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To Corinne


Chapter One

Gary the chauffeur whistled, as the spiked gates opened automatically. ‘Bennie Logan done all right for himself, didn’t he, Mrs Pargeter?’

‘Yes,’ the plump, white-haired lady in the back of the limousine agreed. ‘Pity he didn’t live longer to enjoy it.’

What Bennie Logan didn’t live longer to enjoy was the Elizabethan manor house up whose drive they were proceeding at an appropriately decorous pace. The exceptionally warm September afternoon showed the building at its best. Chastaigne Varleigh was a monument to elegance in discreetly mellowed red brick, punctuated here and there by fine leaded windows. It had been sympathetically restored to its earlier magnificence, and the surrounding grounds showed the same punctilious attention to cosmetic detail. No mole would have dared to break through the even green of the lawns, no weed would have had the effrontery to poke up through the valeted gravel that led to the front door of Chastaigne Varleigh.

Mrs Pargeter’s pull on the chain of the doorbell was answered by Veronica Chastaigne. What the house’s owner saw on her doorstep was a well-upholstered woman in a bright silk print dress. The visitor had beautifully cut white hair, and her body tapered down to surprisingly elegant ankles and surprisingly high-heeled shoes. There was about the woman an aura of comfort and ease. Though this was their first encounter, Veronica Chastaigne felt as if they had met before, and as if here was someone in whom she would have no difficulty in confiding anything.

The house’s interior reflected the same care and discreet opulence as its exterior. The sitting room into which Veronica Chastaigne ushered her guest was oak-panelled, but prevented from being gloomy by the bright prints which upholstered its sofas and armchairs. Sunlight, beaming through the tall leaded windows, enriched their glow. The room had nothing to prove; it manifested the casual ease of the genuine aristocrat, to whom such surroundings were nothing unusual.

And Veronica Chastaigne looked as if she had lived in them from birth. Though now nearly eighty, she still had a majesty in her gaunt features, an ancestral hauteur in the long bony fingers that handled the silver and fine china of the coffee tray. But she quickly disabused her guest of the notion that she had always lived in the house.

‘Oh, no,’ her effortlessly patrician vowels pronounced. ‘Bennie changed our surname to Chastaigne when we bought the place.’

Mrs Pargeter looked appropriately surprised. ‘I’d assumed Chastaigne Varleigh had been in your family for generations.’

The older woman chuckled. ‘I’m afraid nothing stayed in my family for very long – estates, paintings, jewellery – it all had to be sold off eventually. We were the original titled spendthrifts. Bennie was the one who accumulated things.’

She then showed Mrs Pargeter some of the ‘things’ that her late husband had ‘accumulated’. They were hung in a panelled Long Gallery which ran the length of the third floor of the house, and some of them were very old ‘things’ indeed. Old Masters, in fact. Though Mrs Pargeter had no formal training in art, she could recognize the translucence of a Giotto, the russet hues of a Rembrandt, the softened shadows of a Leonardo. And, coming more up to date, she had no difficulty identifying the haziness of Turner, the geometry of Mondrian, the tortured whorls of Van Gogh. (In artistic appreciation, she had always followed the precept of the late Mr Pargeter: ‘I don’t know much about art, but I know what it’s worth.’)

‘They’re quite magnificent,’ she breathed to her hostess in awestruck tones.

‘Yes, not bad, are they?’ Veronica agreed briskly.

Then came the innocent enquiry, ‘Do you open the gallery to the public, Mrs Chastaigne?’

The elderly aristocrat got as near to blushing as her upbringing would allow. ‘No, I don’t think that would be quite the thing.’ In response to an interrogative stare, she continued, ‘You see, my dear, all of these paintings are . . . in the terminology of the criminal fraternity . . . hot.’

Mrs Pargeter nodded comfortably. ‘Oh. I see.’

It was after six o’clock when they returned to the sitting room. ‘Certainly time for sherry,’ Veronica Chastaigne announced in a tone which admitted no possibility of disagreement.

Not that Mrs Pargeter would have disagreed, anyway. She was of the belief that there were quite enough unpleasant things in life, and that it was therefore the duty of the individual to indulge in the pleasant ones at every opportunity. She raised her crystal glass of fine Amontillado to catch the rays of the September evening sun.

‘Cheers,’ she said, waiting patiently for the information which she knew must come. Veronica Chastaigne had invited her to Chastaigne Varleigh for a purpose. Soon she would discover what that purpose was.

