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One

It was a pleasant evening in late August, one of the busiest times of year for the village of Swann’s Lake. The fairground had all but closed down for the night, and the social clubs had just begun to start livening up. Anyone who knew the place well could have predicted that there would soon be a great deal of drinking, some harmless flirting and possibly a few fights in which both participants would urge their mates to hold them back. No one, however knowledgeable, could have guessed that within an hour there would be the village’s first ever murder.

Robbie Peterson swung round on his bar stool and surveyed The Hideaway – the club which was the centre of his small business empire. It was an almost square wooden building. The walls were covered with red-flock paper, and at each side of the windows purple mock-velvet curtains hung from ceiling to floor. At one end was the bar, at the other a small stage – with just enough space for a compere and electric organ – and a slightly larger dance floor around which a few couples had already begun to shuffle. The rest of the room was taken up by tables, most of which were already reassuringly occupied.

Robbie lit a cigarette. You’ve come a very long way in a very short time, he told himself. Five years ago, you were nothin’ but a common criminal, doin’ Sid Dowd’s biddin’ and runnin’ the risk of landin’ up in gaol every time you went out on a job. Now you’ve got a club, half a fairground, a caravan site an’ three holiday bungalows. Yes, you’re doin’ very nicely indeed.

His mood of well-being was shattered by the arrival of a young couple. Unlike most of the women in the club, who were wearing loose-fitting floral dresses and cardigans, the girl was dressed in a tight leather skirt which revealed her knees, and a blouse with a plunging neckline which declared quite openly that she possessed a splendid pair of breasts. And then there was her make-up! The way she’d applied it, she might as well have written, “Does anybody want to sleep with me?” across her forehead.

The girl looked over at Peterson, tossed her head contemptuously, and then turned to the man who was accompanying her. He looked out of place, too. Most of the club’s customers were working men – fitters and bricklayers, dockers and carpenters – but this young man had never got his hands dirty in his life. The suit he was wearing must have cost more than anybody else in the room earned in a fortnight, and the haughty disdain on his face said more clearly than words that he considered The Hideaway below him.

So if you don’t like it, why don’t you just bugger off! Robbie thought angrily.

But the man wouldn’t, because that was not part of Annabel’s plan. She had come to the club to humiliate her father, and she would not leave until she had achieved her objective.

Annabel nodded curtly to her mother, Doris, who was talking to her cronies, then led her escort to an empty table near the stage. She’d deliberately chosen to sit there so she could get a proper look at him once he was behind the mike, Peterson thought. So she could show her boyfriend what a coarse, common lout her father really was. For a few moments, he actually toyed with the idea of not going on stage at all that night. Then he decided, sod it! He hadn’t backed down from gangland fights in the old days, and he certainly wasn’t going to retreat now from his own daughter.

The organist was coming to the end of his number. Robbie signalled that he should not start another one, and wove his way in between the tables to the stage. He mounted the steps, and turned to face his audience. Several of the women smiled warmly at him. And why shouldn’t they? He was pushing fifty, and, at five feet seven could not have been called tall, but he still had the body of the hard young man he’d once been. And whilst he couldn’t exactly have been called handsome, there was a certain attractiveness in his dark eyes, large nose and square jaw.

“Welcome once again to The Hideaway, ladies and gentlemen,” he said. “I know there’s some real talent out there, an’ later on you’ll get your chance to show what you can do, but in the meantime I thought I’d kick us off with a little song made famous by the lovely Doris Day an’ called, ‘Que Sera Sera’.”

The organist struck up the first few chords, and Robbie began to sing. He had a rich tenor voice, and even if his phrasing wasn’t all it might have been, the people listening to him didn’t seem to mind.

The words came automatically, and Robbie found his eyes roving around the club. Annabel was saying something to the man she’d brought with her, and he could tell from the twist of her lip that it was both about him and probably rather unpleasant. Doris was still chattering away to her friends and ignoring him completely, but there was nothing new about that – on or off the stage. Jenny was listening to him, though. His elder daughter always listened. She was his pride and joy. She was five years older than her sister, and whilst Annabel had inherited her mother’s blond hair, there was a dark beauty about Jenny which could have come only from him.

The song came to its end and there was some applause. Robbie bowed. “I’d like to follow that with an old favourite originally sung by Dickie Henderson,” he said. He searched around the audience, then raised his arm and indicated a middle-aged woman who he knew, from past experience, blushed easily. “It’s called ‘The Finger of Suspicion Points at You’.”

The woman’s friends giggled and Robbie launched into the song. His son-in-law, Terry Clough, was standing at the back of the club, he noticed. And he was not alone. Next to him was a slightly younger man dressed in a brown corduroy jacket – Michael Clough, Terry’s schoolteacher brother.

Robbie had always liked Terry. He’d never been much in the brains department, but he was a good kid with a big heart – which was why he’d been allowed to marry Jenny. Except that recently, Robbie reminded himself, Terry hadn’t been such a good kid. In fact, if he’d done in Liverpool what he’d obviously been doing in Swann’s Lake, he’d probably have ended up in concrete wellies, talking to the fishes at the bottom of the Mersey. But this wasn’t Liverpool and, when all was said and done, Terry was part of the family. Robbie was confident he could sort out the mess without too much damage being done.

He turned his thoughts to Michael Clough. He was a strange one, all right – a bit of a do-gooder, always championing some cause which he thought would change the world. And when it became obvious – even to him – that the world was still in the same state as it had been when he’d started, he’d find himself another cause and fling himself into it with just as much energy as he’d devoted to the last one. Still, Michael had been very useful recently, there was no disputing that.

The two brothers seemed to be having a very deep conversation for a Friday night, and Robbie wondered what they could possibly be talking about. Terry made an agitated gesture with his hands. Michael shook his head. Then the two of them headed for the door. Strange, Robbie thought. Strange – and very unusual.

The final notes of the song faded away. Robbie bowed once more, then turned to look at Annabel. She held his gaze, and her expression seemed to be challenging him to get on with the show – to let her boyfriend see for himself what her father was really like.

“Did you hear the one about the honeymoon couple?” Robbie asked his audience. “Well, just before they tied the knot, he got talkin’ to his mates, and she got talkin’ to hers. You know what it’s like yourselves, don’t you?”

Some of the audience were already tittering in anticipation. Robbie winked at them.

“Anyway, her mates say, ‘You’ve got a big shock comin’ to you on Saturday night, Enid,’ an’ Enid says, ‘I don’t know what yer talkin’ about.’ So one of her mates says, ‘You know when you have big fat pork sausages for your tea?’ And she says. . . she says . . .”

