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  Chapter One


  Suspended! The word raced round Nick Attwells head with the throbbing persistence of a madly barking dog. It pushed every other thought aside. It was as though the word
  had infiltrated his skull and multiplied itself a million times until his whole head rang with it.


  The Deputy Commissioner has therefore decided, Sergeant Attwell, that you should be suspended from duty pending investigation of the complaint which has been made against you.


  Thus had spoken the Commander of C.O.C.I. in a stiff, uncomfortable tone. Then because he was a kindly man and had disliked being the bearer of such harsh news to a young officer of whom he had
  always heard well, he had added in a gentler tone, Dont despair, Attwell, nobodys saying youre guilty of anything just because its Sir Guy Frensham whos
  made the complaint. But as you know, the Commissioner is obliged to have it investigated by A.10 and its better all round that you should be suspended pending the outcome. We have to avoid
  any possible embarrassment to the Commissioner. . . . His voice had trailed away, but Nick knew well enough what he meant. When someone like Sir Guy Frensham, who was an ex-M.P. and a
  current T.V. pundit, made a complaint against a police officer, everyone reacted nervously. The investigation procedure must not only move swiftly into action, but must be seen to do so with
  impartial zeal.


  Hey, why dont you look where youre going, mate, you nearly had me off!


  The tone was sufficiently sharp to impinge upon Nicks tumultuous thoughts. He stepped quickly back on to the pavement as a young man on a moped straightened out from a potentially
  disastrous wobble and accelerated away like an angry mosquito.


  More by good fortune than judgment, Nick reached the farther curb and walked away from the huge building which loomed behind him. Until a quarter of an hour before, it had been a largely
  friendly if faintly impersonal building, the working-place of all those police officers and civilians who comprised Scotland Yard.


  But for Nick, there was nothing friendly about it now. It had become cold and hostile. He could feel its hostility at his back as he quickened his pace to get away from it. He had no clear idea
  where he was going; his only object was to put distance between himself and the building out of which he had just walked in numbed disbelief. Suspended!


  He would have found it difficult to say what made him cross the road and enter Westminster Abbey. Although he could see it from his office window and passed by it several times a week, it was
  many years since he had been inside. Perhaps it was its very familiarity; perhaps, more, its open West door with its invitation to those seeking an answer to their problems.


  The only times Nick went to church were weddings and christenings and the occasional funeral. And though he was wont to send up a prayer at moments of stress, it was always when he was walking
  along the street or standing in a bus queue. He hadnt been down on his knees to pray since he had left childhood. It seemed hypocritical to do so now and accordingly he just sat on a chair a
  few rows from the back and stared ahead of him. Despite the constant murmurings and movement of visitors, it was cool and soothing to sit there and to feel the drumming in his head begin to
  subside.


  His attention had been drawn, when he first sat down, to a girl two rows in front of him and to his left. What had attracted his notice was her upright position of kneeling. Not resting her
  behind against the edge of the seat, her elbows were on the top of the chair in front and her face was covered by her hands. She was absolutely still and Nick wondered what she was praying about.
  For her, the posture was obviously as normal as it was unaccustomed for him, but somehow she helped to contribute to the timeless serenity of the great church.


  He was staring up at one of the sweeping arches wondering just how he was going to break the news of his suspension to Clare when he heard a sudden gasp.


  He looked toward the girl, who, though still kneeling, had turned and was staring straight at him with an expression of considerable suspicion. In the second before she spoke, he realised that
  she was as attractive as her long auburn hair had promised.


  My purse! she said, still staring hard at Nick. Someones taken my purse.


  He slid quickly from his seat and into the row between them.


  It was on the seat next to me, she said, indicating the chair to her left. You must have seen who took it?


  Nick shook his head. Im afraid not. I wasnt looking that way and there are so many people moving up and down. It could have been anyone. This was especially true as
  the seat in question was the end one in the row. You didnt hear anything? he asked.


  No. It wasnt until I glanced round that I saw it had gone. What ought I to do?


  Report it to the police.


  What good will that do?


  Probably none, but you still ought to. The person may be arrested for something else and your purse could come to light.


  But not its contents, she remarked with a small twisted smile.


  What was in it?


  A handkerchief, and about a couple of pounds.


