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			Chapter One

			Annie Maddox looked in the mirror, and reached for make-up to try to disguise the fact that she had been crying. Tears of anger, of dismay, had puffed up her eyes, and still her breath was coming in little shuddering sobs. But she was under control now, as she worked quickly to repair her face.

			The anger had been at him, at his presumption; the dismay at herself and her reaction.

			Annie was coming up to forty, dark and slim. She reminded herself of her years as she looked in the mirror, feeling as wretched as any fifteen-year-old who had just cut off her nose to spite her face. But she had been right. It was over, and it ought to stay that way.

			She glanced at the clock. Ten past five – Linda would have taken over from Sandra on reception, and she ought to apologise to Sandra for leaving her to cope on her own. She might just catch her. Taking a deep breath, she walked quickly through the sitting room, and opened the door, almost bumping into Mr Grant as he stepped out of the lift.

			‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ she said.

			‘Not at all,’ said Grant.

			James Grant owned the Wellington Hotel. He was in his late fifties, a large, heavy-jawed man, with almost black hair, even more slicked back than usual today. His wife was on an extended visit to her family, and he had closed up their imposing house on Amblesea’s sea front to move temporarily into the hotel.

			It was a situation that Annie viewed with deep misgiving, because not only was he neither staff nor guest – as witness his use of the staff lift – but it seemed to Annie that in his wife’s absence Grant was making a determined, twinkling, avuncular play for her.

			The Wellington Conference Complex had been conceived and built by Grant, who already owned a dozen other hotels and nightclubs along the South Coast, not to mention quite a lot of London.

			He had also built most of the new shopping centre, as well as practically everything else that had gone up in Amblesea, a success rate that had given rise to suspicion and speculation in the town. The allegations had been dropped, but Grant’s heart never seemed to be in it again, and he had gone into semi-retirement with his ex-beauty-queen wife.

			Annie had managed the Wellington since it had opened, three years ago. She was normally bright and efficient and vigorously in control of what was at last becoming a very successful enterprise indeed. But right now, she felt far from bright.

			Grant had retired to his room after a large Sunday lunch with instructions that he was not to be disturbed; Annie could wish that she had done the same.

			‘I just came down to check the time of the disco this evening,’ he said.

			‘It starts at eight,’ she said, unable to conceal her surprise at the question. The disco was what was going to usher in the new year at the Wellington. It had not occurred to Annie that Grant would be in the least interested.

			‘Ah,’ he said. ‘You think I am too old for disco dancing?’

			‘Everyone’s too old for disco dancing,’ she said, with a fair approximation of a smile. ‘I was just going to check with Sandra that everything’s ready.’

			Grant stepped back to allow her to go first down the corridor, catching her up again in order to reach the door a fraction ahead of her, and open it, standing back with a little bow.

			‘Linda?’ Annie said. ‘Is Sandra still around?’

			Sandra, still very much the new girl – though, Annie had been gratified to notice, quietly efficient – appeared from the staff room. ‘Did you want me, Mrs Maddox?’ she asked.

			‘I’m sorry,’ Annie said. ‘I lumbered you with all this disco nonsense.’

			‘Oh, that’s all right,’ she said, a little shyly, still.

			‘Thanks anyway,’ Annie said.

			‘Are you taking calls now, Mr Grant?’ Linda asked.

			‘What? Oh – yes. Have there been any?’

			‘No,’ Linda said.

			They all laughed, and Annie suddenly felt very alone. She wished she hadn’t been such a bitch to Gerald. She wished he had stayed. She wished he had never come.

			‘Mrs Maddox here thinks I’m too old to go to the disco tonight,’ Grant said, twinkling like mad.

			‘Not a bit of it,’ Annie said, determinedly joining in. ‘I’m looking forward to your break-dancing exhibition.’

			‘I only do that in the street,’ he countered. ‘I had hoped you would oblige.’

			‘She probably could,’ Linda complained, joining in the rather stagey chit-chat in which they were indulging.

			Linda and Annie had grown up together, and Linda had been the first person Annie had asked for when she needed staff for the Wellington. It had always been going to be that way round, as it had always been written in the stars that Annie would keep her athletic figure while Linda’s would spread to more comfortable proportions. And that Linda would feel obliged to dye her mousy hair blonde, while Annie’s came dark and shining, like her eyes. It didn’t bother Linda.

