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ONE

Bea Abbot ran a domestic agency which didn’t ‘do’ murder – except that every now and then she found herself dealing with just that. At sixty years of age, she thought she ought to take it easy and let her two young protégés handle routine cases, but what might be routine to some could be murder to others.

Thursday evening


He told her the moment he got back. Scrambling down from his Range Rover, he confessed the lot, admitted he’d been found out. Perhaps, if she hadn’t that minute returned from decimating the rabbit population, she wouldn’t have thought of scaring him with the shotgun. But this latest mistake of his, added to his recent shenanigans, was too much.

She aimed at his head.

‘No, no! Honoria, no! I was ever so careful, I swear!’ A scream. ‘No, please! No one knows that it was you who... Where’s my medication?’

He dived into one pocket after another but in his panic only succeeded in scattering keys, cash and the all-important pills on the ground around him.

She booted the pills beyond his reach.

He collapsed, clutching at his heart. Tried to speak. Something about having left messages on his computer?

She lowered the shotgun to watch him die.



A week later, Friday afternoon

Bea couldn’t concentrate.

Sometimes she could go for a whole day and not think about Hamilton. For whole weeks at a time, she was able – just – to live with the fact that she’d never see him again. And then, wham! Down she went.

She stared at the email on her computer screen, trying to make sense of it. Her phone was ringing. She could hear it but couldn’t make herself respond.

Stop work? Walk away from it all?

No, she couldn’t. This was a working day, and if she didn’t work, she couldn’t pay her two assistants’ wages, or keep the house going. So work she must. Only, she couldn’t concentrate.

She considered a crying bout and decided against it. Tears didn’t help; they only gave her a headache. Friends were no help, either. They said, ‘How well you’re coping. But of course you’ve always been strong.’

Aren’t strong women occasionally allowed a day off on which to weep?

No tears allowed in working hours. She got up, needing to move, trying to shift the depression that threatened to overwhelm her. She checked the collar of her plain white shirt in the mirror and saw that she was now looking every day of her sixty years. All the care she’d taken to have her ash-blonde hair cut in a becoming style, and her still fine ‘eagle’ eyes, couldn’t disguise the fact that she was over the hill.

The phone stopped ringing. And started again.

She put both hands over her eyes, and then moved them to her ears, trying to block out the sound.

It was no good. She would have to take some time off.

She walked out of her office through French windows into the seclusion of the back garden. Wrestling a reclining chair into the shade under the sycamore tree, she collapsed on to it.

It was very warm. Almost too hot. She told herself there were only so many days in the year when the sun shone in a blue sky, unhindered by cloud, and that she should make an effort to enjoy it. She told herself to count her blessings, and couldn’t. In her head she knew that she had much to be thankful for, but in her heart... ah, that was where the trouble lay.

She wriggled her toes free of her sandals and ordered herself to lie back, close her eyes and let the world go hang itself.

Only, as soon as she cleared her mind of one worry, another leaped into its place. At least there was no rain forecast, which was a blessing since she wasn’t at all happy about the guttering at the top of the house. Neither of her live-in assistants had complained about the drip-drip tack-tack noise outside their rooms when it rained, but Bea could hear it in her bedroom immediately below them, and she knew that some time soon the guttering would have to be replaced. At enormous cost, no doubt.

Then she was expecting a phone call from Max, her self-important Member of Parliament son. Had she really promised to go with him to a ‘do’ that evening? Unfortunately his wife was heavily pregnant, and Max had asked Bea to substitute at some important political function or other. Boring, boring. Bea wasn’t looking forward to it.

There wasn’t anything much she did look forward to nowadays.

An angry exchange of words streamed out of the French windows from her office.

What were the youngsters doing in there, anyway? Computer geek Oliver had his own office beyond Bea’s, while Maggie was supposed to be in reception at the front of the house.

A crash. Bea’s eyes flew open.

Maggie had dropped something? Maggie could be clumsy and, when upset, she did tend to throw objects as well as words.

Silence.

Bea was not fooled. Something had happened indoors, something that had caused Oliver and Maggie to have a shouting match. Except that eighteen-year-old Oliver did not shout. That wasn’t his style.

Prompt on cue, Oliver appeared in the doorway; all bright-eyed intelligence. His hands were raised to his shoulders in apology. ‘Sorry, Mrs Abbot. Maggie says you won’t want to know, but I said you should decide for yourself.’

Bea’s eyes went beyond Oliver to where another man of mixed race stood, holding a large cardboard box. A man perhaps ten years older than Oliver and several inches taller, a handsome man with a warm brown skin. Bea had never met him but knew immediately who he was: Zander, short for Alexander. Trouble.

‘Mrs Abbot. I must apologize for intruding without an appointment. Could you spare me ten minutes? I’ve been responsible for a man’s death, and I need help.’

His voice was pure chocolate cream. Maggie had gone overboard for this man last year, and had then taken fright and run away from him as fast as she could. Maggie wouldn’t want him in her life again. Zander knew that, of course. So it must be something important which had brought him here today.

Bea closed her eyes, hoping she’d been dreaming. Knew she hadn’t been. She pulled herself more or less upright. ‘Take a seat,’ she said, indicating a folded-up chair nearby. She realized she hadn’t anything on her feet and wondered vaguely what had happened to her sandals.

Zander set the box down on the flagstones, pulled up the second chair, opened it out and set it down nearby with a mastery over inanimate objects which Bea was forced to admire.

He seemed to have recovered well from the beating which an erstwhile colleague had inflicted on him. And the knifing, too. Maggie had said he was shaven-headed, but he’d allowed his hair to grow since then, possibly to cover his scars?