  You certainly wont see the money again and the purse will probably end up in a litter basket. But at least it could have been worse.


  Oh, I never carry much money about with me in London. Its too risky with all your pickpockets and bag-snatchers around. Nick detected a note of reproach in the use of the
  word your, but was really stung when she went on, And the police seem quite helpless if not worse.


  Thats certainly not true, he said vigorously.


  She opened her eyes a fraction wider and stared at him for a second or two before speaking.


  Are you connected with them in some way? she enquired with a quizzical smile.


  As a matter of fact I am.


  Oh, well, then Ive reported the theft to the right person. She raised herself off her knees and sat down. Do you want my particulars?


  Ill show you the way to Rockmere Row Police Station. Thats the place to report it.


  The girl shrugged and, stepping past Nick, made for the door. He hurried after her. As they got outside, he said, Im sorry, I didnt mean to sound unhelpful, but Im
  stationed at Scotland Yard and this is a matter for the local police. And, anyway. . . .


  The girl paused and searched his faceas though looking for the answer to the question she was about to ask. What were you doing in Westminster Abbey in the middle of the afternoon?
  Were you on some secret mission or something?


  No, nothing like that. It seemed to the girl as she waited for him to go on that he had gone into a trance. At last he re-focused his gaze on her and said, What about a cup
  of tea?


  Make it coffee and Ill come.


  Her name was Alice Macpherson, she was 23 years old and she came from New Zealand. She had been in England for nine months and was currently working as an au pair with a family
  in North London. This was her regular afternoon off and she told Nick that she often dropped into a church to say her prayers. She was planning to return home in three months time after a winter
  sports holiday in Austria.


  By the time Nick had learnt all this, she, for her part, knew that he was a Detective Sergeant in the Metropolitan Police, that he had a wife called Clare who was an ex-police officer and a ten
  month old baby son named Simonand that he lived in a small house off Barnes Common. She also knew that he had recently passed his inspectors exam.


  So why arent you an inspector now? she asked, giving her coffee a further stir.


  One has to wait for a vacancy, he said in a tone of abrupt dejection.


  How long is that likely to be? Alice asked, not understanding his sudden change of mood.


  Any old time. Possibly never in my case! Instinct told her that she was on the verge of finding out why he had been sitting in the Abbey that afternoon. Ive been
  suspended from duty, I may be dismissed, he blurted out.


  What are you supposed to have done? she asked quietly after a pause.


  Do you really want to know?


  I wouldnt have asked if I didnt. She had the tact not to add, and you wouldnt have brought me to this caf and mentioned the subject if you
  didnt want to talk to someone about it. And, as she knew, a sympathetic stranger is often the best audience for the sort of unburdening which was about to come.


  Ive been on a murder enquiry, he said, staring at a crumb on the table. An old lady called Florence Isaacs was found murdered in her bedroom. She was a widow and
  lived alone in a large house up at Highgate. She had quite a lot of valuables and robbery was almost certainly the motive. She used to keep quite large amounts of loose cash around the house. In
  vases and between books and that sort of thing. There were signs that someone had been looking for money and jewelry which would indicate somebody with knowledge of her habits. He paused and
  flicked the crumb which had been holding his gaze off the table. Suspicion fell on a couple of people. One was a young man named Unsworth who occupied a flat at the top of the house until a
  short time ago when she gave him the boot following a big row between them. Theres evidence that Unsworth bore her a considerable grudge.


  What was the row over?


  We dont know. Unsworth has disappeared and weve not yet been able to trace him. We only heard about the row from the daily woman and she couldnt tell us the details.
  Just said thered been a row and that Mrs. Isaacs had refused to discuss it with anyone.


  You said two suspects, Alice prompted in the pause that followed.


  Yes, the others a seventeen-year-old youth named Paul Frensham. Hes the son of Sir Guy Frensham. Heard of him?


  Alice nodded, but Nick failed to observe her expression of quickening interest.


