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To Liz


“Assure me that I yet may change these shadows you have shown
me, by an altered life!”

Dickens, A Christmas
Carol.


Chapter
1

I WISH I COULD say that the first time I met Rory Brand I
knew he was a dead man walking.

But I can’t.

At that moment he was just another client eager to get me on
his side.

‘Dyke, thanks for coming,’ he said, pumping my arm vigorously.
I didn’t want to be outdone, so I matched the strength of his grip
and watched him react with a swift competitive grin.

‘Nice grip,’ he said.

‘Call me Sam,’ I said.

He was a stocky man a head shorter than me with cropped dark
hair peppered with grey. His actions were purposeful and confident,
his body language practised at being in charge. He had vitality and
life, like most entrepreneurs I’d met. He closed the door behind me
with a casual swipe of his arm, then directed me into the room, a
small airless office with two large windows and chairs either side
of a wooden table. I had the sense that he was used to people doing
what he wanted. Well that wasn’t going to work with me—not without
a good retainer anyway. ‘I hope we can get one thing straight right
now,’ he said. ‘Rumour’s a bastard in this business so nobody else
is to find out we talked, is that clear?’

‘I agreed to that yesterday,’ I said.

‘So call me paranoid. I don’t care. You obviously have more
faith in people than I do.’

His manner suggested that my opinions of humankind were in
fact of no interest to someone as important as he was. So I said
nothing. I looked out of the window at the blue rooftops of
Waverley, wondering what it must be like to live in a place where
your only concern was which colour carpet to lay in the
loft.

‘Did Carol offer you a drink?’ Brand asked.

‘I’ve drunk enough coffee to float a yacht, Mr Brand,’ I said.
‘Before I sit down, I should tell you how it works. I ask for four
hundred a day, plus expenses, with a non-returnable advance of two
thousand. I have a standard contract we can work to, but I’ll
understand if you don’t want to put anything in writing. I can give
you a full receipt at the end of the assignment.’

He laughed, an open-mouthed and full-chested affair, his eyes
turning up slightly at the corners as if astonished by his own
response.

‘Four hundred a day?’ he said. ‘You’re joking. I’m a
management consultant. I wouldn’t get out of bed for that. Here’s
some consultancy for free—put up your rates or people will think
you’re crap.’

‘They’ve had nothing to complain about so far,’ I
said.

He looked interested. ‘I asked around but nobody knew how to
get hold of a private investigator. I had to find you in the phone
book. Struck me we could help you with some marketing. That box in
the Yellow Pages can’t get you much business.’

‘It got you,’ I said stiffly.

‘Christ on a bike,’ he said. ‘Where’s your ambition? I’d never
have built up this business with that attitude. You’ve got to think
big just to stand still in my line of work.’

Irritated by his willingness to tell me exactly where I was
going wrong with my life, I took out my notebook and headed a fresh
page. I don’t know whether it’s their own guilt or a belief that in
some way they’re morally superior, but some clients try to pull
rank. I gave a mental sigh and hoped that Rory Brand wasn’t going
to be one of those difficult customers who wanted me to do
something he didn’t have the guts to do himself, then give me a
hard time for not doing it properly.

I said, ‘I’m flattered by your interest in my career
prospects, but that’s not why I’m here, is it? You wouldn’t tell me
what you wanted on the phone. So how about we get down to it
now?’

‘All right,’ he said. ‘Fair enough. This company is mine.
Named after me. You know what it’s like – you have to call your
company something, don’t you?’

‘It helps people find you in the Yellow Pages.’

‘Good point, well made. I set it up with my first wife, Gill,
seven years ago. We started in north Manchester then moved here
shortly afterwards. Hey – is this what I’m supposed to
do?’

‘What?’

‘Spill my guts while you write it down.’

‘It’s traditional.’

‘OK. So what else can I tell you? We’re in management
consultancy. Rather like your line of business—helping people who
can’t deal with things by themselves. As you can tell, I’m quite
passionate about my business. Can you understand that,
Sam?’

‘You don’t have to sell to me, Mr Brand.’

‘Oh that’s right. You need to keep a professional distance,
don’t you? Well the end of that particular story is that out of the
blue, Gill left me for Australia and the sunshine of Bondi Beach
and I haven’t seen her since. I can’t tell you what a blow that
was. She’d been shoulder to shoulder with me and I just didn’t
understand what went wrong. Still don’t.’

‘Divorced yet? Or just long-distance lawyering?’

‘The whole hog. Divorce with a bullet. A year after she left I
married Tara. Lovely girl. Could sell teeth to crocodiles. Works
with me in the business as sales director. I know what you’re going
to say—there was only a year between Gill leaving me and Tara
coming on board, but I don’t like living alone. I’m a gregarious
person, Sam. I don’t like going home to an empty house. You don’t
have to write that bit down.’

First rule they teach you in private eye school: Clients
always want to give you context. Usually more than you need at the
first stage. And I’d met enough of Brand’s type to guess what was
coming—something about a pre-nup, or perhaps he wanted me to talk
to some woman who was giving him grief, perhaps an old flame who
was on the verge of self-combusting and ruining his new marriage
with tiresome revelations about his sexual proclivities. To some
people in my line of work, rich businessmen were a never-ending
source of funds based on marital distress. Personally, and despite
the potential increase in my cash flow, I couldn’t take the work,
but for the moment I was here and, almost despite myself,
listening.

