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“How many times have I got to say it? I’m not going!”

“Just hear me out, Lucy.”

“Hear you out?! You’ve been in my bloody ear for the last two days. I’ve heard enough to last me a life time. Why don’t you get off my case?”

“I’m only trying to do what’s best for you.”

“If you mean that, why won’t you let me make my own decisions?”

“This will be a great opportunity.”

“Oh yes, living in the middle of nowhere with a load of sheep-shaggers. Some opportunity, I don’t think.”

“Please don’t use language like that.”

“For Christ’s sake, stop treating me like a little kid.”

Molly Osborne crossed herself and muttered a brief prayer for forgiveness before re-joining battle.

“Your aunt Lisa’s gone to a lot of trouble to look for a college place for you.”

“Did I ask her to? No! Do I want to go her poxy college? No! Would I prefer to do my ‘A’ levels here? Yes!”

“This isn’t just about college and you know it. The quality of life is better where she is.”

“If it’s so bloody good, why haven’t you moved down there?”

“I never had the chance.”

“No? What stopped you?”

“I didn’t have anyone encouraging me to see that there was more to life than living in Longsight.”

“Bring on the violins. Next, you’ll be saying that Dad has held you back.”

Molly shuddered at the thought of her ex. Out of the blue, he’d recently been in touch to say that he was coming back to Manchester, news that added to her desperation to persuade Lucy to leave. She hadn’t told her daughter about the contact.

“Well, ...”

“He’s been gone for eight years, mum. Why don’t you face facts? This may be a dump, but Manchester is where you belong, where I belong.”

“I don’t want you to end up like me, stuck in a shitty, rented terrace with no prospects.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t.”

“But I do worry. In fact, I’m beside myself with worry about what you’re getting up to.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“And the people you hang around with.”

“Oh, is that what this is all about. I know you hate the Bradshaws, but Terry and Kevin are my mates.”

“I don’t hate them. I don’t hate anyone, not even your father and Lord knows I have reason enough to. But I don’t like how they behave. They haven’t got any sense of right and wrong, or, if they have, they keep choosing wrong.”

“So, choosing me as a friend is wrong, is it? Thanks a bloody lot.”

“You know that’s not what I mean, but the more you hang around with them, the more likely they’ll get you into trouble.”

“What sort of trouble do you mean?”

Molly blushed.

“Oh, they get up to all sorts.”

“Shit, you meant get me pregnant!”

“I wouldn’t put it past them.”

“Well, for the record, I always insist on them using condoms.”

Molly’s mouth dropped open with alarm and she started to cry.

“I was only joking, mum,” Lucy lied.

“It’ll be drink and drugs next and before you know it I’ll be burying you. Outliving a child is the worst thing that can happen to a mother.”

“Come off it, mum. Don’t exaggerate.” 

Molly didn’t respond. She was pre-occupied with grabbing hold of the kitchen table to prevent herself from falling.

“You can’t be serious, going for the sympathy vote,” Lucy mocked, but she soon realised that this wasn’t an act. She leapt forward and helped Molly into one of the chairs.

“I’ll call the doctor.”

“There’s no need.”

“But you’re ill.”

“It’s nothing he can fix.”

“God, mum, you’re frightening me. Tell me it’s not cancer.”

“It’s not cancer.”

“What if you’re lying?”

“I’m not lying. I’m just worried sick about what will happen to you if you don’t get away from here.”

Lucy looked down at her mother. Bent over and sobbing, she seemed so much older than her forty-odd years. Was it because she had been such a demanding bitch of a daughter? Or, perhaps this really was what happened to people who didn’t break out?

She sighed, stooped forward and put her arms on Molly’s shoulders.

“All right, I’ll sodding well go, but if I’m not happy there after a month, I’m coming home and you can’t stop me”.

Molly lifted her head and gave her a huge, relieved hug around the waist. 

“I can always sell up. Then you wouldn’t have anywhere to come back to” she laughed, her words muffled by her daughter’s clothes. Struggling free, Lucy threw her a funny look and tapped the side of her head. “We live in rented accommodation, you daft cow, so selling up’s not an option!” 

“Oh, yes, I forgot”.