			Grant looked out of the big glass doors. ‘Has it stopped raining?’ he asked.

			‘I think so,’ Linda said.

			‘I hope so,’ said Sandra. ‘Or I’ll get soaked.’

			‘Where do you have to go?’ Grant asked.

			‘The new flats,’ Sandra said. ‘You know – out where the prefabs used to be.’

			‘I will drive you,’ he said expansively. ‘We can’t have you walking home.’

			‘Oh, no – really. I didn’t mean—’

			‘Not another word.’

			‘Well – thank you.’

			She allowed herself to be shepherded out, and Linda and Annie exchanged glances.

			‘She’s old enough to take care of herself,’ Linda said.

			‘She’s not that many years older than Christine,’ Annie argued.

			‘Which is old enough,’ Linda repeated. ‘Anyway – maybe he’ll forget you now that he’s clocked Sandra.’

			Grant’s fondness for the opposite sex had become all too apparent during his stay at the Wellington. But he was more than old enough to be Sandra’s father.

			‘She won’t take any nonsense from him,’ Linda said reassuringly.

			Grant appeared in the doorway, with Sandra in tow.

			‘My car is gone,’ he said.

			Annie stared at him. ‘What?’ she said.

			‘Gone. It isn’t there.’

			‘It can’t be gone!’ Annie said. ‘I saw it there myself, not—’ She looked at her watch. ‘Not two hours ago.’ She had in fact closed Grant’s boot, which he had left ajar; she thought this was not the best time to mention it.

			Grant walked slowly to the desk. ‘Mrs Maddox,’ he said. ‘There are fourteen cars on the entire car park. My car is not one of them.’

			‘When did you leave it?’ Linda asked.

			‘Lunchtime,’ he said. ‘About one o’clock, I suppose.’

			‘Ten past,’ Sandra said. ‘You gave me back the lift key.’

			Grant had moved in some creature comforts from home, and had been using the service lift. ‘I stand corrected,’ he said. ‘Ten past one.’

			‘It was there at three fifteen,’ Annie said again, helplessly.

			‘Well,’ said Grant. ‘It’s not there now.’

			‘Who else came in or out, Sandra?’ Annie asked.

			‘Not many people,’ she said. ‘Mr Grant, of course. And you – you went out to get something from your car.’

			‘My sweater,’ Annie said. ‘That’s when I saw your car,’ she told Grant.

			‘And the gentleman who was visiting you,’ Sandra said. ‘Then just Linda – oh, and Jimmy. The disco,’ she explained to the blank faces. ‘That’s all.’

			Annie sighed. Today was impossible.

			Grant was in Annie’s sitting room, a thin cigar in one hand and a brandy in the other, when the door opened, and Christine and Pete came in.

			Christine was Annie’s daughter, and just nineteen. Annie might have had no role to play in her creation; everything – her fair colouring, her blue eyes, her strong-mindedness – she had got from her father. Pete was unaccountably Christine’s boyfriend. He was twenty-seven, an unemployed ex-soldier, attractive in an unkempt, gipsy-like way, and pleasant enough, Annie supposed.

			‘We’ve come to see if we—’ Christine broke off when she saw Grant. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry.’

			He smiled tightly, but graciously.

			‘Mr Grant’s car’s been stolen,’ Annie said.

			‘I am sorry,’ Christine said. ‘Where was it?’

			‘Here,’ Annie answered for him.

			Christine bit her lip. ‘Oh dear,’ she said. ‘When was it taken – do you know?’

			‘Well, it was there at quarter past three,’ Annie said.

			Pete looked slightly uncomfortable. ‘We’d better go,’ he said to Christine.

			‘But I wanted to ask Mum—’

			‘It’ll keep. She’s busy.’

			Christine gave in, and Pete hustled her away.

			‘I just don’t like him, that’s all,’ Pete said.

			Christine sat down on the bed, and looked up at him. ‘You don’t even know for certain,’ she said.

			‘Don’t I?’ Pete’s face was flushed.

			Sometimes, Christine felt more like his sister than his girlfriend. More like his mother. She put out her hand, and he took it, sitting beside her on the bed.

