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PROLOGUE

‘Do it now, don’t hesitate. If you don’t then someone else will and they will not be so kind.’

‘Kind?’ He laughed. ‘I could never be accused of that.’ He sat back in his seat and looked at the old man lying on the bed. ‘Christopher, we’ve known one another for a long time.’

‘And now everything is changing, Gregory.’

Gregory. Christopher was the only person to use that name now. And then only when they were alone. Gregory was, what, three identities and many years ago.

‘The old guard are almost gone.’

‘And no bad thing. Except for you and I of course.’

Christopher smiled, and Gregory noticed how skeletal he had become. How thin and drawn. ‘And our days are numbered,’ he said. ‘Gregory, I’ve done all I can for you and for them. We kept them both safe for as long as we were able, kept them from judgement.’

‘She isn’t a threat.’

‘You may not think so, but there are others who do. Make it clean. Make it simple. Make it soon.’

But he hadn’t, had he? Gregory, a man known for decisiveness, had hesitated, and it had ended badly. For all of them.

Neil Robinson should have been a happy man. Release date a week away, family that had stood by him, a home to go to and even the vague promise of a job, working with his brother-in-law – though he had mixed feelings about that. Neil and Paul had never really got along, and the idea of selling second-hand cars really wasn’t Neil’s idea of a proper job.

As it stood, though, happiness was a long way distant from how he felt. Scared was more like it.

The first postcard had arrived the week before, and he had presumed it had come from Freddie Gains, released the previous month and promising to keep in touch. The powers that be seemed to have reached the same conclusion; Neil had been handed it along with a birthday card from his sister. Counting down the days, she had said inside.

Too right, Neil had thought.

Wish you were here, the postcard told him. A photograph of some seaside pier or other on the picture side. It had been signed only with an F. ‘F’ for Freddie, he had assumed, though the rather neat print hadn’t looked like Freddie’s scrawl.

Then another card a couple of days after, bearing only the words see you soon. Also signed with an F. The picture this time looked familiar, and Neil looked for the little printed legend postcards normally bore which would tell him where this view of a marina was situated. He was puzzled to find that there was none.

He had gone back to look at the photograph of the pier; no clue there either, and it occurred to Neil, rather belatedly, that these might not be commercially produced, shop bought postcards after all, but something someone had printed off themselves. On a rather good printer and on some pretty fancy cardstock.

Definitely not the sort of thing Freddy Gains would have had the nous to do.

It got Neil Robinson to thinking, and that thinking finally coalesced into an answer that woke him in the night in a cold sweat.

He did know where the little marina was; in fact, he knew the owner of the boat tied up alongside the dock. And he could make a further guess as to the seaside resort that was home to that particular pier.

And then that morning a third postcard had turned up. Not long now was all it said, not even a signature of any sort this time. He turned it over and looked at the picture on the front. A woodland scene, with a family picnicking in the shade of summer trees. They had their backs to him, but Neil didn’t need to see their faces to recognize his sister and her kids.

And Neil was suddenly sure he understood who the messages were from and what they meant.


ONE

Patrick had been fifteen when he and Naomi had first met. Son of a childhood friend, he had come into Naomi’s life when she and Patrick’s father, Harry, had renewed their acquaintance.

Patrick had then seemed young for his age; slow to grow, uncertain, and naturally sensitive and gentle. The past few years had conspired to turn sensitivity first into introspection and then into quiet confidence, and the young man, not quite eighteen, who sat in her kitchen discussing plans for university seemed unbelievably far removed from the shy boy she had first come to know.

He was telling her about the portfolio he had produced for his end of year show at college. His exam portfolio – more restrained and constrained by the brief he had been given – had been sent off, and he could do no more about it. His efforts now focused on this, the first public exposure of his work and the first real opportunity to show something of his personal interests.

‘It’s still sort of graphic heavy,’ he said. ‘But I’ve been playing around with all these Japanese influences – I mean, not just the manga stuff. I started looking at all these old Japanese prints. You can kind of see how Japanese artists got from those to the manga—’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah. Kind of, anyway. It’s like both styles pare everything down so you can represent complex ideas with just simple outlines and a few colours and the minimum of shading. Did you know that in the nineteenth century Japanese prints were used as packing in crates? You know, like bubble wrap? That’s how a lot of them made it over to Europe. I mean, what a waste.’

Naomi hadn’t known that. ‘So, you’ll be learning to make woodcuts next?’ she joked, was met with a beat of silence.

‘I’d kind of like to give it a go,’ Patrick admitted. ‘I like the discipline of it. It’s like the discipline in graphic novels. Nothing goes to waste. If it’s there, it’s there for a reason, and you have to notice it because you’re going to need it later, if you know what I mean.’

Naomi nodded. ‘I really wish I could see it,’ she said wistfully. There were few occasions now when Naomi allowed herself to feel any kind of self-pity for her loss of sight, but there were definitely times when this regret was unexpectedly overwhelming.

‘So do I,’ Patrick told her. ‘But I’m really glad you’re coming to the exhibition. Dad listens to you, even if he doesn’t get what I’m trying to achieve. If you say it’s OK, then—’

Naomi reached across the table and fumbled for Patrick’s hand. ‘He’s trying really hard to “get it”,’ she said.

‘Yes, I know.’ Patrick laughed suddenly. ‘I think the only way Dad would really appreciate my work is if I copied The Hay Wain or something.’

