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  Chapter One




  Len Curzon had a nose for a good story but this one wasn’t worth a sniff. Frustrated, he dumped his elbows squarely on the table and scowled at the giant in front of him.

  Why had he even bothered? There were more useful things he could be doing with a Friday afternoon than sitting in a prison visiting room pandering to a minor villain’s ego.




  ‘For God’s sake, BJ, are you saying you’ve dragged me all the way down here just to try and flog me your life history?’




  ‘But you write them books. I’ve seen ’em. You did that one on Alfie Noakes.’




  Len shook his head. ‘I’m a reporter, son. You said you had something important to tell me.’




  It took a while for the implication to sink in – the route through to BJ’s brain was a slow one – but as it did his mouth slowly turned down at the corners. ‘I

  thought—’




  ‘I don’t care what you thought. Remind me of how old you are, exactly.’




  ‘Twenty-four.’




  ‘Don’t you think you’re a little young to be considering the definitive biography?’




  ‘Huh?’




  Len peered down into the polystyrene cup. He blew on the surface of the thick dark brew before taking a sip and screwing up his face. Lord, even the tea stank. He was tempted to get up and walk.

  Sometimes he wished he’d never written those books. Now every jumped-up low-life, every hoodlum, every toerag in the land wanted to see his name in print. ‘I mean, maybe you should wait

  a while, get a few more . . . experiences.’




  But BJ refused to be discouraged. ‘I’ve been around, Mr C. I’ve seen stuff.’




  ‘Yeah, course you have.’




  The problem with ‘Big Jay’ Barrington was that you got exactly what it said on the tin – six foot six of solid muscle, a great guy to have beside you in a brawl but with sod

  all in the brain department. If an original thought had ever entered his head it had exited again at the first opportunity. This accounted for why he’d already spent more than half his adult

  life in jail.




  ‘I’ve worked with Billy Todd, Ray Stagg, all the faces. I’ve been there, man. People are gonna be well into it.’




  Len dug deep into his reserves of patience. Through the years he had learned to cultivate the small-timers, to buy them drinks, to sit and listen to their endless cock-and-bull stories in the

  hope of receiving the odd snippet of interesting information. BJ might still be useful one day in the future – it was best, perhaps, not to close any doors too firmly.




  ‘Look, I can’t promise anything, okay? Things are pretty busy at the moment but go on, go ahead and tell me what you’ve got in mind.’




  As BJ began his pitch, Len gazed down at his watch. For courtesy’s sake, he’d give it five more minutes and then make his excuses. If he legged it down to the station he might still

  be able to catch the two thirty-four back to London. In the meantime, for want of anything better to do, he glanced discreetly round the room.




  Inevitably, he recognized some of the other inmates; after three decades on the Hackney Herald his knowledge of London criminals and their families was bordering on the encyclopedic. That

  HMP Maidstone was currently housing a few familiar faces, ageing villains who had never learned from their mistakes, came as no surprise. What was more depressing was that he also recognized a

  handful of the younger cons. These were the no-hoper sons and even grandsons of men he had seen sent down over and over again. They were the next generations staunchly carrying on the family

  tradition. He sighed into his tea. It wasn’t the legacy of criminality that disturbed him so much as the reminder it provided of his own advancing years. At sixty-three, retirement was

  snapping at his heels.




  Before that thought could start to fester he made another quick sweep. This time his gaze alighted on someone more interesting. Len’s eyes widened a fraction.




  ‘Isn’t that Paul Deacon?’




  BJ frowned, stopped his monologue and glanced over his shoulder. ‘Who?’




  ‘Deacon, Paul Deacon. Over by the window. With the woman in the red coat.’




  ‘Dunno, mate.’




  BJ obviously hadn’t heard of him, never mind made his acquaintance. Still, it was years since Len had sat through those two long and sensational weeks at the Old Bailey. Sex, politics and

  murder, the perfect combination, always guaranteed an excellent turnout and the courtroom had been packed to the rafters. A good show was what the public had been after and the trial hadn’t

  disappointed.




  Len continued to stare. Deacon was older, greyer, in his late fifties now but he still maintained an air of distinction. The prison regime may have stripped a little weight from his body but it

  had done nothing to wipe that impenetrable expression from his face. Why he had killed Tony Keppell remained a mystery. How he had even known him was another matter altogether. Deacon had been a

  successful politician, a socialite, a rich and successful man. The Keppells were pure gangster stock.




  At the trial, Deacon had claimed self-defence, a drunken row that had got out of hand, but his evidence had been vague and evasive. When cross-examined he could not – or perhaps more

  accurately would not – explain the nature of their relationship. In fact, he had appeared curiously indifferent to the proceedings. Impeccably dressed, he had stood in the dock with a

  look suspiciously like boredom on his face. Arrogant was how other reporters had described him but Len hadn’t been convinced. Resigned was more the word that had sprung to mind as if, despite

  all the efforts of his expensive legal team, Deacon had already decided that the outcome was inevitable. And as it turned out he’d been right. The jury, with little other option, had

  pronounced their unanimous guilty verdict in less than an hour.




  Len switched his attention to the woman. He could only see her in profile, a young slim girl with shortish dark hair. She looked about twenty-five. Not his daughter, that was for sure. Deacon

  hadn’t got any kids. So who was she? A friend, perhaps, or a girlfriend. There was something about their body language that suggested a particular kind of intimacy. His antennae were

  starting to twitch. Maybe this trip hadn’t been such a waste of time after all. There might just be a story here: Shamed politician finds sexy new love behind bars.




  ‘So what do you think, Mr C?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘About the book, man. It’s the business, right?’




  Len glanced back at him and nodded. ‘Yeah. I don’t know. Maybe.’




  BJ smiled, his upper row of large creamy teeth showing three black spaces. ‘See. I told you. This is gonna be big. This is gonna be mega.’




  Len was only half listening. Deacon and the girl were leaning in towards each other, talking soft and fast. They were only inches apart. Deacon’s shoulders had become tight and hunched. A

  row? It could be. Some kind of disagreement anyway. Deacon’s left hand, curled up on the table, clenched into a fist. He didn’t look pleased. She didn’t look too happy either. Len

  saw her shake her head and sit back.




  He rapidly revised his headline: Shamed politician splits with sexy young girlfriend. Now that could be an exclusive, a story that could be sold on to the tabloids. All he had to do was

  to find out who she was.




  ‘You ever see that girl before, BJ? The one with Deacon.’




  ‘Nah, man, I’ve told you. I don’t know him. I don’t know her.’ Impatiently, he looked over his shoulder again and sighed. ‘What’s the big deal? He

  famous or somethin’?’




  Len thought about telling him but then changed his mind. ‘No, no one special. It doesn’t matter.’




  He continued to watch them out of the corner of his eye. Suddenly, the girl stood up. She was buttoning her red coat and preparing to leave. It was less than thirty minutes into the visit.

  Deacon got to his feet too. For a second the two of them stood gazing at each other before she stretched out her hand and touched him lightly on the arm. Then, without a word, she turned and walked

  quickly towards the door.




  It was the first time Len had seen her properly. He couldn’t describe her as beautiful. He wasn’t even sure if she was pretty. Her face, with its small sharp chin, high cheekbones

  and deep-set eyes, was more striking than attractive. Then he suddenly realized – there was a hint of familiarity about her. He’d seen her before. But where and when?




  Len made a decision. He scraped back his chair. If he was fast enough he might be able to follow her.




  BJ peered up at him. ‘Mr C?’




  ‘Sorry.’ Len looked at his watch. ‘I’ve got a meeting. Got to go.’




