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Chapter One
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Ernie Wright was a man in a hurry. A potential client had asked to meet at a city centre café and he was already late. Although he had finally mastered walking in women’s shoes without wobbling, experience had taught him running was best left to those with a lifetime of practise. He was pretty comfortable disguised as a woman in every way apart from his shoes, which he’d generally found to be both higher and narrower. They were pinching his feet, and walking in them still didn’t come as natural as when he was in his own trainers. He was concentrating more on his feet than on his environment, and the parked van barely registered as he passed it. Ernie didn’t notice the two men until they grabbed hold of him. 

“What the...?” He struggled as hard as he could, but they pinned his arms on each side and propelled him forwards.

He didn’t know who the men were or what they wanted, but the way they forced him towards the side door of the van door left him in no doubt he was in trouble. The van itself offered no clues. An old, white, battered Transit, with no names or logo on display. It could be anyone’s van. They could be anyone, but they certainly weren’t friends.

“Help me!” he shouted, and a man about fifty yards away started running towards him in a gallant response to the lady in distress. 

They were holding his arms tightly, but his feet were free. He stamped on the foot of one of his captors to slow them down, but made no discernible impression on the Doc Martens the man was wearing. His heart sunk as he realised they would have him in the van before his potential rescuer could reach him.  

“Get in the fucking van.” It wasn’t a request. Both men hurled him into the side of the van, smashing both shins against the bottom of the door as they bundled him inside. They forced a hood over his head and he heard the door slide behind him as the van drove away.

“Out the fucking way.” The driver swerved to avoid the man running towards him.

“What the hell’s going on?” Ernie could no longer see, but he could hear the heavy breathing of the two men who had got into the back of the van with him. Their silence only intensified his fear. 

“What do you want?” Apart from the sound of heavy breathing, the only other sound he could hear was the roar of surrounding traffic. 

“Who are you?”

“Where are you taking me?” 

The near-silence was as oppressive as the darkness, and Ernie could hear the tremor in his voice as he called out.

He could see nothing straight in front of him through the hood. There was some light coming from the bottom where it flapped loose around his neck, but whenever he looked towards the light it disappeared as the material of the hood folded around his chin. He moved his head to one side, and he could just make out the unpainted ridges on the floor of the van on which he was sitting, but there were no other clues.

“Who are you, and what do you want?” he asked again, but again there was only an ominous silence. 

He wondered if the men had abducted the wrong person by mistake, but disguised as Ann Perkins, the private detective, he thought it unlikely they’d mistaken him for someone else. Ann had been responsible for the arrest of several high profile members of Manchester’s criminal fraternity in the past, and Ernie feared his abduction was the start of the gang’s revenge.

They had been waiting for him. The phone call from the potential client asking to meet in the city centre was obviously a set-up, but he didn’t know why they had grabbed him, where they were taking him, or what they intended doing with him once they got there.

It was obvious the van was still in the city centre somewhere from the noise of the surrounding traffic, and from the way in which they kept stopping and starting. He knew he would have the best chance of escaping when the van was stopped in traffic, or at traffic lights, before they left the city centre. Once they reached a major road on the outskirts, they’d be travelling too fast for him to jump out and make a run for it. He needed to see if he was to have any chance, but his hand was firmly swatted away as he tried to remove his hood.

“Keep your fucking hands still and don’t touch the hood.”

“Who are you?” he tried again. At least they had broken the silence and spoken to him, but he was still no wiser who they were, or what they wanted. 

The van wasn’t high enough for any of them to stand, and Ernie could feel the two men sitting on each side of him swaying as it manoeuvred through the traffic. Their bodies protected him from the worst of it, but he could feel them struggling and having to hold on to sit upright whenever the van halted. 

Ernie bided his time, and when the van next lurched to a sudden stop, he quickly ripped his hood off and made a lunge for the door handle whilst his captors struggled to regain their balance. He pulled it as firmly as he could and almost lost his own balance as the door slid open easier than anticipated. One of the men had just recovered enough to grab him as Ernie jumped, but he lost his grip as the momentum carried Ernie into the roadway. Turning, Ernie slid the door shut with such force that the man would have lost some fingers if he’d not snatched his hand back in the nick of time. The closed door would slow them down. For a split second, Ernie debated whether to run in shoes, or to kick them off and run in bare feet. Just a split second, but it was enough. He was still facing the van and holding the door handle when he saw the second man out of the corner of his eye. He looked at him, as the man calmly withdrew a pistol from his pocket, tapped the end of the barrel against the darkened glass, and pointed it directly at Ernie’s head. The pistol filled Ernie’s vision as he focused on it, but beyond it he could see the blurred shape of the person holding it shaking his head. The message was unmistakably clear. The door had no sooner finished closing than Ernie opened it again, climbed back into the van, and sat back down on the floor.

“That’s better,” the man with the gun said. “Our boss told us to say as little as possible to you until he’s spoken to you himself, but our silence has obviously spooked you. He wants to use your services, but he’s currently wanted by the police, so doesn’t want you to know where he is. That’s what the hood’s for. We’re taking you to see him, but you need to put the hood back over your head until we get to where we’re going.”

Ernie looked at the hood on the floor, but hesitated before picking it up. The darkness had been frighteningly debilitating. “Can’t I just close my eyes?” he said.

“If you’re anything like me, curiosity will get the better of you and you’ll try to see where you are without us knowing,” said the man. “You have our word. Neither of us will harm you.”

“Cross my heart and hope to die,” said the other man who, until now, had not spoken.

“That’s easy for you to say,” Ernie said. “You’re not the one with the gun being pointed at his head. If you’re both so harmless, why the gun?”

“Sorry about that,” the man with the gun said, “but it worked, didn’t it? I wouldn’t have shot you, but you didn’t know that, and it got you back in the fucking van. He’d never have forgiven me if I’d let you escape.”

“Who wouldn’t?” said Ernie.

“You’ll see when we get there,” the man said.

“Okay,” said Ernie, “but if you do shoot me, I’ll never forgive you.” He reached for the hood and put it back over his head. Now they had broken their silence and assured him he wouldn’t be harmed, he was no longer as scared. More intrigued to know who this mystery client was. His curiosity had almost trumped his fear. Almost, but not completely. He considered there was still a possibility he was being lied to. Given a load of bull to keep him quiet till he got to some secluded place of execution or torture.

“Don’t worry, we won’t be long,” one of them said, as though reading his thoughts. “You’ll still be in Manchester. We just don’t want you to know exactly where in Manchester. We can’t take the chance of you leading the police to where we’re going.”

“I won’t be able to do that if I don’t know myself,” Ernie mumbled through the mask.

“Exactly. That’s the whole point, so just sit back and enjoy the ride.”

It was difficult for Ernie to enjoy the ride despite the reassurances, and he imagined the two men in the back of the van with him were not enjoying it either. It was still uncomfortable. The ridges in the floor were still making an impression on every part of his body touching them and they were still banging into one another uncontrollably whenever the heavy traffic caused the van to start, stop, or sway.

Eventually, the noise of the traffic decreased, and there was a longer period of smooth travel before the van stopped. Ernie could hear shutters opening before the van backed in, and then heard them closing behind the van as it stopped for the final time.

“We’re here,” the man with the gun said. “You can remove the hood now. We’re in the garage.”

It took Ernie’s eyes a few seconds to adjust to the brightness. The van had been reversed into a well-lit garage large enough for three vans of a similar size, but the bare whitewashed walls gave no indication of where they were.

The driver got out and slid the side door open. “Follow me,” he said. “It’s through here.”

The three of them followed the driver as he took them through a door at the rear of the garage, and into another room of a similar size, which had a door on the far side but no windows. Three men were sitting on a battered settee against the whitewashed wall on one side, and two men were playing on the full-size snooker table.

“Glad you could come, Ann.” The man who had put his cue down appeared to be in his mid-thirties and was wearing jeans and a tee-shirt. “I’ve heard so much about you. It’s nice to meet you at last.”

Ernie didn’t recognise the man, and as far as he knew, they had never met. He thought it unlikely the man knew Ann Perkins and Ernie Wright were the same person. He didn’t think anyone knew. His employees at the detective agency had been told Ernie Wright was Ann Perkins’ twin brother, and the police didn’t know otherwise they would have done him for perjury when he had given evidence disguised as Ann. 

Ernie’s life had taken a downward spiral with the death of his wife from the stroke that had also killed his unborn child, and it had continued its descent when he was made redundant. His deepening depression had only increased his anger about the cards fate had dealt him, and whilst he knew nothing would ever bring his wife and unborn child back, he became determined to improve his future by robbing his way to millionaire status. He had planned to commit two robberies whilst disguised as a woman, but both robberies had gone wrong and Ernie ended up being hailed as a hero despite his criminal intentions. 

He had used the fictitious name of Ann Perkins when the police asked him to give a statement whilst still in disguise, and it was Ann who had become the hero. When she was offered a cash reward for her heroism, Ernie stayed in character and used the money to open a detective agency. The Ann Perkins Detective Agency had been born from the fiasco. Things had quietened down since the initial publicity, and today’s phone call asking for a meeting in the city centre was only his second potential client. He had been making his way to the meeting point when he had passed the van and been forced inside.

“Do you know who I am?” the man asked.

“No,” said Ernie, “but I would like to know what’s going on. I don’t recognise you, and as far as I know, we’ve never met.”

“That’s good,” said the man. “I hoped there was no connection to link the two of us together. I think you know my father-in-law, Alf Sidebotham.”

Ernie’s stomach felt suddenly empty as he realised the assurances given in the van were meaningless. He felt strangely light headed as his arteries diverted blood to his muscles in preparation for action. Alf Sidebotham had been the leader of a Manchester Gang whose bank raid Ernie foiled whilst in disguise. Before Sidebotham retired to Spain, he had made several unsuccessful attempts to kill Ernie in revenge. His extradition back to the UK had largely been due to Ernie, so he had even more cause to hate Ernie now he was in prison.

“Yes, I know who Alf Sidebotham is.” His knees were trembling, and he tried unsuccessfully to keep the tremor from his voice.

The man approached and slapped him on the shoulder. “No need to look so worried, Ann. I’m not going to harm you.”

Ernie noticed the man referred only to himself in the singular, and he looked warily around the room. His words did not necessarily mean the man’s henchmen wouldn’t harm him, and he already knew at least one of them had a gun.

“Neither are any of my men,” the man added.

Ernie gave a half-hearted, but audible, sigh of relief as the man continued.

“My wife had no idea what her father was involved in, but I knew he was a crook. I disapproved of almost everything he did, but I kept quiet for the sake of my wife. It was better she didn’t know. When we got married, her dad tried to rope me into his plans, but I told him in no uncertain terms I wasn’t interested. As far as my wife knew, he was a property developer. Until he was arrested, she was never aware his legitimate business was all tangled up in his illegal enterprises.”

“They would have been,” said Ernie. “He funded all his businesses from crime, even the ones he later made legitimate. They were all the same as far as he was concerned. The legitimate businesses were just his way of investing the money he made from his criminal business. A way of laundering his money.” 

“That’s been part of the problem,” the man said. “Now he’s in jail, I’ve been left to sort out the mess. Her dad made my wife a director for tax purposes, so she’s nominally been in control of the companies since he went to prison, and she’s asked me to untangle things. Like me, she wants nothing to do with his criminal activities. She wants us to run his legitimate business whilst steering clear of all the illegal stuff. I owe it to my family to sort this out, but it’s not been easy.”

“And you want my help to sort it out?” asked Ernie, finally getting an inkling of what this was all about.

“Not exactly,” the man replied. “I’ve been struggling to separate the different businesses, but they are horrendously tangled, and it’s taking up a lot of my time. I’ve upset some of my father-in-law’s colleagues and ruffled a few feathers along the way, too.” 

“I should imagine you have. They won’t have been too pleased about not having access to the legitimate side of their business. They’d have to find alternative ways of laundering the money from their crimes. What is it you want? Protection?” Ernie looked around, making a mental note of the number of men in the room. “You seem pretty protected already.”

“I am. That’s not what I want. Telling you my name will help you understand. I’m Trevor Morris.”

“Trevor Morris! You’re wanted for murder... Andy Jones, wasn’t it?” Ernie remembered reading the newspaper reports about a man in his thirties who had knocked on the door of a former gang member named Andy Jones whilst he was at home. The papers had been full of the story of him being shot in cold blood in front of his wife, and all of them had published the words she’d remembered him saying before shooting her husband at the door. “I’m Trevor Morris, and this is a warning to all your mates.” 

“I didn’t do it,” Morris said. “My wife and son were both visiting a friend at the time of the shooting. I was alone at home, so don’t have an alibi. Luckily, the opposite was true when the police called. My wife and son were in, and I was out. She phoned and warned me, and I’ve not been home since. I want you to find the real killer.”

“But surely there must be more than one Trevor Morris in Manchester. What made them so sure it was you?”

“It’s not public knowledge, but according to what the police told my wife, the killer dropped one of my business cards as he ran off. No idea how he got hold of it, but I’ve given loads of them out at one time or another so he could have got it from anywhere. Anyway, he gave my name at the door and dropped one of my business cards as he ran off. That was enough to convince the police I was the killer, and they’ve been searching for me ever since. I’m trying to stay out of their way until I can prove who the real killer is.”

“So, what do you want from me?” said Ernie.

“You’re the detective, Ann. The police have stopped looking for anyone else, but the real killer is out there somewhere, so I need you to find out who it is. I need you to find enough evidence to convince the police it wasn’t me.”

“I see,” said Ernie. “Have you any suspicions yourself?”

“Non in particular. It was almost certainly one of my father-in-law’s old gang members, but I’ve no idea which one. I didn’t know many of them directly, but it could have been any of them. What I do know, is that they like things the way they are and don’t want me trying to unravel things. I pose a threat to them, and they’re prepared to do anything to get me out of the picture.”

Ernie looked at the men around him and wondered if he was being told the whole truth. At least one of them had a gun, and they all looked as though they could handle themselves in a fight. “Can’t your men ask around and do that for you?” he asked.

“I would make some enquiries myself, but I need to stay out of the way for now, and that goes for my employees too. I’d like you to make enquiries for me, and I’ll make it worth your while.”

Ernie was still unsure, and the uncertainty must have shown in his face.

“Sorry about the cloak and dagger stuff by the way, but if you end up getting questioned by the police before my innocence has been proved, it’s better if you don’t know where I am.”

“I don’t want to be dragged into a van every time we meet,” said Ernie. “If I need to get some information to you, how will I make contact?”

“You met Vic in the van,” Morris said. “He’ll give you his mobile number, so if you’ve got any information, just give him a ring and he’ll pass it on to me.”

Ernie looked at the two men who had accompanied him in the van. He assumed one of them was called Vic, but he didn’t know which one. “Is Vic the one with the gun?” he asked.

“I didn’t realise you knew he had a gun,” Morris said, “but yes. Vic’s ex-army, and kept a souvenir from his time in Afghanistan. I’ve employed Vic to protect me.”

Vic looked a bit sheepish. “Sorry about the manhandling in the van,” he said. “We could have brought you by car, but if anyone had seen you sitting in the back of a car with a hood over your head, they’d have phoned the police. We thought the van with darkened windows would be better, but we didn’t anticipate the heavy traffic and we didn’t anticipate how scared you’d be.”

“Not only worried,” said Ernie. His shins were both still throbbing from when they’d been pushed into the bottom of the door. “You very nearly broke both my legs getting me in the van. I’d have been no use to your boss if I’d been unable to walk.”

“Sorry about that, Ann. We expected you to step into the van as we pushed you towards it, but your feet never moved.”

“No worries,” said Ernie, “and no real harm done. They’re just stinging a bit.” He turned to Morris. “Apart from trying to disengage your father-in-law’s business from his criminal activities, what’s your own job, mister Morris?”

“My job? Didn’t I say? I’m a building contractor. That’s how I originally met my wife. Her dad asked me to do some work on a group of houses he’d just purchased. My own business is quite big now, and I employ a lot of builders with hardened muscles developed through physical hard work. All these men work for me in one capacity or another, and I’m quite well protected, but I think that’s part of the problem. Nobody can get to me physically, so they’ve set me up for the murder in the hope the police will do their job for them. It’s working too. I can’t function properly whilst having to hide away, and the longer I’m hidden away, the more time they have to filter money out of the legitimate businesses and into the criminal ones.”

“If you’ve got so many men working for you, I’m wondering why they’re not doing the investigation for you?” 

“Fair point, Ann,” Morris said. “They’re all pretty fit, so they can handle themselves and more than protect me from any of my father-in-law’s thugs, but what they can’t do is prove my innocence. They’re not detectives and wouldn’t know where to start. In any event, if they started asking questions, it would be obvious I was behind them somehow. They’d get pulled in, and pressure put on them to disclose where I am. You’ve no link to me, and as we’ve never met before, and as you’ve no idea where you are, you can’t give the police any information leading them to me. That’s why I chose you. I need a private detective and I need a forensic accountant, but it looks like I’ll have to settle for a private detective.”

“Alright,” said Ernie, “and I may be able to help you with an accountant. Tim Armstrong works for me, but he used to work for your Father in Law. Like your wife, Tim thought your Father in Law’s business was legit too, but he got himself into trouble with Alf’s gang after finding out they were expecting him to cook the books. He’s my accountant now, but I’m sure he’ll be able to help.”

“I remember that,” Morris said. “It was your first case and got you a lot of publicity. Didn’t the gang plan to kill him, but you rescued him?”

“I did,” said Ernie. “I’ll give you Tim’s details. I’m sure he’d be able to help if you asked him.”

“Maybe, later,” Morris said. “I’ve got all the books with me and I’m working on them here, so I can’t have Tim Armstrong knowing where I am.”

“Fair enough. I’ll give you his phone number and you can contact him when you’re ready. I won’t say anything to him in advance, but tell him I know all about it when you call.”

For the next few minutes, Ernie went through his terms of service and detailed what expenses he required. Morris didn’t want to compromise himself by paying through his bank in case it was being monitored, but he’d had the foresight to withdraw some cash in advance, and he paid Ernie half his fee up front together with an advance on his expenses. He put the money in his wallet as quickly as he could before Morris changed his mind. He still didn’t consider himself a real detective, and at best considered himself capable of following someone suspected of cheating on their partner. He had no idea how to go about solving a murder, or even where to begin. If the police had got it wrong with all their resources, he could not imagine himself doing any better. He hadn’t got a clue where to start, but if Morris wanted to pay him hard cash for trying, and for coming up with no result, he wasn’t going to object.

They left the same way as they had arrived. Ernie got back in the van and put the hood back on, and Vic gave Ernie his phone number before eventually letting him out on a quiet street near his home.
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Chapter Two
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Ernie’s feet were killing him by the time he got out of the van, so the first thing he did once he got home was to change into his own clothes. He’d only just finished when there was a knock on the door. He opened it to find his neighbour, Colin, standing beside Detective Inspector Carter. 

“This lady was just about to ring the bell when I was coming in from the bin store,” said Colin. “Thought it would be easier if I let her in. Hope you don’t mind.”

As Colin walked away towards his own flat, Ernie knew he did mind. He knew Colin had only knocked on the door hoping to see Ann. He had a crush on her and was becoming a nuisance. He could have ignored the bell on the external door too, but could hardly ignore the detective now she was inside and standing at his open door. 

Ernie immediately knew who the detective was, but was hoping he had shown no signs of recognition, otherwise she’d be wondering where he knew her from.

“Hello,” he said. “Can I help you?”

“I’m a friend of Ann’s, and I’ve come to see if she is alright. Are you her twin brother, Ernie?”

“Yes, I’m her brother, but she’s not in at the moment. Should I ask her to call you when she returns?” It had taken a couple of seconds to process what the detective had said. “Why wouldn’t Ann be alright?”

Unaware Ernie already knew who she was, she produced her police warrant card. “I’m Detective Inspector Carter from Manchester C.I.D. I’d like to come in and speak to you about her if I may.” 

Ernie found it strange she was introducing herself, but remembered they had only ever met whilst he had been disguised as Ann. They had promoted Sarah Carter on the back of arrests made following Ann’s first case, and she and Ann had been friends ever since. He was sure she would realise he and Ann were the same person if she spoke to him at length. He’d rather she didn’t come in, but couldn’t think of a reason that wouldn’t make her suspicious. 

He ushered her into his living room and indicated one of the chairs.

“I’m just about to make myself a coffee,” he said. “Would you like one?”.

“I won’t at the moment,” she said, as she remained standing, “but thanks for the offer. We’ve had a report your sister was dragged into a van in the city centre, and she’s not been seen since.”

Ernie was not expecting anyone to have reported him being forced into the van. He was lost for words, and unsure how to respond. 

“Do you know where your sister is?” asked the detective. “Have you heard from her this afternoon?”

“Er... No,” said Ernie.

“We think she must be in some sort of trouble. She helped me arrest lots of criminals during her last case, and any of them could have a grudge against her. I’ll be going to her office later, but I thought I’d start here. Hope you don’t mind, but I’d like to have a look at her room to see if there are any clues as to where she may have gone or why they may have abducted her.”

Ernie felt completely dumbstruck. His neighbour had developed a crush on Ann, and to stop Colin from pestering her, Ernie had told him Ann had moved out. He couldn’t say that to the detective because her next question would be to ask where she had moved to, and he couldn’t give an address because she didn’t exist. 

He had got into the habit of leaving women’s clothing at the office of the detective agency and always made sure he was the first to arrive and last to leave so he could travel in his own clothes and get changed there with no one knowing he and Ann were both the same person. 

“Did I pass her bedroom as I came in?” The detective was already making her way along the hall towards the single bedroom. She opened the door without asking, and took in the view of a pair of men’s pyjamas alongside a selection of women’s clothing strewn on the unmade bed. “Is this the only bedroom?”

Ernie would like to have lied and said his own bedroom was somewhere else, but the flat was obviously only large enough for one bedroom. “Yes, this is the only bedroom,” he said. “I’ve been sleeping on the settee whilst Ann’s been here.”

“So, this is her bed?”

“Yes.”

The detective surveyed the scene without saying anything. Whatever she thought about the sleeping arrangements in the single bedroom, she kept her thoughts to herself. Eventually, she opened the wardrobe door and saw the mixture of male and female clothes. “Did you say you’ve not heard from her this afternoon? Are you sure about that?”

“Yes,” said Ernie. “I’ve not seen her since this morning.”

Without saying another word, the detective took out her mobile phone and rang a number. The ring-tone came from under the pile of clothes on the bed. “If you’ve not seen her, what’s her phone doing here?” She picked it up and confirmed the call was from her mobile. “How do you explain this?” she asked.

Ann did not exist, but that was not an explanation he could offer to the detective. Sarah Carter had taken Ann Perkins’ witness statement after the bank raid and jewellery shop killings. If he admitted it had been him in disguise, or that he had subsequently committed perjury by giving that statement under oath in court, he would end up in prison. He hoped to avoid that by saying nothing, but his silence only made things worse.

“There is something wrong here. Ann always keeps her phone on her, and a witness told us she used her phone a few minutes before she was abducted in the van. Can you explain how it came to be here?”

Ernie was sure he would come up with a satisfactory explanation given time. 

“Well?”

He wasn’t being given time. “I don’t know. The witness must be mistaken.” 

Sarah held the phone up to the light to see where the screen was showing most wear, swiped her finger across it, then entered ‘P’ for Perkins as the unlock pattern. A quick search of the browser history revealed Ann checked Google maps almost immediately before the time the witness said they abducted her. “Seems the witness wasn’t mistaken. Ann was definitely using her phone immediately before her abduction. I’ll ask you again. How did you come to be in possession of her phone?”

“I don’t know.”

“In that case, I’m arresting you on suspicion of kidnapping and false imprisonment.”

Ernie was dumbstruck. His day had begun with his abduction and being forced into a van and threatened with a gun. He was now being arrested for carrying out that kidnapping and imprisonment of someone who, technically, didn’t even exist. There was nothing he could do except to stand there as she handcuffed and cautioned him before phoning the police station to ask for backup and a search team.

“I’m sure Ann’s fine,” Ernie said, finally finding his voice, “and I’m sure she’ll be back later.” 

By the time she took him to her car there was already a team of officers turning his home upside down, not just looking in drawers, but pulling them out and turning them over to see if anything was fastened underneath or had fallen down the back. She drove him to Manchester’s Central Park Police Station, and eventually left him in one of the interview rooms, where another officer offered him a cup of tea and told him he would be interviewed when she returned. It wasn’t a cell, but they left him in no doubt that he couldn’t leave without permission, a message reinforced by the constant presence of a uniformed police officer just outside the door. 

His day had gone from bad to worse, but he was certain this was as bad as it would get. Things would be better once he’d thought of a reasonable explanation for Ann’s disappearance. Like most occasions when Ernie was certain of something, he was wrong. Things were about to get far worse than he could ever imagine.

***
[image: image]


Sarah Carter was in no hurry to begin the interview, and decided to let Ernie Wright stew for a while whilst she pursued her enquiries at the detective agency office.

Dave Craddock, the communal receptionist, accompanied her along the corridor before knocking on the door and walking in. “Visitor for you,” he said, as Bob and the detective inspector immediately recognised one another.

“Hi, Bob. Keeping your nose clean I hope?” 

They were old acquaintances, if not old friends. Robert Hinchcliffe had a long string of convictions for burglary and would have been serving a seven-year jail sentence if it hadn’t been for Ernie’s evidence and the generosity of the judge who had given him a community sentence instead of a custodial one. Ernie and Bob had both gone to rob the same bank at the same time, and that had so annoyed Ernie he had tackled Bob to the ground and got him arrested. After his release, Bob had been so relieved at not being sent to prison that he went straight, and he was so thankful to the person he thought of as Ann Perkins that his family befriended her and invited her for a meal. It had been during the meal that Ernie offered Bob the administrative assistant position in the newly formed detective agency. 

“Detective Sergeant,” he said, nodding in welcome.

“Detective Inspector now, thanks to Ann,” she said. “My boss got moved to another division, and I got his job.”

“Well done,” said Bob. “Congratulations. Come in.” He led the way into the office where Tim was doing the books. “You already know Tim.”

“Nice to see you again, Tim. And who’s this young lady?” Sarah thought she knew most of Ann’s acquaintances. Something about the young woman seemed familiar, but she couldn’t recall having met her before.

“This is my daughter, Emma. Emma, this is Detective Inspector Carter.”

Sarah remembered where she had seen the young woman before. She had seen her at the dinner, celebrating the successful conclusion of Ann’s first case. She hadn’t known who she was and had wondered what part she had played in the case. Now she knew the woman was Bob’s daughter. Perhaps she had played no part at all, but had merely been accompanying her father. “Pleased to meet you, Emma.”

“Pleased to meet you, too,” Emma replied, although she was not sure she was. During her childhood, the appearance of a police officer usually coincided with the disappearance of her father for lengthy periods of incarceration. Her dad had told her he had changed his ways and was going straight, but her childhood had been full of similar promises and she feared this may be another one of those times. 

“Bob, I’m here about Ann. We received information she may have been forced into a van and abducted at lunchtime today. We can’t be certain it was her, but when we searched her brother’s flat, there was no sign of her. Her clothes were there though, and her phone.”

“That’s strange,” said Bob. “She definitely had her phone with her when she left the office. She always keeps it with her in case she needs help. Did you say Ernie had it?” 

Bob was unaware Ann and Ernie were the same person. Ann had told him she and her brother were twins and joint majority shareholders in the detective agency. As far as Bob knew, Ann’s brother was brought in to help on investigations which were best undertaken by a man.

“I went round to his flat to see if her brother knew where she was,” Carter said, “but he said he’d not seen her. Then I found some of her clothes and her phone, but he couldn’t explain what they were doing there or where she was. When was the last time she was in the office?”

“She was here this morning,” said Bob, “but left to meet a new client about eleven.”

“A new client? Someone she hadn’t met before?”

“Yes. I took the phone call first thing this morning. He asked to meet her in the city centre. Something about keeping an eye on his wife, who he suspected of having an affair. Wanted proof before he tackled her about it. It’s strange I’ve not heard from Ann though. I had expected her back before now, and she usually rings if she’s going to be late. If she’s not got her phone on her, that would explain why she’s not been able to call.”

“If you can give me the details of the case, Bob, I’ll check it out. Do you know where the meeting was?”

“Portland Street in the city centre, I think,” Bob said. “I’ll find the details and print it off for you.”

“Thanks,” she said. “That’s just around the corner from where the abduction took place.” Whilst Bob was searching for the information, she turned to speak to his daughter. “Are you working here too, Emma?”

“No,” Emma replied. She thought it best not to mention she was a shareholder like her father, or that the shares had been awarded by Ann as a thank you for hacking into a CCTV recorder to help solve her first case. “I’m in my final year of university, but I’m staying on to take a master’s.”

“What subject?”

“Computers,” she said, omitting the more detailed information that she was taking a cyber security course.

“That’s interesting,” she said. “What type of...”

