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      Chapter One

    


    

      Now: Wednesday, 1 April, a.m. . . .

    


    Max Scott looked at the people milling about the reception area, and an old joke came to him: Man to wife: ‘Do you know they say that the man at number seventeen has had every woman in the street but one?’ Wife to husband: ‘Is that right? I wonder which one?’ And he smiled, despite the way he was feeling, because he had had every woman in the room but one.


    Not as proud a boast as it might seem; of the dozens of people there, only four were women, and one of them was Catherine.


    He and Catherine had married twelve and a half years ago on her eighteenth birthday, in a blaze of publicity as adverse as you might expect so soon after Valerie’s death. Eighteen years his junior, almost fragile-looking, fair, pretty – once Max wouldn’t have believed that he could ever look at his young wife with something less than love in his heart. God knew, he had done his share – more than his share – of accommodating Catherine’s hang-ups. But just getting her here had been like dragging a dog to the vet, and it was the overreaction, the self-dramatization, that had made him lose patience with her. Catherine, with whom he had once been prepared to take infinite pains, was a child no longer, and simply had to grow up.


    Now that he was actually going to meet Victor Holyoak, Max was having to fight down the butterflies that he could feel making an uncharacteristic bid for freedom in his stomach. Almost fifty, and this was the first time that he could recall the experience. It was Catherine’s nervousness communicating itself to him, he supposed.


    She was nervous – terribly nervous, and he could have been and should have been more understanding last night, he thought, with a stab of guilt. Catherine had seen him through the worst moments of his life, and looking at her now, she was so like the little girl he had met all those years ago that he felt like a monster. She had never doubted him, not once. And it was thanks to Catherine that he was here at all, if thanks were in order. On the whole he thought they might be, despite the cataclysmic row they had had about the whole business.


    But he couldn’t go to her, not now. She was too uptight about it all for him to say the sort of thing he wanted to say, ought to say, with all these people around. He would make it up to her when it was all over. He caught himself being pointed out to someone by Anna Worthing, Victor Holyoak’s PR woman, and gave a mock bow towards her.


    In the mean time, he had some brazening-out to do.


    ‘And that’s Max Scott,’ said Anna to Detective Chief Inspector Lloyd, who was quizzing her on the people present. ‘He’s the new general manager.’


    Max stood alone, watching the gathering with a faintly amused look as the local dignitaries pointedly stood with their backs to him. He was tall, his brown hair greying at the temples. Not conventionally good-looking; his face was a touch too long for that. The twinkle in his eyes, his light, casual clothes – obvious in amongst all the grey suits – signalled his refusal to take himself or anyone else seriously, though Anna knew that he was undoubtedly taking today rather more seriously than he wanted people to know.


    ‘He doesn’t seem exactly popular,’ said Lloyd.


    ‘Well … no,’ said Anna. Surely he must know about Max? It would appear not, she thought, as Lloyd looked at her with puzzled interest. She didn’t enlighten him. Far be it from her to give information to a policeman, even if all he would have to do was look in his own files.


    He looked round. ‘The famous Victor Holyoak isn’t here yet, I take it?’


    He was Welsh, she realized. Lloyd was, now she came to think of it, a Welsh name, but she hadn’t noticed his accent until now. She shook her head. ‘Not yet,’ she said. ‘ He’ll be here soon, I expect.’ She looked at her watch for the umpteenth time, anxiety tugging at her.


    ‘Don’t worry,’ said Lloyd. ‘I understand the minister’s running very late himself.’


    It wasn’t the minister’s arrival that Anna was worried about, but she appreciated the moral support. Lloyd was quite nice, she supposed, a little grudgingly. For a policeman. She would have said that the chances of her finding any law enforcement officer attractive would have been nil, and it was difficult to see where the attraction lay, exactly. He was balding, for a start. But at least he was letting it happen, rather than combing strands of hair over the scalp. The remaining hair was very dark, short and wavy. Black eyebrows, very blue eyes. A nice smile.


    ‘Is there a Mrs Scott?’ he asked, in apparent innocence.


    Presumably he really didn’t know, thought Anna. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘That’s her, over there. The one in the coat.’ She nodded over to where Catherine sat close to the doorway, trying to melt into the background, and very nearly succeeding. She was what dress designers used to call petite. Which meant that she was the same height as Anna but a stone lighter, and a size smaller. And she had an almost childlike air, something which Anna always found intensely irritating, but men found attractive. Today, she looked scared to death, Anna noted with impatience, though what she had to be scared of, God knew. She didn’t know she was born, in Anna’s opinion, and any problems she had were of her own making.


    Lloyd raised his eyebrows when he saw her, a little surprised. ‘She’s very young,’ he said.


    ‘Not as young as she looks,’ said Anna tartly. Catherine was just two years younger than she was herself, but if you listened to Victor, you would swear that Anna was old enough to be her mother. It was high time Catherine grew up, in Anna’s opinion, and she had uncharacteristically given Max the benefit of that opinion. He had agreed, which was something. But she wished she had kept her mouth shut, all the same, because Max and Catherine didn’t seem to be on speaking terms, and she had caused that.


    ‘That’s Zelda Driver sitting beside her,’ she went on, trying not to think about what was really worrying her. ‘The blonde with the earrings. She owned the business until Holyoak International bought her out.’


    ‘Oh, I know Zelda,’ said Lloyd, with a smile. ‘I suppose I should be talking to her if I want to know about everyone.’


    Anna smiled back. Zelda would know more about the people present than they did themselves, she was sure.


    ‘Who are the couple sitting with them?’ he asked. ‘ Sorry to be such a pest – if I’d known I was coming I’d have done some homework.’


    ‘It’s no trouble,’ said Anna. ‘Rule, their name is. They’re both doctors – they run a practice together. It’s thanks to them that we’ve got a cabinet minister here to do the honours.’


    Her instinctive reaction on seeing the Rules had been to take to her and not to him, despite the fact that he was really quite handsome; dark, very short, well-groomed hair, expensively dressed, quietly spoken. She hadn’t even spoken to him, but she was used to summing up men in an instant, and he had failed to pass the test. Something ungenerous about the mouth, something humourless about the eyes. Mouths and eyes; that was what she went by. Geraldine Rule, on the other hand, was the sort of woman Anna wished she was; tall, slim, trim. Her brown hair curled softly and naturally, and she wore as little make-up as her clear skin needed.


    Catherine Scott said something to the others at the table, her eyes on Anna as she spoke. Anna looked back again at Max, who smiled at her reassuringly. But she felt far from reassured.


    ‘Then he’s a fraud,’ said Catherine Scott. ‘Passing himself off as the devoted husband.’


    Geraldine Rule didn’t let her expression slip when Catherine spoke, but it really didn’t do to get all moralistic with your doctor sitting across the table from you, she thought. They were discussing Victor Holyoak, and Zelda’s supposition that Anna Worthing was his mistress.


    ‘Oh, Catherine,’ said Zelda. She laughed, a husky smoker’s laugh. Zelda had dramatic, almost gypsy-like looks, with brown eyes, pink lips, dangling earrings and blonde, dye-assisted hair. She was coming up to fifty, and her earthy approach to life had only increased with the passing years. ‘Surely you can’t blame him?’ she said. ‘ I mean, with his wife being—’


    ‘Now, Zelda,’ said Charles, his mock warning sounding genuine enough to startle Geraldine a little. She turned back to look at her husband as he carried on. ‘You don’t know what the situation is with Holyoak and Anna Worthing – and neither does anyone else.’


    ‘So you actually believe that he’s built a penthouse flat upstairs as a courtesy to visiting businessmen?’ asked Zelda.


    ‘It’s quite usual, you know,’ said Charles.


