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            CHAPTER ONE

         
 
         The tyres of the Rolls-Royce hissed on the wet road as it pulled into the kerb, splashing dirty water against the legs of the old woman on the pavement. She turned and glared at the driver, unimpressed by the noble origins of the cold spray.
 
         ‘You sploshed me,’ she remonstrated in a low accent, as he walked round to open the rear passenger door.
 
         Mrs Marina Norris swung her cover-girl legs onto the pavement and stood up. ‘Wait for me, Harold – this won’t take long,’ she told her chauffeur, with no attempt to hide her distaste.
 
         ‘He sploshed me,’ said the old lady as Mrs Norris swept by.
 
         Harold watched the wife of his employer trot up the wide stairs and vanish through the revolving door of the Town & County department store, and wondered if she were wearing tights or stockings today. ‘Yes, ma’am,’ he said after her retreating figure. ‘Don’t worry about me, ma’am. Presumably your old feller owns the double yellow lines as well as the bleedin’ store.’
         
 
         ‘Young man, you sploshed me,’ the old lady repeated.
 
         Harold glanced at her ham-shaped legs, mottled red down one side through sitting too close to the fire, and flecked with brown down the other, like a thrush’s breast.
 
         ‘Sorry, love,’ he told her, as he slid back into the driving seat. In a lifetime starved of apologies it was more than she had expected.
 
         Harold lowered his window and lit a cigarette, holding it outside the car and half-heartedly trying to blow most of the smoke that way. One good thing about this job – there were always plenty of cigs available. Two or three times a week the boss would leave him a carton in the glove box, or a couple of packets with just one cigarette taken. He gazed across at the shop doorway and wondered about Marina Norris.
 
         Every Friday morning he would drive her to Town & County and she would do her rounds, blowing through the store like a February gale through an orchard, picking fault and criticising at every counter. She would purchase, although that wasn’t the right word because no money ever changed hands, several items of clothing that she would never wear, and, her week’s work done, allow Harold to drive her back to Lymm for a well earned g and t.
         
 
         And then there were her Wednesday afternoons … Harold dropped the half-smoked cigarette on to the road and lit another. They were the type designed for office workers who snatched a quick drag outside their smoke-free zones. Heavily loaded with nicotine at the front end, they gave an instant rush to calm the frayed nerves of chairman and typist alike, before fading into blandness.
 
         Every Wednesday afternoon for the last six months, Mrs Norris had been in the habit of going off in her own car – a sporty little Honda coupe. Apart from that she rarely drove; Harold would have to reverse the car out of the garage for her and leave it pointing in approximately the right direction. Where she went he did not know. Until this week.
 
         Two days ago, Mrs Norris had driven the Honda over the fleur-de-lys shaped wrought-iron edging around the flower beds in the grounds of the Royal Cheshire Hotel, puncturing the front nearside tyre. She rang Harold and asked him to collect her in the Rolls.
 
         Surprisingly, she said she would ride in the front with him. As she swung her legs in he dropped his gaze deferentially, as all randy chauffeurs do, and was rewarded with a glimpse of stocking tops that nearly gave him a cardiac arrest. He confused R with D on the automatic gearbox and almost reversed the Rolls into the Royal Cheshire’s ornamental pool. When she asked him to light her cigarette he could smell the alcohol on her breath, over the perfume and smoke, and her eyes were big and black and sparkled like he’d never seen before.
         
 
         So, he thought, Mrs Norris spends her Wednesday afternoons at a posh hotel, gets popped up, and wears stockings for the occasion. There was no cabaret at the Royal, and they were much too genteel to employ Bunny Girls, so there must be another reason. Knowledge is power, he said to himself, and this knowledge could be very good for my job security, very good indeed. He’d taken her home, then gone back with the gardener to collect the Honda.
 
         ‘’Ello, Harold. How are you?’ said the voice.
 
         Harold jerked out of his daydreams, dropping the cigarette, and turned to the face that had appeared at the window of the Rolls. ‘Hey! Who the hell do you think you are?’ he protested, for the man was now leaning on the windowsill, his head almost inside the car. He was holding a rolled-up plastic carrier bag in his hands.
 
         ‘A friend, Harold. I’m a friend.’
 
         Harold’s hand moved towards the ignition key, so he could raise the electric window, but the stranger slid the plastic bag back to reveal a large automatic pistol. His voice now had iron in it. ‘Don’t do that, or I’ll ventilate your friggin’ spine. Now put your hands on your knees, where I can see them.’
 
         Harold wasn’t a brave man. The colour drained from his face and the palpitations in his chest brought the taste of bile up from his stomach. He had to look down before he could place his hands on his trembling knees. ‘What … what do you want?’ he ventured. If the man had told him: ‘The car,’ he would gladly have vacated it.
         
 
         ‘First of all, a little talk,’ the man replied. ‘Just so as we know where we stand, if you’ll be following my meaning.’ He was wearing ex-Army camouflage clothing and had a concave face, as if he’d been born without a nasal bone. Or modelled from plasticine and then given a good thump.
 
         Harold swallowed and nodded. He felt certain he was about to die, possibly from a heart attack.
 
         ‘You have a little daughter, I believe,’ the man said.
 
         Harold spun to face him, eyes wide and mouth hanging open. ‘You … you …’ He tried to speak, but nothing came out.
 
         ‘Charlotte, I’m told. A bonny wee thing. Now would you be knowing if she arrived at school this morning?’
 
         Harold raised his hands towards the man, but the gun slid from under the bag, pointing towards him. ‘If you so much as touch her …’ Harold began.
 
         ‘You’ll what? Tell the police? We’re not interested in you or your daughter. We may have her, or we may not. Can you afford to take the risk? That’s what you have to ask yourself, Harold my boy. Now here’s what you do.’ The man stooped low alongside the expensive car and gave his instructions to the chauffeur.
 
         
            * * *

         
 
          
         Marina Norris emerged from Town & County accompanied by the manager carrying her purchases. She’d castigated a girl behind one of the perfume counters for looking bored and bought six blouses, three skirts and four pairs of shoes. Harold didn’t notice her until the manager knocked on the car window.
 
         ‘Sorry, ma’am,’ he muttered as he opened the door for her.
 
         Mrs Norris was annoyed. She didn’t like being seen outside Town & County with a bunch of their bags. ‘We’ll put these in the boot,’ she told him.
 
         The manager stood on the pavement and waved as they pulled away. ‘Arrogant cow,’ he mouthed through his smile.
 
         ‘We’ll go to Claire Louise’s now, Harold. I haven’t an appointment, but she’ll fit me in.’
 
         ‘Yes, ma’am.’
 
         Three hundred yards down the road was a large junction controlled by traffic lights. Harold’s instructions from the man with the flat face were to stop at the lights in the left-hand lane. He cruised towards them at a snail’s pace, as if part of a motorcade transporting some dignitary to an important function. Mrs Norris enjoyed travelling through town very slowly in the Rolls-Royce.
 
         ‘You’re in the wrong lane, Harold. It’s straight on to Claire Louise’s.’
 
         ‘Yes, ma’am.’ He’d seen the man making his way towards the lights. He walked with a limp. 
         
 
         ‘Harold! The lights are at green. Why are you stopping?’
 
         ‘Don’t know, ma’am.’
 
         She, too, had noticed the man on the pavement, waiting to cross the road, and wondered with distaste what sort of hooligan he was. She judged everyone on first impressions, but for once she was on the conservative side. The car stopped alongside him and he yanked the rear door open.
 
         ‘Move over,’ he hissed, and bundled her across the seat.
 
         Mrs Norris screamed and kicked, but the man poked the automatic into her side and pulled the door shut with a clunk that had cost a fortune to perfect.
 
         ‘Keep quiet!’ he told her. ‘Dead or alive doesn’t make any difference to me.’
 
         Harold took the left turn as he had been instructed.
 
         ‘Follow the signs towards the M6,’ the man told him.
 