Naomi smiled. There was no bitterness in this statement, simply acknowledgement that Harry Jones was, well, Harry Jones.

The big black dog, lying beneath the table, beat his tail against Naomi’s leg and then sat up and laid his muzzle in her lap. She stroked him absently. Napoleon had been her guide dog for just a few months longer than she had known Patrick, and she always saw them as being part of the same package, somehow. Good friends converging on her life in very close order.

‘Sue is expecting again,’ she said, changing the subject.

‘Really? Think she’ll have a girl this time?’

‘I think she’s hoping so, but I don’t think they really mind either way. A baby is a baby to Sue. Some people are just born to be parents.’

‘You think you ever will?’ The question was slightly tentative. ‘I mean, you and Alec would make great parents.’

‘Alec would,’ Naomi agreed. ‘I’m not so sure. I think you’ve really got to want children, and right now I’m happy sharing my sister’s.’ She paused, thinking of a conversation she and Alec had had some months before, but not reprised, when Alec had been keen to start a family. At the time he’d also been mad keen on moving to rural Somerset and starting a smallholding, or, alternatively, going back to university, none of which options he had pursued since.

‘We have talked about it,’ she said.

‘You have?’

Naomi smiled, amused at how shocked Patrick sounded, as though he just couldn’t imagine the reality of it: Alec and Naomi and babies. ‘Yes, before Christmas, when we stayed in Somerset. Alec was really in the doldrums. It was a difficult time with the job, and for while I really didn’t think he’d want to go back to work.’

It had been a difficult time since too. Disciplinary hearings and major inquiries into cases Alec had been involved in the year before. Alec had been largely cleared of blame; he’d been reprimanded and suspended for a couple of weeks, then eased quietly back into work. The biggest changes had been at the top ­– a new Superintendent and DCI – but there was also the unspoken, general feeling that Alec was still under a cloud. Big investigations had come and gone, and Alec had largely been sidelined. He had said little about it, but Naomi knew it rankled.

The sound of the front door opening and a voice calling from the hallway brought Naomi out of her reverie. When Patrick came round after college, his father often dropped by to collect him on his way from work. Naomi always left the door unlocked so he could come straight in.

‘In here,’ Naomi called. The kitchen door opened, and the presence of Harry Jones seemed to fill the small space. The dog nuzzled Naomi’s hand, as though asking her permission, then left her to go and greet Harry. Patrick got up to put the kettle on, and Harry bent to kiss Naomi on the cheek.

‘You’re soaking.’

‘That’s just running from the car. June rain. At least it isn’t cold, I suppose. How are you? How did the hang go, Patrick?’

‘Took ages. No one could decide where they wanted their work to go, so I just picked a wall in the end and put my pictures up. It looks OK, I think.’

‘It will look more than OK,’ Harry reassured him. He eased down into one of the wooden chairs with a sigh of relief.

‘Long day?’ Naomi asked.

‘Oh, far too long. Too many figures.’

‘Well, that’s what you get for being an accountant.’

‘It is indeed.’

Harry freelanced for half the week now, keeping his old job on part time. He seemed happier, Naomi thought, though the workload was sometimes much heavier. He was eight years older than Naomi, but Alec always reckoned he looked ten more than that, with his once sandy hair now faded grey and a face creased by too many wrinkles. A lived-in face, as Patrick always said. To Naomi, who had lost her sight before Harry had returned to Pinsent, he was still the older brother to her then best friend. A freckled teen, with a friendly smile, pale-blue eyes and a slight tendency to carry weight around his middle even then.

‘Your mother phoned to finalize Florida,’ Harry said to Patrick. ‘We’ll be flying out on the first of August.’

‘Good, we’ll be in time for Rick’s birthday.’

‘That was the idea.’ Harry sounded a little uncertain about it. Not surprising, Naomi thought, as Harry and Patrick’s mother had been divorced for several years now and it must feel a bit odd to be going along when Patrick went to visit. Rick was one of Patrick’s stepbrothers. Patrick got on really well with both of them, as the need for both families to buy a Skype phone attested. He even liked his stepfather now he didn’t actually have to live with him, and relations between Harry and his ex and her new husband – once Harry’s old boss – had thawed, largely because of the way both sets of children had clicked.

‘It’ll be fine, Dad,’ Patrick told him. ‘I want you to be there, and I’m really looking forward to New York.’

‘Ah,’ Harry said mischievously. ‘Now we’re getting to the crux of the matter. You want me along just so you can get to New York.’

‘Parents have their uses you know.’

The sound of the front door opening again surprised them all. Harry looked at his watch. ‘Early for Alec.’

The front door slammed.

‘Not in a good mood,’ Naomi said.

‘You want us to leave?’

‘No, of course not.’ Too late by then, anyway. Alec had opened the kitchen door and stood in the threshold.

‘I’ve got to go away,’ he said, sounding utterly aggrieved. ‘They’ve bloody seconded me.’

‘Who has? Away where? And don’t I get a kiss?’

‘Oh, sorry.’ He bent and kissed her. Harry had been more enthusiastic, Naomi thought, amused. She heard Alec pull out a chair and sit down and Patrick set a mug on the table in front of him and then Naomi.

‘So tell,’ she said. ‘What’s going on? Where are they sending you and when?’

