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By Alan Johnson and available from Wildfire


The Late Train to Gipsy Hill









About the Book


A government minister in the Foreign Office has vanished into thin air.


On holiday in Crete, Lord Bellingham had been solo trekking in the White Mountains when he mysteriously disappeared. After a vast search and rescue operation, the local police have no leads, save for a mobile phone discarded on a cliff edge.


Assistant Commissioner Louise Mangan of the Met Police is sent to assist in the investigation but soon discovers that there are more layers to this case than the local police realise.


Lady Bellingham is less than forthcoming, the family nanny is hiding something, and a scandal is brewing back in London that could destroy the minister’s reputation for good.


Under pressure from the powers that be, can Louise find the missing minister, or will she discover something much more sinister at play?









For Carolyn, whose idea this was.
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A COUPLE OF JOBS A YEAR


Brady walked with the swagger of a man who considered himself invincible. Over six feet tall, with strong features and a full head of dark hair flecked with grey, his weight was the same in middle age as it had been when he was twenty. On this lovely spring day, the first good weather of the year, he cut an impressive figure sauntering along Stoke Newington High Street towards Stamford Hill, on his way to confirm a business transaction – one of only two he’d need to make in 2017.


At a hundred grand a time, Brady could live comfortably on a couple of jobs a year. It helped that his earnings were untaxed, and that he operated at the expensive end of the market – because he was good, very good, at what he did. In a sector filled with novices, blowhards and psychopaths, Brady was the supreme professional.


Raised in west Belfast during the Troubles, he’d been recruited by republican paramilitaries as a sixteen-year-old. They’d trained him well, soon discovering that Brady had all the qualities required of an expert sniper: discipline, concentration, sound judgement and an inexhaustible reserve of patience.


He and his wife had been living in this opulent part of north London for fifteen years. Cathleen had no idea how her husband earned his money. She thought he was an international trader in gilts and bonds, who worked from home except when he had to attend meetings or conferences – a couple of times a year.


Discipline, concentration, sound judgement and an inexhaustible reserve of patience; characteristics essential to the success of a contract killer.


The swagger was a mannerism that Brady had never quite managed to eliminate. While his profession demanded that he attract as little attention as possible, his height made that difficult. The way he walked was a product of his physique, enhanced by the need to look menacing in the tough district in which he’d been raised. He’d acquired a gum-chewing habit in his youth, finding that it aided concentration, but had never taken to smoking or drinking. Chewing was his only vice – apart from killing.


His destination on this fine spring morning was Clissold Park. He always finalised business deals there, in the open air, immune to any covert listening devices. His services were advertised on the dark web, along with those of hundreds of self-styled hitmen, enforcers and eliminators. He knew that all but a handful of the ads were put up by fantasists. Of that handful, most were likely to have been posted by criminal gangs with dubious credentials – Serbian knuckleheads, as he thought of them – or by the police posing as hitmen in entrapment operations.


In almost twenty years, most of that time in London, Brady had never come close to getting caught. In the early days, his engagements would come by word-of-mouth, through former colleagues in Northern Ireland decommissioned from the paramilitary struggle by the peace process. As Brady’s skills were honed and his reputation grew in Northern Ireland, he realised he couldn’t risk staying in the vicinity of his former activities. He needed a bigger stage. That was when he’d moved from Belfast to London. The only thing that came with him was the false identity his former comrades had provided; the birth certificate of an infant who’d died in a car crash in Enniskillen forty years ago. Once in London, he’d met Cathleen, and used his new identity to get married, buy a house and acquire a passport. Having an alter ego didn’t completely separate Brady’s peaceful domestic existence from his far from peaceful professional life, but it helped.


He knew that his crimes evaded detection because of the absence of motive, and because he was careful. As for the morality of it (and Brady considered himself to be a moral person), he had his rules. He only killed adults, never children, would have nothing to do with torture, and avoided killing priests and peace activists. Any job that involved the Middle East was refused (Mossad was too ruthless; Palestinian terrorists too fanatical), and while he occasionally contracted with organised crime, he insisted on remaining completely independent. Brady was an elite maestro, not a mob hitman.


As for method, he preferred the bullet to the blade, marksmanship being his particular area of expertise. But he wasn’t averse to other means of disposal – explosives, strangulation, falls from a great height. Once, he’d even slipped a lethal poison into a hospital meal to fulfil a contract against a man who’d survived a near-fatal shooting – near-fatal was not good enough for Brady. He’d also used poison when a contractor stipulated that no violence was to be used against the victim – a curious consideration, but it was not for him to question why. On that occasion, he’d hijacked a pizza outlet’s scooter to deliver a Hawaiian with extra pineapple and added strychnine.


His most recent job had been late last year – on Christmas Day, in fact. He’d been contracted to kill a married couple, Mr and Mrs Furnell, who ran a boarding house in Lincoln. Brady had no idea why he’d been paid to eliminate the Furnells. His customers had no requirement to provide a motive. Neither was it necessary for him to dislike the people he was about to kill. He’d grown fond of Mrs Furnell in particular, having lived beneath her roof for a week planning the operation.