         Mrs Norris huddled in the corner, as far from him as possible, her arms wrapped round herself for protection in a manner that was older than mankind. Thoughts of murder, rape and kidnapping tumbled through her mind. What she had previously only heard of briefly in TV newscasts was now happening to her. She clutched the lapels of her unborn-calf jacket and felt her breasts trembling against her forearms. She wanted to shout, to protest, to reason, but terror had rendered her mute.
 
         Harold tried to see her in the rearview mirror, but she’d sunk low into the leather seat. ‘He made me do it, ma’am,’ he whimpered. ‘They’ve got Charlotte. He made me do it.’
         
 
         The man pressed the muzzle of the gun into the junction between Harold’s left ear and his skull. ‘Just drive!’ he ordered.
 
         Fifty minutes later, the Rolls-Royce turned off a B road into a narrow cart-track. Winter branches dragged along each side of the immaculate coachwork and the vehicle tipped and rolled as the wheels sank into mud-filled ruts and climbed out again. In half a mile they came to a clearing, surrounded by stark brown silver birches. A red Ford Sierra was already parked there, its boot-lid ominously open.
         
 
         ‘Terminus,’ said the man. ‘Everybody out.’
 
         There was a greeting party of two more men, but they could hardly be called welcoming. Their coat hoods were drawn up, concealing the lower parts of their faces. ‘All OK?’ asked the bigger one.
 
         ‘Like a dream,’ said the first, as he dragged Mrs Norris from the car. ‘You too,’ he told Harold.
 
         Marina Norris, now on her feet, pulled her arm from his grasp. ‘You bastard!’ she hissed at him. ‘You—’
 
         His fist hit her on the side of the head, hurling her to the ground. Harold shrank at the ferocity of it. It wasn’t a slap or a punch; it was a blow. He didn’t think a human being could take brutality like that.
 
         She lay on the wet grass, propped on one elbow, with a look of hurt bewilderment on her face and a trickle of blood coming from her nostril. The man unzipped his camouflage jacket and concealed the pistol somewhere within it. He walked over to the Sierra and lifted a Kalashnikov assault rifle from inside the boot. ‘Put her in there,’ he ordered.
         
 
         The other two grabbed Mrs Norris and manhandled her into the boot. They pinioned her arms and legs with plastic ties and stuck a length of duct tape over her mouth. She blew the blood out of her nose so that she could breathe, and realised that she was wetting herself. The boot-lid clunked shut, switching her off from the outside world as abruptly as turning off a television, leaving her in total darkness.
 
         The first man, he of the concave face, caught sight of his own reflection in the Rolls’s paintwork. His legs were truncated, but the curve of the bodywork gave him a barrel chest. He posed for a few seconds, holding the gun at exactly the same angle as Lee Harvey Oswald held his rifle in the photograph he used to have on the back of his locker door.
 
         He wrenched himself away from the image. ‘You, over there,’ he said, swinging the Kalashnikov towards Harold and then in the direction of the trees.
 
         Harold was speechless and paralysed.
 
         ‘Don’t worry. We’re just going to delay your progress. So we’ll have a head start, if you’ll be following my meaning.’
 
         He jabbed Harold with the gun, propelling him towards the undergrowth. 
         
 
         Five yards into them he said: ‘Kneel down.’
 
         Harold’s knees gave way and he sank to the ground.
 
         The man placed the barrel of the gun against the back of Harold’s head and pulled the trigger. The Kalashnikov was only set for single fire, but it was enough to blow his brains through his face.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Good morning, Mrs Wilberforce,’ I said brightly as Annabelle opened her door to my knock.
 
         ‘Good morning, Inspector Priest. You look wet-nosed and bushy-tailed for this time in the morning.’ She held the door wide for me to enter and I followed her through into her kitchen. ‘Have you had some breakfast, Charles?’ she asked.
         
 
         ‘Yes, thank you.’ I didn’t have much to say, relying on a beaming smile to convey my feelings.
 
         ‘I’ve made us plenty of sandwiches, and that’s a flask of soup,’ she said.
 
         ‘Terrific.’ I tested the weight of the parcels. They were heavy. ‘Do these go in your rucksack or mine?’ I wondered.
 
         ‘Yours. You’re of the stronger sex.’
 
         ‘Since when did you start believing that?’
 
         ‘Since I felt the weight of them. It’s my fault, I made the bread with strong flour.’
 
         I looked doubtful. ‘Are you having me on?’
 
         ‘Having you on? Moi?’ she chuckled.
 
         Annabelle was wearing a big Aran sweater with jeans and a pair of trainers. She looked as if she’d just stepped off the ‘Outdoors’ pages of Grattan’s catalogue, except I knew she could deliver the goods. She’d climbed Mount Kenya a couple of times and her rucksack and hiking boots near the door were the pukka-gen items.
         
 
         ‘I left my sack outside,’ I told her. ‘I’ll just pop these in yours for the time being. How did the conference go?’
 
         I hadn’t seen Annabelle for a week. Once upon a time she lived in Africa with her late husband who eventually became a bishop. He died of cancer. Now she did a lot of work for a variety of overseas charities, and had just attended a conference in London, aimed at trying to direct their various contributions more effectively.
 
         ‘Oh, so-so,’ she replied. ‘I need to have a word with you about it, when we have a chance.’
 
         ‘I expected you to come home bubbling over with enthusiasm,’ I told her.
 
         She looked concerned. ‘I ought to be, but – I’ll tell you later. What about you? Have you made any decisions yet?’
 
         ‘Probably. As you say, we’ll talk later. C’mon, let’s wait for the bus at the end of the street.’
 
         I’d parked my car on her drive. We gathered up the stuff we needed for a day’s walking in the hills and padded silently to the end of the cul-de-sac, our anoraks flapping open, rucksacks hooked over one shoulder and hiking boots held in our hands. It was eight o’clock on a bright January morning. 
         
 
         This will keep the neighbours guessing,’ Annabelle declared, glancing up at their still-closed curtains.
 
         ‘You worry too much about your neighbours,’ I said with feeling.
 
         ‘I have a confession to make.’
 
         I turned to her. ‘What’s that?’
 
         ‘I’ve never been on a coach-trip before,’ she confided.
 
         ‘Really?’
 
         ‘Really.’
 
         ‘Gosh. I never realised how deprived you were. You don’t know what you’ve been missing. Bus-trips are an important part of our heritage. We’ll have community singing on the way back, and a collection for the driver.’
 
         ‘Honestly?’
 
         ‘Honestly.’
 
         ‘Community singing?’
 
         ‘Sure. There’s always a sing-song on a bus-trip.’
 
         ‘Now you are teasing me.’
 
         ‘Teasing you? Moi?’
 
         It was the first outing for the newly re-formed Heckley CID Walking Club. I’d had nothing to do with the organisation because I was off work due to so-called ill-health, and was grateful for the invitation to go along. A big shiver shook my body and I zipped up my jacket. The forecast said bright but cold, and looked like being right for once.
 
         ‘I’ve decided to go back to work,’ I said. 
         
 
         She looked at me for several seconds without speaking, then said: ‘I don’t think you should rush things.’
 
         ‘I’m starting to feel restless,’ I told her. ‘I’ve decided that retirement might not be the state of bliss that I’d imagined it would be. I need another three years’ service to qualify for full pension; I’ll do that at least.’
 
         ‘Oh Charles, start thinking of yourself first, not the job. Don’t go back this time until you’re certain you are ready to. Have another few weeks off.’
 
         ‘And what about you?’
 
         ‘Me? I’m as fit as a fiddle, now.’
 
         ‘So am I. Bet I beat you to the top today.’
 
         ‘No, Charles. Skin and bones mend easily, but you had been working a sixteen-hour day for six months, without any breaks. You became emotionally involved with a case. It’s probably bad medical practice to say this, but I think you were close to a breakdown, and you are the type that it hits hardest.’
 
         ‘And what type’s that?’
 
         ‘The type that thinks it can’t happen to them.’
 
         That made it Gilbert Wood, my Superintendent; Sam Evans, the Police Surgeon; and now Annabelle all thinking that I ought to have six months’ sick leave and then quietly retire. It felt like a conspiracy, so I decided to change the subject.
 
