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NO REFUGE IN THE BADGE

(DS Peter Gayle crime thrillers, Book 19)
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A police officer is reported missing. When his car is found in a remote spot, and his body nearby, the investigation intensifies. Who is the mysterious and untraceable “friend” he was last seen with? And was he involved in the killing or was this a random attack after they parted? 

Then there is another attack, and another, in an escalating series. Cops across the region are being targeted. But who by? And why? Pete and his team are pulled into a race against time to identify and apprehend a man who seems to know every trick in the book to stay hidden. And their own safety as well as that of their colleagues is at stake. 
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CHAPTER ONE
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Pete pushed through the big glass doors and took a deep breath as he stepped out of the art-deco-style court building near the centre of Exeter. He took the two wide steps down to the expansive paved area in front of the building and stopped, let his eyes close and let the breath out in a long gush as relief washed over him. No matter how many times he testified in cases he’d worked on, and no matter how cut-and-dried he felt those cases were, it always felt good to get out of there.

And, on this occasion, it felt extra-good. The case wasn’t over yet. It would drag on for another three days, according to the schedule, but only an idiot could possibly do anything but convict the suspect. He’d been caught on CCTV, heard by downstairs neighbours in the block of flats where the brutal murder of his girlfriend took place and been found to have her blood on his hands – deep in the little cuts and tears on the backs of his knuckles where it would only have got if those same knuckles had inflicted the injuries she’d suffered. And he still resolutely refused to acknowledge his guilt, so he’d hopefully suffer the full weight of the maximum possible sentence for what he’d done.

Pete’s reflections were interrupted by the buzzing of his phone, which he’d switched back on as he descended the stairs on his way out. He took it out and checked the screen. Number withheld.

He tapped the green icon. ‘DS Gayle.’

‘Where are you?’ his boss’ deep, dry voice demanded.

‘Just got out of court, Guv. The previous...’

‘Are you finished there, then?’

‘As far as I know, yes.’

‘Good. Get yourself here, then, ASAP.’

‘OK. Wha...’ He stopped, the phone humming as the man on the other end broke the connection. ‘OK,’ Pete said again and turned left towards the narrow street, hemmed in on both sides by high walls, that led down the side of the court building towards its built-in carpark.

He quickly found the silver BMW 5-series that had recently replaced his old Ford and climbed in. Fifteen minutes later, he was knocking on DI Colin Underhill’s door.

‘Come.’

Pete stepped in and was surprised to find a uniformed man he didn’t recognise already seated in one of the two spare chairs on the near side of Colin’s desk as the big DI set down his pen and looked up at him.

‘What took you?’

‘Every damn traffic light on Topsham Road was red, plus it’s twenty past three on a Tuesday. The roads are full of mothers in four-by-fours picking their kids up from schools they could have walked to. What’s going on?’

Colin nodded towards the uniformed man, who Pete had noticed was in his fifties, as broad as Colin but a few inches shorter, and wearing sergeant’s stripes. ‘This is Alan Wickham, sergeant in charge at Honiton nick. He’s got a problem for you to solve.’

‘Oh, yes? What’s that, then?’ Pete asked, turning to the other man.

‘One of my constables is missing. Went to Seaton, to meet a fishing buddy Sunday evening and hasn’t been seen since.’

Pete felt his eyebrow rise. ‘I take it this is out of character?’

‘An evening out with a mate isn’t. Going missing is. His wife called us last night to report it. We’ve done what we can from Honiton and Seaton, but they’re both small stations with limited resources and, as of now, he’s still missing and we’ve got nothing. He does sometimes go off for a day or three, but he always tells the wife where he’s going and when he’ll be back. And he’s completely reliable, workwise. He’s on a four on, three off shift pattern, due back in tomorrow, which is why we hadn’t missed him.’

‘So, why hadn’t his wife, for twenty-four hours?’ Pete asked.

Wickham shrugged. ‘I know what you mean but he told her they might go on to do some night fishing and even perhaps stretch it through yesterday. So, it wasn’t until he didn’t turn up by the evening that she started to worry. Tried calling him and it went to voicemail, so she called us.’

‘OK.’ He turned to Colin. ‘The case against Tyrell isn’t over yet, so I might get called back to court at any point, but we can make a start.’ Taking the spare seat beside Wickham, he said, ‘You’d best tell me what you can about the missing man and what you’ve done about it so far.’ 
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As he left the DI’s office, Pete took out his phone and used the speed dial to call the man he’d sent to the court, to take his place and keep an eye on things there.

‘Dick. How’s it going?’ he asked when the call was picked up.

‘No surprises, so far,’ DC Dick Feeney replied, his voice low.

‘Good. I need you to give my number to the prosecution team and get yourself back here. We’ve got a case. A missing copper out of Honiton, so time’s of the essence.’

