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All others are outside myself;

I lock my door and bar them out,

The turmoil, tedium, gad-about.
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I lock my door upon myself,

And bar them out; but who shall wall

Self from myself, most loathed of all?


(Extract from ‘Who Shall Deliver Me?’ by Christina Rosetti, 1830-1894)
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But who from thy self-chain shall set thee free?

What heart shall touch thy heart? What hand thy hand?


(Extract from ‘Aloof’ by Christina Rosetti, 1830-1894)
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Chapter 1

[image: ]


She might, just might, have succeeded in sleeping through the incessant trilling of the mobile phone alarm, but there was no getting away from the snuffling, wet nose pushing its way under the covers, seeking out an ear to lick. Slowly, reluctantly, Eliza’s eyelids parted, and she squinted at the furry, black and tan face. No sooner had her dark blue-grey eyes met his – round, brown and eager – the Staffordshire bull terrier’s tail began to thrash from side to side, and a noise like a strangled engine emitted from the dog’s grinning mouth.

‘OK, OK,’ she said, and immediately the dog dived off the bed onto the floor, violently sneezed and opened his powerful jaws in a wide yawn. Then, he shook his body from nose to tail-tip as if he had just emerged from a lake and was shaking off the water.

Eliza slid out from under the covers and padded to the bathroom, the dog following closely at her heels. When she reached the door, she looked down at him. ‘OK, Loopy,’ she said, ‘let me go to the loo and have a shower in peace, will you?’ She shut the door behind her, and the dog sat down just outside, pressed his nose against the small gap between door and jamb, and drew a series of short, deep breaths through his nose, making long, forcible exhalations before each set of probing sniffs.
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Paul Ferguson stood behind a waist-high bench, facing one of three small paper shooting targets and pellet traps, each placed a little over a metre apart, and about ten metres in front of the bench. Lying beside him on the bench were a pair of glasses with large, yellow-tinted lenses and a loaded Colt Defender air pistol. He picked up the glasses and put them on, then lifted the gun with his right hand, adjusting his fingers until they were clasped comfortably around the grip. Then he turned slightly, so that the right side of his body faced the target, and shifted his feet into a stable stance.

Holding his arm straight, he slowly raised the gun as he drew his next breath, then squeezed the trigger as he began to exhale. The gun popped, and a hole appeared in the target’s bullseye. Ferguson smiled, his large, white teeth enhancing his handsome, long face. Although he was pushing forty, he could have been mistaken for being much younger, and his tall, lean body was well-toned with hard muscle. He was clean-shaven, with short, dark hair and dark-brown eyes, his hands were large and strong, with long, supple fingers and he moved with an air of complete and utter confidence. He was the kind of man whom women fell over themselves in their eagerness to get to know him, then couldn’t get away from fast enough once they’d satisfied their curiosity.

He fired the pistol again and again, thirty-two times in total, reloading once, and replacing each target once its bull had been obliterated. Only were there four outliers in total. When he finished, he placed the empty gun on the bench again, removed the glasses and gently rubbed his eyes. Then he glanced down at his wristwatch, and turned to leave the armoury.
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Wilfred Douglas was standing at his kitchen stove frying eggs and bacon over a gas-burner, a large and fluffy, black and white cat weaving expectantly around his ankles. Douglas was about six feet tall, with a lean and muscular body and a symmetrical, clean-shaven face and neatly-trimmed, dark-brown hair. His grey-blue eyes had a guarded look about them, and he tensed his lips into a thin line as he concentrated. When the eggs and bacon had browned around the edges, he switched off the gas and slid them out of the frying pan onto a slice of buttered toast that was waiting on a plate beside the stove. He walked through the kitchen doorway into an open-plan sitting and dining room, and sat down at a round, glass-topped dining table that was just big enough to sit four people. On the table were a blue and white striped Cornish ware tea-pot, sugar bowl, mug and milk jug. With his fingers, he pinched a small piece off his bacon and dropped it over the side of the table. The cat snatched it up eagerly in its jaws.