“Here you are,” said Bob. He had wanted to interrupt before Carter realised Emma’s computer course involved learning all the different ways in which computer systems could be attacked. “The client gave his name as Don Williams, and he asked Ann to meet him in Portland Street. Sorry, but I don’t know much more than that.”

She had a quick look at the paper Bob had printed off. “You didn’t get his address?”

“No. We usually do, but he said he’d give full details to Ann once they met. Just gave me his name and phone number.”

Sarah phoned the number, but it went straight through to a generic answer-phone message. “Portland Street seems too much of a coincidence to me. I’ll follow it up, and if I find out anything, I’ll let you know.” She handed out one of her cards to each of them. “If you hear from Ann, please call me. It’ll stop me worrying.”

“We’ll do that,” Bob replied.

***
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It was mid-evening before the detective finally interviewed Ernie under caution, but by then there had been some interesting developments. Ernie had been told he could have a solicitor present, but he knew exactly where Ann Perkins was, and that she was all right, so he was happy to be interviewed without a solicitor.

“Thanks for your patience, Mister Wright,” Sarah said. “I’ve waited till now in case Ann turned up and could clear things up for us, but nobody’s seen her since she was forced into a van this lunchtime in the centre of Manchester. We believe she had her phone with her when they abducted her. The phone later found in your possession. Do you know who forced her into the van, or where she is now?”

Ernie had been expecting the question and had given it some thought whilst waiting for the interview to begin. “All she told me was that she was meeting someone about a new case,” he said. 

“I see,” Sarah replied. “So how do you explain her phone being at your flat?”

“Perhaps she later returned to my flat to get changed, put her phone down and forgot about it. If she left it at my flat, she could be anywhere, but just hasn’t had time to come back to collect it.”

“That would explain things, I suppose.” Sarah had always suspected there was something not quite right about Ann Perkins. Nothing she could put her finger on, but when Ann had given statements about the bank robbery and jeweller’s shop shootings, she had the feeling Ann wasn’t telling her the complete truth. She had the same feeling now. She was sure Ann’s brother was holding something back. “You said she went into your flat. I thought Ann lived with you. Are you saying she’s moved out, but still keeps some clothes there?”

“Yes, that’s right. I should have told you that back at the flat. When she first moved in, I gave her my bedroom and slept on the settee. After she moved out, she still kept some of her clothes at my place.”

“So, her current address would be what?”

Ernie felt trapped. He’d said Ann had moved out, but if he gave an address, they’d check it out, and discover she wasn’t there. “I don’t know,” he said.

“Are you telling me you see your sister regularly, but don’t know her address?” Sarah was finding Ernie’s story harder to believe, and she was becoming more certain of his involvement in her disappearance every time he opened his mouth.

“I don’t know her address. She moved out a week ago. Said she had become dependent on me since the death of her husband and would tell me her new address in due course. Meanwhile, she wanted to convince herself she could cope on her own, and she didn’t want me going round there. Said it was best if I didn’t know, as I’d only be tempted to offer support.” Ernie took a deep breath. Pleased at his ability to think quickly, despite having spent the last few hours thinking about answering this very question.

Sarah didn’t believe a word of it. It made little sense that Ann would just up and disappear. She let it go for the moment. There were more important things to discuss. “I’m still not satisfied about the phone. Colleagues at her office said she had it on her this morning when she left to go into Manchester. A witness saw her using it immediately before the abduction, and I checked the phone and found evidence she used it this morning. The only way it could have found its way into your home would be if you’ve seen her since, or seen the people responsible for her abduction.”

The detective hadn’t asked him a question, so Ernie felt no need to respond. He was not enjoying the interrogation, but was still not unduly worried. He possessed a vital piece of information not available to the detective. He knew Ann Perkins was unharmed. If they would only let him leave the police station, Ann Perkins would be able to tell the detective she was safe.

“Following the search of your home by our forensic team, I need to ask you some questions about what they found.”

Ernie had been racking his brain wondering what they would find, but as far as he could tell, he had nothing to worry about. “That’s fine,” he replied. 

Sarah placed a photograph on the table. It showed Ernie’s bathroom, but with a pistol visible under the bath where they had removed the panel. “Perhaps you could start by explaining what this gun’s doing under your bath?”

Ernie had been concentrating on the present. Thinking of ways to explain Ann’s disappearance and the presence of her phone. He hadn’t thought they’d remove the bath panel and find the pistol. He’d taken an air pistol when he had gone to rob the bank. He never intended using it, but hoped it would look scary enough to persuade the cashier into handing money over. In the confusion, when he had tackled Bob to the ground, they had ended up with one another’s guns. The fact Bob only possessed an air pistol had been one factor leading to Bob’s community sentence rather than a custodial one. Ernie, meanwhile, ended up with the real gun and hadn’t known what to do with it. He had not wanted to throw it in a skip where a child may have found it and had not wanted to hand it to the police and have to explain where he had got it from. In the end, he took it home, hid it behind the bath panel to take it out of circulation, and then forgot all about it.

The fact they had found it left him with a dilemma. He could not admit it was Bob’s without being responsible for sending him back to prison for a mandatory five-year sentence. He did not want to admit it was his own; and he did not want to admit it was Ann’s. “It must have belonged to the last tenant,” he said at last. “I’ve only been in the flat two years and I’ve never had the bath panel off. I didn’t even know the gun was there.”

“So, you’ve never seen this gun before? You’ve never touched it and we won’t find your fingerprints on it?”

“That’s right,” said Ernie. It was warm in the interview room, and he was sweating profusely despite knowing he had wiped the gun clean before hiding it. He spent a long time rubbing every part until he’d been sure there were no fingerprints, but he’d expected no one to find it and he was no longer as certain as he had been that his prints weren’t on it somewhere.

Sarah had noticed him sweating. “We’ll know soon enough,” she said, “unless you’d like to take this opportunity of changing your mind and telling me something different.” She looked at Ernie with the accusing look that had often convinced criminals she knew more than she did. She paused long enough for him to respond, only continuing when he made no reply. “The gun’s being checked for fingerprints by our forensic firearms team, so they’ll be able to tell me if your fingerprints are on it and give me an idea of when it was last fired.”

Ernie was now even more uncertain whether he had made a sufficiently good job of removing all the fingerprints. “That’s fine,” he said. “I’ve never touched it and know nothing about it. As regards my sister, that’s no problem. I’m sure she’ll turn up soon.” He knew it was a problem. Ann could not turn up until after his release, and there was a possibility they would not release him until she had turned up.
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Chapter Three
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It was a couple of hours before Detective Inspector Carter interviewed him again. She reminded him he was still under arrest, could still be legally represented, and was still under caution.

“Thanks for bearing with us, Mister Wright. We’ve had time to check with your landlord, and he’s agreed you’ve only been in the flat for two years. About twenty-two months, he said. Is that right?”

“Yes,” said Ernie. “That’s right. I took the flat in May 2018.” He breathed a sigh of relief as he realised they were taking his idea seriously about a previous tenant having hidden the gun. 

“Fifteenth of May the landlord said.”

“Fifteenth was the day I signed the contract,” said Ernie. “A Tuesday, but I didn’t physically move in till the Saturday.”

“That would have been the nineteenth,” said Sarah. “So, you moved in on Saturday, the nineteenth of May, and you told us the previous tenant must have hidden the gun before that date because you’ve never had the bath panel off. Is that correct?”

“That’s right,” said Ernie. “I’ve never had the panel off.” They were taking him seriously. If they believed his story, they may let him go home in a few minutes. 

“So, how do you explain your fingerprints on the inside of the panel?”

“Pardon?” said Ernie. He’d been imagining going home. Now he desperately needed more time to think.

“Well, either you are lying, and you have had the bath panel off,” said Sarah, “or someone else has magically placed your fingerprints onto the back of the panel. If I had to hazard a guess, I’d put my money on you having lied to me.”

“No.... There must be some mistake.” 

“Our initial analysis of the gun indicates it was used for an unsolved murder eighteen months ago. Can you explain how the gun could have been used to kill someone after the date you moved into your flat?”

“No.... I don’t know.... It couldn’t have been.” Ernie had only had the gun since the bank robbery last year. He had no idea of its history before that. He knew Bob had dropped it during the scuffle, but he had no idea where Bob had got the gun from or how long he’d had it. “I know nothing about it,” he said, “and I know nothing about any murder.”

“The presence of your fingerprints seems to indicate you must have removed the bath panel at some stage, and that, in turn, indicates you must know something about the gun. That leads me to believe you must also know something about the murder. Have you nothing to say about the fingerprints, the gun, or the murder?”

Ernie was silent for a moment. She had surprised him a few seconds ago, but had given him time to think. It was not looking good. He knew he hadn’t killed anyone, and he didn’t think Bob had, but he hadn’t known him long. All he knew about Bob was what Bob had told him, but he had been a professional criminal, and he had taken the gun to the bank. Maybe he had got things wrong, and Bob was a killer as well as a burglar. “I think I need to make a phone call,” he said. “I do need a solicitor.”

“Right,” said Sarah. She knew there was something strange about Ernie’s sister, but she had never suspected Ernie himself of any wrong-doing until today. Perhaps she’d got it wrong. It could not involve Ann this time because she’d been living in Australia until long after the murder. She thought herself a good judge of character and would never have thought Ernie was a hardened criminal, but the facts were stacking up against him. 

Ernie wasn’t the only person surprised by the fingerprints. They had surprised her too, and she had expected him to come up with some half reasonable explanation as to why the gun was there. Instead, he’d asked for a solicitor. She was unsure how involved he was in the abduction of his sister, but his request for a solicitor confirmed her suspicion he was involved in the murder. The facts were compelling. “You are already under arrest on suspicion of kidnapping and false imprisonment,” she said. “I’m now also arresting you on suspicion of murder and for the illegal possession of a firearm. The custody sergeant will sort out your phone call, and we’ll resume the interview once your solicitor gets here.”

His additional arrest stunned Ernie. He knew things didn’t look good, but he also knew he was innocent. Not completely innocent, as he had been the person who placed the gun under the bath, but he knew he hadn’t killed anyone. The police had never arrested him before despite his previous attempts to rob a bank and jeweller’s. He thought it ironic they had now arrested him twice in one day for things he hadn’t done. He hadn’t abducted Ann, and he hadn’t committed a murder. As he was being escorted to the main desk of the custody suite, he was fuming at the injustice of it all. The custody sergeant rang the number and handed the phone to him. “Bob. It’s Ernie, Anne’s brother,” he said. 

“Hi, Ernie. Have you heard from Ann? I had the police around earlier saying they thought someone had abducted her.”

“No,” said Ernie. “I’ve not seen her, but that’s why I’m calling. They have arrested me for abducting her, and on suspicion of murder. I need a solicitor.”

“Bloody hell,” came the voice from the other end. “You abducted and murdered her? You fucking bastard.”

“No, nothing like that. Ann’s fine. It’s all a mistake. Nobody has abducted her and nobody has murdered her. You have my word on that, but they have arrested me on suspicion of abducting her, and they have arrested me on suspicion of murdering someone else. Not Ann.”

“Who’ve you killed then?”

“I haven’t killed anyone. The police think I have, but they’re mistaken. They’ve arrested me for a murder I know nothing about, so I need a solicitor. I don’t know any, but the one you had for your trial seemed to know what he was doing. If you’ve still got his number, can you phone him and ask him to come and see me? I’m being held at Central Park Police Station and they’re waiting to interview me.”

“Tony Ellis was the name of the solicitor I had, and you’re right, he’s a good criminal lawyer. I’ll give him a ring and let him know where you are. You’re sure Ann’s all right?”

“Absolutely. You have my word on it. I know she’s fine. All I can tell you is that she’s on a hush-hush job and working undercover. That’s why I’m not able to tell the police where she is, and that’s why she’s not able to contact the police herself at the moment. We’ve been in touch with one another though, so I know she’s all right, and she knows the predicament I’m in. She’ll be back soon, tomorrow she hopes, then she’ll straighten everything out with the police and she’ll be able to tell them she’s all right.”

“Right,” said Bob. “I’ll give the solicitor a ring and ask him to see you at Central Park. Anything else you need?”

“No, nothing else. Just a solicitor.” 

“I’ll sort it,” said Bob. “Leave it with me.”

They had taken Ernie to the custody suite from the interview room, and after his phone call, they escorted him to a cell to reflect on his changed status as a prisoner. 

Forty minutes later, a police officer escorted Ernie to an interview room and stood guard outside whilst Ernie met his solicitor.

“Hello,” Ernie said. “Ann recommended you. You impressed her the way you represented Bob Hinchcliffe last year.”

“Yes, I remember seeing your sister at the trial,” said Ellis. “I understand you’re now in a bit of bother yourself?”

“Murder,” said Ernie. “They think I’ve murdered someone. They also think Ann’s been abducted and that I’ve got something to do with it, but that’s all a mistake and I know she’s all right. I can’t tell you how I know, but I do know she’s all right.”

“I’ve already spoken to the police,” said Ellis. “They usually disclose as little as they can get away with, but let’s talk about the most serious thing first. They told me they arrested you for murder after finding the murder weapon hidden behind your bath panel. You told them you’ve not had the bath panel off since you moved into your flat, but they found your fingerprints on the back of the panel, and someone had used the gun in a murder committed about eighteen months ago. Is that right?”

“That’s about it,” said Ernie. Once again, he had been saved, he hoped, by the delay between the police disclosure and the arrival of his solicitor. It had given him time to realise his fingerprints couldn’t be on the gun, otherwise they would have said so. It had also given him time to think of an excuse. “I moved in almost two years ago,” he said, “and I’d forgotten I had the bath panel off once, soon after I moved in. When I decorated the bathroom, I wanted to paint the bath panel the same colour as the walls. I didn’t take it right off, so I wouldn’t have seen what was behind it, but I loosened each side in turn so I could paint right up to the edges. That’s how my fingerprints must have got on the back of the panel, but I never saw the gun and I know nothing about it. Maybe the last tenant hid it, kept a key, and put the gun there whilst I was out.”

“That’s possible, I suppose,” said the solicitor. “What you’re saying to me is that you forgot you had touched the back of the panel, but you have never seen or touched the gun.”

“That’s right,” said Ernie.

“The police also told me they arrested you on suspicion of being involved in Ann’s abduction. She left her office with her phone. A witness saw her being forced into a van in the city centre, and the police later found her phone in your flat.”

“That’s not what it seems,” said Ernie. “I know Ann is all right. They must have been mistaken about her having her phone when she left the office. Either that, or she’s got more than one phone. She’s a private detective remember, so it’s possible she has different phones for different purposes. That’s the only reason I can think of why Ann’s phone would have been on my bed.”

The solicitor didn’t seem convinced, but over the next few minutes he got Ernie to write a statement saying he had forgotten about painting the bath panel soon after moving in. He may have touched the back of the panel whilst he had been painting it, but he had neither seen nor touched the gun, and he knew nothing about any murder. The statement went on to say he knew nothing about any abduction, and as the police had found Ann’s phone on his bed during the afternoon either Ann had returned to the flat before he got there, or she had not taken the phone to Manchester.

They were both subsequently taken to an interview room, and Sarah Carter entered a few minutes later.

“Before you begin,” said the solicitor, “my client has made a statement you may find helpful.”

Sarah postponed the interview and took the statement away to consult with other members of her team. It was about thirty minutes later before she returned, cautioned him, and reminded Ernie he was still under arrest on suspicion of murder and the unlawful possession of a firearm, and on suspicion of kidnapping and false imprisonment. She was just about to ask her first question when Ellis interrupted.

“My client has provided a full statement in rebuttal of all the evidence disclosed to me. In the absence of any further evidence, I have advised my client not to answer any further questions.” The solicitor knew they had shown him insufficient evidence for a conviction on any of the charges, but he also knew the police liked to drip-feed information. His client’s fingerprints were not on the gun, and his client had explained why his fingerprints were on the bath panel. The witness had said someone had manhandled Ann into a van, but he could have been wrong. There was no compelling evidence of an abduction and his client had explained why her phone was on his bed. The police may have information they had not yet disclosed, but unless they did, he was sure they had insufficient evidence to charge him.

“Mister Wright,” Sarah said. “You earlier told me you had not removed the bath panel in your flat, but now you say you have removed it, but forgot. You would have remembered decorating your bathroom, wouldn’t you?”

“No comment.”

“How is it possible for a previous tenant to have keys to your flat?”

“No comment.”

“Surely, your landlord would have changed the locks between tenants?”

“No comment.”

“We should be able to check with your landlord.”

“No comment.”

“Forgetting about the bath panel for a moment, what can you tell us about Ann Perkins’ abduction?”

“No comment.”

“Right,” said Sarah. She admitted temporary defeat. “I’ll end this interview and release you whilst we make further enquiries.”

It was the early hours of the morning before Ernie had signed his bail papers and been released, but instead of going home, he went straight to the office and disguised himself as Ann Perkins using the clothes he kept locked away at the office for that purpose. He thought about going straight back to the police station to tell them Ann was all right, but he was afraid someone would recognise him as the same person they had released, so decided to leave it until after their shift change.

He was used to arriving about six-thirty in a morning dressed as Ernie and disguising himself as Ann before anyone else arrived, but four in the morning was early, even by his standards. The office percolator more than justified its expenditure, and he poured himself a thick black coffee to keep himself awake whilst he settled down to await the arrival of the others. 

“Ann!” Bob was used to finding Ann had arrived before him, but this morning it surprised him to see her. “Am I pleased to see you. They told me someone had abducted you. Are you alright?” 

“I’m fine,” said Ernie. “Rumours of my abduction and death have been greatly exaggerated.”

“Glad to hear it,” Bob said, “but where have you been? The police have been looking high and low for you. They even came here asking about your current case.”

“It was all a misunderstanding,” said Ernie. “My new client is suspected of committing a murder he didn’t commit, and wants me to find the real killer for him. He needed to keep his location secret, so I was taken to see him in the back of a van. It seems someone saw me being helped into the back, assumed I was being abducted, and told the police. I’m going to the police station shortly, then they’ll be able to see for themselves. Nobody’s abducted me.”

Bob laughed. “Your brother will be pleased to hear it too. Carter arrested him after finding your clothes and phone at his flat. Thought he had something to do with your disappearance. They also found a gun hidden in his flat and suspected him of committing a murder with it.”

“Yes, I need to talk to you about that,” said Ernie. “I got changed in his flat and left my phone accidentally, so there was no abduction. The gun’s a different matter, and Ernie’s arrest was unfortunate for both of us.”

“You and Ernie?”

“Yes, me and Ernie, but also unfortunate for you and me.”

“You and me?” said Bob. “What’s it got to do with me?”

“You’re probably not going to believe this,” said Ernie, “but when they searched Ernie’s flat, they found the gun you took to the bank when you went to rob it.”

“They can’t have,” said Bob. “They arrested me with the gun, and they produced it in court.”

“Not exactly,” Ernie said. “They arrested you with my gun, and it was my gun they produced in court.”

“Your gun? What do you mean, your gun?”

“I had an air pistol on me when I tackled you in the bank, and during the scuffle our guns got mixed up. I ended up with your gun and you ended up with mine. That’s why they only found an air pistol when they arrested you.”

“I wondered how that happened, but what were you doing with an air pistol?”

“Ah!” said Ernie. “That’s the bit you’ll probably not believe. I’d also gone to the bank to rob it. I only tackled you because I was annoyed that you’d beaten me to it.”

Bob could hardly believe what he was hearing. The timing of the tackle had been one reason they had found him not guilty of attempted robbery. He had always been thankful the challenge occurred before he had time to rob the bank, but the one thing that always perplexed him was how he entered with a proper gun and ended up with an air pistol. He just stared at Ann, his brain still struggling to make sense of what she had told him.

“That’s not the problem,” said Ernie, not wanting to dwell on the day of the robbery itself. “After the robbery, once I realised I had your gun, I didn’t know what to do with it. I took it to my brother’s flat and eventually took the bath panel off to hide it until I could think of somewhere better. That should have been the end of it. It could have stayed there forever with no one knowing anything about it, but when they arrested Ernie, the police searched his flat and found the gun.”

Three things finally dawned on Bob in quick succession. He realised he had dropped his own gun in the bank, had not been wearing gloves, and his fingerprints would be all over it. He looked out of the window, half expecting to see police cars arriving. “I see,” he said, “and I suppose the police found my prints?”

“No,” said Ernie. “That’s not the problem. You don’t need to worry about your fingerprints. I gave the gun a good wipe down before hiding it, so I’m sure there were no fingerprints on it, yours or mine. If there had been, they would more likely to have been mine, and the police would have mentioned it.”

“Thank god for that,” Bob said. “You had me worried there for a minute. God only knows what June and Emma would think of me going back to prison so soon. What’s the problem then?”

“There were no prints on the gun,” said Ernie, “but Ernie’s prints were on the back of the panel where he’d taken it off whilst decorating. They arrested him on suspicion of murder and the possession of a firearm.”

“Murder?” said Bob. “Where does murder come into it? I murdered no one with the gun. I never even fired it.”

“Ernie’s been in the flat for almost two years, and he tried to explain the gun away by telling the police he’d never had the bath panel off, so the previous tenant must have hidden it. That was before they found his fingerprints, and before they told him someone had used the gun eighteen months ago in a murder.”

“Eighteen months ago. You mean whilst Ernie was living there?”

“That’s right, and that’s the problem,” said Ernie. He found it strange talking to Bob about himself in the third person but needed to keep up the pretence he was Ann Perkins. What with the gun and the murder, his life was complicated enough without trying to explain his need for an alias. “Ernie only had the gun from the day I gave it to him, but he can’t tell the police without getting me into trouble, and I can’t say anything about it without getting you into trouble. I only had the gun from the day of the bank robbery, but you had it before that.”

“Well, like I said. I didn’t kill anyone with it,” said Bob.

“I believe you,” said Ernie, “but someone did, and with that gun. The police think it was my brother.”

“It doesn’t look good, does it?” said Bob. “Not with his fingerprints being on the back of the bath panel. I got the gun from the gang’s quartermaster. Borrowed it just for that one job, and I was supposed to return it after the robbery. Any number of people could have borrowed it before I got my hands on it, but the quartermaster’s the only person who would know. Her job was to secure whatever we needed and then get rid of it afterwards, but I know she’d got complacent and was using some things for more than one job.”

“So the gun may have passed through several hands before yours?”

“Yes, many people may have handled it. It was best to just accept whatever she gave you and not ask too many questions. Security, she said. If you didn’t know who had used something before you had it, then you couldn’t squeal if you got caught. If you didn’t know, you couldn’t tell. The murderer could have been anyone, and only the quartermaster and the murderer themselves would know who they were. Do you know who the victim was, or when and where the murder took place?”

“No, I don’t,” said Ernie. “The police kept that information to themselves, but I’ll set up a meeting with Sarah Carter to see what I can find out. If I can find the date and time of the murder, we may be able to find out who the murderer was.”

“How do we do that?” Bob asked.

“It’s not going to be easy,” said Ernie, remembering Trevor Morris’ need for secrecy. “I’m already trying to discover the person who killed the person my client is accused of murdering. At the same time, I need to track down the person who used the gun from under the bath, find out who they murdered, and find enough evidence to point the police in their direction. That’s two murders I need to look into. If we can prove someone else committed the murder Ernie was arrested for, that’ll get the police off his back; and if I can prove someone else committed the murder my client is suspected of, that’ll get the police off their back. It will also keep the police off our backs at the same time.”

“Sounds easy when you say it like that, Ann, but I don’t know how we’ll find out who used either gun for the murder. I’ve had no contact with anyone from the gang since before I was arrested, but from what I’ve heard, they seem to have broken up in disarray. They arrested my old boss in Spain, and they arrested the new boss in Manchester. I’ve no idea who’s in charge now, or even if the gang still exists. I’ve deliberately cut myself off from former colleagues because I don’t want to get sucked back in.”

“It won’t be easy,” said Ernie. “We’ll all need to work together on this. I need to see Sarah Carter about my original case, so I’ll try to find more information about the time and date of the murder at the same time. You’ll need to do some legwork too.”

“Fair enough,” said Bob. “Where do you want me to start?”

“I’d like you to start with the quartermaster,” said Ernie. “Try to track her down and find out who had the gun before you had it. Meanwhile, I’ll try to find out from the police where and when the two murders took place. With a bit of luck, we should be able to match your information with mine and solve both cases at the same time. How does that sound?”

That sounded great as far as Bob was concerned. He wasn’t looking forward to trying to get information from his old quartermaster, nor of grassing someone up, but he was delighted at being given the opportunity of getting out of the office and doing some real detective work instead of administration. He could hardly keep the grin off his face. “That sounds good, boss,” he said.
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Chapter Four
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Ernie was at home in his skin. He was so comfortable in his new identity he sometimes didn’t bother changing back into his own clothes for days on end. In the beginning, he disguised himself with a dress, long wig, and heels. That had been no bad thing when he had gone to rob the bank because he wanted witnesses to describe a woman. Now it didn’t matter. Everyone thought Ann Perkins was eccentric, and she was often the only person wearing a dress and high heels in situations where almost all other women would wear jeans or trousers, trainers or sandals. He’d belatedly realised a dress and heels made him stand out rather than blend in, and he’d begun wearing trousers and trainers too. However, he still wore a dress and heels when trying to impress, which was why he’d been in heels when going to meet the new client. 

This morning, he reverted to his eccentric persona and spent longer getting ready than usual. He’d arranged to meet Sarah Carter and didn’t want the detective to get suspicious. He gave himself a close shave and piled the make-up on thicker than usual, knowing he couldn’t afford to give himself away. Now Sarah had met him dressed as Ernie, he was nervous in case she realised Ernie and Ann were the same person.

Sarah was also nervously preparing for the meeting. She had met Ann several times and had developed a grudging respect for her despite having originally suspected her of involvement in organised crime. The truth turned out to be different, and Ann had provided information leading Sarah to make the high-profile arrests which had resulted in her recent promotion.

She was now investigating two murders, both of which she was close to solving. There was enough evidence to charge Trevor Morris, if only she could discover where he’d disappeared to. He was the son-in-law of Alf Sidebotham, and Sarah had no doubt he would have been involved in the family business. With Alf in prison, the shooting was probably part of a power struggle amongst gang members, with Trevor Morris determined to maintain family control. She’d interviewed most of the family after Alf was extradited from Spain. She hadn’t believed them, but they all denied any knowledge of Alf’s criminal activity and said they thought he had been a legitimate businessman.

Ernie Wright was guilty too. She knew it despite not yet being able to prove it. It was just too implausible that he hadn’t known the gun was hidden under the bath. He’d obviously made a good job of wiping the gun clean, but carelessly left his fingerprints on the back of the bath panel itself. His story about decorating around the panel just didn’t stack up, and she knew it would only be a matter of time before she could prove him guilty. 

It was unusual for the same officer to be investigating two murders that weren’t linked. She had initially thought of asking another detective to take over one of the investigations, but thought better of it. She felt close to solving both cases. She'd been promoted as a result of her previous good fortune as a detective sergeant, and her luck seemed to have followed her. Her career was taking off. Two solved murders under her belt would do her career no harm at all.

Sarah’s nervousness stemmed from the fact Ann’s brother was one of her prime suspects. She liked Ann, but she also knew Ann was very close to her brother and would not knowingly, or willingly, give any evidence that may incriminate him. Sarah also knew she’d have to be careful when she spoke to Ann to ensure she didn’t jeopardise the ongoing case. 

Without realising it, they were both as nervous as one another, and for similar reasons. They both wanted to gain as much information as possible from the other, whilst giving as little away as possible. 

Ernie wanted information about the time and date of the murder Sarah suspected him of committing, but he couldn’t ask too many questions without Sarah becoming suspicious and wanting to know why he was asking. The last thing he wanted, was for Sarah to realise he and Ann were the same person.

Sarah wanted Ann to give her information which would help her convict Ernie of the murder, but without letting Ann know she had little current evidence against him. She was hoping Ernie may have said something to Ann about the gun, or about not having decorated. Anything that she could use as evidence against her brother.

They met at Sarah’s favourite café on the ground floor of Manchester’s Arndale Centre. Sarah was already there when Ernie arrived, as it was her usual haunt in the mornings. She sat at her usual table, with her back to those behind her, listening to, and sometimes recording, the conversations of unsuspecting customers around her.

Ernie saw her when he arrived and saw she already had a coffee. He purchased his own before sitting opposite her. “Hi, Sarah.”

“Ann! I was pleased to get your message. Until I heard from you, I thought you’d been abducted. Someone saw you being forced into a van yesterday and nobody had seen you since. Are you alright?”

“I’m fine. Nobody abducted me. I’m here, aren’t I?”

“But the witness said two men manhandled you, and forced you into a van.”

“Your witness must have a good imagination. Either that, or they were drinking something stronger than usual. The two men he saw were proper gentlemen. I was being taken to see a client and the step into the van was a bit too high for me, so they helped me in, that’s all. Abducted. Whatever next?”

