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      Chapter One

    


    ‘A cereal killer,’ repeated Willow as she sat opposite Tom Worth in the restaurant in Pimlico. Her green eyes had an uncharacteristic expression of doubtful amusement in them and her normally controlled voice quivered slightly. If Tom had not seemed so serious she might have allowed some of the laughter out. ‘What, poison in the muesli?’


    Worth’s dark eyes narrowed and his nostrils flared. The pale-yellow candlelight lit the engaging bump of his broken nose and the lines of his well-shaped mouth, which usually smiled but was now tucked into a frown. For once the power of his character was undisguised. He looked almost dangerous.


    ‘My God! You are chilling sometimes, Willow. How did you know?’


    About to say that she could not think of any other way to kill someone with cereal short of stuffing their mouths and nostrils with it and so suffocating them, Willow suddenly realised what Worth had actually said. Altering her expression from amused doubt to carefully understated confidence, she shrugged and smiled.


    ‘Just a guess, Tom,’ she said. ‘But I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a serial murderer who used poison.’


    ‘There have been one or two; but it’s true that most serial killers use more directly violent means. That’s one of the reasons why my superiors take such a dim view of my hypothesis that these deaths are in any way connected,’ said Tom, absent-mindedly pouring himself another glass of wine. He put the bottle back on the table and looked across the candle flame to Willow’s shadowed face.


    ‘But I’m sure that they are and that we must stop him, whoever he is.’


    ‘What makes you think it’s a “he”?’ asked Willow, reaching for the bottle and pouring some claret into her glass. She was amused to find part of her mind surprised that Tom Worth had ignored her empty glass when refilling his own. The other man in her life, Richard Lawrence-Crescent, would no more have done that than he would have stripped naked and turned cartwheels in Piccadilly.


    ‘Manner of speaking, really,’ said Tom. ‘But apart from two isolated American cases, the only genuine serial killers I’ve ever heard of have been men.’


    Willow watched him as he spoke and realised that he was really troubled. Suppressing her lingering amusement over the original misunderstanding, she asked him what made him think that the killings were connected.


    Tom looked past her as though she did not exist, as though she were a figment of her own imagination, which in a way she was.


    Born the only child of middle-aged, academic parents, Willow had been brought up to be clever, efficient, prudent and perfectly self-sufficient. They had suppressed every sign of emotional dependence in their unexpected child only out of a desire to protect her from crippling distress if they should die before she reached safe adulthood, but they had been so successful that her self-containment became a kind of mental and emotional straight jacket.


    For many years she lived reasonably contented in it, having no idea of what she was really like and hardly noticing her own inability to achieve intimacy with anyone. In her early thirties the chilly self-sufficient personality had threatened to extinguish her altogether, and some dormant sense of identity had forced her to take drastic action.


    Exchanging her successful full-time Civil Service career for a part-time version, Willow had started to write romantic novels under a pseudonym. In the novels and in the luxurious part-time life they ultimately financed for her, she let all her hitherto suppressed fantasies run free. But even in that life she had still not conquered her fear of letting anyone come close to her.


    ‘Apart from the fact that they’re all poisonings?’ said Tom, still looking past Willow into the distance. ‘It’s the way they were done, I think. Listen …’


    ‘Start at the beginning,’ said Willow, her mind beginning to operate at its professional rather than its social level. They had spent a pleasant couple of hours in the small, informal restaurant, eating an undistinguished but decently cooked meal and chatting inconsequentially of books and films and holiday plans. She was touched – and surprised – that Tom had repressed what was obviously an urgent anxiety in order to entertain her.


    ‘How many murders are you talking about, where did they happen, what are the connecting links, what is the evidence, what …?’


    ‘Stop!’ Tom said, interrupting her as she had interrupted him. ‘I’ll give you a brief resumé of what I know. I was called to the scene of a double death in Fulham earlier this year.’


    ‘When? Why haven’t you said anything before?’


    Tom Worth merely raised his straight, dark eyebrows. Willow came closer to blushing than usual. They had met a few months earlier when he was in charge of an investigation into the murder of the Minister of her department, and an extraordinary moment of passion had flared between them. After the case had ended they had managed to become friends, dining together at about fortnightly intervals, but there was nothing in their relationship to give her any right to expect confidences from him.


    ‘I know, I know,’ she said, fighting the small constraint, ‘you never discuss your cases. It’s just that “earlier this year” sounded as though it must have happened very soon after we first met.’


    ‘Yes, it was a couple of weeks after that,’ said Tom, respecting her wish to avoid talking about the murder that had introduced them.


    ‘But there was no reason to tell you anything about it,’ he went on. ‘The two Fulham victims were an architect called Simon Titchmell and his girlfriend, Annabel Wilna. You may have read about it in the newspapers.’


    ‘I do remember something,’ said Willow, frowning in an attempt to reconstruct the newspaper reports, ‘but few details. Didn’t they think it was suicide?’


    ‘That is the most widely accepted conclusion, although the case hasn’t been closed yet. The two of them died after eating muesli that had been contaminated with aconite,’ said Tom.


    ‘What, those little yellow flowers?’ said Willow, just as the young waiter came to clear away their plates. He asked whether their food had been ‘all right’and Worth assured him that it had and ordered coffee.


    ‘I like this place,’ said Willow as they waited for it. She looked with approval at the pale beech tables, the plain candle holders, the dark-red felt walls and the unpretentious pictures that hung against them. There were eight other tables, but only two of them in use.


