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          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      Monday 4th November 2019 07.00

      

      The jogger padded quietly through the small sea-side town of Llangwelli and turned onto the coast road which ran past the picturesque harbour. He had chosen the hooded tracksuit to make himself less recognisable but now, as he felt the chill breeze off the sea, he was grateful for the warmth afforded by the unfamiliar outfit.

      As he passed the harbour he slowed and gazed across at the familiar sight. It was deserted at this time of the morning just as he had known it would be. He gazed longingly at the handful of pleasure cruisers, medium-sized yachts, and power boats. This was one of his favourite places, and his boat had once been his greatest pleasure. For a moment his resolve weakened and he wished he could carry on as if nothing had happened, but he knew that was no longer possible; the die was cast now, and there could be no turning back.

      He knew the sun would be up in another fifteen minutes so he reluctantly turned his eyes back to the road ahead and continued jogging along with just the beach stretching between him and the widening estuary off to his right. Two hundred yards beyond the harbour was another car park on the left. At this point the man crossed the road, followed the path that led through the barrier on the other side and onto the beach.

      As he headed across the beach in the early morning light, off to his right, back by the harbour, he could just make out the tiny figure of a man and a dog heading his way. Yet again he had second thoughts, but his doubts quickly subsided and he smiled to himself. Wasn't this exactly why he was wearing the unfamiliar hooded outfit?  Yes, he might be seen but at this distance he was just a tiny speck and could be anyone.

      He carried on jogging across the sand until he was about thirty feet from the sea where the beach sloped sharply down to the water. The tide had already turned so he knew his clothes would stay dry and safe from being washed away if he left them here.

      He stopped, carefully removed his running shoes and tracksuit, slipped off his tee-shirt and placed the rolled towel on top of both. He had chosen the whitest towel he could find to ensure it would be easily visible. Satisfied everything was in order he took one last look around, and then walked deliberately, and steadily, down the slope and into the water.
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        * * *

      

      Monday 4th November 2019 09.30

      PC Winter was Llangwelli station's newest, and youngest, PC. Having completed all of his probationary training and passed with flying colours, he was enjoying his first day out in a patrol car on his own. From what he had been told by his colleagues, this job was going to be a doddle as nothing exciting ever happened around here. He should expect long periods of boredom interspersed with equally long periods with nothing to do.

      Sitting on his backside twiddling his thumbs wasn't exactly what Winter had signed up for when he joined the police, and he was beginning to wonder if he'd made a mistake. Then he got the call telling him he was going to be first on the scene to a potential suicide. This was more like it!

      Now he was down on the beach interviewing the witness who had contacted the police to express his concerns. Apparently someone had jogged onto the beach, discarded his clothes and walked into the sea. The young PC pointed at the neat little pile of folded towel, tracksuit and shoes.

      'Now then, Mr Jones, you're sure this is the same stuff?'

      The man called Jones looked at the PC.

      'I already told you; I was a long way off, but there was no-one else out here. This must be his towel, and I assume those are his clothes. I'm sure it's exactly the same stuff because my dog came over to investigate, and I shooed him away. I didn't want him piddling on it, see.'

      'And you say this was at 7 am?'

      'It was probably a few minutes after, but near enough.'

      'D'you walk here every morning?'

      'Not every morning, but I walk my dog along here three or four times a week.'

      'And you've not seen this man swimming here before?'

      'I don't think so. We see the odd nutcase some mornings in the summer, but not this time of year.'

      'And you're sure it was a man, but you didn't recognise him?'

      Jones pointed back down the beach towards the harbour.

      'I was too far way to make out who he was, but I'm sure it was a man. The posture wasn't right for a woman. I assumed he was a holidaymaker.'

      'It's a bit late in the year for holidaymakers, isn't it?'

      'Like I said, I was a long way off, and I didn't recognise him.'

      The PC nodded and made a note in his notebook.

      'And you say he swam out to sea?'

      ‘I saw him walking out against the tide. I watched until he got out far enough to swim, and then I lost sight of him. I dare say I wouldn't have thought any more about it, if I hadn't decided to come back this way. It's been well over two hours now, and his things are still here.'

      'And you're worried about him?' asked the PC.

      'Yes, of course I am. Aren't you?'

      The PC looked suitably chastened.

      'You're not local are you son?' asked Jones.

      'No, I've not been here long.'

      'Aye, I thought not, because if you were you'd know.'

      'I'd know what?'

      'The reason I assumed he was a holidaymaker. The locals know how cold the sea is this late in the year, no matter how warm it might be on shore. And this guy wasn't wearing a wetsuit or any other sort of protection. I mean, the sea's freezing this time of year. How long would you stay out there?'

      'Who me?' asked Winter. 'It wouldn't matter to me if it was mid-summer; I wouldn't go swimming off this beach because of the signs warning about riptides.'

      'There we are, then. That's two reasons not to swim off this beach, and that's precisely why I called your lot. So, what are you going to do about it?'

      The man stared at Winter expectantly.

      This was the first time the young PC had had to deal with anything like this and whilst he was keen to appear competent, he was also determined not to be rushed into doing, or saying, something that would make him look a fool. In reality he wasn't certain what the correct procedure was but he knew someone who did.

      'If you can just wait here for a couple of minutes,' he said. 'I need to call this in and get the wheels turning.'

      He walked a few paces away from Mr Jones and spoke into his radio.
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          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      Monday 4th November 2019 10.00

      

      DI Sarah Southall walked across to the open door of her office and called out.

      'Norm? Have you got a minute?'

      She walked back to her desk, picked up a sheet of paper, then leaned back against the desk. A few seconds later DS Norman Norman peered around the door.

      'What have we got?' asked Norman.

      'They've asked us to look at this.'

      Southall handed Norman the sheet of paper.

      'Is it anything exciting?'

      Norman was reading.

      'This looks like a suicide to me.'

      'It looks like a potential suicide,' she corrected him. 'But a body hasn't been found.'

      'Yeah, well, that doesn't surprise me. The sea's a big place to find a body.'

      'The Coastguard is on the way to manage the search, but I want you to go down there and make sure we have done everything we could.'

      'Can't we pass this on to Region? I thought they were the cream of the crop and we were the crap, so how come we get first dibs at this?'

      'You mean you want to pick and choose which cases we take? Wouldn't that make us as bad as them?'

      'You're right,' said Norman, sheepishly. 'It would be pretty dumb to hand the moral high ground back to them after you fought so hard for the last case.'

      'Precisely,' said Southall. 'And anyway Supt Bane has asked me to make sure we don't ease up while we're making a good impression. He thinks this could be a critical period for us. Apparently the Chief Constable is impressed that we solved a murder on our own. He wants to see if it was a fluke.'

      'Does that mean he thinks there was something wrong with our investigation?'

      'No, it's not that, it's the opposite. According to Supt Bane, the Chief Constable says he feels it's time to pull the rug from under Region's feet, but he wants to make sure we're trustworthy. The thing is, the CC’s never had time for Bane before, so we can't be sure if he means it, or if Region are pulling the strings and we're being set up for a fall.'

      'Ah, I see,' said Norman. 'So it's possible any case we get could be some sort of trap, and if we get it wrong, we take Nathan Bane down with us, right?'

      Southall nodded.

      'We can't ignore that possibility, but we can't turn any cases down without looking weak.'

      'What about the cold case we were going to use as a test case; the mystery woman in the graveyard?'

      Taking a break one day, Southall and Norman had been strolling through a graveyard when they discovered a headstone to an unknown woman erected by the local villagers. They had planned to use her as a cold case training exercise when things were quiet.

      'Yeah, it's a pity. I wanted to make a start on that this week, but we must put her on the back-burner for now. This has to take priority.'

      'I'll get down there right away,' said Norman. 'Hopefully the guy just likes a long swim and he'll be back on the beach by the time we get down there.'

      'Can you handle this without me? Only I've got a mountain of paperwork to catch up on. I'll be here if you need me, of course.'

      'I can use the team?'

      'Yes, of course. Take Dylan. Just keep me in the loop, will you?'
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        * * *

      

      'So where are we going?' asked DC "Dylan" Thomas, as he drove Norman out of the car park.

      'Apparently some guy went for a swim off the beach early this morning and he hasn't come back.'

      'Is it a suicide?'

      'Possibly,' said Norman, 'so I want you to drive us to the beach where he disappeared.'

      'He's been in the sea for over three hours. Don't you think it's a bit late to start looking for him now?'

      'Why do you say that?'

      'Because no-one in their right mind goes swimming in the estuary at this time of year.'

      'Is that right?'

      'There are warning signs up on the beach about the current and the rip-tides. They're really treacherous, and the water's cold this time of year. Anyone who lives locally would know this, but then I suppose, if he was a visitor, he wouldn't be the first one to ignore the signs and regret it. They had to call the lifeboat out to a guy who got carried away by the current back in July, and that was when the water was much warmer.'

      'Crap!' said Norman. 'I was rather hoping we'd find him still swimming back and forth across the estuary.'

      'Ha, ha, ha, very funny Sarge,' said Thomas. 'Unless this is a human dolphin we're talking about I think this guy has no chance.'

      'You sound like you know about this stuff. D'you do a lot of swimming?'

      'I used to swim a lot when I was a kid, but not so much now. I can still do a few lengths if I need to, but I'm not so keen these days. I suppose I've grown out of it.'

      'I've never seen the attraction myself,' said Norman. 'Any sport that involves holding your breath under water, and the possibility of drowning, can't be a good idea, can it? Surely, if they meant us to swim, we'd have been born with gills and fins.'

      Thomas grinned.

      'I didn't think you were an athlete.'

      'Definitely not,' agreed Norman. 'And just you remember that if ever we have to chase anyone. I didn't do running when I was younger, and I don't intend to start now.'

      'Does that mean I'm on my own if there's a fight?'

      'I'd never leave you in a fight on your own,' said Norman. 'Just make sure you chase your opponent towards me before it starts and we'll be fine.'

      Thomas took a sideways look at Norman. He hadn't yet got the hang of his new sergeant's sense of humour, and he had no idea if he was being serious now.

      'Can I ask you something?' he said.

      'Sure, you can,' said Norman.

      'What d'you think of Catren?'

      'Morgan? She's pretty smart. I think she'll make an excellent detective. Like all of you, she just needs a chance to grow some confidence.'

      'I didn't mean that,' said Thomas.

      Norman looked at Thomas.

      'You didn't?'

      'No. I meant what do you think of her. You know?'

      Norman sighed.

      'You mean, do I think she's good looking? Is that what you're asking me?'

      'Yeah, exactly.'

      'How is that relevant?'

      Thomas frowned.

      'I'm not sure what you mean by relevant,' he said.

      'What she looks like doesn't determine her ability as a detective.'

      'Well, no, of course not. But I'm not talking about her ability as a detective. I'm talking about her as a woman.'

      'Oh, I see,' said Norman. 'You want us to compare our colleagues, is that it? Well, let me tell you, if that's where you're going with this, you're asking the wrong guy.'

      'I don't mean it like that,' said Thomas. 'The thing is I asked her out, and she's not interested. I don't understand why.'

      'Seriously?' asked Norman. 'You're upset because she doesn't want to date you?'

      'I wondered if perhaps she was, well, you know.'

      Norman sighed.

      'Jesus, Dylan, this is going to take all day if you're going to talk in code. Just remember I'm the old guy around here. That means you need to talk in complete sentences if you want me to understand. Perhaps she is, "well, you know", but I'm afraid that's much too vague for me. You need to be more specific.'

      'Do you think maybe she prefers girls?'

      Norman turned to stare at Thomas, then guffawed.

      'I can't believe you just said that.'

      Thomas reddened as he realised the folly of mentioning this to Norman. He thought there may be an escape route if only he could change the subject, but he was suddenly tongue-tied and couldn't think of anything to say. Then Norman was speaking again, and by the tone of his voice, Thomas knew it was too late.

      'So you're telling me you mean you think you're such a great catch there can only be one reason she won't give in to your charms? Is that it?'

      Thomas stared resolutely at the road ahead as Norman chortled gleefully at his discomfort.

      'Jeez, Dylan, if that's what you think, you need to do some serious growing up before it's too late. How many women have you actually been out with?'

      'Loads.'

      Norman was still staring at Thomas, and now he sighed.

      'Loads?' he echoed.  'D'you know, I can't decide if you're trying to convince me, or yourself.'

      'Well, okay, maybe not loads. Perhaps that's a bit of an exaggeration.'

      Norman rolled his eyes.

      'No shit,' he said.

      'All right. So it's not loads.'

      'So, how many is it?'

      'Just one or two, but the thing is no-one has ever turned me down before.'

      'Really?'

      'What's that supposed to mean?' demanded Thomas.

      'Getting turned down is no big deal. Yeah, sure, it's disappointing, but it's just part of the game,' said Norman. 'Do you have any idea how many women weren't interested in me before I met my wife? There must have been dozens, but it never occurred to me that maybe they were lesbians. I just accepted they didn't want to go out with me, end of story.'

      'You think I'm wrong, then?'

      'Yes, I think you're wrong. In fact, I know you're wrong.'

      Thomas's eyes widened.

      'You do? You mean... You haven't, have you?'

      Norman gave Thomas his best pitying look.

      'Oh, come on, Dylan. Do you seriously think an attractive young woman like Catren Morgan is going to be interested in an old fart like me? I mean, look at me; I'm old enough to be her father, and I'm worn out. And besides, do you seriously think I would start a relationship with a subordinate?'

      'Ah!' said Thomas, triumphantly. 'So, you admit you think she's good looking.'

      'It's an undeniable fact,' conceded Norman, 'but it changes nothing. I'm not interested in dating her, and she's not interested in dating me. I don't even know why we're having a conversation about this. In fact, we're going to stop talking about it right now.'

      'Sorry,' said Thomas. 'I just--'

      'Let's just stop right there,' said Norman. 'I'm going to give you some advice now, and then this subject is closed, okay?'

      'Okay, yes, right,' said Thomas.

      'First, when a woman says she doesn't want to go out with you, remember she has the right to choose who she spends her time with. Don't take it as an insult, just accept her decision, and move on.

      'Second, it's never a good idea to take any relationship with a colleague beyond friendship. And third, I don't care if my colleagues are straight, gay, or come from Mars. As long as they're honest and can do their job, I really don't care.'

      'Is that it?'

      'That's my last word on the subject. I'm going to put this conversation down to an error of judgement on your part, and from now on we're going to behave like adults. Is that okay with you?'

      Thomas looked suitably chastened.

      'Er, yeah, of course. I didn't mean to--'

      'Unless you want to ruin my morning and put me in a seriously crappy mood, I don't want to hear another peep out of you until we get to the beach. Got it?'

      'Ah. Right. Gotcha,' said Thomas.

      They drove on in stoney silence until they reached the car park opposite the beach. As Thomas parked the car, they could see a bitter north wind was carving ripples in the sand. Down towards the sea the wind was gradually tearing away the police tape which had been used to cordon off an area of beach. A lone PC was doing his best to keep the tape in place and keep himself warm.

      'Come on, then,' said Norman. 'Let's take a look.'

      'You mean you want to go down there, in this wind?'

      'What did you think I meant when I said I wanted to see where he walked into the sea?'

      'But you can see from here, can't you?'

      Norman opened his door.

      'Don't be such a wimp,' he said as he climbed out.

      He walked around to the back of the car and popped open the boot, reached inside for the thick, padded coat inside and slipped it on. Thomas sidled optimistically alongside him, but there was only the one coat in the boot.

      Thomas muttered a curse and turned up the collar of his suit jacket.

      Norman looked at the young detective.

      'Are you all right?' he asked. 'Only I'm sure you just swore.'

      Thomas frowned.

      'Who me? You must be mistaken.'

      'You definitely used a word that begins with "f",' said Norman, bluntly.

      'Well, of course I did. This wind's going right through me. I'm freezing my bloody balls off,' said Thomas. 'I hope you're not expecting me to take notes; my hands are shaking so much my writing'll be illegible.'

      Norman beamed and patted his chest to emphasise the thickness of the coat.

      'Next time maybe you should bring a coat. I'm toasty warm in here.'

      'Well, that's good to know,' said Thomas bitterly. 'It makes me feel so much better. Perhaps if you'd told me we were going to stand out here in a gale force wind, I could have brought a coat of my own. The only good thing about this is that it’s not raining.'

      Norman looked up at the sky.

      'Yeah, that's unusual,' he agreed. 'But I'm sure the rain gods will see to that before the day is out.'

      He looked at Thomas. Maybe he was giving the young guy a bit of a hard time.

      'You're not just cold, are you?' he asked. 'D'you want to share?'

      'It's just a bit weird to think someone would be that desperate he'd just walk into the sea like that and sort of give up.'

      'So this is your first suicide, right?' asked Norman.

      Thomas nodded.

      'Well, let's not jump to any conclusions just yet. We don't know for sure that's what the guy did,' said Norman.

      He opened the back door of the car, reached under the front passenger seat and pulled out a waterproof coat which he handed to Thomas.

      'I get to keep the warm coat on account of my old age, but I'll let you borrow this one. It's not as warm as mine, but it'll keep the wind out.'

      Gratefully, Thomas grabbed the coat and slipped it on. Norman was right, it did keep the wind out.

      'Right, come on,' said Norman. 'Let's see what PC Winter can tell us.'

      They set off across the beach towards the struggling PC and his cordon, which began just at the point where the beach dipped sharply down to the sea.
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        * * *

      

      They stopped at the cordon tape and Norman spoke to the PC.

      'It's PC Winter, isn't it? Are you the guy who spoke to the witness?’

      'I did, yeah. He's going to the station to make a proper statement, but I've got it in my notebook.'

      'D'you mind if my colleague has a look at your notes? It'll save us some time.'

      The PC handed his notebook to Thomas.

      Norman pointed at the neat pile of clothes a few feet beyond the tape.

      'Shouldn't we bag them up?'

      'My relief is bringing a bag with him.'

      'Is there any form of ID in there?'

      'Not a thing that I could see,' said Winter. 'There's not even a label on anything to say where it came from.'

      'That's odd,' said Norman.

      'They've been cut out,' said Winter.

      'That's even more odd,' said Norman.

      He stared out at the sea.

      'So, he just stripped off and walked straight into the sea?'

      'That's what the witness says happened,' said PC Winter.

      'And he's sure it was a man?'

      Winter pointed at the pile of clothes.

      'I don't know many women with size twelve feet,' he said. 'And I reckon the clothes would fit someone about six feet tall.'

      Norman nodded approvingly at the young PC's assessment.

      'And this was at 7 am? Jeez, I was eating my breakfast and thinking about driving into work then. What on earth was he thinking?'

      'Well, if it's a suicide, I suppose he wouldn't have been thinking straight,' suggested Winter.

      'Yeah. I guess you're right there,' agreed Norman.

      He looked at the young PC.

      'Are you all right, son?' he asked. 'Only you're looking a bit green around the gills.'

      Winter looked puzzled.

      'You look like you might want to throw up,' said Norman, bluntly.

      'Oh, I see.'

      'Is this your first one of these?'

      'It's just a bit weird. To think someone would be that desperate, he'd just walk into the sea like that.'

      Norman looked suspiciously at Thomas and then back at Winter.

      'Do you two use the same scriptwriter?'

      Winter frowned.

      'Sarge?'

      'This is the first suicide for both of you, and now you've both said almost exactly the same thing about it.'

      Winter looked hopefully at Thomas, but he was reading the PC's notes and scribbling some notes into his own notebook and missed the exchange.

      'Oh, never mind,' said Norman. 'The thing is, we don't know this is a suicide yet, do we?'

      'We don't?' asked Winter

      'Have you ever heard of Reginald Perrin?' asked Norman.

      Winter looked totally confused.

      'Sorry?'

      'It was a TV series about a guy who faked his own suicide by walking into the sea and leaving his clothes on the shore.'

      'You're saying you think this man has faked his suicide?'

      'I have no idea,' said Norman. 'I'm just saying things aren't necessarily what they seem.'

      Winter didn't look convinced.

      'But why would you even think that?' he asked

      'If you were about to drown yourself, do you think you'd bother about folding your clothes and making a neat pile, or do you think you'd just throw them anywhere?'

      'Maybe he was one of those people who is compulsively neat and he just couldn't help himself?'

      'Okay,  so how about this?' said Norman. 'If you wanted to drown yourself, would you strip off, or go in fully clothed? I know little about swimming, but I'm pretty sure wet clothes are heavy, and clingy, and make it harder, don't they?'

      'Yes, they do,' agreed Winter. 'But I still don't understand why you think he would fake his own suicide.'

      'As I said, I have no idea,' said Norman. 'And I'm not saying that happened, I'm just suggesting it's a possibility we have to consider. Isn't that why we investigate? So we can determine what actually happened rather than guess?'

      'Well, yes, I suppose it is.'

      'At the moment we know a couple of facts. Now, we can speculate, based on those facts, but we haven't actually investigated anything, so we can't say what happened one way or the other, can we? For all we know, aliens have abducted the guy, but again, that's speculation, it's not--'

      'All right, Sarge. I think I've got your point,' said Winter.

      Norman grinned and pointed across to the car park.

      'It looks like your relief has arrived. Write up your report and get a cup of tea. You'll feel better for it.'

      They watched as Winter made his way slowly back across the beach, exchanged a few words with his relief, and then continued on his way.

      Norman grinned at Thomas.

      'Is that your balls I can hear rattling?'

      'At the moment it's just my teeth chattering, but I'm sure it's only a matter of time.'

      Norman laughed.

      'Come on, let's get back to the car before you freeze.'

      They turned and headed back across the beach.

      'I vaguely remember that TV series you were talking about,' said Thomas. 'It was on about ten years ago, wasn't it? I didn't get it.'

      'I'm not talking about the remake,' said Norman. 'The original was hilarious. At least, the first series was.'

      'Don't you worry people will think you're mental, comparing an old TV series to a crime scene.'

      'I'm too long in the tooth to care what people think, and anyway I was just trying to lighten things up a bit.'

      'You don't really think this is a fake, do you?'

      'I'm trying to keep an open mind,' said Norman. 'But I'll tell you one thing; if I intended to fake my suicide, I can think of better ways of doing it. I'd certainly make sure there was no chance I might die while I did it.'

      'So you don't think it's a fake.'

      'There again, I wonder why he made such a big deal of folding his clothes into a pile. And why place a brilliant white towel on top?'

      'Maybe he wanted someone to find it.'

      'But why? Come to think of it, why bring a towel at all? I mean, he won't be needing to dry himself, will he?'

      'You make it sound so elaborate it's like some sort of conspiracy,' said Thomas.

      'Yeah, you're probably right,' said Norman. 'It's probably best to ignore my flight of fancy and focus on the facts.'

      They were back in the car now.

      'What else do we know so far?' asked Norman.

      'Not much more than you said before. A man came down to the beach, took off his shoes and tracksuit, then walked into the sea.'

      'How did he get here?'

      'The witness said he jogged across the beach, and according to Winter's notes there was no car parked in the car park opposite, so maybe he jogged all the way out here.'

      'Or, maybe he left his car somewhere else.'

      'What if he didn't bring a car?' suggested Thomas.

      'Why not?'

      'Perhaps he wanted to make it harder for anyone to identify him. I mean, it's easy for us to find out who owns a car, isn't it?'

      Norman looked at Thomas with renewed respect.

      'That's good thinking,' he said. 'Now, if only you could do that a bit more often, and cut out all the stupid schoolboy shit, there just might be a slim chance we'll be able to make a decent detective of you.'

      Thomas smiled at what he perceived to be a compliment, but his joy was short-lived.

      'So what are we going to do now?' he asked.

      'You are going to walk to every car park within 400 metres of the beach and make a note of the registration number of every car you find and then when we get back I want you to contact every owner to find out what time they arrived and why their car was here.'

      'Oh Jesus, really?'

      'Yes, really,' said Norman. 'I know, it's dull, and it's boring, but there you go; a lot of our work is. If you want constant excitement, I hear they're looking for a new James Bond.'

      'What are you going to do?' asked Thomas.

      In the distance they could hear a Coastguard helicopter approaching. Norman pointed to the rapidly growing dot in the sky.

      'I'm going to speak to those guys; they're the experts on tides and currents, and they're the ones who are going to run the search.'

      'D'you think they'll find a body,' said Thomas.

      'Searching the sea isn't my speciality,' said Norman. 'But I would imagine the odds are against them anytime they have to find someone at sea. The words needle and haystack sound as though they fit the bill.'
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      Tuesday 5th November 2019 08.30

      

      The digger driver swore quietly and leaned over to the window as the builder marched over to speak to him.

      'You need to be careful now, Jim,' said the builder. 'Just take a few small nibbles--'

      'You know I've been driving these things for twenty years, don't you?' said the driver.

      The builder smiled patiently.

      'Yes, mate, I know all that, but this is my site and my client. I don't want you damaging the corner of the house, that's all. We're already running behind schedule on this job and I want no more delays, all right?'

      'I've dug footings in more awkward places than this.'

      'I'm sure you have, but remember what I told you before we started. This guy's a developer from London and he thinks we can't do the job. If it wasn't for his wife, we wouldn't be here. So, I don't want to let her down, and I want to prove a point to him. If we make a good impression, who knows, there could be loads more work to follow. I know you think I'm overcautious, but humour me, eh?'

      Jim nodded, sighed, and sat back in his seat. Okay, if it meant more work, he would do whatever it took. He gave the builder a reluctant thumbs up.

      The builder and his mate observed from the side as Jim gently eased the arm of the machine forward and took a tiny nibble of soil to extend the trench towards the house. The builder grinned at him and gave a return thumbs-up of his own.

      Jim couldn't see what the fuss was about; there was a couple of feet between where the digger bucket was and the house. But if they wanted him to go carefully, then he would.

      Suddenly the builder was waving at him to stop. In the digger, Jim was reaching the end of his tether.

      'What's up now, for God's sake?'

      He swung the digger arm up and away from the trench, parked it firmly on the ground, switched off the engine and flung the cab door open.

      'I can't work like this,' he muttered as he jumped down and stomped across to the builder.

      'This is bloody ridiculous,' he stormed. 'We'll never finish digging these footings if you keep stopping me.'

      The builder looked around as he approached. His face seemed several shades paler.

      'I don't think we'll be finishing anytime soon,' he said, quietly.

      'What? Why?'

      Jim had reached the builder now, who pointed down into the trench. Jim's eyes followed the finger to where a grubby human skull grinned up at him.

      'Oh, my God!' he muttered.
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        * * *

      

      Norman had made it his habit to join Southall in her office first thing every morning to make sure they are both up to date with progress on whatever case they were working.

      'How are we getting on with the suicide case?' asked Southall.

      'I spoke to the Coastguard earlier,' said Norman. 'There was no sign of a body in any of the places they would have expected it to turn up on day one, and they say it's unlikely anyone would have survived overnight. They're going to continue searching again today until dusk, but by that time the currents could have taken a body miles away and the chances of finding it will be as good as zero.'

      'They know best,' said Southall. 'Are we any closer to find out who this man was?'

      'No-one local has been reported missing, but if he was from out of the area and travelling on his own, he could have come from anywhere. All the camping and caravan sites, guest houses, and whatever, are being contacted and asked to check for a missing guest, but so far we've come up with nothing.'

      'So, where do we go from here?'

      Norman sighed and shook his head.

      'There's a list of registration numbers of vehicles within 400 metres of the beach. I've got Thomas calling all the owners, but it's a long shot. We didn't start checking the car parks until late morning, so a lot of these people would have arrived way after our man did his thing on the beach. There's also the possibility the guy didn't use a car.'

      'That would suggest he's local, wouldn't it?' asked Southall.

      'But surely someone would notice if their husband or boyfriend went for a run and didn't come back, wouldn't they?'

      'I have to agree, it doesn't seem to add up.'

      'It's got me beat at the moment,' admitted Norman. 'But with no ID, no-one reported missing, and no body, what can we do?'

      'We must be missing something,' said Southall.

      'For sure,' said Norman, 'but, right now, I have no idea what it is!'

      Southall's phone rang. Norman excused himself and went back to his own desk, but he'd hardly sat down before Southall was calling him. When he looked up, she was still on the phone, but beckoning him over.

      'I've got a job for you,' she said, as she put the phone back on the desk. 'Some builders have dug up a skeleton. Or, to be more accurate, they've found a skull.'

      'What about the suicide?'

      'You just told me you're stuck at the moment, so it won't hurt to push it to one side for a couple of hours, will it?'

      'I guess not,' said Norman. 'So, where are we going?'

      'I have a meeting with Supt Bane in ten minutes. You can handle this, can't you?'

      'Oh. Right. Sure. Where am I going?'

      Southall tore a sheet from her notepad and held it out to him.

      'Green Finches. That's a pleasant name for a house,' said Norman as he glanced at the note.

      'Take Catren with you. Uniforms are already there.'

      'I'll catch you later,' said Norman.

      'Catren,' he called as he walked through the incident room. 'Come with me, please.'

      Morgan grabbed her coat and followed Norman through the doors.
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        * * *

      

      The house called Green Finches was one of about a dozen sparsely spread along a track up in the hills about three miles out of Llangwelli. A solitary patrol car was parked outside the house, and they could see a lone PC waiting at the front of the house, shifting nervously from foot to foot.

      'Is that it?' said Norman, as they climbed from the car. 'One PC to look after a potential crime scene? Jeez, they sure know how to ration the troops in this neck of the woods.'

      'We could always call in support from Region,' said Morgan.

      'We will do no such thing,' said Norman, indignantly.

      'I was joking,' said Morgan, hastily. 'That would hurt my pride too, you know.'

      'I'm glad to hear it,' said Norman. 'Our aim is to prove we're every bit as good as them. If we have to do it on a shoestring, so be it. That'll just prove we're even better.'

      They had reached the nervous-looking PC now, and Norman recognised him from the day before.

      'It's this way,' said the PC, pointing away to his left. 'Round the back of the house where the builders have just started digging the footings.'

      'It's PC Winter, isn't it?' asked Norman as he fell in step with the younger man.

      'Yes, that's right,' said Winter.

      'I hope interrupting my coffee breaks won't become a habit.'

      'I'm sorry. It's just bad timing, I guess,' said Winter, guiltily.

      Norman patted his shoulder.

      'It's okay,' he said. 'There's no need to apologise. I was joking.'

      'Oh, right. I see.'

      'Is this another first for you?' asked Norman.

      'Yes, it is. When I came here I was told Llangwelli was a nice, quiet place to learn the job. Nothing ever happens, they said. This is only my second day out on my own and I've already had a suicide and now some builders have dug up a skull.’

      'And this is the quiet season,' said Norman. 'You wait until March when the first tourists arrive.'

      'Is it bad?'

      'Terrible,' said Norman. 'People go missing all the time, bodies wash up on the beach every day.'

      The young PC's eyes had widened at this news.

      'Take no notice of him, Winter,' said Morgan. 'He's just winding you up. He's only been here a few weeks himself. He has no idea what it's really like.'

      Winter took a sideways look at Norman, who grinned back at him and winked.

      Now they were at the back of the house. A digger was parked a few yards from the house, alongside the trench it had been excavating. Winter pointed to the part of the trench nearest the house.

      'It's over here.'

      Winter led them towards the trench but stopped a couple of feet short. Norman and Morgan carefully approached the trench and peered over the edge. A grimy skull grinned up at them.

      'Well, whoever it is looks happy we found them,' said Norman.

      He looked round at Winter.

      'Who found it?'

      'The builders. I said you'd want to speak to them. They're waiting in the garage, having a cup of tea.'

      Norman looked at Morgan.

      'Catren, can you speak to them? I can't imagine they can tell us much, but you know the drill.'

      As Morgan headed off to the garage Norman turned his attention back to the trench.

      'I think we can safely say he, or she, is dead, don't you, Winter? No need to drag the doctor out for this one.'

      Winter said nothing, and when Norman turned he looked disapproving.

      'What?' asked Norman. 'You think I shouldn't make light of it?'

      'It seems disrespectful,' said Winter.

      'Well, yes, I suppose it is,' said Norman. 'But trust me, it's black humour that helps people like us cope with this crap every day. It might not seem right, but the alternative is to let our emotions get the better of us and then we all end up sad and depressed. How long do you think any of us would last if we let that happen every time? You should have been told about this when you were training.'

      'I was, but it's a bit different when you're actually faced with the real thing.'

      'I guess that's true,' agreed Norman, 'but look at it this way; whoever this person was, they've been dead for years, right? So, what's going to be more help to them now? Me crying my eyes out, or me keeping my spirits up so I can work out what happened to them and how they ended up buried here like this?'

      'I hadn't thought of it like that.'

      'That's how you have to think of it, so you'd better get used to it,' said Norman. 'The thing is, this is no normal burial, is it?'

      'Of course not.'

      'So, what does that tell you?'

      'I'm not sure what you're getting at.'

      'If this person had died in normal circumstances, their death would have been reported and they would have been buried in a grave, or perhaps cremated, right?'

      'You mean you think this is a suspicious death?'

      Norman nodded.

      'I think it's fair to say there's a high degree of probability, don't you?'

      'Well, yes, I suppose there must be.'

      'Which means it's vital you record everything that's happened since you got here this morning. Can you do that for me?'

      'Yes, I think so.'

      'Good man,' said Norman. 'D'you know if anyone's called forensics and the pathologist?'

      'My sergeant said he'd handle everything and I should just secure the scene and wait until you got here.'

      They could just make out the sounds of vehicle doors sliding open and being slammed closed coming from the front of the house.

      'That sounds like they've arrived,' said Norman. 'I've never understood why they have to slam their doors closed.'

      'Maybe it's some sort of acoustic calling card,' suggested Winter.

      'Now that's an interesting theory,' said Norman.

      'Do I need to hang around?'

      'Just do what your sergeant said and keep an eye on the front of the house for now,' said Norman. 'I can't imagine anyone is going to turn up uninvited, but you never know.'

      Winter made his way back to the front of the house, passing the SOCO team going in the opposite direction. The pathologist was leading the way and his face broke into a broad grin when he saw Norman.

      'Jeez,' said Norman. 'Wait a minute. Don't I know you?'

      'It was a while back,' said the pathologist.

      'Hang on,' said Norman. 'I never forget a face. It'll come to me in a minute... Bill Bridger, right?'

      'How are you, Norm?' asked Bridger, extending a hand. 'I didn't expect to see you working for the police again.'

      'Yeah, well, it took a while,' said Norman as they shook hands, 'but they finally realised what they were missing.'

      'What have you got for us?'

      Norman pointed at the trench.

      'Your corpse awaits,' he said. 'Or, to be more precise, there's a skull and what looks like a few bones waiting for you.'

      The pathologist peered down into the trench.

      'There's barely room for me to work,' he said. 'We're going to have to make this hole a lot bigger before we can start excavating.'

      Norman sighed.

      'Really? How long is that going to take?'

      Bridger shrugged.

      'How long is a piece of string?'

      'How about by the end of the day? PM tomorrow morning?'

      Bridger looked at the sky.

      'It looks like rain, so I can't promise, but we'll do our best.'

      'Let me know later, yeah?'

      'Sure.'

      As Norman headed towards the garage, he could hear the pathologist cajoling his team.

      'Right, come on guys, you heard the man. Let's get a tent up over this trench before it rains. And get plenty of photographs of the site before we start digging.'

      Morgan was just leaving the garage as Norman reached it.

      'D'you have their statements?' he asked her.

      'There's not much to tell,' she said. 'They were digging the footings, and they uncovered a skull. As soon as they realised what it was they stopped. That's it, really. They have no background they can offer.'

      'Oh well, I didn't expect much,' said Norman. 'There's no reason they should know anything about it.'

      'They're all a bit shaken.'

      'Yeah, well, that figures. It's not every day you dig a trench and suddenly find a skull grinning up at you!'

      'What's next?' asked Morgan.

      'Is there anyone in the house?'

      'The owner, Mrs Harris.'

      'I take it she's aware of the situation.'

      Morgan nodded.

      'Apparently she asked the builders why they'd stopped work. It was her idea to sit them in the garage with a cup of tea.'

      'Right then, we'd better speak to Mrs Harris and see if she can shed any light on the subject.'
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        * * *

      

      Lydia Harris was a small, neatly dressed 60 something. She wore little make-up, and her hair was a further tribute to her lack of vanity, being a mixture of various shades of grey. She had never felt the need to change its natural colour and wore it so long that it was halfway down her back.

      Norman's own hair was becoming increasingly sprinkled with grey, and its unruliness was a tribute to his own lack of vanity. He felt a vague affinity with Lydia Harris and decided almost straight away that he liked her. When she offered a choice of tea or coffee, and a plate of chocolate biscuits she won him over totally.

      However calm she may have been when the builders had broken the news they had discovered a body, shock was now beginning to set in and she was making a determined effort not to fall apart. Experience told Norman it may be best to let her talk while he steered the conversation in the correct direction.

      So far they had established that she and her husband had purchased the house less than two years ago. Norman would be the first to admit pathology wasn't his field of expertise, but he had seen enough corpses to know the one in the trench had been there since long before the Harris's even knew the house existed.

      'This is such terrible news,' Lydia was saying. 'I don't know what my husband is going to say; he never wanted to move down here.'

      'So, you're not local, then?' asked Norman. 'I didn't think that was a Welsh accent.'

      'Good heavens, no. My husband is a property developer. He works up in the City, but he retires at the end of the year. It was my idea to move here. I thought it would be a wonderful relief to get away from all the stress and retire somewhere peaceful.'

      'He wasn't keen?'

      'Let's just say he had reservations. All our friends and family are in London and the South of England. His intention was to see more of them when he retired. It took a lot of persuading to convince him we could make the house bigger so they could come and stay here with us.'

      'So, that's why you're building the extension?' asked Morgan.

      'That's right. We're supposed to be adding two more bedrooms with en-suites. We were hoping to have it ready for Christmas, but I don't suppose that's going to happen now, is it?'

      'It's difficult to say how long we're going to be needing the site,' said Norman. 'But I can promise we'll be out of your hair as quickly as we can.'

      'Will you need to speak to my husband? It's just that he stays up in London during the week and only comes down at weekends.'

      'I'm sure whatever happened here took place a long time before you moved in, so we probably won't need to speak to him,' said Norman. 'I expect you can tell us all we need to know.'

      'I doubt if my husband will want to stay here after this and I'm not sure I want to stay here now.'

      'I understand it must be very disturbing.'

      'Disturbing? It's horrific, Sergeant! Would you want to live here, after that?'

      For a few seconds Norman was lost for an answer, but Morgan quickly stepped in to fill the void.

      'I'm not sure how either of us would feel in your situation,' she said, soothingly. 'Can you tell us anything about the people who lived here before you bought the house?'

      'All I know is the previous owner was a rather frail lady in her nineties. We bought the house after she died so we never actually met her; we only dealt with the estate agent and her solicitor. I believe her name was Sutherland, or something like that, but I can't be sure.'

      'Was this house already extended?' asked Norman. 'Only I couldn't help noticing the brickwork. There seems to be a newer part, and an older part.'

      'You sound like my husband. That's the first thing he said when he saw the house. According to him, whoever built the extension should have used the same bricks but was too lazy to find them. I didn't even notice myself, but then I'm not a builder. From what we've been told, they extended the part where the builders are working to accommodate the husband when he became ill. Is it relevant?'

      'Probably not,' said Norman. 'I just couldn't help noticing, that's all.'

      'I'm sorry I can't be more help.'

      Norman felt they'd got all Mrs Harris could give them.

      'No need to apologise, Mrs Harris,' he said, getting to his feet. 'You've been very helpful. There's no reason you should know what happened before you got here, but if you could let us have the name of that solicitor it would be really helpful.'

      

      'Okay, Catren,' said Norman as they drove away. 'I'd like you to drop me off at the station, then go find this solicitor and speak to her,' said Norman. 'We want to know how she got involved, how long the Sutherlands had been living there, was there a past event that might suggest a suspicious death, anything like that.'

      'No problem,' said Morgan.

      'And see if she knows when they built that extension. It might just tell us when the body was buried.'

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Southall was still at her meeting when Norman got back, but Thomas was sitting at his desk staring into space. He jumped visibly when Norman spoke.

      'How are you getting on with those registration numbers?'

      'Er, no luck so far, Sarge.'

      Norman held his hand out, and Thomas reluctantly passed him the list. There were 24 registration numbers on the list, but he had ticked only fifteen. Norman tossed the list back onto Thomas's desk.

      'Maybe you'd get this done a lot sooner if you stop day-dreaming about what you're not going to get and focus on the job.'

      Thomas blushed a furious shade of red.

      'I wasn't--'

      'I told you yesterday we might be able to ignore the schoolboy shit and make a decent detective of you, but here we are a day later and you seem to have forgotten my advice.'

      Thomas licked his lips.

      'I'm sorry. It's just so boring.'

      'Yeah, as I also said yesterday, a lot of what we do is boring. The thing is, it's the boring stuff that usually solves cases, so you have to do it properly. Now, you know what we're looking for, so stop wasting time, get your finger out, and do your job. When you've finished you come and find me, okay?'

      'Yes, Sarge.'

      Having left Thomas in little doubt where he stood, Norman stomped from the office in search of coffee.
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        * * *

      

      Norman took his time making his coffee to allow his normal good humour to reassert itself. He wondered if perhaps he was being a little hard on Thomas. Southall had told him from the start that she had reservations about the young detective's maturity and suitability for the job, but was that clouding his judgement?

      Reluctant as Norman was to give up on anyone, he couldn't deny Thomas's performance to date had been mediocre at best. It's true he had worked diligently to find the scene of a crime in their last case, but all too often he was away with the fairies, and his obvious preoccupation with Catren Morgan was a concern.

      'You look like you're on another planet, Norm.'

      Unnoticed, Southall had come in to make herself a coffee.

      'Huh? Sorry, you're right, I was miles away,' said Norman.

      'Are you okay? Anything wrong?'

      'No, not at all. I think I may have found myself a little cottage to buy and renovate. I was just trying to imagine how I might change it.'

      'You found somewhere already? Well done, you. I've hardly started looking.'

      'I was lucky. I was walking past as the guy was putting up the for sale board. The place is empty, so I waited until he left and looked around. Basically, it's a wreck, but it's up on the hill near the cemetery. It has the most amazing views out across the sea, so I went to speak to the estate agent that very same day.'

      'It sounds great,' said Southall, 'but I'm not sure I would fancy taking on a renovation project.'

      'That's the thing,' said Norman. 'I'm about as handy as a bicycle with no wheels. I would have to get a builder to do the work.'

      'It'll be quicker. It's not as if we can guarantee to have time for that sort of thing.'

      'Yeah, agreed, but it will also cost money. The estate agent said he'd wait a couple of weeks, but he couldn't wait forever. So, I need to figure out what I want to do with the place, find a builder, and get a quote.'

      'Wow, look at you settling in for the long haul.'

      'I like it here, and I've got nowhere else to be, so why not?'

      'I'm not knocking it, Norm. I'm a little envious that you've found somewhere already. Anyway, back to business. Tell me about the body.'

      'Basically, some builders were using a digger to dig a trench, and dug up a skeleton in the process. They're building an extension to the existing building so they were working right next to the house.'

      'Isn't that an odd place to bury a body?'

      'I thought so, too, but they're building an extension to an existing extension, so maybe there was a handy trench there when someone needed to hide the body.'

      'Do we know when they built the previous extension?'

      'We're trying to find that out.'

      'And it's definitely not a recent burial?'

      'It's just a skull and a pile of bones so it must have been there for a few years. SOCO's are excavating it now so they can take it back to the lab.'

      'Any ideas?'

      'The people who own the house only bought it two years ago, but someone buried the body way before that so I'm certain they're in the clear. The lady we spoke to said they bought the house after the owner died, so she knows very little about the previous owners, but she gave us the name of the solicitor who acted for the family in the sale. Catren's gone there now to see if she can learn anything that might help us.'

      'What about the pathologist?'

      'He says if he can get the body moved today we can go over there tomorrow morning.'

      'He's not hanging about!'

      'I guess there's not a great deal of slicing and dicing to do when it's just a skeleton,' said Norman. 'Anyway, that's all I've got so far. Are we going to run both these cases?'

      'Do you think we can handle it?'

      'I think we can try.'

      'We'll definitely have to put our mystery woman from the graveyard on the back burner now.'

      'As long as we don't forget all about her,' said Norman. 'I'd still like to find out who she was and where she came from.'

      'We won't forget her. We'll be back on her case just as soon as we can.'

      'Well, in that case, I don't see why we can't try to do both.'

      'Let's try it and see how we get on,' said Southall.

      'How did your meeting go?'

      'Meeting?' said Southall vaguely. 'Oh, that. I think sometimes they call these gatherings just for the sake of it.'

      With that, she collected her coffee and headed off.

      Norman watched the door close behind her before he followed. He knew Nathan Bane well enough to know he wouldn't have called Southall to a meeting unless he had good reason. So why was she being evasive? And if there was a problem, how could he help if she wouldn't share it?
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        * * *

      

      Morgan caught up with Norman as he followed Southall back to the incident room.

      'How did you get on?' he asked. 'Was she any help?'

      'Yes, I think so.'

      'Okay, save it until we catch up with the boss. There's no point in telling it twice.'

      They made their way into the incident room and crossed to Southall's office. As usual, the door was open, and she saw them coming.

      'Ah, Catren. How did you get on?'

      'Apparently an old couple, the Sutherlands, had lived in the house for twenty years before the Harris's. Mrs Sutherland succeeded her husband, and the solicitor was asked to handle the sale as part of the estate after she died. It turns out there was a lot of money as well as the house, but the rest of the family were only interested in cash, and insisted the house be sold and the proceeds added to the pot.'