‘Oh, Terrence. You’d think I never fed you,’ Douglas said, and smiled. The cat sat down and looked up at him, then opened its mouth to emit a silent meow. ‘Yes, I know Eliza always gave you more than that,’ he said, ‘but you’d best get used to the idea that she’s gone, now.’

He poured tea into his mug, added a level teaspoonful of brown sugar and a dribble of milk, and stirred. Then he sliced off a large forkful of his breakfast, chewed on it thoughtfully and washed the mouthful down with a swig of tea. Terrence began to circle one of his ankles; winding his massive, fluffy tail around his lower leg. Douglas used his other foot to gently push the cat away, and took another bite of bacon, egg and toast. But it was no good – the cat came back, this time meowing loudly.

‘Just—’ Douglas snapped, ‘Just... get away from me, will you?’ He shoved the cat away more forcefully this time, and then lowered his forehead into his hands, breathing heavily. After a moment, he said gently, ‘I’m sorry, buddy. I just miss her, you know?’

Terrence looked up at him, uncomprehending, and meowed again. Then he resumed his ankle-circling and began to purr loudly.
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Eliza took the dog out for a walk. When Wil had first brought him to her flat as a puppy, she’d named him Lupine, but had almost immediately fallen into the habit of calling him by his nickname, Loopy, instead. It was easier to call out, and besides, it suited him better. At any rate, as a small, hyperactive puppy, the name had suited him well; but over the past six months she had put in a lot of effort to train him, and now when they were out he trotted obediently at her heels, paying little attention to other people and animals unless she instructed otherwise. She was grateful to Wil for buying her the dog. Although the gesture hadn’t won her back as he had no doubt hoped it would, Loopy had given her life new purpose, and a sense of security. His constant companionship had eased the horrific memories of the last big job she’d done with Wil – being sent back to Australia with him by their boss, Jack Abbott, on an assignment for the private secret intelligence organisation they worked for. The organisation had the ridiculous acronym, LILPIG, which stood for the Linked International and Local Private Intelligence Group, but its activities were by no means ridiculous. Its central office, in Marylebone, was officially known as West London Group Control, but to maintain secrecy and to soften the impact of the often devastating nature of their work, its employees afforded the place an air of irreverence by more often referring to the organisation and its headquarters as Little Pig or The West London Golf Club.

Becoming a spy hadn’t exactly been her choice – far from it. No, the role had been forced on her when Jack had taken her on as an employee after she’d helped Wil wrap up a few loose ends on an assignment that went wrong. This, in event, had been fortunate for her, Eliza knew, because she was the reason it had gone wrong in the first place: homeless and living rough in London after escaping a traumatic event in Australia, she’d accidentally taken her second life – and her second would-be rapist – who had happened to be Wil’s target. And bad luck for Wil, then. Except it wasn’t. He’d gone on to meet her at a pub and fallen in love with her before finally the truth came out. Then later on, they’d gone on assignment to Australia together, she’d realised the terrible price of belonging to the Golf Club, and love was the inevitable sacrifice. The job came first – it had to – and the inescapable evil that resided within it crept into everyone who came into contact with it. And everyone who worked for LILPIG was indebted to, or being blackmailed by, someone else more powerful, somewhere in the shadows behind them. Loopy wasn’t the only wolf among the piglets. But he was far and away the nicest.

Buttercups glinted in the warm, late August sunshine which was beating down that day on the lush, green park, and birds twittered happily as they swooped after tiny insects, or pottered about on the grass, seemingly oblivious to both people and dogs. Loopy, eager to please, jovial and not in the least bit wolf-like at this very moment, stopped to cock his leg against a London plane tree, and Eliza paused to wait for him. They walked on again for a bit, and then she unclipped his lead. Immediately, he ran ahead, sniffing at tree trunks and then cocking his leg on them with a look of deep concentration on his face. A small, grey poodle ran over towards him then stopped a short distance away, and the dogs regarded one another, their ears and tails raised. Loopy approached the poodle and they sniffed each other stiffly, nose to tail, then Loopy leaned back and lowered the front of his body, front paws outstretched in a play-pose, and the poodle’s ears twitched. The spell was broken, and suddenly the two dogs began to gallop around in an ever-widening circle, grinning wildly at each other, until the poodle’s owner, a white-haired man of about seventy, ran up, breathless.

‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ he said.

‘That’s OK,’ said Eliza. ‘Your dog’s been very polite.’

The man groped clumsily at the dodging poodle, and finally managed to catch it and reattach its lead.

Eliza called Loopy to come, and he immediately turned towards her, then ran back to her and sat down. She reached into her pocket, took out a small dog treat and gave it to him.

‘You’ve trained him well,’ said the man.

‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘He’s a good dog, but he can be a little over-zealous when playing with the locals.’

‘Your accent,’ he said. ‘You’re Australian.’

Eliza laughed. ‘In another life,’ she said. ‘But please don’t hold it against us. Enjoy your walk.’

‘Yes, you too,’ he said.

Eliza smiled and turned away, Loopy trotting along beside her left leg.
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Her mobile rang almost as soon as they’d left the park. It was Abbott’s personal assistant.

‘Hi, Cheree,’ said Eliza.

‘Hi, Eliza,’ she said. ‘Jack wants to see you this afternoon. Can you come in at around three o’clock?’

‘Of course,’ said Eliza. ‘D’you know what it’s about?’

‘I was just told to ring and ask you to come in,’ she said.

‘All right,’ said Eliza. ‘I’ll be there.’ When Abbott called you in, you went.

At two o’clock, she finished washing up the dishes from lunch and re-filled Loopy’s water bowl. Then she brought in from the balcony a large plastic tray topped with an artificial grass mat for the dog to use if he desperately needed to relieve himself, and then spent a few minutes straightening out the sitting-room and checking that the windows and the balcony doors were locked and bolted. She clipped a blue, hand-bag sized bumbag around her waist and fondled Loopy’s ears. The most expensive kind of velvet could not have felt more pleasurable underneath her fingers.

‘I won’t be long,’ she said, and kissed the top of the dog’s broad head. Then she left the flat, locking the door carefully behind her, and walked to the nearest tube station to catch a train to Marylebone. The Group Control central office was a relatively short walk from the station, and she made it in good time. It was never a good idea to keep Jack waiting...

She showed her identity card to the desk clerk, who sat in a booth behind a clear, laminated polycarbonate glass screen. Then she took off her shoes, handed over her bag, emptied her pockets and walked through the millimetre wave body scanner. It was humiliating, imagining what the clerk would be able to see but, on the bright side, every time you had to undergo the procedure, the embarrassment faded a notch, and she’d lost count how many times she’d had to walk through that thing, now. She put her shoes back on and retrieved her bag and the coins and plastic bag she’d had in her pocket, then walked into the main foyer, towards the lifts.

Abbott’s office was on the top floor, and held a commanding view of the surrounding area from a huge, bullet-proof picture window that dominated the better part of the outside-facing wall. The room had the air of a modern take on seventies retro: a plush, fitted red and gold patterned Aubusson Carpet, eight high-backed walnut dining chairs with leather upholstered seats around a highly-polished table at one end of the room, and a pair of burgundy-coloured button-back Chesterfield arm chairs with matching sofa at the other. The armchairs and sofa were positioned around a small coffee table, on which sat a Fortnum and Mason’s St James tea set, a blue Fortnum and Mason’s coffee cup and saucer and a stainless-steel French press coffee plunger.

He was seated at his desk at the far side of the room, facing the door. The desk was vast, and of a dark-coloured teak, with a gilt-edged leather top the same colour as the lounge suite. The modern desktop computer and three telephones clashed with the desk’s old-world style, but coordinated perfectly with its spotless, shining surface. On the floor behind and to the left of the desk was a wood-veneer bar fridge, on top of which sat a silver tray of expensive-looking liquor and a small assortment of sparkling, crystal glasses. His only concession to brightening up the otherwise sombre décor were two Constable paintings – one, a beach scene below angry clouds, the other a country village nestled under a serene sky – and the ever-present Waterford Crystal vase of tall, freshly-cut and brightly-coloured flowers. Abbott matched the room perfectly: the ex-army Colonel, running slightly to fat since moving to a desk job, with dark, thinning hair and thick-rimmed spectacles. He wore an air of complete confidence in his ability to demand respect and obedience, and a calm demeanour that threatened to lull unsuspecting victims into a false sense of security that everything would be OK.

