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            PROLOGUE

         
 
         The horse could smell their ill intentions. Three hundred years of inbreeding had produced a neurotic, nervous wreck of an animal that was good for only one thing: it could run like the wind. White-eyed, head swinging and teeth snapping, it strained and twisted to reach the hand gripping its halter.
 
         ‘Hold him steady,’ the older of the two men urged.
 
         ‘I can’t,’ the other protested as the horse, ears flat against its head, pulled away from him, almost jerking him over the half-door of the stable. He dropped the flashlight he was holding and took a two-handed grip on the animal’s leather halter strap, flinching as teeth clashed millimetres from his wrists and spittle sprayed his face. 
         
 
         ‘Easy, boy, easy.’ The older man’s voice had calmed a hundred similar animals, but tonight the words were edged in fear and came up from his throat like a corncrake’s call. He was a dwarf of a man, small and bent but with shoulders like a weightlifter’s, topping out a body twisted by years of hard work. He was wearing overalls and wellington boots, and his hands and face were the colour of the saddles that he’d spent his lifetime polishing, fitting and adjusting and, years earlier, sitting astride. ‘Easy, boy. Good boy. There’s a good fellow.’ He slowly raised a hand and gently rubbed the horse’s nose, marvelling, as he always did, at its softness. The horse made a snuffling sound and the ones in the stables on either side snorted and their hooves clattered on concrete.
 
         ‘Now,’ the other man whispered when everything was quiet. ‘Just do it.’ He was dressed in a sports jacket and cavalry twill trousers that marked him down as a countryman, and his tan didn’t extend beyond his shirt cuffs and fastened collar. He could easily have passed as an auctioneer at a cattle market.
 
         The older man lowered his hand from the horse’s muzzle and slowly bent down without removing his gaze from the animal. He groped on the ground for a second until he felt the cold metal of the humane killer he’d laid there in preparation, and his fingers closed around the grip. It was an Entwistle heavy-duty horse killer, loaded with a single .32 calibre soft-nosed bullet and fitted with a silencer, as required by Jockey Club rules. He laid his trigger finger alongside the barrel and slowly raised himself upright.
         
 
         The horse was edgy again, flaring its nostrils, but soon settled as the older man crooned his false reassurances. He lifted the heavy gun and placed the end of the barrel against the horse’s head, but the angle was wrong. He wasn’t tall enough. He stretched upwards and lifted the gun as high as he could. Horses have tiny brains, and a brain shot was essential.
 
         ‘Do it!’ the younger man urged. ‘Pull the trigger.’
 
         ‘I … I can’t,’ the older man protested.
 
         ‘You’re lined up. For God’s sake do it.’
 
         The horse was called Peccadillo and was the finest-looking animal he’d ever worked with. His hands were shaking, partly from the weight of the gun, more from nerves, but mostly from the sense of betrayal he felt. ‘I can’t do it, meister. I just can’t.’
         
 
         ‘Jesus friggin’ Christ!’ the younger man cursed. ‘This is a fine time to back out. You know what this means, don’t you? We’ll never be able to run him.’
 
         ‘I’m not backing out,’ the older man protested. ‘It’s just that … just that … I can’t do it. I can’t pull the trigger.’ 
         
 
         ‘But you’ll hold him while I do it? Is that what you mean? You’re still in?’
         
 
         ‘Yeah, I’m still in.’
 
         ‘OK. So give me the gun.’
 
         The horse pulled away as they argued, but the older man coaxed him back and the two men swapped roles. In a couple of minutes Peccadillo was settled again and the younger man raised the killer. He placed the muzzle between its eyes, at the top of the white stripe that ran down its face, and raised the back of the gun.
 
         ‘How’s that?’ he asked.
 
         ‘Perfect,’ he was told.
 
         The crack of the gun was hardly more than the snapping of a dried branch, but the effect was devastating. Peccadillo’s body was shocked rigid for a moment, then his head fell and his legs collapsed under him, front ones an instant before the rear. In the neighbouring stables horses whinnied and their hooves rattled on walls and feed boxes as they kicked out. The older man unbolted the stall’s lower door and pulled it open so they could survey the results of their crime.
 
         ‘Shine the light,’ the younger man ordered. The horse’s eyes were wide open and blood was bubbling from the hole in his head.
 
         ‘Where are his legs?’
 
         ‘Jesus, he’s fallen on them. They’re under him.’
 
         ‘We need a leg.’ 
         
 
         The two men entered the stable and tried pushing the dead weight of the horse to one side. It didn’t move. The older man knelt down and groped under the front of the horse. ‘I can feel a shoe,’ he said. ‘Help me with it.’
 
         The younger man curled his lip in distaste as he knelt alongside his partner in crime. Together, they felt the horse’s left front leg and managed to pull it free from under the steaming but inert body.
 
         ‘That’ll do,’ the older man said. ‘Let me get the crowbar.’ A moment later he was telling the younger man to pull the leg as hard as he could.
 
         ‘One blow,’ he was told. ‘You only get one blow.’
 
         ‘I know. Are you ready?’
 
         ‘Ready.’
 
         The crowbar sliced through the air and smashed into the dead animal’s cannon bone, shattering it in two.
 
         ‘’Tis done,’ he said, wiping sweat and blood from his forehead.
 
         ‘Yeah, well done.’
 
         Both men were panting with exertion. They looked for a moment at the scene, horrified by the enormity of their deeds, until the younger man said: ‘Now, you let the other horses out, then go home and put your pyjamas on. I’ll start the fire and talk to you again after you ring me. OK?’
 
         ‘Right, meister. It’s been a good night’s work.’
         
 
         ‘We’ve hardly started,’ he was told. 

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER ONE

         
 
         Like all self-made men, Arthur George Threadneedle worshipped his Maker. He flexed his face muscles and watched approvingly as the reflection staring back at him bared its teeth and arched its eyebrows. Tilting his head backwards to catch the light from the mirror of his dressing table he applied the nasal hair trimmer to his left nostril and heard the faint hum of the instrument turn to a buzz and rattle as the blades dealt with the bushy growth that had accumulated since its last application, nearly a week ago.
 
         Four suits were laid out on the bed, chosen – suggested – by his wife as being suitable for the occasion. Each one was blue, two-button, single-breasted, with slight variations of lapel design, in varying weights of cloth. As he would be indoors he chose the lightweight Pierre Balmain, which had the added advantage of an extra security button at the top of the zip fly. Nothing could be left to chance today, and he lived in mortal dread of his zipper failing at an inappropriate moment. Today, he reminded himself, was the day of his ascension, his incarnation, his entry into Jerusalem. OK, so he wasn’t sure of the expression, but today he would put the town of Heckley ‘on the map’, as he liked to say, and in doing so make his own modest space in history. He poured Karl Lagerfeld cologne into the palm of his hand and dabbed it on his cheeks, blinking as the astringency stung his eyes. Today was the day that he, Arthur George Threadneedle, would leave behind the jokey bonds of small-town local government and join the Establishment.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Ghislaine Curzon breakfasted in her hotel room on fruit and green tea and waited for the call to say her car had arrived. She was bemused rather than nervous, although she’d never opened a shopping mall-stroke-conference centre before. It was something she may have to get used to, as widely accepted but still unofficial girlfriend to one of the royal princes, and the people’s favourite – in Yorkshire if nowhere else – to be a future queen of England.
 
         She knew Arthur Threadneedle as an acquaintance of her father from his horse racing days, and that he was now a bigwig in East Pennine. He’d contacted Ghislaine’s father and suggested that Curzon Centre would be a good name for the new, high-profile development he was involved with on the outskirts of Heckley. If Ghislaine could possibly come and cut the ribbon that would be the icing on the cake.
         
 
         ‘He’s a crook,’ Mr Curzon had told his daughter, ‘and I’d normally advise you to stay well clear of him, but it might be fun and you’ll get your picture in Yorkshire Life.’
         
 
         Ghislaine was five feet ten tall, with a natural grace that eclipsed anything seen on a catwalk. She had dark curly hair, contrasting with the bland, straight-haired blonde clones that stared at the world from every teen magazine, tabloid and TV screen. When she met the prince she was working in northern Kenya, at a field hospital set up to cater for the refugees flooding across the border. She was gaining work experience the tough way, before a postgraduate year studying medicine at St Andrew’s University.
 
