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      Chapter One

    


    In the cold, grey light of a mid-February afternoon, Michael Waterman watched Detective Chief Superintendent Raymond Yardley’s putt roll gently over the manicured green heading towards the thirteenth hole, and walked over, hand outstretched, conceding the putt before the ball had stopped moving. ‘Too good,’ he said, taking out his wallet, and extracting five twenties. ‘I believe we said a hundred?’


    ‘We did.’ Ray grinned, sliding the notes into his back pocket. ‘Which means a lot more to me than it does to you.’


    Michael picked up both balls and put his redundant putter back in the bag, hoisting it to his shoulder as the two men walked together towards the clubhouse. He’d lost at the thirteenth hole on the thirteenth of the month – maybe there was something in the superstition after all.


    But Ray’s burly figure dwarfed the slight, wiry Michael, and that was much more likely to be where Michael’s problems lay. Admittedly, Michael was looking closely at fifty and Ray had just turned forty, but they were both fit, they were both competitive. Age wasn’t a factor. Ray could drive the ball further, it was as simple as that; he gave himself a better chance of a simple approach shot to the green. Maybe, Michael thought, he should go to one of these coaches to help him get more power into his shot.


    ‘I’d have thought you’d know better than to gamble,’ said Ray. ‘At least when you know you don’t stand a chance of winning.’


    ‘I make my living from people who gamble when they’ve no chance of winning. And I would remind you that some of my best customers are coppers.’


    Ray grinned. ‘ Oh – policemen gamble on anything. I think our unofficial bookies sometimes take more than you do in a day’s trading.’ He pulled open the clubhouse door, and stood aside to let Michael go ahead. ‘The current book is on who’s going to head the major crime unit – the betting’s been very heavy.’


    ‘Oh?’ Michael frowned. ‘I thought that had been shelved.’


    ‘The serious crime squad’s been shelved – it was felt that the specialist units already in place covered the causes of most serious crime. Drugs, fraud, terrorism – that sort of thing. The major crime unit will have a different brief,’ he said, as they reached the bar. ‘What’ll you have?’


    ‘A whisky, thanks.’ It was a rare treat; Michael never drank when he was driving, and he was usually driving. ‘ So what would this major crime unit do?’


    ‘It would deal with the serious crimes non-criminals commit. The thinking is that detectives used to dealing with known offenders and hardened criminals aren’t so hot when it comes to honest citizens turned murderer. Crimes like that need a different approach. It would be a small, hand-picked unit.’


    ‘Is there enough of that sort of crime to keep a specialist unit going?’


    ‘I think so, because of the length of time they can take to investigate. But they’ll also reopen cold cases, see what someone with a bit more imagination than the average copper can do with them.’


    Michael smiled. ‘I’m tempted to say that everyone has—’


    ‘I know, I know,’ said Ray, before Michael could finish. ‘But some of us can see past the ends of our noses.’


    Present company excepted, thought Michael. Ray might have fast-tracked his way to his current job of heading Malworth CID, but he had no imagination whatsoever. ‘So who’s the front-runner?’ he asked.


    ‘Detective Chief Inspector Hill, assuming she applies for it. I told you we gambled on anything – she might not come under starter’s orders. She’s based at Malworth – she’s done a good job there.’ He smiled. ‘She’s very attractive, too.’


    ‘Well – maybe I can get an introduction.’


    ‘Sorry, Mike, she’s taken. She’s married to DCI Lloyd over at Stansfield.’


    Even better, thought Michael. Married women didn’t expect anything from you. ‘She kept her own name?’


    ‘Only to avoid confusion. They are happily married, with a two-year-old daughter.’


    ‘More fast-track coppers?’


    ‘No. This is second time around for both of them – she’s ten years younger than him, though. I think you’ve met DCI Lloyd – he’s Welsh, not particularly tall. Very dark hair, what there is of it.’


    ‘Oh, yes. I remember him.’ Michael smiled. ‘A two-year-old daughter will keep him on his toes.’


    ‘They’ve been together for years, but they only got married about eighteen months ago.’ Ray asked for the menu, and once they had ordered, he settled in for a gossip. ‘Apparently, it all started twenty-odd years ago when they were both in London, at the Met. He was married, but she wasn’t. Then next thing, she goes and marries some man and goes to live in Nottingham, while he gets a divorce, but she doesn’t know that. Anyway, she manages to persuade her husband to move to Stansfield …’


    Michael stopped listening, as he often did with Ray. He liked his brother-in-law, but he seriously suspected that he never actually stopped talking. Having a conversation with him was almost impossible, once he’d got going. Michael wondered if he was like that at work.


    Being related by marriage to casino-owners was not something the constabulary recommended to its senior officers, but it hadn’t held Ray back, because in his line of work Michael heard the odd whisper of use to the police, and it sometimes worked to their advantage. And Michael played it straight, for the most part. His business dealings were squeaky clean and always had been, but if Ray really believed that he just resigned himself to writing off large gambling debts that he couldn’t recover in court, that just showed how little imagination he had.


    During the meal, Michael was given a minute assessment of everyone’s chances in the Bartonshire Constabulary promotion stakes, and by the time he was being deposited at his front door, he could have opened a book on the outcome himself. He retrieved his golf-bag from the boot, slammed it shut and tapped the roof of the car, watching as the X-type Jaguar swept back down his gravelled driveway. He raised a hand in salute as its tail-lights disappeared from view, and smiled. He had never bought a Jag – he drove a modest Ford Focus, and it got him from A to B in comfort, so he was quite happy with that.


    All his adult life he had consciously veered away from the overt trappings of self-made wealth; no camel-hair coats and gold identity bracelets for him, no flashy sports cars or Havana cigars. He wasn’t about to play the part of the East End boy made good, even if he was one. His family had moved to Bartonshire from London when he was fifteen, so the accent had been ironed out, but he was an East End boy at heart.


    The Grange was the only ostentation he had ever allowed himself, and it was different, because Josephine had grown up in Stoke Weston village, and her dream had been to live in the Grange, so when it came on the market twenty years ago, Michael had bought it. It sat in several picturesque acres of Stoke Weston, and had once been someone’s country house. Whoever that was had probably only used it part of the year and that was ostentation in Michael’s book. At least he lived there all year round. But he did employ a full-time housekeeper and gardener, not to mention part-time cleaners and groundsmen, and it was a hell of a size for just him and Ben.


    Come to that, Ben was hardly here now that he was at university – perhaps he should think about selling. But then, Ben loved it too; it had been a great place for a boy to grow up. He and his friends had played for hours in the woods, and the old summer-house by the lake had in its time been everything from a prehistoric cave to a spaceship. They had camped out in it – though Michael would hardly call it camping, in something as sturdy and weatherproof as that – and it had been a self-important clubhouse for some secret society at one time. It was kept in good order, but no one used it at all now Ben’s friends were all grown up.


    They had held barbecues, played cricket and croquet on the lawns, messed about in boats on the lake, and everyone had had great fun. Ben might want to live here when he got married and had kids, which he would do sooner or later. No, he’d hang on to the Grange for the moment.


