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  Chapter 1




  A controversial decision, placing a forty-five quid bottle of German Syrah at the top of the tree, but in Adrian’s opinion it was justified. He tied a glass golden star to the neck with red ribbon and angled the spotlight to hit it directly in the middle. Warm and luxurious was what he was aiming for, to create desire in passers-by. He clambered out of the window display with great care, put the spare decorations on the counter and went outside to assess his handiwork.




  “Oh yes,” he murmured. Tapering tiers of wine bottles sparkled dark green under the lights, the claret and emerald baubles spoke of sophistication and the gold star caught the eye as if to say here’s what you’ve been looking for. He waited till a black cab had rattled past and crossed the street to get another perspective. The bottle tree looked beautiful and enticing and seasonal without being tacky. Not an easy feat. Thankfully the garish street lights depicting cartoon reindeer were limited to Shoreditch High Street so nothing detracted from his display.




  He folded his arms against the chill and pretended he was a weary office worker, trudging home in the dark. It was ten to four but dusk had already fallen, and Harvey’s Wine Emporium stood out in the gloomy grey of Bethnal Green Road, a glittering temptation. Shivering but satisfied, Adrian crossed over and checked the alignment of the labels. One pinot noir could be shifted a millimetre to the left, but other than that, it was precision stacking.




  As he came through the door, Judy Garland’s voice warbled from the speakers. One of the many things Adrian detested about the festive season was the bombardment of truly dreadful Christmas songs from every outlet, but on this occasion, Judy wishing him a merry little one seemed entirely appropriate. He sang along as he adjusted the pinot noir then nipped back outside to be certain of absolute perfection.




  Damp air penetrated his sweater, but the window looked exactly as he’d pictured it. He rubbed his upper arms as he smiled at the rows of hand-picked reds and congratulated himself. That was when he sensed he was being watched. He adjusted his focus. Reflected in the glass was a nun, standing on the opposite pavement, gazing at his shop window. Adrian turned to face her with every intention of fishing for compliments but she’d already begun walking away, her face averted. Embarrassed to be coveting forbidden fruit, no doubt. He returned to Judy, delighted his seasonal arrangement was already having an effect.




  At five o’clock, Catinca arrived for her shift and they worked together for an hour to cover the evening rush. Adrian advised an older couple on dessert wines and directed a stressed suit towards the Date Night selection, while Catinca chirped and cackled at the till. No matter what age or gender, she got a smile or a laugh from every single customer. Adrian suspected some regulars delayed their purchases until after five, so they could enjoy the added bonus of her irrepressible good humour and personal transformations. This evening, the electric blue hair and indigo jumpsuit were no more than a memory. Now she resembled Marlene Dietrich with her dinner jacket, white shirt and a blue-black Mary Quant bob. The only constants were her Converse trainers and Bow Bells-meets-Bucharest accent.




  “Get out of it! You worry about calories? Rubbish! Look at you. And wine is grapes so part of five a day. Cheers mate, here is change.”




  “You like it? Ta very much. No more purple. Is colour of bishops and suicide. Kettle chips go well with cava, want to try new flavour?”




  “Adrian! This lady wants port wine. Tony, not Ruby. Go over and see him, darling, one in stripey jumper.”




  When the activity died down, Adrian fetched his coat from the office and prepared to leave.




  “Catinca, I’m off. Any problems, give me a call. I’m at home tonight. And book a cab to take you home, OK? Just remember to get a receipt.”




  “Yeah, yeah. I never forget. Your window looks cool.”




  “Do you think so? It took me most of the afternoon but it’s certainly turning heads. Hey, do you know whether nuns are allowed to drink?”




  Catinca thought about it. “Yeah, must be. Is a wine called Blue Nun, innit?”




  “True. Right, have a good evening and I’ll see you tomorrow.”




  “Cheers, mate. Laters. Don’t forget Christmas card.”




  “Thanks. First one I’ve had this year.”




  The Christmas card situation occupied his thoughts the bus journey home. It wasn’t the first one he’d had, but most of the cards on his mantelpiece were from suppliers, colleagues and the occasional client of the Wine Emporium, all delivered to the shop. In previous years he’d had to clear the windowsills and use the top of the TV to house his collection of robins, snowmen and glittery greetings. But it was mid-December and he’d not even received one from his mum. In fact, he wasn’t sure when he’d last had any post at all.




  When he got home to Boot Street, he immediately checked his mailbox in the communal hall. Empty. Not even any junk. He pushed open the slot bearing the name B. Stubbs. Stuffed to overflowing. He tried S. Fasman. Empty. What was it with the ground floor? He rang Saul’s bell.




  The door opened to a smell of frying onions and Saul wiping his hands on his customary grey jogging suit. Adrian reflected for a second on the irony of the name. Saul was no more likely to jog than Adrian was to take up cage-fighting.




  “Hello Adrian. All right?”




  “Hi Saul. Sorry to disturb you. Just wondered if you’ve had any problems with the post? Has your mail been getting though?”