         The prince was on a whistle-stop tour of East Africa and never stood a chance. The staff and walking wounded lined up to meet him as he crouched and ran from the helicopter that brought him, and Ghislaine picked up the little boy who’d lost a leg to a landmine and joined the end of the queue. The sun was on her face and she had to screw her eyes to see the prince’s features as he approached. When he was opposite her, in her white coat, stethoscope sticking out of the pocket, looking ridiculously young to be a doctor, he was momentarily lost for words.
         
 
         ‘Hi,’ she said, holding out her hand. ‘My name’s Ghislaine Curzon, but everybody calls me Grizzly.’ Her wide mouth was set in a smile and the sun had brought out the spray of childhood freckles that stretched across her nose and cheeks. He never stood a chance at all.
 
         
             

         
 
         Arthur George Threadneedle had a small dilemma. Normally he would wear his mayoral chain of office, but he wondered if it would be more appropriate if he left it at home today. Miss Curzon was the main attraction, and he didn’t want to do anything to detract from her presence. He wouldn’t wear the chain, he decided. It was her day and he wanted it to be perfect. He telephoned for his car to take him to the Curzon Centre and studied the sky. The clouds were high and the chances of rain looked slight, confirming what the TV weathergirl had said. Mrs Threadneedle appeared and asked how she looked.
 
         ‘Fine, you look fine,’ he replied with barely a glance. She was wearing one of her hats, he noticed. Being mayoress had truly gone to her head.
 
         The doorbell rang. ‘That’s the car,’ Threadneedle said. ‘Let’s go.’ He cast a glance back at the chain of office draped over the back of the settee, then turned and picked it up. He was the mayor, after all, and the people deserved to be able to see what they were getting for their money. He adjusted it in the hall mirror and followed his wife to where the chauffeur-cum-town macebearer was holding open the Rover’s rear door.
         
 
         Fifteen minutes later they were in the mall, finding their way through the crowds who were hoping for a glance of the girl who could one day quite easily become their queen. They visited the central atrium, where the unveiling ceremony would take place, and Threadneedle checked that the area in front of the plaque was roped off and the curtains hiding it were intact. He’d spent much of the previous evening opening and closing them until they moved with silky precision.
 
         ‘Everything fine, John?’ he asked the chief of security who stood with five other employees, wearing their dark uniforms and LAPD-style caps, looking like the chorus line from a Midwestern production of Pirates of Penzance.
         
 
         ‘AOK, Mr Threadneedle,’ came the reply. ‘It’s been under constant surveillance and is just as we left it last night.’
 
         The mall had been doing business for a week, but this Monday was the official opening. Its building had not gone without objections from several quarters, including the RSPB, several local protest groups with silly acronyms, the Ramblers’ Association and Friends of the Earth. A sizeable patch of moorland had been sacrificed for the buildings and car parks, and several miles of footpath lost or rerouted. There’d been no threats of disobedience – civil or otherwise – but a large police presence was on show and an even larger one was posing as the shopping public.
         
 
         Threadneedle checked the CCTV monitors in the basement and received another favourable report, so he made his way through the throng to the Green Room, where all the dignitaries would meet. Mrs Threadneedle, who was only five feet tall, fought gallantly to keep up with him, wondering if the wide-brimmed hat had been such a good idea. As he walked, Threadneedle went through the wording on the stone plaque that he himself had composed, wondering if it could have been improved upon, if he ought to have called himself Councillor Threadneedle. It said:
         
 
         
            Opened by 
 Miss Ghislaine Curzon 
 In the presence of 
 A.G. Threadneedle, Mayor of Heckley 
 Architect: W.H. Jones & Partners 
 14th May 2007
            

         
 
         
         The Green Room was crowded although Miss Curzon’s party had not arrived. The chief constable and the local MP, plus wives and management, were already in there, sipping sherry and waiting. She was understood to be bringing along her younger sister for moral support and would be accompanied by the Lord Lieutenant of the county and two police bodyguards. Officially she wasn’t authorised to have a royal bodyguard, but when any high-profile dignitary was in a police force’s area it was the custom to pass on notification and a weather eye would be kept on them.
         
 
         She arrived without her sister ten minutes later, via the back door and was smuggled into the Green Room without the public realising. Everybody stood to greet her, mouthfuls of Pringles were swallowed, hands discreetly wiped and proffered, smiles fixed.
 
         Ghislaine Curzon conquered the room with a glance. She was wearing an ivory suit in Shantung silk, with recklessly high stilettos, and carried a small purse the same shade of green as the shoes. No jewellery, gloves or hat and hardly any make-up. Every man in the room fell in love with her with varying degrees of lust, and all the women gave envious sighs.
         
 
         Arthur George Threadneedle conferred with the Lord Lieutenant and they counted down the last few minutes. The Lord Lieutenant was in full dress uniform, medals and all, and Threadneedle was glad he’d taken the decision to don his chain of office. He’d had a short chat with Miss Curzon, offered her a sherry (declined), enquired about the health of her father (he was fine, thank you) and left her talking to the MP, happy that she knew who he was without monopolising her company. He caught the eye of his macebearer-cum-chauffeur and indicated that they’d leave in two minutes.
         
 
         On the stroke of eleven the macebearer hammered the carpeted floor of the Green Room three times with the mayor of Heckley’s symbol of authority and everybody fell silent. Threadneedle positioned himself alongside their guest of honour and glanced round to see if his wife was still with him. He saw her gulping down a schooner of Amontillado, hat already askew, and wondered if he’d done the right thing bringing her along. The macebearer opened the door and led the phalanx of dignitaries out into the airy vaults of the mall and through the pressing crowd who’d come to see this beautiful young woman whom the tabloids had already elevated to royal status and whom one day they would probably destroy. The people looked at her as she walked amongst them and any cynicism they may have harboured was shed like wool off a moulting sheep. Cameras flashed and Ghislaine stopped for a few seconds while a flustered woman came to grips with her mobile phone camera. The woman mumbled a thank you and turned away, hoping she’d pressed the right buttons. A little girl offered a bunch of freesias and Ghislaine crouched down to speak to her.
         
 
         ‘Where’s Kevin?’ a youth asked as she pressed forward, trying to keep moving without being too impolite.
 
         She smiled back at him and said: ‘He couldn’t make it,’ over her shoulder, glad of the banter with someone nearer her own age. Kevin was her pet name for the prince, as revealed in one of the celebrity magazines.
 
         It took fifteen minutes to walk the thirty yards to the podium, but nobody minded. Threadneedle watched her work the crowd, glowing with pride. He was keeping a low profile, staying out of the limelight, but he’d reminded her that he knew her father and asked to be remembered to him. This was a day, God willing, that would go into the town’s archives and would be the high point, the apogee, of Heckley’s romance with royalty, and it happened during his year in office.
 
         John of the security company parted the ropes that surrounded the ceremonial area and let the party through onto the dais. Ghislaine walked over to where the embroidered curtains covered the plaque, like a child’s theatre set halfway up a wall. Threadneedle shuffled alongside her, running through his speech in his mind.
 
         It was to be a short speech. He wasn’t famous for short speeches. Behind his back his fellow councillors referred to him as Gobshite. But he’d taken advice, given it some thought, and today wasn’t a day for a policy statement. The spoken word was ephemeral, wasted on an occasion like this. What mattered was carved in stone behind those curtains. What it said there would be read and noted by visitors to the mall for the next fifty years. Today he’d introduce their distinguished visitor and step aside. She could do the rest.
         
 
         The macebearer pounded the floor again and the babble of the crowd fell to a murmur. He half turned and nodded to Threadneedle, inviting him to start the proceedings. Threadneedle cleared his throat and tapped the tiny microphone on the lectern with a fingernail, sending a thousand decibels of electronic noise crackling around the mall like a jet fighter.
 
         ‘Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,’ he began, adding ‘and children’ as an afterthought. He congratulated himself for remembering the children and forgot what he’d intended to say next. His mind was blank. Just do it, he thought. Get on with it.
         