Dick grunted. ‘OK.’ He hung up and Pete put away his phone as he approached the squad room.

His team’s cluster of desks was immediately to the left of the entrance to the big room. He stepped in and around the protective line of shoulder-height blue room dividers to where the other four members of his team were at their desks. ‘Right, put down what you’re doing, we’re off out,’ he declared.

‘How come?’ DC Dave Miles asked from the far side of the workstation.

‘We’ve got a case.’ Pete sat down without taking off his jacket. ‘Missing person. Police Constable Gavin Hownsome, based at Honiton. Went out for the evening on Sunday and hasn’t been seen since. His wife reported it last night. Local station have done routine checks but come up with nothing. They hadn’t missed him due to his shift pattern. He’s not due back to work until tomorrow.’

‘Where was he going, Sunday night?’ PC Jill Evans asked from beside Dave.

‘Seaton. An evening in the pub with a fishing buddy, then on to do some fishing.’

‘Have we got his name? The buddy, I mean.’

Pete shrugged. ‘The wife just said her husband calls him Freddy. She doesn’t know his surname. And it was arranged through his mobile, which he took with him and is now dead.’

‘We can get the records, though,’ PC Ben Miles pointed out from Pete’s left, beyond Dick Feeney’s empty chair. ‘Not today, I shouldn’t think, given the time, but probably tomorrow if I put the request in now.’

Pete nodded. ‘I’ve got the number so you could do that.’ He took out his notebook, flipped to the latest page and passed it across. ‘Given that we’re potentially a couple of days behind, we need to get a move on, so Ben and Jane will come with me,’ he said as Ben picked up his phone and dialled. ‘Dave, you and Jill wait for Dick and get yourselves over to Seaton. Get hold of whatever CCTV you can locally, then go into the pub and see if you can get anything from there. Ask the staff and any customers if they saw Hownsome and this Freddy in there, what time they arrived and left and if there were any problems, any tensions between them or with anyone else. Also, if anyone knows any more than Freddy’s first name. We need to track him down and talk to him. It’s the Tickled Kipper, on the sea front. And while you’re waiting for Dick to get back here, get hold of the camera room and get them to collate what they can for us – County Council, Highways and our own cameras. He drives a dark blue Sportage.’ He quoted the registration. ‘Jane, you can come with me and interview Hownsome’s wife, Kathy. She’ll probably be at home by now, in Colyton. We’ll call her when we get going. And while we do that, Ben can get us set up at Honiton nick with somewhere to interview all the staff there.’

‘We’ll have the data from the phone provider tomorrow,’ Ben said, putting his phone down. ‘What am I doing now?’

‘You’re coming to Honiton with me and Jane,’ Pete told him. ‘Let’s go.’
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CHAPTER TWO
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Until they reached the road where PC Gavin Hounsome lived, near the far edge of Colyton, the little town felt to Pete as if time there had stopped shortly after World War II – or it would have, if it weren’t for the modern cars they’d passed on the way here. Most of the buildings were white rendered, many of them thatched – even in the town centre. The streets were narrow and winding, shops small and independent. No chain stores here. A garage on the odd-shaped town square still had a single petrol pump standing at the roadside.

The homes along this side-road, though, were definitely modern. Built in the late ‘90s or early 2000s, they were a mix of bungalows and houses, mostly of white rendered brick. The one he pulled up outside of was a substantial house with a double garage built in, a small front garden of mixed shrubs and a sloping drive that was barely long enough to fit a vehicle on. Pete parked at the kerb and switched off the engine. They stepped out and started up the slope, suddenly back in the modern world. Had not even reached the front door to ring the bell when it was opened by a female Pete guessed to be in her mid- to late-forties. Her medium-length dark hair was caught back over her ears and she was dressed in a pink sweatshirt over dark leggings. 

‘DS Gayle?’ she asked.

Pete nodded. ‘Pete. And this is DC Bennett. Jane.’

‘Come in, come in. Have you...?’ She stopped, shaking her head. ‘Of course you haven’t. Don’t mind me.’ She held the door open, ushering them inside. ‘In there.’ She pointed to an open door on the right that led into a sitting room that opened through in an L shape to a kitchen-diner across the back of the house with glass doors out to a sloping rear garden.

Mrs Hownsome closed the front door and followed them through. ‘Have a seat,’ she said. ‘Can I get you anything?’

‘No, we’re fine, thanks.’ Pete moved towards a cream-coloured sofa that faced the front window. To his left now was a fireplace that looked like marble with a gas fire and, in the corner beside it, a large flat-screen TV. ‘We won’t take up too much of your time, Mrs Hownsome,’ he said as she settled in the matching sofa opposite him, Jane loosening her coat before sitting beside him.

‘Call me Kath,’ she offered, sitting forward, knees together, her hands clasping them. ‘What do you need to know?’

‘What time did Gavin head out on Sunday?’