      'How long ago was this?' asked Southall.

      'The house went on the market just over two years ago and sold more or less straightway.'

      'Recent, then?'

      'Oh yeah, whatever the reason that body was there, I don't think it had anything to do with the old girl's death, or the will. There was something interesting, though; five years ago Mr Sutherland, who was even older than his wife, walked out of the house and never came back.'

      'What? You mean he left her?' asked Norman.

      'Not exactly. He had dementia. She left him at home to go shopping one day, and when she came back, she couldn't find him. The assumption was that he went for a walk and got lost.'

      'Did she know when they built that extension?'

      'She doesn't know exactly, but if they built it to accommodate the husband when his dementia got bad, it must have been before he disappeared.'

      'Hmm, yeah, that would make sense,' said Norman.

      'I assume they found him?' said Southall

      Morgan shook her head.

      'They had every police officer in Wales looking for him, the locals organised searches, they used helicopters, lifeboats... You name it, they tried it, but there was no trace of him, or his body. Eventually they found a jacket near the sea that he had been wearing and concluded he must have fallen into the sea and drowned.'

      'But without a body, wouldn't there have been some hassle over a death certificate? How could they sell the house?'

      'When he was first diagnosed with dementia, he had set up a power of attorney agreement that came into effect if he ever got to the point he was incapable of making informed decisions. When that happened everything signed over to Mrs Sutherland.'

      'Which happened when?' asked Southall.

      'Two years before he went missing.'

      'So, when he disappeared, he had no assets?'

      'Exactly,' said Morgan.

      'That rules out bumping him off for his money as a motive,' said Norman.

      'What would happen if he suddenly turned up now?' asked Southall.

      'Apparently there's a trust fund set aside in the event he should return, but if he doesn't come back within seven years, it gets shared among the family.'

      'It sounds like they thought of everything,' said Southall, suspiciously.

      'Jeez, if the builders have found him now, how ironic is that?' said Norman. 'The entire country searched and he was right under their noses the whole time.'

      'Does this mean we have a murder on our hands?' asked Morgan. 'Even if he died of natural causes, there's nothing natural about his burial, is there?'

      'But why would anyone bump off an old guy with dementia who has no assets?' asked Norman.

      'Maybe the wife couldn't look after him anymore,' suggested Morgan.

      'But there was plenty of money,' said Southall. 'Why murder him when she could afford to pay for a care home?'

      'Maybe they had agreed some sort of pact that she would look after him and never put him in a home,' said Morgan. 'Perhaps that's why she had the house extended.'

      Southall smiled.

      'I see you've given this some though already, Catren.'

      Morgan smiled.

      'Who knows, maybe they even decided there would come a time where she would help him go.'

      'It's an enormous step from wanting to look after someone to helping them die,' said Southall.

      'Hang on a minute,' said Norman. 'I can accept a ninety-year-old woman might suffocate her husband as an act of compassion, but why would she then hide the body? And how would she have moved the corpse and dug the hole to bury him? I mean he wasn't just under the surface; he was at least three feet down. I know I couldn't do it. How fit was this woman?'

      Morgan frowned. This was a flaw in her theory she hadn't considered.

      'According to the solicitor she was tiny, and very frail,' she said.

      'Not exactly a classic grave digging physique, then?' said Southall.

      'Maybe she had an accomplice?' suggested Morgan. 'Perhaps a family member who couldn't wait for their inheritance.'

      'But you just said everything had signed over to the old lady, so wouldn't you need to bump her off, too?' asked Norman.

      'I think we need to see that will,' said Southall thoughtfully.

      'D'you want to wait until we've seen the pathologist?' asked Norman. 'I mean, we don't even know if it is the old guy's body yet.'

      'It wouldn't hurt to get ahead of the game, though, would it?' said Southall. 'Are you busy, Catren?'

      'You want me to go back there?'

      'Yes please. It won't hurt to see what else you can learn from your solicitor friend.'

      'Sure. I can do that,' said Morgan, and headed from the office.

      'I'd better see how Thomas is getting on with his registration numbers,' said Norman.

      'How's he behaving?' asked Southall.

      'Can I reserve judgement on that?'

      'If he's a problem, Norm, we need to get rid of him. We're not a big enough team to carry a passenger.'

      'Yeah, but he found the crime scene last time.'

      Southall didn't look convinced.

      'I'll tell you if I think he won't make the grade,' said Norman. 'I just want to give him a chance.'

      'Maybe you're being too soft,' said Southall. 'Perhaps he's one of those people who responds better to a kick up the arse rather than an arm around the shoulder.'

      'Right. I'll bear that in mind,' said Norman.
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      Wednesday 6th November 09.00

      

      'I should warn you, we have a new pathologist,' Norman advised Southall as he drove her to the mortuary.

      'Is that a problem?'

      'I worked with him a few years ago,' said Norman. 'He's good, but he can be a bit blunt.'

      'Blunt is okay as long as he knows what he's doing.'

      'I don't know if he still does it, but when I last worked with him he was a bit of a goth, and used to listen to seriously loud music. Oh, and he looks unusually pale. And I mean, real, ghostly-white sort of pale.'

      'I can deal with odd habits if he's good at his job.'

      'I bet he's been working all night on our skeleton.'

      'Why would he do that?'

      'Because I requested the post mortem for this morning,' said Norman. 'And the reason I did that is because I know he doesn't sleep much.'

      'If he doesn't sleep at night, and he's as pale as you say, are you sure he's a goth, and not a vampire?'

      'Funnily enough,' said Norman. 'I have considered that. I even thought about bringing crucifixes, just in case, but I couldn't lay my hands on any.'

      

      The pathologist had seen them coming and was waiting inside the door as they entered. Norman made the introductions.

      'DI Southall, this is Bill Bridger, a pathologist with a difference. Bill, meet my boss, DI Southall.'

      'Pleased to meet you,' said Bridger as he shook her hand.

      'Dare I ask what the difference is?' said Southall.

      'He never sleeps, and he has appalling taste in music,' said Norman.

      'I'm thinking pot and kettle with music, Norm,' said Bridger. 'I've heard the crap you listen to.'

      'I'll second that opinion,' said Southall.

      Norman ignored the insult.

      'So, have you identified the body?' he asked, eagerly.

      'I think I can safely say I have some news for you.'

      'So, who is this guy?'

      Bridger gave them a coy smile.

      'Why don't you come on through,' he said.

      'You're not going to make me watch you dice and slice, are you?' pleaded Norman.

      'It's okay, Norm,' said Bridger, leading them towards his office. 'This corpse had been underground long enough for the worms to make sure there wasn't much gory stuff left. Anyway, I've finished that part of the process so I won't make you revisit your breakfast, but I have got one or two surprises for you.'

      He led them to a stainless steel table where a dismantled skeleton had been carefully laid out, piece by piece.

      'Surprises? What sort of surprises,' said Southall.

      Bridger turned and leaned back against the table as he spoke.

      'I understand why you assumed this body was buried five years ago, given the missing person investigation of the time, but the body is in worse condition than I would have expected after five years underground.'

      'Don't tell me this body is older,' said Southall.

      Bridger grinned.

      'If only it were that simple.'

      As the pathologist turned to reach across his desk for some photographs, Norman glanced at Southall who seemed equally puzzled.

      'I give you exhibit one,' said Bridger, handing them each a photo.

      'It's a photograph of a dismantled skeleton,' said Norman. 'And I'm guessing it's the one laid out on the table here.'

      'Still sharp as a knife I see, Norm,' said Bridger. 'So age hasn't diminished your powers too much. But, to be more exact, it's a photograph of a dismantled female skeleton.'

      'What?' said Norman.

      'Sorry to destroy your theory,' said Bridger, 'but this is the skeleton of a Caucasian woman probably aged somewhere between thirty-five and fifty.'

      'Well, that's a turn up for the books,’ said Southall. 'We were expecting you to tell us it was a man in his late eighties. Have you any idea who this is?'

      Now Bridger smiled.

      'Isn't that where you lot come into the picture? If I could provide all the answers you'd be out of a job, wouldn't you?'

      Norman smiled to himself.

      'So what can you tell us, Bill?' he asked.

      'Depending on various factors such as temperature, dampness, and such, a body under the ground would probably decompose to this extent in eight to twelve years.'

      'So it definitely has nothing to do with our missing man,' said Southall, wearily.

      'I'm afraid not.'

      'What about cause of death?' asked Southall.

      'Now, that I can tell you.'

      He picked up the skull and turned it around to reveal a large crack.

      'It's our old friend, blunt force trauma.'

      'Are you saying she was murdered?' asked Southall.

      'No, I'm saying she suffered a blunt force trauma.'

      Now Bridger looked a little smug, a look which Norman thought really didn't suit him.

      'Are you suggesting it could have been an accident?' asked Southall, tetchily. 'If so, how do you explain the burial site?'

      'That's for you to determine,' said Bridger. 'I just give you the facts about the body; that's my area of expertise. Yours is to interpret those facts in relation to your inquiry and work out what it all means.'

      Southall sighed.

      'How about you have a guess?' suggested Norman.

      'I can't be certain.'

      'Yeah, we understand that,' said Norman. 'It's just that we could do with something to go on.'

      'Further tests might prove I'm way off the mark.'

      'Aw, come on, Bill, stick your neck out and give us a hint. We won't hold it against you if you turn out to be wrong. Why don't we start with, when was the body buried?'

      'I estimate somewhere between five and fifteen years ago.'

      'A window that big isn't very helpful. Couldn't you narrow it down a little?'

      'Didn't you just say you thought the body had been in the ground between eight and ten years?' asked Southall.

      Bridger smiled.

      'You're right Inspector, I did. But at this stage I can't guarantee how accurate that is.'

      'So it wasn't around the same time the old guy went missing?' suggested Norman.

      'I don't think so,' said Bridger.

      Southall glared at Norman.

      'This all very well, but how does it help us?' she asked, irritably.

      'I don't know,' said Norman. 'Maybe it doesn't help at all, but we know they extended the house before the old guy disappeared, which means it was more than five years ago. Now if Morgan finds they extended at around the same time this body was buried, it could explain why it was found so close to the house.'

      Southall nodded thoughtfully. Norman had a point.

      ‘We also found a small suitcase,’ said Bridger. ‘The contents are pretty much dissolved but it looks like clothing, probably a woman’s, but I’ll have to update you on that.’

      'Is there anything else you can tell us?'

      'There is this,' he said, reaching across his desk.

      He produced a small evidence pouch and handed it to Norman, who held it up to the light.

      'Is this a ring?' he asked.

      'It's a 24-carat gold wedding ring. Luckily it was still on the dead woman's finger.'

      'Can we take it?' asked Norman. 'It might help us identify the body.'

      Bridger couldn't offer any further help, but he provided a copy of the report on his findings so far, and an assurance that he was still working on the remains and would keep them informed of his progress.

      Norman thanked him, then followed a now moody Southall back to their car.

      'Call Judy Lane and ask her to check for women reported missing, aged between 35 and 45, between 8 and 12 years ago,' said Southall.

      To Norman's surprise, she climbed into the driver's seat as he made his phone call. He handed her the keys without comment, walked around to the passenger side and climbed in. He waited until they were five minutes into their journey before he spoke.

      'I know you're the boss, and you're disappointed it's not who we thought it was, but if you're in a crabby mood, you shouldn't take it out on Bill Bridger. He's just doing his job.'

      'I didn't take--'

      'Sure, you did. It pissed you off because he didn't tell you what you wanted to hear, and you got shitty with him.'

      'As you say, I am the boss,' said Southall, testily. 'A little respect wouldn't go amiss'

      'That works both ways,' said Norman. 'You've been shitty with me, too.'

      'I have not!'

      'Look, I will not argue with you. I have much better things to do with my time. But I will remind you that you were the one who suggested I should be free to speak my mind if I thought it necessary.'

      Southall felt herself reddening, but she said nothing.

      'I'm happy to respect your position and your rank,' said Norman, 'and I think we've got off to a brilliant start, but if you want me to continue to respect you as a person, you have to earn it. And, trust me, treating people like shit sure won't do it.'

      The rest of the journey back to Llangwelli station passed without further conversation, but Norman didn't mind that. It gave him time to read through the summary Bridger had given them and think about what they had just heard. He was hoping there might have been something Bridger hadn't mentioned, but despite reading through it twice, he couldn't find anything new.

      'I'm sorry I've been in a mood,' said Southall, as she parked the car.

      'Hey, look, we all have them,' said Norman. 'All I'm trying to say is there's a good chance we're going to be needing Bridger's help again, so pissing him off on day one isn't the smartest idea you've ever had.'

      'Okay, Norm, I think I've got the message.'

      Norman knew a warning when he heard one and decided silence might be the better option right now.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      'I think I may have found a match for your skeleton among the missing persons,' Lane told Norman and Southall when they got back.

      'You have?' asked Southall. 'How did you do that so quickly?'

      'The initial search brought up quite a few possibilities, but only one of those who went missing locally was never accounted for, and guess where she was staying when she disappeared?'

      Norman crossed to her desk as she was speaking and peered over her shoulder.

      'Don't tell me it's a house called Green Finches?' he said.

      'I think that would be too easy,' said Southall.

      'Not quite, Norm,' said Lane, moving her seat so Norman and Southall could see her monitor more easily. 'It's a house called Swallow's Rest, but I pulled up a map, and look - the nearest neighbouring house is Green Finches.'

      Norman and Southall stared at the map on Lane's screen. Widely spaced houses showed along a narrow country lane, but in the centre of the map two houses were closer together than the rest.

      'It's those two in the middle,' said Lane.

      'The only two that are close together,' said Southall.

      'That's right,' said Norman. 'I didn't take a great deal of notice of the other houses down the lane the other day, but I remember thinking those two seemed closer than the others.'

      'Have you requested the case file for this misper yet?' asked Southall.

      'I've only got the online summary,' said Lane. 'The paper file is in the archive, and I've asked for it, but they told me they can't find it, and also they say I don't have the authority to ask for it anyway as I'm only a DC. They say it has to be a DI, or higher, to make such a request.'

      'Oh, do they?' said Southall, storming towards her office. 'We'll soon see about that.'

      'Was it something I said?' asked Lane, as she and Norman watched their boss stomp across to her office.

      'It's not you,' said Norman, ruefully. 'I get the feeling someone's been rattling her cage.'

      'Region?' asked Lane.

      'They didn't go much on us solving that murder case, so that's my bet,' said Norman. 'And if they have anything to do with holding up that file, I think she may be about ready to go to war.'

      'Well, good for her,' said Lane. 'It's about time someone stood up to those bastards.'

      'You might remember you're the one who spends most time here,' said Norman. 'If the shit hits the fan you'll be the one fielding most of the phone calls.'

      Lane smiled and winked at him.

      'Don't worry, Sarge. I might give the impression I wouldn't say boo to a goose, but trust me, I will not take any shit from anyone at Region. Those days are over!'

      Southall was on her way back within minutes.

      'That was quick,' said Norman.

      Southall smiled.

      'I seem to have made the message clear enough for the clerk in the records office to understand. The file is going to be located this afternoon and couriered over here first thing tomorrow. In the meantime, Judy, tell us what you do know about this missing person.'

      Lane turned back to her desk and swiftly brought the document up on her screen and read out loud.

      'The missing woman's name is Annabel Gracey. She flew from Canada on 12th May 2009, landing at Cardiff airport where her mother, Muriel Dormund, met her then drove her back to her house, Swallows Rest, where Annabel was staying.

      'Muriel was marrying a man called Richard Armsworth on the 19th May, and Annabel had arrived a week early for the wedding because she hadn't seen her mother for several years and had never met Richard.

      'Apparently all went well until the afternoon of the 16th May when Annabel went to have lunch with an old friend, bought a train ticket to London, and then disappeared with a suitcase full of clothes and was never seen again.

      'Further enquiries with a close friend in Canada suggested Annabel's marriage was not a happy one and, with no evidence to the contrary, they concluded she had run off to escape her husband and start a new life.'

      'And that's it?' asked Southall.

      'It's a brief summary,' said Lane.

      'You're telling me,' said Southall.

      'D'you think we should visit Muriel Dormund and tell her we think we may have found Annabel?' asked Norman.

      'She's called Muriel Armsworth now,' said Lane. 'I checked. The wedding went ahead, albeit a few months later and without Annabel.'

      'Good thinking, Judy,' said Southall. 'That would have been embarrassing all round! Come on, Norm, we'd better see her. She must know of all the police activity in the house next to hers, and the chances are she'll already know we've found a body.'
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        * * *

      

      Muriel Armsworth was 62, but looked years older. The first thing Norman noticed about her was her skin, which was a dull, pasty white. It made him wonder when she had last been outside. Two enormous, black pupils, filled her wide eyes and he couldn't decide if she was spaced out or simply very surprised to see them at her door.

      'Mrs Armsworth?' asked Norman.

      'Yes?'

      Norman pointed to the car parked in front of the house.

      'I don't know if you realise, but your car has a puncture,' he said, helpfully.

      'It's my husband's car, not mine.'

      She looked at the car and then peered at Norman.

      'Is that what you came here to tell me?'

      'Oh, no. I'm sorry,' said Norman, fumbling in his jacket pocket.

      He flashed his ID.

      'I'm DS Norman and this is DI Southall. We're from Llangwelli Station.'

      'Oh yes, and what do you want?' she asked.

      'You must have noticed the police activity next door,' said Norman. 'We wondered if you could spare us a few minutes. We'd like to ask you a few questions.'

      Norman's question momentarily confused her and had to think before she replied.

      'About next door? But I have nothing to do with the people next door. We don't get on.'

      'We don't actually want to ask you about Mr and Mrs Harris,' explained Southall.

      'Harris? Their name is Sutherland, isn't it?'

      Southall raised her eyebrows as she exchanged a look with Norman.

      'We don't want to talk about your neighbours, Mrs Armsworth. It's more about when Annabel disappeared.'

      'She didn't disappear. She ran off with an old flame,' said Muriel, defiantly.

      This was something that hadn't been in the summary, but Norman wasn't about to show his ignorance.

      'You're sure about that, are you?' he asked.

      'Of course. The police told me so.'

      Norman exchanged a glance with Southall who raised her eyebrows, then turned back to Muriel Armsworth.

      'Could we come inside?' she asked.

      Muriel stared at her, and blinked once or twice, her gigantic eyes making her look like a slightly confused owl, then she turned her gaze on Norman and blinked at him. After a long pause, she turned and walked into the house, leaving them to follow.

      Southall turned an inquisitive look in Norman's direction.

      'She doesn't even know the Sutherlands are dead, and that she has new neighbours?' she whispered.

      Norman shrugged.

      'Look at her eyes,' he whispered back. 'She's too drunk, or too spaced out, or possibly a combination of both, to remember. I'll be surprised if she even knows what day it is.'

      'Oh, terrific. That's just what we need,' said Southall and followed Muriel into the house.

      Muriel was waiting for them in the lounge, sitting bolt upright in an armchair. She pointed at the two armchairs opposite, and the two detectives sat down.

      'Can I call you Muriel?' asked Southall.

      'I suppose so.'

      'Have you heard from your daughter since she went missing?'

      'Annabel won't get in touch. She's worried her husband will find out where she is and come after her.'

      'You sound very sure of that,' said Southall. 'Can I ask why you're so sure?'

      'She's terrified of him.'

      'Even so, doesn't it surprise you that Annabel has never got in touch with you?'

      'It was the same when she married him and went to Canada,' said Muriel. 'I heard nothing for years.'

      'But if she's got away from him now, wouldn't she have got in touch with you? She must know you'd worry about her, and she could trust you not to tell her husband where she is.'

      'I told you; he terrifies her.'

      'The thing is,' said Norman, 'we've discovered a body buried in the garden next door. We believe it could well be Annabel's body.'

      Her mouth dropped open, and for the briefest moment she seemed flummoxed, but it didn't last.

      'Rubbish! It can't be her. I told you - she ran away.'

      'But we don't know that for sure because she was never found,' said Southall.

      'This can't possibly be true,' Muriel muttered.

      'I'm afraid people rarely disappear into thin air, Muriel, and you say she's never been in touch.'

      'There must be some mistake.'

      Norman produced a small plastic envelope and offered it to Muriel.

      'Do you recognise this ring?'

      She gave the envelope a cursory glance.

      'It's a wedding ring isn't it?'

      'Is it Annabel's?'

      'No, I don't think so.'

      She handed it back to him.

      'It's just a plain ring. It could be anyone's.'

      'Did Annabel have a plain ring?' asked Southall.

      'I don't recall. No, I don't think so.'

      'Look Muriel, we can't ignore the fact we've found this body right next door and it appears to have been buried at around the time Annabel disappeared. At the very least we need to make sure it's not her.'

      'And how do you propose doing that?'

      'Would you be prepared to let us take a DNA sample from you? We could compare it with DNA from the body, and if you're right and there's no match, then the matter will be closed and you won't see us again.'

      'I'm telling you you're wasting your time. It's not her.'

      'Why don't we let the DNA test prove it? You'll be the first one to know once we know.'

      As if the news had finally begun to sink into her befuddled brain, Muriel was becoming visibly distressed.

      'This must be a terrible shock for you,' said Norman, getting to his feet. 'Let me go and make you a cup of tea.'

      He looked at Southall who nodded, and then directed her attention to calming Muriel.

      Norman made his way from the room and pushed a couple of doors open until he found the kitchen. He set the kettle to boil, and looked around. Dirty cups and plates littered the place and he thought he would have to wash up before he could make the tea, but after a bit of trial and error he managed to find cups, tea bags, milk and sugar.

      In the process he also discovered two bottles of whiskey, one half empty, and two bottles of pills. He read the labels and realised Muriel was taking the drugs for depression as well as drinking heavily. He guessed, from the spaced-out state of her, that she had lost track of how many pills she had taken. He made a mental note to get a doctor out here to take look at her and make sure she wasn't overdosing or drinking herself to death.

      They had no search warrant, so Norman was wary of over-stepping the line, but he was also worried about Muriel and felt the need to make sure she wasn't hiding any more pills or booze was good enough grounds to open a few more cupboards and a couple of drawers. He didn't find any more pills, but he did come across two framed photos face down in one drawer. Out of curiosity he turned one over. It was obviously a wedding photo, but the glass had been smashed.

      As he carried a tray with the tea things into the lounge, Southall was doing her best to get some sense out of Muriel.

      'Is there someone we can call for you?' she asked. 'What about your husband?'

      'Husband? Huh!' she said, her disdain clear. 'It's no good calling him. He doesn't give a damn about me, and never did. Anyway, I expect he'll be out on his boat, as usual.'

      Southall exchanged another look with Norman, who had just had his suspicions about the wedding photograph confirmed.

      'My first husband was a shit, too,' said Muriel, 'but my second husband, Don, he would have been here for me. He died from cancer, you know. How is that fair? Eh? The two miserable bastards are alive and well, and the only good man I ever knew is dead? How does that work?'

      'I'm going to call a doctor to come out and see you, and I'll find someone to stay with you,' said Norman.

      It was another half hour before Catren Morgan arrived with a DNA testing kit, but Southall and Norman could get nothing useful out of Muriel in the meantime.

      'Just make sure she doesn't take any more pills before the doctor gets here,' Southall warned her.

      'If she goes out to the kitchen looking for whiskey, I've hidden both bottles on top of the kitchen cupboards along with the pills,' added Norman. 'She'll probably create merry hell, but it's for her own good. If she keeps mixing it with the pills it will kill her. With any luck the doctor will have her taken into hospital for a couple of nights.'

      'I'll be fine,' said Morgan.

      'Let me know what the doctor says. If he lets her stay here you might need to stay with her.'

      'Don't worry, Norm, I've got this,' said Morgan. 'It's not the first time I've been on suicide watch.'
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      Thursday 7th November 08.00

      

      Shortly before DI Sarah Southall took over at Llangwelli Station Catren Morgan had become involved in a brief fling with DS Hickstead from Region, the centralised major crime team who considered themselves to be the elite and entitled to take charge of any case they pleased. Unknown to Morgan, Hickstead's plan had been to groom her into becoming his mole at Llangwelli Station.

      In hindsight, it appalled Morgan to think she had allowed herself to get involved with a bully like Hickstead, but realised the fling had been a symptom of her unhappiness. Back then she had just been seconded to Llangwelli Station, long considered a career graveyard for detectives who hadn't made the grade, or who's face didn't fit, and she had thought her career as good as over.

      However, that all changed with the arrival of first, DI Sarah Southall and then DS Norman Norman tasked with resurrecting the careers of the supposedly useless junior detectives in their charge. Morgan had fully understood the opportunity before her when, on Southall's very first day, Hickstead had swaggered onto their crime scene expecting to take over.

      Instead of taking over, Hickstead had been sent on his way with his tail very much between his legs by the feisty new DI. Southall had also guessed the situation between Morgan and Hickstead and advised Morgan to make a choice, which she had done there and then.

      Happily, she hadn't set eyes on Hickstead since, but now her face fell as she drove into the car park and saw his car parked there. It was clear he had been waiting for her, as his car door swung open as soon as she entered the car park. By the time she had parked, he was waiting behind her car. She had to pass him to enter the building, and he wasn't going away, so she took a deep breath and opened her door.

      'Morning, Catren.'

      'Morning.'

      'How are you?'

      'I'm fine.'

      She closed the door and locked the car.

      'You're looking well.'

      'Thank you.'

      'I expect you miss me, don't you?'

      'I hate to disappoint you, but no I don't.'

      'Not even a little?'

      'No, not at all.'

      'But you must.'

      'Why must I? What's so special about you?'

      Hickstead's face reddened, and he ground his teeth. This wasn't going the way he had planned.

      'I don't know what's happened to you,' he said. 'You've changed.'

      'No, I haven't changed. I woke up from a bad dream, that's all.'

      'What's that supposed to mean?'

      'DI Southall helped me to understand the arse I was born with wasn't all that bad, so then I asked myself why would I need another one? Honestly, it was a simple decision once someone had opened my eyes.'

      It took a minute for the penny to drop, but Morgan could see Hickstead's frown of confusion slowly change to realisation as he fully understood the reference to an arse. His face changed again, this time to anger, and he took a step forward.

      'That interfering bitch ought to mind her own business,' he snarled.

      He was glowering in Morgan's face, but she wasn't prepared to give in to his bullying and squared up to him.

      'I seem to recall the "interfering bitch" walked all over you down at the beach that morning. That's when I saw you for who you really are and realised what a mistake I had made.'

      'Mistake? I seem to remember you didn't mind me spending my money on you.'

      'I never asked you to spend money on me. If you have money to burn, that's your problem. And anyway, you were only trying to buy me,' said Morgan.

      'I was not,' he protested.

      'We both know you were, so don't deny it.'

      As they were talking Norman had arrived and now he parked his car neatly alongside Morgan's. He had noticed her body language as he drove across the car park and was quick to jump from his car.

      'Are you okay, Catren?' he asked.

      'Hi Norm, yes, I'm fine.'

      Hickstead took a step back, and his face broke into a broad grin.

      'Ah! You must be the has-been Bane has brought back from the dead. I was hoping to meet you.'

      He put his hand out. Norman looked at the hand but ignored the offer.

      'And I guess you must be the dickhead I was told to look out for,' he said.

      Hickstead was in Norman's face as quick as a flash. Almost six inches taller, he towered over him.

      'The name's Hickstead,' he growled, but if he thought he could intimidate the older man, he was wrong.

      'I know what your name is, pal. I was referring to your behaviour, and it looks like I was right,' said Norman. 'And I'd appreciate it if you'd stop harassing DC Morgan.'

      Morgan watched the two men glaring at each other, their faces inches apart. She had felt she had the situation under control before Norman arrived, and it annoyed her he had interfered. Confusingly, she also thought it was rather sweet that he had jumped to her defence without hesitation. She wondered should she intervene, but then, to her relief, Southall's car drew up next to them.

      'What the hell's going on here?' demanded Southall as she stepped from her car.

      The two sergeants stepped back, guiltily.

      'It's okay, boss,' said Norman. 'DS Hickstead took a wrong turning, but he's just leaving.'

      'What are you doing here, Hickstead?'

      'I have a delivery from the archive. It's a file you requested.'

      Southall was immediately suspicious.

      'Why are you delivering it? You're not a courier, are you?'

      'No, ma'am. I have some personal business to attend to nearby, and the file was at Region.'

      'Why was the file at Region?' asked Southall, suspiciously. 'That's not where the archive is.'

      Hickstead held his hands up innocently.

      'Now, that I couldn't tell you. My boss knew I was coming out this way, so he asked me if I'd mind dropping it in.'

      'Then I suggest you hand it over and get on your way.'

      'It's in the car.'

      'Well, get it then.'

      They watched as Hickstead went back to his car, collected the file and brought it back. He held it out to Southall, who handed it straight on to Morgan.

      'Catren, can you take this file upstairs, please? Ask Judy to read through it and prepare a briefing.'

      'Yes, boss.'

      Morgan took the file and made her way into the building. Hickstead did not try to move.

      'Is there something else we can do for you, Hickstead? You'll make the place look untidy if you intend to loiter in the car park all day.'

      'I was wondering if I could have a word,' he said. 'I have a message from my boss.'

      Southall raised her eyebrows.

      'A message from your boss, eh? Well, come on then spit it out. Only make it quick. We have a busy morning ahead of us.'

      'In private,' said Hickstead, looking meaningfully at Norman.

      Norman looked at Southall and raised his eyebrows.

      'It's okay, Norm, you go on up,' she said. 'I can handle this.'

      

      Ten minutes later, Southall made her way into the incident room. She looked as if something was worrying her, and Norman assumed it must have something to do with Hickstead and the message from his boss. She closed the door of her office, which was out of character, and Norman watched through the window as she made a brief phone call. Then she came across to his desk.

      'Superintendent Bane wants to see me,' she said. 'Can you help Judy go through that file and write up the board? I know you need a lot more time to go through it in depth, but if you could make a start, I'd appreciate it. Perhaps you'd be good enough to run us through it when I get back.'

      'Yeah, sure. Are you okay? Is there anything I can do?'

      'No, thanks, I'm fine.'

      'Well, don't worry about us. I can keep things ticking over down here.'
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        * * *

      

      It was another hour before Southall returned to the incident room. Norman couldn't decide if she looked more, or less, troubled than she had before, but he knew better than to poke his nose into her business, and anyway, she seemed to be in a hurry to catch up with the case.

      'Right, Norm,' she said. 'I know you've not had long enough to go into great depth, but would you like to fill us in with the background to this case?'

      'If it's okay with you, I'd like to let Judy talk us through it.'

      Southall nodded.

      'Good idea. Judy?'

      Norman and Lane had prepared a whiteboard and set it up behind a desk. Now Lane walked nervously to the whiteboard, picked up her notes, took a deep breath and began.

      'Back in 2001, Annabel Dormund, 27, met Kevin Gracey, a 28-year-old Canadian working over here. They were both living and working in London and they started dating. Then, in February 2004, Kevin was offered a fantastic job opportunity, but it meant he had to go back to Canada. So, in March that year he married Annabel, and the happy couple rode off into the Canadian sunset hoping to live happily ever after.

      'This left Annabel's mother, Muriel, a widow, at home alone. Muriel was okay with this because she believed they were the perfect couple, and Canada was a fantastic opportunity. Besides, she felt it was time she moved on and found someone new.

      'Sure enough, in 2007, Muriel met a divorced man called Richard Armsworth. They soon struck up a relationship and after a year they set a date for their wedding, the 19th May 2009.

      'Now, in all this time, communication between Annabel and Muriel appears to have been patchy and Annabel and Kevin had never come back to visit so neither had ever met Richard. They did, however, agree to come to the wedding. The plan was for them to spend some time here, before the event, to get to know Richard.

      'On the 12th May 2009, one week before the wedding, Annabel flew in from Canada on her own. Kevin's work commitments meant he couldn't get away until the 17th of May, two days before the wedding.

      'On the 16th May, Annabel went to meet an old friend for lunch. That afternoon, she bought a train ticket to London, then disappeared. Just like that. The police could find no sign of her. Then her mother realised some of her clothes and a suitcase had also gone missing, which suggested a possible runaway.'

      ‘That explains the suitcase found with the bones,’ said Norman.

      'Do we know where Annabel met her friend for lunch?' asked Southall.

      'According to her mother she went to Carmarthen, but we've no idea where she was meeting her friend, or even who the friend was. The only thing we know for sure is that she bought a train ticket to London.'

      'And we're sure about that?'

      'The clerk in the ticket office remembered her because he says she was very chatty and couldn't stop smiling. She told him she was so happy because she was about to make a new start.'

      'You can't deny that adds weight to the idea she ran away,' said Norman.

      'Yes, that's all very well, as long as those builders haven't just uncovered her body,' said Southall. 'Did they find any evidence that didn't agree with their runaway theory?'

      'A witness claimed to have seen her with a man the afternoon she disappeared, and there's a grainy CTTV image that could be Annabel with a man, but as a clue it led nowhere.'

      'Was there any anecdotal evidence to support the idea she may have run away?'

      'One of Annabel's friends in Canada contacted the investigating team and suggested her marriage to Kevin was in trouble. The friend claimed Kevin was an abuser, but there was no evidence to prove it, and Annabel never filed a complaint against him. The friend also claimed Annabel had hinted that she might not come back to Canada after the wedding.'

      'Have you got the photograph?' asked Southall.

      Lane handed Southall a photograph.

      'There wasn't much in the way of surveillance CCTV on the streets back then,' she explained, 'and what cameras they had were pretty primitive, but luckily one shop in the town centre had a camera pointing down the street. It only took a frame every few seconds, and the image is grainy, but it's all we have.'

      Southall squinted at the photo, tried holding it at arm's length, and then up close.

      'Well, I suppose it could be a man and a woman,' she said, 'but they have their backs to the camera so it would be hard to say this is definitely Annabel.'

      'I know,' said Lane. 'The only thing you can say for sure is that the woman is wearing a dark skirt and a white top. Annabel was supposedly wearing a dark blue skirt and a white top when she left home, but from the photo it's hard to say if the skirt is blue, black, or even dark green.'

      'Is this the only image?' asked Southall as she placed the photograph on the desk.

      'There are two more,' said Lane, handing another photo to Southall, 'this one is from a few seconds later so they're even further away down the street, and there are bodies in the way, so it's even worse than the first one.'

      'You're not kidding,' said Southall, staring at the image. 'With all those bodies in the way you can't even be sure it's the same couple. It's as good as useless.'

      She placed the photo on the desk alongside the first one.

      'What about the third one?' she asked.

      'This one's equally vague. They could be speaking to another woman, but it's anyone's guess really. They did put out an appeal for this other woman to come forward at the time, but no-one ever did.'

      Southall looked at the third image, then tossed it down in disgust.

      'Carry on, Judy.'

      'With the absence of any evidence to suggest foul play, and with no clear trail to follow, the conclusion was that the friend in Canada was probably right, and that the person Annabel met for lunch that day had been an old flame and she had run off with him.'

      'Did she actually get to London? Surely they would have caught her on CCTV at Paddington station.'

      'According to the report she never showed up on CCTV at Paddington, but if she got a slow train, there are plenty of other stations she could have used before Paddington.'

      'Yes, I see what you mean,' agreed Southall. 'Just because you have a ticket to London it doesn't mean you have to go all the way there.'

      'I'm afraid that's about all we've got,' she Lane, 'and it's not just because I've not had much time. There just isn't much here to go on.'

      She put down her notes and looked expectantly at Southall, but her mind seemed to be elsewhere, and now she reached for the first photograph again.

      'If this is Annabel and her old flame, where's the suitcase?' she asked.

      'Sorry?' said Lane.

      'Her mother said Annabel had taken a suitcase and some clothes with her. So, if this is Annabel and the guy she ran away with, where's the suitcase?'

      Lane hadn't been expecting the question and turned to Norman for help. He was sifting through the case file as fast as he could.

      'It doesn't look as if anyone thought to ask that question,' he said.

      'I would have thought it was an obvious question,' said Southall. 'If this couple were carrying a suitcase, it would add even more weight to the idea it's Annabel, and I could understand them reaching the runaway conclusion. But without a suitcase this could be any couple, couldn't it?'

      'I agree,' said Norman. 'That photo isn't good enough to prove anything.'

      Southall continued to stare at the photo for a moment, then suddenly realised the others were waiting for her to continue.

      'Thank you, Judy,' said Southall.  'So at the time the investigating officers believed Annabel had gone to Carmarthen to meet an old flame and run away but now, ten years on, we think she didn't run away, but someone murdered her, and as there's also a suitcase buried with the body, I don't think there's much doubt.'

      She tossed the photograph onto the desk as she continued speaking.

      'And if the murderer buried the suitcase with Annabel's body at the house next door to her mother's, I'm inclined to think Annabel didn't go anywhere near Carmarthen that day, and that she never even left home. I think we're going to have to take this whole inquiry apart and start again.'

      'Should we make a list of suspects?' asked Lane, reaching for a marker pen.

      'Okay,' said Southall. 'So, who should we include?'

      'It's got to be everyone, hasn't it?' asked Morgan.

      'Let's not cast the net too wide at this stage,' said Southall. 'Don't forget this happened ten years ago so we're at a disadvantage compared with a fresh murder. I suggest we start with the family and anyone else who was at the house that day.'

      Lane turned to the whiteboard, poised to write.

      'Okay, so that puts Muriel Armsworth in the frame,' said Morgan.

      'You should include Muriel's husband, too,' said Norman.

      'He has an alibi,' said Lane. 'Apparently there was some sort of unforeseen emergency where he worked and he had to go in. He left at 10am and didn't return until just before 9pm.'

      'That's almost too convenient,' said Southall. 'Definitely put him on the list at least until we've checked that out.'

      Lane added Richard Armsworth to her list.

      'What about Annabel's husband, Kevin?' asked Southall. 'What did he have to say when he arrived?'

      'Yeah, now there's a funny thing,' said Norman. 'He never actually came over.'

      'What? Even after his wife went missing?'

      Norman shrugged.

      'According to the case notes he said he had already told Annabel he was too busy to come to the wedding, and he was adamant he was still too busy to come over even if his wife had gone missing.'

      'Oh, what a charmer,' said Southall.

      'Believe it or not, it gets worse,' said Norman. 'A few days later, when he was told they suspected she had run away, he said, and I quote: "If Annabel wants to run away from our great life in Canada, it's her loss and I really don't give a shit".'

      'How on earth did she get tangled up with a creep like that?' asked Morgan.

      'Obviously he valued his job more than his wife,' said Norman. 'I suppose it adds weight to the idea that it wasn't exactly the perfect marriage. It suggests to me he had never intended to come to the wedding right from the start. And he maybe even knew she was going to run away.'

      'I take it he was a suspect?'

      Lane turned from the board.

      'He was top of the list, but the Canadian police checked out his movements and confirmed he never left the country and had an alibi for every minute of every day.'

      'That was convenient for him,' said Southall. 'Did someone go over and interview him?'

      'No,' said Llane. 'After telephone discussions with the Canadians, our guys agreed he couldn't have come over and killed her. On that basis they felt flying someone over there would be a waste of money.'

      Southall pulled a disapproving face but didn't comment.

      'And there's nothing in the file to suggest they checked to see if he had any contacts over here who might know how to arrange her disappearance,' added Norman.

      'As in a hit?' asked Morgan.

      Norman shrugged.

      'Why not?' he said. 'Anything's possible.'

      'So, do I leave Kevin Gracey out, or include him?' asked Lane.

      'Include him for now,' said Southall. 'And someone needs to speak to him. Having an alibi for every minute is cause for suspicion in my book.'

      'What about this mystery man she supposedly ran off with?' said Morgan.

      'Yes, we can't ignore him. If he exists, he could be the key to the entire case.'

      'You don't think he's real?' asked Morgan. 'What about the photo, and the witness who claimed to have seen Annabel with a man?'

      'You've seen the photograph,' said Southall. 'Without the suitcase it proves nothing. It could be me and Norm walking down the street. And the fact only one witness came forward makes me doubt their reliability. But, for the sake of thoroughness, we'll interview the witness again, and for now, we'll add our mystery man to the list.'

      'Okay. We'll call him Mister X, for now,' said Lane, adding him to the list.

      'Right, that'll do for a start,' said Southall. 'As you know, we went to see Muriel Armsworth yesterday but her husband Richard wasn't there. They seem to live in a pleasant house, and have plenty of money but, that isn't enough to win them the happy couple of the year award. There's some bad blood between them somewhere, and I think it would be nice to know why. So, Catren, I'd like you to look into Muriel's background, and Judy, I'd like you to focus on Richard. I want to know what they do, what they did before they met, the state of their finances, and where the money came from.'

      The two young detectives headed for their desks.

      'What about me?' asked Norman.

      'See if you can track down this eyewitness, and then, when you've done that, we're going to see Muriel Armsworth again. The DNA test result is back, and it proves her daughter was the body in that trench.'

      'Wow, that was quick,' said Norman. 'I didn't think you could get results that fast.'

      'Well, there you go. I asked for speed and I got it. It seems maybe I didn't upset Dr Bridger as much as you think.'
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        * * *

      

      'You know, that Porsche looks as thought it hasn't moved,' said Norman, as they turned into Muriel Ashworth's drive.

      The car in question, with its punctured tyre, was still on the drive exactly where it had been the day before.

      'That's because it has a puncture,' said Southall.

      'So how's he getting around without it?' asked Norman.

      'Maybe he has another car.'

      'But wouldn't you think he'd get it fixed? I mean, it's such a waste.'

      'Maybe it's some sort of standoff and they're each waiting for the other to blink first. It's really not our problem, is it?'

      'I guess not,' said Norman. 'I just don't understand how someone could own a nice, expensive car like that, and then leave it to gather dust. It makes no sense to me.'

      'Ah, but that's people for you, Norm. There's no explaining some of them.'

      

      Muriel Ashworth seemed no more in tune with the real world when she opened her front door this morning, and it was immediately clear she also wasn't pleased to see them.

      'Oh, God, what do you want?' she asked. 'I've only just got rid of that damned nursemaid you sent who insisted on staying here last night. Why can't you people leave me alone? Haven't you got anything better to do than keep harassing me?'

      'We're not harassing you, Mrs Armsworth. The nurse was here to look after you, and we said we'd let you know the result of the test as soon as we know, so here we are.'

      Muriel stared balefully at Southall, but said nothing.

      'May we come in?'

      Leaving the door wide open, she turned and walked into the house without saying a word.

      Southall turned to Norman.

      'I take it that's a yes,' she said, and led the way into the house.

      They found Muriel in the kitchen where she was busy pouring herself a glass of whiskey.

      'Are you sure you should drink that?' asked Norman.

      'When I want medical advice, I'll ask a doctor,' she growled. Then, turning to Southall, 'Can we get this over with?'

      'I'm sorry to have to tell you this, Muriel, but the body we found next door is definitely that of your daughter Annabel.'

      'But it can't be. She ran away with--'

      She stopped in mid-sentence and vomited spectacularly into the kitchen sink.

      Norman rushed over and, recoiling from the stench, turned on the tap to rinse the sink, and fill a glass with water for Muriel.

      'Jeez,' he said, trying hard not to breathe in. 'I hate the smell of whiskey when its fresh in the glass, but it's ten times worse when it's been in someone's stomach first.'

      Southall took the glass of water from Norman and steered Muriel towards a small armchair in a corner of the room.

      'Can you get me one of my tablets, please,' asked Muriel.

      'You shouldn't be mixing those antidepressants with whiskey, Muriel,' said Norman. 'Surely the doctor told you that yesterday.'

      'What are you, my father?' asked Muriel. 'I don't want antidepressants, I want the tablets he gave me to settle my stomach.'

      'Oh, right,' said Norman. 'Where are they?'

      'In the top drawer of the dresser.'

      Norman opened the top right-hand drawer of the dresser and was surprised to find some more framed photographs laying face down.

      'No, not that drawer, the other one,' snapped Muriel.

      Leaving the drawer open, Norman opened the next one and found a jar of pills. He read the label carefully before he handed the jar over to Southall, then he turned back to the drawer with the photographs. Out of curiosity, and making sure Muriel wasn't looking, he turned the top one over. The photo showed Muriel and a handsome grey-haired man, which Norman assumed to be Richard Armsworth, on their wedding day.

      Instinct told him this might be useful so, using his mobile phone, he took a photograph of the photograph, then returned it to the drawer and closed it.

      'We're going to have to ask you some questions, Muriel,' said Southall, 'but I appreciate you won't want to do that right now. Is there someone we can call for you? I know what you said about your husband yesterday, but I think he should be told what's happened.'

      'I don't want him here. He's the last person I want to see.'

      'We can't leave you like this,' said Southall. 'Can't you think of anyone? I don't think we should leave you like this.'

      'There isn't anyone.'

      'I'll get a family liaison officer out here,' said Norman, reaching for his phone.

      As Norman walked out to the hall to make his call, Southall turned back to Muriel.

      'You may not want to see your husband, Muriel, but we'd like to speak to him. Can you tell me where we can find him?'

      'You can try the harbour at Llangwelli, but I guarantee you won't find him there. He'll be out at sea. He goes every weekend and usually for days at a time.'

      'When did he leave?'

      Muriel frowned as she tried to remember.

      'I think it was a Monday.'

      'This Monday just gone?'

      'Yes, that's right.'

      'So he was here at the weekend? Only you just said he goes down to the harbour every weekend and is gone for days.'

      'Did I? I can't imagine  why I told you that. It must have been two years since he left.'

      'He's been gone two years? On his boat?'

      'I don't know where he is, he left me. Didn't I say?'