    ‘I’m glad,’ said Tom simply, ignoring what he had been about to say when the waiter interrupted them. ‘It’s nothing particularly special, but I have always felt comfortable here.’


    ‘It was kind of you to bring me,’ said Willow. Then, as though determined to make up for her earlier ignorance of his problems, she repeated: ‘Aconite. Those little yellow flowers?’


    ‘That, my dear Miss King, is a remark worthy of your idiotic alter ego,’ said Worth caustically. ‘I had been going to let it go, but since you’ve repeated it …’ Willow’s elegantly dressed red head had lifted at his first words and before he could finish what he had been going to say, she delivered her protest.


    ‘There’s absolutely nothing idiotic about “Cressida Woodruffe”,’ she said, trying not to sound defensive. ‘You may not be a consumer of romantic fiction, but there’s no need to sneer at it. It gives a great many people a lot of innocent pleasure.’


    There were very few people in the world who knew that the austere Willow King, the Assistant Secretary (Finance) of the Department of Old Age Pensions, was the same woman as the glamorous, sybaritic Cressida Woodruffe, but Chief Inspector Worth was one of the few. He had hardly ever spoken about her novels and Willow, who both liked and respected him, did not enjoy having to defend them against his criticism. The fact that she half despised them herself did not give him the right to judge her.


    ‘You’re right,’ said Tom at once. His smile was mocking, but she had the comforting feeling that it was himself he mocked. ‘I’ve never read any Cressida Woodruffes and it is unfair of me to prejudge them. But, to revert to what we are really discussing, the poisonous aconite has nothing whatever to do with those little yellow flowers. It’s astonishing how many educated people get that wrong.’


    ‘Oh really?’ said Willow with illusory meekness. ‘I never did any biology or botany even at school. But never mind now – tell me more about the murders.’


    ‘My superiors have taken the view that the aconite root, which had been carefully dried and powdered before being added to the cereal, was not properly understood by Titchmell or the girl and was deliberately put into the muesli by one or other of them.’


    ‘Why?’ said Willow. ‘Why should anyone go to the trouble of drying and grinding up wild flower roots to improve their breakfast?’


    ‘In much smaller doses aconite has been used as a traditional narcotic,’ said Tom. ‘And it is assumed that they took it as a home-made substitute for marijuana or cocaine.’


    ‘But that’s ludicrous!’ protested Willow. Tom shrugged. For the first time that evening he looked tired as well as anxious.


    Before Willow could say any more or comment on Worth’s weariness, the waiter brought their coffee and a plate of hand-made chocolates. When he had gone, Willow picked up a chocolate-coated cherry, ate it and then looked at Worth. Her eyes seemed to be a deeper green than usual in the flickering candlelight.


    ‘Was it a weekday?’ she asked. ‘Presumably they were on their way to work. No one would take a narcotic before working. Cocaine, perhaps, but not something to make them sleep.’


    Worth said nothing, but there was a light in his eyes and a faint smile on his lips that suggested that he appreciated her point.


    ‘Were the other cases as eccentric as that?’ she went on. Worth half shrugged his powerful shoulders under the civilised disguise of his well-cut but slightly shabby dark suit.


    ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘All the deaths were caused by plant poisons taken in food or drink. An elderly spinster died at the end of February after drinking a small quantity of sloe gin every day. Her routine was to have a small glass of the stuff (which she made herself each year when the sloes were ripe) after her evening meal. Unfortunately the bottle she used just before she died had been adulterated with a high concentration of digitalis, from very finely powdered foxglove leaves.’


    ‘I can see precisely why you think the cases are linked,’ said Willow. ‘How bizarre and utterly horrible! Did she have a bad heart?’


    Worth took her slim hand in one of his and gripped it for a moment. The anxious look in his dark eyes was transformed for a moment into an expression of relaxation and amused affection. Whether he was amused at her or at himself Willow was not sure. After a moment she withdrew her hand. Tom drained his coffee and then made a face.


    ‘Too sweet!’ he said. ‘My fault for putting so much sugar in it. Willow, you cannot imagine how good it is to find someone who is prepared to believe that these murders may be connected. My colleagues and superiors think I’m making a fuss about nothing.’ He laughed shortly and there was no amusement in the sound at all. ‘They’ve started talking about “female intuition” and asking whether I’m cracking up.’


    ‘But why?’ asked Willow, outraged on his behalf. The amusement crept back into his eyes at her tone.


    ‘Because apart from the type of poison and the fact that it was introduced into food or drink, there is no other connecting link between the deaths. The victims are as unlike each other as they could possibly be and have no apparent connection with each other. Because they live in opposite parts of the country …’


    ‘Then how do you know about it? Surely the government hasn’t sneaked a national police force into operation without legislation,’ said Willow.


    Tom laughed again.


    ‘No. Though there are plenty of people who think a national force is the only way forward,’ he said. Willow got the impression that he was covering something up.


    ‘Then how do you know?’ she asked again, determined to find out.


    ‘There’s a system for circulating details of unsolved major crimes among the different forces,’ he said a little reluctantly. ‘You don’t need to know any more about it: just accept that it exists.’ He turned to signal to the waiter, who seemed to understand his peculiar gestures and quickly brought the bill.


    ‘Tom,’ said Willow, deliberately deciding to leave the subject of the inter-force reporting for the time being, ‘may I contribute to this?’ She was conscious that she must earn at least ten times his salary from her novels.


