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JUST FIVE PEOPLE ATTENDED MY FATHER’S CREMATION. Other than myself and the young woman from the care home where he’d spent the last eighteen months of his life, two of them had never met Dad, and one he’d met at a barbecue. One of those who’d never met him gave the service; a brief put-the-deceased’s-name-here patter that meant nothing to me and would have meant even less to my father. I saw the event as a necessary formality, and declined the offer of watching his coffin (the cheapest I could get away with without appearing cheap) being conveyed luggage-like into the furnace for his cremation. Instead I got a lift back with Linda, who’d driven me to the crematorium in an egg-shaped VW Beetle. She was the other person there who’d never met my father.


I hesitate to call Linda my girlfriend, not least because it’s not a word I can use at my age without embarrassment, but as she seemed willing to get together every now and then for a takeaway, a film, and sex (not always all three or always in that order), I liked to think of her as such. Linda was the crime reporter for the Cambridge Argus and she’d driven me to the funeral because my ageing VW Golf was nearing the end of its natural life and being kept alive under protest, the mechanics saying the humane thing would be to have it put down. But then I’d have to give up a nice boxy car for something that had no angles and was fuel-efficient and aerodynamic, not to mention safer. Everything had to be curved nowadays except women, who’d been brainwashed into thinking that looking undernourished was better than looking like a woman. Maybe it was odd that this sort of crap went through my mind coming back from my own father’s funeral but I’ll leave any interpretation to the analysts who live for that nonsense. Linda, who happily erred on the side of curves, was in a rush to get back to Cambridge due to the text she’d received (and unashamedly read) in the middle of the eulogy. Perhaps it should have annoyed me more than it had, but I’d said goodbye to my father a while ago; the person now being cremated had, due to Pick’s disease, ceased to be the person I’d known. So there was to be no wake, no speeches, no reminiscing from old pals. What friends he’d had were all dead, and living in a care home with a degenerative disease alongside other people in a similar position had limited his ability to make new ones.


Linda was excited; I could tell from our speed and the breathy nature of her voice, which only manifested when the promise of an ugly crime reared its juicy head. My considerable efforts at getting a similar response in bed had yet to yield results.


“A fisherman has found a body near Grantchester. A girl,” she was saying. She overtook a lorry on the A14 dangerously close to the Cambridge turn-off, the result being that as she swerved in front of it to get over to the exit I was flung towards her and had to grab the handle above the window with both hands. Some stitching gave way in the left armpit of my suit, which I had last worn at my mother’s funeral and had since expanded into. The lorry driver leant on his horn and I started sweating despite the air-conditioning. Linda compensated for her speed with some powerful braking as we came off the A14, demonstrating the advantages of a modern car as it came to a halt at the roundabout. She grinned and patted my knee as she waited for traffic to pass.


Dropping me kerbside outside my office on Lensfield Road, she accelerated off in pursuit of her story. I shared offices in a converted Victorian building with various other sole traders who came and went, and currently included a relationship counsellor, a nutritionist, a life coach and a reflexologist. We shared a waiting room, which made for an interesting mix of people sitting in it at any one time. My clients tended to be the nervous types sitting on their own who didn’t really want to be there.


My third-floor office was empty, as Sandra, my part-time assistant, was making her own way back from the funeral, hopefully at a safer speed than I had. Usually I’m quite happy to have the place to myself, so my disappointment took me by surprise. Sandra was quietly efficient, but she was no shrinking violet, and you always knew when she was around.


I sat at my desk and, before I knew it, a lump constricted my throat and salt stung my eyes. The phone rang and I stemmed the tears with the sleeve of my suit before picking up.


“Cambridge Confidential Services,” I said, my voice all over the place.


“Can I speak to George Kocharyan?” An older, refined, white male voice.


“One moment,” I croaked. I covered the mouthpiece and cleared my throat. “This is he,” I said, hoping I sounded like someone other than the person who had answered the phone.


“My name is Bill Galbraith.” He paused as if waiting for me to congratulate him. “You were recommended by Pimlico Investigations in London.” I sat up. Pimlico sometimes referred jobs my way when they couldn’t be bothered to send someone up to Cambridge to deal with them, and I was keen to foster the relationship.


“How can I help you, Mr Galbraith?” I asked, in my best customer service voice.


“We have a problem with an, erm, employee of ours.” He stopped, unsure how to continue. It was very quiet at his end, no traffic, no ambient noise, nothing.


“Who is ‘we’, Mr Galbraith?”


“My wife and I. We have a domestic, a live-in woman, a Filipino. She’s disappeared with some, erm, valuables.”


“OK. How long has she been gone?”


“A couple of days. We don’t want to call the police; she’s been with us a long time. You understand?”


“Sure, you don’t want to involve them. It’s probably best if we meet.”


