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14 April 1986

THE FOUR OF THEM sat around the table staring at the hamper.

‘Who’s it addressed to?’ asked the commander.

William read the handwritten label. ‘Happy Birthday Commander Hawksby.’

‘You’d better open it, DC Warwick,’ said the Hawk, leaning back in his chair.

William stood up, unfastened the two leather straps, and lifted the lid of the huge wicker basket that was packed with what his father would have called ‘goodies’.

‘Clearly someone appreciates us,’ said DCI Lamont, removing a bottle of Scotch from the top of the basket, delighted to find it was Black Label.

‘And also knows our weaknesses,’ said the commander, as he took out a box of Montecristo cigars and placed them on the table in front of him. ‘Your turn, DC Roycroft,’ he added, as he rolled one of the Cuban cigars between his fingers.

Jackie took her time removing some of the packing straw before she discovered a jar of foie gras, a luxury way beyond her pay grade.

‘And finally, DC Warwick,’ said the commander.

William rummaged around in the hamper until he came across a bottle of olive oil from Umbria that he knew Beth would appreciate. He was about to sit back down when he spotted a small envelope. It was addressed to Commander Hawksby QPM, and marked Personal. He handed it to the boss.

Hawksby ripped the envelope open and extracted a handwritten card. His expression revealed nothing, although the unsigned note could not have been clearer. Better luck next time.

When the card was passed around the table the smiles turned to frowns, and the recently acquired gifts were quickly returned to the hamper.

‘Do you know what makes it worse?’ said the commander. ‘It is my birthday.’

‘And that’s not all,’ said William, who then told the team about his conversation with Miles Faulkner at the Fitzmolean soon after the unveiling of the Rubens painting, Christ’s Descent from the Cross.

‘But if the Rubens is a fake,’ said Lamont, ‘why don’t we arrest Faulkner, send him back to the Old Bailey, and Mr Justice Nourse will remove the word “suspended” from his sentence, and lock him up for the next two years.’

‘Nothing would give me greater pleasure,’ said Hawksby. ‘But if the painting turns out to be the original, Faulkner will have made a fool of us a second time, and in the most public of arenas.’

William was taken by surprise by the commander’s next question.

‘Have you warned your fiancée that the Rubens might be a fake?’

‘No, sir. I thought I’d say nothing to Beth until you’d decided what course of action we should take.’

‘Good. Let’s keep it that way. It will give us all a little more time to consider what our next move should be, because we have to start thinking like Faulkner if we’re ever going to bring the damn man down. Now get that thing out of my sight,’ he demanded, pointing at the hamper. ‘And make sure it’s entered into the gratuities register. But not before it’s been checked for fingerprints – not that I expect the dabs expert to find any prints other than ours, and possibly those of an innocent sales assistant from Harrods.’

William picked up the wicker basket and took it into the next room, where he asked Angela, the commander’s secretary, if she would send it down to D705 for fingerprinting. He couldn’t help noticing that she looked a little disappointed. ‘I was hoping to get the cranberry sauce,’ she admitted. When he returned to the boss’s office a few moments later, he was puzzled to find the rest of the team banging the palms of their hands on the table.

‘Have a seat, Detective Sergeant Warwick,’ said the commander.

‘Choirboy is speechless, for a change,’ said Lamont.

‘That won’t last long,’ promised Jackie, and they all burst out laughing.

‘Do you want to hear the good news or the bad news?’ asked the commander once they’d all settled back down.

‘The good news,’ said DCI Lamont, ‘because you’re not going to enjoy my latest report on the diamond smugglers.’

‘Let me guess,’ said Hawksby. ‘They saw you coming and have all escaped.’

‘Worse than that, I’m afraid. They didn’t even turn up, and neither did the shipment of diamonds. I spent an evening with twenty of my men armed to the teeth, staring out to sea. So do tell me the good news, sir.’

‘As you all know, DC Warwick has passed his sergeant’s exam, despite kicking one of the anti-nuclear protesters in the—’

‘I did nothing of the sort,’ protested William. ‘I simply asked him politely to calm down.’

‘Which the examiner accepted without question; such is your choirboy’s reputation.’

‘So what’s the bad news?’ asked William.

‘In your new role as a detective sergeant, you’re being transferred to the drugs squad.’

‘Rather you than me,’ said Lamont with a sigh.

‘However,’ continued the commander, ‘the commissioner, in his wisdom, felt a winning team shouldn’t be broken up, so you two will be joining him as part of an elite drugs unit on the first of the month.’

‘I resign,’ said Lamont, leaping to his feet in mock protest.

‘I don’t think so, Bruce. You only have eighteen months left before you retire, and as the head of the new unit, you’ll be promoted to detective superintendent.’

This announcement provoked a second eruption of enthusiastic banging on the table.