‘A bit after 7:00. Ten-past, maybe.’

‘To meet this guy for a drink and then go on to do some fishing, you said?’

‘That’s right. They sometimes do night fishing down on the Axe, between Seaton and Axmouth.’

‘Really?’

She nodded. ‘For carp and Tench, apparently. I’ve seen his pictures of them. Ugly, smelly things, I think, but there you are.’

‘And after that?’

‘They’d camp, then wake up, go somewhere for breakfast and either carry on fishing or head home.’

‘And what about this time? What was their intention?’

‘Gavin said they might carry on. Make a day of it. They hadn’t seen each other in a few weeks, so it’d be a bit of a catch-up, sort of thing. They might do some trout fishing or maybe even go out to sea for a while. But... When he hadn’t come home yesterday evening, well... I started to worry, so I tried calling him but got no reply, so I called his colleagues.’ 

Pete nodded. ‘Worried he might have had an accident or something?’

‘Exactly.’

‘So, how had you both spent the day on Sunday?’

She shook her head at the sudden change of tack. ‘A normal Sunday, I suppose. We’d been shopping in the morning. To Honiton. Gavin mowed the lawn after lunch while I hoovered.’ She shrugged. ‘That’s about it, really. We sat down for a bit, watched something on telly, had tea and he got ready and went out.’

‘It’s just the two of you here, is it?’

She shook her head. ‘No, my youngest, Tilly, lives with us. She’ll be off to college next year, but until then...’

Pete nodded. ‘She’s how old?’

‘Sixteen.’

‘And where was she on Sunday?’

She grimaced. ‘In bed for the morning. Then she went out with some friends. Came back briefly around tea-time and out again for the evening.’

‘You say your youngest?’ Jane asked.

‘I have two, from a previous marriage. Tilly and Tamara. She’s older. Twenty-one now. Lives in Plymouth.’

‘Is that where you’re from?’ Pete asked, still keeping things light and neutral.

‘No, no. She went there for work. Well, college, initially, but stayed there for work. She manages a hotel there.’

‘I see,’ Pete said. ‘So, back to Sunday. No problems at all?’

‘No, nothing,’ she said with a frown. ‘What, you mean domestically?’

He shrugged. ‘Or while you were out, with anyone at the supermarket or on the road.’

She shook her head. ‘No, nothing like that.’

‘You’d say you’ve got a good marriage?’

‘Yes, very.’

‘And he hasn’t told you about anything that happened while you weren’t present in the last few days or weeks? At work, maybe?’

Another shake of the head. ‘No. But then... Would he? I sometimes wonder if he keeps anything like that to himself, so as not to worry me, you know? Although I can’t imagine there’s too much going on in Honiton. It’s not that big a place, after all.’

He smiled. ‘At least it’s got the main road. A bit closer than here to the outside world.’

She frowned quickly. ‘We don’t all want to live in the big city.’

Pete shrugged. ‘I know what you mean. I’m from Okehampton, myself. But what brought you here, specifically? It is kind of off the beaten track.’

‘Work,’ she said. ‘I got a job at the school here. And Gavin was already based at Honiton, so it made sense.’

He nodded. ‘So, about this chap he went to see Sunday evening. Freddy, you called him?’

‘Yes. That’s all I know, I’m afraid. I’ve never met him. I think they met down at the river, got on well and it went from there. They normally fish together once or twice a month.’

‘You don’t go with Gavin?’ Jane asked.

She shook her head. ‘Too boring. I go with him sometimes out to sea, but that’s all. It’s his thing, really. He needs the relaxation. Down-time, he calls it.’

Which was a different story to Honiton being quiet and peaceful as she’d suggested a minute ago, Pete thought. ‘How d’you mean?’ he asked with a frown. ‘Needs down-time?’ 

‘Well, it’s... It can be very confrontational, being a policeman, can’t it? He likes to counteract that and fishing seems ideal. Gets him out in the open air, rather than sitting in front of the telly like some men do when they’re not at work.’

Pete tipped his head. ‘True,’ he admitted. ‘The chance would be a fine thing, though, for some of us,’ he added with a quick grin. ‘How does he get on with your daughters?’

She gave a quick shake of the head at the abrupt change of subject. ‘Fine. He’s raised them as his own and they love him as if they were. We got together when Tilly was nine.’

He nodded. ‘It can be hard, sometimes, adjusting to stepparents. We’ve seen it too often,’ he said with a glance at Jane. ‘Causes tensions in the home. Especially with older kids.’

‘Well, not here.’

‘Good. You’ve been in touch with Gavin’s parents, I take it?’

She blinked. ‘Yes. He’s not there. Nor at his brother’s.’

‘Can we get their contact details, though? In case he might have told them something that he hasn’t mentioned to you.’

The frown flashed across her brow again, but she released a breath. ‘I suppose so.’

