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            chapter one

         
 

         Detective Inspector Hillary Greene watched Sergeant Duncan Baines check his .38 revolver and was glad it was him and not her. It was a cold and still March morning, and she shivered inside her long black coat, reflecting that frost and nerves never did make for a good combination.
 
         Two other members of the Tactical Firearms Unit stood off to one side of her, watching the innocuous office unit without blinking. Neither appeared overtly nervous, which was reassuring, though Hillary for one was not totally convinced by their calm. Behind the bland faces, tension had to be high. Even on a low-risk offensive like this one.
         
 
         ‘Hill.’ A voice behind her had her turning and smiling. DI Robbie ‘Dobbin’ Dobson was an old friend of hers from way back, when she was still at her old Headington nick, and she’d been relieved when told that he was to be in charge of the arrests today. ‘Still think it’ll be a good one?’ he asked her flatly. He was a tall man, with silver hair and pale blue eyes, and a quiet voice that always reminded her of a priest.
 
         Hillary nodded. ‘I don’t think we’re dealing with a bunch of desperadoes if that’s what you mean. My snitch was adamant they’re first-timers.’
 
         Dobbin grunted, but wasn’t appeased. ‘They can be the worst of the lot,’ he grumbled. ‘No experience, see. Guys who tool up regularly, they tend to know the odds when they’re surrounded, and give up without a fight. Amateurs think guns make them supermen. Then there’s always the “if you got it, flaunt it” factor. Why have a gun if you’re not going to fire the damn thing? Give even the mildest-mannered villain a gun in his hand and he thinks he’s Jesse James.’
         
 
         Hillary sighed. There was always something. ‘My snitch is Gary Verney’s wife, as you know. He’s been a strictly petty B&E merchant until now; you know the sort – not too bright, but in no way vicious either. I just can’t see him giving you any trouble. He spends more time inside than out, and Mavis, his wife, seems to prefer it that way. Word is she’s got a stand-in ready whenever he’s locked up, so she’s never been a player until now.’
         
 
         Dobbin grunted. ‘But?’
 
         ‘But she’s been scared out of her wits ever since her nearest and dearest bragged about this new mate of his getting him some real hardware.’ Hillary went over it again, even though she knew that he’d already been fully briefed by DCI Mallow. ‘She doesn’t know much about this new mate, or says she doesn’t, but I got the distinct feeling from her attitude and reading between the lines that he’s about as hard as last night’s left-over fish and chips as well,’ she carried on. ‘So I’m really not expecting fireworks.’ Even as she said it, she felt a moment of shame. It was easy to be sanguine when she wasn’t going to go through the door until everything had been sorted.
 
         Before she could say so, however, Dobbin nodded and sighed. ‘It’s a sign of the times when even the bottom feeders start tooling up.’ He sounded as tired and dispirited as she’d ever heard him, making her wonder why he still did the job. He could have retired by now if he’d wanted to, and was a granddad twice over, and yet here he was, carrying a loaded gun and maybe about to get shot at. Still, he’d been doing it for years, so perhaps he was addicted.
 
         Regular coppers could apply for firearms training at any point in their careers, of course, but surprisingly few did so. Perhaps it was the rigorous psychological evaluation that put them off. Others, like herself, had no fantasies of locking and loading and going down in a haze of bullets. Or, in this case, of raiding a rather dreary office unit in the outskirts of Bicester on a cold Monday morning.
         
 
         Dobbin’s earpiece stuttered and he listened intently, nodded and glanced at the other two armed men. Both looked way too young, to Hillary, to be carrying firearms. ‘Team two are in position. Ready?’
 
         Hillary felt the sudden and urgent need to go to the loo. She looked around nervously, but the business park was reassuringly deserted.
 
         According to her snitch, the gun dealer in question was a previously unknown character by the name of Adam Fairway. Background checks had confirmed that he ran a legitimate garden equipment supply business from one of Bicester’s many business parks, and the fact that he had no criminal record and hadn’t even crossed the radar of any of Oxfordshire’s police forces meant nothing. Nowadays, with gun crime on the rise, every Tom, Dick and Harry seemed to want in on the act.
 
         She watched as the two officers, Baines and Dobbin, approached unit 62, using parked cars as cover. A second team, she knew, was in position at the back of the premises. It was barely ten o’clock, and most workers had long since settled in to their office routines. She hoped the sound of gunfire wouldn’t interrupt their morning coffee. She hoped nobody would even know arrests had been made until gossip did the rounds at lunchtime.
 
         She glanced over her shoulder once more and sighed. Where was Frank Ross, that worthless waste of space? As one of the sergeants on her team, and the longest serving member, he was supposed to be here to provide logistical support. Ha! She’d be better off with a trained poodle.
 
         She rubbed her hands nervously across her dark blue skirt and tried to breathe normally. Sergeant Baines reached the door first, waited for a signal from his team leader, then tried the handle. It was open. Good. No need for the battering ram then, which meant one less hurdle and one less thing that could go wrong.
         
 
         Hillary watched as first Duncan Baines, then her old friend entered the building, followed by the younger two. She glanced at her watch. 10.02. No shouting. No shots. She glanced behind her and saw two uniformed constables crouched down out of sight behind a furniture lorry. One of the business units housed the local depot of a large-scale sofa manufacturer. She looked down at her watch – thirty seconds had passed. Still no sounds. A door further down the avenue of block-like buildings opened and Hillary tensed. An office worker stepped outside and lit up a fag. Of all the times she could have chosen, Hillary thought grimly. She was dressed in a blue suit very similar to her own – skirt, jacket, white blouse. Only the secretary’s skirt reached up to her bum, while Hillary’s fell modestly down to her knees.
 
         Hillary grimaced, feeling suddenly old. Forty-four was probably not old, but it wasn’t exactly young either. Would she still be working long past the time when she could have retired, like Dobbin? Too scared of boredom or loneliness to quit while she still could? It was a depressing thought.
 
         She glanced at her watch again, wishing the secretary would go back inside. It wasn’t always feasible to evacuate an area when armed arrests were being made, and the woman’s presence outside was making her antsy. Another thirty seconds had gone by. Then a whole minute. Her radio remained stubbornly silent.
 
         What if she was wrong? What if her snitch had got it wrong, or, worse yet, had been leading her up the garden path? It wouldn’t be the first time the wife of some old lag had decided to have a laugh and pull a copper’s leg. But she didn’t think so. Mavis Verney had struck her as genuine – in her own way, genuinely fond of her no-hoper of a husband, and almost comically indignant about the worthlessness of his newest buddy and his plan to get her husband tooled up.
 
