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CHAPTER I: ONE DAY EARLY JUNE
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Not sure where I’m going to be in a moment. Alive or dead. Or suspended somewhere between the two. Adrenalin surging. Brain-cells working overtime to find a way out. Just the hint of a gap in the outside lane to pull into. Trying desperately to escape the violently braking car in front. A dark-coloured hatchback. Noted by an aloof part of my cerebral cortex. If that’s where irrelevant detail gets stored. A car which drifts, still braking, back into my path. Braking too hard myself. Something’s squealing. My tyres or my mouth. Yanking the steering to get into the space he’s vacated in the middle lane. Is it a he? How do I know that? Front wheel-arch clips the stranger’s rear nearside. Everything suddenly soggy - unresponsive. Car yawing violently. Wrestle it as it slews through two lines of traffic. The back of a coach looms and is gone. Thank Christ I didn’t hit that. Onto the hard shoulder. Still braking. Almost safe. Not absolutely straight though. A front wheel touches the stones separating the safety lane from the grass and it’s enough to start the barrel-rolling of my universe. A complete roll up the embankment. And down again at an angle. A second revolution half complete. Ending with my car on its roof. Mostly on the motorway hard shoulder. As near as dammit at ninety degrees to the oncoming traffic. Nose just breaking the demarcation line with the carriageway. No more movement. And at first no sound that I can take in. Just the stench of spilt fuel.

And I’m hanging from my seatbelt, puzzled. Wondering what just happened and what comes next. There’s nothing impinging on me at all. No sense of my life having flashed before my eyes. No pain. Nothing but surprise to find myself where I am. Upside down.

Quite calm. The only thought in my head, Thank God. I get to go home alive. Then. Shit. I've got to go home again! Reach out and turn off the ignition. Not a planned action. Just an instinctive thing to do. Find the door-handle doesn’t work. Skew my body around so I can kick it with both feet. It opens with a horrible scraping noise. Release the seat-belt catch and let myself slide down onto the ceiling. Crawl out. Stand up. Knees should be jellified. But they’re not. Bend down and completely irrationally wriggle back into the car to retrieve my book and my glasses. Back out and onto my feet. Walk round the inverted vehicle. The wheels have stopped spinning. They look so odd, silhouetted against a grey sky. And one of them has only shreds of rubber where a tyre used to be.

Sit down on the grass and wait.

Normal hearing begins to return. After a fashion. But still feel I'm in a different world to everybody else. Despite everything happening around me. Traffic roaring past. The stationary coach a bit further up the motorway. Glad I missed colliding with that. People getting out now. Running towards me. Shouting. What's that about? Can't take it in.

A woman says she's a nurse. Touches me carefully and methodically. Feeling my head and moving my limbs about. Let her if she wants to.

A man in a suit suddenly there, pulling out a mobile phone and making a call. Who wears a suit and tie on a Saturday afternoon for God's sake?

He says, "Was it that dark Ford Focus? He overtook me driving like a dickhead just before he hit you."

Think I hit him actually. When he pulled in front of me and braked. He had no reason to do that. What was he doing? Was it a man at all? Don't know. Don't care.

Something at the periphery of vision catches my eye. Look up. The flashing blue and whites of a police car coming up the hard shoulder. Stopping a few yards short of my overturned Citroen. The first to reach them as they get out is the smartly-dressed man with the mobile phone. Whatever he says to them seems to help. They're smiling as they walk across to me. One of them is taller. Close-cropped head lending him a hard edge. The other older, darker. In his thirties. Welsh-looking. If I'm allowed to say that. Or is my incipient racism leaking out?

The senior presence says, "Are you hurt, sir?" No trace of a discernible accent at all. Not a Taffy then.

"Yes. I think so."

"You're bleeding sir." His partner touches a finger to my forehead. He's wearing latex gloves now. I didn't even notice him snapping them on.

"No. It's not my head. Just my finger. Cut it when I went back into the car to get the book I was reading. I don't mean I was reading when I was driving..." There’s a whole load of broken glass from the side window. The windscreen's still intact. In one piece despite all the radiating cracks criss-crossing over it.

"Can you stand up?"

"Yes."

"Come and sit in the car with me." He puts me in the front passenger seat. He leaves the door ajar. It's a warm evening. Presumably he doesn’t think I’m about to abscond. Goes round to the other side and gets in behind the wheel. Takes out a notebook. Asks me what happened. Tell him about the lunatic driver. He asks my registration number and to see my driving licence. Calls my details in on his radio. Comments on my birthdate. "I'd've guessed a bit older."

