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			Praise for Elizabeth George and The Punishment She Deserves

			“Rich with descriptive detail and emotional nuance. Several alternating plot threads unspool at length, all of which weave tightly together with pleasing inevitability. . . . What has been said before deserves repeating: From suspense to social commentary, from violence to pathos, from villainy to possible redemption, Ms. George can do it all, with style.”

			—The Wall Street Journal

			“Elizabeth George has created journeys for Havers and Lynley before and this, yet again, falls among the ‘must reads’ in the suspense world. For new readers getting onboard and for those who have loved these characters for a while now, this book is one you do not want to miss.”

			—Suspense Magazine

			“Bolstered by George’s polished prose, the twentieth Lynley mystery moves briskly along, showing the author at the peak of her powers.”

			—Booklist (starred review)

			“Elizabeth George is a superstar of the crime-fiction world, British Inspector Division. Deservedly so: Her tales always provide nuanced character studies and insights into social issues along with their intricate mysteries.”

			—The Seattle Times

			“It’s tough to resist the pull of [George’s] storytelling once hooked.”

			—USA Today

			“George’s . . . ability to continually enhance the portraits of Lynley, Havers, and other recurring characters while generating fully fleshed new ones for each novel is nothing less than superlative, and her atmospheric prose, complete with lovely and detailed descriptions of her setting, combines to add literary gravitas to her work.”

			—Richmond Times-Dispatch

			“[Lynley is] one of the great character portraits in contemporary crime fiction.”

			—The Boston Globe
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			Elizabeth George is the New York Times bestselling author of twenty psychological suspense novels, four young adult novels, one book of nonfiction, and two short-story collections. Her work has been honored with the Anthony and Agatha awards, two Edgar nominations, and both France’s and Germany’s first prize for crime fiction, as well as several other prestigious prizes. She lives in Washington State.

			Penguin Reading Group Discussion Guide available online at penguinrandomhouse.com
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			FOR TOM, IRA, and FRANK

			With thanks and love.

			Somehow, I got lucky.
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			Why lay yourself on the torturer’s rack

			of the past and future?

			The mind that tries to shape tomorrow beyond

			its capacities will find no rest.

			—RUMI

			The moment’s depth is greater than that of the future.

			And from the fields of the past,

			what can you harvest again?

			—RABIA OF BASRA

		

	
		
			Part I

		

	
		
			15 DECEMBER

			BAKER CLOSE

			LUDLOW

			SHROPSHIRE

			The snow began falling on Ludlow town in the evening, while most people were doing their post-dinner washing-up as a prelude to settling down in front of the television. If the truth be told, there wasn’t much else to do in the town after dark beyond tuning in to one programme or another or heading out to a pub. And since Ludlow had, over the years, become more and more the choice of pensioners seeking tranquility and early bedtimes amidst the mediaeval buildings and cobbled byways, very few complaints concerning the dearth of evening entertainment ever occurred.

			Like so many others in Ludlow, Gaz Ruddock, too, was doing the washing-up when he first noticed the snow. He stood at a sink whose window looked out at the darkness. Mostly, he could see his reflection and the reflection of the old man who wielded the tea towel next to him. But a light in the narrow back garden illuminated the flakes as they began to come down. Within minutes what had seemed to be only a gentle dusting altered to a real curtain of the stuff, waving in a developing breeze that made it look for a moment like lace window coverings.

			“Don’t like that, do I? I keep saying. Fat lot of good it’s doing me, though.”

			Gaz glanced over at his companion of the tea towel. He didn’t think the old bloke was talking about the snow, and he saw that he was correct since Robert Simmons wasn’t looking at the window but rather at the washing-up wand that Gaz was using on one of their plates.

			“In’t sanitary, that,” old Rob said. “I keep saying and you don’t change over like I want.”

			Gaz smiled, not at old Rob—he always thought of his housemate with that adjective preceding his name as if there were also a young Rob in the house with them—but rather at his own reflection. He and window Gaz were sharing a knowing look. Rob nightly complained about the wand, and Gaz nightly reminded him that it was far more sanitary than filling a basin with soapy water in order to swirl glasses, crockery, cutlery, pots, and pans round it as if the water miraculously redeemed itself after every dunk of something into it.

			“Only thing better than this,” Gaz would say, with a shake of the washing-up wand, “is a dishwasher. You say the word and I’ll fetch us one, Rob. Easy as anything. I’ll even install it.”

			“Bah,” Rob would reply. “Got along till eighty-six years and counting without such a thing and I expect I can make it to the grave without one just as well. Mod cons, bah!”

			“You’ve a microwave, mind,” Gaz would point out.

			“Different, that is,” was the curt reply.

			If Gaz asked why possession of a microwave was different from the purchase of a dishwasher, Rob’s answer was always the same: a huff, a shrug, and a “Just is, is all,” and the discussion was finished.

			It mattered little to Gaz. He wasn’t much of a cook so there was never very much to wash. Tonight the meal had been jacket potatoes stuffed with chilli con carne from a tin, with a sweet corn and lettuce salad on the side. Half of the meal had been prepared via microwave and the tin hadn’t even required an opener, possessing a pull ring instead. So all there was to wash was two plates, one wooden spoon, some cutlery, and two mugs from which they’d drunk their tea.

			Gaz could have done the washing-up and the drying on his own, but old Rob liked to help. The old gent knew that his only child, Abigail, phoned Gaz once a week for a report as to her dad’s well-being, and Rob intended Gaz to declare that his charge was just as full of piss and vinegar as on the day he’d moved in. Even if Abigail’s phone call hadn’t been a regular feature of their life together, Gaz suspected old Rob would still have insisted on doing his part, though. It was the only way he’d agreed to admit someone into his house in the first place.

			Once his wife had died, he’d gone on living on his own for six years, but his daughter thought he was becoming too forgetful. There was his medication that wanted taking twice each day. There was also the concern that if he fell, there’d be no one in the house to find him. Abigail needed someone to be in charge of her dad, she had declared, and faced with the choice of sharing his home with a carefully selected stranger or leaving Ludlow for a life with Abigail, her four children, and a husband whom her dad had disliked from the day he appeared on the doorstep to take his only daughter clubbing in Shrewsbury, Rob had pounced on the idea of a housemate like the lifebelt it was.

			Gaz Ruddock—given name Gary—was that housemate. He had another job as Ludlow’s PCSO, but that was mostly during the day and since he generally walked or bicycled his beat like a 1920s bobby, he could stop in and check on the old gent daytimes when necessary. It worked a perfect trick for him anyway: his wages as the police community support officer were meagre, and acting as Rob’s live-in companion gave him not only free accommodation but a small salary as well.

			His mobile rang as Gaz was wiping down the draining board and Rob was neatly folding the tea towel onto the rack above the cooker, where it would dry. Gaz shot the mobile a glance to see who was phoning. He gave thought to ignoring the call as old Rob gave him the eye. They’d lived together long enough for Rob to know what would happen next. A phone call in the evening usually meant a disruption to their plans.

			“Near time for Strictly Dancing,” Rob reminded him, naming the programme he favoured above all others. “An’ Sky has a Clint Eastwood film as well. The one with that barmy woman.”

			“Aren’t they all barmy?” Gaz decided to let the mobile go to message. He needed to get Rob settled with the telly and the remote.

			“Not like this one,” the old man said. “This’s the gel who wants that radio song played for her. You know. Then she ’cides that Clint Eastwood must be her man—maybe they do the job on each other or somethin’ but I don’t recall ’cept men are that foolish when it comes to women, eh?—and she commences to break into his house and chop up his belongings.”

			“Play Misty for Me,” Gaz said.

			“You recollect it, then?”

			“Oh, that I do. It put me off women altogether, that film.”

			Old Rob laughed, which segued into a cough that didn’t sound all that good to Gaz. Rob had been a smoker till he was seventy-four, when a quadruple bypass had finally convinced him to give up the weed. But that didn’t mean that the sixty years of smoking preceding the bypass hadn’t done enough damage to fell him with cancer or emphysema.

			Gaz said to him, “You all right there, Rob?”

			“’Course I am. Why wouldn’t I be?” Rob gifted him with a glare.

			“No reason, ’f course,” Gaz told him. “Let’s get you settled with the telly, then. Need the loo first?”

			“What’re you on about? I know when I have to piss, boy.”

			“Not suggesting you don’t.”

			“Well, when I need someone to shake off my—”

			“Point taken.” Gaz followed the old gent to the sitting room at the front of the house. He didn’t much like the tilt to Rob’s gait or the hand he put on the wall to steady himself. He needed to use a walking stick, he did, but the bloke was a stubborn bastard. If he didn’t want a walking stick, he was going to be Gibraltar when it came to anyone’s recommendation that he use one.

			Once in the sitting room, old Rob lowered himself into his armchair. Gaz lit the electric fire and closed the window curtains. He excavated for the telly remote, and he found the right channel for Strictly Come Dancing. Five minutes before the programme would begin, he saw, enough time for him to make the Ovaltine.

			He found Rob’s nighttime mug in its place in the cupboard, decorated with a transfer picture of his grandkids gathered round Father Christmas. This had faded with subsequent washings, and the ivy-and-holly wreath that formed the handle of the mug was chipped. But Rob wouldn’t hear of having his Ovaltine from anything other than this particular mug. He made a big thing out of muttering complaints about the grandkids, but Gaz had learned soon enough that old Rob properly adored them.

			Ovaltine in hand, Gaz returned to the sitting room. His mobile began to ring again. Again he ignored it in favour of getting old Rob settled. Strictly Come Dancing had just begun, and its opening moments were the special ones.

			Rob loved to gaze upon the ladies, those who were contestants and those who were the professional dancers meant to teach the bloke contestants the cha-cha, the fox-trot, the Vienna thingy, and whatever else. Old Rob ate up the costumes with a spoon because they were fashioned to display a good mile and a half of cleavage and the sight of those ladies shaking their tits was a blessed reminder that, at eighty-six and counting, Robert Simmons was still alive.

			“Lookit them, will you, lad?” Old Rob sighed. He held his Ovaltine up in a salute to the television screen. “You ever seen milkers ’s pretty as those? ’F I was even ten years younger, I’d show those ladies how milkers like that are meant to be used and wouldn’t I just?”

			Gaz chuckled, but it was in spite of himself, as where he came from women were worshipped, up on the pedestal and all of that. They were sexual, sure. But they were sexual because of God’s plan for them, and that plan didn’t include making themselves available to men for purposes of displaying their “milkers,” especially on telly. But there was no changing old Rob, who was a randy bloke, and Strictly Come Dancing was the highlight of his week.

			Gaz fetched a blanket from the back of the sofa. He tucked it round Rob’s sapling legs. He checked the Radio Times to make sure Play Misty for Me was actually showing later on in the evening, and when he saw it was, he left his companion chortling at the inane conversation going on between the presenter and the judges on the dancing programme.

			He’d left his mobile in the kitchen, and he took it to the table, where he flopped into a chair. He had an uneasy feeling about the call. It was end of autumn term at West Mercia College. With exams finished and students readying themselves for the Christmas holiday, loud parties and binge drinking were probably going to be on the night’s agenda.

			He tapped on the mobile to return the call. Clo answered at once and said to him, “We’ve snow here, Gaz. What about you?”

			Gaz knew that she wasn’t interested in a report on the topic of the weather, but it was a way to begin a conversation that, he also knew, was going to progress towards a request that Clo knew she probably shouldn’t give voice to. He wasn’t going to make it easy for her. He said, “Here, too. It’ll make a dog’s dinner of the roads, to be sure, but at least it’ll keep everyone inside.”

			“End of term, Gaz. Kids won’t be inside. They don’t care about snow, sleet, rain, or whatever when it comes to the end of term.”

			“They’re not delivering the post,” he pointed out.

			“What?”

			“Snow, sleet, rain. Postmen?”

			“Believe me, they may as well be postmen. The weather isn’t going to stop them.”

			He waited, then, for what was coming. It took her only a moment.

			“Would you check on him, Gaz? You can make it part of a regular round. You’ll be doing a round anyway, won’t you? Considering the weather, I expect you’re not the only PCSO being asked to go out tonight to check on young people in the pubs.”

			Gaz rather doubted that. West Mercia was the only college in all of Shropshire, and it was hardly credible that the rest of the PCSOs in the other communities were going walkabout in the snow with no reason for doing so. But he didn’t argue the point. He cared for Clo. He cared for her family. Although he knew she was playing on those feelings, he could easily go along with her request.

			Still, he said, “Trev’s not going to like it if I do this. I expect you know that, eh?”

			“Trev’s not going to learn about it because you’re not going to tell him. And I’m certainly not going to.”

			“It’s not me you should be worrying about when it comes to grassing, though, is it.”

			There was a pause as she took this in. He could visualise her. If she was still working for some reason, she’d be sitting at a desk, which would be perfectly neat and orderly in the way she was neat and orderly. If she was at home, she’d be in the bedroom, kitted out in something that she deemed wife-appropriate, and this would be for her husband’s benefit. She’d told him more than once in joking that Trev liked her soft, sweet, and compliant, all characteristics that weren’t exactly natural to her.

			She said, “As I said, end of term, streets getting icy, kids engaged in post-exam booze-ups . . . No one is going to question why you’re out and about, making sure everyone’s safe, Finnegan included.”

			That wasn’t unreasonable. Besides, being out and about did have benefits beyond mere exposure to bracing air. He said, “All right. Will do. But it only makes sense if I’m out there later on. Just now? No one’s going to be up to anything.”

			“Understood,” she said. “Thank you, Gaz. You’ll let me know what he’s up to?”

			“’Course,” he told her.

			ST. JULIAN’S WELL

			LUDLOW

			SHROPSHIRE

			Missa Lomax gazed upon the clothing that her friend Dena—commonly called Ding—had laid out on the bed. Three skirts, one cashmere pullover, two silk blouses, a pullover top hung with silver dangly bits akin to icicles. She’d removed all this from a capacious rucksack, saying, “The black one’s the best, Missa. It’s real stretchy.”

			Stretchy was necessary. The clothing all belonged to Ding, and she and Missa did not share a similar physique. Where Ding was petite and curvy, possessing a woman’s full body but not much height, Missa was pear-shaped, given to hips if she wasn’t careful about her weight, and she stood six inches taller than her friend. But she had brought nothing with her to Ludlow that would serve as a festive outfit for a night out. She’d not even considered nights out when she’d joined the college because she’d not come to Ludlow to party but rather to study biology, chemistry, maths, and French prior to attending university.

			She said, “These’ll all be too short for me, Ding,” and gestured to the skirts.

			“Short is the style and what difference does it make?”

			It made plenty of difference to Missa, but all she said was, “I won’t be able to ride my bike.”

