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Monday 1st April


Morning sunlight splinters through a ruptured cloud and scatters rays of warmth over the countryside. An old stone farmhouse, etched and grizzled by countless seasons, stands tall, proud. Its silhouette creates a silent, defiant flag against the canvas of rolling fields and serene hills. Three barns craft an aesthetically pleasing semi-circle at the end of a driveway. Behind the barns, stand holding pens and stockyards. Various vehicles and farming machinery, all in good condition, strew the periphery of the farmyard. 
It’s been a cold start to spring but the boffins at the meteorological department have promised two weeks of unusually warm weather. The British public are hopeful, yet typically sceptical of the prediction. They’ve been fooled too many times before.
Adam Rushford is working in the main machinery barn, fixing an issue with a tractor. It’s his favourite place to be, and he’s set it up as his primary location, his office. A fridge, kettle, and a small camp table are all he needs to keep him happy. That, and to be left alone to perform his delegated chores. He has his phone blue-toothed to a speaker which is playing a compilation of Britpop tunes from a time which came and went all too quickly.
He tightens the last spark plug, then climbs into the cab of the tractor and presses the ignition button. The engine coughs and splutters, rumbles and shakes, before finally settling into a steady diesel growl. Adam cocks his head to one side and listens. It’s running smooth. Another job well done. He turns the engine off and jumps from the cab. It’s nearly nine, and he’s been on the go since six. His stomach groans as he heads to the fridge and pulls out a Tupperware box containing various snacks. He places it on the table, rinses his hands under a tap above an ancient Belfast sink, then dries them on a towel in desperate need of a hot, soapy wash.
The squeak of the farmhouse door reminds him of another job to add to his list. It needs a drop of oil on the hinges. Turning, he sees her. Swallowing hard, he resists the urge which is deep within him. Sauntering to the entrance of the barn, he gazes out. With her back to him, the boot of the car rises into the air, and she throws a large suitcase inside. A click and the rear door automatically closes. She scurries around the driver’s side and pulls open the door, throwing a furtive gaze up into the hills and fields behind the farmhouse. Her chest rises, then slowly releases. Instinctively, she casts one last glance at her home, then behind towards the barn. She spots Adam. Her lips curl. Anxiety and nervousness ambush her smile. A half wave. He reciprocates with a nod. She blinks, climbs into the car, starts the engine, and drives away. Adam closes his eyes as a surge of emotions swamp him. With his appetite unceremoniously doused, he puts the Tupperware box back in the fridge, makes a cup of tea, and lights a cigarette.
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He smells fresh, clean. His aftershave is subtle, yet complex, with a faint citrus piquancy. She’ll miss him a little. 
‘When you’re settled, let me know where you are. If you run short, I can help out.’
Laura picks at her thumb as she stares through the windscreen at the gravel road ahead. 
‘Hmm…’ she murmurs, her mind a million miles away.
His voice hardens. ‘Laura, did you hear what I said?’
‘What? Yes. Yes, I did. Thanks for the offer, but my whereabouts will remain unknown forever. And I won’t need your help financially. I’ll never be indebted or indentured to a man again.’
Her words contain no malice, but there is a quiet determination to them.
‘We’re not all the same, you know,’ he replies tenderly.
She drops her head onto the steering wheel, sighs, and turns to him, offering a wisp of a smile.
‘I know you’re not. I better get going. It’s a long drive.’
Leaning in, he plants a gentle peck on her cheek. ‘This is it, then.’ He pushes open the door and steps out. ‘Take care, Laura, and good luck with everything.’
‘Thanks. I hope all goes well with your wedding.’
He ambles towards his Volvo V90 parked up at the side of a drystone wall. The engine purrs. Releasing the handbrake, the tyres scrunch over gravel, creating a comforting sound, counteracting his dark thoughts.
She watches in the rearview mirror as his car trundles up the bumpy hill, rounds a bend and disappears. Pressing a button, the window slides down. Turning to her right, she breathes in the fresh air imbued with a heady scent of heather and musky earth. A skylark, unseen, warbles frenetically accompanied by the distant bleating of lambs. Sunshine highlights lichen and moss on cold, hard walls. Verdant fields encompass her in a sea of emerald. She notices a figure high up on Clegg Ridge. Laura waves at the stranger, but it goes unnoticed. Pulling out her phone, she taps at an app.
‘Laura’s journal. The first of April.’ She chuckles to herself. ‘Hmm… the irony—April Fool’s Day. Is that a good or bad sign? It’s a good sign.’ Relaxing back in her seat, she expels a breath of air, releasing the tension. ‘It’s been a long time coming, but today, the egg has finally hatched. Inside is a baby chick—I’ve named it—Freedom.’ She glances over her shoulder at the winding track which leads to the farmhouse in the distance, her prison, for the best part of twenty years. An unexpected spasm of panic curtails her thoughts. ‘I’ll continue this tomorrow, whilst I’m walking along the beach.’
She cocks her ear as the rumble of an engine grows louder. The vehicle rounds the corner and stops inches away from her car… bumper to bumper.
‘Shit! What now? I didn’t plan for this.’
She throws her phone onto the dashboard and fumbles for the keys in the ignition.
He alights from the car and approaches.
‘Oh no, it’s him.’
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Tuesday 2nd April


DCI Frank Finnegan gazes out of his office window at the trawlers moored on the River Esk. His eyes may be focused on the picturesque scene below, but his mind is thinking about potatoes. To be precise, he’s wondering whether to bite the bullet and plant his seed potatoes this week. The weather forecast indicates a warm spell, which is unusual in early April, especially in North Yorkshire. But if the forecast is correct, it would give his little King Edward spuds a jump start. Although, he hasn’t forgotten the weather prediction five years ago, which anticipated a balmy two weeks at the start of April. Galvanised into action, he planted early, only for the warm weather to fizzle out, replaced by an icy arctic blast which shrivelled his tender budding shoots. 
Voices interrupt his train of thought, and he glances through to the incident room as DS Zac Stoker and DC Clem Dinkel enter. He can’t hear exactly what their conversation is about, but by Zac’s countenance, he appears less than enamoured with something Dinkel has said, or done… or possibly just because Dinkel is… well, Dinkel.
‘I’ve never known a more innocent, naïve copper in all my days,’ he murmurs to himself. ‘I’m not sure he’s cut-out for CID, but I have to give him a fair shake of the sauce bottle.’ He rises and taps on the window and motions for the pair to enter.
Zac walks in, shaking his head. ‘Give me strength,’ he grumbles, in his soft Scottish brogue as DC Dinkel follows behind, contrition plastered over his face.
‘I said I’m sorry. What else can I say?’ Dinkel pleads.
‘Problem?’ Frank asks.
Zac is still shaking his head. ‘Aye. One big problem.’
‘What’s happened?’
‘I parked up outside and old clubfoot here, gets out of the car, shuts the door, loses his balance and stumbles backwards. Snapped the passenger wing mirror clean off.’
Dinkel holds his arms out. ‘It was an accident, Mr Finnegan. It could have happened to anyone.’
‘Incorrect! It could only happen to you, Dinkel,’ Zac snaps. ‘You’re the most cack-handed, gormless, accident-prone cock-muppet I’ve had the misfortune to come across.’
‘I think that’s a little unfair.’
‘I tell you what’s unfair: I was driving the car. I signed the keys out. Which means it’s Muggings Murphy here who has to fill out all the bloody paperwork as to the who, whys, and wherefores relating to the damage to the vehicle. Don’t you think there’s enough bloody paperwork in this job without you adding to it?’
‘I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.’
‘Yeah? I wouldn’t put my house on it. With you, Dinkel, anything is possible.’
Frank waves his hands up and down, indicating for everyone to chill out. ‘Boys, boys, everyone calm the farm. In the grand scheme of things, it is but a trifle.’
‘A trifle?’ Dinkel quizzes, obviously only accustomed to the dessert and not the original meaning of the word.
Frank closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. ‘How long have you been with us, Dinkel?’
‘In two weeks from today it will be four months, Mr Finnegan, sir.’
Frank opens his eyes and rubs pensively at his chin. ‘Four months, huh? Seems a lot longer,’ he reflects.
Dinkel stands erect and pushes his chest out. ‘Thank you, sir!’
‘Aye, four months going on four bloody years,’ Zac murmurs.
Dinkel winces in pain and pokes a finger in his ear. ‘Ouch!’
‘What’s the matter now?’ Frank enquires.
‘I keep getting a jabbing pain in my ear.’
‘Count your blessings, sunshine. I keep getting a jabbing pain in my ar…’
‘Okay, Zac,’ Frank reprimands. ‘Let’s move on, shall we?’ His junior officers compose themselves as Frank shuffles a few papers on his desk and relaxes in his chair. ‘Zac, how are you going with the suspected cattle rustling case I gave you last Friday?’
Zac huffs. ‘Not good. I’ve called around to all the farms in the area. I’ve been out with patrol twice and navigated the highways and byways in the vicinity and there’s no sign of them. I reckon they’re long gone. And to be fair, Frank, five missing Belted Galloway steers is not usually the remit of CID.’
‘As I explained last week, the cattle belong to Mr Bartlett, a respected local farmer, and councillor. I heard on the grapevine he’ll be running for mayor at the next council elections. It’s good practice to keep these people sweet. We must work together. And furthermore, there is the possibility those steers are wandering around on the roads. We must think of the safety of motorists, not to mention the monetary value of the cattle.’
Zac is in a head shaking mood. ‘I don’t know what more I can do. I reckon they’ll be in a different county by now… or a butcher’s shop window.’
Frank grunts. ‘Hmm… I bumped into my snout last night, Rizzo, at the Prince Of Wales… unfortunately,’ he reflects.
‘And?’ Zac probes.
‘He said a small group of Pikeys have taken up residence on land belonging to Mrs Galbraith. She owns High House Farm in Danby. As the crow flies, it’s only about five miles from her farm to Bartlett’s place.’
‘Two things, Frank: I don’t think you can use the term Pikeys these days. It’s classed as derogatory. And secondly, I scoured Mrs Galbraith’s farm last week.’
Frank is perturbed. ‘Since when did the term Pikeys become politically incorrect?’ he groans.
Zac scratches his cheek. ‘I’m no expert, but I’d say about nineteen-seventy-two. It’s Travellers, or Romani, at least at the moment. Although, you need to tread carefully there, as one is an ethnic group and the other is a lifestyle choice.’
Frank huffs, bamboozled by the modern world. ‘Kiss my blue arse. I suppose you’re right,’ he sighs. ‘We shouldn’t put labels on people. I’ll call them Gypsies, then I can’t go wrong. No one can be offended by that, can they.’ It was a statement, not a question.
‘Erm…’ Zac hesitates, then drops the matter. Old dogs, new tricks… that sort of thing.
‘Anyway, back on track. The Gypsies only moved on site over the weekend, so I want you and Dinkel to pay them an unexpected visit. See if you can catch them red-handed… ahem, not that I’m suggesting they are responsible for the missing cattle. But let’s remove them from the equation… or not, whichever the case may be. Mr Bartlett said those steers were hand-reared, which means they’ll be a lot easier to handle.’
‘Me and Dinkel, you say?’ Zac stammers.
‘Aye.’
Zac turns to Dinkel. ‘Can you give me and Frank a moment? I need to discuss a private matter with him. In fact, fill the car up with petrol. I noticed we were getting low.’
‘Roger Daltrey, that!’ he replies in a cheery tone. He exits the office whistling a discordant rendition of Eleanor Rigby, although it could be the winter movement from Vivaldi’s Four Seasons. Only Dinkel would know.
‘Get it off your chest,’ Frank states.
‘He’s driving me insane! If it’s not his clumsiness, then it’s his bloody whistling, or his Roger Daltrey, that.’
‘He’s a young copper.’
‘He’s a young twat.’
Frank exhales heavily and massages his neck. ‘Have you forgotten what you were like when you first moved across to CID?’
‘I’ll admit I was a bit green, but Dinkel is greener than Kermit the Frog after a stag weekend in Benidorm. He’s a liability, Frank.’
‘He’ll get better. Give him time. I suggest you show a bit more patience and offer encouragement. It can work wonders. Right, are you still here? I thought you had some Gypsies to check out?’
‘Aye, okay,’ Zac says, dispirited, as he pulls at the door. ‘Where’s Prisha, by the way?’
‘She’s on her way to Church Houses with PC Pembroke. A suspected suicide.’
‘Oh, nasty. Rather her than me.’
‘Aye. It’s always tragic. The things some poor souls go through. Oh, and Zac, watch yourself with those Gypsies. They’re wily buggers, and slippery as eels.’
Zac snorts derisively. ‘The day a Gypsy pulls the wool over my eyes is the day I hand in my warrant card.’
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Prisha steers the car off the main road onto a gravel track and passes a homemade signpost which reads—Hutton Farm 2 Miles—followed by an arrow. Enthralled by the scenery, she experiences a rush of optimism despite the grisly task which awaits her. 
‘The landscape never fails to take my breath away,’ she gushes, grinning at PC Kylie Pembroke in the passenger seat.
Kylie is less enthused. ‘Meh… I can take it or leave it. It’s all pretty barren to me.’
‘Barren! It’s anything but barren. Look at the hills and valleys interspersed with bushes and trees. Winding creeks and rivers, small lakes, wide valleys. It’s absolutely stunning.’
‘You see it differently. I’ve lived here all my life so I’m used to it,’ she replies, peering out of the window at a scene she would describe as boring.
‘Do you know what I’d like to do right now?’
‘What?’
‘Stop the car, put my running gear on and go for a three-hour jog over the moors. I can’t think of anything better.’
‘I can’t think of anything worse! Oh, apart from this,’ she adds, pointing ahead as an ambulance approaches, slowly navigating the undulating track.
Prisha pulls the car over to the side to let it pass. ‘And there goes the deceased, I suspect.’
Kylie looks at her notes. ‘Not a lot to go on. A white female, mid-thirties. I hate suicides. It always sticks with me for days.’
‘I’m the same.’
‘What makes them do it?’
‘Not sure. Maybe the pain of living is greater than the fear of death. It’s bloody sad. And it’s so hard to spot. You never know what’s going on inside someone’s head, no matter how well you know them.’
The car climbs a steep incline and rounds a bend hemmed in on either side by drystone walls. They both spot a small rectangular area dead ahead, cordoned off with police tape. A small cavalcade of vehicles is parked on a grass verge. Inside the cordon is a member from forensics, crouching, studying something on the ground. Outside the barrier is a solitary uniformed police officer standing next to her patrol car.
‘The forensic team is ahead of the game,’ Prisha notes as she parks up and unclips her seatbelt. Both women exit the car and take in their surroundings. The track continues rising to a peak in the distance. At the top, an old farmhouse can be seen, like a sentry guarding its domain. To their right is the cordoned off area, and beyond that is another much smaller and narrower trail which intersects two boundary walls. It rises to a crest, then disappears.
The uniformed officer saunters over to Prisha and Kylie.
Prisha flashes her warrant card. ‘I’m DI Kumar and this is PC Pembroke,’ she says with a warm smile.
The young female officer nods in deference. ‘PC Davies, ma’am.’
Prisha walks to the back of the car and lifts the boot. ‘What have we got?’ she asks.
‘A woman mid to late thirties found in a car, about two hundred metres over there,’ she says, pointing at the narrow trail. ‘You see the hump? The vehicle is on the other side, about a hundred metres further on.’
‘Out of sight,’ Prisha notes.
‘The rest of the forensics team is already there.’
‘Who’s the lead?’
‘Charlene Marsden.’
‘Oh, good,’ Prisha says as she pulls out protective overalls wrapped in clear plastic and hands a set to Kylie. ‘Who found her?’
The officer nods to a brown Saab parked some distance away. ‘Alice Varley. A professional photographer. She was up on the moors taking scenic photographs early this morning. As she headed back to her car, she liked the look of the narrow track. Thought it would make a good photo shoot. As she searched for a suitable place to set up, she noticed the vehicle and found it odd, so went to investigate.’ The officer pulls out a notepad and studies it. ‘A black Volkswagen Passat Estate. It had a hose attached to the exhaust leading into the back window. The female was unresponsive in the driver’s seat,’ she explains putting her notepad away.
Prisha frowns as she slips into her bunny suit and steps into a pair of booties, then pulls the hood up and tucks her hair inside it. ‘Carbon monoxide poisoning?’
‘Appears so, ma’am.’
‘Is that unusual?’ Kylie asks.
‘Yes, it is… especially for a female. Any ID on the victim?’
‘Not sure, ma’am. I checked for vital signs when arriving first on the scene. There wasn’t. I then cordoned the area off, and shortly after, the paramedics arrived.’
‘Was she still warm?’
‘No, ma’am. Icy cold and rigid.’
‘Hmm… possibly died a while ago, then.’
‘It appears so. But I’m no expert.’
‘At what time did the photographer discover the body?’
‘About eight-thirty this morning. I have taken all her details and got a set of fingerprints on the mobile scanner. According to her account, she didn’t enter the vehicle, just knocked on the window. You may want to question her again, though. She was pretty shaken up when I spoke to her.’
‘Yes, I will. Thanks constable. Oh, why is that area cordoned off over there?’ she quizzes, nodding towards the forensics guy, who is now taking photographs of the ground.
‘Possible tyre tread.’
[image: image-placeholder]Prisha and Kylie duck under the tape and stare at the scene. Five forensic officers are busy at work performing their dark arts.  
Charlene Marsden saunters up to them. ‘Morning Prisha, Kylie. And I thought today would be beautiful. Spring in the air and a warm spell on the way,’ she reflects wistfully.
‘Morning, Charlene,’ Prisha says, studying the vehicle. Her eyes wander along the black hosepipe which is trapped inside the car by the back window. It snakes along the side of the bodywork to the rear, where it joins with a wider piece of poly-pipe, which is attached to the exhaust with a metal collar. ‘What are your initial thoughts, Charlene?’ Prisha asks as she circumnavigates the car.
‘On first sight, it appeared obvious. Some poor, unfortunate young woman had reached the end of her tether for whatever reasons. But…’ She breaks off as Prisha peers through the passenger side window.
‘That’s odd. She was sitting in the driver’s seat, right?’ Prisha asks, frowning.
‘Yes, that’s correct.’
‘And yet, her left shoe is in the passenger side footwell. Does the shoe match what was on her right foot?’
‘Yes,’ Charlene says. ‘And, if you care to look in the back.’
Prisha’s eyes fall upon a suitcase lying in the car’s boot. Her face wrinkles as she speaks her thoughts. ‘If you were intending to end your life, why would you have a suitcase with you?’
‘Maybe she’d been on the road, you know, travelling,’ Kylie offers.
‘I don’t think she’d travelled very far,’ Charlene says quietly.
‘Why?’ Prisha asks.
‘Her driving licence says she’s Laura Hutton. Address, Hutton Farm, Farndale East, North Yorkshire.’
The three women instinctively turn their heads and gaze upon the distant farmhouse.
‘Hutton Farm?’ Prisha asks.
Charlene shrugs. ‘Not sure. But if I was a betting woman, I’d put my lifesavings on it.’
‘So, she was either leaving or returning from somewhere,’ Prisha murmurs introspectively.
‘She was a bonny-looking woman,’ Charlene reflects. ‘A natural beauty. She looked like she was taking a catnap.’
‘Any obvious signs of injury to the body?’
‘None. The keys were in the ignition turned to the on position. The battery is dead and the fuel tank is empty. There was still smoke residue in the footwells. Carbon monoxide is heavier than air and will settle in low-lying places, despite the window being open slightly. Her mobile phone was on the dashboard. Another dead battery. I’d say she died some time ago. Possibly twelve to twenty-four hours or more. Rigor mortis had set in. But that’s merely my supposition, inspector. Don’t quote me on it. No doubt Doctor Whipple will furnish you with a more professional assessment once he’s performed the autopsy.’
‘I’m surprised Whipple isn’t here.’
‘He’s reluctant to attend suicides. Thinks his time can be better spent,’ Charlene explains.
‘He’s all heart, that man. Anyway, at the moment it’s an apparent suicide. In your experience, this mode of death, a hose to an exhaust pipe, how common is it?’
‘Extremely rare, especially for a woman. I’ve never come across an instance in the last forty years. Females usually end their life by poisoning, hanging, jumping from heights, or drowning. It’s even rare for men. I can think of only two other occurrences in my career.’
‘Right, come on, Kylie, we best re-interview the photographer, then pay a visit to Hutton Farm and see if there are any next of kin living there. Oh, the joys.’
‘I’ll send you my report as soon as I have it,’ Charlene calls out to them.
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Alice Varley pours herself another cup of tea from her thermos flask, screws the lid back on and takes a sip. She leans against the side of her car, slightly wan, still traumatised by her ordeal. 
‘I’m sorry to go through it again, Ms Varley,’ Prisha explains, studying the woman who she calculates to be in her early sixties, comfortably off financially, and well educated.
‘That’s all right, inspector. I know you have a job to do, although I don’t know what I can tell you that I haven’t already told the young PC earlier.’
‘You never know. Different questions elicit different answers. I believe you run a photography business?’
‘Yes. Varley Photography based in Sandsend. I specialise in weddings, family portraits, anniversaries, that sort of thing.’
‘But you were out here this morning taking landscape photographs?’
‘Yes. It’s one of my favourite spots. I like this area of the moors as the contours are interesting and the intensity of the colours change depending on the time of day and the seasons. I set my equipment up below Clegg Ridge,’ she explains, pointing at a small hill to the west. ‘On a clear day, you can see the east coast and the North Sea.’
‘So, this is for pleasure?’
‘Yes, and no. Yes, it is for my pleasure and sanity, but I sell certain prints or put them onto merchandise: mugs, coasters, table mats, calendars.’
‘What time did you arrive this morning?’
‘Just before six. I parked down the track, close to the turnoff with the main road. I collected my gear and walked to Clegg Ridge. It’s about a thirty-minute trek. I took my meter readings and set up my tripod. I spent about ninety minutes in time-lapse, then packed up and headed back to my car.’
‘Sorry, time-lapse?’
‘Yes. The camera is on auto mode to take a shot at specific intervals. I set mine to three minutes. I wanted to capture the sun as it rose and moved across the sky. You can then import the images into editing software and create a video.’
‘I see,’ Prisha says as Kylie deftly takes notes. ‘And then you headed back to your car the same way you came?’
‘No. I spotted a fork in the trail, which looked easier underfoot. It led me here.’ She points towards a thinly disguised walking track ten feet away which leads back up into the hills. ‘I was fascinated with the two drystone walls opposite one another and the way the ground rises to a peak. I took shots from down below, then intended to position myself on top of the crest to take a series of shots looking back down the ridge. That’s when I spotted the car on the other side. It was obviously not a farm vehicle, and…’ she tapers off.
‘And what?’
‘I’m not sure. I had an eery feeling, like something wasn’t quite right. It sent a shiver down my spine. Against my better judgement, I went to investigate.’
‘It wasn’t against your better judgement, Ms Varley. You did the right thing. If you hadn’t found her, then god only knows how long the poor woman may have been left undiscovered.’
Ms Varley offers her an appreciative smile. ‘Thanks.’
‘The time was around eight-thirty?’
‘Yes. That’s correct.’
‘You saw the vehicle, then what?’
‘I left my camera gear where it was and approached the car. As I neared, I saw the woman in the driver’s seat. She appeared to be asleep, and I breathed a sigh of relief. Until something caught my attention. The hosepipe coming out of the rear window. It was hard to see at first as it’s black against the black of the car. I took a closer look and saw it was connected to the exhaust pipe. I knew then what had happened. I banged on the driver’s window with my knuckles but got no response. I panicked and searched for my phone to call the police and ambulance, but I’d left it in my car. It was on charge as I was driving out here. I ran all the way back. Alas, I’m not as fit or nimble as I once was, and it must have taken me a good twenty minutes before I could raise the alarm. Maybe if I’d been quicker, I could have saved her.’
‘We think she’s been dead for quite some time before you found her, Ms Varley. Please don’t blame yourself for any of this.’
She nods meekly and continues. ‘I waited at the junction for the police patrol to arrive, then followed it back up here in my car and directed the officer to the woman’s vehicle.’
‘Going back to when you approached the car. Was the engine running?’
‘No.’
‘Did you notice smoke in the car or smell fumes?’
‘No, I didn’t.’
‘Did you attempt to enter the vehicle or remove the hose?’
‘No… I’m sorry. Should I have?’
Prisha offers her a reassuring smile. ‘It’s best you didn’t. It preserves the scene. The woman has been dead for some time, so there was nothing you could do to save her.’
‘Do you know who she was?’
‘I’m sorry. We can’t divulge that information until we’ve informed the next of kin. Had you ever seen the woman before, in passing?’
She shakes her head. ‘No, I hadn’t. She seemed so peaceful.’
‘When you were on Clegg Ridge taking the time-lapse photographs, did you notice anyone down here or see any vehicles?’
‘No. It’s quite a distance away, and I’d focussed my camera towards the southeast. I’ve taken a quick look at the photos through the viewfinder and the camera captured nothing but scenery. Definitely no people or vehicles. Although, to be honest, once I’d set my camera up, I laid down on a picnic blanket and meditated.’ She pauses, mildly puzzled.
‘What is it?’
‘Actually, thinking back, I do recall hearing a vehicle.’
‘What sort of vehicle? A car, a motorbike?’
She pouts. ‘No. I’d say it was more like a truck, you know, a diesel engine. And it was clanking, rattling. But I suppose it may have come from the main road.’
‘I see.’ Prisha hands her a card. ‘If you think of anything else, then please call me on my mobile any time of day or night. And thanks for your patience, Ms Varley.’
‘Am I free to go?’
‘Yes. You’ve been very helpful.’
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The Ford Focus rattles and bumps up the hill as it nears the farmhouse. 
‘Get on your phone and check out Varley Photography on Google,’ Prisha says, as she swerves around a large pothole.
‘You don’t suspect Ms Varley of anything untoward, surely?’ Kylie says as she taps at her mobile.
‘The world is a strange place, and we only have her account of what happened. Let’s make sure she is who she purports to be. It’s called being thorough, constable. Remember Frank’s motto; everyone’s a suspect until they’re not.’
‘It appears like a straightforward suicide to me,’ Kylie replies, staring at her screen.
‘Appears is an ambiguous word. Reality is sometimes an illusion.’
Kylie taps at the screen on her mobile phone. ‘She has a website. Varley Photography. Address is in Sandsend. Weddings, portraits, anniversaries, there’s even a photo of her. Everything checks out, boss.’
‘Good. Right, now to break the bad news to some poor bugger,’ she says as the car passes a sign—Hutton Farm, then enters a neat, tidy farmyard. She parks up outside the house and both officers exit the car. ‘Looks like a neatly run operation,’ Prisha comments.
‘What do you mean?’
‘I’ve visited several farms since I moved to North Yorkshire and most of them have been in various states of dilapidation. You can tell how well a farmer is doing by the state of their machinery and outbuildings. And this farm appears to be a profitable enterprise.’
She raps on the front door and waits as she waggles her cheeks from side to side. She knocks again.
‘Doesn’t look promising,’ Kylie notes.
‘No,’ she says, glancing at her watch. ‘Most farmers don’t spend the day inside. He could be anywhere.’
‘How do you know it’s a male?’ Kylie says, sporting a grin.
‘You’re right. I’m jumping to conclusions, but I’ll bet you lunch it is.’
‘I’ll pass on the bet unless you give me odds.’
‘Can I help you?’ a voice bellows, startling both officers. They instinctively swing around to witness a young man standing in the doorway of a barn, wiping his hands on a grubby towel. They swiftly stride over to him.
‘I’m DI Kumar and this is PC Pembroke,’ Prisha says, flashing her ID.
‘Oh aye,’ the man responds in a slow Yorkshire drawl. ‘What can I do for you?’
Both women stare at him, hiding their instant attraction. He’s muscular, with curly blonde hair. A swarthy stubble highlights a strong jawline. His jeans are torn, and his vest is smeared in oil as a veneer of sweat glistens around his neck.
‘Ahem, I’m after a Mr Hutton?’ Prisha finally says, failing to hide her blushes.
‘What about?’ the man asks warily.
‘Are you Mr Hutton?’ she replies, refusing to answer his question.
He shakes his head. ‘Nah.’
‘But you have a name, I take it?’
‘Adam Rushford. Farmhand.’
‘Can you tell me where Mr Hutton is?’
‘Which one?’
‘Sorry?’
‘Which one—George Hutton or Simon Hutton?’
The question throws Prisha momentarily. ‘It’s regarding Laura Hutton. Is either Simon or George the husband of Laura, or are they all siblings?’
Adam’s eyes narrow to slits as a deep frown carves through his forehead. ‘Laura? What’s happened?’
‘Can you answer the question please?’ Prisha says, raising her voice.
He reluctantly complies. ‘Laura is married to George. Simon is George’s younger brother.’
‘And where are the brothers?’
‘They’re out in the fields. It’s a busy time of year. Lambing season.’
‘Can you call George, please and ask him to return to the house? I’m afraid we have some bad news.’
[image: image-placeholder]Prisha is sitting in a comfortable armchair opposite the husband, George Hutton, in a modern and tastefully decorated, large open-plan, kitchen-diner. Simon Hutton is seated in a chair next to his brother, who is slumped on a leather couch. The only noises are from a grandfather clock in the corner of the room, and from the kitchen, where Kylie is busy making everyone a cup of tea. Prisha has already broken the bad news to George. He appears to be in a state of shock. 
‘Here we go,’ Kylie says softly as she creeps into the proceedings, carrying a round tray containing the ubiquitous Yorkshire refreshment. Through grief, celebration, good times and bad, tea is always readily to hand. ‘George, tea?’ she offers kindly.
George throws his arm upwards, clipping Kylie’s arm, causing the tea to splosh onto the tray. ‘I don’t want bloody tea!’ he yells angrily, head down, staring at the carpet.
Kylie’s frightened eyes swivel onto Prisha, who quietly tilts her head, indicating for Kylie to retreat slightly.
‘Take it easy, George,’ Simon says as he leans across and pats his brother on the shoulder.
George flinches. ‘Don’t tell me to bloody calm down! It’s not your wife who’s topped herself! Get me a whisky,’ he demands.
‘George, it’s not even midday.’
‘I said get me a bloody whisky!’ he roars.
Simon silently shrugs and throws Prisha an apologetic glance, but rises and makes his way to a drink’s cabinet.
The ticking of the old grandfather clock is amplified in the silence. It suddenly emits a loud chime, marking the half hour. It infuriates George.
‘That damn clock!’ he yells, eyeing the object with fire in his eyes. ‘I tell you what, with her now gone, I’ll take an axe to that bloody thing,’ he snarls with venom.
Prisha swallows hard. She knows this will not be easy. ‘George, I’m afraid I need to ask you some questions,’ she says, putting on her most caring and concerned voice.
‘Questions? What bloody questions? It’s perfectly obvious what’s happened.’ He softens. ‘Christ, what a bloody time she picked. Right in the middle of lambing. As if I haven’t enough to contend with.’
His words are callous, but Prisha understands grief can take many forms. ‘George, when was the last time you saw Laura?’
Simon offers his brother a generous tumbler of whisky. It’s swiftly snatched from his hand as George necks it down in one and passes the glass back. ‘Get me another.’
‘George, I don’t think that’s a good…’
‘I said get me another, for Christ’s sake!’
Simon puffs out his cheeks, sighs, and heads back to the cabinet.
Prisha tries again. ‘Mr Hutton, George, the sooner you can furnish me with a few details, the sooner we can leave you in peace. I understand this is a very difficult time for you, but we need a little background information on your wife.’
‘She’s right,’ Simon says, handing over another glass of whisky. ‘The lass is only doing her job, George. Let’s get it over and done with.’
George cradles the glass. It resembles a thimble in his large hands and thick, scarred fingers.
‘What was the question?’ he finally says. For the first time, his eyes focus on Prisha.
‘The last time you saw Laura?’ she repeats.
‘Yesterday morning. I was up at five and she was still in bed. We finished in the fields about six-thirty, seven, last night and when we got back here, she wasn’t around.’
Prisha twitches. ‘And did she come home last night or early this morning?’ She immediately regrets her naïve and poorly phrased question.
‘If she had, then I’d have bloody seen her, wouldn’t I?’ he snaps before taking a gulp of liquid.
‘Yes, sorry. Were you concerned about her last night when you noticed her missing?’
‘I thought she’d done one of her disappearing tricks and gone to see that bitch on Lindisfarne.’
Prisha shoots Simon a glance.
‘He’s talking about Laura’s cousin, Fran Clegg. She lives on Holy Island, also known as Lindisfarne,’ Simon patiently explains.
‘Had there been an argument, a falling out?’ Prisha probes focussing on George.
‘Nothing more than usual. Monday is the day she’s allowed to go shopping for the weekly groceries.’
Prisha’s eyes widen but otherwise she hides her alarm. ‘Allowed?’
‘That’s what I said.’
‘I see,’ she replies. ‘Did Laura suffer from any mental problems: depression, anxiety?’
‘Oh, aye. There was always something wrong with her. It was plain for all to see.’
‘Was she on medication?’
‘No. Not to my knowledge. But who’d know with her?’
‘Can you tell me who her doctor is, George?’
‘Doctor?’
‘Yes, doctor, therapist, specialist?’
‘She didn’t have one.’
‘So, a professional did not clinically diagnose your wife with any mental issues?’
He snorts derisively. ‘Professionals! What do those buggers know? I tried calling her four or five times yesterday, but it went through to bloody voicemail. Hellfire! What a time she picked. Stupid cow. She’s done this on purpose. Three hundred bloody lambs and ewes out there in them fields and another hundred lambs due over the next two weeks. Do you know the amount of work involved in that?’ he snaps in an accusing manner.
Prisha stands and brushes her skirt down. ‘I’m sorry for your loss, George. Maybe it’s best we continue this talk another time. I can see you’re distressed.’ She nods at Kylie, who meekly edges forward.
‘George, we can arrange for a family liaison officer to come and stay with you if you’d like? Someone to talk to. To help with your grief, and to make you snacks and drinks. They can be a comfort.’
He explodes ‘Pigs arse! I don’t need no bloody strangers hanging around here!’
‘I’ll stay with him for the next few days,’ Simon Hutton says, as Prisha and Kylie make a move.
Prisha smiles at him and hands him her card as he escorts the officers to the front door. ‘We will need someone to come and formally identify the body,’ she explains in a whisper.
‘Aye, no problem. Whereabouts?’
‘Scarborough Hospital.’
‘Okay. I’ll get over there this afternoon. I apologise for my brother’s…’
‘No need for apologies. He’s in shock,’ Prisha says as she steps out into the farmyard, followed by Kylie. ‘Do Laura and George have children?’
‘No. They weren’t blessed in that department.’
‘What about Laura’s parents or siblings?’
‘She was an only child. Her mother died when she was a girl, and her father died about twenty years ago. The only close relative I know of is her cousin on Lindisfarne. I’ll call her in a while and break the news to her.’
‘If you don’t mind me asking, what’s the issue with the grandfather clock?’
Simon Hutton strokes his beard. ‘Bone of contention. It was Wallflower’s. Belonged to her father.’
‘Wallflower?’ Prisha probes, bemused.
‘Yes, Laura. It was my nickname for her. George hates the clock for some irrational reason. Thanks for everything, Inspector Kumar. It’s a thankless job you do, but I appreciate your understanding. And contact me anytime. I’ll take care of my brother.’
‘Thanks. You’ve been very helpful.’
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Prisha holds her head in her hands. 
‘That went well,’ Kylie comments, thankful to be out of the claustrophobic environment of the farmhouse.
‘It was brutal. I’ve witnessed many reactions to someone being informed of a loved one’s death, but nothing as angry and violent as that.’
‘I’m not sure he did love her from the things he said.’
‘For the moment, let’s give him the benefit of the doubt and put it down to shock.’
‘Can we get out of here? It’s giving me the creeps,’ Kylie says, peering around for invisible monsters.
‘Not yet. I want to have a word with the farmhand, Adam Rushford.’
‘Oh, yeah,’ Kylie grins. ‘Want to get his number, do you?’
‘I’m on duty, constable, and the idea never entered my head. But my god, is he fit or what?’
‘I’d jump his bones any day of the week, if I didn’t have a boyfriend, of course.’
‘You bloody harlot!’ Prisha laughs.
‘I’m only saying what you’re thinking.’
They saunter across the yard to the main barn sucking in the fresh warm air lightly billowing in from the surrounding hills. As they enter the shed, they spot Adam. He has a file in hand as he studiously drags it across the blade of a disc harrow. Looking up, he stops for a moment before continuing his work.
‘Adam, do you have a minute?’ Prisha calls out.
He takes a deep breath and places the file down on a workbench. ‘What’s happened to Laura?’ he asks, rubbing his hands together.
‘She was found in her car a few hours ago. It appears she may have taken her own life.’
‘What? No! How?’
‘A pipe connected to the car’s exhaust and fed through the back window?’
‘Whereabouts?’
‘About a mile or so down the track, out of sight, down a narrow trail between two stone walls.’
He thinks for a moment, computing the information. ‘Lower paddock,’ he mumbles.
‘Sorry?’
‘Lower paddock, that’s what it’s called. Those fields have been left fallow this year. Giving them a breather.’
Prisha isn’t exactly sure of the terminology, but she gets the gist. ‘Can you tell me the last time you saw Laura?’
He strokes at his stubble. ‘Yesterday morning, about nine.’
‘Did you speak with her?’
‘No. I saw her come out of the house and get in her car. Monday is her shopping day, regular as clockwork.’
‘Had you noticed any change in her demeanour lately?’
A shake of the head. ‘No.’
‘How long have you worked here?’
Puzzlement. ‘About seven years.’
‘Full-time?’
‘No. Casual, three days a week, usually. More if the boss… George, needs me.’
‘What are your duties?’
‘A general farmhand. Jack of all trades, master of none. I do all the niggly jobs around the place while the brothers are out playing farmers.’
‘I see. This is a delicate question.’
‘Go on.’
‘What was the relationship like between Laura and George Hutton?’
He shrugs. ‘Like any married couple, as far as I could tell.’
‘Meaning?’
‘Meaning, nothing.’
‘Did they argue or fight?’
‘Occasionally, but what couple don’t?’
‘How’s the farm doing, you know, financially?’
‘How the hell would I know? I’m a casual farmhand… lowest of the low.’
‘I understand you wouldn’t be privy to the farm’s finances, but would you say it’s a well run, profitable enterprise?’
He ponders the question. ‘Aye. I reckon they’re on a good crack. They work hard. Have a good reputation and they’ve always been fair to me. They both drive flash motors so they can’t be doing too badly, can they? Why are you asking me all this?’
‘Just trying to form a picture.’
‘You said it was suicide.’
‘Appears to be suicide.’
‘That means you’re not sure.’
‘Not until after the autopsy.’
‘Are we done? Only I have work to do.’
‘Yes, for now. Thanks for your time, Adam.’
He turns to head back to his chores. ‘For what it’s worth. There’s no way Laura would have taken her own life,’ he adds as an afterthought.
‘What makes you say that?’ Prisha queries, intrigued.
‘She had too much to live for.’
‘I’m sorry, but what do you mean?’
‘I mean, she was in good spirits these last few weeks. It would be out of character.’
[image: image-placeholder]As the officers head back to Whitby, they mull over their morning’s work. 
‘What a trio,’ Prisha states. ‘The angry, bitter husband. The caring, genial brother, and a drop-dead gorgeous farmhand who doesn’t give much away. What are your thoughts?’
‘Don’t know what to make of it all, really. It would have been a lonely existence for Laura. No family to speak of and stuck up here in the middle of nowhere. Maybe she suffered from bipolar disorder—you know, one day she’s up and about, full of the joys of life, the next day she crashes and falls into a funk. I have an uncle who suffers from bipolar, and you never know where you are with him.’
‘Good point. That would explain the discrepancies between George’s account of his wife, and Adam Rushford’s view of her.’
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Zac parks the Vauxhall Insignia at the side of the road, grabs a pair of binoculars from the back seat and exits the car. He focuses the glasses and scans the surrounding countryside, then pulls out his mobile and studies the GPS map. 
Dinkel joins him. ‘What are you doing?’
‘Reconnaissance.’
‘For?’
‘Can you remember why we’re out here in the back of beyond, Dinkel?’
He ponders the question carefully. ‘We’re looking for missing cattle.’
‘Aye, and what else?’
‘Oh, yes, Travellers, Romanies.’
‘Correct.’ He refocuses the binoculars and scours the horizon. ‘According to the GPS, that farmhouse way over yonder should be Mr Bartlett’s farm,’ he says, pointing to the northeast. ‘And the house about five miles to the west must be Mrs Galbraith’s place,’ he explains, again indicating into the distance.
‘That’s a hell of an area to cover,’ Dinkel replies, perturbed by the seemingly impossible task.
‘Aye, it is that, Dinkel. But in my experience, wherever there are Travellers, there’s a fire. It’s a matter of looking for smoke,’ he adds thoughtfully, studiously scanning the fields and hills. ‘Aha! Bingo!’ he yells, startling Dinkel. ‘Come on, sunshine, I think we have our quarry.’
[image: image-placeholder]After many wrong turns and dead ends, they spot around two dozen modern campervans and older caravans parked in a secluded field. Their car passes by a broken wooden gate hanging precariously by one hinge. The caravans are corralled into a semi-circle accompanied by numerous vehicles of all descriptions: four-wheel-drives, pickup trucks, small vans, transit vans and even a newish top of the range Mercedes. In the centre of the wagon fort is a smouldering fire with a metal tripod straddling it. There’s not a soul in sight. 
‘Doesn’t look promising,’ Dinkel notes, decidedly edgy, feeling out of his depth.
‘Don’t be fooled. A dozen pairs of eyes will be trained on us at this very moment.’
They step out of the car and walk into the centre of the camp.
‘Anyone home?’ Zac bellows at the top of his lungs.
There’s a creak of a door and a young, tall, handsome man, lithe and muscular, emerges from a large caravan and drops to the ground. Zac and Dinkel move towards him.
‘Can I be helping you fellows?’ The words roll off his tongue in rapid succession, laced with a lilting Irish brogue.
Zac flashes his card. ‘I’m DS Stoker, CID and this is my colleague DC Dinkel.’
The man squints and throws a suspicious glance at both men. ‘Dinkel, you say?’ he repeats with a slight chuckle. ‘Did you make that name up?’ he sniggers as two other men of similar age materialise from nowhere and join him.
‘What’s the go, Rory?’ one of them asks.
‘Nothing for you to mither about. I’m dealing with it. It’s the gavvers. A DS Stoker and DC Dinkel.’
‘Dinkel, you say?’
‘Aye, that’s what I said, Dinkel.’ He focuses back on the police. ‘Gentlemen, what can I do for you?’
Zac slips his warrant card away and drops his hands into the pockets of his leather bomber jacket. ‘It’s about the disappearance of five cattle. Belted Galloways, to be precise. Went missing last week from Mr Bartlett’s property about five miles east of here,’ Zac explains, pointing into the distance at hundreds of acres of moorland. He pulls a photo from his jacket and hands it to Rory. ‘As you can see, Belted Galloway cattle are very distinctive. Black with a white hoop around the middle.’
Rory studies the photo. ‘Five cattle, you say? I’d like to help you out, officer, but we have seen no stray cattle around here. Have we lads?’ The other men shake their heads. ‘But if we come across any, we’ll be sure to let you know. Always happy to help the gavvers.’
Zac sighs. ‘And who am I talking to?’
‘Rory’s the name. Rory Fitzpatrick,’ he says, spitting on his hand and holding it out for Zac to shake, smiling warmly and flashing pristine white teeth.
Zac declines the invitation. ‘You won’t mind if we take a look around?’
The three men stiffen as their mischievous smiles disappear. ‘Now, what would you want to do that for? You said you were looking for cattle. As you can see, we don’t have any cattle here.’