‘Tonight,’ Alec told her, and she understood why he felt so put out. ‘No notice, no time to even think about it. I’ve got to collect Travers in an hour and will be gone for God knows how long.’

Naomi, who had been a serving officer herself, was familiar with that problem. She’d once gone on what she’d been told was a three-day cover for an industrial dispute and ended up being away for a full month. ‘So—’

‘Fraud case,’ Alec said.

‘Fraud? But you’re not—’

‘It impacts on a case I was involved in a year or so ago. Apparently, there have been developments, so I’ve got to reprise the investigation from my point of view and bring the current team up to speed and then . . . Well, then who knows?’

Naomi tried to work out what case it might have been. Had they been alone, he would have told her, but Alec was discreet, even with very close friends.

‘We’ll get off,’ Harry said. ‘Let you pack. You know we’ll be around for Naomi while you’re gone.’

‘Thanks, I appreciate that. Naomi, any chance of a sandwich while I throw some clothes in a bag?’

Naomi saw Harry and Patrick out, settling on a time for Harry to collect her for Patrick’s exhibition and assuring them that Alec would be fine when he’d got over his fit of pique.

‘So,’ she asked, when he came back down and settled to wolf his sandwich, ‘what’s going on?’

Alec swallowed and took another gulp of tea. ‘You remember Neil Robinson and that insurance scam he had going?’

‘Um, vaguely.’

‘Well, whatever it is I’m being seconded to do is related to that. There, now you know as much as me. I’m not even sure where I’m going. Travers is coming with me, so we’re taking his car. I dropped him and then drove it here. More reliable than our heap is at the moment. Look, if you get the time, can you ask Harry to take you car shopping? Three times this week the damn thing refused to start. I had to leave it at work this time.’

‘It’s probably just the battery.’

‘I changed the battery.’

‘Two years ago. But yes, I’ll ask Harry. And you don’t know how long—?’

‘Don’t know a damned thing. I’m sorry, Naomi. We had plans for this weekend.’

‘Which will keep. Don’t worry about it. Patrick will be disappointed you’re missing his show, though; we’ll send pictures to your mobile.’

‘Do that. I’m sorry, too – this is a big thing for him, isn’t it?’

‘First of many, I hope. Seriously, though, how long do you think you’ll be gone?’

She felt him shake his head. ‘I’ve packed for three or four days. Hopefully, that will be it. And I’ll make a point of getting back as often as I can, you know that. Just now I’m not even sure where I’ll be going. Someone’s supposed to be sending a route through to Travers so he can program the satnav.’

‘It all sounds a bit mysterious.’

‘Doesn’t it, though. But that would fit. Apparently, Robinson was ripping off some big names, government bods, and there was a hint at foreign government deals.’

‘I thought it was just an insurance scam?’

‘Sort of. I mean, that was one part of it. That was what we actually got him on in the end, and on that basis he should have been out of jail any time now, but we knew he was something of a con artist – some kind of Ponzi scheme, you know, stock market stuff. I’d started to make inroads there, but it’d lost me and I handed over to the experts. We prepared a case based on what we knew about the insurance scam, got him to court and sent down for two years, and that’s the last I heard. There was talk about filing other charges later.’

‘So the prison sentence allowed them time to prepare another case against him.’

‘That’s about the size of it. Seems they did, and I was right: Robinson was part of something much bigger.’

‘You said he should have been out of prison by now?’

‘This month, yes. He’d served most of his sentence in a category C open prison down South. All seemed fine, so he got time off for good behaviour and because we can’t keep anyone for too long, not with the waiting list we’ve got. Anyway. Last week Robinson was found dead in his cell. He’d been complaining of chest pains, and the medic had been called. By the time he got there it was too late. They did a PM and found someone had poisoned him.’

‘Poisoned? No chance it was suicide?’

‘Apparently not. He was about to be released, so the assumption is—’

‘Someone on the outside didn’t want him around?’

‘Someone didn’t want him talking. Turns out he, or someone on his behalf, had made three phone calls to Jamie Dale, in the past month.’

‘The Jamie Dale? Our Jamie Dale? Wasn’t she—?’

‘Killed in a car crash just over a week ago.’

‘So, what had he told her?’

‘Or what was he about to tell her? And what was she about to write about it? Whatever it was, she can’t tell us now, but we can’t rule out the possibility it had something to do with him getting killed, so the pressure is well and truly on.’

When Alec had left, Naomi felt flat and very out of sorts. She had looked forward to an evening with Alec, probably not doing anything very much – a walk, maybe, down beside the river, a bit of television later on. And she hated sleeping alone.

When she had moved into her flat she had relished the idea of her own space and her own bed. Of being independent of anyone else’s wishes. Since marrying Alec and moving here, into what had once been just Alec’s house and, more particularly, since the events of the winter, when at one point Naomi had been certain she was going to die – and a meaningless, pointless death at that – she had grown more and more to dislike being on her own at night. Night-time was when the world and all its memories crowded in upon her and when bed was not a sanctuary unless that space was shared. Not even Napoleon’s comforting presence could really sooth her.

She poured herself a glass of wine and took it, and the phone, outside into the garden and settled in the swing seat beside the pond. She heard Napoleon bend to lap the water and then dip a paw to splash at the fish. Birds sang out to mark their evening territory, and something rustled in the flower beds. Peace, she told herself. Quiet and calm and warm evening sun. All was fine.

