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            Nicholson turned to Mann.

‘Didn’t I read somewhere that Police forces spent a fortune calling the speaking clock? Quite a scandal, it was.’

‘Well now you know why we do it, don’t you?’

 

Mason established that the clock on the screen was twenty seconds slow, a fact he noted and confirmed with Mann, who entered the details in his own notebook.

‘Right’ said Mann, ‘let the show commence. You don’t need to stay Mr. Nicholson. I’m sure you’ve got lots to be getting on with. It’s literally like watching paint dry, is this job. If you just show DC Mason how to work the thing we’ll be fine.’

‘Of course. It’s dead simple. And I’d better stay. Policy, you know.’

‘That’s fine. Who knows, you might be doing this in a while too. If you join the job, I mean.’

 

It didn’t take long to spot Winder entering the store, at a corrected time of exactly 1.18pm. Nicholson peered over Mason’s shoulder.

‘So that’s your man, is it? You’d never guess, would you? He looks so… prosperous I suppose you’d say.’

Mann turned quickly in his chair.

‘He’s just someone that we’re interested in, that’s all. You do understand that this is confidential, don’t you, Mr. Nicholson? We wouldn’t want to see a still of this turning up on your Facebook page, or whatever.’

‘Of course not. I understand. So would you like the other cameras for that time period?’

‘Yes, please. If you could show us, and then we’ll need to download the footage onto a memory stick.’

 

The officers had almost finished, having found several really clear shots of Winder, when Nicholson’s walkie-talkie crackled. He went outside, into the open warehouse, and then walked away. The two officers turned, and watched him go.

‘He’s tall enough for the job, anyway’ said Mann, grinning at Mason.

‘Yes, I’ll give him that much.’

‘The clothes match though, don’t they?’ said Mann, pointing back at the screen.

‘They do. I’d say they match exactly with the gear that was uplifted from Winder’s place. The stuff that he said he was wearing during the day. This proves it, I suppose.’

‘Anything strike you as odd about the way he moved around the store?’

Mason shook his head.

‘No, not really. He was pretty quick choosing stuff, and he wasn’t in there long. But I expect he knows his way round, and maybe he doesn’t need to worry about comparing prices.’

‘He does not. I saw the top-line stuff on matey boy’s finances before we left the office.’

‘Well off, is he?’

‘John Winder keeps more cash kicking about in his current account then I earn in a year, and that’s a bloody fact. Come on, get that stuff on your memory pen and let’s make a move. I’m sure old Sherlock will want to give us the benefit of his advice before we go.’

‘At least he sees the job as a career opportunity.’

‘Why? Don’t you, Ben?’

‘Of course I do. I’ve worked hard enough to get in to CID.’

‘On the mean streets of Maidstone, was it?’

‘It has its moments.’

‘Doesn’t everywhere? Cheap booze, a sense of entitlement and no respect for us. It’s a universal bloody recipe for trouble, is that.’

‘Exactly. Anyway, just give me a couple of minutes while I get this stuff saved and checked.’

Mann got up, and looked out at the warehouse. Then he laughed. ‘He’ll not catch many cons with that.’

Mason glanced round and smiled as they watched Nicholson drive past on a fork-lift.

‘I think Head of Security may have been a bit of an exaggeration.’

‘No shit, Sherlock’, said Mann.

 

On the way up to Kirkstone Mann called Jane and gave her the news, between giving hand-signals to keep Mason pointing in the right direction. He rang off, and turned towards Mason.

‘We’ll be at this workmate of Tyson’s in a bit. How’s your head for heights?’

‘All right, why?’

‘You’ll see.’

And quite soon Mason did see.

‘They call this hill ‘The Struggle’ said Mann, ‘and I bet even our friend on the fork-lift could work out why.’

‘Bloody hell, it is steep.’

‘One of our DCs comes up here on his bike. Just for fun, like.’

‘He must be mad.’

‘It’s good for you, is a challenge.’

‘I’ll take your word for it. So what’s the story with this next lad? Known to us, is he?’

‘I should say so. Name of Sam Scott. We nick him every few months for scrapping, the usual pissed-up nonsense, and I nicked him once for receiving. A chainsaw it was. He swore blind he’d bought it off this bloke in a pub. The usual bollocks. I only remember because he made a bullshit complaint against the young PC who actually pinched him. It took us weeks to sort it all out, and all he got was a poxy fine at the end of it.’

