were clean, and unpacked the food on the table. He called out again. No answer. He went into the hall.

      ‘Dad?’

      ‘Could you come up here and give me a hand?’ Raymond shouted from upstairs.

      He navigated his way up the stairs, carefully avoiding the magazines and books piled on either side, as well as other miscellaneous, useless objects held onto, that “might come in useful one day”. Raymond was somewhere in the middle of the spare room, hidden by a vast pile of junk.

      ‘Dad?’

      Raymond’s head popped up.

      ‘Hello son,’ he said.

      What are you doing?’ asked Cross.

      ‘Here, can you take this? It’s in need of a little TLC.’

      He passed over a tombstone shaped wooden object. George took it and turned it round. It was an ancient Bagatelle board, in terrible condition, dusty and rust-covered with several of the nails missing.

      ‘The food is getting cold.’ Cross complained.

      ‘Just a minute, I’m just looking for a tin of, oh, here it is.’

      He emerged with an old tin in his hand and rattled it as if to prove the existence of something vital inside. His face was filthy and sweaty. He had obviously been looking for the board for some time.

      They ate in customary silence. Cross was thinking about the case and hoping that Brendan Davies would have something of use to tell them the following week. He’d sent Mackenzie back to the first two garages to see if she could find any documentation for the delivery and acceptance of brand new red Jaguars, saloons, from fifteen years before. If she came up with nothing and Brendan was a blank, then he’d extend the search further down south into Somerset, north up to Cheltenham, west to Cardiff and east to Swindon. He was convinced the car was the most promising lead they had; the only one in fact.

      He would also have MacDonald in again but wait till he had more information to arm himself against the inevitable flack that would come his way. Why had he lied about seeing Leonard? He thought of Badger and wondered what it felt like to be incarcerated for something you knew you hadn’t done. (Badger had become as clear as he could about the night in question and was now convinced, as was Cross, that he hadn’t killed his friend.) It troubled him that he was being put through all this when it was wrong. But what troubled him more was the fact that if he hadn’t solved Hilary’s case before Badger’s trial it was more than possible that he could be convicted of a crime he hadn’t committed.

      After they’d finished eating Cross quickly cleared up. Raymond took advantage of the cleared table and put the bagatelle board on it. Cross remembered that years ago, as pub games went out of fashion – “the invasion of the Space Invaders” Raymond had called it – his father had travelled around the country collecting pub skittles, push halfp’ny boards and pub billiards. He tried selling them without success, until the arrival of ebay when he’d made quite a tidy little profit. The ones that had needed a little more work, like this Bagatelle board, had gradually become swamped in more recently acquired rubbish.

      ‘Why the sudden interest in Bagatelle?’ asked Cross.

      ‘It’s actually Parlour Bagatelle, smaller than the full version. I’m going to restore it,’ said Raymond.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘It’ll make a nice gift, don’t you think?’

      ‘For whom?’

      ‘I’ll take it apart, sand it down, re-varnish, replace the pins. It’ll be good as new. Should be ready by Sunday week with a little effort.’

      ‘Why Sunday week?’

      ‘For lunch. I’m giving it to Carla and Debbie.’

      ‘Carla and Debbie?’

      ‘Josie’s children.’

      ‘I’m well aware of who they are.’

      ‘I think they’ll love it, don’t you?’

      Cross thought for a moment. How did she get hold of Raymond’s number? His personnel file of course - next of kin. But it was inconceivable that she would’ve gone behind his back and invited them to lunch through his father.

      ‘We’ll need to get a taxi,’ said Raymond.

      ‘We won’t need to do anything as we won’t be going,’ replied Cross.
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      ‘Might I have a word?’ Cross said, as politely as he could.

      ‘Sure, go ahead,’ replied Ottey.

      But Cross was already on his way to his office. She got up and followed with a slight mischievous smile at his profound indignation.

      ‘You invited my father to lunch,’ he said.

      ‘I invited both of you actually,’ she replied.

      ‘But I had already said no.’

      ‘True.’

      ‘So why would you do that?’

      ‘Because I think it’d be nice.’

      ‘I don’t.’

      ‘Well, thank you.’

      ‘I told him we won’t be coming.’

      ‘I know, he’s already texted me.’

      ‘Good.’

      ‘He’s coming anyway.’

      ‘What?’ said Cross, appalled.

      ‘He wants to meet the girls and get to know me. He’s so sweet.’

      ‘Why would he want to do that?’

      ‘Why do you think?’

      ‘I wouldn’t be asking if I knew,’ he said.

      ‘I’m your partner at work. He’s curious.’

      ‘About what?’ he asked.

      ‘Well me, I suppose, and you. He has a lot of questions about you apparently.’

      She then left him, without waiting for a response, pondering the prospect of her and his father, possibly the two people in the world who, currently, knew him best, discussing him behind his back, without his being there to enforce boundaries and act as a moderator when they strayed into, what he considered, private and confidential areas. It was not a happy picture.

      Later that morning Carson called them into his office for them to brief him on the progress in the Hilary Carpenter case. He had also asked Alice to join them – “part of her learning curve” he told Cross.

      ‘George perhaps you could outline where we’re up to,’ said Carson.

      ‘I’m concentrating on the car which was seen speeding from the area at the time of the murder.’

      Alice looked at Ottey, eyebrows raised at his use of “I”. Ottey just smiled, the man was annoyed.

      ‘Around the time of the murder,’ Carson attempted to correct him.

      ‘At the time of the murder. We have new information which places it at the time of the murder.’

      ‘Where from?’ asked Carson.

      ‘One of the original suspects,’ said Ottey, ‘the Polish builder.’

      Cross looked at her, more irritated by this contribution than he normally would be.

      There was a pause. Ottey knew better than to say any more.

      ‘He discovered the body. He was the person who called it in,’ said Cross.

      ‘He was there?’ asked Carson, incredulously.

      ‘Yes.’

      Carson sat up as he tried to process the implications of this new development.

      ‘This changes everything. Why haven’t you arrested him?’ he asked.

      ‘Why would we do that? He didn’t do it,’ Cross replied.

      ‘They couldn’t place him at the scene in the original investigation.’ Carson pointed out.

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘But now he says he was there?’

      ‘He didn’t do it,’ said Cross.

      ‘He was their only suspect at the time and now he is admitting he was there.’

      ‘Correct.’

      ‘Then bring him in for God’s sake.’

      ‘No. He told us that out of a sense of guilt. Had he made it known at the time he thinks Leonard might still be alive,’ said Cross.

      ‘And how exactly has he come to that conclusion?’ Asked Carson.

      ‘Because in all probability it was the same killer.’

      Carson was instinctively uncomfortable at this suggestion as the implication was that they had definitely, at his instigation, charged the wrong man for Leonard’s murder.

      ‘Go on,’ he said.

      ‘The car was a red Jaguar displaying trade plates.’

      Carson thought about this for a minute. There was no mention of the make of car or trade plates in the original witness statements. Just a saloon car, colour undetermined but probably red, purple, mauve.

      ‘Where has this information come from?’ he asked.

      ‘Wojtchak saw the plates, the exact colour and make from the neighbour’s damaged car.’

      ‘We don’t know that the damage was caused by the perpetrator’s car,’ Carson insisted.

      ‘We do. The nanny’s statement, the neighbour hearing a crash and Wojtcak’s statement all corroborate each other.’

      ‘Why wasn’t there a record of the colour and make at the time? That information was available then.’

      They said nothing. Cross didn’t want an argument at this point and he was also unsure exactly what happened in the original investigation.

      ‘Was MacDonald aware of this?’ asked Carson.

      ‘Yes,’ said Cross.

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Categorically.’

      ‘Fuck. So what’s your plan of action?’

      ‘We’re waiting to talk to the owner of Meadway Motors, and, whether or not he has anything pertinent, I’ll need to speak to MacDonald again.’

      ‘Fuck.’

      They sat there in silence for a moment at which point Cross got up and left. Carson looked at Ottey then turned to Alice and said, ‘Dismissed.’

      She got up and left.

      ‘He’s going to cause a shit storm,’ said Carson.

      Ottey said nothing as her gut told her that Cross was on the verge of uncovering something that might not reflect well on the department and its handling of the original investigation. She could see that Carson was obviously coming to the same conclusion.

      

      Mackenzie was kept busy over the next few days extending her search of local car dealerships, as ordered by Cross. There was a brief moment of hope when she found a new car that had been damaged in Taunton some years before. She made the error of sharing this excitedly with the office the moment she discovered it. Cross was unmoved. As he told her, she needed to be in full possession of the facts before sharing information, and sure enough it transpired that the damage had occurred only nine years before. Something else then had cropped up, which only added further to the painful learning process of working with Cross.

      He had instructed her to try and find any links between the family and the car dealerships – transactional links like car purchases or leases, or service agreements. She came up with nothing.

      ‘Not even the son-in-laws?’ he asked.

      ‘I’m sorry?’  she’d said this so many times in the past weeks that Cross now understood it not to be an expression of apology.

      ‘Alan or Martin,’ he went on.

      ‘I um…’

      But he had now turned his attention to Ottey .

      ‘She just checked against the name Carpenter,’ he said.

      ‘That’s what you told me to do,’ protested Mackenzie.

      He continued his conversation with Ottey as if proving his point to her was more important than maintaining any semblance of politeness with Alice.

      ‘What I told her to do in fact was check the family, which I’m sure you would agree in most familial set ups includes the in-laws,’ said Cross.

      Ottey said nothing but raised her eyebrows in a resigned fashion.

      ‘Which is why, despite the disparagement of many in this very office, I believe in being specific in my issuance of instructions. This is an example of what happens when I don’t,’ he said and turned, satisfied his point has been made, back to Mackenzie.

      ‘Check the two son-in-laws,’ he instructed her.

      Ottey left his office thinking how sad it was that such small victories in the office seemed to mean so much to him. It was true everyone took the piss out of him when he was so anally specific in his instructions. More often than not they felt patronised by his explicitness. One had complained that it was akin to being told to take out a pool car and then being told to make sure you opened the door, got into the car before closing it and starting the ignition. It was simply unnecessary. Ottey had explained to him that he often went too far, and she wondered whether it was simply an insecurity about his communication skills – a criticism which always got under his skin – that he was not confident he could make himself completely clear. So he had reluctantly backed off the detail, but this little incident made him feel he’d been right all along – if he’d said “family, which includes the son-in-laws” it would’ve been done correctly. Now she would have to make all those calls again, he told Ottey without a trace of smugness. Although at times he did manage to convey it without meaning to.

      Mackenzie made the calls, and both of them had leased and purchased cars from two of the dealerships, but some years after the murder.

      ‘So it wasn’t that important in the end,’ she said under her breath, or so she thought.

      ‘It was important. It’s as important to eliminate thoughts or potential leads as to come up with them in the first place. Elimination strips away the irrelevant and thereby saves time,’ said Cross.

      She was then dispatched to Taunton and Cardiff. Gloucester and Swindon would have to wait till the following week. It was a relief to Cross not having her in the office, as he often found himself wasting precious time trying to think of things for her to do to keep her occupied. He didn’t trust her, as yet, nor know her well enough to give her more important tasks and knew that if he did he would be forever distracted by the fact that she probably hadn’t done them properly.
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      Cross was practising one of his favourite organ pieces in the church, Bach’s Toccata in F Major, BWV 540. He liked the pedal solos within it, finding them useful interludes in which to think about whatever case he happened to be working on at the time. He was mulling over Hilary’s murder and thinking about motive. This wasn’t his usual modus operandi as it was a theoretical, hypothetical conjecture with no factual basis. It was speculation, in fact, but he sometimes found this way of thinking liberating. He just never made the mistake of taking it as truth. But he knew there had to be a motive, possibly quite banal, for her killing, and that Leonard’s was probably consequential. There seemed to be nothing remarkable about Hilary. This didn’t mean to say she was a dull woman. Just ordinary. Normal. After she stopped working she was a full-time mother and quite a successful one from conversations with her daughters. She was devoted to her husband, as he was to her.

      He knew people often said this, glossing over the truth of the matter, but he believed Jessica when she said they’d never heard a cross word spoken between their parents. She was involved in local charities. She organised dentists in Bristol to visit homeless shelters and give the homeless dental checks and follow-up appointments. This unfortunately involved quite a few extractions, such was the neglect the dentists encountered, which meant she’d had to embark on a small PR campaign in the homeless community after she discovered they referred to the dentists’ visits as ‘The Dawn of the Toothpullers.’ She had no history of depression. No debts. But something had happened somewhere along the line that had led to her death. It always irked him in these situations that, once they’d solved the case, this elusive part of it, one so critical to its solution, would seem so obvious with the benefit of hindsight. But right now it was an enigma.

      

      Brendan Davies was happy to see the two detectives. More than happy, which was something that intrigued Cross. Why would anyone be so happy to help – was he trying to hide something or was it as he said, “something out of the ordinary to make an otherwise humdrum day, more interesting.”

      Davies was an enthusiast. It seemed that he was enthusiastic about everything. He always saw an upside in any situation. He liked to call his employees his ‘family’. He knew all of their birthdays; there would be cakes and Prosecco – despite the fact that his enthusiasm for alcohol had meant that he’d had to give up some years before. The employees were all given tasteful lapel badges to mark their years of service. Cross thought this habitual enthusiasm must be exhausting for Davies. He also wondered whether it concealed a different personality underneath, like the ebullient comedian who is reserved and quiet in private. He was grateful that Davies’ records and logs of cars, in and out, were much more thorough than the other dealerships they had visited.

      ‘We keep track of all car deliveries: where they originated from, which factory or hub, even the driver who delivered them. We have a daily log of what was on the forecourt. But I have no record of any new car being delivered damaged or any that were damaged at the time. I’m really sorry,’ the salesman said.

      There was something about the tone of his apology that struck Cross as genuine. This man did really seem like he wanted to help. Davies had long hair, probably a little too long for his age and the fact that he was also balding. It was like he was holding onto the vestiges of a long-lost youth. He also had triangular sideburns that merged into the requisite designer stubble. All that was missing was a gold chain but that was probably lurking somewhere underneath his crisp white shirt and tie. On his desk were a couple of business advice books – commercial self-help as it were – both authored by the car salesman sitting in front of them. One on how to build a successful franchise and the other on how to incentivise your workforce.

      “A happy workforce leads to a healthy profit,” stated a quote on the cover of the one Cross had picked up.

      ‘A published author,’ said Cross.

      ‘I wouldn’t go that far,’ Davies laughed.

      ‘Did you not write it?’ Cross asked.

      ‘Of course, every word.’

      ‘And it’s obviously been published, making you a published author,’ stated Cross.

      ‘It just sounds a lot grander than it actually is.’

      Ottey joined in, ‘I read in the local paper that you always lend your car to the sales person of the month for a weekend,’ she said.

      ‘That’s true. Well it used to be my car but we then extended it to a week, so now it’s whichever demonstration model out of the showroom they choose,’ he replied.

      ‘Have you always done that?’ she asked.

      ‘Yes, from the very beginning.’

      ‘So at the time we’re talking about, it would have been your own personal vehicle,’ she went on.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Can you remember what model it was?’

      He thought for a moment.

      ‘It would have been a Jaguar XJR sport. I had a run of them. Lovely car.’

      ‘Colour?’

      ‘I’d have to check.’

      ‘Could you?’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘No need,’ said Cross who turned to Ottey, ‘It wouldn’t have had trade plates.’

      ‘Could a car be damaged during delivery?’ she asked.

      ‘Unlikely,’ said Davies, ‘most deliveries come by transporter- it keeps the cost down.’

      ‘So any such damage would have to be done after the dealership had taken delivery.’ She said.

      ‘Yes, but again, unlikely – very unlikely,’ replied Davies.

      ‘Which, in theory, should make it more easy to find.’

      ‘Except that it happened so long ago.’

      ‘But if it’s as unlikely as you suggest, then it surely would be memorable.’

      Mackenzie had extended the dealership search further afield but without success. All of them agreed with Davies, that a damaged demonstration car would be something they remembered. She then scoured all the local body shops but they had no records whatsoever, and did a lot of work off the books. As Cross pointed out to her, whoever had damaged the car probably wouldn’t have taken it to a reputable repair shop – they would’ve wanted it to be done without being traced. Probably an illegal ‘chop shop’ and they certainly couldn’t expect to get any help there. So their best, only, lead was getting them absolutely nowhere. Time to turn his attention to Hilary herself, Cross decided.

      But first there was the ordeal of Sunday lunch at Ottey’s house. He’d decided there was no way he’d let Raymond go on his own, but the prospect of it filled him with dread. Sundays were, for the most part, just another working day for Cross, unless he and Raymond were going on a day trip. He might cycle down to St Stephen’s to play the organ – one of the benefits of a population of declining faith was that Sunday daytime services were now less numerous than they had been, so there was more time available for practice. The MCU was, of course, open 24/7 and so he would often take advantage of the peace and quiet a Sunday invariably offered, and spend time there working. His social circle was, unsurprisingly, non-existent so there were never any engagements filling his diary at the weekend, except for this one which Ottey and Raymond had managed to trap him into with a particularly effective pincer movement, which he hadn’t seen coming.

      Raymond had managed to find some wrapping paper, squirreled away somewhere, which he was now “recycling” as he told Cross when he arrived to pick him up. He was using it to wrap the bagatelle game, which Cross had to admit his father had made an excellent job of refurbishing. The fact that the paper was covered in Christmas trees and Father Christmases and it was only the beginning of September, didn’t deter Raymond in the least. He insisted on stopping off at a garage on the way so that Cross could buy a bunch of flowers. This was, of course, not as easy as it sounds as it involved his idiosyncratic son. He didn’t understand the necessity of it. She wasn’t ill, it wasn’t a celebration of anything as far as he knew, and what if she had hay fever or, even worse, one of the children had hay fever-related asthma? What was more, if she wanted flowers, surely she could buy them for herself? There was a further complication as he couldn’t take a bunch with mixed colours. They finally found a garage selling bunches of tulips in uniform colours. Cross was happier with this but still concerned about the whole thing.

      When Ottey opened the door she was faced by Cross flanked by his father and an Uber driver carrying a large Christmas present. Raymond prodded his son.

      ‘What?’ Cross exclaimed. Raymond indicated he should give Ottey the flowers. Once he understood this, he thrust the flowers unceremoniously at Ottey, breaking a stem in the process. She laughed.

      ‘Oh George, you shouldn’t have,’ she said.

      ‘Oh no, do you have hay fever?’ he said anxiously turning to his father, ‘I told you this was a bad idea.’

      ‘George, she’s being polite,’ said his father reassuring him.

      ‘She said we shouldn’t have brought them,’ Cross protested.

      ‘Which means she’s pleased,’ said Raymond.

      ‘How can she mean exactly the opposite of what she said?’

      ‘Can we go in? I need to sit, and this kind gentleman needs to put down the gift,’ said Raymond.

      As they walked into the house Raymond sniffed the air appreciatively.

      ‘Sunday lunch, there’s no other aroma quite like it,’ he said.

      ‘Well, I hope it lives up to expectations,’ said Ottey.

      The girls quickly dispensed with the wrapping paper, once Debbie had it explained to her that no, it wasn’t Christmas and no, she wouldn’t have to wait till it was to open it. They were thrilled with the Bagatelle. They hadn’t seen anything like it before. A game that you could play without an ipad – quite the novelty. They were entranced by the hands-on nature of the game and the noise as Raymond demonstrated how to play.

      ‘George didn’t mention you were black,’ he said to Ottey.

      ‘Why would I?’ said Cross, appalled.

      ‘Well, you’re normally so literal in your descriptions of people and things, I’m surprised you left it out,’ Raymond retorted.

      If Ottey was taken aback by this comment she didn’t show it. Perhaps because she was so used to Cross’ frequent inappropriate utterances, and so coming from his father was unsurprising.

      ‘I’m not entirely sure what to say. Yes I’m black,’ she said.

      ‘No offence,’ said Raymond.

      ‘None taken,’ she replied.

      ‘Actually, I have no idea why I said that. It might be because I’m alone so much of the time I actually think out loud,’ he continued.

      ‘That would make sense,’ said Cross.

      ‘Old and stupid, that’s what I am.’

      ‘I’m sure that’s not true,’ said Ottey.

      ‘I’m out of practice. Is your husband at work?’ Raymond asked.

      ‘I’m divorced.’

      ‘There I go again, putting my foot in it. If it was a good thing you could almost describe it as a gift. Please accept my apologies. George’ll tell me off in a minute, although truth be told, it’ll be a bit rich coming from him.’

      After a glass of wine - tea for Cross - lunch was ready and Ottey was preparing to serve in the kitchen.

      ‘Raymond told me you’d prefer to serve yourself,’ she said.

      ‘He did?’ asked Cross.

      ‘It’s not a problem,’ she said.

      ‘Thank you,’ he replied.

      ‘Just the one plate, son,’ Raymond said quietly.

      ‘I know.’

      He served himself, carefully ensuring that none of the elements on the plate touched each other. Ottey noticed, as he went to the table, that he hadn’t taken any peas or carrots.

      ‘He doesn’t like the colours together,’ Raymond explained. Of course he doesn’t thought Ottey. They sat to eat but within minutes Cross had to make an inordinate effort to control himself as the children behaved like children, banging their cutlery on the table to make a point, when they weren’t scraping forks across their teeth. They spilt their food, used their fingers to pick up their broccoli. He tensed up and quickly stopped eating.

      ‘I think this is actually the first time we’ve eaten together, George,’ said Ottey.

      ‘It is. I tend to avoid eating with other people,’ said Cross.

      ‘Why?’ one of the children asked.

      ‘George…’ Raymond said, reassuringly at the same time as cautioning him.

      ‘Yes,’ Cross replied. The fact that he knew his father was aware of his difficulty and that Ottey was used to his behaviour, was of no comfort. He tried to employ an exercise where he shut out the surrounding environment and concentrated solely on what was in front of him. But however hard he tried, it didn’t seem to help.

      ‘What can we do George?’ Ottey asked. He didn’t answer, possibly frightened by what he might say. This was as far as having some sort of filter went with Cross.

      ‘Girls would you excuse George?’ said Raymond. ‘He’s not feeling very well. Perhaps you’d like some air. The garden looks charming,’ Cross wanted to contradict his father as he felt perfectly well, just excruciatingly uncomfortable, but the opportunity to leave the table was too tempting.

      ‘Yes, I think some air would be beneficial,’ agreed Cross.

      He went outside, through the back door and stood in the small garden. He breathed in deeply, taking some relief from the autumnal smell around him, much like when he’d been at Leonard’s murder scene. Familiar smells seemed to centre Cross, ground him almost. He knew being there was the best option for this situation. That his behaviour was odd, but he had managed to avoid an outburst which may have upset the children. Small children he had found on the whole, mostly through dealing with him at work, were pretty much unconcerned by his oddness; they didn’t judge, they took him for what he was, and in many cases appreciated his literal way of looking at things. They understood it. It was as if he was being very clear to them in a way they could grasp. It was only when they got a bit older, maybe more self-conscious and aware of the perceived ‘norms’ of behaviour that they commented or at times ridiculed him. Small children, like Ottey’s, tended to go with the flow. It was as if they were drawn to him, recognised a vulnerability in this grown man and empathised. It had only been on a couple of occasions where he couldn’t control his reaction to the immediate environment he found himself in, that his behaviour had alarmed them.