‘The unit is to work separately from any of the existing drugs squads. It will only have one purpose, which I will come to in a moment. But first, I wanted to let you know that the team will have a new DC added to its complement, who may even outshine our resident choirboy.’

‘This I want to see,’ said Jackie.

‘Well, you won’t have to wait long. He’ll be joining us in a few minutes. He has an outstanding CV, having read law at Cambridge where he was awarded a blue in the Boat Race.’

‘Did he win?’ asked William.

‘Two years in a row,’ said the Hawk.

‘Then perhaps he should have joined the river police,’ said William. ‘If I remember correctly, the Boat Race takes place between Putney and Mortlake, so he’d be back on the beat.’ This elicited more banging on the table.

‘I think you’ll find he’s just as impressive on dry land,’ said the commander, after the applause had died down. ‘He’s already served for three years with the Regional Crime Squad in Crawley. However, there’s something else I ought to mention before—’

A sharp knock on the door interrupted the Hawk before he could finish the sentence. ‘Enter,’ he said.

The door opened and a tall, handsome young man entered the room. He looked as if he’d stepped straight off the set of a popular television police drama, rather than just arrived from the Regional Crime Squad.

‘Good afternoon, sir,’ he said. ‘I’m DC Paul Adaja. I was told to report to you.’

‘Take a seat, Adaja,’ said the Hawk, ‘and I’ll introduce you to the rest of the team.’

William watched Lamont’s face closely as Adaja shook hands with an unsmiling superintendent. The Met’s policy was to try and recruit more officers from minority ethnic backgrounds, but to date it had been about as successful in that ambition as it had been at arresting diamond smugglers. William was curious to find out why someone like Paul had even considered joining the force, and was determined to make him quickly feel part of the team.

‘These SIO meetings are held every Monday morning, DC Adaja,’ said the commander, ‘to bring us all up to date on how any major investigations are progressing.’

‘Or not progressing,’ said Lamont.

‘Let’s move on,’ said the Hawk, ignoring the interruption. ‘Is there any more news on Faulkner?’

‘His wife Christina’s been in touch again,’ said William. ‘She’s asked to see me.’

‘Has she indeed. Any clues?’

‘No, sir. I’ve no idea what she wants. But she makes no secret of the fact that she’s just as keen as we are to see her husband behind bars. So, I don’t imagine she’s suggesting tea at the Ritz simply to sample their clotted cream scones.’

‘Mrs Faulkner will be well aware of any other criminal activities her husband is involved in, which would be useful for us to know about,’ said Lamont, ‘in advance. But I wouldn’t trust that woman an inch.’

‘Neither would I,’ said Hawksby. ‘But if I had to choose between Faulkner and his wife, I consider her the lesser of two evils. But only by half an inch.’

‘I could always turn the invitation down.’

‘No way,’ said Lamont. ‘We may never get a better chance to put Faulkner behind bars, and don’t let’s forget, however minor the offence, because of the judge’s suspended sentence, it would put him inside for at least two years.’

‘True enough,’ said the Hawk. ‘But, DS Warwick, you can be sure Faulkner will be watching us just as closely as we’re watching him, and he’s certain to have a PI tailing his wife around the clock, until the divorce is finally settled. So while tea at the Ritz is acceptable, dinner is not. Do I make myself clear?’

‘Abundantly, sir, and I’m sure Beth would agree with you.’

‘And never forget that Mrs Faulkner’s slips of the tongue have always been well rehearsed. And she’s also well aware that everything she tells you will be repeated word for word the moment you arrive back at the Yard.’

‘Probably even before her chauffeur has dropped her off at the flat in Eaton Square,’ added Lamont.

‘Right, let’s get back to the matter in hand. There are several cases you’ll have to brief the new Art and Antiques Squad on before you start work on your new assignment.’

‘You were about to tell us, sir, before DC Adaja joined us, how the new unit will differ from any other existing drugs squads.’

‘I can’t tell you too much at the moment,’ said the Hawk, ‘but you will have only one purpose, and it won’t be to catch low-level dealers selling cannabis on the street to pot heads.’ Suddenly everyone was wide awake. ‘The commissioner wants us to identify a man whose name we don’t know, and whose whereabouts we can’t be sure of, other than that he lives and works somewhere south of the river in the Greater London area. However, we do know what his day job is.’ The Hawk opened a file marked Top Secret.
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‘SO, HAVE YOU passed your sergeant’s exam,’ asked his father, ‘or are you destined to be a detective constable for the rest of your life?’

William’s expression gave nothing away, as if he were facing the eminent QC from the witness box.

‘One day your son will be the commissioner,’ said Beth, giving her prospective father-in-law a warm smile.

‘I’m still waiting to hear the results of the exam,’ sighed William, as he winked at his fiancée.