Oliver shrugged and padded back into the house, while from a first-floor window came the sound of pots and pans being crashed around. Maggie had retreated to the kitchen and was making her displeasure felt.

Her visitor also looked up at the kitchen. He laughed, a little self-conscious, oozing charm. ‘I didn’t mean to upset Maggie.’

Bea felt and sounded sour. ‘But you wouldn’t let a little thing like her being upset stand in your way?’

He looked down at his hands. Big hands, well shaped. ‘I did consider it, but you are the only person I could think of who might help me. I know Maggie often works out of the office. She might not have been here today. I decided to risk it.’

Her eyes went to the cardboard box. Something picked up from a supermarket? Not new.

He pulled open a flap and withdrew a bronze figurine of a dancer which he placed on the flagstones beside her chair. ‘Signed. French. Art deco. Worth a bit.’

She touched it with her fingertip. Smooth and classy, like him. ‘Stolen?’

‘Now why would you think that?’

They both smiled, for it was his innocent involvement in some stolen art treasures which had landed him in hospital and his assailant in a coffin.

‘No, not stolen. But not mine, either.’ He delved into the box again, and one by one he withdrew and placed on the table: a silver photograph frame, a gold pen, a leather diary, a Thermos flask and some other bits and pieces which must have cost someone a small fortune. The collection was the sort of thing which might normally be found on an executive’s desk.

Bea’s eyebrows rose higher. ‘Not yours, and not stolen?’

He sighed. ‘I need a witness, someone impartial but with a sharp mind, to go with me when I return these things to the dead man’s widow.’

‘The man whose death you brought about?’

He winced. From above came a burst of music. Maggie had turned on the radio. And the television too, probably. Maggie liked noise.

‘All right, you’ve earned yourself an interview. Let’s adjourn to my office so that I can take some notes. If I can find my sandals.’

He retrieved her sandals, and she eased her feet into them. He packed everything back into the box and followed her into her office, which was shady but still rather too warm on that fine summer’s day. She switched on the fan.

Seating herself behind the big desk that had once been her husband’s, Bea drew a pad of paper and a pen towards her and waited for him to start.

‘When I left hospital,’ he said, looking out of the window and not at her, ‘I found my balance had gone. Not my physical balance – that came back quickly enough – but my ability to live on the surface of life. I looked at myself in the mirror and realized that, though I wore the same clothes, I was no longer the same man.’

Bea nodded. A near death experience can do that to you.

‘Money and sex, that’s all my friends talked about. They expected me to join them in the usual round of parties and pub visits. I couldn’t. I rang Maggie a couple of times, but she didn’t want to know. Oliver intercepted my last call to her. He was kind enough to meet me at the pub and try to explain how she felt. I understood she wasn’t ready to see me again yet and left her alone.’

He hadn’t understood, of course. His forehead creased when he spoke her name. But this was not the time to try to explain Maggie’s complicated love life.

‘I’d lost my enthusiasm for my old job, couldn’t see the point of updating websites to sell expensive trivia any more. I gave my notice in at work, moved to a room in an elderly lady’s house. It’s quiet there. Healing. And I can make her life easier by doing odd jobs, mowing the lawn, changing light bulbs, that sort of thing. It seemed to me that if I’d been given my life back again I should try to do something useful with it. Someone at church told me of a temporary job that—’

‘Which church? St Mary Abbots?’ This was her local church and the one her husband had loved.

‘Er, no. That’s a bit – elaborate – I suppose you could say. Beautiful but dark. No, I go to St Philip’s. Do you know it? It’s not so fashionable, of course, but I found it friendly and they’ve a beautiful garden. Anyway, I applied for the job and got it. It was for the Tudor Trust. Have you ever heard of it? It’s a charitable housing trust, very old established, very respectable. They wanted someone to create a website for them. I’d hardly started when the receptionist-cum-office-manager left in a flurry of hissed accusations and red faces. There was no one to answer the phone, so I did, and somehow I slid into taking over most of her work. They were pleased with me and asked if I would stay on till they could reorganize the office. I found out later that that was just an excuse. They hadn’t employed anyone of mixed race before, and though some of them thought it was the right thing to do, others took time to come round to it.’ His tone was ironic; he’d dealt with slurs about his background before.

‘The Trust was set up in the nineteenth century when some well-to-do members of the aristocracy built blocks of flats in the City to house deserving cases. They have an office down there to assess applications, collect rents, deal with everyday maintenance, but the headquarters is in an early-Victorian house overlooking Kensington Gardens and that’s where I work. It’s all very old-fashioned and upright and well meaning. I liked the feeling that I was working with good people, helping to make other people’s lives a bit easier.’

He stopped, his eyes flickering over Bea, into the garden, back to his fingers, and up again.

She prompted him. ‘It was your personal Garden of Eden. How long did it take you to realize there was a snake in the undergrowth?’

‘Months. I didn’t want to see the problems. I soon got to grips with the office manager’s job in addition to handling the website, and they made the post permanent. Yes, I was naive, but so were most of the board. Do you know, only one of the directors has ever had any business training, and the only one who has an enquiring mind is the oldest of them all and the frailest? The directors were all born with silver spoons in their mouths. They treat the premises like a club, come in for lunch most days – which does cost a lot, but they regard it as their perk – and only a few actually put in some time for the Trust.

