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ONE

In hindsight, it is difficult to decide which of the two was the most momentous; The Case of the Man who Tried to Take Over a Village and Ended up Dead or the fact that my husband, Patrick, had been given the job of catching a woman regarded as one of the world’s most dangerous criminals and was accused of her murder. At the time, of course, the latter was the priority, the former not affecting me so personally, although it did others to whom I am close, very much so. My first, and at the time I hoped my only, contribution was that of finding the corpse.

Patrick had been an ‘adviser’ for SOCA, the Serious Organized Crime Agency – the inverted commas necessary as this particular operative goes to work armed to the teeth – for several months when he was given the assignment. It was felt by those in charge, namely Richard Daws, his one-time boss in MI5 who never seemed to be allowed to retire, and Commander Michael Greenway, a lesser mortal to whom Patrick now answers, that he was exactly the right man for the job. My unease started at this point. I knew full well – the novelist wife is on the payroll as ‘consultant’ to the ‘adviser’ – that he did not exactly have bucketfuls of experience in dealing with glamorous females who regularly execute those members of their establishment who fall short of expectations by personally garrotting them with a length of fine wire. I had pointed this out to Commander Greenway, adding that the harpy no doubt kept it neatly rolled up in her knickers’ drawer and wouldn’t an equally off-the-wall member of staff of SOCA, if there was such a person, be more suitable for the job?

Greenway had given me a wary smile. I know he values my contributions but has also learned that this female novelist comes at the price of asking the questions that Patrick, for several reasons, does not. His wariness was also due, I felt, to the fact that I was hugely eight and three-quarter months pregnant at the time and he thought of me along the lines of an unexploded bomb. I had every sympathy for him as, although a married man with a family, he did not want to have to play midwife on his office carpet.

‘Patrick can do off-the-wall though, can’t he?’ he had remarked gently, the man in question a little late for the meeting, stuck in a traffic jam.

‘Yes, he can, but with the kind of skill that impresses men,’ I had replied. ‘As you know, he’s an ex-undercover soldier, used to dealing with terrorists and the like. He’s only ever really operated in a man’s world.’

And can reduce strong men to tears with his voice alone and at Christmas often cracks walnuts just with his fingers.

‘With the help of criminal profilers we’re going to turn him into the kind of person to impress this woman,’ Greenway had said after a thoughtful pause. ‘And look, although the assignment’s not going to be achieved in five minutes the groundwork is being done by others – he’s not going in alone.’

So I had had to resign myself to the inevitable.

This conversation was nothing to do with the fact that Mark was born the following day, at around four in the afternoon, not that I was actually bothered by what hour it was at the time. He was in as much of a hurry as Justin, our first, who had arrived in the ambulance, and Patrick made it to the delivery room with five minutes to spare. I was glad about this, he is not the kind of man to have the emotional stamina to be able to bear his partner yelling her head off in the throes of childbirth for any length of time.

We were living in a rented furnished house, having sold our home in Devon, while extensions were added to the old rectory at Hinton Littlemoor in Somerset that we had bought from the diocese. Patrick’s parents – his father is still rector there – had been due to be rehoused in a gerbil hutch of a new bungalow, one of several being built on land that is, since the railway closed and all the culverts became blocked up, in effect, the village’s flood plain, and the rectory put on the market. The prospect of this was simply too awful for words and Patrick’s anger had honed his haggling skills to drive down the price: it was no secret that the building needed a new roof.

‘No more babies,’ Patrick had muttered just after the birth, rescuing his wrung hands that I had been holding so that he could mop my hot brow.

‘I’ll make an appointment for you at the vet’s as soon as I get home,’ I had promised, looking down into the little red crumpled face and praying that this one wouldn’t be as stroppy as his brother.

That we have two children already – Victoria was the second – is something of a miracle, Patrick having been seriously injured in his Special Forces days before he joined MI5. Then Patrick’s brother, Larry, was killed and we adopted his two, Matthew and Katie, and suddenly the Dartmoor cottage seemed rather small. I was desperately hoping that our nannie, Carrie, would be able to carry on. She had moved with us to Somerset but her overriding concern was her mother, who lived in Plymouth and did not enjoy the best of health. The matter was soon, and amazingly, solved to everyone’s satisfaction when a recently widowed friend whom she had known at school – both ladies are natives of Bath – asked her if she would like to go and live with her on the outskirts of the city.

Just over a month later, my domestic arrangements more or less intact, I found myself, in a dismal February in the rented house, a barn conversion a mile from Hinton Littlemoor, with a new baby, a figure more redolent of a champion Jersey than that of any kind of consultant to a crime-fighting agency and a bad case of post-natal blues. At least, that was what other people who happened to be around when I suddenly burst into tears were calling it. I thought it had far more to do with the fact that I was not only site managing the building work on the rectory and had been right from the beginning, but now was lugging Mark around, by this time a healthy nine pounds in weight, for what seemed like hourly breastfeeds, never mind the aftermath. Patrick’s parents were having an extended holiday while the worst of the mess at the rectory was going on – for a few weeks the house was uninhabitable – their son heaven only knew where undergoing ‘training’. In view of the proposed assignment I was agog to know what this entailed.

And, of course, the business of writing books had gone right out of the window.

The builders, who were working to a very tight schedule, had at first tended to dismiss the pregnant and then somewhat dour nursing mother who turned up every day – I did not take the baby into the house while work was going on – as a dimbo to be smiled upon and ignored. After a few skirmishes along the lines of their being content to use the wrong roofing slates, not the ones we had ordered, they were now brewing me tea while bringing me up to date, exactly, with the work in progress and would I like to inspect what had been done since my previous visit?

Church services were being taken by a retired bishop, a lay reader and any other clergy who were deemed to be free. While John had been in need of a complete break from what is, in effect, a seven day a week job Elspeth had been particularly reluctant to go away with a new grandchild on the scene and while I might need help.

Late in the morning of the day when they were due back, a Saturday, I was on a mission to harry the decorators who were putting the finishing touches to John and Elspeth’s new two-bedroomed annex. All on the level, it had been created from the old garage and stable with a new floor above that gave the house another two bedrooms, one with an en suite bathroom that would be for Patrick and me, the other for any visitors. A boxroom with a big cupboard was now the nursery with a connecting door to our room – Carrie’s was just across the landing. My priority on this particular morning was to get John and Elspeth’s new home fit to live in but if furniture could not be brought in or curtains fitted today because paint was not dry then it was not a disaster if they had to stay in bed and breakfast accommodation in the village for one night. This eventuality had been pencilled in at Rose Cottage, a short distance away just off the high street.