“Yes, yes of course. As soon as possible. Can you meet this evening?”


“That’s fine. Are you based in Cambridge?”


“In one of the outlying villages.” Cagey. Not a trait I relish in a potential client. “But I rather thought we could meet in town. I’m going to be in the city anyway.”


“Will your wife be there?”


“Erm, no. Does she need to be?”


“It would be best if I spoke to both of you together.”


“Shall we meet first and take it from there? To be perfectly frank I haven’t decided to hire you yet.”


“Fair enough. Do you have somewhere in mind?”


“You know the big hotel on Downing Street?”


“Of course.”


“Good. Five-thirty, in the lobby?”


I hung up before I realised that we hadn’t agreed on how we would recognise each other.


Sandra appeared in the door, still dressed in her funeral outfit, the same outfit she’d worn when I’d interviewed her for the job several years ago. She looked a little sweaty from climbing the stairs and although the suit hung a little looser on her now than it had at her interview she was nevertheless still large. She calls herself fat.


“Bloody hot for June,” Sandra said, appraising me. Could she tell I’d been crying? “Your car’s not outside. I thought Linda was going to drop you off at the garage?”


“She was in a hurry. Something about a dead kid.” Sandra moved to her desk and sat down with a relieved sigh.


“I didn’t get a chance to speak to you at the crem.” She removed her shoes and rubbed her feet. “Was that her phone that went off?”


I nodded, assessing the rip in the armpit of my suit; I’d have to go home and change before meeting this Bill Galbraith. Sandra didn’t like Linda, nor, it seemed, any other woman I tried to wrestle with, and she did little to hide it. Before she could expound on Linda’s failings I told her I had a potential new client.


“Something meaty, I hope.”


“Potentially. Someone who can afford a live-in maid, so there’s money.”


“Anything I can do?” I wrote down Bill Galbraith’s name and asked her to check him out and call me before five with whatever she found. She looked at the name and frowned.


“What is it?”


“Nothing. Seems familiar, that’s all.” She switched on her computer.


“I think I’m going to head out,” I said. “I need to change my jacket.” I lifted my arm to show her the rip.


She smiled, a smile like a ray of sunshine on an overcast day. “Shall I order you a taxi?”


“It’s a nice evening, I could do with the walk.” I paused because she looked like she was gearing up to say something.


“Will you be OK, George?” adding, “Tonight, I mean.”


“I’ll be fine. Besides, I’ve got the meeting with Galbraith.”


She looked unconvinced.


“I’ll be fine, honestly. Now do some research.” I could have told her that Linda would be round later to provide some sort of solace but I had a feeling this wouldn’t reassure her. I stopped at the door. “And, Sandra…” She looked up. “Thanks for coming to the funeral.”


She shooed me out.
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AFTER A NAP, A SHOWER AND A PHONE CONVERSATION WITH Sandra while I dressed in a blue linen suit that Linda had insisted I buy, I felt ready to meet Bill Galbraith. Since I didn’t have my car I inspected my dad’s bike but it turned out to be a rusty old steel thing in need of maintenance, and besides, I didn’t want to arrive hot and sweaty to meet a potential client, never mind ruin the suit. I decided to walk, which gave me enough time to mull over the information Sandra had rather excitedly imparted over the phone about Galbraith. A world-famous surgeon at Addenbrooke’s Hospital, he was probably more well known for hosting a medical programme on TV, following patients through from diagnosis to surgery. She couldn’t believe I didn’t know of him but the only TV I watch is golf and Formula One racing, both of which send me to sleep, which is precisely why I watch them. At fifty-four, Galbraith was apparently a bit of a sex symbol for the kind of women who liked to present themselves as discerning when it came to crushes on men, at least the ones they could admit publicly. This included Sandra, judging by the way she went on about him. Before I left I had a quick look at his picture online so I could recognise him at the hotel, and I grudgingly accepted that some women might go for that sort of thing. Galbraith had probably expected me to know who he was when he rang.


I arrived at the hotel with fifteen minutes to spare. A large soulless building with a huge fake portico, complete with pillars which I passed through. I found a seat facing the doors. I’d sat in this lobby a few times, waiting for unfaithful spouses to appear from the elevators. Despite the steady income stream, I was weary of that sort of case, coming to believe over the years that monogamy was an unnatural state where people were trying to force a square peg into a round hole, so to speak. Why else was an army of counsellors and lawyers (not to mention people like me) needed to deal with the aftermath? Perhaps my outlook was jaded because it’s all I saw, which is why I was keen to drop the marital stuff. More recently, with Sandra’s help and insistence, we’d found a new income stream doing background checks on potential employees for Cambridge-based companies. This was for senior positions where personal peccadilloes were seen to be a liability. Sandra had her own reasons for trying to generate more work. Since I could only afford to hire her part-time, and she was a single mother with two kids, she’d been working for a sex chat line from home to supplement the salary I paid her. But that was drying up with the free availability of porn on the Internet and she was left with half a dozen regulars who just wanted to talk about how their week had gone because they had no one else. So she’d left the sex-chat company and moved these guys over to a mobile phone she’d got specially for the purpose. I wasn’t sure how she was monetising her listening skills; it wasn’t something I asked her about.