  “Yeah. I’ve had all the usual crap, mostly bills and pizza flyers. You waiting for something important?”




  “Not really, it’s just weird there’s been nothing at all for days.”




  “Days? Nah, you had a delivery yesterday. Or was it this morning? I had to buzz the postie in. Package for you. I knew you weren’t home so I said to leave it in the hallway.”




  “When was this?”




  Saul lifted his chin and scratched his rust-coloured beard. “Must have been today, ’cos I was busting a gut to meet my Friday lunchtime deadline. Someone buzzing at the door was the last thing I needed.”




  “But there’s no package out here. No post for me at all. I’ve just checked.”




  “That is weird. Maybe Beatrice picked it up for you?”




  Adrian shook his head. “She’s not home yet. She hasn’t picked up her own mail. He didn’t ask you to sign for it, did he?”




  “Who?”




  “The postie.”




  “No, no, I just pressed the buzzer and let her in.”




  Adrian thanked him and went back to his own flat, planning to call his mother to ask if she’d already sent her cards. He switched on the light and as he closed the door, he noticed a piece of paper on the mat.




  At first he thought it was blank, but when he flipped it over, there was something typed in the middle of the page.




  Romans 6:23




  He frowned. Was that a TV schedule, a football score or a bible reference? None would make any sense to him. Without even taking off his coat, he took the paper into his study, opened his laptop and typed the word and numbers into a search engine.




  He clicked on the first search result for The King James Bible and there in big red letters was the verse.




  For the wages of sin is death


  but the gift of God is eternal life


  through Jesus Christ our Lord.




  




  Chapter 2




  Beatrice buried her nose deeper into her scarf as she trudged down Dacre Street, needle-sharp raindrops assailing her forehead. The Cayman Islands would be nice. Some gentle little money-laundering scam to investigate, then fly home once the crocuses come out. Perhaps she should ask Hamilton for a transfer.




  “Sir, since we’ve agreed I can take early retirement by the end of next year, could you assign me to something relaxing in the Caribbean for a few months?”




  Even in the dreary gloom of her Monday morning commute, the thought of provoking Hamilton’s apoplexy raised a smile. Until she remembered the meeting. Operation Horseshoe and zero hopes of escaping a London winter. She stopped off for a bucket of caffeinated milk and entered the office with a nutty croissant and a scowl.




  “Morning, Beatrice! Don’t forget it’s Secret Santa today! You got your pressie all wrapped?” Melanie sat behind the reception desk, an elf hat perched on top of her headset, waggling long false nails encrusted with crystals.




  “Morning, Melanie. Yes, it’s in my bag. When are we doing this?”




  Melanie let out a bubble of laughter. “When do you think!? Christmas lunch, just before the pudding. You’ll never guess what...”




  “No, I won’t because I cannot be arsed. It’s Monday bloody morning, I’m wet and cold and I have a meeting with Hamilton in ten minutes. What?”




  Melanie’s face drooped into a sympathetic pout as she tilted her head to one side. “Awww. Bless. You do look a bit parky. Anyway, Hamilton’s in hospital, so that’s one thing off your plate. The meeting’s still on for nine though, with Ranga as Acting Superintendent.”




  “Hospital? What’s the matter?”




  “Dunno. Got a message this morning.” She clicked the mouse and read from her screen. “Unexpected hospital attendance required. Updates as and when. DCI Jalan please take helm.” She looked at Beatrice, her artfully painted eyes huge. “You reckon it’s his teeth again?”




  Ranga spent several minutes of the team meeting on small talk, asking Dawn Whittaker about her house move, joking with Russell Cooper about his latest rugby injury, soliciting Beatrice’s opinion on cheeseboards and enquiring after Joe Bryant’s new puppy. The atmosphere grew warmer, softer, and every face around the table relaxed. Beatrice knew he would be such a perfect boss and wondered if there was a way to persuade him not to retire. If so, maybe she’d follow suit.




  “Now then, down to business. I am not exactly sure what is wrong with Superintendent Hamilton or when he is likely to return to work. I have asked Melanie to send flowers and I will call the hospital later to find out more. Nevertheless, we have to move on in his absence. We need to make staffing decisions regarding Operation Horseshoe. Next Monday, I have a meeting with three out of four of the religious leaders involved. I would like to introduce them to whoever will eventually take over.




  “Relationships with the community are the cornerstone of this op. This team is especially trained to be culturally sensitive in order to communicate with a broad range of ages and backgrounds. Given the long-term nature of public liaison, we’re looking for a capable manager to develop this unit in the future. Beatrice, I know Hamilton wanted you for this one, but given your own plans to retire next year, my view is that it could be counter-productive to switch the senior detective in twelve months’ time.”




  Beatrice nodded. “That’s exactly what I said. To me, it makes far more sense for Dawn to head this op. She’s got a great track record of forming alliances and proved her mettle in the knife crime operation. Plus, unlike me, Dawn’s just reaching her prime.”