    ‘And – incidentally – for his own use when he’s working late and doesn’t want to disturb his poor sick wife by going home,’ said Zelda. ‘It’s obvious what it’s for, Charles.’


    Catherine stood up and walked away with an abruptness that made three pairs of eyebrows rise.


    Charles sighed. ‘Zelda – you’d look for intrigue in a monastery,’ he said.


    A good place to start, if you asked Geraldine. She was glad of Zelda’s mildly malicious conversation; she had not been looking forward to today, and the nonstop gossip was taking the heat out of it a little.


    Max and Catherine had arrived barely speaking to one another, which did rather leave Max out in the cold, since none of the civic dignitaries wanted to have much to do with him. The cold-shouldering did not extend to Catherine, who had been seen as an innocent abroad at the time, and who still managed to retain that air. But now that she had left their table, she too was alone, standing by the wall, almost as if she needed its support Max had taken root at the other side of the room, trying hard to look relaxed and debonair; Catherine, on the other hand, was managing to make drinking a gin and tonic look like she was wringing a handkerchief.


    ‘And what do you suppose is going on between Catherine and Max?’ Geraldine said mischievously to Charles, not wanting the gossip to stop. ‘ You told me only yesterday that they were rock solid.’


    Charles sighed. ‘Just because they seem to have had some sort of row does not mean their marriage is falling apart,’ he said. ‘This must be difficult for them both.’


    Geraldine glanced curiously at him. They usually both enjoyed a little domestic strife; they had none of their own.


    ‘The social outcasts returning to the fold?’ said Zelda. ‘It wouldn’t be happening at all if I had my way. It’s Jimmy’s business, and I don’t want Max Scott running it.’


    Charles glanced at her. ‘ Jimmy is dead, Zelda,’ he said gently. Her husband had died years ago; Zelda had never quite got over his untimely end. ‘It isn’t his business any more. It’s Holyoak’s. And Max has been helping you run it for years. Tim didn’t want the job – you have to accept that.’


    ‘Tim has thrown away everything his rather worked for,’ said Zelda. ‘But it didn’t have to be Max. I have worked with Max for years, you’re right. So I know him. I’m the personnel director in this brave new world – so why does my opinion of the personnel count for nothing?’ She dropped her voice. ‘ I told Holyoak all about Max,’ she said. ‘ He said it wasn’t the company’s concern.’


    ‘Zelda!’ Charles closed his eyes briefly. ‘No one knows what happened to Valerie – you’ll get done for slander one of these days.’ He glanced round, but there was no one within earshot.


    ‘I’m not talking about what happened to Valerie,’ said Zelda. ‘Of course Max had nothing to do with that. Max was doing something much more in character than murdering his wife, whatever the police thought.’ She leant closer to Charles. ‘And that’s what I warned Holyoak about. Because Max Scott can’t keep his hands off women. He’s been through the entire office staff. It wouldn’t be so bad, but they still think he’s God’s gift even when they’re handing in their notices ‘‘for personal reasons’’. Well, I don’t think someone like that should be running the business.’


    ‘He’s changed, Zelda.’


    ‘He has not changed! He had to change when he married Catherine because no one would have anything to do with him then. But as soon as memories faded, he was at it again, Charles, make no mistake. And he’s at it again now, whatever you think. But this time he’ll come a cropper, if he’s not careful.’


    Geraldine had had to listen to this running argument for too long to be remotely interested. She looked round the room, at where Anna Worthing stood with one of the policemen, and caught the look that passed across the room between her and Catherine. For two people who barely knew one another, that look was definitely out of place. Zelda had no need to go to a monastery to find intrigue. The air was thick with it.


    ‘Anyway,’ said Charles. ‘If you ask me Max is the right person to be running the business now that it’s been expanded. He’s been asked to do it, and he’s agreed, that’s all.’


    ‘The right person?’ queried Zelda. ‘Someone who couldn’t even keep his own business afloat? Someone who only stayed out of jail because a pregnant teenager gave him an alibi?’


    Charles was shocked, as he was meant to be. Zelda had a nice line in shocking people, and despite their many years of friendship, it was Charles whom she could shock most regularly. And this long-delayed snippet of gossip certainly wasn’t going to shock Geraldine, as Zelda well knew.


    ‘What on earth makes you think that Catherine was pregnant?’ asked Charles.


    ‘I don’t think it, I know.’ Zelda glanced an apology at Geraldine, then looked back at Charles. ‘I thought you’d know all about it,’ she said.


    Charles shook his head, looking bewildered. ‘Why would I know?’ he asked. ‘What happened to the baby?’


    ‘What do you suppose happened to it? You’re a doctor, aren’t you?’


    Charles sighed. ‘Zelda, you’re making this up – or you’ve got the wrong end of the stick.’


    Zelda wasn’t at all put out. ‘I know him,’ she said calmly. ‘He specializes in vulnerable women – and to hell with the consequences.’ She looked at Anna Worthing over Geraldine’s shoulder. ‘And I can imagine who put in a good word for him with Holyoak,’ she said. ‘She isn’t exactly secure in her new job, is she? Right up Max’s street.’


    ‘I don’t deny what Max used to be like,’ Charles said. ‘But he settled down with Catherine, and just because they seem to be having some sort of row, you jump to conclusions. Just like everyone has about Holyoak himself, come to that. He has a sick wife and an attractive female colleague, so they must be having an affair.’


    ‘An attractive female colleague that he only put on the payroll six months ago,’ Zelda said drily. ‘But whose rent he’s been paying for years in Holland.’


    ‘Rumour. You don’t know that any of that’s true.’


    ‘I know that she knows nothing at all about the job she’s supposed to be doing. Holyoak must go through her lines with her every morning – you try asking her a question that isn’t in the script and see what happens.’


    ‘Of course she’s his mistress, Charles,’ said Geraldine, turning once more to look at the object of his gossip. ‘ She doesn’t have any background in this sort of work – she doesn’t have any background at all, that anyone can find. How else would she get that sort of job? And it’s only natural for the man to want female company.’


    Charles looked up sharply. ‘It may be natural,’ he said. ‘It’s not obligatory.’


    ‘Oh, come off it!’ said Zelda. ‘Men whose wives are perfectly capable of satisfying them look round for someone else – why in the world wouldn’t he?’


    ‘Perhaps he meant it when he said he would take her in sickness and in health, and would forsake all others,’ said Charles.


    Geraldine shook her head in wonderment, and looked back at her husband. ‘Charles – has it never even crossed your mind to sleep with another woman?’ she asked.


    ‘’No,’ he said simply.


    No. She thought not. Some women would have been reassured by that but Geraldine wasn’t.


    ‘I think I’ll go and see if Catherine’s all right,’ said Zelda, getting up from the table.


    Charles waited until she was out of earshot before he spoke. ‘Why did Zelda think I’d know about Catherine’s supposedly being pregnant?’ he asked.


    Geraldine couldn’t see that it mattered now. ‘ She’s forgotten we weren’t in the same practice in those days,’ she said. ‘She assumed you’d have known at the time.’


    ‘She really was pregnant?’


    ‘Yes. Three months. I arranged for a termination.’


    ‘Oh.’


    One syllable. One syllable that said all the things that had been said too many times before. Catherine had had a baby, and had thrown it away.


    ‘You can’t blame her, Gerry,’ he said.


    Yes she could.


    ‘She – was seventeen,’ he said. ‘Max was under suspicion of murder.’


    ‘I heard all the good reasons at the time,’ she said.


    ‘And agreed with them, or you wouldn’t have arranged for the termination,’ he said.


    Oh, yes. She had agreed.


