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For Ray and Brenda Griffin

Very good and very kind friends, excellent people to have on a quiz team, and the best babysitters our dog Sadie could ever wish for.


ONE

With even the walking wounded working a double shift, it was inevitable that tempers would become frayed as the day wore on, so it was only to be expected that when Constable Bates sneezed – loudly and wetly – into his own right hand, Constable Moore’s response was somewhat less than measured.

‘For Christ’s sake, Phil, why can’t you use your bloody handkerchief?’ Moore demanded, in a voice much too loud for an enclosed space like the inside of a parked police patrol car.

Bates sniffed. ‘Sorry, Trev,’ he said. ‘I think I must be coming down with the flu.’

‘Of course you’re coming down with the flu,’ Trevor Moore agreed. ‘We’re all coming down with the bastard flu. But you’re not helping matters by spreading your germs everywhere, are you?’

‘Fair point,’ Bates agreed reluctantly – because it undoubtedly was.

At this time of year – November – flu was always a problem in Whitebridge, because that same dank, damp air which had made the town the perfect location for cotton mills had also made it the perfect incubator for the influenza virus. And, according to the copy of the Whitebridge Evening Telegraph which was currently residing on Moore’s knees, this particular year – 1973 – it was even more virulent than usual.

Moore carefully folded the newspaper, then glanced, almost apathetically, through the windscreen.

Dozens of cars – their headlights cutting a swathe through the thick darkness of the night – were approaching along the two left-hand lanes of the dual carriageway. Dozens more – their tail lights bobbing around like demented fireflies – were travelling in the opposite direction.

‘Mind you, looking at all this traffic, you wouldn’t know there was an epidemic,’ he said to his partner, in a placatory tone.

‘You’re right there – folk’ll drive when they’re not fit to walk,’ Bates replied sourly.

The sound of the motor horn seemed to come out of nowhere.

Had it been a single beep – or even a series of beeps, in which one driver showed his annoyance with another – the two officers would have ignored it.

But it wasn’t.

Instead, it filled the night air like the wailings of a demented banshee.

‘That kind of behaviour’s simply not on,’ Moore said, his foot already feeling the clutch and his hand reaching for the gear stick.

The blaring grew louder, and a green Ford Cortina suddenly appeared. The headlights were on full, and the driver was weaving in out of the traffic as if he had a death wish.

‘Jesus, he must be doing at least a hundred!’ Bates gasped, as the Cortina shot past the lay-by where they were parked.

‘Bloody maniac!’ Moore said grimly, switching on the siren, throwing the vehicle into gear, and pulling out.

The patrol car’s flashing lights and siren were already having the desired effect on the cars ahead of them. Some of the drivers had slowed almost to a standstill. Others had pulled over on to the hard shoulder. But the green Cortina was impervious to it all, and continued to accelerate into the darkness.

‘At the rate he’s going, we’ll never bloody catch him,’ Bates said, reaching for the radio.

‘We’ll catch him,’ Moore said firmly, as the speedometer needle rapidly climbed its way around the dial.

Bates clicked the switch on the radio, and was connected to HQ.

‘Bloody mad driver on the loose,’ he said, after giving his call sign. ‘He’s travelling north on the dual carriageway. He’s between Mill Lane and Piper’s Brook at the moment, but Christ alone knows where he’ll be five minutes from now.’

‘Very professional, Phil,’ Moore said, as he pressed his foot down hard on the accelerator. ‘Almost textbook. You’re a credit to the force.’

‘Piss off,’ Bates said, though without any real rancour.

A bend was looming up just ahead of them.

‘We’re nearly at the Piper’s Brook roundabout,’ Moore said, coaxing the maximum speed out of the engine. ‘If the sod takes one of the turn-offs before we’re round that corner, we’ll have no bloody idea where he’s gone.’

It was as the patrol car was screeching round a bend – two of the wheels momentarily leaving the tarmac – that they saw all the traffic in front of them had stopped.

‘Shit!’ Moore shouted, stamping down on the brake pedal.

The patrol car skidded through forty-five degrees, and came to a halt frighteningly near the closest stationary car.

Bates opened his door and climbed out.

A man in a heavy overcoat, standing next to his own vehicle, shouted, ‘Thank God you’ve arrived! There’s been an accident!’

‘Tell me something I don’t know,’ Bates said, as he weaved in and out of the parked vehicles, heading towards the large road island that the driver they were chasing had clearly failed to negotiate.

The Cortina had mounted the island and crashed into a massive oak tree which stood in the centre of it. Its bonnet had buckled, and there was steam rising from it.

‘Bloody tree!’ Bates muttered.

They should have cut it down when they were building the road, he thought. They would have cut it down if the anorak-and-green-Wellingtons brigade hadn’t protested that it was four hundred years old, and so had historic importance.

Historic importance!

When all was said and done, it was still no more than a lump of wood, and if the nature nuts really felt the urge to look at trees, well, there were thousands of the buggers in the Whitebridge area.

Bates heard a puffing, wheezing sound at his side, and realized that Moore had caught up with him.

