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Broken Dreams Synopsis
Joe Geraghty, Private Investigator, is used to struggling from one case to the next, barely making the rent on his small office in the Old Town of Hull. Invited by a local businessman to investigate a member of his staff’s absenteeism, it’s the kind of surveillance work that Geraghty and his small team have performed countless times. When Jennifer Murdoch is found dead, Geraghty quickly finds himself trapped in the middle of a police investigation which stretches back to the days when the city had a thriving fishing industry. As the woman’s tangled private life begins to unravel, the trail leads Geraghty to local gangster-turned-respectable businessman, Frank Salford, a man with a significant stake in the city’s regeneration plans. Still haunted by the death of his wife in a house fire, it seems the people with the answers Geraghty wants are the police and Salford, both of whom want his co-operation for their own ends. With everything at stake, some would go to any length to get what they want, Geraghty included.
Table of Contents
Dedication:
For my Dad - Jeff Quantrill, 1948 – 2009.
Acknowledgments:
Writing is often considered to be a solitary business but I’ve learnt nothing could be further from the truth. I owe a huge debt of gratitude to the following for all their help and inspiration:
Cathy Quantrill, my wife, for everything. And for letting me off chores.
Paul Thompson for the amazing example set over the years. Keep on shining.
Darren Laws for the opportunity to work with Caffeine Nights and the unwavering belief in this book.
Roland Standaert and Beth McGann for the amazing photography work on my websites.
Jason Goodwin for sterling work in creating a website from the scraps of information he’s given to work with. www.hullcrimefiction.co.uk
Mac and Stephany NJC for gamely taking up proofreading duties without complaint.
Cilla Wykes and the team at www.thisisull.com for opening the door.
Tim Roux at www.a63revisited.com and all of Hull’s writers, poets and playwrights for their advice, enthusiasm and friendship.
Mum and Dad for their support and encouragement throughout.
Everyone who’s read one of my stories on the Internet over the last four years. It’s what keeps me going. You know who you are.
Broken Dreams
‘You didn’t hear or see anything?’
I shook my head. It’s not every day you’re accused of murdering a client. I checked myself in the mirror; the cuts on my face leaving a bloody mess and a bottom lip twice its normal size. It didn’t look clever. The phone call had woken me and after listening to the message, I washed down some painkillers, threw on an old tracksuit and stepped out into the night. The taxi arrived quickly and drove me through the deserted streets of Hull towards my office in the Old Town. Ten minutes later I was sat in my chair, waiting for Don to say something. He was my business partner, but more importantly, my mentor. I explained that I’d been jumped as I’d walked home.
‘Are you sure?’
‘Nothing.’ All I knew was my mobile had been taken. It sounded feeble, given the state of my face.
Don towers above me, so I always feel like a naughty child when he tells me off. Although I’m in my early forties and still in reasonable shape, I know when to keep my mouth shut.
I heard the toilet flush and looked at Don, who was refusing to meet my eye. I turned and watched Detective Sergeant Richard Coleman walk into the room.
‘Joe Geraghty, Private Investigator’ he said, still drying his hands on a paper towel.
I nodded a greeting. ‘Make yourself at home, why don’t you?’
He sat on the top of the table opposite me. ‘I’ll get to the point; Don said you were outside of Jennifer Murdoch’s house tonight?’
‘I didn’t make it.’
‘No?’
‘No.’
‘What did you do tonight?’
‘Went to the pub.’ I stared at him, assuming he might know why I’d felt the need to get drunk tonight.
‘With anyone in particular?’
I shook my head. He was oblivious. ‘Why do you ask?’
‘She’s dead’ Coleman said, staring straight at me, ‘She put up quite a fight, but I can’t go into the details.’ He paused to look at me before changing the subject. ‘Don tells me you were watching her on behalf of her employer.’
‘A false illness claim’ I said, before he had chance to go on. ‘She claims she was suffering from stress and was unable to work. Her employer disagrees. Perfectly normal.’
‘Don tells me she’s the company’s accountant, right?’
I nodded.
‘Any luck with it?’
‘Not yet.’ We’d only been on the case for a couple of days and didn’t have the necessary proof.
‘Notice any one else watching her?’
I shook my head. I asked if Terrence Briggs, her employer, had received the news.
Coleman confirmed he’d be speaking to him. Another fee gone, I thought but didn’t dare say.
‘Do you want to tell me what happened?’ asked Coleman, pointing to my face.
‘I was attacked on my way home. Lost my mobile and what money I had on me.’
‘Who by?’
‘No idea.’
‘Report it?’
‘No.’
Coleman sighed. ‘Did you see the man?’
‘No.’
‘Local?’
I thought about it. ‘Sounded it.’
‘Where did it happen?’
‘The tenfoot near my flat.’
‘No witnesses?’
‘I don’t think so.’
Coleman looked from Don to myself. ‘Upset anybody lately?’
Don stared at me, looking for confirmation. I shook my head. ‘No.’
‘Your story is you were attacked by an assailant, identity unknown, and you weren’t anywhere near Jennifer Murdoch’s house tonight?’
‘Correct.’ I sipped the coffee Don had made and tried to read Coleman’s face.
‘I’ll need a statement from you tomorrow.’ He pointed at my cuts and bruises. ‘You might want to think about reporting the assault, too.’Coleman stood up and told Don he’d be in touch. He looked at me again before leaving.
‘What the fuck are you playing at?’ Don asked me, once he’d shut the door on the policeman. He didn’t swear very often.
‘I was attacked.’ It sounded weak.
‘And you’re telling the truth about not being near Murdoch’s house?’
It was my turn to be indignant. ‘Of course I am.’
‘We’re not pissing about here, Joe.’
I nodded. It doesn’t come any more serious than murder, so I knew the police would be throwing some resources at it. I sat up, my head feeling clearer for the caffeine. ‘Did you tell them?’ He would often tell the police when and where we are performing surveillance as a professional courtesy. If the police knew we had a genuine and legitimate reason for following an individual, it was supposed to prevent future misunderstandings. As I was learning, the system wasn’t perfect.
Don shook his head. ‘I hadn’t got round to telling them.’
I considered the situation. They’d obviously seen my car outside of Murdoch’s house the previous day. ‘They were watching her?’
‘Or her husband’ Don suggested. He took my empty mug off me and shook his head. ‘You’d best report the assault.’
I said I would, but it would be pointless. The truth was I didn’t know who had attacked me. Losing my mobile was a pain but I could get a new one easy enough. What was occupying my mind was the fact the police knew I had been carrying out surveillance outside Murdoch’s house. I looked like I’d been involved in a fight and had no alibi to speak of. It was a chance I couldn’t take; people have been arrested for much less. I knew I was going to have to find out why Jennifer Murdoch had been murdered.
A shower and strong coffee had me feeling almost human again by mid-morning. I’d walked to the nearest supermarket, bought a cheap pay-as-you-go mobile and topped it up with credit before meeting Don to talk to Jennifer Murdoch’s employer. Only he was in his boardroom talking to the police. The company was based on Sutton Fields, an industrial estate to the east of the city. The middle-aged woman stood behind the reception desk wanted us to come back some other time.
‘Maybe you could help us’ said Don, explaining why we were there.
She’d thought we were salesmen before introducing herself as Sheila Chester, Briggs’s PA. She directed us to her office. I gave her what I hoped was my winning smile, but with the cuts and bruises, I wasn’t sure it was working.
‘Take your time.’ Don said, as she sat down.
Her hand was shaking slightly, the earlier confidence disappearing. She lifted her mug and slowly drank a mouthful of tea.
‘We understand this is difficult for you, Sheila.’
And given the visit from Coleman, I wanted some answers.
Don lent in close to her. ‘We’re here to help.’
She nodded. I’ll do my best.’
‘How long have you worked for the company, Sheila?’ Don asked.
‘Nearly twenty years.’
I could see the pride in her face, so I smiled. ‘You must have seen some changes, then?’
‘One or two, I suppose.’
‘How long had Jennifer been with you?’
‘It must be about ten years now. She used to work for our auditors, so Mr Briggs offered her the job when her predecessor retired.’
‘And before her illness, how was she was doing?’
She looked reluctant to answer the question. I tried to help her out. ‘Whatever you say stays between us. It won’t go any further.’
‘Her alleged illness.’
‘Right.’
‘I know you shouldn’t speak ill of the dead, but I didn’t like her, to be totally honest with you.’ Unburdening this seemed to enable her to relax. She looked me in the eye. ‘Either as a colleague or as a person.’
‘Was she difficult to get on with?’
‘Very much so. We were very different people, you see. I’ve never married, never travelled very much or led what you might call an exciting life. I have what I have, and I’m very thankful for it. I’m not the type of person who always wants more. Jennifer, on the other hand, was very different. She wanted everything, and I suspect that was only to say she had it.’
I encouraged her to continue.
‘If it wasn’t a flash car, it was holidays abroad and designer clothes. It put a few backs up, that’s for sure.’
‘I assume she could afford these luxuries?’
Sheila nodded. ‘She was well paid and her husband has a good job. He’s some sort of business hotshot, but I don’t really know the details. Besides, most people these days use credit cards to get what they want, don’t they?’
I tried to hold a smile. ‘It’s often the way.’
‘I remember when people used to save up for things they wanted.’
I half-heartedly agreed, anxious to keep her talking to us.
‘How was Jennifer as an accountant?’ asked Don, getting us back on track.
‘Generally, I’d say she was fine; certainly to start with.’
‘To start with?’
‘I assume you were told about the incident with her assistant?’
Don and I shook our heads. ‘No.’
Sheila didn’t hold our stare. The nervous Sheila had returned.
‘It won’t go any further’ said Don, encouraging her to continue.
She placed her hands on the table and took a deep breath. ‘A couple of years ago there was a spell when money seemed to be going missing.’
‘Going missing?’
‘I don’t think all the petty cash cheques made their way into the actual petty cash tin. The auditor brought it to Jennifer’s attention and she sorted it out. Mr Briggs was on holiday at the time and she never told me about the problem.’
‘What happened?’ It was obvious she had felt put out by her lack of involvement.
‘Her assistant, Sonia Bray, left, and Mr Briggs considered the matter closed. Jennifer had told me how difficult it would be to get the proof for a conviction, so there was no point involving the police. She also claimed she’d worked out how much Sonia had allegedly stolen and made sure Mr Briggs got the money back.’
I sat up. ‘I assume you’re not convinced Sonia was behind the theft?’
‘No. Not at all.’
‘Any idea where we could find Sonia?’
‘I think so. I’ll let you have the details.’
Don thanked her.
‘How about Jennifer’s supposed illness?’ I said. ‘Do you know anything about it? Mr Briggs said you’d seen her when she was meant to be at work?’
‘My friend had seen her, shopping in Princes Quay when she was supposed to be here. Sheila laughed and shook her head. ‘Her illness? Jennifer might be many things, but I doubt she had been stressed. As I said earlier, she had loved flaunting her money and telling everyone what a great life she had.’