I recognised Galbraith as soon as he entered, as he must have known I would. He was carrying an envelope and wearing a casual shirt, pressed jeans and deck shoes with no socks. He could carry that sort of thing off; I couldn’t. He stood in the lobby self-consciously and ran a hand through his greying blond hair, which was swept back and lay in soft waves on his head. I got up and introduced myself. He stuck out his hand, fixed me with his grey-blue eyes and gave me a white-toothed grimace to indicate this was business, not pleasure. His hand was cool and his grip firmer than expected – I thought surgeons might be more circumspect when it came to their hands.


“I’ve got thirty minutes,” he said. We went upstairs into the bar and he ordered coffee. “I’m in surgery this evening,” he said, explaining his choice. I joined him in a coffee; it’s always best to mirror the client in this regard. I didn’t put up any resistance to him paying and we found a table. In order to look professional I took out a notebook and pen and crossed my legs. He looked at an oversized sports watch and got straight down to business.


“So do you think you can find Aurora?”


“Aurora being your domestic?”


He nodded and put the envelope on the table. “Aurora de la Cruz. She’s Filipino. Her details are in there.” I left the envelope where it was.


“If you want me to take on the case I’m going to need a little more information.”


“Like what?”


“Well, for starters, did she go out at all? Did she have friends in Cambridge?”


“Only to the village shop – most of our groceries are delivered. And no, she had no friends here.”


“Did she have a computer, or access to one? Sometimes a browsing history can reveal a person’s intentions.”


“No, she didn’t have a computer. She used ours once a month, to Skype her family in Manila.”


“If you’ve come to me you must think she’s still in Cambridge.”


“Her English isn’t brilliant, she doesn’t have any money on her, or credit cards. She can’t have gone far. When I talked to Pimlico Investigations they thought it was most likely she was still here.”


“No bank account?”


“Yes, we paid her salary into it, but it’s not a UK account. All her salary went to her family in the Philippines. We gave her cash for anything she might need, and she used a prepaid card for household shopping.”


“Did she take her passport?”


He glanced at the envelope. “Erm… no, she didn’t, so she’s not planning to go far.”


“What about the valuables you said she’d taken?”


For the first time I saw a flicker in his expression.


“It’s nothing of any monetary value.”


I waited expectantly.


He gathered himself and sat forward. He was used to having control of any situation and this was no exception.


“May I call you George?” I nodded. He clasped his hands and studied the bland carpet as if gathering his thoughts. I wondered if it was a move he’d affected for TV. I looked around the room at the businesspeople, mainly men, filling the bar after a day at workshops or conferences or whatever else they did to make working life seem bearable and give it the meaning it lacked by calling it a career.


He looked up at me, ready for his scene. “The thing is, George, Aurora’s taken my briefcase.”


“I see. And what was in it?”


“It’s a little embarrassing.”


“Rest assured, I’ve heard it all before.”


He grimaced, not seeming to take comfort in this. “The briefcase contains patients’ notes – their medical records. It’s a bit of a problem surgeons have. We’re notorious for taking notes home with us to look at, because there isn’t enough time in the day at work. It causes problems at the hospital when staff need to see them.”


“I thought it was all electronic now,” I said.


He snorted. “Far from it.”


“So she took the briefcase with what aim, do you think?”


He folded his arms and sat back. A couple of young women in suits were staring at our table but I was acutely aware that I was invisible to them.


“Maybe she thought it had money in it. I don’t know. I do need them back, though.” It didn’t seem to me that missing medical records was that embarrassing, but perhaps to someone with his public profile it was a potential tabloid headline that he could do without. Maybe he just needed to check the cut of my jib before divulging himself; private investigators had been known to work for tabloid newspapers. I decided I’d give him the benefit of the doubt on the matter. He checked his watch and asked, “So, do you think you can find her?”


“Maybe, although there isn’t a lot to go on. Why did she leave, do you think? Did you or your wife have a disagreement with her?”


He looked surprised – or feigned it – and shook his head.


“If I do take this on I’ll need to talk to your wife. I’m assuming, given your schedule, that she deals with Aurora on a day-to-day basis?”


“Yes.”


“When can I speak to her?”


He hesitated before saying, “She’s away. Why not see what you can find out and come to the house on Monday, say five o’clock?” He wrote something on a card with a fountain pen and handed it to me. “Our address.” I glanced at it. An address in the village of Fulbourn. I pocketed it as he stood up. I stood up too. I supposed I’d just been hired.