“You’re going nowhere, mother.”

“But you are, petal!” her mother trumpeted. “I’ll give your Auntie Lisa a ring to firm up arrangements. She’ll be dead chuffed that you’ve agreed to give it a try. She’s already made enquiries on your behalf and the local college will be happy to accommodate a student with your grades. Obviously, you’ll still need to have an interview, but the admissions people reckon that’ll be a piece of cake and they expect you’ll be able to enrol without delay”.
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Molly had wanted to accompany Lucy to Sussex, but was quietly relieved when her daughter had put her foot down about going on her own, as she didn’t relish the thought of borrowing more money from the payday loan sharks for a second fare. 

Her travel plans went like clockwork and Lucy justified her self-confidence by crossing from Euston to Victoria without difficulty and boarding the correct half of the Eastbourne and Littlehampton train. At Haywards Heath, she watched with a smug smile the to-ing and fro-ing on the platform as others belatedly realised that they had been in the wrong carriages.

Her cleverness apart, the journey from London had little to commend it. To Lucy, the countryside seemed empty of life, an impression reinforced by the progressively diminishing size of the towns where the train stopped. If Lewes was bad - almost certainly full of grumpy old people - what lay beyond was even worse; first, unbroken fields, then Glynde, a row of grey brick cottages and an expanse of vegetable patches. None of this was helped by the driving rain that seemed to get worse as the journey progressed. Why had she been stupid enough to promise to give it a month’s trial? She would probably die of boredom within a week in this shit hole. 

Lucy’s cousin, Harry, four years her senior, was there to meet her at Berwick station. She had a few vague recollections of him, possibly holidays or family gatherings when she was much younger, but it must have been eight years since she’d last seen him. In the ensuing years, he had gone from a gawky twelve year old to a handsome and well-built man of twenty. Lucy eyed him up and down as he stood waiting for her by his VW Polo. Tall and slim, his handsome face crinkled with a smile as he waved at her in recognition. She tried to remember which relatives one could legally sleep with and which were off limits. As he met her part way between the station exit and the VW, she hoped he would greet her with a manly hug, but had to settle instead with his cheerful welcome and a supposedly funny comment “ Good to see you but shame about the shirt!”  Lucy grimaced; he was clearly no Manchester United Fan. Harry continued, “Hop in while I put your bags in the back”. Lucy did so quickly, happy to be out of the rain that was heavier than ever. 

“If I can’t screw you,” Lucy thought to herself, “perhaps you could introduce me to one of your mates”. She grinned from ear to ear as she anticipated the prospects. 

“You seem full of yourself,” Harry said as he slid in beside her.

Dispelling thoughts of potential fun, Lucy went red and blurted something about looking forward to life in the countryside. As they pulled out of the car park, she sent a mental memo to herself not to be caught off guard, or people might actually believe that she liked being there, miles from civilisation. Despite her very favourable impression of Harry, there was every chance that life here would be very dull.

A quarter of a mile later,  Harry became aware of a van coming close up behind them. He gently applied his brakes, to signal the driver to back off. He got the message, dropped back a few yards, then accelerated to overtake the VW on a short straight. Although there was nothing coming from the opposite direction, the van cut in too quickly and clipped the corner of the VW. Cursing loudly, Harry had the presence of mind to slow down while being overtaken, and keep control of the car. 

The van’s rear indicators flashed to signal that he was coming to a halt and Harry followed suit. He undid his seat belt and got out to look at his front offside wing, where the van driver joined him, pen and paper in hand.  

“I’m really sorry,” he said, “I misjudged how much clearance I needed. I’ll give you my insurance details”.

Distracted, Harry failed to notice that a second man had climbed out of the van and was approaching him with a heavy piece of wood in his hand. But Lucy had seen the figure. 

Harry was dimly aware of Lucy’s scream but her warning came too late. A single blow to the head  knocked him out cold.

