
        
            
                
            
        

    Table of Contents



Title

Copyright

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Chapter 67

Chapter 68

 Chapter 69 

 Chapter 70 

 Chapter 71 

 Chapter 72 

 Chapter 73 

 Chapter 74 

 Chapter 75 

 Chapter 76 

 Chapter 77 

 Chapter 78 

 Preview 
















1



It was a Friday morning in mid August; Big Ben had just struck eleven. There had been no rain in London for over two weeks, and an unusual sultry heat bore down on the city. Afternoon temperatures climbed over thirty degrees and, as assiduously as most Londoners grumble about bad weather, they were now complaining about the heat. The high temperatures didn’t bother me. My office window stood open and a light breeze wafted into the room. At this time of day, the heat had yet to reach its peak and there was still a hint of fresher night air. My feet on the windowsill, I looked out over the Thames, sipping a glass of iced tea.

I had concluded my last case ten days ago; since then I had been more or less unemployed. One of the quirks of being a private detective is that it’s hard to go looking for work yourself. You put an ad in the Yellow Pages and wait for the phone to ring, or a knock at the door. Sitting around now and then, musing on anything and everything, is part and parcel of the life. A few days of it can result in astonishing insights; after a few weeks, you come to more idiosyncratic conclusions. By the time all the files have been updated and put away, properly ordered, in the right drawers, any squeaking doors have been oiled and dripping taps repaired, and every window closes perfectly, a strange loneliness can creep in, even in the middle of this huge city. You sit in your office, watching the tourists on Westminster Embankment, having already read the paper from front to back, and drink another glass of iced tea, while the telephone remains obstinately silent.

The telephone rang.

I removed my feet from the windowsill and turned to face my desk, reaching for the receiver:

‘Nea Fox, how can I help you?’

‘My name is Marlee Fynn; I need your help,’ said a young woman’s voice. ‘I think I’m being followed!’

‘Who by?’

‘By two men,’ replied Miss Fynn.

‘Where are you now?’

‘In a phone box on Piccadilly Circus.’

‘Then I suggest you come to my office,’ I said. ‘It’s right by the Thames, no more than ten minutes from Piccadilly Circus.’

‘OK, thanks a lot,’ she said. ‘Shall I try to shake them off?’

‘No, please don’t do that,’ I replied. ‘I’d like to get a look at your followers myself.’

‘Right.’

After describing the route to my office and getting a rough description of Marlee Fynn and the men following her, I hung up, packed a few things in my rucksack and made my way downstairs. I left my office door unlocked so my potential new client wouldn’t have to wait in the corridor when she arrived.

On the stairs of the old building, I shivered. Even the extraordinary heat of the last few weeks hadn’t quite been able to penetrate these thick stone walls. As I stepped outside, I put on my sunglasses, enjoying the warmth for a moment, before crossing the road and hurrying towards Westminster Bridge. I took the route Miss Fynn would come, only in the opposite direction. About two hundred yards from my office, I sat on a bench between a statue of Admiral Jellicoe and a large plane tree. I opened the rucksack and unpacked my disguise: a black New York Yankees baseball cap, a bottle of water, a map of London and my camera. After half unfolding the map across the bench and weighing it down with the water bottle, I took the camera, leant against a low wall near the pavement and pretended to be interested in the statue of the Admiral.

Barely five minutes later, I recognised Marlee Fynn on the other side of the road. She was in her early twenties and had short, dark brown hair which made her look almost boyish. She was hurrying towards my office and, as she drew roughly level with me, she glanced over the road in my direction. At first I thought I could see fear in her eyes, but then a definite smile crept across her face, as if she’d recognised me. Although I’d asked for a rough description of her followers on the telephone, I hadn’t mentioned that I was planning to come and meet her. Was it that easy to see through my disguise? I didn’t think so, and I was also pretty sure that we’d never met. Such contradictions automatically set off an alarm in my mind – not loud screaming sirens, but a little red light flashing somewhere.

Miss Fynn carried on walking towards my office. I watched the handful of pedestrians heading in the same direction, also keeping an eye out for slow-moving cars, but noticed nothing unusual. She had mentioned two men between thirty and forty, one small and thickset, the other taller and thinner. The description fitted nobody out and about in the street. All the same, I took a few photos. Sometimes on closer inspection later on, you spot something you missed the first time around. After five minutes, I packed up my things and made my way back to my office.
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Miss Fynn was waiting on the third floor, outside my office door. She had obviously either not noticed that it was unlocked or thought it inappropriate to just walk in. When she saw me, she came towards me saying: ‘Hi, I’m Marlee Fynn; I saw you just now on the street.’

‘I noticed that,’ I said, opening the door and stepping through. ‘How did you recognise me?’

‘I don’t know,’ she replied. ‘When you were down there taking photos of the statue and watching me at the same time, you looked kind of nice, but smart at the same time. That’s how I imagined you. Like a guardian angel, secretly watching out for me.’

‘Thanks for the compliment,’ I said in embarrassment. ‘Can I get you anything? Tea? Orange juice?’

‘Do you have a coke?’ she asked, sitting down. ‘And please call me Marlee. Miss Fynn makes me feel about thirty.’

Ouch. I must be getting old.

‘OK, Marlee, then I’m Nea,’ I said. ‘Now we’ve got that cleared up, we can focus on your problem. I’ll just fetch the drinks – I’ll be right back.’

I went into the lobby and fetched a can of coke and a bottle of orange juice from the little fridge near the door. When I returned to my office, Marlee was looking at the two photos on my desk. Entirely unselfconsciously, she stared at the people who were strangers to her, but meant so much to me. After having a look at the photos, she turned her attention to a colourful toy pistol that David once gave me. I’d barely begun to move again when Marlee whirled around and, before I could say a word, a pink foam ball bounced off my forehead.

‘Gotcha!’ cried Marlee triumphantly. ‘I hope you’ve got a real piece too!’

She definitely knew how to make me feel old. I handed her the can of coke, sat down behind my desk and said: ‘OK, can we get to your problem now?’

‘Sure,’ replied Marlee, putting the toy gun on the desk and opening her drink. ‘Did you see the guys?’

‘No, I didn’t spot anyone,’ I said. ‘I don’t think anyone followed you here but I’ll check the photos I took in the street later on.’

‘Weird – I could have sworn those guys were shadowing me since I landed at Heathrow. Yesterday they almost followed me into the ladies’ restroom at the National Gallery.’

‘Why don’t you tell me the whole thing from the beginning?’ I suggested.

 

An hour later, Marlee had told me everything – not just about her alleged pursuers, but half her life-story. She was twenty-one, American and had only been in London for three days. From her only relative, her paternal grandmother, she had inherited a house in London. The old lady had died three months earlier, at the age of ninety-one, which according to Marlee had ‘totally messed her up’. They had obviously been very close. Marlee had graduated from college in the spring and was now planning to study art history in London. It was all arranged – she’d given up her apartment in LA and in three weeks she’d start lectures at London Metropolitan University. Until then, she had time to make herself at home both in her grandmother’s house and in London. She was reasonably comfortable financially. She had inherited a bit of money from her father, who’d died two years ago of heart failure, and her grandmother had also left her a little money, as well as the house, so that, at least until the end of her studies, she’d have no money worries, so long as she was reasonably sensible.

Marlee had first noticed the two men when she’d gone shopping two days earlier. She thought she remembered seeing them at the airport. When Marlee had visited the National Gallery a day later, they’d turned up again, and this morning she’d come across them again on Piccadilly Circus, after which she’d phoned me.

‘And you’re sure that it’s always the same men?’ I asked.

‘Of course,’ replied Marlee. ‘OK, so they were always wearing different clothes, but they can’t fool me that easily.’

‘Right,’ I said. ‘What are your plans for this afternoon?’

‘I’m at home – there’s loads to do in Grandma’s house.’

‘And what about tomorrow?’

‘I was going to go to a hardware store and buy paint and brushes and all that stuff. I want to repaint my bedroom.’

‘So, you’re going home now, and not going out again till tomorrow?’

‘I think so,’ said Marlee.

‘Then I suggest following you unobtrusively on your shopping trip tomorrow and keeping an eye out for your pursuers. And if I catch sight of them, I’ll ask them casually what they want from you.’

‘Sounds good, thanks!’ said Marlee. ‘Do I have to pay some kind of deposit now?’

‘No need,’ I said. ‘Let’s see what happens, first.’

 

After Marlee had given me her address, she went on her way. As she stepped out onto the street and walked along the Thames towards Westminster, I stood at the window, watching her. She looked like a teenager rather than a grown woman, and I felt an urge to protect her and take care of her. Just like me, she had no living relatives. I had good friends who I could depend on, who were much more than mere family to me, and I had grown up in London – I was at home here. Marlee, on the other hand, was entirely alone in a strange city, which I knew, despite everything, could be extremely savage and cold.

Once she was out of sight, I knelt down and fished out the pink foam ball from under the cupboard, an involuntary grin creeping across my face.
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Just before one o’clock I knocked on the door of Hope’s flat. When I stepped inside, the tempting aroma of melons and port wafted towards me. We were supposed to be meeting for lunch at twelve-thirty, but Marlee’s detailed explanation had made me late. Hope had been my best friend since our student days. She had only moved into the next-door flat six months ago; before that, she had lived in Rotherhithe, in an old-fashioned flat that had been far too small for her huge array of computers and other technological gizmos. Hope is a freelance IT security specialist. She advises firms on planning networks, carries out security assessments and tracks down the source of attacks. She’d helped me out a few times when I’d needed to get at hard-to-access information for a case.

‘Hi, sorry I’m late!’ I called towards the sitting room, slipping off my shoes.

‘Hey Nea, no problem,’ came Hope’s voice from the kitchen. ‘Are you hungry?’

‘Of course – aren’t I always?’ I replied. ‘Can I help?’

‘No, it’s all ready.’

I entered the sitting room. Hope was already sitting at the breakfast bar that divides the kitchen from the living area. She had prepared asparagus with bread and butter, and there was melon in port for pudding. Just the thing for a hot summer’s day. As I joined her, Hope poured iced tea.

‘I might have a new case.’

‘Oh, great,’ said Hope, absently, which puzzled me. She normally wants to hear every last detail of my cases and, as I’d been sitting around moaning about my lack of employment for days now, her indifference was really surprising. I laid my cutlery on the plate and looked at her. Only now did I notice that she looked pretty upset. There were dark shadows beneath her eyes and her hair was dragged up into a messy ponytail.

‘What’s wrong?’ I asked.

‘I didn’t get much sleep,’ replied Hope.

I looked enquiringly at her, but said nothing.

‘It’s Rick,’ she continued, before taking another long pause.

I remained silent. Hope and Rick had been together for eight months. He was a photographer and lived in a large loft apartment in Greenwich.

‘I think he’s seeing somebody else,’ said Hope.

I swallowed. Since meeting last December, the two of them had been inseparable.

‘What makes you think that?’ I asked.

‘I was at his place yesterday evening. He was having a shower when the telephone rang. I answered and it was a woman. She said she must have got the wrong number, but I’m pretty sure she was lying.’

‘Is that all?’ I asked.

‘No, after the phone call, I looked around Rick’s flat and found two tickets in the bin, for a concert in the O2 on Friday. He told me he was working that evening – in Woking.’

I said nothing. That was definitely odd. I was still trying to come up with a harmless explanation for the tickets when Hope said: ‘I want to hire you. I want you to follow Rick and find out if he’s seeing someone.’

The request came completely out of the blue. I couldn’t stand jobs like that and, whenever possible, tried to avoid making a living by photographing lovers.

‘I can’t do that,’ I said. ‘Since you got together, Rick and I have got to know each other. It wouldn’t be right – and anyway, he’d recognise me straight away if I followed him.’

‘I need your help, Nea,’ said Hope, looking beseechingly at me.

‘OK, I’ll ask Harry if he’s got time to help me,’ I agreed. ‘He and Rick have only met two or three times. I’m meeting him this afternoon anyway.’

Harry Moefield was a fellow detective; we had often helped each other out, and he was a good friend. Although Harry was almost twice my age, he was still undoubtedly one of the best private detectives in town.

‘Thanks,’ said Hope, lowering her gaze. ‘Rick is supposedly working away again tomorrow, in Dartford. He’s leaving this evening and not getting back till Sunday.’

‘OK, I’ll take care of it. Don’t worry. I’m sure there’s a completely innocent explanation for the concert tickets.’

‘I’ve got such a bad feeling about this,’ said Hope, blowing her nose. ‘There’s something very wrong here.’

I reached for Hope’s hand and watched her. Although she still looked rather upset, the expression in her eyes told me that she shared my hope.
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At half past two, I took the Emily-Ann from the windowsill, packed my rucksack and called a taxi. I was meeting Harry at the lake in Regent’s Park. Like many other Londoners, Harry launched his model sailing yacht there. It was a fantastic place to spend a few lazy hours on a warm summer afternoon, reading a book or chatting with a friend. Last spring, Harry had helped me build a yacht of my own so as to actually get the chance to sail his boat himself this summer.

When I reached the lake, Harry was already sitting in our favourite spot by the water, adjusting the sail of his yacht, christened Narnia in honour of C.S. Lewis. I had found it very difficult to come up with a name for my boat, but in the end I had decided on Emily-Ann. My mother’s name had been Ann. She and my father had been killed when their light aircraft had crashed in eastern Venezuela. Neither their bodies nor the wreckage of the plane had ever been found. Their last resting place was the inaccessible wilderness of the Guiana Highlands. I had been twelve when my mother died and, nineteen years later, I still missed her. I missed Emily too.

 

I was still a good twenty yards from Harry when Frankie spotted me. The young West Highland Terrier hurtled towards me like a small avalanche. Harry had only had him for a year, but the white furball had made good use of the time to conquer my heart. After I’d greeted him, Frankie circled me like a small, furry satellite as I walked towards Harry.

‘Hi Harry,’ I said, laying the Emily-Ann on the grass. I bent down and kissed his cheek.

‘Hey Nea,’ Harry responded. ‘I think we’re in luck this afternoon. This light breeze is just right – not too strong and not too calm.’

The surface of the small lake was ruffled but there were no big waves. Harry was right – the conditions were ideal. I took off my rucksack and my shoes and sat down next to Harry on the grass.

‘It’s a scandal that Clara has to work this afternoon,’ said Harry. ‘Nobody should spend a day like this in a gloomy library.’

Clara was Harry’s girlfriend. They had got together at almost exactly the same time as Hope and Rick. Just before Christmas last year, three of my best friends had fallen in love. Clara worked in the library of the British Museum, and was ideally suited to Harry, a real bookworm. There was at least one bookcase on every wall in his flat.

‘I can only agree with you there,’ I said. ‘I might be a little busier in the next little while. I’ve got a potential new case.’

‘Don’t keep me in suspense!’ said Harry, laying his yacht next to him on the grass and turning towards me.

After I’d told him all about Marlee and her problem, I explained about the business with Hope and Rick. Harry wasn’t exactly keen on getting mixed up in our friends’ relationship like this, but agreed to help me shadow Rick. We agreed that Harry would take up position outside Rick’s building in the early evening. With a little skill and a bit of a disguise, Rick wouldn’t spot him, even if he had any reason to be on his guard. If Rick really was heading for Dartford, Harry would soon notice. That would settle things, at least for the time being. If Rick drove anywhere else, Harry would follow him and keep me up to date by phone, so that I could take over if necessary. The longer you have to tail somebody, the greater the likelihood of being discovered. When it was all arranged, Harry and I sat silently in the grass. Neither of us was happy about this.

‘How about a lap of the lake?’ I asked.

‘Sure thing!’ replied Harry, unpacking his remote control.

After launching our yachts, we sat on the bank, watching the white sails racing away from us. The conditions were perfect. As well as the Narnia and the Emily-Ann, there were two other sailing boats on the lake as well as a motor yacht that I’d seen several times before. Almost without a sound, she slid past us and disappeared behind the little island. Harry and I were beating to windward side by side against the wind, while the other two sailing boats were heading in the opposite direction, the wind behind them.

I was sitting on the grass with a friend in the shadow of a large oak tree, a warm breeze blowing my hair away from my face, and causing my sailing boat to glide without a sound across the glittering water. The afternoon couldn’t get better than this.

Just as I was about to praise the wind conditions yet again, the breeze dropped abruptly. Suddenly, it was flat calm. The Emily-Ann sailed on for a moment before coming to a standstill about twenty yards from the opposite bank. Harry’s boat was almost exactly in the middle of the lake. In circumstances like these, you can either wait or swim. As we were intending to spend the afternoon in the park in any case, we decided on the former. If the wind still hadn’t picked up by the evening, and the yachts hadn’t been driven towards the bank, one of us could always venture into the water.

I lay on my back, looking up through the branches of the ancient tree to the sky. Deep blue flecks, scraps of snow-white cloud and sun-drenched leaves formed a wonderful mosaic, which only I would ever see. At any other time, and from any other position, a different pattern would be visible – very similar to mine but, on closer inspection, different in countless small details. Harry lay next to me in the grass, watching his own ephemeral tableau of blue, white and green.

After a while, I sat up and said: ‘I’m going to get a lemon sorbet. Do you want one? My treat.’

‘Yes please,’ said Harry. ‘Shall I come with you?’

‘No need,’ I answered, standing up and making for the ice cream stall on the other side of the lawn. Frankie trotted along beside me – he knew the way.

When I came back, Harry was still lying on his back. His eyes were closed. He seemed to have nodded off. When Frankie lay on the grass right next to Harry’s head, he opened his eyes and sat up.

‘Were you asleep?’ I asked, handing Harry his ice cream.

‘Not really,’ he replied. ‘I was just dozing slightly. Thank you! Next time they’re on me.’

I sat on the grass, nibbling at my cornet, looking out at the lake. Harry’s boat had moved a few yards towards us; the Emily-Ann was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps she had drifted behind the little island. At least in this calm, with the surface as flat as a mirror, we could be sure she hadn’t sunk.

‘When exactly is David off?’ Harry asked, breaking off a little bit of his cornet for Frankie.

‘He’s flying on Monday,’ I said. ‘I’m meeting him for dinner tomorrow evening. Would you like to come too?’

‘No thank you,’ said Harry. ‘I’m not one for farewell meals – I’d only spoil your mood.’

‘Very considerate of you,’ I said. ‘I feel the same way. I really don’t want to say goodbye to him for almost four months.’

David is a dancer and was joining a tap dance company on a tour of Australia for the rest of the year. We had met five and a half years ago in a wintry New York, where we’d had a brief but passionate affair. David and I had never been a couple, but were good friends. I couldn’t bear the thought of not seeing him again until Christmas.

‘I’ll go and look for the Emily-Ann,’ I said, standing up.

‘Hang on, I’ll come with you,’ said Harry, getting up too. ‘She’s probably behind the island.’

We’d barely gone twenty yards along the bank when we spotted the Emily-Ann. She had run aground in the narrow reed bed along the western side of the small island. The red ribbon attached to the tip of the mast had caught on a reed, so that the yacht was slightly aslant. Unless the wind picked up, however, she was in no danger. All the same, it didn’t look as though the Emily-Ann would get free by herself.

Harry and I gathered up our things and moved to a spot on the bank from which we could keep an eye on the boat. After a five minute discussion of the best way to free her, a light wind sprang up. The Emily-Ann leant dangerously to one side. I was just unbuttoning my jeans, when the white motor yacht appeared on the western side of the little island with astonishing speed, heading directly towards the reed bed in which my sailing boat was stuck. I tried to make out the name of the yacht, but she was too far away. When she reached the reed bed, she disappeared as quietly and effortlessly as a heavy object dropped into deep snow.

As I could no longer see the yacht, I turned to the opposite bank to get a glimpse of her owner, but could make out nobody with a remote control.

I turned back towards the reed bed. I could now see the motor yacht once more. Effortlessly, she glided between the reeds, approaching the Emily-Ann. When she was barely three feet from the trapped sailing boat, the yacht slowed and, a few seconds later, drew up with her prow to the stern of the sailing boat. The owner of the yacht must have increased the thrust, because the Emily-Ann’s prow rose and her mast pulled at the reed on which she was caught. After a few moments, the plant gave way and the yacht pushed the Emily-Ann free of the reeds. She had barely reached open water when she caught the wind and began to move at speed. The yacht remained in the vicinity of the island. Now I could make out the name on her prow. She was called Blue Marlin.

 

The wind continued to freshen, and Harry and I were now beating to windward side by side once more across the little lake. I was still trying to spot my unknown rescuer when I had an idea. I pressed a button on the remote control in an irregular pattern. The Emily-Ann’s navigation lights flashed.

‘Good idea,’ said Harry. ‘Now we’ll see whether or not the captain of the Blue Marlin is a real sea dog.’

‘You don’t miss a trick,’ I grinned.

I had used the lights to signal THANKS in Morse code. Expectantly, I watched the yacht, still lying motionless in the water by the island. For a moment nothing happened, but then the lights on the Blue Marlin began to blink.

‘I’m impressed,’ said Harry. ‘Pay attention now though – I had enough trouble with your THANKS. I must be rather out of practice.’

‘Me too,’ I said, concentrating on the lights of the model yacht. Every time Harry and I thought we’d made out a letter, we spoke them aloud, so as to notice any potential disagreements straight away. The signals were being sent fairly slowly, however, so neither of us had any trouble making them out. The message ran: NO PROBLEM.

I pressed the button on my remote and the Emily-Ann’s lights spelled out: WHERE ARE YOU?

The answer came immediately: TWO O’CLOCK.

I looked to my right and scanned the opposite bank of the lake. On a bench, quite a distance from the bank, sat a young man, waving to us. He was wearing pale shorts, a grey T-shirt and sunglasses with unusually small, circular lenses. I waved back and began to send another message: TEA AND CAKE?

We didn’t have long to wait for the answer: LOVE TO.

The Blue Marlin began to move and the stranger with the unusual sunglasses got up, approaching the bank.

‘You’re invited too, of course,’ I said to Harry, steering the Emily-Ann towards the bank.

‘Thank you,’ said Harry, ‘but I really should make a move if I’m going to get to Rick’s for seven. I need to go home first, to fetch the car and my kit.’

‘OK,’ I said. ‘I’ll head home too in half an hour. Call me as soon as you need me to take over.’

‘Will do,’ said Harry, picking the Narnia out of the water and drying her. ‘Will you be all right?’

‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘I just want to thank him for his help.’

‘Of course,’ said Harry. ‘See you later.’

‘OK, and thanks for helping with Rick.’

 

After I’d dried my sailing boat, I stood up and walked towards the unknown man approaching me along the bank. When we were standing face to face, he took off his sunglasses, stretched out his hand and said: ‘Hi, I’m Matthew Milne, but call me Matt.’

‘Hi Matt, my name’s Nea. Thanks a lot for your help just now.’

‘Don’t mention it,’ said Matt shyly.

 

Five minutes later, we were sitting in the Garden Café over a cup of evening primrose tea and a slice of cherry cake. Matt was two years younger than me and a junior doctor at King’s College Hospital, one of the biggest hospitals in London and somewhere I’d once had my hand stitched after an unpleasant encounter with a sharp dagger. When I told Matt that I’m a private detective, his eyes widened. He found my profession extremely exciting and asked me a thousand questions – it was really very sweet.

We left the café at half past six and walked to the Chester Gate, to the east of the park. Somewhat self-consciously, we stood at the taxi rank in Albany Street.

‘Thanks for the cake,’ said Matt. ‘Maybe we’ll see each other again some time …’

‘Yes, Harry and I are often at the lake.’

‘OK …’ mumbled Matt, staring at his shoes.

‘Bye,’ I said, climbing into a taxi, ‘and thanks again for your help.’

‘No worries.’

I closed the door and the taxi drove off. I didn’t look back. The afternoon had taken a strange turn. It didn’t need a detective to realise that Matt was interested in me. He was very sweet, and attractive too, and no doubt plenty of women would have envied me his interest, but he had made a poor choice. My heart wasn’t just scratched – it was broken, beyond repair.

It was half a year now, since my last relationship had ended much too soon, but I just couldn’t get over it. Six months’ grieving for a relationship that had lasted barely two. Far too many sleepless nights, in which the walls closed in and suddenly every breath was a struggle, yet, at the same time, not nearly enough. Perhaps, the more you have to risk for love, the greater the pain. I had risked a great deal, had ventured into unknown territory, gone right up to the fire.
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After the taxi had dropped me off at my office, I packed up a few things that I might need for an evening tailing Rick, before setting off on foot to my flat. It’s only ten minutes’ walk away, on the other side of the Thames. I almost always leave my car in the little underground car park beneath my office building. It’s not that easy to park anywhere near my flat and I can get almost everywhere more quickly by Tube anyway. I stopped at Annie’s Corner Deli, a small shop not far from my flat, and bought myself three apples and a bag of apricots.

The first thing I did on entering my flat was to cast a glance at the answer machine, but, as the little light wasn’t flashing, Harry hadn’t phoned. After slipping on a pair of black jeans and a grey T-shirt, I opened the window, sat down on the windowsill and looked out over the city. A soft, warm breeze wafted through the flat. For me, mild evenings and nights are the most beautiful part of summer.

At half past eight, the telephone rang – it was Harry. He had followed Rick to a Chinese restaurant in the West End and had now been waiting outside the small establishment for half an hour. Either Rick liked eating alone, or he was meeting someone and hadn’t told Hope. Harry and I agreed that I would relieve him in twenty minutes. After saying goodbye, I picked up my rucksack and set off. The traffic was unusually heavy, even for a Friday evening in central London and, although I was on the motorbike, I made very slow progress. By the time I finally arrived at the Chinese restaurant, it was already almost dark. Harry was sitting on a bench about thirty yards from the entrance. I parked the bike behind the bench and sat down next to him.

‘Hi Harry, any news?’

‘Hey Nea,’ Harry greeted me. ‘No, nothing’s happened since I called you. He came straight here by taxi from his flat and he’s been in there for almost an hour now. Unfortunately, you can’t see in. Do you know the place?’

‘No,’ I replied. ‘It’s not very likely that he’s been there alone all that time, is it?’

‘No, I agree,’ said Harry. ‘Looks sadly like a dinner date.’

‘Thanks again for your help.’

‘Not at all,’ said Harry. ‘Hope’s my friend too.’

Harry said goodbye and made his way back to his car. I sat back on my motorbike and waited for Rick – for good news or the depressing truth.

After ten minutes, he emerged from the restaurant, accompanied by an extremely attractive woman. She was tall and thin, and wearing an elegant blue-grey summer dress. She didn’t only look like a photo model, she moved like one too. I was still wondering whether that was good or bad news when the pair of them climbed into a taxi and drove away. After all, Rick was a fashion photographer and presumably often had to deal with models. Could the dinner have been strictly a business matter? Either way, they had not touched each other in the short distance from the restaurant to the taxi and had shown no other signs of an intimate relationship.

I closed the visor of my helmet, started the engine and followed the taxi at a safe distance, heading away from central London to the west. It was completely dark by now and there was very little danger of being noticed.

The taxi stopped at Cumberland Gate in Hyde Park. I drove on, watching in my mirrors as they got out and walked towards the enormous park.

A few hundred yards further on, I stopped, parked the bike next to a low hedge and entered the park through Albion Gate. From there, I hurried towards Speakers’ Corner, where Rick and his companion had presumably entered the park.

I had almost reached the north-eastern corner of the park when I spotted them. They were strolling across the lawn towards the Serpentine. Although there were no lamps on the expanse of grass, I could still see that they were not holding hands. The distance between them suggested that they were good friends rather than lovers.

I followed Rick and the unknown woman to the lake, where they left the path and disappeared between the bushes into the darkness. They were probably intending to sit on the bank somewhere. Cautiously, I followed them, being very careful not to betray myself by making any noise.

Behind the bushes was a low, grassy mound which followed the bank of the Serpentine in a wide curve. When I reached the top, I crouched down and scanned the bank for Rick and his companion. The moon wasn’t up yet and there were no lamp posts anywhere near this hidden stretch of embankment. I opened my rucksack and pulled out my night-vision binoculars. Lying on my front, I began to search the bank. I was about to give up, when I heard a quiet rustle from the direction of a dense cluster of trees to my left. I turned my binoculars on the spot, but could make nothing out. It was too dark under the trees even for the sensitive residual light amplifier. It was probably only ducks – ever present around the lake in the summer.

As my hand was feeling in my rucksack for the little infrared torch, I heard another sound from the direction of the trees, and this time I was certain that it was caused by no animal. It was the quiet moan of a woman with no desire to be watched by a private detective.

My hand found the infrared torch, which would immerse the area beneath the trees in bright light for the night-vision binoculars. I slowly lowered the glasses and considered. I imagined how I’d feel if it were me lying beneath the trees, my legs wrapped around a warm body, my lips pressed against a moist mouth, sunk in a passionate embrace.

On the other hand, I had promised Hope an answer, which was of the utmost importance to her. I supported my head in my hands and concentrated on the scent of the freshly mown grass. The night air was warm and, some distance away, a cricket was chirping. A perfect evening in a wonderful summer, a night for lovers. I had grieved so much in the last few months, longing for my lost love, that I could hardly bear the thought that Hope was now facing the same thing.

I raised the binoculars, switched on the torch and shone its beam into the area beneath the trees. The bright infrared light laid bare every detail while the subjects remained wrapped in the deceptive security of deep darkness. Rick and the unknown woman were lying in the grass, making love. She was straddling his hips and bending over him, her pelvis circling slowly. I could hear a slight whimper as they kissed. Even in the cold green light of the night-vision binoculars, the slow, gentle act of love looked like a wonderful, secret dance. I realised at once that I was not witnessing a superficial affair, but a very special, magical night; a beginning. It would make no difference whether I told Hope what I’d found out – her time with Rick was over.

I switched off the torch, turned over onto my back and stared at the night sky. Now and then I could hear an almost imperceptible moan from the direction of the trees. The tiny white spots swam before my eyes, doubled in number, but I didn’t blink, and the backs of my hands lay dry above my head in the grass. When a shooting star blazed its glowing trail across the dark sky, I didn’t make a wish. Sometimes you only say goodbye a long time after somebody has gone. After a while it fell completely silent; not even the cricket could be heard. I stood up, packed my things in the rucksack and made my way back to my bike.
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When I arrived back at my flat at eleven-thirty, Chris was just getting out of a taxi. We had been neighbours for almost four years now; his flat was also on the third floor, directly opposite mine on the other side of the hallway. Chris worked for a bank and was almost exactly the same age as me – there were only eleven days between our birthdays.

I parked the motorbike and pulled off my helmet while Chris paid the cabbie. He was wearing a suit and carrying his briefcase.

‘Hi,’ I said. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve only just left work!’

‘I’m afraid so,’ he replied. ‘The American markets are insanely busy at the moment. How about you?’

‘I’ve been working too, after a fashion.’

Chris looked enquiringly at me as he opened the door and entered the building.

‘I’ve been spying on a couple of lovers,’ I explained. ‘You know how I hate that.’

Chris nodded and followed me to the lift.

‘How’s Amanda?’ I asked. ‘Does she have to work so much too?’

‘No,’ replied Chris. ‘She mainly deals with the European markets.’

Amanda was Chris’s girlfriend; they’d been together for eight months. She also worked as an equity trader, but for a different bank.

We took the lift to the third floor in silence. Chris looked tired. As we reached our flats, I said quietly: ‘If you like we can postpone dinner on Sunday. Amanda might like to see you for once too.’

‘No need,’ whispered Chris. ‘She’s flying to Frankfurt on business on Sunday afternoon for three days. Anyway, it’s far too long since we had an evening with Mr Hu.’

Mr Hu was the name of a nearby Chinese takeaway – Chris and I couldn’t get enough of their inexpensive delicacies. In the past we had often had spontaneous evening meals together, watching a film or chatting, but since Chris and Amanda had been together, everything had changed.

‘Why are we whispering anyway?’ asked Chris.

‘I’ve got something important to discuss with Hope,’ I replied, ‘but not this evening, if I can help it.’

‘I see,’ said Chris. ‘Do you want to come in for a drink?’

‘No, I’m knackered, but thanks for the offer.’

‘Then I’ll see you Sunday evening – I’m looking forward to it.’

‘Likewise,’ I said, turning towards my front door. ‘Sleep well.’

‘You too,’ whispered Chris.

 

I turned the key as quietly as possible, opened the door and entered the dark flat. I knew that Hope could hear me coming home from hers. Without switching the light on, I put the rucksack down by the door and slipped off my shoes. I was about to cross the hall to my bedroom when I noticed Hope. She was sitting on the windowsill in the sitting room, leaning her head against the wall, her arms wrapped around her knees. I had spent a lot of time in that spot, looking out across the city and thinking. Hope had a key to my flat, as did Chris. I stopped. Hope raised her head and looked at me. The street lamps bathed the room in an orange twilight. Without a word, I walked over to her, sat down on the windowsill and put my arm around her. Hope buried her face in my shoulder and began to cry. Hot tears ran over my throat.

I put my hand on the nape of her neck and began to rock her to and fro. She shivered as if she was freezing despite the heat of this summer.

After a while, Hope’s sobs began to fade away before stopping altogether. I brushed a strand of damp hair from her face, put my arm around her shoulders and looked out over London by night.
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The next morning, the telephone put paid to my plan not to get up until the second half of the day. It was Saturday and I badly needed some sleep. It was half past three by the time Hope had fallen asleep on my sofa. A glance at the alarm clock informed me that it wasn’t even eight o’clock yet. Sleepily, I sat up and reached for the phone. It was Marlee.

‘I’ve had a break-in!’ she announced in a fluster. ‘All the pictures are gone!’

‘Start at the beginning please,’ I said.

As Marlee gave me the gist of what had happened, she gradually calmed down. Somebody had broken into the house of her late grandmother. When Marlee had woken up barely an hour ago, and gone down to the kitchen, she’d realised that all the pictures downstairs and on the upstairs landing were missing. It seemed that there had been oil paintings by her grandmother all over the house – as Marlee had already told me in my office, she had been quite a famous artist. Marlee had noticed nothing, despite being asleep in the spare room on the first floor the whole time, so the burglars must have been extremely careful. The police had been there for half an hour now and it seemed that she wasn’t getting on too well with the officers. The police seemed not to be taking things seriously enough for Marlee. London is a big city and there are far worse criminals than art thieves who break in so carefully that the householder doesn’t even wake up. I promised Marlee to set off as soon as possible to give her some support.

After hanging up, I cautiously opened the bedroom door and listened in the hallway, but there was no sound. I crept quietly into the sitting room and glanced at the sofa. Hope was still lying under the blanket with which I’d covered her the night before, but she wasn’t asleep. She looked up at me with tired eyes.

‘Sorry the telephone woke you,’ I said, sitting on the edge of the sofa.

‘I was awake already,’ said Hope, lowering her gaze.

She looked pretty shattered, but, after the evening before and less than four hours’ sleep, I probably didn’t look a lot better myself.

‘Coffee?’ I asked.

‘… would be perfect,’ replied Hope, sitting up.

As we breakfasted, I told her about Marlee and the break-in. We didn’t mention Rick. Any time Hope wanted to talk about him, I would listen.

‘So, I’m going to try and get myself ready and head over to Marlee’s,’ I said, standing up. ‘Would you like to come too?’

Hope was normally very interested in my cases and up for any adventure, but nothing was normal at the moment. I felt bad about leaving her on her own though. She looked at me indecisively.

‘Come on, we’ll take the bike.’

‘OK,’ said Hope, ‘but I need at least quarter of an hour to make myself presentable before I’ll be fit to go out in public.’

‘No problem,’ I said. ‘I’ll meet you downstairs.’

Hope stood up and went over to her flat. I tidied up the dishes and then made my own way over to the bathroom mirror. I was glad that she’d decided to come with me. There’s nothing like feeling the wind in your face to make you feel better. I speak from experience.

 

Twenty minutes later, I was sitting outside the house on my motorbike waiting for Hope. The morning sun beamed from a cloudless, cobalt-blue sky and it was very warm already. London was in for another rainless summer day.

A little further down the street, a family was loading a people carrier with all the paraphernalia for a day in the country. A badminton set, a huge picnic hamper, piles of blankets, a sweet little Jack Russell, two cool boxes – apparently rather heavy – various toys and a large portable radio. It was a miracle there was still room for the kids. Wistfully, I watched the young mother putting a little girl with carefully plaited hair into a colourful car seat and buckling her in. I had good friends and was far from alone, which is more than you can say even for many people who still have living relatives. All the same, there are times when I long for nothing more than to be part of a perfectly normal, dreadfully boring, old-fashioned family.
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Once Hope was finally ready – almost an hour after Marlee’s phone call – we set off. The traffic in central London was murder. Fortunately, Hope was a good passenger, which meant that we had no problems slipping through the gaps in the columns of stationary cars. Inexperienced passengers often try to counterbalance the sideways tilt of the motorbike by shifting their own weight, rather than sitting straight and still, going along with the movements of the machine and the rider. This makes it practically impossible to ride precisely, because you always have to allow enough room on all sides to be able to react to unexpected movements from the passenger.

As we left the inner city behind us, heading south, the traffic lightened and we made quicker progress. On the way, I pulled over outside a bakery and Hope bought a bag of cinnamon whirls. I was sure that Marlee would appreciate something sweet at the moment, and fresh sugary cakes can sometimes work wonders on police officers too.

We reached Marlee’s house at half past nine. It was in a quiet suburban street, lined with well-established trees. The properties were divided by old-fashioned fences and evergreen hedges. The houses were old and didn’t look as if burglars would find them particularly worth breaking into. Despite this slight hint of dilapidation, the street looked strangely homelike, as if children should be playing here.

On the pavement immediately outside Marlee’s house, an old couple were chatting to a grey-haired woman, a young poodle pulling at her wrist. The police had obviously already left – there were no patrol cars anywhere in sight. I rode slowly onto the pavement and stopped directly outside Marlee’s garden gate. Hope climbed down and nodded to the pensioners. They returned the greeting cautiously and, whispering, walked a little further down the street, now and then glancing surreptitiously over their shoulders. Probably Marlee and the poodle were the only non-pensioners living here.

The latch on the low garden gate seemed to be rusty. I was just trying to press it down when the front door opened and Marlee emerged. She came towards us with a wave.

‘Hi! I heard your bike. I’m afraid the gate won’t open – you guys’ll have to climb over the fence.’

‘No problem,’ I said, swinging a leg over the old picket fence, which was barely three feet high. ‘This is my friend Hope; I hope you don’t mind her coming with me.’

‘Of course not!’ said Marlee. ‘Hi Hope, I’m Marlee.’

‘Pleased to meet you,’ said Hope.

Marlee’s agitation seemed to have disappeared. She had still sounded upset on the phone, but now she seemed almost cheerful. When she noticed the three older people, who had taken up position a little further down the street, and were watching us from there, she waved to them, calling out: ‘Hi Mrs Weingartner! Hi Mr and Mrs Featherstone!’

Somewhat bemused, the three waved back, but I was fairly sure that the woman with the poodle had smiled slightly for a moment. Marlee’s open and uncomplicated manner was refreshing and could probably achieve quite remarkable things sometimes.

‘Are you two an item?’ Marlee asked, as we walked to the house.

‘No!’ exclaimed Hope, stopping in surprise.

‘We’ve been friends since uni, and neighbours for six months,’ I explained.

‘Oh, OK,’ said Marlee, opening the front door with a flourish and stepping into the house. ‘Come in!’

Hope started moving again, but didn’t look as if everything had been cleared up.

One at a time, Marlee showed us all the downstairs rooms, repeating the story that I’d already heard in brief on the phone. It was unclear how the burglars had gained entry to the house. All the windows and doors were undamaged; there were no fingerprints. The only traces the police had found were shallow footprints from men’s shoes in the flowerbed beneath a window. After the officers had investigated everything and taken Marlee’s statement, they had come to the conclusion that it was a normal break-in, obviously targeting Marlee’s grandmother’s pictures. The paintings might not be worth a fortune, but they still had a thoroughly respectable value. As the intruders had taken every picture but two small watercolours, the police were assuming that they would not return. The two drawings that the thieves had left both hung in the spare room, in which Marlee had been sleeping at the time of the break-in.

 

The last room on the ground floor that Marlee showed us was the kitchen. It was quite big and had an extremely cosy atmosphere. The best thing about it, though, was a tiny pantry, fitted out to store tea. The three narrow walls were covered with hundreds of small drawers. On each of them was a small, old-fashioned brass knob, underneath which was a tiny label bearing, in faded ink and careful handwriting, the names of the varieties of tea it contained: Moroccan Mint, Anhui Curled Dragon Silvertip, Brahmaputra Black. Names full of promise, witnesses of long journeys through distant lands.

‘Grandma was a real tea-nut,’ explained Marlee. ‘I don’t think I ever drank the same tea twice in this house.’

‘May I?’ I asked, reaching for a brass handle above the words Pearl Dew, Green Kerala Cardamom and Espinheira Santa.

‘Sure, go ahead,’ said Marlee.

I opened the little drawer. Three round tin caddies appeared. On each tin was a sticky label, once more bearing the name of the variety contained. I picked up the nearest canister and began, very carefully, to open the lid. I had no desire to accidentally spill the precious contents. It took quite a lot of strength, because around the edge of the tin was an airtight seal in some kind of wax. As soon as the lid was off, a wonderful, exotic scent wafted towards me. It was like a brief journey.

Once I’d managed to tear myself away from the incredible array of teas, Marlee led us upstairs. The rooms on the ground floor, so eclectically and lovingly furnished, had been fascinating enough, but the upstairs library made me fall in love with the house. Marlee’s grandmother must have led an extremely interesting life, because her legacy was more than just an old house – it was a small, wonderful museum, a secret jewel, hidden in a rather ordinary street, disguised behind a boring English, suburban garden. It was positively bursting with fascinating things. Egyptian artefacts shared dark shelves with strange, South American Mayan statues; a pile of yellowed parchment rolls lay jammed between an old-fashioned sextant in tarnished brass and a mysterious sealed earthenware jar. The fireplace was flanked by a rack of African spears on one side, and an enormous antique globe on the other. It was the house of an adventurer.

After Marlee had shown us all the upstairs rooms, she stopped by a narrow wooden ladder, leading up from the middle of the landing.

‘The ladder leads to Grandma’s studio and study,’ explained Marlee. ‘It was built onto the house later, and in the summer you can hardly see it from the street, because it’s mostly hidden behind the leaves of the trees. You feel like you’re up in the jungle canopy. You guys have just got to see it – it’s great!’

With these words, she began to climb; Hope and I followed her. When we reached the top, I realised what Marlee had meant. The spacious, square room had large windows on each of its four walls, reaching from the floor almost to the ceiling. Barely more than eighteen inches from the window panes, the uppermost branches of the surrounding trees waved to and fro in the wind. In the beaming summer sun, the leaves of the plane trees shone bright green, bathing the studio in a fascinating, ever-changing light.

On one side of the room stood a massive desk, overflowing with papers, letters, books and any number of odds and ends. I wondered how on earth this cumbersome monstrosity had been got up here. On the other side of the studio stood a massive easel, on which rested a blank canvas. It must have been put there by Marlee’s grandmother, to hold a picture that would never now be painted. Two small tables near the easel were crammed with brushes, tubes of paint, bottles of turpentine, rags and various other tools necessary for oil painting.

My eye happened to fall on Marlee, and I noticed her looking sadly at the pure, shining white of the empty canvas. She was obviously still affected by the loss of her only relative. It would probably be some time before she would use the canvas for a picture of her own, or at least put it to one side and use the easel.

‘Where does that go?’ asked Hope, pointing to yet another ladder, fixed to the wall behind the desk and leading up to a round hatch in the ceiling.

‘Grandma was interested in astronomy,’ explained Marlee. ‘There’s a pretty big telescope on the roof, but unfortunately I have no clue how to use it. When I was a kid, I always spent a month here in the summer vacation, and my grandma often brought me up here on clear nights and showed me nebulas and galaxies and comets and all kinds of objects. I want to bone up on it, so I can use the telescope myself.’

‘Hey, I could help you with that!’ cried Hope enthusiastically. ‘I know a bit about it – I was a keen amateur astronomer when I was younger.’

‘Great!’ said Marlee. ‘As soon as we’ve got the basics in the house sorted out, you’ll have to come over and explain it all to me.’

‘I’d love to!’ said Hope.

When I considered that, less than twelve hours ago, Hope had been crying so bitterly in my arms, I could hardly believe how cheerful she was now.

‘So, what do you need to do to the house?’ I asked.

‘Well, the most urgent thing is the hot water,’ replied Marlee. ‘Even if you let the faucet run for several minutes, it never gets more than lukewarm. At the moment, when it’s so hot, I don’t mind a refreshing shower, but once it gets cooler I wouldn’t want to be without a hot bath. I have no clue why the water won’t get properly hot. On Monday I’ll call a plumber. Plus I want to repaint and furnish the spare room. I felt weird about sleeping in Grandma’s room, so I moved into the spare room. But it’s not very comfortable – you saw it. The bed is too soft and far too small, and the wallpaper is peeling. It’s obviously the only room that Grandma didn’t pay much attention to. A large bed and one or two modern lamps would be good.’

‘I’ve got an idea what’s wrong with the boiler,’ said Hope. ‘It’s probably just furred up.’

‘Does that mean I’ve got to buy a new one?’ asked Marlee in concern.

‘No,’ said Hope, ‘most models are easy to de-scale. Shall I take a look at it?’

‘Sure, please do!’ replied Marlee.

 

After Hope had had a look at the boiler in the cellar, we sat down in the kitchen and made ourselves comfortable. Marlee filled large glasses of home-made iced tea, and Hope shared out the cinnamon whirls we’d brought.

‘And you’ll really help me fix the boiler?’ asked Marlee. ‘I mean, sure that’d be great! I’ll pay you for it too.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Hope in embarrassment. ‘It’s really no big deal.’

‘It is for me!’ beamed Marlee.

Hope and I promised to drive Marlee to a DIY shop that afternoon and to help her with both the shopping and, later, some of the work in the house. It seemed like a good idea. Hope could definitely do with a distraction right now, and I would have a chance to keep an eye out for anyone tailing Marlee. In any case, Marlee didn’t have a car and was happy to be able to use my Range Rover for the shopping. Admittedly, she’d inherited a genuine fifties classic car from her grandmother, but at the moment it was neither roadworthy nor registered. Anyway, a Jaguar XK150 is hardly an ideal car for transporting furniture.

We said goodbye at half past ten. All the way home, Hope didn’t say a word. Waiting at traffic lights, I turned round and looked at her. She returned my gaze but said nothing. Her good mood seemed to have blown away, and I had an inkling as to why. Hope was probably intending to speak to Rick. I didn’t know if she’d try to salvage the relationship, but I was pretty sure there was no hope for the pair of them now. I had no intention of mentioning the subject if Hope didn’t raise it first, though.

‘I’ll pick you up here at one-thirty, OK?’ I said, as I set Hope down at home.

‘Right,’ she said absently, walking to the door and disappearing into the building.

I started the engine and headed towards my office, to swap the bike for the car.
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When Hope joined me in the car, it was as if she’d had yet another personality change. The good mood that she’d had at Marlee’s that morning had returned.

‘What’s in the bag?’ I asked as I drove off.

‘A little electric pump,’ replied Hope. ‘Marlee’s boiler is in the cellar and, if there’s no usable drain down there, we need some way of getting all the water still in the boiler up to the ground floor. Lugging buckets up and down isn’t my style.’

‘I see,’ I grinned. ‘It’s very nice of you to help Marlee. I mean, she’s my client and I’d have to keep an eye out for her this afternoon anyway, but it’s different for you.’

‘It’s really no big deal,’ said Hope. ‘I like her and, anyway, us single women have got to stick together.’

That was Hope all over. Nothing was so bad that it didn’t seem better with an offhand remark. Her dry humour had always made me laugh in dark times and I was glad that it hadn’t deserted her.

‘So you spoke to Rick then?’ I asked.

‘Yes. We’ve split up,’ said Hope after a moment’s hesitation.

I glanced enquiringly at her.

She smiled. ‘I’m OK; don’t worry.’

‘I won’t,’ I said, watching the road once more.

I wasn’t sure whether or not Hope had told the truth. After what I’d been through over the last six months, I couldn’t imagine that Hope could be doing so well again on the day of her break-up. On the other hand, things were obviously very different for her.

 

After collecting Marlee, we drove to a DIY store in Croydon, where we bought paint and brushes and a few tools for redecorating Marlee’s bedroom. She decided on a light, pale orange, although Hope and I strongly advised her to choose a more subtle colour. Marlee listened patiently to all our suggestions and objections, but somehow I had the feeling that she didn’t attach any great weight to our opinions on the matter. Either way, she wasn’t to be swayed on her decision.

On the way back, we stopped at a furniture shop, where Marlee wanted to look for a new bed and lamps.

Although I was still watching carefully for anyone who might be following us, I could see nobody. Could it have been coincidence that Marlee had kept bumping into the same men? Perhaps they were just a couple of tourists – after all, it’s not that unlikely that visitors to London would be at the airport, the National Gallery and Piccadilly Circus in the space of a few days.

We had barely entered the bed department when Marlee had made up her mind. She had set her heart on a low, ultra-modern bed in light blue varnished wood, at least six feet across. Although the colour was, to put it mildly, somewhat vivid, Hope and I didn’t even try to persuade her to look at any other styles.

After Marlee had also bought a monstrously large duvet, a wide pillow and two sets of covers to go with them, we made our way back to her house. The bed was to be delivered on Tuesday, so her room needed to be ready to move into by then, and there was a lot to do.