‘So you’ve got a good business,’ I said. ‘You’re making loads
of money and don’t get out of bed for less than four hundred a day.
What do you need me for? I told you on the phone that I don’t
bodyguard the rich and famous.’

He leaned over the table and stared at me with eyes that were
as still as a hawk’s, and about as friendly. ‘Consultancy’s a
dog-eat-dog business, Sam, with everyone scrabbling for money from
the same pot. The competition fries your eyeballs after a while.
Gotta win, just to pay the rent and the photocopying
bills.’

‘I only had to look around here to see your life was
tough.’

‘Don’t get me wrong, I love it. Gets my juices going when we
win a bid. Nearly better than sex.’ He stood up, as if he couldn’t
bear to be imprisoned by gravity. Then he turned and leaned over
the desk again and his eyes darkened. ‘But we’re developing a
secret weapon,’ he said. ‘And there are some people who can’t stand
that. They’re coming after me and my business. They’re trying to
steal it—with both hands.’


Chapter
2

I GRIMACED INWARDLY at this new information but kept my
features neutral. So it was intellectual property, or copyright
theft, or industrial espionage. What you might call the conceptual
side of private investigation—not my strength. Though to be fair,
two years in business and I was still trying to work out what my
strength was. When I found out I was going to brag about it in my
cheap advert in the Yellow Pages.

‘Who are “they”?’ I said.

‘I’m getting there. You know, I’m enjoying this. Talking it
over. Seeing it through your eyes, so to speak. It’s good for
me.’

‘It’s an additional benefit of the service I
offer.’

He looked at me sideways, then carried on. ‘So anyway, a year
ago we had just twenty-three people working here. Twelve
consultants, a couple of people looking after the accounts, some
sales and marketing whiz-kids and admin. We were growing the
company. Making a reputation.’

‘Hasn’t really worked, has it? I’d never heard of you before
yesterday.’

‘One-man businesses aren’t exactly our target market,’ he
said, rather tetchily. ‘Anyway, I suddenly hit the motherlode. I
had an idea for a new direction for the company. That’s what I do –
come up with ideas. When you get to know me better you’ll see me
doing that all the time. Can’t help myself. So now I needed money
for investment, which meant I had to go cap in hand to the people
who had it. Long boring meetings, ton of paperwork.’ His eyes
closed slowly at the memory—then snapped open. ‘They call it
venture capital—nothing adventurous about it. Dot the i’s and cross
the t’s till your hands bleed. But eventually we got
it.’

‘So you became rich all of a sudden,’ I said. ‘Life is
good.’

He ignored this. I wasn’t sure whether he didn’t get sarcasm
or that it was just beneath him to acknowledge it. ‘Let me tell you
something, Sam. Our target market is largely the people in human
resources. Ask them what they do and they’ll tell you they’re
“people people”. Unfortunately they know everything about people,
but nothing about computers—and they want to know less. But all
around them the world’s been changing. Manufacturing, service
industries, call centres—everything depends on computers and the
web. That’s the new battlefield.’

For some reason, this talk of battlefields made me think of
my dad bent double to scrape coal from the Thurnscoe seam. He used
to talk about fighting and winning against the Coal Board, and
there was always talk of campaigns and tactics and wars. It was a
language that pervaded our household. A battlefield to him was a
serious place and meant more than a few electrons whizzing across a
VDU display. I looked at Brand again, hoping that my disdain wasn’t
leaking out.

‘So what’s in it for you?’ I said. ‘If the people you want to
sell to don’t understand what you’re selling, why
bother?’

‘Three million quid,’ he replied coolly. ‘That’s the capital I
got for developing the software.’

I needed him to slow down now. He’d gone a step ahead of me.
‘What software?’

‘That’s what I’m telling you. Our new technology. I bought in
expertise from this geek I met, and when we got the venture capital
we set about expanding the company. We call the software Compsoft.
Because it measures competency.’

‘I guess that’s consultant speak,’ I said.

‘I saw a gap in the market. There was a need for software that
measured people’s abilities at work, then compared them to a
national database. I tell you, Sam, the night I came up with this
idea was bloody exciting. When you have a brainwave like that it
literally takes your breath away. I had to sit down or I would have
burst.’

I suddenly saw where this was going. ‘So this software means
that companies could tell where their folk stood in relation to the
competition.’

He smiled slowly, like a father seeing his child take those
first unsteady steps.

‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘You find out where the skill gaps
are in your own company. And then Compsoft lets you see where you
are against other companies nationally.’

‘You can track what your competitors are doing by looking at
the skills of the people they’re hiring.’

‘There’s a bit of educated guesswork, but you can make sure
you’re never lagging behind. It’s called competitive
advantage.’

He was too pleased with himself for my liking.

‘So three million quid does what,’ I said, ‘apart from giving
your bank manager orgasms?’

He lifted his arm sideways rather grandly, gathering in this
office and the people outside. ‘Ramped up the workforce. Recruited
a couple of dozen programmers and researchers. Designers. Testers.
Improved our image.’

‘I can see that. Your backsides get to sit on nice comfy
chairs. So how’s it going—what have you sold?’

His eyes slid away. ‘Well, nothing yet. The program’s not
finished. There’s a demo of Compsoft on our website. It just needs
a couple of months’ more work.’