          Her radio suddenly squawked her designated number and she lifted it quickly to her ear. She wasn’t aware that she’d been holding her breath until she released it on a long relieved sigh when she finally heard Dobbin’s voice. ‘Eight-one, this is two-six. All clear.’
         
 
         Hillary acknowledged the call with a dry raspy voice, and nodded across to the two uniforms to accompany her. She knew the call had also gone through to another team of constables, parked well out of sight up the road, who would now come in and help her do the scut work.
 
         Hillary walked the short space across the car park, glad that, at last, the office worker had gone back inside. Someone should tell her that smoking could seriously damage your health.
 
         In unit 62, someone had gone nuts with cans of beige paint and had plastered it everywhere – the plywood walls, the artexed ceilings, the window frames and doors. Even the heavy-duty matting was beige coloured. A straight and simple corridor gave way to rows of doors, but Hillary could hear the murmuring of voices far down and to the left. She walked cautiously and very slowly forward, even though she trusted Dobbin’s judgement completely, and knew that his team would have made a quick but thorough search before giving the all clear. Still, it never hurt to be careful.
 
         Just then, Duncan Baines opened one of the doors a bit wider, and grinned out at her. He was dressed, as were all the Tactical Firearms Unit team, in dark blue Kevlar. ‘In here, Inspector Greene.’
 
         Hillary walked in to an office with posters of beautiful landscaped gardens plastered on every wall. A big box of newly published brochures, featuring that year’s leaf rake and garden extension hose deal of the century sat on a table. A young girl, obviously a secretary, was seated behind a word processor in a little plexi-glass cubicle, not sure whether she was shocked, scared, fascinated or indignant.
 
         Sitting behind a big desk in the main office, and looking distinctly shame-faced, was a man who could have posed for Daddy Warbucks in the musical Annie. He was dressed in a very smart blue pinstriped suit, was almost completely bald, and had the florid complexion of a farmer. He was twisting a wedding ring nervously around and around on his finger. Looking tense and miserable on the other side of the desk from him was Gary Verney and a man Hillary didn’t know.
         
 
         ‘Are you in charge here?’ Daddy Warbucks asked, trying to sound outraged. He couldn’t quite bring it off.
 
         ‘Mr Fairway?’ Hillary asked, coming forward and opening out her ID card and rattling off her name, rank, and the fact that she worked out of Thames Valley’s headquarters in Kidlington. As she did this, she glanced at Dobbin, who merely shrugged. Things had gone easy.
 
         There were no guns laid out on the table – but then, with a secretary present, she hardly thought there would be. More likely the two men and the gun supplier had simply been negotiating a price. She sighed, and reached for the radio. ‘Bring in the dogs.’
 
         She glanced around and grimaced as Detective Sergeant Frank Ross sauntered in through the doorway. At least he hadn’t turned up in the middle of the raid, just when he could do the most damage. Even so, it wasn’t like him to miss the show. Frank considered himself to be an old-fashioned copper, harder than the actors in the seventies cop show The Sweeney and twice as streetwise. She knew for a fact that he’d applied for firearms training early on in his career, and she was sure that she could still hear them chuckling about it, even now. Needless to say, he’d been turned down. Frank Ross had to be the least liked cop at Kidlington nick, and when she thought about the serious competition he had, that was saying something.
         
 
         ‘Frank,’ she said dryly. ‘So nice of you to join us.’ Frank had never been her number one fan, and since she’d saved his life a few months ago, he positively hated her guts. She suspected his late showing was just another way of pissing her off.
 
          ‘I demand to know what’s going on,’ Daddy Warbucks said nervously, rising from behind his desk on legs that even Hillary could see were shaking. Just then, a uniformed constable came in with a beautiful liver-and-white spaniel. She saw Gary Verney’s eyes widen as he saw it. No doubt he was expecting a slavering Alsatian that looked ready to rip the head off anything that moved. Most people did. But the fact was, spaniels, and many other assorted breeds, were regularly used by the police to sniff out drugs, firearms, and other assorted goodies.
         
 
         Hillary handed over the search warrant for Adam Fairway to read, and nodded to Frank. ‘Since you’re here, you can help Tactical to oversee the search. Mr Fairway, you have separate premises in the rear of the lot, I understand?’ She knew he had. They’d done their homework carefully before going in.
 
         Adam Fairway went rather green as Hillary gave the trainer with the dog the order to start there. For a man who was into gardening, she supposed it was a good colour for him. Behind her, in her little plexi-glass cubicle, the secretary began to cry. Perhaps it was genuine shock, or perhaps she simply wanted one of the big, handsome, armed policemen to notice her. Which they did, of course, the youngest one going over to her at once and offering her a shoulder to cry on.
 
         Hillary turned her attention to the two men sitting opposite the desk. ‘Hello, Gary, remember me?’ she asked, moving forward, and nodding to Dobbin to take a seat opposite.
 
         ‘Er, yeah. DI, er …’ Verney was a little sparrow of a man; small, brown haired, eyed and skinned, and fragile-looking.
 
         ‘Greene,’ Hillary prompted. ‘I arrested you last, let me see, nearly ten years ago now, wasn’t it? When I was still in uniform. Who’s your friend?’ She turned and glanced at the other man and smiled. He was slightly younger than the thief, a bit flashier, but probably no smarter. He wore an earring and a spider tattoo on the back of his left hand. He went a trifle pale with the sudden attention she was giving him.
 
         ‘Eh? Don’t know him,’ Gary Verney said promptly. ‘I was just here to order a lawn mower, like. This bloke came in just after I did. After a lawn mower too, I ’spect. Mr Fairway here was just telling me that he was doing this great deal on the latest hover mower. Weren’t you?’
         
 
         Adam Fairway nodded, but his sickly green colour intensified as the sound of excited barking reached them through the open back door.
         
 
         ‘Gary, Gary,’ Hillary said softly, shaking her head, ‘you don’t have a garden. You live in a block of flats, remember?’
 
         The young officer not consoling the pretty secretary suddenly laughed. As did Dobbin. And so, after a short, startled pause, did Gary Verney. Hillary caught Dobbin’s eye and shook her head slightly. Sometimes the job gave up a moment of farce so absurd that no theatre producer would touch it with a bargepole.
         