			‘I thought you were over Lesley,’ she said, gently mocking him.

			‘It is over,’ he said.

			‘Looks like it.’

			He smiled. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Why do you put up with me?’

			Christine had answers, but she couldn’t articulate them. She loved Pete; she loved his eyes, darker blue than hers. She loved his mouth – that was what she had noticed first about him. She stroked the little silky hairs on the back of his hand as she thought these things that she had never told him, and never could. Now and again, she had told him the things she didn’t love about him; the fact that he wouldn’t get a job and stick to it, his lack of common sense, his obsession with Lesley.

			‘Why can’t you forget her?’ she asked. ‘She’s gone now.’

			Pete looked at his hands, at her hand holding his. ‘It was just seeing Grant,’ he said.

			‘If you’re going to be like this every time you see him, perhaps you’d better not come here.’

			His eyes widened. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘I mean, I’ll come to the flat while he’s staying here, if you’d rather.’

			She was gratified to see him relax a little. He had misunderstood, thought that she meant not see him any more, and it had worried him. That, at least, was a step in the right direction.

			‘There’s no need,’ he said.

			‘You can hardly avoid him,’ she said. ‘He’s always hanging round Mum.’

			‘Poor Annie,’ said Pete, standing up. ‘I think maybe I should just go,’ he said. ‘Do you mind?’

			Chris did, but she didn’t say so. ‘I’ll come with you, shall I?’ she asked.

			Pete hesitated. ‘No,’ he said. ‘No – I’ll just go. I’ll be back for the disco.’

			‘Pete—’

			‘I’ll be back,’ he said.

			Tom Webb appeared at the open sitting-room door.

			‘Annie.’ He nodded to her, his face grave. ‘I understand that someone has reported a stolen car.’

			‘Mr Grant’s car,’ Annie said, with a nod in Grant’s direction. Tom was a policeman, but he was a detective superintendent; not, Annie would have thought, the most likely person to be concerned with a stolen car. He was based at Harmouth, the big port just ten minutes along the coast from Amblesea.

			‘Mr Grant?’ Tom turned to him. ‘We’ve met before. Webb, Harmouth CID.’

			Grant frowned. ‘I have given all the particulars to the police,’ he said.

			‘Yes, sir, I know.’

			‘Then might I suggest that you look for my car rather than talk about it?’

			His accent was more noticeable than usual, Annie thought. He liked to think that he didn’t have a foreign accent at all. His homeland had been devoured by war and politics; he had fought behind enemy lines before he was out of his teens, and had come to Britain after the war, still a very young man. He had taken British citizenship, and a British name, in an attempt to wipe out all that had happened to him. His brush with the authorities earlier in the year had brought it all back to him, and Tom wasn’t Grant’s favourite person.

			‘That’s just it,’ Tom was saying. ‘We have found it. In an office car park a few streets away. Just off High Street, in fact.’

			Grant looked up at him. ‘You don’t seem very happy about it,’ he said. ‘Is it a write-off?’

			‘No,’ Tom said. ‘But it is damaged.’

			Which meant that it was a write-off as far as Grant was concerned, Annie thought. She had never seen anyone who spent money like he did. He boasted of having made three fortunes and spent two, and she could believe it. Grant had started out after the war, demolishing the blitzed buildings in London, and constructing new ones in the belief that land in London would become very valuable. He had been right.

			‘Still,’ he sighed. ‘At least you have found it.’

			‘Yes,’ Tom said, slowly.

			‘Does it go? Can I collect it?’

			‘It goes,’ he said. ‘But I’m afraid it’s having to stay with us for a while.’

			‘Why?’

			‘It’s just possible that it was connected with another more serious incident.’ Tom glanced at Annie. ‘Another taxi driver,’ he said. ‘Stabbed this time, and his money stolen. He was found down at the old prom.’

			‘Oh, how awful.’ Annie sat down. ‘Is he badly hurt?’

			Tom nodded. ‘They’re operating,’ he said grimly. ‘But they don’t hold out much hope.’

			‘And in what way do you think my car was involved?’

			‘It probably wasn’t,’ Tom said. ‘But it’s a possibility.’ He sat down. ‘We’d just like to make certain of the details. When did you last see it, Mr Grant?’