The main part of the rectory was still full of the racket of sawing, nail guns and drills but at least the doors of the rooms that were not being touched, most of those downstairs, had been sealed with special tape to prevent the entry of dust. This had meant that the furniture in them could remain in situ. Another single-storey extension was being built on to the kitchen to make it bigger, swallowing up an old integral coal store and outside toilet, plus providing a small room where the children could have their computer and do homework. Later, a large conservatory would be built over the courtyard outside with a door into it from the kitchen, another from the living room and yet another that was the entry to Elspeth and John’s quarters so they would not have to go out into the open in order to join us. On the opposite side double doors would lead on to the garden. John would still have his book-lined study in the main house: that was sacrosanct.

My mind full of colour schemes – it had been difficult to organize these over the phone and in the end Elspeth had said it was safer to leave it all up to me – I first went round to where the painters were emulsioning the walls of the annex pale cream, the plaster too new to cover with wallpaper. I was told that they hoped to put the final coat of gloss on the woodwork in the afternoon and it was obvious it would not be dry in time for the rector and his wife to move in that day, the smell of paint notwithstanding. Therefore I would have to put off the curtain people and the carpet fitters.

This area was no longer a building site so I had Mark in a sling around my neck. He was sound asleep making very tiny snoring noises. I am not a cooing kind of mother but had to admit that he was extremely cute: Patrick was missing a lot. He had rung me the night before, sounding tired, but would not go into details about his activities, merely saying that he was fine and on a ‘refresher course’. Ye gods. Doing what?

Quick footsteps crunched on the gravel outside and a woman peered through the open doorway.

‘Oh! Aren’t they back yet?’

‘This evening,’ I told a bad case of growing out black-dyed hair and a frown. This was Mrs Crosspatch, Elspeth’s alternative name for the wife of the chairman of the PCC, Frank Crosby, who had been pointed out to me and in my presence spoken of as ‘nosy, unpleasant and interfering’. ‘Hello,’ I said. ‘I don’t think we’ve met. I’m John and Elspeth’s daughter-in-law, Ingrid.’

She ignored the introduction, marching agitatedly right up to me to say, ‘It’s after eleven and the church is still locked. It’s most important that I check the flowers.’

‘Isn’t locking and unlocking the church the responsibility of the sexton while the rector’s away?’

‘Yes, but he often oversleeps and you’re nearer. You’ve got a key, haven’t you?’

Her voice had risen to tones of withering scorn.

I was not too sure about this and was about to point out that we did, actually, have the builders in when I remembered seeing a large key of ancient and noble appearance hanging on a hook in John’s study, one of the rooms that had not been closed off in case any of the parish records kept in the safe in there were needed. Asking La Crosspatch to meet me around the front of the house – I had already invented another nickname for her – I went across the courtyard and into the rectory, picking my way over toolboxes and around a platoon of men in dusty jeans and sweatshirts, hanged if I was going to ask my visitor to hold my son in case he caught something nasty from her bad breath. The key was where I remembered seeing it.

‘The WI had to have their committee meeting in the parish hall, you know,’ the woman said as we went through the small gate from the rectory garden into the churchyard. ‘It really was most inconvenient not being able to have it here.’

‘Where do you have your ordinary meetings?’ I asked, knowing full well.

‘In the parish hall, of course.’

‘Well, I’m afraid you’ll have to carry on having them there or somewhere else,’ I said with regrettable satisfaction. ‘The rectory is now a private house.’ I was aware that what had been missing was Elspeth’s home-baked cakes and a very comfortable setting. Elspeth had said to me that she thought it about time someone else did all the hard work and now was a good time to make the break.

Mrs Crosby’s mouth snapped shut into a thin straight line and she stomped on ahead of me.

Keeping hold of the key – I was damned if I was going to give her that either – we went into the church porch. It was piled with autumn leaves blown in from the previous night’s gale which my companion tut-tutted over with a glare in my direction as if to say that I should have dealt with them. I unlocked the door.

The flowers, some on the altar, a few arrangements on tables and a window ledge, were definitely not fresh.

‘But this is disgraceful!’ the PCC chairman’s wife gasped. ‘Nothing’s been done! All I should have to do is check that they’re ready for the services tomorrow.’

‘Who was due to do the flowers?’ I asked.

She went back into the porch, found her glasses in a pocket and consulted a list pinned to the notice board.

‘Pauline Harrison.’ A snort. ‘You wait until I get on the phone to her.’

‘No,’ I said.

‘No? What do you mean, no?’

‘I happen to know that her father’s been taken to hospital after suffering a stroke.’

‘That’s no excuse.’

I closed in on her. ‘No,’ I repeated in level tones. ‘You will not phone her, other than to ask how he is. You will also kindly deal with the problem here. The village store sells flowers that are good enough for an emergency and you can help yourself to whatever foliage you need from the rectory garden. Is that understood?’ We stared at one another eye to eye. I very rarely lose this kind of confrontation.

At last the woman said, ‘Very well. But the box with the flower fund money’s in the vestry which I would like to have access to as I didn’t bring my purse with me. I don’t live nearby.’

She knew where that key was; tucked out of sight on a ledge by the organ.

A well-built man was spreadeagled face up on the floor of the vestry. He was very dead and all I noticed just then was that the body had some kind of plastic tube protruding from the mouth.

Not necessarily a natural death then.

Having made his way between the police vehicles and personnel Detective Chief Inspector James Carrick swithered between admiring the new member of the Gillard family – he and his wife Joanna are friends of ours – and his professional duties and then caved in and grinned at Mark, who was awake and beaming gummily up at him, before gently touching a chubby cheek with a forefinger.

‘He looks like you.’

I did a double take of my son. ‘Really?’

‘And I’d put money on him being the quiet, introverted and artistic one.’

‘But I’m not like that,’ I protested.

‘Compared with that husband of yours and Justin you are.’

I had to admit that he had a point. Hadn’t the two of them recently fought a water pistols at dawn duel? Even at six years old Justin had thought himself a better shot than his father. Not so.

We were standing on the gravelled path leading up to the church near the lych gate where I had met Carrick in order to tell him of the circumstances of the discovery. I had thought it best that as Mrs Crosby had understandably been shocked – I had escorted her to a nearby friend’s house where she was having a recuperative cup of tea – that I take over the business of flowers. They could be put in a bucket of water until restrictions of entry to the building had been lifted. I was hoping this would be in time for the services the following day. If not, Elspeth could have them.

Carrick excused himself and headed off to join his scenes-of-crime team. Then he turned and said, ‘Were you alone when you found the body?’

‘No, I was with the wife of the chairman of the PCC. She’s two cottages away getting over the shock.’

‘I shall need a quick word with both of you. But you don’t have to hang around, Ingrid. I can catch up with you at home. And if you have any insider information about the village...’