    Judy Hill ran her hands through the short brown hair that she hadn’t even had time to wash yet. Getting Lloyd ready for his big moment had been worse than trying to get a five-year-old ready to be a pageboy. She flopped down on Lloyd’s big armchair, and smiled.


    Election fever was at its pitch at this midpoint in the campaign; a minister of the Crown was in Stansfield to open what used to be Driver Security’s big new factory, and Detective Chief Inspector Lloyd was hopefully now present at the opening ceremony, representing the chief super, who had been called away at the last moment. He had grumbled loudly about this extra burden, while secretly being tickled to death. Not about the honour of representing Stansfield’s finest – Lloyd already knew he was Stansfield’s finest – not about meeting a cabinet minister, for which breed he had no time at all, and certainly not about liaising, as he had had to do, with Special Branch, whose entire establishment he dismissed with a snort at every opportunity.


    No. But Stansfield was a marginal seat and Stansfield was news. The TV cameras would be there, and Lloyd’s only previous flirtation with the medium had been attended by technical gremlins. This time, if the viewing millions were to catch a glimpse of him, he would be at his best. Not that they were likely to interview him, but there was an outside chance that he would be seen, and he had been determined to look his best which preparations had included shaving twice – you could see the five o’clock shadow last time – and agonizing over which tie to wear. None of them, Judy had suggested, Lloyd’s taste in ties being something that she did her best to overlook. In the end, he wore one that she had bought him.


    Detective Sergeant Finch would be there too, watching out for would-be saboteurs; Judy had had to take a week’s leave due to her, and had thus escaped Cabinet Minister duty, for which she was truly grateful. She was going to enjoy her solitude, as she headed across the tiny entrance hall to a little piece of heaven.


    Lloyd’s devastated bathroom might not have represented paradise to many people, but it did to Judy. Despite the damp towels and the splashes, the abandoned shaving gear, the opened bottles and the cold bath water in whose depths lurked the now squidgy soap, Lloyd’s bathroom, unlike her own, had the inestimable advantage of efficient plumbing. By the time she had tidied up the mess, the water would be piping hot again, and she was going to make the most of it.


    Zelda had joined Catherine, keeping up a running commentary on the others present but Catherine wasn’t listening, and didn’t even pretend that she was, as she watched the door, and the big gates across the compound. Zelda had tried hard to calm her down, but even her comforting, gossipy, undemanding presence had done nothing to make Catherine feel any less afraid, and her heart was hammering as Victor Holyoak’s limousine drew up outside and its occupants got out. The glass doors, each with the discreet logo of a stylized oak tree, slid open automatically at their approach.


    Blood pounded in her ears as she watched the group of people move from the front door through to the reception area, then turned to look at Max, her eyes fixed on his face as he saw Victor Holyoak for the first time. She watched his mouth falling open in disbelief; felt a dull pain in her chest as the tension became unbearable. Zelda’s arm came round her as she asked what was wrong, but Catherine couldn’t speak, couldn’t even move, until Max finally tore his gaze away to look slowly back at her. The eye contact broke the spell, and she pulled free of Zelda, making for the rear of the building, pushing through the knots of people, running through the corridors to the fire exit. She could hear Zelda calling her name, then feet coming down the corridor.


    But it wasn’t Zelda’s high heels. It was Max. Max, running after her, catching her up. She felt him grab her wrist as she pushed down the panic bar, and they tumbled out into the cool dampness of the April morning.


    ‘Oh, no, you don’t,’ he said, his voice just a whisper, as he dragged her round to face him. ‘What the hell’s going on, Catherine?’ He pushed her hard against the wall, knocking the breath from her body. ‘Answer me!’ he shouted.


    His face was white; he shook with anger. For the first time in her life, she was afraid of him, and she tried to struggle free from his one-fisted grip.


    He pulled her back. ‘ Don’t dare run away again,’ he said, ‘ No wonder you didn’t know how to tell me, you little—’ He slapped her face hard in lieu of a word bad enough to call her.


    She stared at him in shock. It was as if he had turned into someone else, not the man she had known and loved for fifteen years.


    ‘Tell me! He shook her. ‘What have you done?’ His hand came down again and again, stinging against her face. ‘ Tell me!’ he demanded over and over with each slap.


    Catherine closed her eyes against the anger.


    ‘God help me,’ Max shouted. ‘I’m getting the truth out of you if I have to beat you black and blue!’


    ‘That’s what you think, mate,’ said a voice.


    Catherine opened her eyes to see a young man with fair curly hair striding towards them.


    ‘Are you all right, love?’ he asked, as he arrived.


    Catherine nodded briefly.


    ‘Who the hell are you?’ Max demanded, still breathless, still holding on to her.


    ‘Detective Sergeant Finch, Stansfield CID.’ Finch showed Max his ID. ‘Let’s cool it mate – all right? Let the lady go.’


    Max looked as though he might start on the policeman, but he swallowed hard, and let her go.


    ‘That’s better,’ said Finch. ‘Now – name and address.’


    ‘What the hell for?’


    ‘Because I’m asking you for it!’ shouted Finch. ‘And if you refuse to give me it, I’ll have you down the nick in no time flat – all right?’


    ‘Max Scott,’ he said, through his teeth. ‘Seventeen Garrick Drive. This is my wife, and this is a private matter.’


    ‘Then maybe you should try talking about it, whatever it is.’


    ‘I can’t very well do that with you standing there,’ Max said, his voice still a low, almost whispered monotone.


    Finch looked at Catherine, who nodded.


    Finch backed off a little. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘But I’ve warned you – keep your hands to yourself. And you call us if you need us, love,’ he added to Catherine. He walked off, back to wherever he had come from.


    As soon as he was out of sight, Max pushed her bodily through the open fire door back into the building, his anger unabated. ‘You and I are going back in there,’ he said, his hands gripping her arms.


    She shook her head.


    ‘Oh, yes,’ he said. ‘We’ll see this thing through. Then I’m getting you home.’


    She found herself being propelled back along the corridor to reception, his hand clamped around her wrist like a handcuff. His fingers dug into her as he took another deep breath, and pushed his way back into the room through the gathering, his grip on her growing even tighter as Victor Holyoak’s speech began.


    ‘I had a very special reason for wanting to move not only back to Britain, where I belong, but to Stansfield …’


    The voice came to her in waves of nausea and giddiness; fading away, coming back.


    ‘… already had a toehold with the admirable operation set up by Jimmy Driver and carried on so ably by his widow, in which I had the foresight to buy shares …’


    Blackness gathered at the corners of her vision, and she seemed to float away from it all.


    ‘… may come as news to some of you that my new general manager’s wife Catherine is in fact my stepdaughter who has sadly been estranged from her family, but now …’


    Catherine heard the startled applause; she saw the stunned look on Zelda’s face. Her body weight tore her hand from Max’s grasp as she fell to the floor.


    Holyoak’s eyes had been on his stepdaughter as he spoke; he broke off as she slipped to the ground, then walked over, pushing through the crowd that had immediately gathered round her.


    ‘Get out of the way!’ he shouted. ‘ How do you expect her to breathe?’


    Geraldine Rule was pushing through from the other side; Holyoak watched as she knelt down. Catherine hadn’t looked well – he’d noticed that when he came in, before she’d had to rush out of the room. And her cheeks were flushed; she had probably been sick. She had always been highly strung, and she was bound to be nervous.


    ‘It’s all right,’ said Geraldine, helping her into a sitting position, and pushing her head down. ‘She’s only fainted.’


    Holyoak nodded. He had known that it would be an ordeal for her, and hadn’t expected her to come to the opening, but Scott had presumably insisted.


    Geraldine helped her to her feet. There was a brief hiatus while everyone expected Scott to come to her, but he didn’t. He just stood tight lipped and unmoving, and watched while Charles Rule went to help.


