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			epigraph

			According to the Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, a stalking-horse is a person whose participation in a proceeding is made use of to prevent its real design from being suspected.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Bill Holt swung the case down from the luggage rack as the familiar landmarks, still there, came into view. Home. It didn’t feel like coming home. No one knew he was coming, and if they had known, no one would have been there to meet him.

			He watched as other people gathered their belongings. The driver spoke to them again, telling them not to forget anything. The others didn’t find it odd that the train driver spoke to them, like an airline pilot. They didn’t find it odd that they could get off the train and go where they pleased. They took their liberty for granted.

			Holt didn’t. His had been snatched from him, almost sixteen years ago. This was the same train, near as damn it, as the one he’d been on that day.

			He stood up and stretched as the tyre depot came into his field of vision. He liked his Friday mornings in London. Maybe he should talk to Bob about a transfer. He’d been thinking about it for some time. But he knew that it wasn’t really a change of job to which he’d been giving so much thought. He’d been thinking about ending his marriage, and a transfer to London was one way out. He could talk to Bob, unofficially. Just to see if there was a possibility of a transfer.

			A few others moved along the swaying corridors with him. He caught sight of Jeff Spencer coming the other way, and hung back, because he didn’t really want to have to make polite conversation.

			Thomas Jefferson Spencer was, not surprisingly, an American – mid-thirties, handsome, bright – he looked a little like an advertisement for something. He was trying to interest Greystone in some idea of his, and Bob Bryant and Ralph were taking him very seriously. But right now, Holt thought, he looked a little care-worn for a man about to spend the weekend with his bride-to-be.

			The train squealed to a halt, and Holt made his way to the doors.

			Holt found himself on one of the new platforms – new to him, though clearly familiar to the other passengers. They had been under construction when he had last been in the station.

			Doors slammed, and his train drew away. Holt looked at the lines, glinting in the sun, snaking on into the distance, and watched the train as it rattled its way into the Midlands. He sat down, barely aware of the slight drizzle that was flecking the new clothes he’d bought that morning in London.

			‘What were you looking for?’ the assistant had asked.

			‘Anything,’ he’d said. ‘Casual, fashionable. Not blue, and not denim.’

			The boy had accepted the provisos without comment. And then he’d kitted him out with fawn slacks, a brown shirt, and a baggy jacket that seemed too large for him, but the boy had said that that was how they were wearing them. And Holt had gone over to the door, and looked out at the people who were passing. ‘So they are,’ he’d said.

			‘Have you been away?’ the boy had asked, and Holt had said yes. And then he had put his other clothes into the bag, and taken them to an Oxfam shop.

			The boy’s hair had been short and slicked back. But Holt had looked at the people that he’d passed, and men of his age – almost forty-five, my God, he’d been a month short of his twenty-ninth birthday when it happened – still wore theirs the way it came. Shorter than his, perhaps, he had thought. So he had gone into a barber’s.

			He looked across the lines to the old platforms. The telephone box was in the same place, but it had changed too, with large panels of glass where there had been little panes. If only he could recall his time, if only he could telephone for a taxi instead of what he did do.

			He put the package down on the ledge, and searched his pockets for a shilling, tipping the cardboard box up as he did so. He caught it, his heart in his mouth, for in the box was the specially ordered glassware that Wendy was giving Mrs Warwick as a wedding present. Somehow, it was Mrs Warwick’s wedding, and Wendy’s present. The men didn’t seem to have much to do with it. He balanced the box more securely, and found the coin.

			He could ring Wendy, see if she was back from Leicester yet, but he wouldn’t. Trust there to be no taxis in the station when he needed one; he couldn’t remember any taxi numbers, and the directory was under the box. He sighed, made to slide the book out, then changed his mind. He’d ring Bob Bryant, see if he fancied a drink.

			He dialled the private number that rang on Bryant’s desk, the chairman’s perk. Ralph Grey had finally retired from office, though not from the board, in April. Now Bryant was officially running the company, which he had been doing for years anyway. He persuaded the shilling to go in just before the pips ran out.

			‘Hello?’

			Holt frowned. That was Alison’s voice. Had he dialled their home number by mistake? ‘Alison?’ he said.

			‘Yes,’ she said, laughing a little. ‘Hello, Bill.’

			‘What are you doing there?’ he asked.

			‘I came in to see Cassie about something,’ she said. ‘Then I came in here, and the phone rang. Bob’s not in the office – can I leave him a message?’