‘They don’t take a salary; they’re entitled to an honorarium and expenses, but not all of them take even that. When one director retires or dies, someone of similar background is suggested to take their place. Noblesse oblige, they said. One of them was kind enough to explain it to me.’ A tight smile. He was probably as well educated as any public school boy.

Bea grunted, all disbelief. ‘So because they were members of the privileged classes, they did it for love not money? Untrained? Not a sensible way to run a company. What happened? No, let me guess. Somebody from the real world exploded their bubble. Auditors?’

‘Yes. A new man. His father had retired, after having done their books for some twenty years or more. The son discovered the Trust was operating at a loss, and being a trust all the directors were liable to make up for the losses. He said they must bring in someone to sort it out immediately. What a tempest that raised! They had never, ever... couldn’t understand, etcetera. Lord Murchison – he’s the great granddaddy, the one on the wrong side of ninety – proposed bringing in a grandson of his to retrench, reorganize and resurrect. But this young man – who’s in his fifties, by the way – wouldn’t come without an appropriate salary. It sounded sensible to me, but the proposal split the directors. They couldn’t believe that a man should want to be paid to work for a Trust! Unheard of! Obviously not a pukka wallah.’

Again that tight smile. ‘Some of them really do talk like that, you know. Unbelievable. Anyway, the board fragmented, some wanting to bring in their own nominee, some wanting to wind up the Trust, sell the buildings and be done with it. The one thing they all wanted to avoid was publicity. I could see the whole thing dragging on without resolution for months. Meanwhile, we were haemorrhaging money.

‘So I started to look at the figures myself. My computer was linked with the one at the office in the City so I could access all the necessary information. The rents were coming in OK and were on a par with similar accommodation in that area. The staff in the offices – that includes those who manage the day-to-day work of collecting rents, the people who go out into the field to inspect the properties, and the ones at head office – are paid at slightly below the going rate, because they’ve been sold on the idea that it’s a privilege to work for a Trust. The Trust owns the Kensington HQ; the rates and utility bills are reasonable. True, if that building were sold and the Trust moved to a smaller place in the suburbs they’d save a mint, but the directors can’t imagine locating to a less prestigious venue.

‘The biggest outgoing – and it’s huge – is on maintenance, but the Director responsible was always saying that they need to do more, because elderly buildings need money spent on them to keep up with today’s Health & Safety regulations. Fire doors. Lifts. Heating. Rewiring, and so on.

‘I started to look at the cost of maintaining the buildings. For years the Trust had put all its maintenance work out to a building contractor called Corcoran & Sons. Recently Great Granddaddy – Lord Murchison – had suggested diversifying by splitting the work between Corcorans and another firm, in which he had shares. Naturally,’ his voice flattened, ‘they wouldn’t consider using a firm whose directors they didn’t know personally.’

‘As usual the directors had been divided in their opinion about using a firm new to the Trust, but he’d overridden them to arrange for this second firm to rewire one building while Corcorans rewired another. Both contracts had just been completed and the invoices received. As part of my job I opened the post and took the bills through to the Maintenance Director for checking and payment, and I happened to notice that one bill was for twice the amount of the other. For the same work.

‘We are not talking peanuts. The Maintenance Director saw that I’d spotted the discrepancy and remarked that it was always better to use good workmen, even if they were more expensive, rather than those who bodged the job. He sold that idea to the board, who agreed to continue with Corcorans, though they did murmur that perhaps they ought to ask one or two other firms to quote for jobs as well. The figures burned into my brain. I started to go through invoices from Corcorans for the past few months. They’d been charging astronomical sums for changing a couple of light bulbs. The repair of a door hinge would pay a family’s gas bill for a quarter.

‘There were a number of small maintenance jobs on hand waiting for attention. I arranged for half of these jobs to go to Corcorans as usual, but I asked the firm recommended by Lord Murchison to attend to the rest. Corcorans came in at roughly double what the others would have charged.

‘I didn’t know what to do. I’d overstepped the mark, I’d gone behind the director’s back, and I told myself that if there really had been anything wrong, someone else would have spotted it, and that if they continued to ask for quotes, the scam – if there was a scam – would die a natural death.’

Bea nodded. She could see how tempting it must have been to do nothing.

‘Only, the more I played around with the figures, added up a possible overspend here and there, the more I realized that, if someone had been fiddling the books, they might have got away with half a million, maybe more. I assume that Corcorans had either been greedy and been taking the Trust for a ride or, perhaps, that someone in the Trust had been taking a kickback for throwing work their way.’

He braced himself. ‘The only person who could have swung such a scam was the director in charge of maintenance, who was on excellent terms with the managing director of Corcorans, even had him in to lunch once a month. This particular director bullied the staff and fawned on the other directors. He referred to me by names that, well, if I’d wanted to make trouble, meant I could have taken him to a race tribunal. I told myself it was a cultural thing, that he’d been brought up to think the British were top dogs, the Empire lives on, public schools rule OK.’

Bea nodded. Oh yes, she could well believe that Zander would bend over backwards to avoid being thought prejudiced. ‘Don’t tell me; he was a public school type who wasn’t trained for the job but thought the world owed him a good living? Someone with a triple-barrelled name such as Montgomery-Peniston-Farquahar?’

A dimple appeared on Zander’s cheek. He really was a most attractive man. ‘You’ve missed something. The title. He’s an Honourable, and his wife is a Lady. He told me that, if we ever met, I must call her “Lady Honoria” at first and then “My lady”.’

‘But in the end you did take your research to the board of directors. And...?’

