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He arrived home again just before nine. There was a message from Foster to say that the navy would be on the job in the morning – weather permitting. He listened to the forecast. ‘Continuing fine at first tomorrow, with long sunny periods, but rain will reach the south-west later in the day with strengthening winds.’

Was it too much to ask that for once a poor, struggling policeman might be favourably noticed by Providence?
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CHAPTER ONE

Thursday evening. Outside it was raining. The three men sat round the fire in well-worn leather armchairs. Smoke rose from their pipes and drifted along the ceiling between the beams. On the high mantelpiece an alarm clock in a shiny metal case ticked the seconds away, clink-clink, clink-clink … Each man had a glass at hand; the major was drinking whisky, the other two, white wine. The room was clean and warm but bare, like a farm kitchen. Apart from the three armchairs there was a large, square kitchen table and four bentwood chairs; there was fibre matting on the floor and a three-legged crock for a coal-scuttle. On the wall opposite the fireplace tiers of shelves were crammed with a tattered collection of books, many of them lacking a spine and therefore anonymous.

Bunny Lane reached for the bottle of white wine which he had placed behind his chair, away from the heat of the fire. ‘Can I top you up, Joseph?’ Bunny was so called because he had a hare-lip which a black moustache failed to hide and when he spoke his words came with a sibilant whistle.

Joseph, the red-head, held out his glass, ‘Thanks.’

Bunny made his own wine, largely from grapes which he grew in the lean-to greenhouse behind the kitchen. ‘You all right, Major?’

The major sat back in his chair, his legs stretched to the fire. He was massively built with machine-clipped grey hair which accentuated the Teutonic mould of his skull. He looked at the whisky glass in his hand and said in a gravelly voice, ‘I’m well enough.’ He had grey eyes which bulged slightly and a steady disconcerting stare.

The fire glowed orange-red with a flicker of flame whenever the coals settled. The major sipped his whisky and sighed; Joseph, the red-head, re-lit his pipe which had gone out. The alarm clock kept up its insistent clink-clink. It was twenty minutes past eight.

Bunny Lane said, ‘How are things with you, Joseph?’

Joseph did not answer at once, he smoked his pipe and seemed to be considering. In the end he said, ‘I don’t know.’ Then, after a long pause he added, ‘I’m just waiting …’ He made an irritable movement which caused the springs of the old chair to creak. ‘I wish to God I’d never agreed to take him in with me!’

The major turned his grey eyes on Joseph. ‘Ah!’

Joseph stared into the fire. ‘It can’t go on much longer … One way or the other …’

This was followed by a silence which must have lasted all of five minutes. It was as though they felt the need to atone for such prodigality with words. Bunny rose from his chair and with a pair of tongs took several lumps of coal from the crock and placed them carefully on the fire, then he resumed his seat. The major was the first to speak again.

‘What do you say to a game?’ He moved round in his chair so that his gaze rested on the box of dominoes which stood ready in the middle of the wooden table.

Without a word the other two got to their feet and, carrying their glasses, moved to the bentwood chairs. The major joined them, towering over the table for a moment before sitting down. Then came the rattle of the dominoes being tipped from their box, the shuffling, the draw, and the silence while they considered their hands. They played with a minimum of words. From time to time Bunny got up to see to the fire or to recharge their glasses. There was a longer interruption while he opened a fresh bottle of wine. The major continued to drink whisky to which he added very little water and as the evening wore on his movements became slower and more deliberate though no less precise and his eyes lost all trace of expression. The only sounds came from the placing of the dominoes, the clink-clink of the alarm clock and occasional crepitations from the fire.

At twenty minutes to eleven, when they had finished a game, the major stood up and, carefully enunciating his words, said, ‘I must be going; I wish you both good-night.’

Joseph got up from his chair, ‘I’ll come with you, Major.’

Bunny saw them to the door. It was still raining. In the tiny front passage the major struggled into his duffle coat but went bareheaded; Joseph put on his fawn raincoat and tweed hat. They muttered good-nights then set off together, Joseph’s stocky figure dwarfed by the major’s bulk.

