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ONE

The woman was in her middle-to-late twenties. She was wearing a bushy black wig, which was both beautifully constructed and very expensive, and she thought it was most unlikely that there was a single person in Bellingsworth Miners’ Institute that night who would even question whether or not it was her real hair. She was heavily made-up, almost theatrically so, but the make-up had been applied with a great deal of skill, so that instead of looking like a slapper – as she so easily could have done – she appeared merely temptingly exotic. She had a slim figure – she had once heard someone call it ‘pixieish’, and rather liked that – and carried herself like a model. She had never been to a miners’ institute before, and as she glanced around it with undisguised curiosity, she decided that she very much liked what she saw.

It was its simplicity and lack of pretension that she appreciated most – its stark, stripped-down functionality. It was a place to drink and to play dominoes or snooker, and if you wanted anything else from your evening out, you’d be well advised to look elsewhere.

Actually, she had been wanting something else from her evening – and was still hoping to get it later – but Harry Price, the young miner sitting next to her, had been most insistent that before they got down to the only thing which would ever have drawn them together, they would at least have to show their faces at the Institute.

‘We won the cup today, you see,’ he had explained to her.

‘The cup?’ she’d repeated.

Price had looked at her as if she was from another planet, and – in so many ways – that was exactly what she was.

‘The Brough Cup!’ the miner had explained.

‘I still don’t . . .’

‘We always knew we had the best brass band in the north-west, and now we’ve got the cup, it’s official.’

‘Ah, that Brough Cup!’ she’d exclaimed. ‘We’d better go celebrate the famous victory, then, hadn’t we?’

And so they had.

They’d arrived at around half past seven, and it was a little after eight when the main door opened, an old miner walked in, and Harry Price said, ‘Oh, I don’t like that at all.’

‘Don’t like what?’ she asked.

‘The feller who’s just come in is called Len Hopkins, and there’s nobody in the village who’s more against calling a strike than he is.’ Price paused. ‘You know there’s going to be a strike ballot, don’t you . . . err . . . err . . .?’

As he turned red, the woman smiled.

‘You’ve forgotten my name, haven’t you?’ she asked.

‘Yes, well, I mean, it’s not really a very common one, and . . .’

‘It’s Zelda.’

‘But that’s not your real name, is it?’

‘It’s real enough,’ the woman said, enigmatically. ‘When we’re doing what I came here to do, I will be Zelda – although tomorrow morning, of course, I might be someone else entirely.’

Harry Price still seemed uncomfortable.

‘Look, even if it isn’t your real name, that’s still no excuse for me forgetting . . .’

She raised her index finger to his lips, to silence him. The fingernail was long, artificial and the colour of congealed blood.

‘Let’s not pretend this is a new experience for either of us, Harry,’ she said softly. ‘I was with someone else last week, and I’ll be with a different someone else next week, so it’s not exactly going to break my heart if you forget my name, now is it?’

‘You . . . you have a different partner every single week?’ Harry asked, amazed.

‘Well, not every single week,’ the woman admitted. ‘Occasionally, when things get a bit too rough, I need a little healing time between dates, but let’s just say it’s most weeks.’ She smiled again. ‘Now what was it you were saying before you got all confused over forgetting who I was?’

‘I was asking you if you’d heard about the strike ballot,’ Harry said, glad to be back on more conventional ground. ‘Have you?’

Oh yes, she’d heard about it, she thought. Everybody in her line of work had heard about it – and a not insignificant number of them were shitting themselves at even the idea of it.

‘I think somebody may have mentioned something about a strike to me in passing,’ she said aloud.

‘You don’t pay much attention to current affairs, do you, Zelda?’ Price asked, using the name with both emphasis and confidence this time. ‘I bet you know as little about the strike as you do about brass band music.’ Then he grinned and added, with a roughish tone to his voice, ‘Still, as long as we share one interest, that’s all that matters, isn’t it?’

He really was rather cute, she thought, and hoped that he wouldn’t turn out to be too cute – that the hard muscle she’d noted when they first met, an hour earlier, would come into its own later.

‘When Hopkins walked in, you said you didn’t like it,’ she reminded Price. ‘Why was that?’

‘Do you see that other old man, standing at the bar?’ Price asked, by way of an answer.

‘Yes?’

‘Well, that’s Tommy Sanders, and he’s as much for the strike as Len is against it.’

Len Hopkins wasn’t looking for trouble, and when he saw Tommy Sanders leaning against the bar, he almost turned around and walked out again. Then he told himself that this was his institute as much as it was Tommy’s, and that he had as much right to celebrate the victory of the Bellingsworth brass band as the other man did. Besides, as long as they kept out of each other’s way, there was no real reason for unpleasantness, and Tommy, he was sure, was as eager not to do anything to spoil the night as he was himself.

He walked up to the long oak bar, carefully selecting a place at it two men down from where Sanders was standing. Then, once he had got his elbows firmly ensconced, he signalled to Ted, the bar steward, that he wanted a drink.

‘Your usual?’ Ted asked.

