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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


THERE WAS A MAN sitting in my office at nine o’clock that morning, and there were two things wrong with this picture. 


First, he was sitting in my chair. And second, I’d locked the office door the previous night.


He added a third wrong thing by lying about it: ‘Hope you don’t mind, the door was open.’


He was a respectable-looking geezer somewhere in his sixties with a long, serious face and wearing a country gentleman’s outfit—a green Barbour jacket, a grey flat cap, and, poking out from under my desk, a pair of solid brown shoes, probably by Church. There was a thin walnut cane leaning against the desk. My desk. His eyes were steady and there was a slightly challenging air about the way he reclined in the seat and waited for my response.


I came into the room and closed the door and considered putting my hands on my hips to show how offended I was.


I said, ‘If you’re selling subscriptions to Country Life, I have to tell you I sold my horse and hounds pack last year. Couldn’t afford all that raw meat.’


He grinned. ‘I knew you were a witty man. When I read that interview with you in the Manchester Evening News I could tell you had a sense of humour.’


A few months ago I’d been involved in preventing a frustrated ideologue carry out a plan to gas commuters in Piccadilly Station in Manchester. My punishment had been a certain amount of notoriety for a week, including the kind of media exposure that you think is going to be good for business but never is. The public have such short memories.


The man went on, ‘I hope you’re not upset by my being here. When I found the door open I thought it much more sensible to come inside and wait rather than clutter up the corridor.’


‘You and I both know the door wasn’t open. There isn’t a mark on it, so it wasn’t forced. And I know I locked it last night.’


‘Are you certain? How can you be certain about anything?’


‘Can I have my chair back, please?’


‘Oh, certainly.’


He stood up and made great play of pulling the chair out and presenting it for me. Then he walked around to the other side of the desk and sat down in one of the upright client chairs. I took my seat, noticing that he’d left his walking stick on my side. I handed it to him and he accepted it with a gracious bow of his head.


He said, ‘So, Mr Dyke, I suppose we should get down to business now.’


‘I’m not looking for any more clients at the moment. My case load is full.’


He seemed taken aback at this and pursed his lips, which were white and thin.


‘That’s unfortunate. I suppose all the publicity you received as a result of your recent cases means that adulterers and fraudsters are beating a path to your door.’


‘Describing my work like that isn’t likely to dispose me towards taking on your case, is it?’


He raised his hands palm up in apology.


‘I’m sorry, I’m lapsing into stereotype.’


‘Look, what exactly is it that you want, Mr … ?’


He lowered his hands and looked at the back of them, as though surprised to find the liver spots and raised veins that confronted him. Then he lifted his eyes towards me and there was an urgency behind them that was new.


He said, ‘My name is Frank Wallace. And I want you to watch me.’


 


AFTER MY LAST couple of big cases I didn’t want anything complicated or even mildly dangerous. I’d basked a little in the respect I’d been shown in my local pub and at the garage when I’d bought petrol for my new car … but work-wise, I’d wanted tranquillity. For one thing, I’d had to organise the rebuilding of my house, which had been burned to the ground by some oriental thugs, taking my clothes, furniture and—not least—my CD collection with it. 


So I’d gone back to the mundane jobs that had been meat-and-drink for me in the last few years—benefit fraudsters, rent-skippers, identity checks and so on. 


On the rare occasions I thought about it, I realised I’d been bunkering-down, like a tortoise who’d had too much of the outside world and preferred his own shell to the glamorous temptation of the next lettuce leaf. I hadn’t been speaking much to my son, Dan, though he continued to look after my Bitcoin portfolio and do research for me; nor had I been in contact with my some-time partner, Belinda McFee. I was becoming that rare beast, the Reclusive Detective, seen only in the glare of a camera flash or in a back-alley talking to someone you’d normally cross the street to avoid.


Frank Wallace had been watching me think and must have thought I was considering taking him on as a client. He said, ‘What do you need to know? How do we do this?’


‘I’m sorry, Mr Wallace, but I wasn’t flapping my lips for the sake of it. I’m too busy to take the case. And besides, why do you want me to watch you?’