A noise from behind distracts the officers. They spin around as a clutch of children circle the unmarked police car.
‘Oi, get away from the car!’ Zac yells before returning his attention to Rory. ‘If you have nothing to hide, then you won’t mind us looking around, will you?’
Zac and Dinkel move off but are immediately blocked by the three men as another two Travellers join the gathering throng.
‘I do mind. How’d you like it if I rocked up to your gaff and started snooping around? Invasion of privacy. Now, on your way, gavver,’ Rory growls, muscling up to Zac.
The blare of a horn startles the men. Zac turns around again. A young girl, maybe eight years old, is in the driver’s seat, spinning the steering wheel from side to side, and bouncing up and down on the seat. More children have mushroomed from nowhere and, for some bizarre reason, are drawn towards the vehicle like bees to a honeypot.
Zac shoots Dinkel a glance. ‘Sort the kids out while I look around,’ he says from the corner of his mouth.
‘Me?’ Dinkel replies, clearly appalled at the suggestion.
‘No, not you. I was talking to Casper, the friendly fucking ghost.’ He fixes Rory with a severe stare as Dinkel wanders off to deal with the rowdy kids. ‘Rory, we can do this the easy way or the hard way. You either let me have a wander around to satisfy my curiosity, and if I find no cattle, I’ll be on my way. Alternatively, I can return here with a search warrant, two dozen officers and the dog squad, and we’ll conduct a proper search of every single caravan and vehicle and run checks on them to make sure who the owner is, and whether they’re taxed and insured. What’s it to be?’
Rory’s face hardens for a second, then immediately softens into a toothy, white grin.
‘Ah, you’ve a real poker face on you, so you have. I bet you’re good at the cards. Am I right, boys?’ he says, turning to his crew, who now number eight. He receives good natured agreement. ‘Okay, Mr Policeman, have a wander around to your heart’s content. But you’ll find no missing cattle here.’
‘Thank you.’ He spins around to gaze at Dinkel, who is fruitlessly remonstrating with the growing number of children. ‘And if you could control the kids, Rory, I would appreciate it.’
Rory sticks two fingers in his mouth and emits a piercing dog whistle. ‘Oi, you lot, be away with yer now, little bleeders!’
The children immediately disperse in various directions, laughing and giggling.
‘Thanks,’ Zac says. ‘Come on Dinkel, let’s have a quick poke around!’
After a five-minute, sluggish walk around the camp site, dodging bottles, dirty nappies and bulging black bin liners, the officers return to where they started.
‘How’d yer go there, sergeant?’ Rory asks, grinning. ‘Did you find your missing cattle?’
Zac grimaces. ‘No. Two ponies, numerous mongrel dogs, a cat, and a goat. It appears to be a cattle free zone.’
Rory smirks at his comrades. ‘Did you hear that, boys? A cattle free zone.’ More muted sniggers.
‘I said… appears,’ Zac adds. ‘By the way, this is Mrs Galbraith’s land you’re camping on. Did she give you permission?’
‘Oh, that she did, sir, that she did.’
Zac is less than convinced. ‘Really? Because I will check with her and if you’re camping illegally on private land, then I’ll be back tomorrow with a Section 61, and you know what that means, don’t you, Rory?’
‘Indeed, I do, sergeant. Section 61 of the Criminal Justice and Public Order Act of 1994 gives police officers the power to move people on, who are deemed to be trespassing on land with the intent of residing there. By all means, check with Mrs Galbraith. We come here for a couple of months every other year. In return for her generous hospitality, we do farm work for her. Fix up fences, mend drystone walls, chop wood, that sort of thing.’
Zac takes one last look around the bombsite with obvious disdain. ‘And who clears up all the shit after you lot depart?’
‘Don’t you worry about that, sir. We have a good old spring clean before we leave and what we can’t burn we take with us and dump it at the local council tip.’
‘Hmm… I bet you do. Right, well, thanks for your time and if you spot any wayward cattle or see anything suspicious, call me. Here’s my card.’
Rory takes the card and offers one last impish smile. ‘Drive safely now, officers. Oh, and by the way, I noticed you’re missing a wing mirror. You need to watch yourselves. The police may pull you over for that.’ His observation is greeted with raucous laughter from his cronies.
Zac grimaces but bites his tongue. As they walk back to the car, Dinkel veers left. ‘I won’t be a minute. I need to pee,’ he says, heading towards a yellow Portaloo.
‘Rather you than me,’ Zac grunts.
Dinkel halts. ‘What do you mean?’
‘I dread to think what the inside of that bog looks like.’
A pained expression flits across Dinkel’s face. ‘Hmm… yeah. On second thoughts, we can pull up at a quiet spot on our way back.’
‘Good call.’
They jump into the car, fire the engine, and swiftly spin the vehicle around and depart the campsite.
‘That was a good outcome,’ Dinkel says in his annoyingly cheery tone.
‘You reckon?’ Zac murmurs in a less cheery tone.
‘Yes. Don’t you agree?’
‘No. They’re a bunch of lying, conniving gits.’
Concern parks itself on Dinkel’s features. ‘I know they have gathered a rather poor reputation, but as far as I can see, they’re decent enough folk who are living a different, unconventional lifestyle. I don’t think that warrants them being hounded and victimised.’
‘Where were you originally from, Dinkel?’
‘I was born and raised in Little Compton in Warwickshire.’
‘Do you get many Travellers in Little Compton?’
‘Well… no, but…’
‘Thought as much.’ Zac pulls the car over onto the side of the road beside a drystone wall.
‘Why have you stopped?’ Dinkel asks.
‘I thought you needed to pee?’
‘Oh, yes. I do, thanks.’ Dinkel exits the car and walks a good twenty feet back and away from the vehicle. He spins around, ensuring there are no unwanted visitors loitering with intent in the barren landscape, then unzips his fly.
Zac eyes him despairingly in the one remaining wing mirror. ‘He’s no normal, that one. Christ, what has Superintendent Banks landed us with?’ he murmurs, his words tinged with regret. ‘Clementine Dinkel. I need to shoehorn him onto Prisha. I cannae have him following me around like a lost poodle indefinitely.’
He shoots another glance as Dinkel shakes his appendage, puts it away, and pulls at his zipper. His body contorts and jerks, followed by a barrage of hissed expletives.
‘Ah! Fuckety, fuck, fuck!’
Zac chuckles. ‘Daft bastard got his old fellow caught in the zip,’ he says, grinning, as the car engine dies. He glances at the petrol gauge as he turns the ignition. ‘Oh, give me strength.’ The engine rumbles and cranks but refuses to start. Zac jadedly exits the car and runs a hand through his locks as Dinkel creeps gingerly back to the vehicle. ‘Oi, Dinkel, I asked you to fill the car up with petrol.’
‘I did,’ he grunts in pain, wincing.
‘Then how come…’ Zac stops mid-sentence as he notices the wheel hubs missing from the driver’s side. He circumnavigates the car with increasing frustration. ‘Bastards,’ he mutters.
‘What is it?’ Dinkel asks, perplexed at proceedings.
‘They’ve syphoned off the petrol and nicked the hub caps.’
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Frank is less than impressed as he slides into his chair and stares at the two officers in front of him. 
‘They made a right pair of Charlies out of you two, didn’t they?’ he huffs, tapping a pen on his desk.
‘Aye, I suppose they did,’ Zac replies contritely.
‘I said to be on your guard. I told you they were slippery customers.’
‘Yes, Frank.’
‘That should have been an hour’s round trip. It’s now past midday.’
‘It took a patrol car over an hour to get up there with a fuel can,’ Zac explains.
‘Right, grab your dinner and we’ll pay the bastards another visit tomorrow.’
‘Why?’ Zac asks, clearly irritated.
‘Because they won’t be expecting us. You said you thought they were hiding something and I’ve a good idea what it is. Five valuable steers.’
‘Frank, we had a good look around. It’s hardly likely we could have missed five cattle.’
Dinkel leans forward. ‘I can vouch for that, sir. There were no cattle in the vicinity. And to be quite honest with you, I found them a little intimidating.’
Frank huffs. ‘The men may act tough and issue veiled threats, but it’s sound and fury. What you’ve got to understand about Gypsy culture is it’s all about saving face. You need to leave the door open for them to walk through with their dignity intact, then they’ll back down.’
Dinkel shuffles uneasily. ‘It wasn’t the men I was referring to, sir. It was the children. They were monstrous. It was like Lord of the Flies. And there’s nothing you can do. It’s like they know they’re immune from any sort of warning or retribution.’
‘Strike a bloody light. You’re scared of a bunch of ankle-biters? You’re in CID now, Dinkel. If you haven’t any balls, then I suggest you grow a pair—Pronto! Right, go on, get out.’
‘Yes, sir, Mr Finnegan. I’ll grow some balls. Not sure how, but I’ll give it my best shot.’
Zac and Dinkel slink from the office into the incident room. Prisha is behind her desk, tucking into a salad sandwich, sporting a mischievous smile.
‘What are you gawping at?’ Zac asks, already suspecting the answer.
‘Just wondering if you’re feeling a little fuelish?’
‘Oh, ha, ha, hilarious,’ he says, dropping into his seat.
‘I’m nipping out to grab a spot of lunch,’ Dinkel says, embarrassed by the morning’s events. ‘Can I get anyone anything?’
‘No, but thanks anyway,’ Zac replies.
‘I’m good,’ Prisha says. They watch on in silence as their newest recruit disappears from the room. ‘Hey Zac, here’s a conundrum for you?’
‘What?’
‘Which Spice Girl can still get petrol?’
‘Oh, here we go.’
‘Geri can,’ she adds with a snigger.
‘Is that the best you’ve got?’
‘It’s the best I’ve got, but downstairs uniform are having a field day. Don’t worry, it will be yesterday’s news by tomorrow.’
‘Thank you, Socrates.’
She takes a sip of coffee and becomes serious. ‘How are you getting on with Dinkel?’
‘He’s a right…’ He stops as he ponders his words.
‘He’s a right what? Pain in the arse? Know-it-all?’
‘No. He’s a good copper. Sharp as a tack. Inquisitive and knowledgeable. An asset to the team.’
‘I wasn’t asking about his detective skills. I meant, how do you get on with him as a person?’
Zac averts his gaze to the harbour in the distance. ‘He’s a likeable lad. Easy to talk to. A lot of interests.’
‘Oh, that’s good, because I find him damn annoying. I was talking with Frank earlier and we think the reason he’s slow getting up to speed is because we keep chopping and changing his partner. No continuity. It’s a bit like an apprenticeship. Anyway, we both agreed it would be beneficial for Dinkel to be your shadow for the next six months. He needs to settle in, and Frank and I thought that out of the two of us, you’re a lot more laid back and accepting. You know what I’m like. I have the patience of a gnat. So, that works out well if you two get along.’
He eyes her suspiciously, and inwardly groans. ‘Just dandy,’ he whispers. ‘What’s with the sports gear?’ he asks, noticing her running attire.
‘I’m back in training for a triathlon. Thought I’d do thirty minutes each lunchtime when I can fit it in. Right, I’m heading out for a run. Glad I had that sandwich. Wouldn’t want to be running on empty.’
‘Oh, very amusing!’ he yells after her. He winces as she walks out of the room. ‘What a bloody day,’ he murmurs, sporting a vicious sulk.
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Wednesday 3rd April


Charlene Marsden leads Prisha through a labyrinth of corridors. White walls, white ceiling, and white-tiled floors are accentuated by harsh LED downlights. Even both women are dressed in white forensic suits. Prisha feels like she’s in an MC Escher drawing as she’s whisked hither and thither, turning left, then right, then left again. She’s convinced that eventually they’ll return to the first door they walked through. Charlene may be frail and nearing retirement age, but at the moment she could be in the line-up for the women’s four by four, Olympic final. 
‘Here we are,’ Charlene says pushing open a door and leading the way inside.
Prisha is a little bemused. She’d received a voicemail an hour ago from Charlene telling her she’d come across something interesting in the Laura Hutton case, but she hadn’t elaborated. And now here she was, deep in the bowels of the forensic laboratory. Charlene escorts her over to a long metallic table containing a suitcase with all the contents neatly lined up alongside.
‘I assume this is Laura’s case from the back of the car?’ Prisha says.
‘Yes, it is. All the clothes are clean.’
‘Which tells us Laura was leaving Hutton Farm, not returning,’ Prisha muses.
‘I concur.’ She guides Prisha along the table towards a bulging manilla envelope. ‘Look inside,’ she says. ‘You can’t contaminate it. Anyway, we already have what we need from it.’
Prisha picks up the envelope and pulls out the contents; a stack of pristine fifty-pound notes.
‘Hmm… interesting. How much is here?’
‘Five thousand pounds. And the numbers read sequentially. And more importantly, we have a fingerprint on every note. We had to use a specialist chemical treatment to lift the fingerprints because of the nature of polymer banknotes.’
‘Is the fingerprint Laura’s?’
‘No. We’re analysing it now to make sure it has enough definition to be useable. We may not get the results back for another twenty-four to forty-eight hours.’
‘How do you know it’s not Laura’s fingerprint?’
‘Because they’re vastly different. Without jumping to conclusions, I’d say the print from the banknotes is male. Typically, with female fingerprints, the friction ridges are a lot closer together than a male fingerprint.’ Charlene takes the banknotes in her right hand, then uses her left thumb to peel them onto the tabletop.
‘Ah, I see,’ Prisha says. ‘Someone counted the money out, therefore leaving a thumbprint on every note.’
‘Yes.’
Prisha taps at the table with her gloved fingernail. ‘Another oddity. A suitcase neatly packed with clothes and five grand in notes. Laura was leaving. So why get less than a couple of miles from home then end your own life?’
‘My thoughts exactly.’
She notices a laptop on the next table. ‘Laura’s?’
‘Yes. It was in the suitcase. We’ve cloned the hard drive onto another laptop, and it’s with the digital team being processed. Once we’ve finished with it, I’ll have it delivered to the station.’
‘Anything of note jump out at you?’
‘No. Usual software and a few word processing documents and MP3 audio files. We’ll know more in the…’
‘Next twenty-four to forty-eight hours?’
Charlene chuckles. ‘Yes. Sometimes I can sound like a broken record.’
‘Or MP3 player. Anything else?’
‘We’ve downloaded all the data from her phone and dumped it into a folder on the clone laptop. We lifted hairs and fibres from the passenger seat that don’t match with Laura’s hair nor the clothes she was wearing. I can’t see the fibres being of much use, but the hair sample could be handy.’
Prisha gazes into Charlene’s eyes. ‘You’re thinking the same as me, aren’t you?’
‘I’m not a mind-reader, inspector. You’d have to tell me what you were thinking first.’
‘I’m having doubts about the suicide angle. The discarded shoe in the passenger footwell. The mode of death. The suitcase and the money. And if it wasn’t suicide, then it leaves only one plausible conclusion: murder.’
Charlene sighs and nods her head. ‘I dare say we’re singing from the same hymn book. Whether it’s the same hymn, we’re singing is a different matter. With everything pointing towards suicide, it will take something major to prove otherwise.’
Prisha studies her. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way, Charlene, but normally you are very clinical, professional about your observations. It’s all to do with the science and nothing more. And yet…’ She chooses her words carefully.
‘Go on?’ Charlene’s brittle voice prompts.
‘You seem to have a vested interest in the case.’
Charlene turns and heads towards the door. ‘I’ve seen this too many times before. Another woman losing her life. It breaks my heart. If it wasn’t suicide, then as you said, it must be murder. And at the risk of sounding sexist and judgemental, if she was killed, then I’d wager it was at the hands of a male. I don’t want yet another man getting away with murder.’
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Prisha saunters across the carpark deep in thought, oblivious to the glorious spring morning and gentle warm breeze. She sits in her car pondering her next move, realising there can be  no next move until after the autopsy report. If Laura didn’t attach the hose to her car, then who did? And if it was someone else, then what was Laura doing at the time? She wouldn’t have been sitting in the driver’s seat twiddling her thumbs. Which means she must have been incapacitated. Maybe restrained? Or knocked out? Suffocated or drugged? But then again… maybe George Hutton’s insight into his wife’s psyche is true. Laura, the troubled woman. Possibly, he was the only one who saw it for real. Adam Rushford only works at the farm a few days a week. And how many hours or even minutes would he see Laura during that time? Very little. It would be easy for Laura to put a mask on for a few minutes a week.
The violent beep-beep from her phone interrupts her thoughts.
She answers. ‘Frank?’
‘Prisha, where are you?’
‘Outside the forensics lab in York. Why?’
‘I had a call from Bennett Whipple’s secretary. He’s conducted the autopsy on Laura Hutton. He hasn’t finalised his report yet, but if we want a quick summary, he’s taking lunch at the hospital cafeteria about one o’clock. I’ll meet you over there, okay?’
‘Yep. On my way, Frank.’
[image: image-placeholder]As the officers amble into the hospital, Prisha unloads her theories and suppositions onto Frank. He listens carefully as they head towards the cafeteria. 
‘There’s the shoe in the passenger footwell, the suitcase, and the same fingerprint on every one of the banknotes. There’s something fishy about it all.’
Frank places a hand on her forearm. ‘Prisha, I love the way you go about your job, but sometimes…’
‘Sometimes, what?’ she quizzes, anticipating a rebuke.
‘Sometimes you can become a little zealous. What I’m trying to say is, don’t go strawberry picking in winter.’
She frowns. ‘What the hell does that mean?’
‘It means every death we deal with is not always down to nefarious deeds. At the moment, we have a woman who appears to have had enough of life. Maybe it is what it is? You have a tendency to fixate on things.’
He receives a scowl in return for his wisdom. ‘And my fixation on things has yielded significant results in the past,’ she snaps back, like an angry daughter.
Frank wavers before entering the cafeteria. ‘Aye, you’ve had a good run. I’ll give you that. But let’s see what the great Bennet Whipple has to say. If Laura was murdered, then, as you say, she must have been incapacitated before someone attached the hosepipe to the exhaust. Agreed?’
‘Yes. Agreed,’ she reluctantly replies.
The cafeteria is noisy. It’s only half full, but with the morphing of animated voices, the clink clank of cutlery and crockery rebounding off hard surfaces, it’s grating on the ears. They scan the area and immediately spot the hulking frame of Doctor Whipple sitting in a far corner with his back to them. They make their way over, pull out chairs and take a seat opposite the doctor. Bennett Whipple is in the process of tucking a paper napkin down his neck front. It’s akin to sticking a postage stamp onto the Great Wall of China.
He eyes them both disdainfully. ‘Ah… Detective Chief Inspector Finnegan, and Acting Inspector Kumar. I wasn’t expecting both of you. What a… hmm… never mind.’
‘It’s Inspector Kumar these days, doctor. I officially received my promotion a few months back.’
‘Really,’ he replies with zero interest as he focuses his attention on the plate before him, containing a steak and kidney pie, chips, and peas, all slathered with a thick gravy.
‘That looks good enough to eat,’ Frank says, sporting a grin.
Humour is a foreign language to Whipple. ‘Indeed it is, inspector.’ Slicing into the pie, he deftly stabs his fork into a piece, then jabs at one chip and two peas, lancing them onto the end of the tines. Placing the morsel in his mouth, he closes his eyes, relaxes back in his chair, and chews. He sports the expression of a man receiving a flawless, oily hand-job. Prisha and Frank watch on with a certain amount of fascination.
‘Good?’ Frank enquires.
‘Good is not an adequate word, inspector. The term, exquisite, does not do it justice.’ He picks up another paper napkin and dabs at his lips. ‘There are many things I find disagreeable about your nation. The weather. The lackadaisical, pasty-faced, pimply populace who are absorbed with smoking, drinking, sport, and violence. Their gambling. Their profanity. Their lack of faith and cleanliness. The litter. The congestion on the roads. The addiction to reality TV and empty-headed celebrities.’
‘Don’t sugarcoat it, Bennett. Tell us what you really think?’ Frank says as he pinches a chip from the doctor’s plate and sticks it into his mouth. ‘Hmm… not bad for frozen chips. Can’t beat the real thing, though.’
Bennett glowers at him, as if he’d stolen his first-born. ‘But…’
‘But?’ Frank prompts.
‘I have become an aficionado of the Great British cuisine.’
‘Isn’t that an oxymoron?’ Prisha comments.
Bennett studies her passively as if she’s an alien, then continues. ‘Specifically, your desserts, or as you refer to them in this northern locale—puddings.’ He takes another forkful of pie and chips and masticates.
Prisha and Frank wait patiently until he’s finished his mini, gastronomic orgasm.
‘And?’ Prisha asks, praying the good doctor will shut up about food and move onto the autopsy results. She pulls a bottle of water from her coat, unscrews the cap, and takes a sip, clearly agitated.
Whipple dabs at his lips. ‘I have taken an outside interest, inspector. I am but a novice… at the moment. Over the last eighteen months since I departed Nigeria and landed on these shores, I have accumulated many old recipe books. I make rice pudding, sago, semolina with a dollop of jam, steamed syrup sponge, sticky toffee pudding, apple Charlotte, bread and butter pudding, lemon meringue pie.’
‘And does your wife share your love of old-fashioned British puddings, Bennett?’ Frank asks, as Prisha takes another gulp of water.
‘Indeed, she does, inspector. Mrs Whipple cannot resist my spotted dick.’
‘I’d get that looked at before it spreads,’ Frank says as Prisha snorts liquid down her nose. Coughing violently, she pulls a tissue from her pocket and wipes her face.
‘Did I say something amusing, Inspector Kumar?’ the doctor asks.
‘No, not at all. The water went down the wrong hole,’ she says, in a croaky voice.
‘Wrong hole? Do you mean the liquid travelled down your trachea and into your lungs rather than the more conventional mode of carriage to whit, via your oesophagus toward your gastric cavity?’
‘Erm, yes. Like I said. The wrong hole.’
‘Hmm… I see.’
Frank is losing patience fast. ‘Bennett, if you could give us the low down on the autopsy, I would appreciate it.’
‘I don’t give low downs, inspector,’ he replies as he finishes his meal and delicately lines up the knife and fork along the edge of the plate. ‘However, I can endow you with my preliminary observations.’
‘Please do.’
‘The victim was an extremely healthy specimen. All her vital organs were in exemplary condition. No sign of substance abuse, smoking, or drinking. Her teeth were also in an excellent state. There was a blueish discoloration of the skin due to the presence of carboxyhemoglobin. This is a classic sign of carbon monoxide poisoning, which would lead to acute hypoxia. The woman…’
Prisha interrupts. ‘She has a name, doctor—Laura Hutton,’ she says, pointedly.
‘In my line of work, I cannot allow sentimentality to cloud my judgement, inspector.’
‘She’s not a slab of meat on the autopsy table. She was a living, breathing human being. I think the least you can do is address her by her first name. It’s called respect—doctor!’
‘Easy girl,’ Frank whispers.
‘Very well, Inspector Kumar. I have sent samples of Laura’s blood, urine, kidney, and liver over to toxicology to confirm my preliminary conclusions.’
Frank scratches his head. ‘So, she died from breathing in petrol fumes?’ he asks, hoping for clarity.
Whipple eyes him with disdain. ‘It’s not as simplistic as that, inspector.’
‘I thought not,’ Frank murmurs, fearing a chemistry lesson is around the corner.
‘Inhalation of high concentrations of carbon monoxide can result in carbon monoxide poisoning, which can lead to a fatal outcome if not treated. The gas is undetectable due to its lack of colour and odour. It binds to haemoglobin molecules, thus preventing oxygen from binding to them, which results in a decrease of oxygen levels in cells, organs, and tissues, leading to organ dysfunction and eventual death.’
‘As I thought. Laura died from breathing in petrol fumes. Hang on a mo. If carbon monoxide is odourless, then why do fumes from a car’s exhaust smell?’
Whipple’s nostrils flare as he closes his eyes and murmurs something indecipherable.
‘A car’s exhaust fumes contain more than carbon monoxide, inspector. It includes sulphur compounds, nitrogen, particulates, and unburnt fuel. I would have thought that information to be elementary.’
Prisha takes another sip of water. ‘Were there any foreign markings on her body? Bruises, scratch marks, any signs of trauma?’
‘No. If there had been, I would have furnished you with the details in my summation.’
‘What about any markings around the wrists or ankles? Could she have been tied up?’
‘No.’
‘Drugged?’
Whipple sighs. ‘I cannot rule out the possibility. I did not detect any puncture wounds. If she was sedated, toxicology will identify the compounds.’
‘But what’s your gut instinct on the likelihood of Laura being sedated prior to the carbon monoxide reaching her?’ Frank asks, innocently.
Whipple grinds his teeth. ‘Gut instinct, inspector! Gut instinct!’ he bellows, attracting the curiosity of nearby diners.
‘Okay, no need to shout, Bennett,’ Frank whispers.
‘I apologise, but I find your manner vexing in the extreme, inspector.’
‘Funny about that.’
‘I’m a man of science. Facts and incontrovertible evidence are what I deal in. But if you wish me to partake in your parlour game, then I’ll pleasure you.’
‘I don’t like the sound of that,’ Frank replies with a grimace.
Bennett ignores him. ‘I’ll quote you a peculiar English phrase—to whit: if it looks like a pig, walks like a pig, and oinks like a pig, then in all probability—it is a pig!’
‘You mean duck.’
‘Pardon?’
‘If it looks like a duck, walks like a duck, and quacks like a duck, then it probably is a duck,’ Frank explains.
Whipple rises wearily, like an ancient colossus. ‘Thank you for your educational illumination, inspector. As much as you would like the deceased to have fallen victim to foul play, my gut instinct follows logic. I spend a disproportionate amount of my time attending to suicides compared to murders, inspector. I think even you can extrapolate a logical interpretation from that fact. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I spotted a delicious-looking ginger pudding with custard at the counter.’
‘Ahem, one last question, Bennett,’ Frank says.
Bennett taps at the back of the chair, on the brink of a meltdown. ‘Let me hazard a guess? Time of death by perchance?’
‘You read my mind.’ 
‘As I have explained to you frequently in the past, inspector, the time of death is hard to isolate. Rigor mortis can set in three to six hours after death and may not dissipate fully until forty-eight hours later. There are other factors at play; ambient temperature and the body mass of the deceased, to name but two.’
‘If you could narrow it down a wee bit, it would be appreciated, doctor.’
Whipple twitches as his grip on the back of the chair tightens. ‘Of course, inspector. As well as performing my duties, I’ll also perform yours.’
‘It would be helpful.’
‘The woman…’
‘Laura,’ Prisha corrects, pushing the good doctor closer to a nervous breakdown.
‘Laura was found at 8:30 am on Tuesday morning. It had been a rather cool night with a low temperature of two degrees Celsius. Laura was slightly above average height for a female and weighed sixty kilos.’
‘What’s that in old money?’ Franks asks Prisha.
‘About nine and a half stone.’
‘If I may continue,’ Whipple pleads, the knuckles on his hands turning white, which is unusual for a Nigerian. ‘She carried very little body fat. Her muscles were not overdeveloped. Therefore, bearing in mind these factors, I would estimate she passed away somewhere between 3 am Monday and 5 am Tuesday.’
Prisha jots the times down in her notepad. ‘She was last seen alive on the Monday, at around 9 am.’
Frank grimaces. ‘Hmm… that’s a twenty-hour window,’ he murmurs thoughtfully. ‘Don’t suppose you could narrow it down a wee bit more, doctor?’
The roar from Bennett Whipple is heard in the car park.
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The automatic doors slide open as they step out into the daylight, leaving behind the smell of disinfectant and canteen odours. Frank immediately removes his coat and slings it over his arm. 
‘Phew! The forecasters were right for a change. It’s definitely warming up. I think I’ll get my spuds in the ground this weekend,’ he says, the thought bringing a smile to his face.
‘That man is insufferable!’ Prisha yells, oblivious to Frank’s gardening intent. ‘I have never met a more bombastic, overbearing, sanctimonious pain in the arse in all my days.’
‘Aye, he’s different, all right. I’ll give you that.’
‘Different? I think he’s a bloody alien from Planet Grumpy.’
‘What are your plans now?’ Frank asks as they near their respective vehicles.
‘I’m paying a visit to Hutton Farm,’ she replies.
Frank halts and takes her arm. ‘Now Prisha, what’s the point of that until we receive the toxicology report? Unless it comes back indicating a drug in Laura’s system, then I’m afraid this is an open and shut case of suicide.’
She breathes hard, staring into his eyes. ‘You’re a big fan of gut instinct, Frank, and my instinct tells me this is murder.’
Frank vibrates his lips like a horse. ‘Hell, once you have a bee in your bonnet, there’s no stopping you. Okay, you’re the lead on the case. Have it your way, but you may be wasting your time.’ They continue walking. ‘For my sins, I’m accompanying the odd couple to the Gypsy encampment this afternoon. See if we can find those bloody missing cattle. Christ, is this what my life has come to, chasing around the countryside searching for missing steers?’
‘Better than sitting in the office doing paperwork and answering emails,’ she says, grinning.
‘Aye, suppose you’re right. If I time it right, we can head back at knocking off time and stop at a country pub to wet the whistle. It’s a nice day for a few refreshing ales in a beer garden. One of the simple joys of life. Right, if I don’t see you today, I’ll catch up with you tomorrow. And Prisha, tread lightly. George Hutton has lost his wife. He’ll be raw. Don’t go throwing salt around.’
‘Trust me, Frank. I’ll be the epitome of respect, professionalism, and diplomacy,’ she says as she pulls at her car door. ‘I’ll say it’s a courtesy call, you know, a welfare check to see how he’s coping. And by the way, you won’t see me around tomorrow.’
‘Why not?’
‘I’m driving out to Holy Island to have a chat with Laura’s cousin, Fran Clegg. I want to find out what type of woman Laura was.’
‘You’ll need to check the time of the tides on the Northumberland Council website.’
Prisha pulls a face. ‘Why?’
‘There’s only one way across to the island if you’re going by car, and that’s via the causeway. It floods twice a day so don’t get caught out. Keep an eye on the time. There are plenty of daft buggers who’ve had to be rescued trying to beat the tide. It comes up quick.’
‘Thanks for the heads up,’ she says, getting into her car.
He gazes at her as she drives off. ‘I remember when I was like her. A fire in my belly and unlimited energy. Oh, the joys of youth. Ah, well, such is life.’
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Prisha knocks on the door for a third time without luck. She wanders to the side of the farmhouse and gazes out at the magnificent panorama of fields and sweeping valleys. A sweet scent of wildflowers and grass is carried on a leisurely breeze. The sky is aquamarine, dotted with immobile cotton wool clouds. It was a long, cold autumn, and winter she endured. Her first in North Yorkshire. Not a baptism of fire. More like an inauguration of wind, rain, snow, and weeks where daylight was a reluctant visitor. The weather can have such an effect on a person’s mood. Today she feels alive, vibrant, as if she has an electric charge zapping through her veins. 
She ambles over to the main barn, hoping Adam Rushford may be around. Again, she’s out of luck. The tractor that was there yesterday is now gone, making the space appear bigger. Everything is neat and tidy, well kept. There’s a comforting warmth to the barn and a pleasant odour of oil and timber.
‘Adam! Mr Rushford!’ she yells. ‘It’s Inspector Kumar. Anyone home?’ She strolls outside to the rear of the barn and gazes upon the blanket of greenery stretching away to the horizon. The distant bleating of lambs spars with the sound of bees, hornets, flies. There’s also a faint hum, a manmade sound. Squinting against the sunlight, she shades her eyes, salute fashion. She can make out the red tractor in the distance. As she turns to head back, she notices an old decrepit sign propped up against a stone wall. Gingerly, she picks it up. The lettering is an old-fashioned font, typically seen on shop signage or advertising hoardings from the early twentieth century: all swirls and curls, bold and optimistic.
She reads it out aloud. ‘Clegg Farm. Hmm… interesting.’ Placing the sign back down, she walks to the back of the house and enters a pretty garden surrounded by a picket fence. An exquisite blend of floral colours attracts the eye. Yellow daisies mingle with the deep purple of violets and the creamy whites of budding roses. This is Laura’s handiwork, Prisha thinks as a pang of sadness sweeps over her. A recent addition to the farmhouse is a modern sunroom: all glass, framed in wood, with a sloping skillion roof. She notices the door is slightly ajar.
‘I shouldn’t really,’ she murmurs to herself. ‘But then again, I’m worried about George Hutton and entered to check on his welfare… if anyone should ask.’
She pulls open the door, steps inside and spins around, taking in the scenery.
‘Wow!’
The views out over the countryside are spectacular. The western side of the room is furnished with a comfortable couch, two armchairs, and a long coffee table. To the east, it appears to have been turned into an artist’s studio: an easel; a larger table, containing a variety of paints and brushes in jam jars; a stack of paintings and drawings leaning against the back wall. She creeps over and quietly forages through the pictures. The ones at the back are all drawn using pencil or charcoal. They are bleak. An arm poking mysteriously up from barren earth as a drooling wolf with snarling teeth, approaches. A woman’s head, bearing an uncanny resemblance to Laura, is split in two. From the centre, a clutch of writhing snakes emerges. Another is a reproduction of The Scream by Edvard Munch. Except, once again, the face resembles Laura. The sketches unsettle Prisha. She notices in the bottom left of every drawing is a date, signed off with a swirly letter L. The charcoal drawings all date from over a year ago. As she flicks through them, the pencil and charcoal drawings dwindle in number, replaced by coloured paintings. Some are basic still lifes: a bowl of fruit, a vase of flowers, a teapot with a crack in the lid. Then they become more artistic. A naked woman dancing across a lake. A dove gliding through fluffy clouds. Sunrise peeping above a dark, foreboding mountain.
‘You could certainly draw, Laura,’ Prisha whispers. ‘What are you trying to tell me?’ The final three paintings are dated from the last two weeks. The first one is of a hen, sitting contentedly on a mound of straw. The second is of a solitary egg in a nest. The ultimate painting depicts a cracked eggshell with a delightful, yellow chick standing next to it, appearing a little startled. The eggshell bears the word, “Freedom”. It was painted three days ago—Sunday just gone. A creak of a floorboard sets her pulse racing as she quickly puts the paintings back down and props them against the wall.
Tiptoeing across the sunroom, she stops outside a closed door which leads into the old part of the house. Another groan of timber. She swallows hard. Her breathing is as noisy as a pair of rusty old bellows. The buzz of insects from the garden and the distant hum of the tractor suddenly sound louder. 
Suppressing the urge to pee, she creeps forward.
As the door scrapes open, she freezes.
Clenched teeth. Aching jaw.
Her voice has abandoned her.
A blinding rush of movement.
A coarse, violent yell.
‘Oi! What the…’
She sees the hammer in his hand and instinct kicks in.
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The kettle boils furiously, spewing a geyser of steam into the sticky air inside the barn. A click and the rumble fades to a simmer. She picks up the kettle and pours water into two grubby white cups. The liquid instantly turns a deep bronze as the tea bags rise to the surface. 
‘Milk and sugar?’ she asks.
‘Just milk,’ he replies sullenly as he nods towards a small fridge situated under a bench near the entrance to the barn.
She pours the milk, jettisons the tea bags into a nearby bin and hands him the cup. He’s still rubbing at his arm.
‘You nearly dislocated my bloody shoulder,’ Adam Rushford grumbles.
‘Sorry, but all I saw was the hammer and someone rushing me. Self-defence… your honour,’ she adds with a grin.
‘Christ! I wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of you. I thought you were a burglar. You’re driving a different car from yesterday. How the hell was I supposed to know it was the police? Anyway, what were you doing snooping around in the sunroom?’
‘I came to see how George Hutton was doing. The sunroom door was slightly ajar, so I wandered in. I was worried about him.’
Adam isn’t convinced. ‘Really,’ he sulks as he takes a sip of tea, then lights a cigarette.
‘Have you seen George today?’
‘Briefly. This morning.’
‘Where is he now?’
‘Out in the fields. Both of them are.’
Prisha frowns. ‘I’d have thought after finding out his wife is dead, he may have taken a few days off to come to terms with everything.’
Adam grunts mockingly. ‘You don’t know much about farming, do you?’
‘Not really.’
‘It’s not a normal job. If you’ve got a cold, or feeling off-colour, or fancy a mental health day, you can’t ring in sick. Animals are twenty-four seven, year in, year out. They don’t understand if someone’s wife has died. They still need looking after. You have to make sure they have access to water, move them into new fields, check the fencing, spot any animals that may be ailing. When you’re running a farm, the world doesn’t stop no matter what tragedy unfolds.’
Prisha nods apologetically. ‘Point taken. How is he doing?’
He shrugs. ‘George Hutton is a man of few words at the best of times.’
‘Surely he said something to you this morning?’
‘Oh, aye. Said the gate on the top paddock needed fixing, and the water pump on the eastern sector was running rough and needed a service.’
‘Business as usual, then?’
‘That’s right. Business as usual. Who knows what’s going on in his head, though,’ he adds reflectively as he draws on his smoke.
‘And what was going on in Laura’s head, Adam?’
He frowns. ‘How would I know?’
‘You know more about Laura than you’re letting on. She had a suitcase with her, and a lot of money in cash.’
He blinks, then shrugs. ‘Impromptu holiday, perhaps.’
‘She was an attractive woman. Only thirty-eight. How old are you, Adam?’
‘Twenty-nine.’
‘And you’re an attractive man.’
He sucks on his cigarette and puffs smoke into the air, eyeballing her suspiciously. ‘Thanks for the compliment. You’re not a bad looker yourself.’
Prisha feels her cheeks flush, annoyed at losing the advantage. ‘She must have been quite lonely up here in the middle of nowhere, and the brothers out working from dawn until dusk.’
‘She kept busy.’
‘Still, I guess at least you were around for a few days each week to chat with, confide in.’
His eyes narrow. ‘What are you getting at?’
‘An attractive older, lonely woman with an inattentive husband. A handsome younger man with blood coursing through his veins. It wouldn’t be the first time.’
Chucking his smoke to the ground, he stands up and grinds it out with his heel. ‘I’ve got work to do, if you don’t mind.’
‘Why was Laura leaving? Where was she going and what was her life like here on Hutton Farm?’
‘I said I have work to do,’ he grumbles as he picks up a toolbox and strides out of the barn.
She chases after him. ‘Yesterday you said she had too much to live for and she wouldn’t have taken her own life. What did you mean by that?’
‘I was speaking out of turn. She appeared to me to be in good spirits, but who knows what was really going on.’
‘Come on, Adam, get real. She was absconding while her husband was in the fields. She had hard cash on her. Are you telling me she said nothing to you?’
‘That’s right,’ he says as he drops the toolbox onto the front of a blue quad bike.
‘Were you having an affair with Laura Hutton?’ she yells as he straddles the bike and fires the engine.
He shakes his head, sporting a mocking smile. ‘You’re way off course, inspector.’ He opens the throttle, and the bike roars around the back of the barn and through a gate into a field.
‘Damn it! You went too hard too early, Prisha,’ she mutters as she watches the quad bike disappear over a small hill. ‘Help me, Laura. Give me something which can lead me to the truth.’
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The unmarked police car pulls into the Gypsy campsite. Frank, Zac, and Dinkel exit and are immediately accosted by two snarling mongrel dogs.  
‘Get out of it!’ Frank bellows. The dogs, alarmed, back off with their tails between their legs. Four men simultaneously emerge from campervans, dishevelled and suspicious. Frank is in no mood to pussyfoot around as he pulls out his warrant card.
‘DCI Finnegan, CID,’ he shouts. ‘Who’s in charge around here?’
The four men glance at each other as they advance towards the three officers.
‘What’s all this about?’ a pasty-faced, scrawny man asks.
‘I ask the questions, not you. Now who’s in charge?’ Frank reiterates.
The clopping of hooves has Frank and Zac spinning around. A young man, riding a pony, bareback, and sporting a leather pork-pie hat, gallops around the corner. He pulls at the pony’s mane.
‘Whoa boy!’ The horse comes to an instant halt.
Frank sneers. ‘Which one are you… Tonto or the Lone Ranger?’
Zac and Dinkel exchange grins.
‘I’m in charge. The name’s Rory Fitzpatrick. What can I do for you?’
‘It’s the mouthy git I told you about,’ Zac says quietly to Frank.
‘I’m here to search for…’ Frank begins.
Rory interrupts. ‘Five missing cattle. Yeah, I know. Sasquatch and his girlfriend searched our camp yesterday and found nothing. You know what this is?’
‘What?’
‘It’s police intimidation because we’re Gypsies.’ He dismounts the pony effortlessly and rubs his palm down the nose of the beast with affection. ‘Easy, boy,’ he coos, before muscling up to Frank, all cocky, sure of himself. ‘The problem is, Mr Big Fancy Dancy DCI Finnegan, is this: whenever we, or our fellow travellers, enter an area, the crime rate goes up. You bluebottles put two and two together and come up with five.’ He turns to his brothers-in-arms for support, which they duly give by nodding solemnly. ‘Have you ever thought about this? We turn up in an area and stay for a month or two and every low-life criminal crawls out of the woodwork and nicks and thieves to their heart’s content. And why? Because people like you assume the sudden crime spree is down to the Gypos, as you call us. Ever thought it’s the locals taking advantage?’
‘No,’ Frank states emphatically. ‘Don’t try your Irish blarney on me, sunshine. I’m too long in the tooth. Right, me and my officers intend to conduct a proper search.’
Rory whistles through his teeth and smiles. ‘Feel free. If the dynamic duo couldn’t find them yesterday, then why would you be able to find them now?’ He retreats to the steps of his campervan with his four amigos in tow. They fold their arms, bearing smirks, and begin rolling cigarettes.
Slowly spinning around, Frank studies the lay of the land. His eyes swivel past the Portaloo. He stops. His eyes swivel back.
He rubs a hand through his hair. ‘I’ve visited many Gypsy camps over the years. Never once have I come across a Portaloo.’ He walks towards it. The Gypsy men stop smirking.
‘Feel free to look inside,’ Rory calls out. ‘But it was curry for supper last night. Just warning you.’
‘Thanks for the heads up,’ Frank mutters his reply. As he nears the portable toilet, he’s greeted by the gentle hum of a diesel generator, which he finds as puzzling as the Portaloo. Throwing one more glance back at the Gypsy men, he yanks the door open. ‘Well, well, well!’ he exclaims as a ghostly, icy fog escapes from the cabin. He stares at the carcass, split in two, hanging from hooks. ‘What was the curry you had last night… beef vindaloo?’
‘Ah, now the thing is Mr Finnegan, don’t you go jumping to conclusions,’ Rory says, as he swaggers over. ‘We got a good deal from a local butcher the other day, so we did.’
‘Is that right?’ Frank replies jadedly.
‘We have a lot of mouths to feed, Mr Finnegan. Way cheaper to buy in bulk.’
‘What’s the butcher’s name?’
Rory lifts his hat and scratches at his head as he tokes on his ciggy. ‘The name? Hmm… to be honest, it’s slipped my mind,’ he says, turning to his cronies. ‘Any of you boys recall the butcher’s name?’
He’s greeted with baffled expressions and muttering.
‘Okay,’ Frank begins. ‘Let’s try a different approach. Where does this butcher have his shop?’
‘That’s the thing, sir. He doesn’t. He’s a mobile butcher. Has a van, so he does.’
‘How convenient,’ Frank says with a disappointed expression. ‘Zac, Dinkel spread out and search the camp.’
The three officers slowly navigate the campervans, caravans, and vehicles, escorted by eight Gypsy men and a gaggle of children. As Frank walks around the back of one campervan, he stops in his tracks and eyeballs a large square canvas tent with the word—Cailíní exquisitely painted on the side. He turns to Rory.
‘Cailíní. What’s that mean?’ he asks.