I stopped writing and put my notebook away. I’d heard enough.
Brand watched me, his cologne filling the air with musk as he
breathed in and out.

‘What’s the matter?’ he said. ‘The dogged detective run out of
questions? Don’t just sit there looking superior.’

There wasn’t an easy way to say it, so I just said it. ‘I
can’t help you, Mr Brand.’

‘Why the hell not?’ he said, though he looked like he was
expecting it, expecting disappointment.

‘From what you’ve said, I’m guessing that you’re worried
someone’s trying to buy out the share of your company held by the
venture capitalists.’ He nodded warily. ‘I can understand that,’ I
went on. ‘After all, you’ve persuaded them to lock three million
quid into it and it might be a quick way for them to get their
money back. But what you’re telling me is pure speculation. Until
something concrete happens, I can’t help.’

‘I’ve got to wait until I’m shafted before you’re willing to
do anything?’

‘All you’ve got at the moment is the suspicion that you might
be sold out. But in this game suspicion’s not enough.’ I spread out
my hands. ‘People tell me I’m a pretty good detective. But I can’t
invent a case where there isn’t one.’

‘Even though I know there is?’

‘You go for outside investment, you run the risk they’ll sell
on their share. Have you talked to them?’

‘I don’t want to frighten them if I’m wrong. I told you, this
conversation is between you and me.’

‘Then I’m sorry, there’s nothing I can do right now. If a
chair or a person or a bit of your software goes missing, I’m your
man. I’ll chase it up hill and down dale. Until that happens, to be
honest, I’d be wasting your money. And while I’m not against that
in principle, the least I can do is tell you upfront.’ Sam Dyke,
the honourable detective.

He scowled. Like many entrepreneurs, he allowed a full range
of emotions to show in his face as an attempt to manipulate the
other person: this is important to me, so it should be to you. They
acted as though a display of naked feeling was enough to create a
commitment to buy what they sold. But I wasn’t buying
today.

‘What if I had more information?’ he said. ‘Something that
would make it easier?’

‘It’s not a question of easy or hard. It’s a question of what
I can do. I won’t take your money and then sit staring into space
waiting for someone to make you an offer you can’t refuse. I don’t
work like that.’

‘Right, a code of ethics,’ he said mockingly.

‘Plain Yorkshire common sense.’

He turned his head and looked through the windows at a ripple
of grey cloud that had been slowly advancing towards us, making the
room grow darker by the minute. As the weather sometimes does, it
seemed to reflect his mood. At last he said quietly, ‘I’ve got a
suspect.’

‘What?’

‘Got your attention, didn’t it, Mr Confident? Let’s say I know
that certain people have been in talks with certain other people,
who in turn are interested in having my scalp.’

His phrasing was way up there on the theatrical delivery
scale, but nonetheless I felt the question being dragged out of me.
‘Who are you talking about?’

He sat back heavily in his chair and folded his arms. It
struck me that he was actually quite frightened but I hadn’t seen
it before. He’d developed a good act to cover it up.

‘I don’t know who the bastard is who wants to buy the
company,’ he said. ‘But I know who set the ball rolling. Who put
out the feelers to see if anyone was interested. Who inserted the
knife between my shoulder blades and hammered it home with the end
of her expensive Italian shoe.’

‘Who?’ I asked.

His eyes turned towards me and he blinked slowly,
once.

‘My lovely new wife, Tara.’


Chapter
3

BEFORE I COULD say anything, the door opened and Carol the
receptionist put her head in. She was a woman in her early forties
with an over-elaborate dress sense topped by a swirl of dark hair
that became lighter as it spiralled further from her head, like
cream dropped into coffee. I stared at her in
fascination.

‘Can I interest anyone in a drink yet?’ she asked.

Brand looked up at her. ‘Shut the door, Carol. Don’t
interrupt again unless I ask for you.’

She retreated quickly and closed the door. I waited but Brand
said nothing.

‘You’re sure?’ I said.

‘It was her,’ he replied bitterly, lowering his head to stare
at the table. His attitude had changed. When I’d arrived he’d been
confidently in control; now he gave off a quiet despair, like a man
who’d lost something he knew he’d never get back. I found myself
beginning to feel sorry for him. ‘No one else apart from me knows
the things that she knows,’ he said. ‘No one else could have set it
up. You ever been married?’

‘Long time ago. It didn’t take.’

‘She run off?’

‘I don’t remember. Look, are you saying that Tara is trying to
steal your business?’

He looked at me severely. ‘Damn right I am. Do you get it
now?’

‘Why would she do it?’

He raised his hands and let them drop on the table like dead
weights. ‘Call me old-fashioned, but I thought it was your job to
find out that kind of thing.’

I sat back in my chair and looked at the people in the large
room outside. They were mostly in their twenties and casually
dressed in denim and tee-shirts. Hopelessly trendy. Behind them,
filling each wall, racks of computer modules stood with their
lights flashing, like Cubist Christmas trees. Cardboard boxes
containing more hardware were stacked in one corner. ‘Is she here?’
I said.

‘No—she’s in London, with a client.’ He seemed to make up his
mind about something. ‘Look, if it weren’t for the fact that it’s
Tara I’d be dealing with this myself. But this is too difficult for
me. So what I want from you is confirmation, one way or the other.
Find out what she’s been up to, who else is involved, what the plan
is.’