But the old lady was in nostalgic mood, caught in bitter-sweet reminiscence of her late husband. ‘No woman could have asked for a more considerate companion than Bennie. Or more loving. The moment he first burst on to my horizon when I was twenty-one years old, I was totally bowled over. I’d never met anyone like him.’

‘Oh?’ Mrs Pargeter knew to a nicety how minimal the prompts to confidence needed to be.

Veronica chuckled. ‘Could have come from another planet. You see, up to that point my social life had all been the “season” and hunt balls. I’d been surrounded by chinless wonders. People of “our own sort”. The “right class of person”.’

‘So your parents didn’t approve of Bennie?’

‘Hardly. They were absolutely appalled. Mind you, I was far better off with him than I would have been with any of the titled peabrains they were offering. And the day we were married, Bennie promised that he would keep me in the lifestyle to which I was accustomed.’

‘Hence Chastaigne Varleigh?’

‘Yes. And, er, the pictures.’ The old lady gave a sweet and innocent smile. ‘I never thought it proper to enquire into the sources of my husband’s wealth.’

‘Very wise.’ Mrs Pargeter had had a similar arrangement with the late Mr Pargeter.

‘Shortly before Bennie died . . .’ Veronica Chastaigne spoke more slowly as she approached the real purpose of their encounter, ‘he assured me that, if ever I needed any assistance . . . assistance, that is, in matters where an approach to the police would not have been the appropriate course of action . . .’

Mrs Pargeter nodded. She knew exactly what the older woman meant.

‘. . . I should contact his “good mate”, Mr Pargeter.’ She focused faded blue eyes on her guest. ‘I was therefore not a little surprised when my summons was answered by you rather than by your husband.’

‘I’m sorry to say that Mr Pargeter is also . . . no longer with us.’

‘Ah.’

‘Dead,’ Mrs Pargeter amplified readily.

‘I understood the first time.’ Veronica Chastaigne’s face became thoughtful, and even a little disappointed. ‘Mmm. So perhaps I will have to look elsewhere for assistance . . .’

‘Don’t you believe it,’ Mrs Pargeter hastened to reassure her. ‘I regard it as a point of honour to discharge all of my husband’s unfinished business.’

This news brought a sparkle back to the old lady’s eye. Her guest leant enthusiastically forward in her armchair. ‘So tell me – what is it needs doing?’

There was only a moment’s hesitation before Veronica Chastaigne also leant forward and began to share the problem that had caused her to summon Mrs Pargeter to Chastaigne Varleigh.


Chapter Two

A silver open-topped Porsche was approaching the automatic gates of Chastaigne Varleigh as Gary’s limousine, with Mrs Pargeter tucked neatly in the back, swept out of the drive. The Porsche was driven by a man of about forty, dark-haired, good-looking, but beginning to run to fat.

He watched the departing limousine with curiosity tinged with suspicion before surging up the drive to the old house in an incautious flurry of gravel.

The Porsche’s driver entered the sitting room, gave Veronica Chastaigne a functional peck on the forehead and an ‘Evening, Mother,’ before crossing to pour himself a large whisky.

She shook herself out of a wistful daze to greet her son. ‘Hello, Toby dear.’

‘Who was that driving off in the limo?’ he asked casually.

The faded blue eyes grew vague. ‘What? Oh, just someone about the Guide Dogs for the Blind Bring-and-Buy.’

‘Ah,’ said Toby, as if that settled the manner.

But his dark eyes, sinking in rolls of fat, flashed a suspicious look at his mother. He didn’t believe her.

Veronica’s son wasn’t the only one with suspicions about Chastaigne Varleigh. Had Toby known it, the arrival of his Porsche had been observed through binoculars from an unmarked car parked at a local beauty spot which overlooked the estate. The same binoculars had also registered the arrival and departure of Gary’s limousine. And these comings and goings had been noted down on a clipboard by the passenger next to the man with the binoculars.

‘Patience is probably the most important quality in a good copper, certainly in a good detective,’ said Detective Inspector Craig Wilkinson, tapping the ash of his cigarette out of the open slot at the top of his window. ‘Patience and timing.’

