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      Chapter One

    


    “Explain this to me just once more,” said Dan Sale, glancing sidelong over his granny specs as he cornered the big car at roughly twice the urban speed limit. “With particular emphasis on why it has to be you rather than the SAS, and what use you‘re going to be to my newspaper with your throat cut.”


    The editor of the Skipley Chronicle was a spare, slightly stooped man in his fifties with a manner as dry as sticks and less hair than he once had. Those who only ever saw him behind a desk supposed the Mercedes was a status symbol. But Sale learnt his trade before mobile phones, when the ability to drive like Jehu could mean the difference between hold-the-front and a page-two filler, and when the need arose he could still burn rubber like a Hollywood stuntman.


    Rosie Holland waited for gravity to return her to her seat beside him before attempting to reply. Her broad, capable hands were fisted white-knuckled in the seatbelt, and not just because of Sale’s driving. She enjoyed a good roller coaster, would venture any ride whose safety bars would accommodate her ample frame. But this wasn’t a fairground thrill, engineered for the maximum of terror with the minimum of danger. Sale was driving like this because, just possibly, a life depended on it. And what he wanted to know was why he was risking his licence to rush his paper’s famous Agony Aunt into a battle zone when anyone with a titter of wit would be speeding in the opposite direction.


    And there was an answer, even one that he would understand. It had to do with a notion as old-fashioned as Sale himself: personal responsibility.


    “This is my fault,” said Rosie, as calmly as she could though the frank brown eyes in the apple-cheeked face were rimed with fear. At forty-seven, five foot eight and fourteen stone – on a good day – this was not a woman who was easily intimidated, but she was worried now. “I misread the situation and now there’s a woman being held at knife point in her own house who doesn’t know where else to turn.”


    “She could try the police,” said Sale shortly. “It’s a police matter. The knife makes it a police matter.”


    “He’s her son, and he’s eighteen years old, and that makes it a family matter,” insisted Rosie. “She might be sick and tired of the mess he’s making of his life – sick enough to want to wash her hands of him, desperate enough to seek support from a so-called professional counsellor. But that’s a long way from wanting to see him in the remand wing at Winson Green.”


    “That may still be the best solution for all concerned,” grunted Sale. “Whatever feelings she has for him, the woman has no right asking you to risk your safety to keep a drug addict out of jail.”


    “No?” Rosie sounded doubtful. “I think I gave her the right when I presumed to advise her. If she’d asked her mother or her sister or her best friend what to do about young Robbie, about his drugs and his thieving and his bad friends, she might have gone on losing sleep – and money from her purse – but he’d never have pulled a knife on her. Instead she asked me; and I told her that all that was left was Tough Love. I told her to bag his gear and sling it on the street, to change the locks and take the phone off the hook. I told her he had to take the consequences of his own choices until he was ready to acknowledge her needs.”


    She sucked in a deep, unsteady breath. “And God help me, that’s exactly what she did. Only I didn’t anticipate that he’d come back armed with a sledgehammer and a flick knife, and tell her to get Aunty Rosie with her big nose and her big mouth round for a heart-to-heart. Maybe I should have done; maybe if I was as good at this job as people seem to think I would have done. Whatever, I can’t leave Marjorie Miller to cope alone. I can’t walk away now it’s got messy.”


    “It could get messier if you don’t,” growled Sale. “Robbie Miller isn’t really going to stab his mother. He wouldn’t be waiting for you to arrive if he was. What he’s waiting for is the chance to stab the woman who told her it was time to damn him and put herself first.”


    Rosie acknowledged that with a rueful sniff. “That’s why I need you here. Or someone I can rely on, anyway, and with Matt and Alex away for a dirty weekend …” She shrugged. “I do have friends,” she added, a shade defensively, “but not many I’d trust with my life.”


    “There’s Prufrock.” It wasn’t an altogether serious suggestion – in fact Sale would have been offended if she’d asked anyone else – but the old man had taken so heartily to the role of her amanuensis that Sale was a little surprised he wasn‘t in the back seat right now, chipping in with his unsought advice.


    Rosie snorted. “If I need help I’ll need it fast. Arthur doesn’t drive, and every time he uses a mobile phone he gets the weather forecast. I’d sooner not be bleeding while he’s struggling with the complexities of push-button dialling.”