 
         ‘Today is a great day for Heckley,’ he improvised. ‘Today it’s my pleasure to introduce to you a young lady who has stolen all our hearts …’
 
         This was better. It was starting to flow, until somebody in the crowd shouted for him to hurry up and he lost it again. Never mind, he thought, it’s my name on the plaque behind those curtains. He looked straight at the YTV camera that was recording the occasion and said: ‘Ladies and gentlemen, I’d like to call on Miss Ghislaine Curzon to open the Curzon Shopping Mall and Conference Centre. Miss Curzon …’ He turned to her, holding out a solicitous arm, and she stepped forward.
         
 
         ‘This one?’ she silently mouthed at him, taking hold of the silken rope.
 
         Threadneedle confirmed it was with a violent nod of the head.
 
         Ghislaine took hold of the rope and leant forward towards the microphone. ‘Good morning,’ she said. ‘It’s lovely to see you all and thank you for making me so welcome. I know Heckley fairly well because I used to come here walking with my father when I was quite small. You’re so lucky to live in this part of the world. We always had tea and scones in a tea shop in the town. My only hope is that a super new development such as this won’t be to the detriment of small, more traditional businesses in the town centre, such as that tea shop.’
 
         The smile slipped from Threadneedle’s face. He didn’t know that she’d ever been within twenty miles of Heckley. ‘Sod the tea shop,’ he hissed to himself, ‘just pull the frigging string.’
 
         ‘So now …’ Ghislaine continued, ‘all that’s left is for me to declare the Centre open … and … pull … like … this …’ 
         
 
         The curtains parted to reveal the legend they were hiding. The crowd stood in shocked silence for a second before exhaling a collective gasp, followed by an explosion of camera flashes. The Curzon Centre was well and truly open.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         
 
         ‘Fuck?’ I echoed.
 
         ‘That’s what it said,’ Superintendent Wood repeated.
 
         ‘In red paint?’
 
         ‘I told you.’
 
         ‘In foot-high letters?’
 
         ‘For God’s sake, Charlie, how many more times?’
 
         ‘Ha ha ha ha!’
 
         ‘It’s not bloody funny.’
 
         ‘Oh, it is, Gilbert. It certainly is.’ The tears prickling my eyes were confirmation.
 
         ‘The chief constable was there. Everybody was there, and the TV cameras recorded the whole thing. It’s embarrassing, Charlie. Makes us look like a right bunch of turnips.’ 
         
 
         ‘So what did the glamorous Miss Curzon think of it?’ I asked.
 
         ‘That’s the worst bit. She had a giggling fit. They’re trying to say she was hysterical, but I’m told it looked more like she thought it hilarious.’
 
         ‘Ha ha! Good for her. Well thanks for that, Gilbert. I’ll be glued to my television tonight when Look North is on, to see what they make of it.’
         
 
         ‘Oh no you won’t, Charlie. You’ll be at the Curzon Centre. The chief constable was adamant: he wants you in charge of the investigation.’
 
         I was on holiday. My garden was overgrown and I’d had a letter from the council saying that the neighbours were complaining. I’d borrowed a strimmer and had attacked the worst part at the front and was having a well-earned rest and a glass of shandy when I’d heard the phone ringing.
 
         ‘I’m on leave,’ I protested. ‘And I do murders, not graffiti. Give it to young Caton. He’s a royalist.’
 
         ‘It’s more serious than graffiti. It was a breach of security. It could have been a bomb. You’re on it, Chas, whether you like it or not.’
 
         ‘Tell him I’m on leave, paddling a canoe down the Loire Valley.’
 
         ‘He knows you’re at home, gardening.’
 
         ‘Damn.’
 
         ‘I’ll see you there in an hour.’
 
         ‘OK. Hey Gilbert …’
 
         ‘Yes, Charlie.’ 
         
 
         ‘Did he say he wanted Charlie Priest on the job or did he tell you to put your best man on it?’
 
         ‘Just get your arse down to the Curzon Centre, asap.’
 
         ‘Right, boss. I’m on my way.’
 
         
             

         
 
         I lingered under the shower until I was rid of all the pollen, creepy-crawlies, dead leaves and other items of flora and fauna that had attached themselves to my body parts like burrs to a sheepdog. I dried myself off and finished the shandy that I’d taken in with me. Suddenly, I felt good. I was clean and refreshed and the little bit of gardening I’d managed to complete had raised my pulse rate out of the lethargy zone. The rest of the garden could wait. I pulled on new jeans, white shirt, jacket and leather slip-ons over the socks with little anchors on them. I didn’t want to look as if I was trying too hard, but there was always the chance that Miss Curzon was still around.
 
         I’d watched the shopping mall and conference centre being built with a mixture of admiration for the vision of the developers and horror at what they were doing to the landscape. This was the first time I’d actually been in the grounds. A big sign welcomed me to the Curzon Centre and another announced that Monkton Civil Engineering were working with the People to build a better Yorkshire. I drove around the perimeter road, past several turn-offs and eventually found a parking space within a reasonable hike of the entrance. I noted the location but had already forgotten it by the time I reached the automatic doors and made my transition into the never-never land of the out-of-town shopping experience.
         
 
         The place was throbbing. Steady streams of customers, almost all female, were converging on the exit. They were spilling off the bottom of down escalators, rising out of the floor on up escalators and approaching from three other directions, laden with big bags bearing the names of exotic fashion houses. Well, they were exotic to me. Craghoppers is about as designer as I ever get. An equal number of eager punters, plastic friends burning holes in their handbags, were fighting their way in. When I reached the main hall I took my bearings, consulted a you-are-here plan of the place and headed towards what was grandly called the Atrium, where I imagined the action had taken place.
         
 
         The rostrum was cordoned off with police tape and guarded by a uniformed bobby, two female community support officers and four employees of the Centre’s security staff. I pushed my way through the gawpers and showed my ID to the bobby. Halfway up the wall were the curtains that somebody had hastily closed again to hide the forbidden word and I struggled to keep a straight face. 
         
 
         ‘What time does this place close?’ I asked.
 
         ‘Ten o’clock, sir. Ten ’til ten.’
 
         ‘Ten!’ I exclaimed. ‘Jeez!’ It was going to be a long day. ‘So where is everybody?’
 
         ‘Down in the CCTV control room.’
 
         ‘Where’s that?’
 
         It was in the basement, along a corridor lined with pipes and cables, through a couple of Staff only doors. I was the last to arrive. The room was dimly lit with a green light, and one wall was covered with high-definition monitors, some showing the car park, others various views of the interior. A technician sat at a control desk, like the producer of some outside broadcast, except this one lasted all day, every day. I wondered what he did for relaxation in his off periods. Gilbert introduced me to Miss Carol McArdle, the manager of the Centre, who had a surprisingly firm handshake for her size. You have to watch the little ones. She probably developed her assertiveness by giving full-contact karate lessons in her spare time. I told her that they looked to be doing good business upstairs and flexed my fingers behind my back.
         
 
         It was a normal working day for the troops, so the ones who weren’t already mingling with the crowd, looking for terrorists, nutters and overenthusiastic republicans, had descended on the Centre like orphaned schoolkids on a burning sweet shop. I’d like to think it was because of their conscientiousness, but I suspect the chances of meeting the leggy Miss Curzon had more to do with it.
         
 
         ‘Has Miss Curzon left?’ I ventured. It was the most pressing question I could think of.
 
         ‘She’s gone off to a civic luncheon at the town hall,’ I was told.
 
         A SOCO had been sent for and he was eager to be let loose on the plaque and try for an adventitious hit. In other words, he’d swab it, willy-nilly, and hope to collect some DNA. I wanted a look at it myself, too, but I didn’t want to wait until ten o’clock.
 
         ‘We could do with some screens to put around it,’ Gilbert suggested, looking towards the manager after I’d voiced my feelings.
 
         ‘Mr Wood,’ I began. ‘We’re in 2007. The F-word is used on Radio Four almost every day. It’s spray-painted on every motorway bridge around town and drawn in the dirt on the back of every white van. I don’t think exposure to it will offend or corrupt any good citizen of Heckley who happens to be shopping here today.’
         
 
         I got my way and we all moved off towards the scene of the crime. Climbing the stairs I asked Miss McArdle if there was an office we could use as an incident room and she said there was.
 