      Southall sighed. She was losing her patience. She couldn't decide if this woman was still as high as a kite or if she had scrambled her brain through years of substance abuse.

      'You mean Richard left you? As in separated?'

      'Yes.'

      'But you said he was on his boat.'

      'Well, he probably is.'

      'But you don't actually know that for sure?'

      'How could I? He doesn't live here anymore.'

      'Can you tell me where he lives?'

      'I don't know, and I don't care.'

      Southall rolled her eyes at Norman as he came back into the room.

      'Okay, never mind,' said Southall. 'I expect we can find him. Can you at least tell us what his boat's called?'

      'D'you know, I don't know that, either.'

      'It's okay,' said Norman. 'There's a photograph of a boat in one of the kitchen drawers. I'm guessing you don't have one of those unless you own the boat.'

      'The photograph, yes, that's his,' said Muriel, bitterly. 'I must get rid of it. I hate that damned boat. I hope it sinks!'

      Southall looked at Norman.

      'There's an FLO on the way,' he said. 'She'll be here in about ten minutes.'

      

      Fifteen minutes later they were back in their car.

      'Where to?' asked Norman.

      Southall looked at her wristwatch and considered for a moment.

      'I don't know about you, but I could do with a break for a few minutes,' she said. 'Why don't we stop at that roadside coffee bar you like so much? You can buy me a coffee and tell me about this cottage of yours.'

      'Now that sounds like an offer I can't refuse.'

      
        
        ***

      

      

      After exchanging a few pleasantries with the young guy who ran the coffee bar, Norman paid for the coffees and walked across to join Southall who was gazing out to sea.

      'Where do you want to sit?' he asked, handing her a coffee.

      She pointed to a path that ran up the hillside.

      'It looks like there's a bench a little way up there,' she said.

      'That's an excellent choice,' said Norman.

      'You know it?'

      'I've been up there a couple of times. It's a great place to sit and stare at the sea.'

      They dawdled up the hill and settled on the bench. For once there was no sign of rain and although the sun was low in the sky, the sea was a deep blue reflection of the clear sky above.

      'When it's cloudy the sea's a dull grey, but look how blue it is today,' said Norman. 'I can't wait for next summer when I can sit up here and enjoy the view in the sun's warmth.'

      'Don't forget you'll be sharing that view with hundreds of tourists.'

      'That's true, ' agreed Norman, 'but with any luck I'll have moved into my cosy little cottage by then. The view's even better up there.'

      'Where exactly is this cottage of yours?'

      Norman turned and pointed further up the hill behind them.

      'It's way up there above the graveyard.'

      Southall turned to look up the hill.

      'Can you see it from here?'

      'It's pretty small, and it's set back on its own little plateau, so I doubt it.'

      'How on earth do you get to it? You don't have to walk up there, do you?'

      'There's a road comes in from the other direction. So first you have to head out-of-town in what seems to be the wrong direction, then you sort of come back on yourself. It's a long way round, but it's worth it.'

      'I'd like to see it sometime,' said Southall.

      'I haven't bought it yet, but perhaps next time we're out that way and there's no rush to get back we can stop by,' said Norman.

      They sat sipping at their coffee in silence for a few more minutes.

      'I realise I may be speaking out of turn,' he said, cautiously, 'but are you okay?'

      'What? Yes, I'm fine.'

      'It's just that you're not usually this quiet, and I wondered if maybe it was something I said.'

      'Honestly, Norm, I'm okay, and it's not anything you said.'

      'Ah! So, there is something, right?'

      She stared ahead, but said nothing. He waited for a minute, but still she kept quiet.

      'If you don't want to tell me about it, that's cool, and I understand,' he said. 'But you haven't been yourself for a couple of days now and I'm worried about you.'

      'I don't want to sound rude, or ungrateful, Norm, but I've had no-one to worry about me for a few years now, and I've done okay so far.'

      'Yeah, I get that,' he said. 'I've been there, too, but just because you can manage on your own, doesn't mean you always have to. This might sound a bit presumptuous, but I see you as a friend as well as a colleague, so if you do want to talk, I'm happy to listen.'

      She turned and studied his face as if she was trying to work him out.

      'Nathan Bane says he would trust you with his life.'

      Norman smiled.

      'Yeah, well, I don't know about that, but me and Nathan go back a long way.'

      'But, is he right?'

      'That's not for me to say, but I like to think people can trust me.'

      'Those people at Region are bastards, you know.'

      The sudden vehemence of her words momentarily threw Norman, and he turned to look at her, but she just stared out to sea.

      'This is Hickstead's message, right? Is this what's been bothering you?' he asked. 'Are you going to fill me in on some details, or is that it?'

      'They're trying to make a big deal out of the fact I'm not qualified to operate as Senior Investigating Officer.'

      'I expect they're pissed off because you wouldn't let them have the murder case and then solved it without their help,' he said.

      'I'm sure you're right about that.'

      'Anyway, we got round that issue by making Nathan the SIO supervising your training. They're not used to having a woman show them how it's done, that's all. We're in Wales, remember? They have an ancient dragon on their flag which is awesome, but they also seem to have dinosaurs over at Region, which is not so awesome.'

      'They have bloody dinosaurs everywhere, Norm.'

      'Yeah, you're damned right there, but they seem to have more than their fair share of them at Region.'

      'Anyway, now it's got personal; they've been digging into my past and they're going to stir things up for me.'

      'You mean they found out about your colleague who flipped? All you need to worry about is if it bothers Nathan Bane, and I can assure you he wouldn't keep you here if it did.'

      'There's more to it than that,' said Southall, and then the moment was lost as a man ambled slowly up the hill and on past them followed by a geriatric dog.

      They watched in silence as the old dog stopped to sniff around their feet. After what seemed an age he accepted a pat on the head from Southall, offered her a tired wag of his tail in thanks, and then stumbled stiffly on after his owner.

      Norman had expected Southall to continue speaking, but even though the dog walker was now well out of earshot, she stared down at her hands and didn't say another word.

      'I may be wrong, but I could have sworn you hadn't finished speaking,' he said.

      She looked at him guiltily.

      'I'm sorry, I'm not sure I can do this,' she said. 'I'm not used to sharing my problems. I feel I should be able to deal with it on my own.'

      'Trust me, I get that,' said Norman. 'In some ways you and I are not so different. There was a time when I suddenly found I was alone and had to learn how to deal with stuff on my own. I'm guessing, as you're living here on your own, you've been there, too, and you're still alone. Sometimes it's hard to know what to do, right?'

      'You can say that again.'

      'And it's made even harder because, all the time, you feel you have to show everyone how tough you are, and how you can cope on your own.'

      Southall's face made it clear she hadn't expected Norman to understand.

      'It’s stupid, isn't it?'

      'I'm not sure I'd call it stupid,' he said with a sad smile. 'Stubborn, maybe, human nature even, but stupid? No, not for me.'

      'Is this what Supt Bane meant when he said you had a wise old head?'

      Norman guffawed.

      'Ha! Is that what he said? Damned cheek; he's even older than I am.'

      'But you have been around the block a few times.'

      'I can't deny that. And that's why I know that sometimes you just need someone to give you a hug, only when you're on your own there isn't anyone. And then the really bad days can be such a painful reminder you're on your own that all you want to do is curl up into a ball and cry your eyes out, right?'

      Southall wasn't sure if she was supposed to say anything, but it didn't matter, because Norman was on a roll.

      'But then you realise you can't allow yourself to cry because it's not tough, and you already decided you have to show everyone how tough you are. It becomes a vicious circle until, in the end, you switch off the part of you that needs someone else, and you learn to go it alone. The danger with that, though, is if you switch it off for too long you might never be able to switch it back on again.'

      Southall sat back and stared at Norman with surprise.

      'That's very philosophical.'

      'It is what it is, and that's how I see it.'

      'So, you won't tell me to pull myself together?'

      'Oh boy, don't you just love people who tell you that? Jeez, if it was that easy we'd all do it, wouldn't we?'

      'You sound as if you know what desperation feels like.'

      'I've been there once or twice,' admitted Norman. 'But I have one advantage over you. I've been trying to cope alone long enough to understand that it's normal to not know all the answers and that it's actually okay to ask for help.'

      She gave him a sideways look.

      'Think about it,' he said. 'You know from the job that if there's a problem to solve, two heads are usually better than one.'

      'I can't argue with that.'

      'So, what have you got to lose by talking to me? I understand why you need to be feisty and independent when you're up against these guys who can't deal with a woman being their equal or even better, but you don't need to be like that with me. I don't have a problem with you being my boss, and I won't think any less of you because you show me you're human.'

      'But it's different for you, you're a man.'

      'Look, I'm  sure you're right about that, and I'm certainly not going to argue the point, but it's not my fault I'm a man, so you shouldn't hold that against me. Can't you forget what gender I am and try to regard me as a friend who's on your side? I'm not saying I have the answer to your problem, but I always find I feel better if I know someone's got my back.'

      'I don't know,' she said, hesitantly.

      'Has this got anything to do with whatever Catren Morgan discovered?'

      Southall nodded.

      'I suppose that means you already know,' she said.

      'When we spoke about this before I told you I knew about the guy who killed two women and then topped himself, but I didn't want to know what else she found out, and I'd sworn Catren to silence. I meant it.'

      She looked sceptical.

      'Really? You didn't go online and look for yourself?'

      'Honestly, I have no idea what she found, and she swore she wouldn't tell anyone else about it, not even Judy Lane.'

      'D'you believe her?'

      'Yes, I do,' said Norman. 'And I believe she has so much respect for you she'd rather die than share it with anyone.'

      'I'm not sure about that.'

      'Well, you should be. Just a few weeks ago, Catren Morgan was going nowhere. Then you came along and suddenly her entire world has turned around. Now she believes she has the chance to enjoy the career that she thought she had lost forever. You've inspired her. Heck, Judy Lane is the same. You've inspired both of them and given them hope where they had none. They'd do anything for you.'

      'I think you have to take some credit for that,' said Southall.

      Norman smiled.

      'My contribution is neither here nor there, and I will not allow you to use it as a smokescreen.'

      The dog walker and his tired old dog were about to pass them on the way back down the hill, which gave Southall a moment to think. She prided herself on her independence but, much as it went against the grain to admit it, the truth was she felt safe when she was with Norman. It was as if he had become her security blanket, and she wondered if this was a good thing, or a bad thing, for a boss to feel about her bagman. But, good thing or not, she felt sure she could trust him.

      'A few years ago I had a baby, but my husband decided it wasn't his. I knew for a fact that it couldn't have been anyone else's, but because there had been this trouble at work, he wouldn't believe me.'

      'By this trouble, you mean the guy who went off the rails?'

      'Yes. I made the mistake of feeling sorry for him after his wife died, and he became obsessed with me.'

      'So obsessed he murdered two women to impress you, right?'

      'Yes, but that wasn't my fault. I tried my best not to encourage him, and I certainly never slept with him.'

      'You don't need to tell me that,' said Norman. 'I never thought for one moment that you had an affair with the guy.'

      'That's the ironic thing; I wasn't having an affair, and never wanted to, but by the time my husband questioned who the baby's father was, he was having one.'

      'You think he was looking for an excuse?' asked Norman.

      'To justify his affair to himself? Yes, I believe he was.'

      'Did you resolve who the father was?'

      She smiled ruefully.

      'Not before he left me and moved in with his girlfriend.'

      Norman squirmed.

      'Oh, I see. I'm sorry,' he said.

      Southall sighed.

      'The thing is, he was going through some sort of mid-life crisis when it happened. She was young, slim, and pretty, and there I was, the chubby new mum with stretch marks, leaky boobs, a baby, and my father living in as childminder so I could go back to work. It was no contest, really.'

      Norman was dying to ask where the baby was now, but instinct told him not to interrupt and to let her keep talking.

      'Then I did something I'd never done before. I broke all the rules and took a DNA sample from my husband and one from the baby, and sent them up to the labs for testing.'

      'I think a lot of us would have done the same,' said Norman.

      'Don't make excuses for me, Norm. It was a stupid thing to do; I could have lost my job.'

      'Yes, but you didn't.'

      'Only because my boss stuck his neck out for me and turned a blind eye.'

      'I can understand why he would do that. I would have done the same.'

      'I suppose I was desperate to prove to my husband I was right, not because I wanted him to come back to me, but to prove I wasn't the cheat he was trying to say I was.'

      'I get it, honestly, I do,' said Norman. 'And I still say most of us would do the same thing in that situation.'

      'Anyway, the test proved my husband was the baby's father, as I knew it would.'

      'I would have loved to be a fly on the wall for that conversation,' said Norman. 'How did he take the news?'

      'Well, that was the funny thing. I thought he'd argue the fact, but once he knew his attitude changed and, for the first time, he showed an interest in his daughter. He even volunteered to pay very generous maintenance contributions.'

      'I would say that proves he knew she was his daughter all along, and he invented the doubt to justify his affair.'

      'You're probably right, but it doesn't matter now, does it? The good thing was it broke the ice between me, him, and his daughter. He didn't love me anymore, but he loved her. We even worked out an arrangement where she spent time with him and his girlfriend.'

      'That must have been hard for you.'

      'Until then she had been just my baby, so yes, at first it was difficult sharing her, but once I knew she was being well looked after it was fine. It was a much better option then having her grow up with her parents at war, and it turned out his girlfriend was really nice and loved the baby like she was her own. We actually became good friends.

      'Also, by then, my father had outstayed his welcome, so having willing childcare helpers that I didn't have to pay for, was a Godsend.'

      She stopped speaking and stared out to sea again, as if trying to decide whether to continue. Norman decided against prompting her, and sure enough, after a minute, she continued.

      'This went on for about a year until one weekend when they were looking after her. The three of them were out in their car when a huge articulated lorry drove into them. They all died in the accident.'

      The last couple of sentences were so precise Norman almost missed what she was saying. As she finished speaking he turned to her. She was still gazing out to sea, but he knew she wasn't looking out to the horizon but back into the past. He had guessed the story would not have a happy ending, but this was so shocking it stunned him into silence for a full minute.

      'Jeez, I don't know what to say,' he said at last, struggling to speak around the massive lump in his throat. 'Sorry for your loss seems inadequate and doesn't even begin to cover it.'

      She managed a half smile as she turned her gaze back on him.

      'It's all right, Norm. There are no words, I know that. It's why I rarely tell anyone. They never know what to say, and then there's always that awkward silence while they try to find the words to tell me how sorry they feel for me.'

      'To be honest, it's kind of difficult not to feel sorry for you,' he said.

      'Please don't, Norm, unless you want to see me cry. That's the bit I find hardest to deal with.'

      For a moment Norman felt so bad for her he felt sure he would be the one to cry, but with an effort he somehow pulled himself back from the brink.

      'Okay, so tell me, what does Region have to do with this.'

      'They say they're going to leak the story to the local press.'

      'What do they hope to gain by that?'

      'They say they owe it to the public to let them know that the person investigating their crimes is not just unqualified, but also unstable and liable to fall apart at any moment.'

      'D'you think they mean it? What about if you call their bluff?'

      'I thought about that, but I don't think I can take the risk. They're even suggesting I might have had something to do with the accident that killed my family.'

      'Jesus! They can't do that.'

      'Oh, they won't say it in so many words, but they could do it by innuendo. And they're promising they will do it if I don't back down and let things go back to how they were.'

      'This is bullshit,' said Norman. 'You can't let them get away with this.'

      'I don't see what I can do to stop them.'

      'What did Nathan say?'

      'He said much the same as you, but he doesn't actually know what he can do to stop them either. Have you got any ideas?'

      'Not off the top of my head,' said Norman, 'but I'm sure there has to be a way. How long have we got?'

      'They say I have until the end of the month.'

      'Am I going to offend you if I ask a few questions about this?'

      'Of course not.'

      'Okay. So, don't get mad at me for asking this, but are you sure there is definitely no way you could be linked to the accident?'

      'The inquest found the car was in perfect working order. It showed the accident to be entirely the fault of the HGV driver. He had driven across Europe without stopping and fell asleep at the wheel.'

      'Right. So, next question; are you liable to fall apart at any moment? I mean, I've only been working with you for a short time, but I've not seen anything to suggest you have a problem.'

      'There is no problem. I'm fine, honestly. After the accident I took a month of compassionate leave, and had lots of counselling, but after that I just wanted to get back to work. I had to pass a psychological assessment before I could come back, but that was all fine. That's when I immersed myself in working to become a DI. When I wasn't working, I was studying. It's how I coped.'

      'So Region has nothing but exaggeration and falsehoods. You could just tough it out...'

      'That's the problem. I'm not sure I can.'

      'I understand it must be really hard for you to deal with, but you can't just hide away and let them get to you like this. What's happened to the feisty Sarah Southall I'm used to?'

      'For a long time I struggled to come to terms with what happened until finally I realised the problem was that reminders surrounded me all the time. That was one reason I took this job, even though it was initially forced on me. I thought moving to a new area and making a new start would be a good thing.'

      'And were you right?'

      'Yes, I think I am right, but I'm not sure even the feisty me can deal with having this all brought out into the open again. Part of me says maybe it would be better if I just packed my bags and moved on.'

      Norman was shaking his head.

      'Oh no, no, no. You are not going to let them drive you away. Heck, I won't let them drive you away. And I'm damned sure Nathan Bane won't let them drive you away. There's got to be a way we can stop this, we just have to work out what it is.'
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      Back in the incident room later, Morgan and Lane were working at their desks.

      'Oh, no!' muttered Morgan, putting her phone back in its cradle.

      'What's up?' asked Lane.

      'I believe some car owners on this list haven't been contacted.'

      'That's why I asked you to check,' said Lane. 'I had a feeling Dylan hadn't done the job properly.'

      'But, what am I going to do?'

      'You must tell the boss.'

      'But I don't want to drop Dylan in the shit.'

      'You make it sound as if you have a choice. Or are you suggesting you lie to a senior officer?'

      'Well, no, but--'

      'There is no "but", Catren. You can't hide it. If you don't flag it up, I'll be obliged to, and then what does it look like?'

      Morgan sighed.

      'I know you're right, I just feel as if I'm stabbing him in the back.'

      'You're not stabbing anyone in the back. This is a self-inflicted wound. Dylan has stabbed himself, and it's not the first time, is it? If he wants to lose his job, that's his lookout, but I, for one, will not let him take me with him, and neither should you.'

      Reluctantly, Morgan pushed her chair back from her desk and got to her feet. She could see Southall was in her office, but there was no sign of Norman.

      'Where's Norm?' she asked.

      'I don't know, I think he's down in the car park, but the boss is in her office.'

      'Yes, I can see that, but I think I'd rather tell Norm first.'

      Morgan made her way down to the car park. The passenger door to Norman's car was wide open and she could see he was sitting in the car, looking for something in the glove-box.

      Gingerly, she made her way over to the car.

      'Excuse me, Norm. Have you got a minute?'

      'Hi, Catren. What can I do for you?'

      Morgan realised she hadn't thought through how she was going to approach this and was momentarily tongue-tied.

      'Is it a secret?' asked Norman.

      'Sorry?'

      'I'm pretty sure you won't have come out here to admire my car, so my guess is you must want to tell me something, right?'

      'Er, yes, that's right.'

      'But you're not saying anything, so is there something you want to tell me, or is it a secret?'

      'Yes. I mean no. Er, the thing is--'

      'Look, I won't bite your head off, Catren. Just spit it out.'

      Morgan made her mind up.

      'Right. You know what? Sod it, it's his own stupid fault. Some car owners on the list haven't been contacted.'

      Norman thought for a moment.

      'But wait a minute,' he said. 'This was Dylan's job. I specifically told him to contact everyone on that list on Monday afternoon!’

      Morgan raised her hands.

      'Look, I didn't even want to tell you because I knew you'd get mad, but you can't expect me to know why he didn't do it. Only Dylan can answer that.'

      Norman took a deep breath.

      'Yeah, you're right. I'm sorry. I shouldn't be putting you on the spot like that. D'you know how many he missed?'

      'I've only spoken to two so far. I started with the ones marked as not at home, but called one marked as called by mistake. Then I checked another. Neither had been contacted.'

      'Holy shit,' muttered Norman. 'Does that mean he's ticked them all off without making any calls?'

      'I don't know, but I noticed one thing. It seems all the ones that haven't been called are women.'

      Norman considered for a moment.

      'Where is he?'

      'Who, Dylan? I think he's at the dentist.'

      'Is he coming back?'

      Morgan looked at her watch.

      'He said he'd be back before the end of the day.'

      'He'd better be,' muttered Norman.

      'Are you going to tell the boss about this?'

      'Don't you think she'll realise we should have known about this 48 hours ago? She's not stupid, Catren, she'll work it out for herself.'

      A car pulled into the car park.

      'Oh look,' said Norman. 'Here's Dylan now. That's handy.'

      'Ah,' said Morgan.

      Norman checked his wristwatch.

      'It's time for you and Judy to go home, Catren. And not a word to Dylan, d'you understand?'

      'You mean you're going to give him a bollocking and you don't want to do it in front of us, right?'

      Norman looked away, but said nothing.

      'Okay,' said Morgan. 'I get it. I'm on my way.'

      As Morgan headed back across the car park, she thought it would be a good idea to collect Judy Lane and get well clear of the incident room before Norman got back up there.

      

      'Hi, Sarge, are you waiting for me?' asked Thomas as he climbed from his car.

      Norman nodded.

      'I am.'

      'Oh, right. Is there something wrong?'

      'You tell me.'

      'Ah, so there is something wrong.'

      'That's remarkably perceptive of you.'

      'Can you give me a clue?'

      'How about if I were to say, how are you doing with those car owners?'

      'I've checked them all,' said Thomas, uncertainly.

      'And you're sure they all check out?'

      'Yeah. I passed it on to Judy when I finished. She'll have it in the file.'

      'Oh, good,' said Norman. 'Perhaps we can go upstairs and look at it.'

      'Sure, we can, Sarge. No problem.'

      Norman turned on his heel and marched across the car park. Thomas followed in his wake, painfully aware Norman wasn't happy, and with the ominous feeling he was to blame, but with no idea what the problem actually was.

      When they got back to the incident room, it was deserted. Norman pointed to the case file.

      'Okay, Dylan. Let's see this list.'

      Thomas found the correct sheet of paper and handed it to Norman.

      'Here you go,' he said.

      Norman scanned the list of numbers and names. It puzzled him to see Muriel Armsworth's name listed as the owner of one car. It was listed under the heading "Harbour Car Park", but he could come back to that later. First, he had to deal with Thomas.

      'And you're sure none of these cars is relevant to our missing man investigation?'

      'Yes, Sarge.'

      Norman carefully placed the list on the desk and pointed to the first name that had only one tick against it.

      'So, how would you feel if I told you this lady hadn't been contacted until Catren Morgan spoke to her this afternoon?'

      He took a step back and looked at Thomas, whose face was suddenly ashen.

      'You called all these people and spoke to them, right?' asked Norman.

      'Ah, well, not exactly. Now you come to mention it--'

      'Are you saying you didn't call them?'

      Thomas' face was now rapidly turning from deathly white to a glorious shade of red.

      'Er, well, you see--'

      'I told you to contact all the car owners, and speak to every one of them, didn't I?'

      'Yes, Sarge.'

      'So, how come you didn't do what I asked?'

      'The thing is, we were looking for a man, so I didn't see the point in calling any of the women on the list.'

      'Jeez, Dylan, are you really that stupid? We're trying to identify a man who has possibly committed suicide. Didn't it occur to you that this man might have a wife? And don't you know that husbands and wives sometimes drive each other's cars?'

      'But no-one has reported their husband missing.'

      'If they didn't live locally, she might have reported him missing where he lives, which could have been hundreds of miles away. Or maybe the guy was an arsehole, and she was glad to see the back of him!'

      'I thought--'

      'Jesus, Dylan, be honest; the only thing you were thinking about was cutting corners, wasn't it?'

      Thomas looked stunned. He had clearly run out of excuses, but that didn't matter because Norman had no intention of letting him speak, anyway.

      'Don't you see? If you had done what I asked you to do, we might have known who we were looking for 48 hours ago.'

      'Ah. Right. Yes, I see what you mean,' said Thomas, guiltily. 'I'm sorry, Sarge. I don't know what else to say. What are we going to do now?'

      'What are we going to do now?' repeated Norman. 'Well, I'm going to get myself a cup of coffee. As for you; I think it's best if you go home, and I suggest you keep your head down for a couple of days.'

      'You won't tell the boss, will you?'

      'No, I won't tell the boss.'

      'Oh, thank you, Sarge. I can't tell you how much I appreciate that.'

      'The reason I won't tell her is not to save you, it's because I won't have to. There are only five of us on this team, and she knows who's assigned to what task. She'll work it out for herself.'

      'Oh, Jesus! I hadn't thought of that. She'll have my balls on a plate.'

      'Yeah, she probably will, but you only have yourself to blame for that. I've told you before there are doubts about you and that you need to do better, but there's a limit to how many times I'm prepared to defend you. I'm afraid you're on your own this time.'

      'What do you think I should do?'

      'As I just said, I suggest you go home. And I hate to say it, but maybe you need to think about whether this is the right job for you.'

      Thomas could feel a prickling in his eyes. Was he going to embarrass himself in front of Norman?

      'You really think it's that bad?'

      'Have you heard anything I just said?'

      'So it is that bad. Right. I see. Thanks, Sarge.'

      'Don't thank me. You still must face the music in the morning.'

      Not wishing to witness the younger man's anguish and embarrass him further, Norman patted his shoulder, then turned and left the room.
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        * * *

      

      After another leisurely coffee break, Norman returned to the incident room, which was now quiet and devoid of staff. Unusually, Southall was in her office with the door closed. She was very much an open door type of boss, and Norman's curiosity was such that he just had to find out what was going on.

      It was clear someone was in the office with Southall, but from his desk Norman couldn't make out who it was. Under the pretext of checking all the desks, he surreptitiously sidled around the room until he could make out the visitor. He felt his stomach lurch when he realised it was Thomas.

      He wondered had Southall come back before the young DC had left for home and was she now pointing out all his failings? But then, how could she have known about Thomas's latest indiscretion? For sure she would spot it easily enough once she went through everything, but she hadn't yet had time to do that.

      Puzzled, he went back to his own desk and read through the case file. During their last case they had discovered Judy Lane had a flair for case management work, but she didn't have the rank to do the job. Norman had the rank, but had an aversion to case management paperwork.

      Norman had learned a long time ago, that people are much more efficient when they're happy, and if that sometimes meant bending the rules a little, he felt they should do so. It turns out Southall had similar ideas as long as no laws were being broken and it would compromise no cases.

      The accommodation they had reached was that Lane would manage cases and Norman would check her work and sign it off. Strictly speaking, it was against protocol, but it seemed to work well enough and had the additional benefit of keeping everyone happy.

      Norman was pleased to see that Lane had made an excellent job of things so far, but then he knew she would. Just as he reached the last page, Southall's door opened and in silence she ushered Thomas through the incident room and out through the doors. A minute or two later, she pushed her way back through the doors.

      'I take it you were going to tell me these people hadn't yet been contacted?'

      'I was, but you weren't here when we found out,' said Norman. 'I thought it could wait until you got back.'

      'So you knew Thomas had been lazy again?'

      'Not until Catren told me this afternoon. And no, I wasn't covering for him. I would have told you because I knew you'd figure it out anyway once you caught up with things. Knowing you don't rate him very highly, I also thought it might be better if you cooled off overnight before you spoke to him, so I told him to go home. You must have got back before he made it.'

      'Now that's where you're wrong. He actually did the mature thing and waited for me to come back. Then he apologised and admitted he had ignored your instructions and cut corners to save himself some time.'

      It took a moment for Norman to digest what she had just said.

      'Jeez, he really did that? So I guess you've just been chewing his balls off, right? He said you'd have them on a plate if you found out.'

      'Any other time I probably would have, but you have to admire his guts. Nearly fifteen minutes he waited for me.'

      'Wow! That must have taken some courage, because he was bricking it when I left him. He was almost in tears. I had to leave the room to save his embarrassment.'

      'Yes, about that. What exactly did you tell him?'

      'I told him he should go home and decide if he really wants to be a police officer. D'you think that was too much?'

      'I dare say some soft-headed wonk from HR would find reason to tell you it was wrong, but it seems to have made him stop and think, so it's okay by me.'

      'Made him stop and think in what way?'

      'It seems our Dylan has decided he does want to be a proper detective. He's asked us to put together a training program for him.'

      'Seriously?'

      'He says if we tell him exactly what he's doing wrong, and what we expect from him, he will do his utmost to make sure he gets it right. He wants to stay a part of this team.'

      'And what did you say?'

      'I said he should take a couple of days to think about it, then come back and see me and I'd give him my answer.'

      'Are you sure it's about being part of this team? Or does he just want to hang around so he stays near Catren Morgan?'

      'I'm sorry?'

      'He has a thing about Catren. He wants to date her, but she's not interested.'

      'I'm not surprised about that. He's not exactly Mr Maturity, is he?'

      'He doesn't think he's the problem. He's sure there can only be one reason his charm doesn't steamroller her into submission.'

      'Oh, really, and what's that?'

      'He's convinced she must prefer girls!’

      For a moment Southall's mouth dropped open in surprise.

      'You have to be kidding me,' she said, eventually. 'That's his logic? She doesn't fancy me, therefore she must be gay?'

      Norman rolled his eyes.

      'But you can see his point, right?' he said, tongue in cheek. 'I mean, he's such a catch, what other reason could there possibly be?'

      'We shouldn't laugh about it,' said Southall. 'This could have serious consequences. She might even have grounds to make a complaint about sexual harassment if he persists. How bad is it?'

      'If he was ten years younger, I would describe it as schoolboy crush. That's how he comes across. He even asked me if I found her attractive, and if I thought she was gay.'

      'What did you say?'

      'I said I'm not interested in how she looks, and I don't care which way she leans. I just need to know I can trust her to do her job. Then I told him it would be better for all concerned if he grew up and tried to behave like the adult he should be at his age, then maybe we could trust him to do his job.'

      'Do you think he's going to be a problem?'

      'Honestly? I don't know,' said Norman. 'If it's a crush it'll pass, but if it becomes an obsession then yeah, it could be a problem.'

      'Do you know what Catren thinks about it?'

      'She hasn't complained to me, if that's what you mean, so I don't think she sees it as a big deal. In fact, she was reluctant to tell me about the car owners because she didn't want to get him into trouble.'

      'D'you think she can handle him?'

      'From what I've seen so far I think Catren can handle just about anything, but that's not the point. She shouldn't have to deal with that sort of crap from anyone, especially a colleague.'

      'That's exactly what I was thinking.'

      'So, what do you want to do about it?'

      'How about if I speak to her about it, woman to woman?'

      'Maybe we could sit them both down and talk it through,' suggested Norman, 'or we could put them on a job together and see what happens.'

      'Seriously?' asked Southall. 'I'm sure there must be a rule against that.'

      'If we put Thomas back into uniform and send him to another station, it would solve all our problems in one go,' said Norman.

      'Perhaps this might be one of those occasions where I turn to Supt Bane for advice,' said Southall.

      Norman chuckled.

      'Or not,' he said. 'Knowing Nathan, he'd put them in a boxing ring and let them sort it out themselves.'

      'Hmmm. You may have a point there.'

      'Anyway, you said you told Dylan you'd get back to him, so why don't we sleep on it tonight, and maybe one of us will have a good idea come the morning,' said Norman, his face breaking into a grin, 'and if that doesn't work you can always ask for advice from some soft-headed wonk from HR.'

      Southall smiled.

      'I don't think that will be necessary.'

      'I thought you'd say that,' said Norman. 'Now, on a more serious note, I noticed that one of the car owners on the list who hadn't been contacted was Muriel Armsworth.'

      'That's odd, isn't it?'

      'Apparently her car was in the harbour car park on Monday morning.'

      'What would Muriel be doing at the harbour that early in the morning? She said she hates boats.'

      'Yeah, it's a bit weird isn't it? Do you want to go back out there and ask her why it was there?' asked Norman.

      Southall looked at the clock as she digested this information.

      'Not now. Let's leave it until tomorrow, and before we go up there, we'll call in at the harbour to see if Richard Armsworth’s boat is there or if anyone there has seen him recently.'
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      Friday 8th November 2019 09.00

      

      In the peak holiday season, or at the weekend, the picturesque little harbour at Llangwelli would be a hive of activity, but now it was midweek in November. Without a steady stream of tourists looking to go on a sightseeing trip, the half dozen pleasure cruisers that normally operated from here were moored by the quayside. A man was scrubbing at the deck of one boat, but otherwise the place was deserted.

      A small wooden pontoon reached out opposite the pleasure cruiser moorings, with a dozen sleek, expensive-looking motor cruisers tied up on either side. Southall led Norman around the harbour wall until they reached the pontoon.

      'What was the name of his boat?' she asked.

      'Blue Yonder,' he said, following her onto the pontoon. 'D'you think maybe it's a metaphor?'

      'For what?'

      'Escaping the woman who hates him?' suggested Norman.

      Southall smiled.

      'I see what you mean. Muriel wasn't exactly oozing with love for him, was she?'

      'I guess Cupid's arrow must have got poisoned somewhere along the line.'

      'And it looks as if she was wrong about him being out on his boat,' said Southall. 'It's this one here.'

      Norman stopped alongside her.

      'That's got to be the one,' he said. 'There can't be two boats here with the same name. Maybe he came back last night.'

      'There doesn't seem to be anyone on board,' said Southall. 'D'you think we're supposed to shout ahoy, or something.'

      'Why don't I climb onboard and take a look?' suggested Norman.

      He stepped gingerly aboard the boat which was big enough that it barely rocked at his weight. He stopped dead at the slight movement, holding so tightly to the rail that his knuckles turned white.

      'Are you okay?' she asked.

      He managed an embarrassed smile as he turned to her.

      'I must have forgotten to pack my sea legs when I moved from Tinton.'

      'Been a long time has it? You just need a bit of practice, and you'll be fine.'

      'The truth is, I had no sea legs to begin with,' he confessed. 'So it wouldn't make any difference how much I practice. I'm just glad we're not out at sea. All that puking. Now that really would be embarrassing.'

      Southall chuckled.

      'You should have said, I don't mind boats.'

      'It's okay,' said Norman. 'I'm your bagman. It's my job. I can do this.'

      He made his way carefully to the cabin door, but there was no doorbell to ring and for a moment the alien environment almost got the better of him. Then he seemed to get a grip and shake himself out of it. He rapped on the door with his knuckles.

      'Hello,' he called. 'It's the police. Anyone on board?'

      The only response was the gentle lapping of the water against the hull of the boat. He tried the door, but it was locked.

      'Rats!' he said. 'After all that excitement, there's no-one here.'

      Southall pointed at the man across the harbour scrubbing his boat deck.

      'Maybe that guy working on his boat can help us.'

      'Yeah, maybe,' said Norman, cautiously heading her way. 'Just hang on a minute while I get off this thing.'

      Southall offered her hand as Norman climbed from the boat, and the strength of his grip surprised her.

      'Wow! That's quite a grip you have. You weren't joking about your lack of sea legs, were you?'

      'I'm sorry,' he said as he stepped onto the pontoon. 'I have this thing about boats and drowning. Did I crush your fingers?'

      She massaged her hand.

      'I'm sure it will be fine once the blood starts flowing again. Perhaps if we have to board any more boats, it would be best if you let me do it.'

      They walked back down the pontoon, and along the wall back to the harbour entrance. The man had stopped scrubbing at his deck and was now watching them. As they got nearer, he jumped from his boat and walked towards them.

      'Can I help you?' he asked.

      Norman flashed his ID.

      'I'm DS Norman and this is DI Southall. Is the harbour master around?'

      The man smiled.

      'This harbour's not big enough, or busy enough, to employ a proper harbour master. I'm Alun Williams. I'm the nearest thing we have.'

      'Oh, right,' said Norman. 'We're looking for a guy called Richard Armsworth. Do you know him?'

      'Yes, I know Richard.'

      Norman pulled his phone from his pocket and showed the photograph.

      'Is this him?'

      'He's got a bit more grey hair now but, yes, that's him. You won't find him here, though.'

      Norman pointed across the harbour.

      'We were told he owned the Blue Yonder, over the other side there. Our information is that he's often down here, or out at sea.'

      'Ah, well, he used to own the Blue Yonder, but he sold it a couple of months ago. That's why you won't find him here.'

      'Really?' said Southall. 'That's interesting. We were told he loves his boat.'

      'Oh, he loves boats all right, and for several years he was here all the time, but over the last couple of years he's been coming here less and less and, to be honest I wasn't surprised when he told me he wanted to sell.'

      'Do you know why he stopped coming here?'

      'He never actually said, but I got the feeling he might have moved away.'

      'He didn't say where?'

      'As I say, it was just a feeling I got. Of course, it could be that he had another boat somewhere.'

      'Another one?' said Norman. 'That one looks big enough to me.'

      'It depends what you want to do,' said Williams. 'Richard's retired, and he's an experienced sailor. Maybe he intends to sail around the world. Something the size of Blue Yonder is okay for sailing a few miles along the coast, or maybe popping over to Ireland, but long distance? If it were me, I'd want something bigger.'

      'But you don't actually know for sure if he has another one?'

      Williams waved his arm in the general direction of the harbour.

      'The thing is, if he had another, bigger, boat we don't have a spare berth to accommodate it so he would have needed to moor it somewhere else. Perhaps that's what I picked up on, when I thought he was going away.'

      'So when did you last see him?' asked Norman.

      'That would have been two months ago when he handed Blue Yonder to her new owners.'

      'And he hasn't come back since?'

      'I understand he was here early on Monday morning. Apparently he'd found some spare keys for Blue Yonder and he came down to meet the new owners and pass them on.'

      'What time was this?'

      'It must have been early. I got here just before 8.00 and Blue Yonder had already put to sea.'

      'And you're definitely not expecting to see Richard soon?'

      Williams shook his head.

      'I guess he has no reason to come here now.'

      Norman sighed.

      'If Richard bought a bigger boat, where's the nearest place with a big enough harbour?' asked Southall.

      'That would probably be Aberdanber. I know he often used to go there because he used to talk about it. It's one of the few places that's still home to a handful of fishing boats. As a result, they have access to fresh fish every day, and some of the best fish restaurants around. Richard liked fine food, so it was the perfect place for him to visit.'

      'D'you think he really has got a bigger boat?'

      'He's the sort of man who has the sea in his blood so I wouldn't be surprised. And the last time I saw him he was driving a nice Porsche so he can't be hard up. I'm pretty sure he could afford to upgrade.'

      'He'a wealthy man, then?' asked Norman. 'Any idea where he made his money?'

      'He's retired now, but I think he used to own some sort of business. To tell the truth, he didn't really talk about stuff like that. We mostly spoke about boats, and the weather.'

      'One more thing,' said Southall. 'How far is Aberdanber from here?'

      'By boat, or by car?'

      Southall couldn't stop a brief smile escaping as she caught the look of horror on Norman's face.

      'I think my sergeant might prefer to go by car.'

      'There's no "might prefer" about it,' said Norman. 'He would definitely prefer to go by car.'

      'Not a big fan of boats, then?' asked Williams, with a smile of his own.

      'Cars don't sink,' said Norman.

      For a moment Williams looked as if he was going to argue the point, but decided against it.

      'It'll take you about two hours to get there, maybe three if there's a lot of agriculture on the roads.'

      Norman frowned.

      'Tractors, and trailers,' explained Williams.

      'Ah, right, I see what you mean. Is that likely to be a problem?'

      'It depends on your luck; the road's narrow and winding. If it's busy, and you get stuck behind something wide and slow, it can take ages to get past.'

      'Right,' said Norman. 'I forget it takes twice as long to get anywhere here. I'm still getting used to this rural thing.'

      'Trust me, it'll be worth the journey just for the food,' said Williams.

      'If we go there, we'll make sure we stop for lunch,' said Southall. 'Thanks for your help, Mr Williams.'

      'I'm not sure I've actually been much help, have I?'

      'Oh, I don't know,' said Southall. 'At least now we know where we can get an excellent lunch.'

      Norman pulled a business card from his pocket.

      'If you think of anything...'

      'Don't you worry, of course I will,' said Williams, taking the card.

      

      'Where did you get that photograph?' asked Southall as they walked back to the car.

      'When I was looking for Muriel's pills I found a stack of framed photos face down in a drawer. Being nosey, I turned one over. I guessed it must be Richard, and my gut said I should take a photo in case we needed one. I know what you're going to say, and I'll delete--'

      'Actually, I wasn't going to tell you to delete it. I was going to say, well done, it was sharp thinking.'

      'You're not annoyed?'

      'It's not as if we're going to use it in court to prove the guy's a serial killer, is it? We're just using it to confirm his identity.'

      Norman unlocked the car, and she slid into her seat.

      'So let's think about this,' she said, as Norman slipped into the driver's seat. 'Remember yesterday you said Muriel's car was down in the harbour car park on Monday morning? What if she wasn't the person who drove it down here? We now know Richard was down here, and we know his car has a puncture and it's parked outside Muriel's house.'

      'You mean you think she was lying when she said he left her two years ago?'

      'I'm just saying it's a bit of a coincidence his car was at her house and hers was down here.'

      'But if they are still in contact how come she thinks he's out on his boat which she believes he moors at Llangwelli, and yet he doesn't even own the boat as of a couple of months ago?'

      'I don't know. It just doesn't add up for me,' said Southall.

      'Maybe she's just telling us the first thing that comes into her head to confuse us.'

      'Now that's a possibility we can't ignore,' said Southall. 'How much d'you think this boat is worth?'

      'As you have probably realised by now, boats aren't my specialist subject, but I'm guessing something as pretty and sleek as Blue Yonder would cost near a quarter of a million.'

      'That's the sort of figure I had in mind,' agreed Southall. 'So how much would he have to spend to buy something bigger and better?'

      Norman shook his head.

      'I hate to think. I would guess its an obscene amount of money.'

      'And where's that money coming from?'

      'I have no idea,' said Norman. 'Williams said he thinks he had a business. The background checks we're doing will tell us if that's right, but if he could afford a boat like Blue Yonder, he's obviously not short of cash. The Porsche would back that up, and that house of theirs isn't exactly a hovel, is it? For all we know, he could be a millionaire!'

      'Which would mean he could lose an enormous slice of money in a divorce settlement,' conceded Southall.

      'Which could explain him liquidising his assets into cash which he can hide,' agreed Norman.

      'So then we come to the other thing about this. Alun Williams said Richard was here early on Monday morning. Now, Muriel claims she hasn't seen Richard and has no idea where he's living, yet it's looking possible he used her car to get here on Monday because his car had a puncture. That suggests he could well have been at her house on Sunday night, doesn't it?'

      'In that case, why doesn't she know he sold his boat?'

      ‘It must be that he doesn't want her to know what the boat's worth; it’s the only reason that makes sense.’

      'Yeah, you could be right,' agreed Norman. ‘But if they dislike each other that much, why would they even stay in touch? And don't forget, she seems to be only vaguely aware of what day it is. At first she said she he left on Monday, but then she changed her mind and said she meant Monday two years ago. If she's spaced out all the time, which Monday did she really mean?'

      Southall shrugged.

      'It would tie up a couple of loose ends if she meant this Monday just gone,' said Norman.

      'It would explain why her car was down by the harbour.'

      'It might explain a bit more than that,' said Norman. 'Don't forget we haven't identified our suicide yet.'

      'Seriously?' said Southall. 'You think Richard could be the suicide? How do you come to that conclusion?'

      'I'm just saying it's a possibility. The guy was tall, and Richard's tall. He was seen jogging on to the beach, but we have no idea where he was before that. What if he drove down to the harbour, handed over some boat keys, and then jogged on down to the beach?'

      Southall thought for a minute.

      'So, Richard Armsworth is the man who walked into the sea? It's an enormous leap, isn't it? I mean, where's your proof?'

      'I know it's a long shot, and the guy's probably going to turn up tomorrow, but...'

      'Although, I suppose stranger things have happened,' said Southall, thoughtfully.

      'You're starting to agree with what I'm thinking, aren't you?' said Norman. 'I mean, you have to admit it could be possible, right?'

      'But could Muriel really hate Richard that much that she wouldn't report him missing?'

      'Maybe she doesn't realise where he's gone, or she really doesn't care if he's dead,' suggested Norman. 'Or, perhaps she knows exactly what's happened, and she's being selective with her memory. Don't forget it's difficult to know if she's for real or just playing games.'

      'Is she really that devious? I'm not sure I can buy that.'

      'Well, I wouldn't put it past her,' said Norman.

      'Okay, so let's look at it another way, and ignore Muriel for a minute,' said Southall. 'Why would Richard sell his boat and release all that money if he intended to end it all?'

      'Maybe he wanted to give the money away.'

      'But the car must be worth a fair few quid. Why not sell that as well?'

      'That's a fair point,' said Norman, 'but maybe he has different feelings about the car. Perhaps he was so fond of the boat he wanted to make sure it had an owner who appreciated it, so it wasn't just left to rot in the harbour.'

      Southall frowned.

      'Do you really think someone as embittered as Muriel would leave it in the harbour? She said she hates the boat. She would sell it at the first opportunity, wouldn't she? Or maybe sink it just to spite him.'

      'Yeah, you're probably right about that last one. Perhaps he thought so too, and wanted to make sure she couldn't sink it, or sell it and profit from it.'

      Southall considered for a moment.

      'No, I'm sorry, but I'm not sure I can buy into him selling the boat if he was going to kill himself,' said Southall. 'That smacks of long-term planning, and in my experience suicides don't plan that far in advance.'