    Anyway, he liked being able to host parties and business gatherings here – he was very fond of Stoke Weston, and enjoyed showing it off. And he took not a little pride in the fact that he was a one-man job provider; wherever possible, he employed people from the village in his various enterprises. He knew who he could trust, and what capabilities they had to offer, so it suited him, and the resentment that might have been felt at this upstart in the villagers’ midst was totally absent.


    Fine snow began to fall, shaking Michael from his reverie. As he went into the house, he could hear Ben on the phone to someone. He had come home for the weekend for a friend’s twenty-first birthday party, and was going back tonight. Michael leant the golf-bag silently against the wall, and listened.


    ‘… but I’ll be gone by then, I don’t want to go without seeing you at all. I’ve missed you. I always miss you – you know that. Can’t you get the time off? Ask to leave early? Good. So you’ll meet me there? You know where they are, don’t you? No – not them. The ones on Waring Road. They’re only about five minutes from the bingo club. They’re empty – he’s just had them done up, but they’re not on the market yet. Yes – that’s the ones. It’s quicker to come on foot through the alleyway from Murchison Place – the oneway system takes you miles off the route. I’ll be in number three. OK, Stephen, see you at half past eight or so.’


    Michael frowned, then let the door close with a bang, and went along the hallway to the sitting room. Perhaps he’d misheard. He’d thought Ben had finished with that sort of nonsense years ago.


    Ben rose from the sofa with the easy grace that he had inherited from Josephine, along with her dark hair. Michael’s was sandy and, these days, sparse.


    As he thought of her, Michael looked quickly down at the thickly piled carpet. It had been seventeen years since she’d died and he still felt tears prick the back of his eyes when she came into his mind. She had married him when he was twenty years old, and hadn’t enough money even to take her out for a meal, and she had given him the capital he needed to open his first betting shop. She had been ten years older than him, and everyone had thought she was mad, that he’d married her for the money, but that wasn’t how it was at all.


    And she had been right to believe in him: the betting shop had turned into shops in the plural, and he had expanded into bingo clubs, nightclubs, and the Lucky Seven casino, making himself a millionaire several times over. That was when he’d bought the Grange. Now, as Ben had just mentioned on the phone, he was moving into property development. He had repaid Josephine’s investment with handsome interest, despite her protests that she was his wife, and didn’t want the money back. She had put it all into a trust for Ben, then just a baby, to be paid out on his twenty-first, and that, unbelievably, was just three months away. Time moved on at an alarming rate.


    ‘Good game?’


    He looked up with a determined smile, not wanting to embarrass Ben with his show of emotion. ‘Not really. Ray sees me as some sort of income supplement.’


    ‘Oh.’ Ben smiled. ‘I can never see the attraction of golf myself – something I daren’t say in St Andrews, of course.’


    ‘I should think not.’


    He might have been blessed with his mother’s looks, but the brains that had allowed Ben to go to university in the home of golf were acquired from Michael himself, and the mature confidence and expensively educated accent – whether Ben liked it or not – from his cash. Ben had always been a little uncomfortable with the source of his privileged upbringing, Michael thought. Bingo clubs and betting shops were a little too down-market for him.


    ‘And why you should want to play on a freezing cold day in the middle of February is beyond me. It’s snowing, for God’s sake!’


    Michael sat down, and picked up the newspaper. ‘It wasn’t snowing when we were playing. It was a bit fresh, I grant you. But it’s character-building.’ He turned the page of his newspaper. ‘Will I have the pleasure of your company this evening?’ he asked, with studied would-be indifference to the answer.


    Ben glanced at his watch, reminding Michael irresistibly of a clothing catalogue model. Tall, slim … whatever he chose to wear looked like what everyone else should be wearing. What with that and his rosy financial prospects, the girls should be queuing up. But he still hadn’t got over that foolish notion.


    ‘Sorry – no. My train leaves at ten past ten, and I’ve promised to meet some people for a drink before I go.’


    ‘Have you eaten?’


    ‘No – I’ll grab something on the train. I’m off to have a quick shower – I’ll pop my head round the door before I go.’


    Michael nodded acknowledgement, and waited until he could no longer hear his son’s footsteps in the hallway before picking up the phone and hitting the redial button.


    In Malworth, Keith Scopes was gloomily eyeing the safe in the security office of the Stars and Bars nightclub, thinking that if he could just borrow two hundred quid to buy some stuff, he’d be able to pay it back in no time. Long before Mr Waterman missed it – he wouldn’t be emptying it until tomorrow morning. If he could just get hold of some Es and some coke, he could sell it on tonight and put the money back before anyone knew it had gone.


    Being security personnel was the perfect cover – he was there to prevent drug abuse or any other sort of trouble on Mr Waterman’s various premises, and that’s what he did. He didn’t know where the street-dealers he sold the stuff on to plied their trade, but the deals were made on the understanding that they steered clear of anywhere he was working. And he didn’t deal very often, which was why the police didn’t know that he did it at all. Just now and then, when he needed to boost his income with something more certain than gambling. The problem tonight was that he had no income left to boost.


    The safe was sitting there with over two thousand pounds in it, Keith knew. Just a couple of hundred, that was all he needed. Then a quick trip to Barton, and he’d be laughing. It would be so easy, but he had no access to the safe, so it was wishful thinking. Mr Waterman might call him a security officer on his wage slip, but in his case that was code for hired muscle. Keith had plenty of that; plenty of muscle, plenty of hair – Michelle said he looked a bit like Elvis in his prime. That was why she went out with him in the first place, apparently even though he was a bit on the short side for her.


    Funny that, he thought. A bloke that’s been dead for a quarter of a century still turns them on. But whether or not he had Elvis’s looks, he didn’t have his money. And he didn’t have a key to the safe, or anything else, come to that. No one with his record was ever going to be given the key to someone else’s safe. Mr Waterman wasn’t stupid.


    ‘You couldn’t lend me twenty until payday, could you?’ he asked Jerry.


    ‘Jesus, Keith – it’s only Sunday!’


    ‘Yeah, well – my hot tip is still running.’


    ‘Sorry, mate.’ Jerry fished a fiver out of his back pocket. ‘ That any good to you?’


    Not really, but Keith took it, nodding his thanks.


    ‘Why don’t you tell Waterman not to bother paying you at all? You just give it all back to him.’


    ‘I don’t bet in his shops,’ said Keith. ‘I don’t want him knowing all my business.’


    ‘Oh, right – you’ve certainly got one over on him there, Keith.’ Jerry clipped on his tie, and checked himself in the mirror.


    Mr Waterman was very particular about how his staff looked. Jerry said he was worse than his sergeant-major in the army had been. Nightclub doormen wore dark suits, white shirts and clip-on ties. Casino staff wore black ties. Keith, who worked where he was needed, even had a security guard’s uniform, because he sometimes looked after the security at Mr Waterman’s house-parties, and the security men at the Grange had to look official.


    ‘You want to marry Michelle and have some kids,’ said Jerry. ‘Then you’d have to stop throwing your money away.’


    ‘Why would I want to do that? I’m twenty-one, not forty-one. We’re all right as we are.’


