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  1


  By the end of August, the waterlogged Yorkshire countryside was a symphony of green and gold under a blue sky scribbled with white clouds. Heaven only knew how the farmers had managed to mow and bale the hay, as the rain seemed to have been falling for days without end, but somehow they had succeeded, and their neat straw cylinders dotted the fields. Bright tractors ploughed in the stubble and turned the earth a dark fecund brown. Smells of the recent harvest and of the coming autumn chill mingled in the mild air. On the moors, the purple heather was in bloom. By the roadside, swallows gathered on the telephone wires preparing for their long flight to South Africa.


  Annie Cabbot wished she could go with them as she drove the last few miles to work that Monday morning. A few days on a game reserve would do her the world of good, photographing and sketching giraffes, zebras, leopards, lions and elephants. Then perhaps a tour of the Winelands, a taste of fine Cape Town cuisine and nightlife.


  But it was not to be. She had exhausted her entire holiday allowance for the year, apart from a few days, which she planned to use to create occasional long weekends between now and Christmas. Besides, she couldn’t afford to go to South Africa; she would be hard pushed to pay for a mini-break in Blackpool. Lucky swallows.


  The traffic came to a halt about half a mile from the big roundabout on the southern edge of Eastvale, and when Annie finally got close enough to see the fender-bender that was causing the delay, she was already late for work. A patrol car had arrived at the accident scene, so she felt she could safely leave the uniformed officers to deal with the obvious case of road rage between the two drivers, who were standing by their cars shouting at each other, fists raised. Traffic wasn’t her department.


  Annie made her way through the increasingly built-up and busy streets around the college, where a few late summer students strolled across the green to morning lectures, rucksacks slung over their shoulders. From there, she cut down a long narrow street of three-storey red-brick Victorian houses, mostly converted into student flats, over to Market Street. When she reached the market square, she took the narrow lane between the buildings and parked at the back of the Tudor-fronted police station. She said hello to a couple of officers she recognised standing outside sneaking a quick smoke break, then swiped her card in the slot on the back door and entered Western Area Headquarters.


  A couple of people greeted her when she walked into the Major Crimes squad room. Geraldine Masterson, their new probationary detective constable, told her that Winsome Jackman and Doug Wilson – known to most of his colleagues as ‘Harry Potter’ owing to his uncanny resemblance to Daniel Radcliffe – were already out interviewing witnesses to last night’s hit-and-run on the Lyndgarth Road. The incident had left two teenagers in hospital and one no doubt very shaken driver holed up at home, just waiting for the knock on the door, wishing he hadn’t had that one last drink for the road.


  Annie had hardly made a dent in the accumulated paperwork when her phone rang. She put down her pen and picked up the handset. ‘DI Cabbot.’


  It was the desk sergeant. ‘Someone to see DCI Banks,’ he said. ‘A Mrs Doyle.’ There was a moment’s pause while the sergeant apparently conferred with the visitor, their voices muffled. ‘Mrs Juliet Doyle,’ he went on. ‘She says she knows the DCI. Says it’s urgent.’


  Annie sighed. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘Send her up. Might as well have someone show her to DCI Banks’s office. It’s a bit more private there.’


  ‘Will do, ma’am.’


  Annie closed the thick folder of crime statistics on her desk and walked down the corridor to Banks’s office. The few occasions she had been in there recently had unnerved her even more than her brief visits to his cottage to water the plants, take in any parcels and flyers and make sure all was well. Banks’s absence seemed even more palpable in the cool silence and the slight musty smell of his office. His desk was empty except for the computer, which hadn’t been switched on in ages. A CD player/radio combination stood silent on one of his bookshelves next to a couple of tattered Kingsley Amis paperbacks he’d picked up from the second-hand bookshop in the market square a few days before he had left. Annie moved the computer monitor aside so that she would have an unobstructed view of the person sitting opposite her. A young PC knocked at the door and showed the woman in.


  ‘I thought this was Alan’s office,’ Juliet Doyle said. ‘It has his name on the door. Who are you? I don’t mean to seem rude, but I specifically asked to see Alan.’


  She seemed nervous, Annie thought, her movements jerky and bird-like as she took in the sparse room. ‘DCI Banks is on holiday,’ Annie explained, standing up and extending her hand. ‘I’m DI Annie Cabbot. Can I help you?’


  ‘I… I don’t know. I was expecting Alan. This is all so…’ Juliet fingered the chain around her neck. A heavy gold-and-jade pendant hung from it in the lightly freckled cleft between her breasts. She was probably in her mid-forties, Annie guessed, smartly dressed, her clothes definitely not from any of the shops you would find in the Swainsdale Centre, more likely Harrogate or York, wavy blonde hair with dark brown roots, tasteful make-up, still attractive, and not concerned about showing a little cleavage. Her skirt was a modest knee-length, legs nicely tapered beneath it, and she wore a tan suede jacket in an elegant hourglass cut. Annie wondered whether she fancied Banks, whether there had been something between them.


  ‘Please sit down,’ Annie said. After a slight hesitation, Juliet perched at the edge of the chair opposite her. ‘Is it anything I can help you with, or was it something personal?’


  ‘That’s why I was hoping to see Alan,’ Juliet went on. ‘You see, it’s both, really. Oh, this is so difficult. When will he be back?’


  ‘Not until next week, I’m afraid.’


  Juliet Doyle seemed to consider this for a few moments, still fidgeting with her chain, as if debating whether the matter could wait that long.


  ‘Would you like some tea? Coffee?’ Annie asked.


  ‘No, thank you.’


  ‘I can’t help you if I don’t know what it’s about,’ Annie went on. ‘You say it’s both police business and personal, is that right?’


  Juliet nodded. ‘That’s why it’s so hard. I mean, Alan would understand.’ She had shifted her attention from the necklace to the chunky diamond ring on the third finger of her left hand, twisting it around and around. Her fingernails were bitten low and painted pink.


  ‘Why don’t you try me?’ Annie said. ‘Just tell me what the problem is.’


  ‘Alan would know what to do.’


  Annie leaned back in the chair and linked her hands behind her head. She felt as if she were in for a long haul. ‘Perhaps you could start by telling me exactly what your relationship is with DCI Banks?’


  Juliet appeared startled. ‘Relationship? We don’t have a relationship.’


  ‘I simply meant how you came to know one another.’


  ‘Oh, that. I see. Yes. I’m sorry. We’re neighbours. Were.’


  Annie happened to know that Banks had no neighbours anywhere close to his Gratly cottage, so she assumed that Juliet Doyle was referring to the past, perhaps when he had lived on Laburnum Way, about a mile down Market Street from the police station. But Banks hadn’t lived there for ten years. Had they kept in touch all that time? Was there something she was missing? ‘When was this?’ she asked.


  ‘When he and Sandra were still together. I still think it’s so tragic that they parted like that, don’t you? Such a lovely couple.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Annie, whose only experiences of Sandra had been humiliating and more than a little frightening.


