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      Chapter 1

    


    He’d never heard a grown man scream. Still the sound had a terrible familiarity. In a remote part of his brain, insulated from shock by shock itself, he pondered the enigma.


    Despite what was happening there was time. Every second stretched as if racked, leaving space between heartbeats for philosophy. Curiously, the same time was also somehow compressed, the questions hammered at him too fast now to answer or even understand, the pain running seamless as a river, the cries wrenched from him an endless litany of anguish and despair. He had lost track of time. He wasn’t sure if this had been going on for hours or days, or if he’d been born to it, spent his whole life ground between unintelligible questions and insupportable pain.


    But deeper than the pain and distress, deep in the inner sanctum of his mind, part of him was puzzling how something never before experienced could resonate like a memory. The only explanation was that it came down to him with his genes.


    It was a long time since human existence had been like this – a struggle against powerful and implacable forces ending in a flurry of beast and blood – but part of the brain remembered. The cognitive cortex, the intellectual overlay that made Daniel Hood a recognisable individual, was devastated by what was happening to him: throbbing with terror, untouched by comprehension, incapable of resistance, despoiled and defeated and adrift on a killing ocean. But at the core of him, deep in the old brain he had from his forefathers, he knew about dying in agony. The knowledge was instinctive: no previous experience was necessary.


    Which was as well, because Daniel had never experienced anything like this. The wantonness of it was almost as shocking as the pain. One moment he’d been letting himself into his flat, the next the floor was coming up to meet him and when he woke it was here, like this – naked, blind, spread-eagle on a table, with men he couldn’t see stripping his humanity away an inch at a time.


    As the pain mounted he thought they were killing him. But he didn’t die. It went on and on, and still he didn’t die. His screams faded to sobs, exhausted by the unrelenting brutality. Whimpering like a child he begged them to stop. They said he had to help them first. But he couldn’t; so it went on. How long he had no way of judging.


    But he knew, even after pain had robbed him of the capacity for rational thought, that he’d come to a place you couldn’t walk away from. No one in this room was going to walk away unchanged. Daniel wasn’t going to walk away at all.


    First they tried threats and then they tried violence. Isolated by his blindfold, he got no warning of it; which hardly mattered since he had no way to avoid it. Blows like cudgels in his face and belly left him gasping for breath and for mercy. But he couldn’t give them what they wanted, so finally it came to this. Hurting him. Hurting and hurting and Please, not again, no more, I can’t take any more, why are you doing this? I don’t know where Sophie is. I don’t know who Sophie is. Please stop.


    But they didn’t, and deep down he knew they wouldn’t. That they couldn’t. They’d gone too far to stop. You could beat a man and dump him by the roadside; you could break his bones and smash his knee-caps. But this … You didn’t do this to someone you meant to survive. You didn’t want anyone walking round – or hobbling round, or crawling – knowing you were capable of this. When they were sure, when they were finally and utterly sure that he had nothing to tell them, they would take a gun, or a knife, or an iron bar, and cut loose the knot of suffering humanity that had been Daniel Hood; and the only hope left to him now was that it would be soon.


    There were other men in the room with him. One of them had never heard a man scream either, and wavered between horror and a dreadful fascination. Another last heard it twenty years before when an accident with a block and tackle tore a stevedore’s hand apart.


    And the third heard it all the time, was a connoisseur of men’s screams, knew what they meant. “He isn’t going to tell you anything. He doesn’t know anything.”


    “That’s absurd,” said another roughly. The oldest of the three, he was looking at a point midway between Daniel Hood and his tormentor, found it difficult to look at either of them directly. “Of course he knows. He was the look-out.”


    The interrogator snapped shut the briefcase in which he carried the tools of his trade and straightened with a sigh. “You hired a professional for a job you didn’t want to do yourself. Well, my professional opinion is that you got the wrong man.”


    “No. Try something else.”


    They were new to this business, they didn’t understand. He tried to explain. “Not everyone talks. Whatever you do, whatever you throw at them, there are some people who’d rather take it than talk. They’re protecting friends or family, or perhaps a principle. There are people who would die in agony for an idea. But nobody dies in agony for money. If you were right about him he’d have talked long ago. He honest-to-God doesn’t know what you’re on about.”


    “I don’t believe that.” Desperation was audible in the old man’s voice. If he was wrong about this … He couldn’t be wrong. “He watched it happen, for God’s sake! He was part of it, and he can lead us to her.”


    The interrogator shook his head. “If he was one of those people, who can see their bodies destroyed without saying the words that’ll stop it, I’d know.”


    “You can’t give up. If you give up we’ll lose her!”


    “People who hold out for a principle do it because they’re better than the man interrogating them. Stronger, more enduring, above all morally superior. That’s what keeps them going. But they need you to know. Once it’s too late for lies, they need you to know they could stop you with a word and they’re not going to. If you really thought it might be a mistake they’d lose that. Their willingness to suffer rather than betray would never be recognised. Whatever you say, however you treat them, they know they have your respect. They know they’re doing something you couldn’t do.”


    The third man spoke, for the first time in hours. He had to lick his lips to moisten them. “Have you … ?”


    The interrogator looked at him with disdain, then at the man on the table. “Gone through that? Don’t be ridiculous. I don’t have any principles worth going through that for.”


    “So what now?” The old man still didn’t believe what he was being told, that it was over.