‘We’ll have to get the feller out of there,’ Moore gasped. ‘And quickly – before the bloody thing blows.’

‘If we can get him out,’ Bates said.

By the time they reached the car, small flames were already starting to lick what was left of the bonnet.

They could see the Cortina’s driver now, slumped over the steering wheel. But he was wearing a seat belt – so there was a good chance that he would have survived the crash.

Please God, let the bloody door not be jammed shut, Moore prayed silently, as he reached for the handle.

For a moment it looked as if he had wasted his prayer, because when he pulled, nothing happened. Then, with a metallic groan, the door swung open.

As Moore reached inside, he felt a huge wave of relief sweep over him – and then a blinding rage quickly took its place.

‘You stupid bastard!’ he shouted at the slumped-over driver. ‘You stupid, irresponsible, dangerous bastard!’

The driver groaned, and muttered a single word.

‘What did he say?’ Bates asked.

‘Sounded like “lane”,’ Moore replied.

But then again, it could just as easily have been ‘rain’ or ‘pain’ – and whatever it was, it didn’t matter now.

Moore unfastened the seat belt and placed a hand under each of the driver’s armpits.

Don’t move him! warned a voice in his head. Wait for the ambulance men to arrive. They’re the professionals. They’ll be able to get him out without doing further damage. Wait for them!

‘Can’t bloody wait,’ Moore told the voice, as he watched the flames growing bigger and bolder by the second. ‘Leave the feller where he is, and he could be burned to a crisp by the time the ambulance arrives.’

He hauled the driver from the car, and the moment he was clear, Bates grabbed his legs, so that at least now he was horizontal.

‘Where shall we take him?’ Bates asked.

‘As far away from here as possible,’ Moore told him.

A small crowd had gathered on the edges of the traffic island, and a few people were even advancing towards the wrecked car.

‘Get back, you bloody idiots!’ Moore screamed. ‘It’s about to blow!’

But it didn’t.

Not then.

In fact, the two policemen and the victim had almost reached the patrol car when there was a huge explosion behind them and the sky turned red.

‘Lay him on the ground,’ Moore said urgently. ‘Now!’

‘Why should we—?’ Bates began.

‘Just do it!’ Moore barked.

They lowered the injured man on to the road, and Moore immediately huddled over him.

Around them, small pieces of shattered glass fell through the air like sharp-edged raindrops. Chunks of metal, some of them the size of a man’s leg, hit the asphalt and bounced several times before settling. And still the boom of the explosion lingered – if only in the eardrums of those who had been too close to it.

There were new sounds now – the demanding scream of several police sirens, the wail of at least one ambulance.

Moore straightened up.

‘Let’s take a look at him,’ he suggested. ‘Got your torch?’

Bates nodded, and shone the beam on the injured man’s face.

‘Bloody hell, it’s... it’s...’ he stuttered.

‘It’s Chief Superintendent Kershaw – that’s who it bloody is,’ Moore said.

He knelt down again, and put his mouth close to the injured man’s ear. ‘Can you hear me, sir?’ he asked softly.

The chief superintendent opened his eyes.

‘Where’s Elaine?’ he groaned.

‘What was that, sir?’ Moore asked.

‘Elaine,’ Kershaw repeated, making an effort to sit up, and then falling back again.

‘Who’s Elaine?’ Moore asked.

‘My wife,’ Kershaw groaned. ‘I don’t know where she is. I can’t find her anywhere.’


TWO

Detective Inspector Colin Beresford – early thirties, good-looking, muscular, and a guiltily secret virgin – gazed up at the house from his vantage point at the end of the front garden.

It was a three-storey Victorian dwelling, which had probably once – long ago now – belonged to the manager of a small cotton mill. There were still a good number of such houses to be found in Whitebridge – though most of them, admittedly, were living in the shadow of the demolition ball – but Beresford couldn’t think of a single example of another which was still a one-family residence.

The fact was, he reflected, the moderately prosperous had long since moved out of the centre of Whitebridge, and re-established themselves on executive estates, where it was almost possible for them to forget that they had any connection with a grimy, declining mill town. But Chief Superintendent Kershaw had stuck it out, and still lived in the house he had bought probably twenty years earlier, even though it was now in an area which catered for the transient bedsitter.

Beresford turned his attention to the garden. Unlike most of those in this street, it had not been paved over to accommodate off-the-road parking. It was, he decided, studying it more closely, a garden which had not so much been planned as just allowed to happen.

There was a wishing well, squarely in the centre of it – and what a lot of stick Mr Kershaw must have got for that when he had his ‘hard-man’ colleagues round for dinner! There was a fish pond, with a delicate waterfall which was topped with a painstakingly constructed watermill. There was even a palm tree in one sheltered corner, and though it was well known that you simply couldn’t grow palms in Whitebridge, it seemed, through infinite care and attention, to at least be surviving.

The whole garden, Beresford thought, was as individual, original and idiosyncratic as the man who had created it.

