
NO SENSE OF GUILT

(DS Peter Gayle crime thrillers, Book 17)

by

Jack Slater

An old man dies unexpectedly. His family blame his live-in carer. When DS Pete Gayle and his team begin to investigate, another, similar case quickly comes to light, involving the same carer, who has since disappeared. It looks like they may be dealing with an unexpected killer. But questions remain. Is she a killer, a thief or a victim? They need to find her before anyone else can be killed. 

Copyright  [image: ] 2025 by Jack Slater.

Jack Slater asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of the author.

Also by Jack Slater

DS Pete Gayle thrillers Book 1 Nowhere to Run

DS Pete Gayle thrillers Book 2 No Place to Hide

DS Pete Gayle thrillers Book 3 No Way Home

DS Pete Gayle thrillers Book 4 No Going Back

DS Pete Gayle thrillers Book 5 No Middle Ground

DS Pete Gayle thrillers Book 6 No Safe Place

DS Pete Gayle thrillers Book 7 No Compromise

DS Pete Gayle thrillers Book 8 No Compassion

DS Pete Gayle thrillers Book 9 No Stone Unturned

DS Pete Gayle thrillers Book 10 No Good Deed

DS Pete Gayle thrillers Book 11 No Fair Hearing

DS Pete Gayle thrillers Book 12 No Fear of Consequences

DS Pete Gayle thrillers Book 13 No More Than Bones

DS Pete Gayle thrillers Book 14 No Second Chance

DS Pete Gayle thrillers Book 15 No Limit to Evil

DS Pete Gayle thrillers Book 16 No Love Lost

Nowhere to Run: The Dark Side

The Venus Flaw

In memory of Miriam Covill

My self-titled unofficial chief research assistant – a title that was

more than justified, as she was enormously helpful -

who sadly didn’t quite get to see this one completed.

Ever supportive, kind and generous, she had a wicked 

sense of humour and a vast knowledge of Exeter

and the surrounding area as well as superb skills

as a baker of cakes!

She will be sadly missed but never forgotten.

Contents


CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT


CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN


CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

AUTHOR’S NOTE






	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE
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‘You’ve got to admit, Lewis, those little silvered mudguards on your bike are pretty distinctive. They don’t come as standard on that model, do they?’

Detective Sergeant Pete Gayle was leaning forward in his seat, his voice friendly and light as he put the point to the young man opposite him in Interview Room 4 of the custody suite in Sidmouth Road police station, Exeter.

Lewis sneered,  his usually spiky blonde hair now flattened by a night on the hard pillow of one of the cells down the corridor from where they sat. ‘They ain’t unique. You can get ‘em from Halfords.’ 

‘But how many people would fit them on a six hundred quid bike that definitely didn’t come from Halfords?’ Pete countered.

Lewis shrugged.

‘And when you combine that unique element with the distinctive rucksack the person in the video was wearing...’ He spread his hands.

Another sneer. ‘Must be loads of them around. They sell ‘em in B&M.’

‘That where you got yours, was it?’

Lewis started to say something but stopped himself. ‘No comment.’

Pete chuckled. ‘No need, Lewis. We’ve searched your house, remember. We’ve got the bag and the bike. The jacket and trainers you were wearing, too. With traces of blood on them that, in thirty-six hours we’ll have identified with DNA. So, this interview isn’t about getting you to comment or admit anything. It’s about us letting you know what you’re facing so you can make an informed decision on whether to plead guilty before the trial and get off with a good deal lighter sentence than you would otherwise.’

‘If I’m convicted.’

‘What, with the evidence I’ve just outlined? There is no “if,” Lewis. The only question is how long you’ll go down for. And trust me – prison isn’t like a police cell or even a youth detention centre.’ Pete shook his head sadly. ‘Different story entirely. So, what’s it to be?’

Lewis leaned forward, elbows resting on the table as Pete’s had been, moments before. ‘I’ll tell you what,’ he said. ‘No comment.’

‘All right, then. Interview terminated.’ Pete quoted the date and time, then reached for the recording device at the end of the table and stopped it. ‘We’ll see you in court, Lewis.’ He stood up and opened the door, allowing PC Jill Evans to precede him out to the corridor and along to the custody desk.

‘One to go back in his box, Alan,’ he said to the duty sergeant. ‘No comment – surprise, surprise. Not that we needed him to say anything.’

‘Makes you wonder why we waste the time asking sometimes, doesn’t it?’ Jill said as they turned away.

Pete shrugged. ‘It’s the way it works. We have to be seen to give them the chance.’

‘They’ve got the chance every second they’re in here. They can call out to the custody team and tell them they want to confess whenever they want.’

Pete grinned. ‘Yes, but the human rights lawyers have to justify their existence somehow, don’t they?’

‘Why should that be our problem? Do something useful or go and be a road-sweeper, I say. If a job has to be justified, then it’s not justifiable.’

Pete laughed. ‘The wise words of a non-politician.’

‘And, with them, I rest my case, Milud.’