‘I’m sure you will have passed with flying colours, my dear,’ said his mother. ‘But if your father were to take the same exam, I wouldn’t be quite as confident.’

‘That’s something we can all agree on,’ said his sister.

‘A judgment that’s made without evidence or facts to support it,’ said Sir Julian, as he rose from his place and began to circle the room. ‘Tell me, what form does this examination take?’ he demanded, clutching the lapels of his jacket as if he were addressing a wavering jury.

‘It falls into three parts,’ said William. ‘Physical, which includes a five-mile run that has to be completed in under forty minutes.’

‘Not much hope of my achieving that,’ admitted Sir Julian, as he continued to circle the room.

‘Self-defence, where I just about held my own.’

‘No chance with that one either,’ said Sir Julian, ‘unless it was a verbal attack rather than physical.’

‘And then, finally, you have to swim three lengths of the pool in uniform, holding a truncheon, without sinking.’

‘I’m exhausted just thinking about it,’ said Grace.

‘Your father’s failed on all three counts so far,’ said their mother, ‘so he would certainly have to spend the rest of his life as a constable on the beat.’

‘Does the police force have any interest in mental acuity,’ demanded Sir Julian, as he came to a halt in front of them, ‘or is it just about who can do the most press-ups?’

William didn’t admit that there wasn’t actually a physical test, and he’d simply been winding his father up. But he was still determined not to let the old man off the hook.

‘After that came the practical tests, Dad. It will be fascinating to see if you fare any better with them.’

‘I’m ready,’ said Sir Julian, setting off on his perambulation again.

‘You have to attend three crime scenes so the examiners can see how you’d react in different circumstances. I did quite well on the first test, when I had to breathalyse a driver who’d been involved in a minor prang. The test result was amber, not red, indicating that he’d been drinking recently, but he wasn’t over the limit.’

‘Did you arrest him?’ asked Grace.

‘No, I let him off with a warning.’

‘Why?’ demanded Sir Julian.

‘Because he didn’t actually fail the test, and also the police national computer revealed that he was a chauffeur with no previous offences, so if I’d arrested him, he might have lost his job.’

‘You’re a wimp,’ said Sir Julian. ‘Next?’

‘I had to follow up a robbery at a jewellery shop. One of the staff was screaming, and the manager was in a state of shock. I calmed them both down before radioing for assistance, then sealed off the crime scene and waited for back-up to arrive.’

‘You seem to be doing very well so far,’ said his mother.

‘I thought so too, until I was put in charge of a team of young constables who were attending a protest march in support of nuclear disarmament, and it started to get out of hand.’

‘What happened?’ asked his sister.

‘It appears that I didn’t respond calmly enough when a protester called one of my men a fascist bastard.’

‘I can’t imagine what they would have called me,’ said Sir Julian.

‘Or how you would have reacted,’ said Marjorie.

Everyone laughed except Beth, who wanted to know how William had responded.

‘I kicked him in the balls.’

‘You did what?’ said his mother.

‘Actually, I only drew my truncheon, but that wasn’t what he claimed when we got him back to the station. It didn’t help that I failed to mention what actually happened in my report.’

‘I can’t pretend I’m doing any better,’ said Sir Julian, slumping back in his chair.

‘Father, let’s face it,’ said William, handing him a cup of coffee. ‘You’d have locked up the drunk driver, told the shop manager and his assistant to stop being so pathetic, and undoubtedly kicked the protester in the balls a second time. Excuse my French, Mother.’

‘You said there were three parts to the exam,’ said Sir Julian, trying to recover.

‘The third part is a written exam.’

‘Then I’m still in with a chance.’

‘You have to answer sixty questions in ninety minutes.’ William sipped his coffee and leant back, before indulging his father. ‘If you picked some wild daffodils from a neighbour’s garden and then gave them to your wife, would either of you have committed a crime?’

‘Most certainly,’ said Sir Julian. ‘The husband is guilty of theft. But was the wife aware that he’d taken the daffodils from their neighbour’s garden?’

‘Yes, she was,’ said William.

‘Then she’s guilty of receiving stolen goods. An open-and-shut case.’

‘I don’t agree, m’lud,’ said Grace, rising from her place. ‘I think you’ll find the relevant word is “wild”. If all parties concerned were aware that the flowers were wild and had not been planted by the neighbour, my client was entitled to pick them.’

‘That was my answer,’ said William. ‘And it turns out that Grace and I are right.’

‘Give me one more chance,’ said Sir Julian, readjusting his non-existent gown.

‘At what age is a young person responsible for a criminal act? Eight, ten, fourteen or seventeen?’

‘Ten,’ said Grace, before her father could respond.

‘Right again,’ said William.

‘I confess I don’t defend many juveniles.’

‘Only because they can’t afford your exorbitant fees,’ said Grace.