Sarah wasn’t sure. She’d spoken to one of the witnesses. He’d been sure the woman had cried out for help and was being forced into the van against her will.

“Really? You didn’t shout out for help?”

“Yes, really. Everything was fine. I asked one of the men to help me into the van, and I spoke loudly so he would hear me above the noise of the traffic, but I certainly didn’t shout for help.”

Sarah still wasn’t sure. Ann hadn’t phoned her office to explain why she was late, and it still didn’t explain why her phone was in her brother’s flat. She decided not to push it. There were more pressing matters to discuss.

She laughed. “You’ve had everyone worried sick about you, but it was all a misunderstanding?”

“That’s about the size of it.”

“A new client, you said. How’s your agency going?”

“Fine thanks. Started getting a few more cases now. Observations on wayward partners mostly, but with the odd juicy case thrown in for good measure.” Ernie didn’t want to tell her there hadn’t been many cases, and none had been as juicy as her first one. “How about you? Getting used to your promotion?”

Sarah smiled. “I’d wanted to be a detective inspector since before joining the force, but I hadn’t realised how much extra paperwork came with the increased responsibility.”

“I know what you mean. People imagine being a private detective is all glamour. What they don’t see is the hours of boredom whilst watching and waiting for something to happen. Same in your job, I should imagine. Lengthy periods of boredom interlaced with brief periods of intense activity.”

“Or in my case,” said Sarah, “lengthy periods of boredom filled with paperwork.”

Ernie jumped straight in. “According to Ernie, you’ve relieved some of your boredom by arresting him for murder. I’m sure you’re mistaken. He’s one of the gentlest people I know.”

“You’re partly to blame for his arrest,” said Sarah. “You’ve made plenty of enemies. When we had a report about you being forced into a van, we assumed someone had abducted you. I only went to your brother’s flat to see if he knew where you were, but he was so shifty he made me suspicious. He couldn’t explain why he had your phone, and that convinced me he was involved in your abduction. After I arrested him, we found a gun hidden under the bath, and tests showed someone had used it in a murder. He came up with a half-baked story about painting the side of the bath and not knowing the gun was there, but I don’t buy it. It looks as though he either committed the murder himself of knows the person who did. I can’t see how the gun got there otherwise. At least you’re not under suspicion because the murder the gun was used in took place whilst you were still in Australia. What do you know about your brother’s life before you came back to the UK?” 

Everything, thought Ernie. 

“Not much,” he said. “We used to phone each other once a week, and I know it devastated him when his wife died, but we were never that close.”

“But you were twins. You look alike, and you must have spent a lot of time together before you went to Australia.”

“Not really,” said Ernie. “They split us up in school. We were in the same year, obviously, but in different classes. We both left home soon after leaving school, and although we kept in touch, we were never close.” 

Ernie knew his life story was becoming complicated. He was finding it increasingly difficult to remember all the lies he had told, and was desperate to get the conversation back to the murders and away from Ernie. “Who’s he supposed to have killed?”

“Chap called Daniel Collins. They killed him in a gangland shooting in November 2018. Car drove past whilst he was leaving his house, and they shot him through the passenger window. It was about six months after your brother moved into his flat, and forensics are sure the gun found hidden under his bath was used in the murder. There is no way the gun would have ended up under the bath without your brother knowing, so either your brother carried out the killing himself, or he was hiding the gun for the person who did. I’m afraid the most likely scenario is your brother being the killer. Either way, it looks as though your brother’s definitely been involved in some way.”

“That doesn’t sound like him at all,” said Ernie. “Are you sure the gun couldn’t have been hidden by someone else? A previous flat owner who kept a key and who hid it there knowing it wouldn’t be found, or if it was found, the current occupier would be blamed. I can’t imagine Ernie killing anyone.”

“That means nothing. Most murderers don’t look like murderers. It would make my job a lot easier if they did. I could just ride around arresting anyone with a murderous looking face, and ask them what they’d done. I know Ernie’s your brother, and I know he’s been good to you since you arrived back in England from Australia, but that doesn’t alter the fact the murder must involve him. It’s just not feasible someone else hid the gun in your brother’s flat without his knowledge. Why his flat? They could have simply thrown it into the canal and got rid of it that way. I think he was keeping it for another job. Do you know anything about his life whilst you were living in Australia? His friends? How he earned a living? That sort of thing?” Sarah wanted to milk Ann for all the information she could.

Yes, I know everything there is to know about him, thought Ernie. 

“Not really,” he said. “We phoned one another regularly, but the conversations were all pretty short and confined to checking we were both well. I knew he was working, but had no idea what he was doing.” He’d got what he wanted now. He knew who he was suspected of killing, and when the killing had taken place. He needed to get away and start looking for the real killer.

“There’s nothing else I can tell you about Ernie. We’d spent so long apart I didn’t know much at all about his private life.”

Sarah had also realised there was nothing to be gained by prolonging the conversation. Ann had not seen her brother for years whilst she’d been living in Australia. It was extremely unlikely he’d have told her he had committed a murder and was involved in serious crime.

“Well, it’s time I was making my way to work,” she said.

“You must be busy at the moment. Didn’t I read in the papers you’re in charge of the Andrew Jones murder too? How’s that going?”

“Slowly,” she said. “The prime suspect has gone to ground and we’ve not been able to find him despite tapping his phone and watching his home. We suspect he may have left the country, but I think it’s unlikely because he was a suspect almost straight away. We were watching all ports and airports from the off.”

“You’re sure the suspect did it?”

“As sure as we can be. The evidence is pretty conclusive. He’s connected to Alf Sidebotham, who, as you know, is currently in prison. We think Sidebotham organised the murder of Jones as some form of revenge or as part of a power struggle. The killer gave his name as Trevor Morris and also dropped his business card at the scene.”

“That was rather stupid.” Ernie hoped to spread a little doubt in the detective’s mind.

“It was rather, but it would surprise you to know how stupid some of them are. A few criminals keep under the radar and we never hear about them, but the one’s we know about are usually known due to something stupid they’ve done. They’re all stupid in one way or another. He was stupid enough to give his name and drop his business card.” 

“His fingerprints were on the card?”

Sarah thought about not answering, but she’d been asked the direct question and there seemed no harm in answering it.

“No,” she said, “but that’s not unusual. If it had been kept in his pocket for a while, it may have rubbed against the material and rubbed any prints off. It was definitely his card though, fingerprints or not.”

“But anyone could have dropped it to incriminate him, so you can’t be a hundred per cent certain? There’s no forensics?”

“No forensics at all, but we are certain it was him. He wouldn’t have disappeared and done a runner otherwise. What case are you on at the moment?” 

There was no way Ernie could tell her he was working for Trevor Morris, someone she wanted to arrest for a murder. “Oh, just boring stuff. Surveillance on husbands suspected of having an affair. That sort of thing.”

“Nothing exciting then?”

“No, nothing exciting. It’s all gone pretty quiet.” He looked at his watch. “I need to be going now to tell you the truth. It may be quiet, but I’ve still got to write up a report for one of my clients.” He stood up to leave. “Seems we’re both blighted with too much paperwork.”

“Tell me about it,” she said. “I’m going now myself. I’ll see you around.”

I’m sure you will, he thought.

***
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At the same time Ernie was meeting Sarah, Bob was making his own enquiries about the quartermaster. He had spent the last few weeks gazing out of the office window, longing to feel the warm spring sunshine on his face. He was delighted to be out of the office, even though the delight was tempered by the difficulty he found himself in. 

It had been twelve months since he’d been in contact with anyone from the gang he used to belong to. Gang members kept their distance immediately after his arrest at the bank, and nobody apart from his family visited whilst he was on remand in prison. Nobody phoned. Nobody contacted him on social media. It was standard procedure to prevent collateral damage. None of the gang members wanted anyone, especially the police, to suspect any link between him and themselves.

His unexpected release changed things around, and he cut off all gangland links when he vowed to give up his life of crime. That hadn’t been the first time he had made such a vow, but it had been the last. He’d made the same solemn promise to his wife on many previous occasions, each promise only lasting until he met up with old friends. This time, he had made a more determined effort. He deleted all his social media accounts, created fresh ones using a new email address, and only befriended trusted family and non-gang-members. He sold his phone and bought a fresh one with a new number, and only gave his number to a select few. He kept a land line for the sake of his Wi-Fi, but unplugged the phone and threw it away. Anyone who wanted to phone him could do so via his new mobile number, but only if they had it.

He stayed away from his old haunts too. He no longer visited the bars and clubs he used to frequent, and since working for Ann Perkins, he’d developed new friends and new regular social venues. It had worked. He had occasionally seen former gang members whilst out with his wife or daughter, or whilst travelling to and from the office, but he had ignored them and shown no sign of recognition, and they had done the same to him.

The way in which he had cut himself off from his former companions was now causing problems. Ann had asked him to track down the quartermaster and find out who used the gun found under the bath before he had used it. He wasn’t sure the quartermaster still lived in Manchester, and hadn’t made herself scarce when the police had been rounding up the rest of the gang. He’d not heard of her being arrested, but even if he could find her, he was unsure how to get information out of her. The best he had come up with so far, was to park up near the house she used to live in and keep some discrete observations.

He knew the quartermaster’s background. She had originally worked in a large supermarket distribution centre, where her diligence and hard work eventually ensured her promotion from the warehouse floor to the office. Never one for small-talk, she had excelled at her work. Whilst working in the warehouse, she had become familiar with every nook and cranny of an area the size of multiple football pitches. She had the same diligence in her new position, familiarising herself with the smallest detail of the office procedures underpinning the entire business. 

The faults in the system were obvious to her, and she could have gained a promotion and pay rise from her employers if she had shared her insight with them. Instead, she chose a different path. If something didn’t appear in the administrative systems, then it didn’t exist as far as the company was concerned. She found all manner of ways to make things disappear. Small things at first, but as her skills developed, increasingly large and bulky items. 

Accountants are well acquainted with the concept of a slush fund. Money separated from its audit trail, which has no known source or discernible owner. They keep it on one side in the distant hope of discovering the owner, or in the more likely hope they will find a use for it themselves to balance up some future discrepancy that can’t be balanced up without the injection of funds. Fay Braithwaite developed a similar system for the various goods she controlled. If someone noticed a disappearance, it was an administrative error she could get credit for by finding the error and rectifying it. If nobody noticed the disappearance, she kept the item on an out of reach shelf or in a little-used corner of the warehouse. Nobody noticed her mistakes, not even after stocktaking audits. She knew more about the stocktaking systems than the person doing the stocktaking, and she grew bolder and more audacious as the months progressed.

Finally, she left after being head-hunted by Alf Sidebotham, who offered her an impressive salary to work for him. Initially, her work involved making his criminal assets disappear from the prying eyes of the inland revenue, but eventually she became responsible for sourcing, and distributing the tools of his trade. 

Storing, then selling, goods from the supermarket’s distribution centre had brought her into contact with criminals from over the United Kingdom, especially those who fenced stolen goods on a large scale. If Alf, or any of his gang, needed something illegal, Fay was the person they relied on to find it. Guns, explosives, vehicles, passports. You name it, Fay could get it. 

Bob knew all about her past. What he didn’t know was whether she was still in business. Thanks to Ann, Alf Sidebotham’s gang forced him to retire to Spain, from where the Spanish police had extradited him back to the U.K. prior to his incarceration in Manchester’s Strangeways prison. 

The last time Bob had visited the quartermaster, she had lived in Carrwood; an avenue in one of the most affluent areas of Manchester. Parking on the road and looking through the front windscreen, he could see her home in front of him as the tree-lined avenue gently curved to the left. One of the gates, the path, and the front door itself were all visible to him. The quartermaster had the type of job in which she could work her own hours, so Bob was unsure what time was best to stake out her house. He was on his own, so there was no way he could keep surveillance for twenty-four hours a day. He’d settled on the morning and afternoon. It was now approaching mid-day, and he’d been there since eight. 

Most houses on the avenue all had high well-trimmed hedges which hid their homes from the prying eyes of members of the public who occasionally drove by hoping to see some celebrity or other. The hedges hiding homes from the road also hid Bob’s car from owners of the homes. 

The house he was observing was different from most of the others, most obviously in its ostentatious display of wealth. Instead of a hedge, the quartermaster’s home had a low red-bricked wall topped with red and gold wrought iron fencing broken by two red and gold wrought iron gateways through which the gravel path surrounded by well-maintained lawns led to the mansion beyond.

He was becoming uncomfortable. Nobody had entered or left the house in the past four hours, but during the last half-an-hour he had become increasingly aware he needed to find a toilet. He had just made his mind up to drive away and find somewhere he could relieve himself when he saw the day’s first visitor. The car had pulled up immediately outside the house and the driver got out carrying a bag. Bob recognised him as an old colleague. Not a close colleague, but someone he had a nodding acquaintance with. Someone whose name he didn’t know, but who he knew was another member of Alf’s gang. Alf had involved himself in every facet of criminal activity, and not all gang members were closely associated with all the other members. There were cliques in Alf’s gang, just as there are cliques in any large organisation. Drug sellers, pimps, thieves, robbers, extortionists. Sometimes their occupations overlapped, but generally their close friends were one of their own.

If Bob couldn’t put a name to the caller, he could certainly put a name to the person who opened the door. Fay’s red hair was unmistakable even at that distance. The man was in his mid-thirties, and Fay invited him in and closed the door. Bob’s own experience, when he last visited Fay before the bank job, was that she was all business and had little time for small-talk. His increasingly aching bladder made him hope things had not changed, and sure enough, within a few minutes the man was leaving, still carrying the bag he had entered with. 

Bob had seen enough. Fay was still living in the same house and was still in business. The money in the man’s bag had been exchanged for whatever nefarious goods he was taking back to his car. Once the car had disappeared, Bob drove his own car back to the office, relieved, in every sense of the word, that there were no traffic hold-ups on the way.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Five
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About the same time as Bob was arriving back at the office, Ernie was having his second meeting of the day disguised as Ann Perkins. Vic had phoned, insisting on a meeting to discuss how Ann was getting on with finding the killer of the person the police had accused his boss of murdering. Ernie hadn’t wanted to attend the meeting. There was nothing much he could do until Bob had found the quartermaster, and there was no guarantee he could find the real killer even then. He needed to go home and relax, but the knowledge Vic still had the gun he’d waved in his face during the abduction trumped his need to go home. He was still in the city centre, so Ernie agreed to meet at the same café where he’d earlier met Sarah.

He bought himself a coffee and had just sat down as Vic arrived in his check shirt, cargo pants, and steel toe capped Timberland boots. He looked every inch the builder he now was, and every inch the special forces member he had once been. At least, as far as Ernie could tell, he didn’t seem to be in possession of a gun.

Vic sat facing him without bothering to queue for a drink. He wasn’t one for small talk either. He couldn’t make his mind up about Ann Perkins. She’d had a good write-up in the press. Had a good reputation and been responsible for breaking up the gang of his boss’s father-in-law. At the same time, he found her rather odd. He found most women attractive in one way or another. Some were obviously outwardly beautiful, but even if they were not there was some feminine trait he found attractive. Ann Perkins was different somehow. She was a widow, so someone must have found her attractive at some time, but he was having a hard time seeing exactly what that attraction may have been. 

“Have you found out anything?” he asked.

“We’re working on it. Your boss is right to be careful. We’ve discovered the police are watching his house and have tapped his phone, but they have no direct forensic evidence.”

“They won’t have. He was never there.”

“If he’d stayed around and defended himself instead of disappearing, maybe he could have persuaded the police he was innocent.”

“Don’t think so,” Vic said. “The papers got his name straight away, and the headlines had already convicted him by the following morning. I think he moved out of his house just in time.”

“Yes, you’re probably right. It wasn’t just the dropped card and the name. The police also made the family connection between your boss and his father-in-law. That connection did him no favours.” 

“He knew what he was getting into when he married into the family, but I’m sure he wasn’t expecting the police to accuse him of murder. It’s his own family he’s worried about now. He’s desperate to get back to them and he’s depending on you to find the real killer and prove his innocence. 

“Have you worked for Trevor long?” Ernie still wasn’t one-hundred per cent sure about Trevor Morris. He’d married into a criminal family, and said he hadn’t known about their criminality at the time. It was possible, but it was also possible Morris had known all along and was complicit in some of the crimes. Ernie wondered if he was being used in some power struggle between the various gang members.

“About two years. I left the army five years ago and eventually ended up as one of his building foremen.”

Ernie still wasn’t sure. Two years didn’t seem very long to have known someone before making them a foreman. If Trevor Morris was so squeaky clean, how come he allowed Vic to roam about with a gun.

“So you can’t say for sure he wasn’t involved in the criminal side of his father-in-law’s business?”

“I can actually. I’m a pretty good judge of character. I had to deal with lots of bad guy’s whilst I was in the army, and I’m one-hundred-per-cent certain Trevor is one of the good guys.”

“What’s with the gun, then,” he asked. “I wouldn’t have thought you needed a gun to keep the other builders in hand.”

Vic laughed. “Hardly. They’re all fit, but I’m fitter. Used to be a labourer on a building site before I joined the army and ended up in the SAS. The pistol’s a souvenir of my time in Afghanistan. Took it off someone who had no further use for it. When I eventually left, the gun left with me.”

“Is that how you ended up working for Trevor, you went back to work as a builder after leaving the army?”

“That’s the Irony bit,” said Vic. “I could have joined the police, or done close protection work, but I’d endured so much crap in the army, and so many near misses. I just wanted something physical, where I didn’t have responsibility and where I wouldn’t be on edge all the time. Eventually got a job working for Trevor, and I’ve ended up doing close protection work anyway. Life has a way of putting you in unexpected situations.”

Ernie thought about his wife for a second. She would never have imagined he’d be sitting in a café in the heart of Manchester dressed as a woman and talking to someone who had put him in a van at gunpoint. “I know exactly what you mean,” he said. “I was not expecting to find myself in the situation I did when you pointed your gun at me.”

“Sorry about that... again. It was a spur-of-the-moment thing. It worked though, didn’t it.”

“Scared the shit out of me, I can tell you.”

Vic laughed again. “A gun does tend to have that effect on people. Sorry. To get back to the matter in hand. We know what information the police have, and unfortunately it all points towards Trevor. What he needs to know is what information you’ve uncovered pointing to someone else. It’s urgent too. My boss has found it difficult to separate the legitimate business from the crooked ones, and they would have been deliberately mixed up for that very purpose. He’s frantic to separate everything as quickly as possible. Whilst he’s in hiding, the crooks have carte blanche to filter money from the legitimate business to the criminal ones. He’s worried in case, by the time he gets around to it, he’ll find precious little assets left.”

The agency hadn’t got very far with the case so far, but Ernie thought he ought to pass on some glimmer of hope. “We’re making progress. Even as we speak, I’ve got a colleague making enquiries within Manchester’s criminal fraternity to try to discover the real killer.”

“And you think they’ll tell him?”

“Not directly,” said Ernie, “but we’re trying to trace where the killer got the gun from. If we can do that, then we hope to trace the gun back to the killer. Tell your boss it will take time, but we’re being as quick as we can.”

“It can’t come soon enough for him. He’s a very hands-on person so being cooped up with nothing to do is driving him crazy. Should I tell him your making progress?”

“Tell him we’re making progress, but slowly. I’m pretty sure we’ll get there, and we’ll get there as quickly as we can, but I can’t promise him a time-line. It will take as long as it takes, but we’ll do our best to make it as quick as possible.”

Vic smiled. “I’ll just tell him the first bit. That you’re making progress as quickly as possible. You’ll phone me as soon as there are any developments?”

“Of course.” As Vic stood up and left, Ernie hoped he hadn’t made promises he couldn’t keep. He’d promised to do his best, but he wasn’t sure his best would be good enough. If the killer could evade the police, he could probably evade him. He was depending on Bob to track down the quartermaster, was depending on the quartermaster having supplied the gun, and was depending upon Bob persuading the quartermaster to reveal the information they needed. It all seemed a tall order.

Ernie was comfortable enough to remain in disguise as Ann and not bother getting changed, but there was a significant downside to remaining in character. As he became more confident at getting dressed and putting make-up on, Colin, his neighbour, was becoming more confident about asking him out. 

Colin had always been a bit of a ladies' man, but he’d run a mile if he’d realised the lady he currently had a crush on was not a lady at all. There was no way Ernie could tell him Ann Perkins was really a man, so he had tactfully tried to rebuff Colin’s amorous advances whenever he made them. Being tactful had the opposite effect to what he had intended, and had only made Colin more determined, so Ernie took the only other practical option he could think of and tried to avoid Colin whenever possible. He even went as far as avoiding returning home, and sleeping at the office occasionally.

It began in a small way when Colin invited him for coffee and bought him flowers, but it grew significantly once Ernie set up the detective agency. The fact Ann was a private detective seemed to have an aphrodisiac effect on Colin, and his advances became increasingly brazen. On one occasion, when Ernie had not been in disguise and Colin thought he was talking to Ann’s brother, Colin told him he got turned on by powerful women and was enjoying the challenge.

They bumped into one another as Ernie was leaving the café.

“Hello, Ann. You’re looking as gorgeous as ever.” Colin smiled. Pleased to be meeting her and pleased with his opening chat-up line.

Ernie wondered if Colin needed fresh glasses. He knew his neighbour wore bifocals for reading, but he wasn’t reading Ann Perkins very well. Ernie knew his face wasn’t a classically handsome one. He had no cleft chin, no blue eyes, was going bald and had sagging eyelids. How anyone like that, but wearing a wig and make-up, could be described as gorgeous was beyond him. “Hello, Colin. Nice to see you.” Not, he thought.

“Who’s your friend?” 

“Friend?”

“The man walking away. I saw you sitting at a table together.”

Colin had seen him talking to Vic. That could be a godsend. Vic was used to keeping fit. That, and heavy labour on building sites, had resulted in a muscular physique and tanned skin. Ernie wasn’t gay, but even he could see how Vic would be attractive to either sex. 

“My partner,” said Ernie with only a moment’s hesitation. “I know it’s not long since my husband passed away, but I couldn’t resist him. He’s some hunk of a man.” 

He knew Colin would be hurt by his remarks. When Colin first made advances to Ann, he had used the excuse that it was too soon since her husband’s death. The comparison between Vic and Colin was obvious. Ernie didn’t know exactly where Colin worked, but he knew he was an office worker, and the most he ever lifted was probably his sandwich box at lunchtime. There was no way anyone would ever describe Colin as a hunk. His pale complexion and skinny physique were in stark contrast to Vic’s.

Colin’s smile of anticipation immediately clouded. He had approached Ann with the intention of getting to know her better and had expected to hear the man was a tradesman she was using to do some work on her new home. Watching them have a coffee together, as he had done, he had never thought for one minute they were a couple. Now, it all made sense. He’d seen them laughing together and seen the man smiling as Ann said something to him. It was obvious to him now, and he wondered why he’d never realised it straight away. They were obviously in love.

His only reason for bringing the man into the conversation had been to discover where Ann was living. Since she’d moved out of Ernie’s flat, he had hardly seen her. Now he knew why. Instead of visiting her brother so often, she was spending all her time with her new partner. 

“Wonderful,” he said. “I’m very pleased for you. I knew a woman like you wouldn’t be alone for long.” He was gutted, but tried unsuccessfully to hide it. He couldn’t resist one last try. “Still, if it doesn’t work out, you know where I am.”

“It’ll work out.” He didn’t want to give Colin any hope. “We’re very compatible in the bedroom department, if you know what I mean.” Ernie couldn’t believe he had said that, and it took an effort to stop a smile reaching his lips.

“Oh!... I see.... At least I know where I stand.” With that, Colin strode resolutely away before she embarrassed him further.

Ernie breathed a sigh of relief and allowed the grin to reach his lips. He felt sorry for Colin, who obviously had unrealistic expectations. Perhaps he would finally be convinced there would never be any romance between the two of them. Ernie doubted it. Colin had failed to take the most obvious of hints in the past. Ernie imagined that even now, Colin was going hot-foot to join a body-building gym.
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Chapter Six
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The Detective Agency office was in the Salford Quays area of the city, close to Media City and the university. 

“Hello, Emma. Come to keep an eye on your dad?” Emma was in the final year of her course at the University of Salford and frequently called into the office on her way home. Ernie had returned to the office to find them both having a coffee. 

“You’re the private detective, Ann, so I rely on you to keep an eye on dad. Good luck with that. My mum’s never been able to keep her eye on him. He kept disappearing. No, I’ve just finished uni for the day, and called in to see if he was going home.”

Bob ignored the dig about his frequent spells in prison. “I’d just told her I won’t be going till I’ve seen you,” he said. “I’ve discovered the quartermaster still lives in the same house, and by the looks of things she’s still in the same business. Whilst I was watching the house, I saw one of my past associates visit and obviously collect something from her.”

“That’s great,” said Ernie. “Did you get a chance to speak to her.”

“No, not yet. I thought I’d come back here and let you know first. Wasn’t sure how you wanted to proceed.” I was dying for a piss, he thought.

“Sounds exciting,” said Emma. “What case is this?”

Emma had helped solve Ernie’s last big case, and he’d made her a shareholder to show his gratitude. 

“We’re trying to find out who used a gun for a murder, or more accurately, who used two guns for two murders. Your dad’s tracked down the person we think supplied them, but we need to work out how to get her to tell us who she supplied them to.”

Emma knew all about her dad’s past. She knew he’d been involved in many burglaries, but as far as she was aware, he had never carried a gun until that final fiasco with an air pistol at the bank. “Where do you get guns from?” she asked. “In England, you can’t just go into a shop and buy a gun. So where do criminals get them if they need one?”

“That’s why I was using your dad,” said Ernie. “I asked him to stake out the person who supplied him on his last job, to see if they’re still in business.”

“But that wasn’t a real gun. Just an air gun”

“Yes,” Bob and Ernie replied in unison. There was no reason for her to know Bob had taken a real pistol to the bank.

“And anyway, I thought you were staying away from all your old contacts, Dad.”

“I am, and you’re right. You can’t just buy a gun. Not an illegal one anyway. You need to know the right people, or rather the wrong people. I’m afraid to say, I knew all the wrong people once, so I needed to see if the woman who supplied me still lived at the same address, and she does.”

“A woman? Isn’t that unusual?”

“Suppose it is. That’s probably why she’s avoided detection for so long. Whenever you think of the word gun-runner, you think of a man. The police are the same. A woman quartermaster’s the last thing they think of.”

“So now we know where she lives,” said Ernie, “and that she’s still active. What’s the best way of approaching her?”

“Finding her was the easy bit,” said Bob. “Getting her to talk will not be easy. If she talked about her clients, she wouldn’t have lasted five minutes. That’s doubly true for the clients she provides guns to too. She’d have been dead by now if she’d ever opened her mouth.”

“I’ll leave you two to work things out,” said Emma as she stood up. “See you at home, Dad.”

“Not long to go now, Emma. You’ll be looking forward to graduation won’t you?” Ernie knew Emma was almost at the end of her course.

“Can’t wait,” she said. “Did I tell you Baz is coming? It’ll be the first time I’ve seen him in the flesh. Not that he can attend the ceremony, but at least we can see one another before and after.”

“He can’t attend?”

“I only get two tickets and mum and dad have bagged those. They put the ceremony on a large screen in one of the lecture halls though, so at least he’ll be able to see it, and we can meet up before and after.”

“Does that mean I could see it too?” asked Ernie. “I could keep him company so at least he’d be sitting with someone he knows. Not that I’ve met him, but you know what I mean. I feel I know him because you’re always talking about him.”

“That would be nice. I don’t know him either. Not in the sense of having met him. But we’ve hacked into one another’s computers often enough to know almost everything there is to know about one another. I probably know more about him than anyone I’ve met face to face, and he’s been an invaluable help to me during the course. He’s already done a degree similar to mine, and he’s almost completed taking his master’s in cyber security at Oxford. I’m a couple of years behind him, so I start my master’s at the University of Salford in September.”

“I’m very proud of you, Emma,” said Bob, “but we need to get some work done.”

“Okay. I know when I’m not wanted. See you later.”

Bob and Ernie watched Emma leave. Bob wishing he knew half the stuff his daughter knew, but feeling proud. Ernie just wishing he knew half the stuff Emma knew.

“You’ve had dealings with the quartermaster before, Bob. What’s the best way of getting the information out of her?”

“I’m not sure. It’s not anything I’ve ever had to think about before. As I said, she’s not one for talking about her clients. I’ve seen her quite a few times, but I’ve only ever met her twice to speak to, and both those times I was collecting things from her. Last time I spoke to her was when I collected the gun before the bank job.”

“Is there anything we can use to put pressure on her,” said Ernie. “Anything you know she’d want to keep quiet from the rest of the gang?”