The sight of the new arrival at the doorway stopped Robbie in his tracks. He was a young man wearing a smart blue suit and a hard expression. His name was Phil, and he worked for Sid Dowd. It was a bad sign he was there at all, but it was worse that Wally, the chief bar-steward – the chief bar idiot – was blocking the young man’s path and holding out his hand. Asking for his membership card, for God’s sake! As if any of Dowd’s people needed membership cards for anything. Bloody hell, when you worked for Sid, that was a membership card in its own right.

Robbie felt his palms start to sweat. He raised a hand and waved wildly in Wally’s direction, but the bloody fool was still looking down at his own hand, as if he really did expect the hard young man would suddenly produce a card from out of nowhere.

Robbie’s mouth was dry, and he suddenly realised, from the puzzled faces which were looking up at him, that he must have stopped his joke mid-sentence. He had to say something, he told himself. He had to say bloody something.

“Wally,” he croaked into the microphone. “Why don’t you take that young feller over to the bar and give him a drink on the house.”

“Drink on the house!” someone from one of the tables called out with mock amazement. “Has the age of bloody miracles finally come to pass?”

That was better, Robbie thought. Something normal was happening. Something he felt confident he could handle. He located the heckler, a middle-aged man with a red face and a flat cap. “The age of miracles?” he repeated. “No, George. But when it does arrive you’ll soon know it – ’cos that’ll be the night you’ll be able to sup ten pints an’ still do what’s right by your Mabel when you get home.”

The audience roared. Mabel gave her husband a furious glance, then forced herself to join in with the joke. And Wally had finally led the hard young man in the sharp suit over to the bar and was pouring him a drink.

“Anyway, these two Irishmen I was talkin’ about . . .” Robbie continued.

“You weren’t talkin’ about no Irishmen,” George said, despite receiving a dig in the ribs from his wife. “You were talkin’ about a honeymoon couple.”

“So I was,” Robbie agreed. “Well, like I was sayin’, Enid’s friend tells her about the sausage, an’ then she says, ‘That’s what you’ve got to look forward to.’ But Enid’s a bit thick, you see, and she says, ‘You mean he’ll bring me breakfast in bed?’”

He was back in his stride, the jokes rolling automatically off his tongue, but his mind was in turmoil. He’d thought he’d made it clear to Sid Dowd that he wasn’t interested in doing any business with him. Yet he couldn’t have done or Sid would never have sent one of his lads down to the club like this. Unless the lad was doing a bit of freelancing! But nobody freelanced on Sid Dowd – not unless they’d got tired of having their heads attached to the rest of their bodies.

It seemed to have got very hot in the club – almost stifling – and though Robbie had intended to be on the stage for another five minutes, he suddenly decided he’d had enough.

“ ‘. . . yes, but I’ve never seen one come out of the fly in your trousers and eat a pork pie before’,” he said, concluding the joke about the stolen goose. “And now, ladies and gentlemen, it’s time to get back to the dancin’.”

He walked off the stage to friendly applause and made his way towards the door. He didn’t look at the bar to see if the young man in the blue suit was still there. If he was honest with himself, he’d really rather not know.

The club was separated from the rest of the buildings – the house, the adjoining outhouse and the garage – by a cinder yard, and as Robbie crossed it, he could hear some of the larger cinders crunching under the heels of his shoes.

Crunch. . . crunch. . . crunch. . .

He was a fool to let Sid Dowd’s lad worry him, he told himself. Things had changed since they’d worked together in Liverpool. It would soon be the 1960s, for God’s sake, and the sort of jobs they’d pulled together now seemed so old-fashioned they could have come out of the Ark. Yet did a leopard ever change its spots, especially when it was as big a leopard as Sid?

Robbie unlocked the outhouse door, switched on the light and experienced the vague mixture of disappointment and disgust he always felt when entering the room. It had started out simply as a workshop, a place where he could potter around doing the little jobs which he could just as easily have paid someone else to do. There was still evidence of the outhouse’s original purpose – the carpenter’s bench against the far wall, the tool rack hanging above it – but now, thanks to his wife’s insistence, the place had lost the air of a retreat which it had once had.

‘We need a proper office,’ Doris had told him.

‘What’s wrong with working on the kitchen table?’ he’d asked.

Doris had sighed, exasperatedly. ‘There’s no wonder you never can never get on in society however much you try,’ she’d told him. ‘You’ve absolutely no idea of the right way to do things, have you?’

And so the workshop had been converted into the office which Doris had felt they needed. A desk had been her first purchase – solid mahogany with brass handles. That had been followed by an oak filing cabinet – mostly still empty – and a black leather three-piece suite. Finally, only the day before, Doris had added a coffee table, a heavy one with a mosaic top. Robbie hated it.

‘And when we’ve got rid of that workbench, there’ll be room for a bookcase,’ Doris had threatened.

‘But we haven’t got enough books to fill one,’ Robbie had protested.

‘Then we’ll buy them as well,’ his wife had told him.

Robbie walked across the room, past the window which looked out onto the yard and the club, and came to a halt in front of the workbench.

It stays, he decided. Whatever she says, it bloody well stays.

He removed the hammer from the tool rack and tapped the edge of the bench with it a couple of times. It was a very reassuring sound. He’d always been useful with his hands and often reflected that if he’d had a different upbringing, he might have made a good craftsman. But it was pointless to think like that, he told himself angrily – if he’d been a craftsman, he’d never have been able to afford what he had now.

He replaced the hammer in the rack, walked over to his desk and sat down. From this position he could see the club door and noticed how many times it swung open as new people arrived or customers made their way across the yard to the lavatory. It was a good business he had, he thought. Perhaps too good – if he’d just been ticking over, maybe Sid Dowd would have left him alone.

He was getting things out of proportion, he told himself. Not that that was at all surprising the way things were piling up – Sid Dowd bothering him, Doris always on at him, his younger daughter forever doing her best to humiliate him. And now this thing with Terry. What he needed was a break.

“Perhaps I’ll go an’ see how Alex Conway’s getting on,” he said aloud. “Old Alex always appreciates a visit from me.”

He laughed at his own private joke, and wished he could tell it to Annabel – just to prove that his sense of humour didn’t consist solely of stories about the things which dangled between men’s legs. But, of course, he couldn’t tell her. Even if she’d listen.

The light bulb overhead began to flicker and then went out completely. Apart from the small amount of light which filtered in from the club, the office was plunged into darkness.

“Shit!” Robbie said aloud.

The replacement bulbs were in the house, and he didn’t feel like getting up to go and fetch one. Not at that moment, anyway. It had been a long day and the sight of Phil – the young man in the blue suit – had first made him nervous and now exhausted. He folded his arms on the desk, rested his head on them and went to sleep.