			“No one’s riding a bike in this weather.” This was said by Rabiah Lomax, who came through the door to Missa’s bedroom, a purple tracksuit hanging on her lithe frame and nothing at all on her feet save polish on her toenails, appropriately red and green for the season with the big toe additionally decorated with a golden tree-ornament painted upon it. She went on to say, “You’ll be taking a taxi. I’m paying both ways.”

			“But Ding’s come here on her bike, Gran,” Missa pointed out. “She won’t be able to—”

			“Completely foolhardy, Dena Donaldson,” Missa’s grandmother countered. “You can take the taxi and fetch your bike at another time, can’t you?”

			Ding looked relieved. She said, “Thanks, Mrs. Lomax. We’ll pay you back.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” Rabiah said. “‘Paying me back’ will be your going out and having a good time.” To Missa she went on with, “Enough of studying for at least one evening. Life’s about more than schoolbooks and keeping your parents happy.” At that, Missa glanced at Rabiah but said nothing. Her grandmother continued briskly. “Now. What have we here?” She walked over to the bed. She took in the clothing with a single glance and chose the black skirt. Ding, Missa saw, beamed with pleasure.

			“Put this on,” Rabiah ordered. “Let’s see how it fits. I’d lend you something of mine, but as I’ve reduced my wardrobe mostly to my dancing kit and my running kit, I’ve nothing suitable. Except, perhaps, for shoes. You’re going to need shoes.” She fluttered her fingers and went off in the direction of her bedroom as Missa stepped out of her trainers and her blue jeans and Ding rustled round in the chest of drawers for, she said, “a pair of tights that don’t look like something from Oxfam.”

			Missa eased herself into Ding’s skirt. The fact that it stretched made it wearable, although it still bit into her stomach like a ligature. She said, “Ooof, I don’t know, Ding.”

			Ding turned from the chest of drawers, having scored a pair of black tights. “Fabbo!” she cried. “It’s just the thing. Lads’ll melt when they see you in that.”

			“I don’t especially want lads melting.”

			“Yes you do. It doesn’t mean you have to do anything with them. Here, take these. I’ve got something special to show you.” She handed over the tights and went for her rucksack, from which she brought forth a lacy bra.

			Missa said, “There’s no way that’ll fit me.”

			“It’s not mine,” Ding told her. “It’s an early Christmas gift from me to you. Here. Take it. It’s not going to bite.”

			Missa never wore lacy bits of anything. But clearly Ding wasn’t having it as far as refusals went.

			“Now that thing’s gorgeous,” was Rabiah’s comment when she saw what was dangling from Ding’s fingers. “Where did it come from?”

			“My gift to Missa,” Ding told her. “She’s going to graduate from vests.”

			“I don’t wear vests,” Missa said. “I just don’t like . . . Lace is itchy.”

			Rabiah said, “Small price to pay for . . . Dena Donaldson, is that a push-up bra?”

			Ding giggled. Missa felt her face going hot. But she took the bra, turned her back modestly, and tried it on. She looked in the mirror and what she saw of the mounds of her breasts made her face hotter.

			“Here, here, here!” Ding scooped up the icicle pullover, whose neckline showed off the products of the push-up bra to best advantage when Missa cooperatively donned it. “Fabbo-licious,” she declared. “Check it out. And, oh Mrs. Lomax! Gorgeous! Are those for Missa as well?”

			She was referring, Missa saw, to the shoes. She gave them a look herself and wondered when her grandmother had last worn them. The Rabiah she knew generally wore running shoes or cross-trainers when she wasn’t barefoot or dressed for square dancing. She’d given up anything remotely fashionable when she’d retired from her teaching job at the comprehensive. But this pair of shoes looked older than any that would have come from the days of Rabiah’s teaching career. These had to have come from her earlier dancing life.

			“I don’t know,” Missa said doubtfully.

			“Horse manure,” was Rabiah’s reply. “You can walk in these as easy as anything. Put them on. Let’s check the fit.”

			They fit, just. Rabiah declared that Missa would wear them and “no nonsense about it. It’s not as if you’re hiking all over town in this weather anyway. Now, Dena Donaldson, I suspect you’ve brought makeup in that rucksack of yours, so see to Missa’s beautification while I ring for a taxi.”

			“Should I tweeze her eyebrows as well?” Ding enquired.

			“We’re requiring everything,” Rabiah told her.

			QUALITY SQUARE

			LUDLOW

			SHROPSHIRE

			It wasn’t a taxi, as things turned out, but rather a minicab. Missa’s gran made an extremely big deal out of paying for it all in advance—going into the town centre and coming back—so, as she put it, everyone would be absolutely clear on what was owed at the end of the evening: nothing.

			“I hope you see that, my man,” Rabiah said pointedly to the minicab driver.

			The man barely spoke English, which didn’t give Ding much faith that he’d get them to Quality Square in the first place, let alone back to St. Julian’s Well. But he nodded at Rabiah, and he created a supremely serious show of seeing that both Ding and Missa were belted into the backseat of his Audi.

			An Audi, Ding reckoned, suggested that business wasn’t half bad. On the other hand, the fact that it slid around the corner on the icy road suggested that it needed better tyres. Still, she settled back, gave a squeeze to Missa’s hand, and said, “We’re going to have a wicked good time. We both totally deserve it.”

			Of course, the truth was that it was Missa who totally deserved it since Ding made certain she herself had a good time as often as possible. But things were rather different for Missa.

			It had long been Ding’s habit to Google every person with whom she thought she might want to strike up a friendship, and just three lectures into their mutual maths course, she’d decided that the attractive mixed-race girl with the perfect skin and the charming little gap between her front teeth might be someone she’d want to know. So she’d checked her out via the Internet, she’d followed a link or two, and that was how she’d discovered that Melissa Lomax was one of three daughters and that the middle daughter had passed away ten months previously. She also knew where Missa was from: Ironbridge. Her dad was a pharmacist, her mum was a paediatrician, and her gran Rabiah was a former Rockette, a retired teacher, and a current champion London Marathon runner in her age group.

			Ding liked to know things about people. She assumed everyone else was the same way. It was always a surprise to her when she learned that others didn’t gumshoe round the Internet upon considering someone girlfriend or boyfriend material. To Ding, doing the gumshoe bit saved a lot of time. It was always good to know if someone had previously displayed a tendency towards psychopathy.

			The ride from St. Julian’s Well to Quality Square wasn’t a long one, although the falling snow made it longer than usual. Because of the weather, virtually no one was out and about—which was unusual at the end of term—but Corve Street and then the Bull Ring were brightly lit, and the seasonal fairy lights outlining shop windows created a cheerful atmosphere in which one half expected to see Dickensian carolers on every street corner.

			Ding wasn’t looking forward to Christmas. She hadn’t looked forward to any holiday in years. But she was willing to put on a face of merriment if she had to, so she said enthusiastically, “Gorgeosity in the extreme. It’s like being in a fairyland, isn’t it.”

			Missa gazed out of the window, and Ding could see on her face the doubts she had: not about the beauty of the scene through which they were driving but rather about the partying that Ding intended them to experience. “D’you think anyone else’s even going out tonight?” she asked.

			“End of term? Exams all finished? There’ll be plenty of people, especially where we’re going.”

			Ding had a good idea of the best spot since she lived not particularly far from any of the faculties of West Mercia College, and she’d spent a significant number of evenings having a booze-up with her other mates at the same pub: the Hart and Hind in Quality Square.

			The minicab was taking them as close to this spot as it could reasonably get. They were in the oldest part of Ludlow, working their way past mediaeval buildings and through narrowing streets towards Castle Square, where the twelfth-century castle ruins looked out upon a lengthy rectangle of cobbles and gravel. Here open-air stalls had, for hundreds of years, offered everything from pork pies to porringers at daily markets. Here also was a tangle of lanes overhung with shambling buildings that represented shops, accommodation, cafés, and restaurants.

			By using King Street, the minicab was able to deposit them at the only access to Quality Square. This was a short and narrow passage through which braver drivers could pilot their cars should they wish to do so. However, once they were inside the square, there was no exit other than through the passage again, so the only souls who took on the challenge of getting inside the place by vehicle were the residents who lived above the shops, boutiques, and galleries that formed three of the quadrangle’s sides.

			A cobbled lane formed the fourth side. It led to a large terrace, and it was towards this that Ding intended to lead Missa once the minicab driver handed over his mobile number, which they were to ring when it came time to fetch them. Ding said, “Come on, girl,” as Missa took the card with a grateful smile and tucked it into her shoulder bag. “We have some serious partying to do.”

			They ducked into the passage and took care with the cobbles since walking in this area in anything but flat-soled shoes was to risk turning an ankle. Beyond lay the square, where the snow made the stones slippery and the pavements difficult to negotiate. They manoeuvred between two residents’ cars and passed a gallery outside of which a lacy-dressed metal sculpture of a woman wore a mantle of snow. The branches of the evergreen shrubbery surrounding it were beginning to droop with white weight.

			They weren’t alone in their choice of destination, as Ding had reckoned they wouldn’t be. When they turned into the lane that formed the square’s fourth side, they saw on the terrace ahead of them that despite the snow, a large group of smokers were balancing their drinks on the window ledges of a pub, while others sat on blankets at tables above which outdoor heaters were warding off the chill.

			This, Ding informed her friend, was the Hart and Hind, a sixteenth-century coaching inn and the favourite gathering spot for boozers attending West Mercia College. While there were, she admitted, plenty of other pubs in the town, this one had long been everyone’s pub of choice not only because one could stop there directly one’s lecture or tutorial ended so as to become pissed in a pinch, but also because the proprietor was willing to turn a blind eye to the occasional exchange of money changing hands for “mind-altering substances of the illegal kind.”

			Missa said, “Ding, I’m not taking any drugs.”

			“’Course you’re not,” Ding agreed. “Not when you’ve never even had a drink.” She went on to confide, “There’s some bedrooms upstairs ’s well. Course, there would be as it’s an old inn. But he doesn’t let them out.”

			“Who?”

			“Jack. Bloke who owns the place. There’s two of them—bedrooms, I mean—and if you’ve got the cash, you c’n use them for a bit if you want to.”

			Missa frowned. “But if he doesn’t let the rooms out . . . ? What’re they for?”

			Ding nearly said, “You know, for God’s sake,” but the truth was that Missa wouldn’t understand unless you spelled it out for her.

			Ding had learned early on that Missa made a Very Big Deal about her virginity. She was like someone from another century, saving herself so that when her prince came along, bearing a ruby slipper and looking for a virgin, she’d be the only one within one thousand miles and two continents.

			Ding herself had lost her virginity when she was thirteen. She’d tried for it earlier, but no one was interested till she got decent breasts. When it happened, the act was a meganormous relief: just to get the deflowering of herself over and done with in order to have one less thing to worry about. She didn’t know what Missa was saving it for anyway. Her memory of the Big Moment began with her horrified albeit drunken “You’re going to put that in me?,” continued with the uncomfortable positioning of her body on the seat of a wooden pew near the back of St. James Church not far from Much Wenlock, and ended with her suitor thrusting nine times and grunting with completion on the tenth.

			The pub door opened as they approached it through the crowd. A blast of music assaulted them. Bee Gees, Ding thought. Good Lord. ABBA wouldn’t be far behind. She grabbed Missa’s hand and pulled her inside, where a long corridor panelled in ancient black oak was packed with bare shoulders, bare legs, spangles, sequins, glitter, tight trousers, and the heave-ho of dancers taking advantage of “Stayin’ Alive.”

			The corridor opened into the public bar. Music was shaking the floorboards. This was meant to promote dancing, which was meant to promote thirst, which was meant to promote the purchase of lager, ale, cider, cocktails, and the like. Ding had to struggle to get through the great glomerations of kids who were gyrating to the music, texting, or taking selfies and the equally great glomerations of kids who were crowding the bar where the publican and his nephew were doing their best to keep up with orders.

			Ding could pick up only snippets of shouted conversations:

			“He didn’t ever.”

			“He bloody well did!”

			“. . . and he missed the loo by a mile. Blokes are so . . .”

			“. . . over hols and I’ll let you know if . . .”

			“. . . bloody coast of France for New Year’s and don’t ask me why . . .”

			“. . . actually thinks if I fuck him, he can . . .”

			Ding almost lost hold of Missa’s hand in the middle of the crowd, but she managed to hang on to it long enough to see one of her two male housemates sitting at a table beneath a slew of old pictures of Ludlow in Bygone Days. This was Bruce Castle, Ding’s frequent bedmate. Eternally called Brutus in humorous contradiction to his diminutive size, he was, she saw, swilling cider. If the two empty pint glasses in front of him were anything to go by, she knew what he was up to: he wanted to become drunk enough to have an excuse if some girl tried to slap him into next week for sticking one of his hands up her skirt.

			Brutus was dressed to the nines, as usual, and when Ding and Missa joined him at the table, the first thing the boy said was “Very hot,” to Missa, in obvious reference to her figure-hugging clothing. “Sit here so I can feel the flesh.”

			Ding sat down next to him and pulled Missa onto one of the other chairs. She said to Brutus, “Shut your gob. D’you think women actually like to be talked to that way?”

			Brutus wasn’t embarrassed. He merely went on with, “I dunno where to grab her first: arse or tit,” which earned him a punch on the arm, delivered accurately, where it would hurt. It prompted a “Jesus, Ding! What’s crawled up your arse?”

			Ding said, “Go get us a drink.”

			Missa said, “Oh, I don’t—”

			Ding waved her off. “It’s not a drink like in a drink. It’s just cider. You’ll like it.” She gave Brutus a look. He heaved himself upwards and lurched through the crowd to the bar. She watched him, frowning. She didn’t like it when he got drunk. Tipsy was fine. High was okay. But Brutus was never the real Brutus when he was drunk, and she couldn’t understand why he’d got himself soused so soon into the evening, as that had not been part of the plan at all.

			Missa, she saw, was gazing round the pub, taking everything in: the jostling, laughing mass of scantily dressed females and the boys standing as close as they could, trying to chat them up. She wondered if her friend was catching the action near the bar. There, the publican Jack Korhonen was tossing a room key to a boy who had his arm round a somewhat staggering girl in a sequined tube of a dress. The boy caught the key in one hand. He turned the girl towards the stairs.

			Brutus returned. He had three pints. When he set one down in front of Missa, Ding watched carefully as her friend took a sip. She waited to see if Missa would note the alcoholic nature of the drink. She did not. It was carbonated and very tasty, a pleasant way to get happy that didn’t take long.

			Brutus scooted his chair closer to Ding. He said into her ear, “You smell like a goddess tonight.” He slid his hand onto her thigh. It began to travel upwards. She caught his fingers and sharply bent them backwards. He cried, “Hey! What the hell is wrong with you tonight?”

			Ding didn’t have to answer because they were joined just then by the third member of their little household, who said, “Fuck, Brutus. Try romance next time.”

			Brutus said, “But that’s what I want. Someone to fuck Brutus.”