      'I'm not so sure about that,' said Norman. 'What if he had some sort of terminal illness? Maybe he knew he only had months to live, and he planned his suicide because he didn't want to die a lingering death.'

      'If he's as wealthy as we think, why would he walk into the sea to die? Drowning's a horrible way to go. Why would he do that when he could afford to go to Switzerland and have help to commit suicide in comfort?'

      Now it was Norman's turn to consider.

      'Yeah. When you put it like that, I have to agree; it doesn't quite add up, does it?'

      'So, what else could he be up to?'

      'What if he knew the builders would find Annabel's body, and he knows how it got there? Don't forget he's on our shortlist of suspects.'

      'You're certainly full of theories this morning,' said Southall. 'You didn't slip a few of Muriel's pills into your pocket yesterday, did you?'

      'You think my imagination's gone a bit wild?' said Norman. 'Well, okay, here's another idea. What if he's not up to anything and we're barking up the wrong tree? What if he just left Muriel, and he's sitting in a fish restaurant by the harbour in Aberdanber, right this minute, admiring his nice, new, bigger boat?'

      'I can't deny that's a possibility, but my instincts are telling me he is up to something. I just can't figure out what it is.'

      She studied Norman's face for a moment.

      'I can see from your face you haven't finished coming up with bizarre ideas, so if you have another theory about this one, I'd love to hear it.'

      Norman thought Southall would probably laugh at his theory, but what the hell.

      'This one's not about Annabel's death, it's about the suicide.'

      'Okay, well that's our case too, so let's hear it.'

      'There was something about the suicide scene that didn't seem right to me. The guy wears a hoodie style tracksuit to run down to the beach, presumably so no-one will recognise him, but carries a towel with him, right? Now, why would he need a towel? If he's going for his last ever swim, he won't be drying himself afterwards, will he?'

      'So why did he take a towel?'

      'Ask yourself why would he take off the tracksuit and fold it up so neatly and then place the towel on top? And not just any towel, but a brilliant white one that you can see from miles away. And another thing; heavy wet clothes would make it easier to drown, so why take them off? Don't you think it's all a bit strange?'

      'Okay, so what's your theory?'

      'I think the guy took the brilliant white towel so he could use it as a marker on the beach. I think he wanted to make it easy for us to find his clothes.'

      'So why would he do that? I would be happy to accept it if it led us to a suicide note or something that would enable us to ID the guy, but the pile of clothes drew a blank, so what's the point?'

      'There is one idea that occurred to me, but I'm sure it's way off the mark.'

      'That's one idea more than I have, Norm.'

      'You really want to hear it? I mean it's a bit left field.'

      'It's another case we're trying to solve and we've got nowhere so far, so I'm open to any suggestions right now, no matter how bizarre.'

      'Okay. Well, this'll sound crazy, but perhaps he's doing a Reginald Perrin.'

      'Who, or what, is Reginald Perrin?'

      'He was a fictional character who thought his life was so futile and pointless he faked his own drowning so he could come back as someone else and start again.'

      Southall considered for a moment.

      'I have to say it's an idea I would never have considered.'

      'Look, I'm not saying that's what happened, but you asked for suggestions.'

      'And that is one suggestion that would never have a occurred to me,' said Southall.

      'That's probably because I'm talking about a work of fiction. For some reason, it was the first thing that came into my head when we got down to the beach on Monday morning. But then maybe my imagination has gone overboard this time and I'm talking through my backside.'

      'No, no, no,' said Southall. 'It might be an outrageous idea, but that doesn't mean we should dismiss it just yet. At least let's talk it through.'

      Norman shifted in his seat. He had been expecting the same reaction he'd got from Thomas, and Southall's enthusiasm for the idea surprised him. There again, he knew she had a sense of humour. Was she playing along with this so she could make fun of him?

      'I'm wishing I'd never suggested it now,' he said, ruefully.

      'Why?'

      'I think you're going to pick my idea apart and make fun of me.'

      'No. I promise you, I'm not.'

      'Are you sure? You understand I have no evidence to back this up, so right now it's just a pie in the sky theory.'

      'Norm, honestly, I am not mocking you. I can't disagree with you, it is pie in the sky, but I genuinely think it's an interesting idea.' Then she added an afterthought. 'If it is Richard.'

      'He's as close as any other ID we have,' said Norman, warily. 'And for this idea to make sense you need to assume it's him, just for now.'

      'Okay, I can do that.'

      Norman's face told her he was unconvinced, but she carried on, regardless.

      'So, your theory is that Richard thinks his life is futile and pointless, and he wants to start over, is that right?'

      'Look, you've met Muriel. I'm just suggesting that it's possible he'd had enough of her, and if that was the case, maybe he wanted to start over.'

      'But she says he left her two years ago.'

      'Or maybe on Monday, depending on what planet she's on.'

      Southall smiled.

      'I'm not saying you're wrong, Norm, its just that the way I see it, Richard's life is anything but futile. I mean, I get the bit about his marriage to Muriel not working out. But if you were retired, loved your boat, and spent nearly all your spare time on it, would you regard it as a pointless existence? I would think it must be heaven to a boat-lover.'

      'So there you go, then,' said Norman. 'That's my theory shot to pieces.'

      'Now don't be like that. I'm just trying to see it from another point of view. Now, it's your turn.'

      Norman wasn't sure he wanted to play this game, but she was insistent.

      'Okay,' he said. 'I get what you mean about seeing it from a boat-lover's point of view, but perhaps spending all day on his boat, on his own, wasn't really what Richard wanted. What if what he really wanted was someone to share his boat? What if he had married Muriel hoping their life together would be happy ever after, but it didn't work out that way?'

      'You mean you think he had visions of the two of them sailing off into the sunset? That would never happen if she hated boats, would it?'

      'Maybe she didn't hate boats until he got one and started spending all his time on it. Or, perhaps it was his dream, but he never thought to share it with her before they married, and so he didn't know she hated boats, and didn't find out until it was too late. Who knows, perhaps that's where it all turned sour for him and Muriel, and the reason he loves the boat so much is that it's his escape from her. Like I said before, maybe he called it Blue Yonder for a reason.'

      'And you think that's why he wants to start again?'

      'Why not? Maybe it's not so much that his life is futile or pointless, but that its disappointing, or even depressing. His marriage is over, so he won't stick around for that, will he? And don't forget Alun Williams said Richard had sold Blue Yonder because he was upgrading.'

      'He said he thought Richard might be upgrading. He didn't know for sure.'

      'Yes, but you said it sounds like long-term planning, so what if it is, but we're wrong about the why? What if he wasn't planning a suicide but was planning to start a new life and the suicide was just a front? Perhaps the whole thing has been a couple of years in the making? Williams said Richard often went to Aberdanber, so what if he already had the big boat moored there, and perhaps even another house there, ready and waiting for him to move into?'

      Norman could see Southall liked this part of his idea.

      'Or, maybe he doesn't have a house but intends to live on the big boat,' she suggested, thoughtfully. 'Perhaps you're right about him wanting to share his passion for boats, and he's found another woman who shares his dream and does want to sail off into the sunset with him.'

      'Exactly. If you were a boat lover could there be a better way to start your life again?' asked Norman. 'Who knows, maybe they've already set sail.'

      'I hope not,' said Southall. 'It'll make it bloody hard for us to find him, especially if he left days ago.'

      They both considered the possibility offered by Norman's theory. Then he added another thought.

      'Anyway,' he said, 'even if my theory turns out to be a non-starter and he hasn't committed suicide, you can't deny it's all a bit of a coincidence. First, Annabel disappears at around the time Richard was supposed to marry her mother, then ten years later he disappears and Annabel's body turns up.'

      'Yes, but how would he have known the builders were going to unearth her body on that Monday?'

      'He might not have known it would happen on Monday, but if he knew where the body was, and when the builders were going to start, then he would have known they would unearth it as soon as they started digging the footings.'

      Southall nodded.

      'I think you're right. We need to take a serious look at Richard Armsworth, alive or not. If he is alive, I want to know where he is, and what he's up to. I also think we need to take a much closer look at Muriel and what she knows about Richard's whereabouts. We can make a start, right now, with another visit to her house.'

      'For sure,' said Norman, as he started the car and pulled out onto the road.

      'Now,' said Southall, 'for the time being let's assume your fake suicide theory is correct. Then the next question has to be, how did Richard pull it off?'

      Norman grinned.

      'There's something you need to understand about how this works,' he said, tongue firmly in cheek. 'When Nathan Bane persuaded me to come out of retirement it was a cunning plan to allow me to dream up outlandish theories to embellish your investigations, but that's where my role ends. My job is to come up with the theories. The challenge is for the rest of you to make sense of them.'

      Southall laughed.

      'So he knew about your bizarre imagination, and the challenges it would present?'

      'Sure he did. Don't forget we worked together way back when.'

      'Well, that's okay,' said Southall. 'Because it just so happens, I'm willing to accept your challenge. We will figure out how to make it work.'

      Norman settled back in his seat. Not for the first time since he had arrived in Llangwelli, he felt genuinely happy with his life and the way things were working out.

      'Right,' said Southall. 'So, let's assume you're right and Richard Armsworth is the man who walked into the sea. Now we know he went down to the beach, stripped off his clothes and swam away. The problem is, everyone who knows anything about the estuary agrees it's almost certain death, unless you're young, fit, and a damned powerful swimmer.'

      'That's what they all say,' agreed Norman.

      'So, for your theory to work, we need to work out how did a man, who's in his early seventies, swim into that cold water, with its deadly riptides, and not get swept out to sea? And if he swam through it, and didn't drown, where did he swim to?'

      'You know, now you say it like that it is sounding even more outrageous,' said Norman. 'Are you sure this idea isn't too far-fetched?'

      'Has it occurred to you that maybe we're supposed to think it's far-fetched?' said Southall. 'What if we're supposed to think it's so unlikely we dismiss it without a second thought? And, as I said earlier, we're not going to abandon this idea without first having a good long look at Richard Armsworth.'

      'Hang on a minute,' said Norman. 'I think you may have already answered the "how did he do it" question.'

      'I have?'

      'A few minutes ago you said maybe there was another woman waiting to sail off into the sunset with him. What if you're right? What if there is another woman, and she's a sailor, like him? Maybe she was in a boat, waiting out on the water to pick him up. Perhaps she was waiting offshore with a boat and a pair of binoculars, and the brilliant white towel was used to let her know where and when he was entering the water.'

      'Wouldn't the coastguard have noticed the boat?'

      'I have to confess I'm not sure how the Coastguard works,' said Norman. 'There wasn't much call for it in the Hampshire countryside.'

      'They pick boats up on radar, don't they?'

      'But do they even have radar on the estuary? I mean, it's not exactly an international shipping lane with supertankers ploughing up and down, is it?'

      'I see what you mean. And, thinking about it, perhaps if it was a small enough boat it wouldn't show up on radar, anyway.'

      'And here's another idea,' said Norman. 'The witness said Richard headed out to sea, but it's an estuary, right? It's not open sea unless you head south. Perhaps he started off heading south, so it looked as if he was swimming out to sea, but in reality he was just heading out to where his new lady friend was waiting in her boat. She could have picked him up and ferried him across to the other side where they had a car waiting.'

      'Now you're thinking, Norm. Now it's starting to look like a real possibility. But what about the currents and rip-tides?'

      'I haven't worked that one out yet. I'm guessing the current takes you out to sea, but we need to speak to someone who knows about these things to confirm that.'

      They drove on in thoughtful silence for a couple of minutes.

      'You don't think we're in danger of trying to make the facts fit my theory, are we?' asked Norman.

      Southall turned a smile in Norman's direction.

      'Don't worry, Norm, I'm not suggesting we ignore other possibilities. We'll ask Catren to keep monitoring missing persons reports, even though that's produced nothing so far. In the meantime, as your theory includes a potential link to Annabel's death, it won't hurt to bear it in mind as we continue our investigations.'
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        * * *

      

      It was the Family Liaison Officer who opened the door when they arrived at Muriel Armsworth's house.

      'You look disappointed to see us,' said Norman.

      'I was hoping you were my relief arrived early,' she said.

      'Is it that bad?' asked Southall.

      'The woman's a nightmare. All I want to do is make sure she's okay, but she seems to regard me as the devil incarnate because I won't tell her where we've hidden her booze.'

      'Oh, that bad,' said Southall, gloomily. 'I'm sorry. Has she actually said anything that might be useful?'

      'I wish. Mostly she rambles on and on about how she's suffered two shitty husbands, and the injustice of having the good one die too early. And when she's not doing that, she hurls abuse in my direction and demands to know where her whiskey is.'

      'And there we were thinking it was just us she hated,' said Norman.

      'Well, I'm sorry to disappoint you, but I'm afraid you're not that special. After spending the best part of 24 hours in her company, I can assure you she seems to hate everyone. To be honest, I would imagine even the best husband in the world would eventually turn into a shit if he had to put up with her.'

      'Has she said anything specific about her ex-husband, Richard?' asked Southall.

      'Not specifically. It's mostly aimed at husbands in general, apart from husband number two, who must have been closely related to Jesus from what she says.'

      'What time does your relief arrive?' asked Norman.

      'She should be here in the next twenty minutes.'

      'Okay, so how does this sound? You make us all a cup of tea, we'll take over babysitting, and you can chill out until your colleague arrives. What d'you think?'

      Her face broke into a broad grin.

      'Seriously? I think that's the best offer I've had in weeks. I'll take it!'

      Norman returned her grin.

      'Yeah, I thought you might say that.'

      The FLO pointed to a room down the hall.

      'The dragon's in her lair.'

      'Right,' said Southall. 'Let's see if we can douse her fire with a few awkward questions.'

      Muriel greeted them with even more venom than before when they walked into her lounge, but Southall was in a determined mood and Muriel's outburst left her unmoved.

      'Is Richard back yet?' asked Southall.

      'Who?'

      'Your husband, Richard. You told us he was out on his boat. Has he come back yet?'

      'Did I say that? My memory isn't what it was, you know. It's all a bit hazy.'

      'According to the doctor your memory is fine,' said Norman. 'The only problem with your memory is the amount of booze and pills you were taking, which is why we've been monitoring you.'

      'The doctor? What does he know? You can't agree with anything he says.'

      Southall let out a long, deliberate, sigh.

      'Okay Mrs Armsworth,' she said, 'let's start with something we can agree on. You don't like us, am I right?'

      Muriel's eyes narrowed, but she said nothing.

      'Of course I'm right,' continued Southall. 'Now, I don't know why you think you need to be so disagreeable when we're just trying to do our jobs, but there you go, I suppose that's your choice.'

      Now Muriel's eyes were blazing.

      'Well, what do you expect? Do you think I want strangers turning up on my doorstep telling me you've found my daughter's body after all this time? And then, as if that's not bad enough, you plant some useless girl in my house telling me what to do. Why would I like that?'

      'That useless girl, as you call her, is doing her best to look out for you in what we understand is a hard time for you.'

      'She has no right to tell me what I can, or can't, drink!'

      'As I already mentioned, she's doing her best to look after you and that means one of her responsibilities is to stop you messing with your head, or even worse killing yourself, by drinking on top of the drugs the doctor has prescribed.'

      'I don't need anyone telling me what to do. You don't understand--'

      'If anyone needs to understand anything around here, Muriel, it's you,' snapped Southall. 'D'you think we want to be babysitting a bitter, twisted individual like you?'

      Muriel's mouth dropped open, and Southall's tone took aback even Norman, but there was no stopping her.

      'We don't deliver news you don't want to hear because we think it will be fun,' she continued. 'We do it because it's our job. So, whether or not you wanted to hear it, it was our duty to come and inform you we thought the body found buried next door could be that of your daughter. And then, when we knew for sure it was her, we had to come back again and inform you of the fact. It's not a straightforward job to do, and it's made a hundred times harder when someone as mean spirited as you think it's okay to treat us like dirt.'

      Southall stared at Muriel, defying her to argue, but Muriel stared resolutely over Southall's head and refused to make eye contact.

      'Right, that's the pleasantries over with,' said Southall. 'Now DS Norman is going to ask you some questions, and you are going to provide answers. But this time, you are going to answer without the vagueness, and without the vitriol. Do you think you can do that?'

      'Questions? What questions?'

      Southall nodded to Norman.

      'When did you last see your husband, Richard?' he asked.

      'I have no idea.'

      Southall sighed again.

      'I'm sorry, Muriel, but that's just not a good enough answer,' she said. 'You must do a lot better than that if you want us to go away.'

      She nodded to Norman again.

      'You told us your husband keeps his boat down at Llangwelli harbour,' he said, 'but the guy who runs the harbour told us Richard sold the boat a couple of months ago, and he hasn't seen him since.'

      Muriel glared sullenly at Norman.

      'So? What do you want me to say?'

      'Telling us the truth would be helpful,' said Norman. 'Did you know he'd sold the boat?'

      'He didn't tell me, but I'm not surprised.'

      'You're not surprised,' echoed Norman. 'That means you knew, right?'

      'I didn't know for sure. It was just a feeling I had.'

      'Just a feeling,' said Norman, thoughtfully. 'But you must have had a reason for feeling that way, so what was it?'

      'What's this got to do with my daughter's body being found next door?' demanded Muriel.

      'We don't know that it has anything to do with it,' said Norman, 'but if you answer the questions, it might just help us decide. Now, what made you think Richard may have sold his boat? Was it something he said?'

      'Ha! Now that would be something. He hasn't spoken to me in months.'

      'But he was here last weekend, wasn't he?'

      Muriel shifted awkwardly in her seat, but said nothing.

      'Were you still living together?'

      'Of course not.'

      'So why was he here on Sunday?'

      'We weren't living together. He stays occasionally. When he does, we are in the same house, but it's not the same thing as living together.'

      'Why weren't you speaking?'

      'You'd have to ask him that.'

      'I don't buy that, Muriel,' said Norman. 'Something must have happened. People don't stop talking for no reason.'

      'He did. He bought that damned boat and spent more time out on it than he spent here, and when he was here he never spoke.'

      'Is he still living here?'

      She shook her head.

      'He went out one morning, and he never came back.'

      'Didn't that concern you?'

      'Are you kidding? I was glad to see the back of him.'

      'You told us he'd left on a Monday, is that correct?'

      'I think so.'

      'Can you remember which Monday? I mean, how long ago was this? This week? Months ago? Years ago?'

      'It was two years ago.'

      'Did you report him missing?'

      'Why on earth would I do that? It was his choice. No-one asked him to go.'

      'What about this last Monday?'

      'What about it?'

      'Didn't you wonder about his car? Didn't it seem odd that he left it behind and didn't come back for it?'

      'I wasn't going to repair the damned puncture. I'm not his servant.'

      'So he didn't take your car and leave his for you?'

      'Take my car?'

      'Let me explain,' said Norman. 'You see on Monday morning, a man walked down onto the beach, undressed and left his clothes in a neat little pile, then walked out into the sea and hasn't been seen since.'

      'What's that got to do with anything?'

      'Well, your car was parked in the harbour car park that morning, and I'm guessing you didn't drive it down there as you hate boats.'

      'Wait. You mean you think Richard drove my car down to the harbour and drowned himself?'

      'That's a theory we're considering.'

      Muriel smiled.

      'That's not possible,' she said. 'I would have noticed if my car had been missing, and it wasn't.'

      'But we recorded every car registration number within 400 metres of the scene that morning, and your car's number was on the list.'

      'You must be mistaken. I work part time on Monday afternoons, and I always drive to work in my car.'

      'You didn't get a lift down to the harbour to pick it up?'

      'No, I did not.'

      'So, how did it get back here?'

      'I'm telling you it was never down at the harbour. It was here in the garage.'

      Norman looked at Southall. Could she make sense of this?

      'Why did you smile when we suggested Richard drowned?'

      'I wasn't smiling about him committing suicide. It's your insistence you know where my car was when I know it was here.'

      'I get the impression you despise Richard.'

      'The feeling's mutual. We despise each other.'

      'Do you think he's the sort who would commit suicide?'

      'I've never considered the idea before, but I can't say that I believe it.'

      'Okay,' said Southall. 'So how come he's not been seen since?'

      'Not been seen by whom?'

      'Well, by you for a start.'

      'He doesn't want to see me anymore than I want to see him, so that proves nothing.'

      'What about his friends down at the harbour? No-one there has seen him in over a month.'

      'Why would he go there if he'd sold his boat?'

      'But they would still be his friends.'

      'One thing you need to understand about Richard is that terms like, "friends" and "family" mean little to him. People are like things to him, they are there to be used and then discarded as he sees fit. Much like that car out front.'

      'So, you don't believe he committed suicide?'

      'I'd love it to be true, but I don't think so.'

      'But why would he fake his suicide?'

      'I'm afraid I can't answer that.'

      

      'She knows more than she's letting on,' said Norman as he put the car into gear and pulled away.

      'She didn't convince me, either,' agreed Southall. 'And what she said makes your fake suicide theory look a lot more of a possibility.'

      'Maybe they're still in touch and this whole, "we despise each other" thing, is just a cover.'

      'I'm not sure I'd go along with that. She's seriously bitter and twisted about something, and I'm sure it's to do with him.'

      'Leaving her for another woman would do that.'

      'I'll admit that's a possibility,' said Southall, 'but men cheat on women all the time; if that's all he's done and she knows, why not tell us?'

      'Maybe she's too vain to admit he found someone else more desirable.'

      'Oh, come on, Norm! If Muriel was vain she'd hardly let us see her in that state, would she?'

      'You reckon?'

      Southall looked across at Norman, with his wild hair and clothes that always made him look slightly crumpled. She smiled and shook her head.

      'It's a woman thing, Norm. You wouldn't understand.'

      'You're right there,' he said. 'Even at my age there are still many things about women that remain a mystery to me.'

      'Whatever's going on with Muriel Armsworth, we'll let her think we believe her for the time being. Let's see what our background searches can dig up, then we'll talk to her again.'

      'That sounds like a plan,' said Norman.

      'And another thing. If her hatred is all about another woman and Richard has already left her, would that be a good enough reason to fake his suicide? My gut feeling is telling me there must be more to it than that, and the most obvious link has got to be Annabel.'

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      'How are we getting on with the searches?' asked Southall, when they got back to the incident room.

      'Richard Armsworth used to own a software business,' said Judy Lane. 'He started it 12 years ago when he came to England.'

      'What do you mean when he came to England?'

      'He was in Australia before that.'

      'He's Australian? That's additional information.'

      'No, he's not Australian. He has a UK passport,' said Lane. 'When we found that out we split the job. I'm focusing on post 2008 when he arrived back here, and Catren's looking into his background prior to that.'

      'So what can you tell us post 2008?'

      'In 2008 he arrived from Australia and set up a software business.'

      'Where did the money come from?'

      'He had a hundred grand of his own money, which he got from selling his share in a similar business in Australia.'

      'It's not megabucks, but it sounds like he knew what he was doing,' said Norman.

      'Right,' said Lane. 'Initially he only had two employees, but then in 2009, he met Muriel Dormund, and she invested in his business and became a partner. You know the next bit; Richard and Muriel arranged to get married, Annabel disappeared, the wedding was postponed but eventually went ahead a few months later.'

      'Let's focus on the money for now,' said Southall. 'How much did Muriel invest in this software business?'

      'Two hundred grand.'

      'What? Where did she get that sort of money?'

      'She already had a house from her first marriage which ended in divorce, and then she inherited another enormous house and a couple of million when her second husband died.'

      Southall raised her eyebrows.

      'They were only married five years, but there were no suspicious circumstances about the death. I checked,' said Lane. 'He had cancer.'

      'Hang on,' said Norman. 'This software company had only been operating for a year, and she pays twice his initial investment to be a partner! How come it was suddenly worth so much?'

      'Because of the potential,' said Lane. 'Apparently Richard had developed anti-virus software which was proving to be one of the best around.'

      'And he built that from scratch?' asked Southall. 'I thought these things take years to develop.'

      'That's my understanding,' said Lane. 'My guess is that he had been working on it in Australia and brought it with him.'

      'I wonder if his old Australian partners knew about that,' said Norman.

      'We can check it out if you like,' said Lane, 'but I think the next bit will interest you more.'

      'Go on,' urged Southall.

      'Richard launched his antivirus software in 2012, and after a slow start it eventually sold like gangbusters. So much so, that in 2016 he sold the company for twenty million, and retired.'

      'So, presumably Muriel got ten million for her half share,' said Norman. 'Jeez, why would she hate the guy so much if he made her all that money?'

      'Because she didn't get ten million,' said Lane.

      'How come?'

      'In 2014, Richard paid back Muriel's two hundred thousand.'

      'But if the software was already launched and selling, the company must have been sky-rocketing in value,' said Norman. 'Surely, Muriel would have known--'

      'Maybe not,' said Southall. 'Perhaps Richard installed her as a sleeping partner. If that was the case, she might know nothing about the business. It's possible she never even visited the site, and would have had no idea what was going on other than what Richard told her.'

      'We don't know that for sure,' said Lane. 'But that's how it's beginning to look.'

      'Wow! So it looks as if he set her up from the start, and married her just to make the con even more believable,' said Norman. 'That would explain why she hates him so much.'

      'If that were me I would have kicked him out, there and then,' said Southall. 'And yet it seems he was still staying at the house on odd occasions right up to last weekend. Surely she would have known he had sold his business for a small fortune?'

      'I think I might be able to shed some light on that,' said Lane. 'Richard has been diverting money into a second bank account for years. Most of the proceeds from the business sale went to this second account.'

      'I knew it,' said Norman. 'He didn't commit suicide, I bet he's planning to live the life of Riley, somewhere like the Cayman Islands, laughing at all of us idiots running around looking for him.'

      'I don't think he is heading to the Caymans,' said Lane. 'He's probably keeping his head down, but I think he's still here in Wales.'

      'What makes you think that?' asked Southall.

      'Because he's still using his old address for everything, as if he's still living with Muriel.'

      'Is he?' said Southall. 'That's very interesting. So does this mean he really is still living there and Muriel is telling us a fairy tale, or is she unaware he's using that address?'

      'Yeah, well, my money's on her being a storyteller,' said Norman. 'She'd know he was using her address because he'd still be having post from the banks delivered there. That would be a bit of a giveaway, wouldn't it?'

      'Not if he's had it all redirected by the Post Office,' said Lane.

      'We've had FLOs in that house,' said Southall. 'They would have noticed if Richard was still living there, wouldn't they?'

      'Now you come to mention it, I saw nothing to suggest he was living there,' said Norman, 'but his car was outside, remember?' He scratched his head. 'Jeez, this is doing my head in. I wish I knew what the hell was going on with those two.'

      'Well done, Judy, that's great work,' said Southall. 'I've had my suspicions about Muriel right from the start, and now I'm convinced both she, and Richard, are playing games with us.'

      'So what are we going to do about them?' asked Norman.

      Southall considered for a moment, then came to a decision.

      'Right,' she said decisively. 'Judy, I want you to keep digging into Richard's finances, and check with the Post Office to see if he has set up a redirect.

      'Norm, on Monday I want you to get a search warrant for Muriel Armsworth's house. If she wants to play games, so can we.'

      She turned to Catren Morgan.

      'What can you tell us about Richard's time in Australia?'

      Morgan sighed.

      'Not much so far. Whatever he was doing out there, he was keeping a low profile. I haven't turned up anything online, so I've made an official request for help, but the time difference means we probably won't hear much until late this afternoon.'

      'That might be a little optimistic,' said Southall. 'The chances are you won't hear much before Monday, but never mind. He has a British passport so see if you can find any trace of him in the UK. If he was born in Australia with British parents that might not be the case, but it's worth a try.'

      Southall looked up at the clock.

      'Okay everyone, it's Friday, and it's 3.30 pm. I have to brief Superintendent Bane, and I'd like you all to keep digging until 5 pm, and then I don't want to see any of you again until Monday morning.'

      Morgan and Lane looked up, surprise etched on their faces.

      'Yes,' said Southall. 'You have an entire weekend to yourselves. You know weekends off are rarer than hen's teeth, but I think you've earned it, so make sure you enjoy it.'

      Norman waited until Southall had left and then, under the pretext of checking Lane's work, he took the case management file across to his own desk and thumbed through the pages until he found what he was looking for. Then he reached for the phone.

      

      Five minutes later, humming happily to himself, Norman opened up a map of the coastline on his desk. He would be the first to admit he knew almost nothing about tides and currents and cold water, but logic seemed to suggest that whether you wanted to swim across the estuary or cross by boat, you would pick the shortest distance every time.

      He placed a stubby finger on Llangwelli harbour and traced a line across to the opposite side of the estuary. Just offline, slightly to the North, he could see a tiny village called Ferrydock. More words were printed on the map next to the village name, but they were just too small for him to read without his spectacles. It took several minutes of searching before he found them, but when he put them on and read the words on the map, a huge grin took over his face.

      'Yesss,' he said, as he did a little fist-pump. 'Now we're cooking!'
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          Chapter 8

        

      

    

    
      Saturday 9th November 09.00

      

      Despite the short notice, the builder Norman had contacted on Friday afternoon had agreed to meet him next morning at the old cottage he was hoping to buy.

      It was drizzling as Norman climbed into his car. During the week he used an unmarked police car, but as he had the weekend off, he was using his own car. He hadn't used the car for days and as he fired up the engine, he said a silent prayer that it would actually start. To his surprise it did, first time.

      As the car rumbled into life, he looked up at the sky, and acknowledged the fact that the weather was actually better than he had expected. He had only been living here for a few short weeks, but already he was realising the one thing he could rely on with the local weather was its unreliability.

      It hadn't been too wet so far this week, but today was his day off, and he was meeting a builder on site, and so despite the forecast of a sunny day, it was raining. But Norman was a glass-half-full kind of guy. Yes, it was raining, but at least it was just drizzle, and not the usual torrential stuff. And anyway, it was going to take more than a little rain to stop him pursuing his dream of owning that cottage!

      He switched on the windscreen wipers and then held his breath as he recalled what had happened the last time he used them. That last time, when he had switched them off, they had stopped right in his line of sight and refused to move again even when he had switched them on and off several times. He had eventually manhandled them into the correct stop position and had intended to call a mechanic to repair them. But then he had gone to work, and using his nice, tidy police car, and promptly forgotten all about it.

      He watched apprehensively as the wipers seemed hesitant to co-operate. He thought about switching them off again in case the motor burned out, then he sighed with relief as they slowly wheezed into motion, gradually gaining enough momentum to push their way across the screen. There was a loud clunk as they reached the other side, and then after a brief hesitation, and with what appeared to be an enormous effort, they creaked back the other way.

      Norman watched the wipers anxiously and thought a snail would probably be faster traversing the screen, but it was what it was, and they would have to do. He was grateful it wasn't raining any harder because although the wipers made an acceptable job of moving the water around the windscreen, they didn't actually clear it away.

      He smiled ruefully as he slipped the car into gear and pulled away. He really must book his car in for a service. There again, perhaps the better option would be to face up to reality and take it to a scrapyard.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      The cottage was off the beaten track down an unmade lane, and as Norman approached, he was pleasantly surprised to see a pickup truck parked on the rough ground in front of the cottage. He parked next to the truck, and as he switched off his engine, the driver's door swung open and a man jumped out and waved to him.

      Norman jumped from his car and offered the man his hand.

      'Wes Harding, right? In case you don't remember, I'm Norman Norman.'

      'I remember,' said Harding. 'It's hard to forget. It's not every day you dig up a skull.'

      'Yeah, it must have been a real shock. Are you okay now?'

      Harding shook his head.

      'I'm guess I'll be okay, but I think it might take a while for the digger driver to get over it.'

      'I'm afraid I can't even offer any advice about how to deal with it,' said Norman. 'There's no standard to follow; everyone copes in their own way.'

      'This probably sounds insensitive, but d'you have any idea when we might be able to get back on site? I'm not in a rush. I've got other work, but not everyone wants their job done early. It's the scheduling, you know?'

      'I can't imagine it will be for much longer, but I can't say for sure,' said Norman. 'To be on the safe side you're probably best to assume you won't be on site for at least another week. Can I ask you how you got the job in the first place?'

      'Mrs Harris contacted us about 18 months ago, but to be honest I thought the job would never happen.'

      'Oh, really? Why's that?'

      'Planning permission was granted a year ago, but every time she booked us in to start the job we got put off. Three times it happened.'

      'Why was that?'

      'It turns out her husband is some big shot developer up in London. I reckon he doesn't trust a small town Welsh builder to do the work to the right standard. His wife told me he wanted to bring people all the way from London, but she dug her heels in and refused. They argued over it for almost a year, but it's her project and she wasn't willing to pay their ridiculously inflated prices.'

      'So she got her way in the end?'

      'She wore him down until he finally gave in and gave us the go ahead. Now I'm determined to prove we're just as good as any London builder and make sure he has nothing to complain about. So all this turmoil is a bit of a setback.'

      'It would have happened wherever the builder came from,' said Norman. 'No-one can blame you for what's happened.'

      'Yes, but even so... I don't know how you can deal with that stuff all the time.'

      'You learn to treat it as just another job,' said Norman. 'Fortunately it's not like that all the time. Anyway, that's not what we're here to talk about.'

      Harding grinned at Norman and pointed at the cottage.

      'Sorry, you're right, we're here to talk about your house.'

      'I'm sorry I didn't give you much notice. I only found out I was going to have the day off just before I called you.'

      'That's okay. I have another job to look at later, and you're just down the road, so it made sense to come here first. I got here a bit early so I could have a quick look around before you got here,' he said. 'Did you say you wanted to renovate, or demolish and start again?'

      Norman looked at the cottage in dismay.

      'It's not that bad is it? It looked great when I first came to see it, but that was on a beautiful sunny day. I have to admit, on a grey day like this it doesn't look quite the same.'

      Harding grinned again.

      'Relax, Mr Norman. I'm joking. It's in pretty good condition for its age, and that view is amazing.'

      'Really? You're not just saying that? What about the roof?'

      'As far as I can tell the roof's not been like that for long, so there's not too much water damage. I'm sure we can sort it out without too much trouble. What I need to know, though, is what else you want to do?'

      'Why don't we go inside, and I'll show you what I'd like to do, and you can tell me if it's possible. I want to to make the most of the view, obviously, but maybe you'll be able to suggest something even better.'

      'Come on then, let's have a look.'

      Norman led Harding towards the cottage.

      'Look, Wes, I'm not going to call you Mr Harding all the time, so you don't have to call me Mr Norman. Norm will do just fine.'

      

      
        
        ***

      

      

      It was midday and Norman was down by his favourite roadside coffee bar, chatting with the owner, Terry.

      'You look pleased with yourself, Norm.'

      Norman grinned.

      'Yeah, I am pleased, Terry. It's not every day you get to move a dream a little closer to becoming reality, and I did that this morning.'

      'So, you've decided? You're going to buy the cottage up on the hill?'

      'I've been up there with a builder this morning, and I think between my ideas and his advice we've come up with something that will look amazing and, better still, it's within my budget!'

      'Oh, mate, I'm thrilled for you. When I first met you I had a feeling you were going to fall in love with this place.'

      'You're right, I really do love it here. There's something about it. Even the rain doesn't seem to dull my enthusiasm for it.'

      'I told you you'd get used to it. Give it a couple of years and you'll grow webbed feet like the rest of us.'

      As they were talking, a woman approached. Norman moved aside to allow her to speak to Terry and order her coffee. As Terry prepared her drink he chatted with her. Norman smiled to himself. He had seen Terry in action many times, and he admired the way this amiable young man seemed able to engage with anyone and everyone.

      'You know you're building quite the reputation,' the young woman told him.

      'It's just coffee,' said Terry.

      'No,' she said, 'there's more to it than that. From what I hear you don't just make great coffee, you offer a warm welcome, and great service too. Now I've seen it for myself, I can understand why you're doing so well.'

      'I can vouch for that,' said Norman. 'I come here most days, and you're right, it's not just for the coffee.'

      The woman turned to listen to Norman, then smiled at Terry.

      'There you are,' she said. 'That's exactly what I mean.'

      Terry looked embarrassed.

      'I'm just being me,' he said. 'I just do my job the way I think it should be done.'

      'Look,' she said. 'My name's Faye. I work for the Llangwelli magazine and website. My job is to fill the magazine with stories and adverts. We give a copy to every tourist who comes here so they know what they can do, where they can find stuff, and where to eat. I think they should know where they can get a great cup of coffee, too.'

      'This is a sales pitch, right?' said Terry.

      Faye looked slightly crestfallen.

      'I'm not saying I'm not interested,' said Terry, hastily. 'You can't run a business without advertising, can you? I just need to know how much?'

      'You're new here, aren't you?'

      'I didn't get my licence in time for the season, because some idiot at the council faffed around and lost my application,' said Terry. 'So, yeah, I guess I am. I'm just trying to get established with the locals in plenty of time for next year.'

      She handed him a price list and pointed to the relevant price.

      'We're nearly full, but I've got one last spot for an advert. It's for a half page, but I'll let you have it for the price of the smaller one,' she said. 'And as I like you, I'll throw in a little editorial piece about you too. How does that sound?'

      'What do you mean a little editorial piece?'

      'Just a short piece about you, and how you come to be offering your new service. It'll be like a human interest story.'

      Terry turned to Norman.

      'D'you think that sounds cool, Norm?'

      'It sounds like a good deal to me,' said Norman. 'And I think she's right, every tourist needs to know you're here.'

      'Okay, Faye, we have a deal,' said Terry.

      She produced the paperwork and quickly filled out the form for Terry to sign.

      'If you just sign here,' she said. 'I'll come back Monday and we can sort out the ad and I'll do a brief interview so I can write the story.'

      Terry had the pen poised, ready to sign. Then he had a thought.

      'I get to see it before you print it, right?'

      'Of course,' she said. 'And if you want anything changed, I'll be happy to do it for you. I want it to be right so you'll come back and advertise again next year.'

      'Have I got to pay now?'

      'We can sort that out on Monday.'

      Terry scrawled a signature on the form.

      'There you go, babe,' he said. 'I'll sign my life away, just for you.'

      'Oh, great,' she said. 'Now I just need to find one good, local story, and that's the whole thing wrapped up.'

      'What sort of story are you looking for?' asked Norman.

      'It's got to be something local, and preferably something that relates to tourists.'

      'So, something like a story about a local service, or a local personality,' suggested Norman.

      'Yes, that's exactly the sort of thing.'

      'D'you have a deadline?'

      'End of next week. Why? Have you got something in mind?'

      'My name's Norm. Are you in a hurry?'

      'No, why?'

      Norman pointed to the table and chairs set up alongside the coffee bar.

      'How about you join me while you drink your coffee and I'll tell you my idea.'

      Faye took a quick look around. She had no idea who this man was, but he seemed harmless, and they were in a public place...

      'Okay,' she said.

      He ushered her over to the table, settled her on a chair, then sat down opposite her and spoke.

      'You want a human interest story, right? Well, I think I may have just the thing you're looking for...'

      

      'So, what do you think?' asked Norman, ten minutes later.

      Faye pushed her chair back and got to her feet.

      'It sounds like a great story,' she said.

      'You like it, huh?'

      'I do, yes, but I can't promise anything. It's not the sort of write up we usually do, so I need to check with my boss and make sure it's okay to run. You need to do the same. I wouldn't want to upset anyone.'

      'I know,' said Norman. 'I need to run it past a couple of people for approval. D'you have a card?'

      She fished a business card from her handbag and handed it to him.

      'I must do the interview by Thursday at the very latest,' she said.

      'Trust me, you'll know if it's going to happen before then.'

      Norman watched Faye as she made her way back to her car, climbed inside and drove off.

      'You look like you've fallen in love, Norm,' said Terry, with a grin, as he came over to clear the table.

      'Huh? You think so?' asked Norman. 'Well, I hate to disappoint you, but you’re way off the mark. I think I may have made a friend, though.'

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      There was one more thing Norman wanted to do before he went home, so he made his way down to the harbour. It was the weekend, so he figured that with any luck someone would be down there working on their boat. Sure enough, he could see two boats moored on the far side, and set off around the wall to reach them.

      A man was washing down the deck of his boat while another was coiling ropes.

      'Excuse me,' said Norman, fumbling in his pocket. 'This is probably going to sound stupid to a boat lover, but I know nothing about boats and stuff so I need a little help. I saw on the map that there's a village called Ferrydock on the other side of the estuary, and it says there's a landing stage there. Can you tell me what that means?'

      The man smiled indulgently. He was tempted to make fun of the visitor, but then the sight of Norman's warrant card persuaded him that perhaps that wouldn't be the best idea he'd ever had.

      'Years ago there used to be a ferry that carried people across the estuary, hence the village name, Ferrydock.'

      'So that's what the landing stage was for, right?' asked Norman.

      'That's right, although the ferry's not used now.'

      'Is the landing stage still usable?'

      'Oh yes, it's still used, but by pleasure boats rather than a ferry.'

      'So if someone wanted to get from here to there, they could row across and tie up at the landing stage?'

      'You wouldn't want to row against the current, but a small motorboat would do the job. In fact, although there's no official ferry service running to a schedule, there are still one or two people who will take you across if you want to go.'

      'Even though it's out of season?' asked Norman.

      'You'd have to be lucky to just stumble across someone, but you can arrange it in advance,' said the man.

      'And the landing stage is sound, right?'

      'D'you want to borrow my binoculars so you can see it from here?'

      'Could I do that?'

      'Yes, sure. Just hang on a moment while I get them.'

      'Jeez, thanks I'd really appreciate that.'

      'Thank you,' said Norman five minutes later as he handed the binoculars back to the man. 'I really appreciate your help.'

      'No problem,' said the man. 'Happy to help.'

      Norman sauntered happily back along the harbour wall, took one last look across the estuary and headed for home.

      All things considered, he thought it had been a splendid day.
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          Chapter 9

        

      

    

    
      Monday 11th November 07.30

      

      'A little update to our case,' said Norman at the morning briefing. 'When I was talking to my builder on Saturday, he told me something that didn't register at first, but it's been festering at the back of my mind ever since, and now I'm wondering if maybe it might be of interest.'

      'Is this another one of your outrageous theories?' asked Southall.

      'I'm not putting it forward as a theory, I'm just saying it's a fact that might be of interest.'

      'Well, go on, then,' urged Southall. 'Don't keep us in suspense.'

      'My builder, Wes, is one of the guys who was working at the Harris's house when they uncovered Annabel's body. According to him, the Harris's got planning permission for their extension about 18 months ago. Wes and his guys were supposed to start work on it a year ago, but the job kept getting postponed.'

      'So why didn't they start?' asked Southall.

      'Apparently Mr Harris is a developer up in London, and he wanted to bring his own builders in to do the job. However, Mrs Harris was paying for the work and baulked at the extra expense. She also thought they should support local businesses and use local builders.'

      'Which they did, didn't they?'

      'Yes, but the thing is it took her a year to get her own way.'

      'I'm sorry, Norm, but why would that interest us?' asked Morgan.

      'Don't you think it's a coincidence that Richard waited until the builders started work to fake his suicide?'

      'Ah, right. I see what you mean. So you're suggesting he knew they would uncover the body, and that's why he got out of town?'

      'If he knew the body was there, it would be a powerful motive for disappearing.'

      'But, why would he kill Annabel? He'd only just met her.'

      Norman held his hands up.

      'I have no idea why he'd kill her. Maybe he didn't. Perhaps it's a real, genuine, bonafide coincidence.'

      'But you don't believe it is,' said Southall.

      'I'll admit to being a tad sceptical about coincidences. It's a line of questioning I'd like to put to him when we find him.'

      'I think it's time we stepped up our search for him,' said Southall. 'I wasn't in any great hurry before, but I think we have good cause for a bit more urgency.'

      'Yeah, I reckon this elevates him to the top of our potential murder suspect list.'

      'Get onto the police at Aberdanber and send them a photograph of Richard Armsworth. Tell them he's a person of interest and we'd like to find him, but we don't want him arrested, we just want to know if he's been seen there. And get in touch with whoever runs the harbour and find out if they've had any new boats mooring there over the last couple of years.'

      
        
        ***

      

      

      It had been pouring since the early hours, so Southall had decided everyone should spend the morning on further research rather than paddling through the enormous puddles that seemed to form everywhere. There had been no dissenting voices when she had made the announcement and Norman, Lane and Morgan had been bent over their computers and telephones ever since.

      Thomas should have been back at his desk this morning, but he was conspicuous by his absence. Lane had called him at least a half dozen times, but his mobile phone was going straight to voicemail. A patrol car had also called at his flat, but had reported back that there was no answer, and no sign of life.

      It was now 10.30 and Norman was worrying about the young detective. It's true Thomas could be immature, and his work was erratic, but his record showed he hadn't missed a day in over a year, so this was completely out of character.

      'Okay, let's take a tea break for twenty minutes,' suggested Norman. 'I've spent so long staring at this monitor my head's beginning to ache.'

      Morgan was the first one to reach the kitchen, so she filled the kettle and switched it on.

      'Jeez, look at this rain,' she said to no-one in particular, as she gazed through the window and waited for the kettle to boil.

      'D'you know it was raining so hard at 4.00 am it was like I had a team of tap-dancers on the roof of my chalet,' said Norman.

      'And there I was thinking it was old age that made you look so tired,' said Morgan.

      'Funnily enough I find getting old easy enough to cope with,' said Norman. 'It's dealing with cheeky junior detectives that wears me out.'

      Southall had joined them to drink her cup of tea.

      'Any word from Dylan, yet?' asked Norman.

      'No, nothing,' she said. 'I've asked for uniforms to knock again whenever they pass his door, but they're certain he's not there. I've also asked for tech to ping his phone, but they can't locate it.'