  Dawn laughed and a faint blush tinted her cheeks. But rather than speak, she opened her palms to her colleagues to offer their opinions. An offer Russell Cooper could not refuse.




  “No-brainer as far as I’m concerned. Dawn’s perfect for it. She was solid gold on knife crime and can talk to anyone, young or old, black or white, vic or perp and even if she does lack management experience, six months working alongside you will sort that out. What do you reckon, Joe?”




  In contrast to Russell’s trombone tones, Joe Bryant’s softly accented Cornish speech was a tin whistle.




  “Yeah, if Beatrice really is going to retire...”




  “I am.”




  “Damn shame, but we’ve had that discussion. It’s logical to assign someone who’ll take it on for longer. I’ll stick my hand up and vote for Dawn. Does that mean we can have Beatrice for the trafficking enquiry?”




  Ranga smiled. “One second, Joe. We’ve heard from everyone but Dawn herself. How do you feel, DI Whittaker?”




  Beatrice watched her friend’s face. She was glowing like a like a child presented with a birthday cake. “On condition my apprenticeship satisfies Ranga and the other community leaders, if I achieve all the targets set during the training period, as long as my colleagues and the Super approve and Beatrice doesn’t see me as a cuckoo then yes, I’d love to join Operation Horseshoe.”




  Beatrice could tell from Ranga’s beam that her decision was what he wanted. She watched Dawn laugh and enjoyed a huge swell of vicarious joy. After years of unhappiness following public betrayal, humiliation, loneliness, grief, and bitter resentment, Dawn was rebuilding her private life. Plus her dogged hard work was proving a success at the Met. Not that she or any of her colleagues would comment publicly, but this year had been a turning point.




  “I guess we have to wait for Hamilton’s green light first?” Dawn asked.




  Ranga shook his head. “I’m DCI and currently Acting Superintendent, so the decision is mine. Plus we have no idea when he will be back. DI Whittaker is assigned to Operation Horseshoe. As of now.”




  The team burst into a brief round of applause before Russell Cooper’s voice drowned it out.




  “Good on you, Dawnie! You’ve had a shitty few years with the divorce and kids and everything. But look at you now! New bloke, new flat and taking over a major op!” He stuck his hand across the table. “And I tell you what, that haircut takes years off you. Put it there, mate!”




  Ranga, Beatrice and Joe stared at Russell in disbelief. But Dawn crumpled into laughter and took Russell’s hand.




  “Good luck in the Diplomatic Corps, Cooper. Thanks everyone. I really appreciate the vote of confidence.”




  Ranga gave a satisfied sigh and turned to Beatrice. “How do you fancy something relaxing with a bit of travel, DI Stubbs?”




  Beatrice stared at him. “Acting Superintendent Rangarajan Jalan, you couldn’t have made me happier unless you included a slice of Christmas cake.”




  “Would Stollen suffice?”




  “Ah. When you said a bit of travel, I pictured the Caribbean. But as it happens, I’m extremely partial to Stollen and Germany’s lovely at this time of year. What’s going on?”




  “Art theft. An incident in Richmond last week may have a connection to two similar robberies. One in Hamburg, another in Amsterdam. I’d like you to follow up and report your findings to the Interpol Cultural Protection Task Force. I have a file prepared for you and meetings already lined up. Interview the victim, take detailed notes on the circumstances, hop over to Germany, compare notes and spend the weekend visiting Christmas markets. We get Brownie points for cross-border collaboration and the insurance company here will be satisfied. How does that sound?”




  “Like a piece of cake.”




  




  Chapter 3




  Monday was Adrian’s day off. When he started his business, he’d worked twelve hour shifts, six days a week. Now he could afford to employ Catinca for the evenings and they both worked Saturdays. In order to give himself a proper break he closed the shop on Mondays. He loved the freedom of having half his weekend while everyone else was at work. It was also an opportunity to indulge his latest hobby: gourmet cooking.




  His upstairs neighbour’s loathing of Mondays was well-known, so he’d fallen into the habit of creating something extravagant or adventurous for Monday evening and inviting Beatrice to pass judgement. She said it made starting the week bearable. Today’s menu was Salmon Wellington with asparagus and Swiss chard. In the oven, his concoction changed colours. The sliver of fish visible between the pastry edges turned from raw and grey to golden pink, matching the evening sky. A South African Chenin Blanc chilled in the fridge and the table bore a Nordic theme, as close to festive as he could bear.




  He’d just begun preparing the vegetables when he heard the external door slam shut. All his calm and positive thinking dissolved in a second. He dropped the knife, rinsed his hands and hurried to the hallway, drying his hands on his apron. On tiptoes, he crept up to his apartment door and looked through the peephole but the vestibule was pitch dark; whoever was out there hadn’t switched on the hall light. Adrian waited, straining to hear over his own pulsing heartbeat. Silence. It occurred to him that the door may have indicated an exit rather than an entrance. He switched off the living-room lamp and rushed to the window. Purposeful figures strode along the pavements, wrapped up against the weather, intent on getting out of the cold.