‘You’ll need to talk to Elspeth and John about that. They’ll be back later today.’

‘Do you know who he was?’

‘No, but I think Mrs Crosby does. It didn’t seem my place to question her.’

He walked a few more paces and then stopped again. ‘First thoughts though?’

I had to smile. ‘Is this the Somerset and Avon Police asking SOCA for a professional opinion?’

‘If you like,’ he answered soberly.

‘I had another look at the body after I’d dialled 999. There’s what looks like a vacuum cleaner nozzle rammed into his mouth. But you can only see a short length of it so it’s quite a long way in. Hardly an accident or suicide. Somebody hated him.’

Carrick nodded briskly. ‘Thank you.’ Then, ‘It’s odd how corpses seem to follow you and Patrick around.’

‘Yes, but this one’s your baby.’

And that was how I intended it should remain. I would go home and write. Did I have any ideas for the next novel? Not one.

Six days went by. Despite inches of rain work progressed at the rectory, John and Elspeth, coping well with the ghastly shock of the murder, expressing themselves delighted with their new living quarters, although I doubted somehow that Elspeth would relinquish her kitchen so happily when work was finished and the Gillard family could move in. No matter, if she continued to want to cook for everyone when Patrick and I were at home I would be the last one to be stupidly possessive about it.

Carrie, detecting oncoming exhaustion as most of the reason for my miseries, had prised Mark away from me and put him on the bottle, the natural product now petering out. I suppose I had clung on to him for too long to the detriment of my health, guiltily feeling that she had more than enough to do with the two younger children already. But as the feisty Carrie herself had said, ‘What the hell else are nannies for? Go and have some time for yourself, woman.’

The murder victim had been named as Squadron Leader Melvyn Blanche, retired. He and his wife, Barbara, were comparative newcomers to the village but, according to Elspeth, had wasted no time in getting themselves involved in local activities. Human nature being what it is clubs and groups had been delighted that their two new members welcomed working on the various committees.

‘But before you could say knife everyone was complaining that they were running the village,’ Elspeth had told me. ‘Oh dear, was that the wrong thing to say? The poor man wasn’t stabbed to death, was he?’

‘No,’ I had said. ‘He had been hit over the head with some kind of blunt instrument that hasn’t yet been found.’ I had not wanted to mention, right then, that the narrow vacuum cleaner nozzle had then been forced down the victim’s throat and some kind of bleach-based cleaning fluid poured down it. This had gone into the lungs and the latest update from James Carrick was that the post-mortem findings were inconclusive as to which event had actually been the cause of death. The results of more tests were awaited.

‘And whoever did it knew where the key to the vestry was kept,’ Patrick’s mother had gone on in hushed tones. ‘And they must have had access to one of the keys to the church too, otherwise how would they have locked up afterwards?’

I preferred to leave all this conjecture to the DCI, who with his sergeant Lynn Outhwaite, had, no doubt, closely questioned everyone involved with the day-to-day running of the building.

Another week went by. Mike Greenway rang to tell me that Patrick had started the job and that for his own safety would not now be able to contact me. All I had to reassure me, or otherwise, were his final words to me before he had set off to return to the aforementioned training three days after Mark had been born, this presumably the extent of SOCA’s paternal leave.

‘This won’t be a protracted business, despite what Greenway might have said to you.’

And:

‘Have a good rest. If I desperately need your help I’ll contact you, somehow or other.’

It seemed to me that nothing had changed since the day Patrick had left MI5 because of personal danger and that to his family. And now where were we, I asked myself, with the main breadwinner still likely to come home for the weekend in a body bag? Not a protracted business? What, with possible changes of appearance and identity involved? Not all that long ago Patrick had spoken of giving up his job with SOCA to do something that would allow him more time with his family. He had actually been quite upset about the fact that the four children – this was before I knew I was pregnant with Mark – were growing up without his presence for quite long periods, something that was beginning to manifest itself in Justin’s bad behaviour at school.

Resolving absolutely, definitely and utterly not to get involved with the just-under-my-nose murder as some kind of replacement therapy I busied myself – I simply could not concentrate on my new novel – finding out as much as I could about the mad-as-a-box-of-spanners hoodess Patrick was out to catch. There was not much information to be had, either on SOCA’s internal website, to which I had the passwords, or that of the Met, courtesy of James Carrick. One of the names she used when in the UK was Andrea Pangborne, this utilized when she was passing herself off as what used to be called a socialite. She had others, a whole suite of identities and nationalities, some stolen, others invented, all using forged passports. She was a shadowy figure, very little was known about her and, like those who worked for her, she changed her appearance all the time. The only hard evidence – other than a string of serious crimes – that she was still in business was the occasional garrotted henchman left in her wake, usually literally in a gutter somewhere, the body having been pushed from a stolen car.

Yes, her business: it probably ought to be written her Business. This again was mostly about murder, internationally, for money, of course, and could involve anyone from a top politician to a drugs pusher if the price was right. Thrown in for good measure, and if required, was the wholesale slaughter of the target’s nearest and dearest, including children, full-scale destruction of their houses, cars and any other assets that looked as though they could be satisfactorily firebombed, although anything particularly valuable along the lines of jewellery, artworks and so forth, was removed as contractor’s perks. It was rumoured that she did the more ‘interesting’ jobs herself.

I do not bite my nails but they would have been down to my knuckles by now. OK, Patrick could, as Greenway had put it, ‘do off-the-wall’ but how, exactly, was SOCA going to play this?


TWO

Yet another ten days went by. The rectory roof was finished and, as the first floor extension had also been completed, the scaffolding was removed. The builders were now concentrating on the kitchen extension. Although settling in I knew that Patrick’s parents were finding the annex a trifle small because the main rooms in the house were still sealed off, access to which they would have when all the work was finished. To give them a change of scenery and to help alleviate my own worry about Patrick I decided to ask them, and the Carricks, over for dinner. No, not the latter because I was agog to know how the murder inquiry was progressing, absolutely, absolutely not.

It was Elspeth who asked the question over pre-dinner drinks, she and John I knew were constantly badgered by their parishioners for news about the investigation, the more timid needing assurance, the victim’s widow still apparently unable to live on her own.

The DCI knew that this was the time for straight-talking, not platitudes.

‘I’m afraid we haven’t got very far with this. We’ve eliminated quite a few people from the inquiry but anyone who has access to the key to the church and knows where the one to the vestry is kept is still a suspect as there appears to be no motive. Except those present in this room, of course. It’s turning into one of those Agatha Christie stories where the more you delve beneath the surface of village life the more cans of worms you find.’ He looked a little contrite. ‘I hope I haven’t ruined your impression of the rural idyll.’