“Nothing. The gang all split up after Alf retired to Spain and Frank took over. First Frank was arrested, then Alf was sent back from Spain to the UK to face trial. From what I heard, nobody stayed around once the police started arresting everyone connected with either of them. I’m surprised she’s still around, but I wasn’t even sure she was still in the business till this morning when I saw someone I knew, collecting something from her.”

“I’ll tell you what we’ll do,” said Ernie. “We’ll start with the easiest option first. We’ll visit her and tell her what’s happened. She may respond differently to another woman and you can introduce me. I’ll tell her innocent people are being suspected of murders, and appeal to her better nature. How does that sound?”

“It sounds as though you’re assuming she’s got a better nature. She hasn’t. I hope you’ve got a second option?”

“Not yet I haven’t, but we’ll give the first option a try first. If it works, all well and good. If it doesn’t, it’ll give us time to think of something else. Let’s call it a day. Meet back here tomorrow morning at the usual time. That’ll give us time to think of an alternative. If neither of us have thought of anything better before then, we’ll leave about ten and go straight to her house from the office.” 

“Right. Sounds like a plan,” said Bob. But not much of one, he thought.

***
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Ernie had finally bought himself a car after years of travelling everywhere by public transport. He’d last owned one in his early twenties when he first passed his test but had to sell it following his first period of redundancy. He still had his licence, and the money he made following the agency’s first case was enough to make the purchase. The second-hand Ford Fiesta was cheap enough to buy, and its black colour was common enough not to stand out when on surveillance. Ernie sometimes drove it dressed as himself, but more often drove it dressed as Ann. He tried not to think about what would happen if he ever got stopped by the police and asked to produce his licence. 

He had a driving licence and insurance in his name, but not in Ann’s name. Still, things were a lot more liberal these days. Chances are, he thought, if he produced Ernie’s licence whilst dressed as Ann, he would get away with it. The face was the same either way. His face would always match the picture on the driving licence however he was dressed, and he was depending on the police to be too afraid of political correctness to ask why he was dressed as a woman. It was a free country. A man could dress how he liked, or at least, that’s what he told himself.

As they drove past Ringway Golf Club and Hales Barn Tennis Club, it was obvious they were entering an area where the residents had money to spare and free time in which to spend it. Bob gave him directions to the house, and he parked immediately between the two wrought iron gateways. The gates, one in and one out, were almost forty yards apart, giving further testament to the wealth of the occupant in the dwelling behind. The black slate plaque, with the single word ‘Emporium’ in gold letters, displayed the occupation of the householder to anyone who needed to know.

“Wow!” Said Ernie. From the outside the house was far more sumptuous than he imagined it would be. Being the quartermaster to a criminal gang was obviously a lucrative business. 

“Fay’s done all right for herself,” said Bob. “Most of her money has come from white collar crime. She used to supply money on extortionate exchange rates to fund jobs, small light aircraft for European flights, large private airliners for flights further afield, forged passports, bills of sale for artwork, and all sorts of other fake documents, and nobody has ever grassed her up. She’s always kept herself one-step removed from any jobs she’s facilitated. Apart from money and fake documents, most of the other things she’s handled were single use and always returned to her afterwards. That way, after she’d disposed of them, she always knew there’d be no incriminating evidence to link her to anything illegal. Towards the end she got complacent and over confident. She began allowing people to use some small expensive items more than once. Things like guns. She’s been operating so long she probably thought she was untouchable, but she was lucky the police didn’t pick her up when the gang was compromised.”

“Looking at the house, I think you’re right. She’s not going to endanger her income or her life by talking. We’re here now though, so we may as well give it a try.”

Surprised there was no bell or intercom system on the gate, they opened it and made their way towards the front door, walking in unison up the large semi-circular driveway, the crunching of the gravel keeping them in step like guardsmen on a parade ground. Bob scanned the property for signs of a burglar alarm or CCTV system out of long-established habit, finally ringing the doorbell a step or two before the arrival of Ernie.

“Bob! I heard you’d retired and going straight. Good to see you’re still in the game. What can I do for you?” The quartermaster’s large frame had been blocking the entrance, but she seemed genuinely pleased to see an old client again as she stepped back and fully opened the door. “Come in.”

“Thanks, Faye.” Bob stepped into a grand entrance hall complete with a chandelier and central marble staircase. The ostentatious signs of opulence just as he remembered it.

“What can I get you?” Fay suddenly realised Bob was not on his own as Ernie followed him in. Her ability to remember faces had helped keep her safe through the years. The woman who had followed Bob through the door seemed vaguely familiar, but she was sure she wasn’t a former client. 

“Wait! Stand still.” For a moment she thought what she had heard about Bob was true. That he was going straight, that he’d grassed her up to the police, and they’d used him to gain entry to her house. She glanced outside. Nobody else. No police. No police cars. She moved her eyes back to the woman who had entered. Not an undercover cop. Too old. Bob’s wife? No. She had only seen his wife once at a distance, but this wasn’t her. Perhaps Bob was having an affair. “Who’s this?” she demanded. 

“Sorry, Fay,” Bob said. “I should have introduced her before we came in. This is my boss, Ann Perkins. I work for her.”

Fay finally remembered where she had seen the woman before. Her face had been all over the papers and television. “You’re the private detective?”

“Yes. I asked Bob to bring me because I want to...”

“Out!”

“If I could just expla...”

“Out!” Fay pointed at the doorway and stood there like an immovable statue.

“Sorry, Fay. Can you just give us a minute to explain?” At least, Bob thought, she’s given me time to finish my sentence.

“Out!”

“This is import...”

“Out!”

It was obvious the quartermaster would say nothing else to them. She would not answer questions because she would not allow them to ask any. Bob could see it was pointless, and he was already making his way back towards the door. 

Ernie had one last try. “If you’ll only liste...”

“Out!”

They left together, and marched back down the driveway, their gravel crunching steps seemingly all the louder in the silence. Fay glared at the back of their heads all the way to the road as she ensured they left her property.

“That went well,” Ernie said, as they got back into his car.

“I did try to warn you,” said Bob. “Looks like it’s down to the backup plan. Hope it’s better than your first plan.”

“So do I,” said Ernie. “So do I.” 

Unfortunately, he had no backup plan. Fay had been his only lead, and he had no idea what to do next.
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Chapter Seven
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Ernie and Bob were not the only ones who were unsure what to do next.

Detective Inspector Sarah Carter had hit a brick wall. More accurately, she had hit several brick walls. 

Trevor Morris had disappeared. There was no record of him ever having left the country, but there was no trace of him at any of his business premises, nor at his home. His business contractors appeared to be working as normal. His bank records, both personal and business, showed all the usual automatic payments in and out, seemingly without any personal input.

She knew exactly where Ernie Wright was and where he lived. She also knew, without the shadow of a doubt, he was involved in the shooting the gun had been used for. She knew it, but she couldn’t prove it. The gun had been wiped clean of fingerprints, and it was only Wright’s carelessness that had resulted in a single fingerprint on the rear of the bath panel. If the fingerprint had been found in a house that had just been burgled, she’d have had him bang to rights. His own home was different. She didn’t believe for a moment his story about having painted the bath panel, but she couldn’t disprove it. 

She’s even gone as far as bringing in a paint expert to check if the panel had in fact been painted. It had, but that’s all the expert could definitively say. They wouldn’t commit themselves to a date. It could have been before Write occupied the flat, but it could just as easily been painted at the time he said. The evidential value was useless.

“That’s all we’ve got, Boss.”

Detective Sergeant Willis was beginning to get on her nerves. He had a knack of stating the bleeding obvious. She knew what she already knew, and the last thing she needed was to be reminded how little it was. She was beginning to appreciate her old boss now. He had given her free rein, but claimed all the glory when her hunches had paid off. His promotion had led to her promotion filling the space he vacated.

Now, she needed her sergeant to do the same for her. As a sergeant, she had developed a wide range of formal and informal informants which had resulted in many arrests. Her promotion had brought more prestige, and moved her into a higher income bracket, but she had failed to take the down-side into account. The damned paperwork meant she was no longer on the streets as frequently as she had been, and no longer in constant contact with her informants.

She had foolishly believed a sergeant working under her would work in a similar way to which she had worked when she had been a sergeant, but it hadn’t worked out that way. Unlike her, he wasn’t local. He had been transferred there on promotion, had no informants of her own, and her own didn’t trust him enough to give him the information they would formerly have given her. 

She had to do all the thinking, but without the wealth of background information she formerly had.

“Morris,” she said. “We’ve tried all his usual haunts and not found him. Time to try something different. We know he married into Alf Sidebotham’s family, so he must have known about Sidebotham’s criminal activities. Most of them are inside, but some of them escaped a prison sentence by giving evidence against him. I want as many as possible visited, and pressure put on them to find out where Morris may be hiding out. Someone is shielding him, and that someone is probably one of Sidebotham’s old sidekicks. I want them all spoken to.”

“Most of them disappeared, Boss, but it will still take quite a lot of manpower to interview all the others.” 

“No formal interviews. Just a friendly chat to tell them we still know where they are. Remind them obstruction of the law is an offence, and that we’ll charge them with being an accessory if we later discover they knew where Morris was but never told us.”

“Right, Boss.”

“I want observations too. Use whatever manpower you can get hold off, and keep as many of their homes under observation as possible. I know we won’t be able to do all of them, but do observations on as many as possible.”

“Right, Boss.”

“And I’ll see what we can do about search warrants. We’ve no evidence he’s in any of their houses so we have no evidence for warrants, but we’ve tried everything else. If we have anything on any of them, any cause for a warrant for any other reason, let me know.”

“Yes, Boss.”

“That’s all.” Yes, Boss, Yes, Boss. That’s all he ever said. No hint he agreed with her plans. No hint he had a better plan, just yes, Boss. God, he was really getting on her nerves.
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Ged Willis had had more boring shifts since becoming a police officer, but not many. He’d found being a beat bobby far more boring than the recruitment leaflets had implied. True there had been those exciting moments of intense action and arrests, but those had usually occurred on night shifts, or late evenings. The early mornings were usually quiet as everyone of note had a lie in after the night before. Even the afternoons were generally quiet.

The periods of evening and night-time action had eventually been enough for him to gain a name for himself as a ‘thief-taker’ and a colleague advised him to apply to become a detective with the assurance he would find it constantly exciting. True, he had achieved promotion to detective sergeant due to the more frequent moments of excitement, but this was not one of those moments. For the past two days, the whole of his shift had been spent on what he thought of as the pointless exercise of visiting friends and acquaintances of Trevor Morris. Pointless, because, if a friend was hiding him, they would be unlikely to say so. 

The current property was a case in point. His gut instinct, or to be more honest, his prejudices, were telling him this area was not the type of area in which he should be asking questions. He was much more at home in the seedier parts of Manchester. Still, this would be another box ticked, and the sooner they were all ticked, the sooner he could move on to something more exciting. He was already two thirds of the way down his list as the door was being opened in response to his ringing the bell.

“Hello. My name is Detective Sergeant Willis from Manchester Police. I’m looking for a Fay Braithwaite.”

Fay immediate thought Hinchcliffe and his private detective friend had grassed her up, but couldn’t think how she’d incriminated herself. She’d hardly said two words to them. She scanned the police ID card being held up for her inspection, and it seemed genuine enough.

“I’m Fay Braithwaite. How can I help you officer?”

Ged Willis was sure she couldn’t. He’d been given her name as a former associate of Alf Sidebotham, but the area seemed really posh and he couldn’t imagine her as some sort of gangster. Still, he was here now, and this would be another one off his list.

“I understand you are a former associate of an Alfred Sidebotham.”

“Alf Sidebotham? I read about him. He’s in prison isn’t he. Whatever makes you think I would know him?”

Ged wasn’t sure. Other detectives had been given other lists, other links. He’d been told his list was a list of people linked to Alf Sidebotham, but he’d never been told what those links were. He knew some of the names on his list and knew what the links were, but he had no idea why the other people were on the list or what their association with Alf Sidebotham was.

The woman seemed honest enough, so Ged decided to be honest in return.

“I’ve no idea,” he said, “but I’ve been given this list of Alf Sidebotham’s associates, and so far, it’s proved to be accurate.”

“Alf Sidebotham... Let me see... Yes, you may be right. I hadn’t realised it was the same man, but I think I was fleetingly introduced to him once at a party. Not one of my friends at all, but I believe he may have been a friend of a friend, that sort of thing.

“He was the friend of a friend?”

Fay didn’t know where this was going. He obviously wasn’t here to arrest her, or he would have done so straight away, and he obviously didn’t have a search warrant or he’d have arrived mob handed. She could only see one car in the street, and that was presumably his. 

“If he’s the person I’m thinking of, then yes. I met him once, but only once as far as I can remember. The friend of an occasional friend.”

“It’s a friend of his I’m making enquiries about,” Ged said. “Trevor Morris. Do you know him?”

“I definitely don’t know him, but I do know who he is. His name and photo have been plastered all over the papers. Wanted for murder, isn’t he?”

“That’s right. He’s wanted for murder, and we can’t find him. He married one of Alf Sidebotham’s daughters, so I’m checking all the friends or acquaintances of Alf Sidebotham to see if anyone can throw any light as to where Morris is. I’m sure I don’t need to remind you it’s a serious offence to harbour a wanted criminal, or to obstruct the law.”

“Quite right too. Murdering bastard. Should be behind bars.”

“You don’t know where he is?”

“Me? I don’t know the man. I know what I’ve read in the papers of course, but that’s all.”

“But you are a friend of Alf Sidebotham?”

“Like I said, I didn’t really know Sidebotham himself. He was a friend of a friend, nothing more. I’m sure I don’t know any of his family.”

“Alright, madam. I’ll leave it there.” He held out one of his police business cards and went through his now familiar and well rehearsed warning. “As I said, if you do know something that would help us arrest him, or if you harbour him yourself, that’s a serious offence. If you do hear anything in the future, please let me know.”

“I sure will, officer,” she said, as she shut the door. “I sure will.”

It took a couple of seconds for the penny to drop before Detective Sergeant Willis realised she hadn’t taken his business card. He pushed it through the letter box before returning to his car. He had far more unsavoury suspects to visit in far more unsavoury parts of the city.

Fay Braithwaite watched him through her living room window as he left. Something wasn’t right. She hadn’t seen Bob Hinchcliffe for ages before he’d turned up with that private detective. Now a police detective had turned up on her doorstep the same day. She didn’t know what was happening, or why, but something was going on, and she didn’t like the sound of it. 

She racked her brains trying to think what she had done to bring attention upon herself, but she couldn’t think of anything. In the end, she had almost convinced herself it was all a coincidence, and the two visits were unconnected. Almost, but not completely. If nothing else, she decided, she would review her security 
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Chapter Eight
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Bob and Ernie had hardly spoken on the way back from Fay’s the previous day. The following morning there still seemed little to talk about. Both of them were sitting in the office racking their brains about what to do next, but coming up with no practical solutions.

“She’s obviously not going to talk to me,” Ernie said, breaking the silence.

Bob thought that had been obvious from the start, but hadn’t wanted to say so. It had not been one of his boss’s better ideas to visit her in the first place. “I never thought she would,” he said. “You were responsible for the break-up of the gang, so it was always a long shot she would help you.”

“The question is, what are we going to do now? Do you think she’ll talk if you go on your own?”

“She may have done before yesterday. Now, I don’t think so. I think we’ve ruined that chance. She’ll know I’ll be passing the information onto you and she doesn’t trust you, so she’s not going to trust me.”

“Do you think she keeps records on her computer?”

“Everything’s computerised these days so I wouldn’t be surprised. Why? What have you got in mind?”

“I wondered if Emma would...”

“No. She wouldn’t.” Bob said.

“You haven’t heard what I was going to say yet.”

“I don’t need to hear it, Ann. You were going to ask if Emma would hack into Fay’s computer.”

“Well, she has helped before, and she wasn’t a shareholder then.”

“When she offered to help before I couldn’t stop her. It was her idea, and you accepted her help before I could do anything about it. This is different. She’s close to finishing her degree and I don’t want her to be kicked off her course before she graduates. Shareholder or not, you shouldn’t expect her to do anything illegal or anything that will jeopardise her future career.”

Ernie knew Bob was right. He felt it would be easy for someone like Emma to hack into Fay’s computer, but she had suggested it herself last time and Ernie hadn’t had to ask. Asking was different, and he understood Bob’s reluctance. If he colluded by asking her to break the law, he’d feel responsible if she was thrown off her course. It would scupper her chances of a master’s too. “All right,” he said. “Sorry. I won’t ask her. Please forget I ever mentioned it.”

“Thanks, but there must be another way to get hold of the information. Fay must keep track of who has what, so she must keep records and those records are bound to be in her house so she can get hold of them whenever she needs to check anything. She’ll have them within easy reach but well hidden from the prying eyes of visitors. Some secret hiding place if it’s a notebook. An encrypted or hidden file if it’s on her computer. Something not easy for someone to access without a password. Either way, the information we want will be in her house somewhere. I don’t want Emma hacking into Fay’s computer, but she could copy whatever is on the computer if we could get it to her. I’ll mention it when I get home and see what she says. I’m not having her put her course in jeopardy though.”

“Thanks,” Ernie said. “Would it be possible for us to break in?”

“By we, do you mean you? Like you did at Phimister’s?”

“Breaking into Phimister’s nearly got me killed. I meant we. You and me. Or preferably, only you. Could you break into her house?”

“No chance. Nothing has changed since last time. I’m still in line for a hefty prison sentence if I’m caught. I taught you how to break in last time, but that was an office. A house burglary is different. Especially her house. There’s a reason there’s no hedge hiding her house from prying eyes. Hedges work both ways. They give householders privacy, but they give burglars privacy too. Any burglar breaking into any other house in the street would be hidden from the road. You haven’t got that in her case. No hedge. No privacy. I noticed she had infra-red floodlights and a burglar alarm. Breaking into her house would involve picking a lock whilst bathed in the full glare of a floodlight, in full view of anyone passing, and with the likelihood of an alarm sounding.”

“What about around the back? Could you break in there?”

“Possibly,” Bob said, “but it’s an unknown quantity. We’ve never been around the back so we don’t know what’s there. It could be easy, but I doubt it. Everything would still be alarmed. Let’s get one thing clear though. I’m not breaking in on my own even if it is possible. I’ve too much to lose. The best I can do is to be with you whilst you break in. If I’m caught on my own, they’d throw the book at me and I’d be going to prison for sure. If I’m caught with you, I’d at least stand a chance of avoiding prison. You’re a private detective, so you could say you were on a case and make up some excuse for being there. I wouldn’t have that luxury.”

“But you work for me, so in a sense you’re a private detective too.”

“I know that, and you know that, but it wouldn’t wash with the police, and I doubt it would wash with the judge either. If I’m caught on my own, they won’t believe I was working for you. They’ll think I’ve gone back to my old ways. They probably won’t believe you if you stick up for me and insist I was working for you. They’ll think you’re only saying that because we’re friends. If we’re both there, it’ll be different. They’ll have to believe you.”

Ernie could see the logic in what Bob was saying, but his enthusiasm about breaking in had dimmed somewhat as he remembered the problems his last attempt at breaking-in had caused. “It’s impossible?”

“Not impossible. I’m saying it’s difficult, and I’m saying we either both do it together or don’t do it at all. The main difficulty is not knowing what’s around the back of the house.”

“You’ll help then?”

“Against my better judgement, yes. We’ll go tonight before I have too much time to think about changing my mind. We’ll park some way off and walk in. I’ve still got most of my tools hidden away at home, so I’ll bring what we need. You’ll have to carry them, but I’ll supervise you, and I’ll be there with you. I’ll need the rest of the day off if I’m going to be up half the night. I’ll need to get my head down this afternoon and I suggest you do the same. We could meet back here.”

“What time, Bob?”

“How does one o’clock in the morning sound?”

One o’clock sounded unbelievably early to Ernie. He hadn’t been out at one o’clock in the morning since his early twenties. He wasn’t even sure his body would still function at such an unearthly time. “Fine,” he said. “I’ll be here for one.”

When Ernie arrived at the office at one o’clock the following morning, he was surprised to see Emma waiting with her father.

“Hello, Emma. What are you doing here?”

“Dad told me what you were up to,” she said.

“Had to,” said Bob. “I told June, and June told Emma. They’re both scared stiff I’m going to get myself arrested again, and June’s sent Emma to make sure I don’t.”

“If he’s going, then I’m going.” Emma smiled, but her voice had a determined edge. “Besides, you may need me. If the information is on a computer and you steal it, it will be obvious you’ve broken in. On the other hand, if I can copy the information, nobody will know you’ve got it. I’ve brought a portable hard-drive with me. I can come with you and copy the hard-drive from any computer you find. Then I can take it away and examine it properly.”

“I’ve told her she’s not coming into the house with us unless it’s absolutely necessary,” said Bob. “She’s coming to look after me and make sure I don’t get into trouble, but I’m looking after her. She can wait in the car. If we find a laptop, we’ll take it out to her, she can copy it in the car, and then we’ll put it back. If there’s only a desktop, then she may have to go in the house, but I’m not happy about it and I’m not taking her in if it’s not absolutely necessary.”

“I’m not sure she should go in even then,” said Ernie.

“You’re both wasting your breath,” said Emma. “I’m coming, and that’s all there is to it. I’ll do what my dad suggests, and wait in the car for you to bring any laptop you find, but I’ll need to go into the house to copy the hard-drive if you find a desktop.”

“I pray to God that won’t be necessary,” her dad replied. “We’ll go in your car, Ann. The police know mine. You’ll need these.” He handed her a pair of dark overalls similar to the one he was wearing, and a small backpack. “The overalls are a couple of sizes too big, but they’ll do. The backpack’s got my kit in it. If anyone asks, it’s yours. Tools of your trade as a private detective.”

“What’s in it?”

“Picks for the door similar to the ones you’ve used before, but there’s also stuff to deal with any security system. I’ll show you once we get there.”

Bob gave directions as Ernie drove the way they had gone before, past the golf club and tennis club. “Pull up here and turn the lights off.”

Ernie did as he was told, brought the car to a standstill along the kerb just before a left-hand bend.

“What can you see?”

Ernie looked all around. He didn’t know what he should be looking for, but all he could see were hedges towering above the car on each side of the road. “Nothing. Only the hedges.”

“I can’t see anything worth seeing either.” Emma chimed in from the rear seat.

“Exactly. You can’t see anything. The hedges are hiding the houses from you, but they are also hiding the car from the houses. We’ll park here and walk the rest of the way. It’s only a couple of hundred yards. Emma, I don’t want you going anywhere. Stay in the car, and keep your head down if any other cars pass.”

“Don’t worry about me, Dad, I’m a student remember, so I’m used to being out partying half the night. That’s what everyone thinks, anyway. Just worry about yourselves, and be careful.”

“I will. Don’t forget the bag, Ann.”

Ernie followed Bob out of the car, feeling conspicuous in his dark overalls and expecting someone at any moment to ask what they were doing there. Nobody asked. There was nobody about. Nobody was driving past, nobody else was walking past, and no lights were visible from any of the houses. 

Instead of turning down the lane towards their target destination they continued past and turned down the following road. “Best way round the back is from the back,” Bob said. “This house backs on to the one we want, and there’s a hedge all the way. I checked it out earlier.”

The detached house he indicated was modest compared to the one it backed on to, but Ernie could immediately see why Bob had chosen it. A garage had been built onto the side and there was a tall hedge running along the side of the property to a shed at the rear.

Their dark clothing made them virtually invisible as they walked along the hedge-line, and they were soon at the shed that marked the boundary between the two rear gardens. The hedge continued, now slightly higher and better trimmed.

The hedge was tight to the side of the shed, and Bob pushed his way through with Ernie following.  

“Stand still!” 

Bob had suddenly stopped and was staring towards the building in front of them. Ernie caught his heel and almost walked into him before stopping. He found it difficult to stand completely still. He was sweating, but told himself he was shivering from the cold. 

“I can’t see an alarm system. There’s no box, and I can’t see any PIR’s.”

“PIR’s?”

“Infra-red motion detectors. They don’t work through glass so if she had some protecting the outside they would have to be outside. They don’t actually detect motion. They detect heat.”

“That’d be alright even if they were fitted. It’s bloody freezing tonight.”

“You’d think so, Ann, but you’d be wrong. Your body always produces heat, and the more you move the more heat you produce. On a colder night the heat would be even more visible.” 

“You’re sure there are none fitted?”

“Not that I can see, but it’s dark so there may be some fitted that I can’t see.”

“If there are, how close could we get to them,” asked Ernie.

“They work up to about thirty feet, so we need to be careful just in case. The overalls I gave you have a secret ingredient. You know the thermal blankets they use on the mountain rescue service? The silver looking ones they wrap survivors in?”

“Yes, I’ve seen them on TV.”

“Well, there are pieces of blanket sewn into the overalls. If you were covered with a thermal blanket, the PIR would still see you. Everything has heat, even this hedge. The PIR would see the heat of your body, and that would trigger the alarm. If you were covered in the blanket, the PIR would see your cold shape, and that would trigger the alarm too. That’s why the overalls are not completely lined with thermal material, but there are irregular shaped pieces sewn all over the lining. It diffuses the heat and confuses the alarm. Only one problem.”

“What’s that?”

“We also need the balaclavas and gloves from your backpack. Wool’s a good insulator too. Doesn’t last as long, but it’ll stop the heat from our hands and face lighting us up like a beacon.”

“And you’re sure that will work?” Ernie asked.

“Not completely,” Bob replied. “I’ve never tried it before. When I was breaking in, if a house had PIR’s fitted, I would give it a miss and break in next door. I never had to break in anywhere specific. If one house looked too difficult, I’d find something easier.”

“You’ve not filled me with confidence.”

“Well, a cell-mate I had once, swore it worked.”

“The fact he was a cell mate, still doesn’t fill me with confidence,” said Ernie. 

They were still shielded by the shed. As they’d been talking Ernie had taken his backpack off, and Bob had retrieved the two sets of balaclavas and gloves. “Just follow me,” Bob said, once they were fully kitted out. “You need to walk slowly and smoothly. Don’t look towards the house in case there are sensors. Look directly ahead. You’ll be following me, so looking at the back of my head would be a good idea. Ready?”

Ernie had been scared before they had stopped. Now he was petrified. Bob seemed to have no idea if the house was alarmed, or whether his method of avoiding the alarm would work. It seemed unlikely, but he put the gloves and balaclava on nevertheless. His fear intensified once he looked up and saw Bob. He was glad he hadn’t had a large meal the previous evening. He knew Bob was his friend, but the sight of him wearing a balaclava in the middle of the night was still enough to make his bowels flutter. He had no doubt meeting him unexpectedly would have made him mess his pants. For a moment he had a ridiculous thought, and wondered whether the PIR sensors would see the extra heat around his backside if he messed himself. He took a deep breath and tried to get the image out of his mind. “Ready,” he replied. 

Bob set off, if setting off is the right way to describe his movements. He seemed to glide over the ground extremely slowly, one small step at a time. Pausing for what seemed an age between steps. Ernie followed behind, impatient to get going, but staring resolutely at the balaclava clad head in front of him.

Bob kept close to the hedge all the way to the house. The hedge at the far side of the house was set back from the side of the house to allow access to the rear garden, but the hedge at their side of the house was close up to the brickwork. They forced their way past the corner of the house.

“We’re fine here,” Bob whispered. “There’s no PIR on this side because the hedge is here. Makes it difficult to swap places, but that’s what we need to do, and we need to be as quiet as possible.”

It took them a full five minutes to exchange places. The hedge had enough space for them to force their way alongside it, but Ernie’s backpack made it more difficult. In the end, he had to take the backpack off and place it near his feet in order for Bob to get past him. Bob peered around the corner and looked along the back of the house.

“Can’t see any PIRs,” he said. “You can’t hide them behind things, so they’d be visible from here. There don’t appear to be any external detectors and I can’t see an alarm box either.”

“If the woman’s got important stuff in her house, wouldn’t that be unusual?”

“Not really,” Bob replied. “She knows most of the burglars in Manchester, and she knows people with guns because she’s supplied them. Nobody in their right minds is going to break into her home.”

“I couldn’t have put it better myself,” said Ernie. “We must be mad. Whose idea was this, anyway?” 

He heard Bob give a low chuckle. “If I remember correctly, this was your idea.”

“That’ll be right. Sounds like one of mine. I suppose we may as well get on with it now we’re here.” Ernie only wished he felt as cheerful as he was trying to sound.

“There are patio doors,” Bob said. “Just wait here whilst I have a look.” With that, he slid around the corner and disappeared, reappearing a few minutes later. “Should be easy. I’ll take the pack.” Before disappearing for a second time. “We’re in,” he said, as he returned. “The place doesn’t seem to have any alarm at all.”

Ernie followed him through the patio doors into a through lounge and kitchen. “I’ll take the kitchen,” Bob said. “You take the lounge. I don’t think there is an internal alarm. Nothing I can see anyway. Make sure you stay around the edge of the room just in case there’s a pressure pad or anything. You’re looking for a computer or laptop. It’s unlikely she’s taken it to bed with her so I’m hoping we don’t have to go upstairs.”