Detective Sergeant Gower stood in the shadow of The Hideaway’s garage and looked longingly at Robbie Peterson’s office. It was in darkness, which meant that Robbie wasn’t there. But he could also clearly see that the door was open an inch or two. It wasn’t like Peterson to be so careless – to present him with such an unprecedented opportunity. He wished he had a search warrant, but he didn’t have enough evidence to obtain one – and anyway, he was not officially on duty.

His colleagues called Gower ‘The Toad’, and though it might not have been a very kind title, it was certainly accurate enough. He was squat and only just met police height requirements. In addition, he was cursed with bulging eyes and a skin which could have been a ‘before’ advertisement for any of the well-known brands of acne cream. But there was nothing toad-like in his attitude to his work. There, he was more of a fox terrier – pursuing his investigations with dogged determination, and never, ever, letting go once he’d got his teeth into something. And he’d got his teeth into the Peterson family. True, Annabel was his main target for the moment, but Robbie had always been his ultimate objective, and the open door just might provide him with a short cut.

Gower looked across the yard at the club. He wondered whether Robbie Peterson was inside The Hideaway at that very moment, and if he was, how long he was likely to stay there. It wouldn’t do for a policeman to be discovered – unauthorised – on private property, even if the property in question was well-known to belong to a notorious villain. No, getting caught would do his career no good at all. On the other hand, since fate had clearly given him his chance . . .

It was two short strides to the window. Gower pressed his nose against it. He could see the workbench which was catching the small amount of light that shone from the club, but the rest of the office was in total darkness. Which meant that once he was inside – and as long as he stayed away from the bench – he would be completely invisible to anyone coming out of The Hideaway.

He rapidly formulated a plan. He would go over to Robbie’s desk, from where he should get a good view of the yard, and when there was no one out there, he would quickly draw the heavy curtains. Once he had done that, he could switch on his torch with impunity and get down to some serious investigating.

Gower pushed the door open, stepped inside and closed the door softly again behind him. Phase One completed entirely satisfactorily.

The sergeant set off in the general direction of the desk. In the darkness, he should have walked slowly and cautiously, but caution had never been Gower’s way, especially when he had the scent of his quarry in his nostrils.

It was his speed which was his downfall. If he hadn’t been going so fast, the collision between his right shin and the coffee table would not have hurt half so much as it did. If he hadn’t been going so fast, he might have stayed upright instead of lurching forward into the blackness.

Gower put his hands out in front of him for protection. His knees hit the floor with a sickening crunch. His torso landed heavily against the edge of Robbie’s desk, knocking the wind out of him. But it was the thing his right hand made contact with which alarmed him most. He was touching a head – a brylcreamed head – which was lying on the desk.

Fighting for breath, Gower struggled to his feet. There was a man asleep at the desk! But could he really be asleep? Could he have received that jolt from the sergeant’s hand without waking up?

Still gasping, Gower reached into his jacket pocket for his torch and switched it on. The beam fell on the hammer first – a perfectly ordinary woodworking hammer which was lying there on the desk. He moved the beam a little higher and it settled on the head which his outstretched hand had touched, and which undoubtedly belonged to Robbie Peterson. If anything could actually be said to belong to a corpse. And a corpse was definitely what Robbie was – because nobody, not even a hard case like him, could have survived having a six-inch nail driven deep into his temple.

  
Two

The old lady was sitting on her usual bench by the Serpentine and was studying the people who passed by with the eye of a connoisseur. So far that day she had seen no one who really interested her, but the couple approaching, hand-in-hand, looked very promising.

The man was perhaps twenty-five years old, and nearly six feet tall. His brown hair was neatly cut and his clothes showed that he took pride in his appearance. His features were perhaps a little too regular to earn him the title of handsome, the old lady thought, but by any standards he was certainly attractive. The woman was smaller and a little younger – probably no more than twenty-two or twenty-three. She had jet black hair, flashing dark eyes, a wide, passionate mouth and an oval chin. She looked foreign – possibly southern European.

The old lady allowed herself to indulge in her favourite game of imagining their histories. The man, she decided, had probably gone to a good school and was now something in the City. The woman was more difficult, but it was possible to believe that she was some kind of exiled aristocrat.

The couple had almost drawn level with her. The exiled aristocrat gave the old lady a warm smile. “Isn’t a beautiful day?” she said with a slight accent.

“Very nice indeed for the time of year,” the old lady agreed.

The couple walked on, and the old lady watched them with a sigh of regret. Separately, each of them would have been enough to gain her approval, she thought. Together, they looked like a fairytale come true.

“You made that old dear’s day,” Bob Rutter said, as he and Maria passed the boathouses.

“You think so?” Maria replied. “I only smiled at her.”

Rutter squeezed her hand. “A smile from you is enough to make anybody’s day.”

He meant it. He thought her smile lit up a room, and he was sure he’d still have considered that true even if he hadn’t been totally, helplessly in love with her.

A uniformed constable was on duty near the edge of the park. He recognised Rutter, and saluted.

Maria giggled. “You really are an important man, aren’t you?” she said mischievously.

“No, I’m not,” Rutter contradicted her. “But I’m going to be.”

Maria’s hand tensed. “In Spain, that policeman would not have saluted,” she said.

“Because I’m only a detective sergeant?”

“Because we have no chaperone with us, and are holding hands in a public place. He would not have saluted because he would have been too scandalised even to raise his arm.”

“Then it’s a good job we’re here, and not in Spain.”

“Perhaps,” Maria said wistfully.

Rutter felt instantly ashamed of being so insensitive. “You really miss your homeland, don’t you?” he asked.

“Yes, I do,” Maria admitted. “I know it’s foolish – I was only a tiny child when my parents became refugees, and I haven’t been able to go back since – but I feel Spanish, and until the Dictatorship is finally toppled, I’ll never really be whole. That’s why I will be going to the demonstration tomorrow.”

Ah yes, the demonstration. Rutter had been trying to force his worries about it to the back of his mind, but they simply wouldn’t stay there. “Do you really have to go?” he asked. “It’s not as if General Franco himself was coming to London.”

“No, but the man who is coming is one of his closest advisors.”

“I know that, but—”

“Someone has to make the protest,” Maria said passionately. “Someone has to show him that the barbarities of Franco’s regime are not forgotten in the rest of Europe.”

“There’ll be police on duty outside the embassy,” Rutter warned her. “Probably a large number of them.”

Maria shrugged. “Of course there’ll be police. Now that your government is on good terms with the Dictatorship, it feels obliged to do its utmost to protect Franco’s lackeys.”

