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Detective Inspector Helen Shepherd sighed, as
she passed the police line and walked into the bank. It was going
to be one of those days.

It was a small branch, just two counters and
five cash machines, on the ground floor of an anonymous seventies
office building. But even the cheerful colours of the furnishings —
corporate identity branded within an inch of their lives — couldn’t
disguise the dreary shabbiness of the surroundings.

The forensics team were out in force, swarming
all over the bank and dusting, spraying and photographing every
available surface, looking uncannily like astronauts exploring the
unknown in their white coveralls. Helen nodded to them and headed
for the private offices and meeting rooms at the back, where Police
Constable Walker was waiting with the branch manager.

“Morning, boss.”

PC Walker was his usual cheerful freckled self,
as he handed Helen a cup of freshly brewed coffee. He also had a
cup for himself, while a third was slowly growing cold on the table
in front of the branch manager. Apparently, PC Walker had
commandeered the bank’s fancy chromium gleaming coffeemaker for
police use. Helen approved. Every investigation went so much better
with coffee.

The bank manager was short, round, bald and
sweated a lot. He also seemed unable to sit still, constantly
fidgeting instead. None of this necessarily meant he was guilty of
anything untoward. But nonetheless it was suspicious.

“It was an inside job, boss,” PC Walker
announced and Helen’s suspicions regarding the sweating bank
manager rose by a notch or two.

“Luckily, we’ve got much of it on CCTV.”

Helen’s suspicions cooled down again. Surely
the bank manager would not be so stupid to leave the CCTV on
instead of arranging for it to be disabled before the heist. On the
other hand, people were often fatally stupid. It made Helen’s job
easier.

“This is Nigel Hopkinson, the branch manager.”
PC Walker indicated the sweating man. “He came in early today and
discovered the robbery.”

“It’s a disaster,” Hopkinson lamented, “A true
disaster. The vault empty, the cash machines empty, all robbed. A
disaster!” He theatrically dabbed at his forehead with a cloth
handkerchief.

Hopkinson was acting as if the stolen money was
his own rather than the bank’s. Never mind that banks had insurance
for such cases. Again, his behaviour made him suspicious. In
Helen’s experience, bank clerks usually only freaked out like this,
if they’d found themselves taken hostage or starring into the
barrel of a gun.

“How much money was stolen, Mr. Hopkinson?”

“About fif… fifty-three-thousand pounds,” Nigel
Hopkinson stammered.

Helen raised an eyebrow. “Fifty-three-thousand
pounds. That’s a lot of cash for a small branch like this one.”

“I know, but… we’re right across the road from
the stadium, you see. And when there’s a match on, the spectators
head for the cash machines either before or after the game. And the
stadium has a capacity of forty-five thousand people.”

“I see. And today is match day.”

“Yes, exactly.” Nigel Hopkinson nodded
emphatically, which made him look like a bobblehead toy. “That’s
why we got a cash delivery yesterday.”

“I see. And how many people would know about
this delivery?”

Nigel Hopkinson scratched his head. “The staff
obviously. Our colleagues at the head office. The security van firm
and the drivers…”

“Quite a lot of people then.” Helen turned to
PC Walker. “Is this why you suspected an inside job?”

PC Walker nodded. “Looks pretty likely to
me.”

Helen took a sip of her coffee. “I agree. But
we’ve still got a long list of suspects. Probably even longer than
we think, since it’s also possible that someone staked out the bank
for a few weeks and noticed a pattern.”

She turned to the manager. “Mr. Hopkinson,
we’re going to need a list of all employees and former employees
who might have knowledge of the amount of money kept at this
branch.”

“Of course, of course.” Hopkinson wiped his
forehead again. “Anything I can do to help.”

“We’re also going to need a similar list from
your head office and the transport firm,” Helen continued.

Nigel Hopkinson gave her a horrified look, as
if Helen had just suggested he cut off his own finger or some other
vital appendage. “I was afraid you’d say that.”

Helen raised an eyebrow. “Is there a problem
here, Mr. Hopkinson?”

Nigel Hopkinson once again wiped his sweaty
forehead. “No… It’s just… the head office…”

“Surely your head office has already been
informed about the robbery,” Helen said. She shot Hopkinson a
piercing look. “And surely they cannot blame you, unless you
grossly neglected your duties.”

“No… It’s just… There is talk of closing this
branch, because it’s too small and not profitable enough. A bunch
of cash machines installed at the stadium would do the job just as
well, the head office says. And I fear the robbery may be the last
straw.”

Helen nodded thoughtfully. The threat of branch
closure certainly helped to explain Nigel Hopkinson’s sheer sweaty
panic. Coincidentally, it also provided a potential motive for the
robbery, not just for Hopkinson but for every other employee as
well.

“Does your staff known about the possible
closure of the branch?” she wanted to know.

“Well, not officially, but…” Hopkinson lowered
his eyes. “…there are rumours. There are always rumours.”

“Did any of the staff ask you point blank about
the closure?” Helen wanted to know, “Or did anybody utter any
threats?”

“Threats? No, of course not. What… what are you
insinuating?” Nigel Hopkinson took off his glasses to wipe them
with his handkerchief. “My staff would never do such a thing,” he
insisted, “Never.”

Helen had her doubts about that, but she
decided to keep them to herself for the moment. Hopkinson was
already upset enough as it was.

Helen turned to PC Walker. “You said we had
parts of the raid on CCTV,” she said, “Let’s take a look.”

A few minutes later, Helen, PC Walker and Nigel
Hopkinson were all clustered around the branch manager’s computer,
watching the CCTV recordings of the day before.

There was just one camera covering the bank
room plus the cash machine cameras. The recording or at least the
part thereof that PC Walker deemed interesting started at five
forty-five, shortly before closing time.

Helen watched a bank clerk, a skinny
nondescript white man in his forties, serve some customers. She
watched Nigel Hopkinson finish his last meeting of the day, watched
him shake the hand of an elderly man. She watched Hopkinson fetch
his co [...]
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