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1

Trouble was the last thing on my mind as I drove down a leafy country lane on a sunny autumn morning, but trouble found me anyway. Strictly speaking, I found it as I rounded a bend to discover a low-slung Mercedes skewed across the carriageway, its bonnet crumpled against the broad trunk of an oak. I’d been deep in thought and about half of my attention was on driving; I’d expected to see the Mercedes in front of me, a safe distance ahead, as it had been for the last ten miles. Instinct took over. I slammed to a stop inches from the black, shining bodywork of the other car even as I was still realising what had happened.

I switched off my engine and listened, and the silence was too loud. No one stirred in the Mercedes. One occupant, I thought. The driver had been heavy on the accelerator and the brakes, but he hadn’t been speeding. A new car, less than six months old. The road was narrow, but the bend wasn’t sharp.

Why did you crash?

Why aren’t you getting out of the car to check the damage?

Why aren’t you on the phone, calling for help?

One thing at a time. Swearing under my breath, I started my engine again and reversed my car around the corner so it could sit in the carriageway and stop any other cars from crashing into the Mercedes, its driver and me. That was frankly all that my car was fit for: it was an ancient Golf on its sixth and final owner. I was going to take great pleasure in scrapping it one of these days. I left its hazard lights flashing and ran back with a warning triangle to block the road in the other direction. I was hoping to find the driver upright and shaken but all right, fundamentally. The Mercedes had an exemplary safety record. You couldn’t pick a better vehicle to drive into a tree. He would be fine, I assured myself, in spite of the feeling of dread that was tightening my jaw.

Nothing had changed in the minute or so since I’d come upon the crash. No one moved. Now that I was out of the car I noticed the hot stink of petrol and engine oil that hung in the air. A slick of liquid had started to pool under the car. Not a problem, I told myself, and hoped I was right about that. Cars didn’t just explode when they crashed, unless you were very unlucky. As long as no one lit a cigarette, we should be fine. I didn’t smoke, and the driver presumably had other things on his mind. Fear knotted my stomach anyway as I jogged fifty metres ahead of the crashed car to set up the triangle in the roadway. I had no reason to be afraid, and I had every reason. I approached the Mercedes as if it contained a fully-grown tiger and not a fellow motorist in need of urgent assistance.

The driver’s door was still closed, which worried me; either he’d made no attempt to get out or he was stuck in there. The white cloud of the deflated airbag hid him from view but it was another bad sign that he hadn’t moved it away from his face. I tried the door and it came open easily despite the damage the car had sustained: German engineering at its best.

‘Hello? Are you all right? Can you hear me?’

No response.

Fuck.

I shoved the airbag out of the way so I could see him: late fifties, grey hair, slumped forward over the wheel. I slid a hand between his jaw and his collar, looking for a pulse, finding nothing. My internal swearing went up a notch. Move him and I’d risk damaging his spine. Leave him where he was and he had no chance whatsoever.

No choice, really.

I reached across him to undo his seatbelt and pushed him back in his seat gently, supporting his head as best I could. Maybe I’d just missed his pulse …

His flesh was clammy under my fingers. I was still talking to him, babbling cheery nonsense, but not so much as a flicker of awareness crossed his features.

‘All right, mate. Think we need to get you out of the car. I’m on my own so this might be a bit rough, but bear with me.’

I emptied his pockets quickly, shoving his phone and wallet into my jeans so they didn’t fall onto the road when I lifted him. I slid his seat back as far as it would go, away from the twisted dashboard, then swung his legs out of the car with a silent prayer that I wasn’t doing irreparable harm. I tipped his arms over one of my shoulders and leaned into his torso before hoisting him up.

Dead weight. The words had never been more appropriate.

At least he wasn’t very tall, I told myself, my knees buckling as I stepped away from the car and along the roadside towards a flattish bit of grass on the verge. How long since I’d come across the crash? A couple of minutes, no more than that. Time was stretching, as it tended to in a crisis.

I lowered him to the grass as gently as I could and tipped his head back so I could look into his mouth. No obvious blockage to his airway. Nothing was stopping him from breathing, except that he wasn’t. I undid the buttons on his shirt and put my ear to his chest, which was completely still. Long-ago first-aid training came back to me: the instructor barking instructions. You can’t make ’em more dead, whatever you do.

I put the heel of one hand in the middle of his chest and leaned my other hand on top of that, and began chest compressions, counting under my breath, horribly aware that I was on my own and that I wouldn’t be able to keep it up indefinitely. Proper CPR breaks ribs, I’d been taught. I did my best.