  ‘Anyway,’ Juliet went on, ‘we were friends and neighbours. That’s why I thought he might be able to help me.’


  ‘Mrs Doyle,’ said Annie, ‘if this is a police matter, you really should tell me. Are you in some sort of trouble?’


  Juliet flinched as if she’d received a surprise tap on the shoulder. ‘Trouble? Me? No. Of course not.’


  ‘Then what is it?’


  Juliet scanned the office as if she suspected Banks were hiding behind a filing cabinet or in a cupboard. ‘Are you sure Alan’s not here?’


  ‘Positive. I told you. He’s on his holidays.’


  Juliet twisted her diamond ring again and let the silence stretch. Just when Annie was about to get up and show her the door, she blurted out, ‘It’s about Erin.’


  ‘Erin?’


  ‘Yes. Our daughter. Mine and my husband’s, that is. Patrick. He sent me. He’s stopping home with Erin.’


  ‘Is Erin in trouble?’


  ‘I suppose she is. Yes. You don’t know what they get up to, do you? Do you have any children?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Well, you wouldn’t know, then… It’s too easy to blame the parents, the way they do in the papers and on television. But when you just don’t know…’ She let the sentence trail.


  ‘I’m going to ring for some tea,’ said Annie. The good old English panacea, she thought, as she picked up the phone and asked for a pot to be sent up, a nice cup of tea. This was clearly going to take some time, and if Juliet Doyle didn’t need a cuppa, Annie certainly did. Maybe they’d bring chocolate digestives, too, if she was lucky.


  ‘Erin lives in Leeds,’ Juliet said. ‘In Headingley. Hardly a den of iniquity, you might say, but you’d be surprised.’


  ‘Like most big cities, it can be a dangerous place if you’re not careful,’ said Annie. ‘But I must tell you, we’re North Yorkshire. If the problem is in Leeds, then you need to—’


  ‘No, no. That’s not it. You don’t understand.’


  Of course I don’t understand, Annie thought, gritting her teeth. I’d have to be a bloody mind-reader to understand. ‘Tell me, then,’ she said.


  The tea arrived. A welcome interruption. No chocolate digestives, though. Normally, Annie would have asked or made some sort of comment to the young PC who brought in the tray, but it wouldn’t do to take up a petty issue like the lack of chocolate biscuits with Juliet Doyle sitting opposite her.


  ‘Erin’s a good girl. I think she must have fallen in with a bad crowd,’ said Juliet, accepting the cup Annie handed her, adding milk and sugar with slightly shaking hands.


  ‘How old is she?’


  ‘Twenty-four.’


  ‘Working?’


  ‘Yes. As a waitress. It’s a nice restaurant. Very upmarket. Down in The Calls, with all those fancy new boutique hotels and waterfront flats. And she makes decent enough money. But even so…’ She shrugged.


  ‘It’s not what you expected for her?’


  ‘Not with a good upper second in psychology.’


  ‘Times are hard. Perhaps she’s just waiting for the right job to come along.’


  ‘I’d like to think so, but…’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Well, I think she’s more likely been wasting her time. It’s been two years now since she got her degree. She took a gap year before she went.’


  ‘Does she have a boyfriend?’


  ‘As far as I know she still does,’ said Juliet. ‘Not that we’ve met him, or even that she’s told us much about him. Mostly we keep in touch through phone calls, texts. You know what the young are like. The last thing they think of sometimes is visiting their parents unless they need something, or it’s a special occasion.’


  ‘Young people can be very secretive,’ Annie agreed.


  ‘She’s a grown woman. I was married when I was her age.’


  ‘But times change,’ said Annie. ‘Kids aren’t so quick to leave the nest these days.’


  ‘Erin’s not a parasite, if that’s what you mean. She was happy enough to get away from home in the first place. Couldn’t get out fast enough. That wasn’t the problem.’


  ‘Then what is?’ Annie said, close to the end of her patience. She was beginning to think that this was some sort of domestic matter, and she was starting to feel resentful that she was left not only to do Banks’s job while he was away, but handle his personal problems, too. ‘Why are you here? What did you think Alan could do for you?’


  Juliet’s back stiffened. ‘He’d know what to do, wouldn’t he?’


  ‘About what?’ Annie knew she was almost shouting, but she couldn’t help herself.


  ‘About the gun,’ said Juliet Doyle, head bowed, speaking so softly that Annie could barely hear her. ‘She has a gun.’


  ‘Tell me how it happened.’


  Detective Superintendent Catherine Gervaise was sitting on the edge of her desk with her arms folded, and the way she towered over Annie and Juliet Doyle made Annie feel as if they were two truant schoolgirls brought up before the headmistress. Gervaise could have that effect when she wanted. Annie had her notebook open and her pen in her hand, waiting. No matter what action the situation warranted, there was likely to be a lot of red tape ahead, and she had to get it down right.


  ‘I was dusting and cleaning her room,’ Juliet began. ‘Honestly, I wasn’t prying. Erin was downstairs watching breakfast television. I like to keep a neat and clean house, and it was my morning to do the upstairs, so I didn’t see any harm in it.’


  ‘So Erin still lives at home?’ Gervaise asked.


  ‘No. As I told Ms Cabbot here, she lives in Leeds.’


  ‘Would you give us the address, please?’


  ‘Of course.’ Juliet gave an address in Headingley and Annie wrote it down. She knew the area and recognised the street name.


  ‘What is she doing in Eastvale?’


  ‘She… she didn’t really say.’


  ‘What did she say?’


  ‘Just that she needed to come home for a while. I thought she might have split up with her boyfriend or something.’


  ‘Did you ask her if she had?’


  ‘Yes, but she just told me to mind my own business. She isn’t usually so rude. We brought her up to be polite and respectful to her elders. But she’s upset. I thought if I left her alone, she would tell me what was bothering her eventually. She usually does.’


  ‘Are you very close?’


  ‘I wouldn’t say very close, but I like to think that we are close, yes, that she feels she can talk to me, tell me anything. That’s why it was such a shock, finding the gun.’


  ‘What do you know about her boyfriend?’


  ‘Just what she told me on the phone, really.’


  ‘What’s his name?’


  ‘Geoff. I don’t know his last name. They only use first names, don’t they?’


  ‘How long has she been going out with him?’


  ‘About six months.’


  ‘Do you think he’s been a bad influence on her?’


  ‘Quite the opposite, really. From what she says, he’s a nice lad, and he’s done very well for himself, not like her usual scruffy student types. And I must say, I’ve noticed a great change for the better in her appearance on the few occasions I have seen her since they’ve been together.’


  ‘Like what?’


  ‘Her dress sense, for a start. Her whole style. Much smarter. For so long she dressed like a typical student, but she turned up for her dad’s birthday in a nice summer frock with a lovely heart pendant around her neck. She never used to wear jewellery unless it was the cheap kind, plastic coloured beads and the like. She’s had her hair done, too. You can tell she went to a good hairdresser. It’s a professional job.’