Bunny Lane’s little house and his workshop formed part of a square of terraced houses. The two men came out of the square and turned down the hill towards Bear Street with the rain driving in their faces. Bear Street, a narrow, ill-lit shopping street was deserted. Joseph stood by his antique shop and let himself in by the side-door.

‘Good-night, Major.’

‘Good-night! Good-night to you, Joseph.’

The major continued along the street then turned up Dog’s Leg Lane towards Garrison Drive.

Hetty Lloyd Parkyn, the major’s sister, was in her little sitting-room, sandwiched between the drawing-room and the kitchen. It was a long time since they had used the drawing-room – certainly not since the death of their father. Hetty had her sitting-room on one side of the passage, Gavin’s was on the other. Hetty’s would have seemed shabby and bleak to a lonely old maid struggling to survive on her pension. The upholstery of the two armchairs was so worn that no pattern was discernible, the carpet was threadbare and the curtains sagged where hooks had come adrift. She sat in one of the armchairs, reading, and placed near her chair was an old-fashioned oil-stove with a red window and a fretted top which gave off a moist, smelly heat.

Hetty was tall and big-boned like her brother, but lean and gaunt; her hair and eyes were grey and her skin seemed to have been bleached of all natural colour. As she read she reached out from time to time to a paper bag of white peppermints.

Somewhere in the house a clock struck eleven and almost at once her sharp ears caught a sound from the back of the house; she heard a door open and shut, a key turn and a bolt shoot home. A moment or two later there were footsteps in the passage, the door of her room opened, and her brother’s great bulk almost filled the doorway. His grey hair was darkened by rain, droplets of water stood out on the coarse material of his duffle coat and water dripped from his trousers to the floor.

He stood without speaking, gazing at his sister with expressionless eyes.

Hetty scarcely looked up from her book. ‘There’s some soup in the saucepan on the stove if you care to heat it up.’

The major turned away, closing the door behind him. She heard him fumbling about in the hall, removing his coat; then heavy slow footsteps on the stairs; he was on his way to bed.

Two nights later – Saturday evening – Joseph Clement sat at his desk by a first-floor window which overlooked the backyard of his house and shop and the backyards of neighbouring houses in Bear Street. Outside, in the leaden dusk, rain fell vertically, unhurried and unremitting. Joseph’s room had the unmistakable aura of a cell, a place of refuge from the world. It was a bedsitter, not because of a shortage of rooms in the house, but because Joseph chose to spend as much of his time as possible ensconced with his stamps, his albums and catalogues, his books on English furniture and his notes for a projected history of philately.

The yellow light from a naked bulb fell on his red hair and on a little heap of stamps, each in its polythene envelope: a selection from the early issues of Guatemala, sent to him by a correspondent there. He picked up his forceps and magnifier and bent his head to the task of examining them. But the thrill of the chase was lacking for he had not yet succeeded in shutting out his troubles from the little room, they trailed after him as inexorably as Marley’s train of cash-boxes. He persevered because he knew that in the end he would become absorbed; the atmosphere of his burrow would work on him as surely as a sedative drug and he would recapture something of the contentment which, not so long ago, he had accepted as his normal state of being.

He was pleased with two surcharged quetzal stamps of 1881, they were not valuable but they filled a gap in his collection; and by three rarer values in the commemoratives for the Central American Exhibition of 1897, one with an unrecorded flaw in the portrait of Barrios.

His breathing settled to a gentle, regular rhythm, his thick fingers which had red hairs on their backs manipulated the stamps with an acquired skill; the slightly humid stuffiness of the room enveloped him and the little clock on his desk ticked the seconds away. It grew darker outside until the window panes were shining black squares. Fifteen minutes to eight.

A buzzer sounded in the passage, someone at the side-door. Joseph got up with a sigh, pushing back his chair. He moved heavily, ponderously, in the manner of an older, bigger man. He was forty-five and though stockily built, by no means fat. He went out into the passage, down the stairs, and opened the side-door. A man in a mackintosh stood there, clutching a leather bag, his shoulders hunched against the rain.