Don nodded to me that we were done. Whether or not she was simply bitter at Jennifer Murdoch’s lifestyle, I didn’t know, but I was taken back at the spite of the woman. The suggestion Murdoch had stolen from the firm and that Terrence Briggs might have an ulterior motive for sacking her was interesting. Before we had chance to consider it further, Terrence Briggs walked into the room.
‘Sheila was helping us out while we waited’ I said to him.
Briggs nodded to his PA, who quickly left the room. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’ he asked us.
‘Our jobs’ said Don.
‘Under the circumstances, you don’t have a job. I won’t be needing you anymore.’
‘The police have already spoken to us.’
Briggs walked across the room and opened the door in the far corner. ‘We’ll talk in here.’
The boardroom featured photographs of building developments the company had been involved with over the years. Briggs had been involved in the construction of several well-known buildings around the city. On the opposite wall were black and white photographs of Hull’s fishing past.
‘Fisherman in a former life?’ I asked him.
‘My brother.’
I nodded and asked if he was keeping busy.
‘Plenty on at the moment. I’ve got the bread and butter stuff around the estates, maintenance work for the council and there’s still the regeneration projects on the go.’ He opened his drawer and placed a manila file on the desk. ‘I suppose you can take it back.’ It was the initial report we’d prepared for him on Jennifer Murdoch. It contained all the background information we’d pulled together, including her educational details, family background and anything of interest we’d learnt. We left it sitting there.
‘What did the police have to say?’ Don asked.
‘What’s it to you?’
‘You’d asked us to do a job and now she’s dead.’
‘We’re done then, aren’t we? How much do I owe you?’
He looked flustered. I assumed the police had rattled his cage.
‘You told us you wanted her out of your life.’ I reminded him. ‘Whatever it took, I think you told us.’
‘I didn’t mean I wanted her dead, for crying out loud.’ He pointed at me. ‘Look, I set this place up by myself over thirty years ago, built it up from nothing. I got nothing given to me on a plate. Several years later, here I am with one of the city’s largest building companies. I’m not having someone like her take the piss out of me. It’s not going to happen. All I said was that she was on long-term sick and I didn’t reckon it was genuine. Don’t be twisting my words.’
’The police will see you as having motive’ said Don.
‘I only wanted her out of this place.’
‘It’s still the beginnings of something. She was costing you a lot of wasted money, it makes you angry, you know where she lives, you want rid of her. It’s a thought process they’ll be following’ I said.
‘What’s your point?’ asked Briggs. He picked the file up.
‘You’ve still got a few hours left on the clock and we don’t like loose ends.’
Don was waiting for me in the reception of Queens Gardens police station, talking to the officer on front-desk duty. I’d taken his advice and called Coleman to arrange reporting the assault. He’d told me to come to the station and, though he’d led me to believe it would be over with quickly, it had taken a couple of hours. When Coleman eventually saw me, I’d kept my composure and answered the questions as honestly as I could. Even though I had nothing to hide, the situation felt like it had been made as uncomfortable and awkward for me as possible. For all that, I was left in no doubt should I learn anything about the murder of Jennifer Murdoch, I was to inform him immediately. Coleman had assured me I wasn’t being treated as a suspect, rather a witness with some useful background information, but I wasn’t so sure. Maybe I was being paranoid, but I didn’t like the situation I found myself in.
I was glad to be out of the building and getting some fresh air. We walked towards a pub close to our office. I needed a drink to calm my nerves. I showed Don the leaflets I’d been given whilst I waited for Coleman.
‘Investigative Officers,’ I explained, ‘cheap detectives, basically.’ The force was recruiting civilians to assist the detectives with interviewing suspects and gathering evidence. It was policing on the cheap.
Don laughed and passed me my drink. ‘Cheeky bastards. Did they tell you anything?’
‘Nothing. I don’t even know how she was killed.’ I’d asked but they’d refused to tell me. They would be releasing details later during a press conference.
‘What about the assault on you?’
‘They weren’t interested.’
Don said he wasn’t surprised and turned the conversation back to Jennifer Murdoch. ‘You’d have thought there would be some forensics, wouldn’t you?’
‘They didn’t tell me if there was.’ We both knew it was only any good if you had a match on the database. I also knew it could take days for the police to confirm a match. They hadn’t asked me for a sample, as they didn’t have the legal grounds to, but they could have asked me to volunteer if they had really wanted to.
Don asked me what I had made of Terrence Briggs.
‘I don’t like him.’
‘He’s still got a bit of credit left; we should see what turns up in that time.’
I agreed. Although we still had the regular bread and butter work of serving legal papers from solicitors, we weren’t that busy.
‘I don’t like him.’ I repeated.
‘Why not?’
‘Rude, unpleasant, take your pick.’ I’m usually a good judge of character and something about Briggs jarred with me.
I moved our glasses to one side to allow Don to open the file on Jennifer Murdoch. He started to read to me.
‘Okay, so she’s in her mid-thirties, married and lives in North Ferriby with her husband. Overall salary package is somewhere in the region of £40,000. She’s worked for Briggs for close to ten years.’ He passed the file over to me. There were details of her education and previous employment; father worked the docks, standard education in a local secondary school; nothing unusual.
‘Not such a great employee, though.’ I took a look at the doctor’s notes we’d previously copied from Briggs.
‘Any thoughts?’ Don asked me.
I leant back in the chair and swallowed a mouthful of lager. ‘She’s his accountant, right? She controls the purse-strings. Maybe there had been a falling out between them? Maybe over the money theft?’
Don shrugged. ‘Enough to kill over? I don’t see it.’
Sometimes I’m too inquisitive for my own good. Or rather, our good. Don was good at focusing in on the task at hand. All we’d been asked to do was look at her claim to illness; see if her absence from work was justifiable, and if we could, offer some evidence to her employer.
Don closed the file. ‘I’ll get on with checking her out tomorrow; see what else I can find.’ He looked at his watch and stood up. ‘We’d best hurry up. Sarah’s going to be waiting for us.’
As we walked into the office, Sarah was showing a woman out. The woman wore a head-scarf, partly obscuring her face and didn’t make eye contact as she left. Sarah walked back in and sat down without saying a word.
‘Who’s picking up Lauren?’ Don asked.
‘John.’
I’d not met her ex-husband, but his reputation preceded him. Sarah was in her mid-thirties and hadn’t had much luck with men since. Usually, Don collected his grand-daughter from the childminders if Sarah was held up, but we’d been too busy with Briggs and Coleman. I asked who wanted a drink and busied myself in the kitchen.
‘Potential client?’ I asked, my back turned to them.
‘I think so’ Sarah replied.
I walked across to them with three cups of tea balanced on a tray. ‘What’s her story?’
Sarah opened her notepad. ‘That was Maria Platt. She needs our help to find her daughter.’
Should be a straightforward task, I thought. ‘How long’s she been missing for?’
‘Nearly ten years.’
I sat back in the chair. It’d either be a simple job or a total nightmare.
‘Did you explain our fee structure to her?’ asked Don.
Sarah looked away and said nothing. I looked down at the floor, knowing what was coming.
‘You didn’t, did you?’ he said.
She shook her head. ‘Not really. Look, she’s desperate. I said we’d help her.’ She passed a cheque over to Don. ‘I’ve got this.’
Don looked at it and passed it to me. £200. It wouldn’t go very far in paying the bills.
‘I thought we could see how it goes’ said Sarah, smiling apologetically at us. ‘She’s really desperate.’
‘Why?’ I asked.
‘She’s dying of cancer.’
Once we’d played out the ritual of Don trying to feign anger with Sarah, we all sat back down together to discuss what we could do to help the woman. I smiled at Sarah. The job wouldn’t make us any money, but I admired her spirit. You could never say her heart wasn’t in the right place. Don also knew that, and being his daughter, he was probably all the more proud of her. Besides, it wasn’t like we were inundated with other jobs and it made life interesting.
‘What’s her daughter’s name?’ Don asked.
‘Donna Platt’ said Sarah. She’d photocopied her notes and passed them across to us. ‘29 years old.’
‘No contact at all?’ I asked.
‘None at all.’
‘Not even birthday or Christmas cards?’
Sarah shook her head. ‘Nothing.’
Don looked up from the notes. ‘How about family? Her father?’
‘Died three years ago. Cancer. There’s a brother who’s three years older, but apparently he’s had no contact with her either. I’ve got his details. He’ll talk to us, if need be.’
‘Why did she disappear?’ I asked. ‘What triggered it?’
‘The official line is she wanted to be a singer, so she was going to head off to find fame and fortune. She was in a band with her friend, regulars on the city’s club circuit. We’ve got the name of a friend she sang with, but she wanted bigger things. She’d spoken about moving to London, but we have no idea whether she made the move or not. Other than that, she had a part-time job in a local shop to help pay the bills.’
‘Didn’t her mother try to contact her to tell her about her father’s death?’
‘She put a notice in the paper asking her to get in touch.’
‘Nothing?’
‘Nothing.’
‘I assume she was reported to the police?’ I said.
‘Her husband wouldn’t allow it.’
‘Wouldn’t allow it?’ What kind of father wouldn’t do everything he could to find his daughter, I wondered?
‘I got the impression she was scared of him.’
‘It’s going to be a tough task’ said Don. He stood up and walked over to the window. ‘We’ve not got a lot to go on, have we? Or much time to do it, given the financial constraints.’
‘Maybe we should start with the brother and friend? See if we can shed some light on it?’ Sarah suggested.
I looked away. It was going to be a total nightmare. And that was assuming Donna Platt was still alive.
Don walked over to my desk and placed a pile of print-outs in front of me. ‘Jennifer Murdoch.’
I flicked through them. He’d been thorough, but that was his speciality.
‘There’s more to come, but that should keep you going for now.’
I grunted some form of reply. ‘What do we know?’ I asked him.
‘Not too much more than we already knew.’ He flicked through the paperwork he’d quickly put together and passed me what he was looking for. ‘Take a look at her husband.’
His face was familiar, but I had to scan the text to refresh my memory. ‘Christopher Murdoch.’ He was a local businessman involved in many of the large ongoing regeneration projects around the city. The article I was reading described him as a ‘consultant to the local council’, but as to what he actually did, I didn’t really know. The one thing I was certain about was that he was a major player on the local business scene. If he attached himself to your project, it was likely to be a success.
‘It’s background information’ said Don, reading my mind. From a financial point of view, it suggested Jennifer Murdoch didn’t need to work, but it didn’t explain anything else. I was sure the police would be taking a look at him, though.
‘I’m waiting to hear back from some people.’
It’s surprising how much information is a matter of public record, but we earn our money by uncovering the pieces of information which aren’t so readily available.’
‘Are you helping Sarah?’ he asked me.
I walked over to the kettle and poured myself a re-fill. ‘Meeting her there.’ It’d be a distraction from Jennifer Murdoch, if nothing else.
Don nodded his approval. ‘I’ve got a warrant to serve once we’re through. A rush job, as per usual.’
I watched him gather his papers together as we prepared to head out. I took it as my cue to put my mug down and collect my stuff together.