    ‘Here,’ Holyoak said, digging in his pocket for his keys. ‘Take her up to my apartment.’


    He wanted to go with her, but he couldn’t; the minister would be here at any moment. Perhaps he shouldn’t have put the extra pressure on her that he had; he might have misjudged that. But she had to accept her responsibilities, and if that was the only way to make her understand, then so be it. She knew that there was no need to put herself through all of this.


    He looked across to where Scott stood, and frowned. He had deliberately avoided meeting him before today, but he had promoted him in the face of fierce opposition from Zelda Driver. He was virtually running the place anyway, so it was a reasonable move, from a business standpoint and no skin off his nose. He had told Catherine what her husband was doing behind her back; that had made very little impression on her. He hadn’t understood that at the time, but he did now. He watched as the two doctors Rule helped the semiconscious Catherine out of the room, and still her husband took no notice of her. Matters had clearly come to a head.


    He knew why, and so did Catherine.


    Charles, his arm around Catherine’s waist, pressed the button with P on it. Presumably that was the penthouse. Catherine hadn’t meant to attend at all, according to Zelda. And she had been seeing Gerry about menstruation problems; it might be that time of the month. Or perhaps she was pregnant again, he thought, still brooding about what Zelda had said. He looked at the angry red marks on Catherine’s face, frowning a little, as the lift rose, and the doors opened on to a small landing. He and Gerry stepped out, with Catherine more or less walking under her own steam. But Charles still had to hold on to her as Gerry unlocked the flat door, which admitted them directly to the sitting room of the large flat; high-tech, shiny, tastefully furnished, with a low ceiling and no visible lighting.


    He helped her to take off her coat as Gerry briskly opened the bedroom door, and ushered their patient in. Charles waited in the sitting room as the door closed.


    She had been pregnant when she came to Stansfield. Max had always sworn that he had not been having an affair with Catherine when they were in London, whatever Valerie had thought. Charles had believed him, had honestly thought that seducing seventeen-year-old girls was something at which even Max would have drawn the line. But the police had been very anxious to find the other woman about whom Valerie had been so upset and whose existence Max had strenuously and uselessly denied; Catherine’s turning up had confirmed it as far as they were concerned. Max had got Zelda to put her up, and had continued to deny any involvement with the girl, practically until the day he married her.


    Charles had known that there had been rather more to it than a simple working relationship, but he had believed that Max had for once kept his baser instincts in check, and that avoiding the temptation had been a factor in his decision to move away from London. But Max had been running away from a problem, and it had run after him. In the end, he had married it if only to put an end to the gossip. But angry though he was about what he had learned, Charles knew that Max genuinely loved Catherine; he couldn’t believe that he had hit her, but that was what those marks looked like, and it was hard to see what else could have caused them.


    It had happened, if it had happened, after Holyoak had appeared, but before he made his startling announcement, upon which Catherine had fainted. And Max, who treated all women with something approaching reverence, hadn’t made a move towards her. It was hard to imagine what in the world Catherine could have done or said to him to produce a violent reaction, but Charles supposed it had something to do with another woman, as Zelda had heavily hinted.


    Charles admired Max’s success with women; he always had. There was nothing obvious about it; no heavy chat-up lines, no quiet dinners for two with wine being ladled into the targeted female. Max was always just the way he came, and the way Max came was something that a great many people found very attractive, including Charles. But of course Max was always at ease with women, unlike Charles, who had never really understood what made them tick. ‘The same things that make you and me tick,’ Max used to tell him, but Charles had never found that, and Max had tempted more than one girl away from him as a result.


    ‘The trick,’ he had told Charles once, ‘is not to make a pass. Make her feel entirely comfortable with you, and chances are she’ll make the first move. Then all you have to do is make sure she’s glad she did.’


    Charles supposed that that was how it happened with him and Gerry, but there had been nothing calculated about it. They had known one another since their first year in medical school, and he hadn’t felt shy with her as he had with other girls. And it was true to say that she had felt comfortable with him, and that she had made the first move. She had married him, so presumably she had been glad that she had, but he didn’t suppose that Max had been referring to the long term when he had said that.


    Gerry came out again, and crossed the room. ‘Water,’ she said, opening another door to reveal the even more high-tech kitchen.


    Charles followed Gerry in, watching as she got a glass from one of the cupboards and filled it. They weren’t ordinary taps that you turned and the water came out; Charles wouldn’t have had a clue how to make them work. ‘Is she all right?’ he asked.


    ‘Yes, of course,’ said Gerry.


    He hesitated before he asked his next question, because he didn’t want confirmation of what he suspected. ‘Did you see those marks on her face?’ he asked.


    Gerry indicated by a movement of her head that she had, and looked at him, concerned. ‘ Surely Max didn’t hit her,’ she said, but it was obvious that she too thought that he must have done.


    Charles shrugged. He had never known Max to get angry with a woman, never mind to the extent of physical violence. But the marks were there, and he had practically dragged Catherine back into the reception. Gerry walked past him with the glass of water, and the bedroom door closed again.


    She had asked him about other women, and his reply had been wholly and unequivocally true. Women had never been that important to Charles; his physical relationship with Gerry was, he supposed, satisfactory, but from the moment they had sanctioned it by marriage it had taken place with a view to procreation, and all too soon had become technical and intense as Gerry tried desperately to conceive.


    How like Max to have fathered a child without even trying. Charles had always had to work at everything; at his studies, at the practice, at his marriage, at making the right contacts and building up the private patient lists, at attempting to impregnate his wife.


    It was his fault, if blame came into it. A low sperm count. Some men got very upset if they were told that; they felt it reflected on their manhood. Charles didn’t. His manhood wasn’t something to which he ever gave much thought. And, if truth were told, he wished they had been told that it was simply impossible for him to father a child, because then that would have been that. As it was, the possibility was there, if just one of the little buggers made it through when Gerry was at her most receptively fertile. For years now they had made love according to temperature charts and ovulation periods, with Gerry, lying flat on her back without moving as soon as the act was completed so as not to lose whatever meagre sperm he had managed to produce. It had become a clinical exercise; almost a chore. Just a means to an end.


    It was par for the course that Charles had had to work hard for everything that he had achieved or hoped to achieve, doing whatever was necessary to keep things going, to ensure that the Jag stayed in the garage and the detached farmhouse and the private clinic remained out of the building society’s reach, and that no hint of scandal or even disapproval ever touched him. And Max, who had never given a toss about personal advancement or what anyone thought of him, always seemed to have had it all handed to him on a plate; and usually didn’t want it.


    Charles himself had handed Max his original job at Driver’s on a plate, all these years ago. He hadn’t wanted it. And now it would appear that he was the stepson-in-law of one of the richest men in Europe, and from his totally uncharacteristic behaviour towards Catherine, Charles presumed that he didn’t want that either. And he hadn’t wanted the baby that his seventeen-year-old mistress had been carrying.


    Charles sighed. Max was a difficult man to defend.


    In a flat in a London tower-block, Dave Bannister opened another can of beer and switched on the TV for the schools programmes. Some of them were quite interesting. In the afternoon, it would be the racing. He didn’t have a bet on; he didn’t get his Giro until tomorrow.


    His wife was working in the supermarket, and would be until eight o’clock. They opened from eight till eight every day except Sunday, when they opened from ten till five, and she worked all the overtime she could get. The kids went to their gran’s after school; he was alone all day and didn’t even get fed until after nine. So all he could do was watch the racing, and see whether he would have won or lost. He had never been a big betting man; just a couple of quid now and then. Her money got paid straight into the bank, so he had to rely on subs from her, and she’d run out too, or so she said.