  Paul Frensham used to do odd gardening jobs for Mrs. Isaacs to earn a bit of pocket money. He was working there the afternoon she died. By all accounts hes a feckless young man and
  was always on the borrow. We hauled him in for questioning, but he denied all knowledge of the murder. But we found a freshly washed sweater hed been wearing on the afternoon in question
  which he was evasive about, and he was generally unimpressive under interrogation. However, we didnt have enough to charge him and so he was allowed to go. Nick ran a finger along the
  edge of the table. His story had come out in staccato bursts which had left him seemingly breathless. As though he had been urgently dictating only the vitals of the case. And now hes
  made this allegation through his father, he said in a taut voice. Its utterly base, of course, and I suppose I shouldnt be surprised that a spoilt brat like Paul
  Frensham should make malicious attacks on the police. God knows, were always vulnerable to false accusations, but that doesnt make it any better when you happen to be the target
  yourself; nor when its someone like Sir Guy Frensham weighing in against you. He paused and added bitterly, I wouldnt put it past him to try and whip up public support
  next time hes on T.V. I always did regard him as a phoney and now I know hes a dishonest one into the bargain.


  What exactly are you accused of? Alice asked quietly in the pause that followed.


  Paul Frensham told his father that Id asked him for 2000 in order to suppress a vital piece of evidence against him.


  What was the piece of evidence supposed to be?


  Nick made a mirthless sound. It appears I didnt reveal that. Simply that Id frame him if he didnt pay me the money.


  Why should he have picked on you? Alice asked in a puzzled tone.


  Because I was the officer who went to his house and brought him to the Station for questioning. Theres the further allegation that I browbeat him into letting me search his room.
  The way the complaints been laid, hes made to sound a defenceless young schoolboy instead of a seventeen-year-old drop-out which is nearer the mark. If his father wants to make a
  public issue of it on television, I hope hell disclose that his nasty young son was convicted in the Juvenile Court two years ago of assaulting another youth. Waited till the other
  boys back was turned, then hit him over the head with a lump of wood just to clinch the argument theyd been having. That tells you the sort of person he is.


  But Alice didnt seem to be listening. She was worrying one end of her lower lip with two white even teeth. Her expression was deeply thoughtful. Finally, she seemed to reach a decision
  and looked up.


  Ive met Paul Frensham once, she said. Before Nick could speak, she went on, It was about a couple of months ago at a disco in Hampstead. A girl in our party knew
  Kerstin. Shes the Frenshams Swedish au pair and she was there with Paul Frensham. She smiled apologetically. Im afraid thats all there really is. Kerstin
  and Paul joined us for a few minutes and soon afterwards they left.


  Nick gave a sigh. It was as though a suddenly struck match had flickered out. But some comment seemed to be called for.


  Did you form any impression of him?


  I thought he was quite good-looking in a rather young way. It was fairly clear that he didnt want to linger at our table. I heard afterwards from the girl who knew them that he was
  besotted with Kerstin, and spent all the time he could in her bed.


  Kerstin was out with the younger children when I went to the house; what sort of girl is she?


  Very attractive if you go for the statuesque nordic type. She has lovely features and a rather grave air. In appearance cold and aloof you might say.


  But not cold all the way through?


  Alice smiled. Not according to what I was told.


  How old is she?


  About my age. Perhaps a year younger.


  But older than Paul?


  Yes, by several years. She glanced at her watch. I shall have to go in a few minutes. Do you really think I should report the theft of my purse? From what you say,
  theres little hope of my ever getting it back and it does seem rather a waste of time.


  As a policeman, Im bound to say you ought to, but Id understand if you didnt. Im thankful there wasnt more than 2 in it.


  So am I!


  You know, when I first saw you staring at me, I thought you believed that Id taken it.


  Well, it did cross my mind. After all, you were closer to me than anyone else. But when you came springing forward, I knew it couldnt have been you. She pushed her chair
  back. Ive had a number of curious experiences in London, but this has been one of the oddest.


  I cant begin to tell you how grateful I am, Nick said earnestly. But for you, Id probably be in the river by now.


  Im glad I saved you from that, she said, with a laugh. She paused in the act of standing up. Its none of my business, but Im just curious. Are you going
  to find it difficult explaining all this to your wife?


  About meeting you?


  No! About being suspended?


  Less now than Id thought. Talking to you has helped. And having been in the force herself means that shes aware of the things that can happen.


  Alice held out her hand. I hope everything works out all right for you. Ill certainly follow the case in the paper. The murder case, that is. If it was Paul Frensham who killed the
  old lady, Ill have added to lifes experiences by meeting a murderer.