She was a small, plump woman in her forties who laughed easily and seemed to take a maternal interest in the welfare of her guests. Brady had told her he was a stonemason hired to advise on the restoration of the stone carvings in the roof of Lincoln Cathedral, and that for some unspecified reason, this necessitated him being in the city over Christmas.


On Christmas morning, he was the only guest, and Mrs Furnell had put a little wrapped present on the dining table when he came in for breakfast.


He never did unwrap that gift. He killed the husband first, the Glock 19 pistol with silencer attached placed against Mr Furnell’s right temple as the man tucked into his sausages and bacon, having wished Brady a Happy Christmas. When Mrs Furnell bustled in with Brady’s poached egg on toast, she let out a little cry of what seemed more like exasperation than horror as she saw her husband’s body slumped sideways off the chair. She hardly noticed Brady until he placed the gun nozzle against her forehead.


Knowing that the murders were unlikely to be discovered for a couple of days, he departed at a leisurely pace, with a double fee secured as a Christmas bonus.


As he walked past the cafés and patisseries, the trendy trinket shops, hipster pubs and avant-garde clothing stores of Stoke Newington, Brady felt the familiar tingle of excitement; the thrill he always felt at the prospect of a new assignment.


He carried a satellite phone in a bag loosely draped across his shoulder. An encrypted algorithm allowed him to talk to clients with no fear of eavesdropping and, because the phone bypassed local telecoms systems, no risk of wiretapping. There was a spot in Clissold Park where reception was consistently good. He already had one job in hand this year for which he would receive a substantial amount, his usual six-figure charge doubled to reflect the status of his prey. The one he was on his way to discuss now would be even more lucrative, and the two together would allow him to retire undefeated with enough money to live on for the rest of his life. All he needed now was the victim’s name. Most of the necessary information had already been conveyed over the dark web. He knew, for instance, where this job was to be carried out. Brady’s parameters were international, although most of his work took place in the UK. There would be further details to be sorted out, but this most crucial piece of information, the name, needed to be delivered verbally, via the satellite phone. The call was timed for twelve noon.


As he entered the park, Brady saw a crowd of young men playing football – big lads in their street clothes, representatives of the ethnic diversity of the neighbourhood. There didn’t seem to be any touchline, with the pitch extending to cover whatever area the ball was kicked into. If there were proxy goalposts, Brady couldn’t see them. As he walked to the spot near the tennis courts where satellite connection worked best, the ball, kicked with venomous ferocity, thudded against the back of his head. Brady felt a tide of anger rise within him. The blow was painful and, he suspected, deliberate. Having ricocheted between his head and a park bench, the football landed at Brady’s feet. He picked it up and held it defiantly as a muscular young man with razor lines cut through his hair in several directions confronted him. The young man wore a red T-shirt, was almost as tall as Brady and seemed, from the way his fellow footballers fanned out behind him, to be the leader. The gang stared at the man who’d picked up their ball as if he’d defiled some sacred object.


‘Give me the ball, man,’ Razor Parting said softly, his accent confirming Brady’s initial assessment that he was part of the Turkish community prominent in this area of London.


‘Aren’t you going to say sorry?’ Brady asked, chewing hard on his gum and looking directly into the young man’s eyes.


‘Just give me the ball.’ The order was repeated.


The park seemed stilled by the sudden inactivity of this twenty-strong crowd gathered around Brady. A couple of dog walkers ambled along in the distance; a few mothers were taking advantage of the spring weather to push their toddlers on swings by the park entrance. But essentially, it was just Brady and this bunch of teenagers. The situation reminded him of how he’d felt as a twelve-year-old, straying into a loyalist neighbourhood of Belfast and finding himself confronted by boys of a similar age but a different religion. On that occasion, two women on their way to the shops had intervened. Nobody was going to intervene now.


Still smarting from the smack of the football against his skull, Brady’s anger was exacerbated by the cocksure attitude of his antagonist, who was possibly one of the Stokey Mob or the Hoxton Boys, gangs who were notorious in the area but were usually a danger only to others in their age group. Brady was old enough to be their father, but they now posed a real and present danger to him. However, he was disinclined to hand over the ball without some sign of contrition from those responsible for the blow to his head – and his dignity.


As usual, he carried no weapons. Brady always left the tools of his trade securely hidden from the world and (literally) his wife. If he’d had his long-bladed dagger, he’d have been tempted to use it to destroy the ball, right there in front of this arrogant punk, and then fling the tattered remains back in his face. If he’d had his Barrett M82 rifle with him, just the sight of it would have sent this rabble running. If he’d produced his Glock 19 and fired in the air, it would have loosened their bowels. But he had nothing, just his fists, which he’d never been that good with, and his demeanour, with which he tried to convey how dangerous he could be.


The stand-off was about to enter its second minute when one of the lads behind Razor Parting stepped forward. ‘Sorry we hit you, dude, that was my bad – kickin’ wild as usual. Can we have our ball back, please?’