  He began to relax. People were allowed to enter and leave the building. One disturbing note should not make him this jittery. His post had arrived as normal over the weekend and his mantelpiece was now crowded with cards. A Royal Mail hiccup and someone’s idea of a joke would not affect his equilibrium. And he had asparagus to blanch. He turned back towards the kitchen, inhaling the scent of fish, pastry and dill. He was just reaching for the lamp when he glanced out of the side window and froze.




  Under the street light on Coronet Street stood a nun, looking straight at his window. Totally still, hands clasped to her chest, her eyes were fixed on his apartment. Adrian stepped closer to the glass and saw she was not completely immobile. Her lips moved rapidly as if she were reciting a litany. He leaned forwards once again and the orange sodium glow hit his face. She registered the movement and ducked away behind next door’s wheelie bins and into the shadows. At that precise moment, the doorbell rang and Adrian jumped like a hare.




  He checked the peephole and opened the door. “Beatrice!”




  “Yes. The person you invited for dinner.”




  “Of course, I’m just... you’re early.”




  Beatrice checked her watch. “Ten minutes late, actually. But even if I were, you look like you’ve just seen Lord Lucan wheeled in by Elvis. Whatever’s wrong?”




  “Nothing! Nothing at all. Just a little bit behind with my preparations. Come in, sit down and tell me about your day.”




  Beatrice perched on a breakfast stool, opened the wine and chattered about the big religious unity police thing while Adrian boiled the water and chopped the chard, all the while acting attentive. Every time he passed the window, he checked. The nun had gone.




  “Ooh, the smell! I’m positively drooling. Thank you for cooking for me.”




  “You’re most welcome. Tuck in. Why are you in such a good mood on a Monday?”




  “I’ve just been telling you. The outcome of today is that everyone’s a winner. Ranga’s got his replacement, it’s a feather in Dawn’s hat and I’m assigned to something cushy involving European art galleries. Berlin on Wednesday, then Amsterdam and on to Hamburg. After that I’m going to stay for the weekend.”




  An unexpected surge of disappointment mixed with envy rose in Adrian’s chest. They’d planned a Tate Night on Friday and he didn’t want to go alone.




  “Lucky you! Can I come?” he asked, not entirely joking.




  “This is absolutely delicious! The pastry is superb. Is this spinach?”




  “Swiss chard. Thank you. There’s hollandaise to go with the asparagus in the gravy boat.”




  “Such extravagance for a school night. I wish you could come with me, actually. You’d be the ideal companion for poking around galleries and markets. Pity you have to work on Saturday.”




  As Beatrice poured the custard-coloured sauce in a zigzag over her spears, Adrian had an idea.




  “Will Matthew be joining you over the weekend?”




  Beatrice, mouth full, shook her head.




  “Tell me if this is a stupid idea, but what if I left Catinca to mind the shop on Saturday and flew over to join you? That’s exactly why I hired her, to give myself more freedom. I fancy a mini-break somewhere different. We could visit galleries, pick up some unusual gifts in the markets, drink mulled wine and if we’re in Hamburg, we could say hello to Holger.”




  Beatrice swallowed, her eyes bright. “Quite the opposite of a stupid idea. That would be the cherry on the cake! Matthew can’t come as he’s got two university Christmas soirées to attend, so your company would be most welcome. Shall I check which hotel they’ve booked me into and we can stay in the same place?”




  Adrian’s first bubbles of excitement surfaced at the thought of a spontaneous getaway and a change of scene. “Yes, do. And I’ll call Catinca and Holger to make arrangements tomorrow. This could be fun!”




  “You should ask Holger for some restaurant tips. How is he? Have you two been in touch?”




  “We chat every once in a while, send each other silly postcards, that sort of thing. Just because the relationship didn’t work out, it doesn’t change the fact he’s a really nice guy.”




  “He is. It would be lovely to see...”




  Adrian straightened at the sound of the building’s door buzzer, raised a finger to hush Beatrice and went to the peephole. A pizza delivery driver entered the hallway with a cardboard box. Adrian watched until Saul had opened his apartment door and only then returned to his seat.




  “Sorry, just wanted to check who was coming in. Saul’s having a takeaway. Not quite to the standard of our meal, I’m afraid.” He refilled their glasses, aware of Beatrice’s gaze.




  “I can’t imagine many takeaways reaching these heights. It’s beautifully cooked and the vegetables go with it so well. I’m going to treat you to a couple of indulgent meals while we’re in Germany to say thanks for these Monday marvels.”




  “There’s no need. I told you I like having someone to enjoy it with. Then again, I never say no to an indulgent eating experience.”




  They ate in near silence for a few minutes; the only sounds the odd murmur of appreciation.




  “By the way, did you hear anything else about the disappearing post?” asked Beatrice, adding another blob of hollandaise.




  “No, nothing. Deliveries have been completely normal since Friday. The mystery package hasn’t turned up yet and no one in the building knows anything about it. So it seems your theory was correct.”