‘We have to be thorough. Cover all bases, so to speak.’

‘I understand that, but...’

‘We’ve got people working on this in Seaton and Honiton as we speak,’ he said. ‘We’ll find him. It’s just, the more information we can start with, the quicker we can eliminate places we don’t need to look and focus our search more effectively.’

‘Hmm. I suppose so. His parents are in Sidmouth.’ She quoted a phone number from memory and Jane wrote it down. ‘His brother’s in Exeter. I don’t remember his number, but it’ll be in the phone book.’ She got up and went out to the hall. Came back with a small address book in her hand. Flipping it open, she quickly found what she was looking for. ‘Here. Jim.’ She passed the book over to Jane, pointing to one of the entries. Jane took it from her and copied the information across to her notebook before handing it back.

‘Thanks for that,’ Pete said. ‘Now, does Gavin have a home office that he uses?’

‘No. I do, for schoolwork, but Gavin leaves his work at work.’


Pete nodded. ‘A fine thing if you can pull it off. What about a computer?’

She shook her head. ‘He uses his phone for just about everything.’

‘Including banking?’ Pete checked.

She nodded. 

‘And how are the household finances?’

‘They’re fine. We have a joint account.’

‘Would you be able to show me, then? On your phone, maybe?’

She pursed her lips. ‘Is that really necessary, Sergeant?’


‘I’d like to be able to take your word but you know what police work is like. Evidence, evidence, evidence. I’m not interested in what’s there if it doesn’t relate to his disappearance, but I do need to establish that for myself.’


She sighed. ‘Very well. If you must.’

He tipped his head. ‘Sorry, but yes.’


She picked up her phone from the coffee table between them, swiped into it and tapped at the screen before handing it across to him. ‘There.’

The screen showed a bank statement. At the top were the company logo, the joint names of Gavin and Kathleen Hounsome and the account number and sort code. He swiped down to the bottom of the document. The final date was a little over a week ago and it showed a final amount of £2,367.46. He nodded and looked up. ‘You keep an eye on this, as well as Gavin?’ he asked.


‘Not meticulously, but yes.’


‘And you’ve seen nothing abnormal going on? No regular amounts going in or out that you can’t explain?’


‘No.’

‘And this is the only account he’s got?’

She pursed her lips. ‘As far as I’m aware, yes.’

He nodded. ‘OK, then. Thank you.’ He handed the phone back to her. ‘Where’s Tilly?’


She blinked. ‘Upstairs. Do you want me to call her?’

‘Please. Or we could go up.’

Her lips pursed briefly. ‘I’ll call her down.’ She stood again and went to the door. ‘Tilly,’ she called. ‘Tilly?’

A muffled voice sounded from upstairs.

‘Can you come down, please?’

No response.

‘Now.’

A moment later, Pete heard a door close and the stairs began to creak. 

‘These officers would like to speak with you,’ Kath said.

Again, there was no verbal response but then a girl stepped into the room. She looked like what she was: a sixteen-year-old who didn’t particularly want to be here. Shorter than her mother, she was maybe five-foot-three with the puppy fat of youth softening her features and her figure, which was clad in dark leggings like her mother’s and a bright yellow T-shirt that was at least one size too small and short enough to reveal her bellybutton. She was pretty, despite her dull expression, her dark hair worn long and loose, brown eyes slightly hooded.

‘Hi,’ Pete said. ‘I’m Pete. This is Jane. We’re from Exeter. We’re looking into where your dad’s gone. The local guys can’t do it because they know him. It’s the rules, unfortunately, despite the fact that they also know the area, which we don’t.’ He shrugged as Kath guided the girl to the sofa opposite them and sat beside her. ‘So, we need whatever help we can get, and the best place to start is with the people who know your dad the best. His family.’ He spread his hands. ‘We won’t take any longer than we need to, but... To start with, how do you get along with him?’

‘OK,’ she said, her gaze flicking up from the coffee table between them to meet his briefly then dip away again.

‘OK? What does that mean?’

She frowned briefly and looked up again. ‘We’re fine. Not like some kids I know, who’re always moaning about their parents. He’s OK.’

Pete tipped his head. ‘Good. So, no issues?’

‘No.’

‘Do you know of any issues he’s had recently with anyone else?’

‘No.’

He resisted the urge to sigh. ‘OK, then. And do you know of anywhere specific he might have gone? Anywhere he goes to get away from things, when he needs some quiet time or whatever?’

She gave a slight shake of the head. Her hair fell across her face, shielding it, and she didn’t bother to brush it away.

‘You’ve never been fishing with him?’

She looked up pushing her hair back off one eye, her expression saying clearly that he was an idiot for even thinking such a thing. ‘No.’

Pete smiled. ‘It’s not that daft a question. Some kids do. Even daughters.’

Again, she didn’t respond, but her expression relayed disbelief.