         ‘Gilbert has offered me the loan of his cottage in Cornwall. I thought I’d maybe go down there for a week or two. He won’t take payment, so I could do some decorating or something to earn my keep.’
         
 
         That sounds like a good idea. Cornwall in winter can be delightful. Gilbert is a good friend, Charles, I’m sure you don’t have to earn your keep. Why not just go there and relax for a while?’
 
         ‘Chill out, as we say in Heckley.’
 
         ‘Precisely.’
 
         ‘Yeah, you’re right. I was thinking – it’s a big cottage, well, big enough. But not too big to lose that cosy feeling. Has all the amenities. If you liked, if you wanted, what I’m trying to say is: if I did go, it’d be nice for you to come down for a few days, too.’
 
         Annabelle opened her eyes wide, in mock horror, but after a few seconds her nose wrinkled like it always does when she smiles. I could hear the noise of the bus’s engine, toiling up the hill. She said: ‘Charles! Are you suggesting an … assignation?’
 
         ‘Mmm … yes,’ I told her. ‘Or to put it another way … yes.’
 
         ‘Is it a nice cottage?’
 
         ‘Very nice.’
 
         One of Carter’s Luxury Coaches came round the corner and headed towards us.
 
         ‘Roses round the door? It must have roses round the door.’
 
         ‘Floribundas. In floribundance.’
 
         ‘Oak beams and an inglenook fireplace?’
 
         ‘I’ll fix it.’ I was smiling now; this was sounding promising. 
         
 
         The bus stopped in front of us and the door folded back with a hiss of hydraulics. I picked up my rucksack and boots and stood aside to allow Annabelle on first.
 
         ‘I’ll have to consult my social diary,’ she said as she passed in front of me.
 
         ‘Ratbag!’ I snarled, and followed her up the two big steps.
 
         The bus was only about half-filled, but it still had a few more calls to make. ‘Morning, all,’ I hollered to the familiar faces.
 
         ‘Morning, Charlie,’ they chorused cheerfully.
 
         ‘This is Annabelle,’ I told them.
 
         ‘Morning, Annabelle,’ they chanted back.
 
         ‘Good morning, everyone,’ she responded.
 
         ‘Never knew you had a daughter, Charlie,’ someone said.
 
         We put our stuff up on the luggage rack and found a seat about halfway back. The bus did a circuit of Heckley, picking up the remainder of the passengers. Dave Sparkington is one of my Detective Constables, the one I usually work with, and I was looking forward to Annabelle meeting him. We stopped near his house, where he was waiting with two of his children, but he didn’t get on the bus. The kids were wearing bobble hats and anoraks, but Sparky had his raincoat over his shoulders.
 
         His daughter, Sophie, came down the aisle, looking for me. ‘Good morning, Uncle Charlie. Dad says can he have a word with you.’ 
         
 
         ‘There’s been a murder,’ his son, Daniel, informed me, and was promptly reprimanded by his big sister for listening to other people’s telephone conversations.
 
         I felt Annabelle tense in the seat beside me. Her body language was saying: Oh no, not again. ‘Don’t worry,’ I told her. ‘I’m not working.’
 
         ‘Morning, Chas,’ Sparky greeted me when I stepped off the coach. ‘Sorry about this, but something’s cropped up. Do you mind if the kids come with you?’
 
         ‘Of course not. Why, what’s happened?’
 
         ‘Farmer out shooting rabbits in Heckley Wood a couple of hours ago. Found a body. Patrol boys report that his head was nearly blown off, no gun around, so it looks like we’ve a murder on our hands.’
 
         ‘Sugar. Sounds as if it could be a gangland job,’ I said.
 
         Sparky read the disappointment on my face. ‘Aha,’ he laughed. ‘So you have a nice day out with my kids while me and Nigel catch the villains, eh? He sends his apologies. I’ve told the two of them to behave and said you can clip them round the ears if they’re cheeky.’
 
         ‘Great, thanks.’
 
         I climbed back aboard and we lurched away as I introduced Sophie and Daniel to Annabelle. Dave is one of the best policemen I know, even if he is as Yorkshire as Harry Ramsden’s and as blunt as a punt. Nigel is just the opposite. DS Nigel Newley was standing in for me and on the accelerated promotion scheme. He hailed from deepest Berkshire and had the manners of a P.G. Wodehouse flunkey. They were an ill-sorted pair, but after an uneasy start were beginning to work as a team. It was interesting to observe how they influenced each other: Nigel had started wearing crew-neck sweaters and Sparky had bought some aftershave.
         
 
         Ingleborough Hill used to be 2,376 feet high, but now it measures a mere 723 metres. It sprawls like a sleeping lion, dominating the landscape. It is not the highest hill in Yorkshire, but it is the most majestic. Legend has it that the Brigantes held out against the Romans here. Remains of their dwellings and fortifications are plainly visible on the summit. We like to think that this bit of Yorkshire, like much of Scotland, was never conquered by the Romans, but that’s bunkum. Today the top was lost in the clouds, as it so often is.
 
         The bus parked in the Hill Inn car park, where we donned our gear and stuffed ourselves with sandwiches to lighten the loads in our rucksacks. Sophie’s and Daniel’s would have taxed a paratrooper yomping across Dartmoor, so I made them off-load most of it. We milled around, stamping feet and rubbing hands to keep warm, criticising each other’s clothing. There were several pairs of navy-blue serge trousers on show.
 
         ‘They look nice,’ I told one wearer. ‘Do they sell them in camping shops?’
 
         ‘I can let you have a couple of pairs. Trouble is, they only walk at one speed,’ he replied.
 
         Nigel had organised the trip, so in his absence we were leaderless. I waved my arm like John Wayne at the start of a cattle drive. ‘Let’s go!’ I shouted.
         
 
         Nobody stirred.
 
         ‘The pub’s open!’ I tried. Several faces turned towards it.
 
         Slowly, we moved off. At the first stile we were reduced to a long straggling procession, winding sluggishly towards the mountain. Our route took us up the lion’s armpit, where it was steep and rocky, and then over its mane.
 
         Sophie and Daniel had latched on to Jeff Caton, one of my Detective Sergeants. He knew them well enough and was twenty-odd years nearer their age group. I looked back every few minutes to make sure we weren’t leaving anyone behind.
 
         Climbing is a private activity, however many of you are together. You lift your feet forward and suck in air and try to let your mind wander away from the tiredness in your legs. I let my own mind focus hungrily on Dave Sparkington’s news.
 
         They’d be making a fingertip search of the murder scene about now. An incident room would have been set up and the body moved to Heckley General Hospital for a PM. Identifying the victim was a priority. If he carried any ID the enquiry would make an immediate leap forward.
 
         I usually do the murders that come into Heckley nick. Mostly they are domestics, and we have someone in a cell within twenty-four hours. There’s nothing glamorous about it, just sadness and a sense of gratitude that we were born at the other side of the tracks, or had the wit to drag ourselves across them. But then there are the others … I had an overwhelming sense that this was one of the others, and I wanted to be a part of it.
         
 
         As we crested the brow on to the summit plateau, the wind hit us like a buzz-saw. I pulled up my hood and helped Annabelle with hers. ‘OK?’ I yelled above the roar.
 
         ‘Mmm, super.’
 
         We bent into the gale and headed, hand in hand, towards the stone wall that provides some shelter up there.
 
         It’s not the ideal place for a picnic, so we just snatched a quick sandwich and a cup of soup. By the time everybody arrived we were chilled through, but as we dropped off the summit again the air felt unnaturally calm and it was possible to hold a normal conversation.
 
         ‘Phew,’ Annabelle said, pulling her hood back and brushing her fair hair from her eyes. This is better. Is it always like that on the top?’ Her cheeks were pink and her eyes shone like sapphire pools.
 
         ‘Always,’ I told her, ‘but the windswept look suits you. How are you feeling?’
 
         ‘I feel fantastic, thank you. And you?’
 
         ‘OK, thanks. I was puffing a bit at the top, though.’
 