‘Good grief!’ John exclaimed. ‘There’s no such thing and never has been. The so-called rural idyll was something invented by well-fed intellectuals who never went into the countryside to see the starving. These days, a good proportion of the people round here are pagans, worshipping their cars, money or pop stars and don’t give a tinker’s cuss for anyone. Newcomers complain about cattle mooing, the lack of street lighting and the church bells. There’s even a suspicion that we’ve got a black magic outfit that’s just been set up.’ He added, darkly, ‘I’m going to close that down if it’s true. I’m not prepared to tolerate such filthy rubbish in the parish.’

‘Good for you, sir,’ Carrick said. Then he continued, ‘It appears the murder victim was not a popular man, neither locally nor within his own family. His wife, Barbara, seems to be the only one to have anything good to say about him – and speaking in complete confidentiality I have to say I find her somewhat strange.’

‘She thinks she can foretell who’s going to be next to die,’ Elspeth said. ‘She’s known as Morticia in the village.’

A smile twitched at the corners of Carrick’s mouth. ‘It looks as though she might have failed as far as her husband goes then. What I can’t understand is that although unpopular, or at least it seems he was, they appear to be members of just about every local organization; the Garden Society, the Hinton Players, a drama group, the Bridge Club and he was on the PCC. Mrs Blanche has joined the WI and a keep fit class.’

‘We’d only just returned from holiday when we spoke last,’ Elspeth said. ‘I’ve been doing a little investigating myself, mostly, I feel you ought to know, because of the general anxiety of a few members of the congregation. They tell me that they had words with him about something or the other just before he was killed – there were three, I think, who said that – and then I remembered that another two people had asked me prior to this man’s death if they ought to mention to John something that he was steamrollering ahead with in a semi-official capacity that was not in the best interests of the village. They’re worried that they’re suspects.’

‘What kind of semi-official capacity?’ Carrick asked.

‘Well, he’d just got himself on the village fête committee and proceeded to try to take over the entire running of it. And, while the usual person was away he somehow bullied the Hinton Players into letting him stage-manage the summer play. The village has a little festival in June – it’s only been going for two years – and no end of people were upset about his interference. I have to say that only came to light yesterday as far as I’m concerned. There’s been such a lot to do here,’ she finished somewhat apologetically.

John said, ‘I understand the poor man was hit on the head with some kind of blunt instrument.’

‘Then a narrow vacuum cleaner nozzle was pushed down his throat and a bleach-based cleaning fluid poured down it,’ Carrick told him. ‘He actually drowned.’

Elspeth said, ‘Those things are available to people on the cleaning rota, and they know where the key to the vestry is hidden.’

‘Were he and his wife on the cleaning rota?’

‘No, they’re far too grand to do things like that. They were hymn snobs too.’

‘Hymn snobs?’

‘Yes, they’d only sing hymns that are in Ancient and Modern. None of what they called the “happy-clappy” stuff.’

‘Are you? On the cleaning rota, I mean.’

‘Yes, I do it with Molly Gardner. John always polishes the brass.’

‘You’ll have a copy of the current list then.’

‘Of course. I’ll let you have it. And there’s one pinned up in the church porch.’

‘How many keys are there to the church?’

‘Three,’ John answered. ‘I have two, and the sexton another. One of those I hold is given to a church official if I’m away, one of the wardens usually, but I have to say we’re not strict about it. The building is normally unlocked at around nine thirty in the morning by the sexton and locked up again at dusk – I usually do that – but a bit earlier than that in the summer with the long light evenings.’

‘Had he unlocked it on the morning of the murder?’ I asked.

‘Yes.’

‘So the murderer locked it up again.’

‘Looks like it. This is going to turn into a jigsaw puzzle with several thousand pieces.’ Carrick held out his glass for another tot of whisky as I proffered the bottle: Patrick’s favourite, I had noted with a pang as I had picked it up.

Carrick noticed too. ‘Have you heard from Patrick?’ he said to me as I was about to ask who, exactly, had been in possession of John’s spare key.

I shook my head. ‘No, not since he started this job. He’s not allowed to.’

Thankfully, he sensed that I preferred not to talk about it right now and the conversation moved on to other things. I had not told John and Elspeth the nature of Patrick’s latest assignment.

The next morning I took one look at the front page of the Daily Telegraph that had just been pushed through the letter box and snatched up the phone to call Michael Greenway, not caring that it was only six forty-five. The number being that of his mobile there was every chance of catching him. There were the usual strange clicks and clonks as the call went through whatever electronic wizardry SOCA uses to protect its operatives’ communications and then he answered, with a mouthful of breakfast by the sound of it.

‘Body found in Soho gutter,’ I quoted tersely, forgetting to tell him who was calling. ‘A man who had been garrotted. Can you put my mind at rest?’

‘Even I don’t know who he was yet,’ Greenway admitted after swallowing his cornflakes, or whatever. ‘I’ll get right back to you as soon as I know anything. But don’t worry, I’m sure he’s fine.’

Later, the morning domestic scene going on all around me; children squabbling as they rushed to get ready for school, Vicky in her high chair serenely, and stickily, eating honey on toast, Mark asleep after his early morning feed, I really began to feel that I would go off my head with worry.

Patrick and I make a very good team, a partnership that enforced maternity leave was hazarding. I am not conceited but all I could think of was that he was out there somewhere without an important cog in the machine. Unless he was that body in the gutter.

The phone rang and I leapt at it.

‘I’m going to Bath for a dentist appointment,’ said Elspeth’s voice. ‘Do you want anything?’

‘Er – no, thank you,’ I mumbled.

‘Only you mentioned a few days ago that you’d have to get some tinted moisturizer or other from Boots.’

‘Oh, yes... sorry... yes please.’ I gave her the name of it.

‘Are you all right, Ingrid? You sound a bit under the weather.’

‘Yes, fine. I didn’t sleep very well, that’s all.’ Which was perfectly true.

‘Patrick should have been allowed to spend more time with you. Having babies is an utterly exhausting business. Never mind, it’s his birthday in three days’ time. He always rings me if he’s away somewhere so I’m sure you’ll hear from him too.’

When I had put down the phone I shed the usual tears. In my present state of mind I had forgotten all about it.

Five minutes later the phone rang again.

‘Negative,’ Michael Greenway said. ‘I know nothing more right now but you can rest assured it’s not Patrick.’

‘How can everyone be so sure?’ I asked stubbornly, haunted by the images in my mind’s eye of hideously bloated facial features.

‘I asked them to check the right foot. It’s a real one. OK?’

Humbly, I thanked him. Truly, having a baby had scrambled my brains.