    “You mean, you’ll bring in the police but only after you’re hurt?” Sale’s nostrils flared impatiently. “Rosie, that makes no sense. Let me stop the car and call them now. They won’t stop you talking to him. If you can talk him out, fine – but nobody’s going to get hurt if you can’t.”


    “She is,” said Rosie stubbornly. “Mrs Miller. I owe her better than that. Dan, you didn’t hear her. She was terrified, but she begged me not to call the police. She’d rather deal with him alone, even in that state, than let the police have him. What could I do? – I gave her my word. This isn’t some passing maniac we’re talking about, it’s her son. She knows what he is, what he’s done. She knows she can’t do anything more for him, and if she wants any life for herself she has to put him out of it. But she doesn’t want to destroy him as well.


    “Once the police are involved, all the options vanish. There’s only one way the courts can deal with a man who steals from his mother to buy drugs and comes back with a knife when she throws him out. Whatever he’s done, he’s eighteen years old and she doesn’t want him doing four years with the block barons selling his rectum every Saturday night!”


    Rosie realised from the quality of his silence that she’d succeeded in shocking Sale. Normally this would have been a cause for satisfaction; now she felt a pang of regret. She sighed and touched his hand on the steering wheel. “I’m sorry to get you involved. If the shit hits the fan nobody’ll be surprised that I was in range, but you have a reputation to lose. If you don’t want to stay you can drop me at the house and—”


    Before he’d been worried; now she’d made him angry. He didn’t shout: his voice dropped from gruff to gravelly. “Is that what you think of me? You won’t leave this woman to deal with her own violent son, but you think I’d leave you? You’re willing to risk your skin for her, but you doubt I’m willing to risk my reputation for you? You’re right, Rosie, you do have friends. I’m one of them. I hoped you might have noticed.”


    It was dirty pool, and in any other circumstances she’d have knocked him off his high horse with a raucous laugh like a bar-room parrot’s. But there was just the chance, and both of them knew it, that they might regret anything they left unsaid now. She said simply, “You, Matt and the Chronicle are the best things that have happened to me in ten years. I know you’re worried about me. I’m not sure I deserve it, but I like it.


    “I’m not aiming to get hurt in there. I think I can defuse the situation. If I can’t, maybe I can disarm the little sod. He’s only eighteen, and junkies are mostly physical wrecks. Anyway, I have to try. For my own peace of mind, and because I want to go on doing this job and I don’t think I could if you, me and the punters knew there was a point beyond which I couldn’t be counted on. But if I’m wrong, Dan, there is nobody I would rather have watching my back.”


    If he’d thought it would do some good Sale would have kept trying to dissuade her, found other arguments, even made it an order. But he knew he’d be wasting his breath. Once her mind was made up Rosie Holland never yielded to any form of restraint that didn’t have buckles on the sleeves. “At least let me come in with you.”


    She shook her head, untidy curls dancing on her broad brow. She affected the kind of hairstyle that most people avoid after their mothers stop doing it. “That wasn’t the deal. He’ll let me in if I come alone. If he sees anyone else he might hurt her. And I really don’t think that’s what he wants. She’s still his mother, probably the only person in the world who actually cares about him. I think he was just shocked to find that even her tolerance has limits.”


    “He’s a drug addict. You don’t know what he’ll do.”


    “He’s an eighteen-year-old boy. If he gives me a hard time I’ll pick him up and spank him.”


    Sale barked a desperate little laugh. “I don’t think you’ve any idea of the size of eighteen-year-old boys these days!” Then, thinking again: “Ah … Perhaps you have.”


    Actually she knew more about the physical structure of eighteen-year-old boys, and everyone else from babies to old ladies, than anyone who hadn’t spent twenty years dissecting them. She knew that her previous incarnation as a hospital pathologist still caused him unease, that he preferred to think of the author of the Chronicle‘s advice page The Primrose Path as a doctor. The fact remained, the patients on whom she’d bestowed most of her medical expertise were all dead.


    She bit her lip. He would never know how easy it would have been to let herself be persuaded, how difficult being this stubborn really was. “The bottom line is, I’m doing this and you’re helping me. We might both wish we were spending the night some other way, but the phone went and this is it. I’m going inside, and you’re waiting out here in case the thing goes pear-shaped. Give me half an hour. If you haven’t heard from me by then, call the cops. If you hear screams, call them sooner.”


    Brindley Road was built between the wars of comfortable semi-detached houses set back behind leafy front gardens. Sale slowed the car, looking at the numbers on the gates. Then he stopped.