I looked at him for fully fifteen seconds without saying
anything. He took the scrutiny. Then he stood up abruptly and said,
‘There’s someone I want you to meet.’

‘It won’t help,’ I said. I was beginning to feel exasperated.
Clients who don’t listen are more common than I’d like, but this
one was beginning to irritate me with his unwillingness to take
heed of what was fairly expensive advice. I added, ‘Did I mention,
I don’t get involved in family disputes?’

‘You’re on the clock right now. It won’t do any harm. Don’t
argue with a client, Sam, you’ll never win.’

Without waiting for my reply he opened the office door and
was striding away. I followed reluctantly. I glanced around at the
staff. They took no notice of our re-entry into their world. Carol
the receptionist showed me a sample from her repertoire of frosty
glances as we passed in front of her to cross into the other half
of the office, which was almost empty. I gave her a warm smile,
just to worry her. ‘This is the consultancy division,’ Brand said
briskly. ‘Ah, here’s one of the people I wanted you to
meet.’

A slim woman with hair the colour of sun-dried straw was
sitting on the corner of a desk. Her head was bent down as she read
from a sheaf of papers. She looked up when she sensed us watching
her. Her appearance was a neat blend of geometric shapes: her eyes
were astonishingly round and almost transparently blue, set in a
face that was mostly oval but with two straight and prominent
cheekbones that lent her a serious, hard-edged look. Her skin was
smooth and appeared to have been recently tanned. She wore a sharp
grey suit that fitted her at every place that it touched her body,
which was lean and athletic and radiated energy. She held herself
at a slight angle and moved her gaze from one of us to the other,
calmly expectant. Her large eyes made me feel inspected, measured
and noted. What the judgement was, I couldn’t tell.

Brand stepped forward. ‘Laura—I’d like you to meet Sam Dyke.
He’s helping with that business I told you about.’

The woman held out her hand and I shook it. Her fingers were
so slender it was like grasping a bunch of pencils. ‘Laura
Marshall,’ she said. She looked around and said quietly, in an
amused voice, ‘Do you buy this idea of Rory’s?’

‘I don’t know enough one way or the other.’

She turned to Brand. ‘Rory, Mr Dyke’s being
diplomatic.’

‘That’s the first I’ve seen of it,’ Brand said, and took my
arm to lead me further into the open space. I shrugged at Laura
Marshall as we passed.

Two women in their thirties sat side by side at a long desk
looking down into purple Sony laptops and saying nothing. Their
fingers moving silently over the keyboards. An older man with
thinning hair leaned back in his chair, engaged in a long telephone
conversation that was evidently boring him. I guessed these were
consultants.

Brand led me to a desk where a large man in a suit the colour
of slate was towering over a seated woman with a stiff helmet of
white hair. They were talking quietly to each other. Brand walked
into the woman’s eyeline and the man immediately stood upright and
grinned at him with a mouth full of white teeth.

‘Well well,’ he said jovially. ‘Rory Brand comes to visit the
little people.’

‘Shut up, Eddie,’ Brand said. ‘Betty, this is Sam Dyke. He
might be doing some work for us.’

The woman glanced up as though whatever I did was of no
interest to her, so long as it didn’t interfere with the smooth
running of her own life. She had a face as thin and pale as Eddie’s
was full and florid. She also had a spiky manner that seemed to
match her appearance. ‘We’ve got those newsletters to get out
tonight,’ she said. ‘You have to go over them before we put them in
the mail.’

‘I know,’ Brand said, ‘I haven’t forgotten. How could I, with
you on my back every half hour?’

Eddie took this as an opportunity for a bout of laughter.
‘Got your number, Betty!’ he crowed. As he turned, I saw a pack of
muscle move in his shoulders. He was big, I thought, but he wasn’t
fat. He looked at Brand, grinning. ‘Don’t be such a tosspot, Rory.
Betty’s only looking after business, aren’t you, love?’

Brand turned to me, including me in the conversation.
‘Betty’s worked here longer than anyone else. She’s the keeper of
the flame.’

‘Loyalty’s a rare virtue,’ I said, looking at her.

She wore large round glasses that slipped down her nose as
she found some paperwork on her desk to sort through. She seemed
flustered to be suddenly the centre of attention.

‘Someone’s got to get the work done here,’ she
said.

‘What’s this then?’ Eddie said, nodding familiarly at me. ‘New
blood?’

Brand said, ‘A special project. Sam, this is Eddie Hampshire,
one of our longest-serving consultants. Don’t worry, Eddie, Sam’s
not here to steal any work from you.’

Eddie threw his head back and laughed again, showing the dark
insides of his molars. ‘Take it!’ he said to me. ‘Take it all! See
if you last as long as I have.’

‘You don’t look that old,’ I said mildly.

‘What’s that?’

‘I said you’re bearing up. Being a consultant seems to have
treated you well.’

Hampshire looked at me closely. ‘Are you saying I’m fat?’
There was a sudden tension in the air. Betty turned away; Laura
Marshall had come up beside us and looked on with
amusement.

I’d seen Eddie’s kind of bully before—the type that sets the
emotional temperature for everyone else through sheer force of
personality. He’s happy, everyone else is happy; he’s down,
everyone else has to watch their step. I didn’t like them. And I
didn’t mind letting them know.