			‘Oh, no thanks. I just thought he might fancy a drink.’

			‘Not tonight,’ she said. ‘They’re all working late tonight, I’m told. I’m surprised Bob comes home at all, frankly.’

			‘Is the board meeting still going on?’ he asked, glancing at his watch. It was five fifteen.

			‘No, but he’s still in there,’ she said. ‘Do you want me to get him?’

			‘Oh, no. No. I was just cadging a lift, really. Wendy’s got the car.’

			‘Where are you?’ she asked. ‘At the station?’

			‘Yes, but – ’

			‘I’ll come and get you, if you like.’

			‘No,’ he said. ‘It’s too much trouble – I’ll get a taxi.’

			‘It would be no trouble,’ she said. ‘And . . . well, I’d like to see you. Talk to you. I’ll explain when I get there. I’ll be there in ten minutes. All right?’

			‘Sure,’ said Holt, a little puzzled, and hung up.

			Cigarettes. He needed cigarettes.

			Cigarettes. He could go down the underpass, over to the kiosk, and buy cigarettes. All those cigarettes.

			The echoes in the tunnel made him shiver, reviving memories of the remand prison. That had been the worst; the initial heart-stopping shock of hearing locks turn.

			He emerged from the underpass, and went into the kiosk.

			‘Tea,’ he said, and he thought she must have made a mistake when she said how much she wanted.

			‘I just want tea,’ he said.

			‘Yes,’ she said.

			Christ.

			He sat down with his cup, and looked out at the station. A bell rang, three times. A station announcement was made, and it was piped right into the kiosk. Suddenly, as if it had just been a joke, the rain stopped, and it was sunny and warm again, as it had been all day.

			After he’d been sentenced – life imprisonment, the judge had said, and he couldn’t take it in – after he’d been sentenced, he had been in one or two prisons before they had almost brought him home, for Gartree wasn’t far from here. The train he had just been on would be pulling into Leicester any minute now. Gartree. He was Category A, a danger to the public. A lifer.

			And that’s what it means, he had been told. You are being released on licence. You can be recalled, if the circumstances warrant it, at any time, for the rest of your life. If you show any homicidal tendencies.

			The last couple of years had been at an open prison, and he had been able to work outside. On the land sometimes, and in work parties, on derelict buildings, pulling them down or patching them up. He had lost his prison pallor. On the outside. But there was a cold greyness on the inside that he couldn’t lose.

			He’d kept healthy. He’d grown leaner, and fitter, and stronger. His hair was still dark, and still there. He was older, but he hadn’t changed much, not to look at. But those who really knew Bill Holt before he went in would see a change; a hardening of the man, a more defiant set to his jaw, a colder look in his eye. He had learned first how to defend himself, and then how to put others on the defensive. How to hurt them. It was easy to hurt people. Emotionally, physically – it didn’t much matter which. The two were never far apart. Use the crushing mechanism on one, and you affect the other.

			To begin with, he had wasted time by continuing to protest his innocence. He had twice tried to appeal against the conviction, and been turned down. He had read legal books and precedents, and tried to do it himself when the legal profession said they’d done all they could. But no one had believed him. No one had listened. And they weren’t about to start listening just because he was sitting on the roof shouting himself hoarse at reporters who couldn’t hear him. All he got out of that was solitary confinement.

			And one night, lying alone in a cell, he had realised that it was a losing battle. He had cried.

			He pushed away his empty cup, and left the kiosk.

			‘Thanks,’ he said, putting the cigarettes in his pocket, and picking the box up from the counter.

			He wondered what Alison wanted to talk to him about. She’d be here any minute, he realised, looking at the clock, and left the kiosk just as Spencer came in. Spencer was a super-keen amateur photographer, and he always looked like a tourist, with his ever-present camera-case. One of his hobbies was turning the tables on London cabbies.

			‘Bill – I thought that was you on the train.’

			‘Nice to see you again,’ said Holt. ‘Sorry, I can’t stop, someone’s meeting me.’

			‘Maybe I’ll see you tomorrow,’ said Spencer, ‘at Thelma’s get-together?’

			Damn. He’d forgotten about that. ‘Of course,’ he said, smiling.

			Thelma Warwick was almost ten years older than Spencer, and the widow of one of Greystone’s major shareholders. Her eldest son had been killed in a hit-and-run accident a few months before, and it was this, Holt fancied, which had cemented the relationship, because Jeff Spencer had been on hand to see her through her grief. A quiet wedding, it had been agreed by the family, was what Roger would have wanted.