    ‘That Tony Baker bloke should be interviewing you for his book.’


    ‘Who?’


    ‘Tony Baker. You know – the guy off the telly who was at the casino on Saturday night. Sharp dresser – light brown wavy hair, tall, permanent tan. Thinks he’s it.’


    ‘Oh, him. I didn’t know he was on TV. Why should he interview me?’


    Jerry shook his head. ‘ He’s researching gambling, isn’t he? He might want to find out what makes a born loser give his pay-packet away every week. It’s time you settled down – you can’t duck and dive all your life.’


    ‘Why not?’ Keith’s mobile phone’s ring tone vied with the music that was suddenly booming out from the club as the DJ tested the sound system, and he kicked the door shut as he fished it out of his pocket. ‘ It’s my life.’ He still had to hold a finger in his ear when he spoke. ‘Hello?’


    ‘Got a job for you,’ Waterman said. ‘Tonight.’


    It was his fairy godmother. Keith listened to what he had to do, already spending the money. Mr Waterman was pretty generous when he wanted something done that he couldn’t do himself.


    ‘I’ll text your mobile when it’s time. Come to the bingo club for your money when you’ve done. Any questions?’


    ‘No,’ said Keith. You did what Mr Waterman wanted you to do, or you didn’t. All you needed to know was where and when it had to be done; why it had to be done was Mr Waterman’s business, not yours. If you needed anything repeating, you hadn’t been listening in the first place. If you had a problem with it, you turned it down, simple as that. Keith never turned anything down, and never asked questions.


    Besides, with Jerry in the room, all he could do was say yes and no, because Jerry didn’t know just how much ducking and diving he really did, and he never would.


    ‘Why?’


    Charlotte’s brown eyes looked into Lloyd’s with the same frankness that characterised her mother’s interview technique. Even the silence following the question seemed to have been passed on through the genes.


    And it had long been a source of wonder to Lloyd that the two-year-old mind, unable to grasp as basic a concept as left and right, only capable of stringing two or three words together, not up to the task of simple arithmetic, was entirely happy to encompass something as fundamentally challenging and abstract as ‘ why’.


    He glanced up at Judy. ‘Why?’ he repeated.


    Judy looked from him to Charlotte. ‘ Because your daddy says so,’ she said.


    ‘You’re not supposed to do that!’ Lloyd protested. ‘The child is asking for a logical explanation as to why she should go to bed when we’re the ones who are complaining about being tired, and she’s wide awake.’


    ‘That is why.’


    Charlotte was looking solemnly at each of them as they spoke. There was no way she could follow what they were saying, but she gave every indication of doing so, and it captivated Lloyd every time she did it. He looked back at her.


    ‘Because you need a lot more sleep than we do,’ he said, knowing he was laying himself wide open.


    ‘Why?’


    ‘Because everything about you is growing very fast. And that takes a lot of energy. So does learning to walk, and run and jump. So you use up a lot of calories, and that means you have to rest to get more energy to use up even more calories tomorrow.’


    She liked long, complicated answers that she didn’t understand, but this time she frowned. ‘Carlies,’ she said, quietly, to herself.


    Lloyd put his forehead close to hers, looking into her eyes. ‘Calories are units of heat energy, though you’ll find that one calorie is more usually expressed as 4.1868 joules.’


    She giggled.


    ‘How on earth do you know that?’ asked Judy. ‘Or are you making it up as you go along?’


    ‘Of course not! Would I lie to Charlotte? A calorie is 4.1868 joules.’ He grinned. ‘I don’t know what I’d do with one joule, never mind 4.1868 of them, but it’s a fact, isn’t it, Chaz?’


    Charlotte and Judy both smiled, and Lloyd shook his head slightly, looking from one to the other. The same soft dark hair, the same nose, the same smile. He might have had nothing to do with Charlotte – he had searched in vain for some aspect of his appearance or personality – because from day one, she had been just like Judy. He gathered Charlotte up in his arms. ‘ Who’s daddy’s gorgeous girl?’


    ‘Chaz!’ she squealed, as he tickled her.


    ‘You wouldn’t have thought she was daddy’s gorgeous girl if you’d been shopping with her this afternoon. I’ve never been so embarrassed in my life.’


    ‘Again!’ shouted Charlotte.


    Lloyd tickled her again. ‘She’s two. They’re supposed to have tantrums when they’re two. What did she want, anyway?’


    ‘If I’d known that, I’d have given it to her – believe me, I’m quite prepared to give in to blackmail. But I hadn’t the faintest idea what she wanted.’


    ‘Sometimes it’s just that they can’t express themselves,’ said Lloyd, as Judy joined them on the floor. ‘It must be a bit frustrating, knowing what you want to communicate and not being able to.’


    ‘Especially for a Lloyd. Come on, you two – it’s bedtime. Who do you want to give you a bath, Charlotte?’


    ‘Tickle me!’


    Judy tickled her. ‘Who do you want to give you a bath?’


    ‘Again!’


    ‘No. Bath. Who?’


    Charlotte gave that some thought. ‘Nana.’


    ‘Nana’s watching television. You can have Daddy or me.’


    Judy’s mother lived with them now, in their pleasantly elderly detached house. It was in the old village of Stansfield, where life still moved at a slightly slower pace than it did in the town itself, a new town built in the fifties, after the war. No one had been too sure how well the set-up would work, but so far, Gina had been a godsend, and there had been no more difficulties than you would expect in any family, once they had got over being too polite to one another.


    ‘Daddy.’


    ‘All right,’ said Lloyd. ‘Come on, Droopy Drawers.’ He stood up with Charlotte hanging round his neck, and some difficulty. As he turned to leave the room, she squirmed round.


    ‘Mummy bath!’ she shouted, her arm reaching back imploringly to Judy.


    ‘Oh, no, you don’t,’ Lloyd said. ‘Make up your mind.’


    She thought again for a moment. ‘Daddy bath. And Mummy bath.’


    Lloyd felt himself swell with pride as his daughter hurdled another linguistic barrier. ‘Both of us?’ He raised his eyebrows at Judy. ‘Is that all right with you, Mummy?’


    Judy gave him The Look. ‘It’s perfectly all right by me. But,’ she added sweetly, ‘if you ever again address me as ‘‘ mummy’’, I’ll divorce you.’


    Tony Baker hadn’t been prepared for the excitement that he was feeling. He could see why the Malworth regulars might find it passed the time pleasantly enough, but his life was not like theirs. He didn’t need artificially created excitement.


    Eighteen years ago, he had had the tabloids clamouring for his story, the one that landed it paying him an enormous sum of money. When they had discovered that he was an ex-journalist and could write it himself, they had paid him even more, and had given him a weekly column on crime, which he still wrote.


    But the real turning point had been when he had made a TV documentary about the whole business. Then someone else had made a TV movie about it. One thing had led to another, and since then he had appeared on countless chat-shows, been invited to premieres, had been honoured by the Queen. He had fronted a very successful television series that was still being shown on satellite and cable channels around the world, and in that series he had travelled to wherever serial killers had followed their inclination, especially if there was any doubt as to the perpetrators of the acts. He had interviewed people on death row; some that he was quite certain had killed repeatedly, and some that he felt just as certain had been victims of miscarriages of justice. He had witnessed three executions. So his forty-seven years of life had been, to say the least, interesting.