‘I’m Waddington, I’ve come to see Dave Clement; he’s expecting me.’

The man made a move to come in and Joseph reluctantly stood aside. ‘You’d better come through the shop to the office.’ He closed the side-door and opened another which led into the dark cavern of the shop. ‘This way!’ Without putting on any lights Joseph threaded his way through the stock-in-trade of the antique shop to the office at the back but it was only when he switched on the light there that Waddington was able to follow him.

Waddington came blinking out of the darkness, a weedy specimen, long and lank and sallow as though grown in a poor light. Yet he must have cared for his appearance for the narrow bands of hair which linked sideburns to moustache had been lovingly cultivated. He looked round the office with suspicion. ‘Where’s Dave?’

‘He’s out at the moment but I’m expecting him back.’

David Clement stood naked in the shower, sponging himself. He was as unlike his brother as could be imagined, slight of build, very dark, with small bones and delicate features which were almost feminine. He was on the wrong side of thirty while the girl on the bed had several years to go.

‘What’s the rush tonight?’ She put her legs over the side of the bed and sat watching him, scratching her breasts and yawning.

‘Waddy is coming at eight.’

‘Waddy? What does he want?’

Clement reached for a towel. ‘I don’t know but I can guess.’

‘Can he make trouble?’

‘Only for himself; he’s a stupid bastard.’

‘You won’t let them talk you out of it?’

‘No chance!’ He came over and stood by her, rubbing himself down. ‘I’ve told you, Mo, I’m getting out and there’s nothing they or anybody else can do to stop me now.’

‘How soon?’

‘A month? Six weeks? There’s no great rush, is there? One or two things I’ve got to do – flog Manna for a start, but I’ve already put an advert in next week’s issue of Power Boat and there should be plenty of offers. Boats like Manna don’t hang about this time of year.’

The girl continued to look worried. ‘Is Waddy coming off his own bat or has he been sent?’

Clement shrugged. ‘Probably it’s Chalky’s doing. Chalky is a shit but he knows too well which side his bread is buttered to try anything on.’

Clement pulled on his briefs and reached for his shirt. The girl got off the bed and walked to the shower; she put on a shower cap and tucked in her long, dark hair. ‘Shall I see you tomorrow?’

‘I thought I’d spend the day on the boat, Mo – get her into shape for a possible buyer.’

‘Pick me up, I’ll come with you.’

‘You’re on nights; you need your beauty sleep.’

She paused in the act of reaching for the shower tap. ‘It’s not the boat is it? It’s some bloody girl!’

‘Don’t be stupid, Mo!’

‘Then pick me up like I said.’

‘We’ll see.’

Clement was dressed, he ran a comb through his hair in front of the dressing-table mirror. ‘I must be off; I don’t want Waddy opening his big mouth to brother Joseph.’

Clement left the bedroom, passed through the tiny sitting-room to the box-like hall where his wet mackintosh hung on a peg, put it on and let himself out of the flat.

In Godolphin Street the rain fell steadily. Keeping close to the houses he walked the length of the street then turned left into Bear Street where the narrow roadway gleamed in patches under the street lamps and the only sign of life came from a brightly lit restaurant opposite the antique shop.

Through the windows of the antique shop Clement could see a faint glow of light from the office at the back. He let himself in by the side-door and moved soundlessly through the shop so that he was standing in the doorway of the office before either Joseph or Waddington realized that he was there. Joseph was sitting on one side of the big desk, Waddington on the other and between them, laid out on the blotter, were six paperweights which reflected the light of the lamp in a glowing spectrum of colour.

David said, ‘Hullo, Waddy! Got something pretty to sell?’