			Spencer held open the door for him, as he negotiated the box through the crush. ‘See you,’ he said.

			He was being unfair to Jeff, really, he supposed. He was in business himself, and obviously substantial enough for Greystone to be listening seriously to his proposition. But while he may not actively have been hunting a fortune, Thelma did, fortuitously, provide one.

			It was that rarity: a warm, sunny, blue-skied July day. Holt wanted, for a moment, to drop the precious glassware and leap on the first train going anywhere. But he didn’t, and he smiled as he saw Alison hurrying towards him. She looked more beautiful than ever, he thought, as she came up to him and kissed him on the cheek.

			‘The car’s miles away,’ she said.

			They were enlarging the station, which was battling against the tide, and had more users than it could accommodate. He saw Spencer again, looking round for the hire car that always awaited him at the station, and was illogically pleased that Alison was there. It did your reputation no harm to have a beautiful woman coming to meet you.

			They walked to the car where, after some discussion as to where it would be safest, he put the wedding present in the boot.

			It was after he had been transferred to Gartree that he had come to a decision. If he was going to be a prisoner, then he was going to get bloody good at it. He wasn’t going to spend years and years of his life running from the bully-boys on either side of the bars. He would get hard and strong and fast. And they would jump when he said jump, because he had a brain to back up his brawn, unlike most of them. And only once did his wit desert him long enough to get caught. It had cost him more solitary, and it had left him with a scar on his upper arm, but it had been worth it.

			His first two requests for parole were refused, but now, third time lucky, he was out. But no coming-out party for him. He’d lost his wife, his friends, and his youth. But he was back now. And on his thirtieth birthday he had become a shareholder in Greystone. Grandfather Stone had had the good sense to die the Christmas before it all happened, or he might even have been cheated out of that.

			He had had sixteen years to think about this moment, plan for it, look forward to it. It had kept him going during prison officers’ industrial disputes, when he had been shut up for twenty-three hours out of the twenty-four, and through the winter nights, when it seemed that the sun would never shine again. It had taken the place of sexual fantasy, of dreams, of hope. One thing had kept him sane, one thing had lent him a little warmth and colour. His plan.

			Methodically, carefully, he was going to find out who had murdered Alison and that detective. And when he did, he was going to kill whoever it was.

			It was as simple, and as beautiful, as that.

			The prison governor had been doubtful about his going back home, but he’d agreed to support him. ‘An hotel?’ he’d said. ‘Well, all right. That seems like a good idea. Until you know what you want to do.’ And he’d warned him that he might get a bad reception. And no doubt phoned the police to warn them, too.

			He had to report to a probation officer, of all things. ‘Once a week to start with,’ they’d said. ‘Until we know how you’re settling back into the community.’

			And he’d nodded, and listened, his sharp grey eyes reading upside down what was on the governor’s desk.

			‘As far as we can ever be sure of these things,’ it had read, ‘Holt’s rehabilitation seems to have been a success. I hope he will make a go of returning to his community, if they allow him to.’

			He had thanked the governor for his advice.

			The cars in the station car park didn’t look too different – a lot of black where there used to be chrome, and prices that he thought were what you paid for semi-detached houses – but not really much different. He walked up the hill from the station; it was a one-way road now.

			‘So,’ he said, as they drove up Station Road. ‘What’s the mystery?’

			‘What mystery?’ she asked.

			She was checking her rear-view mirror every now and then, like a pupil trying to impress the driving examiner. Holt glanced back, but there was nothing unusual about the tail-back of traffic.

			‘Whatever it is you want to talk to me about,’ he said.

			‘It’s a bit. . . ’ She didn’t finish the sentence. ‘Will you come to the house?’ she asked. ‘I’d like you to see something.’

			Holt frowned. He’d known Alison all his life; there wasn’t a time when he hadn’t known her. She’d never found it difficult to talk to him before. ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.

			‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘Will you?’

			‘Of course.’

			She seemed edgy. Almost as though she were nervous of him.

			‘Something’s wrong,’ he said.

			Alison was Ralph Grey’s daughter; the Greys and the Stones had founded Greystone Office Equipment together, and in the early days, had practically lived together. He, Alison, and his cousin Cassie had grown up together, and Alison had never felt ill at ease with him in her life.

			‘Come on,’ he said. ‘You’d better tell me.’