    There wasn’t much time – partly because of what might be happening in the house, but mainly because if Rosie intended to do this she couldn’t afford to think about it much longer. But a few seconds couldn’t matter. In the open door of the car she paused. “Dan, if this goes wrong, don’t blame yourself. I didn’t give you any choice. Remember that.”


    He nodded tersely. No one would query it; everyone who knew her had been cajoled, coerced or bullied into doing something unwise by Rosie Holland, and they all forgave her because everything she did came straight from the heart. But he wouldn’t forgive this in a hurry, however it turned out.


    And because he didn’t know how it would turn out, he couldn’t let her go without a word. He leaned across the car. “And there was nothing wrong with the advice you gave. You remember that.”


    The driveway in front of the house was dark. Only the glow of the street lamps, dim through the trees, showed her the way. At two in the morning there were no lights in any of the houses. Rosie took a deep breath, tasting the October frost, then set her jaw determinedly and went through the gate.


    Marjorie Miller was a teacher, fifty-two, a divorcee with two daughters and a son. An ordinary middle-class family, except for one thing: the youngest child was a drug addict.


    She wrote to The Primrose Path more because she needed to talk about her situation than in any hope of a solution. She’d done everything she could think of to rescue the boy but he wasn’t interested. When she found an addiction clinic he wouldn’t stay; when she made appointments for him with a psychiatrist he wouldn’t go. He lost his job; she found him another one; he lost that too. She fed, clothed and sheltered him; she gave him pocket money. It wasn’t enough: he stole from her to buy drugs. Once she came home to find he’d sold her television.


    Rosie considered the dilemma at (for her) some length before asking Mrs Miller if, since she was clearly nearing the end of her tether, she was desperate enough to take the Tough Love approach.


    She’d heard of it, thought it was some American fad with little relevance to the Midlands. On the contrary, said Rosie, it was increasingly being seen as an option by responsible people who’d tried everything else. Nor was it just an exercise in damage limitation. In a significant number of cases removing the safety net – ‘I can always go home, I can always get money at home, they won’t see me suffer’ – was the jolt that made addicts, thieves and other black sheep face up to their problems. When a severe talking-to, a serious heart-to-heart, a few lost tempers and cutting the plug off the television set had failed, it was time – for some people – to start thinking in terms of Tough Love.


    Robbie Miller was legally an adult, no longer entitled to be provided for as of right. He was in no stronger position in his mother’s house than a lodger, said Rosie, and could be asked to leave at any time. If he refused to go, the 1988 Housing Act gave her the right simply to change the lock on the front door and deny access other than for the purpose of removing personal property.


    The factor Rosie had overlooked was that the letter of the law probably wasn’t much of an icon to a drug-addicted thief.


    It was a little after one when Rosie’s phone rang. This was not unusual: she gave her home number to people she thought needed it, was quite capable of dealing with those who abused the privilege. She would rather lose sleep talking to a desperate correspondent than have his suicide splashed across the front page of the Chronicle while The Primrose Path inside was advising him to stop being so pathetic and pull himself together.


    Mrs Miller was certainly desperate, so desperate she was hardly making sense. It took Rosie minutes to get a straight tale from her: that Robbie had returned, had beaten in her back door with a sledgehammer and had a knife at her throat. He was demanding to see this Primrose Holland who’d splashed his private business all across her column and told his mother it was all right to sling him out.


    “I’ll call the police,” Rosie had said, already grabbing for her clothes.


    “No – please – don’t do that.” As far as Rosie could tell through the terror catching up her voice, Mrs Miller was not merely saying what she was told to. “Don’t worry, I’ll sort it out. He’ll calm down soon. I’m sorry I troubled you, Ms Holland. It’s just … well, putting him out of the house was one thing. Putting him in prison is another.”


    “All right,” said Rosie quickly; “all right. I’ll come, and I won’t call the police. But you tell him from me: if anybody gets hurt he’s going to do hard time. And the way they get you off drugs in prison isn’t how they do it in those fancy clinics.”


    She’d already dialled Matt Gosling’s number before she remembered he was out of town – not, in fact, for a dirty weekend but for a conference on the economics of small-scale publishing. Matt became a newspaper proprietor recently enough to think other people in the industry had a clearer idea of what they were doing and might share that knowledge with him. In another year he’d realise they were all doing it by guess and by God.


