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Chapter One


‘I felt like a prat,’ said Lloyd, as he and Judy made their way downstairs from the room in the Christmas-decorated Riverside Family Centre in which the so-called relaxation classes were held. It had been his first visit to such a thing. And, if he could possibly work out how to get out of it, his last, because the one thing it had not been was relaxing.


Judy snorted. ‘And I didn’t?’


‘Well at least you’re pregnant. Why do I have to do the breathing?’


‘They explained why. Anyway, you’re supposed to be relaxing too.’


‘As far as I’m concerned, relaxing is a malt whisky and a crossword. Or maybe a video. Or both. Not squatting on the floor making stupid noises.’


‘I don’t think the malt whisky and crossword method of childbirth has proved all that successful,’ said Judy.


‘I’ll bet no one’s tried it.’ Lloyd looked at the people going down ahead of them, and lowered his voice. ‘Apart from anything else, all the others look about sixteen,’ he said. And there am I, fifty and bald.’


Judy arrived on a landing and turned to face him. ‘I’m forty-one,’ she said. ‘How do you suppose that makes me feel?’


He smiled and took her hands in his, looking at her dark, shining hair, and today’s choice of colour coordinated pregnancy outfit. She had scoured the county to find clothes she regarded as fit to be seen in when you felt like a whale. Even in her eighth month, she didn’t look like a whale, pleasant though these creatures were, in Lloyd’s opinion. She looked wonderful. There really was a glow. He’d told her that once, and she had thought he was kidding, but he wasn’t.


‘I don’t know how you feel,’ he said. ‘But you look great.’


‘Rubbish.’


‘It isn’t rubbish,’ he protested. ‘You do look great. I think I’ll be a little sorry when you’re not pregnant any more.’


‘Well, I won’t.’ She frowned a little. ‘Didn’t you go to classes when Barbara was pregnant?’


Lloyd shrugged. ‘I don’t think they’d invented them in those days,’ he said. He hadn’t the faintest idea whether or not they had been fashionable then, but he was fairly safe in assuming that neither had Judy.


Life had been easier back then, he reflected. His marriage had been uncomplicated, basically until Judy’s arrival in his life had made it complicated. By and large, Barbara had done the female stuff and he had done the male stuff. He wasn’t the archetypal Welshman; he enjoyed cooking, and he didn’t mind housework. He had never expected women to be at his beck and call. But having babies had always seemed to him to be beyond his remit, as the Assistant Chief Constable would say, and he really didn’t know if Barbara had done all this relaxation business. He became aware that he was being subjected to dark brown scrutiny, and felt a little uncomfortable. ‘It was different then!’ he said.


‘Different how?’


‘I was in uniform. I worked shifts.’


It was different because Barbara hadn’t been a police officer. Judy was, and she knew what was what, so he couldn’t plead a heavy case-load or the sudden necessity to work overtime; she would want chapter and verse. And it had been almost twenty years since he’d had anything to do with a pregnant woman, times had changed. Men weren’t just encouraged to be involved; they were expected to be involved.


‘Were you present when the children were born?’ she demanded.


‘Well . . .’


‘Lloyd!’


‘It wasn’t—’


‘Don’t try telling me they didn’t do that in those days, because they most certainly did. Where were you? Pacing up and down outside? Waiting to hand out cigars?’


‘No.’


‘You mean you weren’t there at all?’


‘I meant to be there, but it wasn’t possible. Things came up at work . . .’


‘Both times? Oh, sure they did.’


‘Look, if Barbara didn’t give me a hard time about it, why are you?’


She didn’t answer.


‘Good evening Chief Inspector Lloyd,’ said a voice. ‘What are you doing here?’


Lloyd turned to see the long, thin frame of Freddie, their friendly neighbourhood pathologist, loping down the steps from the rooftop car park. Lloyd had parked in the street – he wasn’t a fan of rooftop car parks or rooftop anything elses, come to that.


‘I’m here because I’m going to be a father,’ he replied. ‘Apparently I have to learn how to bear down. What’s your excuse?’


‘When it comes to being a father, I think you’d be better off learning how to bear up, but I expect you know, that rather better than I do. I’m here to play squash.’ Freddie beamed at Judy. ‘Hello, Judy – positively blooming, I see. And I believe It’s Detective Chief Inspector Hill now, isn’t it? You’ve caught this one up.’ He jerked his head in Lloyd’s direction. ‘And not before time. How’s the new job?’


‘It’s fine, I suppose. I can’t honestly say I know what I’m doing yet, but Joe Miller does.’


‘Ah, yes. He’s the computer buff, isn’t he? My only regret about your promotion is that I won’t see you any more.’


Judy smiled. ‘Don’t take this personally, Freddie, but as far as I’m concerned the absence of mortuary visits is a major plus about this job.’


‘Dead bodies are more interesting than most live ones – present company excepted. Besides, you should be used to them by now.’


‘I’ll never get used to them.’


‘Still – there’s always the housewarming. I presume you will invite me, if I promise not to bring any dead bodies. Have you found somewhere to live yet?’


‘No,’ said Lloyd.


‘You mean you’re still living in separate flats?’


Not exactly, Lloyd thought. He wasn’t sure if Judy had noticed yet, but he had more or less moved in with her.


‘We keep looking at houses, but we can’t agree on what we want,’ said Judy. ‘It’s all going to have to wait until after Christmas now.’


‘Well, there’s a turn up for the books,’ said Freddie, glancing at his watch. ‘You two failing to agree. Sorry – must dash. I’m on court at quarter past. If I don’t see you before, have a happy Christmas.’