Lucy panicked. She could feel her heart hammering in her chest as she desperately looked for some means of escape. “Don’t even think about it! a voice shouted. Before she could react, in a flurry of flailing limbs, thick set arms dragged her from the Volkswagen. Lucy fought with all her strength but she was pinned down whilst the accomplice placed a foul smelling cotton pad over her nose and mouth. Everything went black as she passed out. Both men picked up her limp body and threw her in their van before speeding off.
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At their house near Ripe, Lisa Kennedy paced anxiously up and down. “They should’ve been here half an hour ago,” she fretted, “Something’s wrong, I know something’s wrong”.

From his armchair, her husband, Dave, tried to reassure her, “You worry too much. Harry’s probably taken her for a spin, you know, to help her acclimatise”.

“He wouldn’t, not without letting us know,” Lisa counterd. 

"You can’t be sure. Molly’s always telling you how strong willed her girl is. Perhaps she persuaded Harry to take her for a ride?”

“Aren’t you listening, Dave? Harry would’ve ‘phoned us. You know he would.”

“Under normal circumstances, yes, but what if the little minx teased him about having to get permission to stay out for an hour at his age?”

Lisa wrung her hands, “It doesn’t feel right”.

“Maybe her train was late or she missed a connection and is catching the next one down”. 

“And Harry decides not to let us know?!” 

“Well, I don’t know, but I’m sure there’s a simple explanation. I certainly don’t think we should be worrying your sister just yet”.

“I was thinking of calling the police first.” 

“Now, you’re just being plain stupid. The police won’t do anything about a couple of young people being a few minutes late home and they’d be right pissed off if they went to the trouble of mounting a search and there turned out to be no problem. If you want to do something, give Harry a ring.”

“I’ve already tried, it rang but he didn’t reply”.

“Probably got it on answerphone. You’re always saying you don’t know why he has the damn phone given as how it’s always on divert”.

“It wasn’t on divert, it rang and tang and didn’t answer”
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Situated roughly half way between Lewes and Eastbourne, the hinterland to the west of the village of Berwick enjoyed, or, more accurately, endured a strange relationship with the police. When a minor crime was committed, which wasn’t very often, the two major outposts of the Sussex Constabulary treated the hamlet as ‘no man’s land’, being reluctant to set foot there and hoping that the other would intervene. On the very rare occasions that a juicy case came up, a different set of behaviours came into play with both stations vying for supremacy in the area of overlap describing their respective domains. The discovery of Harry Kennedy’s unconscious body clearly fell into the latter category. As was invariably the case, the potential dispute between the rival police stations was settled by who had a car closer to the location of the incident. On this occasion, the honours went to Eastbourne.

Detective Constable Peter Dawson was trawling through paperwork when he took the call from the patrol car that had been despatched to the scene. Stifling a yawn, he rang his boss, Detective Inspector Steve Reason straight away. As a DC, he was ambitious and knew that his boss was a stickler for detail and speedy information.  He hoped to make it to DI one day and wanted to impress. 

“An interesting one, guv. A young man, identified as  Harry Kennedy, has been attacked and left unconscious on the road between Berwick and Ripe. Uniform have already packed him off in an ambulance and taped off the area around his car”.

“Have they been in touch with his family?”
“Not yet, they decided to call it in, in case we wanted to run a rule over it first.”
“Bloody hell, Peter, uniformed officers showing common sense and initiative! We’ll have to keep an eye on that, or we might end up out of a job.”

On arrival at the scene, he spotted the tall, slim figure of DI Reason, smartly dressed in a navy suit, white shirt and tie. He was already directing the patrol car to the address shown in Harry’s driver’s licence. “Let his nearest and dearest know what’s happened and get their account of events prior to his ending up here. And I want to know if they can shed any light on this incident. DC Dawson and I will follow you shortly. I don’t want them going over to the District General Hospital until I’ve had a chance to talk to them, so try to delay them.”

One of the constables, John Scott, seemed put out, “I thought you just told us to talk to them?”.

“I did, but I might have some extra questions after we’ve had a good look around here.”

As the patrol sped away, the two men started their search of the vehicle and the stretch of road around it. They worked in silence for a few minutes, each detective focusing on his part of the scene, then regrouped. 

“Tyre marks about thirty yards back there might suggest that another vehicle was involved, although I can’t be sure that they’re fresh”.