The roar of a sports car engine alerted him to the fact that his boss was about to arrive, and turning round he saw that DCI Paniatowski’s red MGA was just pulling up behind the row of police vehicles already parked in front of the house.

And Monika was not alone, he noted. There was another woman in the passenger seat.

He watched the two women emerge from the car, and told himself that they could not have looked much less alike, even if they’d really worked at it.

Paniatowski was in her late thirties. She had soft, wavy blonde hair, and a largish central European nose that could have made her less attractive – but didn’t. She also had a sensational figure which, most of the time, Beresford did his best to ignore.

The other woman was a complete stranger to him. She was probably in her late twenties, he guessed. She had a slim – almost pixie-like – figure, short cropped brown hair and big oval eyes. Very, very different to Monika, Beresford thought – but equally as fanciable.

Paniatowski stopped in the gateway to light a cigarette, then said, ‘Why are we here, Colin?’

What, no cheery greeting? Beresford thought. No, ‘How are you, Colin?’

‘Mrs Kershaw’s gone missing, boss,’ he said aloud.

‘I know that,’ Paniatowski replied, with a hint of exasperation in her voice. ‘What I asked was, why we are here.’

Beresford smiled. ‘Ah, you mean why is a crack team like ours – the finest investigative force in the whole of Central Lancashire – being handed such a mundane job?’ he said.

‘That’s right,’ Paniatowski replied, either completely missing his humorous intent or choosing to ignore it.

‘Everybody’s short-handed,’ Beresford said. ‘With the flu epidemic, we’re all expected to fill in wherever we’re needed.’

Paniatowski sighed. ‘Yes, I suppose we are,’ she said reluctantly. ‘And how long has Mrs Kershaw been missing?’

‘Hard to say,’ Beresford admitted. ‘It could be as little as two hours, or it might be as much as eight.’

‘What!’ Paniatowski exploded. ‘Eight hours at the most – and there’s a full-scale manhunt!’

‘Mr Kershaw is one of our own,’ Beresford pointed out.

Monika Paniatowski scowled. ‘Well, that’s certainly one way of looking at it,’ she said.

The younger woman – the pixie – had been standing perfectly still at Paniatowski’s heel, and somehow managing to give the clear impression that she was the sort of person who knew enough to hear just what she was intended to hear, and no more.

Now, however, she coughed discreetly, and said, ‘What would you like me to do, ma’am?’

Paniatowski turned to face her. At first, she seemed almost surprised to find the woman there. Then she smiled and said, ‘Well, you can start by not calling me “ma’am”, Kate.’

‘Sorry, I...’ the pixie began.

‘Don’t worry about it,’ Paniatowski told her airily. ‘And excuse my lack of manners for not introducing you to this handsome devil straight away. This is Detective Inspector Beresford, the rock I cling to when the storm breaks. Colin, this is DS Katherine Meadows, my new bagman.’

Meadows held out her hand. ‘Pleased to meet you, sir,’ she said. Then she added, slightly uncertainly, ‘It is all right to call you “sir”, isn’t it, sir?’

‘It’s more than all right,’ Paniatowski told her, before Beresford had time to answer for himself. ‘Not only will it make him feel important, but it might even remind him that he is important.’

That was better, Beresford thought, with some relief. The bad-tempered shrew who’d been standing there only moments earlier was quite gone, and the Monika he knew was back.

‘I think I’d better talk to Mr Kershaw first,’ Paniatowski said. ‘So while I’m down at HQ, I’d like you, Colin, to supervise the team in the house.’

‘HQ?’ Beresford repeated.

‘HQ,’ Paniatowski confirmed.

‘But Mr Kershaw isn’t down at HQ.’

Paniatowski looked puzzled. ‘Have they taken him to hospital, then? From what I heard, he only got a few cuts and bruises in the crash.’

‘He isn’t in hospital, either,’ Beresford said, with a sudden sinking feeling.

‘Then where the hell is he?’

Beresford gestured towards the house. ‘In there.’

The shrew was back with a vengeance. ‘Let me see if I’ve got this straight,’ Paniatowski said. ‘Kershaw was driving down the dual carriageway at such a speed that it’s a wonder he didn’t kill anybody. Right?’

‘Right,’ Beresford agreed.

‘And the only thing that stopped him doing more damage was that he crashed into the oak tree on the roundabout?’

‘Yes.’

‘If anybody else had done that, they’d have been in the cells by now, wouldn’t they?’

‘I suppose so.’

‘But he’s in his own house! Now why is that?’

‘Like I said, boss...’ Beresford began.

‘I know,’ Paniatowski interrupted. ‘He’s one of our own.’

Kershaw was in his study, sitting at the desk with his large head held in his powerful hands. When Paniatowski and Beresford entered, he looked up, and it was obvious to both of them that he’d been crying.

Poor bastard! Beresford thought.

Because even if everything turned out all right in the end – even if it eventually emerged that there’d never been anything to worry about – it was clear that Kershaw was suffering now.

‘We’d like to ask you a few questions, if you don’t mind, sir,’ Paniatowski said.

Her voice was cold, Beresford thought – so unlike the one she normally used when she was talking to victims.

