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CHAPTER ONE
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‘Oh, God,’ she moaned as loud jeering reached her through the partially open kitchen window, the noise bouncing off the row of garages opposite the short back garden.

She glanced out and saw the back gate was open and her son was not in sight. Tension froze her breathing as fear locked her neck muscles and sent a shiver through her whole body.

‘Purvey.’ The shout came from beyond the battered old feather board fence.

She gasped.

‘What you doing out?’

‘Perving,’ another voice joined in.

‘Can’t see any little girls around here,’ another one argued.

‘Have to make do with older ones today, Purvey.’ That was a female. She thought she recognised the voice from somewhere. ‘Fancy me, do you?’

A brief pause was followed with, ‘What do you mean, no?’ This from a male, belligerent and mean-sounding. ‘What’s wrong with her? Too old for you, is she? Like little ones, do you? Like my sister? You were keen enough to look at her earlier, weren’t you? Sitting there, watching her and her mates on them swings.’

This was getting out of hand. She darted for the back door, snatched it open and ran down the rough concrete path.

‘Needs it cutting off, so he can’t do anything to ‘em,’ another female shouted.

‘So he can’t fucking breed,’ a male voice retorted.

She glimpsed a flash of movement through the half-open gate as she ran towards it.

‘Better yet, put him out of his misery.’

Breathing hard, panic overwhelming her, squeezing her brain, chest heaving, she reached the gate as the sounds of a scuffle began, punctuated with her son’s voice. ‘No! No!’

They were in a tight huddle, barely ten feet away, all facing inwards like an upright rugby scrum as their feet swung, kicking something on the ground. She glanced down. Saw the red, black and green plaid and realised.

‘No!’ she screamed ‘Stop! Please!’ 

She lunged forward, pulling the nearest two apart.

An elbow slammed back, hitting her on the temple. She shook her head, dazed but desperate. ‘Stop this!’

A face loomed, filling her vision, pale eyes blazing, crew-cut blond hair sparkling above the creased brow as he snarled, ‘You want the same, do you? For breeding him?’

The head jerked forward. His forehead slammed into hers and she staggered back, crying out in pain.

She recognised the youth, had seen him before, but didn’t know his name. Just one of the mob that hung around the estate. 

‘Killing him, are we?’ he demanded, a feral grin stretching his mouth. ‘Good riddance then, eh? One less pervert wasting good air.’ He shoved her hard. 

She staggered back. Her heel caught on the low kerb and she went down hard, the impact slamming through her. 

A roar and the youth turned back into the baying mob, pushing back in to join in with the kicking again.

She rolled over, scrambling up onto hands and knees then feet as she launched herself back through the gate as fast as she could, running up the garden, into the house, snatching up the phone, jabbing at the keys.

‘999, which service do...’

‘Police,’ she wailed. ‘Please. Help. They’re killing him. A gang of them. They’re kicking him to death!’

*
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The door of the boxy 1980’s house was opened almost before the sound of the bell had faded by a slim, dark-haired female police constable.

‘Morning, Sarge. You got here quick.’

Detective Sergeant Pete Gayle’s eyes widened in surprise. ‘Sophie. I was out interviewing a witness on another case. I didn’t expect to see you this week.’

She shrugged and took a step back to allow him in. ‘It’s not like we’re overflowing with staff, is it?’

‘I hope Andy appreciates you,’ he said, stepping forward. Sergeant Andy Fairweather of the uniformed division was her boss for another few days, until she transferred to CID the following Monday – a move that was long overdue, in his opinion, and richly deserved.

‘I haven’t noticed him getting gushy yet,’ she said quietly, nodding to the door on the left side of the narrow hallway. ‘She’s in there. Still pretty delicate. The ambulance only left with the body a few minutes ago.’

‘Hmm. OK.’ He stepped through as Sophie closed the front door and followed.

The woman sat hunched inward on the cheap sofa, head bowed, her fingers entwined in her lap, the right hand picking absently at the skin at the edge of a nail on the left. She was wearing a much-too-large blue sweatshirt that didn’t match her dark wool skirt. What he could see of the skirt beneath her forearms looked stained, possibly with blood, he thought.

‘Mrs Lawrence?’

Her head snapped up at the sound of his gentle voice. Her eyes were haunted and bloodshot, her cheeks blotchy, makeup absent. A bruise was beginning to show on her forehead.

‘I’m DS Gayle. Pete. Can we get you anything?’

She shook her head.

He glanced around, zeroed in on a chair then looked back at her. ‘Do you mind?’

‘No,’ she said, barely more than a breath.

Pete sat down. ‘I’m sorry for your loss. Truly. I’ve been where you are now: I know how devastating it is. So trust me: we’re going to do all we can to bring whoever killed Philip to justice.’

Her face began to crumple. ‘It won’t bring him back, though, will it?’ she said, her voice choked.

‘No,’ he sighed, sitting forward, elbows on his knees. ‘All we can do now is make sure no-one else has to go through what you’re going through now because of them.’

Sophie was watching from the doorway, waiting to see what was needed from her. As Pete glanced up at her she nodded towards the brown paper evidence bag tucked out of the way at the corner of the spare armchair.

Pete nodded his understanding as Mrs Lawrence huffed wordlessly.

‘Can you tell me if you recognised any of the attackers?’

Her upper lip twitched, curling in disgust. ‘I’ve seen some of them before, around the estate, but I don’t know who they are. Names or anything. Just local yobs. Thugs.’ Her throat bobbed as she grimaced. ‘Murderers,’ she whispered.

‘So, you’d be able to identify them when we find them.’

‘Some of them. That blond lad, especially. I’ll never forget the look on his face when I...’ She dropped her head abruptly, covering her face as sobs wracked her body.

Sophie stepped forward, perching beside her to place a comforting arm around her shoulder.

Pete waited for her to calm down enough to focus on what he was saying. ‘So, would you be able to sit with a forensic artist for us and produce a likeness?’

She drew a ragged breath. ‘Yes, I expect so.’

He nodded. ‘I’ll get it arranged then. You didn’t hear anything like a name? A nickname, even, that one used to another?’

She shook her head. ‘Just...’ She grimaced. ‘They called Phil “Purvey”. Why?’ She met his gaze, her eyes full of horror and the rawness of her loss as well as an utter lack of comprehension. ‘Why?’ she asked again.

Pete shook his head. ‘I don’t know that we’ll ever fully understand the answer to that,’ he admitted. ‘All too often, there just isn’t what you or I would call a reason. But that doesn’t mean we won’t find them and charge them for what they’ve done. He’s obviously come to their attention somehow, for this to happen. Can you tell me anything about how that might have happened?’

She shook her head. ‘I haven’t a clue. He keeps himself to himself, doesn’t do anyone any harm. He likes to be outdoors. Likes the sunshine. Liked, I mean,’ she added with a cough. ‘There aren’t many places to go around here, so he spent a bit of time at the local park. He liked the sound of the laughter and all that. The kids having fun on the swings and stuff. I suppose they’ve seen him there, sitting on his own, watching everything going on around him, and... I don’t know: maybe they thought he was there for the wrong reasons or maybe they could just tell he was different and thought they could pick on him because of that. But he’d never have been inappropriate with anyone there. He wasn’t like that. It wouldn’t enter his head.’  