         The SOCO donned surgeon’s gloves and mask and had first go at the plaque, followed by the photographer and then me. The crowd pressed forward, watching and photographing every move we made, and no doubt a good proportion of them would have letters in the Gazette later in the week complaining about the police wasting public money or, alternatively, not devoting sufficient resources to the case. I studied the offending word and wished I’d brought my magnifying glass to put on a show for the audience.
         
 
         The office was on the upper floor, tagged on to the business suite, as Miss McArdle called it. The shopfitters had been using it as a canteen, so it was well equipped with chairs and a few tables that had been borrowed from the food court. Industrial-size tins of paint were stacked in a corner, mainly in shades of magnolia, and a thin layer of plaster dust covered everything.
 
         ‘Will this do?’ Miss McArdle asked.
 
         ‘It’s fine,’ I said. ‘All it needs now is a whiteboard.’ Every incident room has a whiteboard.
 
         ‘I’ll fetch one,’ she said, and big Dave Sparkington turned to follow her.
 
         ‘Dave’s quiet,’ I said to Jeff Caton. ‘Is he OK?’
 
         ‘He thought we were rid of you for a few days, that’s all,’ he replied.
 
         ‘This’ll be sorted by tomorrow,’ I assured him. ‘Then you’ll all be able to sit around reading the football pages and swapping boozy stories for the remainder of the week.’
 
         When they returned with the board I asked Miss McArdle and John, the security firm’s superintendent, to stay and started the meeting in the time-honoured way: ‘OK, what have we got?’ I asked, raising the marker pen expectantly.
         
 
         ‘Not much from me,’ the SOCO replied. ‘I’ve no doubt collected a few microscopic samples, but they’re all mixed up and contaminated and it would cost a fortune in time and effort to amplify and separate them. And then what do we compare them with? Anybody who’s been in the mall this morning could have left a sample. DNA will be floating around like snowflakes in a blizzard. So don’t wait for anything from me because you’ll be wasting your time.’
 
         ‘Well thanks for being so positive,’ I said, lowering the pen and turning to the photographer. ‘Did you get some decent pictures?’
 
         ‘Yes, boss, but I don’t see how they can help with the investigation.’
 
         ‘No, they can’t, but they’ll be essential if it ever goes to court. Miss McArdle …’
 
         ‘Yes?’
 
         ‘When was the last time we can vouch for the offending word not being there?’
 
         While she was thinking about it John of security said: ‘I can answer that, Inspector. Mr Threadneedle was here until about nine o’clock last night, making sure everything was working well. He tried the curtains about a hundred times and then we left the dais roped off with two of my men looking after it with strict instructions not to leave it unattended. Mr Threadneedle was adamant about that.’
         
 
         ‘Threadneedle?’ I queried. ‘Is he the lord mayor?’
 
         ‘The mayor. He’s just the mayor,’ somebody told me.
 
         ‘That’s him,’ John confirmed.
 
         ‘I’m sorry, John, but I don’t know your second name.’
 
         ‘It’s Brighouse, sir. John Brighouse.’
 
         ‘Call me Charlie. So the offence was committed some time between nine last night and eleven this morning.’ I wrote it on the board. ‘I need some information from either you or Miss McArdle. First of all, a full list of all the names of your security staff, with another list of those who were here between nine last night and eleven this morning. And I’d like another list of all the names of the dignitaries present at the opening ceremony.’ I looked at the manager. ‘Do you think you could do those for me as soon as possible, please?’
 
         She said they could, and the two of them left. I said: ‘Right, so now we’re alone, what do we know about Threadneedle?’
 
         ‘He’s a crook,’ big Dave Sparkington replied.
 
         ‘He’s a pillar of society,’ someone contradicted.
 
         ‘The mayor of our fair town.’
 
         ‘The economic crime unit have been trying to get their hands on him for years.’ 
         
 
         ‘You mean the department formerly known as the fraud squad.’
 
         ‘The shiny-trousers branch.’
 
         ‘The same.’
 
         I could see a spin-off. We might not catch the phantom painter, but investigating our beloved mayor might turn up a few smelly surprises. ‘What’s he supposed to have done?’ I asked.
 
         ‘He’s rich,’ somebody supplied.
 
         ‘Believe it or not, that’s still not a crime,’ I said.
 
         ‘It is if you were born in a caravan in Ireland, never went to school, earned a living working the lump and now owned a big share of this.’ The speaker wafted a hand around, demonstrating that he was talking about the building we were sitting in.
 
         ‘He owns shares in this?’ I asked.
 
         ‘Allegedly,’ Brendan, one of my DCs said. Brendan is a collector of conspiracy theories, and prone to go off on uncontrolled tangents. ‘It’s been in the papers, boss. Don’t you read them?’
 
         ‘He owns shares in Monkton’s,’ I was told. ‘They were the major contractors. And he owns part of several of the subcontractors. Him being on the approvals committee can’t have prejudiced their chances of lifting the contract.’
 
         ‘And he drives a powder-blue Rolls-Royce.’
 
         ‘Ooh, powder blue – how passé,’ one of the comics commented in an appropriate accent. 
         
 
         ‘It’s not that simple, Chas,’ Jeff Caton stated. ‘He has fingers in lots of pies. It’s not subcontractors – more like subcontractors to subcontractors, et cetera. And, of course, his position on the council will have helped push through the necessary compulsory purchase orders. Fraud have looked good and hard at him, but his affairs are labyrinthine. He made a pile as a racehorse owner, which just about excuses him from normal investigation.’
 
         What Jeff meant was that he could claim to have made his money in any number of ways associated with the industry, from gambling to stabling horses and selling bags of manure, without keeping accurate records. We’d have to give him the benefit of any doubts.
 
         ‘So how did he get to be the mayor?’
 
         ‘He was democratically elected as a councillor, and eventually it was his turn. He said the right things that the tosspots understood, and the rest was due to apathy.’
 
         ‘He’s made the buses run on time,’ Brendan told us.
 
         ‘Listen,’ I began. ‘I know we all think this is hilarious but the chief constable has his teeth into it and he’ll want me to keep him informed, so let’s cut out the messing about and get on with it. Understood?’
 
         They mumbled their assent and Jeff said: ‘Did you find anything, Chas?’ 
         
 
         ‘Not much, but I did notice one thing that I thought interesting: it wasn’t done with a spray can. The paint looks like acrylic, as used by some artists, and there were brush marks. I’d say it was applied with a stiff brush.’
 
         ‘Was the paint dry?’ asked Maggie Madison, one of the two female officers in the team.
 
         ‘Yes, but acrylic dries in a few minutes and sets like concrete. That’s why I never use it. If you don’t clean your brush every two minutes you ruin it, and they don’t come cheap.’
 
         ‘What are you supposed to clean them in?’ Brendan wondered.
 
         ‘Only water. That’s the main attraction of the paint. What’s uppermost in my mind at the moment is who was the intended target? Who was the painter aiming his offence at?’
 
         Jeff held up a hand and counted them off on his fingers: ‘Miss Curzon – does she have a jilted boyfriend? Threadneedle – he must have dozens of enemies. The Centre in general – there was quite a bit of opposition to it.’
 
         ‘Anybody else?’ I invited. Dave Sparkington was sitting with his head bowed, elbows on his knees, doing his impression of Rodin’s The Thinker. I said: ‘Come on then, Dave. I can see words of wisdom bubbling up inside you, so let’s have them.’
         
 
         ‘We’re wasting time, aren’t we?’ he pronounced. 
         
 
         ‘Go on,’ I invited.
 
         ‘It wasn’t aimed at anybody. If it had been, the wassock who did it would have put Fuck you, not just Fuck. It was some twelve-year-old kid who thinks painting that word is the most daring thing he’s ever done. It could have been any one of the kids from the high school.’
         
 
         ‘Sounds reasonable,’ I agreed. ‘Have a word with any graffiti artists we have on the books. One of them might know who it is, and he won’t be popular with them for drawing the heat their way. In fact, lean on them, hard. Meanwhile, let’s have a brainstorm. I reckon finding the paint is priority. Where do we start looking?’
 
         The ideas came thick and fast. Our starting point was that the culprit remained on the premises after closing time and left whenever he could, probably abandoning the paint and any disguise he’d worn. The finger pointed at an inside job, meaning the security staff or the cleaners who came scrabbling into the place after hours, like the undead hiding from the light.
 
