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      Chapter One

    


    Willow King learned to lie in 1983. Her first attempt being successful, she started to work at her new talent for deceit, refining and polishing it until it had brought her most of the things she had ever wanted – and a lot of other things she had never even suspected herself of wanting. As the years passed, her talent also brought her amusement and no small degree of happiness. By the end of the decade she believed that it had made her impregnable to misery or disaster. But then chance, and someone else’s tragedy, showed her how wrong she was.


    When she arrived for work one icy morning in November, quite unaware of the storm that was about to break over her head, she was pulled up short by the sight of the office forecourt. Instead of the usual trickle of Civil Servants parking their cars or chaining bicycles to the railings, there was a positive phalanx of policemen drawn up ahead of her. Six white police cars, the first with its blue warning light still flashing, were parked in front of them. Willow’s first sanguine thought was that there must have been a bomb scare, or perhaps some threatened riot. But even as the thought formed in her mind, she knew that those crises could not have drawn so many – and such senior – policemen to the Department of Old Age Pensions.


    Willow was shocked by the instinctive fear induced in her by the sight of such immense police strength. Reminding herself that despite her facility for deception she had done nothing actually criminal and therefore had no need to fear any policeman in the world (and particularly not in London), she walked firmly towards the constable who stood nearest the main door. She was almost as tall as he, which helped her to control the instinct to cringe before him.


    ‘Yes, Miss?’ he said as she made to sweep past him.


    ‘My name’s King,’ she answered crisply, flashing her pass at him, and waiting for him to open the door for her. ‘Assistant secretary (finance).’


    ‘Thank you, Miss,’ he said, making no move to open the door. Instead he held out his hand for the pass.


    Blinking a little, Willow handed it over and watched him as he carefully examined it. For the first time in years she found herself embarrassed by the dreadfulness of the photograph that had been embedded in the plastic rectangle. She knew that it made her look older than her thirty-eight years and even more dowdy than usual. The photograph being black-and-white, there was not even the colour of her dark-red hair to give any kind of distinction, and her spectacles had caught the camera’s flash, reflecting it so that her, eyes looked like liquid egg white.


    ‘Miss Wil-hel-mina King?’ asked the young officer, pronouncing her impossible name as though it were three separate words. It must have been about thirty years since anyone had used anything but her nickname and Willow was disconcerted for a moment. Then she nodded, she hoped with the requisite dignity and coldness.


    ‘Report to the officer inside, Miss King,’ said the policeman.


    Willow did as she was told, asked fruitlessly what was going on, and then made her way to the lifts. For one absurd moment she wondered whether this police operation could be some frightful new economy drive, designed to frighten the Civil Servants into working harder, arriving on time, or ceasing to use the photocopying facilities for their own private affairs. But even as she allowed her imagination to quicken, she knew that she was being unsuitably frivolous. There was an air of drama and even of suppressed violence about the place that morning, which did not square with any government-inspired efficiency drive.


    Working on her self-control and reminding herself that her part-time job at DOAP required a degree of seriousness foreign to the other side of her life, Willow took the lift up to the eighth floor. The lift was old and inefficient and so Willow was accustomed to read something during its jerky ascent to stop herself exploding at the waste of time. On that particular morning she took from her briefcase a minute from the under secretary about an esoteric pensions problem. As the lift arrived with a bump on the eighth floor and the doors swished open, Willow walked forward still immersed in her memorandum and almost collided with the heavy blue-clad figure of one of the department’s drivers. Raising her head in order to deliver a nicely judged apology, she saw the ugly face and angry brown eyes of Albert Dagnan, the minister’s personal chauffeur.


    ‘What are you doing up here, Albert?’ she asked genuinely surprised. He might perhaps have legitimate business on the tenth floor, where the minister’s offices were, but otherwise his place was in the canteen, the garage or the drivers’room on the ground floor.


    ‘I didn’t know I was answerable to you, Miss King,’ he said with all the truculence for which he was notorious in the offices of DOAP and shouldered his way past her into the lift.


    Willow blinked and made a mental note to have a quiet word with the establishments officer next time she ran into him. Lack of polish was one thing but gratuitous rudeness to a senior Civil Servant was another and could not be allowed to pass uncensured.


    Righteously indignant, she walked briskly into the anteroom of her office to find her administration trainee, Barbara, and her typist, Roger, both working hard.


    Pleased by the unusual industry, she bade them good morning and was surprised that even then they did no more than look up briefly and acknowledge her greeting. Willow let her pale-green eyes narrow as she looked at Roger, virtuously pounding away at the electric typewriter and occasionally sniffing and blowing his nose with all the theatricality he used to signal his frequent ailments.