Kershaw nodded. ‘Of course I don’t mind, Chief Inspector,’ he said miserably. ‘I want to do anything I can to help.’

‘The first thing I’d like to know is why you’re so worried about your wife, when she’s only been missing for a few hours.’

‘Her name’s Elaine,’ Kershaw said. ‘I’d like it if you could call her that when you refer to her.’

‘Why are you so worried when Elaine’s only been missing for a few hours?’ Paniatowski said, her tone still unyielding.

‘She was in no fit state to leave the house,’ Kershaw explained. ‘She’s had a very bad attack of flu. She’s been in bed for the last four days. She was getting a little better, but she certainly was not well enough to...’ He waved his hands helplessly in the air. ‘... to even contemplate...’

‘So what’s your theory?’

Kershaw glared at her. ‘Isn’t it obvious? She’s been kidnapped!’

‘Who by?’

‘I don’t bloody know! If I did know, I would not be sitting here now – I’d already have my hands round the bastard’s throat!’

‘Why would anyone kidnap her? For ransom?’

Kershaw shook his head. ‘I’m not well off. I earn a decent screw – you know that yourself – but I’ve never been one for saving. I live from pay packet to pay packet, like most bobbies, and anybody who’d done even a bit of research on me would know that.’

‘Let’s take a couple of steps backwards,’ Paniatowski suggested. ‘When did you discover she was missing?’

‘When I got home from work.’

‘Did you inform headquarters that you thought she’d been kidnapped?’

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because, at that point, I didn’t think that she had been kidnapped. It’s not the sort of thing you do think, is it? Kidnapping’s something that only happens to other people.’

‘That’s right,’ Beresford murmured softly. ‘That’s exactly what it is.’

‘So if you didn’t call headquarters, what did you do?’ Paniatowski asked Kershaw.

‘I rang up all her friends, to see if she might be with them.’

‘I thought you said she was too ill to leave the house.’

‘She was, but I could see she wasn’t here, so she had to be somewhere, didn’t she?’ Kershaw took a deep breath. ‘Look, Chief Inspector, I wasn’t thinking straight. If the truth be told, I think I’m coming down with the flu myself.’

‘None of her friends had heard from her?’ Paniatowski asked.

‘That’s right.’

‘So what did you do next?’

‘I went to see Elaine’s mother.’

‘Why didn’t you just ring her?’

‘I couldn’t, because she isn’t on the phone. And when I got there, and Mum told me she hadn’t seen Elaine since last week, that’s when I really started getting frantic.’

‘But you still didn’t think to call it in?’

‘No, I...’

‘So what did you do?’

‘I decided to see if she was at her sister Mary’s house. She lives at the other side of Whitebridge – almost the opposite end of the dual carriageway from their mother. I was driving normally at first, and then I thought, “What if Elaine isn’t at Mary’s either?” That’s when I think I must have lost my head. I had to know for certain whether she was there or not, you see, and I started driving like a madman.’

‘And crashed,’ Paniatowski said.

‘And crashed,’ Kershaw agreed.

‘Have you and your wife – you and Elaine – been having any marital difficulties recently?’ Paniatowski asked.

‘What kind of question is that?’ Kershaw demanded.

‘I should have thought it was obvious what kind of question it was – and why I was asking it,’ Paniatowski told him. ‘We’ve got at least twenty officers on this case, and before I use up any more of their valuable time, I want to be certain that your wife’s not simply done a bunk.’

Kershaw nodded slowly. ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘You do have to ask that question. I would have done the same, in your place. But I like to think I would have phrased it differently – with a little more compassion.’

Yes, for God’s sake, why don’t you show a little compassion, Monika? Beresford thought.

‘You still haven’t answered the question, sir,’ Paniatowski pointed out, in a flat voice.

‘Elaine and I are not having any marital difficulties,’ Kershaw said. ‘We have the occasional tiff – what married couple doesn’t? – but we’re as much in love now as we were when we first tied the knot.’

Paniatowski nodded, as if finally satisfied.

‘Do you know of anyone who might have some sort of grudge against Elaine?’ she asked.

‘At last!’ Kershaw said, with evident relief. ‘Finally, you’re taking this seriously.’

‘Does anyone have a grudge?’ Paniatowski persisted.

Kershaw shook his head. ‘Everyone loves Elaine. There’s not a malicious bone in her whole body. She’ll help anybody who asks for her help. Half the charities in this town would collapse without her support.’

‘So your theory is that if she was snatched, she was snatched by a stranger,’ Paniatowski said.

Kershaw’s face collapsed. ‘I don’t... I can’t think... I don’t want to think...’ He took a deep breath. ‘If I was the officer in charge of this case, that’s probably the conclusion I would draw,’ he said, as crisply as he seemed able.

‘I won’t insist that you come down to the station, sir...’ Paniatowski began.

‘I should bloody well hope not,’ Kershaw said, with a hint of anger in his voice now.

‘Instead, I’ll ask the police doctor if she wouldn’t mind coming here.’