"I look after myself. Don't smoke. And don't drink much."

Recipe for a long life. Shame there’s a phenomenon known as risk substitution. Instead of abusing my body with nicotine and alcohol, I drive too fast.

"You said you clipped the Ford?"

"I must have. Think that's when my tyre burst."

"He didn't stop". News to me. "There aren't any cameras on this stretch so unless someone on the coach got his licence plate, we've no way to catch him. You were very lucky..." His final thought. "He was probably on drugs".

Does his paperwork, while his mate puts some cones out and talks to potential witnesses and I sit there.

Eventually asks if I belong to a motoring organisation.

Shrug. "The AA."

He calls for a breakdown vehicle. The coach sets off again. Wait some more. The tow-truck arrives. Just one man in it. Pulls past and then backs up to my poor car. Hooks a cable onto the door pillar. Gets in. Drives a few yards. Enough traction to pull the car over so it's the right way up. Re-attaches the cable to the front axle. And winches the whole thing onto the truck-bed. The whole job takes perhaps ten minutes.

My cop says "Go and sit in the cab. He'll be off in a minute. He’ll take you back to his garage and they can sort things out from there. Go carefully now".

Which makes me smile. Of course I bloody will.

The garage man starts to talk as soon as he's underway. Tells me what a day he's already had. "Worst was a two car head-on. Both dead. Right mess. Got a concertinaed BMW in the yard and a Mini-Cooper that's just bits. "How did you do yours?"

Start to tell him and a thought occurs to me. They didn't even bother to breathalyse me.
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CHAPTER II: JUNE TO MARCH
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Nothing like a near-death experience to make you face up to the truth. And the truth? Life sucks. Not all of it obviously. Just the big stuff; marriage, job and the prospects of much changing without a colossal push.

Sitting in a High Street coffee shop, drinking double espresso with plenty of sugar. Sipping it. Making it last. A few feet away from me a neatly made-up young woman sits beside a much older man. Him: horn-rimmed glasses and fawn fleece top. Over-sixties wear from the gent’s outfitters two doors up. Her: dark business suit and sensible shoes. Cups of tea and a shared Daily Mail rest on the table before them.

He says, "See that woman selling 'New Look' over there..."

"It's 'Big Issue', Dad." 

"Close enough." 

"Not remotely." 

Tune them out.

Decisions are edging around the corner of my brain. The fog of emotion from the accident beginning to lift. Leaving several crystal-clear thoughts in place. This life can end tomorrow. You don't know when it's going to be over. Saturday could have been the end. And it wasn't. Why wasn't it? And I'm miserable. Not even vaguely content. What the hell am I going to do about it? The car's already gone. What's to stop me writing off the rest? Nothing of course. Except lack of courage.

And suddenly it's a done deal. This has been coming for a very long time. Absolutely certain what I have to do. Just the tricky stuff now. Implementation. Ditch the mournful marriage which drives me into working every hour God sends and find a new job. Somewhere else entirely. Easy then!

At least my timing's lucky. A glut of senior public sector vacancies up and down the country and a paucity of experienced candidates. So a decent opportunity leaps out at me from the pages of the Local Government Chronicle. A post where I’d be the boss and could make whatever I want out of a new challenge. And get out of this dirty cesspool of a city. Move to Lincoln. Where nobody knows me. To start again. Falling on my feet.

Walk through the sliding glass doors into the reception area. The low desk ahead is staffed by two smartly turned out girls in navy-blue jackets. To my left there’s a tall woman. Red-haired. Not that brassy bottle red colour. Her mane is flecked with all the golden-orange of living flame. You couldn't replicate the complexity of it with highlights if you spent a month on it. What a colour! And to cap it all she's got a cone in her hand. It's October for God's sake. Why's she licking ice-cream? Her tongue laps at it with an enthusiasm bordering on the erotic. Much too close to suggestive in fact. Shouldn't be allowed. She catches my eye and grins. Hurry past her to the desk at the risk of losing all composure. And making a poor first impression where it really matters. With my new staff.

Say who I am and wait for my newly inherited personal assistant to come down and collect me.

"Hello. Remember me? I'm Jane Roberts." Turn to smile and shake hands with an older woman, the highly competent blonde who supervised all the interviewees for the job I’ve won. A matter of a few weeks ago. Imperceptibly slide into feeling relaxed and comfortable. She's done that with both grace and charm. It's going to be fine. As first days go.