    ‘You’re very industrious this morning, Roger,’ she said, allowing the approval to sound more obviously than usual in her chilly voice. ‘What’s up?’


    He turned his head so that she could see the whole of his face and she tried to suppress a gasp as she saw two long scratches down his right cheek and painful-looking bruising around his right eye. Poor Roger had suffered several times from thugs who pretended to take exception to his undoubted campness as an excuse to beat him up on late-night tubes, in dark streets and wherever else his nocturnal life took him.


    ‘Haven’t you heard, Miss King?’ he said hoarsely, as though his throat hurt him too. Despite his ailments, he smiled like someone faced with an unexpected treat. Willow shook her head vigorously, confident that the ‘Extra-firm’ hairpins that skewered her long chestnut hair in place would stay in, whatever she did to them. Roger’s expression changed to one of mingled excitement and sympathy, and for one dreadful moment Willow wondered whether the secrets that underpinned her life had been found out. No, she told herself, that was absurd; the atmosphere in her outer office must have something to do with all the police downstairs. Looking far more censorious than she realised, she said:


    ‘Heard what? Barbara, what on earth has been going on?’


    ‘The minister has been killed, Willow,’ answered the black-haired Scottish girl with an equally sympathetic expression on her round pink face.


    ‘Poor Algy,’ said Willow inadequately. She felt as though she had just been kicked – hard – in the solar plexus. ‘What happened? Was it a car accident?’


    ‘Oh no, Miss King,’ broke in Roger, with the excitement fighting the sympathy all too successfully. He sneezed explosively, but for once he had a real drama on his hands and ignored the minor physical one. ‘He’s been murdered. They found his body on Clapham Common last night. He’d been beaten up and his head smashed in.’


    ‘Roger!’ Barbara’s voice was full of reproach before she turned to the assistant secretary. ‘Why not sit down, Willow, and let Roger get you a cup of tea? It must be a terrible shock.’


    Willow shook her head slightly, but then relented.


    ‘Yes, a cup of tea would be nice, Roger. A strong one, I think. Bring it into my room, will you? Barbara, come to my office in an hour, when I’ve had a chance to sort things out.’


    ‘Yes, of course, Willow,’ the girl answered, efficiently slapping a pile of papers into place. ‘Oh and by the way, the PUS wants to see you as soon as possible.’


    ‘All right,’ said Willow, checking her watch and wondering whether she would be able to put all thoughts of Algy’s death out of her mind for long enough to summon the patience necessary to deal with the permanent secretary. ‘Find out if he can see me at, oh, say half-past eleven.’


    She turned her back on the pair of them and went into her own room, badly wanting solitude in which to deal with the shock of what they had told her. Putting the briefcase down on a side table between the windows, Willow stood staring out over the grubby buildings of Clapham towards the common where Algernon Endelsham had met his end. Still shuddering inside from the shock, Willow found it as hard to blame her staff for their suppressed excitement as it was easy to understand their sympathy. The lives they led were of stultifying boredom, lightened only by the dramas, shifting romances and sexual affairs of their colleagues. The murder of any minister, let alone one as spectacular and famous as Algy Endelsham, would have been the drama to end all dramas, and Willow could imagine how the entire population of DOAP must be longing to discuss it.


    In a way it was hard on her own staff that they felt they had to disguise their interest because of their ineradicable conviction that she had been desperately in love with the minister. She was both touched and a little repelled by their apparent care for her sensibilities.


    About eighteen months earlier, soon after he had been given DOAP (his first ministerial job), Algernon Endelsham, to the astonishment of the entire staff, had started to pursue Willow. The incoming minister was the handsomest thing that had been seen in either House of Parliament since Lord Palmerston, he was sensationally young for his position, well-known on television, apparently rich, famously athletic, brilliantly clever (some people thought he was even cleverer than Willow herself, though that was hotly debated in the office canteen at the time) and with a devilish reputation as far as women were concerned.


    Despite herself, Willow had been half-flattered as well as half-amused by his advances, but she had had enough doubts about his sincerity and motives to ensure that she kept her own genuine admiration of him in check. Besides, she had secrets to keep and they meant that she was never tempted to succumb to the minister’s undoubted charms. Her life was thoroughly satisfactory to her and she would no more have thought of complicating the Civil Service part of it with an affair with her minister than she would have joined an Everest attempt or a space flight to the moon.


    The sound of her office door opening made her turn from her sightless contemplation of the trees of the common. She looked round to see Roger placing a cup of deep-orange-coloured tea on her desk with exaggerated care.


    ‘Thank you, Roger,’ she said in a dismissive tone. Ignoring it, he lingered by the door for long enough to say:


    ‘I am sorry, Miss King. It’s terrible enough for us all, but for you…’ The dying fall on the last word was masterly and he could not quite resist waiting to see how she took it. Disconcertingly, she laughed.