He smiled slowly. ‘See, I knew you’d be interested.’


‘Call it a mild curiosity.’


He’d taken hold of his walking cane and now rapped it once against the edge of my desk, as if he were firing a starter’s gun.


‘I used to work as a project manager at the Toyota factory in Derby. Well, outside Derby, actually. You’ve probably been past it on your travels.’


‘I’ve seen the road signs.’


‘Exactly. Big place. Anyway, that’s all besides the point. Except insofar as to say that towards the end of my working life there I had a … well, I suppose you’d call it an affair.’ He looked at me, grinning, as though it was rather devilish for someone of an advanced age to have such an adventure. ‘You must understand that my wife died years ago, but the woman I was seeing was well and truly married. The affair carried on for a couple of years and then I retired and for one reason or another we never saw each other again.’


‘So what’s the problem?’


‘Someone’s watching me. Even following me.’


‘Are you certain? You’re sure you’re not just imagining it?’


He looked cross. ‘Don’t patronise me, Mr Dyke. I’m not going senile and I’m not making this up. I’ve seen the man in the street, in his car, down at the café. He’s been there for a couple of weeks.’


‘Who do you think he is?’


‘Don’t you see? Wendy’s husband must have found out and is observing me.’


‘For what reason?’


‘How should I know? Perhaps he wants to bump me off.’


He put inverted commas around this phrase with his voice and his eyes danced with the perversity of the idea.


I said, ‘This is all a bit far-fetched, if you don’t mind me saying. How do you know this man is really watching you and not just going about his own business? You’ve become aware of him once or twice and now you’re seeing him everywhere.’


He leaned back in the chair and glanced out of my window on to the streets of Crewe. The morning was gaining some heat and the pavements were beginning to whiten in the glare of the early sun.


He said, ‘You know when the back of your neck bristles? And you turn around because you think someone’s just said your name, or has come into a room when you thought you were alone? It’s that feeling. Sometimes I see him and sometimes I don’t but I know he’s there even when I can’t see him.’


He said all this in a melancholy tone, but he suddenly brightened and reached inside his green jacket, pulling out a thick wallet. He opened it and extracted a fistful of notes. He rested his elbow on my desk and held the notes in the air like a prize. Thankfully he didn’t wave them or I might have snatched them from his hand.


‘There’s three thousand, five hundred pounds here. We’ll call it a down payment. Seven days at five hundred pounds a day, which I guess is about your going rate. When can you start?’


I stared at him with exasperation. I wasn’t as busy as I’d led him to believe, but I couldn’t see this working. He was acting like a paranoid pensioner looking for a spot of adventure to brighten his drab days.


In the end, I said, ‘I don’t need all that as a retainer.’


‘Nonsense. And there’s more where that came from.’ He placed the cash on the desktop then took out a business card from the wallet and laid it next to the money. ‘These are my numbers and my address. Do we have to sign a contract of some kind and identify milestones and goals and so forth?’


He really was a project manager.


Wearily, I said, ‘I’ll get one in the post to you.’


‘If you have it in pdf format you can email it and I’ll sign it electronically, if that would suffice.’


‘Fine.’


I was actually thinking it might not get that far.


He said, ‘Let’s be clear: there are two things that I want to come out of this. First, I want to be sure I’m being followed. Secondly, I want to know by whom. Do we understand each other?’


I assured him I knew what he wanted, but even as I was telling him this I wondered when I’d actually agreed to take the job. Then I asked myself how hard it could be … watch his place for a while, follow him to his local café or bank, persuade him he’s been imagining the whole thing. Perhaps it would be good for me to work for a private individual again, rather than the local government types who’d made up the majority of my clients for the last couple of months. 


I didn’t realise the irony of that thought for several weeks.


Wallace began to gather himself together, putting away his wallet and picking up his cane. He said, ‘When will you start?’


‘It’s probably better if you don’t know. And I have a question for you.’


‘Oh, good.’


‘If you believe you’re being followed by this man, how do you know he didn’t follow you here?’


His reply should have made me think twice about taking on the case right there.


He said, ‘Because I made sure he didn’t.’