         We went back to the factory and composed a leaflet to distribute to all the shops and businesses in the Centre. It asked them to look anywhere where our culprit could have hidden overnight, and to search for a tin or tube of paint and a brush concealed on their premises. We ran off five hundred copies and I sent the troops back there mob-handed to distribute them and suss out the security in general. While they were doing that I made appointments to see Councillor Arthur George Threadneedle, Mayor of Heckley, and Miss Ghislaine Curzon, Enslaver of Princes. I knew which one I was most looking forward to.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            CHAPTER THREE

         
 
         It was easier than we thought. At eight-fifteen Tuesday morning the manageress of Lucy’s Frock Shop rang to say that while putting out a rack of cheesecloth buy-one-get-one-free ra-ra skirts she’d noticed what looked like a tube of paint tucked away underneath one of the marble seats that were a feature of the Centre. I wondered at what stage in their careers manageresses became managers and hotfooted it round there. She was an avid watcher of all the scene of crime TV programmes that flood our late-evening schedules and had done exactly the right thing. She’d cordoned off the seat with a row of chairs and sent for me. The villains watch TV, too, and are becoming more forensically aware, so it’s a pleasant change when it works in our favour. She was probably hoping for George Clooney but didn’t look too disappointed with Charlie Priest.
         
 
         It was a tube of WHSmith’s own-brand acrylic paint in rose madder, and was half empty. A toothbrush lay alongside of it, the head a blob of hard paint. I put both items in evidence bags and congratulated the manageress on her powers of observation.
 
         The troops were up in the incident room, finishing cups of coffee and sharing out the tasks when I entered, holding the evidence bags high in the air like the executioner with Marie Antoinette’s severed head.
 
         ‘Ta-da!’ I called. ‘Charlie does it again.’
 
         Jeff Caton was on the telephone and he waved a hand to tell us to make less noise. ‘How long ago?’ he asked, followed by: ‘Give me the address again.’
 
         ‘Robbery,’ he told us as he slipped his phone back in its holster. ‘The pit bull gang strikes again, but this time it’s on our turf.’
 
         There’d been a spate of robberies in Lancashire by a two-man gang armed with a slavering pit bull terrier. They terrorised their victims, threatening to set the dog on any children present, and stealing jewellery, credit cards and cash. And now they were operating on our patch. Either that or we had a copycat.
 
         ‘Tell us more,’ I said. 
         
 
         ‘Couple with two children. One of them took the wife to the nearest ATM machine and drew six hundred pounds on her two cards. Left them all tied to chairs but they managed to get loose.’
 
         ‘I’m supposed to be interviewing Threadneedle shortly, and the Curzons later. You wouldn’t prefer to see them, would you?’
 
         He was already stuffing his notebook into his pocket and clicking the top on his pen. ‘I don’t think so, Chas. You’re the acceptable face of the force. I’ll stick with the common criminals.’
 
         ‘Then take Serena,’ I said. ‘She’s a dog lover.’
 
         Serena’s our second female member and the youngest on the team. We give her all the jobs involving children and weeping women, and, it goes without saying, any involving denizens of the subcontinent. ‘Aw,’ she protested, ‘I wanted to come with you to meet Ghislaine.’
 
         ‘Boss’s perks,’ I said with a grin. ‘You get the pit bull.’
 
         When they’d gone I said: ‘OK, where are we with it?’
 
         ‘I’ve spent the last two hours going through the dumpsters out the back,’ Maggie told us, ‘and you come breezing in with the evidence, smelling of roses. I smell of yesterday’s KFC skins. It’s not fair.’
 
         ‘So that’s you and Serena disgruntled. I must be losing my touch. And for the record, it’s He by Armani, not roses.’ I turned to Brendan. ‘What about you, my little leprechaun assistant? How gruntled are you, this bright morning?’
         
 
         ‘I’m perfectly gruntled, boss. Never been more gruntled.’
 
         ‘So what conspiracy theory have you come up with for this one?’
 
         ‘Nothing really. We’ve looked for the paint in all the litter bins and in every nook and granny we could find, but you beat us to it.’
 
         ‘Nook and granny?’ I queried.
 
         ‘Oops, did I say nook and granny? Freudian – it’d be more fun.’
 
         ‘Go on.’
 
         ‘This place closes for shoppers at ten but most are winding down before then. Every shop has some sort of grille that closes off the front. At the moment there are five security staff on through the night, including the one in the control room. The CCTV is digital, state of the art, with fully controllable recording, zoom and panning. We’ve asked for the disks. The cleaning staff come on at eleven and are done by three …’
 
         He droned on and I nodded in what I hoped were appropriate places. It all sounded secure and well organised, except that the security men would do a quick patrol to satisfy themselves everything was as it should be, then crash out for the remainder of their shift, and the cleaning staff were not exactly Mensa material. Well, most of them weren’t.
         
  
         ‘It sounds like an inside job,’ I declared, feeling somewhat self-conscious at using the term. ‘Collate all the names and work out a schedule for interviewing everybody. If we lean hard enough someone will crack.’
 
         
             

         
 
         Threadneedle’s house was in the part of town where the new money lived. He was two doors away from the manager of Heckley Town football club on one side and next door to the owner of a string of entertainment venues, like bingo halls and lap dancing clubs, on the other. The doors in question were about a decent nine-iron drive apart.
 
         His driveway was block paved, the grass like velvet, and dwarf ornamental trees – weeping willows and acers – marked the curves of the approach to the front portico as if delineating a slalom course. No sign of a Rolls-Royce, just a Lexus, shining like a bowl of morello cherries, standing outside the house with its boot lid raised. As I parked behind it Threadneedle appeared carrying a bag of golf clubs which, after sparing a glance at his visitor, he unceremoniously dumped into the back of the Lexus. He brushed his hands together and turned towards me.
 
         ‘Mr Threadneedle,’ I said as I pushed the door of my humble Vauxhall closed. ‘DI Priest. Thanks for finding the time to see me.’ A collared dove landed on the lawn, looked at us and flew off.
         
 
         ‘My pleasure, Inspector,’ he replied expansively, arm extended. ‘It’s nice to see you in the flesh after hearing so much about you. I’m deputy chairman of the Police Authority, you know, and you get more mentions in the minutes than the chairman does. Heckley’s lucky to have you.’
 
         ‘Yeah, I think so too,’ I agreed, and he laughed out loud and slapped me on the shoulder.
 
         His wife is a midget. Not a clinically defined midget but she’s a good head shorter than he is and he’s barely average height. You could tell that she’d been a looker in her youth, but the ravages of high office had taken their toll, and now she looked stressed out and ravaged. Her hairstyle was lopsided and her lipstick, which had been applied with a palette knife, was bleeding at the corners. Either high office or the booze, I thought, noting the well-stocked bar in the corner.
         
 
         We were in what I suppose was a sitting room, surrounded by reproduction auction house furniture designed to prevent visitors becoming too comfortable, and photos and mementos of Threadneedle’s career in public life. He’d shaken hands with Freddie Trueman and stood next to Jimmy Savile at a fund-raising event. Big deal. I’d played in goal, one time only, for Halifax Town reserves, but I don’t have photographs of it all over the house. 
         
 
         ‘Tea or coffee, Inspector?’ he was asking as I took in my surroundings.
 
         I didn’t really need either, but he was wanting to be off golfing and I wanted to cultivate a chatty, man-to-man atmosphere. ‘A coffee, please,’ I replied. ‘It must be nearly an hour since my last one.’ He chuckled again, and I wished I had someone like him in all my audiences.
 
         ‘Do you mind, Janet?’ he said, gesturing towards the door.
 
         His wife turned to me, saying: ‘Or would you prefer, you know, something a little stronger?’
 
         ‘Just a black coffee, please,’ I said, giving her my lopsided smile.
 
         ‘Janet, Janet,’ Threadneedle chided. ‘Mr Priest is on duty. Perhaps we’ll be able to offer him our hospitality some other time, in the future.’
 
         ‘So how is the investigation going?’ he asked when she’d left the room. ‘Are you any nearer catching the scum who did it? Flogging’s too good for them, if you ask me.’
 