‘Same to you,’ said Judy, catching Lloyd’s wrist, and looking at his watch as Freddie disappeared down the next flight of steps two at a time. ‘Is that the time? I’m ten minutes late for the rehearsal. She wanted us all there at eight prompt.’


Lloyd followed as she made her way down. ‘I thought you just did their books for them,’ he said. ‘How does that involve rehearsals?’


‘I’m doing the sound effects tonight because someone’s away sick.’


Lloyd grinned. ‘Do you have to moo and things like that?’


‘There isn’t any mooing in Cinderella.’


It had been the mildest of jokes. When she was in this sort of mood, she was hard work. ‘Can I come?’ he asked. ‘Or would you rather I went home and came back for you?’


‘Suit yourself. But if you come, make yourself useful.’


Lloyd walked with her through a maze of corridors which would apparently take them under cover to the Riverside Theatre, rather than having to go back out into the rain. The complex had been built with help from the lottery, and as far as he could see, it was still being built. ‘Watch your step,’ he said, as Judy briskly walked past wood-cladding and pots of mysterious smelly stuff.


She didn’t slow down.


‘What should I do to make myself useful?’


She didn’t answer.


Lloyd sighed. ‘I can make tea,’ he said. ‘And you said you would need to eat – I can nip down to the snack bar for sandwiches or something. Will that be useful?’


‘Fine. Just don’t get in the way.’


The theatre, which they entered by a rear door that took them along another corridor into the wings, was just about finished Not too much builders’ debris to catch the unwary mother-to-be. They walked out on to the stage, where a spare, tall woman of uncertain years and naming hair, dressed in what seemed to Lloyd to be a remarkable number of scarves and very little else, was dramatically glad to see Judy.


‘Thank God you’re here, darling!’ she said. ‘I was beginning to think no one was going to turn up.’


‘Sorry, Marianne, we got held up. This is Lloyd, my partner. Lloyd – Marianne.’


‘How lovely to see you here, Lloyd.’ She extended her hand, palm down, and Lloyd felt certain he was supposed to bow and kiss it, but he settled for giving it a necessarily ineffectual shake. ‘It was my fault that we were late,’ he said. ‘I ran into an old friend.’


Marianne put her head to one side and regarded Lloyd. ‘I don’t suppose you could possibly read Buttons for us, could you, darling?’


Lloyd blinked a little. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘If you’re serious.’


‘Oh, I’m desperately serious.’ She turned to Judy. ‘Dexter rang and said he’s gone down with something. So I haven’t got Buttons or Cinderella now. And I don’t know where Carl Bignall’s got to – he’s supposed to be bringing the chimes, apart from anything else.’


‘Chimes?’ said Lloyd.


‘Midnight,’ said Judy. ‘The clock has to strike midnight. Carl does the sound effects, and understudies Buttons, among other things.’


Lloyd frowned. ‘I thought you said you did the sound effects.’


Judy didn’t see fit to explain; instead she very obviously ignored his puzzlement. Lloyd blew out his cheeks a little, shrugged, and threw an it’s-her-hormones look at Marianne which Judy fortunately didn’t notice.


‘I specifically said I needed everyone here tonight on time, and what happens? Half of them go down with the flu and the other half are late – well, if no one knows where they’re supposed to be on the stage, it won’t be my fault.’ Marianne turned to Lloyd. ‘You might have to double up if Carl’s got flu as well, darling. And if the principals and the understudies all get it, we’ll just have to cancel.’


‘I don’t suppose it’ll come to that.’ Lloyd smiled. ‘When do you open?’


‘Not until the end of January, thank God. We were going to open on New Year’s Day, but fortunately the Health and Safety people vetoed that because the decorating work isn’t finished. There’s scaffolding and things blocking the exits. We’ve got a month, but what with Christmas and flu, it’s beginning to look desperate.’ She turned as a small group of people arrived. ‘Oh, darlings, you’ve made it!’ She frowned. ‘Well, some of you have.’


‘The traffic’s impossible,’ said one. ‘The lights have all failed in the town centre. We managed to escape down Baxendale Avenue and get on. to the roundabout at the Esso station, but I expect some of the others are stuck in it. Ray’s here – he’s gone to the cafe to get sandwiches for everyone. I said you’d settle up with him later – is that all right?’


‘Good, good,’ said Marianne. ‘Can’t leave the house for five minutes without eating,’ she muttered to Lloyd.


No need for him to go for the sandwiches after all. Which was a shame; it might have helped get him back into favour with Judy. He wasn’t at all sure how he had fallen out of favour, but he clearly had.


‘Jenny said to tell you that she’ll be here,’ someone said. ‘She’s just going to be a bit late.’


‘But that means I don’t even have Cinderella’s understudy!’ Marianne threw her arms up in the air. ‘We might as well go home.’


‘She has to pick her parents up from the station, that’s all. She’ll be here as soon as she’s dropped them off.’


‘Amateurs,’ muttered Marianne. ‘What am I supposed to do in the meantime?’


Lloyd looked at the stage, which was bisected by a backdrop of Cinderella’s kitchen. From where he stood, he could see the almost-finished coach and horses behind it; just flat pieces of hardboard cut to shape and painted. And behind them was the exterior of the Baron’s house, and up in the flies, the Prince’s palace. With fighting and dry-ice or whatever they used these days, he could see that the transforming of the mice and pumpkin into Cinderella’s coach and horses would be quite effective, even if it was all done on a shoestring. Providing they managed to fit in enough rehearsal with the actual actors before curtain up.