‘Good afternoon, Eliza,’ he said. ‘Is everything still satisfactory at your flat?’

‘Everything’s fine, thank you, Jack,’ she said.

‘And have you seen Wil at all, lately?’ he asked.

‘No, not recently,’ she said. ‘He was at that drinks evening you organised, of course.’

‘But you are taking care of yourself?’ asked Abbott. ‘Seeing Dr Rayner regularly?’

‘Yes,’ she said. Dr Rayner – Dr Rudolf Rayner – was a highly-qualified Harley Street psychiatrist, who was permanently on-call to the Golf Club to provide emergency de-briefings for those officers working in the field. He had also been responsible for the not so small matter of putting Eliza back together again after the spectacular breakdown she’d suffered before she began working for LILPIG.

Abbott stood up and beckoned her to follow him over to the lounge suite. ‘Come and sit down with me,’ he said, and she followed.

He sat down on one of the lounge chairs, and Eliza lowered herself tentatively into the other. ‘Coffee?’ he said.

Of course, Eliza reminded herself, Jack knows I prefer coffee to tea, along with every other inconsequential personal quirk of mine, like my favourite colour being blue... ‘Yes, please,’ she said aloud, and he poured her a cup, and added a generous amount of milk.

He doesn’t even have to ask how I like to have it.

Abbott poured himself a cup of tea, added the tiniest splash of milk, and stirred it with a silver teaspoon. Eliza picked up her cup and sipped. The coffee was just the right temperature, and the flavour was strong, but rich and smooth.

‘I wonder if you’re feeling up to carrying out another little task for me,’ said Abbott. ‘You’ll have to work with Paul. Hopefully you two have resolved your little differences?’

Little differences... There was a time when Eliza would have refused to be in the same room as Paul Ferguson if Wil hadn’t been there to protect her. From the start, Paul had looked down on her as an alcoholic, hysterical Antipodean female (though, in all fairness, he’d always made a habit of looking down on everybody). He’d not shirked at the task of provoking her to experience a terrifying flashback in order to extract information from her, back before she’d joined LILPIG, and then later coercing her into agreeing to go back to Australia on that last job with Wil by insinuating that he might call on her while Wil was away and sexually assault her. She’d put up a good fight that time, but he was stronger, and far, far better trained at unarmed combat than she was, and he’d hit her back and pinned her down, painfully, on the floor, uttering threats about what would happen to her when he returned. Long after that sordid occasion, he’d eventually apologised to her, explaining that Jack had ordered him to scare her after she’d initially refused to go to Australia with Wil. Intimidation: what some Londoners might call ‘putting the frighteners on’ you. But to Jack it was merely encouragement. And so, being painfully aware of how one must always obey when Jack Abbott issued an order, she’d grudgingly forgiven him.

‘I’d rather not,’ she said, ‘but think I could work with him as long as you provided assurances that he’ll behave in a respectful, gentlemanly way.’

Abbott opened his mouth to laugh, emitting a single, explosive ‘Hah.’

‘You know I’m scared of him,’ said Eliza.

‘As he is of you,’ said Abbott.

‘You’re kidding,’ she said.

‘Most certainly not,’ said Abbott. ‘He finds you confusing and unpredictable. You keep him on his toes, Eliza.’

‘Good,’ she said.

Abbott drained his tea and placed the cup down heavily. ‘So, that’s all settled, then,’ he said. ‘Paul will come to your flat this evening to fill you in on the job.’

‘My flat?’ said Eliza.

‘Don’t worry, I’ve given him strict orders to put you at ease,’ said Abbott. He reached for the French press and held it aloft. ‘Now, would you care for a little more coffee?’ he said. ‘Do tell me about how that young dog of yours is getting along.’
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Douglas’s home phone rang, and he scooped it up immediately. ‘Douglas,’ he said.