      'I guess there's not much more we can do at the moment, then,' said Norman.

      'I'm afraid not. He's not officially missing, but I'm not waiting 24 hours; if we've heard nothing by the end of the day, we'll start searching.'

      Norman nodded.

      'Yeah, that sounds like a plan,' he said.

      'Anyway, back to our murder,' said Southall. 'What have you learned about Richard Armsworth's time in Australia, Catren?'

      'It seems he arrived there in 1989, and worked as a teacher for five years, then left to start the software business with a couple of other guys.'

      'Did he have a teaching background?'

      'Apparently he had teaching qualifications from England and arrived on some sort of teacher exchange scheme.'

      'So he was teaching in England before he went to Australia? Who's looking into that side of it?'

      'I've started,' said Lane, 'but I've not been able to find a trace of anyone called Richard Armsworth leaving the country during 1989. I've tried a couple of years on either side, but it's as if this Richard Armsworth didn't exist until he reached Australia.'

      'Ha!' said Norman. 'That sounds like he switched ID.'

      'That certainly thickens the plot,' said Southall. 'People don't change their ID for no reason. Do you know where he last visited before he reached Australia? It might tell us where he got hold of his new ID.'

      'Yeah, but hang on,' said Norman. 'If this was an official teacher exchange, wouldn't there be a paper trail? And, if it's an exchange, wouldn't that mean there must have been an Aussie coming over here to take his place?  Surely you can't just arrive and magically have a teaching vacancy waiting for you. There must be records somewhere. The schools would know who was coming and which school they were exchanging with.'

      'You're right,' said Southall. 'These schemes must be arranged through a central hub somewhere. There will be records of which teachers went over there, which schools they went to, and who they exchanged with.'

      'I'll get onto that straight away,' said Lane.

      'What about you, Norm?' asked Southall.

      'Well, I've been working on this idea of Richard faking his own drowning. Now the one issue we had with this idea was how he would have managed swimming against the rip tides and currents. Everyone says you need to be young, fit and a seriously powerful swimmer, even if you had an accomplice waiting with a boat. How about if you had swum the English Channel? I reckon that takes a powerful swimmer, don't you?'

      'He swam the Channel? When did he do that?'

      '8 years ago, at the age of 64, he got within 3 miles of the French coast before cramp got the better of him. Apparently he was swimming for ten hours before he gave up. Now I don't know about you, but I reckon anyone who can do that, would have a good chance of being able to cope with the currents in the estuary for a few minutes, don't you?'

      'Nice work, Norm,' said Southall. 'I like it when someone comes up with an outrageous theory and then provides evidence to show it might be more than just a fanciful idea.'

      'So, we're going to keep running with my idea?' asked Norman.

      'Well, we've got nothing else right now, have we? Apart from coincidence, I'm not exactly sure how it fits in with our dead body, but everything else we seem to learn about Richard Armsworth is pointing to him being up to no good, so why not?'

      'I've also been looking into Annabel's past,' added Norman, 'and there's something there that makes me a little suspicious, too.'

      'Go on,' urged Southall.

      'It seems she took a year out of school when she was around 15 or 16 years old.'

      'That's not a good time to miss school,' said Morgan. 'That's important exams time.'

      'That's exactly what I thought,' said Norman.

      'Do you know why she took a year out?' asked Southall.

      'Not for sure. So far, all I know is that it was for medical reasons.'

      'Medical reasons could cover a whole host of things,' said Southall.

      'Yeah,' said Norman, 'and I was pretty sure that when I found the reason, it would prove innocent. I was even undecided whether I should bother looking any further, but then I discovered she didn't return to the same school.'

      'Now that really is interesting,' agreed Southall. 'But it wasn't the case that they had moved house, was it?'

      'That's the first thing I thought of,' said Norman. 'So I checked, but there was definitely no change of address. That got alarm bells ringing in my head straight away, and my instincts are telling me we need to find out why she changed school.'

      'But that was over twenty years before she disappeared,' said Morgan. 'How could it apply to her death?'

      'I have no idea,' said Norman. 'Perhaps it has no bearing whatever and I'm wasting my time, but we'll never know if we don't check it out, will we?'

      'Follow every lead and see where it takes us, right?' said Morgan.

      'Exactly,' said Norman. 'It's often the most unlikely little detail that solves a case.'

      'Okay, so what's the best way to check it out?' asked Morgan. 'Medical records?'

      'If we can find them that should tell us what was wrong with her, but not necessarily why she changed school,' said Norman.

      'Right,' agreed Morgan. 'So we could go to the school, or the local education authority, and go back through their old records.'

      'Running up and down the UK looking for information is all very well,' said Southall, 'but you'll probably need a warrant to get that sort of information released, and I'm not convinced we have good enough grounds at the moment. Your brilliant minds have missed a much simpler way that doesn't require permission through the courts.'

      'You mean we could ask Muriel?' said Lane.

      'Thank you, Judy. I'm glad someone is in tune with my thinking this morning.'

      Norman's shoulders sagged.

      'Yeah, you're right, we could ask Muriel,' he said, gloomily. 'But we all know that's almost certain to be a complete waste of time and we'll end up needing the warrants, anyway.'

      'I thought you were the optimist around here,' said Southall.

      'I try to be,' he said, 'but where Muriel's concerned I think it pays to take a more pragmatic approach. When I'm dealing with someone like her, I'm very much the realist.'

      Southall smiled.

      'I'm sure she'll be fine, and anyway she's much closer than a school in England. You could also ask her what she knows about Richard's swimming exploits.'

      'Me?' spluttered Norman. 'But she hates me.'

      'I thought we'd agreed she hates everyone.'

      'Well, yeah, we did--'

      'There you are then. It won't matter who goes.'

      'But she likes Catren.'

      'So take her with you.'

      She turned to Morgan, who was enjoying watching Southall dismantle Norman's argument so easily.

      'Catren, you don't mind going with Norm, do you?'

      'No, boss. I'm happy to hold his hand if it helps.'

      'Now just a minute,' said Norman, turning to Morgan. 'I don't need anyone to hold my hand. I was dealing with people like Muriel before you were born.'

      Southall grinned.

      'You are so easy to wind up, Norm,' she said.

      'He bites every time, doesn't he?' agreed Morgan.

      'Look, I came here to show you people how to do this job, not so you could pick on me every time you feel like it,' he protested.

      'You're sure about that, are you?' asked Lane.

      'Jeez, don't you start,' he said.

      'We girls have to stick together,' said Lane. 'We can't let you men think you rule the roost.'

      'Me? Rule the roost?' repeated Norman. 'In this place, with you three? You have to be kidding!'

      Mustering as much fake indignation as he could, Norman tossed his head back and flounced from the room.

      'D'you think he minds us ganging up on him?' asked Lane.

      'He loves it,' said Morgan. 'He knows we don't mean it, and haven't you noticed how he always plays along? I mean, look at that fake indignation and the dramatic exit he just made.'

      'You're right,' said Southall. 'He likes to come across as this happy-go-lucky guy without a care in the world, but he's no different to anyone else. Deep down he needs to feel wanted, he loves being part of a team, and I think he likes to see himself as a bit of a father figure.'
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        * * *

      

      'I wonder what sort of mood Muriel's going to be in today,' said Norman, as Morgan pulled out of the car park. 'Crabby as hell, I expect. That seems to be her default setting.'

      'Are you sure you're in the right frame of mind to ask her questions?' asked Morgan.

      'Oh, I'm not asking her anything,' said Norman. 'That's why you're coming along. She likes you. She'll talk to you.'

      'Yes, but-’

      'Hey, look, don't feel bad about this, Catren. You didn't think I was going to take all that crap from you guys earlier and not plan to get my own back, did you?'

      'What? You mean-’

      'That's right, it's payback time, which means you're leading the interview with Muriel.'

      Morgan watched Norman from the corner of her eye as he sat back with a smug smile on his face. She couldn't help but smile herself. Before Norman and Southall, they had treated her as a dogsbody with zero responsibility.  Now things couldn't be more different. Working with Norman was fun, yet they seemed to get more work done. She felt she was learning all the time, and her new bosses allowed her to have responsibilities. Norman said this was payback for earlier, but she knew there was more to it than that. None of her previous bosses would have trusted her to lead this interview.

      'Okay,' she said. 'I can handle this, but can we just run through the questions you want me to ask before we get there?'

      Norman smiled.

      'For sure,' he said, producing a notebook and pencil. 'I'll write a list, but you tell me what questions we should ask and I'll just add anything I think you missed.'

      

      When they arrived at Muriel's house the Family Liaison Officer was nowhere to be seen. Norman was annoyed to think they had left Muriel unattended, and he fully expected to find she was drunk and incoherent yet again, but to his surprise she appeared to be sober.

      As if to confirm the fact, she point-blank refused to acknowledge Norman, but was happy to welcome Catren Morgan like an old friend. When asked about the FLO she told Morgan she had sent the "stupid young woman" away and didn't need anyone to hold her hand.

      When Morgan asked if they could come inside and ask Muriel a few questions, it was clear Morgan was welcome to come inside and ask questions, but Norman wasn't. However, Morgan had been around long enough to realise Muriel could easily deny anything she said if they conducted the interview without a third party taking notes, and she insisted Norman be allowed into the house.

      At first Muriel refused, but when Morgan suggested the alternative was that she accompany them down to the police station she quickly relented, but only on condition Norman didn't speak. He felt this was an offer he could happily accept.

      'That's fine, I'll just take notes,' he agreed cheerfully.

      After a few pleasantries to set the tone, Morgan introduced the first line of questioning.

      'Is it true that Richard once tried to swim the English Channel?'

      'Yes, he did, but what does that matter? And do we really have to talk about him?' asked Muriel.

      'Maybe it doesn't matter,' said Morgan. 'It's just that we heard about it and we wondered if it was true.'

      'Are you married?' asked Muriel.

      'Me? God, no,' said Morgan. 'I'm not ready for anything like that yet. Besides, I've got my career; marriage would get in the way.'

      'You want to keep it that way,' said Muriel. 'If you take my advice you'll avoid men. They just use you and then discard you when it suits them.' She looked daggers at Norman. 'They're all the same. Shits, every one of them.'

      Norman shifted in his seat, as if to dodge the unseen daggers, but said nothing.

      'I'm sure they can't all be bad,' said Morgan. 'I thought you told me your second husband was a good man.'

      'Yes, but he went and died. Left me on my own.'

      'I'm sure he didn't die so he could leave you, Muriel,' said Morgan. 'Given the choice I'm sure he would still be here.'

      Norman thought the guy would surely have grown tired of Muriel's constant complaining and left by now anyway, but he kept his opinion to himself.

      'If he hadn't died that other bastard would never have come into my life,' said Muriel.

      'Which other bastard is that? Richard?'

      'Yes, Richard. That scheming rat. He conned me out of millions, you know.'

      Morgan exchanged a look with Norman. So Muriel did know about that.

      'How did he do that, Muriel?'

      'He borrowed money to invest in his business and then paid me back with no interest. He told me the business was in trouble and he wanted to make sure I got my money back in case it went to the wall.'

      'That seems reasonable.'

      'Reasonable? Without my investment he would have got nowhere, but when he paid me back the bloody company was doubling in value every month! A year later he sold it for millions, but he told me he'd had to sell because he was going bust. I got zero return, and he got millions.'

      'But if you knew all this, why didn't you do something?'

      'Because I didn't find out until after the event, and it was too late by then,' snapped Muriel.

      She glared at Norman again.

      'And where are those millions now?' she asked him. 'Gone on some stupid bloody boat I expect. Now do you understand why I hate the conning bastard!'

      The last two words were spat out in such a vehement crescendo that Norman half-expected to see fire spewing from her mouth, but she just seemed to sink back into her chair as if it had drained away all her energy. In the deafening silence that followed he wondered if she would now ask them to leave, but Morgan had other ideas.

      'Tell me about Annabel,' she asked, quietly.

      'She was beautiful,' said Muriel. 'Both to look at, and as a person.'

      'Was she a good scholar?'

      'Oh, yes, she went to University and got a good degree. Then she married that damned Canadian, and I didn't see her for years. Having a man in her life didn't do her any good either.'

      'What happened in Canada?'

      'I don't know, she wouldn't say, but I think he mistreated her. For years he wouldn't let her come back here to see me. It was only when the wedding was arranged that he finally relented.'

      'I understand her husband didn't come to the wedding, is that right?'

      'He was supposed to come. Annabel came on ahead because he said he couldn't get away from work. The plan was that he would arrive the day before the wedding, but then he said he couldn't get away from work after all. If you ask me, I don't think he ever had any intention of coming.'

      'Why did Annabel marry him if he was such a wicked man?'

      'She was besotted with him. To be fair to her, he was perfectly charming right until they got married and moved to Canada, but then everything seemed to change.'

      'Was he her first boyfriend? Girls are often smitten with their first love. I know I was. I would have married him if he had asked me.'

      'No, he wasn't the first. I told you she was beautiful. She had many admirers.'

      'So she would have been popular at school, then?'

      Muriel's eyes narrowed.

      'What's that supposed to mean?'

      'It's not supposed to mean anything in particular. It's just that if she was as good looking as you say, I would imagine all the boys would have taken a shine to her.'

      'She was a popular teenager, that's for sure,' agreed Muriel.

      'It's a shame about the year she missed, then,' said Morgan.

      Muriel licked her lips. She glared challengingly at Norman but he resisted the urge to comment and stared impassively back at her so she turned back to Morgan.

      'What did you say?'

      'Annabel missed a year at school, didn't she? It's a pity. It must have messed up her exam chances.'

      'I told you she went to University, and she got a good degree.'

      'Yes, but she was a year behind most of her peers, wasn't she? And changing schools at that stage wouldn't have helped her chances, would it?'

      'I don't know what you're suggesting--'

      'I'm not suggesting anything, Muriel. I'm just curious to know why Annabel took a year out of school and then, when she went back, she went to a different school.'

      'She was unwell.'

      'For a year? What illness would have kept her out for a year?'

      'What difference does it make what school she went to? The poor girl is dead now.'

      'But it might have something to do with why she's dead.'

      'Nonsense!'

      'Does that mean you know how she died?'

      'Don't be so ridiculous! Of course I don't know how she died. I didn't even know she had died until a couple of days ago.'

      'So you can't be sure her absence from school had nothing to do with it.'

      Muriel couldn't dispute such simple logic.

      'If you must know, she was being bullied at school and it made her very ill. We couldn't send her back to the same school after that, now could we?'

      'Bullied? Just a minute ago you were saying how popular she was.'

      'Yes. Well, there's no accounting for teenagers, is there? They can change their opinions for no apparent reason, and they can be very cruel when it suits them.'

      She stared defiantly at Morgan, but Norman had expected Muriel would try to evade the issue and had made sure Morgan wouldn't be so easily deflected from her task. Now she responded to Muriel's challenge with a disarming smile.

      'Why don't you tell us what really happened, Muriel.'

      'I've just told you.'

      'Yes, but I think you're being a little economical with the truth, don't you?'

      'I don't know what you mean,' said Muriel innocently.

      'Okay, let me put it another way,' said Morgan. 'I think you're lying.'

      'How dare you!’ snapped Muriel. 'I've never been so insulted in my life!'

      'Really?' said Morgan. 'I find that hard to believe.'

      'I'm afraid you're bullying me now, Catren,' said Muriel. 'It's such a pity. I really thought I could get along with you, but now I think you've outstayed your welcome. As a result, I'm afraid I have nothing more to say. I think you should both leave.'

      Morgan looked at Norman, who nodded his head, and they began to get to their feet.

      'Okay,' said Catren. 'We'll leave, but I'll tell you this, Muriel. You're lying, and we will find out what happened. It'll just take a little longer if we have to do it the other way.'

      Muriel's head snapped up, her eyes wide.

      'What other way?'

      'We'll go to the schools involved and ask questions and search records,' said Norman. 'That means a lot more people will know we're looking into Annabel's past and will find out what you're hiding.'

      Muriel swallowed hard and gripped the arms of her chair.

      'You can't do that,' she hissed.

      'Sure we can,' said Norman. 'And we'll probably be back to arrest you once we've finished.'

      'What utter rubbish.'

      'You think so, do you?' said Norman. 'This is a murder investigation, and we have reason to believe you're obstructing our enquiries. Now, experience tells me we'll be able to prove that's the case once we poke around in the old records, and when we do, I'll be more than happy to come back here and charge you with obstruction. Or you could offer a little co-operation now and spare yourself any further embarrassment.'

      They waited a moment, but Muriel said nothing, so Norman nodded to Morgan and they headed for the door.

      'Wait!' called Muriel. 'Sit down, both of you.'

      Obediently they walked back to their seats and sat down again, waiting in patient anticipation. It was a full minute before Muriel spoke.

      'I really don't understand why you have to dig into Annabel's past, but I suppose if you won't let sleeping dogs lie I'll have to tell you. But there's no need for anyone outside this room to know Annabel's business, do you understand?'

      'I can guarantee we'll do our best to keep it quiet,' said Norman, 'but if it proves relevant to her death, that won't be easy.'

      Muriel hesitated for a few moments before she continued.

      'This is very difficult for me to talk about.'

      'I understand that, but we have to know, and we will find out, eventually.'

      Muriel sighed and seemed to sag further into her chair.

      'If you must know,' she said, her voice almost a whisper. 'Annabel got pregnant when she was fifteen. It was a difficult pregnancy, and we agreed to take her out of school to save everyone embarrassment.'

      'Ah, right. I see. That would have been difficult,' said Morgan. 'Do you know who the father was?'

      'I have no idea, she wouldn't say. I always thought it was one of her boyfriends from school, but she would never tell us who it was.'

      'Can you tell us who those boyfriends were?'

      'It was a long time ago. I'm not sure I can recall.'

      ‘Was it a boy, or a girl?’

      ‘It was little girl.’

      'What happened to her?’

      'Annabel was just sixteen. She had such a bright future, it would have ruined her life.'

      'She gave the baby up for adoption?' asked Morgan.

      'Don't you dare judge--'

      'I'm not judging,' said Morgan. 'We're just interested in the facts and whether it has any bearing on her death.'

      'How can it possibly have any relevance to her death? This was over twenty years before she died!'

      'It may have no relevance whatever, but there again it could be highly relevant. Maybe the adopted child wanted to meet her actual mother? Perhaps she wanted to make Annabel pay for abandoning her.'

      'D'you really think so?'

      Morgan shrugged.

      'Anything's possible. If the child had a rough life and found out her real mother was doing well, she could have been filled with resentment.'

      'But how would she know who their actual mother was?'

      'It's not uncommon for people to trace their birth mother these days. With so many records now available online, it happens all the time.'

      Muriel stared silently at her hands as she digested this news. She looked worn out and defeated, but Norman wanted a little more information before they left.

      'Who decided to send Annabel to a different school when she returned?' he asked.

      'We spoke at great length with the school and made the decision that it would be in everyone's best interests if she didn't return to the same school.'

      'Did they offer any specific reason?'

      She looked at Norman, suspiciously.

      'Not that I can recall. Why? What do you know?'

      'I know nothing,' said Norman. 'That's why we're here asking you these questions.'

      There was a brief standoff as they exchanged glares, then Muriel seemed to decide.

      'Right, that really is all I'm prepared to say on the matter. I've answered your questions, so please, I really would like you to leave now.'

      'Okay, Muriel,' said Norman. 'Thank you for your help. I appreciate this must be difficult for you to talk about.'

      'Never mind your platitudes, just get out of my house. And if you wish to address me in the future, I'll thank you to call me Mrs Armsworth.'

      'In that case, I just thought of one last question, Mrs Armsworth,' said Norman pointedly, as he got to his feet.

      'What is it now?'

      'I'd like to know why you never mentioned this to the original investigation when Annabel went missing?'

      'I didn't see that it was relevant then, and I don't see how it's relevant now. Why ruin Annabel's reputation for no good reason?'

      'Are you sure it's Annabel's reputation you're worried about?'

      'How dare you?' hissed Muriel. 'Just get out of my house.'

      

      'I think you touched a nerve there,' said Morgan, as they climbed into the car.

      'Note that as an example of how not to behave,' said Norman.

      'But you were right.'

      'Yeah, maybe I was, but it was a cheap shot, wasn't it? You'd already drawn far more from her than she wanted to say. And then I kick her when she's down. I'm not proud of myself. At my age, I should know better.'

      'You have to admit she's a bitter old bag, isn't she? She certainly has it in for you.'

      'But it's not that simple, is it?' said Norman. 'I mean, think about it; if you had been divorced, lost a good husband to cancer, lost your daughter, and then found the third man you had married was another let down, wouldn't you be a little bitter?'

      Morgan considered for a moment as she started the car.

      'Okay, I see what you mean, but that doesn't give her the right to speak to you the way she does. You're just doing your job and trying to find out what happened.'

      'The trick is not to take it personally. She doesn't see me as Norm, she sees me as some anonymous guy who keeps turning up and making her relive a past she'd rather forget.'

      'Wow! You almost sound as if you feel sorry for her.'

      'It's not that I feel sorry for her, but I can empathise,' said Norman. 'It's a fact of life that we all have the odd crappy thing happen to us, like divorce, and death of loved ones, but Muriel's had a whole series of them.'

      'But you can't avoid death, it's inevitable,' said Morgan. 'For instance, I don't want my parents to die, but I know they will one day, and I know I'll be heartbroken when it happens, but that doesn't give me the right to treat people like shit when it happens.'

      ‘Yes, you accept the inevitability of their death but you also have this expectation about how long they’ll live. We’re told we can expect people to live into their eighties or nineties, so we assume that includes our loved ones, right?’

      'Yeah, I guess that's right.'

      'Okay, so let's say you're 30, and you've married the love of your life. It's unspoken, but yes, you know that person will die one day. But at 30 you believe you'll be with that person for another 50 years, right?

      'Then you have a kid, and you know you'll never have to bury them, because you're going to die first. Why? Because that's how it's supposed to work; it's the law of nature. Are you with me so far?'

      'Absolutely.'

      'Okay, so everything's hunky-dory, and then your partner gets some illness and dies at 40. How are you going to feel?'

      'Cheated.'

      'Exactly,' said Norman. 'Life has just crapped all over you. This wasn't supposed to happen for another forty years. Then, a few years later, your kid is murdered. How can that be right? They're supposed to be burying you! How d'you think you'd feel now?'

      Morgan thought for a moment.

      ‘You know, I never really thought about it before, but now you say it like that I see what you mean.’

      'Just one of those things would be enough to destroy many a happy life, and make someone feel cheated, so imagine how Muriel feels. When you think about it, she probably has every right to be bitter after what she's been through.'

      'Does that mean we're going to go easy on her now?'

      'Hell, no. The fact I can empathise doesn't mean she gets crossed off the list of suspects. It just means I can understand why she's so bitter and twisted.'

      'I'm glad to hear that because I think she knows a lot more than she's letting on.'

      'Definitely,' agreed Norman. 'But she's on the defensive now so we're going to have to tease it out of her bit by bit. Are you hungry?'

      'Yes, I am a bit.'

      'Me too,' said Norman. 'Let's stop on the way back and you can buy the sandwiches.'

      'I can buy the sandwiches? How does that work?'

      'It's your turn.'

      'Since when?'

      Norman smiled.

      'Who's got the rank around here?'

      'Oh, right, I see. You're ordering me to buy lunch. I don't think that's actually how rank is supposed to work.'

      Norman grinned and winked at her.

      'This way works fine for me.'
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      Monday 11th November 14.00

      

      'So, Annabel had a baby when she was sixteen, but she never revealed who the father was,' said Southall when they reported back.

      'That's what Muriel says,' said Norman.

      'What about the baby?'

      'It was a little girl. They gave her up for adoption.'

      'We need to find--'

      'I'm working on it now,' called Lane from her desk.

      Southall nodded.

      'Thank you, Judy.'

      'The kid would have been 22 when Annabel died,' said Norman. 'Which would be a good age to be filled with resentment and looking for answers.'

      'Do you think it's true about not knowing who the father was?' asked Southall.

      'We're sure she knows a lot more than she's telling us,' said Morgan, 'but I wouldn't be surprised if that bit is true. I don't think I would have told my parents who the father was if it had happened to me. Sixteen years old or not, my dad would have killed him.'

      'We can't be sure he was sixteen,' said Norman. 'You're assuming it was a classmate, but it could have been anyone. What if it was a relative? It wouldn't be the first time a close relative or a family friend had seduced a kid and then persuaded them to keep quiet.'

      'If we could find the daughter we could get a DNA sample,' suggested Morgan.

      'That's all very well,' said Southall, 'but with no idea who the father is who are we going to test it against?'

      'Maybe we can narrow it down to just a few men,' suggested Morgan.

      'I don't know,' said Southall. 'I'm not sure we have the resources to search for prospective fathers when we don't even know if this has any relevance to the murder. Let's find the daughter first and see if she has been looking for her parents. Even if she wasn't out for revenge, she may have found her father, and perhaps he took exception. But my feeling is that it's a long shot.'

      As Southall headed back to her office, Morgan returned to her desk to write her report on the interview with Muriel Armsworth. Norman shuffled after Southall. He waited until she was back at her desk and then knocked on the door.

      'Come in, Norm. You know you don't have to knock when the door's open.'

      Norman stepped into her office and closed the door behind him. He looked slightly worried.

      'What's on your mind?' she asked. 'Are you worried about where this investigation is going?'

      'Heck no. I'm always worried which way any investigation is going in case we've missed something and we're heading off in the wrong direction, but I don't lose sleep over it.'

      'Is this something I need to be worried about, then? You're not going to tell me you're leaving, are you?'

      'Are you kidding? I'm just about to buy a house.'

      'Really? You're going to buy that little cottage on the hill?'

      'I had a builder look at it on Saturday morning. He reckons he can do what I want without breaking the bank, so I told the estate agent I'm good to go.'

      'Oh, that is good news. Well done, Norm.'

      She looked at him expectantly.

      'That's not actually why I wanted to speak to you,' he said.

      'Oh. Is something wrong?'

      'Only the fact the guys at Region are trying to ruin your career.'

      'Ah, yes, that.'

      'I hope you don't mind, but I met someone on Saturday who might be able to turn the tables on them.'

      'I'm not sure I understand.'

      'I got talking to this lady who works for the local tourist board. They print a magazine every year. It's filled with adverts and information about what's on and stuff. But they also like to include a few articles about the people behind the local services. They're going to do a short piece on Terry, the guy who runs the mobile coffee bar.'

      'And why should this concern me?'

      'They especially like those stories where people rise above adversity, and I thought of you.'

      'What?' Southall's voice had raised an octave.

      'Would you rather have a piece in all the local rags saying how flakey and incompetent you are, or a piece that tells how you've overcome personal adversity and how it's made you into this powerful woman who leads the local detective team?'

      'I'd rather not have anyone know anything about me.'

      'Yeah, I get that, but it doesn't appear to be an option, does it?'

      'I don't know...'

      'Look, the magazine goes to print in a few days. It would be out there before Region knows what's happened, and crucially it would be out there before the deadline they set. And Faye says she knows people on the local newspapers. She thinks they'd run the story too.'

      'Faye?'

      'She's the lady I met. She's really keen to tell your story.'

      'You didn't tell her my life story, did you?'

      'No, I did not. I wouldn't dream of doing anything like that without speaking to you first. I merely suggested it was a remarkable story of the resilience of the human spirit in the face of great adversity, and that it was especially relevant as this is the only police station in the immediate area.'

      'I think you may be building this into something it isn't, Norm. The way you say that makes it sound like a Hollywood blockbuster.'

      'Are you sure it's me building it up, and not you playing it down? Anyway, whatever you think, Faye was really keen to hear your story, and she likes the idea of helping another woman get one over on a bunch of men who are just trying to get in her way.'

      Southall frowned at him.

      'You told her about that?'

      'It doesn't have to be in the story, but it's a fact, isn't it?'

      She was undecided.

      'Oh, come on, Sarah,' urged Norman. 'I'm suggesting this as a friend. I can't believe you want to sit back and let them walk all over you.'

      'I don't want to let them walk all over me.'

      'Then why not come out into the open and tell everyone the actual story before the guys at Region do the dirty on you?'

      'I'm not one for baring my soul in public. What will people think?'

      'I would imagine their initial thought would be something like, "what a terrible thing to deal with," and then, "Wow! This woman is something else".'

      'You mean they'll see me as a hard-nosed bitch.'

      'On the contrary, I believe they'll be like me and think you must be made of seriously tough stuff to get through that and rise above it.'

      'That's very flattering, but--'

      'Look, I'm serious. This has nothing to do with flattery. I've had personal issues of my own and I can tell you it took me a lot longer to get over them, and they were insignificant compared with yours. The way I see it, if you get your side of the story out there first, what can Region do without looking like a bunch of idiots?'

      'I suppose there is that to consider.'

      'You'd beat them at their own game. Can you think of a better way of sticking two fingers up at them?'

      'I'd have to have full control over what goes into the story.'

      'I told Faye you'd say that, but she says you don't have to worry about that; they wouldn't print anything unless you were 100% happy with it and had signed an approval notice.'

      'We must run it past Supt Bane. Isn't there some rule that this sort of thing has to be approved by the top brass?'

      'I already spoke to him,' said Norman. 'He thinks it's a brilliant idea. As for the permission thing, he said not to worry, he's happy to take responsibility.'

      'He's going to bypass Headquarters and the Press Office? Why would he do that?'

      'I get the feeling he thinks Region has feelers everywhere, and he's not sure who he can trust at headquarters, so he'd rather take them out of the equation and face the music afterwards.'

      'And he's prepared to stick his neck out like that, for me?'

      'You have to understand, Nathan's an all-or-nothing kind of guy. That's how he works if you're a valued member of his team. He's always been the same.'

      'But he hardly knows me.'

      'Trust me, he's an excellent judge of character, and he obviously thinks he knows you well enough to have decided about you. As for sticking his neck out, he doesn't think there's that much risk. He says it would be great PR, and the Press Office are always saying how they like to see more of that sort of thing. And anyway, as he said, what can anyone do once it's published?'

      Southall sat back, raised an eyebrow and squinted at him.

      'I feel I'm the last one to know about this and that you two have already set this up.'

      'I promise you, that's not how it is. The only reason I spoke to Nathan was because I ran into him downstairs earlier. On Saturday I was just chatting with Terry over a coffee and this woman--'

      'Faye?'

      'Yeah, Faye, came up and sold him some advertising space. Then she mentioned how they're looking for one good, genuine, human interest story to complete the magazine, and it just seemed too good an opportunity to miss, so I thought I'd ask her about it.'

      'And you're sure you hadn't arranged to meet her?'

      'Look, I honestly had no idea I was going to meet her. Don't forget I didn't even know I was going to have the weekend off until Friday afternoon, so I hardly had time to arrange anything, did I? Sometimes it's just a case of serendipity.'

      'Hmm. It seems you got on very well with this woman considering you've never met her.'

      'I just stopped for a coffee after I'd seen the builder, she came along to see Terry and we got chatting. What can I say? It must be my natural charm.'

      'And I'm supposed to accept that as fact, am I?'

      'Jeez, are you always this suspicious? What would I gain by arranging to meet the woman without telling you? I mean, if you don't want to do it, I can't make you, can I? Honestly, I've never set eyes on her before. Heck, I didn't even know about the magazine until she started selling it to Terry. Ask him if you don't believe me.'

      She pursed her lips and stared at him.

      'At least think about it,' he said. 'But don't take too long. They're holding the page for you, but only until Thursday.'

      She sat up straight.

      'Thursday? That's not long. It's already Monday afternoon.'

      Norman aimed a lop-sided grin at her as he fished Faye's business card from his pocket and placed it on the desk in front of her

      'And they must do the interview by Wednesday afternoon at the latest, and that will need to be arranged. Jeez, it looks like you'll have to decide by close of play today.'

      'You and Nathan Bane are as bad as those arseholes at Region.'

      Norman winced.

      'Ouch! That's below the belt, and anyway, you know it's not true. We're your friends and we have your best interests at heart. You could never accuse any of the guys at Region of that.'

      She picked up the business card and studied it for a moment, then placed it carefully in front of her. A brief smile tugged gently at the corners of her mouth. Norman grinned.

      'You're going to do it, aren't you?'

      'I'm thinking about it, but I must speak to Supt Bane first.'

      'What? You don't trust me?'

      'It's not about trusting you, it's about clarity for me. If I'm going to bypass the Chief Constable and the Press Office, I just want to make sure my boss is going to have my back. Then, if it all goes pear-shaped, I'll know it was my fault and not yours.'

      'I suppose that's fair enough,' said Norman. 'You have to admit it's not a bad idea, is it?'

      She smiled a wry smile.

      'Don't you have any work to do?'

      'Sure I have.'

      'Then clear off and do it, will you? I have some phone calls to make.'

      'Yes, boss,' said Norman, happily. 'I'll leave you to it.'
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        * * *

      

      As Norman emerged from Southall's office, Lane raised her hand.

      'I think I've found something that might interest you.'

      'What have you got?' asked Norman as he changed direction and walked over to her desk.

      'It's not so much what I've got, as what I can't find, that's interesting.'

      Norman sighed.

      'Jeez is there anyone in this building who doesn't speak in riddles? What d'you mean what you can't find is interesting.'

      'I've been looking into Richard Armsworth's finances. Over the last few years he's transferred most of his money to another bank account, and until two years ago he was making monthly rental payments for a house in Carmarthen.'

      'So he's been living there?'

      'The lease is in the name of someone called Lucinda Jackman.'

      'Oh, wow! That'll be the sailor woman,' said Norman.

      He turned to Southall's office and waved frantically to attract her attention.

      Lane frowned.

      'Sorry?'

      'It's a theory about how he faked his suicide.'

      Lane looked even more puzzled.

      'It doesn't matter for now. I'll explain later,' said Norman, as Southall joined them.

      'What's the matter?' asked Southall.

      'I think we may have found Richard Armsworth's sailor woman. Did he buy a boat, Judy?'

      Lane nodded.

      'Eighteen months ago. Looking at some bills he's paid, he must have spent a fortune having it refitted and refurbished.'

      'He must have kept Blue Yonder until the new boat was ready to sail,' muttered Southall.

      'Or until he was ready to make his move,' suggested Norman. 'Do we have a name for the boat?'

      'Yes,' said Lane. 'Spookily, it's called Annabel.'

      'What? You're kidding! He called it Annabel?'

      'That's the name it was first registered with,' said Lane. 'It came with that name, he hasn't changed it.'

      'Do we have an address for this woman in Carmarthen?' asked Southall.

      'Her lease ended in February 2018. I can't find any trace of her after that.'

      'Damn,' muttered Norman.

      'But, back towards the end of 2017, Richard paid cash for a nice big house, here in Wales,' finished Lane.

      'Where exactly?' asked Southall.

      'On the coast, in a town called Aberdanber. It's about three--'

      '--hours from here and has a nice harbour and some great fish restaurants,' finished Southall.

      'Oh, d'you know all this already?' asked Lane.

      'No,' said Southall, 'but we spoke to someone the other morning who was telling us about Aberdanber. Do you have an address for this house?'

      Lane offered a sheet of paper. Southall took the paper, glanced at it, and handed it to Norman.

      'Guess where we're going first thing tomorrow morning, Norm?'

      'Shouldn't we phone first and make sure he's there?'

      'And let him know we're coming? I don't think so. It'll be a pleasant surprise for him.'

      'What about the search warrant for Muriel's house?'

      'We can't spread ourselves too thin,' said Southall. 'Muriel's not going anywhere, and now we've got a lead on Richard, let's focus on finding him. We'll re-assess when we get back from Aberdanber.'
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        * * *

      

      It was 4 pm. Norman was thinking it was high time they started taking a bit more interest in what had happened to Thomas. Then Southall called from her office.

      'Norm, have you got a minute?'

      'Sure.'

      Norman climbed stiffly to his feet and made his way to her office.

      'Come in and sit down,' she said.

      'Any word from Dylan?' asked Norman as he settled on a chair.

      'I've just had his aunt on the phone.'

      'His aunt?'

      'Apparently his mother passed away overnight.'

      'Jesus! Really? She can't be very old; what happened?'

      'According to Dylan's aunt, his mother has been slowly dying for months. She wasn't even 50.'

      'You mean the poor kid's been living with that hanging over his head all this time? No wonder he's distracted. Jeez, I had no idea.'

      'Nor did I,' said Southall. 'Nor did anyone here.'

      'That has to be a serious failure on our part,' said Norman. 'I've been giving the guy a hard time over his performance when I should have been offering him support. I even told him the other day that maybe he was in the wrong job.'

      'It's not just you, Norm. I'm to blame, too. Don't forget I had a heart to heart with him in my office just the other day and he never said a word about it. Supt Bane is taking his share of the guilt, too. He says we all should have known.'

      'Yeah, but if Thomas chose not to tell us, how could we have known? Why on earth didn't he say?'

      'Who knows? Maybe he didn't want us to make a fuss, or give him special treatment.'

      'I feel so bad about this,' said Norman. 'Where is he? I'd like to see him. I know it's a bit late now, but maybe I can offer some of that support I should have been offering before.'

      'I feel bad too, Norm, but we can't blame ourselves for something we didn't know about.'

      'Somehow that doesn't make me feel any better,' said Norman. 'I have to apologise to him.'

      'It won't bring his mother back. And, anyway, he has another problem to deal with right now.'

      'What's that?'

      'Apparently his father hasn't been coping very well with the situation. He tried to take his own life.'

      'Oh my God,' said Norman. 'Dylan is still a kid, he shouldn't be dealing with all this stuff on his own at his age.'

      'He isn't dealing with it on his own. Apparently his aunt lives next door to his parents, and she's been looking after his mother and father. She's with Dylan now. I told her we'd like to see him to offer our condolences, but she's asked us to give him a few days to get over it.'

      'Yeah, that makes sense,' said Norman. 'To be honest I'm not very good at this stuff with people I know, and he could probably do without me crying along with him.'

      'Let's give it a few days and then maybe we could both go,' said Southall.

      Norman pointed to the main office.

      'D'you want me to tell the girls?'

      'No, it's okay, I think that's my job,' said Southall. 'But I'd like you alongside if that's okay.'

      'Sure. Do you want to do it now?'

      'I think so. It's going to be obvious from your face that something's not right.'

      Norman followed Southall and stood alongside her as she broke the sad news to Lane and Morgan. They were both upset, but to Norman's surprise it was Morgan who burst into tears and needed consoling the most.
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      Tuesday 12th November 07.00

      

      'You realise if we can't find Richard Armsworth at this house and no-one knows where he is, he's going to become the red hot favourite for the suicide?' said Southall, as Norman pulled out of the car park.

      'Yeah, well, that's the risk you take when you put forward a theory that's a bit left-field.'

      'What's up Norm, you sound doubtful. Are you losing faith in your intuition? I thought, according to your theory, that he already was the favourite, only he was faking.'

      'Well, yeah, but only if I'm right.'

      'But, if your theory is correct, we should find him, shouldn't we? I don't see why you have a problem with that.

      'Also, it's been over a week now and we've still got absolutely no idea who walked into the sea. The longer this goes on, the more it looks as though your theory about Richard, outrageous as it sounds, could actually be right. What better way to find out than by asking the man himself?'

      A smile crept across Norman's face as they drove out of Llangwelli.

      'I guess you're right, so is it okay if we take a brief detour before we go to Aberdanber?' he asked.

      'Will it take long?'

      'No more than an hour.'

      'Is this about your cottage? I'd love to see it, but I'd rather do it on the way back. We should have plenty of time later.'

      'Actually, it's not about my cottage, it's about this case, and if I'm right, you're going to want to do this before we get to Aberdanber.'

      'Why is that?'

      'We decided it was possible Richard may have faked his suicide by having someone waiting in a boat for him, right?'

      'Right, and...'

      'I think I've figured out where he landed. Right across the estuary from where he walked into the sea is a tiny village called Ferrydock. It would be the perfect place.'

      Southall leaned forward and stared at Norman.

      'Wouldn't the coastguard have checked that?'

      'Three or four hours had passed by the time they arrived on the scene. Richard and his accomplice would have been long gone.'

      'But what about the boat they used? Surely they would have moored it there, wouldn't they?'

      'Maybe they thought about that when they planned it and had a trailer waiting to tow it away. Don't forget these people are used to working with boats, and it was early morning; there's a good chance they could have got away unseen.'

      'I thought you knew nothing about waterways, and boats, and stuff.'

      'I don't, but on a hunch I went down to the harbour on Saturday and got talking to a couple of guys who were telling me about the old ferry service that used to run across the estuary between Llangwelli and Ferrydock and how there's still a perfectly serviceable landing stage over the other side. There's no official ferry now, but apparently the landing stage is still used by one or two people who take tourists across in the summer months.'

      'This still doesn't prove that's what happened.'

      'No, it doesn't, but you can't get into Ferrydock from the landing stage without passing the village shop. I called on Saturday, but the owner was away for the weekend. However, she called me last night, and when I described Richard Armsworth to her, she was pretty sure she saw him last Monday morning. With any luck, she can identify him from a photograph.'

      

      
        
        ***

      

      

      'And you're certain this is the guy you saw?' asked Norman, half an hour later.

      Gwen Tyler studied the photograph again and nodded.

      'Yes, that's definitely him.'

      'How can you be so sure?' asked Southall. 'This was over a week ago.'

      'When you're in a small village shop like this, you get to know all the locals, so, when strangers come in, you remember them, especially when it's out of season. Another reason this guy stood out was because he was waiting outside the shop before I opened.'

      'What time was this?' asked Norman.

      'I open at 8 normally but when I saw him outside I opened a little earlier. I suppose it would have been about 7.50.'

      'What did he want?' asked Southall.

      'A bottle of water, I think it was.'

      'Was there anyone with him?'

      'Not that I saw.'

      'Was he driving, towing a boat?'

      'I didn't see or hear a vehicle. I'm sure he was on foot.'

      'On foot? You're certain?' asked Norman.

      'Any vehicle coming from the jetty has to pass right outside my window. It doesn't happen very often, so I think I would have noticed a car pulling a trailer, don't you?'

      'What was he wearing?' asked Southall.

      'I can't recall exactly. Casual clothes, I think.'

      'He didn't look as if he'd been swimming?' asked Norman.

      'Swimming? No-one in their right mind goes swimming in the estuary at this time of year.'

      'You are aware a man walked into the estuary off the beach at Llangwelli last week?' asked Southall.

      'Yes, I am, and look what happened - he got washed away, poor soul. That's why no-one goes swimming at this time of year.'

      'Has anyone reported a boat moored at the landing stage that doesn't belong there?' asked Norman.

      'Not that I know of.'

      'Have you any idea where the man was going?'

      'I assumed he had a car in the car park; he headed that way.'

      'What did you think he was doing here?' asked Southall.

      'I didn't give it much thought,' said Gwen. 'I didn't know him, but he had binoculars around his neck so I assumed he was a birdwatcher.'

      'Even though it's out of season?'

      'It's never out of season for birdwatchers, is it? And anyway, we still get the odd tourist or two, even at this time of year.'

      'Wasn't it a bit early?'

      'Early is good for birdwatching. And if he wasn't birdwatching, maybe he just enjoys walking on the beach and watching the sun come up.'

      'And he said nothing about where he'd been or where he was going?'

      'People often aren't very chatty first thing. He was polite enough, but I can't recall him saying much more than hello, a bottle of water please, and thank you.'

      'And he was definitely on his own, and on foot?' asked Norman.

      Gwen tutted and folded her arms.

      'Didn't I already say that? I'm sorry if I'm not saying what you want to hear, but I can only tell you what I saw.'

      'You're right, Gwen,' said Norman, sheepishly. 'And we appreciate your help.'

      

      'Well, that was weird,' said Norman, as they walked back to the car park. 'And I'm not sure how we can explain that.'

      'His accomplice had a change of clothes in the boat.'

      'But what happened to her, and to the boat?'

      'Come on, Norm, it's obvious. They must have left a car here for him overnight. Then she dropped him off and took the boat somewhere else. That way they wouldn't be seen together.'

      'I guess you must be right. I can't see any other way he could have done it.'

      'Of course I'm right,' said Southall. 'And the sooner we get to Aberdanber and speak with our friend Mr Armsworth, the sooner we'll know I am.'

      'You're not asking me to break speed limits and use blue lights for this, are you?'

      'Good heavens, no. I wouldn't want you to break the habit of a lifetime and drive fast.'

      'Oh, don't be fooled by the fact I choose to drive the way I do,' said Norman. 'I took a course once, and passed with flying colours. I can drive fast when the need arises. I can do some pretty cool stunt stuff, too.'

      Southall took a sideways look at Norman.

      'Yeah, right,' she said.

      'Oh, ye of little faith,' said Norman.

      'You're serious, aren't you?'

      'You can doubt me but I know what I can do. Maybe one day we'll need it, but I'm hoping it won't be necessary out here in the sticks.'

      During the first week or two he had been in Wales, Norman had found driving frustrating. It wasn't that he preferred driving in England (in fact he hated it) but he had grown used to the hectic pace of life in the South of England where everyone was in a hurry, and even if you weren't, you found you had little choice but to rush along with the crowd, anyway.

      But now he'd been living in Wales for a few weeks, he found things were different. In that short time, he had come to appreciate why so many English people lived here and loved it. The two countries might share the same island, but Norman had soon realised that when you cross that border into Wales it was like entering a new world, especially as you went further west. Here in West Wales there just wasn't the same impatient rush to get everything done as if there was no tomorrow. The people were much more laid back, and in less of a hurry. And they were much friendlier, too.

