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CHAPTER ONE
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Pete Gayle stopped swimming and trod water, looking around for his daughter, Annie, who had been beside him just moments ago. He was some distance from the shore. There were other bathers closer to the beach, but no-one nearby. Where was she? He felt a flutter of worry, but she was a strong swimmer and, at sixteen years old, mature enough to stay out of trouble. He turned, facing out to sea, but she wasn’t there, either. Then he felt something brush his ankle. It gripped and tugged downward and only then did he realise what it was: a small hand. He took a quick breath and ducked under the gently lapping surface. He kept his eyes open in the cool saltwater, but all he saw was the gently sloping sand of the bottom and a pair of powerfully kicking legs attached to a bikini-clad backside, dark hair flowing above it as she swam quickly away, out of reach towards the shore. He kicked after her. 

They broke the surface almost together and he lunged forward, reaching out to place a hand on top of her head and push her down, dunking her. It was only then that he saw his wife, Louise, standing tall on the beach, thirty yards away, her shoulder-length brown hair hanging loose for once, pale bikini standing out against her tanned skin as she beckoned vigorously with one hand while holding the phone aloft with the other.

He groaned. What now?

Annie surfaced and playfully spat water at him.

‘Your mother wants us,’ he said. ‘Race you to the beach.’

‘Wants you,’ she said, a trace of sourness in her tone, then lunged away towards the beach, pulling strongly with her arms, feet kicking up a foam behind her. 

Pete followed, quickly gaining as his own movements drove him faster through the water. He drew level. ‘Hips, not knees,’ he told her as he caught up, his own scissor-kicks much more powerful than her thrashing calves. Then his fingertips brushed the sandy bottom. His whole hand touched down and he stood up to stride through the thigh-deep water.

Louise had come down to the edge, the gently lapping waves flowing around her feet.

‘What’s up?’ he asked.

‘Colin. He wants you to call him back, ASAP.’

Pete’s expression had closed into a frown at the mention of his boss. This was supposed to be a day off. After the wettest summer in living memory, topped off by nine days of almost constant rain in South-West England, Pete was not going to waste the opportunity presented by this sudden break in the weather. Especially as it coincided with a rare conjunction of shifts between his own and his wife’s, leaving them a whole weekend free together in the days leading up to Annie’s return to school, where she was about to begin her A-level studies. They’d travelled the half-hour from their home in Exeter down here to Exmouth this morning, intending to make a day of it. A cafe fry-up to start, a few lazy hours on the beach before a fish-and-chip lunch. They might even have fitted in a cream tea later on. But... ‘Did he say why?’

‘No, but you know Colin.’

He did indeed. The senior man was never one to waste words. What Louise didn’t need to know, he wouldn’t tell her.

‘All right,’ he said with a sigh, accepting the phone that she handed him.

‘What’s up?’ Annie asked, splashing forward from behind him. Then she saw the phone. ‘Oh.’

A brief glance showed Pete the slump of her narrow shoulders as he used the speed-dial.

It was picked up on the first ring. ‘Pete?’

‘Guv. What’s up?’

‘Got a case for you.’

It was no use protesting, so Pete didn’t bother. The nature of his job meant that, when a case came in, the most available of DI Colin Underhill’s detective sergeants would be allocated it, regardless of whatever else was going on. And right now, Pete was that man.

‘Where are you?’ Colin asked.

‘Exmouth.’

‘With Annie and Lou?’

‘Yes.’

‘Get home and change, then get yourself out to Trusham.’

Pete was already heading up the beach, followed by his wife and daughter, towards where they’d left their towels and clothes. ‘What have we got?’

‘Suspicious death. Call me again when you’re on the way. No need to spoil Annie’s day.’

Pete grunted. ‘You’ve already...’ He stopped. He was talking to a dead line. Lips tight, he ended the call and tossed the phone down onto the small pile of his clothes, swiping up a towel to begin wiping away the seawater that was glistening amid the dark hairs of his belly and chest.

‘You’ve got a job,’ Louise observed.

He could see Annie’s expression, far less accepting than Louise’s tone, but she’d only ever known him doing this job. She knew how it went. ‘Yes. A body found in Trusham. At this point, that’s all I know. Are you two staying and getting a bus later or coming with me?’

Louise glanced at Annie. ‘We’ll stay.’

Pete nodded and started to dry his short-cropped dark hair. ‘Enjoy yourselves, then.’

*
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Trusham was a chocolate-box village of white-rendered houses with thatched or black slate roofs about ten miles south-west of Exeter, surrounded by small pastures and woodland on the edge of Dartmoor. A stream ran down one side of the main street with little bridges over it giving access to the properties beyond. In the centre was a crossroads with an old tin-roofed stone barn on one side and a red telephone box on the other that had been repurposed to hold a defibrillator.

Pete approached from the north, driving through the village, which he’d never visited before, in order to get a feel for the place and put the crime and its scene into context in his mind. He found the victim’s address near the southern edge of the settlement where the narrow road bent this way and that with large, detached bungalows behind high hedges on the right, a farm track coming in on the left with the gated entrance to the property he was heading for next to it.

The giveaway was the police tape across the open gateway and the constable standing to one side. He turned in and stopped his silver Ford, sliding his window down and holding his warrant card up for the uniformed man to see. 

The man looked at his ID and nodded. ‘Sarge. Pathologist’s here. Forensics are on the way.’