  “Perhaps, perhaps not. Though I will say it tends to happen a lot in the run up to Christmas. Someone rings a random bell and claims they’ve got a connection with another person in the building. Other occupants will often press the buzzer out of trust, laziness or lack of thought. The stranger then scopes the place and checks for opportunities such as keys under doormats.”




  “Or packages sitting in the hallway.”




  “Or packages sitting in the hallway. But I didn’t mean to unnerve you. If you like, I can get some police-approved wording for a security leaflet. We could stick one in everyone’s letterbox.”




  “Might be an idea. We could all do with being a bit more careful.”




  Beatrice scooped up the last of the pastry and placed her knife and fork together. “That meal, in my opinion, trumps the savoury choux puffs. Exactly what a body needs on a December night, but not too heavy. A triumph!”




  “Thank you. It was certainly tasty and pretty to look at.” He prodded the remains of his food and decided to finish it later.




  “Adrian, is everything all right? You seem awfully on edge. I’ve bent your ear often enough with my problems, so if something’s bothering you...? Tell me to mind my own business if you like.”




  Adrian smiled. Beatrice was a great listener and had always taken him seriously. The trouble was, he didn’t even take himself seriously. His imagination was sometimes his worst enemy.




  “The only thing bothering me is how to plan for a German mini-break in only four days. I’ll need to check the weather and plan my wardrobe. I’m thinking wool and tailoring. And as I intend to bring back presents, should I put the expandable suitcase in the hold, or limit myself to hand luggage only and use my travel-sized toiletries? There’s so much to consider. Not least what to eat. Is there a Hamburg speciality, apart from the obvious?”




  “Fish, I expect. It’s a port, so we’ll have seafood coming out of our ears.”




  “Wonderful. Fish, art, markets and a good companion. I am so looking forward to this!”




  




  Chapter 4




  Richmond’s Roedean Crescent was a far cry from Boot Street. This was where money lived. The police Vauxhall Insignia eased along the road, offering Beatrice glimpses of gated detached properties shielded by neat hedges or strategically planted trees. Most driveways were empty, but occasionally she spotted a Mercedes, a Range Rover or a Jaguar.




  DS Pearce continued his briefing without taking his eyes off the road. It was unnecessary, because Beatrice had familiarised herself with the file, but she chose to listen to Pearce’s version. He might have picked up something she’d overlooked, and anyway it was better than making laboured small talk. Pearce was not known for his sense of humour.




  “You can see for yourself, plenty of space in the driveways and lots of cars on the street. Easy enough to park up and watch the household’s routine. It’s pretty regular. A driver arrives to take him into the City at seven every morning. He’s a senior asset manager with an investment bank. She takes the kid to school in the Volvo just after half past eight. She’s home by nine, and two days a week she lets the cleaning company in. Then she hits the gym, goes shopping and has lunch with a friend. Always back here before the cleaners leave at half-one.”




  “Is it always the same people from the cleaning company?”




  Pearce indicated right and reversed into a space in front of some impressive white gates. “No. Depends on the rota. The two Filipinas are the most regular, but they’re not always available.” He turned off the engine. “Ma’am, I’m expecting a hostile reception. This bloke’s already given a statement twice and he’s got a serious attitude problem. If he starts getting arsey, I’ll do the same. Leave you to do the charm stuff.”




  Beatrice raised her eyebrows. “Thanks, Pearce. I’ll do my best.”




  The door was open by the time they’d crunched across the gravel. No butler, no underling, just the master of the house. Chet Waring stood in the portico, wearing a navy suit and a smile fit for Santa Claus. Against his tanned face, his teeth were startlingly white. Beatrice marched up the steps, ID in her left hand with her right outstretched.




  “Mr Waring, my name is DI Stubbs. Thank you for making the time to see us. My colleague DS Pearce I believe you already know.”




  “It’s my pleasure. Really. Knowing you guys are taking this seriously is such a relief for me. Yes indeed, DS Pearce has been a rock during this investigation and I couldn’t be more appreciative of his thorough approach.”




  A cool, firm handshake and a warm smile of welcome. Pearce gave no reaction. After many years of practice, he had perfected the neutral mask. But Beatrice was curious. What attitude problem? They followed him into a magnificent hallway, half filled by a gargantuan Nordic pine that almost obscured the grand piano nestling under the stairs. Waring took their coats and ushered them into a large living space full of expensive paintings, arty knick-knacks and a choice of sofas. Knitted socks hung from the mantelpiece, each with a nametag, while Bing Crosby crooned from hidden speakers.




  As soon as they were seated, a young man entered with a tray bearing a coffee pot, jug of milk and a selection of pastries. Waring took it and placed it on the table in front of them. A whiff of nutmeg wafted past Beatrice’s nose. Spices, carols, stockings, a pine tree... A Child’s Christmas of Clichés.




  “Thanks Simon, that’s all for now. Coffee, DI Stubbs, DS Pearce? Please help yourself to muffins or whatever. Don’t know about you guys but I can’t work until I’ve had my morning sugar fix. The amount I’ve contributed to Caffé Nero’s profits this year? I shoulda bought shares.”