 
         The stranger beside Gary, probably unnerved by the sudden levity, stood up. ‘Look, all I was after was a hedge trimmer. I don’t know nothing about this, so I’ll be off.’ He even pushed back his chair ready to move. Frank Ross strode forward and pushed him back down in his seat. As he did so, Dobbin’s radio crackled.
 
         Everyone froze. Dobbin listened, then nodded, then glanced at Hillary. ‘They found weapons. At least eight. Want me to …’ he paused and turned as Adam Fairway gave a little sigh and slid majestically from his chair towards the floor. His feet rocked the table a little as they came to rest up against the right-hand corner leg. All four of them stared down at the prostrate figure.
 
         ‘Crikey,’ Gary Verney said.
 
         Hillary read the two their rights and had the uniforms cuff them and take them back to Kidlington for questioning. She called out the police doctor for Fairway, who she was sure had simply fainted, and then had him look at the secretary too, who seemed to be working up to a case of genuine hysterics.
 
         By lunchtime, the Tactical Firearms Unit were gone, having recovered, recorded, photographed and packed eleven firearms – mostly fairly old but serviceable revolvers. ‘I doubt he was getting rich on this lot,’ had been Dobbin’s final words, but he’d been pleased to get them out of circulation nevertheless. She supposed that, by now, the team would have changed out of their gear and be in the nearest pub, celebrating. She’d already phoned Mel, her immediate superior officer, back at HQ to tell him the raid had gone off without a hitch, and that several arrests had been made. She was just having a word with the evidence officer, a uniformed WPC who was even older than Dobbin and just as reluctant to retire, when one of the constables sorting through bags of fertilizer suddenly gave a shout.
         
 
         It brought Frank, who’d been back in the main office drinking coffee and trying to flirt with the still weepy secretary, outside to see what all the fuss was about. Hillary got there first, and looked down to where the excited youngster was pointing.
         
 
         ‘Oh shit,’ she sighed. ‘Another one.’ The revolver, which like the others had been wrapped in a piece of old towel, looked smaller than the rest to her. Why it hadn’t been stashed in the locked filing cabinet along with all the others, she had no idea. Perhaps this was the gun Adam Fairway had intended to sell to Verney? It would make sense for him to keep the hiding place of all the other guns a secret from his customers. Unlike popular belief, there was no such thing as honour among thieves. ‘Take some pictures,’ she said curtly to the uniform who’d found it. ‘I’m not calling Tactical back again just for this. Frank, you can take it back to the evidence locker. Make sure you sign it straight in and give DI Dobson a call. He might want to keep the haul together.’
 
         Frank gave her a two-fingered salute behind her back. She knew he’d done it by the look one of the young coppers gave him. She shook her head wearily. There was no point reporting Frank Ross for insubordination. He’d only deny it, and she was not about to ask a uniform to back her up at a disciplinary hearing. It would blight his career for years to come.
         
 
         No, thanks to her late hubby Ronnie Greene, she was stuck with Frank. Her husband had died before he could be brought up on corruption charges, but everyone and their granny knew that Frank Ross had been in the mire up to his neck too.
 
         She made her way back to Greenfingers Inc. offices, and noticed the secretary had gone missing – probably headed for home and a stiff gin. She hoped the constable questioning her had made sure of her address before he’d let her go.
 
         She turned on Fairway’s computer and stared at it glumly for a few moments, then reached for her phone and called Detective Constable Tommy Lynch back at HQ. ‘Tommy, it’s me. I need you in Bicester,’ she said cheerfully. One day she was going to have to take an advanced computer course. One day she was going to have to do a lot of things.
 
         Back in Kidlington, DC Tommy Lynch took a deep breath and wished she wouldn’t say things like that to him, especially without warning. ‘On my way, guv,’ he responded calmly, then glanced across at DS Janine Tyler, sitting at the desk opposite, and shrugged.
 
         Everyone on Hillary’s team knew about the raid, and Janine Tyler in particular had been furious to be left out in the cold. But it had been DCI Mallow’s call that only Hillary and Frank Ross need be present. After all, it had been the TFU’s show, and they didn’t need everyone and their granny there as well.
 
         Tommy Lynch whistled as he drove to the small market town in the north of Oxfordshire. He was getting married in June, and didn’t think it was a good idea to be thinking so much about his governor, but since there didn’t seem to be a damn thing he could do about it, he supposed there was no point in tying himself up in knots about it either.
 
         Hillary and the evidence officer were still pouring over the inevitable paperwork when he arrived. Hillary pointed him in the direction of the perp’s computer and told him she wanted its every secret. ‘And see if he’s got a safe hidden anywhere, will you, Tommy,’ she added.
         
 
         She had a gut feeling that Adam Fairway was the sort to keep records. Detailed records. And she wasn’t wrong. But even she was amazed when Tommy called her over about an hour later, to show her what he’d found. Hidden in a file under a separate password, were records that would make Dobbin’s mouth water. A list of weapons bought and sold going back nearly seven years.
 
         A lot of people were going to be very happy about this – and it always paid to keep the brass happy. And the press liaison officer would be ecstatic. More than that, it was yet another good collar that would liven up her CV no end when a chief inspectorship came up for grabs. And all because Mavis Verney hadn’t liked the thought of her Gary going out tooled up when he went out to nick CD players from the local Curry’s.
 
         Some days Hillary really liked her job.
 
         
             

         
 
         Back at HQ, Hillary parked up and sighed. It was nearly three o’clock but she had hours of work ahead of her yet, and since it had turned overcast, it wouldn’t be long before it got dark. She’d be glad when the clocks went on next week. Another hour of daylight at the end of her shift would come in handy.
 
         She made her way through the lobby, where somebody had placed a tub of flowering daffodils, and accepted the good-natured congratulations and ribbing from the desk sergeant. News of the gun haul had gone before her, of course, and it was always nice to come back to the nest a conquering hero. At her desk, she slumped down in her chair and ignored her rumbling stomach. She’d missed lunch, but doubted that her middle-aged spread would notice. That was another thing she’d have to do one day – join a gym.
         
 
         Yeah, right.
 
         Frank Ross walked in, a suspiciously heavy bulge in his overcoat pocket. Hillary opened her mouth, about to blast him about not checking the gun into the evidence locker the  moment he arrived, then got distracted as DCI Philip ‘Mel’  Mallow came out of his office and walked across the open-plan  office towards her.
         