    So what was it that had his pulse racing, was causing his breathing to be shallow and nervous, was making his hand shake with excitement, for God’s sake? He smiled, laughing at himself for being so susceptible to something so simple and mindless. He was – waiting for just one number on his bingo card.


    Tony Baker was working, contrary to appearances, bingo not being his recreation of choice. But he had been playing it every night for a week, and for the first time each of the numbers on his card was neatly marked with a bright pink splodge of ink from his bingo marker pen, except one. His objective research had become personal. It was the last house of the first half of the main session, and it was the Link game, when all of Waterman’s bingo clubs played the same game together. Eight hundred and sixty pounds was up for grabs.


    He didn’t need the money – the pile he had made from his story had been invested carefully. Since then his life had settled down into a routine of producing and presenting a TV series every two years on the connection between crime and leisure, each time concentrating on a different leisure activity. The accompanying book routinely made the bestseller lists; he understood how to catch the public’s interest.


    His first love, however, was murder. It fascinated him, and, if the viewing figures were anything to go by, it fascinated a lot of people. The networks just said that he’d already done that when he suggested it, but he might try thinking of attacking the subject from a new angle, make a determined try for another murder series. Even Jack the Ripper still had legs if you thought of a new perspective.


    But for the moment, his bread and butter was gambling. During his research into the gambling habits of the human being, he had won a few times; he’d made money now and again on horse-races, slot-machines, the gaming tables. He’d even won a quite sizeable amount on a football pools competition. It had been better than losing, that was all. It hadn’t given him a thrill. But this …


    This was different. And it was a valuable addition to his research, because what had seemed to him a particularly boring and unproductive way to spend one’s leisure time, with no input at all from the gambler, had suddenly become very appealing, and he had to try to analyse why.


    He looked round the big, bright hall, with its bar running along the length of one wall, fruit machines along the length of the other, and in between them rows of plastic-topped tables strewn with bingo tickets, drinks, snacks, their occupants listening intently for the numbers. It wasn’t at all like the image he had of bingo. These days it was high-tech, with the numbers flashing up on a screen as they were called. There were no balls dancing about in a drum to produce the numbers – random number selectors were used now. And gone were the old-fashioned nicknames for the numbers. Now, it was all very slick and clinical.


    The average age was probably not much above his, at a guess. The customers weren’t young, but they weren’t in their dotage either. It was mostly women, of course, still. What men were there were all years older than him; they hadn’t yet tempted young men into bingo halls. But the youths who frequented Waterman’s nightclubs might be surprised if they did venture into his bingo clubs, because they didn’t look all that different, and the drinks were a lot less expensive. There was music, and a restaurant, and the chance of coming out richer than when you went in. No wonder the place was packed.


    The bingo-caller intoned the numbers – it was all jokes and double-entendres between games, but during games, he was Mr Efficiency, with a straight face. This was serious.


    Tony heard his number, saw the confirmation on the screen, felt his blood pressure go off the scale, like the weight hitting the bell on a test-your-strength sideshow, and heard his own voice shout ‘House!’ at the same time as another, female voice. He felt elated and irritated both at once, as she doubtless also did.


    Her card was checked first. She sat a couple of tables away from him, and he realised that it was Wilma, one of his interviewees, who had won. She was a faithful member whose biggest win until now had been forty pounds, two years ago. Wilma was in her fifties, maybe sixties, her greying hair cut short, and her face was flushed as her numbers were checked off with the caller. Like him, she was alone at the table. Mostly people came in pairs or groups, but there was the odd solo player.


    His turn now, and he too was confirmed as a winner, after producing his club card.


    ‘Just stay there, Mr Baker,’ said the checker. ‘A steward will bring your winnings to the table.’


    The steward was young Stephen Halliday, his landlady’s son, whose fair hair was gelled into spiky obedience, and whose white shirt was dazzling against the red jacket and tie that Waterman’s stewards wore. Stephen was very particular about his shirts, but it was of course his mother who washed and ironed them. Tony had been brought up to look after himself, and felt that Grace should acquaint Stephen with the intricacies of the washing machine before he got much older.


    It was through Stephen that Tony had discovered the delights of the Tulliver Inn in Stoke Weston, a travellers’ inn since the seventeenth century, which nowadays still did a very good bed and breakfast and evening meal. He hated provincial hotels; a village inn was much more to his liking. The only drawback was Grace Halliday herself, a blonde, forty-something divorcee, who was itching to get her hooks into him. Tony nodded to Stephen as he went to the woman’s table first.


    ‘Here you are, Wilma – not bad for ten minutes’ work.’


    Wilma, still slightly pink, smiled at him as he counted out the money. ‘You’re looking very handsome tonight,’ she said.


    ‘… two hundred and fifty – thank you, Wilma. You’re looking good too, especially now you’re rich – three hundred, three hundred and fifty, four hundred, four hundred and ten, twenty, thirty. There you go,’ he said, tucking in the flap of the envelope. ‘Your place or mine?’


    ‘Oh, I should be so lucky!’


    Stephen came towards him with the satisfactorily thick envelope, and took out the notes. ‘Fifty, one hundred, one-fifty …’


    Waterman paid out in cash up to a thousand pounds; he thought that the thrill of being given a bundle of banknotes was all part of the fun, and he was right, thought Tony. It was much more satisfying to see the money being counted than to be handed a cheque.


    Tony had come to Bartonshire a month ago, purely to try the Waterman experience. He could have stayed with Mike Waterman at his enormous house, but he had felt that accepting his hospitality might prejudice his findings, and had turned him down. Having had to endure Grace Halliday’s inane chatter and fluttering eyelashes, he wished he hadn’t. But he would only be here for another two weeks; he would survive.


    ‘… three-ninety, four hundred and ten, four hundred and thirty. Spend it on something you don’t need.’


    ‘I will,’ said Tony, picking it up. The envelope’s edges were decorated with a repeat design of two champagne glasses and a champagne bottle having just popped its cork, with the words ‘Bull’s Eye Bingo Winner’ printed on it. Underneath, in the same print, were the words ‘Congratulations, Tony!’ He smiled. Waterman added finishing touches that cost him virtually nothing, but it worked.


    ‘That’s me finished,’ said Stephen. ‘I’m getting off early tonight.’


    ‘Do you want a lift home?’


    ‘No, it’s all right, thanks,’ said Stephen. ‘I’ve got the bike out the back.’


    ‘Oh, you got it fixed, did you?’


    ‘Fingers crossed. It got me here, so it seems to be OK.’


    Stephen left, walking quickly towards the staff area, and Tony stood up, taking his jacket from the back of the seat, and made for the exit. As he pushed open the big glass door, he literally bumped into Michael Waterman.


    ‘You’re not leaving, Tony? It’s only the interval.’


    ‘I’ve just taken some money off you, Mike, and I think I’ll quit while I’m ahead.’