         ‘We’ve found the tube of paint and it’s gone for fingerprint testing. Do you have any ideas who might have done it?’
 
         ‘Well, I’ve got enemies, if that’s what you mean. Nobody I could name, but I’ve trodden on a few toes, particularly with the Curzon Centre, and people bear grudges, don’t they? But … you know … I’d like to think my enemies were a bit more subtle. I’ve given it a lot of thought overnight and have concluded that someone was put up to it. Someone young, by somebody else who wouldn’t want to dirty their own hands, and we’ve plenty like that in the town.’
         
 
         ‘Anyone you’d like to name?’
 
         He shook his head. ‘No, I don’t think so.’
 
         ‘You seem to have taken it personally. You think it was aimed at yourself rather than Miss Curzon?’
 
         ‘Oh, it was aimed at me, Inspector. Rest assured of that.’
 
         Mrs Threadneedle came in bearing a tray with three coffees and a jug of cream. The cups rattled in their saucers as she tipped the tray and lowered it precariously towards the little table that her husband hastily produced. It landed like a Vulcan bomber on the deck of an aircraft carrier and coffee slopped over the sides of the cups. Neither of them seemed to notice.
 
         We talked for another ten minutes or so without me learning anything of interest. The graffiti had hurt him, that was for sure, so perhaps his enemies were subtler than he believed. Next to money, Threadneedle’s guiding light was his standing in the community and his fear of ridicule.
 
         Frankly, my dear, I didn’t give a toss. The tabloids would report the incident tomorrow with their usual decorum and by Thursday it would all be forgotten. Then I’d be back to the robberies. Except that the incident, as we’d started to call it, was an opening into another world. A world we only ever glimpsed the fringes of when we visited a stately home, or saw over a high wall as we drove by. A world that guarded its membership jealously. Old money and class struggling against the tide of new money and vulgarity, and I was as intrigued as any suburban housewife with her Aga boiler and Country Life magazines.
         
 
         A big shaggy dog was having a pee against the front wheel of my car when we walked outside. ‘Shoo, Wolfgang, shoo,’ Threadneedle shouted at it, pointing into the distance, and the animal slinked off round the side of the house. ‘Looks like he’s staked his claim to your car, Inspector. Sorry about that.’
 
         ‘It’s had worse. Wolfgang?’
 
         ‘As in Mozart. Blame the wife.’
 
         ‘Right. He’s a weird-looking animal.’
 
         ‘Yeah. Got him from the rescue place to be company for Janet while I’m away, but he’s got a bit smelly in his old age.’
 
         I nodded towards his car’s boot. ‘Where do you play?’
 
         ‘The golf? Oh, I’m going down to the Belfry for a couple of days; meeting up with some business associates. You know how it is.’
 
         I didn’t, but I nodded sympathetically. It was a chore, but it had to be done. We shook hands … I made the usual noises about seeing him again … if he thought of anything else … please thank Mrs Threadneedle for the coffee … and that was that. Duty done and the sun was shining like fury. I hung my jacket behind my seat and pointed the car towards the motorway and East Yorkshire, abode of the Curzon dynasty. I was early, so for a relaxing hour or so I was just another anonymous rep driving his bog-standard fleet car between appointments. I flicked round the radio stations and caught Bonnie Tyler’s ‘Total Eclipse of the Heart’, singing along with her for the few words I knew: ‘Turn around, bright eyes …’
         
 
         I’d made enquiries and the best anybody could tell me was that the occupant of Curzon House was simply a mister. Mr James Sebastian Curzon. I didn’t know why – the British aristocratic hierarchy is a mystery to me. Perhaps an older brother inherited the family title, if there’d ever been one, and ran off to Tasmania with a chambermaid, taking the title with him. I saw the sign I was looking for and turned into a narrow lane. A mile further on it was left again past a raised barrier and through some open ornate gates. A painted board told me that I was at Curzon House and the tea shop and gardens were open every day except Monday, from Good Friday until October.
         
 
         The house was a three-storey cube, made of yellow stone with raised pointing, topped off with a confusion of chimneys and dormer windows. The chimney pots were tall and crenellated, like the crowns worn by wise men in a Greek Orthodox nativity show. One of the roof windows was catching the sun and reflecting it into my eyes, as if some mad relative imprisoned up there was signalling for help. Beyond the house, round the back, I could see more buildings – glasshouses and what looked like the outside of a walled garden. Presumably the tearooms, plant sales and gift shop were round there, too. Gravel rattled against the underside of the car as I approached the front door and wondered where to park. I felt I ought to be driving a brougham drawn by four chestnut mares, or at least a Humber Super Snipe. I stopped right at the entrance, yanked the handbrake on and swung my legs out.
         
 
         The door opened after the first push of the porcelain button and I found myself gazing into the gloomy interior of Curzon House. When I lowered my gaze I saw her. She was about the same height as Mrs Threadneedle and was wearing thick spectacles and an Adidas tracksuit. Estimated age: about twelve, but I’m no expert.
 
         ‘DI Priest,’ I said. ‘I’ve an appointment to see Miss Curzon.’
 
         ‘You’re the cop?’
 
         ‘I’m a police officer.’
 
         ‘I’m Miss Curzon.’
 
         ‘Oh. I was expecting you to be older.’ 
         
 
         ‘A common mistake. I’m Brains, she’s Looks. You want Looks. Actually, she’s got the brains, too, but I have to fight back, don’t I?’
 
         ‘I’m sure you’ve both got a fair share of each … either … both … whatever.’ For God’s sake, I thought, she’s a kid. Pull yourself together.
 
         ‘I think it’s each.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, I think so too. Is … Miss Curzon, um, senior … available?’
 
         ‘No. Her and Daddy have gone to see one of the dexters that’s just calved. Grizzly rang to say they’ll be about twenty minutes and I’ve to keep you entertained till then.’
 
         ‘She,’ I said. ‘She and Daddy.’
         
 
         ‘Is it?’
 
         ‘I think so.’
 
         ‘Oh.’ She beamed up at me and I saw that the plain Jane look was just a temporary phase. In a couple of years she’d shed a few feathers, polish those that remained and be pulling the ducks off the water as easily as skin off a rice pudding.
 
         ‘Who’s Grizzly?’ I asked as she stepped past me, into the sunlight, and sat on the balustrade.
 
         ‘Looks. Ghislaine. Everybody calls her Grizzly.’
 
         ‘Thank you. And what’s a dexter?’
 
         ‘It’s a cow. Daddy breeds them.’
 
         ‘Right. So how are you going to entertain me?’
 
         I was hoping she’d offer to show me round, but she said: ‘Do you play tennis?’ 
         
 
         ‘I could, years ago.’
 
         ‘Would you like a game?’
 
         ‘Um, if you like.’
 
         ‘Or would you prefer to see the badger sett?’
 
         ‘Er, tennis, please.’
 
         It was as if I’d wound up a clockwork doll and set it going. She jumped to her feet and brushed the hair off her eyes. ‘You would? Honest? I’ll get the rackets.’ She dashed into the house and reappeared in seconds, carrying two high-tech-looking rackets made of carbon fibre or some other spin-off from the space race. The last one I used was made of bamboo and catgut. ‘It’s round the back,’ she said, marching off, and I turned to follow her, wondering what I’d set in motion.
 
         It was a proper court, laid in some sort of red composite material, with a high netting fence around it. Dozens of tennis balls were scattered all over, like windfalls in a Golden Delicious orchard. ‘Let’s get rid of some of these,’ I said, deciding it was time to assert my crumbling authority, and kicked the nearest ball into a corner. ‘You’d break your ankle if you stepped on one. Six is plenty. I don’t know your name,’ I said as she joined in the kicking.
 
         ‘Toby, and don’t say it’s a boy’s name.’
 
         ‘Is it?’
 
         ‘Everybody tells me it is. I didn’t like my original name so Daddy said I could change it. I chose Tobias, shortened to Toby. Loads of girls have boys’ names, don’t they?’
         
 
         ‘I know what you mean. I’m called Charlie. Now nearly every woman I meet is called Charlie.’
 
         ‘Ahah! There you go, then. Can I call you Charlie?’
 
         ‘When I’m off duty.’
 
         ‘Are you off duty when you’re playing tennis?’
 
         ‘I suppose I am.’
 