The sound of a car engine broke my concentration after a couple more endless minutes. I looked up to see a small Peugeot humming to a stop just in front of the warning triangle. The driver – a slight young woman with long brown hair – got out.

‘Is everything OK?’

Not really, I thought, and didn’t waste my time saying it. ‘Can you call 999? We need police and an ambulance. Tell them one casualty, not breathing, no pulse.’ It took me ten breaths to get the words out.

Her hands were shaking as she dialled. I listened to her end of the conversation, well aware of what the operator would want to know.

‘Where are we? I – I don’t know.’

‘Sarsden Road, off the B4450,’ I said. ‘About a mile from the turn-off, heading west.’

She repeated what I’d said, word for word. ‘Yes. One casualty. He’s not breathing. Yes, there’s a man here doing that. No, he’s on his own. No! No, I couldn’t. I’m not strong enough.’

My shirt was sticking to my back. I wasn’t far off being exhausted. I stopped and put my fingers to his throat. Nothing.

Get on with it.

I heard another engine, this one throaty and deep. I glanced over my shoulder to see a large man getting out of a van behind the Peugeot. He jogged across to me.

‘Need a hand?’

I nodded and moved out of his way, sitting back on my heels. My arms felt like lead. The large man was maybe twenty-five, with colourful tattoos crawling up his arms and a full bushy beard. He was muscular rather than fat, and competent enough that I could watch him while I got my breath back and stretched out my limbs. When I noticed him starting to struggle, I took over again, and we went on like that for another three or four minutes, checking for a pulse with diminishing hope.

What a mess, I thought. What a complete and total disaster.

‘Try again?’ The big man leaned away and I pressed my fingertips against the driver’s throat.

‘Anything?’

I hesitated. Was it just that I wanted to feel a pulse? But no, there was a definite flutter under my fingers, regular and steady. I put the back of my hand over his mouth and felt warm air on my skin.

‘You beauty.’

‘Is he breathing?’ the big man asked anxiously.

‘Yeah.’ I shook my head. ‘I didn’t think that was going to work.’

‘Me neither.’

‘Is he OK?’ The young woman had come closer, her face white. She was still holding her phone to her ear.

‘No, but you can tell them we’ve got a pulse and he’s breathing on his own.’

She repeated it and listened, then relayed, ‘They’re five minutes away.’

Five minutes. He could stay alive for five minutes, I thought, until the proper professionals turned up.

It was the longest five minutes of my life.

‘You did a decent job marking the accident.’ Grudging praise from a traffic officer who was sternly inspecting the scene, but it was still praise.

‘I just wanted to make sure no one else crashed.’

‘Got any training?’

‘My driving instructor was a retired police officer.’

The officer grunted. ‘He did a good job on you.’

‘She was a good teacher.’ I couldn’t resist correcting him but I’d have been better to say nothing, as the officer took himself off for a tight-lipped tour of my car. They had ways of punishing smart-arse members of the public; I’d be lucky if I was allowed to drive it away.

The road was still covered in oil and broken glass, but a recovery vehicle was preparing to remove the crippled Mercedes. An ambulance had taken the driver away twenty minutes earlier, driving off at a respectable speed, though he was stable, and breathing, and semi-conscious. The girl had got into her Peugeot and left, still trembling, followed by the bearded man. He had continued his Good-Samaritan routine by promising to make sure she got home OK, which prompted her to stare up at him with adoring eyes. He had at least got her number out of the accident, I thought. What a way to meet. A story for the wedding reception, maybe, one day.

I had hung back so I could speak to the police officers. Judging that the one who was inspecting my car wasn’t likely to be forthcoming, I wandered over to where the other was photographing the road.

‘Any idea what caused the accident?’

‘Best guess is that he had a heart attack and crashed.’ The officer squinted at the road surface. ‘You can see he wasn’t going fast. And we have your statement that he was driving all right up to this point. Would you have seen if anyone else was involved?’

‘Yeah. I came round the bend just after it happened – a few seconds, not more than that. I wouldn’t have missed another vehicle or a bike or a pedestrian.’

‘And he was on his own in the car?’

‘As far as I could see.’

‘Single-car collision, and he wasn’t breathing when you found him.’ The officer shrugged. ‘The crash could have finished him off if he’d been going faster. If you hadn’t happened to come along, he’d have died anyway. He was lucky.’

He’d had a heart attack and written off his very expensive car, but he was still lucky. It was all a matter of perspective.

‘Do you know where the ambulance took him?’

‘The JR. It’s the closest hospital.’

