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Day 1.

Tuesday 19th February.

CID Office, First Floor, Woodchester Police Station, Kent.

It was a gloomy day outside and the late winter drizzle hung in a cold, dark cloud over the town. Detective Inspector Jim Trussell sat at his desk, peering absentmindedly through the window at the Weaver Street multi-storey car park further along the High Street, just visible through the murk. His untouched coffee, long grown cold, still sat on his desk where DC Mark Green had put it an hour earlier. His computer monitor, unused, had slipped into screen saver mode.

Detective Sergeant Jackie Joynton wasn’t fooled by this apparent reverie. She had a pretty good idea what was going through Trussell’s mind because she had seen this every year since she joined his team. The sixth anniversary of his wife Annette’s death was approaching, and to compound his unhappiness, his only daughter, Liz, had recently gone off to university. He was now totally alone at home and feeling it. But she knew that wasn’t the complete story this time. 

He was seriously concerned about his team. 

Six months ago, it had been in great shape, until Detective Constable Lucinda Brakeford, in her late twenties,  had decided to take the Sergeant’s examination. She had passed first time and had now moved back into uniform elsewhere in the county. Trussell felt her loss keenly - she had been a real asset and he was sorry to see her go. She had been replaced by DC Mark Green, of similar age, transferred from the uniformed branch for his first appointment with the CID. He was bright enough, thought Trussell, but lacking Cindy’s experience.

Then a couple of months ago there was another blow, when the other Detective Constable, Stan Gardner, had reached retirement age and decided that the lure of the quiet life was impossible to resist. His experience would be very difficult to replace. 

And that was just the beginning of Trussell’s problems. 

He recalled a fateful day a month ago when he had been summoned by the boss, Detective Chief Superintendent Charlie Watkins, to discuss the situation. He was apprehensive given that there was history between them going back to Trussell’s first CID appointment as a Detective Constable at Brandford in East Kent, and now he tried to avoid the DCS as much as possible. 

He had taken the lift to the hallowed eighth floor, walked along the corridor to Watkins’ office and had tapped on the half-open door. He could see Watkins sitting at his desk, glasses perched on the end of his nose.

‘Come in, Trussell. Sit down. I’ve thought about your staffing problems and I think I’ve got the ideal solution. I’ve found a ready-made replacement for DC Gardner with the experience to match: someone who will certainly strengthen your team.’

‘Sir?’ said Trussell, instantly suspicious, wondering how Watkins had conjured up someone out of nowhere. He thought he knew most of the people with the right experience. What was coming? It was certainly unlike Watkins to do him a favour.

‘I’ve decided to transfer DC Sprawson from Brandford. The CID there’s under new management and DCI Simpson has brought in his own team. Eddie’s face doesn’t fit now. A change of scenery for him will benefit all parties.’

Trussell was horrified. He remembered DC Sprawson only too well.

‘Not Fast Eddie, Sir? You can’t be serious. I didn’t think that he was still on the force. Wasn’t there some inquiry at Brandford?

‘Yes, there was, but Sprawson was exonerated.’

Whitewashed, more likely, thought Trussell to himself.

‘I want you to forget about that, Trussell. As far as I’m concerned, he starts with a clean sheet here and it’s up to you to see that it stays that way.’

‘Didn’t you say something on his behalf at the inquiry, Sir?’

‘Be careful, Trussell,’ warned Watkins. ‘I grant you that Eddie has had his problems, but you’re the right man to sort him out and get the most from his experience. He should certainly fill the gap in your team.’

Trussell had thought back to his first appointment as a Detective Constable over twenty years ago. He had been posted to Brandford police station in East Kent. The main housing estate in the area, built in the sixties, was a hotbed of criminality at all levels. It was a tough place to police and the local station was known as the Alamo by anyone unlucky enough to be posted there. 

Watkins had been a Detective Sergeant there before the first of his rapid promotions. Sprawson had been quite close to Watkins at the time and had cultivated some very dubious people as informants. Some of his colleagues were unsure from time to time as to who was controlling whom. There had been rumours about his behaviour and connections, but nothing was ever proved. 

Trussell had been strictly unimpressed by what was going on around him at all levels. There was more than a whiff of corruption about the place but as a new Detective Constable, he couldn’t be seen to rock the boat. He was already smart enough to realise that having Brandford on his CV might just be career-threatening in the future and he’d arranged a transfer away as soon as possible.

He had a fair idea there were more problems bubbling up at Brandford now and Sprawson needed to get away. Not just because a new team had arrived. He had called in a favour from his old boss. Or maybe Watkins just wanted to extricate him from the clutches of some of his unsavoury friends before anyone outside started to dig into the past. He was probably just protecting his own back.

Now Trussell was stuck with someone he regarded as a serious accident waiting to happen. Quite how he and Jackie Joynton would control him and get the job done too, was another headache. They’d discussed it as soon as he’d left Watkins. Trussell knew that Jackie was a strong character and would provide the right sort of immediate leadership for the two Detective Constables - she didn’t appear fazed by any potential problems ahead. He remembered Sprawson’s first day at Woodchester only too well. The sergeant on the front desk had called to say that his new Detective Constable had arrived.

‘Ask him to wait there, Alan. I’ll be right down. Is the interview room free?’ 

Trussell walked down to the lobby by the front desk to collect his new Detective Constable.

Sprawson stood there, waiting. 

Trussell had looked at him with a certain amount of loathing. He was just as he remembered him, although Sprawson had put on a few pounds since they last met and his familiar toothbrush moustache had been supplemented by designer stubble. He must be about forty five now thought Trussell. About five feet eight. Nothing else had changed: the greasy slicked back hair, the baggy, flashy suit, the overconfident air. His appearance had always screamed spiv whenever Trussell had seen him.