      So it came as no surprise when Debbie, the eight-year-old, appeared in front of him with a glass of water. He knew this had probably been her idea rather than her mother’s, whose instinct would have been to leave him alone, and he accepted it gratefully from her. She had that look children sometimes have of the dramatic, as if aware that they are doing a good thing in a difficult situation which they don’t fully comprehend but which they are aware is difficult. It had taken no small amount of courage for her to do this, Cross thought. It reminded him of her mother. She then smiled seriously, as if trying to comfort him, and went back inside.

      Ottey had put Cross’ plate in the oven to keep warm. Clara, the thirteen-year-old, turned to Raymond.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked.

      ‘Oh nothing really, it’s just that George finds life a lot more complicated than the rest of us. It can be a little overwhelming.’

      ‘I never really thought of it like that,’ said Ottey.

      ‘I find it makes it all a little easier to deal with,’ Raymond replied.

      ‘I get that,’ she said.

      ‘How do you manage with him at work?’ he asked.

      ‘I’m still trying to figure it out. He can be so… difficult, unfathomable, if you know what I mean, and then he’ll do something so remarkable in a case, so left-field, out of whack, that no-one else would think of, that you instantly forgive him,’ she said.

      ‘He’s good at his job? He never talks about it really.’

      ‘Oh he’s way better than “good”.’

      ‘He’s bad,’ said Debbie.

      ‘He’s bad,’ Ottey agreed.

      ‘An expression, I think we can all agree, he would undoubtedly have difficulty with,’ said Raymond. She laughed.

      Cross finished his lunch alone at the table, asking for a plate of peas after everything else had been eaten. ‘A compliment indeed,’ Raymond commented.

      ‘I’m fairly sure this requires an apology on my part,’ Cross said at the door as they were leaving.

      ‘No, absolutely not. It was lovely to see you,’ Said Ottey.

      ‘I hope I didn’t upset the children,’ Cross replied.

      At this point Debbie hugged Cross round his waist, which induced a look of panic on his face. Ottey couldn’t help laughing. ‘It would seem not,’ she said.
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      At work the next day, one of the first things Ottey noticed about Cross was how much more comfortable he seemed than at lunch the day before. He was at home at the MCU. He made no reference to the Sunday lunch they had enjoyed, albeit separately, the day before. Most people would have reiterated their gratitude for the meal; made polite, if not truthful, comments about how wonderful her children were: well behaved, beautiful and well brought up. But not Cross, he was straight back to the matter in hand – Leonard and Hilary’s murders. He had a recap meeting. Normally this would have involved Carson and the rest of the team but there was no team, only Ottey tying up ends since Badger had been charged and because they weren’t actually supposed to be following this line of inquiry.

      ‘So this is what we have,’ Cross began, ‘Badger now thinks he saw someone else over Leonard’s body. But he was drunk and only semi-conscious, so exactly how much store we can set by that is debatable. However, Mackenzie, I’d like you to locate all CCTV cameras in the immediate vicinity and see if you can find anyone in that area at the time - either before or after the time of death. We have a red Jaguar of indeterminate model in the area of the first murder, Hilary’s, which we know to have been damaged when driving away from the scene, but we don’t seem to be getting anywhere with that. So let’s go back to Hilary – we’re missing something there. She knew her killer, she let him into the house – we are assuming it was a male perpetrator from the violent strength evidenced in Leonard’s strangling – so it was either an accident which seems highly unlikely, or he had some reason to kill her.’

      ‘And MacDonald?’ Ottey asked.

      ‘And MacDonald. There’s something wrong with the investigation. Either it was uncharacteristically inept, which is beginning to seem more and more likely, or someone curtailed it. Quite why, I don’t know.’

      ‘Then there’s the fact that he neglected to mention he’d seen Leonard quite recently,’ she said.

      ‘Indeed,’ he agreed.

      ‘Are you going to bring him in?’

      ‘Not till we have more information about Hilary. It’ll attract too much flak at too high a level.’

      ‘Okay, well I’ll let you get on with it. But no leaving the office without me. Understood?’

      ‘Heard, but not exactly understood,’ he said.

      He decided, as he often did in obscure or difficult cases, to build a picture of the victim.

      He would talk to Jessica again about her mother and plough through all the police files, where he hoped he’d find they had done a similar exercise. It was while going through some pictures of Hilary in the file that he remembered she’d had a car accident which had left her with some scarring on one side of her face.

      He searched the internet for the accident but couldn’t find anything about it in either local or national papers, but then again he was perfectly aware that this probably had more to do with his lack of a proficient set of internet search skills. Some people had a real knack but not Cross. He meant to find some time to train himself but had never got round to it as he knew he would have to dedicate a sufficient amount of time to do it properly. He yearned for the days of microfiche where all you needed was a date and good eyesight - it never failed. He called Jessica.

      ‘Jessica, it’s DS Cross. We met the other day. I’m working on…’

      ‘I know who you are, Inspector.’

      Cross always worked on the assumption that he wasn’t in the slightest bit memorable, just another policeman. So he felt it would save time if he always started a phone call, or began an email, reminding the recipient who he was exactly.

      ‘It’s Sergeant, in point of fact. Is now a good time to speak?’ he asked.

      ‘Yes of course, has something happened?’ Jessica replied.

      ‘No, I’m still investigating.’

      There was something about this archaic, almost old-fashioned expression that seemed absolutely right to her, which is why she realised she was smiling.

      ‘I wanted to ask you about your mother’s car accident. Could you give me a date?’

      ‘I can give you a year, nineteen ninety-one.’

      ‘That’s very helpful. Do you know what happened?

      ‘Only what I was told by my sisters, if I’m honest. It was a head-on collision on a country lane just outside Old Sodbury. There was nothing she could do. The other car came round the bend at speed, not exactly on the wrong side of the road, but those lanes are so narrow, he was taking up the majority of the road. There was nowhere for Mum to go, apparently.’

      ‘And she was thrown through the windscreen?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And the driver of the other car?’

      ‘Badly injured, he died in hospital a week later.’

      ‘I see, so it was a fatal accident.’

      ‘There were two fatalities actually. The passenger in the front seat died on impact. She was the driver’s wife.

      ‘So there would obviously have been an inquiry.’

      ‘Yes, Mummy was absolved of all blame. The other driver was driving recklessly and had been seen doing so by witnesses in the village. It’s all in the police report, I imagine.’

      ‘Of course. Did your father keep any record of the accident?’

      ‘Other than the insurance claims, I wouldn’t have thought so.’

      ‘Did they talk about it?’

      ‘I don’t think so, but as I said I was very small.’

      ‘That’s understandable. Two deaths, very traumatic, did your mother feel culpable at all?’

      ‘No, I told you she was cleared of any blame.’

      ‘I know, but sometimes people have illogical responses in these situations.’

      ‘You mean survivor’s guilt.’

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘Yes, I suppose she did. I think you’re right. It’s something that never left her. She never drove again.’

      ‘Is that right? Again, perfectly understandable.’

      ‘She had no reason to feel guilty, though. The emergency services, all of them, the police, ambulance, fire brigade, were all full of admiration for her bravery.’

      ‘Bravery in what particular way?’

      ‘Because of the boy. She saved his life.’

      ‘Boy?’

      ‘You should really talk to Gilly. She knows the details in much more depth.’

      ‘Oh it was terrible,’ Gillian said, once she got over her initial reservations about speaking to Cross again, ‘The poor wee mite had one leg crushed completely by the front seat and the other one was severed completely. Mummy heard him whimpering from the back seat and, although in a huge amount of pain herself and having only just regained consciousness, she dragged herself across the road and found him. She must’ve been a terrifying sight herself, face dripping blood. But she stemmed an arterial bleed from the poor boy’s severed leg with her scarf and coat, and then just kept him conscious, by making him talk, till help arrived. Apparently, when it did she fainted from the sheer effort. Quite remarkable, really. But she never spoke of it. Dad told me all the sordid details. That’s not the right word is it? But I’m sure you know what I mean. He was incredibly proud of her, while being immensely relieved at the same time.’

      She could certainly talk, this woman, thought Cross, all she needed was a good steer. ‘Do you know what happened to the boy?’ he asked.

      ‘No, we didn’t even know the family’s name. It was all Mr and Mrs B, child B, and Mummy was Mrs A,’ said Gillian.

      ‘That often happens in such cases.’

      ‘All I know is that they managed to save the child’s other leg but obviously the other one was a lost cause. I often wonder about that.’

      ‘About what?’

      ‘The other leg. Do you suppose it was just lying there in the footwell for all to see? How ghastly is that?’

      ‘But you never talked to her about it, not then or in the years after?’

      ‘Well we were all so young. I think we just moved on and didn’t give it much thought to be honest. You know what children are like. The emergency services wanted to recommend her for some sort of bravery award, but she was having none of it.’

      ‘She sounds very modest.’

      ‘Modest and, like you said to Jess, maybe tortured by survivor’s guilt.’

      ‘Her expression not mine,’ Cross said quickly.

      ‘These days they’d probably says she suffered from PTSD don’t you think?’

      ‘I have no opinion of any value on that as, one, I’m not medically qualified and secondly, I never met your mother,’ he said, ending the call.

      What intrigued Cross was that the accident was barely mentioned in Hilary’s case file. Just in passing. It was probably irrelevant having happened so many years previously, but with all the other omissions and curtailments in the original investigation, it struck Cross as more than a little curious. He would need to look at the accident report itself – there would surely be one as fatalities were involved – and the findings of the crash investigators.

      When he discovered that the accident report had been taken out years before and never returned, he found it encouraging rather than frustrating. This, together with all the other mis-steps in Hilary’s murder enquiry lent weight to his belief that the answer to both Hilary’s murder and therefore, Leonard’s, lay within the way the original inquiry had been conducted. But when he saw that the accident report had been taken out three weeks before Hilary’s murder, some fifteen years after the accident, he knew he was onto something. It was exactly this kind of break in normal procedure, or routine, overlooked by others but caught by Cross, that he invariably found could lead to big developments in a case.

      There was no digital copy of the report, as this was 1991 and accident reports weren’t put into the database, such as it actually was, back then. The file had been signed out by a DC Wilson who Cross tracked down quite easily. He was now a DI in a different section. He was open and thoughtful but he didn’t remember asking for the file.

      ‘I can’t think what it would have had any relevance to. Who was involved in the accident?’ asked Wilson.

      ‘Hilary Carpenter,’ Cross replied.

      ‘She was murdered.’

      ‘You have a good memory,’ said Cross, impressed.

      ‘I worked that case for a while.’

      ‘What’s interesting here is that she was murdered three weeks after you asked for the file.’

      ‘Fuck.’

      ‘”Fuck” indeed.’ There was a pause.

      ‘DI Wilson?’ said Cross, checking he was still on the line.

      ‘Sorry, I’m just thinking. My boss at the time was MacDonald. If anyone had asked me for that accident report it was, more likely than not, him.’

      ‘But you can’t be sure.’ Asked Cross.

      ‘No. Could the date be wrong?

      ‘Which date?’

      ‘The file requisition,’ said Wilson.

      ‘Unlikely.’

      ‘So why is MacDonald…?’

      ‘If it was indeed him,’ Cross reminded him.

      ‘Look, I’m pretty sure, and things were all a bit off with that case. Now you’re saying that Macdonald asked for a fifteen-year-old accident report involving a principal who was then murdered three weeks later,’ said Wilson, almost thinking out loud.

      ‘What was ‘off’?’

      ‘Like I said, I worked the Carpenter case for a while before I was transferred. In fact I always thought it had something to do with my transfer.’

      ‘In what way, exactly?’ asked Cross.

      ‘I found the way MacDonald led the investigation really odd. He constantly closed down lines of enquiry. Have you looked at the files?’

      ‘Yes, and I’d come to much the same conclusion. Do you have any idea why?’

      ‘He was all over that case. Talk about micromanagement. But he wasn’t himself right from the get-go.’

      ‘In what way?’

      ‘Nervy, he looked kind of shocked the minute we got to the crime scene. Something seemed to bother him. If you didn’t know him, you’d’ve thought it was the first time he’d seen a dead body. The case obviously meant a lot to him because I remember when the Polish guy copped for it, MacDonald’s reaction was completely over the top. Victorious, triumphant almost like he’d cracked his own mother’s case. It was the talk of the station. That’s how I knew,’ said Wilson.

      ‘Did he know her?’ asked Cross.

      ‘No, I don’t think so, but I know where you’re going.’

      ‘Did you keep a notebook at the time?’

      ‘Of course. I think it’s in the lock-up with all my stuff. I got divorced recently.’

      ‘I see. Well if you could try and ascertain if it was actually MacDonald, it would be really useful.’

      ‘DS Cross, I know you’re a stickler for detail. But if I can’t find out that it definitely was him, don’t let that get in your way. I’d stake my wife’s life on it being him. Who else would it have been?’ Wilson asked.

      It occurred to Cross that he might well have staked his wife’s life on it now that she was about to be an ‘ex’, but he didn’t say anything.
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      While Cross pondered what his next move should be, a uniformed policeman knocked on his door. He was holding a photocopy of the torn-out shopping voucher that had been found in Leonard’s rucksack. The constable was from a Polish family and had volunteered to take it home for his father to translate it for Cross. It turned out to be what they suspected, a shopping discount voucher for a series of ‘skleps’, Polish shops, in  north London.

      ‘So, it’s presumably from a local newspaper in London?’

      ‘Not so much a local paper as one for the Polish community in London.’

      ‘Quite so, that’s what I meant, but thanks for pointing it out.’

      The constable wasn’t sure whether the detective was being sarcastic or not – which of course he wasn’t, and left. A polish shopping voucher and a photograph of a footprint from the original crime scene. What on earth was that about? Was there a link or were they completely unconnected? He’d come back to this question later. His more immediate concern was how to proceed with MacDonald. The wily old inspector had insisted that the next time Cross wanted to speak with him, it would have to be down at the station. Why was that, he wondered? Did he want an audience? Did he feel more at home in an interview room – well a voluntary assistance suite, strictly speaking, which was deemed to be more comfortable than the interview rooms. How, Cross wasn’t exactly sure; maybe it was the presence of a homely pot plant that made it less intimidating. Was he embarrassed by Cross turning up in front of the neighbours, probably not. Was there something to hide at home? Was it that he didn’t want his wife to know or was it simply more cunning? He was aware someone had been charged over Leonard’s murder, and he knew enough senior figures in the force to have been told that Cross had been told to leave it well alone and move on. So his coming to the station would put the spotlight firmly on Cross, not that he minded, that kind of pressure just washed over him when he was set on a course of action in a case.

      He hadn’t discussed it with Ottey because he thought it’d be a waste of time to go through the inevitable warnings that would come from her, and for him to have to justify what he was about to do – which, by the way, he would go ahead and do whatever she said.

      ‘Really?’ Carson exclaimed as he walked into the office unannounced, with Ottey in his wake. Cross didn’t answer, because although he knew what his senior officer was alluding to, this was a rhetorical question. Until Cross had taught himself to recognise such a question, he always answered them literally, much to the amusement of his colleagues. Now that he could easily spot them, they had become something of an annoyance to him, as he couldn’t see their point or purpose. Carson, fully aware that no answer would be forthcoming from this creature, turned to Ottey.

      ‘I thought I asked you to keep him on a tight leash,’ he said.

      ‘I don’t think you did, but what’s going on?’ she asked.

      ‘He’s asked MacDonald in for some more questioning, about what I simply have no idea.’

      ‘Oh,’ said Cross innocently, ‘has he agreed to come in? I haven’t heard anything.’

      ‘Yes, he has.’

      ‘So what’s the problem?’ asked Ottey, ‘Is he unhappy?’

      ‘No, not at all. He simply informed the Chief Constable he was coming in, who told the Deputy Chief, who then rang the Super, who very kindly came into my office and chewed my bollocks off,’ said Carson.

      ‘He made it very clear that I was no longer to go and see him at his home. He’s coming in to the station at his own request,’ Cross pointed out.

      ‘No, he’s not, he’s coming in at yours,’ said Carson.

      ‘There’s no need to be literal, you know exactly what I’m saying.’

      ‘You’re telling me not to be literal? Little bit rich, don’t you think?

      ‘No. Why?’ he asked.

      ‘You’d better have a bloody good reason, or twenty, to have asked him in.’

      ‘I have a couple, I hope that’ll suffice. What time am I to expect him?’ Cross inquired.

      ‘He’s on his way, apparently.’

      ‘Excellent, perhaps you could ask Mackenzie to book the VA suite.’ (The Voluntary Assistance suite was where they talked to people who weren’t under caution or suspicion.)

      Carson looked at him as if he’d lost his mind – he was giving his superiors orders now?

      ‘Well, you will be passing her desk once you’ve left here will you not?’ Cross went on by way of explanation. Ottey smiled as Carson barged past her.

      ‘What are you up to George?’ she asked him.

      He told her about the missing accident report and DI Wilson’s feelings about the whole investigation. Then there was still the matter of his failing to mention Leonard’s visits to his house. He asked her if she’d be joining him and MacDonald, and noted her slight hesitation.

      ‘Not a good look in front of the brass?’ he suggested.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, embarrassed.

      ‘No need, things are difficult enough for you round here being a black woman, and a single mother to boot, although having said that, one would hope that the tide of diversity is changing all of that as we speak,’ said Cross.

      She looked at him, amazed that things still came out of his mouth that could just stop her in her tracks.

      When he walked into the MCU reception the Deputy Chief Constable and Chief Superintendent were already in conversation with MacDonald. Carson was standing to one side, grinning inanely, like a Maître D’ waiting to show people to their table. As Cross walked across, MacDonald saw him and made a point of not pausing in his conversation with the two senior officers. If it was meant to put Cross in his place, it did no such thing. He just waited patiently and with a complete lack of interest in what was being said. He made no effort to include himself in the collegiate, familial, gathering. He didn’t even smile politely to give the impression that the continuing of the conversation sat well with him, because social niceties like this just never occurred to him. He was simply well aware of his place in the pecking order of this particular group, and so was content to wait. The Deputy Chief finally saw fit to draw it to a close.

      ‘Your interrogator is here Stuart,’ he said.

      ‘So he is,’ said MacDonald.

      ‘DI MacDonald and I worked many cases together back in the day, Cross,’ the Deputy Chief said.

      ‘I am well aware of that, sir, as well as the implicit disapproval of my inviting Mr MacDonald into the MCU,’ said Cross.

      Again there was no meaningful emphasis on the “Mr”. Cross was just addressing in, as he saw it, the correct manner. He was, after all, no longer a policeman.

      ‘I have no idea where you get that impression from, Sergeant,’ said the Deputy.

      ‘From the fact that, when the majority of people come in to help us, they aren’t met with a reception committee of such lofty rank,’ Cross replied.

      ‘We are friends, as I believe I just pointed out.’

      ‘You may be sir, but I’m fairly sure neither the Super nor DCI Carson served with Mr MacDonald, and yet here they are,’ Cross continued.

      The Deputy Chief didn’t have that many dealings with Cross, but he knew enough about him to know there was no point in continuing with this conversation.

      ‘Good to see you, Stuart. Love to Sheila. Carson, kindly keep me informed. DS Cross I would remind you that DI MacDonald is here voluntarily, and you will treat him with the respect a retired officer of this force deserves.’

      ‘I can assure you I will treat him with the respect I give to all members of the public who make time to come in and assist us. You need have no concern on that score,’ said Cross.

      As MacDonald and Cross walked towards the VA suite, the retired detective turned to him. ‘Still making a good impression I see. You just can’t help yourself can you?’

      Cross didn’t answer. He wasn’t going to engage just yet. He would take on his opponent on his terms, when he was good and ready and not a moment before.

      ‘Thank you for coming in,’ Cross said.

      ‘You’re welcome, anything to help,’ MacDonald replied.

      ‘That’s kind. How would you like to be addressed?’

      ‘Stuart will be fine. And you?’

      ‘DS Cross will suffice.’

      MacDonald was trying to introduce an air of informality into the exchange, but as in all situations in life, not just in this situation, Cross found formality, distance, more comfortable.

      ‘So, we’ve established that you may have been a little bit “off colour” as you put it, due to your wife’s ill-health during the investigation into Hilary Carpenter’s death,’ said Cross.

      ‘Is this an interview, DS Cross?’ asked MacDonald.

      ‘No.’

      ‘”We’ve established” makes it sound like I’m under investigation here.’

      ‘No, you’re not, but thank you for pointing that out. I’ll make an effort to be more precise in my use of language. So, we’ve discussed the red Jaguar.’

      ‘It was a Jaguar?’

      ‘Indeed, and that’s about it as far as the full extent of our knowledge goes. It’s led us nowhere.’

      ‘I’m not surprised.’

      ‘Really? Why not?’

      ‘I’m sure that’s probably why we didn’t follow it up.’

      ‘Um, not exactly, no.’ Cross consulted his file. ‘You decided it was immaterial, but anyway, there’s no point in speculating about something we can’t, at this moment in time, pin down,’ he looked up.

      ‘Which is more than likely what I thought at the time,’ said MacDonald.

      Cross decided not to press the point. It wouldn’t achieve anything.

      ‘Hilary’s motor accident some years previously,’ Cross said.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘This was also not really looked into.’

      ‘Relevance?’ MacDonald inquired.

      ‘Well, surely looking into it would have determined that. But your investigation didn’t,’

      MacDonald didn’t answer.

      ‘Was that a deliberate choice or just another instance of your “being off the boil”?’ said Cross.

      ‘I don’t appreciate your tone, Cross.’

      ‘There is no tone intended, Stuart, I can assure you. I’m just trying to understand why Hilary’s accident wasn’t looked at. Are you not an advocate of victimology?’

      ‘Of course I am.’

      ‘A fatal accident,’ Cross pointed out.

      ‘She wasn’t at fault.’

      ‘No less traumatic for that though, surely, and therefore worth examining?’ MacDonald had no intention of being led there.

      ‘But then again, you actually did, didn’t you?’ said Cross.

      ‘You just told me I didn’t.’

      ‘You requested the accident file.’

      ‘I did?’

      ‘DC Wilson obtained it for you. Do you not remember?’

      ‘I don’t.’

      ‘I see,’ said Cross.

      ‘Did I sign for it?’ MacDonald asked.

      ‘As I said, it was DC Wilson who asked for the file.’

      ‘And he says I asked him to obtain it?’

      ‘In point of fact, he’s not completely sure. But it would obviously make sense as you were his boss.’

      ‘Well, like I said, I don’t recall asking for it and he’s not entirely sure I did. Not exactly conclusive is it?’ said MacDonald.

      This struck Cross as interesting. Why deny it?

      ‘What is odd, though, is the date. Wilson requested the report three weeks before Hilary’s murder,’ said Cross.

      ‘Well, that makes no sense. Are you sure?’ MacDonald looked confused.