    ‘Yes, Roger. Thank you very much. Don’t forget to find out from Barbara what the permanent secretary wants me for and get all the files I’m likely to need in here half an hour before I have to see him.’ This time Roger accepted his dismissal and left her alone.


    Willow took a sip of the tea, winced as the violence of the tannin hit her palate, but then drank thirstily. She had planned to get straight down to work, but found that she could not: the news she had just heard seemed to have driven all thoughts of work out of her mind. Sitting at her desk she tried to translate the physical shock she had felt at the news of Algy’s death into appropriate emotion.


    The thought of it made Willow feel sick; imagining his pain and terror dried out her mouth and made the palms of her hands sweat; and yet she could not find any tears for him. Throughout her austere childhood, crying had been forbidden, and she had always been encouraged to rationalise away or deeply bury any feelings that were strong enough to threaten her stability. As a result she had grown into a woman whose immense competence was never spoiled by recognisable anguish, passion or even anxiety.


    It had been her parents’nightmare that the child they had brought into the world so late in their lives might be unable to look after herself when they died, or be dangerously unhappy without them. To preempt either eventuality, they had straggled all her life to teach her to be self-sufficient emotionally as well as in every practical way. They had succeeded all too well, and when they did die within six months of each other, Willow was well able to live without them. She was also quite unable to grieve properly for them.


    The shock of that inability had shown her what their wholly altruistic training had done to her. Willow was far too rational to blame her parents for it, and she had set about trying to learn to allow herself feelings. But not all the rationality and determination in the world could make good the lack of thirty years’ natural experience of strong emotion. She was deeply shocked by the death of Algernon Endelsham. The horror of it would, she told herself, remain with her for a long long time. But she could not cry for him.


    There was another horror, too, and perhaps a worse one: someone had hated or feared her old suitor enough to batter in his skull until he was dead. The thought of that hatred was stifling.


    Without even realising what she was doing, Willow applied the old recipe for self-control and tried to find other ways of thinking about Algy’s death in order to rationalise the horror she had felt.


    Subconsciously searching her frugal northern mind for some distraction, she started to think about the waste his death represented. There were very few politicians of such talent, let alone such aesthetic appeal, on either side of the House. Algy had had a fine brain, and a quick wit that turned the dullest DOAP meeting into an entertainment for anyone who could keep up with him. Willow had been one of the few and had greatly enjoyed the sparks that their minds had struck off each other. The vivid memory of some of those meetings made her smile in the solitude of her office;


    DOAP had been a safe if dreary place before Algy’s advent. He had done much to remove the complacency and the safety, but he had lightened the dreariness too.


    Willow knew that she would miss his incisive intelligence and his sometimes cruel wit. She heard someone coming in to her outer office and made certain that her face showed no sign of the turmoil in her mind. Whatever her reservations about her tendency to rationalise away emotion, she had absolutely no desire for her staff and colleagues to see evidence of any of her feelings.


    At that thought she even laughed a little bitterly. The news that she had seemed at all distressed at the announcement of Algy’s death would have fled round DOAP in an instant and would have confirmed her colleagues, seniors and subordinates in the universal view that she had succumbed to Algy as soon as he had so inexplicably tried to seduce her.


    Willow knew quite well that as a spinster in her late thirties, with apparently only an aunt to love, unbecomingly dressed in her neutral suits and low-heeled shoes, she was considered to be an object of half-pitying derision by a large section of the office. At the time of Algy’s pursuit she had even overheard a conversation between two arrogant young principals from another division saying patronisingly how sensible it was of estabs to have put poor Willow into an innocuous department like DOAP instead of Defence or the FO where she’d have been easy meat for any Russian-lover trap.


    The object of their scorn had laughed at the time, and she wished that she could not laugh any more. Algy, who had said that he loved her – although she had never been able to believe him – had been beaten to death. Willow put down her cup and rested her face in her hands. To know that any human being had suffered like that was horrible, but a man she had known and liked.… What could he have thought in that split second before unconsciousness, when he must have known that he would die? Her mind flinched at the thought.


    In order to distract herself from it, she tried to imagine what sort of person could have killed him like that. Willow was slightly appalled to discover that her mind was thoroughly intrigued by the identity and motivation of the killer and not at all interested in wreaking vengeance on him – or her.


    The red telephone at her right elbow shrilled with illusory urgency. Willow started at the noise, sat up straighter, and picked up the receiver.


    ‘Willow King,’ she said in a voice that betrayed no agitation or sorrow at all.