 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER TWO


 


 


IT WAS A WHILE since I’d been to Buxton. I’d forgotten how bleak the drive through the wilds of the Peak District could be, especially as night was falling. You climbed narrow winding roads up the sides of difficult wooded hills, engine straining, for half the distance, then descended with brakes on full bore for the other half. 


Finally I entered the town and my GPS directed me towards a long, straight avenue bordered by cherry trees just coming into blossom. It was the day after Wallace’s visit to my office, and I’d decided to come over and have a look around. If he was right and there was somebody watching him I was sure I’d be able to spot the surveillance. It was something I’d done a lot of myself. 


Now I was here I was even more certain. For one thing, there was nowhere to hide. Wallace lived on a street that was simply two rows of semi-detached houses fronted by small gardens, with a cherry tree planted on the edge of the wide pavement every thirty yards or so. There were cars parked on the street in front of every house—no garages were built for residents in the days when few people had cars—but there were no other buildings behind which a bad guy could hide.


Although I’d started out in daylight it was dark now. I drove to the end of the street, noting Wallace’s house as I passed, then turned around at the T-junction and drove back. 


I parked fifty yards this side of Wallace’s house and waited.


After five minutes I was bored, so I climbed out of my new Mondeo and leaned with my back against it. The air was cooling but still pleasant, and warm enough to carry sounds from further away.


I looked in both directions up the street—nothing to see except the slight blue glare of television sets in front rooms. No youths hanging about, smoking. Or ingesting even worse kinds of chemical. No motorcycle gangs tearing up the tarmac. No street-corner lovelies with come-hither eyes and pale faces.


It was all very suburban and middle-class, exactly where I would have imagined someone like Frank Wallace to live.


I took my phone out of my pocket and pretended to be looking at it and texting as I walked past Wallace’s house. It was double-fronted with stone-framed bay windows in a twenties style. There was a short flight of stone steps from his gate to his front door, a chunky affair with a brass lion’s head for a knocker. His curtains were drawn closed downstairs but through an upstairs window I could see a dim light as if from a stairwell. I passed by, still engrossed in my phone’s screen. 


At the end of the street I turned and looked back, then crossed to the other side and began walking towards my car once more. This time I checked the parked vehicles, looking for drivers or passengers who seemed to be doing nothing but could have been observing Wallace’s house. There was nobody.


Which made it all the more surprising when I felt the unmistakable point of a sharp knife sticking into the small of my back, accompanied by a hand on my left shoulder. He was good: I hadn’t heard a thing.


‘Don’t turn and don’t move,’ a man’s voice said, muffled as if by a scarf or balaclava. I could tell he was tall from the direction of the voice and strong by the grip he had on my shoulder.


Despite what people might think, in my line of work you don’t often come across people willing to stick knives into your back. It calls for a certain amount of psychopathology to do it in the middle of a suburban street, too, so I thought it best to follow orders and do nothing.


The voice said, ‘What are you doing here? Why are you looking at that house?’


‘Isn’t it for sale? I thought I might make an offer.’


The knife dug a little further into the fleshy part below my ribs.


‘Answer the question.’


‘I don’t think I will. You’re not going to knife me in the middle of the street and get away with it. You know it and I know it.’


‘Clever man. Count this as a warning. Stay away from the house or it might be bad for your health.’


‘Who writes your lines—Tony Soprano?’


The hand on my shoulder had gone, and a moment later the point of the knife released its insistent pressure on my spine. I heard a car approach and as I turned saw a tall man wearing a black tee-shirt and a knitted balaclava climbing into the back seat of a long car, perhaps an Audi. It pulled away and the yellow light from the street lamps was too dim to reveal its license plate. 


I rolled my shoulders, looked back at Frank Wallace’s house, then returned to my car. I could have knocked on his door and told him what had happened, but I didn’t want to frighten him. 


I was frightened enough for myself.


 


SO INSTEAD I drove around the corner, parked on a quiet street, and thought about what had just taken place. It seemed that Wallace wasn’t as paranoid as I’d believed. Someone was watching his house and didn’t like the fact that I was watching it too. But that person wasn’t acting alone: someone had driven the car my bad guy had climbed into. It had been dark and the driver was on the far side, with his head turned away, looking for traffic coming from behind before he pulled out. 