‘Ah, Wil. It’s me,’ said Ferguson.

‘Yes? What d’you want?’ said Douglas.

‘I was wondering if you could give me Eliza’s address,’ he said.

Douglas stiffened. ‘Eliza’s address?’ he said. ‘What for?’

‘Jack has sent me round there on an errand, and I’ve forgotten where it is,’ he said.

‘You know bloody well where it is,’ said Douglas. ‘You’ve been there.’

‘Yes, but it’s been such a long time,’ said Ferguson.

‘Don’t give me that crap, Paul,’ said Douglas, and slammed down the receiver.

Ferguson carefully slid his mobile into his top inside jacket pocket and chuckled. It was a soft sound, but entirely without tenderness. Then he climbed out of his car, a chocolate brown BMW Series 7, and locked the doors. He walked up to the entrance at the base of Eliza’s small block of flats and pressed a button on the intercom. Upstairs, she saw him on the tiny screen of her video monitor and, without speaking, pressed the button that opened the door to the stairwell. Ferguson climbed the stairs to the first floor, and rang the doorbell.

Loopy was still lying on the floor just in front of where Eliza had been sitting on the sofa. He raised his head and looked at her enquiringly. ‘Steady, Loopy,’ she said. ‘This one’s a friend... at least, for now he is.’

She walked to the door, Loopy now at her heels, and looked through the spy-hole. Outside, Ferguson was peering back at her. He was alone, and appeared to be carrying a plastic carry-bag in his left hand. She slid the security chain off the door and let him in.

Ferguson’s eyes immediately went to the dog, who returned his gaze with a far more relaxed expression. ‘Don’t worry, he’s OK,’ said Eliza. ‘I told him you’re a friend. You are, aren’t you?’

He looked at her: a foot shorter than he was, aged about thirty, with golden-brown hair and dark blue-grey eyes. Her body had long recovered from the skinniness she’d borne when he’d first met her: now, after a much improved diet, and intensive physical training at the Group Control gym, her body, while still slim, had developed an obvious muscular strength and fitness. She was an attractive – a very attractive – woman. But unfortunately she also happened to be a complete and utter lunatic. ‘Of course,’ he said.

‘Give him a pat, then,’ said Eliza. ‘His name’s Loopy, but before you say anything, it’s short for Lupine.’

‘This is the dog Wil gave you when you moved in here?’ he asked.

‘That’s right,’ she said. ‘Except he’s come a long way since he was a little puppy.’

Ferguson bent down and ruffled the dog’s ears, then looked up and cast his eyes around the flat. There was no doubt Eliza had landed on her feet when Jack had taken her in. There was no way in hell she could have afforded a place like this on her own. The main area of the flat consisted of an open-plan kitchen and a living area which was furnished with a tan and green checked fabric sofa, a side-table and a round, pine dining table with four matching chairs. Along the wall facing the sofa was a timber entertainment unit complete with a television and gaming console, and against the far wall was the glossy, black Roland digital piano he had delivered here himself just before she’d moved in. Double glass doors led out from the dining area onto a small balcony, one corner of which was shaded by the branches of a large plane tree. The décor was pleasant but simple: cream-coloured walls and a white ceiling; crisp, pastel floral curtains and fawn-coloured wall-to-wall carpeting. Everything looked spotlessly clean and almost completely free of dog hair.

‘Would you like a cup of tea or coffee?’ said Eliza.

‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘Whatever you’re having.’

Eliza went into the kitchen, put the kettle on to boil, gathered cups, milk and instant coffee. There was a coffee machine on the bench, but it appeared that he didn’t warrant the extra effort...

Ferguson walked over to the piano and slid back the keyboard cover. He switched on the power, and randomly depressed a few keys. ‘Do you play it much?’ he said.

‘Just about every day,’ said Eliza. She walked over to the piano and sat down on the stool, placed her fingers lightly on the keys. Then, she began to play ‘Yesterday’, by the Beatles. Even without sheet music, it was flawless. When she’d finished, she looked up at him. ‘Just like that,’ she said, then switched off the power and closed the cover again.