“Things may get out of hand.”

“You mean your British bobbies, of whom you are all so proud, might suddenly become as vicious as the General’s guardia civil?”

“Of course not,” Rutter said. “But we’re not used to protests in London. We’re not trained to handle them.”

“There was the march by the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament a few months ago,” Maria replied.

“The CND march was entirely different,” Rutter pointed out.

“Because all the marchers were British?” Maria asked, an edge of anger in her voice.

Rutter sighed. “No, not because they were British,” he said. “Because they held their meeting in Trafalgar Square, which is a public space. Because they didn’t threaten private property.”

“We will not be threatening private property. It will be a peaceful demonstration.”

“I’m sure it will,” Rutter agreed. “But put anybody – including policemen – in a difficult situation they’re not used to handling, and there’s always a chance there’ll be trouble.”

“Then that’s a risk I’ll have to run,” Maria told him. “Listen, Bob, my parents and I have a good life here. My father is a professor and when I get my doctorate, I will probably teach at the university too. Very nice for us. But there are other members of my family back in Spain who are not having such an easy time of it. I have an uncle who lives in poverty because all his property was confiscated. I have a cousin who is in gaol for no other crime than calling for democracy. I will be marching for them.”

“If you must go, then I’m coming with you,” Rutter said.

Maria laughed, alleviating the tension which had been building up inside her. “If you did march with us, you wouldn’t be working at Scotland Yard very much longer.”

“I don’t care about the Yard. I just want to know that you’ll be safe.”

“You do care,” Maria said, turning serious again. “You know you do. Your work is desperately important to you, just as my protest is to me. We both have to do what we have to do, Bob.”

She was right, he thought. However depressing her insight might be, it was undoubtedly completely on target.

They had reached Hyde Park Corner where a newspaper vendor, wearing a muffler despite the warm weather, was bawling at the top of his voice about an ‘’orrible murder’ in Cheshire. Rutter reached in his pocket for some small change.

“You’re off-duty, Bob,” Maria said. “Leave it.”

“I can’t,” Rutter told her, handing the vendor the coins. “If it’s important enough to make the London papers, then it’ll be important enough to make the Chief Constable call in the Yard.”

“You see what I mean about your job?” Maria asked accusing, though she was secretly glad of anything which steered them away from another fractious discussion about the demonstration. “There has been a murder and you automatically assume that you will be involved in solving it.”

“I will,” Rutter told her. “In case you’ve forgotten, I work for Chief Inspector ‘Cloggin’ it Charlie’ Woodend, who—”

“Who you worship,” Maria said, with a smile playing on her lips.

“Who can be both bloody brilliant and bloody impossible – often at the same time – and is the best bobby I’ve met,” Rutter answered. “But that wasn’t what I was going to say.”

Maria forced her face into an expression of mock humility. “I’m sorry I interrupted,” she said.

“What I was going to say is as far as the top brass are concerned, ‘Cloggin’ it Charlie’ is the Yard’s expert on ‘Up North’.” Rutter permitted himself a grin. “Besides, if the truth be told, I think they’ll jump on the excuse to get him out of London. He can be a real thorn in their sides when he wants to be.”

Rutter opened the paper and scanned the story. Social-club boss with criminal past found murdered in his office. Nail driven into his skull. It sounded interesting. But it couldn’t have come at a worse time. The murder meant that when Maria was demonstrating outside the Spanish Embassy, he would already be in Cheshire. And he couldn’t banish from his mind the thought that without him in London, something terrible was going to happen to her.

Detective Sergeant Gower stood to attention in front of his chief superintendent’s desk. It was not a position his toad-like body felt comfortable with, but given the trouble he was in, he thought it the best stance to take.

“You were off-duty last night, weren’t you, Gower?” the Chief Superintendent asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“So why did you go to the social club?”

“Because I wanted a drink?” Gower suggested hopefully.

The Chief Superintendent frowned. “Are you a member of the club, Mr Gower?”

“No, sir.”

“Do you know any members of the club who might have been willing to sign you in?”

“I know a few of them,” Gower admitted, though he doubted whether any of the petty criminals who were members of the club would ever willingly have done a favour for him.

“Did you go into the club to see if they’d serve you, even though you were not a member?”

“No, sir.”

“But you did go into the office, didn’t you?”

“Yes, sir.”

“An office which was in total darkness?”

Well, of course it was, Gower thought. I wouldn’t have gone in if there’d been bloody lights on, now would I? “That’s correct,” he said.

“And what made you do that?”

“I thought something was wrong.”

The Chief Superintendent shook his head almost despairingly. “Based on what?” he asked.

Gower shrugged. “Professional instinct.”

“And once inside, you discovered the body of Robbie Peterson.”

That’s when I made my mistake, Gower told himself. I should never have reported it. I should just have got the hell out of there and left it to some other daft bugger to find the stiff. But aloud he said, “Yes, sir. That’s correct.”

The Chief Superintendent frowned again, and looked down at the folder which was spread in front of him. “You’ve had a very chequered career, Sergeant Gower,” he said. “You can be a very good detective. You’ve managed to solve some cases the rest of us had all but given up on. But that’s only one side of the story, isn’t it?” He pointed his index finger squarely at Gower’s chest. “The other side is that you’ve been disciplined several times for breaking with official procedure.”

“The villains I deal with don’t follow official procedure,” Gower said, almost to himself.

“No, but we do,” the Chief Superintendent retorted sharply. “Shall I tell you what I think? I think that you were down at the club looking for just such an opportunity as the one you found. Isn’t that the case?”

“I did not go to the club with any thought of entering the office,” Gower said. And for once he was telling one of his superiors the truth – it had been Annabel Peterson, not Robbie, who’d been the focus of his interest the night before.

“Was Mr Peterson the subject of any official investigation?” the Chief Superintendent asked.

“No, sir.”

“Yet you were investigating him? Unofficially?”

“Yes, sir,” Gower lied, considering that he’d been truthful enough for one day.

“And might I ask why?”

“Robbie was a villain from way back. He hadn’t changed.”

“Do you have any proof of this?”

“No, sir.”

The Chief Superintendent sighed. “You really leave me very little choice of what action to take in this matter, Sergeant. You will be suspended pending an investigation into your conduct.”

It was unfair, Gower thought, but then that was only to be expected in this life. It wasn’t fair that his wife had run off with a bloody milkman. It wasn’t fair that he had to stand there now, listening to this prat who wouldn’t know real police work if it hit him in the eye. But that was just the way things were.

Once out in the corridor, Gower quickly reviewed the meeting in his mind. He’d have been suspended whatever he’d said, he decided. So he’d played it just right – because the Chief Superintendent still had no idea that he was on to Robbie Peterson’s daughter.