			‘At about ten past one, I’m told,’ he said. ‘I normally park right outside, but it was raining, so I parked it in the covered area on the other side of the car park.’

			Tom nodded. ‘It had the key in it,’ he said reprovingly.

			‘A bad habit,’ Grant agreed.

			‘You’re lucky it didn’t turn up in Glasgow. Today of all days.’

			 ‘I saw it after that,’ Annie said. ‘At about three fifteen.’

			‘So it went missing between three fifteen and five fifteen?’

			 Grant and Annie nodded in agreement.

			‘Who was on reception?’

			‘Sandra,’ Annie said.

			‘Oh, yes. The new girl. Where is she now?’

			‘She went home. I asked her who she’d seen, but it didn’t help.’

			‘If you can let me have her address, someone will pop round to see her.’

			The phone rang, and Annie picked it up.

			‘It’s for you,’ she said, handing it to Tom.

			‘Webb.’ He listened without speaking. ‘Thank you,’ he said, after a moment, and replaced the receiver.

			‘The taxi driver,’ he said. ‘He died, half an hour ago.’

			Pete walked through the rain, into the Wellington’s car park. He glimpsed Sandra as she went in, and that meant it was almost ten; she was starting later because of the disco.

			Sandra and Linda were talking, and Christine was waiting for him behind the desk when he walked in.

			‘You look good,’ he said.

			‘Where have you been?’ she asked. ‘I’ve been ready for an hour and a half.’ She lowered her voice. ‘You weren’t going to come, were you?’

			No, he hadn’t been going to come. He had sat and told himself how Christine would be better off without him altogether. But he had come.

			‘It goes on until after midnight,’ he said. ‘We’ll have plenty of time.’

			‘That’s not the point,’ she said.

			‘Oh, come on,’ he answered, putting his arm round her, aiming a kiss, but failing to land it as she pushed him away.

			‘Don’t,’ she said, pushing open the corridor door.

			In the privacy of the staff corridor, she allowed herself to be kissed.

			‘Chris,’ he said. ‘Would you do something for me?’

			‘Yes,’ she said, without hesitation, then turned away from him, embarrassed, as the sitting-room door opened.

			Annie smiled. ‘Hello, Pete,’ she said. ‘She’d just about given you up.’

			‘I know,’ he said. ‘Are you on your way to the disco?’

			Pete offered an arm each to the ladies, but they couldn’t get through the door like that. Somehow his occasional efforts to be smooth never really paid off.

			‘. . . for auld lang syne.’ Annie and Linda, arms linked, sang lustily, not so much from joie de vivre as from the certainty that they were the only people present who were actually singing the right words. The intrusive ‘for the sake of’ had been expunged from their rendition by a couple of Scottish soldiers one very memorable New Year’s Eve in their teens.

			As they uncrossed their arms, Christine, on Annie’s other side, allowed herself to be given a peck on the cheek by her mother, and in return kissed the air somewhere behind Annie’s right ear.

			They toasted one another and the new year just before a torrent of sound made them all wince – even Christine, Annie noticed, despite her nineteen years. Pete took Christine on to the floor, as balloons cascaded down, and Annie moved away from the loudspeaker, but it didn’t make any difference. The music still pounded in her ears, music no longer. Just sound, noise, and a racing pulse beat. The coloured lights played round the room and hurt her eyes. She didn’t have to stay; she could go back into the quiet of her own room and feel sorry for herself. But through the smoky, flickering gloom, she could see Christine and Pete as they danced, and she knew she had to stay. It would worry Christine if she left, and she couldn’t spoil everyone else’s night.

			She turned to the tap on her shoulder to see Linda mouthing something at her. It took her a moment to realise that she wasn’t mouthing, she was speaking. Yelling, even. Annie fine-tuned her ear to catch the words.

			‘I just said are you all right?’ Linda repeated.

			As ever, Linda had been the one who had listened to Annie’s woes.

			‘Yes, thanks,’ Annie bellowed back. ‘I’m fine.’ The music stopped abruptly, and her last word was proclaimed to the gathering. She glanced round, aware that everyone must have heard, but no one seemed to have noticed.

			In the brief lull, Christine and Pete walked through the crush to the emergency exit, and went out into the night.

			‘Are they having problems too?’ Linda asked.

