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Author’s Note

This book contains many real locations and buildings, though some of them appear under different names. The characters and events who populate them, however, are entirely products of my imagination.


One

Behind them shone the bright lights of Blackpool, ahead of them lay the darkness of the Irish Sea. The iron struts of the Central Pier were above their heads and under them was the warm, friable sand. Perfect, Derek Thomson thought. Bloody perfect!

He turned to the girl sitting next to him. ‘Happy?’ he asked.

The girl shrugged awkwardly. ‘I’m all right, I suppose,’ she admitted. ‘But isn’t it time we were gettin’ back?’

Derek forced himself to laugh, as if the very notion were preposterous. ‘Gettin’ back?’ he repeated. ‘But it’s only half-past ten, Mavis.’

‘I know, but me dad always says—’

‘Your dad isn’t here,’ the boy reminded her. ‘Your mam neither, for that matter.’

It was true – gloriously true. Though they had taken some convincing, both their sets of parents had finally agreed they could go on holiday together – or at least Mavis’s had agreed she could go with a bunch of her mates, while his mam and dad had let him off the leash with some lads from the factory.

‘Me mam warned me to be careful,’ Mavis said.

I’ll bet she did! Derek thought. Whenever he went round to their house, he felt Ma White watching him like a hawk, as if she suspected that within this shy, bumbling boy, a secret sex fiend was lurking. It wasn’t like that at all. He loved Mavis. He really did. Hadn’t he been going out with her for nearly a year? Wouldn’t he probably end up marrying her? But he was still only nineteen, and until he finished his apprenticeship, in another two years, there was no chance of them getting wed. And was he expected to wait that long before he satisfied his ever-stronger urges? Was he to be content with the occasional unsatisfactory fumble outside the youth club until he had served his time and become a craftsman like his dad? That might have suited the older people, but this was the start of the 1960s, and it was old-fashioned to wait.

‘I think I should be goin’,’ Mavis said. ‘The other girls’ll be wonderin’ where I am.’

‘They’ll know where you are,’ Derek said. ‘An’ I bet they’re wishin’ they were here in your place.’

‘What? With you?’ Mavis asked, a hint of jealousy and suspicion suddenly evident in her voice.

‘No, not with me,’ Derek said hastily. ‘With some lad who cared about them like I care about you.’ He lowered his voice a little. ‘An’ I do care about you.’

‘I know you do.’

‘I care about you, an’ I want to go all the way with you.’

Mavis shifted slightly away from him. ‘Nice girls don’t do that.’

‘Nice girls don’t sleep around,’ he countered. ‘But if they’re with somebody they love, somebody they’re goin’ to spend the rest of their lives with . . .’

He let the sentence trail off, leaving her to fill in the rest of the details herself.

‘We could get married now, instead of waitin’,’ she suggested.

‘Your mam an’ dad would never allow it. An’ even if they would, I don’t want to spend the first few years of our married life in their back bedroom, listenin’ to your dad snorin’ all night long. I want to do things properly. When we tie the knot, it’ll be to move into a house of our own. But you see, I can’t wait that long. I’ve got these . . . urges.’

‘If you really loved me, you’d wait.’

‘It’s because I really love you that I can’t wait.’

She fell unnaturally quiet, and he wondered if he had gone too far – pushed her too hard. He was almost on the point of telling her he was sorry for making the suggestion and begging her to forgive him when she said, ‘All right.’

‘All right?’ he repeated, hardly able to believe his luck.

‘But you will be gentle with me, won’t you?’

‘Of course I will,’ he assured her, though since what was about to happen was almost as big a mystery to him as it was to her, he was not entirely sure what being gentle entailed.

‘I won’t get pregnant, will I?’ Mavis asked.

‘No, of course you won’t. I’ve taken precautions.’

She giggled. ‘You mean you’ve got a packet of them things from the barber’s?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Well, you’d better put one on, then, hadn’t you?’

He recalled all the Sunday afternoon conversations he’d had with his brother, Fred, when the older lad had come back from one of his heavy lunchtime drinking session at the pub.

‘You have to be careful with birds,’ Fred had told him, as they lay sprawled across the beds in the room they shared. ‘Thing is, they want it, but they don’t want it at the same time, if you see what I mean.’

‘I don’t think I do.’

‘They might quite fancy the idea, but it’s the whatjamecallit – the reality – that puts ’em off. So you have to keep the reality at bay until it’s too late.’

‘An’ how do I do that?’

‘Well, for starters, don’t stand in front of ’em while you’re slidin’ the rubber on your John Thomas. Do it in the lavvy.’

But there was no lavvy under this pier.

Derek climbed to his feet. ‘What’s the matter?’ Mavis asked. ‘Have I said somethin’ to put you off?’

‘No. I just thought I’d better go an’ make sure that there’s nobody else around.’

‘That’s a good idea,’ the girl agreed.

He walked away from her, towards the sea. The pier rested on cast-iron pillars, and between their bases ran thick reinforcing bars, so that every few yards he was forced to take a high step. It was going to happen! he told himself. His little Mavis was actually going to allow him to put his thing in her – like a proper grown-up.

He reached into his pocket and took out the packet of prophylactics which he had bought – after much hesitation and embarrassment – a few days earlier. He extracted one, lifted the tin foil wrapper to his mouth, and gently bit along the edge. Experience would have taught him to stand still while he performed such a delicate task, but instead he kept on walking and, his mind on the wrapper, he misjudged the position of the next reinforcement bar. He felt his ankle slam into the bar, and a split second later he was flying forward. Too late, he put his arms in front of him to break his fall, and his chest hit the sand with a heavy thud.

Lying there, gasping, he assessed his situation. He was winded, though not too badly. The rubber had flown out of his hand, but he still had two more in the packet – and nobody did it more than twice in a night, did they? What really had him bothered was that his right hand had landed on something hard and sticky. He wondered what it could be. Had a dog crapped on one of the rocks, or was his hand resting in some drunk’s vomit?