‘Judy, darling . . .’


‘Oh, no,’ said Judy, literally backing away as she spoke. ‘No, Marianne, I can’t . . .’


‘Just until Jenny gets here?’ Marianne’s hands were clasped together in prayer. ‘Just read the words and stand in the right places, darling, that’s all. It’s only to give the others their cues.’


‘But I can’t . . .’


‘Please, darling. Otherwise we can’t even begin until Jenny gets here. She’s in every scene. And I can’t do Cinderella, not with everything else – I’m having to sort out the songs with the pianist when he gets here, and a million other things. Be an angel.’


Very reluctantly, Judy agreed, on condition that she would not have to sing, and Lloyd smiled quietly to himself, until he caught Judy watching him and thought it politic to change the subject. ‘I’ve never even been to a pantomime,’ he said, and suddenly everyone was staring at him. It had been an innocent enough remark. ‘What?’ he said. ‘What’s wrong?’


‘You’ve never been to a pantomime?’ Judy repeated.


‘No. Well, they didn’t go in for pantomime much where I come from.’


Marianne’s eyes widened. ‘Where do you come from, darling? Mars?’


‘Wales.’


‘Ah,’ she said, nodding sympathetically as the awful truth about his heritage was revealed to her. ‘Wales.’


‘They have panto in Wales,’ said Judy.


‘Well, maybe they do, but not in my village, they didn’t.’


‘But you had two children,’ said Judy. ‘And you lived in London. Didn’t you ever take them to a pantomime?’


‘No – Barbara did all that sort of—’ He was being scrutinized again. ‘Thing,’ he finished.


‘Did she?’ Judy said, picking up a script and moving away.


Lloyd sighed. He wasn’t a new man. Far from it. Tonight, he had felt like an old man. A very old man indeed. But he was going to get to play Buttons, despite his advancing years. Well, read Buttons at any rate. It might be fun.


Ryan Chester, nineteen years old and a useful welterweight at school, was even better at stealing cars than he had been at boxing. He hadn’t wanted to box professionally; as a way of making a living, stealing cars was less painful. The one he was driving had been parked outside on the street, a front garden’s length from the house it probably belonged to, and inside that house there would almost certainly be kids, a television, people talking; he had taken the chance that no one would hear it start up, and within seconds he had been out of sight of anyone in the house who may have heard it.


Now he was on the short stretch of dual carriageway that would take him towards Malworth town centre, but that wasn’t what he had been intending to do at all; this evening was not working out as planned. Still, he thought philosophically, there was no one following him, nothing else on the road, so he could relax a little. He reached into his back pocket, drawing out his phone, and awkwardly pressed the handset buttons with his thumb. Today had been a bitch so far, and the only good that could come of it would be if that stuff was worth something. He swung the car violently round a cyclist that he hadn’t seen, mainly because the bike had no lights, and slowed down; he didn’t want to draw attention to himself like that, for God’s sake. He approached the roundabout, signalling as he went into the outside lane for the right turn, frowning a little as he saw the traffic on the road into the town.


He held the phone to his ear, to hear Baz saying hello over and over again. At least he was answering now.


‘Where the hell were you?’ Ryan demanded. ‘I rang ten minutes ago.’


‘Sorry, Ry. I was desperate for a pee.’


‘Why didn’t you take the phone with you? That’s the whole bloody point of mobile phones!’


‘Sorry, Ry.’


Ryan sighed, using both hands on the steering wheel as he negotiated the roundabout and joined the queue of traffic into Malworth which was moving at half a mile an hour. Why did he feel responsible for Baz? Because blood was thicker than water, he supposed, though no blood had ever been as thick as Baz. He was in court on Wednesday morning because he had been too stupid to get rid of the cannabis he’d just bought when the police had raided the Starland. Ryan had lost count of the number of times Baz had been done for possession. He might even go down for it this time.


He put the phone to his ear again. ‘It’s all right, Baz,’ he said. ‘Forget it.’


‘Where are you?’ asked Baz. ‘Do you want me to meet you?’


‘No. Just go home, Baz. I’ll see you at the Starland later on.’


Ryan terminated the call, and crawled towards the edge of town. One or two of the houses set back from the main road had Christmas lights strung through the trees in their front gardens; it looked nice, he thought. Festive. The town’s Christmas lights, lining the main shopping streets, were OK too, he supposed, hut he hadn’t really expected to have this much time to admire them.


Once he was approaching the one-way system, the traffic ground to a stop. It was three days before Christmas, and the town was pretty busy with the shops staying open for the late Christmas present buyers and all manner of people entertaining the shoppers in the glistening streets, but this was a complete stand-still. He frowned. Maybe there had been an accident or something. He sat motionless behind a bus, and tapped his fingers on the steering wheel.


What was the hold-up, for God’s sake? He wound down the window, admitting flecks of rain and the sounds of a children’s choir singing Christmas carols, craning his neck to see beyond the bus, to the traffic lights. But there were no traffic lights, and he swore to himself. The lights had failed, and the traffic on the crossroads had no idea who had right of way. The box junction was a snarl of vehicles. Rain spattered the steering wheel, and he wound up the window again.


He’d heard that in-car entertainment was a huge industry in Japan, because their city roads had virtually reached gridlock, and he could see that it would be, if they had to do this every day. The owner of the vehicle he was sitting in was not, unfortunately, big on in-car entertainment, and he had only the children’s choir, closer to him now and audible through the closed window, to entertain him. They had got through three carols by the time the people in silly costumes who were collecting for some charity, and were turning the traffic jam to advantage by soliciting the drivers for a contribution, got round to him. A large Pink Panther approached him, and tapped on the window.