    ‘Certainly not,’ he said, grinning at her. ‘I invited you out to dinner to celebrate my promotion and your finishing the latest book. This bill is mine. You can invite me and pay for our dinner whenever you like, but I won’t have unseemly squabbling now.’ He put a plastic credit card on top of the folded bill.


    ‘Thank you very much,’ said Willow, accepting his rule with ease and considerable pleasure.


    He drove her home to Belgravia in his elderly but superbly maintained Saab and parked carefully in a space just a little way from her front door. As Willow King she inhabited a small, dampish flat in Oapham, but Cressida Woodruffe’s royalties had bought, decorated and furnished five large and elegant rooms in Chesham Place. Tom did not switch off the engine. Willow looked sideways at him in the mixture of moon- and street-light, liking his eccentric courtesy. She knew quite well that his leaving the engine running was intended to show that he wanted her to be absolutely free to invite him in to her flat or not as she chose.


    ‘Would you like a drink?’ she asked, making her voice noncommittal so that he would be as unconstrained in his decision whether to accept her invitation.


    ‘That would be nice,’ he said, putting the car in neutral and switching off the engine. ‘Thank you.’


    When he had locked the car they walked up the broad staircase to her flat side by side. As she unlocked the door and hurried to switch off the beeping burglar alarm, she thought how much she liked him and trusted him.


    ‘Come into the drawing room,’ she said, returning to the small hall. ‘It’s still a bit bleak, but quite habitable.’


    The last time he had been in the Belgravia flat had been after the investigation they had shared into the murder of the Minister of DOAP, when the flat had been broken into, ransacked and vandalised by a man whose successful corruption was threatened by Willow’s questions. On that occasion she had been reduced to uncharacteristic tears of rage and fear by the sight of her furniture scored and slashed by a sharp knife, her pictures reduced to heaps of crumpled paper and tom canvas and the whole room covered in feathers from the ruined sofa cushions.


    Worth looked around the room, noticing the gaps where pictures had once hung and pieces of furniture had stood.


    ‘Have you heard from the insurance company yet?’ he asked as she switched on the lights and removed a guard from in front of the fire that her housekeeper must have lit earlier in the evening.


    ‘Yes. They sent a loss adjustor – a charming man – and if his estimate of the time proves correct, I ought to be getting a cheque from them soon. But now that the book is finished I’ll start replacing the stuff in any case. I just hadn’t the time to do anything until I’d got it off to my agent. Mrs Rusham tidied everything up and found these temporary sofa cushions and covers. They’re fairly ghastly, but I can bear them for a bit. Whisky?’


    ‘Better not,’ he said. ‘I’ve drunk enough tonight. Have you any mineral water?’


    ‘Of course,’ said Willow. ‘Mrs Rusham keeps me well supplied.’


    ‘I must say that whatever I may think of a woman like you bothering to write romantic novels for your living, I envy you your housekeeper.’


    Willow handed him a heavy tumbler filled with Vichy water and laughed.


    ‘She’s my most indefensible luxury, and yet the one I would be most reluctant to lose,’ she said. ‘Come and sit down. The sofas aren’t as comfortable as they were before that thug dug his knife into them, but it’s better than standing up.’


    Tom went to sit beside her, carefully leaving two feet between them, and took a mouthful of water. The room might lack ornament, but there were flowers in vases on the mantelpiece and on a small table near the windows. New books lay on a wide stool in front of one of the sofas with the day’s newspapers. The small fire burning in the white Adam fireplace warmed the room and its fickle light combined with that of the silk-shaded lamps to create an atmosphere of luxurious peace.


    Willow felt completely relaxed as she lay back against the replacement foam-filled sofa cushions, but after a while it occurred to her that Tom did not share her ease.


    ‘What is it, Tom?’ she asked. ‘Those murders?’ He shook his head and the firelight accentuated the shape of his broken nose and the smooth planes of his cheeks and forehead.


    ‘No,’ he said, and his voice sounded even deeper than usual. ‘I was wondering about that chap, the one you introduced me to the night I came here before Christmas.’


    ‘Richard, you mean,’ said Willow, easily identifying her old friend and sometime lover. ‘What about him?’


    Worth turned away from her to put his glass down on a small table. Then, unencumbered, he turned back to face her. He took her free hand and held it in both of his. This time he did not grip, but she could feel the strength of his fingers and she was at once afraid of the implications of his strength and of the sensations he produced in her. She was afraid that she might be falling in love with him and knew that if she did, she would have no protection left against the hurt her peculiar upbringing had forced her to dread. Richard had never seemed so positive – or so threatening to her self-sufficiency – as Tom Worth.


    ‘Willow,’ said Tom with difficulty, ‘I know that I have no right to ask this – and I don’t know that I even expect you to answer – but is he … are you and he … well, lovers?’


    Willow pulled away instinctively, but Tom kept his hold on her hand. Honesty fought with her fear of intimacy and won.


    ‘We were,’ she answered truthfully. Even in her own ears, her voice sounded strained. ‘But since … We have not been lovers – technically – since that night when you and I … that night in the middle of the Endelsham case when you stayed with me in Clapham.’


    As she spoke Willow thought of Richard’s astonished resentment when she had tried to explain to him that the simple, happy arrangement they had shared for the previous three years had ceased to seem simple to her and that she no longer wanted to be his lover, however much she still valued his friendship. She had been nervous about broaching the subject, feeling absurdly that it was considerably more intimate than any of the lovemaking they had shared. Perhaps her nervousness had made her voice and manner colder than she had meant.