She remained unconvinced.

Naomi sipped wine and listened to the night-time sounds gathering around her and breathed in the scents of jasmine and honeysuckle and the thornless rose – the name of which she could never remember – that Alec had planted next to the swing seat. And she tried to remember what, if anything else, she knew about the Robinson case that had now called Alec away or about the dead journalist, Jamie Dale. Professionally, she and Alec had run into Jamie Dale on a number of occasions. She’d started out working for one of the free newspapers, covering school fêtes and consumer issues, and Naomi and Alec had inevitably met with her when, as young, uniformed officers, they had been present at some of the same events. For a while, Jamie and Naomi and a group of other young women had met regularly for nights out. As, one by one, they had begun serious relationships or got more demanding jobs, those regular nights had become occasional and then diminished altogether.

Alec and Naomi had gained promotion, and Jamie had become a stringer for a couple of national papers. Apart from the odd Christmas card, and occasionally remarking upon her name when they happened to spot her by-line, Naomi had largely lost touch with her. Naomi vaguely recalled that Jamie had moved away; she had turned to filmmaking as a way of reaching broader swathes of the public, and so far as Naomi could remember Jamie now lived in London or wherever it was they produced such things. Pinsent had certainly never been big enough to contain the likes of Jamie Dale, anyway.

Naomi closed her eyes as she still always did when trying to recall something more sharply and tried to remember Jamie the last time they had met. Small, slightly built, coffee-coloured skin and intense brown eyes. Hair that was always either braided or embellished or extended or dyed some unlikely hue; that last time it had been adorned with sky-blue streaks. But she had been young then. They had all been young then. A smart jacket or blazer worn with faded jeans; that had been Jamie’s uniform. She had once told Naomi that she carried a coordinating skirt in her bag, just in case, along with a decent pair of shoes. Back then, Naomi recalled, it was a standing joke that it was always the same skirt and shoes; Jamie had once confided that her jackets were all bought in sales or were her sister’s cast-offs and The Skirt went with any of them. She was, she had joked, mistress of the capsule wardrobe.

‘I liked her,’ Naomi told Napoleon, slightly surprised to remember how much. The dog came over and nuzzled at her hand, and she stroked the silky ears and smooth head.

And now she was dead. Accident? Coincidence? Or was there really a link to Neil Robinson – and if so, what?

Naomi sighed. It must be getting dark by now, she thought, wondering if Alec had arrived at wherever it was he was going. He’d promised to call, and she knew he would, when he got a minute, but Naomi knew from experience that might not be until much later – earlier, even; he’d let her know all was well, even if that meant a text at two in the morning. She picked up the phone and wine glass and, Napoleon pressed against her leg so she didn’t slip into the pond, turned back towards the house, almost wishing herself back in her little flat again, an almost overwhelming sense of isolation crashing around her.


TWO

It had taken three attempts to program the satnav. They’d been given directions and an address, but no postcode, just a building name and road. Travers had no patience with technology.

Finally, Alec had taken over, assuring his boss that they could always phone when they were within striking distance, make certain they were heading for the right place. He sensed that Travers’ impatience and bad mood had little to do with the mini computer suckered to the windscreen.

‘Maureen isn’t pleased at you being called away?’ he ventured at last.

Travers grimaced. ‘We had plans for this weekend,’ he said tightly. ‘I kept telling her I’d do my best to be back, but she kept reminding me that I’m Detective Chief Inspector now and that I’d promised her promotion would mean less time on the job and more time at home.’

Alec said nothing; there didn’t seem much point in remarking that this was the first weekend Travers had come close to working in the past year. He’d become very apt at being elsewhere, out of reach, if a call came in. Alec could sympathize. He, like Travers, had endured a long career of interrupted plans, lost weekends off and unscheduled – often unpaid – overtime. Time off in lieu never really panned out.

‘You’re lucky,’ Travers grumbled. ‘Naomi understands these things.’

‘Naomi gets impatient with it too,’ Alec said mildly. ‘After what happened last year, she’s not so keen to be at home alone at night,’ he added pointedly.

Travers was momentarily contrite. ‘No, I don’t suppose she is.’ He paused. ‘Likely, I’ll come back to the decorators or some new three-piece suite Maureen’s taken a fancy to. Credit cards are weapons in her hands.’

Alec laughed, then wondered if he should have done. Maureen’s spending habits had long been a touchy subject. ‘So,’ he said, by way of diversion. ‘Know anything about this DI Eddison we’re meant to be meeting?’ The truth was, Alec was curious too about Travers’ involvement. Why did they need Alec and his DCI if all Alec was going to do was refresh a few memories of an old case, give his perspective on it? Travers had only just got his promotion at the time, and Alec couldn’t recall that he’d been all that active on the Robinson business. He’d been off on some management course somewhere when everything came to a head and the arrest was made.

‘I’ve met Eddison,’ Travers said. ‘He was a speaker on a conference I went to, if I remember right. He delivered a paper on steganography.’ Travers laughed. ‘Until then, I thought that was a type of dinosaur.’ He paused again, waiting for Alec to say he still thought it was. Politically, Alec probably should have done, but as it happened—

‘Hiding things in plain sight,’ he said.

‘Give that man a peanut.’