    ‘Oh – but it’s the national game in the second half,’ said Waterman. ‘You could win two hundred thousand quid if your luck’s in.’


    ‘I’ll pass,’ said Tony, with a grin. ‘I think I’ve had my share of luck for tonight.’ He put his jacket on. Mike Waterman might want to stand out here all night chatting, but he didn’t.


    ‘Do you have any children, Tony?’


    ‘No.’


    Waterman sighed. ‘Ben’s been home for the weekend, and if I saw him for five minutes at a time I was lucky. He’s off out somewhere, and … well, the house seemed a bit empty. That’s why I’m here – I thought the bingo club atmosphere might cheer me up.’


    Tony wanted to get off, but it seemed a bit impolite just to go, if the man needed cheering up. He could surely spare him five minutes. He took a surreptitious glance at his watch. Five minutes – no more than that, because Grace would have his meal ready for him. This new insulin programme that he was trying out was supposed to mean that a delayed meal was no longer such a problem, but Tony was used to eating when he’d arranged to eat, and besides, he wasn’t cut out to be a counsellor. And apart from anything else, he was cold.


    Stephen spent some time getting ready before he left the club; finally, he used his fingers to brush a touch of gel through his fair, hair, tweaking it into the peaks that he currently favoured, then rinsed his hands, straightened his tie, and stood back a little from the mirror to see the effect.


    ‘You’re beautiful, Steve – don’t worry.’


    The voice belonged to Jim, one of the other stewards, as he emerged from a cubicle, the only place that any of them could have a cigarette without getting caught. The customers could smoke, but the staff couldn’t, and the smokers among them found that quite hard to take.


    Stephen flashed Jim’s reflection a mock toothpaste-ad grin – one that was free of the pollutants of cigarette smoke – and he knew that the comment had been only half in fun. He was vain; he knew that. Everyone took the mickey about the care he took with his appearance. But his public loved him for it.


    That was how he thought of them, the bingo regulars whose cars were parked nose-to-tail outside. They had to get here early if they wanted to park on the road outside; most people had to use the big car park on Waring Road, a five-minute walk away. But Stephen could always leave his bike at the back of the club, so he didn’t have that problem.


    One last check, then he pulled on his leather biking jacket, picked up his helmet, went out into the club and pushed open the door to the street just as another of his colleagues passed.


    ‘Oh, you’re bound to pull tonight, Steve,’ she said.


    ‘He doesn’t need to,’ came Jim’s voice from behind him. ‘ He’s getting plenty already, aren’t you, Steve?’


    Stephen practically walked into Michael Waterman, who was standing right outside the club with Tony Baker. He felt himself flush as he walked quickly away, hoping Mr Waterman hadn’t heard. But he had been using his mobile phone, not taking any apparent notice. Stephen smiled. Mr Waterman was always on the phone; if he wasn’t ringing people he was testing them. Stephen wondered what he would have done if he had been born a century earlier. He would probably have had a flock of carrier pigeons at the ready.


    Stephen had been a steward at the Bull’s Eye bingo clubs for almost three years now, ever since he’d left school, and he enjoyed it. He liked the women – they were mostly women – who played bingo; they were unpretentious, always ready to have a laugh. And they loved him, for some reason. He was always getting joke propositions. He liked Mr Waterman, but if he ever found out about him and Ben, there would be trouble. Of course, Jim had only been making a joke – he knew nothing about it, and no one at all knew that he was going to meet Ben. But Stephen hoped Mr Waterman hadn’t heard, all the same.


    He felt fine snow hit his face, and stopped to button up his jacket. Some way ahead of him, he could see Wilma, who never stayed for the second half – she had to get home to walk her dog, and she didn’t like doing that late at night.


    Wilma, disorganised as ever, had a large shoulder bag gaping open, and Stephen saw what looked very like the envelope he had given her slide to the ground. He ran to pick it up, then carried on after her, calling her name, but she was too far away to hear him. She was crossing the road, heading towards one of Malworth’s many alleyways, halfway along which was the entrance to the flats where she lived.


    Stephen ran as fast as he could, and caught up with her as she turned into the Victorian covered alleyway, long and dank, its roof supported by thick pillars. Cobbled, dimly lit, covered with fly-posters and graffiti, it was an uninviting place at night.


    ‘Are you so rich you can throw it away, or what?’ he asked, his voice echoing in the damp, cave-like passage.


    ‘What’s that?’ Her mouth fell open when she saw what he was holding. ‘Oh, my God – I thought I’d put that in my purse. I was in a state. I’ve never won that much.’


    ‘Well, put it in your purse now.’


    She fumbled about in the bag, finally fishing out the purse, handing it to him. It was the kind that fastened with two twists of metal that snapped together. ‘Here,’ she said. ‘You do it. My hands are too cold.’


    Stephen took it from her, then shook his head. ‘ It’s a coin purse,’ he said. ‘It won’t take all those notes. They’d fall out when you opened it. I’ll just leave them in the envelope, and put it in here. All right?’ He slid the envelope into her shoulder bag, dropping the purse in after it, and zipped it up. ‘ I’ll walk along with you,’ he said. ‘I’m going that way anyway.’


    Jack Shaw was already walking in the gloom of that alleyway on his way to the nightclub, his virtually undetectable limp slightly more apparent than usual, as it always was in very cold weather.


    He was still puzzled as to why Michael Waterman had suddenly wanted to be driven to Malworth. He had turned up at his cottage, asking if he was doing anything this evening, and when Jack had said that he was doing nothing in particular, had asked him to be his chauffeur for the evening.


    ‘I want to go to the Malworth bingo club,’ he’d said. ‘But I was out this afternoon, and I’ve been drinking. So if you can take me and bring me back, I’ll make it worth your while. I’ll be leaving again about ten, I think.’


    Jack was never averse to making a few extra quid, and had happily driven his boss to Malworth, parking behind the bingo club in the space reserved for him. His staff certainly wouldn’t be expecting to see him; Waterman usually had Sunday off.


    ‘Are you not coming in?’ Waterman had asked, as he had got out of the car.


    ‘No,’ Jack had said. ‘ I’ve got something I want to do.’


    ‘Right – see you later.’


    Waterman Entertainment employed Jack as a fruit machine technician, and he knew most of the people who worked for Michael Waterman. He couldn’t warn the bingo club staff of their boss’s arrival, but he could at least tell Jerry Wheelan over at the Stars and Bars that he might be going to get a spot check.


    He could hear the voices of the people behind him in the narrow passage, their words carrying on the still, cold air. Stephen’s voice he’d recognised; the other evidently belonged to someone who had had a win at bingo.


    ‘I still can’t believe I won all that money. Four hundred and thirty pounds – it’s a fortune.’


    ‘It was a shame you had to share.’


    ‘Oh, no. It’s quite enough as it is. Why shouldn’t someone else be lucky too?’


    Stephen gave a snort. ‘ Oh, like he needs the money,’ he said.


    ‘Do you know him, then?’


    ‘He’s staying with us. But you know who he is, don’t you?’