‘I thought I might be laughed out of court, because the evidence was all circumstantial. He put up a brilliant defence. I wondered – I still wonder – if he was more stupid than sly. I can hear him now, saying that good workmanship always costs more but is economic in the long run. He pointed out that he’d given the best years of his life to the Trust and had never taken a penny more than the honorarium and expenses which they were all allowed.’

‘What did he live on, if he only took an honorarium from the Trust?’

‘Stocks and shares, inherited wealth. He said he’d done his best, had been tearing his hair out trying to make ends meet, and would of course resign if they wished. I could see the board of directors thinking that of course he’d meant well, and if he’d misjudged Corcorans, well, they might have done the same thing. One of them even started to blame himself that he hadn’t spotted the problem earlier.’

‘They preferred to think him incompetent rather than criminal? Hmm. Ignorance is no defence in law, and usually gets thumped for it.’

‘I could see they were going to close ranks against me and that I’d be out on the street in no time. So I chanced everything on one question. I asked if he’d show his bank statements to Lord Murchison, to prove that he’d not received any kickbacks from the builders. He collapsed, and I was sent home.

‘I don’t know what went on after I left, but that evening he had a heart attack and died. The verdict of heart failure was accepted with some relief by all and sundry, and no one uttered a word about people fiddling the books.

‘Unfortunately his widow is a formidable person. She said that we’d driven her husband to his grave. She vowed to sue the Trust for libel, slander and the cost of dry-cleaning the clothes he died in. The Trust couldn’t afford to pay her off and couldn’t afford to let it be known that one of their directors had been accused of embezzlement. Delegates of directors traipsed out to see his wife, trying to resolve the situation. Eventually they succeeded... but she’s asked for my head on a platter.’

He flicked a finger at the cardboard box. ‘These are the personal contents of his office. She’s requested that I take them out to her, when I understand she’ll decide whether or not I am to keep my job. The directors wipe sweat off their brows. Most of them would be happy to see me go in order to close the books, but one in particular would like to play fair. He advised me to grovel and said that, if I do get the sack, he’ll see that I get some kind of pay-off. It’s true that I do feel responsible for the Honourable Denzil’s death. If I hadn’t pointed the finger at him he’d probably still be alive and, even if he was as corrupt as I imagined, I couldn’t wish death upon anyone.’

‘It’s weighing on your mind?’

He lifted his hand and let it fall. Yes, it was. Bea remembered now that this man believed in a loving God, that he attended church and read his Bible. He was a man who tried to do the right thing in a world which didn’t much care about right and wrong any more. If it ever had done, which she thought unlikely.

Bea laced her fingers and leaned her chin on them. ‘What do you want me to do?’

‘I need backup, someone to come with me when I take this stuff back to his wife. I need an impartial observer. I understand that Lady Honoria shared her husband’s view of people of mixed race, and to be frank I’m not sure how much more racial abuse I can take. If she starts... No, I know it’s no good losing my temper with her. When I was first advised to grovel to her, I thought that I’d tell her to get lost. But I like the job, and I don’t see why she should be able to get me sacked for what I did. Then I thought that, if she tried to sack me, I’d say I’d go to an industrial tribunal and then all her husband’s little ways would come out into the open. She wouldn’t want that, would she? Oliver’s told me a lot about you and the problems you’ve solved for other people. I thought that if anyone could, you might be able to face her down, point out the law to her.’

And he wasn’t averse to seeing Maggie again. Hmm.

He said, ‘You don’t actually have to pretend to be a solicitor, but a hint of that might help?’ He produced a chequebook. ‘Your fee? I’m willing to pay in advance.’

Bea swivelled round to look out of the window. If Zander was right, and she rather thought he was, then a large-scale fraud had been perpetrated – and possibly was still continuing – on the people at the Trust.

Fatigue dragged her down. She simply hadn’t the energy to help him. In any case, what excuse could she make to accompany him to see the widow, and what difference could she make if she did?

It was his own fault that he’d got himself into such a mess. Such naivety was asking for it.

He exclaimed something, and she turned back to see a slow tide of red climbing up from his throat to his hairline.

Ouch. Had she spoken her thoughts aloud? ‘Oh. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—’

‘Yes, you did. And you’re quite right. I always want to give people the benefit of the doubt until... No, you’re right. Forgive me. I shouldn’t have come.’

Bea pressed her fingers to her eyelids. Her dear dead husband had always liked to look for the best in people, too. Although he’d often been disappointed, he’d always gone on hoping. But when he’d come across something nasty, he’d not hesitated to do something about it. So what would he have done in such a case?

She had a sudden vision of Hamilton wrinkling his nose, saying, ‘I smell Roquefort!’

Yes, she could smell strong cheese, too.

She said, ‘It was a very timely death, wasn’t it? What were the circumstances?’

‘I don’t know. I think he got home and just dropped dead. There’s to be a big funeral and then a memorial service.’

She said, ‘I don’t fancy pretending to be a solicitor, although I do agree that it might be as well for you to have a witness when you see her. I suppose I could carry a briefcase and look professional, but—’

‘That’s all I need. A witness with a cool head.’

‘When do you have to visit her?’

‘Tomorrow at eleven.’ He stood, smiling. ‘The only thing is, can you drive me? I haven’t a car.’

Friday evening


Honoria contained her rage with an effort. If only Denzil had been more careful! How often had she told him...! And now look where he’d landed her, having to do battle with the Trust to keep the manor going. Well, she could do it. Of course she could. Hadn’t she been the power behind his throne for ever?

The worst of it was, she’d have to find a replacement for Corcorans. Sandy thought they could continue as before. More fool him. On the other hand, it shouldn’t be too difficult to find another building firm sympathetic to her point of view, and if Sandy started to be difficult then... out goes he!