‘Nice ter see you agin, Jimmy. It’s been a while,’ he said, holding out a hand to Trussell. The sound of that all too familiar coarse voice with the East Kent accent grated, as it always had done.

Trussell ignored the hand, and pointed to the interview room opposite.

‘In there, Sprawson,’ he said coldly. 

Sprawson seemed stunned by his reception, but went into the interview room, his new boss following and closing the door behind them.

‘You will always address me as Detective Inspector or Guv until I tell you otherwise, Sprawson. I didn’t want you here and I told the DCS exactly that. He’s fully aware of how I feel. I’ll be watching you very carefully and the first time you step out of line, you’ll be on your way out the door. Don’t even think about going to the DCS. He knows the score.’

Sprawson listened, open mouthed, to this rather forthright welcome.

Trussell told him exactly what was expected of him and had left him under no illusions as to the consequences of crossing the line. Somehow, he had to make use of Sprawson’s experience whilst keeping him on a tight leash. One of his biggest concerns was the other DC, Mark Green who was new, short on experience, but looking promising. Trussell didn’t want him to be influenced or tainted by Sprawson.

‘You’ll be part of a team of four: me, DS Jackie Joynton, DC Mark Green and you. You’d better come up now and meet the other two.’

A somewhat chastened Fast Eddie had followed his new boss up to the CID office on the first floor. 

It was a long room, divided into two parts by a double bank of filing cupboards, back-to-back. ‘This is our part,’ said Trussell, turning right into the area occupied by his team. ‘DI McIndow’s team live up the other end.’

There were four desks all fitted with computer screens and keyboards. In the corner stood a small table, containing a kettle, coffee percolator, a teapot and assorted cups, saucers and some well-used mugs. There was a half-full box of teabags and a coffee jar. A battered metal biscuit tin stood at the back.  A laser printer was sitting on top of one of the low cabinets. A coat-stand stood by the door, with assorted coats hanging from it.

Trussell introduced Sprawson to Jackie Joynton and he stared at her. Slim, attractive, thirty, about five feet six tall, with short blonde hair and blue eyes. She would get the attention of most men, but the way Sprawson had looked at her was positively indecent.

‘I’m pleased ter meet yer Jackie,’ he leered, holding out a hand.

She ignored it. ‘I’m sure you’d be pleased to meet my other half, Mike, as well. He’s six feet three and plays rugby. You call me Sarge,’ she said, staring back at him, daring a response.

He got the message and then nodded politely to Mark Green when he was introduced.

What a contrast, thought Trussell, as he looked at his two Detective Constables. Sprawson shorter, overweight, scruffy, loud; Green in his late twenties, about six feet tall, slim, dark hair, reserved, always smartly dressed in a sports jacket and neatly pressed trousers.

Mark Green indicated the empty desk opposite his own.

‘That's yours. I’ll show you where the tea and coffee are kept. I collect the money every week for that. You’ll probably want to get your own mug like the rest of us. There are plenty of shops in the High Street.’

A rather subdued Fast Eddie thanked him and sat down at his desk. He wondered just what he would have to do to achieve some sort of acceptance from his new colleagues. He had been taken aback by the overtly hostile reaction from Trussell and the cool welcome from Joynton. Even DC Mark Green had been non-committal.  This hadn’t been what he had expected. He waited for the usual team briefing to see what was going on and what was expected of him. Trussell had already told him firmly that there was no point in talking to DCS Watkins.

A month on, and this sequence of events was still fresh in Trussell’s mind. Sprawson’s presence in the office was a reminder of a time in his own career that was best forgotten and a constant source of irritation to him. It was not conducive to a happy team. No matter how hard he tried, he still couldn’t convince himself that Fast Eddie had changed in any way. The more he could get him out of the office on non-controversial stuff, to reduce the overall workload, the better Trussell liked it. 
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Day 1.

Tuesday 19th February.

CID Office, Woodchester Police Station. The same morning.

Apart from Trussell and Joynton, the office was empty and eerily quiet. The other CID team, led by DI McIndow, were out searching for a gang responsible for ram-raiding village stores and stealing cash machines.

DC Eddie Sprawson had been sent to a local branch of the national supermarket chain, Supercheap, to look into a pilfering problem that seemed to be turning into something much more serious. Stock had been disappearing from their warehouse on an increasingly regular basis. Now the management had called the police to look into it. DC Mark Green had gone with him for the experience, and Trussell was waiting for a report from them before deciding the next step.

Jackie knew that she needed to distract Jim from his dark mood. Brooding wouldn’t help him. He needed to lighten up. She couldn’t begin to imagine what it was like for him, going home to an empty house every night now that his daughter was at university. A lesser man might have turned to the bottle but that was not Trussell’s style. She tried to break into his reverie and start a conversation. Ask him about his daughter.

‘Have you heard from Liz lately, Jim?’

‘Eh? Oh, yes. She phones me a couple of times a week.’

‘How’s she getting on at Uni?’

‘She seems to have settled in OK. She’s enjoying her course. She tells me that she’s making friends.’

‘What about you, Jim? You need to get out a bit more. Socialise. Meet people. Sometimes the job isn’t enough. I know exactly what’s going on with you.’

‘Keep this up and you’ll make a great agony aunt, Sergeant. You sound like Liz.’

Before Jackie could think of a suitable reply, the phone on her desk rang loudly. She picked it up. ‘Good morning. CID office.  DS Joynton speaking.’ 