    ‘Sort of. I know he’s on telly. He interviewed me – wanted to know why I play bingo all the time when I never win anything.’


    ‘Trust him to get half of it when you finally did get a decent win.’


    ‘Don’t you like him then?’


    ‘Not much. But you should see my mum – she can’t get over him staying in her pub. She’s all over him.’


    Jack slowed to a stop, not wanting to get out of earshot, and stood in the shadow of a pillar. He didn’t want them to see him, but he wanted very much to hear what Stephen had to say. Tony Baker thought he was God’s gift, and Grace Halliday was waiting on him hand and foot, which made matters worse. Jack hadn’t been too sure how Stephen felt about him, and he wanted to know.


    ‘Ah – is that why you don’t like him? Are you jealous?’


    ‘No! No. If she found someone she liked, I’d be happy for her. I just think he’s a bit full of himself, that’s all.’


    ‘Is it serious? Do you think you’ll be getting a step-dad?’


    ‘I don’t think so. He’s not a bit interested in her. But if you knew my mum – she doesn’t give up, so you never know. I hope not.’


    Jack didn’t listen to the rest of the conversation.


    ‘Kelly’s Eye to Charley Sierra.’


    ‘Charley Sierra receiving.’


    ‘We’re in position at the Candy Store.’


    The Candy Store was the code name for the premises they were watching, and Trainee Detective Constable Gary Sims watched as Detective Sergeant Kelly checked that the cameras, both video and still, were pointing directly at the front door of the block of flats across from the room that the observation team were currently occupying.


    Gary, on detachment to Force Drugs Squad, knew from previous observations just how mind-numbingly boring CID work could be, but there was something unusual about the sergeant’s manner on the radio, his almost obsessive checking that all the equipment was in working order, and that Gary and the others knew exactly what they had to do. Something was in the air.


    This one was going to be an all-nighter, but at least they were in a room in someone’s house – the last one had seen them all crammed into a van, which became less and less habitable as the night wore on. At least here they could stretch their legs from time to time, and use a regular toilet when required to do so. There had been a strange funnel arrangement rigged up in the van in order that no one had to leave it.


    And now that they were there, Kelly informed them that Operation Sweet Sixteen – so called because that was the average age of the people to whom the merchandise would ultimately be peddled – was about to achieve its objective. There were eight teams carrying out similar observations all over the city, and when they had recorded enough to prove that dealing was taking place, the raiding parties would go in and take out one of the biggest drug-dealing rings in the city.


    Gary fancied he heard a hint of pride in the sergeant’s voice as he used the word ‘city’, for Barton had only recently achieved city status, and the status of its police had thus been enhanced.


    The guys on the raids would get all the fun, all the action, Gary thought disconsolately. His job consisted of pointing a camera and noting descriptions and times for someone else to write down. He said as much to the sergeant.


    ‘We’re going to take these bastards right out,’ said Kelly. ‘We’ll have video and photographs and a log detailing every deal that goes down. And when we move in we’ll have them, their equipment, the drugs and the money. No smart-arse brief’s going to get any of them off.’ He smiled. ‘And with any luck, their whole operation in this city will fall apart.’


    ‘Fair enough, sarge,’ said one of the others. ‘But we still haven’t got the big boys. So we take out eight middlemen – so what? They’ll recruit another eight.’


    ‘I know.’ Kelly sat back. ‘But they’ve got to find people they can trust. And premises. And new equipment, and bring in another shipment of stuff before schedule. It’s all risky, and it means the National Crime Squad or Customs and Excise have all the more chance to catch them at it. And meanwhile, their Barton lieutenants are banged up, and they can’t be sure one of them won’t talk. This is major, major disruption.’


    ‘I think we’re about to get some action,’ murmured the man at the window.


    Gary focused the camera on the door of the flat opposite.


    Judy and Lloyd were playing the bath game with Charlotte, which involved everything that floated being in the bath with their daughter, and then being solemnly handed back to them when they asked for them. Then it all had to start again. It had begun as an educational game so that Charlotte knew which was a duck and which was a frog, but she had known that for some time now; they just couldn’t make her move on to a new game. When this activity began to pall, Judy left Lloyd to it and went back down to the living room, where her mother was reading the paper.


    ‘Is your programme finished?’ she asked, looking at her watch. ‘I had no idea it was that late. Charlotte should have been in bed two hours ago.’ She flopped down on the sofa, and yawned. ‘She’s just like Lloyd. She’d stay up all night if we let her.’


    Her mother smiled. ‘Lloyd will be pleased to hear that,’ she said. ‘He keeps saying that she’s a clone of you.’


    ‘I know,’ said Judy, yawning again as she spoke. ‘I don’t think she’s like me at all. And if you’d seen her this afternoon – that was Lloyd to a tee. Suddenly flying into a rage about goodness knows what, and blaming me.’


    ‘You’re the one who looks as if she should have been in bed two hours ago.’


    Judy nodded. She always found the weekends much more exhausting than the working week, no matter how busy she had been. Charlotte at two was great fun, just as Lloyd had promised she would be – learning new words every day, becoming her own person – but her energy was boundless, and her curiosity about the world meant that she had to be watched every minute.


    ‘We’ve got to get a garden gate,’ she said. ‘It’ll be spring soon.’


    She would have been looking forward to that had it not been for the loft conversion, currently scheduled for April. It should have been done last April, and it kept being put off for one reason or another. But the contractor would be coming any day now to talk to her mother about what exactly she wanted done, and give them his estimate.


    ‘Have you thought yet what you want?’ she asked. ‘ In the loft?’


    Her mother put down the paper. ‘Well,’ she began, ‘ I was going to talk to you about that. Do you think it’s really necessary?’


    It would save them a lot of time, trouble and expense if they abandoned the idea, thought Judy, and she wondered if that was what had prompted her mother’s change of mind. Having her own space had been a precondition of her coming to look after Charlotte for them. ‘ Not as far as I’m concerned,’ she said. ‘ But are you sure you wouldn’t rather have your flat?’


    ‘I don’t think I’d use it.’


    No. Judy couldn’t really imagine them behaving as though her mother lived somewhere else altogether. She had her own TV in her bedroom if she got fed up with Lloyd’s choice of viewing, and that was all she wanted, really. It was much friendlier if they all shared the whole house.


    By the time Detective Inspector Tom Finch arrived on the scene, the alleyway had been sealed off, and a route to the body had been marked out for essential personnel which cut the already narrow alley almost in half, and made negotiating the pillars far from easy.


    Detective Sergeant John Hitchin, young and keen, was standing talking to a man whose face Tom knew, but couldn’t place. He excused himself when he saw Tom, and walked down to meet him.


    Tom blew out his cheeks as he arrived. ‘Were you actually born in Antigua, Hitch?’ he asked.


    ‘No, I was born in Malworth. So was my dad. It was my granddad that came over from the West Indies in the fifties.’


    ‘I’ll bet he wishes he was back there this weather.’


    ‘Probably wishes he was anywhere, sir. He died five years ago.’


    ‘Oh. Sorry.’