‘The police doctor? I don’t need a doctor. I’ve already been checked over by the ambulance men and given the all-clear.’

‘The doctor will need to take a sample of your blood,’ Paniatowski said.

‘I haven’t been drinking,’ Kershaw said firmly. ‘I haven’t touched a drop since I first got the sniffles. You have my word on that.’

‘Nevertheless, I’m afraid that I must insist you give a sample of your blood,’ Paniatowski said. ‘It’s standard procedure in a case like this one – and you should know that better than most.’

Kershaw’s eyes blazed with genuine anger. ‘You really are a vengeful bitch, aren’t you?’ he demanded.

Well, I don’t know anything about the vengeful part, but she’s certainly being a bitch tonight, Beresford thought.


THREE

DS Meadows was standing in the corridor outside Kershaw’s study, looking as if she didn’t mind at all that she had not been included in the interview.

And maybe she didn’t, Beresford decided. Maybe she’d already learned the most vital lesson in climbing the promotions’ ladder – that you advance at the speed your boss wants you to advance at.

‘Would you make the arrangements with Dr Shastri, please, Colin?’ Paniatowski asked him.

‘The arrangements?’

‘For one of her staff to come here and administer the blood test to Mr Kershaw.’

‘Is it really necessary?’ Beresford wondered aloud.

‘It’s not only necessary, it’s mandatory,’ Paniatowski snapped.

Yes it is, but she’d bend the rules if she actually wanted to, Beresford told himself. God knows, she’s done it often enough before.

But aloud, all he said was, ‘Yes, I’ll see to that.’

Paniatowski nodded. ‘Good. And while you’re making the call, Kate and I will go and see how the rest of the lads are getting on.’

It was a big house, which appeared to have been inspired not by the dwellings which had preceded it, but by a rabbit warren. Countless rooms opened up off any number of corridors, and, in normal circumstances, it would have taken a normal team of officers a long time to search it from top to bottom.

But these were not normal circumstances, and this was not the normal team. There were policemen everywhere – so many of them, in fact, that they were almost tripping over one another.

Paniatowski wondered briefly who had authorised this extravagant use of manpower, but quickly recognised that such speculation was pointless. As far as all the top brass were concerned, she accepted, nothing was too good for Chief Superintendent Tom-bloody-Kershaw.

She and Meadows started their tour of inspection at the top of the house – the attic, where the servants would have spent their short nights – and worked their way down to the basement at the bottom – in which those same servants would have spent their long days.

There was no evidence of its former use about the basement. The Victorian fireplace and kitchen range were long gone, and in their place was a card table, a snooker table, a dartboard and a bar.

‘Proper little boys’ club,’ Paniatowski said.

‘Yes, it must be every man’s dream,’ Meadows replied.

‘So what’s your impression of the house as a whole?’ Paniatowski asked.

Meadows frowned. ‘Why did you ask that, boss? Has it anything to do with the crime?’

‘We don’t know if there has been a crime yet,’ Paniatowski pointed out. ‘But no, it doesn’t. I just want to find out how observant you are.’

Meadows grinned. ‘So it’s sort of like a test?’

‘It’s exactly like a test,’ Paniatowski told her. ‘And as long as you’re working for me, Kate, you can expect to be tested every day. That’s how you’ll get better at the job.’

‘I see,’ Meadows said. ‘Well, it’s very tidy and very organized. The kind of house in which everything has its place, and there’s a place for everything.’

Paniatowski nodded. ‘Go on.’

‘But it’s not clinical, if you know what I mean. It feels like a real home – somewhere the people who live here could feel comfortable.’

Yes, it did, Paniatowski agreed silently. And that had come as something of a surprise to her, because whenever she thought about Kershaw – and she tried not to think about him at all – she never pictured him in a house in which he would ‘feel comfortable’.

DC Jack Crane had heard all about the recent arrival of DS Kate Meadows, and as he walked down the stairs to the Kershaws’ basement, he was already more than willing to dislike her.

This dislike wouldn’t stem from anything about Meadows as an individual, he admitted. She could be the nicest person you could ever hope to meet, and it wouldn’t make any difference – because the fact was that she’d taken his job.

You’re not being fair, he told himself. It was never your job to lose.

And nor had it been. In the time he’d been working for Paniatowski, she’d had two sergeants who, each in their own way, had been a disaster, and though he’d filled in after both their departures, that was all he’d been doing – filling in.

Besides, having a first-class honours degree – which he was still careful to keep quiet about – was all very well if you wanted to be a university lecturer, but if you aspired to be a successful bagman, you needed to get some heavy policing experience in first.

‘Jack?’ said a familiar voice.

Crane snapped out of his musings, and realized he’d already reached the foot of the stairs, and was now in the basement.

‘Did you want something?’ asked the same voice.

Crane looked across at Paniatowski and her new sergeant.

Bloody hell, he thought, that DS Meadows is a stunning woman!

‘The lads have found something, boss,’ he said aloud.

‘What kind of something?’

‘It just might be evidence of a forced entry.’