I sat down next to Sarah, huddled around a small table, legs touching. The pub was hidden away on Bankside, an industrial area situated on the outskirts of the city centre, dominated by the type of light engineering enterprise that employed Gary Platt. The place was almost empty, only a handful of lunchtime drinkers sat at the bar. I’d read the area had at one point been populated by Irish immigrants, though any houses were long gone. Chances were my family had lived in the area.
‘Did your mother explain to you about us?’ asked Sarah.
He stared at us. ‘How much are you charging her?’
‘Excuse me?’
‘I don’t like the thought of you taking advantage of her, not in her state. How much are you charging her?’
I took a deep breath and leaned forward. ‘Frankly, Gary, it’s not enough.’ I didn’t want to sound callous, but I wasn’t about to take a lecture from him. Sarah dug me in my ribs with her elbow.
‘What he means, Gary, is we’re working for very much less than our usual rate.’
‘£200, Gary. That’s all’ I said, interrupting. ‘And frankly, if it wasn’t for Sarah insisting we’d help, I would have said no. Now, if you think it’s too much money to maybe find your sister, then fine, we’ll walk away right now. We’ll use the money pursuing other avenues, and when it runs out, which will be very quickly, we’ll draw a line underneath it. Otherwise, you could show us some gratitude and try to help us.’ I was angry but maybe I’d gone too far. ‘Look’ I said, hoping to sound more conciliatory, ‘We want to see if we can find Donna, so your mother finds some peace.’
Gary nodded. ‘I’ll try to help you.’
‘Good.’
Sarah took over the questioning. ‘Obviously we didn’t want to push your mother too hard, so we were hoping you could fill in some of the blanks.’ She opened her notepad.
She’d pre-prepared some questions. I only had one question for him at this stage - why had Donna suddenly disappeared?
Gary shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’
‘Was there an argument, or disagreement?’ Sarah suggested. ‘A falling out?’
Gary laughed. ‘There were always arguments. We were a family.’
‘Anything specific around the time she left?’
‘I don’t think so. It’s such a long time ago now.’
‘We appreciate that, Gary. What about her music?’
‘What about it?’
‘Did your dad approve? It must have been difficult for Donna. She wanted to be a singer, but I’m sure most parents would want their children to get a steady job, build a career.’
I wondered if Sarah was talking from personal experience. I can’t imagine Don’s burning ambition for her was to become a private investigator. I picked at my ham salad sandwich. It was disgusting. The lettuce looked days past its best, the bread bordering on being stale.
‘As I said, I don’t think our dad cared for it all that much, and what he said, went.’
‘What did he do for a living?’ I asked.
‘Fuck all. He used to work the trawlers, but when it all went to shit, he couldn’t find another job.’
I knew what he was talking about. My uncle had worked in the fishing industry but that was probably thirty five years ago. Once the jobs disappeared and nobody wanted his skills, he’d worked in factories, making ends meet until he retired. I took the hint that Gary didn’t want to talk about his father, so I asked him if he had any idea where Donna had run to
‘No idea. She’d spoken to people about moving to London, to improve her singing, but I knew Donna, she wouldn’t have made it to London.’
‘Why not?’
‘For a start, she was always skint. She wouldn’t have been able to get to Leeds, never mind London.’
‘What about her other friends?’ I looked at the name his mother had given us. ‘How about Lisa Day, the girl she sang with? Did she know anything, or suggest where she might have gone?’
‘Nobody knew anything. We asked her. I’m telling you, she just disappeared.’
‘And the police were no help?’
‘Said she was an adult and could do what she liked. They fobbed us off with some of those lost-people charities, but they did nothing for us, either.’
‘What about boyfriends?’ asked Sarah.
Gary shook his head. ‘She didn’t have one.’
‘Ex-boyfriends?’
‘Only the one I knew about and she got rid of him. Dad didn’t want her bringing men home, so I can’t really help you there.’
‘Did Donna have a job, other than the band? Any workmates who would have missed her?’
‘She worked part-time in a shop, nothing serious.’ He looked at his watch. ‘I never heard anything from them. I guess they got someone in to replace her.’
I sighed and pushed my sandwich to one side. It sounded like nobody had really made the effort to find her.
Sometimes working as a mixed-sex team is useful. If I’d been alone when I’d knocked on Lisa Day’s door, I doubt I would have got my foot in the door, especially looking like I did. Sarah smoothes the rough edges off and her pleasant manner invariably gets us invited in. Like a lot of council properties, Lisa Day’s house had been neglected to the point of no return. It needed decorating from top to bottom and an overall maintenance upgrade; the gas fire looked like it had seen better days and the thin carpet was worn in patches. Lisa was juggling two children. The one on her lap slept while the other child ran freely around the room. Sarah, as ever, was great with them and helped Lisa keep the older one under control as she asked the questions.
‘It’s been years since I saw Donna’ she explained to us. ‘I’m not sure how I can help you.’ She looked at her watch. ‘I’ve got to pick the eldest kids up from school soon.’
Lisa was in her late-twenties, around the same age as Donna. I guessed life hadn’t been too kind to her, but I didn’t ask.
‘We know it’s been a long time’ said Sarah. ‘We appreciate your time. Donna’s mum really needs to contact her.’
‘Why?’
Her suspicion was tangible. A mistake. She looked away from us.
I glanced at Sarah. ‘Mrs Platt has cancer’ I said.
‘Bad?’
I nodded. When was it ever not bad?
‘Poor woman. I really liked her.’
‘How well did you know Donna?’ Sarah asked.
Lisa composed herself. ‘We were best friends. We lived next door to each other, went to school together. All that kind of stuff.’
‘Mrs Platt mentioned you sung together?’
She looked embarrassed before answering. ‘Yeah, we had a band. Not a proper band, mind you. It was just us two using backing tapes. We played the local pubs and clubs. It was alright; we made some cash and we had some fun for a bit. We called ourselves 2’s Company.’
I thought I sensed something in her voice. ‘What happened?’ I asked.
‘Frank Salford happened.’
‘Frank Salford?’
‘He was our manager.’ She looked at Sarah and then me. ‘I don’t want to talk about him.’
‘Why not?’ I asked.
She shrugged. ‘I don’t want to get involved with him again.’
Sarah nudged me. It meant shut up. We’d take a look at him in due course. ‘Did Donna have a boyfriend?’ she asked.
Lisa looked relieved at the change of subject. ‘Nobody she took seriously. There was always one or two on the scene but nothing that was going anywhere. It was difficult for her, living at home. She couldn’t take them home. Her parents didn’t approve.’
It might be something worth looking into. She clearly knew more than Donna’s brother. I leant forward. ‘Why did Donna leave, Lisa?’ There had to be more.
‘I don’t know.’
‘No idea at all?’ I asked.
‘Donna had big dreams.’ She shrugged. ‘She was always saying we should go to London because that’s where it all happened. She seemed to think Salford could help us.’
‘You didn’t want to go to London?’ asked Sarah.
Lisa shook her head. ‘We were too young for all of that. I’ve got family here, so I couldn’t swan off to London, even if I wanted to.’
‘Is there anywhere else Donna might have gone? Anybody else who might be able to help us?’
Lisa shook her head. ‘Singing was her life. It was all she wanted to do.’
‘Do you think she went to London?’
‘Doubt it. Donna talked a lot, but I don’t think she had it in her to leave Hull, to leave her mam.’
‘Did you ever try to contact her?’
‘I couldn’t. It was down to her to ring me because she knew where I was. I had no way of finding her.’
‘What did her parents think about the singing?’ I asked, changing the subject.
She shrugged. ‘Don’t really know. Her mam always supported us and offered to help with costumes and stuff.’
‘What about her father?’
‘What about him?’
‘Did he take an interest in the band?’
‘No.’ She laughed and looked up. ‘He never took much interest in anything other than his drink and horses. He didn’t approve of us singing.’
‘Was it a problem for Donna?’
‘What do you mean?’
‘If her mother was interested in helping her, and her father wasn’t, did it become a problem? Did they fall out over it?’
Lisa shrugged her shoulders. ‘It was none on my business.’
Sarah nodded to me that we were about finished. She was probably right but I wasn’t happy with her response about Donna’s father. Maybe it was something for another day. I opened my notebook and made a note of their manager’s name. ‘Any idea where we might find Frank Salford?’
‘No idea.’
I wanted to speak to Salford. We stood up to leave.
‘Will you let me know if you hear anything?’ she asked us.
‘Sure’ I said. I turned back to her. ‘Do you still sing?’
She looked at me properly for the first time. ‘Only to my children.’
I leant down and placed the flowers I’d bought earlier on the grave. It was late afternoon and the light was starting to fade. It was my favourite part of the day and the time I liked to visit. Set back from the main road, it felt peaceful. Even though I knew it word for word, I read the headstone, as if on automatic pilot. It had been two years, but it felt much, much longer. My mobile vibrated in my pocket. I looked at the screen and disconnected the call. It was Don calling. I’d left him a message earlier to check out 2’s Company’s manager, Frank Salford, but it could wait. He told me to speak to him before I did anything further.I sensed somebody stood close to me and turned around.
‘Alright, lad.’ The man was old, I guessed in his seventies.
‘Alright.’
‘It doesn’t get any easier, does it? It never goes away.’
We stood there for a moment in silence, looking at the headstone, detailing dates of birth and death. I could tell he was doing the maths.
‘I think I’ve seen you here before’ I said to him.
‘I visit every week.’ I followed his finger to where he was pointing to. ‘My wife’s over there. Nearly ten years now but I still miss her every single day.’
There wasn’t much I could say. We stood there silently, bound together by our respective losses.
‘38 is no age.’ He was pointing at my wife’s grave. ‘No age at all.’
I didn’t make a habit of daytime drinking, but it had been that kind of day. The Queens Hotel on Princes Avenue was my local and close to my flat. Princes Avenue was the place to be seen in the city. Everywhere you turned, there were bars and restaurants, all trying to sell the illusion of continental relaxation. Hull was a tough town but however well you covered over the bruises, the true nature of the place was never far from the surface. Queens is situated well away from the rest of the bars and I like to think it has a well-kept secret feel about it. It certainly doesn’t appeal to the kind of people who mistake the trendier bars for catwalks, so I was happy enough. I paid for my lager and headed over to an empty table to read the evening paper. I was about finished with the sports section when I noticed I had company. A man of similar age to myself was stood over me.
‘It’s Joe, isn’t it?’ he asked.
I nodded but had no idea who he was.
‘I thought so. Joe Geraghty.’
The man sat down and extended his hand to me. ‘Dave Carter.’
I shook it, still none the wiser.
‘You used to play rugby with my brother, John.’
I wasn’t in the mood for taking a trip down memory lane.
‘I saw your debut for Rovers, when was it...1986?’
I nodded. ‘Castleford.’ I scored a try as well.
‘That’s right. I remember. You were the best teenage scrum-half I ever saw. It’s a shame injury did for you, otherwise I reckon you’d have gone on to play internationally.’