It was the duty sergeant on the front desk downstairs. ‘Morning, Jackie. It’s Alan here. We’ve got a Missing Person being reported at the moment. Not normally your problem at this stage, but it’s the Manager of the Woodchester branch of the High Weald Building Society who’s disappeared. It seems he had a dinner appointment last night and failed to come home. His wife’s here at the moment and she’s in a bit of a state. I think you should talk to her.’

‘One of us will be down in a moment. Where is she?’

‘I’ve put her in Interview Room 1.’

‘What’s her name?’

‘Maureen Scoular.’ He spelt it.

Jackie turned to Trussell and relayed the information to him.

‘Right, Jackie, we’ll both go down and talk to her.’

Just what Trussell needed - a possible new enquiry? Things had been unusually quiet these last few days. He stood up, now fully alert, shaken out of his reverie, galvanised. He picked up his mid-grey suit jacket from the back of the chair and adjusted his tie. It was an automatic yet unnecessary gesture - he was always immaculately dressed. Appearance and presentation had always been important to him.

They walked down the stairs to the front desk, nodded to the sergeant, and headed for the interview room.

A distraught woman sat on a chair by the table, a handkerchief clutched in one hand, dabbing her eyes. Jackie reckoned that she was in her thirties. She had a pale complexion, no makeup. Not unattractive. Her eyes were swollen from crying and there were tear stains on her cheeks. Her light brown shoulder-length hair was untidy - barely brushed, damp. She had obviously walked through the rain to the station without an umbrella. A brown woollen winter coat emphasised her drabness. She looked thoroughly miserable. A female uniformed officer sat with her. There was a cup of tea on the table in front of her but she was too distracted to drink it.

‘Mrs Scoular?’ Trussell introduced himself and Jackie. ‘Please tell us what’s happened.’

‘My husband, Barney, had a dinner appointment last night,’ she sobbed. ‘Business,’ he said. ‘I’ve no idea where he was going. I work at the Building Society as well. I left work early because I had a bad headache and went home to bed. When I woke up later, I realised that he hadn’t come home, so when I went into the office this morning and there was no sign of him, I came straight here. None of the others had any idea what could have happened to him. I checked his desk and his passport is missing. He’s always kept it there.’

Trussell picked up on the mention of the passport. ‘How many people knew that your husband kept his passport in his desk drawer in the office?’

She dabbed at her eyes again. The tears were still flowing as she tried to concentrate on the questions.

‘Well, obviously I knew. Maybe Stevie did as well. I don’t believe that the others would have known about it.’

‘Who’s Stevie?’

‘Stephanie Winterden. She thinks that she’s the unofficial assistant branch manager.’

‘What about the dinner appointment? Was there any entry in his diary?’

‘Not a thing. We have a small team and I’m sure that he would have said something to someone. But nobody knows anything,’ she sobbed.

‘We’d better take down a few details,’ said Jackie, ‘and then we’ll visit the Society office. It’s the branch in the High Street, isn’t it?

Maureen Scoular nodded, still dabbing at her eyes.

‘Barney’s been with the Society since he left school, almost twenty years. He’s worked his way up and they promoted him a couple of years ago when the previous manager, Mr Thompson, retired. I believe that he recommended Barney to the management. They’d worked together for quite a while. The Society is relatively small with only a dozen branches around Kent and East Sussex.’

‘What about you, Mrs Scoular. How long have you been there?’

She dabbed at her eyes again before continuing. Concentrating on the questions seemed to distract her and the sobbing had subsided. 

‘About five years. I used to work for a major bank in the City but found the commuting too expensive and stressful, so I decided to work locally when this job came up.’

‘How many people are there in the branch?’

‘Let’s see. Apart from Barney and myself, there’s Stephanie - she’s been there about ten years – I’ve mentioned her already.  Then there’s Janet McDuff. She’s been there quite a long time. Scottish, as you’d expect from her name. The three of us cover the two tills during opening hours. Then there’s Susie, er, Albright. She’s a trainee who covers our admin while she learns the business.’

‘Is there anyone else?’

‘James Howditch is our financial adviser. He spends most of his time processing new mortgage and investment applications. He also deals with people who have questions about our products. Occasionally, Barney becomes involved if there are any large or unusual applications, but he usually leaves most of the day-to-day stuff to James. The two of them have a short meeting at the close of business so that Barney is up to speed with what’s happened during the day. After all, as Branch Manager, he’s ultimately responsible for what goes on.’ Her last statement seemed to convey a lot of pride in her husband's status.

‘Can you tell me how long you’ve been married, Mrs Scoular?’

‘Nearly two years.’

‘Was there any surprise or resentment in the office?’

‘No. That’s a strange question?’

‘I’m just trying to get a sense of the dynamics in the branch. With such a small number of people working together in a very close environment. Is it ever claustrophobic?  What about disagreements?

‘No. We’re all different but we still manage to work as a team’ She thought for a moment, reviewing the other staff members in her mind, before continuing. ‘Stephanie, or Stevie as she prefers to be known, is a total fitness freak. She’s absolutely obsessed with martial arts. Always down the gym or going to her Judo club. I believe that she’s very highly qualified. I think that she still has an aspiration to compete at the highest level.’

‘What about the others?’

‘Well, Janet is older, late forties and has a family, so for her it’s just a job with the bonus of a cheaper staff mortgage. James is in his mid-thirties and has a young family. He tends to rush off home as soon as he’s finished for the day. Susie is in her early twenties. She has very little in the way of responsibility at the moment so she doesn’t hang around at the end of the day either.’

‘Do you socialise as a team?’