“Judging from the damage to the offside front corner of Kennedy’s car, I think you’re on safe grounds, Peter. Did you find any small debris between here and the tyre marks?”

“Yes, there are a few plastic bits and pieces in the road”.

“From his side light, I expect,” the DI thought as he sought to make sense of the information. ”Take a sniff Peter”.

As Peter leant inside the car, his assumption that he was being directed to a possible drug connection soon evaporated as a powerful perfume scent hit his nostrils. He had grown accustomed to Reason needing to consider every conceivable explanation for evidence, so when pressed for his view his response was expansive almost to the point of being farcical.

“The least likely explanation is that Harry Kennedy wore that scent, but I know better than to rule anything out at this early stage.”
Reason smiled appreciatively. His ambition of making a decent detective out of Dawson was well on the way to fulfilment. If Peter paid careful attention to details and made no assumptions, he would make a fine one. He had solved many cases as a result of tiny details that had often been overlooked. 
“However,” Peter continued, “I think the uniformed guys would’ve mentioned it if they’d smelt this perfume on his body. So that means that at some stage in the recent past, Mister Kennedy had a female passenger”.

“So, why didn’t our colleagues tell us that?”

“Because it was unremarkable.”

“Anything else?”

“As soon as we arrived you started issuing orders. Perhaps they weren’t given the opportunity to share what they had discovered.”

“Do I detect a note of criticism?” Reason bristled.  He had had his fair share of it, because he was known to be meticulous and sometimes, a bit abrupt. 

“Not at all, guv’, I’m just coming up with plausible explanations.”

“What’s your estimate of how long ago the passenger was in the vehicle?”

Dawson admitted that this was not one of his areas of strength, but when Reason insisted that he express a view, he came down in favour of “very recently”.

“Do you think she was present when Kennedy was attacked?”

“Not sure, but I don’t think we can rule out that possibility.”

“How old was the passenger?”

“I can’t be precise, guv’, but that’s not an old granny scent, definitely a young person’s.”

Pleased with Dawson’s efforts, Reason drew his attention to the white deposits on the scratched paintwork of the blue Volkwagen. “We’ll take some of that away for analysis,” the DI declared as he took an evidence bag and a pair of tweezers from his pocket.

“Paint from the other car?” Dawson enquired.

“Almost certainly from the other vehicle, Peter, although whether or not it’s a car remains to be seen.”

The radio in their unmarked car crackled into action and the DC moved swiftly to gather the news from the uniformed officers that Harry Kennedy had been to collect his cousin, Lucy, from Berwick Station. 

“That almost certainly explains the perfume,” Reason concluded, leaving open the outside chance that a different woman had been in the car of late, “and complicates things”.

“Yes, guv’, an assault and possible abduction.”
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She had no way of knowing how long she had been unconscious. As she came to, she retched in reaction to the lingering foul taste in the back of her throat. Her head thumped with pain. Her first instinct was to scream, but she couldn’t part her lips. The strong tape over her mouth sealed in her sound and the taste. She couldn’t breathe properly. “Calm, calm” she tried to tell herself. She knew that panicking would make things worse. “Try to find out where you are”. Although her eyes were now open she could see nothing. Wherever she was had no natural light and there was no sign of a doorway or a halo of artificial illumination nearby. This was the stuff of nightmares. She could feel her heart beating fast and furious in her chest. Why would anyone want to abduct her? The only reason she could give to herself was unthinkable.

She tried to move but realised she was bound, hands and feet. Her body ached and she felt bruised. Then she recalled her struggle in the car and realised that she must have been hit during that failed resistance. Unable to use her hands, she tried to use other parts of her body to explore her immediate surroundings.  Rolling sideways, she felt something soft, maybe a mattress. Her brain tried to work out the size of space she was being kept in. “What does it matter?” she said to herself. She could be in a coal hole or a palace. It amounted to the same thing. She started to cry, not just for herself but also for Harry. Maybe he had been killed in the attack. For all she knew, she would soon be dead too.
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Reason and Dawson drew up outside the Kennedys’ family home, a former farm labourer’s house between Ripe and Chalvington. It had inherited the daily fatigue of generations of previous inhabitants. Mirroring the way that they had trudged back from long days working the land, the house looked worn out by its one hundred or so years’ occupancy of the plot. It wasn’t neglected, Dave Kennedy’s abundant practical skill having ensured that paintwork was regularly refreshed and any broken pieces mended. No, it was just tired.