  ‘But—’




  ‘Yeah, the book. Sounds good.’ A screw was already heading towards the door, a set of keys jangling in his hand. If he didn’t leave now he might lose her – along with any

  chance of a scoop. ‘Make some notes. Send them on. I’ll get back to you. Good to see you again.’ He leaned forward, grabbed BJ’s hand, shook it, and hurried towards the

  exit.




  She didn’t even glance at him as they were escorted back. The three of them walked in silent single file. Len was careful not to stare too hard. The last thing he wanted was to draw

  attention to himself.




  In the foyer he retrieved his phone and newspaper from the locker and returned the key to the screw on duty. He quickly left the building, crossed over the road and waited. If she’d driven

  here, he’d be jiggered. Still, he could always get the registration of the car and try to track her down later.




  A bitter winter wind whistled round his ears. Len turned up the collar of his coat, stamped his feet on the ground and rubbed his hands together. A minute passed and then another. What was she

  doing in there? If he had to hang around much longer, he’d be frozen to the pavement. He stared longingly towards the soft golden light escaping from the windows of the pub. What he

  wouldn’t give for a warming shot of brandy. For a moment he was tempted – this business with the girl might come to nothing – but he knew better than to let a God-sent opportunity

  slip through his fingers. It might only be a hunch but his hunches had served him well in the past.




  Who was she? He racked his brains but still couldn’t place her. He’d always been good with faces – once seen, never forgotten – but names were forever evading him now. It

  was one of the penalties of growing old.




  It was almost ten minutes before she finally emerged from the gate, glanced briefly to the left and the right, and then set off in the direction of the station.




  ‘Thank you, Lord,’ he murmured.




  Len looked up at the board as he followed her on to the platform for London Victoria. There was a train due in ten minutes. He offered up another small prayer of gratitude. Not too long to wait

  and with a bit of luck she’d be going all the way to the city. If this did turn out to be a wild-goose chase then at least he wouldn’t be too far from home.




  He watched as she sat down on an empty bench, took her mobile from her bag and checked through the messages. The corners of her mouth turned down. For a while she sat drumming her fingers

  against her knee and then took a deep breath, pressed a couple of buttons and raised the phone to her ear.




  Len decided to risk a spot of eavesdropping. He strolled casually past and halted just a few feet away. Opening the paper, he stared down at it and pretended to read.




  ‘Hi,’ she said into the phone. ‘It’s me.’




  There was a short pause.




  ‘Yes, I know. Sorry. I meant to call but I got stuck in a meeting and it just went on and on.’ She sighed. ‘You know what Colin’s like. I couldn’t get away. Once he

  starts talking there’s just no stopping him.’




  Another pause.




  ‘Are you? That’s okay, that’s fine. I’m still at work too. I’ve got a few things to finish off. I’ll be a while yet.’




  Len gave her a furtive glance. She was nervously playing with a button on her coat. He noticed the gold band on her finger and grinned. A nice warm sensation was spreading through his groin. He

  was on to something. He was sure he was. Paul Deacon’s lady friend was lying through her teeth – and now all he had to do was to find out why.




  ‘I’ll see you later.’ She nodded, her dark eyes focused on the damp grey concrete of the platform. ‘Yeah, love you too. Okay. Bye then.’




  As she hung up, Len smartly returned his attention to the paper. It was about time he got a break. The last few years had been lean ones. Only small stuff. No big stories. He’d been

  starting to wonder if he’d lost his touch. But no, Len Curzon wasn’t finished yet. Still, he’d have to act quickly; he hadn’t been the only person in that room today. All it

  would take was some other savvy visitor to tip off the tabloids and he could wave goodbye to any hope of an exclusive.




  When the train pulled in, he waited until she’d got on before moving towards the other end of the carriage. It wasn’t busy and there was plenty of space. As she settled into her seat

  he sat down, two rows back and across the aisle. From here he had a clear view in case she got off before London.




  He stared at the back of her head, at the dark silky hair that only just touched her collar. Who was she? It was right on the tip of his tongue. It was driving him mad. An actress, perhaps,

  someone he’d seen on TV? No, she wasn’t the showbiz type. He wasn’t really sure what type she was. Although there was a certain confidence in how she dressed – that bright

  red coat suggested she didn’t mind attracting attention – there was also a defensiveness about her body language, a barrier that defied anyone to get too close. Look but don’t

  touch was the message drifting out from her.




  Len glanced down at his paper. He needed a distraction. The more he dwelled on it, the less likely he was to come up with a name. While he flicked through the pages he pondered again on the Paul

  Deacon trial. What had happened to the wife? She’d got a divorce, he thought, shortly after Deacon had been sent down. No doubt in her mind then as to just how guilty he was. Or maybe

  it was the other stuff, all those nasty rumours, that had sent her scuttling to the nearest good solicitor.




  Had Deacon been shagging Tony Keppell? There was no real evidence but that hadn’t stopped the talk. Jimmy Keppell’s youngest son, the runt of the litter, had been a small blond

  pretty boy. And only fifteen. Had the kid been blackmailing Deacon, putting the squeeze on him? The truth hadn’t come out. Perhaps it never would. Some secrets stayed buried forever. Still,

  there was one fact that had never been in dispute: on a warm summer’s evening, over a decade ago, Paul Deacon had picked up a gun and fired a bullet through Tony Keppell’s pale and

  skinny chest.




  


     

  




  Chapter Two




  It was just after four when the train arrived at Victoria. The station was heaving and Len had to take care not to lose her in the crowd. She was only small, about five foot

  two, and he wasn’t more than a few inches taller. The red coat helped to keep her in his sights. As she made her way towards the underground, he rummaged for his travel pass. Bugger, he hated

  the tube and especially at this time of day. It would be hot, stinking, sweaty . . . and there wouldn’t be a chance of getting a seat.




  He took out his phone, hoping he wouldn’t lose the signal before he descended into the bowels of the earth. He punched in the number. It rang five times before she finally picked up.

  ‘Jess?’




  ‘Oh, it’s you. Where are you? In the pub?’




  ‘No, I’m not in the bloody pub.’




  ‘Toby’s doing his nut. You were supposed to have the Butler copy with him by noon.’




  Len pulled a face. Toby Marsh was always stressing over one minor detail or another. ‘Was I? Well, it’s on my desk, er . . . somewhere. Be a love and dig it out for me. And look,

  there’s one other thing. If you get the time could you—’




  ‘No,’ she snapped. ‘I’m busy.’




  ‘Go on. It won’t take a minute.’




  ‘And how many times have I heard that before? The answer’s still no.’ She spelled it out. ‘N-O. I’m up to my ears in it. You’ll have to do it

  yourself.’




  ‘Please,’ he wheedled. ‘You know what I’m like on that computer. You could do it in half the time. I could be on to something here.’




  She paused, her curiosity piqued. ‘On to what?’




  Len grinned as he stepped on to the escalator. ‘I’ll tell you later. Just dig out everything you can on the Paul Deacon trial. About ten, twelve years ago. He’s the MP

  who—’




  ‘Yeah, I remember him.’




  ‘Okay. Great. Ta. I’ll give you a ring in an hour or so.’




  ‘Hey, I didn’t say—’




  But Len was already hanging up. He knew she’d come through. Jessica Vaughan might only be a junior reporter but she was smarter than most of her more experienced colleagues. Come to think

  of it, she was better looking too. He liked a woman with a bit of shape. And Jess certainly had that. For a moment, pondering on those soft seductive curves, he almost lost track of what he was

  supposed to be doing.




  He glanced down the escalator. Deacon’s girl, a few yards ahead, had stepped out to the left and was jogging down the last few steps. He followed behind, tailing her along a corridor to

  the Victoria line and on to the northbound platform.