They reached the central atrium of the two-winged building and mounted the wide stairs up to the first floor. The squad room was just a few steps from the landing. Divided into four sections by shoulder-height blue screens, Pete and his team occupied the space immediately inside on the left. As he stepped around the divider, DC Jane Bennett looked up from her computer screen. ‘Ah. Maybe you can settle an argument for us.’

Shrugging off his jacket, Pete looked from her to the other detective constable currently present in his section; the oldest member of his team, Dick Feeney, who continued concentrating on what he was doing. ‘What argument’s that, then?’

He sat down next to Dick and opposite Jane while Jill went around to take her seat at the opposite corner of the cluster of desks, one seat along from Jane. The remaining two desks were currently unoccupied, PC Ben Myers and DC Dave Miles still out, collecting evidence against the young man he and Jill had just been interviewing.

‘Roger came home last night and told me about something I reckon we ought to at least look into, but Grey Man there reckons it’s got no legs.’

Roger was Jane’s husband, an architect, Pete knew. ‘OK. What is it?’

‘He’s got a client – a developer – who was telling him about a situation with his dad, who lived alone after his wife died. Got to the point where he needed care, so they arranged for a live-in for him, through an agency. All above-board and everything – as far as they knew. Until they started to suspect there were things going on that weren’t so above-board. Theft, basically. At least, to start with. Then the old man died. Under circumstances that they claim are, shall we say, irregular although it was officially assumed to be natural causes so no PM was done.’

‘Which leaves us with nothing to investigate,’ Dick pointed out.

‘And that’s what they were told when they tried to report it,’ Jane agreed. ‘But they’re not satisfied with that.’

‘It happens,’ Dick said. ‘People want someone to blame when they have a shock like that, sometimes.’

‘I know that. But, what if they’re right and the patient didn’t die of natural causes?’ 

‘Well, to prove that, you’d need a post-mortem. Which would entail an exhumation by now, I’d imagine,’ Pete said.

‘Unless the old boy was cremated,’ Dick put in. ‘Then you’re well and truly stuffed.’

‘He wasn’t,’ Jane said, frowning at him. ‘And an exhumation wouldn’t be a problem, as far as having the nearest-and-dearest’s permission. They want it done.’

‘But it costs money and there’s no real cause, as far as we’re concerned,’ Jill said.

‘Exactly. Except they’re sure there is cause.’

‘Sounds like you are, too,’ Pete said.

Jane shrugged. ‘I don’t know any more than I’ve told you, but it seems dodgy, at least, doesn’t it? Worth investigating. I mean, if there’s a so-called carer going around knocking off their clients for financial gain, they need stopping, don’t they?’

‘If that’s what they’re doing and it’s not just a grieving family trying to find someone to blame for their loss,’ Dick repeated.

‘I take it you’ve got an idea of how to follow it up, beside an exhumation that’s not going to happen without reasonable cause?’ Pete asked.

‘Follow the money,’ Jill said before Jane could respond.

Jane nodded. ‘Exactly. They thought she was thieving before the old man died. That’d be motive, wouldn’t it? To hide the theft. And the family can’t do anything until probate comes through and they get access to the bank accounts and so on, but we can.’

‘True,’ Pete admitted. ‘But we’ve still got a case to put together against Lewis Hammond. We haven’t got time to go chasing maybes that we haven’t been assigned to. And you do, at least, need reasonable suspicion to go delving into someone’s bank records – even a dead person’s.’

‘But you agree it’d be worthwhile if we had the time?’ she persisted.

Pete tipped his head. ‘It sounds like it might be,’ he admitted. ‘If we had the time.’

‘Well, then, how about I have a delve, out of hours? See what I can come up with to support the idea?’

‘What idea’s that?’ a new voice asked from behind Pete, although he hadn’t heard the door. 

Jane looked up and her face fell. ‘You two back already?’

‘It’s Saturday,’ DC Dave Miles pointed out as he stepped around the end of the workstation and slipped in behind Jane towards his chair, between hers and Jill’s. ‘There isn’t as much traffic out there as there would be on a weekday. Have you got a charge approved on him yet?’

‘Not yet,’ Pete said as he felt PC Ben Myers slip past behind him towards his own chair, at the far side of Dick Feeney, completing the six-strong team.

‘We need more supporting evidence?’ Dave asked, continuing the theme he’d picked up on as he entered the room. ‘For what?’

Pete shook his head. ‘Not for Hammond. Separate issue.’

‘Another case already?’

‘Potentially. Maybe.’

Dave frowned. ‘Maybe? Either a crime’s been committed or it hasn’t.’

‘The question is, is it a major one,’ Jill said.

The tall, dark-haired and handsome DC shook his head, confused. ‘What is this – the cryptic factor?’

‘Krypton, to you,’ Dick said, joining in.

Dave’s eyes widened. ‘Shit. Chiefy’s not getting involved, is she?’

‘You be careful,’ Jill warned. ‘Your crush on the boss lady’ll come out, else, and then where’ll you be?’

‘Back in uniform if she hears him call her Chiefy,’ Jane said. 