    “Now,” said the interrogator briskly, “you put a bullet in him and you take him somewhere he won’t be found for a long time. And either you give up and pay up, or you look for someone who really does have some answers.”


    Polar eyes flared in the lined and weathered face. “I’m not shooting him! That’s your job.”


    “No,” replied the other levelly, “my job’s interrogation. And it’s done, and whether you like it or not I’ve got out of him all the information he has. I’m sorry it isn’t what you were expecting, but it is the truth. Now, to protect us all, you have to finish it. If I do that as well it’ll be too easy for you to panic if the police come to your door. If you kill him you’ll keep your nerve because losing it would cost too much.”


    For as long as two minutes the only sound in the room was of racked breathing from the table. But the interrogator wasn’t leaving until this was resolved, and he wasn’t going to yield. It was too important.


    There was more argument, then the interrogator and the third man left together, footsteps ringing on cobbles. It wasn’t a room but a stable: after this was finished they’d power-hose the walls and floor, and burn the sturdy old kitchen table, and no evidence would remain of what had been done here.


    The old man was left alone with Daniel Hood. He felt no impulse of pity. After a moment he reached out a hooked finger and tore off the blindfold. Daniel blinked, dazzled by the sudden light. His eyes were pale grey, terribly bloodshot, exhausted and devoid of hope.


    “You don’t fool me,” grated the old man. “I know you’re part of this. I know you can take me to her. I don’t know why you’d rather die.”


    The whispered reply was too weak for him to catch. He leaned forward. “What?”


    Daniel tried again. All through the hurting, when he’d have given anything to lose consciousness, his senses had remained crystaline. Now it was over the darkness was crowding in. He struggled to make himself understood. “Why? Why me? Why this?”


    The old man shook his head impatiently. “There’s still time. I can save you. Tell me where she is.”


    “Sophie,” whispered Daniel.


    “Sophie.”


    “Please. I can’t …”


    “I’ll protect you. Whoever they are, I can protect you from them. Tell me how to find her. I’ll look after you.”


    Daniel’s voice was a breath from the abyss. “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”


    The old man struck him in the face. As if someone who’d come through so much might in the end be unmanned by the sting of a hand on his cheek.


    It might only have been another sob, but the old man thought it was a chuckle. He hit him again. The ravaged face turned unresisting under his hand. Daniel Hood was finally safe from him.


    A moment later tyres rumbled in the yard and the others returned. A moment after that the sound of a gunshot echoed and re-echoed between the brick walls.


  

    

      Chapter 2

    


    Detective Inspector Jack Deacon was looking at the photographs when the front desk called. A woman to see him; claimed to know something about the Hood business.


    When he put the phone down he fanned the pictures out and regarded them impassively. It was nine-thirty on Tuesday morning, he’d had twenty-four hours to come to terms with what they showed. But even as revulsion subsided, anger had grown. People had no right to treat one another like this. People who thought they could had to be found and stopped. Deacon put the photographs back in the file, speaking to them as if Daniel Hood were there in person.


    “It’s not over yet, lad,” he said softly. “Somebody knows what happened to you. Maybe she’s at the front desk right now.”


    He went downstairs to find out.


    Quite close friends thought her first name was Brodie. But because this was official – so official it could end up on a charge-sheet – she’d announced herself in all her glory: Elspeth Brodie Farrell. They could call her whatever they liked, right now she had more important things to worry about. She paced the floor. Framed by a cloud of dark hair, her face was so pale it was almost luminous.


    There was a chair but she couldn’t sit still. Her agitation was the first thing Deacon saw when he entered the room. He noted that she was tall, aged in her early thirties, smartly dressed; certainly striking, possibly even beautiful though he wasn’t an expert. He was interested in what she knew, not how she looked.


    He noticed the long dark hair, curly as a gypsy’s and tidied away behind a bandeau, and the brown eyes, deep-set under narrow knitted brows, but mostly he was aware of her distress. She wasn’t crying, but tears would have been superfluous. Every line of her body, every movement she made, spoke of disquiet.


    Deacon felt a small hope stir behind his breastbone. Something had upset Elspeth Brodie Farrell profoundly. Maybe she did know about Daniel Hood.


    He took her to his office. They might end up in the interview room, but that would mean tapes and solicitors and all the paraphernalia of impending prosecution, and he didn’t know yet if that was appropriate. Maybe she was just here to help him with his inquiries. God knows, he thought, I could use some help.


    He steered her to the chair facing his desk. “All right, Mrs Farrell, what’s this all about?”


    She knew what she had to say. Still it took her a moment to get it out. He saw dread holding her like a net. “I think I’ve been part of a conspiracy to murder.”


    The policeman felt one eyebrow climbing, scarcely managed to stop it before it disappeared into his hairline. He peered at her face, but nothing he saw there suggested it was a joke. “Don’t you know?”


    She nodded. “Yes, I’m afraid I do. Now – I didn’t until this morning. Until I saw this.”


    She had a copy of the morning paper. She put it on the table and removed her hand quickly, as if it might burn.


    Deacon had been studying pictures of this man for twenty-four hours, but none of them looked like this. They were forensic photographs, documenting the damage. Right now Jack Deacon knew the body of Daniel Hood better than his mother did. Right now Daniel Hood’s mother wouldn’t recognise him.