She caught his gaze and held it, willing him to believe her, to understand the pointless horror and futility of what had happened.

Pete drew a breath. ‘If we’re to find these offenders, we need facts, Mrs Lawrence. Are you sure that’s where he encountered them or is that just guesswork on your part?’

‘Well, no, I don’t know for certain. But where else would he have run across them like that? Unless maybe at the shops up the road. He doesn’t use the supermarket, although it’s closer. Too big. He’d get panicky. But he... He was OK at the corner shop or the newsagent. He liked them. Meeting people there. And his fish and chips on a Friday.’

‘How old were these lads?’ Pete asked, all too aware of the issue of school bullying that could spill out beyond the playground and last beyond school years.

‘They weren’t just lads. There were girls amongst them, too,’ she corrected with a shake of the head. ‘Teenage, I suppose. Sixteen, eighteen. Around there. Younger than Philip.’

Pete frowned. ‘He was how old?’

‘Twenty-three. But in some ways, he was no more than twelve and, in others, half that again. Just a sweet, innocent boy who wouldn’t do anyone any harm. Wouldn’t know how to fight, to defend himself.’ Her face crumpled once more as tears overtook her.

Again, Pete waited for her to regain a degree of composure. ‘I understand Philip lived here alone, is that right?’

She nodded, wiping at her nose with a hanky.

‘How long had he been here?’

‘Fourteen months.’

‘And do you spend a lot of time here with him?’

She shrugged. ‘A bit. I’m not round here every day or anything like that. The whole point is for him to have his independence. Do things for himself.’ She stopped, drawing a deep breath.

‘But you were here this afternoon...’

‘Yes. He... He wanted to learn how to bake a cake. We went to the supermarket round the corner. He was all right in there if he had company, just not on his own. Got the ingredients. We sat and had a cup of tea. Were just about to start when they kicked off. Hammering on the back gate, yelling and jeering. Chucked a football over into the garden. I told him to leave it, but...’ She shook her head sadly. ‘I only turned my back for a few seconds.’ Again, her brown eyes met Pete’s, desperately seeking absolution.

He shook his head. ‘This wasn’t your fault, Mrs Lawrence. Not in any sense. And it wasn’t Philip’s. You’ll have come and gone through the front door, yes?’

The supermarket he guessed she’d spoken of was less than two hundred yards from where they sat, beyond a roundabout at the end of the street.

‘Yes, of course.’

‘So these youths – they hang around out the back here often, do they?’

‘I haven’t been aware of them being out there before, but they might, I suppose. It’s the sort of place they would, isn’t it?’

He nodded. Isolated, enclosed, not very overlooked, seldom used except when residents came and went from the garages, and with a single entrance from the street at the end of the short row of houses that included the one they were sitting in, it was an ideal spot for a bunch of delinquents to hang out in and get up to whatever they wanted to. Including drinking and smoking. He wondered if alcohol and/or drugs had been involved in the attack on Philip. ‘It’s something we’ll need to look into,’ he said. ‘Did Philip have a mobile phone or a computer?’

‘Yes, why?’ she asked with a quick frown.

‘It sounds like they might have been picking on him for a while. We’ll need to check whether they’ve been contacting him on-line or by phone, too. Abusive messages, anything like that, that we might be able to trace back to a source.’

She relaxed. ‘Right. Of course. But how would they? How would they get to know his phone number or whatever?’

Pete shook his head with a grimace. ‘It doesn’t necessarily take much effort to find these things out,’ he said. ‘On-line searches can reveal a lot, these days, if you know what you’re doing. Or one of them might have overheard him giving the information to a shop for a delivery or something like that.’ He glanced at Sophie. ‘We’ll need to check his Internet connection, make sure it’s secure.’

Mrs Lawrence looked from Pete to Sophie and back. ‘His computer’s in the other room. He likes his games but I thought if it was set up in there, a bit less comfy, it might limit the amount of time he spent on them.’

Pete smiled. ‘Good idea,’ he said, nodding. ‘What about his phone?’

‘It’s in the kitchen. I made him put a password in it. Smoky, without an ‘e’. Our cat when he was little. He loved that old cat and it was mutual, you know? Wouldn’t leave him alone when he was tiny.’ She gave a wistful smile. ‘Like a guard dog, he was. And Phil could do anything to him. He didn’t care a bit.’

‘They can be amazingly tolerant,’ Pete said. ‘What about his computer? The password, I mean.’

‘I don’t know that one. His dad might. He helped him set it up. Oh, my God!’ Her eyes widened, jaw dropping open. ‘I haven’t told him.’

‘It’s OK,’ Pete said as Sophie took her hand again. ‘We can do that. Where can we reach him?’

‘He’ll be at work. He’s a tyre fitter, down on Marsh Barton, next-door to the Vauxhall garage.’

He nodded, knowing exactly where she meant on the big industrial estate on the other side of the river. ‘I’ll get one of my colleagues to go and speak to him. One other thing – we could use a photo of Philip. As recent as possible.’

She looked confused for a moment. Shook her head quickly. ‘I don’t think there are any here, and there won’t be on his phone. He wasn’t a vain sort.’

‘Nothing on your phone?’ Sophie asked.

Another shake of the head. ‘I don’t use it like that. Just have it as a phone.’

‘Tell you what,’ Pete said. ‘While I get the rest of my team out here to make a start, I think you’d be best to go home, Mrs Lawrence. Sophie can go with you. Maybe pick up a photo there?’

She’d looked ready to say no to the offer of company, but stopped. ‘Oh. Yes, we’ll have something there.’

‘Good.’ He turned to Sophie. ‘The evidence bag is Mrs Lawrence’s top, is it?’

‘Yes, sarge.’ 

‘We’ll give it to forensics when they arrive. There might be DNA on it from when you were shoved,’ he said, turning back to the older woman. ‘We’ll talk again soon. But don’t hesitate to call me if you need to, all right?’ Pete got up and reached out to squeeze her shoulder in a gesture of reassurance and sympathy. 

She looked up at him, swallowed and nodded wordlessly. 

Pete headed for the kitchen and out through the back door. Out of earshot of the bereaved woman, he took out his phone and dialled.

‘Boss?’

‘Dick, I need you to get yourself over to Marsh Barton. You know the Vauxhall place. The tyre place next to it?’

‘Yes.’

‘There’s a Mr Lawrence who works there. His wife is here with me at his son’s place. Sophie Clewes is about to take her home. Their son was killed this afternoon by a bunch of yobs who attacked him outside his back gate. Mr Lawrence will need informing and, if he’s up to it, asking about what might have led up to it. Also, does he know the password to the lad’s computer? Apparently, he helped him set it up.’

There was a brief pause. Pete could imagine the grimace crossing Dick Feeney’s gaunt grey features. 

‘OK. How, exactly, did he die? In case he asks.’

