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Chapter 1

“Joe, this had better be good,” I snarled at the startled chap sitting behind the neat and tidy desk as I burst into the office, my dramatic entrance designed to convey my displeasure to anyone who witnessed it. I stopped in front of his desk and looked down at the man I had all but shouted at. “You do know this is the first break I've had since I started here?”

“Yes, boss; not my fault, honestly. The Chief Super insisted we recall you. I am sorry.”

I looked at Joe. I could see the genuine hurt in his eyes.

“OK, Joe, give me ten minutes then come in.”

Joe nodded and I turned and made my way to the cupboard in the corner which served as my office. I knew it was my office because it had my name on the door â€“ no, not on a brass plate, not even on a plastic plate, but on a piece of card sellotaped on. A temporary measure, I had been assured on my first day â€“ well, that was six months ago. Did I make a fuss about it? No, of course not. I had more important things on my mind, like catching criminals.

I entered my office and tried to slam the door shut, only the door wouldn't slam because it had been fitted with one of those damn automatic closing devices; so how was I expected to show what mood I was in? I rounded the bare desk, dropped into the swivel chair and swung round. Reaching inside my jacket, I unclipped the bleeper and threw it on the desk.

“Bloody bleepers!” I said to myself.

Talk about electronic tags for criminals! We were already fitted with them. I brought my fist down on the desk with a thud, which I truly hoped would be heard on the floor above. Angry? Why should I be angry? I mean, I had only spent the last six months pushing around bits of paper relating to really major crimes concerning lost cats and stolen video recorders and not forgetting shoplifters; then, the first day I have off, there I was in bed with this gorgeous women when the bloody bleeper went off and she leapt out of bed like a scalded cat and started running round the bedroom screaming for me to get dressed and get out. I finally calmed her down by chucking the duvet over her and sitting on top of her. When she had stopped shouting, mainly owing to the fact that she couldn't breathe, I let her up and asked what the hell was wrong. She told me her husband had a bleeper and when mine went off she thought he had come home and caught her. As you can imagine, the erotic moment had disappeared and with it my first chance of a leg-over in six months. So I was really happy. I was just acting mad to keep Joe on his toes. Blasted thing! I snatched the bleeper off the desk, opened a drawer, chucked it in and slammed the drawer closed.

A dark sadness came over me as I leant back and surveyed my cupboard. To think six months ago I was in a proper office in Scotland Yard, the hub of the Metropolitan Police, famous throughout the world! I was part of a thriving team with plenty of manpower, dealing with proper crimes. I had been looking at a brilliant career. I was well in with the right people.

I had made detective inspector three years before most would have done; then it had all come crashing down, all because of a woman â€“ a woman called Sylvia, to be exact. Now, Sylvia had been left on her own at home while her powermad husband had gone off chasing his career. So there was this woman, older than me, at a time in her life when she needed to be reminded that she was still attractive and desirable. So along came me, young, virile and hungry. I had already had more than my fair share of women, but Sylvia was something else. You couldn't get bored with her. Every time we got it together, she treated it as though it was going to be her last time and she made sure she enjoyed every minute â€“ no lying back and faking it with her! She wouldn't let me go until she was satisfied â€“ and I mean
satisfied
. Sometimes she would need three or four orgasms before she was happy. We went through all the fantasies she had stored up during her life, plus some more she had dreamt up since we met. I had never felt so satisfied with sex in my life before. She really drained me; and I felt sorry for her husband, who probably never knew what he had been missing. Not only that, but he was the sort who would probably go out and pay some tom for what his wife could give him if he only knew how to treat her.

But all good things have to come to an end, and of course her husband found out â€“ and no, he didn't appreciate the fact that I had been doing him a favour, looking after his wife while he got on with his career. And I soon found out that it had not been a wise move on my part to sleep with the wife of my boss. He knew more influential people than I did, and my career took a nosedive. I was transferred out to the very fringes of the Met, to Milton. Milton was a dump â€“ a sort of retirement home for hasbeens where a major crime was a lost pension book or a missing cat. It was slowly driving me bonkers.

My self-commiseration was suddenly interrupted by a meek tap at the door and Joe came in holding a folder in his hand.

“Sit down, Joe.” I gestured to the only other chair this cupboard had space for. “OK, what's the flap about?” I asked.

“Well, boss, we have had a serious assault, possibly a rape.”

“Good grief, Joe! I know that's a bit unusual for round here, but surely it could have waited till tomorrow.”

“Yes, boss, I agree. I had everything in hand, but apparently the Bishop plays golf with the Chief andâ€””

“Hold on. Are you saying someone's raped the Bishop or his wife?”

“No, boss,” said Joe with half a grin, “not even his daughter â€“ that's if he has got one. No, it is one of his flock. She is very prominent in the local church circle, fund-raising, flower-arranging â€“ that sort of thing. She also did a lot of charity work â€“ not the usual sort of woman who gets raped, I would have thought.”

“Joe, let me tell you I've dealt with many rape cases and there's no such thing as a â€˜usual sort'. It can happen to any female; all she has to be is in the wrong place at the wrong time. Most rapes are done on impulse and are not premeditated.”

“Sorry, boss. I didn't meanâ€””

“That's all right,” I replied, trying to sound nice.