Sunday. After a cold, wet and blustery fortnight it seemed quite possible that spring had arrived; the air was soft and the waters of the estuary dazzled the eyes with scintillating reflections of the low sun. Soon, God and weather permitting, the Wycliffes would be having friends out to admire their camellias, magnolias, azaleas and rhododendrons. Then, in a little while, there would be the occasional meal out-of-doors and they would spend long evenings working in the garden and go to bed dog-tired but with the comfortable feeling that they had in some way put themselves right with the world.

There was no other house in sight on their side of the estuary and so they had a hoard of privacy, the real hard currency of the century. In these days a half-acre of shrubs and trees may give one feelings of guilt or delusions of grandeur, either way the Wycliffes had made up their minds not to be over-run by the lemmings if they could help it. Sometimes he experienced a twinge from his socialist, non-conformist conscience but Helen was made of sterner stuff.

Half-past seven. They were early risers even on Sundays for no day was long enough for Helen. In her dressing-gown she turned the pages of a gardening magazine while she nibbled her toast and marmalade. (A fat-free breakfast with black coffee.)

Wycliffe said, ‘I think I’ll walk along the shore and collect the newspapers.’ He usually did on fine Sunday mornings.

There were more and more things which they usually did, for their domestic life was beginning to gel now that child raising was over. He was forty-nine, an age at which a man must admit that, technically at least, he is over the hill. The twins were gone – flown almost literally from the nest. David jetted about on behalf of some quasi-governmental agency dispensing scientific largesse to the Third World: Nepal, Ecuador, Lesotho … not forgetting regular get-togethers in the Eurocaps. Ruth was almost as mobile. As her boss’s personal assistant she regularly trailed him around Europe and to the States; she had been twice to Tokyo and once to the Gulf. And the twins were still only in their middle twenties, about the age at which he had first crossed the channel – by car-ferry – feeling a bit like Captain Cook and wondering if he really could drive on the right.

The upshot of it all was that he and Helen were alone again, and liking it, though mildly disturbed by questions. What had it all been about? Where do we go from here? Why did we …? Perhaps understanding for the first time that this is the real thing – not a dress rehearsal. At any rate he was untroubled by professional ambition; he had climbed as high as he wanted to go – higher, he sometimes thought. The arid plateau of pure administration had no allure; not for him the plush office behind the padded door.

People who knew his background thought he had done well. Son of a Hertfordshire tenant farmer, starting as a trainee copper at nineteen, he had become detective chief superintendent and head of C.I.D. for two counties. Yet he was vaguely dissatisfied; secretly he saw himself as a failure. Where did it all lead? To a pension, an up-market bit of silver and, perhaps, an O.B.E. From one day to the next …

‘See if they’ve got any white-wine vinegar at the shop, I’ve run out.’

The village of St Juliot was a mile or so further up the estuary from the Watch House where the Wycliffes lived; nearer the city. Wycliffe let himself out by a little gate at the bottom of the garden, crossed a rarely used public footpath, and dropped a couple of feet to the shingle beach. At this point the opposite shore of the estuary was only a few hundred yards away and through this bottleneck all the shipping of the busy port had to pass.

Half-an-hour since low water. Oyster catchers explored the muddy margins of the tide and further down the estuary a colony of lesser black-backs, uniformly spaced, faced whatever breeze there was and waited, Micawber-like.

Familiarity did not breed contempt but it dulled the edge of perception. He needed to remind himself from time to time how lucky they were to live in such surroundings and still be within twenty or thirty minutes’ drive of his headquarters.

He followed the line of high-water where a tangle of drying wrack was mixed with plastic rubbish and an occasional gobbet of black oil. Pollution troubled him but he tried not to think about it; there were a few things he could do something about, better to think of them. Near the village, where the long narrow back-gardens of the cottages reached the shore, there was a row of upturned dinghies, hauled well above the tide line. Offshore a dozen or more pleasure craft rode at moorings and in a month there would be many more. Beyond St Juliot, still further up the estuary, the city sprawled over its creeks and hills, snug and smug when international squabbles were settled by cannon balls; now, almost entirely rebuilt after a war with aircraft and bombs and asking itself, What next?