Doris Peterson replaced the hall telephone on its cradle, lit a cigarette and walked into the kitchen where her elder daughter was on her knees scouring the oven. “Well, that’s settled,” she said.

Jenny Clough, who had been cleaning and polishing relentlessly all day, looked up from her work. “What’s settled?” she asked.

“I’ve just been talking to Wally on the blower. He thinks he can get me extra staff for tonight.”

“Extra staff!” Jenny repeated incredulously. “You’re never thinking of opening tonight, are you? Not with Dad hardly cold?”

“You can’t afford sentimentality in this business,” her mother replied practically. “Customers expect you to be open, and if you’re not, they just go somewhere else. And there’s a danger that might become a habit with them.”

“It’s not right,” Jenny protested.

“People who work hard for a living are entitled to their bit of fun when they’re on their holidays,” her mother pointed out. “The world doesn’t stop for them just because Robbie’s gone.”

Jenny bit her lower lip. “It shows a lack of respect,” she said.

Doris sighed. “It’s not as if I’ll be behind the bar myself,” she said. “Anyway, I’ve not noticed that your dad’s death has stopped you workin’.”

Jenny stood up and slammed her scouring pad down on top of the cooker. “That’s not fair!” she said, almost shouting the words. “I’m only doin’ this to take my mind off things.”

“So maybe I’m doin’ the same.”

“You!” Jenny screamed. “You didn’t give tuppence for him!”

“Well, I’m certainly too old to go around pretendin’ I’m devastated by his death,” Doris admitted.

“Did you ever love him?” Jenny demanded. “Was there a time when you really did care? Or has he never been more than a meal ticket to you?”

“Did you ever love your husband?” her mother countered. “Or did you just marry him because it was what your wonderful dad wanted?”

“Dad was good to you,” Jenny said fiercely. “He was good to all of us. And what did he get in return? You treated him like dirt, and Annabel did everything she possibly could to embarrass him.”

“Well, at least he still had you, didn’t he? You were always his good little girl.”

Jenny ran her hand agitatedly through her dark hair. “Somebody had to show him affection. Somebody had to let him know that he was appreciated.”

“Who do you think killed him, Jenny?” Doris asked, surprisingly gently.

The question seemed to catch her daughter off-guard, as if, up to that point, she had still not come to terms with the death, let alone the manner of it.

“Well?” Doris repeated. “Who do you think killed him?”

“I don’t know.”

“Of course you don’t,” Doris agreed. “But I’ll put money on it that if you sat down and tried to make a list, you could come up with nine or ten names in no time. Now that’s true, isn’t it?”

“I suppose so,” Jenny admitted reluctantly.

“So let me ask you this,” Doris said. “If your dad was so bloody marvellous, how is that there are so many people who’ll be really chuffed to see him dead?”

Chief Inspector Charlie Woodend mopped up the last of his gravy with a piece of bread, popped the bread into his mouth and leant back in his chair.

“You’ve excelled yourself with that meal, lass,” he told his wife.

Joan Woodend smiled, so that dimples formed in her plump cheeks. “You always say that,” she pointed out.

“An’ it’s always true,” Woodend said. “You could hardly cook when I married you. An’ now look at what you serve up.”

Joan shook her head. “Don’t try that line on me, Charlie Woodend,” she said playfully. “If I hadn’t been able to cook, you’d have ended up takin’ somebody else to the altar.”

It wasn’t true, but Woodend still somehow managed to look guilty. “Do you want a hand with the plates?” he asked.

Joan stood up. “No, I’ll do it. You get yourself back to that book of yours.”

Woodend walked over to his favourite armchair and picked up his copy of Pride and Prejudice. Soon he was completely enveloped in Jane Austen’s world – a closed world where newcomers were treated with both anticipation and suspicion. It was like that for him, he thought. His job meant that he was always the newcomer, stepping into a society which had its own rules and ways of doing things. That was why, unlike most other officers of his rank, he didn’t send his subordinates to do his footwork for him. He liked to get about himself, to absorb the atmosphere of the area and listen to the gossip in the local pubs. He was aware of his nickname – ‘Cloggin’-it Charlie’ – and though the man who’d thought it up had probably intended it to be insulting, he himself preferred to think of it as a badge of honour.

The phone rang in the hallway. “Can you get that, Charlie?” his wife called from the kitchen. “It’s probably our Annie, callin’ from camp.”

She was wrong about that, Woodend thought, as he padded across the fitted carpet. It wouldn’t be their daughter, wanting to tell them how she was getting on with the other girl guides. This would be the call he’d been expecting ever since he glanced at the newspaper headlines that morning.

He lifted the receiver. “Kilburn 2492,” he said.

“Is that you, Charlie?”

“It’s me, sir.”

“There’s been a murder in Cheshire and it seems to me it’s right up your street.”

Aye, an’ it’ll get me out of your hair for a while, thought Woodend, who appreciated just as keenly as Bob Rutter did that the Brass were not always comfortable in his presence. In a way, he supposed, that was not surprising. He was, as had often been pointed out, not like other men – or at least not like other policemen of his rank. Other chief inspectors, with one eye on the commissioner’s job, usually wore smart lounge suits. Woodend favoured baggy sports coats from the pockets of which he would sometimes produce a volume of Dickens, sometimes a corned-beef sandwich, with the bread cut in thick, door-step slices, just as he liked it.

He knew he would never rise above the rank of chief inspector and he accepted the fact philosophically, because although a salary well in excess of a thousand pounds a year sometimes seemed appealing, he already earned enough to meet his simple needs and didn’t like the thought of giving up the kind of work his present job brought him.

“Are you still there, Charlie?” asked the voice on the other end of the line.

“Yes, sir.”

“I’d like you up there as soon as possible. Take a sleeper, if there’s one available.”

“An’ can I take my lad, Rutter, with me?”

“Rutter?” the Chief Superintendent repeated. “You’ve still got him with you? You haven’t you worn him out yet – like you seem to have worn out every other sergeant you’ve been assigned?”

“No, sir.”

“Then he must be a remarkable young man.”

“He’s a good lad,” Woodend agreed.

He said his goodbyes and put the phone down. Bob Rutter was a good lad, he thought as he walked back into the living room. And that girlfriend of his, young Maria, was a crackin’ little lass who it was always the greatest pleasure to have round for tea. Joan thought the world of her too, and despite the difference in their ages, they seemed to have struck up a real friendship.

He ambled over to the kitchen door. Joan was still at the sink, cleaning out a large saucepan. “That was the Super,” he announced. “A new case has come up, an’ he wants me to handle it. I’ll probably be leavin’ tonight.”