‘Yes,’ said Detective Sergeant Hughes, not for the first time that day. He found that being with the DI involved saying ‘yes’ a lot. Not that the Sergeant regarded himself as a yesman. By no means. When the moment came he would assert himself, he had no doubt of that. Nor did he have any doubt about his exceptional skills as a policeman.

But he’d only just been made up to detective sergeant and transferred down from Sheffield; this day’s surveillance with Inspector Wilkinson was his first in his new status; so deference to superior experience was clearly in order. But Hughes didn’t plan that the situation should stay that way for long. This job with the Met was going to be a new start for him. He’d abandoned the girlfriend he’d been living with for the previous four years; he didn’t want any hangovers from his Sheffield life to slow down the advance of his career in London. Hughes was a bright, ambitious young man, and he was in a hurry to have his brightness recognized and his ambition realized.

‘Oh no, softly, softly catchee monkey,’ the Inspector went on. ‘When you’ve been in the Police Force as long as I have, you’ll find that’s the only method that really pays off in the long term. Though I dare say at times, to a youngster like you, that approach could seem pretty boring.’

‘Yes,’ said Sergeant Hughes, with rather more feeling than on the previous occasions. They had been sitting for four hours watching Chastaigne Varleigh; so far all they’d seen had been the arrival and departure of the limo and the arrival of the Porsche. To compound the pointlessness of the exercise, at the moment of Mrs Pargeter’s emergence from Gary’s limousine, Inspector Wilkinson had had his binoculars lowered while he pontificated about the number of years it took to make a good copper and how there were no short cuts possible in the process. Since he’d also managed to miss her coming out of the mansion, Wilkinson had no idea what Veronica Chastaigne’s visitor looked like. It was only at the insistence of Sergeant Hughes that they’d made a note of the limousine’s registration number.

To add to the serious doubts he was beginning to entertain about his superior’s competence, Hughes, a non-smoker and something of a fitness fanatic, was not enjoying the acrid fug that had been building up in the car. He knew that when he took them off in his flat that evening, his clothes would still smell of tobacco smoke.

Inspector Wilkinson’s ruminative monologue continued. ‘No, you have to plan, look ahead, build up your case slowly, and then, when everything’s ready, double-checked and sorted, you have to – move in like lightning!’

‘Yes,’ said Sergeant Hughes, who by now had an instinct for the length of pause that required filling.

‘Hmm . . .’ His boss nodded thoughtfully. Inspector Wilkinson was a large, craggy man, only a few years off retirement. He had all the standard accoutrements for someone in his position – a divorce and a variety of subsequent messy relationships, an expression of permanent disappointment, a thin grey moustache, and an antagonistic attitude to his immediate superior, whom he regarded as a ‘jumped-up, university-educated, pen-pushing desk-driver’.

Wilkinson was not close to any of his professional colleagues. He had always hoped that at some stage in his career he would be paired up on a regular basis with a congenial young copper, with whom he could build up an ongoing mutually insulting but ultimately affectionate relationship. However, it hadn’t happened yet, and from what he’d seen of his latest sidekick, wasn’t about to happen.

Wilkinson had been an inspector for longer than most people at the station could remember. He had been passed over so often for higher promotions that now he no longer even bothered to fill in the application forms. But that did not mean he was without ambition. Once before in his career, he had been very close to making a major coup, bringing an entire criminal network to justice. For logistical reasons, things hadn’t worked out on that occasion, but now he felt he was close to another triumph on a comparable scale. And this time nothing was going to screw it up.

Inspector Wilkinson looked at his watch. Like all his movements, the raising of his arm, the turn of his wrist to show the time, was slow and deliberate. Sergeant Hughes already knew that if the two of them had to spend a lot of time together, he would very quickly get infuriated by these slow, deliberate movements.

‘Another forty-two minutes and we can have another cup of coffee from the thermos,’ said Inspector Wilkinson. Then, generously, ‘You can have another cup of mine, Hughes.’

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘But another day, be a good idea to bring your own thermos. Always be as independent of other people as you can. That’s another mark of a good copper.’

‘I’ll bring my own next time,’ the Sergeant mumbled.

‘Be best. Of course you have to plan your coffee intake when you’re on a stake-out. Don’t want to be needing a widdle at that vital moment when you have to – move in like lightning! Do you?’

‘No,’ said Sergeant Hughes, welcoming the variety. Then, emboldened by the change of monosyllable, he ventured a question. ‘Can you tell me a bit more about why we’re actually doing this stake-out, sir?’