‘He was kicked to death,’ Pete said bluntly. ‘Send the others over here to help with door-to-door, will you? I’m on Burnthouse Lane, the north end, just short of Lidl’s.’ He gave the house number. 

‘Will do.’

Dick hung up without asking what was going to happen to the case they were already working. The answer was clear. A current murder investigation trumped a cold case every time.

Pete put away his phone and headed for the back gate, pulling on a pair of pale blue nitrile gloves. While he waited, he’d have a careful look at the crime scene.
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CHAPTER TWO
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By the time his team arrived, he was at the front of the property, waiting for them. Ben Myers parked his blue Skoda behind Pete’s silver Ford and the four of them stepped out. Ben’s spiky hair looked incongruous with his uniform as he emerged into the low evening sunlight. At the far side of the car, Dave Miles stood nearly a head taller than Ben and was as smart as always in a black shirt with his navy slacks and waistcoat. The fact that Jill Evans emerged directly beside him made him look even taller – or her even smaller, Pete thought. She was no more than an inch over five feet tall with her dark hair bound back in the regulation bun. When Pete had joined the force, she wouldn’t have got in, for that reason.

‘Boss,’ DC Jane Bennett nodded, stepping out from the seat behind Ben’s, her red hair glowing in the low sunlight. ‘What have we got?’

‘A bloody mess. Literally. The male who lived here, Philip Lawrence, was attacked in the garage area round the back by a bunch of teenage yobs and kicked and stamped to death. He was dead before the ambulance got here: was pronounced on arrival at the RDE. The guvnor called me when I was on the way back from interviewing Patricia Breakspear in St Thomas so I stopped off on the way,’ he said as they congregated on the pavement.

The central locking on Ben’s car clunked, indicators flashing as he locked it.

‘That case is back on the shelf for a while then,’ he said.

‘Unless something urgent comes up while we’re dealing with this, yes. There’s blood and God-knows what else on the tarmac out the back. Forensics are on the way. The area’s not particularly overlooked, except by a few upstairs windows, but it won’t have been a quiet turn of events. Hopefully one or more of the neighbours will be able to give us something. We’ve got this row of seven. You can see the entrance to the parking area at the end of the block there,’ he added, pointing back up the road the way Ben had approached from. ‘There’ll be some more houses around the corner there that also back onto it,’ he added, pointing in the opposite direction.

‘No security cameras round there?’ Dave asked.

Pete shook his head. ‘No, but we have got a computer and a mobile phone indoors that need checking for correspondence with any possible suspects. Apparently, these yobs had been picking on him for a while. He was intellectually disabled, as they call it now. Functional but backward. This was his first place away from his parents. He’d been here fourteen months.’

‘Christ, it didn’t take them long, did it?’ Jill said with a sour expression. ‘Do we know what made them pick on him?’

‘Just the fact that he was different, probably,’ Pete said. ‘They called him Purvey, but his mother doubts if there was any justification for it apart from his spending time in the local park. Well away from the kids, mind you.’

Silence took hold for a beat as they remembered another case, another man who liked spending time in his local park, staying well away from the kids but, in his case, using a telephoto lens on an old 35mm camera. The man was in jail now, and would be for many years to come, but his involvement with Pete’s son Tommy had led directly to the boy’s death.

‘Right, come on then,’ Pete said, snapping them out of it. ‘Let’s get as many doors knocked on as we can before it gets dark.’

He sent Jane and Dave around the corner, Ben across the road and Jill to the left of Philip Lawrence’s house then stepped up to the door to the right of it himself. The bell, when he pressed it, didn’t make a sound so he knocked as well.

The door opened after a few seconds. A woman who could have been anything from thirties to fifties stood there in a pink T-shirt and dark leggings, her hair scraggy and unkempt, skin rough from smoking for too many years, and no make-up.

‘Yes?’ Her tone was as flat as her stare.

Pete raised his ID. ‘DS Gayle, Exeter CID. Have you been in this afternoon?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did you hear what happened out the back earlier?’

‘No.’

‘Do you know your neighbour here, Philip?’ He indicated the house next-door with a tip of his head.

‘Not really. Seemed nice enough to start with. Till he started that crowd of bloody hoodlums coming round here. Damn nuisance. Yelling and doing about, pulling on the fences. There’s broken glass, fag-ends, all sorts strewn about out the back there now. Likely to bust a tyre if you take a car round there without paying attention.’

‘Do you know any of them? Know who they are?’

‘No, and I don’t want to. Bloody menace, the lot of them. Is that it?’

Pete nodded. ‘Yes, thank you.’

She shut the door without bothering to ask why CID were interested in her next-door neighbour.

Pete moved on.

There was no answer at the next house. Then he was at the last one in the short row; the one that bordered the entrance to the garage area. Here a black door failed to make any attempt to match the neighbours and there was no doorbell. He knocked. Waited. Knocked again.

‘Hello?’

The voice that came faintly through the door sounded old, slightly feeble and female.

‘Who is it?’

‘Police,’ he called back. ‘Can you open the door, please?’

‘Hold on.’

Pete waited. 

Finally, he heard a chain slide across. Then another. A bolt followed. Then a lock. And another. Finally, the door opened a crack. A pale blue eye appeared above an almost colourless cheek that was surprisingly smooth, despite the white hair and the deeply furrowed brow above. ‘Yes?’ 

‘I’m with the Devon and Cornwall police,’ Pete told her, holding up his warrant card. ‘I’m hoping to ask you a few questions. It won’t take long.’

‘I see. I’m sorry, Inspector. I’m afraid you woke me. I was having a bit of a nap.’

Pete smiled. ‘I’m not an inspector. Detective Sergeant Gayle. What should I call you?’

‘I’m Maureen. Hold on.’ She shut the door again. He heard the chains being removed then it opened more fully. ‘What can I do for you?’

‘There was some trouble out behind your garden this afternoon, Maureen. A gang of youths. Lots of shouting and so on. Did you see or heard anything?’

‘Hmm.’ She pursed her lips, her head dipping regretfully. ‘I’m afraid one of those you’re probably looking for is our Terry, Sergeant.’

‘Your Terry?’ Pete asked, excitement hitting him like a punch to the gut. Could it really be this easy?

‘Our son.’

No, Pete mentally answered his own question. He’d be way too old. ‘In this case, I doubt it, Maureen,’ he said. ‘So, you didn’t see anything? Or hear anything?’

‘What time was...?’ She glanced to one side and her eyes shot wide. ‘Oh, my God! I’ve got to get on, Sergeant. I didn’t realise the time. He’ll be home anytime now, wanting his tea.’

‘Who will, Maureen?’

‘Trevor, of course. My husband. He works so hard, I like to have his tea ready for him when he gets in.’

‘I’ll let you get on then,’ Pete said, stepping back from the door.

‘Sorry I couldn’t help.’

‘Not at all. Oh, one quick thing, Maureen...’

‘What’s that, Sergeant?’

‘Just for my records, what’s your surname?’

‘Pearce.’