I mumbled some sort of agreement. I hadn’t played enough rugby to know how good I could have been. I’d signed for the club I supported, Hull Kingston Rovers, back in 1985 when I was sixteen. Within six months, I’d made my debut for the first team, which was no mean feat, as the team was superb at the time. It was a dream come true for me. A lot of people were tipping me for bigger and better things, not that I really thought there were bigger and better things, but as often happens with youngsters in sport, my performances dipped and I headed back to the youth team to learn my trade. The dip couldn’t have come at a worse time, as the team reached the Challenge Cup Final at Wembley. As great as it was, I was only there as a spectator. I travelled down with the squad, but I knew I was never going to be selected. I went away that summer and worked hard on my fitness, so when I returned for the next season, I’d never miss out on such an occasion again. I fought hard and won my place back for the league game at St Helens. Within five minutes of the game starting, I was hit with a tackle so hard, my knee collapsed under me. I’d never known pain like it. I’m told I drifted in and out of consciousness on the pitch, as well as vomiting several times. Eventually I was taken to a hospital on Merseyside, where I was told I’d never play again. The doctor was right. I never played again. Telling Dave it was nice to meet him, I quickly finished my pint and left the pub.
My flat was on one of several tree-lined streets off Princes Avenue, which somehow had become the trendy part of the city. I’d rented in the area for no other reason than a lot of property was available. It was easy and made sense. I looked at the photograph of my wife, which sat on the windowsill in a place I’d always see. Other than that, there was a chair, stereo and a television in the front room. I walked over to the stereo and looked through the small pile of CDs. All I had were my favourites. The rest had been lost. I sifted through them and found The Specials debut album. I was a big punk and ska fan, thanks to my older brother. He’d been old enough to go out and see them all when they’d come to town. I was too young, but inherited his collection when he’d left home. The flat was rented. The capital left over from the house sale sat in a savings account I didn’t want to touch. I was alive, but not really living. It was how I liked things to be. I kept my wedding ring wrapped in a tissue and every so often I’d take it out to remind myself of what I’d once had. I needed to remember, but by not wearing it, it reminded me I needed to attempt to move on and start over. I had fallen asleep, if only for a short while, but the incessant drone of my doorbell brought me round. Sarah was stood on my doorstep, holding a pizza and a four-pack of lager.
I picked up another slice of pizza and carefully transferred it to my plate. ‘Thanks, Sarah.’
‘What for?’ she asked, mouth full of food.
‘For coming here.’
She smiled at me. ‘Not a problem.’
I smiled back. I was glad she was here and pleased Don had been good enough to look after Lauren for a few hours. My initial reaction was to send her away. I thought I wanted to be on my own, but she stood her ground and told me I’d only get drunk, listen to bad music and generally mope. It wasn’t healthy for me to be alone. She probably had a point. She told me Don wanted to speak to me, but it could wait.
‘I thought you might be able to use the company.’ She looked around. ‘When are you going to furnish this place, Joe?’
I shrugged. I liked the sparseness of the flat. I wasn’t ready to make it feel like a home. It was still too soon.
I woke up late, nursing a hangover, my front room littered with empty beer bottles and pizza boxes. I sat down on my settee and pushed a hand through my hair. My flat was a mess, but I was pleased Sarah had thought of me. If she hadn’t, I’d have most probably sat in the dark, drinking and brooding. I’d arranged with Don that I would go into the office later on today. The only urgent work for the morning was the delivery of a warrant to a business address and Don was quite capable of dealing with it. I stood up and moved over to the stereo and flicked through my CDs. Finding nothing remotely quiet amongst my ska and punk, I put The Clash’s debut album on. As ‘Janie Jones’ burst through the speakers, I knew it would either kill or cure.
Moving into my small kitchen, I filled the kettle and popped some bread into the toaster. Settling back in my chair with my breakfast, I started up my laptop. As usual, my first stop was the local sport message boards. I’d started going to games again recently for the first time in years. It felt right again. The gossip and rumour on these sites was always good for passing five minutes. I logged into my emails and settled back to read what Don has sent me about Frank Salford.
The email was brief, but he’d done his homework. Salford had come to the police’s attention in the early 1980s, when he was landlord of several notorious pubs and clubs around the city. It appeared there had been more than one investigation into Salford’s business affairs, but he’d always managed to avoid prosecution. More recently, Salford had moved away from pubs and clubs and now ran a massage parlour on the edge of the city centre. Don’s email concluded with the warning Salford was a nasty bastard. He wanted to meet me in the office, where he’d give me the detailed version. I reached across for my mobile and punched in the office number. All I got was the engaged tone. Finishing my coffee, I eased myself up and headed for the shower. The Clash were still hammering their way through those glorious early tunes. I was beginning to perk up.
I’d tried the office and Don’s mobile again, but there was still no answer. I’d thought about tackling some domestic jobs; my flat needed a clean and the cupboards were empty. The thought filled me with dread, so I’d found myself looking up the address of The Honeypot, Frank Salford’s massage parlour. Clearly, he wasn’t a subtle man. I had nothing better to do, so ignoring Don’s warning, I found myself walking towards the city centre, trying to use the fresh air and exercise as justification for my actions.
The massage parlour was every bit as seedy and dirty as I expected it to be. There was nobody working the reception desk, so I casually picked up the brochure which had been placed there. It detailed the parlour’s employees, with photographs and brief summaries of their vital statistics. I heard someone cough. A man sat in the small waiting area. He smiled at me, but I turned away without acknowledging him.
‘Alright, love.’
I nodded to the woman stood behind the reception desk. She was looking me up and down, presumably unsure whether I was a customer or the police. She noticed I had the brochure in my hand and smiled.
‘That’s an old brochure now. We’re in the process of having the latest recruits photographed. At the moment we’ve only got two girls on. You can see either Kerry or Anastazja.’ She nodded to the man sat in the waiting room. ‘If you want to see Anastazja, you’ll have to wait. The prices are in the brochure, anything else is negotiable with the girls, okay?’
‘I’d like to see Mr Salford, please.’ I wanted to get it over and done with. The place made me feel sick.
‘He’s not in, love.’
‘Not his Jaguar outside, then?’
She stared at me. ‘No.’ She smiled. ‘If you’d like to leave your number, he could call you back?’
It was my turn to smile. I didn’t think Salford would be the kind of man who returned telephone calls. ‘I won’t take up too much of his time.’
‘He’s not here. If you’d like to leave your details.’
I passed her a business card. ‘I’m trying to find a missing woman. Mr Salford used to manage her singing career.’
Her eyes narrowed, as she read my details. ‘Which girl?’
‘Donna Platt. Her mother is trying to find her.’
She shook her head. ‘I don’t remember a Donna Platt.’
‘You used to help Frank manage the bands?’
‘None of my business.’ She passed me my card back. ‘It’s a long time ago. I doubt Frank will be able to help you.’
I tried to pass it back to her. ‘If you could get him to call me.’
She turned around and shouted for some help. The help was a man-mountain, far bigger than myself. He didn’t return my smile.
‘I’ve told you. We can’t help.’ She folded her arms and nodded to her help. ‘Escort Mr Geraghty off the premises, please.’
Leaving Salford’s massage parlour, I headed to the pub for a couple of hours. I didn’t need any more alcohol, but strong coffee and a read of the newspaper had me feeling human again. Sarah rang me on my mobile, partly to see how I was feeling after the previous night, partly to tell me she’d arranged a meeting with Katie Glew, the third member of Donna Platt’s band. I hadn’t realised there had been a third member of the band, and it didn’t make much sense of the band’s name. I drank up and collected Sarah from her house before heading to Katie’s flat. Sarah explained to me how Donna’s mother had remembered Glew. A quick call to Lisa Day confirmed the details and Glew had called Sarah to agree to a meeting. The flat was in a tower block on one of the city’s largest council estates and in a similar state to Lisa Day’s house. It needed a good clean and some decoration, but nothing that couldn’t be sorted with a bit of effort.
‘Thanks for agreeing to see us’ said Sarah. ‘We appreciate your help.’
Katie lit a cigarette and shrugged. ‘No skin off my nose.’
‘We’re looking for Donna Platt’ explained Sarah.
‘She’s missing?’ She looked surprised.
‘Has been for several years. When did you last see her?’
‘When I left the band, but I’d heard she had a job in a factory on Sutton Fields a few years back.’
‘How long ago are we talking about, Katie?’ I asked.
‘I’m not sure, to be honest.’
I removed my wallet from my pocket.
She looked at me. ‘Three, maybe four years ago. I’ve got a mate who works there. It was her who mentioned it.’
‘Are you still in touch with this mate?’
Katie nodded and asked if Donna was in any trouble.
‘Not at all’ said Sarah.
‘My friend wouldn’t lie to me.’
I smiled at her. ‘We’re not implying that. It’s all very helpful information for us.
‘I’ll text her, if you want to meet her?’
I nodded. ‘If that’s okay.’
‘It’s fine.’
‘How well did you know Donna?’ I asked.
‘Not that well, really. I saw an advert for the band and after I auditioned, they asked me to join.’
‘How about Lisa Day? Do you know her?’
‘Not really. I was only in the band for a bit. We’d rehearsed as a three-piece for a while but it wasn’t working, so I left. Donna and Lisa just carried on as a duo.’
Which explained why it was 2’s Company, I thought. Sarah smiled at me. She’d obviously had the same thought.
‘Why did you leave the band?’ I asked.
Katie fell silent. ‘It’s a long time ago now.’
I wasn’t sure if she was hoping I’d increase what I paid her. ‘Didn’t you get on with Donna and Lisa?’ I asked.
She shrugged. ‘We got on alright. Donna brought along this guy, Frank, who she wanted to manage us.’
‘Frank Salford?’
‘That’s him.’
‘But you weren’t keen?’
‘I didn’t like him.’
I nodded. ‘Why not?’
‘He was a sleazeball. I never felt comfortable around him or his people.’
I wondered if I’d done the right thing trying to see him earlier today. I might have tipped him off to our interest in Donna. Maybe he had something to do with her disappearance. I cursed myself.
‘What did he do for the band?’ I asked.
‘Not a lot. When he got bored, he dropped us. The gigs stopped and I left.’
I leaned forward. ‘Where did Donna go, Katie?’
‘No idea. One minute she was here, the next she was gone.’
‘She didn’t tell you anything, you were in a band together?’
She laughed. ‘We sang in shitty pubs and clubs. It wasn’t like The Beatles had split up. They carried on for a couple more months and I got on with other things.’
‘Did you ever hear from Donna again?’ Sarah asked.
‘Never. I heard she owed Frank some money and did a runner.’ She shrugged. ‘Maybe she did.’
‘Maybe’ I said, thinking it was a bit of an extreme reason to leave. But then again, I’d not met Frank Salford. I took a £20 note out of my wallet and placed it on the coffee-table along with my card. ‘If you think of anything, give me a call.’
She nodded, turned away and said she would. I offered to buy Sarah lunch, once we were done with our next appointments. It’d delay telling Don what I’d done.
Sonia Bray was in her late thirties and without wishing to be unkind, she was the very definition of mousey. We’d agreed to meet in Queens Gardens. I found an empty bench and made sure I was holding the newspaper in my hand, as arranged. She sat down next to me and explained her office was only a five minute walk away.