‘That’s right,’ Len agreed.

His ‘usual’ was lemonade, because although record numbers of pints of bitter were being consumed all around him that night, the particular Christian God he subscribed to was known to be dead set against alcohol.

And wasn’t it more than a little ironic, he thought whimsically, that of all the men in the bar that night, the two furthest apart in their views should be the only ones who were stone-cold sober – though in Tommy’s case, it was doctor’s orders, rather than a firmly held belief, which prevented him from getting hammered.

Behind him, he heard a voice call out, ‘Phil, Walter, you’re on.’

The two men he had chosen as his shield between himself and Tommy turned around, and ambled over to the snooker table. Now, there was only a stretch of empty counter dividing him from Tommy Sanders, but that was more than enough, as long as they behaved themselves.

As it happened, it was Len’s hand which misbehaved, knocking over the glass which the steward had placed on the bar. A stream of bubbly liquid cascaded through the air, and then descended again – with enviable accuracy – on to the left sleeve of Tommy Sanders’ best sports jacket.

Tommy looked down at the stain, and then across at Len.

‘Watch what you’re doing, you clumsy old bugger,’ he said, though using the kind of light-hearted tone he would have employed if they were still the friends they had once been.

‘I’m sorry, lad,’ Len replied. ‘Can I buy you another drink?’

‘It wasn’t my drink you spilled,’ Tommy pointed out.

‘Well, then, let me pay for that nice jacket of yours to be dry-cleaned,’ Len suggested.

‘It’s only lemonade – it won’t stain,’ Tommy said.

He should have left it at that – a slight accident and an amiable resolution. But those who knew Tommy well – and most of the people in the Institute did – were not in the least surprised that he didn’t.

‘I’ll let you buy me a drink – in fact, I’ll buy you one – but only if you’re willing to start being more sensible about this strike ballot,’ he continued, in a much louder voice.

‘Do you think you can buy my soul for the price of a glass of lemonade?’ Len asked, and though there was an edge of anger to his tone, it wasn’t yet an anger which could not be reined in should he choose to.

Around them, all talking had ceased, and the attention of everyone in the room was focussed on the two old men.

Tommy sighed, in an exaggerated manner, as if he could not believe that Len Hopkins was being so stupid.

‘Of course I don’t think I can buy your soul for a glass of lemonade,’ he said. ‘I know that you’re a man of principle – as I am myself – but you can’t blame me for hoping that, for just once in your life, you’ll see reason, now can you?’

‘I can see reason well enough,’ Len said. ‘And my reason tells me that a strike would ruin this industry.’

‘It’ll be ruined if we don’t strike,’ Tommy countered. ‘Don’t you realize how many pits have closed down since the war?’

‘And don’t you realize that this Tory government wants to close down even more – and that a second strike in two years will give it just the excuse it’s looking for?’ Len asked.

‘I’ll tell you one thing . . .’ Tommy began.

But then, instead of telling him anything, he began coughing violently.

‘Is that real?’ the woman asked Harry Price, as she watched the scene at the bar being played out.

‘Is what real?’ Price asked.

‘The coughing fit. Or is he just stalling, while he comes up with a new argument?’

‘Oh, it’s real enough,’ Harry said. ‘He’s got what the experts call pneumoconiosis, though to us miners it’s just “black lung”. It comes from breathing in all that coal dust and silica down the pit.’

‘And is it serious?’

‘In some cases – like Tommy’s – it’s very serious. Most people round here don’t think he’ll live to see next Christmas.’

Tommy was continuing to cough, and Len Hopkins took a couple of steps sideways and laid his hand gently on the other man’s heaving shoulder.

‘Take it easy, lad,’ he advised.

Slowly, the coughing subsided, and Tommy reached out for his glass of lime cordial and took a small sip.

‘Better now?’ Len asked sympathetically.

‘I’ll better be when you start thinking straight,’ Tommy said. He looked Len straight in the eyes. ‘Listen, lad, this strike won’t be just about wages – we want compensation for all the miners who’ve had their health destroyed by working down the pit. That’s only right and proper, isn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ Len agreed sombrely. ‘It’s only right and proper.’

‘And the thing is,’ Tommy pressed on, sensing he’d gained the advantage, ‘your support could be vital in getting us that.’

‘I’m only one man,’ Len said. ‘I can’t alter anything.’

‘Now you know that’s not true,’ Tommy said. ‘There are certain miners whose word carries more weight than others – and you’re one of them. With you backing us . . .’

‘That isn’t going to happen.’

‘. . . we could win the ballot. But without you . . .’

‘I’m sorry, Tommy, I really am,’ Len said – and he sounded it. ‘Now, given your condition, I understand how you feel, and if I was in your shoes, I’d probably feel the same.’

‘That was a bit below the belt, wasn’t it?’ Zelda asked Harry Price.

‘It was, the way it came out,’ Harry agreed, taking a thoughtful, but generous, slug from his pint of bitter. ‘But I don’t think it was intended that way. Len’s just trying to be honest – like he always is.’

Tommy Sanders swayed a little, then steadied himself.