    This was not a forensic photograph but a snapshot. When he first saw it in the paper Deacon thought it had been taken by a friend. It seemed to offer a peephole into a moment’s intimacy: Hood was laughing, glasses pushed up so he could wipe his eye on his wrist, and the wind had made silken tangles of his fair hair.


    But when he checked with the paper Deacon learned that the photograph had been taken by a thirteen-year-old with a throw-away camera during a school outing. Hood had taken his class up onto the Firestone Cliffs to teach them the principles of trigonometry. For some reason that troubled the policeman. He’d got some comfort from thinking that, before his life deteriorated so abruptly, Hood had been enjoying the days of his youth with someone who made him laugh like that. He was sorry when it turned out to be only one of his pupils; as if Hood had been robbed of his past as well as his future.


    So far as Deacon could establish there was no significant other, no close friends. He’d been in Dimmock less than a year. Everyone who knew him agreed that Hood was a pleasant young man, likeable and easy to talk to, but no one pretended to know him well. His principal said he was a good teacher. The general concensus was shock at what had happened to him.


    He was twenty-six. But he’d been one of those people on whom time sat lightly: the photograph made him look about eighteen. When he was genuinely eighteen he’d have had trouble getting served in pubs; as late as last week he could have made use of student discounts. This week, though, the years that had been turning a blind eye suddenly remembered and dropped on him from a great height. When Daniel Hood was found in a rubbish skip with a bullet in his chest and the marks of abuse all over his body, he looked like an old man.


    “Do you know him?” asked Deacon.


    “No. Well – yes. Sort of.” Brodie swallowed, tried again. “We’ve never met. But the moment I saw that picture I recognised both the name and the face.”


    Deacon waited a moment but she was going to need prompting. “How?”


    She took a deep, shaky breath. “Thursday. That’s when it began; at least, my part in it. On Thursday afternoon a woman came to my office.”


    It wasn’t a big office. There was room for a desk, a couple of filing cabinets and a small sofa. She liked the sofa, it put clients at their ease. Also, it took up less space than two chairs, and if she ever finished unpacking space was going to be a problem. There was no reception desk and no waiting room, but that was all right because she couldn’t afford a secretary and never got clients more than one at a time.


    The little office in Shack Lane, a hundred metres from Dimmock’s shingle shore, had two major advantages. It was cheap and it was on the ground floor. The card in her window could be read by those heading for the antiques shops, craft shops and second-hand book emporia packed into The Lanes as if with a shoe-horn, and among the hundreds who passed were a handful who were indeed looking for something.


    That was what she’d called the business: Looking For Something? Her name was there too, on a classy slate shingle. But Brodie Farrell could be anything: a solicitor, an architect, an estate agent, even a discreet hooker. Looking For Something? both caught the eye and hinted at the nature of the service she offered.


    People called in on spec; or they noted her number and phoned later. Invariably they began with the words: “Have I got this right – you find things?”


    “What kind of things?” asked Jack Deacon.


    Brodie lifted one shoulder in a distracted shrug. “Anything one person needs enough to pay another to find. I used to work in a solicitor’s office” – she wondered about elaborating, decided against – “and half my time was spent looking for things. Legal searches, property conveyancing; researching case law for relevant judgements; looking for disappearing clients and witnesses who really didn’t want to testify. I got pretty good at it. The internet added a whole new dimension: there’s a world of information out there for someone who knows how to look.”


    “You can make a living like that?”


    Brodie sniffed. “If I can’t I’ve wasted good money on an office.”


    “What sort of things do people pay you to find?”


    She was growing impatient. This wasn’t what she was here to talk about. She was a Londoner, the idea of a finding agency wasn’t as bizarre there as it seemed to be here on the south coast. “China. People break bits of Grandma’s tea-set: they can’t go into a shop and buy some more, they ask me to find replacements. Missing pairs. A pair of anything is worth more than twice as much as one: people give me photos of what they’ve got and ask me to find another. Houses. They know what they want, they aren’t getting anywhere with the estate agents, they ask me to help. Locations for television and film work. Costumes and period cars for same; or for weddings or parties. Horses. People sell them, then a couple of years later they wish they hadn’t but they’ve gone through too many hands and they can’t trace them. Books. An out-of-print favourite that got lost: can I find another? Paintings. Great Aunt Martha was once sketched by Modigliani …”


    “I see,” said Deacon before she could cite any more examples. “And five days ago a woman came to you – looking for what?”


    Brodie glanced down at the newspaper and quickly away again. “Looking for him.”


    The woman in red tapped on her door and said, “Have I got this right – you find things?”


    Brodie nodded. She’d been tidying up: she hid a feather duster behind her back.


    “People? Could you find him?”


    Brodie had traced missing persons often enough for the legal profession. But she wanted more information before she would do it for someone who came in off the street. “What can you tell me about him?”


    The woman snorted. “I can tell you he’s a liar! The name I knew him by, the address where he claimed to live, were both invented. He’s a con-man, and he’s made off with fifteen thousand quid of mine. I don’t like being made a fool of, Mrs Farrell.”


    “Surely it’s a police matter?”


    The woman looked at her sidelong. “I suppose it is, strictly speaking. He got the money under false pretences: that’s theft or fraud or something. But …”


    Brodie prided herself on her ability to read between the lines. “But you’d rather avoid a court case.”