‘Thanks for meeting me’ I said, offering her a smile. ‘I appreciate it.’ I told her what had happened to Jennifer Murdoch.
Bray nodded and composed herself. ‘Obviously no one deserves to be murdered, but I’ve moved on. I told Sheila I’d try to help you if I could.’
I looked at the notes I’d made. ‘Sheila said you had to leave the company.’ I left the question open-ended, to encourage her to explain in her own words.
‘Jennifer Murdoch,’ she started, ‘took advantage of me. I had personal problems and I couldn’t think straight. I’m not proud of what happened but I couldn’t stop it.’
‘Something about missing money?’
She nodded and put her drink down. ‘The auditor found some discrepancies in the accounts. I’m only the person who inputs invoices and payments and such like, but I can’t sit here and pretend I understand how accounts are prepared. What the auditor was saying didn’t make sense to me but Jennifer started saying it was my fault. With all the problems I was having, I couldn’t think it through. Eventually, Jennifer said the auditor has completed their investigation and there was a problem. She said she had no choice but to sack me. If I left quietly, she’d make sure I received a severance package and a good reference. If I didn’t go quietly, she’d recommend to Mr Briggs that I was sacked.’
‘Not a pleasant position to be in’ I said, knowing she’d chosen to leave quietly.
‘I didn’t think I’d done anything wrong but I couldn’t be sure, either. My mother was ill and I didn’t want to upset her unnecessarily.’
‘And you didn’t want Briggs to become involved?’
She shook her head. ‘Jennifer said he’d call the police.’
‘What’s Mr Briggs like to work for? We only met him a couple of days ago. He struck me as the kind of man who doesn’t suffer fools lightly. Would you say that’s reasonable?’
‘Very much so. Some people think he’s a bit mean, but he’s not. He expects you to do the job he pays you to do. It’s perfectly normal, surely?’
‘Of course. What was the severance package?’
‘Jennifer gave me £1,000 and told me to go. She’d make sure there was no further action and I got the reference I needed.’
‘And that was the end of the matter?’
‘Until Sheila said she had her suspicions and I started to think it through. We meet occasionally for a drink. She told me about the holidays Murdoch was taking with her husband, the designer clothes she was wearing and the expensive jewellery.’
‘Christopher Murdoch’s a successful businessman. I assume they could afford things like that if they wanted them?’
She shook her head and smiled. ‘I was always taking telephone calls on her behalf from people chasing her for money. Obviously I can’t be sure, but I don’t believe they were as wealthy as she made out.’
I thought I knew where she was heading. ‘And you’d think if the auditors thought there was a discrepancy, they’d have an obligation to tell Briggs?’ I said, partly thinking aloud.
‘Exactly.’
‘But Jennifer dealt with it all?’
‘She did.’
‘Did she pay you the money with a company cheque?’
‘No. Cash.’
Untraceable. I sat back and thought about it for a moment.
‘But how would it work? Why didn’t the auditors blow the whistle to Briggs?’
‘Jennifer used to work for the auditors.’
Of course. I smiled to myself. I remembered Sheila telling me that. ‘She knew the person the auditors sent, didn’t she?’ I said, smiling to myself.
Bray looked me in the eye for the first time. ‘That’s right.’
Sarah had beaten me to the cafe, so I quickly read the menu and ordered our drinks and food. I went for a much needed shot of caffeine and a BLT sandwich, Sarah opting for a healthier juice and salad combination.
‘How did you get on?’ I asked.
Sarah put her drink down. ‘Yeah, interesting. She worked with Donna, but she didn’t really know her that well.’
I wasn’t surprised. The difficulty in this job was judging whether people were able to help you, or just wanted to take the money. Maybe I was more cynical than Sarah, but I’d back myself to sniff-out a time-waster and I hadn’t been impressed with Glew when we’d met her, even though she’d immediately set up a meeting between her friend and Sarah.
‘They’d worked on the same production line, packing aerosol cans’ Sarah explained. ‘They weren’t really close friends, more mates you see at work. This was just over four years ago and she’s not heard from Donna since.’
‘Where did she go?’
‘She didn’t know. Apparently, she walked out and didn’t come back.’
I thought about it. ‘Why? It doesn’t make sense.’
‘That’s what happened. No swapping of phone numbers, no leaving drinks, nothing.’
‘What could she tell us?’
‘Not much. There was a boyfriend on the scene but she never met him. He worked at the factory as well.’
‘Still there?’
She nodded. We’d be talking to him.
‘We’re not much further forward, are we?’
Sarah shrugged. ‘We know Donna was definitely in Hull a few years ago. She might still be here.’
‘Without her family knowing?’
‘It’s a big city.’
That was true. It was big enough to get lost in if you wanted to. ‘Did you get any other leads at the factory?’ I asked.
‘No.’
‘But we got the boyfriend’s name?’
‘I’ve already rang it through to Dad.’
It was something. Don might be able to dig something out.
‘I also went to the shop on Hessle Road where Donna worked’ Sarah said.
‘Which shop?’
‘The one her mother told me about. She worked part-time in an off-licence. I went on the off-chance somebody remembered her. It’s a horrible place; one of those which has its employees behind a big Perspex screen and you have to shout to make yourself heard.’
I knew the sort she meant. They were everywhere nowadays. If there was an off-licence, it was likely there would be groups of kids hanging around outside. And that usually meant trouble. ‘Any luck?’ I asked.
‘I spoke to the owner. She remembered Donna. Her son, who’d also worked in the shop, had dated her for a while, but they’ve not heard from her once she left the shop. She dumped the son and that was that.’
‘And that was before she formed 2’s Company?’
‘Around the same time. I got the details of the son, though, so we can speak to him. I think they’d like to know what happened to Donna, too.’
The food arrived and as we started to eat, I turned my thoughts to Jennifer Murdoch. What concerned me most was that the police themselves were watching the house. I was embarrassed I’d been seen there, but Don wasn’t the kind of person who dwelt on such things. He didn’t need to say anything. The lesson has been learnt. So far, our inquiries into Murdoch had produced little. Certainly not enough to give an insight into the police surveillance. If the police weren’t looking at her, it made sense that they had to be watching her husband.
‘Still with us?’ asked Sarah, placing her knife and fork down.
I apologised and told her I was miles away. I didn’t want to voice my suspicions about Christopher Murdoch yet. I wanted to know more about him first.
As I expected, Don had gone ballistic. I’d sat in my chair and let him tear a strip off me. He’d thrown the file he’d put together on Frank Salford at me. Since leaving the licensed trade, Salford had been busy. His massage parlour was well known to the police and several undercover operations had been mounted, though nothing had stuck. There was also the suggestion he was linked to organised crime, through the Eastern European women he employed. I thought back to the women who were working in the parlour and knew he wasn’t somebody you messed with lightly. I had no idea what I was getting myself involved in. After Don had calmed down, I told him what we’d learnt about Donna Platt. Although we hadn’t found her, we knew she’d been in Hull much more recently than we had thought. Sarah had trawled public records and hadn’t found any reference to her death, so we had to assume she was still alive. Don was pleased with the progress, but mindful of the lack of money coming in. I’d decided it was his problem. If he wanted to take Sarah to task on the matter, that was his business. I looked at my list of phone calls to return and decided I wasn’t in the mood.
‘I need to know what happened to Jennifer Murdoch’ I said to Don. I was chewing the end of a biro. ‘I spent a couple of hours being questioned.’
‘But they won’t have you down as a serious suspect.’
‘I don’t want to be any kind suspect.’
Don pulled up a chair and sat down. ‘It’s procedure. Nothing to worry about.’
‘I’m not worried’ I said, though I didn’t necessarily believe it.
‘It needs to run its course, that’s all.’
‘What do you really know about Coleman?’
‘Not much. I’m waiting to hear back but word is he’s a decent guy. All I know about him is that he transferred in from Sheffield a few years back. I know you don’t like him, but from what I can gather, he won’t mess you around.
Don picked my mug up and asked if I wanted a coffee. I nodded and thought about things. Whether or not Coleman is on the level, I don’t want to be under suspicion. Don carefully placed the steaming mug on my desk. ‘I’m going to take a look at Murdoch’s husband’ I said. ‘If the police were watching the house, it seems reasonable to assume they were looking at him.’
‘Because we’ve not turned up anything on Jennifer Murdoch?’
I nodded. ‘It seems logical.’ I’d done some more research.
‘Managing Director of FutureVision Limited. Jennifer Murdoch is also listed as a director and company secretary.’
‘Doesn’t necessarily mean anything, though, does it? She could be involved for tax reasons?’
I nodded my agreement and passed over some print-outs, including several newspaper articles. Christopher Murdoch had become a local celebrity, never far from the headlines. ‘He formed the company five years ago, just as the regeneration boom started to take grip around the city. Before that, he’d led government funded organisations in delivering similar projects. I assume he discovered the private sector was more lucrative.
One thing you had to say Murdoch possessed was vision. He had a clear picture of how the city should develop and what it needed to rival Yorkshire cities like Leeds and Sheffield. Not surprisingly, this ability, together with a seemingly effortless charm, made him a man in demand and he now seemed to be a consultant on every major project undertaken in the city.
Don handed me the information back. ‘A man in demand.’
‘Has he been interviewed yet?’ I asked.
‘I’m sure he will have been but I might find out more a bit later on. I’m meeting Bill for a drink.’ Bill was an old colleague of Don’s who’d stuck at it when everyone else was getting their years in and leaving. Their friendship went back decades and was invaluable to us on a professional level. Although he’d stop short of giving us the inside track on the investigation, he’d mark our card for us.
‘So we don’t know about the forensics either?’
‘No.’
‘Or potential suspects?’
Don shook his head.
I told him about my talk with Sonia Bray.
‘And you think she would have sufficient motive for killing Murdoch?’
I was far from convinced myself. It didn’t feel right, but I’ve known such things happen for less. I could tell Don was sceptical but at least he was showing some interest. ‘I don’t know whether Bray was stupid or naive but the implication that Murdoch and the auditors were acting together is interesting. She was bitter, but she also suggested the Murdochs weren’t as well off as you might think. It also made Briggs’s attitude easier to understand.’ I told Don I’d take a more thorough look at Bray but even if she wasn’t involved, she might give us a lead on the underlying cause of Murdoch’s murder.
Don stood up and walked across to the telephone. I organised my print-outs on Christopher Murdoch and hole-punched them, ready for filing. I needed to know more and I knew who to ask.
Don sat back down. ‘Timewaster.’ He passed me a folder to put my print-outs in. ‘Sarah rang me earlier and mentioned Donna Platt, but it was only in passing, we didn’t get chance to really talk about it.’
‘She was definitely in the city more recently than we first thought.’ I told him what Sarah had learnt about her working in a local factory.
Don passed me over a sheet of paper. ‘The boyfriend from the factory’ he said.
I glanced through the information. Once again Don had come up with the goods - convictions for assault stood out.
‘I’ve got us an appointment with someone I used to work with to tell us more about Salford’ he said. ‘The name makes me nervous. I want to know more about him first hand.’