‘What’s it for?’ he asked, as he rolled down the window once more.


‘Jordan.’


For some reason he’d expected a man, but it was a woman’s voice, slightly muffled, coming from the pink furry throat.


‘Jordan?’ He couldn’t remember seeing anything about Jordan. ‘Has something happened there, then?’


Her paw went to her lower jaw and pulled it down a little. ‘No!’ she laughed, her voice clearer. ‘Little Jordan Taylor. The baby that needs the operation in America?’


‘Oh, yeah.’


‘It’s Ryan, isn’t it?’ she said, as he dug in his pocket and pulled out some change, throwing it into her bucket. ‘Hello. I haven’t seen you for a while.’


He stared at the large pink face as she looked down the line of cars, sizing up her next victim. ‘Hi,’ he said, as casually as he could in the circumstances. Who was it, for God’s sake? He didn’t think he really wanted to know. He just wanted out of here. Now.


‘Thanks a lot,’ she said. ‘Have a nice Christmas.’


‘Same to you,’ said Ryan, his brain racing. The lights came back on to an involuntary cheer from Ryan and everyone else caught up in the jam, no doubt, and Ryan moved forward on the clutch, his heart beating slightly fast. He was held up on red now, but at least he could see the box junction beginning to clear.


He watched the bright pink, slightly bedraggled creature in his mirror as she made her way back to the safety of the pavement. He had no idea who she was; a friend of a friend maybe? Someone’s mother? He replayed her voice in his head, and he knew that it was familiar. The way she’d said his name had been familiar, too. Someone who spoke his name – that ought to be a clue, because people didn’t, usually, not in conversation. So who had occasion to use your name a lot? People who told you what to do, he thought. Teachers. Was she a teacher? Could be. But whatever way you looked at it, he had been clocked driving a stolen car by someone who probably wouldn’t approve, and he didn’t like that. He hadn’t been driving the car for ten minutes, for God’s sake, and he’d been stationary for most of them.


Carl Bignall ducked down to check himself in the rear-view mirror, and persuaded a lock of dark hair over his brow so that it seemed to have fallen there of its own accord. He was thirty-five minutes late; Marianne would not be pleased. The car blinked as he locked it, and he ran down the three flights of stairs from the rooftop car park, his step light for the well-built man that he was, side-stepping hoses and planks and tarpaulins as he made his way through the corridors, arriving in the wings to find some man he’d never seen in his life before reading Buttons. He frowned. It wasn’t like Dexter to miss rehearsal. But whoever his stand-in was, he was reading rather well, which made a refreshing change.


Maybe Marianne was trying him out, but if so, he was a late starter. He couldn’t be much younger than Denis Leeward. Maybe he’d just moved here – he might have been the star of whatever amateur dramatic society he’d belonged to before. That could create problems, of course, but Marianne would try anyone out and worry about the politics later. The pool of talent wasn’t exactly deep.


And Judy Hill was reading Cinderella, for some reason. The idea of a middle-aged, pregnant Cinderella appealed to him; it could be the story in reverse. A last-chance Cinderella deserting the faithful Buttons for a one-night stand with a flashy prince. Searching for him when she finds she’s pregnant, only to find that he doesn’t want to know.


‘Carl! You’ve come, you darling man! I’d given you up entirely!’


‘I am so sorry, Marianne,’ he said, his hands held up in a gesture of truce.


‘Did you get caught in that frightful traffic jam the others were talking about?’


‘No,’ Carl admitted. ‘I heard about it on Radio Barton, though. It would have been a good excuse, but I cannot tell a lie – I was nowhere near Malworth town centre. I got held up at home. Estelle – you know. She wasn’t feeling too good.’


‘Isn’t this her writers’ circle night?’ said Marianne.


‘Yes,’ said Carl. ‘She’s having to give it a miss.’


‘Dexter’s got flu or something, darling. This lovely man’s stepped into the breach.’


‘Good for him,’ said Carl.


‘The thing is,’ said Buttons, joining him in the wings, ‘did you bring the chimes?’


Carl smiled. ‘I did,’ he said, pulling the tape from his pocket. ‘And the ballroom sounds, and the horses’ hooves and all the rest of it.’


Buttons shook his head. ‘On tape?’ he said. ‘Whatever happened to two half-coconuts?’


‘It’s all state-of-the-art stuff now,’ said Carl, and held out his hand. ‘Carl Bignall,’ he said, with a smile. ‘I cheat and copy what I need from CDs.’


‘Lloyd. I came in with the ersatz Cinders and was commandeered.’


‘Lloyd, of course! I’ve heard a lot about you. It’s nice to put a face to the name at last. Are you thinking of joining us?’


‘No,’ Lloyd said, shaking his head vehemently. ‘I’m just helping out.’


Carl held up the tape. ‘Judy? Can you read Cinderella and work the sound effects at the same time?’


‘I expect so,’ she said doubtfully. ‘If Marianne doesn’t need me on stage.’


‘But I do, darling,’ said Marianne, with a flick of one of her many scarves. ‘Oh, I suppose you can read her lines from the wings, but you’ll have to speak up, darling, if anyone’s going to hear their cues. God knows how we’re going to get this production ready on time.’