The window was at the back of the house. It couldn’t have let much light in, even on a bright day, because it was surrounded by shrubbery.

And it was that same shrubbery, Paniatowski thought, which would have shielded any intruder from the curious gaze of neighbours who might be looking out on to the garden.

The window frame was splintered, close to the inside catch, and there was no doubt that it had been forced.

‘It’s hardly what you’d call very secure,’ Crane said.

No, it wasn’t, Paniatowski agreed, and you’d really have thought that a policeman would be more security conscious.

And then she pictured her own home – the one she shared with her beloved adopted daughter – and realized that it was almost as bad.

I’ll see a builder first thing in the morning, she promised herself.

‘What’s in the room on the other side of this window, Jack?’ she asked Crane.

‘Not much. An ironing board, an old television and two or three clothes hampers.’

‘And how far is this room from the main lounge and the kitchen?’

‘Just about as far as it could be.’

Which made it the perfect entry point, Paniatowski thought, because even if Elaine Kershaw hadn’t been in bed with the flu, she probably wouldn’t have known someone was breaking in until it was far too late.

‘Get some searchlights out here, and have a few of the lads go over the garden with a fine-toothed comb,’ she told DS Meadows. ‘I also want all the houses that overlook this one canvassed right away. I need to know if anybody saw any strangers – or strange vehicles. And if any of the neighbours noted anything unusual today – even if it’s something that doesn’t seem as if it could possibly be connected with Mrs Kershaw’s disappearance – I need to know about that, too.’

‘Got it,’ Meadows said.

‘Then, once the lads have finished with those houses, they can start widening the search. Tell them it doesn’t matter if they have to drag people out of their beds to question them – and that if there are any complaints about their lack of consideration, I’ll take the heat personally.’

‘Right.’

‘I also want all motor patrols and foot patrols put on full alert. Give them the same brief as the canvassers – if they can find Elaine Kershaw, I’ll be over the moon, but if they can’t, I want to know about anything that isn’t quite as it was yesterday. Have I missed anything out?’

‘I don’t think so, boss.’

‘Actually, I have,’ Paniatowski said. ‘When the police doctor’s finished drawing the blood sample, tell him to try and persuade Mr Kershaw to take a few sleeping pills. If he refuses the pills, move on to Plan B.’

‘Plan B?’

‘Find a bottle of booze, and sit down and have a drink with him – but make sure he drinks more than you do.’

‘Wouldn’t it be better if you did that, boss?’ Meadows asked.

‘He won’t want to drink with me, and the feeling’s mutual,’ Paniatowski told her. She paused to light a cigarette. ‘And when you’ve finished all that, you’ll find me in the public bar of the Drum and Monkey. Do you know where that is?’

Meadows smiled. ‘Yes, boss. When I learned I’d be working with you, it was one of the first things I made it my business to find out,’ she said.

This was always one of the worst times of year for her business, Marie thought, as she stood shivering in the toy shop doorway.

Part of the reason was the weather, of course. Once you were inside your own home, sitting snugly in an armchair in front of a toasty warm fire, it must take a real effort to haul yourself up again, and face the frosty night air.

But if that was the main reason, business would be just as bad in January – and it never was.

The punters were all saving up for Christmas, she thought bitterly – putting money away so that, on Christmas morning, they could stand around the tree and hand out presents to their dowdy wives and demanding children.

If only those wives and kids knew what those perfect fathers and perfect husbands got up to when they did have a bit of spare cash in their pockets. If only they could see them when they looked shiftily up and down the street before asking some poor bloody girl how much she charged.

They’d be disgusted – these happy families – if they heard 
the things that some of these men asked some of those girls to do.

She was often disgusted herself – but in her situation, there wasn’t much bloody choice but to agree anyway, was there?

She lit up a cigarette, and noticed, in the flickering light of the match, that her hands were shaking. And that wasn’t just the cold air, either, she told herself – it was fear.

She heard the distant sound of the clock on the Boulevard striking the hour and, almost simultaneously, the click-clacking sound of high-heeled shoes coming up the street.

Every hour on the hour – that had been the agreement they reached. And if you happened to pick up a punter when it was your night ‘on duty’, the first thing you had to do was make sure one of the other girls knew about it.

It wasn’t a perfect system, of course – but then it wasn’t exactly a perfect life, either, and even some sort of security was better than no security at all.

The clicking heels came to a halt in front of the doorway.

‘Doing much?’ asked the wearer of the heels.

Marie shrugged. ‘I’ve had one lad, still wet behind the ears, an’ as nervous as a frightened rabbit. Sad little thing, really.’

‘It’s often sad,’ the other woman – Lucy – said wistfully.

‘He must have been savin’ up his pocket money for months,’ Marie continued, ‘an’ I felt so sorry for him when he shot his load before we’d even got properly down to the business, that I was tempted to give him a discount.’

Lucy laughed. ‘You were tempted, but you didn’t give in to temptation, did you?’

‘No chance,’ Marie confirmed. ‘Times are hard, an’ if he can’t hold himself back, then that’s his problem.’