‘And if I was in your shoes,’ he said, his voice thick with malice, ‘if I had no family to follow in my footsteps – then I might feel the same as you do. But I very much doubt it.’

‘Now that really was below the belt,’ Harry whispered.

‘What makes you say that?’ Zelda wondered.

‘Len had two sons – great lads by all accounts – but they were killed, along with Len’s wife, in a car crash, twenty years ago now.’

‘Jesus!’ Zelda said.

Things were turning nasty at the bar.

‘You’re a bastard, Tommy Sanders!’ Len Hopkins hissed.

‘You’re the bastard,’ Tommy shot back at him. ‘You’re a mean, bitter bastard who wants to stop everybody else having what he can’t have himself.’

Later, when the Mid Lancs police had become involved, there were people who would claim that it was Len who launched the attack, though there were others – equal in number – who were prepared to swear that Tommy had started it. But whatever the truth, blows were exchanged before anybody watching really had time to grasp what was happening, Tommy punching Len on the jaw, and Len hitting Tommy hard on the nose.

Several of the miners – Harry Price among them – jumped to their feet and rushed over to the bar, grabbing the two combatants and pulling them apart.

‘Now, fellers, we don’t want any trouble,’ said the bar steward – approximately thirty seconds too late. ‘In a minute, I’m going to ask these lads to let go of you, and when they do, I want you to shake hands.’

‘I’d rather shake hands with the devil,’ Tommy snarled, between gasps for breath.

‘And I’ll not shake hands with him,’ Len said. ‘But I didn’t come here looking for a fight, and if you let me go, I’ll leave quietly.’

The bar steward nodded, and the miners released their grip on Len.

Len walked towards the door, stopping only to exchange a few words with some miners, sitting at a table near the door, who supported his anti-strike stance.

Tommy turned to face the bar steward. ‘I’ll have a whisky,’ he said.

‘Are you sure you should, what with your condition and everything?’ the barman asked dubiously,

‘I’m sure,’ Tommy said, ‘and while you’re at it, make it a double.’

Harry Price smoothed down his jacket and looked across the room to the seat where Zelda, the woman with whom he’d been looking forward to spending an erotic evening, should have been sitting – only to find that her place was empty.

Tommy picked up his whisky and knocked it back in one.

‘Another!’ he said.

Len Hopkins had finished his conversation with his supporters, and had almost reached the door.

‘Somebody should do something about you!’ Tommy Sanders called after him. ‘Somebody should fix you so you can never betray the working man again – you bloody Judas!’

They were harsh words – many would say unjustified words – and almost everyone who heard them that night would remember them the following morning.


TWO

The politicians on the morning radio programme had all had their say – the Conservatives obviously blaming the Labour Party for the crisis, the Labour Party naturally blaming the Conservatives – and now it was the turn of the show’s resident pundit to give his own take on the situation.

‘The roots of the current problem lie in the miners’ strike of 1972,’ he said, in a calm, authoritative voice.

‘Is that right?’ asked DCI Monika Paniatowski, taking the hot bread out of the toaster, and quickly dropping it on to the plate.

‘In the aftermath of that strike, the government felt it had been held to ransom by the National Union of Mineworkers, and to avoid ever finding itself in that position again, it decided to build up stocks of coal at both the pithead and the power stations.’

‘Must have seemed like a smart move, at the time,’ Paniatowski said to herself, as she reached for the butter.

‘At the time, it seemed like quite a smart move,’ the commentator unwittingly echoed, ‘but back then, of course, no one had any idea that the Egyptians and Syrians were planning to invade Israel during the Israelis’ Yom Kippur religious holiday.’

‘That’s not quite true,’ Paniatowski said pedantically, ‘I imagine the Egyptians and Syrians had a pretty good idea it was going to happen.’

She walked into the hallway, stopping at the foot of the stairs.

‘Breakfast’s nearly ready, Louisa!’ she shouted. ‘Get yourself down here right now!’

‘When the war started to go badly for the Arabs, they sought to put pressure on Israel’s Western allies by first curtailing the supply of oil, and then increasing the price,’ the commentator told her. ‘In early October, it cost $3 a barrel, by mid-October it stood at $5, and would reach $11.63 by Christmas.’

‘Or to put it another way,’ Paniatowski said, ‘it now costs me an arm and a leg to fill my little MGA with petrol.’

‘And what effect did the oil price hike have on overall economic planning?’ the commentator asked.

‘It made using coal suddenly look like a pretty good idea?’ Paniatowski suggested.

‘It made solid fuel more viable,’ the journalist said. ‘Indeed, given the precarious state of the British economy, it made it an outright necessity. And the miners, realizing how much stronger their position had become, began to press for a large pay rise by taking industrial action. And that, in a nutshell, is the story of how we reached the point at which we began experiencing selective power cuts and the three-day week.’

‘Speaking of which, how long is it to our next selective power cut?’ Paniatowski asked herself.

She glanced up at the kitchen clock, and strode into the hall again.