 
         Mel was an old friend of nearly twenty years standing,  and her immediate superior officer. The fact that he was  nearly a year into a sexual relationship with her pretty  blonde DS, Janine Tyler, was still something of a matter of  contention between them. Still, she was grateful he’d kept  Janine out of her hair this morning. Although a good cop  who would no doubt go far, Janine tended to be too hungry  for promotion and too ambitious for good sense to always  reign supreme. She also suspected that Janine had applied  for firearms training and had been turned down. Hillary  could well imagine that her sergeant had come across as too  gung-ho to be a serious contender. Still, a lot of cops saw  weapons training as a way to get ahead, and Janine had  certainly been keen to be in on the raid, even though the  chance of any gunfire being exchanged had been judged as  very low.
 
         Mel Mallow glanced across at Frank as he spoke, reluctantly  including him in the equation. ‘The super wants us in  his office for the latest update,’ he said flatly.
         
 
         Hillary groaned. ‘The Fletcher thing again?’
 
         Luke Fletcher was Thames Valley’s biggest thorn in the  side, and had been for many years. He ran both prostitution  and drug rackets, and was suspected to be behind at least  three murders, though nothing had ever been pinned on him.  Last year, Superintendent Marcus Donleavy had been kicked  upstairs, and a man from the Met, Jerome Raleigh, had been  brought in. And the new broom seemed determined to sweep  up Luke Fletcher.
 
         Frank Ross grinned. ‘About time.’ For some reason, Frank,  who could be guaranteed to hate the top brass simply as a  matter of principle, had become a big fan of the new Super,  and that alone was enough to make Hillary uneasy. And the fact that Raleigh was insisting on keeping Frank in the loop  made her uneasier still. The Met man must know of Frank’s  reputation, so why was he keeping the oily little oik so close  to the superintendent bosom?
         
 
         Still, as she gathered up her bag and notebook and  followed the other two out of the room, she had to admit  that, lately, the super’s intelligence on Fletcher had been  impressive. It also made her wonder how a man from London  had managed to get so many fingers into so many of Fletcher’s  pies, so soon. And was this the reason why the Met man had  got the job? Had he been gathering evidence against Fletcher  for far longer than just a few months?
 
         Mel led the little cavalcade up the stairs to the super’s  office, but let Frank get ahead as they reached the landing. He  laid a quiet hand on Hillary’s arm, holding her back. ‘You  have any idea who his source could be?’ he murmured quietly  as the super’s civilian secretary buzzed them through.
 
         ‘Nope,’ she murmured back. Like herself, Mel was  intrigued, not to mention narked, at the new super’s impressive  dedication to nailing Fletcher. It was no secret that Mel  had secretly been hoping to get Marcus Donleavy’s old job,  and that his nose had been well and truly put out of joint at  being pipped at the post by an outsider was understandable.  She only hoped her old friend’s jealousy wouldn’t make him  do anything stupid. Nailing Fletcher, no matter who got the  credit for it, would be many a copper’s dream come true.  Including her own.
         
 
         Inside his office, Jerome Raleigh got to his feet as they  trooped in. There were two men from Vice, DI Mike Regis  and sergeant Colin Tanner, already present. Mike Regis’s eyes  went straight to Hillary, and she felt her pulse rate thump, just  a little. A while ago, she’d thought that she and Mike Regis  might just have things to talk about. But that was before she’d  found out he was married. Now, or so she’d heard, his divorce  was imminent.
 
         Would they have things to talk about then? She hoped so.
 
          ‘Philip.’ Superintendent Raleigh held out his hand to the man who’d hoped to have his job, nodded blankly at Frank, and smiled at Hillary. ‘You know DI Regis and Sergeant Tanner, of course. Sit down, please. Help yourself to coffee.’
         
 
         Hillary did the honours, without making a fuss. She never turned down good caffeine, and certainly not in the name of sexual equality. The only one she didn’t hand a cup to was Frank.
 
         Well, there were limits.
 
         Raleigh hid a smile as Frank Ross heaved his bulk out of his chair to get his own. After that bit of entertainment, the meeting passed swiftly, and it was clear that the intelligence on Fletcher was building. Hillary could tell that Mike Regis, for one, was delighted. For the first time in what seemed like a long, long wait, it appeared as if Fletcher might actually be touchable after all. As a Vice man, Regis harboured a particular animosity towards Fletcher. Mel too was impressed, but careful not to show it, and asked several clever and cautionary questions. Hillary listened carefully and said nothing.
         
 
         A small-time dealer, one of Fletcher’s minnows, had been caught with enough dope on him to merit a five-year stretch. According to Raleigh he might be persuaded to talk. There were also rumours that Fletcher was about to take possession of a big and experimental shipment of drugs. Nobody knew if that was true, or just rumour. Twice Raleigh led them over to a board on the far side of the room to check out the latest intel posted up there. Twice Hillary wondered how the Met man had got so close, so quickly, to Oxford’s kingpin.
 
         It was already gone five, and was dark and raining, by the time Raleigh let them go. Hillary watched Frank Ross retrieve his overcoat and hurry away. Ross, a deceivingly benign-looking man with rounded cheeks and a chubby figure, never did overtime if he could help it. For herself, she’d be lucky to get off by nine.
         
 
          ‘So what do you think?’ Regis’s voice behind her out on the landing made her turn and smile briefly.
         
 
         ‘About what?’ she asked. Us?
 
         ‘Getting Fletcher. We’re close to it this time. I can feel it. You must be glad to have a super so hell bent on it.’
 
         ‘Marcus Donleavy was never slack either,’ she said sharply, then bit her lip as Regis gave her a quick look. Damn. The truth was, she missed having Marcus Donleavy in charge. She both liked and trusted him – as opposed to the man from the Met, whom she simply couldn’t get a handle on. She’d have to be careful not to let her loyalties show though. Not that she was worried Mike Regis would shaft her. Still. Office politics was like dynamite. It needed to be handled carefully. ‘Long day,’ she excused herself briefly.
 
         ‘Fancy a drink?’ he asked quickly.
 
         ‘Sorry, not tonight. Still got a lot to do.’ She briefly told him about the raid – all cops liked to hear a success story – and by the time she’d finished, noticed that Frank Ross was coming back up the stairs. Odd, she’d have thought he would be well on his way by now. He practically supported his local boozer single-handedly. ‘Another time, maybe?’ She turned back to Regis, trying not to sound too eager. Or too pathetic.
 
         Mike shrugged. ‘Sure, why not.’
 
