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ONE

The party was still going strong at midnight, long after the VIP guests had departed. Cynically eyeing those around him Sergeant Major Tom Black thought it was more a mutual admiration gathering than a party. The final performance of Carmen staged by the Operatic Society had ended two hours ago, yet members of the cast and backstage crew were still hugging, kissing, wiping away tears as they lapped up praise heaped upon them by friends and family.

Tom had no artistic leanings. He had only attended the performance, and remained for this artificial shenanigan, because his wife had been happily and enthusiastically engaged during her sixth and seventh months of pregnancy in making costumes for ‘assorted villagers’ who comprised most of the chorus. She deserved her share of the congratulations tonight.

Outnumbered four to one by Nora, and their daughters who were agog to mingle with the sexily-clad matadors and picadors, Tom had to make the best of this wasted Saturday evening by downing a couple of beers in a quiet corner, and eating heartily of the refreshments laid on by willing volunteers. From his refuge he kept his eye on one of the picadors, reluctantly conceding that he looked good in tight breeches and a highly ornate coat.

On learning of Phil Piercey’s desire to perform in Carmen Tom had told his sergeant to forget it, saying, ‘You’re a detective in the army’s police force, for God’s sake, not a poncy chorus boy who abandons pursuit of criminal cases two evenings a week to go off and pretend he’s a bloody bullfighter who sings!’

However, after thinking it over, Tom had withdrawn his objection. Piercey was a maverick, a sharp investigator who defied rules to follow obscure leads that might put him ahead of the rest of the team. Getting involved with this production would give him less time to go out on a limb, and maybe keep him out of Tom’s hair during this present command of 26 Section, Special Investigation Branch while Captain Max Rydal recovered from injuries sustained during an explosion six weeks before Christmas.

For four months Tom had been running 26 Section, a duty he was perfectly capable of handling. What made it uneasy was the predilection of the Regional Commander to arrive without warning and interfere in cases that were going perfectly well. Tom could do nothing about Major Keith Pinkney’s well-intentioned supervision, but to have Phil Piercey subdued by unrequited lust would compensate in some degree.

It was general knowledge that it was not for the pleasure of singing that the womanizing sergeant was strutting his stuff in the theatre on the military base, earning taunts from his colleagues and sniggers from squaddies who had fallen foul of him in the past.

Corporal Maria Norton, playing the title role, had long black hair, fiery black eyes, a generously rounded figure and the allure of a young woman whose mother was Castillian. Piercey had fallen heavily for her sultry charm and was in hot, but apparently fruitless, pursuit. Redcaps, if not actually hated by the average soldier, were certainly given a wide berth whenever possible, but the Operatic Society had accepted Piercey because the opera required a strong male chorus and he had an unexpectedly good baritone voice to go with a fine muscular body.

Rumour had it that Maria Norton was playing with Piercey the way Carmen plays with her hapless military guard, which news pleased the members of 26 Section, who all agreed it was time the boot was on the other foot. From his corner at the party Tom watched with amusement as Piercey competed with several other hopefuls to hold Maria’s attention for longer than half a minute, and saw that rumour had it right. The voluptuous corporal knew exactly how to excite then deflate, and Piercey was getting the full treatment.

Tom’s pleasure in this soon ended when he spotted his eldest daughter Maggie, fourteen and looking older, being chatted up by a fresh-faced lad in satin breeches that revealed how well endowed he was.

Where the hell was Nora? He started forward, tardily realizing that he should have been with his family. The habit of believing the girls were her responsibility, as they so often were, was hard to break. Girls needed their mother once they reached a certain age, but he knew parenting was a dual responsibility and he had been opting out on a night when his wife was entitled to be free to enjoy these end-of-the-run high jinks.

Gathering his protesting children together, he made signals to Nora who was happy to leave, and they went out for the drive back to their rented house halfway between the base and the local town. It was cold, with a full moon and a multitude of stars. The quietness after the noise of the party was welcome to Tom, who wanted to reach home and climb straight into bed. He had had a hectic week and looked forward to a good sleep, with a lie-in in the morning before enjoying a lazy Sunday with his family.