			“I’m howling at that one, lad.” Finn Freeman yanked a chair away from a nearby table, ignoring a girl who cried, “Hey! We’re using that.”

			He plopped onto it, grabbed Brutus’s cider, and took an excessively large swig. He grimaced, saying, “Fuck’s sake. How c’n you stand that shit?”

			Missa, Ding saw, had lowered her gaze in reaction to Finn’s coarse language. That was another thing about Missa that Ding found endearing. She didn’t ever swear, and she made no effort to hide her embarrassment when someone swore in her presence.

			Ding knew that Finn meant nothing by it. He was generally all right for someone who’d shaved one half of his head in order to tattoo his skull. This wasn’t a particularly appealing look, but the way Ding saw things, it was a case of whatever.

			“Who wants to buy me a Guinness?” Finn asked the table at large.

			“Speaking of shit,” Ding commented airily.

			Brutus cooperated, though. If he hadn’t done so, Ding knew that—no matter how he had evaluated the cider—Finn would down Brutus’s and move along to Ding’s or Missa’s. He had a bit of a problem with the drink, but as Ding had learned in the past few months, it was only one of his problems.

			The biggest one was his mum. He called her the Hovercraft for her propensity towards monitoring his life, like someone working for GCHQ. It was because of her that Finn had come up with a plan to avoid the Christmas hols at home and instead take off for Spain to spend the time with his grandparents. Trouble was, he didn’t have the necessary money to get there, and when he’d phoned his gran to ask for the funds, he’d ended up speaking with his granddad instead. Unbeknownst to Finn, once Granddad had agreed to the dual request of an invitation to Christmas in Spain along with a ticket to get there, he’d then rung Finn’s mum to make certain it was fine for her only child to skip Christmas in the bosom of his parents.

			That had put an end to that. He’d managed to get his mum to agree to two extra days in Ludlow by lying to her about a children’s holiday programme he was meant to attend, one put on by a local church. Only God knew why Finn’s mum had gone for that story, but she had done. Two days of post-exam freedom, however, were all that Finn was going to be allowed. He wasn’t happy about that.

			“So,” he was saying to Missa, “how the hell did Ding get you to come out? You always got your head in a book, far as I ever saw.”

			“She’s a serious student,” Ding informed him.

			“Unlike you,” was Finn’s reply. “I never seen you studying anything.”

			Brutus returned with Finn’s Guinness. He said, “You owe me.”

			“As usual.” Finn saluted them with the drink. He said, “Seasonal bah humbugs,” and poured a quarter of it down his throat. “Let’s get serious, you lot,” was his next remark. “Our mission: complete obliteration.”

			Ding had to smile. Finn didn’t know it, but they were actually on the very same page.

			QUALITY SQUARE

			LUDLOW

			SHROPSHIRE

			The troubles with binge drinking had always been manifold. They were represented by girls sicking up in gutters, boys having a piss wherever and whenever the fancy took them, rubbish being scattered all over the pavements, broken bottles lying in the streets, property being damaged in the form of trampled gardens and overturned rubbish bins. Shrill arguments, cat fights replete with hair pulling and eye gouging, fist fights, stolen handbags, snatched smartphones . . . The list of what accompanied binge drinking went on and on, although it was worse in the big city centres where late-night clubs allowed young people to drink themselves into folly till dawn.

			In a town like Ludlow there were only pubs, but Gaz Ruddock had discovered that the lack of late-night clubs made no difference when it came to bingeing, though. In his first week as Ludlow’s PCSO he’d come to learn that, faced with a population swollen more and more each year by pensioners, the pub owners had learned to attract and accommodate the kind of crowd who regularly kept far later hours.

			It was after midnight when Gaz finally reached Castle Square. He’d worked his way from pubs on the outskirts of Ludlow because he reckoned that if Finnegan Freeman wanted to engage in a truly proper booze-up, he wouldn’t be so stupid as to do his drinking in the pub nearest West Mercia College, where he was a student. But Gaz was proved wrong, as things turned out.

			He parked the panda car in front of Harp Lane Deli, which as usual had entered the town’s seasonal window-dressing competition. It had taken first prize during Halloween, and from the look of things, it was going to take first prize again if a half-size Father Christmas with a line of similarly sized children waiting to climb upon his lap was any indication. At one of his shoulders stood a perky-faced elf with a pile of gifts in his arms.

			Gaz shoved open the car’s door and swung himself out. Snow had begun to heap onto windowsills, and it formed a pristine carpet down the length of the market square. In the distance the lights that shone on the castle walls made the scene look like an enormous snow globe. It was quite beautiful and Gaz would have admired it had he not been bloody cold and equally anxious to have his search for Finnegan Freeman over and done with.

			Gaz strode into the passage that led from the marketplace to Quality Square. Once through, he could hear the noise. Music, loud conversation, and laughter reverberated in the square as if the pub stood within an echo chamber. He wasn’t surprised to find five understandably angry residents gathered outside their homes in parkas and hats and scarves and boots. Two of them approached him as he walked into the first pool of light from a streetlamp. It was, he learned from them, “about bloody time that someone had arrived to do something about this.” This didn’t need clarification.

			He advised them to go indoors and told them to leave the situation to him. Considering the noise, there were going to be a good number of drinkers both inside and outside the pub, so moving them along would take some time.

			He rounded the corner. Striding towards the open terrace, he encountered some two dozen drunken young people hanging about beneath outdoor heaters. They were swilling down drinks of every kind; they were leaning against the pub walls; they were having a snog in the multitude of shadows. The acrid odour of marijuana grew stronger as he approached the pub door.

			He blew his police whistle shrilly, but it was practically impossible for it to be heard over “Waterloo,” which was blasting through the open door of the pub. He would have to deal with the music first, so he went inside. There, in the entrance corridor, the drunken condition of two young ladies was allowing five well-dressed boys to grope them while betting each other—in language that Gaz wouldn’t have repeated even to old Rob—just how far along the road they were going to get before the girls understood what was happening.

			Gaz’s face pinched up. He bloody hated this sort of thing. He forced his way into the group and broke up the action. One of the boys swirled round on him, ready to give him a taste of something he had no appetite for, but when he saw Gaz’s uniform, he dropped his fist.

			“That’s right,” was Gaz’s remark. “Clear out of here and take your mates with you.”

			He kept a firm grip on each of the girls as he forced his way through the crowd and into the public bar. He caught the stench of someone’s vomit nearby, and he dropped the girls into chairs at the table from which the stench appeared to be coming. That would sober them up or prompt them to be sick. Either was fine with him.

			The publican Jack Korhonen was chatting up a girl at the bar. She looked to be in the vicinity of fifteen years old. He didn’t see Gaz till Gaz had his hand on the back of the girl’s neck and was barking “Underage” into her face.

			“I’m eighteen years old!” was her slurred defence.

			“You’re eighteen like I’m seventy-two. Be on your way before I haul you home.”

			“You can’t—”

			“Can do, have done, will do again. You can tiptoe inside Mum and Dad’s house with none the wiser or have me banging on the door to hand you over to them personally. What’ll it be?”

			She graced him with a nasty look, but she also took herself off. He watched till she disappeared into the corridor that would take her outside, and he was satisfied to see three girls of similar age and appearance follow in her wake. He turned to Jack, who held up his hands in a don’t-blame-me gesture. He said to him over the noise, “Turn it off. Time to shut things down.”

			“Not closing time yet,” Jack protested.

			“Make it last orders, Jack. And who’s upstairs in the rooms?”

			“What rooms’re you speaking of?”

			“Right. What rooms, eh? Tell whatsisname over there”—with a nod at Jack’s nephew—“to knock them up and let them know the fun is finished. Seems that’d be better than myself breaking in on whatever’s happening. Are you going to turn off the music or am I?”

			Jack sneered, but Gaz knew it was merely for effect. He did as he was told. Shouts of protest rose at the cessation of ABBA, but into it Jack called, “Last orders. Sorry.”

			More protest followed. Gaz ignored it and began to move among the tables. He still had to have a look for Finnegan Freeman, and he found him at a far table against the wall. At the moment, his head was in his arms, which were themselves crossed on the tabletop. Next to him was a nattily clad boy holding a smartphone while a mixed-race girl leaned into him and together they laughed at something they were watching on the smartphone’s screen.

			Gaz strode over to the group, but stumbled when he got to them. He glanced down to see what was on the floor, and there he found another girl relaxing sleepily against the wall. He recognised her: Dena Donaldson, Ding to her friends. To Gaz she was someone developing a very serious problem with the drink.

			He bent and, his hands in her armpits, jolted Dena to her feet. When she saw exactly who was gripping her, the sight appeared to be enough to sober her up. She said, “I’m okay, I’m okay, I’m perfect.”

			“Are you now?” Gaz enquired. “Happens things don’t look that way. Happens this could well be the time I cart you straight home so Mummy and Dad can have a proper look at—”

			“No.” Her face hardened.

			“No, is it? So you’re thinking Mummy and Dad—”

			“He’s not my dad.”

			“Well, love, he is whoever the hell he is and he might be interested in seeing how little Dena spends her evenings. Don’t you agree? Or not? And if not—”

			“I can’t leave Missa. I promised her gran I’d stay with her. Come on,” and she struggled to get away from the grip in which he held her. She called out, “Missa, let’s go. You got that bloke’s card for the minicab, right?”

			Missa looked up from whatever she was viewing. So did the boy. Both of them clocked the PCSO. The boy said to Gaz, “Hey. She’s not hurting you. Let her go. Pick on someone—”

			“Fuck it, Gaz.” This came from Finnegan. He’d raised his head and, of course, he understood in two seconds what Gaz was doing in the pub.

			“Get up now, Finn,” Gaz told the boy. “Got to get you home and tucked up in bed.”

			Finnegan came straight up at that. He reared back against the wall. “No bloody way!”

			The rest of them looked confused by the exchange as well they would, since it would have been out of character for Finn to tell them that he had more than a passing acquaintance with the town’s PCSO. Gaz said, “I don’t mean Worcester, do I. I mean home here, tucked up in your bed here, and whatever else you require here. Hot cocoa if you want it. Bournvita. Ovaltine. What you will.”

			“You know this filth, Finn?”

			The other boy had said it, and Gaz’s blood bubbled, quick as could be. He hated kids who dripped privilege, and he turned towards him.

			Dena said, “Brutus,” in a tone that apparently told the boy to back off. He shrugged, went back to his smartphone, and continued watching whatever was on it.

			Gaz snatched it out of his hand. He had it into his pocket before Brutus—and what sort of name was that for a kid who looked to be the size of a scrum half rather than a second row?—knew where it had gone. He said to him and to the rest, “You lot are going home as is everyone else in this place.” He shouted, “Last orders, like you heard. And I’m giving everyone five minutes to down them.” He was gratified to see some of the kids already leaving. He was equally gratified to see four kids coming down the back stairs in the wake of the younger of the barmen. They looked disheveled and in need of a talking to, but Gaz had enough on his hands with the four in front of him.

			To Dena he said, “You best think about your choice, missy.”

			To Finn he said, “I’m taking you home.”

			To the others he said, “And you two scarper before I think of something else to do with you.”

			Dena said, “Fine. I’m choosing. You can take us all,” and before Gaz could inform her that he wasn’t running a bus service for the likes of this group, she announced, “We live together, as if you didn’t know. I’m quite happy for the ride, and my guess is everyone else is as well. You lot coming?” she asked her friends airily as she reached for her coat and scouted round the floor till she came up with some kind of ancient evening bag. “We can carry on our partying at home, which is what, I believe, this officer is suggesting. Isn’t that right, constable?” she asked him.

			Gaz heard the harmony that accompanied the melody of her final question. It spoke of triumph at having bested him. Yes. Well. They would see about that.
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			First had come the requisite clothing, and her choice was simplicity itself. She already had dozens of slogan-bearing T-shirts she could wear—only some of them being truly objectionable—so the single purchase she made was two pairs of leggings, black in colour since black was supposed to be slimming and God knew she wanted to look slimmer than she actually was. Next, naturally, had come the footwear, with an astonishing array of choices she had absolutely not known could exist online or anywhere else. Black, of course, there was lots of black, but there was also the choice of beige, pink, red, silver, and white. One could have glitter as well. One could choose from soles of leather, resin, rubber, or a synthetic material of unnamed and, one hoped, eco-friendly origin. Then came the ribbons or the laces. Or the ankle straps with buckles. And finally presented were the taps themselves. Toe, toe and heel, none at all . . . although why one would purchase tap shoes without taps didn’t make much sense to her. She ended up choosing red—it was, after all, her signature colour when it came to footwear—and she went with straps and buckles as she could not see herself being responsible for keeping either laces or ribbons tied for the length of time that they would need to be tied: ninety minutes each lesson.

			The last thing Barbara Havers had ever expected when she’d agreed to tap-dancing lessons in the company of Dorothea Harriman, the department secretary of her division in the Metropolitan Police, was that she would actually enjoy the activity. She’d gone along with the plan merely because she was worn down after listening to relentlessly given arguments on the subject of the benefits of tap dancing as exercise. Although most forms of exercise that didn’t involve pushing a shopping trolley up and down the aisles of the nearest Tesco had long been anathema to Barbara, she’d fairly quickly run out of excuses on the subject of being too busy.

			At least she’d managed to remove Dorothea’s hands from her love life or, more specifically, from her lack thereof. To do this, she’d invoked the name of an Italian policeman—Salvatore Lo Bianco—with whom she’d become acquainted during the previous year. That had stirred Dorothea’s interest, which was further stirred when Barbara informed her that she was expecting a visit from Inspector Lo Bianco and his two children round Christmastime. Alas and alack, that hadn’t happened, a sudden appendectomy performed on twelve-year-old Marco having prevented this. But wisely, Barbara hadn’t shared her disappointment with Dorothea. As far as the departmental secretary knew, the visit had occurred and bliss of some acceptable sort was just round the corner.

			Dorothea was not to be so moved regarding the tap-dancing lessons, however. Thus, for the last seven months, Barbara had found herself once each week in a dance studio in Southall, where she and Dorothea learned that a shuffle was a brush followed by a spark, a slap was a flap without the weight transfer, and a Maxie Ford involved four different movements that the faint at heart and clumsy of foot were never going to master. Nor were those individuals who did not practise daily between lessons.

			At first Barbara had simply refused to practise. As a detective sergeant at New Scotland Yard, she did not have a plethora of open hours in which she could shuffle off to Buffalo or, frankly, to anywhere else. And while the instructor had been good enough to start his neophyte tappers gently and with mounds of encouragement, he wasn’t entirely pleased with Barbara’s progress, and after the tenth lesson he let her know it.

			“One must work at this,” he told her as she and Dorothea were restoring their tap shoes to the cloth bags in which they were religiously carried every week to Southall. “If you consider the progress that the other ladies have made and with far more impediments . . .”