He gingerly removed the hand from whatever the sticky substance was, and felt his fingers brush against something which stuck out above the gunge – a triangular outcrop which could almost have been a nose. He raised his head and gazed in horror at the black shape which lay in front of him. At one end of it was the round bit which his hand had explored. At the other end, there was what were undoubtedly a pair of feet pointing up to the sky.

All thoughts of carnal knowledge disappeared from his mind. Derek pulled himself up into a crouching position – and emptied the contents of his stomach out on to the sand in front of him.


Two

It felt strange to be in Whitebridge again after over twenty years away, Charlie Woodend thought as he made his way down Cathedral Street. Very strange indeed. It was in this town that he’d signed up to fight Hitler back in 1939, a course of action which had led him to the burning deserts of North Africa and from there to the D-Day landings and the horrors of the Nazi death camps. It was true he’d been back a number of times since then, but it had always somehow seemed as if he were a visitor, rather than someone coming home. Well, now it was to be home again. The new job – which had been thrust on him rather than sought – had ensured that.

Woodend looked around him. The old covered market was still doing thriving business. The tripe shops – something you never saw down South – still offered delicacies such as pigs’ trotters. And every time you breathed in, you still filled your nostrils with the smell of malt and hops from the town’s three breweries. Yet there had been changes, too. There was much more traffic than there had been when he was a lad. People dressed differently, too. Clogs had been the preferred footwear before the war, and many women had still worn dark woollen shawls. Now the folk who passed him were brightly dressed and almost indistinguishable from the Londoners he’d grown used to living amongst over the previous fifteen years. So perhaps you never really could go back, he thought – because back wasn’t there any longer.

He came to a halt in front of a large red sandstone building. It had arched windows which seemed to glare disapprovingly down at the street, and over the door a stone mason – probably long dead by now – had carved the words ‘Whitebridge Police Headquarters’ in stern gothic lettering.

You’ll be seein’ a lot of this place, Charlie, Woodend told himself.

A balding sergeant with a well-clipped moustache was standing behind the duty desk. He gave Woodend’s hairy sports coat and cavalry twill trousers the once over, then said indifferently, ‘Can I help you, sir?’

Woodend nodded. ‘I’m the new DCI.’

A look of surprise came to the sergeant’s placid face. ‘You’re Chief Inspector Woodend, are you?’ he asked dubiously.

‘That’s right,’ Woodend agreed.

He was not surprised that the sergeant was surprised – most people would have expected a senior officer like him to appear in a suit. Aye, well, lounge suits had never been his style, and the bobbies in Whitebridge were just going to have to get used to that.

‘If you’d like to show me to my office, an’ then get somebody to give me the guided tour –’ he suggested.

‘Of course, sir,’ the sergeant replied. ‘Just as soon as you’ve had your meetin’ with Chief Superintendent Ainsworth.’

‘What! He wants to see me right away?’

‘That’s right,’ the sergeant agreed. ‘Said you were to report to him the minute you turned up.’

The door, like all the others in the building, was painted institutional chocolate brown. Woodend knocked, waited for the barked command to enter, then turned the handle. His first impression of the office he stepped into was one of neatness. Neat rug, perfectly aligned to the walls. Neat notice-board, all the messages squared and with a drawing pin in each corner. Neat desk, holding only a telephone, one in-tray and one out-tray, and an onyx ashtray.

He turned his attention to the man sitting behind the desk. Ainsworth had greying hair, suspicious brown eyes and the florid complexion of someone who either drank too much or got angry very easily. His new boss was older than he was himself, Woodend guessed – but only by a couple of years.

Ainsworth stood up, revealing the fact that he was only a little over the minimum requirement for the force. ‘Chief Inspector Woodend?’ he asked, in a dry, tight voice.

‘That’s right, sir.’

The DCS shook Woodend’s hand and waved him to a chair.

‘When I heard you were called Ainsworth, I imagined you were a local lad,’ Woodend said. ‘But you’re not, are you, sir?’

‘No,’ Ainsworth replied. ‘I’m originally from Kent.’ He scowled. ‘Any objection to that?’

‘Not really,’ Woodend said. ‘It’s just that the reason I came up here in the first place was to get away from you Southern buggers.’ He grinned, to show he was joking. ‘No offence meant, sir.’

Ainsworth did not return his smile. Instead he reached into his drawer and produced a sheaf of papers.

‘You didn’t come up here to get away from southerners, Chief Inspector,’ he said. ‘You came because the Yard didn’t want you, and because my chief constable – for reasons best known to himself – did.’ He flicked through the papers in front of him, and selected the one he wanted. ‘You were in the army, I see.’

‘Aye, it seemed like a good idea, what with a war goin’ on an’ everythin’,’ Woodend replied.

‘But you never rose above the rank of sergeant.’

‘No.’

‘And why was that? Were you never offered promotion?’ Ainsworth asked, a slight sneer playing on his lips.

‘Oh, I was offered it, but becomin’ an officer would have meant leavin’ my lads, an’ I’d grown quite attached to them.’

‘I was a major by the time the war ended,’ Ainsworth said, making the statement seem almost like a challenge.

‘Good for you,’ Woodend said. ‘Did you see much action, sir?’

‘Wars aren’t just won by the death-and-glory boys, you know,’ Ainsworth replied. ‘An army marches on its stomach, as the old saying goes.’

‘That’s true enough,’ Woodend agreed, displaying uncharacteristic tact.

Ainsworth gave him a searching stare, and then returned to his notes. ‘I’ve been reviewing your recent cases, Mr Woodend, and I have to tell you that your usual methods of investigation simply will not be tolerated here,’ he said.

‘How do you mean, sir?’

‘This is a thoroughly modern police force. When we investigate a murder, we do it using the crime centre we have established in this station as our base of operations. That idea does not seem to find favour with you.’