‘That’s the lasses ablution block, Mr Finnegan,’ he replies with a chuckle. ‘Us fellas take a dip in the stream once a week, but you know what the women folk are like for their cleanliness.’ He points at a row of black pouches on the ground. ‘Solar heated water. The girls hook it up on a pole inside the tent.’
Frank edges towards the entrance. ‘You won’t mind if I take a look inside.’
Rory jumps in front of Frank, blocking his way, clearly alarmed. ‘No, sir. I can’t be letting you do that. The women would skin me alive. It’s bad luck, so it is, for a man to enter a woman’s washing area.’
Frank pushes him aside. ‘This is the police! Is anyone in there?’ he shouts.
‘What the feck!’ a woman’s voice calls out from inside. ‘Can’t a girl be left in peace to get a shower?’
‘You’ve got five seconds to make yourself decent, otherwise I’m coming in, ready or not. One, two, three…’
Zac and Dinkel saunter up behind Frank, unsuccessful in their search for the steers. ‘All clear, boss,’ Zac says.
‘Four… five!’
A flap is thrown back as an attractive woman, bearing a scowl emerges from the tent with a towel wrapped around her. ‘This is police intimidation!’ she growls. ‘Bastards.’ She storms off towards a campervan and slams the door behind her.
Frank pulls the flap back. He’s greeted by two enormous heads.
“Moo!”
[image: image-placeholder]The tent is way too small for three police officers, eight Gypsy men, ten children, and two sturdy eighteen-month-old steers, but somehow, they all manage to squeeze inside. Frank gazes upon the cattle, then at Rory, then back to the cattle. 
‘I can explain,’ Rory begins, rubbing the back of his neck nervously.
‘I’m sure you can,’ Frank says, becoming tired of his Irish patter.
‘You see, they wandered into our camp not more than a few hours ago. Me and the boys were about to set off and pay a visit to all the farms nearby and ask if anyone was missing two cattle. Isn’t that right, boys?’ He’s greeted with robust confirmation. ‘Friendly wee fellows, they are,’ he adds as he dabs at his forehead with a neckerchief. ‘And as you can see, Mr Finnegan, these are not the same cattle as you’re chasing. I believe the ones you’re looking for have a white hoop around their middle, according to your sergeant,’ he explains, first nodding at Zac, then at the entirely black cattle.
‘It’s funny how they’re both missing their ID tags,’ Frank murmurs, inching closer to the beasts.
‘Their what, sir?’
‘Do I look like I was born on the back of a bus? All cattle are registered to their rightful owner. They have a plastic tag inserted through their lughole to identify them. These two buggers are missing theirs.’
‘Now, I wouldn’t know about any tags, sir.’
Frank rubs one of the cattle on the head and slides his hand down its neck, then along its back. He pauses, lifts his hand aloft and stares at his black palm, then sniffs it.
‘Black bloody boot polish.’ He holds his hand up for everyone to witness, as Rory slinks towards the exit. ‘Hold it right there, sunshine! Rory Fitzpatrick, I’m arresting you on suspicion of…’ Frank doesn’t finish his caution as all hell breaks loose with an eruption of pushing, shoving and shouting. The melee spills out into the open as the three officers are jostled back and forth. Even the steers join in with a few lusty bellows. Frank and Zac whip out their telescopic batons as Dinkel struggles with a Taser. The cacophony grows in intensity. Somehow, Dinkel discharges his Taser into the rear of a steer. It doesn’t take kindly to fifty-thousand volts pulsating through its backside, and takes off with reckless abandon, demolishing the ablution block and knocking over three Gypsy men in the process. As things escalate, an angry, high-pitched female voice brings the skirmish to a halt.
‘What in hell’s name is going on out here? I’ve told you all before, three o’clock is when I take my nanna nap. I expect silence, not World War bloody Three!’
Everyone stops and stares at the older woman perched in the doorway to her campervan. She pulls a double teapot with both hands resting on her hips. Her face is thunder.
Frank, his head now resembling a beetroot, tries to regain the upper hand. ‘I’m DCI Finnegan, CID, and I’m arresting Rory Fitzpatrick on suspicion of cattle rustling. Now, if you’re in charge here, then I suggest…’
‘Frank Finnegan?’ the woman says in a gentle tone, eyes narrowed, brow furrowed.
Frank takes a step forward and cranes his neck. ‘Geneve Fitzpatrick?’ he replies, completely flummoxed.
A dozen eyes dart back and forth over the ensuing drama. Everyone is completely puzzled, yet also intrigued.
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Frank is sitting on a comfortable bench seat behind a small table in the caravan’s kitchenette. He’s fighting a range of emotions. Geneve places two cups of tea and a plate of digestive biscuits on the table, then takes a seat next to Frank. 
‘I can’t believe it,’ she says, all smiles.
‘No, nor me. Forty years have gone by in a flash.’
‘Thirty-nine, to be precise,’ she corrects.
Frank bites into a biscuit and takes a sip of tea. ‘You broke my heart, Geneve. Broke my bloody heart,’ he laments, staring into the abyss.
She reaches out and places her hand on top of his. ‘I’m sorry.’
‘I waited for you for two bloody hours in the bandstand. When you still hadn’t arrived, I made my way to where your family had set up camp.’
‘Behind the old bus depot.’
‘Yes. And you’d gone. All of you. I spent the next three days in my car searching all over North Yorkshire for you. It was like you’d vanished into thin air. You were my first love, Geneve. My first… you know, my first time. What happened?’ he adds wistfully.
She puffs out air, her smile replaced with regret. ‘It was my father, god rest his soul,’ she explains, making a cross sign over her chest. ‘He found out I’d been seeing you, which is a big no-no in Gypsy society. You were an outsider. When I told him you were a good man, a police officer, he went nuts. Said I’d brought dishonour upon the family. He locked me in the caravan and the entire clan upped sticks and left. We drove throughout the night, and most of the next day until we reached a spot somewhere in Scotland, in the middle of bloody nowhere. If it’s any consolation, I was heartbroken too.’
Frank turns to her and gazes into her eyes. ‘It’s no consolation. To think of you upset brings me no comfort.’
She pats his hand and perks up. ‘It was a long time ago, Frank. So, tell me about your life? I take it you married?’
He takes another swig of tea. ‘I met a girl about nine months after I last saw you. Meera is her name. We married and have been together ever since.’
‘Do you love her?’ she enquires, tenderly.
‘More than life itself. She’s my rock, my best friend, my soul mate.’
Geneve smiles sweetly. ‘I’m glad you found someone, Frank. It would never have worked out between us. We come from different worlds. If you’ve been wed forty years, then you must have children, and grandkids?’
‘No grandkids. Only the one daughter… Sally,’ he murmurs.
‘And what’s Sally like?’
A half smile, tinged with remorse, creeps across his lips. ‘She was a ball of energy, funny, smart and beautiful. She had Meera’s looks. How she made me laugh. Some of the things she’d come out with. She was comical.’ His eyes glisten as a solitary tear forms and dribbles down his cheek.
Geneve’s smile morphs into anguish as she realises. ‘You’re talking of her in the past tense. I’m sorry, Frank. When did you lose her?’
‘Long time ago now. She was only six. I’d rather not…’
‘Oh, sweet merciful father. Frank, Frank, Frank…’ she wails, draping an arm around his shoulder and pulling his head into her bosom. She gently rocks him back and forth. They sit in silence for a few minutes before he pulls away and blows his nose on a handkerchief. ‘Drink your tea before it gets cold,’ she encourages.
He takes a sip. ‘You make a nice brew, Geneve,’ he says, putting a lid back on his morbid thoughts as he takes a deep breath. ‘And what about you? Tell me your tale.’
‘Not long after arriving in Scotland, I realised I was pregnant. My father hastily arranged a marriage with my first cousin, Liam. Another Fitzpatrick.’
‘Is that legal? Actually, cancel that question,’ Frank says, realising the Gypsy community has vastly different interpretations of what constitutes legal and illegal, compared to his understanding of the term. ‘Is Liam a good man?’
Geneve scoffs. ‘Ha! No, he wasn’t. Turned out I married a right duffer. Drunken, feckless, ne’er-do-well. He passed to the other side twenty years back. Got kicked in the head by a Shetland Pony. Pissed, of course.’
‘Your husband or the pony? Sorry, that was in poor taste.’
Geneve chuckles. ‘You always had a dry sense of humour.’
‘Children?’
‘Like you, just the one. I named him Finn. And one grandson. You met him outside… Rory.’
‘What! That mouthy, cocky gobshite is your grandson?’ he exclaims.
She pouts and eyeballs him sternly. ‘Aye, that’s right. Rory’s my grandson. Remind you of anyone, Frank?’
‘No. Why?’
‘Because you’re his grandfather.’
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Frank gulps from the fresh cup of tea. 
‘You say you’re a DCI?’ Geneve states as she takes her seat next to Frank.
‘That’s right,’ he mumbles, his mind in a turmoil.
‘You could have fooled me.’
‘What does that mean?’
‘I gave you two big clues with knobs on, and you still didn’t spot them.’
‘What clues?’
‘I told you I was pregnant after arriving in Scotland. That was clue number one. I said I called my son Finn—clue number two.’
Frank places his cup down. ‘Finn… Finnegan.’
‘Ah, you’re not as green as you are cabbage looking,’ she guffaws.
‘And where is Finn?’
‘Somewhere overseas. He became a roadie in his late teens. Does all the big acts: U2, Coldplay, Robbie Williams. He always makes sure he’s back home for my birthday. He’s a good lad.’
‘What about your husband, Liam… did he know Finn wasn’t his?’
‘Like feck he did! Do you think he’d have married me if he knew I was carrying an English copper’s bairn?’
‘You never told him, or Finn, or Rory?’
‘No. What would have been the point? Choose which hill you want to die on is my motto. The only person I told was da. Hence the hastily arranged marriage. If anyone had found out, I’d have been tarred and feathered and ostracised from the community.’
‘What about your mother?’
‘Your memory must be failing you. My ma died before I first met you.’
‘Oh, aye, that’s right. And when did your dad die?’
‘He passed away eight years ago. Fell off a Clydesdale during a race.’
‘Hell! I thought you Gypsies were renowned for your horsemanship?’
‘He was ninety at the time. There are worse ways to go. Better to die doing what you love than cooped up in a hospital. And like any beast, horses can be unpredictable.’
The word—beast—has Frank checking his watch. ‘Hellfire! Is that the time? We’ve been chatting for an hour. I better make tracks,’ he explains as he slides from his seat and heads to the door.
Geneve follows him and drapes her arms around his shoulders, then gives him a slow, passionate kiss on the lips. ‘That’s for old time’s sake. We have our own lives and never the twain shall meet.’
‘And yet we have met, Geneve. I think about you often.’
She places a finger on his lips. ‘Shush. Let it be.’
He nods, accepting her words of wisdom as he casts his eyes downwards. They focus on a wooden bowl on top of the fridge, and five yellow plastic tags. He picks one up.
‘However, we have a small matter of five missing Belted Galloway cattle from Mr Bartlett’s farm to sort out before I go.’
Geneve huffs. ‘Christ, always the bloody copper. Please don’t tell me you’re intending to arrest your own grandson? They weren’t stolen, Frank. Swear on my father’s life. They wandered into camp overnight a few days back.’
‘You have two beasts still living and one hung up in your improvised cooler box. Where are the other two?’
‘The boy’s sold them?’
‘To whom?’
‘Hell, I don’t know, and neither would the boys. Names aren’t too readily exchanged in matters like these. Come on Frank, cut us some slack here. Life on the road as a Gypsy is never easy. We’re hounded from site to site. Everyone blames us for anything which is stolen. We’re not like that. We work hard on the roads, around the farms, on the buildings. We earn our living. We take nothing from the government.’
He considers her plea, and the fact he still has feelings for her. ‘Okay. I have a suggestion. But you have to meet me halfway, Geneve.’
‘Go on.’
‘How long do you intend camping here?’
‘About another two weeks. We’re slowly making our way over to the Appleby Horse Fair. Why?’
‘Today is Wednesday. Next Tuesday, in Malton, there’s a livestock market. Tell Rory and a couple of his mates to pay a visit and purchase three Belted Galloway steers. Make sure they have the same markings and are of similar height and weight to the ones that supposedly wandered into your camp. The next day, Wednesday, take all five beasts back to Mr Bartlett’s farm. It’s five miles up the road. Ensure you put the ID tags back in the cattle’s ears. Tell Bartlett you found them wandering around. Bartlett is a decent chap, if a little bombastic, but I’m sure he’ll offer you a few hundred quid for your trouble.’
Geneve is concerned. ‘That will cost a lot of money, Frank.’
‘I suggest you use the money you obtained from selling two of the cattle to help pay for the three at the market. Plus, you still have one hanging in your improvised freezer box. If you’re lucky, you’ll take a small loss.’
‘Is there an alternative?’
‘Yes. I’ll ring Mr Bartlett at midday next Wednesday. If his cattle haven’t been returned by then, I’ll be back to arrest Rory… grandson or not. It’s the only offer on the table. Do we have a deal?’
Geneve considers the proposition for a few seconds, before finally spitting on her hand.
‘Deal!’ They shake hands, then she plants a last peck on his lips. Frank pulls at the door. ‘Frank, I still love you, always have.’
He half turns but doesn’t face her. ‘Aye.’
Stepping out into the bright daylight, he surveys the scene. Sitting around the campfire are Zac and Dinkel. Opposite them are eight Gypsy men. They all seem in good spirits as they chomp on big fat sausages stuck on forks.
‘Hell, that’s good,’ Zac groans as he takes another bite.
‘You need plenty of fat in the sausage. It gives it flavour and keeps it moist,’ Rory explains.
‘Zac! Dinkel! We’re leaving now. And by the way, stop eating the bloody evidence,’ Frank bellows as he marches towards them.
Rory rises and offers Frank a fork. ‘Sausage, Mr Finnegan?’ he says with a mischievous grin.
Frank stares into his eyes. He now sees a passing resemblance to himself in his early twenties. Tall, lean, taut muscles, good looking, with a devil-may-care attitude to life. He yearns to say something meaningful to him, but he can’t.
‘I’m on a diet,’ he finally replies, sternly. ‘Speak with your grandmother and heed her words… otherwise, I’ll be back. And next time, I’ll be arresting you.’
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Prisha bounds up the steps to her front door, panting hard. She fumbles her keys into the lock, opens the door and skips up the two flights of stairs to her third-floor flat. Another scrabble with her keys and she makes her way inside, promptly disrobing from her soaked running top, kicking her running shoes off and wriggling out of her shorts. She turns the cold tap on in the shower and reluctantly braves the frigid water as she quickly washes herself down. 
The hour long run and cold shower reinvigorate her after a long arduous day. Her stomach rumbles as she thinks of what to make for her evening meal. She tousles her hair through a fluffy towel, then brushes her teeth as she stares at her naked body in the bathroom mirror.
‘Why can’t I find a fella?’ she mutters to herself before spitting into the sink and rinsing her mouth. Her thoughts return to Adam Rushford, and his rugged good looks and muscular frame. A tingling sensation awakens in her as an irresistible urge yearns to be satisfied. The harsh buzzer to her flat resonates in the hallway, dissipating her ardour. She glances at her wristwatch on the sink—7:15.
Puzzlement adorns her face as she wraps a towel around her head and another around her body, then exits the bathroom. Glancing into the security monitor, she spies the unmistakable figure of Zac as she presses on the intercom.
‘Hey, Zac. What’s happening?’
‘Can I come up?’
‘Yeah, sure,’ she says as she taps the button to release the downstairs latch. She leaves her flat door ajar. Bemused, she enters the kitchen and flicks the kettle on, then grabs two cups from a cupboard. She hears footsteps followed by the door slamming shut.
‘Where are you?’ he calls out.
‘Kitchen.’
He enters and immediately falters. ‘Oh, sorry. I caught you at a bad time,’ he says, staring at her shape beneath the towel.
‘Not at all. I’ve been for a run, then had a refreshing shower.’ She spots the holdall in his hand. ‘This doesn’t look promising,’ she says as she drops tea bags into the cups.
‘It’s Kelly. She’s kicked me out, well, not kicked me out. She thought it best if we have some time apart.’ He glances down at his bag. ‘I wouldn’t ask, but I’ve rung around a dozen hotels and bed and breakfasts and everywhere is chockers. You know what it’s like when we have a warm spell in Britain. Every man and his dog rush to the coast or countryside. It was either you or Frank.’
Prisha pouts. Her flat is small, just the one dormer bedroom. But he looks dejected and desperate. It would be churlish to deny him. ‘Okay, but only a couple of nights, right?’ she says in a matronly manner.
He grins. ‘Yeah, of course. I’ll have another ring around tomorrow, see if I can get myself sorted.’
‘You’ll have to sleep on the floor.’
‘Aye, not a problem. The cushions from the couch will make a comfy bed. Have you eaten?’
‘No. I was wondering what to make. What about you?’
‘Nah. Ravenous. Hey, how about I treat us to a takeaway?’
She beams. ‘Sounds like a great idea! What do you fancy?’ It’s only a split-second, but she definitely notices the way his eyes flit across her body.
‘Your call.’
‘Thai?’ she suggests, pulling a menu from the wall and handing it to him.
‘Perfect. How about the set menu for two?’
‘Great! You order while I get dressed.’
[image: image-placeholder]They finish the food and Zac stacks the dishwasher and takes the empty cartons downstairs to the bins. Back in the flat, he unzips his holdall and pulls out a bottle of Gordon’s Gin. 
‘Gin and tonic?’ he suggests.
‘Why not.’
Zac fixes two G and Ts and sits on the opposite end of the sofa to Prisha as he gives her a hilarious account of the day’s proceedings recounting how he, Frank and Dinkel visited the Gypsy encampment. Prisha is in hysterics as he describes the Portaloo scene and the large canvas tent containing the two steers.
She wipes tears from her eyes. ‘What happened next?’
‘All hell broke loose. Three against eight. Frank whipped out Long Tall Sally…’
‘I beg your pardon?’
‘It’s what he calls his police baton. It was turning very ugly, and then, out of the blue, this older woman appears on the doorstep of a caravan and gives everyone a roasting. Said we’d woken her from her afternoon nap. She was definitely the matriarch. All the Gypsy men were scared of her. Then the strangest thing happened,’ he explains, finishing the last of his drink.
‘What?’
‘Frank and this woman, called Geneve, stared at each other and then repeated each other’s name. A hush fell over the campsite as everyone eyeballed one another… gobsmacked.’
‘What was their connection?’
‘It turns out she was an old flame from way back, before he met Meera.’
‘Hell, that must be nigh on forty years ago.’
‘True. Anyway, he disappears inside her caravan for a good hour or more. An uneasy truce broke out between the Gypsies and me and Dinkel. We ended up sitting around a fire playing cards and eating beef sausages cooked over the fire.’
‘Oh, Zac! You weren’t gambling, were you?’
‘Chillax. We were playing for matches. Anyway, Frank eventually appears from the caravan, white as a sheet. I asked him what the go was, you know, if he intended to make an arrest. He said he’d given them a week to rectify the issue and return five steers to Mr Bartlett’s farm.’
‘What about the butchered animal in the Portaloo?’
‘I raised that point, and he bit my head off. He said how could we confirm if it was one of Bartlett’s beasts or not? It was purely circumstantial. Then we drove back to Whitby. He barely uttered a single word in the car. It was knocking off time and I suggested we call in at one of the many pubs on the way back for a refreshing pint… and this is the most startling part of the entire story—he declined. Said he had a headache.’
‘Christ! Whatever happened inside that caravan must have been profound for him to decline a pint.’
‘My thoughts exactly. Refill?’
‘Yes, go on then, but I better make it my last. I have an early start tomorrow?’
‘How come?’ he says as he refreshes the tumblers.
‘I’m interviewing a cousin of Laura Hutton on Holy Island.’
‘Laura Hutton? Is she the poor wee lassie found dead in her car?’
‘Yes. So, what do you think went on in the caravan with Frank and the mysterious Gypsy Geneve?’
‘Not sure. But something upset him.’
Prisha sports a mischievous smile. ‘Hey, you don’t think they had sex, do you?’
‘Oh, please! Don’t go there. I can’t deal with the mental image of Frank getting his rocks off, not on a full stomach.’
‘Older people still have sex, you know. In fact, they’re probably having more sex than me.’
He chuckles. ‘And me.’ 
‘What’s funny?’
‘Here we both are, in our prime, and neither of us has had sex for some considerable time. What a pair of sad sacks.’
‘Yeah, it’s pathetic. Although your celibacy is… sorry,’ she says, wincing.
‘Spit it out.’
‘I was about to say your celibacy is self-inflicted. But a marriage, well, it takes two to make it work.’
‘Aye, very true,’ he says with a wistful gaze. ‘I thought things would improve once Kelly finished her night shifts at the hospital, but it only seems to have made things worse. We see more of each other now and all we do is argue. Well, it’s not even arguing, just nasty snipes at each other.’
‘Have you thought about a family holiday? It could bring you closer together.’
‘Can’t afford it. When I was gambling, we got behind on the mortgage and we’re still playing catch up.’
‘You can do it on the cheap. Take a week off and do day trips. There are some brilliant places you could visit within driving distance. Pack picnics and head off onto the moors for day walks. A day by the river, fishing. You could even stay a couple of nights in a caravan park. Get a cheap cabin. Try being a family again.’
He smiles at her. ‘Yeah, I suppose,’ he remarks with little enthusiasm.
‘Sorry. I’m trying to be a marriage fixer when I know nothing about it.’
‘No. I appreciate it. Before we attempt a holiday, we need to get back on civil terms and that doesn’t look like happening anytime soon.’
They fall silent for a few minutes as they each mull over their own thoughts.
‘What’s the go with Frank and Meera?’ Prisha eventually asks.
‘What do you mean?’ Zac asks as he pours another refill. ‘One for the road?’ he prompts, holding his glass in the air.
‘Go on then. But it’s the last one for me.’
He hands her the gin and tonic and retakes his seat on the couch. ‘So, what about Frank and Meera?’
‘How come they never had children?’
Zac raises his eyebrows. ‘Who said they didn’t?’
‘He’s never mentioned it if they have.’
Zac sighs heavily, foreshadowing something. ‘They had a child. A girl called Sally. Named after Frank’s Irish grandmother, apparently.’
‘Oh, no. I don’t like the sound of this. Did they lose her?’
Zac sips at his drink. ‘Aye. Literally.’
‘Shit,’ she whispers. ‘What happened?’
‘Frank has never mentioned her once and we’ve been together for ten years.’
‘How did you find out?’
‘From a few old-timers at a retirement dinner. It’s a long time ago now, way back in the mid to late eighties, when it happened. Sally was only five or six years old. It was a stinking hot August Bank Holiday and Meera went away for the weekend with a historical society she was part of. Anyway, Frank and Sally headed to the beach in the afternoon. Frank takes up his position in a deckchair, poring over a crossword, and little Sally was making sandcastles. I don’t think they’d been there too long, maybe forty minutes, when Sally asks for an ice cream. They were on the West Beach, close to Battery Parade. You know the spot?’
Prisha nods. ‘Yes. I run that area frequently.’
‘Frank told Sally to stay close to the deckchair while he went for the treats. There was a bit of a queue for the ice creams and Frank was gone for about ten, twelve minutes. When he returned, Sally was gone. His first concern was the water. That beach can have powerful undercurrents at certain times of the year, and you can easily get dragged out if you’re not a strong swimmer. He scoured the beach and the water for fifteen minutes before he raised the alarm. They threw everything at it, the police, and rescue services, and the holidaymakers. No sign of her. She was never found.’
‘Oh, my god,’ Prisha cries, clasping her mouth.
‘The search went on for months. They turned their attention away from a drowning to an abduction. Frank rounded up every child sex offender in the north of England, but all to no avail. He went a bit psycho, apparently.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Beat the shit out of a couple of reformed sex-offenders. Put one of them in hospital. It was all brushed under the carpet. They paid the guy off to not press charges. It was in his best interests. He didn’t want to go to court and have his identity revealed. Then Frank had a nervous breakdown. Off sick for six months.’
‘And Meera?’
‘That’s when she turned to religion.’
‘Then what happened?’
‘Gordon was Frank’s DCI at the time.’
‘Gordon Critchley, the current chief constable?’
He nods. ‘Aye. One and the same. He went out of his way to support Frank, you know, encourage him back to work. He thought that focusing on police work would take his mind away from dark thoughts. He also suggested he get an allotment. A place to get away for quiet thinking time in a peaceful environment.’
‘Was Sally’s body ever found?’
‘Nope.’
‘And no one was ever in the frame for her abduction?’
‘They had a few guys they pursued, but they all had watertight alibis.’
‘Christ, I feel sick to my stomach. All that time and never knowing. That would be a living nightmare.’
‘I know. A parent’s worst fear. Of course, this is all second-hand information told by the old-timers. You know how they like to embellish things and spin a good yarn.’
‘I feel so sad for both of them. Never knowing what happened. And yet, he gets on with life. He can be a grumpy bum sometimes, but underneath, he is a caring soul, usually friendly and amusing.’
‘I know. If anything ever happened to one of my lads, I’d torch the fucking world. But I’m not Frank. He’s a bigger man than me,’ he adds, his eyes glistening.
Prisha shuffles across the sofa and places a hand on his. ‘If Frank and Meera can move on and fix things, then you and Kelly can, too. Take strength from their actions,’ she advises tenderly.
‘Thanks. You’re a good pal.’
Their heads move closer. They breathe in each other’s warm scent. Their lips almost touch.
Instinctively, and at the same time, they break away.
‘I better make my bed up,’ Zac says.
‘Yes. Right, of course,’ Prisha replies, jumping to her feet. ‘And I have to set my alarm for tomorrow. There’s a spare key hung up in the kitchen. Make sure you lock up when you leave tomorrow.’
‘Will do. And Prisha, the crossing to Holy Island, you best check the times of the…’
‘Tides… yes, I know. Frank warned me. That’s why I’m setting off early. I’ve already checked. Night, Zac.’
‘Night Prisha. And hey…’
‘What?’
‘Thanks.’
She smiles, then leaves the room and pads silently up the stairs to her lonely dormer bedroom.
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As she opens the door, she receives a fright. The body is sprawled out, hanging over the edge of the cushions, a tangle of blankets at his feet. His tartan boxer shorts do little to hide a large, angry erection. Gentle snoring fills the air. Her nostrils recognise a familiar musk from her past. It reminds her of her brothers’ bedroom when she was growing up. She bends and carefully drapes a blanket over his body, covering his modesty. She grins. Men… even when they dream, they think about sex, she thinks. Quickly and quietly, she makes herself a strong pod coffee, pours it into a thermos mug, then heads out of the flat. Scampering down the stairs, she fights with several emotions. Having a man around the house feels good, nice. Someone to share with, to wake up to, to talk to, or even just ignore. It’s sort of comforting. She knows she can’t be with Zac—he’s married. But there must be a Mr Right out there for her somewhere. Surely? 
[image: image-placeholder]The drive north to Holy Island is exquisite. Once past Newcastle, she detours onto the coastal road and takes in the scenic route, safe in the knowledge the early morning start has given her plenty of time to sidestep the tides. She drives along narrow country roads flanked by hedges and bushes in the midst of bloom. Winding the window down, she breathes in the spring fragrances fused with a salty sea nip. The landscape flattens out as she navigates the last few miles towards the causeway. Tall timber poles accompany the road to her left and pique her curiosity as to their purpose. She spots the island in the distance and a few craggy old ruins, but mostly it appears barren. Pools of water at the side of the road increase in frequency. She slows to a halt in front of a yellow sign with red lettering which reads; 
DANGER
DO NOT PROCEED
WHEN WATER
REACHES CAUSEWAY
She pulls out her phone and takes a few snaps over the mudflats. The place has an eeriness and a sense of isolation. She sets off across the causeway at a steady roll and soon passes a wooden structure on concrete stilts which sits a good twelve feet off the ground, accessed by rickety old stairs. She assumes it must be a refuge for the unfortunate, or foolhardy, souls who misjudge the tides. The car soon emerges onto the island and follows a sweeping coastal road with the receding waters to her right. She enters the small hamlet of Lindisfarne and parks in a car park as close to the main hub as visitors are allowed to go. Checking her GPS, she sees it’s less than a mile to Fran Clegg’s house. Strolling through the village, she admires the cafes and arts and craft shops. There’s a relaxed atmosphere to the place which makes her feel like she’s on holiday.
Standing outside a small row of white terraced cottages, she raps at the door as she gazes down onto the beach less than three hundred yards away. The door swings open and she’s confronted with a woman who she was expecting to be much younger.
‘Ms Clegg?’
‘Yes?’
‘DI Kumar from North Yorkshire Police. We spoke yesterday on the phone.’
She smiles warmly and ushers her inside. ‘Yes, I’ve been expecting you. And please call me Fran. Ms Clegg makes me sound like a stuffy old spinster, which I am, by the way. A spinster, I mean. Not stuffy.’
Prisha wonders why anyone would describe themselves as a spinster. Fran shows her through to a modern living room, the exact opposite of the outside of the building. Another woman of similar age to Fran rises and greets Prisha.
‘I’m Maggie. Fran’s housemate,’ she says.
Prisha shakes her hand. ‘Pleased to meet you.’
Maggie tut-tuts. ‘A terrible business,’ she murmurs, deep in thought. ‘Right, well, I’ll leave you to it,’ she says and heads out of the room.
Prisha plonks herself down on a sofa as Fran takes a seat opposite.
‘Before we begin, inspector, there are two things.’
‘Yes?’
‘First of all, would you mind if we had our little chat as we walk? I suffer from anxiety and since I heard about the passing of Laura, my blood pressure has gone through the roof. I find walking helps to calm me.’
‘A walk sounds wonderful. You said two things?’
She reaches over to a coffee table, where two A4 sized brown envelopes rest. She picks one up and hands it to Prisha.
‘I think you should read this.’
‘What is it?’ she asks, intrigued.
‘It’s Laura’s last will and testament made five years ago,’ she replies, sniffing, already emotional.
Prisha pulls out the document and studies it in silence for a few minutes, then carefully places it in the envelope and passes it back to Fran.
‘Interesting. Did she discuss this with you?’
‘Yes. On one of her rare visits. She wanted me to be her executor if anything should ever happen to her.’
‘From reading the will, Laura owned the farm, not George?’
‘Yes, sort of. Laura solely owned the land and buildings. The farm belonged to her father and when he died, it went to Laura. Then five years ago she told me she’d made a will. If she passed away, everything would go to her husband, George. If both George and Laura died, then Simon Hutton would inherit it all.’
‘It’s not unusual for all assets to go to the spouse. Although, the brother-in-law is a bit odd. I guess the brothers run the farm as a partnership, so it’s understandable.’
‘Then yesterday morning, not long after our phone call, this came through the mail,’ she says, retrieving the other envelope and handing it over.
Again, Prisha peruses the documents. She rubs at her forehead, mystified.
‘Laura changed her will a week ago. Upon her death, all the farm buildings pass to you. All the arable land goes to Adam Rushford, the farmhand. That’s five-hundred acres! The only thing left to George Hutton is the grandfather clock.’ She flicks to the back and spots a clause written in Latin—in terrorem. She takes out her notebook and jots the phrase down. ‘Why in hell’s name would she leave the land to Adam Rushford?’
Fran shrugs. ‘Not sure. There’s also an attachment at the back from a neurologist, a Doctor Garland. Laura underwent a cognitive assessment to determine her mental capacity. I’m not sure why?’
Prisha removes the paper clip and scans the doctor’s summation. ‘It’s dated one day before she signed her will. She was being thorough. It makes it harder for George to contest the will on the grounds that she was suffering from mental impairment. According to the summary, Laura was fully in charge of her faculties. And this doctor has letters after his name, which means he’s very reputable,’ she adds as she hands the papers back to Fran.
‘Laura visited last year for two days. She told me she was thinking about changing her will and under no circumstances was I to mention it to George or his brother. She said the only people who would know about it were her, me, and the solicitor. I found it odd.’
‘Why?’
‘Because I haven’t spoken with George for over ten years. And as for Simon, well, apart from his telephone call a few days ago, I haven’t seen him since Laura and George’s wedding day nigh on twenty years ago.’
‘During the visit, did she reveal who she was putting in her will?’
‘No. She only mentioned it in passing, almost like an afterthought. After she’d left, I pondered on it and concluded she may have removed George and Simon out of the will.’
Prisha computes the information thoughtfully. ‘About Laura’s latest will, please keep it to yourself until the police investigation is over.’
Concern spreads over her face. ‘Oh, it’s too late. I’ve already told Maggie.’
Prisha smiles. ‘That’s fine. I was specifically referring to the Hutton brothers, Adam Rushford, or anyone else connected to the farm.’
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A waft of salty air permeates the spring expanse as the two women meander along Holy Island’s shoreline. The footprints they impress upon the sand are the only mark on an otherwise pristine beach. Limp waves rhythmically caress the shore as a vibrant tapestry unfolds ahead. Wildflowers pepper the dunes, radiant in their April bloom, and the emerald grasslands beyond whisper tales of the land’s ancient heritage.  
‘Which way would you like to go, inspector?’
‘You lead the way. And call me Prisha.’
‘Okay, Prisha. How about we have a stroll around the old priory, then follow the beach to Lindisfarne castle?’
‘Sounds delightful.’
As they walk, Fran recounts the sad, lonely life of Laura Hutton.
‘My father and Laura’s father were brothers. My dad bought a farm on the outskirts of Berwick-upon-Tweed, across the water. And Laura’s father bought the farm in North Yorkshire near Church Houses. They were both very successful and soon built the farms up into very profitable concerns. Laura’s mother, my aunty, passed away when Laura was about eight years old. Then her father died about twenty years ago, not long after Prisha married that man—George bloody Hutton. Originally, it was called Clegg Farm, but once George moved in with Laura, he renamed it Hutton Farm. I should have realised then what sort of man he was. Such a petty, vindictive act. Anyway, Laura used to visit me about three times a year for long weekends, or occasionally a week. But over the years, her trips became less frequent; her stays shorter. I also noticed a change in her demeanour.’
‘In what way?’
‘She was bright, bubbly, vivacious. Then, little by little, I saw the life drain out of her. A fire that burnt so bright became nothing more than a weak flame.’
‘Did she talk about George?’
‘Occasionally. He completely controlled her. Where she went; who she saw; even the bloody clothes she wore.’
‘When was the last time you saw Laura?’
‘Last summer. She came and stayed for two nights. George dropped her off and picked her up. That way, he knew where she was. It was during that visit she mentioned her new will.’
‘Did George ever stay?’
‘No. Laura always used the excuse that he was too busy on the farm. The fact is, Prisha, I could see him for the man he was, and he knew it. If he had stayed, I’d have pulled him aside and given him a piece of my mind. Bloody coward. But then a lot of bullies are.’
‘You formed the impression he was controlling, manipulative?’
‘It wasn’t an impression—it was a fact. She lost all her friends, all her contacts. Do you know she could only leave the farm by herself once a week to go to Whitby or Scarborough to do her weekly grocery shopping?’
‘Yes. I am aware of that. Were there any signs of violence? Bruising, black eyes, bust lips?’
She sighs. ‘No. I did once ask her if he was violent, and she said he’d never laid a finger on her.’
‘He used coercive control?’
‘Yes.’
‘I hate to ask this question as it shows a person’s ignorance, but playing the devil’s advocate, why didn’t she leave him?’
Fran half laughs as they pay a small fee at the priory entrance and enter the grounds. ‘I think you already know the answer to the question, Prisha. It’s a slow and insidious game people like George Hutton play. They chip, chip, chip away at your confidence until you’re nothing but an empty shell. You lose your sense of identity. Your dreams are quashed. It’s almost like zombification—if that’s a word. I’m retired now, but I was a domestic violence counsellor for over thirty years. I saw things which still haunt me to this day. I dare say you’ve seen plenty of it yourself, despite your tender age.’
‘Yes. I’ve already seen too much. Did you try to help her develop a pathway out of her relationship?’
‘I tried, but she’d pretend everything was all right. Then the visits became rarer. I’d call her, but he began monitoring her phone calls. My heart bleeds for that poor girl.’ She stops and has a little weep as Prisha rubs her soothingly on the back. Fran sniffs, blows her nose, and regains her composure. ‘These last few years, it’s like she was under house arrest. That’s how the George Hutton’s of this world operate. They isolate you from everything. You are their property, like a chattel!’ she spits the words out, angry.
‘It’s cold comfort, but maybe Laura had the last laugh. By changing her will, George is in danger of losing the farm.’
‘He’ll contest it and say the farm wouldn’t be worth anything without his hard work and business acumen. He has the money to hire the best lawyers. I don’t doubt for one minute he’ll retain the farm, despite Laura’s will and medical assessment. Not that I want the farm buildings, anyway. Maggie and I are very comfortably off.’
Prisha is still baffled by the will. ‘I can’t understand why Laura would leave half of the farm to Adam Rushford?’
Fran shrugs. ‘Who knows? She mentioned him occasionally. Said he was a good listener.’
‘Do you think they were having an affair?’
‘It’s possible. I believe George suffers from problems in the trouser department.’
‘Did Laura tell you that?’
‘She implied as much.’
‘Did Laura love George?’
‘Perhaps at first,’ Fran replies with a faraway look in her eyes, ‘but definitely not during the last ten or so years of her life. She was trapped, and she knew it. I believe she orchestrated her death in advance.’ A hint of sadness colours her voice.
‘What makes you say that?’
‘The will. Why would she change it unless she was planning to…’ She trails off, unable to articulate the words. ‘Finish herself off?’
‘That’s the thing, Fran—I’m not entirely convinced Laura took her own life.’
Prisha’s revelation is so stunning Fran takes a seat on a nearby bench. Her eyes widen as she gazes up at Prisha.
‘I don’t understand. Simon Hutton recounted the horrifying events to me over the phone on Tuesday. He said it was a clear-cut case of suicide. Even the police were sure of it.’
‘That’s not entirely correct. I only ever said it was an… apparent suicide. We mustn’t draw premature conclusions until we have conducted a thorough investigation.’
‘I see.’ Fran’s nod is hesitant as she absorbs the implication of Prisha’s words. ‘Then why your doubts?’
Prisha sits alongside her. ‘I believe Laura finally built up the courage to leave George,’ she explains, as the wind whistles through the ancient priory. ‘There was a suitcase in the boot of her car, plus five thousand pounds in cash. In my experience, those facts are incongruous with a suicide. Something doesn’t add up. And there are subtle operational details I cannot disclose right now.’
Fran stares at the manicured lawn, her mind whirling in a storm of thoughts. ‘If Laura didn’t take her own life, then what happened to her? Could it have been a bizarre accident?’
‘No, Fran. It wasn’t an accident. A hose doesn’t miraculously attach itself to a car’s exhaust pipe,’ Prisha replies in a firm voice.
Fran is puzzled, but only for a second. ‘That leaves only one other explanation… murder!’
The chilling word lingers in the air like the echo of a funeral bell.
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The women spend two hours walking around the island. Fran stops to point out landmarks and presents Prisha with a brief history of Holy Island’s inception and troubled past. She also explains about the large wooden poles that lead to the island, and across the causeway. Waymarkers for walkers attempting St Cuthbert’s Way. 
As they stroll leisurely back towards the house along the beach, Fran suddenly stops.
‘I know you can’t confirm nor deny anything relating to the investigation, Prisha, but if it is murder, then there can only be one suspect.’
She shrugs apologetically. ‘Let’s take it one step at a time. Maybe Laura took her own life, maybe she didn’t.’
Fran takes Prisha’s hand in hers. ‘If it manifests as murder, then promise me you’ll get the bastard?’
Prisha doesn’t enjoy making promises she may not be able to fulfil. ‘I promise you I’ll give it everything I’ve got.’
Her reply appears to placate Fran, as they set off walking again.
‘Would you care to stay for lunch, inspector?’ Fran offers as they near the back door of her house.
‘Thanks, but I have to head back to Whitby. I’ll grab something from a greasy caff. Oh, one last question.’
‘What?’
‘You mentioned that both of Laura’s parents passed away. How old were they?’
Fran puffs out air. ‘Laura’s mother would have been about thirty. And her father was fifty.’
‘Hell! That’s young for both of them.’
‘And what was the nature of their deaths?’
Fran turns and gazes at the rippling waves in the distance. ‘Her mother overdosed on pills and her father took a shotgun into a field and blew his brains out.’
Prisha has wandered into quicksand and is sucked into a dark void.
[image: image-placeholder]In a rage, she inadvertently performs a wheel spin as she leaves the car park, showering the vehicles behind with grit. Speeding down the coastal road towards the causeway, she repeatedly slams her palm into the steering wheel. 
‘Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!’ she screams. ‘What a waste of frigging time. A wild, bloody goose chase. Why didn’t she mention anything on the phone yesterday about Laura’s parents dying from suicide? Why didn’t the Hutton brothers mention anything? Mental health issues can be genetic. Shit on a stick!’ She slows and calms a little as she crosses the causeway. Her anger turns into self-rebuke.
‘Frank’s right about you, Prisha. You become fixated. I still believe Laura intended to leave her bastard of a husband. So, what happened? She was a few miles from the farm, then got cold feet. The thought of starting afresh, alone, devoid of confidence, was too much for her. Yet the thought of returning to her prison was not an option. I even said it myself the other day when Kylie asked why people do it. The pain of living is greater than the fear of death. It was obvious after speaking with Bennett bloody Whipple yesterday. If someone else attached the hose to the exhaust, then Laura would have been restrained or incapacitated—and yet Whipple was adamant she wasn’t. He may be a royal pain in the, but he’s always on the money.’
[image: image-placeholder]Listening to relaxing classical music soothes her frayed nerves. Spying a sign for a beauty-spot lookout, she pulls over. Resting for an hour, she stares out to sea as golden sunlight skips across undulating waves. 
She reflects morosely. ‘It’s almost like I wanted it to be murder. I wanted justice for Laura and now there can be none. What about the shoe? Forget about the blasted shoe! And the hosepipe? The hosepipe was her Plan B if she couldn’t go through with leaving. Her way to end the pain. Sorry, Laura. I wanted to help you. But I can’t.’
The anger exhausts her. ‘And now George Hutton gets off Scott free. He’s ultimately responsible for her death and yet there’s nothing the law can do about it. Sometimes I hate this job.’
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The front door slams shut so hard Zac almost drops his bottle of beer. 
‘What in all fuckdom was that?’ he says with concern. He hurries from the steam filled kitchen into the living room, as Prisha walks in. ‘And how was your day?’ he asks, beaming, sporting a pink pinafore. Prisha takes off her small backpack and launches it against the wall. She picks up a large cushion from the couch and beats the living bejeezus out of it.
‘Bastard! Bastard! Bastard!’ she screams.
‘Pleasant day, then? Drink?’
‘Yes!’ she snaps as she drop-kicks the cushion into the hallway with a deftness that would earn her a trial with Leeds Rhinos, any day of the week.
‘G and T?’ Zac asks.
‘Yes! Make it a strong double! No, on second thoughts, a treble.’
‘Sweet merciful crap,’ he whispers as he heads to the drinks cabinet. ‘You hungry?’
‘NO!’ she screams. ‘Yes, I’m ravenous.’
‘Hello, hello, it could be one of those nights,’ he murmurs to himself. He returns with her drink, smiling warmly. ‘I’ve been slaving over a hot stove all day. I’m fair exhausted. I’ve vacuumed the carpet, emptied the dishwasher, made your bed, and put a load of washing in, and hung it out in the back garden. A woman’s work is never done. My fingers are worn to the bone.’
His performance as a domestic goddess almost brings a smile to Prisha’s face. ‘Don’t try to make me laugh, because it won’t work,’ she says, snatching the drink from him and taking an almighty glug. ‘What’s for dinner?’
‘My house speciality—spaghetti bolognaise, with parmesan cheese, and homemade garlic bread.’
‘Thank you,’ she snarls.