Joan dried her hands on the tea towel. “Well, your bag’s packed an’ ready like it always is,” she said. “Would you like me to make some butties to take with you?”

“Champion,” Woodend replied. “But don’t make enough of them to fill a suitcase like you did the last time. This murder’s not in Essex. It’s up North – an’ you can still get decent grub there.”

  
Three

Inspector Chatterton of the Mid-Cheshire Police stood on the platform at Crewe railway station and watched the London train pull in. When the carriage doors opened, a number of passengers got off, but only one was wearing a hairy sports jacket and carrying the sort of bag in which a plumber might keep his tools. Chatterton, well briefed as to what to expect by colleagues who’d worked with the Chief Inspector before, stepped forward and introduced himself.

Woodend shook the Inspector’s hand. “Nice of you to meet us, Mr Chatterton,” he said. “Last time we were up here, they sent a DI to keep his beady eye on us.” He turned to the man next to him, who was carrying a smart tartan suitcase. ‘What was his name, Sergeant?”

“DI Holland, sir,” Rutter supplied.

“That’s right,” Woodend agreed. “Why isn’t it him this time? Won’t his constitution stand the excitement of another encounter with us?”

“Mr Holland’s been promoted and transferred back to Manchester, sir,” Chatterton explained.

“I’m not surprised,” Woodend said. “I always thought he was a bit of a pillock myself, but that doesn’t seem much of an obstacle to gettin’ on in the modern police force, does it, Inspector?”

Chatterton glanced at Rutter for guidance, and finding no more than an amused expression on the Sergeant’s face, decided that his wisest course might be to change the subject. “The car’s just across the road, sir,” he said.

“Oh aye?” Woodend replied, sounding genuinely interested. “An’ what make would it be?”

“It’s er . . . a Wolsey.”

Woodend turned to Rutter again. “A Wolsey? Isn’t that what the powers that be gave us the last time we were here?”

“Yes, sir.”

The Chief Inspector shook his head as if were a truly disappointed man. “After the way we pulled them out of the shit in Salton, you’d have thought they’d have made an effort an’ stretched to a Rolls this time,” he said.

“I’m afraid the Cheshire Constabulary doesn’t have any Rolls Royces,” Chatterton said apologetically.

Woodend rolled his eyes. Just what he needed, he thought – a liaison officer with no sense of humour. “Lead on, Inspector,” he said. “Lead on.”

The route from Crewe to Swann’s Lake took the Wolsey along country roads wide enough to allow two lorries to pass each other – but only just. Woodend looked out of the window, enjoying the sight of the lush green fields and the contented, grazing cows. It wouldn’t be like that on the new-fangled motorway they were about to open between Luton and Dunchurch, he thought sourly. With three lanes in either direction, cars would be able to go so fast that the countryside would just whizz by. And it wouldn’t stop with the M1 – they’d never have called it that if they didn’t intend to build any more. The whole of England would soon be criss-crossed with the bloody things. Huge scars cut onto the countryside, just so people could get to where they were going a little quicker.

He turned to Inspector Chatterton who was sitting next to him. “Tell me about Swann’s Lake,” he said.

“What exactly would you like to know, sir?”

“Well, we could start with who Swann was,” Woodend suggested.

“As I understand it, he owned most of the land around the lake about two hundred years ago,” Chatterton said. “But no one called Swann has lived in the area for a long, long time.”

Woodend nodded. “It’s a sort of holiday spot, isn’t it?”

“That’s right, sir. There are several caravan sites and a fair number of wooden bungalows which are rented out during the summer season.”

“So what’s the attraction of the place?”

“Well, there’s the lake itself – people like to go boating – then there’s the funfair and, of course, five or six social clubs like The Hideaway.”

“And where do the visitors come from?”

“All over. Liverpool, Manchester – even as far north as Bolton.”

“For your information, that’s nearly thirty miles,” Woodend said to Rutter. He turned his attention back to Chatterton. “My sergeant’s knowledge of geography doesn’t stretch any further north than Watford,” he explained. “So tell me, Inspector, what sort of people are these visitors? Lawyers? Architects? Chief Inspectors from Scotland Yard?”

“No, nothing like that. They’re mainly ordinary working people – taxi drivers, bricklayers and pipe fitters. Not that they seem too badly off, by any means. Most of them manage to run a little motor car, and you can’t say that about everybody.”

“They come from all over the place,” Woodend repeated thoughtful. “In other words, you’re tellin’ me that in addition to the locals, there could be several thousand outsiders in the village at any one time.”

“I suppose so,” Chatterton admitted.

“Grand,” Woodend said. “That makes my job a lot easier.”

Woodend stood in the cinder yard, looking first at The Hideaway, then across at the outhouse/office where Robbie Peterson had been murdered. “How much time passed between this Peterson feller last bein’ seen, an’ his body bein’ found?” he asked Inspector Chatterton.

“Roughly half an hour, sir.”

“Roughly?” Woodend repeated,

Chatterton nodded. “We know what time Detective Sergeant Gower found him – the man’s a trained bobby, and the first thing he did was check his watch. What we’re not exactly sure about is when Robbie Peterson left the club and went to his office. We can pin it down to somewhere around a quarter to ten, but no one we’ve talked to is prepared to be more specific than that.”

Woodend nodded understandingly. Folk out for a good time didn’t keep looking at their watches – at least, not until it was getting close to calling for ‘last orders’.

“An’ how many people would have gone in and out of the club durin’ that time?” the Chief Inspector asked.

“There were around a couple of hundred people in the club on Friday night,” Chatterton said, “and about fifty of them have volunteered the information that during that crucial half-hour they either went home or paid a visit to the toilet block, which is located on the far side of the garage.”

“An’ did any of them notice anythin’ unusual?” Woodend asked.

The Inspector shook his head. “There were a few who couldn’t say for sure whether or not there was a light in the office, but most of them are definite that it was in darkness.”

“Tell me what you’ve been able to find out about the murdered man.”

“He came here about five years ago,” Chatterton said. “Bought the club outright, as well as the caravan site, a few fairground attractions like the ghost train, and several holiday bungalows.”

Woodend whistled softly. “Must have had plenty of money behind him, then. And what exactly did our Robbie do before he moved to Swann’s Lake?”

“You’ll already have read most of what we know in the papers,” Chatterton said.

“No, I won’t,” Woodend said. He turned to Rutter. “And you can stop grinnin’, Sergeant.”

Rutter looked down at the ground. “Sorry, sir.”