  No sooner had they arrived than a train roared noisily out of the darkness. The doors slid open to reveal a solid crush of bodies. No chance, he thought, but she had other ideas. Like a seasoned

  commuter she forced her way in and he had no choice but to squeeze in straight behind. As the doors closed he found himself jammed tight. She was only inches away. He breathed in, trying not to

  touch her.




  As they hurtled through the tunnel, Len averted his face and gazed along the length of the carriage. Although he wasn’t looking at her, he remained overtly aware of her presence, of her

  dark hair, the curve of her neck, of her red coat brushing against his thigh. He willed her not to turn, worried that she might recognize him.




  It was four long and stifling stops before she finally got off at Euston. He stumbled gratefully out behind her. But the journey wasn’t over yet. From here she crossed over to the Northern

  line. By the time Len smelled fresh air again, he was in Camden Town.




  It was dark outside and the temperature had plummeted. He felt the first few spots of an icy rain. Great, so now he was going to get soaked for his troubles too. He prayed she wasn’t going

  far. Once he’d found out her address he could retire to a nice cosy pub and have that drink he so richly deserved.




  Len watched as she hesitated on the kerb. For a moment she seemed undecided, glancing over towards the High Street and its shops. God, he hoped she didn’t feel the urge for some

  last-minute retail therapy. But then she looked up at the sky, opened her umbrella, hurried over the zebra crossing and began to walk down Camden Road.




  He pushed his way through the crowd and followed her. The bustling street made his job easier; there was no reason for her to notice him. For the next ten minutes he strode briskly along behind.

  It was only when she veered down a quiet, dimly lit side street that he began to worry. Len slowed his pace, putting a few more yards between them. He didn’t want to spook her, not at this

  late stage. But even if she heard his footsteps, she seemed unconcerned, the click of her heels maintaining the same calm and steady rhythm.




  She took the next left into the plusher surroundings of Berry Square and began rooting in her bag. Len hung back, taking the opportunity to grab a cigarette. Then, as he watched her turn through

  a gateway and climb a flight of steps, he hurried forward again. The three-storey house was in darkness. She unlocked the door and a second later a light went on in the hallway. Len glanced up as

  he strolled casually past.




  He was just in time to catch another glimpse of her face as she turned to close the door. It was the eyes, those wide dark eyes . . . Like a cog falling smartly into place, it suddenly

  registered. He knew the name he had been searching for – Sharon Harper!




  He smiled, elated at finally putting a name to the face, but then his smile slowly faded. It was ridiculous, impossible. What was he thinking? Sharon must be in her forties by now; there was no

  way this young woman could be her.




  Bewildered, Len stopped and gazed up at the building. After a while, another light appeared on the top floor. Still rooted to the ground, he pulled hard on his cigarette. Unless . . . The

  breath caught in his throat. His heart was starting to hammer. No, it couldn’t be. Or could it? The likeness was too much to ignore. Twenty years ago Sharon’s little daughter, Grace,

  had been on the front page of every newspaper, eight years old and missing . . .




  


     

  




  Chapter Three




  It was twenty to eight when Harry Lind limped into The Whistle, shook the rain from his hair and ordered a pint of Guinness. By rights he should be getting home but he needed a

  drink first. Whether his mood – or perhaps more to the point Valerie’s mood – would be substantially enhanced by his detour to the pub was questionable but he pushed that thought

  to the back of his mind.




  The row, which had started over breakfast, had been simmering all day. She had sent five texts, none of which he had replied to. He could imagine how pleased that had made her. But what more was

  there to say? No, he still didn’t want to go to her parents’ place for Christmas. No, he still didn’t want to have to listen to their well-intentioned but thoroughly unwanted

  sympathy. Yes, he did realize he was just being bloody awkward.




  Harry picked up his pint and sighed. Was he feeling sorry for himself? Yes. But he was feeling angry too. It was over ten months since it happened and he was still trying to come to terms.

  Nothing had been the same since he’d walked into that building, since the blast had blown him off his feet, since he’d lain buried alive beneath the rubble and listened to . . .




  A thin film of sweat broke out on his forehead. He shouldn’t be thinking about it. He mustn’t. At least he was still breathing and that was more than could be said for the two poor

  sods who had walked in before him.




  ‘Inspector Lind!’




  Harry started. He turned to see a small sallow man sitting just behind. A pair of brown unfocused eyes were staring up at him. It was that annoying little reporter from the Herald. Len

  something. Carter, Cunningham? No, Curzon, that was it. There were five dirty glasses and a pile of crumpled crisp packets strewn across the table.




  Harry forced a smile and nodded. ‘Evening,’ he said politely. Pissed again, he thought. How the guy ever managed to get up in the morning, never mind string a coherent sentence

  together, was a mystery.




  Curzon slapped his palm against the empty chair beside him. ‘Come on. Come and join me.’




  Harry hesitated. All he’d been after was a quiet pint. Still, in his present frame of mind even a drunken old hack seemed like better company than his own. He took his drink over and sat

  down.




  ‘So how’s it going, Inspector?’




  ‘It’s Harry,’ he said grimly. ‘Or Mr Lind if you want to be formal. I’m not on the Force any more.’




  ‘Oh yeah, it slipped my mind.’ Curzon’s over-bright tone shifted down a notch. He glanced towards Harry’s leg and gave a grimace. ‘Sorry.’




  ‘Don’t worry about it.’




  ‘How are you doing? Bad business that.’




  Harry didn’t need reminding of what a bad business it was. ‘I’m fine.’




  ‘I should have remembered. You’re working for David Mackenzie now, right?’




  Which was something else Harry didn’t need reminding of. ‘Yes.’ Of course he was grateful to Mac, grateful for a reason to get up in the morning, but investigating insurance

  claims, serving writs and sneaking around after cheating husbands and wives was hardly his idea of a meaningful existence.




  ‘You deal with missing persons then?’




  ‘Occasionally. Why, have you lost someone?’




  Curzon shot him a suspicious glance. ‘Maybe.’




  ‘Anyone I know?’




  But the reporter wouldn’t be drawn. He stared down at the table, his pink-rimmed eyes narrowing into slits. ‘You still sound like a cop, Harry.’




  Harry flinched. He still felt like a cop. That was the problem. Sometimes, when he woke up, before it all came flooding back, he still imagined he was a bloke with a future instead of . .

  . He smartly pushed the thought away; self-pity was snapping at his heels again. ‘Just showing an interest, that’s all.’




  Curzon grunted into his beer.




  And then there was silence.




  Harry wished he hadn’t bothered. This was a conversation going nowhere. He’d just finish his pint and get off. He couldn’t postpone it forever; it was time to face the music

  with Valerie.




  Then the little man looked up at him again. ‘Can I ask you something?’




  ‘If you like.’




  Curzon appeared to think about it some more. He lifted the glass to his lips and took a drink. His hand was trembling. ‘You ever . . .’ He paused again to clear his throat.

  ‘You ever see a ghost, Harry?’




  He laughed, amused by the question. ‘I’m sorry?’




  But Len Curzon’s face was pale and serious. ‘You know, someone who . . . someone who you thought was dead but . . .’ He stumbled to a halt, the words apparently escaping him.

  His nicotine-stained fingers rose to hover round his mouth.




  ‘What do you mean?’




  Curzon hesitated and then shook his head. ‘Forget it. It doesn’t matter.’




  ‘No, go on,’ Harry urged. ‘Tell me.’ Suddenly this bizarre apparition, even if it was the result of one too many drinks, seemed infinitely more fascinating than what

  awaited him at home.




  ‘I don’t know.’ Curzon peered at Harry as if trying to decide if he could trust him or not. ‘I could be wrong.’




  Harry didn’t press him. If there was one thing he’d learnt through his years on the Force, it was patience. If Curzon wanted to talk – and he quite obviously did – then

  all he had to do was wait. He sat back and sipped on his Guinness.