‘Not really. Stevie and I used to go out for a drink or meal quite often before Barney and I got together, but we don’t do that anymore.’

‘Well, thank you for that information, Mrs Scoular. We’ll need some more details - your husband’s description, physical details, what he was wearing. Oh, and a photograph of him would be very useful. A recent one if you have it. 

‘I thought that you might ask that,’ she said, opening the large tan handbag in front of her. ‘I’ve got one taken on our holiday a few months ago.’ She fumbled in her bag and as she took a photograph out, a small cardboard box fell onto the table. She grabbed it quickly and replaced it in her bag. Jackie Joynton noticed and scribbled something in her notebook. Mrs Scoular recovered her composure and handed the photograph to Trussell.

He looked at it. A slightly built individual in a tee shirt and shorts, probably in his late thirties, stared at the camera. Mrs Scoular, standing next to him, seemed marginally taller. The photo had been taken on a beach in a sunnier place.

‘That was taken in Spain,’ she said, proudly.’ We spent two weeks there in July.’

‘We’ll need a note of your address, of course.’

‘We live at The Hollows, the new estate in Frattenden, just outside town. It’s supposed to be THE place to live now, especially judging by the prices of the houses. It’s only right that someone in Barney’s position should live there. We’re at number 29, The Avenue. It’s a detached house.’ Her evident pride in her husband’s position shone through, again.

‘Thank you, Mrs Scoular. Now, if you wouldn’t mind, can you give Detective Sergeant Joynton a description of your husband and what he was wearing yesterday?’ 

Jackie Joynton had her notebook open, pen poised as Mrs Scoular started to describe her husband. 

When she had finished and answered a couple of questions to clarify something, Trussell said ‘I think that we’ll walk down to the Society now and talk to the staff to see if they have any more news or ideas. Your husband will probably turn up later, admitting that he overdid things last night and was too embarrassed to come home.’

‘I think that’s unlikely, Detective Inspector. Barney doesn't drink.’
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Day 1.

Tuesday 19th February.

Woodchester High Street.

Trussell and Joynton left Mrs Scoular with the uniformed officer to return to their office.

‘Did you notice the box that slipped out of her bag while she was searching for the photo, Jim?’ asked Jackie, as they walked up the stairs. ‘Did you see how quickly she picked it up? As if she didn’t want us to see it.’

‘Yes, but I don’t know what it was.’

‘Well, I do. I’ve seen something similar before. It took me back to my teenage years.’

‘What dark secrets are you about to admit to, Sergeant?’ laughed Trussell. ‘I’m intrigued.’

‘When I lived in London, I belonged to the local amateur dramatic society,’ said Jackie. ‘I quite enjoyed it. The group was quite a mixed bag. There were a couple of older members who had acted professionally over the years, and I learned quite a bit from them. You could see that they knew a lot.’

‘Interesting, Jackie,’ said Trussell. ‘I’m sure that this is leading somewhere.’

‘I remember asking one of the older ladies how they managed to burst into tears and cry so convincingly on stage. They shared the secret with me. They used something called menthol tear sticks. They dabbed them under their eyes. It was the fumes which caused their eyes to water. Practising the right facial expressions in front of a mirror would prolong the tears and a clever actor or actress could certainly give a very creditable, or in this case, convincing performance of being very upset.’

‘Do you have doubts about Mrs Scoular, then?’

‘I’m pretty sure that the small box that fell out of her bag contained menthol sticks. It just looked familiar. It struck a chord. I wondered whether she had one in her handkerchief to prolong the effect.’

‘We’ll have to find out a bit more about her,’ said Trussell. ‘Well spotted.’

Back in the CID Office, Trussell and Joynton quickly collected their coats, before leaving the station and setting off along the High Street. The miserable weather had decimated the normal crowds of shoppers. No need to dodge the usual hordes, too busy texting on their phones to watch where they were going. Despite the rain, there was no let up with the traffic: there was a constant swish of tyres on the wet road and the occasional splash from one of the puddles as vehicles passed through them.

It was a ten-minute walk along the High Street past the shops to the High Weald Building Society. They arrived outside the branch, easily identified by its bright blue exterior in the Society’s corporate colours. 

Trussell pushed the door open and they went in. It seemed surprisingly busy. There was a queue waiting at the windows of the two tills at the back of the bank. To the left was seating for customers and a table covered in leaflets describing the Society’s savings products and latest mortgage deals. The wall on that side was similarly covered in posters. In the centre, adjacent to the tills, there was a closed door,  on the right three glass-fronted offices. Two were unoccupied, each containing just a small circular table and four chairs. In the third was a man in his mid-thirties, dark hair, medium build, concentrating on the computer monitor on the desk in front of him. Trussell guessed he must be James Howditch and tapped politely on the open door. The man looked up and smiled.

‘Can I help you?’

‘Mr Howditch? I'm Detective Inspector Trussell,’ he said, showing his warrant card. `We've just been speaking to Mrs Scoular at the station. Has there been any further news about her husband?’

‘Not a word as far as I know. I think you’d better speak to Stephanie Winterden,’ he said, indicating the younger of the two women behind the glass partition. ‘She seems to have taken charge of things for the moment, although she isn’t officially the assistant manager.’ 

There was a certain irony as he echoed what Mrs Schoular had said earlier. 

The door at the back of the bank opened and a young woman walked into the public area, carrying a couple of files. She was of average height, slim and wearing the Society uniform - a blue blouse and skirt. Her blonde hair was tied back neatly in a ponytail and she was wearing minimal makeup. Quite pretty, thought Trussell. Not much older than my own daughter. She walked towards James Howditch, holding out the files. ‘Here’s the information you asked for, James.’ 