         ‘OK, Charlie. I’ll serve first. I have to warn you that I’m a demon server.’
 
         She wasn’t joking. It cleared the net at about Mach 4, made a vvvrriip noise as it bounced, and rattled against the wire behind me, all before I’d transferred my weight to the appropriate foot. I was in big trouble, so I took the only course left open to me.
         
 
         ‘Out!’ I called.
 
         Her shoulders slumped and the racket trailed on the ground. ‘Was it out?’ she asked, forlornly.
 
         ‘No,’ I replied. ‘It was a good one. Fifteen-love.’
 
         I missed the next two but she was so surprised when I got one back that it went straight past her. Then she wrapped it up and it was my serve.
 
         Her backhand was hopeless so I played to it and regained some respectability as she continually hit her returns into the net. I was beginning to realise that she spent hours practising on her own, blasting them aimlessly with nobody there to hit them back. 
         
 
         As we changed ends I said: ‘Show me how you hold the racket.’ It was the standard shaking-hands grip. ‘And how when the ball’s on your backhand?’
         
 
         ‘The same.’
 
         ‘OK. So from now on I want you to rotate the racket in your grip … like this …’ I demonstrated, holding her wrist ‘… whenever the ball’s coming over to your left. It’s a lot easier than it looks. Just try it for a few minutes, see what you think.’
 
         We played pat-a-ball for a while and soon her returns were clearing the net and giving me the run-around. I was beginning to puff when a burst of derisory applause behind me caused me to turn and I had my first in-the-flesh sight of the celebrated Miss Curzon senior. And her father. I waved to Toby, signalling that the game was over, and went to meet them.
         
 
         ‘DI Priest,’ I said, and we shook hands. ‘Miss Curzon, Mr Curzon.’
 
         Toby had joined us. ‘Charlie’s showed me how to hit backhands,’ she blurted.
 
         Ghislaine turned to her. ‘Inspector to you, young lady,’ she said. ‘And we expected you to offer him a drink, not a game of tennis.’
         
 
         ‘My fault,’ I said. ‘I was offered the option and chose tennis. She’s a very talented player. Beat me fair and square.’ I winked at her and she gave me a half smile. 
         
 
         ‘We’ll believe you,’ Curzon said. ‘Let’s go inside.’
 
         We walked back towards the house, leaving Toby behind, and a few seconds later I heard the plunk … plunk … of tennis balls being smashed pointlessly across the court.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         We drank instant coffee from mugs that grated on your teeth, seated at a refectory table in a kitchen that once had buzzed with action. At one end an old iron range stood, a cold and indifferent observer of feasts and orgies in years gone by. Now it was decorated with copper pans and strange utensils for obscure culinary tasks. A two-gallon kettle hung on the spindle that had once held a rotating boar or a swan stuffed with skylarks. Sunlight streamed in through the tiny windows and everything glowed in shades of gold and orange. Ghislaine Curzon wore faded jeans and a check shirt and was everything I imagined she’d be. Freckles spanned her face, I noticed. Why do freckles make my knees go weak?
 
         ‘How’s the dexter?’ I asked.
 
         ‘Fine,’ Curzon told me. ‘They’re both fine. They’re hardy little beasts.’
 
         ‘Heifer or a bull?’ All those years listening to The Archers hadn’t been wasted.
         
 
         ‘A heifer.’
 
         ‘Good. How many do you have?’ 
         
 
         ‘Ten. Eleven now. They’re a little sideline, that’s all.’
 
         I turned to Ghislaine. ‘So who did the graffiti, Miss Curzon? Any ideas?’ She looked awkward for a moment, or was it my imagination? Perhaps it was simply the recollection of an embarrassing moment. I didn’t allow it any importance.
 
         ‘No,’ she replied. ‘You’re the policeman.’
 
         ‘But you know your friends and enemies. Any boyfriends still holding a torch for you?’ I would have liked to talk to them separately, but it felt inappropriate to say so, and she’d hardly confess to having sex with half the men in the village whether her father was present or not. Not that I thought for one second that the wholesome Ghislaine – Grizzly, was it? – would do such a thing.
 
         ‘I can’t think of anyone,’ she replied.
 
         Now that was a lie, if ever I heard one. She was twenty-five years old, fairly rich and beautiful. Girls like that attract all sorts of attention, plenty of it from nutters and chancers. ‘I’d like you to think about it,’ I said, then went on: ‘How do you feel about the incident? Have you got over it?’
 
         Now she looked sheepish. ‘It was hilarious. Embarrassing for everyone, but it was almost worth it to see the expression on the face of that pompous twit who calls himself the mayor.’
 
         ‘Threadneedle?’
 
         ‘That’s the man.’ 
         
 
         ‘Can I ask how you became involved with the Curzon Centre?’ I flapped a hand around and stumbled on: ‘You’re obviously well connected, for want of a better expression, but at what point was it named after you? And when were you invited to open it?’
 
         ‘About two years ago,’ Ghislaine said, ‘it became public knowledge that I was friendly with, you know, one of the royal princes. Shortly afterwards Threadneedle wrote to me, saying that he was an old friend of Daddy’s and would I be interested, et cetera et cetera. We thought, why not? We couldn’t stop him calling it the Curzon Centre and I thought my friendship would have fizzled out long before the Centre was completed, but it sounded like good fun. I talked to Daddy about it and then told Mr Threadneedle I’d be flattered and delighted. He wasn’t the mayor then, of course, but was chairman of the development committee, or something like that, and wielded all the power.’
 
         ‘And he probably knew that he’d be mayor when it opened,’ I said. ‘There’s usually some sort of progression with the title.’ I turned to her father and asked: ‘Did you know him? Was he an old friend?’
 
         Curzon shuffled in his seat and looked uncomfortable. He was wearing pressed jeans with leather brogues, a white shirt and a tweed jacket with leather-reinforced cuffs. It probably cost about three hundred pounds from Bond Street and had been repaired several times. ‘I knew him slightly,’ he admitted. ‘Back in the Eighties, early Nineties, we owned a couple of racehorses. Or my wife did. I humoured her. She enjoyed going to the races and we sometimes saw Threadneedle in the owners’ enclosure. Rarely in the winners’ enclosure, sadly.’ He allowed himself a wry smile as he remembered the folly and the enjoyment of those days.
         
 
         ‘Mummy died in ninety-six,’ Ghislaine explained.
 
         ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know.’
 
         ‘She’d been ill for a long time,’ Curzon went on, looking out of the window. ‘She loved her racing. Christmas Day, it was. We were planning to go to the Wetherby Boxing Day meeting, but she was too poorly. Died later that night. I haven’t seen Threadneedle since some time before then.’
 
         We chatted for a while about policing and the weather and the risks of backing horses compared to the stock market. I rounded things up by asking how concerned they were about the graffiti incident.
 
         Curzon shrugged his shoulders and looked at his daughter. Ghislaine looked at me. I went dry in the mouth.
 
         ‘It’s water under the bridge, as far as I’m concerned,’ she said. ‘Presumably they’ve removed the plaque and will either clean it up or replace it. Or perhaps they should leave it as it is and call it a reflection of the times. That might be fun.’ She smiled at me and the five thousand midget Cossack dancers that live in my nether regions slapped their thighs and shouted ‘Hoy!’ in unison. I tried a nonchalant smile back but it felt all wrong from my side and probably came out as a cheesy grin.
         
 
         Curzon said: ‘We were quite surprised when we heard an inspector was coming, but presumably it’s all part of the chief constable’s zero tolerance initiative.’
 
         I didn’t know anything about a zero tolerance initiative, but I nodded my agreement. ‘That and the fact that it was a breach of security,’ I added. ‘That’s where the criticism will lie. General consensus is that the perpetrator was a malicious youth doing it for kicks, that’s all, but we’ve got to run with it, just in case.’ By ‘general consensus’ I meant big Dave and me. I turned to Ghislaine. ‘Will you be at home, Miss Curzon, if I need to speak to you again?’
 
         Her cheeks turned pink under the freckles and she rotated her coffee mug in her fingers. Curzon stared at her, his face a blank but eloquent mask.
 
         ‘I’m not sure,’ she admitted, sheepishly. ‘I might go away for a few days.’
 