While the female members gossiped about the guests, Tom drove to the main gate lost in thoughts of future Sundays, when he and his son would do man things together. On the day the scan had shown that Nora was carrying a male child this time his delight had been so great he had been struck dumb. He said little on the subject even now, but his mind was storing images of himself and Christopher Black indulging in pastimes fathers and daughters rarely shared.

Reaching the house, they were met by joyous yapping from the puppy which had taken up residence in time for Christmas. There was the usual plea from Beth, the youngest, to take the little dog up to bed, and the usual firm NO! from Tom and Nora in unison. By the time Strudel (a ridiculous name in Tom’s view) had been fussed over, given a biscuit and put in the rear garden to reduce the risk of puddles on the storeroom floor in the morning, it was just after one a.m. Half an hour later Tom turned off the bedside light and settled gratefully for sleep, close against Nora’s back, having said all he should about the stage costumes she had made. The house fell silent as Tom drifted into slumber wondering about buying a boat to take on the river where Max sculled on Sunday mornings. He could show Christopher how to steer it and then how to operate the outboard motor.

A persistent ringing brought him from his nautical dreams, and he automatically stretched out his hand to the telephone beside him.

‘Yes,’ he mumbled sleepily.

‘Sorry to disturb you, sir, but I think you should come in on this,’ said a voice Tom recognized as that of Corporal Babs Turvey, a member of the uniformed police squad on the base.

‘Go on,’ he said, rolling away from Nora and speaking quietly into the receiver as he noted that it was now three a.m.

‘An hour ago Corporal Maria Norton, 5 Signals, staggered in here in a very distressed state. Her face and arms were bruised, her dress was torn and she was generally very dishevelled. I couldn’t get much sense from her before she collapsed. I called an ambulance and went with her to the Medical Centre, where they gave her something to make her relax.’

‘What has this to do with me?’ hissed Tom impatiently.

‘Norton claimed she was attacked and assaulted outside the Recreation Centre where there’d been a party after the closing performance of Carmen.’

‘Rape?’

‘She didn’t claim full sexual assault, sir, but I’ve called in Captain Goodey to examine her. The victim is too traumatized to be fully coherent, but she has named her attacker as Phil Piercey. We’ve got him here.’

‘On way,’ Tom said in leaden tones.

While driving back to the base Tom’s thoughts were muddled, in the extreme. Even though the girl was not crying rape, she had evidently been viciously attacked. Piercey was facing a serious charge which, when fully investigated, could bring the end of his career. Admittedly, Norton had been very obviously playing him like a fish on a hook at the party, and there was no doubting the young sergeant’s obsession with her, yet Tom was uncomfortable with the scenario.

Piercey was extrovert, highly experienced and packed with assurance where women were concerned, but he was not a man given to excessive behaviour. Before joining SIB his four years in uniform had been exemplary. Redcaps on patrol had to deal with soldiers who were drunk, abusive, violent – sometimes in large groups – and had to retain their nerve. They were armed for their own protection and anyone liable to lose control and start firing at random would never make the grade and wear the famous red-covered cap.

Tom had been watching Piercey at the party. He had not been deeply under the influence so, unless he had imbibed non-stop after the Black family had departed, it seemed unlikely that alcohol had driven him to assault the provocative corporal. Torn between the wish to protect one of his own team, and the victim’s positive identification, Tom had to consider the possibility that Piercey had reacted thus because he had never before been rejected by a woman he wanted, and publicly so. All in all, Tom felt unhappy as he turned in through the main gate, acknowledging the wave of recognition from the night guard who raised the barrier for him.

Babs Turvey looked grave when he entered the police post. Although Piercey was SIB he was also a member of the Corps, and therefore also a subject of regimental concern for her and Corporal Meacher, who was retrieving any calls that came in during the night hours.

‘Anything yet from the MO?’ he asked sharply.

Babs shook her head.

‘Has Phil offered any defence?’

‘No. When Jeff and I woke him and told him he was under arrest on suspicion, he looked gobsmacked. Hasn’t said a word apart from asking for you to be contacted.’

Tom nodded. ‘Have you taken a DNA swab?’