    Her secretary, Alex Fisher, was at the same conference. Matt didn’t have a PA, and wouldn’t employ one while Alex would fill in. His first career, as a soldier, had taught him a stalker’s patience: he knew about taking the high ground and waiting for the quarry to come to him. When Rosie asked Alex about Matt she said, with just a hint of surprise in her beautifully modulated voice, that they were friends and colleagues. When she asked Matt about Alex he said she was the girl he was going to marry.


    So she’d called Dan, and he – to her eternal gratitude – had put the questions on hold until he’d collected her. Then, of course, he tried to talk her out of it, but that was all right – she quite liked the idea that someone thought she was being absurdly brave.


    Brick walls loomed above her. She’d brought a torch: she shook it to try to beef up the weak orange beam. She found the side gate. Come to the back door, she’d been told, it’ll be open. Knowing that it had been attacked by a junkie with a sledgehammer, Rosie could have guessed as much.


    In the silence and the dark, she heard the frantic thud of her own heart. The doctor in her kicked in: adrenalin pumping into her blood in response to the imminent threat, readying her for fight or for flight. But she wasn’t built for flight. She rounded the corner of the house shoulder first, like a Green Beret entering a Vietnamese village.


    The back door was indeed standing open. Rosie frowned: less damage than she’d expected. OK, that was good, that meant Robbie’d got in without having to work himself into a frenzy. Maybe his mother had exaggerated. Maybe he didn’t have his knife at her throat either, merely in his hand; or even in his pocket. Maybe it wasn’t even a knife. Was it too much to hope that it was a potato peeler from the kitchen drawer?


    The time had come to find out. Pushing the fear down through her with a determination almost as solid as hands, she stepped inside. She drew a deep breath, flicked the paling torch around the kitchen …


    And then somehow, unaccountably, the whole back of the house was filled with light and sound and people. Bright lights dazzling her, laughter and instructions she didn’t understand, people she didn’t recognise except that none of them was a middle-aged woman or her eighteen-year-old son.


    Out of the chaos two men came into focus, one squatting in front of Rosie with a camera on his shoulder, the other cosying up to her with a microphone and that smirk that television personalities confuse with charm.


    “Primrose Holland,” he beamed at the camera, “women’s page editor at the Skipley Chronicle and celebrated Agony Aunt – You’ve Been Had!”


    Then she understood. She watched a lot of television in a desultory sort of way, had the deplorable habit of turning on as soon as she came home and letting it run like background music until she went to bed. She saw a lot of bits of programmes that way, most of them rubbish. Dick Chauncey’s You’ve Been Had was typical.


    She’d never have admitted to being a viewer, but in fact she’d seen him do this before – to a fireman conned into rescuing his own toddler from a supposedly unsafe building, to a dog breeder delivering her pedigree bitch of indisputably mongrel puppies, to a conductor whose orchestra was playing from a different score.


    So she knew what the form was. Victims were supposed to look horrified, then see the funny side, then give the smirking Chauncey either a quick kiss or a slap on the back depending on their sex and/ or inclination.


    Marjorie Miller and her son Robbie? –figments of the imagination. Chauncey must have written the letters, chuckling over Rosie’s growing involvement, finally paid an actress to phone her in the middle of the night and bring the thing to a climax. He’d borrowed the house, installed his film crew and waited for her to follow the bait to the back door. He may have wondered if she would chicken out, but he wouldn’t let that spoil the programme. He may have wondered how she’d react. He’d given her every reason to be afraid. She’d come here expecting to confront a dangerous young man, and if the anti-climax was enough to provoke a stream of obscene invective – Rosie Holland was not known for either self-restraint or delicacy of expression – that could only add to the entertainment.


    All these thoughts raced through Rosie’s mind in the seconds that followed the dénouement. She saw Chauncey waiting, that smug smile on his face, the microphone in his hand, waiting cheerfully for her to respond to the jape he’d played on her.


    She met his gaze. She smiled wryly and shook her head. She chuckled. He chuckled.


    Then all that adrenalin washing round her system somehow gathered in her right fist and she fetched him such a clout that he’d have measured his length on the linoleum had he not landed on the sound recordist first.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    They held the inquest on Monday morning, in Matt Gosling’s office up in the eaves of the Chronicle building.


    “And there never was a Marjorie Miller?” said Alex incredulously. “The letters were forged?”


    Rosie grimaced. “Every word – except the address, which is Chauncey’s producer’s house. Everything else was a lie. And I never suspected.”