A new routine is quickly established; the leader of the council, Neil Wetton, popping in to see me early most mornings and then Jane and I falling into the habit of morning coffee together, while going through the diarised meetings. Create my checklist for the day. All the things I'd like to clear but probably won't. Sometimes cheat and start with tasks already virtually completed. Crossing them straight out again gets the day off to a flying start. Psychologically good for the soul.

A few days in and it’s..."Councillor Ross wants to see you. Have you met him yet?"

"Only at the council meeting when they confirmed my appointment. What's he like, Jane?"

"You probably already know he's the former leader.” I don’t know that at all but it’s good of her to pretend I might. “Not the last one. The one before that. Bit of a maverick but a nice man. And a very proud Yorkshire-man."

"Let's have a look at the diary then. I’d better squeeze him in."

"Okay. I'll ring him and say it’s a yes." 

In the meantime there’s all the other stuff Jane allows into my schedule. Such as a deputation from the oriental community's leading citizens. The Yungs and their acolytes. Wanting more council facilities for next Chinese New Year. Thinking well in advance. Like that. Suspect we can help them too.

The steady procession of visitors continues all week as it doubtless will every week. Staff, supplicants and complainants, some justified, others grossly unreasonable.

And then, of course, the politicians. Life with the lions. Or the hyenas. There was a jackal-headed God in Egyptian mythology wasn't there? Anubis if memory serves correctly. A few of my political jackals seem to suffer from belief in their own divinity. And they wonder why there's such an obvious disconnect between the general public and their underworld. Whichever party they claim to represent today. Cynical? Me? When it comes to councillors and members of parliament; guilty as charged. But they pay my wages. And there are honourable exceptions. Like the former leader perhaps.

Peter Ross is everything Jane said and more. A bluff Northerner. Outgoing and direct to the point of rudeness. But underneath the gruff exterior, a good heart.

"Well, young man. About time you got to know to me. I won't be troubling you unless it's important or something's really bothering me."

"That’s good then. For my part if there's anything you ought to hear about from me, I promise you will."

"So we understand each other. The favour I wanted to ask is if you’ll see someone for me. He's got a story you need to hear. And he's my son-in-law." Corrects himself. "Ex-son-in-law. Don’t think he’ll be wasting your time either."

"Then of course I'll meet him. Let's have Jane put it in the book."

"Thank you. That's it then."

"Good to see you." 

"Likewise. And best of luck with the job."

"Thanks Peter." I’ve already resolved to put all new relationships on first name terms. Never show subservience to politicians. It excites their worst instincts.

Being geographically remote from the problems of ending a marriage doesn’t solve anything of course. The wonder of modern tele-communications sees to that. Jane gently handles or deters too many interruptions into the working day from my former nearest and dearest, letting Marianne through the net only when things are quiet or she judges me to be in the right mood to handle confrontation. But there are still too many calls from London and too many arguments. Getting divorced doesn’t seem like it’s going to be either consensual or particularly straightforward. Going to need a decent lawyer.

Nor does granting a meeting to a councillor's former son-in-law turn out to be such a pleasure after all. What he places on my desk sounds unmistakeably like a softly disguised allegation of corruption. Something which won't stay brushed under the carpet. Nor should it. The runes don't read well. Undervalued sites and unmerited planning consents. The stuff of probable sleepless nights to come.

It’s time to test who I can rely on. See where the real loyalties of this place lie. Starting with Jane. If I can't trust her then this job's untenable at every level. Check through workload issues and all the other stuff I need her to take care of for me before broaching what's really on my mind.

"I’ve been landed with a major headache. I'm going to need help and I'll be straight with you. This could be a sticky mess which nobody thanks us for opening up. I need to know I have your absolute discretion. I can’t afford to have anything leaking to anybody. That includes members. If we find a prima facie case, this is going straight to the police. Okay?"

Jane looks slightly affronted that I should have to ask but says she understands. "What do you need me to do?"

"How long have you been with the council?"

"Twelve years."

"So you know most of the officers."

"Yes." A smug little smile.

"Let's start by going through the internal directory and working out where the problem areas could be. And I'll also need someone to brief me in more detail on the football club. Who looks after our stake in that?"