    The woman nodded. “I don’t need to see him in prison. I want my money back, and I’d like to give him a piece of my mind, but I can’t afford to make a big issue of it.” She glanced down at the gold ring on her left hand.


    On the whole people were easier to find than first editions. Brodie reminded herself that she didn’t have to get involved in any unpleasantness: all the woman wanted was a name and address. “Twenty percent.”


    “What?” As well as red, the woman wore rather a lot of make-up, and thought it made her look younger than her forty-odd years.


    “That’s what I charge. If I succeed; if I don’t all it’ll cost you is two hundred pounds. For that I’ll start the search: if I don’t think I can get anywhere I’ll let you know and there won’t be anything more to pay. If I think I can find him I’ll continue at my own risk. If I succeed you’ll owe me three thousand pounds less the start-up fee.”


    “Three thousand pounds is a lot of money,” the woman said doubtfully.


    Brodie nodded. “Twelve thousand is a lot more. That’s what I may be able to save you.”


    She thought about it but not for long. She took money out of her handbag, counted out two hundred pounds.


    Brodie blinked. “A cheque would do.”


    The woman shook her head crisply. “I don’t want my husband to know about this.” So it wasn’t just her money the man in the photograph had taken.


    Brodie studied it. It was a terrible likeness. “Did you take this?”


    The woman shook her head. “He had it in his wallet. He said it was for his mother but I asked him to give it me instead.” She didn’t blush: she looked up, defiantly.


    “It’s not very clear,” said Brodie, sticking diplomatically to business. “Do you have any other pictures?”


    The woman shook her head. “He hated cameras. Now, of course, I understand why. I think he had that grainy little thing specifically to fob me off with. He must have thought it would be no help to anyone wanting to trace him. Was he right?”


    Brodie sucked on her teeth. “It certainly makes it harder. On the other hand, a photograph’s usually better at confirming someone’s identity than finding that person anyway. Tell me what you know about him.”


    “I know his name isn’t Charles Merrick and he doesn’t have contacts in the bloodstock industry. Weatherby’s had never heard of him, nor had any of the big sales. I think now he wouldn’t know a Dubai Cup prospect from a dray-horse, but that was the story – that he was putting together a syndicate to buy an undervalued two-year-old.”


    “You know something about horse-racing?”


    The woman scowled. “Not enough, obviously. He was plausible, I’ll give him that. He’d done his homework. He seemed absolutely genuine. We spent two days together, planning the campaign. Then he went off to buy the colt, and I never heard from him again.”


    “You called at his address?”


    “A dog-food factory on the Brighton Road.”


    “The money you gave him was cash too?”


    “For the same reason.”


    Brodie looked again at the photograph.


    The one thing all con-men have in common is that they look respectable. They don’t wear kipper ties and pushed-back hats, they look decent and honest and trustworthy. Oh yes: and charming. Most people wouldn’t lend money to even a respectable stranger. To succeed, the con-man has to circumvent his target’s natural suspicions, charm his way under her guard.


    The man who wasn’t Charles Merrick was a lot younger than the woman in red. She’d found his attentions flattering. And though he wasn’t particularly good-looking he had that soft-focus boyishness that some middle-aged women find hard to resist. Oh yes, he’d seen her coming, all right.


    “Can you tell me anything that might help me find him?”


    “Not much. If I’d known where to start I’d have gone after him myself.”


    “Where did you meet?”


    “Up on the cliffs. You’re supposed to be able to see the French coast: I’d taken my binoculars to give it a try. He asked to borrow them; from glasses he steered the conversation onto racing; you can guess the rest.”


    “When was this?”


    “Sunday morning. He was clever, I’ll give him that. He didn’t just throw the bait at me. He was rather diffident: I had to squeeze it out of him. At least, I thought that’s what was happening. When pressed he said he wondered if I might be interested in a sporting proposition.”


    She chuckled, without much humour. “By then I’d have been interested in a collection of dirty postcards if it meant seeing him again. He told me about the horse. He said thirty thousand pounds – no, guineas, he said – was a steal, but he couldn’t find it all himself. We met again the next day, talked about it over lunch; and on Tuesday he took me to Newmarket to watch the thing on the gallops.”


    “He introduced you to the trainer?”


    The woman shook her head. “No, we watched from the road. He said he didn’t want to push the price up by showing an interest. Now, of course, I realise he didn’t know the trainer – he just spotted a likely looking prospect on the gallops and pointed me at it.


    “I fell for it like a fool. Fifteen thousand quid? – I’d have mortgaged my soul if he’d asked me to.


    “He set off with the money yesterday morning, promised to call me within a couple of hours. He didn’t. When I tried to call him there was no answer. I made some calls but nobody knew him. This morning when he still hadn’t phoned I went to what was supposed to be his home address. Right enough, they knew about racehorses – they were canning slow ones. So I went to the police station.” She fell silent.


    It didn’t take a leap of intuition. “But you didn’t go inside.”


    “I sat in my car for an hour; then I came here. I realised if they found him it would eventually become public knowledge and my husband would find out. I remembered seeing this place. I thought, if I hired you I’d have more control of the situation. I might get my money back without it costing me my marriage.”


    Brodie said, “If you decide to go ahead, I’ll do what you want me to do and stop when you want me to stop; and whether or not I find him, no one’ll ever hear about it from me.”


    “That’s what I need.”