‘The electricity will be going off in five minutes, Louisa!’ she shouted. ‘Have you got that? Five minutes!’

‘Just coming, Mum,’ a sleepy voice replied from upstairs.

‘Well, make sure you are,’ Paniatowski replied.

As she passed the hall mirror, she noticed the rueful smile that was playing on her lips.

And it might well be rueful, she thought, because after all those years of listening to the way other women talked to their children – and promising herself that, in the highly unlikely event she ever became a parent, she’d never sound like them – she had become a carbon copy of all those mothers. And the worse thing was, she told herself, as the rueful grin widened into a joyous smile, she couldn’t possibly have been happier about it.

Becky Sanders had awoken in darkness and dressed by candlelight that morning, but by the time she set off for her grandfather’s house, the power for Bellingsworth had been switched back on.

It had become a regular part of Becky’s routine to visit the old man before she left for school every morning. She didn’t do this on the instructions of her parents – they took little or no interest in any of her activities – nor had anybody else, her grandfather included, even so much as hinted that it might be a good idea. She did it because she wanted to do it – she did out of both love and pity.

When she arrived at his house that particular morning, she found her grandfather sitting, as usual, in his favourite battered armchair, with a chipped enamel bowl on his knee.

‘How are you feeling today, Granddad?’ she asked.

‘Not too bad,’ Tommy Sanders replied, though evidence of the black and red phlegm at the bottom of the bowl showed he was lying.

‘So what’s it to be this morning?’ Becky asked, with forced cheerfulness. ‘The full cooked breakfast? Or would you just like toast and jam?’

‘I don’t fancy any food at all,’ Tommy Sanders replied. ‘But a cup of tea would go down a treat.’

‘You have to eat, Granddad,’ Becky said severely.

‘I know,’ the old man agreed, then added unconvincingly, ‘I’ll have something later.’

It was then that Becky noticed that her grandfather’s best sports jacket was draped over the back of the chair, and that he was wearing the trousers that went with the jacket.

‘Are you planning to go out, Granddad?’ she asked.

‘No,’ the old man replied. ‘Why did you ask that?’

‘Because of the way you’re dressed.’

‘Oh, this is just what I put on last night, to go to the Institute.’

‘So why are you wearing the same things this morning?’

‘To tell you the truth, I haven’t been to bed yet.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I didn’t think I’d sleep, and it seemed pointless to go upstairs and just lie there.’

‘You have to look after yourself, Granddad,’ the girl said.

‘I know, I know,’ the old man replied wearily.

‘You’re the one who persuaded me I was clever enough to go to university. I’d never even have considered it if it hadn’t been for your encouragement. And if I do get in . . .’

‘You will.’

‘. . . and I end up walking on to the stage to collect my degree, I want you sitting in the audience.’

‘I’ll be there,’ Tommy promised.

‘You’d better be.’

But they both knew it was never going to happen. It would be four years before Becky was accepted by a university and another three years before she graduated – and Tommy would be long dead by then.

Becky put the kettle on, and spooned some tea into the teapot.

‘When I was working down the pit, I used to dream of retirement,’ Tommy said.

‘Did you?’ asked Becky, who’d heard this particular refrain many times before.

‘But back then, you see, I always pictured retirement as being very different to what it is now. I thought I’d be healthy and vigorous – I thought I’d be able to go for long walks in the hills.’

‘Everybody has to grow old, Granddad,’ Becky said, reaching into the fridge for the milk.

‘And I thought I’d have your grandma by my side,’ Tommy continued.

A single tear ran down Becky’s cheek.

‘We all miss Grandma,’ she said.

‘Well, I’ve had my time and there’s no point in dwelling on it,’ the old man continued. ‘It’s other people I worry about now.’

‘If you’re worried about me, then there’s no need . . .’

‘It’s these young miners, you see,’ her grandfather interrupted her. ‘They never had to live through the 1930s, so they’ve no idea what it was like. Some of them – not all, by any means, but some of them – only care about this week’s wage packet, so they can pay off an instalment on their colour televisions and their new sofas. They don’t see that if they won’t stand and defend their ground, the bastar— the beggars . . . who run the mines will cut that ground right from under them.’

The more he had said, the louder and angrier his voice had become, and suddenly he was coughing again.

‘You shouldn’t upset yourself, Granddad,’ Becky said, laying her hand gently on his shoulder.

The coughing fit subsided, and Tommy looked down into the bowl.

‘By gum, lass, there must be half a coal shaft down in them lungs of mine,’ he said.

‘You need to look after yourself,’ Becky cooed again.

‘If I can just get these young lads to see sense, then there’ll have been some point to this miserable life of mine,’ Tommy said. ‘And if I can’t, then it will all have been a waste.’ When he raised his head from the bowl to look at his granddaughter, his eyes were blazing with what might almost have been madness. ‘I’ll do anything to see this strike succeed, Becky,’ he told her.

‘Now, Granddad, remember what I said about keeping calm,’ Becky said plaintively.

‘Anything!’ Tommy Sanders repeated.

Paniatowski had just finished lighting the candles when she heard the church clock chime in the distance.