First get the practicalities out of the way. The funeral. No one had queried the death certificate. Dicky heart, natural causes. She must put in another stint on the phone, advising people about the funeral. Tiresome, but necessary. At least no one expected her to act the part of the grieving widow, since Denzil’s weakness for young girls had been well known.

Honoria grinned. In due course she was going to take her revenge on the little sluts who’d encouraged him to stray, but first things first. There would be time for pleasure once the business end of things had been tied up.

Tomorrow she’d deal with the coffee-flavoured troublemaker. She didn’t anticipate any difficulty. She’d teach him his place, and that would be that.




TWO

Friday evening

Bea climbed the stairs from the agency rooms to the kitchen, pulling herself up by hanging on to the banister. Whatever was the matter with her? She knew, really. Age and grief.Sixty wasn’t old, but grief was a killer.

Maggie, tall and gawky, was crashing around the kitchen in a scorching temper. Bea braced herself; she did not feel like taking on Maggie in a tantrum.

Oliver was laying the table for supper but as usual had put the knives and forks the wrong way round, irritating both Bea and Maggie. He hadn’t even the excuse that he’d been brought up in a family that ate off its knees in front of the telly, since the first eighteen years of his life had been spent as the adopted son of an English headmaster and his wife. He hadn’t fitted in there very well, and on discovering something nasty on his father’s laptop, had been thrown out of the house... only to be rescued and brought to Bea by Maggie, rather as one brings home a stray cat. Since then he’d become Bea’s right hand at the agency and was turning into a handsome young man.

Bea failed to understand how Oliver could make a computer juggle statistics but become a cack-handed idiot when faced with domestic chores such as laying the table. Personally, she blamed Maggie for mollycoddling him.

Maggie, on the other hand, could only perform the most basic functions on a computer but had developed into a successful project manager, while at the same time running their four-storey Kensington house with noisy efficiency. And she knew how to lay a table properly.

Winston, their long-haired black cat, made as if to jump up on to the work surface... and nearly got swiped by Maggie with a pan. Winston knew when it was best to make himself scarce. He plopped out of the cat flap on to the iron staircase that led down into the garden.

Bea wished she could do the same.

Maggie shot evil glances at Oliver as she dished up some of her special meatballs in tomato sauce, with spaghetti and baby courgettes.

‘... and I thought I’d made it quite clear that I did not, repeat NOT, want Zander hanging around with his tongue out. I hope you told him I was going out with a rich property developer. Make that the owner of a football club, or better still, a polo-playing South American. What excuse did he make this time?’

Oliver lifted both shoulders as she brandished a pan close to his head.

‘He’s in trouble,’ said Bea, pushing herself to defend him.

‘So why come here?’ Maggie thumped a bowl of grated Parmesan on to the table. ‘Unless, of course, Oliver told him to. That’s it, isn’t it, Oliver? You’ve been sneaking out behind my back to go to the pub with him. Do you think I’m blind and deaf? You make arrangements to see him on your mobile late at night, when I’m trying to get to sleep.’

Oliver rolled his eyes, and held his tongue. Wise lad.

Bea said, ‘Zander’s been subjected to a lot of racist abuse. He blew the whistle on his boss, who then died. He’s got to see the widow tomorrow, and he wants me to drive him there and see fair play. He’s afraid he’s going to get the sack.’

‘If you believe that...!’ snorted Maggie, winding spaghetti round her fork as to the manner born. Her make-up was imaginative, her short hair was bright orange this week, and she was wearing a sequinned top, the clashing colours of which made Bea blink. Oh, and scarlet shorts. A sight to terrify... which was probably her intention. Maggie’s pushy mother and ex-husband had made her feel worthless. Was this extreme get-up her way of fighting back?

‘I believe he could do with a spot of good luck for a change,’ said Bea, forcing small mouthfuls down.

‘So do I,’ said Oliver, clearing his plate and looking for seconds. ‘I like him, I sympathize with what he’s had to go through – all the racial slurs and that – and I’d like to help him.’

‘Oh, you!’ said Maggie, her fury evaporating as fast as it had arisen. Maggie was pretty well colour-blind as far as race was concerned, as was Bea. But they both knew racial prejudice did still crop up in social life and in the workplace.

Bea put down her fork, her food half-eaten. ‘Sorry, Maggie. I don’t seem hungry.’

Maggie switched from virago to mother hen. ‘I thought you were looking a bit off colour. Throat sore? Glands up? There’s a lot of it about. Why don’t you go to bed early and I’ll bring you up some of that stuff which is supposed to stave off colds for twenty-four hours, though what happens after that I’ve never been able to work out. Does the cold come back again? Or go away for good?’

‘I promised Max I’d go with him to some reception or other at the House of Commons.’

Oliver reached for his mobile. ‘He won’t want you there if you’re incubating flu. I’ll give him a ring, make your excuses.’

‘Yes, but...’ The prospect of not having to talk to anyone for a couple of hours was enticing. Let Oliver make her excuses. She wasn’t tired, exactly. Just screaming with pain. ‘I suppose I could do with an early night, but then tomorrow I’ve promised to take Zander out to wherever it is, somewhere in the country. Don’t let me oversleep.’

‘I’ll drive you,’ said Oliver. ‘No problem. Now if only I had a cap and uniform jacket, I could pass as your chauffeur. I’d like to see this famous old house that Lady Honoria owns. Zander says it’s been in the family for yonks, should be handed over to the National Trust but Her Ladyship won’t let go of it. What price her husband’s death turns out to be murder? I do like a good murder.’