    Brodie nodded. “Did he tell you anything about his background? Where he went to school, where his family come from? People he’d worked for, places he knew?”


    “Nothing! I see now how evasive he was being. But he said the deal had to be put together quickly and quietly or somebody’d get in ahead of us, and I believed him.”


    “Of course you did,” said Brodie kindly. “That’s how he makes his living – by making lies sound like the truth. He’ll have taken a lot of intelligent people for a ride before he tried it with you. But maybe this time he picked the wrong person.”


    “I do hope so,” said the woman fervently. “What do you think – is there a chance?”


    “There’s always a chance,” Brodie said firmly. “Give me a day or two to look into it and I’ll be able to say how good a chance.”


    “Quicker is better. I’d like that money back in my account before my husband misses it.”


    It might have been impossible. There were people who came to Brodie with quests so plainly futile she wouldn’t take their money. But there was something in the photograph that just might help. She didn’t want to draw attention to it: too much honesty could cost her three thousand pounds. She’d get the magnifying glass out after the client had left.


    She lifted a pen. “I’ll need your name and address.”


    The woman’s eyes flared. “Is that necessary? I’ll be paying cash.”


    “I’m sorry, it is necessary. But don’t worry, I really will treat the matter with absolute confidence.”


    “Oh, very well. Mrs” – she emphasised the word just slightly – “Selma Doyle, 57 River Drive, Dimmock.”


    “You won’t want me calling you,” said Brodie. “Call me here tomorrow afternoon. I should be able to tell you then if I can help.”


    “I take it you could,” said Jack Deacon.


    “Oh yes,” said Brodie Farrell bitterly. “Helpful is my middle name.”


    “How? With just a bad photograph?”


    “I was right,” said Brodie, “there was something else in the picture. When I put it under a magnifying glass I could see what it was.”


    It was a telescope. Quite a big telescope: as tall as the man, with an aperture as broad as his fist.


    Brodie faxed a copy of the photograph to the Astronomical Association in London. Though it was a bad picture to start with and would be worse by the time they saw it, they might still be able to identify the subject.


    And so they did. “Your photograph shows a 100-millimetre skeleton reflector of Newtonian design, apparently home-made. Suggests the owner is a serious amateur. This is about the largest telescope that would be conveniently portable: anything bigger would be on a permanent mounting.”


    So the man she sought, the man who wasn’t Charles Merrick, was serious about astronomy. He would be known in places where star-gazers met.


    The “Yearbook of Astronomy” alerted her to three forthcoming meetings within a thirty mile radius of Dimmock. Brodie took the grainy picture along to the first, a lecture in Eastbourne that evening.


    There she learned his name. Daniel Hood wasn’t present but people who recognised him were. Or rather, people who recognised the telescope. Faces seemed to be just so much wallpaper to them, but a 100-mm skeleton Newtonian reflector, well, you don’t see one of those every day.


    “Where would I find him?” she asked.


    They weren’t sure. They only ever saw him at gatherings like this. They supposed he had a home and a job somewhere, but those were things that took place in the daylight and astronomers mostly come out at night.


    Armed now with a name, she trawled the membership lists of astronomical societies across southern England until she found him. And where she found him was only quarter of a mile from where she was sitting: a flat converted from a netting loft on Dimmock’s shingle shore.


    She was less than honest with the club secretary. She claimed they were cousins, she’d promised to look him up when she moved to the area only she’d lost his address. “What does he look like? I’d hate to fling myself at the wrong Daniel Hood.”


    The secretary thought for a moment. “Mid twenties, small, fair. Terrible eyesight, which is a major problem to an astronomer. You need your glasses to find what you want to observe, then you take them off to use the eyepiece. But the finderscope isn’t lined up, so you put them back on to adjust it. Then you take them off to look through the telescope again. And it’s dark, you see, so if you put them down you have to remember where …”


    “Oh yes,” said Brodie with certainty, “that’s cousin Dan.” The bottle-bottom glasses had been clear even on that photograph.


    A scant twenty-four hours had passed. When Mrs Doyle phoned immediately after lunch Brodie was able to pass on the good news; and on receipt of the fee the name and address of the man who cheated her. And she thought that was the end of it.


    “Then this morning,” Brodie said, and both her voice and the hand she pointed shook, “I saw that.”


    Her first desperate thought was that it was a coincidence. But even then she didn’t believe it. She grabbed the phonebook; the Doyle family weren’t listed so she hurried out to her car. But the River Drive houses ended at number 56.


    “Then I knew,” she whispered. “I don’t know how much of what she told me was true – maybe none of it. But she wanted him for something, and she used me to find him. I never suspected! I swear to you, I never guessed she meant to do anything like – like …” She hadn’t the words. She folded in her chair, defeated.


    The telephone rang. Detective Inspector Deacon answered it. The other party did most of the talking; Deacon said “Yes” and “I see” a couple of times, and once he said, “Right.” Then he put the phone down and turned his attention once more to Brodie Farrell.


    “Well now,” he said, and waited for her eyes to come up before going on. “Is there anything else you can tell me? About this Mrs Doyle, for instance.”


    “I met her twice, for perhaps thirty minutes in total. I have a good picture of her in my mind. If I could work with the E-fit people … ?”


    “Yes, I’ll organise that once you and me are finished. I’ll also want a statement from you. But let’s be sure, first, that we’ve covered everything you’ll want to put in it.”