  You havent given me your address, Nick said hastily as she turned to go. She glanced back with a quizzical expression. And Ive not given you mine. I mean, if
  you did learn anything further about Paul Frensham, Id be very grateful if youd call me. And its not impossible that I might want to get in touch with you about some detail or
  other. Tearing a page from the back of his pocket-book, he divided it into two and gave her half to write down her address. Thats my home number, he said, handing her
  his half. With a grim little smile, he added, Ill probably be in most of the day for the next few weeks.


  Clare was half way down the stairs when she heard the key in the front door.


  Darling, how lovely, youre back early, she cried as the door opened and Nick came in.


  Even in the second before she ran forward to kiss him, she realised that something had happened. His smile seemed to belong to a waxwork. And when they did kiss, it wasnt just that his
  breath smelt freshly of whisky, but as though someone other than the Nick she knew had taken possession of his body.


  She stepped back and looked at him anxiously.


  Somethings happened, she said. It came more as a statement than as a question. What is it, Nick?


  Ive been suspended.


  For a second or two she was silent, then determined to conceal the feeling of utter dismay the news had caused her, she ran forward and kissed him again.


  First a drink and then tell me.


  He followed her into the kitchen and watched her fetch a can of lager from the refrigerator. She poured it out and handed it to him and then poured herself a glass of sherry.


  They took their drinks into the living-room and sat down. Once Nick began, the whole story came out without any prompting from Clare. The only interruption came when Simon started crying
  upstairs. Clare looked hopefully toward her husband, but he shook his head. You go, he murmured stiffly. It was as though, she reflected sadly, he feared that a ten-months old baby
  might start asking him awkward questions. When she returned downstairs, he carried on exactly from where he had left off.


  When he reached the end, he lay back in his chair with an air of exhaustion.


  I would hope, he said in a brittle sort of voice, that people neednt get to know. I mean, is there any need for our respective parents to be told?


  I know how you feel, darling, but I think itll probably be best not to try and pretend anything. Im not proposing we should broadcast the news up and down the street, but I
  think we should tell our parents and Bob and Sheila next door and take the sting out of it by saying that officers are frequently suspended while complaints are investigated, that in your case the
  complaint is completely unfounded and that your vindication and reinstatement is only a matter of time.


  You believe that? he asked in a slightly hollow voice.


  Confidently.


  I hope youre right.


  Well, you didnt solicit a bribe from Paul Frensham, did you? Clare asked in a tone of faint exasperation.


  Of course I didnt.


  Then hes lying and its only a matter of time before hes shown to be lying. Just because hes the son of Sir Guy Frensham doesnt mean his word is going to
  be accepted at face value. Rather the reverse, one hopes. Nobody in their right mind would buy a secondhand television set on his fathers say so.


  Nevertheless, Ive let you and Simon and everyone else down.


  Dont be daft, darling. Having baseless complaints made against you is an occupational hazard in the police. You havent let anybody down, least of all Simon whod still
  love you if you were Jack the Ripper reincarnated.


  Though she spoke robustly and had no doubts about her husbands innocence, Clare realised the strains to which his suspension from duty would inevitably give rise. Shed seen it
  happen during her own service. And it was always the genuinely innocent ones who were most affected. Well, it would be up to her to anticipate the strains and get him through the darker periods
  that lay ahead. As far as she was concerned, their two years of marriage had been the happiest of her life. She was deeply in love with her husband and had every reason to believe that he felt the
  same way about her. And having been in the police herself, the support she could now offer him might even be of a practical kind. She was already toying with the possibility of getting in touch
  with this Alice Macpherson. She was intrigued to find out just what sort of a girl it was whod had this cathartic effect on her husband. And in Westminster Abbey of all places! But more than
  that shed like to talk to her about Paul Frensham and his Swedish girlfriend.


  The one thing that stuck out a mile to Clare was that Paul Frensham hadnt accused Nick just for sport. He must have done so with a strong motive. Could it have been that his motive was to
  get Nick taken off the case? If so, he had been successful. But why should he have wanted that? It was a question Clare couldnt answer at the moment, but it was one which was still knocking
  at her mind some hours later as she and Nick lay curled together in bed that night.
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