 

At half past six, I washed my hands and joined Marlee and Hope for a glass of iced tea on the veranda at the back of the house. While Hope had been taking care of the boiler, Marlee and I had stripped the old wallpaper from her bedroom. In some places, it had almost fallen from the walls by itself; in others, it had put up a stiff fight. Scraping the last remnants of paper from the walls and ceiling had caked my hair and clothes in fine dust. Marlee didn’t look much better, but at least we’d finished – the walls could be prepared for painting now.

‘The water was ice cold when I washed my hands just now,’ I said.

‘That’s normal,’ answered Hope. ‘I had to completely empty the boiler and refill it once it was de-scaled. I only switched it on again twenty minutes ago. It will be another couple of hours before the water gets properly hot.’

‘Thank you so much!’ said Marlee again.

 

Towards seven o’clock, I stood up, stretched and said: ‘We should make a move soon – I need to have a shower and change before I meet David.’

‘Oh yes, I’d totally forgotten about that,’ said Hope, standing up too. ‘I’ll just pack up my stuff; then we can go.’

‘Have you got any plans for this evening?’ Marlee asked Hope. ‘If not, you could stay and look at the telescope. We could get pizza!’

Hope looked enquiringly at me. ‘Is that all right with you?’

‘Of course,’ I answered. ‘Shall I pick you up later?’

‘No need – I’ll get a taxi.’

‘All right. Keep an eye on my client – there are some shady types after her!’

‘I will!’ promised Hope.

 

Driving to my flat, I couldn’t concentrate on the radio news because I kept wondering about Hope and Marlee. I found it strangely unwelcome that they’d made friends so quickly. But Marlee’s company was obviously doing Hope good – I hadn’t seen a single sad or thoughtful look from her all afternoon. After everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours, that was more than surprising.

Why on earth was I so bothered by them getting on so well? I was Hope’s best friend; we went way back and, last year, when I’d thought our friendship could fade away, Hope had made it abundantly clear that that would never happen. Sometimes I just don’t understand myself.
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At half past eight, I climbed out of a taxi and entered the Akash Palace. I liked this Indian restaurant in the West End and I was already looking forward to their superb masoor dal – the best in London. David was already there; I could see him from the door. He was sitting at a table for two at the back of the restaurant and had already ordered a bottle of wine for us. As I approached the table, he stood up and we kissed each other on the cheek.

‘You look pretty rough,’ he said as we sat down. ‘Is everything OK?’

‘Yes, I’m fine; I’m just tired,’ I replied. ‘I spent the afternoon scraping rather ugly wallpaper off the walls of a rather large room.’

‘I didn’t know you were decorating,’ said David. ‘Why didn’t you say so? I’d have helped.’

I told him about Marlee and my new case, as well as the business with Rick and Hope.

‘I can’t believe it,’ said David. ‘Rick always seemed like such a nice bloke. How is she?’

‘Pretty good, I’d say. She stayed to eat with Marlee and then they were going to have a look at the telescope. I’ll check on her again later this evening. I don’t suppose she’ll be late home.’

After we’d exhausted the subject of Hope and Rick, I asked David about the impending tour, and he began to fill me in on every last detail. He was obviously looking forward to the trip enormously and went into raptures about all the cities they were visiting and the fantastic places he wanted to see. I listened and asked questions, laughing in all the right places but feeling increasingly depressed. From my point of view, David’s journey just meant saying goodbye, but for him, it was a thrilling adventure. He seemed to have no problem with bidding farewell to his friends for almost four months. David lives exclusively in the here and now, in a way I could never do. He never makes big plans for the future, and he never dwells long on the past. I admire him for it, but at the same time I was disappointed that he didn’t even seem to notice how upset I was at the thought of his long absence. All the same, I was utterly determined not to let on, and not to waste any words on the subject. I didn’t want to spoil the trip for him and, in any case, I pride myself on my tough shell.

Shortly before eleven, we were standing outside the restaurant saying our goodbyes; it was still pleasantly warm. London was enjoying yet another gorgeously mild summer night. I was sure that Hope and Marlee would have no difficulty finding interesting objects to observe in the clear, cloudless sky.

I stood on tiptoe, put my arms around David and kissed his cheek. He followed suit and, for a few seconds, I pressed him to me, before letting go, taking a step backwards and saying: ‘Take care, weirdo!’

‘You too, you freak!’ replied David with a laugh.

I turned away and walked hurriedly towards the Thames, hearing him behind me, hailing a taxi. I gulped, blinked and continued on my way, not turning round once.

 

When I got home at eleven-thirty, Hope wasn’t yet back. I knocked on her door, and, when she didn’t answer, I used my key to look into her flat and check that she really wasn’t there. She and Marlee must have got the telescope working. I returned to my own flat, took a bottle of Corona from the fridge and headed for the rooftop terrace. In previous years, Chris and I had often spent hot summer nights up there together, lying on our backs, watching the night sky and chatting. Since he’d been with Amanda, however, he’d rarely had time for such things. Sometimes I really miss the days when we were both single.

As I stepped out into the hall, Hope emerged from the lift.

‘Hi,’ I greeted her. ‘How was your evening? Did you figure out the telescope?’

‘Yes, it was great!’ beamed Hope. ‘We saw the Andromeda Galaxy and the Horsehead Nebula, and Marlee made us a lovely tea from her grandma’s collection. She’s really nice, and so funny! She’s always coming up with some nonsense or other.’

‘Yeah, she’s fun,’ I said. ‘Hey, I’m just going up to the roof. Do you want to come too? I’ll split a beer with you …’

‘I’m shattered – you know how little sleep I got last night. Anyway, I spent all evening with Marlee looking at the stars. I’m going to crash.’

‘OK. Sweet dreams.’

‘You too,’ said Hope, turning to her front door.

An hour later, I was still lying on the warm stone floor of the roof terrace, staring at the stars. I hadn’t touched the beer.
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When I returned to my flat at half past one, the telephone was ringing; it was Marlee.

‘There’s someone in the garden!’ she whispered anxiously.

‘How do you know? Did you see anything?’

‘No, but somebody crashed into one of the garden chairs at the back of the house in the dark.’

‘Are you sure?’ I asked. ‘Couldn’t it have been a cat or some other animal?’

Marlee thought for a moment, then she whispered: ‘That’s possible, but I’m so scared! You know, someone broke in here last night!’

‘OK,’ I said, ‘shut yourself in your grandmother’s bedroom and wait for me – I’ll set off right away. There’s a telephone there, so if anyone does get into the house you can call the police. But it was probably just a cat.’

‘OK, but please hurry!’ whispered Marlee beseechingly.

It took me just a couple of minutes to pack my usual kit and slip on the short black jacket that I wear if I need to creep through the darkness as unobtrusively as possible. I didn’t actually believe that there were intruders at Marlee’s house again, but she was my client and obviously very afraid. It was no more than my duty to dash over there and scare off the monsters in her wardrobe and under the bed – that’s what I was paid for.

Although it was a Saturday night, the traffic was no problem this late and I made good time. Less than fifteen minutes after Marlee’s call, I was pulling up outside her house. Time would tell whether I would pay for this remarkable achievement with a speeding ticket.

Both the house and the garden lay in complete darkness. If Marlee was concerned not to receive unwelcome visitors by night, she urgently needed to get some garden lighting installed. As quietly as possible, I climbed over the low fence. I didn’t even try opening the gate – I couldn’t imagine that it had been repaired since our visit that morning. The street lights shone through gaps in the trees onto the front of the house; there was nothing unusual to be seen.

Without switching on my torch, I crept as quietly as possible along the house, listening intently in the darkness. Somewhere, a cricket was chirping, but there was nothing else to be heard. I had almost reached the rear corner of the house, when I stepped on a dry twig in the dark. The next moment, I heard somebody running across the lawn in the back garden. I switched on the torch and began to run. As I rounded the corner, I just glimpsed someone squeezing through the hedge into the neighbouring garden. The hedge must be pretty thick, because Marlee’s unknown visitor seemed to be having trouble getting through it. I pushed aside my jacket, drew my pistol from its holster in the small of my back and ran towards an old, stone garden table, standing slightly askew on the lawn, about three feet from Marlee’s side of the hedge. Without slowing down, I jumped onto the table and dug in my toes, launching myself off. My shoes grazing the top of the hedge, I tipped forwards, shining my torch on the ground of the neighbouring garden. The surface awaiting me could make my landing extremely unpleasant. I was in luck. It was an extremely well-tended vegetable patch, obviously very recently raked. I seemed to be heading for the tomato plot, and they looked very good – ripe for picking. I dropped the torch and pistol, landing with a forwards roll amid the tomato plants.

As I sat up, a stabbing pain shot through my left side. The inviting tomato bed was obviously equipped with supporting stakes, one of which must have got me. I hastily stood up, reached for my torch and immediately dropped it again. Involuntarily, I stuck my left ring finger in my mouth. I haven’t sucked my fingers since the age of five, and those of others only rarely, and on very special occasions. Damn brambles!

After cautiously fishing my torch out of the thorns, I reached for my gun and finally returned my attention to the actual reason for my nocturnal activities. I shone the beam hastily around the garden, but could see nobody. The next moment, I heard an engine revving and sprinted after it. Vaulting the fence onto the pavement, I was just in time to see the car race away towards central London, tyres squealing. Fortunately I was able to make out the number plate. I memorised it, returning the pistol to its holster, and began to limp back around the block to Marlee’s house. I had no intention of braving the dangerous vegetable garden again.
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I sat on the steps outside Marlee’s front door, pulled my mobile phone from my jacket pocket and dialled her number. She answered immediately.

‘I’m outside; will you let me in?’ I asked, cautiously feeling my left hip. My T-shirt was damp.

‘Sure, I’ll come at once,’ she answered, still whispering. ‘Did you look around the garden?’

‘Yes, and I checked out next door while I was at it. I’ll tell you in a minute, OK?’

‘Of course, sorry, I’m on my way!’ said Marlee, in a normal voice at last.

I stuck the mobile back in my pocket and waited. I was just about to go and fetch a plaster for my finger from the first aid kit in my car when the door finally opened behind me. I stood up, entered the house and asked: ‘What took you so long?’

‘Sorry,’ replied Marlee. ‘I barricaded the bedroom door with the dresser too – the lock didn’t look very robust. Hey, you’re bleeding! Did you fight somebody?’

‘Sort of,’ I said, looking at my left side in the light of the hall. There was indeed quite a large blood stain on the T-shirt and a few splinters of wood caught in a long rip in the fabric, presumably from the dangerous garden stake I’d encountered in the vegetable patch. I untucked the T-shirt from my trousers and pulled it up. The bloody garden implement had given me a pretty nasty wound about an inch above my left hip bone. It hadn’t stopped bleeding and there were still splinters in my skin. I turned back to Marlee.

‘Do you happen to have any tweezers, disinfectant and bandages in the house, by any chance?’

‘I don’t know,’ mumbled Marlee indistinctly, sitting abruptly on a little stool near the hall stand. She was dreadfully pale and looked as if she might faint any minute.

I hastily pulled the T-shirt down again and said: ‘I’ll take care of it when I get back home. Listen, there was somebody in your garden, but I scared him off. I’m sure he won’t be back any time soon. I got his registration number and I’ll get on to it first thing tomorrow. I’ll call you as soon as I’ve got any news.’

‘Can’t you stay here?’ asked Marlee.

‘That guy definitely won’t come back,’ I said reassuringly. ‘You really don’t need to worry.’

Marlee stared at me with big, shining eyes. I’m an only child, but at that moment I knew what it must feel like to be a big sister. At first glance, Marlee was an independent young woman, who knew exactly what she wanted, but part of her was still a little girl.

‘Why don’t you come back to mine? You can sleep on the sofa,’ I suggested. Who could resist that look? I might just as well abandon a puppy at the North Pole.

 

Half an hour later, I was sitting on the edge of the bath tub in my flat, a little mirror in one hand and sharp tweezers in the other, bravely plucking the splinters from the wound in my hip. Marlee was making herself at home on the sofa. This was the second night in a row that an unhappy woman would sleep there, although Marlee was far less unhappy since I’d offered to put her up for the night. Actually, she was in really good spirits and now wanted to hear all about my nocturnal encounter with the stranger and my fight in the vegetable garden.

When I had finally removed all the splinters and was just trying to disinfect the wound without screaming, Marlee knocked on the lightly open bathroom door.

‘Can I come in?’

Although I had taken off the dirty T-shirt, I was still wearing my bra, and anyway, I’m not shy. ‘Sure, come in.’

Marlee pushed open the door, leant against the frame and looked at the wound. Now that it had stopped bleeding and had been cleaned up, it didn’t look half as bad.

‘Could you lend me a toothbrush?’ she asked sheepishly. ‘I totally forgot to pack mine. Luckily I remembered my book!’

She meant the paperback she was reading. I think it was Old Songs in a New Café by Robert James Waller. Priorities are everything. I took a new toothbrush from the drawer next to the washbasin and handed it to Marlee, saying: ‘Here; there are sanitary pads and tampons in the little cupboard by the bath. If you’ve forgotten the pill too, we’ll just have to go back to your house for it.’

‘I’m not on the pill,’ said Marlee, looking at the floor in embarrassment. She was a strange mixture of shyness and sauciness.

‘Can I help with that?’ asked Marlee.

I was just using my teeth to liberate a large, waterproof plaster from its sterile packet.

‘Yes, thank you,’ I said, handing the plaster to Marlee. ‘Just stick it over the cut, so it’s completely covered. I can hardly wait to duck under the shower.’

Marlee took the protective film off the plaster and knelt next to me. I put my left arm on my back and watched as she, very carefully, placed the plaster over the wound. Once it was in place, she gently ran a finger over the sticky areas and made sure that there were no air bubbles. She did all this without once touching my skin directly. She was either squeamish about my wound or extremely reserved.

‘Thanks, that’s perfect!’ I said. ‘I’ll just have a quick shower, won’t be long, then you’ll have the bathroom to yourself.’

‘OK,’ said Marlee, leaving the room.

I shut the door and undressed. When I entered the living room fifteen minutes later, Marlee was looking at my e-piano.

‘Do you play in a band?’

‘No, just for myself, for fun.’

‘You’ve got to play something for me tomorrow!’

‘We’ll see,’ I said. ‘Have you got everything you need? Then I’ll go to bed now – I didn’t get enough sleep last night and it’s already almost three a.m.’

‘Sure, I’ll be fine. Sweet dreams!’

I trudged to my bedroom, pulled on my pyjamas and dropped into bed. At last some sleep! And this time I couldn’t be woken by a call from Marlee because she was here, right next door, perfectly safe. With this comforting thought, I fell asleep.

 

Just after seven, Marlee woke me. She had opened my bedroom door a crack and was now knocking quietly but persistently on the doorframe. I sat up, relaxed my hands, which I had automatically clenched into fists, and asked sulkily: ‘What’s wrong?’

‘I’m starving! How about you? Is it OK if I make breakfast for us both? I thought I’d better ask before using your kitchen. What would you like? I make fantastic pancakes! Have you got flour and eggs? How about maple syrup? I’ve already found the orange juice.’

‘Isn’t it lucky old ladies like me hardly need any sleep?’ I asked, crashing back onto my pillow.

A stabbing pain was a less than gentle reminder of my inglorious adventure in the vegetable garden. At least she’d stopped knocking.
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An hour later, sitting comfortably at the breakfast bar and drinking my coffee, my mood had improved considerably. Golden brown pancakes with warm maple syrup, followed by scrambled eggs on toast with a freshly cut grapefruit to finish, and all prepared and served by someone else. I could get used to this. And best of all – it was Sunday! Is there anything better than being able to fall, replete from breakfast, back into bed with no plans at all before teatime?

‘So, how do we find out whose car it was, with the licence plate you saw?’ asked Marlee, dragging me abruptly from my agreeable musings.

‘Normally we’d have to make a written application to the DVLA, in which, among other things, we’d have to give our reasons for needing the information. That would take far too long though. Fortunately I’ve got other sources.’

While Marlee took care of the kitchen, I phoned the office of Inspector Friedman. Since meeting the previous winter in the course of a tricky case involving a fanatical secret society, we had helped each other out a few times. He had access to the extensive databases and investigative possibilities of the London police, while I could get information using methods that lay in a grey area into which the inspector and his colleagues dared not venture.

‘Miss Fox!’ said Detective Sergeant Healey. ‘It’s good to hear from you again!’

The sergeant was the inspector’s right hand man and shared the office with him. Although at first glance they seemed like complete opposites, they obviously got on very well. The inspector was tall, constantly battling his weight and seemed not to own a single item of clothing that really fitted him properly. His desk was usually in a state of chaos. Empty cups sat atop precarious heaps of files; plastic evidence bags lay strewn among sweets and countless Post-its covered with the inspector’s spidery scrawl.

‘I assume you want to speak to the inspector,’ said Healey once the preliminaries were out of the way. ‘I’m afraid he’s not working this weekend. Can I help instead?’

I filled him in on my request and after only a few minutes I knew the owner of the car. This information, however, didn’t get me as far forwards as I’d hoped. The car belonged to a rental company at the airport. I asked Sergeant Healey to pass on my regards to the inspector and said goodbye.

 

Marlee was putting the finishing touches to the kitchen as I let her know what I’d found out. I resisted the temptation to suggest that she moved in with me.

After she’d disappeared into the bathroom, I sat at the bar, slurped the rest of my coffee and considered. Offhand, I could think of five ways to find out who’d rented the car – they were all a teensy bit illegal. It seemed easiest to try and see what I could blag.

I was just wondering how I could slip back into bed when someone began to fiddle with the lock on my front door from outside. That was really strange because I never had guests so early on a Sunday morning. Could Marlee’s mysterious visitor of last night have followed us to my flat? I was still padding barefoot towards my bedroom to fetch my slippers and my gun when the lock opened. I just had time to disappear into the kitchen and take cover behind the breakfast bar. Through the gap between the fruit bowl and the mug tree, I watched the door slowly opening. In my mind’s eye I could see myself hurling citrus fruit at a pistol, when Hope’s face appeared in the crack of the door. She looked around, came in and quietly shut the door behind her. In the bathroom, Marlee began to brush her teeth. Hope walked past me towards the bathroom door, knocked and said: ‘Hi Nea …’

Outstanding scores should always be settled as soon as possible. I leapt out of the kitchen and stretched my arms up in the air with a cry of ‘Good morning!’

Hope is young and has a strong heart, but one thing was certain – Marlee was a bad influence on me. Hope had barely recovered from the shock when the bathroom door opened and Marlee stepped out into the hallway.

‘What’s going on?’ she enquired indistinctly, foam on her chin and the toothbrush in her hand. ‘Oh, hi Hope!’

‘Er …’ stammered Hope, her eyes flicking from me to Marlee and back again, before finally resting on me. ‘I heard noises and thought you must be up, and wondered if we could have breakfast together. I really didn’t mean to interrupt, sorry.’

She turned back to the door.

‘Don’t worry!’ I said. ‘Sit down. Marlee made pancakes and there are still a few left. Anyway, we’ve got a lot to tell you – last night was rather busy.’

Hope sat down at the counter but still seemed uneasy. Marlee vanished back into the bathroom. I put the pancakes in the microwave and poured a cup of coffee for Hope while filling her in on the events of the previous night. Hope relaxed visibly and, by the time Marlee joined us a few minutes later, she was back to her old self.

‘What are you two planning now?’ she asked.

‘I’m going to try to find out who rented the car,’ I replied. ‘And I’m meeting Chris this evening.’

‘I was going to keep working on my bedroom,’ explained Marlee, ‘so it’ll be ready on Tuesday when the new bed’s delivered.’

‘How about you?’ I asked Hope. When she’d been with Rick, they’d usually spent Sundays together.

‘Nothing much,’ she murmured. ‘There’s a bit of cleaning I’ve been meaning to get around to for ages …’

‘Would you like to watch me paint?’ asked Marlee. ‘I could bake an apple pie this afternoon. What do you think?’

‘I’d love to!’ replied Hope. ‘But there’s no way I’m just watching. I want to earn my slice of pie!’

Shortly after ten, the two of them set off for Marlee’s house and I dragged myself back to my bedroom. Marlee was busy and in good hands – I could finally get a few hours’ sleep.
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At half past one, I woke up, dripping with sweat and with a pounding headache. It seemed going back to bed hadn’t been such a good idea after all. A blinding ray of sunlight shone through a gap in the curtains onto the bedcovers and the air in my bedroom was warm and sticky. I stood up, drew the curtains and opened the window. Everyone but me was already up. There was a queue of traffic on Westminster Bridge, tourists were browsing the street vendors’ wares and the pigeons were clearing up the remains of ice cream cornets and sandwiches. Not a single cloud had ventured into the deep blue sky – London was experiencing yet another hot day in an extraordinary summer.

After taking off the sodden pyjamas, I went into the bathroom and turned on the cold water in the shower. I inhaled deeply, held my breath and stepped under the jet of icy water.

When five minutes later, smelling of soap and shivering, I returned to my bedroom, the warm air wafting through the open window was a real pleasure. I lay naked on the bed and let the mild summer breeze dry the last drops of moisture on my skin. My headache had already faded to an indistinct throb. I shut my eyes, breathing slowly and deeply. It was more than six months since I’d last lain naked in my bed. In that time, I’d thought a thousand times about the previous winter’s wild nights of love, but the memories had awoken no passionate feelings in me; they had only intensified the pain of loss and rejection.

I stood up, got dressed and made my way to the airport car rental service. It was high time I did something to earn my pay.

 

Marlee’s mysterious visitor had hired his car from a place called Southern Wheels, which lay a short distance outside the airport itself, in an industrial estate.

I parked my car on the opposite side of the street, crossed the road and wandered past the high barbed wire fence intended to protect the parked hire cars from intruders. Fortunately, the fence offered no shelter from curious eyes. I stopped near a Ford Focus standing with its boot towards the fence, and looked more closely at the rear; I did not, however, find what I was looking for. I walked on a few paces and struck lucky – on the driver’s door was a red sticker with the company name and logo. For my plan to work, I needed to be sure that Southern Wheels’ cars were identifiable as such from the outside.

I walked back to my car, took my mobile from the glove compartment and dialled the number that I could read in enormous red letters on Southern Wheels’ office window across the road. Soon afterwards, a man’s voice answered.

‘Southern Wheels car rental; Geoffrey speaking. How can I help you?’

‘Good afternoon. This is Mary Watson from the Savoy,’ I said in a businesslike but somewhat hassled tone. ‘We have a problem with one of your cars – it’s blocking the goods lift by the delivery entrance. There are already two vans waiting with fresh produce for this evening’s dinner and the Thomson wedding. The car has probably been hired by one of our guests. If you give me the name, I can try to call their room; if not, I’ll have to have the car towed.’

‘Client data is strictly confidential,’ explained Geoffrey. ‘I can send someone now to move the car – we have spare keys for all our cars.’

‘Right,’ I said. ‘How long would it take your colleague to get here?’

‘It’s Sunday – it should be possible in under an hour,’ replied Geoffrey. ‘We’re based near Heathrow.’

‘I’m very sorry, but that’s far too long. The hors d’oeuvres need to be served in the Thames Foyer by then! Please excuse me – I need to get straight on to the police to get it towed away. Thanks for …’

‘Hey, wait!’ interrupted Geoffrey. ‘What’s the car’s registration?’

I gave him the number I’d memorised the night before outside Marlee’s house. I listened as Geoffrey hastily typed something into a computer, reaching for the notepad in the glove compartment.

‘The car was hired by a Mr Verney Chevalier-Caron.’

‘Thank you; I’ll just check the computer,’ I said, making a note of the name.

‘I’m afraid there’s nobody of that name on our system,’ I said after a while. ‘Do you have any other details? A mobile number, perhaps?’

‘We have his address in France,’ said Geoffrey, ‘but that’s no help at the moment and I couldn’t give it to you anyway.’

‘Of course not,’ I said. ‘Hold on a moment …’

I made him wait a while and then said: ‘Good news! I’ve just been told that somebody has removed the car. Thank you so much for your help all the same. Goodbye!’

‘Not at all,’ stammered Geoffrey.

So the car had been hired by a Frenchman named Verney Chevalier-Caron. The name struck me as unusual, although I didn’t know many French names. I decided to see what I could dig up on the Internet. If I found nothing, or if, on the other hand, there were far too many people with that name, I could always ask Joely for help. Monsieur Chevalier-Caron had presumably flown into the country. Joely works for British Airways and has helped me a few times to get at confidential passenger information.

An hour later, I was sitting at my computer in my office, trying, despite my rusty French, to read some of the articles about Verney Chevalier-Caron turned up by the first search engine. They all dated from March this year and included at least one photo showing a beaming Monsieur Chevalier-Caron holding a painting; it was about twenty-four by sixteen inches and depicted a lily, painted mainly in shades of blue.

With the help of my old French dictionary, I set to work translating the shortest article and, half an hour later, felt that I’d got the gist. Chevalier-Caron was a fifty-four-year-old impoverished nobleman, who lived on the family estate near Rennes, also home to a modest collection of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century sculptures. He was unmarried and, until this March, his main source of income had evidently been ticket sales for the sculpture exhibition. Then he had made an extremely unusual discovery in the cellars of the house. Hidden in a false bottom on an old trunk, he had stumbled across the painting shown in the photos. Various experts had established beyond doubt that it was a genuine and previously unknown work by Pablo Picasso. Its estimated value was at least one and a half million pounds. The reverse of the canvas bore, in Picasso’s own handwriting, the year 1933 and the title of the painting: Lilies on Sand.

A new search with keywords Picasso and the title of the picture brought up a huge selection of articles, from which it emerged that the picture had been on loan to the Museum of Modern Art in New York since July. Before that, it had been exhibited in the Louvre in Paris for three months and, from October, it would be displayed in London, in the Tate Gallery.

The thought immediately occurred that Chevalier-Caron was in London in connection with the approaching loan of his painting to the Tate. But then what would he have been doing in Marlee’s garden in the middle of the night? In any case, it couldn’t possibly be a coincidence that, the evening before, somebody had broken into the house and stolen the majority of her grandmother’s paintings. There was some connection between the theft of the pictures and Monsieur Chevalier-Caron’s valuable find, I was convinced of that. It might even have been him that had committed the burglary on the night of Friday to Saturday, although that possibility then raised the question of why he should return the following night. After all, according to Marlee, the intruders had made off with all the paintings but the two watercolour drawings in her bedroom; there was thus practically nothing left in the house for art thieves.

I printed out two of the articles to give to Marlee later. As far as I knew, she had no computer or Internet access. I leant back and gazed thoughtfully at the pale blue tones of the painting reproduced on the screen, which had somehow found its way from Picasso’s studio to a secret drawer in a trunk in Chevalier-Caron’s cellar. Although the painting was called Lilies on Sand, however hard I looked, I could only make out one flower.
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When I walked into my flat at about seven o’clock, the little red light on the answer phone was blinking. The message was from Matt:

‘Hi Nea, it’s me, Matthew. I’ve been playing the detective a bit myself to get your number – I hope you don’t mind. Thanks for the tea last week; I’d like to return the favour. Do you fancy a picnic, maybe tomorrow afternoon by the pond in Kensington Gardens? My shift finishes at three, so I could get there for four. I make a great egg salad and … Anyway, if you’ve already got plans I totally understand … I mean, otherwise we could … Call me, OK? My number is 020 7946 0471. It’d be really great if you could come!’

I was just reaching for the receiver to decline the invitation when there was a knock at the door. Chris walked in. He was carrying a bag from Mr Hu’s Chinese takeaway.

‘Hey Chris!’ I greeted him, fetching plates and glasses from the cupboard.

‘Hi Nea!’ said Chris. ‘I hope you’re hungry!’

‘Starving!’ I replied. ‘I’ve got a bottle of rosé in the fridge. Does that sound OK to you?’

‘Sounds great!’

While I opened the bottle, Chris unpacked various little cardboard boxes, inscribed with Chinese characters, and spread them over the counter.

‘17, 19 and 21,’ he said. ‘I hope you’ve got some vanilla ice cream.’

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘What do I owe you?’

‘Nothing,’ replied Chris. ‘You provide the wine and the ice cream, and I pay for the food. Why break with tradition?’

‘OK, thanks!’ I said, sitting opposite him at the breakfast bar.

‘How long has it been?’ asked Chris, as we divided the fried noodles, rice and baked diced tofu between our plates. ‘Six months?’

‘Far too long!’ I said, raising my glass. ‘To Mr Hu!’

‘… and his inexpensive delicacies!’ added Chris. ‘Bon appétit!’

As we ate, I told Chris about Hope and Rick.

‘Unbelievable,’ said Chris. ‘I wouldn’t have thought it of Rick. I guess you can never really know a person. How is she?’

I told him about Hope spending the night on my sofa, as well as about Marlee and the positive impact she had on Hope’s mood.

‘It’s a good job she met someone at just the right moment to take her mind off things a bit,’ said Chris. ‘That’ll make it easier for her to get over him.’

‘Hey, I’m here too.’

‘Yes, of course,’ said Chris, piling the rest of the tofu onto our plates.

It bugged me that Hope had made friends with Marlee so quickly and that she was always in the best of moods in Marlee’s presence when, on Friday to Saturday night, I had barely been able to get her to stop crying. I had been intending to talk to Chris about that, but I no longer felt like it.

‘I know you and Hope are best friends,’ continued Chris, ‘but what Hope needs now is distraction. In these situations some people take refuge in their work. You really mustn’t take it personally.’

‘You’re probably right,’ I said. ‘I should be glad that she hasn’t turned in on herself and holed up like I did when Emily left me.’

Chris looked enquiringly at me but said nothing. I had never spoken to him about my break-up with Emily, but of course he’d realised how badly it had hit me.

‘Yes, I think I’m over her,’ I answered his unspoken question. ‘She’s gone, but I can’t mourn after her all my life. I don’t regret getting involved with her though – I wouldn’t swap my time with Emily for anything.’

Chris nodded in silence.

‘OK, enough about me,’ I said in embarrassment. ‘What’s new with you?’

‘There is actually something I’d like to tell you,’ began Chris. ‘Amanda and I want to move in together.’

‘Hey, that’s great!’ I said. ‘Then you won’t be out so much any more, and the three of us can enjoy Mr Hu’s specialities together!’

‘Er, well, she won’t be moving in here,’ said Chris. ‘The flat is just too small. We’ve been to look at a house in Hampstead Garden; it would be absolutely fantastic, but of course there are loads more people interested in it.’

‘Hampstead? But that’s miles away! You want to move out?’ I asked in surprise. ‘When?’

‘I don’t know yet,’ replied Chris. ‘It really depends on when we find something suitable. If we got the house in Hampstead Garden, we’d probably move in December, maybe even November.’

‘You want to move out?’ I repeated. ‘Could Amanda really not move in with you? I’d be glad to give some of your plants a good home.’

Chris looked at me strangely, without answering.

‘Is something wrong?’ I asked.

‘We want to start a family,’ said Chris.

I was speechless. Either I was a completely useless detective, or I hadn’t paid nearly enough attention to the development of Chris and Amanda’s relationship. Perhaps I just hadn’t seen what I hadn’t wanted to see.

 

Chris left at half past ten; he had an early start on Monday. I cleared away the dishes and threw the empty boxes from Mr Hu’s into the bin; then I sat down on the windowsill and poured myself a glass from the open bottle. The evening hadn’t gone as I’d imagined it. Everything was changing. David was almost on his way to Australia; Chris was moving away, to start a family with Amanda; and Hope had found a new friend, with whom she got on very well, and they were obviously having a lot of fun. I reached for the telephone and dialled Matt’s number. His answer machine cut in after the first ring. I left a message.

‘Hi Matt, it’s Nea. Thanks for the invitation; I’d love to come. I’ll see you tomorrow then, at four o’clock, by the pond in Kensington Gardens.’

I pulled up my legs, rested my chin on my knees and looked out over the dark city.
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The next morning, after getting up at half past eight as usual, and having a leisurely breakfast, I made my way to the office. Once I’d looked through the post, I called Marlee. I was just about to hang up when she finally answered.

‘Hello?’ she muttered sleepily.

‘Good morning!’ I said. ‘It’s me, Nea. I didn’t wake you did I?’

‘Well, yes …’

‘Oh, I’m sorry!’ I said. ‘You got up so early on Saturday and made breakfast that I thought you were an early riser.’

Marlee mumbled something incomprehensible.

‘Shall I call back later?’

‘Don’t worry. I’m awake now – what is it?’

‘I made a few discoveries yesterday. Unless you’ve got other plans, I’d like to come over today and show you what I found out. I could bring lunch.’

‘Sounds good,’ said Marlee, somewhat more alert now. ‘When will you be here?’

‘How about twelve-thirty?’

‘OK,’ said Marlee. ‘See you later then.’

I said goodbye and hung up.

 

At half past eleven, I packed the articles I’d printed out on Monsieur Chevalier-Caron and his amazing find into my rucksack and walked to Annie’s Corner Deli, where I bought cucumber sandwiches, a jar of olives, two jam scones and four bottles of Annie’s home-made iced tea. I then returned to my office, fetched my motorbike from the underground car park and set off for Marlee’s.

I stood on her doorstep for quite a while, having rung the bell at half past twelve, with nothing happening at all. I was just starting to get worried when the door finally opened. Barefoot, in short blue shorts, a crumpled T-shirt, and with wildly tousled hair, Marlee stood in the doorframe, blinking into the glaring midday sun. A smear of dried, light orange paint ran across her brow, over her temple and ended up over her left ear.

‘At the risk of repeating myself,’ I began, ‘I didn’t wake you did I?’

‘No big deal,’ yawned Marlee in reply. ‘I’ll just have a quick shower; then we can eat.’

‘I really am sorry!’ I said.

‘It’s all right,’ said Marlee, turning round and lurching towards the stairs. ‘I’ll be right back – you know the way.’

I stepped into the house, shutting the door behind me. While Marlee showered, I got the lunch ready.

Marlee still hadn’t reappeared by the time the food was on the table so I opened the back door and wandered out into the garden. The hedge, over which I’d so rashly jumped into the dangerous vegetable patch, looked utterly innocuous in the daylight.

I strolled around the house to have a look at the rest of the garden. To the west of the plot, in an area I hadn’t previously seen, stood a kind of pavilion in weather-beaten wood. The old-fashioned construction was almost entirely overgrown by a kind of narrow-leaved variety of ivy in full bloom. Countless little golden-yellow flowers covered the heptagonal pavilion. I squeezed through the narrow opening remaining between their tendrils. Inside it was surprisingly dark and a good two or three degrees cooler. The scent of the flowers filled the small space like an invisible spirit. A bench ran along the interior wall and precisely in the centre of the pavilion was a large wind rose, about three feet across, carved into the wooden floor. Strangely, the letters at the ends of the pointers were not the usual N, E, S and W but K, F, M and A.

As I emerged from the pavilion again, Marlee came around the corner of the house. She was wearing dark red shorts and a white, sleeveless top. The paint had almost disappeared from her face – you could just make out a fleck of orange over her temple.

‘I’m starving!’ she declared. ‘Can we eat?’

‘Of course!’ I said. ‘I was just having a quick look around the garden.’

Over lunch, I told Marlee what I’d found out about her nocturnal visitor. As it happened, she had already heard about the recently discovered painting by Pablo Picasso.

‘They estimate its value at two to three million dollars,’ said Marlee.

‘I know – one of the articles put it at two million euros. So, if Monsieur Chevalier-Caron is now a rich man, why should he want to steal your grandmother’s paintings?’

‘Well, he hasn’t sold the Picasso yet,’ said Marlee, ‘although there’s presumably money in lending it to museums too.’

I handed her a printout of a photo showing the Frenchman and his amazing discovery.

‘Could he have been one of the men who were following you last Friday?’ I asked.

‘No, I’m sure he wasn’t. I’d recognise those guys right away.’

‘Did your grandma actually sell many paintings?’ I asked.

‘I think so,’ replied Marlee. ‘Her pictures were never worth all that much, so she must have sold a load of them to make a living from it.’

‘How did she sell her paintings?’ I enquired.

‘Through a gallery, here in London. It’s called Abbymarle & Summerville Fine Arts and it’s somewhere near Hyde Park. I can’t remember the address off the top of my head, but I know you have to take the Tube to Marble Arch. I was there the week before last.’

‘May I ask why?’

‘Mr Summerville called and asked me to come by if I got the chance. They still have more than thirty of Grandma’s paintings. He asked me if I want them back, or if they’re still for sale.’

‘And what did you say?’

‘That I’d have to think about it. I’d really like to keep them, especially now most of the ones from the house are gone. On the other hand, I don’t have much money and I won’t have an income for a while. I thought I might sell Grandma’s car, although I have no idea whether it’s even worth anything.’

‘Depending on the condition, it could be worth a great deal,’ I said. ‘My friend Harry knows about classic cars. I’m sure he’d love to have a look at the Jaguar. Shall I ask him?’

‘That’d be great!’ said Marlee. ‘Thank you so much!’

‘No problem. How’s your bedroom now? Have you finished painting it?’

‘Yes – it looks great!’ she replied. ‘Hope helped too, but we still didn’t finish till after midnight. After that we made pasta with tomato sauce and chatted for hours – that’s why I couldn’t wake up today.’

I nodded sympathetically, biting into my cherry scone.

‘Hey, listen,’ began Marlee hesitantly, ‘you and Hope, you guys are friends …’

‘Yes, why?’ I asked in astonishment. ‘Is there something wrong?’

‘Something weird happened yesterday evening,’ began Marlee. ‘Hope was in a good mood all day, but when her taxi arrived she suddenly completely changed. She looked so sad and hardly said a word as she left.’

I told Marlee about Hope and Rick.
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I said goodbye to Marlee at half past two and headed back to central London. Before my date with Matt, I was intending to take a quick look at the gallery that had sold her grandmother’s paintings. Abbymarle & Summerville was on Green Street in Westminster, and I found it without difficulty. I parked my bike directly outside one of the two old-fashioned display windows, showing paintings in an eclectic mix of styles, and walked in. The tiny bell over the door had barely stopped tinkling when a rather elderly gentleman emerged from the rear of the gallery.

‘Welcome to Abbymarle & Summerville,’ he said politely. ‘I am Walter Summerville. How may I help you?’

‘My name is Nea Fox,’ I introduced myself. ‘I’m interested in the pictures of Agatha Fynn. I was told that your gallery represented her.’

‘That is correct,’ he said. ‘Unfortunately we have very few of Miss Fynn’s works on display at the moment. Are you interested in anything in particular?’

‘Not really,’ I replied. ‘Could I see the pictures in the exhibition?’

‘Certainly. Please follow me.’

He led me into a small room towards the back of the gallery. It had a dark red carpet and the walls were almost entirely covered by paintings, tightly packed on all sides. The lowest hung barely three feet from the floor while the uppermost were practically touching the ceiling.

‘Here we are,’ said Mr Summerville. ‘May I ask how you know about Miss Fynn’s works?’

‘I’m a friend of her granddaughter,’ I replied, letting my eyes wander over the numerous paintings. ‘Which of these are by Agatha Fynn?’

‘Oh, I do beg your pardon; I thought you meant you were familiar with Miss Fynn’s work,’ said Summerville. ‘They are easily recognisable by the artist’s mark – a wind rose with her initials.’

He pointed towards two small pictures, hanging directly in front of us and adjacent to each other. Each of them depicted a desert landscape with towering, orange-red cliffs. In the bottom right-hand corner, painted in black, was a wind rose, its pointers marked with the letters N, F, S and A.

‘I have actually seen a wind rose like this before,’ I said. ‘But then I didn’t know that the letters were initials. A and F must stand for Agatha Fynn, but what about N and S?’

‘North and south, I imagine.’

‘In Miss Fynn’s garden, I saw a wind rose just like the ones in these pictures, with A and F replacing west and east, but the letters at north and south were also changed – to K and M, if I remember rightly.’

‘Curious,’ said Mr Summerville. ‘I don’t remember ever having seen any arrangement but N, F, S and A on her paintings. I must admit that I never paid them particular attention though. Perhaps they are also initials. Might they have been the initials of somebody close to the artist?’

‘You could be right,’ I said. ‘Did Miss Fynn paint mainly landscapes?’

‘No, not at all,’ replied Summerville. ‘She always painted the things that particularly interested her at any given time. For example, when she took up the cultivation of orchids, her paintings were all still lifes of exotic flowers. These two pictures here date from her travels through the American south-west, so roughly between 1955 and 1960. She sent us a particularly large number of paintings in the course of that trip.’

‘She sent her paintings directly to you from overseas?’ I asked.

‘Indeed she did. Miss Fynn was a great traveller and we generally received two or three paintings a month from her.’

‘What is the price bracket of her paintings?’

‘Are you interested in one of these two?’

‘Not really, no. I mean, in general.’

‘Well, between one and three thousand pounds, I’d say. I am sure you know that Miss Fynn died in the spring. We can therefore assume that the prices will rise in the immediate future. If you’d like to call in tomorrow, I could have the rest of her paintings brought out of storage.’

‘That won’t be necessary but thank you very much – you’ve been a great help. I may take you up on your offer later though.’

‘I see,’ said Summerville disappointedly.

I bade him farewell and left for my date.

 

When I reached the Round Pond in Kensington Gardens at ten to four, Matt was already sitting on the grass near the bank. On seeing me, he stood up and came to meet me. He was wearing washed-out jeans and a loose white shirt with rolled-up sleeves.

‘Hey Matt,’ I greeted him.

‘Hi Nea! I’m so glad you made it.’

‘Have you come straight from the hospital?’ I asked as we sat down on the bank.

‘Yes, my shift ran from midnight till three,’ he replied. ‘Why?’

‘You look tired. Wouldn’t you rather go home and lie down for a bit?’

‘No – there’s plenty of time to sleep this evening.’

Matt unpacked his egg salad and two large poppy-seed rolls and I contributed the iced peppermint tea I’d bought that morning at Annie’s. The salad was cool and tasted as delicious as promised. Matt told me about his work at the hospital, where he spent so much time at the moment that King’s was starting to feel like a home from home. I recounted a few of my adventures as a private detective, with little scars to prove some of the stories.

At six o’clock we were still sitting on the banks of the small lake. For the first time in weeks, a few white cumulus clouds had ventured into the sky, and a gusty wind was ruffling the surface of the water. I lay on my back, watching the movement of the branches in the wind. Matt was sitting on the grass, his legs drawn up, staring silently at the pond. I shut my eyes and concentrated on the swelling and fading sound of rustling leaves.

‘Can I ask you something?’ I heard Matt’s voice.

‘Sure – what would you like to know?’

‘Are you seeing anybody?’

I opened my eyes, pushed myself up onto my elbows and looked at him. He continued to gaze at the water.

‘No.’

‘Nor me,’ said Matt, turning towards me.

For a moment we looked silently into each other’s eyes; then my mobile rang. I sat up and reached for my rucksack; Matt turned back to the pond. I glanced at the display. It was Marlee.

‘Hi,’ I said. ‘What’s up?’

‘Hello Nea, have you got a minute? I don’t want to disturb you.’

I’d told her I was meeting Matt.

‘Sure, no problem. Fire away.’

‘Something weird just happened,’ began Marlee. ‘A strange guy in a posh suit turned up and gave me a letter, which he said is from Grandma! He claimed to work for a law firm and that, before she died, Grandma commissioned them to deliver the sealed envelope to me in person, exactly three months after her death.’

‘What does the letter say?’ I asked.

‘I didn’t open it yet,’ replied Marlee, so quietly I could barely make out what she was saying.

Listening to Marlee’s agitated breathing, I wondered what she wanted me to do.

‘Would you like me to come round?’ I asked.

‘OK,’ she answered tonelessly.

‘All right; I can get to you by about seven.’

‘Thanks,’ said Marlee, hanging up.

I stashed the phone back in my rucksack and looked up at the sky. The clouds had become bigger and darker and the wind had picked up. A few leaves were whirling through the air and the surface of the Round Pond rippled restlessly. Most people in the park were already starting to pack up their things. Matt turned to me and asked, ‘Do you have to go?’

‘No; I can stay another half hour. How about you? When does your next shift start?’

‘At midnight,’ said Matt, turning back to the lake.

For at least ten minutes we just sat there, watching the sky continue to darken, as the wind became increasingly stormy. Thunder could be heard rolling around in the distance.

‘Perhaps we should …’ began Matt, but he was interrupted by a bolt of lightning, streaking through the clouds in neighbouring Hyde Park. It was immediately followed by a thunderclap you could feel in the pit of your stomach. We stood up, hastily packing our things. I had barely zipped up my rucksack when it began to rain. Huge drops sliced through the warm air and the surface of the small lake appeared to boil.

‘Come on!’ cried Matt, running towards the bandstand about a hundred yards south of the pond. I pulled my rucksack over my shoulders and followed him. By the time we’d finally reached the shelter of the roof, there were wet strands of hair plastered across my face and my T-shirt was soaked to the waist, but I didn’t care. After the long, dry heat, the rain was wonderful! The smell of wet grass filled the air while the stormy wind soughed through the branches of the old trees.

Despite having reached the bandstand before me, Matt wasn’t much drier. His jeans had darkened and his shirt was clinging to his chest. Fortunately, it was still warm.

‘Three weeks without a drop of rain,’ said Matt, ‘and a storm has to break over our picnic!’

‘I think it’s great!’ I said, turning towards him.

Matt was standing in the middle of the bandstand, looking at me strangely but without a word. Rumbles of thunder could be heard in the distance. I leant back against the low railing. Matt approached, stopped in front of me and stroked a wet strand away from my brow, without breaking eye contact. I just stood there, my hands next to me on the railing, looking into his eyes. For a split second, Emily flitted through my mind, but then she disappeared like a moth that you think you’ve seen by firelight, out of the corner of your eye – a moment later, it’s gone. Matt bent towards me and kissed me. I don’t know how long our lips touched, but, in those few seconds, everything changed. Our lips parted and Matt took a step backwards. Two things had become clear to me: firstly, that I was ready for a new relationship, and secondly, that Matt and I would never become lovers.

‘I’m sorry,’ began Matt. ‘I …’

‘There’s nothing to explain,’ I said with a smile. ‘But now I’ve really got to go! I’ll call you!’

Hastily, I slipped off my shoes, kissed Matt’s cheek and ran barefoot over the wet grass towards the nearest path. It had already stopped raining. Little puffs of steam were rising up, filling the air with the unmistakable scent of warm asphalt after summer rain.

When I reached the park gate, I turned and looked back. Matt was still standing in the bandstand, watching me go. I raised my hand and gave him a brief wave.

Sometimes I’m such a coward that I’m ashamed of myself.
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At quarter past seven, I turned into the small suburban street where Marlee lives. I parked my bike, climbed over the fence and walked up to the house. I had barely rung the bell before she opened the door. Marlee looked haggard. She was wearing a baggy, faded T-shirt and washed-out jeans, and her eyes were red and swollen.

‘Come in,’ she said. ‘I’m just making some tea.’

‘Sorry I’m late,’ I said, shutting the door and following her into the kitchen. Even from the corridor, a wonderful, exotic scent wafted towards me. I could really do with a hot cup of tea – the ride over have made my clothes clammy. As I entered the kitchen, my eye was immediately drawn to the old-fashioned envelope lying on the table next to a letter several pages long.

‘You’ve read the letter now then?’ I asked.

‘Yes – just after I called you,’ Marlee replied.

‘Is it really from your grandmother?’

‘She definitely wrote it, beyond doubt.’

‘And what does it say?’ I asked cautiously.

‘You’d better read it yourself,’ said Marlee, pouring two cups of tea.

I sat down at the table and began to read.

 

 

Dear Marlee,

 

When you read this letter, I’ll have moved on and you’ll be alone. Although I’ve known you all your life and know perfectly well that nobody will ever manage to put you off the path you want to take or tell you what to do, I will try it anyway. I am old and stubborn – you know what I’m like. When I imagine you sitting in my old house and reading this letter, I see you crying. You have your father’s tender heart, which is both a weakness and a blessing. I hope you won’t mourn for me, because there is nothing in my life to mourn. I have used and enjoyed every single day; have followed my longings and always remained true to my heart. I have seen the Northern Lights and the Southern Cross; I have crossed the Sahara on foot with nomads and traversed the Straits of Magellan in a sailing boat. I have loved and lost, have never let myself be held back by limitations and prohibitions; I have always been free. My greatest wish is that in many years’ time, you will be able to say the same to your own granddaughter.

 

Perhaps you are also crying because you feel alone. You have no siblings, never knew your mother and your father left us far too young. There are no relatives to turn up unannounced; family celebrations won’t take up much of your time! But this too is no reason to be sad, because soulmates are more important than blood relatives. You will have to find them for yourself, whether on the other side of the world, or in the house next door. I have made many friends in my lifetime. Some of them stay forever; others only accompany you for part of your way. And just as they enrich your life, you will be daughter and sister, lover and mother to them.

 

Now I have to tell you something important. When I was still very young, I was given an extremely valuable present by a friend. Another good friend of mine was the only person aware that I possess this object and, besides this woman and the man who gave it to me, not a soul knows of its existence. I have never been tempted to sell this extraordinary gift but it has still given me a great sense of freedom. There have been many things in my lifetime that I only ventured to do because I knew that, if need be, I could always fall back on this treasure. I have guarded it all my life, often thinking about it, and now I realise that I never actually needed it! I cannot explain to you why this object means so much to me. The man who gave it to me is dead, as is the friend who knew about it and was given something similar. Both gifts were an expression of an unusual love, the like of which most people never experience. This object can never have the same significance for you, and perhaps it is time for this special masterpiece to move on. You should sell it and ensure that it is treated appropriately.