‘Shut up, you!’ said Maggie, tipping Bea’s half-eaten plateful of food on to his. ‘Can’t you see she needs to be quiet for a bit?’

Bea shook her head at him. ‘Behave yourself, Oliver. Nobody’s hinted at murder.’

‘That’s what you’ve said before, and each time you were wrong. Murders mean extra work for us; that means a bonus, and I’m saving for a car.’

Maggie said, ‘Lunkhead!’ and swiped a hand at his head. He ducked, smiling.

Bea produced a wan smile, too. She knew what they were both thinking. Yes, they were both fond of her in their own way, but they also knew that if she were ill their jobs with the agency would evaporate because she was the agency. If they could do something to help her back to her normal self, they would.

She climbed the stairs to her bedroom but was too wound-up to go to bed. She was beginning to wear a track in the carpet from the front windows overlooking the tree-lined Kensington street, to the back window overlooking the garden. At each window she paused, now looking out over the quiet street, and now across the back garden and up through the branches of the sycamore tree to the steeple of St Mary Abbot’s church. Hamilton had loved that view. She liked it, too.

Backwards and forwards... The house was quiet around her. The youngsters went out; she heard the front door bang once and then again. Good. She didn’t want them coming in with cups of tea, asking if they could do anything to help. To and fro. The church clock marked the hours, and so did she.

Would she sleep tonight? Perhaps. Perhaps not.

Only, if she didn’t, she’d be good for nothing in the morning.

Saturday morning

‘Pretty around here,’ said Oliver, in the driving seat. ‘It’s what I think English countryside ought to look like.’

‘A painting by Constable?’ said Bea. ‘Complete with broken-down cottage and poverty-stricken but happy peasants?’ She’d slept for a few hours, but her mood was still on the cusp of dangerous.

Oliver grinned. ‘Define “peasant”.’

‘Someone on social security?’

Oliver laughed out loud. ‘Come off it. The peasants worked hard and received a wage and a tied cottage in return. By that definition I’m the modern peasant, and you’re my tight-fisted employer.’

Zander, sitting in the back, didn’t smile. Lost in his own thoughts, he may not even have heard the exchange.

Oliver had bullied Bea into getting a satnav, so he was threading his way through the country lanes without any difficulty. Substantial, brick-built stockbroker type houses flitted past the car windows. Tall beeches almost met shadowed lanes. There were passing places here and there for the occasional car, and horses at pasture. Down an escarpment they went, past an inn which looked popular. Up a steep, curling hill. They hung a sharp left by a church squatting among ancient yew trees and passed along a tree-lined lane to be met by a gate marked ‘private’.

Zander would have got out to open the gate, but Oliver insisted it was his job as acting chauffeur. The gate swung open without a sound. The immaculate private drive now branched right and left. To the right you went through an archway which was decorated with a charming blue-faced clock – unfortunately not working – into a stable yard. There were no horses to be seen.

To the left, you swished round to the front of a building which looked as if it might have started in Saxon times as a large farmhouse and thrown out a wing here and a wing there in subsequent generations. The roof had recently been re-tiled, and the lath and plaster walls had been painted white between silvery-grey oak timbers.

There was a stunned silence in the car.

Zander shook his head. ‘I thought it would be a small stately home with a portico, perhaps Georgian.’

‘I imagined a Tudor building with barley-sugar chimneys,’ said Oliver, peering up at the uneven roofline.

Bea got out of the car, and stretched. ‘Manor house, umpteen generations, the owner probably owned all the land around here at one time. I wonder if the doorbell works.’

She told herself she could go through with this, of course she could, and put out her hand to steady herself on the oak front door with its original studs. The door was the genuine thing, accept no substitute.

There was a heavy iron bell pull, which roused the neighbourhood. The sound seemed to echo from the surrounding hills. At that point she realized she had a ladder in her tights and had chosen the wrong shoes for a foray into the country. And of course, it was a bad hair day. Well, there was nothing to be done about her appearance now. And did it matter, anyway?

‘No dogs,’ said Zander, at her elbow with the cardboard box, ‘or they’d be barking like mad.’

The door opened. ‘You’re late.’

A heavy-set woman with a magnificent torso. She was about Bea’s age but carrying far more weight. Thin lips. Pale eyes in a pale face, pale hair cut to chin length, heavy-duty slacks, a man’s shirt, boots. You might be fooled into thinking this was a dedicated countrywoman, but Bea noticed that an expert had cut the woman’s hair and care had been taken with understated but effective make-up. The woman would probably scrub up well.

‘Lady...?’ Bea had forgotten the woman’s name. How dreadful of her!

‘You may call me Lady Honoria.’ Her eyes switched from Bea to Zander. ‘I was expecting the Chocolate Box, but I didn’t expect it to come with an entourage.’

Chocolate box! And she’d referred to Zander as it!

Zander reddened, but he didn’t lack for courage. ‘This is Mrs Abbot, a friend of mine. She was kind enough to give me a lift.’

Eyebrows pencilled in grey rose. ‘Really? I relish the unexpected, but this really takes the biscuit. With a chauffeur, no less? Tell him to take the car round to the stable yard but not to expect tea in the kitchen. Are your shoes clean? I don’t suppose you’re accustomed to visiting important houses such as this one, which was mentioned in the Domesday Book... if you know what that means, which you probably don’t. Don’t stand there dawdling; I’ve no time to waste even if you have.’