    “Don’t blame yourself for that,” said Matt staunchly. He was a big man, when he stretched his legs into the room they became a hazard to navigation. This mattered less than it might have done because one of them didn’t hurt if it got kicked. “It never occurred to me we’d have to be wary of people inventing problems. What kind of a sick mind thought that up?”


    Sale sniffed. “The same one that thinks up all his stunts. You’ve seen the programme: humiliation disguised as humour is what it’s about. If it’s any comfort, Rosie, this wasn’t personal. You could consider it a compliment – Chauncey wouldn’t have bothered if The Primrose Path wasn’t so popular.”


    “I’d rather have had an appreciative note and a bunch of flowers,” Rosie said ruefully.


    Matt grinned. He thought the world of Rosie, loved her warmth, her fallibility and her sheer enthusiasm for life. A similar sense of humour, verging on the juvenile, a common sense of adventure, a shared enjoyment in the world and all its wonders made them natural allies. If Rosie had turned out to be the world’s worst women’s page editor – and there had been moments when that seemed a distinct possibility – Matt would never have regretted hiring her.


    But the grin faded, leaving him worried. Rosie Holland was the best thing about the Skipley Chronicle – its heart, its soul, its conscience; and the revitalised Chronicle was one of the best things about Skipley. Without it the place would have been just another Black Country township in constant danger of being absorbed into the Birmingham conurbation. Its own weekly newspaper made it a community, and The Primrose Path was the main buffer between the Chronicle and insolvency. Anything that threatened the Path threatened the paper.


    Alex was frankly appalled. She’d known Rosie for years, was the chief administrator’s secretary at the West Country hospital where Rosie practised pathology until she took up journalism. Now her PA, Alex knew better than anyone that Rosie could exasperate for England. She’d undoubtedly made enemies in the short time they’d been here, any of whom might have sought redress. A smack in the eye was an occupational hazard. But this was an act of deliberate cruelty, a snare baited to trap only someone who took the job seriously and tried to do it well. To Alex, who put a high value on courage, it seemed inexcusable to use a person’s virtues against them. And for what? For television entertainment.


    Matt said, “What do we do about it?”


    Sale was the only career journalist among them, it gave him a sense of perspective. He’d seen it all before. He knew survival was the best revenge: that if you stood long enough on the bridge, the bodies of all your enemies floated underneath. “If we complain they’ll just say we’ve no sense of humour and Rosie’s better at dishing it out than taking it. I think we have to chalk it up to experience. Just be glad that, however scared we both were, she was never in danger.”


    Alex said diffidently, “We could ask them not to screen it.”


    Rosie looked up sharply. “We’re not asking them any favours. If Chauncey wants to make me look stupid, fine – he’s not the first to try, or even to succeed. I can take criticism, I can take mockery, but I’m not going to apologise because I did nothing wrong and in the same circumstances I’d do the same again. Including decking the creepzoid.” She glared around, daring them to contradict.


    “I’m with Rosie,” Sale said calmly. “We’ve nothing to explain. Someone with an odd sense of humour abused a service we offer and got a black eye for his trouble. I’m going to do a story for the front page. By the time the broadcast goes out it’ll be old news and the only thing viewers’ll want to see is Dick Chauncey getting his just deserts.”


    Alex raised a dubious eyebrow. “It’s a gamble.”


    “Life’s a gamble,” snorted Rosie. “Dan’s right, we’ve nothing to be embarrassed about. Let’s go for it. I’ll pose for a photo.” She gave a sudden, evil leer. “Tell you what – let’s ask Chauncey if we can do an action replay.”


    The gamble paid off. The Chronicle switchboard was juggling calls of support from when the paper went on sale on Thursday morning until the offices closed for the weekend. The people of Skipley who’d adopted the fat woman as mentor and champion had no doubt where their sympathies lay. They were like small-town people everywhere: not very imaginative but with a strong sense of fair play. Asked to choose between a woman who did what she believed was necessary though it scared her witless and a man who thought that was funny, they voted with their fingers. The phone at PVF TV, home of Dick Chauncey’s You’ve Been Had, was busy too but the messages were less supportive.


    Dan Sale had been in this industry a lot of years and had made a lot of contacts. He learned all kinds of things by roundabout ways. He learned that a crisis meeting similar to the one at the Chronicle had taken place at the television studios. He learned that, even if the newspaper was prepared to draw a line under the episode, PVF were not.