    She knew what he was suggesting: that she’d been less than frank. “Inspector, if I knew any more – about Selma Doyle, about any of it – I would tell you. I’ve nothing to hide. I’m ashamed of my stupidity, appalled by what I’ve been a party to, but I never guessed how the information I gathered would be used. I don’t think I’ve committed an offence, although right now that isn’t much comfort. What happened to Daniel Hood would have been impossible without my help. I don’t know if he did what the woman calling herself Selma Doyle said he’d done; I’m not sure it matters. Nothing he did could have justified what was done to him. I’m here to help find the people responsible.”


    “People?”


    “The only one I had any dealings with was Mrs Doyle,” said Brodie. “But Inspector, surely to God you don’t think that a middle-aged woman who’d lost her money and her dignity to a toyboy would hit back like this? Torture him, shoot him and dump him in a skip?”


    “Hell hath no fury …” murmured Deacon.


    “Perhaps not, but she was a plump forty-year-old woman, not Arnold Schwartzenegger. She couldn’t have lifted a man’s body into a skip. She must have had help.”


    “Yours, for starters.”


    Tears started to Brodie Farrell’s eyes. She wanted to throw the words back in his face, but they were true. She dipped her head. “I didn’t know what I was helping her to do.”


    “You really thought she was just going to give him a piece of her mind? And that, as a result of that, he’d return her money?”


    “I suppose so. I didn’t give it that much thought. I did what I was paid for, it was up to her how she used the information.” She heard how that sounded and flushed. “I never expected her to use it like that!”


    Deacon wasn’t sure what to make of her story. There were things he didn’t understand, things he’d want clarified. But he didn’t have the sense that he was talking to a cold-blooded killer, and if she wasn’t that then perhaps her account was true.


    He stood abruptly. “Mrs Farrell, will you come with me, please.”


    She looked up, took a deep breath. “If you’re going to charge me I’ll want to call my solicitor.” Her eyes were full of misgivings, but still the threat of prosecution didn’t seem to disturb her as much as knowing what she’d contributed to.


    “I’m not charging you; not yet. I want you to come to the hospital with me. There’s something I want to show you.”


  

    

      Chapter 3

    


    She had no idea what to expect. But she was familiar enough with Dimmock General Hospital to know that the mortuary was in the basement. Detective Inspector Deacon parked at an unmarked rear entrance and led her upstairs. At least she was to be spared the ultimate humiliation of seeing what her unthinking cleverness had led to. All the way over here she’d been afraid he wanted to show her the body.


    He knew where he was going, twisted and turned without hesitation until a shut door blocked their way. A policeman sitting in the corridor rose to his feet. “Sir?”


    “I’m letting Mrs Farrell in on our little secret,” said Deacon heavily. One hand pushed the door open while the other, firm in the small of her back, pressed Brodie inside.


    Inside were all the trappings of intensive care but only one bed and one nurse who looked up at the sound of the door. She recognised Deacon and nodded a greeting.


    “Any change?” he asked.


    “Not a lot.”


    “That’s good? Bad?”


    She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Inspector, I can’t tell you anything more than the doctors already have.”


    The bed was occupied but Brodie could see almost nothing of the patient. High-tech medical equipment clustered around his head like old women gossiping about what had put him there. Tubes ran up his nose, down his throat and into his veins, and his eyelids were taped shut. On a dark screen a blue line described a series of peaks and valleys. A monitor ticked off every heartbeat with audible relief.


    Heartbeats. Shallow, irregular, the sort of pulse to make an insurance assessor blanche, but heartbeats for all that.


    Brodie Farrell turned to DI Deacon with fury in her eyes. “You animal!” she cried. “He’s alive! He’s alive, and you didn’t tell me.”


    Jack Deacon had been called worse with less reason. He bore her anger stoicly. “Mrs Farrell, you’re only here because I don’t think you’re responsible for this. If I did I’d have let you go on believing that the paper got it right and Daniel Hood died of his injuries.


    “That wasn’t careless reporting, it’s what I told them. There’ll be hell to pay but I don’t care. I don’t want whoever did this to know he’s still alive. If they think he’s dead he’s safe, and maybe he’ll get well enough to tell me who they were and what it was all about. If they knew he was alive they’d come back. They were professionals; the evidence is written all over him, and I don’t want my officers risking their lives against professional killers if there’s an alternative.”


    Brodie hardly knew what to think or how to feel. She thought she’d helped strangers to murder a man she’d never even met, for money. She hadn’t guessed that was what she was doing, but for the last two hours it was what she believed she had done. Now it seemed no one had actually died; at least not yet.


    But why had they come here? Why was Detective Inspector Deacon taking such a gamble? “Inspector,” she managed, “what do you want from me?”


    “What we talked about: a statement and an E-fit.”


    “We can’t do either of them here. What am I doing here? What is it you want me to see?”


    Deacon debated with himself for a moment. What he was contemplating wasn’t nice but it might be helpful. It was reason enough. He stepped over to the bed and, before Brodie could anticipate what he intended or the nurse protest, threw back the sheet. “This.”


    If he’d expected her to faint he was disappointed. But she did, finally, cry. She knew Daniel Hood had been tortured before he was shot; but The Dimmock Sentinel was a family newspaper and hadn’t wallowed in the gory details. So Brodie wasn’t ready for what Deacon wanted her to see: a young man’s body so pock-marked with burns that his doctors had had trouble finding enough undamaged skin to tape their monitors to.