‘No, sir. As SIB will be taking over as of now we’ve left that to you. We have the clothes he was wearing.’ She indicated a bag in the corner of the small outer office. ‘His underwear hasn’t been washed, and he had apparently returned to his room still in his stage costume. The victim was also wearing hers when she was attacked. And a vast amount of theatrical make-up.’

Tom gave a heavy sigh. ‘And she’s definite about her attacker’s identity?’

‘Named him several times.’ Babs wagged her head in a faintly resigned gesture. ‘Why would she dob Phil in if he didn’t do it?’

‘Can you rustle up some tea and bring it to the interview room?’ asked Tom, declining to answer that. Until he had heard Piercey’s version of what had happened he was not prepared to form any conclusions.

Even so, when Tom walked in to the cell-like room containing just a bare table and four chairs he came close to doing just that. The man he knew as supremely assured and well able to handle anything had very obviously been knocked for six. In a dark green track suit, brown hair mussed from sleep, the Cornish sergeant was hunched over the table with his head in his hands. When he glanced up the light brown eyes so often alive with fervour were blank with shock. Experience told Tom this was surely an innocent man.

‘Why’s she doing this to me?’ Piercey asked huskily. ‘Why?’

‘Because you attacked her?’ suggested Tom.

‘You’ll find no evidence of that.’ Piercey shook his head. ‘She’s lying. Why would a woman protect a man who had beaten her up?’

Tom sat facing him across the table. ‘You’ve been in this game long enough to know people do inexplicable things.’

‘Was she raped?’

‘Captain Goodey’s examining her now. Babs Turvey says the girl showed signs of severe physical assault, but we won’t have the full picture until we receive the Doc’s assessment.’

Babs entered with two mugs of tea and left without a word. Then Tom told Piercey to remove the top of his track suit and place his hands flat on the table. If the man resented this order he showed no sign of it. The shadow of shock still dulled his expression as he pulled off the green garment and slapped his palms down on the metal table top. There was no sign of scratching or bruising on Piercey’s body and knuckles to suggest resistance to an attack by him. There would have to be a full medical examination, but Tom was pleased by this lack of evidence, and proceeded.

‘OK, tell me what happened between you and Maria Norton.’

‘Nothing happened.’

‘Why didn’t you change out of costume before you went to your quarters? Surely it’s usual practice to leave all theatrical gear on the premises.’

‘I’d have taken it there in the morning. This morning.’

‘That didn’t answer my question.’

‘I left in a hurry.’

‘Why?’

‘Bill Jensen was waiting to lock up.’

‘So most people had already departed?’

‘Most, yes.’

‘Not Maria Norton?’

‘No.’

‘So you were there alone with her?’

‘Not really.’

‘Yes or no,’ snapped Tom.

‘We were the only ones backstage. Bill Jensen was out front with . . .’ He frowned trying to remember. ‘I think two of the chorus girls were chatting with some of the lads, making plans for Sunday. Today,’ he added heavily.

‘Names?’

‘Christ, I don’t know, I only heard their voices.’

‘Go on.’

It took a moment or two for Piercey to work up to confessing something so personal. ‘I’ve never experienced with another woman what I felt for her. She laughed it off; said she’d heard all about my reputation. Nothing I said made her take me seriously. She’d lead me on, then do the same with Frank Mellor, Andy Sloman or Evan Davies. Right in front of me.’

Knowing Piercey was revealing with every word that he had a strong motive for taking revenge for the humiliations, Tom nevertheless continued with his probing. ‘She flirted with a number of men in the cast?’

‘I thought it was her way of coping with all the guys who tried it on with her.’

‘One of whom was you. Go on!’

The other man took a long breath and exhaled slowly. ‘I had to convince her that I meant what I said.’

‘How convince her?’

The stricken sergeant’s expression said it all.

‘You kissed and fondled her? Took advantage of your isolation backstage to get what she’d promised then snatched away?’

‘It wasn’t like that. Everyone had been hugging and congratulating her throughout the evening. I just wanted to do the same; show her how terrific she had been in the show.’

Tom slapped his palm on the table in anger. ‘Balls! After saying how you felt about her, d’you take me for an idiot? You saw your chance and went in strong to show you’re not a man to be messed with. You were determined to have what she’d dangled in front of you then withdrawn, humiliating you in front of other guys who wanted a bit of nookie, too.’