‘Thanks, Susie. Just leave it on the desk. I’ll look at it later. These two visitors are from the police, asking about Mr Scoular.’

She smiled at the two detectives, put the files down and returned to the door at the back, closing it after her.

Thanking Howditch, Trussell and Joynton joined the queue in front of Stephanie Winterden’s till. The customer at the window finished transacting her business and turned to leave and Trussell replaced her at the front of the queue.

‘Good morning. How can I help you?’

Trussell discreetly showed his warrant card. 

‘Miss Winterden? Can we talk somewhere more private?’

‘Yes, of course, Detective Inspector.’  She turned to her colleague. ‘I’ve got to close for a moment, Janet,’ she said quietly. ‘This gentleman is from the police.’ She shut the till, opened the self-locking door, stepped out of the cashiers’ area and then closed the door behind her.

Trussell studied her. In her mid-thirties, tall, about five nine or ten, he thought. She was wearing the Society mid-blue uniform with a pair of blue low-wedge shoes.  Dark brown hair, cut very short in an almost masculine style, pale complexion with the merest hint of make-up and brown eyes that returned his searching look without flinching or turning away. She had a toned appearance and seemed very self-confident. She offered her hand and Trussell grasped it. The handshake was dry and very firm as he introduced Jackie Joynton.  

‘You’ve obviously come to talk about Mr Scoular, Detective Inspector,’ she said, opening the door of one of the glass cubicles. ‘I assume that you’ve spoken to Maureen. We can talk here. By the way, please call me Stevie. May I offer you some tea or coffee?’

Trussell thought that he detected a very slight accent. What was it? Of course. East Kent. It reminded him of his time in Brandford and of Fast Eddie.

‘No thank you,’ he replied. ‘We just need to talk about Barnaby Scoular.’

She showed them into the glass fronted office and closed the door after them. 

‘You can imagine that things are a bit difficult with Mr Scoular apparently missing,’ she said. I’ve already been in contact with our Head Office. They’re sending someone senior down. They also told me that they want to look at the last year’s mortgage applications. There are some suggestions of a problem or irregularity. I’ve already mentioned it to James. He’s very worried, of course.’

‘So, when did you last see Mr Scoular?’

‘It was when we closed the office yesterday evening. He’s always the last to leave and lock up.’

Trussell studied her expression as she spoke. It gave nothing away.

‘I assume you have a set of keys too, if you were able to open the office this morning?’

‘Yes. That’s always been the case since the last manager retired. I was surprised that Barney wasn’t already here.’

‘Did Mr Scoular mention a dinner appointment last night?’

‘Not to me. I checked his diary this morning when Maureen arrived. She told us he hadn’t come home last night. I was surprised. There wasn’t any reference to any appointment.’

‘Do you have any idea who he might have met, then?’

‘He had said something earlier in the week about some mortgages that he had put through. There seemed to be a problem with them. He was trying to arrange a meeting with the borrowers because they couldn’t come in during office hours. Maybe that’s the answer.’

‘How did he seem?’

‘Worried, I’d say. I’ve known him for quite a while - since I joined ten years ago. Absolute workaholic. Seems to live for the job. He’s always seemed to be - how can I put it? Unflappable? I don’t know what the problem was, but it looks as though he was obviously hoping to fix it before anyone found out. Now I’m not so sure. I wonder whether the visit from Head Office is connected with it.’

She seemed quite relaxed under the circumstances. Maybe she was ambitious and saw promotion coming her way if the manager had created a problem for himself. Trussell exchanged looks with Jackie Joynton, who had been making notes. She looks calculating to me, he thought.

His thoughts were interrupted as the main door opened and two men walked into the branch. One was older, maybe in his fifties, greying hair, glasses, average height and build. He was wearing a beige overcoat with a dark velvet collar. The second man was much younger, slightly taller, fresh-faced, neat dark hair with a short navy-blue coat over his dark grey suit. He was carrying an executive case. The younger man was deferential and stood aside to let his colleague in first.

Stephanie Winterden noticed them as well.

‘Excuse me, Detective Inspector. Those are the visitors from Head Office. Things must be serious. That’s Philip McDriscoll, the Deputy Chairman. The young man is his bag carrier. I don’t remember his name. I’d better go out and talk to them. Can we continue this discussion a little later, please?’

He nodded and watched her go out to welcome the visitors. They looked in Trussell’s direction as they spoke and then she showed them into the other vacant office, closing the door after them.

‘Well, Jackie, it seems Miss Winterden’s career prospects are more important than her missing manager. I suggest that we go back to the office,’ said Trussell. ‘We need to take stock and look at all of the actors in this little play to see if anything’s known about any of them. Anything and everything you can find out about them. Find their family details and where they live. What sort of cars they drive. Financials. The usual stuff. Then we can arrange to talk to them individually.’

‘I suppose that there’s always a slim chance that Barnaby Scoular may yet reappear, Jim. I think that we should check the local hospitals. It’s possible he might have had an accident or suffered loss of memory or something like that. If he’s under serious stress at work, it could’ve brought on some sort of temporary amnesia.’

‘Can you contact Greeno, Jackie? Get him back to the office. We’ll pass him Scoular’s details and he can make a start on that. He can go to the Woodchester Hospital and talk to A & E. Find out whether they’ve seen Mr Scoular or anyone who resembles him. If he draws a blank there, then he’ll have to start doing the rounds of the doctors’ surgeries and clinics. Someone must have seen him. Eddie Sprawson can manage at the supermarket on his own at this stage.’