He paused, giving the new man a chance to speak, but Woodend said nothing.

‘Some of your recent investigations have been conducted from, among other places, a country hotel, a public house and – I still find this hard to believe – the social club office in which a victim actually met his end.’

‘I like to be close to the scene of the crime,’ Woodend explained. ‘You learn a lot more cloggin’ it round the area the victim lived in than you ever would sittin’ on your backside in some crime centre.’

Ainsworth frowned again. ‘There is no longer room for amateurism in the police force, Chief Inspector,’ he said. ‘We must run the business of investigating crime like any other business – with the senior management making the executive decisions and the lower ranks carrying out the work on the ground.’

‘I’m not sure I could operate in that way,’ Woodend said.

‘You don’t have any choice in the matter,’ Ainsworth told him harshly. ‘Not as long as you’re serving under me.’ He lit a cigarette, but did not offer Woodend the packet. ‘Where are you living, Chief Inspector?’

‘I’ve got a room at the Saracen’s Arms. It’s only temporary, of course. My wife’s comin’ up in a couple of days, and then we’ll start lookin’ for a hou—’

‘I asked where you are living at the moment, not for an account of your domestic arrangements,’ Ainsworth said. ‘Not that that really matters, anyway, because you’ll be going out of town.’

‘I beg your pardon, sir?’

‘Last night, a body was discovered under the Central Pier at Blackpool – a man, with his face badly battered. He has since been identified as Detective Inspector William Davies.’

Woodend whistled softly.

‘Exactly!’ Ainsworth agreed. ‘The chief constable feels – and I agree with him – that, given the nature of the case, it would be best to take the investigation out of the hands of the local force. You are the only one of my senior men not currently involved in any investigation, so you’ve drawn the short straw.’

‘But I’ve only just arrived,’ Woodend protested. ‘I haven’t got my bearings yet. My sergeant isn’t even here.’

Ainsworth raised a quizzical eyebrow. ‘Your sergeant?’ he repeated.

‘I mean, Inspector Rutter,’ Woodend corrected himself.

He was still having trouble thinking of Bob Rutter as an inspector, even though he had been the one responsible for getting Rutter the promotion.

‘You have already been assigned a new sergeant,’ Ainsworth told him. ‘You will be working with Sergeant Paniatowski.’

‘Polish, is he?’ Woodend asked.

A thin smile came to the Chief Superintendent’s lips – Woodend wondered what had caused it.

‘With a name like that, I would assume the sergeant is Polish, yes,’ Ainsworth said, still enjoying his private joke. He stubbed his cigarette in the ashtray and immediately emptied it into the bin. ‘That’s all, Chief Inspector. The Blackpool police will have a briefing file ready for you when you get there.’

Woodend was almost at the door when Ainsworth said, ‘There is one more thing, Chief Inspector.’

‘Yes, sir?’

‘I told you earlier I don’t like the way you seem to work, but even without that there’d already have been a black spot against your name.’

‘Is that right?’ Woodend asked. ‘An’ why would that be, sir?’

‘Because I don’t like having some burnt-out Scotland Yard bobby dumped on me whether I want him or not. So take warning, Mr Woodend. I’ll be watching you carefully, and if you step out of line by so much as a fraction of an inch, I’ll have you back pounding the beat before you can say “disciplinary board”.’

Woodend forced a grin to his face. ‘Thank you for your confidence, sir,’ he said.

The police canteen was a long thin room – badly in need of a fresh coat of paint – and was located at the back of the station. The counter stood close to the door. Behind it were two thick-legged, middle-aged women wearing hairnets, one lethargically buttering bread, the other filling the tea urn from a brown enamel kettle. Between the counter and the far wall were perhaps a dozen Formica-topped tables. Most of the officers in the canteen were in uniform, but there was one young man in street clothes sitting alone at a table and reading the Daily Herald.

Woodend gave him the once-over. Age around twenty-five. Thick black hair. Strong jaw. The same sort of determined aura around him as Bob Rutter had. He’d do very well once he’d been properly trained, the Chief Inspector decided.

Woodend walked over to the young man’s table. ‘Sergeant Paniatowski?’ he asked.

A puzzled expression came to the other man’s face. ‘Sergeant Paniatowski?’ he repeated. Then he laughed. ‘Me – Paniatowski? You’ve got completely the wrong end of the stick, mate.’ He pointed with his right index finger. ‘That’s Sergeant Panties sitting over by the window.’

Woodend’s gaze followed the pointing finger, and suddenly he realised what Chief Superintendent Ainsworth’s private joke had been all about.

Polish, is he? Woodend had asked.

Well, the sergeant might or might not be Polish, but the blonde with the firm bosom who was sitting next to the window was definitely not a he.


Three

It was a pleasantly warm morning and the holidaymakers were out in droves. Groups of mill girls, their curlered hair covered with cowboy hats bearing the legend ‘Kiss Me Quick’, made their way along the promenade, laughing and screaming at the tops of their voices. Gangs of young men sprawling on benches watched the girls appreciatively as they passed, then turned their attention to the new tattoos which had seemed such a good idea after five or six pints of bitter, but had now begun to itch. There were mothers pushing baby trolleys, and older children struggling to eat sticky candyfloss. The air was filled with the smell of brine, frying fish and cheap scent. The cream and green trams rattled hurriedly and importantly by. Paper Union Jacks were already being stuck in sand castles on the beach. This was Blackpool in the summer – and as far as the people out on the street were concerned, they were in the entertainment capital of the world.

The two men in dark suits sitting at a wooden table outside Dutton’s ‘Oh Be Joyful’ Tavern did not seem to be sharing in the holiday spirit. The older of the pair was about forty-five and had a large nose and bushy eyebrows which were already turning grey. He was staring across the promenade and out to sea – as if he were expecting the answer to all his problems to appear suddenly on the horizon. The second man had just celebrated his thirtieth birthday, but had the sort of youthful features which ensured that most people took him for much younger. He did not seem to share his superior’s fascination with the water, and instead occupied himself with studying the half-empty pint glass in front of him – and wondering just exactly what this meeting was to be all about.