‘Well, I could,’ the Inspector replied, tapping his nose slowly with a forefinger, ‘but whether I will or not is another matter. When I’m on a case, I always operate on a “need to know” basis, and what I have to ask myself in this instance is: “How much do you need to know?”’

‘I’d have thought, the more I knew, the better it would be.’

‘In what way?’

‘Then we could discuss the information we have. We could have the benefit of each other’s input.’

‘Input?’ Inspector Wilkinson enunciated the word with distaste. ‘When I want your input, Hughes, I will ask for it. Anyway, that hasn’t really answered my question about how much you need to know.’

‘To put it at its most basic,’ said the Sergeant with a note of exasperation in his voice, ‘if I don’t know what we’re looking for in this surveillance, then I’m not going to recognize it when I see it, am I?’

‘A good answer.’ Wilkinson nodded. ‘Yes, a good answer – were it not for one small detail. A good copper, you’ll find, will always notice that one significant detail in any scenario. Any idea what the detail might be in this case?’

‘No,’ said the Sergeant, who didn’t want to get caught up in elaborate guessing games.

‘The detail is that you’re not looking for anything.’ The Inspector tapped his binoculars. ‘I am looking for things and telling you what I see. You are simply writing down what I tell you.’

‘Yes,’ Sergeant Hughes agreed listlessly. He hadn’t got the energy to point out that Wilkinson had so far missed the most important detail to have come up during their surveillance. They still had no idea what Veronica Chastaigne’s first visitor looked like.

‘But I will give you one piece of information relevant to the case . . .’ the Inspector went on with new magnanimity.

‘What?’ There was now a spark of animation in the Sergeant’s eye.

‘It concerns criminals.’

‘Oh.’ The spark was extinguished. ‘Thank you very much, Inspector.’

Back in the big house, Toby Chastaigne was himself involved in surveillance. All the way through their supper he kept a watchful eye on his mother, his anxious scrutiny masked by a veil of solicitude.

‘You should eat more,’ he said, as he watched her peck at a flake of salmon.

‘Why?’ Veronica asked abstractedly.

‘Build yourself up,’ Toby replied, as he reached across to replenish his plate with a mound of buttered new potatoes and dollops of mayonnaise.

‘What for?’

Her son looked thoughtful, but decided not to answer this. He let a pause hang between them, then, with over-elaborate casualness, asked, ‘Have you done anything about the will yet?’ Veronica looked up sharply, as he hastened to soften his bluntness. ‘I speak as an accountant, not as your son. This is the advice I’d give to any of my clients. It’s just that one has to be practical – one should always have all the loose ends neatly tied up.’

A pale smile came to Veronica Chastaigne’s thin lips. ‘That could almost be your motto, Toby, couldn’t it?’

He looked injured by the injustice of her implied slight. ‘Mother, I’m only thinking of you.’

‘Very kind.’ She smiled again, a kindly smile, though neither of them was in any doubt that the conversation was gladiatorial rather than benign. The courtesy was no more than a front. ‘Though I don’t really see how . . .’ Veronica went on lightly, ‘because loose ends aren’t going to worry me too much, are they?’

‘Well . . .’

‘After I’m dead,’ she continued easily, ‘they’ll be someone else’s problem.’

Toby coughed in embarrassment, sending a fine spray of potato over his plate. ‘I wish you wouldn’t talk about it, Mother.’

‘Why not?’ asked Veronica, enjoying her son’s discomfiture. ‘You said you wanted me to be practical. I’d have thought preparing for something you know is going to happen is extremely practical. And my death is certainly going to happen – in the not-too-distant future. You know, your father always used to say—’

Toby raised an admonitory hand. ‘I don’t want to hear any more criminal maxims, thank you, Mother.’

That really caught her on the raw. The gloves were very definitely off, as she snapped at him, ‘Don’t try and disclaim your own father, Toby! He worked harder than you’ve ever worked to provide us with all this.’

‘Hard work is not the point at issue,’ Toby snapped back. ‘It’s the nature of his work that was so shameful.’

His words only served to incense his mother further. ‘Shameful? Your own father? Bennie did all that work so that you would be able to take the legitimate route through life. Eton, Cambridge, the accountancy training. He gave you everything you now possess, Toby.’