Ernie was hoping the same, and it proved much easier and quicker than he imagined. He left Bob rummaging through the kitchen whilst he made his way to the end of the living room furthest away from where they’d entered. He didn’t immediately see anything of interest, but there was an armchair near the window with a set of drawers beside it. He opened the top drawer, and there it was.

“I’ve got a laptop,” he whispered to Bob.

“Right. I doubt she’s got two. Let’s get out of here. I won’t lock the door again until we’ve returned it. Let’s get it to Emma. She’ll be frightened all on her own, and wondering where we are.”
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Chapter Nine
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Bob was almost right when he said Emma would be wondering how they were getting on, and would be frightened on her own. She was frightened, and wondering where they were, but she was not alone. 

Breaking into the house of a rich person offers far more rewards to a burglar than breaking into the house of a person with no money. True, rich people are more likely to have burglar alarms, but they don’t become rich through wasting their money so there are always some who cut corners and buy dummy alarm boxes. Burglars know this, but so do the police. Even the lowliest police officer knows the area in which the chief constable lives, and knows the consequences to their career if the chief constable, or one of his close friends or neighbours, is burgled. 

Constable Ben Swallow’s patrol area was large. It covered an extensive area including Carrwood, where the home of Fay Braithwaite and the home of Chief Constable Julie Benson were both located. Swallow wasn’t a particularly industrious police officer, nor a particularly bright one, but he did know enough to drive around the Chief Constable’s area at least twice during the night. He’d never caught a burglar prowling around, but there were burglaries from time to time which were invariably reported the following morning when householders got up. It was a case of covering his back. He was always in a position to say he’d been in the area, and the break-ins must have occurred during the time he’d been called away to other duties.

It was just a matter of bad timing, that Swallow had driven down the street where Ernie’s car had been parked. He approached slowly, parked behind it, and immediately became suspicious. 

The car itself, was not the type of car the residents would be seen dead in. Even the teenagers, supported by their parent’s money, had better cars. Secondly, he could see the silhouette of someone sitting in the back of the car. Someone who was neither getting into the driving seat, nor getting out. 

As he always did when faced with an unusual or suspicious situation, he radioed in to let his inspector know where he was, asked for a check on the registration number of the car, and waited.

The person in the car had still not moved when he received the reply the car was registered to Ernie Wright, who was currently on bail suspected of possessing a gun used in a murder. 

“Before I approach, can you send some backup? There appears to be only one person in the vehicle, but if that’s Ernie Wright and he’s armed, I’d rather know the cavalry are on their way.”

“There’s no armed response vehicle available at the moment. They’re currently dealing with an incident in the city centre. Just keep observations on it, but do not approach. We’ll get you some backup as soon as we can. I repeat. Do not approach. Just observe.

“Roger, that.” Constable Swallow knew he was close enough to observe, but perhaps a little too close. He pulled away, past the car, and looped around the block to pull in behind it again at a much more discrete distance. He had turned his lights off before stopping on a bend from where he could see the rear of the car and the silhouette of the person inside. He would be able to see if they got out, or if the car moved away. He was glad to have put a bit more distance between them, and wondered how long it would be before an armed response would turn up. He had a nagging doubt. He hadn’t seen anyone committing a crime, and he was worried in case he had called out an armed response team unnecessarily.

Emma was worried too. She had seen the police car pull up behind her, and had been racking her brain as to what to say to the police officer, when it had suddenly driven off. She had noticed he’d been talking on his radio, but it seemed odd the police officer hadn’t got out and spoken to her. 

Her thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of Ernie and her dad. They’d found it easier and quicker to get back because they already knew there were no external alarms. Ernie had placed the laptop in his backpack, and they had been able to walk back along the hedgerow at a near normal speed.

He took the laptop out of his backpack and gave it to Emma. “There was a police car,” she said. “Stopped right behind me, and stayed for a while before driving off again.”

“Nobody got out?” Bob asked.

“No. Just sat there talking on his radio, then drove off.”

“Must have been satisfied,” Ernie said. “They’d have got out otherwise.”

“I suppose so,” said Emma. “Anyway, he’s gone now, and this shouldn’t take long.” She connected her external drive to the laptop. “I’ll just copy the whole thing, then I can have a look at it properly once we get back to the office.”

Ernie was expecting it to take at least half-an-hour, but within ten minutes it had been completed. “All done,” said Emma. “Whose taking it back?”

Ernie was hoping Bob was going to take it back, and was just about to say so.

“Ann,” said Bob. 

“You’ll be fine. There are no alarms, so you’ll be straight in and out. We’ll wait for you here.”

“I should bloody well think so.” Ernie said. “It’s my car.”

Bob chuckled again. “Forgot that,” he said. “Still, you found it. Only fair you should put it back. Besides, as we established earlier, this was your idea.”

“Me and my bright ideas. Need to keep them to myself. Still, I’m not as scared now as I was earlier.”

Ernie put the laptop back in his backpack and got out of the car. “Back soon,” he said.

Constable Ben Swallow was still observing the unmoving silhouette in the rear of the car. He’d been clever enough to park where the rear of the car was in view, but dumb enough to park where he couldn’t see the front of the car. He had no idea the person in the back had been joined by two others, or that one of those others was about to leave again.

Ernie had said he wasn’t as scared as he was earlier as he left the car, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t scared at all. He was on his own now, and didn’t have the comfort of seeing Bob in front of him. The breeze flowing through the hedge had a chilled intensity he hadn’t previously noticed, and his imagination played all manner of tricks as he scanned the dark shadows for signs of danger. The knowledge there were no alarms allowed him to make good progress despite his fear, and he soon traced his way back to the patio doors that Bob had closed but not re-locked. They slid open noiselessly, and he made a beeline for the drawers at the far end of the living room.

Suddenly, all hell broke loose. There was a loud siren and a flashing light coming from the stairway, and Ernie immediately realised what he’d done wrong. When he’d entered the first time, Bob had told him to walk along the edge of the room in case there were pressure pads under the carpet. This time, he’d been so focused on getting back to the draws that he’d walked straight across the room. Despite Bob’s insistence there was no alarm, he had been wrong. There were pressure pads in the middle of the room, and he’d activated one.

Ernie could hear shouting and approaching footsteps from upstairs. He dropped the laptop onto a nearby coffee table, and ran. Running out of the patio door and straight across the garden. He didn’t look back, but the shouting was getting louder. “You fucking scumbag, come here.” The woman's voice was a cross between a shout and a scream. Almost undecipherable, but the meaning was clear. Ernie had no illusions about women being the weaker sex. A woman who dealt with trained killers on a regular basis was obviously someone who could stand up for herself when the need arose. He could hear the pounding footsteps getting closer as he reached the end of the lawn and pushed his way between the hedge and the building. He could no longer tell if she was still following him. The noise muffled the sound of the woman, and the adrenalin made him unaware of the scratches incurred as he forced his way through.

The noise seemed to have woken up the whole neighbourhood, and lights went on in the nearby house as he emerged from the far end of the hedge. He paused for a moment, bent forward with his hands on his knees, and tried to still his gasping breaths as he listened. She had almost caught him in the garden, but he couldn’t hear her pushing her way through the hedge. He allowed himself a few vital seconds, and then set off again, running along the hedge to the roadway, and then along the footpath to the car.

Bob had the car window down. He and Emma heard the shouting but were unsure what to do. Ann suddenly appeared around the corner in front of them. She was running towards them obviously out of breath.

“We need to go!” she shouted, as she dived into the car, slammed the door, and turned the ignition. “There was an alarm, and I’ve woken the whole street.” He was in such a hurry that, by the time he put his lights on, the car had already travelled several yards.

Constable Ben Swallow, unaware of the drama playing out in front of him, had been dreaming of glory and the awarding of medals. True, it would be the armed response team who made any arrest, but they’d only been called because of him. His diligence would have led to any arrest, and he was sure the Chief Constable would be appreciative. He would get a commendation at least, perhaps even a medal... or not.

He looked once again at the car he was keeping observations on, but it wasn’t there. He looked away, and then back again, but it still wasn’t there. He franticly started his engine and drove the length of the street, but couldn’t even see any telltale tail lights. Nothing. It had disappeared.

What he could see, were approaching headlights and blue flashing lights heralding the long awaited arrival of the armed response unit.

“Oh hell,” he said. 

As he watched them approaching, he suddenly became aware of the burglar alarm from the avenue on his left. “Oh, bloody hell.”
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Chapter Ten
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By the time Ernie returned home after dropping Bob and Emma off, it was just after three o’clock. He had already told Bob not to bother going into the office that morning as he intended having a lie in. Within minutes of getting home he was in bed and expecting to go straight to sleep, but his blood was still saturated with adrenalin and he lay there for a long time whilst his mind replayed everything that had happened. He didn’t know how close he’d been to getting caught, but he imagined what would have happened if he had been handed over to unsavoury characters and tortured. 

He did drop off to sleep eventually. More accurately, his body went to sleep. His mind continued to replay events, not as they had happened, but as they may have happened. He dreamt about telling his torturers Bob and Emma had been with him, and seeing them caught and tortured too. In his imagination, Emma was being threatened with a drill unless Bob answered their questions, and every time he refused they moved the drill towards the side of Emma’s face. Ernie could clearly hear the buzzing of the drill as they moved it ever closer.

Ernie screamed, and woke up with a start covered in sweat. It took him a few seconds to realise the buzzing sound was not coming from an electric drill. His second thought was that it was coming from his phone. He’d told Emma not to disturb him before mid-day, and whatever she found on the laptop could wait until he’d had a good nights rest. He thought it was mid-day when he heard the buzzer, but then realised the sound was coming from his front door intercom. Looking at his watch, he saw it was only eleven. Ignoring the buzzer, he turned over. Whoever it was could wait. 

Except they couldn’t, and the buzzer kept sounding.

Eventually, Ernie dragged himself out of bed and answered the intercom system. “Yes! Who is it?”

“Sorry to disturb you Mister Wright. It’s Detective Inspector Sarah Carter.”

For a moment, Ernie didn’t know how to respond. He wondered if she knew he had broken into a house, but didn’t see how she could know. “Come in,” he said. “I’ll be with you in a moment.”

He pressed the button to unlock the outer door, returned to his bedroom to grab his dressing gown and slippers, and by the time he opened the door of his flat the detective inspector was already there waiting for him. He’d learnt his lesson since last time she had called. When he had returned home in the early hours of the morning, he had put Ann’s clothes away, so at least they were not strewn all over the bedroom.

“Come in,” he said again. “Sorry for how I’m dressed, but I had a bit of a late night last night so I was having a lie in this morning.”

Sarah followed him into the living room and helped herself to a seat without being asked. “It’s about last night I need to talk to you,” she said. “Where you working for your sister last night, on a private detective job?”

He had been, but as Ann, and not as himself. “No,” he said. “Just a late night having a few beers and watching the box.”

“You weren’t out late then?”

Did she know something? He didn’t see how she could. Nobody could have seen him out and about. If anyone had seen him, they would have seen Ann. “No. Not me.”

“What about your sister?”

“What about her?”

“Was your sister driving your car last night, and were you with her?”

“Er...” He didn’t know what to say. She must know something, but he didn’t know how much she knew. “Yes. I think it was yesterday. Ann asked about borrowing it earlier in the week. I wasn’t taking much notice I’m afraid, but I told her to help herself whenever she wanted to use it in an evening. I’d given her my spare key so she could take it without bothering me.”

“So you weren’t with her?”

“No,” he said. “Why do you ask?”

“It’s just that your car was picked up on a traffic camera in the early hours of this morning.”

“Wasn’t speeding was she? Seems a bit extreme for a detective inspector to be investigating a speeding offence.”

“She was speeding actually, but that’s not why I’m here. The picture clearly shows your sister driving. What’s not so clear were the couple of other people with her. Looked like a man and a woman. I wondered if the man was you?”

“She must have been out on a case, I suppose, but no, the man wasn’t me. Like I said, I was at home all evening.”

“And I take it you were on your own, and nobody can corroborate your alibi?”

“Alibi! What is this. Of course I was on my own. Why would I need an alibi? What am I supposed to have done.” Ernie’s voice had gradually got louder, and by the time he reached the end of the sentence he had been shouting.

“Alright, calm down. I’m not accusing you of anything. Not yet anyway. I’m just trying to get the facts straight. Are you saying Ann borrowed your car with your permission, and she was driving it in the early hours of this morning with another couple of people, but you weren’t with them?”

“Er...” Ernie needed time to think. “Yes, I think so.”

“You think so? What do you mean, you think so. Is that right or isn’t it.”

Ernie hadn’t been given enough time to think, but needed to answer. “Yes, that’s right. Ann borrowed my car. I was at home, so I’ve no idea who else was in the car. What’s all this about?”

“It just seems too much of a coincidence,” Sarah said, “and I don’t believe in coincidences.”

“Coincidence?”

“Yes. The gun found at your flat. We can’t prove it, but we believe it was supplied by someone whose house was burgled last night. The camera that picked your car up was close to the burglary, and that seems too much of a coincidence. If that wasn’t you in the car, I’m wondering if Ann was accompanied by one of her employees, Bob Hinchcliffe. He has a long history of burglaries.”

“I’ve met Bob,” Ernie said. “Reformed character as far as I know. Ann speaks very highly of him.”

“Like I said, I don’t like coincidences, but at least you’ve cleared up a couple of things for me. You weren’t there, so it can’t have been you in the car with her. Seems I’ll need to call by Ann’s office and speak to her directly.”

“Sorry I can’t have been more help,” Ernie said. “Still, I’m sure Ann wasn’t involved in a burglary. She’ll have been on a case probably. Observing a wayward husband or something. It will have been pure coincidence she was in the same vicinity as a burglary.” Ernie didn’t know what his excuse would be, but forewarned is forearmed, and he would at least have time to think of something before Sarah saw him dressed as Ann.

“Perhaps,” said Sarah, “but perhaps not. We’ll see. Anyway, thanks for your time, Mister Wright. I’ll see myself out.” With that, the detective inspector left.
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Back at the Quartermaster’s house, Fay was congratulating herself on the effectiveness of her alarm system. She’d thought about paying for a state of the art, all-singing all-dancing system, but had decided long ago the current system was adequate. As far as she knew, this was the first time anyone had ever tried to burgle her home, and she was pleased she’d had the extra pressure pads added the day before. They had done exactly what they were designed to do. The alarm had scared the intruder away before they had a chance to steal anything. They’d dropped the laptop onto the coffee table in their panic, but the screen hadn’t broken. When she’d turned it on she could still access all her files, and as far as she could tell it was undamaged.

The seemingly heavy floor to ceiling bookcase along one wall of the living room was more of a door than a receptacle of learning. There were some books she could take off and flick through if she needed to make a show of normality, but the majority were empty book shaped shells. She had designed the bookcase to slide on hidden gliders like the doors of a fitted wardrobe. Once she unfastened the hidden catch, the bookcase moved easily to disclose steps to her under-floor stockroom. She did a cursory check to assure herself nothing had been disturbed, before sliding the bookcase back again. Not even her clients knew about her stockroom. She insisted on having advanced notice before handing anything over, and her clients all assumed this was to allow her time to visit a lock-up in some other part of the city. None of her clients thought the goods were there all the time and could have been supplied immediately. 

She hadn’t called the police, and wouldn’t have done, and how they had turned up so quickly was bothering her. To turn up that quick, she thought they must have been keeping covert observations on her house. Not only had they immediately turned up at the sound of her burglar alarm, but they’d turned up in force, and armed. Overkill wasn’t the word for it, and she doubted an armed response unit turned up to many burglaries where no firearms were used.

There had been nothing Fay could do to prevent the police turning up, but she’d assured them it was a false alarm and there had been no burglary. She explained she’d got up for a drink in the middle of the night and forgotten about the recently installed pressure pads. The police had turned up before she’d even had time to turn the alarm off, and she thanked them for their prompt attention.

The uniformed officer hadn’t seemed all that interested, but the sergeant with the armed response unit had been pushy and wanted to check the house in case anyone was hiding inside. Fay kept insisting it was a false alarm, and there was no way anyone could have got into the house, and eventually the armed response sergeant gave up trying to gain access.

It was only later she began wondering who had broken in. She thought it unlikely to have been a random burglar because most burglars in the area would know better. It could have been a teenager. Someone who didn’t know who she was. It could also have been Bob Hinchcliffe. She hadn’t seen Hinchcliffe for a year or two, heard he was going straight, but he’d turned up only two days ago with that new private detective friend of his. Fay didn’t believe in coincidences, and it even crossed his mind the police themselves may have broken in to seek evidence against her. Special Branch perhaps? Some of the arms she’d been supplying had come from very questionable sources, even by her standards.

Thank god her alarm system worked. It wouldn’t do for anyone to get their hands on her laptop. 
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It was just as well Fay couldn’t see into Emma’s bedroom at that moment. Emma was pouring over her copies of Fay’s files. She could see the files alright, but they weren’t helping her much. There was some pretty innocuous stuff. The type of unimportant stuff everyone has on their computer or phone. Birthdays of family members, images of family outings, copies of invoices for every-day items purchased online. She could access other files too, more interesting files, but they seemed to be full of meaningless gibberish. She knew they’d been encrypted in some way, and she knew they were more important, but despite throwing everything at them she was unable to break the encryption.
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Chapter Eleven
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Emma was no further forward when she met up with Ann and Bob at the office. They were all more refreshed following their time off the previous day, and Emma had gone to break the bad news.

“All that was for nothing?” 

“Not completely, Ann. I have got all the contents of her laptop. It’s just that it makes no sense to me. It was all highly encrypted, but even when I eventually managed to decrypt it, it didn’t make sense. She’s obviously got something to hide, and she’s taken great pains about it. The files were encrypted, but even decrypted they seem to be written in some sort of code. Pages full of numbers. I’ve tried all the obvious code breaking techniques I know, 1 is for A, 2 is for B, and that sort of thing. I’ve even tried loads of different starting points, but there doesn’t seem to be a pattern.”

“Can I take a look?”

They had almost forgotten about Tim Armstrong, who had been sitting in a corner of the office checking over the last week’s books. A shareholder who visited the office once a week to take care of the books in his capacity as an accountant, their conversations about cases usually washed over him, but his ears pricked up at the mention of numbers. He had no interest in working as a private detective, but numbers had always fascinated him.

Emma took the laptop over and put it on his desk. “They’re just random as far as I can see,” she said.

“They may look that way, but there must be a pattern. How have you tried to decode them?”

“I’ve taken the first line and tried all the different combinations I could think of, but whatever method I’ve tried the first line always remains gibberish.”

“Perhaps the first line is gibberish,” he said. “Designed to put people off. Maybe the real message starts lower down the page.”

“I’d thought of that too. But even taking random lines lower down, I still can’t make sense of anything. There are no spaces between the numbers either, so the long line at the top may be a row of single digit numbers, a row of double digit numbers, or a row of three digit numbers. There’s just no way of knowing.”

“Well spotted. There are no gaps. That gives me an idea.” He printed the first page, and retrieved it from the printer.

“Try it this way.” He turned the page sideways. “Because the numbers completely fill the page, they can be read any way up. You’ve used your software to try and read it from the top, left to right and right to left.”

“And bottom to top, Tim. I turned it upside down and re-entered the numbers, but my software still couldn’t make sense of it.” 

“But you didn’t start with the first number and read down the page?”

“No. I didn’t see how I could. I didn’t know if the first number was a single digit, double digit, or longer. Same for the numbers below.”

“Turned sideways, the numbers would be different. It’s an old accountants trick. Sometimes errors you can’t see in one direction become apparent from another direction.”

“But I still wouldn’t know if the first number was a single digit or not, Tim.”

“No, and I’m not saying this is the answer, Emma, but your software wouldn’t have known how big the page was or where the edge of the paper was, so it wouldn’t have been able to read along the edges. You should give it a try, even if you assume every letter is a single letter to start with.”

Emma took the paper away, turned it sideways, and began adding the numbers into her laptop. She did the first couple of lines and then ran her software. If she was expecting an easy solution, she was disappointed. “Look,” she said. “It still doesn’t make sense.”

Ann, Bob, and Tim all stared at the results on her laptop, non wanting to break the silence. Emma’s software had somehow converted the numbers into letters, but they were still a random collection of letters rather than any form of words.

“They don’t make any sense to me,” Tim echoed the thoughts each one of them was thinking.

“Nor me,” said Bob.

“So the break-in last night was all for nothing then.” Ann’s shoulders slumped. She was only now beginning to get over the trauma of the previous night, and her disappointment was almost palpable.
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Everyone apart from Ernie had left by the time Sarah Carter arrived. He was nearly caught out. Another few minutes and she’d have been wondering what Ernie was doing in the office after Ann had left for the day.

“Hello, Sarah,” he said. “Or should that be Detective Inspector? Are you here in an official capacity or just passing?”

“Both. I was just passing, but I have a few questions in my official capacity.”

“Oh, I see.” Ann had been expecting her, but feigned surprise. “Fire ahead, then.”

“I understand you borrowed your brother’s car the night before last. Would that have been for a case you were working on.”

“That’s right,” said Ernie, knowing the car had been spotted in the area. “We were on a case in Bramhall, South Manchester.”

“And did that case involve breaking and entering?”

“What! Of course not. Why would you even think such a thing.”

“So what were you doing in Bramhall, Ann?” Sarah was unaware when she had earlier spoken to Ernie she had also been talking to Ann.

Ann was expecting the question, and she’d had all day to think of an answer without a convincing one springing to mind. Before answering, she tapped her index finger against the side of her nose twice. “Client confidentiality,” she said.

“Your a bloody private detective, Ann, not a lawyer or a priest. You’ll have to do better than that,”

“I may be a private detective, but my clients are entitled to their privacy. If they want their affairs confidential, I’m in no position to argue. If they thought I’d be telling the police all their secrets I’d have no clients at all.”

“I’ve a good mind to arrest you for obstructing a police officer.”

“You can if you want, but you’d better have a jolly good reason and it still wouldn’t make any difference. My clients affairs are confidential, and they’ll remain confidential until or unless they tell me otherwise, or until or unless I receive a court order telling me otherwise.”

Sarah knew she didn’t really have cause to arrest Ann, but she wasn’t in the mood for giving up. There may not be any actual proof Ann was involved in the burglary, but it was too much of a coincidence her car was seen leaving the area soon afterwards. Sarah didn’t believe in coincidences. She knew Ann was involved in something, but didn’t know what. “Does the name Fay Braithwaite mean anything to you?”

“Fay who? Braithwaite? No, I don’t think so. Should it?”

Sarah had noticed the involuntary tremor in Ann’s voice. She’d said she didn’t know, but her body language was saying the opposite. “Fay Braithwaite had her home broken into last night and she disturbed the burglar. Her house is close to where your car was parked.”

“Oh, the poor thing. She must have been scared stiff. No wonder you’re asking all those questions. Sorry for being so off with you. All I can tell you, is that I wasn’t involved. My case involves someone else entirely, and I’d gladly tell you all about it if it weren’t for the fact I’ve promised my client it will just be between me and them. I didn’t notice anyone acting suspiciously whilst I was in the area. I’d have phoned the police if I had.”

Sarah could tell she was lying. Why she was lying, and whether she had been involved in the burglary, she couldn’t tell, but she was definitely lying. “You didn’t see anything suspicious at all?”

“Nothing. Sorry.”

“Alright. If anything does spring to mind please give me a ring.”

“Will do,” Ernie said, as Sarah left to go.

“Oh! Just one more thing.” Sarah had turned at the door. “Were you on your own?”

Ernie’s first instinct was to say he was, but before he could reply he realised whoever saw his car also saw there was more than one person in it. “No,” he said. “I had a couple of clients with me.”

“I see,” Sarah said as she turned and left. Now she knew Ann was lying. The hesitation before she had answered had given it away. She was still no nearer to the truth than when she’d arrived, but she would stake her career on Bob Hinchcliffe being the other person in the car with Ann. 

Bob Hinchcliffe had a history of breaking into other people’s houses. The fact Ann was in the area of the burglary could have been a coincidence, but Bob Hinchcliffe being there too stretched the coincidence beyond belief. She didn’t know why, but somehow Ann and Bob had broken into Fay Braithwaite’s home and tried to steal something. Maybe they did steal something, but if they had, why would Fay Braithwaite keep quiet about it. Unless... Unless it was something incriminating. She was guessing now, and she didn’t like to guess. She worked on hunches, but those hunches had to be based upon solid evidence and she didn’t have any... yet.
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Emma had turned in early. She usually contacted Baz in the evenings, but she didn’t feel she could face him. Her course was supposed to be teaching her everything she needed to know about cyber security but she was stumped and not a little downhearted.

It was gone midnight when she was woken up by her phone. She’d put it on ‘do not disturb’ mode, but she had made exceptions for her parents in case of emergencies, and she had made an exception for Baz because he was the love of her life and she knew he wouldn’t phone her in the middle of the night unless it was important.

She looked at it sleepily. “Baz?”

“Hi, lazybones. Whilst you’ve been sleeping, I’ve been working, and I’ve solved your problem.”

For a moment Emma hoped he’d responded to an urge to see her, and he was at that moment sat in his car outside. “You realised how frustrated I was and you’ve arrived to solve my problem?”

“Not quite. Not that problem. Your other problem. The hard-drive you couldn’t crack. I’ve sorted it.

Emma had been imagining snuggling down with him, but she jerked upright, suddenly fully awake. “Sorted it? How have you done that?”

“When I say sorted it, that’s not exactly true. What I mean, is that some friends of mine have sorted it. As part of my masters degree, I’ve been doing some research at the Government Research Headquarters at Cheltenham. GCHQ is only a short drive from Oxford and I’ve been spending quite a bit of time there. The stuff they have is unbelievable. I can’t tell you the specifics, but when I mentioned I’d received your message and couldn’t make any sense of it, they asked me to let them see it. Within five minutes, they’d cracked it. Those guy’s are fantastic.”

“As quick as that?”

“Yes, really. Seems we’ve both got a lot to learn.”

“And there was I, thinking you knew it all,” Emma said.

“Unfortunately not,” Baz said. “But I know someone who does, or rather, I know someone who knows a lot more than I do. Those numbers and letters we thought were random. Did you realise there were a lot of letter M’s in there? 

“Yes.”

“Well, they were Manchester postcodes.”

“I’d seen the M’s and wondered if they were postcodes,” said Emma, “but I discounted the idea. I thought they couldn’t be postcodes because the numbers and letters following didn’t make sense.”

“Not immediately, no,” Baz said. “What else do you need as well as a postcode?”

“Of course. House numbers. The postcode enables you to find a street, but it doesn’t help you find any particular house in the street. You need the postcode and the house number.”

“And what else where you expecting to find?”

“Names, addresses, dates.”

“There’s no names, but there are full addresses. Who do you know who had a gun?”

“That’s what we’re trying to find out?”

“I know that, but who do you already know who had a gun?”

“Dad!” Emma gasped. Wondering why she’d never thought of it before. “My dad had a gun when he went to rob the bank.”

“Exactly. We know your dad had a gun, and roughly the date he got it. When they added your postcode into the algorithm it all started to make sense.”

“But my postcode isn’t there. I’d have noticed it.”

“Not in one piece, it’s not, but your postcode is in two parts and in between both parts your house number and date had been jumbled up and inserted. The paper is a long list of addresses and dates. Each item on the list contains the first part of a postcode, but in reverse order. That’s followed by the house number and date, then the second part of the postcode, and then another number. Once I’d found your dad’s entry it all began to make sense.”

Emma was wide awake now. “What’s the other number?”

“That’s where your dad has helped. We have no ideas what most of the numbers represent. They could mean anything, but in your dad’s case it’s reasonable to assume the number represents a gun. Your dad’s entry is followed by the number six, so I did a search to isolate other addresses and dates also ending in six. There were five others apart from your dad, and I’m sending you a list of all five. I’ve rearranged things so you’ll see the full post code, house number, and dates. That should be enough to link any shooter to the murders.”

“That’s great. I can’t thank you enough. Thank your friends for me when you next see them.”

“I’m seeing them tomorrow, so I’ll pass your thanks on.  As for me, I’ll think of some way you can show your thanks to me next time I see you.”

“Can’t wait,” she said, only half listening as she opened the new document and began reading. Absent-mindedly, she disconnected the call.

“You’ll have to,” he replied, but it was too late. 

Emma had already gone to wake her dad, but seeing both parents fast asleep she crept out of their bedroom and decided it could wait until morning.
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Chapter Twelve
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Emma was up bright and early next morning despite her early morning chat with Baz. She was dying to tell her dad the information Baz had discovered, but she didn’t want him telling Ann. She wanted to do that herself.