The JR was the John Radcliffe Hospital on the outskirts of Oxford, and it was the best facility in the region. Lucky again.

‘I want to check up on him. See if he makes it.’

The officer nodded, not particularly curious about it. ‘You’ll need his name.’

‘I’ll find him.’

‘Fair enough.’ He’d lost interest in me, and the conversation, already.

I went back to my car, which had been judged to be just about roadworthy, and made my escape while I could.

I didn’t need his name.

I’d known who he was long before the car crashed.
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At the hospital I didn’t quite tell the receptionist that I was a close relation of Geraint Carter, but I didn’t tell her I wasn’t either. Geraint was in A&E, where they were stabilising him and assessing him to see if he needed surgery. I could wait, she told me with a sympathetic head-tilt, with the rest of the family in the private waiting room.

I knew they kept the private waiting room for the families of patients who could go either way; Geraint wasn’t out of the woods yet. I walked along the corridor in a thoughtful frame of mind, and tapped on the waiting-room door before I stepped into the lion’s den.

At first glance the room was full of faces, all turned to me with that mingled fear and suspicion that I recognised from long nights of waiting for news from doctors myself. I raised a hand in an apologetic salute.

‘Sorry to bother you.’

‘Are you a doctor?’ The question came from a small, dark-haired man with heavy eyebrows and a handsome, sulky face who had been pacing up and down in the small room. Bruno Carter, straight from the pages of my files: Geraint’s first-born son.

‘No, I—’

‘A nurse?’

I shook my head.

‘Then what the fuck are you doing here?’

‘If you gave him a chance, maybe he could tell us.’ The rebuke was a mild one but Bruno bristled all the same, glowering at the man who’d said it. He was thirty-two but losing his hair fast, and he was a good six inches taller than Bruno. I knew his name was Den Blackwood, and that he was married to Geraint’s older daughter, Cassie. He peeled himself away from the wall where he’d been leaning and came towards me, putting himself between me and Bruno with what I guessed was habitual caution. ‘Are you in the right place?’

‘I’m looking for Geraint Carter’s family.’ I hesitated a little over the name, making sure it sounded as if I was unfamiliar with it.

‘That’s us.’ There were two women in the room, sitting down in the corner, their arms around each other. One was pale and pretty with frightened eyes: Naomi, Bruno’s wife. The other was the one who had spoken: Juliet Carter, Geraint’s younger daughter. She gazed at me with frank interest, her eyelashes spiky and far too long to be real. Her tan was deep and unnaturally even and her nails were elaborate fakes too, but there were recent tear tracks on her face: she was there because she was worried about her dad. She had won the genetic lottery with her looks, taking after her mother in having regular, neat features, but she was built on her father’s scale. I guessed Bruno really minded about his height and Juliet didn’t need to; there were definite advantages to being on the female side of the Carter family.

‘Who are you?’ She asked it confidently, but without her brother’s belligerence.

‘I’m Mark. Mark Howell.’ It came out naturally, because that was how I’d been taught to say it – drilled in my second identity until I’d almost forgotten my first. Rob Langton didn’t exist as far as these people were concerned, and I wanted to keep it that way. I looked around the room, as if I was trying to work out who everyone was. There were two other men in addition to Bruno and Den. One, bald and bull-necked, was Harry Dillon, also known as Geraint Carter’s muscle. The other was a thin, gangling twenty-year-old with acne and hair that badly needed a cut: Carl Carter, the youngest of the children, who looked as if he would rather be just about anywhere else. He was sprawling on a chair, away from everyone else.

‘Should that mean something to us?’ Bruno again.

‘I wanted to see how Mr Carter was doing. I was driving the car behind him when he crashed.’

Den’s interest in me sharpened. ‘Did you see what happened?’

‘No. I came round a bend and found him. I didn’t see the crash. He was driving fine up to then.’

‘Was anyone else there?’ Harry Dillon asked. ‘Any other car?’

‘That’s what the police asked me.’ I hoped I was looking confused enough. ‘No. No one.’

‘Sure?’

‘No one went past me and the road was straight after the bend – I’d have seen them. I’d have heard an engine.’

‘The police told us he wasn’t breathing after the crash,’ Den Blackwood said.

‘Not breathing, no pulse.’ I winced as Juliet gave a little wail. ‘Sorry – I didn’t mean to upset you.’

‘Were you the one who did CPR?’ Den, pursuing the issue to understand exactly what had happened. He liked the details, I thought.

‘Me and another bloke who came along a bit later. I didn’t think we’d get him back, to be honest with you.’