         Our descent was via a slightly different route. As we moved off the hill, the Batty Moss viaduct at Ribblehead came into view, three miles away. The sun was punching a hole through the mist, illuminating the curving masterpiece of railway architecture.
         
 
         ‘Look,’ I said, pointing and tugging at her sleeve.
 
         ‘Oh, what a beautiful view,’ she replied.
 
         ‘It’s a watercolourist’s dream,’ I declared. ‘Or maybe a Turner’s.’
 
         ‘Is that the line they are always wanting to close?’
 
         ‘Yes. The Settle to Carlisle.’
 
         ‘Why don’t you paint it, Charles?’
 
         A long time ago I was an art student. I still dabbled, occasionally – mainly posters for police dances. ‘Yep. Could do, one day.’ I remembered that I had my camera in my bag. ‘Hey,’ I said. ‘Let’s capture it for posterity.’
 
         I took two pictures of the viaduct and one of Annabelle. She tipped her head to one side and smiled, and as I framed her in the viewfinder my stomach turned to mercury. I swore that I’d do anything I could, go anywhere I had to, to make her mine. No, that was impossible. Spend the rest of my life with her, share her bad times as well as the good, that’s what I wanted.
 
         ‘That was a smasher,’ I enthused as I lowered the camera. She insisted on taking one of me.
 
         Jeff Caton and his charges caught up with us. They were making a race of it. ‘Hi, boss,’ Jeff gasped. ‘When are you coming back?’
 
         ‘You don’t need me, from what I’ve heard.’
 
         ‘We don’t need bellybuttons, but we’d miss them if they weren’t there.’ 
         
 
         Sometimes I wonder if I trained them all wrong. I said: ‘Did you hear any more about that drug addict who injected himself with curry powder?’
 
         ‘Yes, he went into a khorma,’ Jeff replied. Sophie and Daniel clasped their hands over their ears and staggered about making rude noises.
 
         When they left us, Annabelle and I trudged across the fell towards the Hill Inn with our arms across each other’s shoulders. Tour staff are obviously terrified of you,’ she said.
 
         ‘Does it show?’ I asked.
 
         ‘Yes. You must be really cruel to them.’
 
         ‘I like to think I run a tight ship.’
 
         She gave me a squeeze. ‘It’s been a lovely day out,’ she told me. ‘It’s good to blow the cobwebs away. We should do this more often.’
 
         ‘It’s not over yet. First there’s the pub, then there’s the community singing. They’re the best bits.’
 
         She was quiet for a few moments, then she said: ‘Charles?’
 
         ‘Uhuh.’
 
         ‘What we were saying, this morning …’
 
         ‘Mmm?’
 
         ‘Well, now I think I understand why you don’t want to leave.’
 
         ‘Thanks. I’m glad you do. But we can only postpone things. One day I’ll have to go.’ I looked across at her and pulled her closer. ‘That’s why I’m trying to develop other interests.’ 
         
 
         She dropped her arm so it was around my waist. ‘I see. So I’m just an alternative to night classes or trainspotting.’
 
         ‘Some of the happiest days of my life were spent trainspotting,’ I replied, and kissed her, out there on the moor, somewhere between Hardrawkin Pot and Braithwaite Wife Hole.
 
         In the pub we couldn’t find a seat near the log fire so we leant on the end of the bar and I ordered two halves of Old Peculiar.
 
         ‘Mmm, that’s good,’ Annabelle confirmed as she took a sip.
 
         ‘Not bad,’ I agreed after a longer draught. We stood and smiled at each other, pleased with our morning’s exertions and enjoying the rewards.
 
         ‘So,’ I said. ‘What went wrong with the conference?’
 
         Annabelle looked away from me and gave a big sigh. ‘Oh, nothing went wrong. I suppose, in fact, that it was a huge success. We certainly made some good decisions. It’s just that, well, they want someone to go out to Africa to assess the effectiveness of our programmes. They’ve asked me if I’d consider going.’
 
         ‘Oh. How long would it be for?’
 
         ‘Initially, four weeks.’
 
         ‘When?’
 
         ‘Quite soon.’
 
         ‘Sounds right up your street. You said “initially”. What happens after four weeks?’ 
         
 
         She was fiddling with her glass, turning it in circles on the bar. ‘That would depend on what we found. If necessary, it could turn into a permanent posting.’
 
         I felt as if I’d woken from an anaesthetic to find they’d amputated the wrong leg. I said: ‘Oh,’ again. A couple vacated two stools amongst the throng near the fire. I sipped my beer and went on: ‘So, do you think you’ll accept?’ I could hear that my voice was an octave gruffer than normal.
 
         ‘I don’t know what to do, Charles.’
 
         After a long silence I said: ‘If someone goes for a month and decides that it ought to be a permanent position, does it have to be the same person who gets the job?’
 
         ‘No, I don’t suppose so.’
 
         ‘Then I think you should go, if that’s what you want.’
 
         ‘Is that what you really think?’
 
         I shook my head. ‘No, but—’
 
         A hand touched my arm. It was Jeff. ‘Excuse me, Annabelle,’ he said, ‘but there are two seats over here.’
 
         We joined the rest of them until it was time to get back on the coach for the journey home. It was dark soon after four, so we couldn’t see anything through the windows. After a while Annabelle went to sit with Sophie and they had a long and earnest conversation. Sophie will probably go to a decent university in a couple of years, so I imagine Annabelle was explaining her options to her. Annabelle was accepted for Oxford when she was seventeen, but went to Africa instead. I like women who are brainier than me.
         
 
         Young Daniel came to sit with me. We discussed England’s prospects in the World Cup and then had a serious talk on the chances of Martians landing in Trafalgar Square and paying off the national debt for us. There was no community singing on that trip, so I had plenty of time to wonder how the murder enquiry was going.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         
 
         Nine-thirty Monday morning I was drinking the first cup of tea of the day and reading my mail when Gilbert rang. My only letter was a not-to-be-missed offer of a decorative plate that would enhance any room, as well as becoming a sought-after collector’s item. It depicted a wooden bald eagle hovering over a lake. The blurb said that if you looked carefully at the mountain in the background you might see the spirits of the timber wolf, the elk and various other creatures of the West, skilfully portrayed by the artist. I hadn’t realised it was a mountain. I thought it was a pile of dead creatures waiting to be skinned. I projected Call of the Wild into the waste bin and answered the phone at the same time.
 
         ‘Good morning, Charlie. How are you?’ Gilbert asked.
 
         ‘Sleepy. And hungry, I also appear to be out of milk and what’s left of the loaf has mould growing on it. But thank you for asking.’
         
 
         ‘Don’t mention it. The Assistant Chief Constable has just had me on the phone and—’
 
         ‘That sounds precarious.’
 
         ‘What does?’
 
         ‘The Assis … Oh never mind. What did he want?’
 
         ‘He wants you on this murder enquiry. Seems to think the moon and the stars shine out of your backside. Otherwise he’s going to take it off us.’
 
         ‘Recognition at last. Why can’t Nigel handle it?’
 
         Too inexperienced. And it’s looking as if it could develop into something interesting. Plus we had three ram raids last night and I’m expecting to catch hell from the Chamber of Commerce. It’s the fourth time Binks’s Hi-Fi has been hit.’
 
         ‘He could always call it a crash-and-carry.’
 
         ‘Don’t you know when to give up, Charlie?’ He sounded exasperated.
 
         ‘Sorry, Gilbert, but I’m supposed to be off sick.’
 
         ‘I realise that,’ he replied, ‘but it’s not proper sick, is it? It isn’t as if you’ve broken your leg or got appendicitis. It’s just this stress thing, isn’t it?’
 
         ‘That’s what I keep saying. It’s you that keeps telling me to resign!’
 
         ‘Right, but this is important.’
 
         ‘I thought you wanted me to go down to the cottage?’
 
         ‘I do – so how about coming back here for a few days, just until the pressure dies down, then throwing off again?’
         
 
         ‘Doc Evans won’t wear it.’
 