  Curzon shifted in his chair. He looked uneasily over his shoulder. He picked at his fingernails. Eventually, he looked back at Harry. He kept his voice low, almost a whisper. ‘I saw her

  this afternoon. I’m sure it was her.’




  ‘Her?’




  ‘I never forget a face.’




  ‘So who are we talking about here?’




  Curzon frowned and immediately clammed up again.




  Harry wondered if it was worth the effort. The guy was clearly three sheets to the wind. Weren’t there more important things he could be doing than attempting to prise out the details of a

  supernatural fantasy from some drunken journo’s addled brain? But then again, those ‘more important things’ were precisely what Harry was trying to avoid. He smiled reassuringly.

  ‘Well, maybe you were right. Maybe it was her.’




  Curzon groaned. ‘But it couldn’t be, could it? That’s just the point. That’s what I’m telling you. Not if she . . .’ He raised his hands in a gesture of

  frustration. ‘I mean, we’re talking over twenty years. A child can’t just—’




  Whatever he’d been about to say was interrupted by the strident tones of a less-than-happy female. ‘God, Len, what are you playing at? I’ve been everywhere. I’ve been

  looking all over for you. Why didn’t you call me? I’m not bloody psychic!’




  Harry lifted his gaze to see a very wet young woman standing over him. Soaked to the skin, she was clutching a plastic carrier bag to her chest. A fringe of pale brown hair crowned a pair of

  grey expressive eyes. They were currently flashing with exasperation.




  ‘Oh, sorry, love,’ Curzon said. He pushed his knuckles into his forehead. ‘Shit, I knew there was something . . .’




  ‘I’ve just done a tour of every flaming pub in the district. I thought it was urgent. I thought you wanted this stuff tonight.’




  ‘I did. I mean, I do.’




  ‘Well, here it is then.’ She stepped forward and dropped the dripping carrier bag into his lap. ‘And don’t bother to thank me. You know how much I love doing unpaid

  overtime.’




  ‘Ugh!’ He quickly shifted the bag on to the floor and made a few ineffective swipes at the wet patch near his groin. ‘Jesus, you didn’t have to . . . it looks like . .

  .’




  ‘It’s no more than you deserve.’




  Harry, who was glad of the distraction, smiled up at her. ‘Hi. I don’t believe we’ve been introduced.’




  Before she had a chance to reply, Curzon said, ‘Oh, this is Jess. She . . . er . . .’




  The woman arched her eyebrows. ‘She’s the one who does all the hard work while her so-called mentor sits in the pub getting rat-arsed.’ She stretched out a damp hand.

  ‘How do you do. Jessica Vaughan. Call me Jess.’




  ‘Harry Lind.’




  She slipped out of her coat and flung it over the back of a chair. ‘I suppose you two want another drink?’




  ‘Let me,’ Harry said, getting to his feet.




  Jess waved him back down. ‘It’s okay, I’ve got it. Same again?’




  Harry nodded. ‘Thanks.’ He was already late home; one more pint wouldn’t make much difference. And anyway, the quality of the company had just taken a decidedly upward

  turn.




  She looked over at Curzon. Her grey eyes narrowed as she noticed the collection of empty glasses. ‘You on the bitter, Len?’




  ‘Better make it a short,’ he said. ‘A whisky. Ta.’




  The two men watched as she leaned against the bar. She was wearing black jeans, boots and a soft pale green sweater. Their eyes simultaneously slid down the length of her body, scanning its

  distinctive planes and curves.




  A sigh slipped from Curzon’s lips. ‘Very nice.’




  Harry looked at him and grinned. ‘Don’t you think you’re a bit old for her?’




  ‘Don’t you think you’re a bit married for her?’




  ‘I’m not married,’ Harry said. He felt instantly guilty for the denial. He’d been living with Valerie for the past five years. They were as good as married or at least

  they had been until . . . But no, even that wasn’t strictly true; they’d been bickering for months before that fateful day had turned everything upside down. Would they still be

  together if it hadn’t been for that?




  Jess came back with the drinks and put them on the table. She took a seat between the two of them and raised her glass of red wine in a toast. ‘Okay, gents, here’s to . . .

  what?’




  Curzon, with his nose stuck in his glass, didn’t reply.




  ‘Better days?’ Harry suggested.




  Jess chinked her glass against his. ‘Well, they couldn’t get much worse.’




  ‘That bad?’




  ‘Bad enough.’ She looked over at Len. ‘So, are you going to tell me exactly why I’ve been slaving over a hot computer for the best part of the evening?

  What’s with this sudden interest in Paul—’




  ‘Nothing,’ Curzon said too quickly.




  Harry, hearing the warning note in his voice, pricked up his ears.




  ‘Nothing important,’ Curzon stressed. ‘I’ll fill you in on the details tomorrow.’




  Jess stared at him for a moment, frowned and then nodded. ‘Okay.’




  There was one of those uncomfortable silences. Harry looked from one to the other. That something had passed between them, a glance, an understanding, was beyond doubt. He might have been more

  curious if Curzon hadn’t been so drunk. After all, he was a man who not so long ago had been claiming to see ghosts . . .




  Jess turned and smiled at him. She had a nice mouth, a pleasant smile. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘Work stuff. Boring. You know what it’s like.’




  ‘Sure,’ he said.




  ‘So what do you do for a living?’




  ‘He used to be a cop,’ Curzon said.




  Harry heard that warning note again.




  ‘Really?’ Jess said.




  ‘Now I’m with Mackenzie’s.’ Harry still couldn’t bring himself to use the words ‘private investigator’ or ‘private detective’. Somehow, they

  had a sad seedy ring about them, conjuring up an image of a little grey man in a grubby raincoat.




  ‘I know Mackenzie’s,’ she said. ‘Off the Strand, right?’




  ‘That’s it.’




  Curzon struggled to his feet, stumbled and grabbed hold of the table for some temporary support. He swayed for a couple of seconds, his legs unsteady. ‘I need a slash.’




  Jess watched as he staggered across the room. ‘What’s wrong with him?’




  ‘He’s pissed.’




  She snorted. ‘He’s always pissed. I mean, what else is wrong with him?’




  Realizing that he was staring rather too intently at her breasts, Harry shifted his gaze to her face and shrugged. ‘I’ve no idea.’




  ‘You’re his mate, aren’t you?’




  ‘God, no,’ he said, ‘I barely know him.’




  ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘I thought—’




  ‘Our paths have crossed a few times, that’s all. I came in for a quick drink and here he was.’ He paused. ‘Why should there be anything wrong?’




  Jess wrinkled her nose. ‘I don’t know. He just seems on edge.’




  ‘On edge?’




  ‘Don’t you think?’




  If Harry was thinking about anything, it certainly wasn’t the state of Len Curzon’s mind. He had to stop his eyes from drifting south again. The sweater she was wearing was clinging

  just a little too tightly to her curves and . . . He frowned down into his Guinness. What was he doing? He shook his head. ‘Maybe it’s got something to do with that

  ghost.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘It doesn’t matter.’ He smiled. ‘So I take it you work for the Herald too?’




  It was approaching midnight when Harry slid his key into the lock and stepped softly into the flat in Kentish Town. He had nothing to feel guilty about – well, nothing

  more than a mild flirtation with a curvy journalist and getting home five hours later than he should have done.




  He tiptoed across the hall and into the bedroom. Valerie stirred but didn’t wake. He stared down at her, at her long fair hair spread across the pillow. A year ago, he’d have

  stripped off his clothes and jumped straight in beside her but tonight he only sighed and wandered back into the kitchen.