The tension snapped. Brady threw the ball to this peacemaker while continuing to lock eyes with Razor Parting, who stared back for several seconds before turning to join his friends, who were running off to continue their match.


Brady walked on, relieved to have avoided a more serious confrontation, but concerned about how close he’d come to one. Everything he’d achieved depended on anonymity, and anonymity depended on passivity. He’d thought he was programmed to avoid the kind of rush of anger he’d just experienced. The images of revenge disturbed him. Nothing must jeopardise the inconsequential life he led. Looking across at the chaotic game of football that had resumed, the players moving en masse towards the other side of the park, he could see the bright red T-shirt of Razor Parting. It may have been his imagination, but he had the distinct impression that the guy’s air of resentful malevolence was being directed towards him.


A few moments later, Brady reached the spot where reception was optimal, just inside the eastern perimeter of the park. At twelve noon precisely, his satellite phone rang. The client gave a name and waited for Brady to confirm. The phone had a voice distortion device fitted so that his real voice was never heard, although in truth he never said much anyway. On this occasion, Brady paused, realising how significant this killing would be. After a momentary hesitation, all he said was ‘Yes,’ before finishing the call.
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LORD AND LADY BELLINGHAM


The best time to visit Crete, according to most of those who know the island well, is in May, before the intense heat of summer tightens its grip. The temperate spring air carries a scent of herbaceous wildflowers – peonies, crocus and chamomile. Although sea temperature is a comfortable twenty-one degrees Centigrade, the beaches, rarely full even at the height of the season, are almost empty.


The Bellinghams certainly preferred Crete in spring rather than summer. They’d purchased a holiday home on the island in 2012, when villas were going cheap in the wake of the Greek financial crash, and had plumped for one on the south coast, where the hot, North African winds blow in across the Libyan Sea.


Edward Bellingham had just been ennobled when they’d made the purchase. Now, Lord Bellingham of South Ormsby (the place in Lincolnshire where he’d been born into wealth and privilege) was a junior minister at the Foreign and Commonwealth Office and felt an increasing need for this Cretan sanctuary away from the pressures of Whitehall. In his early fifties, he was one of the youngest members of the House of Lords, where the average age was seventy-four. His fortune had been made in property development, but his passion had always been for politics. Indeed, Bellingham’s ambition had been to achieve ministerial office as a Conservative Member of Parliament, but he’d become so immersed in business that the opportunities for constituency nominations had passed him by. However, he had served as a Wandsworth councillor and this, together with his charitable donations, had earned him a peerage, accepted as a sort of political consolation prize. At least it provided the status he’d always craved without the botheration of having to represent a constituency.


Sitting on the terrace of his villa in the hills above Agia Galini, he could feel the stresses and tensions of London drain from his system. His wife, Miranda, and the twins lived out here from April to September every year, and Bellingham had been able to join them for this spring break a couple of days ago. If he’d been an MP, taking a break like this would have been unthinkable. The Prime Minister had called a snap election for 8 June, and Bellingham would have been immersed in the campaign to keep his seat. As a lord, with no constituency to retain, the Foreign Secretary had allowed him to slip away for a week, as long as he kept in close touch with the department, where his ministerial duties included responsibility for Britain’s overseas territories.


His workload was hardly overwhelming. While this wasn’t the political pinnacle Edward Bellingham had set out to reach, it was a less demanding and very comfortable alternative. As he mused on this and other aspects of his fortunate existence, he was joined on the terrace by his wife, who was carrying two stubby glasses of gin and tonic, the ice cubes clunking like dice in a cup.


‘Here you are, darling,’ she said sweetly. ‘Something to remind you of home.’


‘I don’t wish to be reminded of home, thanks very much.’


‘If you’re not careful, I’ll replace it with a glass of warm retsina.’


Lady Miranda Bellingham wore a loose blouse over a swimming costume. Ten years younger than her husband, she had a good figure and an abundance of dark auburn hair swept back into a ponytail, which swayed from side to side in rhythm with her hips as she stepped gracefully across the wide terrace to where her husband was sitting. The contrast between them was stark, and wasn’t confined to age. Against her cool sophistication, he seemed drab and awkward. Of average height and with thick grey hair, his belly extended across the waistband of the unflattering khaki shorts he wore below an unbuttoned white shirt. His most distinctive feature was the thin moustache, of which he was inordinately proud, and which he insisted on maintaining despite his wife’s objections.


They’d met in circumstances that could hardly have been less conducive to a sustained relationship. For a start, the as-yet un-ennobled Edward Bellingham was already married. As for Miranda, she was a lawyer on the legal team that was trying to stop his company, Bellingham Developments, from demolishing several attractive old buildings in Norwich in order to construct a block of expensive apartments. Edward, seeing her across the courtroom, had been immediately smitten by her pellucid beauty. A couple of months after winning the court case, he’d been at a party organised by Bellingham Development’s legal representatives, and was delighted to see Miranda there. One of the partners at Chesterton, Kane and Palfrey, his friend Quentin Kane, wanted to poach her for the practice, hence the party invitation. Edward, while transfixed, felt awkward in Miranda’s presence, but persevered in trying to tempt her out for dinner. By the end of the evening, both Bellingham and Kane had achieved their objectives. Chesterton, Kane and Palfrey had a new solicitor, and Edward Bellingham had a date.