‘You’re pleased to be here,’ I said. ‘Why don’t we leave it at
that?’

He stared at me bluntly for a moment, then allowed the
smallest of smiles to lift the corners of his lips. ‘The life I’ve
lived, Sam, I’m pleased to be anywhere.’ His mouth opened and the
laughter came rumbling out again, though there was no sign of it in
his eyes.

We turned to go, and I noticed that behind us Eddie stopped
laughing at once, as though a tap had been turned off. I felt his
gaze following us as we walked away and I wondered whether he
always found life so amusing.

Brand said, ‘Do you get it now?’

‘What?’

‘These are real people, Sam. With livelihoods. Betty’s been
with us seven years. The longest of anyone here. She’d be
devastated if anything happened to the company so that it had to be
sold.’

‘And Eddie?’

‘Ah, Eddie. One of our peak performers. Gives delegates a good
time on courses. Always out in the hills somewhere, either going up
or sliding down a rope. The delegates love him.’

‘You’re less keen.’

‘Let’s just say there’s only so much bonhomie you can take,
isn’t there?’

I’d thought he was tiresome after a couple of minutes. I
wouldn’t have liked to work with him day in and day out.

Brand walked me to the door.

‘I can’t persuade you, can I?’ he said.

‘I’m sorry. There’s nothing here for me. At this point I’d be
wasting your money.’

‘I wish I was as sure as you are,’ he said. He drew a long
breath and stared past me, a look of deep pain haunting his eyes.
‘Something’s going on and I don’t like it, but I can’t twist your
arm.’

No he couldn’t. But he should have tried harder.

The next morning, my telephone rang as I was having
breakfast.

‘Mr Dyke?’

‘In business hours, yes.’

‘Sorry to be so early.’

She identified herself as Laura Marshall, the blonde woman
from Rory Brand’s office. Her voice was cold and dispassionate but
held an odd tremor.

‘What can I do for you?’ I asked.

‘They killed him,’ she said. ‘They got to him and killed
him.’

‘Killed who?’ I said.

‘Rory, you fool. They killed Rory. He was found dead in his
office this morning. They’d broken his neck. I want you to find out
who did it. I want you to find out who did it and kill him. Do you
understand?’


Chapter
4

I FINISHED dressing and shaved without being conscious of any
of it. My mind was working overtime, trying to fix Rory Brand in my
memory. He was a bully of a kind—a perfectionist and a quick
thinker, an egotist who thought he could charm but was probably as
feared as he was admired.

I turned over in my head the thought that he knew there was
trouble. He’d sensed something rumbling and churning in the
background, but perhaps he’d misunderstood what he felt. He thought
it was about the business, but maybe it was about him. He thought
it was a commercial challenge, but perhaps it was a personal
threat. He was right to be paranoid, but he’d been paranoid about
the wrong thing.

And I’d turned him away. I’d got on a high horse that was
just passing, saddled up and rode off, declaring that I couldn’t
help. I thought I was being reasonable and professional, but
perhaps I was just arrogant. There was nothing I could do, I said.
Perhaps there was nothing I wanted to do. It was the kind of
investigation that I’d done too many of in the past, in Customs
& Excise, and had tried to get out of because they bored me.
Working the paper trail wasn’t something that I’d ever volunteered
for. God knows, there were plenty in C & E who just loved it –
tracking the bad guys through their VISA payments and air tickets.
Never getting their boots muddy out in the field. But I’d always
chafed at the bit when put in that kind of harness. In this
instance I’d given up before I’d even got started. Lazy, I told
myself, just lazy.

I avoided the motorway and drove the back roads into
Waverley, through Holmes Chapel and Great Warford, through the flat
Cheshire plain that stretches towards Liverpool and from a distance
is distinguished only by the gleaming white saucer of Jodrell
Bank’s radio telescope. The A50 was still swarming with commuters
heading into Knutsford and south Manchester, so I had time to
appreciate the frosted fields and picturesque farmhouses that we
passed.

Perhaps appreciate is the wrong word.

There are parts of Cheshire that represent exactly what rural
England should be, except that the driveways of the renovated
cottages overflow with silver late-model Mercedes and BMWs, and the
roads outside the schools groan with Range Rovers and
people-carriers driven by blonde second wives with a jewellery
fixation. I’d read somewhere that Waverley had the highest
percentage of Porsche owners in the country, and I saw most of them
that morning. Coming from one of the more deprived areas of
Yorkshire, where Thatcherite economics had slapped the community’s
face like a vicious bully, I found it hard to stomach the casual
acceptance of such extravagance. But that was my problem. It was
always my problem. According to my friends, I had an attitude
towards money and the moneyed that got me into trouble. In the two
years since I’d opened for business, half of my clients had come
from this part of the county, the other half being Government work.
You would have thought that private clients would be grateful and
pay up on time – but they didn’t get to be wealthy and live in
Cheshire by giving their money away to private detectives who
didn’t account properly for expenses or know how to draw up a VAT
receipt. No sum was too small to be haggled over. No invoice so
precise that it couldn’t be returned unpaid. No wonder my attitude
towards people with cash seemed sour.