Bea nodded to Oliver – who had his own ideas about what to do that morning – and stepped inside after Zander to enter a dimly lit, panelled, flagstoned hall. Would this be the oldest part of the house? It smelt of dog yet no dogs had come to the door to investigate the visitors.

‘Put the box there,’ said Lady Honoria, indicating a circular mahogany table, probably early Victorian, in the centre of the hall. There was an assortment of dogs’ leads and a flat brass dish containing bundles of keys on the table along with newspapers and junk mail. Zander put the box down, pushing some of the dogs’ leads aside.

‘You were expecting to be met by my husband’s Labradors? I’ve never liked Labradors, so I found them another home. Bull terriers, now; they’re more my sort. I’m told your kind are always afraid of dogs,’ said Lady Honoria, contempt in her voice.

Zander set his teeth but refused to rise.

Bea jumped in. ‘I’m more of a cat person, myself.’

The woman stared at Bea with pale eyes and dismissed her as being of no importance. Turning, she led the way through a doorway slightly too low for Zander’s six foot two height.

A vast room, with heavy beams crossing the ceiling. An enormous brick-built fireplace, probably Tudor. A worn carpet of many colours, shabby upholstered chairs of different styles, an empty vase on a piecrust table with a crack across its top. Curtains which looked as if they’d shred at a touch. Dust motes dancing in the air as the sun made its way through latticed windows.

To set against this picture of mild decay, the walls had been painted within recent memory and modern central heating installed. Also, there was a huge, modern plasma screen and state-of-the-art stereo system which must have cost a small fortune. Bea wondered if they were ‘his’ or ‘hers’.

The lady of the house threw herself into an armchair before the empty fireplace. She didn’t suggest that they seat themselves but Bea did so, anyway. Zander hovered and then sat as well.

Their hostess sighed. ‘I suppose I’d better check that you haven’t pinched anything on the way over. Bring the stuff in here, and set it out on the table.’

Zander got up without a word and went to fetch the box, taking everything out of it and placing it on the table beside Lady Honoria.

Bea understood that the woman was intent on breaking Zander down. Fetch this, go there, do that, keep your mouth shut. Oh yes, Lady Honoria knew what she was doing all right. She ignored Bea, who kept quiet and used her eyes.

‘Is that a chip off the bronze? I shall hold you responsible for any damage... No, I suppose it’s all right. Put it on the window sill over there... No, not that window, stupid! The other one. An inch to the right. Now turn it slightly... Haven’t you the sense to see that it should face the room, not the outside world? Do I have to do everything myself?’

Zander was becoming clumsy under these directions. Bea really had to hand it to the woman; she was a bully, but a successful one. The place was clean enough, so presumably she was able to get someone in to do the dirty work for her. Bea hoped the cleaner exacted double pay for putting up with the woman.

Zander returned to his seat, looking pale rather than red.

The lady of the house surveyed him from top to toe, and said, ‘Humph. So you’re the creature who drove Denzil to his death, eh?’

Zander muttered that he’d had no such intention.

‘What? Speak up, don’t mumble. I can’t be doing with people who swallow their words. Now; did you or did you not, totally without proof, accuse my husband of fraud?’

‘I–I asked the directors about a discrepancy which—’

‘You had no proof.’

Zander swallowed, his colour receding further. He shook his head. ‘But –’ he was trying to fight back – ‘when I asked if he’d show his bank statements to—’

‘How dare you try to justify your actions! You knew any strain might bring on a heart attack—’

‘No, I—’

‘Don’t you dare contradict me. It was common knowledge. You must have known. Everyone did. It was you and you alone who drove him to his death. Admit it!’

Zander bowed his head. ‘I did what I thought was right.’

‘No, you didn’t. You didn’t think. I doubt if you are able to. What you saw was an opportunity to embarrass a fine, hard-working man in front of his peers. So without asking him, without giving him any opportunity to explain, you went behind his back in an effort to destroy his reputation, everything that he stood for. Out of envy! Jealousy! Heaven forgive you, for I doubt if I ever shall.’

Zander was silent. Hands twisting, eyes on the carpet. Every word striking him like physical blows.

Bea wanted to intervene but couldn’t think what to say. Dear Lord, she’s flaying him alive. Please, give me something to say, to deflect her. God was silent. Or perhaps she wasn’t listening hard enough?

Lady Honoria threw herself back in her chair, and exhaled. ‘I suppose you think that if you apologize I’ll forgive you, but I’m not made like that. Forgiveness has to be earned, and so far I’ve seen nothing to persuade me that you are sincerely sorry for what you’ve done and want to make amends.’

Zander frowned, looking up. ‘Amends?’

‘Well, I am not one to hold a grudge against a man of poor education and little sense. I don’t suppose you’ve ever been taught the meaning of loyalty, or discretion.’

Zander winced.

‘The directors have begged me not to prosecute. At first I was very inclined to ask for my pound of flesh, but they have persuaded me to consider another option. I am to take my husband’s place at the Trust, with a proper salary, of course. Three days a week, in charge of maintenance, with a brief to find a cheaper firm than Corcorans for all the maintenance work.’

Zander gave her a steady look, difficult to read. Was this the price the directors were having to pay to hush the death up?

She sighed. ‘How I shall miss him, my dear, dear husband. But work, they tell me, is a great help in times of grief. I start next week. So now we have to decide what to do with you, eh? Do I keep you on or let you go?’

Zander frowned. She was playing with him, cat and mouse. If he was kept on to work for her, she’d make his life miserable. Could he bear it? Should he? ‘I don’t think—’

‘You’re not required to think. On balance I think you should stay on. How else can you make amends, Sander?’ She made the ‘s’ quite clear.