“What’s amusin’ my sergeant,” Woodend said to Chatterton, “is that he knows I don’t go much by reports, whether they’re in the papers or on official police stationery. So while I might have read the headlines on this case, I’ve not gone much beyond that. All of which means that if I’m ever to find out what’s goin’ on, someone will have to tell me.”

“I see, sir,” Chatterton said – though it was clear that he didn’t. “Well, it seems that Robbie Peterson comes originally from Liverpool, and from what the Merseyside force have been able to tell us, he was involved in all kinds of nasty work.”

“An’ what exactly does that mean?”

“Robbery, fencing, protection. He worked for a feller called Sid Dowd, who seems to run most of the underworld activity there. And he worked with a lad called Terry Clough, who eventually became his son-in-law, and moved here at the same time as he did.”

“But Peterson’s been straight ever since he left Liverpool?”

“Not according to one of the sergeants down at the station – Gower, his name is. He’s convinced Robbie was still as bent as a nine-bob note.”

“I see,” Woodend said thoughtfully. “What do you make of it, Bob?”

“Make of what, sir?”

“The method chosen to dispatch our Mr Peterson to his final restin’ place.”

“Unusual,” Rutter said.

“In what way?”

“It’s rather gruesome. It’s almost as if there was something ritualistic about it.”

Woodend beamed with pleasure at his star pupil, then turned to Inspector Chatterton. “Hear that, Inspector? Ritualistic! My sergeant’s a grammar-school boy. You want to go any further with that, Bob?”

“It’s as if it was a murder to set an example,” Rutter said.

“You mean like hanging, drawing and quartering?”

Rutter smiled. “I was thinking more of knee-capping.”

“So was I,” Woodend told him. “And that would suggest—”

“That the murder was carried out by someone in the criminal fraternity.”

“Aye, it would,” the Chief Inspector agreed.

And that’s not going to make things any easier, he thought, because the person who’d wanted Robbie Peterson dead was probably not the one who carried out the act. Worse than that, whoever the man was, he probably had a watertight alibi for the time Peterson died.

“What do you want to do now, sir?” Chatterton asked.

“We may as well go and look at the scene of the crime,” Woodend said.

The three policemen stood in the doorway of Robbie Peterson’s office. Woodend’s quick eyes ran over the desk, the three-piece suite and the heavy coffee table which had caused Detective Sergeant Gower to go arse over tip.

“Impressions, Sergeant?” he said to Rutter.

“Some money’s been spent on this place,” the Sergeant replied.

“But?”

“But the effect isn’t quite right. It’s not enough to buy expensive things. You have to buy expensive things which harmonise.”

“I’d never have noticed that myself,” Woodend admitted. “There’s no wonder Joan won’t let me go shoppin’ for furniture with her.” He walked across the office to the workbench and looked down at the box of six-inch nails. “It’s one of these that was used, is it, Inspector?”

“That’s right, sir.”

“An’ what about the hammer which drove it in?”

Chatterton pointed to the tool rack hanging on the wall. There was one gap in it. “The hammer which hung in that slot was lying on the desk,” he said. “It’s a fair assumption it was used to drive the nail in, but we can’t say for certain. The lab’s checked it over. It’s been wiped clean of prints.”

Woodend frowned. If the killer had been a professional hit-man, as he suspected, then surely he would have brought his own murder weapon with him. Or perhaps not. A gun could be traced. Even a knife might leave a trail. But by using Robbie Peterson’s own hammer and nail, the murderer had left them absolutely no line of investigation to follow.

“I’d like you to get hold of hammer for me,” Woodend said to Inspector Chatterton.

“A hammer, sir? What kind of a hammer?”

Woodend sighed. The problem of workin’ with new people all the time was that you were forever havin’ to get them into your way of seein’ things. Young Rutter wouldn’t have needed to ask what kind of hammer – he would already have known. “I want a hammer as near as possible to the one which was used to kill Robbie Peterson,” he said patiently.

“Oh, all right, sir. Understood,” Chatterton said.

But he didn’t understand, Woodend thought. He had no idea of how sometimes just holding the murder weapon could actually give you some kind of feeling about the person who had wielded it.

“We’ll need somewhere to operate from,” he said.

“Yes, sir. We’ve cleared some office space for you in Maltham.”

“Have you now?” Woodend said. “And how far away might that be from Swann’s Lake?”

“Only about six miles.”

“Then that makes it six miles away from the scene of the crime,” Woodend said. “I’m sorry, lad, that won’t do at all.”

“I suppose we could get you a room in the nearest police house,” Chatterton suggested.

“An’ how close is that?”

“A couple of miles.”

Woodend shook his head. “You’re not getting’ the point, are you? When I investigate a crime, I like to be on top of it eighteen hours a day.”

“Well, I really can’t think anywhere closer than—” Chatterton began.

“Have forensics finished with this office?” Woodend interrupted.

“Yes, sir.”

“Right, then. Get somebody to clear out all this posh stuff and have it replaced with the battered rubbish I’m used to, and we’ll have what my sergeant here likes to call a nerve centre for our operation.”

“You want to use this place?” Chatterton asked incredulously.

“Aye. Any objections?”

The Inspector shrugged. “Not really. It just seems a bit macabre, that’s all.”

“Murder tends to be a macabre business,” Woodend said. “It’s funny that way. Now, about accommodation. Where are we supposed to be stayin’?”

“In Maltham, sir. There’s a new hotel opened since the last time you were here, and I’ve been told it’s very nice indeed.”

“I need to feel the pulse of a place, even when I’m sleepin’,” Woodend said. “Get me somethin’ closer.”

“Well, there’s always the Red Lion pub,” Chatterton said dubiously.

“Where’s that?”

“About half a mile up the road. I believe they do have a couple of rooms for bed and breakfast, but I’m not sure it’s exactly—”

“It’ll do fine,” Woodend said. “An’ if the rooms are already occupied, fit up whoever’s in them on some trumped-up charge and throw the buggers in the clink for a couple of days.”

Chatterton paled. “I don’t think I could do that, sir. There are certain rules and reg—” He saw the look of exasperation in Woodend’s eyes. “You’re joking again, aren’t you?” he said with some relief.

“I’d better be, or I’ll soon end up behind bars myself,” Woodend said. He checked his watch. “You’ve been a great help so far, Inspector. Now, if you wouldn’t mind, I’d like you to get this furniture removal underway.”

“I’ll get one of my sergeant’s to organise it right away,” Chatterton said.

“I’d rather you supervised it yourself,” Woodend told him.

“But I’ve . . . er—”

“You’ve had orders to stick to me like glue, so you can report back to your bosses on exactly what I’m up to?” Woodend asked.