  ‘When was this?’


  ‘Thirtieth of July’


  ‘Do you know what this Geoff does for a living?’


  ‘He’s in sales and marketing. That’s all I know. And he’s got a company car. A BMW.’


  ‘Sounds like a good catch,’ said Gervaise. ‘What was Erin like when she came back home? What was her state of mind? You said she was upset.’


  ‘Yes. She seemed distant, distracted. Quiet and withdrawn.’


  ‘Is that like her?’


  ‘No. She’s usually quite normal, when it comes to conversation and such. Always has been. Cheerful. Quick to smile. Gregarious, even. But this time she’s been acting like a hermit, staying in her room.’


  ‘Did she ask you for any help at all?’


  Juliet frowned. ‘What do you mean? What sort of help?’


  ‘Financial, emotional, medical. Anything. Could she be in trouble?’


  ‘You mean pregnant?’


  ‘It’s a possibility,’ said Gervaise. ‘Though that wasn’t what I meant specifically. Would she have been able to talk to you about something like that?’


  ‘I’d like to think so.’


  ‘How long has she been back here in Eastvale?’


  ‘Since Friday morning. We kept her room. Always. Just as it was. Well, tidier.’


  ‘Lots of parents do that,’ Gervaise said. ‘It offsets the sense of loss when their children leave home. Sometimes it’s hard to let go.’


  Annie knew that the superintendent had two children of her own, though it was hard to imagine it at the moment, as she perched there in her pinstripe skirt, buttoned-up jacket and crisp white blouse, all business.


  ‘Yes,’ said Juliet.


  ‘Did you get the impression that this time it’s more than a passing visit?’


  ‘Definitely.’


  ‘And is this the first time she’s come to stay for any length of time since she left home?’


  ‘Yes.’


  Gervaise paused. ‘Now, about the gun you found on top of the wardrobe,’ she went on.


  ‘It was near the back, where you couldn’t possibly see it unless you stood on a chair or a stepladder. It was wrapped in a tea cloth. I suppose she thought it was safe up there. I mean, she doesn’t really think about housework or anything like that.’


  ‘It would have been if it hadn’t been for your thoroughness,’ said Gervaise. ‘You did the right thing coming to us, Mrs Doyle.’


  ‘I don’t know,’ Juliet said, shaking her head. ‘My own daughter. I feel like such a… Judas. What will happen to her?’


  Annie had deeply conflicted feelings towards Juliet Doyle at that moment. On the one hand, the poor woman was turning in her own daughter, and she must be going through hell. Whether Juliet was aware of it or not, Annie knew there was a mandatory five-year sentence for possession of a handgun, and the courts tended to be strict in its application, though there had recently been some complaints about overly lenient judges. Perhaps they would take special circumstances into account for a young woman with no prior record, but however forgiving they were, Erin Doyle was looking at a prison sentence of some sort, rather than probation or community service. And she would come out with a criminal record. Juliet probably didn’t suspect this. Still, Annie reminded herself, as yet they had absolutely no evidence that Erin Doyle was guilty of anything.


  ‘It’s a very serious matter,’ Gervaise went on. ‘Guns are dangerous weapons, and the more we get off the streets the safer our towns and cities will be.’


  It was the party line, Annie knew, and Gervaise was clearly trying to make Juliet feel more at ease with her betrayal, feel like a right-thinking citizen. But Annie sensed that Juliet Doyle was getting seriously worried now, and beginning to regret that she had come. She was probably thinking that she and her husband could have dealt with the whole mess themselves, disposed of the gun, chucked it in the river, given Erin a good talking-to. In a way, Annie thought, she was right.


  For a mother to take such a step was almost inconceivable to Annie, no matter how much police policy encouraged it, or how much, as an officer of the law and a campaigner against gun crime, she was supposed to applaud it. While a part of her admired Juliet’s sacrifice to duty, to the greater good, another part of her felt disgust for what the woman was doing. Though Annie had never raised a child herself, she didn’t think she would be capable of betraying her daughter. She was certain that her own mother never would have done such a thing, though she had died when Annie was very young. Her father would have given her a stern talking-to and thrown the gun in the sea, but he would never have turned her in to the police, either. But, she reminded herself, Juliet Doyle had come here asking for Banks’s help. No doubt she had hoped that he would be able to deal with matter unofficially, off the record.


  ‘What happens now?’ Juliet asked.


  Gervaise moved away from the edge of her desk and went to sit behind it. She didn’t seem quite so imposing there, and Annie felt the atmosphere lighten a little. ‘There are procedures to be followed,’ Gervaise said. ‘Where is the gun now?’


  ‘In the kitchen. Patrick has it. We didn’t think it would be a good idea for me to carry it in the street, and I must admit the idea made me very nervous.’


  ‘And your daughter?’


  ‘She’s with him. We agreed this was the best way. They would stay at the house. I would come here and talk to Alan, ask him to go back with me, but…’


  ‘Yes, I understand that DCI Banks was a neighbour,’ Gervaise said. ‘Don’t worry, we’re all professionals here. We’ll deal with this just as he would. I know it’s much more pleasant to have a familiar face around in a situation like this, but we all want the same thing. First of all, are you absolutely certain it’s a real gun? You have no idea how many people we get reporting replicas or ball-bearing guns.’


  ‘Patrick said it is. He used to belong to a gun club, many years ago, after grammar school. I don’t know about such things.’


  ‘Did he also happen to check if it’s loaded?’


  ‘He says it is. He handled it very carefully.’


  ‘Good,’ said Gervaise. ‘Did he unload it?’


  ‘No. He said it was best to leave it as it was, not to contaminate the evidence.’


  Wonderful, thought Annie. Another one been watching too many episodes of CSI. A loaded gun. Now they would have to bring in the Firearms Support Unit for certain. It would have made more sense, and been much safer, if Patrick Doyle had unloaded the gun. Annie also knew that most people rarely act sensibly during crises. After all, how often do you find a loaded gun in your daughter’s bedroom?


  ‘Did he happen to mention what kind of gun it is?’ Gervaise asked.


  ‘He said something about a semi-automatic. Can that be right?’


  Annie knew very little about firearms, but she knew that a semi-automatic used a removable magazine to hold cartridges, rather than a cylinder. It usually held several rounds of ammunition, and it fired one shot each time you pulled the trigger.


  ‘So when you left the house,’ Gervaise went on, ‘your husband and daughter were in the kitchen and the gun was on the table?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Still wrapped?’


  ‘Patrick wrapped it up in the tea cloth again after he’d examined it, yes.’


  ‘What state of mind was Erin in then?’


  ‘She was upset, obviously. Angry. Tearful. Frightened.’


  ‘Did you ask her who she’d got the gun from?’


  ‘Of course. But she wouldn’t say.’