  “Thank you. I’ll have mine with milk, no sugar and perhaps one of those mini Danish affairs. As for business, Mr Waring, we’re not here to go over old ground. I’d just like a few more details about the painting itself so we can make comparisons to other art thefts around the world. I must stress this is part of a larger operation and may not be of material use in your particular case. However, all reports of art theft have a wider benefit when reported accurately.”




  Waring poured coffee for Beatrice and Pearce, listening and nodding with such intensity that Beatrice was tempted to laugh. Instead she bit into her sugar-glazed cake.




  “Too right. Cultural artefact databases are the collector’s best friends. I already reported this to the Art Loss Register. How can I help?”




  “Tell us how you acquired the piece. And why.”




  “Sure. The painting was in my possession for just over three years. I bought it at auction in New York and paid one million, one hundred fifty thousand dollars for it. Today, that’s around three-quarters of a million in sterling. I bought it as an investment, obviously, but also because it’s an amazing piece. It packs a real punch. Not everyone likes it as much as I do, of course, but they all notice it. That’s why I’m so desperate to get it back. It’s the centrepiece of my collection.”




  “Has anyone else ever offered to purchase it from you?”




  “Not that I can recall,” Waring replied. “Anyhow, I’d never sell.”




  “You’re insured for the full amount, I assume?”




  “Yep. Every artwork I own is covered at the professionally assessed value. I’m pretty risk-averse. I guess that’s the norm with people in my line of work.”




  Pearce spoke. “Why do you think the thieves only took this one painting? As you say, you’ve got plenty to choose from.” He looked around the room, his eyes narrowing. “I’d say those horse figurines on the mantelpiece are Lalique. Not only worth a fair bit but easy to carry. Or these little snuffboxes. Russian, aren’t they? Major market for these and not as hard to shift as an original Otto Dix.”




  Waring’s grey eyes widened and his face expanded into a broad smile. “You know your stuff, Detective Pearce! The horses are Lalique. And the snuffboxes, mostly Russian, are worth between three hundred and eight thousand dollars each. But let me assure you, I did a careful inventory, as did my wife, and nothing else is missing. My theory is the thieves were stealing to order. Some wealthy oligarch is amassing German Expressionist art from the 1920s and needed a Dix for his collection. The depressing fact is that if I’m right, I’ll never see the painting again.”




  The smallest twinge of sympathy touched Beatrice at the pain in his voice. Rarely had she grown so attached to an inanimate object that its loss would have caused her grief. Yet she recalled the silver bracelet Matthew had given her on her promotion to Detective Inspector. It was an antique, with tiny golden ivy leaves embossed on the surface. During some rather enthusiastic participation in a New Year’s Eve ceilidh, it had come adrift, never to be seen again. It wasn’t the bracelet so much as its talismanic significance imbued by emotion.




  “Do you have a photograph of the painting, Mr Waring?”




  He seemed to bring himself back from an unfocussed emptiness and reignited his smile.




  “I have a file with all the documentation regarding provenance and the original catalogue, plus various images of the whole picture, detail and frame. Help yourself to more coffee. I’ll just be a moment.”




  The door closed behind him and Pearce got up to examine one of the other large canvases on the wall between the windows. Beatrice leaned back to see what had attracted his attention. Roseate flesh and entwined limbs writhing on a chequerboard floor. Exaggerated features and a lack of restraint spilling out across the rigid geometry. It somehow made her think of Liza Minnelli. Pearce wrote something in his notebook as Waring returned.




  “What do you think, Detective Pearce? Quite a talent, wouldn’t you say?”




  “I take it you’re a fan of the Expressionist school?”




  “Darn right. Are you?”




  Pearce sat beside Beatrice and nodded once. “I find certain aspects of the movement have a powerful impact. The social commentary after World War One in German art and British poetry is excoriating.”




  Beatrice tried not to stare. She knew Pearce specialised in culturally-related crimes, but had never spoken to him on the subject.




  Waring’s eyes lit up. “My thoughts exactly! You know what, you’ll totally get why I miss this painting. Someone with such an appreciation of art is going to understand. This is The Salon II.”




  He opened a glossy catalogue and indicated an A4 print of the original on the right hand page. Beatrice took the brochure and shared it with Pearce. The painting depicted a room, shell pink, with ruby velvet curtains parted to allow the viewer access. Six prostitutes in various states of undress sat around a table. Breasts spilled, stockings slipped, curls escaped pins, lipstick smudged, cigarettes drooped and stains marked the cloth. At the head of the table, a sun blasted out black, grey, puce and golden rays, the light reflecting off each weary woman’s face.




  The most shocking thing about the piece was the women’s eyes. Each face was turned to the viewer, as if they had been surprised. Some eyes were fearful, some glittering, some suspicious, some hopeful, some vacant and resigned. The image made the viewer the object of attention and asked a simple question. What do you want? The more you stared, the more complicit you became.