I gestured at the envelope. “Is there a photo in there?”


He nodded.


“We should discuss my fees and expenses. I’ll draw up a contract and—”


He pulled a face and waved his hand dismissively. “Let’s keep it casual for the moment. There’s three hundred in the envelope to get you started – call it a retainer. The rest we can sort out. With any luck I’ll only have to pay you for the next couple of days anyway.” He paused. “If you do find her, don’t approach her yourself – she might be a little skittish. Just let me know. My medical secretary’s number is on the card.” We shook hands. He smoothed his hair as he walked off, nodding at the women who’d been staring at us, or rather him.


“I’m sure that was him. Did you see?” one of them said.


Feeling cheapened by the cash in the envelope, which was perhaps the intention, I picked it up and went to the bar to order a beer but remembered how much Galbraith had paid for the coffees. It wasn’t my type of place anyway.
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AT HOME I CHANGED OUT OF MY SUIT AND SUPPLEMENTED THE beer I’d had in the pub on the way back with a bottle from the fridge. In the back garden I enjoyed the tangle of brambles and weeds that used to be a garden when my parents had owned the house. My mother would be horrified at its state, but after her death and my father’s incarceration in a care home my wife Olivia did all the gardening. But since she’d left with a woman from her book group for a Greek island (not Lesbos, but it might as well have been), nature had taken over.


Overwhelmed with sudden tiredness I sat on a rotting bench and opened the envelope Bill Galbraith had given me. Aside from the three hundred pounds, it contained a folded sheet with a picture – a photocopy of a passport page to be exact. The passport was for one Aurora de la Cruz, a Filipino national who looked rather studious as she stared unsmiling at the camera. Born in Manila in August 1982, her photo was four years old, judging by the issue date of her passport, which would expire next year.


The doorbell rang. I let Linda in. Still in her dark suit from the funeral, she was hot and sweaty and had stale breath, but I was pleased to see her. She pushed past me with a plastic bag of groceries into the kitchen. I closed the door and followed. She was unloading a glistening bottle of white wine, a bag of salad and a couple of supermarket pizzas.


“Put the oven on, will you, I’m going to jump in the shower.” Following her instruction I took the pizzas out of their cardboard boxes and plastic wrapping and unbagged the salad into a bowl. I could hear Linda make oohing and aahing noises as she enjoyed her shower.


I’d met Linda via her husband, who hired me to follow her. At the time he was a Labour member of the city council and had come to see me, convinced she was having an affair. I’d dutifully followed her around town and into London but all I discovered was that she was vivacious and friendly, the very things, in my experience, that men found attractive in a woman until that woman became their main squeeze and they realised other men found them attractive as well. He became psychopathically jealous, unable to deal with the fact that she spoke to other men and sometimes even smiled at them.


Somehow she found out that he’d had her followed and dumped him pronto, but he wouldn’t let her go that easy. She’d acquired my details from him and came to see me about his continued harassment, arguing that, because I was partly responsible for her predicament, I should speak to him. I refused; in my experience of these matters, the only thing that would work was a complete break. He was calling her several times a day and she would ignore him for a few days but then take a call in order to plead with him to stop. Or he would turn up at her work and she would agree to talk to avoid a scene. I told her to move, preferably to another city, but she didn’t see why she should. Instead she moved within Cambridge, and changed jobs, telling nobody from work where she’d gone. I advised her to get another mobile phone, give the new number to everyone she trusted, but to keep the existing one switched off just to record voicemail messages from him, which she should never respond to under any circumstances. I hoped that her refusal to respond to his calls would send a clear message to him, which would, in the majority of cases, be the end of it. Just one returned call, even if it was a plea to be left alone, would give him the contact he craved. A visit by me would be a visit by proxy, and would just feed his febrile imagination with ideas about our relationship. Once a week Linda and I got together and monitored any messages on her old phone, mainly to see if he was one of the minority that didn’t give up, who became threatening and potentially violent. But his calls diminished over time then stopped, and when I looked into it I discovered that he had moved to London, no doubt to disturb another hapless woman suckered by the initial and pleasing over-attentiveness that harassers initially exhibit.


When Linda stopped being a client I realised I missed our weekly get-togethers and we formed a liaison of sorts which settled into her coming round to mine or us going to the cinema. I have never been to her place, nor have I met any of her friends – with whom she spends a lot of time – but it doesn’t really bother me, I don’t think. It is, as they say, what it is.


She came down wearing one of my T-shirts and not much else as far as I could tell, clutching her phone, which rarely left her person. The smell of the pizzas filled the kitchen. I poured her some cold white wine and doused the salad with dressing from a bottle in the fridge. She looked up from her phone, putting it aside.