‘Anyway, he’s become the “go to guy” for anything technical.’ Travers shrugged, but Alec could see he was reluctantly impressed.

They were out in the country now, driving a twisting road too fast for Alec’s taste. Travers had always driven like a maniac. Alec remembered when they’d both taken the advance driving course and Travers had set out with the intention of proving just how good he was behind the wheel, only to be told at the end of the first day that he’d be thrown off the course if he didn’t quiet down and focus.

Alec found himself switching attention between the now darkening road ahead and the little brown squiggle on the satnav map. ‘What time are we expected?’

‘When we get there. Why?’

Alec shrugged. From past experience he knew that any comment on the speed of Travers driving, any mild suggestion that he might like to slow down, would have the opposite effect. Silently, he cursed his failing car and hoped that Naomi would be taking the credit card for a walk and getting them a nice reliable one before he returned home. Harry could be trusted to ask the practical questions about insurance and petrol consumption, and Patrick and Naomi between them could be relied upon to make sure the purchase wasn’t too dull.

‘So, do we know what killed Robinson?’

‘Not yet. Tox reports still aren’t back. I understand you were familiar with that journalist woman?’

‘Journalist? Oh, Jamie Dale. Yes, Naomi and I started in the force around the same time she started at the local paper. We got to know her quite well back then, but lost touch rather when she moved down south, as you do. Why?’

‘Well, Eddison seems to think it may be helpful. That you knew her.’

‘Very much past tense,’ Alec told him. ‘We liked her. She was funny and clever and very good at what she did. Committed, too. Even back then you’d have made a bet on her making it, whatever field she decided to go into.’

‘Bet no one took odds on her burning up in a smashed-up car.’

‘Burning?’ Alec went cold. ‘The news reports said nothing about a fire.’

‘No, they didn’t. The news reported it as an accident. Sad, but these things happen. The evidence says it was murder.’

‘Murder?’

Travers nodded. ‘So now we’ve got two bodies. It seems that your funny, clever reporter friend burned to death in her car. The keys had been taken, the child locks activated. She was locked in and left to die.’


THREE

It was funny, Gregory thought, the way some people were able to compartmentalize their lives. He doubted anyone in Jamie’s circle knew about her friendship with Neil Robinson or many in his that he had a connection with her.

‘We started chatting in a pub one night,’ she’d said. ‘I was supposed to meet a friend, and she was late and then she texted to say she’d been held up at work and probably wouldn’t make it. Neil was there too, looking equally fed up, and we got talking.’

She had not, Gregory remembered, been in London all that long at the time and was probably just glad of the company. Neil could be engaging company. Smooth and charming and seemingly open: just the personality traits that made him such a good conman.

Not, so far as Gregory knew – and he knew a great deal – that Neil had ever tried anything with Jamie.

The two had become casual friends. The odd coffee, a film, an evening in the pub. It had been easy and appealing to a woman like Jamie, whose life otherwise was so intense.

Gregory, not an expert in personal relationships, had always been interested when people spoke about theirs, and Jamie had been very easy to listen to. Like Neil she, too, was charming, smooth and open – though in Jamie’s case she really was – and it made her pleasant company.

And Christopher had been right, Gregory thought. He had allowed himself to grow fond, to believe that the girl could be deflected from the dangerous path she had been taking. And so she had been, for a while.

He turned the little silver device in his hands. A digital recorder, quite high end and very pretty and compact. Then he looked at the number scribbled on the pad on his desk. Not that he needed to look; numbers he needed to know were committed quickly and retained, Christopher always joked, for elephant’s years.

Reaching for the phone, and with his finger poised to play, he dialled the number.

Harry called around midnight. He apologized for the lateness, but said Patrick had told him it would be a good idea. Naomi smiled, amused at the parental buck-passing. The Harry–Patrick dynamic had certainly shifted in the past year. Harry would have missed him terribly if his son had decided to pick a distant university, but Patrick, despite offers of finance from his mother and stepfather, had elected to go to a local art college, which meant he could still live at home.

‘Patrick was right,’ Naomi said.

‘No word from Alec?’

‘Nothing yet. They should have arrived by now, but he probably won’t get much time to call until later. You know how it is.’

‘And you’re all right?’

‘I’m fine,’ she lied.

‘Because I can come over, you know I would.’

‘Bless you, Harry. But I’m going to bed now, and I’ll be OK. I’ve locked up everywhere.’

‘If you’re sure? Right then, we’ll pick you up at half five tomorrow, if that’s OK. The private view starts at six, and Patrick wants to meet up with his friends.’

Naomi smiled again. Friends hadn’t really been dominant in Patrick’s life when she first knew him and had definitely not been without their tragedy. They had both worried for Patrick for a while, but he seemed happy in his own skin these days, and she knew how relieved Harry was about that. ‘Looking forward to it,’ she said.

She had just put the phone back on its cradle when it rang again. Not Alec, she thought; he’d have rung her mobile just in case she’d already gone to bed. Had Harry forgotten something?

‘Hello. Did you—?’

She knew at once that this was not Harry. The emptiness that greeted her words echoed as though she had connected with some vast space. No one spoke.

‘Hello,’ she said again. ‘Who is this?’

A sudden click as though someone had flicked a switch. The sound of a voice, tight and panicked and speaking her name. Her unmarried name. ‘Naomi? Naomi Blake? Do you remember me? This is Jamie, Jamie Dale.’ The sound broke off, words becoming sobs so desperate that Naomi felt herself grow cold.