      He found it especially noticeable on the roads where, on the whole, drivers were much more tolerant of other road users. He thought it was probably down to the fact that the roads were narrower here, and were always winding around bends, or climbing up and down hills, which often made it difficult to overtake.

      Whatever the reason, driving, and life in general, was definitely a lot less stressful here. Even now, as he drove the car and they neared Aberdanber, Norman could honestly say he was enjoying the experience, and he couldn't remember the last time he had genuinely felt that way about driving in England.

      He cast a quick glance in Southall's direction, but she was staring out at the passing fields, apparently lost in her thoughts. She had been chatty enough at the start of the journey, but now they had been travelling in silence for over half an hour.

      Norman didn't worry about the absence of conversation, though. He felt it was the shared silence of friends comfortable in each other's company, and as far as he was concerned that was as good as any conversation.
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        * * *

      

      It had been easy to find Richard Armsworth's house. "Due East" was one of a dozen large, detached houses a short distance from the harbour.

      'I take it that means he can watch the sun rise from his front windows every morning,' said Southall, as Norman parked the car on the street outside the house.

      Norman looked around.

      'I bet he's got some sort of sundeck out the back so he can look out over the sea and watch the sunset, too.'

      'Is that what you're going to be doing from the back of your cottage?'

      Norman smiled.

      'It's nowhere near as grand as this, but I'll do my best to enjoy the view.'

      Southall led the way through a gate set into a tall decorative wrought-iron fence that separated the house from the street. Norman followed her along a short path and then up some rather grand stone steps to the gleaming black front door. She reached forward and pressed a huge bell push set into the stone surround of the door.

      They waited for a couple of minutes, but there was no answer, so she rang the bell again.

      'Jeez, it's a long way to come to find there's no one home,' said Norman. 'Maybe we should have called.'

      'It's not the end of the world,' said Southall. 'If he's not here he's probably down at the harbour on his nice big boat. Come on, let's see.'

      

      'Oh, wow, will you look at that,' said Norman.

      The road to the closest car park actually wound its way past the harbour in Aberdanber, and it was this view that Norman was admiring. The harbour had been there for many, many years, and was surrounded on three sides by large terraced houses, painted in pastel shades of blue, pink and yellow, with a few painted white for good measure. The effect was stunning.

      'Isn't it pretty?' said Southall. 'Like a real picture postcard scene.'

      Norman found a space in the car park, and they walked back to the harbour.

      'Bad news,' said Norman. 'None of these boats are what I'd call big enough to be worth over a million.'

      'Hang on a minute,' said Southall. 'Look at the boats that are here. They're mostly fishing boats, aren't they? And the ones that aren’t, are small. This is the old harbour. I bet it can only hold smaller boats.' She pointed beyond the houses. 'There's a sign there that says "marina". I bet that's where we'll find all the big, posh boats.'

      It took another five minutes to walk to the marina, but as they approached, they could see tall masts which suggested the boats were on a much grander scale. Sure enough, there were rows and rows of them.

      'This is more like it,' said Southall.

      'Yeah. There must be a hundred boats here,' agreed Norman. 'But which one is Annabel?'

      A sign pointed towards an immaculate building at the side of the marina.

      'Let's try the Yacht Club,' said Southall. 'Someone there must know what goes on around here.'

      As soon as they were inside Norman was pleased to find the interior decor was suitably nautical in design. The entrance hall was complete with a ship's wheel and a huge bell. He resisted the temptation to ring the bell and followed Southall to a door inscribed with the word "office".

      Within a minute or two an efficient-looking secretary had informed them they needed to speak to the Commodore. She made a short call and then ushered them up a flight of stairs and through a door which led onto the flat roof above the entrance hall.

      The secretary led them across to a tall, uniformed, silver-haired man who was standing at the railings looking out over the marina. He turned as they approached.

      'These are the two police officers, Commodore,' said the secretary.

      'Good morning,' said the Commodore, offering a hand.

      Southall made the introductions as they shook hands.

      'Detective Inspector? Goodness, this must be important,' he said. 'I run this yacht club as a tight ship, you know. You won't find anything amiss here.'

      'We're not investigating the yacht club, Commodore. We're trying to locate someone we believe keeps a boat here,' explained Southall.

      'What's he done, robbed a bank?' asked the Commodore, jovially.

      'We're not sure he's done anything,' said Southall, 'but we need to speak with him regarding one of our investigations.'

      'Ah! Keeping it cagey, are we, Inspector? Then it must be serious. It's not going to damage the good name of our club, is it?'

      'I don't think you need to worry about that,' said Southall. 'As I said, we just need to speak with this man, we're not here to cause a scene.'

      'Goodness me, I should hope not.'

      'So, will you help us?'

      'I will if I can. What do you want to know?'

      Norman produced a photograph of Richard Armsworth and handed it to the Commodore.

      'Do you recognise this man?' he asked.

      The Commodore squinted at the photograph.

      'This photograph is few years old so his hair is probably a little greyer now, and maybe there's less of it,' suggested Norman.

      The Commodore grunted.

      'This is Richard Armsworth, isn't it?'

      'It is,' said Norman. 'Does he keep a boat here?'

      The Commodore looked offended.

      'Yacht, Sergeant. He keeps a yacht here, not a boat.'

      'Oh, sorry,' said Norman. 'I thought a yacht was a boat. I didn't realise there was a difference. I'm afraid I know little about this nautical stuff.'

      The Commodore sniffed disapprovingly.

      'Clearly,' he said. 'But the clue is in the title you see. We're a yacht club, not a boat club. A boat is used to get to, and from, a yacht when moored offshore.'

      'Ah, I get it. So it's a size thing,' said Norman.

      The Commodore was clearly prepared to lecture Norman on the difference, but Southall wasn't having any of it, and stepped in before things escalated.

      'Is his yacht called Annabel?' she asked.

      'What? Yes, off the top of my head, I believe she is. Lovely old thing she is too.'

      'And Annabel has a mooring here?'

      'Yes, that's right.'

      'Can you point out that mooring to us now?'

      The Commodore picked up his binoculars and aimed them across the marina.

      'She's one of the bigger yachts we have here so her berth is on the fourth rank. Off the top of my head I can't recall if she's number one, or two, from the port side.'

      He focused on the two berths for a moment before continuing.

      'Yes, there we are,' he said. 'Adam's Dream is in berth number one, so Annabel must be berth number two. But she's not there at the moment, which means she must be at sea.'

      He handed the binoculars to Norman, who handed them on to Southall.

      'Port. Is that the right or left side?' asked Norman.

      The Commodore sighed.

      'Surely you know one always passes the port from the left,' he said, wearily.

      Norman rolled his eyes. He was fast becoming irritated with the Commodore's overbearing attitude.

      'Yeah, right, of course one does,' he said. 'How stupid of me to forget.'

      He glanced at Southall who gave him a sharp, "behave yourself", look before she raised the binoculars to her eyes. She found Adam's Dream easily enough, but the Commodore was right; the next berth was empty.

      'Do you have any idea where we might find Richard Armsworth right now?' she asked.

      'Off the top of my head I have no idea, but I can find out. They have to tell us where they're going when they take their yachts out to sea.'

      'You mean like a pilot has to file a flight plan?' asked Norman.

      'More or less,' agreed the Commodore. 'We have a rule here that every captain has to file a route when they go out. It's a safety thing. Even these days with radar and radios things can still go wrong.

      'This way, if anyone gets into difficulties and their radio doesn't work, as long as they've stuck to the route they filed we know roughly where to look for them. Haven't needed to use it yet, but you never know.'

      'I guess it would be useless if they went off piste, as it were,' said Norman.

      'Ah, yes,' agreed the Commodore. 'Sadly, even the best back-up system can't account for that sort of stupidity. Follow me down to the office and I'll find out where he's gone.'

      They followed him back down to the office and waited patiently while the secretary pulled up the online log onto her computer monitor.

      'Looks like he's gone over to Ireland,' said the Commodore, reading over her shoulder.

      'Any idea when he'll be back?' asked Southall.

      'Tomorrow evening, according to this.'

      'Does he usually keep to his route?'

      'He's been no trouble before,' said the Commodore.

      'Do you have a contact number for him?'

      'I'm not sure I should let you know that.'

      'I can come back with a search warrant and a dozen uniforms if you prefer,' said Southall, 'although it probably wouldn't look too good...'

      The Commodore thought about it for a moment. He wasn't sure if Southall was bluffing or not, but he quickly decided he wasn't prepared to take the risk.

      'I'll write it down for you,' he said, reaching for a pen.

      He quickly scribbled the number on the back of a business card and handed it to her. She took it with a smile.

      'Well, thank you for your time, Commodore,'  she said.

      'I'm sorry I couldn't be more help.'

      'If you could call my sergeant, if you think of anything else, that would be a great help,' said Southall.

      Norman handed the Commodore a card, which he cast a cursory glance at before slipping it into his pocket. Then he watched as they turned and made their way outside.

      'So that was a wasted journey,' said Norman as they stepped out from the Yacht club and set off towards the old harbour car park.

      'Not exactly,' said Southall. 'We've got a contact number for our man, and we know he'll be back tomorrow.'

      'Shall we call him now?'

      'Let me think about that. Right now there's something else needing our attention.'

      'There is?'

      'If you recall someone told us there are some excellent fish restaurants around here, and I'm starving.'

      'Oh, right. In that case it definitely won't be a wasted journey,' said Norman. 'Where are we going to eat?'

      'I spotted this nice little place overlooking the old harbour. Why don't we try there?' suggested Southall.

      'Anywhere you suggest is fine by me.'
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        * * *

      

      Lunch had been every bit as good as Norman had anticipated. They had managed to get a table upstairs by a window which meant they had a fabulous view of the harbour, surrounded by the collection of pretty houses, and beyond the houses they could see glimpses of open sea.

      'It's not a bad place to have lunch, is it?' said Southall, sipping at her coffee.

      Norman patted his stomach, happily.

      'It definitely beats a dried up sandwich in the car, but if you intend to make a habit of this I'm going to have to ask for a pay rise.'

      'It's not going to become a habit. This is a one-off, and it's my treat,' said Southall.

      'No, no, no,' said Norman. 'Let me at least pay my half.'

      'Do I need to remind you who's the boss here?'

      'But I can't let you do that. This is an expensive meal. If I'd known you intended to pay I would have--'

      'You would have, what? Gone for the cheapest option? Skipped the starter? That's exactly why I didn't tell you beforehand. This is my way of saying thank you.'

      'Thank you for what?'

      'For looking out for me. You knew nothing about me before you got here and yet you had my back right from day one. You know I've got a past, but you haven't pried into it, and now I'm in a fight with those bastards at Region you're right there next to me without a moments hesitation.'

      'I wouldn't be much of a partner if I just stood back and let them crush your spirit without making a fight of it, now would I?'

      'There are plenty of people who would.'

      'Yeah, maybe there are, but they're not me, are they? I've never been one for siding with bullies, and I'm not about to start now.'

      'I've been very lucky with you, and Superintendent Bane. He's very supportive, too.'

      'I'm a great believer in giving back what I get,' said Norman.

      Southall smiled, triumphantly.

      'So am I, and that's why this is my treat, and you're not going to argue about it.'

      'Okay, then, if you're going to insist. I'll pay next time,' said Norman.

      And then his mobile phone began to ring. As he fumbled in his pocket for the phone Southall decided to settle the argument once and for all by going to the desk and paying while he was busy.

      Norman was just finishing his call as she returned to the table and he looked up with a puzzled grin.

      'You're going to find this hard to believe,' he said, 'but that was Richard Armsworth.'

      'He called you?'

      'Apparently he radioed the Yacht Club to tell them he would be returning earlier than planned. He's going to get here tomorrow morning.'

      'How did he know your number?'

      'While he was on the radio the Commodore told him we'd been looking for him and gave him my number.'

      'Oh, I had something planned for the morning. But never mind, this is way more important.'

      'Hang on, I haven't finished yet,' said Norman. 'Armsworth says he's happy to speak to us and will come down to Llangwelli tomorrow afternoon to answer any questions we have.'

      'Our prime suspect is coming to us? Is he for real?'

      'He sounded genuine enough,' said Norman.

      'You don't think he's going to do a runner?'

      'No, I don't think so. I mean, he didn't have to call, did he? And, why would he call me if he was going to take off?'

      'On the other hand,' said Southall, 'why would a guilty man offer to come in and speak to us?'

      'Well, he obviously knows we're on to him, but he doesn't know what new evidence we have.'

      'Unless Muriel's told him,' suggested Southall.

      'That's a possibility,' admitted Norman, 'but either way, perhaps he's thinking if he got away with it ten years ago, he's clever enough to get away with it again.'

      'Hmm. We'll see about that when we speak to him.'

      'Does that mean you agree he's not a flight risk?'

      'It means I have faith in my Sergeant's judgement.'

      'Oh, right, I see. So, if he does disappear it's all my fault.'

      Southall smiled.

      'Something like that.'

      'Well, I can live with that, because it means you won't have to cancel your morning appointment. Can I ask what it is?'

      'I'm meeting a lady called Faye. Apparently she wants to interview me because someone told her I might make a good story for her magazine.'

      Norman grinned.
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        * * *

      

      On board Annabel, Richard Armsworth's partner was preparing lunch before they began their journey back to Aberdanber.

      'Who were you talking to, Richard?' she asked, as he joined her in the galley.

      'The police. They want to speak to me about the body they found.'

      'This is Muriel's doing, isn't it? I bet she's dragged you into it just to spite you.'

      'She's off with the fairies most of the time so I doubt if they will see her as a credible witness. And anyway, I lived there, remember?'

      'Did they say who's body it is, or how long it's been there?'

      'No. They just said there's an ongoing investigation and they would like to speak to me.'

      'But surely they must have told you more than that?'

      'Do you really think they lay out their entire case every time they contact someone?'

      'Well, no, I suppose not.'

      'Exactly. They just tell you what they want you to know, which in my case was very little.'

      'But why do they need to speak to you?'

      'I have no idea. They just said they would like me to help with their enquiries.'

      'Isn't that what they say just before they arrest the murderer?'

      Richard sighed.

      'Yes, perhaps it is, but we both know I haven't murdered anyone. I presume they want to speak to me because I lived in the house next door to where the body was found. Anyway, what does it matter? I've got nothing to hide.'

      'Are they coming to the house?'

      'No. I thought it would be better if I went to Llangwelli station.'

      'D'you think that's a good idea?'

      'I think it's a better idea than letting them inside our house, don't you?'

      'I'll come with you.'

      'That won't be necessary, Lucinda. Remember what we agreed? I'll be fine on my own.'

      'But what if you need an alibi? They'll want to speak to me, won't they?'

      'Why will I need an alibi? I've done nothing wrong.'

      'I'm really not sure it's a good idea.'

      'Well, I've agreed now so I can't change my mind or they'll have good reason to think I have done something wrong. It'll be fine, you'll see.'

      Lucinda stared at Richard and wished she shared his confidence.
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      Wednesday 13th November 09.00

      

      'You're looking pleased with yourself,' said Norman when Lane marched across to his desk.

      'Is the boss around?'

      'She won't be in until later so I'm afraid you must make do with me.'

      'Okay, I suppose you'll do, then,' said Lane, with a cheeky grin. 'I've found her.'

      'Found whom?'

      'Annabel Gracey's daughter. Her name was Ashley Taylor, it's now Ashley Hernandez.'

      'Hernandez? Are you sure?'

      'She married a Spaniard.'

      'Okay. So where is she?'

      'Apparently she went to Spain when she was 20 as part of a language degree course. While she was there, she met this Spanish guy called David Hernandez. A few months later she quit her language degree course, married the dashing David and stayed in Marbella where she now lives happily ever after with her husband and two small children.'

      'When was this?'

      'Two years before Annabel went missing.'

      'So she could have flown over and been here when Annabel disappeared.'

      'Well, yes, she could have been, but I don't think the theory that she could have come back to avenge Annabel spoiling her chances of a good life is going to run.'

      'And do you have a good reason for this conclusion?'

      'For a start, she was adopted by a couple who doted on her and made sure she had the best of everything. Second, the Hernandez family own two very upmarket hotels in Marbella, and a couple of nightclubs. If ever anyone fell on their feet, it was Ashley Hernandez.'

      'That doesn't rule her out. I want to know the dates of every visit she has made back to the UK in the last 12 years.'

      'All of them?'

      'Okay, you're right, that's probably unnecessary,' admitted Norman. 'Let's find out where she was during the month before and after Annabel disappeared.'

      'Do you need someone to interview her?' asked Lane.

      Norman grinned.

      'Oh, I see. The normally reticent DC Judy Lane is more than happy to volunteer to interview a suspect when she thinks it might include a trip to Spain, right?'

      Lane smiled.

      'Well, I have been to Spain once or twice, and I speak a bit of the lingo.'

      'Is that so? Well, I'm pretty sure I can guarantee the only lingo you're going to hear from the boss is, "no go, amigo", so I wouldn't raise your hopes.'

      Lane pouted.

      'I might have known you'd say that,' she said.

      'Don't blame me, I don't set the budgets,' said Norman. 'If we had good grounds to think she was a suspect it might be different, but you just said yourself that it's unlikely.'

      'So, if I could find a good reason--'

      'Then we'd probably contact the Spanish police and ask them to carry out a preliminary interview with her.'

      'There's no getting round you, is there?'

      'Not a chance,' said Norman. 'I'll tell you what you can do, though. You can try to get in touch with Ashley and maybe arrange an informal chat online or on the phone.'

      'That's hardly going to get me a couple of nights in Marbella, is it?'

      'I should think it's highly unlikely,' agreed Norman. 'But think of the greater good. We're trying to solve a murder here and we're already a man down.'

      Lane pulled a face that suggested she didn't see it the way Norman did, and headed back to her desk.

      Norman was feeling the need to stretch his legs, so he got to his feet and wandered across to Catren Morgan's desk. To prepare for the interview this afternoon, he had asked her to put together everything they knew about Richard Armsworth's time in the UK before he went to Australia.

      'How are you getting on, Catren?'

      'I eventually found a teacher called Richard Armsworth who went to Australia in 1988.'

      'And does everything check out okay?'

      'I'm not sure. You've spoken to him, haven't you?'

      'We had a quick conversation on the phone, why?'

      'The Richard Armsworth who went to Australia taught at a school in Whitby, North Yorkshire, and was also born in Whitby. I might be wrong, but as I understand it, a Yorkshire accent is pretty strong, isn't it? I would imagine even 20 years in Australia wouldn't completely eradicate an accent like that.'

      Norman pursed his lips.

      'You'd need to speak to an expert to be sure,' he said, 'but I would expect there to still be at least a trace of an accent, and some expressions would stick. That's excellent work, well done, Catren.'

      'D'you want me to keep on digging?'

      'For sure,' said Norman. 'We need to figure out what it might mean, or if it means anything at all.'

      'Leave it with me. I'm sure it means something and I'm determined to find out what it is.'
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        * * *

      

      It was just before 1.00 pm when Southall returned to her office. Lane and Morgan were taking a quick lunch break, so Norman was the only one there.

      'So, how did it go with Faye?' he asked.

      'She was fine, but I didn't enjoy revealing so much of myself.'

      Norman gave her a sad smile.

      'Yeah, I understand,’ he said, 'but it's got to be better to have the truth coming from you than some bullshit interpretation of the story from Region, hasn't it?'

      Southall sighed.

      'Yes, I suppose you're right.'

      'When does it get published?'

      'Faye's going to send me a copy of the story this evening, and as long as I'm happy with it, and Supt Bane is happy with it, it will go to press on Thursday evening, and be distributed next week. She even reckons it's such a wonderful story it could well be reprinted all over the place.'

      'That's fantastic,' said Norman.

      'I don't know about that,' said Southall.

      'I'm sure it'll be great,' he said. 'I've got a feeling about Faye. She won't let you down.'

      Southall smiled.

      'She spoke rather highly of you,' she said. 'I think she's taken quite a shine to you.'

      Norman almost blushed.

      'She likes me? You must be kidding. She must be ten years younger than me; why on earth would she be interested in me?'

      'I'm just telling you she gave me that impression.'

      'Are you starting a dating agency now?

      'I'm just saying I think she likes you, that's all. Whether you want to make anything of it is entirely up to you.'

      'I smell a set-up here, so I'll pass, thanks,' said Norman. 'I bet if I asked her out she'd be horrified.'

      'Scout's honour, this is not a set-up.'

      'You didn't salute when you said that, and I don't believe you were ever in the Scouts,' said Norman. 'I think you're just teasing me again.'

      Southall smiled. She wasn't teasing, but she couldn't blame him for thinking she was. Anyway, it was time to get serious.

      'How are things going?' she asked.

      'Judy has found Annabel's daughter.'

      'Is she a suspect?'

      'I doubt it. It seems she's living a glorious life in Spain, so she's unlikely to be looking for revenge. Judy's hoping to speak to her later but so far there's no evidence to suggest she's been anywhere near Wales in her life so I think we can probably cross her off the list.'

      'What about Catren?'

      'She found a Richard Armsworth who went to Australia at the right time. He was a Yorkshireman born and bred.'

      'You didn't say he was from Yorkshire.'

      'That's because I didn't hear the slightest trace of a Yorkshire accent, but is that likely after all this time?'

      'I don't know about that,' said Southall. 'Languages aren't my field. I'm inclined to think it would stick, but I'm not that confident I would bet on it.'

      'I'm not sure if it means anything either way,' said Norman, 'so she's still digging around to see if she can find anything else.'

      'Right. What time is he coming in?'

      'Around two-thirty. You've got time if you need to eat.'

      'I don't want anything fancy; a sandwich and a coffee will do.'

      'What can I get you? I'm just going to get something for myself.'

      'Norm, you're a saint.'

      Norman grinned.

      'Not at all. I said I'd pay next time. I actually meant in a restaurant, but if you'd rather have a sandwich, I'm not fussy.'
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        * * *

      

      'I don't know what I was expecting, but is that really him?' said Southall.

      She was with Norman, Morgan and Lane, observing Richard Armsworth through a two-way mirror as he sat at the table in an interview room. He had been offered tea or coffee but had asked for a bottle of mineral water. As they watched, he was reading the label.

      'Actually, I think he's aged well,' said Norman. 'The photo I had was taken a few years ago, and although he's a lot more grey, he's still got a good head of hair.'

      'Is that your concern, Norm, going bald?' asked Morgan.

      Norman shook his head, sending his unruly curls in all directions.

      'Heck, no, I really don't care. But I guess it would be a lot easier to manage if I was bald.'

      'A haircut is quite a good way of managing an untidy mop,' suggested Lane.

      Southall suppressed a smirk as Norman turned his gaze on the two juniors.

      'Don't you two have work to do?' he asked.

      'Yes, but we just wanted to see what a murderer looks like.'

      'Murder suspect,' corrected Norman, pleased to be able to exert a little authority. 'He's only a murderer when we have grounds to charge him and a court has found him guilty. Until then he's a suspect, okay?'

      'Right, yes, of course.'

      'Anyhow, you've seen the suspect now, so I suggest you get back to your desks and do something useful.'

      They took one last look at the suspect and left the room.

      'She has a point,' said Southall, as they pulled the door closed behind them.

      'My hair is part of my identity,' said Norman. 'Change it, and you change me. Do you really want to do that?'

      Southall grinned.

      'Message understood, Norm,' she said. 'I didn't realise it was such a sore point.'

      It took a second or two for the words to sink in.

      'It's not a sore point,' began Norman, but she was already halfway through the door, and he couldn't be sure, but wasn't that a smile on her face?

      

      'It's very good of you to come in and speak to us, Mr Armsworth,' said Southall once they had made the introductions. 'It saves us so much time.'

      'It's my pleasure,' said Armsworth. 'Pleased to help if I can.'

      'Can I call you Richard?'

      Armsworth nodded.

      'Of course.'

      'I don't know how much Muriel has told you about the body we found.'

      'Muriel? All she's told me is that a body was found next door, but then I'd seen that on the news, anyway.'

      'So, you have spoken to her?' asked Norman.

      'Yes, I have. I may not live with her anymore, but I still keep in touch and try to keep an eye on her. She's a sick woman, you know.'

      'When did you last see her?' asked Southall.

      'That would have been the Sunday before last.'

      Norman had to hand it to Armsworth. He certainly was good.

      'Was there any reason for the visit,' he asked.

      'Every fourth Sunday I spend the afternoon and evening with her. I suppose I feel a little guilty that she's alone now, and I worry about her health.'

      'But not worried enough to see her more than once a month,' said Norman.

      'We are divorced, Sergeant. I don't have to spend any time with her.'

      'So why do you spend time with her?'

      'You have to understand she's a very sick woman, and she has no other family. She's also a very difficult woman. I speak to her on the phone on the Sundays I don't visit, and also once or twice during the week. I pay for a nurse to look in on her three times a week, and I expect, eventually, I shall pay for her to go into a nursing home.'

      He could see that this was news to them.

      'Muriel didn't tell you any of this, did she?' he continued. 'No. She would have given you all the stuff about what a rotten bastard I am and how I swindled her and mistreated her, and how all men are the devil in disguise. Then she conveniently forgot to mention how I look out for her, even though we're divorced. Am I right? Yes, of course I am; I can see it on your faces. It's what she always does.'

      'So, I suppose you do this out of the kindness of your heart,' said Norman.

      'No, I do it because I owe her a lot, and because, divorced or not, I still care.'

      'What do you mean you owe her a lot?' asked Southall.

      'When I first came back from Australia, I started a small software development business. I had limited funds, but I knew I had an idea that would make me a fortune if I got it right. Muriel loaned me enough money to develop the idea.'

      'I take it you rewarded her by making her a shareholder in your business?'

      'I wanted to, but she refused to do things that way. She said she didn't want to profit from my idea and insisted she didn't want to be a shareholder. So, as soon as I made a profit, I paid her back, just in case it all went pear-shaped.'

      'That's not how she tells it,' said Norman.

      'Muriel has the biggest chip in the world on her shoulders. She views the world through a veil of suspicion and sees conspiracy everywhere she looks. If you've spoken to her, you must have noticed this.'

      'I have to confess you're not wrong about that, Richard,' said Southall. 'But that makes it even more important we hear your side of things. Let's start with recent events. What happened on the last Sunday you visited her.'

      'That was the Sunday before they uncovered the body, wasn't it?'

      'That's right,' said Southall.

      'Well, what do you want to know? It's never a bundle of fun being with Muriel, but this time she was even more vitriolic than usual. So, I spent the afternoon being abused by her, waited until she drank herself into a stupor, then put her to bed, watched a little TV and then slept on the settee. It's one of those that turns into a bed, you know?'

      'There was no sign that you sleep there,' said Norman. 'Not even a toothbrush.'

      Armsworth grimaced.

      'Yes, I once made the mistake of leaving one there,' he said. 'By the next time I stayed she had soaked it in paraffin. I suppose she was hoping to poison me, but fortunately paraffin has a strong enough smell to be easily identified. Now I always take an overnight bag with me and make sure I leave nothing lying around where she can get hold of it.'

      'What happened next morning?' asked Southall.

      'I got up early, tidied up as usual, checked on Muriel, and then left.'

      'What do you mean when you say you checked on Muriel?'

      'I usually make her breakfast before I go, but on this occasion she was sleeping off the effects of all that booze so I left her where she was.'

      'Why did you leave so early?'

      'I had to go down to the harbour first thing.'

      'How d'you get there?' asked Norman. 'Only last time I looked, your Porsche was still parked out front with a puncture.'

      'Yes. I was lucky to get to her house before the damned thing was flat.'

      'And you just left it there? A Porsche?'

      'The guy who looks after my cars is away at the moment. When he comes back, I'll get him to pick it up and sort it out.'

      'Muriel told us you expected her to sort it out,' said Southall.

      'Yes, well, she would say that, wouldn't she?'

      'So, how did you get down to the harbour?' asked Norman.

      'I took Muriel's car. Can I ask why this is so important? Builders discovered the body, didn't they? I don't see how my whereabouts are relevant.'

      'We have to know everyone's movements, I know it's a pain, but it's a formality we have to go through,' said Norman. 'Why did you have to go to the harbour? I thought you'd sold your boat.'

      'Yes, that's right, but I had found some spare keys and I promised the new owner I'd get them to him before he set sail that day.'

      'What time do you call first thing?' asked Norman.

      'I can't tell you exactly but I believe I left Muriel's at around seven.'

      Norman was getting a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. He looked at Southall, but she was staring down at her notes.

      'Are you sure it wasn't earlier than that, Richard?' he asked.

      'It could have been, but I wasn't clock watching so I can't be sure.'

      'Why so early? What was the rush?'

      'The new owner wanted to catch the tide, so I wanted to get there in plenty of time. If he was going to miss the tide, I wanted to make sure it wasn't my fault, you see.'

      'Okay, so you go down to the harbour, and you hand over the keys. Now what happens?'

      'I needed to get across the estuary to Ferrydock.'

      'So what did you do, swim?'

      Armsworth gave Norman a look bordering on contempt.

      'You're not from around here, are you Sergeant?'

      Norman had the distinct feeling his fake suicide theory was about to be well and truly torpedoed.

      'Er, no, I'm not, and the way everyone keeps asking me that question makes me think it must be a lot more obvious than I realised.'

      'I thought so. Only an idiot would suggest trying to swim across the estuary against the tide.'

      'You could have had a boat waiting out there to pick you up and take you across.'

      'But why would I risk getting into the water when I could arrange for someone to ferry me across without me even getting wet?'

      'But there isn't a ferry service anymore, is there?'

      'Not officially, but I've got plenty of friends around this area with small boats, and some of them are happy to ferry a chap across to the other side for a small fee.'

      'So you're saying you got someone to take you across? And what time was this?'

      'It was loosely arranged for 7.30 am.’

      'Loosely arranged? What does that mean?'

      'It means 7.30 am, give or take a few minutes.'

      'Is it possible to speak to this person, to verify this,' asked a crestfallen Norman.

      Armsworth fished his mobile phone from his pocket, thumbed through his contacts and the slid the phone across the table.

      'Here you go,' he said. 'She'll verify what I'm telling you.'

      Norman muttered quietly to himself as, in his head, he felt the last few straws slip through his fingers and saw the SS Fake Suicide Theory sink slowly beneath the waves. He knew it had been a fanciful idea right from the start, but there was no time to dwell on that now; Southall was speaking, and he had to pay attention.

      'Now Richard, you say Muriel told you a body had been found next door.'

      'That’s right.'

      'When was this?'

      'On the Wednesday evening when I called her, but I'd already heard it on the news by then.'

      'And she didn't tell you anything else?'

      'She said she knew nothing else.'

      'So she didn't tell you we had been to see her?'

      'Well, yes, she told me that, but she said you were speaking to all the neighbours.'

      'She didn't tell you we had a suspicion who the body belonged to?'

      'She never mentioned it.'

      'When did you next speak to her?'

      'That would have been on the Friday.'

      'And did she tell you any more on that occasion?'

      'I don't recall her talking about it at all.'

      'A body has been discovered and there's a major police investigation underway in the house next door, and she barely mentioned it?'

      'Remember, Inspector, this is Muriel we're talking about. For anyone else, having a body discovered next door would be the biggest thing ever to happen, but I'm afraid Muriel doesn't inhabit the same planet as the rest of us.'

      'Who's body do you think those poor builders uncovered, Richard?'

      'You're asking me? How am I expected to know?'

      'You lived in the house next door. I thought perhaps you know something about what went on in that house.'

      'Ah, you mean the old couple? Yes, I remember now. We didn't have much to do with them really but, if I recall, the old boy was ill, wasn't he? And didn't he wander off one day and was never found. Was it his body? God, poor old guy.'

      Southall studied Armsworth's face, but he wasn't giving anything away. She left a long silence, hoping he would feel the need to fill it, but he kept his mouth closed and she wondered if maybe he'd played this game before.

      'Do you recall the week when you and Muriel were first supposed to get married, Richard?'

      'You mean when Annabel ran away? Yes, I remember. It's not the sort of thing you can forget very easily, is it?'

      'What do you think happened?'

      'She ran away to London, didn't she? The police concluded all the evidence pointed that way, and I had no reason to doubt it.'

      As he finished speaking he twisted the lid off his water bottle, raised it to his lips and took a sip of water, then placed the bottle back down on the table.

      'In that case, you'll be surprised when I tell you the body the builder's uncovered was Annabel's,' said Southall.

      Neither detective had ever seen surprise manifested on a face in quite the way they now saw it etched on Richard Armsworth's face. His mouth seemed to work, but it seemed like an age before he regained sufficient composure to allow him to speak.

      'No,' he finally spluttered. 'But how? I mean, it just can't be. You must be mistaken. That can't be true.'

      'Why can't it be true?' asked Southall.

      Norman was studying Armsworth's reaction. He had to admit the acting was very good. The surprise seemed genuine enough.

      'It just can't be right. Annabel ran away; everyone knows that.'

      'I'm afraid there's no mistake, Richard. We have DNA evidence to prove it.'

      'How well did you know her?' asked Norman.

      'How well would you know someone you'd met just a couple of days before they disappeared? I didn't exactly have a lot of one-to-one time with her. She hadn't seen her mother in years, so how much of her time do you think I got?'

      'Did you resent that?'

      'Resent it? Good God, no. She had a lot of catching up to do with her mother. I wouldn't have expected her to focus on me.'

      He shook his head.

      'I'm sorry, but I'm really finding it hard to believe this.'

      'It must be a terrible shock,' said Southall. 'Would you like to take a break?'

      'If you wouldn't mind,' said Armsworth. 'I just need a few minutes to get my head around this news.'

      'I'll get someone to bring you a cup of tea, and we'll come back in about twenty minutes.'

      

      'Next time I have an outrageous theory just tell me to keep it to myself, will you?' suggested Norman to Southall as they walked back to the incident room.

      'You might have been a bit wide of the mark, Norm, but you were on the right track with Armsworth.'

      'You think?'

      'You saw his reaction when I told him it was Annabel's body.'

      'You think he was acting? I'm not so sure.'

      'You mean you don't think he knew she was there?'

      'I dunno,' said Norman. 'But I'll tell you this; if he's acting, he's damned good.'

      'You think he's genuine? Don't forget, he's had ten years to rehearse for this.'

      'I'd be a lot happier if we had identified a motive. I mean, he's got a point. He had only just met Annabel, and she hadn't seen her mother for years. So, unless we're saying he was jealous of the time her mother was spending with her, I can't see he would have any reason to kill her. And even if he was jealous, she was only going to be here for a week.'
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        * * *

      

      'How are you getting on with Lazarus,' Judy Lane asked Norman as he pushed his way through the doors.

      'Who?'

      'Lazarus, the man who came back from the dead?'

      'Don't ask,' said Norman, grumpily.

      Following Norman through the doors, Southall pulled a face at Lane and shook her head.

      'It's not going too well, then?' asked Lane.

      'It would be a start if we could work out what's going on with him and Muriel,' said Southall. 'We can't work out which one's telling the truth about their relationship, or if they're both lying.'

      Norman had wandered across to Catren Morgan's desk, hoping she could offer something to improve his mood.

      'Have you found anything?' he asked.

      'I'm not sure. I've been digging a bit deeper into Richard Armsworth and his Yorkshire past, and something doesn't quite add up.'

      'What's that?'

      'Well, in 1998, we know Richard Armsworth flew off to Australia on a teacher exchange, right? And we know the guy sitting in the interview room didn't come back to England until 2008.'

      'You're saying that as if the guy in the interview room isn't the same person.'

      'Yes, that's the thing. I'm not sure he is the same person.'

      'Okay, go on, I'm listening. Why d'you think it's not the same person?'

      'According to the records I've found, Richard Armsworth and his opposite number in Australia didn't just exchange teaching positions for two years, but they also exchanged houses.'

      'I don't see why that's such a big deal.'

      'It's a big deal because when the Australian teacher returned to Australia at the end of his two year posting, Richard Armsworth moved back into the house in Whitby, only he's no longer a teacher. He's now working with his brother as a builder.'

      Norman let out a long, low whistle.

      'But the guy we know as Richard Armsworth stayed in Australia for another eight years.'

      'Exactly,' said Morgan. 'How does that work?'

      'I can see you've already figured it out,' said Norman, 'so why don't you tell me?'

      'I have an idea,' admitted Morgan, 'but you'll probably think I'm crazy.'

      Norman raised an eyebrow.

      'Seriously? I'm the guy who came up with the fake suicide theory. Do you really think I would discount someone else's outrageous theory?'

      'Well, when you put it like that...'

      'Just a second,' said Norman. He turned to Southall and Lane.

      'Catren has something to share, and, trust me, you guys are going to want to hear this.'

      They quickly gathered round Morgan's desk.

      'Okay,' she began, 'so imagine you have two guys, similar in appearance. Now, one of them has arranged an exchange trip to Australia, but these things are arranged over a year in advance, and by the time it comes around he's disillusioned with teaching and decides he doesn't want to go to Australia and actually wants to quit teaching altogether.'

      'So he quits, and the exchange doesn't happen,' said Lane.

      'But what if his conscience won't allow him to renege on the arrangement?' argued Morgan.

      'Then he would probably still quit and feel guilty for years.'

      'What if the guy who looks similar to him needs to get away from the UK and suggests he takes his place?'

      'You think Richard Armsworth is a fugitive?' asked Southall.

      'I'm not suggesting he's a bank robber or anything like that, but we know he defrauded Muriel. Maybe that's what he has always done and someone found him out. What if he swindled the wrong person, and that someone was looking for him?'

      'You're suggesting he swapped places with the guy who wanted to give up teaching so he could escape? I'm no expert, but I would imagine teaching isn't the sort of job you could fake for long without getting found out.'

      'But what if he wasn't faking?'

      Norman could see where Morgan was going with this and shared the excitement he could see on her face

      'You mean what if he actually was a teacher, too?'

      'Precisely. Then he wouldn't need to fake it, would he?'

      'So one teacher takes another teacher's place, is that it?' asked Southall.

      Morgan nodded.

      'It's a perfect win-win situation. The one who wants to quit gets what he wants, and the one who wants to escape gets what he wants.'

      'Everyone's a winner,' said Norman. 'And no-one would ever have known if it wasn't for a body being found when a house was being extended.'

      'That's excellent work, Catren,' said Southall, 'we just need to figure out why.' She thought for a moment. 'Hang on a minute... Oh, yes, I wonder. Judy, I have a job for you. It shouldn't take long.'

      

      Southall and Norman were sitting in her office drinking coffee.

      'I was beginning to wonder, but it all adds up, now,' said Norman.

      'It will if Judy can find the proof.'

      She looked at her watch.

      'We're going to have to go back in there in a minute. I told him we'd be twenty minutes, and it's nearly thirty now. If we keep him waiting much longer, he might just walk out and, as he volunteered to come in, there's nothing we can do to stop him.'

      Lane was suddenly in the doorway.

      'I think I've found what you need,' she said. 'At the time Annabel took her year out of school to have her baby, one teacher at her school left mid term. His name was Simon Markham.'

      'Do we know why he left?'

      'Whatever the reason was, I haven't been able to find it.'

      'What happened to this guy after he left the school?'

      'Well, that's the thing,' said Morgan. 'There's no trace of him after that. He disappears from the radar, and he's never heard of again.'

      Norman exchanged a smile with Southall.

      'That's got to be the one,' he said.

      'Well done, Judy,' said Southall, then she finished her coffee.

      'Come on, Norm. Let's see him explain his way out of this.'
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        * * *

      

      'How are you feeling now, Richard?' asked Southall. 'Better?'

      'Yes, much better, thank you.'

      'In that case, can we ask a few more questions?'

      'Do I have a choice?'

      'Yes, you do have a choice,' said Southall. 'You're not under caution and you volunteered to come in and speak to us, so you can go any time you want, but I was hoping you might be prepared to help us. After all, this does concern Muriel, and Annabel.'

      'I'm sure you've got this wrong. It can't be Annabel.'

      'Yes, you said that before, but you didn't explain why you're so sure it's not her. Is there any particular reason?'

      'Er, well, no, of course not. I suppose it's just that we've been convinced for so long that she ran away, I'm just finding it hard to believe.'

      'By we, you mean you and Muriel?'

      'Yes.'

      'Well, I'm sorry, but I'm afraid DNA doesn't lie, Richard, and whether or not you want to believe it, it confirms Muriel is the mother of the body in the grave.'

      'Why don't you tell us what you know about Annabel?' asked Norman.

      'I've told you, I had only just met her so I hardly knew her.'

      'You were a teacher before you got into software, is that right?'

      'Yes, that's right, but what does that have to do with this?'

      Norman smiled.

      'Bear with me a minute,' said Norman. 'I'm just trying to get some context here.'

      'Context?'

      'Where were you teaching before you went to Australia?'

      'I don't see how where I was teaching in 1997 has anything to do with finding a body a few days ago.'

      'Then let me explain, Richard,' said Norman, 'or should I call you Simon?'

      For just the briefest of moments, Armsworth faltered, but he was quick to recover.

      'Simon? What do you mean Simon?'

      Norman sat back and sighed.

      'You really want to play this game do you?' he asked.

      'What game? I don't understand what you mean.' He pushed his chair back and made as if to stand up. 'I think I'm going to leave now.'

      'You're not going anywhere until you've answered our questions' said Southall. 'I'm afraid you've got some explaining to do first.'

      'I'm not under arrest, am I?'

      'Is that what you want?' asked Southall. 'Because if it is, I'm sure DS Norman, here, will be happy to put you in handcuffs and read you your rights.'

      'I've got nothing more to say.'

      'Okay,' said Norman. 'You just sit there and pin your ears back and I'll tell you what we know. You can let me know if we've got any of it wrong. Is that okay?'

      Armsworth stared sullenly at Norman, but said nothing.

      'The thing is, we've got a couple of brilliant junior detectives working with us on this case, Richard,' began Norman, 'and they're both red hot with using the internet and databases and stuff like that. Personally I find it hard work, but those two, well, they seem to thrive on it. That's the advantage of being young, I guess. They were raised on that stuff, whereas I'm more of an old school, pre-internet, sort of guy.'

      'Is there a point to this?' asked Armsworth.

      'Well, yeah,' said Norman. 'The point is, because of those two brilliant young detectives we know who you really are. You might call yourself ex-teacher Richard Armsworth now, but back in early 1998 you were a teacher called Simon Markham. Isn't that right?'

      Armsworth mouth dropped open in surprise. He quickly snapped it closed, but Norman and Southall both saw it.

      'I bet you thought no-one would ever check, didn't you?' said Norman. 'And you were right; you would have got away with the switch, if it wasn't for Annabel's body being found.'

      'This is ridiculous,' said Armsworth. 'I've never heard anything like it.'

      'Is that right?' said Norman.

      'Why on earth would I change my identity?'

      'That's a good question,' said Norman. 'But it wasn't so hard to work out once we knew Annabel had taken a year out of school to have a baby, and then, around the same time, a teacher called Simon Markham left that same school under a cloud. Does that ring any bells with you?'

      'So what are you going to do about it? There's no law against deciding to adopt a new name.'

      'But there are official ways of doing that,' said Norman, 'and there is certainly a law against falsely using someone else's passport, and another one against having sex with a minor. Add abusing a position of trust to that and I reckon you're in deep doo doo, but that's not really what we're interested in. What we want to know is why you killed Annabel.'

      Armsworth's voice was an incredulous shriek.

      'What? I didn't kill Annabel, or anyone else. I keep telling you; you're wrong about it being Annabel's body.'

      'Yeah, you do keep saying it,' said Norman. 'And strangely so does Muriel. But neither of you will tell us why you're so sure. And anyway, I'm afraid your denial doesn't outdo DNA evidence, especially when it's the denial of a man who went to such lengths to change his identity.'

      'All right, have it your way,' said Armsworth. 'But can you tell me why you're so sure I killed her?'

      'You'll need to fill us in with the details, because we're not sure if you knew Annabel was Muriel's daughter before she came over for the wedding.'

      'I had no idea,' said Armsworth. 'She was Annabel Smith when I knew her, and when I met Muriel, she was Muriel Dormund and Annabel was in Canada so I never made the connection.'

      Norman thought it unlikely, but they could pursue that later.

      'Okay, but you must have recognised her when she arrived, right?'

      'Yes, of course I did, but I had no reason to kill her.'

      'Even if she told her mother who you really were? That would have spoiled the wedding plans, wouldn't it?'

      'This is ludicrous,' said Armsworth, pushing back his chair. 'I'm leaving.'

      Norman jumped to his feet.

      'I don't think so,' he said. 'Richard Armsworth, I'm arresting you on suspicion of the murder of Annabel Gracey...'
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      Thursday 14th November 08.00

      

      Norman had just joined Southall in her office.

      'How much longer are you going to let Armsworth stew in the cells?' he asked.

      'That's up to him. Since he had his phone call yesterday, he's refusing to answer any more questions. He's had all night to think about it, but he's still insisting he's saying nothing until his lawyer gets here,' said Southall. 'So we're stuck in a waiting game.'

      'Are you sure we've got this right?' asked Norman.

      'Have you got another way of explaining what happened? That poor woman had her head bashed in by someone, he's the most suspicious suspect we have, and he appears to have had the motive, the means, and the opportunity.'

      'Yeah, I know that, but why is he so adamant it's not Annabel's body? I mean he didn't argue about being the father of her baby, or changing his name, or that he met Annabel before the wedding and recognised her, and yet he's trying to argue with DNA evidence. He's not a stupid man, so why would he do that?'

      'Yes, but admitting all of those things isn't admitting he killed her, is it? If he accepts it's her body, he's as good as admitting he knows that because he put it there.'

      'I suppose you're right,' said Norman. 'Maybe the failure of my amazing suicide theory has temporarily knocked my confidence and is making me doubt everything.'