			Well, yes. Of course. Righto and all that. Barbara knew he was speaking of the group of young Muslim women who were part of the class in which she and Dorothea had enrolled. They were learning to tap while still maintaining their modest garb, and the fact that more than half of them were actually able to execute a Cincinnati while Barbara could still only manage a simple slap was due to the fact that they did what they were told to do, which was practise, practise, practise.

			“I’ll bring her up to speed,” Dorothea promised their instructor. He was called Kazatimiru—“You are, of course, to call me Kaz”—and for a recent Belarusian immigrant, he spoke astonishingly good English, with only a slight Slavic accent. “You’re not to give up on her,” Dorothea informed him.

			Kaz, Barbara knew, was smitten with Dorothea. Men generally fell for her many charms. So when Dorothea prayed, charmingly, that his patience would hold, Kaz was warm putty in her manicured hands. Barbara reckoned she was completely off the hook at that. She could show up, mess about on the tap floor, pretend she knew what she was doing as long as she made appropriate noise with her shoes, and all would be forgiven. But she hadn’t taken Dorothea into account.

			They were going to hold post-work practice sessions, Dorothea informed her in very short order. No messing about with excuses, Detective Sergeant. There was a list of women eager to enroll in Kaz’s class, and if Barbara Havers did not soon cut the metaphorical mustard with her tap shoes, she was as good as sacked.

			It was only by swearing on the life of her mother that Barbara was able to convince Dorothea to relent. The secretary’s plan had been to hold their practice sessions in the stairwell at work, close to the vending machines where there was room enough to shim sham, scuffle, riffle, and riff. That, Barbara had decided, was all she needed to complete the picture of who she was in the eyes of her colleagues. She promised she would practise nightly, and she did so. For at least a month.

			She improved enough to earn Kaz’s nod and Dorothea’s dimpled smile. All the time she kept her dancing a secret from everyone else who touched upon her life.

			She’d lost an entire stone, she found, quite effortlessly. She had to move to a smaller skirt size and the bows she tied on her drawstring trousers were getting larger by the week. Soon she would have to move to a smaller size there as well. Perhaps eventually she’d also become the picture of lithesome beauty, she decided. Stranger things had happened.

			On the other hand, that lost stone was the open door to tucking into curry two nights a week. Plus, it allowed for absolute piles of naan. Not the plain sort, mind you, but naan dripping with garlic butter, naan with butter and spices and honey and almonds, naan any way that she could find it.

			She’d been on her way to a massive weight regain when Kaz brought up the Tap Jam. This was seven months into her lessons, and she was thinking about dahl heaped upon naan alongside a lovely plate of salmon tagliatelle (she was not averse to mixing ethnicities when it came to dinner) when Dorothea said to her, “We must go, Detective Sergeant Havers. You’re free on Thursday night, aren’t you?”

			Barbara was roused from her vision of carbohydrates gone wild. Thursday night? Free? Could there ever be a different adjective applied to any night in her life? Dumbly, she nodded. When Dorothea cried, “Excellent!” and called out to Kaz, “You can count on us!” she should have known something was up. It was only after the lesson as they were walking to the Tube that she discovered what it was she’d committed herself to.

			“It will be such fun!” Dorothea exclaimed. “And Kaz is going to be there. He’ll stay with us on the renegade stage.”

			Stage was what informed Barbara that come Thursday night, she would have to invent a sudden debilitating illness directly related to her feet. She had, apparently, just committed herself to some kind of tap-dancing extravaganza, which was among the very last things she wanted to give a place on her bucket list.

			So she made a decent attempt at excuses, touching upon fallen arches and bunions gone quite mad. Dorothea’s response was a pretty, “Don’t even attempt to get out of this, Detective Sergeant Havers,” and to make things worse, she let Barbara know that she was to bring her tap shoes to work on the day in question, and if she did not, Dorothea was utterly certain that Detective Sergeant Winston Nkata would be pleased to fetch Barbara home to get them. Or Detective Inspector Lynley. He loved going out and about in his fancy car, didn’t he? A drive up to Chalk Farm would be the very thing.

			“All right, all right,” had been Barbara’s surrender. “But if you even think I’m planning to dance, you’re dead wrong on a dish.”

			Thus she found herself in Soho on a Thursday night.

			The streets were packed, not only because tourist season had officially begun, but also because the weather was pleasant and because Soho had long attracted clubbers, theatre-goers, diners, gawkers, dancers, and drinkers. So it was a case of muscling through the hordes to get to Old Compton Street. There, a club called Ella D’s was situated.

			On an upper floor of the nightclub, twice each month, a Tap Jam occurred. This, Barbara quickly discovered, comprised a Jam Mash, a Renegade Jam, and a Solo Tap, all of which she vowed to eschew the moment she learned what each one demanded.

			The Jam Mash was already in progress when they arrived. They waited outside for a quarter hour to see if Kaz was going to show up and introduce them to the promised delights of Ella D’s. After that, however, Dorothea announced impatiently that “he’s had his chance,” and she led the way into the club where, from above their heads, they could hear music coming, along with what sounded like a herd of newly shoed ponies on the run.

			The noise intensified as they climbed. Along with the sound of “Big Bad Voodoo Daddy,” they could hear a woman shouting over a microphone: “Scuffle, scuffle! Now try a flap! Good! Now watch this.”

			They hadn’t, after all, been abandoned by Kaz. They discovered this as they entered a large room with a raised platform at one end, some two dozen chairs pushed to the walls, and a smaller crowd than Barbara would have hoped. It was clear she wasn’t going to be able to escape notice if she mingled among them.

			Kaz was on the platform with a stout-looking woman in swirly 1950s gear. No high heels, naturally, but gleaming tap shoes that she was employing to serious effect. She was calling out the steps and doing them with Kaz. Before the platform three lines of tappers were attempting to duplicate the movements.

			“Oh, isn’t this brilliant!” Dorothea exclaimed.

			For reasons obscure, she had costumed herself for this event. Whereas she had so far always gone to their lessons garbed in a leotard and tights—the leotard covered over by trousers till she reached the dance floor—tonight she’d decided on a period kit. It featured a poodle skirt, a blouse tied up beneath her breasts, and a perky ribbon round her head à la Betty Boop. Barbara had decided it was an effort at incognito, and she wished she’d thought along those lines herself.

			Dorothea wasn’t, however, incognito to Kaz. He clocked them within about thirty seconds, and he leapt off the platform and Cincinnatied in their direction. With the sixth sense of a seasoned dancer, he spun round just as he reached their immediate vicinity. Another two steps and he would have knocked both of them to the floor.

			“What a vision!” he exclaimed. He was, of course, speaking of Dorothea. Barbara had gone for simplicity: trainers, leggings, and a T-shirt printed with I’M NOT LAUGHING AT YOU. I JUST FORGOT TO TAKE MY MEDS.

			Dorothea dimpled and brought forth a quick curtsy. She said, “You looked brilliant!” in clear reference to his dancing. “Who’s she?” she asked.

			“That,” he said with some pride, “is KJ Fowler, the number one tapper in the UK.”

			KJ Fowler was still calling out the steps. When the music ended, another piece began. “Johnny Got a Boom Boom,” came over the speakers. Kaz said to them, “Put your shoes on, ladies. It’s time to buck.”

			He bucked his way back to the platform, where KJ Fowler was executing a series of steps that made the efforts of those attempting to follow her look like the Underground in rush hour. Dorothea’s eyes were alight. “Shoes,” she told Barbara.

			At the side of the room, they put on their tap shoes. While Barbara desperately sought a believable reason for sudden paralysis, Dorothea pulled her onto the floor. A cramp roll was being executed on stage by KJ Fowler, and Kaz followed this—upon her instruction—with a dizzying combination of steps that only a fool would have attempted to emulate. Nonetheless there were takers, Dorothea among them. Barbara stepped to one side to observe. She had to admit it: Dorothea was good. She was, in fact, on her way to a solo. And with Barbara and the Muslim women as her main competitors, she was going to be there before she knew it.

			They managed close to twenty minutes in the Jam Mash. Barbara was dripping sweat and thinking about the possibility of making an escape without Dorothea noticing when the music stopped—for which she fervently thanked God—and KJ Fowler informed them that time was up. At first Barbara thought this meant a blessed escape. But then KJ announced a real treat for them all. It seemed that Tap Jazz Fury were paying a visit to Ella D’s.

			Shouts and applause greeted this news as a small jazz band appeared out of nowhere. The assembled crowd got to it when the band did its stuff. Some of the dancers, Barbara had to admit, were so fleet of foot that she gave half a thought to continuing with tap, just to see if she could become one tenth as skilled.

			It was, however, only half a thought, and it was interrupted by a vibration emanating from the area of her waistband. There she’d tucked her mobile phone, for although she’d committed to this Thursday evening extravaganza of tap dancing, she was still on rota. A vibrating phone meant only one thing. The job was ringing her.

			She excavated for the phone and glanced at it. Detective Chief Superintendent Isabelle Ardery. She generally rang Barbara only when Barbara had committed some malefaction or another, so before answering, Barbara did a quick look-see at her conscience. It seemed clear.

			Considering the level of noise, she knew she’d have to take the call elsewhere, so she tapped Dorothea on the shoulder, held up the mobile, and mouthed Ardery. Dorothea wailed, “Oh no,” but of course she knew there was nothing for it. Barbara had to answer.

			Still, she wasn’t able to get to it before the call went to message. She shouldered her way out of the room and made for the ladies’, down the corridor. Once inside, she listened, and the DCS’s message was brief. “You’re being called off rota, ring me at once, and why the devil aren’t you answering in the first place, Sergeant?”

			Barbara returned the call, and before Ardery could cook up an accusation about why she hadn’t answered, Barbara said, “Sorry, guv. Noisy where I am. Couldn’t get to you fast enough. What’s up?”

			“You’re going up to West Mercia Headquarters,” Ardery told her without preamble.

			“I’m . . . But what’ve I done? I’ve not once been out of order since—”

			“Ratchet down the paranoia,” Ardery cut in. “I said you’re going, not being reassigned. Bring a packed bag tomorrow and get to work early.”
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			Isabelle Ardery had quickly concluded that the investigation she’d been told to conduct was going to be awkward. An enquiry by the police into the police was always touchy. An investigation by one police body into another owing to a death of a suspect in custody was much worse. Worst of all, however, was the intrusion of anyone from the government into the mechanics of a police enquiry. Yet within minutes of reaching the office of Assistant Commissioner Sir David Hillier, Isabelle understood she’d be dealing with all of this.

			Behind her secretarial desk, Judi-with-an-i MacIntosh gave a modest indication of what was afoot, telling Isabelle to go in directly as Sir David was awaiting her arrival, with a member of Parliament. “No one I’ve heard of,” she admitted, which told Isabelle that the MP in question was an obscure back-bencher.

			“Do you know the name?” she asked Judi before she turned the knob on the door.

			“Quentin Walker,” the secretary replied. She added, “Not the least idea why he’s here, but they’ve been talking for sixty-five minutes.”

			Quentin Walker turned out to be an MP representing Birmingham. As Isabelle opened the door, he and Hillier rose from chairs drawn round a small conference table on which a carafe of coffee stood, two cups of which were already in use. A third awaited. Once introductions had been made, Hillier indicated that she was to help herself, and she did so.

			The AC made short work of telling her that on the twenty-fifth of March in the jurisdiction of the West Mercia police, someone had died while in police custody. The incident had been investigated by the Independent Police Complaints Commission as per usual, and although the IPCC had concluded that things had gone badly amiss, the investigators had also concluded that there was no reason to pass their report along to the Crown Prosecution Service, as there was no criminal charge that could be laid at anyone’s feet. It was a straightforward suicide.

			Isabelle glanced at Quentin Walker. There seemed to be no reason for him to be there unless this death took place while someone was in custody in Birmingham, the MP’s bailiwick. But the location of the death—in the jurisdiction of the West Mercia police force—indicated that this could not be the case.

			She said, “Who was the victim?”

			“Bloke called Ian Druitt.”

			“And where was he in custody?”

			“Ludlow.”

			Curious. Ludlow was not even near Birmingham. Isabelle glanced at Quentin Walker another time.

			The MP’s face was impassive, but she took in that he was a nice-looking man with a head of well-groomed chestnut hair and hands that appeared as if he’d never ventured anywhere in the vicinity of manual labour. He also had extraordinarily gorgeous skin. Isabelle wondered if someone appeared in his parliamentary office daily to shave him and administer the hot towels afterwards.

			“Why was Druitt in custody? Do we know?” Isabelle asked.

			Again, Hillier was the one to answer. “Child molestation.” His voice was dry.

			“Ah.” Isabelle set her coffee cup on its saucer. “What’s the brief, exactly?” She was still waiting to hear from Quentin Walker. He can’t have come to the Met on a social call. He was also at least a decade younger than Hillier, so that eliminated the old school tie.

			“Hanged himself while waiting to be fetched from Ludlow to the Shrewsbury custody suite,” Hillier told her. “He’d been taken to the Ludlow station pending the arrival of patrol officers.” He lifted his shoulders, but his look was regretful. “It was quite a cock-up.”

			“But why was he taken to the Ludlow nick in the first place? Why not directly to Shrewsbury?”

			“Someone seems to have felt that the allegations called for immediate action. As there’s a police station in Ludlow—”

			“Was no one watching him?”

			“The station’s unmanned.”

			Isabelle looked from Hillier to the MP and back to Hillier. A suicide in an unmanned police station wasn’t a cock-up. It was a disaster that heralded a serious lawsuit.

			It was very odd, then, that the complaints commission had taken a decision not to hand their report over to the Crown Prosecutors. The affair was irregular and Isabelle had a feeling that the answer Hillier gave to her next question was going to make it more irregular still.

			“Who made the arrest?”

			“Ludlow’s PCSO. He did exactly what he was told to do: pick the bloke up, take him into the Ludlow station, and wait for patrol officers to come from Shrewsbury to fetch him.”

			“I know I don’t need to mention how strange this is, sir. Ludlow’s community support officer making the arrest? The newspapers must have had a field day with that once this bloke . . . what was his name again . . . Druitt, was it? Once he killed himself. Why on earth didn’t the complaints commission kick this along to the Crown Prosecutors?”

			“As I’ve said, they investigated—the IPCC—but there was simply nothing to prosecute. It was a disciplinary matter, not a criminal act. Still, the fact that Druitt had been taken to wait at an unmanned station, the fact that a police community support officer had made the arrest, the fact that the suicide was about to be questioned on the topic of child molestation . . . You see the problem.”

			Isabelle did. Cops hated paedophiles. That did not bode well if a paedophile died in custody. But for there to be anything additional required—once the IPCC had concluded its investigation with the decision of no criminality—indicated that something more was going on.

			She said to the MP, “I don’t understand why you’re here, Mr. Walker. Are you somehow involved?”