So I had no means of identifying who had stuck a knife in my back and nothing to go on except that he’d been tall, strong and had a generic middle-class accent, probably from somewhere south. 


I pulled out my phone and called Frank Wallace’s home number. He answered on the fourth ring.


‘Who is this?’


‘Sam Dyke. Are you okay?’


‘Yes, why shouldn’t I be? Oh, have you seen something?’


‘I’m just checking in. Can we meet tomorrow?’


‘Of course. Do you know Buxton?’


‘A little.’


He gave me directions to a pub I knew was around the corner from his house because I was staring at it.


I said, ‘You know that story you told me about an angry husband?’


He was wary. ‘Yes … ‘


‘It’s not true, is it?’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘Call it a hunch.’


He surprised me by laughing.


‘The great detective follows a hunch. Never mind clues or evidence, gut feeling is what counts. Is that what I’m paying you for? Intuition?’


I said nothing. I was suddenly angry.


He went on, ‘Meet me tomorrow lunchtime and I’ll explain everything. I guarantee you’ll be interested.’


He hung up a second before I did.


 


IT WAS AFTER eleven o’clock by the time I got home—too late for a drink, too early to go to bed.


I phoned Dan, knowing he’d be awake and about to start his online stint trading Bitcoins. He answered at the first ring.


‘Dad, hurry it up. Craig is coming round.’


Craig was his new boyfriend. I hadn’t met him yet, though I’d seen his fancy Porsche pulling away from Dan’s house a couple of weeks ago.


I gave Dan Frank Wallace’s details and asked him to find out what he could from his usual nefarious sources. He was a wiz at discovering stuff not only through Google but with his own ability to gain entrance to databases closed to the general public. So far I’d managed to put the illegality of these searches to the back of my mind, but lately I’d begun to realise that I was suborning him to break the law. I’d have to do something about that.


He said, ‘A project manager at Toyota? Not your usual high-profile client, then.’


‘There’s more to him than meets the eye.’


‘What should I be looking for?’


‘Anything unusual.’


‘Oh, give me a break. How do I know what’s unusual for a project manager at Toyota?’


‘Use your imagination.’


‘Okay.’


I paused. ‘How’s it going with Craig?’


‘I think he’s going to split up with me. That’s why he’s coming round so late.’


‘You don’t sound too upset. I thought it was going well.’


‘So did I. But hey, things change.’


‘When did you get so casual?’


‘When my mum was murdered and my dad had his house and car burned to a cinder.’


I took a beat. I’d never really thought about the impact of what I did on his developing personality. He hadn’t known his mother because she’d given him up for fostering, without telling me, but I supposed the fact she’d been murdered was likely to have some say in the way he viewed the world.


I said, ‘Take care. Plenty more fish in the sea.’


‘You’re a great comfort.’


We hung up and I suddenly felt as miserable as a three-legged greyhound.


Then I thought back to my phone call with Frank Wallace. For a man who’d said his life was in danger, he sounded awful jaunty.



 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER THREE


 


 


I WAS SITTING in the lounge of the Duke of Hereford ten minutes before I’d agreed to meet Frank Wallace when my phone bleeped to say I’d had a text message.


It was ostensibly from an Unknown Caller, but it was signed by Wallace. It said there’d been a change of venue and I was to come out of the pub, turn left and walk two hundred and fifty yards, where I’d find a café-bar ‘with a sporting theme’.


I sighed, finished my drink, and followed his instructions.


As far as I could tell, The Players’ Bar had in fact no connection to sportsmen—or to travelling theatre troupes, for that matter. There were no photographs of visiting football teams, no wooden, heart-shaped trophies propped behind the bar and no timetables of upcoming fixtures. Perhaps the owners were liable under the Trades Description Act for false advertising, but I doubt they were too worried. The place had a high ceiling and black-and-white floor tiles and the tables were square and modern. There were no cosy alcoves for secret trysts or client meetings. A party of young mothers with babies and their associated strollers took up a third of the space at the back, some of the kids wailing while the others watched in goggling bemusement.