Apparently giving up hope that his ship would ever come in, the older man – Chief Inspector Turner of the Blackpool police – turned to the younger man, Detective Sergeant Hanson, and said, ‘I don’t like it, Frank.’

‘Don’t like what, sir?’ Hanson replied.

‘I don’t like the fact that “Punch” Davies’ murder is being investigated by somebody from outside.’

Hanson frowned. ‘Why’s that, sir? Murder’s not exactly our speciality, and from what I’ve heard of this Chief Inspector Woodend, he’s a very experienced officer.’

‘I was on the team Woodend put together to investigate that fishmonger’s murder in Clitheroe a few years back,’ Turner told him. ‘You don’t really know the meaning of the term “bloody-minded” until you’ve worked with Cloggin’-it Charlie. He’s stubborn, unreasonable, relentless – and possibly the best policeman it’s ever been my privilege to work with.’

‘Well, then, what’s the problem?’ Hanson asked. ‘Billy was a bloody good governor to me. I miss him already, and what I want most in the world is to catch whoever topped him. That’s what we all want, isn’t it? So why should we object when they send us a top-flight bobby to handle the case?’

Turner sighed. ‘The problem is, Cloggin’-it Charlie may just be a bit too good,’ he explained. ‘He could uncover things that a lesser man wouldn’t even notice.’

‘I might be being thick, but I think you’ll have to spell it out for me a bit more clearly, I’m afraid, sir,’ Hanson said.

‘I went round to see Billy’s widow, Edna, this morning,’ Turner told him.

‘How is she, sir?’

‘She’s putting on a brave front, though I imagine she’s absolutely devastated. But she has at least got one consolation. And do you know what that is?’

‘No, sir.’

‘That her husband was a first-class officer, and died as much a hero as any soldier who was killed in the last war.’

‘And so he did,’ Hanson said, sounding indignant even at the possibility that anyone could even consider thinking otherwise. ‘I don’t know what case he was working on when he died, but it’s obvious to me that whatever it was, he was getting so close to cracking it that the villains had him killed.’

‘That’s one way of looking at it,’ Turner agreed.

‘And what’s the other way?’

Turner hesitated for a second. ‘There have been rumours buzzing around the station,’ he said. ‘No, not even that. There’ve been the merest hints of rumours. Have you heard any of them?’

‘No, sir.’

Turner sighed again. ‘There’s just the two of us here, son, and this conversation is strictly off the record. So stop pissing about and open up for me.’

Hanson shrugged awkwardly. ‘I may have got a little bit of the buzz,’ he admitted, ‘but I didn’t pay attention to it.’

‘What if those rumours are true?’ Turner demanded. ‘What if Punch really was up to what they say he was up to? If that comes to light, it’ll leave the Blackpool force with its reputation tarnished, and Edna Davies will be forced to face the fact that she never really knew the man she’d been married to all those years.’

‘I hadn’t thought of it like that before,’ Hanson admitted. ‘But you’re right – there’s no question about that. So what do we do about it? Try and get Mr Woodend off the case?’

Turner shook his head. ‘That wouldn’t work,’ he said. ‘Dick Ainsworth’s the head of CID for this county, and once that bastard’s made his mind up about something, there’s no changing it.’

‘Well, then . . .’

‘So we’re going to have to content ourselves with just minimising the damage.’

‘And what would that entail, sir?’ Hanson asked, sounding as if he were not entirely happy with the way the conversation was going.

Turner placed an avuncular hand on the sergeant’s shoulder. ‘Charlie Woodend’s not a man for tackling any investigation mob-handed,’ he said, ‘but he will need at least one man on his team with some local knowledge. I’m going to suggest that that man is you. It will be your job to give the chief inspector all the help he needs in solving the murder – you’re quite right about everybody on the force wanting the bugger who killed Punch caught – but you’ll also be there to steer him away from any of the grey areas we’d much rather he didn’t go into. Do you understand what I’m saying, Sergeant Hanson? Am I making myself completely clear?’

The younger detective thought about it for a few moments. ‘Yes, I think so, sir,’ he said finally.

‘And you’ll do it?’

Hanson nodded. ‘Whatever else may or may not have been true about Mr Davies, he was a bloody good feller to work for, and I’d like to see him buried with honour.’

Turner turned his gaze back towards the sea again. A breeze had blown up and the fluffy blue-grey waves were considerably higher than they’d been a few minutes earlier.

Everything changes, he thought. The weather. The seasons. The way people look – and what they expect out of life. If the rumours were true, then Punch Davies had certainly changed from the earnest young bobby he’d been a few years earlier into a different kind of man entirely. But then wasn’t what he’d been through with his kid enough to change anybody? Well, whatever had happened had happened, and Punch was dead. Sergeant Hanson wanted to see him buried with honour, and so did everybody else. So what would be the point in raking up the muck now?


Four

Woodend sat at a corner table in the saloon bar of the Rising Sun, his gaze fixed vaguely on the women’s toilet into which Monika Paniatowski had vanished as soon as they’d reached the pub. He took a reflective sip of his pint of Thwaites’ Best Bitter. Being back in a place where they served decent ale should have put him in seventh heaven, he thought. Yet he was feeling far from happy. He’d expected his new boss – if Ainsworth was at like all the other bosses he’d ever worked for – to become antagonistic towards him over the course of time. But from the very beginning of their relationship? That was not good. And he didn’t like being sent out on a case before he’d got his bearings – especially a case which was made all the more delicate by the fact that it involved another bobby.

Then there was his new sergeant to consider. He’d never had a female as his bagman – maybe he should call her bagwoman – before, and he was still not sure what complications that might lead to. The fact that she was a woman had already started to modify his behaviour – if Bob Rutter had been with him, he’d have been sitting in the public bar now; with Paniatowski by his side he had felt obliged to plump for the lounge.