‘Thank you.’ He nodded and stepped away.

Maureen’s relatives at least – her son Terry, for instance – needed contacting and her level of confusion pointing out to them. She could be a danger to herself, left on her own like that.

As he stepped away, he saw Jill emerge from a house a few doors up and waved her over. 

‘Anything?’

‘No. If they know anything, they don’t want to get involved.’

He tipped his head in agreement. ‘Same my side. I’m going down the road to the chippy and the Post Office. He liked them as opposed to the supermarket. Someone there might know something. If you can hang around and wait for Forensics, I’ll be back in a while.’

‘Will do.’

His phone rang and he took it out to check the screen. Tapped it to accept the call. ‘Dick.’

‘Boss. I spoke to Mr Lawrence. He couldn’t give us anything useful except for the password to his lad’s computer. TL285BHL. The BHL is in small case. Not exactly original, but he thought the small case and the 285 would give it strength, he said.’

‘Why 285?’ Jill asked.

‘No relevance except the shaping on the keyboard. So the lad could remember it.’

‘Fair enough. Thanks, Dick,’ Pete said. ‘We’re nearly done here. You could get the guvnor to call the press office and have something put out. Seeking information and so on. Make sure it says the victim died of his injuries, play for sympathy, try to make someone feel guilty enough to phone in.’

‘Are they capable of it, do you reckon?’

‘The gang themselves? No. But a witness, maybe. Or a family member. Someone who’s overheard them talking about it. Or threatening it. It only takes one name to put us on the right road. And while you’re there, have a look at the records, see what other calls have come in from around here over the past year or so. It sounds like this isn’t the first time they’ve had a go at the victim.’

As he spoke a large white van approached and slowed near the turn into the garage area behind the houses. Pete recognised it and raised a hand. ‘Got to go, Dick. Forensics are here.’

He stepped forward along the pavement. The side window of the van rolled down and he could see a round bespectacled face at the far side of the cab, in the driver’s seat. A female he recognised but whose name he didn’t know occupied the near-side seat.

‘Detective Sergeant,’ the driver said. ‘You rang?’

‘Harold.’ He nodded to the young woman as he stopped at the side of the van. ‘I did. If you go in here and follow it around... Careful, there’s broken glass around there. Not necessarily relevant to our case but it won’t do your tyres any good. Our victim was from the fourth house up from this end. You’ll see the main location of the attack. We need something to identify at least one of the attackers if you want a goal.’

‘We don’t deal with goals, Detective Sergeant,’ he said, straight-faced. ‘We deal with evidence, whichever way it points.’

‘And that’s exactly what we need, Harold. Evidence. The more, the merrier. Dave Miles is around the corner. He and Jill here can stay with you while you find it. I’ll be back in a bit.’ He turned to Jill. ‘Get Ben and Jane to collect the victim’s phone, computer and any other devices and take them back to the office. I’ll be back in a bit.’

‘OK.’

He stepped around the rear of the big van and set off on foot, his destination being only two or three hundred yards away.

As he walked, he used his smart phone to look up Terry Pearce on the PNC system. Maureen was right: from the age of fifteen on through his teens, he’d been in trouble on a regular basis. But that had ended when he was nineteen. The last mention of him was as a passenger in a stolen car. In June of 1996. The last address they had for him was in St Thomas. Pete looked it up and was surprised to find it was still current. He looked up the phone number that went with it and, as he walked up the hill past the high-fenced school with its circular reception building on the far side of the road, he made the call.

It was picked up on the second ring. ‘Hello?’ The voice was coarse and raspy.

‘Terry Pearce?’

‘That’s right.’

‘This is Pete Gayle. I’m a detective sergeant with Devon and Cornwall police. I’ve just been talking to your mum, Maureen.’

‘Oh, ah?’ His tone was still flat and uninterested. 

‘There was some trouble in the parking area behind her house earlier. A young male was killed. She thought you might be involved.’ Pete kept his tone light, but Pearce still took it the wrong way.

‘Well, I wasn’t.’

‘I guessed as much,’ Pete admitted. ‘The offenders are teenagers. But that’s why I’m calling. She seemed confused. Then, when she realised the time, she got panicky. Had to rush and get your dad’s dinner on before he came home from work.’

‘My dad died two years ago.’

‘I’m sorry. But that supports the impression I got of her. I’m not sure she’s really fit to be living there on her own like that. I just thought you should be aware if you’re not already.’

Pearce grunted. ‘Don’t know what I can do about it.’

‘Get onto Social Services. They ought to be able to help.’

‘Hmm.’

‘While you’re on, though, as I said, the offenders in this case are all teenagers or thereabouts. You wouldn’t know of any likely candidates around here currently?’

‘It’s a long time since I was a teenager and almost as long since I lived round there so no, I wouldn’t.’

‘Fair enough. I had to ask. Just in case.’

‘Right. Thanks.’ It sounded like the word came hard to him, then he was gone and Pete was listening to the dial tone. He hung up as he reached the Post Office cum convenience store at the top of the hill. Glancing up, he checked for CCTV cameras on the outside of the low frontage and was pleased to see one at the near end of the building.

He went in. The Post Office counter was unattended, the single assistant serving a customer at the grocery counter while another customer waited. He heard laughter and voices from the far end of the shop, where he imagined by comparison with similar places the alcohol would be. He stood back and waited as the first customer paid and the second stepped forward to be served. The voices at the far end sounded young. Might they have been among those behind Philip Lawrence’s house when he was killed just a few hours ago?

He didn’t know but as he waited for the small, dark-haired assistant to do her job, he was tempted to wander along there and see what they were up to. Put a stop to it if it was anything they shouldn’t be. Weighing the odds, he decided to go for it. He took out his phone and switched it to camera mode as he walked the length of the store. Rounding the end of the shelving unit to the last aisle, he tilted the phone slightly, concentrating on the screen, and took a photo then slipped it into his pocket as he looked up.

Three lads and a girl, none of them looking over sixteen, at the most, were bunched in the aisle, blocking it completely. Pete stepped forward. Two of the lads, he saw, had open cans of beer in their hands.

None of them moved.

Pete kept going, moving slowly but confidently.

They’d gone quiet, watching him but not giving way.

‘Brought those cans in here with you, did you?’ he asked.

‘What’s it to you?’ the taller one of the two holding them answered.

‘How old are you?’

‘Nineteen,’ both lads said as one.

Pete grunted and shook his head. ‘I doubt that.’ He looked from one to the other. ‘You don’t even shave yet, and your voice is hardly broken.’ He tipped his head towards the far end of the store. ‘Go on, get out of here.’

‘Or what? You’ll call the cops?’ sneered the girl. She was short and chubby, wearing a tight skirt that was barely long enough to cover her underwear and a boob tube under a shiny jacket. Her face was caked in makeup, her expression a sour sneer as if there was an unpleasant smell under her nose.