‘Have you ever defended a juvenile, Grace?’ asked her mother, before Sir Julian could continue his cross-examination.

‘Yes. Only last week I represented an eleven-year-old accused of shoplifting in Balham.’

‘No doubt you got him off, after claiming he’d come from a deprived background and his father beat him regularly.’

‘Her,’ said Grace. ‘Her father abandoned the family home soon after she was born, leaving his wife to hold down two jobs while bringing up three children.’

‘It should never have come to court,’ said William’s mother.

‘I agree with you, Mother, and it wouldn’t have if the girl hadn’t unfortunately been caught stealing the finest cuts of meat from her local supermarket and dropping them into a foil-lined carrier bag, to evade the store’s security detectors. She then walked a hundred yards up the road and sold them to an unscrupulous local butcher.’

‘What did the court decide?’ asked Marjorie.

‘The butcher was heavily fined, and the child has been taken into care. But then, she didn’t have the advantage of being brought up by loving middle-class parents, in a comfortable country cottage in Kent. She’d never strayed more than a mile from her own front door. She didn’t even know there was a river running through the city she was born in.’

‘Should I be regarded as guilty, m’lud, simply for having tried to give my children a decent start in life?’ said Sir Julian, before adding, ‘Am I allowed one more chance before the examiners deport me?’

‘Pass him a violin,’ said Marjorie.

‘A publican becomes aware that some of his customers are smoking cannabis in his beer garden,’ said William. ‘Is he committing an offence?’

‘He most certainly is,’ said Sir Julian, ‘because he is allowing his premises to be used for the consumption of a controlled substance.’

‘And if one of the customers smoking the cannabis hands it to a friend, who takes a puff, is he also guilty of a crime?’

‘Of course. He is guilty of both possession and of supplying a controlled drug, and should be charged accordingly.’

‘Madness,’ said Grace.

‘I agree,’ said William. ‘Not least because the force doesn’t have the resources to pursue every minor crime.’

‘Hardly minor,’ said Sir Julian. ‘In fact, it’s the beginning of a slippery slope.’

‘What if the landlord or the customer wasn’t aware it was a crime?’ asked Beth.

‘Ignorance of the law is no defence,’ said Sir Julian. ‘Otherwise you could murder whomever you pleased, and claim you didn’t realize it was a crime.’

‘What a good idea,’ said Marjorie. ‘Because I would have pleaded lack of knowledge a long time ago if I could have got away with murdering my husband. In fact, the only thing that’s stopped me doing so is the knowledge that I’d need him to defend me when the case came to court.’

Everyone burst out laughing.

‘Frankly, Mother,’ said Grace, ‘half the Bar Council would be only too willing to defend you, while the other half would appear as witnesses for the defence.’

‘Nevertheless,’ said Sir Julian, passing a hand across a furrowed brow, ‘am I right this time?’

‘Yes, Father. But don’t be surprised if cannabis is legalized in my lifetime.’

‘But not in mine, I hope,’ said Sir Julian with feeling.

‘It sounds to me,’ said Marjorie, ‘that even though your father would have failed the exam hopelessly, you must have passed.’

‘Despite kicking a protester in the balls,’ said Sir Julian.

‘No, I didn’t,’ said William.

‘No, you didn’t pass, or no, you didn’t kick the protester in the balls?’ demanded his father.

They all laughed.

‘You’re right, Marjorie,’ said Beth, coming to her fiancé’s rescue. ‘As of next Monday, William will be Detective Sergeant Warwick.’

Sir Julian was the first to stand and raise his glass. ‘Congratulations, my boy,’ he said. ‘Here’s to the first step on a long ladder.’

‘The first step on a long ladder,’ repeated the rest of the family, as they all stood and raised their glasses.

‘So, how long before you become an inspector?’ asked Sir Julian, before he’d even sat back down.

‘Pipe down, Father,’ said Grace, ‘or I might tell everyone what the judge said about you during his summing-up of your most recent case.’

‘Prejudiced old buffer.’

‘Takes one …’ said all four of them in unison.

‘What’s next on your agenda, my boy?’ asked Sir Julian, in an attempt to recover.

‘The Hawk is planning to shake up our entire department, now the politicians have finally accepted that the country is facing a major drugs problem.’

‘Just how bad is it?’ asked Marjorie.

‘Over two million people in Britain are regularly smoking cannabis. Another four hundred thousand are snorting cocaine, among them some of our friends, including a judge, although in his case only at weekends. More tragically, there are over a quarter of a million registered heroin addicts, which is one of the main reasons the NHS is so overstretched.’

‘If that’s the case,’ said Sir Julian, ‘some evil bastards must be making a fortune at the addicts’ expense.’

‘Some of the leading drug barons are coining literally millions, while young dealers, some of them still at school, can make as much as a hundred pounds a day, which is more than my commander is paid, let alone a humble detective sergeant.’