‘When?’
‘About an hour’s time.’
The telephone rang again. Don answered it, and covering the mouthpiece, told me it was Terrence Briggs. That made it my turn to put the kettle on. I made the usual coffee for myself and a milky tea for Don. I walked back into the office and waited for him to terminate the call.
‘He wants to know what’s going on.’
‘I assume the police have spoken to him again?’ I said.
‘Dragged him out of a meeting, which upset him, as you can imagine.’
I smiled. ‘What did he say?’
‘They wanted to run down his alibi. Obviously he can’t deny he’s got issues with the woman.’
‘I suppose not.’ I drank a mouthful of coffee and quickly checked my mobile for any new texts.
‘Just being thorough. They’ve got to run down every possible lead.’
‘Was he sounding off?’
Don nodded. ‘Pretty much. I don’t think he’s a man who takes very kindly to being questioned. And apparently it’s our fault.’
‘Why is it?’
‘Because we told the police about him.’
‘Of course we did. What does he expect?’
‘He doesn’t think we should be getting him involved.’
‘Tough. He is involved. He asked for our help. If he’s that bothered, he should have said it to our faces.’
‘If I didn’t know better, I think being questioned rattled him a bit; put him under pressure.’
Makes two of us, I thought.
‘Did you ask him about Sonia Bray?’
‘He said Jennifer Murdoch had dealt with it when she sacked her. He was on holiday at the time. He knew he wouldn’t get the money back, so he let it drop.’
I wondered if there was more to the story than we knew. Briggs didn’t seem like the type of employer who’d be so laid back about an employee stealing from him. I half-listened to Don, as he continued talking, but I had turned my thoughts back to Christopher Murdoch.
We sat in the corner of the pub, well away from the other customers. Although some parts of the city were now overrun with stylish cafe-bars, Anlaby Road remained resolutely old-school. We were waiting for a former colleague of Don’s, Gerard Branning, to arrive. Branning had worked in CID all his life before taking early retirement five years ago. Don told me Branning had been involved in several investigations into Frank Salford throughout the last 30 years. He was the man to ask. Don’s involvement with Salford had been limited and his knowledge limited to hear-say. Branning still liked to patrol his old stomping ground, so the pub was the best venue. Spotting us in the corner, he ordered a drink and joined us. Don stood up and shook his hand. I did likewise.
‘Thanks for coming, Gerard’ said Don. ‘We appreciate your time.’
Branning sat down. ‘When you said it was in relation to Salford, I couldn’t resist.’
Don had already briefed me on the history. Salford had been the one who had got away. Seemingly, every detective had one. Despite Branning’s efforts, he’d never secured a single conviction against Salford.
‘His name’s come up in one of our investigations’ I said.
‘We’re looking for someone. She disappeared about ten years ago, aged nineteen. She was in a group managed for a while by Salford.’
‘What was the band called?’
‘2’s Company.’
Branning shook his head. ‘Doesn’t ring a bell, but I remember Salford having a dabble in the music industry. He owned a club for a while and had singers on and the like. It was the place to be seen for a while, if you’re into that scene.’
‘He runs a massage parlour now’ I said.
Branning nodded. ‘Amongst other things.’
‘I went round there and asked for him’ I explained. ‘I was escorted off the premises.’
‘Sounds about right for our Frank. He’s zero tolerance. Even these days. Has Don told you about him?’
I shook my head. Don hadn’t had much direct involvement with investigations over the years into Salford’s affairs. We’d agreed it was best to let Branning explain.
‘Whatever else you might hear, Salford’s a career criminal’ he started. ‘He first came to our attention in the mid to late seventies as one of the top lads in the hooligan gangs. There was a surge in football hooliganism around this time. You’d get gangs from around the city, like the Bransholme lads and the Avenue lads going to the matches, and they were mad. They’d be off their heads on cheap drugs; amphetamines and the like and they travelled around the country on double-decker buses. The traditional rivalry in the city was drawn down the lines of which rugby league team you followed, so the football gangs needed someone to draw it all together. Once Salford had done that, he cashed in on his hooligan kudos. He offered to run the doors of some of the city’s nightclubs. Sometimes the offers were made more forcefully, depending upon the owner’s attitude. Once he had a way in, he started to control the supply of drugs in these places. His football activities gave him the contacts he needed to get the stuff. As time moved on, he stopped his direct involvement in the football trouble. He knew we were on to him, and frankly, we’d have taken any arrest, even a public disorder offence. In 1979, as the drugs trade became more serious, one of his major rivals in the area disappeared. And when I say disappeared, I mean, totally disappeared. We investigated, as did this man’s people. Although the word was Salford was behind the killing, we never came remotely close to building a case. His speciality for dealing with those who crossed him was either burying them alive or throwing them overboard at sea. Not that we ever recovered a body we could connect to him.’
I didn’t dare look at Don.
‘We had to wait until 1998 for our chance’ Branning continued. ‘By then he was a major player but he stepped out of line and beat up his mistress, a woman called Julie Richardson.’ Branning put his pint down and lent in closer. ‘She was known to us as a high end prostitute, so she was given the option of walking away from the game if she agreed to give evidence against him. We had her in a safe house, outside of the city and we learnt more about Salford’s business activities in those few weeks then we’d learnt in years.’
I was absentmindedly drumming my fingers on the table top. I’d guessed the ending to the story.
‘We got the case to court’ said Branning. ‘He was charged with GBH and he was looking at some serious prison time and that would have given us an opportunity to really go to work on his empire. But on the first day of the trial, she withdrew her statement. Just like that. We thought we had her safe but he got to her. The bastard got to her. The case was out of the window and he walked out of court a free man. He even came up to me and shook me by the hand and wished me better luck next time. After that he tightened up his operations and we never got anywhere near close to him again.’
‘That’s when he moved into other areas?’ I asked.
Branning nodded. ‘He went legitimate on paper. Taxi firm, takeaways, a casino, even. See the link?’
I nodded. ‘Cash businesses.’ As is the massage parlour, I thought.
Don took over and opened a file. ‘I’m still working on this, but it appears he’s branched into property in the last few years, becoming some sort of slum landlord.’ He passed over some paperwork to Branning, who shook his head.
‘I’ve not heard about this.’
‘It’s post your retirement, Gerard. And it’s low key.’
Branning continued to look at what Don had discovered. ‘Usually the guys at the station keep me in the loop. They know what it means to me.’
I quietly sipped at my drink. I wasn’t going to be the one who told him his day had been and gone, that his ship had sailed.
Don continued with his outline. ‘At the moment, it’s a mass of shell companies. It’s proving difficult to pin down exactly what he’s done, but he’s certainly legitimate, on paper at least.’
I looked at the list of properties Don knew Salford owned.
Many of them were three and four bedroom terraced houses at the cheaper end of the market and they were spread across the city.
Branning passed the print-outs back to Don and stood up, ready to leave. ‘You just watch yourself with him, son.’
Don and I returned to the office following our meeting with Branning. I tried to catch up on the paperwork, but I wasn’t able to concentrate. Don was worried about Salford and told me to leave him to the police. I still felt like I needed fresh air, so I decided to call it a day and walk home. I’d headed down Spring Bank and turned onto Princes Avenue, stopping only for a pint of milk and a night paper. My flat was only a further five minute walk if I hurried. Keeping my head down, I pressed on.
‘Got a light?’
I looked up to see a man stood at the top of the tenfoot which snaked around the back of the house containing my flat. When they were first built, the houses were owned by rich, middle class families but now many had been converted into five or six self-contained flats, with large communal grounds to the rear. I didn’t recognise him, but the people who lived in the area changed almost monthly. I fished around in my pocket until I found my lighter. I didn’t smoke, but I found it useful to carry one in case I spoke to someone who needed a cigarette to calm themselves down. I handed it over and waited for him to light up. Catching me off balance, he grabbed hold of me and I was pulled down the ten-foot and out of sight of the main road. Before I had time to react, a punch to my stomach winded me and I was on the floor, trying to breathe through the pain. Trying to keep my focus on the man, I didn’t see the kick to my back coming and I screamed out in pain. His mate must have been waiting further down the ten-foot. I couldn’t see him, but he pulled my head up by my hair. The man with the cigarette spat and threw a punch that landed square on my nose. Tasting the blood in my mouth, I knew it was broken. The man behind me pulled me back to my feet. He forced my head around until I was looking directly at the man who had punched me.
‘Think of this as the friendly warning, knob-head’ he said, before punching me for the final time in my stomach. I collapsed in agony and rolled on to my side, vomiting over the newspaper I’d bought. Closing my eyes, I heard the mens’ shoes on the pavement start to fade as they walked away. I checked my pocket to make sure my wedding ring hadn’t fallen out and then rolled over.
‘Joe.’ Sarah looked at me and lent on the frame of her front door. ‘It’s late.’ She was dressed in her pyjamas; I’d woken her.
I nodded. She was right. I’d picked myself up, staggered into my flat and attempted to clean myself up. I wasn’t able to settle.
‘What happened to you?’ she asked.
‘It’s a long story.’
She sighed. ‘You’d best come in, then.’
We walked through the hallway and I heard Lauren shouting, wanting to know what was going on. Sarah ushered me into the front room and said she’d be back once she’d settled her back to sleep. I felt bad. I had no right to be coming here in the middle of the night, waking them up. I’d got myself into this mess, so it was my responsibility to get myself out of it. The truth was, I had nowhere else to turn. More than anything, though, I was frightened.
Sarah poked her head around the door and said she’d put the kettle on. She’d also put a dressing gown on. I looked around the small room. On top of the television was several framed photographs of Lauren; some with her posing with Sarah in the park, some with Don at a theme park. I smiled; she was a great kid. I jumped when Buttons, their cat leapt onto my knee. I stroked her on the top of her head, just as she liked and listened to her purr. At least somebody was pleased to see me.
‘There you go.’ Sarah passed me a cup of coffee. ‘Decaff.’
‘They’re great’ I said pointing at the photographs.
Sarah looked at me. ‘Hopefully she’ll settle back down and be ready for school tomorrow.’
‘I’m sorry’ I said, noting her displeasure.
‘What happened?’
I touched my face. The cuts still stung a little, though the swelling was already starting to reduce, to be replaced with bruising. ‘I got jumped on my way home.’
‘Jumped?’
‘A guy asked me for a light, attacked me and I was dragged down the tenfoot near the flat.’
‘Why?’
I shrugged.
‘Frank Salford?’ She told me she’d spoken to her father earlier in the evening.
‘Makes sense, I suppose. They told me to take it as a warning.’
‘Does dad know?’
‘Not yet.’
‘He’s right, you know. You can’t go around trying to square up to dangerous people like Salford. It’s pointless if it’s not done properly. You’ve got to think things through and plan accordingly.’
I smiled. It was like listening to Don. I had to agree with her, though. I told her I was still concerned about the police’s interest in me, and how that didn’t exactly encourage me to speak to them. There had been no official developments in the investigation into Jennifer Murdoch’s murder.