         Hillary watched him go and sighed. She wasn’t sure why she was so attracted to him. He was nearing fifty and had thinning dark hair but very attractive green eyes. Perhaps it was because he thought the same way she did, and she liked the way he was at ease in his own skin. But then again perhaps she was fooling herself. After slapping him down in no uncertain terms just a few months ago, he’d probably already found someone else.
 
         
             

         
 
         Frank Ross waited until Raleigh’s secretary had gone, then slipped quietly into the super’s outer office. He went straight to the coat rack and squatted down. Shit. No sign of it. He crouched down and looked under the heating unit. He was sweating, but that had nothing to do with the hot air blasting from the painted radiator.
         
 
         ‘Lost something, DS Ross?’
 
         Frank jumped, inwardly swore, then got up with as much dignity as his well-padded frame would allow.
 
         ‘No problem, guv. Just lost my car keys. Thought they might have fallen out of my pocket up here.’
 
         Detective Superintendent Jerome Raleigh looked at Ross and smiled thinly. ‘I can hear them jangling in your back trouser pocket from over here, Frank,’ he said flatly. And opened the door behind him. ‘Come on through.’
 
         Frank gulped and followed, frantically thinking up a good lie. One thing was for sure: no matter what, he was not about to tell the super that he’d misplaced a gun.
 
         
             

         
 
         Hillary filled in the last form and shook her aching fingers. Her only consolation was that, somewhere, Dobbin was suffering from the same plight. Paperwork was the bane of every copper’s life. She glanced across the open-plan office and saw that the light was still on in Mel’s cubicle. She wondered if Janine was in there with him, or if she’d gone home. Word had it she was almost living permanently now at Mel’s des res in ‘The Moors’, Kidlington’s answer to Belgravia.
 
         She’d just slipped into her coat when she heard the phone ring in Mel’s cubicle, then his voice answering. She grabbed her bag and was walking fast to the door when she heard him call her name.
 
         Damn. Not fast enough.
 
         She turned and tried to look interested. Mel smiled wearily, hardly fooled. ‘We got a call from a village called Lower Heyford. Know it?’
 
         Hillary did, vaguely. She’d visited it once on a previous case.
 
         ‘Looks like a suspicious death – almost certainly murder. A local would-be politician. Want it?’ Mel asked, this time with a genuine grin.
 
          Hillary nodded, all sense of tiredness abruptly gone. In truth, it had been a stupid question.
         
 
         She always wanted murder.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            chapter two

         
 

         DCI Mel Mallow watched Hillary head for the door and smiled grimly before turning back into his office and reaching for the phone. He called his own number first, and waited. As he did so, his eye fell on one particular photograph standing on his desk. It was not of his ex-wife, or even of his son, but a picture of himself and Detective Chief Superintendent Marcus Donleavy. It had been taken many years ago now, right after a police rugby match, after their division had just knocked seven bells out of those gits from St Aldates nick.
 
         His fingers tightened around the telephone receiver as Janine Tyler’s voice suddenly sounded in his ear. ‘Hello?’
 
         ‘Janine, it’s me. I’ve just sent Hillary off to Lower Heyford – Tangent Hall. There’s been a suspicious death – almost certainly murder. Can you reach Tommy for me and get on over there right away?’
 
         ‘Sure, lover, consider it done.’ She hung up abruptly, and Mel winced. No loving words for him tonight, it seemed. He put the receiver down and walked restlessly to the window. Orange-coloured streetlights reflected the large car park and the surrounding environs of Kidlington. In the big pane of glass, his reflection showed him a handsome man, dressed in an impeccable suit. A man who should be superintendent himself by now.
 
         Marcus Donleavy had made no bones about why the man from the Met had been chosen over him to get the job Donleavy’s promotion had left vacant. Oh, the brass had made all the usual noises about wanting a fresh eye to look things over, and how new blood brought in from outside could only benefit them all, yada, yada, yada. But the truth was, they were uneasy about a DCI being shacked up with a DS in his own team. How could it not affect his decisions when assignments were being meted out, they wondered. And did it really show good judgement on his part to get tangled up with a woman a good ten years his junior in the first place, especially with two divorces already behind him. What did it say for his professional conduct when his private life was such a mess?
         
 
         Mel sighed and leaned back against his desk. The simple truth was, if he’d known getting involved with Janine would have blighted his chances for promotion so damned effectively, he’d never have taken that first step and invited her out. But he also knew that he’d been lonely, and that Janine had filled a dull gap in his life. And yet another hard, ugly truth which had to be faced was the fact that he was going to have to dump her. And soon. With Jerome Raleigh proving to be so popular, it was almost a certainty that he’d never get promoted now, if he stayed at Thames Valley. Especially if the high-flying bastard actually succeeded in nailing Fletcher. He’d be the golden boy for now and evermore.
 
         No, he was going to have to move on – maybe down south somewhere. Sod going north. Devon was nice, or so he’d been told. Hampshire too was possible; Dorset maybe. But wherever it was, he couldn’t arrive at a new nick with a liability like Janine in tow. Not that she’d want to move anyway.
 
         Mel reached up and pulled off his tie. He didn’t particularly want to go home to an empty house, so he might as well make himself comfortable here. Besides, Hillary would be calling in with a preliminary report soon. He poured himself a coffee, and sat down wearily in his chair.
 
         He didn’t really want to move, and he resented having to. Thanks to the divorce from his wealthy second wife, he had a beautiful house in an upmarket area in town, and was well liked and well respected where he was. He felt settled, and until recently, well on the way to climbing the career ladder.
         
 
         His chief investigator, Hillary Greene, was a good friend as well as a gem to work with – her success rate was second to none, and he knew for a fact that Marcus had always rated her too. He could leave her to handle this latest murder investigation without a worry, even if the political angle turned it into a hot potato. An old pro, she also knew not to make any office goofs that might land him, Mel, in the shit. Hell, he could even foist that pain in the arse Frank Ross on her and know she’d cope. But who could say who he’d end up with if he moved?
         
 
         Still, if he wanted to get ahead, he had no choice. And he wasn’t ready to stagnate just yet.
 
         But he’d miss all this.
 
         Of course, Janine would give him grief. He knew her too well to expect that she’d go quietly. Donleavy would probably call him all kinds of a fool for getting himself into this situation in the first place, but he knew his old mentor would keep an ear out for a good position, then would put a good word in for him wherever he ended up. And, if there was any justice at all, Hillary Greene would get his old job as DCI. After all the hassle she’d had with that loser of a husband of hers, she was due some good luck for a change. He’d have to have a word with Marcus, when the time was right, and see if they could swing it for her.
 