‘One, two, three . . .’ she counted.

On the fourth stroke, the power went off – just as the local newspaper had announced it would – and Louisa appeared in the doorway.

‘You’ll be eating your breakfast by candlelight – and it’s your own fault,’ Paniatowski told her daughter.

As she down at the table, Louisa sighed.

‘Breakfast by candlelight,’ she said. ‘How romantic!’

How romantic!

Paniatowski grinned. A couple of years earlier, the word ‘romantic’ would not even have been part of Louisa’s vocabulary, but now it tripped off her tongue as easily as ‘dolly’and ‘teddy’ would once have done.

She examined her daughter in the flickering candlelight – took in the dark eyes and coal-black hair she had inherited from her real mother, and the pleasantly stubborn line of her jaw, which came from her dead father. There was no doubt about it, she told herself, the girl was growing up.

Paniatowski broke four eggs into a frying pan and added a little milk. She had just begun to stir the mixture when the phone rang in the hallway.

‘Get that for me, will you, love?’ she said. ‘If it’s headquarters, ask them if it’s urgent – and if it isn’t, tell them I’ll ring back in ten minutes.’

Louisa stood up again. ‘Honestly, Mum, sometimes you work me to death,’ she said with a grin.

For Betty Cousins, resentment had become a way of life, and she resented the power cuts more than she could say.

The first reason for this was that she knew – though no one else seemed to – that the so-called ‘industrial action’ was not about pay or conditions at all. No, it was about the fact that the miners – who she’d lived among her entire life – were all lazy devils, and would do anything to get out of doing a decent day’s work.

Her own husband had been a case in point, always complaining about how life down the pit was hard, and using any excuse – even the bit of blood he coughed up some mornings – for staying away from the colliery. Well, he was gone now – too lazy to even bother going on living, in her opinion – but the rest of them who were left behind were just as bad.

The second reason for her resentment was that she half-suspected these power cuts to be nothing more than a plot to prevent her fulfilling her sacred mission, which was to watch the weakness of others being played out in the street below her bedroom window. But the plot – if that was what it was – had only partially succeeded. It was true that the street lamps were not switched on even when there was electricity, but the lights from the miners’ bedroom windows – as they dressed for work they could no longer avoid – filtered out on to the street and stopped it from being in complete darkness.

It was in the light from the miners’ bedrooms that she observed the dumpy woman who was shining her torch in front of her and making her way carefully down the street.

Even though the woman herself was little more than a dark blob, Betty knew it was Susan Danvers, Len Hopkins’ housekeeper.

‘Housekeeper!’ she said to herself in disgust.

Well, that was one name for it – though she could easily think of another!

It was over twenty years since Len’s son, who’d had ideas above his station, had bought a car and then proceeded to crash it, killing himself, his brother and his mother in the process.

And hadn’t Susan Danvers been quick to get her feet under the table after the funeral?

By God, she had!

It was strange there wasn’t a light on in Len’s front parlour, Betty thought, because although he was as idle as any other man, he usually made an effort to be up and about by the time his ‘housekeeper’ arrived.

Susan opened the front door without knocking – and that told you all you needed to know – and stepped inside.

Once she’d closed the door behind her, there was nothing more to see, because Len Hopkins – being a secretive, mistrustful man – always closed his parlour curtains at night.

It was just as well, in a way, he did close the curtains, Betty thought, because whatever was going on in there should certainly be shielded from the eyes of ordinary decent people.

And yet she couldn’t help wishing that, just once, he’d forget and leave the curtains open.

When Louisa picked up the phone, the voice on the other end of the line said, ‘This is Ellie Sutton. Could I speak to Louisa, please?’

Ellie Sutton! Calling her! Louisa felt her heart start to pound just a little bit faster.

‘It’s for me, Mum,’ she called across the hallway.

For me! she repeated in her head. And it’s Ellie Sutton!

‘Well make it quick, or your food will be completely spoiled,’ Paniatowski shouted back.

Louisa didn’t care if her food did spoil. At the moment, she didn’t care if she never ate again.

‘Hi Ellie,’ she said.

She knew the reply was inadequate. She knew she should say something much smarter and wittier when she was talking to the coolest girl in school. But she just couldn’t think of anything else.

‘It’s my seventeenth birthday on Friday, and Robert says I can have a big party,’ Ellie told her.

‘Who’s Robert?’ Louisa asked.

‘My dad! You must remember him. He gave a lecture to your year on some boring old subject or other.’

‘Dr Sutton!’ Louisa exclaimed. ‘He’s brilliant. The talk was all about local history, and—’

‘Yes, well, I’m glad you enjoyed it,’ Ellie interrupted. ‘But I didn’t call you to tell you about Robert – I called to tell you about the party!’

But why would Ellie want to tell her about the party? Louisa wondered. Why would this cool girl – who she was surprised even knew that she existed – ring her at all?

‘Well?’ Ellie asked, a little impatiently.

‘Well what?’

‘Can you come?’

‘Me?’ Louisa gasped.