      ‘Yes, it’s logged.’

      ‘Maybe someone made a mistake.’

      ‘That was DI Wilson’s reaction.’

      ‘Well then, it can’t have been me. Why would I request a file out of the blue to an RTA from fifteen years before?’ asked MacDonald.

      ‘That’s a good question. I was rather hoping you might have an answer,’ said Cross.

      ‘I don’t. It doesn’t make any sense.’

      ‘It is puzzling. Such a strange coincidence wouldn’t you say? The file is requested and then three weeks later she’s dead. Murdered.’

      Silence. The two men weighed each other up. Cross’ expression, as usual, gave nothing away. MacDonald had that open-eyed, inquisitive look an interviewee often had when trying to gauge exactly how much knowledge or evidence the policeman opposite them had and was withholding. But why would MacDonald be doing that? Was it that he was worried that Cross was about to cast a shadow over his otherwise pristine service record? Was he thinking that maybe Cross saw this as an opportunity for payback after his treatment of him years before, having forgotten that Cross didn’t work like that? MacDonald inferred from the long pause that Cross had finished.

      ‘Was there anything else?’ asked MacDonald.

      ‘No. No, that’s it,’ said Cross.

      ‘You asked me in just to ask me about an accident report?’

      ‘I asked you in because you told me that’s what I should do if I wanted to speak to you again about Leonard Carpenter’s murder.’

      ‘Fair point,’ MacDonald replied. He stood up and offered his hand out for a handshake. Cross stood up and nodded awkwardly in acknowledgement. MacDonald had never offered to shake his hand before in all the time he’d known him. Was this because he knew Cross didn’t shake hands, avoided any kind of physical social interaction, Cross wondered. No, he quickly concluded. MacDonald wasn’t the sort of person to have noticed anyone’s social foibles, let alone Cross’. Sensitivity wasn’t in his social skill set which meant, in this instance, that he was relieved. That this hadn’t gone as badly as he feared. But why? What was he hiding, frightened of Cross uncovering?

      ‘Please just call me if you have any further questions. You don’t need to ask me in,’ MacDonald said.

      ‘That’s very kind,’ replied Cross.

      MacDonald was about to leave the room when Cross appeared to remember something which had completely slipped his mind and was embarrassed at bringing up.

      ‘Oh Stuart, before you go, why didn’t you tell me that you’d seen Leonard recently?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘When I came to your home you said you hadn’t seen Leonard recently.’

      ‘That’s right.’

      ‘But you had. Your neighbour Mr…’ he got out his notebook despite the fact that he knew the name, ‘…Griffiths said he’d seen you having an altercation with a homeless man matching Leonard’s description on at least two occasions in the last couple of weeks.’ Cross looked surprised at MacDonald having forgotten this.

      ‘I didn’t see how it was relevant, I suppose.’

      ‘You didn’t think it was relevant that you had actually seen a murder victim, who we were actually making inquiries about, just weeks before his death. That you were seen arguing with him. How could you conclude that wouldn’t be relevant?’ asked Cross.

      ‘You hadn’t come to me about his murder. As I recall you were asking about Hilary’s and, what is more, you had a man in custody.’

      ‘I see. But that information could surely have been useful in any forthcoming trial with the suspect, no? What did he want?’

      ‘He was just going back over all the same nonsense he came up with after his wife’s death. The poor man never recovered and who can blame him,’ MacDonald explained.

      ‘That sounds very sympathetic,’ Cross commented.

      ‘I felt for him.  But at the same time his mental health had been stretched to the limit. You should have seen him.’

      ‘I did. At his murder scene.’

      ‘Then you’ll know he wasn’t completely right in the head. I was shocked when I first saw him, I didn’t realise it was him. He was unrecognisable.’

      ‘I see. Perfectly understandable,’ Cross concluded.

      There was a pause, which MacDonald took as his cue to leave. Cross then began again.

      ‘But why wouldn’t you tell us you’d seen him? That’s what I’m having difficulty with. Why not just say, he was here, going over all the old theories, crazed as ever and then of course he didn’t come back.’

      ‘I don’t know. I honestly don’t know,’ said MacDonald.

      ‘Okay. Well, thank you.’

      Cross appeared to have accepted this as a reasonable answer, which of course he hadn’t. What was more, he knew that MacDonald himself was also aware of this. Cross was deliberately trying to put the retired detective on edge. He watched as Carson escorted MacDonald to his car. It was a brand new, top of the line Range Rover Autobiography. They spent a few moments walking around the vehicle appreciatively; Carson was impressed. Cross often watched interviewees leaving the station. He wanted to observe their demeanour, particularly if the police had been forced to release them because the window for holding them without charge had ended. Their reactions were often informative. Not always, but enough times to make it worth his while. A suspect embracing the duty solicitor he had only met the day before was an indication that they thought they’d got away with something. If the suspect walked out alone, just got into a car and drove off, it felt different – like an unnecessary ordeal was simply over and they could now get on with their day. Whether they were met by friends or family, or made frantic calls as soon as they were in the car park, all indicated different possibilities to him. MacDonald definitely had the over-friendly exuberance with Carson which implied he felt relief, but what that relief could be about, Cross had no idea. At this moment in time.
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      Carson hated confrontation, which had something to do with how he was climbing through the ranks with such alacrity. If there was something unpleasant to be done with personnel in the department, he usually managed to pass it off to someone “much more qualified than me” to deal with. By this he actually meant someone from Human Resources. The expansion of the HR department, albeit at a cost to the number of boots on the beat, was one of the more welcome developments in the force for Carson. There were times when people working for him could have been forgiven for thinking that he spent more time with HR than he did on actual cases. But this wasn’t entirely his fault, or choice, bearing in mind the number of redundancies that seemed to be taking place on an increasingly regular basis these days. When it came to Cross, however, Carson was on his own. Within the department, Cross was seen to be his pet project, his indulgence. There had been multiple instances where senior management, on the advice of HR, felt they could terminate his employment but Carson had prevailed. He liked Cross, as infuriating as he often found him, because he got results.

      He had in fact, not that anyone knew, taken the time to do some reading about Asperger’s and had a sketchy understanding of it. This was why he didn’t react in the same way as others to Cross’ behaviour and manner. He had been accused of treating Cross as a special case and his response was always the same. ‘He is one’ he would say, pointing to his numbers. One thing he had read somewhere, and knowing Cross it made particular sense, was that some people with AS had a profound need for things to be right, correct, just as they should be; ‘just’ being the operative word and by literal extension this meant a need, a passion often, for justice itself. This could manifest itself when receiving something ordered online and the object delivered not adhering exactly to the description or photograph on the website. Even the smallest deviation would result in its being returned. Indeed this was why many people with AS simply didn’t order anything off the internet. They had to see it in real life, physically in front of them. This was why many checked their change in a shop after a transaction religiously. It had to be right. It wasn’t that they feared being cheated, as much as checking that all was as it should be. That it had been a proper, just transaction.

      By definition this meant the execution of literal justice in Cross’ case. Justice had to be served. The right result had to be achieved and this had to be seen to be done for the whole system to work effectively. It wasn’t about putting bad people away, it was about ensuring that justice was done whatever the circumstances. This explained his extreme reaction in the rare handful of cases he had investigated that didn’t achieve a conviction in court. It sent him into a spiral of confusion. He simply couldn’t understand why, when he had provided evidence that clearly indicated the guilt of a party, that a jury could find otherwise. That they could see it so differently. That the defence barrister had managed to present that evidence in such a way that they had no choice but not to convict. In one instance where this had been the direct result of a very strong direction from the judge to the jury, it was all Carson could do to prevent Cross from going round to his chambers to point out the error in his decision. Cross was at times frustrated by the courts and their interpretation of the law and all the technicalities therein, as so many detectives often were. The difference was his innate inability to move on.

      This particular afternoon Carson had been tasked with persuading Cross to leave MacDonald well alone. Carson argued, vainly, that in these cases Cross was more often than not proved right. His odd methods always came through. He followed a strict trail of logic when looking at a case, and couldn’t let go when he uncovered a hole in that logic that couldn’t be explained away. Other officers just didn’t have the patience.

      Cross was completely unaware these conversations took place, he simply saw Carson as being a conduit of irrational and ill-thought instructions from the floors above. And so Carson was constantly in this impossible, almost schizophrenic situation of trying to make Cross do something which he himself had been arguing against, only moments before, upstairs. Ottey followed him into Cross’ office as she always did. He was never sure whether this was because she had his back or Cross’. He suspected it was the latter.

      ‘All the Super is saying is that if you have nothing further to ask MacDonald, then please leave him alone,’ said Carson.

      ‘Well, obviously if I had nothing further to ask him I would leave him alone. Why would I contact him otherwise?’ Cross replied.

      ‘I think you know what I mean...’

      ‘As I believe I have just explained. That makes no sense. But what if I do?’

      ‘Do what?’

      ‘Have further questions for MacDonald,’ Cross asked.

      Carson thought for a moment, trying to formulate a tactic that might help him get the best result out of this situation, ‘What’s troubling you about all of this, George?’

      Cross then explained about the missing accident report and MacDonald’s failure to mention to him and Ottey that Leonard had paid him at least two, to their knowledge, visits in the weeks before his death. From Carson’s look of concern, which he immediately tried to conceal, Cross knew he was going to win the argument.

      ‘Are you sure about the dates?’ Carson asked.

      ‘The accident report was requested by MacDonald three weeks before Hilary’s death.’

      ‘We think by MacDonald.’

      ‘That is more accurate, yes.’

      ‘A coincidence?’ The dreaded C word. Carson regretted saying it almost immediately. ‘I know, I know, no such thing.’

      Ottey then spoke. ‘What intrigues me is why Leonard came back to Bristol, and why go back to MacDonald?’

      ‘That is indeed a good question which I think may hold the solution to the whole mess. It must have something to do with the photograph,’ said Cross.

      ‘Photograph?’ Carson asked, irritated that he didn’t know about it – despite the fact that he’d instructed them to stop working on Leonard’s murder, so how could he be aware of it? Cross produced the photograph of the footprints taken at Hilary’s crime scene which was found in Leonard’s rucksack. Carson thought for a moment. He might be a little too “management” for Cross’ liking but he still had the instincts of a good policeman.

      ‘Okay, so something isn’t right here. Keep pursuing it. But please, please be discreet. I’ve had enough shit for one morning so if you need to speak to MacDonald again just give me warning,’ he said.

      ‘Of course,’ said Cross, ‘he has quite a taste for expensive cars doesn’t he?’

      ‘I thought exactly the same thing, but it wasn’t his. He has a Jag. It’s being fixed, something to do with the electronics apparently.’

      ‘Some courtesy car,’ said Ottey.

      ‘He has a mate in the trade.’

      ‘That makes sense.’

      Cross was still looking at the photograph of the footprint as everyone else was making ready to go home when Mackenzie came in.

      ‘Clay Motors,’ she said.

      ‘Thank you.’

      He’d sent her round to MacDonald’s home that afternoon to see if he had a dealership sticker in the back window, as he suspected it would, being a courtesy car. As mundane a task as this was, she was thrilled. Anything to get her away from the monotony of hours of gazing at several CCTV feeds from the vicinity of Shaftesbury House. Cross pulled up the dealership website on his computer. It was a very upmarket glass-fronted dealership on the outskirts of Swindon in a row of several dealerships for other makes of car. It was funny the way dealerships like this tended to congregate in clusters. You would have thought they wouldn’t welcome the competition but Cross assumed this was outweighed by the convenience for people of being able to see them all in one place and some kind of cross-pollination.

      Clay Motors had a very full forecourt and showroom, a sign of a successful business. At one end of the building it had a car lift encased in glass, all the hydraulic workings on display, to get the cars onto the three different floors . It reminded Cross of a second-hand toy garage his father had bought him one birthday – one of his ‘finds’ – which had a lift operated by a small metal handle with a red tip winding a basic pulley system of string to get the lift up and down the one floor. His favourite car was a Dinky Toy sky blue Triumph Herald which had a button on the top which, when you turned it, steered the front wheels. Second-hand; his presents had always been second-hand. Raymond had prided himself on never buying anything new, and a favourite pastime was to work out, in theory, how much money he must’ve saved over the years.

      Cross would visit Clay Motors the next day. He wasn’t entirely sure but instinct told him they might discover something about the car seen driving away from the Carpenters’ house all those years before.
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      Car salesrooms weren’t places that Cross frequented, as he didn’t drive. He could. He had a license, but he chose not to. Over his years in the police he’d had cause to go to a car dealership on a couple of occasions, but that was about it. Things had certainly changed since his last visit. This one actually had a coffee stand with a dedicated barista. A temple of insincerity, everything designed to achieve the holy grail – a sale – from the comfortable leather chairs to the immaculate suits worn by the sales staff. The floor was as clean as a hospital operating theatre. The cars polished and buffed to a dizzying degree, a state they would never be in again once they’d left the dealership. But Cross liked the smell; it was unique, that mix of brand new rubber and leather. He’d read somewhere that the interior smell of a brand new car, which faded after months, was so sought-after that someone had tried to get the essence into an aerosol so that owners could reproduce the magic scent of a new car months after it had vanished.

      Cross walked out of the showroom almost as soon as he had entered it. It was left to Ottey to explain to the receptionist, who he had left mid-sentence, that he had just stepped out to take a call. The truth was that he found the squealing of brand new rubber on the pristine floor as a salesman manoeuvred a car into position on the concourse, unbearable.

      Malcolm Clay was the owner. Late thirties, he was sharply dressed and as welcoming to the two detectives as if they were a couple after their dream car. He had no memory of the murder they were talking about and, as for the red Jaguar, they weren’t in business at the time. Ottey thought this was odd. Why hadn’t Cross checked? But he seemed unfazed.

      ‘Have you always been in the motor trade?’ he asked.

      ‘I have. Cars have been my obsession since I was a kid,’ Clay replied.

      ‘Where did you work before here?’

      ‘All over the place. I doubt you could name a main dealer I haven’t worked for at some stage in the South West.’

      ‘So your former employers have since become your competitors?’

      ‘In a sense, yeah, I suppose so, but we all get along. Well most of us; there is the odd wanker in our ranks, like most businesses. We have our own trade association, which I’m the current president of.’

      ‘Congratulations.’

      ‘It’s not that important, just useful.’

      Important enough for him to mention it apropos of nothing, thought Cross, as Clay gave them each a business card, telling them to get in touch if he could be of any further use.

      ‘Why would you think that?’ Cross asked.

      ‘Think what?’

      ‘That you could be of any further use?’ There was an uncomfortable pause during which Clay look at Ottey to see if she was going to offer any relief. She wasn’t.

      ‘I’m sorry, you’re right, I’m sure I can’t. That was just an automatic response, I suppose. A social nicety,’ Clay said.

      ‘DS Cross isn’t very good with social niceties of any kind, are you George?’

      ‘Not exactly one of my strengths, so I’m told.’ But he hadn’t taken his eyes off Clay, who decided to bring the meeting to an end by standing up. He lead them out of the showroom like a good host would.

      ‘Tell me. Mr MacDonald, our former colleague. How do you two know each other?’

      ‘He’s a good customer.’

      ‘I see.’

      Back in the car Ottey looked over at Cross. ‘So now please explain to me how that wasn’t a wasted trip.’ He doesn’t answer. ‘Why didn’t you check they were in business at the time of the murder.’

      ‘I did,’ he replied. She decided not to give him the pleasure of asking anything further and started the car, although she wondered whether he did take any pleasure in such moments. But he was in fact examining the back of Clay’s business card. It was a list of non-executive directorships of various companies, but also memberships of boards of several charities and local good causes.

      ‘What do you make of that?’ He showed the card to Ottey.

      ‘Wow, so modesty not exactly one of his main attributes,’ she said.

      ‘A lack of modesty or just a manifestation of insecurity? I rather suspect the latter. He wants people to know the extent of his good works. He wants to be seen as something other than the archetypal car salesman. Staking his claim as a respectable member of society who gives back. It has the air of the self-made man proclaiming – look how well I’ve done. That’s interesting he’s on the board of Shaftesbury House.’

      Mackenzie had been tasked with calling all the car dealerships in the local area to find out if, at any time, they had employed Malcolm Clay. She had the temerity to ask why. Ottey waited for a rebuttal from Cross, but none was forthcoming. He’d judged from the tone of her question that she was interested, and not challenging the assignment.

      ‘It may or may not be of any importance. What is important however is that we know which it is,’  he said.

      It transpired Clay had exaggerated his claim to have worked in most of the major dealerships, which Cross found interesting in itself. But it was when she handed him her mobile phone that things took a turn. He put her phone on speaker, not that he wanted her to hear the other end of the conversation – after all, she already knew it – but he couldn’t put it to his ear when it had just been against hers and, had he wiped it, he knew from experience, he could cut the call off or worse, cause offence.

      ‘DS Cross,’ the car salesman said.

      ‘Mr Davies.’

      ‘Your officer was just asking about Malcolm Clay.’

      ‘She’s not actually an officer, she’s police staff,’ Cross corrected him.

      ‘Oh I see, is there a difference?’

      ‘There is indeed, quite a significant one…’

      He looked up at Ottey who had come into the room and whose expression indicated that perhaps there were different priorities to be pursued on this call, rather than educating Davies in the ins and outs of the police hierarchy.

      ‘But rather than me explaining that to you, perhaps you could tell me what my colleague has determined might be of interest,’ Cross went on.

      On the other end of the phone Davies had been swiftly reminded of how odd this policeman had been when he visited his showroom earlier in the week.

      ‘She was asking about Malcolm Clay,’ said Davies.

      ‘Indeed.’

      ‘Well, he did work for me some years back, but I fired him.’

      ‘I see, and why was that?’

      ‘Well, that’s where it might get interesting for you. It hadn’t occurred to me before because you were asking about a car that had been damaged.’

      ‘That’s correct.’

      ‘Well, he didn’t actually damage a car but he did borrow one, without permission, to impress his girlfriend,’ Davies continued.

      ‘I don’t see how this is relevant,’ said Cross.

      ‘Well, he had it for over seventy-two hours one weekend, and when he didn’t turn up for work on the Monday I sacked him.’

      ‘Right…’

      ‘It was a Jaguar XKR. A red one.’

      ‘And this was around the time of the murder we told you about?’ said Cross, checking.

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘So I’m assuming that what you’re implying is the possibility he damaged it, then had it repaired before he brought it back.’

      ‘It’s more than possible, Detective,’ said Davies.

      Cross thought this through and ended the call, leaving Davies bemused in his office.

      ‘Well, that’s extremely interesting Mr Davies. Thank you and goodbye – Oh you’re more than welcome Sergeant,’ he said to himself.

      ‘I have no idea what to make of this,’ said Carson, when this new information had been presented to him.

      ‘It’s obviously circumstantial, in the extreme, but I think it could place Clay in the vicinity of Hilary’s house at the time of her death,’ said Cross.

      ‘But why? What are the connections?’ Ottey interjected.

      ‘Indeed,’ Cross agreed.

      Carson had been listening intently, not just about how they should progress the case, but also what tactics to employ with upstairs.

      ‘So we can’t place him at the murder.’

      ‘Not as yet. But he had to be driving that car on that day.’

      ‘We don’t know that either. It’s just a possibility.’

      ‘Without question, but a possibility we should explore.’

      ‘We don’t know he even damaged the car. How many red Jags do you think there are in Bristol?’ asked Carson.

      ‘I don’t know, but I could find out.’

      ‘There must be dozens. It seems tempting to think it was, but not exactly compelling.’

      ‘I agree completely, but I think we should keep digging. Despite his claims to have worked at several dealerships in the area, it turns out not to be the case. This was, in fact, his first job. He wouldn’t know much about the trade itself, so the chances are, if he needed a repair doing off the books and properly, so that it would go unnoticed, he would’ve used someone known to Davies,’ said Cross.

      ‘Okay, so let’s see if we can nail that down first, the fact that he damaged the car and had it repaired,’ said Ottey.

      ‘Then there’s MacDonald,’ said Cross.

      ‘Really?’ Carson practically sighed the word.

      ‘There’s a link.’

      ‘He’s just a customer. A good customer,’ Carson protested.

      ‘Except that Clay wasn’t in business at the time, so it’s unlikely that MacDonald was a customer then,’ said Cross.

      ‘He could have been a customer at Davies’s outfit and Clay took his business with him,’ Carson suggested.

      ‘He wasn’t. We checked,’ said Ottey.

      ‘Okay…’ he conceded, ‘so what was he? What were they to each other, if anything?’

      Cross knew who he had to talk to next, Sheila MacDonald. MacDonald would obfuscate and, if he was concealing anything, would have more time to strategise. He was sure there was something between Clay and MacDonald which lay at the heart of this. He normally refuted the notion of instinct and gut feelings when conducting an investigation. Ottey thought this dismissal of what were essential components of any good detective’s toolkit was disingenuous. The truth was he didn’t trust anyone else’s. His, on the other hand? Well, that was another matter entirely. She knew when his instincts had kicked in and when he was ‘on the scent’, because he became more focused, talked even less than usual and always seemed to be deep in thought. As he was now. They were sitting in her car, a few hundred yards down the road from the MacDonalds’ house. They were at the far end of the road where it had been closed off with a metal barrier to shut off a local rat run, so there was no chance of him coming out and driving past them. He was due to play at a local police golf day. Carson had told them about it a few days before. Cross was becoming frustrated at their lack of progress on the case, but knew that patience often delivered several developments in quick succession at times like this.

      MacDonald finally left in his Jaguar, obviously back from the garage, and they left it for five minutes before they knocked on the door.

      ‘Oh you just missed him.’

      They had decided not to tell Sheila that it was actually her they’d come to see as it would inevitably have put MacDonald on his guard when he found out. She asked them in for tea.

      ‘I don’t know why he bothers with golf. He never seems to enjoy it. It’s always the same when he gets back from a game – he played terribly, didn’t enjoy it and then threatens to put his clubs on ebay – which he couldn’t if he tried as he doesn’t know one end of a computer from the other. But then, lo and behold, a week later and all the pain and anger has been forgotten and he’s off again to the golf club as if the previous round had never happened.’

      ‘A bit like childbirth,’ Ottey volunteered.

      ‘Well, I’ll have to take your word for that dear.

      ‘Oh, I’m sorry.’

      ‘Please don’t worry, that probably came out all wrong.’

      ‘But Mrs MacDonald has more than made up for it,’ said Cross, ‘All of those photographs over there are of the children she’s fostered over the years.’

      ‘With Stuart,’ she added, as indeed she had the other day, Cross noted.

      ‘Good heavens!’ said Ottey, who got up out of her chair to have a closer look.

      ‘Mrs MacDonald was awarded an MBE,’ Cross said, a little too eagerly, in an effort to butter her up.

      ‘Well I’m not surprised. Look at them all. That’s amazing! What a wonderful thing to have done. Do they stay in touch?’ asked Ottey.

      ‘Most of them. Not all. Some of them had difficulties that stayed with them long after they left us. But it is wonderful, for us. It’s like an extended family,’ Sheila said.

      And that was when he got it. It made complete sense. Of course that was it. It had to be.