Weak with relief, I went off into a welcome daydream, thinking how amazing it was that Patrick, through sheer hard work, the clichéd blood, sweat and even a few tears, had succeeded in getting fit after the Special Forces injuries that had meant having the lower part of his right leg amputated. It has been replaced by something that is just about the best in the world and cost a small fortune. Now, he might limp a little when he is very tired but can dance, run for short distances and no longer has nightmares of standing naked in the centre of some vast sports stadium with thousands of people shouting ‘cripple!’ at him.

Another week went by, each day seemingly an action replay of the previous one. I still could not work on the new novel I had started: I simply could not concentrate. I was aware that the police were continuing to make enquiries in the village, visiting those houses where people had not been at home when the first house-to-house questioning had taken place. James Carrick had not been in touch and I knew that this was not only because he was frantically busy but, sensitive soul that he is, would refrain from badgering me, knowing that I would call when I had anything to tell him.

Realizing that I was sitting in exactly the same place, worrying about exactly the same things as I had been seven days previously I wearily got to my feet, automatically picked up the toys and garments that the children had left in their wake and, berating myself that I was still in my dressing gown, made my way upstairs. I heard Carrie coming back from taking Justin to school.

The phone rang but before I could get to the nearest one it stopped after four rings. Calling whoever had changed their mind a few names under my breath I carried on up the stairs. Then, up in the bedroom, my mobile, which was in my bag, rang four times. Not for me silly tunes.

Four rings.

Back in the mists of time – a few months, no weeks, previously – that was the code Patrick and I had used when we urgently wanted the other to get in touch.

‘But why not just ring me?’ I asked out loud.

Because he wanted me to ring him, that was why, stupid.

I stuck to the rules and left it for a short time, six minutes to be exact, and then rang his mobile number from the landline, heart thumping and suddenly feeling a thousand per cent alert.

There was a click and then a rough voice said, ‘Who’s that?’

‘Doctor Astrid von Bremen,’ I answered. ‘Is someone trying to contact me?’

‘Oh!’ There was a short pause. ‘Your number was called a while back on this mobile belonging to a bloke wot’s been hurt in an accident. I’m trying to identify him so I can call his family. He says his name is Patrick Gillard.’

I went ice cold.

‘I don’t think he’s a patient of mine,’ I said.

‘Can you check, like?’

‘I’m right in the middle of my morning surgery,’ I told him. ‘Have you called an ambulance?’

There was another little silence. Then, ‘’Corse.’

He was lying.

‘Surely if he’s able to tell you his name he should be able to say who his next of kin are.’

‘No, he’s... sort of... like... rambling on.’

‘What kind of accident has he been involved in? Has he been knocked down by a car?’

More silence, but for faint music.

‘Can I speak to him?’ I risked asking.

There was a click and then the line went dead.

My first instinct was to arrange immediately for my mobile number to be changed. No, it might be the only lifeline Patrick had. But I would have to use another phone until I was sure that no one was now tracking my own. Then I remembered that Patrick had called the house landline first. Which meant they probably had that too. And, for heaven’s sake, unless he had erased the other numbers in his phone’s memory persons unknown were now party to all the numbers of family, friends, Uncle Tom Ballsup and all.

‘What the hell were you doing having your own phone with you?’ I raged to the four walls of the room.

‘Are you all right, Ingrid?’ Carrie enquired up the stairs.

‘May I borrow your mobile?’ I asked, throwing on clothes. ‘No, on second thoughts...’ I went down. ‘Carrie, I think the wrong people may have got hold of Patrick’s phone with all our numbers in and I don’t know if they have the wherewithal to listen in. Does Patrick have your number?’

‘Yes, he has. In case there’s something wrong with the ordinary one.’

‘So they’ll have his parents’ number too,’ I said in despair.

‘There’s a phone box in the village,’ she reminded me.

I was halfway out of the door when she called, ‘You could use Matthew’s. You bought it for him after Patrick went away and they’re not allowed to take them to school.’

I tore back up the stairs.

‘Someone’s got Patrick and it sounds as though he’s under some kind of duress, even truth drug,’ I told Michael Greenway without preamble. ‘They know his real name.’ I related what had happened.

He swore under his breath.

‘I can’t understand why he has his own phone,’ I said.

‘He probably hasn’t. He was issued with one that has a completely false set-up and for emergency use only. Your number could have been one of those in it.’

‘He still might have told them the codes for it.’

‘It wouldn’t have done them a lot of use as someone calling themselves Auntie Mamie answers and yatters on for fully half a minute about life in Frinton before anyone can get a word in edgeways.’

‘He’s a very poor subject for truth drug actually,’ I recalled, forcing myself to be pragmatic. ‘Keeps singing and going to sleep. I could hear someone singing in the background.’

‘I’ll do everything in my power to pull him out,’ the Commander promised before ringing off.

I sat on Matthew’s bed staring at the shiny new phone, my mind in a whirl. It seemed inconceivable that Patrick, so professional in everything he did, had had his own phone with him and I hoped Greenway was right. Unless he was living in some kind of rented accommodation that had been raided by whoever had rung me – and I wondered if it was the Thug in Charge working for the Executioner – and his personal possessions, which I knew would have been well hidden, had been found.

But under truth drug he might have told them where they were. It was possible he had told them everything about himself, about me, the children, where we lived, everything.

But on the other hand...

I reasoned that it must have been Patrick himself who had rung me originally as he had allowed it to ring only four times: the emergency call using our own prearranged code that Greenway did not know about. Even if the person who then acquired his phone had been given the information for what reason would they want me to phone back? The man had presumably used the last number redial facility in order to see who he had been trying to contact. Was his cover, in fact, blown? What had he told them other than his name? Was he even alive?

I stared at the phone and then slowly, fearfully, having to know something, anything, dialled his number.

It rang and rang.

Then, just before I knew the messaging service would cut in, there was a sudden silence. Then, laboured breathing.

‘Patrick?’ I shouted. ‘Patrick! It’s Ingrid. Where are you?’

There came the ghastly sound of someone vomiting, on to the floor, probably.

‘Oh, God, where are you?’ I cried.

‘I – I don’t know,’ Patrick’s voice said faintly.

‘In your room?’ I asked. ‘Is it your room?’

‘Yes... it’s my room,’ came the answer after several very long seconds had elapsed. He then sang the first verse of a rather rude Rugby song.

‘Are you hurt?’ I managed to get in before he could start on the second.

‘I don’t know.’

‘Have those people gone?’

‘What people?’

‘The people who were with you. I rang after you tried to contact me and a man answered.’

‘I can’t remember anyone else being here.’

‘Think!’