  Gervaise pursed her lips and thought for a moment, then she glanced at Annie and stood up. ‘Thank you,’ she said to Juliet Doyle. ‘I’m going to ring for someone to take care of you for the time being while we deal with the problem of the gun. That has to be our priority, you understand. We need to get that loaded gun out of your house and into safe keeping, and there are strict procedures we need to follow.’ She picked up the telephone and talked to the officer on the front desk.


  Juliet looked pleadingly towards Annie. ‘Will you stay with me?’ she asked.


  ‘I’m afraid I need DI Cabbot,’ said Gervaise. ‘She’s the only other senior officer I have here at the moment. But don’t worry, I’ll make sure you’re nice and comfortable with WPC Smithies in the canteen.’


  ‘Can’t I go home?’


  ‘Not just yet,’ said Gervaise. ‘Not until we’ve cleared the premises of the firearm.’


  ‘But can’t I go with you?’


  ‘I’m afraid not,’ said Gervaise. She touched Juliet’s arm. ‘Don’t worry. I told you, you’ll be well taken care of.’


  ‘Can I ring my husband?’


  ‘Sorry,’ said Gervaise. ‘It might seem petty and silly to you, but we can’t allow any contact until the matter is settled and the firearm is safely in our possession.’


  ‘But what harm could it possibly do if I talked to my husband?’


  It could do a lot of harm, Annie thought. It could precipitate an argument between father and daughter in the house, for example, and with a loaded gun lying on the table and tempers no doubt already stretched to breaking point, that could prove fatal. But before Gervaise could answer the question, assuming she was intending to, WPC Smithies knocked at the door and escorted a reluctant Juliet Doyle to the canteen.


  Gervaise beckoned Annie to stay. ‘We’ll do this by the book, Annie. I don’t want any guns on my patch, and I certainly don’t want any accidents with them due to haste or negligence. Is that clear?’


  ‘Yes, ma’am,’ said Annie. ‘Want me to log the incident and call in an Armed Response Vehicle?’


  ‘Yes. And get one of the DCs to run a check on the Doyles, especially the daughter. Everything seems hunky-dory on the surface, but find out if we’ve any cause for alarm. I’ll ring ACC McLaughlin and he’ll no doubt get in touch with the Deputy Chief Constable. I also want to arrange for the Leeds police to search Erin’s house. I hardly think she’s an arms dealer, but we’d better cover it. Let’s get this in motion. The longer we delay, the more chance there is of something going wrong.’


  It wasn’t the first time Annie had witnessed an armed police raid. She had been involved in two of them in London a few years earlier. The first had gone smoothly, but the second had been a disaster. Shots had been fired and two men had been killed. This time, she felt much stranger, being just down the road from the police station, across from Banks’s old suburban semi. It all seemed so ordinary. A black cat picked its way through a flower bed; people passed by the end of the street with their shopping and paused to see what was happening.


  Annie sat silently in an unmarked police car with Detective Superintendent Gervaise and waited for the Armed Response Vehicles to arrive. She almost wished she smoked. It would be something to do to help pass the time. Instead, she just gazed out at the bay-windowed semis with their low walled gardens, pebble-dash and trim lawns, and she realised she found it hard to imagine Banks ever living here as a family man. To her, he had always been very much a lone figure, even when they had had their brief romance. Now she couldn’t fathom him at all. Something had changed in him, something fundamental had broken, and she wasn’t sure whether it could ever be mended.


  Two Volvo T5s parked at the junction with Market Street. Each Armed Response Vehicle from the Firearms Support Unit comprised two Authorised Firearms Officers, or AFOs, in full Personal Protective Equipment, carrying PR24 batons, rigid handcuffs and CS spray, in addition to Glock sidearms and tasers. They would have Heckler and Koch MP5 carbines locked in the boots of their Volvos, along with an array of other lethal weapons.


  Laburnum Way was a cul-de-sac about a hundred yards in length, so their arrival effectively cut off the street. Two patrol cars were parked at the far end. People were already watching at their windows.


  The four AFOs had already been briefed on the layout of the house, as provided by Juliet Doyle, should they need to effect entry. They didn’t expect to have to do that, however, as Patrick Doyle and his daughter knew where Juliet had gone, and they were expecting a police visit.


  Annie thought one of the team members was a woman, but it was hard to tell behind all the body armour and equipment she was carrying. Another car pulled up and Mike Trethowan, the Firearms Cadre’s superintendent, also wearing full PPE, spoke briefly with his officers then came over to join Annie and Gervaise.


  ‘Any change?’ he asked.


  ‘None,’ said Gervaise. ‘According to our information they’re just sitting there in the kitchen waiting for us to arrive.’


  ‘And the kitchen is where?’


  ‘Back of the house. Down the hall, door off to the right.’


  The superintendent sniffed the air, nodded and went back to his team.


  This wasn’t a firearms hostage situation or a fatal shooting. So far, nothing had happened, and the procedure was a simple one. As it didn’t appear that anyone was intent on using the firearm, and the situation was more or less under the control of the girl’s father, the uniformed officers would knock at the door and shout for Patrick and Erin Doyle to come out. Once they appeared, they would be asked to hand over the weapon in question and step away. It was simply a matter of being on guard and of using the usual extra care and caution around firearms. The house was certainly quiet enough from the outside.


  Things started to go wrong right from the start, when no one answered the door. Because of the natural tension when firearms are involved, everyone was a little impatient, but even Annie had to admit that a pensioner in a Zimmer frame could have got there by the time Superintendent Trethowan recalled the local officers, sent two armed men around the back and two up the front path. Annie glanced at Gervaise, whose expression was set, teeth clenched, Cupid’s-bow mouth almost a single straight red line.


  Getting no response to their shouts, the AFOs used a battering ram on the door, which splintered open, and the two officers rushed inside, making as much noise as they could. Within seconds, they had disappeared from view, and after a brief silence, Annie heard a muffled shout and then a clicking sound, like some distant cicada chattering in the trees, followed by a scream and a lot of shouting and banging about.


  She and Gervaise jumped out of the car and dashed for the garden, but Superintendent Trethowan, outside the house, raised his hand to warn them to stay back, then he went inside. Annie could hear the other two officers breaking in at the back, then more shouting, the sound of a chair or a table crashing over, and finally another loud scream, a different voice this time.


  Annie felt her heart beating so hard and fast that she thought it would explode inside her chest. She was shaking all over. For what seemed like ages, nothing happened. The house fell silent again, apart from the sounds of the team walking about inside, doors opening and closing. Finally, Trethowan came out with two officers, and the three of them walked towards the van.


  ‘What happened?’ Gervaise asked as they passed by.


  But Trethowan simply shook his head. Annie couldn’t see his expression because of the protective headgear.


  About thirty seconds later, someone shouted the all-clear, and another officer came out carrying a small item wrapped in a tea cloth. So that was what it was all about, Annie thought. So tiny. So deadly. And from what she could see as the man passed right by her, the tea cloth had a map of the Yorkshire Dales printed on it. A moment later, the final two armed response officers came out, dragging between them a struggling and screaming young woman in rigid handcuffs: Erin Doyle. Then came the sound of an ambulance speeding towards them down Market Street.