         He pulled the folder for that month’s budget out of the drawer and reached glumly for the calculator.  
 
         
             

         
 
         Hillary turned off the main Oxford-to-Banbury road at Hopcrofts Halt and headed past the large hotel and down the hill into the valley proper. At the bottom of the hill she sat waiting at a set of traffic lights that spanned a long water bridge, and then found herself heading up and over the combined railway and canal bridge.
  
         Over on her left, shut up and dark now, was the narrow-boat  yard where she’d gone to interview a witness on her first murder case. She slowed down as she approached a small turn-off into a road simply called The Lane and found herself facing a beautiful village square, lit up from the lights spilling out of The Bell pub. A huge oak tree stood in pride of place, watching over thatched cottages and what had once been the village school.
         
 
         Dispatch had given her directions to the crime scene, however, so she followed the road around the bend, then past an old-fashioned red-painted telephone box and round another steep curve. She peered ahead, looking for Mill Lane, which should be off to her left, found it, and turned down the narrow lane. Off to her right was a converted chapel, gleaming pale in the bright moonlight. The sky had cleared again, and once more a frost was in the air. At the bottom of the lane, Hillary found herself facing a metal drawbridge, and she drove over it gingerly, looking out of her window to the flat, dark expanse of the Oxford canal below. Right in front of her were a set of wooden gates belonging to Mill House, but leading off to her left was a muddy stone-paved road that followed the course of the River Cherwell. A few yards down, another set of gates, sandwiched between the two water courses, signalled that she’d arrived at her destination.
 
         She parked behind an empty patrol car and climbed out. She didn’t need a torch to read the words ‘Tangent Hall’ glittering in gold-painted letters on a slate-grey sign. She could hear the river gurgling away under a flat wooden bridge, and for a moment took in the quiet, dark night. Tangent Hall was not so much a hall as a big, fairly modern-looking bungalow. Worth what, half a million, given today’s market prices? As a woman about to sell a house, she supposed she should be pleased that properties in the area were worth such small fortunes. But she couldn’t help but feel sorry for the families of the native villagers who were being priced out of their own homes.
         
 
         She sighed and straightened her shoulders as a figure at the entrance to the large wooden gates suddenly stepped out and a torch beam found her face. Hillary instinctively held up a hand to ward off the intrusive beam of light.
         
 
         ‘Police, madam. Can I help you?’ The uniformed constable stepped closer as Hillary got out her ID.
 
         ‘DI Greene. I’m the senior investigating officer,’ she said simply, as he lowered the torch. ‘I take it I’m the first to arrive?’
 
         ‘Yes, ma’am.’ He was young but didn’t seem all that overawed. ‘The doc’s on his way. Forensics too.’
         
 
         Hillary nodded and got out her notebook as he made his preliminary report. It was concise but left out no relevant facts, and after five minutes of rapid shorthand, she had the beginnings of the Murder Book.
 
         The Murder Book was usually assigned to one particular officer who kept it updated with all the relevant facts, so that any member of the investigation could consult it to check on facts and keep him or herself updated. It was usually Janine Tyler who took on this task, but Hillary thought it was time that Tommy Lynch had the responsibility and made a mental note to give it to him when he arrived.
 
         ‘So, the victim is a Mr Malcolm Dale, resident here, who was found by his secretary, Marcia Brock, at roughly nine o’clock tonight,’ she recapped, just to make sure she’d got it right. Mistakes made at the very beginning of a murder investigation could bugger it up for weeks to come. ‘Mr Dale’s wife, Valerie, is absent, believed to be playing bridge at a friend’s place, a regular Monday night occurrence. Mrs Brock called 999 and remained on the premises. After a brief search to ascertain there was no-one else in the house, you called it in.’ Hillary glanced up at the dark figure in front of her. ‘Where’s Mrs Brock now?’
 
         ‘In the living room, ma’am, with my partner.’
 
         ‘And the body was found in the kitchen?’
 
         ‘Yes, ma’am.’
 
         ‘And he’s definitely dead?’ she asked quickly. She could still remember being called out, as a DS, to a ‘murder’ scene where her governor had taken one look at the so-called corpse and radioed for an ambulance. The victim had later died in hospital, as it turned out, but it just went to show that it wasn’t always easy for an inexperienced person to tell the difference between dead and alive. And it always paid to make sure. Especially when the families of victims could sue you and the department if you didn’t.
         
 
         ‘No pulse, ma’am.’
 
         ‘And you only touched his wrist?’
 
         ‘Yes, ma’am. Didn’t want to touch anything else. He’s a bit messy. Looks to me as if he’s been hit over the head a fair few times.’
 
         In the darkness she heard him gulp. Obviously, he was not quite so hard-headed as he sounded. ‘If you want to be sick, Constable, please go over there and do it in the grass.’
 
         ‘I’m fine, ma’am.’
 
         Hillary nodded, and looked up as another car rattled over the metal drawbridge, the sound echoing hollowly and eerily in the night. She recognized Doc Partridge’s nifty little MG at once. ‘All right, Constable. Stay out here and direct personnel as they come in. You’ve started a checklist?’ It was standard procedure for everyone’s arrival and departure to be noted down. ‘Yes, ma’am. I’ve already got you in.’
 
         ‘Fine. This is Doctor Steven Partridge,’ she added, as the police pathologist walked gingerly across the muddy road to meet her. His shoes, she guessed, would have cost her at least a month’s salary. Married to an ex-opera singer, Doc Partridge’s sartorial elegance was well known to the cops at HQ.
 
         ‘Hillary, glad to see you as always. Got something interesting for me?’ he greeted her, cheerfully enough.
         
 
         ‘Don’t know; haven’t been in yet.’ As a general rule, she tried not to contaminate the scene too much before the men in white overalls arrived. It tended to piss them off.
 
         ‘Well, you’ll have to let the dog see the rabbit,’ he murmured, and Hillary hid a smile as she followed the doc inside.
         
 
         Tangent Hall was as modern inside as out, decorated in minimalist style, in muted, neutral colours. She saw Steven grimace as he looked around. With all the instincts of a peacock, she doubted it would appeal to him. For herself, she hardly paid the décor a second glance. Since living in a narrowboat, things like tiles and fireplaces weren’t something that particularly mattered in her world.
 