‘Very nice,’ said Ferguson.

‘Thanks,’ she said.

She walked back to the kitchen and finished making the coffee, then opened the pantry and took out a tin of assorted biscuits.

‘Come and get your coffee,’ she said, then picked up her cup and walked over to the dining table. Ferguson followed her, and they sat down. Loopy headed straight under the table and lay down at Eliza’s feet.

‘Jack saw you, earlier?’ said Ferguson.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Otherwise I wouldn’t have let you in.’ She sipped at her coffee, and put the cup down.

He let it pass. Eliza would always win a war of words, and he couldn’t afford to get angry with her right now.

‘He wants you to help me with a couple of things,’ he said.

‘A couple of things?’ said Eliza, ‘Or jobs?’

‘A couple of jobs,’ he said.

‘Just you and me?’ asked Eliza, ‘Or is Wil going to be involved in these jobs, too?’

‘Just you and me,’ he said. ‘For now.’

‘What’s Wil doing?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know,’ said Ferguson. ‘Why, don’t you two talk, any more?’

‘Yes, we talk,’ she said. ‘He rings sometimes, sometimes he texts, and occasionally he pops round.’

‘But you tell him No,’ said Ferguson.

‘Oh, I dunno,’ said Eliza, sighing. ‘It’s just... that last job we went on really opened my eyes to the impossibility of maintaining any sort of relationship with a colleague.’

‘So you’re still madly in love with him, then,’ said Ferguson.

She glared at him. ‘It’s not that fucking simple, Paul.’

He chuckled and shook his head. ‘Oh, Eliza,’ he said. ‘You’re so easy to rile.’

‘Yes, well...’ she said, then: ‘Look, why don’t you just tell me why you’re here, Paul, and then you can be on your way again.’

‘Right,’ he said. ‘First job, Jack wants you to pop along to a speed-dating event and hook up with a target.’ He’d made sure to link Jack Abbott’s name with the directive – she’d never agree to it in a million years, otherwise.

‘Oh, no,’ said Eliza, standing up and grabbing her cup. ‘I’m not doing that again – I’m not some bloody Mata Hari. You can tell Jack that just because I’m a woman, he can’t keep using me to seduce his bloody targets.’ She walked back to the kitchen, tipped the remainder of her coffee down the sink.

‘He’s not asking you to seduce the target,’ said Ferguson.

‘Bullshit,’ she said. ‘Why don’t you make contact with this guy, then? Oh, right. Let me see... He’s obviously not gay.’

‘No, he’s not, as it happens,’ he said. ‘But we’re not requesting anything more than for you to make contact with him.’

‘What would be the point of that, then?’ asked Eliza. ‘I’m not stupid, Paul. According to Dr Rayner, I have a very high IQ, in fact.’

‘OK, maybe you might have to help me gain access to his house,’ said Ferguson. ‘But that’s all. You don’t think Abbott would risk you flipping out, do you?’

‘Flipping out?’ she said. ‘God, that’s so insulting, Paul.’

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I meant becoming distressed.’

‘Well, I’m not a prostitute, you know,’ she said. ‘That guy in Australia – Jason Kelly...Col Murray, or whatever his name was – he was vile. Ugly and nasty. And I had to cosy up to him. Yuck. He was better looking after Wil shot half his face off.’

‘And your performance on that job cemented your position on the Golf Club’s staff,’ said Ferguson. ‘It vindicated Wil’s faith in you, and raised Jack’s level of regard for you no end – raised mine, too, as a matter of fact.’

‘Oh, is that so?’ said Eliza.

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘It is.’

She stared at him. When Paul had joined her and Wil at that hotel in Melbourne last year, he’d done nothing but taunt her about her being a vegetarian, and her having been banned from drinking alcohol. And, on top of that, he’d teased her about the trauma she was going through after witnessing Wil blow Jason Kelly’s brains out in bushland near Melbourne.

‘The target won’t lay a finger on you,’ he said.