“I wouldn’t put it quite like that, sir,” Chatterton replied, though his expression suggested that what the Chief Inspector had said wasn’t far from the truth.

“Tell your Chief Super I can’t work that way,” Woodend said. “I need freedom to move about without constantly feelin’ the local flatfeet breathin’ down my neck. Understood?”

“I’ll pass your message on, sir,” Chatterton said dubiously.

“Good. Now get crackin’ on shiftin’ this furniture. But don’t take that filin’ cabinet – my sergeant, with all the enthusiasm of youth, is just itchin’ to take a look at all of Master Robbie’s correspondence. Isn’t that true, Sergeant?”

“Itching,” Rutter said, deadpan.

“And once you’ve got the office up and runnin’, I’d like you to arrange for me to see a few of the people connected with the case – starting with Peterson’s ever-lovin’ family,” Woodend told the Inspector.

“And what will you be doing, sir?” Chatterton asked. “I mean, just in case I need to contact you,” he added hastily.

“What will I be doin’?” Woodend repeated. “Well, since it’s such a nice day, I thought I might take my sergeant here for a little walk round the lake.”

The hum of the diesel engines merged with the tinny sound of the steam organ and the blare of the latest Elvis Presley record pumping out of the speakers around the dodgem track. There were children everywhere. Children eating candy floss and toffee apples. Children proudly and carefully carrying goldfish in plastic bags full of water. Children begging for one more ride, and children crying because their requests had been turned down. The funfair was as cheerfully brash and as gaudy as only funfairs can be.

Woodend, his jacket draped over his arm, strolled through the crowd with the easy nonchalance of a man who has nothing more on his mind than wondering what he’s going to be served up for his tea. There was a time when the pose would have fooled Bob Rutter, but that time was long since past. He knew that though the Chief Inspector might appear relaxed, his eyes were constantly alert, fixing firmly the various strands of life which co-existed around the lake. At some point in the case, something he had seen that afternoon would prove useful – perhaps even a key point in the investigation – and God help his sergeant if he hadn’t noticed it too!

Woodend came to halt in front of the ghost train, and looked up at the lurid paintings of phantoms, corpses and executioners which festooned its walls. “Didn’t Inspector Chatterton say that Robbie Peterson owned this, Sergeant?” he asked.

“Yes, sir, he did,” Rutter confirmed.

“Very interestin’,” the Chief Inspector muttered, turning his attention to the two men who were running the train.

Both were in their middle twenties and had black hair which hung unfashionably over their collars. Their shirtsleeves were rolled up above the elbows, displaying purple and red tattoos at least as garish as the signs advertising the attraction. They looked like hard men and had such similar features that they had to be brothers.

The Chief Inspector took out his packet of Capstan Full Strength cigarettes, and offered one to his sergeant, who, as usual, shook his head and reached for his own packet of cork tipped.

“What do you make of them two lads?” Woodend asked, as he held a match in his cupped hands for Rutter to light his cigarette.

Rutter considered the matter. “It wouldn’t surprise me if they’d been in trouble with the law at some time,” he said.

“And what makes you think that?”

“The way they’re both looking at us.”

A smile began to form on Woodend’s lips. “Oh aye?” he said. “And how might that be?”

“As if they’d like to catch us alone in a dark alley.”

“Perhaps because we’ve got no family with us, they think we’re a couple of queers,” Woodend suggested. “An’ maybe they just don’t like bum boys.”

Rutter shook his head. “They’ve spotted us as bobbies. You can tell that,” he said. “And it’s not something everyone could do.”

Woodend chuckled. “Looks like I might make a detective out of you yet. But if you’re right and they do have criminal records, it raises a couple of interestin’ questions, doesn’t it?”

“Like what?” Rutter asked.

“Like why did Robbie Peterson hire a couple of ex-gaolbirds to work in a cash business where it would be as easy as anythin’ for them to cream off half the profits?”

“Maybe he believed in giving people a second chance,” Rutter said.

“That’s one possibility,” Woodend admitted. “But it’s hardly likely, is it?”

“Or maybe Peterson thought that with the reputation he’d got, they’d be too scared to try and cheat him.”

“An’ what’s the third possibility?”

Rutter examined the glowing end of his cigarette. “This job is just a front,” he said. “An excuse for having them around. It was entirely another kind of work that Peterson needed them for.”

“Just what I was thinkin’.” Woodend put his hand in his trouser pocket, and when he withdrew it again, it was holding two sixpenny pieces. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s take a ride.”

“On the ghost train?” Rutter asked, incredulously.

“Aye. Why not? We’re on expenses – let’s live it up for once.”

“But it’s kids’ stuff, sir.”

“We’re all kids deep inside ourselves,” Woodend said. “Come on, Bob. You might actually enjoy yourself if you could learn to let your hair down.”

Woodend stepped forward and handed his money over to one of the unsmiling brothers, then climbed into one of the small open carriages just behind a couple of young girls who were already giggling hysterically. Rutter hesitated for a second, then squeezed himself in next to his boss.

The carriage was soon full and the second unsmiling brother pulled the lever. The carriage clanked clumsily forward, picking up speed as it hit the double doors which heralded the start of the ride. For a second, the passengers were plunged into complete darkness, then a glowing, headless corpse appeared out of the gloom and a piercing mechanical shriek filled the air. Collision with the spectre seemed inevitable, but at the last moment the track made a sharp turn and the carriage rattled away in another direction.

The girls just in front of the two detectives were screaming in earnest now, and as more ghouls appeared before them, most of the rest of the carriage joined in.

“Aren’t you glad you came?” Woodend bellowed into his sergeant’s ear.

“Wouldn’t have missed it for the world!” Rutter shouted back, wondering why it seemed impossible to be both loud and sarcastic at the same time.

The carriage took three or four more unexpected twists, then once again it battered against a pair of wooden doors and re-emerged into the bright sunlight of a Swann’s Lake Sunday afternoon.

Woodend climbed out of his seat, nodded pleasantly to the two scowling men in charge and stepped clear of the ghost train. “It’s a bit like the human mind, is that ride,” he said to his sergeant.

Rutter smiled. “In what way, sir?”

“Well, for a start, it doesn’t seem very big from the outside, but once you get in it, you find there’s a hell of a lot goin’ on,” Woodend said seriously. “Then there’s all them twists and turns, so you never know quite where it’s going to lead you. An’ lastly, I suppose, if you’re not careful, you’ll soon start mistaking what’s fake for what’s real.”

Rutter shook his head in wonder. “Getting a bit philosophical today, aren’t we, sir?”

Woodend grinned ruefully. “Aye, you’re right,” he said. “Let’s get back to the club and do some of that detective work we’re gettin’ paid for.”
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