			‘Difficult to tell with Christine,’ Annie said.

			Linda’s own love life was apparently fairly free of trouble, but he was away, so she was on her own too. ‘Come on,’ Annie said. ‘Who needs men?’

			They joined the dark shapes on the dance floor as the throbbing music – the same music, for all Annie knew – began again.

			Outside in the chilly night, Chris propped the door open with the fire extinguisher.

			‘Well?’ Pete said.

			Christine shivered. Pete had his leather jacket on; she wasn’t dressed for this weather. She looked up at him. She had never imagined moonlight and roses. She wouldn’t have expected violins. But a proposal bellowed in her ear over bass guitars and balloons bursting was one she had to be certain she had heard.

			‘Marry you?’ she said doubtfully. ‘That was what you said?’

			‘No,’ he said. ‘I asked where the gents’ was.’ He put his arms round her. ‘Will you?’ he asked.

			Christine wasn’t so sure that she didn’t prefer things the way they were. ‘Some day,’ she said. ‘If you still want me.’

			‘I’ll get a job,’ he said. ‘A proper job.’

			Maybe, Christine thought. But that wasn’t what was stopping her jumping at marriage to Pete. Pete got by, somehow, on Giros and casual labour. She could put up with that. But where did you go when you wanted to be alone?

			‘Say you will,’ he said. ‘We don’t have to put a date on it.’

			Christine couldn’t really see what difference it made to him, but she was aware of her lack of romance, and assumed that it did. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I will. One day.’

			He pulled her up on tiptoe, and they sealed the bargain.

			‘Are you coming back to the flat tonight?’ he asked.

			‘No,’ she said. ‘I think I ought to stay. Mum’s had a rotten day.’

			It was an odd way to start off their more permanent relationship, she thought, as he walked away into the wet, dark night. She rolled the extinguisher back from the door, and went back into the hot, noisy disco.

			‘No joy,’ Lancaster said, straightening up as Webb came in, answering him before he had asked the question. ‘Can’t tie it in.’

			Tom Webb sighed. ‘Fingerprints?’ he asked.

			‘Lots,’ Lancaster said, scratching his beard. ‘On the driver’s door, nearside rear, boot, bonnet, and windscreen. All just the owner’s, and someone wearing gloves.’

			Just the owner’s. A nice glib phrase that clearly knew nothing of the diplomacy and cajoling that had gone into getting James Robert Grant’s fingerprints. The man was paranoid about the police. Possibly with good reason, Webb thought, in view of the bribery business.

			‘What about the damage?’ he asked.

			‘Can’t match any of it for certain. Grant’s car had been bashed into walls by the joy-riders. I could tell you the kind of wall it was, but that’s about all.’

			‘Any point in hanging on to it?’ Webb asked.

			‘No,’ Lancaster said.

			Twelfth Night. Annie looked up at the decorations, for once glad that it was time for them to come down. She would be glad to see the back of this most unfestive of festive seasons.

			She was serving behind the bar in the Iron Duke because of the tummy bug that everyone but her seemed to have caught.

			Tom Webb was looking reflectively into his pint. ‘At least he can have his car back,’ he said. ‘That should please him.’

			‘He’s got a new one,’ Annie said, pleased that her prediction had come to pass.

			‘Has he, by Jove?’ Tom whistled. ‘Quick work.’

			‘Oh, it’s not a proper car,’ Annie said. ‘Just an off-the-peg runabout.’

			‘There wasn’t all that much damage to his old one.’

			‘Not good enough for our Mr Grant,’ Annie said.

			‘Nothing’s good enough for your Mr Grant,’ Tom said. ‘God, he’s a miserable bugger.’

			Annie smiled. ‘He isn’t really. But he’s got a thing about policemen.’

			‘This policeman’s got a thing about him.’ Tom swilled the beer about in the bottom of his glass. ‘I remember the fuss he made when I couldn’t place his accent. He was a British citizen, he was a taxpayer, I don’t know what all. I was only being sociable.’

			‘He’s from somewhere that ended up in Russia,’ Annie said vaguely. ‘I think he was in a prison camp. He says he had to fight Germans just so the Russians could win.’

			‘Before he was old enough to eat solids. I know,’ Tom groaned. He had obviously been treated to the same speech. ‘But that’s not my fault.’