    ‘Damn it, Willow! Why didn’t you tell me?’ Richard had burst out when she had said her piece after they had had dinner together one night.


    ‘I am telling you now, Richard,’ she had answered, trying to keep her voice unemotional, knowing that he hated scenes as much as she did.


    ‘I had a right to know. You should have told me when I got here this evening …’ Willow had begun to feel angry as Richard sounded more and more resentful.


    ‘Do you mean that you’d have made me pay for dinner if you’d known that I wasn’t going to sleep with you? I’ll be happy to give you a cheque,’ she had said very coldly.


    ‘Don’t be a fool,’ he had retorted, more coldly still. Willow had waited for him to go on, but he had just stood on the pavement outside her flat, looking as though she had done something unspeakable.


    ‘Richard,’ she had said then, trying to explain to him (and perhaps also to herself) why she was breaking up their satisfactory arrangement. ‘I …’


    ‘Can’t we talk about it inside? It’s not a subject to be broadcast about Belgravia.’


    She had let him into her flat and tried again.


    ‘You see,’ she had said at one moment, ‘I realise that I’ve been using you. I like you enormously; I hope that we can be friends; but I have come to understand that I do not love you,’ she had finished with difficulty.


    ‘I never supposed that you did,’ he had said, looking puzzled. ‘I don’t know that I love you, but why must that destroy everything? What if I want to go on being used?’ Willow had shivered at that question.


    ‘I know that it was convenient for us both …’


    ‘Surely more than that?’ Richard had said, making Willow feel so unsafe that she longed to take refuge in cold severity. Since she cared about him, she had not been able to do that.


    ‘One of the things that made it all so easy was that unlike other women you never seemed to want to complicate it all with messy feelings,’ Richard had said at last.


    ‘I’m sorry, Willow.’ Tom’s deep voice brought her back to the present.


    Willow shuddered as she thought of the full messiness of the feelings she was just beginning to recognise. They seemed much more real than the easy, uncommitted, unthreatening affair with Richard that had been her first essay in the world of passion.


    ‘Was I looking very stern?’ she asked, wondering what it was about Tom that had made her take such destructive action against Richard, who had never done her any harm and who had indeed given her much simple pleasure and a great deal of friendship in the years they had been semi-detached lovers.


    ‘A little formidable,’ he answered. ‘But then you often do.’ Willow knew that, of course, but however valuable the look was in the Civil Service it was not appropriate to Cressida Woodruffe.


    ‘It wasn’t you making me annoyed,’ she said with deliberate gentleness. ‘Why did you ask about Richard?’ Tom smiled at her question, but he looked nervous, too.


    ‘Because I should like very much to …’ He shook his dark head and put his hands on her shoulders. ‘This is exceptionally difficult, and I cannot think of a way of saying it that is unthreatening enough not to frighten you off but not so coy as to irritate the pair of us. To hell with it!’


    At that Willow smiled too, and Tom seemed to take some comfort from her amusement.


    ‘I asked because I want to make love to you – not necessarily tonight and so you needn’t look like that and prepare your speech of refusal – and I would not want to embarrass you by asking you to make love with me if you were involved with someone else. What happened between us on that one night was … No, never mind.’ He took his hands away and picked up his glass again.


    Trying to be as honest and sensible as he had been, Willow took a pull at her own drink while she decided what to say.


    ‘Thank you, Tom,’ she began.


    ‘For nothing, Will,’ he answered, smiling at her properly again.


    ‘I can’t deny that I have sometimes thought about that night too – or that it was because of you that I asked Richard … told Richard that I couldn’t go on as we were. But I don’t know …’


    ‘It’s all right,’ he said quickly. ‘I wasn’t trying to demand anything now. I’ll finish this and then be off.’


    ‘There’s no hurry, Tom,’ she said. ‘Let’s talk about your murders. Much easier than the other thing.’


    ‘Much,’ he said, laughing openly. ‘I wish I knew why I find you so irresistible. What more do you want to know about the murders?’ Trying to disguise the emotions and sensations Tom aroused in her, Willow said:


    ‘I was just wondering whether I couldn’t perhaps help you.’


    Worth raised an eyebrow.


    ‘You told me in that restaurant that you’re too busy with your new cases to trawl through these filed ones for enough similarities to persuade your superiors that they are connected – so why don’t I do it? The book’s finished and if I start the next one straight away I’ll only make a mess of it,’ she went on.


    ‘But what about your interior decoration?’ he asked, gesturing around the graceful, half-empty room.


    ‘That won’t take long,’ said Willow. ‘After all, Mrs Rusham will do all the actual organising and dealing with the workmen; I just have to choose the stuff. Do let me help, Tom. I’d really like to.’ In her eagerness to do something for him, perhaps to make up for her inability to let him come as close to her as he clearly wanted, she put her right hand on his shoulder. ‘Please, Tom. Grisly though the end of that last case was, I thoroughly enjoyed the detecting part.’


    ‘Even though it led to the desecration of your home?’ he asked. ‘And presumably blew your cover at the department?’


    ‘I’m not certain that it did blow my cover,’ she said with a slight smile. ‘It’s hard to believe that the oaf who followed me here and wrecked the place said nothing to anyone about who I am, but no one has mentioned it to me.’ She laughed. ‘Perhaps their ideas about my pathetic spinsterhood are so firmly rooted that they can’t stretch their stunted imaginations to believe I could be Cressida Woodruffe too.’