    Relying on a woman. If only he could have stayed in the force, of course, they would have been all right and it had been his own fault he supposed, that he had finally had to give it up. But he had only got in fifteen of his thirty years, and that had made money more than scarce, with the mortgage to pay.


    He had had a job with a security firm, but that went bust; he had set up a private detective agency, and that had been worse than being on the dole. Then various other ex-copper jobs, none paying much and all, one way or another, crumbling to dust.


    He had done a few labouring jobs and even a temporary clerical post but that hadn’t brought in enough to make it worth his while. He was better off getting benefit, though God knew it didn’t exactly let you live the life of Riley.


    They had had to give up the house, and it had been so long since he had paid rent on this place that they were threatening eviction. He and Jackie had constant rows – always about money. They tried not to, but cooped up in this midair flat with three kids was hardly a way of staying cool. And now there was nothing in the way of work. Every night Jackie would bring home the evening paper, and he would see the vacancies section shrink from the night before. People didn’t even bother to reply.


    One of his contacts from the old days had offered him a job as a minder; at first Bannister had told him where to stick it, and Jackie had begged him not to change his mind. It would be crooked for a start. And could he take being ordered around by scum like that? Being treated no better than a pit-bull? Besides, he wasn’t that far off forty, and the problem which had caused his resignation from the job would hardly stand up to the sort of punishment minders sometimes received. She was right; he knew she was right. But he had an obligation to her and the kids, and he was failing in it.


    He knew how to keep out of trouble, as long as it wasn’t out of his league. And this job was small time. So now he was considering it. One step further down the career ladder. Story of his life, that was.


    It was the scar Lloyd remembered, not the man. A scar, running from just under the left ear almost to the corner of his mouth. An irregular pale line through the grey, formally trimmed beard. Lloyd had seen it before. The beard hadn’t been grey then. He looked away quickly as Holyoak’s eyes met his across the room. Even that was familiar; he had done that before.


    ‘The minister’s here,’ said Anna Worthing, as the official car pulled up outside, and she moved slightly closer to Lloyd, almost as if for protection. Lloyd checked the impulse to put his arm round her, and brought his thoughts firmly back to the here and now, the tangible and real. A moment’s déjà vu, that was all.


    He saw the nervous glance she gave as Holyoak and the reception party moved towards the glass doors to meet their guest of honour, and laughed. ‘He won’t eat you,’ he said.


    ‘I know.’ She smiled. ‘But he’s important.’


    ‘So what’s your job?’ Lloyd asked.


    She looked a little uncomfortable as she answered. ‘I’m in public relations,’ she said.


    It sounded like a lie, but for the life of him Lloyd couldn’t imagine what reason she would have for lying. It was, he supposed, a hazard of his at times antisocial occupation. You couldn’t simply make small talk if half your life was spent interviewing suspects. ‘It’ll all go without a hitch,’ he assured her, employing more Welshness than was necessary in his accent. ‘You’ll see. If the sniffer dogs say there aren’t any bombs, I’m quite happy to take their word for it.’


    She cast one last look towards the foyer, across which had been hung an outsize white ribbon. A pair of gold scissors lay on a small table. ‘It’s not bombs I’m worried about,’ she said, looking up at Lloyd.


    This pleased him, since most of the ladies of his acquaintance were colleagues, and virtually as tall as he was; his lack of height had over the years been joined by a lack of hair, and both these inadequacies were less noticeable when someone had to look up at him. ‘Don’t worry about him,’ he said. ‘He’s not important. None of them is. They’re all just candidates in a general election.’


    But she wasn’t impressed by this piece of wisdom. ‘He’s important enough to have armed police crawling all over the building,’ she said.


    Lloyd sighed. ‘ That’s just a sign of the times,’ he pointed out. ‘Not of his importance.’


    ‘He’s a cabinet minister,’ she said.


    ‘Not until he and his party are re-elected,’ Lloyd said in a stage whisper. ‘Maybe not even then. He might find himself on the back-benches. But Holyoak’s quite a big wheel himself, isn’t he? Back in Amsterdam or wherever?’


    ‘Not just there,’ she said, a note of irritation finding its way through her general nervousness. ‘I’d forgotten how cut off Britain is. Everyone in Europe knows Victor Holyoak. The papers here might not find him newsworthy, but they do abroad, believe me.’


    Lloyd accepted the rebuke with a smile. ‘Well then,’ he said. ‘You don’t get the jitters just because he walks into a room, do you?’


    ‘Not always,’ she said, with a half-smile. Then it went, and the little worried frown that Lloyd found very attractive came back. ‘But this is very important to him,’ she said.


    The minister walked towards the open doors followed by the sitting MP, two bodyguards, two TV news cameras, and a staggering number of press photographers, interested in the election, not – as the girl had pointed out – in some entrepreneur of whom their readers had never heard. Stansfield, with its marginal status, had become the place to be seen, and to be seen to care about very deeply, in the three-week scramble to Election Day.


    ‘Is there a collective noun, do you think?’ mused Lloyd. ‘A snap of photographers?’


    ‘An exposure of photographers,’ she said.


    Nice, he thought and gave her an interested glance, but she wasn’t looking at him. She was almost on tiptoe, anxiously watching progress as the ministerial party was met by Holyoak and Max Scott, the man who was so remarkably uninterested in his wife’s health. Lloyd amused himself for a moment or two by playing Spot the Special Branch, as the minister began his speech. His remarks were short and to the point, time having become ever more pressing, and soon Lloyd and the girl were clapping with the others as the ribbon fell to the ground and the air shuddered to fifty cameras clicking at once and a small electrical storm of flash-bulbs.


    A photo opportunity. That’s what they called this sort of thing these days. A piece of stage-managed bonhomie to show the electorate what great guys they all were. Sometimes they patted puppies, sometimes they visited old people’s homes, and sometimes, especially in a marginal constituency with rising unemployment, they opened factories. Since the election had been announced, Stansfield had been invaded by every charismatic and not so charismatic member of parliament the parties could lay their hands on. This one was relatively young, reasonably dynamic, and almost handsome – the jewel in the government’s crown – and he always got national news coverage. Holyoak was lucky to have got him.


    The Rules re-entered unobtrusively after the official ceremony finished; Holyoak and Zelda Driver immediately went over to them. Scott didn’t. Zelda took the keys, and went off to the lift; Scott remained where he was.


    ‘Holyoak’s stepdaughter did know he was going to make this announcement did she?’ he said, as the crush of people began to organize itself into groups to which the minister could be introduced while casting furtive glances at the clock.


    ‘Oh, of course,’ said Anna. ‘I think she just got a bit over-emotional, that’s all.’


    Lloyd and Anna had inadvertently become a group; the minister met them, had a sip of wine, and then he and his media circus moved on to the next port of call.


    Lunch was in the boardroom, an impressively large and imposing room off the foyer. They filed in, and Lloyd was agreeably surprised to find himself seated next to Anna Worthing, and at the opposite end of the long table from Holyoak.


    ‘Holyoak won’t actually be running this place himself?’ he asked, over the soup.


    ‘No. That’ll be Max Scott’s job,’ she said. ‘But Holyoak UK’s head office will be based here – for the moment it’s housed in this building, but a prestige building is being designed. And this factory will be just the first of Holyoak UK’s acquisitions. Holyoak Security will be the flagship company.’


    Lloyd raised his eyebrows a little at the idea, and the self-conscious quoting from some PR pamphlet.


    ‘This is just the start,’ she said. She looked round the boardroom, and at the portrait of the firm’s founder. ‘When the factory’s in full production, it’ll employ up to two thousand people. And he’ll build more, in other areas. He wants Holyoak Security to be the biggest manufacturer of state-of-the-art security systems in Europe.’