         ‘He’ll do it for you. Maybe just part-time, to begin with.’
 
         ‘Mm, we’ll see. So bring me up to date.’ I popped the used tea bag back into my mug and re-filled it with hot water.
 
         ‘Good lad. I want you to nip over to Liverpool and talk to a man called Norris. He’s a multi-millionaire; right up your street.’
 
         When did all the millionaires suddenly become multi-millionaires? I stirred two sugars into my tea and took a sip. ‘Tell me all about him.’
         
 
         ‘Coming up. First of all, we’ve identified the body as a man called Harold Hurst. He had Wendy tattooed on his arm, in a rather tasteful hearts and flowers design, and a lady of that name walked into a nick in Liverpool on Saturday morning and filed a Missing From Home report. She’s described his clothing and we’re checking the fingerprints, but it looks like poor Harold. He’d been shot from close range in the back of the head by a single shot from a seven-point-six-two millimetre. That’s Kalashnikov calibre. It exited through his face, hence the lack of a visual ID.’
 
         ‘But you found the bullet?’
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘It sounds like an execution. What else?’
 
         ‘It does, doesn’t it? Tyre tracks. The last three vehicles up the lane into the wood were a Vauxhall Astra with a blue light on top – they’re in for a bollocking, a mid-range vehicle with a popular tyre size, and something big and expensive.’
         
 
         ‘Any ideas what?’ I asked.
 
         ‘Possibly a Rolls-Royce. Hurst was employed as chauffeur to the aforementioned Mr Norris, who owns a Roller. That’s why I’d like you to demonstrate your undeniable charm and rapier-like interviewing technique on him.’
 
         ‘How could I refuse? Where do I find him?’
 
         ‘Are you coming in to look at the file?’
 
         ‘No. Since when did I let the facts influence me? Where does he live?’
 
         
             

         
 
         He was American, with an accent that could have lured a gopher out of its hole. I hated him from the start. ‘I’ll be in my office at Shenandoah Incorporated from eleven a.m.,’ he drawled into the phone, ‘but I have an important meeting straight after lunch. If you can make it any time before, say, one o’clock, Inspector, you’d be mighty welcome. It’s a nasty business and I’ll help in any way I can. Harold’s death has been a shock to everyone at Shenandoah.’
 
         It wasn’t until I found the factory, on a new trading estate at Halewood, that I realised that Shenandoah made Red Wing cigarettes. Norris had thoughtfully informed Security of my impending arrival, and I was soon being ushered into his office. 
         
 
         His handshake was like being caught in a car-crusher, reinforced by his free hand on my elbow. For an uneasy moment I thought he was about to drop on one knee and flying-mare me over his shoulder. Not that he’d have far to drop, as he stood barely five-and-a-half feet tall. His hair was a silver mop, highlighting his tan, and the suit was immaculate.
 
         ‘Inspector,’ he said with practised warmth.
 
         ‘Good morning, Mr Norris.’ I flexed my fingers and was relieved to find they still worked. ‘Thanks for seeing me at such short notice.’
 
         ‘No problem. Please, take a seat.’ He asked the woman who’d brought me in to rustle up some coffee and cookies.
 
         His desk was the ugliest piece of furniture I’ve ever seen. It looked as if it had been carved out of a solid tree-trunk using Stone Age implements. Primitive. No, that wasn’t it. Pioneer. He barely peered over it, six feet away from me. Apart from an ashtray, a cigarette box and a lighter it was bare. It’s my ambition to have a desk like that.
 
         ‘So how can I help you, Inspector?’
 
         ‘First of all, when did you learn of Harold Hurst’s death?’ I asked.
 
         ‘Just this morning. My secretary rang me at home. Don’t ask me where the information came from.’
 
         ‘So how long had he worked for you?’
 
         He pursed his lips in thought for a moment. ‘Best part of a year, I guess.’ 
         
 
         ‘And what was his typical working day?’
 
         ‘Pick me up in the morning, bring me here and take me home when I finished. In between he might ferry my wife, Marina, about. Just general chauffeuring duties, nothing hard and fast.’
 
         ‘So when did you last see him?’
 
         ‘Friday morning. He brought me here – we live at Lymm, in Cheshire – and continued on to Town & County department store, in the town centre.’
 
         ‘Liverpool?’
 
         ‘Yeah. Marina does consultancy work for them, calls in every Friday. Actually, I’m the major shareholder; as good as own the joint. They left there about half an hour later. That’d make it about eleven. After that, nothing.’
 
         ‘What does Mrs Norris say?’
 
         He lifted the lid on the cigarette box and leant across with it. ‘Cigarette?’
 
         I shook my head.
 
         ‘Mind if I do?’
 
         ‘Of course not.’
 
         He lit up with the big gold lighter. ‘Fact, is, Inspector, Marina hasn’t been home since. I don’t know where she is.’
 
         I was taken aback, knocked out of my stride. The coffee had arrived so I took a mouthful. It was strong and satisfying. Good stuff. After a few moments I said: ‘You realise the implications of what you are saying, Mr Norris? This puts our investigation on a different course altogether.’ 
         
 
         He shook his head, disagreeing with me. ‘No, sir,’ he insisted. ‘The two events are not linked.’ He nipped the cigarette into the ashtray and left it there. He’d only had one puff. I sat waiting for him to find the words, to expand on his last statement.
 
         ‘Marina and I … we … the fact is,’ he began, ‘we are on the rocks. She has a boyfriend; meets him every Wednesday afternoon at the Royal Cheshire Hotel, near Northwich. Friday evening I decided I’d had enough. I was sitting here about seven o’clock, wondering where the hell Harold was, and I rang this number for a private investigator that someone gave me. Left a message on his ansaphone. Then I had to send for a taxi. To say I was annoyed is like saying the Pope is a Catholic. A goddamn Rolls-Royce and a chauffeur, and I had to send for a taxi.’
 
         I could see his point. I think I’d have been pretty miffed myself, but I’d never know. ‘So how can you be certain that she made it to the department store, and left when she did?’
 
         ‘I dropped in there, Saturday morning. Unexpectedly. I like to do it now and again. The manager had his usual gripe to me about her interference.’
 
         ‘I see. And you didn’t report your wife missing,’ I stated.
 
         He shook his head. That’s not a crime here, is it?’ he asked.
 
         ‘No.’
 
         ‘I thought not. She’s not missing, just gone.’ 
         
 
         ‘Have you reported the car stolen?’
 
         ‘I’m coming to that. I was waiting for Security to tell me my taxi had arrived when the phone rang again. Someone very politely informed me that my Rolls-Royce was at the Burtonwood services, on the M62. Eastbound. Would I please collect it? I was relieved. I thought there must have been an accident or something, and everything could be explained. I collected my spare keys, in the taxi, then had him take me to the services. The Rolls was there, as promised.’
         
 
         ‘And you have no idea who it was on the phone?’
 
         ‘I assumed it was you guys – the police.’
 
         ‘What was his accent like?’
 
         ‘Bit like yours, I guess.’
 
         Husky, but with a hint of sophistication. ‘There was nothing in the car – no message?’ I asked.
 
         ‘No, sir.’
 
         ‘And nobody has contacted you since?’
 
         ‘Uh uh.’
 
         ‘OK. Do you mind, Mr Norris, if I ask a local SOCO – that’s a Scenes of Crime Officer – to give the Rolls a thorough going over; see if we can find some evidence of who’s been in it lately?’
 
         ‘I’m afraid there could be a problem with that, Inspector.’
 
         ‘Why’s that?’
 
         ‘Well, you see, I was wondering the same thing myself. I felt uncomfortable in it, and it was covered in mud. So after I left Town & County on Saturday I took it to the garage and had them give it a full valet service.’ He said g’rarge and v’lay. ‘Now it’s as spick and span as a West Point cadet’s boots on graduation day.’
         
 
         Fantastic, but I still needed some plaster casts from the tyres, to prove it was in the lane where Hurst’s body was found. ‘Pity,’ I said. ‘I’d still like him to have a go, though, if you don’t mind.’
 