			“The death appears suspicious.” Quentin Walker took a white handkerchief from the breast pocket of his jacket and pressed it delicately to his lips.

			Isabelle said, “But it obviously wasn’t suspicious to the IPCC if they concluded suicide. It’s unfortunate. It sounds like dereliction of duty on the part of the PCSO. But why is it suspicious?”

			Walker told her that Ian Druitt had established an after-school club for boys and girls, associated with the parish church of St. Laurence in Ludlow. It was a successful organisation and much admired. Not the slightest breath of scandal had ever touched it, and none of the children involved with the club had ever come forward with a single concern about Druitt. These facts alone had raised questions in certain quarters. Those quarters had turned to their member of Parliament in order to produce some answers.

			“But Ludlow isn’t part of the area you represent,” Isabelle said. “Which seems to suggest that the ‘certain quarters’ you refer to have a personal connection to you or to the dead man. Is that right?”

			Walker glanced at Hillier. The look suggested to Isabelle that her questions had somehow reassured the man. She prickled at this outward sign of the doubts he apparently had about her. It was infuriating that women were still considered so bloody secondary in the world, even here.

			“Is there a personal connection, Mr. Walker?”

			“One of my constituents is Clive Druitt,” he told her. “Are you familiar with the name?”

			It sounded only vaguely familiar. She couldn’t place it, so she shook her head.

			“Druitt Craft Breweries,” the MP said. “Combination brewery and gastropub. He started his first one in Birmingham. Now there are eight.”

			Which meant he probably had money, Isabelle thought. Which meant he had the MP’s attention when he wanted it. She said, “His relationship to the dead man?”

			“Ian Druitt was his son. Understandably Clive doesn’t believe his son might have been a paedophile. Nor does he believe he was a suicide.”

			What parent ever wanted to believe his child was engaged in criminal behavior? Isabelle thought. But surely a thorough investigation into the suicide in custody had told the dead man’s father that, as regrettable and terrible as it was, Ian Druitt had died at his own hand. The MP must have explained this to Mr. Druitt. As far as Isabelle could see, there was no reason to involve the Met.

			She said, with a glance at Hillier, “I still don’t quite see—”

			Hillier cut in, “There’ve been enormous cutbacks in the force up there. Mr. Walker is asking us to make certain those cutbacks have no bearing on anything related to this suicide.” He’d emphasised one word: certain. It would be her job to assign someone to smooth the waters of Mr. Druitt’s concern in order to avoid a lawsuit. This didn’t please her, but she knew better than to argue with the assistant commissioner.

			She said, “I can spare Philip Hale, sir. He’s just finished—”

			“I’d like you to handle this personally, Isabelle. It’s going to require quite a delicate hand.”

			She kept her expression steady. This was an assignment for a detective inspector at most. Even if that were not the case, the last thing she needed at the moment was to be asked to travel up to Shropshire. She said, “If we’re speaking of delicate hands, this sounds like something more suited to DI Lynley, then.”

			“Perhaps. But I’d like you to take it on. With Detective Sergeant Havers, by the way. I daresay she’ll be an excellent second. As she acquitted herself so well in Dorset, doubtless she’ll do the same in Shropshire.”

			Isabelle did not miss the implicit message here. Having received it, she finally recognised the matter in hand. She said, “Ah. Yes. I hadn’t thought of the sergeant. I do agree, sir.”

			Hillier twitched a smile in her direction and said, “I did think you would.” He then turned to the MP and went on. “I’ll be frank, Mr. Walker. We’re stretched thin everywhere and that’s owing to decisions that have been taken by the government. We can give you five days only. After that, DCS Ardery and DS Havers must return to London.”

			Walker seemed wise enough not to argue the point. He said, “Thank you, Commissioner. Understood. Let me be frank as well. I was opposed to what’s been done to reduce the police force nationally. You have a friend in me. You’ll have more of a friend when this is completed.”

			He took his leave soon after that. Hillier had already gestured Isabelle to remain where she was. When the door had closed upon the member of Parliament, Hillier returned to his seat. He examined Isabelle, and his look was speculative.

			“I trust,” he said, “that this adventure in Shropshire will suffice to meet our ends at long last?”

			Isabelle fully understood the AC’s plan. “That would be my intention,” she told him.
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			At home later, Isabelle turned her attention to packing for her trip to the Midlands. First, however, she sought the vodka. She’d already had one martini, but she told herself that she was owed another as the day had been long and the developments had been unexpected.

			As she sorted out underwear, trousers, jerseys, and nightclothes for the Midlands jaunt, she enjoyed the cocktail. She’d taken to stirring instead of shaking the vodka and the ice, which provided the drink with so much more power to alter the way she looked at life. And she needed to start seeing life differently now, thanks to her shit former husband and his Necessary Career Step, Isabelle. You might consider coming out at holidays, he’d told her with unctuous pleasantry. We’ll have a big enough house, and if that doesn’t appeal, no doubt there’ll be suitable hotels nearby. Or B & B’s? That wouldn’t be bad, would it? And, no, before you ask. The boys may not come to spend holidays with you. It’s out of the question.

			Isabelle would not give her former husband the pleasure of hearing her upset. Were she even to say, Please, Bob, she knew where that would take them: into the realm of You Know Why This Is Necessary. That would lead them directly into their shared history, yet another pointless discussion that would deteriorate quickly into accusations and denials. There was no point.

			She finished her martini before she finished her packing. There was little enough left to do, so she knew she couldn’t bugger anything up at this point. She was quite pleased with her level of sobriety, so she topped up her martini and then slipped the bottle of vodka carefully into her suitcase. She’d not been sleeping well lately, and she’d sleep worse in a bed that was not her own. The vodka would act as a soporific. No harm in that.

			Having completed her preparations for the trip and having also placed her suitcase by the door, she finally went to the phone. She knew both of his numbers by heart, and she punched in one of them, ringing his home and not his mobile. If he wasn’t there, she’d leave a message. She didn’t want to disturb him if he was spending the night elsewhere.

			Lynley recognised her voice, as he would do. He sounded surprised and, so completely like him, rather suspicious. After, “Guv. Hullo,” he went on with, “Everything all right?” far too casually.

			She schooled herself. Proper diction and cool assurance were called for. She said, “Quite fine, Tommy. Am I interrupting something?” which was a veiled way of saying, “Is Daidre with you?” and “Are you and she in the midst of what lovers are often in the midst of after ten o’clock at night?”

			“You’re interrupting something, but it can wait,” Lynley said pleasantly. “Charlie has persuaded me to go over his lines with him. Have I mentioned that he’s captured quite a good role in a Mamet play? Admittedly, it’s not the West End. It’s not actually in London at all. But apparently as long as it’s somewhere in the Home Counties, one is meant to be impressed.”

			A voice spoke in the background. Isabelle recognised it as belonging to Charlie Denton. Denton had long kept lodgings in Thomas Lynley’s Belgravia townhouse. In exchange for room and board, he acted as manservant, valet, cook, housekeeper, and general dogsbody, with the understanding that he would require time off to audition for anything of a thespian nature that came along. So far he’d managed a few small roles here and there, but mostly there.

			“Yes, of course, you’re absolutely right,” Lynley was answering Charlie. “It’s Mamet that counts.” And then to Isabelle, “He’s also waiting for a callback from the BBC.”

			“Is he?”

			“His experience here in Eaton Terrace has given him—what do they call it?—serious street cred when it comes to roles in costume dramas. If his luck holds, he’s to be an irascible footman in a twelve-part series taking place in the 1890s. He’s asking one and all to keep fingers crossed.”

			“Tell him mine are.”

			“He’ll be delighted.”

			“D’you have a few moments?”

			“Of course. We’re finished up here. Or at least I am. Charlie could go on till dawn. Has something come up?”

			Isabelle gave him an abbreviated version: suicide, the West Mercia police, the IPCC, a member of Parliament, and his wealthy constituent. At the conclusion, Lynley said what was logical: “If the IPCC have indicated that there’s no further case to pursue, what does Walker expect someone to find?”

			“It’s all pro forma, a pouring of oil on the water with the Met doing the pouring for an MP who’ll doubtless be called upon later to repay the favour.”

			“That sounds like Hillier.”

			“Doesn’t it just.”

			“When would you like me to leave? I’ve a jaunt down to Cornwall I intended to make, but that could easily be put off.”

			“I do need you to put it off, Tommy, but not in order to head to the Midlands.”

			“Ah. Then who . . . ?”

			“Hillier’s asked me to take this on.”

			Lynley’s silence greeted this. He, too, knew how irregular it was that she would be doing a job that generally would have been taken up by a member of their department whom she outranked. Additionally, there was the not small matter of who was going to replace her while she was gone.

			In answer to this, she said, “I’m leaving you in my place. This Midlands situation isn’t going to require a great deal of time, so you won’t have to put off Cornwall for long. I do hope all’s well, by the way.”

			She was speaking of his family, living in Cornwall on what was purported to be a walloping great estate somewhere near the coast, which they’d so far managed to hold together without having had to wave the white flag and hand the heap over to the National Trust or English Heritage. He reassured her. This was merely something of an annual trip, he told her, made slightly complicated this season by his sister and her adolescent daughter having sold up in Yorkshire to join his mother and brother in Cornwall. “But, as I said, the trip’s easily put off,” he finished.

			“That’s helpful, Tommy. I know you’re owed the time, by the way.”

			They had now reached the more delicate part of the conversation. Thomas Lynley was many things—urbane, educated, blue-blooded, and in possession of a dusty old title that he probably used to book tables more easily at London’s most renowned restaurants—but the one thing he wasn’t was a fool. He’d know something was up and he’d work it out soon enough. Still, since she was leaving him in charge, she had to tell him, so she said, “I’ll be taking Sergeant Havers with me. She’s reporting to work with her rucksack packed, in case you arrive after she and I have left and you begin wondering where she’s got herself off to.”

			This, too, was met by silence. Isabelle could picture the wheels spinning in Lynley’s brain. He arrived quickly at, “Isabelle, wouldn’t it be wiser—”

			“Guv,” she corrected him.

			“Guv,” he agreed. “Sorry. As to having Barbara accompany you . . . Wouldn’t DS Nkata be the better choice? Considering what’s happened, isn’t this going to require . . . well, a softer touch?”

			Of course Nkata would be the better choice. Winston Nkata was a man who knew an order when he heard one, a skilled detective who had so far managed without a hint of difficulty to work in concert with the entire cast of detectives under her command. DS Nkata was the better choice for virtually anything. But he did not suit her larger purpose, and Lynley was certain to winkle that out.

			“I’d like to witness Barbara back in form,” she told him. “She’s had some success since that Italian business and this is—at least for me—her final hurdle.”

			“Are you saying that if Barbara manages to carry off this enquiry without”—Lynley seemed to search for a term, choosing—“without colouring outside the lines, you’ll tear up the transfer paperwork?”

			“Destroying her girlish dreams of a future in Berwick-upon-Tweed? I shall put the paperwork through the shredder,” she assured him.

			While he seemed satisfied, she knew he would harbour enough suspicions about her intentions towards Barbara Havers that the first thing he’d do upon ringing off would be to contact the detective sergeant and give her a talking to that he hoped would get through to the exasperating woman. She could almost hear it: “Barbara,” in that smooth voice of his, a mixture of Eton and received pronunciation, “this is an opportunity to determine your future. May I encourage you to see it that way?”

			“I’m on board,” Havers would tell him. “On it, over it, under it, and whatever you want. I’ll even do without fags on the drive up there. That should impress, eh?”

			“What will impress,” he would counter, “is the offering of ideas instead of arguments, a dress sense that speaks of professionalism, and an adherence to procedure at all times. Are we clear?”

			“As water in the Caribbean,” she would say breezily. “Trust me, Inspector, I won’t cock things up.”

			“See that you don’t,” would be his final remark. He would then ring off, but he would have his doubts. No one knew Barbara Havers better than her longtime partner. Cocking things up was her stock-in-trade.

			Isabelle had very little doubt that she was providing Barbara Havers with sufficient rope. She herself merely had to stand back from the gallows in order to have a better view as the body plunged through the trapdoor.
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			The first thing Barbara Havers clocked when they were finally admitted onto the vast grounds of West Mercia Police Headquarters was the isolation of the place. They’d had to stop at a lone reception building first, both to show their police identification and to inform the officer behind the counter that they were expected by the chief constable, who should have made arrangements for them to be allowed in at once. This hadn’t turned out to be the case, so Barbara reckoned that the higher-ups at West Mercia Headquarters weren’t exactly going to be strewing rose petals to herald their arrival.

			When they finally received permission to proceed, they climbed back into their car and passed through several gates as they coursed along a drive from which not a single building could be seen. What was in sight were CCTV cameras. They were everywhere. But the only things they seemed to be documenting were the acres of lawns across which no terrorist—domestic or otherwise—in his right mind would have attempted to cross. For there wasn’t a single tree behind which to hide. Nor was there a bush. Nor was there even a convenient sheep. Nor was there anything until they finally reached the car park.

			The administrative offices were in a former great house that was sumptuously draped with Virginia creeper. The path to this imposing structure was softened by the presence of shrubbery, and in a few neatly kept flower beds roses were beginning to bloom. In addition to the great house, institutional purpose-built structures served as the rest of the headquarters, and from somewhere on the vast grounds around them, the sound of barking suggested police dogs were also trained in this place. Some kind of police cadet activity was ongoing, Barbara saw as they drew closer to the main entrance. An arrow-shaped sign reading JUNIOR CADETS THIS WAY indicated the route to a building whose shape hinted at its being a chapel that had once served the occupants of the great house.

			It had taken them four and a half hours to make the drive up from London. There was no simple route. One had to choose among various motorways and primary roads with—if one was lucky—the occasional dual carriageway not afflicted by roadworks. By the time they finally reached Hindlip, the only thought in Barbara’s mind was how she was going to manage a fag and where she was going to find a very large steak and kidney pie. For although Ardery had stopped for petrol along the way, she was otherwise not one for taking breaks unless the loo beckoned with considerable urgency. And even then it was a matter of in, out, and on their way. Barbara had thought it wise not to suggest an interlude somewhere that might involve lunch.

			“This is an opportunity you may not have again,” DI Lynley had told her privately before she’d set off with Ardery. “I hope you make the most of it.”

			“I plan to do some serious forelock pulling,” Barbara had assured him. “I’ll probably be bald by the time we return.”

			“Don’t take this lightly, Barbara,” he’d said. “Unlike me, the superintendent has a much lower tolerance for creative initiative. You’re going to need to play by every rule. If you can’t, there’ll be heavy consequences.”

			She’d felt impatient with him. “Yes, yes, and all right. I’m not a complete fool, sir.”