‘That is your view, Mother.’ The flash of anger had given way to his customary controlled urbanity. ‘As you know, I don’t share it. I think my current position in life is due at least as much to my own intelligence and application as to anything my father gave me.’

‘I see,’ said his mother, still seething. ‘So you despise the things your father gave you?’

Toby tried to make his tone conciliatory, but he couldn’t keep out a little tinge of the patronizing. ‘I didn’t say that, Mother. It’s just . . . well, we both know what my father was . . . but there doesn’t seem to me any need to dwell on it.’

‘As you wish.’ Veronica Chastaigne sighed, aligned her knife and fork on her plate and pushed the hardly touched remains of her meal towards the centre of the table.

Toby smiled a self-satisfied smile, as though his point had been taken and he had won the round. Leaning forward to fork up another mound of salmon, potatoes and mayonnaise, he could not see the expression on his mother’s face. Had he registered its mix of distaste, shrewd calculation and sheer bloodymindedness, he would have realized that the round was far from won.

In fact, Veronica Chastaigne’s face showed a determination to escalate the conflict with her son into all-out war. And it was not a war that she contemplated the possibility of losing.


Chapter Three

The offices of the Mason De Vere Detective Agency, situated above a betting shop in South London, would have got a very high rating from the Society for the Preservation of Dust. Other organizations – like the Society for the Maintenance of Tidiness, the Association for Efficient Filing or the Commission for the Removal of Encrusted Coffee Cups – might have marked it rather lower. In fact, they would have given it no marks at all.

But, though unlikely to impress potential clients, the office was arranged exactly the way Truffler Mason liked it. Since he was the sole proprietor – the ‘De Vere’ being merely a fiction to look impressive on a letterhead – he could please himself in such matters. And, though his office might have the musty air of an attic which had lain undisturbed for half a century, inside it he knew exactly where everything was. Every shoebox, fluffy with dust; every overfull and spilling cardboard folder; every pile of frayed brown envelopes, cinched by perished rubber bands; every crumpled clump of yellowed cuttings pinned to the wall; they all meant something to Truffler Mason. Whatever the reference that was required, within seconds and in a minor tornado of dust, he would have the relevant paper in his hand.

Mrs Pargeter had known her late husband’s former associate too long to pass comment on – or even to notice – the squalor in which he worked. Anyway, she was not a woman who set much store by outward appearances. She judged people by instinct; on first meeting she saw into their souls and instantly assessed them. Only on a few, painful occasions had her judgement been proved to be at fault.

And one select band of people she approved of even before she met them. These were the group honoured by inclusion in Mrs Pargeter’s most treasured heirloom – her husband’s address book. The late Mr Pargeter, an adoring and solicitous spouse, had left his widow well-provided for in the financial sense, but from beyond the grave he had also given her a far more valuable protection. In his varied and colourful business career, the late Mr Pargeter had worked with a rich gallery of characters of wide-ranging individual skills, and it was these whose names filled the precious address book. As a result, if ever his widow came up against one of those little niggling challenges which bother us all from time to time – finding a missing person, gaining access to a locked building, removing property without its owner’s knowledge, replacing a lost document, or even obtaining one which had had no previous existence – all she had to do was to look up in the book the number of a person with the appropriate skills, and her problem would be instantly resolved. Such was the loyalty inspired by her late husband amongst his workforce that the words on the telephone, ‘Hello, this is Mrs Pargeter’ prompted immediate shelving of all other work and dedicated concentration on her requirements.

She had worked so often with Truffler Mason that she had almost forgotten he’d had a life before he became a private investigator. But she was gratefully aware of his unrivalled knowledge of criminal behaviour, his proficiency at obtaining information from people, and his encyclopaedic list of contacts when less sophisticated manpower was required. The fact that in learning these skills he had not followed the traditional career path of a detective was something to which Mrs Pargeter never gave a moment’s thought.

When Truffler’s tall presence came to greet her at the door of his outer office – a space only marginally less dusty than the inner sanctum – she commented on the absence of his secretary Bronwen.

‘Ah, yes, she’s off for a while,’ Truffler Mason intoned, in his customary voice, a deeply tragic rumble which made Eeyore sound as bouncy as Little Noddy.

‘Not ill, I hope?’

‘No, no, she’s got married.’

‘Again?’ Mrs Pargeter asked doubtfully. She knew that Bronwen’s marital history was a catalogue of unsatisfactory skirmishes and pitched battles, that in fact it shared many features with the Hundred Years War.