“How are you doing, Georgie?”


“I’m OK.” Like Sandra, she didn’t look convinced.


“Sorry I rushed off this morning after the funeral.”


“You’re here now, for which I’m grateful.”


She smiled and sipped her wine while I took the pizzas from the oven.


“What’s the story with your dead girl?” I asked, slicing the pizza.


“Could be juicy. She was found at Byron’s Pool?”


“I know, on the Grantchester Road.”


“Yes. Dumped by the side of the car park, in some long grass.”


“How old?”


“They’re not sure yet. They’ve not even ID’d the poor kid and until any family are told we can’t publish anything.” She looked at me. “Detective Inspector Vicky Stubbing is leading the case.”


I concentrated on trying to keep my slice of pizza from shedding its topping before it reached my mouth while she peered at me.


“Don’t you know Vicky Stubbing?” she asked. I did indeed know Stubbing – we’d become acquainted on that unpleasant business with the bursar’s wife at Morley College. I’d sworn off taking cases related to the university after that, and thus far had been successful. I didn’t tell Linda that I’d once shared a condom with Stubbing but the sordid circumstances of that desperate liaison were such that relating it would take longer than the encounter itself.


“Our paths have crossed, as you might expect.”


“She can be a cold fish.”


“She’s OK once you break the ice,” I said, not sure why I was defending her.


“Must have taken a sledgehammer to get through that,” she said, studying me. I remained impassive. Linda smiled. “I like that you’re not a kiss-and-tell kind of guy, Georgie.”


“So do you think this is the big one?” I asked, steering the topic onto safer ground. Linda was convinced that because she was forty-something and still worked on a provincial newspaper, her only chance at moving up in the world (in other words, joining a national paper based in London) meant getting hold of a big fat juicy story. Not an everyday catch in Cambridge.


“Time will tell. It might be an accident, of course. She may just have drowned.” She drained her glass. “Jesus, if people could hear us they’d think we were ghouls.”


“We both make our living off other people’s misery, so I suppose we are ghouls.”


“That’s a bit dark. If that is the case, then so are doctors.”


“Doctors try to alleviate misery; we often make it worse.”


“Jesus, if you’re going to be a miserable bastard, Georgie, I’ll take my joie de vivre elsewhere.” She cleared the plates and I finished my beer. She stood at the sink and ran some hot water. My dad used to wash up, every night. This house was pretty much as my parents had kept it, untouched from the fifties, and a constant reminder of them. I thought about selling it, making a fresh start. In today’s market and in this gentrified area I would make a small fortune. I could buy a nice apartment overlooking Parker’s Piece, maybe even a small sports car like Galbraith’s. No, I would never buy a sports car.


I watched Linda at the sink before getting up to stand behind her, putting my hands on her waist.


“Are you wearing my underwear as well as my shirt?” I asked.


“Check for yourself,” she said, squeezing washing-up liquid into the water. I moved my hands over her behind, and could find no evidence of underwear.


“Hello, I think I’ve just found your joie de vivre,” I whispered into her ear.
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“SO WHAT WE GOT?” SANDRA ASKED ME IN THE OFFICE THURSDAY morning. It was a beautiful day, and going to be another hot one for June, but I was feeling out of sorts after a restless night. I’d dreamt about the funeral, except in the dream the crematorium was full of people, and when the time came for the casket to disappear it rolled the other way instead and crashed onto the floor where it continued to move towards the mourners who screamed and panicked and were climbing over each other to escape. I tried to stop the coffin but was carried along, crashing through people towards the exit. I made no efforts to analyse the dream, because trying to do so would lead nowhere fast.


“Hello, anyone there?” Sandra waved at me.


“Sorry.” I sat up. “We have a missing person. Or more accurately, a person who wants to be missing. Her employers say she stole from them.” I showed her the sheet Galbraith had given me, with the photo of the passport page.


“Aurora de la Cruz,” Sandra mouthed, looking at it. “What did she do? I mean, as a job.”


“He called her a domestic, so cooking and cleaning, I’m guessing.”


“A nanny?”


“There was no mention of kids.”


“What did she take?”


“A briefcase containing patients’ notes apparently.”


“Not much of a haul. Did you meet the wife?” Sandra asked, handing me the sheet and going to her computer. “Was she gorgeous?”


“What are you on about?”


“I did a bit more digging after I rang you yesterday. The wife was a beauty queen, once upon a time,” she said, pointing at her screen. “Miss Russia 1995.” I stepped behind Sandra’s desk to have a look at a picture of her. She was stunning despite over-the-top makeup and elaborately coiffed hair.


“I’m seeing her Monday, I think.”


“Bet you’re looking forward to it now.”


“So what has she been up to since?” I asked, moving to my own desk.