“I’ve got some information but I’m keeping it to myself,” was her tantalising comment to her dad over breakfast. She was not at university until later that morning, and had decided to accompany her dad to the office and tell everyone her news at the same time. Bob tried all sorts of threats, but had never managed to discover anything that worked now she was an adult. Girls he could handle. When she had been younger, he could ensure obedience by threatening to ground her or threatening to restrict her access to the internet. Those threats no longer worked now she was a young woman. He couldn’t restrict her access to the internet without restricting her access to everything she needed for her university course, and he could hardly ground her whilst so much of the course seemed to depend upon socialising with other students.

He was eager to know what information she had, and by the time they both arrived at the office it was hard to tell which of them was the most impatient.

“OK,” she said. “Here’s what I know.” Bob and Ann gathered around her laptop which she’d set up on the desk. “Baz contacted me last night, or rather early this morning. I’d previously wondered if the numbers and letters were postcodes, but discounted the idea. Seems I was a bit too hasty. They are postcodes, but with dates and house numbers in between. There are other numbers too. To cut a long story short, Baz sent me this list of five names of people who had guns from the Quartermaster. He also listed their addresses and the dates on which they had the guns.”

“And he’s sure these five had guns?” said Ernie.

“Well six actually.”

“So why only five names and addresses?”

Emma hesitated. She had never spoken to her dad about the gun. He had taken a real gun into the bank when he tried to rob it, but during the ensuing fiasco he’d ended up holding an air pistol. That was one of the reasons he’d managed to avoid a prison sentence. She didn’t know if her dad was aware she’d learned his pistol was real.

“The other one was my dad.”

“Mine?” said Bob. “What do you mean, mine? I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Bob looked the picture of innocence. He looked at Ann for support, but Ann just shrugged his shoulders, as if to say, this is between you and your daughter. Nothing to do with me.

“You know exactly what I’m talking about. You may think you can pull the wool over mine and mum’s eyes, but we know more than you think. Always have, and always will. You were always getting caught because you were never a very good burglar. You’re not a very good liar either. Mum and I have always been able to tell when you are lying. You’ve been a great dad, and great at a lot of things, but burglary and lying were never one of them. We both know you had a real gun when you went on that last job, so goodness knows how you ended up with an air pistol.”

She saw Bob and Ann exchange knowing glances, and wondered what Ann knew that she didn’t.

“Um, well... yes,” Bob finally admitted.

“When Baz found the record for your gun...”

“So Baz knows too. Is there anyone who doesn’t know? Can I at least be sure the police don’t know?”

“I’ve no idea about the police,” said Emma, “but what I do know, is I couldn’t crack this code so I doubt if an ordinary detective could. Baz is one of the best at this sort of thing, and he couldn’t crack it either, but he’s been doing some work at GCHQ and they sorted it.”

“GCHQ! Bloody hell, Emma. That’s you, your mum, Baz, and the whole of GCHQ all know I had a real gun. I only got a non-custodial sentence because it was an air pistol. Now the whole world knows I had a real gun.”

“Not the whole world, Dad.”

“As good as. GCHQ! Don’t you know the police and GCHQ work together.”

“Calm down, Dad. Baz passed it to them, and they managed to crack it, but they’ve no interest in you.”

Bob was unconvinced, and was half expecting the police to arrive at any moment.

“Anyway,” said Ernie, “what information did they find.”

“When Baz found the record for Dad’s gun, it helped him crack the code and find the information about other guns. Against Dad’s name, address, and the dates he had the gun, there was a number six. Presumably that number represents a gun, so Baz lifted all the other entries containing a six. We’re pretty certain all these people had guns on these dates.”

“Pretty certain,” said Ernie. “You’re not sure?”

“I can’t be one hundred-per-cent, but I am pretty certain.”

“Let me see.” Bob studied the list. “Bert’s on the list and I know he had a gun on those dates. I know a couple of other names on the list too, and they are the sort of people who would carry a gun.”

“Alright,” said Ernie. “The gun found behind the bath panel in my flat, the gun I was arrested for, was used in November 2018 to kill someone called Daniel Collins. I’m also interested in the gun used to kill Andrew Jones earlier this year. Let’s see...”

“There,” said Emma. “Simon Young. There he is again. Both dates.”

“I’ve never met him,” her dad said, “but I’ve heard of him. Nasty bit of work. Not a trained killer. Not an assassin. He’s not disciplined enough. He’s more of a thug. Easily loses his temper and always getting into fights. He’d be more than likely to use a gun on someone if he had one when someone upset him.”

“Can we tell the police?”

“Not very well, Emma. They’d want to know how we got hold of the list, and we could hardly say we broke in and stole the information.”

“What about an anonymous tip-off?”

“That wouldn’t work either. The police get loads of anonymous tip-offs all the time. They log them, but they don’t take much notice of them because the vast majority are malicious.”

“Malicious?”

“Put it this way. If you fell out with your neighbour, or with your boyfriend. You could make an anonymous complaint to the police in the hope they would come around and arrest them. Happens all the time. They don’t ignore anonymous complaints. They log them to cover their backs, but they tend not to act on them unless they can find some other incriminating evidence to back them up.”

“We’ll need something else,” said Bob.

“At least we know where to look. We can be pretty certain Simon Young killed Collins and Jones. The dates tally with the information, and we know where he lives.” Ernie turned toward Bob. “Perhaps you could...”

“No!” Bob and Emma spoke in unison.

“I’m not breaking into his house,” said Bob.

“Dad can’t do it,” said Emma. “It’s not worth the risk.”

“I’ll have to do it,” Ernie said. “The gun’s been found in my possession, and I’m the one in danger of going to prison for a murder I didn’t commit.”

“As long as it’s accepted dad can’t go.”

Ernie crossed his fingers behind his back. “Absolutely,” he said. “I’ll go tonight.”

“I’m off to a lecture,” said Emma. “I’ll be back later this afternoon and I’ve nothing on tomorrow. I can wait here in the office if you want, just in case you take something that needs copying like last time.”

She’d no sooner left that Ernie began working on Emma’s dad and discussing what type of evidence they would need to find on Simon Young. 

“We know we won’t find the gun,” said Ernie, as he began by introducing the concept of ‘we’ rather than ‘I’. “The police already have that. There must be something incriminating we can find, but I don’t know what. Do you think he keeps trophies of some kind? I’ve heard some killers do.”

“Shouldn’t think so,” said Bob. “Not sure what we’ll find until we get there. Mind you, he’s a bit dim. Most people use burner phones on jobs, but from what I’ve heard about him he’s daft enough to have used his own contract phone. His phone will probably tie him into Fay and to the murder.”

It didn’t take Ernie long to persuade Bob to accompany him on the burglary. Bob was always talking about his debt of gratitude to Ernie, and was proud of the way Ernie had picked up all the housebreaking tips he’d been teaching him. Besides, he secretly missed the excitement and danger. He convinced himself this was private detective work, not real housebreaking. 

By the time Emma returned late that afternoon it was too late. It was all arranged. Ann and her dad would break in whilst Emma would hold the fort at the office. She was annoyed, but there was little she could do. She only hoped it went better than last time when Ann had set off an alarm and been chased and nearly caught by the householder. The other thing gnawing at her insides was the fact her dad was teaching Ann his skills. She loved her dad, but he was hardly a brilliant burglar. He was more adept at getting caught than getting away with it. She only hoped his teaching ability was better than his practical skills. 
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Detective Inspector Sarah Carter’s life was looking up. Her previous partner would have preferred her to work nine-to-five in an office or a shop. They had never fully understood her passion for the job. Her ex had been in the forces, so she’d expected him to understand, but he hadn’t. He expected her to understand he was a soldier, and that if he was called on to fight in a war, he wouldn’t be able to drop everything in the middle of a battle just because it was her birthday.

She got that, but he never got that her job involved a war too. Her war on crime may not have the intensity of a battlefield, but it was a war nevertheless, and her battle against organised crime and corruption was just as intense. Her job wasn’t, and never could be, nine till five.

It had caused endless rows between her and her ex-partner, and was one of the main reasons he was an ex rather than a current partner.

She’d been out of a relationship for a couple of months, but her current partner got it. He was a paramedic, and they both worked in a blue light emergency service. Not that she often drove with blues and two’s these days, but he realised she could no more down tools in the middle of an enquiry than he could avoid being sent to a complicated road traffic accident ten minutes before his shift ended. 

They both got it, and their relationship was all the more intense for it. Appreciating each moment together, whilst not knowing precisely when the opportunity for the next such moment would arise.

Her personal life was going fine. Her professional life was also going fine. She had been promoted and had developed a reputation for getting things done.

That was the problem. She had high expectations, and others had high expectations of her too. Sometimes, too high. Her Detective Chief Inspector had already been asking when he could expect the arrest of Trevor Morris and the re-arrest of Ernie Wright.

She’d told him she was pursuing various lines of enquiry, and arrests were expected within the next week.

Whether that had been a good idea or not remained to be seen. It got the DCI off her back for a week, but he’d come down hard on her if there was no progress by then. She was no closer now than she had been days ago. There was still no trace of Morris, and still no incriminating evidence against Wright.

She’d got to her current position through sheer good luck, but that luck seemed to have deserted her.
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Sarah Carter wasn’t the only person worried about how things were turning out.

Ernie had been pacing up and down his living room before stopping to stare out of the window. 

“I miss you so much.” Tears rolled unstopped down his cheek and into the corner of his mouth. “We should have been going on holiday together, spending weekends together, going to the cinema or seeing shows together. Watching Daniel grow up together.”

He moved away, completing a circuit of his living room before returning to the window.

“You were always the sensible one. You’d have known what to do if I had died, and if you’d have been left on your own with Daniel. You would have coped and lived for him. There’s no point for me. You were my life. You and Daniel were my life and my future, but I have no life and no future now. The police want me for a murder I didn’t commit, but maybe I ought to confess. My life is nothing without you. May as well spend it in a cell as spend it here thinking of you.”

He remembered his pregnant wife, her stroke, the shattered hope his unborn son could be saved by Caesarean section. “Come back,” he sobbed. “I need you both.”

He continued staring sightlessly out of the window for several minutes before wiping the tears away with his sleeve and going to wash his face. It would help to disguise the fact he’d been crying, but it did nothing to wash away the dark inner depression tormenting him.

He finished washing, got changed, put Ann’s public face back on, closed the door behind him, and walked to his car.

“Ann,” said Colin, who was walking in as Ernie walked out. “How lovely to see you.”

“Not now, Colin,” Ernie said. “Not now.”

Colin watched bemused, wondering what he had said to upset her as Ann strode away.
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Chapter Thirteen
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Ernie picked Bob up at his home, and Bob gave him directions as they went towards the area of North Manchester where Simon Young lived. He couldn’t help noticing the difference between where Young lived and where Fay Braithwaite lived. 

Even at night the area Braithwaite lived looked sumptuous. Wide, well lit, tree-lined avenues of detached houses, complimented by large well maintained gardens, large drives and double garages. 

The area they were now in, comprised terraced houses with barely enough width to park a car in front. Instead of gardens, the narrow pavements were bedecked with different coloured wheelie-bins emitting a range of pungent odours noticeable even with the car windows down. 

“There it is, Ann,” Bob said. “Number twenty-eight with that Ford Fiesta outside. Drive straight past and turn next left. Don’t park too near the junction.”

Ernie tried not to stare at the house in case someone was looking out of the window as he drove past. It was just after two o’clock in the morning and the house was all in darkness so he didn’t think there would be anyone looking out, but it was better to be safe than sorry.

“Will this do?” Ernie had parked adjacent to an alleyway at the rear of the houses. The main street had been dark due to half the street lights being broken, but the alleyway was darker still. It was unlit. There were no lights in any of the houses backing onto it, and the dark cloudy sky ensured there was no starlight. The only way Ernie could tell the alleyway went the whole length of the street was due to the slight glow from the road at the other end.

“Perfect,” Bob said. “It should be much easier than when we broke into Fay’s house.” He led the way along the alley, counting the gates as he went. “This is it,” he said. The gate was unlocked and led into a small concrete yard the width of the house but only a yard long. He tried the door, but it was locked. “Didn’t think I’d be that lucky. Let’s try the window.”

The sash window was only held closed by a central catch which Bob made short work of before silently sliding the bottom window open. “Give me a leg up, Ann” he said, and Ernie cupped his hands together to enable him to peer through. “It’s the sink,” he said, as he disappeared. Ernie wondered if he’d been forgotten about as the seconds turned into minutes, but eventually Bob appeared at the back door.

“The key was in the back door,” Bob said. “We’ll leave it unlocked in case we need to make a swift getaway. The front door only had a Yale lock on it, so I’ve taken the snick off in case we need to get out that way. There’s only the kitchen and living room. I’ll take the living room whilst you search the kitchen.”

“What exactly are we searching for,” said Ernie.

“That’s the thing,” Bob said. “I don’t know. It could be anything. Anything linking him to either of the shootings. Actually, anything linking him to any crime at all will help, and his phone would be good as well. Another gun would be great; ammunition, anything.”

The kitchen was small. Narrow, dark, and barely ten feet long. Ernie wondered where he would hide something if this was his house, but nowhere immediately sprung to mind. Bob had given him a torch with a piece of cloth over the front to minimise the light, but the kitchen was so dark even the limited light from the torch was enough to see clearly. The fridge contained nothing but milk and eggs. The small freezer compartment was empty. The oven was lined with grease. The cupboard under the sink was full of unused and unopened cleaning material. 

He turned his attention to the wall cupboards, and a glimmer of hope crossed his mind as he saw various containers of cereal, sugar, and powdered soups. He remembered seeing a film on TV where something had been hidden in plain view in a packet of cereal. He plunged his hand in, spilling some of the cereal in the process, but there was nothing there. He did the same with the sugar and soup, but with the same result. Nothing. He thought of the floorboards, but when he looked down, he realised the floor was concrete, so there was no way for anything to be hidden there.

“There’s nothing in the living room.” Bob had finished his search and entered the kitchen to see if Ann had found anything.

“Nothing here, either.”

“He’s certain to have a mobile phone,” Bob said. “He must have it upstairs in his bedroom. We’ll stick together upstairs, but we’ll need to make sure we’re really quiet.”

“OK. I’ll follow you.”

Ernie followed as Bob led the way, carefully treading on each step to test for creaks before putting his full weight on them. He’d turned his torch off now, able to see by the light of Bob’s torch as Bob pointed it on each step. Even that dimmed light was unnecessary at the top, and Bob turned his torch out as he stepped into the front bedroom illuminated from one of the few working street-lights outside.

Young appeared to be fast asleep, but they couldn’t be sure as he was lying on his side facing the window and with his back to the door. Bob motioned for Ernie to remain where he was at the top of the stairs, whilst Bob himself crept around the bed to have a closer look. Young had his eyes closed and was snoring quietly. 

Returning to Ernie, he whispered instructions for Ann to search the side of the bedroom closest to the stairs, whilst Bob would search the side nearest the window. That was fine with Ernie. He’d been nervous in the kitchen, but that was nothing to how he felt now he was in a room in which someone was asleep. Young could wake up any time, and as he searched, Ernie kept looking nervously at the body lying in the bed. He needn’t have worried. Unknown to Ernie and Bob, Young had been on the booze the night before, and was heavily sedated by alcohol. They didn’t know it, but it would have taken an earthquake to wake him up. 

Ernie looked under the bed, but there was nothing there apart from a pair of slippers. The bedside cabinet only had an empty beer-can on it. There was a draw in the cabinet, and Ernie could see a small flashing light as soon as he began opening it. He picked it up. “I’ve got his phone,” he whispered.

“Good, there’s nothing on this side,” Ernie could only just hear Bob’s faint reply. “Let’s get out of here.”

They made their way through the bedroom door, and to the top of the stairs. Ernie had been on the side of the bedroom nearest the stairs, so he led the way. There had been no obstructions as they’d climbed the stairs, so Ernie didn’t bother putting his torch on whilst they were going down. 

They had not accounted for the cat. The black cat had been asleep under a chair in the living room. Bob hadn’t even seen it, but he had disturbed it. By the time the cat had fully woken up, Bob and Ernie were both upstairs. The cat was old and obese, and it followed them slowly. So slowly, it was only half-way up the stairs as Ernie reached the half-way point of his descent. He stepped on the cat, jumped as the cat screeched and hissed, lost his footing, and fell down the stairs. The cat, meanwhile, had regained its youthful vigour, flown up the stairs, and jumped onto its master’s bed.

“What the...” Young shouted.

“Shit,” said Bob.

“What the hell happened,” Ernie groaned.

Bob heard Young jump out of bed and approach the bedroom door. Towards the earthquake that had woken him.

“Whose there?” Young shouted.

“Run,” said Bob.

“What the hell happened,” Ernie asked for the second time.

Not waiting to give him an answer, Bob ran down the stairs and pulled Ernie to his feet. “Just run,” he said.

“You bastards.” Young had reached the top of the stairs and seen the two intruders at the bottom. “I’ll bloody kill you.”

Bob and Ernie were sure Young would fulfil his threat if he ever got hold of them, so they effected a hasty retreat. Bob pushed Ernie towards the front door, and through it onto the street, even as they heard Young pounding down the stairs.

“This way,” Bob shouted, and they both ran the length of the street, and into the next street where they’d parked their car. Ernie risked a glance over his shoulder and saw an irate Young wearing nothing but his pyjama trousers. He wasn’t closing the gap, but they weren’t increasing it either. They reached the car, got into it, and Ernie had just started the engine as Young yanked open the door and tried to pull him out. Young was still trying unsuccessfully to keep hold of Ernie as the car drove away, leaving Young howling in pain as his shoulder was almost wrenched from its socket.

“Made it,” said Ernie, “but I still don’t know what happened.”

“It was a cat, I think,” Bob said. “Didn’t even know he had one, but it must have been on the stairs as we came down. I think you stepped on it.”

“We got out OK anyway,” Ernie said. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the phone, “and I’ve got his phone.”

Bob took it from him and had a cursory glance at it. “We’ll get Emma to have a look when we... “

There was a sudden squeal of tyres behind them. Young had run back to his house, got in his car, and had caught them up. His arm was hurting like hell since it had almost been wrenched from its socket, and the pain had only increased his anger at being burgled in his own home. Didn’t those idiots know who he was? They’d soon learn. They wouldn’t be breaking into anyone else’s home once he got his hands on them.

For a moment, Ernie had conflicting emotions.

He was annoyed at the proximity of the car behind them. He assumed it was the Ford Fiesta that had been parked at the front of Young’s house, but there was no guarantee. The parking was so limited on the street that Young’s car could have been parked anywhere. With its full headlamps blinding him through the mirror, he couldn’t tell what type of car it was, and he was scared he wouldn’t be able to out-run it. 

At the same time, he was congratulating himself he’d finally taken notice of what women actually wore rather than what he thought they wore in his fantasy. He’d changed out of heels and was at long last wearing trainers. True, he’d tripped over the cat, but in heels he would probably have fallen earlier. He wasn’t sure how fast he’d be able to drive in heels, but he didn’t have to worry about that now. He pushed his trainer hard down on the accelerator.

Bob felt the acceleration even as he spoke. “Put your foot down, Ann,” he yelled.

“I’m on it.” Ernie said. “I’m going as fast as I can.”

Ernie may have been going fast, but he didn’t know where too. He just drove.

Bob, who had been giving directions when they arrived, was not giving any now. He didn’t know where they were either. Ernie had been weaving in and out of the narrow streets, turning one way then the other, trying to lose the vehicle following them. 

It quickly dawned on Ernie he had no chance of getting away from Young on the straight. Whatever Young was driving was more powerful, but less nimble. On straight roads, Young’s vehicle closed up right behind them. Only on the bends was Ernie able to increase the distance between them, so he turned right or left at every opportunity.

The latest street was only short, with a T junction at the end, and Ernie had no idea which way to turn. He turned right. Too late. He still didn’t know where he was, but he could see no other turnings. The road continued straight ahead for several hundred yards.

His last turn had increased the distance between them, but the gap now rapidly decreased as the car behind gained ground. Young’s car was still accelerating when its front bumper hit the rear of Ernie’s car. If it had been off centre, it may have spun the car, and Ernie would probably have lost control, but the cars were bumper to bumper. Ernie and Bob both felt the collision. Their heads jerked in unison, but both the car and its two occupants were otherwise unhurt. 

“Do something,” Bob yelled.

Ernie didn’t bother replying. He was doing everything he could, but it wasn’t enough. They were in deep trouble. Ernie only had a quick glance at Simon Young as Young had tried to pull him out of the car at the start of the chase. That glance had been enough. Even a placid Simon Young would have looked intimidating, and the phrase ‘built like a brick shit-house wall’ had crossed Ernie’s mind at the sight of the angry and snarling person who had grabbed him. Ernie didn’t give much for his chances if Young caught up and managed to get him out of the car. He put his foot down, and the two cars separated by about a yard before Young’s car slammed into the back again.

Police Constable Jess Bates was having a well earned rest. Between 10:00 p.m. and 2:00 a.m. she had been busy non-stop. She’d gone for a break at 2:00 a.m. and when she returned three-quarters of an hour later it was much quieter. She could receive a call at any time, but was determined to take things easy until she was needed. She’d driven her car to where houses made way for small industrial units, and where she was close to anything that may happen, but far enough away not to be bothered until it did.

Half listening to her police radio, half listening to the music on her phone, her relaxation was interrupted by the approach of the twin headlights. It was obvious both cars were speeding, but that didn’t concern her enough to want to do anything about it. It was quiet, and it was a straight road with no other traffic or pedestrians. Because the cars approached one behind the other, she wasn’t aware they were sometimes colliding. “Idiots,” was all she said as they passed. She had seen nothing of concern as they approached, or as they passed, and she would have thought no more about them had she not glanced at the number plate of the second car as it sped away. Simon Young was well known. His car was well known. Jess had not got a close look at the driver, but she recognised the car. If Young was out and about, and travelling at speed at this time of night, he was up to no good.

She used her radio as she pulled out, said she was following Young at speed, and asked if he was currently wanted for anything. The negative reply didn’t stop her pursuit. She was going to have a word anyway. There may be a perfectly lawful reason why he was out at that time in the morning, but she doubted it. 

Ernie saw the flashing blue light straight away, and immediately thought the police were pursuing him about the burglary. He thought Young must have phoned them.

“He’s called the police,” he said. 

Bob turned around to look behind them. Sure enough, there was a police car with flashing blue lights, rapidly closing on both cars.

“Damn,” he said. “Now we’re going to have to stop.”

“Not yet,” Ernie replied. “There’s a turning coming up. I’ll try to lose them there.”

Simon Young hadn’t immediately realised there was a police car behind him despite the flashing blue light. When he did realise, it made him nervous. He panicked, then braked hard. 

Braking was the last thing Jess expected him to do. If anything, she expected him to put his foot down and try to get away. Police officers in the faster and larger cars have special training, but your average police car driver has no additional driving skills than anyone else. Accelerating towards a braking car is never a good idea at the best of times. Jess Bates slammed on her own brakes, but was not having the best of times. The cars stopped, but not before they had collided.

Both drivers were stunned but unhurt. Young still didn’t know what to do, so just sat there in his car. Jess Bates knew exactly what to do. Crashing a police car was no big deal in itself, as long as it was in the pursuit of justice. Jess had an arrest to make, and she had to ensure no blame for the crash could be attributed to her. She could see the blue lights of backup cars approaching, and knew she had to act quickly. Jumping out of her car, she strode towards the car in front of her, and yanked the door open.

“Simon Young, I’m arresting you...” She hesitated for a moment at the sight of his bare chest and trouser bottoms, “for assaulting a police officer during the execution of their duty.” 

“Eh! I never touched you!”

“You saw me behind you, and deliberately reversed your car into mine, knowing I was going to stop and search your car for drugs.” Her hand was holding the rear of his seat. As she spoke, she dropped the small packet of white powder behind it.

“That’s bullshit. I’ve never taken drugs, and I never reversed into you.” He thought of getting out and giving her a good kicking. He also thought of just driving off. By the time he’d weighed up which of those two options to take, it was too late. The cavalry had arrived. Other police cars pulled in front and behind him, and he was being yanked unceremoniously out of his car and manhandled into the back of a police van.

Throughout all this procedure, Jess Bates never gave the other car a thought. She knew there was a car in front of Young’s, and she knew Young had been driving too close for his own good, but that was as far as it went. She had never had any interest in the first car, and had paid scant attention to it.

Her lack of interest had been Bob and Ernie’s good fortune. They weren’t sure what had taken place behind them, but they knew the other cars had both stopped. By the time Ernie turned at the junction there had been nobody following them. A few more random turns, and they were almost home and dry. 

“Pull over,” said Bob. “I want to check to see what the back of your car’s like.” Ernie pulled over, and they both got out.

“That was lucky,” Ernie said.

“Yes. Only the bumpers. No lights out.”

“You’ll be able to have a better look in the daylight, but it looks as though there’s only superficial damage. Nothing serious.”

“Let’s get back to the office then. See what Emma can make of his phone.”

Ernie drove for a while until they had come to somewhere they recognised, and not long after that, they were approaching the office.

Jess Bates’ night-shift had taken a turn for the worst. 

Police cars are exempt from the speed limit, so she could have driven her car as fast as she liked, but no matter how fast she drove, she still had an obligation to drive safely. Driving too close to the vehicle in front is not safe, so she claimed Young deliberately reversed into her car. 

That was fine until her sergeant turned up. He was a seasoned police officer who had heard it all before. The dog appearing out of nowhere. The branch of a tree miraculously falling from the heavens. Black ice that couldn’t have been foreseen. Criminal’s vehicles being driven at a police vehicle. All those things had happened. They were all legitimate excuses... sometimes. The police sergeant’s cursory glance at the scene of the accident was enough to convince him tonight was not one of those times. The burnt rubber on the road told its own story.

Within half-an-hour of the sergeant returning to the police station, the assault charge had been dropped, and Jess had spent an uncomfortable few minutes receiving a dressing down from her superiors.

Meanwhile, the start to Simon Young’s day was not getting better either.

His car was searched, the drugs found, and he was charged with possession. He knew the drugs were planted, but also knew it wasn’t worth mentioning as nobody would believe him. He opted for the next best option, admitted the drugs were for his own personal use, and just over an hour later, he was released on bail whilst the police made further enquiries. The police had lent him an old jacket, but they asked for it back before he left and he was still only wearing pyjama bottoms as he drove away from the police station. 
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Chapter Fourteen
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Simon Young was not the only one out and about early that morning. Sarah Carter had finally had the breakthrough she needed, and the Detective Inspector hoped she was close to wrapping up at least one of the murder cases.

For days, several members of her team had been following up various leads in the hope of finding Trevor Morris. At the same time, they’d also been trying to find more evidence against Ernest Wright. 

The team looking into the background of Ernest Wright, had run checks on the phones of his associates. This included the phones of Ann Perkins and her employees, including her accountant, Tim Armstrong. Armstrong had received a number of calls from an unregistered phone which had raised suspicions, and he’d been put under surveillance. The Trevor Morris team were doing something similar, running checks on the phones of Morris’s family and employees. One of these, Vic Astley, appeared to have been making the calls to Armstrong, and Astley was also put under surveillance.

The breakthrough came when Armstrong and Astley where both followed to the same location, a large detached house in the suburbs. Discrete questioning of neighbours revealed the millionaire owners had gone abroad for several months, and had taken the opportunity of having some major conversion work done whilst they were away. Morris’s company had been contracted to do the work, and the house had been under observation ever since. They hadn’t seen him, or any of his family, but they were pretty sure Morris was living at the house whilst his company were working on it.

Observations had revealed a constant stream of builders coming and going during the daytime, but none during the night. Hence the four o’clock raid. The arrest would be dangerous enough if, as they suspected, Morris was in possession of a gun. Nobody wanted the added complications of meeting a team of hefty builders. 

Detective Inspector Sarah Carter went through the nicety of knocking on the door and shouting ‘police’ in the knowledge they would be bashing the door in anyway. If anything went wrong, her colleagues would testify she had knocked and called out without receiving any reply. There were barely two seconds between her knock and the enforcer shattering the door, barely enough time for any occupant to get out of bed, never mind descend the stairs and open the door. A second later, the armed detectives were rushing up the stairs, and two second later it was all over bar the shouting. Morris, who was still half-asleep, and still in bed, was unceremoniously dragged from the bed in case he had a gun under his pillow, pushed face down on the floor, and handcuffed.

“Trevor Morris, I’m arresting you for the murder of Andrew Jones.” Sarah cautioned him, and he was escorted out and back to the police station. It wasn’t his home, so Sarah didn’t expect to find anything incriminating, but she had a quick look around nevertheless. She was a member of the National Trust and had visited several of the Trust’s old stately home, but this was the first time she’d had access to a modern home of someone extremely rich, and she was determined to make the most of it. She was disappointed. The rooms were larger than she was used to, and the grounds were extensive, but the furnishings were pretty standard. High quality standard, but nothing too ornate or extravagant.