    ‘So I’m told,’ said Lloyd. He felt, and sounded, more than a little sceptical. ‘Up to’ two thousand people could actually mean any number under two thousand, after all.


    ‘Another non-believer,’ she said.


    ‘How many has it actually taken on so far?’ Lloyd asked, his voice dry. ‘Apart from the ones already employed by Driver’s?’


    ‘A hundred and fifty, since the expansion,’ she replied.


    More than Lloyd had thought, he conceded. ‘Not bad, I suppose,’ he said. ‘But it’s still a long way from two thousand.’ He smiled. ‘And a very long way from Mr Holyoak’s goal,’ he added.


    ‘Victor Holyoak started out with nothing,’ she said. ‘His wife had a dreadful stroke about twenty years ago. He looked after her and his stepdaughter – making himself a millionaire at me same time. If he wants something, he gets it. If he says he’ll do something, he does it. He never gives up, he never lets himself be sidetracked – whatever his goal is, he achieves it. He’s a household name in Europe. Do you know how many people Holyoak Industries employs altogether – how many facets of life Holyoak products enhance and improve?’


    ‘No,’ said Lloyd, smiling. ‘But you can switch off the PR machine. I’m just a policeman.’


    ‘Sorry,’ she said, flushing slightly, which Lloyd found even more attractive. ‘It’s just that no one seems to believe in him here. And they should. He does what he says he’ll do.’


    ‘Perhaps they’ve heard one too many promises,’ said Lloyd.


    ‘He never goes back on his word,’ she said, looking across at Holyoak and Scott, who were in conversation with two local councillors.


    Scott looked edgy; he wasn’t actually taking part in the small talk. Perhaps he was belatedly worrying about his wife, thought Lloyd.


    ‘Victor Holyoak doesn’t want vast complexes churning out a product none of the employees gives a damn about,’ Anna carried on as the lamb arrived. ‘That’s why he invests in smaller businesses in smaller towns where they need the work.’


    Because the rates are cheaper where they need the work, thought Lloyd. And they work for lower wages and waive their right to trade unions. And you can buy into going concerns for a song, and add them to the bewildering number of companies you already own, snuffing out their identity if they work, and their existence if they don’t.


    But he didn’t voice the thought; policemen weren’t allowed to have public politics and Holyoak Industries had built the new factory, and increased the labour force, so they must be reasonably serious about Stansfield at any rate. Besides, the food was surprisingly good for in-house catering. And he had no wish to offend his companion; he liked her. She must have learned all the PR hand-outs by heart, he thought, with a private smile. Every now and then she would speak in her own voice, but mostly it was pamphletese. There was something touching about that. And odd; she was obviously bright, and yet she seemed to be doing a job of which she had no real or personal knowledge.


    Lloyd turned his attention back to the beard, unable to rid himself of his absurd notion about it. ‘The Holyoaks,’ he said to the girl, leaning towards her so as not to be overheard. ‘Do they live in Stansfield?’


    ‘He moved to Stansfield about three months ago,’ she said. ‘His wife came over first – she wanted to be with her daughter, and … well … no one was sure how much time she had left.’


    ‘And until three months ago he lived in Holland?’ he asked.


    ‘Yes.’ She looked up at him, a quick frown crossing her brow. ‘Why?’


    He didn’t answer, and contented himself with chat about this and that until the pudding arrived. Then, he thought it might be safe to try again.


    ‘Have you worked for Mr Holyoak long?’ he asked.


    There was a moment’s hesitation before she answered. ‘Six months,’ she said.


    ‘You won’t know him all that well then,’ Lloyd said.


    She turned, her eyes almost angry. ‘I’m sure you’ve done your homework on that,’ she said.


    Lloyd smiled a little uncertainly, not knowing at all what she meant. All he knew was that he had seen that scar before. It was a long time ago; at least it wasn’t in the recent past. He could hardly explain what was really bothering him, because it didn’t make any sense.


    ‘Where did he live when he was in Britain before?’ he asked.


    ‘I’m not that certain,’ she said. ‘I think he lived in Hertfordshire.’ This last piece of information was delivered with unmistakable defiance.


    ‘You wouldn’t know how he …?’ Lloyd ran a finger from his ear to his chin.


    ‘Are all these questions in the line of duty?’


    ‘No. Idle curiosity.’ She was beginning to get very irritated, and he really didn’t want to irritate her. He liked her. But he had to get to the bottom of the scar. ‘I just feel as if I’ve seen him somewhere before,’ he said.


    ‘You might have seen him around,’ she said a little doubtfully. ‘Though he has rather kept himself to himself since he’s been here.’


    ‘Probably,’ said Lloyd. But he had never seen Holyoak around, he was sure of that.


    ‘Oh, you mean Anna!’ Holyoak’s voice carried down the table, and Lloyd’s companion looked up quickly, apprehensively.


    ‘Oh, Anna represented me in the early stages of negotiation,’ Holyoak said. ‘But her forte is PR – and nobody does it better – isn’t that right, Max?’ he asked.


    Scott smiled and nodded, but the tension was tangible. Something was going on, and Lloyd’s curiosity was doubled, as he glanced at Anna’s anxious face.


    After lunch, the assembly moved back into the foyer, and Lloyd felt a little deserted as Anna moved round, keeping an unobtrusive eye on the young women who came round constantly with jugs of beer, bottles of spirits, wine, soft drinks, even coffee. Good coffee, Lloyd discovered, but not too many of his fellow guests would have found that out. Someone should be standing outside with a breathalyser, he thought, as practically everyone present took full advantage of Holyoak’s generosity. Every now and then Anna Worthing would smile across at him, and he would feel ridiculously pleased that she had. But mostly, she was involved in what she was doing, and so was he.


    He was watching Holyoak. He was watching him as he moved around the room, as he ate and drank, as he chatted to his guests. Lloyd felt like a child, fascinated by some non-conformity, knowing that he shouldn’t stare. But he knew that scar. He knew that it ran through a beard, knew that that beard was old-fashioned, formal and clipped, Edwardian style. He frowned. It was that beard, and that scar. And one thing was certain. The absurdity which he hadn’t put into words, not even in his own head, now wouldn’t be denied. Lloyd had never seen Holyoak before; he would swear to that on a stack of PACE handbooks. But he had seen his beard and scar before.


    And they were on the wrong face.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    

      Then: December, fifteen years ago . . .

    


    Max reached out a hand to put on the radio. He didn’t much like music when he was driving, but tonight sleet was slicing across his windscreen, and the visibility was poor. He wanted some company, as he drove at a steady fifty, peering through the freezing rain at the signs leading him to the motorway.


    ‘Follow the signs for the A something-or-other,’ his client had told him, entirely seriously, ‘ and you can’t go wrong. You go through an underpass, and that brings you out on the slip-road to the motorway.’


    Max, who had come the pretty way during the clear cold sunlight of the chill November day, had wanted to get home as early as possible, given that his appointment had dragged on until nine o’clock at night and that he had a very early start in the morning, what with the wedding and the ad that he wanted to get into Monday’s paper. He had no girl for the office now that Susan had left. They had a tendency to do that if he got involved with them; once the affair had run its course, they would vanish. And getting involved with them was something Max seemed quite unable to avoid. He liked women. Genuinely liked them, not just going to bed with them. But that was the best bit, of course.


    The problem was that they did have this tendency to see sex and love as one entity. The partings were almost always amicable, but for some reason they involved leaving the office as well as ending the affair. So he was often left in the lurch. A more sensible man might have thought of employing a grey-haired spinster to overcome this disability, but no one had ever accused Max of being sensible. Besides, he would rather enjoy enlivening the social life of a grey-haired spinster, he suspected. But he employed the likely looking ones, and was rarely disappointed. And even when he was, he still lost them to bigger companies who could pay much more than he could. One way or another, keeping staff wasn’t easy.