Carl kept in with her because he enjoyed acting and writing the script, but he found her very tiresome. With her, the amateur dramatics were not confined to the stage.


‘Has poor Estelle got this awful flu, too, darling?’


‘Oh, no, she’s fine, really. Just a touch of the sniffles.’ Carl’s answer to Marianne’s rather belated concern for Estelle’s welfare was far from truthful; Estelle hadn’t ever been fine, and this year she had been seeing Denis Leeward for depression and God knew what else, making his life hell while she’d been at it. The lies were automatic: he had been doing it for years, and could switch off his domestic circumstances as easily as he could switch off a light. ‘She’s having an early night,’ he said.


‘Good, good!’


The woman wasn’t listening to a word. Marianne went into a huddle with the principal boy, a bit long in the tooth for the part, in Carl’s judgement, but her legs were as good as any he had seen and that was the important bit when it came to thigh-slapping.


‘What do you do when you’re not understudying Buttons?’ asked Lloyd.


‘I’m an Ugly Sister,’ said Carl.


‘He’s a wonderful dame,’ said Judy, taking the tape from him. ‘Really sexy. What do I do with this?’


‘Do you ever wonder about all this cross-dressing in pantomime?’ asked Lloyd. ‘Does it mean anything?’


Carl shrugged. ‘I think originally it just allowed a bit of gender-bending in safety,’ he said. ‘Most people have got a little bit of the opposite sex in them, don’t you think?’ He turned to Judy. ‘I’ve put all the effects on there,’ he said. ‘All you have to do is play them on cue, then stop the tape. They’re all in order.’


‘Oh, right. So I should mark up a script with the cues.’


‘Yes – I expect madam will want to hear them all, so you’d better put the tape in, and I’ll make sure we’re rigged up to the sound system.’


‘Am I surplus to requirements now?’ asked Lloyd. ‘Or will you want to concentrate on being ugly?’


Carl opened his mouth, but was forestalled by the voice that floated through from the stage. ‘Where’s my wonderful substitute Buttons? Are you there, darling?’


‘There’s your answer.’


Eric Watson’s jeans-clad legs descended from the loft and he pressed the button that folded the ladder neatly back up, closing the hatch, then pulled over the hinged ceiling moulding so that the hatch disappeared altogether. There was no mistaking that knock; he had given his guests instructions to remain absolutely silent. He smoothed his remaining wisps of hair down, and glanced at the clock as he went downstairs and along the hallway to the front door. Ten to nine – it had taken them long enough to get here, he thought, as they banged at the door again. He opened the door to a uniformed constable aged about twelve and a half.


‘Yes?’


‘Constable Sims, Malworth,’ said the young man. ‘We’ve had a report of a suspected break-in at your next-door neighbour’s house.’


‘So?’


‘We can’t get an answer, sir, and we can’t get round the back because the rear gates are locked. We wondered if we could get through from your garden.’


He was joined as he spoke by another, older constable.


‘Can’t you climb over the back gates?’ said Eric. ‘They’re not that high. You’re young and fit.’ He looked at the older one, and amended that. ‘Well, he is, anyway,’ he said, with a nod of his head at Constable Sims.


‘We think that might be how the intruder entered,’ said the overweight one. ‘We don’t want to disturb any evidence.’


‘You’re actually going to look for some, are you?’ But there was no harm in letting them go over the back wall, Eric supposed. He stood aside, motioning down the hallway towards the kitchen. He let Sims pass, but held up a hand when the other one tried to come in. ‘I don’t think I caught your name,’ he said.


‘Warren.’


‘You’re supposed to give your name and station when you approach members of the public.’


He apologized. Eric allowed him entry.


‘Did you see or hear anything, sir?’ asked Sims, as they walked through.


‘I heard glass breaking. I thought it was these kids again.’


‘Again?’


‘They come here from the London Road estate. Throwing bottles at the wall and stuff like that. I heard them this teatime. But it sounded a lot closer this time, so I went out and had a look in case it was my greenhouse.’


‘But you didn’t see anyone?’


‘No.’


In the kitchen, Eric unlocked the back door and took them outside. As they walked out, the security light came on, turning the dark night into near daylight. ‘There you are,’ he said, indicating the low ornamental wall that divided the gardens. ‘Make the most of it before they wall me in.’


Sims stepped over the low wall and made his way towards the house. ‘Window’s broken,’ he called over. ‘I’ll have a look inside.’


Warren acknowledged that with a wave of his hand, but didn’t join him.


‘Aren’t you supposed to go in with him?’ said Eric.


Warren raised his eyebrows slightly. ‘Know a bit about the job, do you, sir?’


‘You could say that. I did it for eighteen years.’


‘I understand the intruder was seen running away,’ the constable said. ‘I think my colleague can handle it on his own. You were saying something about the neighbours walling you in? What’s all that about, then?’


‘That pile of bricks is for the new, higher wall that my friendly neighbours intend building.’


‘Are you not on the best of terms, then?’


‘Let’s just say we’re not bosom buddies.’


‘And you definitely didn’t hear anything suspicious tonight?’


‘I told you. I heard breaking glass – presumably it was their window. I came out to see if it was my greenhouse, but it wasn’t, so I went back in.’


‘We’ve had a report of a row going on a few minutes before that. Would you know anything about that?’


Oh, so that’s what he wanted to know. ‘Are you asking if I had a barney with my neighbours? Do you think I heaved a brick through their window or something?’


‘No,’ said Warren. ‘We’ve had a report of a disturbance, that’s all. I wondered if you heard it too.’


‘No,’ said Eric.