Trussell looked back at Stephanie Winterden, deep in conversation with the two visitors. Files had been produced and spread across the table. The three of them were looking at the contents. He saw her shake her head vigorously in answer to a question. Creating an alibi, Stevie? Or even an opportunity? he wondered.
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Day 1.

Tuesday 19th February.

Woodchester Police Station.

Trussell felt a sense of unease about the situation as they walked back along the High Street to the Police Station. He glanced at the CCTV cameras along the street and wondered whether they might be able to solve the mystery of Barnaby Scoular’s disappearance.

‘Somehow, we’ll have to find out where Mr Scoular went last night. Can you contact the control room, Jackie - see whether they have any video covering the Building Society office from, say, five thirty onwards last night?

‘I’ll do it as soon as we get back. Shall I start looking at the staff members to see if anything’s known while you talk to Greeno?’

‘Please. I’d be surprised if there are any problems there. They seem a pretty straightforward bunch. But Stevie interests me. There may be another side to her. I think the grieving wife may be worth our attention, as well.’

‘It sounds like your famous intuition again, Jim.’

‘Call it what you like, Jackie. But Stevie seems like a pretty cool customer. Did you watch her body language when she was talking to the visitors? And then we have the wife’s tears to consider. Were they genuine or not?’’

‘Stevie acts like the assistant manager when it suits her. But I think that she was stepping back at that moment. As if she was just one of the team. She’s playing company politics.’

Mark Green was waiting when they arrived back in the CID office.

‘What news from the supermarket, Greeno?’

‘There’s definitely something going on there, Guv. Stuff has been disappearing from their warehousing area and it seems a bit too regular. It’s only small amounts at a time, and the sort of consumables that can be easily sold in the pub or somewhere like that. Eddie’s interviewing the staff. He certainly has a fairly robust attitude to these things. Probably put the fear of God into the workers. I expect that the problem will probably go away now, at least for a while, even if we can’t identify whoever’s been responsible at the moment. He thinks it’s organised.’

‘I’ll call him in a moment and then discuss the matter when he gets back. In the meantime, I've got another, urgent job for you. Jackie and I have just been to the High Weald Building Society. The manager seems to have disappeared. Apparently, he had a dinner appointment last night that no one else knew about, and he never came home afterwards.’

‘What d’you want me to do, Guv?’

‘Will you go to the Woodchester A & E to see if he turned up there last night. Could have been an accident or amnesia or something like that. It’s unlikely to have been a drink problem because his wife tells us that he doesn’t touch alcohol. But you never know. I suppose there’s always a chance someone spiked his orange juice.

‘OK, Guv. What do we know about him? Do we have a photo?’

‘Jackie will give you his details and description. If you draw a blank there, Greeno, I’m afraid that you’ll have to start doing the rounds of all the doctors’ surgeries and clinics in the area. If you still can’t find any trace, then contact the nearest hospitals immediately outside our area. Bit of a tough ask for you, but be meticulous. List everyone you've spoken to. We need the info as soon as possible.’

‘OK, Guv.’

‘Keep in touch. As soon as Eddie gets back, he can give you a hand.’

‘I’ll start making a list of all the surgeries and clinics before I go.’

‘OK. Do that and then get Mr Scoular’s details and picture from Jackie and make a start.’

Turning to Joynton, he said, ‘The more I think about this case, I’m beginning to wonder whether there’s something else going on. I think Mrs Scoular probably has good reason to be worried, genuinely or not, especially if there is some connection with mortgage problems at the High Weald. Can you speak to the control room about the CCTV as soon as you’ve briefed Greeno?’

‘I’ll go down there straight away.’

Trussell thought for a moment. He’d better contact Eddie at the supermarket now and let him know what was going on. He picked up his phone and scrolled down the directory until he found his number and hit the call button.

It rang three times and then he heard that familiar grating voice. ‘Yes, Guv?’

‘Eddie, I’ve pulled Greeno off the supermarket enquiry for the moment. We’ve got a Missing Person to deal with. It’s a local Building Society manager. I’ve asked Greeno to start the usual hospital checks. How are you getting on at Supercheap?’

‘There’s definitely something going on, Guv. Frankly I’m not convinced that the management have a proper vetting system in place to check anyone who turns up for a job.’

‘I see,’ said Trussell. ‘I suggest that you ask the manager for a list of all the employees with their names and addresses and any other info he might have. Then you can get back to the office and start running some checks on them. See if anyone is known.’

‘OK, Guv. That shouldn’t be a problem. The manager wants it sorted as soon as possible. Otherwise, it’s going to raise a red flag with Head Office. Not good for his career path if he’s ambitious.’

‘Come back as soon as you’ve got the list of workers and info. We’ll have a look to see where we go from there. I’ll come down there with you next time. Have a look for myself.’

‘OK, Guv. I’ll organise it.’

‘When that’s done, Eddie, I’d like you to give Greeno a hand, checking the surgeries and clinics, if he draws a blank at A & E.’

‘OK, Guv.’

Trussell finished the call and put the phone down. He was confident that Eddie could handle whatever was necessary at Supercheap for the moment.

When Mark Green had left for the hospital and Jackie had gone to check on the CCTV from the previous night, Trussell took an A4 pad from his desk and started making notes. His favourite approach at the beginning of any investigation was to start with mind maps - small box shapes on the page into which he scribbled names and those few facts he knew about those people at that point. Most of these details would eventually be posted onto the white crime board in the office. 

The next step was to see if he could connect any of these information-filled shapes in any way. Some of his colleagues, in the past, had always chuckled when they had seen him reach for that A4 pad. ‘Jim’s off again, drawing pictures’ was the usual comment. Jackie had noticed that this logical approach, together with his famous intuition, usually produced results. 