Lucy looked up and down the street. ‘You haven’t seen Grace, have you?’ she asked casually.

Marie felt her stomach turn over. ‘No, but that’s hardly surprisin’,’ she said, trying to keep her voice steady. ‘Grace’s pitch is outside Woolworths.’ Then she forced herself to add, ‘What made you ask that?’

‘Just wondered,’ Lucy said evasively.

‘Why?’

‘Well, because I haven’t seen her either, and I’ve been past Woolworths every hour, just like we agreed.’ She paused. ‘Do you think we should tell the police?’

And that was where all the planning broke down, Marie thought– because even if something had gone seriously wrong, what were the bobbies likely to do about it in the middle of the night?

‘She’s probably just struck lucky,’ she heard herself say aloud. ‘Found a punter with a lot of money, an’ a lot of stayin’ power.’

‘Yes, that will be it,’ Lucy agreed, far too readily. ‘She’ll just have struck lucky.’

Marie lit up a fresh cigarette from the butt of her old one.

We’ve got to keep reassurin’ each other that everything’s all right, she thought. And maybe, if we say it often enough, it really will be.


FOUR

For Monika Paniatowski, the corner table in the public bar of the Drum and Monkey – at which she was now sitting with Crane and Beresford – was nothing less than a time machine. It was at this table that she had first decided that she hated DI Bob Rutter, and then realized that she had fallen in love with him. It was on this very chair that she sat – heartbroken – when Rutter’s sense of duty forced him to end the affair, and it was where she had come to grieve when she learned he had taken his own life.

But the table held happy memories, too. It reminded her of working with DCI Charlie Woodend, the man who had made her the policewoman – and perhaps even the person – she was now. It recalled for her the joy – even amid the despair – when she finally accepted that Bob’s last wish had been that she should raise his daughter, Louisa, as her own.

There were times, it had to be admitted, when she’d considered breaking with the past and using another pub – or, at least, another table – but she knew, deep inside herself, that was never going to happen.

Paniatowski took a sip of her vodka and banished the time machine to the back of her mind.

‘All we’ve got so far is a forced window – and a woman who went missing sometime in the last ten hours,’ she said to her team. ‘Now maybe, even as we speak, DS Meadows is on her way here with a vital piece of information which will help crack this case – a car number plate, or a description of a strange man, for example – but I don’t think that’s at all likely.’

‘Any particular reason for believing that, boss?’ Crane asked.

‘Yes. The intruder was very careful. He didn’t choose just any window to break in through – he chose one that was hidden from the neighbours and in the emptiest part of the house, which suggests to me that he’s been planning this for some time. And given that he’s been so careful about that, he’s not likely to have been sloppy over other things. So we won’t find his prints in the house, the car he used was probably stolen, and if he thought there was any chance of him being spotted, he was probably wearing a disguise.’

‘How would he have got her out of the house?’ Crane asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Paniatowski admitted.

‘She’s not a big woman,’ Beresford said. ‘In fact, she’s quite tiny. He could have fitted her into a sack or a largish box.’

Paniatowski’s eyes narrowed. ‘Oh, you know her, do you, Colin?’ she asked sharply,

‘I’ve... err... met her,’ Beresford said.

‘And what’s she like?’

‘As I said, she’s petite.’

‘I mean, as a person.’

‘I only met her the once,’ Beresford said, evasively.

‘But you must surely have formed some impression of her.’

‘Lively,’ Beresford said. ‘Charming. Very outgoing.’

‘Did she also strike you as the kind of woman who might consider doing a bunk?’

‘I thought you’d already dismissed that as a possibility, boss,’ Beresford protested.

‘Did she strike you that way?’

‘The window was forced, boss.’

‘If she’s done a bunk, she could have forced it herself in order to throw everybody off the scent – and you still haven’t answered the question,’ Paniatowski said.

‘No, she didn’t look like that kind of woman,’ Beresford said. ‘In fact, she seemed quite devoted to Mr Kershaw.’

‘Well, isn’t that nice,’ Paniatowski said sourly. ‘All right, we’ll go back to the assumption she’s been abducted, even if we don’t know how he got her out of the house. Now who’d have been likely to snatch her?’

‘Could be a kidnapper – for ransom,’ Crane suggested.

‘We’d already dismissed that possibility before you arrived – and there are two good reasons for that,’ Paniatowski told him. ‘The first – as Kershaw pointed out himself – is that he’s not a rich man.’ She paused and turned to her inspector. ‘He isn’t a rich man, is he, Colin?’

‘How would I know?’ Beresford wondered out loud.

‘And the second thing is that if she’s been kidnapped for ransom, then the kidnapper must be a hardened professional criminal,’ Paniatowski continued, ignoring the question. ‘And no professional criminal is going to snatch such a high-risk target as a Chief Superintendent’s wife.’

‘Do you have a theory, boss?’ Beresford asked.

‘I think it was personal,’ Paniatowski said, ‘so personal that the kidnapper was prepared to take on the whole of the Mid Lancs police force if he had to.’