  A cold winter moon was shining through the window. He switched on the kettle, put his hands in his pockets and gazed out across the city. He had the feeling he was in for another sleepless

  night.




  


     

  




  Chapter Four




  Len pulled his coat around him and hunched down in the seat. It was early Monday morning, cold and still dark. A flurry of snow swirled around the windscreen. Shivering, he

  rubbed his hands together. He had parked the car across the other side of the square and was keeping an eye on the door to number twelve. It was over a week since he’d followed her back from

  Maidstone and he hadn’t stopped thinking about her since.




  He had read the file on little Grace Harper, checked out the dates and stared long and hard at the faded photographs. Could he put his hand on his heart and swear it was the same girl? Not with

  any degree of conviction. An eight-year-old could change a lot in twenty years. It was only her similarity to her mother, the shape of the mouth, the intensity of those wide dark eyes that

  continued to haunt him. And it wasn’t as if he could ever forget Sharon Harper. He had worked on that story for months; her face was imprinted on his memory forever.




  There were four flats in the building opposite. It was a smart converted Victorian terrace with its trim freshly painted. Beside the bell for the top floor was a label saying Shaw. He

  knew this because he’d climbed the steps on the very first evening he’d followed her. Thanks to that, and then to the Electoral Register, he had been able to find out her full name,

  Ellen Marie Shaw, and that of her husband, Adam. From there he had traced her birth and marriage certificates. He’d discovered that her maiden name, apparently, was Corby, that she’d

  been born in Cork, was twenty when she got married and was now twenty-seven. The latter fact had sent his pulse racing. Almost the same age as Grace Harper would have been if . . .




  But not quite the same. Grace would have been twenty-eight by now. A year was still a year. And there was no other obvious connection to the Harpers. He had considered the possibility that she

  might be a relative, a cousin perhaps – something that might account for the similarity in appearance – but had found nothing yet to back up the theory. Sharon was an only child and the

  family tree, or at least as much of it as he’d been able to trace, had not revealed any Corbys.




  Perhaps he was looking in the wrong place. He would have to do more digging, maybe try to track down Ellen’s parents.




  And then there was the mystery of her visit to Paul Deacon. What was going on between the two of them? Something she was hiding from her husband, that was for certain.




  Adam Shaw was fifty-one, a grey staid-looking man who wore pinstripe suits, left the flat bang on seven twenty every weekday morning, walked to Camden Road station and travelled by British Rail

  to his office in Gospel Oak. They were an odd couple – and not just because of the age difference. She had a definite charisma and he had . . . well, Len wasn’t an expert on what drew

  women to men but other than a moderate level of financial stability he couldn’t spot any of the more obvious attractions.




  Len yawned. He was having trouble sleeping. When he closed his eyes he only ever saw that face, the face of the child who was missing, who had disappeared all those years ago. Three times now he

  had got up in the middle of night and driven over here. What had he expected to see? He couldn’t say. It was just a need he had, a compulsion to be near her.




  He knew Jess was getting worried. He was spending too much time, every spare minute he could, on the story. If it wasn’t for her he would probably have been fired by now. She had covered

  his arse on more than one occasion. To keep her happy, he had promised her a share in his exclusive. ‘Trust me, we’re on to something big.’




  ‘On to what?’ Jess had said. ‘You still haven’t told me anything. Well, only that it’s connected to Paul Deacon but—’




  ‘Bear with me for a few more days, okay? It’s a hunch. You know, just one of those feelings.’




  Len sensed that she thought it was one of his less sober feelings but she had let it pass, nodding gently. Jess’s faith in him was starting to falter.




  Maybe it was time to move things along. He hadn’t learned much from his daylight surveillance, other than that Adam Shaw worked for a firm of accountants (he had followed him the previous

  Tuesday) and she worked, part-time, for an insurance company near King’s Cross. He had followed her on two other mornings to the small, slightly shabby offices of Goodridge, Cobb &

  Masters where she had stayed put from nine to five apart from a short sandwich break for lunch.




  His evening sessions had been even less productive. The two of them hadn’t been out nor had anyone come to visit in all the hours he’d been watching. Either he had stumbled on a

  temporary lull in their social calendar or they permanently shied away from outside company. If the latter was true, they led an unusually insular existence. This, in turn, begged the question of

  whether it was from choice or necessity.




  Len couldn’t decide whether he should try and speak to her. If he took her by surprise, asking about her connection to Paul Deacon, he might shock a useful response out of her. On the

  other hand, he could spook her completely. What if she did a midnight flit and disappeared? He couldn’t be here 24/7.




  In fact just being here at all was growing riskier. Only yesterday some nosy old crone had banged on his window demanding to know why he was parked outside her house. He had made up a tale about

  being a cabbie on his break but she hadn’t looked convinced. He’d had to shift double-fast before she called the cops. So now he was stuck on the other side of the square, having to

  squint through the bushes that covered the small central patch of snow-covered green.




  This couldn’t go on. He had to make a decision soon.




  


     

  




  Chapter Five




  Harry Lind wasn’t having the best of mornings. It had started with another row with Valerie – no change there – continued with a self-inflicted dent to his

  bumper while he was trying to park his Audi in the tiny allocated space at the back of the office building, and now there was this. He read through the papers and scowled. ‘You’re

  kidding me. Ray Stagg?’




  Mac placed his large mottled hands palm down on the desk. His heavy brows shifted up an inch. ‘You got a problem with that?’




  ‘Since when did we start working for crooks?’




  ‘As I recall, he’s never actually been convicted of anything.’




  ‘Come on, Mac, you know he’s an out-and-out villain.’




  ‘Just go and see him,’ he said roughly. ‘Talk to him, okay? Get some details. How hard is that?’




  Harry groaned. It was about as hard as having to talk to any piece of scum who you’ve arrested three times and never managed to make the charges stick. ‘Isn’t there anyone else

  you can send?’




  Mac glanced around his office. ‘Do you see anyone else?’ He abruptly picked up the phone, indicating that the discussion – if there ever had been one – was

  over.




  Harry went back into reception. Lorna looked up from the computer. As if his limp automatically entitled him to an extra-large dose of secretarial compassion, she gave him a soft and sympathetic

  smile. He frowned at her and then regretted it. Perhaps he was just being over-sensitive.




  ‘He’s not in a good mood,’ she said.




  ‘Tell me about it.’ He got a coffee from the machine and slumped down in one of the brown mock-leather chairs. ‘Ever wish you hadn’t bothered to get up?’




  Lorna smiled again, lowered her head and carried on typing.




  Harry sipped his coffee. His appointment wasn’t for another half-hour. Even allowing for the traffic and the snow it shouldn’t take him longer than fifteen minutes to get there. With

  nothing else to look at – the room with its bland magnolia walls was about as stark as it could be – his gaze eventually wound its way back to Lorna. She was a woman in her early

  forties, slightly plump, with a round friendly face and shoulder-length blonde frizzy hair. With her red apple cheeks, maternal was the description that sprang most instantly to mind. She had been

  with Mac since he’d first started the business and although they were clearly friends the exact nature of their relationship still remained vague. A single mother, she had two rowdy daughters

  who occasionally livened up reception whenever she couldn’t find a sitter.




  Harry flapped the papers in her direction. ‘Have you seen this? Ray Stagg, for God’s sake. It’s a joke.’




  Lorna gave a tiny shrug. ‘It’s money,’ she said.




  ‘Not the kind of money Mac needs to be associated with.’




  ‘I doubt if he’s feeling that fussy at the moment.’




  Harry stared at her. ‘What do you mean?’




  She threw a quick sideways glance towards the office. Visible behind the glass, Mac was talking with some animation, and possibly a fair amount of cursing, into the phone. She lowered her voice.

  ‘Cash-flow problems.’