 

As you know, I have always had a weakness for puzzles and mysteries. Over the years, I thought up a little treasure hunt that leads to the place in which this item is hidden. Unfortunately, I noted none of it down and now, as I write, I realise to my horror that I have forgotten most of the puzzle, and, which is worse, that I can no longer remember where this thing is hidden! I know that coordinates have a part to play in it, as do the continents, and I am sure that the beginning of the puzzle has to do with one of my pictures. It is a painting with a cactus, but I can’t remember what it was about it! I do recall, though, that I wrote a message on the back of one of the pictures although I have no idea which one. Tomorrow I will give this letter to Mr Coppersmith. Should I remember anything else about the puzzle, I will write it down and put it in an envelope in my desk, addressed to you.

 

Here I am, explaining in painful detail that there is no reason to be sad, and now there are tears in my own eyes because I know that these will be my last words to you. What a sentimental old fool I have become! May you live a long and adventurous life, and always follow your heart and be free.

 

With love, Agatha

 

 

I have a soft heart – a dark secret, which I usually manage to hide successfully. I swallowed, stood up and handed the letter to Marlee. She looked at me very strangely. The expression in her face was a most unusual mixture of emotional turmoil, grief and affection. She placed the letter on the table, came towards me and put her arms around me. Hesitantly, I laid my hands on her back and blinked. It was the first time that Marlee had touched me. Through the thin fabric of her T-shirt, I could feel her spine and ribs, both of which seemed incredibly delicate and fragile. After a while, she let go, stepped back and said, ‘I’m sorry …’

‘Don’t worry,’ I murmured, turning away.

I would have to do something utterly insane and spectacularly courageous very soon if I wanted to retain even the slightest bit of self-respect. I sat back down at the table and reached for my teacup.

‘Now things begin to make sense,’ I began. ‘Your grandmother knew Pablo Picasso, and he gave her a picture, I’m sure of it – just like Chevalier-Caron’s mother or grandmother. She must have been the friend Agatha mentions in her letter. That also explains the title Lilies on Sand. Presumably your grandmother’s painting is also of a lily. Somehow, Chevalier-Caron must have found out that there is a second picture, and now he’s trying to track it down.’

‘Sounds plausible,’ said Marlee. ‘But why on earth did she never tell me?’

‘The picture and the relationship with Picasso were obviously very important to your grandma. Some things just can’t be shared.’

Marlee nodded silently.

‘Do you think the Picasso could be hidden in one of your grandmother’s paintings? Would it be possible to put on another canvas and paint a picture of your own to hide the one beneath?’

‘Definitely – that’s often happened,’ explained Marlee. ‘Only a few years ago, conservators at the Phillips Collection in Washington discovered a second canvas beneath a painting by Gifford Beal. The hidden painting was also signed by Beal and it had gone undiscovered for seventy-five years.’

‘Why did he do that?’ I asked.

‘We can only speculate. I find it particularly odd in this case, because the hidden picture is undoubtedly much better than the one on top. It shows a woman and two children standing on a small hill in front of a house, looking down on soldiers either going to or returning from the wars. In the background you can see a little lake between the hills. It touched me as soon as I saw it. You’ve just got to see it yourself. It’s a shame the boxes with my books haven’t arrived yet, or I could have shown you a reproduction. In any case, the picture must have been important to Beal, or he’d just have painted over it – that’s very common. The fact that he stretched a second canvas over it shows that he wanted to keep it.’

‘So Agatha’s pictures could have been stolen because somebody suspected the Picasso was hidden behind one of them.’

‘It’s possible,’ said Marlee. ‘But that would mean that the picture by Picasso wasn’t hidden in one of Grandma’s, or the Frenchman wouldn’t have needed to come back the next night.’

‘True, but only if it was actually Chevalier-Caron who stole the pictures. Perhaps somebody got here before him.’

‘That’s a good point,’ said Marlee thoughtfully. ‘Then the Picasso painting is lost.’

‘The idea of the second canvas is only a theory, remember,’ I said. ‘The picture could be hidden anywhere. We should definitely try to find out more about this puzzle. Do you have any idea which of her paintings might be the one your grandma mentions in her letter?’

‘She painted loads of cactuses when she was travelling in the American south-west,’ replied Marlee. ‘Of course they’re scattered to the four winds now, and even the ones that were here in this house have gone now.’

‘Is there a complete list of her works?’ I asked.

‘No, but up in the studio there are loads of annual catalogues from Abbymarle & Summerville – most of the paintings should be in there!’ said Marlee jumping up. ‘Come on, let’s go look for the cactus pictures!’

I followed her upstairs and then up the ladder to her grandmother’s former studio. Together, Marlee and I dragged a heavy, yellowed cardboard box from one of the shelves and put it on the desk. Marlee blew away the dust and opened the lid. Inside were a total of sixty-three catalogues, the oldest dating from the forties. We sat down on the floor and began to hunt through them for Agatha Fynn’s paintings.

‘Your grandma writes that at least one other picture is involved in the puzzle,’ I said. ‘Perhaps we should mark all her paintings, not just the ones with cacti.’

‘Good idea!’ agreed Marlee.

‘By the way, did you check whether she left an envelope with any more clues in the desk?’ I asked as we flicked through the catalogues.

‘Yes I did. There’s no envelope with my name on it. She probably didn’t remember anything else about the puzzle.’

 

Two hours later, we were still sitting on the floor of the old studio. Outside the large windows, the twilight had become a clear summer’s night; the storm had long blown over. By the light of a small desk lamp, we looked at the pictures of cacti. There were over thirty of them, and they all looked very similar. They depicted desert landscapes with reddish towering cliffs and cacti. I had already seen two of them at Abbymarle & Summerville, although I naturally hadn’t paid much attention to the cacti then.

‘I don’t know …’ said Marlee, ‘they all look kind of the same, don’t you think? Maybe the clue is on the back of the picture? Or maybe these images are just too small to see it?’

‘It’s possible,’ I said, ‘but I don’t think we should give up this easily. My friend Harry, the one I told you about, loves puzzles like this. Perhaps he should take a look at these pictures too.’

Marlee sat up saying, ‘Do you think we can solve the puzzle and find the Picasso?’

‘Well,’ I answered, ‘you should try it, at any rate; after all, the picture’s worth a fortune. With that money, you could afford to keep the rest of your grandmother’s pictures as well as her other things, like the car and the house. Perhaps you don’t even need to solve the puzzle – the picture might even be hidden somewhere in the house so you just have to find it.’

‘Nea, I’ve got a new case for you!’ said Marlee solemnly. ‘Help me to solve the puzzle and find the Picasso!’

‘You realise that there’s no guarantee that the picture even exists, let alone that we’ll find it?’

‘I know,’ said Marlee, ‘but I still want to try – it’s an adventure!’
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The next morning, I got up at half past eight as usual, and had a leisurely breakfast. An hour later, as I walked across Westminster Bridge to my office, the thermometer at the London Aquarium had already climbed above twenty-five degrees, and the sun was beaming from a deep blue, cloudless sky. Reaching my office, I turned on the computer and began to search the Internet for information on Picasso. As I’d expected, there were loads of sites on the subject. I was particularly interested in what he’d been doing in 1933, the year in which Monsieur Chevalier-Caron’s picture had been painted. I was assuming that Marlee’s grandmother had met Picasso in person, and had possibly even had an affair with him. In any case, he had given her the picture at a time when he was already a very successful artist. Moreover, he was known for his keen interest in the female sex, and young women above all. I could easily imagine the twenty-one-year-old Agatha, a wandering English artist, piquing his interest.

After a while, I struck lucky. I found an extremely detailed biography on the website of a Paris museum, according to which Picasso spent almost the whole of 1933 in Paris and on his estate in Normandy. He was only away during the summer, when he spent about a month in Cannes, followed by a week in Barcelona. So if Agatha had indeed met him, it must have been in France or Spain. I planned to ask Marlee if her grandmother had travelled to either country in that year.

 

At half past eleven, I rang Harry and told him about Marlee, her grandmother Agatha, the hidden Picasso and the puzzle. As I expected, the case fired his imagination and he offered to come with me to Marlee’s that evening, to have a look at the pictures of cacti in the gallery catalogues. Mysterious puzzles and hidden clues are almost irresistible challenges to Harry. We arranged to meet at his flat at half past six.

After saying goodbye to Harry, I dialled Marlee’s number, hoping I wouldn’t wake her again. She answered promptly and sounded rested.

‘Hi Marlee,’ I said. ‘Did you have a quiet night?’

‘Yes – no burglars and no sex,’ she replied. ‘I got plenty of sleep.’

‘Right,’ I said, slightly disconcerted. ‘Listen, I just phoned Harry – he could come over this evening to have a look at the pictures and the car.’

‘Great!’ said Marlee. ‘Will you guys want dinner? I could make a pizza for us – my treat!’

‘Sounds good. Is seven OK with you?’

‘Perfect. It’s a deal. Is Hope coming too?’

‘No idea,’ I answered, ‘but I’m having lunch with her in a while. Shall I ask her if she’d like to?’

‘Yes, please do!’ said Marlee.

‘Has your new bed arrived, by the way?’

‘No, but I’m expecting it any minute. They said Tuesday morning, and that’s almost gone.’

‘OK, then we’ll see you this evening.’

‘OK, see you then!’ said Marlee, hanging up.

 

I packed up my things and set off home. I was meeting Hope for lunch at twelve-thirty, and I was already running late. On the way, I bought a bowl of fresh fruit salad from Annie’s, along with a bottle of red wine for dinner at Marlee’s that evening.

After knocking on Hope’s front door, I walked in and found her already sitting at the little breakfast bar. I put the fruit salad in the fridge and sat down opposite her at the bar. She looked tired and miserable.

‘There’s a vegetable lasagne in the oven,’ said Hope; ‘it needs a few more minutes though.’

‘Smells lovely!’

I told Hope about Agatha’s letter, the puzzle and the Picasso picture that we presumed Marlee had been left by her grandmother. She listened attentively as she took the lasagne out of the oven, serving it up on two plates.

‘Hey, listen,’ I began, ‘Harry and I are going over to Marlee’s this evening to search the house for the Picasso and take a closer look at the cactus pictures. Marlee’s making pizza and she asked if you’d like to come too.’

‘Damn!’ said Hope, dropping the empty foil container from the lasagne.

‘What’s up?’ I asked. ‘Did you burn yourself?’

‘No,’ said Hope. ‘It’s just that I’d have liked to come, but I’ve got to work this evening – I can’t get out of it.’

‘That’s a shame,’ I said. ‘I don’t think you’ll miss much though. If the picture was that badly hidden, surely Marlee would have stumbled across it by now. I’m sure she’d recognise a Picasso straight away.’

‘You’re right,’ muttered Hope. ‘I’d still have liked to come though.’

 

After helping Hope clear up, I went over to my flat to brush my teeth. The little red light on the answer phone was flashing. I pressed the button and leant back against the desk.

‘Hi Nea,’ sounded Matt’s voice, ‘it’s me, the madman of Kensington Gardens who attracts storms and molests women.’

I could hear voices and other sounds in the background – he must have phoned from the hospital.

‘I just wanted to say that I’m sorry. I’d like to apologise for ambushing you like that, and I promise to control myself in future if you feel up to meeting me again. I’d really like it if you got in touch.’
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After spending the afternoon sitting around idly in my office, drinking ice cold orange juice and demolishing an entire packet of crisps as part of my healthy diet, I set off for Harry’s at six o’clock on my motorbike. I carried my old helmet on my left arm as Harry didn’t have one of his own. I knew that he wasn’t all that keen on the bike, but the weather was just too lovely to sit in a taxi or take the Tube.

Harry was already waiting on the pavement when I reached his flat near Regent’s Park.

‘I thought I told you I’d never climb on the back of that thing again!’ Harry protested.

‘Come on,’ I said enticingly. ‘I’ll ride very slowly and be extremely law-abiding.’

‘Hmm …’ muttered Harry.

‘If we get a taxi, we’ll be late,’ I continued.

‘Why will it take longer in a taxi if you’re going to be so law-abiding?’ he enquired.

As I couldn’t think of an answer to that, I had to change tack.

‘There’s really nothing to be scared of,’ I said reassuringly.

‘I’m not scared!’ said Harry firmly, reaching for the helmet.

 

Naturally, we reached Marlee’s right on time. Harry looked questioningly at me as I climbed over the fence.

‘The gate won’t open,’ I said.

Harry pressed down the little latch and opened the gate.

‘Oh, someone must have fixed it,’ I said. ‘That’s good to know!’

Still slightly huffy because of the speed I’d been riding, Harry was trying to tidy his hair messed up by the helmet as I rang the bell. We’d made up within the short time it took Marlee to open the door.

‘Wow, you guys are right on time!’ said Marlee. ‘Come in!’

We entered the house and I performed the introductions. Marlee shut the door and held her hand out to Harry, saying, ‘Please, call me Marlee.’

‘Hi Marlee,’ said Harry, shaking her hand. ‘Pleased to meet you.’

‘Are you hungry?’ she asked.

‘Starving!’ I answered – after all, I hadn’t had anything at all since the crisps.

‘I could certainly find room for a mouthful or two,’ said Harry. ‘Do you need any help in the kitchen?’

‘Harry is a keen amateur chef,’ I explained. ‘And a real artist in the kitchen, if I may say so.’

‘She’s exaggerating,’ murmured Harry in embarrassment.

‘Wow,’ said Marlee seriously. ‘This is the first time I’ve ever been nervous to serve up a home-made pizza.’

‘Oh, honestly Nea …’ began Harry.

‘I’m only joking!’ said Marlee with a grin. ‘I’ll just stick the pizza in the oven; then we’ll have ten minutes to look at the car before we eat.’

‘Sounds good!’ said Harry.

‘Right,’ I added, handing her the bottle of red I’d bought at Annie’s that lunchtime.

Marlee vanished into the kitchen for a minute, then she led us to the garage – a little hut a few yards from the main house, to which it was joined by a weathered wooden roof.

We entered the garage through a side door. Marlee pulled a cord and a dusty light bulb, hanging from the ceiling by a cable, bathed the room in dim light. It smelled of a mixture of detergent, moth balls, dried grass and oil. The shelves on the walls were stacked full of cardboard boxes, rusty garden tools, bottles and cans, smeary paint pots, old-fashioned kitchen gadgets and all sorts of other junk. Everything was covered in a thick layer of dust. In the middle of the room, under a rough cotton cover that must once have been white, stood the car.

‘Perhaps we should open the door,’ suggested Harry, ‘because of the dust, and to give us more light.’

‘Good idea!’ said Marlee, beginning to fiddle with the complicated-looking lock.

I was about to offer to help when, with a loud creak, the door began to move. Marlee coughed and ducked under the opening door. Shining shafts of evening sunlight cut through the clouds of dust thrown up. Harry and I took a corner of the tarpaulin each and pulled it off the car, stepping out of the garage as we did so.

We waited a moment for the dust to settle slightly before taking a closer look at the Jaguar. It was black and actually looked pretty good. All four tyres were flat, and the half-open canopy looked yellowed and brittle, but, apart from that, the small sports car seemed in reasonable condition. Harry opened the bonnet, fished a little torch out of his jacket and bent over the wing.

‘Have you ever been for a drive in it?’ I asked Marlee as Harry looked at the engine. ‘When you were here on holiday as a child?’

‘No. Grandma stopped driving ages ago – I don’t know why. She showed me the car once, but it was just like this.’

In the meantime, Harry had half disappeared under the rear of the car and was obviously scratching at something metallic.

‘I think the pizza will be ready soon,’ said Marlee.

Harry crawled out from under the car, switched off the torch and stood up. There was a black, oily stripe right across his forehead.

‘It looks excellent,’ he said enthusiastically. ‘You don’t find many in such good condition, least of all with under ten thousand miles on the clock. That’s worth a small fortune!’

‘Really?’ said Marlee. ‘What about the beat-up tyres and roof?’

‘Those are really minor,’ explained Harry. ‘They don’t matter. The condition of the chassis, suspension and engine is far more important. Tyres, canopy, seat covers, rubber seals – all that is really easy and quite cheap to replace, but the engine is much more difficult and if the chassis is done for there’s not much you can do. Believe me, this XK150 is a jewel – I’m green with envy.’

 

Five minutes later, we were sitting cosily in the kitchen; Harry was pouring wine while Marlee served up steaming slices of pizza onto our plates.

‘If I’d known you didn’t drink wine, I’d have brought something else,’ I said. ‘Do you not drink alcohol on principle?’

‘No, I just prefer coke,’ replied Marlee. ‘Anyway, I’ve only just turned twenty-one so I’m only just old enough to drink back home.’

‘I’d totally forgotten that …’

‘The pizza is really delicious,’ commented Harry. ‘Crispy but succulent and perfectly seasoned. Not too salty but not too bland.’

Although she had hidden behind an enormous glass of cola, I could see that Marlee was thrilled with the compliment.

‘What do you think, Harry?’ I said. ‘How much do you reckon the Jaguar’s worth, roughly?’

‘Between fifty and sixty thousand pounds, I’d say.’

‘Wow!’ exclaimed Marlee. ‘That’s insane!’

‘The car has collector’s value,’ explained Harry, ‘and, like I said, there aren’t many in such good condition.’

‘What would it cost to restore it?’

‘Around seven thousand, I reckon,’ said Harry. ‘Maybe a little more, depending where you get it done. Most of the cost would be labour – the parts are less expensive.’

‘Do you know anyone who does that stuff?’ asked Marlee.

‘Well, yes,’ said Harry. ‘I do, as it happens.’

I grinned.

‘And is this person expensive?’

‘Not at all,’ said Harry, ‘but it’s not his day job, so it would take a lot longer than having it done at a garage.’

‘That’s not a problem,’ declared Marlee. ‘I don’t want to sell the car urgently. And if we find the picture I might even be able to keep it! Wouldn’t it be great to drive out for a Sunday picnic in the country?’

‘That really would be lovely …’ mused Harry aloud.

‘Then it’s settled,’ said Marlee. ‘Ask your friend if he’d like to give the car a new lease of life and what he’d charge.’

I barely suppressed my giggles.

‘He is interested,’ said Harry, ‘and he might even be prepared to do the work for free and only charge for parts – on two conditions, though.’

‘What are they?’ asked Marlee suspiciously.

‘That he gets free use of the car once a month for as long as you own it, and that he gets first refusal if you ever sell it.’

‘Deal!’ said Marlee enthusiastically. ‘Who is this crazy guy?’

‘Let me introduce you,’ I said. ‘Harry Moefield, private detective, classic car expert and wheeler dealer.’
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After the meal, Harry and I helped Marlee with the washing up; then we went on a tour of the house. In the wonderful first floor library, Harry was momentarily lost for words. The interplay between the extensive collection of books and the countless artefacts that Marlee’s grandmother had brought home from her travels exerted the same fascination on Harry that I had felt on first entering the room. Harry was just admiring a first edition of George Borrow’s Lavengro when my mobile rang downstairs.

‘Carry on without me – I’ve seen the house already,’ I said walking to the stairs.

Reaching the little cloakroom near the front door, I took the mobile from my rucksack and glanced at the display. It was Alex – a good friend but one who seldom rang me. He wasn’t the type to just call up for a chat without some other reason. Alex was a founder and co-owner of Scott, Braddock & Walker, a personal security agency, and he had helped me out a few times when one of my clients had been in danger. I pressed the button saying, ‘Hi Alex, what’s up?’

‘Hey Nea, I’m glad I got hold of you – I’m in a heap of trouble.’

‘What’s wrong? How can I help?’

‘We’re down to the bare bones this evening – I’ve got to go out myself in a moment – and Tom has to choose today to break his ankle skateboarding! Can you believe it? Seven years he’s been working for us as a bodyguard and never been seriously injured. And he goes and hospitalises himself with a toy!’

‘Thomas Howard?’ I asked.

‘Yes, that’s right. I’d forgotten you guys know each other.’

‘How is he?’

‘Not too bad. I spoke to him on the phone; he’s in King’s. As soon as I’ve got time, I’ll go and see him.’

‘I see,’ I said. ‘And how can I help you?’

‘Tom’s accident means that I’ve only got one man available for an important client, and that’s not enough – you know how we do things. We provide a driver as well so two is the absolute minimum. She’s a regular client, an American, staying at the Savoy. She and her companion are dining at The Gate and then going clubbing. It’s probably utterly routine, but she’s apparently been sent a few threatening letters in the States over the last couple of months, so there’s no harm in playing it a little bit safe. Have you got anything on this evening?’

‘Well yes, actually – I’m with Harry at a client’s house. I can get away right now though.’

‘Brilliant, thanks a lot!’ said Alex. ‘I owe you a massive favour!’

‘No problem,’ I said. ‘You’ve helped me out more than once. What about dress and kit? I’m not exactly in evening dress – I’m on the bike.’

‘So long as they’ll let you into The Gate there’ll be no problem with dress. Are you armed?’

‘Of course. Do I need a vest?’

‘Saying you won’t need one is a certain way to get shot at, isn’t it? But I really don’t think there’s much risk. Scott can bring you a vest if you want though; we’ve got all sizes here.’

‘Don’t bother – I’ll trust your judgement. And if I do get gunned down, I’ll sue you. When do we kick off?’

‘They want to be picked up from the Savoy at nine. Scott is intending to be there a bit earlier with the car. Where are you now? Will you get to the Savoy in time?’

‘Yes, that should be plenty of time. I’ll leave my bike at the hotel and collect it when we drop them off again. Who’s this Scott? Is he new?’

‘Yes, he’s only been with us for three months but he’s a good man, I assure you. On his second day, he and Leo got drawn into a dangerous brawl in the O2, involving knives. Leo had got a nasty slash on his hand and was practically incapacitated when Scott got there – he’d been parking the car. According to Leo, Scott has a remarkable technique at close quarters, and within seconds he’d not only removed both assailants’ knives, but also handcuffed them.’

‘Impressive,’ I said. ‘Then I really don’t need to worry about my safety.’

‘You’re one to talk, Calamity Jane,’ said Alex. ‘I wouldn’t like to meet you on a dark night either. Then again …’

‘Alex, do you know I always tell Joely everything?’

Joely was Alex’s girlfriend.

‘OK, well I’ll let Scott know, so that he doesn’t disarm and cuff you the moment you approach the car.’

‘Will he be in one of your company vehicles?’

‘Exactly – you’ll recognise it.’

‘Right; I’ll set off now then. I’ll send you my bill first thing tomorrow.’

‘Fine by me! Thanks again!’

We said goodbye and I hung up. After extracting my back-up pistol from my rucksack and strapping it to my left ankle, I went upstairs to tell Harry and Marlee about the call. Harry decided to take a taxi home later; first, Marlee wanted to show him the reproductions of the desert paintings in the Abbymarle & Summerville catalogues. Perhaps Harry would spot something that we had missed.
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At ten to nine I parked my motorbike outside the Savoy, tidied my hair in the wing mirror and walked to the main entrance of the exclusive hotel. I sat down on a bench next to the turning area, keeping an eye out for one of the black 4x4s used by Scott, Braddock & Walker.

It was five past nine by the time the heavy car finally turned the corner and drove towards the entrance, although Alex’s client and her companion were also yet to appear. They were probably waiting in their room until reception let them know we’d arrived.

When the car came to a halt directly in front of the red carpet, I stood up and approached it. A slim man of medium height, wearing dark glasses, got out and walked towards me, holding out his hand. He had short dark hair and was wearing jeans, a white shirt without a tie, and a black jacket. I put him at about thirty-five.

‘Hi, I’m Scott Porter,’ he said in a gruff voice. ‘And you must be Nea Fox.’

‘That’s right,’ I replied.

‘Pleased to meet you,’ he said, taking off the sunglasses and pocketing them. ‘I have to go and tell them at reception that we’re here. Can you watch the car?’

‘Sure, no problem,’ I replied. ‘Who are we looking after this evening?’

‘She’s called Lilian Elvey,’ answered Scott. ‘As far as I know, she’s something to do with classical music. I think she’s a violinist. I don’t know anything about her companion. This is my second job with her – she’s very easy-going and really nice. She wants to be left in peace so we always stay in the background. In the restaurant we have our own table nearby so we can always keep an eye on her without intruding on their privacy.’

‘I see,’ I said, watching Scott’s eyes. They were the colour of dark cherrywood and utterly fascinating.

He handed me the key and vanished through one of the old-fashioned revolving doors. Before I’d even turned round to walk to the car, the doorman had limped towards me. He looked at least ninety.

‘You can’t park here,’ he croaked.

London is a very small city sometimes: Just two days ago, I’d passed myself off as an employee of the Savoy to Southern Wheels, complaining about a car obstructing their access, and now here I was, blocking the main entrance myself.

‘Of course not; I’ll move the car now,’ I said climbing behind the wheel. The seat was almost perfectly adjusted for me; Scott could be no more than four inches taller than I was. I reversed the car to the edge of the little turning area, so as to be able to drive straight back to the carpet when Scott appeared with our clients.

A few minutes later, the three of them emerged from one of the revolving doors. I started the engine and drove to the entrance. Scott opened the right rear door and Lilian Elvey and her companion climbed into the car.

‘My name is Nea Fox,’ I said, turning round and offering her my hand. ‘Pleased to meet you Miss Elvey.’

‘Please call me Lily,’ she said, almost shyly, ‘and this is Josh.’

‘OK,’ I said, shaking Josh’s hand. ‘I’m Nea.’

By now, Scott had climbed into the passenger seat. He buckled his seat belt, asking: ‘Are you guys as hungry as I am?’

‘Yes!’ replied Lily and Josh loudly, and almost in unison.

Scott grinned.

I started the motor and drove down the narrow driveway outside the Savoy onto the Strand.

 

Half an hour later, I was sitting with Scott at a table for two at The Gate, ordering a Thai red curry. Lily and Josh were two tables away, at the window. Lily was unusually tall and slim. She was at least four inches taller than her companion, who in turn made Scott and me look small. The two of them appeared to get on very well. Neither in the car, nor in the restaurant did they let go of each other’s hands, and Lily was laughing a lot, beaming all over her face. It was obvious that the pair of them were deeply in love. I couldn’t imagine who would send threatening letters to such a likeable woman. The salad was served.

‘Bon appétit!’ said Scott, reaching for a piece of bread.

‘Likewise,’ I murmured absently.

‘I think you could take your eyes off them for a moment to eat your salad …’

‘Pardon?’ I asked, looking at Scott.

He gave me a crooked grin and raised one eyebrow.

‘Sure, of course,’ I said, also taking some bread and turning my attention to my salad.

‘Nice work if you can get it, huh?’ said Scott. ‘Fresh salad, and bread straight from the oven.’

‘Yes, although I have to admit I’ve already eaten this evening. It was a while ago though.’

‘I’ve heard a bit about you. What’s it like being a private detective?’

‘I like it,’ I said. ‘I like working alone, and I’ve got a good boss. What’s it like working for Alex?’

‘Great, and I’m not just saying that because he’s your friend. He takes on jobs himself and knows what’s what – I like that. And the pay’s good, the firm isn’t too big and most of the clients are OK. I was with Condor Security before – a lousy firm with loads of dubious clients. I don’t know that if it came to it I’d take a bullet for a rich pimp or a drug dealer. It’s different with clients like her.’

I dabbed my lips with my napkin and looked over to Lily. She smiled at me and waved slightly.

‘I’ve never looked at it like that,’ I said, turning back to Scott. ‘I must have been lucky with all my clients so far. I couldn’t work for someone if I felt it put me on the wrong side.’

The main course arrived. My curry smelled delicious and Scott’s aubergine teriyaki looked fantastic too.

‘They say you’re a good shot,’ he said, taking a sip of water. ‘What do you carry?’

‘A Glock 24C, with a Glock 27 for back-up. How about you?’

‘Beretta PX4,’ said Scott through a mouthful. ‘I don’t carry a back-up gun, but I do have two knives and a few other bits and bobs. I’m not really a firearms kind of guy.’

‘Yes, Alex told me you were a bit of a close-combat specialist. What’s your technique?’

‘A bit of everything – I’d say I’ve developed my own style. Alex was probably exaggerating. I’ve often got into trouble. How about you?’

‘Well, I’m not much of a fighter, really. I know a few tricks but I’ll probably keep relying mainly on my guns for now.’

‘I can teach you a thing or two if you like. You look like you’re in good shape and you don’t need big muscles. It’s all a question of technique.’

‘Thanks for the offer. I’ll bear it in mind.’

 

Two hours later, Scott and I were sitting at the bar in the Soho Lounge, sipping our non-alcoholic drinks. Lily and Josh were sitting on a dark red sofa in a dim alcove, which we could keep half an eye on from the bar. The two of them had been snogging for almost half an hour.

‘It makes you wonder why they don’t just go back to the hotel!’ said Scott. ‘Kids!’

‘I wouldn’t call them kids – they’re at least twenty-five. But I know what you mean.’

For a while we sat in silence, watching Lily and Josh who had both shut their eyes and seemed somehow fused at the mouth. Suddenly, Lily opened her eyes and looked at us, without interrupting the kiss. Scott nodded, disconcerted, and I gave the hint of a wave with one hand, then we turned back to our drinks.

‘Embarrassing,’ muttered Scott, with a lopsided grin. Despite his somewhat crumpled face and the asymmetric dent on the bridge of his nose, he looked rather attractive in the dim light. Or maybe because of it.

 

At quarter past one, our charges were finally ready to leave. We drove back to the Savoy, where Scott stopped outside the main entrance, switching off the engine. A younger doorman had taken over for the night shift. He strode hastily over to our car and opened the door for Lily. I got out too and walked around the car to accompany the couple to reception. Lily took the room key and a fax that had come in that evening.

‘It was good to meet you, Nea,’ she said. ‘Perhaps we’ll meet again. I’m often in London.’

‘That probably won’t happen,’ I said. ‘I was just helping out this evening because someone broke his ankle.’

‘Really?’ asked Lily. ‘What do you do normally then?’

‘I’m a private detective,’ I answered.

‘Wow!’ she said. ‘I’ll remember that! You never know when you’re going to need help.’

We said goodbye, and I just about managed not to add ‘Have fun!’ In a close embrace, Lily and Josh wandered towards the lifts.

From the revolving door, I could see that Scott had backed the Mercedes up slightly, keeping the entrance free. Leaning against the side of the car, he looked towards me.

‘That’s that then,’ he said. ‘Can I drop you off anywhere?’

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘My motorbike’s just over there.’

‘OK then,’ said Scott, looking indecisively towards the driver’s door of the 4x4. ‘See you around maybe …’

‘Quite likely …’ I murmured. ‘Say hi to Alex for me, OK?’

‘Will do,’ he answered. ‘So …’

‘OK,’ I said, taking a couple of steps backwards towards my bike.

‘Have a good night,’ said Scott.

‘Thanks, same to you,’ I replied. ‘We won’t get a whole lot of sleep now.’

Scott grinned, opened the driver’s door and climbed in. I turned around and walked to my bike – despite acting like fifteen-year-olds, we were actually old enough to drive, after all! It was incredible that Scott and I had only just been laughing at Lily and Josh. I was just about to undo the helmet lock when Scott drove slowly past me. I gave him a brief wave and then he disappeared round the corner.

 

When I entered my flat at two a.m., the little red light on the answer phone was blinking. I slipped off my shoes, walked over to the phone and pressed the button. The message was from Marlee: ‘Hello Nea! Guess what, Harry’s solved the puzzle! And he hardly took five minutes! There are coordinates hidden in the painting with the single cactus, the one that’s growing kind of weird – you know the one I mean. So we looked straight on the globe to see where the place is and that definitely shows we’re on the right track! The coordinates mark a spot in the desert of New Mexico, most probably the place where Grandma painted the picture! Isn’t that insane? Do you think the Picasso is hidden there? We’ve so got to plan what to do next! Come over for breakfast tomorrow, about ten; we can discuss it all then. And bring Hope if she’d like to come! I’m totally wired; I’m sure I won’t sleep a wink! See you tomorrow then – I’m looking forward to it!’

I wasn’t all that surprised. Nobody else I knew came close to Harry in solving tricky puzzles. Harry was probably downright disappointed to have discovered Agatha’s secret clue so quickly. Not that that would diminish his pleasure in rubbing it in that I hadn’t spotted the coordinates myself.

After having a shower, I slipped on my pyjamas, brushed my teeth and went to bed. I was exhausted and fell asleep straight away.

 

At four o’clock I woke up, feeling slightly sweaty, from a dream in which Scott had played a leading role. I stood up in the dark, opened the window and lay back down on the bed. Mild, fresh air streamed into the room. Through the window, I could see the almost full moon, outshining the stars and bathing London in a pale light. The dream catcher that Joely had given me for Christmas blew slightly in the breeze, throwing a filigree shadow on the second pillow that had gone unused for over six months.

Like a secretive traveller, only on the move at night, my hand lay on my naked stomach, taking a rest. Beneath my fingers, I could feel my heartbeat, steady and strong, a silent, persistent pulse in the darkness. From somewhere, the scent of flowering lavender wafted almost imperceptibly into the bedroom. I shut my eyes and tried to imagine the small blue flowers in the moonlight.

My hand continued its journey. Without hesitation, it slipped beneath the fabric of my pyjamas and did something it hadn’t done for a very long time now.
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The next morning, I got up at eight and went over to Hope’s to ask if she felt like coming with me to see Marlee. She did, so we arranged to meet outside the building at half past nine. Then I went back to my flat to have a shower. I had sweated a lot in the night, but that wasn’t the only reason. It took a while to find what I was looking for in the little cupboard under the wash basin, but the open packet of lilac disposable razors eventually came to light. I took up position under the shower and shaved the stubble under my arms before turning my attention to my legs. Finally, and very carefully, I thoroughly shaved my pubic hair. I had learnt a few things from Emily.

 

At ten o’clock, Hope and I were sitting in Marlee’s kitchen, looking at the reproduction of the painting in which Harry had spotted the coordinates. In the centre stood a tall saguaro cactus with two unnaturally twisted arms. I looked more closely at Agatha’s mark, but the image was too small for me to make out the letters on the compass.

‘Where on earth are the coordinates meant to be hidden on that?’ asked Hope.

‘Shall I really tell you, or do you guys want to try and figure it out yourselves first?’ asked Marlee, pouring coffee into three oversized, bright yellow mugs emblazoned with the letters UCLA.

‘These strange arms must have something to do with it,’ said Hope. ‘The arms on all the other cactus pictures are pretty realistic – it’s only this one where they’re all twisted like this.’

‘You’re right,’ I agreed. ‘The left-hand arm looks a bit like an N, and the right-hand one could be a W. Then we’d just need the numbers.’

‘And I know where they’re hidden!’ said Hope. ‘Have you noticed that one of the little arms has loads more spines than the other?’

Marlee grinned knowingly, trying to open a jar of cherry jam. The white knuckles of her slender hand stood out, but the lid wouldn’t budge.

‘So it has,’ I said. ‘The little arm on the right, nearest to the stem, has far more than the other. Does that mean we’ve got to count the spines?’

‘You got it!’ said Marlee. ‘Harry’s a total genius. I’d never have thought of that!’

‘And how do you know which of the six smaller arms represents which part of the coordinate?’ asked Hope.

‘Easy,’ explained Marlee. ‘The small branches off the N-shaped arm are the latitude and the ones on the W-shaped arm are the longitude, that’s pretty clear. But which of the little arms goes with which part after that? At first Harry thought the degrees must be the arms closest to the trunk, and then the minutes, and then the seconds.’

‘Sounds reasonable,’ said Hope.

‘But then I noticed something!’ continued Marlee. ‘See these big dark flecks on the arms?’

‘Yes!’ I said. ‘Those are the symbols for degrees, minutes and seconds!’

‘Amazing!’ said Hope. ‘It’s obvious once you know. Two of them are marked with circles, two with single lines and the last two with double lines. It could hardly be clearer.’

‘There’s no room for mistakes counting the spines then,’ I said, reaching for the jam jar that Marlee had just put back on the table unopened. ‘One minute of arc either way makes a difference of just over a mile.’

‘1.852 kilometres, to be precise,’ Marlee informed me. ‘Which equates, incidentally, to one nautical mile.’

‘It’s amazing what you can learn from Harry …’ I said, handing her the open jar.

‘We both counted all six branches independently,’ she continued. ‘The coordinates are definitely right.’

She hunted around in her jeans pockets and eventually dug out a crumpled slip of paper in Harry’s handwriting, which she laid solemnly on the table:

 

 

N 36° 33’ 43” W 107° 51’ 53”

 

 

‘And the place is in the USA?’ asked Hope.

‘Yes, in the north-west of New Mexico, in the middle of the desert!’ explained Marlee. ‘Harry and I looked on the globe in the library. Unfortunately I haven’t got a computer or Internet access here, but Harry promised to find out more about the area at home and call me this morning.’

There was a knock on the front door.

‘That must be my bed!’ exclaimed Marlee. ‘It was supposed to come yesterday, but they phoned and said it wouldn’t be until today.’

We followed her to the door; it was indeed her bed. Two strong delivery men in blue overalls were standing on the doorstep and a large furniture van was parked at the kerb by the garden gate.

‘Delivery, name of Fynn?’ asked the larger of the two men. Impressive muscles tautened the sleeves of his overalls as he looked through the forms on a clipboard.

‘Yes, I’m Marlee Fynn!’ said Marlee restlessly. ‘Wow! I can’t wait! I usually sleep on my front!’

The delivery guys looked slightly disconcerted at first, but after just a few seconds they melted like milk chocolate in the midday sun. Wordlessly, they stood on the doorstep, grinning from ear to ear. Marlee wielded a powerful magic for which she needed neither herbs picked at the full moon nor secret, mystical incantations. Being able to open recalcitrant jam jars was not required either.

 

It took almost half an hour for the five of us to get all the parts for the outsized bed up to Marlee’s bedroom. While Hope, Marlee and I sat back down in the kitchen, the two furniture guys set to work putting the bed together.

‘So, when do we go?’ asked Marlee, looking from me to Hope and back again.

‘I can’t go anywhere,’ said Hope. ‘I’ve got to work.’

‘Do you really want to go to New Mexico?’ I asked. ‘We could ask someone in the US to go and find the place.’

‘We can’t trust anyone!’ Marlee objected. ‘Who wouldn’t just make off with such a valuable painting?’

‘I know a private detective in LA and I trust her one hundred per cent. She could have a look for us. Anyway, it’s far from certain that your grandmother hid the painting on the spot. The letter talks about a complicated puzzle, which sounds like more than a few hidden coordinates in a picture.’

‘I totally want to go myself,’ said Marlee. ‘That’s part of the adventure and I don’t want to miss out on it! And I would love you to come with me, and not just because otherwise I won’t get any jam for breakfast!’

The telephone rang. Marlee went out to the corridor to answer it. After a few minutes, she came back and told us what Harry had found out about the place indicated by the coordinates.

‘So, the place is in the desert of New Mexico – we knew that already. Nobody seems to live anywhere nearby and Harry doesn’t think there are any roads leading there either.’

‘Those are pretty good conditions for a secure hiding place,’ observed Hope, refilling our mugs with coffee.

‘The spot is near a small mountain named Angel Peak, which is apparently very significant in Navajo culture. They call the mountain “The Dwelling Place of the Sacred Ones”. Oh, and the name Angel Peak comes from the fact that the rock formation at the summit is said to look like a kneeling angel with a broken wing.’

‘Sounds fantastic!’ said Hope.

‘The whole area is surrounded by hundreds of little canyons, eroded over millions of years,’ continued Marlee. ‘Harry found an aerial photo on the Internet, and he says the landscape is breathtaking. I can hardly wait to see it for myself!’

‘So you really want to fly out there?’ I asked.

‘Sure!’ said Marlee. ‘I’ll pay!’

‘You realise that we might never find the Picasso? A journey like that is expensive and it probably wouldn’t be the only one. Who knows where else your grandmother might have hidden clues?’

‘Yes, but we can’t pass up the chance! How about this for an idea: you guys help me to find the Picasso and, when we’ve found and sold it, we split the money four ways.’

‘You mean Nea, Harry and me?’ asked Hope.

‘Yes,’ said Marlee. ‘I’m sure we can solve the puzzle together and find the picture. What do you think?’

‘It’s not such a bad idea,’ I said, ‘but obviously we can’t deprive you of seventy-five per cent of your inheritance. One per cent per person would probably be more appropriate.’

‘I’m in!’ said Hope. ‘I can’t help before Monday though – I’ve got a job to finish before then.’

‘Great!’ said Marlee. ‘How about you, Nea?’

‘Agreed,’ I said. ‘And I don’t suppose Harry will be able to refuse your offer either.’

One of the delivery men appeared in the doorway, saying: ‘That’s that then. If you just come and have a look at the bed and you’re happy with it, we just need a signature and we’ll get out of your way.’

Marlee jumped up and dashed upstairs; Hope, the broad-shouldered delivery guy and I followed her. By the time we reached the bedroom, Marlee was already lying on the enormous pale blue bed, arms and legs stretched wide and with a satisfied grin on her face.

‘It’s great!’ she said to the two guys, crawling off the bed again. ‘Thank you so much!’

I have to admit that the pale blue bed in the orange bedroom looked better than I’d imagined in the furniture shop. There were gauzy snow-white curtains hanging at the windows, tied back with a beige cord and obviously merely for decorative purposes, which also contributed to the room’s pleasant Mediterranean atmosphere. Marlee had a really good sense of colour and aesthetics, and she could recognise the right combinations while others were still trying to convince her otherwise.
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At half past one, I dropped Hope off at home and rode on to my office. After booking two seats on the midday British Airways flight to Los Angeles the next day, I checked my emails. Scott had sent a message in the early morning, before even six o’clock. He could have had barely more than three hours’ sleep, given that we hadn’t said goodbye until one-thirty. I clicked on the message and began to read.

 

 

Hi Nea,

 

Do you feel like coming jogging with me this evening? I run a lap of the Serpentine twice a week. You don’t need to reply, just be at the boathouse at seven if you want to. I’d be pleased to see you!

 

Best, Scott

 

 

Because of the heat, it was more than a month since I’d been for a run, but I still rather prided myself on my fitness. After all, I could swim four hundred metres in less than seven minutes, although I hadn’t put that to the test for some time. I decided to accept Scott’s invitation. By seven, the worst of the heat was over and, in any case, I suddenly really wanted to move and work up a proper sweat. It couldn’t be more than two miles around the lake in Hyde Park – no big deal.

 

At half past three, I dialled Anne’s number in LA. She was a fellow private detective and, since we’d met on a case the year before, she’d become a good friend. Although the huge distance meant that we hadn’t seen each other since then, in the course of long telephone conversations we’d discussed all the things I couldn’t tell anyone else. I’d mostly been lying in my bed, long after midnight, while Anne sat outside her house in the distant California sun, in Hermosa Beach. She had been there when Emily and I had met, and she was a good listener.

‘Anne Ryder speaking,’ answered the familiar voice.

‘Hi Anne,’ I said. ‘I hope I didn’t wake you.’

‘Of course not!’ she protested with a yawn. ‘I’ve done loads of important stuff already today!’

‘Have you got any plans for tomorrow evening?’

‘No, why do you ask?’

‘Let’s go out for dinner. What do you think?’

‘You’re not in LA are you?’

I told her the whole story. Anne was thrilled that we’d be able to see each other again and insisted on picking Marlee and me up at the airport and putting us up in her house for the Thursday night. I accepted, although I wasn’t sure whether Marlee might want to visit her own friends and maybe stay with them – after all, she’d lived in Los Angeles until recently.

We said goodbye and I headed home to pack.

I had scarcely entered the flat when the phone rang. It was Harry with an invitation to dinner at his flat at eight. Marlee and Hope were coming already. We’d be able to discuss everything before Marlee and I set off the next day, and Harry could tell us everything else he’d found out about the place indicated by the coordinates since the morning. I agreed, apologising in advance in case I was late.

At quarter to seven, I was standing behind a bench outside the boathouse, stretching my thighs and watching the rowing boats mooring and casting off. That afternoon I’d given my black jogging shorts and matching crop top an emergency wash and tumble dry. Vanity may be one of the seven deadly sins, yet I’d still washed and carefully plaited my hair.

As I was musing on how serious a matter it might be to commit one deadly sin with the aim of indulging in yet another, Scott appeared. He was wearing a crumpled grey T-shirt and black tracksuit trousers.

‘Hi Nea! I’m glad you came!’

‘I haven’t been jogging for far too long – because of the heat,’ I explained. ‘Let’s go!’

‘Sure!’ said Scott, running off.

For a few minutes we ran side by side westwards along the lake, then we turned left, crossing the Serpentine Bridge, running along the other side back towards the east. Scott was setting a brisk but pleasant pace and I had no problem keeping up. A quarter of an hour later, as we rounded the eastern end of the lake and were once more approaching the boathouse, I was rather out of breath, however, and my neck was dripping with sweat. Fortunately it was barely a hundred yards to the boathouse – I’d done well. But when we finally reached our starting point, I realised regretfully that Scott showed no signs of stopping. I didn’t let my dismay show, however, and asked: ‘How many laps do you normally do?’

‘Two or three, sometimes even four,’ Scott answered. ‘Do you need a break? You can sit a lap out and rest, then we can do a last lap together.’

‘No, no problem,’ I said. ‘I just asked because I’m meeting friends for dinner at eight.’

‘Oh right; perhaps we should speed it up a bit then – you don’t want to be late.’

‘Good idea,’ I murmured, hastening my steps to keep up with Scott.

At seven-thirty, I dropped into the grass in the shade of a tree behind the boathouse, stretched out my arms and legs and stared, panting, through the leaves at the evening sky. A moment later, Scott sat down next to me, handing me one of the bottles of water he’d just bought from a kiosk near the Serpentine Lodge. I laid the ice-cold bottle on my bare stomach and nodded gratefully to him. I was too exhausted to undo the lid and had no breath left to speak. I closed my eyes and listened with satisfaction to Scott’s rapid breathing. The three laps in a row had taken me to the limit – I was soaked with sweat and my heart was racing, but Scott had also worked up quite a sweat.

‘If you’ve got some clothes to change into, you can shower at mine,’ said Scott, still out of breath. ‘I live just a couple of minutes from here, in Knightsbridge.’

I could have kicked myself – why hadn’t I thought of that? For a moment, I wondered desperately whether I could hastily slip away to buy some clothes somewhere nearby, but in the end said reluctantly: ‘Thanks for the offer, but I haven’t got anything with me.’

‘OK,’ said Scott, turning on his side and leaning on his elbows. ‘I think you should get going if you don’t want to be late.’

‘You’re right,’ I said, sitting up; I opened my drink and swallowed half the icy water in one gulp.

‘We should do this again,’ suggested Scott. ‘It’s much more fun than running alone.’

It was time to face facts. Scott’s crooked grin, the scent of his aftershave, the laughter lines at the corners of his eyes, his muscular physique, his hair which always seemed a little rumpled somehow, his warm brown eyes, even the smell of his body after three laps of the Serpentine – everything about him made me go all tingly! Fortunately, the oxygen was returning to my brain so that I didn’t agree to another jogging session out of sheer desperation.

‘You offered yesterday to show me a few tricks. Is the offer still open?’

‘Sure, any time,’ said Scott. ‘My building has a free gym for residents. There are crash mats too, so I can show you everything without anyone getting seriously hurt. Just let me know when would suit you.’

‘I’m flying to the States tomorrow for a few days, but I should be back by Tuesday at the latest. How about Wednesday evening?’

‘Perfect!’ said Scott. ‘Seven o’clock at mine?’

‘Great,’ I said, standing up. ‘See you next week then.’

‘OK, till Wednesday then,’ said Scott. ‘Have a good evening.’

On the way to my bike, I looked back briefly and saw Scott still lying in the grass, looking up at the sky. What on earth was wrong with men? If even tough guys like Scott didn’t dare to make the first move, who would ever get things started? There was an obvious answer to that – brave girls like me, although I hadn’t exactly been bursting with courage recently. I was reasonably sure that Scott found me as attractive as I did him – and had done since our eyes first met at the Savoy. On the other hand, hormones can seriously warp your perceptions. I was still musing on how much easier it would be if men were just a little more daring, when I remembered that Matt had made the first move on our date in the park on Monday. He had looked me in the eye, brushed a strand of hair from my brow and kissed me; just like that. Matt had done something that neither the fearless close-combat expert Scott nor the brave detective Nea dared to do.
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On the way over to Harry’s, I enjoyed the wonderful, warm summer evening. I love this time of day, when the horizon is still shining in pastel tones but, in the dark blue sky, the first stars can already be seen. The lights of the city are reflected in the water of the Thames, lying in the twilight like molten glass in its dark bed, and even the air of this enormous city, with its countless buses and cars, and the docks and industrial areas of the East End, somehow smells of flowers and grass, of summer. You could live all your life in London and the city would still hold secrets and surprises for you.

When I finally arrived at half past eight, Harry, Hope and Marlee were speculating about what we might find on the mysterious mountain in New Mexico. The suggestions ranged from a cactus to more coordinates, all the way up to the painting itself. The three of them were sitting around the large table in Harry’s living room; the windows and balcony door stood open and, on the stone parapet, candles were burning in shallow, coloured glass dishes.

‘Have a seat,’ said Harry, passing me an empty plate. ‘We’d have waited for you, but as you said you might be late, we’ve already eaten. Help yourself!’

Harry had made a selection of salads and baked a loaf of wholemeal bread.

‘Thanks,’ I said, beginning to load up my plate. ‘Did I miss anything?’

‘Just a bit!’ said Marlee. ‘This afternoon, somebody tried to buy all the rest of Grandma’s paintings – for almost one hundred thousand pounds!’

‘Not just anyone either,’ added Harry. ‘No less a figure than Sir Emmett Cray in person.’