‘With so much cash swirling around,’ said Sir Julian, ‘the less scrupulous of your colleagues might well be tempted to take a cut.’

‘Not if Commander Hawksby has his way. He considers a bent copper worse than any criminal.’

‘I agree with him,’ said Sir Julian.

‘So what does he plan to do about the drugs problem?’ asked Grace.

‘The commissioner has given him the authority to set up an elite unit, whose sole purpose will be to track down one particular drug baron and take him out, while the area drugs squads concentrate on the supply chain, leaving the local police to handle the dealers on the streets, and the users, who are committing other crimes like burglary and theft to fund their addiction.’

‘I’ve defended one or two of them recently,’ said Grace. ‘Desperate, pathetic creatures, with little purpose in life other than getting their next fix. How long will it be before those in authority realize it’s often a medical problem, and not all addicts should be treated as criminals?’

‘But they are criminals,’ interjected her father, ‘and they should be locked up, not mollycoddled. Wait until it’s your home that’s burgled, Grace, then you might feel differently.’

‘We’ve already been burgled, twice,’ said Grace.

‘Probably by someone who can’t hold down a job. Addicts begin by stealing from their parents,’ said William, ‘then their friends, then anyone who leaves a window open. When I was on the beat, I once arrested a young adult who had a dozen TVs in his flat, scores of other electrical items, paintings, watches and even a tiara. And then there are the fences, who are making a small fortune. They set up so-called pawn shops for customers who never intend to claim the goods back.’

‘But surely you can shut them down?’ said Beth.

‘We do. But they’re like cockroaches. Stamp on one of them and half a dozen more come scuttling out of the woodwork. Drugs are now an international industry like oil, banking, or steel. If some of the biggest cartels had to declare their annual profits, not only would they be among the top hundred companies on the stock exchange, but the Exchequer would be able to collect billions more in taxes.’

‘Perhaps the time has come to consider regulated legalization of some drugs,’ said Grace.

‘Over my dead body,’ said Sir Julian.

‘I fear there will be a lot more dead bodies, if we don’t.’

Sir Julian was momentarily silenced, which Marjorie took advantage of. ‘Thank heavens we live in Shoreham,’ she said.

‘I can assure you, Mother, there are more drug dealers in Shoreham than there are traffic wardens.’

‘So what does the Hawk plan to do about it?’ demanded Sir Julian.

‘Cut the head off the monster who controls half the dealers in London.’

‘So why don’t you just arrest him?’

‘On what charge? Apart from the fact that we don’t even know what he looks like. We don’t know his real name, or where he lives. In the trade he’s known as the Viper, but we’ve yet to locate his nest, let alone—’

‘How are your wedding plans coming along, Beth?’ asked Marjorie, wanting to change the subject. ‘Have you finally settled on a date?’

‘Unfortunately not,’ said William.

‘Yes, we have,’ said Beth.

‘Good of you to let me know,’ said William. ‘Let’s hope I’m not on duty that day, or worse, in a witness box trying to nail a hardened criminal who’s being defended by my overpaid father.’

‘In which case, the trial will be over by lunch,’ said Sir Julian, ‘and we’ll both be able to make it on time.’

‘I need to ask a favour,’ said Beth, ignoring them both and turning to Marjorie.

‘Of course,’ said Marjorie. ‘We’d be only too delighted to help.’

‘Because my father had to spend a couple of years in prison, and as we’ve—’

‘A miscarriage of justice that was rightly overturned,’ interjected Grace.

‘And as we’ve only recently found somewhere to live,’ continued Beth, ‘I wondered if we could be married in your local church?’

‘Where Marjorie and I were married,’ said Sir Julian. ‘I can’t think of anything that would give me greater pleasure.’

‘How about Miles Faulkner ending up in jail for two years,’ suggested William, ‘and at the same time, Booth Watson QC being struck off the Bar Council.’

Sir Julian didn’t speak for some time. ‘I’ll have to ask the judge for a recess, as I might have to consider a change of plea.’

‘How about you, Grace?’ asked William.

‘I only wish I could marry my partner in the local church.’
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‘CONGRATULATIONS, SARGE,’ said Jackie, joining him at the bar. She had drawn the short straw and only drank a single shandy that night, as she would be driving the newly promoted detective sergeant home. She’d already warned Beth that it wouldn’t be much before midnight.

‘Thanks,’ William replied, after he’d drained his fourth pint.

‘Not that anyone was surprised.’

‘Except my father.’

‘Time, gentlemen, please,’ said the landlord firmly, not least because most of his customers were coppers. Although in truth, once the civilians had departed, they would often enjoy a lock-in, when the landlord would continue to serve the boys and girls in blue. There was at least one pub in every division that had a similar arrangement, which not only added to the publican’s profits, but meant he had no fear of prosecution. However, Jackie still felt it was time for William to leave.