Before knocking on the front door, Reason instructed his colleague to join in him in a search down the side of the property, where they found assorted machinery and engines in various stages of repair, some in the open, others under the protection of a large lean-to with a corrugated iron roof.

They returned to the front of the building and knocked. The door was opened by Dave Kennedy. Reason visually noted the contradiction between the man’s strong build and his evident overweight figure. Kennedy’s greeting was unconventional, “We can do without this. My wife’s desperate to get to the hospital to see her son, you know.”

“Not ‘our’ son,” Reason mused. 

“I understand Sir. We don’t want  to delay you for a moment longer than necessary. I and my colleague, Detective Constable Dawson, just need to ask a couple of questions, then you can  be on your way”.

Reason’s first impression of Lisa Kennedy was of her distraught state. She was wringing her hands and rocking gently in her chair when they entered the living room. She had clearly been crying and looked pale and exhausted. He had no difficulty envisaging her in an almost constant state of agitation. He suspected that her mousey hair was usually in this tousled state rather than a result of the current situation, and that her scared eyes were rarely at peace with the world. 

“We’ve already told the other policemen all this,” Lisa sobbed as she took them through recent events and emotions. “We were thrilled to have Lucy with us, although I knew that my sister was nervous and sad about it. We arranged for Harry, her cousin, to pick her up from the station and realised that they had been quite a long time.  We thought they had stopped somewhere on the way back. Oh God, when I saw the police car, I knew something terrible had happened!”. At this, she began to sob again, burying her head in her hands. 

She continued to answer their questions as best as her scrambled brain would allow whilst her husband prowled around in the background, glaring at them. He offered no gesture of comfort to his distressed wife.

Reason weighed his need for fresh information with the inability of Mrs Kennedy to provide much of worth, and the obvious anger from her husband. After they had obtained a recent ‘photo of Lucy, they left the house.  “ Well guv”, Dawson observed, he couldn’t have been less helpful”.

“Well, their minds were on other things,” Reason responded.

“Are you losing your touch, guv’? He didn’t seem all that bothered to me.”

“Go on?”

“Well, if something like that had happened to Heather and me, I’d have been by her side throughout the interview, you know, comforting her, holding her hand.”

“Perhaps the Kennedys aren’t that physical, Peter.”

“Maybe they’re not, but there was something odd about Mister Kennedy’s reaction. He didn’t even seem to be concentrating on what you and his wife were saying.”

“Anxious to get away to see their son?”

“Or ‘her son’ as he described Harry.”

“Ah, you noticed that too. What did you make of that?”

“Well, Could be due to a few things. Either Harry isn’t Dave’s or  was simply closer to his mum. Perhaps Mister Kennedy even looked down on him as a mummy’s boy, although this didn’t square with the strong, handsome boy that had stared confidently from the photos on the mantelpiece”.

On the drive back to Eastbourne, they continued to pick over the bones of their encounter with the Kennedys. There wasn’t much meat on them. Maybe Harry could offer something more substantial. Reason called the hospital for information on the young man’s condition. Good, not in any danger, conscious, albeit very hazy about what had happened

Having come to a halt by the main entrance to the DGH, Dawson was about to get out of the car, when Reason laid a light restraining hand on his arm. “Let’s wait here for a while and give the Kennedys some time with their son. I don’t want to upset them by wading into the ward before they’ve seen him”.

“Not sure gov, “in Mr K’s case, ‘rile’ might be a more accurate description than ‘upset’.

His suggestion was vindicated a few minutes later . As soon as he saw the two police officers, he sighed, scowled and refused the hand that was offered by Reason. Although he said nothing, it was clear that he wasn’t pleased to see them. Reason was not unused to this sort of reaction and ignored it.

“Hello again, Mrs Kennedy. No, don’t get up. He turned, “And you must be Harry.” He introduced himself and DC Dawson. Harry’s head was heavily bandaged and the tip of a bloody bruise poked out from beneath the dressing.