    ‘Willow, Bob Smith here,’ came the voice of the permanent secretary’s private secretary. ‘The PUS can’t make eleven-thirty, but since the finance committee meeting has been cancelled, would you come at three?’


    ‘Cancelled,’ repeated Willow blankly. ‘Why?’


    ‘Well, with the minister hardly cold and no replacement appointed, we can hardly …’


    ‘Oh, no, of course not. Right, Bob. Three o’clock. I’ll check with Barbara.’


    ‘I already have. That’s OK. I can tell the PUS then?’


    ‘Yes, all right.’


    Willow replaced the scarlet receiver and made herself look at the letter file in front of her. Speculating on the reasons for the death of her erstwhile friend and suitor would do no good at all, she told herself. But she found that the letters could have been written in Mongolian for all they meant to her as her mind began to rove over the probable or even possible enemies of Algy Endelsham.


    Knowing that she really would have to achieve some self-control if she were to get any work done, she took a deep breath and started to read the letters in the file on her desk. Some she annotated, others she put aside to think about; and on the rest she scribbled notes for Barbara and the rest of her staff. At the bottom of the file, though, was a sad letter from one of the minister’s constituents, a widow of eighty-two who could not understand the new pensions legislation and felt that she had been roughly treated at her local DOAP office. A familiar type of letter to politicians no doubt, it was not however the kind of thing that normally appeared on Willow’s desk. Her business was with the financial implications of policy, not the nuts and bolts of the application of that policy. Wondering why the letter had reached her desk at all, she turned it over.


    There, stuck to the back instead of the front, was an extravagantly large yellow Post-it with a scribbled note in Algy’s elegant, if eccentric, handwriting:


    

      

        Willow, I know this isn’t your pidgin, but I’m a bit stuck. We’ve written endlessly, explained endlessly, and the local office has done everything they can. All we need now, I think, is the sort of letter you are so good at. Could you run one off? I know you’re far too busy to be bothered, but no one can do that sort of thing better. Please, Willow?

      


    


    He had signed it with a hieroglyph that she hoped none of her staff could interpret. It referred to the days of his courtship, when he had bombarded her with flowers and invitations and letters all signed ‘Your devoted and despairing Algy’. At the time of his embarrassing pursuit she had taken his protestations with a giant’s pinch of salt, but that morning, perhaps because he was dead, she began to wonder whether she had done him an injustice. Staring down at his handwriting, Willow found herself almost looking at him, so vivid was the picture in her mind. And in a moment that picture was subsumed in an equally vivid one of his handsome face, kicked and bloodied in the mud of Clapham Common.


    Willow managed to regain her usual self-discipline in time to get through almost as much work as usual, and by the end of the day she was exceedingly thankful for it. The conversations that were broken off wherever she went in the building, the sly or pitying glances that were cast her way, not to speak of the more overt expressions of curiosity or sympathy, Were enough to overset anyone with a less than rigid self-command. Never had she felt more distant from her colleagues – or more thankful for her separateness.


    Curiously enough on that strange and difficult day it was the permanent secretary who came closest to breaking down Willow’s control. They were old enemies: he had always resented her quickness and her immediate and easy understanding of statistics and finance, while she despised his slower brain and was deeply frustrated by the petty revenge he exacted from her whenever he could. As she walked down the grey corridors to his room just before three o’clock in the afternoon, inhaling the familiar smells of floor polish, disinfectant and a faint human staleness, she wondered what he would say about the minister. For if the PUS disliked Willow, he had positively hated Algy Endelsham.


    Ministers, in the PUS’s experience, were easy to manipulate, at least in the early days of their ministerial careers when their confidence was usually shaky. But Endelsham could have run rings round the PUS from his first minute in the department and had rarely tried to hide his own contempt for the man. Willow remembered one funny, if rather unkind, meeting of the finance committee when the PUS had made a complete clot of himself and afterwards Algy had asked her quietly how such a fool could ever have reached the middle echelons of the Home Civil Service, let alone achieved one of the highest appointments. Willow had shrugged and said, ‘He’s only such a fool about figures; really very sound on pensions policy … and faithful and long serving. Buggins’ turn, I suppose, and the fact that he’s never annoyed anyone senior to him by being too clever.’


    ‘Not like us, you mean, Willsy,’ Endelsham had said with an appealing gleam in his grey eyes.


    That, she told herself as she arrived outside the PUS’s office, must have been what attracted us to each other: neither of us had to struggle to understand the other and we always picked up all the implications of whatever was said, unlike the rest of this lot. Bracing herself for the encounter to come, she pushed open the door.


    Bob Smith looked up from his desk, ostentatiously checked his watch, and, having got its approval, smiled at Willow and stood up to announce her to his master. Resisting the temptation to ask him whether he was aping the PUS’s absurd mannerisms with a view to achieving seniority, Willow walked past him and stood in front of the PUS’s huge mahogany desk.