‘No!’

‘Yes! No jury would believe that a man whose passion has been publicly ridiculed by a woman, then embraced her merely to congratulate her on her singing and acting. Pull yourself together, man!’ Leaving a moment or two to let that sink in, Tom turned the screw further. ‘You lost control and embarked on the really rough stuff. How drunk were you?’

Piercey began to fight back as the truth of his situation started to register. ‘Not enough to do what she accused me of in an outraged yell designed to be heard by those out front.’

‘You’re saying she put on an act for the benefit of anyone still in the theatre; that you weren’t trying to have it off with her in her dressing room?’

‘Christ, what d’you take me for?’ demanded Piercey angrily.

‘It’s a case of her word against yours,’ Tom continued, determined to get at the truth. ‘So what happened next?’

Visibly roused, Piercey said, ‘She ran out to join the others, making out she needed their protection. A couple of guys looked set to have a go at me, so I left through the stage door and returned to my room. I’d had enough of her play acting.’

‘Did anyone see you arrive at the Mess? I heard the CCTV is on the blink again.’

‘Not unless they were watching from their window. I didn’t meet anyone on the way in. I took a shower and sat on my bed with a six-pack. Four cans were empty when Babs and Jeff shook me awake, so if you breathalyse me now my registered alcohol intake will be much higher than when I left the theatre.’

‘They’ll have sealed your room so the cans will be there, but no way can you prove when you emptied them.’

Tom had known and worked with this man for three years and, apart from their personality clash, he believed Piercey to be genuinely stunned by this charge made against him. It was going to be a hell of a case to handle. Tom had himself seen Piercey almost slavering over Maria Norton at the party, and he had little doubt that the interlude backstage had been far more impassioned than a congratulatory hug. Even so, he well believed Norton’s theatrical act which had made other men aggressive in her defence would cause any infatuated male to try to escape further humiliation by slinking away to lick his wounds. Unfortunately, it could also be seen as a last straw situation by jurors, who might well then believe Piercey had lain in wait to take his revenge on her.

During violent assaults the perpetrator left samples of DNA on the victim from hair, skin, clothing, spittle and other sources. If Piercey was innocent the absence of his DNA on Maria Norton would be enough to prove it, Unfortunately, that passionate embrace backstage negated that line of defence. Yes, it was a hell of a case, and Keith Pinkney was certain to descend on 26 Section and take over.

‘Why’s she doing this to me?’

The sudden repetition brought Tom from his thoughts, and he answered sharply, ‘Because you made her hate you enough. It’s known as sexual harassment.’

Piercey’s eyes narrowed as he asked harshly, ‘And what’s what I’ve done to make you hate me known as? I’ve always thought you were a shrewd and unbiased investigator, but you’ve got me marked guilty as charged. Do you see this as the way to get rid of me at last?’

Tom bit back a lashing reply; gave himself time to smother his anger. ‘I’ll forget you said that and concentrate on being a shrewd and unbiased investigator. Babs will supply you with pen and paper to write your account of your movements after you heard the two men vow to see to you on Maria’s behalf and you slipped out through the stage door, until you returned to your room. After a medical examination and taking of DNA samples from you, you can then bed down in one of the cells in our headquarters until I’ve managed to interview Corporal Norton and heard the MO’s report on her injuries.’ He got to his feet. ‘The cell door will not be locked. You will simply be helping me with my inquiry.’

After installing Piercey at Headquarters, with a blanket and a pillow, Tom read through the written statement feeling certain the accused sergeant had been economical with the truth concerning that backstage encounter. He would question Piercey again once he had heard from Maria Norton just how aggressive she claimed her frustrated admirer had been.

Crossing to the Medical Centre, Tom entered the dimly lit building and went to Clare Goodey’s consulting room hoping she would by now have a full report of the victim’s injuries. Two and a half hours had passed since Babs Turvey had brought her there by ambulance.

Dressed in grey trousers and a matching roll neck jumper, the blonde doctor was compiling her notes, head bent to the task. Tom gave a quiet greeting from the doorway, and she glanced up with a nod.