         ‘You’re welcome, Inspector. The car will be in the garage here all afternoon.’
 
         I asked him a few questions about his wife and her friends and quizzed him some more about Harold. He gave me various names and numbers and I thanked him for his cooperation. As I was about to leave I said: ‘Mr Norris, can you be absolutely sure that nothing was going off between your wife and Hurst? That they weren’t having an affair?’
 
         He shook his head and gave a little smile. ‘Out of the question, Inspector. Marina liked her men either rich or built like Sylvester Stallone, but preferably taller.’ The last bit made the smile a full one. ‘Harold was neither.’
 
         ‘What was he like?’
 
         He pursed his lips in his thoughtful mannerism, and I wondered if he was about to give me a description of the back of his chauffeur’s head. ‘Hard to say. Not the type of person you’d notice in a crowd. Kinda … faceless.’ I already knew that.
 
         
             

         
 
         This was the kind of enquiry I like. It was out of the ordinary – something was going off that was difficult to fathom. Rich man’s wife missing, his driver found dead. What was the link? It was easier when you didn’t know the people, didn’t feel sorry for them. I called at the local police station and told the Superintendent why I was on his patch. I also used their telephone and had a look at the street plan.
         
 
         The PI that Norris said he’d tried to contact had received the message, so I advised him against following it up. Then I visited Town & County department store.
 
         The manager was early middle-aged, about ten years younger than me. He smiled a lot and pumped my hand eagerly. At a guess he was worried about his job, being too young to be one of the old school, yet too old to be a whizzkid. I knew the feeling.
 
         I refused a coffee and thanked him for seeing me without an appointment. ‘You must be very busy,’ I crawled, and he told me all about the tribulations of sales and stock-taking. He’d last seen Hurst on the previous Friday, when Mrs Norris left the store. The manager had walked out with Mrs Norris, carrying her purchases, and had seen her into the car.
 
         ‘I don’t suppose she told you where they were going next?’ I asked.
 
         ‘I’m afraid not, Inspector.’
 
         ‘But everything appeared perfectly normal?’
 
         He thought about it. ‘Well, yes. Harold was asleep, or deep in thought, and didn’t see her coming. That annoyed her, but it wasn’t unusual. We shouldn’t speak ill of the dead, but he was a bit of a doylem.’
         
 
         We shouldn’t, but we usually do. He told me that Harold had been happily married, with a seven-year-old daughter. Maybe he wasn’t too bright, but somebody loved him, was mourning for him. I thanked the manager for his assistance and headed south, out of the revitalised city and into the leafy towns and villages of Cheshire. Except that they’re not very leafy in January.
 
         Mrs Norris wasn’t officially missing, so I hadn’t mentioned it at Town & County. At the Royal Cheshire Hotel I said that I was trying to piece together Harold Hurst’s last movements. ‘I understand he brought a lady called Mrs Norris here every Wednesday afternoon?’ I said. Faces turned hunting pink and eyebrows shot up like flushed grouse. The register was sent for.
 
         A Mr Smith had a regular booking, with a table for two at lunchtime. ‘We do not let rooms by the afternoon,’ I was assured. ‘We are not that sort of establishment.’
 
         ‘Yes, you are,’ I replied. ‘You just charge overnight prices.’
 
         The staff were more forthcoming, and knew exactly who I meant. She wasn’t brought in a Rolls, they told me; she drove herself there in a smart little Honda. The bloke came in a Daimler and gave good tips. I bet he did. Nobody could put a name to him other than Smith, and he paid in cash. Somebody’s got to be called Smith, and no doubt a few of them are having affairs. I promised to send someone round for a fuller description and headed home. It had been a long day. 
         
 
         Somewhere on the Tops, up near Scammonden dam, I wondered if the Town & County security cameras had captured Mrs Norris’s last visit. The Archers finished and a programme about gamelan music came on Radio Four. I hit the off button so hard I nearly pushed it through the dashboard. The local traffic police had been asked to examine their films for shots of the Roller, but I couldn’t imagine what we could learn from a few frames of grainy videotape showing her in the store, and decided it wasn’t worth pursuing. That was my first big mistake of the day.
 
         The choices were wide and cosmopolitan: was it to be fish and chips, pizza, curry or Chinky? Or maybe a few slices off one of those big lumps of reconstituted meat that rotate perpetually, so the grease never quite makes it to the bottom, like the base of some horrific 1960s table lamp? I decided to stay with the faith and pulled up outside the chippy. They also sold floury bread-cakes there, so I stocked up with half a dozen of those, plus a Special and chips and a portion of mushy peas.
 
         I dashed through the house, turning on lights, kettle and gasfire, and within five minutes was tucking in, a large steaming teapot before me. It had been a good day, but I hadn’t come to any conclusions. Strictly speaking, that’s how it should be. First of all, we gather the evidence. Then we form theories and put them to the test, just like scientists do. Non-judgemental. Personally, I’d rather have a confession, or a gun with fingerprints on it. Failing that, it’s useful if there’s someone in the frame that you’ve taken a dislike to. Norris, for instance.
         
 
         I placed the teapot within easy reach and telephoned Gilbert, to give him an update. When we’d finished he said: ‘So Doc Evans said it’s OK for you to start work?’
 
         ‘Er, no. I haven’t had time to see him.’
 
         ‘Bloody hell, Charlie, you’re out of order working when you’re supposed to be off sick.’
 
         ‘I’ll get him to backdate it.’
 
         I flicked my radio over to Classic FM and caught the end of the Enigma Variations. I was just wondering whether to type my report before or after I showered when the phone rang. It was Annabelle.
 
         ‘Hello, Annabelle,’ I said brightly. ‘This is a pleasant surprise.’
 
         ‘Oh,’ I heard, followed by silence.
 
         ‘Er, hello. Are you still there?’
 
         After a moment she said: ‘Yes, I’m still here, Charles. I was expecting you over for supper.’
 
         Oh God! I’d clean forgotten. I fumbled for words. ‘I … I’m sorry. I thought we said Tuesday.’ It was a lie, and it pierced me like a corkscrew as I heard myself saying it.
 
         ‘No, I’m sure we said Monday.’
 
         ‘Oh, I am sorry, Annabelle. I must be confused. You know how easily that happens.’
 
         ‘Yes. Well, it won’t spoil for a few minutes – unless you have already eaten?’ 
         
 
         I rubbed my stomach and ran a hand over my bristly chin. ‘Er, no, I haven’t.’
 
         ‘Good, so are you coming over?’
 
         ‘Yes, please, if I’m still welcome.’
 
         ‘Mmm. We will have to consider that.’
 
         ‘Turn the flame down low and give me twenty minutes.’
 
         I put the phone down and dashed upstairs. That made it two mistakes so far today.
 
         
             

         
 
         Bradley Norris had some thinking to do. He eased back a cuff to look at his gold Vacheron Constantin and drummed his fingers on the red oak desk that had belonged to his grandfather. They should be ringing any time. The visit from the detective wasn’t a surprise, but he was a cautious man and the stakes were high. He hadn’t lied about the call on Friday night that told him where the Rolls-Royce was parked, just been rather selective about the content of the message.
 
         He always worked late on a Friday. It was his habit to call a progress meeting for four p.m. That way he stopped his managers sneaking off early for the weekend. ‘Poets’ day’, he’d once heard one of them call it. ‘Piss of early, tomorrow’s Saturday,’ the manager had candidly replied when asked what he meant. Well, that attitude wasn’t good enough for anyone who wanted to keep working for Bradley T. Norris. The meeting usually ended around five, but Norris liked to stay behind; wander around the production lines; create the illusion among the workers that he was a twenty-four-hours-a-day man. If he was so keen, they should be, too.
         