Wallace had found a seat facing the door and I sat opposite him with my back to it. He was wearing a tweed jacket with elbow patches and large spectacles that lent him a faintly startled expression. His hair was white and thick and bushed over the top of his ears. A girl in a black outfit took my order for coffee and I gave Wallace my hardest stare. 


I said, ‘It’s not a distraught husband, is it?’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘I was approached by a man last night outside your house. He was young and fit. And you’ll excuse me for saying so, but if you really had an affair at Toyota I suspect it would have been with someone a little closer to your own age, not someone married to a man in his thirties.’


‘Are you casting doubt on my sex appeal to the younger female?’


‘When he spoke to me he never mentioned you or asked who I was. He was just trying to throw a scare into me. And he had a colleague.’


His expression turned more serious. ‘Did you see either of these men?’


‘Not directly, no. They were good. Almost professional.’


I left that statement hanging in the air to see what he’d make of it. He leaned back in his chair and folded his arms but seemed to want me to continue. He had a guarded alertness that I’d seen mainly in police officers with many years’ experience, an unwillingness to take anything at face value.


I said, ‘So who are they?’


He took a sip from his milky coffee and leaned forward in his chair.


‘Have you heard of Shoemaker Systems?’


‘A little.’


‘What do you know?’


‘What I’ve read in the papers. They’re a large security company. International.’


‘And what exactly does that mean to you?’


‘Is this part of the conversation actually relevant?’


‘Please, just go with it.’


I thought back to what I’d read of Shoemaker Systems over the last couple of years. They were habitually linked to large organisations involved in overseas operations. They’d provide security for consultants working in difficult African or ex-Soviet Bloc nations; they supplied protection against cyber-crime; they had a litigation department that helped companies defend themselves against legal challenges. In general these types of companies classified what they did as ‘risk management’—whatever kind of risk was involved.


I said, ‘They’re the big fish in the pond and I’m the algae.’


‘Would it surprise you to learn that I used to work for them?’


‘Their Toyota branch?’


He smiled and tipped his head apologetically, his glasses flashing in the overhead light.


‘A cover story to get you interested. You wouldn’t have believed me if I said one of the largest security companies in the world was watching me. You’d have put me in the box marked Paranoid Nutter.’


‘What makes you think you’re not still in it?’


‘You saw the men. They were real, weren’t they?’


‘One of them nearly punctured my leather jacket with his knife. There’d have been hell to pay if he had.’


This time he didn’t smile. He turned serious again. It seemed he could change his emotional temperature at a moment’s notice.


He said, ‘Can I tell you a story?’


I nodded.


‘You may have believed that Britain’s intelligence services only recruited upper class people from Oxford or Cambridge. But that’s not true—or at least it wasn’t by the time I left university. Yes, I went to Oxford, to study mathematics as it happens, but my background is very humble. So I suppose you could say I was flattered to be asked.’


I stared at him, reconfiguring my knowledge of who he was.


I said, ‘And you accepted the offer?’


‘I did. Who didn’t see themselves as James Bond at one time or another? But I was employed as an analyst—the most boring spy work you could hope to engage in. Reading through lots of transcripts of dull conversations between Soviet functionaries. But I did see the world, or at least eastern Europe. I suppose it was quite an exciting time for us in the seventies and eighties, though I didn’t participate in much of the excitement.’


‘Is that why you left?’


He leaned back in his seat and cast a glance sideways as if about to impart a great secret.


‘I had a very good friend in the service, Kelvin Shoemaker. Yes, that Shoemaker. He left to set up his own organisation in the mid-nineties and asked me to join him. I had a child by then and the prospect of earning more money was too good to pass up.’


I wondered briefly why he mentioned his child without having mentioned getting married. And what had happened to his wife?


He continued, telling me that Shoemaker had built up his business almost from scratch, using contacts made during both his own career in government service and Wallace’s. They had focused on corporate due diligence—checking, for example, that when company A was about to take over or merge with company B, the latter’s financial situation and place in the market was exactly as company B’s representatives said it was.