      ‘How long did Malcolm Clay live with you, Mrs MacDonald?’ Cross asked.

      ‘Malcolm? How do you know Malcolm?’ but she didn’t wait for an answer, ‘Oh he was one of our long stays. ‘Lifers’ Stuart used to call them. He was with us for about eight years.’

      ‘That’s a long time,’ Ottey didn’t say anything - she was still busy processing Cross’ inspired leap.

      ‘He’s very special, Malcolm, and he’s done ever so well for himself after everything he went through.’

      ‘He has,’ said Cross, hoping that Ottey would jump in as she did.

      ‘What do you mean by that?’ she asked.

      ‘Well, he’s such a successful businessman and he gives so much back. We’re very proud.’

      ‘I think what DS Ottey meant was – what do you mean by “everything he went through?”’ said Cross.

      ‘I can’t really go into that, Detective. I never discuss our children’s lives or problems before they came to us I’m afraid. I’ll talk about anything to do with when they were with us, but many of them came to us for a fresh start and hopefully, in the main, that’s what we provided them with.’

      ‘Of course, that is both admirable and proper.’

      ‘And look at him now – such a good member of society.’

      ‘Was there anything in his past that gave you cause to worry that he might not turn out that way.’

      Cross sighed just loud enough for Ottey to hear his annoyance. Not deliberately, he couldn’t help himself. But the question would elicit no answer and not help them in any way.

      ‘Detective, I’ve been married to a policeman for over forty years. You won’t catch me out that easily.’

      Of course not. I’m sorry.’

      ‘You must’ve been very close to Malcolm. I mean you practically brought him up.’

      ‘Oh absolutely, we still are. He’s like a son to Stuart. They did everything together when time allowed, particularly football. They’re Bristol City mad. Never missed a match. Still don’t. I tell them it’s a like a religion, nothing gets in the way of a game. Malcolm has a box now. Al is so proud, Malcolm spoils him rotten.’

      ‘Do you see much of him?’

      ‘Oh yes, there are regular visits and phone calls.’

      ‘And Stuart’s cars,’ suggested Cross.

      ‘Yes he gives us trade deals on the cars, but if I’m honest I think he does a lot more than that, but doesn’t tell Stuart, bless him.’

      

      ‘Why didn’t you press her on Malcolm’s previous life?’ asked Ottey.

      ‘She’s a good woman and I had no intention of upsetting her.’

      ‘Why not tell her that you’d get the information out of the fostering files anyway so she might as well tell us?’

      ‘Because that would’ve forced her to go against her principles which she holds dear. What was the point?’

      ‘To save time?’ she found herself saying half-heartedly. What she was really thinking was how, on occasion, Cross showed a sensitive side which surely could be described as empathetic. Something he wasn’t supposed to possess. And she was right, he didn’t. He didn’t feel it, he’d just learnt the signs, over the years, of when it might be appropriate to do that, if not useful.

      ‘I’m going to have to take this upstairs,’ was Carson’s initial reaction. Cross was annoyed. This was good work. Not some kind of political inconvenience that might put Carson in an awkward position with his superiors.

      ‘Why? So they can warn me off or, more likely, forewarn their old colleague?’ he said.

      ‘Cross, these are senior policemen we are talking about here, and although you might think there’s some kind of masonic code binding them altogether, I can assure you they are good people with as passionate an interest in the law as you.’

      ‘Yes sir.’

      ‘I need to take it upstairs because if MacDonald is involved in some way – and it seems increasingly likely that he may be – either by obstructing the original inquiry or even perverting the course of justice, the fallout for the force could be huge and they deserve to be given some warning of it.’

      Cross conceded he had a point, but more importantly what was pleasing was that they had come a long way since his being warned off the case a few weeks previously.

      ‘And Badger?’ Cross asked.

      ‘One thing at a time, George,’ Carson replied firmly.

      Cross was eating his breakfast at Tony’s when Stephen, the priest, came in and sat opposite him.

      ‘George. I thought I’d find you here.’

      ‘I’m here every morning.’

      ‘Yes, that’s why...’

      ‘Actually that’s not accurate. I don’t come at the weekend.’

      ‘Interesting.’ He decided not to ask why as he was in a bit of a rush that morning, and he remembered that such a question could elicit a long and detailed answer from Cross.

      ‘I’ve come up with an idea.’

      Cross waited for him to elaborate.

      ‘A monthly recital in aid of the church. You play. People pay. No-one worships, so no-one gets hurt.’

      ‘Why would anyone get hurt?’

      ‘Figure of speech.’

      ‘I think you mean it’s an expression.’

      ‘Yes indeed, thanks for the clarification.’

      ‘Will you at least think about it?’

      ‘I’m not sure.’

      ‘Excellent. I have to run. See you soon,’ and, taking a leaf out of Cross’ playbook, he left before he had the chance to answer. But this didn’t bother Cross in the slightest. After all, he’d made no agreement with the priest and so could not be held to it. It wasn’t his fault if Stephen didn’t afford him the chance to give him a definitive “no”.
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      A summons to HQ in Portishead was a rare occurrence for Cross. A small town on the Severn estuary, it had a long history as a fishing port. He’d always found it a little grey and depressing, though, and put this down to the two nearby power plants which seemed to create an atmosphere of industrial gloom over the whole place. It was much improved since their demolition in the early nineties. He was familiar with the town, though, from his childhood. You couldn’t go as far as to say he had a nostalgic connection with it, as he didn’t deal in nostalgia. A ‘familiarity’ was as far as you could go. When he was young, his father would regularly pick up his grandparents on a summer Sunday and take them with Cross out for a run. A ‘run’ in those days, the sixties, was a trip in a relative’s car. Raymond’s parents had never owned a car themselves, so there was still a vestige of these excursions being something of a treat.

      It wasn’t entirely pleasurable for Raymond as he was always mortified by the way his mother, weighed down by her unwieldy castle of a Sunday hat, would walk to the car with an unalloyed pride, looking out of the corner of her eye to check whether the neighbours, all of whom owned one, if not two, cars, were watching her son, the Filton Concorde engineer, escorting her to his motor vehicle. Raymond’s father, also called Raymond, would be dressed in a navy suit which, over the years, had become shiny in various areas – the knees, elbows and seat in particular - thanks to the amount of wear.

      They would drive to Portishead Beach, always Portishead, and watch the cricket on the village ground. Well, his grandfather did. He would sit on one of Raymond’s second -hand collapsible chairs, binoculars glued to his face, providing a ball by ball commentary for his wife and son, who were both fast asleep next to him. Meanwhile, Cross wandered along the beach, occasionally looking at the funfair. When his interest in this paled, he started keeping score in a scorebook his father had found in a second-hand bookshop. It was only half-used and, as Raymond had pointed out, the filled-in pages were a useful guide for George how to actually score. “A built-in tutorial” he had called it. People had noticed this young chap keeping score on the perimeter of the ground; some outfielders had even spoken to him. Then, one Sunday, the club scorer was ill and Cross was recruited to keep score for the club. Raymond was thrilled, not just because he thought it would be good for the young boy, but along with the invitation to score the match was another for them all to join the teams for tea. It was a terrific spread – the provision of teas, mostly by the wives in those days, being possibly more competitive than the actual cricket. Everyone wanted to put on the greatest show, to earn the coveted compliment of “a so-so cricket club, not much of a side, but the teas are worth the journey alone”. Cross’ grandmother’s neighbours and friends didn’t hear the end of it.

      As with all sports, Cross’ interest extended as far as statistics but that was it. This had its uses though, as he did a breakdown of the local side’s batting averages and bowling – including batsmen’s weaknesses, what kind of ball they were more likely to get out to, bowling strengths. The coach of the side was gob-smacked when this odd boy presented him with a dossier on his team compiled over the season. He was initially sceptical, but upon examining it saw its worth and put it to great use. Their next season was a significant improvement, in no small measure thanks to this information. But they never saw Cross again as his grandmother died that winter, followed shortly after by her husband – “from a broken heart” was Raymond’s verdict – and so the excursions had ceased.

      When Cross’ car passed by the cricket ground there was no flicker of emotion within him. No associated emotions, no fond memories; just a factual recollection of the many Sunday afternoons he’d spent there.

      HQ was very different to the MCU. More modern and welcoming, it looked like a fair amount of money had been invested in it. It housed several units and detectives, but also the main management structure of the force, headed by the Chief Constable, Simon Pringle. It was this senior figure that Cross had been asked to meet with, together with the Super from the MCU. The outer offices around the Chief Constable’s had a corporate air to them, much like the management floors of various businesses he’d visited over the years in the course of his work. Most people were nervous when summoned to see the Chief – the Super walking alongside Cross was a classic example of this – even if the reason for the meeting was positive, like a commendation or congratulations on a particular piece of work (the Chief liked to keep in touch with the ‘feet on the ground’), people were always twitchy. Cross had no such feelings. He knew if things “had reached this altitude” as Ottey had referred to it, then he was onto something with the Carpenter case and MacDonald’s handling of it. Cross had poked a wasps’ nest and the Chief was pest control. This was serious. Cross was secretly pleased though, not just with the implicit approval of his approach – which he was often in need of, even if it wasn’t obvious to others – but also, whatever the Chief had been told of his investigation and his approach was of sufficient credibility and concern that he needed to speak with Cross in person.

      The only drawback was his request for an interim report from Cross, which had involved him in staying in the office till three in the morning. This was not just the result of Cross’ insistence on writing everything out in long hand – always in a Leuchtturm 1917 A4 journal, always with the same Pelikan M800 Souverän fountain pen – as he found the brain-to-hand process led to more clarity, before he then typed, edited and improved it, into his computer; but because of his need to ensure that every aspect of whichever case it was, was covered in exhaustive and chronological detail. For anyone else, a page-long email would have sufficed, and they would’ve been home in time for dinner. For Cross it was a detailed compendium stretching to several pages in length.

      The summons also gave him an opportunity to confirm with Carson that the Hilary Carpenter case had surely become an official investigation now, as the Chief wouldn’t concern himself with it if it weren’t. With any other detective, this question would’ve been delivered with a judicious amount of victorious irony at Carson’s expense. Not so with Cross. He simply wanted it as a matter of record that the case had been reopened.

      He was the only one in the room not in uniform that day. (At a previous meeting someone had commented that there was enough scrambled egg in the room to make a full English, which had completely confused Cross until Ottey had translated for him.) The fact that it was just the three of them in the room, and not ten officers around the long table in the conference room next door, reinforced Cross’ realisation that they felt MacDonald had serious questions to answer, and wanted the matter to be looked into with the utmost discretion.

      All that had bothered Carson was that the invitation from the Chief hadn’t been extended to him. He was sure of this because he’d gone as far as to have his secretary double-check with the Chief’s office. This wasn’t anything to do with wanting to be appraised of the next course of action – he’d get that out of Cross on his return – but more that he viewed it as a missed opportunity to remind the Chief of his name and existence. He believed that this kind of exposure to the Chief was useful in the furtherance of his career, and that every such opportunity should be taken whenever it presented itself.

      ‘Thank you for the report, George. It was most comprehensive,’ said the Chief as Cross settled into his seat across the desk.

      ‘Yes, it was,’ replied Cross.

      The Super, Ellis, closed his eyes, out of embarrassment.

      ‘How would you like to proceed?’ the Chief asked.

      ‘I think there are several ways of going about this.’ said the Super jumping in.

      ‘George?’ said the Chief ignoring him.

      ‘At this point, I’m not entirely sure. Obviously I need to interview MacDonald and Clay again. In more detail. The question is, in which order,’ said Cross.

      ‘Indeed. What does your gut tell you?’ asked the Chief.

      ‘My gut doesn’t tell me anything,’ Cross replied.

      The Super interjected again, ‘George tends not to work on gut feelings, sir. He prefers logical analysis of what he has in front of him.’

      ‘I see. I myself have always found them a useful tool,’ said the Chief.

      ‘I’m sure I’d work on them if I had them. It’s just that I don’t. I don’t have instincts or feelings about a case. In fact it would be fair to say that I don’t have them outside of work in the normal course of my life, if that helps. I work on logic, patterns, indicators, relevant factors and gaps that indicate a break in that logic or patterns,’ said Cross.

      ‘I remember now. Of course,’ said Pringle, smiling. ‘So tell me what course of action you would find most useful at this point in the investigation.’

      ‘The two omissions. First MacDonald failing to tell me that Leonard had visited him recently. It would seem he was the only one who knew Leonard before his disappearance, who knew he was back in Bristol. Secondly, Clay’s failure to tell us the true nature of his relationship with MacDonald. Why?’

      ‘It goes without saying that this needs to be handled with the utmost discretion,’ said the Chief.

      ‘Of course,’ replied the Super. Cross didn’t see the need to make any comment as no question had actually been asked.

      ‘From reading your commendably detailed report, it does seem that there were some extremely strange and, it has to be said, obstructive, decisions made by MacDonald during the original investigation.’ He turned to Ellis, ‘Whatever happens, I want a full departmental inquiry into the conduct of this case. It’s alarming that it wasn’t questioned at the time.’

      ‘Concern was raised at the time,’ said the Super quickly.

      ‘To the very SIO who was responsible for those actions, and therefore able to head off any such questions at source,’ the Chief pointed out.

      ‘Yes sir,’ the Super acknowledged.

      ‘George, I want the Deputy Chief copied in on everything from now on,’ said the Chief.

      Ellis fidgeted in his seat, distinctly embarrassed that his being kept in the loop wasn’t seen as enough by the Chief.

      ‘If you need anything from this office, just make the call and I’ll help in any way I can.’

      Cross said nothing.

      ‘What’s the connection is what’s eluding me,’ the Chief continued.

      Again Cross didn’t help out.

      ‘There’s one question you didn’t appear to have asked MacDonald – if he believed the Polish builder to be guilty, why didn’t he charge him?’ Pringle asked.

      ‘It wouldn’t’ve stood up in court, and anyway, the confession had served its purpose. It gave MacDonald the perfect excuse to ease off the investigation and, in the end, close it down,’ Cross said.

      ‘There’s always the possibility, of course, that he knew the Pole hadn’t done it…’ said the Chief.

      ‘Because he knew who did,’ Cross replied.

      ‘Exactly.’

      As they got up to leave, Pringle asked Ellis to wait behind for a moment.

      ‘Cross doesn’t do any media does he?’ asked the Chief.

      ‘God no.’

      ‘Good, just checking.’
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      ‘You need to release him,’ said Cross.

      ‘The CPS feel they have a case, George,’ Carson replied.

      ‘It wasn’t Badger,’ said Cross, emphatically.

      ‘The evidence would suggest you’re wrong,’ but Carson already knew that this wasn’t an argument he was going to win, and possibly the best plan here was to concede he’d been wrong. They shouldn’t have charged Badger, and Ottey had pushed him into it. He wouldn’t be taking any blame for this one. He never did. That was his skill.

      ‘Would it be easier if I approached the Chief on this?’ A simple question from Cross, not a threat, just his realisation that this might be the quickest way to get a result.

      ‘Alright. Alright,’ Cross had noticed that Carson had a habit of saying this when he knew that he was in the wrong, was about to do something about it, albeit usually reluctantly, and saw no need for any further discussion. ‘I’ll tell the CPS there have been new developments,’ Carson said.

      ‘We should also get social services involved.  He’s a veteran. He needs help to prevent him ending up back on the streets.’

      ‘Anything else?’ Carson asked, irked.

      Cross considered the question seriously for a moment. Then,

      ‘No, that’s all,’ and he left Carson’s office.

      The approval and interest of the Chief was undoubtedly welcome for the latitude it afforded Cross, but it came with its own unique set of problems. Suddenly everyone was interested in and had an opinion about the case. All those ranked immediately above Cross suddenly felt the need for the case – or cases, as they now acknowledged – to be concluded as soon as possible. Arbitrary deadlines appeared out of nowhere, having been imposed without consultation with him. They felt the need to be seen by those above them - the Chief in particular, now this was within his orbit - as being efficient and doing their jobs well. Their interest, though, inevitably made things more difficult and time-consuming for Cross, as he was constantly required to keep them “up to speed.” So their frustration with what they saw as his doing nothing the following day – he was sitting in his office thinking – increased exponentially.

      He called Ottey in. Mackenzie followed, thinking that she was now part of the inner circle on this case. She was wrong.

      ‘You are not required, Mackenzie,’ said Cross.

      And with that the door was closed and all she could do was return to her desk hoping that no-one else had borne witness to this latest humiliation. She watched Ottey and Cross through the glass and wondered what they were discussing. She was disappointed, as she felt she had made several useful contributions to the case and was surely part of the team.

      Ottey knew better than to criticize Cross for his abrupt dismissal of Alice, as she instinctively knew what he wanted. While he was vehemently opposed to supposition and conjecture in any investigation, he often got to a point where he wanted to know what she was thinking. It helped him piece together as yet unconnected strands. He was also aware of the fact that she had a set of social skills, emotional reactions, and made empathetic observations that he was incapable of, but whose value he had come to appreciate over time. This was one of those times where he wanted to know what she felt as well as thought – unfounded suspicions, instincts and gut feelings included.

      ‘It feels like a straight up cover-up by a policeman for a kid he fostered who he has strong paternal feelings for,’ she said.

      ‘But Clay wasn’t ever a person of interest,’ replied Cross.

      ‘Because he headed it off at the pass.’

      ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘The car. MacDonald had to know that Clay was driving the car that day, and it was the only thing that could link him to the murder. So he made sure it was dismissed as irrelevant. That way, they never came anywhere near Clay as a person of interest.’

      ‘But why would MacDonald do that? If he really knew Clay had killed Hilary why would he cover it up? Do you think there was more to their relationship?’ Cross asked.

      ‘You mean sexual?’ said Ottey.

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘But he was so young. You’re talking abuse.’

      ‘Yes, it would be.’

      He waited to see what Ottey made of this.

      ‘So he abuses the child. Child grows up, commits a crime and blackmails the abuser…?’ she hypothesised.

      Cross said nothing. He hated these kinds of theoretical, conjectured conversations but knew they could be useful – up to a point.

      ‘There wasn’t a whiff of that kind of thing around MacDonald in the force, and there would be – rumour, gossip,’ she said.

      ‘Hundreds of kids went through that house. It would give a predator ample opportunity,’ Cross said.

      ‘I don’t believe the wife would have tolerated that. Do you?’

      ‘I have no idea. All I know is that something compelled MacDonald to act uncharacteristically during that investigation.’

      ‘But child abuse?’

      ‘It might be something to use in the interview. See how he reacts?’ he asked.

      ‘That’s what I hate about this job. It makes us go to such dark fucking places in our heads. It can’t be healthy,’ she said.

      ‘So to sum up?’ he asked.

      ‘We have a red car speeding off suspiciously from the vicinity of the murder, with trade plates, that was damaged. A red Jaguar XJR. We have Clay in possession of a red Jag at that time, but no evidence of there being any damage done to it. We have a suspiciously inept investigation led by MacDonald, the foster-father of Clay, who dismissed the red car out of hand. Clay described the man who practically brought him up and, according to the wife, he regularly visits, as a ‘good customer.’ We have Leonard, obsessed by his wife’s murder, losing the plot, disappearing for a decade, then coming back to Bristol, living on the streets and being murdered. He’d bombarded the investigation with calls, letters and emails that homed in on MacDonald. MacDonald neglected to tell us that he’d had a couple of argumentative visits from Leonard shortly before he was killed. Leonard’s family is divided, and declared his death as soon as they could, with Alan driving the business into the ground. Would Leonard’s return jeopardise that? Yes, probably. But they didn’t know he was back. Unless Alan was lying, of course. Have I left anything out?’ she said.

      ‘Yes,’ he stated, blankly.

      ‘I actually don’t know why I even bothered to ask.’

      ‘The missing accident report. MacDonald requisitioned it just weeks before Hilary’s murder,’ said Cross.

      ‘We think he asked for it.’

      ‘Wilson is convinced, and I have no reason to doubt him, having looked at his file.’

      ‘You looked at his file? Why?’ asked Ottey.

      ‘To come to a conclusion about his reliability.’

      ‘Okay… so why would MacDonald ask for the report?’

      He thought about this for a moment. His face never gave anything away at times like this. No frown as he thought of something that didn’t make sense, no raised eyebrows as something he hadn’t thought of before, suddenly occurred to him. He was completely expressionless. He got up, walked across to the ancient grey metal filing cabinet in the corner and took out a file. Raymond had once eyed it covetously, and said if ever they were having an office clear-out he could give it a good home. Cross often wondered what it was about his father that drew him to the most unattractive, albeit practical, object in any room he walked into. Was this the pathology of the committed hoarder?

      He flicked through the file until he came to a blank sheet of A4 with Malcolm Clay’s business card attached to the top with a paper clip. He removed it from the page and examined the list of charities he was involved with, laid out on the back. He then turned to his computer and started googling a couple of them. Ottey had been waiting patiently for him to say something. She now got up, walked round  and stood behind him to see what he was up to. Normally he didn’t like this, but she thought that he was looking at the search results on the screen with such fierce concentration that he might not notice. She also knew that this would annoy him less than interrupting his chain of thought by asking him a question.

      He was looking at the home page of a national charity that Clay was a trustee of. This particular charity raised money for the provision of prosthetic blades for children who had lost one or both legs.

      ‘What are you thinking?’ Ottey asked.

      ‘Hilary Carpenter’s accident. The parents were both killed but there was a boy. His legs were badly injured, one of them practically severed,’ Cross said.

      Ottey made a mental calculation. ‘The timing’s about right,’ she said. Cross then came across a picture in the site’s media archives of Clay with a small girl of around seven with two prosthetic blades. She was wearing a ballet outfit. The two of them were smiling. Clay had his arm round the child’s shoulders and was dressed in a smart pinstripe suit and tie. But it was what he’d done with one of his trouser legs that had caught Cross’ attention. He had pulled it up to reveal that he too had a prosthetic leg, a blade, fitted into his expensive Oxford Brogue.

      ‘Fuck me,’ said Ottey.

      ‘Clay was the boy,’ Cross said quietly.
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      As they drove to Clay Motors, Cross reflected on how cases sometimes just came together so quickly after often long periods of just not being able to see it. They’d had all the elements needed to solve the case right in front of them. The answer had, in some ways, been staring them in the face. The accident report had been the connection, they just hadn’t seen it. That being said, the evidence might point to Clay, but he wasn’t sure they had a case that would stand up in court. He’d have to see what came up in the interview. He looked forward to moments like this. It was like a vindication of what he had chosen to do with his life.

      Cross’ choice of the police as a career wasn’t initially made with any ‘conviction’ Raymond was fond of saying. It was a decision he hadn’t made alone of course. Raymond was involved, as many parents are with such an important decision. Cross had decided not to go to university, much to his father’s disappointment. Raymond understood it, but couldn’t agree with it. It was just something he had to go along with. He had spent the boy’s entire life trying to ensure his happiness - which was an all-consuming challenge with this particular young man – and he certainly wasn’t going to jeopardise that by making him do something he had no appetite for. Cross never admitted it and would certainly never have let on to his father, but one of his main reasons for not wanting to go to university (or “uni” as younger people insisted on referring to it, much to his annoyance) was that he didn’t want to leave home. He still lived with his father, which suited him. He had no idea how he would adjust to more demanding social situations like living in a students’ residence or, even worse, sharing a flat with several others. He was quite awkward around women, and he knew this. It wasn’t so much to do with his condition – they weren’t even aware he had a ‘condition’ at the time – as the fact that, ever since his mother had left, there hadn’t really been any women in his life.