			Annie laughed. ‘He’s all right,’ she said. ‘But I wish he’d go home, all the same.’

			‘Back to Russia?’ Tom asked, finishing off his drink.

			‘No! Just back to his own house, and out of my hair.’

			‘Oh, yes – he’s staying here, isn’t he?’ Tom pushed his glass across the bar. ‘While his wife’s away?’

			‘She’s supposed to be off visiting her family,’ Annie said. ‘There are those who reckon she’s left him.’

			Tom looked round, as though he might be overheard. ‘Where is he?’ he asked.

			‘At the head office,’ Annie said. ‘Board meeting.’ Safely in London, out of the way, so she and Tom could talk about him. It wasn’t a very nice thing to do, she thought fleetingly. ‘He said he would make a weekend of it,’ she said, refilling his glass.

			‘Oh yes?’ Tom answered. ‘You’d think he’d be content with the one he’s got. If he has still got her.’

			Annie smiled. ‘I know,’ she said, thinking of the one-time Miss Butlin’s Holiday Camps, now considerably more elegantly eye-catching in her forties.

			‘But she’s not twenty-five any more,’ Tom said.

			‘Neither am I,’ said Annie. ‘It doesn’t put him off.’

			‘So I’ve heard.’ He winked. ‘I’m told that you’re quite high on his list.’

			‘Anything in skirts,’ Annie said.

			There was nothing Tom liked better than a good gossip. He had made it to superintendent despite his appalling lack of discretion – or perhaps, Annie thought, because of it. He discussed things readily and openly, and people found that they responded in kind. He’d only been at Harmouth for eight months, and Annie thought that he would already have learned a lot of things that way.

			He was in his forties, single, and attractive; Annie was mildly disappointed at his lack of interest in her, and slightly surprised. Not because she thought she was God’s gift to men, but because she was presentable, and on her own. So was he, and she had had high hopes when he had first arrived, alone in a town where he knew no one. But though he liked her, and often spent whole evenings chatting to her, he had a depressing tendency to treat her like one of the boys.

			Short of wearing a notice that said I Have No Intention of Trapping You into Marriage, Annie had exhausted her womanly wiles long ago.

			‘Was his car involved in that taxi-driver business?’ she asked.

			‘Don’t think so.’ Tom sipped his beer. ‘The taxi had some slight damage at the front. We thought whoever nicked Grant’s car had maybe banged into the taxi, and when the driver got out to inspect the damage – wallop.’ The last word was accompanied by a graphic demonstration. ‘He gets a knife stuck in him, and his money stolen.’

			‘But?’

			‘A million buts. But we can’t conclusively match up the damage. They’d been bashing Grant’s car into walls, by the look of things. And then some joker at Harmouth station says he noticed that the taxi’s indicator was bust when it dropped a fare at ten to five.’ He shook his head. ‘And the broken pieces were found by the building site. On that side of the road.’

			Annie looked enquiringly at him.

			‘That suggests that it happened when the taxi was coming from Harmouth. If the porter’s right, then it must all have happened earlier on.’

			Annie shook her head. ‘So you’re no further forward?’

			‘We are following a number of lines of enquiry,’ Tom quoted, with his spokesman’s voice. ‘We know sod all, Annie.’

			‘A hundred pounds,’ she said. ‘What would make anyone do that for a hundred pounds?’

			Tom wiped froth from his lips. ‘Drink,’ he said. ‘Drugs, glue sniffing – you name it.’

			All the other attacks on taxi drivers had taken place in Harmouth; that sort of thing just didn’t happen in Amblesea.

			But it had.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The dark winter tide came rolling in, and the pebbled beach gleamed as the waves withdrew and quietly came again. In the calm cold darkness of a January evening, the sea was docile. But the elements were not always so benign; jutting out into the water was what had once been Amblesea’s pleasure pier, all but torn in two by raging seas. The structure stood like a monument to the past, defiantly pointing a ragged, accusing finger at the Continent.

			Tonight, the water flowed around the timbers with a whisper, edging closer to Annie as she stood watching it, her face expressionless. She leant back against one of the supports, the dark wood staining the crisp whiteness of the shirt she wore. Reluctantly she pushed herself away from the pier, and walked slowly along the shore, the incoming tide running almost to her feet before she moved away from it, and back towards the sea wall. She started to climb the steps, but turned suddenly and sat down, bent over as if she were in pain.