			‘I’m in trouble,’ she said. ‘But let’s leave it until we get to the house.’

			She always called it the house. Never home. Still, they hadn’t been there very long.

			‘Why were you inviting Bob for a drink?’ she asked.

			‘Is it that unusual?’

			‘It is a bit,’ she said. ‘He doesn’t know how to have time off. He only understands business drinks.’

			Holt smiled. Well, it would have been a business drink, of a sort. He’d wanted to sound him out about London. And he wondered, not for the first time, why Alison had married Bob Bryant, seventeen years older than her, and a company man from the roots of his hair to his toes. Perhaps that was the problem, he thought. He’d soon find out.

			He walked slowly, noting every change, until he got to where High Street used to be. Still was, according to the sign. But it had changed so much that he didn’t really know where he was going. The George must still be there, or they would have told him. He pressed his lips together in annoyance. ‘They’ no longer ran his life. They no longer fed and clothed and housed him. They no longer told him what to do and when to do it, and how to do it. They couldn’t take away his privileges or his identity any more.

			But they could make him report to a probation officer, they could insist on knowing where he was living, and they could recall him at any time if he showed homicidal tendencies.

			In London that morning, he had called in at his solicitor’s office before he had done anything else. He had picked up a case full of papers, papers which he’d told them he would want. A transcript of the trial, every piece of evidence, every scrap of paper, everything they had written or that anyone else had written about him, or Alison, or Allsopp. All he knew about Allsopp was the police description of him; six foot two, medium build, brown hair. Thirty-four. He didn’t even know what he had looked like, and he was supposed to have murdered the man.

			And personal things – cheque book, ready cash – things he had told his solicitor to have ready for him. His driving licence – it was just a green piece of paper in a plastic folder. It expired in the year two thousand and eleven. He’d have to make a note to remember to renew it. He smiled at his own joke, which hadn’t been voiced, for who had been there to listen for the last sixteen years?

			‘Are you sure about going home, Bill?’ his solicitor had asked.

			‘Yes.’ He had stowed the personal stuff away in various pockets.

			‘You could always change your mind.’

			‘No, I couldn’t. I’ve said that’s where I’m going. If I go anywhere else they’ll have me back in Gartree before I can blink.’

			‘No, they won’t, and you know it,’ he’d said crossly. ‘I’ll sort it all out.’

			‘I’m going home.’

			‘But have you thought about it?’ he’d asked.

			Thought about it, breathed it, lived it, eaten it.

			‘Yes,’ he’d said.

			‘They aren’t going to put out the welcome mat – it’s a small town.’ He had sighed, an exasperated sigh. ‘Have you told them you’re coming?’

			Holt’s features had frozen. ‘No,’ he had said slowly, and he had leant on the desk, his face close to the other man’s. ‘And if you have,’ he had said quietly, ‘you will be very sorry that you did.’

			He had seen the fear. Just a few words, and a bit of body language, and you could produce fear.

			‘I haven’t,’ he’d said, so obviously relieved that it had to be the truth.

			‘Good.’ And he had held the position for a moment, before relaxing and straightening up.

			The solicitor had shuffled some papers about his desk then. ‘I’m only thinking of you, Bill,’ he’d said.

			‘Thank you.’ He had walked to the door.

			Once the space between them had grown, the solicitor’s nerve had returned. ‘If you cause any trouble, they will have you back in Gartree,’ he’d said.

			‘No trouble,’ Holt had said. ‘You have my word.’

			He needed a car. He took one of the side roads off what used to be High Street. There used to be a car showroom there, from which Spencer had rented his cars, once he’d got rid of the American job he had called the gas-guzzler. Petrol cost too much in this country, he had said. Holt wondered what he thought of it now.

			It was there. New plate glass, and a new office.

			‘Could I see your licence please?’ she asked.

			He gave her the licence.

			‘Thank you. Could you wait a moment, Mr Holt?’

			Mr Holt. It hit him like a truck. No one had called him Mr Holt, not for fifteen years. They had called him Mr Holt in court.

			‘Did you ask her why she had done such a thing?’

			He tried to stand up, and answer the question directly, as he’d been advised to. But his head hung down. ‘No. I didn’t speak.’

			The prosecution counsel raised his eyebrows, and looked at the jury. Holt hadn’t looked at them once since he’d started giving evidence. He’d watched them when Bryant gave evidence. And the taxi driver. And the police inspector. They looked as though they were listening, but how could you tell? They might be thinking what to have for supper, or wondering what won the two thirty. And if they were listening, what were they hearing? Evidence piling up against him.