‘The master thief?’ I asked in disbelief.

‘The man himself;’ replied Harry, ‘although nothing’s ever been proved, of course.’

‘He turned up at Abbymarle & Summerville this afternoon and offered ninety-three thousand pounds,’ explained Marlee, ‘for the two paintings on display and the other twenty-nine in storage at the gallery. That’s the exact list price of the pictures in the gallery catalogue.’

Emmett Cray was a legend. He was an art dealer and scion of an ancient noble house, which was said to go back to the reign of Elizabeth I. As far as I knew, he lived in seclusion on the family estate in Scotland, reputed also to be the home of his legendary private collection, which had never been opened to the public. Many famous works that had been sold at auction to an anonymous bidder were thought to be in the Cray collection. There was no doubt that Emmett Cray was a successful dealer; his true fame, however, rested on the fact that many believed him to be one of the most brilliant and skilful art thieves of all time. Whenever there was a spectacular theft of a famous painting or other valuable artefact, his name would inevitably appear in the papers. As he must be at least seventy by now, it was highly unlikely that there was anything in most of the speculation – at least in recent years. When, the year before, the Anapura Mahaprabhu ruby – on loan from the Indian National Museum in New Delhi – had been stolen from the Leishman Museum in Newington, many people had suspected Cray of being behind the incredible coup. This was despite the unusual acrobatic skill the thief must have possessed to abseil down a rope from the historic dome above the museum’s main hall, through a network of invisible photoelectric barriers to reach the high-security display case in a neighbouring hall in which the unique gemstone was exhibited. Moreover, the museum’s exhibition halls were fitted with infrared sensors and highly sensitive microphones, meaning not only that he must have moved without a sound, but also that he’d have needed to wear a special protective suit to suppress all thermal radiation. It was thus clearly impossible for the old man to have been responsible for the theft, but the legends surrounding him were so great that he was not only thought capable of it – many people were utterly convinced that only he could ever have carried off so difficult a theft.

The fact that Emmett Cray was interested in Marlee’s grandmother’s paintings was the final proof for me that the second Picasso really existed. It couldn’t possibly be coincidence that he’d taken an interest in Agatha’s work, and I was equally certain that he wouldn’t part with so much money unless he was convinced it would be worth his while. A previously undiscovered Picasso would certainly be right up his street. He undoubtedly had the contacts to sell the painting for a good price; perhaps he even wanted it for his own collection.

‘Of course, that makes it likely that it was Cray who stole the paintings from Marlee’s house without her noticing a thing,’ mused Hope. ‘And that must mean that those pictures didn’t get him anywhere towards finding the Picasso, or he wouldn’t waste his effort any further.’

‘Possible,’ said Harry, ‘although he might also have found a clue in one of the pictures leading to another one that he doesn’t yet possess.’

‘True,’ said Marlee. ‘Still, there’s no way I’m selling him the pictures.’

‘Even though you would have no need to worry about money for the time being, and your grandmother’s paintings would stay together – in one of the most significant collections in the country at that?’ asked Harry. ‘Solving your grandmother’s puzzle and possibly finding an undiscovered Picasso at the end of it would be an incredible challenge, a real adventure. There’s nothing I’d rather do than track it down together. But Emmett Cray’s offer could be the chance of a lifetime – you should seriously consider it.’

‘Selling is out of the question,’ said Marlee. ‘We have a deal! We solve the puzzle together and when we find the picture it goes to a museum so everyone can see it. What’s the point of discovering an unknown Picasso if it then just gathers dust in a private collection? Anyway, the Picasso was Grandma’s. If Emmett Cray tracks it down with the help of her pictures and claims it for himself, that’s downright robbery – and you want me to make that easier for him?’

‘The point is, that it’s by no means certain that we’ll actually find the Picasso,’ I said. ‘Actually, we can’t even be totally certain that it even exists.’

‘You guys think too much!’ said Marlee. ‘We’ve got a puzzle to lead us to an incredibly valuable and significant work of art, which is rightfully ours. What is there to think about? Tomorrow morning, we’re off!’
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At eleven-thirty, we said goodbye to Harry and set off. As I only had one helmet with me, Marlee and Hope shared a taxi. I rode southwards, enjoying the warm night air. Instead of carrying on down Regent’s Street towards the Thames, I turned left at Oxford Circus, heading towards Dean Street which I followed to the corner of Meard Street. Seeing as I was here, I might as well take the chance to have a world fusion tortilla at the Soho Lounge, washed down with a glass of Australian Chardonnay – what you might call a midnight snack.

I parked the bike on Meard Street and entered the club at almost exactly the same time as I’d done the evening before with Scott, Lily and Josh. The light was dim and, on the small tables, candles were burning in clear glass dishes, a quarter filled with fine, pale sand. Entwined couples were dancing to Ballad by Leonard Cohen. On my way to the bar, I found myself glancing towards the dark red sofa on which Lily and Josh had made themselves so comfortable. For a brief moment, my pulse raced as my gaze fell on Scott, relaxing on the sofa and watching me, but I was not really surprised. I nodded towards him and continued on my way to the bar. After the barman had brought me my glass of white wine, I walked back to the red sofa. Scott was sitting alone on the right-hand side, his arm resting on its broad back. On the back of his hand balanced, slightly precariously, a half-full glass of orange juice. I sat down next to him, asking, ‘Are you here professionally?’

‘No,’ he replied, ‘I wouldn’t drink on duty.’

I glanced enquiringly at the glass, still wobbling slightly on the back of Scott’s right hand.

‘Oh right,’ he said. ‘It’s a screwdriver, no ice,’ he explained. ‘I’ve been holding on to it for a while – it must have melted. How about you?’

‘I’m here entirely for pleasure,’ I said, sipping my wine and looking at the dancing couples, slowly revolving in the half-light by the bar.

‘Do you want to?’ he asked.

‘I’d love to,’ I replied. ‘I haven’t done it for ages.’

‘Me either,’ said Scott, without looking at me.

I reached for his left hand, stood up and led him between the dancing couples. From the loudspeakers came the first bars of Gretchen Peters’ Love & Texaco. I laid my hands on Scott’s shoulders and, very slowly, began to dance. For a moment there was a distance between us, a brief hesitation, but after one slow-motion turn our hips touched and I felt the warmth of Scott’s body through the fabric of my T-shirt. Our cheeks touched and I shut my eyes, concentrating on the sound of the music, the smell of Scott’s body, the pressure of his hands on my hips and the unbearably slow movement of his thigh between my legs. Everything else faded into the background, disappeared from sight, banished from the darkness behind my eyelids. My lips slid across Scott’s cheek; brushed the corner of his mouth. We paused for a split second, each other’s warm breath on our lips, then we kissed. My eyes still shut, I revolved in a circle, absorbed and adrift, setting off and coming home.

Barely twenty minutes later, Scott shut his front door behind us. His flat seemed to consist of a single large room. Without switching on the light, we stumbled over to a large bed, standing diagonally in a corner between two windows. We carried on kissing, rolling to and fro, this way and that, as I cast off dozens of recalcitrant items of clothing, unable to remember for the life of me when I’d put them all on.
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Never in my adult life have I slept in an aeroplane – I just can’t do it, and not because I’m scared of flying. I have no idea why it might be and I’ve tried all sorts of things, but to no avail. As a child, I often flew with my parents. My father was an archaeologist and my mother an ethnologist. They often travelled for work and whenever possible they took me with them. Back then, I had no problem with sleeping in a plane. I still have a vivid memory of once watching a glorious sunset through the window in Botswana, only to wake up a moment later in London. That’s the way to fly.

Anyway, sitting on the midday British Airways flight to Los Angeles with Marlee, taxiing towards the runway, I was determined to have another go at sleeping through a boring long-haul flight, hopefully successfully this time. After all, I’d got barely two hours’ sleep the night before and I hadn’t had a proper breakfast either. At seven o’clock, after Scott’s alarm clock had rudely reminded us that we both had to work, we had just gulped down a cup of coffee standing up before dashing out. I had to go home and shower, make myself halfway presentable and take a taxi to the airport with my luggage; Scott had a job in central London.

‘Are you OK?’ asked Marlee. ‘You’ve got dark rings under your eyes and look totally shattered.’

‘I appreciate your honesty,’ I said, shutting my eyes and leaning back. ‘I hardly slept a wink, but as soon as we’ve had a meal I‘ll catch up. I intend to sleep through most of the flight.’

‘I’m not tired at all,’ declared Marlee. ‘I hope the films are good.’

After we’d been in the air for a good two hours and just finished the meal, I fished my jumper out of my rucksack and slipped it on.

‘If you’re going to need the toilet again, I’d be very grateful if you’d go now,’ I said.

I had the aisle seat and Marlee was by the window.

‘I’m afraid I have to go a lot on planes,’ she explained. ‘Perhaps we’d better switch seats.’

‘OK,’ I said, ‘but only if you really don’t mind – I don’t want to deprive you of the window seat.’

‘Not a problem, honest,’ Marlee assured me.

After changing seats, I reclined mine and snuggled under the blanket. Lack of sleep, a full stomach, a warm jumper and a cuddly blanket – surely nothing could go wrong.

‘Enjoy the films,’ I murmured. ‘See you in America.’

‘Sure,’ said Marlee. ‘Sleep well.’

I shut my eyes and began to replay the events of the night before in my mind’s eye. Step by step, I relived every movement, every gesture, every word. Me spotting Scott on the sofa and nodding to him; him asking me if I’d like to dance; me taking his hand and leading him through the dancing couples. With the memory of the seemingly endless kiss in the half-light of the Soho Lounge, I fell asleep.

 

A tricky question was niggling at me when I woke up: How on earth had Scott got his right hand out from beneath the half-full glass without spilling the drink? I looked around me. Marlee was hunting around in her bag.

‘How long was I asleep?’ I asked.

‘Oh, did you sleep already?’ she replied.

I sat up and looked at the clock. It was indeed scarcely five minutes since I lay down. A glance at the little map on the screen over the aisle, showing the position of the plane, confirmed it: LA was still thousands of miles away.

‘I was just going to start the first film,’ explained Marlee. ‘I’ve got chocolate and salted pistachios. Want to join me?’

Somehow, even then I knew that the five minutes’ sleep, however short it had been, was still progress in comparison with earlier flights. You have to start somewhere.

Six hours later, we’d reached the American mainland, I was watching the end of the second film and Marlee was dead to the world, her head leaning against my shoulder.
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After Marlee and I had retrieved our luggage, our paths diverged for a while as there were separate customs inspection offices for American nationals. There had clearly been mainly Americans on our flight because long queues soon built up in front of the two desks for US citizens while only a few dozen of us headed for the counters for foreigners.

After a friendly official had welcomed me to California, I glanced over to Marlee, who still had a long queue ahead of her, and pointed towards the exit. Marlee nodded to show that she’d understood. I walked into the arrivals hall, keeping an eye out for Anne; I couldn’t see her anywhere though.

‘Nea!’ said a familiar voice. ‘It’s so good to see you again!’

I turned around and looked into the face of the woman whose scream eight months ago had, although she’d been unaware of it at the time, saved my life. If it hadn’t been for her unusual green-blue eyes, I wouldn’t have recognised her. Anne’s appearance had changed considerably since we’d last met. Her hair was no longer so short, her skin was tanned and her face looked somehow slimmer, as if she’d lost weight. She looked great.

‘You look terrible!’ Anne exclaimed, even before I could greet her. ‘It must have been an awful flight!’

I bit back a sarcastic remark, said ‘Hi Anne,’ and hugged her. Friends should be able to blurt out the truth to each other, and I wasn’t exactly in top form after all.

Fifteen minutes later, Marlee emerged. I introduced them to each other and we set off. Anne led us across the car park, stopping behind a huge, dark grey sedan and opening the boot – it was longer than the bonnet on some cars.

‘It’s a 1995 Buick Roadmaster,’ explained Anne. ‘One of the biggest sedans you can buy and yet practically invisible. Perfect for surveillance, believe me.’

We packed our bags into the boot, climbed in and drove away. Half an hour later, we dropped Marlee off at her friends’ in Inglewood. She was intending to spend the rest of the day there and stay overnight. We agreed that I would pick her up at ten the next morning before saying goodbye; Anne and I then drove towards the coast. As we headed south along the coast road in Hermosa Beach at quarter past three, a feeling of homecoming washed over me. Whenever I come back to the sea after a long absence, I remember how much I love the sight of the apparently endless distance, the salty tang on the wind and the sound of the surf.

Anne turned onto the driveway of a small, light blue house and switched off the engine. Between the back door and the garage, a yellow bicycle leant against the somewhat weathered wooden façade.

We climbed out and fetched my luggage from the boot; then Anne led me down a well-trodden path round to the front of the house, which faced the Pacific. The view was breathtaking. There was nothing but a hundred yards of sandy beach between the sea and Anne’s veranda – and it was almost deserted. I put down my bag, sat on the veranda steps, looked at the sea and said: ‘How come there aren’t more people on the beach on such a perfect day? Is it private?’

‘No, it’s a public beach,’ explained Anne, ‘but there are loads of beaches in LA – plenty of space for everyone.’

‘Incredible,’ I murmured. ‘If you go to the beach in Portsmouth or Brighton on a sunny day like this, you’re lucky if you can find a free space big enough to lie down in.’

‘Come on, I’ll show you your room,’ said Anne, walking to the veranda door. ‘I think you’ll like it.’

I picked up my bag and followed her into the house. She led me up a narrow staircase to the first floor, stopped next to an open door and said: ‘Here you are.’

I entered the room and marvelled. Almost the entire western wall was taken up with a large window, which, thanks to its elevation, offered an even better view of the beach and the Pacific than the veranda. Next, my eye fell on a modern double bed in pale wood, standing against the back wall between the door and an old-fashioned trunk that apparently served both as storage space and as a bedside table. The pillow cases and duvet covers were sand-coloured and decorated with irregular streaks in various pastel tones. The bed looked wonderfully comfortable and was somehow calling to me.

‘Would you like to lie down for a while?’ asked Anne, who obviously hadn’t missed my look of longing towards the bed. ‘After all, it’s almost midnight for you.’

I glanced at my watch, which I’d reset on the plane. It was quarter to four.

‘Shall I wake you at about seven? We could watch the sunset and then go and eat.’

‘Sounds great!’ I said. ‘I could really do with a few hours’ sleep.’

Ten minutes later, freshly showered, I dropped into Anne’s spare bed and fell asleep immediately.
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At seven-thirty, Anne and I were sitting on the little steps in front of the veranda, watching the sun as it appeared to sink below the horizon into the Pacific. A warm, steady breeze set the long palm fronds near the house in motion, creating a pleasant, calming rustle.

I glanced over at Anne, who was sitting on the top step, her legs drawn up, and leaning sideways against the weathered wooden railing. The setting sun bathed her face in that wonderful golden light, in which everything looks somehow beautiful and hopeful. Her expression was serious and thoughtful, and I got the feeling that her eyes might be just a little over-bright; I said nothing, however.

When the sun had disappeared altogether, we strolled northwards across the beach to a Mexican restaurant Anne knew, in which we wanted to have dinner. Apart from us, there were very few people out and about. Now and then, a jogger ran towards or past us; a woman was walking her dog and, right down by the shore, a couple were wandering, arm in arm, along the surf.

I told Anne about what had happened with Hope and Rick, about Matt and, of course, about Scott.

‘I’m glad you’re finally over Emily,’ she said after a brief hesitation.

Was I really? I had spent a lot of time recently pondering that question and I knew one thing for certain: Emily still had a special place in my heart, even if I’d been nothing but a fleeting affair for her. She had begun a sexual relationship with me and I had fallen desperately in love with her. Such unequal assumptions and expectations must arise as often as they lead to suffering and tears. Emily had done nothing to me; she had not cheated on me or intentionally hurt me, she had promised me nothing and demanded nothing of me; she owed me nothing at all. Emily had just left me behind; had done nothing more than follow her heart. Probably that was precisely why it had been so hard for me to let her go.

Anne was right – to a certain extent I was over Emily. I no longer thought about her constantly and, when I did remember our time together, I no longer felt the suffocating pain that had been my constant companion during the last few months. And in the past few days, passion had come back into my life. Since Emily had left me, the mere thought of sex had seemed utterly absurd, but now I could barely concentrate on anything for half an hour without thinking of all the interesting things that Scott and I should definitely do before long.

‘Sorry if I said the wrong thing …’ began Anne, obviously disconcerted by my long silence.

‘No, don’t worry,’ I said. ‘I was just thinking. You’re right – I am over Emily.’

 

Ten minutes later, we were sitting at a table for two on the terrace of the little restaurant that Anne had told me about. It was called Cientos Candelas and more than lived up to its name. On the tables and in little niches in the walls, countless white candles were burning in little painted clay pots. Their flames bathed the terrace in a warm twilight, and there was a tempting aroma of Mexican food. We ordered a bottle of Californian red and vegetable quesadillas with an array of sauces, and green salad with fresh tomatoes on the side.

On the telephone I had only given Anne the gist of why Marlee and I had come to the USA. Over the meal, I filled her in on the whole case. I told her about Agatha, the painting that Picasso had most likely given her, and possibly even painted expressly for her, and, of course, about the puzzle and the coordinates.

‘I don’t think that the picture can be hidden in the desert,’ said Anne. ‘A painting like that would need to be properly stored or it would easily get damaged.’

‘I thought that too, at first,’ I replied. ‘But Marlee explained that it mainly comes down to three things: temperature, humidity and light. A cave might provide just the right low, constant temperature, and an airtight container could ensure the correct humidity and protection from light. It might not be ideal, but it’s not entirely out of the question.’

For dessert we ordered sopaipillas de la cosecha, a kind of dumpling filled with little slivers of banana and served with warm honey. I had never paid much attention to Mexican food before now, but, after the first bite of the crispy pastry, I resolved to keep an eye out for Mexican restaurants in London as soon as Marlee and I returned. The sopaipillas were delicious!

 

When Anne and I got back to her house at half past ten, it was long dark. The sky was clear, but it was still warm enough to sit outside without a jumper. She lit a candle and put it on the floor near the railing. We sat on the veranda and looked out over the sea. Here and there, we could make out the lights of boats, slowly sailing northwards along the coast, heading for their moorings in Marina del Rey, as Anne explained.

Somewhere in the darkness a door squeaked slightly as it opened and, a moment later, a young man appeared in the light of the candle. He had shoulder-length black hair and was wearing nothing more than a pair of shorts and a loose white shirt, which was unbuttoned, showing a slim, well-toned torso. In the crook of his arm, he held a small clay dish.

‘Hi Anne,’ said the newcomer, climbing the few steps. ‘I saw your candle and wanted to ask …’

When he saw me, he paused in mid sentence and stopped still.

‘Sorry, I didn’t know you had company,’ he continued. ‘I didn’t mean to interrupt.’

‘No worries,’ said Anne. ‘Dylan, this is Nea – she flew in from London today. Nea, this is Dylan, my neighbour and a good friend.’

‘Glad to meet you at last,’ said Dylan, shaking my hand. ‘Anne’s told me a lot about you.’

‘Hey Dylan,’ I said. ‘What’s she been saying?’

‘All good!’ he assured me after a brief hesitation. ‘Hey, I just wanted to bring the dish over. I was in San Diego today and bought honeydew melons in Escondido on the way back. If you want more, you know where I am – I’ve got a whole crate of them.’

Anne took the dish from him and said, ‘Thanks, would you like to join us?’

‘I’m afraid not,’ replied Dylan. ‘I’ve got to study a whole heap of text – there’s an important audition tomorrow.’

‘Dylan is an actor,’ explained Anne.

‘So, I’ve got to run. Have a good rest of evening, you guys!’

After Dylan had gone, Anne fetched a couple of forks from the kitchen and sat back down again.

‘Nice neighbours,’ I said, sticking a piece of melon in my mouth. It was cool and delicious, firm but juicy and with loads of flavour.

‘Yeah, Dylan’s a nice guy,’ said Anne, ‘a really good buddy.’

‘Are you working on a case at the moment?’ I asked, amazed that I hadn’t thought of that before.

‘Yes, a boring insurance job – takes up a lot of time. That reminds me: I’ve got to leave at seven tomorrow morning, so we should get everything ready tonight. Then you can sleep in till nine, with plenty of time to pick Marlee up in Inglewood, and go get breakfast with her.’

‘Sounds good,’ I said.

After we’d eaten the melon, Anne led me into the garage and showed me her other car – a red Jeep Wrangler. She had offered to lend it to me for the drive into the desert with Marlee. A private detective can never have too many vehicles at her disposal. You often have to watch the same person over a long period of time, and every time you use the same vehicle there’s a greater risk of being spotted. Harry and I have often discussed the idea of buying a cheap second-hand car together, so that either of us could use it if necessary.

‘It’s not really a car for long journeys,’ said Anne, ‘the Roadmaster would be better for that. But if the hiding place really is as far out in the desert as your friend Harry reckons, you’ll be better off with the Jeep.’

‘Definitely,’ I said. ‘Apparently there aren’t even any dirt tracks out there.’

Anne explained how to use the all-wheel drive and the off-road gearing, and showed me how to dismount the spare wheel, as well as where the tools and jack were kept. Finally, she handed me the key, saying, ‘Have fun! And remember: Don’t drive through more than two feet of water.’

‘I’ll try!’ I answered with a grin.

‘OK, what else could you need …?’Anne mused aloud. ‘Does your cell phone work here?’

‘Yes, I tested it at the airport,’ I replied.

‘Unfortunately, I can’t offer you camping gear – hiking’s not my thing.’

‘Perhaps Marlee can borrow some stuff from her friends; we’ll buy the rest on the way.’

‘I guess you didn’t bring a weapon,’ said Anne, looking enquiringly at me.

‘Only my pocket knife,’ I replied.

‘OK, come on then.’

I followed her up to her bedroom on the first floor. Anne opened the bottom drawer in her wardrobe and pulled a small revolver with a matt finish from under a pile of T-shirts, handed it to me and said, ‘Just in case – and I’m not just thinking of snakes and coyotes.’

‘Thanks,’ I said, looking more closely at the gun. It was extremely compact and amazingly light.

‘It’s an S&W 337Ti revolver; five cartridges in the cylinder, .38 calibre,’ explained Anne, handing me a packet of ammunition. ‘I usually keep it for back-up.’

‘Right,’ I said.

At one a.m. I was lying wide awake in bed, watching the shadows on the ceiling and listening to the quiet crash of the waves. In London, it was time for breakfast; in California, I couldn’t sleep and had a strange desire for a cup of coffee and cornflakes, milk and sugar.
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It was already almost ten o’clock by the time I finally climbed into Anne’s red Jeep and set off to fetch Marlee. I quickly got used to driving on the wrong side of the road; sitting on the left side of the car was considerably more of an issue. When I pulled up outside Marlee’s friends’ house half an hour late, I still wasn’t really used to it. Marlee stashed her luggage on the back seat, got in and asked: ‘Did you have breakfast yet?’

‘No, I overslept,’ I replied. ‘How about you?’

‘Just a cup of coffee,’ said Marlee. ‘I’ll treat you to a genuine American breakfast. We need to build up our strength for such a long drive!’

‘Sounds good!’ I said, driving off.

 

An hour later, with full stomachs, we were leaving a branch of the International House of Pancakes – according to Marlee you could find the chain all over the USA. She had insisted on ordering for both of us and I have to admit that she knew exactly what she was doing. I was convinced that I wouldn’t be able to eat another thing for at least twenty-four hours. After a portion of scrambled eggs on toast, fried potatoes and a glass of orange juice, there were pancakes with maple syrup and salted butter, washed down with cold milk and all the coffee you could drink. I could get used to a breakfast like that.

We drove eastward along Interstate 40. The further we left LA behind us, the lighter the traffic became. At a petrol station in Needles we changed places. Now I was sitting on the proper side of the car, but of course I no longer had the steering wheel or the pedals. In the meantime, we had reached Arizona; the road ran dead straight towards the horizon and on both sides stretched a hilly desert landscape, traversed by dried-up streams. I closed my eyes and tried to relax.

I was in the middle of a dream involving Scott and something very interesting that Emily had once shown me when Marlee woke me. I sat up and looked out. We were in the car park of a shop called Frank’s Outdoor Gear.

‘Sleep well?’ asked Marlee.

‘Yes – it must be thanks to all that breakfast,’ I replied. ‘Besides, at home it’s …’ I looked at my watch and began to count, ‘… one in the morning!’

‘I think my body clock must have adjusted already,’ said Marlee. ‘Anyway, I’m not at all tired. We can get everything we need for our trip into the desert here. Are you coming?’

‘Of course,’ I said, opening the door and climbing out.

We chose two sleeping bags, a small tent, a gas stove complete with bowls and plates for two people, and a rucksack for Marlee. I had brought my own rucksack with me from England. As we stood at the till, Marlee noticed a pocket knife in a little glass display case near the exit.

‘Look at that knife!’ she said enthusiastically. ‘It says there that it’s got thirty-three different functions!’

‘That’s a Swiss army knife,’ I explained. ‘Although I’ve never seen one with that many tools before. It must be a new model.’

The knife was dark red and extraordinarily chunky – it wasn’t really still what you’d call a pocket knife.

‘I've got a knife,’ I began, ‘you can borrow it any time you …’

Marlee paid no attention to my offer because, by that time, the assistant had opened the display case and handed her the fascinating multi-purpose knife for a closer look.

‘Wow …’ she whispered reverently, inspecting the ugly thing from all sides.

‘It comes with a lifetime guarantee,’ explained the salesman. ‘A knife like that could save your life!’

A little later we were on our way again. I was sitting behind the wheel and driving north on Route 491 and next to me sat the proud owner of a brand new Swiss army knife. Her voice serious, Marlee was reading me the instructions for use, which, despite being printed in miniscule script on a downright ridiculous, tiny and endlessly folded piece of paper, described every single function in great detail.

 

When we reached Bloomfield at about seven o’clock, the juniper bushes along the road were already casting long shadows on the asphalt. We stopped at a petrol station, bought a detailed map of the area and refilled the tank for the second time that day. After that, we paid a visit to the neighbouring supermarket to stock up on provisions. Half an hour later, we had stowed our shopping in the car and were leaving Bloomfield, heading south on Route 550. We were now pretty close to the place indicated by the coordinates. I sat on the passenger seat, watching the display of my GPS receiver. Agatha’s hiding place was still a good ten miles to the south-east. According to the map, we would soon hit Country Road 7175, which would lead us into the desert. I had barely finished saying so to Marlee when the unsurfaced, single-lane track appeared. It led at right angles from the highway into the desert. Marlee turned off and slowly followed the bumpy track to the east. According to the satnav, we were now heading more or less straight towards the spot we were looking for.

The further we drove into the desert, the hillier the terrain became. To our left, a landscape of countless crags and ravines opened up, the layers of sediment glowing in all shades of orange in the evening sunlight.

After about six miles, we came across a small campsite. It lay on a cliff and consisted merely of a fire pit, a weather-beaten wooden bench and a few tyre tracks. Marlee stopped and we climbed out. The spot offered a breathtaking view of the jagged landscape spread out to our north below the cliff. According to the GPS, the place we were looking for was still about a mile away. Many years ago, somewhere among these canyons, Agatha had hidden something for her granddaughter.

‘There’s the Angel Peak!’ exclaimed Marlee excitedly, pointing towards an unusual rock formation to our north-west.

She was right. The shape of the summit did indeed resemble a kneeling figure with one wing outstretched and one broken. The last rays of the sun transformed the rock formation which, according to Harry, was forty million years old and over six and a half thousand feet high into a glorious sculpture of gold tones and ebony shadows. In silence, Marlee and I stood on the edge of the cliff, watching the shadows rise slowly higher. Whatever Agatha may have hidden here, she had led us to a special, wonderful place, worth the long journey on its own.
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Once the sun had gone down, it got dark very quickly. A cool wind blew up from the canyons, making me shiver. The satnav had shown that we were over three thousand feet above sea level. I fetched my jumper from the car and pulled it on; Marlee slipped on her fleece jacket and then we began to put up the tent in the shelter of the car. It turned out to be harder than we’d expected to drive the pegs into the dried-up ground. By the time we’d finally managed it, it was already almost dark. Proudly, we admired our new accommodation – bright yellow and shaped like an overgrown tortoise.

While Marlee prepared dinner, I lit a fire. It was just as well we’d bought a bundle of wood because there was no source of fuel anywhere nearby. Apart from a few grasses sprouting between large boulders, the plateau was practically bare. Admittedly there were bushes here and there in the canyons – sagebrush, which we’d seen everywhere since reaching Arizona – but I really wouldn’t have fancied climbing down the stony slopes beneath the cliffs in the darkness to look for withered twigs from the small bushes. After all, there were seven different species of rattlesnake in New Mexico, as Harry had told us before we left, as well as the beautifully coloured but highly venomous Arizona coral snake.

After getting the fire going properly, I sat down next to Marlee to help with the cooking. There was vegetable soup with pasta, which really hit the spot – it was considerably cooler now.

‘Before it got dark, I saw a narrow path leading down the cliff, north-westwards into the canyon. If we get up early and nothing unforeseen occurs, we should be able to reach the hiding place before midday – it’s only about a mile away. In the course of the afternoon, we could then get on the road back to LA.’

‘There’s no hurry,’ said Marlee. ‘I love it here. I can totally understand why Grandma was so inspired by the landscape.’

‘Yes, it’s such a shame Hope couldn’t come.’

‘Mm …’ Marlee murmured in agreement.

 

An hour later, we were sitting on the edge of the plateau, looking north towards the striking outline of Angel Peak, looming hazily against the dark blue of the night sky. The air was clear and cool, and a light breeze carried the scent of the sagebrush, reminiscent of turpentine and camphor, up to us from the canyons.

Marlee sat there, her legs drawn up, chin and mouth buried in the collar of her jacket. It was quite a while since she’d uttered a word – most unusual for her. Watching her silhouette, I remembered how desperately I’d longed for a brother or sister. That had always been at the top of my Christmas and birthday lists, but my parents had obviously decided long before not to have any more children. They were amused by my wish and joked about it, but I remained an only child.

Marlee pulled her hands into the sleeves of her jacket and wrapped her arms around her legs. It was starting to get really cold. I felt an urge to take her in my arms and warm her, but I didn’t act on it. I realised that Marlee was just the sort of little sister I’d always wanted and I felt that kind of relationship to her. Instinctively, I felt responsible for her and the impulse to take care of her and protect her was incredibly strong. Marlee had found her way right into my heart in the short time I'd known her. She was friendly and honest, could be strong and courageous, but the next moment revert to downright silliness. It was hard to imagine a better little sister.

On the other hand, I hadn’t forgotten how consistently she’d resisted any kind of physical contact with me at first. However much I wished Marlee and I could be sisters to each other, I had to accept that she might feel entirely differently.

‘Do you sometimes wish for somebody you could discuss absolutely anything with?’ Marlee broke the silence. ‘I mean the really important stuff that you can only tell someone that you totally trust, and who’d always be on your side, however much you screwed up?’

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I really do.’

Marlee turned her head and looked at me. Although it was dark, I could see that she was smiling. I slid over and put my arm around her. For a while we just sat there, looking out at the rugged landscape stretched out ahead of us in the moonlight.
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While Marlee dismantled the tent, I took care of breakfast. There was fresh coffee, sliced white bread and plenty of scrambled eggs, which I cooked in the little pan over the gas burner. We had also bought a jar of cherry jam and a dozen individual portions of margarine.

‘The coffee smells delicious!’ said Marlee, stowing the tent in the car. ‘I’m starving!’

I was too. Perhaps it was down to the fresh air, or the cold night in the tent. Marlee joined me. While she poured the coffee and served up the eggs, I toasted slices of bread over the open flame of the gas stove, which worked better than I’d expected.

 

Twenty minutes later, Marlee divided the rest of the coffee between our cups and said: ‘Breakfast was great, thanks! Too bad that I already took the tent down – I could really use a bit more sleep right now.’

‘Me too,’ I said, catching sight of a dust cloud to our south. The next moment I could hear quiet engine noises. Marlee glanced enquiringly at me before returning her attention to the oncoming car. Since leaving Route 550 the day before and heading into the desert, we hadn’t met a soul. The car approached slowly.

I briefly considered walking over to the Jeep to be nearer my rucksack and Anne’s revolver, but I sat still. Although I could feel how tense Marlee was, reaching for a gun just because we hadn’t seen another person for a while was probably a little over the top. It was most likely tourists, coming to see this amazing view and maybe have a picnic. I put on my sunglasses and watched the car creep closer.

It wasn’t tourists. The vehicle was still twenty yards from us when it slowed, driving towards us at walking pace. It was a pale green, battered pickup, which had probably been on the road before I was even a twinkle in my parents’ eyes. In the cabin sat two Native Americans, watching us attentively; there were three more in the back, also staring at us with serious expressions. They were standing behind the cabin, holding on to the rusty roll bars.

When the truck drew level with us, I raised my hand in greeting. Marlee followed suit. None of the five men reacted, continuing to stare at us expressionlessly as the pickup drove past agonisingly slowly. Only once they were at least thirty yards beyond us did the driver accelerate. The truck disappeared to the west, following the narrow, unsurfaced road by which we’d come.

‘Creepy …’ said Marlee, once all there was to be seen of the pickup was a distant dust cloud. ‘I had goosebumps all over!’

‘They’re probably just a bit suspicious,’ I said. ‘They might have had bad experiences with strangers in the past.’

‘Mm …’ Marlee agreed, but somehow we no longer felt like lying down again.

 

It was already after ten by the time we were finally ready to set off. I went ahead, following the narrow path that I’d noticed the evening before. It led north-westwards down into the canyon. Although I was wearing long trousers and sturdy boots, I kept a careful eye out for snakes. About half an hour later, we reached the valley floor. Angel Peak lay to our north – the satnav showed rather more than half a mile to the spot indicated by Agatha’s coordinates.

After about five hundred yards, we came across a narrow, dried-up riverbed, leading directly towards Angel Peak. We followed it to the foot of the mountain, where it disappeared into a gap in the rock little more than six inches wide. We started to climb. It turned out to be more difficult than we’d thought. Loose stones and an ascent which was sometimes very steep made it a strenuous undertaking. Having also to watch out for snakes didn’t exactly make for an easy climb either.

By about two p.m. we’d finally made it – we were standing at the summit of Angel Peak, at the foot of the strange rock formation that looked, from a distance, so like a kneeling angel. Standing right next to it, we couldn’t make the figure out at all.

I wiped the sweat from my brow and looked at the GPS display. Agatha’s hidey-hole was still a hundred yards away, to our east, which meant that it must be somewhere on the eastern slopes rather than at the peak itself. Keeping an eye on the satnav’s direction finder, I descended the slope towards the spot, Marlee following me. A few yards before the slope gave way to a sheer wall of rock, we had reached our goal – zero was flashing on the distance display. I stopped and looked around me, but could see nothing unusual.

‘Do you think we need to dig?’ asked Marlee.

‘I doubt it,’ I replied, beginning to clear a patch of the fine, pale brown dust covering Angel Peak and the surrounding canyons with my toe. Beneath it, the surface was firm, red-brown stone, polished smooth by the wind and rain.

I slipped my rucksack off my shoulders, leaning it against a rocky overhang a few yards further up, and cautiously approached the edge of the precipice to take a closer look.

‘Be careful!’ said Marlee, depositing her rucksack with mine.

I crouched down and peered down into the depths below. The rock face was made up of the same reddish stone as the ground at the peak. It fell vertically for about fifty yards, ending in a steep slope strewn with countless boulders.

‘Can you see anything?’ asked Marlee impatiently.

‘Nothing unusual at any rate,’ I began, when an old-fashioned piton, protruding from the rock barely twenty feet below the ledge, caught my eye. Scanning the wall for anything else left by climbers, I spotted an unusually regular spur of rock. It was about thirteen feet below the hook and half in shadow. Unfortunately, the rock face slightly overhung this spur so that from where I was I could only get a look at part of it, but it looked as though it culminated in a flat surface. I stood up, took a few steps backwards and said, ‘We should definitely take a look at this rock wall from below.’

 

Half an hour later, Marlee and I were standing on the steep slope beneath the sheer wall, looking up. From here, the strange outcrop was invisible at first glance. I took my binoculars from my rucksack and began to search systematically. After a while, I spotted the piton. Now I had a point of reference for the approximate location of the spur. It took another three minutes to find it. Although I still couldn’t see the outcrop itself, I discovered something much more exciting in the overhanging part of the rock face.
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At half past three, Marlee and I were sitting in the shade of a large boulder, eating sandwiches and discussing what to do next. About thirty feet below the upper edge of the wall of rock, there was definitely a passage leading into the mountainside. With the binoculars I could clearly make out part of the side wall and the arched ceiling of the tunnel. The wall was unusually flat and showed traces of crude workmanship, indicating that the passage had been widened by man.

‘We’ve got to get to that entrance somehow,’ said Marlee. ‘But how?’

‘In my opinion, the easiest way would be to abseil from above to the spur of rock,’ I replied. ‘But we’d need proper climbing gear for that. The rope in the Jeep wouldn’t do.’

‘I don’t know anything about climbing,’ said Marlee. ‘I just can’t imagine hanging on a rope down a wall like that.’

‘We don’t both have to go into the passage,’ I explained. ‘Anyway, it would be better if one of us stayed up here, in case of emergencies. I’ve climbed a bit. I could manage thirty feet like that. And if the overhang made it too difficult to climb back up again, I could always carry on down to the slope below.’

‘Where would we get the right gear from?’ asked Marlee, who had just unfolded a tiny blade from her new knife, which she used to cut an apple in half.

‘Is that the biggest blade it’s got?’ I asked, watching Marlee cut into the apple from stem to bud on each side.

‘No, but I haven’t tried this one out yet. I have to familiarise myself with all the tools so that I know the best one to use in an emergency.’

‘I see,’ I said. ‘Well, I suggest that we go back to the car and drive to Bloomfield, where we can buy the climbing stuff we need and restock our provisions. After that, we come back and spend another night in the tent. If we get up a little earlier than today, we can be back on the mountain by ten tomorrow morning.’

‘Sounds good,’ said Marlee, wrenching at the two halves of the apple with all her strength. ‘We could even come back here this evening and pitch our tent right here on Angel Peak. That way you could be fresh and rested for the climb tomorrow morning, and we’d also be a bit further from the road. I still get the shivers thinking about those creepy guys in the pickup.’

‘OK,’ I said. ‘We’ll do that then.’

With a loud crunch, the apple finally gave way. Proudly and grinning from ear to ear, Marlee handed half to me; the other half, she balanced carefully on a smooth polished stone nearby. Very carefully, she then began to thoroughly clean the tiny blade with a handkerchief.

 

It was almost nine o’clock when we finally made it back to Angel Peak. The sun was long gone and it was already almost dark. For the last half hour, Marlee and I had used our torches to make quite sure we didn’t step on any snakes. I was totally exhausted. The extra provisions, climbing gear, tent and sleeping bags had made the trek back up the mountain a tiring business. I slipped off my rucksack, sat down on a stone and took a deep breath. Amazingly, the trudge had taken less out of Marlee than me, although we’d shared the luggage evenly. As I pulled a water bottle from my bag and took a swig, she was already getting a fire alight.

It was just as well I was desperately hungry, or I’d have fallen asleep on the spot. I unpacked the gas stove and began to prepare our evening meal. There was vegetable ravioli with tomato sauce, olives and Parmesan, along with poppy-seed rolls and a dish of ready-prepared salad from the supermarket. As the ravioli bubbled away on the pan, I helped Marlee put up the tent.

‘I hope we’ve got enough ravioli,’ she said. ‘Since we’ve been out here, I’ve been constantly hungry.’

‘Don’t worry about that,’ I reassured her. ‘Besides, I’ve got a highly nutritious little surprise dessert for you.’

While Marlee had looked around the clothing section of the supermarket for a warmer jacket or a second jumper, I’d gone to a bakery and bought four sugar twists, a kind of soft, elongated pretzel, sprinkled with sugar and cinnamon, which smelled absolutely irresistible.

Marlee paused, grinned at me and said, ‘I like sweet things!’

‘I know,’ I replied.

For a moment, we just stood there, tent poles and ropes in our hands, looking at each other; then we both burst out laughing.
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After supper, Marlee and I climbed up to the summit to watch the unusually large, amber moon, hanging low over the desert landscape, out of sight from our camp. We sat on a broad rocky ledge, a little way below the peak and looked out at the expanse below us. The moonlight transformed the canyons around Angel Peak into a breathtaking painting in silver light and ebony shadows. In the distance, mountains stood silhouetted against the night-blue horizon.

‘Those must be the San Juan or Ute Mountains in Colorado,’ said Marlee. ‘The report that Harry printed out for me said that you can see them from Angel Peak on a clear day.’

 

For a while we just sat there enjoying the unique view. The ledge on which we were sitting was still warm from the sun. I lay on my back, looking up at the night sky.

‘I’d like to ask you something,’ began Marlee, her voice worryingly serious.

‘About what?’

‘First you’ve got to promise that you’ll never tell a soul about this,’ said Marlee, who’d turned towards me. Her own face was in the shadow.

‘I promise.’

‘You might think there’s somebody you’ve got to tell once you know what it is.’

‘I give you my word that I’ll respect your wishes,’ I said, rising onto my elbows, ‘even if I think that isn’t the best for you.’

‘OK,’ said Marlee quietly.

I looked up to the sky again and waited. Marlee took almost a minute before asking her question.

‘How did Hope react when she found out about you and Emily?’

I turned towards her in confusion.

‘Harry told me about it,’ explained Marlee. ‘Not much; just that you’d been through a bad patch.’

‘I see,’ I said, pondering the question. Why did Marlee want to know what Hope thought about it?

‘Like a best friend,’ I said finally.

‘Hmm …’ murmured Marlee, nodding and looking back at the wide plane lying in front of us in the moonlight.

What on earth was she driving at?

‘How did she react to the fact that you’d fallen in love with a woman?’

‘She never mentioned it,’ I replied. ‘Why do you want to know?’

Even as I asked the question, I finally understood. I sat up and asked: ‘Are you in love with her?’

Marlee nodded.

‘Hope and I have never talked about it, but I’m ninety-nine per cent certain that she’s never had a romantic relationship with a woman, at least since I’ve known her.’

 

For a while, we sat there in silence, watching the moon slowly setting behind the mountains on the horizon. The canyons were now in complete shadow and, the lower the moon sank, the darker it became. I looked at my watch; it was just on eleven. I was about to suggest heading back to our camp when I heard a noise behind us. Somewhere in the darkness, a pebble or two slipped down a slope – a sound that had accompanied us almost all day. It was practically impossible to move on Angel Peak or in the surrounding canyons without dislodging little stones. After a few seconds there was silence again. Marlee and I stared into the darkness. All that remained of the fire by our tent was embers. The whole area lay in deep darkness.

‘Are there large animals around here?’ whispered Marlee.

‘Coyotes, maybe,’ I replied, equally softly.

‘What if it’s the guys from the truck?’ she asked.

I was about to answer when, about forty yards from us, a faint, dark red light appeared. Without a sound, it swung towards our tent.
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‘Somehow that’s not how I imagined the Native American spirits,’ said Marlee.

‘That’s just a torch with a red filter,’ I whispered. ‘The little emergency lamp in my rucksack has three red LEDs as well as an ordinary bulb too.’

‘What’s the point of that?’ she asked.

‘Red light affects night vision the least. You can use it to take a quick look at a map in the dark, for example. If you use an ordinary torch, your eyes take a while to readjust to the darkness. After bright light, it can take up to twenty minutes to get full night vision back.’

‘I think I need a new flashlight,’ whispered Marlee.

By now, the beam of red light had almost reached our tent. It slowed, stopped and went out. Besides the faint glow of the remains of our fire, there was nothing to be seen. Unfortunately, my night-vision binoculars were five thousand miles away, in the bottom drawer of my desk. I had never been good at packing.

‘What do we do now?’ whispered Marlee, far too close to my ear. I nearly cried out in shock.

‘Whatever happens, we mustn’t give ourselves away. I have no idea who that is, but nobody creeping around in the darkness like that can be up to any good. All we’ve got with us are our torches and the two remaining sugar twists. I’d particularly like to be able to tuck the revolver into my waistband right now. I could kick myself for having left it in the rucksack.’

‘I’ve got my knife,’ Marlee whispered reassuringly.

I just managed to bite back the sarcastic remark on the tip of my tongue. However small and unsuitable for fighting the blades on Marlee’s wonder knife might be, she was better equipped than me. I was more resolved than ever to learn a few close-combat tricks from Scott.

‘Do you think it could be this art thief?’ she asked. ‘Perhaps he also found the coordinates in the picture and travelled out here too. It couldn’t be that hard for him to get hold of an old catalogue with reproductions of the paintings. If he was the one who broke into my house, he might even have the original. Although I can’t remember ever seeing that painting in the house.’

‘Doesn’t the fact that it was in Abbymarle & Summerville’s catalogue mean that Agatha had sent it to the gallery for sale?’

‘Of course, you’re right,’ said Marlee.

‘I’m sure Emmett Cray would be more than capable of finding the coordinates in the picture, but how could he have even known that they were there to be found? Nobody but us could know that your grandma had hidden the Picasso and devised the puzzle to protect it.’

A shadow flitted past the remains of the fire. The dark silhouette was only visible for a split second, but it couldn’t possibly have been Cray, even if he had been able to move that swiftly and nimbly at his age. The hair of the person who had just slipped as silently as a ghost past the glowing embers was tied back in a long ponytail, reaching down to a woman’s slender waist.

‘Did you see her too?’ I whispered to Marlee.

‘Sure. That couldn’t have been Anne wanting her car back, could it?’

‘Nonsense!’ I said, looking at her. Despite the darkness, I could see that she was grinning broadly. I just couldn’t figure her out! In the middle of London, someone creeping past her house when it was all locked up had scared her so badly that she’d barricaded herself in her bedroom, dragging a heavy chest of drawers across the door. And even after I’d chased off the unwelcome visitor, she’d been afraid to stay in the house on her own. And now, watching a sinister stranger creep around our tent in the middle of the night on a mountain top miles from civilisation, thrown entirely on our own resources and armed with nothing more than a couple of cakes and a Swiss army knife, Marlee was cracking jokes!

 

Out of the darkness beneath us, we heard a quiet, metallic click; then there was silence once more. Soon afterwards, the red light went on again. This time it didn’t move. The torch lay on the ground, illuminating a rocky outcrop to which a rope was being attached. The sight of the two hands in the cone of red light was ghostly. Skilfully, they wrapped the end of a climbing rope around the rock and knotted it, all else hidden in the darkness.

‘She knows about the cave!’ whispered Marlee anxiously.

‘She’s probably been following us for some time, perhaps since we set off this morning. And as well as leading her here, we probably also showed her the entrance in the rock face. She could have been taking it easy somewhere in the shade all the time we were looking at the wall from above and then below.’

‘And why did she wait until now?’ asked Marlee. ‘Wouldn’t it have been the ideal time to climb down to the entrance while we were in the town? We were away and it was still light.’

‘Probably because she didn’t have any climbing gear with her either. She had to get a rope and all the kit from somewhere. It wouldn’t surprise me if she went shopping in the same place as us.’

We heard another metallic click; then the torch with its red beam seemed to be raised by a ghostly hand, dancing on the spot for a while. For a split second, the face of a young woman emerged dimly from the darkness. She was obviously attaching the lamp to a climbing helmet.

‘What do we do now?’ asked Marlee. ‘We can’t just let her get away with the Picasso!’

I was still pondering when the beam was pointed towards us. Although the light was far too dim to give us away at this distance, Marlee and I ducked instinctively.

‘Crap!’ breathed Marlee, almost inaudibly.

‘She probably heard something,’ I whispered.

After a few seconds, the red light began to move again. Silently, it neared the floor before ultimately disappearing below the edge of the rock face.

I sat up and considered. There could be no doubt that the woman knew about Agatha’s puzzle, whether or not we’d led her to this spot and the cave opening. Somehow, she’d found out about the second Picasso and she was quite obviously both very skilful and also extremely efficient. Not only had she followed us through this deserted area without being seen, she had also got hold of climbing gear at top speed and was just about to climb down to the mysterious entrance before us – entirely alone and in the dark at that.

There was no doubt about it – I’d have to follow her, right now. Actually, it wasn’t such a big risk – after all, I’d be able to retrieve Anne’s revolver from the tent now and, what’s more, the woman didn’t know that we’d spotted her. There was of course, always the possibility that she wasn’t even dangerous. She might even just hand the painting over without a struggle once Marlee’s rightful claim had been established. No, perhaps not.

‘What’s our plan?’ whispered Marlee.

‘Simple,’ I replied. ‘I’ll follow her.’
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Marlee and I had barely stood up when, about two hundred yards below our tent, a torch appeared in the darkness; seconds later, two others followed it. Unlike the lamp used by the unknown woman, these were just ordinary torches. Their bright white light was unmissable in the by now moonless night. Marlee and I immediately ducked again.

‘It’s getting rather crowded round here,’ I whispered.

We could now hear faint noises. The group were dislodging loads of stones and, now and then, I thought I could even hear voices.

‘Do you think they’re with her?’ Marlee asked.

‘I doubt it,’ I replied. ‘For one thing, she wouldn’t abseil alone if she had help nearby, and for another, she wouldn’t creep so skilfully past our tent only for her companions to wake us with bright lights and loud conversations.’

The three lights approached quickly – they were at least fifty yards closer to our tent now.

‘Come on!’ I said. ‘We’ve got to get our rucksacks and the climbing stuff out of the tent and find somewhere else to hide before those three reach our camp!’