So I hadn’t trusted Rory Brand and I didn’t trust Laura
Marshall and I didn’t trust any of the other inhabitants of that
cold commercial world. Not all the shoplifters in Harvey Nicholls
were doing it to feed a drug habit—I’d met the middle-class,
upper-income, jewel-encrusted housewives who’d done it for kicks,
so I had no illusions about who inhabited the moral high-ground in
this landscape. It certainly wasn’t white-collar workers with a bit
of an education and a nose for a deal.

Waverley is the poshest of Manchester’s southern satellite
towns, once given a sort of industrial grandeur by the self-made
textile millionaires who built the mills on which its wealth was
based, now made popular again by footballers with money to burn and
with wives or girlfriends who had a simple yen to boast a Cheshire
address. When you approach Waverley from the south you pass through
a suburban wet-dream—broad avenues of detached houses, each
individually styled, with pavements sheltered by tall trees through
which a dappled sun falls. Pleasant children in clean uniforms run
excitedly towards school, and polite builders with letters after
their names pull into driveways in white Mercedes vans, ready to
extend the kitchen or convert the garage into a games room. It was
probably only twenty miles from Crewe, but it was a different
planet. Waverley was pashminas; Crewe was scarves.

When I got there it was almost ten o’clock. I parked in the
leisure centre and walked to Brands’ offices. From across the road
I watched the police work their routine. Several Cheshire police
Volvos were already angled in front of the main entrance, their
blue and yellow check paintjobs vibrant in the morning air. When
the Scene of Crime Officers had processed the building as best they
could, they’d set up an incident room back at regional
headquarters. Until then, they’d cordoned off the site, blocked the
main entrance with cones and begun turning away delivery vans and
other tradesmen. An officer stood to one side taking the names of
everyone who was allowed in, even other officers. The crime scene
manager would be doing his damnedest to protect the integrity of
the crime scene for the sake of DNA gathering. The workers already
in the building when the police arrived would be questioned,
fingerprinted and released to go home one by one. There was nothing
I could do or see, so I walked up into Waverley and
waited.

*

‘When I find out who murdered Rory,’ I said, ‘you know I can’t
kill him.’

‘Some friend you are,’ Laura Marshall said.

‘I’m a hired hand. I’m not Fred MacMurray and you’re not
Barbara Stanwyck.’

‘Who?’

‘Never mind. A movie reference.’

‘Good day to make jokes. Tasteful.’

‘I’m sorry. You’ve had a rough day.’

She looked at me guardedly. I knew that look. It was the look
clients gave you when they began to wonder what you were getting
from the situation you were both involved in. They knew it wasn’t
money, though you might try to convince yourself that it was. As
yet Laura couldn’t tell what I was thinking, which was just as
well. It wasn’t good for clients to know that you were working on
their case because you felt guilty—guilty that you hadn’t acted
more quickly or decisively.

She’d met me looking red-eyed and weary. She’d said she
didn’t want to sit inside a noisy café, so we sat on a bench in
Waverley’s paved pedestrian centre. I guessed it was her way of
punishing herself. I could understand that because I felt the same
way. She’d pushed her hair into a blue beret and wore a full-length
coat made from what appeared to be Labrador hide. Now she probably
regretted the jaunty look she’d taken on for today – how were you
supposed to know it was going to be a terrible day? How were you
supposed to know what to wear when something like this could
happen?

‘Tell me what you remember,’ I said.

She looked down as if organising her thoughts. ‘I was driving
in to work when I got a call from the office,’ she said. ‘It was
Betty. You met her yesterday.’

I nodded.

‘She and Carol and one of the consultants, Mal O’Donovan, got
in about eight o’clock. Those three are usually the first in. Carol
and Betty because they have to be, Mal because he likes to
brown-nose and show the boss how hard he’s working. Apparently the
lights were on but there was no one about. Carol said Betty had a
fit because the lights seemed to have been left on
overnight.’

‘Carol’s the dragon you use to frighten away unwanted
visitors.’

‘Carol’s the receptionist.’

‘That’s what I said.’

She gave me a look in which I saw the whole horror of what
she was remembering. Her eyes were bottomless. I felt myself
flinch. She went on: ‘Mal and Betty went to the kitchen to make tea
and coffee and heard a shout—well, more of a scream, according to
Mal. They ran out and found Carol backing away from one of the
small offices. When they looked inside they saw Rory face down on
the desk.’

‘Did they touch him?’

‘Carol got up the courage and tested his neck for a pulse. She
used to work on reception in a doctor’s surgery, so I suppose she’s
picked up one or two things. She couldn’t find a pulse so they
called the police and ambulance.’

‘And they called you.’

‘I got there before the police arrived, but I didn’t have much
time alone with Betty and the others before we were ushered out of
the way and all the questioning began. One of the policeman said
Rory’s neck appeared to be broken.’

‘Tell me,’ I said, ‘were you surprised that Rory was in the
office so early?’

‘Not at all. He’s a bad sleeper. He often arranges meetings at
six in the morning. Or he comes in and gets his paperwork done
while the office is quiet. But I asked Carol if he had an early
meeting and she said not as far as she was aware. If he was meeting
someone, it was a private thing.’

‘So nobody knew he had an early meeting except the person who
killed him. I’m guessing that’s not typical.’

‘Not really,’ she said, sighing. Then, strangely, she
brightened. ‘Oh, and I’ve just remembered something
else.’

‘What?’