Bellingham’s divorce had been messy and expensive, but within two years Miranda had become the second Mrs Bellingham. A year later, the twins were born, and now, four years after that, Lord and Lady Bellingham sat on the terrace of their Cretan home contemplating the evening ahead.


It was five o’clock and the sun cast its angled light across the cypress grove that stretched for half a mile behind the villa.


‘Where are the kids?’ Bellingham asked.


‘Nanny is winding them down towards bedtime,’ his wife said, nonchalantly swirling her glass to redistribute the melting ice.


Bellingham’s first marriage had been childless, and in truth he would have been perfectly happy for things to remain that way in his second. But Miranda had wanted children – two, to be precise, and both, rather conveniently, had arrived together. She’d given birth to twins at the age of thirty-nine. ‘Nanny’ had been recruited three years ago, when Tyrone and Tess were a year old. Sharron Fuller, an energetic eighteen-year-old Geordie with a BTEC in childcare, wasn’t paid much, but had full board with the Bellinghams, and considered the five months spent in Crete every year as a considerable perk of the job. Miranda was determined to ensure that she and the twins spent as much time together on the island as possible before the restrictions of formal education descended.


‘Shall we go to Dimitri’s tonight?’ Miranda asked.


‘Of course. He’ll have only just reopened for the season, so it may be best to give him a call.’


‘Oh, I’m sure there’ll be a table for Lord and Lady Bellingham,’ Miranda said, tucking her legs up beneath her on the wicker chair. ‘We can hear all the local gossip and you can get Dimitri’s suggestions for your next hike.’


Edward loved walking on the island and was always keen to find new routes. He favoured ones that weren’t in the guidebooks or online: the ones only locals knew about. It was his favourite form of exercise. Indeed, it was practically the only one, save for an occasional slow jog round Putney Heath, near where they lived in London.


He longed to find a more adventurous challenge on Crete, to go higher into the mountains in pursuit of peace and solitude, although he fully understood the perils of simply wandering off unprepared into the unknown. There were ditches and ravines even on the shorter walks (which were all he could manage). His great ambition was to get up into the Lefka Ori – the White Mountains – and Dimitri, a walker himself, had promised to map out a route that would be as safe as possible and well within Bellingham’s limited range.


‘I don’t think I can risk a hike on this visit,’ Edward said. ‘Being incommunicado while my ministerial colleagues are engaged in the mucky business of democracy wouldn’t be good form. But Dimitri can give me a route for when we’re back in August.’


By eight-thirty, the Bellinghams had showered, dressed (casually), kissed the twins goodnight and were in Miranda’s Mercedes convertible, ready to drive away. ‘Nanny’ came outside to wave them off.


‘Be back around eleven-thirty,’ Miranda shouted as she reversed the car noisily down the drive.


‘Farewell, Nanny,’ Edward called as they drove away.


Sharron waved cheerfully before reaching for her phone to send a text. Being called ‘Nanny’ was just one of the many things she disliked about the Bellinghams. Now, for a few hours, the villa would belong to her – and her lover, who she knew would soon be tapping gently on the kitchen window, even as the Bellinghams’ car disappeared down the road to Agia Galini.
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A BENCH IN HYDE PARK


When Brady had left Belfast, he didn’t leave much behind. Both his parents were dead. His father had been killed on the Shankill Road by a bullet that could have been fired by a British soldier or by a member of the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF), the notorious loyalist paramilitary group. As the eldest child, Brady remembered that, along with the sorrow, there came a sense of something being expected of him. Not yet thirteen years of age, he’d assumed a responsibility that nobody articulated but everyone – neighbours, uncles, aunts, cousins, the boys at his school – silently conveyed.


His mother had collapsed under the weight of her grief. Brady could still hear her awful cry of anguish after she’d gone to answer the knock at the door. It was said by relatives that the cancer that killed her two years later began then, on her doorstep, as two RUC officers, part of a heavily armed convoy, broke the terrible news. It was claimed by the aunts and uncles and cousins that the Shankill bullet had killed both his parents, one immediately, the other eventually. The military denied any involvement and the UVF never claimed responsibility. The only thing anyone knew for sure was that Brady’s father was the victim of an unknown sniper.


His four younger siblings were all girls. Nothing was expected of them. The obligation to avenge fell on his shoulders alone. His sisters married and moved away, one by one – to the South, mainly, with one going to Montreal having wed a Canadian.


 In a sense, his own life had ended with the death of his father. It was as if a different person had emerged when the ice entered his soul, a man insensitive to the suffering of others, immune to feelings of guilt and regret. Just as some boys enter their teens wanting to be footballers or rock stars or airline pilots, Brady knew he only had one purpose in life: to avenge his father’s death. By the time he’d arrived in north London after ten years of avenging, he had become a different person. He was Brady, who continued to seek revenge with each lucrative agreement made to end the life of someone who had no connection whatsoever to the death of his father.