    He called to tell Matt he was on his way upstairs.


    Matt wasn’t sure what to expect. He enjoyed a good relationship with his editor, each taking care not to trespass on the other’s territory. What went into the Chronicle was Sale’s responsibility: getting it on to the street was Matt’s. It wasn’t often that the editor felt the need to consult his proprietor.


    “I’ve heard a rumour,” said Sale, “that we might not have seen the last of Dick Chauncey, and I don’t know whether to warn Rosie or not.”


    Matt’s eyebrows rocketed. “Of course you have to warn her.” Then, more cautiously, “Don’t you?”


    “I don’t want to make her twitchy. She can’t do the job with one eye over her shoulder.”


    “Rosie?” said Matt doubtfully. “Our Rosie?”


    “You think she’s immune to criticism? No one is. Some people cope with it better than others, but everyone feels a knock pretty much the same way. I don’t want her handling every query she gets from now on with kid gloves. The Path works as well as it does because she fires from the hip. Yes, most of the time she’s right, but she’s always entertaining. If she loses her nerve The Primrose Path’ll be just another advice column.”


    Dan Sale had changed his tune in the last nine months. When he sent Matt to see Rosie all he wanted was a weekly column on health matters. He was stunned when Matt admitted sheepishly that he’d promised her a full page and a largely free hand as to what to do with it. When Rosie arrived at the Chronicle Sale was deeply uneasy; when he saw the first week’s Path he was ready to fall on a specially sharpened blue pencil.


    But he was wrong, and he was generous enough to admit it even before sales started to climb. Now he was almost as big a fan as Matt, and his support was even more valuable because he knew this business inside out.


    Matt knew that the Chronicle’s fortunes were tied up with The Primrose Path, that anything which threatened it also threatened the paper’s survival and with it his family’s investment. Matt’s mother was one of six sisters whose response to the culvert bomb that invalided him out of the Army was to finance his new career.


    But the old one had taught him not to be scared into making bad decisions. “I think you’re wrong, Dan. I think she can cope with the uncertainty as long as she trusts us. I don’t think Chauncey can do a fraction as much damage as we will if we start keeping secrets from one another.”


    

      Sale was persuaded. “All right. If you want to tell her, tell her.” Matt’s eyes flared in alarm. “We’ll both tell her.”


    


    Arthur Prufrock had spent his professional life among boys aged between seven and thirteen years. It had left him uniquely well qualified to understand the mentality of those working in television.


    “Oh yes,” he said with conviction, “they’ll try again. As it stands, you beat Chauncey at his own game in front of his gang. The only way he can save face is by giving you a bloody nose in return.”


    “That’s what I thought,” nodded Rosie. She didn’t seem too troubled; not enough to spoil her appetite anyway. She helped herself to another hot buttered crumpet. “I just hope he’ll take his best shot and get it over with. I have more to worry about than whether a TV personality in the throes of the male menopause is lurking behind every tree.”


    Prufrock eyed her over his cup with that mixture of affection and irritation Rosie inspired in all her friends. He was a small, round man with a puff of cotton-wool hair fringing his bald pink pate and a little white moustache. He looked just what he was – a retired housemaster from a minor public school – until you met his eyes, which were sharper and brighter and much more intelligent than anything else about him suggested. He was Rosie’s senior by twenty years.


    There were those among Prufrock’s neighbours who entertained ideas about him and Rosie. She thought the talk was hilarious and refused to deny it. Prufrock was inclined to a certain umbrage. He had never married so this wasn’t the first time he’d heard his name romantically linked with that of another. But always previously he’d been able to send the rumour-monger to bed without his supper.


    He smiled under his moustache. “Such as what?”


    “Such as …” She failed to come up with a single pressing concern. “Such as whether I should get my bellybutton pierced. Such as whether I should have Shad plant me a knot garden.” Shad Lucas was Prufrock’s gardener when they first met; recently he’d accepted responsibility for taming the jungle behind Rosie’s house, “I don’t know. Anything has to be more important than Dick Chauncey’s punctured ego and what he might do next. I don’t care, Arthur. I’m not wasting another minute thinking about it.”


    His diamond gaze was mildly disapproving. “That may be a mistake.”


    Rosie shrugged. “He’s a pathetic little man who makes a living embarrassing people. Let him do his worst. He can’t hurt me.”