He said, ‘The nineties were a boom time for mergers and acquisitions, so we did very well with that line of work. We also dabbled in a bit of cyber-security, which was just starting up as a commercial necessity then, and we provided physical security services from time to time as well.’


‘Iraq?’


He waved that notion away with a hand. ‘We couldn’t compete with Blackwater so we didn’t try.’


I told him to carry on but he paused. His face had been animated and his eyes lively while he described his past. Now his focus turned inward and his cheeks seemed to hollow out. He looked older for the first time since I’d met him.


He said quietly, ‘Kelvin had never married. We’d been going six or seven years when he met Jocasta. Greek-born girl with an English father. A beauty, spoke five languages. Twenty five years younger than him and he fell like a stone off a cliff. They married quickly and before you know it, she was chief analyst. I didn’t mind that so much because I didn’t want that role any more … but in short order she was guiding policy and strategy at Shoemaker Systems.’


‘In what way?’


‘We started doing less of the corporate work and more work for the government. And not just our government—all sorts of foreign governments. In some cases, the very people I’d been working against twenty years earlier. Life’s a bastard sometimes, isn’t it?’


‘Did you talk to Kelvin about the situation?’


He frowned. ‘Of course I did. Do you think I’m an idiot? I warned him it could be dangerous—not in a personal sense, but for the business as a whole. You take on rogue countries as clients and you can soon find yourself shunned in the international marketplace.’


‘I’m betting he didn’t listen.’


‘I never really got to find out. He died shortly after we had the discussion. He was hospitalised with a minor complaint of some kind but died soon afterwards. He was just fifty nine. He left the controlling interest in the company to Jocasta and all I got was a bit of money. She became chairman and assumed power as if she’d been waiting for it all her life, not six years. I hung on as long as I could for my retirement pot and came out last year. Moved out of London and bought that place round the corner.’


He blew out his cheeks and placed his hands palm down on the table, either side of his drink. I think telling his story had depleted him in some way. 


Then he looked up at me from hooded eyelids.


‘Despite appearances, I’m not a sad old man. You ever have regrets, Dyke? Wish you could go back and do things differently?’


‘Every day.’


‘Well I don’t, as it happens. I learned very early in my career that you can’t change the past and you can’t undo mistakes. But the corollary is that I can’t abide for the things I’ve built to be cast aside. And Shoemaker Systems is in part my legacy. Jocasta Shoemaker is throwing her husband’s work—and mine—under a train.’


‘Are you suggesting those men last night were working for her? What are they trying to do by following you or watching your house?’


In reply, he reached inside his tweed jacket’s pocket and pulled out a small newspaper. It was black-and-white, about A4 in size, held together by two staples on the spine, and folded once down the middle so that it would fit in his pocket. There were maybe a dozen pages in it, judging by its thickness. He laid it on the table. Reading it upside down, I saw it was called ‘Intelligence Today’.


He said, ‘Page five.’


I picked up the photocopied paper and leafed through until I found the right page. The articles seemed to be summaries of various news reports from The Guardian and other slightly left-of-centre publications. At the top of page five there was a headline titled: ‘Shoemaker Systems and the end of Accountability.’ The by-line was Frank Wallace.


He said, ‘You don’t have to read it now. It’s number three in a series of six I’m writing.’


I held up the paper. ‘Who reads this?’


‘Interested parties. After Snowden there was an upsurge in concern about intelligence matters in this country. I’ve written for a couple of other magazines, too. I’m in a privileged position to expose what’s going on in this country, and I’m going to take advantage of that position so long as Jocasta is dismantling the name and reputation of the company I helped to build.’


‘And you think they’re out to silence you, one way or another?’


‘I worked there. I know how they think. I wouldn’t put it past them.’



 


 


 


 


 


 


CHAPTER FOUR


 


 


I FINISHED MY coffee and looked around. The café had grown busier and louder as lunch had progressed but I hadn’t been aware of it. My head had been buried in this strange, secret environment that Frank Wallace had been part of for most of his life and now carried around with him. It was as if through gestures and asides and knowing looks he could bring you inside that world so you became as secretive and cautious as he was.