‘You say that,’ said Eliza, ‘but what if he does?’

Ferguson remembered how she’d reacted that night he’d tried to find out her identity and whether she was a risk to LILPIG. Back before it had all come out about how she’d fled Tasmania after a house fire in which her would-be rapist had perished, and she’d subsequently lost her unborn child, the consequence of a previous attack from the same man. Traumatised to the point where she developed some kind of psychotic dissociative condition, she’d ended up living on the streets of London, anaesthetising herself into a stupor every night with alcohol. Only she’d ended up killing again: this time, when a man named Atol Blake Gard – Wil’s target – had tried to rape her as she slept in an abandoned squat. She hadn’t even technically been awake when she’d embedded her little blue pocket-knife into the side of his neck... Then some time later, when he, Paul, had paid her that visit at Wil’s flat, she’d had a flashback, and reacted like a crazed animal. That was before Jack took her on as an employee of LILPIG, and Rudolf Rayner began treating her; and, according to Rudolf, she was OK now. But one could never tell with loonies...

‘Look,’ he said. ‘I know you have a history, and you’re especially sensitive about anything...physical.’

‘You mean non-consensual sexual contact,’ said Eliza.

‘OK, you’re especially sensitive about non-consensual sexual contact,’ he said. ‘I get it – understandably, you don’t want to risk being groped by this man. But that is precisely why I’ll make sure it won’t happen.’

‘You’ve never cared about that, before,’ said Eliza. She gave him a long, cool look.

‘I’ve told you,’ he said. ‘What happened between us before was simply a means to an end on my part. I wasn’t the slightest bit interested in you, personally. You were refusing to go to Australia with Wil, but Jack needed you there with him. He asked me to do whatever I could to ensure that you went. The way I decided to make that happen seemed like the logical solution at the time.’

‘And the time before that?’ she asked.

‘Same thing,’ he said. ‘Jack asked me to find out what your game was. Wil was taking too long getting it out of you, and the Golf Club needed the information urgently.’

‘See? The first time, Jack asked you to do whatever it took to get me to spill the beans, which you did, but it didn’t quite work, because I was new to this lark back then,’ said Eliza. ‘The second time, Jack asked you to convince me to go to Australia with Wil, and again, you did what you were told. But that time, I knew I had to go in the end, because if it weren’t for Jack, I’d still be on the streets or worse, plus I knew that with one phone call, he could have me arrested for two killings. I have no idea what his hold on you is, but after however many years of working for him, I’m sure there’re lots of things he could pull out of his hat. Ergo, I don’t hold you personally responsible for assaulting or threatening to assault me on his orders. But that’s just it, don’t you see? That’s precisely what I was talking about just now: about Wil and me – why I can’t be with him because of the job.’

‘Well, then,’ said Ferguson. ‘That means you understand why you have to help me in this.’

‘Oh, I understand, all right,’ she said. ‘But you’ll never make me feel happy about it.’

‘Look, I’m not asking you to be happy about this, Eliza, but it really isn’t what you think,’ he said. ‘Abbott is not expecting you to prostitute yourself.’

‘Why pick me for this particular job, then?’ she asked.

‘The target happens to like speed-dating,’ he said.

‘Speed dating,’ said Eliza. By the sound of it, she may as well have said ‘what a loser’.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘He regularly goes to a speed dating event at a pub, and next time you’ll be there, and he’ll pick you.’

‘You seem so certain,’ she said.

‘All you have to do is use your charm,’ said Ferguson.

‘And you’re sure he’ll pick me,’ said Eliza.

‘I’ve seen you use your charm,’ he said. ‘And after all, it’s what you did with Wil to find a way out of living on the streets, isn’t it?’

‘Don’t bring Wil into this, Paul,’ she said. ‘What’s between him and me is none of your business, and never will be.’

‘OK, sorry,’ he said. ‘But I know you can do this job. Just wear a tight-fitting red dress, look the target directly in the eyes, try to speak in a feminine pitch, ask him lots of questions, laugh at his jokes...and tell him you’re interested in fox hunting.’