‘Of course you!’

It was like a dream. It was better than a dream!

‘I’ll have to ask my . . .’ Louisa began.

‘What?’

‘Of course I can come – if you really want me to.’

‘I wouldn’t have asked if didn’t,’ Ellie replied. ‘See you in school.’

As Louisa put down the phone, her hands were trembling. She’d have to handle this carefully, she thought – very, very carefully – or her mum would never let her go.

The miners on the morning shift had started to come out of their houses now, and Betty Cousins shifted her attention from Len Hopkins’ unpromising front window to the men on the street.

There was Phil Drummond, whose wife – the poor deluded fool – thought he was giving her his full pay packet every Thursday, whereas the truth was that before it ever reached her hand, he’d already extracted a couple of quid which he would shamelessly waste backing the ponies.

And there was Tony Clarke. His wife thought that when he went out on a Saturday it was to race pigeons, but Betty knew that what he was really doing was conducting a secret affair with – appropriately enough – a bus conductress.

Betty was following the progress of these men down the street when she heard the scream, which was so loud that she almost dislocated her neck in twisting round to find out where it came from.

And that was when she saw Susan Danvers again, standing outside the front door of Len Hopkins’ house – and making as much noise as a scalded cat.


THREE

Instead of wolfing down her omelette, as she would normally have done, Louisa pushed it listlessly around her plate.

‘Is there something wrong with your food?’ asked her mother.

‘Not really.’

‘Then why aren’t you eating it?’

The truth was that she was too excited to eat, Louisa thought – but she knew instinctively that it would not be a good idea to tell her mother that.

‘How much longer do you think these power cuts are going to last, Mum?’ she asked.

Paniatowski shrugged. ‘Who knows?’

‘It’s all the miners’ fault, isn’t it?’ Louisa said. ‘We’re all having to struggle in the dark, just because they’re on strike.’

‘That’s a bit judgemental, isn’t it?’ Paniatowski asked.

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Well, for a start, the miners aren’t on strike – they’re just not working any overtime. And it’s far too simplistic to say that it’s all their fault. You’re old enough now to stop simply seeing things in black and—’

‘Will there be a power cut on Friday?’ Louisa interrupted.

‘There’s a power cut every day. You know that,’ Paniatowski replied. ‘What’s so special about Friday?’

‘Nothing really,’ Louisa said. Then, deciding this was as good a time as any to make her play, she continued, ‘It’s just that that’s when Ellie Sutton’s got this birthday party.’

‘Who’s Ellie Sutton?’

‘She’s a friend of mine.’

‘I thought I knew the names of all your friends.’

‘She hasn’t been my friend for long, but she’s really cool, and she’s invited me to her birthday party.’

‘And how old will she be?’

‘Fifteen, I think.’

‘You think?’

‘It must be fifteen, mustn’t it?’ Louisa said hastily. She paused for a second – but only for a second, because she didn’t want to give her mum the chance to ask any more questions. ‘The thing is, you see, her dad’s different from most of the dads, but even he might put his foot down if, because of the miners, the party has to be held in the dark.’

Mild alarm bells started to ring in Paniatowski’s head.

‘What do you mean – he’s different from most dads?’ she demanded.

Louisa shrugged awkwardly. ‘Well, he teaches up at the university, doesn’t he?’

‘And that makes him different, does it?’

‘In a way.’

‘In what way?’

‘Well, he gives Ellie a bit more freedom than the old-fashioned parents give their kids.’

‘Am I old-fashioned?’ Paniatowski wondered.

‘You can be – when you’re here,’ Louisa said bluntly.

Paniatowski felt as if she’d been hit by a hammer.

‘Do you resent me being out of the house so much?’ she asked tremulously.

‘Not really,’ Louisa said, as if she hadn’t realized the impact her last comment had made – and maybe, with the callousness of adolescence, she really hadn’t. ‘There are a lot of latchkey kids in my school. It’s the modern way.’

‘I could get a transfer,’ Paniatowski told her. ‘I could move over into administration, and that would mean I’d be home every night.’

‘You’d hate working in administration,’ Louisa told her. ‘You love the horrible, grisly job you have now.’

Yes, she did, Paniatowski agreed silently, but she loved her adopted daughter more.

‘Look, if it really bothers you that I’m not around much, I’d be more than willing . . .’ she began.

And then the phone rang, and before she even realized it, she was standing in the dark hallway, with the receiver in her hand.

‘I’ve got a murder for you, Monika,’ said a heavy voice that she recognized as belonging to her one-time lover, Chief Constable George Baxter, ‘and it could be rather a tricky one.’

‘A tricky one?’ Paniatowski repeated. ‘What makes it tricky?’

‘For a start, it’s in a village. And you know what villages are like in this neck of the woods – they don’t like outsiders coming in, even if those outsiders are trying to catch a killer for them.’

‘That’s true,’ Paniatowski agreed.

‘And what makes it even worse is that this particular village – Bellingsworth – is already deeply divided over whether or not to vote for the strike.’

‘Well, shit!’ Paniatowski said.