‘The pleasure’s all yours. Now, why don’t you take a seat and tell your Aunty Zac all about it?’
[image: image-placeholder]They finish their meal, and both enter the kitchen to share the cleaning up duties as Prisha continues to offload. Zac listens patiently, occasionally offering a word of advice, a platitude, a commiseration… but not too often as he’s already had his head bitten off twice. But she is mellowing. Mainly due to the amount of gin she’s put away. 
‘The world’s fucked!’
‘You won’t get any argument from me,’ Zac concurs.
‘No matter how far women’s rights have come in the last forty years, behind closed doors, it’s still the same old shit. Why do men think a girlfriend, a wife, a spouse is their property? As though they own a fucking dog.’
‘Not all men.’
‘No, not all men. But there are still a lot of them out there.’
‘Change takes time, Prisha.’
‘Don’t give me that shit!’ she snaps. ‘Change can be almost instantaneous if people want it. But they don’t want it. Why give up the good life? The obedient little woman. Always doing what her fella wants.’
‘Pardon me for breathing,’ he murmurs under his breath as he stacks the dishwasher, still adorned in his pink pinafore.
‘Do you want to know who I’m most angry with?’
‘Over the last hour, you’ve incarcerated or eradicated most of the world, so I’m not sure there are many people left to pick from. You’ve shot all the politicians and religious leaders. Ninety per cent of men, above the age of ten, are already behind bars serving life sentences. You drowned all celebrities out at sea. You even exiled the Rotary Club, and the Mothers Union to a god forsaken island off the coast of Paraguay, and I’m pretty certain Paraguay is landlocked. I mean, who’s left?’
‘Me!’ she shouts, making him jump. He catches his knuckles on the edge of the dishwasher.
‘Jeez!’ he wheezes, rubbing vigorously at his fingers. ‘You have a lot of internal rage going on, Prisha. I haven’t seen anyone this angry since Cartwright sat on one of Frank’s pork pies.’
She smiles at the imagery. ‘I haven’t heard about that one.’ Anger is replaced by sadness. ‘I miss Jason.’
‘Aye, me too.’
‘I had dinner with Amanda last week,’ she whispers.
‘That’s nice. How’s she going?’
‘Yeah, ploughing on. If it wasn’t for the fact she was pregnant, I’m not sure she’d be coping too well.’
‘She has a bairn to worry about now. It’s a good thing. And how is the pregnancy going?’
‘All good. Due in September. I said we’d have a small get together at one of our homes a few weeks after she’s born. A little celebration.’
‘Nice touch. It’s a girl then?’
‘Yes. Petra. Petra Cartwright.’ Tears unexpectedly erupt and cascade down her face.
Zac takes her in his arms and squeezes her. ‘Let it flow. Better out than in. You’ve had a rough old time since your transfer. I’ll tell you what, I have enormous balls but they’re like Maltesers compared to yours.’
He spins her around and places his hands on her shoulders, then marches her through the kitchen doorway into the living room, kneading her shoulders.
‘My god, that feels so good. I’m all tensed up.’
‘You’re tighter than Frank’s wallet at a whip-round for a retiring officer. Relax and breathe.’
As the gin and tonic flows freely, they open up to each other.
Prisha sloshes the liquid around in her glass. ‘Do you ever regret joining the police?’
Zac relaxes back into the folds of the sofa and contemplates. ‘Some days. But it soon passes. You?’
‘Yes, all the time. There are easier jobs. I should have stuck with architecture.’
Zac laughs. ‘You’d have been bored out of your mind. You were born to be a detective. You’re instinctive.’
Prisha scoffs. ‘My instinct is sometimes wrong, i.e. Laura Hutton.’
‘If there’s no case to solve, you can’t solve it.’
‘You remember yesterday when you told me about Frank’s missing daughter?’
‘Aye. What of it?’
‘Did you check the records? They’d still be in the archives or cold case files.’
Zac shakes his head and gazes at the carpet. ‘No. I couldn’t do it. I’m close to Frank. I can’t bring myself to snoop into his past. It would be underhand, like I was betraying him. Frank has stood by me through thick and thin. He’s covered my back on many occasions, at great risk to his own career.’
‘Such as?’ Prisha queries.
‘The times when I’d rock in to work after an all-nighter at an illegal card game. He’d tell me to take the day off and ring in sick. The occasions when I was short on making the monthly mortgage payment because of my gambling and he’d slip me a few hundred quid on the quiet to see me through. God knows how much I owe him. He’s never asked for it back. I will repay him… eventually. And most recently, when he turned a blind eye to something I did, which was very bad,’ he adds cryptically.
Prisha grins. ‘This sounds naughty. What did you do?’
Zac turns to her, staring impassively. ‘I killed Wayne Barber.’
The smile evaporates from Prisha’s face. She blinks rapidly. Swallows hard, thinking she may have misheard him. ‘No, you didn’t. Wayne Barber fell to his death from Whitby’s east cliff while you were helping him back up from a ledge.’
‘Aye. That’s what the report says. We’d cornered him, me and Frank. I helped pull Barber back up from the cliff, then handcuffed him. He was so smug, cocky. He kept pushing and pushing. Bragging about him being a hero in prison for killing a copper and how no jail could hold him. Then he started having a go at Jason and Amanda, saying all sorts of nasty things about them. I snapped. Undid his handcuffs, grabbed him by the scruff of the neck, and threw him over the edge of the cliff. Frank could see what was coming and pleaded with me to stop. He couldn’t intervene as his dodgy knee had given way under him.’
Prisha’s eyes are on stalks. ‘Oh, Zac… why did you tell me that?’ she cries, clearly distraught.
‘Not sure. I don’t feel bad. Frank said I’d regret it for the rest of my life. But I don’t. Barber killed Jason. He attempted to kill you, Dinkel, Frank, and the retired history professor. He was rotten to the core. I wasn’t prepared to allow that bastard to serve his twenty-five years, then be released to kill again. People like Barber are a waste of oxygen. The world’s better off without Wayne Barber.’
Prisha drops her head into her palms. ‘Fuck,’ she mumbles.
‘Anyway, I’m not the only one with a secret, am I?’
‘What does that mean?’
‘You and Tiffany Butler?’
‘What about me and Tiffany Butler?’ Prisha snaps back, annoyed.
Zac chuckles. ‘I suspected the night we found you up at the old lighthouse. You gave me your statement about being pursued by the Russians and how Maxim had died, and during the melee, Tiffany escaped.’
‘It’s all true,’ she hisses.
‘You said you stabbed Maxim in the back of the neck, and he fell down the steps in the lighthouse.’
‘That’s exactly what happened!’
‘You got the knife from the farmhouse you hid in on the moors?’
‘That’s right.’
‘And you cut a slit in your belt and used it as an improvised scabbard.’
‘Yes, I did. What’s your point?’
‘Outside the lighthouse, as Frank was leading you to the car, you stopped and bent down. Your jacket rode up. You weren’t wearing a belt. Then, a few months back, when I was around here at your flat, you had a postcard on the door of the fridge. You said it was from your aunt. It wasn’t. It was from Dolores Fernandez, in Argentina, wishing you were there with her. Dolores Fernandez and Tiffany Butler are one and the same.’
Prisha falls silent. ‘Well done, sergeant,’ she eventually says, begrudgingly.
‘I’m not judging you. We all have our reasons. Why did you let her go?’
Prisha swirls the liquid around in her glass. ‘For over twenty-four hours, two ruthless killers chased us all over the Yorkshire Moors. No one came to our aid. Not the police, not MI5, not you, not Frank. We only had each other. We grew close. Together we had a chance. Alone, we were dead. When you’re evading death, it makes you re-evaluate what is right and wrong. Tiffany saved my life twice. Maxim was about to rape me. Afterwards, he intended to slit my throat, then dump my body at sea. Tiffany was the one who stabbed him in the back of the neck. I pushed him down the spiral staircase. Call it teamwork. It’s true, I let her go. I even helped her escape. Some things are greater than the laws of the land. I’m not proud of what I did, neither am I ashamed. I owed her. Now we are equal. If I saw her walking down the street tomorrow, I’d arrest her. I don’t care about Tiffany Butler, but one day I hope to run into the Russian bitch that escaped!’
‘Kira?’
‘Yes.’ She swigs back the rest of her gin. ‘After you threw Barber from the cliff, what did Frank say?’
Zac takes her glass and heads towards the bottle of gin on the cabinet. ‘He said we were done. We couldn’t work together anymore. Told me to request a transfer.’
‘But you didn’t?’
He splashes the spirit into the glasses and tops it up with tonic water. ‘I did. But Superintendent Banks declined the request.’
‘I noticed nothing amiss between you and Frank.’
‘He was cold for a few weeks. But we’re all right now,’ he explains as he resumes his seat and hands Prisha her drink.
She reaches out and strokes the side of his face. ‘We all have our demons to carry around. It’s not a normal job we do.’
He takes her hand and grips it tightly, closing his eyes. ‘That felt nice when you touched me. Like a warm blanket slung around my shoulders. Comforting,’ he says, releasing her hand.
They sit in silence for a moment until Prisha puts her drink down on a side table.
‘I better not have anymore. I feel drunk,’ she says, slurring her words.
Zac stands and stretches. ‘I’ll grab us both a bottle of water. Then it’s away to bed. We have work in the morning.’ He strolls into the kitchen and finally discards his pinafore.
‘Yeah, good idea,’ Prisha yawns, eyelids closing.
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Daylight filters through thin curtains, highlighting a lethargic ballet of dust pirouette lazily in the air. Prisha’s eyelids flutter, then snap open. Pondering the blank canvas, her eyes eventually settle on the fan hanging from her bedroom ceiling. Feeling extremely groggy, she props herself upright on her elbows. Her mind is a slurry of pea soup. Dry throat, dehydrated, throbbing head—it’s obvious; she’s coming down with something. A cold, flu, sore throat? 
Throwing her blankets back, she staggers towards the curtains. She opens them and pulls at the sash-window. The ancient rope finally complies, allowing a flood of fresh air into the stuffy bedroom. Breathing deeply, she sucks in the ozone and sea air. Seagulls greet her with their usual screeching mew. The waves acknowledge her as they pound the beach. This is her home, her life.
The crisp morning air makes her feel slightly better. Her triathlon event is only a few weeks away and she can’t afford to be sick for too long.
She turns.
Rubs at her eyes.
A rush of nausea syphons up from her stomach at the sight.
‘Oh, no,’ she murmurs.
A crumpled body is fast asleep on the left side of the bed.
‘Shit,’ she whispers. ‘Surely, I cannot have been that stupid. What have I done?’ she groans, hands clasped together.
‘Flere do goady, sher de milly gog,’ Zac mumbles, still in a weird dream state.
Prisha drops her head into her hands and processes a million different scenarios faster than a supercomputer.
Zac moves. He speaks. Albeit, lethargically, discombobulated.
‘Hey Kelly, how about a cup of tea? My throat is as dry as a teetotaller’s wine cellar.’
Prisha takes the bull by the horns as gently as she can.
‘Zac! Wake up!’ she bellows.
The effect is instant as he bolts upright in bed and massages his eyes.
‘What the hell is this?’ he asks, wondering who, what, and where he is.
‘I’ll tell you what this is—a clusterfuck of epic proportions! Last night we got pissed, then had sex.’
‘What?’ he replies, still kneading his eyeballs.
‘Can’t you remember?’ she asks because she certainly can’t. ‘What happened was a one-off, right? You must never discuss this with anyone… ever.’
‘Sex?’ he repeats, as though the notion is foreign to him.
‘We both take it to our graves, right?’
‘Can you shut the curtains? The sunlight is burning my bloody retinas.’
‘You need to put it in the vault, lock the door, throw away the key,’ Prisha persists as she paces back and forth. ‘No one must know. An accident. Two drunken idiots who didn’t know any better.’
‘Aye, I hear you. Don’t labour the point.’
‘For god’s sake, don’t tell Kelly. Refrain from one of those reconciliation moments they have in cheesy American films where the husband spills his soul, hoping for redemption.’
Zac leans across the bed and grabs the bottle of water from Prisha’s bedside cabinet. He glugs the litre bottle down in one go in a matter of seconds. It has a rejuvenating effect on his cognitive capacity. A few seconds pass in reflection as Prisha continues to tread back and forth akin to a caged Polar Bear at a zoo.
‘Ah, that’s better,’ he says as the water begins to rehydrate him.
Prisha is not finished. ‘It shouldn’t have happened. It never happened… do you hear what I’m saying?’ she snaps at him, annoyed at his laid back manner as he props himself up with a pillow.
He smiles. ‘It didn’t happen,’ he replies in a croaky baritone, followed by a muted cough.
Prisha is relieved at his compliance in the duplicity. ‘Exactly. It didn’t happen. Good. We’re both on the same page.’
‘No. I mean, it didn’t happen! Full stop.’
Prisha curtails her pacing and stares at him. ‘What?’
‘Coitus did not take place,’ he reiterates, trying a bit of Latin.
‘Of course it did. We both spent the night together in the same bed. What other reason, apart from sex, could there be?’
He throws his legs out, stands, and stretches. ‘We were both pissed. Way too much gin. At the end of the night, I went into the kitchen fetch us both a bottle of water. When I returned, you were dead to the world. I picked you up, carried you upstairs and tucked you into bed. To be honest, it knackered me out, lifting you up those stairs. I thought I’d lie down for a few minutes for a breather, before heading back down. I must have fallen asleep. And hey presto, here we are now.’
‘No, you’re lying to make me feel better,’ she accuses.
He points at her. ‘You’re still dressed in the same gear as you were in last night… as am I,’ he adds, flicking his hands over his attire. ‘Who has sex fully clothed?’
‘Are you telling the truth because I can’t remember a thing?’
‘God’s honour,’ he says, crossing his chest. ‘Even if I’d wanted to have sex with you, I don’t think I was in a fit state to perform.’
Prisha pants hard, her relief intense. She smiles, then chuckles as she sits on the edge of the bed with one hand over her thumping heart. Zac grins back at her.
‘I can do without scares like that,’ she gasps. The smile slips from her face. It’s replaced with a passive stare, then a scowl as she glowers up at him. ‘What the fuck does that mean?’ she whispers menacingly, hackles up.
Zac is bamboozled. ‘What does—what mean?’
‘You said—even if I’d wanted to have sex with you? Which means you didn’t want to have sex with me.’
Zac shakes his head, patently confused. ‘Sorry, but did you want sex last night?’
‘No, of course not.’
‘Then what’s your problem?’
She jumps to her feet. ‘The problem is, you should have wanted sex. Or do you find me repulsive?’
‘Don’t be ridiculous. You’re an extremely attractive woman.’
‘But not attractive enough to have sex with?’
‘You’re mangling my words,’ he replies, losing patience and becoming annoyed. ‘Okay, you want sex? Let’s have sex right now!’ he says, popping the top button on his jeans and pulling at his zipper.
Prisha is appalled at the very notion. ‘Of course I don’t want sex with you!’ she yells. ‘You’re married and we’re professional working colleagues. It would ruin everything!’
He halts. ‘Exactly.’
‘That’s not the point!’
‘Then what is your point?’
‘Even though we didn’t have sex, and will never have sex, you should have still wanted it! That’s my frigging point!’
Zac zips up and fastens his top button. ‘I’ll never understand women as long as I live.’ He pulls at the door. ‘I make a mean breakfast. Creamy scrambled eggs with smashed avocado on toast. If you’re interested, it will be ready in twenty minutes along with a piping hot coffee.’ He disappears from the room but calls back as he jogs down the stairs. ‘Well?’
‘Sod you! No, wait. Hang on. Okay, yes. Make me some. But I won’t enjoy it!’ she screams after him. ‘Bastard,’ she whispers.
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Liquid gurgles from the water cooler into the plastic bottle. She flips the tap and heads back to her desk and pulls out a packet of paracetamol. Her head is throbbing, her vision is blurry, and nausea is a constant companion. It’s rare for Prisha to suffer with a hangover. Drink in moderation is her motto. But today she’s cursing herself for getting completely hammered last night. 
The mood in the office is odd. It’s too quiet. Zac is also nursing a hangover, and Frank is strangely subdued, absorbed. The only noise comes from Dinkel, who is whistling a dirge that only he and possibly the composer would recognise. Prisha swallows the tablets, then walks over to him. She stoops and whispers in his ear.
‘Dinkel, if you continue to whistle, I’ll have no other choice than to remove your testicles with a rusty bread knife.’
The whistling abruptly stops. ‘Sorry, boss. I don’t even know I’m doing it.’
‘Make yourself useful and check the Laura Hutton case. See if there are any updates from toxicology or forensics.’
‘Yes, boss.’
She gazes through the narrow window into Frank’s office. He’s sitting side on, staring out over the river. He’s been in the same repose for over an hour. Prisha decides to update him on the Hutton case, or more precisely, her change of view on it. She taps gingerly on the door.
‘Come in.’
‘Frank, you got a minute?’ she enquires entering.
He sighs. ‘Yes, I have all the time in the world,’ he replies cryptically, turning around to face her.
Prisha takes a seat. ‘I went to see Fran Clegg yesterday?’
His brow creases. ‘Who?’
‘Laura Hutton’s cousin who lives on Holy Island?’ she reminds him.
‘Oh, aye. The apparent suicide case. Glean any illuminating information?’
‘Sort of. According to Fran Clegg, Laura had suffered at the hands of her coercive and manipulative husband for years.’
‘Physical violence?’
‘It appears not. Just mental abuse. Restricting her movement, isolating her from family and friends.’
‘Poor woman,’ he murmurs. ‘Anything else?’
‘Laura changed her will last week. The land and buildings belonged to her. Inherited from her father twenty years back. She left the buildings to her cousin. And wait for it… Adam Rushford inherits the farming land.’
‘Who?’
Prisha grimaces. ‘Frank, are you suffering from memory loss? Adam Rushford is the casual farmhand at Hutton Farm.’
‘Oh, yes. That is odd. Keep the information about the will close to your chest. Do you still suspect foul play?’
She averts his gaze, slightly embarrassed. ‘Ahem, no. You were right. I got ahead of myself. The thing is, both of Laura’s parents took their own lives,’ she says, expecting a mild rebuke for her over enthusiastic pursuit of shadows.
‘That’s sad,’ he says, reflectively, much to her surprise.
‘Frank, are you okay? You seem distant.’
‘If the toxicology report comes back clear, finalise your report for the coroner and put this one to bed,’ he says, bypassing her question.
‘Yes, I will.’
They stare at each other in a Mexican stand-off for a few seconds. ‘Well?’ he asks.
‘Well, what?’
‘Anything else?’
She rises. ‘Ahem, no. That’s all.’
She heads back into the office, slumps in her chair and rests her head in her palm. ‘This is going to be a long day. I need to get out of here,’ she whispers to herself.
‘Boss?’ Dinkel calls out from across the room, way too loudly for Prisha and Zac’s comfort.
‘What?’ she snaps.
‘The fingerprint has come through from forensics and I’ve run a check on it.’
She doesn’t move. ‘Can you be more specific, Dinkel? What fingerprint? Which case? What forensics?’
‘The Laura Hutton case you asked me to check on. The fingerprint from the banknotes.’
‘Oh, yes. Sorry. And?’ She’s not holding her breath in anticipation.
‘We have a match. It belongs to a guy who was arrested and charged with disturbing the peace eight years ago.’
‘A name would be nice?’ she says, only slightly interested.
‘Hang on, let me switch screens. Ah, yes. Goes by the name of Adam Rushford.’
Prisha freezes. ‘Adam Rushford! Where does he live?’
‘Last known address was near Church Houses. Occupation…’
Prisha leaps from her chair, then wishes she hadn’t as a stabbing pain jags into her head.
‘Occupation, farmhand!’ she cries.
‘Yes. How’d you know that?’
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On her way out of town she stops off at a bakery to buy a strong coffee and two cinnamon donuts. The caffeine and sugar act like a defibrillator to her brain. As she drives the forty minutes to Hutton Farm, she second-guesses herself. 
‘Should I have obtained an arrest warrant? On what grounds? I have no reason to suspect he’s committed an offence. Then why are his fingerprints on the money found in Laura’s suitcase? Maybe he borrowed money from Laura and paid it back in one hit? Why cash? Why not transfer it? No, no, no! I’m going down the wrong track. Adam Rushford knows more about the Huttons than he’s letting on, but I must tread softly. He’s reticent to talk at the best of times. If I go in with all guns blazing, he’ll clam up. I need to tickle the information out of him. Put him at ease. Don’t make him feel threatened. Yes… that’s the way to tackle him.’
[image: image-placeholder]As she navigates the rocky track up to Hutton Farm, she nears the narrow trail where she’d first arrived on Tuesday morning. The car comes to a halt as she gazes out of the window. A flashback occurs. The single forensic photographer, kitted out in white, taking photographs of the ground. 
‘A tyre track, the uniform officer said. What vehicle did the tyre track belong to? Laura Hutton’s Volkswagen? A random car? A tractor? Hmm… I must contact Charlene to quiz her about it.’
Entering the farmyard, the car slows, then idles. Music drifts from the main barn—Adam Rushford’s workshop. She turns the engine off, exits the car, and walks into the shed. Adam has his back to her, tinkering with a quad bike. He’s singing along to the song—Wonderwall, by Oasis.
Don’t quit your day job, Prisha thinks. She turns the volume down on the speaker. 
‘Adam, do you have a minute?’ she calls out.
He drops a spanner onto the hard concrete as he spins around.
‘Jesus! You scared me half to death.’ He regains his composure as he retrieves the spanner. ‘You again, inspector. I’m thinking you only come up here because you fancy me.’
‘Don’t flatter yourself, Adam.’
He flashes her a toothy white grin. ‘If you’re after George, he’s about three miles up the hill, tending to his flock.’
Prisha saunters towards him. ‘Actually, it’s you I came to see.’
He’s puzzled. ‘What now?’ he says, sighing.
‘You have a police record.’
He shrugs without a care. ‘So what? And by the way, I was fitted up.’
‘Eight years ago, you were arrested outside a nightclub in Scarborough. Charged with disturbing the peace. Care to tell me about it?’
Turning his back on her, he resumes work on the bike. ‘My mate’s twenty-first. We all had a little too much to drink. The bouncers ejected us from the nightclub, then it all kicked off. I was trying to calm things down when the plods arrived and threw us into the back of a divvy van. I did nothing wrong and yet I still got charged. Six hundred quid fine. Bastards.’ He stops his work and glances over his shoulder. ‘You haven’t driven all the way out here to remind me of an event that happened eight years ago. So why are you here?’
‘Laura. That’s why I’m here.’
He expels air noisily and places the spanner on a bench. ‘Brew?’ he asks.
‘That would be nice… if you give my cup a good wash first.’
[image: image-placeholder]He takes a seat at his camp table opposite Prisha as he lights a smoke. ‘Go on,’ he prompts. 
She decides to use an old ruse and feed him a sliver of inaccurate information in the hope he’ll correct her. ‘Laura had three grand in fifty-pound notes in her suitcase.’ She receives nothing but a shrug. ‘Do you know how she got the money?’
He grimaces. ‘Nah. Why would I?’
‘I think she was doing a flit… you know, leaving George.’ He shrugs again as he takes a deep toke on his smoke. ‘It’s not a huge amount to restart your life with, but when you’re desperate, I guess every little helps.’
‘Not sure where you’re going here, inspector. I didn’t know the inner workings of Laura’s mind.’
Prisha sips at her tea. ‘Hmm… I think you did. In fact, I’ll tell you exactly what my thoughts are.’
‘This should be fun,’ he replies, grinning as he rocks back in his chair, pushing it onto the two back legs.
‘I believe you and Laura were friends… well, maybe not friends in the traditional sense. But she was lonely and maybe she could offload on you. You strike me as a good listener.’
‘She occasionally brought me a cuppa and some biscuits or a slice of homemade cake, that’s all. Yeah, we chatted, but only about mundane things: the weather, reality TV shows, shit like that.’
‘I see. Back to the money in her suitcase. Did you know about it?’
‘No.’
‘You didn’t give it to her?’
His face creases in contempt. ‘Don’t talk daft. I can barely pay my own bills. I’m a farmhand, not an insider trader. Why would I give five grand to a woman who’s married to a wealthy farmer?’
‘Five grand?’
‘What?’
‘I said three grand when I first mentioned the money. But you’re correct. It was five grand. How would you know that?’
His chair legs hit the horizontal. ‘I must have misheard you. Now, unless you have anything you want to charge me with, then I need to get on with my work,’ he snaps as he stubs his ciggy into the concrete and stands.
‘Sit down and finish your tea, Adam. I’m not here to charge you with anything.’
‘Then why are you here?’ he says, gripping the back of the chair.
‘I’m here because I need your help.’
He’s taken off-guard and resumes his seat. ‘I’ve told you everything I know.’
‘We found your thumbprint on the bank notes.’
His eyes narrow, as his left index finger involuntarily drums on the table. ‘So?’ It’s a lame response.
‘How about we start from the beginning? Off the record.’
He shuffles nervously, wanting to believe in police impartiality, but previous experience tells him otherwise and makes him wary.
‘Go on then,’ he replies grudgingly.
‘I’m still not convinced Laura took her own life… and neither are you. She deserves better; from both of us, don’t you think?’
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‘It’s true. I gave Laura the money, but it wasn’t mine. It was hers.’
‘I’m sorry, but that’s confusing. Can you explain?’
‘She didn’t have a bank account. George controls all the finances. Every Monday, he gave her two hundred quid in cash to do the weekly shop. She’d set off at nine and had to be back here by twelve. That was George’s rule. It was me who first suggested she should leave him.’
‘When did you suggest that?’
‘A while back. After something happened,’ he says, squirming uneasily in his seat.
‘What happened?’
He looks away. ‘It’s embarrassing. I’m ashamed about it.’
‘There’s nothing you can say that will shock me. Take your time.’
‘About eighteen months ago, the transmission on my car burnt out. It was going to cost over a grand to fix. I borrowed my mate’s car for a while as he was on holiday in Greece for two weeks. I didn’t have the money to get my car fixed, and without wheels, I can’t work. One morning I collared George and explained the situation and asked if he could sub me a grand, then take it out of my wages, spread out over the year. He said he’d think about it, but I could tell he didn’t give a toss. The next day, he comes over to the barn, all friendly and chatty, which was not like him at all. He puts an arm around my shoulder and said he was giving me a wage rise. An extra two quid an hour. Not much, but it’s still an extra sixty quid a week in my pocket.’
‘And what about the loan?’
‘He agreed to give me the grand, and I didn’t have to pay him back. It was a bonus for my good work.’
‘How did you react?’
‘I was chuffed to bits. Until…’ He trails off and lights a cigarette.
Prisha gives him a moment. ‘Until?’
Shuffling nervously, he spins the cigarette packet around and around in his fingers, staring at it. ‘Ahem, he wanted a favour from me.’
Prisha waits as he struggles to find the courage or the words to continue. ‘A favour,’ she eventually prompts.
‘Yes.’ Clearing his throat again, he sits upright. ‘He wanted me to have sex with Laura.’
Prisha said nothing could shock her—she was wrong. ‘My god,’ she whispers.
‘It completely sideswiped me. I asked him why and he said he wanted to watch, and Laura was okay with it. He then patted me on the shoulder, smiled, and said he’d give me twenty-four hours to think about it.’
‘And?’
‘It sickened me. Despite what you think, there was never anything sexual between me and Laura. You were right. We were friends. She was like a vulnerable older sister. I liked her, and she liked me. It was purely… plat… what’s the word?’
‘Platonic. Caring and friendly, but not sexual.’
‘Yeah, that’s it. I knew George had coerced her into agreeing to the sex, and now he was pressuring me. He wasn’t giving me a grand for nothing.’
‘Sounds like George has a personality disorder.’
‘Possibly. Anyway, the next day he comes up to me all smiles and asks if I’ve considered his proposition. I told him I had and said I couldn’t do it. It was wrong.’
‘How did he react?’
‘His face was like thunder. All he said was—I see, then stormed off. A couple of days later, he came into the barn and said he’d been catching up with the farm’s finances and he’d talked with his accountant. It turned out the farm wasn’t doing as well as he thought, and he needed to make cutbacks. There’d be no wage rise and he couldn’t afford to lend me the grand. He also said he was cutting my hours back from thirty to twenty a week.’
‘Christ,’ Prisha murmurs.
‘I was stuffed. There was no way I could live off that, and no way to get my car fixed. Do you know what it’s like to stress about money? Wondering how you’ll meet the rent, pay the bills, feed yourself? I could have ended up on the streets.’
‘Yes, I do. I was once a student. So, you changed your mind about the proposal?’
‘No, I didn’t. I was angry as hell. Later that day, Laura comes out and brings me a cup of coffee and a slice of homemade carrot cake. She was a superb cook,’ he adds wistfully. ‘She said I should do as George asks. That way, things would be fine and go back to normal. I talked to her about… you know, the sex, and she said not to worry about it, she didn’t mind.’
‘Do you think she was being truthful?’
‘I don’t know,’ he groans. ‘Probably not. But she wanted what was best for me. That’s the woman she was. Much to my everlasting shame, I told George I’d changed my mind. That was on a Wednesday. He told me to come to the farm on Friday night about seven and that’s when it would happen.’
‘And did you?’
‘Yes. I couldn’t eat my tea. I felt sick to my core, but I got myself showered and all spruced up and came to the farm. George gave me a beer, as Laura had a couple of vodkas. Me and George talked about football, rugby, cricket, as though we were a couple of old mates sharing a pint at the pub. It was surreal. Then he led me through to the bedroom and said he’d give me a few minutes to get undressed.’
‘Was it the marital bedroom?’
‘No. A guest room. Subdued lighting. King-sized bed. Scented candles burning. I’m not sure why, but it seemed to make the experience even worse. To this day, if I smell a scented candle, I have a panic attack.’ He drops his smoke to the floor and stubs it out with the toe of his boot.
‘You don’t have to tell me anymore if it’s making you uncomfortable. I get the gist.’
‘No. It’s important. Something happened.’
‘Go on.’
‘Five minutes pass, then Laura and George enter. She’s wearing a flimsy dressing gown with nothing on underneath. George took a seat in the corner of the room, then we started.’ He taps at the table with a finger, agitated. ‘Ahem… we kissed, and she began touching me, you know, down below. Then we had sex.’
‘What was George doing?’
His face reddens as he gazes out at the hills. ‘He was… he was, ahem… fiddling with himself,’ he murmurs.
‘Masturbating?’
‘Yes. But he wasn’t, you know… hard.’
‘Was he naked?’
‘No. Fully clothed.’
‘Hmm… so you and Laura were naked, vulnerable, coerced into doing something you didn’t want to do, and he’s clothed, watching on. He’s in control.’
‘I guess. At first, the sex was soft, gentle. Laura was passive. About five minutes in, it all changed.’
‘In what way?’
‘She threw me off onto my back, climbs on top and goes for it. I mean, like really goes for it. She began taunting him, laughing, talking dirty.’
‘Taunting him how?’
‘Saying how much she was enjoying having sex with a real man. How… ahem… hard I was compared to him. She called him pathetic, inadequate, an impotent cuckold. I didn’t even know what a cuckold was until I looked it up later. She unleashed hell on him.’
‘She was regaining control.’
‘Yes, I suppose she was. I never thought of that.’
‘How did George react?’
‘At first, it seemed to excite him. But it didn’t last long. After about a minute of verbal abuse, he ran from the room. Looked like he was about to burst into tears. Me and Laura carried on until we reached a natural conclusion. I dressed, apologised, and left.’
‘Did you wear a condom?’
‘Yes. George handed me one before we started.’
‘And what were the repercussions?’
‘I was dreading it over the weekend, thinking I’d get the sack. Worrying about Laura. Cursing myself for being manipulated. Anyway, when I turned up for work on Monday morning, there was an envelope on my work bench with a grand inside and a note saying I was back to thirty hours a week, plus a pay rise. I was working in one of the far fields that week, putting up a new fence, so I didn’t see either of them. The following week, George handed me a list of jobs and acted in his usual manner. He never mentioned it. I caught up with Laura and told her how bad I felt, but she shrugged it off and told me not to worry about it. It had happened before and no doubt it would happen again. She said I should think of it as a one-night stand, and at least she preferred to do it with someone she was fond of. Then she gave me a cuddle.’
‘Did it happen again?’
‘No. Everything went back to normal. Or at least as normal as things can be around here.’
‘So, from what she said, this wasn’t the first time it had happened?’
‘No. But she didn’t elaborate.’
‘Did you ask why she put up with it?’
‘Yes. She said she was tired and weary of the fighting. It was easier to go along with his demands. Made her life less problematic. As long as she did her housework, made the meals, and provided a pack-up for George and Simon each day, then she was free to do what she enjoyed… her gardening and painting. I wanted to leave, get away, but I was torn. Jobs are scarce around these parts. And I thought by staying here I at least offered Laura a friendly face to chat to. If I left, she had no one.’
‘How did she get along with Simon Hutton?’
He shrugs his shoulders. ‘They were okay. Respectful. But nothing more.’
‘Have you ever told anyone else about this?’
‘No. I’ll take it to my grave.’
Prisha exhales, taking it all in. ‘Let’s go back to the money you gave Laura, as I don’t fully understand.’
‘Not long after the incident, I told her she had to leave him. To break free. She said it was impossible without money. I told her to squirrel away some of the housekeeping each week until she’d saved up a slush fund. She said that wasn’t an option as George checked the receipt from the supermarket and took back any unspent money.’
‘Sweet merciful Jesus.’
‘A few days passed before she came to me with an idea. She knew of an upmarket artisan bakery where they charge a hefty price for their products. They print their logo on the paper bags. She would bake her own bread and scones and put them in the bakery bags as proof and tell George they didn’t issue receipts. That way, she could pocket the money.’
‘Good grief! And did her ploy work?’
‘Yes. He was a little suspicious at first, but then accepted it. She began saving ten, fifteen pounds a week.’
‘If my math’s correct, that’s still nowhere near five grand over eighteen months.’
‘She began selling family heirlooms passed onto her when her father died. George would never miss them, as Laura had them in boxes in the loft. Clocks, jewellery, cutlery, crockery. Anything of any value, she’d hawk around the antique shops and markets on the Monday when she was supposed to be shopping. She was smart. She’d order her shopping online, so it was ready for her to collect, thereby freeing up time.’
‘She had to jump through all those hoops for over eighteen months to earn a paltry five thousand pounds to leave her bloody husband?’
‘Yes. And she had to do it all secretly. She would give me the money each week to look after. I set up a separate bank account. I’d keep the cash and transfer the equivalent into the new account. About a fortnight ago, she said she’d finalised the date for leaving and could I get the money for her. I went to the bank, withdrew cash, counted it out, put it in an envelope, and handed it to her last Monday morning.’
Prisha rubs at her forehead as she feels her headache return. ‘Do you think George was capable of killing Laura?’
He ponders the question. ‘I think George is capable of anything. Do I think he killed her? No.’
‘Why not?’
‘Because he’d lose the ability to control her.’
‘If she left him, he’d already lost that ability. By killing her, he’d have taken control back.’
‘Hmm… I suppose.’
‘Back to last Monday. Can you tell me of anyone who left or visited the farm in the morning?’ she says, pulling out her notepad and pen.
Adam stretches. ‘Yeah. It was quite busy for Hutton Farm. I arrived at six and the brothers were already heading out into the fields. Laura brought me a brew out about eight and I handed her the money and we said our goodbyes. George Hutton left the farm around eight-thirty.’
‘You saw him?’
‘Yeah. Heard the blast of a car horn. Stuck my head outside and saw a flock of geese scattering. George was in his car, heading out of the gate. Laura departed at nine. About twenty minutes later, Johnny Muir, the farm’s livestock agent from Rosswells, arrived to cast his eyes over a pen of cull ewes that George was sending to market.’
‘Cull ewes?’
‘Ewes that haven’t fallen pregnant. They end up at market. If they’re not producing lambs, then they’re no good to a lamb production farmer.’
‘Ah, I see. Carry on.’
‘Johnny Muir was here for about thirty minutes, during which time the vet, Sam Yin, arrived to check the ewes were fit for sale.’
‘And how long was he here?’
‘She. Samantha Yin. She left by about ten-thirty. You realise all these times are with a bit of give and take? I wasn’t meticulously recording them.’
‘I understand. Anyone else?’
‘Not until Tuesday morning when Ollie Tasker, the livestock driver, arrived to collect the ewes and take them to market.’
Prisha busily takes notes. ‘What time did Ollie Tasker arrive?’
‘Early. Around seven.’
‘You said George left at eight-thirty, on the Monday. Do you know what for?’
‘Probably to pick up farming supplies from Rosswells in Malton. Although Simon’s usually the errand boy.’
‘How far away is Malton?’
‘Forty minutes.’
‘And what time did he return?’
‘Around ten-thirty. Just before the vet left.’
‘Can you think of anyone else who visited the farm?’
Adam slowly shakes his head from side to side. ‘No.’
‘Okay. If you could give me the contact details for the vet, livestock agent, and driver, I’d appreciate it,’ she says.
‘No problem,’ he replies, pulling his phone out.
‘Were you aware Laura’s parents both took their own lives?’
He stops jotting down the details onto a sheet of paper and gazes at her. ‘No, I wasn’t aware of that. I knew they were dead, but she never said how. That throws a different light on the matter, doesn’t it?’
‘Possibly.’
‘Can mental health issues be passed on in the genes?’
‘There are many factors that influence a person’s mental health… but yes, genetics can play a part. One last question, then I’ll let you get back to work. Did Laura ever discuss a will with you?’
‘No,’ he replies unflinchingly.
‘Do you know if she had a will?’
He shrugs ‘Wouldn’t have a clue.’
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Meera and Frank sit across from each other at their dining table, and tuck into their evening meal of honey and garlic salmon with steamed broccolini and asparagus. The conversation flows smoothly, as it often does, like a slow, meandering river. Frank nods occasionally as Meera speaks, but his distant gaze would tell anyone his mind is elsewhere. His wife’s words are filtered through the thick fog of his own worries. 
Meera often takes this time of day to reflect on her job as a compassionate palliative care nurse at the local hospice. Frank is usually a good listener. 
‘You remember me telling you about Janet Thompson?’ she begins, her eyes sparkling with a hint of a mischievous glint. ‘The one with the infectious laugh and rambunctious spirit?’
Frank hums noncommittally in response. ‘Yes, I think so.’
In her unwavering manner, Meera hardly skips a beat. ‘Janet was nearing the end. We’d upped her palliative care to ease her final moments. Her husband and daughter were by her side, awaiting the inevitable. When we thought it was over, I stepped in to confirm. Lo-and-behold, Janet’s eyes pop open. She stares at her family, then at me, gobsmacked. Then she says, effing hell! Am I still here?’ Meera chuckles at the recollection.
Frank throws her a small, half-hearted smile, missing the unspoken message in Meera’s tale. The thought that even amongst loss, there is strength and even levity in saying goodbye. Meera considers telling him this, wanting him to find comfort in her anecdote. But she pauses, quietens, suddenly aware of his distraction.
‘What’s wrong, Frank? You’re poking and prodding at your food, and you appear distracted. Has something happened at work?’
‘What? No.’
‘Then what is it?’
‘We need a chat,’ Frank says, tentative, edgy.
‘You’ll have to be quick. The Bachelorette begins in ten minutes.’
‘It won’t take long.’ 
His words unnerve Meera as a deep frown rapidly forms. ‘Frank, is this about your upcoming medical? Has Superintendent Banks been dropping more hints about you retiring? Whatever you decision is, you know I’ll always support you.’
‘Shush,’ he whispers gently as he reaches across the table and squeezes her hand. ‘You know I’ve always told you that you were my first and last love?’
She smiles. ‘Yes.’
‘It’s not entirely true?’
The crow’s feet around her eyes multiply. ‘What do you mean?’
‘About eight months before I met you, I had a girlfriend who I never told you about. I was head over heels in love with her.’
Meera retracts her hands and places them in her lap. ‘Oh. That’s all right. I had a boyfriend before you, and at the time I thought I was in love. Until I met you and realised what genuine love was. Who was this girl?’
‘Geneve Fitzpatrick. She was a Gypsy… is a Gypsy.’
‘Frank, I don’t think you can use that terminology these days. It’s considered…’
He sighs. ‘Can you please let me finish? It’s important. Her family, her clan, were staying on the old bus depot, long gone now of course. I met her one night walking along the promenade and we started dating. It was a whirlwind romance, and over the space of about six weeks, we both fell in love. One night I’d arranged to meet her at the bandstand on the west pier. She never showed up. I walked to the Gypsy site, and they were gone. Never saw her again. I was heartbroken. It was years before the invention of mobile phones, so there was no way of contacting her.’
‘Why are you telling me this now?’
‘I said I never saw her again… until two days ago. I was helping Zac out on an investigation into cattle rustling up near Danby. We drove out there and that’s when our paths crossed again, albeit forty years later.’
‘I see,’ she says, averting her gaze. ‘And did anything happen between you two?’
Frank pulls back, puzzled. ‘Such as?’
‘Did you have sex?’
His face scrunches up. ‘Of course, we didn’t have sex! I had two officers and eight angry Gypsies waiting outside her caravan.’
‘Meaning if they hadn’t been there, you would have had sex?’ she says, her anger rising.
‘No! It was the last thing on my mind. Can I finish?’
‘Go on,’ she replies, snippily.
‘We sat and talked about our lives. The reason she never met me at the bandstand that night was because her father caught wind of our relationship and found out I was a copper. He upped sticks and moved the family on immediately. He told Geneve that by dating a copper, she’d besmirched the family name. They never returned to Whitby.’
Meera relaxes. ‘I see. Thanks for your honesty,’ she says, throwing one eye at the clock. ‘I’m not sure why you felt the need to tell me this. It’s a long time ago, Frank. Some things should be left in the past.’ She takes his hands. ‘I forgive you, not that there’s anything to forgive.’ She plants a kiss on his forehead.
‘Geneve was pregnant.’
Meera’s head retracts, creating a small double-chin. ‘You mean she’s pregnant now?’
‘For god’s sake! No, not now. She’s fifty-eight years old. It would be a medical miracle if she was up the plum duff at her age! She was pregnant as a young woman. I was the father.’
Hands separate once more. ‘I see,’ she whispers, staring into her lap. ‘Did you meet your son?’
‘No. He’s a roadie and spends a lot of time overseas.’
‘What’s his name?’
‘Finn.’
‘Ha,’ she sniffs in a mocking tone. ‘After Finnegan, no doubt.’
‘I didn’t see Finn, but I met his son… my grandson, Rory.’
An uneasy silence comes between them. ‘And do they know about you?’
Frank shakes his head. ‘No. Geneve married not long after she found out she was pregnant. Her husband, now deceased, always believed Finn was his and Geneve thought it best to leave it that way.’
‘I bet she did,’ she replies with barely concealed anger. ‘Any more skeletons you want to drag out of the cupboard tonight?’
‘No. That’s it.’
‘And will you see this Geneve again?’
‘Maybe once more, but only in connection with the cattle rustling.’
‘And how do you feel about it all? Suddenly becoming a father again and a grandfather.’
‘I’m not sure how I feel, to be honest. It’s knocked me for six.’
‘You’re not the only one.’
‘I’m sorry, Meera.’
‘Why did you tell me? You should have kept it a secret. Did you intend to torment me?’
‘No, the last thing in the world I’d ever do is intentionally hurt you. I felt the need to come clean. I’ve never kept secrets from you.’
She rises and brushes her dress down. ‘I think it best if we have a day or two apart, Frank. It will give us both a bit of breathing space and time to digest the information.’
Frank nods in agreement, sensing his wife’s resentment and hurt. ‘Okay Meera, if that’s what you want. Where will you stay?’
The Finnegan’s next-door neighbours had never heard Meera scream before.