‘Who is this?’ she said again, trying hard to keep her own voice steady. You’re dead, she thought. How can you be speaking to me?

Another click; she recognized it now, a tape machine being switched off. The voice had been recorded, but by whom? When?

‘Who the hell are you?’ Angry now. Fearful too.

Silence. Then the phone was hung up and the line went dead.

She stood for a moment, clutching the receiver in her hand, then slowly laid it back on the cradle. Light-headed and chilled, she felt as though all the blood and warmth had drained out of her. Jamie was dead. What the hell . . .? Briefly, she stood stock still, telling herself that whoever was doing this was just trying to frighten her, that she wasn’t going to let that happen. Her resolve lasted only scant seconds. Whoever was trying to frighten her had damn well succeeded.

‘Napoleon! Napoleon, come!’ In a frenzy of activity she stormed around the house, barking her shins on furniture she knew was there but could not seem to avoid. She checked the locks on the windows, unfastened and then refastened the doors while the big black dog, thinking this was some new game, beat his heavy tail enthusiastically against her legs.

Finally, she stumbled up the stairs to her bedroom and locked that door too. Then stood, staring at a key she could no longer see and listening hard, as though any minute she might hear footsteps on the stairs and know that her carefully erected barricades had just been breached.

Down in the hall the phone rang out again, and Naomi jumped. Napoleon whined softly in sympathy, realizing belatedly that Naomi wasn’t having fun. She counted. Five rings and then it stopped, as though whoever was calling merely wanted to make a point: I know who you are; I know where you live. She had her mobile in the pocket of her cardigan, and she almost gave in to the impulse to call Harry, ask him to come and get her and beg the use of his spare room for the night. She had the phone in her hand before she dismissed the thought. She wasn’t going to drag Harry and Patrick into this, not unless she had to. Someone was trying to scare her. Someone was doing a bloody good job of it, and when Alec phoned she’d tell him what had happened and they’d figure out what she ought to do. One thing was certain. Neither Naomi nor Alec believed in coincidence. Alec had been called in to investigate a murder. The victim, Neil Robinson, had been in contact with Jamie Dale. Just what was going on here?

‘Right, deep breaths, just stay calm. Doors are locked, everything is fine.’

Napoleon whined again, and she bent to stroke the smooth fur. She was still listening for any unusual sound, any little creak or groan that might not be the familiar noises of the house settling down for the night. After a while, she realized that she could hear nothing out of the ordinary. All was quiet, peaceful. Safe. She kicked off her slippers and curled up on the bed, shrinking back against the headboard, instinctively retreating from the bedroom door, and she listened again, then shook herself angrily.

‘Dope. Do something about it!’ The number for the local police station where Alec worked and Naomi once had done too was on speed dial in her phone, and she called it now. Got through to the desk sergeant and was utterly relieved to hear a voice she knew.

‘Donald!’

‘Naomi? Are you all right, love? You know he’s not here, surely?’

‘Yes, don’t fret. He didn’t go without telling me.’ She tried to laugh, but it came out shaky and unconvincing.

‘Naomi?’

‘Don, I wonder if you could get a car to swing by, just take a quick look around. Nothing urgent, but . . .?’

‘Naomi? I mean, course I will, but what is it?’

‘I’ve just had a strange phone call,’ she said, oddly relieved to have said it out loud.

‘A nuisance call?’ His turn to laugh now. ‘What was it, a heavy breather?’

‘If it had been, I wouldn’t be bothering you,’ she said. ‘I’d have got Napoleon to bark down the phone. No, Don, it was something weirder than that. You know that journalist that died?’

‘Dale. That one?’

‘Yes, well someone just called me and played a message from her down the phone. She sounded scared, Don. And whoever it was wanted me scared too.’

‘Sounds like they succeeded. Right, love, I’ll get someone to you. You spoken to Alec yet?’

‘No, I’ll talk to him later. There’s nothing he can do right now. Thanks, Don, I appreciate it.’

She rang off and sat clutching the mobile as though it was a lifeline, keeping her connected to the sane and ordinary world. Listening again, she could discern no out of the ordinary noises, nothing that should not be there, but the sense of unease grew nonetheless, prowling like some solid, feral thing along the hallway outside of the bedroom door.

As it happened, the satnav got them to their destination. A lone house set back from a long, empty road.

‘This is it?’

‘Well, there’s nothing else here,’ Alec said. They pulled into the drive and parked up outside the house. Two other cars could be seen, tucked in at the side. The house itself was largely hidden from the road by a tall, unkempt hedge.

Alec glanced at the front door, illuminated by a small porch light. A sign above the door said Police, in faded letters. A rural police station, then? Though the cracked paint on the door, the faded sign and the general untidiness of the front garden indicated it had been out of use for some time.

The front door opened as Alec and Travers got out of the car, and a tall, heavily built man stood silhouetted in the doorway.

‘Someone’s got a sense of the dramatic,’ Travers muttered.

The figure stepped out into the arched porch and his features came into view, illuminated now by the scanty light. Alec noted a flat face and a broken nose.

‘DCI Travers and DI Friedman, I presume? Nick, good to see you again. Good, come along in, apologies for all the mystery, I’ll explain why we’re meeting here if you care to step inside. Good.’