‘None of which tells me what’s going on,’ Dave reminded them.

Jane tapped the side of her nose. ‘Need to know, matey. At this point, you don’t.’

‘And talking of Lewis Hammond,’ Pete put in. ‘Seeing as you and Ben brought in the last piece of evidence we ought to need against him, you can have the pleasure of phoning the CPS for that charge you mentioned.’

Dick gave a dry chuckle, pointing his pen at Dave across the desks. ‘Now, that’s what you call Kryptonite, Dapper.’ 

Dave’s expression turned instantly sour. ‘Yeah. Who’s taking bets on whether they feel like doing their job today?’

‘How can they resist your gift of the gab?’ Ben posed with a grin in his voice.

‘It can’t be that good,’ Jill countered. ‘Look at him. All that smart dressing and he’s still single at getting on for forty.’

‘That’s a lifestyle choice, Titch, and you know it,’ Dave countered.

‘That’s what you tell us.’

‘Charming. I’ll make that call, then, shall I?’

‘You’ve got more chance with them than you have with Titch,’ Dick said.

‘She loves me, really,’ he said and picked up his desk phone receiver. Tapping at the keyboard, he placed the call before she could respond. ‘Hello. Yes, this is DC Miles with Exeter CID. We’ve got a potential client for you. Lewis Hammond.’ He outlined the case against him quickly and concisely. ‘I can send you the CCTV showing his route from the last crime scene back to his home address.’ He paused, grimacing. ‘OK. Right. Will do. Thank you.’ The phone went down onto its cradle. ‘They don’t want to see the footage at this stage,’ he said, looking up at Pete. ‘But they do want him charged. All counts.’ He finally allowed himself to grin.

‘Ye of little faith,’ Dick said.

‘I’ll have a word with Roger. See if I can speak to those folks myself,’ Jane said to Pete.

‘Right. We’ll have Sunday off, come back fresh on Monday to put things together against Hammond. Who wants to come down with me and give him the good news?’
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‘Well, I don’t know – I never got to ask her and I don’t know if anyone else did,’ Annie said, resting her cutlery on the sides of her plate at the table in the kitchen where they were eating a dinner of lasagne and salad. ‘But I’d imagine her main focus was entertaining her readers by setting them puzzles to try and solve before she revealed the answers at the end of the book with as big a twist as she could manage. I mean, these days, that’s still an element in crime fiction – especially cozy crime,’ she added with a slight grimace. ‘But there’s other elements that have taken over from it, aren’t there? It’s like the crime writers are trying to say to readers, “It’ll all be alright in the end. Good will win over evil. The cops will catch the villains and throw them in jail, where they belong.” And journalists – crime ones, at least – are pretty much doing the same, as well as trying to help the police when it’s needed. Reporting on cases that have been solved and on those where more information’s needed from the public.’ She picked up her fork and stabbed at a slice of tomato, transferring it to her mouth as Pete glanced at Louise, seeing the flash of distaste on her face that she hid quickly from their daughter.

He knew what she was thinking. She was remembering the time, almost eight years ago now, when their son – Annie’s older brother – had gone missing and the journalists at the time, including one who only a few months ago now had tried to recruit Annie to her current newspaper, had hounded them mercilessly. And it had not been for the sake of helping the police or reporting that all was going to turn out well. They had been simply chasing headlines in an uncaring, sensationalist manner that was aimed purely and simply at selling their product to an eager and voracious public.

‘I expect you’re right about crime fiction,’ he said, slicing a section of meat-layered pasta. ‘I can only hope you are about journalists, these days. I can’t say I’m entirely convinced, though, and I know your mum’s not.’

Annie frowned. ‘Things have moved on in the last few years. Attitudes have changed, haven’t they? There’s much more awareness and consideration in journalism than there used to be.’ 

Pete smiled and reached across to squeeze her hand. ‘I hope so,’ he said. ‘And I’m sure there will be, when you get your career off the ground.’

The phone began to ring in the hall and Annie frowned quickly. ‘I thought you said you’d finished your case, apart from the tidying up.’

‘We have.’ He withdrew his hand and pushed his chair back to get up. Glanced at Louise. ‘And no, I’m not on call for the next one that comes in. That’s Jim. Unless he’s already pulled one since we finished up this morning.’

He headed out to the hallway and picked up the receiver. ‘Gayle.’

‘It’s Jane. I thought I’d let you know, I spoke to the couple we were talking about this morning. The guy whose dad died and he suspects the carer.’

‘Oh, yes?’

‘Well, it sounds to me like he’s got cause to,’ she said.

Pete let go a long breath. ‘Really?’