I said, ‘Are you sure you weren’t followed here?’


‘They were out front. They don’t know I’ve got a door in the fence out back into my neighbour’s property. He doesn’t mind me using it because it’s a short-cut to the shops.’


‘If you’re so dangerous to them, why are they only watching? Why don’t they do something?’


He shook his finger at me like a dog owner correcting bad behaviour.


‘You’re too obvious. Intelligence agencies don’t act like that, on the whole. They’re probably setting me up for something—an accident, or a staged disappearance.’


‘Are you that important?’


‘You’d be surprised. I’ve known cases where whole families have been disappeared. In the country’s interest.’ He drew a deep breath. ‘You haven’t asked what I want from you. What do you think about what you’ve heard?’


‘I’m thinking I want nothing to do with this.’


‘Understandable. But let me tell you what I want before you dump me as a client. First, my apologies for misleading you with the story about the cuckolded husband. I thought it was the kind of “case” you’d be willing to be engaged on, and I needed to get you on my side before I took it further. So, to business. I intend to expose what Jocasta Shoemaker is doing. In my view, she’s distorting the relationship between public and private security. I know she’s not the first or even the biggest culprit. But she’s the one I know about. Firms like Shoemaker should not be contracting with governments. And governments should not be contracting with firms like Shoemaker. The company is swimming in ex-Intelligence Service officers parlaying their former friendships with government agencies into commercial contracts. Likewise, the Intelligence Services are full of bureaucrats just waiting to have served time so they can leave government and join a high-paying private agency.’


‘Like you did.’


‘Yes, and I did it for the money, too. But I left MI6 behind when I quit. I used my expertise, learned on the job, to get the work done. I didn’t go back to my old employers and finesse them into working for me.’


‘Looks to me like you’re splitting a very fine hair there, Frank.’


His expression became exasperated. 


‘You don’t have to agree with my motives. I realise I’m going out on a limb here and I don’t want to endanger anyone else.’


‘So what exactly is it you want?’


He looked down at the table and I saw the neat part in his hair. When he looked up this time there was a hint of desperation in his eyes.


He said, ‘It may not seem like it, but I’m scared. I don’t know what Jocasta Shoemaker is capable of. She has no real history in Intelligence and as far as I can tell hasn’t developed a workable set of values. So I want you to hide me and, if necessary, protect me.’


Because of the kind of work I do you often have to size people up quickly. Some people come into my office nervous because they think they might be on the verge of exposing themselves to ridicule. Some act tough because they think it’s how I’m going to behave and they don’t want to be brow-beaten. Mostly they’re afraid—afraid of the consequences of what they’re going to ask me to do.


Frank Wallace wasn’t afraid. There was no fear of what might happen in his eyes, just a calculating appraisal of what I might say.


I said, ‘I’ll put you somewhere safe until we decide what to do next. Do you need to pack a bag, at least for tonight?’


‘No, I don’t.’ He reached behind him and pulled forward two heavy objects: a green roll-bag and a wooden box about eighteen inches in length and height and a foot deep. 


He grinned at me. ‘I knew you’d say yes.’


 


HE LET ME carry the roll-bag out of the café but he held on tightly to the wooden box, which was shiny with wear and a little battered around the edges. The name ‘Edison’ was stencilled on the side in faint letters. He held it by a wooden handle attached by two brass fixtures to its top surface. It looked to be about the size and weight of a sewing machine.


As we walked to my car I nodded to the box and said, ‘What’s that?’


‘Heirloom. Not important. Where are we going?’


‘Friend of mine. I’ll have to call her first.’


At the car I put his belongings in the boot and got him into the passenger seat, then stepped away and called Belinda. The air was fresh, spring moving into a warmer spell after a short winter. My hands were barely cold at all.


There was no reply from her home phone so I tried her mobile. She answered sounding slightly out of breath.


‘Sammy, how the devil are you?’


‘Better for hearing your voice.’


She laughed. ‘Ah, so what do you want, you smooth talker? I don’t hear from you for weeks and then you call when you want something. Typical.’