At the end of the village there was a quay, once used for shipping stone from a quarry now derelict. A few yards short of the quay something gleamed in the shingle, not far below high-water mark. As he crunched towards it he saw that it was a gun … a revolver … service pattern from the last war … a .38. He picked it up gingerly and sniffed. Recently fired? He thought so, and still loaded in some chambers. The catch was on.

Many times in recent years he had complained that rank cut him off from the early stages of an investigation. ‘You come in when the show is half over.’ Not in this case; he was in at the start and he could imagine the headline in the local paper: ‘C.I.D. Chief Finds Gun On Beach.’

With a bit of string from his pocket he slung the gun from the trigger guard. Although he had found it below the tide-mark the gun had never been in the sea. High tide had been at one in the morning and it would have taken about an hour to fall to where he had found the gun; so, it must have been dropped there at some time after two – within the previous six hours.

Wycliffe took guns very seriously; he did not like them. A man could be blasted out of existence because of some cretin’s panic or anger or hatred. Bang! You’re dead! And all the King’s horses and all the King’s men can’t put Humpty together again.

He looked around. No sign of any disturbance in the shingle but that was hardly surprising, he could not pick out his own tracks.

He climbed the granite steps of the quay, steps that were slimy with bottle-green weed at the bottom and encrusted with grey and orange lichens near the top. Except by going through one of the terraced cottages there was no other way off the beach. Grass pushed up between the stonework of the surface of the quay, making its own thin carpet of soil. At the seaward end four broken-off cast-iron pillars were all that remained of a mechanical contraption for loading stone into ships.

Near the pillars he found three places where the grass had been crushed – as it might have been by the wheels of a parked car or van. Where the fourth wheel would have rested there was no grass to take an impression, only smooth stone. The quay was reached by a lane off the St Juliot road; the lane had once been used by trucks and was still passable in a car. At the shoreward end of the quay there was a turning space and a confusion of wheel marks but no obviously identifiable tread.

The church bell tolled for early communion – the tenor bell, slightly cracked. In the lane, after a fortnight of rain, there was a great deal of black mud, too soft to retain any impression. The lane joined a minor road which, coming from the general direction of the city, meandered through St Juliot, on past the Watch House, to the coast.

Outside his shop Tommy Carne, a dark haired, stocky, pre-Celtic Briton, worked with the energy of the self-employed, unpacking his parcels of newspapers.

‘Good morning, Mr Wycliffe! You’re a bit early but give me a couple of minutes.’

Too busy to notice whether the superintendent carried a gun or a parasol.

The vicar in his cassock crossed from the vicarage to the church as the bell stopped tolling and raised his hands in distant acknowledgement of a lost sheep. The village was coming to life, curtains were drawn back in upstair rooms, dogs were let out to make their morning rounds, the sluggish Sunday routine was getting under way.

There was a telephone box on a triangle of grass in front of the shop. Wycliffe propped the gun on a ledge while he dialled and fed in a coin.

‘Police Headquarters.’

‘Superintendent Wycliffe. Give me C.I.D., please.’

‘Detective Sergeant Kersey.’

Kersey was a recent acquisition from one of the city divisions, a man who had stuck at sergeant because he concerned himself more with the job than with promotion. Wycliffe was nursing him for a belated reward.

‘Any shooting during the night?’

‘Nothing in the report, sir.’

‘Who is with you?’

‘Dixon and Potter.’

‘Send them out here to me. Dixon can use a camera so get him to bring one. Call Smithy at home and ask him to meet me in my office as soon as possible, then check this hand-gun with Records – a Webley and Scott, service-pattern revolver …’

He made a second call, this time to Helen.

‘It’s me; something’s cropped up.’

‘In the village?’

‘I found a loaded revolver on the beach. I’ll ring later.’

He walked back to the corner of the lane to wait for his men.

If the gun had been fired on the beach or the quay it would have been heard in the village. Even a car driven along the lane at night would have attracted attention. St Juliot nights are serenely peaceful and St Juliot people extremely nosy.