			Their colloquy had been interrupted by Dorothea Harriman. The departmental secretary had obviously been put into the picture either by Lynley or by Ardery because she gestured to Barbara’s small wheeled suitcase, and she said, “I hope you’ve got your tap shoes in there, Detective Sergeant. You know how easy is it to fall behind. And why on earth didn’t you tell me last night what was going on? I’d’ve asked Kaz to make a music tape for you. You can always practise in your hotel room, and now you’ll have to do it without accompaniment. How many lessons will you miss? With the recital in July—”

			“Recital?” This came from Lynley, who looked far too interested in the conversation for Barbara’s liking.

			Dorothea informed him that “there’s to be a dance recital July sixth and the beginner’s class is to take part in it.”

			“A dance recital?” He raised an aristocratic eyebrow. Barbara knew at once that their little chat with Dorothea had to be cut off.

			She said hastily, “Right. Well. Yes. Whatever. Now, as to Shropshire, sir,” in the hope that this would derail any other conversation.

			No such luck, of course. Dorothea Harriman was the European champion of not being derailed. She said to Lynley, “You remember, Detective Inspector Lynley. I did tell you the detective sergeant and I were going to see about tap dancing.”

			“And you have, have you? And you’ve mastered it enough to be part of a dance recital? Impressive indeed.” Lynley nodded at Barbara and said, “Sergeant, you’re full of surprises. Where in July is the recital so that I might—”

			“No need to tell him.” Barbara shot a warning look at Dorothea. “He’s not going to be invited.” And then meaningfully to Lynley, “No one I know is going to be invited, sir, so don’t take it personally. If all goes well in the Midlands, I’ll break a leg and not be able to do it at all.”

			“Pshaw!” Dorothea said. “Detective Inspector Lynley, I shall invite you.”

			Lynley’s response was a mild, “Dorothea, did you actually just say pshaw?”

			To which Barbara said, “She’s full of surprises herself, Inspector.”

			Now, though, there was no surprise in the fact that once she and Isabelle Ardery entered the great house and identified themselves at the huge round reception counter in the rotunda of the place, they discovered they were meant to wait. The chief constable was at present in a meeting. He would get to them when he could.
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			Isabelle hadn’t expected to be welcomed warmly by the West Mercia police. Her presence was a signal to them that someone believed they’d stepped afoul of proper procedure, and that same someone wasn’t happy.

			Generally, this unhappiness took the form of solicitors participating in what could be a very costly lawsuit or it took the form of unrelenting phone calls from tawdry tabloids and respected newspapers still in possession of funds for the sort of investigative journalism that most people—not to mention most organisations—preferred to avoid. But neither of those possibilities had occurred. There were no solicitors involved, no legal case threatened, and the papers that had covered the death in custody and the subsequent investigation had ultimately moved on to something else. So for there to be another investigation and for this current investigation to be instigated by the careful manoeuvrings of a member of Parliament . . . It was no wonder to Isabelle that she and Sergeant Havers were left cooling their heels for a full twenty-five minutes.

			After the first five, Havers had politely requested permission to step outside the building for a fag. Isabelle gave idle thought to ordering her to remain where she was, but she had to admit that on the drive north, during which she had deliberately not paused for anything save petrol and then the use of a lavatory at one of the service areas, Havers had been a model of cooperation. She had even dressed with care, although where on earth she’d found the hideous cardigan she was wearing—grey decidedly did not become her nor did the pills that dotted the garment like an outbreak of smallpox—would remain a mystery. So to the query about a single cigarette, Isabelle nodded. She told the sergeant to be quick about it, and so the sergeant was.

			A uniformed female officer came to fetch them at long last. They went up a grand staircase and through great double doors at one side of a large landing. Behind these doors was what had probably once been the drawing room of the former great house. A large room with spectacular windows, it retained its ceiling of impressive plasterwork, the original chandelier still hung from a medallion ornamented with a plethora of plaster fruit, and an enormous marble fireplace still possessed its huge caryatid-supported mantel on which two wedding photographs and a plaque of some sort were displayed.

			Once told that the chief constable had only stepped out of the office for a moment and would be with them presently, Isabelle crossed her arms and stifled what she felt like saying, which was along the lines of “He’s already made his point.” Instead, she forced herself to consider the room and its past as a drawing room. The furniture made it difficult to imagine groups of period pieces arranged artfully for coffee, tea, and polite postprandial conversation. The chief constable’s desk took up a vast amount of space, and an institutional bookshelf behind it offered a score of unattractive three-ring notebooks with covers of plastic or of canvas. These were held in place by stacks of manila folders in various degrees of disintegration. On top of the folders sat a collection of dust-covered wrought-iron toys and three cricket balls held in a basket. To one side of the room a coffee table stood between two heavily curtained windows. Five chairs surrounded this, and a glass jug of water along with five glasses suggested that this was where they were going to have their meeting with the chief constable.

			Sergeant Havers had gone to one of the windows. Doubtless she was wishing she were outside where she could suck down another fag. Doubtless also, she was hungry. Isabelle herself was famished, but food was going to have to wait.

			Both of the office’s doors opened simultaneously, as if two unseen footmen were without on the landing and doing the honours. A uniformed man looking vaguely like the Duke of Windsor ten years into his marriage to Wallis strode inside. He didn’t extend a welcome. Instead, he said, “Superintendent Ardery,” and gave Havers a glance that plainly indicated that an introduction to her was not going to be required.

			He didn’t give his name, but Isabelle didn’t allow her hackles to rise at this, nor at his mistake about her rank. She already knew his name anyway: Chief Constable Patrick Wyatt. She would correct him about her rank in due time.

			He also didn’t invite them to sit. Instead he said, “I’m not happy you’re here,” and he appeared to be waiting for her response.

			She cooperated. “And I’m not happy to be here. Neither is Detective Sergeant Havers. Our intention is to be as brief as possible in order to craft a report for our superiors and then to be gone.”

			This appeared to thaw the chief constable slightly. He gestured to the coffee table with its five chairs and he said, “Coffee?” to which Isabelle demurred. She shot a look at Havers, who did likewise. Isabelle said that the water currently on the table was fine, thank you very much indeed. She didn’t wait for the chief constable to pour. She took a seat and did the honours all round. Havers also sat. She sipped. Her expression said she was expecting hemlock, but as this was the only liquid available she would at least die slaked.

			Wyatt finally joined them, and Isabelle went at their situation directly. “Sergeant Havers and I have been put in a difficult position. It’s not our intention to blacken anyone’s reputation up here.”

			“I’m glad to hear that.” Wyatt took up his water, gulped it all down, and poured himself another glassful. Havers, Isabelle noticed, looked relieved that he hadn’t keeled over after downing the first.

			“Cutbacks are making a hash of things everywhere,” Isabelle said. “I know you’ve taken an enormous hit—”

			“Our ‘hit’ is that we’re down to eighteen hundred officers policing Herefordshire, Shropshire, and Worcestershire. We’ve not a single bona fide constable walking a beat any longer, and entire towns are now in the hands of police volunteers and the Neighbourhood Watch. At this point, it takes—minimally—twenty minutes for one of our officers to arrive at a crime scene. And that’s only if the poor sod isn’t already dealing with something somewhere else.”

			“It’s not that much different in London,” Isabelle said.

			Wyatt harrumphed and shot a look at Havers as if she were the embodiment of what cutbacks in policing had reduced the world to. Havers met his look but said nothing. She didn’t appear cowed.

			“I want to make a few things clear,” Wyatt said. “On the night of the incident, an ambulance was dispatched at once when the first call came through. When it was clear to the paramedics that the man could not be revived, the call centre was informed and the duty detective inspector was sent in. Not a patrol officer first, mind you—had there even been one available, which there was not—and not a duty inspector. The force incident manager sent a detective and that officer went to Ludlow straightaway. She initiated an investigation at once, and in due course she phoned the complaints commission.”

			“In due course?”

			“Within three hours. This followed her inspection of the scene and her interview with the paramedics and the officer present at the station, as well as the arrival of the Home Office pathologist. Everything was done by the book.”

			“I appreciate that information,” Isabelle told him. The West Mercia police had adhered to an understandably foreshortened version of standard procedure. Receiving the news from the paramedics, they had cut to the chase instead of sending a patrol officer followed by a duty inspector followed by a detective. A death in custody was going to require special handling, and the officer on duty at the control centre, having taken note of the contents of the 999 call, would have known this at once.

			She said, “Was a parallel investigation going on, then, while the IPCC was investigating?”

			“An investigation into how the cock-up occurred in the first place? Yes, there was,” Wyatt told her. “Both investigations were thorough. Both reports were shared with the victim’s family, and the IPCC’s report was made available to the public and the press. To be frank, why the Metropolitan Police have decided to intrude at this point is beyond my ken.”

			“We’re here as reassurance for a member of Parliament. He’s taking considerable pressure from the dead man’s father.”

			“Bloody politics.” The phone on Wyatt’s desk rang, and he stood to answer it. He said only, “Speak,” and then listened to the reply. “Send her up at once,” was his next statement.

			He went to the bookshelves behind his naval destroyer of a desk, gathered a stack of manila folders, and returned with them to his chair, where he placed them on the coffee table.

			Isabelle glanced at them but did not take them up for a look. There would be plenty of time for that later. For now, she wanted to be put into the picture from the CC’s point of view. She said, “We know the death occurred at the Ludlow station. We know the place was unmanned on the night of the death. But what’s the actual situation there?”

			“We’ve had to close down stations in all three counties,” Wyatt told them. He gestured to a large map on the wall between the two windows of the room. It hung just above where they were sitting, and Isabelle recognised it as comprising Herefordshire, Shropshire, and Worcestershire. “In Ludlow’s case, the station’s unmanned, but it’s not unused. Officers stop in when they’re out on patrol, in need of computers, or establishing an incident room.”

			“Is there a custody suite?”

			He shook his head. There was no place in the building for suspects in a crime to be held under lock and key. Nor were there interview rooms, although it wouldn’t be entirely irregular for someone to be taken there to be questioned if a patrol officer felt it necessary.

			“We’ve been told that a patrol officer didn’t make the arrest, that a PCSO did the job.”

			Patrick Wyatt confirmed this. The individual who’d died inside the Ludlow police station had been taken there by a police community support officer. He’d been informed by his guv that the regular patrol officers would be driving down later from Shrewsbury when they finished dealing with a string of burglaries. Eight homes were involved along with five businesses in two different towns, and the Shrewsbury patrol officers had been assisting the very few detectives that could be mustered to attend the scenes of the crimes. They’d reckoned four hours before they could get to Ludlow.

			“Why the rush to bring him in?”

			The CC didn’t know, since the order to bring in the alleged paedophile would have come from the PCSO’s own superior, who’d be in charge of all the support officers in the area. What he could tell them was that a phone call had been made accusing Ian Druitt of child molestation. It had been made anonymously. It had come into 999 and not 101, and it had been made from the external emergency intercom at the Ludlow police station.

			“External intercom?” came from Havers. Isabelle saw that the sergeant had produced a fresh-looking notebook from her shoulder bag along with a mechanical pencil.

			At all closed or unmanned police stations, Wyatt informed her, external intercoms now allowed members of the community to be put in touch with the control room that handled emergencies as well as major crimes.

			“So because of that call, someone was dispatched at once?” Isabelle asked. “Surely it was something that could have waited a few hours, even a day, for a patrol officer to be free.”

			Wyatt didn’t disagree. He said that he reckoned this unfortunate circumstance had been the result of a confluence of two issues: the extent to which the regular patrol officers were involved in the burglary situation and the fact that the call involved paedophilia, which was an accusation that the police had learned over time to take very seriously.

			A knock sounded on the chief constable’s office door, and he strode to admit a woman with a dress sense not dissimilar to Barbara Havers’s. Wyatt introduced her: Detective Inspector Pajer. She looked frazzled. While her smooth black hair was cut in an attractive style that cradled her oval face and fell to her jaw, beneath her eyes there were unappealing bags, which were darkly fleshed. Her lips were so chapped that they looked painful. Her hands were reddish, as if from rough work. Had she not been carrying a briefcase, Isabelle might have assumed she’d come to clean the office.

			DI Pajer said, “It’s Bernadette,” to Isabelle as she crossed the room, offered her hand first to Isabelle and then to Havers. She took one of the vacant seats. She poured herself a glass of water without being bidden. Then she opened her briefcase, brought forth a stack of labelled filing folders, and waited as the chief constable joined them.

			Pajer folded her hands on what she’d brought with her and said, “Before we go into anything, I’d like to be told the brief.”

			“Your work isn’t being questioned, Bernadette,” Wyatt explained.

			“Due respect, sir? If I’m asked to headquarters in order to speak to officers from the Met, I suggest that’s not the case,” Pajer replied.

			Thus Isabelle understood that Pajer was the detective inspector who’d been on duty the night of Ian Druitt’s death. It was her investigation—along with the IPCC’s—that she and Havers had come to look into. Much as she’d done for Wyatt, Isabelle explained the politics of the situation to Pajer, ending with her intention to be on the road back to London as soon as possible.

			Pajer listened, nodded, and placed her filing folders on the coffee table near to those Wyatt had already put there. She began to share her information.

			Present when she arrived at the Ludlow station, she said, were the paramedics who’d worked on Ian Druitt and the PCSO who’d arrested him: one Gary Ruddock. The body had been moved, and the ligature Druitt used had been taken from his neck.

			“What was the ligature?” Isabelle asked.

			Here Pajer took from a file the photographs taken of the scene. Among them was one of a long band of scarlet material perhaps four inches wide. This, she told them, was a stole. It was part of the vestments worn by clergymen when doing a service.

			“Was the dead man a clergyman?” Isabelle asked.

			“He was. You’ve not been told?”

			Isabelle glanced at Havers, whose lips had formed an O. She, like Isabelle herself, had to be wondering why this was a detail they hadn’t been given in London. She said, “I see. Please go on.”

			According to the arresting PCSO, Druitt had just completed evensong when Ruddock arrived to fetch him to the station, and he was in the vestry of St. Laurence Church in the midst of removing his vestments. Evidently, he put the stole into a pocket of his anorak.

			“Could Ruddock have pinched it?” Havers asked. “When he fetched the deacon, I mean.”

			DI Pajer had considered the possibility, she told them. But she thought it very unlikely. For pinching the stole suggested some kind of plan, and it was a matter of pure chance that the PCSO had been the one charged with hauling in Druitt. And of course, he would know—as they all did—that a death while in custody was going to trigger not one but two investigations.

			It seemed that Pajer had done everything as it was meant to be done. She’d rung for a Home Office pathologist; she’d removed the paramedics and Ruddock from the scene; she’d taken their statements separately; she’d phoned for the scenes of crime officers as a precaution and when they’d arrived, they’d taken clothing, fingerprints, and everything else necessary should it be decided that a crime had been committed rather than a suicide having occurred. She had not made that determination. She’d merely done what she was supposed to do, given the circumstances she found herself in. It was all, she said, in the material she’d brought with her. Each interview she’d conducted: from the operator at the call centre who’d taken the PCSO’s panicked call to the paramedics who’d used the paddles to try to shock Druitt’s heart back to beating.