I stood up and hurried as fast as I could towards our tent, Marlee following close behind me. As we couldn’t use our torches, we made only slow progress. By the time we finally reached the tent, we could clearly hear the voices of our latest visitors, obviously all men. I ducked inside and felt around in the darkness for the rucksacks. After handing Marlee hers, I slipped my own onto my shoulders, feeling desperately for the bag with the climbing gear. I didn’t find it, however. The next moment, the beam of a torch slipped over the outside wall of the tent, bathing the inside in an orange-yellow glow for a fraction of a second. As fast as I could, I crawled to the entrance, which was fortunately on the side of the tent facing away from the men, and headed back towards the ridge above our camp. Marlee was a few feet ahead of me, moving quickly. I followed her dim outline and the quiet scrunch of her shoes back to the wide rock ledge on the summit, from where we could keep an eye on our camp in safety.

The three men had reached our tent; one was inside, the other two were searching the area with their torches. For a brief moment we could see a pistol outlined against the yellow flysheet as a lamp lit it up.

‘I know two of them!’ said Marlee. ‘They’re the guys who were following me in London!’

‘Are you sure?’ I asked doubtfully. ‘You can barely see their faces by torchlight and from this distance.’

‘It’s not just their faces – I recognise their build and the way they move. One is small and pudgy, the other tall and thin. It’s them for sure!’

‘The business with the Picasso isn’t much of a secret any more, apparently,’ I said. ‘Now there are at least four other parties on the trail of the painting.’

‘Four?’ asked Marlee.

‘The Frenchman, Emmett Cray, the stranger with the red lamp, and these men.’

‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘How on earth did they all find out about it?’

‘If you dig into the story of Chevalier-Caron’s discovery, you soon find out that his grandmother crossed paths with Picasso at some point. That brings you straight to Agatha who was travelling with her through the south of France at the time. The idea that she might also have been given a painting is an obvious one, especially when you think about the title of Chevalier-Caron’s picture. What I’m more interested in is how they all know about the puzzle.’

Marlee was just about to answer when one of the men called out to the other two. There was no doubt that he was speaking Italian. He was standing on the edge of the crag, lighting up the rope down which the unknown woman had vanished into the darkness of the rock face only minutes earlier. For a while, the three of them stood by the rope, shining their torches down the wall and talking; then one went back to the tent and grabbed the bag with our climbing equipment. Thieves with guns. We really needed to come up with something fast.

 

Fifteen minutes later, the last of the three men was on his way down. As we had only bought one climbing harness, they had to take turns abseiling down to the entrance in the rock face. Once the first guy was down, they pulled the harness back up to the top and started all over again.

‘What now?’ asked Marlee.

‘The plan hasn’t changed,’ I replied. ‘I’ll follow the woman, and these guys too.’

‘How will you do that? Our climbing gear is gone.’

‘It’s not gone. They’ll be bound to leave the harness on the outcrop in front of the entrance – we just have to pull it up.’

‘What if these guys are dangerous?’ asked Marlee. ‘After all, they’ve got guns – that’s what I call a bad sign!’

‘I’ll be careful and we’ve still got the radios. If anything goes wrong, I’ll let you know and you can fetch help.’
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Ten minutes later, I was hanging against the wall. About twenty feet below me, I could see the rocky outcrop in front of the entrance. It was lit up by a strange orange light, which, even more oddly, wasn’t moving. I strained to listen but could hear no voices or any other sounds. Either the woman with the ponytail or the men must have left a lamp at the entrance. Cautiously I continued my descent. When my legs had almost reached the upper edge of the spur, I swung three feet or so to the side so that I could creep down, very close by the entrance. This would enable me to take a peek inside without immediately being noticed. The rope still taking my whole weight, I slowly approached the illuminated entrance. Carefully, I placed one foot on the spur of rock and peered around the corner. A narrow passage led into the rock for about twenty feet before joining a larger passage which clearly ran parallel to the rock face, inside the mountain. On the floor, about six feet from the junction of the two passages, lay an unusually bright, chemical glow stick. Its orange light threw ghostly shadows on the astonishingly smooth walls. If the passage was man-made, it must have been polished, either by the people who’d made it or through erosion.

After I’d made certain that there was nobody anywhere nearby, I entered the corridor, stepping out of the harness. My switched-off torch in my left hand and the revolver in my right, I approached the junction with the utmost caution. After passing the orange glow stick, its bright light cast my shrinking shadow onto the wall of the crossways passage. So much for creeping up unobserved. I hastened my steps, switched on the torch and stepped resolutely into the passage. The section to my left lay in darkness. The beam of my torch was just enough to show me that it headed west after about thirty yards, so towards the centre of the mountain. The passage to my right led directly north for about fifteen yards before plunging steeply. On the ceiling before the drop, I could see the pale orange light of another glow stick – it must be somewhere further along the passage. I took that path. The passage descended at an angle of about forty-five degrees but, as the rocky floor was clean and dry, the slope presented no problems. After thirty feet, I passed the glow stick I’d seen from above. Now another treacherous shadow hurried ahead of me.

After a few more bends, I heard voices. I stopped, switched off my torch and listened. The men must have caught up with the woman – one of the voices was undoubtedly feminine. Cautiously, I turned the corner into a section which lay in complete darkness. At its end was the outline of a passage, glowing orange. I crept silently to the opening and peered carefully round the corner. Ahead of me lay a large cave; on its dome-like ceiling, about sixteen feet high, I could make out indistinct Native American murals. The woman with the ponytail was standing in the middle of the space, surrounded by the three men. In one hand, she was holding one of the glow sticks; in the other was a small metal tube, about the size of a felt-tip marker pen, shining in the orange light. She was still wearing her climbing harness. Two of the men were aiming their pistols at her while the third shone his torch on the tube, walking slowly towards her. The woman’s expression made clear that she had no intention of voluntarily surrendering the mysterious tube. Of course, it was most probable that the tube was Marlee’s rightful property, meaning that neither the woman nor the three men had the least claim on it. It was high time to bring this fact to their attention.

I stepped out into the cave and pointed my revolver at the group, saying loud and clear, ‘Drop your guns right now!’

After that it all happened very fast. The guy with the torch swung it towards me, but the next moment it was whirling through the air; with a metallic crash it hit a rock and went out. The woman must have kicked it out of his hand. The muzzle flash of a pistol flared and an ear-splitting crack resounded through the cave. I had no idea what the guy had aimed at, but thought it wisest to take cover, pronto. I leapt behind a niche in the rock to my left. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the woman throw the glow stick over a rocky ledge at the back of the cave. I crouched in the corner, my back against the wall. I heard a splash as the cave was plunged into total blackness. The stick must have fallen into a lake or a river. I heard someone run towards me in the darkness. My finger poised on the switch of my torch, I jumped up and then I heard a muffled groan from the unknown woman followed by an Italian curse. A metallic clinking sound was coming straight towards me. I realised that every second counted. I switched on my torch, ready to turn it straight off again and leap aside should anyone aim at me. The mysterious metal tube lay right at my feet; six feet beyond me, the woman had fallen flat on her stomach, right next to one of the Italians. Further back in the cave, somebody switched on a torch. The ray of light skimmed over the woman on the floor; shortly afterwards, I was caught in the beam. I shone my own torch back at him, reaching for the copper tube. Springing back into the niche, I just had time to see the woman disappear back up the passageway down which I’d arrived only moments before, one of the men hot on her heels.

A second torch was lit up, moving sideways towards the entrance of the cave. My niche would only offer cover for a few seconds. I fired twice into the gap between the two torches, immediately running into the rear of the cave. Muzzle flashes lit up behind me. It couldn’t have been two seconds since I’d fired the small revolver, but I was already wishing I hadn’t given mere warning shots. In one bound, I leapt over a low rocky ridge, ready for a hard landing. At any rate, the ridge would give me good cover and should be impossible for the Italians to conquer so long as I had ammunition.

Another deafening crack echoed through the cave and, barely eighteen inches from me, splinters of rock flew up into the air. There was no hard landing. Behind the ridge, the rock fell away steeply. Lying first on my left-hand side, then on my back, I slid down the uneven, stony slope. Now I realised how foolhardy it had been just to jump over a ledge into the unknown. On the other hand, it’s the sort of thing you do when you’re being shot at.

My torch, which I must have dropped as I began to roll, skittered over the reddish rock about six feet ahead of me with an unpleasant scraping of metal on stone. Its beam veered wildly in all directions. Suddenly, it disappeared and, as I was still wondering what that might mean, I slipped over a rim. I found myself in free fall and thought of Marlee.
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For a moment, I could scarcely breathe. Icy cold forced all the air from my lungs and my heart seemed to stand still. Far below me, I saw a strange, turquoise-blue light. It shone gently all around, fantastically beautiful and terrifying at the same time. All sounds seemed strangely muffled. I inhaled deeply and a burning pain exploded in my lungs. I began desperately flailing my arms, until finally, after a few apparently endless seconds, I broke the surface of the water. I spat, coughed and at last I was able to breathe. Somewhere above me, lights appeared. I looked up and saw, about eighty feet above me, torch beams shining over the roof of the cave. After a few seconds, they disappeared and the upper section of the cave was plunged back into darkness.

I looked around me. I was in a small lake, about thirty yards across, surrounded by sheer walls of rock. The water shimmered green-blue in the light of my torch, lying about sixteen feet below me on the bottom. The walls above the surface of the water formed a stark contrast to the cool colours of the lake. Illuminated by the unknown woman’s glow stick, drifting thirty feet away, they glowed dark orange.

I checked my equipment. The small bag on my harness had evidently survived the helter-skelter ride unscathed. So I had my knife, a compass, a waterproof lighter, a bar of chocolate, a couple of plasters and one of the radios that Marlee and I had bought in Bloomfield. I remembered having read on the packet that they were waterproof to a depth of three feet. I must have plunged deeper than that when I hit the water, but the bag and plastic shell of the radio itself would surely have given a certain degree of protection. I detached the bag from the harness and held it above the surface.

As the water dripped out of the bag, I continued my inventory. The torch lay on the bottom of the lake, and presumably so did Anne’s revolver. When I had leapt to cover behind the ledge, I had been holding it in my hand and now it was gone. I had also lost the little metal tube, which I had stuck in the back pocket of my jeans before storming out of the alcove. It had probably worked loose on my slide.

Continuing to hold the small bag out of the water, I swam slowly to the edge of the lake, where a small crevice in the rock offered a sort of dry shelf. I deposited the bag and swam back to the spot above my sunken torch. Every movement caused a dull ache in my back. I had probably acquired a few scrapes and bruises on my descent, the full extent of which would only be revealed once I was out of the cooling water. At the moment, however, the chances of that seemed somewhat remote.

I took a few deep breaths and dived. With a few strokes, I reached the bottom. I picked up the torch, turned and swam back up. At the surface, I inhaled deeply and shone the light around the walls. They were dead smooth, offering no handholds of any kind.

I turned the beam on the bottom of the lake and spotted Anne’s revolver, not far from where the torch had been. The polished metal surface glittered in the torchlight. Two minutes later, I had also salvaged the small gun. I swam back to the edge and laid it in the dry niche before opening the bag and looking at the radio. Although the water had penetrated the bag, only a few drops had got inside the plastic pouch for the radio itself. If the thing would work at a depth of three feet, it could surely cope with as little water as that. I pressed the power button and was not disappointed. The display shone red and it crackled with static. I pressed the transmit button and said, ‘Hello, can you hear me?’

When I had still received no answer after thirty seconds, I repeated the procedure. Nothing. Probably the transmission power wasn’t strong enough to get through the rock. Or else Marlee was no longer able to respond to my call. No, surely she was safe, hidden somewhere in the darkness.
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I could see no way of getting out of the lake by myself. Marlee was now my only hope. When I didn’t emerge after the woman and the men had left the cave, she would fetch help. I looked at my watch; it was just past midnight. I switched off the torch to save the batteries, held on to the edge of the niche and listened. The silence was total. I couldn’t even hear dripping water. I wondered what fed this little lake – after all it was right up by the peak. I could only think of one answer. Presumably when it rained, water trickled through the rock and collected in this small basin. Of course, that threw up the question of what would happen if it began to rain. Would the water table be raised far enough for me to reach the upper part of the cave? Or was there an overflow somewhere, through which the water would drain away? I shone my torch around the walls again, but couldn’t see any gap that could act as an overflow. Or maybe the water flowed away through lots of little cracks? There didn’t seem to be any gaps in the sheer walls, however.

I switched the torch off again and thought some more. How else could the water drain away? Was it possible …

I took a couple of deep breaths, pressed the button on the torch and dived under. After a few seconds I had found the overflow. Barely six feet below the surface, an opening about five feet across led out of the cave. As the water wasn’t draining away, there must be another lake on the other side, the level of which was exactly equal to the one in which I currently found myself. I would definitely have to dive into the other lake, because, as well as a shared overflow, there might also be somewhere in the neighbouring cave that I would be able to climb out of the water. My fingers were already almost numb; I couldn’t afford to stay in the cold water any longer.

I decided to take a look at the other cave, leaving my stuff behind. Two powerful kicks carried me to the entrance and I swam through. By the light of the torch, I could see that the tunnel was about thirty feet long, and that I had already put about ten of them behind me. For a split second, I considered turning back, but by then the opening ahead of me was closer than the one through which I’d come. With short, powerful strokes, I approached the end of the passage, swam through and emerged. I was now in a considerably smaller cave. There was no way of climbing the sheer walls here either. However, on the side of the lake towards the inside of the mountain, the beam of my torch fell on a narrow gap, just above the surface of the water – the common overflow shared by the two lakes. I swam over to it and shone the light inside. An oval tunnel led steeply downwards. After about thirty feet, it curved slightly, meaning that I couldn’t see where it ended up. The smooth floor shimmered damply in the torchlight.

I decided to fetch my things and return to the tunnel. Perhaps I could leave the mountain by the same route as the water. But even if it turned out to be a dead end, it would at least enable me to get out of the lake for a while.

 

I dived back into the large cave and swam to the niche with my things. About halfway across the small lake, something drifting in the water hit my forehead. It was the little copper tube that the men and woman had been after, and which I’d lost on my way into the lake. Now I was able to take a closer look at it for the first time. Intricate patterns were engraved into its surface, vaguely reminiscent of twining ivy. On one end was a kind of grooved cover, obviously a screw-cap. I had no intention of opening it while I was in the water, so I pocketed it and swam on.

Before repacking the radio in the belt bag, I had another go at making contact with Marlee. I switched the thing on and even before I could transmit a message, I heard her voice from the loudspeaker: ‘… are you there?’

I pressed the transmit button and said, ‘Marlee, it’s Nea, can you hear me?’

After a few seconds of crackling, I heard the muffled words ‘… followed, I had to … slope …’

‘I’m trapped in the cave, please fetch help!’

‘… still looking for me.’

‘Who’s looking for you?’ I asked.

‘The three Italians,’ she answered, her voice was now clearly audible. ‘When I heard someone climbing up, I hid. It was the woman – she vanished into the dark. Then the three guys came up again and at that moment the radio crackled and gave me away. They followed me – they probably thought I was the woman with the ponytail. I had to escape to the slope to the west of the summit, and in the darkness I slipped and slid quite a long way down. I can still see torches up at our camp from time to time.’

‘Perhaps you could carry on climbing down and get back to the car,’ I suggested. ‘Have you got the key?’

‘Yes, I took your rucksack when I ran away. It would take at least two hours to get to the car in the dark and then another hour to Bloomfield. Will you be OK for so long?’

I was about to answer when Marlee’s voice sounded again.

‘Damn it! That burns!’

‘What’s wrong?’

‘I injured myself somehow … it hurts like hell, I’ve got to …’ she answered indistinctly.

‘Where are you hurt?’ I asked.

‘On my calf, hey … a snake!’

‘Were you bitten by a snake?’ I asked anxiously.

‘… I can’t … light …’

That was the last radio contact I had with Marlee. For a few minutes I kept trying to reach her, but she was no longer answering.
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Before my radio conversation with Marlee I had been reasonably calm, but now I was seized by desperation. Not on my own account – although I was trapped, I wasn’t in immediate danger. No, it was Marlee choking me up. Bitten by a snake, she was lying somewhere in the darkness on the western slopes of the mountain, with three trigger-happy guys after her. The nearest hospital was nearly twenty miles away and I hadn’t been able to get a signal on the mobile in my rucksack since we’d left the highway and driven into the desert. Alone among the rocks in the darkness, Marlee was dying and there was nothing I could do for her.

 

I switched off the radio and stashed it in the belt bag with my other things. I took a detour on the way back to the tunnel leading to the smaller cave with the overflow to pick up the orange glow stick, still giving off a bright light. When the batteries in my torch ran out my only light source would be the lighter. Leaving the glow stick would be a waste, and one that I probably couldn’t afford. While it still worked, I’d be able to do most things without my torch.

Back in the smaller cave, I climbed into the narrow outlet, barely three feet high. The floor was slippery and cold. I sat down and used my legs to brace myself against the side walls. A cool draught blew towards me, making my teeth chatter. However, the draught also meant that the tunnel led outside the mountain again somewhere, and that might be my only hope.

I unpacked the radio and tried again to contact Marlee. She didn’t answer. In my mind’s eye, I saw her lying unconscious among the rocks. It was incredible how I’d taken her to my heart in such a short space of time. My whole body trembled and I began to cry.

After a few minutes I packed the radio away again and set off, following the path of the wind. After the first corner, the tunnel became even steeper and I no longer dared to walk. I continued to descend feet first but was half sitting now and using my hands too, always ready to brace myself against the side walls should I start to slip.

Fifty yards or so later, the tunnel emerged into an extremely high, round cave. It couldn’t be more than thirty feet across, but its roof was at least a hundred and fifty feet above me, and the floor, covered by a sheet of water as smooth as a mirror, was just as far below me. Even if the water were deep enough, a fall from this height would probably prove fatal.

The tunnel continued on the opposite side of this extraordinary cave. I shone my torch around the walls and discovered to my left a narrow path running along the wall and leading to the passage on the other side. It had undoubtedly been carved out of the rock by human hands. The only problem was that it was both incredibly narrow and somewhat steep. One wrong step and you’d plummet. On the other hand, it was undoubtedly possible to take that path to the other side. It was a test of both courage and agility.

I directed my torch beam onto the wall above the narrow path so that I couldn’t see the depth of the chasm and set off. One step after another, I crossed the smooth stone, always keeping my eyes on the path and where to step next. In under a minute I had done it – I was on the other side of the cave, at the entrance to a tunnel which might lead me out. Although I was dreadfully cold, my brow was dripping with sweat.

I ducked and stepped into the low tunnel, which continued to lead steeply downwards. After a few minutes, I thought I heard something. I stopped and strained to listen. I could hear a dull roar, like far distant rapids. I walked on and, after an extremely tight corner, I reached the final section of the passage. About sixteen feet ahead of me, it emerged into a large cave, in which I could undoubtedly hear the thunder of a waterfall. I approached the opening with the utmost caution. After going through such exertions, I had no desire to slip out of the steep tunnel and plunge into the depths. At the end of the passage, I sat down, braced myself with my legs and swept the beam of my torch around the cave. It was considerably larger than the three I had already seen and another lake filled its entire area. Unlike the others, though, the surface of this lake was not smooth. Streams flowed from several openings in the walls, churning up the water with irregular waves. On the opposite side, there were three low openings in the rock, about six feet across, through which the water drained, disappearing into the darkness beyond the cave. From where I was sitting, it was impossible to tell whether on the other side of these overflows were waterfalls or just passages like the one I was in now.

I looked down. The surface of the water was barely thirty feet below me. Now I would have to make a decision. I could still return to the first cave. That was where they’d look for me if Marlee managed to fetch help. Or I could jump into the lake and try my luck through one of the outlets. However, there was no way back up again from down there. The walls of this cave were just as smooth as the others. I couldn’t possibly climb back to the opening from the lake.

 

In the end it wasn’t a hard choice. I couldn’t expect any help from Marlee – after all, she probably couldn’t even take care of herself any longer. All I could do was try to find a way out of the mountain by my own strength. And if I managed it, there might even be a slim chance of rescuing Marlee, of somehow helping her. I had made an unspoken promise to look after her. Resolutely, I threw the glow stick into the lake and jumped.
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The water in the larger lake was much colder than in the two others. For a moment I could hardly breathe. Below me, I saw the light of my torch sinking down to the depths. I must have dropped it again, plunging into the ice cold water. I swam to the surface and breathed deeply. After reassuring myself that my belt bag was none the worse for the jump, I dived again and swam towards the blue-green light of the torch. After a few strokes, I had reached the bottom. I grabbed the torch and was about to swim back up when my eye was caught by a small, dark red disc, lying between two stones on the lake floor. I picked it up and returned to the surface. As I got my breath back, I looked at the disc. It was circular, about an inch and a half across and was made of blood-red, polished stone, with dark veins. In the centre was a small hole, and abstract symbols were etched into each side. It was obviously some kind of amulet. I pocketed it, took the glow stick and swam over to the three outlets.

From about three feet away, I shone my torch towards them. Although the current wasn’t particularly strong, I didn’t want to risk getting swept into any of the openings against my will. The water flowed steeply down tunnels like the one I’d just emerged from, but they were much lower, barely more than eighteen inches high, if a good six feet wide. I tried to tell whether there was a breeze coming from any of them, but couldn’t feel anything.

I backed a few feet away from the outlets, unfastened my bag and held it above the water. Once the water had dripped off, I pulled out the chocolate bar, unwrapped it and took a bite. The taste of the chocolate brought tears to my eyes. I was chilled to the bone and needed every scrap of energy, but that wasn’t why I was crying. The delicious, wonderful, sumptuous sweetness reminded me of Marlee and what had happened to her, and I just couldn’t bear the thought of it. I shouldn’t have come here to Angel Peak with her, should never have left her alone on the mountain, should have protected her from the men who had driven her onto the slopes and towards the snake. I had made so many mistakes, had left her in the lurch; I had failed. Although I’d never been through anything like this before, I knew that I’d laid a burden of guilt on myself that I would carry for the rest of my life.

 

For a while I trod water by the light of the rapidly dimming glow stick. Within a few minutes, there would only be the faintest glimmer left. All the same, I found it hard to let go of the little stick. In the end, I did so. I watched it being swept slowly at first, and then ever faster towards the outlets. With a little bob it disappeared through the middle one, leaving me in pitch darkness. I remembered the illuminated hands of my watch. I raised my arm and looked at the tiny green and orange shimmering bars. It was half past one. More than an hour since Marlee was bitten.

Somewhere above me, a torch was switched on. Its beam swept over the water and stopped when it reached me. I looked up. The light seemed to be somewhere up by the ceiling.

‘Hello!’ I called up, although I probably wouldn’t be heard. The roar of the various streams, some of which flowed into the lake from quite a height, was simply too loud.

‘Hello!’ I called again, although there was still no response.

I switched on my own torch and pointed it up. The light above me went out. By the torch beam, I saw a small hole in the roof of the cave, almost a hundred feet above me and barely eight inches in diameter. The head of a torch disappeared through it, shortly after which a hand appeared in its place. It pointed towards the overflows. The hand drew back and the torch emerged from the small gap once more. It was switched on, but the beam was no longer directed towards me. I switched off my own torch. The thin ray of light was pointing at the central outlet.

 

Keeping a firm grip on my torch, I let myself drift towards the opening. The current was not strong enough to pull my weight over the edge. I lent a hand and immediately began to slip. Feet first, I slid ever faster down the narrow tunnel. There was water all around me, washing over my face while the roof raced past, only inches from my eyes. It took some strength of will not to raise my head to see what I was sliding towards. To do so would result in nasty head injuries, however. Although the floor was smooth, I still received painful knocks from little bumps along the way. Suddenly, the floor disappeared from beneath me and I found myself once more in free fall, although only for a split second before I plunged into orange glinting water.

I broke the surface and looked around. The glow stick was bobbing by my head. I had landed in a small lake, a little over sixty feet across. The bank was as shallow as a sandy beach – I could just walk out of the water. Around the lake stood at least a dozen men with torches; three of whom I had seen barely twenty-four hours ago, in the back of a battered pickup truck.
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Ten minutes later, I was sitting, wrapped in a heavy blanket that smelled of dry grass and sage, in the cabin of the green pickup next to a man named Bilson Kee. He was about forty-five, and had a long ponytail, shot through with strands of grey. We were driving slowly northwards through the desert but taking no discernible road. Three more vehicles followed behind us.

I looked out through the dusty side window. There was nothing to see but the beams of the headlights in the whirling dust; Angel Peak and the canyons lay hidden in the darkness to our rear.

I was exhausted and frozen, had an ugly bruise on my left hip and my back hurt with every movement. All the same, I was so happy that I could barely hold back more tears. Marlee was alive and in safety. Bilson Kee – or Ahiga as he preferred to be called – and his people had found her and taken her to their settlement.

‘Since the time when my grandfather was still a child, nobody has walked the path of the Naabaahii,’ said Ahiga. ‘It is dangerous and we are no longer warriors. Once, the young men entered the circle of adults through an ancient ritual in the Tabaha caves. After the ceremony, the bravest of them took on the path through the heart of the mountain, thus becoming protectors of our people, Navajo warriors.’

An unsurfaced road appeared in the headlights. We followed it eastwards.

For a while, Ahiga steered the truck through the night in silence; then he looked at me and said, ‘You bear the name of an animal. That is good. We call him Maii. He is wise and knows much about life and death.’

Lights emerged from the darkness ahead; soon afterwards I could make out a small settlement of about a dozen single-storey buildings.

‘Here we are,’ said Ahiga, stopping outside the largest house and switching off the engine. It was built of reddish brick and looked new and modern. Bright light shone out through large windows and a wide glass door onto a small, well-tended garden of cacti, lying between the house and the parking area.

‘This is the Chodahoo community centre; you may rest here. Your friend’s belongings are already here,’ he continued.

‘Her name is Marlee,’ I said. ‘Where is she?’

‘She fought a snake and lost; she needs treatment,’ explained Ahiga. ‘The preparations are already being made. The ceremony will soon begin.’

‘Where?’ I asked.

‘The healing takes place in a sacred location in the desert,’ he replied. ‘Strangers may not take part in it.’

Unless Marlee had kept her true origins a well-guarded secret, there was as little Navajo blood flowing in her veins as drinking water in the Thames, so there would be at least one stranger participating in the ceremony. I refrained from pointing this out to Ahiga, however. The Navajo had helped me and probably saved Marlee’s life; a little courtesy was the least we owed them. All the same, I had to be sure that everything was OK with Marlee. Perhaps she needed an anti-venom serum and needed to be taken to a hospital urgently. However grateful I might be to the Navajo, there was no way I was leaving Marlee alone a moment longer.

‘My name is Nea, as you know,’ I said. ‘My home is far from here in London, in England, and I promised the woman who was bitten by the snake that I would take care of her. You and I are no longer strangers. I am very grateful for your help. Now I have to go.’

With these words, I threw the heavy blanket from my shoulders, climbed out and hastily followed a group of men, torches in their hands, walking between two houses towards the desert. A couple of hundred yards away, on a flat hillock, a large fire was burning. The men approached it and I followed them. The settlement was already a good way behind me when Ahiga caught me up. He didn’t try to stop me. Instead he laid the blanket around my shoulders and walked alongside me in silence. After a while he said, ‘I had forgotten that you are a Naabaahii, Maii, forgive me.’

Although I felt not in the least like a warrior – I was trying hard to hide the fact that I could barely walk – I said nothing. I realised that his words were a sign of great respect, an honour not to be commented upon.
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Around the fire, stones were arranged in a large circle. It was about thirty feet in diameter and there was a gap at its easternmost point. In the desert, far outside the stone circle, people were standing – at least fifty, probably more. In the dim light of the flames, their faces appeared ghostly. Some were chatting quietly.

‘Nea!’ cried Marlee.

She was sitting on the floor inside the circle, wrapped in blankets; she tried to stand up, but couldn’t. I ran the last few yards towards her, fell to my knees and embraced her. Marlee sobbed and began to cry uncontrollably. Her upper body trembled and she clung to me with all her strength. It wasn’t easy to maintain my composure in this situation. Fortunately, most people were some distance away in the desert, and the dim firelight also helped. A woman with long, skilfully plaited hair and an old man were busily distributing an array of pottery dishes around the fire. Neither of them seemed to be paying us much attention.

‘How are you?’ I asked.

‘The bite is swollen and burns, and my leg has been kind of numb for a while; I can hardly stand up,’ Marlee answered, without letting go of me. ‘I thought I’d never see you again!’

I swallowed, but said nothing. It was amazing what strength was hidden in Marlee’s slender arms! It was also somehow comforting, because anyone with a grip like that still had plenty of life left in them.

‘The woman with the red lamp saved my life,’ she said.

‘What happened?’

‘She suddenly appeared hardly a minute after the snake bit me. She whispered to me to move as little as possible and that she would do something about the poison, but that it might make the pain worse for a while.’

I sat down next to Marlee, who had finally let go, and listened.

‘She used her red flashlight to look for a little device in her rucksack and pressed it hard against the place the snake bit me. The next minute, we saw the three guys’ torches further up the mountain. She took my hand, put it on the thing and showed me to keep pressing it hard against the bite, and to pull the plunger out and push it back in again if it came loose, then she vanished into the dark. About thirty seconds later, her red flashlight came on again a bit further south on the slope. The Italians must have seen her because they hurried off to the south. She deliberately drew their attention onto herself, I’m sure of it!’

Marlee pulled a little yellow gadget from her trouser pocket and handed it to me. It looked like an outsize syringe. Printed on it in thick black letters were the words The Extractor. Instead of a needle, at its tip was a kind of clear plastic cup. It was smeared with dried blood. I had heard of these things. It was called a Sawyer extractor and was used to suck venom from bites and stings. It creates a powerful vacuum, causing a mixture of tissue fluid, blood and venom to flow out of the wound. In films you sometimes see people suck poison from bites with their mouths, but I knew that the suction produced by a human mouth and lungs was not nearly strong enough.

‘She probably had the thing on her for herself,’ I said. ‘Just in case. We should have been better equipped.’

Marlee nodded.

‘Did you get a good look at her? Would you recognise her again?’

‘No, I don’t think so. It hurt like hell and she had her back to me most of the time. She has dark hair, in a long French braid. And she has the same funny accent as you.’

‘And then what happened?’

‘I lay in the dark for a while. The pain slowly started to ease off and I tried to contact you on the radio a couple of times, but it didn’t work. I was so scared for you!’

Marlee turned her big, shining eyes on me again; it was awful.

‘I went further into the mountain,’ I said. ‘The radio signal probably wasn’t strong enough to get through. What happened next?’

‘After a while the Navajo turned up and brought me here. I struggled at first because I didn’t want to go without you. They told me they’d look for you and not to worry.’

Someone placed their hand on my shoulder.

‘All is ready, Maii,’ said Ahiga’s voice from behind me. ‘You and I must take up a place outside the circle. Only Nascha, Ashkii and Anaba may stay within the circle during the ceremony.’

He gestured towards Marlee as he said the last name. I stood up, saying, ‘Anaba?’

‘It means that she has returned from a life and death struggle,’ explained Ahiga. ‘And now, come.’

I followed him out of the circle. He went only a few steps before stopping and pointing at the ground. I sat down. Ahiga nodded and walked over to the others, standing further out in the desert.
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The woman and the old man positioned themselves side by side in front of Marlee, who was sitting on the ground, her mouth half open and looking up at them.

‘Ya’at’eeh,’ said the woman. ‘Yinishye Nascha.’

‘Ya’at’eeh,’ repeated the old man. ‘Yinishye Ashkii.’

Marlee nodded awkwardly. The old man, whose name appeared to be Ashkii, began to walk slowly round the fire, humming quietly through a closed mouth. From time to time, he reached into a pouch which he wore on a cord around his neck, and threw something that looked like dried flowers into the fire. A strange, fascinating scent filled the air.

Meanwhile, Nascha had knelt at Marlee’s feet and laid a painted cloth on the ground. Then she pulled off Marlee’s shoes and socks, placed her bare feet on the coloured cloth and pushed her trouser legs up above her knees. Marlee sat motionless, watching everything. Now I could see the bite wound for the first time. It was inside her left calf and rather swollen. The fang marks were clearly visible, surrounded by a circle of dried blood, caused by the Sawyer extractor.

Nascha began to clean the wound with a damp cloth. When she first touched it, Marlee flinched, but then she seemed to relax. After a short while, all I could see of the bite was the swelling.

In the meantime, Ashkii’s song had changed. The wordless humming had given way to a sort of speech song. Although I couldn’t understand a single one, it was clear that there were now words. Ashkii opened one of the many clay pots and pulled out a handful of the fine blue powder it contained. Skilfully, he began to draw lines on the ground with the powder, trickling a thin, constant stream through his fingers. After a while he opened another pot and continued with a yellowish powder.

By now, Nascha had rubbed an oil into Marlee’s feet and legs – her skin shone in the firelight. Now she began to dab a thick, greenish ointment onto the wound itself. Once she had finished, she repeated the action on the corresponding spot on Marlee’s good leg.

All the while, Ashkii had been adding two more colours to the circular sand picture. Slender figures with dark blue bodies and eagle feathers in their hair were standing around a circular symbol, vaguely reminiscent of a whirlpool. It was criss-crossed by fine, wavy lines, shimmering in gold and forming a ring in the centre.

Nascha wrapped bandages around both Marlee’s calves – injured and unharmed alike – and fixed them in place with coarse, thin twine, presumably made of plant fibres. When she had finished, she stood up, reached inside her dress and pulled out a painted clay dish. She knelt next to Marlee and opened the little pot, which held some kind of paste. Nascha dipped a finger into it and painted the viscous substance onto Marlee’s lips. Marlee hesitated for a moment before opening her mouth and licking the dark paste from her lips. I couldn’t tell from her expression whether or not she liked the taste of this mysterious medicine. The procedure was repeated until the little container was empty.

Nascha sat down in the gap in the circle while Ashkii’s song grew louder and more penetrating. Dancing as if in a trance, he moved around the fire and every time he passed Marlee, he touched her brow with a bluish shimmering feather. Glazed, Marlee stared into the fire. The song broke off abruptly and Ashkii knelt down by her legs. Carefully he pulled out the cloth from beneath her feet, wrapped one corner around his wrist, stood up and began to walk very slowly around the fire, dragging the heavy cloth behind him and so destroying the sand picture he’d spent the last hour creating. By the time he had completed the circuit, all that remained of the picture was an irregular ring of mixed powders. Ashkii picked up a handful and threw it onto the fire, somewhat smothering the flames. He continued until it was nothing but embers. Marlee’s eyes were closed. In the dim light of the smouldering fire, Ashkii took the coloured cloth, left the circle through the gap to the east and disappeared without a word into the darkness of the desert. Nascha knelt next to Marlee on the ground and lifted her as if she weighed no more than a bundle of dry straw. Marlee’s head dangled – apparently she was asleep. With rapid steps, Nascha left the circle and walked towards the community centre; I stood up and followed her.

 

I looked at the illuminated hands of my watch: it was three in the morning. Marlee lay on a narrow metal bed right next to my own in the centre’s dormitory, mumbling incomprehensible words. She had not come round since the ceremony. Ahiga had explained that, once her body was purged of the poison, she would wake up and be as one new-born. All the same, I was very worried.

Quietly, I threw back the blanket, stood up and sat on the edge of Marlee’s bed. Her forehead shone in the pale light of the green emergency exit sign, and her upper body shivered. Cautiously, I raised the blanket and lay behind her in the narrow bed. I put my arm around her shoulder and held her tight. After a while, the shivering stopped, soon afterwards, the mumbling also faded away. Marlee’s breathing calmed and I fell asleep.

When I awoke, dawn was breaking. The large dormitory lay in grey morning light. Marlee was awake. She had turned over and was now lying right in front of me, looking into my eyes.

‘You’re all I’ve got,’ she whispered, stroking a stray strand of hair away from my face.

I fell asleep again, and the next time I awoke Marlee had gone.
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The sun shone through the drawn blinds, throwing thin strips of dazzling light on the pale green lino floor. I sat up and winced. My back was stiff and ached at the least movement. I looked at my watch. It was half past eight. Not only was Marlee gone, her rucksack had disappeared too. I stood up, dressed as quickly as my injured back would allow and left the dormitory. I had obviously done something to my left hip too. With every step, a stabbing pain shot through my left buttock.

The corridor and little hallway by the entrance were deserted, so I went outside. Two boys of about seven or eight were sitting on a bench by the door.

‘Hello, I’m Nea,’ I said. ‘Were you two here when my friend left?’

They nodded.

‘Did you see which way she went?’

‘She drove out to the canyons with Bidziil to get your car back,’ replied the larger boy.

‘When was that?’ I asked.

‘About an hour ago.’

‘Shouldn’t they be back by now then?’

The boy shrugged. The next moment, the Jeep turned onto the narrow road running through the small settlement to the community centre. Marlee braked and jumped out.

‘Hi Nea!’ she called as she approached. ‘Finally up? You were sleeping like a log! Ready for a little drive to the seaside?’

Her leg was obviously not causing her any more problems. I put my hands on my hips but then jerked them away. The bruise was unbelievably tender!

‘How are you?’ I asked. ‘Still in any pain?’

‘I’m fantastic!’ Marlee beamed. ‘I can’t remember when I last felt this fresh and rested.’

‘And your leg?’

‘Totally fine now!’ she said, taking my rucksack. ‘There’s no more pain and the swelling is almost gone. All you can see now are the fang marks. Nascha says there’ll be little scars. Cool, huh?’

Marlee walked back to the car and stashed my rucksack on the back seat. I limped after her, saying, ‘You spoke to Nascha? When?’

‘This morning. She was sitting on my bed – our bed – when I woke up. She took off the bandages and looked at the wound. You slept through it all – like a chipmunk in February.’

Marlee climbed behind the wheel, opened the passenger door from the inside and said, ‘Get in, we’ve got a long drive ahead of us – our flight’s in just twelve hours!’

‘Do we have a flight?’ I asked in confusion.

‘Yes – the cell phone still doesn’t work, but there’s a phone in the centre. I called Harry and told him everything. He booked two seats for us. We take off at nine-thirty!’

‘Shouldn’t we say thank you? We can’t just take off like this after everything the people here have done for us.’

‘I already did,’ said Marlee. ‘To Nascha and Ashkii for the healing ceremony, and to Hastiin who carried me all the way from Angel Peak after they found me.’

‘I’d like to say goodbye to Ahiga too,’ I said.

‘I think he wants to say goodbye to you too,’ she answered, pointing down the street.

Ahiga was standing outside one of the houses, his thumbs hooked in the pockets of his faded jeans. He was looking towards us but gave no sign of coming to meet us.

‘I’ll be right back,’ I said, shutting the door and limping towards Ahiga. Despite my clumsy gait, he made no move towards me. When I finally reached him, he said, ‘You could use a healing ceremony too, Maii.’

‘You may be right,’ I replied. ‘I’d like to thank you for the help and hospitality of the Navajo.’

He nodded silently, without breaking eye contact, then said, ‘Anaba is something special. She has great strength, but is also weak. You must take care of her, Maii. I am counting on you.’

‘I will,’ I said.

I reached into my pocket and handed Ahiga the amulet of dark red stone that I’d found on the bottom of the largest lake.

‘Here.’ I said. ‘This must belong to one of you.’

He looked at it for a while, finally saying ‘That is the Nilchitso. I haven’t seen one of these for many years. Only one who has walked the path through the heart of the mountain may wear it. It is the sign of the Naabaahii. Come with me.’

With these words, he turned and walked down the street. I waved to Marlee, sitting on the bonnet of the Jeep and watching us. She joined me and we followed Ahiga. He walked to a little house, right on the edge of the village, knocked on the door and waited. Someone called out from inside and after a while an old woman opened the door and invited us in. She led us down a narrow corridor into a small room that seemed to be some kind of workshop. Silver wire and flat copper discs lay on a table, along with shallow clay dishes holding various minerals, both raw and polished. On the middle of the table was a small gas burner.

While Ahiga spoke to the woman, Marlee knelt by a large cloth, lying on the floor by the window. About two dozen finished pieces of jewellery were spread out on it. There were bangles, necklaces, pendants and earrings.

Ahiga turned to me. In his hand he was holding a black, plaited cord.

‘The Nilchitso is worn around the neck.’

He threaded one end of the cord through the hole in the centre of the little amulet, tied the ends in a strange knot I’d never seen before, and put it around my neck.

‘It must lie right over your heart,’ he said, looking challengingly at me.

I raised the little amulet on its cord, slipped it beneath my T-shirt and thanked him. Ahiga nodded his satisfaction.

‘Are these for sale?’ asked Marlee behind me. She was holding a pair of filigree silver earrings, set with turquoise. The old woman nodded vigorously, beaming amicably at Marlee, who grinned back. However friendly and endearing the expression on the older woman’s face, this was one event Marlee was always going to win.

 

Ten minutes later, we were rattling through the desert towards State Highway 550, and I told Marlee of my experiences inside Angel Peak.

‘What was in the little copper tube?’ she asked, once I’d finished.

‘I never even looked!’ I exclaimed. ‘I forgot all about it in all the excitement.’

I pulled the tube from the belt bag and examined it. The ring at the thicker end was obviously a catch, but it wouldn’t turn. The thread was jammed and the narrow ring offered no purchase. With a grin, Marlee pulled her knife from her jeans pocket and handed it to me saying, ‘The little pliers might help …’

I took the bulky knife, and after a while I finally located the pliers amid the other thirty-two tools. I unfolded them and tried again – this time the catch opened perfectly.

‘And?’ asked Marlee impatiently. ‘What’s in it?’

‘A folded slip of paper,’ I replied, angling the tube towards the sunlight streaming through the side window into the car. I shook it violently, banged the open end against the dashboard, but it wouldn’t budge.

‘Try the tweezers …’ said Marlee, pointing to her knife in my lap.

I rolled my eyes, folded away the pliers and pulled out the tweezers. Of course they made it child’s play to pull the slip from the narrow tube. I unfolded it. There was a single line, clearly written in the same hand as Agatha’s letter:

 

 

lchxih mh tyvmmur asfh

 

 

‘What does it say?’ demanded Marlee.

I read her the message that Agatha had hidden in the cave so long ago.

‘What on earth does that mean?’ she asked.

‘It must be a code,’ I said. ‘Harry and Hope will be pleased!’

 

Marlee and I had scarcely reached Highway 550 – a paved road! – when I fell asleep. When I awoke, it was quarter to eleven and we were standing outside Frank’s Outdoor Gear in Gallup, where we’d shopped two days earlier. Marlee was just opening the door to climb out.

‘What are we doing here?’ I yawned.

‘I want to buy another of those knives,’ said Marlee. ‘I’ll be right back.’

‘Why?’ I asked.

‘Well, I bought the earrings for Hope, so I thought we should take something back for Harry too.’

‘I see. Good idea,’ I said. ‘How about going for something to eat after that? I’m starving.’

‘I’m afraid there’s no time for that,’ said Marlee. ‘We’ve still got a long way to go. We’ll have to get takeout and eat it on the way, or we’ll be late into LA.’

‘Oh right,’ I muttered.
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I leant across to Marlee and looked out of the aeroplane’s small window, climbing in a wide arc over the Pacific. Below us stretched the sea of lights of Los Angeles. After a few minutes, the plane’s trajectory flattened and the city’s lights disappeared beneath its wings.

I leant back and shut my eyes. Only half an hour before, we had parked Anne’s Jeep in an enormous car park outside the airport and run towards the terminal building. Although we had only stopped to fill up the car and buy food, it had been extremely tight. I had called Anne on my mobile from the car and agreed that we’d leave the Jeep in the airport car park for her to collect later. Anne had a spare key, so we’d locked the ignition key inside the car. I had hidden the little revolver under the driving seat.

‘Are you as hungry as I am?’ asked Marlee, flicking through the film programme. ‘I just can’t seem to get properly full today.’

‘It must be something to do with the ceremony and the medicine they gave you,’ I replied.

‘I can’t really remember it,’ she said. ‘I know we talked about the woman with the red flashlight by the fire, then there’s a hazy mixture of Ashkii’s songs and a threatening dream where I was chased by a falcon with a poppy in its beak. The next moment, I woke up on the narrow camp bed.’

Marlee looked at me for a moment and then said, ‘Thanks for coming to me in the night.’

The drinks were served. I hunted through my rucksack for the packet of painkillers I’d bought towards evening in a petrol station. Since taking two of them in the car, the pain in my back and hip had eased considerably, but now it was starting to return. As I was intending to sleep properly on this flight I swallowed another two tablets.

‘Your back’s pretty bad, huh?’

‘I’ll have to lay off the rhythmic gymnastics for a while,’ I replied. ‘No big deal.’

‘Can I have a look at your emergency flashlight,’ asked Marlee. ‘The one with the red LEDs.’

‘Course you can,’ I said, digging it out of my rucksack and passing it to her. ‘Astronomers use red lights too, you know, while making observations at night.’

‘I may have a little telescope, but I wouldn’t call myself an astronomer,’ said Marlee, playing with the torch.

 

After the meal, we wrapped ourselves in our blankets and watched the beginning of the film. Within five minutes Marlee was asleep. Her head lay on my shoulder and her breathing was deep and peaceful. Carefully, I switched off the little screen built into the back of the seat in front of her. Shortly afterwards I fell asleep myself, only waking up when a friendly air hostess served breakfast.
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When we stepped into the arrivals hall at Heathrow at four in the afternoon, Hope was there waiting for us. Although she didn’t have her own car, I’d given her a key to mine and she’d brought it to fetch us. We loaded our luggage into the car and drove to Marlee’s. The heatwave was over; London was grey and wet. Hope had even switched on the heater in the car.

When we drew up outside Marlee’s house I saw straight away that something was wrong. The front door was slightly ajar. Not much, barely an inch, but enough to set alarm bells ringing. I climbed out and ran towards the house through the pouring rain, Marlee and Hope following behind. The door had been forced – the lock stood askew from the splintered wooden doorframe. With my toe I pushed it open and stepped through. Indoors it was cool and draughty. The break-in must have taken place some time ago. I glanced into the living room. A few things lay scattered over the floor and the doors of an old-fashioned sideboard stood open. We looked around the rest of the house and the other rooms were in a similarly chaotic state. Somebody had clearly searched the house.

‘Is anything missing?’ asked Hope.

‘No idea …’ replied Marlee absently, looking at the mess.

‘Somebody was looking for the Picasso and I don’t think it was Emmett Cray.’

‘Why do you say that?’ enquired Hope.

‘The mess, and the door opened by brute force – that’s not his style. If he was the one who stole all Agatha’s pictures from the house last Saturday he’s showed that he’s capable of entering the house without damaging any doors or windows.’

‘True,’ said Hope. ‘Was it that Frenchman then?’

‘Maybe,’ I replied, ‘although it could also have been the Italians we bumped into in New Mexico, or the unknown woman with the long plait.’

‘Harry’s note!’ cried Marlee, running out of the room.

Hope and I followed her into the bedroom.

Marlee hunted briefly through her things, then she turned to us and said, ‘The scrap of paper with the coordinates has gone! That’s how they found us!’

‘That would suggest the Italians,’ I said. ‘The brutal nature of the break-in fits them too. And they reached Angel Peak after us. The house wasn’t burgled until after we’d set off, probably the next night. At that time Marlee and I were already in LA. The Italians reached the hiding place almost exactly a day after us – that would fit.’

‘It could have been the woman too, though,’ said Hope.

‘It’s possible,’ I replied. ‘She obviously knows about the Picasso and the puzzle, but did she also know the coordinates? I reckon she followed us because she didn’t know exactly where to look.’

‘And it probably wasn’t Chevalier-Caron because he didn’t turn up in New Mexico at all,’ said Marlee. ‘If he’d stolen the note, surely he’d have followed us.’

‘Exactly,’ said Hope, ‘and the same goes for Emmett Cray.’

‘Are you going to the police?’ I asked Marlee.

‘I don’t think so,’ she answered. ‘I guess they only took the note. I definitely need better locks, a strong door and secure windows though. It’s no joke having every Tom, Dick and Harry breaking in here whenever they like.’

‘I know an expert in these things,’ I said. ‘He’s called Alex Walker and he could help you turn the house into a fortress if you want, with an alarm system and everything.’

‘Great, thanks!’ said Marlee.

‘I’ll call Alex this evening, so he can get on to it as soon as possible.’

‘OK.’

‘As well as the ordinary lock, there’s a safety catch which wasn’t bolted when the door was broken in,’ explained Hope. ‘Although you can’t shut it from outside, you can use it to bolt the door when you’re at home.’

‘Right,’ said Marlee.

‘Oh, I forgot something,’ said Hope. ‘Hang on a minute!’

Marlee and I watched Hope sprint to the car through the pouring rain, fetch something from the boot and run back again.

‘Here are a few groceries so you don’t starve,’ she said, handing Marlee a large paper bag.

‘Thank you!’ beamed Marlee. ‘And I am hungry again! You’re so sweet!’

Hope stood shyly by the door, looking at her dripping trainers, and mumbled something incomprehensible. I couldn’t believe it! Was it possible that Hope was interested in Marlee? Hadn't she almost freaked out when Marlee had asked if she and I were a couple just a few days ago? Besides, Hope and I had never discussed my relationship with Emily. I’d always had the impression that she was rather uncomfortable with the subject. But now here she was in Marlee’s hallway, acting like a lovesick teenager! All that was missing now was for Marlee to give her the earrings she’d bought her. But she didn’t.
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Hope had done some shopping for me too, and she’d even put the food away in my flat. There was fresh milk in the fridge; the fruit bowl was filled with apples, oranges and bananas; and in the bread bin were a crusty loaf and a bag containing four large blueberry muffins.