    Worth looked at her seriously, almost as though he were trying to see past the elegant clothes, the cosmetics and the artfully tumbled hairstyle to the woman she pretended to be as Willow King.


    ‘I’d never have thought make-up could make such a difference,’ he said at last. Willow laughed.


    ‘It does of course,’ she said. ‘And so do the clothes. But I actually think it’s mainly the spectacles and the hair. Dragged back in those savage pins it makes my face look completely different. I once passed one of the typists reading a copy of one of my books which had a huge photograph of me on the back, and even stopped to talk to her to test it out. She hadn’t a clue. People do tend to see what they expect.’


    ‘Perhaps,’ said Tom. ‘And the desecration of all this? Are you prepared to risk that again?’


    Willow was silent for a long time. At last she said:


    ‘Yes. There’s no reason to suppose it could happen again, but even if I am risking it I’d like to help. Couldn’t you get me the files on your murders, so that I could do the trawling? I’m sure it wouldn’t take long.’


    ‘But what about the rest of your life – the Willow King half?’ Tom said. Willow shrugged. He seemed to be determined that she should not have anything to do with his investigation but she was interested enough to protest.


    ‘Obviously I’ll still have to go to the department for the middle of each week, but isn’t any help better than none?’ she said, dropping the cajoling tone and sounding much more like her usual crisp self. ‘After all, you needed my help last time. You weren’t getting anywhere on your own.’


    ‘You can be a bit of a monster, you know,’ he said. ‘And you know perfectly well that I can’t possibly take police files and hand them out to stray civilians.’ He stood up. ‘Come on, Willow, be sensible. I must go now and leave you in peace.’ He held out a square hand. Willow took it and allowed him to help her up off the sofa.


    ‘It is nice that your palms are so reliably dry,’ she said without thinking. Tom Worth roared with laughter, put an arm around her shoulders and planted a friendly kiss on her cheek. Willow hated being the butt of other people’s laughter.


    ‘What on earth is the matter with you?’ she asked.


    ‘Just that the only compliment you have ever paid me should be so clinical – and so – so unromantic. I find it hard to accept the fact that a woman like you spends half her time writing love stories. I’ve never met anyone less romantic. I can see that I’m going to have to read some of these books of yours. Good night, Willow. Thank you for this evening.’


    ‘Thank you, Tom,’ she said, relaxing again. ‘You are exceedingly …’


    ‘It’s all right,’ he said, quickly kissing her lips, ‘I didn’t mean that I wanted you to make me compliments. I’ll be in touch. But if you want me for anything, you know where to ring me.’


    He walked out of the room. At the front door, Willow caught him up.


    ‘All I was going to say is that you are an extraordinarily good friend, and I am grateful – really very grateful – for your kindness. Do reconsider about the murders.’


    ‘I’ll think about it,’ he said and was gone.


    Willow shut the heavy front door behind him and slid the bolts and turned the various keys that she had had installed to satisfy her insurance company and her own fears. She could not help thinking about the differences between Tom Worth and Richard as she went to run herself a hot, deep bath.


    Richard had always tended to sulk if she expressed any reluctance to go to bed with him or even to dine with him when he wanted to see her, and yet she knew that he had never posed as serious a threat to her detached and satisfactory life. She had succumbed to Tom only once and yet her feelings for him, however much she might sometimes try to deny them, were far stronger than all the affection she felt for Richard.


    Determined to banish both the men from her mind, she poured fragrant oils into the hot water and carefully removed her clothes. The shoes she left where they fell for Mrs Rusham to clean, the dress she laid over a chair for Mrs Rusham to press or take to the cleaners as she considered necessary and the rest was flung into the laundry basket. Willow knew that the next time she saw the clothes they would be pristine and carefully hung or folded in the cupboards in her dressing room.


    Lying back in the hot, scented water, she tried to remember the little Tom had told her about the murderer, at last allowing herself to laugh at her idiotic misunderstanding of his description of the man as a ‘cereal killer’.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    The following morning, Willow left her alternative identity and her Belgravia flat long before the arrival of Mrs Rusham and set off for Clapham, where she spent the other part of her life. She was anonymously dressed in jeans and a simple black jacket; there was no makeup on her pale, bony face, and her red hair was dragged back into a rubber band. The plain leather shoulder bag she carried contained all the identification necessary for her Civil Service identity and there was nothing in it with the name of Cressida Woodruffe. All Cressida’s credit cards were lying in the safe she had had installed at the back of one of her capacious wardrobes. Cressida’s watch, too, had been carefully hidden. It would never do for Ms Willow King to be seen sporting a gold Cartier watch in the dusty offices of DOAP.


    The expensive, cream-coloured streets of Belgravia were empty at that hour of the morning, and there was no one to witness the metamorphosis of rich Cressida Woodruffe into plain, hardworking Willow King, but she did not want to be surprised by any early colleagues when she eventually got to Clapham. Everyone at the Department of Old Age Pensions believed that she spent every Thursday evening to Tuesday morning caring for an invalid elderly aunt.


    Carrying a red nylon overnight bag, Willow took a bus across the river to Clapham and walked from the stop to her other flat. She let herself in at the street door and walked up the gritty stairs, wondering when she would ever be able to persuade the owners of the other flat to do their share of the hoovering of the common parts. Reaching her own front door, she undid the simple locks, dropped her bag on the scarred but sturdy oak table in the living room, and went to make herself a cup of instant coffee.