  Beatrice pushed the catalogue back to Pearce and stood up. “I see what you mean about it packing a punch. May we keep this file?”




  “Sure.”




  “DS Pearce will continue to handle the robbery line of enquiry, whereas I will pursue the art theft connection. Thank you for your time, Mr Waring. One more thing. Your cleaners – I understand one was hurt. How is she?”




  “She’s recovering. A bunch of stitches but no permanent damage, thank God. I paid to have her treated privately. Here’s my personal card, DI Stubbs. Please feel free to call me whenever you need. Thanks so much for your help.”




  Back at Scotland Yard, an odd electricity charged the air. Melanie was on the phone and merely pushed a plastic folder towards Beatrice. It contained the details of her flights and accommodation in Germany. Pearce trudged off into the main office to photocopy Waring’s documents. Beatrice was hanging up her coat when behind her someone wrenched open a door.




  “Stubbs! In here, now.”




  Hamilton’s face, pale and lined, was tight with tension.




  “Hello sir. I didn’t realise you were back. How are you?”




  His only reply was to walk back into his office. Beatrice followed. He winced as he lowered himself into his chair and gestured for her to close the door.




  “Bloody furious is how I am. Sit down. You knew perfectly well I wanted you on Operation Horseshoe. I fully expect my team to follow orders whether I’m here or not. Then I find that after being out of action for twenty-four hours, I’ve been undermined by you, Whittaker and Jalan. What the hell were you thinking? I said, sit down!”




  Given the intensity of his anger, Beatrice sat. “Sir, there was no intention to undermine you or anyone else. We simply discussed what was best for the operation itself. Ranga said he wanted someone on board for the longer term and seeing as I will be leaving...”




  “You seem very sure of that. I do not recall agreeing to your proposal, Stubbs. I said I would think about it, so please do not make assumptions.”




  The injustice of his remark stung. “Sir, I had your assurance...”




  “And I had yours that you would step up to support Jalan in Operation Horseshoe. Now I find you’ve forgotten that obligation entirely to flit off on another European investigation.”




  The heat suffusing her face could have been just the effects of coming in from the cold and nothing at all to do with her rising temper.




  She took a deep breath and exhaled with some force. “Your detective inspectors collectively agreed that the best allocation of resources would be for DI Whittaker to assist DCI Jalan. She’s looking for a longer career with the Met and taking her experience into account, she is the perfect fit. This art theft collaboration with Interpol can be wound up within a week. But if you’d prefer to reassign me to something else, sir, that is your prerogative.”




  “You were supposed to be assigned to Horseshoe! I believe I made that clear. Why do you always want the jobs that’ll get you out of the country, Stubbs?”




  “Out of the country? I accept whatever cases I am given, sir. But in light of my intention to retire...”




  “In light of your intention to retire, yes indeed. What are you going to do then? Without the job to provide you with opportunities to escape, how long will it take before domestic bliss loses its allure?”




  Beatrice took two deep breaths and stood up. Hamilton’s grey features seemed twisted and ugly, like those of a gargoyle.




  “Thank you for your concern, sir, but I don’t believe my private life is any of your business. For the record, whether or not you agree to my departure is immaterial. If you don’t grant me early retirement, I will resign. One way or another, I will be leaving at the end of next year. As for allocation of duties, Melanie has booked me a flight to Berlin for tomorrow. Should I tell her to cancel it?”




  Hamilton looked down at his desk. Beatrice clenched her fists. He shook his head. “No. Go to bloody Germany and get out of my sight.”




  She stalked out of the room and made straight for the ladies’ toilet.




  Five minutes later, Dawn Whittaker poked her head with exaggerated timidity round the bathroom door. Beatrice leant against the wall, her arms folded. She met Dawn’s eyes in the mirror. She didn’t smile.




  “Can I come in?” Dawn asked.




  Beatrice nodded.




  Dawn closed the door behind her and hoisted herself up to sit between the sinks. “Two hours ago, I was doing exactly that, in exactly the same spot.”




  “The miserable old bastard had a go at you as well?”




  “Ranga got the worst of it. But yes, he had a go at me too. He questioned my competence, accused me of elbowing you out of the way to further my career and stated I was the last person he would have selected for this op. That said, he’s decided not to change anything. I think he’s just reminding us he’s still in charge.”




  Beatrice shook her head. “I can understand him having the hump because we didn’t do things his way. It’s just the personal nastiness I find so offensive. What the hell has got into him?”




  “The question on everyone’s mind. Ranga called the hospital this morning to check on his progress only to find he’d discharged himself last night. The doctors were very concerned and want him readmitted as soon as possible. Obviously they’re not giving out any medical details, but they said if he came to work, we were to ask him to return to hospital.”




  “I pity the poor sod who delivered that message,” Beatrice said and ran the taps to wash her face.




  “Ranga. Who else but the reigning monarch of diplomacy? I don’t know what was said but Ranga came out of there looking more shaken than the time we raided that basement flat in Bermondsey.”