"Economic Development. The team leader's John Howard. Not been here that long. Came from Sheffield City Council. Already pretty well regarded. He's already got a slot in your diary early next week. Wants to bend your ear about one of his pet projects around industrial starter units. Do you need to see him earlier than that?"

"No. That's good. Just pre-warn him I'll need to get up to speed on the City Ground after we've looked at the big strategic issues."

"I'll do that. And it’s called Sincil Bank. That’s the street it’s on."

"Thank you. Do I get a coffee now?"

Jane laughs. "Of course you do. And can I say one thing?"

"What’s that?"

"This is already more exciting than anything in the last few years."

"Then you’ve led a sheltered life. And I don't want too much excitement, thank you."

"Speak for yourself." Not sure she's kidding. But I think she's already proven herself one of the good’uns.

So not bad for my first month. Lots of novelty and not much to dread. Wish the same was true of my Saturday trips back down to the smoke to see Marianne to discuss resolving our situation. At her insistence. I’d happily give seeing her a miss but it’s probably better to go, given the increasing number of phone calls Jane has to field from her every week.

The issue I’ve been saddled with by Peter Ross, should be factually straightforward. Wish it was. Turn over a stone in anything in which money can be made illegally and what emerges into the light is always worse than you imagined. And then there are my underlying concerns. There's a worrying element of blatancy. Indicative of deep-seated problems.

Get the file together. Call the city commander, Chief Superintendent Clare James.

"Welcome to Lincoln." She sounds bright and efficient, so far as one can tell from a voice on the phone. "What can I do for you on this beautiful morning?"

"Can we meet? Unfortunately I've already got a matter I need to run past you."

"Okay. Your place or mine?"

"Which would you prefer?"

"The tea's better at yours. Need to send my current support officer over for lessons. Tomorrow afternoon any good?"

"Works for me." Agree a time. "Thanks."

Clare James. Not exactly pretty. Striking would be a more accurate description. It's in the way she carries herself. Upright. Proud. Smart. Sexy. Shouldn't say that of a police officer of course. But she is. She takes the promised cup of tea, palms herself a custard cream from the proffered plate of biscuits on the coffee table, settles back onto one of my comfortable chairs, picks up the file I nudge across to her and starts reading. After a few minutes she says something exceptionally welcome. "You can leave this to me. It fits into an ongoing investigation. Local shark called Lenahan. I can sort this out. We’ll need to formally interview some of your people in due course but..."

"And I'll need to manage the public relations consequences when you do that. If you can let me know quickly if any councillors are implicated, I can cut them out of the loop. Especially if any of the leadership's involved."

"Be careful of the Chair of Planning. But it won't be your leader. He's straight as a die. I'd brief him now if you want my advice."

"Thanks. I will."

Clare drains her tea and gets to her feet, retrieving her uniform cap, the file and her mobile from the table.

"Good luck with the job."

"Why does everybody assume I need luck? Do you all know something I don’t?"

"Probably not. It'll be good working with you."

"Likewise. Just one thing. What does one do for entertainment in this city?"

"Do you like live music? Plenty of that. Even if you exclude the student scene. Nice pubs and restaurants. And Nottingham's just down the road. Where are you living?"

"I’m thinking of buying a place in the West End."

"Well, give me a shout then and I'll introduce you to The Queen in the West."

"That'd be nice. Thank you."

"Be good."

"I'll try."

Breezes out, leaving a sense of anti-climax behind her. Sigh. Have another biscuit. Take up the next file.

They've put me up at the Eastgate Hotel. An anonymous concrete block to the north of the cathedral. Comfortable enough. Probably worth its stars. Just lacking in character. But then again, don't most modern hotels? Won't stay here longer than necessary. Need to find that house I can rent or buy. Start looking. Late Victorian terraces. Well-proportioned. Names reflecting their era. Like Colenso Terrace with its Boer War associations. Five minutes’ walk to work. Perfect location.

Organise a survey for a three-bedroomed house needing some work, but nothing too extensive. Fun to do up and a good precaution against spending too much of my life in the office. And could make some money on it longer term. Jane recommends local solicitors, MacFarlane & Co. Go and see Patrick Butler. A bustling little man with half-moon glasses and reedy red hair. Friendly. Helpful.

"If it’s a short chain then with a fair wind etcetera, we'll have you in by Christmas, with any luck."

"That would be great. Need to put you in funds. How much do you want upfront?"

"We'll need the 10% deposit before exchange of contracts. You've paid the mortgage fees already? Yes? And I presume my bill..."