‘Thanks.’ Den came forward with his hand out and shook mine, clapping me on the shoulder for good measure. ‘You saved his life.’

‘I hope so,’ I said honestly. ‘I hope he’s going to be OK. I didn’t want to intrude on the family, but the receptionist sent me in here. How’s he doing?’

‘He’s got a chance.’ It was Harry Dillon’s turn to shake my hand. He squeezed hard enough to crush the bones together and I just about managed not to wince.

Bruno was still looking at me with a thoroughly unnerving hot-eyed glare, and Carl seemed to be lost in his own world. Juliet jumped up and sashayed across the room. She walked as if she was in high heels though she was wearing baggy tracksuit bottoms and trainers.

‘I don’t know how we can thank you, Mark.’ She threw her arms around me and I was enveloped in a cloud of very sweet perfume. A kiss on the cheek left me blinking and slightly sticky.

‘Give it a rest, Juliet.’ Bruno looked even less impressed. ‘What do you want, pal? A reward?’

‘No. Nothing of the sort.’ I reached into my back pocket for the wallet and phone I’d taken out of Geraint’s jacket. ‘I thought he might need these back though.’

Harry gave a low hum of relief and took them out of my hands, turning them over to examine them.

‘We thought they’d been nicked.’ Bruno’s voice was cold.

‘I meant to give them to the paramedics but I didn’t get a chance.’ I had quite deliberately let the paramedics go without them. Before I went to the hospital I’d taken the opportunity to download the phone’s memory to a handy little data stick which was already on its way to my boss. Then I’d gone through the wallet and photographed everything in it, from receipts to the photographs Geraint carried around with him: his wife, his granddaughter, Juliet and her sister Cassie, Carl as a boy. Bruno was conspicuous by his absence and I wondered if he knew that. I’d got full value out of the phone and wallet before I gave them back, and if I’d done my job properly, Geraint would never know.

Harry handed the wallet to Bruno, who weighed it in his hand. ‘Did you help yourself to any money?’

‘No,’ I said calmly, as if it was a reasonable thing to ask. ‘It’s all there.’

‘For God’s sake, Bruno,’ Den said. ‘Don’t be so fucking rude.’

Bruno whipped around to glower at him. ‘Dad carries a lot of cash. It would tempt anyone, let alone someone like him.’

Someone like me. I kept my expression absolutely neutral, amused if anything. Bruno clearly didn’t appreciate my worn jeans and faded T-shirt, or the cheap watch on my wrist, or the battered trainers that were well past their best. Bruno was wearing the kind of watch that will get you mugged in the wrong postcode in London. Everything he was wearing had the buffed perfection and discreet logos that spoke of wealth.

‘I’m sorry about my brother,’ Juliet said, her voice edged with contempt. ‘He has no manners.’

‘It’s fine.’ I shrugged. ‘If I wanted to steal the money I probably wouldn’t have brought the wallet back, though.’

‘He’s got you there, Bruno.’ Harry gave an actual chuckle and Bruno looked crosser than ever.

‘Well, thanks for taking the time out of your day to return it.’ Den was smooth, I thought, and obviously used to being courteous with strangers when Bruno was not.

‘I didn’t have anywhere better to be. I was on my way to a job interview when Mr Carter crashed his car. Once I’d missed that I had nothing to do today.’

‘Are you unemployed?’ Bruno, giving the question roughly the same sort of horrified intonation as if he’d asked me, are you diseased?

‘At the moment. The last few months have been a bit rough since I lost my last job.’ I shook my head as if I didn’t want to talk about it and allowed myself to look faintly troubled. ‘There’ll be other interviews.’

‘Where were you working before?’ Den’s face was open and friendly; this was polite conversation rather than an interrogation. His curiosity suited me down to the ground.

‘I was driving for a company in Swindon. Luxury cars, like Mr Carter’s Mercedes. Weddings and funerals and special occasions.’

‘How did you lose your job?’ Bruno again, presumably hoping for some disgrace that I wouldn’t want to talk about: theft, dishonesty, a brawl, sleeping with the boss’s wife …

‘Usual thing. It was a family business and they had a cousin come over from Pakistan who needed a job.’ The back story was so familiar to me that I hardly had to think about it; we had worked on it for weeks, adding in details that might hook Geraint Carter’s attention. Just because he was out of action, that didn’t mean I couldn’t use it, since I’d been handed the chance. ‘My boss needed to get rid of one of the drivers and I … didn’t fit in the way the others did.’ I tried to laugh. ‘He did give me a good reference, so I should be grateful.’