      'Well, I hope you're wrong about that,' said Southall. 'I need you on top form, not moping around feeling sorry for yourself because your ego's a little damaged.'

      'Don't worry, I don't have a great deal of ego to damage so I'm sure it won't last.'

      'Good. In that case, can you keep an eye on the shop while I go upstairs to brief Supt Bane?'

      'Sure, you carry on, I've got nowhere to rush off to.'

      He followed her from the office and made his way over to his desk, pulled his chair out, sat down, leaned back and yawned so deeply his jaw cracked loudly, and for a moment he thought his head might turn inside out.

      'Jeez,' he mumbled. 'I didn't realise I was so damned tired.'

      His phone beeped, and a light flashed to show it was an internal call.

      'Yo!' he said into the phone, 'This is Norman Norman, inventor of incredibly stupid, extravagant, theories. How can I help?'

      There was a hesitant pause before a surprised voice finally spoke.

      'Er, sorry. I think I may have the wrong number. I'm trying to get hold of Detective Sergeant Norman.'

      'Well, congratulations, you found him,' said Norman. 'How can I help?'

      'This is PC Winter.'

      'Winter! How are you? I hope you're not calling to spoil my coffee break and tell me you've found yet another body.'

      'Er, no, it's not that, but there is a lady down here at the front desk who wants to speak to someone dealing with the investigation into the body I found.'

      'Oh, right. Tell her I'll be right down.'

      'You're not really having a coffee break are you?'

      'No, Winter, I'm just joking. You really need to lighten up and have a little fun where you can or this job will drive you mad. I mean, look at me, I was sane when I started working here.'

      'Yes, right. I'll try to do that,' said Winter. 'In the meantime I'll tell the lady you're on the way down.'

      As Norman put the phone down and headed for the door, he wondered who the mystery woman downstairs could be.

      

      'You can't miss her,' said Winter, pointing to the woman sitting in the reception area. 'She's the only one here.

      Norman walked across to the woman and introduced himself.

      'I'm DS Norman,' he said. 'I'm afraid DI Southall is in a meeting at the moment, but she asked me to come and speak with you.'

      The woman smiled as she got to her feet. She was a pleasant-looking, forty-something with perfect teeth, long, dark brown hair and green eyes. Something about her made Norman feel he should recognise her, but wherever he thought he knew her from, the memory remained tantalisingly out of reach.

      'My name's Lucinda Jackman,' she said as she shook his hand.

      He failed to hide the surprise on his face.

      'How can I help you, Lucinda?'

      'I'd like to see Richard Armsworth.'

      'I'm afraid we can't allow that.'

      'Why not? Where is he? He's been here all night, hasn't he? You can't do that. He's done nothing wrong.'

      Norman raised his hands.

      'Whoa, whoa, whoa,' he said. 'I can't answer your questions if you're just going to fire them at me and not let me speak. Why don't we go somewhere a bit more private where we can talk? There are people in and out of here all the time.'

      He led her upstairs and into one of the interview rooms where he sat her down while he went to the kitchen to make them both a cup of tea.

      It surprised him to find Catren Morgan and Judy Lane buttering slices of toast.

      'What are you two doing here already?' he asked. 'Weren't you told to come in later?'

      'It didn't seem right, with you working, and us not being here. Besides, we've got a couple of things we wanted to follow up this morning.'

      'What things?'

      'I'm just doing the last couple of searches on our list,' said Morgan. 'If I do them now that'll be the lot cleared and up to date.'

      'And,' said Lane, 'remember the boss wanted someone to speak to Annabel's husband? Well, I tried the other day, but he was away on business. He's back today, and I've a call booked with him this morning.'

      'Isn't it the middle of the night over there?'

      'It was his idea to call this morning, not mine.'

      'Jeez, I'm going to be out of a job at this rate. If you two keep this up, I won't be needed anymore.'

      'Why are you here making two teas?' asked Morgan.

      'I'm just about to have a chat with an unexpected visitor and I'm trying to make her feel at home.'

      'Oh yes, who's she, a new girlfriend?'

      'Lucinda Jackman.'

      'Really? She's here? I was just about to check her out. What does she want?'

      'She says she wants to see Richard. I told her I didn't think we could allow that, but as she's here I thought I'd have an informal chat with her. Maybe I can learn something.'

      'Oh, good luck,' said Morgan.

      Norman took the two cups of tea he had made and went back to join Lucinda.

      'Is this an interview room?' she asked.

      'Yes, it is.'

      'Am I being interviewed?'

      'That's not why I brought you here,' he said. 'I'm afraid the chairs aren't very comfortable but it's somewhere quiet where we can talk uninterrupted.' He pointed to the recording equipment. 'Look, see, I'm not recording you, this is just a chat.'

      'Why can't I see Richard? Is he in trouble?'

      'Yes, I'm afraid he is.'

      'Dammit!' she said. 'I told him it was a mistake to come here. What's he done?'

      'He's helping us with our enquiries.'

      'That means you have arrested him, doesn't it? What on earth for?'

      'Can I ask why you're so interested?'

      'Because I live with him. He's my life partner. We plan to get married next year.'

      'You might want to put those plans on hold for a while.'

      'Why? What's going on? I'm his partner for God's sake; I have a right to know. Will you please tell me what he's supposed to have done?'

      'I take it you're aware builders recently uncovered a body?'

      'Yes, of course I am; it's been all over the news.'

      'Well, we have identified the body as that of Annabel Gracey who disappeared ten years ago.'

      Lucinda had suddenly gone a deathly shade of white and Norman had to hurry to reach her before she fell from the chair.

      'Are you okay?' he asked.

      'I'm sorry, I seem to have come over all faint,' she said.

      There was a knock on the door, it opened a crack, and Catren Morgan popped her head through.

      'I'm sorry to disturb you, Sir,' she said, 'but there's something you need to see rather urgently.'

      'Can it wait a minute? Only Lucinda's just fainted.'

      Morgan opened the door and rushed inside.

      'Here, let me help,' she said, kneeling down beside Lucinda. 'It's on my desk,' she said to Norman.

      'What? Oh, right,' he said. 'Are you sure you're okay?'

      Morgan nodded.

      'Yes, we'll be fine. I think she's all right.'

      'Okay. I'll be right back.'

      Quickly Norman made his way to Morgan's desk. There were various notes scribbled on bits of paper, but it was the one right on top of the pile that caught his attention. Across the top Morgan had written the names Annabel Gracey and Lucinda Jackman. Beneath their names, she had made a note. Norman picked up the piece of paper and read it, frowned and then read it again. He shook his head and read it once more just to make sure he understood it, then carried it back to the interview room.

      By the time he returned, Norman was pleased to see Lucinda had regained her colour and composure. Morgan was now sitting opposite Lucinda, and he slid onto the empty seat next to hers.

      'Are you feeling better now?' he asked Lucinda.

      'Yes, thank you. I'm fine.'

      'Good. Then perhaps you can explain this.'

      He slid the note he had collected from Morgan's desk across the table so it was in front of her. She looked at the note, then up at Norman.

      'Ah!' she said. 'So you're one step ahead of me.'

      'I thought you seemed vaguely familiar when I first saw you, but I couldn't figure out why,' said Norman. 'Is this what you came here to tell us about?'

      'Richard didn't want you to know, and I was undecided, but once you told me you thought he had murdered Annabel, I realised I was going to have to tell you. How did you find out?'

      'Working for our team, we're fortunate to have two of the best people I know for tracking down this sort of information.' Norman nodded at Morgan. 'DC Morgan, here, is the one I have to thank this time. That's her note in front of you.'

      Lucinda looked at Morgan who was looking pleased with herself.

      'I thought no-one would ever bother checking.'

      'If it wasn't for the discovery of the body, we would have had no reason to look,' said Morgan. 'That was bad luck on your part.'

      Lucinda smiled unconvincingly.

      'Oh, well, now you know, it actually feels as if an immense weight has been lifted from my shoulders.'

      'I wouldn't forget that weight just yet,' said Norman.

      'But why not? I'm here to admit I'm Annabel Gracey.'

      'I'm afraid it's not quite that simple,' said Norman. 'We have DNA evidence that says the body the builders uncovered is Annabel Gracey.'

      'Then your DNA evidence is wrong. I am Annabel Gracey, and I can prove it. Ask me anything you like.'

      'In the circumstances I think we're going to have to do this as a formal interview,' said Norman. 'You understand, right?'

      'Yes, of course.'

      Morgan set up the tape, and they were ready to go.

      'Okay, Annabel,' said Norman. 'Why don't you tell us your story?'

      'Where shall I start?'

      'Why don't you start by telling us who Richard Armsworth really is.'

      'You don't know?'

      'You tell me,' said Norman.

      'So you know he's really Simon Markham?'

      'Yes, we do. As I told you, these guys are good at this stuff.'

      'Simon was a teacher at my school.'

      'To save you a little time, let me tell you we know Richard is really Simon Markham, and he was one of your teachers, and because of the way he suddenly left your school, we're guessing he was the father of the baby you had at sixteen. Am I right so far?'

      'Yes, that's right.'

      'So when did you first meet him?'

      'When he first came to the school and became one of my teachers.'

      'How old were you then?'

      'I was thirteen.'

      'And when did the relationship start?'

      'We did nothing wrong. We were in love. We still are in love.'

      'The law doesn't recognise being in love as a defence when a person in a position of trust starts a sexual relationship with a minor.'

      'Well, maybe the law's wrong.'

      'It's not our job to debate the rights and wrongs of the law, and we're not going down that road now,' said Norman. 'I'm curious to know why the school didn't report Simon to the police. You were underage when you got pregnant and he was abusing a position of authority. It would have been a straightforward prosecution.'

      'Ah, yes, but it also would have been a tremendous scandal, and the school didn't want that. Besides, they didn't know for sure he was the father, and I never admitted it to anyone. So really, they hounded him out over a lot of rumour and innuendo. There was never any actual proof.'

      'So how come your mother didn't know he was responsible?'

      'She didn't want to know, and it suited the school not to tell her what they suspected. It was a bad enough scandal that I was pregnant. If everyone knew I'd been having sex with a teacher, she would have died of embarrassment, and the school's reputation damaged beyond repair. We couldn't have that now, could we?'

      'So he went off to Australia and left you to face the music on your own?'

      'It wasn't like that. As I said, we were in love. I could never have seen him go to prison, so the chance for him to take on a new identity in Australia seemed like a good idea. The plan had been for him to come back at the end of the exchange, but things don't always work out the way you planned them, you know.'

      'I might be speaking out of turn,' said Morgan, 'but you don't seem to have a lot of time for your mother.'

      'Don't have time for her? God, I hate her. She made my life a misery from the moment I was born. Getting pregnant wasn't planned, but it turned out to be the perfect way of putting two fingers up to her. But even then she got the better of me when she wouldn't let me keep the baby.'

      'You wanted to keep her?'

      'Oh, yes. She may have been an accident, but she was a product of love made by me and Simon. I wanted to keep her, but they deemed me to be too young to make such a momentous decision and she took the choice out of my hands.'

      'And then, a few years later, you went to college and met Kevin Gracey.'

      'Ah, Kevin, yes, he's been such a sweetheart.'

      'That's not what we heard,' said Norman.

      'Have you spoken to him?'

      'Not yet. One of my colleagues is hoping to speak to him right this minute.'

      'Tell him it's okay, he can tell you the truth this time.'

      'Sorry?'

      'All that stuff about him mistreating me was just part of the story we invented.'

      'What story?' asked Norman. 'We have another witness who said your marriage was in big trouble because of the way Kevin treated you and that you had suggested you might not go back to Canada after the wedding.'

      'Kevin and I became really close friends at college, but there was no more to it than that. He was gay, you see.'

      'You married him even though you knew he was gay?'

      'To escape my mother. Why do you think she complained that I hardly ever spoke to her once I had moved abroad? I tried moving to London after I left college, but she kept turning up unannounced, just like the proverbial bad penny. She had been the same when I was at college. Her mission in life seemed to be to embarrass and belittle me at every opportunity. But then I shared a flat with Kevin and at last someone else saw her for who she really was and I finally had someone on my side.'

      'So you were living with him before you got married?'

      'Yes, that's right. And then he got offered the job in Canada. I was devastated at the thought of losing my only ally, but then he suggested getting married so he could take me to Canada with him. The chance to go to Canada, and finally escape her, was just too good to refuse.'

      'So you married Kevin just to escape your mother?'

      'Maybe it sounds hard for you to believe, but unless you've had someone hounding you all your life, you can't possibly understand what it's like. I suppose we didn't really need to get married, but in a way I was happy to, because I loved Kevin and at the time it wasn't as easy to be open about being gay as it is now. It worked out rather well for both of us.'

      'You really expect us to believe this?' asked Norman.

      'If you don't believe me, why don't you tell Kevin you know the truth and see what he says.'

      'Do you still keep in touch with him?'

      'Oh, yes, we're still good friends. He's like a brother to me, so why wouldn't I keep in touch with him?'

      Norman turned to Morgan.

      'Pause the tape for a minute and go tell Judy that when she speaks to Kevin Gracey, she should tell him Annabel's here and we know the truth.'

      Morgan was back in two minutes.

      'Tell us what happened when you came over for your mother's wedding to Richard Armsworth. That must have been a shock finding out she was marrying the guy you'd had a baby with.'

      'But I didn't know it was Simon. Don't forget, I hardly ever spoke to my mother. All I knew was that she was marrying a man called Richard. I didn't even know his surname. As far as I was aware, the Richard Armsworth I knew was still in Australia.'

      'So you didn't come over to meet up with him?'

      'I only came because I felt I was finally strong enough to face up to my mother and tell her I never wanted to see her again. I thought it would be a bit like handing her on to this poor guy she'd hooked up with and waving her off into the sunset, knowing I would never have to set eyes on her again.'

      'So you had no idea the Richard your mother was marrying was really Simon Markham?'

      'Not until I saw him. Now that was a shock, I can tell you!'

      'But I thought you never intended to go back to Canada. Hadn't you planned the runaway scenario before you came over?'

      'Oh, no. That was very much a spur-of-the-moment thing.'

      'But there's a witness in Canada who says you had it all planned--'

      'Yes, sorry about that. Good friends will say whatever you want them to say if they think it's going to mean you achieve genuine happiness.'

      Norman sighed.

      'So, you're saying all the statements made in Canada back then were just fabrications, is that right?'

      'Yes, I'm afraid they were.'

      'You realise Kevin could have got into a lot of trouble over these allegations of abuse?'

      'It was his idea, and he didn't think it was likely anything would happen as there was no evidence to back up the allegations, and there were plenty of witnesses who would have testified about how he was a supportive husband if it ever came to that. And anyway, do you really think I would have let that happen to a guy I loved?'

      'So you want us to believe you hatched this plan in just a couple of days?'

      'The first night Richard and I sat up all night talking after my mother went to bed. And that's when we realised our feelings were still as strong as ever. But the thing with Richard is, he wouldn't ditch my mother because he felt he owed her somehow.'

      'A gentleman who seduces fourteen-year-old girls,' pointed out Morgan.

      'I've already told you it wasn't like that. Just because you don't understand, doesn't mean you're right. Not everything is black and white; there are grey areas everywhere.'

      'I understand the law,' said Morgan, 'and as my colleague said, we don't debate the law, we just enforce it.'

      'Let's get back to the plan,' said Norman. 'Who's idea was it?'

      'We sort of hatched it up between us. Richard has his business here, and I didn't want to make him leave that behind, so we had to figure out a way that I could move back here, but not attract my mother's attention.'

      'Didn't you worry someone might recognise you?'

      'Don't forget my mother had moved to Wales when I was living in London and I wasn't exactly a regular visitor, so the chances of anyone local knowing who I was are pretty remote. And as for her friends, well, when you're as abrasive as my mother, you tend not to have many. We figured the risk was minimal, but to make sure I changed my name. Taking on a new identity had worked for Richard, so we didn't see why it couldn't work for me.'

      'So the train ticket to London was just a smokescreen?'

      'It seemed to work, didn't it? Richard had to avoid contacting me for quite a while, and I kept a very low profile for months, but I followed the investigation on the news so I knew it had worked.'

      'Did you pack a suitcase to take with you?'

      'No, I didn't. When I saw that on the news I wondered if perhaps Richard had packed one to add a bit of weight to the story, but he says he didn't, so I have no idea where that came from.'

      'Richard still married your mother. Why did he do that? Why not call the wedding off and join you?'

      'I told you, he felt obliged.'

      'And you were okay with that?'

      'You know what it's like when you tread in dog poo and then try to wipe it off your shoe? It's really hard to get it all off, isn't it? Well, my mother's a bit like that. It was frustrating having to share him with her, but the only way for Richard to escape was to take his time and do it bit by bit. We still saw each other. She hated the boat so anytime he was there I was with him.'

      'There was a grainy photograph of you with a man taken on the day you went missing,' said Norman.

      'Ah, yes, that was our one mistake. Thank goodness the quality was so poor.'

      'So it was you? And is Richard the man in the photo?'

      'Yes, that's right. He told the police he had gone to work to sort out a problem. The alarm at his business premises had recorded him entering and then leaving again later. But he's a software engineer. He knew how to work around an alarm.'

      'So he helped you escape. Then where did you go?'

      'I rented a flat for six months, then rented a house, and eventually we bought a house together.'

      'Out of the money he gave you?'

      'We share everything.'

      'Except the care of your mother,' added Morgan.

      'Yes. I'm afraid he's on his own there.'

      'How do you feel about him still looking out for your mother?'

      'He's a gentleman. He feels a certain amount of guilt about what's happened and feels obliged to look after her.'

      'And what about you? What do you feel?' asked Norman.

      'I still hate her, and I think he's a fool for doing it, but I can't fault him for being a good man, can I?'

      Norman studied the woman opposite him and wondered should he now call her Annabel, or Lucinda. But he realised it was obvious; until they had definitive proof she was Annabel, she was Lucinda.

      'Is that it?' she asked.

      'That'll do for now,' said Norman. 'But my boss may have further questions when she gets back.'

      'Okay, but at least now you can let poor Richard go.'

      'I can't guarantee that,' said Norman.

      'But I've just told you what happened, and you can see I'm not dead!'

      'Yes, but someone is dead, so even if your story is true, we've still got a murder victim, and Richard's still a suspect.'

      'What do you mean, "even if my story is true"?'

      'Because your story contradicts the evidence we already possess. We're going to have to verify you're who you say you are.'

      'How do we do that?'

      'Are you happy to provide a DNA sample?'

      'I'm happy to do anything if it will convince you I'm Annabel Gracey and that Richard didn't murder me.'

      'I'll get a testing kit,' said Morgan.

      'I still don't understand how you could have got a DNA match that comes back to me,' said Lucinda as Morgan left the room.

      'If you're telling the truth, I'm not sure I understand that either,' said Norman.

      'My DNA test will prove I'm telling the truth.'

      'I've never known the lab to make that sort of mistake before, but I suppose anything's possible. We'll ask the lab to do that test again and then see where we stand.'
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        * * *

      

      'Is she still here?' asked Southall.

      'I said you may have further questions, but she insists she's not leaving without Richard, anyway.'

      'Do you believe her story?' asked Southall.

      'Honestly? I don't want to,' said Norman. 'I would be happy to put it all down to bullshit, but then Judy Lane spoke to Kevin Gracey, in Canada, and he confirmed he had suggested the abusive husband idea and that everything Lucinda told us was true.

      'To make things worse, she was more than happy to give us a DNA sample, and she seems inordinately confident the test will prove she's Annabel. Catren's on her way over to the lab with it now and Bill Bridger's going to rush it through, so, hopefully, we won't have to wait too long to know for sure.'

      'Are you sure Bridger's up to the job? If he's messed up the original test and we've told Muriel Armsworth her daughter's dead when she's actually alive and well, we're going to look like idiots and be in a lot of trouble.'

      'I'm probably not the best qualified person to comment on that, but you don't get a reputation like his by making mistakes. I mean, there's no denying he's a bit weird, and yes, he is rough around the edges, and he has terrible taste in music, but when it comes to the science, he knows his stuff.'

      'Well, something doesn't add up, does it? And what about the suitcase? Why bother?'

      'It adds weight to the runaway idea.'

      'Yes, but if Lucinda, or Annabel, or whoever she really is, says it wasn't part of their plan, who's idea was it, and why was it dumped with the body?'

      'Yeah, I can't figure that one out either. It seems like an unnecessary embellishment, doesn't it?'

      'Have you told Richard she's been in to make a statement?'

      'Not yet. I thought I'd wait for you. His solicitor hasn't arrived yet, but maybe he'll be willing to talk to us if he knows she's here.'

      'Let's get him into the interview room and see if he's any more talkative this morning.'

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      'Right, Richard,' said Southall. 'You're probably wondering why we've brought you up to an interview room when you've previously told us you won't answer questions until your solicitor gets here.'

      'I must confess it had crossed my mind,' said Armsworth.

      'I thought you should know Lucinda Jackman has been here this morning, and she's made a statement.'

      'Statement? What statement?'

      'In the statement she claims to be Annabel Gracey. Can you tell us anything about that, Richard? Or should I call you Simon?'

      For just the briefest of moments, Armsworth faltered…

      'You are Simon Markham, aren't you?'

      He nodded.

      'Yes, I'm Simon Markham.'

      'Would you like to tell us your version of events? Or do you want to wait for your lawyer?'

      'What do you want to know?'

      'I'd like to know everything,' said Southall, 'but what I'm really interested in is what happened in the days leading up to Annabel's disappearance.'

      And so, he told them his side of the story, and mostly it dovetailed very neatly with Lucinda's.

      'What about the suitcase?' asked Southall when he had finished.

      'There was no suitcase,' he said.

      'But there was a suitcase buried with the body, and it contained Annabel's clothes.'

      'For the last time, I didn't bury a body, I know nothing about a body, and I know nothing about a suitcase. I told you all along that you were mistaken and it wasn't Annabel's body, but you wouldn't believe me.'

      'No woman I know would run away with no clothes, unless she was fleeing for her life,' insisted Southall.

      'Annabel wasn't fleeing for her life, but taking a suitcase wasn't in our plan. She didn't need clothes because I made sure she had enough money to buy herself a brand new wardrobe.'

      Southall considered Richard Armsworth for a moment.

      'You know we've wasted a lot of our time on you and Annabel, and for what? Just so you could pull the wool over the eyes of a sick woman? Why go to such elaborate lengths when you could have jilted Muriel and sailed off into the sunset with her daughter? That's what any normal person would do, isn't it?'

      'I couldn't do that to Muriel. She deserved better than that.'

      'You really think playing her for a fool for the last ten years has been better for her, do you?'

      'You don't understand.'

      'You're right there, Richard, I don't understand. And I hope you, and Annabel, both think it was worth it, because I intend to charge both of you with wasting police time, and that's just the start. We're going to investigate your affairs with a fine-tooth comb and we'll file as many charges as we can.'

      'What happens now? Are you going to charge me with murder?'

      'No.'

      'Does that mean you're going to release me?'

      'Yes, I am, but you're still under suspicion so don't go sailing off around the world.'

      

      'Are you sure we're doing the right thing releasing him?' asked Norman.

      'We can't hold him on suspicion of murdering someone who's not dead, can we?'

      'So you believe their story?'

      'I want to see that DNA test result to be sure, but their stories are consistent enough to convince, without being word for word like they rehearsed them.'

      'Yeah, I feel the same, but don't forget we still have a body.'

      'You're clutching at straws there, Norm. If it's not Annabel, how can we make a link between them? And without a link where's his motive? I hate to say it, but maybe we've been heading in the wrong direction right from the start.'

      'But the only missing person we had that matched the body was Annabel. There was nowhere else we could have started, although I have to admit my stupid fake suicide theory was way off the mark.'

      'What's happened about the suicide?'

      'Well, nothing really. There have been no reports of a body washing ashore anywhere, and still no-one has been reported missing who's even vaguely close to matching the description we have.'

      'Hmm. So we haven't even solved that one.'

      'Yeah, it's disappointing, but what can you do?'

      'I think we just have to bite the bullet on this one, put it down to experience, and start again.'

      'I dunno,' said Norman. 'That means we're saying the original DNA test result is wrong and I can't get my head around that idea. I mean, we took the swab from Muriel ourselves so we know there was no error on our side. And I just can't see Bridger messing up at his end.'

      'Well, something's wrong somewhere, and somehow we've got to figure out what it is.'

      'Okay,' said Norman. 'So where do you want to start?'

      'Get together with Judy and Catren, go back to the beginning, and look for an alternative missing person. Maybe the age range we used for the initial search was too narrow so try going wider. While you're doing that I'm going to speak to our snippy goth pathologist and see if he can shed some light on this mess.'

      'He'll be more than snippy if you go accusing him of messing everything up.'

      'Don't worry, Norm. I don't plan to accuse him of anything. I'm going to ask for his help.'

      'And another thing. Having told Muriel Armsworth Annabel is dead, we're now going to have to tell her she's very much alive. Jeez, I don't mind admitting I'm not looking forward to that conversation.'

      'Let's wait until we get the DNA test result. We can't afford to be wrong twice.'
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          Chapter 14

        

      

    

    
      Friday 15th November 07.00

      

      Norman's mobile phone was ringing. He grabbed the phone and looked at the caller ID but didn't recognise the number.

      'Hello?'

      'Is that DS Norman?'

      'Wait a minute, I know that voice. Is that PC Winter?'

      'Yes, it is. I'm sorry if I've called at an inconvenient moment.'

      'Is this call social, or business?'

      'It's business.'

      'In that case, you shouldn't forget police work is a 24-hour job. Crimes are rarely committed between nine and five, so any call like this is almost bound to be an inconvenience, but I accept it as part of the job, so you don't have to apologise.'

      'Oh, er, right. Thank you.'

      'You do need to tell me why you called at such an inconvenient time, though.'

      'Oh, yes, of course,' said Winter. 'You won't believe this, but I've finally got an ID that might be a match for our suicide. I'm afraid it's going to destroy that Reginald Perrin theory of yours, though.'

      'Ha!' said Norman. 'That theory has already been blasted into a million tiny little pieces, so I wouldn't worry about that. I was so far off the mark you wouldn't believe it. Next time you hear me suggest any bizarre theories, just tell me to keep them to myself, will you?'

      'But we had nothing else to go on, did we?' said Winter.

      'Let's not make excuses for my stupidity, and anyway we've now confirmed it was a crazy idea so there's no point in dwelling on it. Now, who's this missing person?'

      'His name is Geraint Llewellyn. He's 68 years old and the last time anyone saw him was on Friday 2nd November.'

      'Who saw him on that day?'

      'His daughter. She's the one who contacted us.'

      'But that was two weeks ago. How come we're only hearing about it now?'

      'She saw her father on that Friday before flying off to New Zealand for a month visiting relatives. She's tried to contact him several times since she arrived out there, but he's not answering her video calls. She's also tried emails and the house phone, but there's never an answer. They didn't part on good terms, so at first she thought he was sulking, but now she's worried.'

      'It's not just that he's a technophobe, is it?'

      'She says not. Apparently they were practising video calls for weeks to make sure he's comfortable with it, and he's been using email for years.'

      'Maybe his broadband is down. Have you checked?'

      'There are no reported network issues, but it's possible he has a problem inside his home. I just called at his house, but it looks like there's no-one home. I thought maybe I should let you know.'

      'Are you there now?' asked Norman.

      'Yes, I am.'

      'What's the address?'

      Norman quickly scribbled down the address as Winter told him.

      'Can you see into the house?'

      'Yes. I've looked through the front windows, and I've been round the back. The curtains haven't been drawn and I can see through to the front door from the back. There's a pile of letters inside the door. Do you think I should break in?'

      'What did your Sergeant say?'

      'I can't get hold of him at the moment, that's why I'm calling you.'

      'Okay. Wait for me, but keep trying your Sergeant. If you reach him tell him you've spoken to me and I'm on my way. I'll be there in ten minutes.'

      

      Norman found Winter waiting at the front door of Geraint Llewellyn's home. He looked around as Winter rang the bell. The house was one of a row of unremarkable semi-detached houses on the outskirts of Llangwelli. A neatly trimmed hedge bordered the road, and the small front garden, planted with neat, straight rows of winter bedding plants, suggested a tidy-minded owner.

      'I've already done this,' said Winter. 'That's how I know there's no-one home.'

      Norman pointed to a path that led off down the side of the house.

      'Let's look around the back,' he suggested.

      He followed Winter as the path took them down the side of the house and then onto a small patio area at the back. He stopped and studied the back garden. Once again it was meticulous in its symmetry, but he thought something wasn't right. It took a minute or two before he realised the lawn looked overdue for a trim.

      'I've already been round here,' said Winter. 'I told you it all looks ship-shape in there.'

      'Yeah, I know,' said Norman. 'I'm just trying to make sure you missed nothing.'

      'Everything put away and nothing out of place, right?' asked Norman as he peered through the kitchen window. He could see the pile of letters at the foot of the front door, just as Winter had said.

      'That's right. How did you know?'

      'You only have to look at the garden to see that whoever lives here is almost compulsively tidy. I would have been amazed if it was any different inside, so that pile of letters is definitely a cause for concern.'

      ‘There is one thing about the garden that bothers me. Did you see what it was?’

      Winter turned and looked at the garden, but whatever he couldn’t see what Norman was getting at.

      ‘You must be more observant than me,’ he said turning back to Norman.

      ‘The grass is too long,’ said Norman. ‘My guess is it hasn’t been cut for at least a couple of weeks.’

      ‘I see what you mean. It’s out of character.’

      ‘Exactly,’ said Norman.

      'So, what do we do now?' asked Winter. 'Should I break the door down?'

      'On what grounds?' asked Norman.

      'He's missing?'

      'We don't know that for sure, do we? His daughter said they parted on bad terms, right? Well, maybe it's simply the case that he didn't want her to go, and now he doesn't want to speak to her.'

      'D'you think so?'

      Norman shrugged.

      'I don't know, but if the guy's just gone for a walk, and he comes home to find his back door caved in and us two wandering around inside, we'll have a lot of explaining to do.'

      Winter looked around the back door.

      'Maybe he leaves a key somewhere,' he said.

      'Can I help you?' challenged a voice.

      Startled, Norman looked round to find a forty-ish woman had crept up behind them. Her belligerent demeanour made it clear she suspected their motives.

      'DS Norman and PC Winter,' he said, producing his warrant card. 'We've had a report that something may have happened to Mr Llewellyn and we've just come to see if we can find him.'

      'What do you mean something may have happened to him?'

      'His daughter called from New Zealand to say she's been trying to reach him for days but he doesn't answer.'

      'Oh my God, what do you think has happened?'

      'That's what we're trying to find out. We were just trying to see if we could find a key so we can get inside.'

      'I have a front door key.'

      'You do?' asked Norman.

      'I live next door. I have a key so I can keep an eye on Geraint. Since his wife died he's been very depressed, and his daughter lives miles away, so I check on him to make sure he's okay and eating properly, things like that.'

      'I'm sorry, what was your name?' asked Norman.

      'Sheila Brown. I live in the adjoining house.'

      'And when did you last see Mr Llewellyn?'

      'I suppose it would have been on the Thursday before his daughter was here. I've been away myself. I just got back late last night.'

      Morgan exchanged a look with Norman.

      'So that means no-one has seen him in about two weeks,' said Norman. 'Do you think you could get us that key, Sheila?'

      'Yes. I'll be back in two minutes.'

      

      
        
        ***

      

      

      'You'd best wait out here,' said Norman when Sheila handed him the key. 'We don't know what we're going to find inside.'

      She looked totally confused.

      'He may have had some sort of accident,' said Norman. 'So, it's best if we deal with it. Perhaps you wouldn't mind waiting out here.'

      'Oh, I see. Yes, of course.'

      Norman slipped the key into the lock and slowly swung the door open, pushing the letters across the floor.

      'Hello,' he called. 'Mr Llewellyn? It's the police. We're just checking to make sure you're okay.'

      They stopped and listened, but the only sound was the regular tick, tock, tick, tock, of a clock.

      'You look around down here, I'll check upstairs,' said Norman.

      Slowly, he climbed the stairs, wondering if he was going to find a body in a bedroom.

      'There's no-one up here,' he called a couple of minutes later as he headed back down the stairs.

      'Same here,' called Winter.

      'Did you find anything?' asked Norman as he came back down the stairs.

      Winter shook his head.

      'No suicide note, if that's what you mean.'

      Unseen, Sheila Brown had crept into the house.

      'Suicide? Why would he commit suicide?'

      Startled, Norman spun round to face her.

      'Jeez, Mrs Brown, which bit of "wait outside, please" did you not understand?'

      'I'm sorry?'

      'I asked you to wait outside. What are you doing here?'

      'Why do you think he committed suicide?'

      'Don't you keep up with local news?' asked Morgan.

      'As I said, I've been away.'

      Norman sighed.

      'That's right, you did say that, didn't you?' he said. 'The thing is, a man walked into the sea on Monday of last week, and he's not been seen again. We think he may have committed suicide, but we've not found a body yet. A witness saw the man from a distance and gave us a vague description, but no-one had been reported missing who came anywhere near to matching the description until Mr Llewellyn's daughter called us.'

      'But why would she think he committed suicide?'

      'She doesn't know about the suicide, and at this stage we can't say that is what's happened to him until we have some sort of evidence to suggest it was him.'

      'What can I do to help?'

      'How well did you know him?'

      'We've been neighbours for about five years. He's a bit shy, so it was his wife, Rosie, that I got to know first. She was lovely, always with a smile, always happy to chat over the fence. You know the sort of thing. But when she found she had cancer, she quickly became too ill to be outside for long. So instead of chatting over the fence, I used to come and sit with her and chat, and that's when I got to know Geraint.'

      Now he had her talking, Norman indicated to Winter that he should explore upstairs.

      'I guess she died, right?' asked Norman.

      She nodded and sighed.

      'I'm afraid so, about eighteen months ago.'

      'How did he take it?'

      'Poor Geraint, he was devastated. She was his world, you see. His daughter stayed with him for a while, but I don't think they get on well, and she has two teenagers and they live miles away, and you know how selfish teenagers can be. Apparently they can't cope without their mother, so, after about a month, she had to go back home, and that's when Geraint began to let himself go.'

      'Losing a loved one is a hard thing to deal with, especially on your own,' said Norman.

      'Exactly. I can't understand why his daughter didn't take him back with her. I mean, if he was my father...'

      Norman wasn't prepared to engage in pointless finger-pointing, so he ignored the comment and changed the subject.

      'I noticed how tidy the garden is,' he said. 'Is he always that meticulous?'

      'Not always. That's what I meant about letting himself go. Less than a month after Lucy left, the garden was like a tip and the house was a shambles.'

      'Is that when you started to keep an eye on Geraint?'

      'Yes. I just continued with the routine I had with Rosie, only now instead of chatting to her I would chat with Geraint, chivvy him along, help him with the cleaning, do a bit of cooking for him.'

      'Like a housekeeper?'

      'I didn't do everything for him. I encouraged him to do stuff for himself, and eventually he took it on board. I mean, look at this place. Everything has a place, and everything is in its place.'

      'He's like that about everything, is he?'

      'Rosie told me he did twenty years in the Army. She says it gets drilled into them and never leaves them. It certainly didn't leave Geraint, apart from those first few months without her.'

      'So, you helped him through his grief,' said Norman.

      'I wouldn't say that. He still misses her dreadfully, but I do what I can to fill the gap for him.'

      'That's very good of you. Many people would find it too much trouble.'

      'He's a nice man when you get to know him, so it's really no trouble. You've either got a kind heart or you haven't. I guess I'm lucky that way.'

      'You must have a very tolerant husband. Doesn't he mind you spending so much time here? Or does he help too?'

      'When he was here, my husband didn't notice if I was here, or not,' she said. 'Anyway, that's neither here nor there. You want to know about Geraint, don't you?'

      'Well, Geraint isn't here, and it looks as if he's been gone for days. Do you have any idea where he might be? Is there anywhere he's talked about visiting?'

      'He's very much a home bird, and not one for going out, even to the shops. If it wasn't for online shopping and me fetching him bits and pieces, he would probably starve.'

      'What's Geraint's mental state? Does he show any signs of dementia, or anything like that?'

      'He can be a bit forgetful, but then who can't? I often walk into a room and forget why, don't you?'

      Norman smiled.

      'I can't deny it happen's now and then,' he confessed. 'But say he was having a forgetful day; could he have forgotten his daughter was away and gone to visit her?'

      'It's not impossible, I suppose, but I would think it's highly unlikely. As I said, I don't think they get on that well. I got the impression he was glad to see the back of her when she went back home.'

      ‘Is there anywhere else he might have gone?’

      ‘He used to have a small yacht. He and Rosie used to do a bit of sailing, but he hasn’t been out on it since she died. I think he said he’d sold it.’

      'Okay, so now we get to the nitty gritty,' said Norman. 'Geraint was still depressed about Rosie's death, right?'

      Sheila nodded.

      'Do you think it depressed him enough to make him commit suicide?'

      She sniffled and dabbed at her eyes with a tissue.

      'Oh God, I hope not,' she said. 'If he has, I'll never forgive myself. What if I hadn't gone away? He'd probably still be here and we wouldn't be having this conversation.'

      'You can't blame yourself,' said Norman. 'And we don't know exactly what has happened yet. For all we know, he could have taken himself off on his yacht.’

      'Now you're just trying to cheer me up,' she said. 'You don't believe that any more than I do.'

      'Right now I don't know what to believe,' confessed Norman. He closed his notebook and put it into his pocket. 'Thank you for your help, Mrs Brown. Can we contact you if we have any more questions?'

      'Yes, of course. What do I do now?'

      'I suggest you go home and make yourself a strong, sweet cup of tea while we look around and see if we can find anything that will tell us where he's gone.'

      'Are you sure you don't need my help?'

      'No, that's okay, we'll be fine. We'll hang on to the key for now.'

      'Oh, right. Is that normal procedure?'

      'It's just in case we need to come back and you're not around.'

      Norman escorted Sheila Brown out of the house and made sure the door was locked so she wouldn't be able to let herself in again.

      'Has she gone?' asked Winter.

      'Yeah, reluctantly,' said Norman.

      'Was she helpful? Did she know anything?'

      'His wife died eighteen months ago. She says he hasn't got over it yet and he's depressed.'

      'Crap,' said Winter. 'That's a big box ticked on the potential suicide list, isn't it?'

      'Yeah, I'm thinking he's a strong candidate,' agreed Norman. 'Especially when I see how tidy he is. The way those clothes were folded on the beach has his trademark all over it. Did you find anything upstairs?'

      'Not really. Drawers and drawers of his wife's clothes, all washed, ironed, and neatly folded as if he was expecting her back any day.'

      'No suicide note, then?'

      'There's nothing like that up there.'

      Norman sighed.

      'I suppose that's one small tick in the other box, but we haven't looked around down here yet.'

      'Where shall we start, kitchen, or lounge?' asked Winter.

      'We're in the kitchen, so let's start here,' said Norman.

      

      Ten minutes later they had moved on to the lounge.

      'You take the sideboard, and I'll do the writing bureau,' said Norman.

      He walked over to the bureau and opened it up, but there was nothing to see apart from a couple of utility bills. He closed the lid and turned his attention to the remaining drawer. The envelope had been deliberately placed so it would be immediately obvious.

      'Aha! I think I may have something,' he said, carefully lifting the envelope and reading the words written on the front.

      'To whom it may concern,' he read.

      'That sounds ominous,' said Winter.

      Norman carefully opened the unsealed envelope, removed a single sheet of paper and unfolded it.

      'I'm sorry,' he read out loud. 'I'm so deeply ashamed of what I've done and how I've let myself and my family down. I can no longer live with myself.'

      'Is that it?' asked Winter. 'He doesn't actually say what he's ashamed of?'

      'It's not exactly a comprehensive explanation, is it?' said Norman. 'But it's all we've got at the moment.'

      He sifted through the drawer until he found something with handwriting on it and compared it to the note.

      'The handwriting looks like a match to me,' he said. 'So I guess we've found our suicide note.'

      He folded the letter, slipped it back into the envelope and put it in his pocket.

      'Maybe the nosy neighbour knows what he's done,' suggested Winter. 'She seems to know everything else about him.'

      'You might want to cut her a little slack,' said Norman. 'She's obviously upset he's missing, and if she's been looking out for the old guy as long as she says, she's bound to know a lot about him unless they don't speak.'

      'Yeah, I suppose you're right,' said Winter. 'I'm probably biased because my parents had a neighbour who made it her business to know everything about everybody. You couldn't fart without that woman knowing.'

      Norman smiled.

      'I don't think we need to know the details of Mr Llewellyn's digestive habits,' he said, 'but you're right, we should speak to Sheila Brown again. First, though, we should get back to the daughter and let her know what's going on. She might know what he's referring to in that note.'

      'Right. Is that my job?' asked Winter. 'I know I was first responder on this, but I've never had to do anything like that before.'

      'It's okay. I was asked to oversee this case from the start so I'll handle that part of it,’ said Norman. ‘There is one thing you can do, though. On your way back, call in at the harbour. Mrs Brown says Geraint used to keep a yacht there. She thinks he sold it, but we’d better make sure that’s right and he hasn’t just sailed off into the sunset. Then you’d better report back to the station.’

      'Oh. Does that mean I'm off the case now?'

      'Do you want to be off the case?'

      'Well, no. I'd like to see it through to the end if I can.'

      'You know I can't just take you away from your own duties, right?'

      'Ah, yes, of course. I hadn't thought of that.'

      'But, as you said, you were first responder, and you're keen. So, I'm going to have a word with your boss and, providing he can spare you, maybe we can work something out so you at least have access to the case and can follow it's progress.'

      'Really? You can do that?'

      'All I can do is ask, but it's off season so with any luck he'll be okay with the idea.'

      'So what do we do now?'

      'First, we lock up the house, then you need to call in at the harbour, and I need to get back to my office. Once I've spoken to the daughter we'll see where we go from there. If I still need to speak to Sheila Brown, maybe your boss will let you come with me. Will that be okay?'

      Winter beamed happily.

      'It sounds good to me.'
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        * * *

      

      'That Geraint Llewellyn you asked me to check out doesn't have a criminal record,' said Judy Lane, when Norman got back to their office. 'As far as I can tell, he's been a model citizen all his life.'

      'Well, I'm glad to hear that, but somewhere along the line, he's done something he was so ashamed about he felt he had to take his own life,' said Norman.

      'I can delve a little deeper if you want me to.'

      'Leave it for now, Judy. Let me speak to his daughter first. Maybe she knows what he's done.’

      ‘And PC Winter said to tell you Mr Llewellyn sold his yacht a year ago.’

      ’So he hasn’t gone sailing, then,’ said Norman, gloomily. ‘Okay, thanks, Judy.’

      'So, how did it go?' asked Southall when Norman peered into her office.

      'I think we've finally found out who walked into the sea.'

      'You mean you've got a name other than Reginald Perrin?' asked Southall.

      Norman frowned.

      'You know sarcasm is one of the lowest forms of wit, right?'

      Southall smiled.

      'Yes, so I've heard, but sometimes the opportunity to score points is so easy I just can't resist.'

      'And I guess as long as it's at my expense, that makes it even better.'

      'Don't tell me you wouldn't do the same to me if you got the chance.'

      'Oh, I most definitely would. You can count on it.'

      'There we are then, no harm done. So tell me about your man.'

      'His name is Geraint Llewellyn, 68 years old, fits the description, is compulsively neat, and just for good measure he left us a suicide note.'

      He pulled the note from his pocket and passed it to her.

      'Are you sure it's his handwriting?'

      'I compared it with some other stuff we found and it looks like a match.'

      'And you're happy this is the man we're looking for?'

      'I'd be happier if we had a body, but everything else seems to fit.'

      She opened the note and read it.

      'Any idea why he feels so ashamed he had to take his own life?'

      'Not a clue,' said Norman. 'I'm just going to call his daughter. Maybe she can help us with that one.'

      'How did you know it was him?'

      'The credit for that goes to a young PC called Winter. He was the first responder when the clothes were found on the beach and he's been keeping his eyes and ears open ever since. He put two and two together this morning and called me.'

      'It sounds like Winter has a fan.'

      'He shows promise, and he's keen to learn. I told him I'd try to keep him in the loop on this case, if that's okay with you.'

      'Of course it is. We're here to educate where we can, even if the pupil isn't a direct part of our team.'

      'That's what I thought. I take it Bill Bridger was as puzzled as the rest of us when you told him the news about Annabel. Did he get uptight when you told him you thought he'd messed up?'

      'I was a little more diplomatic than that, but no, he didn't get angry. He did, however, insist that he's ultra-careful about contamination and said it's impossible that his people could have made such an elementary mistake.'

      'Does that mean he's blaming us?'

      'No. He stopped short of that.'

      'But if his team doesn't make mistakes, and he's not blaming us, whose fault is it?

      'He might not be prepared to admit it, but he must have made a mistake this time, Norm. No-one's perfect, are they? There's no other explanation.'

      'So, what's he going to do?'

      'He said he was going to process the new sample we took from Annabel, and if it really is a match for Muriel's daughter he would then take a new sample from the body and carry out the entire procedure again. He said he would work all night if necessary and let us have the results as soon as he could.'

      'Work all night? Yeah, that sounds like the sort of thing he would do,' said Norman. 'Let me go and phone this guy's daughter, then I can get back with you.'
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        * * *

      

      'Jeez, that wasn't much fun,' said Norman, when he rejoined Southall half an hour later.

      'She didn't take it well, then?'