"Goes straight to the council. Part of my relocation package."

"Easy then. Forward the mortgage offer on to me when it arrives and we'll take it from there."

"Thank you."

"Welcome to Lincoln. You'll like it here. It's a good city."

"I know that already. Can't wait to get settled."

"Leave it to me then. Anything else I can help you with?

"Well...there might be. Do you do matrimonial work?”

"Nah. But I know a man who does. Let me find you his card."

What should I say about my wife? If you met her you’d see a soft-natured and bright brunette. That's how she presents. Discovering her temper and obstinate streak takes time. Or perhaps those traits materialised only post-marriage. In which case I may have provided the necessary triggers.

She starts as predicted. "Is there someone else?" An automatic assumption whenever a relationship's gone off the rails.

I could counter-attack. The hours I work, when would I have the time? But I keep it simple. And truthful. And non-confrontational.

"No."

Marianne starts to cry. It’s an act. Something she can do at will. She knows I can't bear her tears. Would do almost anything to stop them. Not this time. I’ve grown out of responding as she wants me to. Can't afford surrender. Not with the rest of my life at stake. Hand her the box of tissues from the side-board. Need to stand aloof. Above all else, don't fall into the trap of offering physical comfort in any form whatsoever. No arm round the shoulder. No hand-holding. Don't show weakness. Do not under any circumstances give in.

"What's going to happen to me? How will I manage financially, physically, emotionally?” Interesting the order in which she chooses to marshal those concepts.

"Nothing that dreadful. You've got a good income in your own right. Even if we put the house on the market now, it'll take a while to sell and we'll find you something else. Closer to your family if you want. We've got significant equity to share. You'll be okay."

"So you say..." The unspoken accusation that she cares and I don’t. She’s right.

"You’ll be fine in every way. Really you will. You're not telling me you've been happy with the way things have been between us. Are you?"

"No. But I thought you'd come round and things would get better again."

"But even before I left, we were hardly in each other's lives anymore. We didn't go anywhere together. Didn't do anything. You spent way more time with your sister and her kids than you ever did with me."

Tactical mistake mentioning children. Brings about a reversion to sob tactics. "I thought we'd have our own family."

Which is when I start to get tough on her. "It's hard to have children when you don't even sleep together." Realise she'll take that as personal criticism. Me blaming her. Which wouldn't be fair. Have to accept that responsibility. "And that's my fault. Not yours."

Fault? Is not fancying somebody a matter of fault? Or just an unfortunate facet of increasing incompatibility?

Anyway her mood changes as sharply as a click of the fingers. Her slap rocks my head and leaves a reddening print across my cheek. Grab her wrists and let her exhaust her rage. Until I deem it safe to release her. She stands and heads upstairs. Her next utterance aimed over her departing shoulder at me hints encouragingly at burgeoning hatred. "You're pathetic! I want your stuff gone.”

It’s not her last word on the matter, of course, and find I’m loading clothes, books and other possessions into my car amid a flurry of recriminations and threats. “Don’t think I’m agreeing to divorce you unless you give me the house.”

Money again. It’s always money with some women. I’m so tired of it. I want passion and companionship. And a bit of peace would be nice. Snatch up the old guitar I never learned to play but still love owning. When I go to say “Goodbye”, she’s sitting dumbly in the lounge and doesn’t respond. Exhausted by confrontation. Me too. Close the front door gently behind me. I’m definitely doing the right thing. The relief is intense.

Go back to Lincoln and mull things over while I polish my shoes. One of my favourite chores. Making them gleam. An art form practised with dusters, brushes and spit.

So the divorce is going to be problematic, but at least the job is panning out. If I close my mind to the belief that one or two of my newly inherited staff may be corrupt. In my experience the worst as well as the best elements of any public sector position are always about people. They can delight you but just as easily screw up your working life.

Very quickly I get to see and do some pretty amazing things. Dinner in the inner chamber of The Guildhall with visiting celebrities and minor royalty. Ceremonial occasions at the cathedral with chapter members and their wives; the Dean, Sub-Dean and Praecentor. Glad-handing ministers and members of parliament. Tours of local businesses and even a brewery. Good job we’re chauffeur driven that day.