‘What sort of motive are we talking about here?’ Crane asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Paniatowski confessed. ‘He may have wanted to get back at her, or he may have wanted to get back at Kershaw. But whichever is the case, he will have known her, and that’s why, first thing in the morning, we’ll be talking to all – and I do mean all – of the Kershaws’ friends and relatives.’

‘That’s a bit of a tall order, especially with the friends,’ Beresford said. ‘They’re a very popular couple.’

‘Yes, well, you’d know more about that than I would, wouldn’t you, Inspector?’ Paniatowski said.

The clock struck the hour, and once again Marie heard the click-clack of Lucy’s impossibly high heels approaching.

‘I’ve got some good news for you,’ Lucy said, the moment she drew level with the doorway. ‘Grace hasn’t disappeared at all. Ruby saw her going off with a punter.’

Marie gasped with relief, but then, almost immediately, fresh worries and doubts began to set in.

‘And we know him, do we?’ she asked hopefully. ‘Is he a regular?’

‘Ruby didn’t interview him, to see if he was suitable, you know,’ Lucy said with a smile. ‘She only saw them from a distance. But he was definitely driving a big car, and it was definitely Grace getting into it.’

‘And when was this?’ Marie asked.

‘Ruby said it was just after it went dark. So what would that make it? Five hours ago?’

Five hours! Five whole bloody hours!

‘That’s a long time for her to be away,’ Marie said, as the fear bubbled up inside her.

‘Driving off in cars, with men, is what we do,’ Lucy countered. ‘And it’s not as if it’s unheard of to take that long – a bit uncommon, I’ll grant you, but not unheard of.’

Yet two words kept pounding away mercilessly at Marie’s brain like a steam hammer.

Five hours... five hours... five hours...

‘What if it was him?’ she asked tremulously.

‘What if it was who?’ Lucy asked – though she knew well enough who Marie meant.

‘What if it was the Ripper!’ Marie replied, almost choking on the name.

Lucy clamped her hands on her hips in a show of exasperation.

‘I should have put my foot down the moment the rest of you girls started calling him that,’ she told her friend. ‘I should never have allowed it.’

And despite the situation – despite her own, still-present fear – Marie could not help herself from smiling at what Lucy had just said.

I should have put my foot down!

I should never have allowed it!

As if Lucy thought of herself as their leader!

And then it struck Marie that, in a lot of ways, Lucy was just that.

When one of the girls had a problem, it was Lucy she talked it out with. When a helping hand was required, it would more likely than not be Lucy who provided it. And it was Lucy who had come up with the idea of these safety patrols.

‘I should have insisted we called him the Dribbler or the Panter,’ Lucy continued. ‘Calling him the Ripper was just stupid – it makes him sound much more frightening than he actually is.’

‘But he is frightening,’ Marie insisted. ‘Just thinking about him is enough to scare the crap out of me.’

Lucy laughed again. ‘Then look on the bright side – you must be saving yourself a fortune in laxatives,’ she said. ‘Seriously,’ she continued, ‘I know he’s not a nice man, but then most of the men we have to deal with aren’t nice – in fact, you can count on the fingers of one hand the ones who are. And he’s never done any real damage, now has he?’

‘Try telling that to Denise,’ Marie countered. ‘She had to have ten stitches in her arm.’

‘Yes, she did,’ Lucy agreed. ‘But that’s almost as much down to her as it is down to him.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘She won’t learn how to handle the punters. She always says the wrong thing, or does something to annoy them. And there’s really no need for that, because this is a business like any other business – and the customer is always right.’

‘In most businesses, the customers don’t carry a razor around,’ Marie pointed out.

‘And neither do most of our customers,’ Lucy said soothingly. ‘Listen, if it had been you or me in that situation, we probably wouldn’t have got cut at all. And anyway, cutting her must have frightened him as much as it frightened her. He’s nothing to worry about.’

‘If he’s nothing to worry about, why do we take it in turns to patrol the streets?’ Marie asked.

‘We’re just being careful, that’s all,’ Lucy said unconvincingly. ‘Anyway, why would you think it was the Ripp— why would you think it was that man, who Grace went off with?’

‘Because she’s been gone for five hours!’ Marie screamed. ‘Five bloody hours.’

‘She’s a smart girl,’ Lucy said. ‘She wouldn’t take any unnecessary risks.’

But was she so smart? Marie wondered.

Grace said she was nineteen, and that she’d been on the game for three years. But sometimes, when you caught her without any make-up on, she didn’t look more than fifteen. And even with make-up, there was still a hint of the fresh-faced innocent about her which reminded Marie of herself, when she’d first started out walking the streets.

And how long did you keep that look, girl? she asked herself. Six months at the most!

‘I’d better be moving on,’ Lucy said. ‘You want to learn to relax a bit, Marie. Carry on worrying the way you are, and you could end up a basket case.’

I could end up a lot of things, Marie thought. I could end up dead.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
ALY %
SPENCER

A DCI Monika Paniatowski Mystery

“A near-perfect mix of procedural and top=notch mystery”

o





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