‘Yes. The old man’s daughter-in-law went to the agency who supplied the carer – they already knew her husband, so he couldn’t do it – and gave them a story about needing to employ someone for her uncle, who needed full-time care. She said a friend of hers had mentioned this carer’s name after meeting her when they visited a relative. Asked if she was available, or would she be soon? The agency woman said she wasn’t sure, so the wife asked for references in the meantime. She was given three and, when she called them to follow up, every one of them said something to the effect of, “We’re glad you’re doing this. Wish we had, too. We had the same impression you did about her.” Two of the three said they found, later, that she’d thieved from the client while she was there. The third, like them, thought that, as well as that, the cause of death was questionable. Not that it was questioned officially, although they tried to get it looked into. No evidence to support their claims, apparently. Plus, natural causes is easier to deal with.’ He could hear the shrug in her voice. ‘As far as the Knights are concerned, they’ve got the old man’s bank statements up to the month the bank was informed of his death and stopped sending them,’ she continued. ‘Plus, they’d found some actual items missing. The old man’s late wife’s wedding and engagement rings, for instance. She wasn’t buried with them. She died six years ago. The old man still had all his marbles at that point. There was some other jewellery gone, too. Nothing hugely valuable, but still...’

He paused. ‘You got the details of these other former clients from them, did you?’

‘Oh, yes.’

‘OK,’ he said, grinning at the tone of her response. ‘What about the bank statements? What did they show?’

‘He was about three grand short of what he should have had.’

‘Three grand?! How long was she with him?’

‘A couple of months.’

‘Jeez. She couldn’t seriously expect to get away with that undetected, surely? If they’re telling you the truth, of course.’

‘What? You think they’re deflecting? They’re the ones doing the thieving and trying to blame the carer?’

‘You’ve only got their word, at this stage, that the carer’s the one to blame. Or that a crime’s been committed at all, come to that. But, if they were the ones doing the thieving, who from? I mean, who’s going to inherit from the old man? If it’s just them, they’d have had to be in desperate straits, so they couldn’t wait for it.’

‘Yes, but why bring attention to it, if they’re the culprits? They’d stay quiet and let things go as they are, surely? Especially if there’s no other beneficiaries.’

‘If they’d got any sense, yes,’ he agreed. ‘But criminals don’t always, do they? Worry and stress can make them not think straight.’

‘But, either way, we’re thinking a crime’s been committed.’

‘Hmm.’ He had to admit that much. ‘But is it one that’s relevant to us?’

‘You mean, was he killed or was it natural causes, as was assumed at the time, and we’re just talking about theft. Only one way to find that out for sure,’ she said. ‘And if they’re telling the truth, they won’t object, will they?’

‘It’d be a bit obvious if they did, either way. But, if he was killed, there’s unlikely to be any evidence of who did it.’

‘It’d need figuring out, though,’ she said. ‘Either way.’

‘Hmm.’
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CHAPTER TWO
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‘Come.’

Pete opened the door and stepped in, leaving Jane to follow and close the door behind them. DI Colin Underhill looked up from behind the desk that faced them. He was clad in his usual tweed jacket and checked shirt, looking like a farmer doing his tax returns. He set down his pen and sat back, waiting, big hands flat on the desk at either side of the form he’d been filling in.

‘Guv. You’ve got Saturday’s dailies?’ Pete asked, referring to the daily report he submitted on behalf of his team.

Colin nodded. 

‘Something’s come up,’ Pete said. ‘Not related to Lewis Hammond. We’ve got some tidying up to do on his case, but this seems like it might be sort of pressing.’

‘Hmm?’

‘Information received about a possible suspicious death. An old man who died at home. He had a live-in carer who it seems had been thieving from him while he was alive. There is evidence of that, but we can’t use it. And, given the circumstances, the death was listed as natural causes, but there’s suspicion that it may not have been.’

‘What can’t we use?’ Colin asked, his thick brows pulling towards each other.

Pete’s lips pursed. ‘Home CCTV. It was filmed covertly and the subject didn’t know it was there so, technically, it’s illegal.’

‘No technically about it,’ Colin said. ‘How’d it come out?’

Pete looked at Jane, who stepped forward beside him. 

‘I spoke to the person who placed the cameras,’ she said. ‘He says he didn’t know it was illegal to film employees without their knowledge. Thought he was doing the right thing – gathering evidence, as it was too late to recover items that were already gone.’

‘Other evidence?’ Colin was never one to waste words.

‘Nothing direct, Guv,’ Jane admitted. ‘But the victim’s son and daughter-in-law spoke to the families of three other potential victims of the same offender. I’ve got their details. And one, at least, was another fatality. I mean, all three are dead, but one family’s suggesting foul play in that respect. Again, it’d need an autopsy to confirm, though. And like our first victim, it wasn’t done because the victim died at home, in their bed, at an advanced age and with no obvious signs of trauma.’

‘Haven’t got much, then, other than suspicion.’

Jane shrugged. ‘No, Guv. But four cases, one potential offender: it needs looking into, surely? Especially as the offender’s done a disappearing act.’

Colin’s thick eyebrow rose at that and Pete turned to look at Jane directly.

‘She’s a live-in,’ she persisted. ‘And the agency say they can’t contact her. At least, that’s what the reporting party claims. I haven’t had a chance to check myself, yet.’