‘Where’s the victim’s husband?’

‘Back of my car.’

‘And the son?’ 

He’d called DI Underhill back as soon as he was out of Exmouth, on a clear stretch of road, and been given a typically terse description of the situation here. There had been two calls to 999 – one from the victim’s son, the other from her husband. Colin had already checked the electoral register and found that the son had a different surname to the couple, and that there was another male and female, both in their early twenties, living in a separate house on the property. This male bore the same surname as the victim and her husband while the female had a different name to all the others. 

‘Still over at the neighbours.’ He nodded towards one of the big bungalows across the road, behind Pete. 

‘OK. I’ll talk to the doc and go from there.’ 

The constable untied the blue and white tape and stepped across to pull it out of the way while Pete drove through onto a gravel drive that led between mown lawns dotted with mature shrubs towards a substantial-looking mid-century double-fronted house – only the second red-brick home he’d seen in the village. Parked opposite the double garage to the left of the house were the constable’s patrol car and a black VW estate car that he recognised instantly.

He parked behind the patrol car and stepped out.

Glancing across as he headed for the front door, he saw a male seated in the back of the Battenburg-liveried car. He looked to be middle-aged, dark hair greying at the temples. He stared back dully at Pete, giving no reaction to his presence.

Pete went on towards the house, pulling on a pair of pale blue nitrile gloves as he went. He found the front door ajar and stepped inside, pausing in the tile-floored hallway to don a pair of shoe covers that matched the gloves.

‘Doc,’ he called.

‘Is that you, Peter?’

‘It is.’

‘Upstairs and to the left.’

Pete mounted the stairs. Turning left at the top, he found just one door open, inches from his shoulder. Inside, he could see the white-overalled figure of the pathologist with his back to him, working over a figure on the old-fashioned iron-framed double bed that had its head against the wall to the right, two tall windows allowing plenty of light into the large room. 

‘How’s it going?’ he asked.

The pathologist turned and stood to face him, short-cropped silver hair peeking out at one side of his hood as he did so. ‘Well, there’s no question about cause of death.’

Pete glanced down at the figure on the bed and sucked air sharply, his face pulling into a grimace. ‘Yeah. Colin told me, but...’

‘It’s a different thing when you see it in person,’ Doctor Tony Chambers finished for him.

‘Yeah. You don’t see so many of those, these days. And I never saw one used as a murder weapon before.’

‘It’s not common, but certainly effective,’ Chambers agreed.

What they were talking about was a billhook – a tool like a slim-bladed hatchet for splitting wood, used mainly for making kindling for domestic fires or in the art of hedge-laying, which Pete was familiar with from his early days, back in Okehampton, where he’d been brought up.

‘One more well-placed blow would have decapitated her, but the single blow that was delivered severed the carotid artery, both the interior and exterior jugular veins and the thyroid gland as well as partially transecting the trachea before embedding itself in the side of the cervical spine – C5 or C6 from the angle of the blade. I’ll be able to tell you exactly, back at the mortuary. But either way, it would have been instantly fatal.’

He stepped aside to give Pete a better view of the victim.

She was lying on her side, facing away from him, curled into a partial foetal position, her body under the sheets, from what little he could see of it, dressed in a nightgown with thin, strappy shoulders. Blood had soaked the sheets and the pillow around her neck and run down to pool in the pale carpet beneath, glistening wetly in the light from the windows beyond, tufts of grey-blonde hair that had been cut by the weapon spoiling the smooth surface of the viscous liquid. He frowned and looked up at the pathologist. 

‘Were the curtains open or closed when you got here?’

‘Closed. I opened them, after photographing the scene with flash.’

Pete nodded. ‘Makes you wonder why she was in bed at that time of day. Time of death is as recent as the calls suggested, is it?’

Chambers nodded. ‘Within the last couple of hours. She’s still warm.’

Pete grimaced. ‘I’d best have a quick look around and go and talk to the husband while I wait for Forensics to get here and lift the killer’s fingerprints off the handle of that thing.’

Chambers smiled. ‘You hope.’ 

Pete shrugged. ‘A nice, easy one would make a pleasant change.’ He grimaced. ‘Well, maybe pleasant’s the wrong word, in the circumstances, but you know what I mean.’

‘I do. I’ll let you know if I find anything else of note.’

Pete nodded. ‘Thanks, Doc.’ He turned away and crossed to the door opposite. Depressing the lever handle carefully so as not to spoil any potential fingerprints, he pushed it open. 

The room was set up as an office. It was much more cluttered than he would have tolerated in his own space, but nothing looked actually disturbed. He pulled the door closed and moved on to the next one, almost opposite the head of the stairs. Found a good-sized bathroom. Here, he saw clothes heaped on the floor, discarded by someone – a male – coming in here for a bath or shower. There were both: a shower in the corner to his left and a bath along the wall beyond it. He could see droplets of water still dotting the glass of the shower stall and the tiled walls inside. That answered that question. He dropped into a crouch to peer more closely at the outlet but could see no traces of blood. Straightening up, he backed out and moved on. 