An early highlight, thanks to local links with the Air Force, is a trip out of RAF Waddington on a so-called Sentry. A big Boeing carrying a ten-ton, mushroom-like structure on its back. Part of the UK's early-warning system, watching for missile and other incursions coming over the horizon. Instead of an overview of Lincoln, the mayor and I get shipped across the North Sea to Denmark and watch enthralled from the cockpit at amazingly close quarters as a huge tanker aircraft sits above us, passing down fuel in mid-air through a swaying, pitching hose. Then returning to base to practice circuits and bumps, which in an aircraft of such size is quite an experience; touch-down and without braking, fire up the engines to take off again. And then do it again and again until the pilot's flying log-book carries all the new entries he requires.

And through all of what outsiders might perceive as junkets, my ongoing focus is on the management of not merely a council but also a major business; one of a handful of bigger employers in a city where small enterprises are the norm.

In my experience though, it doesn't matter what an organisation is or does. There are always staff who choose to stay late and those who bunk off early. Those who seem to give their heart and soul and those who don't. And those who sacrifice far too much of themselves; who should go home at a reasonable hour once in a while and seldom do. It's my job to look more closely. To find the ones who commit to excellence, even if only from nine to five. And those who waste the hours but are always there to be seen, gaining respect for nothing more productive than mere presence. And I have to ensure we change things for the better because this is a council in transition; adapting to new government priorities and fiscal constraint; a time of pay freezes in which the staff need to be coerced and led to respond without an excess of either cynicism or despair. Which they seem to be doing. And yet, my suspicion is of an undercurrent of something smelling none too sweet. The Lenahan case is only the first unwelcome inkling that, deep-down, the barrel may contain an unfair share of rotten apples.

The most immediately puzzling phenomenon is, of all things, a stolen fire surround.

Coming back to my office after a brisk sandwich on the run. The outer office door is ajar and Jane's not at her desk. Instead standing in front of it is a woman I've seen before. Copper-coloured hair, worn long. Tall and slim. Bit older than I'd thought on the day I started at City Hall. But not enough to change my first instinctive response to her.

"Hello. Am I expecting you?" 

"I'm in your diary. I’m Janice Valency. Councillor Valency." I'm showing some degree of ongoing bafflement when she adds to the description. "County Councillor."

"Aha. You're one of them."

"I am indeed."

Check the open book on Jane's desk. Find the notation which rings a vague bell. "A fireplace?"

"Indeed. A missing fireplace."

"Come in and when Jane's back we'll sort out some tea. Unless you'd rather have coffee."

"No, tea will do just fine."

Lead the way into my inner sanctum. Settle her at the table. "I've met you before, you know."

"Have you? I don't think so."

"My first day here. Early in October. You were standing in the foyer first thing in the morning. With an ice-cream."

She shakes her head. "Not me. I'm diabetic. I don't do ice-cream."

"I'm very sorry then. I must be mistaken. What is it?" She's chuckling - enjoying keeping something to herself.

"Did you think she looked like me then? The ice-cream eater.”

"Yes. I did."

"You mean, she was tall with red hair?"

"Exactly."

"That’s flattering. You've met my cousin, Alicia. They say we could be sisters. Can't see it myself - beyond superficial first impressions. A few years between us and plenty of differences."

"You share a smile at least."

"Do we?"

"What does Alicia do then?"

"Works for you." Laughs at my surprise. “In the broader sense of the term. She’s a City Council employee. A quantity surveyor in your technical division."

"Really? I've not met her in the office yet. Not so far."

"You might need to expedite that pleasure when you hear what I've got to say."

"Okay. Where do you want to start?"

It seems she wants to open up the topic of council houses. "The smarter ones. You've got several."

"Not that I've noticed."

"Well you have. Not on the estates. Odd ones bought for non-materialising road schemes or left to the council in some poor fool's will. Isolated acquired properties. Anyway there's one next door to me. Up off the Bail, near the cathedral."

"Nice area."

"Very. This one was rented to a sweet old couple. They were there years. Quiet. Good neighbours. Tom died a few months back and his wife couldn't look after herself. She went into a home. One of ours. The County’s. I helped get her in there. Anyway, then your lot turned up to renovate the house. And they took out a load of fittings."

"Including this fireplace of yours?"

"It’s not mine. It’s yours. And it’s not just any old mantelpiece. It’s a very old one by a contemporary of Adams. I've got the same sort in my house. It's worth thousands. I saw them carrying it out in sections. They wrapped it up and put it in the van."

"Who did?"

"Your workmen."

"Alright. What happened next?”

"I thought it was odd, so I tackled the supervisor before the
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