‘Sounds rough,’ Den said with real sympathy.

‘I should have known. They look after their own.’ It wasn’t quite overt racism but you couldn’t mistake my meaning. If I’d heard someone say that, I’d have felt jarred at the least, but there was no shock on the faces around the room, just nodding. Even Bruno looked marginally less hostile. He flipped open the wallet and pinched a wad of cash. He held it out towards me without counting it.

‘Here. Take this.’

‘No, thank you.’ I took a step back, as if I needed to physically distance myself from the temptation to take it.

‘You earned it.’ Juliet put her arm around her brother. ‘You saved Dad’s life.’

‘That wasn’t why I helped him. I don’t want anything in return.’

‘But you missed your job interview,’ Den said. ‘And you’re unemployed. Won’t that leave you short?’

‘I’ll manage.’ I shoved my hands in my pockets, awkward. ‘If you heard of a job going somewhere you could put in a good word for me. Otherwise …’

Bruno snorted. ‘Do we look like a job centre?’

‘Sorry,’ I said quickly. ‘I shouldn’t have asked.’

‘Don’t be silly.’ Juliet took a step away from Bruno, her face troubled. ‘It’s no problem. We can ask around – or Dad might know someone, if he—’

She broke off and bit her lip, remembering that her dad was currently halfway between life and death. I bowed my head.

‘You’re very kind but please, don’t worry. I’ll be off. Give him my best when you see him.’ I turned and got as far as putting my hand on the door when the cloud of perfume swirled around me again.

‘No. Wait. Daddy would want to thank you.’ She blinked the heavy lashes a few times as she started tapping on her phone. ‘Daddy will want to thank you. Give me your number.’

‘There’s no need—’

‘Just do it.’ Harry’s gravelly voice cut me off. ‘She’s right. Her dad will want to get hold of you when he’s back on his feet.’

I took the phone and keyed in the number and my name, then gave it back to her with a smile. She stared into my eyes for a beat and then let her gaze slide down to my mouth.

‘See you round sometime, Mark.’

‘Hope so.’ I said it with just the right amount of feeling in my voice, which was considerably less than I was actually experiencing.

Provided that Geraint didn’t actually die, it had turned out to be a good day after all.
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When I got back to the flat, I couldn’t help imagining what Bruno would make of it. The best you could say was that it was suitable for someone who had been sacked from a dead-end job, which was how it was supposed to look. It didn’t bother me much to live a bleak life, even though my family had money and I’d grown up in a privileged world. I was uneasy with inherited wealth and had always sheared away from taking advantage of it. I had walked out of my old life to take on this job, leaving without warning, and the few things I’d kept were now in storage. The flat, horrible though it was, counted as my only home at the moment. I told myself that I preferred things to be simple, though I still missed some things: a comfortable sofa, my old colleagues, the king-sized bed I’d shared with my girlfriend, and most of all the girlfriend herself – Maeve.

I only allowed myself to think about her now and then. DC Kerrigan was just another colleague on the same murder investigation squad until I’d fallen for her, hard. I hadn’t thought she would ever feel the same way, and I’d been right about that, because even though she’d been my girlfriend I never felt she was truly mine. She had become the centre of my world. I’d loved her, and wanted to marry her, but every time I’d hinted at it she had backed away. Not ready. Not sure. All I’d succeeded in doing was pushing her away.

I shifted uneasily on the battered sofa, replaying it all in my mind against my better judgement: how I’d loved her to distraction, how I’d thought we would be together forever. And then the gradual realisation that she was holding something back, and I knew she wasn’t even aware of it, but it broke my heart. And I hadn’t given it time, or talked it through with her. I had too much pride. Instead I lost my patience and my temper, and walked away, taking on this new, solitary life, where I had already had two different identities and disrupted two major criminal conspiracies. Most of the time it felt like a good and satisfying substitute for what I’d had.

Most of the time.

You can’t keep what you never had. It was what I thought whenever I wanted to kick myself for what I’d done.

This was my third major investigation, and the toughest, even though the biggest danger so far was dying of boredom. The last few months had tested not my courage but my ability to withstand loneliness and a spartan existence. My boss, Opal, took the view that bank records could give you away, just like phone records, so I lived the part of Mark, unemployed failure. As Mark, I had started off with a small float and got the jobseeker’s allowance I’d have been entitled to had I really lost my job. I had made very little of the unpromising space I’d rented. The flat was in a purpose-built block that dated from the period in the eighties when builders didn’t bother with decent proportions or access to daylight. The narrow living room ended in a cheap kitchen, and both were dingy. The bedroom was just big enough for the bed and a rail for my few clothes. The bathroom was windowless and smelled even though I kept it spotless. The stained couch looked more than usually depressing that evening and the fridge was empty apart from a single bottle of beer.