    Hitchin smiled. ‘That’s Mr Baker, the man who found the body. I’ve suggested that he wait in one of the cars until you get the chance to talk to him. He saw it happen, and the assailant ran off along there in the direction of Murchison Place. No one else used the alley before we got here, so that’s why I cordoned off that side of the alley in the hope that he might have dropped something that could identify him.’


    It was a long shot, thought Tom, but they might get something useful. It was amazing how often those given to violent crime did lose their possessions in the course of the assault.


    ‘No description, though,’ Hitchin went on. ‘He said he just caught a glimpse of the assailant. It was probably a man, and he was wearing dark clothes. It happened at nine o’clock.’


    ‘Do we know who the victim is?’ Tom asked.


    ‘Mr Baker knows her. Her name’s Wilma Fenton, and she lives here, in the ground-floor flat. One of the lads is talking to her neighbour now, to find out who we should notify. She’d won money at bingo – it looks like she was mugged for her winnings, but he just dropped the money and ran when he saw Mr Baker.’


    Tom was still trying to place the informant. Baker, Baker. He mentally snapped his fingers. Baker – of course, it was Tony Baker. No wonder he couldn’t place him – he’d only ever seen him on TV. That explained Hitch’s scrupulous attention to detail, because Tony Baker would be watching their every move.


    ‘Were there any other witnesses?’


    ‘No. Mr Baker says the street was deserted, and so was the alleyway, but I’ve got a house-to-house organised for the flats, in case anyone saw or heard anything.’


    ‘Right, thanks, Hitch. I’ll go and talk to Mr Baker. You know who he is, don’t you?’


    ‘Yes – he makes these TV programmes about popular pastimes that attract crime,’ said Hitchin. ‘ He’s doing one on gambling – that’s how come he knows the victim. He was at the bingo club himself.’ He glanced over to where the body lay. ‘Her pastime attracted a crime, all right.’


    Tom realised with a jolt that at twenty-six, John Hitchin would have been too young at the time to care how Tony Baker’s TV career had come about. And Hitch hadn’t known that he was under the microscope when he cordoned off half the alley; he really was that conscientious by nature. He turned to go, then turned back again. ‘Has this alley got a name?’ he asked.


    ‘Innes Passage,’ said Hitchin. ‘But unless they’re from round here, no one’ll know what you’re talking about if you call it that.’


    All the old alleyways in Malworth had names, but the signs on most of them had long since perished. Tom had come to live in Bartonshire from Liverpool, and had noticed over the years that the locals thought if they knew something, everyone did; Malworth natives knew the names of the alleyways, and they had never seen any need to put up new signs.


    There was nothing lying around that looked like a murder weapon; in fact, the only plus that this alley had was that it was litter-free, as if it had just been swept. Tom hoped it hadn’t just been swept, because if it had then the waste-bins and skips might have been emptied already. Searching them was never a very popular duty, but finding the murder weapon was probably going to be their only chance of resolving this one.


    But there was a nightclub at the other end of the alley; someone there might have seen something. Tom would have a word with the doormen in due course.


    The Forensic Medical Examiner arrived then, puffing and blowing, edged past Tom, and crouched down by the body, muttering about people being so inconsiderate as to get themselves murdered out of doors in such inclement weather, just as a detective constable came out of the flats and almost fell over him.


    Reinforcements had now arrived, and Hitchin and a couple of others went off to talk to the people in the bingo club, to see if anyone saw someone follow Mrs Fenton out after her win.


    ‘Life extinct,’ the FME said, his breath streaming out as he spoke, and glanced at his watch. ‘21.40 hours. From the body temperature, I’d say she died within the last couple of hours.’


    ‘We think it happened at about nine o’clock,’ said Tom.


    The FME stood up. ‘That would fit.’ He handed Tom a sheet of paper. ‘The temperature reading for the pathologist. She’s a lot warmer than I am, I can tell you that. Goodnight.’


    The cordon made a narrow passage even narrower, and would make bringing equipment to the scene a bit difficult. It was barely wide enough, Tom realised, with a smile, for one fairly rotund FME to pass a video and photography unit coming in the opposite direction.


    Tom had called in all the usual back-up services, but it might be a waste of time. The SOCOs were arriving now, setting up powerful fights to help them find whatever was there to be found. Perhaps Hitch’s scene-preservation would save the day. Perhaps, and perhaps not. A fatal mugging was possibly the most difficult crime of all to clear up, and with no description of the attacker and no murder weapon, it could prove impossible.


    But once he had looked at the body properly, and once he had heard Tony Baker’s story, Tom began to revise his thoughts on that, because it didn’t after all seem to be a straightforward mugging. And in view of their star witness being known to be more than a little critical of the police, he thought his boss would want to see the scene for herself.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Stepping out of the taxi, Stephen said goodbye and ran through the thickly falling snow to where his bike was parked behind the bingo club. He screwed his eyes up against the flakes to try and see the church clock, but he couldn’t. He thought it must be about twenty to ten.


    He wished he could have seen Ben properly this weekend, but they had to be so careful, and it just hadn’t been possible. But Ben usually thought of a way round things, and the flat had been an inspired last-minute thought. The flats were just about to go on the market, so the show flat had everything you could want. It had been sheer luxury, but they had only had an hour together, and that wasn’t enough.


    At first, he thought the bike wasn’t going to start, and cursed the motor mechanic who had promised him that everything was in good working order. But at the third attempt it started, so maybe he had really fixed it. He put on his lights, got his helmet on with the visor up, kicked the stand away, and roared off into the snow.


    ‘Where the hell have you been?’ demanded Jerry. ‘A smoke, you said. It didn’t take you an hour and twenty minutes to smoke a bloody cigarette!’


    Keith held up his hands in apology. ‘Sorry, Jez. Something came up.’


    ‘You’re lucky Waterman didn’t find out you’d gone AWOL. Jack Shaw was here earlier – he says Waterman was at the bingo club tonight, and I couldn’t have covered for you if he’d come here. So if you’re going to make a habit of this, you’d better understand that. If anyone asks me about you, I’ll tell them. I’m not going to lose my job because of you.’


    Keith grinned. ‘You could worry for England, you know that? What do you do for fun, Jerry?’


    Jerry grunted. ‘ I don’t have time for fun,’ he said. ‘And I’m frozen to the spot. You’re on the door from now till we close, mate.’


    ‘What’s going on in the alleyway?’ Keith asked.


    ‘How should I know? I can’t see the alleyway, can I? I’ve been here, doing my job, not swanning off like some.’


    Oops. He really had pissed Jerry off.


    The room was lit only by the soft light from the landing, the idea being that the half-light would be soporific.


    ‘Nuther one.’


    She couldn’t still be awake. It was five to ten, for God’s sake. Lloyd was having trouble keeping his eyes open, but Charlotte was as bright as she was first thing in the morning. He sighed. ‘All right. Taffy was a great big, beautiful tabby cat, and he lived in a big house with a big garden and …’


    His stories were always about Taffy the tabby, and he always began them the same way with absolutely no idea of where they were going, but Charlotte’s critical faculties weren’t too highly developed. And he had a sneaking suspicion that in this she was once again just like her mother, who professed to like the sound of his voice, but admitted that she rarely actually listened to what he was saying. At least Charlotte wasn’t yet at the stage where she wanted the same story over and over again, so he amused himself, if no one else, with his impromptu tales of Taffy the tabby.