‘All right. We’ll get off and see what we can dig up elsewhere. We’ll let you know as soon as we find anything significant,’ he said to Kath.

‘Thank you,’ she said and stood once more to show them out.
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Back in the car and with his phone switched back on, he checked his mirrors and pulled away from the kerb. ‘So, what did you think?’ 

‘Huh. I was about to ask you the same question,’ Jane said.

Pete grinned. ‘But I beat you to it, so you first.’

‘Well, I certainly wasn’t sure about Tilly. I mean, I know there’s such a thing as teenagers, and they’re supposed to be moody and undemonstrative and all that, but...’ She shook her head. ‘What she said didn’t jibe with her expressions, such as they were, and she really didn’t want to be talking to us, did she? About her dad or anything else. I don’t know what she was hiding, but there was certainly something. And her mother was no more informative, really, although she was better at putting on the act to cover it.’

‘She’s a teacher. Part of the job, isn’t it? A performance. Does it all day, every day.’ He drew up at the top of the road, opposite the stone wall that protected the churchyard with its haphazard-looking array of gravestones, many of them tilting this way and that. Checking the road to either side, he pulled out, heading back down towards the centre of the little town. ‘I know what you mean, though. In both cases. I think it’d be worth talking to some people at Tilly’s school.’

His phone pinged with a missed call. A glance at the screen as he drove down a shallow hill past a line of what looked like old council houses, showed it had been Dave Miles who’d called.

‘Agreed,’ she said. ‘We can see about it tomorrow. What about the other daughter? She’s in Plymouth, Kath said.’

He nodded. ‘It wouldn’t hurt to have a word, I expect. She’s got the advantage of being one step removed, now she’s moved out. Might be more willing to talk, if there’s anything to talk about. Best give Dave a call back, see what he wants.’

Jane used the comms screen to do that as Pete was driving. It rang twice, then was picked up.

‘Boss?’

‘You’re on speaker with Jane,’ Pete replied. ‘What’s going on?’

‘We’ve made a discovery. There’s two ways out of Seaton, to the north. One’s called Colyton Road. The other, paradoxically, is a more direct route. But either way, where they split from each other, there’s a betting shop right opposite the junction and, next to that, is a Post Office. Both with cameras. So, before going into the Tickled Turbot or whatever it’s called...’

‘Kipper,’ Pete said.

‘Yeah, that one. While we’re waiting for it to open, we thought we’d pay the Post Office a visit before it closed. And the betting shop. Collect some footage. And we found Gavin Hounsome’s car coming into town.’

‘You did?’

‘We did. And going back out again.’  

‘So, you saw which way he went. Did you see who was in the car?’

‘No. Only got side and rear views. But we’re following him out of town to see if there’s any more cameras for confirmation. We’ve got one more, so far. A shop further up the road. You can see the driver on that one, but not if anyone’s with him.’

‘Still, at least we know he was driving. I presume it was him?’

‘It was.’

Pete glanced at Jane. ‘So, did he get home after all, and we’re being lied to? Stick with it, Dave. Good work.’
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CHAPTER THREE
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While the front of the Honiton police station, tucked in between a pub and an old merchant’s house on the High Street,  looked to Pete almost like a pair of 1960s semis that had been knocked together and converted for the purpose, the back of it was far more functional. Driving up between the station and the pub next-door into the carpark, he reversed the BMW into a vacant space and saw Ben Myers waiting for him at the rear door which, unlike the front of the wide two-storey building, was the only opening on the lower floor back here. The windows were all on the upper floor.

‘Hey, boss,’ Ben said as Pete crossed the tarmac towards him with Jane following. ‘I’ve already spoken to Natalie Jenkins. She’s the officer on shift at the moment. PCSO. I’ve got PC Amy Burnstock waiting upstairs. The other two PCSOs are on the way in.’

Pete nodded. ‘Well done. Did Jenkins have anything useful to tell us?’

Ben shook his head. ‘It’s not exactly a hive of activity, crime-wise. No major criminals or threats to officers other than the occasional drunk who won’t remember what he said anyway by the time he’s let out in the morning. She’s not a close personal friend of the victim, but she doesn’t know of any conflicts in his life.’ 

He led them inside and upstairs to a corridor that ran across the building from one side to the other. Turning left, he took them past a small kitchen to a conference room in the rear corner, where a uniformed woman in her thirties sat at the table, waiting for them. She looked up as they entered from her seat across from the doorway, her hands splayed on the dark polished wood of the table. Pete noticed her wedding and engagement rings sparkling in the light as Ben led the way in and moved  to one side.

‘PC Burnstock? I’m DS Gayle. This is DC Bennet,’ he added as Jane followed him in. ‘How are you doing?’

‘OK. A bit bemused,’ she admitted as they sat down, Pete taking the chair at the head of the table, across the corner from her while Jane and Ben sat directly across from her. ‘It’s not every day something like this happens. Whatever this is. I’m assuming he hasn’t run off somewhere, as you’re here asking questions?’