‘As you’ve clearly had one too many,’ she said, ‘the boss has recommended that I take you home.’

‘But it’s my celebration party,’ William protested. ‘And I’ll let you into a secret, Jackie. I’ve never been this drunk before.’

‘Why am I not surprised? All the more reason for me to drive you home. It would be a pity if you were demoted the day after you’d been promoted. Although it would mean I’d probably get your job.’

‘My father warned me to watch out for women like you,’ said William, as she took him by the arm and led him unsteadily out of the pub to cries of goodnight sarge, Choirboy, and even commissioner, without any suggestion of irony or sarcasm.

‘Don’t expect me to call you sir and kiss your arse until you’re at least a chief inspector.’

‘Do you know where the expression “kiss my arse” comes from?’

‘No idea. But why do I have a feeling you’re about to tell me?’

‘The Duc de Vendôme, a seventeenth-century French aristocrat, used to receive his courtiers even when he was sitting on the loo, and after he’d wiped his bottom, one of them rushed forward and kissed it, saying, “Oh noble one, you have the arse of an angel.”’

‘Much as I’d like to be reinstated as a sergeant,’ said Jackie, ‘I wouldn’t be willing to go that far.’

‘As long as you don’t call me Bill,’ said William, as he slumped back in the passenger seat.

Jackie drove out of the car park onto Victoria Street and headed for Pimlico as William closed his eyes. Only a year ago, when Constable Warwick had first joined the team, she had been a detective sergeant, perched firmly on the second rung of the ladder. But now, following the Operation Blue Period fiasco, and the successful return of the Rembrandt to the Fitzmolean, their positions were reversed. Jackie didn’t complain – she was happy to still be part of the commander’s inner team. William began to snore. When Jackie turned the corner she spotted him immediately.

‘It’s Tulip!’ she said suddenly, throwing on the brakes and startling William out of his slumber.

‘Tulip?’ he said, as his eyes tried to focus.

‘I first arrested him when he was still at school,’ said Jackie, as she jumped out of the car. William could only make out her blurred figure running across the road towards an unlit alley where a young black man carrying a Tesco shopping bag was passing something to another man, whose face was well hidden in the shadows.

Suddenly William was wide awake, adrenalin replacing alcohol. He leapt out of the car and followed Jackie, accompanied by the sound of several car horns as he nipped in and out of the traffic. Horns that warned Tulip he’d been spotted. He immediately sped off down the alley.

William ran past Jackie, who was handcuffing the other man. But he already knew this wasn’t going to be the night for overtaking someone about the same age as himself. Street dealers rarely drink, and few of them take drugs, because they know it could cost them their job. Even before Tulip turned the corner, leapt on a black Yamaha motorbike, and roared away, William had accepted that he wasn’t going to catch him. He reluctantly came to a halt at the end of the passageway, steadied himself against a lamppost, bent down and was violently sick all over the pavement.

‘Disgusting,’ muttered an elderly gentleman, as he hurried by.

William was only relieved he wasn’t in uniform. He eventually straightened himself up and made his way slowly back down the alley, to find Jackie reading the prisoner his rights. William followed them unsteadily across the road, and managed on a second attempt to open the rear door of the car, allowing Jackie to shove the prisoner onto the back seat.

William joined her in the front, and tried not to be sick again as the car swung around and headed for the nearest police station. Jackie knew the location of London nicks the way cab drivers know hotels. She came to a halt at the back of Rochester Row police station, grabbed her charge and was escorting him towards the custody area before William had even got out of the car.

Some prisoners scream in protest, letting out a stream of invective that would turn the night air purple, while others are spoiling for a fight and need a couple of burly coppers to keep them under control. But the majority meekly bow their heads and say nothing. William was relieved that this one clearly fell into the bowed-head category. But he’d learnt after only a few weeks on the job that while users are often ashamed, dealers never are.

The custody sergeant looked up as the three of them approached the desk. Jackie produced her warrant card and told him why she had arrested the prisoner, and about his lack of cooperation after he’d been cautioned. The sergeant took a custody record and a property sheet from below the counter, so he could take down the prisoner’s details before he was placed in a cell overnight. After he’d entered the words two wraps of white powder, he turned to the prisoner and said, ‘Right, lad, let’s start with your full name.’

The prisoner remained resolutely silent.

‘I’ll ask you once again. What’s your name?’

The prisoner continued to stare defiantly across the counter at his interrogator, but still said nothing.

‘This is the last time I’m going to ask you. What’s—’

‘I know his name,’ said William.
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‘And you still remembered him, after all these years?’ said Beth, as he climbed into bed later that night.