‘A model citizen then?’

‘Not exactly. But there but for the grace of God go I, to tell the truth. He seems bright enough actually, which is why he was able to tie us in bloody knots for weeks, and I suspect he’s just bored. Agricultural labouring is hard work, but it’s not always what you’d call stimulating. But I doubt he’d lie to us about this, wouldn’t young Sam Scott. He’ll know we’re not pissing about. Not about murder, like. By the way, did you put some boots in the car?’

‘No, did you?’

‘Of course I did, lad. We’ve got to walk from a lane end up to where the lad’s working.’

‘Oh, shit.’

‘Very likely. Mud too, I shouldn’t wonder.’

 

Sam Scott watched DS Mann and DC Mason coming up the field towards him. Mann strode out, while Mason seemed to be trying to keep the bottoms of his trousers out of the mud. Scott turned, shook his head, and went back to moving stone for Tyson to choose from.

‘All right, Sam,’ said Mann, as he approached. ‘Can we have a word?’ Mann nodded to John Tyson, who carried on with his work. Mann turned, and smiled as he watched Mason labouring up the hill towards them.

‘Will he make it, your lad?’ asked Scott, as he strolled over.

‘It’s touch and go, like’ said Mann, adding by way of explanation, ‘he’s from Maidstone.’

‘Is he now? What can I do for you, Sergeant Mann? Come to fit me up again, have you?’

Mason had almost reached them now, and Mann didn’t reply until he had.

‘This is serious, Sam. We’re not talking about some stolen chainsaw now.’

‘Bought in good faith, like I told you.

‘Aye, you did. Shame the judge didn’t believe you any more than I did. But you know very well why we’re here.’

‘Scott nodded. ‘Aye. Frankie Foster getting shot like that. You want to know where John was, I shouldn’t wonder.’

‘Aye, we do.’

‘Well like I told that copper who phoned me, I saw him in the morning, before brew time, and again at knocking off. So that’s nine and half four, give or take a minute or two. But he could have been to the bloody moon through the day for all I know, like. I was moving some stock down towards Ambleside. You can ask the gaffer, if you don’t believe me.’

‘That’s all right, Sam. You’re an observant sort of bloke though, aren’ you? You don’t miss much, I mean.’

‘Aye, maybe’ said Scott, cautiously.

‘So let me ask you a couple of things. Was John Tyson’s pick-up parked in the same place at the end of the day? Had it moved, do you think?’

Scott thought about it.

‘I don’t think so, no. But I couldn’t swear to it either way, like.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘That I’m not sure? Aye. It was in roughly the same place, that I can say. But exactly the same? I just don’t know. We don’t have bloody parking bays out here, Sergeant Mann.’

‘OK smart-arse, so how about the walling? Did he do the amount you expected in the day? When you turned up yesterday evening, did you notice anything unusual?’

‘No, nowt. But I’m the wrong person to ask, like. I know some lads treat walling like some kind of bloody holy ritual, but as far as I’m concerned a dry-stone wall is only there to keep the fields clear and the stock in. I barely look at the bloody things.’

‘The last of the great craftsmen, eh? And what about the clothes that John was wearing yesterday?’

‘How should I know? I’m not bloody gay. I don’t notice owt like that.’

‘Were they like the gear he’s got on now?’

Scott glanced round. ‘Aye. Pretty much. We don’t come up here in white tie and bloody tails.’

Mann glanced across at Mason. ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘The stuff we recovered is much the same.’

 

Mann nodded, and turned back to Scott. ‘All right, thanks. And what’s the word in the village, about Frankie’s death, I mean?’

‘People have their theories.’

‘Would you care to elaborate?’

‘Do I have to?’

‘Of course not. You’d just be helping us with our enquiries.’

‘Some people say it was a hit-man. They’re saying it was a precision job, like. One bullet right through the temple, they say.’

‘Well tell them from me that they’re wrong, Sam. It was about as precise as a bloody avalanche. But you knew Frankie, I take it?’

‘To say hello to, aye. Everybody did. But he was an old ‘un, like.’

‘And you all know what he’d done?’

‘That he was a grass? Aye, of course we knew. Everyone did.’

‘What did people think of that? Do they think he had it coming to him?’