Next to the bathroom was a bedroom, clearly occupied by a male. A single bed looked incongruously small in the space but was accompanied by a large TV with a games console under it, a desk, double wardrobe and two chests of drawers. The window overlooked the rear of the property and stood wide open, the old-fashioned bar latch at the bottom hanging free. Pete stepped across to look outside. There was a lawn surrounded by dense hedges and dotted with trees – apple or pear, by the look of them – that sloped steeply upward away from the house before levelling out around ten feet from the flagstones that formed a path around the house. To the right, a gate gave access through the hedge onto the track that led up the side of the garden towards an array of farm buildings while straight ahead, facing onto the far end of the lawn, was another house, smaller than this one, and more modern, but similarly red brick in construction. No doubt where the younger couple on the electoral register lived, he thought and turned away to check the room opposite.

Here, he found a guest bedroom, clearly unoccupied but set up ready for someone to stay and immaculately neat and tidy. Closing the door on it, he headed downstairs and outside, removing his shoe covers and gloves at the door. Scrunching them up in his fist, he approached the squad car, feet crunching on the gravel of the turning circle in front of the house with its neat flower border separating the gravel from the house front.

The man in the car looked up at him, calm almost to the point of indifference as he reached for the handle and opened the door.

‘Alan Tustain?’

He blinked. ‘That’s right.’ His accent was northern, but not the broad dialect of Yorkshire or Lancashire. Pete couldn’t quite place it.

‘I’m DS Gayle, Exeter CID. I just need to ask you a few questions, if that’s OK.’

Another blink. ‘Of course.’

Pete crouched outside the car so that he was looking slightly up at the man in the back seat. ‘The victim was your wife, is that right?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’m sorry for your loss. Why was she in bed in the middle of the morning?’

‘She had a migraine. Struggled through breakfast time with it, then couldn’t handle it anymore and went to bed. As she does. Did,’ he corrected himself.

‘I see. And what about you? Where were you?’

‘Sitting room. I’d done the washing up, was having a sit down for five minutes before going out to see to the stock. Clean them out. Si wasn’t fit to. Next thing I knew, there was a shout from upstairs and down come Si in just his jeans, yelling about his mum being dead.’

‘And he ran out of the house and across the road. Why?’

He shrugged. ‘Don’t ask me. I just thought he was legging it. Must have done it. Well, he must have, mustn’t he? Nobody else in the house.’

‘So, you went to check on her...?’

He blinked and nodded then swallowed. ‘Never seen nothing like it. Awful.’

‘You didn’t touch her? Check her pulse? Cover her up? Anything like that?’

He shook his head. ‘No point, was there? Nobody’s going to survive something like that.’

‘True, but nobody would blame you for checking, either. It’s instinctive. Finding someone you love in that sort of state, people automatically reach for them. Try to revive them.’

He gave a quick grimace. ‘I saw what had happened from the doorway. Went back downstairs to call you lot.’

‘And where did the billhook come from? Is it yours?’

He shrugged. Paused. ‘We’ve got one.’

‘Where do you keep it?’

‘In the shed out the back.’ He nodded towards the house and beyond.

‘Where, exactly, in the shed? I’m going to have to check at some point, obviously.’

He gave a quick shake of the head. ‘It hangs on the wall, amongst the other tools.’

‘What’s it next to?’

‘A hand-axe, then a long one.’ 

Pete nodded. ‘Is the shed kept locked?’

His brow tightened briefly. ‘House seldom is, never mind the sheds. No need, out here. Not like the city, is it?’

Pete tipped his head. It was surprising how many people still thought that way, despite the huge increase in population and accessibility of these once remote villages. But at the same time, the scene in the upstairs room behind him gave the lie to the slow-to-die illusion of secluded security. Someone had murdered this man’s wife in as savage a way as Pete had ever seen in all his years as a detective. ‘No, but then, you don’t find weapons like that lying about in the city, Mr Tustain. How did your son get on with your wife?’

‘Si? He ain’t my son. Stepson.’

Hence the different surname, Pete thought.

Tustain shrugged. ‘Up and down, I suppose. They didn’t always see eye-to-eye.’

‘And lately?’

Another shrug. ‘No different to usual.’

Inwardly, Pete pursed his lips. What was that supposed to mean? But he didn’t push it. It could wait. ‘How about you, Mr Tustain? How were you getting along with your wife? And your stepson?’

His top lip pushed upward briefly. ‘OK. With her. Not so much with him.’

‘Why?’

Another grimace. ‘Difficult age, I suppose. He wants to spread his wings but can’t afford to. Bit moody and resentful, you know?’

‘How old is he?’ Pete asked with a frown.

‘Twenty-three.’

He nodded. ‘And the other couple on the property. Your son and his partner, is that right?’

‘Yes. From a previous marriage.’

‘I see. And he’s twenty-one, correct?’

‘Hmm.’

‘So, where’s he?’

‘They went up to Exeter this morning. Haven’t got back yet.’

Pete checked his watch. It was mid-afternoon. They certainly hadn’t gone grocery-shopping. ‘What time did they leave?’

‘After breakfast. Nine-ish, I suppose.’

He would speak to them when they returned. But in the meantime... He straightened up, his legs protesting at the prolonged crouching position. ‘OK, we’ll talk more in a while, Mr Tustain. I’ll go and speak to Simon.’

Tustain nodded and Pete reached for the car door to close it before walking away.

‘Which bungalow is the son in?’ he asked the uniformed officer at the gate.

‘That one on the left,’ he said, pointing. 