The toilet door swung open, and Paniatowski came out. Woodend took a closer look at the woman he would be spending much of his time with. Her blonde hair was short – almost severe. She had deep blue eyes which looked as if they could be quick to show her anger and a jaw which was firm, without being masculine. Overall, he decided, she could be said to be a pretty woman, though her nose was a little too large and her lips a little too thick to make her quite ‘English pretty’.

She noticed him watching her, and he instinctively turned away. Another difference between the sexes, he thought. A man would have assumed – quite rightly – that his new boss was assessing his character, whereas, from the look on her face, it was obvious that Paniatowski already had him marked down as a lecher.

‘I’m sorry I’ve been so long, sir,’ the sergeant said, sitting down as far as was possible from him, given the limitations of a small, circular table.

Woodend bit back the comment that she had been a long time – but then women usually were – and said, ‘That’s all right. I never feel lonely when I’m in the company of a pint of Thwaites Best Bitter. What are you havin’?’

‘I’d like a vodka, please.’

‘You think they’ll have an exotic drink like that in an ordinary pub like this one?’

‘I know they will. I’m a regular. They stock it ’specially for me.’

Woodend nodded. He should have expected that, he thought – Monika Paniatowski looked like the kind of woman who knew what she wanted and made sure she got it.

As the Chief Inspector stood up and walked over to the bar, Monika found herself going over her first impressions of him. He was a big feller, she thought – broad as well as tall. His hair was light brown, but unlike most of the men in Whitebridge, he didn’t use Brylcreem, so it looked quite unruly. His mouth was wide, and his jaw square without being brutish. He looked like a nice man. But then Arthur Jones – who she never had been able to bring herself to call ‘Dad’ – had looked like a nice man, too. And so had most of the officers down at the cop shop.

Woodend returned with a double vodka and a fresh pint for himself. ‘You must be a bloody good detective,’ he said disarmingly, as he sat down.

‘What makes you think that?’

‘Just before we left the station, I was lookin’ over your record.’

‘And . . .?’

‘An’ the number of people you’ve managed to rub up the wrong way is quite impressive – even by my high standard of bloody-mindedness.’

Not that every one of her superior officers who’d filed a report on her had been critical, Woodend reminded himself. There’d been one in particular who, before his transfer from the area, had consistently presented her in a positive light – had seemed, in fact, to go out of his way to protect her. The Chief Inspector wondered what the man’s motives had been – and whether that was going to be just one complication he’d have to deal with when they reached Blackpool.

‘So the way I see it is this,’ he continued. ‘If you have a natural talent for gettin’ up your bosses’ noses an’ still managed to get promotion, you have to be bloody good.’

‘I am good,’ Paniatowski said. ‘I’m the best detective sergeant in Lancashire.’

‘The best detective sergeant? Or the best woman detective sergeant?’

‘There is only one woman detective sergeant.’

Woodend grinned. ‘I rather thought that might be the case,’ he admitted. He took a generous sip of his pint. ‘Since we’re goin’ to be workin’ together, I think it’s about time I started layin’ down some ground rules. Don’t you agree, lass?’

Lass! Paniatowski thought angrily. The first step to sweetheart, bird, judy and totty!

‘You can cut that out for a start,’ Woodend said firmly.

‘Cut what out, sir?’

‘Lookin’ so disapprovin’. Doin’ an impression of a hen’s backside with your lips. If you’d been a feller, I’d have called you “lad”. Since you’re a woman, I called you “lass”. Don’t go readin’ anythin’ into it.’

‘I’d much prefer it if you’d call me “Sergeant”, sir.’

Woodend shook his head wonderingly. ‘All right, have it your way, Sergeant. First off, I expect the men on my team – the people on my team – to work bloody hard. Round the clock, if that’s what’s called for. Secondly, I expect them to use their own initiative an’ not come runnin’ to me to get their noses wiped every five minutes. An’ thirdly, I expect them to put up with my bad moods – just as I’ve had to put up with the bad moods of my bosses on the way up. Understood?’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Paniatowski, woodenly.

‘Now the other side of the coin is that I’m more interested in catchin’ criminals than I am in impressin’ men with pips on the shoulders of their uniforms,’ Woodend continued. ‘Which means that if you make a breakthrough in an investigation, I won’t start pretendin’ it was my idea all along – unlike some buggers I could mention. My last sergeant got promoted up to inspector in record time. Did you know that?’

‘No, sir, I didn’t.’

‘An’ you could follow in his footsteps – if you play your cards right.’

He sounded decent, Paniatowski thought. He sounded fair. They all did in the beginning. But the night would come when he’d had too much to drink and he’d let his hand rest on her shoulder, then begin an artful journey down towards her breasts.

And if she resisted – as she would – he’d just repeat all the taunts she’d heard a thousand times before.

Come on, Monika, it’s only a bit of fun!

What’s the matter? Don’t you like men?

You could do yourself a bit of good by being nice to me.

Either that or – for all he’d just said – the jobs he’d give her would be ones which were considered suitable for women police officers rather than real ones. Oh, she’d seen it all before.

‘You’ve still got your doubts about me, haven’t you, Sergeant?’ Woodend asked.

Paniatowski looked straight into her new boss’s eyes, and noticed for the first time how dark – almost black – they were.

‘If I do have reservations, sir, can you really blame me?’ she asked.

Woodend shook his head. ‘No, I suppose not. It can’t be easy bein’ the only female detective sergeant in Lancashire.’ He drained the remains of his pint. ‘Would you like to know why I think Chief Superintendent Ainsworth has put the two of us together?’

Paniatowski thought about it for a second, and then nodded.

‘It’s because I’m my own man, an’ you’re your own woman,’ Woodend told her. ‘It’s not an easy path to follow – it means we’ve got to be twice as good as anybody else just to stay even – but it’s the path we’ve both chosen.’