 
         It had been a good week for Shenandoah Inc. (UK). The new factory had exceeded production targets for the first time and was on course to go into the black, proving that the move to Britain from America had been a shrewd one. The anti-smoking lobby was almost as rabid here as in the States, and sales would be in decline were it not for aggressive marketing, but attractive incentives and a compliant labour force made this a good place to build a new plant. Eastern Europe, where sales were burgeoning, was barely the flick of a butt away, and the vast market of the Third World was yawning just over the horizon. There were no Surgeon General’s warnings there, and Made in England was often more acceptable than Made in USA. The only cloud in the sky was a zealous politician on the campaign trail, but there might be ways to deal with him.
 
         He’d wondered where Marina could be. She was good for his image and for the company’s. She was young – more than twenty years younger than him – was glamorous and fashionable, and she smoked like a New England kipper factory. But when you said that, you’d said it all. He’d met her when she was a model, used by Shenandoah in a highly successful advertising campaign. They’d had to come to England to find her because there was nobody similar back home who could draw on a cigarette and make it look as if they were having a multiple orgasm. Her American counterparts were heavily into half-marathons and born-again virginity. Marina’s pouting lips, wreathed in blue smoke, said volumes more than: ‘My, this is a good cigarette.’ The young and trendy fell for it, and so did the President of the company.
         
 
         Norris had looked up the number of the private investigator someone had recommended, and left a message. Marina would take him to the cleaners, but it would be worth it. He’d sent for a taxi, and when the phone rang he’d assumed it was Security at the front gate, to say it was waiting for him, but it wasn’t.
 
         ‘Mr Norris?’ the strange voice had enquired.
 
         ‘That’s right. What can I do for you?’
 
         ‘I’m just ringing to tell you that your Rolls-Royce is at Burtonwood services, eastbound, on the M62. Could you collect it from there, please?’
 
         ‘Why, sure. What’s happened? Who is this?’
 
         The voice had droned on, ignoring his questions. ‘There’ll be no charge for the Roller. You also have a wife, Marina. A good-looking lady, if you don’t mind me saying so.’
 
         Norris realised it wasn’t the public services informing him of some inconvenience with his car. It was something far more sinister. ‘Y-yes?’ he stuttered.
 
         ‘She, unfortunately, won’t be in the Roller. If you want her back it’ll cost you a hundred thousand pounds, cash. Cheap for a bird like that, I’d say, but we’re not greedy. You get the money together, we’ll be in touch on Monday. Oh, and don’t call the police. If you do, I can’t guarantee she’ll stay in one piece.’ Click.
         
 
         Norris had stared at the silent instrument for a few seconds before replacing it. He’d taken a Red Wing from the ivory box on his desk and lit it with the solid gold, gas-fuelled reproduction Zippo lighter. He’d sunk back into his Texan leather chair, inhaled deeply for the first time in ten years and sent three perfect smoke rings spinning towards the ceiling.
 
         Nothing had changed, he decided. His wife had disappeared, but there was no way that the police could link her with Harold. His plans were half-formed, and a lot depended on the people he would have to deal with, but there was no need to abandon those plans.
 
         Norris busied himself with balance sheets and private accounts and wrote several cheques, the largest of which were to pay off Marina’s credit cards. Then there was her bill from Town & County. He’d picked it up from the manager, Saturday morning, when he’d called in and surprised Security by asking to see the tapes from the twenty-four-hour surveillance cameras. He didn’t have as long to wait as he’d expected. At two thirty-five the phone was ringing. ‘Norris,’ he said quietly.
 
         After a long silence the same voice as before said: ‘Did you get the money?’
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         A longer silence. He was obviously disconcerted – a period of negotiation had been expected. ‘All of it?’
 
         ‘Yes. All of it.’ 
         
 
         ‘OK. Stay where you are.’ He rang off.
 
         Twenty minutes later he was back. ‘What’s the number for your portable phone?’ Norris gave it. ‘OK. Here’s what happens. Nine o’clock tonight you put the money in the boot of the Roller and sit there waiting for us to call. Understood?’
 
         ‘I understand.’
 
         ‘And listen to this: the person who collects the money will only be a messenger. He won’t know where your old lady is. So if I were you, I’d play ball. It’s your only chance to get her back.’
 
         So far, so good. They’d kept their word Friday night; now he’d find out if they could deliver the goods again. But the goods he had in mind didn’t include Marina Norris.
 
         It was raining, turning to sleet, as Bradley Norris placed a small bundle in the boot of the Rolls. The clock on the dashboard, which no longer had a tick to disturb the discerning driver, said five to nine. Six minutes later his phone rang.
 
         ‘That you, Norris?’
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘Is the money in the boot?’
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘Good. Here’s what you do. Drive south on the M6 to the Knutsford services. Park the Roller about two spaces away from the end of one of the rows of cars, pointing outwards. Know what I mean?’
 
         ‘Yes, I think so.’ 
         
 
         ‘Right. When you get there walk into the restaurant and order yourself a nice meal. Take at least an hour to eat it. Then go back to the car and drive home. OK?’
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘Good. I reckon you’re about ten miles away, so be there in fifteen minutes. Any later and it’s off. Understood?’
 
         ‘I understand.’
 
         ‘Oh, and you can leave the boot locked. We have a key.’
 
         And he was gone.
 
         The phone call was made by Frank Bell, the big one, and leader of the gang. He was the brains behind their schemes. He folded the little Motorola portable phone acquired earlier via a teenage car-thief and placed it in one of the pockets of the camouflage jacket he wore. ‘He’s on his way,’ he said, looking at his watch.
 
         The man seated beside him was similarly dressed, except his jacket bore the insignias of several crack regiments, not all of whom had fought on the side of the Allies in World War Two. He was called Shawn Parrott, and was further distinguished by his unprepossessing physiognomy. Parrott was only average height, but he had steel cables for sinews and a pair of hands like excavator shovels. He was the action man, the Mr Fix-it, the killer. The only emotion he’d felt when he blew Harold the chauffeur to Kingdom Come was inside his jeans, but that was his secret.
         
 
         
            * * *

         
 
          
         Norris, never a fast driver, made it well within schedule. He was fussing over the unfamiliar light switches and other controls when the phone rang again.
 
         ‘Yes!’ he barked into it.
 
         ‘Our mistake,’ said a new voice. ‘Drive down to the next junction and back up the other side. Then follow the old instructions.’
 
         Fifteen minutes later Parrott and Bell watched the Rolls creep tentatively into the northbound car park, feeling its way like a new rat in a laboratory maze. Norris turned down an aisle, then changed his mind and headed for the next one. He paused, saw a better space, and moved forward again. He drove through one bay and parked with the car pointing outwards, exactly as ordered. After a few seconds the lights extinguished and the door opened. The two men watched him walk purposefully towards the restaurant.
 
         The third member of the gang was called Darren Atkinson. He’d followed the Rolls down the motorway in a battered Bedford van. He pulled into the space behind it and switched off the ignition with a screwdriver. Then the three of them left their vehicles and walked towards the toilets, Atkinson in front, Frank Bell and Shawn Parrott about fifty yards behind. They all had pees, without acknowledging each other, and walked back the way they’d come. They were confident the American wasn’t under surveillance.
 
         Frank Bell started the Sierra and drove it across the car park, stopping next to the Rolls. Darren Atkinson was already lifting the boot-lid.
         
 
         ‘Hurry up!’ Bell urged him.
 
         The upper half of Atkinson’s torso vanished inside the cavernous boot of the Roller. He emerged holding the bundle, which was wrapped in a Town & County carrier bag. This is all there is,’ he hissed.
 
         ‘Are you sure?’
 
         ‘’Ang on.’ He dived inside again. There’s nowt else,’ he declared.
 
         ‘C’mon, then. Let’s go.’
 
         Atkinson jumped into the back seat of the Sierra and Bell let the clutch out. He drove quickly but without any visible fuss, careful not to attract attention. They left the stolen Bedford for the police to find.
 
         Atkinson passed the package to Parrott, in the front seat. ‘Bastard’s done us, if you ask me,’ he said.
 
         Parrott fumbled with the wrapping until he reached the contents. ‘What the fuck’s this?’ he cursed. He was holding a video cassette.
 
         Bell, driving, looked across at it. ‘What else is there?’
 