			‘Did she speak?’

			‘She said she was sorry.’

			‘I repeat. What did you do?’

			‘I got dressed and left.’

			‘Got dressed, and left,’ he repeated, glancing at the jury again, in the way he had, of sharing a joke with them. ‘Got dressed, and left. Weren’t you angry, Mr Holt?’

			‘Shocked.’

			‘Shocked. And, surely, angry? She had just put in jeopardy your marriage, and your job. She had certainly wrecked a friendship. She had betrayed you, Mr Holt. And I think you were angry. I think you were very angry.’

			‘I suppose so,’ he said. But he hadn’t been. Not really. He had been too shocked to be angry, too stunned by what she had done.

			‘And what did she do, while you were getting dressed, and leaving?’

			Again, the sly look at the jury. Holt looked at them too, now. One of them was smirking, as if he were watching some sort of risqué comedy. ‘Nothing,’ he said, helplessly. ‘She just . . . ’ He moved his shoulders in a slight shrug. ‘Nothing. She didn’t do anything.’

			‘I think she got up, put on her bath-robe, and went downstairs,’ he said. ‘And that you followed her.’

			‘No. She didn’t get up. I just got dressed and left.’

			‘You knocked her unconscious, and you strangled her, with the tie of her bath-robe. That’s what you did, isn’t it, Mr Holt?’

			‘No,’ he said, his voice agonised. ‘No, no.’

			‘All right, Mr Holt. We’ll follow your version of events. You got dressed and left. And when Mrs Bryant was shortly afterwards found dead, the police began a hunt for the man with whom she had had sexual relations prior to her death. That was you, Mr Holt. Why didn’t you come forward?’

			‘Because . . . ’ Why the hell did he suppose? Because at first they had held Bob for hours, then let him go. And then they were looking for him – him, thinking he had done it. Because it hadn’t been him, and he didn’t understand about the private detective. Because he was confused, and bewildered and frightened. ‘I was frightened,’ he said.

			‘Of what, Mr Holt? You had just got dressed and left, hadn’t you?’

			Yes. Yes. But everything had happened so quickly.

			‘When the police questioned you about your property being found in the boot of Mrs Bryant’s car, you told a pack of lies, didn’t you?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And it wasn’t until you were questioned in respect of Mr Allsopp’s death that anything approaching the truth began to emerge.’

			‘No – it wasn’t quite like that – I . . . I told the truth. It is the truth. This time.’

			‘This time? I put it to you that it is still a pack of lies. That you beat and strangled Mrs Bryant, and that when Mr Allsopp contacted you, saying that he was investigating Mrs Bryant’s death, you panicked. You thought that he was the one Mrs Bryant had thought was watching her; that he had seen you at Mrs Bryant’s house. I put it to you that you went to Mr Allsopp’s caravan with the express intention of killing him, and that that is what you did.’

			‘No.’ His voice was weak now.

			‘Do you deny having been in Allsopp’s caravan on the afternoon of his death?’

			Holt shook his head.

			‘Please answer aloud, Mr Holt,’ said the judge.

			Holt looked across at him. It was all right for him, sitting there in his silly clothes. ‘No,’ he said.

			‘Let me get this straight, Mr Holt,’ said the prosecuting counsel. ‘You are asking this court to believe that you just happened to be in Mrs Bryant’s house immediately prior to her death, and in Mr Allsopp’s caravan immediately post his?’

			‘Yes,’ he said.

			The car wasn’t bad. And he could drive it easily enough. But the roads were incomprehensible. It was all one-way traffic and cobblestones in the middle of what used to be perfectly good streets. And traffic lights, my God, the traffic lights.

			He hadn’t checked in at the hotel. He had meant to, but his dream wouldn’t be denied, not even for that. He’d do it later. Because today was Friday. It was the last Friday in June, and if he knew Bob Bryant, that was something that wouldn’t have changed in sixteen years. The Greystone Office Equipment board meeting would still be held on the last Friday of the month, and Bill Holt was going to attend.

			Because now he was out. And he was back.

			‘. . . and a man like you, who does not hesitate to kill whoever crosses him or threatens his security, must be kept away from the community for a very long time. You kill easily, without compunction, without remorse. I must therefore sentence you to life imprisonment, with a recommendation that you serve not less than fifteen years in prison . . . ’

			The judge’s words rang in his ears as he drove. Fifteen years. He’d served his fifteen years and then some, on top of the months in custody before the trial. But now he was out.