Another long silence followed during which I could picture a man trying to gather his drug-addled wits while he fought nausea. He lost on the latter count.

‘Patrick, please talk to me when you can,’ I pleaded, not knowing if he could even hear me.

‘Yeah, that’s right,’ he gasped, finally. ‘They broke in. They’ve gone to get her.’

‘Then get out!’ I shrieked. ‘You know what happened to the others!’

‘I don’t think I can walk. They gave me a jab and I passed out.’

‘Does Greenway know where you are?’

‘Who?’

‘Greenway. Michael Greenway. Your boss.’

‘I don’t know.’

‘He said he’d get you out. He must know where you are.’

There were scuffling and grunting noises that went on for far too long for my peace of mind. Then, panting for breath, Patrick said, ‘Yeah, I can stand. And walk – sort of. I’m going to get her.’

‘No, that’s what they’re doing,’ I frantically told him. ‘Save yourself! Find a taxi, or a bus. Just go!’

‘I’m going to get her,’ he repeated. ‘It was part of my brief.’

I opened my mouth to again implore him to escape but he had gone.

The news broke at around four thirty that afternoon. There had been a shoot-out at a house in Muswell Hill in London with several fatalities. The police were saying very little, only that, at present, the incident was being treated as a battle between two rival gangs. Three people had been taken to hospital, one of whom was a girl around eight years of age who had died shortly afterwards from her injuries. A man found collapsed and in a confused state nearby, armed and with his clothing bloodstained, had been arrested.


THREE

‘Patrick hasn’t been arrested,’ Michael Greenway said. ‘That was for the benefit of the media. We actually carted him off to the private clinic SOCA uses when we want a little anonymity.’

By this time I was fuming because of being, in effect, on the far end of a very long piece of wire. ‘Am I permitted to resume duties?’ I enquired stonily.

‘You can talk to him over the phone if you want to. No restrictions there.’

‘Where are the restrictions to be found then?’ I countered.

He had a habit of chewing his bottom lip when he was thinking and I could imagine him giving it hell now.

‘What I meant to have said was that you can talk to him about everything but the job over an open line.’

‘Please answer my question. Can I get back to work so I can help Patrick deal with this?’

‘Are you sure you’re fit? I mean, I wouldn’t want you to—’

‘I’m fit,’ I interrupted.

‘Well... yes. Of course.’

‘I’m coming to London – now. Where do I find him?’

‘Ingrid, before I give you the address I feel I must tell you that he does appear to have killed or injured several people. The woman who sometimes called herself Andrea Pangborne was among the dead. It was the drugs he’d been pumped full of, of course, and no one’s talking about arresting him until he’s recovered and can make a statement.’

‘Is he supposed to have shot the little girl?’ I asked him, shivering now.

‘We won’t know until his clothing has been DNA tested but I’m afraid it would appear so.’

‘I spoke to him,’ I revealed. ‘When he’d just regained consciousness.’

‘Come to HQ and we’ll talk about that. I’ll take you to the clinic afterwards.’

‘It might not be as bad as we think,’ was Greenway’s opening remark when I entered his office later that day. Not for the first time, I wondered if his wife and family ever saw him. ‘Would you like some refreshment?’ he went on to ask.

‘No, thank you,’ I replied, my insides still churning with the sheer horror of the situation. ‘What might not be so bad?’

‘Well, for a start, one of the people taken to hospital, a woman who said she was a cleaner, was locked in a cupboard by a man who fits Patrick’s description. She broke her wrist trying to batter her way out. The other person receiving treatment turns out to be a passer-by who said he was about to investigate a wide open front door and the sound of smashing bottles but before he could enter the house was grabbed by a man, who again fits Patrick’s description, and found himself chucked into a bush. His hand is gashed as there was some broken glass beneath it. So it sounds as though our man was at least lucid enough to try to save the innocent from injury, not someone who was crazed and off his head.’

I wondered if that actually made things worse and said, ‘I must ask you something before we go any further. Patrick’s last words to me before he hung up were that he was going to get her. The people who had been with him had told him that they were going to get her and I understood that to mean that they were going to fetch Pangborne so that she could deliver the coup de grâce after whatever it was he’d said broke his cover. I thought he was confused – he was confused for God’s sake! – and shouted at him to get out while he could. But he repeated that he was going to get her, adding that it was part of his brief. Was it?’

Slowly, Greenway shook his head. ‘No, he had no orders to do away with the woman, or even arrest her, if that is what he meant when he said it, only provide intelligence that would lead to her arrest. I don’t have to tell you that SOCA isn’t in the business of killing criminals. We might never know, Ingrid, what he meant. The first results of blood tests indicate that he was up to the eyeballs with a cocktail of stuff, including, as you correctly surmised, truth drug, Sodium Pentothal.’

‘He always reacts very badly to those kind of substances. He was throwing up everywhere.’

‘Tell me about it,’ Greenway said with a grimace. ‘I’ve just come back from his digs. I’ve got scenes-of-crime people there to see if we can find out who his visitors were – if indeed they were all in that room when you spoke to them.’

‘Patrick remembered them breaking in,’ I said. ‘They must have given him the jab, or jabs, and he told them his name.’

‘Rest assured he had none of his own things at that address so they won’t have got hold of his private mobile with all the family numbers in. When I first briefed him for the job he told me he would leave everything in his locker here at HQ. Can you remember both conversations well enough to be able to write them down?’

I opened my bag to extract my notebook. Tearing out a few pages I handed them to him. ‘I wrote out what was said on the train,’ I told him. ‘But I can’t guarantee it’s word for word.’

I had included background noises, even Patrick throwing up, how voices had sounded, everything that might provide clues as to what had happened.

‘You have a very good memory,’ Greenway murmured, reading.

‘It comes in handy if there’s a power cut and I haven’t been saving my work properly,’ I told him. ‘How is Patrick now?’

His quick glance in my direction was full of sympathy. ‘He’s being treated for continuing nausea and dehydration, and also closely watched as his memory’s returning and he’s understandably suffering from shock.’

‘He actually remembers shooting those people?’ I gasped. I could never recollect Patrick ever suffering from shock, not after any of the ordeals we had been through together.

‘No, not in the stark way you mean. He can remember hearing shots being fired but there’s a dreamlike quality to his memories. That’s caused by the after-effects of the drugs. I don’t want him questioned yet, not by cops anyway.’

For dreamlike read nightmarish, I thought.

‘Not by cops?’ I repeated. ‘But by his wife?’

‘That’s absolutely at your discretion. The questions, that is. You’re perfectly free to talk to him about anything else you want to now if you think that’s the best thing to do.’

‘I think that before I do anything I’d prefer some background information.’

‘You can visit the crime scene if you want to.’