         Parrott lifted a manila envelope out of the bag, stuffed full of something. ‘This looks more like it,’ he said, pulling a bundle of notes from it.
 
         Bell eased the Sierra into the middle lane, keeping a careful eye on the speedo. ‘What are they? Twenties?’ he asked.
 
         His partner-in-evil flicked through them. ‘Yeah, all twenties.’ 
         
 
         ‘Can’t be more than a few thousand there. Anything else?’
 
         Parrot groped around in the bag and found a sheet torn from an A4 pad. Printed on it in block capitals were the words: Watch The Tape, Then Ring Me.
 
         ‘Yeah,’ he replied. ‘He’s sent you a fuckin’ love letter.’
 
         None of them owned a video machine. They drove slowly up the M6, towards the next junction.
 
         ‘My mam’s got one,’ Darren told them.
 
         ‘Where’s she live?’
 
         ‘Sutton Coldfield.’
 
         ‘Fat lot of good she is, then. What about that bird of yours?’
 
         ‘No, she sold it.’
 
         ‘What about you, Shawn? Any ideas?’
 
         ‘I’m thinking.’
 
         ‘Well, hurry up about it.’
 
         They’d reached the junction. ‘Off ‘ere,’ Shawn ordered. ‘Towards town.’
 
         ‘Where are we heading?’ Frank Bell asked.
 
         ‘Just a friend’s. Where I get the phones. He’d prefer it if you didn’t know ‘is name.’
 
         Frank Bell smiled with satisfaction. At last he was going to meet the mystery man who supplied them with an endless supply of portable telephones and ringed cars. He needed Shawn Parrott for his connections in the underworld, but he didn’t trust him any more. At one time, on the streets of Belfast, he had preferred to have Shawn guarding his back rather than anyone else, but now he wasn’t so sure. There, the lines of authority were clearly defined, but now they were blurring at the edges. Shawn Parrott was growing cocky, and that meant dangerous.
         
 
         They drove up the Chester Road, past Old Trafford and picked up the Stretford Road. Parrott’s directions were terse. ‘Straight on,’ or: ‘Right ‘ere,’ were the limits of his communications.
 
         ‘Maybe you should ring him,’ Bell suggested.
 
         ‘Yeah, lend me the phone.’
 
         Bell removed it from an inner pocket and handed it over. The contact was at home.
 
         ‘Hi, it’s Shawn.’ The other two listened to half of the conversation. ‘Do you have a video-player?’ ‘We have a video we need to watch.’ ‘It’s important.’ ‘Fuckin’ important.’ ‘I don’t know what sort of video.’ ‘Thanks. I’ve got the Skipper with me. Do you mind?’ ‘Cheers. We’ll be there in five minutes.’
 
         He closed the phone and handed it back. ‘He said it’s OK. Turn right ‘ere.’
 
         Frank Bell swung the car round the corner, down a narrow street of workers’ cottages whose doors opened directly on to the pavement. The mill-owner obviously hadn’t expected his tenants to have the time or energy for even a minimal amount of gardening. He’d never dreamt that one day they’d all own cars, but now the streets were lined on both sides with parked vehicles of every size, colour and economic status. A good-looking black girl was standing under a street-light. She was wearing hot pants over suspenders and stockings. Sprayed on a wall was the message: Welcome to Moss Side.
         
 
         Parrott wasn’t sure of the house. They drove right round the block and up and down several similar streets, past the black girl again, before he said: ‘This is it.’
 
         ‘You stay in the car,’ Bell told Darren. ‘Any problems, drive off and come back in half an hour. And stay away from the tom.’ They stepped between the parked cars and pressed the doorbell.
 
         It was answered by a man of mixed race, much younger than them. He was pale-skinned, but his curly hair and facial features revealed his family history. ‘Hi, man,’ he said, beaming, as he and Shawn exchanged a ‘gimme five’ handshake.
 
         ‘This is the Skipper,’ Shawn said.
 
         ‘Frank,’ said Bell. ‘Pleased to meet you.’
 
         ‘Hello, Frankie. Come in. Make yourselves at home.’
 
         They went through into a sitting room. It was furnished with a big suite covered in flowered material, and a pair of massive hi-fi speakers, from which a drum rhythm thumped like an overdose. A peroxide-blonde girl was sitting on the settee.
 
         ‘Business, sweetheart,’ he said to her. ‘Can you find yourself something to do?’ She stood up and sulkily left the room. ‘Now, what’s this about a video?’
 
         Shawn handed it to him. He examined it, as if expecting its outside appearance to betray its message. ‘How are you getting on with the phones, Frankie?’ he asked.
         
 
         ‘OK. No problems. You do a good job for us.’
 
         ‘Which one are you using?’
 
         Bell removed it from his pocket and showed it to him.
 
         ‘Oh, that one. Nice little job. How many times have you used it?’
 
         ‘Five, maybe six. Just short calls, though.’
 
         ‘Mmm. Better let me swap it for a re-programmed one. They’re getting better all the time at putting a stop on them.’
 
         ‘Thanks.’
 
         ‘I see you’re still using the Sierra.’
 
         ‘Yeah.’
 
         ‘Got a nice Cosworth in the pipeline, if you’re interested. Full set of paperwork. Belonged to a dentist in London.’
 
         ‘Not at the moment, thanks. Can we see the video?’
 
         ‘Sure. It’s part-way through. Do you want to watch it from the beginning?’
 
         ‘Er, no. From where it is now.’
 
         ‘OK. Here we go.’
 
         He thumbed the remote control. There was the usual snowstorm of noise on the screen, then it cleared to show a stretch of pavement and road, wet with rain. Vehicles and pedestrians moved silently across the picture, and an occasional figure turned towards the camera, looming large before disappearing beneath it. Frank Bell and Shawn Parrott leant forward, hypnotised by the flickering image.
         
 
         A Rolls-Royce came from the right, and stopped in the centre of the screen. An old lady pulling a shopping basket on wheels was in the foreground. She turned, as if to speak to the chauffeur as he walked round the car to open the rear door, letting the elegant figure of Mrs Marina Norris out on to the pavement.
 
         ‘What shit’s this?’ Frank Bell cursed through his teeth.
 
         Shawn Parrott sat like a statue, his ugly face slowly turning the colour of bird droppings. ‘You said there wasn’t no fuckin’ camera,’ he hissed at Bell.
 
         There wasn’t. They must have put a new one in.’
 
         They watched Harold the chauffeur get back into his seat, and a few seconds later a pair of legs appeared at the top of the screen. As they approached, the unmistakable figure of Parrott was slowly revealed. The camera zoomed in on his face.
 
         ‘Oh man! Oh man-oh-man!’ the owner of the video machine sniggered, slapping his knee. ‘Ha ha! If you could see your face. I don’t know what you’ve been doing, Shawn, old buddy, but I’d say someone has you bang to rights.’ He fell back into his chair clutching his sides with laughter.
 
         Shawn wasn’t amused. He was aware that Mrs Norris would be able to give a description of him, but the rantings of an hysterical woman were worthless compared to this. It was a picture of his face, in close-up. He’d be identified within hours.
         
 
         Outside, the black girl had wandered across to talk to Darren in the car. He wound the window down and leered at her. ‘Hello,’ she said. ‘I could make a nice white boy like you very happy. Asda prices.’
 
         She’d been beautiful, once, but now had a livid scar from her left ear to the corner of her mouth. Darren shuddered at the sight – he’d heard scars like that called Jamaican telephones. ‘Sorry, love. I’m just the driver,’ he said.
 
         ‘Some other time, maybe?’
 
         ‘Yeah. Definitely.’
 
         They were exchanging good-natured banter when the other two spilt out of the house. ‘I said leave the tom alone,’ Frank Bell snapped at him as he climbed into the front passenger seat and slammed the door. Darren shrugged his shoulder at the girl and wound up the window. As they drove away she saw the pale face of Parrott, in the back seat, turn and watch her until it was lost in the reflections of the street-lamps. There was something in his look that she recognised, and she pulled her thin jacket tighter around herself, as if it would keep out the fear, as well as the cold.
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