    He had heard Gina’s ideas concerning the loft conversion, and had at least steered her in the direction of waiting to see what the designer came up with before making up her mind. He usually found life much easier if he made the concessions, but this time he didn’t think he could. The discussion had ended when Judy had put Charlotte to bed, then summoned him to tell her a story. In the middle of the second story, Judy had come in to say that she had been called out to the scene of a fatal mugging. It was, Tom Finch had said, ‘ a funny one’, so Lloyd had no idea when she would be back, and neither had she.


    Charlotte’s eyes at last began to droop just as Taffy had plucked up the courage to leap down from the big tree in the big garden so that he could end up in front of the big fireplace in his big house, where he always finished his adventures. Lloyd left the story – and Taffy – in mid-air, waited to see if there was a protest, and when none came, he tiptoed to the door.


    ‘Want one.’


    Lloyd turned. ‘ You want one what?’


    ‘One Taffy.’ Her eyes were closing again.


    This time Lloyd waited until he was absolutely sure that she was asleep before moving. Downstairs, Gina was making a cup of tea, and brought one in for Lloyd, for which he was grateful. Marathon story-telling was thirsty work.


    ‘Do you still put Chaz down for an afternoon nap?’ he asked.


    She shook her head, smiling. ‘No. You can’t blame me. Judy says Charlotte’s just like you as far as that’s concerned.’


    ‘True. Staying awake until all hours definitely isn’t one of Judy’s traits. She’s always ready for bed by eleven.’


    ‘You could do worse than follow her example,’ said Gina. ‘ What do you find to do until two in the morning, anyway?’


    It’s none of your business what I find to do, he thought, but his face wasn’t giving away his irritation at her question. No one could lie more smoothly or more convincingly than Lloyd. ‘Oh, this and that,’ he said, smiling. ‘I potter about. It’s relaxing.’


    ‘So is a good night’s sleep.’


    The sooner this granny-flat was in existence, the better, as far as Lloyd was concerned. He had always liked Gina, and he didn’t know what they would have done without her, but he wanted his own space, even if she didn’t. Judy’s university lecturer father had died shortly after Charlotte was born, and Gina had had trouble adjusting to solitary life in London. They had needed someone to look after Charlotte, and she had needed family around her – the solution to both their problems had been obvious, and it had worked. He didn’t want to rock the boat by getting irritated with her, so it was time, Lloyd decided, for a change of subject.


    ‘Do you like cats, Gina?’ he asked.


    She looked a little surprised. ‘ Yes, I love them. We always had cats when I was growing up. But John and I lived in a flat almost all our married life, so …’ She shrugged. ‘Well, that was John’s excuse. He was never too keen on them. I think they scared him a little, but he’d never admit it.’


    ‘Does Judy like them?’


    Gina looked at him, her eyebrows raised. ‘You’ve known her for over twenty years,’ she said. ‘And you don’t know if she likes cats?’


    Lloyd shrugged. ‘ There’s a lot I still don’t know about her. You know what she’s like – if you don’t ask the direct question, you don’t get told. Sometimes even if you do.’


    ‘Oh, I know. I had no idea how she felt about you until she’d been married to Michael for about five years. And then it was John who told me – she didn’t say a word to me.’


    ‘If it makes you feel any better, it was years before I could get her to admit to me how she felt about me.’ Lloyd smiled. ‘And, for the record, she didn’t tell her father about us – I did.’


    ‘You know, that’s just how John’s mother was. Kept everything to herself, just like Judy does. I always feel as though I don’t know her as well as John did. Maybe it’s because his mother was like that. He grew up with it – knew how to get past it.’


    Lloyd nodded. ‘Well, let’s hope Chaz has got a few more of my genes than she seems to at the moment,’ he said. ‘I don’t think I could take two enigmatic women in my life.’


    Enigmatic was the wrong word, but he had never been able to hit on the right word to describe Judy’s self-contained way of living her life. Sometimes, just sometimes, the control slipped, and he was allowed to glimpse what was really going on in her head. Not often.


    ‘I couldn’t even get her a Valentine for tomorrow,’ he grumbled. ‘The only time I did she looked at me as though I had two heads.’


    Gina laughed. ‘She’s never been one for hearts and flowers.’


    ‘Don’t I know it. She doesn’t even like breakfast in bed. And she says she prefers roses growing in the earth. So the best thing I can do for her tomorrow is ignore her.’


    ‘But in answer to your question, she does like cats. She pestered us for one when she was a little girl – that was when John came up with the excuse about a flat not being a proper place to have a cat. That’s probably why she’s never had one – she’s always lived in flats too, until now. And she probably wouldn’t have wanted one when Charlotte was really little.’


    A tabby cat would be a pleasant addition to the household, Lloyd thought. He’d talk to Judy about it. He looked at the gas fire, its imitation coal being licked by reasonably convincing flames, and wondered if they should get the big fireplace that Taffy had in his house in order to complete the picture.


    But no. Though he had grown up with a real fire, he supposed that introducing one to a house with a two-year-old in it would be a foolish move, however well-guarded it was. But maybe one day, when she was older …


    ‘Tony Baker?’ said Judy. ‘Should that mean something to me?’


    ‘You remember, guv – the guy that caught the serial killer. The South Coast murders? About eighteen years ago? These days he does all these TV programmes about people’s social habits affecting the crime statistics. The last one was about drinking.’


    ‘Oh, him!’ Yes, Judy knew him, and remembered only too well his reason for shooting to fame. Every police officer in the country remembered. Tony Baker had been a crime correspondent for a broadsheet newspaper, and had covered the South Coast murders and the arrest and trial of the man the police had charged. He had been convinced that they had convicted an innocent man, so he had left his job and spent the next twelve months physically tracking down the real murderer, preventing what would certainly have been a fifth murder.


    ‘The cops were made to look like idiots,’ Tom said. ‘And maybe they were, because he was right, and they were wrong. This one – well, I’m having problems with it. There’s the way the notes have fallen, for a start. If they fell. Come and see.’


    The scene-of-crime officers were erecting a tent to preserve the scene, a less easy job than it might be because the other occupants of the flats had to be able to get in and out of the door outside which the victim lay.


    Wilma Fenton had left the Bull’s Eye bingo club at approximately half past eight, having just won four hundred and thirty pounds. She always left at the interval of the main session in order to go home and walk her dog, because she didn’t like doing that late at night. Half an hour later, she had been found outside the street door to the flats in which she lived. Baker had seen the incident, and her assailant had run off as he approached. He had apparently dropped the money in his haste, and in the still, cold night, the bank-notes were still lying there, on Mrs Fenton’s body.


    And it was indeed difficult to see how the money could have landed in that fashion if it had merely been dropped. The notes were separate, spread out, and not one had fluttered to the ground round the body; they were all neatly contained on it.

OEBPS/images/BelloLogo.png





OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/UnluckyforSome.jpg