    The cardboard packet of skimmed milk she had left in the small refrigerator the previous Thursday still smelled of milk rather than sour cheese and so she poured some into the pottery mug on top of the coffee granules and hot water. As she drank the resulting brew, she wrinkled her nose a little, disliking the taste and remembering with regret the wonderfully scented cappuccino that Mrs Rusham made for Cressida’s breakfast in Chesham Place every morning. It always took Willow a little while to acclimatise herself when she got back to South London.


    Wandering into the slightly damp bedroom to change out of her jeans into one of the inexpensive ready-made suits appropriate for Willow King, she suggested to herself that it might be the contrast between that weekly shock and the subsequent pleasure of returning to Cressida’s self-indulgent luxury on Thursday evenings that kept her attached to her double life. Apart from that slightly masochistic reason she could not for the moment think of any other to subject herself to the rigours of her Clapham life.


    Remembering the unseasonable heat of the previous day, she chose a beige linen-and-polyester suit from her wardrobe and found tights and shoes to match and a sharply ironed, white, cotton shirt. When she was dressed, she dragged the rubber band off her hair, wincing as it pulled several hairs out of the back of her neck, and brushed out the last of Cressida’s curls. With the skill of long practice, she twisted the mass of hair into a neat, vertical roll and pinned it securely against the back of her head.


    Even though she had been wreaking similar transformations ever since she had invented her alter ego, Willow was often surprised by the efficacy of her disguises. Stripped of cosmetics and revealed in all its angles by the severity of her chosen hairstyle, her face looked years older than it did when it wore Cressida’s mascara and blusher and lipstick. Her eyelashes were naturally red, but paler than her hair, and without the definition of liner or mascara the eyes themselves looked washed out and rather small. Her nose seemed sharp and her lips dry. But when she smiled at herself in the glass, she could see the ghost of Cressida looking back at her.


    Amused by her mixture of vanity and detachment, Willow stuffed her feet into her beige shoes with their ‘man-made, composite’ soles, collected her black plastic briefcase and set off for the glass tower that housed the headquarters of the Department of Old Age Pensions. There were a few other early starters waiting for a lift in the hall when she reached the building, but no one she knew particularly well and so she was spared the familiar kind questions about the health of her Aunt Agatha.


    When she had first invented the mythical woman, she had revelled in inventing details of Aunt Agatha’s life and her struggles with the local hospital, the social services, and the difficulties of life in a small Suffolk village, but over the last few months Willow had found herself less amused by her own joke and was even beginning to wonder whether it might not be time for Aunt Agatha to suffer a terminal illness.


    As usual there were piles of paper in several wire baskets on the big desk in Willow’s office, and she settled down at once to reading her way through the heaps, throwing some things away, marking others for one or other of her staff to deal with or send for filing. A few she put to one side for more careful consideration. When she had reached the bottom of the pile, she began to draft replies to some of the letters and minutes in answer to questions from the Permanent Secretary and the Minister’s office.


    At twenty-past nine she heard sounds of movement in her outer office and got up to greet her new typist, an intelligent nineteen-year-old called Marilyn, who got through her work at least three times faster than her predecessor had ever done.


    ‘Good morning, Willow,’ she said, turning from the curly coatstand where she was hanging her pale-grey coat. Her skin was pale-grey too, and her hair a dull blonde. She was fanatically neat in her dress as well as her work. Willow admired the neatness, the efficiency and the girl’s lack of interest in office gossip, but she wished that she could like her too. There was no reason not to like her, Willow often told herself, but she could not do it. There was a machine-like quality in Marilyn’s accomplishments, and the only emotion she had ever shown was pleasure in other people’s failure and mistakes.


    ‘Marilyn,’ said Willow, making herself smile a little, ‘when you’ve had time to settle down would you bring your notebook?’


    ‘Yes, of course,’ said the girl.


    Before Willow had dictated more than three letters the red telephone on her desk rang. Irritated with the interruption, she gestured to Marilyn to answer it.


    ‘Yes, yes,’ said the girl after a moment. ‘Yes, I’ll tell her. Thank you.’ She put the receiver down on the telephone with all her usual precision, cleared her throat delicately and looked at her chief. ‘That was the Permanent Secretary’s secretary, Willow. He would like to see you at a quarter to eleven this morning.’


    ‘You might have found out whether that was convenient for me before you agreed on my behalf,’ said Willow moderately, considering the unreasonable rage that seethed in her mind at her secretary’s assumptions.


    ‘Oh, but I knew you were,’ answered Marilyn without discernible emotion or excuse in her voice. ‘I always check your diary with Barbara last thing on Monday night.’


    ‘I see,’ said Willow, trying to admire the efficiency and ignore the impertinence. ‘Well, we’d better get on.’


    By twenty-to-eleven, she had dictated all the urgent letters and minutes and planned to deal with the PS as soon as she possibly could, see the rest of her staff and then continue drafting her part of the new White Paper. On her way out, she said something pleasant to Barbara, her Administration Trainee, who appeared to be working busily.


    All ability to say anything pleasant to anybody disappeared as soon as she discovered what the Permanent Secretary wanted to tell her. She was often annoyed by his patronising bumbling, but on that particular morning he made her even angrier than usual. The recently appointed Establishments Officer had told her that she was to serve on a selection board for the next two weeks and she had protested about it, eventually insisting that her case should be taken to the Permanent Secretary. Unfortunately the PS had been infuriated that he was being bothered with so trivial a matter and had decided to side with the Establishments Officer.