A little girl came out of a nearby house and stood staring up at him with unblinking brown eyes; she had a well gnawed rusk in one hand which she seemed to have forgotten about. A milk float rattled by, bottles and crates clinking. The patrol car arrived with a uniformed driver and Dixon and Potter got out, sniffing the air, wondering whether it offered anything more entertaining than playing cards in the duty room. Wycliffe told them what he wanted and left them to it, then he was driven to headquarters in the patrol car.

The building was wrapped in Sunday morning calm. No typewriters tapped, no telephones rang and the desk sergeant was reading the Sunday Mirror with a mug of tea at his elbow. An enquiry which breaks on a Sunday gets off to a slow start because policemen like other mortals want to do their Sunday thing; gardening, fishing, sleeping, taking the kids and dogs for walks, even going to church.

Sergeant Smith joined Wycliffe in his office. Smith had been a member of the headquarters crime squad since before the Wycliffe era, first as a general duties officer and part-time photographer; more recently, after an extended Home Office course, as full-time photographer and finger-print expert. Everything about Smith was grey; clothes, skin, hair and personality, but he was good at his job as long as it kept him away from people; people and Smithy did not mix.

He looked at the gun without touching it while Wycliffe explained. ‘They’re checking with Records.’

‘They won’t find anything. Too many of these about – souvenirs of the war. People get worried and ditch them in daft places – ought to have another amnesty.’

‘Five chambers loaded and, I’d guess, one recently fired.’

Smith’s shaggy eyebrows, like miniature horns, went up. ‘Any overnight brawls?’

‘Nothing reported. I want you to go over it for prints then send it to Melville.’

Melville was a ballistics expert attached to forensic. Smith looked his surprise. He thought Wycliffe was making a mountain out of a molehill but he also thought that it wasn’t his place to say so, which was one of the aggravating things about Smith. He went off with the gun which left a faint oily stain on Wycliffe’s blotter.

He thought, Nobody would go to St Juliot to dispose of an unwanted, even an incriminating gun; a gun is small enough to be got rid of unobtrusively amost anywhere, by burying it, throwing it in the river or the sea, even down a street drain.

A body is a different matter, especially if one doesn’t want to see it again. But contrary to common belief it is not easy to dispose of a body even in the sea. It has to go into deep water at the right state of the tide and for this one needs a pier or quay – often conspicuous places – or a boat. Wycliffe picked up the telephone and asked to be put through to the harbour master.

‘I don’t suppose he will be in his office on a Sunday morning so try his home.’

It took a couple of minutes.

‘Mr Foster? … Wycliffe, C.I.D.’ The two men had met at several civic bunfights. ‘Sorry to bother you on a Sunday morning …’

‘Think nothing of it.’

‘This is my problem: if you wanted to dispose of a body in the estuary and you weren’t anxious to see it again, where would you choose?’

‘Somewhere without too many coppers about.’

‘All right, but where?’

‘I’m thinking.’ There was a longish pause before he spoke again. ‘I can’t think of a better place than the bottom of your garden.’

‘But that’s a shelving beach—’

‘And you haven’t got a boat, so if I were you I’d do the next best thing and push it off the end of the quay at St Juliot. If you lived the other side of the estuary I’d suggest Potter’s Wharf but that’s more overlooked.’

‘Why those two places?’

‘Because they’re both near the entrance to the narrows and anything that goes in there at the right state of the ebb is swept out to sea at a rate of knots. You know that as well as I do.’

‘You said, the right state of the ebb – when, exactly?’

Foster considered, muttering to himself. ‘Beginning from an hour to an hour-and-a-half after high water and lasting for about two hours. The channel is scoured in that time.’

‘And last night, for instance?’

The harbour master jibbed. ‘Am I going to have to say all this in court?’

‘It’s possible, I suppose, but if you do I’ll give you a chance to think again.’

A brief interval. ‘Well, last night high water was at 00.48; there was a stiff breeze – five to six on the Beaufort scale – from the south-east but that wouldn’t have affected conditions in the estuary much … I’d say the best time was between three and four in the morning.’