Sarah tried to reassure me. ‘What motive would you have? It’s ridiculous. They’re just tying up loose ends.’
‘They’re going to want somebody for it. Her husband is an important man. He’ll know the right people to talk to.’
‘They’re hardly going to fit you up, though, are they? It’s not the 1970s. Dad knows them. He won’t let that happen.’
She was right but I couldn’t think straight. She squeezed my hand and told me I was being paranoid. It didn’t make it feel any better.
‘Here’ she said, passing me a duvet. ‘We’ll get these cuts cleaned up first and then you can sleep down here.’
I nodded. There was no point in arguing with Sarah. I hoped she was right.
‘What kind of business do you own, Mr Geraghty?’
‘It’s a private investigation bureau’ I replied.
‘Sounds fascinating.’
I smiled. She was trying not to stare at the state of my face.
‘Sometimes. It’s amazing what you learn.’
‘I dare say.’
She passed me her business card and some publicity literature. I briefly looked through the information about Clancy, Knight and Capebourne Chartered Accountants. Her card read Natalie Buckle.
‘Is there anything you need to ask me, Mr Geraghty? Any of our services you’re unsure about?’
I looked up from the brochures. ‘I need to ask you about Jennifer Murdoch.’ I watched Buckle’s eyes widen. ‘You do know her?’
She nodded. ‘I can’t believe she’s dead. It’s terrible.’
‘I assume you knew her pretty well?’
‘Not really. We worked together, that’s all.’
I leant forward. ‘I’m going to try to help you, Natalie, so don’t lie to me, please.’
She looked shocked. ‘I’m not lying to you.’
‘Okay’ I said, hoping to relax her. ‘You knew Jennifer through work?’
‘She doesn’t work here anymore.’
‘That’s right. She worked for one of your client’s, Terrence Briggs.’
Buckle nodded. ‘She left here to go and work for him. It’s not unusual; clients often poach staff from us.’
‘You’re not tempted?’
She shook her head. ‘No. I like it here.’
‘And I suppose with people like Jennifer leaving you get the chance to advance?’
‘That and the fact I passed my exams and work hard.’
I nodded. ‘Of course. I didn’t mean to suggest otherwise. You’ve obviously done well.’
‘Thank you.’
I got to the point. ‘I understand there was a problem when you audited Briggs’s accounts?’
Buckle shook her head. ‘I don’t believe so.’
‘Some pretty serious accusations have been made.’
‘By Mr Briggs?’
‘It doesn’t matter who.’ I leant forward again. ‘So far I’ve not spoken to Mr Capebourne or Mr Briggs about this but I might need to change my mind.’ Buckle turned away from me. I got up and closed the door.
‘I was stupid’ she eventually said. ‘Please, you’ve got to promise me this’ll go no further.’
I nodded, but hated myself for the lie. The truth was I didn’t know what she was going to tell me, so I had no idea what I was going to do with the information.
‘I went out there to do the audit as normal. It was one I was looking forward to because of Jennifer working there. When I’d been training, it was Jennifer who had taken me under her wing. She was the one who trained me and made sure I knew what I was doing. We also got on well away from work. She was like a big sister, I suppose.’
‘What did you find in the accounts, Natalie?’
‘It was a chance finding, really. I noticed the company had been drawing petty cash cheques almost every week yet their petty cash book said they only drew one per month.’
‘Somebody was going to the bank and cashing these cheques? Walking out of the bank with the money?’
‘Exactly.’
‘What did you do?’
‘I spoke to Jennifer about it.’
‘Not Mr Briggs?’
‘No. I thought it was more appropriate to go to her first. She was the company accountant.’
‘What did she say?’
‘She took me out for lunch.’
‘Lunch?’ Murdoch had some nerve, I thought.
‘Away from other people listening. She wanted to do it privately. She told me she had a problem with one of her assistants.’
‘Sonia Bray?’ I asked.
‘I don’t know, I didn’t ask.’
I told her to carry on.
‘This assistant had been cashing the cheques and taking the money but she’d only just found out about it. Jennifer said she’d been having some personal problems, stuff with her husband, that kind of thing. So she’d taken her eye off the ball, so to speak. She’d never opened up to me before, so I was flattered she was telling me, I suppose.’
‘What was the problem with her husband?’
‘Money problems, arguing, the usual kind of stuff. She confessed to me that she wasn’t really doing a good enough job and she’d let this assistant get away with it.’
‘And you believed her?’
Buckle didn’t answer.
‘You know what it sounds like, don’t you? Why didn’t you report the matter to Mr Briggs or your manager? Surely you had a responsibility to do that?’ She was upset, but I had little sympathy.
‘She asked me for some time, so she could sort it out. The next day she said she could get just under £10,000 back, about half the amount. She said she’d sacked the assistant, so it wouldn’t happen again.’
‘And you accepted that?’
Buckle was barely whispering. ‘She offered me half of the money to not mention it to Briggs.’
I was trying to process the information. ‘Why would she do that?’
‘Because she said Briggs would sack her if he found out.’
‘But she wasn’t doing her job properly?’
Buckle shook her head but offered nothing further.
‘If it had been her assistant, she didn’t really have to worry too much, surely? You went along with her story, despite knowing it wasn’t true. It doesn’t make sense. You let someone else take the blame. Why would you take the money? You’ve got a good job.’ I shook my head. ‘You’re a qualified accountant; you could lose your qualification, couldn’t you?’
‘I needed the money.’
‘Sorry?’
‘I needed the money. Me and my husband had bought a house, just before the property collapse. Our mortgage deal was about to end, he’d lost his job as a builder and we were struggling. Jennifer offered me a way out. I didn’t question it. I suppose I just heard what I wanted to from her.’ She sat up straight and held my stare. ‘We all have money problems, don’t we? I might be lucky enough to have a good job but it’s expensive just getting by.’
I thought about Sonia Bray. She’d carried the can for Murdoch and had been taken advantage of.
‘Why did Jennifer need the money?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘I think you do. Even if you were complicit in her deception, you must have wanted to know why. You were putting yourself on the line.’
I watched her stand and pace around the room. She was biting at her fingernails. ‘What are you going to do?’
‘How do you mean?’
‘Are you going to tell Mr Capebourne? If he finds out, he’ll sack me. I’ll lose my job, my qualification, everything.’
I stood up. ‘I need to know why Jennifer needed the money.’
‘She was gambling. She’d joined a casino. I think her husband had taken her there once and she’d got the bug for it. She told me she’d got into some trouble but her half of the money would clear her and she’d seek help. I wanted to help her.’ She turned to me. ‘What are you going to do now?’
I shook my head. ‘I don’t know. I really don’t know.’
‘You’ve got a nerve, Joe.’
I flashed her what I hoped was a winning smile but she was right. Jane was sort of an ex, and I hadn’t spoken to her in a long time.
‘You messed me around, never returned my calls and then you pitch up here expecting my help. Unbelievable.’
I passed her a menu. We were sat in a quiet corner of The Corn Exchange, a pub close to the office. It was late afternoon and I’d spent the last couple of hours delivering warrants. The kind of bread and butter work which keeps our heads above water. I wasn’t hungry but it was the only way I could get her to agree to meet me. ‘I hear the fish and chips are good.’ I placed my wet coat on the back of my chair. So much for the sunshine.
She shook her head. ‘You certainly know how to treat a girl, don’t you?’
I sipped at my diet coke. ‘I know...I should have called you.’
‘Save it, Joe.’ She flashed a smile at me. ‘Water under the bridge.’
I hoped it was true. A mutual friend had introduced us and I’d felt pressurised into asking her out on a date. In truth, I’d had mixed feelings about it. On one hand Jane is an attractive divorcee in her late thirties with everything going for her. On the other hand, it all felt far too soon after Debbie’s death. The date had been set up with good intentions, but I was surprised how unprepared I felt. The body was willing but other parts of me less so. When I remembered Jane worked for Christopher Murdoch, I’d made the call. It had felt embarrassing but needs must.
‘Let’s get one thing straight, though’ Jane said. ‘I’m still angry with you. I’m only here because I want to help Christopher.’
I nodded and took our order to the food counter. I had about twenty minutes before it arrived. Sitting back down, I asked her how Murdoch was doing.
‘As you’d expect,’ she said, ‘he’s in pieces. His wife has been murdered.’
‘How about the police? I assume they’re in close contact with him?’
I stumbled over my words but Jane cut across me. ‘If you mean, are they treating him as a suspect, I don’t know. What’s your interest?’
I told her I’d been investigating his wife. ‘Do you know her?’
‘Not really. I’d met her at functions but I wouldn’t say I knew her.’
‘How was their marriage?’
Jane put her drink down and stared at me. ‘I know what you’re doing.’
‘What am I doing?’
‘For whatever reason, you’re fishing. I don’t know why and I can’t say that I want to know. I know how you make a living, Joe, and frankly, I find it a bit strange. All I want to do is help Christopher as much as I can, so whatever it is you want to know, can we get to the point?’
I nodded. Definitely business not pleasure. ‘How long have you worked for him?’
‘About five years. I met him when we both worked for the council. When he set up on his own, he asked me to come with him.’
‘What do you do?’
‘I assist him. Work on projects, meet people. It’s not a specific job.’
‘I assume you two get on?’
‘Absolutely. I wouldn’t work for him otherwise. He treats me well; I’m well paid, given interesting projects to work on and I’m left to get on with things. And I get to help shape the future of the city. It’s perfect for me.’
‘And away from work?’
‘We don’t really socialise too much. We both have lives away from work but I have nothing bad to say about him. He’s a decent guy who people warm to. Feel free to ask others who know him.’
I assumed you had to be likeable in some way if you were trying to bend people to your way of thinking. If you’re fronting regeneration projects, it’s also inevitable you’re going to face opposition and be unpopular. ‘Has he said anything about his wife’s murder?’
‘Like what? Do you think he did it?
‘I don’t know.’ I shrugged. ‘It wouldn’t be the first time it was the husband.’
‘Don’t be ridiculous. Christopher isn’t capable of such a thing.’
I lent closer. ‘I’m trying to level with you, Jane. These sorts of things don’t happen by accident. If I accept he didn’t do it, then it means one of them has seriously pissed someone off. Does he have any enemies?’
‘Of course not. He’s a businessman, not a gangster.’
‘Does he have an alibi?’
‘Not that I’m aware of, though he shouldn’t need one. He didn’t do it.’
She put her drink down and smiled at me. ‘How about you? Anybody new on the scene?’
I wondered how she could be so certain about him before telling her there was no one special in my life. The food was brought to our table and we ate in silence.
I was happy to have the excuse of a meeting with Donna’s boyfriend from the factory to escape from Jane. It had been a mistake talking to her. As I waited for the barman to give me my change, I picked up my drink and looked around. The pub was run down and practically empty. Shabby, nicotine stained wallpaper adorned the walls, reminding me how much the smoking ban had cost places like this. There were few people in the place, but one or two who’d probably been there since opening time. The old man stood next to me at the bar continued to stare as I walked away. I spotted who I was looking for in the corner and walked across the room.
‘Simon?’
He looked me up and down before nodding.