      He and Raymond, well, his father mostly, had narrowed the field down to the traditional choices of Church, the services or banking. The Church was out, obviously, as Cross had no faith. None of the services would really have suited his particular mindset, although the requirement to keep his uniform and sleeping quarters regimentally clean, spotless and fantastically organised, held a certain appeal for him. The bank was an obvious fit as he was good with numbers, but it didn’t really hold much appeal for him. This was, in part, to do with an odd attitude to money. He didn’t like it much and disapproved of its accumulation for accumulation’s sake. He wasn’t of a mind to look after others’ wealth. They hadn’t even discussed the police.

      Then one evening, they were watching the local news and Cross suddenly came out with a detailed analysis of an ongoing police murder investigation and the course of action it would be more sensible for them to follow. Raymond thought about this for a moment, and how his son had always been a keen puzzle-solver of any kind, always been obsessed with detail and things always being accurate – much to the annoyance of others – and would be a good fit. He had also shown no interest in Raymond’s almost encyclopaedic knowledge of twentieth-century detective fiction, both British and American. (He could’ve done well on Mastermind with this as his specialist subject, he was fond of telling people). Because he only ever managed to get through two-thirds of any crime thriller before he put it down, having invariably figured out who the culprit was and why. Often together with many flaws in the plotting he’d discovered, that tore the logic of the conclusion to pieces. He therefore lost interest well before the end.

      Raymond had become well aware of George’s behavioural oddities and eccentricities over the years and understood them to an extent. In fact, many modern experts may well have looked at Raymond himself, his hoarding, his obsessions and come to the conclusion that he exhibited some signs of Asperger’s himself. He could see that some of George’s social inabilities, his social inelegance, lack of empathy together with his capacity for observation and the processing of large amounts of information at any given time, might well be extremely useful qualities for a policeman. Even if, or maybe because, they were wildly unorthodox. He had the capacity to look well outside the box.

      So it was the police. Cross was just pleased that a decision had been made. That the discussion about his reluctance to go to university could be put to one side, and that his father seemed happy. He subsequently joined up, not though any sense of vocation or the desire to serve the public good. He just joined. The sense of providing justice for victims and their families; the satisfaction of making sense of the senseless, finding the logic in the illogical and the pleasure therein, would all come later.

      Clay was a picture of self-assurance when they arrested him at his car salesroom. Cross wondered whether this was because he’d got away with it before and was confident he would do so again, or whether it was just the well-rehearsed confident persona of someone who was used to lying on a daily basis as he sold cars to his customers.

      Cross was not one for ‘theatrics’ but he wasn’t beyond organising the odd ‘walk by’. In this instance, MacDonald had been asked to come into the MCU again. He hadn’t been charged yet, as upstairs were still weighing up the repercussions of charging a former police officer with perverting the course of justice. It could cast doubt on all his previous convictions and investigations conducted under his watch. Cross ensured that Clay was escorted, in handcuffs, past the former detective as he sat in reception. Clay didn’t see MacDonald but the detective saw him, Cross noted. It was like he’d been winded. He went pale, took a few deep breaths and tried to pull himself together.

      Clay was booked in by the duty sergeant. He’d asked his secretary to call his lawyer before he left the salesroom and refused to answer any questions until he arrived, which he duly did an hour-and-a-half later. They went into conference for a full ninety minutes, at the end of which the lawyer said his client needed to see a doctor as his prosthetic leg was giving him pain. The solicitor then wondered out loud whether it had had something to do with the nature of his arrest and how his client had been “bundled roughly into the back of the police car.” Ottey laughed at the suggestion.

      ‘What’s so amusing?’ asked the solicitor.

      ‘I was the arresting officer who put your client into the back of the car and I can assure you no “bundling” was involved.’

      ‘Tricky things, prosthetic legs. Even the slightest jarring or pushing at the wrong angle can be very painful,’ explained the lawyer.

      ‘Time-wasting from the get-go is always an indicative choice.’

      ‘You are?’

      ‘DS Cross. People who have, or feel they have, nothing to answer for, generally just want to get this process over and get home once everything is cleared up.’

      He didn’t wait for an answer as he hadn’t asked a question. He and Ottey had predicted this delay would happen, and so took the time to talk to MacDonald. The first thing Cross noticed as they went to get MacDonald was the lack of any reception committee on this occasion. Not even Carson wanted to be associated with him now. He cut a lonely figure, very different to the confident man among friends the last time he was there. The directive from the Chief had percolated down the chain of command as MacDonald would be aware of by now. He was toxic.

      This time they went to an interview room rather than the VA suite. MacDonald couldn’t help but pause as he took in the different surroundings. Cross asked him if he minded the interview being recorded. Most people answered this rejoinder with the usual refrain “Am I being arrested?”, but MacDonald had been on the other side of the table often enough not to make that mistake. It was always followed by “No, why would you think that? What makes you think we would arrest you?” A small thing, but just enough to put the interviewee on the back foot and issue the first of what would then become a series of denials. MacDonald simply acceded to the request, and if it made him nervous at all, didn’t show it.

      Cross placed his file carefully on the table, ensuring its equidistance from the edges. This routine had made MacDonald’s hackles rise when he was in the force and the irritation was now increased. He couldn’t hide it. He’d even asked Cross about its necessity years earlier. Cross noticed him shifting irritably in his seat.

      ‘I’m beginning to think I should’ve hired a lawyer, DS Cross,’ and in that moment he’d fallen into the trap he had just so masterfully evaded.

      ‘What makes you think you’d need a lawyer?’ they looked at each other, each implicitly acknowledging that he’d made a slight error. But that wasn’t what interested Cross. It was the fact that he’d addressed him formally, respectfully. He was on his best behaviour. Things had become more serious than they were at their previous encounters in the past few weeks. But for Cross this just meant that MacDonald would be more careful in his answers.

      ‘Malcolm Clay,’ said Cross.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘How would you describe your relationship with him?’

      ‘He’s a friend.’

      ‘No more than that?’

      ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘That your relationship went beyond friendship.’

      ‘What are you saying?’ he wasn’t offended or defensive Cross thought, just wanting clarity.

      ‘You brought him up,’ he explained.

      ‘That’s true.’

      ‘So “friend” doesn’t strike me as completely accurate.’

      ‘Well he’s grown-up now, so it’s different. Isn’t that the same with most parents?’ MacDonald asked.

      Cross had perfected the art of not answering any questions that were put to him by the interviewee if they weren’t pertinent, or were just a reaction to what he’d asked. He didn’t want an air of informality to enter the room unless he judged it useful. This wasn’t a conversation, it was an interview; one that he was conducting and would follow his chosen course and direction. He also suspected that MacDonald had phrased his answer in light of the fact that he knew Cross had no children of his own.

      ‘He’s one of the family.’

      ‘Yes. Of course. As you know we have quite an extended family.’

      ‘I do. It’s quite admirable what you and your wife have done.

      MacDonald didn’t react. He didn’t want to engage. He knew that Cross was trying to get him to lower his guard by complimenting him.

      ‘How does he address you?’ Cross went on.

      ‘I’m sorry?’

      ‘What does he call you?’ Ottey interjected knowing that that expression no matter how many times he’s heard it still seemed to throw Cross. It was odd, bearing in mind how well he’d done learning people’s traits and colloquial expressions that used to throw him. But this one still seemed to confuse him.

      ‘Al. He calls me Al. They all do.’

      ‘Some of your charges refer to your wife as “Mum”,’ said Cross.

      ‘They do.’

      ‘Any of them call you “Dad”?’

      ‘Some of the younger ones did, but Sheila did most of the work. She was around so much more than me, so it was only natural that they would call her “Mum” after a while. She didn’t encourage it or ask for it.’

      ‘Oh, no, I’m sure she didn’t.’

      It interested Cross that he hadn’t asked him what this had to do with why he’d been asked in. Why hadn’t he said he’d seen Clay in reception? Shouldn’t that be a surprise? Shouldn’t this line of questioning strike him as odd? But MacDonald wasn’t going to give anything away. Say nothing. Question nothing was the advice that solicitors gave their clients. Don’t expose yourself to anything you don’t need to. MacDonald was trying to control his natural instincts, impulses as shown by the slight pause before each answer. It was like he was trying to work out in his head how his answer would sound before he spoke.

      ‘Why would he describe you as a “good customer”, and not his foster-father or someone who had taken him in and brought him up?’ Cross asked.

      ‘You’d have to ask him.’

      ‘Oh, I intend doing so.’

      There was a pause. Cross was deciding which avenue to go down next.

      ‘Your wife said that, of all the charges, you seemed to have a special bond with Clay,’ he said.

      ‘Is that a question?’ MacDonald asked. He was playing Cross at his own game. He knew the detective had a problem answering statements that implicitly invited a response.

      ‘Quite right, my apologies. Would you agree with your wife’s impression?’ Then, to make sure he was being absolutely clear, ‘Of your bond with Clay?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Why was that?’

      ‘I don’t know. These things happen.’

      ‘What things?’ Ottey interjected again, to Cross’ annoyance. MacDonald let out a loud barking shot of a laugh.

      ‘Hah! What? Oh please, Ottey, do me a favour. Let’s stop this right here before you waste a load of time – mine and yours. Are you seriously asking me if my relationship with Malcolm was improper in some way?’

      ‘I don’t believe that’s what she was saying at all.’ Cross remarked.

      ‘But now I suppose you’re going to  say my response to that question is interesting in itself.’

      Cross looked at him for a moment, there was no evidence to suggest that this was the case. It was just a supposition they’d made – how he hated suppositions and this was why – about what hold Clay might have over MacDonald to get the accident report. His reaction to the question struck Cross as genuine in its immediate dismissal and genuine hilarity.

      ‘Not at all. I think that your many years in the police force led you to make that assumption on our behalf. It was a simple question which you seem to have responded to defensively – unsurprising in the circumstances. So let’s move on,’ said Cross.

      MacDonald was impressed. Well played Cross. He was absolutely sure that that was where Ottey had been going and Cross had made a quick reactive decision and deflected it deftly. Unless of course he was keeping his powder dry. MacDonald doubted this. Cross was obviously better than that, and he was therefore definitely right to be on his guard.

      Cross closed the file he had open, then moved another one to the top of the pile, making sure it was placed directly over the other and properly positioned on the table.

      ‘Mr MacDonald, I was hoping that that experience – yours as a police officer – might help us be more straightforward and direct in this interview.’

      ‘I have no problem with that,’ said MacDonald.

      ‘So let me lay out what my difficulties are, in coming to any conclusions regarding the Leonard Carpenter case.’

      ‘Is that why I’m here?’

      ‘That’s a good question and one you are right to ask because, of course, all our previous questions have related to his wife’s murder.’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘I think the two are related.’

      ‘I’ve thought as much myself,’ said MacDonald.

      Cross feigned surprise at this. ‘You have? May I ask why?’ Cross said.

      ‘Two murders in one family. The second taking place just after the victim had returned to Bristol?’

      Cross looked pleased at this; as if it was a validation of the way he himself was thinking. Then he became momentarily ‘confused’.

      He made his best attempt at a smile. Ottey noticed this and knew what was coming next. MacDonald would probably think that if Cross was trying to keep a lid on his confusion, he wasn’t doing a very good job. But of course he wasn’t. This was just a jab to the lower body to soften him up. The first of the upper cuts was about to follow.

      ‘Wait a minute. How do you know that?’ Cross asked.

      ‘What?’

      ‘That the victim had only recently returned to Bristol. He could have been here for years, living on the streets. Fantastic place to hide. You’re invisible. No-one sees you like that,’ said Cross as if he were actually thinking out loud. There was a slight pause as MacDonald made a mental calculation.

      ‘He told me.’

      ‘I see. Presumably in the one of the several visits he paid you of which you failed to inform us.’

      ‘I’ve already explained that.’

      ‘How did he come to tell you that?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘That he had only recently come back to Bristol.’

      ‘I don’t remember.’

      ‘That’s a bit odd. You remember he told you he was recently back and yet you can’t remember why he told you that. You can remember certain parts of the conversation but not others,’ MacDonald wouldn’t be drawn.

      ‘So tell me what else you’ve been thinking,’ said Cross.

      ‘About what?’ asked MacDonald.

      ‘About the case. Have you formulated any other theories?’

      ‘I didn’t say I’d formulated any.’

      ‘Of course, let me rephrase that. You’ve been giving some thought to this case. You would. The victim came to see you and was then killed. He was associated with another case you had worked on but not concluded. Had you put together any hypothetical scenarios regarding Leonard’s death?’

      MacDonald thought for a moment, not trying to recall whether he had, but whether it would benefit him to share them at this point.

      ‘The Polish builder who confessed…’ he said.

      ‘And later withdrew…’ Cross interrupted.

      ‘He was released four months before Leonard’s murder.’

      ‘How do you know that?’

      ‘I still have friends on the force.’

      ‘But why would you be interested? What would be the purpose of making that enquiry?’ asked Cross. MacDonald decided not to answer this question.

      ‘Why would you want to find that out?’ Cross continued. He looked at MacDonald for a long time, then he went back to his file. ‘But I’m glad you brought it up because, you see, something doesn’t make sense to me. In fact I mentioned it to the Chief yesterday.’ He looked up waiting for a reaction. It was minute, but it was there. A slight movement in the eyes followed by a stifled clearing of his throat after Cross had continued. It was like he was holding back till Cross spoke again, hoping it would go unnoticed. ‘Would you like a glass of water?’ said Cross.

      ‘No thank you.’

      ‘Tea perhaps?’

      ‘Sure,’ said MacDonald.

      ‘And some biscuits, I think,’ said Cross.

      ‘Are you trying to be funny?’

      Cross was thrown momentarily by this. He was not trying to be funny in the least but MacDonald was feeling uncomfortable all of a sudden. He now knew that if the Chief was involved,  if Cross had actually been to see the Chief, then the powers that be must have felt he had a case to answer. Cross wasn’t going off on his own as he knew he had a habit of doing. He had the full backing of the Chief. This was a very different playing field to the one he’d felt he was on when entering the room. His confidence was visibly evaporating.

      ‘Why is that funny? Would you like tea and biscuits?’

      ‘Yes I would, thank you.’

      Ottey got up instinctively, out of habit, but Cross interrupted.

      ‘I’ll go,’ he said.

      He disappeared walking past the next office where Carson and Mackenzie were watching the interview on the monitor. Carson called him in.

      ‘Cross.’

      The detective walked in. He didn’t actually want to talk to his superior officer, but rather use the time to think about the next progression in the interview.

      ‘Sir?’ said Cross.

      ‘I’ll get the tea,’ said Mackenzie who had jumped up.

      ‘And biscuits.’ Cross reminded her.

      ‘How do they take it?’

      ‘Ottey with milk, me just a dash, skimmed please. MacDonald two sugars and full fat milk,’ she disappeared.

      ‘You remembered that?’ asked Carson, ‘how he takes his tea?’

      ‘It’s not something you forget after thousands of request, orders rather, over the years,’ said Cross.

      ‘Fair point. Mentioning the Chief seemed to rattle him.’

      ‘It did.’

      ‘What are you thinking?’

      ‘I’ve never interviewed a police officer, either serving or retired.’

      ‘Does that make a difference?’

      ‘I think so, yes.’

      ‘What exactly?’

      ‘That I don’t know,’ said Cross as a uniformed officer knocked and came in. Clay had been seen by the doctor and was available for questioning. Cross said nothing so Carson thanked the officer. Cross was still looking at MacDonald and, like him, determining his next play.

      ‘Maybe we should lay it all out in front of him. What we have. Then leave him to think on it for a bit while we interview Clay. If I were him right now I’d be putting myself in our shoes – he was on this side of the table for years - and trying to work out what we can do with what we have. Then he can decide how to play it,’ said Cross.
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      MacDonald hadn’t touched either the tea or the biscuits when Cross came back into the interview room. They then sat there for a full five minutes, looking at each other. MacDonald had no intention of playing into Cross’ hands. He wasn’t uncomfortable in the least, having the advantage of knowing that these lengthy pauses often occurred in Cross-led interviews. Whether it was a ploy or simply a chance for Cross to work out what to do next was irrelevant. He wasn’t of a mind to give anything away.

      Detectives often reached a point in an interview when they needed a break during a lengthy session to formulate in which direction to take it. The difference between them and Cross was that they would do this out of the room. Either in the incident room, the kitchen or outside having a smoke; Cross preferred to stay in the room. He viewed the suspect as a piece of evidence in much the same way as forensics viewed their clothes. He didn’t have to picture the suspect in his mind’s eye as he’d been forced to do for the last few weeks. Here they were right in front of him. Why not take advantage of that? It did have the occasional side benefit of the suspect sometimes mistakenly giving something away by trying to alleviate the interminable silence. But it was mostly done for Cross’ benefit – his clarity of thought. He found their proximity helped him think.

      Several lawyers had demanded that if he wasn’t going to ask a question, their client should be allowed to return to their cell. It occurred to Cross that this might have more to do with the lawyer’s frustration and boredom than his client’s. But as Cross pointed out, politely, there was no obligation for him to ask anything. He could sit there in silence and insist that they sat with him for as long as he liked, as long as they were fed and watered and given sufficient comfort breaks. The monotonal way in which he relayed this seemed to annoy them all the more. But Cross wasn’t aware of this; he was far too busy inside his own head. A couple of clients had actually fallen asleep in front of him. He’d made no attempt to wake them up as he tried to work out what state of mind this implied – supreme confidence, indifference or just complete fatigue. On one occasion, despite the solicitor’s protests, he’d taken advantage of a suspect’s disorientation when he woke up and questioned him persistently with great success.

      Cross was indeed weighing up his options. Actually, in truth he was weighing up MacDonald’s rather than his own. He had to know that they were likely to find out the truth of these murders sooner or later. The choice facing him was how helpful he’d be in that process, and what he could possibly gain from it.

      ‘Mr MacDonald, I’m going to lay out where we are on this side of the table. How it looks from our perspective. I’m not going to keep anything back, I’m going to share it all with you out of respect for you as a former officer. You’re not under caution and I’m not going to ask you for any comment. I’m just going to ask you to reflect. I’m not even going to ask you what you would think of it all if you were sitting where I am. Knowing what we know. I have no interest in that. I just want to give you the chance to consider it and make a decision as to how you want to proceed Are you amenable to that?’ Cross asked

      ‘And if I wasn’t?’ MacDonald retorted.

      ‘You are here voluntarily,’ Cross said.

      ‘In an interview room,’ MacDonald said.

      ‘Yes indeed, which must tell you something.’

      ‘And what would that be?’

      ‘The gravity of the situation. Your presence in an interview room, the Chief Constable’s interest all surely point to the fact that some form of charge might be imminent.’

      ‘And what exactly am I to be charged with?’

      ‘That’s for those in a higher position of authority than me to determine.’

      There was a long pause. MacDonald hated being in this subservient position to this idiot. What he wouldn’t do just to be able to put him in his place again, just once.

      ‘What is more, it will depend on what you decide to do once I’ve left this room. You know full well we’ll get to the bottom of this by the time we’re through,’ said Cross.

      MacDonald didn’t react. No nod, shake of the head or comment which made Cross think he was already coming to the conclusion that there was no way of getting out of this.

      ‘Hilary Carpenter’s murder – an inefficient investigation at best, woefully so in fact, or a deliberately obstructed investigation. If the latter, the question is why?’ he asked.

      This was the crux of the whole investigation at this point. Cross was convinced that question held the answer to the whole thing. So he just looked at MacDonald, to let him know that.

      ‘The only possible lead you had was discarded with such alacrity. A red Jaguar that was parked in the same road as the murder had taken place, driven away carelessly enough and with such urgency that it caused damage to another parked car, but didn’t stop. All around the time that the murder was committed, but not adjudged to be worthy of further enquiry.’ Cross went on. Another long look between the men.

      ‘Malcolm Clay was in possession of a car, a red Jaguar, at the time of the murder. Malcolm Clay, who had been brought up by you and your good wife. He was sacked for having the car without permission, and not turning up to work for three days. Just enough time to have a damaged car repaired, wouldn’t you say?’ he asked.

      Again MacDonald said nothing, waiting to find out how much more they know.

      ‘Is that why you closed down the car line of enquiry?’

      ‘Is that it?’ MacDonald asked. He laughed.

      ‘For the moment.’ Interesting, thought Cross. Laughter. Was that relief?

      As they walked to Clay’s interview room, Mackenzie appeared and handed Ottey a piece of paper. She’d concluded by now that using Ottey as a conduit rather than dealing with Cross directly was more effective and less intimidating.

      ‘You asked me to go through MacDonald’s financials at the time of the murder. Nothing out of the ordinary, except for what I’ve highlighted,’ she said.

      Ottey looked at it and handed it to Cross who looked at it and placed it carefully into one of his files. This was akin to him saying “Thank you, that’s most useful.” Had it not been, it would’ve been handed back immediately without a word, but with the distinct impression that she was wasting his time. She walked away, smiling. She was learning to take credit in the small things with Cross, which she’d find in time would make dealing with him a lot easier for her.

      Malcolm Clay was seated in another interview room. He watched Cross as he organised his files in front of him.

      ‘OCD?’ Clay asked.

      ‘I beg your pardon?’ said Cross.

      ‘You have OCD,’ he said indicating the files which Cross had placed on the table with his usual ritual.

      ‘No, I don’t,’ Cross replied as a matter of fact, not seeing the need to elaborate upon this rebuttal.

      ‘You sure?’

      ‘Mr Clay, where were you on 28th August 2004?’ asked Cross.

      ‘I have no idea.’ Clay replied.

      ‘Let’s go back to the month of August 2004. What are your memories of that?’

      ‘Nothing particular comes to mind. It was a long time ago.’

      ‘It was, but are you really sure you can’t remember anything? It seems to me to have been quite eventful. You had your twenty-first birthday that month. People tend to remember landmark birthdays like that. Did you have a party?’

      ‘No, just dinner with my parents.’

      ‘That sounds nice. So you do remember. How about losing your job?’

      ‘Ah, was that then? I was a naughty boy, that’s all. Bit of a prat really. Completely got what I deserved. Totally in the wrong,’ Clay said.

      ‘That’s very candid of you. So why was your employment terminated?’

      ‘You must know why.’

      ‘Just answer the question if you would.’

      ‘I borrowed a car from the showroom without permission.’

      ‘Did you expect to get away with it? Without any consequences?’

      ‘If I’d returned it when I planned to, I would’ve.’

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘I got carried away.’

      ‘With what?’

      ‘The exuberance of youth.’

      ‘Perhaps you could clarify.’