‘It’s what we’re calling her London HQ,’ Greenway explained as we got out of the car and he had asked the driver to wait. ‘The woman had been under surveillance for just over six months in several countries and it’s only recently that a clearer picture’s emerged, partly, I have to say, because she’s appeared to have become overconfident. As soon as crooks get cocky and careless it makes it easier for the law to catch up with them. And as you can see, although this isn’t exactly the West End she believed in living comfortably.’

The house in Park Road was a large Victorian semi overlooking a recreation ground cum park and I could glimpse open water, probably a reservoir, in the distance. The road had been closed, except for access to residents, but was virtually blocked by police and associated vehicles anyway.

During the drive over Greenway had told me that Pangborne, real name either Horovic or Larovic – nothing about the woman was certain – had been born in the north of Serbia in the late sixties. Seemingly either abandoned by her parents or an orphan she had been raised by nuns, eventually leaving the convent to work as a waitress at an hotel. She and a junior chef had almost immediately run off together and started a life of crime, earning the nickname The Mad Wolves as they had tended to carry out raids, holding up filling stations and other retail outlets that were open during the night. Others joined them, all who tried to stand in their path were ruthlessly gunned down.

Life had gone on like that for some years but when the country was in turmoil and at war the gang had split up and gone their separate ways. Pangborne had by then rid herself of her partner in crime, by shooting him dead, having met more wealthy and organized criminals, one of whom, Jethro Hulton, she lived with. She never lost her taste for killing. Hulton was thought to be the eight-year-old girl’s father.

The Commander lifted up a section of incident tape so I could duck beneath it and said, ‘Obviously the bodies have been taken away now but you can get the gist of what happened.’

I said, ‘May I first see where Patrick was found?’

‘Of course.’

Greenway then had to show his ID and explain who I was: clearly, the Met was running this side of things. We went down a path between the buildings that ran down the side of the house, walking carefully as there had been overnight frost and there were icy patches, emerging in a wider lane at right angles to it that gave access to garages sited at the ends of the gardens. A small area at one side had been cordoned off with more tape, the ground covered in dumped and mostly rotten grass cuttings and other garden refuse. There was a hollow of sorts in the heap.

‘There,’ Greenway said. ‘He probably passed out.’

There was nothing for us to see here and we started to walk back. I said, ‘Have you ever had any experience of truth drug?’

‘I’ve never come across anyone wandering around with it in their veins but from what I can remember of training I was told it makes you feel hellishly sick and a complete zombie. Have you?’

‘We had to experience all kinds of horrible things during training for MI5. You tend to lose inhibitions and that makes some people friendly and chatty although most retain self-control. You become more suggestible but less wilful. High doses can render people unconscious which is obviously what happened to Patrick, but mostly, you just want to go to sleep. And you’re saying he killed and injured several people despite having had a skinful of the stuff?’

‘I did tell you that he wasn’t under arrest. How did Patrick behave during training?’

‘Although tending to yarn endlessly about his army days and sing his self-control remained in charge. As I’ve already said, he was a bad subject. He’s a good liar – you have to be for undercover work.’

‘Doesn’t that make you feel a bit uncomfortable?’

‘We’re talking about work,’ I retorted. ‘He doesn’t lie in his private life.’

Greenway spread his large hands in a gesture of peace. ‘Sorry. What about when he’s had a drop too much of his favourite single malt?’

‘Maudlin, soppy and in love with the whole world,’ I replied.

‘Um,’ was Greenway’s only response to this. ‘But he still must have told them he was an undercover cop or whoever it was wouldn’t have said he was going to fetch Pangborne.’

‘It’s perfectly possible.’

A constable on duty at the front door stood aside for us to enter. I knew without being told that I must not touch anything and there would be rooms which we would only be permitted to look into from the doorway. This was the case with the first that we came to on the right in the wide hallway, a large, bright living room within which white-suited figures moved carefully, collecting microscopic samples, examining fingerprints or taking photographs.

‘The souvenirs of murder,’ Greenway said quietly, wrinkling his nose at the smell of stale blood. ‘There’s not much to see in the rest of the house. The child seems to have been shot on the upstairs landing judging by the bloodstains and somehow made it into the bathroom where she collapsed. At least, that was where she was found. It’s all guesswork at the moment, as you’re aware and until test results confirm otherwise or Patrick remembers what went on here that’s how it’ll have to stay.’

We gazed into the room. Bottles and drink cans were all over the floor, and on a side table was the remains of a buffet meal of sorts: crisps, shop-bought sausage rolls and other party food, an untouched sickly looking, lipstick-pink ‘strawberry’ gateau. I suddenly noticed that someone had vomited all over a nearby armchair. Otherwise the room looked as though several people had been executed by firing squad, the walls on one side splattered and smeared with blood and brains.

‘How many were killed?’ I asked.

‘Seven, including Pangborne and the child. As I said earlier, those who survived can be described as innocent parties slightly injured in other ways.’

‘Who were the other five?’

‘We know that three were part of Pangborne’s empire and wanted for crimes in other countries, namely, France, Germany and Italy. They were a trio who had worked together sometimes over the years. The other two are, as yet, unknown to us but photos have gone off to various agencies. My guess is that they were illegal immigrants and that we’ll find forged passports when we discover where they lived.’

‘I take it Hulton wasn’t among the dead.’

‘No.’ Greenway took a deep breath. ‘Shall we go and see Patrick?’

Housed in a large, bland but beautiful house in a terrace very similar to SOCA’s HQ the clinic was situated in a quiet square in Richmond. A discreet sign on one of the gateposts gave the information that the establishment was run by the Nightingale Memorial Trust.

‘Florence is still helping injured soldiers then,’ I remarked to Greenway with a flippancy brought on by sheer nerves.

‘Oh, I understand it was one Nathaniel Nightingale, a Victorian mill owner, whose original quest was to rescue fallen women from the streets of London.’

‘I’ll tell Patrick that.’

‘I already have. He wondered if they still had any stashed away somewhere.’ Greenway shot me a look. ‘Don’t worry, he was right off the planet.’

‘I wasn’t aware that you saw him earlier,’ I said reproachfully.

He held open a door for me. ‘It was never my intention to keep the fact from you. He went straight back to sleep after he’d said that.’

In a silent lift we travelled up to the second floor and walked down a corridor through a hushed and opulent world of marble panelling, works of art and the scents of aromatherapy.

‘I’ll wait here,’ the Commander told me when we had stopped outside Room 46, gesturing to a waiting area. ‘And have a very quick word with him afterwards. Stay as long as you like. I could do with an excuse not to do much for a little while.’