“Advertising deals, perfume, jewellery, that sort of thing. Did a business degree after winning the beauty contest, then moved to the Persian Gulf where she set up a business and met the dashing Dr Galbraith. What’s he like, in the flesh?”


“He’s aged well. I’ll give him that. A little too good-looking for my tastes.”


“He looks yummy on TV. So, any ideas on where to start?”


I picked up Aurora’s picture and looked at it, in case it should provide some insight. None was forthcoming. I put my feet up on the desk to improve blood flow to the brain.


“So, this is what I’m thinking,” Sandra was saying. “This Aurora, does she have money?”


“Not a penny. No credit card, nothing.”


“So if she’s still in Cambridge then she will have to be working. Either that or she’s shacked up with someone.”


“But why did she take the briefcase?”


She ignored me and ploughed on. “So, going with the fact that she is some sort of domestic then she’ll be looking for a cleaning job,” she said.


“Anyone hiring a cleaner would probably want a reference, which in her present circumstances would be difficult,” I said.


“Exactly, so she’d have to do something off the books, or cash-in-hand…”


“But where would she go? Who would she go to? Where would you go if in a foreign country and in trouble?” I asked.


“The embassy I suppose.”


“Not if you’ve stolen something from your employer.”


“OK, then to someone I knew, someone I’d built a relationship with,” she said.


“She didn’t know anyone, according to Galbraith. She hardly went out.”


“Then you go to your own, to someone who at the very least speaks your language.”


“Exactly. We need to find the Filipino community in Cambridge.”


“Is there a Filipino community in Cambridge?”


I took my feet off the desk as the blood had suddenly rushed to my head.


“Which organisation, in Cambridge, is the biggest employer of workers actively recruited from abroad?” I asked.


I let her think for a moment until she clicked her fingers. “Addenbrooke’s Hospital, of course. Nurses, technicians; I remember seeing something about them recruiting from the Philippines in the paper. Haven’t you got a friend who works there, a porter or something?”


“I’m way ahead of you,” I said, picking up the phone and dialling Kamal’s mobile number. Sandra got up, picked up her mug and then mine which she waved at me questioningly. I didn’t have time to decline her coffee as Kamal’s phone went to his annoying voicemail message: “You’re better off texting if you want a quick response.” Idiot. He worked funny shifts at Addenbrooke’s, fitting them in around his writing, so he could be either at work or asleep.


I switched on the new office mobile which had two SIM cards in it, one with a number we gave to clients, the other my personal number, something I was still getting used to having. Using my number I proceeded to tap out a message to Kamal, saying that I wanted to meet up and pick his brains. Sandra came back with coffee. Her coffee-making followed a path of least resistance that led nowhere particularly good. I suffered a few sips to avoid giving offence then stood up.


“I’m going to see what’s up with my car. The garage aren’t answering my calls.”


Instead, I walked up Lensfield Road and turned right at the Catholic church on the corner and as soon as I was outside Antonio’s I stepped in for a proper coffee. Unfortunately young people – bearded males and women with androgynous haircuts – had cottoned on to the fact that Antonio’s was an indie coffee shop and had occupied it, tapping at expensive laptops or pretending to read battered Penguin classics. I had advised Antonio to turn off the free Wi-Fi to get rid of these posers.


“Adapt or die, George,” he’d said. “Like you, I have to make a living.” Which explained the unreasonable hike in prices and the new decor and, to my mind worst of all, an actual menu which proclaimed Antonio’s Italian credentials and therefore his innate mastery of all things coffee related. I was disappointed in him, but still I came.


I nodded at Antonio as I entered and he handed me the Cambridge Argus from behind the counter. I managed to find a seat among the hipsters as they hunched over their laptops and iPads. Waiting for my usual, I calculated that a simultaneous raid of coffee shops in central Cambridge would yield a lucrative haul of high-end computer equipment. You could clear ten grand in this place alone.


The Argus had an article about the ongoing Cambridge punt wars. Rival companies were flooding the town with young, good-looking touts, male and female, all trying to convince the same tourists that they should spend a small fortune on a punt tour of the colleges with a historically dubious commentary from a clueless guide. Sandra’s son Jason was earning extra cash doing it. Scudamore’s were the top player in town but smaller enterprises sprung up every summer. If you had the capital outlay for a couple of punts, and recruited students to do the touting and punting, it was potentially a good little earner. Competition was fierce; one punt was found sawn in half at the start of the season.


The mobile chirped and I picked it up to read a message from Kamal – he happened to be free now and could meet me at Antonio’s. I replied to tell him I was already here and asked what he wanted to drink. After placing his order I read some more newspaper and watched the other customers. They seemed oblivious to anyone else, each wrapped in their own world. Two men sat opposite each other, looking at their phones, occasionally talking without looking up.