She lowered her voice and brought her face closer to mine.
Her skin was smooth, her eyes suddenly clear. ‘Rory was face down
on the desk, and his laptop was open next to him. Before the police
arrived, Mal told me what he saw on Rory’s screen.’

‘What did it say?’

She told me what the consultant had read and I duly wrote it
down without having the slightest idea what it meant.


Chapter
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WE WALKED BACK to the office, each of us playing back in our
mind’s eye what we’d seen and heard that morning.

‘So what do we do now?’ she said. Her voice was small against
the traffic. ‘I guess we should leave it to the police, shouldn’t
we? There’s even less point you being involved now than there was
before.’

‘You’re right. I can’t do anything the police can’t
do.’

‘So I should just pay you for your time and we call it
quits.’

I stopped and, sensing this, she turned and looked at me. Her
face was strained and unhappy but I was finding it hard to
understand what she wanted. After all, she was the one who called
me at home and had recently spent half an hour telling me exactly
what had happened at the murder scene.

I said, ‘If you want me to go away you only have to say so.
You’re the boss here.’

‘Then why do I feel like you’re criticising my
judgement?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe you’re feeling guilty. I know I am. I
didn’t particularly like Rory and I don’t like this place and I’ve
even got some doubts about you, but I could have treated him with a
bit more respect.’

‘I suppose I should thank you for your honesty,’ she said
grimly. ‘I’m not used to that from people I’m buying
from.’

‘I haven’t decided yet whether I’m selling.’

‘I was forgetting you had a choice.’ She blew into her hands
and thrust them back in her pockets. For a moment her
upward-turned, hard-eyed gaze under the blue beret, and her
attitude of forced hostility, made her appear like a schoolgirl
putting on a front of sophisticated cool to impress the un-cool
adults. It was a disarming look but I armed myself against
it.

‘I’ll go then,’ I said.

‘I think it would be best …unless you felt there was something
you could add to the police investigation.’

‘I wouldn’t want to raise your expectations.’

‘Believe me, they’re low.’

‘I could ask some questions, check out one or two
things.’

‘I don’t want to trouble you.’

‘No trouble,’ I said. ‘It’s my job.’

She turned away abruptly and we continued walking to the
office.

‘I want to go home,’ she said. She suddenly seemed depleted
and shrunken inside her skin, as though she could no longer
maintain the outsized version of herself that she used to deal with
the world. After all, she was still a young woman who’d experienced
a traumatic event. At one level, she was a poised and professional
business woman, but I saw now that much of her behaviour was a
well-managed front. The air practically vibrated as she strained to
keep herself together.

I said, ‘I’m sure the police will let you go home, as long as
you tell them where you are.’

She nodded. ‘They say it’s going to be the middle of next
week before we can get back into the office. I’m going to have to
make a lot of phone calls.’ Then she stopped again, and looked at
me with the still, focused gaze she summoned from time to time. She
said, ‘When I find out where the funeral is, will you
come?’

‘I don’t like funerals.’

‘You’ll see Rory’s friends and family. It’ll give you the
bigger picture. Where he came from, where he got to. That kind of
thing.’

‘Won’t the guest list be Mrs Brand’s decision?’

‘I doubt she’ll be up to much. Besides, anyone can come to a
funeral. Just don’t badger the guests in the church.’

‘I do my best work in churches. I’d have to rein myself
in.’

‘See that you do,’ she said. ‘I’m still not clear about your
role in all this. I worry that you’ll be wasting your time and our
money. But maybe we owe it to him to do something.’

‘Do you think so?’

‘Mr Dyke, this is one of the saddest days I’ve ever lived
through. I’m on the point of bursting into tears all the time. But
deep down I feel angry. I want to find out who did this, who
murdered him.’

‘Would it surprise you if I said I’d like to help?’

‘Quite frankly, nothing you said would surprise me. But who
knows, perhaps you’ll shock yourself, and me, and catch the
murderer. Whoever killed Rory shouldn’t think they can get away
with it.’

‘Despite my obvious limitations, I’ll do my best.’

‘I’ll bear that in mind,’ she said, without a trace of
humour.

She did up the buttons on her coat and walked on. We appeared
to have struck a deal. I shook my head and followed her down the
street, still wondering how she managed to appear human and warm
one minute and as cold as a mortuary slab the next.

 


By the time I reached Crewe the flow of traffic was against
me as commuters escaped for home, crawling in a slow evacuation
past the railway station and down the hill towards countryside that
was getting darker every minute. For an hour or so in the evening
of every working day, Crewe wakes up and gives the appearance of
being alive and vital, but it’s only the excitement created by
people glad to be going home. Their pink faces glow in windscreens
and against bus windows and over bicycle handlebars as they
hurriedly leave the bleak architectural muddle in which they work
and head for their commuter homes out in the green Cheshire
landscape.

But at least Crewe knew what it was for and had no
pretensions. Returning from Waverley, I felt I was coming back to a
place that was firmly planted – the metal and steel that
underpinned Crewe’s life as a centre for the railway and for the
production of Rolls-Royce cars gave it a ballast that Waverley,
floating free on a tide of new money, simply couldn’t
match.

In the centre of town only McDonalds was busy, with packs of
teenagers standing around dipping into bags of fries and shouting
insults at other packs. It was like a mating ritual from White
Fang. Kids trying to find their place.