It wasn’t visible through the hedge, but a shared driveway opened a few yards down to Pete’s right. ‘Thanks. I’ll go and have a word.’

‘What’d you think of the husband?’ the constable asked before he could step away.

Pete turned back to face him. ‘Odd reaction,’ he admitted. ‘Very calm and together. What was he like when you got here?’

‘Weird. Dopey. Almost out of it.’

‘Like he was drugged, you mean?’ Pete asked with a frown.

The constable’s lips pushed upward. ‘Don’t know about that, but not right, that’s for sure.’

Pete nodded. ‘Hmm. I thought he seemed remarkably calm for a man whose wife’s just been violently killed in their bed. I’ll see what the son’s like and what he’s got to say.’
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CHAPTER TWO
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‘I heard something while I was drying myself off. Mum was in bed, across the hall, so I called out to her. Didn’t get an answer, so I pulled my shorts and jeans on quick and...’ Simon Ridgeway stopped, head dipping as he swallowed. He was sitting forward, perched on the edge of the sofa in the big sitting room of the dark stone bungalow with its picture window that looked out over an immaculately tended flower garden, backed by the hedge that bordered the road. Hands gripping his knees through the striped dressing gown that he wore now over his jeans, along with a pair of slippers – lent to him by the bungalow’s owner, a man in his sixties who was clearly a lot wider than the lad who now faced Pete, the couple having left them alone in the room after introducing him. His eyes were red and sore-looking. It could have been through crying. He’d just lost his mother, after all. Or it could have been at least partially due to the same reason as his nose was red and his voice phlegmy. He sneezed as if to emphasise what Pete was thinking and took a tissue from the pocket of the robe to wipe his nose.

‘What did you hear?’ Pete encouraged.

‘A...’ He grimaced. Almost as tall as Pete’s own six feet, his dark hair was all over the place, his narrow, clean-shaven face still bearing the marks of old acne. ‘I don’t know. That’s why I went to check. It sounded like...’ He coughed, raising a hand to cover his mouth. ‘Well, I didn’t know what it sounded like. That’s why I went to check on her.’ He stopped again with a shudder.

‘All right. Take your time. What did you see when you went across there?’

His knee began bobbing up and down. ‘The door was half-open, so I didn’t need to go in, to see what... What had happened. There was...’ His face pulled into a grimace. He shook his head. ‘So much blood.’ He looked up to meet Pete’s gaze, his eyes wide with a combination of shock and horror. ‘I went to check on her, but...’ His jaw clenched as he fought to hold his emotions in check. ‘She was... Gone.’ He swallowed deeply.

‘And there was no-one else there? You didn’t see or hear anyone?’

A quick shake of the head. ‘No. And yet... There should have been. There wasn’t time for...’ He shook his head again, confused. Met Pete’s gaze again. ‘Where had he gone?’

‘It must have taken you a moment to pull your clothes on. Did you react instantly when you heard the noise?’

‘Pretty much. I stopped what I was doing. Thought, “What the hell was that?” I mean it was a few seconds, but that was all. No way anyone could have got down the stairs and out of sight by the time I opened the door.’

Pete nodded. ‘And you went into the room. Did you touch her?’

The lad shook his head with a shudder. ‘No.’

‘It’s OK. We just need to know, that’s all.’

Another shake of the head. ‘I didn’t.’ 

‘Did your mum have any enemies? Anyone she had a problem with?’

‘No, she... She got on with everyone. Not that she was all that... out there, you know? She just got on with life. Didn’t go out all that much, socialising and that. But she was liked. Respected. You know?’ He broke into a coughing fit and Pete let it play out before speaking again.

‘And how about within the family? How were her and your stepdad getting on? Or her and... It’s his son, is it, living in the house out the back?’

Still breathing heavily from coughing, he nodded with a grimace. ‘Mark. Yes. They were OK. Mark and Anj come down for dinner most nights.’ His voice was dry now, something between a rasp and a whisper.

Anj being Angela Corrigan, Pete thought, recalling what Colin had told him earlier. ‘And Alan?’

Ridgeway grimaced. ‘They’re... Were OK, I suppose. He’s... Not all that keen on the farm. He doesn’t do any more than he has to.’

‘And that’s a bone of contention, is it, between them?’

His nose twitched. Pete thought he might sneeze again but he shook his head. ‘Not really. She has... had a job to see what was under her nose as far as he’s concerned, you know?’

Pete nodded, ignoring the switch between past and present, mid-sentence. It was common in these circumstances. ‘Love is blind,’ he quoted.

The lad grunted. 

‘And you and Alan? How do you get on?’    

‘I... We put up with each other for Mum’s sake.’

‘Often the way with second marriages,’ Pete said. ‘There’s a degree of jealousy. Resentment. It’s inevitable, in some ways, and to some degrees. Was there anything specific that came between the two of you, though?’

The lad’s lips tightened. ‘Like I said, he’s a lazy sod when he can get away with it.’

‘So, who does most of the work on the farm?’

He grunted. ‘Me. It’s where I grew up. My home. When Dad went... Well, it was down to me, to carry on, wasn’t it? Keep it going.’

‘Your choice, though, surely?’

‘Longer term, I suppose. But the stock was there, wasn’t it? Needed looking after. And I’d always enjoyed doing it with my dad, so... I suppose it was a way of keeping connected.’ He shrugged.