If I’d taken the money Bruno offered me, I could have had a takeaway.

At least the beer was cold. I sat on the couch and stared at the wall while I drank it, gathering the energy to go out and buy some bread or noodles. I’d eaten more toast in the last few months than ever before in my life. I did make soup or a stew now and then, just to get some vegetables, but it wasn’t healthy, long-term. I was ready for a change. All in all, today’s adventures were looking as if they’d be to my advantage.

Ringing interrupted my thoughts: my phone. Not the one I’d been carrying around all day – the other phone. I grabbed it from its hiding place on top of the kitchen cupboards and answered it without looking to see who was calling. Only one person called me on that phone.

‘You have a lot of explaining to do, young man.’

Opal Gilroy was ten years older than me, if that, but she talked to me as if she was my mum, and fed up with me, and that was at the best of times. This was not the best of times.

‘Boss.’

‘Well?’

‘It wasn’t planned.’

‘I know that. You were doing surveillance to familiarise yourself with the target, not trying to winkle your way into his life. It’s too soon. You’re not ready.’

‘I didn’t have a choice. The man died in front of me. What could I do?’

‘Say a prayer?’

‘Come off it. I had to try to help.’

‘That’s what the training says but I train you to think beyond your training.’ Her voice sharpened. ‘What if they realised who you were?’

‘They didn’t.’

‘You don’t know that.’

‘It was a good opportunity to meet the family. I’ll never get a better one.’

‘But that wasn’t the plan.’

‘I had to change the plan.’ I let myself sound amused. ‘Thinking beyond the training, ma’am.’

‘Don’t use my own words against me.’ She sounded marginally less irritated though. ‘All right. I’ll forgive you. Tell me what happened from the start. Where did you pick him up today?’

I described how I’d been following him as he drove across country, hanging well back. I hadn’t been doing much close surveillance in case he started to recognise me. This had been a one-off, motivated more by curiosity than anything concrete.

‘And then he crashed into a tree,’ I finished.

‘What caused it?’

‘If I had to guess, I’d say he had a heart attack, then crashed. There was nothing coming in the other direction and no sign of any interference. I think he passed out and drove off the road.’

‘And you brought him back from the dead.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Did you give him the kiss of life?’

‘I did not.’

She chuckled. ‘Never mind. I’ve been on to the hospital and he’s out of surgery. They’re happy with him.’

‘That’s helpful.’

‘Isn’t it? It would have been a lot of work down the drain if he’d died. Who was at the hospital?’

I listed the various members of his family and hangers-on.

‘Must have been strange to meet them.’

‘It was, a bit. There’s a weird family dynamic.’

‘Go on.’ She listened as I told her about Bruno and Den butting heads. ‘Could be useful to us.’

‘Could be.’

‘So what happens now?’

‘I told them I was looking for work.’

‘Did you use the back story we’d agreed?’

‘Yes, and I think it went down well. Hard to tell. No one said anything but after I told them what had happened Bruno tried to give me some money.’

‘Did he? Nice of him.’

‘Well, it was his dad’s.’

‘Everything is his dad’s.’ Opal didn’t have a lot of time for Bruno. ‘What happens now?’

‘Juliet has my number.’

‘And do you think she’ll get in touch?’

‘She will if her dad doesn’t.’

‘Fell for you, did she?’ Opal sounded smug. ‘That’s why I wanted you on this. You’ve got the looks and the charm and the brains to back it up.’

‘It’s not like you to be so nice.’

‘This might be the last time we talk. I need to leave it on a high.’

‘Thanks a lot.’

‘Listen to me.’ Her voice became more serious. ‘You did all right today but this has started something that you can’t control. You have to let it play out at their pace now. I wanted us to choose our moment, but the moment chose us.’

‘That’s probably better though. More natural.’

‘It’s rushed. I don’t like rushing.’ She sighed. ‘From now on you’re on your own, kid. Get in touch when you need to but if I don’t hear from you, I’m going to assume you’re OK. Until the body turns up, that is.’

‘Cheerful,’ I observed.

‘That’s how this works. You have to be careful around these people. Don’t underestimate them. Don’t let your guard drop. If it goes wrong, I probably won’t be able to save you.’

‘I understand.’

‘Do you?’ She hesitated. ‘They’ve killed before, you know. Not one of us, but that wouldn’t stop them.’