He put all the names of the individuals in their own boxes with Barney Scoular in the centre and sat back to contemplate the big picture. The first thing he noticed was that he had, subconsciously, ringed round the box with Stevie’s name in it several times. There was obviously something nagging at the back of his mind.

He was still studying the notes when Jackie returned.

‘I’ve looked at the CCTV, Jim. Scoular was caught on camera leaving the Society at 17.50 last night. He walked west along the High Street but he wasn’t picked up by any other camera down there. They had some technical issues with the next block of cameras at that time last night. It was fixed this morning, so that doesn’t help us.’

‘Where could he have gone? What’s in the street along there? Restaurants? Pubs?’

‘There are several eating places along there, including the Blue Dragon, that new Chinese restaurant. I hear that it’s quite good. It seems fairly popular. Then there’s the Castle Inn, of course. They’ve got a decent restaurant.’

‘If Greeno and Fast Eddie draw a blank with the hospitals and surgeries, then we’d better start looking at the restaurants and pubs that serve food. We’ll have to get some help from uniformed with that part, if necessary. Better speak to Alan on the front desk. See what manpower he might have available, if we need it. PCSO’s as well.’

‘There’s one more thing. When I was reviewing the tapes, I started at 5.30, when the Building Society closes. Three or four minutes later, I saw Susie Albright leave, just as Maureen Scoular said. She doesn’t hang around after work. But she only walked a short way along the High Street and then stood in a shop doorway out of the rain. I wondered what was going on. Then, two minutes later, James Howditch left the Society and walked towards her. She smiled at him, grabbed his arm and they walked off together. They looked quite comfortable in each other’s company. Obviously, I couldn’t say where they went because of the problems with the CCTV I mentioned earlier.’ 

‘What about Stephanie Winterden? Surely, she was picked up by the CCTV? 

Jackie Joynton consulted her notes again. ‘Janet McDuff left next just two minutes later. Stephanie Winterden left at 17.45. She walked in the opposite direction to the others. She could have been heading for the Weaver Street car park, of course. We’ll need to check. They must have CCTV. It shouldn’t take too long to see if she went there. We know roughly what time she would have arrived. It would be useful to know what sort of car she drives.’

‘Get Greeno to look her details up when he gets back. The car she has. Where she lives. When we have that info, get Eddie to pop round to Weaver Street and ask to look at the CCTV. He’ll see what time she left and which direction she took when she exited the car park.’

‘OK, Jim. As soon as they come back.’

The snippet of information about Susie and James Howditch went into Trussell’s memory bank, to be added to the mind map later. Maureen Scoular’s suggestion that all was sweetness and light at the Society was beginning to look less plausible. It would be interesting to talk to Janet McDuff. After all, she had been there longer than anyone, apart from Barnaby Scoular. 

What secrets might she divulge? Intriguing, he thought.
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Day 1.

Tuesday 19th February. Later that morning.

Woodchester Police Station.

Trussell decided that now was a good time to talk to the staff at the High Weald individually. He had thought about interviewing them at the branch, but on consideration, wondered whether this might inhibit them and it would be a waste of time if they would only tell him what they felt constrained to say, so he decided to invite them to the police station one at a time to see if a more informal chat would encourage them to be more forthcoming. Jackie had run their names through the PNC, but none of them had any sort of record - not so much as a parking ticket. 

He rang the Society from his desk and spoke to Stevie, to tell her that he would be inviting the staff individually to attend Woodchester police station. He stressed that these would not be official interviews under caution, but just a chance to see if anyone had any further information. He told her he had decided to invite Janet McDuff first, on the basis that she had been there the longest, apart from Barnaby Scoular, and asked for her to be sent to the station.

Fifteen minutes later, there was a call from the front desk to advise him of her arrival so, Trussell asked the sergeant to show her to one of the interview rooms he had already reserved. He collected Jackie Joynton and quickly walked down the stairs to the main floor, nodded at Alan, the duty sergeant, and opened the interview room door. Janet McDuff sat at the table with a cup of tea in front of her. She had dark brown curly hair cut in a shorter style, a pale complexion and a pair of glasses with dark plastic frames. She was of average height, slightly chubby and still wearing her High Weald uniform, just visible under her coat. She looked somewhat uncomfortable. Trussell guessed that she had probably never seen the inside of a police station in her life. The spartan décor in the interview room wouldn’t help. 

He tried to put her at her ease. ‘Good morning, Mrs McDuff. Thank you for taking the time to help us. I thought that somewhere away from the Society would be a bit more relaxed. I just want to stress that this is just an informal chat to see if you can throw any light on Mr Scoular’s disappearance. Anything, however small, that could help us to piece this matter together.’

‘I’m nae sure what I can tell you, Inspector. It’s a verra strange situation.’  Nearly twenty years in Kent had hardly blunted her Scots accent which became more marked when she was stressed. ‘It’s verra unlike Barney. He’s always been so reliable. Works verra hard.’

‘How long have you known him, Mrs McDuff?’

‘These seventeen years past, ever since I started there.  He was just a wee lad when I arrived. Mind you, he’s always been on the short side. I always thought that he and Stevie made an unlikely pair, with her bein’ so tall, and him on the small side.’

‘When was this? Were they a couple?

‘Yes. I think that it started soon after she joined the Society.’

‘How long did it last?

‘It was over before Maureen arrived. I think that old Mr Thompson, the manager, at that time, took a bit of a dim view and spoke to Barney about it. He was a wee bit old-fashioned and thought it wasnae guid for staff relations.’