As she expected, by the time she arrived back at the station, Morris had exercised his right to a solicitor and she had to wait for his arrival. Not that the solicitor’s arrival made any difference, but her heart sunk at the arrival of Tony Ellis, the solicitor who had represented Ernest Young. She knew what was coming, and on the instructions of his solicitor, all she got from Morris at the initial interview was a sting of ‘no comment’ answers.

Sarah decided to let him stew for a while. That would give time to those in her team who had not been on the raid to gather evidence together and prepare her questions. She told herself a break would help concentrate Morris’s mind, but she was also aware she wasn’t on top-form after having been awake half the night. The break would soften Morris’s resolve, harden her own, and she would return refreshed and ready for the fray. 

She didn’t know it at the time, but her sleep wasn’t going to change anything. Morris was going to continue acting on his solicitor’s instructions to make no comment. It did though, mean she was back at the station, and feeling more refreshed, when the anonymous call came through.
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Chapter Fifteen
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Emma could spend hours in front of a computer monitor, but patience wasn’t her strong suit when she wasn’t on the computer. She paced about the office waiting for Ann and her father to return, or waiting for some phone call explaining why they were late. They should have been back by now if everything had gone according to plan, and she feared something was wrong.

She had twice strolled to the communal entrance hall and stood staring at the near empty car park. There were lights on in a couple of other offices, and a couple of cars in the car park, but apart from that it was as quiet and dark as the middle of the night should be. The communal entrance itself was only illuminated by emergency lighting barely sufficient for its purpose. Designed to provide guidance out of the building in the event of a fire, it took the edge off the complete darkness, but not by much.

The light from her phone filled the darkness as she checked it again for the umpteenth time, before returning to the office. 

At least she wasn’t tired. The office percolator was keeping her supplied with black liquid caffeine. It was keeping her awake but doing nothing to relieve her anxiety.

She could hear voices, and was approaching the door to see who it was when Ann and her father walked in. They both looked grim.

“What happened? I was expecting you back ages ago. I’ve been worried sick.”

“We had a little trouble,” Ernie said.

Emma feared the worst. Where her father was concerned, trouble invariably meant the police were involved. “Trouble?”

“Nothing to worry about,” said Bob. “We’re here now, and we’ve got his phone.” 

“And you weren’t caught by the police?”

“Of course not. I told you we’d be alright. Here, do you want this phone or not?”

“We just got lost on the way back, that’s all,” Ernie said.

Placated by their half-truths, Emma took the phone and turned it on.

“I hope it’s easier to get into than the last one. I don’t want to have to go screaming to Baz every time I can’t do something. He’ll think I’m a right wuss.” She was surprised to see the phone open without the need to make a pattern or type a password. “Blimey,” she said.

“I don’t think it’s worth going home now,” said her father. “I’ll no sooner have got to sleep than it’ll be time to get up again. May as well stay here.”

“I’m not going home either,” Ernie said. His disguise depended upon him arriving at the office first, in order to get changed before anyone else turned up. He was already dressed as Ann, so had to stay in character anyway. “I’ll tell you what. Once the cafe’s are open, I’ll take you out for a breakfast on the firm. You both deserve it.”

“This bloke’s an idiot,” said Emma, still examining the phone. “He’s got no security at all. I can access everything. His messages, emails, address book. The whole lot.”

“Anything interesting?” 

“I’ll say. Look at this.” Emma had been looking at an exchange of messages between Fay Braithwaite and Simon Young. “I think you’ll find this is what you’re looking for.”

Ernie took the phone and looked at the messages whilst Bob looked over his shoulder. “This is dynamite,” he said. “They’re discussing a job, and it’s obvious they are both as guilty as one another. Young is telling Fay he’s completed the job, and thanking her for supplying the equipment he needed. It’s circumstantial, but proves he was the killer, and it also proves Fay gave him the gun.”

“He doesn’t actually mention a gun,” said Bob.

“No,” Ernie said, “but it will be enough to get the police on the right track. Once they see the date of the messages, they’ll be able to tie them to the dates of the shooting. It looks innocent enough on its own, but once you know the dates it all slots into place.”

“If we’re going to the police?” Bob asked. “How do we explain how we got hold of the phone?”

“You can’t tell them you stole it,” Emma said.

“We’ll tell them we found it,” said Ernie. “There’s no security on it, so we can even tell them whose it is. We can say we turned it on to find any clue as to the owner, and found it belonged to someone called Simon Young. We can tell the police we’re handing it into them in case he’s reported it missing.”

“There are at least two problems with that plan,” said Emma. “Firstly, Simon Young may have reported his phone stolen during a burglary. Secondly, the police may not look at the messages, and even if they do, they may not put two and two together.”

“No danger of that,” Bob said. “There is no way Simon Young would report the burglary. He wouldn’t want a load of police officers turning up at his home and turning it over like a crime scene. As for the messages, I bet the police would love to get their hands on Simon Young’s phone, there’s no way they would resist reading his messages before contacting him to return it.”

“I suppose we could send them the phone with an anonymous message.”

“That’d work,” Bob said. “Good thinking, Ann. I can see why you’re the boss of this outfit. Instead of taking the phone to the police station, we could parcel it up and send it anonymously with a note linking the messages with the shootings. They’d have to act.”

“That’s settled, then. Who wants a coffee whilst we’re waiting for the shops to open?” Without waiting for a reply, Ernie reached for three mugs and made his way to the coffee percolator.

***
[image: image]


Simon Young left the police station just as Bob, Ann, and Emma were settling down with their coffees. He had rushed out of his home in his pyjamas, so the first two things he did on returning home was to get washed and then get dressed. The third thing he did was to search for his phone, and he didn’t immediately realise it had been stolen. 

He thought the burglars had woken him as they climbed the stairs after breaking in, but it finally dawned on him they had disturbed him as they were descending the stairs after having stolen his phone from beside the bed. Even then, it took several minutes for the seriousness of the theft to sink in. 

He had always meant to tidy his phone up and delete all the old messages, but he’d never got around to it. Most of those messages weren’t even encrypted, and although he knew most of the messages were innocent enough, he also knew a few of them were not. The ones he was most anxious about were the ones between him and Fay, and he didn’t relish telling her his phone had been stolen. She’d never let him down in the past, and he knew the least he could do was to warn her of the potential danger he’d put them both in.

It was still a couple of hours before dawn, and within the hour, he had driven across Manchester and was banging on Fay’s door to wake her up.

Fay was not a morning person, and certainly not a pre-dawn morning person. She’d tried to ignore the banging, but whoever it at the door was insistent. She knew it wasn’t the police. They’d have smashed the door in by now if it had been. She looked out of her bedroom window and was surprised to see Simon Young waving to her from the front door. First Bob and that detective, then the police, and now Young. Unexpected visits were becoming a problem, and she considered selling up and moving since her home seemed to have become a way-station for everyone in Manchester.

When it became apparent Young wasn’t going away, she reluctantly put her dressing gown and slippers on and went downstairs.

“What the hell do you want at this time in a morning.”

“Fay, I’m sorry, but I needed to talk to you as soon as possible. My home was burgled last night.”

“Congratulations. Join the club, but what’s that got to do with me?”

“It was Hinchcliffe. Bob Hinchcliffe, and he stole my mobile.”

“Hinchcliffe? I still don’t see what it’s got to do with me.”

“It’s the phone. We exchanged messages about my jobs, and the messages were still on them.”

“You fucking idiot. So Hinchcliffe’s got your phone, and there are messages on it implicating both you and me?”

“That’s about the size of it. He may not realise what he’s got, but it can only mean trouble if he does.”

“And you’re sure it was Bob Hinchcliffe?” Fay had listened to Young’s initial account before leaving him in the lounge whilst she returned upstairs to get dressed. Now she was offering him a drink to calm his nerves.

“It was Hinchcliffe all right. I’d know him anywhere. Never met his wife though, if that’s who she was. Not surprised he kept her at arm’s length. Ugly looking bitch. Even had a bit of stubble.”

“We’ve got to get your phone back before it falls into the wrong hands. It incriminates both of us.”

“I heard he was going straight. Seems he had everyone fooled. He wasn’t going straight when he broke into my house.”

“I wonder...”

“What!”

“My home was burgled a few nights back,” Fay said. “I wonder if there’s a connection. That’s too much of a coincidence”

“What are we going to do? I got a real fright I can tell you, waking up and finding them in my place. If one of them hadn’t stepped on my cat, they’d have been clean away. As it is, not only did they get away with my phone, but I was the one who got arrested.”

“Whatever they were up to, we need to put a stop to it. We need to get your phone back, make sure the information on it is deleted, and get payback at the same time.”

“Count me in,” Simon said. “That bastard’s got it coming.”

“Listen,” Fay said. “I know where Hinchcliffe lives. They won’t be expecting us to turn up there, and I’ve got a plan.”

The sun had just broken over the horizon when Fay parked her car close to Hinchcliffe’s home. 

“The car’s not there,” said Simon. “The drive’s empty.”

“Maybe they’ve been home and left again.”

“I didn’t see them at the police station, and I’m pretty sure they weren’t stopped when the police stopped me.”

“We’ll take a closer look,” said Ann. “If they’ve been home and then left again, perhaps they left your phone intending to retrieve it later.”

***
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“Strange. I would have thought she’d have been up by now,” Bob said. 

He had waited before phoning. He knew his wife would have worried about him not returning home, but he didn’t want to wake her if she’d fallen asleep. “She must be dead to the world. I’ll give her another half-hour.”

“Sleep of the just I call it,” Emma said. “Unlike you, who spent the best part of the night breaking into a house, mum’s been patiently waiting to hear from you. I’m not surprised she’s eventually fallen asleep, it’s nearly morning.”

“Maybe I won’t wake her. Best if I wait for her to phone me when she wakes.” He’d no sooner spoken, than his mobile rang. “That’ll be her now.” He looked at his phone. “No, not her. Must be another insomniac, but I don’t recognise the number... Hello.” 

“Hello, Bob. Long-time no see. Actually, not all that long. You saw me last week, and I believe you saw my old mate Simon earlier this morning.” Bob’s skin went cold, and there was a shiver down his back as Fay continued. “Heard from your wife lately?”

“What is it dad? What’s wrong? Is mum alright?”

Bob ordered Emma to keep quiet by putting his finger to his mouth, then he put his mobile on speaker-phone so Emma and Ann could hear the conversation.

“I’ve got your wife,” Fay continued. “It seems like a fair swap. You’ve got something I want, and I’ve got something you want. Least, I hope you want her. Just say if you want us to top her, but if you want her back in one piece and unharmed, then I need you to return Simon’s phone in one piece and unharmed. The ball, as they say, is very much in your court. Your wife, is very much in mine.”

“I don’t know anything about Simon’s phone. I don’t know why you think I have it, but I haven’t.”

“Don’t play games with me, Bob, and don’t play games with your wife’s life. She’s dead if that phone isn’t returned this morning.”

“You bastard. If you’ve got her, let me speak to her. I need to know she’s alright.”

“Of course she’s alright, but whether she remains alright depends on you.”

“I still need to speak to her. I need her to tell me she’s alright.”

There was a pause, and Bob feared Fay may have hung up.

“Bob... I’m alright... What have you done? They say you broke into their house...”

“Heard enough? Your wife is fine, but she’ll stay with us until you’ve done what we ask. We want the phone back, and we don’t want anyone messing about with it or copying any of the information on it. If you mess about with the phone, we’ll mess about with your wife. If you hand the phone over to the police, your wife will be dead and we’ll have disappeared long before they find us. Your call. The phone for your wife.”

“Put like that, I don’t have a choice. I’ll bring the phone to your house this morning.”

“No. You won’t. Not to my home you won’t. Not to Simon’s place either. We don’t want you anywhere near either of our places ever again. If we see you within half-a-mile of either place there will be dire consequences.”

“Where then? In the post? How do I get the phone back to you?”

“At ten o’clock this morning, I want you to take the phone to the Sheepfoot Lane entrance of Heaton Park. There’s a rubbish bin as you drive in. Come alone. Drop the phone into the bin, then drive out again. I don’t want you to be late, and I don’t want you hanging about afterwards to see who picks the phone up, and I don’t want anyone else hanging about either. If we see anyone hanging about or trying to follow us, it’ll be the worse for your wife.”

“So where is my wife?”

“Somewhere safe. All you need to know is we’ll release her once we’ve got the phone back and checked it’s not been tampered with. If anyone has tampered with it, or copied anything off it, we’ll know.”

“You have my word. I’ve not even turned it on. I just want to get my wife back.”

“You will. Just do as I’ve asked and she’ll be fine. Ten o’clock at the Sheepfoot Lane entrance to Heaton Park.”

Ernie and Emma had both been listening to the conversation, and both started talking as soon as Bob hung up.

“Whoa! Hold on. One at a time.”

Ernie waited for Emma to continue, but when she didn’t immediately respond, he said, “You’ll have to do as they said.”

“Mum’s safety is the most important thing, but whoever phoned you up was wrong,” Emma said. “There is no way they would know if I added some tracking software to the phone.”

“You could do that?” Ernie asked, “and without them knowing?”

“Of course. That’s first year uni stuff. I have some software I could add to the phone which the owner would never know was there. Not unless they’ve also got a degree in cyber security too.”

“I don’t know,” Bob said. “I know you know all about these things, Emma, but your mum’s life is on the line if you’re wrong.”  

“Are you sure?” Ernie asked.

“Positive. The owner could put the phone through anti-virus software, and search all the files, without being able to see the tracking software. Let me put it this way, dad, do you trust them to release mum?”

“I think so. They would have no reason to hold on to her, or harm her, so I think they’d let her go. On the other hand, I can’t be certain. If she’s seen their faces and they think she knows too much, I can’t be sure they’d let her go.”

“Exactly. If the person picking up the phone goes to where they are holding mum, a tracker will at least let us know where she is and give us a chance of rescuing her. I don’t think they will have anyone capable of detecting the tracker, but I can’t be sure either. What I do know, is the person picking up the phone won’t have equipment on them to detect the tracker, so if they go to where they are holding mum before they check the phone, we’ll have a chance.”

“It may be the only chance we have,” said Ernie, “but it’s your wife we’re talking about, Bob, so I’ll go along with any decision you make.”

Bob looked at Emma, who nodded imperceptibly at him. “Okay,” he said. “It seems the best chance we have of getting your mum back. Put some tracking software in, Emma, but make sure it’s not easy to discover. Once you’ve done that I’ll do as they’ve asked, and I’ll drop the phone off at the park.”
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Chapter Sixteen
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Emma had sounded confident about her ability to add an undiscoverable tracker to the phone. She knew it could be done, but it was something she’d never needed to do before so she messaged Baz. He told her there were a couple of different software programmes she could use, but the best one was Israeli software not usually available to buy on the open market.

“If you want to be doubly sure, though, that’s the one to use. As luck would have it, I’ve recently got my hands on a copy.”

“That’s great,” Emma said. “How did you manage that?”

“Trade secret, I’m afraid. I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.”

“Very funny. This is no laughing matter. This is my mum we’re talking about. Her life may depend on this software.”

“I know. Calm down. I didn’t mean to be flippant. The software is hard to come by though, and I don’t want to tell you on the phone how I got hold of it.”

“You can let me have a copy, though?”

“Of course. I’ll attach it now, together with detailed instructions. It’s pretty straight forward. Just remember, putting tracking software on a phone without the owner’s consent is a crime. If it does get discovered, you’re on your own. You must keep me out of it. I can’t tell you how I got hold of the software, but I can tell you I got it officially. I wouldn’t be in trouble for using it, but I’d be in deep shit for passing it on to you.”

“I understand,” Emma said. “Mum’s the word.”

“Are you going to be putting the phone in the bin?”

“Don’t think so. That’ll probably be my dad or Ernie. I’ll be close by though. Why do you ask?”

“I was thinking of tracking you from here. If you are following the tracked phone, then I could track you,” Baz said. “We’ll both be tracking the criminal’s phone, so if anything goes wrong, I’ll know where you are.”

“Pervert!” Emma laughed. “You just want to snoop on me.”

“Well, there is that,” Baz said, “but I’ll only be worrying about you all day till I hear from you. This way, you’ll have the assurance someone knows where you are, and I’ll have the assurance of knowing you’re not going to disappear before your graduation.”

“Not long now,” Emma said. “Are you still planning to come up?”

“Of course. Wouldn’t miss it for the world, and I’ve had an idea about the tickets.”

“Tickets?”

“Yes, you told me you could only get hold of two, and they’d both been allocated to your mum and dad.”

“Yes, that’s right. You would have to watch on a large screen from the overflow theatre.”

“Unless I could get some tickets of my own.”

“I’ve told you. Space is limited, so the graduating students only get two tickets each.”

“But it’ll all be computerised. I could hack into the university computer and allocate an extra ticket to myself.”

“Don’t you dare! You’d get me kicked out before I’d even graduated.”

“Just joking,” he laughed. “Do you still want me to come up?”

“Well... I suppose so. If you’ve nothing better to do.”

“I had a few other options, but nothing important. Let’s get your mother back safe and sound first though.”

***
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At nine-fifty that morning, Emma was in the passenger seat of her dad’s car, parked in a quiet area of Watkins Drive. The area had been well chosen. Watkins Drive was quiet, close to the park gate, but out of sight from it. They were ideally located to follow the phone whichever way it travelled. Nobody would give them a second glance where they were parked, but they were ready to move as soon as someone picked the phone up.

“Have you got a signal?” her dad asked.

“Loud and clear,” she said. “Look.” Bob looked over at the screen of Emma’s open laptop. It was displaying a map of the local area, and there was a flashing red cross on Sheepfoot Lane. “We’re here, just off the main road. That red cross is where Ann is. She’s a few minutes early.” As she spoke, the red cross moved on the map, eventually, turning into the car park before doing a U-turn back to the entrance. “He’s at the bin near the entrance now,” she said.

Ernie approached the bin. There were a couple of empty drink cans in it already, but apart from that it was empty. Most people drove to the park, and drove straight past the bin at the gate. He looked around, but couldn’t see anyone walking nearby. There were a couple of empty cars in the car-park, but the occupiers were presumably in the park somewhere. He placed the phone in the bin, returned to his car, and drove off the way he had come, back towards the main road. There was no car behind him as he turned right on the main road. There were plenty of cars on the main road, but when he eventually turned right onto Meade Hill Road, nothing followed him around the corner. He parked for a couple of minutes to make sure, then continued along the road before turning right into Watkins Drive to pull up behind Bob’s car.

“Anything?” He asked as he got into the back of their car.

“Not yet, Ann,” Emma said, “but we’ve got a strong signal. We’ll be able to follow the phone from a distance without anyone seeing us.”

“I’m just glad you’re still here,” Ernie said. “If the phone had been moved straight away, you’d have to have followed it and I wouldn’t have known where you were.”

“There it is now,” said Emma. “Someone’s picked it up.” She’d been watching the screen as they’d been talking, and saw the red cross move on the map. “Let’s see which way they turn... There. They’ve turned right, then immediately left. They’re going down the road in front of us.”

They were around the corner, so couldn’t be seen from the road the car was on, but they watched on the map as the car passed in front of them before eventually turning right onto the main road. 

“They’re heading towards central Manchester,” Bob said, as he started the car.

“Looks like it,” Ernie said. “It could be Bradshaw or Young in the car, or even both of them. Will they go to one of their homes do you think?”

“We’ll soon know,” said Emma. “We shouldn’t get too close. We can track them at a distance. The signal is beamed to a satellite then beamed back, so we don’t need to be close to the phone itself. Baz can even track it from where he is.”

They followed at a distance as the map showed the phone travelling through the Cheetham Hill area of Manchester before skirting the Northern Quarter of the city centre through Ancoats. “They’re certainly not going home,” Ernie said. “They’ll be at New Islington in a minute. Looks as though they’re going towards East Manchester.”

“Left,” said Emma. “They’ve just turned left onto Old Mill Street.”

“Better slow down a bit,” Ernie said. “There are a lot of new buildings around the canal. They could be going anywhere.”

Bob turned into Old Mill Street to find himself on a tree lined road through the middle of a new dockside development. The traffic had been pretty heavy as they turned, and the mark on the map remained some way ahead of them. “I had no idea this was here,” Bob said. “Old Mill Street sounds run down, but this is quite posh.”

“This end has all been redeveloped,” said Ernie. “Most of the old mills are long gone.”

As if to make him out to be a liar, the new development eventually petered out. There were still new houses on their left, but nowhere near as expensive looking as the ones near the waterfront. The right-hand side was different. Still undeveloped. Still old.

“We’re on Bradford Road now,” Emma said. “The phone’s stopped somewhere on the right where that old building is.”

“Drive straight past,” Ernie said. “That’s Brunswick Mill. Used to be one of the largest cotton mills in the country in its hey-day, but I think it’s derelict now.”

The mill was over a hundred yards long. “It’s in there,” Emma said, as they passed an arched entrance leading to a courtyard. 

As they drove past, Ernie caught sight of Simon Young’s parked car, and saw Young entering a doorway at the far side of the courtyard.

Bob took the next left into a residential street on the opposite side to the mill and parked up. “What now,” he said. “Do we just call the police?”

“Don’t see how we can,” Emma said. “We don’t know mum’s in there. We know Simon Young is in there, and his phone is in there, but it’s no crime for him to be in possession of his own phone.”

“We’ll have to go in and have a look,” said Ernie.

Emma was about to turn her laptop off. “Not you,” Bob said. “We don’t know what we’ll find when we go in. I want you to stay here.”

“Not a chance,” Emma said. “If you’re going, I’m going.”
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Chapter Seventeen
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Amelia Hinchcliffe, Bob’s wife, struggled against her bonds for the umpteenth time. Her kidnapper had been gone a while and could return any moment, but she needed a break. Her wrists were still bleeding from her earlier attempts to free herself, but the only perceivable difference had been the level of pain. Her bonds seemed tighter if anything, but that didn’t stop her trying again. She didn’t know when, or if ever, she would be released. She didn’t even know why she had been taken, only that Bob was involved somehow.

The two men had come to the door asking for Bob, and when she’d said he wasn’t there, they had forced their way in. One of them held her captive whilst the other searched the house, and they had become increasingly angry when they hadn’t found what they were looking for. Eventually, they had tied her up, blindfolded her, bundled her into a car and driven her here.

She didn’t know where here was, only that it was within about half-an-hour of home. They had removed her blindfold once they got to wherever she was, but there were few clues. 

The room had several dirty looking windows, but all she could see through them was a cloudy sky. The building was obviously old. The windows had single glazing, the wooden frames were rotting, the floorboards were all worn, and the brickwork on the outer wall was crumbling.

The building itself may have been old, but the three inner walls were unpainted plaster board of a more recent origin. The only door, located on one of those walls, was also of a more recent design.

That much she knew, but it hadn’t helped. She knew she was in an old building with new internal walls, and she knew she was within half-an-hour’s drive of home. Apart from that, she was in the dark. Not literally, but certainly metaphorically.

She could feel the blood behind her back. It was trickling down her fingers from her wrist, and the pain made her stop once more. Her fingers were sticky, her wrists were hurting, and she had a sudden image of someone committing suicide by slitting their wrists. She wondered how deep a cut to the wrist needed to be before she bled to death. She shivered, as much from fear as from the cold, before trying once again to weaken her bonds.

Deep in her own thoughts, she never heard the door opening.

“You’re wasting your time. That’s fishing line. Your struggling will only make it dig in tighter.”

She stopped; and took another look at her captor. She had seen both of them in the house, a man and a woman. It had taken both of them to carry her to a vehicle once they had tied and blindfolded her, and it took both of them to carry her from the vehicle and into this room. She felt they carried her up some stairs, but since then, she had only seen the man. It had been the man who removed her blindfold, and by then he was on his own.

She looked at him again now. He looked so ordinary. Middle aged, still with a full crop of dark hair, clean shaven, wearing trainers, jeans, and a sweat shirt. Ordinary. It wasn’t his appearance that scared her, it was the fact he seemed so unconcerned. However this was playing out, it would eventually end, and when it did, Amelia knew this man would not let her live. How could he? She had seen him and his partner. Their images were seared on her brain, and there was no way either of them could let her live long enough to tell anyone. That’s why the man seemed unconcerned, and ordinary, and frightening. 

She was wrong about Simon Young being unconcerned. He was concerned, just not about her. His only concern was his phone, and the messages on it. He hadn’t stopped to clear the messages on his phone when he collected it from the park gates. His concern then had been threefold. Was it his phone, was he being observed, and was he being followed? He had concluded the answers were yes, no, and no. It was his phone, he wasn’t being observed, and he wasn’t being followed. Those facts, which should have reassured him, had unsettled him. He had expected to see someone watching from a distance, and he had expected whoever was watching him to follow him. He had detected nobody, but that was not the same as believing nobody was there. He couldn’t quite believe nobody had followed him. 

His five senses were telling him he had not been followed, but his sixth sense was unsure. He wasn’t very imaginative, but he could not imagine not following if the roles had been reversed. He had sat in his car for a couple of minutes in the courtyard, waiting to see if another vehicle turned in. He had stood in the shadows for a couple of minutes after entering the building through the door from the courtyard, poised to attack anyone who had followed. Eventually, his fears calmed. He had not been followed. He wasn’t sure why. Maybe the car following him had broken down. Maybe it had been involved in an accident whilst rushing to keep up. Either way, he knew he was safe. He had time now. Time to check the phone. Time to delete the incriminating messages, and time to kill the woman.

He removed the gag from her mouth, levered it over her chin, and let it fall around her neck.

“Why am I here?” Her voice interrupted his thoughts.

“You’re here because your husband was stupid. He stole my mobile, and I needed to make sure he returned it. It’s going to be a straight swap. He returns the phone to me, and I return you to him.”

“And has he returned your phone? Does that mean I can go?”

“Not yet.” He took his phone out of his pocket. “I’ve got my phone back, and it looks in order, but I need to check.”

“Does that mean I can leave as soon as you’ve checked it?”

“Of course.” The slight hesitation had been enough. They both knew he was lying.

“Good,” she said. “You look like a man who keeps his word.

“Wait here,” he said, as though she had any choice. “I’m going to check my phone, then, if it’s alright, I’ll come back and release you. Until then, I’m going to replace the gag.”

“Thank you.” That was the last thing she said before he lifted the gag from around her neck and replaced it over her mouth. Fishing line, she thought. No wonder I couldn’t shift it.
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Ernie, Bob, and Emma, walked across the courtyard about five minutes after Simon Young. Part of the building, the ground floor on the right and left, seemed occupied by several small firms. The main building in front of them, the building with the door Ernie saw Young walk through, appeared derelict. It seemed to have been a mill of some sort, probably, given Manchester’s heritage, a cotton mill. It had four floors, and as they entered, they were expecting to find a large warehouse type building. In his mind’s eye, Bob expected to see his wife tied up in a corner of the warehouse, with Simon Young towering over her.

It may have been a single large building once, but the warehouse had now been partitioned off into smaller rooms and corridors, presumably because smaller office space had been easier to rent out than a large, crumbling, industrial warehouse.

“It’ll take us ages to go from room to room,” Ernie whispered. “We need to split up.” 

“Mum could be anywhere. How about, we take a floor each?” Emma asked.

“That’s no good, Emma”, her dad replied. “We need to stay together. We don’t know what we may find. Simon Young is in here somewhere, but we don’t know if he’s alone, and we don’t know what he’s capable of if he feels trapped.” 

“Let’s stay together then and check a floor at a time,” Ernie said. “We could take a room each for speed, but we’ll be close enough to help one another if we have any trouble.”

“Sounds like a plan, Ann,” Bob said. “I’ll take this one.” Bob opened the door nearest to him and entered, whilst Ernie and Emma went along the corridor to the following doors. 

Each one of them appeared nonchalant. All wondering what they would find behind their closed door, but none wanting to show how nervous they were.

The rooms were all different. Different sizes and with different contents. Some were visibly empty and only needed a quick glance to see nobody was in them. Others were being used for storage, with various shapes and sizes of boxes from floor to ceiling that had to be examined.

They started at the same time, but by the time Bob reached the stairs leading to the floor above, he was unsure where the others were. He didn’t know if Ann and Emma were still searching the ground floor, or whether they had already gone upstairs. Either way, he was eager to continue. He didn’t want to go back and search for them. They may not even be on the same floor, and besides, if they had found anything, he’d have heard.

He made his way up the stairs and into the first room.

“Amy,” he cried. The room was bare, so it was obvious there was nobody in the room apart from his wife. She was lying on her side with her ankles tied, and with her back to the door. Her wrists were tied behind her back and covered in blood where the twine has cut into her flesh.

Amelia heard him cry out, and within a moment he was beside her and had removed the gag from her mouth.

“Let’s get you untied,” he said.

“Thank god you’ve found me,” she said. “Hurry. He’ll be back soon. He’s only gone to check his phone.”