      ‘I was trying to impress a young woman. You know what it’s like.’ There was a slight pause. Clay chose to fill it, ‘or maybe you don’t,’ he said, which went completely over Cross’ head. He was too focused on his line of questioning. Clay would gradually learn that this tactic, if indeed that’s what it was, was completely wasted on Cross.

      ‘Presumably what you’re saying is that you succeeded,’ Cross said.

      ‘I did.’ He smiled a little too smugly for Ottey’s liking.

      ‘And this young lady’s name?’ Cross picked up his pen, prepared to note it down. There was no answer. He looked up.

      ‘That’s none of your business, Detective,’ said Clay.

      ‘On the contrary, that is very much my business, Mr Clay,’ Cross replied.

      ‘And why is that?’ Clay asked. At this point his solicitor lent over and whispered something in his ear. Whatever it was Clay, appeared to ignore it.

      ‘You have been arrested on suspicion of murdering Hilary Carpenter on 28th August 2004. If you weren’t in the vicinity of the crime or indeed in Bristol itself, and this woman could prove it, it would save us all a lot of time,’ Clay didn’t answer and Cross quickly concluded that he wasn’t going to. ‘Did you know Hilary Carpenter?’

      ‘No comment.

      Cross looked up. A “no comment” reply wasn’t uncommon in an interview such as this.

      It’s just that they were normally employed from the very start.

      ‘Do you remember the car?’ he continued.

      ‘A Jag.’

      ‘Model?’

      ‘XJR.’

      ‘Colour?’

      Cross noticed the micro-hesitation before Clay replied.

      ‘Red,’ Clay said.

      ‘Any problem with it?’

      ‘Of course not. It was a brand new car.’

      ‘I was thinking about accidents.’

      ‘No.’

      Cross paused just long enough to convey his doubt about the veracity of this answer.

      ‘Are you sure about that?’ he asked.

      ‘Absolutely, that’s not exactly the kind of thing you forget about.’

      ‘Unlike the name of the woman you were with,’ observed Ottey.

      ‘Just a few minutes ago you couldn’t remember anything about August 2004, despite the fact that it was the month of your twenty-first, and that you’d lost your job,’ Cross went on.

      ‘But you remember a lot about the car,’ said Ottey.

      ‘I’m into cars. It’s my thing. I’m a car dealer remember?’

      ‘Tell me about the MacDonalds,’ Cross said, changing direction.

      ‘What have they got to do with any of this?’ asked Clay.

      ‘Any of what?’ said Cross.

      ‘Your arresting me.’

      Cross was tempted to say that that was indeed the question he was trying to answer, but he didn’t want to alert Clay to the possibility that the police already thought that MacDonald was involved in some way. ‘I didn’t say they had anything to do with it, but they were, are, important people in your life,’ said Cross.

      ‘They’re good people. Well, obviously you know Stuart,’ rhetorical therefore unanswered, ‘As for Sheila, that woman’s a saint,’ Clay went on.

      ‘You went to Buckingham Palace with her when she got her MBE.’

      Clay looked at him for an explanation. But none is forthcoming.

      ‘I did.’

      ‘Why did they choose you, do you think?’ asked Cross.

      ‘How do you mean?’

      ‘They had so many people they’d fostered over the years, why choose you?

      ‘I don’t know. We’re still close. They’re my parents as far as I’m concerned.’

      ‘You feel that strongly?’ Cross remarked.

      ‘I do. Very much so. I owe them everything.’

      ‘Do you think many others feel the same way about them.’

      ‘One or two. It really depends on the length of time they spent with them, what problems they may have had when they arrived.’

      ‘Were they good with problem children?’ asked Cross.

      ‘She was. Very calm. Always listened. It was like you couldn’t do anything to upset or rile her. You could act up and you could never get her to lose it. Mind you if someone got between her and her kids, she was ferocious.’

      Cross thought for a moment as if he was trying to figure something out for himself and then when he’d failed he looked up to ask Clay, ‘When you say you “owe them everything” what do you mean by that. Exactly?’ he said.

      ‘I would’ve thought that was obvious.’

      ‘I’m afraid not,’ but Clay didn’t volunteer anything further. Cross made a note in his file then carried on., ‘Had you lost your leg before you met them?’ he asked.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘When.’

      ‘The year before.’

      ‘So you must’ve been quite traumatised when you met them?’

      ‘You think?’

      ‘How did you lose it?’ asked Cross.

      Clay said nothing. His lawyer stepped in. ‘The circumstances of my client’s injuries are a painful and, as you rightly say, traumatic memory, which he prefers to keep private. They’re not relevant to your inquiry, surely?’ Cross wasn’t going to answer that this early.

      ‘I see. Your parents. What happened to them?’

      ‘They died.’

      ‘How.’

      ‘Again, relevance?’ said Clay’s solicitor.

      ‘Mr West, this is not a court of law. I can ask whatever I like, whether your client chooses to answer is a matter for him. I will continue to ask any questions I consider to be pertinent whether you feel they are or not,’ Cross replied firmly.

      Cross didn’t even look at the lawyer to see whether he had made his point. He consulted his file. ‘You had a number of surgeries after your placement with the MacDonalds,’ Cross said.

      ‘Several.’

      ‘That must have been a terrible time.’

      ‘You get used to it.’

      ‘It says a lot about the MacDonalds that they were willing to get involved in such a complex situation.’

      ‘It does.’

      ‘Signing up to all those hospital visits. Endless hours waiting for you to come through an operation. All the ancillary worry.’

      Clay said nothing.

      ‘Do you think all those medical treatments created a stronger bond between you and them than the other children,’ Cross asked.

      ‘With Sheila, almost certainly. Not so much Stuart. He was always here. At work,’ Clay replied.

      This interested Cross. He was trying to put distance into their relationship; him and Macdonald. Why? ‘You were the only child out of all those hundreds that they adopted,’ he said.

      Cross looked at Clay who seemed to be a little reflective all of a sudden. Staring at the table. His guard, his salesman veneer, seemed to have slipped since the MacDonalds had been brought into the conversation. Was it nostalgic fondness or maybe some kind of beginnings of remorse? Emotional interpretations like these were often useful but, equally as often, misleading in that the interviewee’s emotions were inevitably close to the surface because of the very nature of their situation, guilty or not. They were in an interview room. A hostile, sterile environment and often under arrest. Of course they were uptight, vulnerable. He’d known suspects to burst into tears at the simple offer of a cigarette break. So he was always circumspect when it came to reading too much into these demonstrations of emotion.

      Cross asked the same question again. What was odd about instances like this, for those who didn’t know him, and actually odd even for those who did, is that he repeated the question in exactly the same way as he’d asked it before. But as if he had never asked it before.

      ‘Could I have a comfort break, please?’ Clay asked.

      ‘I’d also like a brief conference with my client,’ said the lawyer.

      ‘Of course,’ Cross replied politely.
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      ‘Why did you send Malcolm abroad in September 2004?’ Cross asked MacDonald, back in the other interview room.

      ‘We didn’t send him away,’ MacDonald answered.

      Cross took Mackenzie’s note out of his file. ‘You paid for a round-the-world ticket for him,’ he said.

      ‘I’ve always wondered about those tickets,’ Ottey chimed in. ‘They’re so cheap.’

      ‘Are they?’ Cross asked.

      ‘As long as you fly in the same direction,’ she went on.

      ‘I didn’t know that,’ he said, intrigued by the thought.

      ‘Never been tempted?’ she asked.

      ‘I don’t fly,’ he replied.

      ‘You’ve never been on a plane?’ she asked.

      ‘No.’

      ‘Ironic, given Raymond’s history,’ she said.

      ‘Actually that’s not true, I went on Concorde with him the other day. Obviously it wasn’t flying,’ he turned back to MacDonald. ‘My father was an engineer on Concorde at Filton,’ he said by way of explanation.

      ‘Is that right? I didn’t know that,’ MacDonald replied.

      ‘No reason why you should’ve,’ said Cross.

      MacDonald seemed more relaxed than he had in the first session. Perhaps he’d had time to gather his thoughts. Cross hoped so; he found misplaced confidence often a useful tool in interviews.

      ‘Malcolm’s trip,’ Cross continued.

      ‘Yes,’ replied MacDonald.

      ‘How long was he away for?’

      ‘Just under a year.’

      ‘Really? That seems a long time.’

      ‘Isn’t it normal for a gap year?’

      ‘A “gap year”? I’m sorry I  don’t understand,’ said Cross.

      ‘That’s what kids do. They take a gap year.’

      ‘I know that, but isn’t it supposed to occupy the time between leaving school and going to university. Hence the “gap”? What was Malcolm’s “gap” between?’ asked Cross.

      ‘Good point. I think I even remember saying that myself. He’d chosen not to go to university. He’d got the required grades, in no small part down to Sheila’s badgering him to do his schoolwork and revision. But it wasn’t for him. He wanted to go straight into work, which he did, but then he wanted this gap year and I said to him – “Gap between what?”. But Sheila, as ever, joined sides with the boy. Actually she did that with all the kids, always took their side.’ He laughed at the memory. ‘I might be laughing now but I didn’t find it funny at the time. Anyway, they got their way. He had his gap year, and it did him a lot of good, I think. He came back a bit more mature.’

      ‘Was he lacking in maturity?’ Cross asked.

      ‘Not particularly,’ MacDonald answered, back-tracking, just in case Cross had picked up on something.

      ‘Well, that was extremely generous of you.’

      ‘Like I said, it was Sheila. I thought it was a lot of nonsense, to be honest.’

      ‘Where did he go?’ Cross asked.

      ‘Round the world,’ MacDonald replied sardonically. It was the first time he’d displayed any sign of irritation. The trip obviously seemed convenient to Cross. Stop the red car line of inquiry and then, to double down, send Malcolm off round the world. Had he later become a person of interest in the case, he could’ve just stayed abroad somewhere and disappeared.

      ‘Tell me about his parents,’ said Cross.

      ‘What about them?’

      ‘How did they die?’

      ‘I’m not sure,’ but his eyes flicked up to Cross. They both knew he’d just made a mistake. A small one for sure, but mistakes like this, however slight, often snowballed out of control. Trying to correct them led to more mistakes being made, and those in turn would then also need correction till the interviewee found him- or herself tied up in knots, just trying to keep track.

      ‘You’re not sure?’ Cross replied, no inflection of surprise or doubt, just  straightforward, matter of fact. MacDonald decided the safest course of action was to say nothing further.

      ‘It’s something we can easily find out,’ Ottey said.

      ‘It’s just that he likes to keep it private.’ MacDonald replied. Cross said nothing. ‘Will we be much longer? I have to drive my wife to work.’

      ‘She works?’ Ottey asked.

      ‘No, volunteers, but she doesn’t drive, so I take her.’

      And so they ended it there, but both Cross and MacDonald knew it wasn’t done. Far from.

      Cross and Ottey sat in his office trying to figure out their next move. They had the pieces but not the glue to connect them. Ottey looked up from her foul coffee - it was one of those moments where something was better than nothing. Although she was beginning to wonder.

      ‘Does Clay come up in Leonard’s files?’ she asked.

      ‘I haven’t had the time to finish going through them .’

      ‘Why did he come back?’ she said. Cross looked at her, ‘I know, I know “if we had the answer to that...”’ she said in singsong, acknowledging that this was the obvious question they’d muddled over for hours. ‘I wish Leonard had come directly to us.’

      ‘Why would he? He had no confidence left in the police, and who could blame him?’ said Cross.

      ‘That’s true.’

      ‘We need to find the body shop and details of the accident.’

      Cross thought for a moment. ‘He kept everything meticulously about the case, in such exhaustive detail. So organised. So much of it,’ he said.

      ‘And?’

      ‘What if he was like that with everyday life matters? Hilary’s accident, there must’ve been correspondence. Insurance for one thing,’ he said.

      

      Neither of the two detectives expected the scene they found in Jessica Carpenter’s kitchen when they arrived. At the kitchen table, drinking tea, carrier bags from Gap, Superdrug and Office Shoes at his feet, was Badger. He was looking better and happier than when they’d last seen him. Jessica had taken him shopping. As well as the purchases at his feet, he was wearing a set of new clothes. What really threw Cross, though, was Mackenzie sitting across from him. She looked like she’d been caught doing something she shouldn’t have done.

      ‘Alice.’

      ‘DS Ottey. Cross.’

      ‘I thought you were tasked with the body shop.’

      ‘I was…’

      Jessica decided to intervene.

      ‘It’s my fault. I’ve been calling Alice. She’s been keeping me abreast of any developments… well such as they are.’ She said this matter-of-factly with no hint of reproach. ‘When she told me about Terence being released, I asked her to find out when. I wanted to pick him up before he disappeared onto the streets again, and she very kindly agreed to come and meet him with me,’ she explained.

      ‘Can I ask why?’ said Ottey.

      ‘Well, I didn’t want him ending up back on the streets. It’s awful. He’s a veteran, Sergeant, and it might sound weird but I thought we’d already put him through enough,’ said Jessica.

      ‘Can I see all of Leonard’s personal files, insurance, mortgage, bank. I need to find out if he kept all the correspondence pertaining to Hilary’s car accident,’ Cross said completely cutting across her, but she carried on nevertheless.

      ‘He was also the last person to spend any time with my father before he died.’

      ‘The files?’ Cross replied.

      ‘George…’ Ottey cautioned.

      ‘We are under a time constraint here with Clay,’ he said.

      ‘Go on,’ Ottey said to Jessica.

      ‘Well, so it wasn’t entirely unselfish. I’d like to talk to him about Dad and help him in any way that I can. He’s found himself in exactly the same situation as my father. I wasn’t able to help him, but maybe I can do something for Terence.’

      ‘Well that’s really kind and completely understandable. I think your father would be proud of you, don’t you George?’ said Ottey.

      ‘I don’t know. I didn’t know him so have no idea how he might have reacted. I’d like to see the files please,’ Cross insisted. He was getting frustrated.

      ‘Of course,’ Jessica left the room. He followed then turned back.

      ‘Mackenzie. With me,’ she got up and followed like a child following a parent knowing the familiar reprimand they’re about to receive off by heart.

      Leonard had an old bureau-style desk with a roll top cover. Cross and Mackenzie started to go through his personal files systematically. They were so well-organised that it didn’t take them long to find what they were looking for. Mackenzie held up a file marked ACCIDENT. They shared the contents between them. After a couple of minutes she held up a piece of paper.

      ‘Here it is. Peter and Amanda Clay. Son Malcolm aged six,’ she said. Cross took the page from her, looked at it quickly and left the room. He walked straight out of the house and stood by Ottey’s car. Mackenzie walked back into the kitchen.

      ‘He’s got what he was after,’ she informed them.

      ‘I’d best go. We’ll be in touch,’ Ottey said.

      Mackenzie followed her out but Ottey turned and said ‘No, stay here. It could be helpful.’ She was relieved, and suspected that Ottey had said it partly as a way of keeping her out of Cross’ line of fire. She thanked her and went back into the kitchen.

      Another car pulled up as Ottey stepped outside. It was Catherine. ‘Hello, what brings you here?’ she asked.

      ‘We needed to go through Leonard’s domestic files,’ Ottey explained.

      ‘Has something happened?’ she asked.

      ‘Not as yet, but things are developing,’ she said. She knew Cross hated her making statements like this but she really didn’t care. Catherine looked over at Cross and decided against asking anything further.

      ‘I’m here because I have another pro bono patient in need of a dental exam apparently. I’m going to take him down to the surgery,’ said Catherine.

      ‘Really?’ asked Ottey.

      ‘Yes, my little sister’s heart could bleed for the entire world. She can’t resist a lost cause. I’m sorry, that sounded way more callous than intended.’

      ‘Alice could’ve brought him down. Saved you the trouble,’ Ottey said.

      ‘I know. But to be honest I wanted to have a chat with him. You know. About Dad.’ She said goodbye to Cross. ‘Inspector.’

      ‘Sergeant,’ he corrected her without even looking up from the documents he was still studying. A Range Rover pulled up. Gillian was at the wheel. Catherine turned to Ottey.

      ‘Maybe I’ll just take him straight to the surgery,’ said Catherine.

      Ottey smiled, ‘I hear you.’
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      They were back with Clay. He had the familiar look of irritation people had, when they realised that apparently they could just be left in their cell for two hours while the police did whatever they felt inclined to do, with no explanation. It’s one thing being engaged by a couple of detectives in an interview room, even if it’s hostile environment - you’re still the centre of attention. Quite another to be left in a blank cell with nothing to do, and against your will. That was the one thing Cross had always felt made it more difficult for people like Clay - middle class, his own boss, used to getting his own way – the idea that you are being held against your will and have to do whatever you’re told. The loss of one’s freedom, for however short a time, was a powerful, emotive deprivation.

      ‘I’d like to discuss your parents’ deaths,’ Cross started.

      ‘No comment,’ Clay replied.

      ‘That response will only be necessary in the event of a question being asked. It was a traffic accident was it not?’

      Clay’s solicitor whispered something to him..

      ‘It was,’ Clay stated.

      ‘Both your parents killed instantly.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Again, it’s only necessary to answer when I ask a question,’ Cross said.

      People often made the mistake of thinking Cross was trying to wind them up. He wasn’t doing any such thing. He was, in fact, trying to be polite and make things easier for them. Having said that, he wasn’t unaware that the opposite effect was often achieved. This, together with his very factual, almost mono-tonal delivery, often led suspects to believe that he was in control. That he had all the information at his disposal. Hence Clay’s inadvertent eagerness to answer.

      ‘A momentous event in your life,’ he went on.

      Clay was about to respond, then remembered what Cross had just said. No question asked, no answer required.

      ‘Something that must live with you on a daily basis, I would imagine. The loss of your parents. The trauma of the injury and the subsequent, almost never-ending surgical interventions,’ he said.

      He produced Clay’s business card.

      ‘But you’re also grateful to those who cared for you in the immediate aftermath. You raise money for the hospital where you underwent the majority of those surgeries.’

      A long pause. Interminable for Clay. He looked at his solicitor who just shook his head as if to advise quiet. Cross finished studying the piece of paper he had in front of him and then turned it over very deliberately, with great care, almost like a rare document in the British Library – the kind you would normally have to wear gloves to handle. He read it with the kind of attention that suggested he hadn’t ever seen it before. Which of course he had. Several times.

      ‘Do you know who was responsible for the accident?’ Cross asked.

      ‘They said it was my father,’ Clay said.

      ‘That’s correct. That must have been very difficult to deal with, I would’ve thought.’

      He looked up, but there was no answer from Clay. ‘Is it?’ Cross insisted.

      ‘I’m not sure I believe it,’ Clay replied.

      ‘Why’s that?’

      ‘Well, it’s easy to blame the dead, isn’t it.’

      ‘That can’t be the only reason. Why else do you doubt it?’ Cross asked.

      No answer.

      ‘I mean it’s perfectly clear from the accident report,’ Cross noticed this threw Clay. ‘I should explain that although we, the police, managed to mislay the original report, Leonard Carpenter had a copy. You know who Leonard Carpenter was?’ he asked.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘When did you become aware of who he was?’

      ‘No comment.’

      ‘Had you ever met Leonard Carpenter?’

      ‘No comment.’

      ‘But you’re aware of why I’m asking you this?’

      ‘No comment.’

      ‘Did you ever meet Hilary Carpenter?’

      ‘No comment.’

      ‘Are you aware of the identity of the other driver?’

      ‘No comment.’

      ‘Do you remember much about the accident?

      ‘I don’t.’

      ‘I’m not surprised. It must’ve been absolute agony. How do people deal with such intolerable pain I wonder. Are you aware of the identity of the other driver?’ Cross asked.

      Clay looked at his solicitor for a moment. Didn’t this clown ask that same question just now in exactly the same way, he is thinking. ‘No comment.’ This made Cross look directly at the solicitor as he asked the next question.

      ‘Why, I ask myself, are you reluctant to answer questions about an accident that happened to you when you were six? And refuse with “no comment” rather than “I don’t wish to speak about this” or “what’s this got to do with the case?” “No comment” just makes me think I’m right in maybe thinking it does have something to do with Hilary Carpenter’s murder and, ergo, Leonard’s,’ Cross said.

      ‘I’d like to confer with my client,’ said the solicitor, jumping in quickly.

      ‘I think you should. I’m not sure it’s in his best interests not to answer these questions.’ said Cross.

      ‘What the fuck do you care about my interests?’ spat Clay.

      ‘Mr Clay…’ his solicitor intoned quietly.

      ‘I can assure you, I am only after the facts here. I have no feelings either way. I care about the truth and, therefore, I care about your interests, by ensuring that the truth and not some distorted version of the truth becomes clear during this process. I shall continue to do that until this is over,’ he said calmly and left the room leaving Ottey to deal with the tape recorder.

      The conference took a full hour, which really irritated Ottey. Cross on the other hand was always interested to see what came out of such conferences; what had taken them so long? Was it an indication of what was about to happen next? Were they prepared to concede on something? Was it progress, in other words? His line of questioning about the accident had obviously caused the solicitor to come up with a new strategy. This lawyer was a good one. Cross had come across him before, and found him pleasingly efficient and extremely good at defending his clients and guiding them in the room – often directing them to talk when their instincts were urging them to clam up. He had a very keen sense of how interviews would be perceived in the dry, air-conditioned air of a quiet courtroom. In this case, they had prepared a statement which the lawyer read out. Cross had actually anticipated this. He knew the lawyer had to be thinking that they had all the information pertaining to the accident, and so “no comment” responses would serve no purpose. They might, in fact, do damage in the long run, and make him look less reliable in court. The lawyer read from the hand-written statement on his yellow legal pad.

      ‘I am aware of the identity of the other driver in my parents’ fatal collision. It was Hilary Carpenter. She showed me great kindness in the immediate aftermath of the crash, using her scarf to stem the flow of blood from my leg. She made me talk to her, and comforted me, so that I remained conscious until the emergency services arrived. I was later told that she had, in no uncertain terms, saved my life. Had it not been for her, my fate would undoubtedly have been the same as my unfortunate parents. I know this information from what I have been told.’

      ‘One question before I hand over to DS Ottey. Did you at any time see the original accident report?’ Cross asked. Clay looked at his lawyer who nodded his assent.

      ‘I did,’ he said.

      ‘How?’

      ‘Stuart showed me.’

      ‘Thank you. Ottey?’ Cross said.

      At the start of their working relationship she had hated it when he would turn round, out of the blue, and ask her to take the lead. But then she realized the real cause of her resentment – she’d switched off. She hadn’t followed the course of the interview properly and obviously felt that he was checking up on her. The truth was that, as Cross later told her, he liked to change the interviewer at times, depending on how he thought the interview was going. He compared it to a cricket captain changing bowlers, between fast and spin, seamer, swapping from bowling over the wicket to round the wicket. It changed things up a little. Stopped the interview getting stuck in a rut, or following a predictable pattern. But she noticed he also did it when the interview had taken an unpredictable, or unexpected turn. Or when there was a development, however small. Like coming up with a written statement, as they just had.

      ‘So you knew Hilary Carpenter?’ she began.

      ‘I did not,’ Clay answered.

      ‘But you knew of her.’

      ‘I did.’