‘I guessed you’d be along soon. The attacker was one of yours, I gather.’

‘So she claims.’

Clare gazed at him shrewdly. ‘Innocent until . . .?’ She indicated the chair before her desk. ‘Take a seat and I’ll give you the results of my examination.’

‘Can I speak to her?’ he asked as he sat.

‘Not until late morning. She’s still in shock and under sedation.’ Easing back her chair she thrust a hand through her hair as she flexed her shoulders. ‘Her clothes are bagged and tagged ready for forensic examination. She was wearing what looked rather like some kind of stage costume.’

‘For the past week she’s been singing the title role in Carmen. Did you not know?’

She gave a faint smile. ‘Not my scene. Opera does little for me. Performed by amateurs even less.’

‘She was good, very convincing as a provocative factory girl and, from what I saw at the after-performance party, she wasn’t too eager to relinquish the act when the curtain came down.’

‘Well, whoever attacked her wasn’t acting, Tom. The bruising on her body is the result of a ferocious assault with a bunched fist as well as the back of an open hand. The size and spacing of the bruises indicate a male fist, and the marks around her throat are definitely the result of being seized by a large powerful hand.’

Tom frowned. ‘He tried to strangle her?’

‘He would surely have succeeded if that had been his aim. I’d say he first grabbed her by the neck and shook her, then began beating her up because she didn’t give him the right answers.’ She shrugged. ‘It’s just a guess; you’re the expert at getting to the truth.’

By now Tom was more than ever sure Piercey was not responsible. However impassioned he might have been, no way would he have seized the woman by the throat or punched her.

‘Has she explained how she came by the bruises?’

‘She clammed up; refused to say anything either to me or to Corporal Wills of the Rape Squad.’ Seeing his reaction, she said, ‘I called them in. It’s usual in cases of extreme violence against a female, you know that.’

‘Was she raped?’

‘There’s no evidence of it. However, she is in the early stages of pregnancy.’ Clare pursed her lips and gave him a significant look. ‘Maybe she broke the news to him. You know how it goes. He’s appalled, says it must be aborted. She’s defiant, says she wants his baby. He loses it and hits out.’

Getting to his feet, Tom said with a satisfied smile, ‘Yes, I know how it goes, and that has to let Piercey off the hook. I know the man. If he was going to be a father he’d be trumpeting the fact all round the base.’

Maria Norton looked a sorry sight lying against piled pillows in the small room used for patients requiring isolation from others who might be in the six-bed ward in the base Medical Centre. The beating seemed also to have subdued her spirit quite drastically, although Tom realized that away from the flamboyance of the stage role this present lacklustre attitude might be her normal mien. He had never encountered this Signals NCO professionally.

After identifying himself, Tom assured her her attacker would be charged and punished just as soon as she outlined to him exactly what had happened outside the Recreation Centre in the early hours of that morning. When she listlessly rolled her head in a negative, he asked if she was indicating that she had no memory of the assault.

Gazing at the blue and white bedcover, she mumbled, ‘D’you think I’d forget something like that?’

‘So why the shake of the head?

‘I just want to be left alone. Captain Goodey said I need to rest quietly for a few days.’

‘Which is what you’re doing, Corporal,’ he responded briskly. ‘I can sit here all day until you feel able to answer my questions, but the sooner I have the truth about who did this to you, and why, the sooner he’ll face what he deserves.’

With her gaze seemingly glued to the bedclothes, Norton raised both hands then let them drop in a gesture that irritated Tom with its negativity. What was she playing at?

‘You were very eager to tell Corporal Turvey who had knocked you about when you went to the RMP Post for help. You named the person responsible several times, both to her and to Captain Goodey when the ambulance brought you here. Have you had second thoughts on that? Is that the problem?’

‘No . . . it was him.’

‘Who?’

‘Phil Piercey.’

He drew in his breath, ‘You’re sure of that? It was dark.’

Her expression as she glanced up smacked of derision. ‘When someone starts feeling you up, talking dirty, you know bloody well who he is . . . and there was only one of them who didn’t understand the meaning of NO!’ she added with growing heat. ‘He tried it on before we left. I had to fight him off and run out to the auditorium where two of the blokes were all set to sort him out. But he skipped out the rear door, didn’t he! Must’ve waited to get me alone where it was dark.’