Pete shook his head. ‘I am the cops, girly.’ He took out his warrant card. ‘And there’s plenty more of us at the bottom of the road. Now, theft, underage drinking, public disorder... If you haven’t already got a police record, you will soon enough. Git. All of you.’ He met each of their gazes one after another, not giving an inch. Surprisingly, they obeyed – the tallest pushing his way through the others to lead the way. They took the cans with them, he noted, still not sure if they’d stolen them or not.

As they left, he carefully checked out their jeans and trainers. He saw no trace of blood on any of them, but all that meant was that they hadn’t done the actual killing. It didn’t mean they weren’t there.

The door slid closed behind them, leaving him alone in the store with the assistant.

‘Hi.’ He raised his warrant card again. ‘DS Gayle, Exeter CID.’

‘What can I do for you?’

No thanks for getting rid of the teenagers, he noted. ‘A young man’s been living down the bottom of the hill for a while now,’ he said, nodding to the right, in the direction he’d come from. ‘Similar height and build to me, dark hair, a bit of a learning disability. Liked to come in here as opposed to Lidl’s. Philip Lawrence.’

‘Oh, yes.’ The assistant’s eyes brightened. ‘What about him?’

‘He won’t be coming in anymore. He died this afternoon.’ 

‘Died? Jesus! How?’ She looked genuinely dismayed.

‘He was attacked outside his home. I was wondering if maybe you’ve heard anything about that in here?’ He glanced pointedly at the door the gang of youths had just left by. ‘And I’m hoping to be able to have a look at the footage from that camera above the door out there, see if it’ll show me anything relevant.’

She shook her head sadly. ‘I haven’t heard nothing. Hold on.’ She reached under the counter and pressed a buzzer. ‘I can’t leave the counter.’

A moment later, a big, chubby youth with straggly blond hair and round, ruddy features appeared from the back.

‘Nathan, can you take this officer out the back and show him where the CCTV is?’

He nodded, glanced quickly at Pete and away again. ‘This way.’

‘You can operate it, can you?’ the woman asked as Pete made to follow.

‘I’ll manage.’
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A hundred yards further up the road was a crossroads overlooked by a betting shop, a pub, a corner shop and the fish-and-chip shop that Mrs Lawrence had spoken of. As Pete approached the junction, two bunches of school kids were congregating outside the corner shop and a group of older youths stood on the wide pavement outside the betting shop diagonally opposite.

The chip shop, directly across from the betting shop, had no cameras on its frontage, but Pete went in anyway. Sophie Clewes had sent a photo of Philip to his phone just as he was leaving the Post Office. He introduced himself to the girl on the till and held up his phone. ‘Do you recognise this man? I’m told he’d come in here regularly on a Friday. He had a learning disability.’

Her dark-painted lips pushed up in a grimace. ‘There’s so many come in here, you don’t take a lot of notice.’

Pete saw the look the thirty-something male who was laying fresh fish fillets into the cooking vat under the counter sent her. He waited for him to finish, then showed him the photograph. 

‘Sure, he comes in every week like clockwork. Nice lad. What about him?’

‘Have you ever noticed the kids outside giving him any hassle?’

‘I’ve not seen anything, but we get pretty busy in here. I probably wouldn’t unless it was directly outside.’

As if to demonstrate, the door opened behind Pete and a customer entered, closely followed by another – the second one wearing a pale blue facemask despite the fact they were no longer required now that the Covid lockdown was over, and had been for a few months.

‘OK, thanks,’ Pete said and headed for the door.

He paused to hold the door as another couple entered. Across the road, the group of youths outside the betting shop had grown. Pete recognised a couple of the faces from the Post Office. He turned away, heading across the side-road to the corner shop where he’d noted a pair of modern CCTV cameras covering either aspect of the frontage. Hopefully, they were working and had plenty of storage capacity backing them up.

CCTV was not the be all and end all of intelligence gathering, however. As he crossed the narrow road he took out his ID and his phone. He was going to have to pass through one of the groups of young teens in school uniform anyway. Drawing close, he lifted his warrant card. ‘I’m not here to give anyone any hassle, but do any of you recognise this chap?’ He held out the phone in his other hand, the screen towards them displaying Philip Lawrence’s photo.

He saw a few frowns, a couple of belligerent looks, then one of the lads said, ‘Yeah, that’s Purvey Paul.’

‘Philip.’

‘Eh?’

‘His name was Philip, not Paul.’

‘Whatever.’

‘Why the nickname?’ Pete asked. Trying to correct it would make no difference, he thought as he put away the phone and his warrant card.

‘’Cause he is,’ one of the girls said. ‘Lech, isn’t he?’

Pete glanced around the group. Their expressions told him that none of them disagreed with her. ‘Why do you say that?’

‘Seen him staring, ain’t we?’

‘Yeah, everybody knows he’s a perv,’ one of the lads said from the back of the group.

‘All that time sat in the park, watching the kids,’ another one added. ‘Getting his jollies.’

The girl turned on him, her lip curling. ‘You’re disgusting, you are, Trey.’

He shrugged. ‘Just telling it like it is.’

‘Except his mum says it isn’t,’ Pete said. 

‘She would, wouldn’t she?’

‘Being his mum,’ another added.

‘And I seen him staring at Tracey,’ declared one of the lads.

‘Yeah, with that leery grin of his,’ another one agreed, giving an over-the-top impression that reminded Pete of Benny Hill without the little round glasses.

So the gang who attacked him weren’t the only ones who had that impression of him, Pete thought. Was there some truth behind it after all? Not that it justified his murder, but it could provide a motive – real or imagined – and therefore a useful lead.

‘All right. Thanks, everyone.’ He stepped away and continued into the shop.
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CHAPTER THREE
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‘The occupant came back to that house you didn’t get an answer from while you were off shopping, boss,’ Jill announced as Pete hung his jacket over the back of his chair, back in the squad room.

The rest of the team were all at their desks and working. He pulled out his chair and sat down. With each team separated off with bright blue chest-high room dividers, he could still not get over the impression, after almost eighteen months in the new station on the edge of the city, that the workstations were like over-sized restaurant booths.

‘Single mother with two little ones,’ Jill continued. ‘Obviously by two different fathers and she’s no more than twenty-three. Turned up in a taxi.’ Her expression as well as her tone said that she wasn’t impressed.

‘I saw one come past,’ he said before she could go into a rant about unmarried mothers and the benefits system. ‘What did she have to say?’

‘She knew of the victim. Kept her kids away from him. They’re four and five years old. Two girls. Said he had a reputation as a paedophile and she wasn’t going to let him anywhere near them.’

‘And yet, give it ten years and they’ll be following in her footsteps,’ Dave said. ‘And she’ll be allowing if not encouraging it.’

Jill looked sour but didn’t disagree.

‘That’s not the first time that rumour’s come up on this case,’ Pete said. 

‘Yeah, I got the same story from a couple of sources across the road,’ Ben said.

‘We heard it around the corner, too,’ Dave agreed. ‘But there’s nothing on his computer. Games. Email that he just seems to have used for official stuff: benefits, medical, that kind of thing. Nothing much else apart from photos. And they all look to be landscapes, birds, flowers and such, taken on his phone. Hundreds of them. No social media, no porn.’