‘Again,’ Truffler concurred gloomily. ‘Oh yes, I’ve heard all about it for months. Love’s young dream this time. They were meant for each other. They’re blissfully happy. This time it’s for ever.’

‘So are you going to have to hire someone else?’

He shook his huge head. ‘No, give it a couple of weeks . . . she’ll be back.’

From long, but unjudgemental, knowledge of the hygiene standards that obtained in his office, Mrs Pargeter refused Truffler Mason’s offer of a cup of coffee, but made no attempt to wipe the dust from the seat towards which he ushered her. He coiled his long body down into his own chair the other side of the desk, and listened intently while she brought him up to date with her visit to Chastaigne Varleigh.

‘Mrs Chastaigne is dying, you see, Truffler,’ said Mrs Pargeter.

‘I’m sorry,’ he responded automatically, in a voice more doom-laden than ever.

‘No need to be. She’s very philosophical about it. Knows that the best bit of her life was while Bennie was alive. Knows that she’s had the great privilege of living in comfort surrounded by beautiful things . . .’

He nodded. Though Truffler Mason had never actually been to Chastaigne Varleigh, he’d heard on a secret grapevine of its amazing hidden art collection. ‘So what does she want from us, Mrs P?’

She grimaced. ‘It’s the beautiful things, Truffler . . .’

‘What, all that stuff Bennie Logan nicked for her?’

Mrs Pargeter nodded. ‘Right. The paintings. She wants them returned.’

‘Returned?’

‘Restored to their rightful owners. Every last one of them.’

Truffler Mason let out a low whistle and shook his head in disbelief. ‘Blimey O’Reilly,’ he muttered.


Chapter Four

‘You know, a good copper,’ said Inspector Wilkinson, ‘is a copper who makes his mark.’

‘Really?’ On his third day of sitting in an unmarked smoke-filled car with the DI, Sergeant Hughes was beginning to vary his responses. No longer was he content with just the subservient ‘yes’; now increasingly he used words that ended with question marks, implying a degree of scepticism, even the blasphemous possibility that he was not accepting everything the Inspector said as gospel truth.

Initially, Hughes had given his boss the benefit of the doubt. Maybe that ponderous manner and apparent stupidity masked a brain of rare brilliance. Maybe the unprepossessing exterior was a smokescreen for a genius of detection.

After two days spent in the man’s company, the Sergeant had ruled out both these possibilities. With Inspector Wilkinson, he came to the conclusion, what you saw was what you got. The only smokescreen he was capable of putting up came from his cigarettes.

‘Yes,’ said Wilkinson.

Maybe it was this transient moment of role reversal that emboldened Hughes to ask a direct question. ‘And would you say you have made your mark, sir?’

‘Oh, I think people remember me. Yes, though I say it myself, I think Detective Inspector Craig Wilkinson is a name that has a certain resonance in the Met.’

‘And for what reason does it resonate?’ Boredom was driving the Sergeant’s questions ever closer to the limits of acceptability.

This one, however, prompted another slow finger-tap to the inspectorial nose. ‘Bit hush-hush. Mostly for the kind of undercover operations that, by their very nature, can’t have too much publicity. But which are deeply appreciated by those few authority figures who’re in the know.’

‘Oh yes?’ Hughes’s sceptical intonation was now a million miles from the unquestioning yeses of his first day. ‘Would you be refering to the painstaking stalking and capture of criminal masterminds, sir, that sort of thing?’

‘That sort of thing,’ Inspector Wilkinson confirmed with a knowing nod of the head. ‘That sort of thing, yes, young Hughes. Of course, I’d like to tell you more, but we’re treading around the kind of delicate area in which one can’t be too careful.’

‘And is what we’re engaged in at the moment another operation that involves the painstaking stalking and will lead to the eventual capture of another criminal mastermind, sir?’

‘Shrewd guess, Hughes, shrewd guess. You are not a million miles from the truth there.’

‘I still think it’d help if you told me a bit of detail about the case we’re actually investigating at the . . .’

But a slow, admonitory finger had risen to Wilkinson’s lips and once again the Sergeant’s words trickled away into frustrated silence.

‘No, no,’ said the Inspector. ‘A case has to be conducted at the appropriate pace, and information has to be fed out sparingly. A few careless words in the pub, a bit of incautious pillow talk . . . those are the kind of things that can ruin months – even years – of punctilious build-up.’