‘Zander,’ he said. ‘With a ‘z’. It’s a contraction of my Christian name, Alexander.’

‘I shall call you the Sand Boy. Easier to remember. It reminds me of all the work that still needs doing in this old place, sanding down old paintwork, then putting on the primers, the undercoats and finally the top coats. My dear husband never would take more than expenses from the Trust, but now I’m going to work for them, for a proper wage, I’ll be able to get some more repairs done. Sander. It suits you. A manual labourer. Well, I think that’s all. I shall expect to see you at the office on Monday morning next.’

Zander rose to his feet, clearly torn between throwing the job back at her and remembering how much he’d enjoyed it at first.

Lady H also got to her feet. ‘In future you’ll leave all decisions about who the Trust employs to me, right? You stick to making the tea and running errands, and I’m sure we’ll get on very well.’

He wasn’t finished yet. ‘I will have to think about this. Perhaps it would be better to make a clean break.’

She put steel into her voice. ‘Oh, you owe me, Sander. You owe me big time. And by the way, they’re docking your salary to help pay for my services. A very reasonable adjustment, I thought.’

He was dignity itself. ‘I will give you my decision after the weekend. Meanwhile, will you sign for your husband’s belongings? I made out a list in duplicate.’

She narrowed her eyes at him but signed one copy with a scrawl, before giving it back to him. ‘Wait a minute; where’s his briefcase?’

Zander frowned. ‘It wasn’t in his office when we cleared it.’

‘It’s not in his car. I looked.’ Her lips thinned even further. She was not pleased. ‘Well, you’d better find it for me on Monday.’ She said no more and let them out through the hall into the sunshine.

As the door thudded to behind them, both Bea and Zander let out a sigh of relief. Zander wriggled his shoulders. ‘I rather think I’ve had enough of the aristocracy.’

Oliver had had an errand to run in the village below and had taken the car with him, so Bea and Zander set out to walk down the hill.

Bea said, ‘The members of the aristocracy that I’ve met have perfect manners. She is definitely not typical. EPNS rather than solid silver, perhaps?’

‘What?’

‘She reminds me of electroplated nickel silver. It looks real but isn’t.’

‘Ah, yes. My gran had some. The silver wears off eventually, doesn’t it?’

Bea was annoyed with herself for wearing the wrong shoes. This particular pair had a nasty habit of rubbing her left big toe, and she had difficulty keeping up with Zander, who was sensibly shod for walking in the country. ‘I suggest you let me photocopy the list she signed, just in case. By the way, I thought you kept your temper admirably.’

He rolled his shoulders. ‘She’s a sadist. She’d take pleasure in destroying me, if I worked for her.’ A flicker of a smile. ‘I begin to have some sympathy for her husband.’

Bea set her teeth, remembering how the woman had called Zander ‘a chocolate box’. And referred to him as ‘it’. ‘Oliver and I will find you another job.’

He lifted his head, breathing deeply. ‘That would be the easiest thing to do. But would it be right? If I went, wouldn’t I always wonder...? I do owe her something, when all is said and done.’

They didn’t speak again till they reached the car, parked under some trees opposite a pub. No Oliver. Ah, here he came down the road, smiling and clutching a plastic bag full of apples.

Neither Bea nor Zander were smiling. Bea was kicking herself for keeping quiet throughout the interview. Why hadn’t she stood up for Zander when he was being used as a football?

‘Lighten up, you two,’ Oliver said, unlocking the car and putting the apples inside. ‘Lunchtime, and the pub’s got a decent menu.’

Zander hesitated. ‘I’m not sure I fancy any food. I feel as if I’ve just been handed a black spot – that was the sign that you were marked out for death in Treasure Island, wasn’t it?’

Oliver grinned. ‘Did she make your blood run cold? That’s nothing to what the locals say about her. I’ve been chatting to the lady who was selling these windfalls. Want to hear her take on the Lady of the Manor?’

Bea took Zander’s arm. ‘Everything will look better after we’ve eaten. Come on, Zander; Oliver’s hungry.’

Saturday noon


Honoria locked and bolted the front door behind her visitors, thinking that the Chocolate Boy wouldn’t give her any more trouble. She knew his sort. They needed to be shown who was boss. They might need a twitch on the leash now and then, but when all was done and dusted, he would do as he was told in future.

The nerve of him, asking her to sign a receipt for Denzil’s bits and pieces! Although, come to think of it, the statuette was worth a bit. Not that she’d ever cared for it. But maybe, just maybe, she could find another use for it? She smiled. Yes, why not?

Now, back to business. Luckily Denzil had had his electronic notepad in his car when he died. She’d grudged him the money he’d spent on it at the time, but there... he’d had to have the very latest to show off with, hadn’t he?

Had he really thought using a password would stop people accessing his files? What an idiot! She’d known for ever that he used the name of whichever bit of fluff appealed to him at the time. Recently it had been ‘Kylie’.

Kylie! The very name of the chit sent her blood pressure up. Well, one of these days she was going to deal with Kylie.

Once into the system, she’d been horrified to find so much soft porn. She hadn’t realized just how far he’d gone down that road, downloading pictures of young girls. Disgusting! Delete, delete. The only file she’d kept was the one for his staff records. Knowing the way his mind worked, it hadn’t been hard to discover which file contained the home addresses and telephone numbers and hours worked for everyone who worked for the Trust, and she needed those for getting even with people who’d tried to wrong her.

Soon, very soon, she was going to make them pay for it.
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