‘His phone’s going to be a job and a half,’ Ben said. ‘I haven’t got that far with it yet, but there’s a lot on there – texts and so on as well as the photos. The calls are mostly in-coming apart from his parents’ number and a few others.’

‘I looked up the case history for the area,’ Dick said and shook his head. ‘I mean, we all know BHL’s the arse end of Exeter, but the last year or so, there’s been more calls than ever to disturbances and a good number of them centred around his address. A couple of times in the summer of last year, they got him outside and beat him up. Hospital records confirm it, along with another occasion when they got hold of him further away. Chased him along Chestnut – we actually got two calls from the public about that one – and caught up with him outside the primary school. Laid into him in front of the bloody playground there. There were four of them, but none were caught.’

‘What was he doing down Chestnut?’ Jill asked.

‘There’s an entrance to Ludwell Valley Park along there,’ Dick told her. ‘Bit of a play area just inside.’

‘So he was watching the kids?’

‘Or just minding his own business in the vicinity,’ the grey-haired and grey-suited DC argued. ‘It is a public park.’

‘And somebody just thought he was watching them?’ Ben suggested.

‘We need to find out where, when and how all this started,’ Pete said.

‘I’ve run a background on him,’ Jane said. ‘He hasn’t got a record with us. His parents have lived where they do now since 1996. He’s got two sisters, one three years younger, still at home with the parents, the other four years older, married with a kiddie: a girl, coming up to seven. He started off at St Thomas Primary, but then got moved when his problems left him too far behind his classmates. Went to special needs school in Pinhoe.’

‘That’d be an extra damn nuisance for his parents,’ Dave said. ‘Far side of the city.’

‘Unless he got transport with it,’ Jill countered. ‘What’s his dad do? Or more particularly, what did he do back then?’

‘It’ll be a question to ask,’ Pete agreed. ‘He’s a tyre fitter now. We’ll need to speak to him as well as the sisters and the older one’s husband and daughter. We can let them get over the shock a bit first, though. Do it in the morning. In the meantime, we’ve got a hell of a lot of CCTV footage to plough through – from the Post Office this afternoon and from there and up by the Dolphin, to start with. I want to know if he had any trouble up by the fish and chip shop or on the way to or from it last Friday and, if so, does anyone involved in it match anyone heading away from the crime scene in that direction this afternoon.’

‘I can follow up on the school aspect in the morning,’ Jane said. ‘It’s a bit late now – they’ll be closed.’

Pete nodded. ‘Dave, you mentioned social media. What about regular media? Run a search on his name, see if anything comes up in the local press. Dick, talking of press, what did the guvnor say about a release?’

‘I gave him the basics. He said he’d pass it onto the press office to go out tonight.’

‘I’d best go and give him an update.’

‘Do you want me to start on that CCTV?’ Jill asked.

Pete nodded. ‘Take stills from it as you go so we can compare faces.’

‘Will do.’

Pete glanced up at the whiteboards that covered the wall at the inner end of their workstation. They were covered with an intricate web of pictures, maps and notes, connected with brightly coloured Post-its and lines drawn in red or black marker. He pursed his lips. There was a lot of work there. They could do with keeping it as it was but they were going to need the boards for this new, more urgent case. ‘Somebody’s going to have to take photos of that lot and take it down, put it away until we can get back to it.’

‘Unless we can find a mobile board and put it across the end of Jim’s area while he’s got IR-one,’ Dave suggested.

Pete gaze switched direction. DS Jim Hancock’s workstation was directly across from theirs but, as Dave had said, he and his team were currently occupying Incident Room one downstairs while they worked on a big case of their own. ‘If you can find one, be my guest,’ he agreed. ‘It’d certainly save a lot of time and trouble.’

‘I’ll see what I can do.’

‘In that case, I’ll help with the CCTV,’ Jane offered. 

Pete stood up and headed for the door. DI Colin Underhill was an early bird. He tended to be in early and leave promptly for the evening whenever he could. Pete might already have missed him, but if not, he’d prefer to speak to him in person rather than just leave a written report in his email for the morning.
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‘Come.’

The answer came instantly to Pete’s knock. He opened the door and stepped in. DI Colin Underhill was in the act of putting the phone down. 

‘You couldn’t have time that any better.’

‘Why?’

‘The chief wants a word.’

Pete’s eyebrows rose. Station head Chief Inspector Christine Naylor was very much a hands-off manager, leaving her staff to fulfil their own responsibilities rather than micro-managing and interfering where it wasn’t needed. ‘How come?’ he asked as Colin unfolded his six-foot-two bulk from behind his desk.

Colin shrugged. ‘Don’t know. Yet.’ He stepped around Pete and opened the door. ‘Come on.’

Two inches taller than Pete, fifteen years older and a good deal broader, the DI ambled along the corridor in his tweed jacket, moleskins and brown loafers, looking like a farmer on market day.

Upstairs, they found the CI’s assistant had gone home and her office door was ajar. Colin tapped a knuckle on it. ‘Ma’am?’

‘Come in,’ she called.

The large desk she sat behind was as tidy as ever, Pete saw. She waved towards a couple of spare chairs over to one side of the room. Pete followed Colin across. The DI picked up one of them and brought it back towards the desk, setting it down to one side rather than in front of the desk. Pete settled beside him.

‘I hadn’t expected DS Gayle to join us,’ she said.

‘Saves time, ma’am.’

She gave a tip of the head. ‘Very well. The press release has gone out, as requested. Papers and TV. I altered it slightly. You’ll appreciate this is a very sensitive case.’ She looked from one to the other, her expression grave.

‘As always, ma’am,’ Pete said.

Her lips tightened briefly. ‘But this one in particular, considering both what it is and where it is. Discrimination against the disabled. Overtones of paedophilia. And in an area known for its social issues, where we need to tread carefully to avoid accusations of harassment and prejudice – albeit class, not racially-based. We could easily have some major problems flaring up if it’s not handled as well as it might be.’ 

‘The paedophilia thing is just an accusation at this stage, ma’am. We don’t know if there’s any basis to it in reality. We’ve found no evidence to support it yet. Early days, of course, but we’ve had a look through his computer and there’s nothing on there. We’ve still got other enquiries to make. As for the rest, we always work as discretely as we can, if only for the sake of the families involved.’

‘Good,’ she said with a nod. ‘Still, keep me apprised, won’t you?’ she added, switching her gaze to Colin.

‘Ma’am.’

Pete’s phone rang in his pocket. Automatically, he took it out and checked the screen. Glanced up. The Chief’s blonde brows pulled together in a sharp frown.

‘Forensics, ma’am. It’ll be relevant.’

She gave a slight nod and Pete tapped the screen and raised the phone to his ear.

‘Harold. What’s the news?’

‘A far from pristine scene, detective sergeant, but of limited size, so we’ve covered it thoroughly. We have some cigarette buts, one piece of fresh chewing gum, the bloody footprints you expected and a nice, clear thumb print on the tongue of the catch on the victim’s gate. No matches in the database, though.’