         I let it sink in. What she meant was that she might be visiting her aristocratic friend, to do what they’d been doing to the rest of us for a thousand years.And Daddy wasn’t pleased. I changed the subject. ‘Do you have any trouble with the paparazzi?’
         
 
         ‘Here? No, not really. I keep well hidden, and they’re not the types to relish camping in Yorkshire for days on end. They come, grow discouraged and leave. The people in the village are used to seeing me around and give them short shrift.’
 
         ‘OK. Well, thank you both for your hospitality. And Toby, too. She’s quite a character.’
 
         ‘I think you’ve made a friend there, Inspector,’ Curzon said.
 
         Ghislaine walked me to the door and closed it behind me. The gravel drive led round in a big arc, everywhere was neatly cropped grass and the only limit to the view was the wall of heavily laden trees that stood like silent witnesses as they had done for hundreds of years. I opened the car door and leant on it for a few seconds, wondering if Constable had ever painted there. Blackbirds and thrushes foraged for worms on the lawns, a flock of swallows – or were they swifts? – wheeled and dived overhead, and behind all the screeching, whistling and cawing, almost lost, was the steady plunk … plunk … plunk of young Toby, measuring her skill against a wire-netting cage. I slid into the driving seat and started the engine.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Threadneedle had told me he was going down to the Belfry for a few days, but I didn’t think Mrs Threadneedle was present when he said it. I ran the scene through my brain. That was right: he’d walked out to the car with me. He said it after we caught the dog, Wolfgang, staking his claim to my offside front wheel. I pulled into a lay-by just before the end of Curzon’s lane and dialled his number. Mrs Threadneedle answered quicker than an Indian call centre, like in about ten minutes.
         
 
         ‘Mrs Threadneedle?’
 
         ‘That’s right. Who is this, please?’
 
         ‘Detective Inspector Charlie Priest. I came to see your husband this morning. I was wondering if I could pop in to see him again, in about an hour? I have a few more questions for him. Nothing important – just background information.’
 
         ‘I’m sorry, Inspector, but he’s gone away on business for a few days. Is it anything I could help you with?’
 
         ‘Um, that’s very kind of you. I’m in my car at the moment. Will it be all right if I call, in about an hour, perhaps a bit less?’
 
         ‘I’ll be expecting you, Inspector.’
 
         Sometimes, I don’t know where I get it from. Look for the weakest link, that’s my guiding principle. I turned out on to the lane, towards the A64, and imagined the diminutive Janet dashing around the house with her feather duster, plumping up the cushions, waiting for her inspector to call.
 
         Perhaps I did her an injustice. She was upright and coherent and politely welcoming. Or maybe she could hold her liquor. I asked for a coffee again, when invited, and this time she managed to keep most of it within the confines of the cup. She was wearing a pretend-velour jogging suit the colour of unripe bananas and as she lowered the cup in front of me her newly refreshed perfume hit me like an avalanche in a potpourri quarry. I’d found myself a seat in an easy chair; she curled up at one end of a settee.
         
 
         ‘How can I help you, Inspector?’ she asked, leaning forward, her chin on her fist. Her slippers had long pointed toes, and with a matching hat she’d have made a passable pea pod in a fancy-dress contest. I looked past her and saw the glass and Gordon’s bottle on the floor beside her settee.
         
 
         ‘I haven’t made much progress,’ I confessed. ‘Trouble is, we’re still not sure who was the target of the vandalism: your husband or Miss Curzon. Or perhaps both of them. How well did you know the Curzons?’
 
         ‘Not too well. We haven’t seen them for years. Ghislaine was just a little girl, and look at her now. Quite regal, don’t you think?’
 
         ‘You knew them through horse racing, didn’t you?’
 
         ‘That’s right. For a short while we had a small stable near Malton but it burnt down. Arthur had applied for a trainer’s licence. Before that he had shares in a horse called Shergar. You might remember it. He introduced Mr Curzon to the right people and he became a joint owner, too.’
         
 
         ‘Shergar!’ I exclaimed. ‘You mean the horse that vanished? It won the Derby, didn’t it?’ I was taken by surprise but it soon subsided. The two big unsolved mysteries of my lifetime were what happened to Shergar and where was Lord Lucan, but I doubted if I was hot on the trail of either. I decided she was as nutty as a fruitcake.
 
         ‘That’s right,’ she replied. ‘The IRA kidnapped it. The Aga Khan sold shares in it when it went to stud, and Arthur introduced Mr Curzon to the syndicate manager. I imagine they both had their fingers burnt when it vanished but you’ll have to ask Arthur for the details. He doesn’t tell me anything.’
 
         ‘Was it insured?’
 
         ‘I don’t know.’
 
         I was wasting time, heading up a blind alley, so I decided to push things along. ‘Did you ever meet Mrs Curzon?’ I asked.
 
         ‘Oh yes. She was a lovely woman, no edge to her at all. Not very well, though. I don’t know what was the matter with her but she died a few years ago. We didn’t know about it until weeks afterwards, or we would have sent some flowers. I was disappointed about that.’
 
         ‘Has your husband mentioned any names when you’ve talked about the graffiti incident? Or does any acquaintance stand out as a suspect?’
         
 
         She shook her head.
 
         ‘Any problems with the neighbours, Mrs Threadneedle?’
 
         ‘No. And call me Jan, please.’
 
         ‘Right. Jan. Any disgruntled employees that you might know of?’
 
         ‘I can’t think of any.’
 
         ‘Has Arthur appeared under any extra stress lately?’
 
         ‘Well, yes. But that’s down to the opening of the Centre. There was always the chance that it wouldn’t be ready on time.’
 
         ‘I see. But otherwise, he’s been OK?’
 
         ‘Fine. He’s been fine. To tell the truth, he has a bit of a thing about Ghislaine. I think it’s his age, an older man’s crush, that sort of thing. He was looking forward to meeting her more than he’d ever admit to me.’
         
 
         I knew the feeling. An older man’s crush; was that it? As Dave once said: ‘If you’ve got to be an old man you might as well be a dirty one.’ I thanked Mrs Threadneedle for her assistance and stood up to leave, saying I’d had a busy day.
 
         ‘I never offered you a proper drink,’ she said, struggling to her feet. ‘I’m sure you deserve one.’
 
         It might have been my imagination, or wishful thinking, but I’d swear the zipper on her jogging top had crept an inch or two down towards her navel. ‘Not while I’m driving,’ I said, rather meekly.
         
 
         ‘Are you sure?’
 
         ‘Positive.’
 
         ‘That’s a pity.’
 
         ‘Tell me,’ I said. ‘Is Arthur Irish?’
 
         ‘He pretends to be. His father was, but he came over here years ago, before Arthur was born. Made a fortune building roads and what have you, and lost most of it. When he died of cirrhosis of the liver Arthur took over the business. We’ve done very well out of it, as you can see.’
 
         ‘You certainly have,’ I replied, taking in the Ashley Jackson watercolours and the glass coffee table balanced on a tangle of driftwood, but the expression on her face told that the benefits of wealth had bypassed her. She’d gained a fur coat and an architect-designed house, but lost a marriage. ‘Threadneedle’s not an Irish name, is it?’
 
         She said: ‘No. It was his mother’s name. I think he wanted to deny his Irish roots. Thought he’d do better in business as an Englishman.’
 
         ‘There’s a local legend that says he was born in a caravan in rural Ireland. Is it not true?’
 
         ‘Not a word of it. He’s a chameleon, changing his colours to please the people he happens to be dealing with. That’s his romantic side. He was actually born in St James’s hospital in Leeds. You know what they say: the further you get from the Old Country, the more vociferous are the immigrants.’
         
 
         I nodded. ‘He seems to know what he’s doing.’ We were standing barely a yard apart, me towering over her, she looking up into my face. She said: ‘He hasn’t gone to the Belfry to play golf with his business chums, you know.’
 
         ‘Hasn’t he?’
 
         ‘No. He’s said he was going there on several occasions before. Last June it was his birthday while he was away, so I hid a birthday card in his bag of clubs. It was still there when he came home three days later. They’d never been out of the car boot. And there’ve been other times … other … lies …’
 
         ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, turning to leave, but the little bit of me that I despise was filing the information for future use. Knowledge is power, it whispered in my ear. 
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