    ‘It’s a bad business, this,’ he said by way of greeting.


    ‘You could well say so, PUS,’ she replied with a derisive twist of her lips.


    ‘Oh, very sad as well, of course. But we had after all begun to get poor Endelsham into harness and the Lord knows who we’ll be landed with next.’


    Suddenly it seemed to Willow absolutely monstrous that this time-serving second-rater should talk of Algy Endelsham’s death in such terms. She felt her pale face flushing and almost had to bite her tongue to stop herself telling him what she thought of him. He looked up at her as she stood in front of him and said as though he had only just thought of it:


    ‘Oh, my dear Willow, I am so sorry. I had quite forgotten that this might be a personal bereavement for you. Are you all right? I’d suggest that you took a day or two off were it not for the difficulty of running the new pensions White Paper with only a part-time assistant secretary. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.’


    Willow only just managed not to roll her eyes up to heaven. Like all the other inhabitants of DOAP, the permanent secretary made it clear that he believed that Willow King had given in to Algy’s seductive charms and must therefore be heartbroken by his death. It was too predictable that the PUS should choose a day on which she might be expected to be vulnerable to needle her about her working arrangements. She listened to what he had to say and compounded her original lie, at last giving vent to a little of the spleen that was churning around inside her.


    ‘Really, PUS, I must say that I am surprised at this attack. It is the policy of the Civil Service to allow part-time employment. I have family responsibilities that I cannot delegate: as you well know, after my mother’s death there was no one but me to look after my Aunt Agatha, and she is far too old and frail to be left alone entirely. You know perfectly well that I have to spend half the week with her. And as far as I am aware I do all the work that is necessary in the other three days that I spend here. If you can tell me of anything that is being skimped or ignored, please do so and I shall attend to it.’


    Shifting uncomfortably under her direct gaze, he muttered something vague about the inconvenience of not being able to consult her on Mondays and Fridays. But there was nothing specific about which he could reasonably complain. He merely resented the fact of her partial freedom from their shared treadmill and had chosen a moment when she was likely to be weak to exercise his bitterness. She left his office at last, despising him even more than usual.


    When she got back to her own room, Roger greeted her with the pleasing intelligence that she would be required by the chief investigating policeman first thing the following morning.


    ‘He’s using the ground-floor conference room, Miss King, and they say he’s a real tartar. But not to worry, the under secretary (estabs) is sitting in on all the interrogations to make sure of fair play.’


    This latest manifestation of Roger’s insatiable desire for drama helped to restore Willow’s equilibrium and it was with a tolerant smile that she thanked him for the message, assured him that she would obey the police summons and recommended that he suck medicated pastilles for his sore throat and put witch hazel on his excoriated face. It was left to black-haired Barbara to plant a dart of anxiety in their cool boss.


    ‘Come off it, Roger. Willow’s got no need to fret herself: the poor min. is known to have died yesterday evening between seven and nine and Willow’s got an alibi for all last night – unlike the rest of us.’


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Willow left the office soon after seven with a briefcase full of work and went home to the first-floor flat in Abbeville Road that she had bought ten years earlier. Opening her front door, she inhaled the familiar smell of damp and mothballs and wondered whether she ought not to increase her mortgage and get somewhere better, or perhaps even have the whole flat properly decorated. At first it had been all she could afford and then, just as her income would have been increased on promotion, she had taken her momentous decision to work part-time and had had to adjust to a half salary.


    Without the proceeds of her parents’ exiguous life insurance policy and the sale of their house in Newcastle, she would not have been able to take the risk at all and would never have discovered her peculiar talents. Dumping her laden plastic briefcase on the sturdy but ugly oak table in the middle of the living room, she took off her overcoat and shivered in the dank coldness of the flat. She quickly lit the sputtering gas fire and then retreated to the kitchen to make herself a mug of instant coffee. A drink might have been more calming, she thought, remembering the bottles of supermarket whisky, gin, indifferent sherry, and Bulgarian Cabernet Sauvignon at the dining end of the room, but she craved warmth. She took the thick pottery mug of coffee to the sofa and sat down, avoiding the broken spring that could be so uncomfortable, and tried to pull herself together.


    The knowledge of Algy’s death lay like a spiked weight at the back of her mind and its possible ramifications filled the rest. Reminding herself once again that she had no reason to fear the police, that she was safe in her self-sufficiency and could deal with anything that cropped up, Willow still could not control her uncharacteristic nervousness. For the first time in years she felt young and vulnerable and actually wanted someone else to advise her. Despising her mood, telling herself to brace up, Willow finished her coffee, put on her spectacles again and went to the kitchen to cook four fish fingers and about half a pound of frozen broad beans. After supper she settled down to the work she had brought home and tried not to give another thought to the murder or her looming interview with the police.