  ‘Oh, shit,’ said Gervaise. ‘Here we go.’


  2


  ‘Right,’ said ACC Ron McLaughlin, when everyone was seated in the boardroom of Western Area Headquarters. ‘We’ve got the house on Laburnum Way locked down. Erin Doyle is in custody, and Juliet Doyle is at the hospital by her husband’s bedside. I hardly need to tell you, ladies and gentlemen, that we appear to be looking at a cock-up of gigantic proportions.’


  McLaughlin had called the meeting to make some sense out of what had just happened and to determine what should be done next, and by whom. The room was crowded and the atmosphere tense. Though no media had arrived at the station yet, Annie could sense the vibrations thrumming through the ether, hear the tom-toms beating in the distance and see the smoke signals curling into the sky.


  In plain grey T-shirts and combats, the AFOs looked as if they had just come from the nearest fitness centre. Annie saw that she was right about one of the team being female. She had seen the woman around County HQ at Newby Wiske on the few occasions she had been there, and they had exchanged brief and polite greetings, but she hadn’t known the woman was a trained AFO. Luckily, Western Area hadn’t had much use for their services lately. There were few enough women in the force, and Annie reckoned that this one must be very good if she was a member of the AFO team. Training was tough and standards were high. The female officer had closely cropped spiky dark hair over a heart-shaped face, with large eyes, a small mouth and an olive complexion. She was short, with a barrel-shaped, muscular upper body, as if she lifted a lot of weights. Annie caught her eye and gave her a smile of solidarity. She gave Annie a grim, shy smile of understanding back, then turned away.


  One of the team members, a youngish-looking fellow whom Annie didn’t recognise, seemed paler than the rest and was chewing on the end of a biro. The hand in which he held it was shaking, and it didn’t take a genius to work out that he was the shooter, the one who had dashed out of the house and thrown up in the herbaceous border. He didn’t look any older than eighteen, but Annie knew that he had to be in his mid to late twenties to have completed the training and psychological testing necessary to be an AFO.


  ‘I think you all know the drill,’ McLaughlin went on, once everybody had a coffee in front of them. ‘I’m going to hand over to Superintendent Chambers from Professional Standards now, to get the ball rolling. Once we’ve got the general picture, we’ll try to make some decisions on how best to proceed. Reg?’


  Chambers cleared his throat, leaned back in his chair and put his pen down on his notepad. The buttons on his waistcoat stretched tight across his chest and belly. Annie thought he had the faintly ridiculous air of a Dickensian character. She had once worked with Chambers for a few weeks and had quickly come to understand why the Internal Affairs Department was always referred to as the ‘Rat Squad’ on American television programmes.


  ‘Thank you, sir,’ said Chambers. ‘Let’s just get a few facts straight, first of all, shall we? Who called in the FSU?’ He had a Home Counties accent, which he seemed to think made him sound posh.


  ‘I did,’ said Gervaise. ‘We had information that an illegal firearm had been discovered in Erin Doyle’s bedroom at her parents’ house on Laburnum Way. Miss Doyle had remained there in the custody of her father while her mother reported the weapon to us.’


  ‘Admirable.’ Chambers jotted something down, then asked Gervaise, ‘Was there any reason to suspect that anyone in the house was in danger?’


  ‘None,’ said Gervaise.


  ‘Or that the firearm was a threat to anyone at all?’


  ‘A loaded firearm is always a threat. But there was no reason for us to assume that either Erin or Patrick Doyle intended to use the weapon, either on each other or on anybody else. They were both aware that the mother, Juliet Doyle, had gone to the police station to report finding it. They were expecting us.’


  Chambers scratched the edge of his nose and coughed. ‘I understand that the daughter was quite upset and angry when the gun was discovered in her room?’


  ‘Naturally,’ said Gervaise.


  ‘But you didn’t think she was afraid of the consequences, was likely to use the weapon to effect an escape?’


  Gervaise took her time before answering. ‘I don’t think she was even aware of the consequences,’ she said finally. ‘Most people in her position aren’t. They don’t really think they’ve done anything wrong in simply giving house-room to a gun, no matter how they came by it. After all, they haven’t used it. I doubt that she even realised she was committing a serious crime. She probably expected to be thanked for keeping it off the streets. If she even knew about it.’


  ‘What do you mean?’ Chambers demanded.


  ‘I’m just pointing out that at this stage in our enquiries, we have absolutely no evidence whatsoever that Erin Doyle had any connection with the gun found by her mother on top of her wardrobe.’


  ‘Are you suggesting that someone else put it there?’


  ‘I am simply saying that we don’t know,’ said Gervaise. Annie could tell she was holding back her irritation.


  ‘I understand from Sergeant Haggerty on the reception desk that Mrs Doyle asked to see Detective Chief Inspector Banks?’ said Chambers, shooting Annie a sly glance. Annie knew that Chambers and Banks didn’t get on, had crossed swords on more than one occasion since the reorganisation, in which Chambers’s department had been relocated to County HQ.


  ‘DCI Banks is one of my best officers,’ said Gervaise. ‘As it happens, he’s on holiday.’


  ‘Gardening leave, is it?’ Chambers asked with a smirk. ‘We all know he’s been off his medication lately.’


  ‘A well-deserved holiday,’ said Gervaise, tight-lipped. She looked over at Annie. ‘According to DI Cabbot, Mrs Doyle did first ask for DCI Banks, yes. Your point is?’


  Chambers turned to Annie. His eyes narrowed. ‘So it’s true?’


  ‘Yes,’ said Annie.


  ‘Any idea why this was?’


  ‘Apparently they used to be neighbours and have remained friends since DCI Banks left the neighbourhood.’


  ‘Why do you think she asked for him by name?’


  ‘Because she knew him. I think she expected that he would accompany her back to the house, pick up the gun and bring it in to the station.’


  ‘Rather than follow correct procedure?’


  Annie shifted uncomfortably in her seat. ‘I think that DCI Banks’s first priority would have been to defuse the situation,’ she said, ‘and to make sure that no harm came to anyone.’


  ‘And our priority – the correct procedure – wasn’t likely to achieve that?’


  ‘With all due respect, it’s not my place to comment on procedure, but I’m certain that whatever DCI Banks would have done would have been well within acceptable bounds.’


  ‘I wish I could share your confidence,’ said Chambers, his upper lip curling.


  ‘Well, we’ll never know, will we?’ said Annie. ‘Because he wasn’t here, and it’s all mere speculation.’


  ‘That will do, DI Cabbot,’ said Chambers.


  Annie gave him a contemptuous look.


  ‘So, in fact, what Erin and Patrick Doyle were expecting,’ Chambers went on, ‘was for an old family friend to come knocking at their door, give their daughter a stern talking-to, then disappear from their lives for ever with the gun? Problem solved.’