‘Are you saying that Mr Ainsworth assigned me to you because he thinks we’ll make an excellent team?’ Paniatowski asked.

Woodend shook his head. ‘No, sergeant. I’m sayin’ he put us together because no other bugger really wants to work with either of us.’


Five

The black police Humber made its way along the A59, skirting old mill towns and passing through lushly green countryside which never failed to surprise visitors from the South with their preconceptions of what the black industrial North looked like.

Had he been on his own, Woodend would have automatically sat next to the driver, but since he had WDS Paniatowski with him, the chief inspector had chosen to travel in the back. Even before the car left Whitebridge, Woodend realised this was a mistake. There was plenty of room in the rear seat of the Humber, but Paniatowski pressed her body firmly against her door, leaving a large – uncomfortably obvious – gap between them.

What was going through her mind? Woodend wondered. Did she really imagine he’d make a pass at her under the watchful eye of the driver? In fact, why should she imagine he’d make a pass at her at all? Oh, he’d had his chances in his time – Liz Poole, the mature and gorgeous landlady of the George and Dragon, whose daughter had been involved in the Salton case, came immediately to mind – but he’d always resisted them. And having turned down Liz, he certainly wasn’t to chance his arm with a slip of a girl like Paniatowski.

He lit up a Capstan Full Strength and took a thoughtful drag. The trouble with Paniatowski was that she was an unknown quantity – and he wasn’t sure yet whether this was because she was a woman, or because she was a Pole, or due to something else entirely. All of which was going to add extra difficulties to the investigation – which was exactly why that bastard Detective Chief Superintendent Ainsworth had assigned her to him!

‘I always used to come to Blackpool for me holidays when I was a lad,’ Woodend said.

‘Is that right, sir?’ Paniatowski asked – neutrally, disinterestedly.

‘Aye,’ Woodend said, already slipping into the golden glow which was the memories of his childhood. ‘An’ it wasn’t just the Woodend family. All the mills were closed down for Wakes Week, an’ the whole town ended up in Blackpool.’

He remembered it clearly as if it were only yesterday. There’d been no Saturday lie-in on the first day of the holidays. The family had got up early, so that Mam could cook them a decent breakfast before they’d started out. And almost before they’d finished eating it, they’d hear the noise of an engine purring outside. The sound of a taxi – the only one they’d ever consider taking between one summer holiday and the next. Pure magic!

That was when the holiday really started – when they climbed into that big cab and he felt the leather seat pressing against the backs of his bare knees. The excitement had mounted by the time they’d reached the bus station, and he saw all the hundreds of other voyagers waiting to get on the charabancs – fathers in their best suits, mothers in floral-print dresses, children with small cardboard suitcases of their own.

It hadn’t been a long trip – no more than fifty miles – but in those days it had seemed like an epic journey. There’d even been a stop at a pub called The Half-Way House, which couldn’t really have been halfway for everyone who travelled to Blackpool, where the men would have their first pint of the day and the women and kids would order cups of tea and cakes.

It was after the stop that things really reached fever pitch. All the children – and many of the adults – would gaze into the distance, hoping to be the first one to spot Blackpool Tower.

The tower! A tapering cast-iron structure pointing to the sky, which served no purpose other than to announce that Blackpool existed. It had been built a few years later than the Eiffel Tower, was only half the size and, instead of spreading its legs majestically across the Champ de Mars, it rose – beanpole-like – out of the Woolworths Building. A poor relation to the French model, in fact. But that it was inferior to the other tower didn’t matter to the kids on the bus – even if they’d heard of Paris. They spent fifty-one weeks a year in dark towns of huddled stone terraced houses, and they knew – with an absolute conviction – that Blackpool was the greatest place in the world. The enchanted kingdom. Fairyland.

A great cheer always rose up when the Tower was sighted, and from then on, until the charabanc finally came to a halt in the coach park, the children would be nervously twisting and turning in their seats.

A taxi had been the only way to get to the coach station in their home towns, but it was not the way that visitors journeyed from the bus to their boarding houses in Blackpool. As they stepped down from the bus, they were mobbed by dozens of local kids pushing wheeled vehicles which had once formed parts of prams and delivery bicycles. The family luggage would be loaded up on to one of these unlikely contraptions, then the Woodends – or the Ramsbottoms or the Battersbys – would follow behind the truck, savouring the sea air and relishing the thought of a whole week of freedom.

‘Of course, it was different in them days,’ Woodend said. ‘For instance, now, you all eat the same meal at the same time, but when I was a kid, the mams did the shoppin’, an’ the landlady cooked a different meal for every family. There was one coal miner from Sunderland, I remember, who used to polish off six or seven pork chops at a sittin’. Nobody seems to have the appetite for that kind of eatin’ now. I expect it was the war – live on rations for a few years an’ your stomach’s bound to shrink.’

‘The British have no idea what it’s like to be really hungry,’ Paniatowski said, so softly she could almost have been speaking to herself.

‘What was that, lass?’

‘Nothing, sir.’

‘So I was imaginin’ it, was I? Come on, I hate it when people won’t say what’s on their minds.’

Paniatowski sighed. ‘The British have no idea what it’s like to be really hungry,’ she repeated.

‘But you do?’

‘For five years – under Hitler – we were slowly starving to death in Warsaw. And after that, when my mother and I fled the city to escape the Russians, it was even worse. If I ever did have a decent meal before I came to England, then I certainly don’t remember it.’ Monika Paniatowski paused – as if embarrassed at having been forced to reveal something of herself to the big chief inspector – then glanced out of the window. ‘There is your tower, sir,’ she continued.

So it was. And despite all the years which had passed since he’d last seen it – despite the changes he’d gone through in that time – Woodend felt just a twinge of that unbridled joy he’d experienced as a child.