    The following morning, after an indifferent night’s sleep broken by all kinds of unpleasant dreams that dissolved as soon as she woke, Willow walked into her interrogation with her chin up and her dark red hair tightly drawn away from her freckled white face. The first person she saw was the establishments officer, Michael Englewood, to whom she had told that first, crucial lie about her Aunt Agatha.


    If only his sense of duty had not insisted that he support his colleagues during their interrogations, Willow would not have been faced with her horrible dilemma: to tell the truth at last and be unveiled in front of him and the whole of the department for what she was; or to lie once again. She would have had no hesitation in taking the second course if only the police had not been involved, but their presence would turn expedient untruth into a crime. Willow could feel waves of wholly unjust hostility to poor Mr Englewood rising in her mind as he stood up to greet her, a questioning look on his tired, pleasant face.


    Knowing that her dilemma was not his fault, and that he deserved all her gratitude for having supported her against the PUS in her determination to work part-time, Willow made herself smile at him. He smiled back, with all the shy kindness she had grown to expect from him.


    There were plenty of high flyers who despised Michael Englewood for his fussiness, his old-fashioned clothes and his apparent satisfaction with the uninfluential backwater into which his career had taken him; but he was well enough liked by the majority of the DOAP staff. Only his secretaries seemed neither to despise nor to like him, and Willow had occasionally wondered why so many demanded to be transferred after a few months.


    ‘This is Miss Willow King,’ he said to a man in plain clothes, who was seated at the large oval conference table, reading a file. Then Englewood turned back to smile at her again. ‘Willow, Inspector Worth, who is in charge of the investigation into the minister’s death.’


    ‘Are you all right, Michael?’ she asked, ignoring the police officer in a forlorn attempt to gain time in which to decide what line to take. ‘You sound horribly hoarse. Is it this beastly cold that’s been going the rounds?’


    ‘Presumably. I’m almost beginning to believe in that journalistic fantasy of sick-building syndrome. We never seem to be free of bugs and viruses here,’ he answered, fingering the paisley silk cravat that he occasionally affected in winter instead of a tie.


    The policeman coughed irritably, as though impatient at the waste of time, and Willow turned towards him at last. She was struck by the lively intelligence in his dark eyes. In a moment’s frivolity, she even admired his rugged handsomeness and exotically broken nose, but was quickly sobered as he said:


    ‘Morning, Miss King. Now I haven’t much time, and so I’d be grateful if you’d tell me exactly where you were the day before yesterday between the end of the working day and, say, ten-thirty.’


    Carefully avoiding any anxious glances at Englewood, Willow braced herself. Before she could even speak, she heard his voice warm with indignation, or even anger. Taking a quick look at him, she was surprised to see his face reddening and his mouth stretched tight over his teeth.


    ‘As I’ve already told you, Inspector, Miss King does not work on Mondays or Fridays and has spent every single Monday night for the past eight years in Suffolk caring for an invalid relative,’ he said, coughed and took a tin of blackcurrant suckers from his jacket pocket.


    ‘I’d rather Miss King answered for herself, Sir,’ said the policeman coldly in a voice that seemed to have had every nuance of accent or colour scoured away from it, ‘and I’m sure it would be better for your throat if you talked as little as possible.’


    Englewood’s furious intervention put an end to the last of Willow’s doubts and she spoke with as little hesitation as she had when she first invented her aunt.


    ‘Mr Englewood is quite right, Inspector Worth. I was in Suffolk, with my aunt, Miss Agatha Carlyle. She was my mother’s sister.’


    Inspector Worth’s head snapped up at that piece of elaboration and Willow realised that she had made an idiotic mistake. That was just the kind of extra detail that would sound false and might lead him to check-up on her alibi. She had decided to bank on the fact that with two thousand or more people working at DOAP, the police were highly unlikely to test anyone’s whereabouts until they were a little further into their investigation. And she was quite confident that when that had happened they would have no suspicions of her and therefore no need to test her story.


    ‘I see,’ he said coldly. ‘Telephone number?’


    ‘I’m afraid she’s not on the telephone,’ said Willow, relieved to have something truthful to say.


    ‘Right. Thank you, Miss King. Leave the address with my sergeant please. He’s in the next-door office.’


    Willow just managed to stop herself asking ‘Is that all?’, substituted, ‘Not at all’, and left the room, wondering whether she had made an almighty fool of herself. She also carefully forgot to find the sergeant.