  A brief jolt of alarm coursed through Harry. What if this job was going to be pulled from under his feet as well? What would he do then? Despite his years of experience, damaged

  detectives weren’t exactly in demand.




  ‘How bad?’ he asked.




  ‘He had to lay off a couple of the guys last week.’




  ‘What?’ It was the first Harry had heard of it.




  ‘I’m sure it’ll be okay,’ she said softly. ‘It’s only temporary until . . . well, until things get back on track.’




  Harry frowned at her again. She was using that tone of voice, that kindly I don’t want to worry you tone, which only had the effect of increasing his anxiety. No wonder Mac had been

  acting so antsy. And it was true that things had been pretty quiet recently. Although there was still the usual flow of writs to be served, of insurance claims to be investigated, a lot of the

  other work had dried up.




  ‘I don’t get it,’ he said. The firm had been going strong for over ten years. Although Mac had faced problems in the past, including a bad gambling habit and an over-fondness

  for the bottle, he had got his act together since he’d started his own company. He’d got contacts, a good reputation, and what seemed – at least on the surface – a

  thoroughly thriving business.




  Lorna, as if she might have already said too much, gazed over at him pleadingly. ‘Oh, I shouldn’t have mentioned it. You won’t tell him I said anything, will you?’




  ‘No, of course not.’




  Harry swallowed the last of his coffee, stood up and threw the empty plastic cup towards the bin. It hit the rim, faltered for a few seconds and then fell on to the floor. He sighed. It

  wasn’t as if he believed in omens but with everything else that had happened this morning he was beginning to wonder. He bent down, picked it up and dropped it in the bin. Then he headed for

  the door.




  ‘See you later,’ he said.




  Harry deliberately didn’t look at the dent before he got back in his car. He already had more than enough to stress about. While he drove along the Strand he mulled over

  the bad news, hoping things weren’t as bleak as he was starting to imagine. Perhaps he should take Mac for a drink, try and find out what was going on. Or perhaps he should just leave well

  alone. He didn’t want to get Lorna into trouble.




  As he drove, he tried to keep his gaze focused straight ahead. Even the slightest glance sideways brought him into contact with the festive decorations. All the garish lights and tinsel in the

  shops, the grinning Santas, the whole jolly twinkly thing, filled him with a sense of dread. How was he going to get through Christmas? This time last year everything had been different –

  he’d had a place, a position in life, something he was proud of. Now he wasn’t even sure if he’d still have a job by the time January came around.




  He took the third exit off the Holborn Circus roundabout into Charterhouse Street and then turned left on to Farringdon Road. Although it went against the grain, he decided he’d better be

  civil to Ray Stagg. If the assignment was kosher (although how likely was that?) he quite literally couldn’t afford to antagonize him. A missing persons case, it said on the papers. Harry

  growled and slapped his palms against the wheel. He suspected that Stagg had made plenty of people disappear in his time.




  The nightclub, Vista, was situated off Shoreditch High Street. He found the gateway, swung the Audi between two ostentatious pillars and parked on the concrete forecourt next to a bright yellow

  Lotus. No guessing who that belonged to. Stagg had always been a flash bastard.




  In the rear-view mirror, Harry checked that his tie was straight. He ran a hand through his hair and wiped the frown from his forehead. Professional was what he needed to be. For the next

  twenty minutes, no matter what the provocation, he had to keep his cool.




  He got out of the car and stared at the building. There had been a murder here once, years ago, when he was starting out in the Force. The place had been called The Palace then. He

  couldn’t recall the name of the owner – Johnny something? – but remembered that the body had been found in the boot of his car. He grinned. That wasn’t a trick Stagg could

  pull off too easily with that low-slung fancy motor of his.




  Since the killing, the club had changed hands a number of times, been refurbished and had an extension built on to the side. Now the paintwork was immaculate and at night the bright neon sign

  flashed a cool icy blue. Very smart. Only the ankle-deep heap of litter, evidence of last night’s carousing, marred the effect.




  Harry headed for the entrance, pushed through the glass doors and passed into the reception area. An anorexic-looking blonde, her dark roots showing, was sitting behind the desk. She was a

  sophisticated kind of a girl, the sort who had the manners to shove the gum she was chewing into the side of her mouth before speaking.




  ‘Yeah?’ she said.




  ‘Harry Lind. I’ve an appointment with Mr Stagg.’




  ‘You a cop?’ she said, staring up at him.




  ‘Do I look like a cop?’ he replied.




  She pulled a face and shrugged. ‘Suit yourself.’ Picking up the phone, she punched at a number with a scarlet talon. ‘Bloke to see you, Ray. Says he’s got an appointment.

  Harry somethin’?’ She raised her eyes.




  ‘Lind,’ he reminded her.




  ‘Yeah, Lind,’ she repeated. She listened intently for a few seconds, giggled at some comment that was made, and then put down the phone. She waved a hand. ‘Park yourself.

  He’ll be free in a sec.’




  Harry looked at the long leather couch but didn’t sit down. His appointment was for ten o’clock and it was ten o’clock now. Instead he paced the length of the foyer, studying

  the walls with their array of black and white celebrity photographs. He didn’t recognize many of the faces – he must be getting old.




  The minutes ticked by and Harry felt his aggravation growing. It was typical of Stagg to keep him waiting. He was probably doing it deliberately, just trying to wind him up. If it hadn’t

  been for what Lorna had told him, he’d be tempted to turn on his heel and abandon the meeting.




  The foyer was quiet, the only sounds the distant drone of a hoover and a soft rustle as the girl flicked through the pages of her glossy magazine. Harry ran his fingers through his hair,

  released a weary sigh and with nothing else to do finally slumped down on the sofa.




  It was twenty past ten before the phone rang. The blonde picked it up, grunted and then replaced the receiver.




  She glanced over at him. ‘Go through if you want,’ she said casually, as if he might just prefer to loiter in the foyer for the rest of the morning. ‘Second door on the

  left.’




  ‘Thank you,’ he said, standing up. ‘I hope I haven’t put you to too much trouble.’




  If she caught the sarcasm she didn’t respond to it. She simply shrugged her skinny shoulders again and returned her attention to the magazine.




  Harry didn’t bother to knock – there was a limit to the level of courtesy he was prepared to show a villain – but pushed open the door and walked straight in.




  The office was about twenty foot square, plush, with a deep pile red carpet. More black and white photographs were spread across the walls, all of them of women and all bordering on the

  pornographic. Stagg was sitting in a dark leather swivel chair behind a desk that was wide enough to sleep on. He was a slim fair man, impeccably dressed in a grey designer suit, white shirt and

  pale pink tie. At forty-three he was four years older than Harry but at five foot eight a good six inches shorter.




  ‘Ah, Mr Lind,’ he said. ‘How nice to see you again.’ He smiled, showing a perfect set of teeth. ‘Apologies if I kept you waiting. You know how it is – the

  pressures of business and all that.’




  He didn’t get to his feet or offer his hand for which Harry was faintly grateful. The protocol of greetings between ex-cops and active crooks was understandably vague.




  ‘Grab a pew,’ Stagg said, gesturing towards a chair. ‘Coffee?’




  As he sat down, Harry glanced at his watch. ‘No thanks. I’m running a little late. Other appointments, I’m afraid.’ He smiled back, a smile as false as the one that had

  been presented to him. ‘You know how it is.’




  Stagg lifted his chin and stared at him. ‘So how have you been? I was sorry to hear about your . . . er . . . spot of bother.’




  Harry tried, although it was already too late, not to flinch. He could feel his whole body stiffen but fought to keep his face impassive. Stagg was about as sorry as any villain would be to hear

  about a cop being permanently scarred. He took a slow breath and attempted to keep his voice steady. ‘Perhaps if we could just get on with the business in hand?’