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Prisha pulls the door shut and skips down the old stone steps. As she heads out of the garden gate, someone calls out her name. 
‘Prisha!’
She spins around to witness Kelly, Zac’s wife, sauntering up the street.
‘Oh, hi Kelly. If it’s Zac you’re after, I’m afraid you missed him. He went to watch your boys play football about thirty minutes ago.’
She smiles, warmly. ‘Yes, I know. It was you I wanted to see, actually.’
‘What about?’
She winces slightly. ‘I was wondering how he’s getting on?’
Prisha is also wondering. Wondering why Kelly doesn’t simply call her husband and ask him herself.
‘Erm… yeah, he’s fine.’
Kelly’s face drops. ‘Oh… I see.’
Prisha realises it’s not what she wanted to hear. ‘Actually, no, he isn’t fine. I mean, he tries to act like everything’s cool, but I can tell it’s gnawing away at him,’ she lies.
‘Is he eating?’
Eating? He never stops bloody eating, she thinks. ‘He picks at his food, which is unusual for Zac as he normally has an unquenchable appetite.’
Kelly half smiles. ‘Yes, he can pack it away. Has he talked to you about anything?’
‘Not really. He simply said you two were going through some difficulties and needed time apart. Anyway, he’s not alone. Bloody Frank Finnegan turned up last night. Now I have two of them sleeping on my living room floor.’
‘Frank?’
‘Yes. Apparently, he and Meera need some time apart. It must be contagious. My place is like a halfway house for homeless coppers.’
‘I see. How are you coping?’
Prisha shrugs. ‘I’ve stocked up on gin.’
Kelly giggles. ‘It’s odd. When Zac was at home, I couldn’t bear the sight of him. Now he’s gone, I miss him.’
‘Better the devil you know, I guess. It’s easy to take people for granted, then when they’re not around anymore we realise how much we miss them.’
‘Yes, you’re right. Well, I better let you go. Heading to work?’
‘Yeah. My promotion to inspector involves a lot more paperwork. I have to produce a weekly report as part of my probationary period. I leave it all until Saturday. That way I can focus on the important things during the week—like catching villains.’
‘I’m glad you got the inspector position. I don’t think Zac was ready for it. Not with a young family, and well, the things going on between us. I’d like to say thank you for putting him up. It won’t be forever.’
Too right, sister. ‘That’s what friends are for.’
‘Yes, I suppose it is. And I know he’s safe with you.’
Puzzlement lands on Prisha’s face. ‘Safe? I think Zac is more than capable of handling himself.’
‘I didn’t mean it like that. I meant safe because you’re…’ Her words dry up.
‘Because I’m what?’ Prisha probes.
‘You know…’ Kelly’s face turns scarlet.
‘No, I don’t.’
‘Because… well, you’re gay.’
Prisha tucks her chin in. ‘Gay? I’m not gay. Who or what gave you that impression?’
Scarlet turns a deep crimson. ‘I just assumed… I mean.’
‘Does Zac think I’m gay?’
‘What? No… I mean, he’s never mentioned it. I’m terribly sorry, Prisha. I hope I haven’t offended you. I’m very open-minded. I don’t have anything against gay people, not that you are gay. Sorry, I’m speaking gobbledegook. I better go.’ She turns on her heels and heads back down the street as Prisha gazes on in mild astonishment.
‘What the hell was all that about?’
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Despite having a residential permit for parking on her street, Prisha cannot find a spot. She eventually finds a place to park in the visitor car park overlooking the west beach. 
‘Bloody tourists,’ she grumbles as she steps from the car and wipes the sweat from her brow. Grabbing four heavy carrier bags of shopping from the boot, she trudges back to her abode. Feeling exhausted, she climbs the steps to the front door, fumbles with her keys and lets herself in. She gazes up at the narrow staircase which leads to her top-floor flat and groans. She plods up the stairs, deposits the bags down on the landing, rummages for her keys again, then kicks open the door.
‘I need to buy myself a bungalow,’ she mutters as she staggers inside, slamming the door shut with her backside. It’s been a long week, and it’s not only her limbs which ache but also her frazzled brain. Momentarily, she’s forgotten about the two cuckoos who have taken up temporary residence. As she enters the living room, she suppresses a groan. Zac is sprawled out on the couch, his long legs dangling over the edge. Opposite is Frank, slumped happily in the reclining armchair. 
‘Bullshit!’ Frank erupts. ‘That linesman needs glasses. He was never offside.’
‘It’s you who needs glasses, Frank. He was offside by a mile,’ Zac retorts.
They are both engrossed in the football.
‘I see you two have made yourselves at home,’ Prisha snipes, gazing upon the clutch of empty beer cans on her precious coffee table and the empty snack packets that adorn her new carpet, accompanied by a scattering of crumbs.
‘Ah, Prisha. Long day?’ Frank enquires.
‘You could say that.’
‘Hey, if you’re heading into the kitchen, pop the kettle on and make a brew, would you? I’m gagging for a cup of tea.’
‘And while you’re there, grab me another Carlsberg from the fridge. There’s a sweetheart,’ Zac adds.
She glowers at them, but as they’re both focused on the television, it’s a wasted scowl.
‘Sport, beer, and tea. And who said men can’t multitask?’ Her observation goes unanswered. Bustling into the kitchen, she puts the groceries away, makes a cup of tea for Frank, grabs a beer for Zac and re-enters the living room.
Nothing much has changed on the TV apart from the ridiculously rich men in blue are now attacking the goal of ridiculously rich men in red. She hands Frank his brew.
‘Thanks, love,’ he says without averting his gaze from the sport.
She passes Zac his beer.
‘Cheers, Prisha. You’re a star,’ he says, instantly tugging the ring-pull and taking a hefty glug.
‘Or an idiot,’ she whispers to herself.
‘Why don’t you plonk yourself down and watch the footy. It’s a cracking game; Liverpool against Chelsea.’
‘I’d rather stick my head in a bucket of cold piss,’ she mutters, turning towards the kitchen.
‘Prisha,’ Frank calls out. ‘What’s on the menu for tonight? I was fancying a good old-fashioned casserole. Beef, carrots, potatoes, maybe with the addition of a few frozen peas. Yorkshire puddings would go lovely with it.’
Zac is mildly infuriated at Frank’s suggestion. ‘Are you mad? It’s still in the mid-twenties outside. A casserole is for winter. No, what I suggest, Prisha, is a good hot curry. Maybe a rogan josh or vindaloo.’
‘Nay, nay, nay!’ Frank exclaims, alarmed at the prospect. ‘Why would you eat hot spicy food when it’s this warm?’
Zac briefly drags his eyes away from the telly and gawps at Frank. ‘What do you think they eat in hot countries like India and Mexico? They eat spicy food because it cools the blood.’
‘Balderdash,’ Frank retorts.
‘It’s true!’
Prisha is on the verge of committing a double murder, then remembers they’re hurting, in anguish, suffering from marital problems. She composes herself.
‘I’m making a basil and tomato quiche with a side salad of rocket, parmesan cheese and roasted pumpkin seed.’
Frank grimaces. ‘Rocket? Pumpkin seeds?’
Zac gazes at her. ‘A quiche, you say?’
‘Yes. A quiche. Take it or bloody leave it!’ she snaps back.
Zac is slightly chastened as he and Frank exchange nervous glances. ‘Aye, a quiche, and salad sounds good, doesn’t it, Frank?’
‘Oh, aye. Just the ticket. Any chance we could have a baked spud with that?’
Prisha re-enters the kitchen, pulls a bottle of chardonnay from the fridge and pours herself a full glass.
‘Fucking children,’ she laments as she stares out of the window into the back garden below.
[image: image-placeholder]The three of them eat their dinner with their plates balanced on their knees. 
‘Hey Frank, there’s a good war film on tonight at eight,’ Zac says.
‘What’s it called?’
‘Black Hawk Down. Have you seen it?’
‘Doesn’t ring a bell. What’s it about?’
‘The US military raid on Mogadishu, in Somalia. They attempt to capture a warlord and it all turns to shit as they come up against heavily armed militia.’
‘Sounds like a cracker.’
‘It’s a classic. Based on a true story.’
‘Actually,’ Prisha begins ‘I was hoping to watch a new period costume drama about Queen Anne. That also starts at eight.’
There’s a clatter of cutlery on plates. ‘Have you no got a telly in your bedroom?’ Zac queries, alarmed at the thought of a period costume drama.
‘No, I haven’t.’
‘Ah, never mind. You can always watch it on replay.’
[image: image-placeholder]Prisha yawns as the opening scene of Black Hawk Down finishes. 
‘Right, I’m hitting the sack,’ she announces as she rises from the couch. ‘You will clean up the kitchen as promised, won’t you?’
‘Leave it to us. We’ll tackle it during the adverts,’ Frank says. ‘And thanks for the quiche. It was very nice.’
‘And don’t have the TV on too loud. The sound carries right up to my bedroom.’
‘No, of course not.’
‘Right, night then.’
‘Night Prisha,’ they both say in unison, eyes glued to the goggle box.
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Prisha stretches and removes her earplugs, then kicks back the sheets. She checks her watch on her bedside drawer and smiles—7:15 am. Wandering to the window, she pulls the curtains back and takes in the view of the North Sea. Refreshed and feeling slightly excited about the morning ahead, she slips into her dressing gown and pads downstairs. 
Desperately needing to pee, she enters the bathroom and gazes in disgust at the yellow splash on the toilet seat.
‘Filthy pigs,’ she curses as she wipes the mess away with a fistful of toilet tissue. She flushes, washes her hands, and quietly enters the living room, immediately scrunching her nose up. Both men are lying on their sides. Frank has one arm draped around Zac’s waist, oblivious to the fact it’s not Meera he’s cuddling. A few days ago, Prisha was mildly comforted by the faint aroma of manliness as she entered the room. Today, she pinches her nostrils. The amalgam of male sweat, beer fumes, and god knows what else, has created an unholy funk. She noisily pulls the sash-window up, as cool air rushes in, along with the sound of seagulls and distant waves. One of her visitors emits a loud, abrupt fart.
‘For god’s sake,’ she laments as she stares around the room, her eyes landing on her coffee table where a stack of empty beer cans rest. ‘Those things can self-replicate. I could have sworn I cleared that table last evening.’ Sauntering into the kitchen, she freezes. All the plates, cups, and cutlery from the evening meal are dumped in a messy heap in the sink, unwashed. Half submerged, they lie in a greasy slick of water. ‘Lazy, slovenly pricks,’ she mutters. ‘All they had to do was put them in the dishwasher.’ Her notoriously short fuse is nearing ignition point. Quickly, she makes a protein drink, pulls a bottle of chilled water from the fridge, assembles a wholemeal ham and cheese sandwich, then drops them all into a backpack. She re-enters the living room.
‘Is the kettle on the go?’ Frank asks as he rolls over, pulling the blankets away from Zac.
‘Aye, a brew would go down a treat, Prisha,’ Zac adds.
Unwittingly, their words are an ignition source.
‘Right! That’s it!’ she yells, giving them both a start. ‘I’m about to take a shower, then get dressed. I intend to head out onto the moors and go for a long run. I shall arrive back early afternoon, by which time I want this place looking pristine. All pots to be washed and put away: bins emptied, bedding washed and hung out, including pillowcases. And make sure you vac the carpet and wipe down all the hard surfaces with a damp cloth. And lastly, I want you two gone by the time I get back! You both need to grow up. Go back to your respective wives and sort out your bloody problems because I can’t put up with you a day longer.’ She slams the door behind her.
‘Hell’s bells, what’s got into her?’ Frank asks in wide-eyed innocence.
‘God knows. Maybe she’s got the monthlies,’ Zac replies, sitting up as Prisha re-enters the room.
‘I heard that! Just because a woman is in a foul mood, don’t automatically assume she’s on her period!’ she bellows, as she collects her phone off the sideboard and disappears again, slamming the door even harder. ‘And don’t forget to clean and disinfect the toilet!’
‘Pardon me for breathing,’ Zac mutters.
‘Do the honours, Zac. Get the kettle on and make your Uncle Frank a nice cuppa tea. There’s a good lad.’
Zac stares down at him with an element of disdain.
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The blade of the shovel drags fertile soil over the seed potatoes, creating a small mound which runs the length of the patch. Frank wipes his shirtsleeve across his brow and gazes at the abbey. The church bells of St Mary’s signify midday and the end of Sunday service. 
With an oily rag, he cleans his gardening tools, then hangs them up in the small shed. He unlocks his antique writing bureau, grabs the whisky bottle and pours the amber liquid into a dusty tumbler. Striking a match, he lights his weekly cigarette and relaxes into a threadbare armchair. He savours the single malt, and admires the allotment, pleased with his handiwork. Suffering from a few aches and pains from his toils, the manual labour brought welcome relief from the weekly demands of his job, and his own heavy emotions. His mind drifts back over the previous week: Geneve, his first love; Finn, a son he’s never met; Rory, an unruly grandson. If he ever entertained the idea of fostering any kind of relationship with them, it is now as deeply buried as his potatoes. As far as he’s concerned, it’s a chapter never written in a book he’s never read.
[image: image-placeholder]Frank loiters nervously at the end of the path. He watches Meera chatting with the vicar and two other parishioners. His wife was right—he should never have mentioned the subject. He’s brought her unnecessary anguish, and for what? Alas, spoken words cannot be unsaid. He finds himself admiring her from afar. The contours of her body. Her shapely bosom, and kindly face. The way she holds herself upright, always proud, confident, yet attentive and understanding. He knows she’s noticed him because she appears overly interested in the vicar’s words, but an occasional sideways glance is a telltale sign her mind is elsewhere. 
She makes her excuses and strolls elegantly down the path. Frank pulls his shoulders back and runs a hand over his thinning grey hair. Meera’s eyes are glued to the old flagstones beneath her feet, avoiding eye contact until she’s inches away. She stops, lifts her head, and gives him a cold, hard stare. Frank unzips his jacket and yanks out a small posy of daffodils picked from the allotment. Unfortunately, in his haste, he decapitates two of them.
‘Ta-da!’ he proclaims. ‘Oh, bugger,’ he adds, staring at the yellow heads on the ground. He offers Meera a sheepish shrug.
She tries her best to resist, but a beaming smile cracks across her face. ‘Daft, old man,’ she admonishes.
Frank holds his arm out, resembling a teapot handle. ‘Madam, would you care to walk with me and take in the air?’
She chuckles as she slides her arm into his. ‘As you’re the only eligible man around here, I suppose you’ll have to do.’ As she takes the flowers, he kisses her passionately, leaving his lips on hers.
She eventually, and reluctantly, pulls away and shoots a glance over her shoulder at the vicar.
‘Frank,’ she whispers. ‘Not in front of the vicar.’
‘Bugger the vicar,’ he replies and plants another smacker on her.
‘It’s only been two nights, but I’ve missed you,’ she murmurs. ‘The bed’s too big without you.’
‘I’ve missed you, Meera. I’ve been foolish, but I’ve learnt my lesson. There’s only room for one person in my life and that’s you. Always has been, always will be,’ he explains as they set off walking. ‘I’ve got your favourite in the oven—roast lamb. Should be nearly ready when we get back. Then this afternoon I thought we’d go for a drive onto the moors and find a nice little pub with a beer garden. What do you say?’
‘Sounds perfect. Although…’ She pauses, which gives Frank cause for concern.
‘Although, what?’
‘There’s something I’d like to do before the drive.’
Frank rubs at his chin. ‘Oh, aye?’ he asks suspiciously. She leans in and whispers in his ear. Frank blushes. ‘On a Sunday? I could arrest you for indecent proposals,’ he exclaims way too loudly.
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The hook, line, sinker and bait wobble through the air before hitting a breaker. Samuel groans at his attempt. His brother, Tom, being a couple of years older, casts his line out further. He turns to his brother and offers unwelcome advice, as brothers tend to do. 
‘Sammy, you need to cast the bait beyond the breakers, otherwise your hook and bait get rolled around in the sand and the bait comes loose. Dad’s already told you that a dozen times.’
‘Thanks, Tommy Tithead. I already know that.’
Tom forms his thumb and forefinger into the letter L shape and places it on his forehead.
‘Loser,’ he scoffs.
Zac saunters down the beach. ‘Sam, would you like me to cast out for you?’ he offers.
‘No,’ he sulks, angry and annoyed with life. The world can be a baffling place for an eight-year-old, especially when your parents aren’t getting along.
Zac resists a smile. ‘Reel in and I’ll give you some practical advice. I promise I won’t cast in. I’ll just show you how to get your line out further.’
Sam reels in, still exasperated, and hands his father the fishing rod. ‘Here,’ he says, thrusting it into Zac’s hands. ‘It’s okay for you! You’re grown up and bigger than a mountain.’
Zac patiently reattaches a mussel onto the hook, opens the bail arm on the reel, and performs an elaborate mime. His youngest son watches on, still petulant.
‘It’s not about strength. Technique and timing play a big part. You need to understand how a rod works. It bends and flexes. Use the flex to your advantage. The weight of the sinker pulls the tip of the rod back, creating kinetic energy.’
‘Don’t get too technical,’ Kelly calls out from behind.
Zac throws her a disparaging glance and continues. ‘That energy is now in the rod. Do a short run up, rod above your head, in the horizontal position, then you flick it forward. Once the rod is in front of you, at a forty-five-degree angle, release the line.’
‘Zac… still too technical,’ Kelly shouts again.
‘Forty-five-degrees is about like this,’ he explains, his left arm pointing between zero and ninety degrees. ‘Got it?’
‘I think so.’
‘Remember… it’s all in the flick of the wrist. Let the rod…’
‘Yeah, yeah, yeah. Let the rod do the work.’ The young boy steadies himself, feeling awkward with all eyes on him. He performs a little run up, halts abruptly and catapults the line into the sky. It whistles through the air and manages to clear the furthest breakers. He offers a smug smile to everyone.
Kelly wanders down the beach and slips her hand into Zac’s, much to his surprise and joy.
‘We haven’t done anything like this for a long time,’ she murmurs.
‘No, we haven’t. It’s silly really. We live in such a fantastic spot with everything on our doorstep and yet we never take time out to enjoy it.’
‘I’ve been thinking. We’ve both been selfish, self-absorbed. It’s not just about us anymore. It’s about them,’ she adds, nodding at her sons. ‘We’re a family, Zac. We need to be together. We have to make it work, or at least give it a damned good try.’
He smiles back at her. ‘Aye, you’re right. The girl I briefly met at the nightclub in Hull…I’ve ended it. Not that there was anything to end. One kiss and a handful of text messages. I texted her the other day and told her not to contact me again. I’ve blocked her number. I was foolish. Flattered by a younger woman’s attention. It’s worth nothing compared to what we have. What we could lose.’
Kelly sighs. ‘It’s not all your fault. Ever since your gambling debts nearly made us lose the house, I’ve had a simmering resentment towards you. It’s wrong of me. Gambling is an addiction, like any other. You needed help and support, not my passive aggressive sniping.’
He smiles at her, then plants a peck on her cheek. ‘A fresh start?’ he suggests optimistically.
She grins back at him. ‘Yes, a fresh start. Leave all the old baggage outside the front door.’
‘Dad! Dad! I’ve caught something!’ Sam yells in a panic as his rod bends violently.
‘I bet it’s a crab,’ Tom grins as his brother struggles with the rod.
Zac rushes up behind him. ‘Reel it in steadily. If he fights, let your line out a little.’
After a few frantic seconds, the fish is thrashing in the breakers. ‘Wow! It’s massive!’ Sam exclaims.
‘Looks like a big haddock. That’s an excellent eating fish,’ Zac replies, proud of his son.
Sam keeps on reeling until the fish is beached safely. ‘Can you get the hook out, dad?’
Zac picks the fish up and deftly removes the hook. ‘Right, better kill and gut him quickly. Sam, pass me the knife and club from the tackle bag.’
‘How do you kill him?’ Sam cries in a state of excited agitation as he retrieves the knife and wooden club.
‘A swift couple of whacks to the back of the head stuns the fish, then you stick the knife into the gills to bleed him. Once most of the blood is out, you need to gut it. Get rid of the insides.’
Sam hesitates. ‘Oh,’ he says meekly.
‘Pass me the club,’ Zac urges.
‘Do we have to kill it?’
‘It’s your catch, you decide. But be quick. We can’t let it suffer. What’s it to be?’
He glances at his mother and father. ‘Let him go. Everyone deserves another chance.’
Zac hands his son the fish. ‘Hold him underneath with one hand and use your other hand to grip his tail. Wade out into the water and hold him there until you feel him wriggle, then let him go.’
Sam follows his father’s instructions and, after a few seconds, releases the catch. ‘Bye, bye Mr Haddock,’ he yells as the fish darts back out to sea.
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Monday 8th April


Prisha strolls towards the station feeling refreshed. The four-hour run across the moors the previous day was the therapy she needed. Once she’d passed the pain barrier, it was as if she were floating on air. It was a warm, tranquil day with the scents of spring in abundance. Although her legs ache slightly today, her mind is clear, her thinking sharp and crisp. 
After tapping her security pass on the back door, she skips up the two flights of steps towards the incident room. There are two minor blips on her horizon, however. Namely Frank and Zac. She’s feeling a tad guilty about turfing them out, and she’s expecting them both to be taciturn with her.
‘Morning Zac,’ she says, entering the room.
‘And a good morning to you, Prisha,’ he says, full of the joys of spring, flashing her a warm smile.
She’s pleasantly surprised. ‘You’re in good spirits. What’s happened?’
‘Happened? Nothing’s happened. Can’t a man be content with his lot in life?’
‘I’ve yet to meet one. How’s Frank?’ she says, gazing through the narrow rectangular window into his office.
‘Fine. He wants to see you.’
She drops her bag at her desk, then sidles over to Zac. ‘I’m sorry about kicking you out, but you were both driving me insane. I felt like a mother with two adolescent slobs in the house.’
‘As apologies go, that stinks. But don’t you worry about it. You did me a favour.’
‘How?’
‘I went back home and took the boy’s fishing for the afternoon. Kelly came along.’
Prisha beams. ‘Have you patched things up?’
He waggles his hand from side to side. ‘Let’s say we’ve agreed to put away our differences and work harder on our relationship.’
‘Good for you,’ she says, heading towards Frank’s office. She taps on the door and enters. ‘You wanted to see me, Frank?’
‘Ah, Prisha. Yes, take a seat. How was your run yesterday?’
‘It was great.’
‘And I trust you found your flat in good repair after your unexpected visitors left?’
‘Erm, yes… on the whole. Your attempts at cleaning the stovetop left something to be desired, and obviously no one’s ever taught you how to hang a bedsheet on a washing line correctly, but apart from that, yes, I was pleased.’
‘You can blame Zac for that. He hung the washing out. Now, what’s happening with the Laura Hutton case?’
She prevaricates. ‘Hell, I’m not sure Frank, not after my visit to her cousin on Holy Island and her revelation about Laura’s parents.’
‘You’re flip-flopping on this case, Prisha. If you’re convinced it is a suicide, then write your report. If you still believe it could be murder, then you need evidence, and quickly. We can’t forestall the coroner indefinitely.’
‘I know, I know. Once I receive the toxicology results and go through Laura’s laptop and phone, I’ll know more.’
‘Have forensics finished with her laptop?’
‘Yes, I received a message from Charlene earlier. They’re sending over a clone laptop this morning. They found a fingerprint on the keyboard which doesn’t match Laura’s, but it could belong to her husband or brother-in-law.’
‘Hardly a smoking gun. Keep me updated. I want a decision made on the probable cause of death by Wednesday at the latest.’
‘Yes, Frank,’ she replies, as she moves towards the door. ‘Did you go home yesterday?’
‘I did, thanks to you.’
‘I’m sorry Frank, but…’
He holds his hand up. ‘No need for apologies. It was the best thing you did, putting a flea in my ear. Meera and I patched things up. A slight misunderstanding on my part… apparently. Anyway, to be honest with you, I couldn’t have lasted another night sleeping on the floor next to Zac. He’s a fidgeter. Nothing worse.’
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The car beep-beeps, and the headlights flash as Frank presses the key fob. He and Prisha march briskly across the car park, heading towards the entrance to the mortuary. 
‘She must have said something else?’ Prisha quizzes.
Frank stops in his tracks and turns to her, clearly irritated. ‘That’s the third time you’ve asked me. I’ll repeat it once more; I received a call from Whipple’s secretary asking me to attend the mortuary at my earliest convenience. She said it was imperative, and it was to do with Laura Hutton. That was the end of the conversation.’
‘She didn’t mention the toxicology report?’
‘Strewth! You know something, Prisha, you can age a man. Now let’s get in there and see what Whipple has that’s so urgent.’
[image: image-placeholder]Kitted out in full protective suits, goggles, hairnets, and masks, they tap on the door. Doctor Whipple beckons them to come inside. As they enter, he eyeballs them both unenthusiastically. 
‘I see you brought along Inspector Kumar,’ he says in his rich, sonorous voice.
‘Nothing gets past you, doctor,’ Frank says.
‘I’m not a bloody pet dog,’ Prisha grumbles.
‘Prisha is leading the case. She needs to be here. Now, what have you got for us?’
Whipple hesitates. ‘I’m afraid I have to eat humble pie,’ Whipple says, averting his gaze.
‘I know you like your pies, doctor, but I’d stick with a good pork pie,’ Frank says with a chuckle.
The lame humour bypasses Whipple. ‘I believe the phrase refers to someone who has been foolish and belatedly admits their compunctious culpability.’
Frank scratches his head as Prisha’s gaze drifts to the autopsy table and the body covered by a white sheet.
‘Erm, maybe we should start again,’ Frank says.
Whipple walks unsteadily over to the body. ‘I have erred, inspector. I have brought disrepute upon the noble profession of pathology. A most injurious pox has befallen my house.’
‘Sounds nasty. But if you can explain in layman’s terms what you’re referring to, it may speed things along a little.’
‘During my preliminary exposition on the autopsy of Mrs Laura Hutton last week, I… I…’
‘Spit it out,’ Frank encourages.
‘Ahem. I unobserved two crucial details.’
‘Unobserved. You mean you overlooked something?’
He pulls the sheet back slightly to reveal the face of Laura. Prisha moves closer and stares at the cold white face as a flood of anguish engulfs her. Whipple carefully walks around the table and delicately removes Laura’s left arm from under the sheet.
‘To whit,’ he says, pointing at the deltoid muscle on the shoulder.
Frank ambles over, crouches, and squints at the indicated spot.
‘What?’ he asks, seeing nothing of concern apart from a faint, fawn coloured circle.
‘Do you not see it? The bruising?’ Whipple asks as he pulls a magnifying glass from his pocket.
‘Prisha, take a look, will you? Your peepers are younger than mine.’
Prisha takes the spy glass and bends to inspect the area. ‘It’s a tiny puncture wound,’ she says, realising the importance.
‘Indeed, it is, inspector,’ Whipple says, morosely as he covers the arm back up. ‘Consistent with the tip of a syringe.’
‘That’s put the cat amongst the pigeons,’ Frank says, rubbing his chin through the face mask. Whipple stares at him, completely baffled. ‘So how come you spotted this almost a week later?’
‘I received the toxicology report this morning. Nothing was detected in the blood sample, but miniscule traces were discerned in the kidney biopsy I sent through.’
‘Traces of what?’ Prisha asks.
‘Acepromazine.’
‘Acer what?’ Frank asks, already getting under Whipple’s skin.
‘Acepromazine, inspector! Acepromazine!’ His booming voice ricochets off the hard surfaces.
‘No need to shout. What is this, acer… erm, this thing you refer to?’
‘It’s a sedative, used exclusively on animals as a relaxant prior to surgery or other medical procedures. It’s fast acting.’
‘How come it wasn’t detected in the blood sample?’ Prisha quizzes.
‘Rapid clearance, inspector. The substance is excreted from the blood stream in a relatively short period, mainly by renal filtration. As I indicated last week, Laura Hutton’s organs were in pristine condition.’
‘Meaning her kidney function helped in removing the sedative from her blood?’
Whipple eyes her with a certain amount of respect. ‘Correct. At last, a police officer who can understand basic medical terminology,’ he says, throwing a disparaging glance at Frank. ‘However, as I said, trace elements were detected in the kidneys.’
‘Because not long after death the kidneys would have stopped working therefore trapping the sedative?’
‘I’m mildly impressed, Inspector Kumar. It’s called bioaccumulation. Your phraseology may be rudimentary, but your cognizance is sound.’
Frank huffs. ‘Excuse me for breaking up this mutual love fest, but you said there were two things you’d stuffed up on, doctor. What was the second?’
Whipple’s nostrils flare to gargantuan proportions. ‘Laura Hutton was pregnant.’
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Prisha’s mind is in a spin as she digests Whipple’s statement. 
‘Pregnant?’ Frank says, almost in a stupor. ‘How long gone was she?’
Whipple’s jawline hardens. ‘If you are referring to the gestation timeline, she was approximately six to seven weeks into her pregnancy. There can be no excuse for my aberration in not detecting the puncture wound, but without completing a thorough dissection of the reproductive organs, a six-week-old foetus would be almost impossible to discover.’
‘Why?’ Frank asks, much to the doctor’s chagrin.
‘Because it would weigh about one gramme and be approximately half a centimetre in length.’
‘Holy moly! Isn’t reproduction amazing? Imagine that something the size of a grain of rice could turn into…’ he pauses and gawps at Whipple’s massive frame. ‘Well, something as large as you, Doctor Whipple. If you didn’t cut into her gubbins, then how did you know she was pregnant?’
‘Her gubbins?’ Whipple questions, jadedly.
‘Yes, you know, the womb tomb.’
‘I think he means the reproductive system,’ Prisha clarifies.
‘Thank you, Inspector Kumar. The lab detected levels of human chorionic gonadotropin in the blood sample. Human chorionic gonadotropin is a hormone produced by the placenta during pregnancy and increases rapidly during the first trimester.’
‘You could have simply said—blood sample, but never mind. Have you any other bombshells to drop on us, doctor?’
Whipple removes his latex gloves and walks over to the sink and washes his hands. ‘Only that due to my negligent incompetence, I have no other course of action than to offer my resignation to the board at the end of business today. I am not fit for duty,’ he says, deeply saddened. ‘I suppose I will see out the rest of my days as a general practitioner, where ineptitude is almost expected,’ he reflects wistfully.
‘Whoa! Hold your galloping majors, Bennett. That’s a bit drastic. We all make mistakes. You should hear about some of the clangers I’ve dropped over the years.’
‘Your confession does not elicit wonderment in me.’
Frank grimaces. ‘Not sure if that’s a compliment or an insult. Anyway, I think you’re making a grave mistake. You’re the best pathologist I’ve worked with in forty years. I know we seem to have a fractious relationship, but I must admit, that over time, I’ve grown quite fond of you, as bizarre as that sounds… and it does sound bizarre, even outlandish.’
Whipple turns the taps off with his elbows. ‘Fond of me?’ he repeats, holding his giant mitts aloft.
‘That’s what I said.’
Frank’s words affect the doctor. ‘No one but Mrs Whipple is fond of me. For some peculiar reason, which I cannot explain, I seem to alienate everyone I meet.’
Frank steadies himself on a nearby bench, as his knees buckle. ‘I find that hard to believe,’ he replies, pulling his best poker face. ‘What I suggest you do is talk it over with Mrs Whipple tonight. Get her opinion before you go making any rash decisions. That’s what I do with my wife. You’d be a great loss, Bennet, a great loss. Right, any other questions, Prisha?’
‘No,’ she says, gazing down upon Laura Hutton’s face one last time. ‘You’re very pretty, Laura,’ she whispers. ‘I’ll find who did this to you… I promise.’
As they make their way to the entrance, Bennet calls out. ‘Inspector Finnegan!’
Frank stops and spins around. ‘What?’
‘Thank you for your generous and felicitous assessment of me.’
‘No problem, Bennett. Keep your pecker up!’
Bennett frowns, wondering what a pecker is, as he watches the officers disrobe in the adjoining room.
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The click clack of Prisha’s heels echo off the concrete. Frank can barely keep up with her as they march back to the car. 
‘Prisha, you may find my manner inappropriate when I’m in the dungeon with Whipple. I may appear flippant, uncaring, but I’m not. Death has never rested easy on my shoulders. It’s simply my way of…’
‘Coping?’ she says, finishing his sentence.
‘Aye, coping.’
‘I get it, Frank. We all deal with death in different ways.’
‘Then why are you so angry?’
Prisha stalls and studies her mentor. ‘I’m not angry with you, Frank. I’m angry at the bloody world.’
‘You sound like my missus.’
‘Do you know anything about Laura?’
‘Only what you’ve told me, based upon the statements you’ve garnered.’
‘She was a brilliant painter. A kind soul. Coerced into sex for her husband’s gratification. And yet she willingly forgave her sexual partner.’
‘Adam Rushford?’
‘Yes! It makes my blood boil. I’m getting an arrest warrant for that bastard. And when I interview him, I’ll put him through the ringer.’
‘Who? As if I need to ask.’
‘George Hutton!’
[image: image-placeholder]Frank hits the brakes as he comes to an intersection, then squints both ways before moving off. 
‘Prisha, you’re emotional. And in my experience, emotion and solving a potential murder case are not good bedfellows.’
‘Potential? Where the hell did that come from? Do you think Laura injected herself with a sedative exclusively reserved for animals, exited her car, hid the syringe, coupled up a hose to her exhaust, got back in the car, and gassed herself?’
‘I’m merely saying, take a step back and evaluate. You can be headstrong.’
Prisha bristles at Frank’s advice. ‘I’m nailing George Hutton! How dare he take away her freedom, then take her life.’
‘Strike me down,’ Frank murmurs. ‘Where’s your evidence against him? Don’t go off half-cocked. You’ll achieve nothing by pulling him in. Calm down, think things through. Maybe pay a visit to Charlene Marsden and see if the forensic team has come up with anything new. And your assumptions about Laura and George are primarily based on one source—Adam Rushford. It wouldn’t be the first time a killer has spun a web of lies to throw the police off the scent. Adam Rushford stands to benefit handsomely from Laura’s will if it’s not contested. Bear that in mind. And one last thing, you need to hold back a piece of critical information from all potential suspects. I suggest the sedative. Only the actual killer would know about that. Do you hear me, Prisha?’ he shouts.
‘Yes, Frank. I hear you,’ she replies in a truculent manner.
‘You’re always in a rush. What’s the hurry, Prisha? You have plenty of time ahead of you… unlike me.’
‘You say that as if I want to solve a crime for the plaudits and pats on the back, or to be fast-tracked up the greasy pole. That doesn’t even enter the equation. It’s not complicated, Frank. I’m a copper. I catch bad people. That’s my job. End of discussion!’
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Prisha and Charlene are in the lunchroom of the forensics lab, each nursing a cup of strong coffee. 
‘I’m sorry we have nothing conclusive for you, Prisha,’ Charlene says, bearing an apologetic smile. ‘Digital forensics has come up with very little. Laura kept a journal on her laptop, which may help you in understanding the life she led, but it doesn’t point a finger at her killer. I must warn you, it’s not bedtime reading.’
‘What about her phone?’
‘We’ve compiled a list of phone numbers, but she made no calls for three days before her body was discovered. We’ve extracted all the information from her phone and dropped it into a folder on the cloned laptop.’
‘George Hutton said he called Laura several times on Monday night when he returned to the farmhouse.’
‘Yes, three times. They all went to voicemail, and no message was left.’
Prisha sips at her coffee. ‘I must be overlooking something. He must have left a clue.’
‘George Hutton?’
‘Yes.’
‘Maybe you should take a step back and instead of assuming George is the killer, re-evaluate all potential suspects.’
Prisha grins. ‘You sound like Frank.’
‘He’s seen it all before, Prisha. Heed his advice. Ever do jigsaw puzzles?’
‘Not since I was a child. Why?’
‘I’m afraid I’m addicted to them. I find them calming yet infuriating at the same time, if that’s possible. I always start with the four corners and work in. Let’s go over what you know.’
‘Laura Hutton was murdered. But what was the motive? She was last seen at nine on Monday morning. Her body was discovered at eight-thirty Tuesday morning. I believe someone killed her not long after she left the farm. She wasn’t sexually assaulted, and as far as we’re aware, nothing was stolen. We can rule out two motives: robbery; and sexual assault. Nothing indicates this was random. She knew her killer. And yet…’ She pauses as her mind picks at the puzzle.
‘Go on?’
‘She knew very few people.’
‘List them.’
‘Obviously her husband, George. Her brother-in-law, Simon. The farmhand, Adam Rushford. But there are other people who visit the farm. The vet, Samantha Yin. A livestock agent, Johnny Muir. And a wagon driver, Ollie Tasker.’
‘You said she was pregnant?’ Charlene asks.
‘Yes.’
‘Could that be a motive?’
‘If George was the father, then I can’t imagine him wanting to kill his unborn child. In fact, quite the opposite. He’s built up a very successful farm. Wouldn’t any man want an heir to their lifetime’s work?’
‘Good point.’
‘However, if he wasn’t the biological father, then who was?’
‘Maybe that’s why she was leaving. She was thirty-eight and had been married for twenty years. Which tells me George Hutton is possibly impotent. A pregnancy would be hard for her to explain away. And from what you say about George, he’s jealous and suspicious by nature.’
‘Hmm… except she’d been planning this for eighteen months. Maybe when she discovered she was pregnant, it gave her the impetus and courage to make the break.’
‘What about this Adam Rushford character? He’s already admitted to having sex with Laura, and yet he said there was no sexual attraction between the two of them. Could he have been in love with her? Infatuated, and on seeing her leave be overcome with a fit of rage?’
Prisha winces. ‘He could stand to benefit financially from her death. But why would he help save five grand for her escape?’
‘You only have his word on that. His fingerprints on the money could have deliberately been planted after Laura’s death to fit his story. The knight in shining armour helping the princess escape from the tower. It paints him in a good light.’
‘Yes, I suppose it does. But the mode of death doesn’t fit a crime of passion. It was carefully planned, not a spur-of-the-moment act.’
‘That’s true. And whoever did it wanted to make it look like suicide. Come at it from a different angle. Who would be the primary beneficiary of Laura’s demise?’
‘If she hadn’t recently changed her will, it would have been George. If he knew she was pregnant with another man’s child and intended to leave him, then he could reasonably assume that at some point in the future she’d sell the farm. George could have potentially lost everything.’
Charlene sighs. ‘It appears all roads lead to Rome. I’m sorry, Prisha. I haven’t been much help.’
Prisha grins. ‘On the contrary. You’ve been a good sounding board and helped me distil my thoughts. George Hutton is not the only suspect, but at the moment, he is the prime suspect. Now I have the corners to my jigsaw puzzle, it’s time to join a few more pieces together.’
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Prisha collects the cloned laptop from behind the front desk and heads upstairs to the incident room. Entering, she spots Dinkel in the corner, cutting his fingernails. 
‘Busy, Dinkel?’ she shouts.
Dinkel nearly falls off his chair and quickly drops the nail clippers into a drawer. ‘Waiting on Zac, boss,’ he says, nodding to Frank’s office where Zac and Frank are in discussion.
‘What have you got on?’ she asks. Dinkel stands and gazes down at his attire. ‘Not your clothes, you dipstick… I meant work wise?’
‘Oh, erm, me and Zac are about to head out to investigate a robbery overnight on a newsagent.’
‘Forget about that. I have more important stuff to occupy your time. Follow me.’
‘But what about Zac?’
‘He’s a big boy. He’ll be able to handle the newsagent robbery single-handed. I’m sure the robbers left a paper trail, or their prints behind.’ Her joke whistles over the top of Dinkel’s head faster than a ballistic missile.
She leads him out of the room, down the corridor and into Superintendent Banks’ vacant micro-office. Placing the laptop on the desk, she orders him to take a seat.
‘Is it okay for me to be in here?’ Dinkel asks, nervously.
‘Yes. The super isn’t in until Friday.’
‘Oh, good. She scares me.’
‘She scares everyone, Dinkel. That’s her job. Are you up to speed on the Laura Hutton case?’
‘Yes. The apparent suicide.’
‘Not anymore. It’s now a murder investigation.’
‘Oh, I see. Why am I in the super’s office instead of the incident room?’ he queries, clearly confused.
‘Because there are no windows and very little else to distract your attention in here.’ She plugs the laptop into the power outlet and lifts the lid. ‘This is a replica of Laura Hutton’s laptop. I want you to go through every single folder and open every file and see what you can find. There’s also a folder on here which contains all her mobile phone data. Go into everything, understand?’
‘Yes.’
‘And keep meticulous notes of anything of interest you find and where it’s located.’
‘Right, yes, sure.’ He appears more unsure than sure.
‘What’s the matter, Dinkel? You look like a man who’s staring at a bowl of soup with a fork in his hand.’
‘What am I searching for?’
Prisha resists a groan. ‘Laura was murdered. Which means we must find the murderer. I believe she knew her killer. You’re looking for anyone she mentions who she may have had a grievance with. Emails, texts, threats, veiled threats, her suspicions. See if she can point us towards her killer. I suggest you start with her journal.’
‘Right, Roger…’
She cuts him off by holding her hand up. ‘Just don’t! If I hear another Roger Daltrey, Roger Federer, Roger Whittaker, or Roger Rabbit, that… I’ll hit you very hard. Understand?’
‘Rog… erm, yes. Message understood, boss.’
‘Good. We have progress. And there are two other things I want you to check. Search the number plate recognition cameras for Laura Hutton’s car between Monday the first of April, after 9 am, and Tuesday, up until 8:30 am. Let’s see if she left the farm track or not. And lastly, get onto HQ at Northallerton and speak to one of the legal boffins and find out what the term—in terrorem means in relation to a will.’ She quickly jots the spelling down on the whiteboard. ‘I’ll check back with you later. If Frank’s looking for me, I’ve gone to Malton.’
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Prisha takes the scenic route from Whitby to the market town of Malton, passing through Heartbeat country, and Pickering, before arriving at her destination. She’s mesmerised by the ancient town and its array of cafes, bakeries, and restaurants. She follows the GPS, which takes her to the old part of town and Rosswells Farm Supplies and Livestock Agent, situated in a more rural location. 
Entering the farm supply store, she introduces herself to a middle-aged female attendant behind the counter and asks if she can speak with Johnny Muir. She’s led through the enormous shed to a set of small offices towards the rear. The woman taps at a door and pokes her head around it.
‘Johnny, I have an Inspector Kumar who wishes to talk to you?’
‘Show her in,’ he replies as Prisha enters. The attendant turns on her heels and heads away. ‘How can I help you, inspector?’
‘I’m making enquiries into the death of Laura Hutton last week,’ she states, studying his handsome features and immaculate shock of jet black hair, slicked back in a side-parting.
His smile gradually evaporates. ‘Oh. A tragic business.’
‘I believe you’re the livestock agent for Hutton Farm?’
‘Yes, that’s correct. Simon and George have been clients of mine for many years.’
‘How well did you know Laura Hutton?’
He pushes back in his seat and folds his hands over his groin. ‘I wouldn’t say I knew her very well. But if I saw her, I’d always stop for a brief chat,’ he explains in a breezy manner.
‘What would you chat about?’
‘Nothing, really.’
‘People don’t chat about nothing.’
‘I mean mundane, small talk: the weather; the… well, basically the weather.’
‘I see. When was the last time you saw Laura?’
‘Ooh, let me think now.’ He opens his diary. ‘It would have been the visit before last, which was…’ He flicks through the pages. ‘About six, seven weeks ago.’
‘And you talked on that occasion.’
‘Not sure. If we did, it would have been a quick hello.’
‘I believe you visited the farm last Monday, the first of April?’
‘Yes, that’s right. Simon and George had some cull ewes they wanted me to check on.’
‘Check on?’
‘Yes. See if they were fat enough for market and what they might fetch at the saleyard.’