      ‘Were you aware of her murder when it happened?’

      ‘I was not.’

      ‘Even though it was all over the local news. The…?’ she turned to Cross.

      ‘”Tea set” murders,’ he said.

      ‘That’s right. Awful name. Probably explains why the subs were on local papers and not the nationals. But you weren’t aware of it?’

      ‘I was away,’ Clay replied.

      ‘That’s right. You took a gap year.’ He didn’t answer. ‘You left the country just a couple of weeks after her murder.’ Again no answer. ‘Did you know her husband, Leonard Carpenter?’ she asked.

      ‘I did not.’

      ‘Never heard of him?’

      ‘Not until recently.’

      ‘Did you discuss it with your foster-parents?’

      ‘Discuss what?’

      ‘Their deaths. The Carpenters?’

      ‘No. Why should we have done?’

      ‘The woman who killed your parents…’

      ‘It was my father’s fault. The accident,’ Clay interrupted, quite forcefully.

      ‘The woman involved in that accident, who saved your life, is murdered. Then, years later, her husband. Did this really go unmentioned by your adoptive parents?’ Ottey said.

      ‘I told you, I was away.’

      ‘A full four weeks after Hilary’s death. You’re saying it wasn’t mentioned at all at that time? The woman who had been involved in the most dreadful event in your life?’

      ‘I don’t remember.’

      ‘Despite the fact that your adoptive father was the lead officer in the case? He didn’t come home and say “here’s a sad and strange thing. That lovely lady who saved your life is dead. Murdered,” he didn’t say anything at all?’ Ottey asked.

      ‘He’s not allowed to talk about cases is he?’

      ‘Not the detail no, but nothing wrong in telling you he was on the case.’

      ‘Look, he might’ve. I just don’t remember,’ said Clay.

      ‘Did he mention Leonard’s death?’

      ‘No, but I haven’t seen him for weeks.’

      ‘That’s not actually true though. Is it Malcolm?’ she said.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘You visited the MacDonald’s three nights ago.’

      ‘Did I? I forgot.’

      ‘Leonard had been to see Stuart on a couple of occasions, quite agitated meetings apparently.’

      ‘I didn’t know that.’

      ‘Well he didn’t tell us either, so don’t feel left out,’ said Ottey.

      Clay said nothing. He was beginning to find Cross’ silence unnerving. He had come across as the lead interviewer at the start. Why was he now so quiet? It felt as if he were keeping something back; judging the time when to step back in with whatever it was.

      ‘So two people linked to you, well one of them; a husband and wife are murdered and it’s just not talked about by any of you. Can you see why I find that difficult to believe?’ she concluded.
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      Mackenzie was beginning to wonder whether she would get the smell of  spray paint out of her nostrils. At the same time, though, she was thinking it was actually quite pleasant, in the way that petrol or aviation fuel, tarmacadam, spray glue often was. What did it trigger in the brain, she wondered? Was it the smell equivalent of umami? She’d spent the last few days going trawling through the lower end, the fringes of the car body shop industry in Bristol. The kind of outfits that couldn’t afford, didn’t need or, more likely with some of the dodgier ones, didn’t want a website. They were located variously in railway arches, abandoned industrial estates, one even in a set of council estate garages. She’d seen more body and facial piercings and tattoos – yes facial tattoos – than in the rest of her life. The world of the illicit body shop also seemed to be quite an international one, judging from all the languages she’d heard in the last few days. Sexism and the art of the indecent suggestion, together with a profound suspicion of the police were also alive and well.

      She was beginning to question whether this was what she’d joined the police force for, before quickly reminding herself that she wasn’t at all sure why she had in the first place, so how could she possibly answer that? She knew she’d have to start somewhere and this was the kind of ‘grunt’ work she should’ve expected to be given. But after having metal door after metal door slammed in her face, she felt like an unwelcome door-to-door saleswoman with a product no-one had the least interest in. She was already very familiar with the feeling of being somewhere she wasn’t welcome - she felt that back at the MCU at times. She was sitting in a coffee shop when she got a call on her mobile from Brendan Davies, the car salesman – someone else she’d give an MCU card with her number scribbled on it. She sat bolt upright and started making notes, dropping her handbag and spilling its contents on the floor as she did so.

      ‘Where were you on the evening of the seventh, this month?’ Ottey asked Clay.

      ‘I was with Sheila and Al that night,’ he answered, maybe a little too quickly. Cross looked up.

      ‘And on the twelfth?’ she continued.

      ‘Um, I’m not sure. I’d have to check.’

      ‘How is it that the seventh comes to mind so easily?’ she asked.

      ‘Because I knew it would come up.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘That was the night Leonard Carpenter was murdered.’

      ‘I see,’ she looked at Cross, ‘I’ll go check.’

      ‘While DS Ottey confirms your alibi, why don’t we have a short break?’ Cross said.

      Clay’s alibi checked out. A little too efficiently, Ottey felt. Sheila was able to recall the night in question, like Clay, easily and quickly. As if rehearsed, maybe. They both corroborated what they’d eaten and the TV programme they had watched together – a favourite of Al and Sheila’s which Malcolm had been polite and indulgent enough to sit through. Ottey questioned Clay further then, out of the blue, without consulting Ottey, Cross announced that he was free to go, on police bail. The brief and client both looked momentarily shocked, which Cross thought interesting. He watched Clay as he left, relieved definitely. Elated? Cross couldn’t tell. But he was on his mobile phone before he reached the waiting taxi.

      Carson called them into his office.

      ‘So what are we thinking?’ he asked.

      Ottey replied before Cross had the chance to reply with the familiar “I have no idea what either of you are thinking” and said ‘I like him for Hilary’s murder.’

      ‘But he has an alibi for Leonard’s,’ Carson replied.

      ‘He does.’

      ‘Which puts paid to your same killer theory,’ he went on. This was addressed to Cross who didn’t answer. Ottey filled in.

      ‘Let’s just look at Hilary’s for a moment. Clay was in possession of a red Jaguar at the time of the murder. Hilary had, in effect, killed his parents and maimed him for life. He then disappears for a year shortly after the murder, paid for by his adoptive father, the SIO in the case, who then did everything in his power to obstruct the investigation,’ she said.

      ‘Which brings me back to my original question, which I’m fairly sure you didn’t answer, George. Why let him go?’ Carson asked.

      ‘To give us time to think, and charge him when we have water-tight evidence that will stand up in court,’ Cross replied.

      ‘We need to find that body shop,’ said Carson.

      ‘We need to be able to place him at the scene. Damaging the car will just place him in the vicinity,’ said Cross.

      ‘Which would be a start,’ Carson answered.

      But Cross had left the room. As he walked back into the open area, followed by Ottey, Mackenzie came rushing in and announced to everyone ‘I’ve found it. The body shop!’

      Cross stopped for a moment then carried onto his office. This wasn’t the reaction she had been expecting. Ottey indicated that she should follow her into Cross’ office.

      ‘He’s willing to appear in court and testify to the fact that he fixed up the red Jaguar off the books all those years ago. He’s no longer in the car trade. He did Clay a massive favour but got no thanks when Clay became successful. In fact he reached out to try and get some work when his shop was in trouble, but Clay didn’t help. His business went under. So, he’s not exactly enamoured of him. Clay behaved like he didn’t know who he was. Brendan Davies called it in. Said he was the only one at the time he thought Clay could’ve gone to, and he was right.’ She beamed. There you are, she was thinking, that’s police work, thank you very much. The breakthrough everyone’s been waiting for. ‘So we can place him at the scene.’ She said eagerly.

      ‘We can place him in a road adjacent to the murder scene but not actually at the scene. Two entirely different things,’ Cross said politely.

      ‘What George means to say is thank you, is that not right George?’ said Ottey, but Cross wasn’t in the mood for playing the “learning working social etiquette” game with Ottey. He needed to figure this out. It was at times like these he knew they were really close to solving a case; desperately, absurdly close. They knew who’d done it in all probability, but couldn’t prove it in a way that would convince a jury. The tiniest, final detail, was often seismic in the effect it had on the resolution of a case. He ignored Ottey. Mackenzie turned to her.

      ‘But any jury is going to convict on the weight of the evidence, surely?’ she said.

      ‘Maybe, maybe not, and “maybe not” is not something I’m happy to proceed with,’ said Cross. Mackenzie didn’t appreciate it at the time, but it was precisely this dogged need for literal, obvious, irrefutable evidence of Cross’ that drove so many people in the department nuts. They had their man. Get him charged. Get him in front of a great prosecutor. But not so George Cross.

      ‘Let’s go back to Leonard’s death,’ Ottey said, as she sat opposite Cross after Mackenzie had left. ‘Leonard came back to Bristol. Why? After all this time? Had he discovered something important? A development?’ she asked.

      ‘It can’t have been a new piece of evidence,’ said Cross. ‘Where would that have come from? So it must’ve been something they already knew. But looked at, interpreted, in a different way.’

      They’d gone over these questions so many times. Cross had a particular habit of doing this, repeating, repeating. Going over everything they knew again and again and again. Sometimes Ottey would have to leave the room before she lost her mind. But he had this capacity just to go over and over the most mundane detail, as if something would suddenly leap out at him. And on occasion it did. She walked over to Cross’ board and studied it. She saw the photograph of the footprints from Leonard’s rucksack and a photocopy of the Polish shopping voucher.

      ‘Why would he have a Polish shopping voucher? It doesn’t make any sense. Unless it just doesn’t mean anything at all,’ she said.

      Cross got up and walked over to the filing cabinet and retrieved a file. He took a transparent sleeve out of it. In it was the shopping voucher. He studied it for a while, then turned it over. He looked at the print on the other side. All in Polish, it obviously meant nothing to him. He looked up. ‘We’ve been looking at the wrong side. It had nothing to do with the shopping voucher. It’s whatever is written on the other side,’ said Cross.

      ‘Do you want me to get hold of Piotr again,’ she said, referring to the uniformed officer who had translated the voucher earlier.

      ‘No. Let’s ask the man who I think probably gave it to him in the first place,’ he replied.

      Wojtchak confirmed that Leonard had been a regular visitor of his while inside prison. They had a common interest after he’d withdrawn his confession in finding the real killer. He then stopped visiting and Wojtchak started receiving the odd letter from Leonard, who seemed to be wandering around Europe from what he could tell. He had spent a long time in a Spanish monastery till quite recently. A permanent retreat he’d called it. Wojtchak was able to write back at this point. Then he went ‘dark’ again until this year when, out of the blue, he got in touch, on the anniversary of Hilary’s death.

      He was glad, because a few months before he’d been sent an article by his sister about the murder of a Polish migrant in Australia which had occurred some twenty years before. This was what was on the other side of the shop voucher. It had remained unsolved, the only leads  a pair of inconclusive footprints. But researchers in Sydney University had perfected a technique where they performed a scan of the old photographs and were able to build a 3D impression of the footprints. What they were specifically attempting to do was differentiate between the pressure each footprint had made in the mud. This was because the prime suspect in the case had an arthritic hip at the time – subsequently replaced – which meant he put different amounts of pressure through each leg, with the fully mobile leg taking most of the weight. They were able to produce a 3D print of each footprint, and that, together with other evidence they already had, clinched a conviction. Wojtchak knew that Leonard had been obsessed with the footprints, although not why, and had sent him the article in case it could help.

      Cross now knew that Leonard had to have suspected Clay. He stayed up late into the night at the office, going through Leonard’s archive boxes but he couldn’t find it. If he had known, as he suspected, it wasn’t in his files. But it made sense that he would see Wojtchak’s article as a chance of proving that it was Clay. The pressure differential between the good leg and the one fitted with a prosthetic blade would prove that a one-legged person had to have been at the scene and that, together with the rest of the evidence, had to be enough.

      He spoke to Sydney University and found that their scanning technique was now widely used for a variety of purposes, police work, archaeological digs, medicine. They put Cross in touch with a team in Leicester who had partnered with them on the research and would be able to help him. Once Ottey had filled out the necessary forms and got permission for the expenditure, the Leicester team got to work.

      It was Thursday and so Cross picked up their takeaway and went round to Raymond’s house.
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      Raymond wasn’t there, which was unusual. They always had dinner on a Thursday night. It was their routine. Cross always made time for it. Whatever was going on with a case, he always took a couple of hours out on a Thursday night. It was a pivot in his week. The way he made sense  of it, in effect. This continuity, inflexible and immutable was hugely important to Cross, however inconsequential it might appear to others. The fact that Raymond wasn’t there basically threw George’s universe out of kilter. He wasn’t interested in why his father wasn’t there; he wasn’t concerned or in the least bit worried. He was profoundly put out, in a way that people might find essentially selfish. And of course it was; because the only way he was able to deal with the world was by placing himself at the very centre of it, making everything revolve around him.

      He waited for fifteen minutes then dropped the takeaway, still in its carrier bag, into the rubbish bin and left. As he was getting on his bike his father pulled up in a taxi.

      ‘George, where are you going?’ Raymond asked.

      ‘Back to work,’ said Cross

      ‘But I’m only five minutes late,’ Raymond protested.

      ‘Twenty, in point of fact.’

      ‘Have you eaten?’

      ‘No.’

      Cross was staring at the ground, avoiding his father’s look. This was because he didn’t like confrontation and knew from experience that even though, in his mind, his father was incontrovertibly wrong, he wouldn’t accept it and therefore there was no point in having this discussion.

      ‘Where’s the food?’ Raymond asked.

      ‘I disposed of it.’

      ‘Well that’s silly. Come on we’ll rescue it. We can reheat it.’

      ‘I don’t eat reheated food.’

      Cross got onto the saddle of his bike.

      ‘George don’t do this.’

      Then Cross said very firmly and slowly, as if this would make his father understand.

      ‘We eat together. Every Thursday. Without exception.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘Every week. No exception.’

      ‘George, I’m sorry it won’t happen again.’

      ‘Were you expecting it to happen tonight?’

      ‘No, I was held up.’

      ‘So you can’t say with any conviction that it won’t happen again.’

      And with that he cycled off. Raymond wasn’t upset. He was used to it. It had happened before and, every time it did, they had the same conversation. Almost verbatim. He knew, though, that this kind of behaviour was in direct correlation with how stressed he was at work. He had to be close to closing a case. He knew that it would’ve taken a supreme effort on George’s part to listen and understand why Raymond had been late. (He had in fact been meeting the nice people at Filton and discussing the possibility of volunteering as a guide there.) The fact was that his not being there simply made no sense to George. They had an arrangement and Raymond hadn’t kept to it. Order and routine were vital to Cross. Not many people understood this about him, and that this was why he was often so odd and difficult. They didn’t make the effort to try and understand him, in Raymond’s opinion. This is why he’d instinctively liked Ottey. She was willing to make the effort, it seemed to him.
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      The decision was made upstairs to bring Clay back in. Why, Cross wasn’t sure. They still didn’t have the results back from Leicester, but at least they had the evidence about the car damage to go on with. Clay was informed that he was still under caution. People who were brought back in after being released were always apprehensive; the initial relief at being released now tempered by the suspicion that the police must’ve uncovered something new. What exactly that was, they simply didn’t know.

      ‘John Cottrell,’ Cross began.

      Clay said nothing.

      ‘Do you know him?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Do you know of him?’

      ‘Yes. He’s in the trade.’

      ‘Not any more, his business went belly up,’ Ottey contributed.

      ‘I knew that. I’m not surprised,’ said Clay.

      ‘Why’s that?’ she asked.

      ‘Not much business sense, and unreliable.’

      ‘You ever have any business dealings with him?’

      ‘Never.’

      Cross stepped back in. ‘Let’s go back to the red Jaguar XJR. Are you sure nothing happened to it while it was in your possession?’

      Clay hesitated before offering the predictable, ‘No comment.’

      ‘I’d like to confer with my client,’ said his solicitor.

      This conference didn’t take long. For Cross, this always indicated that the suspect and his lawyer have realised that things have suddenly shifted a gear, and that a more conciliatory approach might be needed. They were back in the room within ten minutes. Not with another prepared statement, but definitely a different attitude.

      ‘I was there,’ said Clay.

      ‘Where?’ asked Cross.

      ‘In the road where the Carpenters lived.’

      ‘I see.’

      ‘But I didn’t go in. I never saw her.’

      ‘We’ve taken quite a leap here, Mr Clay. I need to understand a few things. Firstly, why were you there?’ asked Cross.

      ‘I’d arranged to see Mrs Carpenter.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘I wanted to talk to her about the accident. I wanted to thank her for taking care of me. For saving my life.’

      ‘How did you know her identity? The identities of all the parties had been kept confidential.’

      Clay paused for a moment. His solicitor leaned in and presumably told him that the police obviously knew this already.

      ‘Stuart got me the accident report,’ he said.

      ‘Why? Did you ask him?’ said Cross.

      ‘I’d always wanted to know more about the accident.’

      ‘Well, that’s understandable.’

      ‘He’d always promised me that he’d tell me when I was twenty-one.’

      ‘And he did?’

      ‘He gave me the report.’

      ‘What was your understanding about the accident up until this point?’ Cross asked.

      ‘My father was on the wrong side of the road - well, it was a country lane, so I’m not exactly sure whether there was a wrong side of the road to be on. Whatever, he took the corner, a blind corner, too fast and the accident happened.’

      ‘So it was his fault.’

      There was the tiniest hesitation, imperceptible, almost just a flicker of his eyes, then ‘Apparently,’ said Clay.

      ‘Interesting choice of word,’ Cross observed.

      ‘I don’t follow.’

      ‘It was his fault “apparently”. It suggests a certain amount of doubt,’ Cross went on.

      ‘I didn’t mean to. It was his fault.’

      ‘So you didn’t harbour any grudge or attach any blame to Hilary Carpenter over the years?’

      ‘How could I? I didn’t know who she was.’

      ‘Fair point, let me rephrase that. Did you harbour any such feelings to the other driver in the accident over the years?’ asked Cross.

      ‘No. I was always led to believe it was my father’s fault.’

      ‘Another interesting choice of phrase – “led to believe” – it implies that you had no choice but to believe that, but maybe there was an element of doubt,’ said Cross.

      ‘What is this? An English language lesson?’ said Clay.

      ‘No, Mr Clay,’ Cross answered as if this were a genuine question, ‘It’s a police interview about the murder of Hilary Carpenter and you are under caution,’ Ottey knew that Cross’ methodical probing was getting under Clay’s skin, ‘so was there any doubt in your mind?’ he went on.

      ‘About what?’

      ‘Where the true blame lay for your parents’ death and the loss of your leg.’

      ‘No, none at all,’ said Clay.

      Cross just looked at Clay. For a long time. Just looking at his face out of curiosity.

      He could do this for an age with no sense of awkwardness or embarrassment. Ottey was now in the habit of letting it go for a while before taking over. She instinctively felt that it was good to let Cross mull over what was going through his mind, and for her to go through the building-up of the narrative of Clay and Hilary Carpenter, which they would later present in court.

      ‘So why had you gone to see Hilary?’ she asked.

      ‘I already said. To meet her and thank her.’

      ‘Had you been in touch in advance?’

      ‘I’d written her a letter. She then phoned me, and we arranged to meet.’

      ‘Was she pleased to hear from you?’ she continued.

      ‘Surprised, I think.’

      ‘Nervous?’

      ‘She didn’t seem it.’

      ‘Was it a long call?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘So how could you make that judgement?’

      ‘I didn’t. You asked me. It’s not something I’ve thought about before. Put it this way, if she was nervous it didn’t occur to me,’ said Clay.

      Cross stepped back in, ‘Were you nervous that day?’

      Clay thought for a moment, ‘I don’t think so. I mean, what would I be nervous about?’

      ‘You were about to meet the woman who had a part in probably the most defining moment of your life,’ said Cross.

      Clay offered nothing, probably because he’d been properly prepared by his lawyer not to offer anything that was not a direct question, but also because of Cross’ earlier directive. It was often in those moments that people unwittingly revealed something critical to the case.

      ‘So you drove to her house. What happened then?’ Cross asked.

      ‘I parked up.’

      ‘And then.’

      ‘I sat there for a while.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Well, it was a big deal.’

      ‘So you were nervous?’

      ‘I don’t know. Maybe?’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because my memory of the accident was just a giant blur and now I was going to find out exactly what happened.’

      ‘The truth?’

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘So you weren’t at all sure it was your father’s fault?’ said Cross.

      ‘Yes I was.’

      ‘Then what “truth” were you after?’ This threw Clay. He had no answer. ‘The thing is; what you’re not telling us, is that you never really believed your father was at fault.’

      ‘Yes I did.’

      ‘You couldn’t accept that it was your father’s fault. That he’d killed your mother and himself. That he’d maimed you for life and left you on your own.’

      ‘That’s not true!’ Clay snapped.

      ‘Quite a hard thing to live with, I would have thought,’ he turned to Ottey, not so much for her opinion, but this was her cue to carry on. It was a tactic. Once he saw he’d touched a nerve, that he wasn’t yet ready to fully exploit, he’d hand over to her to engender a feeling of relief in the interviewee. His emotions were high; he was vulnerable, but would be less defensive with her questions about the events of that morning, giving him the chance to put forward his version of the story. It was like offering him a comfort blanket, which Cross would then rip away from him when he thought the timing was right.

      ‘So you didn’t get out of the car,’ she continued, ‘for whatever reason. What happened when you got to the house?’

      ‘I didn’t get to the house. I didn’t get out of the car.’

      Cross interrupted, as he saw this as crucial, ‘Sorry, I need to be really clear on this. Are you saying you didn’t get out of the car?’ he asked.

      ‘Correct.’

      ‘You didn’t go into the house?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Not that day or any other?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Are you sure about that?’ asked Ottey.

      A moment’s hesitation then, ‘No. I did not go into that house,’ said Clay.

      ‘And you have never been in that house?’ Cross repeated.

      ‘No.’

      ‘Alright. DS Ottey?’

      ‘Why did you change your mind? She was expecting you. Why didn’t you go in?’ she asked.

      ‘Because I saw someone else go in,’ said Clay.

      ‘Who?’

      ‘I don’t know. Another man.’

      ‘Can you describe him?’

      ‘White, about six foot, had a massive tattoo on his neck.’

      Ottey paused and looked at Cross who said, ‘You’d written to her and she called you and made this arrangement.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Were you on time?’ he asked.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘So she was expecting you?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘So why didn’t you stick to the arrangement you’d made. You’d gone to the trouble of writing to her, which was very polite, not wanting to put her on the spot by making a phone call?’ said Cross.

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘And then you, very impolitely, don’t keep the appointment. Why?’

      ‘I told you there was someone else there,’ said Clay.

      ‘Why should that impede you, though?’ asked Cross.

      ‘I don’t know. I suddenly changed my mind, I guess.’

      ‘That’s understandable. But the tattoo, DS Ottey?’ He said this as if it could be a development in the case.

      ‘I know,’ she said quietly.

      ‘Is that important?’ Clay asked.

      ‘We’re not sure. It’s certainly a distinguishing mark. As of yet, we haven’t had any kind of witness for the crime,’ said Cross.

      ‘But we do have several witnesses who saw the car, the car you were driving, speeding off,’ added Ottey.