‘You never forget the first crime you solve,’ William replied. ‘I was responsible for Adrian Heath being expelled from our prep school after I proved he’d been stealing Mars bars from the tuck shop. So no one was surprised when I joined the police force, though some of his friends never forgave me. I wasn’t Choirboy then, just a sneak.’

‘I feel rather sorry for him,’ said Beth, as she turned off the bedside light.

‘Why?’ asked William. ‘He’s obviously gone from bad to worse, just as my father predicted he would.’

‘It’s not like you to be so judgmental,’ said Beth. ‘I’d like to know what happened during the years after you lost contact with him, before I jump to any rash conclusions.’

‘I’m unlikely to find out, as Lamont’s almost certain to take me off the case.’

‘Why would he do that, when you might be the one person Adrian would be willing to talk to?’

‘You can’t afford to become personally involved with a suspect,’ William said. ‘It’s a golden rule for any police officer.’

‘Didn’t stop you getting personally involved with Christina Faulkner,’ said Beth, as she turned away from him.

William didn’t respond. He still hadn’t told Beth that Christina had been in touch with him again.

‘I’m sorry,’ Beth whispered, turning back towards William and kissing the jagged red scar that had never quite faded, physically or mentally. ‘If you hadn’t turned her into a friend, we might never have got the Rembrandt back. Which reminds me, we’ve got a fundraiser at the gallery tomorrow night, and although your attendance isn’t compulsory, I’d like you to come. Not least because some of the older ladies rather fancy you.’

‘What about the younger ones?’

‘They’ve all been banned,’ said Beth, as she settled into his arms. A few moments later she’d fallen asleep.

William lay awake for some time, and tried not to think about what had happened that night in Monte Carlo. And now the boss wanted him to see Christina again. Would he ever be free of her? She’d lied about everything else, and if Beth ever asked her, would she also lie about what had taken place after she’d crept into bed with him?
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‘So you and the suspect were at school together, detective sergeant?’ said Lamont after William had briefed the superintendent on what had happened after he and Jackie had left his celebration party the night before.

‘Prep school,’ said William. ‘Adrian Heath was among my closest friends at the time. So I presume I’ll be taken off the case and DC Roycroft will handle it.’

‘No way. This is exactly the kind of opportunity the Hawk has been looking for. We might even have a chance of getting on the inside track if you’re able to turn your friend into a snout.’

‘But we couldn’t have parted on worse terms,’ William reminded him. ‘Don’t forget, I was responsible for him being expelled.’

‘He’ll still feel safer with you than with Jackie, or any other copper for that matter.’ William didn’t offer an opinion. ‘I want you to return to Rochester Row nick right now and turn Heath back into your best friend. And I don’t care how you do it.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said William, although he still wasn’t convinced.

‘And while we’re on the subject of friends, have you returned Mrs Faulkner’s call?’

‘Not yet, sir,’ admitted William.

‘Then get on with it. And don’t report back until both of them are on your Christmas card list.’
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‘Christina?’

‘Who is this?’

‘William Warwick, returning your call.’

‘I thought you’d forgotten me,’ she said, with a friendly laugh.

‘That’s hardly likely, considering what happened the last time we met.’

‘Perhaps we should meet again. I might have something to tell you of mutual interest.’

‘Lunch at the Ritz?’ suggested William hopefully.

‘Not this time,’ said Christina, ‘because we wouldn’t have ordered our first course before my husband had been informed I was having lunch with the young detective who’d arrested him. It had better be somewhere more discreet this time.’

‘How about the Science Museum?’

‘I haven’t been there since I was a child, but what a good idea. I have to be in town next Thursday, so why don’t we meet outside the main entrance at eleven?’

‘Not outside the entrance,’ said William. ‘Someone might recognize one of us. I’ll meet you by Stephenson’s Rocket on the ground floor.’

‘Can’t wait,’ she said, before the phone went dead.

William wrote a report of his conversation with Mrs Faulkner and dropped it on Lamont’s desk before leaving the office and heading for Strutton Ground. During the short walk, he rehearsed several questions he would put to Adrian Heath, although he wasn’t convinced that they would elicit any answers if last night was anything to go by. A few minutes later he was standing outside Rochester Row nick. When he showed the desk sergeant his warrant card, the older man couldn’t hide his surprise.

‘I’d like to interview Adrian Heath, the prisoner we brought in last night,’ said William.

‘Be my guest. He’s in number two,’ said the sergeant, filling in an empty box on the custody record. ‘Refused breakfast this morning. We might get him in front of the magistrate later this afternoon, so he’s not going anywhere fast.’

‘That’s good, because I was hoping to have an intel chat with him unconnected with the offence he’s been arrested for.’

‘Fine, but keep me briefed, so all the paperwork’s in order.’

‘Will do,’ said William, as the desk sergeant handed him a large key and said, ‘He’s all yours.’