The easiest jobs were those where he’d simply be given the victim’s name and allowed to complete the task in his own way and at a time of his choosing. On this occasion, though, there were stipulations and he needed to meet the person the deal had been made with – the one who Brady always thought of as the actual murderer. In his distorted logic, he was merely a weapon, an unthinking, inanimate object. Expecting him to feel guilt at the death of a victim was like expecting the iceberg to feel bad about the sinking of the Titanic.


Sometimes, meetings like this would be arranged at Brady’s own insistence, so he could be doubly sure he wasn’t being led into a trap devised by a rival or even the police; although with the boys in blue, the methods of entrapment were so obvious that only the most inexperienced amateur would be fooled. This job was too elaborate and well-thought-out to be a hoax.


When contact was necessary, Brady always dictated the venue, usually a specific park bench in a remote corner of Hyde Park, which he could keep under observation from the high terrace of a hotel on Kensington Gore. On this day in early June, he was finalising the details for one of his two jobs this year. Combined with the one he’d accepted in Clissold Park last month, Brady hoped to be able to retire on the proceeds. The rendezvous had been arranged for 8am. Brady was sipping a latte, for which he’d paid an exorbitant amount simply to be able to watch the park bench from the terrace as he waited for the right person to come along, sit down and send the agreed signal, which was removing a jacket to reveal a pink shirt or blouse. Brady would then saunter across to the park. The isolated location of this particular park bench wasn’t its only advantage. It was one of very few ‘doubles’: two three-seater benches positioned back to back. The person he was meeting had been instructed to sit on the side facing into the park so that Brady could occupy the one facing out towards the road. If by chance there was someone already in situ, Brady would wait for them to move on. He’d never had to wait long, although he had once needed to threaten a vagrant who looked as if he was settling in for an extended occupation. The other main advantage of the location was the lack of any cover from which an ambush could be organised.


Brady watched and waited. A young woman jogger stopped to use the bench for a few minutes of stretching exercises; an elderly man wearing an overcoat against the early summer chill sat down, but moved on again without removing his coat. At 8am precisely, the person Brady was waiting for came along – a heavily set man in his sixties wearing a dark zipped up jacket over a pink shirt. Ten minutes later, a back-to-back conversation took place, after which Brady knew precisely what he had to do to fulfil the job – and when he had to do it.
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DINNER AT DIMITRI’S


Dimitri’s, the most acclaimed restaurant in the Rethymno region, looks down on Agia Galini from high above the harbour. Seen from the sea, it sits perched on the upper elevation of the shops and apartments that rise behind the beach, layer by layer, like an elaborate wedding cake. On this Monday evening, newly opened after the winter break, it was three-quarters full. As usual, Dimitri Limnios himself was there, moving amongst the diners, dispensing bonhomie to accompany the delicious food and wine. Tonight’s menu included lamb with chicory, rabbit stew, small fried pumpkin pies and an array of freshly caught fish – grouper with purslane, grilled red mullet and dorado in white wine. Dimitri’s two helpers were left to do most of the fetching and carrying while their boss chatted even more animatedly than usual to his admiring clientele. He was a slim man in his late forties with smiling eyes set in a large, open face. A thatch of carefully combed grey hair was gelled into place, arranged to artfully conceal the bald patch on his crown. For ‘ladies who lunched’, Dimitri was considered to be a better catch than his fish. None of these lady admirers were sure if he’d been caught already. During the six-month off-season, he’d disappear, presumably to the mainland, but nobody knew where – or with whom. He was ostentatious about his wealth (a Rolex permanently affixed to his left wrist), but discreet as to its source.


Louise Mangan and her daughter Chloe sat at a table near the door. There were two Mangan daughters, but only the youngest, who was in her final year at the University of Kent, had been able to accompany her mother on this hastily arranged ten-day break in the town where they’d been holidaying since she and her sister were tiny. Back then, her mother and father had been together, the separation coming as Chloe was preparing for GCSEs; her father’s second marriage commencing as she began studying for her A levels.


Michelle, the older sister by two years, had a better relationship with their father than Chloe, but neither of them blamed their parents for the break-up. It was just something that had happened to them – as it had happened to most of their friends. At least they’d been too old to have to experience the push-me-pull-you trauma of allocated weekends or court-determined periods with one parent or the other. Their father now lived happily in Devon with his new wife.


The girls had enjoyed a happy childhood, of which Agia Galini had been a significant part, although they’d not been back for a while, and had never stayed in a hotel, as Louise and Chloe were doing now. Their family holidays had always been spent on campsites or in rented villas.


‘How long have we been coming here?’ Chloe asked her mother as they finished their main course.


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Louise replied. ‘Let me think now; we first came before you two were born, when I was still a police constable and your father had just been promoted to sergeant. One of his colleagues at Croydon, where he’d been posted, recommended that we try the south of the island when your dad told him how much we’d enjoyed our honeymoon in Crete on the north coast.’