‘Thanks. One more question: a body put in the water then, from the quay, would you expect to see it again?’

Foster hesitated. ‘Not in the estuary, certainly; and nowhere else for quite a time but it would probably turn up further down the coast in the end – might be two or three weeks later, might be only a couple of days. You know what the sea is, everything depends on winds and currents and they’re as unpredictable as women.’ Foster had three unmarried daughters living at home.

So it made sense for someone with a body on his hands to drive out to St Juliot to get rid of it off the quay. A body … His imagination was running away with him. All he had was a gun with five of its six chambers loaded.

The telephone rang; a man from Records. ‘You asked about a hand-gun, sir, a revolver—’

‘Hold on while I get a pad.’

‘The certificate was issued to Lieutenant-General Sir Gavin Lloyd Parkyn of 3 Garrison Drive and it was last renewed three years ago. Shortly after that there was a break-in at the house and the gun was stolen along with certain valuables.’

‘Ammunition?’

‘None specified, sir. It was a souvenir weapon.’

Wycliffe had a vague recollection of the Garrison Drive case though he had not been involved. A collection of Japaneserie worth several thousand pounds. At the time he had been on secondment to an inquiry in the north of England, an unsavoury affair involving a senior police officer. He would have to dig in the files.

He turned to the bookshelves. In the field of military knights Who’s Who never lets you down.

‘Lloyd Parkyn, Lt-Gen. Sir Gavin …’ His date of birth was given as 1893 which would make him eighty-eight but Wycliffe’s Who’s Who was out of date so the old gentleman might have already passed on. A string of decorations and a record of war service in France and Germany during both wars, ‘one s. one dau’ His wife died in 1950.

The next entry concerned the one s. ‘Lloyd Parkyn, Maj. (R.M.) Gavin, C.B.E. (1970) D.S.O. (1952) and bar (1952); only s of Lt-Gen. Sir Gavin Lloyd Parkyn … b,1924; educ. Malvern, King’s Coll. Cambridge …’

A distinguished family, bordering on the eminent.

It occurred to him that Kersey, before joining his headquarters squad, had been with B Division which included Garrison Drive so it was possible that he had worked on the break-in.

He found Kersey in the duty room in Sunday isolation; a cigarette stuck in one corner of his mouth, jabbing away at a typewriter like a hen pecking at corn. Wycliffe sat astride one of the chairs, his arms resting on the back.

‘Do you know the Parkyns of Garrison Drive?’

Kersey gave him a wry look. ‘The Major – I know him well enough and I’ve met his sister, Hetty.’

‘And father?’

‘Father had already passed on when I first came across them a couple of years ago. They had a break-in, lost a lot of Japanese stuff and a gun. Funny business.’

‘Why funny?’

‘Because it was a one-off job. You usually have a run – a gang working an area. Here there was no repeat performance. We didn’t get anywhere, neither did Crime Squad.’

‘Was the stuff valuable?’

‘Twenty thousand or thereabouts.’

‘Insured?’

‘As far as I remember – not. Of course, the gun worried us but I don’t think it ever turned up.’

‘It has now.’

Kersey registered surprise. ‘The gun on the beach? Well I’m damned!’ He sat back in his chair to digest the news. ‘So it could have been local after all; we put it down to a flying visit from the Smoke.’

‘I think the gun had been recently fired.’

Kersey crushed his cigarette in a tin lid. ‘No dabs I suppose?’

‘Smith is checking but I’d be surprised if there were.’

‘So would I. In that case there’s nowhere to start, is there?’

Although Kersey had been attached to Wycliffe’s squad for such a short time there was an easy relationship between the two men. From time to time Kersey threw in the odd ‘sir’ as a gesture to the hierarchy.

Wycliffe said, ‘I suppose the place to start is where you left off – with the Parkyns.’

Kersey agreed. ‘I suppose so but I doubt if it will get us far. As I remember we had job enough the first time. I felt like I was talking to myself in a padded cell.’

‘We’ll try
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