Kamal arrived to find his coffee on the table. He looked tired.


“I did a long shift yesterday,” he explained when I pointed it out. “Sorry I couldn’t make the funeral, my brother. How was it?”


“You didn’t miss anything.” I felt a constriction in my throat. “So, book sales aren’t enough to live on? You still need to work?”


“Ho ho ho. Very funny.” Last year he’d had a collection of his short stories published. It was well received, as they say, but apparently good reviews mean nothing in terms of sales. I’d read them out of duty: slices of life in which not a lot happens but much is implied. I enjoyed them but he wasn’t exactly giving Dan Brown a run for his money.


“The cleaners at a publishing firm earn more than most of the writers they publish,” he said. “Besides, I’d still work even if I didn’t need to. What would I write about otherwise? I see and hear all of life at the hospital, people are at their most vulnerable. You should hear the things patients tell you when you’re wheeling them about. And with the medical staff I’m like a fly on the wall. People tend to ignore porters and cleaners; it’s the perfect job for a writer.”


“That’s exactly why I want to pick your brains. I’m wondering whether you know any Filipino staff at the hospital?” He stroked his moustache, a recent accessory which in my view was an unfortunate appendage to his face – a view I’d shared with him freely and often, to no avail.


“I know a couple, yes. What do you want to know?”


“I’m guessing they have some sort of community outside work? Where do they hang out, what do they do for fun, that sort of thing.”


He nodded. “I have a bit of banter going with one of the nurses who works in the outpatient clinics. I could ask her. Is it for a case?”


“Not much of a case at the moment, but it’s the only place I can think to start.” We savoured our coffees. “Have you ever crossed paths with that TV surgeon, Bill Galbraith?” I asked him.


“No, he’s above my pay grade. They call him the Hugh Grant of surgery.”


“That makes sense. Do you hear any gossip?”


He shook his head. “Would you like me to ask around?”


“Discreetly.”


“Is there any other way?”
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AFTER AGREEING TO MEET AT KAMAL’S THE FOLLOWING NIGHT before our regular poker game, I walked over to Densley’s garage to see what he was doing with my car. Densley’s was incongruously situated in a residential area off Mill Road with just enough room for two cars out front and one in the workshop. If I have to pay money to businesses I prefer to give it to those with the owner’s name on the front; they have more at stake and will usually do a good job. Densley was fighting a constant battle against the newer residents who believed having a car mechanic in their midst brought the value of their properties down – something that hadn’t concerned them when they’d bought their properties. On the other hand, he had developers offering him huge amounts of money to sell up so they could build a couple of homes on the plot and call them town houses.


But Densley had been there thirty years and wasn’t moving. When I got there my car was up on the ramp and someone was underneath, tinkering with it. I went into the small cubicle that was Densley’s office. He was fixing a form onto a clipboard which he placed on the wall with the corresponding car keys alongside some others. I spotted my familiar key fob: a small blue Swiss army knife which Olivia had given me. He looked surprised to see me, which was my intention.


“Alright, George? Did we call you?”


“No, that’s the problem.” He laughed.


“So you thought you’d come and make sure work was being carried out on your car.”


“Something like that.” He stood up, his ancient office chair gasping after too many years of service. He was a gangly fellow who I’d only ever seen in filthy dungarees. “I heard about your dad passing.” I nodded. “Condolences.”


“Thanks.”


“He brought his first car in here to be serviced, a Hillman Avenger.”


“Yes, I remember it.” We stood for a few seconds, thinking our own thoughts until he gestured through the dirty Perspex window that looked out onto the workshop.


“Well, as you can see, work is ongoing on your piece of crap. Do you want me to explain all the different ways it’s fucked?”


“No, I just want to know when it’ll be ready and how much all this is going to cost me.”


“My dear George, I believe I advised you to sell the thing and get something relatively new. But no, you wanted to resurrect the beast. Unfortunately it isn’t old enough to be a classic, but is old enough to be a pain and a drain.”


We went back and forth like this until I got out of him a commitment to have it ready by lunchtime Monday.


* * *


I left Densley’s and walked towards Parker’s Piece. A group of young men (language students judging by their appearance and shouts) were playing football. Some teenage girls sat in a circle on the grass, heads bowed, thumbs twitching, engrossed in their little screens. When I got to the other side of the green and crossed the road opposite the police station, a bicycle bell rang urgently and I stepped lively onto the kerb. The ringing resumed and I turned, preparing to engage with one of those aggressive cyclists who go around in a constant state of anger, looking for people to gesticulate at. It was Detective Inspector Stubbing, who stopped by the kerb. She looked different. Maybe her hair wasn’t pulled back so severely and maybe she’d put on some much-needed weight.


“Stubbing?”


“I thought that was you, Kocky.”