‘What about Mark?’

His lip twitched. ‘He’s not interested. Got his own career.’

Pete’s eyebrow lifted. ‘Doing what?’

‘He’s studying to be an accountant.’

‘At university?’

‘No. He’s...’ He paused, raised the tissue quickly to his nose and sneezed. Then again. Blew his nose before replying.  ‘...got an apprenticeship, kind of thing, at a firm in Newton Abbot.’ He blinked. ‘Him and Anj work just down the road from one another. They’re planning to get married.’

‘Oh? When’s the big day?’

He grunted. ‘October.’

‘Not far off, then,’ Pete observed. It was late August now. ‘And they’re still organising?’

‘Last push.’

‘I see,’ Pete said, nodding. Then he grimaced. ‘I’ve asked about everyone else. It’d be remiss of me not to ask how you got on with your mum.’

The lad sucked a quick breath. You think...?’

Pete raised his hands in a placatory gesture. ‘It’s a standard question. One we have to ask everyone involved in a case like this. If we didn’t then, when we do identify the killer and get them to court, their defence would introduce it as a flaw in the evidence. So, tell me...’

‘We got on fine. I loved her. She was my mum.’

‘I understand that, but there are cases – albeit rare ones – where that doesn’t stop someone from doing what was done to your mum. Or similar, at least. And, from an outsider’s perspective, your stepbrother and his young lady have got their own house on the property while you’re still living with your mum and her new husband. You can understand how it might appear as a potential source of jealousy and resentment, can’t you?’

‘Well, it isn’t. There’s no resentment or anger or anything else like that between me and my mum, all right? We was... Well, I loved her.’ He broke into a coughing fit. 

Pete waited for it to pass. ‘One last thing: how come you ran off over here to call us rather than doing it from home, like your stepdad did? You don’t have a mobile phone?’

He hesitated just for an instant. ‘Don’t need one. And I... He blamed me. Reckoned I’d done it. Of course, I hadn’t, but he said he was going to call you lot and tell you I had. So, I had to get out, call you myself, didn’t I? And where else was there to go?’ 

Pete nodded. ‘I see. But you’re not blaming him.’

Ridgeway shook his head quickly. ‘Like I said, there weren’t time for him to get down the stairs and into the sitting room. I’d have heard him.’

‘OK. I’ll need you to stay put for a while longer, if it’s all right with Mr and Mrs Wilson. I’ll go and see if the Forensics team have arrived yet and we’ll take things from there. I’ll see you soon.’ He stood up to leave the room.

Behind the sitting room, the kitchen-diner had been opened through into a substantial conservatory, making what Pete guessed the Americans would call a family room with space for three big sofas around a glass-topped coffee table. Again, all was clean, modern lines.

The couple were seated at the dining table, flower-patterned cups and saucers in front of them, contents gently steaming.

Pete smiled briefly at the incongruity of the old-fashioned crockery in the modern space.

‘Mr and Mrs Wilson? Could I just ask you a few questions?’

‘What about?’ the man asked, looking up as he stepped into the room.

‘Have a seat,’ his wife offered.

Pete accepted. ‘The Tustains,’ he said, replying to the older man’s question when he was settled across the table from him. ‘What can you tell me about them?’

‘Sandy and Simon have been there... Well, Simon, all his life. Her and Luke bought the place way back. Before we came here. Damn shame, it was, when he died. Fell off the roof of one of them barns out the back there, when he was fixing it after a storm.’ He shook his head. ‘Cut her up something awful, that did. They nearly gave up, moved away, but it was all Simon had ever known so she stuck with it. I suppose all her memories were there, too. Of her and Luke. Anyway, that was a few years ago now.’ He glanced at his wife.

‘Must be eight or nine,’ she said.

He nodded. ‘Suppose so. Time flies, eh?’

Pete nodded. ‘So, when did she get together with Alan Tustain?’

‘Oh, about...’ Another glance at his wife. ‘Four years now?’

She nodded. ‘Thereabouts.’

‘And how have they been getting on, lately?’

Wilson shrugged. ‘Can’t say, really. It’s not like we’d hear ‘em arguing from over here. If they did, I mean. I know him and Simon don’t see eye-to-eye.’

Pete raised an eyebrow.

‘Simon’s always come over here a good bit, ever since he were a nipper. Our kids were older, of course, but they’d play with him sometimes, or he’d spend time with one or the other of us. We were... I suppose like some sort of surrogate grandparents to him.’

‘What about his real ones?’ Pete asked, allowing them to draw him off-topic just briefly.

‘Didn’t...? Of course. How stupid am I? His parents weren’t local. Hampshire, they come from. New Forest. It’s a bit of a drive from here, so they didn’t make it that often.’

Pete nodded. ‘Right. So, you were going to tell me about how Simon got on with his mum.’

A frown flashed across the older man’s face and he gave a soft grunt. ‘OK, far as I know. Stayed at home, didn’t he? Even after Tustain come on the scene.’

‘But that caused some friction, by the sound of it.’

He gave a soft grunt. ‘Dare say it did, but not enough to drive him off.’

Pete nodded. ‘OK, thank you. I’m going to get back over to the farm now. The forensics team will be here shortly, if they aren’t already. I’ll be back later to sort something out with Simon – get him some clothes and the like. I don’t suppose they’ll be finished with the place tonight, so he’ll need to stay somewhere else.’