‘Joe’ I said, introducing myself.
‘How did you find me?’
I looked at the man who Donna had met at the factory. He was wearing an out of date Manchester United shirt and dirty jeans. I guessed he was about 40 years old. ‘I’m a private detective.’
He snorted. ‘That doesn’t answer the question.’
‘I rang the factory and asked for you.’ Sometimes it really was that easy. I got to the point. ‘Tell me about Donna Platt’ I said.
‘Not much to tell.’
He was going to be hard work. ‘Did you meet Donna at the factory?’
‘Where else?’
The pool table was the only sign of life in the pub, with two teenagers in caps laughing loudly at each other’s shots. I looked at the black and white photographs of the local area on the wall whilst I waited for him to elaborate.
‘She was on the line I supervise’ he eventually said. ‘And it just sort of developed.’
I nodded. ‘People meet at work and things happen.’ My mobile vibrated in my pocket but I ignored it. ‘What was Donna like?’ I asked.
‘Different.’
‘Different?’
‘Vulnerable. She needed some company, someone to talk to. I suppose I liked being that person.’
I wasn’t sure whether his answer was uplifting or just plain creepy. I wondered if he’d taken advantage of her. ‘Where did you do your talking?’
‘Sometimes in here, sometimes at her flat.’
‘Her flat?’ I asked him for the details. ‘Did she ever talk about her singing career?’
He turned to look at me.
‘What singing career?’
‘She used to sing around the clubs. She was in a band called 2’s Company.’
He laughed. ‘She was a singer?’
I nodded.
‘I had no idea.’
‘She never mentioned it? I was surprised. The band had been her life.
‘Why are you asking me about this?’ he asked.
‘I need to speak to her.’
‘Why?’
‘Her mother wants to know she’s alright.’
‘Can’t help you, I’m afraid.’
‘You’ve not heard from her recently?’
‘Not since we split up.’
‘When was that?’
‘Three, four years back. A long time ago.’
‘Any idea where she went?’
‘None at all.’
‘Apparently she just upped and went. Was it because you hit her?’
‘What did you say, cunt?’
‘Did you hit her?’ We were eyeballing each other.
‘You best watch your mouth.’
I removed a post-it-note from my pocket. ‘1992, conviction for assault followed by another in 1995. Charges dropped in 2000. It looks like a habit to me, Simon.’ Don had done good work. ‘Do your employers know about these?’
‘Get fucked.’ He’d turned away from me. There was no venom. He was beaten. ‘Did you hit Donna?’
‘I never laid a finger on her and that’s the truth.’
‘Where did she go, Simon? I need to know.’
‘Look, you can throw your weight around all you like, but I still don’t know. Once we finished, I had nothing to do with her. It was easier that way.’
‘What about at work?’
‘She said she was going to transfer to another shift. I didn’t see her and after a while I assumed she’d got herself another job.’
‘Away from work?’
‘I never saw her again.’
‘Why not?’
‘My wife found out about us..’
Lauren skipped out of the kitchen, smiling and headed in the direction of the front room.
‘It’s a good job you can do maths’ said Sarah.
I smiled. ‘It’s maths for nine year olds. Besides, you’re supposed to be our book-keeper.’ I needed to catch up with Sarah and going to her house was the easiest option. ‘I don’t remember learning that stuff at nine.’
Sarah playfully punched me on the shoulder. ‘It’s hard stuff.’ She collected up the plates from the dining table and placed them in the sink. ‘Sure you’re not hungry?’
I said I wasn’t and told her not to change the subject. ‘It’s only percentages.’ She’d text me earlier in the evening, asking if I wanted to come round to help with Lauren’s homework. The text said I owed, but I was pleased to help. I was pleased not to be sitting by myself in the flat and was determined I’d take the leftovers home with me. I was passed a coffee refill. ‘‘You’re exaggerating’ I laughed. ‘It’s not quite that difficult.’
‘You want to try explaining why you can’t help to her teacher.’
‘Not at all..’ Everything’s easy if you know the answer, I thought.
I took the coffee off her and set it down on the kitchen table. Sarah switched the television off.
‘Donna Platt’s first boyfriend’ she said, passing me over a neatly typed report.
I glanced at the in-depth information. ‘Tell me about him’ I said.
‘As we know, Tim Nicholson met Donna at the shop his parents own. They both worked there part-time. Donna was seventeen when they met, Tim was twenty. A bit of a difference when you’re that age, but he tells me it wasn’t a problem to them.’
‘What does Tim do now?’
‘He’s an account’s clerk for a local builders merchants.’
It didn’t sound too exciting to me. ‘I’d have thought he would have stuck with the family business.’
‘They’ve got three off-licences around the city but he said he wanted to strike out on his own. To be honest, I think he was under his parents thumb in the shop and he wanted away.’
‘Did they approve of Donna?’
‘At first, but it became fraught. Tim was quite open about it. When they first started dating, everything was fine. Once the band started, her attention turned to trying to be famous. It turned his parents off. His father had worked on the docks as a bobber, unloading the fish off the trawlers when they came home. When the work dried up, he used the money he’d saved to put a deposit down on the first shop. I don’t think they had much time for Donna’s dreams. They were more traditional. Hard work got you what you wanted. You didn’t achieve it through pipe-dreams; that kind of thing.’
‘What did Tim think about it?’
‘They drifted apart. She wasn’t the girl he first started dating. She changed; she became high maintenance. She was loud and difficult for him to deal with. He didn’t like what she had changed into.’
‘Who dumped who?’
‘She dumped him. Said he was too boring for her.’
‘Did he get to meet her family?’
Sarah nodded. ‘He was a regular visitor to their house.’
‘How did he get on with them?’ I wanted to know more about Donna’s background.
‘He said it was difficult at first. Donna’s dad, Ron, was part of a crew that’d go out to sea for weeks and come back loaded up with fish. Because Tim’s dad worked on the docks, they vaguely knew each other.’
‘Did he approve of them being together?’
‘Tim said he was keen to see his daughter settled down; married with children. He was quite traditional in that way.’
‘Presumably her singing in a band didn’t sit well with him, then?’
‘No. He didn’t approve and apparently they often argued about it. He didn’t like the way she dressed, the places she went, or who she was hanging around with.’
‘Sounds like he pushed her away.’
‘Sounds like it.’
I was intrigued by Ron Platt and wondered what kind of role he had played in forcing his daughter’s disappearance. I wanted to know more about the man.
Sarah stood up and checked on Lauren. I heard them go upstairs and get ready for bed. I flicked through the newspaper which was on the table before Sarah came back into the room with a bottle of wine. ‘Shall we?’
I nodded and smiled.
‘Truth is Joe, I’m under pressure.’
I shrugged. Coleman’s problems weren’t my concern. I’d considered not answering his call earlier, never mind agreeing to meet in a near-by pub after I’d left Sarah’s house.
I wasn’t in a rush to go home, and although Don and Sarah had reassured me to a point about not being a potential suspect in Jennifer Murdoch’s death, I was intrigued to hear what he had to say.
‘We should be working together’ he said to me.
‘Why?’ I wasn’t in the mood to make it easy for him.
‘We both want the same thing here, don’t we? We both want the truth. We might be coming from different angles, but it’s the same bottom-line.
I sipped my drink and continued to stare around the bar
Coleman turned to face me, clearly angry. ‘For fuck’s sake, Joe. I’m not pissing around here. I know we’ve had some differences in the past but we’ve got to move forward. Some co-operation might go a long way. I’m sure there are things we can work on together.’
‘Work together? My wife is dead.’
Coleman put his drink down and lowered his voice. ‘We did our best, Joe. We really did. Nothing got overlooked; everything was given our full attention.’
It was my turn to sigh. I knew I was being unfair, but it was hard to admit it. I couldn’t bring Debbie back and though the cliché about time being a great healer contained some truth, I still harboured bitterness towards the police and in particular Coleman. I wasn’t surprised he was under pressure to make a breakthrough. On the face of it, Jennifer Murdoch was an upstanding member of the local business community. It was the kind of case which could quickly become the police’s worst nightmare. I sat there and said nothing, letting Coleman take the lead.
‘It’s a chance to start again’ he continued. ‘I’m sorry for what’s happened in the past, really I am.’
‘Sorry?’ I cut in. ‘I lost everything. You didn’t.’ My hands were ripping up the beer-mat they were holding. I needed to get a grip.
‘We can’t keep going over old ground, Joe. I know you’re still working the Jennifer Murdoch case and I might be in a position to help.’
‘How do you know what I’m doing?’
‘It’s my job to know.’
‘How’s the wife?’
Coleman sighed. ‘We don’t need to do this.’
‘How’s your wife?’ I repeated.
‘She’s fine.’
‘She was pregnant when we met.’ I was going to add, when you were implying I had a hand in my wife’s death.
‘A girl. She’s nearly two now.’
‘Congratulations.’ I drained my glass and placed it on the bar. ‘Be seeing you, then.’ I got up and walked out of the pub. I didn’t care what he thought we were doing. To me, we were just two men talking, passing the time of day.
Coleman followed me out and shouted. ‘Come on, Joe. You know you need me if you want some answers.’
I ignored and him and continued walking, my night ruined.
The drink had made me hungry, so when I returned home, I made myself pasta surprise. The surprise part of the recipe was whatever vegetables were left available in the fridge. I’d stirred in a tin of chopped tomatoes and with the aid of some herbs and pepper, it had at least been edible. Actually making something had helped pass twenty minutes and I still had Sarah’s left over lasagne for tomorrow. I switched the stereo on and The Clash leapt out of the speakers. I pressed skip, as they tore into ‘I Fought The Law’; it wasn’t appropriate.
I thought about the hours spent in the station with Coleman and how I’d let Don down. I’d messed up by going direct to Frank Salford without knowing the full story. It contradicted everything Don had taught me. Not only had I compromised an investigation, I’d paid the physical penalty. I couldn’t prove it was Salford’s men who had attacked me, but I knew it had to be his doing. More than anything, letting Don down hurt more than the beating. When I had been drifting, it was Don who took a chance on me, who saw the potential in me. He’d treated me like a son, picking me up and putting me back together when I was in pieces.
Our partnership had started about three years ago. Don was a seasoned private investigator with over thirty years police service under his belt. By contrast, I’m still very much learning the ropes. After spending countless years in dead-end jobs, I’d sort of fallen into the profession. To my surprise, I was good at investigating. Although I could do the work, I had no idea how to run a business. And that was when I was introduced to Don. Don was looking towards retirement and wanted to hand his business on. He needed some fresh blood to help him with the work, and had even started to advertise himself as ‘Ridley and Son’, in an attempt to give the impression the business was more than just one ageing man. It’s an unusual profession, and one that Sarah hadn’t shown any interest in. With a never ending supply of the desperate, the needy and the downright nasty to deal with, it’s certainly not glamorous. Over the last year or so, she’d relented and started to work part-time for us, initially as administration help. When we had needed female help with a surveillance job, she’d proved herself to be a natural. As I fell asleep on the couch, I knew I owed them everything. I needed to get some answers.
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