			Slowly, she straightened up, and looked with sadness at the desolation. She could just remember what it used to look like when she was a child, and had come on holiday as hundreds of Londoners used to do. Some of the buildings had been long gone even then, demolished in a wartime bombing raid intended for Harmouth. What Hitler had started, the council had finished, levelling the ground for use as a makeshift coach park in the kiss-me-quick fifties. But one by one, the seaside attractions had failed to attract, and one violent night the pier had been damaged and closed to the public.

			‘Annie?’ Tom Webb’s voice startled her. ‘What are you doing here?’ he asked.

			‘Just sitting,’ she answered, turning dark, troubled eyes towards him, then back to the sea.

			He frowned. ‘Are you all right?’ he asked.

			‘Yes, thank you, I’m fine.’ Her voice was flat and bleak.

			She looked at him again, at the tough good looks that were just beginning to show the effects of his hearty appetite for pub snacks and beer. He looked cold, concerned, and curious.

			‘It’s a bit cold to be out without a coat,’ he said in almost comic understatement as fine snow began to fall.

			She nodded slightly.

			‘And—’ He crouched down to be on her level. ‘And the tide’s coming in, Annie,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you let me take you home?’

			‘Home?’ she repeated, her normally expressive eyes looking at him blankly.

			‘The Wellington.’ Tom looked puzzled.

			‘It’s an hotel,’ she said.

			‘Yes,’ he agreed. ‘Did something happen?’

			She shook her head slowly.

			He put out a hand to touch the greenish brown smears on her back, and looked along the shore. ‘Were you with someone?’ he asked. ‘Has someone been bothering you?’

			‘No,’ she replied.

			‘Tell me what’s wrong, Annie. I might be able to help.’

			But again, she shook her head.

			He smoothed back his hair, a habit he had when perplexed. ‘I can’t leave you here,’ he said, putting a firm law-enforcing hand on her elbow, and straightening up. ‘You can’t stay here,’ he repeated firmly. ‘Come up now.’

			She did as she was told, with his guiding hand on her arm. She was shivering.

			‘You’ll catch your death,’ he said.

			It had come on the tea-time news.

			‘The body of Mr Gerald Culver, MP for Eastham and Foley, was found early this morning, in the hallway of the luxury block of flats in which he had his London home. Police say that they are treating Mr Culver’s death as murder, but they have not yet released details. Mr Culver was forty-three, and leaves a wife and two children. As Junior Minister for . . .’

			Annie had stared at the screen in bewildered disbelief, and had turned and left the room, left the hotel, to go anywhere. Somewhere she could be alone. And now she stood by the railings, her hands clasping the cold metal. Tom Webb gripped her arm, and she knew what he was afraid of.

			‘I’m not thinking of drowning myself,’ she said, and she felt him relax his hold on her. ‘I just have to think about something,’ she added.

			He let go, and removed his overcoat. ‘Here,’ he said, draping it round her shoulders. ‘Let me drive you ho—’ He smothered the word. ‘Back to the hotel,’ he said.

			But Annie just pulled the coat closer about her, and leant her elbows on the railings.

			She had come to watch the world obey natural, immutable laws. The tide would ebb and flow, the sun would rise, constant and inviolate. No one could rip that from her.

			‘He’s dead,’ she said aloud.

			‘Who’s dead?’ Tom asked cautiously.

			She looked at him. ‘Just someone I know,’ she said.

			‘I’m sorry.’ Tom put his hand on her shoulder. ‘Please let me drive you back, Annie.’

			She shook her head.

			Gerald had come back to her, and she had sent him away. Now he was dead. Murdered.

			Murdered. The word was unreal, theatrical.

			‘He was—’ Her lips came together in an effort to say the word, but she couldn’t.

			The water already covered the bottom step, and was rising to the next. Annie nodded slowly. ‘I’ll come with you now,’ she said.

			‘Good girl,’ Tom sighed with relief, as she allowed herself to be guided away, across the deserted waste ground.