‘He can stay here,’ Mrs Wilson said immediately. ‘We’ve got room.’

‘That’s very kind. I’ll leave you to tell him that.’ Pete stood up to leave and the old man followed him out.

He waited until Pete had opened the front door and stepped out before saying, ‘It weren’t a break-in, then?’

Pete turned back to meet his gaze. ‘What makes you say that?’

‘The fact you were asking all those questions about the family background. No need if it were a burglary.’

Pete allowed him a brief smile. ‘I have to be careful what I say about an on-going investigation, Mr Wilson. But regardless of appearances, it’s far more common for someone to be killed or seriously injured by someone they’re close to than by a stranger. So, we always start with those close to the victim and work outward.’

‘In spite of the time it could save to eliminate the plain wrong before you go off down a rabbit hole that’s not relevant while the real killer gets away?’

Pete tipped his head. ‘That’s why I was asking those questions you mentioned, Mr Wilson. I’ll see you later.’
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He heard the door close when he was a few steps away but waited until he was almost at the gate before taking out his phone and using the speed dial to make a call.

‘Boss?’

‘Ben,’ he said. ‘I need you to get into the nick and start doing some background checks for me.’

‘On the Tustains? Already on it, boss. The guvnor called us in a little while ago.’

‘Who’s there with you, then?’

‘Dave and Dick. Jane’s on the way out to the scene. Can’t be far away by now, I should think. Jill’s sorting out someone to look after Katie, then she’ll be in, too.’

Of his three detective constables, Dave Miles was three years younger than Pete and single. Dick Feeney, the oldest of the team and approaching retirement age, was married, his wife seriously ill with multiple sclerosis, but they had a carer in most of the time now so that he could come and go as the job required and Jane Bennett, a year younger than Pete and his former team-mate when they were in uniform together, was married with no children. Ben Myers, meanwhile, was the youngest member of the team at twenty-seven and still single while his other uniformed constable, Jill Evans, was a couple of years older than Ben and a single parent, Katie’s father having left her in the lurch when she told him of the pregnancy.

‘OK. What have you found?’

‘Not a lot, so far, on any of the occupants – including Angela Corrigan. No reports against the address, either: domestic violence or anything like that. Just the victim’s first husband’s death by accident. Falling off a building.’

Which would be on the police national computer system as it was an unnatural death and therefore had to be investigated, Pete realised. ‘Yes, I’m aware of that. What about the husband’s previous marriage?’

‘Haven’t got that far yet, boss.’ 

Pete heard an engine from his left and glanced along the road to see Jane’s little green Corsa approaching. ‘Keep at it, then. Got to go. Let me know if anything else comes up.’

‘Will do.’

The line clicked dead and Pete lowered the phone as Jane drew up beside him, her window sliding down.

‘And here I thought we’d got a day off,’ she said.

‘Yeah, so did Annie and Lou.’

‘Huh. Not happy, eh?’

‘Not very. I left them on the beach in Exmouth.’

Jane grimaced. ‘So, what do we know here?’

‘The victim was asleep in bed. Migraine, according to her husband. Single blow with a billhook to the neck. Instantly fatal. The son comes across as genuine, his stepdad a bit on the strange side. Very calm and collected.’ He glanced across the road. The patrol car now stood alone in front of his silver Ford on the gravel drive. ‘Looks like Doc Chambers has finished and gone. Forensics should be here any minute. The husband’s got a son from a previous partner, who also lives on-site with his fiancé, but they’re out. Not sure when they’re due back.’

‘And the guvnor said the son’s blaming the stepdad and vice-versa.’

‘That’s right.’

Another engine sounded from along the lane and Pete glanced up. ‘You’d best move. Forensics have arrived.’ 

‘Oh, right.’ 

He saw her glance in the mirror and waved at the uniformed man across the narrow road to let Jane drive into the property. Crossing the road behind her, he said to the man, ‘She’s with me. Forensics are here, too.’

He stood aside to allow the unmarked white van to follow Jane through the gateway. It stopped beside him, the driver’s window rolling down to reveal a familiar round face, dominated by a pair of wire-framed spectacles.

‘Detective Sergeant.’

‘Afternoon, Harold. The victim’s upstairs, to the left, but the whole house will need checking. As will the male in the back of the patrol car over there and the other resident, who’s over the road.’ He jerked a thumb towards the bungalow behind the hedge across the lane. ‘He claims to have found her. And if you could make sure to check any washing baskets and the machine... And if there is anything in the machine, or has been recently, then check it for prints and so on, to see who used it.’

‘You’ve been into the scene?’ Harold said, making it more of a statement than a question.

‘I have.’ Pete lifted the gloves and shoe covers from his jacket pocket and waggled them in the air. ‘With appropriate precautions.’

The crime scene supervisor’s eyes widened behind his silver-rimmed spectacles. ‘Wonders will never cease.’

‘Doc Chambers has been and gone,’ Pete said, ignoring Harold’s dry attempt at humour.

‘Very well. We’ll make a start.’

‘Before you get too involved in the house, could you check the victim’s husband, seize his clothes and take his fingerprints for elimination? And her son. Not much in the way of clothes to seize from him – he’s in a pair of jeans and a borrowed dressing gown and slippers. Once you’ve seen them, they’ll be free to go.’