‘Bet it was different back then,’ Chloe observed.


‘Yes, horse-drawn carts and bathing huts. I’d go down to the sea in my crinoline petticoat. I’m really not that ancient, you know.’


Chloe laughed. ‘You are, but you’ve worn well. Forty-six seems pretty ancient to me. Now, what about your new job? You’ve hardly said a word about it.’


Louise had been promoted from detective superintendent to assistant commissioner the previous year, and this was the first time the pair had been together for any length of time since.


‘I’d rather not. I needed this break to get away from it.’


‘Dad said you wouldn’t like it.’


‘Oh, did he now? Tell me precisely what he said.’


Louise had married Tom Mangan when they were both police constables, and his silent resentment when her more rapid promotions overtook his was something that had soured their relationship: that and the fact they rarely saw one another, as their lives became increasingly dominated by work.


‘Nothing derogatory. He just said that you’d miss the day-to-day involvement in catching villains – that being an assistant commissioner in the Met was more about managing than policing. What was that phrase he used?’ Chloe paused to search her memory. ‘Oh yes, he said you were more inclined towards overworking than overseeing.’


‘How clever of him,’ Louise said, miffed that her ex-husband knew her so well.


‘But is he right?’


‘Yes, I suppose I do miss the front line.’


‘The extra money must help,’ Chloe observed.


‘I don’t have much to spend it on,’ Louise responded. ‘There’s only so many clothes you can wear, cars you can buy, holidays you can take.’


‘Excellent. You just carry on building up our inheritance,’ her daughter said, pouring them both another glass of white wine. ‘So, what do you actually do?’ she asked.


‘Well, there are four of us ACs, and we’re responsible for creating a vision and setting the direction and culture of the service as part of the management board . . .’


‘Boring,’ Chloe interjected, a hand hovering in front of her mouth in an imitation yawn.


‘You did ask,’ her mother said.


‘I so wish I hadn’t. Let’s talk about something else. What do you make of Simon?’


Louise had yet to meet her eldest daughter’s new boyfriend, but he sounded like a nice, well-brought-up lad who shared Michelle’s love of music and was equally unsure about what to do with the degree in English literature he’d acquired. After Michelle had graduated, she’d continued to live in her university town of Brighton, working as an agency temp while deciding what career to pursue.


‘Chelle adores him,’ Chloe announced.


‘Right, just like she adored his predecessor before she dumped him.’


‘Henry was too quiet for her. She needs someone who’s extroverted to keep her entertained.’


‘Someone who quotes Keats and Shelley all day? I don’t think so. Hopefully she’s just playing the field. Surely neither of you is even remotely thinking of a lasting relationship yet?’


‘Well, I’m not, but Chelle is older, and these days if you find someone who’s compatible, you can’t help but worry about the consequences of not hanging on to them for fear of being left with the dregs.’


‘How depressing,’ said Louise. ‘I thought that my generation had paved the way for girls today to be less reliant on simply marrying the right man.’


‘It’s not about reliance. We’re genetically programmed to seek out the best father for our children, regardless of whether we’re ready to have children or not. Chelle can’t escape her physiology.’


‘And what about you?’ Louise asked. ‘Are you searching for a life partner?’


‘No way,’ Chloe answered. ‘I’m polyamorous and intend to stay that way.’


‘Polyamorous? Isn’t that the word for a parrot who gets fruity?’


Although her daughters were close, Chloe had a very different personality to her older sister – less cautious, more spontaneous and unpredictable. She was studying modern languages, but longed to be an actress. Michelle, on the other hand, seemed to have inherited more of her mother’s character, along with the chestnut-brown hair, green eyes and tall stature. Chloe was smaller, with her father’s blue eyes and mousy blond hair, which she’d had cut short for this holiday.


‘And what about you, mother dear? Any men in your life?’


‘Lots – but they’re the ones I work with.’ Louise poured them both another glass of wine, sensing that her inquisitive child was preparing to pursue the subject further. They were beginning to feel the loquacious effect of the half bottle already consumed.


‘I suppose you’ve got used to living alone and become set in your ways, as they say,’ Chloe opined.


‘No. I really miss you two. It was a wrench when you both left for uni. But I have no desire to be polyamorous – or even mono-amorous.’


‘But don’t you miss the sex?’ Chloe asked, leaning forward and lowering her voice. She knew she was pushing the boundaries, but was determined to use this opportunity to raise the question that she and her sister had long wanted to ask.


Louise paused, gazing down at the pale gold liquid in her glass and giving serious consideration to the question. ‘I suppose what I miss is the intimacy,’ she said slowly, ‘but not so much the physical contact; just the way I used to be able to talk to your father. I think one of the vital differences between most men and most women is that we ascribe much more value to conversation, although that sounds too formal a word to use. You know what I mean – the yapping, the chatter, the ability to say whatever you like to your partner, even if they’re not particularly talkative – and believe me, your father wasn’t. But it doesn’t matter if you don’t get much back, so long as they listen. That’s what I miss.’


At that moment, Dimitri seemed to materialise out of nowhere. ‘Ladies, how was your meal?’ he asked obsequiously.