			They didn’t speak on the short drive through the town. Tom glanced at her now and then, but he didn’t ask any more questions. He pulled into the Wellington car park, and came into the hotel with her.

			Christine darted to the door as Annie arrived. ‘Mum?’ she said anxiously.

			‘I’m all right,’ Annie said quickly. ‘I’m all right.’

			‘I think she’s had some bad news,’ Tom said.

			‘I know,’ Christine said.

			‘Thank you.’ Annie slipped off Tom’s coat. ‘I’ll be fine now – thank you.’

			‘Well – if you’re sure.’ Tom handed her into Christine’s custody. ‘A hot drink and bed, if you ask me,’ he said.

			‘We’ll take care of her,’ Linda said from reception. ‘Don’t worry.’

			Linda began to arrange for tea, and Annie allowed Christine to steer her into the sitting room. For a moment, neither of them spoke.

			‘He’s dead, Chrissie,’ Annie said.

			‘I know,’ Christine said helplessly. ‘I know.’

			‘Who would do a thing like that?’ Annie asked, hunched up again with the pain she’d felt on the steps.

			Christine shook her head. ‘Why didn’t someone ring you?’ she asked. ‘Why did they let you find out like that?’

			‘You know why,’ Annie said dully. ‘I’m Gerald’s guilty secret.’

			Christine looked uncomfortable as they were both reminded of her initial hostile reaction to Gerald. ‘Sorry. I didn’t—’ She was interrupted by a knock on the door. ‘That’ll be the tea,’ she said hastily, obviously relieved not to have to continue the conversation, and she opened the door to Linda.

			Annie’s hand shook as she picked up the cup and saucer, and Linda took the saucer away.

			‘Thank you for not telling Tom,’ Annie said, holding the cup with both hands.

			‘Do you want anything else?’ Christine asked. ‘A brandy or anything?’

			Annie smiled. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Thank you.’

			She was so like her father. There was the same instinctive shying away from emotion, the same practical approach to a situation which couldn’t be altered, but might be eased. And that wasn’t helping, because she had lost Eddie, too. Not a violent death, but just as sudden, just as devastating.

			Annie watched Christine and Linda, each trying to help, and she wished with all her heart that they would just go away. But they didn’t; they operated a kind of shift system so that she wasn’t alone, taking it in turns to man both the desk and her until Sandra came on at nine. They plied her with cups of tea, and spoke of anything but Gerald.

			‘Perhaps you should try to sleep,’ Linda said, as Christine came in again.

			Annie seized the simple solution which had not occurred to her. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I think I’ll take Tom’s advice, and go to bed.’

			At last, they were leaving.

			‘Don’t forget we’re here if you need us,’ Linda said.

			‘I won’t.’

			‘Are you all right?’ Christine asked, pausing in the doorway. ‘Do you want anything?’

			Yes, Annie thought. I want to scream. But she gave Christine a half-smile. ‘I’m sorry I went off like that,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean to worry you.’

			‘I didn’t think you were going to do anything,’ she said.

			‘Tom Webb did.’

			Christine nodded. ‘You’re sure you don’t want me to stay?’

			‘I just want to be on my own, that’s all.’

			Christine understood, and left. But Linda still hovered anxiously.

			‘Do you think you’ll sleep? I’ve got sleeping pills if you’d like one.’

			‘No, thank you.’

			Annie needed so badly to be alone, and Linda wouldn’t let her.

			‘I’ll be all right,’ she said again, firmly, and Linda went at last.

			Annie gave a short sigh, and quietly turned the key in the lock. She checked the windows, switched off the lights, and slowly walked through to the bedroom.

			She didn’t put the light on; she closed the curtains on the ghostly brightness of the snowy night, and lay in the dark with only the fist – clenching pain for company.

			It wasn’t the same as when Eddie died. Then, she had been so aware of the empty side of the bed, strange after seventeen years of marriage. But it had been a long time since she and Gerald had shared a bed, and there was no immediate sense of loss.

			Just pain. The pain of knowing that she had hurt him, that the last words she had spoken to him had been harsh and unkind. He had come back, saying that he’d missed her, and she had turned him away, quickly, before he could start it all up again.

			She had to face the pain, to force herself to believe that he was dead. She couldn’t comfort herself with ritual. She couldn’t go to his
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