    ‘You must admit, Willow,’ he said in a voice of exaggerated patience that grated on her nerves, ‘that the mere fact that you are allowed to work part-time cannot excuse you from the onerous and tedious duties that your colleagues shoulder faithfully.’


    ‘My reluctance has nothing to do with that, Permanent Secretary,’ said Willow, sounding annoyingly patient herself, although she did not realise it, ‘but with the White Paper. Of course I am willing to serve on selection boards; it is merely that at this particular juncture, I am needed here.’


    ‘I am afraid that you must let your superiors be the judge of that,’ said the Permanent Secretary. There was plenty of synthetic kindness in his voice, but his pale, bloodshot eyes looked hopeful and Willow wondered, as she had often wondered before, whether he might be deliberately trying to provoke her.


    ‘Does the Minister know what you’re doing?’ Willow asked abruptly.


    ‘Despite her feminine desire to be involved with minutiae, Mrs Trouville is quite wise enough not to interfere with my running of this department,’ he said through his teeth. Willow shook her head so vigorously that one of the hairpins slipped out of her hair. Furiously, she shoved it back so hard that one of the ends dug into her neck, making her eyes water slightly. She saw an interested expression cross the Permanent Secretary’s face and realised that he might suspect her to be weeping. With a voice as cold as snow-buried metal, she said:


    ‘I was not suggesting any such thing. But she is most anxious to ensure that the new legislation gets through during the life of this Parliament. If the White Paper is held up because of this board …’


    ‘Important though you are, Willow, you are not the only member of this department to be involved in the new legislation. Mrs Trouville will not be disappointed. Now, I am afraid that I shall have to ask you to leave. I’m rather busy. Bob will give you any details you need of the Final Selection Board.’


    ‘Thank you, Permanent Secretary,’ said Willow, determined not


    to give the man the satisfaction of hearing her being rude to him.


    By the end of the day she was asking herself bitterly why she continued to put up with the trials and tedium of her job at DOAP when she could be spending her entire time as Cressida Woodruffe, surrounded by every luxury, with enough money to work or not as she chose, and with no one in a position to give her orders or to question hers. But even as she let the question form in her mind, she controlled some of her feelings. Whatever she had thought that morning while she was still half in Cressida’s life and however frustrating the day at DOAP had been, she knew perfectly well that there were several reasons why her double life suited her, just as she knew that to spend all her time as Cressida would eventually bore and stifle her. The contrast between her two characters was in itself a pleasure and she would be prepared to put up with a lot more than the Permanent Secretary’s tiresomeness to keep it.


    She walked wearily home through the dusty, rubbish-strewn streets of Clapham at seven o’clock, trying to decide whether to cook herself fish fingers or to heat up a frozen pizza for supper, and wishing that there were no dogs in London or at least that they left fewer heaps of excrement on the pavements. As she approached her flat, she saw that there was someone leaning against one of the pillars beside the front door. She recognised him at once and controlled her instinct to run towards him.


    ‘Tom,’ she said quietly when she was near enough for him to hear her. The leaning figure straightened up.


    ‘Willow,’ he said unsmiling, as though he were not sure of his welcome.


    ‘Come on in,’ she said. She felt a little wary of him, but the sanity and intelligence of his familiar face made a welcome change from the hated lineaments of the Permanent Secretary’s and even the neat grey features of the efficient Marilyn. ‘Are you all right?’


    ‘I’m fine,’ he answered, following her up the stairs to her flat. ‘I’ve been thinking about the poisoner and – slightly against my better judgment and conscience – I’ve come to ask whether you still want to have a look at some of the reports.’


    ‘Tom,’ said Willow, turning to smile at him in spontaneous pleasure. He stopped on the step just below her and looked up into her face.


    ‘Would you, Will?’ he asked.


    ‘I’d love to,’ she said, turning back to unlock the door for them both. ‘It’s precisely what I need to keep me sane for the next couple of weeks. I’ve just heard that I’ve got to sit on a Fisbe of all exasperating things.’


    ‘A what?’


    ‘Final Selection Board, FSB, Fisbe,’ said Willow, dropping her briefcase and gesturing to Tom to do the same. ‘No Leapfrog here, but if you’d like some ordinary whisky I have some – or perhaps a glass of Bulgarian wine?’


    ‘Any beer?’ he said, amused by her complete transformation from the glamorous, rich creature with whom he had dined the previous day.


    ‘Snob!’ she said. ‘Yes, I have some rather dull tinned beer, actually. It’s in the fridge: help yourself. I’m going to have wine.’


    When he came back into the living room, Willow had taken off the shapeless jacket of her suit to reveal the plain white cotton shirt, open at the neck. Remembering the elegant clothes and the impressive jewellery she had always worn when they dined together during her days as Cressida Woodruffe, he was amused all over again by her appearance.


    ‘Let down your hair, Will,’ he said, before he could censor himself.


    ‘You said that once before,’ she answered, making no move to take out the hairpins.


    ‘I know,’ he said, coming to sit beside her on the old sofa. ‘And I hadn’t meant to make any allusion to that time. You just look a lot more comfortable when your hair is loose. Go on.’


    Shrugging, Willow pulled the pins out of her hair and shook it free. It was much more comfortable.