  ‘Of course,’ Stagg said smugly. He leaned forward and put his elbows on the desk. ‘I presume Mac’s filled you in on the basics?’




  Harry frowned. Since when had David Mackenzie become ‘Mac’ to this hoodlum? ‘It’s a missing persons case, right?’




  ‘Yeah, the brother-in-law. Al, Alan Webster. He’s been gone for over a week.’




  ‘And you haven’t informed the police?’




  Stagg lifted his pale brows and laughed. ‘Course we have. Denise reported it. She’s my sister,’ he explained, ‘Al’s wife.’




  ‘And?’




  ‘And what?’ Stagg said. ‘They’re hardly going to send out a search party, are they? They’re not remotely interested in a middle-aged loser who’s most likely

  shacked up with some slag of a blonde in the back of God knows where.’




  ‘So you want us to try and find him,’ Harry said.




  ‘Got it in one.’




  ‘And if we do, what happens then?’




  ‘Is that any of your concern?’




  ‘It is if—’




  ‘What do you think?’ Stagg interrupted, smirking. ‘That if you track him down, I’ll be straight round to persuade him of the error of his ways?’ He shook his head.

  ‘Forget it. Denise is old enough to sort out her own marital problems.’




  ‘So why bother with a private investigator?’




  ‘Because she’s my sister and she’s pissed off. And do you know what she does when she’s pissed off? She calls me up thirty times a day to find out what I’m doing

  about it. Now I love my sister, Mr Lind, but she’s driving me crazy. So I’d like to employ you, at whatever extortionate rates you bastards might charge, to get her off my back and take

  those calls for me. Then maybe, just maybe, I can get some bloody peace and quiet.’




  Harry sat back and folded his arms. He wasn’t sure how much he believed, if any, of Ray Stagg’s explanation. There could be a multitude of reasons as to why he really wanted Webster

  found. ‘Well, I can take the details but I can’t promise anything. We’re pretty busy at the moment.’




  Stagg’s cold blue eyes slowly narrowed. ‘I’m not sure Mac would agree with you.’




  ‘I’m sorry?’




  ‘I mean, the impression he gave me was that he was more than happy to help. He told me you’d be able to start straight away. In fact, he’s even taken a deposit.’




  Has he indeed, Harry thought, all his earlier fears instantly resurfacing. If Mac was crawling to the local gangsters then he must be in serious trouble.




  ‘So,’ Stagg said, pushing a buff-coloured folder across the desk with the tips of his manicured fingers. ‘Here are the basics. The rest you can find out from Denise.’




  Harry glared down at it. He didn’t care for being dictated to, least of all by the likes of Stagg. The man was a drug baron, a thug, a pimp. He was tempted, for the second time that

  morning, to just walk away but he didn’t. Instead, reluctantly, he flipped open the folder and glanced inside. There was a single sheet of paper with Denise’s address and telephone

  number on it, the date her husband had disappeared and a small snapshot of Al. Harry glanced at the picture. Alan Webster was in his mid-forties, an amiable-looking guy with a pleasant smile, brown

  eyes and receding mousy brown hair.




  ‘What does he do?’




  ‘Works on the Romford market,’ Stagg said.




  ‘Selling what?’




  Stagg shrugged. ‘Whatever. This and that: music, CDs, DVDs.’




  ‘Could he have been in financial trouble?’




  ‘How?’




  ‘The usual way,’ Harry said, ‘more money going out than coming in. Any bad habits – gambling, women, booze, drugs?’




  ‘Not that I’ve heard of, but who knows. That’s why I’m employing you, isn’t it?’




  ‘It’s just that you mentioned earlier about how he was probably with someone else.’




  Ray Stagg lifted his hands off the desk. ‘Well, what do you think? There aren’t that many options to choose from: a guy’s been married for over twenty years, packs a bag

  and suddenly does a bunk – he’s either with some tart or . . .’




  ‘Or?’




  ‘Or he’s won the bleeding lottery or he’s lying in a ditch somewhere. I dunno.’




  Harry got the impression he didn’t much care either. He stared at him. ‘Do you get on well with Mr Webster?’




  Stagg stared back across the desk. ‘And that matters because . . .?’




  ‘I was only asking.’




  ‘He’s Al. He’s the brother-in-law. I can’t say we’ve ever been the best of mates but if you want to know if I’ve got any grievance against him, then no

  – well, not until now.’




  ‘So when can I see Denise?’




  ‘She’s waiting for you.’




  Harry nodded, snapped the file shut and stood up. ‘Okay. I’ll be in touch.’




  Ray Stagg smirked again. ‘Yeah, I’m sure you will.’




  


     

  




  Chapter Six




  It was ten forty-five when the phone rang. Len checked who it was before answering, saw that it was Jess, sighed and then picked up.




  ‘What do you think you’re doing?’ she asked before he had time to say anything. ‘You missed the morning meeting, again. Toby’s got a real cob on. I had to

  tell him you’d had an urgent call.’




  ‘Oh, Jesus. Sorry. Thanks, love.’




  ‘I can’t keep doing this, Len. Toby’s patience, such as it is, isn’t going to hold out much longer. He thinks you’re just sitting in a pub getting rat-arsed.’

  She paused and then said quietly: ‘You’re not, are you?’




  ‘Of course I’m not. I’ve told you. I’m on to something. I just need a few more days.’




  ‘You’re not going to have a job in a few more days.’




  There was a short silence. Len continued to stare out of the car window and across the square.




  ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘I’ll sort it. I’ll talk to Toby.’




  ‘And me?’




  ‘Yeah, you too. I promise. I’ll call you later.’




  Len put the phone down and lit a cigarette. It was too soon to approach Ellen Shaw – he needed more facts, something to back up his suspicions – but time was running out. Jess

  couldn’t cover forever and Toby would be glad of an excuse to get rid of him. Small-minded editors like Toby Marsh didn’t understand the meaning of the good old-fashioned hunch; they

  thought reporters like him were obsolete, men who should be put out to grass.




  Len opened the window and angrily flicked out his ash. The snow had stopped falling and now a fine drizzly rain was turning everything to slush. He took another pull on his fag. His lungs, as he

  breathed out, emitted a thin unhappy wheezing sound.




  What to do next? At the moment, other than his gut instinct, he had little to offer Toby. He could tell him about Deacon and Ellen Shaw, about their assignation at the jail, but that would be a

  disaster. He knew how Toby’s mind worked: the moron would have a photographer round double quick, snapping her picture, and then he’d be running with the story in the next edition. And

  if Len wanted to prevent that, he’d have to tell him about what he really thought, about who he suspected she really was – which, as he didn’t have any proof, would be reason

  enough for Toby to get out his leaflets on early retirement and send for the men in white coats.




  No, he had to talk to her before he talked to Toby. There was no other choice. This could be his last chance for one final incredible exclusive – and no over-ambitious prat of an

  editor was going to foul it up for him.




  Quickly, before he could change his mind, he got out of the car, crushed his cigarette under his heel and walked around the square. He turned up his collar as the rain slid down his neck.

  Carefully, he climbed the icy steps at number twelve, hesitated and then put his finger on the bell for Shaw.




  He waited. Nothing. He pressed again, a couple of longer rings. No answer.




  Len knew she was there – and there alone. He’d been watching the flat all morning and her husband had left hours ago. He tried the bell again. This time he heard a distinctive click

  over the intercom.




  ‘Yes?’ a small voice inquired.




  ‘Parcel for Shaw,’ he said briskly, leaning towards the grille in the doorway. ‘I need a signature.’




  ‘Er . . . oh right, okay.’