    “Perhaps he can’t. If he takes you on again and you beat him again he’s finished; if he bests you he looks like a bad loser. As far as walking into another ambush goes, I imagine you are safe …”


    He left a little row of dots hanging in the air to indicate there was more. Dutifully, Rosie cocked her head at him. “But …?”


    “But there are other ways. What if he targets someone close to you instead? Hurts them, makes a fool of them? Not everyone’s as resilient as you, Rosie. Most people would be mortified at being held up to public ridicule.”


    “Most people who are close to me are used to ridicule.” But her hollow tone betrayed concern. She’d thought she could handle anything Chauncey could throw at her. It hadn’t occurred to her that he might find a softer target more rewarding.


    Prufrock smiled fondly. “So we are. Still, it’s something to bear in mind. Alex, for instance. She’s younger than us, Rosie, and she’s nicer – she cares what people think of her. She might be wise to watch her step for a while.”


    Impotent anger was not a sensation Rosie was familiar with. Mostly she dealt with anything that made her angry. Sometimes she made things better, not infrequently she made them worse, but she never sat by and let them happen around her. This time there was nothing she could do. If she tried to have it out with Chauncey, he’d feign innocence and quietly note that this was something that bothered her.


    And maybe Prufrock was wrong. Maybe Chauncey hadn’t thought of any such thing. But he would if she marched round to his office and told him to leave her friends alone.


    “There’s you, too,” she said, only half in jest.


    Prufrock chuckled. “What can he do to me? I’m sixty-eight years old, for all Chauncey knows there’s only the battery in a pacemaker standing between me and the Grim Reaper. If he leaps out from behind a rhododendron and says ‘Boo’he could have a corpse on his hands. No, I’m safe enough. Look after Alex. If he wants to get at you, he’ll do it through her.”


    Across Skipley, in the researchers’room at PVF TV, Jackie Pickering returned the phone gently, quietly, to its cradle and hoped no one would speak to her for the next minute or so. If they did she would be unable to disguise the massive, burgeoning satisfaction that she felt, and then they’d know she had it. The big one, the story that would make her name and her fortune. They’d know it was the big one because all her colleagues were looking for a big one of their own, and they wouldn’t rest until they found out what she had.


    Soon she’d be happy to share it with them. Hell, she wanted to share it with the whole damn country, and for that she’d need her producer’s help. She’d get it; she knew she’d get it. Maybe tomorrow, certainly before the weekend, she’d talk to Ms Frank, put her cards on the table, set out her stall and start selling. Once it was safe; once it was real; once there was no danger of it slipping away.


    And after she’d talked to Debbie. More than anyone, Debbie would understand what it meant to her. People here would see it as a bold career move, admire her dedication and skill and envy the success it would bring her. But Debbie would recognise it as a personal triumph as well. For that reason, and others, Debbie should hear it – had the right to hear it – first. She’d call her tonight,


    So Jackie kept her head down and waited for her heart to stop pounding; and to avoid her colleagues’gaze and the casual questions that would undo her, she pretended to be updating her notes in the light of the conversation she’d just had. In fact she hadn’t taken any notes. She didn’t need to: she’d remember every word both of them had said until she died. It was that important. The moment she agreed to a meeting, and heard the trap she’d set so carefully, so patiently, snap shut, ranked among the chief moments of her life.


    Things don’t often work out just how you’ve planned, just how you need them to. Today they had. Her heart thumped, and her breath wouldn’t come, and pretending to update the notes she hadn’t kept her shaking fingers scrawled on the telephone pad the same words that hammered in her head.


    “Got you, you bastard!”


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    The phone went in the middle of the night. The first thing Rosie thought of, after regret at being roused from a particularly tasty dream, was Dick Chauncey. If this was another client of The Primrose Path whose life had taken a sudden turn for the worst, he or she was going to get an earful. A week wasn’t long enough for Rosie to have forgotten or forgiven.


    It was Prufrock. He’d never called her in the night before – he still thought that ten o’clock was a late enough bedtime for anyone, or ten thirty on Saturdays – so she knew something was wrong even before he’d finished apologising.


    “Arthur – Arthur, it’s all right. What’s happened?”


    He abandoned the apology, said simply, “It’s Shad.”


    By now Rosie was wide awake. Shad; and not good news. “Where is he? Is he all right?”


    “Not really,” admitted Prufrock, answering her second question first. “He’s in Crewe.”


    “Crewe?” So that was why he was calling. Shad was in Crewe and Prufrock didn’t drive. Rosie sighed. “I’ll pick you up in fifteen minutes.”