      'I think she was already assuming the worst because she'd been unable to contact him, but calling her on the other side of the world to say we don't really know where he is, didn't help her, and made me feel like an amateur. I think I'd rather have told her her father was dead, and we had a body. At least that would be definite.'

      'What's she going to do?'

      'I did stress that we don't know for sure he was the guy who walked into the sea, but now she's feeling so guilty that she went off to New Zealand and left him on his own, she's arranging a flight back home as soon as she can.'

      'Did she have any alternative suggestions what might have happened to him?'

      'She said the same as the neighbour. He keeps himself to himself and goes nowhere. She said something interesting, though. When his wife died, there was a suggestion he may have helped her on the way.'

      'Who made that suggestion, the examining doctor?'

      'Lucy doesn't think so. Her mother had been slowly fading away, and the doctor who had been looking after her told Lucy that it was no surprise she passed away. It amazed him she had defied the grim reaper for as long as she had.'

      'So who made the suggestion?'

      'Lucy doesn't know for sure but she told me her dad had once told her and Sheila Brown, the neighbour, that he thought it would be better if his wife was dead rather than suffer as she was.'

      'So she thinks...'

      'As Lucy put it, "I didn't tell the police what he'd said, but someone else did".'

      'And if they said it to the right police officer...'

      'Exactly,' said Norman. 'And once the suggestion had been made to the right police officer he insisted on a post-mortem.'

      'And what happened?'

      'The post-mortem was inconclusive, so with no proof Geraint did anything wrong, they brought no charges against him. Lucy said that was scant consolation for the poor guy. He was distraught that his wife's body had been violated like that and at the time he blamed himself for it happening.'

      'Did he still feel it was all his fault?'

      'I asked Lucy the same question. She says yes; he did. When I asked her if he felt bad enough to commit suicide over it, she admitted it was a possibility.'

      'It would make sense of the note he left,' said Southall.

      'Yeah, even if he helped her go, poor guy,' said Norman, gloomily. 'Maybe he didn't feel guilty that he did it, because it stopped her suffering, but he hadn't bargained on a post-mortem defiling her body. Jeez, it adds up every way you look at it.'

      'Come on, Norm. It's not like you to get so gloomy.'

      'I know, but don't you ever think what you would do in a situation like that? I mean, the doctor said she was defying death anyway, so why did they have to do a post-mortem? I think some of us pursue the wrong people, for the wrong reasons, just because it's a simple way to massage the crime figures, and that depresses me, you know?'

      'Amen to that,' said Southall.

      She got to her feet and reached for her coat and bag.

      'Come on,' she said, 'let's have an early lunch and take a walk. A friend of mine showed me this great little roadside coffee bar where we can get a sandwich and a cup of coffee. It'll cheer you up. It works for me every time.'
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        * * *

      

      'It looks like we may have a visitor,' said Norman, pointing to a car as he and Southall walked back through the car park.

      'I don't know that car,' she said.

      'I think it's Bill Bridger's.'

      'What's he doing here?'

      'You did say he was going to be working all night, didn't you? I guess this means he did exactly that and now he's come to show us his results.'

      'You mean he's come to show us how clever he is.'

      'I'm afraid we're going to have to agree to disagree about how we view him,' said Norman. 'I like the guy and I think he's entitled to be a little big-headed on account of being so good at what he does.'

      'You missed out arrogant,' said Southall. 'He's not just big-headed, he's arrogant as well.'

      'You've just spent an hour getting me into a good mood,' said Norman. 'Do you really want to argue about this and spoil all that hard work?'

      'We'll decide who's right about him when we've heard what he has to say and he's gone,' said Southall as they entered the building.

      'We have a deal,' said Norman, following her up the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      When they reached the incident room, Bridger was perched on the edge of Catren Morgan's desk sipping from a mug of tea. Morgan and Lane were working at their computers.

      'Ah, Inspector. How nice to see you again,' he said.

      Southall nodded.

      'Dr Bridger,' she said. 'I didn't expect to see you here. If you'd said you were coming we wouldn't have gone out to lunch.'

      He raised his mug.

      'No problem, I've been well looked after. DC Morgan makes an excellent mug of tea.'

      'So, to what do we owe this pleasure?' asked Southall.

      Bridger tapped a slim folder on the desk beside him.

      'I thought you'd want to hear the result straight from the horse’s mouth.'

      'What is the result?'

      'The sample you gave me yesterday from Lucinda Jackman is a familial match with Muriel Armsworth.'

      ‘You mean she is Annabel Gracey?' asked Norman.

      Bridger nodded.

      'So she was telling the truth. Where does that leave us now?'

      'It's not all bad news,' said Bridger.

      'So I suppose you've come to tell us we're the idiots who messed this up.' said Southall.

      'I won't deny it's good to keep you guys on your toes, but no, that's not why I'm here. Think about it; you provided the samples in both cases, and I'm happy they're not contaminated, so you can't be at fault, can you?'

      'I'm sorry? Surely someone's messed up somewhere, and if it wasn't our sample taking then it must be down to your people.'

      'You'd think so wouldn't you? But the reason I've come in person is because no-one is at fault.'

      'I'm confused,' said Norman. 'Are you saying both samples are Annabel Gracey? How can that be?'

      Bridger smiled.

      'Not quite, Norm. What I'm saying is that both samples are a match for--'

      '--Muriel Armsworth,' finished Southall, excitedly. 'You're saying she has two daughters.'

      'Jeez,' said Norman. 'Why didn't we think of that before?'

      'Without good reason, why would you?' asked Bridger. 'You gave me a sample which was a match for Muriel Armsworth, so it was a natural assumption to think the body was that of the woman who went missing ten years ago.'

      'That's right,' said Southall. 'Neither Muriel nor Richard have ever mentioned a second daughter.'

      'This explains why Muriel insisted it wasn't Annabel's body the builders had uncovered,' said Norman.

      'Yes,' said Southall. 'But if she knew it wasn't Annabel, that means she must have known who it really was.'

      'We said we thought she was lying right from the start,' said Norman. 'Now we know we were right. But what about Richard? D'you think he knows?'

      'That's the million dollar question, isn't it?' said Southall. 'Maybe he's mixed up in it and she's threatening to spill the beans. It would explain why he’s still around, wouldn't it?'

      'How do you want to to play this?' asked Norman.

      Southall thought for a minute.

      'Judy, see if you can find something to prove Muriel had another daughter.'

      'Already on it,' said Lane, pointing at the printer across the room.

      'Birth certificate coming out right now.'

      Southall walked over to the printer and scooped up the sheet of paper as it emerged.

      'Louise Matthews, born 1967 in Reading. Mother, Muriel Matthews, father, unknown,' she read. 'Excellent. Now we know who she is, I want to know everything there is to know about her.'

      'Jeez, Muriel would have been, what, fifteen?' said Norman. 'Teenage pregnancy in the family still carried one hell of a lot of stigma back then. No wonder she gave the kid up for adoption.'

      'More likely her parents made the decision for her,' said Southall.

      'Just like she did for Annabel, all those years later,' said Norman.

      'I'll get back to my lab, said Bridger. 'Now I've got a name and D.O.B. I can start looking for dental records. It won't do any harm to make doubly sure. If you find a last known address that would help, too.'

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was coming up to 6pm when Southall finished looking through all the information they had gathered together.

      'This is excellent work,' she said.

      'Now, does anyone have plans for tomorrow?'

      'Not me,' said Morgan.

      'No way,' said Lane.

      'Norm?' asked Southall.

      'I think it's clear we're all waiting for you to tell us what we're doing,' he said.

      'Right,' said Southall. 'So here's what we're going to do...'
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          Chapter 15

        

      

    

    
      Saturday 16th November 10.00

      

      Interview with Muriel Armsworth.

      'Good morning, Muriel, how are you?' asked Southall. 'You're looking much brighter than you were last time we spoke.'

      Muriel's eyes flashed angrily.

      'Don't patronise me, Inspector. You've got no right to drag me here at this ridiculously early hour on a Saturday morning. No-one has even had the courtesy to explain why I'm here.'

      'I'm sure DC Morgan and DC Lane would have told you we have some more questions we'd like you to help us with, and I don't think anyone "dragged" you here, did they? Or are you suggesting they abducted you?'

      'Of course not, but why have you brought me here?'

      'Two reasons. The first is to apologise. We told you Annabel was dead, and we've since discovered she's very much alive.'

      If Muriel was surprised at this news, she didn't show it.

      'But didn't you tell me you had a DNA match, and DNA doesn't lie?'

      'Yes, I did.'

      'Well, that's obviously not true, is it?'

      'Actually it is, but I'll explain in a minute. You don't seem surprised to know Annabel is alive.'

      'Why would I be surprised? I told you she wasn't dead right from the start, but you wouldn't listen. Anyway, what's the other reason I'm here?'

      'Because we've been to your house several times, and each time we've come away feeling you were rather evasive.'

      'What d'you mean, evasive?'

      'How about, economical with the truth?'

      'I don't know what you mean.'

      Southall smiled a humourless smile.

      'I think you know exactly what I mean, Muriel. It's a problem shared by your ex-husband, so he's here, too. We're hoping bringing you here might help you both achieve a bit more clarity with your answers.'

      'Richard? Why is he here?'

      'Actually, Muriel, that's not quite how it works. I'm the one who asks the questions; you're the one who provides the answers to those questions.'

      'And the reason we brought you here so early, not that I think 10 am is particularly early,' said Norman, 'is because we thought there was an outside chance you might still be sober. And I'm pleased to say it looks as though we got that right.'

      Muriel glared at Norman and then at Southall.

      'I'm not saying anything while he's here.'

      'Oh, dear,' said Southall. 'I'm afraid that means it's going to be a long day for you then, Muriel, because DS Norman is going to be right here next to me, whether you like it, or not.'

      Muriel sighed impatiently.

      'Is this going to take long?'

      'That rather depends on your answers,' said Southall.

      'Do I need a solicitor?'

      'When your rights were explained to you, I believe you were told you only have to ask if you feel you need a solicitor. I can't advise on whether you should ask for one, it has to be your decision. Do you feel you need one?'

      Muriel thought for a moment.

      'I haven't done anything wrong, so no, I don't need one. I just want to get out of here.'

      'You and me both, Muriel,' said Southall, shuffling through the paperwork before her. 'You and me both.'

      'Can you run us through the day Annabel disappeared?' asked Norman.

      'What? Again? But I've already told you all this.'

      'And now I'd like you tell me again,' said Norman.

      Muriel sighed heavily, then spent the next five minutes retelling what happened that day. When she had finished, she sat back and folded her arms.

      'So Richard got home at 10 pm? That's a very precise recollection. You've never been that precise about anything before.'

      'As you know, Mr Norman, I've not been well for some time, but the medication I've been on recently has helped me enormously and my memory is much clearer now. I know it was 10 pm, because I was watching television and the news had just started.'

      Norman nodded.

      'Okay. Were you worried about Annabel at that time?'

      'Not really. She was meeting an old friend for lunch and they hadn't seen each other for years. I assumed they had a lot of catching up to do.'

      'And it wasn't until the next morning you noticed she was missing.'

      'Yes. I must have told you this a dozen times already.'

      'And Annabel is your only daughter, is that right?'

      Muriel looked momentarily confused.

      'You know damned well I only have one daughter. That's one detail I can't forget.'

      'Yeah, I'm sorry. I know all these questions can get repetitive,' said Norman. 'But this is how we find the little discrepancies that help us solve crimes.'

      'What discrepancies?'

      Southall slid a copy of Louise Matthews' birth certificate across the table.

      Muriel frowned at Southall.

      'What's this?' she asked.

      'It's a birth certificate for a little girl called Louise Matthews, born in Reading, in 1967,' said Southall.

      'Matthews? But that's my maiden name?'

      'Of course, it is,' said Norman. 'Louise was your baby.'

      Muriel snatched up the birth certificate and stared at it in disbelief.

      'There must be some mistake,' she said.

      'The mistake is you insisting you only had one daughter,' said Southall. 'You forgot to mention the one you had, and gave up for adoption, when you were fifteen years old.'

      Muriel's eyes were glued to the birth certificate, and she seemed to have lost the power of speech.

      'We know Louise spent years in care,' said Norman. 'In fact, she had a pretty miserable life all round. As a teenager she got herself into all sorts of trouble, and she didn't fare much better as an adult. She would be just the sort of person who might hold a grudge against the mother who gave up on her, or against the sister who ended up having a great life while she was struggling to survive.'

      'We also know Louise had been in Carmarthen for the two weeks leading up to Annabel's disappearance,' added Southall. 'And now we also know it was her body that was found in the trench next door. Have you anything to say about that?'

      Muriel stared uncomprehendingly at her, but said nothing.

      'Are you sure you can't help us?' asked Norman. 'Then let me tell you what we think happened. We think Louise was in Carmarthen because she had tracked you down. We think she came knocking on your door asking for help, but you told her to go away.'

      Muriel shook her head vigorously, tears streaming down her face.

      'You're wrong,' she wailed.

      'What happened?' asked Southall. 'Wouldn't she leave? Did you argue or get into a fight? Maybe you hit her with something, but you didn't mean to kill her.'

      'I never saw her that day. I didn't even know she was alive. I would never have sent her away. I always wanted a daughter to love, but Annabel hated me for some reason.'

      Southall glanced at Norman. He looked visibly shaken by Muriel's reaction.

      'I think maybe we should take a break now,' she said.

      They gathered their stuff together and left a sobbing Muriel Armsworth in the interview room.

      'Jeez, I wasn't expecting that,' said Norman as he softly closed the door behind them. 'What's happened to the hard-nosed old bat we've been dealing with up until now?'

      'I have to admit her reaction was a surprise,' said Southall. 'And what did she mean when she said, "I didn't even know she was alive?" Is that some kind of bluff, or what?'

      'Beats me,' said Norman. 'It didn't seem to make a lot of sense.'

      'Ask Catren to go and sit with her,' said Southall. 'She likes Catren. Maybe she'll let something slip while we talk to Richard.'

      

      
        
        ***

      

      

      11.00 Interview with Richard Armsworth.

      'I must protest,' said Armsworth as soon as they entered the interview room. 'I've been sitting here for hours. How much longer am I going to be kept hanging around?'

      Southall smiled genially.

      'I think you'll find it's been just the one hour, Mr Armsworth,' said Southall. 'And I'm sorry about that, but we wanted to speak to Muriel before we spoke to you.'

      'Muriel? Why is she here? Isn't this harassment? You know she's not well.'

      'She's here for the same reason you're here. We're trying to solve a murder.'

      'But you've seen Annabel. You know she's alive, so the body obviously has nothing to do with us.'

      Norman smiled.

      'You'd think so, Richard, wouldn't you? And believe me, we'd rather close this case and not have to deal with people like you two. But I'm afraid it's not that simple.'

      'What d'you mean?'

      'Well, on the one hand you're right when you say we made a mistake thinking the body was Annabel's, but you're wrong to say it's got nothing to do with any of you because, confusingly, we were right about the body being Muriel's daughter.'

      Now it was Richard's turn to look dumbstruck.

      'I'm not with you.'

      'You know it had us puzzled at first, too,' said Norman. 'But that's because we didn't know Muriel had another daughter.'

      He watched the reaction on Armsworth's face.

      'Oh,' he said, 'it looks as if you didn't know either. Well, let me tell you, she was born in 1967 when Muriel was just fifteen.'

      'Oh, my God. I had no idea. She never mentioned her to me. So it was her body the builder's found? What happened?'

      'We were rather hoping you might be able to help us with that,' said Southall.

      'Me? How would I know?'

      'What time did you get home the night Annabel went missing, or should I say, the night you led us to believe Annabel had gone missing?'

      'About 9 pm, give or take a few minutes.'

      'And what happened when you got home?'

      'Muriel was watching TV, we had supper and then went to bed.'

      'And Muriel was okay? She didn't seem upset, or anything?'

      'Now you come to mention it, yes, she was a bit stressed about something.'

      'Stressed about what?'

      'She wouldn't say, but she was definitely in a funny mood.'

      'Funny mood as in you were in the doghouse about something?'

      'No, it was more as though she was hiding something from me.'

      'Like what?'

      'Like she'd done something? God, you don't think..?'

      'We don't know what to think, Richard. That's why we're asking you to tell us what you think.'

      'Well, I've never thought about it before, but now you say it. I mean, she has got an evil temper. And I remember we had a big heavy torch we used to keep by the front door in case of power cuts. I didn't give it much thought back then, but I can't recall ever seeing it after that night. D'you think Muriel... She wouldn't would she?'

      'She wouldn't what?' asked Southall.

      'Well, you know, bash this Louise over the head.'

      'How did you know her name was Louise?' asked Norman.

      'You just said.'

      Norman smiled.

      'No, Richard, I didn't. All I said was Muriel had a daughter in 1967. I didn't mention a name.'

      'And why do you think Muriel bashed Louise over the head with the torch?' asked Southall.

      'It's just a wild guess.'

      'Weapon and type of assault. That's very specific for a wild guess.'

      'And how do you know Louise was at the house that day?' asked Norman.

      'I thought you said...'

      Southall shook her head, and that seemed to trigger panic in Armsworth.

      'But she must have been. The builders found her.'

      'The builders found her next door. We never mentioned her being at Muriel's house.'

      The room was suddenly still and silent as Armsworth considered his options.

      'I think I'd like to speak to my solicitor before I answer any more questions.'

      

      
        
        ***

      

      

      11.45 am Interview with Annabel Gracey

      'If you're going to charge me with wasting your time, please can you get on with it,' said Annabel. 'We've been hanging about here for hours already.'

      'I'm not sure we're going to charge you with anything yet,' said Norman. 'That will depend on how you answer my questions.'

      'What questions?'

      'What time did Richard leave you on the night you disappeared?'

      'God, I don't know. Does it matter?'

      'I can assure you I wouldn't ask if it didn't matter.'

      'I don't even understand why we're here; we've proved I'm not dead.'

      'I'll explain why you're here after you tell me what time Richard got home.'

      'He left me at around 8.30 pm.’

      'So he would have been home by about nine, right?'

      'Yes, I suppose so. Now, why does it matter?'

      'You don't get on with your mother, do you? Is that because she made you give up Richard's baby.'

      'That was just one of a long list of things she did, but I suppose it was the final straw.'

      'She says she did that for you own good.'

      'That would be for me to decide, wouldn't it?'

      'I'm not going to agree or disagree,' he said, 'but at sixteen years old some people would argue you don't have the life experience to make that decision.'

      'I didn't even get the chance.'

      'Yeah, well, your mother knows how that feels.'

      'Pardon?'

      'Did you know you had a sister?'

      'What? Don't be ridiculous. I'm an only child.'

      'Apparently not,' said Southall, showing Annabel the birth certificate. 'Here's the proof.'

      Annabel read the birth certificate, and then looked up, eyes wide in surprise.

      'You do know your mother's maiden name was Matthews?'

      'Well, yes, but I've never seen this before. She's never spoken to me about this.'

      'She didn't get the choice either,' said Norman, 'but she knows she couldn't have gone on to University if she'd had that baby. I think that's what she was trying to do for you.'

      'I doubt that very much. My mother tried to control me from the moment I was born. I told you before I couldn't wait to escape. If you think you're going to make me change my opinion, you're wasting your time. Why are we even talking about this?'

      'Because the body we mistakenly thought was yours, is actually your sister's.'

      'But how? Why would she be here?'

      'She was staying in Carmarthen at the time. We think she had traced your mother, and that she came to see her.'

      'And you think she... Oh, my God. So you think my mother... No. Really?'

      'Do you think your mother is capable of murder?'

      'She's got a temper, but she's not physically strong. There again, who knows what any of us is really capable of?'

      'Would you like to see your mother? She's just across the corridor in the other interview room.'

      'No, thank you. I'll pass on that offer. Richard has kept me informed about her deteriorating opinion of me over the years. I'd rather wrestle a bear than meet her.'

      'She told us she deeply regrets how things were between you. She'd like the chance to put things right.'

      'That may be what she's told you, but I can assure you Richard has told me what she really thinks of me.'

      'Don't you think it's a bit odd that he's with you, but doesn't seem to be able to let go of her?' asked Norman.

      'He's a compassionate man. He cares about people.'

      'So does that mean he has other people he looks after?'

      'I think my mother is more than enough.'

      'So his compassion only extends to those he's swindled and cheated,' said Norman. 'That's interesting.'

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was lunchtime. Annabel had been released, but refused to leave without Richard so she was waiting downstairs in the reception area. Richard was ensconced with his solicitor, and Muriel was feeling much better after spending some time with Catren Morgan.

      Now Southall, Norman and Morgan were eating a sandwich in their tiny kitchen.

      'What did you make of Muriel's reaction when I told her Annabel was alive?' Southall asked Norman.

      'She must have already known.'

      'That's what I thought, but how?'

      'Who knows?' said Norman. 'Heck, maybe she's known all along, or maybe it's just another attempt to confuse us. To be honest nothing surprises me with these people any more. It's been lies, lies, and more lies, right from the start.'

      Southall had realised Lane was missing.

      'Where's Judy?'

      'She'll be here in a minute,' said Morgan. 'She said she wanted to finish what she was doing.'

      'She does know she's allowed a lunch break, doesn't she?'

      'Yeah, she knows,' said Morgan, 'but she doesn't like leaving things unfinished.'

      Southall nodded.

      'I certainly can't complain about that,' she said. 'Anyway, Catren, what did you learn from your chat with Muriel? She told us she didn’t even know Louise was alive, but I’m not quite sure what she meant.’

      'I think I can explain that,’ said Morgan. ‘I suppose it's no surprise her parents didn't want her to keep the baby as she was only fifteen. But, in fact, her father was so disappointed in her he disowned her during the pregnancy.'

      'I can never understand how a father could do that,' said Norman.

      'Her mother was quite the opposite, though, and she was very supportive all the way through. Anyway Muriel went full term but then had such a difficult birth they had to operate to deliver the baby. She doesn't recall a great deal in the immediate aftermath of the operation, except her father was suddenly all lovey-dovey towards her like the pregnancy had never happened. That's when they told her the baby had died.'

      'Did she believe them?' asked Norman.

      'They were her parents and she was fifteen, Norm. Why would she not believe them?'

      'Yeah, good point,' said Norman.

      'Do you believe her?' asked Southall.

      'Yes, I do,' said Morgan. 'I think she had no idea her daughter had survived, and I believe if she had known she would have tried to find her.'

      'Hmm,' said Southall, thoughtfully. 'What do you think, Norm?'

      'To be honest I'm not surprised to hear Catren say that,' he said. 'There's no doubt Muriel seemed genuinely shocked when you showed her that birth certificate, and on that occasion I don't believe she was acting.'

      'I've got to say, I agree with you about her reaction to the birth certificate,' said Southall. 'But if all this is true, why would she kill Louise when she arrived on her doorstep?'

      'She swears blind she didn't see Louise that day,' said Morgan.

      'She said that to you?' asked Norman. 'Did you ask her the question?'

      'No, I didn't. She actually said that if Louise had turned up and said she was Muriel's daughter she would have welcomed her with open arms, because then at least she would have had one daughter who loved her.'

      'We're assuming Louise went there to tell Muriel who she was and reunite with her, but what if she didn't tell Muriel who she was? We know she was a petty thief; what if she tried asking for money?'

      'You mean blackmail?' asked Norman. 'But that only makes sense if she intended to blackmail Muriel about being her daughter, and Muriel wanted to deny it. We all agree Muriel would have welcomed her with open arms so that doesn't work.'

      'No, it doesn't, does it?' agreed Southall. 'In which case I think we need to forget Muriel for now and focus our attention on Tricky Dicky, because if Annabel says he left her at 8.30 pm and it takes about half an hour to get back to Muriel's, why did Muriel say he got home as the news was starting at 10 pm? That's about an hour unaccounted for.'

      'If Muriel's telling the truth,' said Norman.

      'Oh, I think she's much more with it today,' said Southall. 'Your suggestion we get her in before she's had a chance to drink was a great idea.'

      Judy Lane finally arrived.

      'Oh there you are Judy. What on earth have you been doing?'

      'Remember the third blurry photo of Richard and Annabel? I've been doing a little work with the help of Dr Bridger.'

      She placed the photograph on the table, and placed a finger on it.

      'He's been advising me on posture, body size and shape, and after a lot of consideration he agrees there's a good chance the woman they are talking to in this photo is Louise.'

      'How good is a "good chance"?' asked Southall.

      'Dr Bridger says better than evens.'

      'Judy Lane, that is quite brilliant. You're a genius,' said Southall. 'Now, will you sit down and take a break?'

      Lane beamed happily.

      'I don't mind if I do,' she said, pulling up a chair.

      

      
        
        ***

      

      

      13.00 Interview with Richard Armsworth

      'After speaking with my solicitor I've decided it would be best if I made a full statement about what happened when I got back home on the day Annabel disappeared.'

      'Is this an admission that you've been lying so far?' asked Southall.

      'I'd prefer to say I haven't been entirely honest.'

      'Is that different to lying?' asked Norman.

      Armsworth shifted uncomfortably.

      'My client is willing to make a statement,' said the solicitor. 'Do you want to hear it, or not?'

      'Okay,' said Southall. 'But I’d prefer it if your client start by telling us what he did during the day.'

      Armsworth turned to the solicitor who nodded his assent.

      'I left home at around 10 am on the pretext of having to go to the office to fix a problem that only I could deal with.'

      'And did you go to the office?' asked Southall.

      'Yes. It was how I established my alibi for the time Annabel disappeared. I had designed the software operating the alarm, and the office software so I knew how to rig it to look as though I'd been there all day and into the evening.'

      'It's hard to believe you didn't have this all planned in advance.'

      'How could I have? I told you before I didn't know who Annabel was until I saw her. It was her husband, Kevin, who suggested the runaway idea. It was very much a last minute thing, but I knew I could make it look as if I'd been at the office all the time which would allow me to help her find a place to hide.'

      'Who's idea was it to buy a train ticket to London?'

      'That was my idea. I thought it would divert attention from the local area.'

      'Okay, so you met Annabel and spent the afternoon helping her find somewhere to stay. Now what happened after you left her?'

      'I got home at about 10 pm. Muriel was in a state about something, and eventually she told me some woman had turned up that afternoon claiming to be her long lost daughter.'

      'And this woman was Louise, yes?'

      'Yes, that's right.'

      'And what did Louise want?'

      'I think she wanted money to go away, or she would make a nuisance of herself and tell everyone she was the daughter Muriel had dumped all those years ago.'

      'So she was trying to blackmail Muriel?'

      'Yes, that's right, but Muriel didn't have another daughter and she wasn't prepared to pay. She told the woman to go away and never come back.'

      'But we know she didn't go away, don't we?' said Southall. 'We know because her body was found next door. How do you think she got there, Richard?'

      Armsworth licked his lips.

      'I don't know. Perhaps she walked off in the wrong direction and fell down the hole.'

      'Oh, come on, Richard,' said Southall. 'Why on earth would she do that? She'd have to climb over a fence to get next door.'

      'I don't know,' he said. 'I wasn't there at the time.'

      'You're not a stupid man, Richard,' said Norman. 'You know she didn't fall down a hole, but I think you know what really happened. You told us earlier that there used to be a torch by the front door, but it went missing that day. Now, if Muriel was the only one in the house...'

      'I won't incriminate Muriel.'

      'It's a bit late for that, don't you think?' asked Southall. 'I agree with DS Norman; I think you know what really happened. Don't you think it would be better for all concerned if you told us the truth?'

      'Right now, the suggestion is you're an accomplice to murder,' said Norman. 'How d'you think Annabel would feel about that?'

      'All right, I'll tell you. Muriel had flown into rage when Louise had insisted she was her daughter. They argued, and Muriel hit her across the head with the torch. She didn't mean to kill her. It was an accident.'

      'And where did this happen?'

      'Outside the house.'

      'So, how did the body end up next door?'

      'Muriel took it there.'

      Norman snorted.

      'Yeah, right. I know it's not that far, but are you seriously suggesting Muriel was strong enough to carry a well-nourished 40-year-old woman's body? You have to be kidding me.'

      'She didn't carry the body. She told me she put it in the boot of her car and drove it round there.'

      'And you believe that, do you?' asked Southall.

      'I'm just telling you what she told me.'

      'Is there anything else you like to say, Richard?'

      'You need to understand Muriel's a sick woman.'

      'Yeah, I think you already made sure we got that message,' said Norman, drily.

      'She doesn't always know what she's doing.'

      'And you're saying she was like that ten years ago?'

      'Yes, I am.'

      'And you still went ahead and married Muriel a few months later, even though you knew she'd murdered Louise? And you were also leading this double life with Annabel? I find that hard to understand.'

      'Maybe you lack compassion, Mr Norman. Muriel needed me. I couldn't abandon her.'

      'Yeah, Annabel was telling us how compassionate you were towards her mother.'

      'Annabel? What did she say? I want to speak to her.'

      'Yes, I bet you do,' said Southall. 'But I can promise you that's not going to happen anytime soon.'

      'Does Annabel know how much you swindled from Muriel over the business?' asked Norman.

      'I didn't swindle her. It was a loan, and I repaid her.'

      'Oh yes, that's right, you repaid the loan with no interest,' said Norman. 'Just at the time you knew your firm was going to make you a fortune. Wasn't that a coincidence?'

      'You bought me here to question me about the day Annabel disappeared. I've made my statement and I don't see what Muriel's loan has to do with it.'

      'You don't?' asked Norman. 'Well let me tell you I think it may just have a lot to do with it. And now I'm also wondering what other reasons you might have to keep Muriel sweet.’

      

      
        
        ***

      

      

      13.30 Interview with Muriel Armsworth

      'Can I ask you how long you've been ill, Muriel?' asked Southall.

      'It all started after Annabel disappeared. When she agreed to come to the wedding I had been hoping we could be reconciled, and for the first day or two we seemed to be getting along just fine, and then, when she chose to run away, that said it all really. I sort of gave up after that.'

      'But now we know Annabel's alive, perhaps there's still a chance,' said Southall.

      'I don't think so,' said Muriel. 'Richard's made sure that won't happen.'

      'What do you mean?'

      'Don't tell me you haven't worked out Annabel is Lucinda?'

      'So you knew all along?'

      'I only found out a few months ago. I looked on his mobile phone one day and saw her photograph.'

      'Did you confront him?'

      'Oh, yes. He denied it, of course, but I know my own daughter when I see her.'

      'Does that mean you recognised Louise?' asked Norman.

      'I already told you I didn't see Louise that day. If I had she would still be alive today.'

      'Really? How can you know that?' asked Norman.

      'I just do. I would have cared for her.'

      'But you were ill.'

      'I had a broken heart. Louise would have fixed that.'

      'Can you remember what car you were driving back then, Muriel?' asked Southall.

      'What car?'

      'Yes. I assume you had a car back then, didn't you?'

      'Yes, but that was ten years ago.'

      'Come on Muriel, think. This might be important.'

      'It would have been something small. I can't be sure, but I think I had a Mini around that time.'

      'Was it the estate version?'

      'Good Lord, no.'

      'Did it have a big boot?' asked Southall.

      'Have you never seen a Mini, Inspector?'

      'What she means is you couldn't fit much in there, right?' asked Norman.

      'I seem to recall my handbag nearly filled it. It wouldn't be practical for someone with a family, but that wasn't going to be a problem for me, was it?'

      'Right, thank you, Muriel.'

      'Can I go now?'

      'I'm afraid not. We'll be back in a while.'

      

      'Is Annabel still in reception?' asked Southall as they entered the incident room.

      'I guess so,' said Norman. 'She said she wasn't going home without Richard, and he's still in with his solicitor.'

      'Judy, Catren,' she called. 'Can you go down to reception and find Annabel Gracey. Take the photo you showed us earlier and ask her if she remembers talking to a woman that afternoon. And I also want to know if she can recall what car her mother was driving back then.'

      

      
        
        ***

      

      

      14.00 Interview with Richard Armsworth

      'Can you tell us again what Muriel did with the body?' asked Southall.

      'She put it in the boot of her car, drove it round to the neighbour's house and dumped it in the trench.'

      'Can you recall what car she was driving?'

      'It was ten years ago. Does it matter?'

      'Of course it matters. Not every car has a big enough boot to take a body.'

      'I can't recall.'

      'It's funny you can't remember, because Muriel does, and so does Annabel.'

      'Well, I'm sorry, but I've forgotten.'

      'Then let me refresh your memory,' said Southall. 'It was a Mini. Have you seen the size of the boot in a Mini?'

      'I think you'd have a hard job fitting the body of a small child in one,' said Norman, 'but you want us to believe Muriel managed to fit Louise's body in one. No disrespect to Louise, but our pathologist estimates she wasn't exactly the smallest woman who's had the misfortune to pass through his mortuary.'

      'I don't know how she did it, I wasn't there.'

      'How do you explain the hour you lost that night?' asked Southall.

      'What hour I lost?'

      'Muriel says you got home at ten, but you say you got home at nine.'

      'I keep telling you Muriel lives in another world.'

      'Yeah, she might do now,' agreed Norman. 'But we've checked with her doctor. Her records say Muriel was okay back then.'

      'But you can't trust her memory.'

      'Actually when her head's clear, her memory is just fine,' said Southall. 'We think you make sure she stays in that state so she can't remember clearly. In fact, we think that's why you've stayed in contact with her all these years.'

      'That's rubbish. I told you, I do it because I feel guilty about what happened and I care about her.'

      'Yeah,' said Norman. 'You keep telling us how you feel guilty about you and Annabel, but that's not why you want to keep Muriel quiet, is it?'

      'Look. I can see I'm not going to talk my way out of this, so I'll tell you what really happened.'

      'Oh, is this another new statement?' asked Norman.

      He looked at the solicitor, but he simply held up his hands and shook his head.

      'Aren't you going to advise your client?' asked Southall.

      'I have advised him, and he's ignored my advice.'

      'Okay, Richard,' said Norman. 'Let's hear version number three, or is it four? It might even be number five. Jeez, I think I've lost count.'

      And so Richard Armsworth gave them yet another account of what had happened that night.

      'So now you're saying you got home at 9pm, and the body was just laying there on the front step?'

      'Yes, that's right.'

      'And where was Muriel?'

      'She was in the house.'

      'And did she say what happened?'

      'She had drunk herself half stupid by then but from what I could make out the other woman had insisted Muriel take her in, but Muriel refused. They argued, and then when the other woman started to get violent Muriel grabbed the torch to defend herself. They struggled and Muriel hit the woman.'

      'And this happened when?'

      'She said it happened about an hour before I got home.'

      'And she just left the body on the front step where anyone could find it? Didn't she think to hide it?'

      'She had drunk herself stupid by the time I got home, so it was down to me to get rid of the body. I told her I would put it in the boot of my car and take it away, but the owners of the house next door had gone away while the builders were working there, and the footings were dug. It was just much easier to put the body in the hole and cover it over. Once I knew the builders hadn't noticed I thought that would be it and no-one would ever know what had happened...'

      'You understand you're admitting to being an accomplice?' said Southall.

      'I can't let her take all the blame. I realise I should have called the police there and then, but, well, I just couldn't do that to Muriel.'

      'If you'd called the police Muriel would have been locked away and you wouldn't have had to marry her, or creep around keeping Annabel a secret,' said Norman. 'Now most people would see that as the solution to their problems, but not you. I've got to hand it you, Richard, you sure have a lot of compassion for her.'

      Southall placed Lane's photograph on the table in front of him.

      'What's this?' he asked.

      'According to Annabel, it's you and her talking to another woman.'

      'What other woman? I don't remember this.'

      'You keep telling us Muriel has the memory problem, but it seems to me you're even worse,' said Norman. 'All of a sudden you don't seem to be able to remember anything.'

      Armsworth frowned as he studied the photograph again.

      'No,' he said. 'Sorry, but I have no idea who that is. I'm not even sure it's me or Annabel.'

      'That's okay, it doesn't matter if you remember because Annabel remembers that afternoon quite clearly. She also remembers the woman who approached the two of you and told you that she was going to tell Muriel what you were doing behind her back just a few days before the wedding.'

      He looked up at them and smiled nervously.

      'We had no idea who the woman was. She was obviously some crank who didn't even know who Annabel was.'

      'But she knew you, didn't she? According to Annabel she called you by name. How did she know you, Richard?'

      'Annabel must be mistaken.'

      'She doesn't think so, and nor do we. Did Louise know your name because she had tracked down Muriel? Maybe she had seen you together and worked out who you were.'

      'All right, I did know who she was. She came to my office and asked me to tell Muriel she was her daughter.'

      'So why didn't you tell Muriel? She would have welcomed Louise with open arms.'

      'Because that would have spoiled everything.'

      'Really? How would it have spoiled things?'

      'She would have told Muriel about Annabel.'

      'How long had she been pestering you?'

      'Just that same week. She started the day before Annabel arrived. I couldn't let her spoil everything.'

      'Are you saying you and Annabel had already planned what was going to happen?'

      'No, of course not. I just didn't want some stranger turning up out of the blue and poking her nose in.'

      'What happened to all that compassion?' asked Norman. 'Oh yeah, I forgot, that's only for the person you swindled out of millions.'

      'It wasn't like that.'

      'Let me tell you what we think happened,' said Southall. 'We think you got back at 9 pm, like you said, but when you got out of your car Louise was here waiting for you. I bet she threatened to tell Muriel about you and Annabel if you didn't take her into the house, but you couldn't allow that, so you murdered her to shut her up.

      'Then you dragged the body across to the neighbour's house because you knew they were away, and you knew there was a trench waiting to be filled in. That's why Muriel says you didn't get home until 10pm. It must have taken you an hour. Are we right?'

      This isn't true,' said Armsworth. 'And even if it was, you can't prove any of it.'

      'Are you sure about that?' asked Southall. 'What if I was to tell you we found the torch and there are still usable fingerprints?'

      'What? After all this time? You're bluffing, Inspector. The torch has been in that trench so long there can't possibly be any fingerprints left on it.'

      Southall smiled at Armsworth.

      'So it is in the trench,' she said. 'There's only one way you could possibly know that.'

      'Now, wait a minute--'

      'I don't think so Mr Armsworth. You don't get to argue any more. This is the point where we charge you with the murder of Louise Matthews.'
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          Chapter 16

        

      

    

    
      Sunday 17th November

      ‘Wow!’ said Southall. ‘I’m not surprised you’re going to buy this place, Norm. That view is just amazing.’

      ‘It’s not bad is it,’ said Norman. ‘I can just see myself sitting up here, sipping a cold beer, watching the sun go down. It’ll be the prefect place to chill out.’

      Southall turned to look at the house.

      ‘What are your plans for inside?’

      ‘Come on, I’ll show you. Just be careful where you tread, there are one or two floor boards that need replacing.’

      She followed him inside and listened as he described exactly what he was hoping to achieve.

      ‘I’ve got to get an architect involved, but the builder has recommended a guy he’s worked with a few times, so I hope it’s all going to come together pretty quickly.’

      ‘Has the sale actually gone through?’

      ‘My offer has been accepted and the money’s all in place. Now it’s just up to the solicitors to get it done. They reckon it’ll be about six weeks with any luck.’

      ‘I envy you,’ said Southall. ‘I can’t seem to find any enthusiasm for house hunting at the moment.’

      ‘Does that mean you’re not staying?’ asked Norman.

      ‘I’m happy enough at work, Norm, I guess it’s closing the door on my past. It makes it hard to put new roots down.’

      ‘Perhaps this is one of those things you’re just going to accept you can’t rush. Maybe you need to push it to the back of your mind for now and wait for the right time.’

      ‘That’s all very well, but how long is it going to take? I can’t live in a hotel forever.’

      ‘I can’t tell you that,’ said Norman. ‘You have to trust your instincts; you’ll know when you’re ready. And, if you can wait until it’s finished, I’ll have a spare room. You can always stay here.’

      Southall looked shocked, and for a moment Norman thought she had misread his intentions. Then she smiled, and he breathed a quiet sigh of relief.

      ‘That’s very generous of you, Norm, but I’d worry we might get sick of the sight of each other if we were to share work and a house.’

      ‘Yeah, maybe, but the offer’s always there, if you change your mind.’

      They walked back outside to enjoy the view once more.

      ‘We ought to celebrate your new house,’ she said. ‘D’you fancy some lunch?’

      ‘Only if I can pay this time.’

      She led the way back to her car, and then as he settled into his seat she handed him an envelope.

      'This was your idea, so you'd better look at what you made me do,’ she said as she started the car.

      'What's this?'

      Norman opened the envelope and eased a small magazine from inside.

      'Oh, wow! This is the Llangwelli tourist magazine, right? Are you in here?'

      He flipped through the pages until he found the right page.

      'That's a great photograph,' he said. 'It says, don't mess with me or you'll regret it.'

      'It doesn't, does it? I don't want to look unapproachable. Does it make me look too feisty?'

      'Not at all. I think it makes you look like the real deal. In fact, I reckon you’ll get guys calling in asking for dates.'

      ‘Oh, I hope not!’

      He read the story as she drove.

      'This is awesome,' he said, when he had finished. 'There's no way those dickheads at Region can outdo this!'

      'Yes, well, let's hope the Chief Constable feels the same way.'

      'Has Nathan Bane seen it yet?’

      'I'm going to take it to him first thing on Monday morning.’

      'Don't worry, he'll love it,' said Norman. ‘What about the guys at Region?’

      ‘Supt Bane reckons they won’t know anything about it yet. He suggested sending a copy of the magazine to them.’

      ‘That’s just like Nathan to bring on a confrontation,’ said Norman. ‘He always likes to pre-empt the enemy and strike the first blow if he can.’

      ‘Talking of Supt Bane, he gave me some news about Thomas late yesterday afternoon.

      ‘Dylan? How is he? When's he coming back. I really need to see him to apologise.'

      'He's not coming back.'

      'What?'

      'He's asked for a transfer so he can be nearer to his father. He wants to make sure he gets all the support he needs.'

      'Jeez, yeah, of course. It's a shame, but I can understand why. Is Nathan going to approve the transfer.'

      'He says it's a pity we didn't know what was really going on, but with that on his mind all the time it was bound to affect his performance. In view of the circumstances, approving the transfer is the right thing to do, and I agree with him.'

      'I hope things work out for him,' said Norman.

      'This means our team is going to be one short.'

      'There's that young guy I told you about in uniform, Winter. Maybe we could get him moved up here for a trial.'

      'That's an idea. I'll mention it on Monday morning.’

      They drove down the hill and into Llangwelli.

      ‘There’s a nice little restaurant advertised in the magazine,’ said Southall. ‘Shall we try it?’

      ‘That sounds good to me.’

      Ten minutes later they were sitting in the restaurant.

      ‘I hear Armsworth wants to make a full confession on Monday morning,’ said Norman.

      'That's what he said the last time I saw him,’ said Southall. 'Or is this going to be yet another invention? Do you think he'll try to blame Muriel again?'

      'I don't think he'll try that again,' said Norman. 'Not now she's confirmed he got home around 9pm and didn't come into the house until an hour later, with his shoes covered in mud.'

      'It's still circumstantial, though. She didn't actually see him murder anyone.'

      'Yes, but I’m sure he’s convinced she did see something. That's why he's been trying to keep her sweet for the last ten years. And after talking to her yesterday afternoon, I get the feeling she’s been playing on that all the time.’

      'Did she say why she's been doing it?'

      'She says she knew he'd swindled her out of a fortune, and that he'd been up to no good that night, so she saw an opportunity to get her own back. She knew he wouldn't have the guts to call her bluff.'

      'And she saw it right through to the bitter end,' said Southall. 'I know she should have come forward a lot earlier, but in a bizarre way I can understand why she didn't.'

      'Is there anything in particular you’d like me to do on Monday Morning?’

      'There are plenty of loose ends to tie up with this case, but Armsworth can wait until later in the day. What about the suicide?'

      'It looks like Geraint Llewellyn is our man, but without a body it's inconclusive so, for now, it's an open case.'

      'I know, it would be nice if every case ended neatly with no loose ends, but that's just how it is. At least it looks as if we’ve got everything under control for now.’

      ‘Yeah, all we have to do now is get ready for when that magazine lands at Region. I have a feeling that’s when you know what is really going to hit the fan.’
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      I hope you enjoyed this second outing for Norman Norman in the Rejoiner series. If you’ve read any of my Slater & Norman Mystery novels you will have across Norman before, but what about DI Sarah Southall? Who is she, where did she come from, and what’s the story from her past?

      A few years ago I wrote a story featuring Sarah as a Detective Sergeant. If you are curious about what happened to Sarah back then, you can download a free copy of the book “I Hope You’re Happy Now” when you subscribe to my monthly email newsletter.

      Subscribers will also be offered further free books, occasional special offers, and always know when there’s a new release on the way.

      Click here to learn more.
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      Having spent most of his life trying to be the person everyone else wanted him to be, P.F. (Peter) Ford was a late starter when it came to writing. Having tried many years ago (before the advent of self-published ebooks) and been turned down by every publisher he approached, it was a case of being told ‘now will you accept you can’t write and get back to work’.

      But then a few years ago, having been unhappy for over 50 years of his life, Peter decided he had no intention of carrying on that way. Fast forward a few years and you find a man transformed. Having found a partner (now wife) who believes dreamers should be encouraged and not denied, he first wrote (under the name Peter Ford) and published some short reports and a couple of books about the life changing benefits of positive thinking.

      Now, happily settled in Wales, and no longer constrained by the idea of having to keep everyone else happy, Peter is blissfully happy being himself, sharing his life with wife Mary and their three dogs, and living his dream writing fiction.

      
        
        You can follow P.F. Ford here:

        www.pfford.co.uk
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