      ‘Including a man with a large tattoo on his neck.’

      Clay paused for a moment as he took this in. He wasn’t expecting it.

      ‘So he was there! I told you,’ he said.

      ‘Who?’ asked Ottey.

      ‘Wojtchak the builder, who confessed.’

      ‘And later retracted,’ added Cross.

      ‘Well, I’m not saying he killed her – how would I know that? I’m just saying I saw him going in, and if he confessed, it doesn’t matter if he took it back. I saw him there. What more do you need?’ Clay asked.

      ‘Oh, quite a lot more in fact. Why haven’t you mentioned this before?’ said Cross.

      ‘You didn’t ask.’

      ‘And how did you know it was Wojtchak?’

      There was a slight pause, ‘I recognized him from newspaper photos,’ Clay said.

      ‘How did you know it was Hilary?’ Ottey asked.

      ‘It was the right house.’

      ‘Why did you drive off at such speed hitting a parked car,’ she went on.

      ‘I hit the car as I pulled out.’

      ‘At speed.’

      ‘I wasn’t used to it. It was a big car. Huge bonnet. I misjudged it.’

      ‘Why didn’t you stop?’

      ‘Well obviously because I wasn’t supposed to have the car. I wasn’t going to leave my details, now was I? And I didn’t want anyone taking down the number plate, so I got out of there as quick as I could,’ said Clay.

      As Clay got more stressed his accent became more and more Bristol sounding – or ‘Bristle’ as Raymond used to call it. Did that mean he was lying, or was just more anxious to tell his side of the story?

      ‘Well, one of them’s lying and my money is on Clay,’ said Carson.

      ‘We’ll know soon enough. As soon as the results are in from Leicester,’ said Ottey.

      ‘And what about Leonard?’

      ‘Clay has an alibi, as does MacDonald. Well, they are each other’s alibi,’ she said.

      ‘A little convenient?’, suggested Cross.

      ‘He’s an ex-policeman,’ Carson protested.

      ‘Who deliberately obstructed the original investigation, that’s perverting the course of justice right there,’ said Ottey.

      ‘This is such a bloody mess,’ was as far as he went to conceding she had a point.

      ‘He felt guilty. He’d given him the accident report. He felt responsible,’ said Cross.

      ‘He couldn’t have known he’d end up killing her,’ said Ottey.

      ‘I don’t think either of them knew. I don’t think he intended killing her. The question is, what happened at that house?’ Cross asked
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      The results from Leicester University arrived. Cross looked at them. His expression gave nothing away. He handed them over to Ottey and left the room. She quickly followed, leaving Mackenzie, who had just made them coffee, standing, holding two hot cups, wondering what the boffins at Leicester had said.

      Cross sat opposite Clay and organised his file in his usual manner. Clay was well and truly used to this little ritual by now. This, together with the fact that his brief had done a bit of digging into Cross, and had similar feedback from whomever he asked - don’t be put off by his oddness and, when he appears to be confused, be on your guard; that’s when he’s at his most lethal – meant that Clay now accorded Cross a little more respect than he had before, and was now very wary of this strange adversary.

      Ottey came in and gave Cross the printout from Leicester which he carefully put in his file, covering it with another sheet. She started the tape and they began interviewing him again. Except that Cross said nothing, instead just looking at Clay for just long enough to give him, or more likely his lawyer, who was well-versed in these situations, the impression that outside the room things had just developed significantly.

      ‘I’m going to ask you some questions now, Mr Clay, and I would advise you most strenuously that it is in your best interests to answer them truthfully,’ said Cross. Clay didn’t respond.

      ‘Have you ever met Hilary Carpenter?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘But you have spoken to her?’

      ‘On the phone, yes.’

      ‘After you wrote a letter asking to meet her?’ Cross said, deliberately plodding, as if trying to come to grips with some very basic facts. This was a deliberate tactic of his. The irritation it often caused in suspects softened them up and let their guard down, he found.

      ‘Yes,’ Clay sighed. This was torture.

      ‘Why did you ask for the meeting?’ said Cross.

      ‘Haven’t we already covered this?’ Clay objected, but Cross just repeated the question in the same repetitive tone, almost as if he was concentrating so hard he hadn’t actually heard Clay.

      ‘Why did you ask for the meeting?’ he said.

      ‘I wanted to thank her for looking after me.’

      ‘After the crash?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Was that it?’

      ‘I also wanted to see how she was.’

      ‘All these years later?’

      ‘It was a fatal accident. She killed two people.’

      ‘I’m sorry?’ said Cross.

      ‘I meant two people were killed. I didn’t mean…’

      ‘It was your father’s fault,’ said Cross, finishing the sentence for him.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘”Apparently”,’ Cross said, quoting an earlier remark from Clay. He didn’t react. Cross paused, giving Clay time to reflect on what he’d just said.

      ‘I didn’t mean…’ said Clay.

      ‘I know, I know. Easily done. Please don’t worry,’ Cross reassured him.

      Ottey looked at Cross. He was so clever in these situations. She had no doubt she would,  like most other police, have jumped on that verbal slip and pressed Clay for what he meant by it. Why he’d said it. But Cross had such patience. He let the suspect think that he’d got away with it, but there was also a doubt. Had they really? Cross just let it sit there, festering.

      Then he asked, ‘How was she?’

      ‘She seemed fine,’ Clay repeated.

      ‘You asked that when you spoke to her?’ Cross noticed that Clay had to think carefully about this answer. He was treading carefully now.

      ‘No. She just seemed fine. Relaxed,’ Clay said.

      ‘You got that impression from the phone call?’ asked Cross.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Maybe she was pleased to hear from you?’

      ‘Maybe, relieved even.’

      ‘”Relieved”? Why?’ Cross seemed thrown by this idea.

      ‘I don’t know. I never got the chance to ask her.’

      ‘Are you sure about that?’

      ‘It was a brief call. We made an arrangement to meet.’

      ‘Long enough for you to infer she was pleased, relieved perhaps, to hear from you,’ said Cross. Nothing from Clay.

      ‘Are you sure you’re not confusing it with the conversation you had when you met her?’ Cross asked.

      ‘I’ve told you. I didn’t meet her,’ Clay insisted.

      ‘Oh, that’s right,’ Cross said. He then read from his notes carefully, ‘You saw someone else there and changed your mind. Driving off in a hurry and damaging a parked car.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Something which, of course, you declined to inform us of. In fact, when asked about it directly you denied any such thing had happened,’ Cross pointed out. No response from Clay.

      ‘Juries don’t look on an accused favourably if they’re shown to have lied during the interview, and only tell the truth when faced with incontrovertible evidence. It makes them question how reliable all their answers and statements are. All of them, which will obviously have no little effect on their decision when it comes to a verdict. All the “no comments” to questions the accused later answers when it looks like they have no choice, plant a little doubt in the jury’s mind as to the veracity of the accused’s versions of events.’ Cross let this preamble settle with Clay before going on.

      ‘Malcolm, were you in the Carpenter house on the date in question,’ he asked. Again? Seriously? Clay looked at Cross trying to read him. It had become a poker game. Was he bluffing? Did he really have anything or was he trying to push Clay into admitting something?

      ‘No. I was not,’ Clay said.

      ‘Have you ever been in their home?

      ‘No.’

      ‘You’re sure about that?’

      ‘How many times are you going to ask?’ said Clay, getting frustrated.

      ‘Oh he’ll go on and on until he’s satisfied you’re telling the truth,’ said Ottey with a hint of warning.

      ‘I am. I wasn’t there. I’ve never been there!’

      ‘So, if that were true, there’s no possibility that we could provide evidence that you were there?’ Cross asked.

      ‘No.’

      Cross took the photograph of the footprints from the crime scene and placed them carefully in front of Clay.

      ‘For the tape, I am showing Mr Clay a photograph of footprints found at the murder scene of Hilary Carpenter’s murder. The forensic officer at the time was able to conclude that the prints undoubtedly belonged to the killer. Because of the proximity to the body and the angle of their presentation,’ said Cross. Clay said nothing.

      ‘They weren’t able to use them to identify the killer because, as you can no doubt see, they are flat-soled. Probably leather. No discernible tread. There can you see?’ he pointed this out to Clay even though it was perfectly obvious, and in a way that sounded like he thought Clay might genuinely be as interested as he was.

      ‘These are from the original crime report, there you can see the log numbers in the corner of each picture. But that’s not where we came across them. No, they were in Leonard’s backpack. We couldn’t work out what he was doing with them. Then we discovered that he’d come across some new technology. It had been staring us in the face for ages. Wojtchak had sent it to Leonard. But it was in Polish, and we thought it was a shopping voucher. It completely threw us, as I’m sure you can imagine. But it was the article on the other side. So silly,’ Cross shook his head, seemingly at the folly of this, how amusing it was in hindsight. It was as if he assumed Clay would find it just as amusing. Which of course he didn’t.

      Cross continued. ‘This technology was in Australia of all places. A 3D scanning process which could make a model of the footprint. Why is that important, you may be thinking; that was certainly our first thought. If there’s no tread, what does that tell us? Well that’s the brilliant thing. It’s not about the shape of the footprint, it’s more to do with the depth. The scan generates numbers which measure the pressure going through the feet. They are always different; sometimes it’s minuscule, but it can tell you all sorts of different things about the shoe-wearer.’

      Cross stopped briefly, to make sure that Clay was following and taking all this in.

      ‘It’s ingenious; they can identify people with arthritis in one hip, a leg shorter than another or… someone wearing a prosthetic leg. The difference then, as I’m sure you of all people can imagine, is much more pronounced,’ he went on.

      Silence.

      ‘We’ve had this photograph scanned in this way and it tells us, quite clearly, that the person who made these footprints, who killed Hilary Carpenter, had a prosthetic leg. The left one, to be exact. Which leg are you missing, Malcolm?’ Cross asked.

      Clay didn’t give Cross the pleasure of an answer.

      ‘Even taking into account the weight I’m sure you’ve put on in the intervening fifteen years, the ratio of differential will be exactly the same. The techs are crunching the numbers as we speak. They are quite miraculous with what they can come up with,’ said Cross.

      Clay looked at Cross, trying to make up his mind whether it was game over, and if that was the case what were his options.

      ‘In the light of this evidence, I’d like to speak with my client,’ said the lawyer.

      ‘No,’ said Clay ‘Let’s not draw this out any longer than need be. I’ll make a statement.’ And so he did.
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      It poured out of Clay in a torrent;  a cascade of information. It felt like an unburdening. Like a pressure valve had been loosened. The relief palpably visible in his face, thought Cross. As if maintaining this front, this wall around a dreadful act and the subsequent living the lie, had been an intolerable strain all these years. Acting a part in public, maintaining a face, was something Cross could relate to. He did it on a daily basis, and he knew exactly how exhausting this could be.

      Clay had arranged to see Hilary. Cross was puzzled that there was no evidence of this appointment, in her diary, on the planner. He thought she must have wanted to keep it from her family. How tragic. If she’d made a note of it, the murder would have been solved a long time ago, and Leonard would not only still be alive but would have probably worked on happily towards retirement and, though grieving, enjoyed what was left of his life. Instead he’d been driven out of his mind by an ineffective police investigation, that had been deliberately fudged to protect the killer. The SIO’s adopted son. One small calendar entry could have changed everything. Such momentous crimes like murder so often revolved around such minutiae.

      Hilary had been welcoming and kind to Clay. Solicitous, even. She made tea and they took it out into the garden. It was then that things took what Clay described as an “inexplicable” turn. He’d told her how grateful he was for her actions in the immediate aftermath of the accident. She told him that it was obvious that both his parents were dead and that she’d done her best to make sure that he couldn’t see them, putting herself between him and them, blocking his view. He’d had no idea she’d done this. But when he then apologised for his father causing the accident, she came out with a completely different version of events. After a considerable pause, she told him that to her mind she was completely responsible for what happened. She had slowed down before the bend to look at a text from her husband. She was almost stationary on the blind bend when Clay’s father came round the corner and ploughed into her at speed. He didn’t stand a chance. It had to be her fault but, when the inquest found otherwise… well, his father was dead, after all, as tragic as that was, so she said nothing.

      There was a moment as Clay tried to take this all in. Then he completely lost control. All the anger, the pain, the loss, it all flooded out. How could she have thought that was okay? His father may have been dead but he, Malcolm, was still alive. He had had to come to terms with the fact that, as he believed, his father had killed himself and his mother and left their son maimed and alone in the world. And in that moment he strangled her.

      ‘I stood there looking at her. I couldn’t believe what I’d done. I panicked. Ran,’ said Clay.

      ‘But you told Stuart,’ said Cross.

      ‘I did.’

      ‘And he sent you away.’

      ‘I think he felt in some way responsible. He got me the report because I’d badgered him for years. He promised he’d get it for me when I was twenty-one. I should’ve just left the whole thing alone. Let it be. My parents were dead. Nothing was going to change that. I’d turned out alright. I got though all the ops. I could get around. People didn’t know. I was coping, but then again, I suppose I wasn’t.’

      He went on to confess to Leonard’s murder. MacDonald told him that Leonard had come back to Bristol with evidence proving that he, Clay, had murdered his wife. He’d had his suspicions years before but no-one had listened. Then he had disappeared. They thought that meant it was over. But it wasn’t. MacDonald knew where Leonard was in Bristol. Clay went down to Shaftesbury House to dissuade Leonard.

      ‘But you had no real intention of doing that?’ said Ottey.

      ‘I did. I think. But when I got there he and this other guy were already walking away. They were having an argument about a carrier bag full of cider. I followed them for a while trying to figure out what to do. Eventually they got into a fight on the Downs. Leonard decked the guy with the cider. Knocked him flat out. Then Leonard hovered over him; he was paralytically drunk, and I think he was trying to figure out what had just happened. I saw a chance. It seemed ideal. Two drunks have a fight, one of them is knocked out; when he comes round his mate is dead and he can’t remember what had happened. I was almost doing Leonard a favour to be honest – he was in a terrible state.’

      ‘Wow, an advocate for euthanising the homeless. Nice,’ said Ottey.

      ‘That’s not what I meant,’ said Clay.

      So that was that. A cold case solved; a new case concluded. Clay was charged. Carson was thrilled; all that remained to do was bring MacDonald in, and what would happen to him was a problem that would be dealt with at a far higher pay grade than his. It was something Carson could stand well back from, thankfully.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 48

        

      

    

    
      Ottey recognised the look as soon as she came into his office. Something was troubling Cross. He wasn’t done yet. As exasperating as this was - at the successful conclusion of not one but two cases, where staff who had been involved were already making arrangements for a celebratory drink at their habitual watering hole - she had learnt, by now, that his worries were always worth listening to. She also smiled as she imagined Carson’s reaction once he heard that his ‘special project’, as others sometimes referred to Cross, wasn’t happy.

      ‘What is it?’ she asked. He didn’t answer. She hadn’t knocked, so had invited herself in when he was in the middle of a train of thought he didn’t want to lose track of. She’d have to wait. She sat down opposite him. A full five minutes passed before he spoke. If this lengthy silence was meant to get rid of her, it had failed.

      ‘Do you need anything?’ he asked.

      ‘No, we’re going to pick MacDonald up in the morning. Will you be coming along?’ she inquired.

      ‘I don’t think so.’

      ‘I thought you might enjoy it.’ She regretted saying this almost as soon as she had said it.

      ‘I can safely say I have never enjoyed a single arrest I have ever made. What makes you think I’d enjoy this one?’

      ‘Well, with your history, you and MacDonald…’ she went on.

      ‘Which has nothing to do with this case.’

      ‘Forget I said anything. We’re off to the pub to celebrate and watch the game apparently.’

      ‘What game?’

      ‘League Cup. First leg was the night of Leonard’s murder, remember?’

      ‘Of course,’ he said quietly.

      ‘Anyway, I know you never come along but I thought it polite to ask,’ she said.

      Cross had no idea why it was polite for her to ask a question she already knew the answer to, but he was too tired to ask. With a little time on his hands he decided to get some organ practice in. The church was empty when he got there, which was unsurprising. He settled into the organ loft and played through some favourite Bach pieces to warm up. He then went straight into the Saint-Saëns he was having a little trouble mastering. It was in the middle of this piece that he realised what was troubling him about Clay. It was his confession to Leonard’s murder. It had been very different to that of Hilary’s murder. Then he’d taken the time to relate what had happened. Picturing it as he spoke carefully, not wanting to miss out any detail. The Leonard confession had been too straightforward, rehearsed, a recitation of a learned script. The rhythm was too fluid, too perfect. No pauses for thought. It was like a narrative that he’d learnt, and that he was sticking to. Then it hit Cross. The break in their routine that he’d missed. It had been there all the time. Malcolm Clay hadn’t killed Leonard Carpenter, and Cross needed to figure out who had, and quick.

      He was so deep in thought he didn’t notice the polite applause that emanated from the church pews as he finished playing. When he came down he was greeted by Stephen, which wasn’t in itself unusual, but the five women forming a semi-circle behind him certainly were.

      ‘George, I want you to meet the committee,’ said Stephen.

      ‘The committee for what?’ Cross asked.

      ‘The recital committee,’ one of the women said enthusiastically. Cross looked to the priest for further elaboration.

      ‘I decided if we’re going to do this thing, let’s do it properly. So we’ve formed a committee to share the load,’ Stephen said.

      ‘Do what “thing”?’ asked Cross.

      ‘The recital.’

      Cross couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He thought he’d made it abundantly clear that he wasn’t prepared to play for anyone.

      ‘This is what is commonly known as an ambush George. Designed to put you on the spot. In an impossible position so that you can’t possibly say no,’ the priest continued gleefully.

      ‘I can’t discuss this at the present time,’ said Cross.

      ‘Excellent, well that’s a start.’

      ‘What is?’

      ‘You saying that there’s something to discuss.’

      ‘I said no such thing.’

      ‘If now isn’t convenient, that’s perfectly understandable. Why don’t we arrange a time to meet?’ said the priest.

      Would this man never give up? Cross acceded to meeting the following Tuesday evening, which would give him enough time to formulate a good argument, or arguments, against having a recital of any kind – certainly not with him at the keyboard. He excused himself and left. Stephen was very pleased. For him, this was progress. The first objective of the campaign had been successfully achieved – talks.

      After a brief visit to Shaftesbury House and a glance at the Bristol City FC website, Cross went to bed, satisfied that he had the answer.
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      Early next morning, Ottey arrived at the MacDonald house. She was accompanied by another car and two uniforms. When MacDonald answered the door he was already showered, shaved and in his overcoat. This man still had friends in the force who had kept him informed of all developments. Ottey cautioned him and arrested him on suspicion of perverting the course of justice. None of it seemed to surprise him; it was as if he was resigned to it, and maybe a little relieved. Which couldn’t be said of what happened next.

      Cross appeared on his bicycle. He dismounted and carefully leant it against the wall. He then took the unnecessary step of padlocking the bike. It was all part of his routine. Nothing would make him deviate from this. He removed his helmet and the Day-Glo bike clips round his ankles. When all of this was done he turned to see Ottey staring at him.

      ‘Come to gloat, Cross?’ MacDonald asked.

      ‘George…?’ Ottey said, not at all sure what to add to this inquiry, ‘I thought you weren’t coming.’ Another patrol car pulled up and two more uniforms got out.

      MacDonald and Ottey were standing between Cross and the house, where Sheila MacDonald was standing in the open doorway. Cross indicated that he wanted to get past.

      ‘Would you excuse me?’ he said, then walked past them up to the front door, followed by the two newly-arrived policemen. Ottey and MacDonald looked on as he walked up to Sheila and stood in front of her. She had a look that was familiar to Cross. The realisation that it was, as she had known all along it would be at some point, over.

      ‘Sheila MacDonald, I am arresting you on suspicion of the murder of Leonard Carpenter. Anything you say…’ and he read her her rights. They then escorted her to the patrol car and put her in the back. MacDonald shouted at Cross.

      ‘But you have a confession.’

      ‘And how would you know that, Mr MacDonald?’ asked Cross.

      ‘It was Malcolm. He killed them both. He told us everything.’

      At the end of the day, after a short interview with Sheila, in which she confessed to killing Leonard, Carson was standing in Cross’ office, eager for an explanation. Ottey had already been filled in. In the outer office, several detectives from other cases and departments were discussing the day’s events with the odd respectful glance in Cross’ direction. The enigma had yet again added to his mysterious rep.

      He explained to Carson how he’d been unhappy with the manner of Clay’s confession. It was a story he must’ve agreed with the MacDonalds, and that if the police managed to pin Hilary’s murder on him, he’d take the fall for Leonard’s. He felt he owed them everything, and that this was a mess of his own making which he would take the rap for.

      ‘Quite honourable, if you think about it,’ Cross gave Carson a look which others might have construed as pejorative disbelief, but was in fact him just trying to make sure that Carson was being serious.

      ‘I couldn’t believe it when Stuart said that man was back. We thought it was all over. The whole thing was tragic: the accident, Malcolm’s actions. But it was over, we’d got through it, and now here he was, back again. I recognised him at Shaftesbury House. I volunteer there twice a week. I decided to try and talk to him. The night he was arguing with Badger, I followed them, right up onto the Downs. That’s when they had the fight and I saw a way out for Malcolm,’ Sheila MacDonald said in her interview.

      It was basically as Malcolm had described it, just with her as the protagonist. Cross had remembered they went to City matches religiously. The night Leonard was murdered was the first leg of the League Cup, Ottey had reminded him. Malcolm had a box with an advertisement for his car franchise on the front. It’s where he entertained customers and MacDonald, unfailingly. The man who had taken him to every home game as a child. They were at the game, not at the house. Cross has several witnesses placing them there. Sheila wasn’t at the house either. They had been her alibi, not the other way round. Not Malcolm’s alibi. She was at Shaftesbury House that night. ‘Funny thing about shelters and hostels. They may have no idea who passes through their doors looking for a roof or a meal, but anyone who has anything to do with the kitchens and the food. They all have to log in. They even have to have a food safety certificate. She was there that night. The night she killed Leonard.’

      ‘Well done George. Really well done. Are you coming to the pub? Just this once, make an exception?’ asked Carson.

      Cross looked at Ottey, and the response she always suggested he try and use in situations like this, however difficult he found it, came to mind.

      ‘No thank you. But thank you so much for asking,’ he said.

      She smiled. Maybe he was beginning to learn after all. But his mind had already wandered elsewhere. He had decided the time had come for him to tackle a complex piece by Buxtehude.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

    

  


  
    
      If you enjoyed The Dentist I’d be really grateful if you could leave an honest review on Amazon. As a new author it makes such an enormous difference to the success of a book to get reviews - it makes the book much more visible to readers.

      Be sure to look out for the next book in the DS Cross series The Cyclist which is published on September 2nd.

      I’m writing a memoir about my career in the movies and TV from Sherlock Holmes to Shrek. It’s called  “IN THE CAN - my life and dimes in the movies”. Sign up to get some FREE chapters before it’s published.

      CLICK HERE  https://mailchi.mp/pentonvillepictures/0j4ff4nahj

      Thanks again for reading.
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