‘And you definitely didn’t see anyone when you came out?’ The policeman wandered down the driveway, towards the greenhouse. Eric followed him down.


‘No,’ he said. ‘No one.’


‘And you saw no one hanging around before that?’


‘No.’


‘As I said, we’ve had a report of someone seen running away. You didn’t see anyone on the road at the back here?’


‘No,’ said Eric, beginning to lose count of how many times he had said that now.


Constable Sims appeared again. ‘Kev,’ he said. ‘You’d better come in here.’


Eric didn’t say I told you so.


Tom Finch was working late, catching up on the paperwork that he could no longer ignore. Judy Hill had tried to make him do it on a methodical, regular basis like she did – she said that she had made herself do that right from the start, because she hated it too. But while Tom could see the logic of doing something you didn’t like for an half an hour or so in the working day rather than waiting until you would be in real trouble if it wasn’t done and then going at it for three and a half hours for which you would not be paid, he had never had the self-discipline necessary to carry it out. Besides, you got it done quicker in the evening – the bad guys might do their work under cover of darkness, but it was in the daylight that it was discovered, as a rule.


He wrote his signature with a flourish on the very last sheet in his tray, yawned, stretched, and scratched his head, startled as he still was to discover the strange bristly sensation.


He had had his golden curls cut off the last time he had gone for a haircut; sitting in the chair looking at himself in the mirror, he had realized that they had to go if he ever wanted to be taken seriously, and had issued the command to the hairdresser. He had expected an argument during which he could let himself be talked out of it, but she had just asked him how short he wanted it, and then set to with the scissors when he had told her to remove as much of it as she liked. He had watched it fall to the ground with a mixture of dismay and satisfaction.


He looked at the phone when it rang with much the same feeling. If he had left at half past five, he wouldn’t have been here to answer it. He was tired. It was almost nine o’clock, and he had worked a twelve-hour day. He wanted to go home. But you never knew – it might he some informant with a juicy piece of news for him. He picked it up. ‘CID, Finch speaking,’ he said.


‘Sarge,’ said the girl manning the CAD room, ‘Malworth attended a suspected break-in at 4 Windermere Terrace, Malworth, and they’ve reported finding the body of a woman in the house. She’d been bound and gagged – it looks as though she suffocated. Their inspector wants CID to attend.’


Tom tried really hard to suppress the little thrill he always got when a really serious crime presented itself. Windermere Terrace was at the moneyed end of Malworth; large town houses that were still owned by people who lived in them, rather than turned into flats. It was his job to investigate crime, of course, and the more serious the crime, the more interesting it was, but he felt that it wasn’t really a particularly attractive trait. You shouldn’t be pleased, however professionally, that someone had died.


Still – it beat paperwork any day. He dialled Bob Sandwell’s home number. Bob was the acting detective inspector now that Judy had gone off to her new job, and this would be his first real test He was OK, Bob. Tom liked him. But he didn’t have Judy Hill’s flair. If you asked Tom, they’d have been better off sending Bob Sandwell to HQ to head up this LINKS project, and left Judy here.


‘Hi, Kathy. Is Bob there?’


‘Oh, Tom – I was going to ring in tomorrow morning. I’m afraid he’s in bed with a temperature. He’s got flu.’


Oh. ‘Right,’ Tom said. ‘Look – tell him to get well soon, and . . . we’ll soldier on without him. Bye.’


For the first time in his life, Tom really wished that he was an inspector, and could take charge of this himself. Maybe he would take the exam again. Judy Hill was always on at him to do it. And maybe he’d pass it now that he didn’t look like an angel. But it would need someone more senior than him to deal with this, and Tom felt certain that DCI Lloyd would rather be called out than that someone he didn’t know was drafted in from another division, so he’d have to try to get hold of him.


Lloyd’s mobile was switched off, and he wasn’t at home, or at Judy Hill’s place. Tom left a message on his mobile and both answering machines, and went to assess the situation for himself.


Dr Denis Leeward was sitting in his car in a lay-by, one hidden from the road by trees, trying to get his – head round everything that had happened. He had driven towards home instinctively, but then had realized that he couldn’t go  home, and had pulled up here just before the turn-off to the village. Meg wasn’t expecting him back for another hour and would expect some sort of explanation if he went home now. His ribs ached and he was still shaking; he couldn’t go home in this state.


But he couldn’t stay here. The pub, he thought, relieved that something approaching an idea had managed to penetrate the fog of fear and worry. He’d go to the pub.


He drove off, turned down the road into the bypassed village and parked, half on the pavement, half off, opposite the Horse and Halfpenny. No one knew how it had come by that name, and people assumed it was one of the new wave of pubs with silly names, but the Horse and Halfpenny had been a coaching inn; it had had its name for over a hundred years. Denis couldn’t believe that of all the things he might be thinking about, the origin of the pub’s name should be what was exercising his mind. Now, now when he needed to think clearly, all he could do was wonder how the Horse and Halfpenny got its name.


He moved the rear-view mirror slightly and looked at himself, running his fingers through his longish grey hair to neaten it up a bit, straightening his tie. His face looked pale, but that might just be the street lights. He got out of the car, sucking in his breath as his bruised ribs complained. He’d have to be careful not to do that. He didn’t want anyone asking him what was wrong; he had to take a deep breath, calm down, and act halfway normally. He had had to do what he did, he told himself, justifying his actions to himself, fervently hoping that he would never have to justify them to anyone else.