    The idea of running into any interested colleagues bothered her and so she made for the stairs that no one used except during fire practices or when the lifts were out of order. As she walked slowly up the stairs, idly disliking the grey-green lino that covered them, she comforted herself with the fact that she could always come clean about her real alibi if the police turned tiresome and forced her to throw away her carefully designed and preserved disguise.


    It was not until she had reached the sixth floor and was already panting a little that she remembered that there was a crime called ‘wasting police time’. There was no doubt that, if he were a vindictive man, the inspector could have her prosecuted for that – if for nothing worse – if he bothered to check her alibi. This is where lying gets you, she said to herself grimly as she realised that having the entire story coming out in court would be fifty times worse than confessing it at the first possible opportunity, even in front of the establishments officer. She would be disgraced; she would probably have to resign from DOAP in any case. But infinitely worse, she would look the greatest fool of all time.


    By the time she had climbed the next two flights of stairs she had cudgelled her mind back into rationality and decided that she would just have to work out for herself who had murdered Algernon Endelsham. Then if the police were absurd enough to want to prosecute her, she could try to buy them off with the solution to their mystery.


    Willow had infinite faith in her own brains – for her childhood and much of her early adulthood, they were all she had had to give her any sense of identity or self-worth – and, after all, she had known Algy as well as anyone in the department, and far better than any of the police. It also occurred to her that to concentrate on the intellectual problem of who it was who had beaten Algy’s brains out might distract her from the miserable reality of his death.


    Besides, it would be rather interesting, she thought. With the finance committee under control, her staff reasonably well trained and the rest of her life working beautifully, Willow had been feeling rather short of challenge. To go about the department ferreting out secrets and finding the truth about the murdered minister might give her mind some much-needed testing, and the results could be useful. That the challenge she had chosen might become dangerous or distasteful never occurred to her.


    There was a slight smile on her unpainted lips when she walked up to Roger’s desk and the crispness was back in her voice as she inquired of him whether he had finished typing out the redrafted version of her part of the new White Paper or whether his cold was so bad that he was still unable to produce a full day’s work.


    ‘Er, no, no I haven’t quite finished actually, Miss King. It’s really been so upsetting, what with the minister’s death and the police and all the things everyone’s saying,’ he said, blushing slightly. ‘I got waylaid downstairs when I took your photocopying down, and had to listen to all the latest theories.’


    The scars on his right cheek were turning crusty as they healed and looked fiercely itchy. Willow almost said something sympathetic about them, but then decided not to embarrass either herself or Roger. She was also tempted to comment on his infuriating dilatoriness, but, not wishing to provoke one of his all-too-frequent outbursts of personality, she merely asked him to do his best and walked into her own office, calling Barbara to follow her.


    They got through the piles of work on Willow’s desk in record time and Barbara raised various problems that had arisen during her chief’s absence. Willow dealt with them with all her customary efficiency and Barbara was moved to say:


    ‘I am glad that you’re all right, Willow.… Not letting it all get to you.’


    It was the first really personal remark the girl had ever dared to address to her assistant secretary, and Willow was a little repelled by the hint of intimacy between them.


    ‘Thank you, Barbara,’ she said, trying to concentrate on her assistant’s efficiency and ignore her distaste. ‘But what is “it all”? The minister’s death is horribly distressing, but everyone here has to deal with that.’


    The 22-year-old trainee flushed and scraped the carpet with her shoe like a child in her headmistress’s study. Willow was amused to find her so much less sophisticated than she had always appeared. ‘Come on, Barbara, out with it. You’ve started, so I really think you ought to finish.’


    They both laughed at that and the momentary amusement seemed to give Barbara the courage to amplify her earlier remarks.


    ‘Well, it’s just that everyone seems to think… They all know about you and the minister, you see, and they’re saying…’


    ‘That he threw me over and I killed him, you mean?’ said Willow, who had never even considered the possibility that anyone might suspect her until that moment. Her tone of dry amusement made Barbara look at her directly for the first time since they had stopped working.


    ‘Well, yes actually. But don’t you mind?’


    Willow, who normally thought about her own emotions as little as it was possible to do, considered for a moment or two.


    ‘Yes, in fact I do. It’s such an insult, for one thing, and not only to me.’


    ‘The minister, too, you mean?’ Barbara suggested doubtfully.


    ‘No, Barbara,’ said Willow more coldly. ‘It suggests that they think that all single women in this office – or for that matter in the whole of the Civil Service – are hanging about hoping for some man to dignify them by selecting them for his own pleasure. Idiotic! I can imagine – just – some men thinking it, or the sort of idle women who spend all day in hairdressers’ shops reading selfishness-inducing magazines, but intelligent women like the ones who work here? It makes me feel ashamed of them.’