I went in, not of the opinion that wives should knock. The room had an adjoining private bathroom in which the occupant was having a shower so I had to sit down and wait a few minutes, more like hours, actually.

Wearing what can only be described as a voluptuous cream towelling robe the man in my life finally appeared. There was a small graze on the side of his cheek, a bruise on his jaw and he was as white as the immaculate bedding, only with a greenish-grey tinge. I surveyed him closely as he registered surprise when he saw me.

‘Hi! I’m off the drip,’ he said, somewhat unnecessarily. ‘No more honking.’

I got to my feet and went over to him. Close up, the fine grey eyes looked a little strange, which was to be expected.

‘It all went horribly wrong, didn’t it?’ I said, putting my arms around him.

‘Yes,’ he replied.

‘You’ve had a hell of a time.’

He hugged me tightly and then, his head on my shoulder, wept.

Good, it would help.

The room was quite large with armchairs in it, over to one of which I steered him after a couple of minutes when the worst was over. There was a jug of orange juice on a bedside cabinet and I poured some into a glass for him.

‘Flushes through the system,’ I said matter-of-factly, handing it over, together with a tissue.

‘How’s the new boy?’ he asked when he had mostly recovered, making an heroic effort to behave normally.

‘Bouncing,’ I told him. ‘James Carrick thinks he’s just like me.’

An eyebrow quirked and I suddenly realized that a joke about the likelihood of fallen women being stored away for possible further use did not have to mean that a man was stoned out of his noddle on drugs. There was such a thing as putting a brave face on things too so I became even more confused as to his real state of mind.

‘You saw James then?’

‘Yes, there was a murder in the church.’

‘What, at Hinton Littlemoor? At home?’

I nodded. ‘It happened a few hours before your parents came back from holiday.’

‘Who died?’

‘You probably don’t know him. A Squadron Leader Melvyn Blanche.’

‘I do know him. The man was insufferably rude to me. He came round while you were in hospital after having Mark and told me we had no business to buy the rectory.’

‘On what grounds?’

‘He didn’t say but I rather got the impression that he’d have gone after it himself if the place had not been sold by private treaty before it went to auction.’

‘Don’t tell James – you might find yourself on his list of suspects.’

Patrick actually smiled. ‘So he hasn’t got anyone for it yet then?’

‘No.’

‘How have Mum and Dad taken it?’

‘As they usually cope with what life throws at them; splendidly. Your father’s asked the bishop to hold some kind of reconsecration service.’

There did not seem to be much wrong with his recall of family matters.

‘Before the funeral presumably.’

‘No, that’s going to be held somewhere else. Your mother told me that the woman’s making it no secret that she’ll never worship in St Michael’s again.’ There was a short silence before I added, ‘Can you remember what happened this morning?’

‘Some of it,’ Patrick answered shortly.

‘Do you want to talk about it?’

‘No, I’m trying not to think about it at all,’ he retorted harshly.

I waited.

‘She’s dead, isn’t she?’ he then said so quietly I could hardly hear him.

‘Who? – Andrea Pangborne, or whatever she was calling herself at the time? Yes, she is.’

Patrick shook his head. ‘No, Leanne, her daughter.’

‘The eight-year-old?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’m afraid she is too.’

This was all so utterly ghastly that I was feeling faint.

‘As I said to you when you rang, I went to get her. I failed.’

My ears roared. ‘You mean you went to get her out?’

He gave me a very straight look, his eyes still swimming with tears. ‘Of course. What else did you think I meant?’

‘You were still a little wuzzy and I didn’t know what to think you meant.’

Patrick looked appalled. ‘Someone filled me up with drugs thereby finding out that I was an undercover cop, took my gun and then had themselves a massacre. I couldn’t stop it. And didn’t save Leanne.’

‘You didn’t fire a shot?’ I exclaimed.

‘I’m not too sure but probably not.’

‘Patrick, you were carrying a gun when you were found, your gun.’

‘I’m pretty sure I didn’t fire it.’

‘What can you remember, clearly?’

‘Really clearly only carrying Leanne as she didn’t want to leave the house. The bastard shot her in my arms. He was probably out to get me.’

Patrick’s voice broke as he uttered the last words and he put his head in his hands.

‘Do you know this bastard’s name?’ I asked gently.

‘No, I didn’t really get a look at him. I’m not sure why.’ A few seconds elapsed before he added, ‘D’you mind if I go back to sleep?’

I got up immediately. ‘Of course I don’t mind. I shouldn’t be asking you all these questions.’ Quickly, I went over to him and kissed his cheek. ‘I’ll come back when you’re feeling better and take you home.’

‘Ingrid...’

I turned from going over to the door.

‘I’ve been going out with the woman.’

‘That was part of your brief?’ I enquired, more shocked by the tortured look on his face than what he had just said.

‘Yes. I should have refused, shouldn’t I?’

I made myself remain pragmatic. ‘You’ve done some iffy things in the past in order to take dangerous criminals out of circulation.’

‘There was a party at the house. I could have been dosed with something then, in a drink, as I can’t really remember it at all. I might have slept with her.’

When men say ‘might’ in this kind of context they usually mean ‘probably did’.

‘At least, I can remember wanting to,’ he muttered to the floor. ‘She was naked at some point during the evening. I feel a real shit.’

‘You’re not and we’ll talk about it when you come home,’ I told him. ‘But if that’s all SOCA wants you for then you’d be better off in neck-end Bath selling second-hand cars for a living.’

I shut the door very gently behind me.

‘So then,’ I said to Greenway, rounding a corner and making him start slightly. ‘He’s screwing she-crooks to get their plans, ambitions and secrets. Is that what the training was for? All the latest techniques, positions, advice on the best aftershaves and talcs to drive women wild?’

He opened his mouth to speak but I ploughed on.

‘Did you have a vote among your female staff as to who would be the best-looking guy for the job? Oh, yes, Gillard’s got quite the prettiest eyelashes and is actually quite a stunner when you think about it. Never mind that he’s a clean-living bloke, even when he was in the army, and can’t actually make much of a stand against filth who drug his drinks, strip off their clothes and then get their minions to drug him again. I told you he wasn’t the right man for the job and he wasn’t. My husband is crying in there, Commander, because a little girl he was trying to rescue – God knows how, the state he was in but I got the impression that it was part of his orders that she should come to no harm – was shot in his arms. We’ve had a murder in our church at home and the bishop is going to reconsecrate the building. Shall I ask him to do Patrick while he’s at it?’

I walked off, aware that I had yelled the last couple of sentences.

‘Ingrid, listen – please!’ Greenway desperately called after me.

I swung round. ‘If he’s not been brought home by ten tomorrow morning I’m releasing everything I know about this wretched business to the media.’
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