He locked the car, and waited for a motorbike to shoot past him before crossing over the village road to the pub. It was his local, but it was far enough away from home for him to be fairly certain Meg wouldn’t see the car. He couldn’t think straight. He was going to go and get a stiff drink. He could walk home, leave the car there. And when Meg demanded answers, he might have some ready, or be too drunk to care. He had done something that he would never have believed he would ever do, and already it seemed like a distant memory, like a dream-fragment. A moment of indecision, that was all he had had, before he had quite definitely decided, and had committed himself to a course of action from which there was no return.


He ducked under the low beam that had been the painful introduction to the Horse for many a visitor despite its notice warning of the danger to those over five feet six. Above the noise of the pub quiz regulars’ laughter at the question master’s inability to pronounce any word of more than one syllable correctly, he ordered a whisky.


‘On the hard stuff tonight, doc?’


He smiled. A weak, unconvincing smile, but he smiled. ‘Long day.’


‘Well, there you are,’ said the landlord, turning back from the optic. ‘Get that down you. You look as though you might be coming down with this flu – a bit green about the gills.’


‘How do you pronounce the name of this pub?’ Denis asked, when he had downed the tiny pub measure in one and ordered a beer chaser, and just as the pub erupted into laughter once more. The quiz master took it all in good part.


The landlord lent over the bar, cocking his ear towards Denis. ‘Say again?’


‘How do you pronounce the name of the pub? I’ve always just called it the Horse – is the rest of it pronounced halfpenny or ha’penny?’


The landlord looked a little puzzled at this sudden and rather belated interest in his pub’s name. ‘I say ha’penny. But the youngsters say halfpenny. They only know the new money, of course. Don’t talk about ha’pence any more, do we?’ He paused. ‘Come to that, we don’t even have the new halfpennies any more. They soon won’t be able to pronounce it at all.’


‘What does it mean, anyway?’ asked Denis. He didn’t care what it meant. He had never cared. But he couldn’t stop himself fixating on it He was in denial, he supposed. No, he didn’t suppose it. He was in denial. Even worrying about the trouble he might be in was part of that denial; he couldn’t, wouldn’t, think about the rest of it. He found himself wondering then if you could be in denial if you knew you were in denial.


‘Don’t ask me. The brewery might know, I suppose.’ The landlord frowned. ‘Are you doing some sort of research?’


‘Not really.’


‘Or are you one of those people who collect pub names?’


‘No. Nothing like that. Just wondered.’ Denis sipped his beer, and looked round at the little room, at the people crowded round small tables, their heads together, or sitting back smugly, having written down their answer. The ones closest to him were earnestly discussing whether it was Bugs Bunny or Roger Rabbit who was the screen rabbit demanded by the question.


Denis knew they were both wrong; unlike the team, he was old enough to know the answer. He bent down and whispered to the group. ‘It’s Harvey,’ he said.


‘Who?’


‘Harvey. He was a six-foot invisible rabbit.’


‘You don’t want to join us, do you? We need all the help we can get.’


So do I, thought Denis, straightening up. Oh, God, so do I. He smiled. ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Why not?’


‘Can we have a sandwich break now?’


Judy had played all of Carl’s sound effects while Lloyd had made good his promise to make the tea, and the chimes, the horses’ hooves and all the rest had passed muster. Now Marianne was sorting out the songs with the pianist, and Judy felt more than a little apprehensive in case she was talked into singing. She had spent two hours learning how to breathe and an hour reading Cinderella’s lines and playing the sound effects; she felt as though she had done her bit for the day without a crash course on singing. She was glad someone else had got hungry; she wouldn’t mind a sandwich.


Marianne reluctantly agreed-to a twenty-minute break, and Lloyd was at Judy’s elbow. ‘Is there a green room?’ he asked.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Why?’


‘Do you want to show me it?’


‘If you like.’ She got up with some difficulty, and wished that February had come and gone and that this baby was existing under its own steam instead of making her feel clumsy and awkward and a number of other things she didn’t even want to think about. ‘It’s this way,’ she said, walking through the wings and out into the corridors.


‘It’s good fun,’ said Lloyd. ‘Isn’t it?’


‘Mm.’ She couldn’t really agree; she preferred a much more backstage role than the one she had had tonight, but she had known Lloyd would be enjoying himself. ‘Why have you never joined an amateur dramatic society?’ she asked. It had never occurred to her before, but Lloyd, natural actor that he was, had never shown any interest, not even when she had said that she did some work for MADS.


He smiled. ‘Because I’m a professional,’ he said.


She opened the door, and switched on the light. ‘There you are,’ she said. ‘Chairs, a sofa, a table, and some magazines that are probably older than the building.’ She turned to him as he closed the door. ‘Why did you want to see it?’


He put his arms round her with some difficulty, and kissed her. ‘So I could give you a cuddle,’ he said.


She frowned. ‘Did I look as though I needed a cuddle?’ she asked. ‘To be perfectly honest, I really need a sandwich a bit more than a cuddle.’


‘You should eat lunch. Especially now you’re eating for two.’ He smiled. ‘I thought you needed reassurance. I want you to know that I will be present at the birth. And I will take Junioress to pantomimes. And I will carry on with the relaxation classes.’ He kissed her again. ‘Things really are different,’ he said. ‘The world’s different. And I’m different. And . . . well, you’re different from Barbara. She never expected very much of me, and so she never got very much of me.’


Judy knew that Lloyd had no desire to do any of these things. ‘Is this some sort of bargain? You’ll do all that providing I settle on a house and move in with you?’