While Hope went back to her flat to change into dry clothes, I made tea and unpacked my holdall. I’d just finished when the door opened and she walked in. We sat at the breakfast bar, drank tea and ate muffins and I told her everything that Marlee and I had been through in New Mexico.

‘Can I see the copper tube?’ asked Hope.

‘No, Marlee’s got it,’ I replied. ‘I made a note of the text though.’

I fetched the slip and handed it to Hope.

‘It looks like a simple substitution code,’ she said. ‘It shouldn’t be all that hard to break.’

‘I thought that at first too,’ I said, ‘but no substitution seems to fit. We tried all twenty-six possibilities on the plane, but didn’t get anywhere.’

‘There are all sorts of ways to improve a substitution code. You could use twenty-six different tables, for example. For the first letter you use the first table, the second for the second and so on. After twenty-six letters you start again at the beginning.’

‘Sounds reasonable,’ I said. ‘But that gives you almost endless possibilities if you include variants like that. Do you have any ideas for where to start?’

‘Definitely,’ grinned Hope, standing up. ‘I’ll get straight to work!’

‘Let me know if you find anything!’ I called after her, but she had already gone.

 

I sat on the windowsill with a fresh cup of tea and looked out over London. Dark rain clouds hung low in the sky, plunging the city into a sea of shades of grey. Headlights were reflected on the wet asphalt and countless wet shining umbrellas moved south over Westminster Bridge. It was five-thirty on a Monday evening; people were on their way home.

I watched the raindrops running down the outside of the window, lost in thought. The cold, wet weather that had returned to London after a long, hot dry spell made me feel at home. But at the same time, a strange melancholy came over me. I actually really love rainy days – they make me want to slip on a warm jumper, light candles and settle down at home with tea and biscuits, with books and friends. That was how Emily and I had spent the grey days and long nights of an icy winter in my flat, the view of the snowy city from my window our only connection with the outside world. Everything we needed had been there in the warm rooms of my flat.

Emily had gone and I had finally let her go. All the same, I still desperately missed the perfect affinity that we had shared for a brief while. Listening to her Irish accent reading from the Sunday Times while I prepared supper; standing under the warm shower by candlelight while her hands rubbed soap all over my body; falling asleep in her arms under the warm duvet in the grey light of dawn. Wakeful nights and sleepy days of a special love.

 

I dialled Scott’s mobile number. He picked it up after a few rings. ‘Scott Porter,’ answered his gruff voice.

‘Hi Scott,’ I said. ‘It’s Nea. I’m back in London. Do you want to have dinner with me this evening?’

‘I’d love to,’ he replied, ‘but I’ve got to work till eleven.’

‘Where?’ I asked.

‘In Whitechapel. How about tomorrow?’

‘I don’t know if I’ll have time tomorrow, I’m afraid.’

‘Damn,’ said Scott.

‘I’d really like to see you today,’ I said. ‘I’ve got a few wild stories to tell you as well as a bruise you really should check out.’

‘Don’t tell me you’ve got a black eye?’

‘No, it’s somewhere else …’

‘We could meet at the Lounge at eleven-thirty,’ Scott suggested.

‘Why don’t you just come round after work? You haven’t seen my flat and I can make you a midnight snack …’

‘Sounds great,’ said Scott. ‘What’s your address?’

I told him and we said goodbye.
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At seven o’clock I called Harry and told him about our experiences of the last few days in the desert of New Mexico. He had heard some of it from Marlee when she’d rung him from the Reservation, but of course he didn’t know about the tube and its message, or about the break-in to Marlee’s house.

I spent the rest of the evening with Hope. She was working on a computer program to crack the code Agatha had used for her message. Hope ordered a large vegetable and olive pizza and I provided a bottle of red wine. I had intended to try and find out more about Hope’s feelings for Marlee, but somehow it was never the right moment to raise the subject.

At quarter past eleven I said goodbye and returned to my own flat. The thought that Scott would arrive any minute gave me butterflies. My gut feeling was that he was a nice guy, but really I barely knew him. We had spent one evening together, looking after Lily and Josh; we had jogged a few laps of the Serpentine, and we’d spent a while slow dancing in the Lounge. The next thing we’d done was leap into bed, greedy and unrestrained, the world reduced to two sweaty bodies in the darkness of a sultry summer night. It had been a wild, unbridled kind of sex, the exact opposite of my experience with Emily. Sleeping with her had been like a slow, tender dance, a steady, gentle ascent, peaking in a long climax that involved my whole body and left me trembling in Emily’s arms.

 

I had barely shut my front door behind me when the bell rang.

‘It’s me,’ came Scott’s voice from the intercom. ‘I hope you weren’t asleep.’

I told him the way to my flat and pressed the button to unlock the door. Then I shoved a slice of pizza in the oven and poured two glasses of wine. After I’d finished, there was just time for a quick check in the bathroom mirror before Scott knocked on the door. I opened it and invited him in.

 

We drank wine, Scott ate pizza and, for the third time that evening, I recounted my adventures in New Mexico, although this time I could hardly concentrate.

‘And what’s all this about a bruise?’ asked Scott, after finishing his late supper.

I untucked my T-shirt from my trousers and showed him the upper edge of an ugly blue mark spreading from my hip, over my left buttock to my thigh. The next moment, the telephone rang. I glanced at the clock – it was already past midnight. I reached for the receiver.

‘Hi Nea,’ whispered Marlee’s voice. ‘There’s someone prowling round here again!’

‘In the garden?’ I asked.

‘No,’ she answered. ‘Someone’s sitting in a car on the other side of the street, watching the house with binoculars.’

‘What kind of car is it? Can you see the registration?’

‘It’s a small car. I think it’s green, but I’m not sure. I can’t see the licence plate.’

‘Sounds like Monsieur Chevalier-Caron,’ I said. ‘He must still be driving that hire car.’

‘What shall I do?’ asked Marlee, still whispering.

‘Where are you at the moment?’

‘By Grandma’s bedroom window. I haven’t switched the light on, of course.’

‘OK, stay there for now and keep an eye on the car. I’ll come right over. If the guy gets out and comes to the house, barricade yourself in the bedroom like last time.’

‘OK,’ said Marlee. ‘Please hurry!’

I hung up and looked at Scott.

‘Problems?’ he asked.

‘More of an opportunity,’ I answered. ‘A bit of plain talking is probably enough to scare this guy off for good.’

‘Do you need any help?’

‘You’ve just finished work,’ I said. ‘Aren’t you tired?’

‘Not at all,’ he said. ‘And the sooner we get it sorted out, the sooner we can get back to our date.’

‘Is this a date?’

‘You invited me to dinner in your flat.’

‘You’ve got a point,’ I said, as Scott loaded the empty plate and glasses into the dishwasher.

Scott was sharing his bed with me, doing the dishes and helping me with my work. In my mind’s eye I briefly saw a stylish brass plate with the inscription Fox & Porter – Private Investigators hanging on my office door.
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We decided to drive over to Marlee’s in separate cars. I had no intention of taking part in a nocturnal car chase through London. Unless Chevalier-Caron happened to be parked in a particularly narrow gap, he was bound to try and get away as soon as he saw us. I gave Scott a quick briefing on the streets in Marlee’s area and then we drove off. Once we had almost reached the small suburban street on which she lived, we split up. I pulled up by the kerb, waiting for Scott’s signal. Barely a minute later, the radio crackled and Scott said, ‘OK, I’m almost there. Go!’

I started the engine and turned into Marlee’s street. About a hundred yards ahead, I saw Scott’s headlights approaching and the Frenchman’s green hire car by the side of the road on the left. Abruptly I yanked the steering wheel and squealed to a halt inches from the smaller car’s bumpers. Dazed, Chevalier-Caron blinked into the Range Rover’s headlights, a good six inches above the bonnet of his own car. The next moment, Scott pulled up close behind him, cutting off any escape route.

I jumped out of the Range Rover and ran to the hire car’s passenger door, but the Frenchman had locked it from inside before I could reach the handle. It was just as well Scott had come with me, because while Chevalier-Caron was still staring at me in shock through the steamed up passenger window, the driver’s door flew open and, a second later, the passenger door was unlocked. Just as his car had been hemmed in between us, the frightened Frenchman now found himself trapped between me and Scott once more. He reached for the key, but it was already dangling from Scott’s right index finger.

‘We know who you are,’ I began. ‘Your name is Verney Chevalier-Caron. And we also know that you want to steal the Picasso that rightfully belongs to Miss Fynn. Even if you managed it, you wouldn’t stand the slightest chance of getting away with it. You should be thanking your lucky stars for the painting you’ve already got.’

‘If you show your face round here again, we’ll take that as a personal insult,’ added Scott. ‘Have we made ourselves clear?’

The gaunt Frenchman nodded vigorously. I almost felt sorry for him, but I haven’t got much time for greedy people, and none at all for those who want to enrich themselves at somebody else’s expense. I shut the passenger door, walked to the Range Rover and slowly reversed a few feet. The engine of the small rental car roared into life and, tyres squealing, he drove off, disappearing into the night.

 

I parked outside Marlee’s house, climbed out and watched Scott turn his car and pull up in front of mine. He climbed out and stood immediately in front of me in the light of a street lamp. For a moment we looked into each other’s eyes, then we wrapped our arms around each other and kissed passionately. I pressed my mouth against his lips, gasped, felt his hands push up my short jacket and glide across my maltreated back. Like little bolts of lightning, pain shot through my spine, but I was incapable of deciding whether that was torment or pleasure.

Behind me I heard the bolt on Marlee’s front door. Hastily, Scott and I sprang apart. I took a deep breath, hurriedly tucked my T-shirt back in my jeans and tidied my ponytail. Marlee opened the door and invited us in. She looked nervous and edgy. Scott and I followed her into the house.

‘This is Scott,’ I said. ‘A friend of mine who happened to be round when you phoned.’

Marlee shook his hand, absently saying: ‘Hi …’

‘And this is Marlee,’ I continued, turning towards Scott.

‘Pleased to meet you,’ said Scott. ‘You don’t need to worry about that guy any more. He won’t be coming back.’

Marlee nodded and said, ‘Thanks.’

‘Is everything OK?’ I asked.

‘Yes,’ she replied, obviously meaning the exact opposite.

‘Listen,’ said Scott to me. ‘You don’t need my help any more. I think I’d better get going; tomorrow’s going to be a long day.’

I could hardly believe that Scott wanted to get away! We had started things that needed to be finished.

He took a few steps backwards and stood by the door so that Marlee and I could talk undisturbed.

‘What’s up?’ I asked.

‘I’m scared to stay here on my own.’

‘That guy’s gone; he won’t be back, believe me.’

‘What about the Italians?’ asked Marlee. ‘They’re much more dangerous than that Frenchman.’

‘You’re probably right …’ I agreed. I glanced over to Scott, leaning against the wall by the door, and my pulse quickened again. I sighed and said, ‘Do you want to stay with me again?’

Without a word, Marlee put her arms around me and held me tight for a moment. I guess being a big sister isn’t always easy.
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The next morning, my alarm clock went off at half past eight as usual. I was ravenously hungry, otherwise I’d have stayed in bed. I hadn’t had nearly enough sleep recently and I was still jetlagged.

They say that the human body clock works on a 25-hour day. In other words, people living in a house without clocks or windows eventually fall into a rhythm where the days are twenty-five hours long. Of course this means that we always have to fight the tendency to fall asleep later, and thus to get up later too. This insight also helps to explain the observation that it is easier to adjust to the time difference after a flight westwards than after one to the east.

I stood up and staggered into the living room, in the vague hope that, like last time, Marlee would have got up before me and made breakfast. Unfortunately her internal clock appeared still to be running on LA time too. I resisted the temptation to sneak back into my bedroom to fetch my camera. Marlee was lying in an extremely silly position on the sofa – one leg was hanging down to the floor while the other was bent up like a frog. Her right arm stuck out at an angle over the armrest and her left was strangely contorted across her back. I picked up the blanket lying on the floor next to the sofa and covered Marlee up. She murmured something incomprehensible and carried on sleeping.

I was just closing the bathroom door behind me when the telephone rang. I returned to the living room, nodded at Marlee, blinking in confusion over the arm of the sofa, her hair standing wildly on end, and reached for the receiver. It was Harry. He knows that I get up at eight-thirty on weekdays, but obviously he had no idea that Marlee had stayed here last night.

‘What is it?’ I asked with a yawn.

‘I’ve decoded the message,’ announced Harry solemnly. ‘It says Hidden in Persian gold.’

‘I’m impressed,’ I said. ‘How did you do it?’

‘It’s a simple substitution code,’ he explained, ‘with just one little difficulty: the odd-numbered letters were encrypted with a different substitution from the even-numbered ones, not counting the spaces. In other words there are two substitutions and you have to use each of them for alternate letters.’

‘You mean, for the first letter the alphabet is shifted five places, say, and eleven for the second?’

‘Exactly,’ said Harry. ‘The third letter then uses the same substitution as the first, and so on.’

‘Good work,’ I said. ‘How did you think of that?’

‘It was obviously a substitution code – you can practically see the words. So the only question was which key to use, and then I remembered what you told me about the wind roses Agatha painted on her pictures.’

‘Of course!’ I said. ‘The wind roses have the wrong letters on them – two of them are Agatha’s initials. And the other two …’

‘… show how far to shift the letters.’ Harry completed my sentence. ‘The letter at north stands for the odd numbers and the one at south is the even-numbered positions. I looked more closely at the rose on the image in the catalogue. North is E and south is U.’

‘Pretty easy, really,’ I said. ‘Now we just have to work out what the message means.’

‘I’m still working on that,’ said Harry. ‘Perhaps Marlee might have an idea – she knows the most about Agatha and the house.’

After I’d given Harry the gist of last night’s events we said goodbye.

Half an hour later, there was a knock on the door and Hope walked in; Marlee and I were in the middle of breakfast. Hope had dark shadows under her eyes and looked awfully tired, but she was grinning from ear to ear.

‘I’ve cracked the code!’ she said with unconcealed joy as she sat down with us. ‘Just this minute!’

Marlee and I looked at each other, but said nothing.

‘Agatha’s message says Hidden in Persian gold,’ continued Hope. ‘It’s a substitution code with alternating keys.’

I was still wondering how to break it gently to Hope that Harry had beaten her to it, when Marlee said, ‘Wow! You worked it out all by yourself, with no help? That’s fantastic!’

Hope nodded shyly and blushed.

‘Have you had breakfast yet?’ I asked.

‘No,’ she answered. ‘I’m starving!’

As I popped bread into the toaster and dished up some scrambled eggs, Marlee recounted what had happened outside her house the night before, and, of course, that Harry had also solved the puzzle with the help of the letters in the wind rose.

‘Do you have any idea what Agatha might mean by that?’ Hope asked Marlee.

‘I’m afraid not,’ she answered. ‘I can’t remember her ever mentioning Persian gold. What is it anyway? Does it mean real gold?’

‘I doubt it,’ said Hope. ‘How could we tell gold from Persia from any other sort?’

‘Perhaps it means some kind of antique Persian casket that’s painted gold,’ I said.

‘It could be hidden in a chest of Persian gold coins!’ exclaimed Marlee.

‘You mean Agatha hid her treasure inside an even bigger treasure?’ grinned Hope.

‘We totally have to search the house again,’ said Marlee. ‘And this time we should look out for anything to do with gold.’

‘It’s worth a try, at any rate,’ agreed Hope. ‘I can’t help till the afternoon though. I’ve got to get something done by midday.’

‘That reminds me – I should take care of the broken door,’ said Marlee.

‘Oh yes,’ I said. ‘I completely forgot about that. I’ll call Alex and ask if he’s got time to take a look at it.’

So saying, I left Hope and Marlee together and went into my bedroom to make the call.

‘Alex Walker speaking,’ answered the familiar voice.

‘Hi Alex,’ I said. ‘It’s Nea.’

‘Hey Nea! Thanks again for helping out at such short notice last Tuesday.’

‘It was a pleasure,’ I said truthfully. ‘Listen, I need your help. Have you got time to cast your eye over a client’s house today? She’s had two break-ins recently and urgently needs some better security measures. The front door was kicked in and they broke the main lock.’

‘Of course,’ said Alex. ‘What’s the address?’

I gave it to him.

‘I could call in at about eleven – would that be OK?’ he suggested.

‘Perfect!’ I said. ‘Thanks!’

‘No problem,’ said Alex.

‘How’s Tom? Is he still in hospital?’

‘Yes, still at King’s,’ he replied. ‘His ankle isn’t causing any more problems but it all takes time. Tom is bored out of his mind – you know what he’s like. He doesn’t seem to like the hospital food much either. I’m going to visit him again this afternoon; he’ll probably be discharged on Thursday.’

‘Shall I come too?’ I offered.

‘Sure, if you like – I could use reinforcements. Tom’s bad mood can be pretty wearing.’

‘OK then. When are you intending to get there?’

‘After lunch,’ said Alex. ‘How about we meet at the main entrance, at two?’

‘Fine,’ I said. ‘Then you can tell me straight away what you recommend for the house.’

We said goodbye.

 

Back in the living room, I told Marlee that Alex would be over to look at her house at eleven.

‘I should start to get my stuff together and hit the road then,’ she said, standing up and disappearing into the bathroom.

I glanced at the clock – it was already almost ten.

‘Will you be here for lunch?’ I asked Hope, loading the dirty plates into the dishwasher.

‘Sure,’ she answered. ‘I told Marlee I’d help her with the search this afternoon but I’ll be at home till then.’

‘I’m meeting Alex at King’s at two – I could drop you off at Marlee’s on the way.’

‘Great, thanks!’ said Hope.
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At twelve, I left my office and set off home. As I stepped onto the pavement it was still pouring with rain. I’m basically of the opinion that if you’re going to do something, you should do it properly or not at all; the current low pressure system over Greater London was taking its job rather too seriously, however.

I turned up the collar of my jacket and hurried off. Cold rain dripped from the brim of my hat. I don’t normally wear hats, but make an exception in bad weather. It was a simple black trilby by Jess Collett, a present from Hope. She loves hats and has an impressive collection – something for every occasion.

As I knocked on Hope’s front door and stepped into her flat a tempting aroma wafted towards me. Hope was already sitting at the breakfast bar, as usual, reading the Times as she waited for me. It’s lovely to get in from work to someone waiting for you, the table laid and a meal ready. In the six months that Hope had been my neighbour, I had come to love our shared lunches – and that wasn’t because she always cooked for me. I was just as likely to bring something with me from one of the many takeaway outlets. It was the eating together, chatting about nothing in particular, as well as their regularity. Meeting for lunch once a month isn’t the same as seeing somebody every day. People who meet every few weeks will naturally discuss the most important events since they last saw each other. On the other hand, if you meet every day, you have enough time to talk about all the little, insignificant things that ultimately make up a great deal of life. Annie’s got a new sort of jam – cranberry and red cherry, you really ought to try it. There’s a good film on Channel 4 this evening. What do you think of the new solar powered boat in Hyde Park?

‘Smells delicious!’ I said, pulling off my wet jacket and hanging it to dry on Hope’s coat stand. ‘What are we having?’

‘Chinese noodle soup,’ she replied. ‘I thought hot soup would be just the thing in this cold weather.’

Hope ladled the steaming soup out of a large pan into bowls and I poured two glasses of iced tea. The soup was excellent – spicy but not too hot. After we’d both had a second bowlful, Hope made coffee and I unpacked the two slices of lime cheesecake I’d bought from Burke’s Bakery on the way home. A meal without a dessert is just incomplete somehow, I think.

‘Hey, Nea,’ began Hope hesitantly, pouring cream into her coffee. ‘I’d like to ask you something personal, but I understand if you’d rather not talk about it.’

‘About what?’ I asked, slightly worried by Hope’s serious tone.

‘Did you ever go out with a woman before Emily?’ she asked, not taking her eyes off her coffee cup. ‘Maybe before we met?’

‘No,’ I answered, without asking a question in return. It was obviously difficult for Hope to talk about this.

‘And how about Emily?’ asked Hope, after an uncomfortably long pause. ‘Was she always …?’

‘Yes, as far as I know.’ I replied.

Another embarrassed silence descended. Normally things are the other way round. Hope finds it easy to talk about important things but I really struggle to do so.

‘Why did she leave you?’ she asked hesitantly.

‘She went back to her ex-girlfriend; the one she was with for years, before we met.’

I was amazed at myself. It was more than astonishing how easily I could suddenly speak about my relationship with Emily.

‘And now you’re seeing this guy who came round to Marlee’s with you last night?’

‘His name is Scott,’ I said. ‘Why do you say that?’

‘Marlee saw you kissing outside her house.’

‘Oh, right,’ I murmured.

I thought. Were Scott and I an item? We had spent one night together, and Scott had described my invitation to leftover pizza in my flat as a date, but we weren’t actually a couple. Not yet, anyway.

‘No, we’re not together,’ I said. ‘We’ve only just met – it’s too early to say that yet.’

‘But you might get together?’ persisted Hope.

‘I think so,’ I said, uncertainly, wondering what she was getting at.

‘I see,’ she said.

‘You know I’m not one for pigeonholing,’ I said, once I’d finally realised where she was heading. ‘There’s strong chemistry between me and Scott, and somehow he’s just what I need at the moment.’

Hope looked at me in confusion.

‘I’m glad that I got involved with Emily; I’d do it again and I can imagine falling in love with another woman. It’s completely different from being with a man and has its own special kind of beauty.’

Hope nodded and stared back at her coffee, which she had yet to touch.

‘Is this about Marlee?’ I asked.

Hope looked up and nodded, but said nothing. I waited.

‘I liked her from the start,’ she finally began. ‘She’s so spontaneous and always has such silly ideas. It’s just fun to be with her.’

‘I know what you mean,’ I said. ‘I like her a lot too.’

Hope looked questioningly at me.

‘Just as a friend, of course,’ I added.

Hope grinned.

‘But it’s more than just friendship with you?’ I continued.

‘I don’t know,’ she replied. ‘When we were up on the roof again on Sunday, and I was explaining more about the telescope, something happened.’

Hope fell silent.

‘This is torture, do you know that?’ I protested.

‘There was nothing concrete really, more a feeling. There’s not much room up there – you have to sit really close to each other. Once, when Marlee and I were changing places at the telescope, our cheeks happened to touch, just for a moment, but for me it was like an electric shock. I was completely flummoxed for a while. It obviously didn’t mean anything to Marlee – she didn’t react at all. Later, her hand accidentally brushed my thigh. It was only a split second, but I felt a tingle that has nothing to do with friendship.’

I wondered what to do. I had promised Marlee that I wouldn’t tell anyone about her feelings for Hope and I’d keep that promise, but …

‘I’m counting on you to keep this to yourself,’ said Hope. ‘I really don’t want to lose her as a friend, and anyway, I don’t know myself what I actually want.’
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After I’d dropped Hope off at Marlee’s, I drove to King’s College Hospital. I reached the entrance hall at quarter to two, but Alex was already waiting for me. He was looking into the window of a small shop.

‘What do you think of that thing?’ he asked, once we’d greeted each other. He pointed to a small device sharing a shelf with an electric razor, an alarm clock and a portable CD player. ‘Do you reckon it’d be any good for Tom?’

‘That’s a PlayStation Portable,’ I replied. ‘Hope’s got one.’

‘And?’ asked Alex. ‘Are they fun? You know Tom hates all this lying around, and he’s not much of a reader.’

‘Yeah, he might like something like that, but you have to buy the games separately.’

‘I think it comes with three games,’ said Alex, pointing at the window. ‘It seems to be some kind of set. The bag must be included too. I wonder if they have any other colours.’

I looked more closely at the display. It was indeed a set, including three games and a matching shocking pink pearlescent bag.

‘We can always ask,’ I said. ‘Anyway, surely the tough guys from Scott, Braddock & Walker aren’t bothered by a bit of pink?’

Ten minutes later, we were wandering through the corridors. As if to prove the fearlessness of Scott, Braddock & Walker’s men, Alex was wearing the pink bag over his muscular shoulder like a lady’s handbag. They had sold out of all the other colours.

‘What do you think of the house?’ I asked. ‘Is there anything you can do at short notice?’

‘It’s all in hand,’ said Alex. ‘The front door is being replaced today and the new lock will withstand a whole lot more, you can be sure of that. We’re putting safety locks on all the downstairs windows too, and replacing the lock on the back door. I tried to convince Miss Fynn that only solid bars on the windows would cause serious problems to a professional burglar, but she wasn’t having it. I did at least persuade her to have three floodlights with motion sensors installed – one at the back and another on each side of the house. They aren’t expensive but get results.’

‘Sounds great, thanks for your help!’

‘No problem; it really wasn’t a big deal – ten minutes walking round the house and two phone calls.’

We had almost reached Tom’s room when my eye was caught by a familiar face. Matt was coming towards us, looking past me towards the lifts. I had forgotten that he worked here. He walked past without noticing me.

‘I’ll be along in a minute,’ I said to Alex, turning and running back. Matt spun round in surprise as I called his name. I stopped in front of him, not knowing what to do with my hands. I couldn’t hug him, but nor could I shake his hand.

‘Nea!’ he exclaimed. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘Visiting someone,’ I replied, adding casually, ‘malleolar fracture of the left foot.’

I had just heard Alex use the term.

‘Listen,’ said Matt. ‘I want to apologise again for what happened – I shouldn’t have jumped on you like that on our first date. I should …’

‘I don’t think you jumped on me at all,’ I interrupted. ‘If I hadn’t wanted it too, it wouldn’t have happened.’

‘You wanted it?’ asked Matt. ‘Why did you run away, then?’

‘When we kissed, I realised that we could only be friends. I shouldn’t just have legged it though. I’m really sorry – that was cowardly of me.’

For a moment we stood in silence by the side of the brightly lit corridor as nurses and patients passed us by, oblivious to us.

‘I don’t think I can do that,’ said Matt in the end. ‘Just being friends wouldn’t work.’

I said nothing.

‘We shouldn’t see each other any more,’ he continued. ‘I won’t go to the lake in Regent’s Park again. All the best; take care of yourself. Bye Nea.’

With these words, he turned away and vanished round the corner. I gulped. Matt was awfully nice. Honesty was the least he deserved from me.
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By the time Alex and I left, Tom had cheered up considerably and was playing happily. The present had gone down incredibly well and Alex had earned loads of cool-boss-points, despite the pink bag.

It was quarter to four when I pulled up outside Marlee’s house. Even from here on the street, I could see that Alex had meant what he’d said. Two men in grey overalls were working on the front door; three others were busy with the windows. Marlee and Hope were standing on the front lawn under an enormous yellow umbrella watching proceedings. When they saw me, they walked over to the car to meet me. I ducked under the umbrella and we walked to the house.

‘Have you found anything?’ I asked as we sat down in the kitchen. ‘Any oriental golden chests?’

‘No, but there’s probably nothing to find,’ said Marlee. ‘Harry called earlier. He’s discovered that one of Grandma’s pictures is called Desert Gold. It’s in the Peacock Museum in Camden. Obviously we could go and look at it any time we like as regular visitors, but, if we want to take a closer look, we need the museum’s permission.’

‘True,’ I said. ‘And we really need to be able to get a good look at the back – after all, Agatha’s letter is quite clear that she wrote part of the puzzle on the reverse of one of her paintings.’

‘We need to come up with a plausible reason for wanting to study the picture,’ mused Hope aloud. ‘Perhaps we could say that we’re working on an article on Agatha?’

‘But why should we need a closer look at this picture in particular for that?’ I objected.

‘It could have a particular significance for Agatha’s work as a whole,’ she suggested. ‘Like a key to understanding it.’

‘How about the truth?’ proposed Marlee, pouring the tea. ‘I am Agatha’s granddaughter and recently found a letter from her, in which she mentions messages on the back of her paintings, so now I obviously want to look at as many of them as possible.’

‘Might work …’ said Hope.

While Marlee went out into the hall to use the telephone, I looked at a tea caddy lying on the kitchen table between an old-fashioned fountain pen and a pile of self-adhesive labels. Marlee had obviously recently labelled it. It bore the words Cota Whoneh carefully handwritten on the tag. Cautiously, I opened the lid. The tin was filled with a varied mixture of dried petals. The aroma it gave off was strange – sweet yet bitter at the same time. I was wondering what on earth the tea would taste like when Marlee walked back into the kitchen.

‘We can see the picture tomorrow morning; I’ve got an appointment with the curator at ten,’ she said. ‘Would you like to try that tea?’

‘No thanks, I’ve hardly touched this one,’ I replied. ‘It smells interesting though. Where did you get it from?’

‘Nascha gave it to me,’ she explained, ‘when I gave her the sketch of Angel Peak that I made on our first evening in the desert. She said that it shows you things. I haven’t tried it yet.’

‘Sounds intriguing!’ said Hope, smelling the open caddy.

My mobile rang; it was Scott.

‘Have you got plans for this evening?’ he asked. ‘I’d like to take you out for dinner. I’ve got nothing against nocturnal excursions to rescue damsels in distress from threatening villains, but somehow I imagined our date being more romantic.’

‘When will you pick me up?’ I asked in a ladylike way.

‘How about eight o’clock?’

‘Perfect,’ I said. ‘Where are we going?’

‘That’s a surprise!’

We said goodbye and I hung up. Glancing at my watch, I saw that I just had time to drive home and make myself presentable.

‘I’ve got to go,’ I said to Hope. ‘Shall I give you a lift?’

Hope hesitated and glanced at Marlee.

‘Hey, I’d love it if you’d stay for dinner,’ she said. ‘We could watch a movie!’

Hope’s expression gave nothing away, but her eyes were shining.

 

The bell rang at ten to eight. I slipped on my jacket, switched off the light and went downstairs. Twenty minutes later, Scott and I were walking into the Akash Palace in the West End, where he’d reserved a table. I liked the restaurant a lot and wondered if Scott had asked Alex about my tastes.

At nine-thirty, we left the Indian restaurant and strolled towards Leicester Square. It had obviously only just stopped raining. The wet streets shone like rough mirrors and the lights of Soho glittered in the puddles.

Without a word, Scott took my hand. Feeling our fingers intertwine, I stepped onto the kerb to hail a taxi.
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The next morning, Scott had to leave early. After a cup of coffee and a bowl of cornflakes with milk and sugar, he set off for work. I dragged myself back to bed and buried myself beneath the duvet. Grey clouds hung low over the city and it had started to rain again. Hope and I were meeting Marlee at the Peacock Museum at ten, so I could get another couple of hours’ sleep.

I was just dozing off again when the phone rang. It was Marlee.

‘What’s up?’ I asked, taking the cordless handset back into the bedroom.

‘The curator of the Peacock Museum just called,’ she replied. ‘We can save ourselves the effort of going over there – the picture was stolen last night.’

‘The museum was robbed?’ I asked incredulously.

‘I wouldn’t call it that – only this one picture was stolen even though the thieves could have taken any number of more valuable paintings too.’

‘Have the police spoken to you yet?’

‘No, why should they?’

‘Well, the people from the museum must have told them that you were asking about the picture only yesterday. Coincidences of this sort ring alarm bells with any halfway competent investigator.’

‘True, I didn’t think of that …’ said Marlee.

‘Mind you, it would be a bit pointless to make an appointment to view the picture only to steal it the night before. I expect the police will get in touch with you all the same though. You clearly know something about the picture and that might help them with their investigation.’

‘What should I tell the police?’ she asked.

I thought for a moment, then said, ‘The truth – there’s no reason to hide anything. The Picasso was most probably your grandmother’s rightful property so now it’s legally yours.’

‘I’d like you to be there.’

‘Sure, call me if they contact you.’

We said goodbye and I hung up; then I dialled Harry’s number.

‘Harry Moefield,’ he answered sleepily.

I had totally forgotten that it was only quarter past seven.

‘Sorry to wake you,’ I apologised.

‘No problem,’ said Harry. ‘You wouldn’t have done unless it was an emergency.’

Of course it wasn’t an emergency in the least – I had only wanted to ask him if he’d like to meet me for lunch. I decided to keep that for the end of the conversation; instead, I told him about the break-in at the Peacock Museum.

‘Damn,’ Harry exclaimed. ‘How are we going to find the next clue now?’

‘Perhaps it isn’t even on the back of that picture,’ I said. ‘Perhaps it’s like the cactus painting – some kind of hidden clue in the picture itself, which we could see in a reproduction.’

‘I’ve already had a close look at the image in Abbymarle & Summerville’s catalogue. If there really is a clue hidden in it, it’s much better hidden than the one in the cactus picture. I couldn’t see anything, anyway.’

‘Hey,’ I began, ‘would you like to meet me for lunch?’

‘Glad to,’ replied Harry. ‘Where were you thinking of?’

‘How about half past twelve at the Aurora? My treat.’

‘Sounds good; it’s ages since I’ve been there.’

‘OK then, I’m looking forward to it!’

We said goodbye and I hung up.

 

I decided not to go over to the office that morning, but to catch up on some sleep instead. I might miss a job that way, but I had my hands full at the moment anyway. Yawning, I put the phone on the bedside table and snuggled under the duvet.
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When I entered the little Italian restaurant, Harry was already there. I ordered a green salad, rigatoni al arrabiata and tonic water. Harry decided on tomato soup, spaghetti in a creamy mushroom sauce and a glass of Chianti.

While we waited for the food to arrive, we discussed the break-in at the Peacock Museum.

‘Not just anyone could plan and carry out a successful raid as quickly as that …’ said Harry meaningfully.

‘So you think Emmett Cray stole Agatha’s Desert Gold?’ I asked. ‘How could he have known that it might have some meaning for the puzzle?’

‘That’s the big question,’ he replied. ‘Who else could have read the message in the copper tube?’

‘The three Italians definitely didn’t read it – the mysterious woman is more likely. She was first into the cave and had found the tube, although it was closed when the Italians went to take it from her. She would’ve had to have looked at the message before they caught up with her.’

‘In that case, she’d need a very good memory,’ Harry observed. ‘After all, the message on the slip was encrypted – nothing more than disjointed letters. Memorising those on the quick would be no easy task.’

‘Perhaps she had a camera with her,’ I said.

The soup and salad were served.

‘Let’s assume that the woman did read the message and either memorised or photographed it.’ I continued, ‘So how did Emmett Cray learn about it? Isn’t he famous for trusting nobody and always working alone?’

Harry suddenly dropped his soup spoon back onto the plate: ‘I don’t believe it! Why didn’t I think of that before?’

‘Of what?’ I asked in excitement.

‘Like you said,’ Harry began, a conspiratorial grin across his face, ‘Emmett Cray trusts nobody and always works alone. And although he couldn’t still be physically up to it at his age, the papers always attribute the most spectacular art thefts to him; then there’s that persistent rumour that he might have a son, following in his footsteps …’

‘You reckon …’ I began in surprise.

‘… that the son might be a daughter!’ Harry concluded my sentence.

‘That would fit. She was unarmed and most of the way to whipping the tube away from under our noses, using nothing more than skill and speed. Isn’t another of Emmett Cray’s trademarks that he never uses violence?’

‘Indeed it is,’ grinned Harry.

 

The main course arrived. I reflected on the fact that I could discuss my problem with Harry. I knew that Marlee was in love with Hope, and I also knew that Hope had feelings for Marlee. I had promised them both that I’d hold my tongue, and I intended to keep that promise. All the same, there were loads of ways that I could bring them together without breaking my word. The only problem was that part of me was reluctant to do so. We ordered coffee and crème brûlée for pudding.

‘I need your advice,’ I began.

Harry nodded.

‘Imagine the following situation: two of your best friends are in love with each other, but neither of them dares to make the first move. They both speak openly to you about their feelings, so you know all about it. What would you do?’

‘Help them both,’ he replied, without hesitation.

‘Hmm …’ I murmured.

‘Unless I was afraid that the relationship between them would grow stronger than my own friendship with them,’ said Harry. ‘In that case, I might be tempted to try and stop them getting together.’

The dessert was served.

‘And that would obviously be completely pointless,’ he continued, pouring cream into his coffee. ‘You can’t build a friendship by blocking other friendships, any more than you can foster love through jealousy.’
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After the lunch with Harry, I went shopping. The groceries Hope had bought for me were almost gone and I wanted to be able to offer Scott a more substantial breakfast than cornflakes at the next opportunity. As I rounded the corner of my street, heavily laden with two large carrier bags, I spotted Chris. He was standing staring into the window of Leyton’s, an elegant, old-fashioned shoe shop. I had only ventured inside it once, partly because the ladies’ department was on the small side, but mainly because the prices were incredibly steep, even by London standards.

‘Hi Chris!’ I said. ‘Aren’t you working today?’

‘I’ve been in, but I finished a little early,’ he replied. ‘I’ve got a lot of flexitime to use up. Can I give you a hand with that?’

‘Please do,’ I said, handing him one of the bags. ‘Thanks!’

‘They’re closing,’ said Chris, pointing to the shoe shop. ‘A week on Saturday. Till then, everything’s half price. Shall we have a look?’

‘OK,’ I replied, following him to the door.

While Chris browsed around the men’s department, I wandered through the half-empty shelves of the ladies’ section. I was about to go over to Chris, to offer him a woman’s eye for style, when my eye was caught by a pair of flat, black and white lace-ups. With an air of restrained elegance, they stood on the bottom shelf, not in the least aggrieved by the red sale slip carelessly attached with an elastic band. I approached cautiously and steeled myself to peek at the price. Even with the reduction they were ninety-eight pounds. No wonder the shop was having to close!

Playing it cool, I wandered over to Chris, who was in the middle of looking at himself in a tall, slanting mirror.

‘What do you think?’ he asked.

The shoes he was trying were black, flat and, as far as I could see, indistinguishable from all the other black shoes walking around central London on businessmen’s feet. Maybe I wouldn’t be such a great help to Chris after all.

‘They look very smart.’

‘Don’t they?’ he said. ‘They’re really elegant!’

‘If they’re comfortable …’ I said absently, glancing over to the ladies’ department.

‘Yes, I think I’ll take them,’ said Chris in satisfaction. ‘Have you found something too?’

‘Well …’ I began.

 

Ten minutes later, we were leaving Leyton’s, each carrying a large carrier of groceries in one hand and an elegant, beige bag bearing the shop’s logo in the other.

‘It’s almost four,’ said Chris. ‘Would you like to come over to mine for a bit?’

‘Sure,’ I replied. ‘Shall we call in at Burke’s on the way?’

‘Definitely!’ he said.

 

While Chris made tea, I unpacked the bundt cake that we’d bought in Burke’s Bakery. The aroma of cinnamon ascended to my nose and emphatically repelled the smell of the city, wet with rain.

I told Chris what Marlee and I had experienced in America. I finished up by telling him about the break-in at the Peacock Museum, and that we had no idea how to carry on with the hunt without the picture.

‘Perhaps I can help you there,’ said Chris mysteriously, pouring out the freshly made tea.

‘How?’ I asked curiously. ‘You surely don’t know the picture?’

‘I don’t think the painting has anything to do with the puzzle at all,’ he answered calmly.

‘If you keep me in suspense any longer, you won’t get any cake!’ I protested, pulling the plate away from him.

‘Hedera colchica,’ said Chris evenly. ‘Belongs to the Araliaceae family.’

I glared darkly at him.

‘A quite widespread variety of ivy,’ he continued. ‘Because of its golden-yellow flowers, it’s sometimes known as Persian Gold.’
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At half past seven, Hope and I climbed out of the car outside Marlee’s house and walked over to her front door. Where, the day before, there had been an old-fashioned brass lock now gleamed a polished chrome steel plate, into which were set two narrow key holes, one on top of the other. I had never seen a lock of this type before and wondered whether both keys would have to be turned at once to open it. If so, the tried and tested methods of locksmiths, burglars and private detectives would be of little or no use. Picking this lock with a skeleton key would be particularly difficult – practically impossible in fact, if you had to apply pressure to and tap on two keys simultaneously.

Hope rang the bell and within five seconds at the absolute most Marlee was opening the door.

‘Hey, what’s this exciting news then? I’m bursting with curiosity!’

Hope and I grinned knowingly as we entered. After we’d told Marlee what Chris had found out, she charged off to the back door, disappearing into the garden; Hope and I followed. Slowly we walked around the pavilion, systematically working through the tendrils and investigating the weathered wood beneath. After a few minutes, we came across the number twenty-nine, carefully carved into the wood at eye level. We pushed the ivy aside to see the entire set of coordinates:

 

 

S 25° 29’ 44” E 131° 02’ 01”

 

 

‘Wow!’ beamed Marlee.

While Hope made a note of the numbers, I entered the pavilion to have another look at the wind rose carved into the floor in the centre of the little room. Unless I was very much mistaken, another message from Agatha would be hidden at the spot indicated by the coordinates, and K and M were most likely the keys to decoding it.

As I stepped out of the pavilion, Hope and Marlee were trying to entice a cat, sitting in the grass a few yards away. Its throat, chest and paws were as white as snow while all the rest of it was black. From this distance I couldn’t make out a collar.

‘I often see her,’ explained Marlee. ‘She usually sleeps up on the roof outside the studio window. She probably climbs a tree to get up there. She’s never come into the house and you can’t touch her. She’s really shy.’

‘Have you tried offering her something to eat?’ asked Hope. ‘Cats like that, you know.’

Marlee looked surprised. This obvious method had apparently never occurred to her.

‘I’ve so got to get some cat food,’ she said in the satisfied tones of a woman who has just made an utterly brilliant decision.

 

Ten minutes later, we were sitting in Marlee’s kitchen discussing what to do next. With the help of the old globe in the library, we had discovered that the coordinates marked a spot in the Australian outback.

‘When do we fly?’ asked Marlee.

‘I think we’ll have to change how we do things,’ I said. ‘We don’t know how many places around the world this treasure hunt will lead us to. Besides, time is of the essence because the Crays at least – assuming the woman is indeed Emmett Cray’s daughter – are at least as far on as us; they might even be a step ahead.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said Marlee.

‘Let’s assume that it was Cray’s daughter who stole the painting from the Peacock Museum. That would mean that she did read the message in the tube from Angel Peak before the Italians appeared. Not a big deal so far – she must have been in the cave at least ten minutes before the men turned up. But the fact that she stole the picture in the Peacock Museum proves that she and her father have also cracked the code. They’re bound to have examined the picture in depth by now and established that there are no clues hidden in it. So they’ll have asked themselves what else Hidden in Persian Gold could mean. The pavilion stands unguarded in the garden – anyone could come and look at it. Emmett Cray and his daughter could already be on the way to Australia by now.’

‘So what do you suggest?’ asked Marlee.

‘The tube in New Mexico wouldn’t have been all that hard to get hold of if Cray’s daughter and the Italians hadn’t got in our way. I suggest hiring someone in Australia to go and hunt out the spot. That’ll save us a lot of time. Besides, the travel costs aren’t exactly cheap and there’s no guarantee that we’ll really find the Picasso at the end of it.’

‘Can we trust a stranger with it?’ asked Marlee.

‘Yes, because all they need to know is that there’s something hidden on the spot indicated by the coordinates. We don’t need to mention the Picasso or the puzzle. We travelled to Angel Peak because we thought the picture itself might be hidden there, but now we know the treasure hunt is more extensive than that. I’m convinced that the Picasso is hidden here in England – it’ll just be another clue in Australia. So we should make sure someone gets it to safety as soon as possible.’

‘Sounds sensible,’ said Hope.

‘OK,’ said Marlee. ‘But some day I’ll go see the spot in Australia for myself. The area around Angel Peak was totally amazing and impressive; I’m sure there’s something very special about the place in the outback too.’

‘I’m sure you’re right,’ I agreed. ‘I think Agatha hid the clues in places that had a special meaning for her.’

‘What time is it in Australia now?’ asked Marlee.

‘If I’m not mistaken, there are three time zones in Australia. They should be between eight and ten hours ahead,’ explained Hope.

‘Then I’ll drive to the office at about ten and look for someone to take this job on for us,’ I said. ‘I’m sure there are loads of friendly private detectives in Australia.’

‘I’ll come with you!’ said Marlee.

‘We could do that just as well from my flat,’ said Hope. ‘I’ve got a computer program with detailed maps of the whole world; we can use that to find the nearest town. Then we can do an Internet search for private detectives in that town. We could call after about eleven to give someone the job, I’d say. It’ll be early morning in Australia by then.’

‘Good idea.’ I said. ‘Marlee, would you like to stay over again?’

‘Of course!’ she answered.

‘We could call in on Mr Hu on the way to my place,’ suggested Hope.

‘Who’s Mr Hu?’ asked Marlee.

Hope and I grinned.

 

At half past one in the morning, freshly showered, I stepped out of the bathroom. Very quietly, I crept into the sitting room and glanced over at the sofa. Marlee had already fallen asleep. I switched off the light, went to my room and slipped under the duvet. I was exhausted. It had been a long, good day. I had woken up next to Scott, his arm around me, my back snuggled into his chest. Over lunch with Harry I had come to terms with my feelings about Hope and Marlee. Then I had discovered the perfect shoes; admittedly they’d been pricey, but were actually a bargain. Chris had solved the puzzle of the Persian gold, leading us to the coordinates in Australia hidden in the ivy. And to round things off, I’d had a great evening with Hope and Marlee, with my favourite meal from Mr Hu’s and loads of fun. We had engaged a detective in Alice Springs who had probably already set off for the hiding place in the desert by now. If everything went to plan, we would find out the next piece of the puzzle in the morning.

I turned onto my side, pressed the pillow on which Scott had slept to my breast and smelled the white cotton cover. Memories of the previous night running through my thoughts, I fell asleep.
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The next morning, I was woken by the clatter of dishes and pans. I crawled out of bed, pulled on a pair of old tennis socks that I used as slippers and lurched into the living room in my pyjamas. Hope was laying plates and mugs on the breakfast bar while Marlee juggled two pans, cooking French toast and scrambled eggs. As usual, her short hair was sticking up wildly all over the place. Marlee never combed her hair before breakfast – I’d learned that much over the three nights she’d spent here. I sat on one of the stools and, yawning, wished them a good morning.

‘I don’t suppose Mr Whaley’s called, has he?’ asked Hope.

‘No,’ I replied. ‘It’s a long drive after all.’

Ray Whaley was the Australian detective we’d hired the evening before to investigate the place indicated by the coordinates. His office was in Alice Springs, nearly two hundred miles from Agatha’s hiding place.

I looked over to the window and was amazed to discover that the buildings on the other side of the street were bathed in glorious sunshine. I drank a mouthful of coffee and stared at the cloudless sky over the roofs of Lambeth. The air was unusually clear. The next moment, Marlee placed a plate of steaming scrambled eggs and two thick slices of French toast on the counter in front of me. The scent of cinnamon wafted up to me, and I was just thinking that the day couldn’t get any better when my mobile rang and Scott’s number flashed up on the display.

‘Hi Nea,’ he said cheerfully. ‘I hope I didn’t wake you.’

‘Of course not,’ I said, just about suppressing a yawn.

‘Have you got anything on this evening?’

‘Yes …’ I said mysteriously. ‘I’m going out with a rather attractive guy.’

Hope and Marlee looked enquiringly at each other.

‘Oh, really? Who is this bloke?’

‘Not much taller than me, brown eyes, slightly bent nose …’

‘Oh, him,’ said Scott. ‘Yeah, he’s all right. I quite understand that you can’t resist him. Where are you two going?’

‘We’re meeting at ten in the Soho Lounge,’ I replied. ‘I might invite him back to my place afterwards …’

Marlee looked down and gasped as if she were deeply shocked; Hope rolled her eyes.

‘OK then,’ said Scott. ‘You can tell me how it went over breakfast tomorrow.’

I hung up, unable to suppress a grin. As we ate, I watched Hope and Marlee. They made an incredibly cute pair. Whether as a private detective, big sister or best friend, I had a job to do. Fortunately I had a plan already.

 

Ray Whaley rang just after eleven. ‘The place is about fifteen kilometres from Uluru, in the desert,’ he said. ‘There are no roads, but it’s easy going and I had no problems in the Jeep.’

‘And?’ I asked impatiently. ‘Did you find anything?’

‘Yes,’ he answered. ‘A little metal tube, just like you suspected. It was buried under a pretty obvious round stone, about thirty centimetres deep. I took photos of everything and I’ve already emailed you the pictures.’

‘And what was in the tube?’ I asked.

‘A rolled up slip of paper with six letters: KOQPOR. I took photos of that too.’

‘Good work!’ I said. ‘Was there anyone else interested in the place?’

‘No,’ he replied. ‘I looked out for the woman and the men you described, but there was nobody anywhere in sight.’

‘OK,’ I said. ‘Thanks again for your help!’

‘No worries,’ said Whaley. ‘If I ever need anything done in London, I’ll think of you.’

I hung up and went to the computer in my bedroom to read Whaley’s message, Marlee and Hope following. There were a total of fifteen photos documenting his trip into the desert. The stone was about the size and shape of a watermelon and did indeed look conspicuously placed in the barren desert landscape. On the other hand, you’d only notice that if you were looking for something there – anyone else would just pass the marker by without a second glance. Whaley had obviously photographed the tube on his desk and it was identical to the one we’d found in New Mexico; even the slip of paper was exactly the same, apart from the message of course. Hope scribbled the letters on her palm and disappeared with the words ‘I’ll be right back!’

 

When Hope returned a few minutes later, Marlee and I were still sitting at the computer and looking at Whaley’s pictures.

‘Something’s not right,’ she said. ‘The decoded message makes no sense either. It reads ACGDEF.’

‘Did you use the keys from the wind rose in the pavilion?’ I asked.

Hope nodded.