    There wasn’t a critical injury among them: the treatment he’d received, which seemed to consist in part of wrapping him in clingfilm, was already bearing dividends. By the time the bullet-wound healed the lesions spreading like an obscene rash across his body would be shrunk to mere fingerprints of shiny pink skin. But there were so many of them. They represented hours and hours of agony.


    The tears streamed down Brodie’s cheeks. So this was what it looked when one person really wanted to know what another really didn’t want to tell. The urge to turn away was strong, but she owed him better than that. Grief welled under her breastbone, and she cried silently for the horror and the hurt.


    Jack Deacon had meant to shock her: it was why he’d brought her here. He hoped that when he confronted her with what she’d done she’d go weak at the knees, slump on his shoulder and tell him everything, even the bits it had seemed politic to forget. But she didn’t even look away. After a minute Deacon began to feel himself diminished by her courage. He took out his handkerchief, offered it gruffly. “Here.”


    Brodie looked at him, her eyes enormous. “Why?”


    “I’m still hoping you can tell me that.”


    “And you thought this would help? You thought, unless I saw this I wouldn’t try hard enough?”


    “I had to impress on you how serious it is.” Even to Deacon it sounded like an apology. “It isn’t just his life at stake, it’s yours too. The people who did this know who you are. And you’re the only link between them and him.


    “So far as I can make out, they took him the same afternoon you gave them his name and address. No one saw him between leaving school at quarter to five on Friday and turning up in a builders’ skip at eight-fifteen on Monday morning. The doctors reckon he was there most of the night, so these people had him about forty-eight hours. They wanted something from him – wanted it badly. But they didn’t get it.”


    “How do you know?” Brodie’s voice was a whisper.


    Deacon shrugged. “Look what they did to him. If he could have stopped it he would have done. He couldn’t. But it was two days before they’d accept that. They must have really wanted what they thought he could give them. They only shot him when all hope was gone.


    “The man interrogating him was a professional, but the man who shot him wasn’t. A pro would have shot him in the head, and the chances of the bullet missing anything vital would have been just about zero. Also, a pro would have made sure he was dead. But they shot him in the chest, didn’t even notice that the bullet had travelled along the ribcage and out through his armpit – there was a lot of blood and they thought that was what mattered. They dumped him in the skip and reckoned they’d done enough.


    “With any luck at all they’d have been right: he’d have bled to death before he was found. But it was a cold night. The paramedics have a saying: They’re not dead until they’re warm and dead. When they warmed Danny up he was still alive.


    “So that’s two mistakes they’ve made. They thought he was dead, and they thought you’d keep quiet. Real pros would have done a proper job on him and then come for you. But they thought the damage you could do them was minimal – the woman you met was probably just a go-between, she won’t know much more than you do. Anyway, the chances of you ever seeing her again are remote. You didn’t see anyone else, you don’t know anything else.


    “And they thought you’d be too scared to report the little you do know. Why risk being treated as an accessory to murder when there’s so little you can say? They thought you’d keep your head down and your mouth shut. If they find out they underestimated you, Mrs Farrell, the next bullet will be for you, and this time they’ll wait long enough to take a pulse afterward. I needed you to understand that. Not just to hear it but to understand. Now you do.”


    Brodie was slowly shaking her head. “No. That’s part of it: the part that sounds defensible. But mainly you hoped to shock me into saying something I wouldn’t otherwise have said. You thought I was holding something back; at least, you weren’t sure I wasn’t. This was a way to find out. You thought I’d see – this – break down and confess all. You thought you could achieve more in five minutes this way than with three hours of patient questioning.”


    She lifted her head to look Deacon in the eyes. He was a big man, with strong features and an air of repressed violence about him like a prize fighter. He was forty-six years old, and a detective inspector, and he was still the first person everyone at Dimmock Police Station thought of when there was a brawl in the front office.


    The expression in Brodie Farrell’s gaze scourged his cheeks. “Well? Was it worth it? Did you find what you were looking for? You upset me, you used him – but it would be worth it if you know something now that you didn’t when we left your office. Do you?”


    “As a matter of fact,” he said, hard-faced, “I do. I know there’s nothing more you’re going to tell me. Either you can’t, or you’ve too much to lose to blurt it out.


    “So I’m going to assume I was right first time and you really weren’t involved. But if I’m wrong, I should warn you I’m not a good loser. If I find you were in deeper than you’ve said, or you know more than you’ve said, you’re going to pay for it. I’ll see you in prison if I can. And if I can’t – well, there’s more than one way to skin a cat. If I think you bear any responsibility for this, I’ll destroy you.”


    Having rearranged her patient’s sheets the nurse was watching open-mouthed, scarce able to believe what she was hearing. But Brodie had spent much of her working life with police officers, sometimes on the same side, sometimes not, and she knew that even the best sailed close to the wind at times. When their actual powers were unequal to the task before them, sailing close to the wind was the only way to progress.


    She wasn’t afraid of DI Deacon, she didn’t even resent his threats that much. Except for the man in the bed, no one had a better reason than her to hope he’d find the truth. She just hoped he was now convinced of her innocence. He was entitled to think she’d been stupid but she didn’t want him wasting time persecuting her.