         ‘In the kitchen,’ she said, glancing around for signs of disturbance. There were none. She could hear a woman and man’s voice off to the left – obviously the second uniform and the finder of the body. She nodded to a door that, logically, should lead to either a dining room or kitchen, and followed the medical man through.
 
         The kitchen, unsurprisingly, was big, open plan, and had the latest in gizmos and gadgets. But as well as a hanging set of expensive woks, an aga, electric oven, microwave and genuine Welsh dresser complete with blue-and-white plates, there was a man’s body stretched out on the terracotta-tiled floor. Darker patches of red at his head oozed between the cracks in the tiles. That was going to be a bugger to get clean.
 
         Doc Partridge stepped gingerly around the prone figure and knelt down carefully. She was sure this had more to do with keeping the soles of his shoes and the knees of his trousers clean, than it did his desire not to disturb the forensic evidence. Still, Hillary had a lot of respect for the small, dapper man. He knew his business, and she knew she wouldn’t have to wait long for his report. Most pathologists liked to hum and haw for days. At least Doc Partridge was more sensitive to a copper’s need to get started with at least a well-informed guess as to cause and time of death.
 
         The victim, she knew from the constable’s initial report, was thirty-five years old. He was thickly built, but not yet running to fat, although his dark hair seemed to be already thinning. He was dressed casually in designer jeans and a chunky-knit cream-coloured sweater that was stained with his blood at the shoulder, where it was pressed down on to the floor. From what she could see from where she was standing, there were no obvious defensive wounds or bruising on his hands. Probably hit from behind then, in situ which probably indicated that he knew his attacker, although that was not necessarily so.
         
 
         ‘Well, he’s dead,’ Doc Partridge said flatly, making a note of the time and writing it down in his own notebook. ‘Not more than two hours, I should say. And, strictly as a preliminary finding, death occurred due to a blow or blows to the head, delivered with what appears to be a smooth, probably rounded object.’
         
 
         Hillary nodded, looking around. There was no obvious sign of the murder weapon left behind. Smooth and rounded. If she was in one of those American cop shows, she’d immediately say ‘baseball bat’. And, sure enough, she knew some villains who, lacking an imagination of their own, had taken to using baseball bats as their weapon of choice. So could Mr Dale have surprised a burglar? But it was a bit early for thieves, surely? Or was he usually out on a Monday night as well? Did he usually join his wife at her bridge game? Already she could feel the need to gather information itching away at her.
         
 
         She watched Steven get carefully to his feet and peel back the thin rubber gloves he was wearing. ‘I’ll see if I can post him tomorrow – but I doubt it. Probably won’t get around to him until the day after.’
 
         ‘From what I hear, he was a politician – or about to become one or something. You might get pressure to do it fast.’
 
         Steven grunted, unimpressed. ‘Well, I must get back. My better half was beating me at billiards when I got called out.’
 
         Hillary blinked at the mental image this conjured up and followed him out. Outside she told the constable at the gate to keep everyone but forensics out of the kitchen, and to make sure that her team, as they arrived, stayed on the rolls of polythene sheeting that he’d already put down.
         
 
         Just then she saw Janine Tyler’s car, a classic Mini, arrive, with Tommy Lynch not far behind her. Of Frank Ross there was no sign, so at least she was having some luck tonight.
 
         ‘Constable, has anyone contacted Mrs Dale yet?’
 
         ‘No, ma’am. I wasn’t sure that that was advisable.’
 
         Hillary nodded. It was good thinking. Sad fact though it undoubtedly was, whenever a spouse was found dead, the remaining spouse was firmly in the frame until eliminated. And she herself wanted to see Valerie Dale’s face when she was informed of her husband’s death.
 
         ‘You have the address of this friend where she’s playing bridge?’
 
         He didn’t. He radioed his friend inside, who asked the secretary, and then relayed the information back with an address in Adderbury, a large village not far from Banbury.
 
         Hillary nodded and started back towards her car. Normally she wouldn’t leave a crime scene so early, but until forensics had been and gone, there was little she could do here but hang around and get impatient. She greeted Tommy and Janine, who crowded round her, and filled them in.
 
         ‘Right, Tommy, I want you to keep the Murder Book on this one. Janine, you can appoint the evidence officer. Doc’s been and gone, so you can get the body removed when all the photographs have been taken and SOCO give the all-clear. Janine, get a preliminary report from this secretary, Marcia Brock. What was she doing here at this time of night, whether there was any argy-bargy going on – you know the drill. I’m off to inform the wife.’
 
         ‘Boss,’ Janine said briefly. Unlike most coppers, she balked at calling anyone ‘guv’ and had come up with her own title for Hillary, who didn’t seem to mind. Janine walked up to the uniform and had a few words, then disappeared inside. Tommy Lynch watched Hillary climb into her car, an ancient Volkswagen Golf that she’d nicknamed ‘Puff the Tragic Wagon’, and watched her back up towards the drawbridge. He wished he was going with her.
         
 
         He sighed and headed towards the house. ‘Has a DS Frank Ross checked in yet?’ he asked the constable at the gate, who shook his head. ‘Good,’ Tommy said succinctly, making the younger man smile. Frank’s fame tended to go before him.
 
         
             

         
 
         Valerie Dale’s bridge-playing friends lived in a large property across the village green from the pub, that looked to Hillary as if it had once been two or maybe even three terraced cottages, now converted into one. It had an uneven grey slate roof, and had been newly whitewashed. Even in the dark she could see latticed woodwork climbing the walls, and suspected that in the summer it was awash with climbing roses, clematis and maybe even wisteria. Very nice. She appreciated gardens – mostly because her own needs in the horticultural department stopped and ended with a few tubs of pansies slung on to her roof.
         
 
         She knocked on the door and waited. The curtains were all closed, but light glowed behind most of them, and when the door was finally opened, she could hear the muted voices of several people coming from inside. The woman facing her looked to be about forty, with a neat pageboy blonde cut and carefully treated wrinkles at the sides of her eyes and mouth. ‘Yes?’
 
         Her pale grey eyes widened as Hillary held out her ID. Is there a Mrs Valerie Dale here, Mrs Babcock? It is Mrs Babcock?’
 
         ‘No, I’m Celia. Celia Dee. Gale’s inside. I’m dummy.’
 
         Hillary, who knew a little about bridge, wasn’t too disconcerted by this somewhat candid revelation. If she remembered right, Celia Dee wasn’t commentating on her own intellectual shortcomings, but referring to the fact that she wasn’t playing the card game for this particular rubber.
         