The word ‘good’ seemed to be a tick, Alec noted. The man’s tone, however, noted no such approbation.

He turned, and Alec followed him – Travers, Alec noted, pausing to glance around before bringing up the rear. The stranger’s voice was accented, a lilt that was vaguely Scottish, Alec thought, though with a touch of something more angular. Birmingham, perhaps? Alec gave up.

They were led into what looked as if it had been the front office, uncarpeted and with a scuffed desk and wooden chair filling most of the space, then back into the rear of the property, a large area with a small kitchen off to one side. Two others sat at a table, drinking tea. The walls were clad in pitted woodchip, which in turn was overlaid by maps and photographs and all the trappings of a crime-scene briefing room. Along one wall two desks had been placed, on which computers had been set, and a third desk was stacked high with box files and folders. It looked as though the trio had just moved in and not yet fully unpacked.

‘So.’ The tall man turned now and surveyed Alec and Travers. ‘Nick Travers I know already; you I know by reputation.’

Worrying, Alec thought.

‘DI Eddison,’ the man said, extending his hand.

Alec shook, murmured something about being pleased to meet him. In truth, he was annoyed. What was going on here?

Eddison pointed at the dark-haired man still seated at the table. ‘DS Munroe,’ he said and, indicating the blond, ‘DI Parks. Sit down and I’ll get the kettle on.’

‘Why are we meeting here?’ Travers asked.

‘Because it’s private,’ Munroe said. ‘Because it’s about midway between where Neil Robinson was in prison and where that journalist died, and because there are bigger concerns that don’t need to be the subject of canteen gossip.’

Alec raised an eyebrow and glanced at his boss. Travers’ face was expressionless, or at least would seem so to the casual observer. The slight tic at the corner of his mouth told Alec that Travers was as unamused as Alec.

Parks laughed softly, and Alec reviewed the man more carefully. Pale eyes set in a round face that, with the slightly waving blond hair, should almost have been cherubic but was in fact anything but. He was the sort of man, Alec found himself observing, who would have looked right with a crew cut and an earring. He corrected himself almost at once. That wasn’t right either; there was something more behind the eyes than mere thug. Something feral.

Alec sat at the table and, reluctantly, Travers drew out a chair and plonked himself down close by. ‘I’m told you want me to review the Robinson case. From my angle, I mean?’ Alec let the question hang.

Munroe nodded; Parks sipped his tea. ‘We’ve read your report, scanned the files. There were some loose ends when you signed off on it?’

‘True, there were. It was decided that I’d taken things as far as I could, that we needed to bring in an expert eye. My then boss decided that as we’d got enough for a conviction for the con Robinson was running – that and a GBH – we should cut our losses and let someone else tie up anything left hanging.’

‘A decision you didn’t like,’ Parks commented.

Alec smiled. ‘I don’t like unfinished business,’ he said. ‘It feels odd not to wrap everything up properly. Though,’ he added, ‘on this occasion I couldn’t argue with the logic.’ He glanced at Travers. His boss was watching Eddison as he moved about the small kitchen. Watching as though the presence of the man upset him, made him uneasy. Alec, puzzled, wondered just what had happened when they’d last met at whatever conference it had been and if more had been delivered than a conference paper. Somehow, it was difficult to equate this big, rather slow-moving man, who looked like a long-retired rugby player or punch drunk heavyweight boxer, with an erudite presentation on some obscure element of cyber crime.

‘I’m told Jamie Dale was murdered,’ Alec said.

He felt, rather than saw, Travers flinch, and wondered if Travers was even meant to know that, never mind impart the information. And if not, why not?

‘She was,’ Munroe agreed. ‘Nasty way to die. She tried to make a phone call, got through to emergency services but she was unable to tell them where she was.’ He sniffed. ‘Not that it would have helped. Operator stayed on the line till he lost the signal. He’s still having counselling, apparently. They reckon he can’t go to sleep, not without hearing her screaming over the phone as she died.’ He met Alec’s gaze squarely, and Alec felt he was being tested, his reaction assessed. ‘Thankfully, the smoke got to her and she passed out before the flames took a real hold.’ Munroe’s voice was oddly soft. That softness somehow added emphasis to the horror of his words.

‘It is a terrible way to die,’ Alec said. ‘I’ve always thought it must be one of the worst.’

Parks emitted a soft grunt. Alec realized it was a stifled laugh. He let it go, not sure what to make of all this. Was it some test of machismo? Alec had little time for such displays and little patience with their practitioners.

‘Is there a point to all this?’

Eddison came through with mugs of tea clasped awkwardly in one ham fist and a handful of sugar packs in the other. Alec noted that they bore the name of a motorway service station.

‘The point is,’ Eddison said, ‘that you worked the Robinson case and you also knew the dead woman. That makes you potentially very useful.’

‘Knew,’ Alec emphasized. ‘I’d not spoken to Jamie in years, not properly. We exchanged Christmas and birthday cards, the odd email, but that was about the extent of it.’

‘Which in Miss Dale’s world qualifies you and your wife as bosom buddies,’ Parks said. ‘She wasn’t what you’d call one for making friends.’

‘My wife? What does—?’ He frowned. And that didn’t ring true about Jamie Dale either. The one thing she had always been was gregarious. He said so.