    He had, of course, followed the signs for the wrong A something-or-other, and had finally given up trying to find the motorway in favour of actually getting home. He was only now confident that he was at least heading towards London. And he didn’t switch on the radio, because he saw the girl.


    She stood by the road, the horizontal sleet flying into her face, her head uncovered, holding out a hopeful thumb to the traffic that thundered past her. Max would normally have thundered past too; picking up hitchhikers of either sex was not something he normally did. But she looked very young … he turned his head as he passed, and sighed. He couldn’t just abandon her to her fate.


    He signalled left and slowed to a stop, looking over his shoulder. She hadn’t seen him stop; he still had time to change his mind. But if she was as young as she looked, she could be in danger. If he drove on, anything could happen to her. At least if he picked her up, he wouldn’t be reading about her in the papers.


    There was no traffic behind him; he put the car in reverse, and shot backwards towards her, then stopped, still a little way in front of her, so that she would make the decision. He watched in the driving mirror as without hesitation she ran towards the car, the big leather bag over her shoulder making it awkward for her to move. He leant across and unlocked the passenger door.


    The bag was thrown on to the back seat. ‘Thanks,’ she said.


    He drove on for a few moments without speaking; neither did she.


    ‘You know,’ he said eventually, ‘hitching isn’t a very sensible way to get about.’


    He felt rather than saw her shrug as he kept his eyes on the road ahead. She could be anybody, Max, he told himself. For all you know she’ll whip out a knife and steal your wallet. He sneaked a look at her. Her hair was dripping on to her face; she looked cold and tired and miserable. He turned the heater on full.


    ‘Where are you going?’ he asked.


    ‘Wherever you’re going.’


    He ran a calming hand over his chin. Max, Max. What have you done? You’ve picked up a runaway. He had to make a decision, now. Take her with him, or throw her out now. He looked at the weather, and looked again at her. He couldn’t. ‘Am I going to find myself in trouble for picking you up?’ he asked.


    ‘No,’ she said.


    ‘But for all I know you could be an absconder from an approved school.’


    ‘I’m not. Where are you going?’


    ‘London,’ he said.


    ‘Fine.’


    ‘Camberwell.’


    ‘Fine.’


    Max sighed. ‘It’s not really fine, is it?’ he asked. ‘I mean – where are you going to go when you get there?’


    A shrug.


    ‘Are you running away?’ he asked.


    ‘How do you mean ‘‘running away’’?’


    The weather grew worse on the exposed road, and Max slowed down. ‘ I suppose,’ he said, ‘ that I mean have you left wherever you have just been without telling anyone you were going?’


    She thought about that for a moment. ‘Don’t you ever leave wherever you’ve been without telling anyone you’re going?’ she asked.


    It was Max’s turn to think about his move. ‘I think,’ he said slowly and truthfully, ‘that I only do it if I don’t intend to be away for more than a few minutes.’


    ‘Then I’m running away.’


    He smiled, despite the dread forming deep within his soul that he had made a pretty dumb move when he had stopped for her. ‘What from?’ he asked.


    A shrug.


    He saw a roadside café in the distance, and glanced at her. She might have been on the run for days. She might need some food. But the longer she had been missing, the more likely it was that someone was looking for her. If the police stopped them – what would she say? She might say he’d abducted her, anything. Oh, what the hell. He’d got her now; he was responsible for her. ‘Are you hungry?’ he asked.


    ‘No.’


    Well, he didn’t have to risk that. That was something. ‘Do you want music?’ he asked. ‘There’s a radio.’


    ‘No.’


    She could have done with someone teaching her to say please and thank you wherever she had spent her time until now. Max drove on into worsening conditions, his back beginning to ache. How had he managed to get himself into this? All the other drivers ahead of him had driven on, sensible fellows that they were. They hadn’t been daft enough to pick her up. Oh, but what if? She was too young to have been left on the side of the road. Max couldn’t have lived with himself if he’d driven on and then read that something awful had happened to her.


    He entertained gloomy visions of what he might well find himself reading next morning. ‘Police are anxious to interview the driver of a car seen …’ He glanced at her.


    She was asleep. Her hair was drying out now; it was much fairer than he had thought. She was very pretty; beautiful, really. The heater had sucked all the air out of the car, which was now filled with the smell of her damp clothes. But he left it turned up high. She looked about six years old, asleep like that.


    Oh, God. That was a point. How old was she? If she was a minor, he really ought not to be assisting her flight. He wasn’t what you’d call an expert on adolescent females; he could give you a reasonably accurate assessment on women between twenty-five and forty, but she was in her teens, and that was as close as he could get. Maybe he should take her home. Valerie would be better at this sort of thing than he was. But somehow the thought of arriving home with a runaway teenager in tow filled him with even more dread than the thought of being suspected of abduction. The sensible thing to do was to take her straight to the police, wasn’t it? That’s what he would do.


    But he looked at her again. If she had wanted to go to the police, she would have done. She was bright enough. She had trusted him enough to go to sleep – he couldn’t do that to her. It might even be the police she was running from. He’d be an accessory then, to whatever she had done. At the very least he would get done for harbouring a fugitive from justice.


    A petrol station; he glanced at the fuel gauge and signalled, pulling in at the pump as smoothly as he could. The last thing he needed would be to run out of petrol. She didn’t stir. An attendant came, startling Max, who had just got used to serving himself with petrol. He resisted the temptation to drive away again, and wound down the window. ‘ Fill the tank, please,’ he said.


    The attendant smiled indulgently at the sleeping figure. ‘Someone’s had a busy day,’ he said, unhooking the nozzle. ‘ Your daughter, is it?’


    ‘Yes,’ Max heard his own voice say.


    Her eyes shot open. Max smiled nervously at her. Please God, make her keep her mouth shut. I was being a Good Samaritan. I wasn’t passing by on the other side. Please, please, make her keep her mouth shut.


    The cap was screwed back on, and he paid the attendant, remembering to tip him, but not too much. He didn’t want anyone to have any reason at all to remember him, to give his description to the police, and he tried not to look as though he was sweating with apprehension as he fired the engine, and drove out of the lights of the garage, back on to the dark road.


    ‘Why did you say I was your daughter?’ she asked, right on cue.


    ‘What was I supposed to say? No, it’s not my daughter, it’s a kid I picked up in Buckinghamshire?’


    ‘I’m not a pick-up. And I’m not a kid. And it wasn’t Buckinghamshire. It was Hertfordshire.’


    ‘I meant picked up as in gave a lift to. How old are you, anyway?’


    ‘I was sixteen last week.’


    ‘Sure,’ muttered Max.


    ‘It’s the truth! Do you want to see my birth certificate?’


    Could it be the truth? Could it be that God was smiling on him for his good deed, and hadn’t really sent him a thirteen-year-old compulsive liar who was going to land him in prison for years? Of course it wasn’t the truth. Max sighed heavily. ‘Look,’ he said. ‘I can’t just drop you off in the middle of London. I think I should take you to the police.’


    ‘No,’ she said, with something like panic, and made as if to open the door of the moving car.


    ‘All right all right! he shouted. ‘Forget the police.’


    She relaxed a little. ‘So you’ll just let me out when we get there?’ she said.


    ‘No,’ he said.


    ‘Why not?’


    ‘Because even if you were sixteen last week, which I very much doubt London is a big city, with big city vices.’


    ‘I’ll go to an hotel.’


    ‘Hotels cost money.’