“I can’t undo them. They’re too tight.” Her entreaty to hurry had the opposite effect. The knots had been pulled tight by striving to escape. They required nimble fingers and patience, and Bob was displaying neither. “It’s pulled tight,” he said. “It needs cutting.”

“How about shooting a bullet through it?”

Bob and Amelia had been so engrossed in removing the ties that they hadn’t heard Young enter. Young had checked his phone, found everything he expected, and then returned to deal with his captive. She was of no further use to him. In hindsight, he had been wrong to use fishing line to tie her up. It was strong, but too thin. Her struggling had caused it to cut into her wrists, and there was nothing he could do now to remove the marks. The building backed onto the Ashton Canal, and he had originally intended to knock her unconscious and throw her in. He was hoping the police would assume the bruise was caused by her fall into the canal, and with a bit of luck her death would be put down to a tragic accident. Either way, there would have been nothing to link him with her death, but nobody was going to believe her death was an accident now. Not with the ties cutting into her wrists. 

He no longer had to make her death look accidental. He had a gun, but had decided to strangle her, and had expected to find her lying where he’d left her, with her back to the door. He had decided to enter quietly, and to strangle her from behind without having to look into her accusing eyes. It had long been his preferred method. Accusing eyes didn’t cause him to lose much sleep, but he did sleep better without seeing them.

He was surprised to find Bob there when he returned. He recognised him straight away, and for a moment he wondered how he’d got there and how he’d found his wife. The moment passed. The only thing concerning him now, was that he would have two bodies to dispose of instead of one. Perhaps he could rig things up so it looked like Bob killed his own wife, then committed suicide as an act of remorse. No time. Kill them first. Work things out after. She was still tied up. He only had one person to worry about, and Bob was still kneeling on the floor beside his wife, where he’d been whilst trying to undo her ties. A few strides and he would be there. 

Things had been flashing through Bob’s mind too. He wondered where the others were and considered shouting. He looked around, without success, to see if there was anything he could pick up to defend himself with. He considered taking his phone out of his pocket and ringing the police. Too late. His thinking time was up. Young was striding angrily towards him, taking a gun from his pocket as he did so.

Bob was in the act of getting up, when Young’s kick to the gut took his breath away. Amelia screamed as Bob rolled away, narrowly avoiding the follow-up kick to his head. Desperately trying to defend himself and stand up, his arm took the full force of the next kick, but at least it saved his head. Young’s foot swung again, but this time Bob managed to trap it between his damaged arm and his body as he twisted away. If he thought it would help him, he was mistaken. Young did fall as Bob twisted his body, and his gun did fall from his hand as he fell, but Bob felt one of his ribs crack as Young’s full weight crashed down on him. Completely winded, and in a lot of pain, Bob was in no position to stop Young as his fingers closed around Bob’s windpipe. The pain was the last thing he remembered before passing out completely.  
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Chapter Eighteen
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Emma had also reached the end of the corridor without finding anything. Like her father before her, she too had climbed the stairs and was entering the first room she came to as she heard her mother scream. 

For a moment Emma struggled to understand what she was seeing. Her mother was tied up. Her eyes bulging in fear at the sight of her husband being strangled to death. Her father was lying some distance away. His eyes also bulging as the life was being throttled out of him. A man was straddling him, with his hands around her father’s neck, and she gave an involuntary shiver as the man turned his head to stare at her.

The situation was so alien to her that Emma did not immediately know what to do. She remained rooted to the spot in a combination of indecision and fear.

Young had no such indecision. His first plan had been to toss Bob’s wife into the canal. His second plan had been to kill both Bob and his wife, in the hope the police would blame Bob for his wife’s death and Bob’s own suicide. Now there was a third person, and there was no time for any niceties. He’d shoot them all and throw all the bodies and his gun into the canal. 

He saw the loaded gun on the floor where it had been knocked out of his hand. It was not within his reach, but it was close enough to reach before the girl could get anywhere near him.

Young’s mind had realised what he must do in an instant, but it was the same instant that Emma had seen the gun and realised he was going for it. They raced for it at the same time, Young having an advantage because he was closer, but Emma having an advantage because she was younger, fitter, and had a standing start.

He saw her begin to run but still thought he would get there first, and now it was his indecision that cost him dear. He still had a leg each side of Bob’s body and sat astride him with his hands around his neck. He could stand up to race for the gun, or he could stay in his prone position and roll towards it. 

Emma was ahead of him by the time he had decided to stand up. Even then he wasn’t worried. He had no reason to believe the girl had any experience with guns, and he was sure the safety catch was on. Only a fraction of a second behind her, he would soon overpower her.

Emma’s heart was racing as she realised what a close call it would be. She had no doubt she would be dead if he beat her to it, her death followed closely by the death of her parents. She grabbed the gun the same moment she felt the breath knocked out of her. She may have arrived marginally faster, but Young had barrelled into her knocking her several yards down the room. 

For a moment, neither Emma nor Young knew where the gun was. All they knew was that it wasn’t where it had been. Emma looked back to where it was, only to see Young staring back at her. Young was staring at the floor, expecting the gun to be on the floor between them, but he couldn’t see it.

“Behind you,” shouted her mother. Young had barged into Emma as she had tried to pick the gun up, and her mother had watched as both Emma’s body and the gun had been propelled through the air.

Her shout that the gun was behind them had a similar effect on the two principals involved. Emma, being by far the most sensible, looked behind her and saw the gun. Young, being less sensible, also looked behind him and saw nothing but empty floorboards between him and the door through which Ernie was just entering. 

A second race ensued. Emma was disadvantaged by having had all the breath knocked out of her, and Young was disadvantaged by looking the wrong way, but it was a close call.

Young realised his mistake, and within a fraction of a second had turned to look beyond Emma at the gun. Within a further fraction of a second, he was on his feet and racing for it whilst Emma was still gasping for breath and lying prone between him and the gun.

He was only a stride away from Emma when she reached out to grasp the gun, rolled over, and shot him. His body jerked to a sudden stop as the momentum of his run was countered by the momentum of the bullet travelling in the opposite direction, and she was winded for a second time as he fell heavily onto her.

She pushed him away at the same time the cavalry arrived in the form of Ernie, who helped her to her feet.

“Is he dead, Ann?” Emma asked.

“I don’t think so,” Ernie said. “The bullet glanced the side of his head and knocked him unconscious, but he’s still breathing.”

“Not him, you idiot. My dad. Is my dad dead?” There were tears in her eyes.

“I’m fine, Emma.” It had taken Bob a while to come round after being half strangled to death. He was still lying on the floor, and only now able to speak. “I’ve felt better, but I’m still alive.”

“You’re going to have quite a bruise on your neck,” said Ernie.

“Excuse me. Anyone remember me? I’m still tied up.”

All eyes turned towards Bob’s wife. She’d managed to get herself up to a sitting position whilst the struggle for the gun had been taking place, and blood was dripping from her wrists and ankles where the ties had dug in.

“Sorry, Amelia. I’ll soon have you out of those. I’ve got a knife.” 

“Thank God for that,” Emma said. “I’m too winded to help, and dad still looks half dead.”

Slowly but surely, they sorted themselves out. Emma sat for a while, getting her breath back. Bob sat for a while, nursing his bruised body and sore neck. Amelia sat for a while, wiping the blood from her wrists and ankles whilst the circulation restored itself to her feet and arms.

Once he had assured himself they were all reasonably alright, Ernie, the only unwounded one amongst them, took another look at Young. He was still breathing, but still unconscious, and Ernie was in two minds about how to treat him. In the end, his compassion got the better of him and he decided to do everything he could to ensure he lived to face justice. He put him in the recovery position, before moving Young’s hands to where he could tie them together, and by the time he had finished the others had regained some of their composure.

“What do we do now, Ann?” said Bob. “Shouldn’t we call the police?”

“Or an ambulance,” Emma said, nodding towards Young.

“He doesn’t deserve an ambulance,” said her mum. “A coffin, more like.”

Emma had never heard her mother talking like that. She had always considered her mother the font of all placidity within the Hinchcliffe household, and wondered at her mother’s state of mind before they had arrived to rescued her. She must have thought she would never escape. “You’re safe now, mum.”

Emma’s words entered the part of her mother’s subconscious brain she had kept closed throughout her ordeal. Suddenly, she realised Emma was right. She was safe. She allowed her brain to acknowledge the fact as she broke into tears. “Thank God. Thank you. All of you. I thought I was going to die.”

“You’re safe now, Amy,” Bob said, putting his arms around her and repeating Emma’s words. “We’re here, and we’re not letting you out of our sight in a hurry.”

“Too right,” Ernie said. “You’re safe with us.” He walked over towards Emma, took the gun off her, and threw it to the far corner of the room. “Guns have got me into enough trouble, we’re all safer without the gun.”

“Not exactly,” said a voice from the door.

They spun round, surprised to see a man and a woman standing just inside the doorway. The man was pointing a gun in their direction.

“Hello, Fay,” Bob said in recognition. “Who’s your friend with the gun?”

The man with Fay remained impassively in the doorway, allowing his gun to do the talking for him.

“You don’t need to know,” she replied. “What have we here?”

“Just a nostalgic family trip to an old mill by the stream, or in this case, by the canal. Lots of history in some of these old mills.”

“And him?” Fay nodded towards Young.

Bob was feeling far more nervous than he outwardly appeared, but decided nonchalance was better than showing fear. “It was a family party, and he was an uninvited gatecrasher.”

“Well now you’ve got another gatecrasher.” She nodded at her companion. “Two in fact, and I think your party’s over. I want all of you to sit with your backs to that wall whilst we assess what happens next.”

All four of them complied sheepishly whilst trying to delay the inevitable as long as possible. “Quickly. I haven’t got all day.”

The unknown man stood in their only escape route covering them with his pistol whilst Fay attended to Young.

She cut his ties, turned him over, examined his head, and looked at the bullet hole in the far wall. “Just skimmed him,” she said. “Come on, Simon. This is no time to be lying down all day. We’ve a mess to sort out.” Mention of his first name seemed to stir something, and a faint groan left Young’s lips. “Can’t hurt that much if that’s the best you can do,” she said.

“Bloody hell,” he groaned again.

“That’s better, but I didn’t think the word bloody had five syllables,” she said.

“Bastard.”

“Or the word bastard. Seems you haven’t died like I feared after all.”

Young recovered gradually as Fay tended to him whilst their companion remained impassively, and immovably, in the doorway. 

The incongruously joyful ring-tone emanating from Emma’s phone made them all jump. She instinctively took the phone from her pocket to answer it, oblivious in that moment to the danger she was putting herself in.

The man at the door raced across the room even as she took the phone out of her pocket, and by the time it was mid-way to her ear he had arrived to snatch it forcibly from her hand and throw it at the brick wall behind her. 

She turned to watch her beloved phone smash into the wall and fall in pieces, and a red mist of anger clouded everything else out. With no concern for the consequences, she lashed out at the man who had done this to her, scratching his face before pummelling him with her fists.

Emma would have been no threat to the man in normal circumstances, but these were not normal circumstances. Her blind rage was such that, as he put his hands up to protect his face, the gun was knocked from his hand. It wouldn’t have made much difference if the gun had fallen towards Fay, who was still tending the wounds of Simon Young, but it fell sideways to land only a yard in front of where Bob was sitting.

The man was no stranger to brawls. The girl had caught him by surprise that’s all. He pushed her away with such force that she fell heavily, and then he stamped as hard as he could on Bob’s outstretched hand, a smile of satisfaction crossing his lips as he heard some of Bob’s finger bones break.

That should have concluded the matter, but Ernie stood up, grabbed hold of the man’s foot as he did so, and heaved with all his might just as Emma re-joined the fight.

What happened next was a blur to everyone involved. Fay Braithwaite and Simon Young had both watched events unfold, and whilst their male companion had lost control for a moment, they were intent on seizing it back. Fay went to grab the gun, whilst the still groggy Simon went for Ernie. 

The man who had once had the gun thought his loss of control was only temporarily caused by the unexpected fury of the young woman in front of him. He believed he would imminently have the better of her, but was surprised yet again by the fury of the girl’s mother who had joined in her daughter’s attack.

Simon believed the woman he knew as Ann Perkins would be a pushover until he felt the force of Ernie’s uppercut jerking his head backwards. They backed away from one another, Ernie aware how dangerous Simon Young was, and Simon Young stunned by the unexpected force of the woman’s attack.  

Fay had heard Bob’s fingers crack, and she thought she could easily get the gun which still lay in front of him. They both grabbed at it at the same time. Bob wincing from the pain in his fingers, but determined not to give up the gun without a fight. And a fight there was. They both had hold of the gun, rolling over repeatedly as they grappled for supremacy.

The bang of the gun going off stopped everything. Simon and Ernie stopped facing one another and turned towards the sound. Emma and her mother, and the battered ex-gunman, also instinctively turned towards it. Bob stopped from nausea and faintness as he realised he had been shot, and Fay stopped only long enough to push him away as she stood up with the gun.

“Enough!” She commanded. “Enough of this nonsense, or I’ll shoot the lot of you right here and right now.”

All the fight went out of Ernie at the sight of Bob writhing in agony with Fay standing over him with the gun in her hand. He at least knew Bob was still alive, but Fay was obviously not afraid to use the gun she was now threatening them all with.

Fay looked at the short thread at the end of the barrel. “Do you have a silencer for this?”

“In my pocket,” the man said.

“Good. Give it to me. I’m going to finish this once and for all. Make no mistake, you’re all dead. I’d prefer it if you gave me time to get the silencer on, but if not, I’ll have to live with the noise and its consequences but you’ll be too dead to see them.”

“It’d be better if I did it. It’s safer.” The man took the silencer out of his pocket and held his other hand out for the gun.

“No. I’ll do it. They’re all dead.”

“It’s my gun.”

“I don’t care whose gun it used to be. It’s mine now. Give me the fucking silencer.”

“But...”

“No buts. I’m doing it. Give me the silencer.”

Ernie watched as the man handed Fay the silencer, and as Fay moved it towards the male thread on the end of the pistol. 

In all the excitement, everyone seemed to have forgotten the gun Ernie had thrown into the far corner as Fay had arrived. He could see it in the corner of his eye as he watched Fay match the gun and the silencer together. He waited until she began to turn the silencer onto its thread, and then he ran for the other gun. 

It was always going to be a long shot, but Ernie felt he had nothing to lose. She was going to shoot him anyway. He knew Fay would need to make several turns to get the silencer on fully, and he was betting his life on reaching the other gun before Fay was in a position to fire.

He lost his bet, and was still a couple of paces away when Fay fired her gun.

Actually, it’s not true to say he lost the bet. He both lost and won. He won, because he would have reached his gun before Fay could have fully screwed the silencer on. He lost, because she had fired early, before the silencer was fully screwed on.

That missed turn saved his life, and cost Fay hers. The silencer was only partly screwed on when she fired, so instead of there being a straight trajectory for the bullet, there was an almost imperceptible kink. What was imperceptible to the naked eye was not imperceptible to the bullet. Instead of exiting the end of the silencer, it nudged one of the baffles, spun out of control, and exploded out of the side of the silencer. Unfortunately for Fay, a piece of shrapnel from the silencer sheared off, hit her in the eye, and entered her brain. She died without ever knowing what she’d done wrong.

“I told her it’d be better if I did it,” the man said, but by then it was all over.

Ernie had the gun, and now it was Simon Young and the other man who had no fight left. As Ernie pointed the only gun at them, they both raised their hands, unsure whether he was mad enough at them to shoot anyway.

Amelia Hinchcliffe rushed over to her husband, relieved to find he had only been shot in the shoulder, and although it was bleeding, he wasn’t bleeding as much as she had feared. 

“I’d like your phone, Simon. Hand it over.”

Simon handed his phone over to Ernie, who in turn handed it to Emma. “Call the police, Emma, and call for an ambulance. We need to get your dad treated, and we need to get these two behind bars.”

Emma had only just disconnected her call to the emergency services when Detective Inspector Carter and half-a-dozen uniformed and non-uniformed police officers burst in.

“Blimey, that was quick,” Ernie said. “Emma’s only just phoned.”

Sarah Carter gave the room and its occupants the once over. 

There was an unknown woman, with blood on her wrists and ankles as though she’d been tied up; another woman she didn’t recognise, face down and apparently dead on the floor with her head in a pool of blood; and a middle-aged man she didn’t know, who appeared to be unharmed. 

There were also several people she did recognise. Ann Perkins, holding a gun, the sister of a man who was on bail after she had arrested him for murder; Simon Young, a well-known hard-man with a string of serious assault convictions against his name, who appeared to have some sort of head wound; Bob Hinchcliffe, a so-called ‘reformed’ burglar, about whom she was distinctly unsure he had reformed; and Emma, Bob Hinchcliffe’s university student daughter.

“We’re not here because of Emma’s phone call,” she said. “There was an earlier phone call. The anonymous caller said a terrorist incident was being planned and gave the coordinates of this building. I don’t give much weight to anonymous calls, but the caller gave a security services code-word, so we couldn’t ignore it. I just hope at least one of you can explain what the hell has been going on.” 
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Chapter Nineteen
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Ann told Sarah Carter what was going on, but she didn’t believe she was being told the whole story. She arrested the lot of them and had them all taken back to the police station for further questioning. Only after everyone had provided written statements was she able finally to make sense of things. 

The wounds on the wrists and ankles of Amelia Hinchcliffe supported her statement she had been kidnapped and held hostage by the dead woman.

The dead woman was identified as Fay Braithwaite, and statements saying she killed herself using an insecure silencer were supported by examination of the gun with her fingerprints on it.

The unknown man refused to make a statement at all, but was later identified as Mick Weatherall, a criminal currently wanted for a serious assault.

Simon Young, who appeared to have a glancing bullet wound to his head, was a well-known hard-man with a string of convictions for serious assaults. His statement claimed he was a victim, with no knowledge of events due to the amnesia caused by his head wound.

Ann Perkins, the private detective, had been found holding a gun, but claimed she had taken it from Simon Young. Tests subsequently proved it was the same gun used in the killing of Daniel Collins, the killing Ernie Wright had been arrested for; and of Andy Jones, the killing Trevor Morris was in custody for. A search of Young’s home found spare bullets with Young’s finger prints on them, giving weight to the evidence the gun had originally belonged to Young.

Emma Hinchcliffe gave a statement supporting both her mother’s version and Ann Perkins version of events. Bob Hinchcliffe had been taken directly to hospital to have a bullet removed from his shoulder, but his subsequent statement supported those of his wife and daughter, and Ann.

Faced with the overwhelming evidence, Detective Inspector Sarah Carter released Trevor Morris without charge, and cancelled the investigation into Ernie Wright. She still had misgivings about Wright, but her misgivings were tempered by the pleasure of having arrested Simon Young for two murders and having arrested Mick Weatherall for assault.

Sarah had made several high-profile arrests as a detective sergeant, and the new arrests cemented her reputation with her superiors. They were as pleased as punch, delighted with their decision to promote her, and were sure she had the potential to make a top-class detective. 

Sarah was not so sure. She realised how lucky she had been, both as a sergeant, and as a detective inspector. Her current investigations had all been going in completely the wrong direction. She had been targeting and investigating the wrong people. The anonymous call, against all the odds, had resulted in her ending up at the right place at the right time, with the real culprits being dropped into her lap. She had no doubt the culprits being dropped into her lap had something to do with Ann Perkins. She also knew Ann was not telling her the whole story, and there were still a few loose ends unaccounted for. 

The anonymous caller was still an enigma. Despite having her best team on it, they had never been able to track the caller. They had no idea who the caller was, how the caller knew the security service codeword, or how the caller knew what was going on in the warehouse. All the security services denied any knowledge of the phone call, and denied having any interest in the warehouse. She didn’t believe them. They were the security services, so they would say that wouldn’t they. All she knew for certain, was that once again, she owed Ann Perkins a debt of gratitude.

***
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On the day of Emma’s graduation, Emma made her way to Salford’s Lowry Theatre with her parents. The others had agreed to meet outside a lecture hall at Salford University’s Media City campus, a few hundred yards away. Because of size constraints, only two visitors were allowed per graduate in the actual theatre, but the lecture hall was being used to display the CCTV of the proceedings on a large screen. Ann, Tim Armstrong, and Trevor Morris arrived first. Trevor had come to show his appreciation for the way in which the work of the detective agency had led to him being released without charge. Baz was the last to arrive, getting there just a few minutes before the start of the ceremony. Ann gave her brother’s apology. Telling them a serious bout of gastroenteritis made it impossible for him to attend. 

Emma felt very conspicuous in her university gown, and particularly conspicuous during the times she had to wear her mortar board hat with its annoying tassel. She never wore a hat, so it would have felt strange anyway, but the hanging tassel kept catching her eye whenever she moved her head. 

In contrast, her parent’s emotion was one of sheer pride. As far as they were aware, Emma was the first person in their family ever to be awarded a degree. 

“For the award of Bachelor of Science with honours; Computer Science with Cyber Security....”

Her parents dutifully cheered all the course participants as their names were read out and as they stepped across the stage to receive their degree, shake hands and move on.

“Emma Hinchcliffe.”

It seemed to them the cheering and clapping was louder. They were biased, and it was probably an illusion, but that’s definitely how it seemed and how it would be remembered. It only took a few seconds for Emma to walk across the stage, shake hands, be handed her degree, and walk off again, but those seconds would be etched forever in each of their memories. In the future, whenever they looked at Emma’s graduation photograph, they would remember those moments with pride.

In contrast to the speed with which she actually received her award, the speeches before and after the ceremony seemed to go on forever, the various dignitaries making the most of their captive audience. Eventually the proceedings came to an end. The individual graduate photographs had all been taken before the ceremony, and now there was about half-an-hour to meet up with the others before the final post-graduate photograph.

Like most other student’s supporters, they had agreed to meet up outside the Lowry Theatre’s main door, in front of the public square where the group photograph was to be taken. When they arrived, they found the whole area heaving with bodies, and it took a while to jostle through the crowds, find everyone, and congratulate Emma on her new status as a graduate.

“Dad and Mum, this is Baz.”

“Hello, mister and misses Hinchcliffe. It’s very nice to meet you.”

For a moment, neither of her parents replied. Then they looked at one another and both burst out laughing.

“Mum? Dad?”

“Sorry, Baz,” her dad said. “We don’t mean to be rude. Emma, why on earth didn’t you tell us.”

“Tell you what? I don’t understand.”

“Baz. We’ve heard so much about you,” her mother said. “Emma’s been talking about you for the last couple of years, so although we’ve never met you, or even seen a photo of you, we’ve always had an image of you in our minds.”

“Emma’s mum and I have often wondered how you look,” her dad continued. “Her mum thought you would look like a swot, scruffy hair and glasses. I always thought you would be overweight through sitting at a computer all day. Neither of us imagined you’d be black.”

“I hope that’s not a problem?” Baz said.

“Not at all,” Bob laughed. “It’s just that we’ve had your image in our minds for so long, we bet one another our own descriptions would be the closest to how you actually look. Looks like we both lost.” 

“I’m sure I mentioned it,” Emma said.

“No, you never did. We’re laughing, because neither of our descriptions came close. We both imagined you’d be white.”

“Let me introduce myself formerly. My parents originate from South Africa and my full name is Bangizwe Mnikathi. I know that’s a bit of a mouthful for most people, and hard to get your tongues around, so I always call myself Baz. Makes it easier all round.”

“Baz it is then,” said Emma’s mum as she gave him a hug. “Welcome to the family.”

“Hi, Baz. I’m Ann. Ann Perkins.” Ernie stretched out his arm to shake Baz’s hand.

“I know who you are, Ann. I’ve been reading all about you.” With that, he put both arms around Ernie and gave him a hug, and Ernie felt compelled to give him one back.

Ernie wondered who would be most surprised. Emma’s parents realising Baz was black, or Baz himself, if he ever realised the woman he was currently hugging was a man. 

“Seems you’ll all be seeing a lot more of me?” said Baz. “As part of my course, I’ve been doing some work at GCHQ at Cheltenham. They’ve offered me a job as soon as my master’s degree has been completed.”

“At GCHQ in Cheltenham?” Emma’s dad asked. 

“No, a lot closer. At the end of my course, I’ll be working at the GCHQ’s National Cyber Force Headquarters near Preston, only about forty miles away.”

“That would be fantastic,” her dad said. “Close enough for you to drop in any time you have some time off. We’d be pleased to see you.”

Emma could have kicked herself for not having mentioning his colour to them. He was black. Really black, and proud of his South African heritage. She knew she’d never shown a picture of Baz to her parents, but hadn’t realised she had never described him physically. She realised she had always emphasised how clever he was, and how skilled he was at doing some of the things she found difficult on her course.

Emma was standing back, listening to the conversation, pleased the first meeting between Baz and her family was going so well. She knew her parents didn’t have a racist bone in their body. Despite that, Baz’s colour must have been a bit of a shock to them. She wondered how they would react when they discover Baz had asked her to move in with him once he’d moved to Lancashire. She decided that would keep for another day, and was just thinking how well everyone had coped with the situation, when she felt a nudge on her shoulder. It was Trevor Morris.

“Emma. I never got the chance to thank you for your part in proving my innocence. Thank you for everything you did.”

“It was nothing.”

“But it was. If it had not been for your help, I may have still been wanted by the police for a murder I didn’t commit. I’ve been wondering what I can do in return.”

“There is nothing. Really. I was only too please to help.”

“I understand you are going to start a master’s degree next.”

“Yes. I start after the Summer. In September.”

“Did you take a student loan out for the course you just finished? Will you be able to get another one for the master’s course?”

“Yes, and yes. Means I’ll be in debt for a while, but I should be able to get a really well-paying job afterwards. Cyber security work is extremely well paid.”

“Nobody should have to start their working lives in debt. I’d like to pay the fees of your master’s course.”

For a moment, Emma didn’t know what to say. The course fees were steep, and although she didn’t have to pay them back straight away, they would still be a burden she could do without. Her parents were not in the financial position to help her that much. She was tempted, but she hardly knew the man, and she’d enjoyed helping Ann.

“No, really. It’s fine,” she said.

Trevor Morris knew it wasn’t fine. He had millions in the bank from his business, and although the course fees were a lot to Emma, they were nothing to him. He could easily afford it, and would hardly notice any dent in his bank balance.”

“No. I insist. Please let me do this for you. It’s the least I can do. It was all circumstantial evidence, but it was enough to get me convicted. If I’d been sent to prison, it would have cost me a lot more than the price of your master’s degree. I’d have been lucky to have had anything at all by the time my sentence was finished.”

Emma was just about to protest for the second time when she was dragged away by a couple of fellow graduates who had been on the same course.

“Come on, Emma. They need us for the group photograph. Put your hat back on.”

The others looked on, as Emma and all the other graduates stood on the raised circular area between the Lowry Theatre and the Lowry Shopping Centre and had their group photograph taken. 

From her position, Emma could see everyone who had come to support her. She wondered where everyone would have been without Ann Perkins. Her father would probably have been in prison and her mother struggling to cope alone. Tim Armstrong would undoubtedly have been killed, and Trevor Morris would probably have been in prison. She looked at Baz. It was the first time they had met in person, and he was the same in real-life as he had appeared online.

She looked at all of them. Then throwing her hat into the air with all the other students, she burst out laughing in sheer relief.

Detective Inspector Sarah Carter, at a nearby pub, was also laughing at about the same time. Her team were celebrating her good fortune over a few drinks. She knew something was not quite right about Ann Perkins and her brother, and she wondered how long it would be before she had to arrest one or other of them for something serious. Not for the first time, Sarah put her misgivings to one side. There may be something not quite right with Ann Perkins and Ernie Wright, but thanks to them her career was still on its upward trajectory.
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	    About the Author

        
            Richard Underwood has a wide range of experience and interests.


He joined the medical branch of the Royal Air Force straight from school, and served in hospital and medical centres at home and abroad. After leaving the air force he worked firstly as a mental health nurse and then a police officer in Greater Manchester.


He subsequently became a minister of religion for twenty-years, being ordained and commissioned as a Salvation Army Officer and later becoming an Industrial Chaplain to the Fishing Industry as a Superintendent with the Royal National Mission to Deep Sea Fishermen. During this period he also obtained a BSc(Hons) in Social Science and a diploma in counselling.


On leaving the ministry he became a civil servant at a Government Office in Leeds where he specialised in Technology and Innovation, and became the Company Secretary of a Regional Technology Network before becoming a staff counsellor for the West Yorkshire Ambulance Service, and Chief Executive of a national counselling charity.


He spent two periods as a welfare rights officer, one with Bolton Social Services and one with Salford Social Services, both in Greater Manchester, providing training and advice to social workers, and representing clients at Social Security appeal tribunals.


In his late fifties he moved to Suffolk where he became a sheltered housing manager until his retirement.


After retirement he returned to nursing, working on general wards and acute mental health wards at Bury and Ipswich hospitals in Suffolk for several years until his seventieth birthday when he moved back to Droylsden, Manchester where he lives with his wife and from where he is engaged in writing and research.
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