Munroe shrugged. ‘People change,’ he said. ‘She dumped her last boyfriend two years ago. He says he still doesn’t know why. It was one of those “it’s not you, it’s me” conversations women seem to be good at and men don’t understand.’

Parks grunted again; Alec assumed he was amused, in agreement or possibly both.

‘He tried to get in touch a time or two, but she changed her number, moved away, let all her old friends know she wasn’t available. Finally, they stopped calling.’

‘I didn’t know,’ Alec said. ‘That doesn’t sound anything like the Jamie we knew.’

‘When did you last hear from her? Get the usual Christmas card, did you?’

Alec thought about it and nodded. ‘Yes, she’d changed her address. We couldn’t remember when we’d sent her card, so we sent another one just to be sure she got it.’

‘Say much, did she?’

‘I don’t think so. Just the new address and some comment about getting together some time. I think that was about it.’

‘And that was the usual sort of message?’ Eddison asked.

Alec took a swallow of tea. It was too hot and went down hard, burning his throat. He tried to remember what that last card had said. And the ones before. Truth be told, he had taken very little notice. Naomi would know; he read the cards out to her, and she told him what to put by way of reply. Left to his own devices, Alec would probably not even have got around to buying Christmas cards, never mind writing them.

‘I think she said that most years,’ he ventured. ‘You know, the sort of casual remark people make about getting together when they know it won’t happen.’

‘And would you have minded if it had?’ This from Travers. The first contribution he had made to the conversation since they had arrived.

Alec turned to look at his boss, wondering at the question. Would he have minded? ‘No,’ he said, ‘why should I mind? Naomi probably knew Jamie better than I did. Before Jamie left for London they used to meet up a couple of times a month for a coffee or a drink. Not just them; they belonged to the same group of friends.’

‘Unusual friendship,’ Parks remarked. ‘A copper and a journo. The two tribes don’t generally mix it, do they?’

‘I don’t think their choice of profession impacted on their friendship,’ Alec said coldly.

Parks laughed. Not just a grunt this time, but a recognizable sound. Alec didn’t like it any better.

‘Leave off,’ Munroe said, and Parks shut up.

Alec sipped his tea more cautiously this time and surveyed the trio. It seemed to him that Eddison might be the senior officer, but it was this Munroe who was in control.

‘It’s late,’ Munroe said, underlining Alec’s assessment. ‘What say we give you directions to your digs and then continue this in the morning? Say nine?’

Travers was already on his feet.

‘Right,’ Alec said. ‘See you all in the morning then.’

Following his boss out, he took a moment to scan the images pinned to the walls. Split into two frames, one for Jamie Dale and one for Neil Robinson, they showed both in death. Alec didn’t look too hard; morning would be soon enough for that. A single image of each as they had been in life topped the collages. Neil Robinson in what Alec saw was a prison photo, and a picture of Jamie Dale, older than he remembered her. Still pretty, still smiling, though something behind the eyes was new. This Jamie was more worldly wise, less trusting, less exuberant – and, Alec would have sworn, scared. Or was that just projection on his part?

Travers did not speak until they were both in the car, and even then it was simply to direct him to program the satnav.

‘What’s going on?’ Alec demanded as they drove away.

Travers shrugged.

‘What is it with you and Eddison?’

Travers shrugged again. ‘I barely know the man.’

‘You know him well enough to hate his guts.’

‘I barely know the man,’ Travers repeated.

Alec gave up. He let the silence hang for a while and then asked, ‘What about the other two? You know about them?’

‘Parks I’ve heard about. Munroe is new to me.’

‘DS Munroe,’ Alec mused. ‘Come off it, Trav, he’s no more a DS than you are. So what the hell—?’

‘Alec, drop it,’ Travers flared. ‘We’re here to brief the team then get ourselves back home. That’s it.’

‘So why all the secrecy? Why did they want you tagging along? Why bring two senior officers all the way over here when I could have handled the whole thing with a phone call? Look, we’ve known one another, what, close to twenty years? In all that time I’ve never seen you this rattled.’

‘Who says I’m rattled? Alec, you’re imagining things.’ Travers laughed, but it was a hollow sound. ‘Looks like we’re here,’ he added as they reached a traffic island and saw the signs for services. The satnav announced that they had reached their destination.

‘I’m not letting this go,’ Alec warned him.

Travers did not respond. He parked the car, and they retrieved their luggage from the boot. In the distance Alec could hear the roar of traffic. A motorway, he assumed. He could see the lights of the services just across the car park from the motel, noting with little enthusiasm that it was one of the large chains providing overnight accommodation to the weary motorist, then – with slightly more enthusiasm – that at least there appeared to be a restaurant. His stomach reminded him that the sandwich Naomi had made for him was a distant memory. He must call her.

Their rooms had been booked and paid for, for three nights. Breakfast was included, but any extras would have to be settled up by them, the receptionist said. Travers nodded and took off in the direction of his room. Alec paused to ask about the restaurant, was told that it would be open for another hour. After that, food was available twenty-four-hours a day at the main complex across at the services.

Alec thanked her. ‘Who made the reservations?’ he asked. ‘I need to know so the paperwork gets to the right place.’

She smiled and checked the records. ‘A Mr Munroe,’ she said. ‘He said it would be for three nights initially and he’d let us know after that.’

Munroe again. ‘Thank you,’ Alec said and made his way to his room.
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