			He was out, he was back, and he was dangerous.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Holt drove towards Greystone’s head office, ostentatiously built with grey facing stone in the late sixties, even before it had mushroomed into the concern it was now. Not in London, which would have been more sensible, and where its executives had had to spend half their lives anyway. Not in Birmingham, or even Leicester, where it would have seemed more at home. But here, Ralph Grey had insisted. Here, where his roots were. And out of town, right on the edge of the countryside. He probably wouldn’t get planning permission these days.

			The firm was an amalgamation of Grey’s Office Machines and Stone (Wireless) Ltd in the mid-thirties, before the war. Ralph Grey was very young and forward-looking; Arnold Stone was much older, much more forward-looking, and wonderfully eccentric. Together, they had become Greystone Office Equipment, producing everything from paper clips to internal telephone systems. And, late in 1969, along had come Thomas Jefferson Spencer, fresh-faced and youthful, full of American confidence, to tell them that the coming thing was microelectronics. It had taken him the best part of a year, but he had convinced them, and in the sixteen years that Holt had spent behind bars, Greystone had grown out of all recognition. Holt’s bank balance had grown with it; he was a rich man.

			Before the outbreak of war, Arnold Stone had purchased a huge folly of a building which had housed the headquarters of the firm, and both families. When Holt’s mother married, the couple had simply moved in to a set of rooms. In due course, Ralph’s wife and Holt’s mother had produced babies within months of one another, and thus he had grown up with Alison. In the late fifties, the firm had grown, pushing the living quarters out, and they had acquired more conventional abodes. In the sixties, the head office was built, and the old house was demolished to accommodate a dual carriageway.

			Ralph had marked down Holt as Alison’s future husband, and he had been quite happy with the prospect. But the relationship, such as it was, had drifted, and they had grown merely friendly by the time they were twenty. There had never been anything definite, and he had met Wendy, and begun to wonder if marrying Alison was really what he wanted – not that marriage to anyone was top of his list of priorities. But Alison had pre-empted any statement he might have made concerning their future by suddenly announcing that she was to marry Bob Bryant, then Greystone’s administration manager. Holt had been surprised, and a little hurt. Thirty-seven and divorced, Bryant was hardly the mate Ralph would have chosen for Alison, but he had given his permission readily enough. At least Bryant was highly suitable as far as the company was concerned. Holt had married Wendy when he was twenty-one, and his motives for doing so were unclear, even to him.

			He was older now, and wiser. He parked the car in the car park under the Greystone building which stood on ugly stilts above him.

			‘I’m sorry,’ Bryant’s secretary said. ‘It’s board day – he won’t be available until after five.’

			‘I’ll just say hello,’ Holt said.

			‘If you can give me your name . . . ’

			Holt winked, and opened the connecting door to Bryant’s office, which was empty. He closed the door as the girl came scuttling after him, and strode to the board room.

			He opened the door, and they looked up, like a class photograph. They were all there. Every one of them.

			Bob Bryant, thin, nervy as ever. You could practically hear the ulcers growing. He was over sixty now, Holt realised, as Bryant took his spectacles off and frowned a little. At first he looked surprised by the interruption, then horrified when he recognised Holt.

			Jeff Spencer, more handsome than ever in early middle age. He was still married to Thelma, despite all the mutterings at the time of how it wouldn’t last. They gave smart dinner parties; Holt didn’t suppose that he’d find himself on the guest list.

			And Wendy. A little plumper than when he’d last seen her, which hadn’t been so long ago. She had done well out of the inevitable divorce. She had arrived at Greystone as a trainee accountant, and had stayed with the firm after they married, moving up the ladder as quickly as nepotism would allow. And when the dust on the trial and the divorce had settled, she had told him that Charles Cartwright had proposed her as a board member. He had thought she was mad, given the circumstances. And even without that, he couldn’t see it happening. Ralph had had to swallow one woman on the board; he’d never go for two. But he had, despite everything.

			At least they had stuck by Wendy, he thought, with grudging appreciation. But seeking election to the board still seemed an odd move for Wendy to have made, all the same. She had married again; perhaps he had been pulling her strings. Despite the divorce, despite her re-marriage, he had seen Wendy regularly, and she had kept him up to date with Greystone and its directors’ doings.