‘Yes,’ Sergeant Hughes agreed listlessly, his moment of assertiveness past.

Complacently, Inspector Wilkinson stroked his moustache. It was a sad moustache. An old moustache. A moustache dating from the days when a pencil line along Clark Gable’s upper lip was deemed to be sexy. And even for people who liked that kind of thing, the Inspector’s moustache was disfigured by being grey – except for a small patch, slightly right of centre, which was yellow from his habit of smoking untipped cigarettes right down to the end.

‘No, you’ll find that a good copper,’ he went on, ‘a good copper is aware at all times of the level of security required in a given situation and the degree of information dissemination necessary to—’

‘Excuse me, sir. Don’t you think that could be the person we’re looking for? She looks as if she’s going to get into the car.’

The Inspector followed Hughes’s pointing finger to see a plump, white-haired woman in a bright red coat stepping daintily across the pavement between the betting-shop entrance and a limousine parked on the double yellow lines directly outside.

‘Well spotted, Hughes.’ Wilkinson opened his car door.

‘Shall I come with you, sir?’

‘No, thank you.’

‘But I’m the one who found out where we’d find the limousine. I got on to the police computer and—’

‘Computers, huh.’ Inspector Wilkinson let out a patronizing chuckle. ‘Your generation thinks computers can give all the answers. But, you know, they’ll never replace the instincts of a good copper.’

‘Oh, can’t I come with you?’ Hughes pleaded pathetically.

‘No, no. Subtle approach is what’s required at this moment. Don’t want to raise any suspicions.’

‘About what?’ asked the Sergeant in a wail of frustration. But the car door had already closed behind his uncommunicative boss.

Mrs Pargeter was settling into the comfortable upholstery of the limousine’s back seat when she heard a tap on the window. She pressed a button and the pane slid silently down. Facing her she found the craggy face of a man in his fifties. He had a thin moustache and a cigarette drooped from the corner of his mouth. ‘Good morning, officer. Can I help you?’

‘Officer? Do you know me? Have we met before?’

‘No, but I can tell you’re a policeman.’

‘Oh. Well, you’re right. I am. Plain clothes.’

Mrs Pargeter smiled sweetly. ‘I pieced that together too. From your lack of uniform.’

‘Right.’ Wilkinson reached for his inside pocket. ‘Would you like to see some identification?’

‘I don’t really think I need to. I can tell you’re the genuine article.’

‘Oh.’ He looked a little nonplussed and withdrew his hand.

‘So . . . how can I help you?’

‘Well, it’s a matter in relation to this car, madam,’ the Inspector improvised, not very convincingly. ‘We’ve had a report of a car of this make with this registration number having been seen in the vicinity of an area where a recent crime took place and we are following that up . . .’

A look of shock came into Mrs Pargeter’s innocent violet-blue eyes. ‘You’re not suggesting that I might have been involved in something criminal, are you, Inspector?’

‘No, no, I— Here, how did you know I’m an inspector? I didn’t tell you that, did I?’

‘No, you didn’t, but it’s self-evident.’

‘Ah.’ He looked puzzled, and maybe even a little flattered. ‘Is it?’

‘Yes. Now what is it you’re suspecting me of?’

‘Nothing, madam. No, we’re not suspecting you of anything. It’s just, as I say, the car was seen in a certain vicinity, where a certain event took place, and we are checking to see if anything was witnessed by the owner of this vehicle.’

‘Ah, well . . .’ Mrs Pargeter smiled again. ‘You don’t want to be talking to me then. I’m not the owner of this vehicle.’

‘You’re not?’

‘No, no, this is a hire car. It’s owned by Gary.’

‘Gary?’

She pointed. ‘The chauffeur. The one who’s driving.’

‘Ah, right.’

‘Well, not driving at the moment, but sitting in the driver’s seat.’

‘I see.’ Wilkinson drew back. ‘Sorry to have troubled you, madam.’

‘No trouble at all, Inspector.’ Mrs Pargeter favoured him with the beam of her biggest smile yet. ‘I think the Metropolitan Police are a fine body of men, and if there’s anything I can ever do to help them, I can assure you I’ll do it.’

‘Thank you very much, madam. I wish more members of the public shared that admirable attitude.’