While Dave Kennedy reverted to the detached behaviour that Peter had noticed at the house, Dawsan asked “ Hello Harry, how are you feeling?”

“Okay I guess, in the circumstances”

“Do you remember what happened?”

“I know there was an accident with another vehicle but I can’t tell you what it was or what the colour was”. Harry looked to his mother for support, and she held his hand tightly.

“Was anyone else in the car with you?”

“I think so but I don’t know who” I think it was a woman. I remember her perfume”

Dawson showed Harry the picture of his cousin. He stared blankly at it. “That could be her,” he said hopelessly, “but I really don’t know. Look, I don’t remember, can’t you leave me alone?” he shouted.

“Okay, that’s enough now! He should be resting after that head injury”. A doctor, who had been lingering intervened. “Besides, you’re more likely to glean helpful information from him once he’s had a chance to recover a little, and his memory returns” she added. Reason tutted.

“One more question before we go?” Dawson asked politely. His approach worked and the doctor nodded.

“Do you know anyone who might want to hurt you like this?” Dawson knew this was a long shot. If Harry was having trouble with basic facts, he wasn’t very likely to have a view of possible motives.

Harry shook his head. “No idea”.

“Trevor and Richard Jackman,” Dave Kennedy broke in.

Everyone else turned towards him.

“Mister Kennedy?” 

“Harry fixed their tractor a couple of months ago and when it came to paying for it they claimed that he was exaggerating the scale of the job and they offered him twenty quid. He told them where to shove that. If they didn’t cough up the full amount that he was due, he’d take them to the court.”

Reason asked Harry if he had gone ahead with the action, but he couldn’t remember.

“He hasn’t done yet. I keep telling him he’s got to.”

“And you think the Jackmans would go to these sort of lengths to persuade Harry not to pursue the matter?” 

Lisa Kennedy responded, even though Dawson’s question was directed at her husband, “We’ve known the family for years. They’re a couple of rogues, but I’d never have had them down as violent types, let alone be responsible for the abduction of my niece”.

“We can’t be in two places at once,” Reason had said as he overruled Dawson’s inclination to head straight for the Jackmans, “and in any case Mrs Kennedy seemed pretty convinced that they would not have attacked her son”.

“His father wasn’t so sure guv’.”

“How convincing  do you find him, Peter?”

Dawson had to admit that he had been unimpressed in all other respects by Mister Kennedy and conceded that setting up the incident room for Lucy Osborne’s disappearance was the priority.
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Back at the station, they arranged for Lucy’s picture to be circulated to other forces and then prepared to meet Superintendent Shaw. There was no love lost between Reason and Shaw. Reason resented the fact that Shaw had risen up the ranks as direct result of sucking up to seniors and keeping in with the ‘right’ people, mainly on the golf course. He tened to leap to conclusions and ignore evidence, something that Reason found hard to deal with. Shaw needed quick solutions, at almost any cost, in order to improve the statistics and impress his superiors. 

Shaw was waiting for them. He was a tall, thin man with chiselled features and smoothed-back black hair. He was already up to speed with the case, having debriefed Scott and Harrison, the two constables who had been sent to the scene of the attack on Harry Kennedy.

“They wondered whether Mister Kennedy even met his cousin,” Shaw recounted, “There was no compelling evidence of her presence at the scene”. Reason sighed.

Dawson instantly understood Reason’s frustration with some of their uniformed colleagues’ fumbling attempts to play detective, “A strong woman’s perfume in the car  might suggest otherwise,” he sneered.

“Actually Dawson, they had noticed the perfume, but, in the absence of any of Miss Osborne’s possessions in the car, they had not jumped to the conclusion that the scent was hers,” barked Shaw”.

“Although if abducted, the kidnappers could have taken her things with them” Dawson persisted. 

“We know that Lucy left Manchester as intended,” Reason stepped in, in an attempt to pour some oil on the troubled water between the two men, “Mrs Kennedy said that she had spoken to her sister, who saw Lucy onto the train at Piccadilly. We can’t be one hundred per cent sure that she arrived at Berwick, but the fact that Harry’s car was intercepted between there and the family home suggests that she did, especially as he made no phone contact with his parents.”