  “Poor Ranga.” Beatrice patted her face dry with paper towels, her outrage deflating as she began to realise Hamilton’s anger wasn’t just directed at her. “So we still don’t know what’s wrong with him, apart from being a vicious old git?”




  Dawn shrugged. “One thing I know. He’s in pain. He’s hunched over and tense and he’s having problems walking. He really should be in hospital.”




  “Definitely. At least he couldn’t take out his foul temper on us from there. But if he won’t listen to Ranga, neither of us has a rat’s chance in hell of persuading him.”




  “No. Let’s just get on with the job.” Dawn jumped down and checked her hair in the mirror. “Did your art theft victim give you much?”




  “Not really. Although I think his stolen painting will give me nightmares. Listen, I’m off to Berlin in the morning. Fancy a drink tonight?”




  “On a Tuesday? Too right I do.”




  When Dawn suggested La Cave at London Bridge, Beatrice knew there must be gossip. One of the pubs local to the office would have been their usual haunt. Dawn’s casual rationale for her choice was that the Northern Line was handy for both of them. Beatrice north to Old Street, Dawn south to Clapham.




  Beatrice wasn’t fooled but the choice of venue made no difference to her. The place served wine and that was all that mattered. Comfortably settled at a window table with two glasses of Rose de Syrah and view of the river, they toasted Dawn’s new role.




  “So when’s the flat-warming?” Beatrice asked.




  “After Christmas. But I want you to come round for lunch one weekend. So I can show off the flat and introduce you to Derek.”




  “Ooh, yes please. I’m dying to meet him. Is he still fabulous?”




  Dawn put a hand to her heart in a mock-swoon. “He just gets better. You know what? He actually offered to drive all the way down to Southampton to collect Finley for Christmas. Not that the ungrateful little shit will appreciate it.”




  “I was just going to ask about the kids. Any improvements?”




  “Don’t let’s spoil a nice after-work drink.” Dawn surveyed the Thames, rather festive with its reflections of Christmas lights glinting off choppy waters. “Better views than The Speaker or the Blue Boar, don’t you think?”




  “Not to mention more private. Come on, whatever it is, cough it up. I know we’re not here to discuss the view.”




  “You’re like a truffle pig, you are. If it’s there, you’ll root it out.” She sipped at her wine, drawing out the moment. “I had lunch with Ian today.”




  “Ex-husband Ian?”




  “The same. We meet up about once a month, talk about our horrible children, coordinate strategy and all that. And share any office gossip. The thing is, he knows a lot more about the Met’s internal politics than me. Apparently,” she glanced around for eavesdroppers, “the board are seeking a replacement for Hamilton.”




  Beatrice put down her glass. “No! Why? He’s always been the golden boy. Half the board are alumni of his old school. Or university.”




  “I don’t know why, but it goes some way to explaining this morning’s shit-storm.”




  “It certainly does. If they want him out and he doesn’t want to go, he’ll be like a boar with a sore head. What else did Ian tell you?”




  Dawn’s expression was that of a poker player revealing a royal flush. “He told me that both you and Ranga are slated for the post.”




  Beatrice burst out laughing. “Perhaps the board should do a bit more research. I’m only a DI and Ranga wants to take early retirement. Pity. I was only thinking today he would have made a great Superintendent.”




  “Their thinking is that if either of you were offered the role of Super, you’d change your minds. Less field work, more management, comfy chair...”




  Beatrice swallowed a large glug of wine. “Ranga might.”




  “Operation Horseshoe is not quite what we thought it was.” Dawn leaned in, holding Beatrice’s eyes. “It’s a testing ground for a trainee Superintendent because it’s all about management skills. No wonder Hamilton was so keen for you to take over from Ranga. He must have blown a gasket when he heard it was me.”




  “Don’t be ridiculous. Hamilton would rather gouge out his own eyes than see me as Superintendent! Or even DCI. He thinks I’m a loose cannon.”




  “Not according to Ian. Hamilton was the one who put your name forward.”




  “He must be mistaken. No, Ranga is the obvious choice and to be honest he’s the only one I’d vote for. The board should approach him now, and when he hands over Horseshoe to you, he can get the comfy chair. He’d be brilliant. I might even...”




  Dawn pounced. “You’d stay if Ranga was Super? Are you serious?”




  “I didn’t say that.”




  Like synchronised swimmers, they both reached for their glasses and drank, gazing out at the rolling river and the glitter of new London’s money lights twinkling from its surface like a shower of silver coins. Finally Dawn tilted her head, her expression inquisitive.




  “Whatever Hamilton’s opinion on the matter, the decision is up to the board. If they promoted you to DCI and offered you Super in a year’s time, would you stay?”




  The greedy hog of Beatrice’s ego immediately played a slide show of her as DCI, firm yet kind and as well-loved as Ranga. She saw herself making a speech on Ranga’s retirement and making a joke about filling his shoes as Superintendent. Office hours and no personal risk, meetings with the suits upstairs, press interviews, a talented, well-managed group of detectives. Awards, accolades, an increase in salary and status.
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