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A foot was sticking out from behind the sofa, bare and twisted at an angle that suggested the person hadn’t just lain down for a quick kip. Bernard approached cautiously, the dim light hampering his vision. Kneeling, he saw, as he’d expected to, the body of a woman. He stretched out his hand to pull the hair back from her face, and his fingers caught in dense matted strands. Blood. She’d been beaten, her face contorted into a mass of dark blooming bruises and swelling, with a cut on her forehead which had bled and then crusted along her hairline. He sat back on his heels, and wished to God that the little red purse had never come into his possession.
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‘I found this.’


Paterson didn’t look up, stop writing, or in any way acknowledge that Bernard had spoken to him. This was not an unusual response to Bernard’s efforts to interact with his boss. He’d learned from bitter experience that attempts to persevere in these situation tended to lead to shouting, cursing, and insinuations about his sanity. He sighed and took a step backwards out of Paterson’s office.


Then stopped.


This was important. He couldn’t allow his choices to be based on how much Paterson was going to shout at him. He strode back into the room with a confidence he didn’t feel, and placed the purse on top of the papers his boss was reading. ‘Someone dropped this.’


Paterson pushed it off his reading material. ‘So what?’


‘We should return it.’


‘Now?’ Paterson finally raised his head. ‘In the middle of your working day? When there are three months’ worth of closure logs sitting on your desk, waiting to be entered onto our brand spanking new database?’


‘But—’


‘Bernard, we are not the police. We are not the Girl Guides. We are the North Edinburgh Health Enforcement Team. We do one thing, and one thing only.’


‘Yes, but—’


‘We nobly sacrifice ourselves in the attempt to prevent the Virus spreading. We stop at nothing to track down people who have missed their monthly health check. We risk life and limb to drag said people in for a Health Check.’


Bernard sensed a degree of sarcasm in his boss’s tone.


‘But we do not, last time I looked, trot round to people’s houses returning missing property.’


‘It’s got a Green Card in it.’ He flicked it open and pointed, hoping that Paterson would get the significance of this. Since the Virus had arrived, Green Cards and the data they held about a person’s health status, had become an essential part of everyday life. ‘Whoever lost it is going to struggle to do anything. You can’t even get into a supermarket without a valid Green Card—’


‘Bernard…’


‘—so it just seems to me that we should take an active part in getting it back to whoever—’


‘BERNARD!’


‘Yes?’


‘If I agree to this will it get you out of my office?’


Bernard nodded.


‘Then please reunite this Green Card with its owner. As quickly as possible.’


‘But—’


‘Oh, God, what now?’


‘We’re not supposed to undertake HET work solo.’


Paterson sighed deeply. ‘Maitland,’ he yelled. ‘Get in here.’


‘Not Maitland, Mr Paterson.’ Bernard felt the particular tightening in his stomach that occurred every time he was thrust into the company of his younger colleague. Maitland lurched into the room and ‘accidentally’ hit him on the back on the way.


‘Bernard needs to return a purse and is scared to go on his own.’


‘No I’m not, but our Staff Handbook clearly says—’


Maitland snorted. ‘You are such a girl, Bernard.’


‘Mr Paterson, I have to protest. Maitland’s continued belittling of me contravenes our anti-bullying policy, is not in the spirit of our diversity and equality policy, and is really, really annoying!’


‘True. He’s a disgrace. Now can you two ladies please take your squabbling outside my office?’


Maitland grinned and pushed Bernard out of the office. ‘Shame you have to return it, Bern. It’s totally your colour.’
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Mona’s head was hurting. She closed her eyes and leaned against the cool damp of the car window.


‘You OK?’ Carole’s voice drifted over.


‘Yeah, just tired.’


‘Late night?’


‘Hmm.’ She ignored her colleague’s question, sensing behind it a certain curiosity about her life outside work. Were you up all night in a love-making marathon, Mona? With some gorgeous hunk you’ve never mentioned in the office?


She opened her eyes to see Carole staring at her with a look of concern.


‘You need to take care of yourself, you know.’


Mona felt bad; Carole was no gossip, in fact she was one of the most supportive colleagues she’d ever had. They’d ended up in the HET from very different places – Mona had previously been in CID, and Carole had been a nurse – but they’d always got on well. ‘Thanks. Look – a parking space.’
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