He shook his head. ‘You take as much time as you need,’ he said. ‘I’m in no hurry.’


She felt a little guilty. But then that was how he meant her to feel. ‘When do we get to the bit where you tell me I’m selfish?’ she asked.


‘You are selfish.’ He smiled again. ‘But you’re frightened. I know you are. And there’s no need to be.’


‘But I thought you’d know all about babies, and children, and now—’ She sighed. ‘Have you ever changed a nappy?’ she asked. ‘Because I haven’t.’


‘Oh, yes. I can do nappies. And feeding, once they’re past the breast stage. And rocking to sleep.’ He gave her a little hug. ‘For the first sixteen years all you can do is keep them dry, warm, fed, loved and safe,’ he said. ‘And after that, it’s up to them.’


Other couples would have had this conversation months before now, she thought. Other couples would live together, not in separate flats. And Lloyd really, really wanted to be like other couples. She knew she should try harder not to expect things all her own way, but she had never entirely understood how not to be selfish. And she was horribly aware that she had given herself away; now he knew exactly what was bothering her he was saying all the right things to reassure her, and she had absolutely no idea whether they were true. She was almost certain that by telling her that she needn’t do anything she didn’t want to do, and that he would do everything that she wanted him to do, Lloyd was, in his own gentle, charming way, bullying her. Almost certain. But not quite. Because she did feel reassured.


She kissed him this time, and Carl Bignall walked in on them, carrying a plate of sandwiches.


‘Whoops, sorry,’ he said. ‘I was looking for a Marianne-free zone in which to have a snack. Have you had a row or are you so sickeningly in love that you feel obliged to sneak off and snog in corners?’


‘Neither’ said Judy, feeling her face grow pink. ‘He just likes embarrassing me.’


‘You mustn’t be embarrassed on my account,’ said Carl, making for the sofa. ‘In fact, you two have given me an idea for a play.’ He made to sit down, then straightened up again. ‘Oh – were you thinking of using the sofa? I can make myself scarce.’


Lloyd laughed. ‘Fat chance,’ he said.


Carl beamed. ‘I might use that as the title. It would be perfect.’


‘Are you a playwright?’


‘Not really – I scribble a bit in my spare time. I’m a GP – my practice is just down the road at the Health Centre.’


‘Where the dreaded ante-natal clinic is,’ said Judy, glancing at Lloyd. ‘Don’t forget we’ve got an appointment tomorrow.’ She had been told that the father should attend check-ups and scans and everything else to do with the baby, and had dragged a very reluctant Lloyd with her whenever she could. It was like taking a very old, very obstinate dog to the vet, and he got out of it every time he could.


‘I’m not forgetting,’ said Lloyd. ‘And I don’t dread it, I just . . .’ He shrugged. ‘I just think you feel more at home in these places if you’re actually pregnant.’


‘You don’t,’ said Judy. ‘Take my word for it.’


‘Tell yourself you’re a doctor,’ Carl said, with a grin. ‘You’ll feel much less out of place. Actually, I’m in partnership with Denis Leeward – I think you might know him, Lloyd. He was the FME for Stansfield before he moved to Malworth. It would be a while ago – I think he moved here about seven or eight years ago.’


‘Oh, yes, I know him,’ said Lloyd. ‘How’s he keeping? I haven’t seen him since he left.’


‘Oh, he’s fine.’


‘Give him my regards.’


‘Have you had any plays produced, Carl?’ asked Judy.


‘Marianne produced one once, but two men and a dog came to it. The men fell asleep and the dog thought it was pretentious sub-Chekhovian psycho-babble.’


Lloyd smiled. ‘Did you ever think of going into the theatre professionally?’


Carl shrugged. ‘At Cambridge, yes. I even did a bit in the Footlights. But I wasn’t destined to be plucked from the obscurity of medicine like so many before me, so I write the odd nativity play for five year olds to perform and scripts for Marianne’s pantomimes. My biggest challenge of recent years has been working “Walking in the Air” into every script. I’ll be glad when Dexter’s voice breaks.’


‘I trust I’m not going to have to sing it,’ said Lloyd.


Carl smiled. ‘I thought Welshmen jumped at the chance to give their tonsils a workout.’


‘Not this Welshman.’ He grinned. ‘Well, not singing, anyway.’ Lloyd was checking his mobile which he had had to switch off during the relaxation class, and listened to a message; he excused himself and left Judy with Carl.


‘Do you have to sing it?’ asked Judy.


‘I will have to, if Dex isn’t back on form by the time we open,’ he said. ‘It sounds a bit strange in a not-very-tuneful baritone. I think I would play it for laughs. I’d have to – I’d probably still have the Ugly Sister’s make-up on. Doubling up is no fun, believe me.’


‘You and Dex don’t seem exactly interchangeable,’ said Judy. ‘Do you have to have Buttons’s costume in two different sizes?’


‘No. If I had to do it, I’d use a costume from a previous production where I played a footman. It doesn’t have as many buttons on it, but it would do, at a pinch. We can’t afford luxuries like doubling up on costumes.’ He smiled. ‘We don’t usually have to use the understudies, but we’ve never been hit with flu like we have this year. You and Lloyd might find yourselves starring in this production on the opening night.’ He pushed the sandwiches over to her. ‘Have some,’ he said.


Judy gratefully took a sandwich as Lloyd came back in, his face serious and troubled. ‘Dr Bignall,’ he began.


‘Oh, Carl, please.’


‘Dr Bignall, I’m sorry, but I have some very bad news for you.’
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