‘OK.’

‘So be careful.’

‘I will be.’

I ended the call and sat back on the sofa. There was a half-inch of beer left in the bottle but I didn’t want it. Nor did I feel like going out for food anymore.

Something about what Opal had said – and the way she said it – had made me lose my appetite.

For the first few days I told myself not to expect Geraint to phone me, because he was in hospital recovering from major surgery and a life-threatening accident. For a few days after that, I sat and stared at my phone, willing it to ring, from six in the morning until midnight. I took it with me when I went running, when I went to the shops, when I had a bath. I kept it on the table in cafes and balanced it on my knee in the car so I could feel it vibrating, on the off-chance that I’d switched the ringer off by accident.

It didn’t ring, and it didn’t ring, and after nine days, I gave up. He wasn’t going to call. Juliet had forgotten to pass on my number, or she had tried and got nowhere. Geraint was the kind of man who expected people to do things for him. Saving his life was one step up from washing his car. Why had I expected him to thank me?

I sat on the sofa for endless hours and felt wretched. Now that they knew who I was, I had to wait for them to contact me. I couldn’t think how to engineer another meeting without making them suspicious. I’d had my opportunity in the hospital and I’d blown it. This would be someone else’s job soon, and Opal would find something else for me to do. Paperwork, probably.

Eleven days and five hours after I dragged Geraint Carter out of his car and saved his life, my phone rang. I almost knocked it off the coffee table in my hurry to answer it.

‘Hello?’

‘Is that Mark?’ A deep voice, confident, scrubbed so clean of class signifiers that it was impossible to tell where he had come from or how hard that might have been. I should have felt triumphant, or just relieved, but what I felt was cold, all the way down to the pit of my stomach.

‘Speaking.’

‘This is Geraint Carter. You saved my life a couple of weeks ago.’

Forget everything you know about him. Treat him like a stranger.

‘I remember, believe it or not.’

‘I don’t.’

I was surprised into sincere amusement. ‘You weren’t in the best shape to take notice of what was going on.’

‘One minute I was driving along, the next I woke up with a nurse leaning over me telling me I’d had an operation. At least she was pretty.’

I actually laughed at that. ‘How are you feeling now, sir?’

‘Better. Much better. They cleaned out the pipes and gave me some pills to take and I feel fine now.’

‘Good to hear.’

‘Yes. Well, they tell me that if you hadn’t come along I wouldn’t have made it.’

‘I just did what anyone would have done.’

‘Most people would have waited for an ambulance to come and I’d have been dead.’

‘I had to make a decision and I guessed right.’

‘Luckily for me.’

‘I’m glad it worked out.’ You have no idea how glad.

‘My son told me you wouldn’t take any money.’

‘No. It didn’t seem right.’

‘Hmm.’ I couldn’t tell if it was a disapproving noise or not. ‘My daughter told me you were on your way to a job interview and you missed it.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Found anything yet?’

‘Not yet. Still looking.’

‘I’ll ask around. See if anyone I know has any vacancies. I’ve got a lot of friends in business.’

I pinched the bridge of my nose, frustrated. ‘Thanks, sir.’

‘There’s one more thing. I’m having a little party to celebrate my sixtieth birthday. It’s next week. Would you like to come along? I can introduce you to a few people there. It’s always easier to make a good impression in person.’

‘That’s very kind. Thank you, sir.’

‘Give me your address and I’ll get my wife to send you an invitation.’ He hesitated. ‘It’s black tie.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Do you have a suit?’ It was the question of a man who hadn’t grown up rich and knew what it was like to have an unexpected expense thrown in your direction.

‘I will have a suit by next week.’

‘What I don’t want,’ he said, showing his steel, ‘is to have you turn up in a shitty hire suit looking like a waiter.’

‘I’ll do my best to avoid that.’

‘We can send you a suit. As a thank you.’

‘Please don’t.’

He chuckled, slightly unexpectedly. ‘You have your pride, don’t you?’

‘Pride, but no suit.’

‘Well, sort it out.’ He sounded warmer. ‘Consider it a test. We’ll see how you do. If I’m impressed, I’ll make sure we look after you.’
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In the ordinary course of events, there was no way I’d ever have been allowed across the threshold of Wintlesbury Manor. I’d looked it up beforehand, curious about the venue Geraint had chosen for his party. The hotel was a golden-toned Cotswold mansion with a spa and an award-winning eighteen-hole golf course. I was glad I’d prepared myself as I drove through the grounds and parked my battered car between a Porsche 911 and a Ferrari.