  ‘I wouldn’t necessarily say that,’ Annie argued. ‘I don’t know what they were expecting. There are no grounds whatsoever for assuming that DCI Banks would in any way subvert the law, or try to protect Erin Doyle from prosecution for any offence she might have committed.’


  Chambers sneered. ‘Well, we’ll never know now, will we, DI Cabbot? He wasn’t here.’ He had the kind of face that seemed to be wearing a perpetual expression of distaste, Annie had noticed, as if he had just smelled or swallowed something unpleasant. She also felt his eyes undress her every time he looked in her direction. His complexion was like the shiny pink plastic of a child’s doll, and his lips were fleshy, wet and red. Annie felt like sticking her tongue out at him, but she managed to restrain herself. That would be childish. Instead, she gave him a sweet smile and sipped some bitter, tepid coffee.


  ‘This isn’t getting us anywhere, Reg,’ cut in McLaughlin, who, Annie suspected, was well aware of Chambers’s shortcomings. ‘What might have happened under different circumstances isn’t our concern here. Certainly not at this point.’


  ‘No, sir,’ said Chambers, with a quick glare at Annie. ‘Forgive me. I was simply trying to get a general sense of events. Did anyone telephone the Doyle house, try to talk to the father and assess the situation?’


  Gervaise paused. ‘We felt that a telephone call might cause too much consternation, given that Erin’s mother had already told us that her daughter was distraught, and that Erin and her father were expecting DCI Banks to be in touch.’


  Chambers raised his eyebrows. ‘Though that is standard procedure before sending in the cavalry, isn’t it?’


  ‘Let’s move on to the incident itself, Reg,’ McLaughlin said.


  ‘By all means.’ Chambers turned to the young AFO. ‘Constable Warburton, would you care to tell us briefly, in your own words, what transpired at Laburnum Way? Just stick to the facts and keep it simple. Don’t embellish.’


  ‘Yes, sir,’ said Warburton, sitting to attention, if such a thing were possible. He went on to describe how the team had waited while the local police knocked on the door and announced themselves.


  ‘But no one answered, is that correct?’


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  ‘How long would you say transpired between the first officers announcing themselves and your forced entry?’


  ‘It’s hard to say, sir,’ said Warburton. ‘Time can behave very strangely in circumstances like that.’


  ‘I acknowledge that one’s perception of time can be affected by stress,’ said Chambers, ‘but surely you can give me a rough estimate? Seconds? Minutes? Hours?’


  ‘A few minutes at most, sir.’


  ‘Minutes? Very well. A minute can be a long time.’


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  ‘And during that time did you hear anything?’


  ‘Hear anything?’


  ‘Yes, from inside. Any sounds? An argument or anything like that.’


  ‘I thought I heard voices at one point, sir. People talking.’


  ‘Arguing?’


  ‘Impossible to say, sir. They were muffled.’


  ‘But could they have been raised?’


  ‘I suppose they could. I couldn’t tell.’


  ‘Very well. What happened next?’


  ‘When it seemed apparent that no one was going to answer the door, we thought it necessary to force entry. That is, WPC Powell and I did. Anything could have happened since the first reports. The girl could have been holding her father at gunpoint. She could even have shot him.’


  ‘Nobody’s arguing with your judgement, son,’ said Chambers. ‘Though the press might take a slightly more jaundiced view of things.’


  ‘I feel that I acted in accordance with the law, sir, and with my training. I’d do the same—’


  ‘Yes, yes. All right. Spare us the self-justification, PC Warburton. What happened when you entered the house? You entered from the front with Constable Nerys Powell, am I correct?’ Chambers glanced at PC Powell, and it was clear to Annie, even from such a short look, that he disapproved of the presence of a woman on the team. They both worked at County HQ. Perhaps they had clashed before.


  ‘Yes, sir,’ said Warburton. ‘We entered the building as instructed, WPC Powell and me.’


  Nerys Powell gave him a sad smile of encouragement.


  ‘What happened next?’


  ‘The hallway was very long and dark. It was daytime, but there was no direct source of light.’


  ‘Did you have a torch?’ McLaughlin asked.


  ‘Yes, sir, on my belt.’


  ‘Did you switch it on?’


  Warburton paused before answering. ‘No, sir,’ he said. ‘There was just no time. It all happened so quickly. I did flick a light switch on the wall as we entered, but the bulb blew.’


  ‘Tell me what happened next.’


  Warburton drank some water and rubbed his face with both hands. ‘Just as we entered the hall, by the bottom of the stairs, a door at the far end opened, to the right. I knew from my briefing that this was the door to the kitchen, and the kitchen was where the… where Mr Doyle and his daughter were said to be waiting. And the loaded firearm. I heard a creaking noise. Then there was a figure in the corridor, just a silhouette really, and I could swear he was waving a sword or some such weapon at me, about to rush us. Like I said, it was still dark in there. Our eyes hadn’t had a chance to adjust, and we didn’t have time to get out our torches. But we knew there was a loaded weapon on the premises, and I… I just reacted as fast as I could, sir, the way any officer would.’


  ‘So you fired?’


  ‘I discharged my taser, sir, yes. As we are instructed to do when faced with someone brandishing a sword or a knife.’


  ‘Yet as far as you were concerned, the weapon you were there to recover was a firearm, and it had been found in the possession of Erin Doyle, not her father?’


  ‘That’s correct, sir. But he could have taken possession of it.’


  ‘And just decided to shoot a policeman for the hell of it? Stick to the facts, Constable. You mentioned a sword, not a gun. And this sword was actually a walking stick.’


  Warburton swallowed. ‘Well, yes, sir. Strictly speaking. But I—’


  ‘“Strictly speaking?” I’d be interested to know how else you would put it? Were you aware of any reason Mr Doyle might have had for attacking you with a sword? Or even a walking stick, for that matter?’


  ‘No, sir. We – I – simply reacted to the circumstances, did the right thing, as per training. There was no time to speculate. Perhaps he had decided to try to defend his daughter? Perhaps he’d realised since the mother went off to see the police that the girl would be sent to jail? Perhaps he felt under threat because things hadn’t turned out the way he had expected? I don’t know, sir. I just reacted.’


  ‘Are those the thoughts that passed through your mind at the time, or are they explanations you have thought up since?’


  ‘I can’t say I really had time to think of anything like that, sir. Not at the time. In action, you just sort of fall back on your training. It’s not like thinking, finding reasons. That’s for later.’


  ‘Where did you aim for?’


  ‘For the chest area, sir. The largest body mass. It’s not as if you’d expect a taser to kill someone.’


  ‘I know that, but it has happened. Don’t you know it’s now recommended that firearms officers aim tasers for the arms or legs, not the chest?’


  ‘Sir, it was dark, I felt threatened, and I didn’t want to risk missing.’


  Chambers cleared his throat. ‘Do you have any idea why there was such a long delay inside the house that you were forced to break down the door?’


  ‘No, sir.’