‘What time did you arrive at Hutton Farm?’
‘Nine-twenty, give or take.’
‘And you didn’t see Laura at the farm?’
‘No.’
‘You didn’t pass her on the farm track to the main road?’
He swallows hard and shakes his head. ‘No.’
‘Did you see any other vehicles on the track or at the farm?’
‘Not on the track. I saw Adam’s old Fiesta outside the main machinery barn. But nothing else.’
‘People?’
‘Only Adam. He was in the barn. I popped in to say hello, but it was only for a few seconds.’
‘You didn’t see George or Simon?’
‘No. Adam said Simon was in the top field and that George had nipped out. I was a bit miffed, actually?’
‘Why?’
‘Simon had been insistent I meet him at the stockyards at nine-twenty. I called him when I arrived but received no answer.’
‘How long were you at the farm?’
‘About thirty minutes and left not long after the vet arrived, about ten.’
‘Samantha Yin?’
‘Correct. Inspector, I was led to believe Laura took her own life… is that not the case?’ he asks, visibly concerned.
‘We have to investigate every suspicious death, Mr Muir.’
‘Suspicious?’ he yelps, startled at the word.
‘Don’t alarm yourself. Unless someone has obviously died from natural causes, then all deaths are suspicious, whether that be misadventure, suicide, or murder. We need to ascertain the facts for the coroner.’ She hands her card over. ‘Thank you for your time, Mr Muir. If you remember anything which may be of help, please call me.’
‘Yes, of course.’ He pushes his chair back as if to stand.
‘Don’t get up. I’ll see myself out. Oh, I believe you have a contract livestock driver who works for you; an Ollie Tasker?’
‘That’s right.’
‘Do you know how I can get hold of him? I did have a phone number, but it appears to be dead.’
‘If you’re quick, you can speak with him now. I saw him enter the yard about fifteen minutes ago. Out of the office, turn right and head towards the big doors at the far end of the shed.’
She throws him a warm smile. ‘Thanks.’ She strides briskly towards the doors. ‘He was a bit edgy,’ she murmurs to herself. She emerges at the back of the shed and spots an older man slamming shut the tailgate on a battered wagon. The signwriting on the cab reads—Tasker Livestock Transport Services.
Sidling up to the man, she pulls out her ID. ‘Ollie Tasker?’ she declares.
‘That would be me,’ Ollie replies, his well-weathered features creasing into a cheeky grin.
‘DI Kumar, CID.’
‘Eh up, what have I done now? Come to arrest me?’ he replies breaking out into a hearty laugh. He pulls off his leather gloves and slides them into the back pocket of his dirty jeans. ‘Forgive me if I don’t shake your hand, inspector. I’m doing you a favour.’ He nods towards a holding pen behind the wagon containing a dozen grunting pigs. ‘You’ll have to be quick as I’ve a load of steers to collect up on Moorside Farm. This time of year, I don’t bloody stop, I tell you. Been up since five and won’t get home until after seven. Mind you, pays the bills and keeps me out of trouble.’ He smiles, displaying a row of tobacco-stained teeth.
Prisha has come to the conclusion there are two types of Yorkshiremen: those you can’t get a word out of, and those who never shut up. She’s concluded Ollie Tasker falls into the latter category.
‘Mr Tasker, I’m investigating the death of Laura Hutton, from Hutton Farm. I need to ask you a few questions.’
Deep wrinkles inch across his brow. He pulls out his smokes and sparks up. ‘Nasty business,’ he says, drawing heavily on his ciggy, before emitting a violent cough. ‘Nice lass, as well. Wouldn’t say boo to a goose. She obviously had some demons floating around in her head. I can’t understand it myself. You see, my motto is enjoy the simple things in life. Don’t worry about…’
‘Mr Tasker!’ Prisha yells, raising both hands aloft. ‘You say you’re busy, as am I. Now if you could answer me a few questions, we can both go about our day,’ she snaps.
‘Hellfire, lass. You’ve got a right pair of lungs on you.’ Embarrassed, he instantly regrets his choice of words. ‘Erm, I was referring to your voice, not your, ahem…’ He nods towards her chest. ‘Although…’
She ignores his vulgarity. ‘You went to Hutton Farm last Tuesday morning to collect a batch of ewes. Is that correct?’
He scratches his cheek and gazes into the distance as the cigarette flops from the corner of his lips. ‘Let me think now. Aye, that’s right. Got there about seven. Picked up eighteen ewes and took them straight to market.’
‘How long were you at the farm?’
He pushes out his bottom lip. ‘Not long. Ten, fifteen minutes. Reversed the truck up to the holding pen, then shooed the ewes up the race into the back, then I was out of there.’
‘On your way in or out of Hutton Farm, did you see any other vehicles?’
‘No.’
‘People?’
‘No. Apart from Adam at the farm.’
‘Are you certain?’
‘Am I certain I saw Adam?’
‘No! Other people?’
‘Keep your hair on, lass. No. I didn’t see a soul.’
‘Did you visit the farm the previous day, Monday?’
‘No. I was on t’other side on Monday.’
‘T’other side… I mean the other side?’
‘Aye. Nun Monkton, Tollerton, Easingwold. Give me a mo.’ He pulls at the cab door and retrieves a clipboard, and flicks back through a sheaf of papers before handing it to Prisha. She takes the offering and scans the details of his delivery and pick-up times.
‘Looks like you had a busy day. That’s eight farms you visited,’ she replies, handing the clipboard back.
‘Like I said, up at five and don’t get home until after seven. Some days I don’t have time to scratch myself. Mind you, the bloody roadworks are a nightmare. It must add another hour onto my day. That A171 looks like it’s been carpet bombed. Shakes my bones. When you get to my age…’
‘Thanks for your time, Mr Tasker,’ she says, turning on her heels and marching away. ‘Infuriating!’ she hisses through gritted teeth as she strides back through the shed. The slam of a cab door is followed by the growl of a diesel engine, then the rattle and clank of the truck as it trundles away. Prisha stops, turns, and stares at the vehicle for a moment, remembering something Alice Varley had said.
As she passes Johnny Muir’s office, his voice calls out.
‘Inspector Kumar.’
She halts and gazes through the grimy window into his office. He sidles to the entrance, concern splashed across his face.
‘Yes?’
Glancing up and down the shed, he appears distinctly uncomfortable. ‘I’m getting wed in a few weeks.’
‘Congratulations,’ Prisha replies, mildly intrigued.
He fidgets with his hands. ‘It’s a delicate matter,’ he whispers, then pauses indefinitely.
‘What’s a delicate matter?’ she eventually prompts, feeling hot, tired, and damned annoyed.
‘The thing is… what I’m trying to say is… it needs to be kept hush hush. It can’t get out. I’d be lynched. There are a hundred and twenty guests invited to the reception.’
Prisha’s left foot taps involuntarily on the concrete floor. ‘If you have something to say, Mr Muir, spit it out,’ she encourages, managing just to keep her temper in check.
‘Laura and I, well… we’d been having an affair.’
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Prisha’s heart skips a beat as she digests Johnny Muir’s bombshell confession. ‘I see. I think we need to discuss this further, back at Whitby Police Station. You can present yourself voluntarily at three this afternoon, or I can arrest you now on suspicion. I’d suggest the former. Less fuss that way.’ 
If he was hoping for a brief chat to clear the air in the confines of his office, he’s sadly mistaken. ‘Oh. Does it have to be that formal?’
‘I’m investigating the suspicious death of Laura, Mr Muir. Yes, it has to be formal. Now what’s it to be?’
‘Three. This afternoon. Whitby Police Station,’ he repeats, robot fashion.
‘Good. I’ll see you then.’ As she heads back to the entrance, she stops at the service counter and speaks with the attendant. ‘I notice you have CCTV cameras on the outside of the building.’
‘Yes. And two inside,’ the woman replies, pointing at the cameras overhead.
‘How long do you keep the footage for?’
‘I think it’s a month,’ she replies unconvincingly.
‘Excellent. Can you spare me ten minutes of your time?’
The woman glances around at the empty store. ‘Yes, I suppose. Although if a customer comes in, I’ll need to serve them.’
‘Of course.’
[image: image-placeholder]Prisha is standing in the animal surgery of the local vets speaking with Samantha Yin. 
‘I arrived just after ten, as Johnny Muir was leaving. I had a quick chat with him. He left, and I herded the ewes into a race then the crush.’
‘Crush?’ Prisha questions, continuing her rapid learning curve of farming terminology.
‘It’s a steel cage which traps the animals. Humanely, of course. It allows the vet or farmer to inspect the animal or administer a drench or any other medication they may require in a safe manner. It took me about thirty minutes to verify that all the ewes were in good health. I then packed up and headed back to my vehicle.’
‘About ten-thirty?’
‘Yes. I checked my phone for the time as I was running a little late for my next appointment.’
‘And the only other people you saw were Adam Rushford and Johnny Muir when you first arrived.’
‘That’s correct. Oh, no… wait. As I was packing up, I noticed one of the Hutton brothers’ car pull into a barn.’
‘Which brother?’
‘Not sure.’
‘What colour car?’
‘The black one.’
‘George Hutton’s Isuzu four-wheeled-drive?’
She shrugs ‘It was the black Isuzu, but I don’t know whose is whose. Then, as I was putting my gear into the back of my car, I saw the blue quad bike speeding away from the farm across a field.’
‘Who was driving the bike?’
‘Sorry, inspector, but they had their back to me, and to be honest I paid little attention.’
Prisha winces. Every witness account so far has been lacking in detail. It’s as though everyone was walking around with their eyes half-closed.
‘And just to confirm, you didn’t see anyone on the track leading to or from the farm?’
‘No, I didn’t.’
Prisha puts her notebook away as another fruitless interview ends.
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The four-inch steel door slams shut. Prisha became oblivious to the sound many years ago. To someone who has never been in a breeze block interview room, in the custody suite of a police station, that heavy, metallic clank can be intimidating. To others, it’s downright frightening. Johnny Muir is frightened. 
‘Thank you for coming in, Mr Muir,’ she says, dropping a large manilla file onto the table and taking a seat. He responds with a weak, nervous smile. ‘I see you’ve waived your right to have a solicitor present?’
‘Yes. I’ve done nothing wrong… well, not legally.’
‘Before we begin, I’ll offer you another chance to request a duty solicitor. My advice would be to have one.’
He shrinks back and licks his lips. ‘Erm, no. I’m fine.’
‘Okay. Tell me about your affair with Laura Hutton.’
‘Where do you want me to begin?’
‘At the beginning would be a good place.’
His left hand flicks back a drooping fringe as he slides back in his seat. ‘I guess it started about a year ago, last spring. I called around to Hutton Farm to check on a dozen prize rams George was sending to market. As I was leaving, I spotted Laura at the back of the house, near the sunroom, hanging washing out. She waved to me, and I stopped the car to have a quick chat. She told me she’d taken a batch of scones from the oven and would I like one with a cuppa. It was a nice day, so we sat outside in the garden and chatted. As I said earlier, it was mundane things, the weather, the rams, life on a farm. Nothing heavy. And that was that. About a week later, I was back around to inspect some ewes. She saw me leaving and once again invited me in for a cuppa. This time we were in the kitchen, as the weather was lousy. She was baking a carrot and ginger cake. The buzzer went, and she pulled the cake from the oven, but the oven gloves had a hole in them, and she burnt herself and dropped the cake tin. I took her hand and stuck it under the cold tap and asked her where the first aid kit was kept. I put liniment on her hand and bandaged it up for protection. It was whilst I was applying the bandage that something happened.’
Prisha scans his face for artifice. ‘What?’
‘I don’t know… a sort of feeling, a chemistry. Mutual attraction. Next minute, we’re having sex in the kitchen.’
‘Unprotected sex?’
Embarrassed and blushing, he replies, ‘Yes.’ 
‘This burn on her hand—which hand was it?’
He’s puzzled. ‘Erm… her right hand. The flesh between her thumb and forefinger. It wasn’t a major burn, more annoying than painful.’
‘Go on.’
‘It wasn’t a regular occurrence, the sex, that is. I could only see her when George had called me to the farm, and when the brothers and Adam Rushford weren’t around.’
‘In the space of a year, how many times did you have sexual relations?’
His eyes scrunch up. ‘Six, seven.’
‘When was the last time?’
‘The visit about seven weeks ago. Afterwards, she told me she was planning to leave George and the farm for good, and she wouldn’t be back. I took the opportunity to end our brief affair at the same time. It was too risky, and I wanted to draw a line in the sand before I got married.’
Prisha frowns. ‘Because cheating on your fiancée is okay, but once married, infidelity is out of the question?’ She instantly regrets her dig. ‘Sorry, I’m not here to judge anyone. What people get up to in their private life is not my concern. How did Laura react when you told her you wanted to end the affair?’
‘She was okay with it, much to my relief. The last thing I wanted was any bad feeling between the two of us.’
‘Why did you feel the urge to tell me about the affair? It’s a private matter and has nothing to do with Laura’s death.’
‘When you questioned me in Malton, I said the last time I saw Laura was seven weeks ago. It wasn’t. I saw her last Monday.’
Prisha’s eyes narrow as her eyebrows dart downwards. ‘Monday the first of April?’
‘Yes. She’d told me the date she was leaving, and I wanted to say goodbye and wish her all the best. I had a farm visit that day and knew she intended to leave around nine in the morning. Halfway down the track, I bumped into her. We spent a couple of minutes together chatting in her car. Wished each other the best, then I left and headed up to the farm.’
‘What time was this?’
‘Nine-fifteen… ish.’
‘Did you see anyone else, any other vehicles?’
‘No vehicles, well, apart from Laura’s car. But there was a person up on Clegg Ridge. A hiker possibly.’
‘Did the hiker see you?’
‘No idea. They were quite far away.’
‘Were you in love with Laura?’
‘No. And she wasn’t in love with me. I’d say we were fond of each other. I think she enjoyed the contact.’
‘You mean the sex?’
He squirms in his seat. ‘Not just the sex. The warmth of another human being. To be close to someone.’
‘You still haven’t explained why you’re telling me this. Why bring it up at all?’
‘When you said her death was suspicious, it unnerved me. I already had my doubts about the suicide theory. Laura was determined to move on with her life and start again. There was nothing in my last visit seven weeks ago, or last Monday, to suggest she’d take her own life. I figured it best to come clean, to show I have nothing to hide.’
‘In case someone saw you in Laura’s car, such as the mystery hiker?’
His sheepish expression tells a truth. ‘Yes, I guess so.’
‘What’s your relationship like with George Hutton?’
He clears his throat. ‘Business like. He’s not particularly friendly. Can be very abrupt. I try to deal with Simon, who is the opposite, personality wise.’
‘You’ve answered this question already, but I’ll repeat it in case you’ve anything else you want to divulge. When you left the farm at ten, did you see anyone else on the way back down the track?’
He puckers his lips and shakes his head. ‘No.’
Prisha considers her options. She doesn’t want to give too much away, but there’s one piece of information she wants to throw at him to gauge his reaction. ‘Did Laura tell you she was pregnant?’
Johnny Muir nearly falls off his chair. ‘You’re kidding me?’
‘No, I’m not.’
‘But… I mean, I assumed she was on contraceptives.’ He stares at the blank walls as the cogs in his mind slowly grind. ‘Fuck! This is not good.’
‘No, it’s not.’
‘Laura told me she hadn’t had sex with George for years. Said he had a problem.’ He reflects as a grim realisation dawns on him. ‘Which means…’
‘Which means you are potentially the father of Laura’s unborn child.’
He scratches nervously at his throat, distressed. ‘If this ever comes out, I’m finished. My job, my future wife. I’ll be a pariah around these parts.’ His eyes dart from side to side as he imagines a dark future.
Prisha quietly seethes inside. Not once has he really shown any remorse or sadness at Laura’s demise. His primary concern is saving his own skin. She isn’t convinced he’s Laura’s killer, but people who commit murder can be outstanding actors. It’s time to take the kid gloves off. He’s nervous and vulnerable. If she presses the right buttons, maybe he’ll break and confess.
‘Johnny, you were the last known person to see Laura alive on Monday morning. You admit you were in her car. You’ve admitted to having an affair with her. It’s possible you are the father of Laura’s unborn child. You’re due to be married in a few weeks. It doesn’t look good, does it?’
‘What are you implying?’
‘Did you kill Laura Hutton?’
‘No! Of course I didn’t kill her!’ he yells, appalled at the question.
‘Really? You had the opportunity and the motive.’
‘What motive?’
‘If Laura demanded child maintenance from you, it would have been very problematic. She would have needed money. Even if she found a job, she wouldn’t have been able to work for months after the birth of her child. How would she and her baby have survived? Killing her would have solved your problem, wouldn’t it?’
‘I swear to god, I did not kill her! I didn’t love her, but I liked her. Liked her a lot. I offered to help financially, and she knocked me back.’
‘We only have your word as to what happened in her car, don’t we? You met her. You killed her, then you noticed a hiker up on Clegg Ridge. That’s when you panicked and thought if you came forward and confessed to an innocent affair, it would get you off the hook.’
‘I swear…’
‘Yeah, yeah… you swear to god. Tell the truth, Johnny. Admit it. You said it yourself a moment ago. If it ever got out you’d been shagging a farmer’s wife on the sly, then your name would have been mud around these parts. Close-knit communities, families that go back hundreds of years. You’d have lost your job, your fiancée, your income, your reputation. I doubt Rosswells would have given you a glowing reference. They’re very conservative up in the hills.’ She pauses, takes a sip of water, then changes her demeanour as Johnny Muir cradles his head in his hands, sniffling, weeping silently. ‘Johnny?’ she continues in a soft motherly voice.
‘What?’ he asks, lifting his head as he smudges tears away from his cheeks.
‘Tell the truth. For Laura, her unborn child… and mostly for your own conscience.’
He gulps and sits upright. ‘I didn’t kill her.’
Prisha pushes back in her seat. ‘Fine. I’d like to obtain a DNA sample from you so we can compare it to the embryonic foetus from Laura.’
‘Can I refuse?’
‘Yes, you can. But if I arrest you in connection with Laura’s death, you’ll have no choice in the matter. And then the genie is out of the bottle, and I can’t control who finds out. If you volunteer a sample, then I’m certain it will remain confidential.’
The situation is deteriorating fast for Johnny Muir. He thought this would be a friendly chat where he told the truth, and the police would smile benevolently, then thank him for his time. He could leave with a clean conscience and put it all behind him. Now he’s being accused of murder. He stares across the table at a woman with an emotionless face, impossible to read, and she’s talking about arresting him. He’s cornered. She’s left him with only one option—offer up his DNA.
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Tuesday 9th April


Prisha enters the incident room and spots Zac stabbing away at his keyboard. There’s no one else around. 
‘Whitby HQ,’ she announces. ‘A throbbing nerve centre of criminal investigation.’
Zac momentarily throws her a glance. ‘Aye, it’s all go, go, go.’
‘Where’s Dinkel?’ she asks, sipping on a strong black coffee.
‘In Superintendent Banks’ office, where you planted him yesterday.’ His attention returns to his report.
‘Hell! I forgot all about him.’
‘Don’t disturb the prick. We’ll let him out at the end of the year.’
Prisha turns tail and heads to the super’s office, not expecting anything miraculous to have occurred. She clatters into the room, giving Dinkel a start.
‘Dinkel, how did you go with Laura’s laptop and phone data?’
His complexion is pale, his eyes red. ‘Just finished,’ he mumbles.
‘Have you been crying?’ Prisha asks, perplexed at his appearance.
He rises from his seat. ‘No,’ he mutters, wiping his nose. ‘Hay fever.’
Prisha fixes her eyes on the whiteboard, then the notepad on the desk. ‘My, my, you have been busy,’ she says, her attention returning to the whiteboard and the exquisitely neat handwriting and logical layout of the information.
Dinkel points at his notes on the board. ‘This is the structure of all the folders on the laptop. If there’s a tick next to a folder, it means I’ve checked all the contents and there’s nothing of interest in any of the files. A question mark next to it means there could be some relevance. Of course, the board is an overview. I have made detailed logs in the notepad to accompany it.’
Prisha flicks through the notebook and is mightily impressed with what she sees. She stares at him.
‘Dinkel, I think you may have found your calling.’
‘Boss?’
‘A lot of police work is a paper trail. As tedious as it is, it’s still as important as forensics or witness statements. You have a natural aptitude for mind-numbing, soul-destroying work.’
He beams. ‘Thanks, ma’am!’
‘Right, give me a synopsis of what you’ve found, then I’ll go through it all,’ she says, taking a seat.
‘As you can see from the board, there are only three areas of interest. Laura’s journal goes back about five years.’
Prisha glances at the board. ‘Why is it called Recipe Journal?’
‘I think it was a ploy to make it appear innocuous. She made an entry usually once a week on a Sunday, going by the date stamps on the file. There’s no smouldering gun.’
‘Smoking gun,’ Prisha corrects.
‘Yes, smoking gun. But it gives an insight into her state of mind.’ He pauses and stares at the carpet.
‘What is it, Dinkel? You appear troubled.’
‘The journal, boss… it’s…’
‘What?’
‘Parts of it are not pleasant reading. In fact, it’s rather distressing.’
‘In what way?’
‘Her loneliness, unhappiness. The petty arguments she had with her husband. The restrictions placed upon her. It’s not all like that, though. There are lighter moments. There definitely seems to be a shift in her mood starting about eighteen months ago.’
‘For better or for worse?’
‘For the better. She lays out a plan to escape, her words not mine. She even has the date, Monday April the first.’
Prisha scrunches up her nose. ‘Were the files encrypted?’
‘No.’
‘Bit dangerous. Pouring her heart out and detailing her intent to leave her husband. If George had access to her laptop, he could have read about her plans.’
Dinkel smiles. ‘Ah, that’s the thing. The journal is buried deep down in the file structure hierarchy. She had a folder named recipes. Within that, there’s another fifteen folders named after different cuisines. Italian, British, Indian, Chinese, Vietnamese, Caribbean…’
‘You don’t need to list them all. I get the picture.’
‘Under a folder labelled Spanish is a sub-folder named Catalan Recipes, and that’s where her so-called Recipe Journal lived.’
‘Meaning it was well hidden.’
‘Yes. I’ve created a desktop shortcut to take you directly to where the folder is located. Oh, and there are a lot of spelling mistakes in the journal.’
‘Good work. What else?’
‘There was a boatload of deleted audio files on her phone that weren’t able to be retrieved.’
‘Why not?’
‘According to digital forensics, they’d been partly written over on the sim card. And lastly, there is one audio file on her phone which may or may not be of interest. It’s a very large file. Unfortunately, it’s corrupted. I suppose if she were going on a long drive, then maybe she was trying to download an audiobook or something, which would explain the file size.’
‘Possibly,’ Prisha says thoughtfully. ‘In her journal, did she mention where she was planning to escape to?’
‘No. And one last thing.’ He points at the whiteboard. ‘Probably nothing, but she mentions a book she was reading called The Piano Teacher by Janice Y K Lee. It crops up seven times over the previous twelve months. The last time, seven weeks ago.’
‘So what’s odd about that?’
‘Nothing… I guess,’ he shrugs, replying hesitantly. ‘Just thought it was a long time to read one book. I thought maybe…’
‘Go on.’
‘Maybe the name Janice Y K Lee could be an anagram of her intended destination. You know, like a cryptic reminder of her new home to perk her up when she was feeling down.’
Prisha considers his theory. ‘Have you experimented with the letters to see if you can come up with a town, city, village?’
He scrunches his nose. ‘Word games are not my thing. My brain works in a linear fashion.’
Prisha has already made a mental note of what she’ll be doing after work. ‘What about internet history?’
‘Nothing of any significance. Recipes, arts and crafts, movie reviews, that sort of thing.’
‘Did you put Laura’s car number plate into the camera recognition database?’
‘Yes, and it came back with a big fat zero.’
Prisha considers the information. ‘That means she never left the farm track.’
‘Not technically, ma’am. It is possible she took minor roads.’
‘She was planning to escape, Dinkel. She would have taken the fastest route from A to B, which means using the major roads. And did you speak to a legal eagle about the Latin phrase—in terrorem?’
He rips a sheet of paper from the notepad and hands it to her. ‘Yes, I’ve made notes.’
Prisha stares at the paper. ‘Very extensive notes,’ she says, skim-reading the information. ‘In one sentence, can you explain what it means?’
‘It’s a caveat. It prevents any beneficiary in a will from contesting it.’
Prisha closes her eyes and computes the information. ‘Hmm…’
After twenty seconds of silence, Dinkel is unnerved. ‘Boss, are you okay?’
Prisha chuckles. ‘Laura was a very clever woman,’ she says, snapping from her reverie. ‘Right, excellent work, Dinkel. You’ve done an outstanding job and saved me a lot of leg work.’
He visibly grows a few inches. ‘Thanks boss. I obtain a degree of satisfaction from data analysis.’
‘You obviously like to live life on the edge. Okay, I’ll take it from here.’
‘Very good, ma’am.’
She clicks on the shortcut and selects the Recipe Journal. As she waits for it to open, her eyes drift from the screen.
‘What are you doing, Dinkel?’ she asks suspiciously.
‘Nothing.’
‘Do you think you can do nothing somewhere else? It’s quite off-putting, having you hover over me.’
‘Am I dismissed, ma’am?’
She rubs at her brow. ‘You’re not in the frigging army! Very well—you’re dismissed, Dinkel!’
‘Thank you, boss.’ He turns and exits the room.
‘There’s something not quite right with his wiring,’ she mutters, focussing on the words in front of her. ‘Right, Laura. Tell me about your life.’
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Prisha closes Laura’s journal, pulls the lid down on the laptop, then drops her head into her hands. 
‘I can’t believe it. For all intents and purposes, Laura was a prisoner. Allowed out once a week on day release to do the shopping. How can this happen in this day and age?’
She takes a tissue from her jacket and blows her nose. As vividly illuminating as the journal was, Dinkel’s assessment was correct—there are no clues pointing towards her killer. And as petty and controlling as George Hutton is portrayed, Laura never once mentioned physical violence. Most of the journal is a mundane recording of Laura’s week: hanging the washing out; making meals; redecorating a guest bedroom; picking wildflowers; tending the garden. Trivialities detailed like an itinerary. The rest of the entries were more deep, introspective, troubling. A chance to offload her unhappiness and frustration, occasionally anger, at the life she was forced to live. However, two things puzzle her. The repeated mention of the book, The Piano Teacher by Janice Y K Lee, which occasionally ended her weekly dossier. Seven in total and they only started twelve months ago. Like Dinkel, Prisha thinks they could be a cryptic clue as to where Laura intended to relocate to after she’d left her husband.
The second thing she’s bemused about is the chickens. Throughout the first four years, Laura remarks on the chickens regularly. She has names for them and records their peculiar and individual idiosyncrasies. Prisha can tell by the writing they brought Laura a modicum of joy. A brief shard of light in an otherwise dull, heavy grey. And yet, twelve months ago, there’s one diary entry, in capitals, which simply reads—CHICKENS GONE! She never mentions them again. What happened twelve months ago? The chickens stop being mentioned at the same time the reference to the book first appears. Is there a connection?
A tap on the door interrupts her thoughts as Zac sticks his head into the office.
‘I’m heading out for a bite to eat. Care to join me?’ he asks with a friendly smile.
‘Thanks for the offer, but I’ve brought a packed lunch.’
‘No worries.’ Zac detects Prisha’s puzzlement and exasperation. ‘Penny for your thoughts?’
‘It’s this Laura Hutton case. I know she didn’t take her own life. She was murdered. And I suspect it was her husband.’
‘And?’
‘Frank told me not to go rushing in until I had something concrete to go on. And I don’t. Sometimes I feel like he ties my hands behind my back. He can be overly cautious.’
Zac winces in confirmation. ‘It’s an age thing. He’s grown more conservative over the years. Or maybe wise. There’s not a malicious bone in his body, he’s only looking to protect you from making a dick of yourself.’
Prisha huffs. ‘Yeah, I know that. It doesn’t make it any easier, though.’
‘Prisha, you’re an inspector now. Frank won’t be around forever. Maybe it’s time for you to cut his apron strings. He’s always talking about how he’s taking a step back so we can gather up the slack. Unfortunately, his actions don’t always match his words. I suggest you put your big girls’ knickers on and do it your way. Right, I’ll catch you later.’
Prisha reflects on his words for a few seconds before tapping a button on her mobile.
‘Charlene, Prisha here. How long will it take you to get a forensics team up to Hutton Farm?’
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Prisha phones ahead and has a brief discussion with Simon Hutton, telling him and his brother to meet her at the farmhouse at 2 pm. She has some important news regarding Laura’s death. What she doesn’t tell him is she has a warrant for George Hutton’s arrest, and a convoy of forensic experts with her. 
As the cavalcade of vehicles enters the farmyard, George Hutton rushes out of his front door in a wild fury.
‘He looks pretty angry. Rather you than me, Prisha,’ PC Kylie Pembroke remarks as she pulls on the handbrake of the patrol car.
Prisha removes her seatbelt. ‘Not half as bloody angry as I am,’ she hisses, throwing open the passenger door.
‘That girl has big kahunas,’ Kylie mutters to herself.
‘What’s the bloody meaning of all this?’ George yells in her face, spittle flying from his lips. His brother ambles up behind him. ‘I don’t have time for all this nonsense. My wife has taken her own life and now you lot are bloody hassling me while I’ve got a farm to run! And what are all these buggers doing here?’ he bellows, pointing at the other vehicles.
Prisha flashes her warrant card and introduces herself. She intends to follow protocol to the nth degree.
‘George Hutton, I have a warrant for your arrest and a search warrant for your home and vehicles. I am arresting you on suspicion of the murder of…’
As she reads out the rest of the caution, all hell breaks loose as the forensic team emerges from their vehicles and start donning their protective gear. Two sheep dogs, chained up, bark violently, straining at their leashes. George muscles up to Prisha as PC Pembroke comes between them. Simon Hutton places an arm around George’s chest, pulling him back from the confrontation.
‘Calm down, George!’ he implores. ‘What’s going on, inspector? There’s no way my brother had anything to do with Laura’s death. There must have been a mix-up.’
Prisha pulls out her handcuffs. ‘Turn around and put your hands behind your back!’ she demands.
‘Like hell I will!’ George screams.
‘George, do as she says. It’s a storm in a teacup, that’s all.’ Simon tries to placate his brother unsuccessfully.
‘I have a flock to move,’ George snarls as he sets off towards the quad bike parked near the dogs. Prisha deftly moves behind him and grabs one arm, shoving it violently up his back. He yelps in pain as PC Pembroke rushes to assist. After a moment’s tussle, the handcuffs are clamped securely around his wrists. PC Pembroke guides him into the back of the patrol car.
‘Simon, call our solicitor!’ George yells. ‘You’ll regret this, inspector. I have friends in high places.’
Prisha slams the door shut, drowning out a tirade of insults. ‘Put a sock in it,’ she mumbles as she readjusts the hair band around her ponytail.
[image: image-placeholder]With George Hutton safely on his way back to Whitby and the forensics team busily scrutinising the interior of the house and the brothers’ vehicles, she has a quiet word with Simon. 
‘Simon, I’d like you to voluntarily provide DNA and fingerprint samples,’ she asks, having regained her composure.
He squints at her. ‘And what if I say no?’ he asks slowly.
‘I can arrest you and then you’d have no say in the matter.’
Agitated, but more measured than his brother, he backs down a little. ‘Why do you want my DNA and fingerprints?’ he enquires suspiciously.
‘Predominantly to rule you out of our enquiry. They will be stored on our database until you’ve been eliminated from our investigation, then the samples will be deleted.’
He strokes his beard thoughtfully. ‘Okay. I agree. I’ve nothing to hide. Can you tell me why you’ve arrested my brother?’
‘I’m sorry, I can’t.’ With the wind taken out of his sails, Prisha goes on a fishing trip. ‘Did Laura read a lot of books?’
He half smiles. ‘Aye. Another bone of contention between her and George. She could go through a book in a day.’
‘And why would that cause a problem?’
He sighs heavily. ‘We all have work to do, inspector. I’d like to sit at home and watch the sports channel all day, but I can’t. George felt her time could be better spent. Although, to be fair to the lass, she kept a clean house and always had meals and pack-ups ready to go.’
Prisha hides her disgust. ‘I’m an avid reader myself. It’s a great way to take yourself away from your present environment and see the world through someone else’s eyes. Call it escapism.’
George misses the implied message in her words and merely grunts. ‘I prefer a film. A lot less hassle.’
Realising she’s flogging a dead horse, she moves on. ‘I believe Laura used to keep chickens. Is that correct?’
The line of questioning clearly puzzles Simon. ‘Aye, she did.’
‘What happened to them?’ she says, casting an eye over the farmyard. ‘I’ve noticed a few geese wandering around, but no chickens.’
‘We took the decision to get rid of them last year. There was a case of bird flu doing the rounds. There’s an intensive poultry farm down the road and we thought it best not to take any chances.’
‘I don’t follow?’
‘Laura had about twenty hens. To her, it was a pastime, a hobby. A small supply of fresh eggs. The farmer down the road, well, that’s his business, his livelihood. It’s called being neighbourly. We didn’t want to be accused of spreading the disease. If avian influenza hit his flock, it would have wiped him out. Now, can you hurry along with these samples? With my brother under arrest, you’ve doubled my workload.’
‘Yes, of course. Follow me,’ she replies as she leads him towards a white forensics transit van. ‘By the way, how did you kill the chickens?’ He appears reticent to explain. ‘Well?’
‘They, ahem… they were gassed,’ he mumbles.
Prisha stops in her tracks. ‘How were they gassed?’
‘We… erm, George hooked up a pipe to the henhouse, sealed it up and attached the other end of the hose to the tractor exhaust.’
Prisha is appalled. ‘Is that legal?’
Simon shakes his head and scoffs. ‘You’re not a farm lass, are you? Yes, gassing is legal. It’s the most humane method. It’s quick and the birds don’t feel any pain. It’s a damned sight better than chasing them around and stretching their necks.’
‘And how did Laura react to the culling of her chickens?’
‘She was upset. But unlike you, she was raised on a farm. Understood the rules. It’s part of the cycle—life and death.’
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Prisha is standing in Frank’s office as she finishes updating him on the latest developments in the Laura Hutton case, including the arrest of George Hutton and the damning evidence forensics discovered. Anticipating a rebuke, she’s braced herself.  
‘I know I should have run it by you first, Frank, but I was worried you’d try to deter me.’
He leans back in his chair, fingers steepled over his chest, his expression impassive. 
‘Take a seat,’ he finally says, measured, calm. ‘You’ve done well, Prisha. I commend you. Of course, if forensics hadn’t found the syringe, which implicates George Hutton in his wife’s murder, then I may not be as laissez-faire.’
‘You keep saying you’re taking a back seat, Frank,’ Prisha replies, momentarily relieved at his reaction.
‘Aye, a back seat. But I’ve not carried my bat yet,’ he says, utilising a cricketing terminology.
Prisha is baffled. ‘Boss?’
‘I’m not out—not yet. But hats off to you.’
Prisha smiles, feeling she’s dodged a bullet. ‘I can’t take all the praise. Dinkel has to take some credit.’
Frank’s left cheek twitches. ‘Dinkel?’
‘Yes. I think I’ve finally found out what he’s good at.’
‘Pray, tell.’
‘He has an eye for detail. Data analysis.’
‘Really?’ Frank says, rubbing his chin.
‘Yes. He’s able to trawl through a database, or witness statements, and pick out peculiar facts, or anomalies, and throw a few theories around. He’s a documentation expert. People like him are worth their weight in gold.’
‘Hmm…’ Frank murmurs, thoughtfully.
‘I think it’s time you gave him a pat on the back. Boost his confidence. Maybe throw him a bone.’
‘You mean give him a small crime of his own to investigate?’
‘Yes. Exactly. Show faith in him. I know we’ve all barely tolerated him since his arrival. But it’s not just because of his damn whistling, or accident-prone manner. You, me and Zac have an unacknowledged issue that colours our perspective on Dinkel.’
‘Which is?’
‘He replaced Cartwright. We all miss Jason. We have a subconscious resentment of Jason’s replacement. Time to move on and start afresh and give Dinkel a fair chance.’
Frank nods thoughtfully before peering out of his window. ‘Okay. I have just the job for him. Let’s do it now. Dinkel and Zac have just walked in.’
[image: image-placeholder]‘Prisha tells me you did some sterling work on the Laura Hutton case, Dinkel?’ Frank states. 
Dinkel fidgets nervously and casts a glance at Prisha and Zac sitting to his left. ‘Ahem, not sure about sterling, sir. It’s a matter of digesting the information, then syphoning it through a funnel, and extrapolating the pertinent points, then collating them into a logical and easily digestible format.’
‘You could have simply said—thanks, boss,’ Zac notes. ‘We do have a finite life expectancy.’ Prisha kicks him gently in the shin for his remark.
Frank continues. ‘Dinkel, it’s time to take your guard at the crease.’
‘Sir?’ Dinkel replies, patently confused.
‘Is there no one here apart from me who watches cricket?’ Metaphorical tumbleweed rolls past in droves. ‘Hmm… I see. What I’m saying, Dinkel, is… the time has come for you to take on more responsibility.’
Dinkel grins like the proverbial Cheshire Cat. ‘Excellent! I’m up for any challenge, sir.’
Frank shuffles papers around before locating what he’s looking for. ‘It’s a solo undercover operation. Should only take one night. You can take a few hours to perform your reconnaissance in the morning, then tomorrow night make your move.’
Dinkel’s face lights up. He turns to Zac and Prisha. ‘Wow! This is like a James Bond film. Undercover… alone. Wait until I tell my mother and father.’
Frank eyes him resignedly. ‘Don’t get too overexcited, Dinkel. You’re not taking down a bald-headed megalomaniac with a penchant for fluffy white cats, who is intent on blowing up the planet before escaping to Jupiter on a Toblerone shaped rocket ship. You’re going dogging.’
Zac and Prisha attempt to stifle their chuckles but fail miserably. Not that Dinkel notices.
‘Dogging, sir?’ he enquires, bemused. ‘Is that an illegal betting ring at the greyhounds?’
Frank removes his spectacles and rubs the top of his nose between his thumb and forefinger, eyes scrunched. ‘No. It’s nothing to do with greyhounds or gambling. Zac, Prisha, would one of you care to explain to Dinkel the intricacies of dogging and doggers?’
Prisha huffs, appalled at the very thought. ‘No, I would not. Over to you, Zac.’
Zac stretches his legs out and sighs. ‘Okay, I’ll try to explain this as simply as I can. Pay attention Dinkel. A man and woman rendezvous in a specific area, usually at night… but not always. Via text messages, group chats, or on certain nefarious websites, they inform other people of their whereabouts. At a designated time, other people turn up, usually men…’
‘I’d say exclusively men,’ Prisha interrupts.
‘… and then they—the invited audience—indulge in various forms of sexual congress with the female as the partner watches on, sometimes filming. The sexual acts can include, but are not limited to…’
Frank leans forward. ‘I don’t think we need to go into the nitty gritty,’ he whispers.
‘Fair enough. Do you get the gist of it, Dinkel?’ Zac asks.
Dinkel puckers his lips and stares at the ceiling… for quite a while. The others can almost hear the cogs clunking in his head. After what seems like twenty minutes, but is only a few seconds, the penny finally drops.
Dinkel lifts a finger in the air, and glances at Zac. ‘Do you mean to say, that a couple, married or otherwise, go to a remote location, usually at night, and the female has sexual relations with other men in front of her partner?’
Zac claps his hands together. ‘Well done, Dinkel. You got it in one. Although we had to prise it out of you.’
Dinkel is still perplexed. ‘But why? What husband, boyfriend or spouse would want to watch his partner having sex with another man?’
Frank intervenes, already aware it’s way past knock-off time. His stomach is rumbling.
‘To paraphrase Lord Tennyson—ours is not to reason why, ours is but to do and die. It’s a big, wide world, Dinkel. Different strokes for different folks.’
‘That’s what the doggers say,’ Zac quips.
‘Most amusing, sergeant. I usually resist intervention in these matters. What consenting adults wish to do on a nighttime is none of my concern. I prefer a good crossword and a cup of tea, but each to their own. However, there is an issue,’ he says as he flips papers on his desk. ‘Ah, here it is. Mrs Golightly, from Sandsend, has made a complaint. Apparently, with the aid of high-powered, night-vision binoculars, standing in her back bedroom, in her house, five-hundred yards away, she’s witnessed these dogging activities in the woods, on… one, two, three, four, five, six, seven occasions,’ he explains tapping at the sheet on his desk. ‘Normally I wouldn’t give this the time of day. However, Mrs Golightly is a very good friend of Kate Critchley, who is the wife of Gordon Critchley… our chief superintendent. Gordon asked Superintendent Banks to sort the matter out discreetly. Superintendent Banks then handballed it onto me. And now, Dinkel, I’m passing the baton to you. Remember, shit rolls down the hill.’
‘You want me to arrest the doggers, sir?’
‘No Dinkel!’ Frank booms. ‘I do not want you to arrest the doggers. That is the last thing we need! We could end up with a local MP or councillor standing in front of the magistrate. That’s one shitstorm I can do without. Once you’re sure the nocturnal fumbling has begun, you march in with all guns blazing. Announce yourself, flash your warrant card, and tell everyone present, in no uncertain terms, this is their first and last warning. If you catch them at it again, in Sandsend woods, they’ll be lining up in front of the local beak the next morning. It will be all over social media and the local press within hours. And that means a lot of shamefaced men answering some tough questions from enraged partners. You put the fear of god into them, Dinkel. Understand?’
‘Yes! Understood, ma’am!’
‘Give me strength,’ Frank murmurs.
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Prisha is in a contemplative mood as she relaxes in her chair and sips on a chai latte. Her trance is broken as Zac and Dinkel enter the incident room, squabbling. 
Zac spots Prisha and wanders over. ‘You’ve got your man, then?’ he enquires.
‘Possibly.’
‘You don’t sound confident. What have you got on him?’
‘He bought a box of sedatives the Saturday before Laura was killed. He left the farm at eight-thirty on Monday morning, thirty minutes before Laura. And forensics found a syringe in the toolbox on one of the quad bikes. The needle has Laura’s DNA on the tip. I’m about to interview him. I thought I’d let him stew in the cells overnight.’
He takes a seat. ‘Damning evidence. I’d say you’ve hit the jackpot.’
‘Hmm…’
‘What’s wrong?’
‘I want to nail George Hutton so badly for the way he treated Laura. I’m wondering if my hatred for him is clouding my judgement.’
‘You’re your own worst critic. How the hell did the syringe end up in his toolbox? I’d say you’ve got him by the short and curlies. Put your feelings aside, Prisha, and focus on the facts.’
She finishes her drink, stands, and brushes herself down. ‘Yeah. You’re right. Too much introspection can be a bad thing. Right, wish me luck,’ she says, picking up a folder and a small box.
‘You won’t need luck.’
[image: image-placeholder]George Hutton’s face is thunder as Prisha reads out the obligatory caution and explains the charge. The solicitor is a new face to Prisha. He’s not one of the duty solicitors that usually represent suspects. 
She takes a sip of water and gathers her thoughts. What she really wants to do is paint a picture of Laura’s life that she’s garnered from Fran Clegg and the journal on Laura’s laptop. She’d like to see him squirm, embarrassed, ashamed. But she’s not sure the tactic would work with George. He’s a cold fish. His only emotions appear to be anger and frustration. She decides to take the minimalist route: the facts, the evidence, the motive.
‘Can we get on with this charade?’ George snaps, his hands formed into fists resting on the table. ‘We could have sorted this out yesterday after my arrest. You deliberately kept me locked up overnight. I know your dirty tricks. If you thought it would soften me up, you’re bloody wrong. Right, come on, get on with it.’