    ‘I wouldn’t want you to think … I always do unpin it when I come home,’ she said in a voice bristling with defensiveness.


    ‘Good beer, this,’ said Worth ignoring the little scene he had provoked. ‘Now, I couldn’t bring you the actual files about these murders, but I’ve made a précis of their contents. You could probably find out a bit more from the local newspaper reports; and if you’ve any specific questions, let me know and I’ll see if there’s anything useful in the files.’


    ‘Thank you, Tom,’ said Willow, trying to put enough warmth into her voice to show him that she was as grateful for his refusal to pursue the question of her hair as for the information about the murders. ‘I’ll do what I can for you. I’d like to help you give one in the eye to those wretches – “feminine intuition” indeed!’


    ‘It’s not so much for that, Will,’ said Tom seriously, ‘as to stop whoever is doing this before anyone else gets killed.’


    ‘But there’s something else, isn’t there?’ she said, staring at him. ‘You look … yes, shifty, Tom. What is really bothering you so much about this case?’


    ‘Isn’t the thought of a murderer on the loose enough?’


    Willow shook her red head and then had to brush a strand of hair out of her eyes.


    ‘One of the prime movers in the campaign to stop me “wasting time” trying to find a connection between the cases has a personal connection to Titchmell,’ he said at last. His voice dragged as though he were fighting a deep reluctance to tell her anything about it.


    ‘His father, who was once a Chief Constable, was Simon Titchmell’s godfather,’ he said.


    ‘That doesn’t sound too bad. Couldn’t it be simply coincidence?’ asked Willow, trying to understand why he was so worried.


    ‘Possibly. And he is ferociously keen on time-and-motion studies and value for money. And he dislikes me. But his determination to end the investigation into his father’s godson’s murder strikes me as … well, it leaves me uncomfortable.’


    ‘Yes,’ said Willow, her novelist’s imagination flashing possible plots across her mind like trailers across a giant cinema screen. ‘I can see that it might. What’s his name, your policeman?’


    Tom stood up, towering over Willow and her sofa. She quickly got up herself.


    ‘Bodmin,’ he said. ‘Commander James Bodmin. He’s usually so efficient … Never mind that now. I must go.’


    ‘Must you?’ she asked.


    ‘I think I’d better,’ he said, ‘uninvited as I was this evening. Besides, I’ve got work to do before tomorrow. Good night.’


    ‘Good night, Tom,’ said Willow putting out a hand. He gripped it for a moment, kissed her calmly and walked away.


    Willow was left to her dingy flat, the frozen pizza, her briefcase full of work, and her difficult acknowledgment that she minded his going.


    Pulling herself together with an effort, she cooked and ate her pizza, drank another glass of wine and then turned to the dark-red manilla folder that Tom had left for her. Opening it, she saw a pile of sheets of lined paper covered in the neatest, blackest, most elegant handwriting she had ever encountered.


    It was strange, she thought, but she had never seen his writing before. All their arrangements to meet had been made by telephone. If anyone had asked her what she expected it to be like, she would have unhesitatingly said ‘schoolboyish, like the writing of someone who doesn’t put much on paper and isn’t very interested’; yet she was confronted by a hand infinitely more sophisticated and attractive than her own. It gave her a most peculiar sense of disadvantage and stopped her actually reading what he had written for at least five minutes.


    When she did eventually make herself concentrate on the content of his notes, she became more and more absorbed in them. By the time she had read the last page, she could understand both why Tom had believed that there must be a connection between the killings, and why some of his superiors had been just as certain that there could not.


    As Worth had told her, the victims were quite different from each other, lived in quite different parts of the country, and had no apparent connection between them at all. The first was a sixty-five-year-old spinster, Edith Fernside, who had been living in sheltered housing in Newcastle. Willow saw with a slight chill in her mind that Miss Fernside’s address had been only streets away from the red-brick house where she herself had been brought up. She had never been back to Newcastle since the death of her parents some years before and she had hoped never to go there again or even think about it. There had been no actual cruelty or conscious deprivation in her childhood, but it had been bleak enough for her to want to forget it.


    According to Tom’s notes, Miss Fernside had retired to Newcastle after working as matron in a famous girls’school in Berkshire. She suffered from a weak heart, which was presumably why she had chosen to live in a ‘retirement complex’with a warden on call.


    ‘Most doctors,’ Tom had written, ‘would simply have certified the death as having been caused by cardiac arrest and left it at that, but Miss F. was on the list of a particularly bright – and conscientious – young GP. The symptoms were thought to have arisen very suddenly. She appears to have fainted before the warden could reach her. There had been some vomiting and diarrhoea, but she had lost consciousness fast and her heart had stopped beating before the doctor could get to the house. He noticed various oddities about her condition and refused to sign the death certificate.


    ‘Post-mortem findings included the fact that her blood was a peculiarly dark colour and more liquid than it should have been. There were a few hyperaemic points (excessive amounts of blood in organs) in the mucous membrane of the stomach, intestines and right ventricle of the heart. The GP told the police of his suspicions and with the police surgeon pursued an investigation into every cup and glass in the house for signs of poison. They found a trace of digitalis in the glass from which she had drunk her nightly tot of sloe gin, tested the bottle and discovered an enormous quantity of digitalis in it. They are cumulative poisons and so although each dose in itself would have done her no harm, a week or two of drinking the contaminated stuff killed her.’
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