There were chief inspectors who would have sat in their offices and had their visitors shown in to them, but Turner was waiting in the corridor to welcome the two arrivals from headquarters. A nice touch, Woodend thought, as they shook hands. A very nice touch indeed.

Having greeted his fellow chief inspector, Turner immediately shifted his attention to Paniatowski. ‘Hello, Monika,’ he said warmly. ‘How are you keeping?’

‘I’m fine, sir,’ the sergeant replied.

And Woodend noticed that, for once, Paniatowski seemed to have given up playing the Ice Maiden.

Turner led them into his office, and gestured to them to sit down.

‘I was wonderin’ if you were the feller I thought you were,’ Woodend said, as he lowered himself into one of the visitors’ chairs. ‘An’ now I see that you are.’

Turner looked puzzled. ‘I beg your pardon, si— I mean, Charlie.’

Woodend grinned. ‘Aye, you’re right, there’s no need to “sir” me now,’ he said. ‘While I’ve been standin’ still halfway up the promotion ladder, just lookin’ at the view, you’ve been climbin’ it like a mountain goat. An’ good luck to you.’

‘I wasn’t sure you’d remember me,’ Turner said.

‘What? Not remember the sergeant who found the adjustable spanner which finally led us to the plumber?’ Woodend shook his head. ‘No, when a man’s sweated blood for me, I don’t forget. I knew you were him the second I saw you, but until you spoke to my assistant here I wasn’t sure whether you were the Inspector Turner who’d written such nice things in her records while he was based in Whitebridge.’

‘I . . . yes, that’s me,’ Turner said, noticing that Paniatowski, who was now sitting in other visitors’ chair, was starting to blush.

‘Well, it’s nice to start with an “in”, even if it is only through the good offices of my sergeant,’ Woodend said pleasantly.

‘You’ll want briefing about the murder,’ Turner suggested.

‘Indeed I will,’ Woodend agreed. ‘But before we get on to that, why don’t you paint me a bit of a picture of what it’s like bein’ a bobby in this place?’

‘All right,’ Turner agreed. ‘We get a lot of visitors, s— Charlie, but in most respects Blackpool is essentially a small town with typically small-town crime.’

‘A fair number of pickpockets, I’d imagine.’

‘Yes, plenty of them. And there’s some prostitution, though not a lot. We have our share of drunken holidaymakers – especially when they’ve just arrived or are about to leave; and a fair amount of vandalism.’

‘But no murders?’

‘We get the odd heat-of-the-moment killing, but none of the really deep mysteries like the ones you’ll be used to working on.’

‘Until now,’ Woodend pointed out. ‘Tell me about the dead man – this Inspector Davies.’

‘Pu— Billy put his heart and soul into his work. Everybody thought very highly of him.’

‘You weren’t goin’ to call him Billy, were you?’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘You were goin’ to call him “Pug” or somethin’ like that.’

‘Punch,’ Turner admitted. ‘That was his nickname. Though nobody called it him to his face.’

‘Punch,’ Woodend repeated thoughtfully. ‘Why’d he get that name? Handy with his fists, was he? Not averse to havin’ the prisoners he was interrogatin’ accidentally fall down a couple of flights of stairs?’

‘It was nothing like that,’ Turner assured him. ‘The lads called him Punch after the puppet, and his wife – Edna – has always been Judy to them.’

‘Now why is that?’ Woodend wondered.

Turner shrugged uncomfortably. ‘It’s only three years since I was transferred here from Whitebridge. When I arrived at the station he was already saddled with the nickname. You know how it is – nobody can remember where the names come from, but once they’re there, they tend to stick.’

‘So you’ve no complaints about Davies?’

‘None at all. He was never going to be what you might call a “great” bobby, but you couldn’t fault his commitment to the job. You’ve only to look at his arrest record.’

The words had come out far too pat, Woodend thought, almost as if they’d been rehearsed. Now why would that be?

‘So what was his problem?’ he asked.

‘His problem?’ Turner repeated, as if he had no idea what the other man was talking about.

‘Bit too fond of the sauce, was he?’

‘He didn’t drink at all.’

‘What? Never?’ Woodend exclaimed, as if the idea were inconceivable to him.

‘Not as long as I’ve been here.’

‘Gamblin’, then?’

‘The odd flutter on big races like the Grand National, but always well within his means. If he’d been in debt, I’m sure that Edna would have told me about it when I went round to see her.’

‘Women?’

‘Billy would never have so much as looked at another woman. He was devoted to Edna.’

‘Punch always says how much he loves Judy – but it doesn’t stop him beatin’ her to death,’ Woodend pointed out dryly.

‘There’s no evidence that Billy ever mistreated his wife,’ Turner said, and though he was obviously trying to avoid it, he couldn’t stop himself glancing concernedly at Monika Paniatowski.

‘There very rarely is any evidence of maltreatment,’ Woodend told him. ‘Not the least because the wife in the case often proves the most reluctant of witnesses. Still, you don’t see it as a strong possibility, an’ I’m prepared to take your word – for the moment.’

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw that Paniatowski’s hands were gripping the arms of her chair very tightly – so tightly that her knuckles were turning white. He wondered why that might be – but knew that now was not the time to go into it.

Woodend lit up a Capstan Full Strength. ‘Let’s get down to practical details, shall we? Where are me an’ my sergeant stayin’?’

‘We’ve booked you rooms at a boarding house,’ Turner said, almost apologetically. ‘I’m afraid it’s nothing like as grand as one of the better hotels like the Metropol, but at this time of year—’

‘Where is it?’ Woodend interrupted.

‘Just south of the Central Pier.’

‘Then it’ll do fine.’

‘We’ve also assigned you a murder room. Actually, it’s the police basement, but we’ve cleaned out all the rubbish, and the Post Office assure us they’ll have installed at least four telephone lines by tomorrow morning.’

‘I can’t talk on four phones at once,’ Woodend told him.