The pain caused by my reprimand showed in Joe's face. Joe was a good â€˜by the book' copper, and had he had more flair he would have gone higher than detective sergeant. As it was he seemed happy to stay where he was, to see out the three years to his pension.

“So, Joe, what have you done so far?”

“Well, boss, it's all in there.”

He passed over the folder, which I took and put in front of me unopened.

“I'll read that later. Tell me in your own words.”

“Right. Well, when the call came in I went straight to the scene and made sure the uniforms didn't throw all the evidence away. The victim had been taken to hospital before we arrived, so I sealed off the house and made sure nothing was moved. I was waiting for Mel and her crew to arrive to do the forensic, when this chap turned up and demanded to know what was going on and why we were there. Anyway, he became quite upset. I asked if he was the husband or a relative, but he became really abusive and cleared off. Later I got a radio call from the Chief; I was to report back to him immediately. So I rushed back and he carpeted me â€“ had a right go at me â€“ and ordered me to find you and hand the case over.”

I looked at Joe. His eyes were a bit misty as he stared down at the desk; it showed what a â€˜conscience' copper he was. I knew without looking in the folder in front of me that it would be spot on with facts which were facts and not opinions or presumptions.

“So what was it about, Joe? What did the Chief say exactly?”

“Well, you know I mentioned that chap who appeared while I was down at the scene?”

I nodded.

“It turned out he was the local vicar. I didn't know that at the time because he wasn't wearing a dog collar and he didn't identify himself.”

“Go on,” I said.

“The vicar â€“ he went and rang the Bishop and told him I had been deliberately obstructive and rude. So the Bishop phoned the Chief and I got a right rollicking â€” Ah, sorry, boss,” he stammered as I looked at him in surprise. That was the first time I had heard Joe swear since I had been there.

“Don't worry, Joe. That's the way it goes sometimes.” I opened the folder and flicked through the pages. “Looks like you've done a good job here, Joe â€“ a good job.” I hoped my praises made up for the way he had been treated. “Right, Joe, take me through what's in here,” I said, tapping the folder.

“Right, boss. The victim, a Miss Susan Wood, spinster, aged round about forty, lives on her own. That's what we have found out so far. It would appear that she was attacked yesterday evening or during the night. She was found by a friend, Mrs Vivian Thomas, at about nine o'clock this morning. The previous evening Miss Wood had been at Mrs Thomas's house and they had agreed that Mrs Thomas would call for Miss Wood and they would go to the vicarage together. They had an appointment with the vicar. When Mrs Thomas arrived at Miss Wood's, she found the front door ajar. The lock had the latch on. She rang the bell and called out. Getting no reply, she looked in the back garden. Apparently Miss Wood couldn't open the back door â€“ the bolts were stuck or the door warped. I've checked that out and I can't open it; so she always used the front door when she went into the back garden. Mrs Thomas then entered the house and looked downstairs. Finding no one, she then went upstairs and found Miss Wood apparently asleep in her bed. She tried to wake her, but found she couldn't; so she called her doctor.”

“Not an ambulance?” I asked.

“No, boss. She said she seemed so normal that she thought perhaps she had taken a sleeping pill. She had done that before, so Mrs Thomas wasn't too worried. The Doctor arrived and gave her a quick once-over. He noticed some bruises on the side of her neck, and the way she was lying was odd, he said.”

“Odd, Joe? In what way?”

“Well, he said she looked as if someone had put her in the bed. The position she was in and the way the bedclothes were arranged made it seem like someone had laid her out.”

“You mean laid out like in an undertaker's?”

“Yes, that's it, boss. Anyway, he couldn't wake her so he called for an ambulance first and then us.”

“He only called us because of the marks on her neck?”

“No, not quite. While he was waiting for the ambulance he checked her over and found some more bruises, and he was convinced she must have been attacked in some way.”

“So what you are saying, Joe, is that we don't know for sure if she was attacked.”

“She was attacked, boss. I had a call from the hospital just a minute ago, and they agree that it looks like a sexual assault took place. Force appears to have been used.”

“Did they say how she was? Can she make a statement yet?”

“No â€“ there's another problem. She's in some sort of coma. They're running some tests, but they can't tell us any more until the morning.”

“What about relatives â€“ next of kin?”

“Mrs Thomas says the only one she knows of is an uncle who lives up north. I found an address for an Edward Mark in Tolchester. I've sent a fax to the local nick and asked them to inform him of what's happened.”

“Well, Joe, it doesn't look like you have left me much to do.”

My praise met with a shrug, which said, “Just doing my job, boss.”

Just then the phone rang. I answered: “Yes, sir, I am with him now.” I listened for a few minutes then said, “Yes, of course, right away,” and put the phone down.

“Chief?” Joe asked.

I nodded.

“How did he know I was in the building? Ah, never mind.”

I looked at Joe. “It appears we are to go straight away and see your friend the vicar, and explain that we are moving heaven and earth on his behalf to solve this case and we won't be eating any bread or drinking any wine until we have.”

Joe almost broke into a smile at my sarcasm.

“Is the house on the way to the vicar's?” I asked.

“Yes, boss, just round the corner.”

“Good. We can drop in and I can get a feel of the place.”
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