‘So you didn’t leave the building with the men who scared Sergeant Piercey off? Why was that?’

She sought inspiration from the bedcover, eventually coming up with, ‘I did, but I realized I’d left something in the dressing room and told them to go ahead and I’d catch up.’

‘They didn’t offer to go back with you?’ At her silence, he asked, ‘Had Bill Jensen locked the Centre by then?’

‘No,’ she returned swiftly. ‘He was still there, so the lads didn’t need to go with me.’

‘I see,’ said Tom, knowing all this could be checked with Jensen and the two men. ‘Who were this pair of Galahads?’

‘Just boys in the chorus. I hardly knew them because I played the lead role, you know.’

‘Yes, I watched the performance and attended the party afterwards. You were surrounded by admirers congratulating you even as I and my family left. Why were you still at the Centre with just a few chorus members you barely knew when Bill Jensen was about to lock up? I find it strange that all the people you had rehearsed and acted with over the space of two months were apparently unconcerned about leaving you in an almost empty theatre at the end of the party.’

‘No, not at all. They knew I’d be drained after putting my all into the final performance. The role of Carmen is very demanding. It takes a long time to emerge from it. I was gradually shedding that other personality in the peace and privacy of my dressing room when he came in and began pawing me.’

‘He?’

‘Phil Piercey.’

‘You were still in your stage costume?’

‘Which he tried to rip off me.’

‘He attempted to strip you? Knowing there were other people nearby?’

Hearing the doubt in Tom’s voice, she qualified that comment. ‘He said he wanted to.’

‘Go on.’

‘That’s when I ran out to where they were and told them what he’d done.’

‘But you just admitted he only said he wanted to strip you. He hadn’t actually done anything.’

They were suddenly interrupted by an orderly bearing two mugs of tea, along with a plastic cup containing two pills for the patient. Tom wished him further, but Maria Norton took advantage of the break for more histrionics, feigning exhaustion and wincing each time she put the mug to her swollen lips. Fearing the pills were more sedatives, Tom determined to push on while she was drinking the tea.

‘So you returned to your dressing room to pick up something you’d left there. What was that?’

‘My mobile phone.’ It came out pat. Too pat.

‘Did Bill Jensen see you?’

She shook her head. ‘Don’t know.’

‘What did you do then?’

‘Went out to join the lads who’d offered me a lift.’

‘And?’

‘The mobile rang. My mother calling to find out how the last night went down. By the time she said goodbye I found the car park was empty. They hadn’t waited for me.’

Tom was growing angry with this charade. ‘You’re saying you stood outside the Recreation Centre wearing no more than a thin dress well after one a.m. and had a long conversation with your mother, knowing people were waiting to take you home?’

She closed her eyes wearily. ‘You don’t know my mother, sir.’

‘So tell me what happened next.’

‘That’s when he jumped out on me.’

‘Where from?’ he asked, knowing there were no bushes in the area.

She passed a hand over her brow and sighed. ‘He just came out of the darkness and began hitting me, calling me filthy names, saying he’d teach me a lesson.’

‘Did he try to strip you, attempt anything sexual?’

‘He was just angry and vicious,’ she said in a voice growing fainter.

Certain she was about to drift into artificial sedation, Tom asked bluntly, ‘Who’s the father of your baby, Corporal Norton?’

Her lids shot up and the black eyes that had shown such fire to Don Jose while tormenting him, stared at Tom with hostility. ‘I’ve told you who did this to me. One of yours. Don’t pry into my private life, go and sort him out! I’m in pain and feel very ill.’ With that she began calling for a nurse, and Tom gladly left her to perform another stirring drama.

Max Rydal spotted her from the bedroom window as she turned on to the ochre brick path faded to pale cream by the strong Spanish sun, and he groaned with annoyance. Mollie Hubbard owned the gaudy villa further down the steep slope of the hill, which unfortunately made her his near neighbour. His only neighbour.