‘We have to work on that assumption until we find out different,’ he agreed. ‘What can you tell us about him? What sort of a colleague is he?’

She shrugged, long fingers curling as she drew her hands back towards her. ‘He’s a good officer. Friendly. An old-school beat copper, you know? Gets on well with the public but can be firm when he needs to be.’

Pete nodded and glanced at Jane. ‘We’ve been there. So, no enemies that you’re aware of? No belligerent convicts likely to be coming after him?’

‘Hardly. It’s not that sort of town, Sarge. We’ve only had one drug-related arrest in the past year or so and the only violence is either domestic or drink-related.’

‘OK. What about his private life? What do you know about that?’

‘Not much. It’s not like we’re in each other’s pockets. And he lives out of town, down in Colyton. Not somewhere you go, unless you’ve got a reason to. As far as I know, everything’s all right with him, though. I know my nephew’s at school with his daughter, but other than that, all I can tell you is general chit-chat from when we run across each other changing shifts or one of us comes into the station while the other’s on duty – things like that. Nothing substantive.’

Pete nodded. ‘Hm. Maybe we should have a word with your nephew. We’ll have to go to the school and talk to her teachers and so on, but that might give us a starting point. Who is he?’

‘My sister’s boy. Niall. I can give her a ring.’

‘Yes, please.’

She took out her mobile phone and was about to dial when they heard the back door and a male voice from downstairs, calling, ‘Hello?’

‘I’ll go,’ Ben offered, quickly getting up from the table.

Amy Burnstock made the call as Ben left the room. ‘Hi, yes, I’m fine. Is Niall there? Yes. OK.’ She put her hand over the phone. ‘She’s getting him.’ Then: ‘Hey, kiddo. Could you do me a favour? Come down to the station. Yes. There’s some people here from Exeter who want to ask you something. No, of course not. It’s just, you’ve got the information they need. Or, at least, you’re the only one we know who might have. OK. Come to the back door and we’ll let you in. See you soon.’

She hung up. ‘He’s on the way,’ she said as Ben returned with a male in his fifties, stocky and grizzled-looking with his greying hair cut down to almost nothing, dressed in jeans and a black leather jacket over a white T-shirt. ‘Derek,’ Amy said, nodding to him.

‘Amy.’ He nodded back and let his gaze shift across to Pete and Jane.

‘Come in,’ Pete said. ‘I’m DS Gayle. This is DC Bennett. We’re from Exeter. Just got a couple of questions for you, then we’ll let you get off home again. Derek...?’

‘Anderson.’

‘Have a seat,’ Pete said as Ben returned to where he’d been sitting earlier.

‘Niall will only be five minutes,’ Amy said. ‘I’ll go and wait for him downstairs.’

‘Thanks.’ Pete gave her a nod as Anderson moved towards the chair next to the one she was getting up from.

‘So, how can I help?’ Anderson asked. ‘Your chap said something about Gavin.’

‘He’s missing,’ Pete said bluntly. ‘Went out Sunday night and hasn’t been seen since.’

‘Jeez. I was only working with him on Saturday.’

Pete raised an eyebrow. ‘How was he?’

‘Fine. I mean, we don’t generally spend all day together. Split up to cover more ground when there’s two of us out and about.’

Pete nodded. ‘Sure. But you cross paths. Compare notes and so on.’

‘Yeah. And we had one job that we went to together.’

‘What was that?’

‘A report came in of suspicious activity on the industrial estate, down the bottom of town. Possible attempted B&E, so we thought we’d go down there together. Time we got there, though, there was nothing to see. Either it was a false alarm or the potential perp had cleared off. Been no reports of a break-in since from down there, as far as I know.’

‘I see. So, did he say anything about his plans for the weekend while you were together?’

‘Only that he was going out for a drink down to Seaton with a mate.’

‘Did he say which mate?’

Anderson shook his head. ‘Just a fishing buddy. Which means I probably wouldn’t know him, so no point telling me, right? He just said they were going to meet up for a drink or two, down on the sea front.’

‘And you were alone at this point? Just the two of you?’

‘Yeah. Well, we was walking up the High Street on the way back here, but...’ He shrugged. ‘Thought, after a wasted search, we’d come back here for a coffee, you know?’

‘So, somebody could have overheard?’

‘I suppose. There were people around, sure. But why? I mean, why target Gavin?’

Pete leaned forward, forearms on the table between them. ‘That’s what we’re trying to figure out. The why and the who. What can you tell us about Freddy?’

‘Freddy?’

‘Freddy.’

‘Who’s he?’

‘You don’t know a Freddy? Never heard of him?’

He shook his head, lips pushing upward. ‘No, apart from Flintoff, the cricketer. Sorry.’