And then she became aware that her daughter was standing beside her.

‘Shit!’ Louisa repeated gleefully. ‘What kind of language is that for a detective chief inspector to be using?’

Paniatowski covered the mouthpiece. ‘I’m on the phone to the chief constable, sweetheart,’ she said. ‘What is it you want?’

‘I just came to tell you that I’ve washed my plate, and I’m on my way to school,’ her daughter replied.

‘Are you still there, Monika?’ asked George Baxter, from the other end of the line.

Paniatowski took her hand off the mouthpiece.

‘I’ll be with you in a second, sir,’ she said, then covered the mouthpiece again. She turned to her daughter. ‘Take care when you’re outside,’ she warned, ‘it’s still dark, and there will be no street lights on.’

‘I’ll be careful,’ Louisa promised. ‘About the party, Mum – would it be all right to go, if there’s proper supervision?’

‘Monika?’ Baxter said impatiently.

‘Yes, as long as the supervision is proper,’ Paniatowski told her daughter.

‘I’m sure it will be,’ Louisa said happily. ‘Bye, Mum.’

‘Bye,’ Paniatowski said. She uncovered the mouthpiece again. ‘Sorry, sir, what were you saying?’

‘The victim’s an old miner, and this is just the sort of story that the press love. I can see the headlines now. “Murder in strike-torn village – pit killer on the loose!” That’ll be on days one and two. By day three, they’ll be suggesting, in their own subtle and inimitable way, that when compared to the Mid Lancs CID, even a stray cat would look like Hercule Poirot. That’s what they’ll say – and that’s why I want this one wrapped up as soon as possible.’

‘Understood, sir.’

‘If you want extra men, you’ve got them,’ Baxter said. ‘If you need them to work overtime, I’ll find the money from somewhere. Just bring me a result.’

‘I’ll do my best, sir,’ Paniatowski promised.

‘Do better than that, Monika,’ Baxter said.

There were two police patrol cars parked outside Mr Hopkins’ house, and when one of the police constables standing by the front door saw Becky Sanders, he gestured her to come across to him.

‘Now then, young Becky, where are you off to at this time of the morning?’ he asked.

‘I’m going home, Mr Mellors,’ the girl replied.

‘That’s right, you live on Ash Road, don’t you?’ Mellors said, and without waiting for an answer, he continued, ‘I suppose what I should really be asking you is where you’ve been.’ He chuckled. ‘Let me guess – was it to one of them all-night discotheques?’

She laughed, because she knew that was what was expected of her, but she sensed that though the policeman was putting his questions in a light manner, there was a serious intention behind them.

‘I’ve only been down to me granddad’s house,’ she said. ‘I make his breakfast for him.’

‘Well, that is very kind of you,’ the policeman said. ‘And how is he this morning?’

She sensed, once again, that there was more to the question than first met the eye.

‘His chest’s not very good today,’ she said.

‘And was he behaving in any way unusually?’ Mellors asked, with deceptive innocence.

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Becky said.

‘Did he seem particularly nervous – or anxious?’

‘Like I said, his chest’s bad. He’d coughed up enough gob and blood to fill a jam jar.’

The constable sighed. ‘How was he dressed? Was he in his pyjamas?’

Becky, picturing her granddad in his best trousers, felt a cold shiver run through her.

‘No,’ she said, then added hastily, ‘I mean, yes.’

‘No? Yes? Which one is it?’

Think! Becky’s brain ordered her. Come up with a story!

‘He doesn’t wear pyjamas,’ she said aloud, ‘he prefers an old-fashioned nightshirt.’

‘Must have been a bit cold for him, sitting around in a nightshirt,’ the policeman said sceptically.

‘He keeps the fire banked up at night, so everywhere is as warm as toast in the morning,’ Becky said. ‘Anyway, he’s got this old overcoat that he uses as a dressing gown.’

‘And you’re sure there was nothing unusual about him this morning – apart, that is, from the phlegm and blood?’

‘The phlegm and blood isn’t unusual at all,’ Becky said. ‘I only wish it was. Can I go now, cos I’ve got to get ready for school?’

‘You can go,’ the constable said, ‘but just keep in mind that I might want to talk to you again later.’

‘Well, you know where to find me,’ Becky said. She paused. ‘Sorry, that sounded cheeky.’

The constable laughed. ‘If you think that’s cheeky, you should hear my kids,’ he said. ‘Off you go, now.’

‘Thanks, Mr Mellors,’ Becky said, over her shoulder.

Detective Inspector Colin Beresford awoke, in an unfamiliar bed, to the sound of his beeper screaming at him from the bedside table.

He groped in the dark for the lamp he had noticed the night before, and clicked on the switch.

Nothing happened.

‘Bloody power cuts!’ he said.

Beside him, the woman rolled over and moaned softly to herself.

Beresford climbed out of bed, and flicked on his lighter. With the illumination it provided, he could locate the candle, and in the light of the candle he could read his beeper. He was not the least surprised to find that the call had come from Monika Paniatowski.