    “I hate to do this to you,” he said. “I know you’ve a busy day ahead. I’d have made him wait for the first train. But he sounded so odd. He hasn’t even any money on him.”


    Rosie frowned, her brows meeting like amorous caterpillars. “What’s he doing in Crewe with no money at two in the morning? No, don’t answer that. I’ll see you in a quarter of an hour, you can give me the full SP then.”


    It was a fifty-mile drive, though at that time of night they had the outside lane of the M6 to themselves. Rosie drove and Prufrock talked.


    “When the phone went, I thought at first it was a nuisance call. He didn’t say anything.”


    He didn’t say anything for second after long second. Prufrock was beginning to think it was his own personal pervert, a semi-literate heavy breather who’d misread the phone book and called at intervals in the hope of getting through to Miss Prudence Frock. He snapped waspishly, “Whoever you are, I’m sure it’s past your bedtime.” Then as the silence stretched, a kind of intuition stirred. “Shad – is that you?”


    The sound of his name wrenched a response out of Shad Lucas. “Yes.” His naturally low-pitched voice was choked with gravel.


    “Where are you? At home?”


    “No. A station …”


    “You’re at the station?”


    “No. I think …” There was a pause while he looked around, trying to get his bearings. “I think it’s Crewe.”


    Prufrock stared at the phone in astonishment. It was absurd enough that anyone was standing on Crewe station at two in the morning; it was bizarre that his gardener was; but most peculiar of all was that his gardener wasn’t sure if he was standing on Crewe station or not. “Have you been drinking?”


    Again the pause while the younger man considered. “I don’t think so.”


    “Don’t you know?”


    Shad tried hard to make some sense. “Arthur, I don’t know how I got here. Half an hour ago I found myself wandering through some … shunting yards or something, and there wasn’t a soul in sight, and I didn’t know where I was …” His voice began to climb with the memory of panic. He forced it down. “Finally I saw some lights, and I found this phone, and there’s a sign over there that says ‘Crewe’, and that’s all I know.”


    Prufrock’s mouth opened and closed twice before anything intelligent came out. Finally he said, “All right, Shad; don’t upset yourself, we’ll sort it out.” If he’d had a pound for every time he’d used those same words, injecting calm into chaos and buying himself time to think of an answer, he’d have had a big house up on The Brink instead of a cottage in Foxford Lane. But it always worked. He could sound authoritative, in control of events, when he was as much at sea as everyone else. “Is the Land Rover anywhere about? Did you drive there?”


    The sound of pockets being patted. “I don’t think so. No keys.”


    “All right. Have you the money to get home?”


    He already knew the answer to that. “I’ve got two pounds and fifty-seven pence.” Which wouldn’t get him to Stoke-on-Trent, let alone Skipley.


    In earlier times, if one of his charges had called in a similar dilemma Prufrock would have despatched him to the nearest police station and phoned ahead to arrange transport and funds. But Shad wasn’t eleven, he was twenty-five and unlikely to receive the same solicitude. Also, he avoided police stations whenever possible. If that was the best Prufrock could suggest he knew Shad would rather hitch, and he didn’t sound he was in any state to be doing that.


    Prufrock sucked in a deep breath and considered, but there was only one solution. “Stay where you are. I’ll call Rosie, we’ll come and get you.”


    “And he’s no idea how he got there?” Incredulity sent Rosie’s full-bodied contralto soaring operatically.


    Prufrock spread small pink hands in a rueful shrug. “Not when I spoke to him. He may have worked it out by now.”


    “Did he sound drunk?”


    “No. He sounded frightened.”


    Rosie considered. It wasn’t just that she owed Prufrock more than a lost night’s sleep. She owed Shad, too. He’d had problems enough when they first met but he’d never been shot before. “Arthur, is this about his … clairvoyance?”


    They never quite knew what to call it, this extra sense of Shad’s. ‘Clairvoyance’ made it sound like an end-of-the-pier attraction. ‘ESP’sounded like science fiction but was probably closer to the mark. He had a perception that was additional to the customary quota. He didn’t see things, didn’t know things, couldn’t see the future; but he could feel things that most people can’t. Vibrations; memories; the echoes of emotions powerful enough to go on reverberating in the stones of a place long after their causes were gone. Sometimes – not always, it was at best an imperfect perception – he could feel the presence of evil.
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