A situation Pete was far from happy with – he’d have much preferred to arrest them both and take them into the station for formal interviews, but at this point there was no evidence to justify it. They were merely persons of interest, as opposed to suspects and those were the rules he had to work under.

Harold tipped his head. ‘We can certainly do that.’ He slipped the Transit-sized van into gear and eased it forward up the gravel drive.

Pete turned to the uniformed man beside him. ‘What time does your shift end?’

‘Six, Sarge.’

‘When you’re relieved, we’re going to need two people here. Front and rear of the house.’ 

‘Sarge.’ He reached for his radio. ‘PC Stanton to Control.’

Pete’s phone buzzed in his pocket and he stepped away to check the screen and take the call. ‘Gayle.’

‘Boss, it’s Dave. Ben told you he’d found nothing amiss on Alan Tustain.’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, we can find nothing at all on him before he moved to Newton Abbot, a year before he met the victim. Birth, marriage, census, bank accounts – nothing.’
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‘Well, there’s got to be an explanation for that,’ Pete said. ‘It’s a good thing he’s here for me to ask him, isn’t it?’

‘If you leave your phone on and in your hand while you do it, I’ll be able to check on his answers as he gives them.’

‘Yes. Good idea.’

Pete muted the phone’s speaker then lowered it, keeping it in his hand, down by his side as he crossed towards the patrol car. He caught a white-suited forensic technician who was also headed that way. ‘Could you give me a couple of minutes with him? Something’s come up.’

‘Of course.’ The technician nodded and turned back towards the van while Pete stepped around the car and opened the driver’s door to sit inside. Turning to face the man in the back seat, he placed the phone on his lap. ‘Mr Tustain. How are you doing?’

‘I’m...’ He paused as if struggling for words. ‘What am I doing here, like this?’

‘You can’t go back inside. The house is a crime scene. And we need you to stay handy while we conduct our initial enquiries, in case we have questions for you. Like, where were you living before Newton Abbot? Your accent’s not local.’

‘What’s that got to do with anything?’

‘I don’t’ know yet. But we need to build as full a picture as we can of the victim, her family and other associates. It’s part of how we do things. And at this stage, we don’t know you or your family. So, we don’t know about any potential motives for what’s happened: people one of you may have fallen out with, for instance, which was going to be my next question.’

‘Well, there’s no-one like that. Not that I can think of. I told you: the only person it could have been is Simon.’

‘But you also said you were asleep, so...’ Pete shrugged. ‘Someone else could have come in, attacked your wife and left, and you’d be none the wiser. And if Simon was in the shower, as appears to be the case, then nor would he.’

‘I also said I didn’t have any enemies like that.’

‘I’m just trying to get to the truth behind what happened to your wife, Mr Tustain, that’s all. The more information I can gather, the more efficient that process will be.’

‘Well, I left my old life behind when I came down here. There won’t be any link back there.’

Pete suppressed a sigh. ‘There is a second point to these questions, Mr Tustain. And that’s to gather evidence towards a trial when we catch whoever killed your wife. That process involves checking and either confirming or eliminating all connected facts. If we don’t do a thorough job of that, the defence can use it against us and potentially get a killer to walk free. So, when we ask a question, there is a good reason for it.’

He frowned again. ‘How in the hell can my background, before I ever met Sandy, help get her killer off a charge of murder?’ 

‘If we haven’t checked and confirmed one detail, they can cast doubt on whether we’ve checked and confirmed others. And that can cast reasonable doubt on whether the killer should be in the dock. So, if his defence is any good, one innocent, seemingly irrelevant question can throw the whole trial.’

‘Well, I’m sorry then, but I don’t want to talk about my past. I’ve left it behind and that’s where it belongs. In the past.’

Pete drew a breath. ‘And you’re absolutely certain that whatever it is that you don’t want to talk about has nothing to do with your wife’s death, are you?’

‘Yes.’

‘I see. Well, we’ll get to the bottom of what happened here, one way or another. Whoever the perpetrator is.’

He opened the car door and stepped out, ignoring Tustain’s response as he shut it behind him and strode away towards where Jane waited by the front door of the house, nodding as he went to the waiting forensic specialist. Lifting his phone, he un-muted. ‘Did you get all that?’

‘Yes. Dick says Lincolnshire.’

‘Really? Based on what?’ As far as he knew, Dick Feeney had never been north of Bristol.

‘Strictly,’ Dave said. ‘Watches it on his wife’s insistence, he says,’ he added with a chuckle. ‘Apparently, one of the dancers is from up there.’

‘OK. Follow it up and see what you find.’

‘Will do.’

Pete ended the call.

‘Any use?’ Jane asked.

‘Him? No. Actually got obstructive when I asked about his past. Refused to comment at all.’

‘Suspicious, or what?’

‘Hmm. Dave’s got a possible lead he’s following.’ 

‘On the killing or the husband’s past?’ she asked with a raised eyebrow.

‘The latter. But you never know; that could mean both.’
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‘Harold,’ Pete called from the front door of the house.

‘Detective Sergeant?’ The response came from upstairs.

‘Could I borrow one of your spotlights for a few minutes?’

‘Whatever for?’

‘I’ve got something I want to check. Needs cross-lighting and it’s too bright out for a torch to be any good.’

Harold appeared at the top of the stairs. ‘Very well. Amanda,’ he called.

‘Hello.’ The response came from the kitchen.