‘No, but your team will need them.’

‘Team? What team?’

‘I’ve assigned you a detective sergeant – Frank Hanson’s his name, he’s an excellent man – and three detective constables. When you want to use the uniformed branch, you’ve only to put in a request.’

‘Bloody hell, why would I need any detectives?’ Woodend asked. ‘I’ve only just arrived here. Until I’ve clogged it around a bit, I’ll have no idea what kind of help I’m goin’ to need. Why don’t you put your lads on some other job? Don’t tell me you couldn’t use them somewhere else. There’s not a police force in the whole country that isn’t short-handed.’

Turner looked at Paniatowski again, but this time there was awkwardness, rather than concern, on his face. ‘I . . . er . . .’ he said.

‘Would you excuse us for a few minutes, Sergeant?’ Woodend said.

Paniatowski nodded, rose to her feet and left the room. When she’d closed the door behind her, Woodend said, ‘Let’s cut through the crap, shall we? Tell me what’s goin’ on here.’

Turner shifted uncomfortably in his seat. ‘I’d love to have my lads working through our own backlog,’ he confessed, ‘but, unfortunately, I didn’t have any choice but to assign them to you.’

‘Come again?’ Woodend said.

‘Orders from HQ. I’ve been told to give you a room and put at least four men at your disposal.’

‘That order would come directly from DCS Ainsworth, would it?’ Woodend asked.

‘It’s got his dabs all over it,’ Turner acknowledged.

Woodend’s eyes narrowed. ‘Tell me the rest.’

Turner coughed. ‘As far as I remember the wording of the order, it said I was to submit periodic reports on how well you were using the resources that I’d allocated to you,’ he said.

‘In other words, if I’m solvin’ this murder on my own, as far as Ainsworth’s concerned I’ll be buggerin’ things up,’ Woodend said. ‘Whereas, if I’m runnin’ the men under me around like blue-arsed flies – but gettin’ nowhere – I’ll be judged to be doin’ a good job.’

‘Reading between the lines, I’d say that’s a pretty fair assessment,’ Turner admitted.

‘An’ how do you stand on all this?’ Woodend demanded.

‘I’m not sure I’m quite following you, si— Charlie.’

‘Are you for me? Or are you against me?’

‘I learned a lot from working with you over in Clitheroe,’ Turner said. ‘Your methods might not come out of the standard police manuals, exactly, but there’s no doubt that they work. I admire you as a policeman. We could do with more like you, in my opinion.’

Very nice – but not unqualified. ‘On the other hand –’ Woodend said, giving Turner an opening.

‘On the other hand, I’ve got my sights set on being an assistant chief constable before I retire,’ Turner admitted. ‘And you don’t achieve that ambition by crossing a man who’s two steps further up the ladder than you are.’

‘So would you care to spell it out for me?’

‘I’m prepared to give you more rope than Mr Ainsworth would probably be happy with,’ Turner said. ‘On the other hand, I’m not willing to put my own neck in the noose just to spare yours.’

‘Thanks for bein’ so honest with me,’ Woodend said. ‘Well, that about covers everythin’, doesn’t it?’

‘I believe so,’ Turner agreed, standing up. ‘So if you’d like me to introduce you to your team –’

‘That can wait for later,’ Woodend told him.

‘Later?’

‘Aye. Before you introduce me to these four poor buggers who’ve been foisted on me, I think I’d like to wear out a bit of shoe-leather cloggin’ it up an’ down the Golden Mile.’

The woman making her way along the promenade was wearing a flowing black skirt and a garishly embroidered jacket. On her head was a red kerchief, and hanging from her ears were a pair of heavy gold earrings. There was other evidence of gold about her person, too – bracelets, rings and chains. It was not that she particularly liked gold jewellery – as a matter of fact she considered it rather vulgar – but it was what the punters expected her to wear, and she supposed it was as good an investment as putting the money in the bank.

She had reached her kiosk – her place of business. It stood on a corner, next to a newly opened bingo hall. She stopped for a moment and listened to the caller shouting out the numbers.

‘Eighty-eight – two fat ladies. Twenty-two, two little ducks, quack, quack. Twenty-one, key to the door.’

Now that really was mumbo-jumbo, she thought.

Her booth was painted with the same traditional swirling pattern as had appeared on so many horse-drawn caravans in the past, and the sign over the door read, ‘Gypsy Elizabeth Rose. The only genuine Romany on the Golden Mile.’ More than a dozen photographs hung from the wall – each one featuring Elizabeth Rose standing next to a celebrity who was doing a summer season in Blackpool. The punters liked that.

Elizabeth Rose unlocked the door, stepped into the booth, and slid behind her consulting table. It would probably be a few minutes before the first customer turned up, so there was time for her to smoke a cigarette if she wished. And she did wish – but she didn’t dare take the risk of being spotted with a Players’ Navy Cut between her lips. Gypsies were not supposed to smoke. Gypsies were not supposed to do anything that normal people did. Ah, but if only those ‘normal’ people could see her when the season was over – holidaying on the Isle of Capri. No red kerchief then. No bangles. She dressed as smartly as a countess and spoke an elegant English unhedged with ominous warnings and dark predictions.

Neither of her lives could be called a fake, she thought as she reached for the gin bottle which rested against the leg of the table. She really was that sophisticated woman in Capri. And she really was an authentic gypsy who could sometimes see into the future when she was in Blackpool. She hadn’t foreseen the death of Detective Inspector Punch Davies, though. And perhaps she should have, because it hadn’t needed psychic powers to divine that the course he was heading on was almost bound to lead to tragedy.

As she lifted the gin bottle to her mouth, she noted that her hands were trembling. And why shouldn’t they be? Hadn’t she got a right to be afraid when she was almost certain she knew who had murdered the policeman? Wasn’t she entitled to shake when she examined her own predicament and saw that Davies’ death had set off a trap which now gripped her in its iron jaws?
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