‘So, whoever it belongs to hasn’t been printed. Yet. Male or female?’

‘The size indicates a male.’

‘OK. So, once we find the suspects you’ll be able to confirm they were there with the shoe prints, the thumb print and possibly DNA from the gum or the cigarette ends.’

‘And potentially the victim’s DNA if you find it on their shoes or clothing. Because there’s no doubt it’ll be there unless they’ve been thoroughly washed in the meantime.’

‘Which puts the pressure on us to get a wiggle on before they do the laundry. Thanks, Harold.’

‘All part of the service, detective sergeant.’

Pete hung up and met the Chief Inspector’s gaze. ‘You got the gist, ma’am?’

‘Yes. But ham-fisted is still not the way to go, Peter.’

‘Wasn’t planning on it, ma’am. I don’t need to be scaring potential witnesses into silence. I need to be coaxing them out of it. We’re starting with CCTV from the surrounding area. The Post Office, the shop further up the road, and the surgery and supermarket in the opposite direction. No-one in the immediate vicinity has been willing to talk, but if we can start to narrow down where they came from and where they went afterwards, we should be able to focus in from there.’

She nodded slowly, the frown still in place. ‘OK. But gently does it, and come to Colin or myself before you go public with anything, all right?’

‘Of course, ma’am.’

‘Good.’ She tapped her desk decisively with both hands. ‘On you go, then.’

‘Ma’am.’

She waited until Pete had turned away, heading for the door. ‘Colin. Keep a tight rein on this one, yes?’

From the corner of his eye, Pete saw Underhill’s head dip.

They were several yards down the corridor before Pete turned on the senior man. ‘Keep a tight rein? Does she not trust me or what?’

‘Just use discretion. Minimal uniform presence. Myers and Evans stay in the office as much as possible and the rest of you try not to look like coppers out of uniform.’

Pete shot him a look. ‘Will Jehovah’s do?’

Colin grunted. ‘Round there? Be a suicide mission, wouldn’t it?’

Pete chuckled. ‘I can’t see Dick Feeney in ripped jeans and a Led Zep T-shirt, somehow.’

‘Is anyone round there old enough to remember them?’

‘Yeah, they just keep themselves locked indoors outside of school hours.’

Colin grunted. ‘The sad part is, you’re probably right.’

Pete pursed his lips. ‘Talking of uniform, I’m going to have a word with them. See what they can tell me about the area.’

‘Precious little, I expect. They don’t spend any more time there than they can help.’

Pete felt a frown pull at his brow. ‘You’re saying it’s a no-go area?’

‘Don’t want to aggravate the little darlings, do we?’

‘If it’s got that bad, yes, we do. Crack down bloody hard would be my answer.’

‘But you aren’t in charge. And nor am I.’

‘Nor’s anyone else, by the sound of it,’ Pete argued, feeling anger and frustration flare inside him. ‘And look where that’s left Philip Lawrence.’
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‘You still here?’ Pete asked, poking his head into the duty sergeant’s office on the ground floor.

Sergeant Andy Fairweather looked up from the papers he was working on, his meaty hands making the pen look tiny, just as his broad frame made the desk he was sitting behind look small.

‘Not for long. I finish at eight.’

Pete nodded, stepping fully into the small room. ‘What can you tell me about BHL?’

He grimaced. ‘Heard you picked up a case down there. Found any witnesses yet?’

‘No.’

A tip of the head and he set down his pen and leaned back in his chair. ‘I’ll be surprised if you do. Amazed, in fact. If there was a popularity contest down there, we wouldn’t bother to enter. The place is as rough as a badger’s arse, practically run by local gangs. Vandalism. Intimidation. We suspect they run a protection racket for the businesses around there, but we can’t get any evidence. No-one’ll say anything. And you’ve seen the speed bumps in the southern section of the road?’

Pete nodded.

‘Made no difference. They just race motorbikes now instead of cars. Nicked ones, of course. And if Traffic bother to try and catch them, they just nip through all the footpaths and cut-offs where they can’t follow.’

‘Like the Wild West, then.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Except, without the law-men.’

Fairweather shrugged. ‘What can we do? It’s like swimming through treacle with one hand tied behind your back.’

‘Keep kicking,’ Pete said. ‘The harder, the better.’

He grimaced. ‘At the expense of other parts of the city though. Parts that are more...’

‘Yeah.’ Pete could imagine what he was thinking. Didn’t need to make him say it out loud. ‘So, do we at least know who the chief suspects are in all this? Who’s ruling the roost?’

Fairweather shook his head. ‘We know some of the minions, but like I said – no-one’s talking.’

‘And if you throw the book at one underling, there’ll be another to take their place.’

‘Like an endless conveyor belt. Like there’s a factory somewhere, churning them out, fully formed and ready to go. And if we do haul them out, the courts just chuck them back again. Fines, driving bans, ASBO’s and the like – they’re badges of honour round there.’

‘Yeah. None of which helps me find the witnesses I need.’

Fairweather grunted. ‘Good luck with that, mate. Really.’
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CHAPTER FOUR
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‘Right, stop what you’re doing,’ Pete said, noting the new whiteboard standing against the outer end of Jim Hancock’s team workstation, directly across from theirs. It was already populated with pictures of Philip Lawrence, his mother and several other faces he didn’t recognise. ‘Well done on that,’ he allowed, not sure of where or how Dave had managed to find it. ‘We’ve got new orders from on high.’

That stopped them all in their tracks. They stared up at him suspiciously. 

‘Oh, ah?’ said Dave, his tone matching their expressions.

‘We all know what Burnthouse Lane is like,’ he said, pulling out his chair and sitting down. ‘We’ve all seen this afternoon how helpful the population down there tend to be.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Right.’

‘Not.’

He let the sardonic responses pass. ‘I’ve just been talking to Andy Fairweather, too, and he agrees. So, in her wisdom, the Chief has decided that we’re to handle this case with kid gloves.’

‘Under or over asbestos ones?’ Dave asked.

‘Over. Which means no uniforms to be seen in the area while we’re investigating this case and those of us who do go round there are specifically not to look like plain clothes coppers. Or Jehovah’s, Mormons or anything else that might attract unwanted attention. So Dave, you’ll have to make a special effort to dress down. If you have to wear a waistcoat, it’ll have to be either leather or denim, over a T-shirt.’

‘Hah!’ Jill nudged him. ‘Borrow a long wig, you can do your Status Quo impression.’

‘You and Ben can go out in a minute,’ Pete told her. ‘It’ll be your last chance on this job – in the BHL area, at least. Get over to Lidl’s and grab whatever CCTV footage they’ve got.’

‘Hey, Dick,’ Dave said. ‘Have you got anything that’s not grey?’

Feeney pretended to ponder a moment. ‘You might be surprised.’

Jill chuckled. ‘Shocked, more likely.’

‘No, I keep that type of outfit for the weekends,’ Dick said, straight-faced.

Jill screwed her face up. ‘Ew!’ She shuddered theatrically. ‘Now I’ve got images in my head that I can’t un-imagine.’