Prisha pulls out a sheet of paper containing a list of cryptic dot points. ‘Certainly. Can you recall your movements on Monday the first of April, please? Starting from when you awoke.’
George huffs. ‘Didn’t I already tell you this when you first came to the farm?’
‘If you don’t mind recapping for the benefit of the recording.’
‘Fine. I woke about five. Had breakfast with Simon around five-thirty. Headed out into the fields about six. I was out there all day until six-thirty, seven in the evening. I returned to the house, had dinner, set the dishwasher going and hit the sack by nine.’
‘When was the last time you saw Laura?’
‘When I got out of bed.’
‘You didn’t see her again on the Monday?’
He sneers. ‘This is your problem—you don’t bloody listen. You asked me when I last saw her and I told you.’
‘At five. Still in bed?’
‘Yes.’
‘You said you were out in the fields all day. What were you doing?’
‘I installed a new water trough early morning. Then I was fencing for the rest of the day.’
‘Fencing?’
‘Yes. Re-straining and fixing broken fencing wire. Testing the electric fence. Once a week I do a full circuit of all the fields to make sure there are no weak spots where the lambs can get through.’
‘That’s a large area to cover. How do you get about—by tractor?’
He snorts dismissively. ‘No, of course not. By quad bike.’
‘You have two quad bikes. An orange one and a blue one. Which one were you using on Monday, the first of April?’
‘The orange one. Why? What’s any of this got to do with Laura’s death?’
Prisha is determined to ask the questions, not answer them. ‘Were you working with Simon on that day?’
‘No, he was rebuilding part of a drystone wall which had collapsed.’
‘Did you leave the farm for any reason on Monday?’
‘No.’
‘Adam Rushford has stated he saw you leaving the farm at eight-thirty, thirty minutes before he saw Laura departing.’
‘Adam Rushford is bloody wrong, then. He’s maybe getting confused with another day.’
‘No, he was quite adamant.’
He leans forward and taps aggressively on the table with his finger. ‘Read my lips: I did not leave the farm on Monday. Got it? Maybe Adam mistook me for Simon. He said he’d left his phone at home. Maybe he went to get it.’
‘No. Adam was certain it was you he saw. You honked your horn to move a flock of geese out of the way.’
Exasperated, he puffs out his cheeks. ‘I don’t know what’s going on here, but someone is getting their wires crossed or trying to put me in the frame.’
‘Moving on. On Saturday, the thirtieth of March, you drove to Malton and collected a box of sedatives from Rosswells.’
‘Aye. What of it?’
‘What are the sedatives used for?’
‘To calm skittish animals. I had eighteen ewes ready for market on the Tuesday, and we were low on sedatives.’
Prisha removes the lid from the box and extracts a snap lock plastic bag containing a syringe. She lays it out in front of him. ‘I’m presenting Exhibit A. It’s a syringe. Do you recognise it, George?’
He casually glances at it. ‘It’s the syringe the sedative comes in. Why?’
‘Is the sedative called Acepromazine?’
‘Yes,’ he replies abruptly.
‘Traces of Acepromazine were found in Laura’s body.’
‘What?’ he queries, baffled.
‘I believe the killer sedated Laura before attaching the hose to the exhaust on her car.’
The curtains to his reasoning are suddenly thrown back. ‘I see where you’re coming from. You think I sedated Laura, then bumped her off and tried to make it look like a suicide? Why would I kill my wife?’
‘It wasn’t a happy marriage, was it?’
‘So what? If everyone who was in an unhappy marriage bumped off their partner, a quarter of the population would be wiped out overnight.’
‘Did Laura have a will?’
‘Yes,’ he says wearily, anticipating what’s coming next.
‘Who was the main beneficiary if she died?’
He purses his lips and shakes his head. ‘I was, but you already knew that, didn’t you? And it’s hardly earth-shattering news that a spouse is the principal beneficiary of their partner’s will.’
‘The farmland and buildings were solely in Laura’s name. Was that a bone of contention in your marriage?’
‘It may have been years ago. But we hadn’t discussed it in over a decade.’
‘With Laura leaving, there was a possibility that in the future she may have put the land and buildings up for sale.’
‘I know what you’re trying to do, inspector. For your information, I didn’t know she was leaving. I was as surprised about that little secret as I was about her death.’
‘Her murder,’ Prisha corrects. She inches the plastic bag forward. ‘This syringe was found in the toolbox mounted on the front of the orange quad bike. The needle contains Laura’s DNA.’
The lawyer turns to George. ‘Mr Hutton, I strongly advise you follow the instructions I gave you in our briefing,’ he says in a forced whisper.
George ignores him. ‘You buggers planted it there, didn’t you?’ he spits.
‘George, we’re not in the business of secreting evidence to obtain a conviction.’
He laughs manically. ‘Aye, tell it to the fairies.’
‘You were the one who purchased the sedatives. You were seen leaving the farm on Monday morning, thirty minutes before Laura departed. Your wife was leaving you, George. The syringe which incapacitated Laura was found on your quad bike. Unless you can explain the syringe, then you are in serious trouble.’
‘I can’t explain it.’
‘Did you murder Laura?’
His lawyer imperceptibly shakes his head at George. For once in his life, George takes heed.
‘No comment.’
Prisha considers him carefully. If he is suffering from grief, then it’s manifested in anger and frustration, not remorse and loss. He lashes out. Struggles to contain his immediate emotions. A cool, calculating killer carried out Laura’s murder. It was well thought out. George Hutton is an angry man. Not for the first time in the investigation… something doesn’t feel quite right. Or is George Hutton playing a game? If he is, he’s not very adept at it.
[image: image-placeholder]Prisha taps on the door and walks in. Frank is about to cut into a very large pork pie. 
‘How’d you go with Hutton?’ he asks, unable to wrestle his eyes away from his mid-morning snack.
‘Didn’t you watch it on the monitor?’
‘No. I was with the doctor,’ he explains as he cuts the pie into quarters, then squirts a large dollop of brown sauce on the edge of the plate.
‘Doctor Whipple?’
He chuckles. ‘No. Thank god. My GP. Yearly check-up. Same old blarney. Cut down on red meat, eat more greens, a low-fat diet, reduce the amount of alcohol, salt, sugar, take more exercise. Jeez, he’s like a broken record.’
Prisha watches on as he takes a generous slice of pie, dips it into the sauce, and deposits it in his mouth.
‘I see you’re taking his advice, then.’
Frank closes his eyes and chews, apparently entering a stage of nirvana. ‘When you get to my age, Prisha, this is better than sex.’
The thought of Frank, sex, and pork pie is not a mental image that is easy to shift for Prisha. ‘Whatever gets you through the night, I guess.’
He picks up a serviette and dabs at the corner of his mouth. ‘I take it George Hutton is not the sort of man to break down and confess his sins.’
‘No. The guy is without empathy. Or at least he appears that way. Once I showed him the syringe and told him he was up shit creek, he went down the—no comment route, as instructed by his brief.’
‘Don’t worry. We can get an extension on his detention to thirty-six hours, and if necessary, up to seventy-two hours. Being stuck in a cell for three days staring at four blank walls can have a chastening effect on even the hardest nuts. Let’s wear the bugger down.’
‘Yeah, maybe,’ Prisha muses.
Frank notices the absence of enthusiasm. ‘What’s wrong, Prisha? You look like you’ve lost a shilling and found sixpence.’
‘Sorry?’ she replies absentmindedly, her thoughts already twenty miles away at Hutton Farm.
‘Your face resembles a bowl of cold porridge. You have your man. You should tingle with excitement,’ he continues, attacking another segment of pork pie. ‘I remember a case from years ago. A guy called…’ He looks up and spots Prisha striding across the incident room, heading for the exit. ‘Bloody charming,’ he mumbles, dropping another morsel of pie into his mouth.
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The two women exit the car and breathe in the sweet scent of gorse blossom. A gentle eddy blows in from the east, tickling a few strands of hair loose from their ponytails. 
Charlene Marsden emits a deep sigh. ‘I don’t do this often enough,’ she gushes.
‘What? Get pestered by an obsessive, compulsive police officer to drive out into the countryside to satisfy her curiosity,’ Prisha says with a cheeky grin.
Charlene laughs. ‘No, I meant get out of the lab and take in some fresh air.’
Prisha gazes upon the undulating fell, leading to Clegg Ridge. Her eyes drift to the right, finally resting upon Hutton Farm at the peak of the winding track.
‘This place is stunning, and yet…’
‘Sad?’ Charlene suggests.
‘Yes. Wistful, melancholic. I keep expecting to see the ghost of Laura walking lazily through the long grass dreaming of better days.’ She snaps out of her stupor. ‘Right, come on, give me a guided tour of the crime scene.’
They stride a few feet to the side of a wall where eight days ago Prisha witnessed a forensic photographer taking shots of the ground. Charlene unzips a leather wallet and pulls out a photo.
She points at the image, then at the grass verge. ‘I’d say right about there is where Laura parked her car. We lifted a print from here and it matches Laura’s front tyre.’
Prisha circles the area, envisioning the drama unfold. ‘Laura parks here. Johnny Muir arrives and clambers into the passenger seat. They talk. Say goodbye and he drives off towards Hutton Farm.’ She stares up the hill. ‘Two to three minutes before he’s out of sight. Then George Hutton appears in his vehicle. But where did he come from?’ she ponders, doing a three-sixty. ‘He can’t have come down the track as he’d have passed Johnny Muir. Nor can he have arrived from the west as it’s inaccessible by vehicle. He must have either come up the track, or…’ Her eyes rest upon the narrow ridge hemmed in by two drystone walls. ‘He could have been hiding below the apex of the hill. A perfect spot.’
The women slowly climb the shallow ridge, traverse the crest and head down the other side.
Charlene paces back and forth over the area where Laura’s car was discovered by Alice Varley. ‘As you’ll recall, the car was facing uphill.’ Charlene spins around, holding her arm out. ‘But as you can see, it’s impossibly narrow. To turn a car around, you’d need to do a three-point-turn. Which I find odd. Why go to the trouble of turning the car around at all?’
Prisha scans the surrounding area. ‘The stiles,’ she says, indicating towards the wooden steps mounted on both walls, opposite each other. ‘There must be a public right of way through the Hutton’s land. He parked the car facing uphill for a reason. Any hiker climbing over the stile would have seen the car and Laura inside it. If the car was the other way around, they’d probably not have given it a second glance. He did it to ensure her body was discovered in a short period of time.’
‘That doesn’t make much sense, though,’ Charlene says, eyes narrowed to slits.
‘No, it doesn’t,’ Prisha replies, becoming more puzzled by the minute. ‘The more time that elapsed before her being found, the less likely of detecting the sedative. And yet, he wanted to make it look like a suicide.’
‘If the sedative hadn’t been discovered, then it would have been an open and shut case of suicide.’
Prisha climbs a style and gazes upon the swaying pasture. ‘Adam Rushford said these two fields have been left fallow this year. Which means no one would have been working around here.’ She leaps from the steps with effortless ease and lands elegantly on the spongy grass.
‘Hell, I wish I could still do that,’ Charlene chuckles, her slender frame and stooped shoulders signalling an ageing body not in the best of health.
Prisha walks around in circles, grappling with her thoughts. ‘I’m getting a bad feeling about this, Charlene,’ she murmurs. ‘Once George moved the car to this spot, he was out of sight of everyone. He had all the time in the world.’
‘And?’
‘Laura’s shoe in the passenger footwell. For a well-considered, pre-meditated killing, that was sloppy work.’
‘Maybe he panicked and didn’t notice the shoe?’
‘Possibly. It was the first clue though, wasn’t it? And I don’t think Laura’s killer is prone to panic.’
‘I also found the shoe peculiar.’
‘And the syringe in his toolbox on the quad bike. He’s had over a week to dispose of it. Without that syringe, we don’t have a case against him. Everything else is supposition and circumstantial evidence.’
‘You’re having doubts he is the murderer?’
‘Baby doubts. I want it to be George. I want him to suffer for the pain he caused Laura.’
‘Put George aside for a moment and who’s left in the frame?’
‘His brother, Simon. He was in Laura’s original will if anything should have happened to Laura and George. Adam Rushford, who stands to gain the land in the new will. Although, he acts as if he isn’t aware of that yet. And Johnny Muir, the biological father of Laura’s unborn child.’
‘Two people who have something to gain. And one person who has something to lose. If it ever got out that Johnny Muir was the father, it would cause him a lot of problems.’
‘Yes, it would. Come on, let’s head to the farm. I want to go over Adam Rushford’s version of events again.’
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The car crunches over gravel as it enters the farmyard. Within seconds, Adam Rushford materialises at the entrance to the main barn. He’s dressed in tight, black, skinny jeans, and a black vest. His well-defined muscles glint with perspiration in the heat of the day. He waves at Prisha and grins. 
‘My, my, my!’ Charlene exclaims. ‘Now there’s a piece of eye candy.’
‘Charlene!’ Prisha chastises.
‘What?’
‘You’re old enough to be his mother.’
‘I’m nearly old enough to be his grandmother. I’m a GILF. He’s a hunk of a man. Watch and pray, that ye enter not into temptation: the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak. The New Testament, Matthew, twenty-six.’
‘Thanks for the theology lesson.’
‘If I had sex with him, they’d have to carry me out in a body bag afterwards,’ she adds in a throaty chuckle.
‘Charlene! You’re so naughty,’ Prisha says, laughing.
‘Can you spin the car around so I can gaze out over the hills?’
‘Yes, of course.’
The vehicle does a one-eighty and comes to a halt, offering a panoramic vista of the countryside.
‘Now there’s a view to die for,’ Charlene murmurs. ‘Oops. Poor choice of words.’
Prisha unfastens her seatbelt and exits the car. ‘I won’t be long,’ she says.
‘Take as long as you need, dear. I’ll rest my eyes and listen to the birds, the insects, and bleating lambs. It’s nature’s symphony. A healing power.’
Prisha gazes at the old woman with a deep sadness. Charlene’s mind is a powerhouse. Her body, a building falling into irretrievable disrepair. Age creeps up on everyone like a slow incoming tide. If you live long enough.
She enters the barn as Adam continues his work on one of the quad bikes, his back to her.
‘Simon tells me you arrested George for the murder of Laura,’ he says, before putting the ratchet down and wiping his hands on a grimy cloth. He turns to face her.
Her eyes, inadvertently, for a micro-second, drop to his crotch, then rectify themselves into the horizontal position. 
‘Ahem, yes. That’s correct.’
‘Did he do it?’
‘We arrested him on suspicion. He’s not been charged. There is a difference.’
‘Ah, I see. Helping the police with their enquiries?’
‘Something like that. Is Simon around?’
‘No. You probably passed him heading out here. He went to Whitby. How do you know Laura was murdered?’ he asks, pulling open the fridge and extracting an ice-cold bottle of water. He twists the cap off.
Prisha pouts at him. ‘You know I can’t tell you that.’
He lifts the bottle to his lips, then stops. ‘Drink?’ he says, offering her the bottle. ‘You go first. It’s my last one.’
‘Thanks. I am rather thirsty,’ she replies, taking the bottle. She puts it to her lips as he edges closer. She can smell him. A fresh fecundity of masculinity: sweet, salty, warm. The icy water slips down her throat as their eyes lock onto each other. She finishes, pants, hands the bottle over. He tips his head back and pours the liquid down as Prisha watches his throat contract and relax in spasms as the liquid is swallowed.
‘Phew! That’s better. It’s a warm one. So, what can I do for you?’ he says, dropping the bottle into a recycling bin.
Prisha has momentarily forgotten why she’s even here at all. Her mind is exploring far more exciting adventure playgrounds.
‘Ahem,’ she coughs, desperately regrouping. ‘Erm… I wanted to go over a few things the morning Laura left.’
‘Shoot.’
‘You said you saw George Hutton leave on the Monday morning, about eight-thirty?’
‘That’s right.’
‘This is very important, Adam… are you one hundred per cent certain it was George you saw?’
‘Yep. No doubt about it.’
‘Could you have got the days mixed up?’
‘No. Follow me.’ He leads her over to his workbench and rifles through a pile of A4 sheets until he finds what he’s looking for. He jabs a finger at one particular sheet. ‘George gives me a list of jobs at the beginning of the week. First job Monday was to change the spark plugs on the tractor. Second job—star-pickets. During the weekend, while I wasn’t here, he’d dropped off sixty star-picket fencing poles for me to fix up.’
‘Star-pickets?’
He leans sideways and grabs a six-foot tall, triangular, metal pole with small drill holes near the top. ‘This is a star-picket. It’s a temporary fencing pole to take fencing wire. The bottom bit, which is in the ground, can become bent over time. Sheep rubbing up against them are the main culprits. Anyway, they’re not cheap. Twice a year, the brothers pull out all the bent pickets and I straighten them out.’ He points at a vice on his workbench. ‘I grip them in that and carefully bend them back into shape.’
Prisha frowns. Adam’s resolute confirmation that he witnessed George leaving at eight-thirty undermines her doubts. She tries a different tack. ‘Did George see you as he left?’
He shrugs. ‘No idea. As I explained before, I was hard at work, then heard a toot-toot of a car horn, poked my head outside, saw the geese scatter, and George’s car disappearing out of the gate.’
‘He didn’t acknowledge you in any way?’
‘No. Well, not to my knowledge. Both brothers’ four-wheeled-drives have tinted windows. Flash gits,’ he says, gazing forlornly at his thirty-year-old, battered Ford Fiesta parked outside.
Prisha’s mind stops mid-flow. Something sticks. ‘Did you see George in person?’
Adam is confused. ‘No… not in person. I said I saw him leave in his car.’
‘You said the cars have tinted windows.’
‘Aye, they do.’
‘So you couldn’t see who was driving the car?’
‘Well… I suppose not. But who else would drive George’s car? He’s a very particular man. Simon has his own vehicle. I’m not sure what you’re getting at.’
‘Damn,’ she mumbles. ‘You said he returned about ten-thirty. Did you see George in person when he returned?’
He picks up the dirty rag and wipes the back of his neck. ‘No. I noticed the car coming down the driveway, that’s all. It was heading towards the barn on the left,’ he says pointing outside. ‘I heard a car door slam, then a quad bike start up and drive off. I’m sorry, but I wasn’t paying a lot of attention. It was another run-of-the-mill day on Hutton Farm. Is it a problem?’
She searches his eyes for any sign of pretence. Is he as innocent as he makes out or is he playing her, knowing there’s a physical attraction between them? She smiles. ‘No, not really. I like to get all the details correct.’ On day one, she detected a slight undercurrent of resentment in him. He obviously enjoys his work, but has a chip on his shoulder about his position as a farmhand and the low wages he’s paid. Time to try a different approach. She changes her demeanour and gazes out at the horizon. ‘This is a corner of paradise,’ she murmurs.
‘Aye. It’s not a bad day at the office,’ he agrees, with genuine admiration of the view.
‘Ever hope to have your own farm one day, Adam?’
He snorts derisively. ‘Yeah, right. I had my sights on owning two, actually. Do you know how much farms cost?’
‘I’m assuming they wouldn’t be cheap.’
‘This place would be worth millions, just the land alone. Then there’s all the equipment, the livestock. No, I’m afraid I’ll always be a farmhand.’
‘Does that bug you?’
He shrugs. ‘I enjoy my work. I’m pretty much my own boss. But having my own place would be a dream come true. Ha! A pipe dream. My dad was a farmer all his life. It’s in my blood.’
Prisha’s intrigued. ‘Is your father still farming?’
‘Nah. He’s dead now. He lost everything when mad cow disease came along. He’d built up a good cattle herd. Borrowed heavily from the banks. Then bang! All gone.’
‘Wasn’t he compensated by the government?’
‘Yes, but it was a pittance compared to the real value. He had to sell everything to clear his debts. Left him broke. A few years later, he had a massive heart attack.’
‘That’s tragic.’
‘Tell me about it. At least it taught me a lesson.’
‘And what’s that?’
‘Don’t stress about things. Enjoy each day as it comes along, no matter what it throws at you.’
‘It’s a good philosophy.’
His gaze falls on Prisha’s hands. ‘I see you have no rings on your fingers. Are you single?’
Prisha’s heart skips a beat. ‘Yes, I am,’ she replies, feeling her face flush.
Adam edges closer. ‘Fancy going for a drink sometime?’
‘That depends.’
‘On what?’
‘Are you single?’
The smile slips from his face and he takes a step back. ‘No. I have a girlfriend.’
‘Then why would you ask me out?’ she snaps, annoyed with him for raising her hopes.
‘Look, I’m not like that. I’m not a sleaze. My relationship is dead in the water. I know it, she knows it. But neither of us has the balls to end it. There’s no spark anymore. Hasn’t been for a long time. It’s like a marriage of convenience. But you’re right. I shouldn’t have asked,’ he says, contrite and mildly embarrassed.
She forgives him. ‘I tell you what, when and if you split from your girlfriend, give me a call. You have my card. And if I’m still single, then yeah, I’ll go for a drink with you. Oh, I only go out with non-smokers.’
He flashes a row of white teeth. ‘Cool. Now I have an incentive to quit. Right, I better get back to servicing this quad bike.’
It’s time for Prisha to throw him a hand grenade. ‘I believe Laura was murdered not long after she left the farm on Monday morning, probably within thirty minutes of leaving.’
His jaw drops. Eyes blink. He appears lost in a private nightmare. He sits down on a chair and rubs his hands together. ‘Shit,’ he whispers. ‘Here I was, pissing about with star-pickets, and a mile away Laura was…’ He trails off, obviously distressed.
‘There’s nothing you could have done. No one knew.’
‘Some prick knew, didn’t they? The bastard who killed her.’
[image: image-placeholder]Prisha jumps into the car and fastens her seatbelt. 
Charlene yawns. ‘I think I nodded off for a moment,’ she says. ‘It was blissful. Any further developments? Is Adam simply a dashing pretty boy or is he a cold-blooded killer?’
‘If he is a killer, then he’s in the wrong job. He should audition at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art. But he didn’t actually see George. He saw his car and assumed it was George.’
‘Ah, the unreliable mistress… assumption. No clearer, then?’
‘No. In fact, the opposite.’
‘You’re too harsh on yourself, Prisha. If you genuinely believe Adam is innocent, then scrub him from the list. And then there were three.’
‘George Hutton, Simon Hutton… and Johnny Muir.’
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Prisha saunters into the reception of the station as two uniformed officers wrestle with an unruly drunk who is cursing, refusing to give his name and address. She remembers those days well and is thankful they are long behind her. She’d rather deal with slippery murderers than the flotsam and jetsam of society; the drunks, drug addicts, and violent pimps. 
She heads towards the security door at the back of the reception area.
‘Inspector Kumar!’
She spins around as Simon Hutton approaches. ‘Ah, Simon. Just the man I want to see.’
He’s red in the face and his beard could do with a spot of man-grooming. ‘Inspector, how much longer are you intending to hold my brother?’ he asks in a gentle but urgent tone.
‘At least another twenty-four-hours. We can hold him for up to seventy-two hours if we request another extension.’
‘Three days! No, you can’t. We have a farm to run, and I can’t manage it all by myself. George is the engine room of the place.’
‘You have Adam Rushford to help you out if required. I’m sure he’d be grateful for the extra work.’
‘You don’t understand. You’ve got my brother all wrong. I know he can come across as cold, cynical, uncaring, but he’s not like that at all. It’s his façade. He’s a thoughtful and considerate man, underneath. There’s no way he would have killed Laura. I’ll admit, it wasn’t the happiest marriage, and maybe he restricted her movements somewhat, but he’s not capable of killing her. Whatever you have on him, it must be a mistake. You have the wrong man.’
‘We have compelling evidence against your brother.’
‘I’m telling you, in the last twenty years, I’ve never once seen him raise his hand to Laura. He wouldn’t harm a hair on her head. Yes, they would have slanging matches, what marriage doesn’t. But…’
Prisha holds her hand up. ‘Mr Hutton! Domestic abuse is not confined to physical abuse. It can come in many forms, such as coercive and controlling behaviour. Your sister-in-law was in the process of leaving George. I believe he wasn’t about to let that happen.’
Her statement knocks the wind out of his sails. ‘I’m sorry. I apologise,’ he adds softly. ‘It’s all been a shock to the system. First Laura, now George.’ He gazes past her into space before refocusing. ‘You said you wanted to see me?’
‘Yes. On the Monday when Laura left, did George leave the farm at all?’
He frowns and considers the question. ‘No. Not unless he went somewhere after we’d knocked off for the day. I left the farm about 7 pm and he was still there then.’
‘I’m talking about the morning.’
‘No. Although we weren’t working together,’ he adds thoughtfully. ‘He was on the quad bike for most of the day, checking the fencing. He usually lets me know if he’s going somewhere. I suppose it is possible he nipped out.’
‘You were working in two separate areas on the farm?’
‘Aye, that’s right.’
‘Thank you for your time, Simon. Now, if you don’t mind, I need to get on.’ She spins around and heads towards the security door and scans her pass. There’s a buzz and a click.
‘You have the wrong man, inspector,’ he calls out after her.
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Prisha scribbles madly on the whiteboard, jotting down her suspects, theories, evidence, times, dates and… her doubts. After fifteen minutes, she clicks the top onto the marker pen and stares at her Venn diagram, hoping the clarity of black on white will help a name jump out and smack her between the eyes. It doesn’t. Her eyes refocus on the only suspects. 
George Hutton / Johnny Muir / Simon Hutton /Adam Rushford
Ollie Tasker / Samantha Yin
‘Evening all. What’s all this then?’ Frank’s baritone voice growls from behind her.
She visibly jumps. ‘Bloody hell, Frank! Don’t go creeping up on me like that!’
‘Sorry. Didn’t mean to spook you. Just doing my Dixon of Dock Green impersonation,’ he replies with a chuckle.
Prisha frowns. ‘Who?’
Frank shakes his head. ‘It was a TV series from the sixties.’ He receives a blank stare. ‘Never mind. Come on then, let’s hear it. I can see by your mad professor chart you’re struggling with something. For what it’s worth, I’m convinced you have your man already—George Hutton.’
Prisha takes a deep breath. ‘It’s not about convincing you, Frank. I’m looking at this through the eyes of a juror in a courtroom. There’s no point in any investigation unless we get a conviction.’
Frank pulls up a chair and flops into it. ‘Fair enough. Talk me through it.’
‘Imagine you’re a juror. The prosecution has laid out its case. George Hutton was seen leaving the farm thirty minutes before Laura. The syringe which incapacitated Laura was found in the toolbox on the quad bike that George Hutton has admitted driving that day. George Hutton was the beneficiary of Laura’s original will, meaning he’d finally own the farm outright, or so he would have thought. George Hutton was a controlling, manipulative ogre who made his wife’s life a misery.’
‘You’ve sold it to me already. Do we need to continue?’
‘Yes.’
‘Figured as much. Carry on.’
‘Now, the defence steps forward. Who saw George leaving the farm before Laura?’
‘Adam Rushford.’
‘Correct. Except he didn’t. He saw the car leave but didn’t see the driver.’ She picks up the pen and draws a square on the whiteboard, followed by a question mark. ‘The defence will throw lots of names around. It could have been Simon Hutton leaving, or possibly Adam Rushford made the whole thing up. They’ll bring up Laura’s new will and who the main beneficiaries are—Adam Rushford and Fran Clegg.’ She adds another two question marks to the square.
‘What about the syringe found in the toolbox on George’s quad bike?’
‘It was discovered a week later. Anyone could have planted it there. Adam, Simon, Johnny Muir… it could have even been the vet Sam Yin or the wagon driver, Ollie Tasker. No fingerprints. No DNA.’ One more question mark is jotted down on the board.
‘You’re forgetting about motive?’
Prisha bristles. ‘Motive counts for nothing in a court of law, Frank, you know that. It may look convincing in TV crime drama, but in real life it’s completely irrelevant. It’s all about compelling evidence and whether someone had the opportunity to carry out the crime. Were they in the right place at the right time? Which brings me to the time of death. I’m one hundred per cent convinced Laura was murdered within thirty minutes of leaving the farm on the Monday morning. But my conviction means less than zero. The defence will refer to Bennett Whipple’s estimation of the time of death, which covers a twenty-hour window. Another question mark. They’ll rake up facts about Johnny Muir’s affair, about Adam Rushford inheriting the land in Laura’s new will, even about Simon Hutton being a beneficiary if both Laura and George died at the same time, in her original will. Don’t you see? Doubt, doubt, doubt!’ she yells, jabbing the pen into the board aggressively three times.
Frank’s top row of teeth grind back and forth on his bottom lip. ‘Aye, I see where you’re coming from. It only takes two of the jurors to be not convinced and it’s an acquittal.’
Prisha stabs the pen at her four main suspects on the board. ‘George, Simon, Adam, Johnny… one of these bastards is lying. And whichever one it is, well, they’re a bloody good actor because they’re giving me the runaround. I can’t see the wood for the bloody tress,’ she adds, throwing the pen onto the table with contempt.
Frank appreciates her agitation, having been there many times before over the last forty years. He also sympathises with her predicament.
‘Take a step back, Prisha, and focus on your main suspect, George. Is it worth interviewing him again?’
Prisha purses her lips. ‘I don’t see any mileage in it. He’s shut up shop now. It will be no comment all the way.’
Frank scratches at his neck. ‘Okay, try a different approach. George and Simon are brothers. They work together, probably as thick as thieves. Why not ask Simon to come in to answer a few routine questions? Nothing heavy, just nice and friendly. If George is the killer, then it’s possible he’s confided in Simon. See if he lets something slip.’
Prisha nods in reluctant agreement. ‘It’s a long shot, but it’s worth a try.’ Pausing, she casts her mind back over the previous week. ‘Actually, now I think about it, Simon has been very vociferous in defending his brother.’
‘There you go, then. You look tired. Why don’t you get yourself off and have an early night?’ Frank suggests.
‘Bugger that! I’m going for a run,’ she snaps. ‘This is doing my frigging head in. It’s the hardest case I’ve ever had to deal with, and I refuse to get it wrong.’
Frank rises wearily from his chair as Prisha storms towards the door. ‘Prisha, have your run, take a warm shower, eat, then get to bed. Let your brain rest. Tomorrow, it may all fall into place. Believe me, I’ve been there done that, and bought the T-shirt.’
‘Whatevs!’ A distant echo reverberates from the corridor.
Frank gazes at the carpet as a twang of pain shoots through his knees. ‘It’s nearly time, Frank, old lad. I think your natural successor is about ready.’
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The last of the daylight imperceptibly slips away as Dinkel turns off the main road and drives up a dirt track that leads through a wood. After a few hundred yards, the track ends in a small car park and a turning circle. He puts the car into reverse and stares into his wing mirror as he navigates the vehicle into a narrow opening between two bushy thickets. There’s a loud clunk, and his head jolts back. 
‘Damn!’ he curses.
Unclipping the seatbelt, he exits, and crunches his way to the rear of the car to inspect the damage.
‘Hell’s bells,’ he whispers, grimacing at the sight of the crumpled bumper and boot.
It’s not the best of starts. He re-enters the vehicle and kills the engine and lights then waits. He’s feeling decidedly nervous. Long gone is the elation of being entrusted with a solo undercover operation. He’s wondering now if doggers can become violent and wishes he’d brought his Taser. The tension mounts as time slows to a crawl. After ten minutes, he sees two bright lights heading in his direction. He slumps further down in his seat as the vehicle nears. The Toyota Corolla parks neatly in a parking bay and a man and woman, perhaps in their mid-thirties, exit the car and head towards a picnic area not far from the track. They quickly disappear from view. Another five minutes elapse before three more cars creep along the track and park up. Three men exit their respective vehicles, take a furtive look around and then head towards the picnic area.
Dinkel realises very quickly he’s out of his depth. How long do doggers take to get down to business? Are there any formalities beforehand? A shake of the hand, introductions, idle chit-chat about the unusually warm weather for this time of year? He has no idea. Yet another car arrives on the scene. This time, an elderly man with a walking stick emerges and hobbles towards the picnic spot.
‘Good grief! He should be at home in bed with a cup of cocoa and a copy of Gardener’s World,’ Dinkel murmurs. Taking a deep breath, he leaves the comfort and safety of the car and creeps towards the rendezvous point. It suddenly dawns on him he hasn’t prepared his spiel. He’s not even sure which laws they are breaking. Indecent exposure? Outraging public decency? Voyeurism? Going equipped?
He crouches and creeps forward and hides behind the cover of a bush. Faint murmurings hang in the air, followed by a woman’s throaty cackle and more mutterings. He parts the branches in the bush and focuses on the unfolding scene.
‘Christ! They’re at it already. These doggers don’t hang around. So much for formalities.’ He slips his warrant card out and girds himself. With chest puffed out and head held high, he strides forwards.
‘Right! Hold it right there!’ he yells, stumbling over a tree root.
‘Who the fuck are you?’ an unknown voice calls out.
‘I’m PC Dinkel… I mean DC Pinkel, North Yorkshire CID!’ he says, flashing his warrant card to little effect. The partially disrobed woman is already engaged with two men, one behind her, and one in front. She barely breaks off from her activities as she throws him a sideways glance.
‘Listen, love, if you want a go, get in line. I’ve got my hands full at the moment,’ she says.
Dinkel is astonished at the response as his eyes fall onto the man next in line, who already has his appendage out ready for action.
‘Put that damn thing away!’ Dinkel orders.
‘Make your mind up. You just told me to hold it right there?’ the man quizzes, confused.
‘Well, now I’m telling you to put it back where it rightfully belongs. In your undergarments. You could have someone’s eye out with that blasted thing. I should arrest you for brandishing an offensive weapon.’
‘Oi, pencil neck,’ begins another man clutching a mobile phone, recording the action. ‘You’re ruining the ambience. Now do as the lady says—either put up or shut up.’
‘I’m the police,’ Dinkel declares insipidly, feeling he may have lost control of the situation.
‘So what?’ someone remarks. ‘We’re consenting adults. If we want to have alfresco sex, then who are you to stop us?’
‘Have you no regard for common decency?’ Dinkel questions, already knowing the answer. ‘What if a nun, a cub-scout or a man of the cloth should happen past?’
‘At this time of night?’
‘It’s possible.’
‘Unlikely.’
The old man with the walking stick totters forwards. ‘I’m not here for the sex, officer. I just like to watch,’ he explains in a brittle voice. ‘There was nothing much on TV. It’s my medication, you see. It interferes with my ability to get an erection.’
‘Yes, yes, yes! Spare me the details,’ Dinkel screams, sweating profusely and not wishing to discuss libido with an octogenarian. ‘Where’s your carer?’
‘What’s it to be, lover boy?’ the woman asks, sporting a lascivious smile as she momentarily breaks away from one of the men.
A tingling excitement he’s never experienced before overcomes Dinkel.
‘This is your la… last and fi… final warning,’ he stammers with as much conviction as an alcoholic at a Salvation Army rally.
‘Yeah, whatever,’ someone grumbles.
Dinkel slips his warrant card away. He lost the battle immediately after emerging from the trenches. His authority cut down in a blaze of dogging bullets. He’s left with two options—slink away, tail between legs, or join the line with his tail standing proud.
For Dinkel, it’s a conundrum of epic proportions—duty versus a peculiar, insatiable lust foreign to his shore. He turns on his heels and steals away into the darkness.
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Frank enters the incident room and studies his two officers. Zac is hammering away at the keyboard, typing up a report. Dinkel has his eyes fixed on his laptop screen, but appears in a stupor. He could easily pass as a statue. 
‘Good morning, men!’ Frank bellows. ‘Where’s Prisha?’
‘Morning, Frank,’ Zac replies. ‘She’s gone for a walk.’
‘A walk? What is this… a bloody holiday camp?’ he shouts.
‘She’s struggling with certain aspects of the Hutton case. Walking helps clarify her thinking… so she says.’
‘Fair enough. We all have our quirks.’
Dinkel stands to attention as Frank strides across the room, slipping out of his lightweight jacket.
‘Morning, sir.’
Frank nods at him, then stops. ‘Oh, I almost forgot. How did the undercover dogging operation go last night, Dinkel? I hope you stuck it up them.’
Dinkel is overcome with moral righteousness. ‘I most certainly did not stick it up them, sir! I was on duty!’
Frank frowns and shakes his head. ‘What I meant was did you put the fear of god into them and make it clear, in no uncertain terms, their nocturnal activities will no longer be tolerated in that particular area?’
‘Oh, erm, yes, sir. I let them have it with both barrels.’
‘Good man. So, I can confidently inform the chief superintendent we have disbanded the Sandsend dogging club?’
‘Ahem, yes, sir. You can.’
‘Excellent work,’ Frank adds as he enters his office, failing to notice Dinkel’s head is now the colour of a bruised beetroot.
His rapid reddening is not lost on Zac, though. ‘Dinkel, you dark horse,’ he chuckles. ‘They say confession is good for the soul. Now come and have a quiet chat with Father Zac and tell me all about it.’
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Prisha massages her temple and wishes life could be simple. First, she wasn’t sure if it was a suicide. Then she was convinced it was murder. After Fran Clegg’s bombshell information about Laura’s parents, she went back to thinking it was suicide. Once the toxicology report confirmed an animal sedative in Laura’s body, then she  knew it was murder, and her number one suspect was George Hutton. Now she has a niggling doubt about his guilt, but isn’t sure why. 
Her desk phone rings. ‘DI Kumar,’ she answers, jadedly.
‘Ma’am, I have an Alice Varley in reception wishing to speak with you,’ the desk sergeant explains.
‘Who?’ Her frazzled mind struggles with the name.
‘A local photographer.’
‘Ah, yes. Put her in an interview room and I’ll be down in a minute.’
She saunters sluggishly down the steps, wondering about Ms Varley. Maybe she’s remembered something of note. Entering the interview room, she exchanges pleasantries and takes a seat.
‘I’m sorry to trouble you, inspector, and I’m not sure what I have will be of any use. I’d hate to waste your time. Admittedly, it is the wrong day. But I found it a bit odd considering it’s such a remote location. Maybe it will mean something to you.’
Prisha is in no mood for long-winded waffle, but she hides her displeasure and smiles sweetly.
‘What have you got?’
The woman bends and pulls a laptop from a satchel. ‘I checked all my time-lapse photos from last Tuesday in case my camera had picked something up,’ she explains, lifting the lid on her laptop, the screen instantly coming alive.
Her words suddenly energise Prisha. ‘And?’
Alice Varley purses her lips and shakes her head. ‘Nothing, I’m afraid. As I said at the time you questioned me, I focused my camera towards the southeast, and the area where I found the woman was not in the frame.’
Her words are like a pinprick to Prisha’s balloon. ‘Oh. Surely you didn’t take the time to drive in and tell me this?’
Alice is mildly embarrassed. ‘No. I’m here to show you the photos from before. They’re not very clear, I’m afraid. My camera was focussed on the horizon, although this time it was pointing northeast rather than southeast. Unfortunately, it was cloudy, so it didn’t work. That’s why I returned to Clegg Ridge on the Tuesday.’
Prisha’s tired mind is struggling to cut through the babble. ‘I’m sorry, Ms Varley, but if you could get to the point.’
Alice spins the laptop around so Prisha can see the screen. ‘I apologise. Maybe if you take a look yourself, it will make more sense. Put your finger on the touchpad and scroll to the left.’
Prisha peers at the photographs taken from Clegg Ridge, all identical, showing the same horizon, rolling fields and distant grey of the sea. ‘How many is there?’ Prisha quizzes becoming increasingly exasperated.
‘Forty in total. I shot for two hours at three-minute intervals.’
‘And what am I looking for?’
‘The photos of interest are towards the end of the roll.’
Prisha drags her finger violently across the touchpad, making the photos blur until they abruptly stop. Gingerly, she fingers back. A slug of adrenaline courses through her veins. She jabs at the zoom button, barely daring to believe.
‘Let me get this straight: you took these photos when?’
‘A week last Monday. The first of April. The day before I stumbled upon that poor unfortunate woman in the car. As I tried to explain, I was up on Clegg Ridge on Monday morning. It was quite cloudy. That’s why I returned on Tuesday to have another go.’
Prisha squints at the screen, flicking back and forth between the photos. ‘And what time were they taken?’
‘If you look at the bottom right of each frame, you can see a date and time stamp.’
Prisha zooms in on the photos. She stares open-mouthed at the grainy, pixelated images. They wouldn’t convince a jury, but they convince her.
‘You insidious little toe-rag. It was you all along,’ she murmurs.
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Prisha takes a bench seat near the bandstand on the west pier. She pulls a shrimp and mayo sandwich from a cardboard box and nibbles at it. As illuminating as Alice Varley’s photographs are, they are not strong evidence. Too far away, too grainy. Indistinguishable faces. Number plates blurred beyond recognition. It may have confirmed Laura’s killer to her, but it wouldn’t convince a jury beyond reasonable doubt. She’s deduced the motive, pinpointed the opportunity, and created a wonderful step-by-step account of the killer’s actions in her head. But she knows it’s not enough. She needs one more undeniable piece of evidence to get her man. But what is it? Where is it? 
Deep in thought and without thinking, her eyes focus on an elderly gentleman who is sitting on a bench next to her. With hunched shoulders and bent, gnarly fingers, she assumes he has osteoarthritis. A kindly, well-weathered face smiles back at her, and she reciprocates. He pulls what appears to be a small mobile phone from his pocket.
‘I hope you don’t mind, dear,’ he says, leaning forward. ‘But I find being close to nature helps stimulate the creative juices.’
She hasn’t a clue what he’s talking about. ‘Sorry?’
‘It’s a pastime of mine, writing poetry. Although, whether that makes me a poet is debatable,’ he adds with a throaty chuckle. He displays his crooked fingers. ‘Unfortunately, I haven’t been able to wield a pen for many a year. I have an old computer but even using the keyboard these days is a challenge. Then my grandson bought me this,’ he explains, pointing at the gadget in his hand. ‘It’s an Olympus digital voice recorder. It’s been a boon.’
‘Oh, I see,’ Prisha replies, taking another bite of her sandwich. She’s noticed that since leaving the Midlands, she seems to become embroiled in a lot of random conversations with complete strangers. Maybe it’s a Yorkshire thing?
‘And do you know the most amazing thing about it?’
Prisha is quite certain she’s about to find out. ‘What?’
‘I can plug this into my computer, hit the playback button, and it converts my spoken words into a text document. Isn’t that incredible?’
Prisha feigns a smile, well aware of speech to text recognition software. ‘Wow! That is remarkable,’ she replies, humouring the old man.
He frowns. ‘Of course, it’s not perfect. It gets a few words wrong. I don’t think it’s been trained on a Yorkshire accent. But it is ninety per cent accurate. It’s certainly faster for me to correct a few errors than to type the whole thing by hand. Now, if you don’t mind, dear, time for me to wax lyrical.’
Prisha pulls the other half of her sandwich from the box, rises, and drops the litter in a nearby bin. The old man presses a button and gazes reflectively out onto the harbour.
“The aching sights of toil and war
Will never reach my distant shore
The sound of life will trundle on
Though time does hurry my days along
Years have come, the years have gone
The gale that blows forever strong
My heart is full with joy and fears
As I muse my final years
For though my days may fleeting pass
My legacy may eternal last
I gaze upon this timeless shore
And contemplate the nevermore.”
You wouldn’t invite him to be a guest speaker at a twenty-first birthday bash, but Prisha is touched by his reflective words.
‘That’s beautiful, and very poignant,’ she gushes, resuming her seat and taking a bite of her lunch.
‘Thank you, dear. It’s a rough first draft. I’ll work on it during the week and knock it into shape once it’s been converted to text.’
‘Have you many more?’
The old man chuckles. ‘Far, far too many, as my wife is forever reminding me. I can recite you another one if you like?’
‘Yes, that would be wonderful.’
‘This one is called—The Joy of the Skylark.’ The man closes his eyes.