His clothes were on the floor, where he had hurriedly discarded them the night before, and now he began to collect them up.

‘What’s the matter?’ the woman asked sleepily.

‘I have to go,’ Beresford replied.

‘Will I see you again?’ the woman asked.

Beresford sighed. ‘When we met, last night, I thought I made it clear to you that I wasn’t looking for a long-term girlfriend,’ he said, quickly stepping into his underpants. ‘You seemed quite happy about that at the time.’

‘I was,’ the woman admitted.

‘Well, then?’

‘It’s just that . . . I thought we got on really well together in bed.’ The woman paused. ‘Didn’t I please you?’

‘You were great,’ Beresford said, putting on his shirt, and mentally ranking her at number five in the chart of the women he’d slept with since his traumatic night with Detective Sergeant Meadows. ‘Really great!’

‘But you still don’t want to see me again.’

‘It’s not you, it’s me,’ Beresford said. ‘My life’s too complicated at the moment to become involved with anybody.’

And besides, he thought, when you don’t lose your virginity until you’re in your thirties, you’ve got a lot of catching up to do.

Under normal circumstances, the road Louisa was walking along would have been very busy at that time of the morning. But these were not normal circumstances. The emergency regulations decreed that, in order to save power, industry was only allowed to work for three days a week, and in Whitebridge’s case that meant the factories and mills were silent on Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday.

Thus, as she made her way to school, she saw very few cars at all. There weren’t many people about, either – or at least, not many grown-ups. The government had, in effect, given most of the adults permission to stay in bed for an extra hour or two, and it was only the poor bloody kids – and, of course, their teachers – who were required to carry on as normal.

I wish the miners would start working properly again, she thought. It wouldn’t have to be for long – they can go on strike for ever once Ellie Sutton’s party is over.

She felt a little guilty about having lied to her mother, but she knew that Monika would never understand why a much older girl – a girl she hardly knew – would ever invite her to a party. As a matter of fact, she didn’t understand it herself – but you didn’t need to understand it to be over the moon about it!

Wrapped up as she was in her own thoughts, it was some time before she noticed the car behind her.

It was a big, impressive-looking vehicle, but it was travelling at an almost agonizingly slow speed, so slowly, that despite the fact she had passed six lamp posts since she’d first become aware of it, it had still not overtaken her.

Why was he driving so slowly? she wondered.

Was it because of the icy road conditions?

No, it couldn’t be that, because the roads weren’t that slippery, and the few other cars which had passed had been going much faster.

So maybe the poor man was simply lost. It couldn’t be that easy to drive around an area you didn’t know when all the street lamps were out, and as the car crawled along close to the kerb, the driver was probably struggling with an open map on his knee.

It was time to do her good deed of the day, she thought.

‘Beneath the school uniform of mild-mannered Louisa Paniatowski lies a true super hero,’ she said aloud – and in a pseudo-American accent. She stopped and turned around. ‘This looks like a job for Navigator Woman.’

What happened next startled her – and perhaps even frightened her a little.

The car’s headlights suddenly switched from being dipped to full beams, and she was instantly enveloped in a circle of blinding yellow light which made her eyes prickle.

She held up her arm to shield herself from the glare, and as she did so, she heard the car’s gear crunch and its engine rev.

‘Do you mind!’ she called out, though she doubted whether the driver would hear her over the noise of his engine.

The car shot forward, and disappeared down the street, leaving her with golden balls of light dancing in front of her eyes.

‘Well, that wasn’t very successful, was it, Navigator Woman?’ she asked herself.

The car continued to accelerate until it had turned the corner, then it slowed down again, though to nothing like its earlier snail’s pace.

The driver turned to his passenger and said, ‘Well?’

The passenger rubbed his nose with his index finger. He had fine wavy blond hair, which gently caressed his collar, and he could, when he chose to smile awkwardly, look no more than sixteen or seventeen, though when he adopted a more serious troubled air, most people would have taken him for twenty or twenty-one.

‘Well?’ the driver repeated.

‘Well what?’ the young man asked.

And now that he had reverted to being his true self – his arrogant, privileged self – he could almost have been in his mid-twenties.

‘Did you get a good look at her?’ the driver asked.

‘A very good look,’ the passenger confirmed. ‘That was a neat trick, driving so slowly that she was almost bound to turn round, and then switching the headlights on.’ He laughed. ‘Talk about putting her in the spotlight!’

‘None of this should be necessary, you know,’ the driver said angrily.

The passenger said nothing.

‘You do know that, don’t you?’ the driver persisted.

‘Yes, I know,’ the passenger said sulkily.

‘You’ll have no trouble in recognizing her when you see her again, will you?’ the driver asked.

‘I’m not a fool, you know,’ the passenger replied.

‘The jury’s still out on that,’ the driver said cuttingly. ‘Will you recognize her, or won’t you?’

‘I’ll recognize her.’

‘And you do know exactly what I expect you to do when you see her again, don’t you?’

‘Will you ever stop treating me like a child?’ the passenger asked.

‘I might – if you get me what I want,’ the driver said.
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