    He couldn’t prove she was responsible for this in any legal sense because she wasn’t. But he could squander valuable time trying, time in which cruel and violent men would be covering their tracks. So it mattered that he believe her. If her reaction to the brutalised body of Daniel Hood had helped then what he’d done was, if not justified, at least forgivable.


    She breathed steadily. “Inspector, I’m not lying and I’m not holding anything back. I’m as horrified by this as you are. Maybe more – you may have seen things like this before but I haven’t. We’re on the same side. If there’s anything I can do to convince you of that, tell me. If there’s anything I can do to help, tell me.”


    Finally Deacon believed her. Believing left him free to be a little ashamed of himself, though not to admit it. He growled, “Help? How?”


    Brodie shrugged. “Information is my business. I may be able to ask questions you can’t.”


    Deacon shook his head. “Stay out of it, Mrs Farrell. This isn’t an intellectual exercise: if the people who hurt Hood have any reason to come back I could lose both my witnesses. I don’t want them thinking you’re a threat to them. Leave it to me. I’ll find them; and when I do they won’t come after me with a cigarette-lighter.”


    He turned and headed for the door. “There’s nothing more we can do here. Let’s go back to the station and complete the formalities.”


    But Brodie was still looking at the unconscious man. “A cigarette-lighter? Is that what they used?”


    Deacon frowned, not understanding why she needed to know. “Some of the time. And some of the time, presumably for a bit of variety, they used the cigarettes.”


    She made herself look long enough to see the distinctive small, perfectly round lesions that made daisy-like patterns on his weeping skin. Whoever did this had been bored enough to doodle. More shocked by that than anything that had come before, Brodie said faintly, “It hardly seems very professional.”


    Deacon disagreed. “You think he should carry stainless steel instruments in a black leather bag? And maybe wear a black velvet hood with the eye-holes punched out. So the first time he’s stopped by a zealous wooden-top for breaking the speed limit or going through a red light, and he’s asked to open the bag, his only choice is between shooting his way out and trying to explain why he’s equipped like an extra from The Rocky Horror Show. No, Mrs Farrell, real professionals don’t need props. It’s not about inspiring terror, it’s about inflicting pain, and a few domestic implements such as you’d find in any kitchen or garage will do that every bit as well and much more safely. The man who did this can open his bag for every policeman, customs official and security guard who asks. If he couldn’t, he’d be behind bars by now.”


    Brodie stared at him. “You mean, this isn’t the first time … ?”


    Deacon shook his head. “This is how he makes his living. People will pay him ten thousand pounds a throw to do it. He probably does it all over the world.”


    “You have to catch him! Stop him.”


    Deacon gave a weary chuckle. “I intend to try. But Mrs Farrell, we have to be realistic. If he’s been doing this for years and nobody’s caught him yet, it can’t be as easy as deciding we ought to. Looking for him may not be the best approach. It’ll be easier to find the person who hired him.”


    Brodie glanced uncertainly at the bed. “If he wakes up.”


    “That would be a big help,” agreed the policeman. “But even if he doesn’t we may be able to work it out. There can’t be that many people sufficiently pissed off with him to do this.”


    “The Sentinel said he was a teacher.”


    “Grounds,” admitted Deacon, “but possibly not grounds enough. He must have been pissing people off in his spare time.”


    Brodie’s eyes sharpened. “You think he really is a conman?”


    “Maybe.”


    “Then what Mrs Doyle said …”


    It wouldn’t have cost much to let her think so. But Deacon had never salved his own conscience with convenient lies and saw no reason to let anyone else. “About the racehorse? A cover story, designed to gain your sympathy and explain why she was telling you instead of me. If it had been true Hood might have ended up shot but nobody’d have tortured him first. If he had the money he’d have given it back; if it was gone they might have beaten him up, they might even have killed him, but that? No. It was about something bigger than money.”


    They left the same way they came in. Outside the rear entrance he held the car door for her. Jack Deacon would have thumped anyone who accused him of being a gentleman, but a part of him his mother would still have been proud of thought Brodie Farrell was a lady.


    She paused in the open door and regarded him hesitantly over the top. “Inspector – will it be all right if I visit sometime? Just to see how he’s doing? If he’s supposed to be dead I can hardly ask at Reception.”


    “You can call me,” said Deacon. “Good news or bad, I’ll tell you.” Then with a sniff he relented. “But yes, if you want to bring him a Get Well card I don’t see why not. Be discreet, I don’t want people wondering what you’re doing here with half the flower shop. If it gets out that he’s still alive I’ll know who to blame. But if you’re careful it won’t do any harm. I’ll leave word that if you turn up alone you’re to be admitted.”


    “Thank you,” said Brodie.


  

    

      Chapter 4

    


    Finishing at the police station in mid afternoon, Brodie returned to her office. There was still the post to deal with. She’d abandoned it when she opened the newspaper. There might also be a queue of impatient clients awaiting her services, though she doubted it.


    It was early days yet. But what, as a sideline, had seemed to occupy an inordinate amount of her time and provide a comfortable extra income was proving erratic as a full-time job. A steady trickle of work kept her head above water, but the better jobs that represented her profit margin were like buses: either there were none or they all came at once. It hadn’t mattered when she could afford to turn some of them down. Now Looking for Something? was it: what it didn’t pay for didn’t get bought.
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