‘What do you know about Stevie? She’s been there about ten years, I understand.’

‘Yes. She worked in an office in toon somewhere. She wasnae doing anything exciting with her career so I guess she was looking for a new direction. Then there was a vacancy at the High Weald and she came in for an interview.’

Janet McDuff looked around her for a moment in a rather conspiratorial manner, as if she was worried that someone else might overhear the conversation. Then she continued. ‘Winterden’s nae her original name, ye ken. She changed it by deed poll. She came from Brandford and has tried to disguise it by changing her accent. Sometimes, when she’s stressed, the East Kent accent comes back. I’ve always felt that she was a wee bit ashamed of her roots and was trying to build hersel’ a new life. The martial arts thing is part of it. She has ambitions in the sport and trains verra hard. Always doon the gym. I think that might hae been one of the reasons why her relationship with Barney came to an end. Mind you, I still believe that she has some sort of power over him, although he married Maureen.’

‘Do you have any idea about her previous name?’ 

‘No, I’ve always known her as Winterden.’

‘So how do you know about the name change?’

‘Someone from her past came looking for her. I think I was the only one who heearrd the conversation. Mind you, I had tae pretend that I hadnae heearrd anything. I’m sure that she wouldnae be verra pleased if she found oot that I’d overheearrd them talkin’. She made the man leave after she’d promised to contact him later.’

Trussell made a mental note to ask Jackie to look into it discreetly.

‘What do you mean?’ he asked.

‘Weel, Detective Inspector, I mind that Stevie isnae a person to cross. I wouldnae want to get on the wrong side o’ her, with all that martial arts stuff she does. I’m sure that she can look after hersel’. She’s a big strong girrrl.’

‘Have you ever seen her lose her temper, then, Mrs McDuff?’

‘No. She’s a strong personality and she does like to give the impression she’s the assistant branch manager. She’s just assumed the part and nae one dares argue with her. Not even Barney.’

‘What about James Howditch?’

‘He looks after the mortgage applications and financial products. He’s a verra clever fellow. He should be in charge.’

‘Does he get involved in office politics? How does he feel about the others?’

‘You’ll have to ask him yersel’, Detective Inspector.’

‘What about Susie Albright?’

‘The wee girrl’s only been there about four months. She’s trying to leearrn the business and she should stick to it. Not involve hersel’ in other people’s business. She’ll destroy his marriage, d’ye ken.’

‘What do you mean?’ Trussell feigned ignorance to hopefully draw more information from her

‘I’ve said enough. I dinna want to cause any problems. It's nae ma business.’

Trussell tried to move the conversation on, to cover the awkward silence.

‘What about Mrs Scoular. Was she aware that her husband had been in a relationship with Stevie? I understand that the two women used to go out together for meals and drinks before the Scoulars got married.’ 

‘Aye, that’s right. Always out together on the toon. Then it stopped suddenly. Something musta happened. There was a verra definite atmosphere for a while. It seems to have blown over the noo.’ 

‘Do have any idea what could have happened to Mr Scoular? Did he say anything about any meeting or dinner last night?

Trussell was counting on Janet McDuff perhaps overhearing something, as she obviously knew what was going on there day to day.

‘No. Not tae me. It’s all a bit of a mystery.’

‘What about Mrs Scoular. Does she have any family nearby to support her? I assume that there isn’t a child from the marriage?’

‘She hasn’t any family at all. I heearrd she was abandoned as a baby and brought up in a children’s home. She’s had tae look out fer hersel’ since she left it. I’ll give her credit because she’s worked hard to educate hersel.’ I ken she’s a clever girrl.’

‘What about friends?’

‘Weel, she belongs to a local amateur dramatic society in Woodchester. She’s got quite a few friends there. She loves acting and usually takes one of the leading parts. She’s always appearing in a new play. They put on four productions every year, I ken. It certainly shows. She can be a wee bit of a drama queen, sometimes.’

Joynton gave Trussell a knowing look which said ‘I told you so’.

He locked that snippet away in his memory bank for later. Maybe he should look at Maureen Scoular in a different light. What was it that caused the rift between her and Stevie? That would need revisiting.

‘Do you remember her maiden name before she married Mr Scoular?’ he asked.

She thought for a moment.

‘Yes, it was Atherton,’ she said. ‘She still uses it at the Dramatic Society. She told me that her friends called her Mo.’

‘Thank you, Mrs McDuff. You’ve been very helpful. I won’t take up any more of your time. Can I just ask you not to discuss our chat with any of your colleagues?’

She nodded in agreement and got up to leave, looking relieved. She obviously didn’t want to stay in the police station a moment longer than necessary.

Trussell looked meaningfully at Jackie Joynton as they walked back up the stairs to the CID office. ‘Definitely something is going on. It’s not all sweetness and light, as Maureen Scoular would have us believe. Can you track down the Woodchester Dramatic Society and find a contact there so that we can find out more about Maureen Scoular?’

‘OK, Jim. Soon as we’ve finished here.’

Let’s talk to James Howditch next. He didn’t seem very impressed by our friend Stevie when we first went to the branch.’

Trussell allowed Janet McDuff sufficient time to return to work and then he called Stevie again. ‘Ah, Miss Winterden. It’s DI Trussell. Would you ask Mr Howditch if he could spare us a few minutes and pop down to the station for a chat? Yes, now, please.’

‘Are you going to tell him about the CCTV, Jim?’ asked Jackie.

‘Let’s just see what he has to say first. Don’t want to put him on the defensive. We’re trying to keep this informal. No reason to believe that he’s connected with Scoular’s disappearance.’

Jackie’s
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