Wilkinson gave Mrs Pargeter a surprisingly long look, then nodded, and she closed the window. The Inspector moved forward and was about to tap on Gary’s window when he noticed it was already down.

‘Anything I can do to help you, Inspector?’

‘Yes, I gather you are the owner of this vehicle?’

‘That is correct, yes.’

‘Well, it was seen in the vicinity of an area where a recent crime took place and—’

‘Which area?’

‘Sorry?’

‘In the vicinity of which area was my car seen?’

‘Ah. Right. It was . . . er . . .’ Wilkinson had another go at improvisation, ‘round Tulse Hill.’

‘And when was this?’

‘Tuesday.’

‘What time of day?’

‘About 3 a.m.’

‘Sorry, no. I haven’t been to lUlse Hill since . . . ooh, I don’t know. Certainly not for the last year.’

‘Ah, right. Well, thank you for your help. And at least I have established to whom this vehicle belongs.’

‘I thought,’ Mrs Pargeter’s cool voice floated in from the back, ‘the police had a computer system to check vehicle ownership.’

‘Well, yes, we do,’ said the Inspector, confused. In fact, if he’d read the printout Sergeant Hughes had given him, he would have known that the car was registered to Gary. But the obvious was never Wilkinson’s way. ‘On the other hand, er,’ he went on, ‘it sometimes pays to double-check.’

‘Why?’

He tapped his nose shrewdly. ‘Computers are not infallible, you know.’

‘So are you saying that sometimes the old traditional methods are best?’

‘Exactly, madam. How very perceptive of you to realize that.’ The Inspector by now had his head halfway through Gary’s window so that she could get the full benefit of his smile. There was a silence.

Eventually Mrs Pargeter broke it. ‘Was there anything else we can do for you, Inspector?’

He seemed miles away. ‘What? Er, no. Nothing of importance. Thank you, I have all the information I require.’

‘Good.’

He continued to grin, with his head halfinside the car, then suddenly recovered himself. ‘Better be on my way.’

‘So should we. Shouldn’t we, Gary?’

‘Certainly should.’

‘But, er . . .’ Wilkinson became once again police-manlike and looked sourly down at Gary. ‘Next time watch parking on the double yellow lines, eh?’

‘Yes, of course, Inspector.’

‘Won’t do anything about it this time, but don’t let me catch you doing it again – right?’

‘Right.’

Still the Inspector didn’t move from the side of the car. ‘I think if that really is it,’ said Mrs Pargeter, ‘perhaps we’d better be moving on.’

‘Yes. Yes, of course.’ Wilkinson stood back. Gary closed his window and eased the limousine away down the road. The Inspector’s eyes followed it pensively into the distance.

‘What do you reckon all that was about?’ Gary asked Mrs Pargeter once they were under way.

‘Goodness knows.’ She chuckled easily. ‘Nothing to worry about, though.’

‘No,’ said Gary. ‘No.’ Then, after a moment he added, not quite reassured, ‘Why not?’

‘Because,’ Mrs Pargeter replied patiently, ‘neither of us has done anything wrong, have we?’

‘No. No, that’s true.’

‘So . . . was it useful?’ asked Sergeant Hughes eagerly when his superior was back in the surveillance car.

‘Oh, yes.’ The Inspector slowly stroked his chin. ‘Oh, yes. It was very useful indeed.’

‘In what way?’

‘I’m afraid I can’t be too specific on that point. Suffice it to say that there are certain moments, certain encounters in one’s life which one instantly recognizes to be of enormous significance . . .’

‘. . . if one’s a good copper . . .?’ Sergeant Hughes suggested rather sourly.

‘If one is a good copper, yes. And I’ve a feeling that that woman I have just met will prove to be extremely significant.’

‘In the case that we’re working on?’

‘Well, I think I can confidently state . . .’ But the dreamy look in the Inspector’s eye was replaced by his more customary caution. ‘Maybe it’s better I don’t answer that question for the time being.’ The Sergeant’s inward groan of annoyance was very nearly audible. ‘No, Hughes, you just take my word for it – a good copper can recognize when someone is going to be a significant factor in . . . er, any kind of operation.’

‘Yes,’ responded Sergeant Hughes, once again resigned to the role of dumb sidekick. ‘By the way, sir, what was the lady’s name?’

A shadow crossed the Inspector’s craggy face. ‘Do you know, I forgot to ask.’




End of sample
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