‘Best do that, then. Come back to me when there’s a case to answer.’ Colin sat forward in his chair and picked up his pen. ‘Meantime, get the case tied up against Lewis Hammond.’

‘Guv,’ Pete said and turned to open the door, letting Jane step through first.

As they walked along the blue-carpeted corridor back towards the squad room, Pete took a breath. ‘So, which do we visit first – the reporting party or the home care agency?’

Jane paused and shot him a look. ‘So, you’re onboard with it?’

He stopped, forcing her to stop and face him in the generously wide corridor. ‘There’s obviously something going on. Who’s to blame is yet to be determined – and whether it’s for us to investigate, too – but for now, yes. Let’s get back upstairs, see that the others are busy, and head out, shall we?’

‘Should I call ahead and arrange things? Make sure the RPs are at home?’ she asked, using the standard acronym for Reporting Party.

He shook his head. ‘Surprise visit.’

She raised an eyebrow.

‘We don’t know yet that we can trust them, do we? Until we make sure of that, they’re as much suspects as the carer they’re pointing the finger at. Assuming a crime’s actually been committed.’

‘Your suspicious nature.’

‘Exactly. You’ve spoken to them. I haven’t. And you know as well as I do, people lie to us all the time. It’s part of the job description.’

‘OK.’

*
[image: ]


Pete flicked on his indicator and pulled his silver Ford into the tarmacked frontage of a large, white-rendered house. Switching off the engine, he stepped out and glanced across the narrow lane at what, for all the world, looked like a wide agricultural landscape with a big modern barn in the distance although he knew they were only a mile and a half from the Sidmouth Road police station and still on the city side of the motorway.

‘Nice spot, isn’t it?’ Jane said from the far side of the car.

‘Wouldn’t think we were still in the city, would you?’ He locked the car out of habit and they approached the dark wood front door.

It was opened as he was reaching for the bellpush by a man of the same height as Pete, though heavier and around ten years older. Dressed in jeans and a dark brown polo shirt, his dark hair was greying at the temples but his complexion was still relatively line-free despite his thick brows being drawn together slightly.

‘Yes?’

Jane stepped up beside Pete. ‘Hi. Paul Knight?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’m Jane Bennett from Exeter CID. We spoke last night on the phone. This is my boss, DS Gayle.’

‘Ah.’ His expression cleared. ‘Yes, come in, come in.’ He stepped back, extending a hand to invite them into the darkly decorated hallway.

Fortunately, most of the doors leading off it were open, allowing light to flood in on the bottle green walls and deep mahogany woodwork. He led them into a plush sitting room with a flower-print sofa and easy chairs and walls covered with paintings of wildlife and more flowers. ‘Have a seat. Can I get you anything?’

‘No, thanks. We’re fine,’ Pete said.

They settled into the soft furniture, Pete and Jane sharing the sofa while Knight took one of the chairs.

‘So, you’re taking this seriously, then?’

‘We always take reports of major crimes seriously,’ Pete said. ‘It’s what we’re here for. So, Jane’s told me some of what you’ve said, but it would help if you could go through it for me. When did you first think something might not be right with your father’s care?’

A frown flashed across his face and was almost instantly gone. ‘About three or four weeks in. We’d gone to what we thought would be a decent agency. Got a shopfront on Magdalen Road. Read up on them beforehand, of course. So, we trusted that the woman they sent would be good at her job. Caring. Honest. You know?’

Pete nodded.

‘Well, a few weeks after she started, my wife went to collect a ring from Mum’s old jewellery box. Our daughter was getting married. Wanted something borrowed. Anyway, the ring – it was a sapphire and diamond one – wasn’t there. We asked Dad about it and he insisted it should be. He hadn’t been into the jewellery box for ages and there’s no way he’d have taken it out of there, even then. Not to put it somewhere else. In fact, there were two spaces in there that were empty and shouldn’t have been. That ring and a pair of earrings that went with it. At least, they looked like they matched although they came from different places on different occasions.’

‘And when had either item been seen last?’ Pete asked.

Knight shrugged. ‘I can’t be certain on that, I’m afraid. I mean, I haven’t seen them since Mum died, back in 2020. My wife, either. But as for how often the old man goes in there, I couldn’t say. Not often, I don’t suppose. He doesn’t tend to need mementoes to trigger his memories. Didn’t, at least, until the dementia set in.’

‘Where’s the jewellery box kept?’ Jane asked.

‘In the bedroom. In one of Mum’s old drawers. We cleared out most of her clothes and so on when the time was right, but there were some things he wanted to keep, for obvious reasons, and that was amongst them. He did say he’d leave it to Daisy when the time came, but...’ He finished with a shrug.

‘Daisy being your daughter?’ Pete guessed.

‘That’s right.’

‘And she wouldn’t have borrowed them?’

‘No.’ He shook his head and smiled. ‘Not her usual sort of jewellery.’ He pointed to a photo on the sideboard behind where Pete and Jane sat. 