			“And the IPCC?” Isabelle enquired.

			Pajer confirmed that she’d rung for a complaints commission investigator directly upon the Home Office pathologist’s formal look at the body. The IPCC had sent someone the next day. She was the first person who was interviewed, after which the investigator went on from there.

			It was clear to Isabelle that this was the conclusion of Pajer’s remarks. The DI replaced the photos into their folder and centred it along with other files on the table. She also gave Wyatt a look asking if that would be all, since she was—as they all were—increasingly overburdened.

			Wyatt said to Isabelle, “If you’ve no further questions . . . ,” and DI Pajer started to rise.

			Isabelle said, “I’m wondering if anyone made certain that this PCSO—Ruddock—was truly the only available choice to arrest Ian Druitt.”

			Wyatt said sharply, “‘This PCSO’ has been a good officer, and he’s taken what’s happened damn hard. Not only because someone died on his watch but also because he knows what that means for the rest of his career. His brief was to take the man to the station and to wait for the patrol officers who would remove him to Shrewsbury. And that’s exactly what he did.”

			“Why didn’t he just take him directly to Shrewsbury himself?” This from Havers again, pencil poised for the CC’s reply.

			“Ruddock did what he was told to do by his superior,” Wyatt told them. “That would be the local sergeant in charge of all the West Mercia PCSOs. I assume DI Pajer has also interviewed this individual,” with a look at Pajer.

			She said, “The problem—you’ll read it in the report, of course—was that Ruddock also had to deal with an incident of binge drinking in the town.”

			“Do you mean he left the police station once he fetched Druitt?” Again, from Havers.

			“Of course he didn’t leave the station!” Wyatt declared.

			“But then how—”

			At this, the chief constable stood, in the act of examining his watch. He said, “We’ve given you all the time we have. Everything you need to know is in the files, and I assume you’re meant to read them. Would that be correct?”

			Of course it would, Isabelle thought. But she said nothing as, obviously, the chief constable knew the answer already.

			LUDLOW

			SHROPSHIRE

			Ding had spent the afternoon just outside Much Wenlock, watching her mum play tour guide to the few paying visitors who actually wanted to have a look at the Donaldsons’ mausoleum of a house. Ding hated this. It wasn’t so much that she had to put up with strangers breathing on the family silver—especially as there was no family silver—but rather it was that she had to put up with her mother’s desperation to please. This showed itself in the ridiculous stories she concocted about what she’d decided to refer to as the King James Room, the Queen Elizabeth Chamber, and the Roundheads Hall. Ding gritted her teeth practically down to her gums each time she heard her mother say, in artificial pear-shaped tones, “Now it was here in 1663 . . . ,” because this signalled the launching of the Capture of Cardew Hall and God only knew what else because Ding tried not to hear anything more of it. Most of the time she succeeded since her job was to remain in the entry hall in order to sell tickets to tourists and to take money for her mother’s homemade chutneys and jams. At least the chutneys and jams were the real thing, although Ding wouldn’t have put it past her mother—in a bad year for fruit—to purchase a few cases of Sainsbury’s strawberry jam and just repurpose it as her own.

			The fact that their home was called Cardew Hall was the only part of the tour that was true. The place had always been Cardew Hall, although Ding’s mum knew nothing of a single ancestor who might have lived in it, having herself inherited the virtual pile of rubble from a childless great-uncle and also having made the completely mad decision not to unload it at once onto an entrepreneur eager to turn it into a Relais & Châteaux hotel.

			So because of all this and, more, because of the family’s desperate need for funds to repair the plumbing, restring the electrical wiring, modernise the kitchen and the bathrooms, and rid the entire rubbish tip of mold, mildew, and more pests than one could begin to enumerate, Ding was forced to show up two afternoons each week during summer term and every single afternoon during summer hols, and do her daughterly duty by keeping her post at the front door. While she despised every moment that she had to do this, it was the deal she’d made with her mother: Ding could enjoy the freedom of living-in accommodation in Ludlow provided that she returned on the afternoons when Cardew Hall was open to view. But the entire experience always put her on edge.

			She was looking for some kind of respite when she got back to Ludlow, but when she reached the house in Temeside, she knew it was going to be difficult if not impossible to achieve that inside the place. For she recognised the Volvo parked mostly on the pavement in front of the house, and she realised that Finn Freeman’s mum had decided to drop by. Knowing that a visit from her would result in a row—because it always did whenever Finn spoke to his mum—Ding decided to seek a few minutes of peace by the river. She knew just the place: up along the way at Horseshoe Weir. There, from the pavement above, she’d be able to look down on the pool. As waterfowl had taken up residence with spring’s arrival, she might manage a glimpse of ducklings. Ducklings always improved her spirits.

			That was how she ended up catching sight of Brutus and Allison Franklin, lip-locked on the River Teme with their kayaks lashed together to make the lip-locking easier. Her afternoon had been the camel. Seeing Brutus and Allison was the straw.

			She felt something fracture within her. Brutus was supposed to be the one person in her life whom she could rely on now that Missa was gone from Ludlow. Yes, yes, even to believe that was completely ridiculous since he’d told her from the first that they would only be friends with privileges. But when she’d agreed to that plan, she’d also assumed that he wouldn’t be seeking “privileges” with anyone else, let alone doing so less than two hundred yards from the home he lived in. The home he lived in with her, with Ding.

			She was staring at the two of them—Brutus and the loathsome Allison—when a car’s alarm began blaring just nearby. This caused several of the mallards to squawk and take flight. In the river, Brutus and Allison parted and, as luck would have it, Brutus caught sight of Ding. She spun round to leave, only to hear his friendly call of, “Hey! Dingster! How did it go this time?”

			She spun back to the sight of him and to the sight of Allison looking so smug that Ding wanted to launch herself into the river, walk across the water like an enraged cartoon character, and rip off the other girl’s face. But instead all she did was shriek, “You . . . you!” on a rising note that sounded like a cat whose tail is caught in a slammed door. This was more humiliating than seeing Brutus and Allison in the first place—not to mention being seen by Brutus and Allison—so she whipped back round, stepped off the pavement, and was nearly hit by a city bus. That shot adrenaline through her and shook enough sense into her that she was able to get home without being the victim of a roadway incident.

			Inside the house, she could hear Finn and his mum going at it. The situation, she reckoned, had to be serious because they generally went at it over the phone, not in person. Indeed, she’d only actually seen Mrs. Freeman once before now, along with Finn’s dad when they’d delivered a bookcase and a chest of drawers for Finn’s bedroom back in the autumn. And that had been a very brief visit. Finn couldn’t have hustled them out of the house any faster had the building been on fire.

			Now in the sitting room Finn’s mum was in the midst of saying, “If I hate anything—which I do not—what I hate is how that man pulled the wool over your eyes.”

			“He didn’t. He was a decent bloke. He was my friend as well. And you bloody hate it when I have friends. Just fucking admit it, Mum.”

			There was a moment of silence. Ding could hear an intake of breath, probably an attempt to get calm. She knew she should have taken this moment to announce her presence, but she didn’t do it. She remained where she was and she listened. At least it took her mind off Brutus and off Cardew Hall.

			Finally, Finn’s mum said, “Do you actually think . . . ?” And after another pause, “Are you trying to protect Ian Druitt? Is that what this is?”

			“Fat lot I can do to protect him since he’s dead,” Finn replied.

			“Listen to me, Finnegan. I’ve been told there’s a new investigation being launched with officers from Scotland Yard. They very well might want to speak with you.”

			“Why?”

			“Because they’re here to conduct an investigation into the investigation that was done following Ian Druitt’s suicide.”

			“No way did Ian—”

			“All right. Whatever you wish to call it. But they’re investigating and chances are they’re going to come across your name. If that happens and if you deny something you know to be true—”

			“I don’t know anything to be true,” he broke in. “Except Ian was my mate and I know my mates. No way am I denying that. D’you think I wouldn’t have known it if he was messing round with little kids? He was a good bloke and good blokes don’t ever—”

			“Oh for God’s sake! D’you actually think child molesters hang round the local infants’ school drooling, with their cocks hanging out of their trousers? Just because you think you know someone doesn’t mean you have the slightest clue who they really are. I want you to promise me that you’ll stay clear of anything having to do with the wretched man’s death.”

			“You just told me some Scotland Yard people’re going to want to talk to me. Am I s’posed to leave town?”

			“I said they might want to talk to you. I said if they do, you’re to tell them the truth.”

			“Oh, I know a few truths they’d be chuffed to hear.”

			“What is that supposed to mean? Finnegan, do I need to make clear how little more it will take before I pull the plug on this entire college experience you claim to be having?”

			Ding thought this might be the moment to intrude, so she opened and closed the front door again—this time employing a slam—and she passed by, then executed a backtrack to put herself in the doorway to the sitting room. She saw that Finn was deliberately slouching on the sofa, a posture that was guaranteed to drive his mother straight round the bend. For her part, Mrs. Freeman was standing practically on top of him. She turned at the sound of Ding’s saying, “Oh. Hullo,” to which Finn responded with, “Don’t come in ’less you want her to sort you as well.”

			“Dena.” Mrs. Freeman wore an expression that told Ding she was meant to move along, up the stairs and out of earshot.

			Had Ding not already had her day driven into the ground first by Cardew Hall and second by Brutus, she would have sauntered into the sitting room and plopped onto one of the huge beanbags, just to irritate the woman. But since her day had already gone from bad to worse, she wanted just to be alone. Besides, she had an essay to write, so she gave a desultory wave to Finn, and she went for the stairs.

			“Let’s get back to it,” was the last she heard, spoken by Finn’s mum.

			“Oh right. Let’s do that,” was Finn’s sarcastic reply.

			Since her bedroom was at the back of the house, Ding heard nothing more. She closed her door to make sure that remained the case. She had an electric kettle in her room for early morning tea, and she switched this on.

			She was just settling down to do some work, cup of tea on the desk next to her notebook, when her bedroom door opened. She swung round, and when she saw it was Brutus she wanted to spit fire at him.

			“Leave me alone,” she said. “I’ve had a rotten day.”

			“No one showed up?”

			How infuriating it was that he was speaking about her afternoon at Cardew Hall when he bloody well knew he’d made a ruin of what could have been their decent evening because of his antics on the river. She said, “That’s not what I’m talking about, Bruce.”

			He ignored the Bruce and said, “Had a good number of visitors then?” and damn him if he didn’t close the door behind him and snick the lock, as if he thought he’d be getting some.

			“If you must know, three Germans and one American lady with a notebook and a tape recorder. Now if you don’t mind . . .” She swung back to her desk.

			Brutus came to her. He played the masseur with her shoulders and her neck. He knew she liked that. He’d used it as a prelude to sex often enough. Was he actually thinking she’d be doing it with him not a half hour after she’d seen him sticking his tongue down Allison Franklin’s throat?

			She shook him off. “Go away.” Then, “Leave me alone,” when he kept up the massage action.

			He dropped his hands. But he didn’t leave. Instead he said, “So you saw me with Allison. The whole deal, right?”

			“What whole deal? Did you actually go further than tasting her tonsils? What was ‘the whole deal,’ then? Sticking your fingers up her pussy?”

			He was silent. She was forced to turn on her chair and look at him. His thick blond hair was tousled, suggesting Allison’s having had her way with it, and one of his shirtsleeves was rucked enough that Ding could picture Allison’s nasty little hand snaking up it to feel the muscles she’d find there. And he did have muscles, did Brutus. He’d been a weightlifting fiend from the time he’d concluded that five foot four was going to do it as far as his height was concerned.

			“So?” she said. “Are you going to answer?”

			“I thought we agreed. It doesn’t mean shit.”

			“Which part of it doesn’t mean shit? The you and me part of it? The you and Allison part of it? Or the you and the everyone with a vagina part of it?”

			“We aren’t exclusive, Ding, you and me. I was upfront from the first. I told you how I needed it to be. It’s how I’m made. It’s how most blokes are made. They act faithful because if they don’t, they won’t get any. So what you should feel is—”

			“Don’t you tell me what I should feel!”

			“—grateful that at least you know where we stand. I always told the truth about that.”

			“Oh. Pardon me for not being grateful. I see I should have applauded your openness. I should congratulate you for feeling free to get into some other girl’s knickers one hundred yards from our front door and in bloody plain sight!” She hated herself for shrieking the last four words.

			He said, “If you knew that you couldn’t be what me and you are, then you should’ve told me upfront. But you didn’t tell me. Why? ’Cause what you thought is that the way I am—the way I told you I am—wouldn’t apply in your case.”

			“I never!”

			“So why the freak-out? You always like it well enough. You don’t fight me off, even when you know I’ve already been with—”

			She shoved him away from her. “Get out!” she shouted. “Get bloody out of here because if you don’t I’ll start screaming. Then I’ll tell everyone that you . . . I’ll tell . . . I swear . . .” She threw a textbook at him.

			He dodged the book, but it was perhaps her words that kept him inside her room. “Tell everyone?” His tone was deadly serious of a sudden. “Tell everyone what, Ding?”

			“I woke up,” she said. “All right? I bloody woke up, and you weren’t here.”
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			They found their hotel in the mediaeval part of town, just across from the great ruins of Ludlow Castle. This sat splendidly upon a promontory high above the River Teme, which curved round the castle on the west and south, a peaceful tributary overhung with willows and beeches. That, along with the River Corve to the north, acted as good as a moat.

			Griffith Hall had apparently lived many lives from its time as a residence for the Griffith family, retainers to successive Earls of March. It had endured a lengthy period as an exclusive school for young boys and wartime use as a recuperation site for the wounded. It had served as a town museum and from that it had become what it was today: a dispirited hotel in need of a deep infusion of cash. Even the peonies and hydrangeas, which massed brightly along a stone wall separating the car park from an expanse of lawn, could not do much to change the air of better times gone by that hung over it.

			Isabelle’s digs were high in the building and accessed by so many staircases, fire doors, and corridors that she reckoned she would require a trail of breadcrumbs to find her way down to breakfast in the morning. But they also had the virtue of being two spacious rooms and a bathroom, although their windows looked out upon rooftops from one, a corner of the castle from another, and from a third—heavily curtained—the building next door. When she opened those last curtains to let in more light, she was greeted by the sight of an elderly gentleman wearing what appeared to be a onesie. This was unbuttoned, displaying his concave chest through whose grey hairs he was meditatively running his fingers. He saw Isabelle and waved gamely. She jerked the curtains closed and vowed not to open them again.