    ‘I’ve got money.’


    Max looked at her. ‘ Oh, yes?’


    ‘Yes! Do you want to see it, too?’


    ‘No,’ he said. ‘And I don’t think I want to know how you came by it, either.’ Probably by robbing Good Samaritans, he thought, as his day of reckoning neared, and city landmarks began to appear, lit up against the dark sky. ‘ What sort of hotel?’ he asked.


    ‘Any.’


    He pulled the car up as soon as he could, turning to face her. ‘Do you know London at all?’ he asked.


    ‘Not really.’


    He closed his eyes. ‘ Right,’ he said. ‘Well – London has got every conceivable kind of hotel. From ones that cost more a night than I earn in a week to ones that Al Capone would think twice about entering. Now – I know one that’s clean and pleasant, and not terribly expensive.’


    Her eyes narrowed a little. ‘All right,’ she said, her voice full of suspicion. ‘It’ll do.’


    He pulled out, and began making his way through the late-evening traffic, sparse now; he made good progress through the wet streets, on some of which still hung the tattered, sodden remains of the Silver Jubilee bunting. ‘ But even a not very expensive hotel is expensive if you don’t have much money,’ he said.


    ‘I’ve got enough money,’ she said.


    Thank God, he thought as he finally saw the hotel, in a terraced row of similar hotels, most of which he would not have recommended. But this one was all right. Max parked on double yellow lines in a side street, and got out of the car to be met with an accusing look over the roof as he straightened up.


    ‘What are you getting out for?’ she asked.


    ‘Because you may or may not be sixteen,’ said Max, ‘but you look about thirteen. And I don’t think that they will feel entirely happy about giving you a room without an evidently adult person sanctioning your request.’


    She looked at him for a long moment. ‘And what relationship are we going to be this time?’ she asked. ‘Uncle and niece?’


    Max leant over the roof of the car, despite its clammy dampness. ‘Have you any idea how lucky you are?’ he asked. ‘You could have been picked up by someone who raped and murdered you. But you weren’t. You were picked up by me. I was already hours late getting home, and I’m being best man at someone’s wedding tomorrow morning – back out in the sticks somewhere. I have to go into the office before I leave, so I have to be up very early. Notwithstanding all of that, I stopped and gave you a lift because I couldn’t bear to think of what might happen if I didn’t. I brought you here in one piece, and I’ve found you somewhere that’s clean and comfortable and respectable to spend the night. I would now like to give myself the peace of mind of knowing that you’ve actually booked in to it, and you’re not going to sleep on a park bench.’


    ‘And all you want is to come in with me?’ she asked, her voice still suspicious.


    ‘My dear girl, I don’t want to come in with you at all! I want to go home and go to bed. With my wife. Who will by now think that I have been involved in a multiple pile up. But I don’t think you’ll get very far on your own. Try, by all means.’ He made as if to get back in the car.


    ‘All right,’ she conceded. ‘You can come in with me.’


    ‘Good,’ he said. ‘And now perhaps I’ve earned the right to know your name?’


    She hesitated.


    ‘Your nom de guerre, at least,’ he said.


    ‘Catherine Barnes,’ she told him. ‘It’s my real name,’ she added grudgingly.


    ‘Max Scott.’ He smiled. ‘That’s my real name, too,’ he said.


    They shook hands over the roof of the car, and for the first time, she smiled at him.


    Detective Sergeant Lloyd looked through the binoculars from his vantage point on the ship-like balcony of the thirties cinema turned bingo hall. A residential area, quiet and peaceful on this cold, wet London night, lay directly below. But it had cars cruising at all hours of the day and night, according to the residents, who were tired of picking their way through the French letters as they took the short cut across the waste ground to the tube station.


    Ten thirty. Normal people were just thinking of leaving the pub. Some would go home to bed, some would carry on drinking at nightclubs, and some would indeed go cruising the streets looking for some action. All of these activities seemed preferable to freezing to death while directing Operation Kerbcrawl.


    A couple of girls appeared, strolling up and down the damp pavement, leaning against the wall, occasionally chatting to one another. Their breath, like his, steamed in the night air. Unlike him, they were not wearing two pullovers and an overcoat and scarf. Kids, both of them, half naked, and half frozen.


    He thought of Linda, then. Three years old, and cheeky with it. How did you know where they would end up? These girls had been three years old, once. And not all that long ago by the look of it. They didn’t all come from stereotypically deprived backgrounds. Some of them simply fetched up in London, homeless, jobless, shiftless. They could see no easier, no quicker, or perhaps simply no other way of making money.


    He was getting depressed. Perhaps because he would rather be here than at home. Home wasn’t much fun at the moment. Barbara didn’t like it in London. They had been here five years now, and she liked it no better than she had to start with. Still, things would improve when he got promotion, which shouldn’t be too far off. Peter could get his bike, the one that Lloyd had marked down for future purchase when the intended recipient was three weeks old. He was almost seven now, and he was tucked up in bed like all right-thinking people. Not that Lloyd would have been tucked up in bed if he had been home; he would have been pottering about until the small hours doing nothing in particular. But right now, bed seemed a very good place to be. Though not, perhaps, his own.


    WPC Judy Russell’s eyes caught his, and he almost blushed. Perhaps she could read minds; he wouldn’t be surprised at anything that went on behind that liquid brown gaze. She had been in the job for almost two years; she was good. Good CID material – he ought to get her on to a detective course now that her probationary period was almost up. But that wasn’t the extent of his interest in her; she knew that, and responded to it despite herself. Whatever it was, it had been there since the day they’d met, and it was still there.


    He had asked her out for the evening a few weeks after she had arrived; he had never done anything like that before, and had been as nervous as a kitten all evening, expecting Barbara to jump out at him from behind lampposts. In the end, he had told her he was married, and she had told him that there was nothing doing. He hadn’t tried again, but he had thought about it. Often.


    She was taking a turn at watching the street; she looked cold, as she sipped coffee from a flask. She offered it to him, and he shook his head, his eyes glancing down at her black-stockinged legs and regulation shoes. Great levellers, uniforms. In civvies, Judy Russell’s legs were something to write—


    ‘Punter,’ Judy said, into the radio, ditching her coffee, as a car turned into the street.


    They all tensed up; all the people who waited out of sight on the balcony, the four in the unmarked van parked off the road, and the two who displayed their wares on the road. But the car drove past at a normal speed; and went on its way.


    ‘A waste of good coffee,’ observed Lloyd, as he stood everyone down.


    She smiled. ‘It wasn’t good.’


    ‘That’s why I didn’t have any.’


    More girls had come to join the first two; each had her own space, violation of which led to the odd-scuffle, but nothing too noisy. Eventually, the cars were coming thick and slow, their drivers weighing up what was on offer. Lloyd watched until he had seen enough to state for certain that business was being transacted.


    ‘Russell, Horton, left stairs,’ said Lloyd. ‘ Maidley and Simpson right. When I say go, go. Don’t forget the drivers are committing an offence too. Names and addresses. Put the fear of God into them.’


    ‘Don’t worry,’ said Judy.


    One of the cars drove off with its prize, but the other girls were still negotiating. ‘Go,’ said Lloyd quietly, into the radio, and looked through the binoculars to watch the operation. It was quick, it was efficient. The car drivers who tried to get away were unable to do so by the unmarked van which was suddenly blocking the road one way, and the very obvious police van which had swung in from the other end, its doors open ready to receive the girls. One girl got away, outrunning Horton, who was sorely in need of fitness training. The others were rounded up neatly and efficiently. The men were warned that they might receive a summons, the girls arrested, cautioned, and taken to the van, some unwillingly, in which event they had to be manhandled in.
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