They had already polished off two courses and, determined not to have a third, asked for the bill while expressing their genuine delight with the food. Dimitri responded with complimentary glasses of raki and a plate of freshly cut melon.


‘Please enjoy. I am so pleased to see you again.’


It was nine o’clock, and those conforming to Greek mealtimes were just arriving as Brits and Germans (the two nationalities most heavily represented amongst the visitors) were already thinking of their beds.


‘He fancies you,’ Chloe said under her breath as their host walked away.


‘Don’t be daft. Dimitri is being a good host.’


‘I’m telling you, Mum. He’s been looking over all evening, and I’m pretty sure he’s not trying to make eye contact with me.’


‘Perhaps he’s checking to make sure we’re not nicking the cutlery,’ Louise said.


‘You could do worse for a holiday romance.’


‘I’m not looking for a holiday romance, thank you very much. If I was, I certainly wouldn’t have brought you with me.’


As Dimitri came from behind the counter to bring them their bill, he stopped to welcome two new arrivals.


‘Look who’s just walked in,’ Chloe whispered. Her mother looked up, but didn’t recognise the couple who were being led to one of the better tables, one with an uninterrupted view of the sea.


‘It’s Lord Whatsit. You know – the government minister.’


Louise caught the eye of Miranda Bellingham, and the two women smiled in the cursory manner required by an accidental glance.


‘Well, Lady Whatsit is very attractive, I must say, but I still haven’t got a clue who you’re referring to.’


Her daughter was consulting Google, holding her phone below the table out of sight of the other diners. ‘Bellingham,’ she announced, more loudly than she meant to. ‘Lord Bellingham. I just looked up Foreign Office ministers. I happened to see him the other week on Question Time. He was very good, particularly on the Middle East.’


‘How interesting. I had heard that there was a peer in the vicinity. One of the ex-pats at that yoga class I’ve been going to mentioned it. I’d have thought he’d be confined to barracks, what with the election and everything.’


‘Perhaps he formed an escape committee. Anyway, finish your raki, and I’ll make you a coffee when we get back to the hotel.’


‘Such a thoughtful girl,’ Louise said, as she picked up her handbag. ‘A credit to her parents, I’d say.’


Sharron checked again to make sure the twins were asleep before going down to let her lover in through the big kitchen window. Hassan had calculated a way to get in and out of the Bellinghams’ villa without being seen on the security cameras. It involved waiting in a spot he’d found higher up on the sloping ground, from where he could see the terrace and everyone on it without them seeing him: a perfect observation post. Then, coming down to ground level, he’d walk through the cypress trees and crouch under the canopy where the rubbish bins were kept. Once there, he’d pause until the rotating camera had clicked into a position facing away from the bins. This allowed him two minutes to get to the kitchen window, which Sharron would have already opened in preparation. Hassan would then hoist himself up and in, wriggling across the draining board like a performing seal before being helped down by his amorous accomplice.


Sharron and Hassan had met the previous year, not long after ‘Nanny’ had arrived with Lady Bellingham and the twins for their summer sojourn on the island. The weather was stormy, and one day, as Sharron was walking back to the villa from the little produce store a mile away, it had begun to rain heavily. Hassan had pulled up in his battered old Renault to offer a lift. He was a Libyan who claimed to have rowed across the sea to Crete to escape the fighting when Gaddafi was overthrown. He told Sharron he was lodging with three other Libyan refugees, earning his living doing odd jobs around Agia Galini. Sharron eventually persuaded her employer to take him on to do a bit of gardening now and again. Back home, he’d been a photographer, and the only things he’d brought with him when he fled were his prized possessions: a Konica vintage film camera and a small digital Nikon which he always carried in a back pocket of his jeans.


He was short (although an inch or so taller than Sharron), with thick black hair that matched the colour of his soulful eyes, and Sharron thought him the handsomest man she’d ever been out with. Restricted by her inability to leave the twins unattended, they’d quickly worked out a way to take advantage of her employers’ frequent absences. The Bellinghams had no idea that Nanny was using the villa as her love nest.


After Hassan had made his dramatic entrance through the kitchen window, they crept through the house and into Sharron’s bedroom, careful not to wake the twins sleeping in the room opposite. They made love frantically, removing each other’s clothes as if impatiently unwrapping Christmas presents. Afterwards, the lovers lay across Sharron’s single bed, blowing smoke from their cigarettes out through the open window.


‘You deserve better than to be a slave to these people,’ Hassan said.


Sharron had been complaining about the extra work she had to do when Lord Bellingham was in residence – washing and ironing his clothes, cleaning the room he used as an office, and changing the bedsheets daily in accordance with his fixation on clean linen.


‘I wouldn’t mind if they showed a little appreciation,’ she said. ‘But I don’t think he knows how to say thank you. And as for her, Lady Bloody Muck, she’s so high and mighty.’


‘She is good-looking woman,’ Hassan pronounced before carefully stubbing out his cigarette. ‘If I was back home in Tripoli, I would offer to photograph her and sell to magazines.’