The suit I’d found fitted me as if it had been made for me, and I’d spent the remainder of my budget on a crisp evening shirt. Before I left my flat, I’d looked at myself and thought I looked all right. No one would pick me out. Even so, I felt highly conspicuous as I jogged up the steps to the front door and arrived in a marble-floored hall that was full of elegant women and men in immaculate black tie. Huge flower arrangements stood on every surface and an enormous chandelier had dim enough bulbs to cast a flattering light. A competent but fierce woman with a clipboard and a professional smile took my name and passed me on to one of a fleet of waiters armed with trays of champagne. I took a glass to hold as I moved through the party. For many reasons I wanted to keep my wits about me, and I had the excuse that I would be driving home on dark and narrow country roads.

The rest of the guests were far less inhibited, knocking back their drinks. There didn’t seem to be any limit on the amount of champagne being served: the waiters emptied bottle after bottle. No one was particularly interested in me and I tried to look as if I wasn’t memorising faces and matching descriptions with individuals. Opal had made it clear that I was to come back with a full list of guests. I was just wondering whether there was any chance of charming the clipboard dragon lady into giving me her list when there was a shriek in my ear.

‘You came! You came! I’m so glad.’ Juliet flung her arms around me and kissed me full on the mouth before I could move away in time. I must have looked startled because she blushed. ‘Sorry, I couldn’t help it.’

I laughed. ‘You just surprised me, that’s all.’

‘We are basically strangers.’ The dimple appeared. ‘I feel as if I know you though.’

I felt the same way, but that was probably because I’d been studying her family for months. ‘You look beautiful.’

She did, too: she was in a strapless pink dress that showed off tanned shoulders and a good few inches of cleavage. Her hair was swept up and diamonds that were certainly worth more than my car and possibly more than the flat dangled from her ears.

‘Thanks. You’re not looking so bad yourself.’ She frowned at my suit. ‘Did Dad send you that?’

‘This? No. I bought it.’

‘Where?’

‘Oxfam in Swindon. Twenty quid.’

‘Fuck off.’ She rubbed the sleeve, fascinated. ‘Look at the material. That’s got to be designer.’

‘You know your fashion, don’t you?’ I opened the jacket and showed her the label. ‘Ralph Lauren. Someone’s weight gain was their loss.’

‘You lucky git.’

‘I do feel as if my luck has changed lately,’ I said lightly. She blushed. Don’t cause trouble, Opal’s voice said in my head. Flirting was strictly off limits. It wasn’t fair to Juliet, and anyway, it wouldn’t do me any favours with Geraint. ‘Where’s your dad?’

‘Making a big entrance with Mum in a couple of minutes.’ She turned to look in the direction of the stairs. ‘Why do you think we’re all crammed in here? They want everyone to see them before we sit down for dinner.’

‘Makes sense.’

She frowned. ‘Does it?’

‘This is all about people appreciating how far your dad has come, isn’t it? He wants to impress all of his guests. He can’t just wander in and start mingling – people might not see him.’

‘How do you know all that?’

‘Because he was terrified I’d turn up looking like a tramp.’ I grinned. ‘Don’t worry. I didn’t take offence. I think your brother was unimpressed by what I was wearing at the hospital.’

‘Well, I thought you looked fine.’ She put her arm through mine and squeezed, rubbing the soft curve of her breast against me. ‘But you look even more handsome now.’

‘Er, thanks.’ I needed to move the conversation onto less dangerous ground. The ethics of undercover policing were complicated but one thing was clear: emotional involvement was a definite no. I was seriously considering a discussion about the weather when a bell rang and a member of staff stepped forward to bellow, ‘Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome your host, Mr Geraint Carter, with his lovely wife, Adele.’

A soft murmur of applause and appreciation ran through the party as the two of them appeared at the top of the grand staircase. Mrs Carter was slender in silver sequins. She had ice-blonde hair arranged in a sort of bird’s-nest style, and spiky eyelashes. Beside her, Geraint looked somewhat diminished by his recent experiences. His jacket seemed loose and the skin on his neck was slack. He was smiling broadly, though, and he moved easily as he came down the stairs.

‘I told her to wear red lipstick. She looks like a ghost,’ Juliet murmured, more to herself than to me.

‘Your dad looks better than he did the last time I saw him.’

‘He was basically dead the last time you saw him so that wouldn’t be difficult,’ Juliet pointed out. ‘But he’s been on the sunbed since he got out of hospital. He’s been toasting himself to try to look healthy.’
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