Pete turned to see. It was of a girl in her late teens, he guessed. Not quite a goth but leaning heavily in that direction with long straight black hair and black T-shirt. She wore Victorian-looking black and silver necklace and earrings. Even in the wedding photo next to it, she still had the black hair, though it was styled less severely, and her white lace dress was shorter than convention would have suggested appropriate and coupled with heavily laced white boots that came up to mid-thigh level. He turned back, nodding. ‘I see what you mean. What did she do for the something borrowed in the end?’

‘Her mother-in-law lent her a ring. My wife offered, but she thought it’d be a way of cementing the relationship. And they do get on well.’

‘I see. So, back to the matter at hand... The carer. Jane said there was money missing, too.’

‘Yes. A lot of it. I mean, she had to have access to his bank, obviously, for day-to-day running of the house. We deal with the bills and so on – all that sort of thing – for him, but he needs routine shopping, so... Anyway, he had a savings account pay out a few months ago and with rates as they were, we left it for a while before reinvesting it for him. Never thought about the proceeds sitting there in his bank account until... Well, we got the quarterly statement and it wasn’t. There, I mean. Almost the whole lot was gone. Trickled away over several weeks. Always below the threshold for suspicion, but enough to make it worthwhile. I can show you.’ He went to get up.

‘Yes, please. That could be helpful in establishing a pattern, maybe a destination for the funds.’

‘Back in a tick.’

He left the room and Pete met Jane’s gaze.

‘Seems genuine, doesn’t he?’ she murmured.

Pete tipped his head, inclined to agree but not yet ready to fully commit.

In moments, Knight was back. ‘Here you go.’ He handed Pete four sheets of a bank statement. 

‘Thanks. You’re not at work today?’

He retook his seat across from them. ‘I mostly work from home. I find it better for concentration. Less distractions,’

Pete nodded. ‘You’re a developer, is that right?’

‘Yes. Nothing huge, but it makes us a living.’

‘A nice one, by the look of it,’ Pete said, glancing around the room and out the window.

‘We’re comfortable.’

‘Talking of which... It’s a bit awkward asking but I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t. The courts will need us to have proved or disproved every possible option. There’s nowhere else this missing money could have gone? No-one else that might have borrowed it, for instance?’ he asked, with emphasis on the word borrowed.

‘No. Of course not. What are you suggesting?’

‘Nothing. But these days, it’s not simply a question of compiling evidence against the accused. We need to eliminate all other possibilities, too. It’s a sad reflection but it’s the way the court process has gone.’

‘Well...’ He paused and his expression calmed. ‘I suppose I can see the logic. Removing the possibility of a wrongful conviction. But what are you suggesting that entails?’

‘It’s your father we’re talking about, isn’t it?’

‘Yes.’

‘Are you an only child?’

‘Yes.’

‘So, no other beneficiaries in his will?’

‘Not that I’m aware of, apart from the odd small item, as I said before. The jewellery to Daisy, for instance. Although, to be fair, I haven’t actually seen it.’

‘But he’d made one?’

‘Yes. It’ll be with his solicitors.’

‘We’ll need the name. And, as I said, for the sake of completeness, copies of your own, your wife’s and your daughter’s bank statements over the last six months. And mobile phone records.’ He shrugged. ‘Sorry, but we can’t do half the job and expect to make a case.’

Again, he looked annoyed but sighed and stood up. ‘I can’t give you Daisy’s. She’s got them at her place, obviously.’

‘Of course. Her phone number would be handy, though. We’ll need to talk to her at some point.’ 

‘Hmm.’ 

This time, he was gone longer and, when he came back, he was less gentle in handing over the requested documents. ‘There. Is that all you need?’

‘I hope so,’ Pete said. ‘Returning to your father, you said you weren’t happy about his stated cause of death.’

‘Presumed cause,’ Knight corrected. ‘They didn’t actually do an autopsy.’

‘And it was presumed to be...?’

‘Natural causes. Heart attack. Yet, he’d never had the slightest hint of a heart problem. Angina. Palpitations. Nothing. And he’d been fit and active until the dementia, which had come on quite quickly, so it’s not like he’d been sat about for months, accumulating blood clots.’ He paused, noting Pete’s raised eyebrow. ‘I read up on-line about it, after the event. Trying to get it straight in my head. And as much as I tried, it still made no sense.’

‘There’s no family history of heart problems?’ Jane asked.

‘No. And I’ve followed my family tree back quite a long way. I’ve an interest in that sort of thing. Genealogy.’

‘Right,’ Pete said. ‘So, you’d have no objection, if we were able to arrange it, to an exhumation and post-mortem examination?’

‘Of course not. It’s something I’ve been trying to get done myself, but I keep coming up against a brick wall on it. No-one wants to be bothered.’

Pete pursed his lips. ‘I can’t make any promises at this point. But, once our initial investigations are complete, it’s an option we can explore.’

‘Good. But I hope you can be quick about it. There’s no telling where the woman might have gone off to, otherwise. She could have gone back to the Philippines, for all we’ve been able to find out, at this stage. All we know for sure is, we’re not the only ones who’ve got doubts about her. Not that I’d call them doubts, as opposed to suspicions, but you know what I mean.’