  The intercom clicked off and Len took a step back. He still wasn’t sure what he was going to say or how far he was prepared to go. He stamped the snow off his feet and anxiously flexed his

  fingers. Lord, he couldn’t afford to mess this up now.




  It was another few minutes before Ellen Shaw finally opened the door. She was wearing a pair of blue jeans and a cream sweater. Her large dark eyes gazed up at him. They widened as she glanced

  down towards his empty hands.




  Len’s heart missed a beat. He hadn’t been this near since he’d stood behind her on the tube. Close up, he was even more certain that he was right. She was the very image of the

  young Sharon Harper. He could still remember that poor mother, white-faced, terrified, the same deep brown eyes staring wildly into the camera.




  He cleared his throat. ‘My name’s Len Curzon. I was hoping I could have a word with you.’




  She frowned as if suspecting an imminent sales pitch, life insurance perhaps or the opportunity for a close encounter with God. ‘I’m sorry. I’m rather busy at the

  moment.’




  ‘I’m a reporter,’ he said. ‘I work on the Hackney Herald. I wanted to ask you about Paul Deacon.’




  She visibly started but then quickly shook her head. ‘I don’t know who you’re talking about.’




  ‘Are you saying you haven’t been visiting Deacon at Maidstone jail?’




  ‘Please leave me alone. I’ve got nothing to say to you.’




  Len watched her move back, preparing to slam the door in his face. ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Perhaps your husband will be more forthcoming.’




  She stopped dead and glared at him. A bright spot of red appeared on both her cheeks. ‘Leave Adam out of this. It doesn’t concern him.’




  ‘Well, if you’re not prepared to talk to me . . .’




  She hesitated, her pale lips tightening into a thin straight line. ‘All right,’ she said, ‘but not here. There’s a café on the High Street – Morgan’s.

  Do you know it?’




  ‘I’ll find it.’




  ‘I’ll meet you there later. About four?’




  Len looked down at his watch. It was barely eleven. ‘How can I be sure you’ll turn up?’




  Her mouth opened, releasing a small strained laugh. ‘Well, you know where I live. It shouldn’t be that hard to find me.’




  He thought about it and then nodded. ‘Okay. Morgan’s at four. I’ll see you then.’




  


     

  




  Chapter Seven




  After a brief tour of Loughton, Harry found where he was looking for and pulled the car into the drive of a whitewashed semi with a neat front garden. Number seventeen Verity

  Drive wasn’t a palace but it was big enough and smart enough to be worth a few bob. Harry smiled. Either there was more money in DVDs than he’d ever dreamed of or Al had a lucrative

  sideline.




  The woman who answered the door was ash blonde, slim and in her late thirties. She bore a resemblance to her brother although it was minus his smug self-satisfied expression. Instead her face

  was etched with worry.




  ‘Mrs Webster?’




  She nodded. ‘Are you the guy Ray called me about?’




  ‘Harry Lind,’ he said. He put out his hand.




  She shook it and stood aside to let him in. ‘Thanks for coming.’




  Harry politely wiped his feet and walked into the hall.




  ‘This way,’ she said. She led him through into a spacious living room, professionally decorated in pale tones of beige and cream. There were two three-seater sofas and a couple of

  easy chairs, all so pristine that they might have been newly delivered. It was the kind of room that made him feel faintly nervous. He glanced over his shoulder to check that he wasn’t

  leaving a trail of muddy footprints.




  ‘Take a seat,’ she said, gesturing towards one of the sofas.




  Harry gently lowered himself down.




  ‘Coffee?’ she said. ‘I’ve just put the kettle on.’




  ‘Thanks. That would be good.’




  As she disappeared into the kitchen, Harry took the opportunity to have a good look round. There was a widescreen TV in the corner, a complex music system to its right, a glass-topped coffee

  table with stone carved legs and a scattering of potted palms. Three large modern pictures on the walls, Mondrian-type prints in bright primary shades, provided a splash of colour.




  It was hot in the room, the temperature virtually tropical. Harry wiped his forehead with the back of his hand.




  ‘Nice house,’ he said as she returned with two steaming mugs of coffee.




  ‘Thanks. Ray helped us out,’ she said. ‘We’d never have been able to afford it otherwise.’




  Harry instantly revised his opinion of Al’s earning capacity. He took the mug from her hand and placed it carefully on the coaster on the table. ‘So, Mrs Webster,’ he

  began.




  ‘Oh, call me Denise,’ she insisted. ‘Please.’ She sat down in one of the large cream armchairs and crossed her legs. She was wearing white trousers, a pair of highheeled

  white shoes and a pale pink shirt that reminded him of the colour of Ray Stagg’s tie.




  ‘So . . . Denise,’ he began again. ‘It was about a week ago that Al disappeared?’




  She nodded. ‘Just over.’




  ‘And he packed a bag before he left?’




  ‘A small overnight bag, that’s all – enough for a change of shirt, a razor, a toothbrush. It’s missing from the bottom of the wardrobe. It was the one he used when he had

  to go away to meet suppliers, contacts . . . you know the type of thing. But he always told me about it. He never just took off and disappeared.’




  ‘But this time he did?’




  Her fingers flexed, spreading out across her knee. ‘It doesn’t make any sense. He always rang me, always, when he had to go away. He’d never leave without a

  word.’




  ‘Does he have a passport?’




  ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘And no, he didn’t take it with him. It’s still here, in the drawer.’




  ‘Did he seem worried, concerned about anything?’




  ‘No more than usual.’




  ‘And the usual is . . .?’




  She frowned. ‘The same as for everyone, I suppose: the kids, the bills, Christmas coming up, but nothing that serious. Al works hard. We get by okay.’




  ‘So he didn’t seem down or preoccupied by anything?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘And he hadn’t been spending more time than usual away from home? I mean, in the evenings or at weekends?’




  Her blue eyes narrowed a little and her voice rose in shaky irritation. ‘You’ve been listening to Ray, haven’t you? I know what he thinks – that Al’s taken off with

  some cheap little tart. But he hasn’t. He isn’t like that. Al’s a family man. Me and the kids – we’ve got two, Jake and Natalie – we’re his world.’

  She glanced towards the mantelpiece where a set of gilt-framed photographs were lined up in a row. Along with Al and Denise, a teenage boy and a slightly younger girl smiled down.




  Harry nodded and smiled. In his experience the wife was usually the last to know but best not to jump to any conclusions. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘but I have to

  ask.’




  She chewed on her lip for a second, her eyes becoming moist. ‘Something’s happened to him, hasn’t it? I mean it must have. He must be—’




  ‘Let’s not jump to any conclusions,’ Harry said briskly. He could see she was on the verge of tears and quickly tried to distract her. Getting out his notepad and pen, he

  attempted to focus her mind on something more positive. ‘So talk me through the day he disappeared. It was a Saturday, right? Not the one just gone but the one before.’




  Denise gave a few sniffles and wiped her nose on a pastel blue tissue. ‘Yeah. There’s not much to tell.’




  ‘You had breakfast together and . . .?’




  ‘He left at the usual time, about half-seven. The market opens at half-eight. He was fine. There was nothing wrong, I’m sure there wasn’t. He kissed me goodbye and . . . and

  that was the last time I saw him.’




  ‘And he went to work?’




  ‘Yes. I’ve been there. I’ve talked to the others. He opened up the stall and stayed until the market closed. It’s a busy time of year. He does good trade around

  Christmas.’




  ‘But he didn’t come home?’




  Her lower lip trembled again. ‘No.’




  ‘What time did you expect him?’




  ‘About seven,’ she said. ‘Eight at the very latest. On Saturdays he sometimes went for a pint with the lads but he wasn’t a big drinker. And anyway, he didn’t even

  go that night. He just packed up the stall and left.’
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