‘I suppose she’s quite attractive, if you like that kind of thing.’


‘I like this kind of thing,’ Hassan said, caressing a plump breast through the thin sheet that Sharron had pulled over her.


‘You’re not the only man to fancy her,’ she said. ‘I’m sure she’s having it off with someone.’


‘You mean she is seeing another man?’ Hassan asked distractedly. ‘How you know that?’


‘Because of how she acts on the phone sometimes; not just here, but in London too. The lowered voice, the way she laughs with whoever it is. Women know when something’s going on. We read the signs. For all her airs and graces, I bet she’s at it more than we are.’


‘I do my best to compete then,’ Hassan said, pulling back the sheet to plant a trail of kisses across his lover’s naked midriff.


‘That was a lovely meal,’ Miranda said, as she drove them home from the restaurant.


‘Did you think so? We’re used to eating in better places than that,’ her husband answered.


‘You’re such a snob, Edward. Of course we are, but not on a relatively poor island catering for holidaymakers in a country where the economy has been shot to pieces.’ 


‘I prefer a restaurant with starched white table-cloths.’


‘Says the starched white Lord Bellingham,’ Miranda teased.


The distance home was less than three kilometres, and it wasn’t long before they were on the winding drive leading up to their villa.


‘Dimitri was very attentive, as usual,’ Miranda observed.


‘Bit of a ladies’ man if you ask me.’


‘Well, I didn’t – but you’re right, he is. You are so ungrateful, though. That man spent more time with you than with me. He practically set out the route for you to take across the White Mountains step by step.’


Her husband indicated his reluctant acknowledgement.


‘Anyway, it must be hard not to be a ladies’ man when you look like Dimitri,’ Lady Bellingham continued. ‘Are you sure you’re not the tiniest bit jealous?’


Edward responded with a grimace as they pulled up in front of the villa. ‘Okay, I accept that he’s more likely to be mistaken for George Clooney than I am, but if there’s any jealousy around, it emanates from him, and the cause is my beautiful wife,’ he said, running his hand across Miranda’s thigh. She pushed it away irritably, getting out of the car to climb the ten steps leading up to the front door. At that moment, unseen by the Bellinghams, the kitchen window opened and, under a sky thick with stars, Sharron whispered farewell to her sweetheart, who lingered for one last kiss before disappearing into the cypress grove.
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BACK TO WORK


Back in London after her spring break in Crete, Louise Mangan returned to her usual routine. As an assistant commissioner, she was detached from everything she loved about policing. She felt she was more of a management consultant than a copper. Mangan’s area of responsibility was ‘professionalism’, which seemed to attract all the boring minutiae that the other three assistant commissioners didn’t fancy dealing with.


At least her hours were more predictable than when she’d been a detective. And she was back in uniform, which removed the daily dilemma of what to wear. On the other hand, she’d enjoyed the unpredictability of a varying schedule, and, as for the uniform, she’d always had an aversion to black tights.


Mangan had no capacity for self-pity, but was aware that this latest promotion had contributed to her increasing sense of emptiness. She would come home at around 6pm every evening, pour herself a vodka and lemonade, remove those damned tights, put on a dressing gown and spend the evening watching TV or listening to the female singers she loved – Sheryl Crow, Joni Mitchell, Lucinda Williams – alone, always alone.


The flat in Brixton, which had been full of merriment and feminine companionship before the girls went off to university, was now devoid of life and laughter. Both Michelle and Chloe had used it as their London base after leaving for uni, but as their lives had developed in Brighton and Canterbury respectively, those visits had become less frequent. They were the times Louise looked forward to the most.


She still worshipped at St Mary’s Church in Brixton every Sunday, but it seemed as empty as her flat, having lost most of its congregation to evangelicals and the Grim Reaper. Religion remained a great source of comfort for Louise, but it couldn’t provide a cure for her loneliness. Since the amicable divorce from Tom, there had been no love interest. Louise faced the unwelcome prospect of turning fifty alone in that flat. In contrast, Tom had married again – to another policewoman he’d met on a health and safety course, moving into her house in Exeter and transferring from the Met to the Devon and Cornwall Police.


How idealistic they’d once been, Louise and Tom; two young police officers convinced they could put the world – or at least their little bit of it – to rights. For Louise, joining the Met was an extension of her religious beliefs. It facilitated the moral code by which she tried to live. There was evil in the world that had to be confronted, but she knew that very few of the people who did bad things were evil in the biblical sense. She’d been convinced their souls could better be saved through the guidance of a police officer than the ministrations of a priest. At least, that was how she and Tom had felt at the start of their police careers, when they were young and in love. On holiday once, when it was still just the two of them, somebody had asked Louise what she did for a living. They’d made a pact not to say they were police officers because of the disquieting effect it seemed to have on their fellow holidaymakers. On this occasion, she’d answered by saying she was a welfare officer, and for Louise, it was the best definition of what she’d joined the service to do. For years afterwards, she and Tom would toast each other with the mantra: ‘What do we do? We administer welfare.’
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