‘I do,’ Pete agreed. ‘And we’ll bear that in mind. To which end, we’ll get going and get on with what we can.’ He stood up and extended a hand. ‘Thanks for your time, Mr Knight. And your cooperation. We’ll be in touch again soon.’

*
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Night & Day Care Services was located on a narrow section of Magdalen Road between a launderette and a café that looked far too posh to interest Pete, in a row of shops opposite a large, white-rendered regency-styled house behind an overgrown hedge. Pete pulled into the side-road just past the big house and parked. They walked back together. Magdalen Road was surprisingly busy with pedestrians, young and old, and diverse in the businesses that lined the far side. As they approached the junction, Pete glanced to the right and saw a budget supermarket a few doors up from the posh café. A little further up, there was a large pub that he’d visited on a previous case, when a man living not far away from here had been killed in a hit-and-run during the theft of a vehicle belonging to his neighbour. 

He checked for traffic and crossed directly from the junction, ignoring the pedestrian crossing twenty yards away. A bell tinkled above the door of the agency when he pushed it open. Inside, the pale blue theme of the shopfront was continued in the paintwork and carpeting. Even the chairs and the accessories on the desks and in the two glass booths that took up the left side of the space were pale blue, he saw before focussing on the middle-aged blonde woman seated behind one of two desks in the rear section of the room. She offered a professional smile as Jane closed the door behind them.

‘Hello. How can we help you?’ she asked, her voice warm and soft. Perfect for the purpose, Pete thought.

‘Hi.’ He took out his warrant card. ‘I’m DS Gayle. This is DC Bennett with Exeter CID. We’re looking into a case with a connection to one of your staff.’

The professional smile vanished from her stylishly made-up face. ‘What sort of case?’

‘A death. And the theft of a substantial amount of money.’ There were a number of ways Pete could have approached this, but he’d quickly decided the direct method was the way to go, in this case.

‘And one of our carers was involved?’ 

‘I understand the victim’s family has already made a complaint.’

‘Hmm.’ Her lips pursed. ‘That would be Mr Knight, I presume?’

Pete nodded. ‘So, we’re here with a few questions. Such as, how can we get hold of the carer concerned?’

‘I honestly don’t know. Obviously, by definition, they don’t have a permanent address – especially when, as in her case, they’re foreign nationals. She’s not currently working for us, so I can’t give you a client address. And she seems to be no longer using the mobile phone that she gave us the number of. Or if she is, she isn’t returning our calls.’

‘We’ll need that number in order to try and trace it,’ Pete said. ‘And what about banking? You’d need an account to pay her. And she’d need to be paying tax. You say she’s a foreign national. From where?’

‘The Philippines.’

‘And her name?’

‘Amy Flores.’

‘I take it you have a file on her?’

‘Of course.’

‘We’ll need to see it, please. In fact, we’ll need a copy of it.’

She frowned. ‘I don’t know if that would comply with Data Protection regulations, Detective.’

Pete pursed his lips. ‘If necessary, we can get a warrant. I’d have thought you’d want to maintain as positive an interaction with the authorities as possible, though. And save us the time when we’re looking at someone who’s a potential flight risk as well as a possible danger to the public. Is this the first complaint you’ve had against this woman?’

She drew a breath, lips tightening. ‘No, actually. It’s not.’

Pete’s eyebrow rose. ‘How many others have there been?’

‘Three.’

‘And you kept her on? Didn’t report any of this?’

She sighed. ‘On what basis could we do anything else? Rumour and suspicion? The unsubstantiated word of a grieving relative? You can’t sack someone on that. It’s not legal.’

‘So, she’s an employee, not a freelance?’

She shook her head quickly. ‘No, but you know what I mean. She could have sued. We’d have lost other workers. Our reputation. Our business, potentially. Without staff...’ She spread her hands.

...You have no business, Pete thought. ‘And yet, by keeping her on, you risked damaging your reputation with potential clients. Especially these days, with the Internet. Review sites, social media, smear campaigns; all that sort of thing.’

She sighed again. ‘I am all too aware, Detective. But what could I do?’

‘Report the cases to us, for proper investigation,’ he said. ‘Now... That file?’

He saw her jaw clench as she fought not to snap back at him. She was silent for a stretched second. Then she took a breath, pushed her chair back and stood up. ‘One moment.’

She headed for the back of the room and through a door which she closed behind her. Returned in a few moments with a pink card folder in her hand. Beside the door she’d gone through was a photocopier. She set down the folder, opened it and started to feed the contents into the copier. It didn’t take long. She returned to her desk and handed Pete the copies.

‘That’s everything we have on her.’

‘So, how often does this sort of thing happen?’ he asked. ‘Complaints from relatives about the carers?’

‘It’s rare, but it does happen now and then. You can understand it, I suppose. People grieving, needing something or someone to blame for their loss.’

‘So, give me a number, per year. Roughly.’

‘Two or three, at most. And they’re never substantiated.’