“Soaring high above the cloud
Skylark on wing sings so proud…”
As the man continues his second recital, something niggles away at Prisha. She mentally unpacks the jigsaw puzzle and shuffles pieces around. Absentmindedly placing the half-eaten sandwich on the bench, she slowly rises.
‘Speech to text,’ she whispers, in a reverie of enlightenment. ‘Speech to bloody text… that’s it!’
The rather long poem enters the final verse.
“On wings of freedom he surveys the sky
Unbound by flock he hovers high
His life a pleasure with freedom rife
The unbridled joy of a skylark’s life.”
‘It’s one of my favourites,’ he states as an angry squall of seagulls dive-bomb the adjacent bench. They fight furiously over a discarded shrimp and mayo sandwich for a few seconds, before one bird snatches the prize and takes off, followed by the angry mob. The old man opens his eyes, gazes left, then right. Prisha is already out of sight, sprinting along the promenade back to the station.
He scratches his head. ‘Well, I never! Maybe I imagined her?’
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The clatter of the keyboard abruptly stops as Frank re-reads his words on the screen. He runs a quick spellcheck, then hits the print button. The small printer in his office whirs into action and rapidly spits out one A4 sheet. Frank picks it up and reads both sides, then neatly folds it and slips it into an envelope. In his best penmanship, he writes—GENEVE on the front and drops it into his jacket pocket. 
[image: image-placeholder]As the car passes through the entrance, Frank notices the broken gate is fixed. He turns the corner and is dismayed at the sight. Parking up, he exits the car and saunters over to the smouldering ashes in what used to be the centre of the camp. Forlornly, he spins around to take in the empty field. The only testament the Gypsies were ever here is the softly smoking embers. 
He stands on the spot where Geneve’s caravan was situated. Sitting down on the grass, he cradles his knees and drops his head.
‘I came to say goodbye, Geneve,’ he whispers. ‘Looks like you’ve done a midnight flit again. It’s becoming a bad habit of yours,’ he says with a chuckle. ‘Even after all this time, you still tug on my heartstrings. I know it’s wrong, but I can’t control how I feel. I’m not sure if it’s you I miss or my youth… or both. You were right; it would never have worked out between us. When two worlds collide, there’s a lot of fallout. I don’t know what to make of the fact I have a son and grandson. I haven’t come to terms with it yet. And again, you did the right thing by not telling them about me. I wish I had your wisdom. Old blabbermouth here told his wife about you, Finn and Rory. It didn’t go down well. What a surprise, eh? As my wife pointed out, I did it for selfish reasons without ever considering her feelings. I should have kept my big gob shut. Anyway, our spat didn’t last long. We’ve been through a lot worse together and come out the other side. Testimony of our love for each other.’
He painfully pushes himself to his feet, moaning and groaning.
‘What happened to the years, Geneve? One minute I’m eighteen, then bang, I’m turning sixty.’
He wanders back to the embers. ‘I hope you did the right thing regarding Mr Bartlett’s cattle. Not because I give a damn about his steers, but because you made a promise to me. That would mean a lot.’
Pulling the envelope from his pocket, he stares at her name for a few seconds, then drops the letter onto the glowing ashes. The edges quickly scorch before erupting into flame.
‘There’s a small corner of my heart which is forever yours. Goodbye, Geneve.’
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Prisha escorts Simon Hutton into the interview room and quietly shuts the door. 
‘Please take a seat, Simon. I appreciate it must have been a very trying week for you. And thanks again for coming in to help with our investigation into Laura’s death.’
They both take seats on opposite sides of the table.
Simon smiles, albeit wearily. ‘Not a problem, inspector. I want to clear this mess up as quickly as possible, then you can drop the charges against my brother, and we can get back to normal. I know for a fact George did not kill Laura.’
‘No charges have yet been brought against your brother. He’s simply a person of interest.’ Prisha switches her phone to silent but leaves the vibrate function on. ‘And that’s why you’re here. Hopefully, you can clear up a few minor anomalies. Then we may be able to release George, pending further investigations. It won’t mean he’s in the clear, but neither does it mean he’s guilty. Now, even though you’re here voluntarily, the custody sergeant has read you the caution, explained your rights, and offered you the opportunity for a solicitor to be present—is that correct?’
‘Yes.’
‘I note you declined to have a solicitor in attendance?’
‘That’s right. No need. I’m not under suspicion. I’m here to help in any way I can.’
‘Indeed.’ She opens a folder and studies her notes on a sheet of paper, then closes the folder. ‘I’d like to go over a few details regarding the statement your brother gave.’
‘Fire away.’
‘Can you tell me of your movements on Monday, the first of April? We’ll start with what time you arrived at Hutton Farm.’
‘Sure.’ He sighs and puffs out his cheeks. ‘I arrived at around five-thirty in the morning. I had breakfast and a cuppa with George in the farmhouse as we discussed the jobs for the day. Then we headed into the fields.’
‘Was Laura around?’
‘No. I assumed she was still in bed.’
‘What time did you head into the fields?’
‘About six.’
‘And you were there all day?’
‘Yes.’
‘According to George, you weren’t working together on that particular day?’
‘That’s right. George was initially working on the western ridge installing a new water trough. After that, he did his weekly inspection of the perimeter fencing. I was in the eastern sector repairing a drystone wall, which had partially collapsed.’
Prisha smiles benevolently. ‘Sounds like hard work.’
Simon chuckles. ‘Tell me about it.’
She deliberately peers at her notes again. ‘There are two quad bikes on the farm. A blue one, and an orange one.’
‘That’s correct.’
‘George says he was using the orange quad bike on Monday?’
‘Aye. It has all the fencing equipment in the toolbox.’
‘And you were using the blue quad bike?’
‘That’s right.’
‘What time did you return to the house?’
‘Six-thirty, seven… in the evening. I washed my hands, then jumped in my car and headed home.’
‘You live outside of Malton?’
‘Correct.’
‘Did you see Laura at all on Monday?’
‘No.’
‘Adam Rushford saw an Isuzu four-wheel drive depart the farm at eight-thirty on Monday morning.’
He frowns. ‘What colour?’
‘Black.’
‘Ah, that’s George’s car. I have the same model but in white. He must have headed out somewhere.’
‘You recall that two other people visited the farm on Monday morning—Johnny Muir, the livestock agent, and Samantha Yin, the vet. They were both summoned to inspect the ewes you were intending to take to market the next day.’
‘Aye, that’s right.’
‘Samantha Yin saw the black Isuzu return to the farm around ten-thirty as she was packing up. She didn’t see who exited the car, but moments later she spotted a quad bike racing across the fields.’
‘What of it?’
‘She said it was blue. Which means it was you who exited the black Isuzu four-wheel-drive.’
He puckers his lips and waggles his cheeks from side to side. ‘Hang on… oh, aye. That’s right, I’m getting confused. I went to Rosswells in Malton to collect some supplies. My apologies, inspector, but one day blurs into the next at this time of year.’
‘That’s quite understandable. What supplies did you collect from Rosswells?’
‘Sedatives. We were running low.’
‘Sedatives?’
‘Aye, for the cull ewes we were sending to market. If a couple of them get edgy, they spook the whole bloody mob. By giving the nervous ones a mild sedative, you ensure a calm flock. Easier to handle and transport.’
‘Was the sedative Acepromazine?’
‘Yes. That’s right. It’s not uncommon on farms.’
‘I believe it’s fast acting but wears off quickly?’
‘Aye, it’s a good product. You want the ewes docile for collection and the journey, but you need them sprightly at the market.’
‘And you definitely bought the sedatives from Rosswells Farm Supplies in Malton on Monday morning?’
‘Yes.’
Prisha feigns a puzzled expression. ‘Then why have Rosswells no record of your transaction and none of the staff remember seeing you there on Monday?’
He grimaces. ‘They must have seen me. They’re wrong. Maybe a computer error on the till or something.’
‘Yes. It could be an input error. Happens all the time. It’s about a forty-minute drive from the farm to Malton, so you’d have arrived about quarter past nine, give or take?’
‘Aye. There or thereabouts.’
‘And you returned to the farm around ten-thirty, as witnessed by Adam Rushford and Samantha Yin?’
‘Sounds about right.’
‘I hope you can help me out here, Simon, but I’m struggling with your account. I checked with Rosswells, and George picked up a box of sedatives the preceding Saturday morning. Which means you wouldn’t have been running low on them.’
‘No, that’s not right.’
She opens her folder, removes a sheet of paper, and slides it across the table. 
‘A copy of the receipt, dated Saturday, March thirtieth.’
He stares at it, then laughs nervously. ‘Ah, that’s the thing with me and my brother. We’re not the best communicators. He must have forgotten to tell me.’
‘Yes, that could explain it. I double checked the CCTV footage at Rosswells and it captured George entering and leaving the store on Saturday morning to purchase the sedatives. I also checked the CCTV from Monday morning. There’s no sign of you at Rosswells in the morning. So where did you go?’
He pushes back in his seat and holds his hands in the air. ‘Okay, you have me, inspector. It was a white lie. I’d left my mobile phone at home and nipped back to pick it up.’
‘Then why not say that?’
‘Look, I’m trying to help my brother out. You can’t blame me for that. I’m pretty certain he played no part in Laura’s death.’
‘A moment ago, you were adamant about his innocence. Now there’s an element of doubt. How does your white lie about your visit to Rosswells help George out?’
‘Come on, it doesn’t look good, does it?’
‘What doesn’t?’
‘He picks up a supply of sedatives three days before Laura’s death. I thought if I said it was me who collected the sedatives, then it would take the spotlight off George.’
Prisha leans back and twiddles a pen around her fingers, her eyes piercing into his. He becomes unsettled.
‘Two points I need to pick you up on, Simon. You said three days before Laura’s death. Which would make it Monday. We did not discover her body until Tuesday… which is four days. Why did you say Monday?’
‘Three, four days. What’s the difference? I was hazarding a guess.’
‘And the second point is why would George be under the spotlight for purchasing a box of sedatives which are routinely used on a farm?’
‘In case the sedative was detected…’ He clams up.
‘In case the sedative was detected in Laura’s body?’ she prompts.
‘I’m saying nowt,’ he grizzles, folding his arms.
‘The toxicology report on Laura shows she died of carbon monoxide poisoning.’ 
‘That’s obvious for all to see.’
‘She died the same way as her chickens,’ Prisha states in an off-the-cuff manner, which makes Simon shuffle in his chair. ‘The toxicology report also detected trace elements of a sedative in her kidneys. The sedative has been identified as Acepromazine. So, you were right… about the sedative. How could you have known that?’
‘I was speculating.’
‘I don’t think so. There are only three ways you could have known Laura was sedated before she was gassed to death. One, you injected her. Two, you witnessed George injecting her. Or three, George confided in you.’
His eyes widen as his chest heaves upwards. ‘Look, I came in here to help, and all you’re doing is muddling my words and inferring I know more than I do. I’m mentally and physically exhausted, inspector. This episode has been draining on me and my brother.’
Prisha’s phone vibrates. ‘Please excuse me a moment,’ she says, reading Frank’s text message.
End interview now. Get up here, pronto.
‘I can see you’re tired, Simon. It’s nearly two o’clock,’ she says, glancing at her watch. ‘How about we break for an hour? You go for a walk and take in some fresh air, a bite to eat and a strong coffee. It will clear your mind, revive you. I think you need to consider your position very carefully. Perverting the course of justice is a very serious offence and invariably results in a lengthy prison term,’ she adds in her most compassionate voice. ‘If both you and George end up in prison, what will become of the farm? The time has come for you to consider the long-term ramifications for you… not your brother.’
He bites down on his lip. ‘Yes. You’re right inspector. I need some thinking time.’
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Frank holds the digital recorder in his hand, sporting a wry smile. 
‘The tech boffins at forensics came up trumps. They fully restored the corrupted audio file from the phone. You were right, Prisha. It’s Laura’s last recorded journal entry.’
‘Is it him?’
‘Oh yes, it’s him, all right. Your theory was spot on. Take a seat. There’s less than a minute of incriminating evidence, but the recording goes on for six hours.’
‘Her phone kept recording until the battery went dead?’
‘Yes. Now brace yourself, as it’s not pleasant listening.’
Prisha drops into a chair as Frank presses the play button. They listen in grave silence until the only sound is the remote bleating of sheep. Frank hits the stop button on the recorder as Prisha gazes out of the window.
‘I feel like weeping,’ she sniffles.
Frank reaches out and places a hand on her shoulder. ‘It is upsetting. But without this audio, we’d struggle to convince a jury, even if the crown prosecution service ran with it, which I’m not sure they would have. Our other evidence is patchy, and a competent defence team would have torn holes in it. Get a grip on your emotions. You can have a cry tonight over a glass of wine. For now, you need to be strong, resolute. How will you handle him?’
Prisha takes a deep breath and drags her eyes away from the harbour and focuses on Frank.
‘I’ll play cat and mouse with the murdering prick,’ she spits with venom. ‘Let him believe he can wangle his way out of it. When he thinks he’s in the clear, I’ll hit him with this,’ she hisses, holding the digital recorder aloft.
Frank chuckles. ‘You have a vindictive streak, Prisha. I wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of you.’
‘You better believe it!’
[image: image-placeholder]Prisha saunters into the reception where Simon Hutton is sitting, tapping at his phone. 
‘Ah, Simon, suitably refreshed, I take it?’ she asks in a cheery tone.
He slips his phone away, stands, nods. ‘Yes, thanks. I grabbed a sandwich and a coffee, then sat on the beach for thirty minutes thinking things through. You’re right, it’s time for the truth. I’ve tried to protect my brother, I really have, but I have my conscience to live with. You understand that, don’t you, inspector?’
‘Yes, I do, perfectly.’
His relief is palpable. ‘Can you tell me what will happen to George afterwards?’
‘George?’ she quizzes.
Puzzlement etches across his face. ‘Yes, George.’
‘Ah, yes, George,’ she replies breezily. ‘He’s with the custody sergeant right now, sorting out the paperwork. It will take about another fifteen minutes, then he’ll be released without charge.’
Simon’s head snaps back. ‘Pardon?’
‘We’re releasing your brother without charge. Simon Hutton I am arresting you on suspicion of the murder of Laura Hutton. You do not have to say anything. But it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence. I strongly advise you have a solicitor present during your questioning. Maybe engage the same one your brother used? You could ask for a discount.’
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With the formalities over, and the video camera recording proceedings, Prisha relaxes back in her seat and gazes at Simon Hutton, occasionally swivelling her eyes onto his duty solicitor who looks like he’s about sixteen. A tall, thin, nervy individual with a flaky scalp. She’s wondering why he didn’t utilise the same solicitor as his brother. 
‘Do you understand why you’re here, Simon?’ she begins, reiterating part of the legal obligation.
‘Yeah. I’m here because my brother has obviously told you a pack of lies to shift the blame for Laura’s death onto me. For whatever bizarre reason, you believe him. The truth is, George confessed to me about how and why he killed Laura.’
‘Let’s park that for a moment. You can save us a lot of time by answering my next question truthfully; did you murder Laura Hutton?’
His demeanour has noticeably changed from the earlier session. He folds his arms tightly across his chest, jowls hardened, eyes burning with anger… and possibly fear.
‘No. I did not murder Laura.’
‘Very well,’ Prisha replies impassively as she studies his face. There’s an uncomfortable silence for a good ten seconds.
‘Come on then, get on with it. Let’s hear what fanciful notions my brother has spun you.’
‘Your brother spun no illusions. He was very resolute in his defence. On the money. Exact. Stuck to the same story. Unlike you.’ She pulls a photograph of Laura from her folder and slides it across the table. Simon begrudgingly peers at it, if only for a second.
‘And?’
‘Laura was a natural beauty, wasn’t she?’
He shrugs. ‘Not my type, but each to their own.’
‘You have a nickname for Laura. I forget what it is now. You mentioned it when I first visited Hutton Farm.’
‘Wallflower,’ he mumbles.
‘Ah, yes—Wallflower. I find the term rather derogatory.’
‘You would. You have political correctness written all over you.’
‘Did anyone else refer to Laura as Wallflower?’
‘No.’
She retrieves the photo and slips it back into the folder. ‘Over the last week, I’ve built up a picture of Laura’s life, and I must say, I’ve struggled with it. A thirty-eight-year-old woman, living in a western democracy, and yet, treated as a second-class citizen. She had no life apart from the life your brother allowed her to live. No friends, only one relative. Permitted out once a week to do the weekly shop. Even then, she had to be back within three hours, and have the receipts checked against the cash George gave her. No bank account or financial independence. Hutton Farm is isolated. The track is three miles long. No neighbours. She must have been desperately lonely. Despite the rugged beauty of the place, it was her prison. Or as Fran Clegg put it, she was under house arrest.’
Simon Hutton remains indifferent. ‘Nowt to do with me,’ he states without emotion.
‘How many hours do you work at the farm on an average week?’
‘About sixty.’
‘And during lambing season?’
‘Eighty plus.’
‘Long weeks.’
‘It’s what I do. It’s what I love.’
‘Indeed. Online, I searched Companies House and found out Hutton Farm is a registered company. The managing director is your brother, George. Laura is listed as secretary, although I doubt she had any input apart from cooking, shopping, and washing. I didn’t see your name in the records.’
‘So?’
‘You’ve been working for your brother for the best part of twenty years. You put as much time and effort in as he does. For all intents and purposes, you are a partnership. If not on paper, then at least in spirit.’
‘Your point being?’
Prisha is enjoying this. He’s engaging with her. ‘Your brother owns an extremely successful sheep farm. Well run, with an excellent reputation for the quality of the lambs. He’s won awards. The farm is a small goldmine.’ She pauses.
‘You’re preaching to the converted inspector. Hard toil and keeping abreast of the latest techniques are what’s made us a success.’
‘Us?’
‘Me and George.’
‘Except you will reap none of the benefits, will you?’
He grimaces. ‘My brother pays me well. Provides me with a company car and fuel allowance. I’m doing okay.’
‘Without you, he would never have achieved what he has, would he?’
Simon shuffles in his seat. ‘We’re a team. At least, I thought we were. Where are you going with all this? Oh, I get your game. You can’t fit my brother up, so now you’re hoping to pin it on me.’
‘What was your relationship with Laura like?’
‘Fine. We were civil to one another. I can’t say there was a bond or anything but, yeah, we got along.’
‘You got along, but you did nothing to improve her quality of life?’
‘Not my wife.’
‘No. Not your wife. You are no longer married. In fact, divorced fifteen years ago. No children. You live alone.’
Simon feigns a yawn. ‘Get to the point.’
‘George owned Laura, like he owns the farm, the company, like he owns his sheep and lambs. You must have realised how toxic his behaviour was towards her?’
‘Never come between a husband and his missus.’
‘I notice you said his missus. As though Laura was his property.’
‘You’re deliberately misinterpreting my words.’
‘In all those years, you never once took your brother aside and had a quiet word with him about the way he treated Laura?’
‘It’s a private matter between them and no one else. You stay out of other people’s marriages. Not my business to interfere.’
‘When we see someone being treated poorly, subjugated, coerced, mentally intimidated, then it’s everyone’s business.’
‘That’s your mantra, not mine.’ He places his forearms on the table and leans across. ‘Do you intend telling me your reasons for my arrest or shall we waffle on about Laura’s life?’
Prisha retreats, as if taking stock. ‘I said George owned the farm, but that’s not technically true. His company owns the farming machinery, the livestock. Everything required to run a farm. But he doesn’t own the buildings or the land. Laura inherited it all when her father died. Everything was in her name. But you know all that, don’t you?’
‘Yes. What of it?’
‘You are probably also aware of Laura’s will. If she passed away, the buildings and land would go to George. And if both Laura and George died, then you would be the beneficiary.’
Simon sneers. ‘I see what you’re driving at. You think I killed Laura to get my hands on the farm. I hate to point it out, inspector, but there is one giant flaw with your logic. George is not dead! Which means, I don’t inherit the farm, he does.’
Prisha smiles. ‘Except, if George was found guilty of Laura’s murder, he cannot legally benefit from her death. It’s called the Forfeiture Rule. Which means the farm goes to you.’
‘You’re speaking nonsense.’ His face hardens. ‘I thought you had evidence against me. If you have, then let’s hear it because I want to clear this up and get out of here as soon as possible.’
Prisha flips the lid up on her laptop, then rises and turns the lights off as her computer screen flashes up on a side wall. ‘I’m about to show you some photos, Simon.’
‘Lovely.’
She resumes her seat and taps at the keyboard. ‘The person who found Laura was a local photographer. On Tuesday, the second of April, she was up on Clegg Ridge taking time-lapse photographs.’
‘Tuesday. Really?’ he replies, bearing a smug smile.
‘Yes, really,’ Prisha snaps back, withholding a desire to beat him to a pulp. She clicks through the photos, which show the sun rising in the east against the distant horizon of green countryside and the greyish blue of the North Sea.
‘Very nice,’ Simon remarks, smirking. ‘Can I get a print?’
‘The reason she was there on Tuesday morning was because her photos from the previous day weren’t to her liking. Too cloudy, apparently.’
The smile drops from Simon’s face. ‘The previous day?’
‘Yes. Monday… April the first. April Fool’s Day.’
Prisha taps at her laptop again and pulls up another set of photographs. ‘These are her photos from Monday,’ she says, clicking rapidly through them. ‘I must admit, there are some stunning shots. You’re right, they would make good prints. Ah, here we go. I’ll zoom in a little. As you can see, each photo is time-stamped in the bottom righthand corner. At 9:10, a black estate car pulls up next to the drystone wall. It’s very similar to Laura’s Volkswagen Passat. At 9:13 a car parks near Laura’s Volkswagen. That car is a Volvo V90. We don’t see who exited the car, but at 9:16, the camera captures a figure exiting Laura’s Passat.
‘The next shot at 9:19 captures the Volvo heading up the hill towards Hutton Farm. We know this vehicle belongs to Johnny Muir, Hutton Farm’s resident livestock agent. He visited that day to check on the infertile ewes you were intending to sell. It was you who asked him to be there. At 9:21, another car rounds the bend. I’m no expert in the makes and models of cars, Simon, but this vehicle looks very much like George’s black Isuzu. Because of the time-lapse, we don’t see who exited the vehicle. However, three minutes later, a man is photographed leaving Laura’s car. Recognise him, Simon?’
He squints at the grainy, distant footage. ‘No. It could be anyone.’
‘Hmm… similar height and build to you, I’d say. You’re a good three inches taller than your brother, and a lot stockier. And if I’m not very much mistaken, it looks like the gentleman in the photograph is sporting a beard,’ she adds as her eyes fixate on Simon’s salt and pepper whiskers. ‘The next image is the rear of Laura’s car being driven up the narrow track between the walls. Once it disappears over the crest of the hill, we don’t see it again. However, what we do see nine minutes later is the same mystery man apparently jogging back down the track. And the final shot—hey presto—everything is back to normal. No cars, no mystery man, and no Laura. Because Laura was dying by then, wasn’t she, Simon?’
Simon Hutton rocks back in his chair as he contemplates the information, then grins.
‘Is that the best you have? You can’t identify me from those shots. It could be anyone. And what I’d like to know is why am I sitting here instead of Johnny Muir?’
‘Don’t worry, I’ve already interviewed Mr Muir. He admitted catching up with Laura to say goodbye.’
‘And you’d take his bloody word for it?’
‘His car departs the scene, Simon. Unless you think he murdered Laura, drove away, and a random mystery man turned up to move Laura’s car and attach a hosepipe to her exhaust.’
He sneers at her. ‘You have nothing, do you? No jury would convict anyone based on a couple of half-baked theories and a few hazy, long shot photographs. You’re clutching at straws, inspector. I’m not sure who the guy in the photo is, but it isn’t me. And even if you believe it is, there’s no way you can prove it.’
‘Hmm… you have a point. I’m suspending this interview for a quick break—say, thirty minutes. It will give you time to discuss the situation with your solicitor. I’ll ask the custody sergeant to bring you refreshments.’
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Back in the interview room, energised, and on her game, Prisha is looking forward to the penultimate session interviewing Simon Hutton. He’s led everyone on a merry dance. He appears confident, almost cocky. She assumes during the recess his solicitor has reassured him the evidence is very weak. The chances of the Crime Prosecution Service progressing the case would be slim. And even if they take a punt, the likelihood of a jury finding him guilty is even slimmer. After all, the judge in a trial emphasises the point “beyond reasonable doubt” to the jurors at the beginning and end of a trial. With the evidence she’s so far proffered, there is reasonable doubt. She accepts that. Simon will think he’ll be badgered until he breaks down and confesses. But he won’t. He’ll hold tight. Fight fire with fire. Both brothers are experts at manipulation. George displays it for all to see. Simon hides it behind a veneer of passive amiability. Both plucked from the same flower bed, arranged in different vases. 
Fighting every sinew in her body, Prisha offers him a warm smile… then begins.
‘You’ve played a clever game, Simon. From the very outset, you were your brother’s biggest advocate for his innocence. You knew for a fact he didn’t kill Laura. You repeated it earlier today. It was a double bluff. By defending your brother so vehemently, you drew attention away from yourself. After all, why would the real killer try to defend a man arrested for his crime? He should be rubbing his hands together in glee. By defending him, you knew it would intensify our focus on George. The more you pleaded George’s innocence, the more I thought he was guilty.’
‘Are you intending to question me or just outline the next episode of Murder She Wrote?’
‘On Monday, when you left the farm at eight-thirty to go home to retrieve your phone, why did you take George’s car instead of your own?’
‘I’d mislaid my keys.’
‘Nothing to do with you wanting Adam Rushford to witness George’s car leaving the farm thirty minutes before Laura?’
‘Christ, you’ve watched too many bloody Hollywood films.’
‘Did you know Laura kept a journal on her laptop?’
He shakes his head. ‘Of course not.’
‘I’ve read all her journal entries. It makes for disturbing reading. Can you explain why your fingerprints were on Laura’s keyboard?’
His jaw hardens as his mind works overtime. ‘I’d sometimes jump on there to check the latest lamb prices.’
‘You never read her journal?’
‘No.’
‘You never read about her miserable, pitiful existence, year after year?’
‘No.’
‘You never read about her desperately lonely days and nights, or about her brief affair with Johnny Muir?’
‘No.’
‘You never read that she was in the very early stages of pregnancy?’
‘No.’
‘You never read about her meticulous plan to escape, or the date she intended to leave?’
‘No. I used the internet once or twice, that’s all.’
‘If you had read her journal, you’d have noticed a lot of spelling mistakes. I found it odd. Laura was an intelligent woman, and yet her journal was littered with errors. Some words made little sense. I thought maybe she had dyslexia, but she didn’t.’
‘I wouldn’t know because I never read her bloody journal.’
Prisha laughs. ‘It was a stroke of luck I figured out what the issue was.’
‘Really,’ he grumbles, her levity unnerving him.
‘Earlier today I was sitting on the pier eating my lunch and this older gentleman was reciting poetry into a digital recorder. That’s when I realised.’ She laughs again.
‘Realised what?’
‘Speech to text,’ she states, unexpectedly.
‘What?’
‘Have you heard of speech to text?’
‘No… yes, I don’t know,’ he blusters, confused.
‘It explains the spelling mistakes in Laura’s journal. She didn’t sit at her keyboard typing her entries. She recorded them into her phone. Then, at a later date, she’d use speech to text software to convert them on her laptop. It saves a lot of time typing, but it’s not foolproof. It makes mistakes. Once converted, she deleted the audio files. Maybe as a safeguard, so George didn’t find them.’
‘This is all very illuminating. And as much as I’d like to sit here and be educated in computer technology, I have a farm to run.’
Prisha pulls the digital recorder from her pocket and places it on the table. ‘Laura recorded her journal into her mobile phone, once, sometimes twice a week. Her last journal entry was on Sunday, the day before she left. The day before she was cruelly murdered. No, let me correct that. Laura’s last journal entry, which was converted from speech to text, was on Sunday. But her final audio recording was on Monday morning at 9:20 am. One minute before the mystery car, and mystery man appeared on the scene. Remember the photos, Simon? Are you okay? You appear a little pale.’
‘Get on with it,’ he snarls through gritted teeth.
‘Apologies. I am labouring the point somewhat. I mentioned speech to text conversion, but have you heard of voice recognition?’
‘Yes.’
Prisha smiles. ‘It’s come on in leaps and bounds over the last few years. With a good quality recording, it’s uncannily accurate. Not quite up there with fingerprints or DNA yet, but it’s getting there. Of course, it helps if the person speaking uses a turn of phrase, which is unique to them—Wallflower. I’ll play you Laura’s last entry, recorded on her mobile phone.’ Prisha presses the button and sits back as Laura’s gentle voice echoes around the room.
“Laura’s journal. April the first. Hmm… the irony—April Fool’s Day. Is that a good or bad sign? It’s a good sign. It’s been a long time coming, but today, the egg has finally hatched. Inside is a baby chick—I’ve named it—Freedom.”
There’s a pause in proceedings.
“I’ll continue this tomorrow, whilst I’m walking along the beach.”
Laura’s voice changes from one of relief to anxiety. The sound of a diesel engine grows louder.
“Shit! What now? I didn’t plan for this.”
There’s a clatter, probably as she tosses her mobile onto the dashboard.
“Oh no, it’s him.”
It’s followed by the click of a car door opening and shutting.
“What do you want, Simon?”
“Going somewhere, Wallflower?”
“None of your damned business! Now get out of my car!”
“I’m sorry, Wallflower, but I can’t let you do it. Especially now you’re pregnant. We don’t want a cuckoo in the nest. That would make things messy with the will.”
“You bastard. You’ve accessed my laptop. I don’t care about the will or the bloody farm. You two can have it all. I just want a new life… my freedom!”
“You say that now, but you’re not built to survive, Laura. You’ll never make it alone. I understand George has been a bastard to you, I really do. He’s a bastard to everyone—even me, his brother, his own flesh, and blood. But one day, you’ll sell the farm. It’s in your name. Then where will that leave me?”
“Get out!”
“Sorry, Wallflower. This is how it has to be.”
“Ow! You bastard! What was that you jabbed into my arm?”
The rest of the audio is muffled as Laura briefly struggles, possibly with a hand over her mouth.
Silence for a moment.
Followed by the sound of a car door opening, and a dragging noise.
‘Turn it off,’ Simon mumbles, staring at the recorder as if it were a ghost.
‘Is that when you pulled Laura from the driver’s seat across to the passenger side so you could move the car?’
‘Turn it off.’
The sounds continue. A car engine. A whining noise as the car is reversed. The click of a door, the distant bleating of lambs, incongruous to the ghastly play which is acting out. More shuffling and puffing.
‘And is that when you dragged Laura’s comatose body back from the passenger side into the driver’s seat?’
‘Turn it off, please.’
‘What’s wrong, Simon? Are the sounds of you murdering Laura Hutton getting to you?’
‘I said turn it off!’
‘It is painful listening. Don’t you want to hear the part where you attach the hose to the exhaust of Laura’s car and feed the other end in through the back window?’
‘Turn it off, you bitch!’
‘You can hear a very faint hiss as smoke comes out of the hosepipe.’
‘Stop it! Stop it now!’
The recording continues.
‘I’ll stop the playback once you answer this question; Simon Hutton, did you kill Laura Hutton?’
He closes his eyes for a moment. ‘Yes. Yes. YES!’ he bellows, slapping the table hard with his palm. ‘I deserved a share in that farm. With Laura getting herself pregnant, I knew she’d rip her will up in the future and write a new one and leave it to her child. I’d be out of the picture for good.’
‘I’m suspending this interview for a short recess.’
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Prisha could have easily expedited the interview process. But it’s the favourite part of her job—watching a killer squirm as the wall of evidence is built brick by brick around them. She likes to savour it, drag it out. She knows it’s cruel, but what the hell? 
‘I’ll give you credit for a well-conceived and executed plan, Simon. It was methodical, calculated. You had contingencies built in should one part fail. For example, you borrowed George’s car and made sure Adam saw the car leaving the farm by honking the horn at the geese. But you knew there was always a chance someone would see it was you behind the wheel, either leaving or returning to the farm. That’s where your little ruse about visiting Rosswells came in. But even that was a bluff. You knew the police would check the CCTV cameras at Rosswells and conclude you never visited on Monday morning. That baffled me for a while. Seemed like a rookie error, but it wasn’t. It was designed to play into your narrative. Once confronted with the evidence, you could hold your hands up in all innocence and say you were trying to take the heat off your brother. Taking one for the team, as it were. By doing that, it made George appear even more guilty. Once you left the farm, you waited somewhere out of sight. Intercepted Laura after her farewell with Johnny Muir, then injected her with a sedative. You drove the car beyond the crest of the narrow track, then attached a hose to the exhaust. You then planted the syringe containing Laura’s DNA in the toolbox of the orange quad bike… the one George was using on the Monday. I mean, that was a smoking gun. Jurors love that sort of thing. That alone would have convicted George.
‘With Laura dead and George in prison for her murder, the farm was yours. You even threw in a slight ruse to muddy the waters—Johnny Muir. It took me a while to figure out about the book. But you knew, didn’t you?’
‘What book?’ he grizzles.
‘The Piano Teacher by Janice Y K Lee. At first, I thought it was an anagram, maybe of the place where she planned to start afresh. Once I got nowhere with that theory, I downloaded the book and read it. It’s about a middle-aged woman trapped in a toxic relationship with her overbearing and controlling mother. She eventually has a sexual relationship with one of her younger students. If you replace the mother with George, and the young student with Johnny Muir, there’s a passing resemblance to Laura’s life. She mentions she’s still reading the book seven times over the space of a year, despite being a voracious reader. It was a cryptic reminder to herself of the dates when she had sex with Johnny Muir. It’s quite a disturbing tale, don’t you think?’
He sneers his contempt. ‘Not my usual bedtime reading.’
‘I wasn’t talking about the book,’ she replies, cold, hard, emotionless. ‘Moving on, you arranged for Johnny to call around at the farm on Monday morning at 9:20 am to inspect the ewes. You were quite insistent about the time. Was it George, was it Johnny, or was it suicide? But it was all a bit clumsy. A little too obvious. First of all, Laura’s shoe in the passenger footwell. You wanted it to look like a suicide but with just enough breadcrumbs to intrigue the police. Then the syringe in the toolbox. The syringe was clean of any fingerprints. Come on, really? George goes to the trouble of cleaning the fingerprints but forgets to dispose of the syringe? I don’t think so. And lastly, the continuous robust defence of your brother—thou doth protest too much, methinks.’
He bares his teeth. ‘You think you’re so fucking clever, don’t you?’
‘No, I don’t. If I was clever, I’d have arrested you a week ago. To be honest, I’m a little annoyed with myself. Falling for your good-guy theatrics was naïve of me. But the real sting in the tail for me, it was all so pointless, futile, unnecessary—if you’d have known.’
‘Known what?’
‘Laura created a new will the week before she died. Witnessed, signed, all legitimate. It supersedes her previous will. She left all the farm buildings to her cousin, Fran Clegg. The five-hundred acres of farmland goes to Adam Rushford. Oh, she left the grandfather clock to George.’
His eyes nearly pop out of their sockets. ‘Adam Rushford!’
‘Apparently so. Apart from her cousin, I think Adam was her only genuine friend. Okay, she liked Johnny Muir, but that was a sexual thing.’
He snorts derisively. ‘That last will and testament won’t be worth the paper it’s written on.’
‘That’s what I thought when I first read it. I mean, George was her husband for twenty years and built up a successful farm, due to a lot of hard work. Surely, any reasonable minded judge would rule in his favour if George contested it? Then I noticed a clause at the back of the will called—in terrorem. Do you know what it means?’
‘No,’ he growls.
‘It’s Latin. It means, in fear. Quite appropriate, considering Laura’s life. I had a legal boffin explain it. I won’t bore you with the legalese. Basically, it’s a clause added to a will which stipulates that if any benefactor contests the will, they are automatically disinherited from it. It was a clever move by Laura. When she left the grandfather clock to George, I thought she was taking the piss. I know how much George hates the clock. I assumed Laura had a dry sense of humour… maybe she did? But there was a method in her madness. By including George in her will and adding the clause, she created a catch twenty-two. If George doesn’t contest the will—he loses the farm. If he does contest the will—he loses the farm. It’s brilliant, don’t you think? A lose-lose situation. Laura was a canny lady. She also undertook a cognitive medical assessment the day before she signed her will. She passed with flying colours. Compos mentis.’
‘Have you finished?’ he questions, beaten, dispirited.
‘Not quite,’ she sighs, emotion colouring her voice. ‘A beautiful, gentle woman, with a forgiving and artistic nature, forever lost… along with her unborn child. And for what? For greed, envy. Not of Laura, but of your older brother. For most of Laura’s adult life, she was trapped in a loveless, sexless, controlling marriage. You did nothing to alter that. Then finally, when she had a reason to live, you snuffed her life out. George poisoned the well, and you emptied it.’
Simon Hutton hangs his head in shame. ‘Just finish and let me out of here.’
Prisha takes a deep breath and regains her composure. ‘You’re not going anywhere, Simon. I want a full statement. It’s true what you said earlier. A lot of evidence against you was dubious. The grainy photos, your discrepancies in where you were. I’m quite certain we wouldn’t have secured a conviction. Too much doubt. And yet…’ she taps at the recorder. ‘Laura spoke to us from beyond the grave. Just a wallflower? I think not!’
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Prisha exits the interview room and heads into reception. She leans up against the station wall, closes her eyes, and tries to eradicate the sound of Laura’s voice from her head. Her sadness for Laura dwarfs her excitement at extracting a full confession. Escape was so close. 
An angry voice interrupts her thoughts. ‘Hey, where’s my bloody brother? I demand to see him!’ George Hutton bellows as he storms up to Prisha.
Quite frankly, she’s had a bellyful of the Hutton brothers for one lifetime. She braces herself, hoping she can contain her anger. ‘I’m afraid that won’t be possible, George.’
‘And why the hell not?’ he spits, red in the face.
‘Because I’ve charged him with the murder of Laura Hutton and her unborn child. He’ll be remanded in custody until sentencing. I’ll let you know which prison he’ll be detained in as soon as I know myself.’
‘Murder? Unborn child? That can’t be possible.’
‘Your brother has made a full confession and we have a recording of Laura’s last moments, accompanied by your brother.’
He slumps onto a bench, bewildered, eyes darting back and forth across the floor. ‘No, it can’t be true. Not Simon.’
His concern for his brother, rather than his murdered wife, infuriates Prisha as she bites the inside of her cheek. ‘You make me sick,’ she hisses with barely contained fury. ‘You made Laura’s life a living nightmare. Who the hell do you think you are? Who made you god? You treat your sheep better than you did Laura. I hope you rot in hell. You’re as bad as your brother. At least greed was his motive, but what were your reasons for making Laura’s life miserable? Are you a good old-fashioned misogynist, a woman hater?’ She pauses a moment until the final piece of the puzzle slips into place. ‘Oh, I know what it is. I get it. You’re sexually inadequate, aren’t you? Impotent, and you can’t get it up, so you take it out on women, as if it’s their fault. That’s why you controlled Laura, because you couldn’t satisfy her. You were terrified she’d meet someone else and leave you. You couldn’t let that happen, so you put her on a leash, like one of your farm dogs. You’re a pathetic excuse of a man!’
‘You can’t speak to me like that!’ he bellows, fists clenched.
‘Oh, cry me a river! Put in a formal complaint. And don’t think for one minute you’re off the hook, because you’re not. I’m coming after you.’
‘What are you talking about? You’ve just released me without charge.’
‘The Serious Crime Act 2015 introduced a law making it a criminal offence to engage in coercive or controlling behaviour in an intimate or family relationship. For your education, controlling behaviour is defined as making a person subordinate or dependent by isolating them from family and friends, exploiting them for personal gain, depriving them of financial and personal independence and regulating their everyday behaviour. Laura may not be around to testify against you, but there are other people who would willingly stand up on her behalf. If convicted, it’s punishable by up to five years in prison.’ She turns to leave. ‘And good luck with the farm, by the way. Not sure what Fran Clegg and Adam Rushford intend to do with it, but I’m damned sure you’ll be moving out soon. I believe Laura finally had the last word.’
‘What?’ he asks, perplexed by developments.
‘Laura made a new will. The land goes to Adam Rushford. The buildings to Fran Clegg. Maybe Hutton Farm will regain its original name—Clegg Farm. What goes around comes around. Life’s a funny old game, don’t you find, George?’
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Frank is in a boisterous, exuberant mood as he congratulates his three officers. 
‘Team, I think you all deserve a pat on the back. It’s been a productive week. We caught Laura Hutton’s killer thanks to some excellent detective work by Prisha, accompanied by a hefty dose of tenacity. And Dinkel broke up a dogging ring in Sandsend. Well done, Dinkel.’
‘Thanks sir,’ Dinkel replies sheepishly, wishing to forget the unsavoury, seedy, yet peculiarly enjoyable episode.
‘Earlier, Mr. Bartlett called to inform me that some passing Travellers returned all five of his Belted Galloway steers. Funny about that. It turns out the Travellers kept to their word. It’s a salutary lesson for all of us, especially you, Zac. Never judge a book by its cover. They receive a bad press do our Traveller friends, but if you treat them with respect and trust, it pays dividends.’
Zac frowns. ‘Hang on, Frank, it was only the other day you called them all a bunch of…’
‘Never mind about the past, Zac. The only thing that matters is today, the here and now. Prisha, put a smile on your dial for god’s sake. You look like a wet weekend.’
‘Sorry, Frank. I know the Hutton case is a result, but it’s left a sour taste.’
‘I understand. But at least justice has been served. Do you really intend to pursue George Hutton for coercive and controlling behaviour?’
‘Too bloody right, I do!’ she snaps.
Frank winces and rubs at his neck. ‘It won’t be easy to prove, not without Laura here to testify against him.’
‘Laura is here to testify against him. You’re forgetting about her journal, Frank. Five years of detailed evidence.’
‘Aye, I suppose,’ he mutters thoughtfully. He claps his hands together, giving them all a start. ‘Right, go finish any paperwork you have, then I’ll take you all to the pub. The drinks are on me!’
‘Sorry, Mr Finnegan, sir,’ Dinkel says. ‘But I don’t drink.’
‘Everyone drinks, Dinkel. Otherwise, we’d all die of dehydration. I’m sure you could manage a shandy.’
The desk phone rings. Frank jabs at the speaker button ‘DCI Finnegan.’
‘I have a Billy Maguire on the line for you, Frank. Says you and him are old mates. He’s adamant he wants a word,’ the desk sergeant from reception says.
‘Aye, put him through.’ He smiles at his officers. ‘Old Billy is a farmer up on the moors. Salt of the earth.’
‘Frank, it’s Billy Maguire, here,’ a grizzled Yorkshire accent declares.
‘Billy, you old bugger. How the hell are you doing?’ he replies, sporting a wide grin.
‘I’m fuming, Frank. Bloody fuming!’
‘What’s the matter, Billy?’
‘I had three Belted Galloway steers in my stock pen overnight, and now they’re gone. They’ve been nabbed Frank, bloody nabbed!’
Frank’s head miraculously appears to double in size. ‘Those thieving, conniving, double-crossing, slippery bunch of…’
The three officers plod from Frank’s office, grinning. ‘Now, now, Frank. It could be purely coincidental,’ Zac says, throwing him a wink. ‘Never judge a book by its cover!’ he adds, pulling the door shut. ‘If Frank’s in a bad mood now, wait until he hears the latest weather forecast. The warm spell is over. There’s an icy front moving in. They’re predicting overnight frosts for the next week. I think he was a little premature with his spuds. I suggest we head to the pub now.’
‘Roger Federer, that,’ Dinkel yells, finally feeling part of the team.
Prisha clenches her fists. ‘I swear to god… one of these days he’ll cop it,’ she mutters through gritted teeth, resisting the urge to punch him in the head.
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