After a month in the German hospital near the military base Max had been granted three months’ convalescent leave to recover fully from the injuries inflicted by an explosion activated by a soldier suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. Clare Goodey owned the sizeable villa in a popular Spanish resort as part of her divorce settlement, and she had insisted on installing him there with a stack of books, his favourite CDs and enough food in the fridge freezer to keep even the most avid trencherman satisfied.

She had spent the first five days at the villa, sitting with him quietly reading or listening to music. His broken jaw had been successfully repaired in Germany, but extended conversation had been best avoided at that early stage in his recovery. His broken arm was still in plaster, which had prevented him from using the swimming pool that beckoned so enticingly. The sight of Clare in a swimsuit partially compensated, while at the same time filling him with natural male urges. The two chipped vertebrae caused him no problem, it was the chest wound which had kept him so long at half strength – something that would have any naturally vigorous man chafing at the bit.

Clare had arranged for him to attend the local hospital to have the plaster removed and his arm X-rayed when what he regarded as his penance was due to end. She had flown over to supervise this, and had remained for three days to ensure he did not do too much too soon. That first time in the pool with her had intensified his longings, but had tired him so much he had been forced to bow to the reality of the punishment his body had taken on the day that haunted his waking hours.

Over and over he told himself he should have guessed what Knott intended to do, and prevented him. The traumatized man would still be alive and receiving the help he had needed. Such a tragic waste of a brave, talented soldier. Thanks to Clare, in her dual role of caring woman and doctor, his illogical sense of guilt had gradually eased and they were tentatively exploring a new state of what had been a casual friendship between neighbours and professional colleagues.

Max, widowed after a two-year marriage and Clare, recently divorced from a wealthy playboy Guards officer, were taking the altered relationship very slowly, so Max’s injuries were not the only reason why they had occupied separate bedrooms during Clare’s visits – a fact Mollie Hubbard had unfortunately been aware of.

Being experienced enough in both his private and professional lives to recognize a predatory divorcée set on snaring a new sexual partner, Max had tried every repelling tactic without success. Initially, he had been unable to leave the villa, so a precedent had been set by the determined Mollie who had visited whenever she wished and set herself up as his carer, immune to even the broadest hints.

Once he was able to drive to the village for a meal, or for a drink in the bar run by a former paratrooper and his local girlfriend, Mollie had invariably appeared. Short of being unforgivably rude, Max had been unable to rid himself of the forty-five-year-old who believed she was still in the first flush of youth and irresistible.

Now here she was walking in on his departure preparations. He had reserved a seat on the afternoon flight to Germany, and the plan had been to slip away leaving a farewell note for her to receive once he was well away. There was no chance to pretend he was out; the hire car was there in the car port.

Having rattled the knocker on the front door, the wretched woman was coming to the rear of the property, where the pool Max had used an hour ago gleamed in the noonday sun. Next minute, he heard her usual girlish, ‘Cooee’ coming from the large open plan ground floor.

Gritting his teeth he descended the stone staircase, looking at his watch with a worried expression. ‘Mollie!’ he said crisply, ‘I had a call from Germany. A life or death situation. Extremely hush-hush, of course. I’m the only person they’ll negotiate with and the sand’s running out for the hostage.’ He took her arm in a strong clasp and walked her back out to the patio. ‘They’re sending an armed helicopter to pick me up within the hour. I know I can trust you to keep this under your hat and invent a suitable lie to tell everyone here explaining my swift departure, because this concerns national security. Thanks for all your kindness. I’ll never forget it.’

That last sentence was true enough, he thought, and he returned to the bedroom and his packing, first entering the bathroom to wipe the lipstick from his mouth and cheeks. Dear God, what a sad woman! He pitied the next innocent male she fastened on. She would doubtless be in the bar tonight repeating word for word the yarn he had spun, revelling in the attention she would get.

Approaching the airport an hour later, Max chuckled. No sign of the armed helicopter arriving to pick him up! With a surge of gladness he relished the prospect of being back in his apartment tonight; back to the life he thrived on. Two weeks of his leave remained, but he felt ready and fit enough to resume command of 26 Section and become involved in the cases presently ongoing. With luck, there would be something meaty to get his teeth into.
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