    ‘I thought you were going to say that the insult lay in their assumption that you would ever allow your emotions to overrule your judgment,’ said Barbara, blushing because she, too, was guilty of pining for a particular man to dignify her existence by so selecting her.


    ‘That too. But Barbara, since we’re wasting time gossiping, tell me: am I the only suspect they’ve dug up? Or are there other victims of their overheated fantasy?’


    ‘It did occur to someone in the canteen yesterday that perhaps the permanent secretary had been sneered at once too often and decided to act instead of sulking for once, but that only raised a laugh. Everyone knows he’s far too much of a physical coward to hit anyone, let alone a man six inches taller than himself,’ answered Barbara.


    Willow got out of her chair and prowled about her office, trying to excise the sudden, unexpected sympathy that had sprung into her mind. She had never expected to feel remotely sympathetic towards the PUS, but she did experience a sickening lurch of fellow-feeling as she realised that the pair of them must be equally despised and talked over by the denizens of DOAP. Reminding herself of the maxim ‘It’s all good copy’, which had got her through the embarrassing days of Algy’s blatant courtship, Willow turned back to her subordinate.


    ‘I overheard something in the canteen, too, last week,’ she said. Barbara, clearly bothered about what Willow was going to say, fiddled with the red combs that held her dark hair in place. One fell out and, slipping from her fingers, dropped on the floor. The girl grovelled after it and when she stood up again made an enormous fuss about putting it back. Willow watched with a hint of amusement in her eyes.


    ‘A bunch of messengers were talking their usual smut and making jokes about the minister’s, er…sexual preferences. Was it true, do you know?’ she asked.


    Barbara, with the relief showing so obviously in her stance and expression that Willow wondered what they had been saying in the canteen about her, answered slowly:


    ‘Well, I suppose it could be, Willow, but a man like that… I mean, with the kind of womanising reputation that Algy Endelsham had: do you really think it’s likely?’


    ‘Not very perhaps,’ answered Willow, as though carefully considering, ‘but anyone who displays his conquests so flagrantly might well be hiding something, don’t you think? And despite Wolfenden and all that, I imagine a politician could still be blackmailed.…’


    ‘But hardly murdered. In any case, I’d have thought you of all people had ample evidence to refute such a suggestion.’ Barbara’s almost cheeky tone pulled Willow up short, and she realised how sensible had been her previously constant determination never to gossip with her staff or take any interest in the extra-curricular goings-on of the department. Retreating into the personality she had heard described more than once as ‘the terrifying Willow King’, she dismissed her AT and settled down to work.


    By the end of the day Willow had allowed herself to hear a lot


    more gossip about the minister and his relations with innumerable


    other members of DOAP and she no longer wondered why it was that some of her staff got through so little work in their entire weeks in the office. She had talked to most of the people she had ever worked with, and heard views ranging from the least uncomfortable one that the minister had been mugged by a stranger to perhaps the most horrible: that he was being blackmailed, had gone to hand over the money to his blackmailer, decided to take the ‘publish and be damned’line and been beaten to death.


    Willow heard that unpleasant idea from a long-serving higher executive officer in the registration department, whom she had met coming out of the canteen after lunch.


    ‘Really, Thomas,’ she said, ‘you can’t believe that. It’s about as likely as believing the min. to have been a blackmailer himself.’


    ‘Don’t be absurd,’ said Thomas. ‘Admirable Algy needing to blackmail anyone? It’s a risible idea.’


    ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Willow, quickly trying to imagine a situation – however absurd – in which a minister might have been in a position to blackmail one of his Civil Servants. ‘Think,’ she went on in an exaggerated story-teller’s voice, ‘the minister discovered that a group of you lot in Registry were getting up to something quite frightful and he tried to extort money out of you as the price of his silence.’


    ‘All right, all right, Willow,’ said the HEO almost laughing, despite his patent astonishment at her unlikely flippancy. ‘I agree that the whole idea of blackmail is absurd. Hello, Albert,’ he went on in a voice in which surprise had quite displaced amusement. ‘Did you want to speak to me or to Miss King?’


    Once more Willow found herself faced with the looming hostility of the minister’s driver.


    ‘Neither, Sir,’ said the chauffeur, stepping reluctantly out of their path and directing at Willow a look of such contempt that she almost took a step backwards.


    Having parted from the executive officer, Willow went slowly back to her own office, wondering whether Albert’s obvious loathing had been caused by her apparent trivialising of the minister’s death. The driver had clearly overheard every word of her sarcastically intended scenario. She could think of nothing else that could have elicited such contempt from him. Shrugging off the uncomfortable feeling, she settled down to work again and did not relax her concentration until the end of the day.
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