  ‘Were you aware at that time that Mr Doyle was expecting DCI Banks, an old friend, to turn up and sort things out?’


  ‘No, sir, I wasn’t.’


  ‘Did you know that he was walking with a stick after a recent knee operation?’


  ‘I did not, sir.’ Warburton turned to his immediate boss, Firearms Cadre Superintendent Mike Trethowan, who gave him an encouraging nod. Trethowan was an experienced superintendent of about fifty, with a compact military bearing and a red complexion that Annie associated with high blood pressure. He always seemed cool enough, though, so she doubted that was the reason. Maybe he just burned easily in the sun. ‘That information was not in our briefing,’ said Warburton.


  Chambers turned to Gervaise. ‘I take it you didn’t know about this, either, Catherine?’


  ‘No,’ said Gervaise. ‘Juliet Doyle neglected to mention that her husband was walking with the aid of a stick. I think she was far too het up about her daughter.’


  ‘Her reasons are irrelevant. This should have been an essential part of the briefing. Essential. You can’t send men into battle on dodgy intelligence. It can mean the difference between life and death.’


  Gervaise crossed her arms. Annie was about to make a remark about Tony Blair not being worried about dodgy dossiers when it came to going to war with Iraq, but she decided it wouldn’t go down well at this point. She must be growing up, she thought, not sticking her tongue out, keeping her lips buttoned.


  Chambers put his pen on his pad. It was covered in a looping, spider-like scrawl, Annie noticed, quite a lot of which appeared to be doodles. ‘I think we should wrap this up now,’ he said. ‘There are a lot of loose ends, a lot more questions to be asked. This is only the beginning.’


  ‘There is one more thing,’ said Gervaise.


  Chambers raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh?’


  Gervaise ignored him and looked directly at ACC McLaughlin. ‘If we might have your permission to interview Erin Doyle, sir? Before the ground gets muddied.’


  Chambers spluttered. ‘I don’t think that’s— ’


  McLaughlin cut Chambers off, then glanced from him to Gervaise and back. ‘I do see the problem,’ he said. ‘Clearly the discharge of the taser is an incident that needs to be ­investigated by you and your department, Reg. The Independent Police Complaints Commission will no doubt insist on that.’


  Chambers nodded in agreement.


  ‘But on the other hand,’ McLaughlin went on, ‘we still have the matter of the firearm itself, the reason the AFO team were at the Doyle house to begin with. I think you’ll agree, Reg, that we’re dealing with a separate investigation here. We need to find out as much as we can about this weapon and where it came from as soon as possible, and I don’t think another force would be any better equipped to deal with that than our own. Do you?’


  ‘But it’s protocol.’


  ‘It’s protocol that someone else investigates the actions of Constables Warburton and Powell and the rest of the AFO team, true, but that same protocol hardly requires an outside force to investigate the firearm we were called to recover in the first place. We have yet to establish any irrefutable link with Erin Doyle.’


  ‘But they’re connected, sir.’


  ‘Of course they’re connected,’ said McLaughlin. He turned to Gervaise. ‘Where is the firearm now?’


  ‘On its way to forensic services in Birmingham, sir.’


  McLaughlin nodded.


  ‘I insist on being present at all interviews connected with this business, and with any members of the AFO team or anyone else connected with the weapon discharge,’ demanded Chambers.


  ‘There you are, you see, Reg,’ McLaughlin said, allowing himself a flicker of a smile. ‘You’re already calling it “this business”. To me that simply confuses the issue. We have the matter of the discharge of a taser by a police officer in the course of his duty, yes, but we also have the discovery of a loaded firearm in a young woman’s bedroom. I would like to know where that weapon came from, what its history is, whether it has ever been used in the commission of a crime, for example, and how it got into Erin Doyle’s bedroom in the first place. Now, I’m aware there’s a connection – the officers were there to pick up the firearm, after all – but as far as I know, the handgun wasn’t used in “this business”, was it? Nobody got a gunshot wound at Laburnum Way, did they? As far as I can gather, the weapon we’re interested in remained wrapped in a tea cloth from the moment it was picked up by Constable Powell to the moment we shipped it off to Birmingham. The chain of evidence is quite clear on this.’


  ‘Let’s face it,’ Gervaise said, ‘as soon as the media get hold of this, they’ll have a field day. We’re all going to be under the microscope – not just for the taser discharge, but for the loaded gun, too – and things are likely to get even more twisted than they are right now. There’ll be questions in the house, a Home Office inquiry, a government report—’


  ‘Yes, yes,’ said McLaughlin, rubbing his forehead. ‘I’m aware of all that, Catherine. I don’t need reminding, thank you very much. I’m also aware that my opinion cuts very little ice with Superintendent Chambers here. But I’m still in charge, and I can’t see any objection at all to your interviewing Erin Doyle as long as you stick to the matter of the firearm, and she has legal representation present. The sooner, the better.’


  ‘And my request to be present?’ cut in Chambers, salvaging as much dignity as he could from the situation.


  Before McLaughlin could answer, there came a soft tap at the door. Annie knew that the ACC had specifically asked that they not be interrupted, so she wasn’t surprised when he barked out a gruff, ‘What is it?’


  A grim-faced Harry Potter opened the door a crack and stuck his head through. ‘Sorry to disturb the meeting, ma’am,’ he said, addressing Gervaise, ‘but the hospital thought you ought to know. Mr Doyle. Patrick Doyle. He died ten minutes ago. Sorry, ma’am.’


  When Tracy Banks got home from work at about half past five that evening, she was hot, tired and grumpy. The traffic on Otley Road had been jammed up almost as far back as the Original Oak, and it had taken her bus nearly an hour to crawl the short distance from town. It had been a difficult day at the bookshop, too. They had a big-name crime author coming to do an event that evening, and she had spent most of the day on the phone chasing down his backlist from a variety of recalcitrant publishers, books that had been promised for weeks but still hadn’t arrived. Still, that wasn’t her problem any more. Bugger it, she thought. Let Shauna, the evening shift manager, deal with it. After all, she would also get to go out with the writer and his entourage afterwards for a slap-up meal and a bunch of free drinks at Maxi’s. All Tracy wanted now was a joint and a bit of peace and quiet. She hoped Erin was still at her parents’ place. Life had been a lot more relaxed without her over the weekend, and the last thing Tracy wanted was another row.


  Despite its overgrown garden, the house appeared more impressive than it was, Tracy always thought as she walked up the path toward its solid sandstone façade and mullioned windows. Three bedrooms, one each, a shared bathroom and toilet, large high-ceilinged living room with a draughty bay window, expensive to heat in winter, no double glazing. The kitchen was large enough to double as a communal dining area, though it was rare that the three of them actually ate together.