He paused, forcing himself not to make the obvious response. ‘And now you’ve got three – four – against this one person. That should have rung alarm bells, surely?’

‘We wouldn’t have employed her again after this time, but as I said – what are we supposed to report? Suspicions? Unproven rumours started by grieving and bitter relatives who might be as guilty as they’re accusing the subjects of being?’ Her lip curled in a sneer. ‘What’s the use of that?’

Pete drew a breath to argue, but he knew what she meant. There were many things that, in an ideal world, the police should deal with but they didn’t, usually because of shortage of manpower. ‘Do you have a company policy about gifts from clients, if that comes up when we speak to Ms Flores?’

‘Of course. In common with every other agency I know of, we strictly disallow it. It’s part of the contract we have all our carers sign that they will not accept gifts of any kind from clients. To do so incurs instant dismissal. It isn’t illegal, although that was mooted by the government some years ago, but it is most definitely questionable to allow it. So, we don’t.’ 

He nodded. ‘Good to know.’ Raising the few sheets of paper she’d given him, he said, ‘We’ll need her client list.’

‘It’s there.’

‘And the other complainants?’

‘Marked.’ She nodded at the papers he was holding.

‘Right. We’ll be in touch.’
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CHAPTER THREE
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Pete took out his phone and dialled as they walked across the street away from the agency.

‘Dick,’ he said when the call was answered. ‘Did you find anything?’ On the way there, he’d asked the oldest member of his team to look up the Knight family. 

‘Nothing legal against any of them. Nothing on PNC. Bank accounts are healthy and have been for the past several months. Nothing untoward on their social media, according to Spike. We could dive deeper – we’ll have to at some point, if we’re serious about the case – but all in all, initial checks are clean.’

‘OK. A couple more checks to run while I’m on, then. Carer Amy Flores. Filipino. And Night & Day Care Services.’

‘Do what?’

‘Night & Day...’

‘I heard you,’ Dick interrupted. ‘I didn’t believe it, was all.’

‘Why?’

‘Because that’s the agency Marj’s carer came from.’

‘Really? Blimey, and here I was thinking there’s no such thing as a coincidence.’

‘Yeah. And yet, of all the agencies in this city, you had to pick on that one.’

‘Not my fault,’ Pete protested as he took his remote from his pocket and unlocked the car. ‘And don’t worry – your name wasn’t mentioned,’ he added with a grin at Jane as they sat into the silver Ford saloon.

‘Yeah. Not funny.’

‘Talking of which, how many carer agencies are there, locally?’

‘I don’t know, but quite a few. It’d be easy enough to find out, I suppose.’

‘Hmm. No need for now. We’re off to interview some more people. Let me know what you find out.’

‘Right.’

Pete ended the call and turned to Jane. ‘That back there’s only the same agency as Dick uses for his wife’s care,’ he said, thrusting a thumb over his shoulder at the place they’d just left.

Her eyes widened. ‘Ooh. That could be awkward.’

‘I did ask how many agencies there are in Exeter. He doesn’t know, but it seems like there’s plenty, if it comes down to it.’

‘Still, the upheaval wouldn’t be good for Marjorie.’

His lips pushed upward. ‘I suppose not. We’ll have to keep him away from there, if we can, then. Meantime, let’s have a chat with some of these other complainants against Amy Flores. Who’s first on the list?’

She referred quickly to the pages they’d collected from the agency, checking the list from there against her notebook and the information they’d collected from Paul Knight. ‘Karen Henson, daughter of Margaret Barnes, deceased five months ago.’

‘Right. Where’s she likely to be?’

She checked the file and read out an address.

‘OK.’ Pete started the engine and slipped the car into gear. 
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They were driving up a semi-rural road on the northern edge of the city, the high hedges and mature trees interrupted occasionally by gateways into large properties, when Pete’s phone rang. He glanced at the car’s inbuilt comms screen and saw that the number was not listed. Probably work. He tapped the screen to accept the call. ‘Gayle.’

‘It’s me,’ Dick Feeney’s voice replied. ‘There’s nothing anywhere online or on the PNC for Amy Flores. No address or mobile phone registered to her, no social media and no bank account, either. And Night & Day looks clean, according to Companies House, the Council and the review sites I’ve checked. And no mention of them on the PND.’

The Police National Computer and Police National Database were two different computer systems, containing different but related information. While the PNC concentrated on criminal records, the PND was a much more generalised database that included intelligence on cases that had not led to convictions or cautions. Both were useful in different ways. 

‘OK, Dick. Thanks. We don’t know how long Amy Flores has been in the country so it might be worth checking with the other local agencies, see if they recognise her. I’ll get Jane to send you her photo from her staff file. Which might be worth a social media search, too, with facial recognition.’

‘Yeah, I’ll get Ben to run that.’

Pete chuckled. ‘Thought you might.’ They reached the address they were heading for and he slowed the car, pulling in through an open gateway in a high evergreen hedge. ‘Got to go.’

The house was large and white-rendered with dark wood window frames and
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