			She unpacked quickly. She’d rung down to reception for ice and lemon, and while she was laying out her toiletries on the white wicker cart that served as the bathroom vanity, the ice and lemon arrived. Room service was the same person who’d checked them into the place and carried their bags to their rooms: a boy in the vicinity of twenty who favoured false eyelashes and black liner and whose ear gauges had created holes through which a golf ball could have been hit. She saw that he’d brought her a single drinking glass with two pieces of ice in it and one slice of lemon lying perkily at the top. She’d assumed requesting ice meant a bucketful—small though that bucket might have been—and that lemon would mean a plate of slices, but that obviously was not going to be the case. She stopped herself from complaining so early in the game—for all she knew, the poor boy would serve the dinner as well, and she didn’t fancy him spitting into her food—and she thanked him as graciously as she could. Then she went to the bedside table where she’d stowed her vodka and tonic. Considering this was going to be her only drinking opportunity while in her room just now, she went for strength. A quarter cup of tonic accompanied vodka that topped up the glass. She drank deeply. She was owed in more ways than one.

			It was clear that Thomas Lynley had managed a few words with Sergeant Havers before their jaunt to Shropshire. The woman had been cooperation personified from first to last, no matter the tests that Isabelle devised for her. On their one brief stop for petrol and their second to use the ladies’, the sergeant hadn’t flickered an eyelash at Isabelle’s “Buy yourself a bag of crisps or something as we won’t be stopping again.” Rather, she had returned from her trip to the ladies’ with two virtuous apples, one of which she handed over to Isabelle.

			She’d maintained this persona all the way through their interview with the chief constable. If she minded not being introduced to the man—something Isabelle was certain the supremely well-bred DI Lynley would never have failed to see to—she gave no indication of that. She’d merely taken notes, asked a question here and there, and waited for further instruction.

			The sergeant had also made no comment when shown her accommodation in Griffith Hall, which Isabelle had made certain in advance would be suitable only for a novice in a cloistered convent. She had relented about the bathroom—shower, loo, and sink, but that must be the absolute limit, do you understand?—and the bed needed to be a single, she’d instructed the hotel. If it was more like a camp-bed than something suitable for a hotel, all the better. Isabelle had long since discovered where Barbara Havers lived, in something of a hut that looked as if it had earlier served as a garden shed, so if the sergeant had thought to utter a word of complaint, Isabelle was ready with a reply. But she did not complain. She merely entered, slung her bag on the bed, and asked if the telly worked. Apparently she’d been watching EastEnders from her mother’s womb.

			“You’ll have little enough time for television,” Isabelle had informed her before heading off to her own room. She’d handed over the pile of folders that DI Pajer and the CC of the West Mercia police had given to them. “Have a look through these.”

			Havers had blinked. But she gave no hint that dividing up the folders might expedite the process.

			Before dinner, she met Havers in the bar, as arranged. Someone—no doubt Lynley—had put the sergeant into the picture of changing for dinner, but she’d misinterpreted the idea of changing, reckoning it meant just altering one’s outfit. All she’d come up with was beige trousers, brown brogues, and a blue blouse that was only travelling towards threadbare instead of having already arrived at that destination. Isabelle’s vodka and tonic had mellowed her, though. She didn’t mention the sergeant’s attire. Instead, she sat upon one of the leather sofas and gestured for Havers to take the other.

			The sergeant looked confused. Then she cast a glance in the direction of the dining room. She went for apologetic as she said, “Sorry to bring this up, but . . . I mean, as we didn’t have lunch . . . ?”

			It was clear she’d never been to a hotel, fine or otherwise. A B & B probably, a pub with rooms maybe, but a full-service hotel with a bar and restaurant in addition to a breakfast room . . . ? Not at all. The poor woman didn’t know what to do with herself.

			“This is how we begin, Sergeant,” Isabelle told her. “Do sit. They’ll bring us menus. I’m ordering a drink. Have one yourself. It’s after hours, and we’re officially off duty.”

			Havers hesitated. She’d brought several of the investigation’s filing folders with her, and she clutched them defensively to her chest.

			Isabelle said, “Surely Inspector Lynley hasn’t always forced you to have your meals in . . . I don’t know . . . Little Chefs? I can’t think that would quite be his cup of tea. Do sit down. Someone will be along. Hotels have a sixth sense about these things.”

			Havers relented, but she perched on the edge of the sofa. She kept the filing folders hugging her body, clearly expecting this to be a working dinner, and she managed to look as if Isabelle would leap to her feet at any second and announce that the joke was on her.

			Within moments, Isabelle’s promised someone arrived, menus in hand. As she’d suspected, it was Mr. Eyelashes Et Cetera. She asked him his name.

			“Peace,” he said.

			“I beg your pardon? Your name is Peace?”

			“Peace on Earth,” he told her. “Mum liked to make statements.”

			“Did she indeed? Have you siblings, Peace on Earth?”

			“End of Hunger,” he told her. “After that, she couldn’t get pregnant again. Just as well, you ask me.” He handed them the menus, saying, “Drinks?” as he did so.

			Isabelle was more than ready for her second of the evening. She said, “Vodka martini, straight up, with olives. Stirred, not shaken, if you will. Sergeant, what will you have to drink?”

			Havers, she saw, was studying what appeared to be the fancy cocktail list. Her brow was furrowed, and her lips were moving as she read the names and their accompanying descriptions. She finally said airily, “I think I’ll have the same. The vodka thing.”

			“You’re certain?” Isabelle doubted Havers had ever even had a martini.

			“Certain as there’s snow in the Alps.”

			Isabelle nodded at Peace on Earth. “Two vodka martinis, then.”

			He said, “Will do,” and took himself off to the bar to do the mixing there.

			Isabelle wondered if he was also the chef. So far there appeared to be no one else working in the place.

			“Wonder if he’s got his mum’s skeleton kitted out in the attic,” Havers murmured, glancing round the lounge in which they sat. They were its only occupants.

			Isabelle frowned. “His mum?”

			“You know. Beware of the portrait with moving eyeballs and taking a shower if there’s a curtain and not a glass door? Anthony Perkins? Janet Leigh? The Bates Motel?” When Isabelle made no reply, Havers went on. “Good God, guv, have you never seen Psycho?” She made stabbing motions along with a wee, wee, wee sound. “All that blood swirling down the drain?”

			“I seem to have missed it.”

			Havers looked astonished. “Missed it?” Her expression suggested that she wanted to ask if Isabelle had been in a coma for several decades.

			“Yes. Missed it, Sergeant. Is it required viewing for anyone considering a holiday and looking for accommodation?”

			“No, but . . . well, some things are cultural touchstones. Aren’t they?”

			“I wouldn’t disagree, although I’m not sure violent death through shower curtain is one of them.”

			Peace on Earth brought them a bowl of mixed nuts and another of cheese straws. Havers looked at them longingly, but she didn’t help herself. Isabelle reached for a cheese straw and offered the bowl to her. The sergeant took one and held it, cigarlike, between two fingers, as if waiting permission to put her teeth upon it. When Isabelle crunched down upon hers, Havers did the same. Her unnerving accuracy in duplicating Isabelle’s movements made the DCS wonder whether she’d been practising the art of mirroring in her spare time.

			“What have you gathered so far?” Isabelle asked her, with a gesture at the files they’d been given.

			Havers referenced the anonymous call that had come into the 999 control centre. It had been a man’s voice, no name given, and as all calls were, it had been recorded. The IPCC files had contained a transcript of the call, and it was the transcript that had caught the sergeant’s attention. After making the claim of child molestation against Ian Druitt, the voice had said, “I can’t abide the hypocrisy. That sod goes after children—boys and girls. He has done for years, and no one wants to see it. It’s like the goddamn Catholic Church.”

			Havers said, “First I wondered why anyone took the call seriously, guv. It was like an anonymous letter when you think about it. Someone decides to cause this bloke Druitt aggro, so he rings 999 and makes a claim about him. He doesn’t offer proof, but the coppers rush out and make an arrest.”

			“Paedophilia being something the police are going to take on board at once, Sergeant . . . ,” Isabelle pointed out, leaving the rest hanging there because Havers would know it. The phone call was not unlike someone anonymously ringing the coppers to indicate a neighbour had been seen shoving a body under the patio. Wheels were going to be set in motion.

			“Oh, I understand that. But it was the last part. The Catholic Church bit.”

			Isabelle had taken another cheese straw, but she held it midway to her mouth. “The Catholic Church bit?”

			“Child abuse and the Catholic Church. Doesn’t that suggest anything to you?”

			“Should it? I mean aside from the fact that it’s come out that Catholic priests were diddling children, and their superiors knew it and did nothing about it.”

			“Exactly, guv. This bloke Ian Druitt? Turns out he was a deacon, not a full-on priest. So he had a superior right here in Ludlow, a superior who could have known all along what he was up to but did nothing to stop him.”

			“You’re suggesting that that’s the reason behind the anonymous phone call: that the Anglican Church did exactly as the Catholic Church has done. Well and good, but where does that take us?”

			“To the fact that an Anglican deacon offed himself in the Ludlow police station without ever being told why he was there. Because ’cording to the IPCC report, the PCSO brought him in but said nothing to the bloke because he didn’t even know why he’d been told to fetch him. And then the bloke offed himself? That doesn’t make sense.”

			“It makes sense if you consider that, being a deacon of the church, Ian Druitt could have read the handwriting on the wall the moment the PCSO showed up to collect him. What was his name again?”

			Havers consulted her paperwork. Peace on Earth came to their table with their martinis. She said, “Gary Ruddock. And what I’m saying—”

			“Thank you, Peace. May I call you Peace, by the way?” Isabelle said all of this with meaning. Her discussion with Havers wasn’t one that she wanted anyone—let alone a hotel factotum—to overhear.

			“Fine by me,” Peace on Earth said as he placed the drinks in front of them.

			Hastily, then, Havers closed the file. She took up her martini and before Isabelle could mention that it was something she might want to savour, she swigged a mouthful as if it were mineral water. Thankfully, the top of her head did not burst into flames, although her comment, “Strong,” barely made it from between her lips afterwards.

			Peace had, in the meantime, transformed himself into their waiter. He produced a pad and pen and asked them about their menu choices. Isabelle went for the soup followed by the lamb medium rare, and Havers, who hadn’t looked at the menu and possibly hadn’t even seen the menu, said in something of a post-vodka murmur that she’d have the same, although her expression suggested that she didn’t know lamb could be cooked in any way other than to a crisp.

			When the young man had taken himself off—possibly to do the cooking as well—Isabelle pointed out to Havers that the fact that Ian Druitt was an Anglican deacon explained two elements of the case. The first was why the phone call to 999 had been made anonymously. “Most fathers wouldn’t want their sons or daughters to be questioned by the police about molestation. They’d want it even less if the molester was a deacon as it would easily come down to the child’s word against a churchman’s.” The second was that the deacon had been collected sooner rather than later after the phone call. “The MP who came to see Hillier—Quentin Walker—told me that Druitt had a boys’ and girls’ club here in town. If that’s the case, he was in a position of such trust that he needed to be stopped at once if he was messing about with any children in that club.”

			Havers didn’t look convinced, though. Instead she looked thoughtful before she said, “Or there’s always this, guv: Someone was trying to get Druitt stitched up for something he didn’t do.”

			LUDLOW

			SHROPSHIRE

			It was half past eleven, but Barbara knew she had to get out of the hotel and into the air. She also knew that she’d buggered things. The predinner martini had been followed by two bottles of red wine. One cup of coffee—black, strong, and sugarless—had done nothing to slap her into sobriety. If the drinking had been designed by Ardery to see what she would do when offered it, Barbara reckoned she’d failed the test.

			As for the DCS, she’d not shown the least sign of being even tipsy. Instead of coffee, she’d also had two port wines after dinner. Her capacity for drink was astonishing. The only indication she’d given that the drinks were getting to her was when she’d taken a phone call during their dinner. She’d given it a glance and then said to Barbara, “I must take this,” and rose to leave the dining room. She headed for the doorway, and she’d veered off course a bit. But even that could have been due merely to a ruck in the carpet.

			Barbara had heard her say, “But I’ve hired you to deal with this, haven’t I,” before the DCS went out of earshot. Upon her return, Ardery had looked stony in the face, but whatever the phone call had been about, she’d left the matter wherever she’d rung off on the caller. She seemed expert at compartmentalising things.

			After the meal as they climbed the stairs, Isabelle laid out their plans for the following day, which would begin at half past seven when they met for breakfast. The day would include speaking to the PCSO who’d been in charge of carting Ian Druitt to the Ludlow station. It would also include a drive to pay a call on the dead man’s father, and a conversation with the vicar of St. Laurence Church, which, according to their paperwork, turned out to be where Ian Druitt had his position as deacon.

			“Goodnight to you, Sergeant,” were Ardery’s final words, along with, “I hope you sleep well.”

			Barbara surveyed her room on unsteady legs and knew how unlikely was the probability that she would sleep at all. First of all, the room swam round her in such a way that she thought she might not make it across the carpet to the bed. Second, the bed was so narrow and looked so uncomfortable that even if she managed to fall upon it, she reckoned she’d spend the night feeling like a prisoner stretched out on the rack.

			Not born anywhere near yesterday, Barbara had understood what Ardery was up to on the journey to Herefordshire and then to Shropshire. As soon as the DCS had announced there would be no stopping for lunch, she’d reckoned that Ardery was going to use this excursion as an opportunity to push her not only to the edge but over it. Ardery’s dislike of her had been established early into her tenure at New Scotland Yard, and while Barbara had done nothing to garner anything other than dislike from the DCS, she’d managed to stay clear of absolute malfeasance until she’d taken herself off to Italy in defiance of Ardery’s orders. Providing information to a reporter working for the nation’s worst tabloid hadn’t helped matters. Doing it more than once had done the job to seal her fate. So now in Ludlow, Barbara found herself quite adept at reading the tea leaves. DI Lynley might have seen this as an opportunity for redemption, but Barbara knew what it actually was: a design to sink her permanently and to guarantee her transfer to Berwick-upon-Tweed.

			This room in the hotel was part of it. She didn’t need to see Ardery’s own digs to know that they wouldn’t resemble this, which had to be the quarters of a former scullery maid shared, undoubtedly, with a laundress and the dairy maid had Griffith Hall had a dairy in its glory years. But Isabelle Ardery was not going to hear a complaint from DS Havers. So if Barbara had to sleep on the floor to achieve any comfort at all, she would do so.

			The drinking, though, had blotted her copybook after an entire day of keeping it pristine. She was pissed all the way to the stars, and this did not bode well for the morrow. She needed to sober up. She also needed a fag. The hotel was a nonsmoking establishment—wasn’t everything these days, she asked herself bitterly—so she decided that a walk in the night air might suffice to meet those two needs. After splashing water on her face in a bathroom the size of a church confessional, she grabbed up her shoulder bag, made sure she had her fags, and staggered down to reception.

			No one was there, but she found a neat pile of tourist maps on the counter, along with postcards of the castle and dozens of brochures for various “Days Out” in Shropshire.
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