Whatever their points of disagreement, they each agreed about the next steps. It was still only a very short while since the attack and they would delay a full scale missing person response to Lucy’s no-show until the morning. By then Harry Kennedy may have regained some more vital pieces of memory. For what was left of their shift, the detectives would pay the Jackmans a visit, while Shaw provisionally put things in place so that everyone would be ready for action the next morning.
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If the Kennedy residence was tired, the Jackmans’ place near Litlington could best be described as exhausted. Never the easiest of livings, farming on a small scale had become progressively harder in recent years, but that alone could not explain the ram-shackled neglect that greeted Reason and Dawson. The Jackman boys appeared to have a predisposition for letting things slide. “Blimey Guv, they might find life a little less tough if they took more care of their things” said Dawson.  Although he sometimes found his junior partner a little too unforgiving, Reason couldn’t disagree as he rang the bell. The red paint on the front door was peeling and some of the wood around the windows was rotting. Broken items were scattered on the path and grass, including a rusty iron and a sink. Rubbish bags overflowed the bins. 

Trevor Jackson, a thick set, fair haired man, with skin weathered by a life outdoors, opened the door., wearing navy overalls. His deep voice growled “What do you want this time?”  He turned and called back along the hall, “Dick! It’s the Old Bill ... again!” before turning his attention back to the detectives.

“To come inside would be a good start,” Dawson said sharply.

“Got a search warrant?” Trevor said cockily.

“So, you’ve got something to hide, something worth us looking for?” Dawson retorted, leaving Jackman looking a little less smug.

Richard joined his brother at the door. Had the first of the twins not used his sibling’s name, the police officers would not have had a clue which was which. They were identical in every detail, straight fair hair, stature, clothes, tone of voice.

“I suppose you’d better come in, then,” Richard sneered, setting off down the hall. His brother held his position, so Reason and Dawson had to squeeze past him. Convinced that this manoeuvre had restored his power over them, he gleefully slammed the door and joined the other three in the kitchen.

The interior of the house was consistent with the outside-  a tip! Whatever else the Jackman brothers had time for, tidying up after themselves was a long way down their ‘to do’ list. The sink was piled high with unwashed pots and crockery, while much of the outdated work surface was populated with empty, discarded cans and boxes.

In Reason’s considerable experience most people excused the mess when admitting him, a stranger, to their homes, whether or not there was really a need to do make such an excuse. The Jackmans were clearly well past that point of social nicety, if indeed they had ever had it. They made no apology for the state of the house.

As arranged on their journey to Litlington, whilst Reason studied the brothers’ demeanour, Dawson asked the questions,

“Where were you around midday today?”

“Working in the fields”.

“Could anyone confirm this?”

“No. It may have escaped your notice but we can’t afford to employ anyone else”.

“How well do know Harry Kennedy?”

“Not that well. He’s done one or two odd jobs for us”.

“Could you shed light on his claim that you owe him money?”

“That bastard’s lying, he fucking claimed for more work than he’d done”.

“Did you pay him?”

“’Course not, told him to piss off”.

“And when he threatened you with legal action?”

“ We called his bluff, ignored him”.

“Not threatened him then?”

“No!”

“Not roughed him up?”

“No!”

Reason stepped in, “Do you own a car?”

“We’ve got a van,” Richard replied.

“Colour?”

“Red, rusty red to be more accurate.”

“You won’t mind if we take a look?”

Trevor did mind if the detectives took a look at the vehicle but he held his tongue, while his brother escorted Reason and Dawson into the yard where the van was parked. In places held together by the rust that Richard Jackman had mentioned, the Ford Transit bore all the signs of a lifetime of mistreatment. It was a mass of dents, scrapes and scratches, none of them fresh on today. And however much Reason and Dawson might like to have pinned the Kennedy assault on the Jackmans, they lacked the power to conjure up a colour change for the battered van.

As they walked away, Dawson asked “what did you make of that Guv?”

“Not much, they were as defensive as I expected. Some of it was plausible but I think they might know more than they are letting on. No evidence ‘though and no alibis. On balance, probably not them”. 
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