Pete nodded. ‘Freddy’s who Gavin was supposedly going to meet Sunday evening.’

‘Ah.’ He nodded. ‘Right. No, I don’t know who he’d be. Gavin perhaps met him down the river or something.’

‘You don’t know anyone else who Gavin went fishing with?’

He shook his head. ‘I’d suggest a trip to the tackle shop, but there isn’t one here anymore. Closed down a couple of years ago.’

Pete nodded. ‘There’s bound to be one somewhere nearby, though. We’ll check on it. Thanks for that. One last thing: would you know anything about Gavin’s home life? Any problems there?’

Another shake of the head. ‘Not that he’s ever mentioned to me.’

‘And nothing work-wise? Nobody he’s arrested got a grudge against him, for instance?’

‘Nah. Honiton’s not a hive of criminality, you know. Policing here’s more about helping old ladies across the High Street and making sure the kids get home safe from school.’

‘OK. Well, thanks for your time, Derek.’ Pete stood up and reached across the table to shake his hand. His grip was firm and meaty.

As he left the room, Pete checked his watch. ‘A bit late to be chasing them up now, but it wouldn’t hurt to find out where any nearby fishing tackle shops are, ready to pay them a visit in the morning,’ he said and opened up the Internet on his phone.

It took just moments to discover that, while there was indeed no fishing tackle shop in Honiton, there were two in Seaton and another across the river in the village of Axmouth. He made a note of the details of each. ‘They’ll be worth a visit tomorrow,’ he said as Amy Burnstock appeared at the door.

‘Sarge.’

‘Come in, Amy,’ he said, sitting back in his chair.

She stepped in, followed by a lanky youth, his dark hair reminding Pete of Ben’s, though it was more dishevelled than deliberately spiky. His black T-shirt carried the complicated-looking logo of a band Pete had never heard of and his jeans were ripped at the knees. He looked unsure but not nervous as he stepped into the room, following Amy around the table towards the seat she’d occupied before.

‘This is Niall,’ she said. ‘DS Gayle, DC Bennett and Ben Myers. They’re from Exeter.’

His dark eyes flicked from one to the next as she listed their names but he didn’t offer any form of greeting.

‘Niall,’ Pete said as the newcomers sat down and pulled their chairs in. ‘No need for the titles. I’m Pete. This is Jane. We’re after a bit of help, if you can provide it. I don’t know if Amy’s told you, but a colleague of hers, Gavin Hounsome, has gone missing. We were thinking you might know his daughter, Tilly. Well, stepdaughter, if I’m being precise about it.’

‘I know her. From a distance.’

Pete’s eyebrow went up at that. ‘What can you tell us about her?’

He shrugged. 

‘All right, what’s your impression of her?’

‘Sour, mostly. She’s got her little clique but, outside of them, she doesn’t bother with anyone.’ 

‘So, is she the top dog in that little clique?’ Jane asked.

He shook his head. ‘If there is one, it’d be Kelly Oliver.’

‘Sounds like that’s who we need to speak to, then,’ Pete said. ‘Thanks, Niall.’

He blinked. ‘You say her dad’s missing? Like gone?’

‘That’s right. We’re trying to figure out where to or how it happened. If anything unpleasant might have happened to him.’

‘What, and you think Tilly...?’

Pete shook his head with a tight smile. ‘We don’t imagine Tilly’s done him any harm, no. But she’s family. The more we know about her, the more we know about him. That’s all.’

His lips twitched upward in a brief grimace.

‘All right. Thanks for coming down, Niall. You’ve given us another lead to follow up. And don’t worry: we won’t mention your name when we do,’ he added with a fuller smile.
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Kelly Oliver lived in a semi-detached house on a modern development near the south-eastern edge of the town, beyond the hospital. Her mother, who answered the door to Pete’s ringing of the bell, was a woman in her forties, big-built and clearly not shy about it in tight, burgundy-coloured leggings and a pink T-shirt that hugged every curve and roll. Her brown eyes were cautious behind thin-framed glasses as Pete held up his warrant card.

‘Hi,’ he said. ‘DS Gayle. We spoke a few minutes ago. This is DC Bennett.’

She nodded. ‘Come in.’

She led them into a large lounge that overlooked the street, the furniture comfortable but not expensive, dominated by a large TV in the corner. ‘Have a seat. What do you want with Kelly?’

‘Just to ask her about one of her friends. Background, really, but the sooner we can gather the information... Well, time’s passing. The man we’re looking for has been missing for a couple of days, already.’

‘I’ll get her.’ She stepped out of the room. ‘Kelly,’ she called from the hallway.

‘Yeah?’ the reply came from upstairs.

‘Get down here. People to see you.’ The tone was sharp. Pete wondered if she’d pre-warned Kelly of their visit after his phone call before they left the station and had expected the girl to be down here, waiting.