William took the key, walked along the corridor and stopped in front of cell No. 2. He peered through the grille to see Adrian lying down, a glazed expression on his face, and looking as if he hadn’t moved since last night. He turned the key in the lock, pulled open the heavy door and walked in. Adrian opened his eyes, looked up and said, ‘This place isn’t much better than our old prep school.’

William laughed as he sat down next to him on the thin, urine-stained mattress. I’m innocent, had been scratched on the wall above Adrian’s head by a previous prisoner.

‘I’d offer you tea and biscuits,’ said Adrian, ‘but I’m afraid room service isn’t that reliable.’

‘I see you haven’t lost your sense of humour,’ said William.

‘Nor you your quest to be Sir Galahad. So, have you come to rescue me, or to lock me up for the rest of my life?’

‘Neither. But I might be able to help you if you felt willing to cooperate.’

‘What would you expect in return? Because I’ve never believed in the old boys’ network.’

‘Me neither,’ said William. ‘But I might have something to offer that could prove mutually beneficial.’

‘You’re going to supply me with drugs for the rest of my life?’

‘You know that’s not going to happen, Adrian. But I could ask the magistrate to be lenient when your case comes up this afternoon, despite this not being your first appearance in the dock.’

‘That’s not much of an offer. I’ll probably only get six months anyway, and there are worse places to be than holed up in your own cell with a TV, central heating, and three meals a day, not to mention a ready supply of drugs.’

‘As this is your third offence, you’re more likely to be spending Christmas sharing a cell in Pentonville with a murderer, which might not be quite so much fun.’

‘Come on then, Choirboy, surprise me.’

It was William who was surprised. ‘Choirboy,’ he repeated.

‘That’s what my old friend Sergeant Roycroft called you last night. A great improvement on Sherlock, I thought.’

William tried to regain the initiative. ‘As you clearly know what I’ve been up to since we last met, how about you?’

Adrian stared up at the ceiling for a long time, as if his interrogator wasn’t there. An old con’s trick, William knew. He was about to give up and leave when suddenly a torrent of words came flooding out.

‘After my expulsion from Somerton, thanks to you, my old man used his influence to get me into one of the minor public schools. They were willing to turn a blind eye whenever I needed a quick drag behind the bicycle shed, but they drew the line when I moved on to cannabis. Can’t say I blame them.’ He paused, but still didn’t look at William, who had taken out his pocket book and begun to make notes.

‘After that my father sent me to a crammer, and I somehow got offered a place at a university a long way from home. Heaven knows how much the old man had to stump up for that little favour.’ Another long pause. ‘Unfortunately, I didn’t get beyond my freshman year after one of the post grads introduced me to heroin. It wasn’t too long before I was hooked, and spent most days in bed, and most nights wondering how I’d get my next fix. After I was rusticated, my tutor told me I could resume my studies if I kicked the habit, so my father sent me off to one of those rehab centres that are full of do-gooders who want to save your soul. Frankly, my soul was no longer worth saving, so I signed myself out at the end of the first week, and I haven’t spoken to the old man since. I stayed in touch with my mother, and she kept me afloat for a couple of years. But even her patience eventually ran out, and probably her money, so I had to find other ways to get hold of the cash I needed to survive. It’s quite difficult to continually try and borrow money from your friends, when they know you have no intention of ever paying them back.’

William continued to take notes.

‘But after I met Maria I checked myself back into the clinic, and tried a little harder.’

‘Maria?’

‘My girlfriend. But she was never convinced I’d really kicked the habit, and one night she caught me snorting a line of coke and became my ex-girlfriend. She told me she’d had enough and would be going back home to Brazil. Can’t say I blame her. Though I’d do anything to get her back. But I don’t think she’d be willing to give me a third chance.’

The first chink in his armour, thought William. ‘Maybe I could help convince her that this time you’re determined to kick the habit?’

‘How?’ Adrian sounded interested for the first time.

‘Have you ever considered becoming a gamekeeper, rather than a poacher?’

‘Why would I want to be a grass? People are killed for less.’

‘Because together, we might do something worthwhile.’

‘You must be joking, Choirboy.’

‘I couldn’t be more serious. You could help me put the real criminals behind bars. The ones who supply drugs to children in school playgrounds, and ruin young lives. That might convince your girlfriend you’ve turned over a new leaf.’

Another long silence followed. William was beginning to fear his appeal had fallen on deaf ears when Adrian suddenly opened up.

‘What would I have to do?’

‘I need to find out the name of the man who controls all the drug operations south of the river, and where his main factory is.’

‘And I’d like a million pounds in cash and two one-way tickets to Brazil,’ said Adrian.

‘Two one-way tickets to Brazil might be possible,’ said William. ‘Now all we need to discuss is the price.’

‘I’ll let you know just how much I expect, Choirboy, but not before the magistrate lets me off with a warning.’
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