‘Get Detective Sergeant Gayle a night lamp from the van, would you?’

‘OK.’

She appeared in the doorway, clad from head to foot in white broken only by the pale blue mask over her mouth and nose. Stepping forward, she asked, ‘Do you need a tripod with it?’

Pete shook his head. ‘No, it’ll be easier if it’s hand-held.’

‘All right.’ She stepped forward, pausing at the front door to remove her shoe covers and gloves.

At the van, she opened the side door and climbed in. Reaching for one of the drawers that were racked from floor to ceiling, she lifted out a spotlight about the size of a football. ‘Will this do? It’s rechargeable.’

‘Perfect. Thanks.’ He took the lamp and turned to Jane. ‘Come on. Something to check before it’s too late.’

As the technician closed up the van and headed back inside, he led the way around the side of the house.

At the rear, Jane saw the lawn for the first time. ‘I wouldn’t fancy mowing that,’ she muttered.

‘Me neither,’ he agreed. ‘But thankfully, we don’t need to.’

‘So, what are we looking for? And why the lamp?’

‘That’s for you.’ He pointed up at the open window. ‘Possible egress point if our perpetrator wasn’t one of the obvious choices.’

From here, the steepness of the lawn close to the house was even more obvious than it had been from upstairs.

‘You stay about here,’ Pete said, pointing to a position a few feet back from the open window, towards the corner of the house. ‘Set the baffles on the lamp to give a direct beam and move up the slope with me, pointing it across at about a foot off the ground. I’ll check for squashed-down grass or depressions from heavy feet landing.

‘Got it.’

Pete moved about three feet out from the house wall and got down on his knees. Glanced across at Jane. ‘Ready?’

‘Yep. Here goes.’ She switched the lamp on and held it low, between her knees, shining across in front of him.

‘Perfect.’ He leaned down until his face was just inches from the grass and peered along the strip of brightness from the lamp. Nothing showed, visibly, but he used a hand to gently feel across for the depressions that he’d described. Again, nothing. He glanced up. ‘OK. Move a foot to your right.’

As she did so, he edged forward on his knees and peered along the line of the lamp light again, then felt along it with his hand. They repeated this several more times until Jane looked up at the house. ‘Given the size of the window, I can’t see anyone jumping any further than this out of it.’

‘OK. Give it one more pass and we’ll call it.’

His radio hissed on his belt. ‘PC Stanton for DS Gayle.’

He rose up on his haunches and lifted the radio from its clip on his belt. ‘Gayle.’

‘Sarge, Mark Tustain and Angela Corrigan are at the gate.’

‘Don’t let them speak to his father. I’ll be there in a minute.’

‘Understood.’

Pete replaced the radio on his belt and knelt back to the task at hand. ‘Let’s finish this. They can wait that long,’ he said.

‘OK.’

‘Then you can talk to Angela and I’ll take Mark.’

Less than two minutes later they were heading back around the side of the house to the front, where Pete dropped off the lamp at the front door, calling his thanks for it to whoever was in earshot. Then they headed for the gateway, where a bright red hatchback waited, nose up to the police tape, the uniformed constable standing rigidly to one side.

Pete could see the couple through the windscreen. The female was in the driver’s seat, a male beside her – slim, dark-haired and looking less than happy. He headed to the passenger side. As he approached, the window slid down.

‘Are you in charge here?’ the man, in his early twenties, demanded. His accent was northern, similar to his father’s but less pronounced, Pete noted.

‘I am. And you are...?’

‘Mark Tustain. I live here. What’s going on? Why are we being kept out like this?’

‘Because my colleague and I need a word. Perhaps you could accompany me? We’ll talk in my car.’ He nodded towards the silver Ford.

‘Why? What’s happened?’ He was looking distinctly worried now.

‘If you’ll come with me...’ Pete reached for the door handle with one hand while extending the other away from the car. 

The younger man frowned and shared a glance with the woman beside him. She shrugged.

‘My colleague will stay here with the young lady,’ Pete said. 

‘All right.’ Finally, he swung his legs out of the car and stood up. 

Pete pushed the door closed behind Tustain before he could change his mind then lifted the tape and ducked under it to lead the way towards his own car.

‘Who’s that in the back of... Is that my dad? What’s he doing in a police car like that? I need to talk to him.’ He changed direction before Pete could stop him.

‘Before you do that, Mr Tustain, I need to talk to you. Your dad’s fine. He’s not under arrest at this point.’

That stopped him. He turned to face Pete. ‘What do you mean, “At this point”? What the hell’s happened here?’

‘We’re in the early stages of our investigation as yet,’ Pete told him. ‘Things are still very fluid. But there’s been an incident. Your dad is a witness.’

‘What incident? Where’s Simon? And Sandy?’ He looked around the garden space, but there was nowhere else for them to be.

‘There’s been an attack on your stepmother, Mr Tustain.’

‘An attack? What do you mean? What sort of attack? Is she OK? What’s happened?’

Pete stepped past him and opened the rear door of the Mondeo. ‘Have a seat and I’ll tell you what I can.’

Tustain shook his head but complied. 

Pete closed the door and stepped around to the other side of the car to climb into the driver’s seat. 

With his door closed, too, he turned to face the younger man. ‘OK. Where’ve you been, Mr Tustain?’

He gave a quick shake of
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