‘OK.’ Resentment sounded more than agreement in the tone of the response but footsteps followed it. Not as loud as his daughter Annie’s often were on the stairs in his own home, but just as rapid.

The door opened and mother ushered daughter into the room. The resemblance was instantly obvious. Same build, same hair colour – even eye colour – and the same tendency towards tight clothes, though the girl was still wearing her school uniform, the skirt ultra-short over dark tights, the top few buttons of her blouse undone, tie absent. She walked confidently into the room and flopped down in a chair in the corner, opposite Pete and Jane, fixing them with a challenging stare.

‘Kelly,’ Jane said. ‘I’m Jane. This is Pete. We’re from Exeter CID. We need to ask you about a friend of yours. Tilly Hounsome.’ 

A tiny frown creased the skin between her brows. ‘Why?’

‘Her dad may be in some trouble. We’re just after some background information. Building a picture of what’s going on in his life.’

‘But her dad’s a cop.’

Jane tipped her head. ‘He is. And a good one, from what we can gather. Which is one reason we’d like to find out what’s happened to him.’

‘Eh?’

‘He’s disappeared, Kelly,’ Pete said. ‘Vanished. We don’t know if that’s voluntarily or not, at this stage. So, we need to find out all we can about what’s been going on in his life. Hence talking to a friend of his daughter’s. Being one step removed, so an independent set of eyes on the picture, as it were.’

‘Except she’s a mate of mine, so I’m not going to dob her in.’

He raised his eyebrows. ‘Is there something you could dob her in for, if she wasn’t a friend?’

‘Not that I know of.’

‘So, what do you know? How does she get on with her parents, for instance?’

‘She can’t wait to get out of there. Out of here,’ she said, waving a hand to indicate their surroundings.

‘The town, you mean?’

‘Yeah.’ Her lip curled derisively. ‘Nothing here, is there. And where she lives is even worse. Little backwoods place, isn’t it?’

‘Wants to follow her sister to Plymouth, does she?’ Jane asked.

‘That’s right.’

‘And the fact that there’s nothing here for her – or in Colyton. Is that the only reason she wants to get away?’ Pete asked, his mind going back to a previous case they’d worked, in which a daughter had every reason to get away from her parents’ clutches and had also ended up in Plymouth.

Kelly frowned. ‘Why else would there be?’

Pete shrugged. ‘There’s all sorts of trouble a young girl might want to get away from. I’m not saying she’s in any. Just trying to narrow down the options.’

‘Well, she ain’t pregnant, if that’s what you mean. Ain’t even got a boyfriend, has she?’

Pete shook his head. ‘I don’t know. That’s why we’re here. To find out details like that.’

‘Well, she hasn’t. And she’s not the type to mess around like that anyway.’

Pete tipped his head. ‘So, by and large, she gets on OK with her parents, you think?’

‘They’re stricter than she’d like, but yeah, other than that.’

‘Just being protective, I expect,’ Pete said. ‘Her dad being a copper, he’s more aware than most of what can go wrong in a girl’s life.’

She grunted. ‘From what she says, he’s a teddy-bear, though. It’s her mum that’s the dragon. She’s a teacher, you know? Can’t turn it off when she gets home, Tilly reckons.’

‘I see.’ Pete was reminded again of the recent case he and his team had worked, of a young woman who’d gone missing from a village near Exeter. But here, the situation had the opposite effect. Instead of leading him towards a suspect, it was pushing him away from one. ‘But she hasn’t mentioned anything about any problems at home or with her dad?’

‘No.’ 

‘All right, well, thanks for talking to us, Kelly. It’s been really helpful.’ In a one step forward, two steps back kind of way, he added in his mind. ‘We’ll let you get back to what you were doing.’
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CHAPTER FOUR


[image: ]


‘Right, morning, all,’ Pete said as Jill took her seat at their workstation in the squad room, a steaming mug of coffee in her hand. He glanced at the clock on the wall at the far end of the big room. It was 07:32. ‘We got a fair bit done yesterday, but there’s a lot more to do today, so let’s make a start. Ben, I need you to take the images of Freddy that Jill collected from the pub CCTV in Seaton and put them through facial recognition, see if anything comes up. If not, you’ll need to take yourself out to Seaton with hard copies and see if any of the local police out there recognise him. If they don’t, then go on up to Honiton and see if anyone there does. Dick, you could make a start on the footage that the camera room collected for us yesterday. See if you can pick up Gavin Hounsome’s car anywhere. I know you tracked it to the edge of Seaton, so where did it go from there? I’d start eastbound on the A35 and the A30 out of Honiton. If it doesn’t pop up there, try westbound and then in Honiton itself. I’m going over to Seaton, too. I’ll need a hard copy of whatever you can give me on Freddy as well as a picture of Gavin, Ben. I’ll take them to the fishing tackle shops and, if needs
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