‘They’re all yours,’ Dick said.

‘You might have to take him shopping in the morning, Jane,’ Ben suggested.

‘Why me?’

‘You heard the boss. Me and Jill are grounded.’

‘I didn’t say grounded,’ Pete reminded him. ‘Just banned from BHL.’

‘Desk duty, Titch.’ Dave said to Jill and gave a deep yawn.

‘So get your exercise while you can,’ Pete told her, not bothering to correct Dave. ‘Off you go. Sooner you get there, the sooner you’re back. And the more you might get that’s relevant.’

She switched her gaze to Ben. ‘You fit, Spike?’

‘Not particularly, but I’m ready.’ He hit a couple of keys and reached for the switch on his computer screen.

‘So, where’ve we got to?’ Pete asked the others as the two PCs got up to leave.

‘Faces on the board that Dave purloined from places unknown,’ Jane started. ‘Philip. His mum. His dad, Paul, currently employed at GT Tyres and Exhausts, Marsh Barton, formerly at Kwik Fit on Western Way. He switched jobs just after Philip left school. No criminal record. Then we’ve got Philip’s younger sister, Jade. His older sister, Lynne, her husband Eddie Jarvis and for the sake of completeness, their daughter April. We’ll get a photo of her tomorrow, hopefully. Eddie works with Paul at GT. He’s had a bit of bother in the past. A couple of DUI’s. An affray a couple of years ago at the Firkin, in town.’

Pete nodded. ‘Worth having a word with, then.’

‘Hmm. Next row down, we’ve started on the youths from the CCTV you brought back. No names or details yet: we thought we’d get them all printed out first.’

‘OK. Good work.’ He turned to Dave. ‘I’m not even going to ask where you found the whiteboard, but what about the local press and BHL?’

‘The stats give us sixty to seventy crimes a month in the area, mostly anti-social behaviour and violence or sexual offences. Other than that, there’s a bit of public order and criminal damage goes on, but not much else. Most of it’s yobs causing trouble because they’ve got nothing better to do and they think they can get away with it.’

‘Which they do,’ Dick pointed out.

‘Mostly, yes, because uniform haven’t got the manpower to solve those sorts of things.’

‘So, here we go round and round on the vicious circle,’ Jane said.

‘What about crimes that could be relevant to our case?’ Pete asked, pulling them back on track.

‘The public records won’t let you get that precise,’ Dave said. ‘But ours do and there is a weight of public order and anti-social behaviour type cases towards the north end of the estate in the past twelve months. Not that you see it in the local press. They don’t even bother, mostly. Probably a case of, “It’s BHL so it’s hardly news and anyway, who wants to know?” They’ve done a few pieces: a vehicle fire, a house fire, some woman who was looking like she’d commit suicide off the footbridge over Topsham Road, at the end of BHL. They stopped her, by the way,’ he added, looking at Jane. ‘But the rest of it, they don’t even bother with. I don’t know why. Anywhere else, they would.’ He shrugged.

‘Yeah, our own records back that up,’ Dick agreed. ‘Street racing. Vandalism. Muggings. General yobbery. None of it gets in the papers like it would if it happened in Pennsylvania or Exmouth – or even St Thomas.’ 

‘Sixty or seventy cases a month in that small area?’ Pete checked, shocked by the number.

Dave shrugged.

‘At least they’re getting reported,’ Jane pointed out.

‘Yeah, makes you wonder how many more aren’t,’ Dick said.

‘Cheerful as ever,’ Pete said, but the grey-haired DC had a point. The reality could be several times worse with people not willing or simply not bothering to report it.

‘And that’s down from previous years,’ Dick added. ‘About half what there was before Lockdown.’

‘Eh?’ Pete’s head snapped around to look at him directly.

‘Yep.’ Dick nodded.

‘God. Still, we need to focus on what might be relevant to Philip Lawrence. We can’t sit here and solve the problems of the whole estate.’

‘We could,’ Dave said dryly. ‘Water canon and bank dye, followed up with a bunch of riot vans.’

Jane laughed. ‘Politically correct as ever.’

‘It’d do the job, though.’

‘You’re not wrong,’ Pete said. ‘But it’s not going to happen and it doesn’t help us with this job.’

Dave grunted, appeased. ‘Basically, the stats for the area are bloody awful, but they don’t tell us anything we didn’t already know,’ he summarised. ‘And nor does the press.’

‘OK. Back as we were, then. CCTV. Oh, and a couple of pictures I managed to get on my phone, that I need to download and identify the faces in.’ He took it out and sent the shots of the teenagers in the Co-op to his computer where he cropped them, saved them and sent them to the printer on the worktop at the end of the room behind him.

When it went quiet, he fetched the pictures and fixed them up on the whiteboard with the others.

‘Who are they?’ Dave asked.

‘Some kids I ran into in the Post Office up the road from Philip’s. They looked iffy, so I snuck a snap or two, to see if we could identify them. They’ll be on the CCTV arriving there, but these might just be better quality.’

‘Don’t tell Chiefy how you got them,’ Dave said. ‘She’ll put you in for a transfer to undercover work.’

An image of his wife and twelve-year-old daughter sitting at home without him popped into Pete’s mind. ‘Not a chance. I’m away from home enough as it is.’ Too much, in fact, he thought. And tonight was going to be no exception with all the CCTV to go through.
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The phone rang abruptly in the hallway, jarring across the music they’d got on low volume to allow Annie to sleep upstairs.

‘Really?’ Louise lowered her pencil, looking up sourly from the sudoku they were sharing as Pete got quickly to his feet. ‘You haven’t been home an hour and a half.’

He glanced at the clock. 10.22. She was right. He’d got home just after nine, in time to spend half an hour with Annie before she went up. He shrugged as he made it to the door. ‘I’m not on the list tonight.’

He reached out from the doorway and snatched the phone up off its cradle. ‘Gayle.’

‘Control, Sarge. You’re needed.’

‘Why? Where?’

‘Nathan Tanner was attacked as he left work at the Post Office on Burnthouse Lane and beaten pretty severely. An ambulance has been called so he may well be on the way to the hospital by now. We were called by the shop manager, Linda Green.’

‘Are uniform on-scene?’ 

‘Yes, but we’re aware you’ve got a case going on in that area. Thought it might be relevant.’

Pete pictured the big, blonde youth who’d shown him through to the back office and the CCTV system earlier. ‘It might well be,’ he said heavily. ‘Thanks. I’m on the way.’

He put the phone down and put his head through into the sitting room. ‘The new case I told you about. One of... Well, he wasn’t even a witness. He just provided me with some camera footage because he was asked to. He’s been assaulted.’

‘Bad?’

‘Don’t know yet. He’s on his way to your place.’

She let out a long breath. ‘I’ll see you later then.’

He stepped in and gave her a kiss.

As he straightened up, she looked up at him. ‘How did they know?’

Pete frowned. 

‘If it’s connected to your case, how did they know he’d given you the footage?’

‘I don’t know,’ he said with a shake of the head. ‘There was no-one else in there by then.’

‘So
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