‘Perhaps there’s another one under the ivy somewhere,’ guessed Marlee, ‘and the one in the pavilion has nothing to do with the puzzle.’

‘I don’t think we’ve used the wrong keys,’ said Hope. ‘All six letters are from the beginning of the alphabet, only the letter B is missing. The chances of getting a spread like that with the wrong substitutions are vanishingly small. I’m sure these six letters are the message – we just have to make sense of them.’

‘They could be notes,’ I said. ‘They run from A to G. But how can a few notes lead us to the next clue?’

‘Could the picture be hidden in the grand piano in the library?’ asked Marlee excitedly. ‘We haven’t even looked in there yet!’

‘Possible,’ I said. ‘In any case, we should take a closer look at the piano.’
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At quarter to one, we set off for Marlee’s house, where we were meeting Harry so the four of us could investigate the piano together. On the way, we stopped to buy sandwiches and a bag of fruit buns. When we arrived, Harry was looking at Marlee’s new lock.

‘I’ve never seen one like that before,’ he said. ‘Who installed it?’

‘No idea,’ shrugged Marlee. ‘Mr Walker organised everything.’

‘Mr Walker?’ asked Harry.

‘Alex,’ I explained. ‘After the second burglary, he looked at the house and suggested a few security measures.’

‘Interesting,’ said Harry. ‘Can I have a look at the keys?’

Marlee handed them to him and explained, ‘The top key turns to the left; the bottom one to the right. You have to move them both at the same time. It takes a bit of practice.’

Picking mechanical locks was a kind of hobby of Harry’s, and he only did it the old-fashioned way with skeleton keys. He had nothing but scorn for the electrical picks used by the police and locksmiths. That was why I let him believe that I refused on principle to enter a house or flat without permission in my work. In reality, every private detective ends up sooner or later in a situation where she urgently needs to take a peek behind a closed door, for which purpose I own a small electropick with various attachments. It makes short work of most barrel locks, but I also have a small set of skeleton keys for tricky cases; I’m not all that good with it though, and it’s usually just a waste of my time.

‘May I?’ asked Harry, turning towards the door.

‘Sure,’ said Marlee, stepping aside. ‘You soon get the knack.’

Harry inserted the pair of keys into the narrow slits and, a few seconds later, the door opened with a barely audible click.

Silently and obviously impressed, Harry regarded the gleaming lock. I braced myself for a phone call from Marlee because someone was tampering with her door. It was obvious that Harry was dying to try his hand at picking the new kind of lock.

 

As Hope unpacked the sandwiches and buns, Marlee made tea. Meanwhile, Harry and I investigated the piano in the library. It soon became clear that Agatha hadn’t left a clue anywhere on its spotless, black lacquered surface. While I crawled underneath the instrument to search the underside with a torch, Harry opened the lid to look inside.

‘Nea, come and look at this!’ he exclaimed.

I crawled out and stood up. Almost the whole inside surface of the lid was taken up with a large wind rose. It was inlaid in countless pieces of dark red and gold coloured wood and had then been covered with a gleaming layer of varnish – undoubtedly the work of a skilled craftsman.

‘That can’t be a coincidence,’ said Harry. ‘The coordinates must be somewhere nearby.’

I opened the keyboard lid and played the notes in the order they appeared in the message.

‘Is anything written on the keys?’ asked Harry. ‘Perhaps on the sides that are only visible when the surrounding keys are pressed down?’

‘No, but there are more than seven octaves on the keyboard,’ I replied. ‘You start with the bass notes and I’ll take the higher ones.’

On pressing the third key, I found something. A number had been scratched onto the right-hand side, barely visibly and probably done with a pin or the point of a sharp knife. The lines were extremely fine. It was impossible that anybody would notice it if they weren’t specifically looking for it. The number was 37.

A moment later, Harry found a number on a low D, and gradually another four appeared, in accordance with the notes in Agatha’s message.

‘Those are the coordinates,’ said Harry. ‘Now we just have to put them in the right order.’

I pressed down the surrounding keys and Harry made a note of the numbers in the order they appeared in the message Ray Whaley had found in the Australian outback. The coordinates read:

 

 

N 11° 29’ 42” E 37° 34’ 46”

 

 

Harry and I went back to the kitchen where Marlee and Hope were deep in conversation about Tiffany lamps. Hope missing out on a puzzle to discuss old-fashioned lamps? I really would have to do something!

 

After we’d eaten the sandwiches, we all returned to the library to look for the spot on the globe. It was in east Africa, in the north of Ethiopia.

‘It seems to be near Lake Tana,’ said Harry. ‘The source of the Blue Nile is there.’

‘Do they have private detectives?’ asked Marlee.

‘Bound to in big cities,’ said Hope. ‘What’s nearby?’

‘Bahir Dar,’ I said, bending over the globe. ‘Addis Ababa is somewhat further away, about two hundred miles, I’d say.’

‘We won’t need a private detective,’ said Harry. ‘A good friend of mine lives in Asmara – he can go and look for us.’

‘You’ve got a friend in Eritrea?’ I asked in astonishment.

‘I lived in Africa for a few years as a young man,’ Harry replied. When he noticed my questioning look, he added with a grin: ‘I’ve still got a few secrets, Miss Fox!’




61



Hope, Marlee and I were sitting in the kitchen eating currant buns when Harry joined us. After spending five minutes hunting through his address book for the number of his mysterious friend in Asmara, he had disappeared into the library to make the call without being disturbed.

‘I got hold of Dennis,’ he declared. ‘He’s actually able to fly to Bahir Dar today. We should know more by tomorrow morning at the latest.’

‘There’s an airport there?’ asked Marlee in amazement.

‘Yes,’ said Harry. ‘It’s not very big, but there is one. While we were talking, Dennis looked it up on a map of Ethiopia. The coordinates mark a spot near the Tissiat Falls, also known as the Blue Nile Falls. They’re about eighteen miles downriver from Lake Tana. Dennis says they’re extraordinary and worth a visit.’

‘What exactly is the Blue Nile?’ asked Marlee. ‘Isn’t there just one Nile?’

‘There are two,’ explained Harry, ‘the White and the Blue. The source of the Blue Nile is in the mountains south of Lake Tana and the White Nile drains out of Lake Victoria. They converge in Khartoum and flow northwards through northern Sudan and the fertile plains of Egypt to the enormous Nile Delta on the Mediterranean. It’s the longest river on earth.’

‘Your grandma seems to have been to loads of amazing places,’ said Hope.

Marlee nodded silently. She was obviously already mentally planning a journey to the Blue Nile Falls.

‘By the way, have you noticed that each of the three places has been in a different continent?’ asked Hope.

‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘North America, Australia and Africa.’

‘You mean Grandma hid a clue on each continent?’ asked Marlee. ‘So, how many are left then?’

‘That depends on which model you use,’ explained Harry. ‘Some people count North and South America as one continent, some as two. The same goes for Europe and Asia. And some models include Antarctica as a distinct continent while others don’t. So that makes a total of between five and seven, depending how you count it.’

‘So there are at least two more clues,’ mused Marlee aloud. ‘Maybe even four.’

‘My bet is on two or three,’ said Harry. ‘I can’t imagine that your grandmother hid a clue in Antarctica.’

‘And what do we do now?’ asked Marlee.

‘We can’t do anything until Dennis gets in touch,’ said Harry.

We all nodded.

‘Would you guys like to do something this evening?’ asked Marlee. ‘How about dinner? My treat!’

‘I’m afraid I can’t,’ said Harry. ‘Clara and I have already got plans.’

‘I’m going out too …’ I began.

‘Oh yeah, I’d totally forgotten,’ said Marlee in disappointment.

Hope stared into her tea.

‘Scott and I are meeting at the Soho Lounge at ten,’ I continued. ‘Why don’t you two come too?’

‘That would be fantastic!’ said Marlee. ‘Is that a club? I haven’t been dancing since I’ve been in London! Where shall we eat?’

‘Sounds great!’ said Hope. ‘I haven’t been out for ages either!’

A satisfied grin on his face, Harry leant back, throwing me an appreciative glance.
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After dinner at Manna, Marlee, Hope and I made our way to the Soho Lounge at nine-thirty. When we walked into the club, Scott was already sitting at the bar. I introduced him to Hope – he’d already met Marlee on Monday night.

‘Shall we look for a sofa?’ suggested Scott.

‘Good idea,’ I said. ‘What are you guys drinking?’

After the barman had brought us two glasses of red wine and a cola, we walked over to a free sofa standing by a wall at the back of the club between two tied-back curtains. It offered a good view of the dance floor. Marlee sat at one end, Hope at the other, leaving Scott and me no choice but to squeeze in between them. Those two really weren’t making things easy.

After a while watching the entwined dancing couples and chatting about everything under the sun, Scott took my hand and said, ‘Do you want to?’

‘Definitely,’ I replied with a grin, standing up and following him onto the dance floor.

We circled slowly, while Hope and Marlee watched.

‘Now, I may be no private detective,’ said Scott, ‘but I know one thing: those two have got it bad.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘It’s the way they look at each other. Besides, they’re so careful not to touch each other that anyone can see it’s what they really want to do. They need help, there’s no doubt about it.’

‘How do you envisage doing that?’ I asked.

‘So I’m right?’

‘I can’t say,’ I replied. ‘You could say I’m entrusted with confidential information.’

‘We should get them dancing,’ he suggested. ‘I’ve heard that one or two shy couples have got together that way …’

‘We’re a couple?’ I asked, stopping.

For a moment we stood in the semi-dark of the dance floor, looking into each other’s eyes without a word. It was one of those magical moments, a few seconds in which everything becomes clear. I put my arms around his neck and we kissed. I revolved in Scott’s arms, immersed in the emotion of this special moment. When the song ended and we moved apart, I looked over to Marlee and Hope. They were both watching us and smiling.

 

Scott and I stayed on the dance floor, planning our next moves.

‘We’ve got to take this one step at a time,’ he said. ‘First, we get them onto the dance floor, then we get them together.’

‘Right,’ I said.

‘We’ve got to make sure we stay together, so we can easily swap partners as soon as the song is over.’

‘Sounds like a plan,’ I grinned.

After the song finished, we went back to the sofa. Scott held out his hand to Hope and said: ‘May I?’

She looked enquiringly at me.

‘Go on, off you go,’ I grinned. ‘Before I change my mind. But no smooching!’

As Hope followed Scott onto the dance floor, I held out my hand to Marlee and said: ‘Feel like dancing?’

She giggled shyly, but took my hand without hesitation and let me lead her between the dancing couples. Accompanied by the first bars of Trisha Yearwood’s Real Live Woman, I placed my hands on Marlee’s hips and she put hers on my shoulders. We began slowly to turn on the spot.

‘Why haven’t you given Hope the earrings yet?’ I asked, watching Scott and Hope who had moved a little way away from us.

After the lunch in her house, Marlee had ceremoniously and proudly presented Harry with the Swiss army knife we’d bought for him.

‘I don’t know,’ she replied quietly. ‘She might take it the wrong way.’

‘The wrong way?’ I said. ‘Don’t you mean the right way?’

‘I’m just so afraid of screwing it all up.’

 

Just as the last notes died away, Scott and Hope appeared, apparently coincidentally, by our side.

‘All change!’ said Scott, stepping back while keeping hold of Hope’s hand. However natural this looked, it very effectively prevented her from immediately leaving the dance floor. Impressed by his skill, I did the same with Marlee. I held her left hand and turned to face Scott, so that she and Hope were standing directly opposite each other. They looked uncertainly at each other, but when the next song began, Marlee put her hands on Hope’s shoulders and, after a brief hesitation, they started to dance.
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When I woke up the next morning, the aroma of fresh coffee wafted towards me. Scott and I hadn’t got much sleep the night before and my blood sugar level was approaching that of a dormouse at the end of hibernation, so I gathered up my last scraps of energy to crawl out of bed and drag myself to the feeding station. I sat up and was just pulling on a T-shirt when the bedroom door opened and Scott entered the room, with wet hair, a tray in his hands, fully dressed and smelling of soap.

‘Hungry, sleepy head?’ he asked cheerily.

I didn’t answer as the question was clearly rhetorical. Touched, I stared at a warm cinnamon whirl lying on a small plate between a steaming cup of coffee and a glass of orange juice. Four neat triangles of buttered toast were keeping it company. Scott was clearly much more dangerous than I’d realised!

‘I used one of your disposable razors,’ he said, sitting on the edge of the bed and perfecting the knot of his tie. ‘I hope you don’t mind.’

‘Of course not,’ I replied. ‘Where did you get the lovely pastry?’

‘From the baker’s, just round the corner,’ Scott replied. ‘I went out just now to get it for you.’

‘Thank you!’ I said happily. ‘You’re … I mean …’

Scott grinned and said, ‘I’ve got to go; I’ll call you, OK?’

‘OK,’ I murmured.

‘Bon appétit!’ said Scott, kissing me; then he was gone.

 

The telephone woke me at half past eleven. This was the third morning in a row that I hadn’t been over to the office. I had someone to keep me company under my big duvet, bring me caffeine and sugar for breakfast in bed and kiss me goodbye, but what I really needed was discipline!

‘Dennis rang,’ said Harry. ‘Agatha hid a little copper tube at the Tissiat Falls too. It was buried in the middle of a little clearing.’

‘What’s the message?’ I asked sleepily.

‘The letters on the wind rose in the piano lid fit,’ he replied. ‘Decoded, the text is The Rays of Inti.’

‘Means nothing to me. Have you got any idea what it might be about?’

‘All I’ve found out so far is that Inti is an Inca god; the sun god. I just rang Marlee and she’s looking around the house for anything that might have to do with the Incas.’

‘Shall we meet in the park this afternoon?’ I asked.

‘Of course,’ said Harry. ‘Marlee’s coming too.’

‘Very good; I’ll bring Hope then. The usual place, at three?’

‘OK,’ said Harry.

We said goodbye and I hung up.

 

When Hope and I reached the lake in Regent’s Park at quarter to three, Marlee and Harry were already sitting on the bank. Frankie came running to greet us. I laid the Emily-Ann in the grass and sat down.

‘Marlee’s found a mask and two clay pots that might be Incan,’ said Harry.

‘You guys definitely saw them already,’ she explained. ‘They were on the big shelf by the fireplace in the library, right next to the globe.’

‘Yes, I think I remember,’ said Hope. ‘The mask looks a bit like a sun with a face, doesn’t it?’

‘Exactly!’ said Marlee. ‘And because Inti’s the sun god, Harry thinks the mask is the key. I looked all over it, but didn’t find anything I’m afraid.’

‘What’s the mask made of?’ I asked.

‘Painted wood,’ replied Marlee, ‘inlaid with a few bits of copper and silver; there are even a few little slivers of gold, or that’s what it looks like, and the eyes are green gemstones.’

‘Green gemstones?’ asked Harry. ‘Are they transparent or more like green marble?’

‘They’re transparent like glass,’ she replied. ‘Could they be emeralds?’

‘The Incas had emeralds,’ explained Harry. ‘The most beautiful ones do come from South America. But clear emeralds are incredibly valuable. If those really are emeralds, you need never worry about money again.’

‘Wow …’ breathed Marlee tonelessly.

 

While Harry explained to Marlee how to steer his yacht, Hope, Frankie and I strolled over to the ice cream stall on the other side of the large lawn.

‘How was your dance with Marlee yesterday evening?’ I asked.

Hope and Marlee had only danced together for one song before retreating to the safety of the sofa.

‘I was so tense,’ said Hope, ‘but it was still really lovely; at least for me.’

‘Did Marlee say anything?’ I asked.

‘No, we didn’t utter a word for the whole song.’

‘I see,’ I said. ‘Why didn’t you dance some more?’

‘When the song finished, we stood around uncertainly for a moment, and then I suddenly lost my nerve and went back to the sofa, even though I really didn’t want to. I was in a sort of … panic.’

‘At least you seem to know better now what you want …’

‘Hmm …’ mumbled Hope.

 

When we got back to the Serpentine, Marlee was already sailing Harry’s boat over the lake. Slightly aslant, she glided silently across the water to the opposite bank. I handed Harry his ice cream, slipped off my shoes and sat down on the warm grass. As Marlee was busy steering the Narnia, she couldn’t take her ice cream from Hope. After a brief hesitation, Hope held the cornet up to her. Without taking her eyes off the little sailing boat, Marlee licked it, instantly blushing crimson.
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At six we left for Marlee’s house to take a look at the Incan artefacts. As we got out of the taxi, I noticed the black and white cat sitting on a weathered wooden bench outside the house, watching us through almost closed eyes and obviously not in the least concerned by the presence of Frankie.

‘Have you been able to tame her yet?’ I asked, as Hope paid the taxi driver.

‘Not really,’ replied Marlee. ‘She does eat what I put out, but I can’t touch her and she doesn’t come into the house. Frida is pretty shy, or else she just doesn’t like to be touched.’

‘Frida?’ asked Harry. ‘After Frida Kahlo, the Mexican painter?’

‘Exactly!’ said Marlee. ‘I find her work incredibly interesting, especially the self-portraits.’

 

After a quick look at the artefacts in the library, I left them to Harry and Hope for further investigation and went down to the kitchen to help Marlee get dinner. I was washing salad, while Marlee spread margarine into a large casserole dish and put a large pan of salted water on to boil, when my phone rang. It was Scott.

‘Have you got anything on this evening?’ he asked.

‘Yes, sorry,’ I replied. ‘Perhaps we could see each other later on?’

‘Invite him over,’ whispered Marlee into my free ear.

‘I see,’ said Scott, clearly disappointed. ‘What time would you be free?’

‘Hey, a hospitable American has just invited you over for pasta bake and salad. What do you think?’

‘Sounds great!’ he said. ‘What time?’

‘As soon as you can – we’re already cooking. Where are you?’

‘Stuck in traffic on Northumberland Avenue; I should be there in about half an hour. Will there be anything left by then? I’m pretty hungry …’

‘The pasta’s not in the oven yet,’ I replied. ‘Half an hour will be perfect.’

We said goodbye.

 

I was just about to ask Marlee about her dance with Hope when the latter walked into the kitchen with Harry.

‘Can we help?’ he asked.

‘No need,’ replied Marlee. ‘We’ve got it all in hand. Have you guys found anything?’

‘Afraid not,’ explained Harry. ‘But the green eyes in the mask are definitely not emeralds – they’re much too large and perfect for that. They’re probably green glass, which is the strange thing about it. As far as I know, the Incas didn’t have glass.’

‘What about the clay pots?’ I asked, slicing fresh tomatoes.

‘I’m no expert,’ said Harry, ‘but they look pretty normal to me. They seem to be empty and there’s nothing conspicuously unusual about them. Anyway, I’m sure the clue is hidden in the mask, because the text mentions Inti and at least the top half of the mask looks like the rays of the sun to me. It could easily be a representation of the sun god, although of course I don’t have any real knowledge to base that opinion on.’

‘The clue talks about rays,’ I said. ‘That could mean that the top half, the bit that looks like the sun, is important.’

‘That’s what we thought too,’ explained Hope, ‘but there really isn’t anything obvious to see.’

While Hope and Harry laid the table, I went up to the library to take another closer look at the mask for myself. First I studied the face. Eyes, mouth and nose had been carved into the wood with a few striking notches; the details were painted on afterwards. The eyes were unusually wide and not completely filled by the pieces of green glass. It definitely looked as though they were later additions. After the face, I studied the arc above it, undoubtedly representing sunbeams. Very carefully, I scratched one of the little gold discs to see if it would come away, but they were all firmly fixed.

‘The casserole is in the oven,’ said Marlee, entering the library. ‘We can eat in half an hour. Have you found anything?’

‘No, but perhaps you’ll have more luck,’ I replied, handing her the mask and carefully picking up one of the clay pots from the shelf by the fireplace. The front face was flattened and depicted a stylised man with an oversized headdress, holding a long-handled tool, or maybe a short spear, in each hand. I fetched my torch from my rucksack and shone it into the narrow opening. The base of the pot was clean and dry, and displayed no decoration or painting of any kind.

‘These glass eyes aren’t actually perfect,’ said Marlee behind me. ‘There are some kind of scratches on them.’

I turned around. Marlee was holding the mask up to her face and peering through the eyeholes, although she could only see through one at a time, because the holes were further apart than human eyes. I put the pot back on the shelf and followed her over to an old-fashioned standard lamp, standing in the corner between a small travelling trunk and an African shield in black wood. In the split second that Marlee held the mask under the lamp, I saw a pattern flit across the floor.

‘Did you see that?’ I asked excitedly.

‘What do you mean?’ replied Marlee, looking more closely at the eyes by the lamplight.

‘The pattern on the floor,’ I said. ‘Let me try something a minute.’

I took the mask and moved it to and fro under the lamp, watching the two spots of green light on the floor. I could undoubtedly make out the outlines of back-to-front numbers in them.

‘Wow!’ said Marlee breathlessly.

I turned the mask over, so that the light was now shining through the green glass of the eyes from inside out. It now became perfectly clear that they were numbers. I walked over to a section of white wall between two windows, raised the mask and shone my torch through one of the eyes. I could clearly read the figures in the green fleck of light:

 

 

N 40° 20’ 22”

 

 

I held the torch behind the other eye and on the wall appeared:

 

 

E 113° 20’ 11”

 

 

‘Incredible!’ said Marlee, noting down the coordinates on a crumpled shopping list.

We went over to the globe to look them up. The spot was in north-eastern China.

‘Are there any private detectives in China?’ asked Marlee.

‘No idea,’ I replied. ‘But we’ll soon find out.’

There was a ring on the doorbell. I put the mask on the little table by the sofa and followed Marlee to the front door to greet Scott. Marlee opened the door and froze. Her mouth open, she stared at the two visitors.
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Scott was wearing a loose beige shirt with an open collar and rolled up sleeves, and in his muscular arms lay Frida, looking at us indifferently through half-closed eyes.

‘Is she allowed in the house?’ asked Scott.

‘Sure!’ replied Marlee. ‘How did you catch her?’

‘I didn’t,’ he explained. ‘I’d only just walked into the garden when she ran up to me.’

Marlee stepped aside and Scott walked past her into the house with Frida. The cat looked as though she might fall asleep any moment, as if she’d crossed this threshold thousands of times before. Very cautiously, Marlee stretched out her hand and began to stroke Frida. The cat closed her eyes and started purring. Either Scott had a strong rapport with animals or she had decided since our last meeting that the house and its owner posed her no threat.

‘Would you like to hold her?’ asked Scott.

Marlee nodded and Frida let herself be placed into her arms without the least resistance.

‘What about Frankie?’ asked Marlee, beaming from ear to ear as she ran her hand over the cat’s black back.

‘You don’t need to worry,’ I said. ‘He gets on well with cats, probably because he’s so self-confident.’

Now there was finally room for me, I put my arms around Scott and we kissed. I was starving, and Marlee and I had just discovered the secret of the Incan mask, which Hope and Harry hadn’t managed – something I needed to point out to them as soon as possible. But as soon as I felt Scott’s hands on my hips, memories of bare skin and moist lips, warmth and darkness flooded my thoughts. Cheese-topped pasta bake, mysterious puzzles, hidden artistic treasures; suddenly it all seemed utterly trivial!

‘Is there a spare room in this house?’ asked Scott with a grin.

For two seconds, I seriously considered asking Marlee if we could use her new bed. I really wasn’t thinking straight any more!

Resolutely, I took a step backwards, took Scott’s hand and led him into the kitchen. Marlee was sitting in her favourite place in the corner of the bench, stroking Frida, who lay purring in her lap. Frankie was lying on his front by the open back door, watching the pair of them.

After I’d introduced Harry and Scott, I checked the pasta in the oven before dressing the salad while Hope poured the wine. Marlee had decided to try a glass of wine as well as her usual tumbler of coke. We must be a bad influence on her.

Over the meal as Marlee and I related our discovery, Harry and Hope were obviously resisting the urge to race to the library to check it out for themselves.

‘I know someone in Beijing,’ said Scott. ‘If it’s not too far to the place, you could save yourselves the cost of another private detective. Ning owes me a favour.’

‘It’s about two hundred miles I think,’ I said. ‘Do you reckon that’d be too far for your friend?’

‘Don’t know …’ he replied. ‘What’s the time over there now?’

‘About four or five in the morning I think,’ said Hope.

Scott glanced at the clock and said, ‘Then I’ll call her at about eleven.’

‘Her?’ I asked, looking up.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I learnt a few nifty tricks from her.’

When he noticed that everyone was looking enquiringly at him, Scott added ‘Fighting tricks, obviously!’

After dinner, Scott and I did the washing up while Harry took care of dessert – a large bowl of chocolate mousse with pieces of fresh banana. Marlee and Hope had disappeared. They were probably somewhere about the house, playing with Frida.

‘How do you know Ning?’ I asked, drying plates.

‘I worked in Hong Kong for a few months,’ Scott replied. ‘We met there.’

‘I see,’ I said.

 

At eleven, Scott rang Beijing. Ning didn’t have time to go herself, but she had a cousin in Datong, a city barely ten miles from the spot. We waited while Ning tried to contact her cousin. After a few minutes, Scott’s mobile rang again. Ning’s cousin was prepared to look for the copper tube, but he didn’t have a GPS receiver.

‘Tell him to buy one,’ I said. ‘We’ll pay for it and obviously he can then keep it.’

Scott passed the offer on and once Ning had called her cousin again it was all agreed.

 

At eleven-thirty we said goodbye to Marlee and Frida, who appeared to have moved in permanently. We drove north through central London in Scott’s car to drop Harry and Frankie off, then to mine. Yawning, Hope wished us a good night as she unlocked her front door.

More than an hour later, I stumbled out of the bathroom with weak knees and crinkled fingers and limped towards the kitchen. My right thigh ached with every step and the bruising on my back that I’d acquired on my path through Angel Peak had worsened considerably in the last few hours. I couldn’t waste time on minor details like that at the moment though – I urgently needed food!

After I’d poured a large glass of milk, I opened a packet of chocolate biscuits and sat down at the breakfast bar, causing my left knee to crack ominously. I had barely eaten half the biscuits when Scott, wearing no more than a towel, stepped into the kitchen.

‘I’ve got an old dressing gown somewhere,’ I said. ‘Shall I dig it out for you?’

‘No need,’ he replied. ‘I’m not cold. I could do with a biscuit though …’

‘Help yourself,’ I said. ‘Milk?’

‘Please.’

I poured him a glass and refilled my own. For a while we sat there in silence, eating biscuits and drinking cold milk.

‘Are you injured?’ I asked.

‘I don’t think so,’ replied Scott with a grin. ‘You?’

‘Nothing that a peaceful night of refreshing sleep won’t cure.’

We looked at each other for a moment then both burst out laughing at once.

‘You do have pretty sharp teeth, though …’ he said once we’d finally stopped.

‘And you’ve got a rough tongue and scratchy stubble!’ I retorted.

In the hallway, Scott’s mobile rang – presumably news from China. While he took the call, I stacked the glasses in the dishwasher and threw the empty biscuit packet in the bin; then I went to the bathroom to brush my teeth. When I returned, Scott was just hanging up.

‘Ning’s cousin has found the message; apparently it was hidden on a little hill, very near the Great Wall of China.’

‘And what does it say?’ I asked.

‘Zik habxeobt pl unf bfom,’ he answered with a grin.

I had completely forgotten that the messages would still be encrypted. But we hadn’t found Agatha’s wind rose anywhere on the mask of Inti.

‘Hope wrote a program for the first clue which can decode the message even without the keys,’ I said. ‘I’ll take the text over to her first thing tomorrow.’

‘And what shall we do till then?’ asked Scott.

‘Well I’m going to bed,’ I replied. ‘I’m knackered; every muscle aches.’

‘You poor thing …’ said Scott. ‘I’ll just brush my teeth, then I’ll give you a massage. Go and lie down.’

So I did.
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When I woke up at half past eight on Saturday morning, I found myself alone and the bed in disarray. I had a vague memory of Scott kissing me at the crack of dawn and wishing me a good day. Pretty much every muscle in my body objected when I tried to sit up even though Scott had, as promised, given me a massage before bed. Admittedly we hadn’t gone straight to sleep though.

I stood up and dragged myself into the shower. By the time I stepped out of the bathroom, smelling of soap and with freshly washed hair, I felt considerably better. Sitting down at the breakfast bar with a cup of coffee and slice of toast with cherry jam, I opened yesterday’s paper.

Hope appeared quarter of an hour later to find me in the middle of scrambling some eggs. Lately I just never seemed to feel properly full. Hope was wearing her old-fashioned dressing gown and had her hair done up in a loose bun.

‘Hi, did you sleep well?’ I asked, as she sat down at the counter.

‘Yes,’ she yawned. ‘Like a log.’

‘Would you like some eggs too?’

‘That would be lovely.’

‘Scott’s friend called last night. Her cousin found the message, but we haven’t got a key. Can you crack it?’

‘Of course,’ replied Hope. ‘If you’ve got it to hand, I’ll just pop over and start up the program.’

I handed her the slip of paper.

 

‘The message says The Guardian of the Veil,’ said Hope, returning a few minutes later. ‘It took less than ten seconds to crack.’

‘Impressive!’ I said, pouring her a cup of coffee. ‘Why is it so fast all of a sudden?’

‘Because I now know how the messages are encrypted,’ she explained. ‘With the first one, we weren’t sure what method to use, so I had to try thousands of variables alongside the actual keys. Now though, the program only has to work through all six hundred and seventy-six possible keys, and then check whether the decoded message contains meaningful words.’

‘I see,’ I said. ‘What on earth does it mean?’

‘It’s about Anubis,’ explained Hope through a mouthful, ‘the Egyptian god of the underworld. The veil symbolises the transition from life to death.’

I stared at her open-mouthed.

‘He’s normally depicted as a black jackal or as a man with a jackal’s head,’ she continued.

‘How do you know all that?’ I asked.

‘I did an Internet search for The Guardian of the Veil,’ she admitted with a grin.

‘Isn’t there a pot in Marlee’s library with a jackal’s head on the lid?’

‘There certainly is,’ said Hope, ‘and the coordinates of the next hiding place are hidden inside it, I’m absolutely certain.’

‘Why are you so sure?’

‘Because Anubis was also the god of embalming and it’s most probably not just any old pot but a Canopic jar.’

‘And what’s one of those?’ I asked.

‘Canopic jars are a kind of plaster vase for storing the organs of the deceased,’ explained Hope.

‘I see,’ I said. ‘Then we should definitely take a closer look at the thing, don’t you think?’

Hope grinned, topping up our coffee mugs.

‘I just hope there are no organs left in it,’ I added.

 

While Hope turned her attention to her scrambled eggs, I phoned Marlee and told her what Hope had found out. She promised to call back as soon as she’d investigated the pot.

I filled a bowl with cornflakes, sprinkled them with sugar and then poured plenty of milk over the lot.

‘We’ve spent almost a fortnight trying to solve the puzzle now,’ I said. ‘Do you think we’ll find the Picasso?’

‘I don’t doubt it for a second,’ said Hope. ‘The extent and careful construction of the treasure hunt is proof for me of the existence of the picture. Agatha went to a lot of trouble with the clues so she’s bound to have hidden it just as carefully.’

‘That’s a good point,’ I mused. ‘Agatha really was an unusual woman.’

Hope nodded her agreement.

‘As is her granddaughter,’ I added.

Hope smiled in embarrassment.

The telephone rang. It was Marlee.

‘There’s definitely something small in the vase,’ she said. ‘If you shake it, it clinks as if there’s a coin in there. But the lid is stuck and I don’t want to break it.’

‘Have you noticed anything else about it?’ I asked.

‘There are some kind of hieroglyphics on the waist.’

‘What about Agatha’s wind rose?’

‘It’s not there,’ replied Marlee. ‘Will you guys come over? Maybe we could get it open between us.’

‘OK,’ I said, glancing at the clock. ‘Hope and I could get to you by about eleven.’

‘Great!’ said Marlee. ‘Thanks so much!’

We said goodbye and I hung up.

 

While Hope went back to her flat to get ready, I phoned Harry to tell him about the message, the Egyptian jar and that we were meeting at Marlee’s.
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When Hope and I arrived at Marlee’s, Harry had already got to work. He was using a torch and a magnifying glass to investigate the crack between the jar and the lid.

‘Seems to be some kind of wax,’ he murmured, bending over the Canopic jar. ‘Perhaps it would help to heat up the edge …’

‘I’ll fetch a candle!’ said Marlee.

‘The vase is obviously empty apart from whatever it is rattling around inside it,’ began Hope. ‘But couldn’t there be dangerous fungal spores or something in there?’

‘That’s a reasonable concern in theory,’ said Harry, ‘but I’ve got no doubt that it was Agatha who hid the object inside it and sealed up the lid. Canopic jars in tombs were either filled with organs or empty; some were even made of wood with no hollow space inside them. I’ve never heard of a Canopic jar being found with a small metal object inside though. Anyway, I don’t think this one is even genuine.’

‘Why do you say that?’ I asked.

‘The lid is in the form of a black jackal’s head,’ began Harry. ‘It’s the symbol of Anubis, the ruler of the underworld. He was often portrayed on Canopic jars so there’s nothing unusual about that. But now have a look at this large golden sign on the waist of the vase.’

Harry pointed to an image of a bird of prey with outstretched wings, a small ring grasped in each talon.

‘It’s the symbol of Horus, the sky god. You often find images and signs of his sons – Imset, Hapi, Duamutef and Qebehsenuef – on Canopic jars, each of them being responsible for a particular organ. Horus himself has nothing to do with death and the underworld, however, and is never depicted on the jars. This fake was not created by an Egyptologist – it’s the work of an interested layman.’

‘Interested laymen sometimes know an awful lot …’ said Hope appreciatively.

‘I do my best,’ grinned Harry. ‘Now, let’s see what Agatha’s hidden in here.’

With these words, he began slowly turning the jar over the flame of the candle that Marlee had brought from the kitchen. After two rotations, Harry placed his hand on the head of Anubis and pulled. With a quiet pop, the lid gave way. Harry knelt down and turned the jar over. A small silver brooch fell soundlessly onto the thick carpet. It was in the shape of a wind rose with a deep blue stone at its centre, and the slender pointers were tipped with gold. Marlee picked it up and held it under the standard lamp which had already been so useful with the Inca mask. As expected, the compass points bore the wrong letters: M, F, F and A.

‘It’s gorgeous,’ whispered Marlee, studying the brooch.

‘And they’re your initials,’ added Hope.

Marlee looked up briefly before returning her gaze to the delicate piece of jewellery lying on her palm, as fragile as a butterfly.

 

Half an hour later, we were sitting around the kitchen table eating sandwiches. Harry was flicking through a book on hieroglyphs that we’d found in the library.

‘Those are definitely numbers,’ he said, pointing to the symbols on the jar – and big numbers at that. If I understand correctly, these frogs here mean five hundred thousand.’

‘Perhaps Agatha put all the numbers from the coordinates together,’ suggested Hope. ‘That would give a twelve-figure number.’

‘That would be billions,’ replied Harry. ‘According to this book, there’s no sensible way of writing such big numbers in hieroglyphics.’

‘If you put the longitude and latitude separately, that would give two numbers of six digits each,’ I said.

‘That’s worth a try,’ said Harry. ‘Has anyone got a pen?’

Marlee handed him a pad of Post-its and a pencil. Looking from the book to the jar, Harry noted down numbers and added them together. Finally, he underlined two six-digit numbers, saying, ‘They could be coordinates, but we’ve got nothing to tell us whether they’re in the northern or the southern hemisphere, and the same goes for whether they’re east or west of the Greenwich meridian.’

‘Shall we have a look at the four possible places?’ suggested Hope. ‘Perhaps we can rule some of them out straight away because they’re in the sea or on continents we’ve already had.’

 

The four of us looked up the four possible places on the globe in the library. One was indeed in the sea, in the southern Indian Ocean. The second was in South America, in Patagonia. The third possible location was in Canada, and we’d already been to North America. The last was in Kazakhstan.

‘Does Kazakhstan count as Asia or Europe?’ asked Hope.

‘Both, I think,’ said Harry. ‘If I remember rightly, the river Ural is usually considered to be the border, and that flows through Kazakhstan to the Caspian Sea. The location is definitely in Asia though – it’s a good six hundred miles east of the Ural.’

‘So that only leaves the place in South America?’ asked Marlee.

‘Looks like it,’ agreed Harry.
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At four-thirty we were sitting in Marlee’s kitchen, drinking tea and eating lemon cake. Four hours ago, we had hired a private detective in Punta Arenas to look for the copper tube. The location was in a Chilean national park called Torres del Paine and it could be reached from Punta Arenas with a small plane in less than an hour. In fact, the detective should have been in touch already.

‘Perhaps it did mean the place in Canada or the one in Kazakhstan after all,’ said Hope. ‘I mean, we’re only guessing that Agatha hid precisely one clue on each continent. It’s entirely possible that we’ve only solved a fraction of the puzzle.’

At that moment, the telephone rang. It was the detective, calling from the visitor centre in the national park. It seemed that she had been unable to get a signal on her mobile in the park and so, after finally finding the tube, she’d then had to track down a telephone. She dictated the encrypted message. I made a note of it and repeated it, just to be on the safe side; then we said goodbye.

I handed the note to Hope who had already started her laptop. Using her program to decode the message was considerably quicker than doing it by hand. After she’d put in the code and Marlee’s initials as the key, the message appeared almost instantly on the screen:

 

 

The Daughter of Alice

 

 

‘Does the name mean anything to you?’ I asked Marlee. ‘Was that the name of any of Agatha’s friends?’

‘I have no idea,’ said Marlee. ‘But that doesn’t prove anything – Grandma knew loads of people.’

‘One thing’s for certain,’ said Hope. ‘An Internet search won’t get us very far this time. Those keywords would produce thousands of pages.’

‘Try it anyway,’ suggested Harry. ‘Perhaps the words are a well-known phrase in some connection or other. It could be a book title, for example, or a painting.’

Marlee choked. We all turned towards her. Her eyes wide, she was staring at the four words on the screen. A smile spread across her face.

‘There isn’t really a picture with that title is there?’ asked Hope.

‘The daughter of Alice is Suzanne!’ exclaimed Marlee. ‘I know where the next clue is!’

With these words, she stood up and raced out of the room. The information about the daughter of Alice obviously meant nothing to Hope or Harry either. We looked at each other in confusion as we heard a crash over our heads. We all stood up at once and followed Marlee upstairs.

We found her in her grandmother’s studio, kneeling on the floor and hunting through a dusty cardboard box.

‘What are you looking for?’ I asked.

‘A jigsaw …’ she answered absently.

‘One that belonged to Suzanne?’ asked Hope.

‘Here it is!’ exclaimed Marlee excitedly, lifting a round wooden container from the box. It was about the size and shape of a honeydew melon and was sealed with a lid emblazoned with Agatha’s wind rose. The compass points were marked with N, F, S and A. Marlee opened it and shook the contents out onto the floor. Hundreds of little jigsaw pieces lay scattered at our feet. The dominant colours were light blue and white, but there were also pink and green pieces.

‘Will you guys help me?’ asked Marlee, who had already started sorting the pieces by colour.

I pushed the cardboard box to one side and Harry fetched a small electric table lamp from Agatha’s desk; then we sat in a circle around the colourful heap of puzzle pieces.

‘I must have done this jigsaw at least a dozen times as a kid,’ said Marlee. ‘It shows Monet’s famous painting Femme à l'ombrelle.’

‘And what makes you think the next clue is hidden in the puzzle?’ I asked.

‘The woman in the picture is Suzanne Hoschedé, the daughter of Alice Hoschedé, Monet’s second wife.’

‘Cunning,’ said Harry. ‘I’m impressed by Agatha. Practically nobody but you could have interpreted that clue correctly. First of all, you have to know the painting and who it depicts, but that’s not enough on its own. Unless you knew your grandmother had a jigsaw of that picture, it wouldn’t occur to you to look for one. And even if you were desperate enough to turn the house upside down, you’d miss the significance of the puzzle. There are far too many pieces to guess what it shows without putting it together.’

‘It’s a real stroke of genius,’ agreed Hope. ‘It means Agatha could effectively be sure that only Marlee could complete the treasure hunt and find the Picasso.’

 

It took about an hour until the completed picture lay in front of us. My elbows hurt because I’d been lying on my front and leaning on the hard floor, but Harry’s back was definitely worse off. He stretched his arms above his head and groaned.

‘So now where are the coordinates hidden?’ asked Hope.

Harry bent over again, causing his neck to give an ominous crack.

‘Why on earth didn’t we do the thing on the kitchen table?’ he asked.

‘Is there anything unusual about the picture?’ Hope asked Marlee. ‘I mean, that’s different from the original?’

‘I don’t think so,’ she replied. ‘I’ve seen the original in the Musée d’Orsay in Paris. But of course I don’t remember totally precisely. But in general it’s right – the shadows, the way she’s holding the parasol – that’s how it is in the real picture. There’s a second picture, you know, with the same woman in the same dress, in the same place. The only difference is that she’s looking the other way. It’s in the Musée d’Orsay too; they hang right next to each other.’

‘The woman has turned round in the second picture?’ asked Harry.

‘Yes, why?’ replied Marlee.

I couldn’t help grinning. It really had been a brilliant idea of Agatha’s!

‘We need a thin sheet of cardboard that we can slide under the jigsaw,’ said Harry. ‘I think we should take a look at the back …’

We all searched the studio for anything suitable but found nothing.

‘If we push the puzzle over to the hatch, we could use something thicker,’ suggested Hope. ‘How about this chess board …?’

She picked up a dusty wooden board from a shelf and held it over the jigsaw to see if it was big enough. It was. Hope stood on the ladder holding the chess board while Marlee, Harry and I carefully pushed the puzzle over to the gap. In the end we managed it and the jigsaw lay intact on the board.

‘Now we need a second board to lay over it,’ said Harry. ‘It doesn’t need to be thin.’

‘The underside of a baking tray,’ suggested Marlee.

No sooner said than done. In the kitchen, we laid a baking tray on top of the puzzle and carefully turned the whole thing over. It was incredibly tense as Hope removed the chess board. Right across the reverse, written in barely visible, fine pencil strokes were tall numbers – surely the coordinates of the next hiding place.

The numbers had been written so large that each individual piece was crossed by only one line, whether straight or slightly curved. It would be impossible to make the numbers out without completing the jigsaw.

 

We used the globe to hunt for the spot marked by the coordinates. It lay on the west coast of Wales, a couple of miles from Aberystwyth.

‘Is that far from London?’ asked Marlee.

‘About two hundred miles, I’d say,’ replied Harry. ‘Maybe a bit less.’

‘Who wants a trip to the beach?’ asked Marlee with a grin.

I looked at the clock; it was almost six.

‘You mean right this evening?’ I asked.

‘Sure!’ replied Marlee. ‘We could stay at the coast and have plenty of time tomorrow to hunt for the spot where Grandma hid the next clue. I’ll bet it’s totally beautiful!’

‘I’ll come!’ said Hope.

‘Me too,’ said Harry. ‘But I have to go home first to collect Frankie and a few other things.’

‘So do I,’ said Hope.

‘All right,’ I said. ‘I suggest driving over to mine and Hope’s first, and then to Harry’s. If we don’t dawdle, we could be on the way to the coast in an hour from now.’

‘Great!’ said Marlee, and Harry and Hope nodded.

 

While Marlee packed up a few things, Harry phoned Clara and I called Scott. Although he works Sundays too, something told me that we’d have seen each other that night anyway. As I didn’t know when we’d get back, we agreed that I would let him know as soon as I was back in town.

Once Marlee had packed her rucksack, she filled a bowl with dried cat food and put it next to a bowl of water on the kitchen floor.

‘How does Frida get into the house?’ I asked. ‘You surely haven’t had a cat flap put in?’

‘No,’ answered Marlee. ‘I leave one of the studio windows open a crack. You know she can somehow get up onto the roof. That means she can get in and out without me having to leave anything open down here.’

‘Are you intending to keep her?’

‘Sure,’ said Marlee. ‘She hasn’t got a collar and I asked all over the neighbourhood. Nobody knows her.’

As if she’d been waiting for her cue, Frida strolled nonchalantly through the back door into the garden. She glanced indifferently at us through half-closed eyes and disappeared behind a white lilac growing against the wall right next to the door. Marlee grinned.
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By seven we were heading north-westwards on the M1. Beneath a cloudless sky we drove through the Midlands and Wales. When we reached the coast at nine-thirty, it had been dark for some time. We drove through Aberystwyth for a while, keeping an eye out for somewhere to stay. Eventually Hope caught sight of a sign saying Marine Hotel. I followed it and soon we had reached the hotel’s car park.

‘I’ll ask if they’ve got any free rooms,’ said Harry.

‘I’ll come with you,’ I said, getting out.

In the darkness we could hear the roar of the surf, and the smell of the sea filled the air.

Harry and I stepped into the old-fashioned hotel’s reception area. A young man, whose carefully tousled hair contrasted interestingly with his elegant suit, gave us a friendly greeting.

‘We have single rooms, twin rooms, double rooms and family rooms with one large and two small beds,’ he explained.

‘Would you like a single room?’ I asked Harry. ‘Not that I’d mind sharing a room with you.’

‘Of course not,’ said Harry. ‘A double room with two beds sounds fine by me.’

‘Do you have two twin rooms free?’ I asked.

‘Yes, we’re always quiet after the summer holidays.’

‘Then we’ll take two …’ I began, before pausing and looking at Harry. He grinned.

‘We’ll take one double room and one twin,’ I said.

‘Are there any restaurants nearby where you can still get a meal at this time?’ Harry asked.

‘Tricky,’ said the young man. ‘There’s an Indian takeaway just round the corner though. They’re open till eleven.’

Once we’d concluded the formalities and been given the room keys, we walked back to the car.

‘I’m afraid they only had two double rooms,’ I explained. ‘How shall we divide them up?’

Hope stared in embarrassment at the left rear tyre of my car and Marlee was overcome by an urgent need to retie the laces of her trainers.

‘Would you mind sharing a room with me?’ I asked Harry for the second time that evening.

‘Of course not,’ he replied. ‘That’s that then. Let’s take our luggage in; it’s getting late. If we want to get anything to eat we need to hurry.’

 

Half an hour later, we were sitting in Harry’s and my room, unpacking our meal. The tempting aroma of curry and rice filled the air.

‘According to the satnav, we’re still about two miles from the spot,’ said Hope, spreading out paper plates. ‘It seems to be on the coast, outside the town.’

‘It must be an unusual place,’ said Harry. ‘Just think where the other clues were hidden.’

 

By the time we’d finished the meal it was already almost midnight.

‘I’m exhausted,’ said Harry, stretching. ‘It must be the journey and the food.’

‘I’ll be ready for bed soon too,’ I said, helping Marlee to collect the empty containers. ‘It’s been a long day. Shall we meet at nine for breakfast?’

‘All right,’ said Hope, and Marlee nodded.

Once they’d both gone, I switched off all the lights but one bedside lamp and opened the window. Fresh, cool air wafted into the room, bringing with it the scent of the sea. At moments like this I wonder why I live in the middle of the city.

‘I’ll take the rubbish down to the bin in the car park,’ I told Harry, who was hunting around in his little suitcase. ‘I’ll be right back.’

‘OK, thanks,’ he said. ‘Do you mind if I go in the shower first?’

‘Not at all,’ I said. ‘Take your time.’

The empty bags in my hands, I left the room, walked a few steps down the corridor and stopped outside Marlee and Hope’s room. There was nothing to hear.

After I’d thrown the bags away, I went to the car and fetched my jacket from the boot. There was a light, steady breeze and it was fairly chilly. I walked down to the sea front and sat on a weathered stone wall between two lamp posts, looking out over the dark sea. Far away I could make out the lights of a ship. It was already past midnight but I was still surprised to be the only person out and about on such a beautiful night.

The sound of the waves reminded me of the evening with Anne on the beach in LA. I had had a constant feeling that she had wanted to talk about something important but somehow had never found the right words. After I’d spoken to her so often about my experiences with Emily, I couldn’t understand why she didn’t feel that she could be equally open with me about the things that were bothering her.

I heard footsteps behind me. I turned round and saw Hope approaching. She was just pulling on her black jumper.

‘What are you doing out here?’ she asked, sitting down next to me.

‘I was throwing out the rubbish,’ I replied. ‘Harry’s having a shower so I’ve got to wait anyway. I was having a quick look at the beach. And why are you still up?’

‘I saw you from the window and wanted to talk to you. Marlee is in the shower too.’

‘What did you want to talk about?’

‘There’s only one bed in our room,’ replied Hope, keeping her voice down as if this fact was an unspeakable, dark secret.

‘I know,’ I said. ‘I’m sure you understand that Harry and I would prefer not to share a bed. Clara wouldn’t like it much either, and Scott certainly wouldn’t.’

‘I’m not complaining,’ said Hope. ‘I just wanted to …’

She stopped and looked at the sea, chewing nervously on her bottom lip.

‘You wanted to …?’ I asked patiently.

‘Well, you know …’ began Hope. ‘Maybe she … , maybe we …’

She fell silent again.

I said nothing for a moment and then asked, ‘Why are you worried about that?’

‘I’ve got no experience,’ said Hope. ‘I mean, I’m ten years older than her and have no idea what to do. But you and Emily, you could …’

‘You’re thinking too much,’ I said. ‘Just let it come to you.’

‘Please help me,’ said Hope, looking insistently at me.

‘Listen,’ I began, ‘there are no universal tips I could give you, any more than there are for sex between a man and a woman. Everyone has their own ideas; I can’t tell you what Marlee particularly likes.’

‘Hmm …’ said Hope, disappointedly.

‘Marlee is a woman, and you’re a woman,’ I continued. ‘You must have a pretty good idea of what she might like.’