Belinda McFee was a private investigator based in south Manchester. We’d worked on a couple of things together in the last year. She was tough and resourceful but was still learning the ropes of investigation. I was about two weeks ahead of her but she seemed to see me as a mentor nonetheless.


I said, ‘Can you be home in half an hour?’


‘I’m just finishing up, so yes.’


‘What are you doing?’


‘Training. Has to be done if you’re gonna fight the bad guys.’


Despite the fact that she was trained in Krav Maga, an Israeli special forces fighting technique, a man had broken two of her fingers the last time we worked together. I knew this had made her even more determined to stay fit and sharp. The fractures would have made most people more cautious; they simply made Belinda more aggressive.


I asked if her spare bedroom was still empty and would she mind baby-sitting someone for a couple of days.


‘Male or female?’


‘Male. An older guy.’


‘What’s he been up to?’


‘To be decided.’


She laughed again. ‘Bring him over. I’ll be there in ten.’ 


 


MY GPS ROUTED us north to Fallowfield via the A6, a secondary road that was always busy but nonetheless pleasant on a sunny day. Wallace sat upright in the passenger seat and seemed interested in everything, his head following road signs as they flashed past and smiling at kids shouting and running in their playgrounds. 


He offered nothing in conversation and I didn’t much feel like it myself. I didn’t know what I was getting myself and Belinda into, but I had three and a half thousand pounds of his money in my locked desk drawer so I felt I owed him something.


Belinda’s pink Volvo was parked directly outside her house and she came to the door before I knocked, taking Wallace’s bag from me and leading the way inside. 


‘I’ve got the kettle on. I bet you’ll drink tea.’


She was medium-height and slim and had a bounce in her step that was probably a holdover from the exercise she’d just put herself through. Unless she was just pleased to see me.


Wallace had come in behind me and I stood aside to let him enter. He glanced down at the tiled hall and up the staircase, then saw the door to the front room on the left.


He said, ‘I’ll put this in here, shall I?’ and went into the room without waiting for a reply. From the kitchen at the back, Belinda poured water into a teapot then turned to me and raised her eyebrows playfully. I shrugged and followed Wallace into the room.


He’d placed his box in a corner and was peering at Belinda’s photos, especially those which showed her posing with tanks in Germany, where she’d served for a while. He stood upright when she came in with the tea-tray, then bent solicitously to move some books on her coffee table to make room.


With everything settled, he held out his hand: ‘Frank Wallace. Thank you for being my new landlady. I really appreciate it. I suppose Mr Dyke has explained why I’m going to be enjoying your hospitality for a short while?’


Belinda shook the hand and glanced at me. ‘Sam tells me nothing. He thinks I’m safer if I’m ignorant.’


‘Well, I’m certainly not going to argue with the professional. He can tell you when it’s appropriate.’


Belinda poured tea and we sat like a Sunday afternoon church committee dunking biscuits and smiling at each other.


Wallace said to me, ‘How long do you think I should try Miss McFee’s patience as a lodger? What’s our plan?’


‘I haven’t formulated a plan yet. The first step was to get you out from under the people watching you.’


‘If you don’t mind, I’ve been thinking about what I’d like you to do.’


I stared at him. I supposed if he’d worked in Intelligence for many years he was always thinking one step ahead. I couldn’t blame him.


I said, ‘Go on. Say what you think and then we’ll discuss it.’


He gave me his conspiratorial grin and placed the palms of his hands together. 


‘I’d like you to visit Jocasta Shoemaker and tell her to back off. To chain her dogs. Use whatever language you see fit.’


‘Do you think that will work? The way you talked about her made her sound very determined.’


‘You should tell her she won’t be able to shut me up and her tactics have now been exposed because you, Sam Dyke, also know what’s going on.’


‘That’ll really throw a scare into her.’


‘You don’t understand. She doesn’t want publicity. She hates it. The security industry as a whole hates it. They trade in secrets so they don’t want the general public, and especially the press, to know anything about what they do. My little scribblings in these tiny magazines are as nothing compared to an exposé in The Guardian or Private Eye. But if she carries on pursuing me it could all blow up in her face.’


I sipped my tea. I might even have raised my little finger, to show I was concentrating.
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