 
         ‘Please, come inside.’ Although she wasn’t the hostess, she was too polite to leave her standing on the doorstep. Besides, if Hillary knew people –and Hillary did – Mrs Dee was too busy wondering if her tax disc on the car was up to date or if any of her tyres were bald to worry about upsetting any of her fellow bridge players with her usurped hospitality.
         
 
         Inside, the country cottage theme was being done to death, with the owner even going so far as to hang bunches of dried flowers from the genuine wooden beams. Brass wall clocks ticked ponderously from thick and bulging lime-washed walls, and Laura Ashley was being worshipped wherever the eye settled. She was led to a large, knocked-through lounge, where a real log fire was roaring away in the fireplace, surrounded by horse brasses, naturally. Sets of four people, seated at two individual round tables, turned to look at her.
 
         ‘Four no trumps,’ a small, grey-haired woman said in the sudden silence, then looked up and blinked, wondering why nobody was paying attention to her. At another table, a tall, dark-haired woman dressed in black slacks and a black silk blouse with a Chinese collar, slowly stood up. She looked not to Hillary, but to the woman standing beside her, an obvious question in her eyes.
 
         ‘Oh, Gale, this is … er …’
 
         ‘Detective Inspector Hillary Greene, Mrs Babcock,’ Hillary said, walking forward. Although the house and company screamed ultra-respectable upper middle class, Hillary didn’t feel one whit intimidated. She’d taken an English literature degree from Radcliffe College, and although it wasn’t one of Oxford University’s affiliated colleges, hardly anyone knew that, and back at HQ she was known to be an OEC – an Oxford Educated Cop. Her own upbringing had been as middle class as anyone’s here. OK, her suit was probably the cheapest article of clothing in the room, and she worked for a living because she had to and not because she needed a hobby, but who the hell cared? She had a badge. That trumped even a Range Rover.
 
         She smiled to reassure everyone, and said firmly, ‘I’m looking for a Mrs Valerie Dale? I was told by Marcia Brock that I might find her here?’ As she spoke she glanced around, instantly dismissing all the men, and the grey-haired woman. That left two possible contenders – an elfin-faced redhead, and a tall skinny blonde. It was the tall skinny blonde, looking nonplussed, who rose hesitantly from the table.
         
 
         ‘Yes? I’m Valerie Dale. Is anything wrong? The children?’ Her voice rose sharply.
 
         Hillary mentally cursed. This was the first she’d heard about children. She took a step forward and smiled. ‘I’m sure your children are fine, Mrs Dale,’ she lied. The truth was, she had no idea whether they were or not. ‘They’re back at your home, Tangent Hall?’
 
         ‘No, no. Jeremy’s at boarding school and Portia’s with my mother for the night.’
 
         Hillary nodded, relieved. Not at the house then. That explained why no-one had mentioned them. Children at a murder scene were a nightmare scenario.
 
         ‘But what’s wrong? Why are you here?’ Valerie Dale suddenly demanded, her voice rising just an octave. Either she was a very good actress or she was genuinely alarmed. Naturally pale, her thin face seemed to go a milky colour and the pinched look that tightened her cheekbones couldn’t be faked.
 
         ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Dale, but I’m afraid I do have bad news. Would you prefer to talk outside?’
 
         Even before she’d finished speaking, she noticed Gale Babcock take a step closer, and from her position beside her, Celia Dee also moved forward, coming to stand the other side of the distressed woman. Obviously Valerie Dale had friends. Protective friends. And she was going to need them in the months to come.
 
         ‘What? No, no, just tell me what it is. Is it Mother?’ Valerie asked. ‘I know she’s not been well, but I thought she was over it. It was only a tummy bug, wasn’t it?’
 
         Hillary took a deep breath. There was never a right way of going about this, and after years of having to deliver bad news, she’d never found any way that was easy. In the end she chose simply to state the truth as clearly and calmly as possible.
         
 
         ‘I’m afraid your husband, Malcolm Dale, has been found dead at your home, Mrs Dale.’ She was sure she was safe in stating this so certainly, because Marcia Brock had formally identified him as such. ‘We’ve launched a murder enquiry,’ she added quietly, and saw a blank dullness suddenly darken Valerie Dale’s pale eyes. What colour were they exactly? Not blue. Green, perhaps.
 
         She opened her mouth to say something, but no sound came out. Celia Dee said sharply, ‘Bloody hell!’, and grabbed Valerie Dale’s wrist. But it was Gale Babcock who took control.
 
         ‘Come on, Val, sit down. Jim, get a glass of brandy, will you?’ One of the men peeled off obediently from the table and went to a drinks cabinet. Hillary said nothing as her witness was led to one of the black leather sofas grouped around the fireplace, and was pushed down. The man returned with a snifter glass and pushed it into Valerie Dale’s shaking hand. She took it, and raised it automatically to her lips. Hillary wondered if she was even aware of what she’d done.
 
         But all this show of shock and grief meant nothing, of course. She’d had a case once, while still in uniform, when a man had murdered his wife. On being informed of her death, he’d looked and reacted very much as Valerie Dale was doing now, and she’d been convinced because of it that he must be innocent. But her governor at the time, far more experienced and wily, had instantly liked him for it. And the evidence and an eventual confession had proved him right. See, he’d explained to her a little while later, some people could kill in a moment of rage or ‘temporary insanity’ then go off and manage to forget about it so completely that, when informed of their loved one’s death, they were genuinely shocked. Other killers felt genuine remorse, too, and when it was brought home to them the reality of their deeds, were genuinely distraught. Just because someone was physically shocked or genuinely upset didn’t make them automatically innocent. It just meant they weren’t cold-blooded.
         
 
         Or were bloody good actors.
 
         Hillary had come across some of those, too, in her time. Men and women who could make Olivier look like a ham.
 
         Hillary sighed, and slowly walked over to an empty seat and sat down. It was going to take some time, and a lot of gentle persuasion, to ease Valerie Dale away from her friends.
 
         In the meantime, now was as good a time as any to see how strong Valerie Dale’s alibi might be. She turned to the man now sitting opposite her – the man who’d brought the brandy – and lifted out her notebook.
 
         ‘If I could just have your name, sir, and the time you arrived here?’ she asked quietly. After a startled pause, the man complied. Hillary wrote it down then asked as casually as she could, ‘And what time would you say it was when Mrs Dale arrived here tonight?’
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