Scott shrugged. ‘Some did, I expect.’

‘What about you, Sam? What do you think?’

Scott looked straight back at Mann, meeting his copper’s stare.

‘In his position I’d have done the same. Grassed, I mean. I think most people would.’

Mann nodded, and smiled.

‘In my experience you’re right, Sam. You’re absolutely right. I’ve seen some right hard men crumble when they begin to understand how long they’d be away for, and how keen they are to grass up their mates then. Anyway, we’ll leave you to get back to work.’

‘All right. And by the way, you do know that there’s an easier way up here from the lane, don’t you?’

‘Aye, I did. But we do like a challenge, don’t we, DC Mason?’

 

 

Just relax. I always knew that it would be like this. They were never going to just give up and forget about it. So it will be like this for weeks, months maybe. So don’t worry about a knock at the door, they like to come early, remember, and don’t look over your shoulder. They won’t shake my alibi: how could they? It might be a surveillance society, and that might not even be all badI suppose, but there’s no CCTV around here. Not for bloody miles. You’d have to go down to Windermere or Ambleside, or up to Penrith. Not unless they’ve got those bloody drones circling now, watching us all. And it hasn’t come to that, has it? Not yet, anyway. And maybe that’s why they all come here, the tourists. A last taste of freedom, like. I nearly ran over a couple when I was leaving the house the other day. They just walk straight down the middle of the road in the village, like it’s a footpath. I can’t work out what they’re looking at, or what they’re looking for.

 

They’ll not break my alibi, anyway. All I was doing was what I always do. No bloody complicated schemes like you see on the TV. And anyway, I haven’t even got a twin brother. Just do what you always do, that’s the secret. It’s the changes that they spot, the coppers. An established pattern of behaviour. That’s what they call it, and that’s what you want to show them. Mobile phone not just off, but at home. And not just this time. I’ve done that once or twice a week for months. What would I need a phone for? Nothing to see here, coppers.

 

They’ll do their forensics, of course they will. But I’ve not underestimated them, not for one second. All that research will have paid off for me, big style. It’s a bloody murderer’s encyclopaedia, is that internet. Not that I did any of my research from home. I can’t believe the way all those middle-class murderers who get sick of their wives are found out because they searched on how to  dispose of bodies, or make a cross-bow out of sticks or something. Bloody idiots, they deserve to get caught. Just work a bit harder than the coppers, and that’s not difficult to do, and you’ve got nowt to worry about.

 

And I did the lot. Every bit of online advice I found, I followed. To the bloody letter. Wore thick gloves, two pairs, taped them closed against my sleeve. I know they can find a single molecule of blood or residue on your skin, but nothing could have got through. Not one bloody atom. They can swab all they like.

 

Mind you, they will find something to help them, won’t they? Like I said, it’s bloody wonderful, that internet. It’ll take them time, I don’t doubt, but it’ll be a bit of insurance. Or at least it will muddy the waters, which is all I need to do. Give my defence something to work with, if needs be. But it won’t come to that. Stay positive, like the man said all those months ago.

 

And that change of clothes worked perfectly too. I knew they’d pick me up on CCTV, and check what I was wearing. I gave it to them on a bloody plate. Both sets of clothes were the exact same, right down to my bloody socks, bought from different stores and on different days over a year ago. Cash too, for one of them.They’re never going to check back that far anyway though, are they? It’d take forever.

 

So the clothes they’ve got are clean as a whistle, and it was a nice touch, dipping the bottom of the trousers and the boots in the water like that. And I wore the lot fishing the other day too, so there’ll be the right kind of soil on the soles. And I bet they’ll check for that, because it’s easy to do, is that. The pick up’s clean too, or rather it’s dirty. Christ, what hasn’t that thing had in it over the years? It’ll be a right biohazard, will that.

 

And so what if they’ve got their suspicions? I hope they torture themselves, Me and John were always going to be favourites. It stands to reason, does that. But the closer they look at Frankie, and his shitty little life, the more they’ll find out, and the more they’ll begin to doubt. I’m only certain who did it because I know. I was there. I pulled the trigger, just a gentle squeeze, and I watched his head explode like it was hardly there at all. Surprisingly soft, is bone. But then we’re all weaker than we think, aren’t we? We’re not made of the finest Kirkstone sea green slate, are we? Just clay, in the end.
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