			Charles Cartwright. Smooth, well-educated Charles, his sand-coloured hair immaculately cut and styled as ever. Not a whizz-kid any more, but a successful man in his early fifties. He had been the youngest ever supervisor, section head, department head, you name it. At thirty-five, he had been the youngest board member, until Cassie came along. And he had been strongly tipped to become the youngest-ever chief executive, but Bryant had kept the job himself when he became chairman, and he had never relinquished it.

			And Cassie. Cassie Stone, Holt’s cousin, had come into her slice of Greystone on the death of their grandfather, having turned thirty that year. She had been free to take her seat on the board, unlike Holt. Cassie was blonde, and good looking in a tousled, untidy way. She hadn’t changed all that much. None of them had. A little bit older, a little bit more what they had been. Balder, plumper, smoother.

			‘I’m out,’ he said.

			Bryant looked at the others before he spoke. ‘I didn’t think you would have the gall,’ he said.

			‘Some of this company’s mine,’ Holt said steadily.

			‘That does not give you the right to come in here.’

			Holt raised his eyebrows, and slammed the door shut in the face of Bryant’s hovering secretary.

			Spencer stood up. ‘Shall I help him on his way?’ he asked. The accent wasn’t so noticeably American now, but what there was was still unmistakably Brooklyn. Spencer obviously fancied himself in a rumpus.

			Holt took a step towards him. Spencer wasn’t a tall man, and Holt stood close to him to accentuate his advantage. ‘Sit down,’ he said, looking into Spencer’s blue eyes.

			But he didn’t see fear this time. He saw another look he knew. The look of someone assessing him, evaluating him, and deciding that it wasn’t worth the risk. A street-fighter’s look. Spencer shrugged, and sat down.

			‘I just want to ask for your help with something,’ Holt said mildly, and took a chair from the ones lining the wall. He straddled it, leaning his arms on the back. ‘All of you.’

			‘You expect our help?’ Cassie said, and Holt’s eyes flicked over to her. ‘Go to hell,’ she said.

			‘I’ve been,’ said Holt. ‘I don’t recommend it. You see,’ he went on, his eyes on each of them in turn, ‘I didn’t kill Alison. Or your private detective,’ he said to Bryant. He looked round the table. ‘One of you did.’

			There was a general shuffling, a kind of flurry of movement, when he had spoken the words. A sort of communal turning away in embarrassed disbelief. One of them was faking it, and he was going to find out which.

			‘This is ridiculous,’ Charles said, his fair skin reddening. ‘This is some sort of sick game.’

			Holt glanced at him; he stared malevolently back.

			‘So, let’s see which of you doesn’t want to help me.’

			‘No one wants to help you,’ Charles said.

			‘Come on, Charles,’ said Holt. ‘I’ve been in prison for sixteen years. Sixteen years; think about it. I didn’t kill Alison. And if you didn’t, then you’ve nothing to lose by helping me. The only one who has anything to lose . . . ’ He finished the sentence with a shrug. ‘What about you, Wendy? You promised to love, honour and obey me once. Yes she did, Cassie, she promised to obey.’

			Cassie didn’t react.

			‘How?’ Wendy asked. ‘I couldn’t help before, how can I help now?’

			‘Just answer any questions I ask you,’ he said. ‘That’s all. I don’t know what the questions will be yet. And I don’t know when I’ll be asking them. Will you do that for me?’

			‘It was a long time ago, Bill,’ she said. ‘I don’t know if I’ll remember.’

			‘Odd. I remember it as if it was yesterday.’ He turned to Bryant. ‘How can it hurt?’ he asked.

			‘I gave my evidence at the trial,’ Bryant said, his voice hostile.

			‘So you’ll have no objections to my asking you to give it again?’

			‘I have the strongest possible objection to your being here at all.’

			Holt nodded, and turned quickly. ‘Charles. What about you?’

			‘I think this is some sort of lunatic idea that you thought up in prison, and I’m having nothing to do with it.’ He stood up. ‘And if you’re going to stay here, I’m leaving.’ He strode across the room, and banged the door behind him as he left.

			‘Jeff,’ Holt said.

			‘I don’t see how I can help you,’ Spencer said, without animosity. ‘I wasn’t involved. How can I help?’

			‘I don’t know. But if you can, will you?’

			‘I just don’t see how. I mean, I wasn’t even with the firm officially. I was still in London, if you remember. I’d never even met Alison.’