  Luckily, Tracy, Rose and Erin got along well most of the time, though three more different personalities in one place you’d be hard pushed to find. Erin was sloppy and untidy, left a mess behind her everywhere she went. Rose was a bit of a bookworm, and though she kept her things generally tidy, she didn’t always seem to notice the general mess and was quite content living in her own world. And Tracy, well, she didn’t really know how to describe herself, except she felt angry a lot of the time these days, at nothing in particular, and a little dissatisfied with what life had to offer. No, if truth be told, more than just a little, a lot dissatisfied. It wasn’t supposed to be like this at all, whatever this was. And her name wasn’t Tracy any more; most people called her Francesca now.


  Despite their differences, the three of them had fun, and somehow it worked, though Tracy found it was always her who ended up cleaning and tidying the mess simply because it got her down, not because tidiness was necessarily in her nature. They had talked about it more than once, and the others had promised to do better, but it remained a problem. At least Rose tried, when she noticed.


  Rose was the newcomer, replacing Jasmine, who had left to get married four months ago. Tracy had known Erin since she first came to live in Eastvale, since they were little kids, neighbours from across the street. They were the same age, and had gone through comprehensive school and university together, both ending up living in Leeds, neither in exactly the sort of job they, or their parents, had ­envisioned.


  Rose jumped up and stubbed out a cigarette when Tracy entered the living room. There was a no-smoking rule in the house, and Rose usually went outside into the back garden, so Tracy could tell immediately that something was wrong. An emotional crisis was the last thing she needed.


  ‘What is it?’ she asked.


  Rose started pacing the carpet, something she’d never done before. ‘The police were here today, that’s what.’


  ‘Police? What did they want?’


  Rose stopped pacing for a moment and glanced at her. ‘Only to search the place, that’s all.’


  ‘Search? They didn’t—’


  ‘No. Relax. They were mostly interested in Erin’s room, and they seemed to be in a hurry.’


  ‘But why? What were they looking for?’


  ‘They wouldn’t say.’


  Tracy ran her hand over her hair. ‘Christ,’ she said, getting up and heading for the door to the kitchen. ‘I need a joint.’


  ‘You can’t,’ Rose called after her.


  ‘What are you talking about?’


  ‘You can’t. I… I flushed it.’


  ‘You flushed it! Rose, there was half an ounce of ace weed left, at least. What do you—’


  ‘Well, they could’ve come back, couldn’t they, and gone through all the jars? You weren’t here. You don’t know what it’s like having the police crawling all over the house, asking questions. That way they have of looking at you like they don’t believe a word you’re saying.’


  Oh, don’t I? thought Tracy. I lived with one for about twenty years. But Rose didn’t know that. Rose was part of the new scene. She had told Rose that her name was Francesca Banks because she thought Tracy was a chav name, and she said her father was a retired civil servant, an ex-pen-pusher, an old geezer, and her mother lived in London, half of which was true. And like the heiress who keeps her fortune a secret to make sure no one falls in love with her for the wrong reason, Tracy also never mentioned that her brother was Brian Banks of the Blue Lamps, whose latest CD was riding high in the charts, and who were hotly tipped for a Mercury Prize. Erin knew, of course, having been a childhood friend of the family, and she had agreed to keep Tracy’s secrets, to go along with the deception, because she thought it was cool and fun.


  ‘Christ,’ said Tracy, sitting down again. ‘Half an ounce of grass.’ She put her head in her hands. ‘Do you have any idea how much that cost me?’


  ‘Have a drink,’ Rose offered cheerfully. ‘We’ve still got some gin left.’


  ‘I don’t want any fucking gin.’ If truth be told, Tracy didn’t much like alcohol or its effects at all. She drank merely because her friends did, and sometimes she overdid it, tottered around the city centre in her high heels and puked in ginnels and snickets, ended up in the wrong bed, any bed. They all drank some sort of alcopop, coloured liquids with a kick. But Tracy preferred a nice joint every now and then, and sometimes E. They seemed harmless enough diversions.


  ‘Look,’ said Rose, ‘I’m really sorry, but I was scared. I mean, I was shaking like a leaf in case they found it while they were searching the place. You would have been, too. I was sure they noticed how nervous I was, thought I was hiding something. Soon as they left, I flushed it. I am sorry. But they could have come back. They could still come back.’


  ‘OK,’ said Tracy, tired of the subject. ‘OK, just forget it. Did they ask you any questions?’


  ‘They were only interested in Erin, but it was just vague, general stuff, like about if she had any boyfriends, what she did, who else lived here.’


  ‘Were they looking for her? Did they ask if you knew where she was?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Did you mention me?’


  ‘I had to, didn’t I? They could find out you live here easily enough.’


  ‘What about Jaff?’


  ‘Well, he is her boyfriend, isn’t he? I had to tell them who he was. Why wouldn’t I?’


  ‘Christ. Did you give them his address?’


  ‘I don’t know it, do I? All I know is he lives by the canal. Do you think it’s something to do with him?’


  ‘Why would it be anything to do with him?’


  ‘I don’t know,’ said Rose. ‘I know you like him, but I’ve always thought he was a bit dodgy. The flash clothes and car, the jewellery, that fancy Rolex watch. Where does he get all his money from? There’s just something about him that makes me think the police might be interested in him, that’s all, something not quite right. Drugs, I’ll bet.’


  ‘Maybe,’ said Tracy. She knew what Rose meant. She had had the same suspicions about Jaff, but she also fancied him, and she didn’t care if he was a bit dodgy. He certainly always seemed to have some weed or coke with him. And the dodginess was part of his appeal for Tracy, that cheeky, devil-may-care bad-boy attitude he exuded. It turned her on. That was part of the problem. He was good-looking, bright, a real charmer, and maybe crooked. And he was Erin’s boyfriend.


  Perhaps the police visit was something to do with Jaff. If so, she needed to warn him, let him know what had happened. There was a good chance that she could get to him before the police did. What the hell had the silly bitch Erin gone and done? Whatever it was, it must have been in Eastvale, at her parents’ house, which was where Rose had said she had gone. Tracy just hoped that none of this would get through to her father, then she remembered that he was away somewhere in the world licking his wounds over a broken love affair, and she didn’t know exactly where, only that he wouldn’t be back until next week.


  ‘Did they say anything else?’ she asked.


  Rose frowned. ‘Only that they had a warrant to search the house. They showed it to me, but I didn’t have a chance to read it. It could have said anything. One of them poked about in here while the others were gone, just in the drawers and under cushions and so on, but his heart didn’t seem in it. Like I said, they were mostly interested in Erin. They wouldn’t let me go up with them. They didn’t examine all the herb jars and stuff, thank God. I was terrified they’d take samples or sniff the basil.’


  ‘I wonder why they didn’t,’ Tracy said. ‘If they were looking for drugs, you’d think they’d have a good look at stuff like that, wouldn’t you? I mean, it’s hardly the most brilliant hiding place, a jar labelled “basil”, is it?’


  Rose shrugged. ‘They just didn’t. Maybe it was something else? I mean, this didn’t seem like a drugs raid. Not that I’d know what one was like, of course, but they didn’t have sniffer dogs, and they seemed to be in a bit of a hurry. It’s
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