‘Fox hunting,’ she said. ‘A vegetarian.’

‘You don’t have to tell him you’re a vegetarian,’ said Ferguson. ‘In fact, I’d rather you didn’t.’

‘And what’s with that list you just spouted?’ she asked. ‘Did you look up How to Attract a Mate one-oh-one on the internet, or something?’ But Ferguson merely sighed, and they regarded each other silently.

‘Sorry,’ she said at last. ‘Don’t worry, Paul. I already know all that stuff – like you said, I used it myself on Wil when I first ran into him at the pub. Only, I wore a black dress, then. I don’t look good in red: black, blue, white, brown, yes, but not red.’

‘I’ll leave whatever attire you choose to wear up to your own discretion, then,’ he said.

‘Thank you,’ said Eliza. ‘...I think.’

‘Look,’ said Ferguson. ‘Jack is in no doubt that you will triumph. In fact, so certain is he that he asked me to give you this.’ He rummaged in the plastic bag he had brought with him and took out a new mobile phone, still inside its box. He handed it to her. ‘The target’s name is Ryan Ramsey. You must use this phone for all contact with him. All calls and texts made to and from the phone will be constantly monitored by the Golf Club.’

‘So where is this speed-dating place, anyway?’ asked Eliza. ‘When do I have to go? Have you got a photo of this guy? Not too disgusting is he, I hope?’

*
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Douglas sat down and placed a cup of tea on the table beside him, then he opened his laptop, switched it on and logged into his email account. At once, he saw that Rachael had sent him an email, and he felt a sudden jolt inside his chest. He opened the email at once.

Rachael Edwards – Eliza’s sister (though she had never known Eliza by any other name except Rebecca, of course). They were identical twins, had been close both as children and adults. But Rachael had lived in Canberra, got married, had two young children – Emma and Hamish – and then had got divorced, while her sister Rebecca had moved to Tasmania, got raped by a neighbour, accidentally burned down her house with her attacker inside on his second attempt and then fled to England, where she and Rachael were born. Here, Rebecca Edwards had become Eliza James, leaving her sister to believe that she was dead and her body vanished into the ashes of her burnt-out home. Except that the pull to see Rachael once more had proved too strong and, when she’d travelled to Australia last February with him, she had clandestinely slipped away to see her sister and her niece and nephew. Not to make herself known to them or anything – Eliza would never have risked their mission for that – but to watch them in secret from across the road from where they lived. Finally, she’d confessed to him and convinced him to deliver her much-loved gold and onyx ring to Rebecca, with a concocted story that she and Douglas had been corresponding to each other before the fire, and that she’d posted the ring to him. Because they had been on assignment together at the time, Douglas had been using an assumed name – Al Cooper – and that was the name he’d used when he’d introduced himself to Rachael. It was at this meeting that he’d discovered the coroner’s verdict hadn’t been so cut and dried as he’d been led to believe: that there was a question over Eliza’s alleged death, and Jack had neglected to tell him.

Rachael’s email was, as usual, written in a style that was both informal and affectionate:

Hey, Al.

How are things? You haven’t made any contact with me for a week, now. Are you OK?

Emma and Hamish are doing really well in school, but Tashie’s in my bad books at the moment, because I forgot to take out the kitchen rubbish when I left this morning, and when I got home, I discovered he’d got into the bin and tipped it all over the floor and eaten some of it. Yuck! I’m waiting to see if he shows any obvious signs of ill health before I decide whether to take him to the vet or not. It’s my fault, I suppose – Cockers are notorious for eating anything they can find, so I should have been more careful. How’s Terrence?

It’s starting to warm up slightly, though we are still getting the odd frost. Spring starts next month, and I can’t wait! For a few weeks in September and October, we have a tulip festival here, and by the end of it, I’m usually in short-sleeves. Do you think you might be able to get over here again for summer? It’s such a pity I didn’t get to know you when you were here last time. I had no idea when you appeared on my doorstep how nice you’d turn out to be! If you start looking now, you might be able to find a cheap airfare for early next year. It can stay
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