			‘No,’ Holt said. ‘But you’d seen her.’ This was his first real attempt to get to grips with it. He watched Spencer carefully.

			‘Had I?’ he asked, frowning.

			‘That evening. The very evening that she died.’

			Spencer shook his head, still apparently puzzled.

			‘Alison picked me up at the station. And you were just behind us.’

			Spencer’s face cleared. ‘Why yes, I remember seeing you with a girl. I just caught a glimpse, of course —’

			‘And in sixteen years it never occurred to you that that was Alison you saw?’ Holt asked, interrupting him.

			Spencer’s blue eyes didn’t blink. ‘No,’ he said.

			Holt dropped it. ‘Cassie?’ he said. ‘How about you?’

			She nodded. ‘I’ll help you,’ she said. ‘If I can.’

			Holt couldn’t disguise his surprise. ‘Just like that? No provisos, no disclaimers?’

			She looked at him for a long time. ‘I was certain that you had killed her,’ she said. ‘And they could have sliced you up into pieces for all I cared.’

			‘And now?’

			‘I can’t believe you’d do this. Not after all this time. Not without a good reason.’

			‘One down, four to go,’ he said.

			Wendy cleared her throat. ‘Well you know I’ll help if I can,’ she said. ‘I’ve never thought you had anything to do with it.’

			Holt nodded. ‘Spencer?’

			‘Look, like I said. I don’t see how I can help. And I think you’ll only upset people by raking it all up again. I don’t think it’s fair on Bob.’

			‘Oh?’ said Holt, his eyes amused. ‘Are you and Bob big mates now? I seem to recall your saying that marrying the boss’s daughter appeared to have been his most significant achievement.’

			Bryant looked down at the minutes which lay abandoned in front of him, but Spencer wasn’t at all put out.

			‘That was before,’ he said. ‘Before I knew anyone. I was wrong. I often am.’ He smiled. ‘But I don’t know if you’re on the level,’ he said.

			‘Same here,’ Holt replied.

			‘Maybe,’ Spencer said thoughtfully. ‘Maybe. Yes, I’ll help. If I can.’

			‘Bob?’ Holt said.

			‘You were tried,’ said Bryant, barely audibly. ‘And found guilty. Of murdering my wife. What sort of help do you expect from me?’ He looked up. ‘How could it have been anyone else? Who else could have done it? Why would anyone else have killed Allsopp?’

			Holt realised that he hadn’t bought cigarettes after all, and took one from Spencer’s packet. Spencer flicked his lighter, and Holt inhaled deeply before he spoke.

			‘I’ve been locked up,’ he said, ‘for a long, long time. For something I didn’t do. If I can convince you that someone else could have done it, will you help me then?’

			Bryant looked at the other three, and didn’t speak.

			‘I’d like to move that this board meeting be adjourned,’ Holt said. ‘All those in favour?’

			They all looked a little embarrassed, and Spencer stood up. ‘OK, Bob?’ he asked.

			Bryant nodded, and the others filed out of the room.

			Holt sat in Spencer’s chair, closer to Bryant. ‘Why did you have a detective watching Alison?’ he asked.

			‘Because I was going away for a week, and she’d have even more opportunity.’

			‘But it was the week of the Brussels exhibition,’ Holt said.

			‘So?’

			‘I was with you, for God’s sake! I thought it was me you suspected?’

			Bryant shook his head. ‘I didn’t know who it was. I only found out it was you after she died.’ He smiled sourly. ‘It explained why Allsopp came up empty,’ he said.

			‘But that was in March,’ Holt said. ‘I wasn’t having an affair with Alison. That day – the day she died – was the first time. The only time.’

			Bryant said nothing.

			‘It didn’t occur to you that he failed because she wasn’t having an affair at all?’ Holt nipped the end of his cigarette.

			‘No,’ said Bryant. ‘It didn’t.’

			‘Couldn’t that be the explanation?’

			‘No. What does it matter now?’ Bryant made to stand up, but Holt was at his side, his hand on his shoulder, exerting just enough pressure to make him sit down.

			‘Not yet,’ he said, sitting on the table, his legs barring Bryant’s escape route. ‘I haven’t finished.’

			Bryant smoothed back what was left of his hair, and didn’t speak.

			‘Allsopp,’ Holt said. ‘Did you employ him again?’

			‘No.’

			‘They said in court that he had left the agency,’ Holt said. ‘Did you employ him direct? Was he watching Alison that day?’
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