We had last parted as George and Vicky but that had been in a rare and misguided show of sentimentality at the end of that nasty case regarding Morley College, which had involved both my father and her then boss, now promoted to pastures new.


“They haven’t got rid of you then?” I said, gesturing at the squat brutal building behind her, ever more anachronistic among the shiny new apartments taking over Cambridge.


“I know where all the bodies are buried.”


“I don’t doubt it.” I gestured at her bicycle. “I know public services are being hit by austerity measures but do detectives now have to cycle to crime scenes?”


“I see your levels of wit haven’t improved. I’m on my way home as it happens. Trying to keep fit.” I still struggled with the idea that Stubbing actually had a home; I imagined her to be permanently moving between office, crime scene and suspects in a state of continuous sordidness. Much like myself. I was about to tell her she looked fit before I realised she might misconstrue it as an invitation to engage in verbal foreplay leading to God knows what. We stood awkwardly for a few seconds before I came up with some suitable small talk.


“You have a juicy case on, I hear. A dead kid.”


“Heard from your girlfriend, I suppose. I’m surprised – I didn’t think educated professional women were your type.”


How the hell did she know about Linda? “I don’t really have a type,” I said, despite my better judgement.


“It’s anyone who puts out, I’m guessing.” She smirked, then prepared to move off.


“Shouldn’t you be wearing a helmet, as an example to the rest of us?” Hardly the devastating parting shot I was looking for. She showed me her middle finger as she sped away. I walked on, feeling annoyed with myself that I let her get under my skin like that.


To get Stubbing out of my system I went for a pint at the Green Dragon on the river then stopped for groceries on the way home. Linda’s car was parked on my drive. She was busy scrolling through her Facebook newsfeed on her phone when I tapped on the window.


“Can’t you leave a key under a plant pot or something?” she asked when we were inside.


“I don’t have any plant pots,” I said, ignoring her real question. Childish, I know, but if she wanted to keep me out of the rest of her life, then I wasn’t going to hand over all of mine in a big hurry. Part of me was happy with this ad hoc arrangement, but part of me yearned for something more.


“Hungry?” I said, lifting the carrier bags. “I’ve got fresh pasta.”


After dinner Linda filled me in on some more details regarding the dead girl, although they were scant. She was a teenager, although the cause of death hadn’t been established, or at least hadn’t been released. “This is according to Vicky,” Linda said.


“You’re on first-name terms with Stubbing?” When she just shrugged I said, “I ran into her today, or rather she nearly ran into me.”


“That’s nice for you.”


“She seemed to know about us. Any ideas how?”


“She’s the police,” she said, smiling.


“Hmm. That makes it sound like we’re committing a crime.”


“When it’s good, yes.” She laughed when she saw my face. “You’re such a prude, Georgie.”


“Is that right?”
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KAMAL SUBLET ONE OF HIS ROOMS TO PAY THE RENT AND HIS latest lodger was a pale young chap with wispy brown hair who nodded shyly in greeting as he squeezed past me to leave Kamal’s small flat. Kamal found most of his lodgers at Addenbrooke’s, advertising on the staff noticeboard. Nobody could afford their own place any more, even if they had proper jobs. This guy was a statistician or something, a recent graduate in his first job, or so Kamal told me as we went into his room. I sat at the two-person table under the window that looked out over Mill Road.


“Beer?”


I nodded and watched the street while he fetched them. Muslim men were heading towards the mosque off Mill Road for Friday evening prayers. The traffic was crawling at this hour and cycling commuters weaved amongst the stationary cars along the narrow road. I liked this road, the mix of people and the cafés and restaurants to go with it. Kamal loomed into view and handed me a sweating bottle of something from the Czech Republic.


“Cheers.” Behind him were floor-to-ceiling paperbacks on cheap bookcases sagging under the weight. He kept trying to lend me books to read, like Olivia had, presumably because he also thought I was culturally stunted. His choices were usually a better read than hers had been, which mostly seemed to have been written with the purpose of telling the reader how clever the writer was. He sat opposite and swigged his beer.


“So, I’ve got some good news for you.”


“Yes I know, I could tell from your voice on the phone. It’s why you’re not very good at the poker table.” He pulled a face and fondled his misconceived moustache. It was another poker tell that he had acquired with the lip hair and one I would keep to myself for a while.


“So,” he said. “I spoke to one of the Filipino nurses in Outpatients, and guess what’s happening this weekend?” He put the beer bottle to his mouth and guzzled.


I shrugged. “I don’t know. A beauty contest?” He coughed and spluttered, spraying beer all over the table. His eyes watered as he struggled for breath. “Easy, fella, it wasn’t that funny,” I said. He started to breathe.


“How did you know?” he rasped.


“Know what?”


“About the beauty contest?”


“What are you on about?”
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