Hope nodded thoughtfully, then she looked at me and smiled shyly. I grinned back, stood up and said, ‘Let’s go in – it’s starting to get cold.’




70



When Harry and I walked into the hotel’s breakfast room the next morning, Hope and Marlee were already sitting at a table for four by the window, drinking coffee.

‘Finally!’ said Marlee. ‘We’re starving to death here! Much longer and we wouldn’t have waited for you!’

With these words, she jumped up and rushed over to the buffet; Harry followed her. Hope and I looked at each other but said nothing. She was smiling, her face was radiant and she looked gorgeous. The silver Navajo earrings sparkled from her ears.

 

At half past ten we packed the car and set off. Marlee sat in the passenger seat, navigating with the aid of the GPS receiver. Barely ten minutes later, we came to a halt at the end of an unsurfaced woodland track. A beaten path in the grass led further up the hill towards the sea. We climbed out and pulled on our jackets. The sky was overcast and there was a strong onshore wind.

Screwing up our eyes, we plodded up the hill in single file. We had almost reached the top when the spire of a bell tower appeared ahead of us. We walked on, gradually able to see more and more of a small chapel, until finally we were standing right in front of it. Barely sixty feet from the chapel, the coastline fell steeply away, culminating in a narrow sandy beach, covered in crumbled stone. The view was breathtaking.

‘The coordinates clearly indicate the chapel,’ said Marlee, staring at the display on the satnav.

Hope pressed down the weather-beaten latch and said, ‘Locked.’

‘Can you pick the lock?’ I asked Harry.

‘No problem,’ he replied, pulling a flat leather case from the inside pocket of his jacket.

‘Do you always carry that around?’ I enquired with a grin.

‘Do you always carry this around?’ he retorted, tapping the pistol in its holster at the small of my back through the fabric of my jacket.

Although Harry did have a gun, he always left it at home.

 

As Harry worked on the lock, Hope, Marlee and I walked once around the chapel from the outside. It was entirely isolated on the edge of the cliffs. There was no fence around it, nor could we see any gravestones or remnants of graves. On each side there were four tall, narrow windows, the bottoms of which were about six feet above the ground. Hope and I gave Marlee – undoubtedly the lightest of us – a leg up so that she could peer through one of the windows into the chapel.

‘It’s pretty dark in there,’ she said.

‘I’ve got a torch in my jacket inside pocket,’ I said. ‘Can you reach it?’

Marlee bent down and reached into my jacket. I leant a little way back so that she could get at it more easily and looked at Hope. Awkwardly, she stared at the attractive curves of Marlee’s bottom directly in front of her face. When she noticed that I was watching her, she instantly blushed.

‘What can you see?’ I asked as Marlee shone the torch around the chapel, pressing her nose against the window and shielding her eyes with her hand.

‘Seems to be empty,’ she replied from above. ‘There are no pews or chairs in there, nor anything else. Doesn’t look as if the chapel is still in use.’

We lowered Marlee down again and continued our lap of the chapel without spotting anything unusual. When we came back round to Harry again, the door was still locked.

‘The lock is just too big and crude for my tools,’ he explained, standing up. ‘You’d need something like a flat screwdriver with a thin shaft.’

Marlee reached into her jacket and pulled out the Swiss army knife she’d bought in the USA. With an obviously practised movement, she unfolded a kind of awl and said, ‘Would that work?’

‘That’s just what I had in mind!’ said Harry, reaching into his trouser pocket. ‘And I’ve even got my own with me! I really must familiarise myself with the tools in this knife! Many thanks again for the gift!’

Marlee folded her knife up again and pocketed it. After less than a minute, the ancient lock sprang open with a click. After we’d walked in, Hope closed the door behind us to keep out the cold wind. All the chapel’s windows were intact but draughts came in through cracks and chinks in the walls with a quiet soughing that rose and fell with the wind.

Apart from a simple stone altar, the chapel was completely empty, just as Marlee had said. There were only a few piles of withered leaves in the corners and beneath the few steps that led down from the door. I was still wondering where the leaves might have blown in from – we had seen no trees anywhere nearby – when Harry shone his torch on one of the windows saying, ‘Look! Agatha’s sign!’

And there it was, painted in black in the bottom right-hand corner of the stained glass window. The compass points were marked with the letters N, F, S and A, just as I’d seen on the paintings at Abbymarle & Summerville.

‘Why are north and south given correctly here?’ asked Marlee.

‘Probably because this wind rose doesn’t have to provide the key for a message,’ replied Harry. ‘Hidden on the different continents were the encrypted messages leading to a place or object in Agatha’s house or garden, pointing in turn to the next coordinates. For the message hidden here, we need to use the letters from the rose on the lid of the wooden box containing the jigsaw.’

‘True …’ said Marlee thoughtfully. ‘There was never a wind rose on the slips inside the copper tubes, only the coded messages. So why is there one here?’

‘I suppose Agatha wanted to give you a hint as to where the message is hidden in this chapel,’ said Harry. ‘And because she didn’t need to use the rose for a key, she just used her usual sign which leaves north and south in their proper places.’

‘So where can the message be hidden then?’ asked Hope. ‘In the window?’

‘Hmm …’ murmured Harry, looking thoughtfully up at the stained glass.

‘Isn’t the window much older than Agatha’s puzzle?’ asked Hope.

‘We can assume so,’ said Harry. ‘Can you see the Roman numerals in the narrow blue bar at the top?’

He pointed the torch at the spot and continued. ‘They mean that the window was created in 1897.’

‘So you think Agatha just came in here some time with a little brush and some paint, and painted her sign onto the window?’ asked Hope.

‘Just like that, I imagine,’ replied Harry. ‘The only question is, how did she get up to the window. Even if there were still chairs or pews when she was here, she couldn’t have reached the window. She must have brought a ladder with her.’

‘So the message isn’t hidden in the window?’ asked Marlee.

Again Harry stared thoughtfully up at the coloured glass.

‘Perhaps the window itself is a clue,’ I mused aloud. ‘In her letter, Agatha wrote that she had written a message on the back of one of her pictures. We haven’t come across this picture yet, and with Europe we’ve now covered all the continents but Antarctica. This suggests that the clue here is meant to direct us to a specific painting of Agatha’s.’

‘An interesting idea,’ said Hope. Turning to Marlee, she continued, ‘Does the image in the window remind you of any of Agatha’s paintings? Or could there be a painting in which you can see the chapel?’

‘No,’ replied Marlee. ‘You guys have seen the catalogues too – almost all her paintings are in them.’

‘The woman in the window is Brigid of Kildare,’ said Harry. ‘An Irish saint. She is almost as significant in Ireland as St Patrick.’

‘How can you recognise her?’ I asked.

‘Can you see the little cross almost hidden in her left hand?’ he replied. ‘It’s called Brigid’s Cross and you can still find it in many Irish houses to this day. It’s made of rushes and, according to legend, it protects the house from fire.’

‘I know that cross!’ cried Marlee. ‘It’s on one of the paintings that are still in the gallery!’
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While I took a few photos of the chapel and the windows, Marlee tried to ring Mr Summerville on my mobile. As expected, he wasn’t in the gallery – it was probably closed on Sundays – so she tried to reach him at home, but nobody answered there either. The cold sea wind at our backs, we walked back to the car and climbed in. Now Harry sat beside me on the passenger seat while Marlee and Hope shared the back seat. There was no doubt that they had become closer overnight, but nothing had changed in their behaviour. Not a single gesture gave away the fact that their relationship had probably fundamentally changed the night before. Hope and Marlee acted like friends, just as they had done before. As the pair of them had no need to put on an act for my benefit it could only be because of Harry. Although Hope at least should have known that he had no prejudices and would definitely be pleased with this development.

 

I drove back into the town and stopped at a petrol station. While I filled up the car, Hope and Marlee went into the little shop to buy provisions for the journey back to London. I had just hung the nozzle back up again when a dark green Jaguar Cabrio pulled up directly behind us, and a woman with a long French plait climbed out and walked into the shop. Admittedly, I had never had a clear view of the face of the woman who had followed us in New Mexico and later saved Marlee’s life, but long French plaits are rare and, moreover, her car had a London number plate.

I hurriedly opened the boot and took one of the transmitters from the pocket behind the back seat.

‘What’s up?’ asked Harry from the passenger seat.

‘I think the legendary daughter of Sir Emmett Cray has just parked her sports car behind us.’

‘Come again?’ said Harry, opening the door.

‘She has a long French plait,’ I said, closing the tailgate. ‘Give me a sign if she comes back – I want to slip a transmitter onto her car.’

‘Right,’ said Harry, taking up position between the two cars and looking towards the entrance.

With the Range Rover shielding me from view from the shop, I knelt behind the boot of the Jaguar, running my hand over the inside of the rear bumper. I quickly found what I was looking for. With a metallic click, the strong magnet on the transmitter leapt onto the steel strut to which the bumper was attached. I briefly checked that it was fitted tightly and returned to my own car. On the way, I glanced inside the Jaguar. On the passenger seat lay a small GPS receiver. Without stopping, I walked on, climbed into the Range Rover and put on my sunglasses.

‘How can she know about this place?’ asked Harry, once he had also got back into the car. ‘We only found the coordinates on the back of the puzzle yesterday evening.’

‘No idea,’ I replied. ‘I hope she doesn’t recognise Marlee.’

‘Could she have broken into Marlee’s house last night?’ wondered Harry. ‘We left the puzzle on the kitchen table – that was careless.’

‘It’s possible,’ I said. ‘But don’t forget that the house is now considerably more secure. You saw the lock on the front door yourself, didn’t you?’

‘She’s coming,’ said Harry.

I turned away to prevent her seeing my face. When she’d been following Marlee and me in the desert, she’d had all the time in the world to get a good look at us by daylight. Of course it was theoretically possible that she’d been following us since we set off from Marlee’s house yesterday evening, but I didn’t think so – in that case she’d hardly stop directly behind us at the petrol station.

‘She seems to have bought herself something to eat,’ said Harry. ‘Apparently she doesn’t need any petrol.’

We watched the little sports car pull back out onto the road and disappear eastwards.

‘She’s heading for the motorway,’ said Harry, ‘which probably means that she’s already been to the chapel.’

‘It’s a good job we could attach the transmitter,’ I said. ‘Now we can find out where she’s going.’

Even as I spoke, I realised what should have occurred to me when Emmett Cray’s remarkable daughter first appeared on Angel Peak.

‘Harry, I’m a lousy detective,’ I said, subdued.

He turned towards me, thought for a moment, then his eyes widened and he said, ‘Bugs …’
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Unfortunately we couldn’t track the position of the Jaguar on the journey because the transmitter I’d attached sent its position to an Internet server via the GSM network. To view the data you needed a computer with Internet access.

We reached London at half past four. When we walked into Marlee’s house, Frida was asleep on the sofa in the sitting room. Frankie looked suspiciously at her and trotted off to his favourite spot in the kitchen.

Every private detective has at least one simple detector to reveal bugs and hidden cameras with built-in transmitters. The little gadgets aren’t expensive and make it considerably easier to search for electronic spies. Unfortunately, neither Harry nor I had a detector with us so we searched the obvious places without help. After five minutes we’d found three bugs – one in the telephone and one each under the library and kitchen tables. The devices under the tables were pretty modern models which enable you to listen to the recordings by telephone. We removed the bugs and switched them off.

‘They must have been installed during the first break-in,’ said Harry, ‘so most probably by the Crays. That explains how they knew about the puzzle and that a clue was hidden in one of Agatha’s pictures. No doubt that’s why Emmett Cray tried to buy all the rest of her paintings from the gallery.’

‘I’m sure they’d have stolen those pictures too,’ I said, ‘but there was no need once they’d found out the coordinates in New Mexico through one of the bugs.’

‘That’s how Cray and his daughter were aware of every step we took,’ said Hope. ‘Right up to the coordinates on the back of the jigsaw that we only found yesterday evening.’

While Marlee fed Frida, I tried again to reach Mr Summerville by phone. As he was still not answering at home, I tried the gallery number. He answered after the very first ring.

‘May I ask why you are at work on Sunday?’ I asked once we’d greeted each other.

‘Because there was a break-in to our store room,’ he explained. ‘The police are here.’

‘Let me guess,’ I said. ‘Only one painting was stolen, and that was one by Agatha Fynn …’

‘That’s right!’ Summerville exclaimed. ‘How do you know that?’

‘Just guessing,’ I replied. ‘Was the picture of an equal-sided cross?’

‘Exactly!’ he replied in surprise. ‘What is the significance of the picture?’

‘That’s a long story,’ I answered. ‘When did the burglary take place?’

‘A few hours ago, at twelve-thirty.’

We said goodbye and I hung up. So Emmett Cray’s daughter couldn’t possibly have stolen the picture; she had still been on her way back to London from the coast at the time.

 

The aroma of fresh tea enticed me into the kitchen. Marlee was making sandwiches and Hope was spreading out a packet of biscuits onto a plate. I told them what I’d found out over the phone.

‘She was probably at the chapel straight after us,’ said Harry. ‘And she also recognised Brigid of Kildare and made the connection with the picture of the cross. Then she just had to call her father, who immediately took care of the painting. I don’t suppose Abbymarle & Summerville’s security measures pose much of a challenge to a man of his experience.’

‘Then it was all for nothing?’ asked Marlee.

‘Of course not,’ I replied. ‘It’s high time we paid a visit to the Crays.’
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At six o’clock we dropped Frankie off with Harry’s neighbour, Mrs Miller, then we drove to mine. While Harry and Hope took care of dinner, I started up my computer and connected to the tracking server. Marlee and I stared nervously at the screen as the map showing the car’s current position loaded. The Jaguar was indeed in London, in Greenwich, and it wasn’t moving.

‘I’m impressed,’ said Marlee. ‘How does it work?’

‘The tracker contains a GPS receiver which records its position every five seconds. Once a minute it transmits the new data to the server via the GSM mobile phone network, and this updates the locations on the map. A motion sensor puts the thing on standby as soon as it goes three minutes without moving. It’s really very simple.’

‘I can hardly wait to drive over there,’ said Marlee. ‘Do you think they’ll hand over the picture just like that?’

‘I doubt it,’ I said. ‘But you never know – we might be able to persuade Emmett Cray to do the right thing. If only half the stories about him are true, he’s a man of honour – a thief yes, but still a true gentleman. If we turn up on his doorstep and confront him with the fact that we know everything he might admit defeat. I have the feeling that this is like a competition for him, a sporting challenge; he can’t be in it for the money – he’s definitely got enough of that. Of course he’s probably also keen to possess a previously unknown Picasso.’

‘I wonder if there are more coordinates on the picture of the cross.’

‘I don’t think so,’ I replied. ‘They’d have to point to somewhere in Antarctica and I seriously doubt that your grandmother hid a little copper tube there. I’m assuming that we’ll find a last puzzle on the back of the painting, to finally lead us to the Picasso after this long journey.’

‘Where on earth can the picture be?’ asked Marlee.

‘I still suspect that the Picasso is hidden somewhere in your house, or at least in the grounds. The hiding place might even have enabled Agatha to look at the picture if she wanted to.’

Even as I spoke, something extremely important occurred to me. Reaching for the receiver and dialling Alex’s number, I said, ‘From now on, we should never leave your house unguarded.’

Alex promised to send somebody over to Marlee’s house straight away. I thanked him and hung up.

 

At half past eight we turned into a street in south Greenwich lined with tall plane trees. The sky was overcast and it was already almost dark. The last of the daylight shimmered dark grey through the canopy of leaves; within a few minutes it would be completely gone.

I drove slowly down the empty road, finally pulling over by the kerb. In front of us stood the same dark green Jaguar that we’d encountered that morning in Wales.

I bent over towards Harry and tried to catch a glimpse of the house outside which the car stood, but a thick hawthorn hedge and tall wooden gate shielded the grounds from prying eyes.

‘Ready?’ I asked, turning round.

They all nodded. We climbed out and walked over to the wide gate. Harry had barely rung the bell when the massive gate swung open. Beyond it, a gravel driveway led up to a garage alongside a large house, partly covered in ivy. Old-fashioned lanterns bathed the garden in dim light.

We approached the front door and rang the bell. After a few moments, Sir Emmett Cray opened the door. He was wearing an elegant dark grey suit and looked exactly as he did in the newspaper photos I’d seen of him.

‘Good evening, Sir Emmett,’ I said. ‘My name is Nea Fox, and with me are Marlee Fynn, Hope Linney and Harry Moefield. We’re here to collect the painting that you misappropriated from the storeroom of Abbymarle & Summerville this afternoon.’

‘I have no idea what you’re talking about,’ said Cray politely, but I had seen a brief shadow of uncertainty flit across his face. As far as I was concerned it removed all doubt that he was responsible for the break-in at the gallery.

‘The picture is the rightful property of Miss Fynn, as is the Picasso painting you’re looking for.’

‘I’m afraid I can’t help you,’ he answered, utterly composed once more.

I reached into my jacket pocket, pulled out the bugs and said, ‘I believe these belong to you.’

He regarded the listening devices in my hand in silence for a moment, then said, ‘Now I must regretfully ask you to leave. I am really very busy.’

‘We would like to speak to your daughter,’ I said, paying no attention to his request, ‘to thank her for her help in New Mexico.’

‘Please leave my property, or I’ll call the police,’ said Cray coolly, shutting the door.

 

We walked in silence back to the car. We had scarcely reached the pavement when the gate closed behind us. We sat in the Range Rover and discussed what to do next. Even before we’d made a new plan, the gate opened once more and Cray and his daughter stepped onto the pavement in the dim light of the street lamps, and walked down the street. About thirty yards from the gate, they climbed into an old Land Rover and drove away.

‘Shouldn’t we follow them?’ asked Marlee.

Harry glanced conspiratorially at me and said, ‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’

‘I think so …’ I grinned.

‘There’s no need to worry,’ Harry reassured Marlee. ‘Even if Emmett Cray were the best thief of all time, he’d never get past Alex’s men. Your house is safe.’

‘And what have you two got in mind?’ asked Hope.

‘To have a little look around the Crays’ house,’ I replied. ‘And if we should happen to stumble across the picture of the cross, naturally we take it with us.’

‘You want to break into the house of a master thief and steal a painting?’ asked Marlee in disbelief.

‘Steal is the wrong word,’ said Harry. ‘The picture is your rightful property. As far as breaking in goes, I see it like this: the Crays have broken into your house at least once, so if we do the same to them we’ll be quits.’

 

Five minutes later, I jumped down from the gatepost onto the gravel drive, followed after thirty seconds by Harry. Hope and Marlee were sitting in the car, keeping watch for the Crays, ready to warn us if they came back. I pressed the transmit button on the radio and said, ‘Can you hear us?’

‘Loud and clear,’ replied Hope’s voice through the small loudspeaker.

Harry and I crept up to the house. I directed my torch beam on the front door lock while Harry pulled out his skeleton keys. The lock looked secure but not nearly as modern as the one on Marlee’s door.

‘Can you pick it?’ I asked in a whisper.

‘Give me a moment,’ he replied in a low voice, crouching down in front of the door.

All was dark inside the house but by the light of my torch I could see a tabby cat sitting behind the window by the door, watching us. Her gaze gave no indication of her opinion of our activities.

After five minutes, beads of sweat were forming on Harry’s brow but the door was still locked. I was just about to suggest going around the house and looking for an easier way in when a brief, dull crash sounded from the street. Harry and I looked up simultaneously, straining to hear in the darkness. A few seconds later, there followed a muffled cry. I leapt up and ran as fast as I could towards the gate. Behind me I heard the radio crackling. As I jumped up onto the gatepost, a motor roared on the other side of the road, tyres squealed and there was a smell of scorched rubber. A few seconds later, I was up on the post and jumping down onto the pavement. At the end of the street, a car’s rear lights were disappearing round the corner, already far too far away to catch. I looked over to my Range Rover and my wildly pounding heart seemed to stand still. Next to the left front wheel lay Hope on the pavement, motionless, her neck strangely twisted, her face lying in a dark puddle on the asphalt. Marlee was gone.
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Behind me, Harry jumped down onto the pavement. Without hesitation, he ran past me, breaking my trance. I followed him and knelt next to Hope.

‘She’s alive,’ he said, his finger on Hope’s blood-smeared neck, feeling her throat. ‘Where on earth is all this blood coming from?’

Carefully, we turned Hope on her side. Harry wiped blood from her nose, mouth and cheek with a handkerchief while I held her head.

‘Her bottom lip is split,’ said Harry, ‘but there’s no way that would bleed this much.’

I switched on my torch and shone it onto Hope’s face. Her left cheek was badly grazed but it was clear that most of the blood was coming from her mouth. She opened her eyes and pursed her lips in pain. Two of her lower incisors were missing. For a moment she blinked dazedly in the torchlight before asking, ‘Where’s Marlee?’

Before Harry or I had a chance to reply, headlights appeared at the end of the street. I pulled my pistol from its holster, leant my back against the left rear tyre and peered over the bonnet. The car approached rapidly. When it pulled up at the kerb twenty yards away, I recognised it. It was the Crays’ Land Rover. Bags in their hands, they approached us. They had obviously not yet noticed us. I holstered my pistol and stood up. The Crays instantly halted.

‘Marlee’s been kidnapped and Hope was beaten up,’ I explained.

‘Bartolli,’ said Emmett Cray scornfully.

Behind me, a mobile phone rang. It was lying on the roof of the Range Rover and with every ring it vibrated a little further towards the edge of the car. I picked it up and pressed the button to accept the call.

‘At midnight you give us the Picasso,’ said a deep, rough man’s voice in broken English. ‘I will call again at eleven to tell you where to hand it over. If you don’t turn up or the police are involved, you can pull the kid out of the Thames tomorrow morning.’

‘We haven’t got the picture …’ I began, but the man had already hung up.

Harry looked enquiringly at me.

‘We’ve got until midnight to find the Picasso or they’ll kill Marlee.’

Hope began to cough violently, blood and saliva running down her chin. I pocketed the mobile, sat on the ground and laid her head in my lap. Hope rolled up in a ball and began to cry bitterly.

Emmett Cray stepped up to me saying, ‘My daughter and I will do everything we can to help you. We have the picture with the cross of Brigid of Kildare, but we haven’t got the Picasso.’

‘And what’s on the back of the picture?’ asked Harry.

‘Coordinates,’ replied Cray’s daughter. ‘They mark a spot in Antarctica.’

‘We have to get Hope to the hospital,’ I said. ‘We can decide what to do next on the way.’

 

Ten minutes later, we were on the way to King’s. Although it wasn’t the closest hospital, Hope’s injured teeth would undoubtedly need treatment from a dentist and probably also an oral surgeon. I didn’t know if the closer Greenwich District Hospital had such an emergency department, but I was sure that both would be available round the clock at King’s. Besides, it was very close to Marlee’s house and it looked as though we’d need to go there too.

Harry and I sat on the back seat, looking after Hope who was sitting between us; Cray’s daughter was driving, her father following in the Jaguar.

‘My name is Lilian,’ she said, glancing briefly in the rear-view mirror.

‘I’m Nea,’ I said. ‘And this is Hope and Harry. I still haven’t thanked you for taking care of Marlee on Angel Peak when she was bitten by the snake and the Italians were after her.’

Lilian nodded but said nothing.

 

On the way, Hope told us roughly what had happened. She’d been at the gate when a car had stopped right next to mine in the middle of the road. Three men had jumped out and tried to pull Marlee out of the Range Rover. Hope ran to help her, but one of them hit her full in the face with a stick or club; after that she could remember nothing.

 

Once Hope had disappeared into A&E, we sat on a bench in the waiting room discussing what to do next.

‘I just can’t imagine Agatha really hiding a clue in Antarctica,’ I said. ‘The ice is constantly on the move and the snowfall and new ice formation would mean that a copper tube would just be buried deeper and deeper.’

‘There are no corresponding pictures either,’ said Emmett Cray. ‘There are paintings of all the other locations in which Miss Fynn hid her clues. She must have painted an awful lot on her travels. But there are no pictures that could possibly have been created in Antarctica.’

I looked at the clock; it was quarter to ten. In just over an hour, the Italians would call to give us the rendezvous and we were not one step further on.

‘Who is this Bartolli?’ I asked.

‘Ettore Bartolli is a Venetian art collector,’ replied Cray. ‘Unfortunately, he is also the head of a dangerous criminal organisation. He deals in everything – stolen art, drugs, people, arms – he’s got a finger in every pie.’

‘Please don’t take this the wrong way,’ I said, ‘but I have to ask: Did he hire you to look for the Picasso?’

‘No!’ exclaimed Sir Emmett. ‘I would never work for a man like him! I abhor every form of violence!’

The thought that Marlee was in the hands of a man like Bartolli almost made me sick, and I was furious with myself. This was the second time I’d left Marlee in the lurch; I hadn’t taken good enough care of her, hadn’t looked after her.

‘Perhaps one of the artefacts in Miss Fynn’s house has some connection with Antarctica, and the next clue could be hidden inside it,’ said Lilian. ‘A snow shoe or a sledge, or something of that sort?’

I looked at her in surprise, but then I remembered that she and her father had followed every one of our discoveries by means of the bugs.

‘That’s a possibility,’ said Harry, standing up. ‘But someone must stay here and take care of Hope. If it’s only the two teeth, she’ll probably be discharged after an emergency treatment.’

‘I’ll stay,’ said Sir Emmett. ‘I’m not much help against Bartolli’s men anyway.’

‘OK, thank you,’ I said, writing my mobile number on a scrap of paper. ‘Please let me know if there’s any news or Hope’s discharged.’

 

Lilian, Harry and I went back to my car to drive to Marlee’s house. I sat behind the wheel and Harry climbed into the passenger seat. Once Lilian had climbed into the back, I turned round and said, ‘I’m glad that you want to help us to find the Picasso, but I need to be sure that you won’t disappear with the picture if we do manage to find it in time.’

‘You have my word,’ said Lilian seriously. ‘I would never put anybody’s life in danger to steal a picture.’

 

When I pulled up outside Marlee’s house, Leo Moore climbed out of one of the black 4x4s used by Alex’s firm. I’d come across him a couple of times before. He had the strength and temperament of a bear.

‘Hi Nea,’ said Leo. ‘Nothing has happened yet. I’m going around the house every ten minutes but it’s all quiet so far.’

‘Probably nobody will come now,’ I said. ‘But we could still use your help this evening. We’re dealing with some pretty brutal guys.’

‘By all means,’ said Leo.

When I took Marlee’s rucksack from the back seat to find her keys, a wave of guilt washed over me and tears welled up in my eyes. The pictures of lilies had been the expression of a love affair and now one of them would destroy Marlee’s life. I returned the rucksack and dried my eyes under cover of the darkness inside my car.

 

By the time the Italians’ mobile rang on the dot of eleven, we had searched the house from the cellar to Agatha’s studio but found nothing even remotely connected to Antarctica. I took the call. The same voice as before said, ‘At midnight at the western end of Thunderer Road. Be punctual or the little one will feed the fishes.’

As before, the line immediately went dead.

‘All we can do is drive to the rendezvous and try to convince them that we haven’t got the picture,’ said Harry.

Leo and Lilian nodded. The next moment, the doorbell rang. I glanced out of the window and saw the dark green Jaguar parked behind my car. I opened the door and there stood Hope. Her lips were swollen and she clearly couldn’t close her mouth properly. Her left cheek was entirely covered by a thick gauze swab. Without hesitation, I took her in my arms and held her tight.

‘Where is she?’ mumbled Hope indistinctly in my ear. ‘Is she OK?’

 

We sat in the kitchen and told Hope and Sir Emmett what had happened since we’d left them at the hospital. In the meantime, Lilian searched for Thunderer Road on a street map. In the hospital, they had stitched Hope’s bottom lip, bandaged her cheek, removed the remnants of the two teeth and stopped the bleeding with a special fabric plug. She had also been given some painkillers.

‘The meeting place is a long way out in the industrial area in the East End,’ said Lilian, ‘right by the Thames. We should leave right away – if the traffic’s bad it might be tight as it is.’

On the way to the car, Cray asked, ‘By the way, how did you find my house in Greenwich, Miss Fox?’

‘Simple,’ I said, kneeling behind the Jaguar to retrieve the transmitter from under the bumper. My fingers felt along the cool metal, but the strut to which I’d attached it that morning was bare.

Anxiously, I stood up and said, ‘Leo, could you call someone at the office of Scott, Braddock & Walker and ask them to look up the transmitter’s current position on the Internet?’

‘No problem,’ he answered, reaching for his mobile.

Less than a minute later, I was dictating him the server’s access data, which Leo then passed on to his colleague in the office.

‘The transmitter is currently in Dulwich, moving southwards,’ said Leo. ‘That can’t be more than a mile or two from here.’

‘Marlee must have somehow managed to take the device with her when she was abducted,’ I said.

‘I don’t like the fact that the guys aren’t taking her to the handover,’ said Lilian. ‘Maybe they aren’t going to release her at all?’

‘Why shouldn’t they?’ asked Harry. ‘They’re only interested in the Picasso. Every crime they have to commit to get hold of the picture causes extra problems. Harming Marlee would be totally illogical and wouldn’t gain them anything.’

‘We have to split up,’ I said. ‘Some of us must drive to the rendezvous and try to explain to Bartolli’s men that we haven’t got the picture. Perhaps they’ll then release Marlee. The others should follow the transmitter. If they don’t free Marlee, we can try to rescue her.’

‘I’ll follow Marlee,’ said Hope firmly.

‘Me too,’ said Harry.

‘Then we’ll drive to the handover,’ said Emmett Cray, glancing at his daughter. ‘Perhaps we can have a sensible conversation with Bartolli’s people.’

‘Leo, do you mind going with the Crays?’ I asked. ‘These guys are brutal and dangerous. I’d feel considerably better if I knew that you were there.’

‘OK,’ said Leo. ‘I’ll be on the alert, don’t worry.’

He handed me his mobile and continued, ‘The man in the office is called Greg – it’s the first speed dial number – so you can check the current location of the transmitter from time to time.’

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘Sir Emmett has my mobile number. Please let us know as soon as you can how the meeting went.’

‘Will do,’ said Cray, feeling through the cloth of his jacket for his telephone.

‘There’s no time to lose,’ said Leo. ‘We’ll take my car.’

The three of them climbed into the black 4x4 and drove away. I handed Leo’s mobile to Harry and sat behind the wheel of the Range Rover.

‘Strap yourselves in – we’ve got some catching up to do.’
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Leaving London ever further behind us, Harry maintained telephone contact with Greg who was tracking the position of the transmitter on Scott, Braddock & Walker’s office computer. We drove south, passing Dulwich and Croydon and, shortly before midnight, we finally reached the M25 at Caterham. I’d been driving so fast that we were now only just over half a mile behind the transmitter.

‘They’re heading west,’ reported Harry.

I drove onto the motorway and accelerated, without the slightest regard for the speed limit.

‘Greg says we’re gaining on them fast.’

Hope slid over to the left side window and looked into the cars we were overtaking. There wasn’t much to see in the scattered light of the headlamps, however.

‘They’re behind us now,’ said Harry. ‘We must have overtaken them.’

I slowed down to sixty and pulled into the inside lane.

‘They’re catching up again,’ reported Harry.

Hope knelt on the back seat and looked behind us.

‘The van!’ she exclaimed. ‘That must be it!’

I looked from the road to the rear-view mirror and back again. A delivery van was approaching in the middle lane. As it drew level, I glanced into the cab. By the green light of the dashboard, I made out three men. There must be an extra seat between the driver and the passenger. When it was about thirty yards ahead of us, I pulled into the middle lane and accelerated. The next moment, my mobile rang. Using a mobile handset while driving may be illegal, but that was the least of my worries right now. I answered the call; it was Lilian.

‘The meeting went wrong,’ she said in agitation. ‘When we explained that we didn’t have the picture, they just dropped us. Leo tried to stop them, but they shot at us! I jumped over a wall, landed in the Thames and took a few minutes to get out of the water again, a little way downstream. When I got back to the car, Leo was lying bleeding on the floor and my father had disappeared!’

‘Is Leo alive?’ I asked.

‘Yes; he was hit in the left leg,’ replied Lilian. ‘An ambulance is on its way, and the police too. I had to inform them – those guys might have my father! I’m sorry!’

‘Don’t worry. We'll probably have freed Marlee long before they find out that you called the police. We’ve found their van.’

‘Someone’s coming,’ whispered Lilian. ‘I’ve got to hide …’

I heard a brief rustle, then the line went dead.

The next moment, the Italians’ mobile rang.

‘You have another twenty-four hours to come up with the picture,’ said the same rough male voice as on the previous two calls. ‘We’ll call again tomorrow evening.’

Once again, the man hung up immediately. Harry looked enquiringly at me.

‘The handover went wrong,’ I said. ‘Leo was shot. The Italians are giving us another day to find the painting.’

‘But we can’t just let them get away with Marlee!’ protested Hope.

‘Of course not,’ I said. ‘Obviously we’ll follow the van. Firstly because we probably won’t find the picture by tomorrow anyway, and secondly because I’ve run out of patience. We’ll rescue Marlee at the first opportunity.’

My anxiety had given way to anger. Bartolli took whatever he wanted by force. His guys had beaten Hope up, three against one, broken into Marlee’s house and ransacked it, kidnapped Marlee, and now they were telling us what to do so that they wouldn’t kill her – and all this to get their hands on a painting that was Marlee’s rightful property. I had had it up to here with these arrogant, presumptuous, cocksure bastards and right now I’d have liked to floor the accelerator, pull up alongside their van and riddle the cab with bullets.

‘They seem to be heading for the M23,’ said Harry.

I drew back into the inside lane, two cars behind the van. We left the London Orbital and headed further south on the M23.

‘They can’t be heading for the airport, can they?’ asked Hope.

‘It almost looks that way,’ said Harry, ‘although they’d never get through security with Marlee. Even if they threatened her into not making difficulties, she’s hardly likely to have her passport with her.’

But the van did indeed leave the motorway one junction before Crawley, heading west, directly towards Gatwick airport.

‘I suggest trying to free Marlee as soon as they stop in one of the car parks,’ said Hope.

‘Or we could wait until they’re in the airport, where the security guys can help us,’ suggested Harry.

In the end, the question didn’t arise, however, because the van continued westwards, past the airport. On this side of Gatwick, the traffic rapidly dwindled and the modern facilities clustered around the airport gave way to fields and small copses. We were about fifty yards behind the van when it slowed and turned onto a single-lane, unsurfaced farm track. It was no longer possible to tail them without attracting attention. I switched off the headlights, turned onto the track and followed the tail lights, shimmering in the darkness through a thick cloud of dust, approximately thirty yards ahead of us. We were doing barely fifteen miles an hour, but the Range Rover was being seriously shaken about.

‘Something happened!’ Harry exclaimed in excitement. ‘Did you see it too?’

Hope and I strained to see in the darkness.

‘It looked as though somebody opened the rear door,’ continued Harry. ‘But they’re driving on …’

Even as he spoke, the van’s brake lights came on and, the next moment, it swung round sharply to the right, lurching several feet into a field of wheat directly beside the track. Its headlights shone low over the golden yellow ears.

‘There’s Marlee!’ cried Hope, and at the same moment the van began to move again. Marlee was running as fast as she could towards the edge of a copse on the other side of the field, her hands apparently tied behind her back.

I switched on the headlights, steered the car into the wheat and floored it. With a snarl, all four wheels spinning, the Range Rover plunged into the expansive field. Ears of wheat scattered over the bonnet and windscreen, and dry stalks scratched the doors as we shot through the darkness. I was intending to put the Range Rover between Marlee and her pursuers, and was prepared, if necessary, to take a collision. In the skipping beams of the headlights, I saw Marlee briefly turn round and look towards us, but she kept running towards the wood, which was probably her best course of action.

A muzzle flash flared behind the van’s headlights; three shots in quick succession, but the Range Rover wasn’t hit. The guys were evidently shooting at Marlee! With one hand I held on to the steering wheel; with the other, I reached for the back-up gun at my ankle and handed it to Harry. Without commenting on the usefulness or otherwise of handguns, he took the pistol, racked it, opened the window and fired. The Glock’s report was deafening, but Harry hesitated only briefly before firing again. We were barely twenty yards from the van, on a direct collision course, when it suddenly braked and slid to a standstill in the middle of the wheat field. I stopped about ten yards in front of it, so that the Range Rover was between the van and Marlee, who was no longer in sight. She’d either reached the trees, or she’d been hit and was lying somewhere among the stalks of wheat.

‘Take care of Marlee,’ I said to Hope, handing my torch back to her. She opened the right rear door, which was facing away from the van, jumped out of the Range Rover and disappeared into the darkness.

Harry and I sat in the van’s headlights, which were fortunately dimmed by a thick cloud of dust churned up by the two vehicles.

While Harry was calling the police, the van began to reverse and, its headlights dancing wildly, distance itself from us. I turned the steering wheel and stepped on the accelerator, noticing immediately that something wasn’t right. The Range Rover was noticeably pulling left – the left front tyre was probably flat. The Italians hadn’t just been shooting at Marlee after all. The van had already almost reached the track when I stopped again in the middle of the field. I switched off the engine and listened to Harry giving the police the rough outline of what had happened.

‘They’re on the run,’ I said once he’d hung up. ‘We’ve got a flat tyre, but following them would be a mistake anyway. Let the police take care of them. Come on, let’s go and check on Marlee and Hope.’

Harry nodded and got out. I took a torch from the glove compartment and followed him. We went once round the car to check the damage, but apart from the flat tyre we couldn’t see anything. Hastily we followed the narrow swathe that Hope had cut through the wheat. It led to the edge of the copse. Harry and I switched off our torches and stared into the darkness. Hope couldn’t be far away – she only had a couple of minutes’ head start. About a hundred yards ahead, to our left, we saw a brief flicker among the trees. We switched our torches back on and began to run. As we approached, the light went out.

‘It’s us,’ panted Harry.

The torch was turned on again and Hope stepped out from behind a tree. She looked awful. The bandage on her cheek had come away and was only hanging on by a thin strip of tape, and tears were running down her face. Harry handed her his handkerchief.

‘We’ll find her,’ I said. ‘She can’t have got far.’

‘I’ve got an idea,’ said Harry, pulling Leo’s mobile from his pocket. ‘Perhaps she’s still got the transmitter on her.’

As I refastened Hope’s bandage, Harry called Greg in the office. After a minute he hung up, saying, ‘I’ve got the coordinates. Is the satnav in the car?’

‘Yes, I’ll get it,’ I said. ‘I’ll be right back.’

I ran back to the car to fetch the receiver. On the edge of the little wood, I stopped briefly to check if the Italians had come back, but there was nobody in sight, not even the police.

Back with Harry and Hope, I typed the coordinates of the transmitter into the satnav and waited. After a few seconds, an arrow and the distance appeared on the display. Marlee was barely two hundred yards east of us. We ran off, taking turns to call out to Marlee so that she’d recognise us and not hide.

‘She should be here,’ said Harry, stopping and staring anxiously at the greenish glow of the GPS device. ‘Perhaps I should call again. If she’s still moving, she could have got quite a long way further by now.

‘Hope?’ came Marlee’s voice from the darkness behind us.

We turned around and shone the torches on the trunk of an uprooted tree, lying diagonally across a little hollow in the woodland floor. A large hawthorn was growing on the edge of the dip, restricting our view beneath the trunk. Hope raced to the spot and lit up the thorny bush. Her hands still tied behind her back, Marlee was kneeling in the ditch beneath the fallen tree. The right side of her face was dirty, pine needles and thin twigs were caught in her hair, and her chin was bleeding. She must have stumbled and fallen a few times, running through the wood with bound hands and no light.

Hope slid down the edge of the dip, fell to her knees and wrapped her arms around Marlee. Tears ran down Marlee’s cheeks and her upper body trembled as if she had a fever.

‘I love you,’ said Hope, her voice breaking, then she kissed Marlee wildly and desperately, as if it were the last time that their lips would find each other. Marlee sobbed, but she returned the kiss no less fiercely, at the same time gasping toneless words that I couldn’t make out, and which were not meant for my ears.

I swung the torch beam on the ground, as did Harry. I turned aside and looked at him. It was the first time I’d seen Harry cry. In the dim light of the torches, tears were running down his cheeks while the rest of his face was immobile. I reached into the back pocket of my jeans and handed him a tissue, then I turned away and looked towards the edge of the copse. I could just see the flashing lights of a police car in the wheat field.

Once Marlee’s sobs had run dry, I climbed down beneath the tree, pulled out my knife and cut her hands free. Her jeans were ripped at the knees, and both her knees were grazed and dirty. Unhurried, we walked back to the edge of the wood.
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While Harry and I changed the tyre, Hope tended the wounds on Marlee’s chin and knees. We spent the rest of the night in a police station in Crawley. We told them about the Picasso and Agatha’s puzzle, about Chevalier-Caron and the Italians who’d been following Marlee since she’d arrived in London. Unfortunately we couldn’t keep quiet about the involvement of Lilian and her father either, although we avoided mentioning their break-ins to Marlee’s house, the Peacock Museum and Mr Summerville’s gallery. The Crays had helped us and possibly even saved Marlee’s life. It went without saying that we’d try to keep them out of bigger difficulties. Moreover, I’d make sure that not only the pictures they’d stolen from the museum and the gallery, but also the ones they’d pilfered from Marlee’s house would be returned.

Towards four in the morning, Lilian and her father turned up. Cray had not been kidnapped by the Italians. When the shooting had begun, he’d fled onto a nearby industrial estate and hidden there.

 

When we left the police station in the grey morning light at quarter to six, the search for the van and the Italians had been on for some time. We said goodbye to Lilian and her father and drove to Marlee’s house. Harry and I watched in silence as Hope and Marlee walked up to the house hand in hand. When Marlee opened the door, Frida trotted out of the hallway and wound herself around the legs of her ripped jeans. Marlee picked her up and waved to us. I started the engine and drove away.

After I’d fought my way through the Monday morning traffic into central London to drop Harry off at his flat, I drove to my office and parked in its underground car park. Then I walked home over Westminster Bridge. After a shower and a bowl of cornflakes with milk and sugar, I dropped into bed and fell asleep straight away.

At half past four, the ringing telephone dragged me out of a strange dream, in which I had been at Angel Peak once more, but this time with Anne. I was sitting on the rocky plateau near the summit, looking down on the jagged canyons glowing fiery red in the light of the evening sun. A constant, warm wind was blowing over the ridge, ruffling my hair. Anne was sitting next to me, saying something, but I couldn’t understand her. Her lips were moving, but all I could hear was a strange whisper, as if her words were being carried away on the wind.

I stood up and walked to the telephone. It was Hope.

‘Marlee has found the message in Antarctica!’ she said excitedly.

While I was still wondering how long I’d been asleep, Hope continued. ‘She wanted to look the place up on the globe in the study, and when she was kneeling on the floor to look at Antarctica on the underside of the thing, she spotted the message! A little hole had been bored into the spot on the globe, and inside it was a small, rolled up slip of paper. Because the South Pole points towards the floor, you can only see the hole and the slip if you look at the globe from below.’

‘And what was on the paper?’ I asked.

‘Lily in the Mist,’ replied Hope. ‘This message was encrypted too, with the letters E and S.’

‘From the compass points on the picture of the cross of Brigid of Kildare?’

‘Exactly,’ said Hope. ‘We’ve worked through all the continents now – this must be the clue for the Picasso!’

‘Do either of you have any ideas what it might mean?’ I asked.

‘Not yet,’ replied Hope. ‘Will you come over for dinner? I’m sure we can solve this last puzzle together, and that Harry will come too.’

‘When do you want me?’

‘Come as soon as you can – we’ve got a masterpiece to find!’ replied Hope.

 

I’d barely said goodbye to Hope when the doorbell rang. It was Scott. I pressed the buzzer for the main door, opened the door to my flat and sat down at the breakfast bar with a glass of orange juice. Somehow I was in the mood for breakfast, even though it was late afternoon by now.

‘Hi Nea!’ beamed Scott as he walked in. ‘How are you? How was your trip to the coast?’

I filled him in on the gist of what had happened since we’d last seen each other on Saturday. When I had finished, I asked, ‘Will you come with me to Marlee’s? Or do you have to work again this evening?’

‘I’d love to come,’ replied Scott. ‘I’ve got loads of time – I’m off till Wednesday evening.’

‘Great,’ I said. ‘I almost missed you.’

‘You almost missed me?’ asked Scott, standing up in offence.

I grinned, gulped the last of my orange juice and said, ‘Well, I might have missed you just a little bit …’

Scott stepped behind me, laid his hands on my hips and began to gently kiss the back of my neck. I put the empty glass on the counter and turned my head to the side. Our lips met, and I felt Scott’s hands push up my pyjama top and cup my breasts.
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It was already half past seven by the time Scott and I finally arrived at Marlee’s. Harry was helping Marlee with the cooking and Hope was laying the table. There was baked diced tofu with rice, accompanied by tomato salad with parsley and finely chopped onions.

‘Can we do anything to help?’ asked Scott, and that word we sounded really good.

‘No, thank you,’ said Marlee, her chin entirely covered by a large, sky blue plaster. ‘It’s almost done now; we can eat in five minutes.’

Scott had barely sat down when Frida jumped into his lip and curled up, purring. There was no doubt that she’d leave Marlee and move in with Scott just as soon as she’d found out his address.

‘How are your teeth?’ I asked Hope, as she joined us.

‘It’s stopped bleeding,’ she answered, ‘and the pain has gone off a lot. I just have to be careful not to chew there.’

‘Have you had any ideas what the puzzle might be about yet?’

‘I’m afraid not,’ said Marlee. ‘At first we thought mist might mean another plant, like the Persian gold, but Harry already checked that – there are no plant names that would fit.’

‘Well,’ said Harry. ‘We know one thing at least: If the picture is here, it’s very well hidden; after all, we’ve already thoroughly searched the house several times. So it’s either in a place that you can’t get to just like that, inside a wall, for instance, or else, which I’m inclined to believe, it’s not at all well hidden, but in such a clever way that we’ve never even noticed it, despite walking past it dozens of times.’

‘Marlee and I looked through the catalogues this afternoon for any of Agatha’s pictures that could show mist in any shape or form,’ said Hope, ‘but we had no luck. She seems not to have liked white much; it appears in hardly any paintings.’

‘Hmm …’ murmured Harry thoughtfully.

‘At the risk of asking a stupid question,’ began Scott, ‘is there anything white here in the house in which the picture could be hidden?’

Marlee and I looked at each other for a moment then we both jumped up simultaneously and ran to the stairs.

‘What’s up?’ I heard Scott ask in the kitchen, but I had no time for explanations.

As fast as I could, I climbed the ladder behind Marlee to Agatha’s studio, closely followed by Hope. By the time my eyes reached the level of the floor, Marlee was already turning the old-fashioned lamp on Agatha’s work table to one side. It was incredible how quickly she’d dashed upstairs! While Harry and Scott were climbing up into the studio, Marlee took the blank canvas from the easel and held it in front of the lamp. Like a bluish ghost from the past appeared on the white surface the outline of a lily.
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I lay on my back and looked up at the crown of a chestnut tree. Some of the leaves were already starting to change colour, but the old tree was not yet ready to let them go. It was the first day of September and, despite the blue sky and the warm rays of the sun on my face, I felt that summer was coming to an end; that autumn was at the door. I think it was down to the smell. The change was barely perceptible, but somehow the scent of the grass in the sun was no longer the same, and the lake smelled cool and fresh, as if warning you off from venturing in for one last time.

 

Harry and Marlee were letting the sailing boats glide over the rippled water and Scott was lying beside me on the grass, his eyes closed and his hands linked behind his neck. We had spent every night together for almost a week now. We no longer called to ask what the other was planning – it went without saying that we’d spend our free time together.

An orange Frisbee landed on the grass a few feet above Scott’s head. He sat up and spun it back towards a girl with a ponytail and freckles who was running towards us. She caught it, waved to us and ran back to her friends again. Scott grinned, looked at me and said, ‘Wasn’t she cute?’

I grinned back and nodded, without a word. Scott bent down and kissed me.

 

At four-thirty Hope appeared. She had spent the afternoon at the hospital, being fitted with her new teeth. Frankie ran towards her as she walked over the wide lawns towards us. We all looked anxiously at her mouth, but she just nodded to us.

‘Don’t keep us in suspense!’ I said. ‘We want to see your new teeth! Or aren’t you allowed to open your mouth yet?’

‘No, I am allowed to,’ answered Hope, taking great pains always to keep her bottom teeth covered by her lower lip.

Marlee stood up, put her arms around Hope’s neck and kissed her. Harry, Scott and I watched the pair of them snogging for almost a minute; then Marlee pulled away from Hope, saying with a grin, ‘They’re smooth at any rate; it feels good!’

Hope dropped her bag on the grass and tried to grab Marlee’s wrist, but she had already jumped to one side, putting a safe distance between them.

‘Just you wait!’ cried Hope in a severe voice, but then she had to laugh.

Her new white porcelain teeth looked great.

‘I’ll wait …’ said Marlee cheerfully.

Hope leapt towards her, but Marlee was incredibly quick. With astonishing speed, she sprinted away, but Hope was hot on her heels, Frankie following a few feet behind them. Marlee ran in a wide curve and came back towards us. She was still about thirty feet from Scott and me when she ran out of breath. Laughing and panting, she dropped onto the grass, turned onto her back and stretched out her arms and legs. A few seconds later, Hope had finally caught up with her. Panting, she sat on Marlee’s hips and began to tickle her bare stomach. For a moment Marlee tried in vain to throw Hope off, but then she took her face in her hands and pulled her down. Hope didn’t resist.
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