My office is a room on the first floor that I let from the
furniture shop below. I have a separate entrance from the outside
and a key to the kitchen from the inside, so I can share tea,
coffee or toast with the staff. By now the shop was closed. Only a
faint security light was illuminated, tipping a faint brown glaze
over the sad sofas and chairs that the owner imports from Croatia
at a knock-down price and sells to people who can’t afford to even
walk through the doors of World of Leather.

When I started in business for myself I had no capital and no
loan potential, so I was glad to get even these humble premises.
Two years on, I liked the privacy and the sense of being in the
middle of town. What’s more, I had my name and profession engraved
in a semi-circle on the outside window, visible from the road. My
dad had always said that you didn’t make any money until your name
was over the door. He was a repository of sayings that he’d
harvested over the years as examples of the world’s predictability.
As I got older I was beginning to see that his reliance on these
truisms was a kind of defence mechanism, a way of explaining his
reluctance to have adventures or change his way of life. The
sayings explained the rules by which the rest of the world lived.
And however much he might have wanted to try, he couldn’t change
the rules, could he, so he couldn’t live the life he wanted. In
that way, it wasn’t his fault. It was a problem with
society.

From my computer I could access the Internet and claim the
phone bill as a business expense. I turned it on, and when at the
desktop ran a Google search on Brands. There were the usual several
thousand hits, though only a dozen for the management consultancy
based in Waverley. These were mostly press items that were
obviously PR releases worked up with a minimum of effort into small
pieces in the local newspapers; a couple of them were linked to
journal articles written by consultants in the company.

One of the newspaper items described the investment group who
had put three million pounds into the company for the development
of a specialised IT wing. They called themselves Champion. I
printed the article and kept reading. Two further hits were
interviews with Rory Brand in management magazines. Even at
second-hand, the strength of his personality hit you between the
eyes.

There were also several links to Brands’ web-site, which
described the kind of work they did, offered case studies of
clients they’d helped and included a page outlining the company’s
vision: ‘To be the best management consultancy in any discipline in
which we operate.’ It sounded exactly like the man I’d
met.

I navigated to the web-site for Companies House and looked at
Brands’ entry there. It told me nothing except that their accounts
were up to date.

I exited and switched off the computer, then sat and read the
article about Champion, the investment group. They were a
well-established London company with a track record of investing in
young IT start-ups. I recognised the names of some of the companies
they were associated with. They had an expensive address in a
well-heeled part of London. I thought it unlikely that they’d
murdered Rory in a crude attempt to recoup their investment before
it matured.

Then I thought back to what Laura Marshall had told me about
Rory Brand’s computer screen. The words Mal O’Donovan had seen
there seemed to make no sense. She’d taken a breath before telling
me, as if she needed fortifying before committing the words to the
air. But her tone had been level and matter-of-fact. ‘It was an
open Word document,’ she said. ‘Someone had typed a phrase using
letters that filled the whole screen. The message read, “Who’s the
daddy now?”’

We’d talked about this for a while but couldn’t make sense of
it. Brand had no children and, apparently, rarely saw his own
family. It sounded more like a bragging statement than a meaningful
clue.

I thought about Rory Brand and Laura Marshall and Betty
Parsons and Eddie Hampshire—the world they operated in was far
removed from the world in which I’d worked for most of my adult
life. In Customs and Excise you walked through drab corridors,
where bulbs hung naked from ceilings; where the tables and chairs
were broken from the legs up; where the walls were covered with
cork boards or flyers or government notices; where the people were
cynical, tired and contemptuous of most other people they met. Only
the adrenaline and the politics kept you going. When was the next
hit. Who was screwing whom. Who was brown-nosing for promotion and
who was likely to get it.

I’d worked for two years now in the commercial world and I
was having to change my outlook. I still saw cynicism and contempt.
But I also saw energy and optimism and a willingness to try. A
belief that a positive outcome was possible. A recognition that
human actions could have monetary value—that it wasn’t only
cigarettes and booze and pornography, concrete objects, that could
be traded. But it was possible for skill, conviction and confidence
to be bought and sold. I disliked Waverley as a place and Brands
for the kind of business it was, fattening itself on the failure of
companies to understand what they were doing. And once I’d got out
of C & E I’d promised myself that I wouldn’t get involved again
in corporate politics and big company disputes – after all, there
were plenty of worthy individuals who needed the services of an
upright, experienced and honest investigator, weren’t
there?

But it wasn’t as simple as that. To eat you had to go where
the money was. And because I turned up my nose at divorce work, I
had slashed my potential client list in half.

So I had to work in the business environment. It was not only
churlish, but foolish, to spurn the corporate coin. I’d learned to
suck up my pride and live with it. Sam Dyke, practical
detective.

And then a strange thing had happened. Working on a case
involving deceit and fraud by a company director in central
Manchester, I suddenly found that I understood how business worked.
That it was built on relationships between people, not on the value
of a commercial transaction. And in a development that I didn’t see
coming, it reminded me of the culture that I came from, the
northern mining towns where a man’s value was seen in what he did,
not what he owned or where he took his holidays. I’d never had that
experience—the sense that what you did as a profession could give
dignity and pride by itself. I’d been a gatekeeper for most of my
life, preventing the illegal passage of goods that were without any
value except that given to them by society. Finally I’d realised
that I’d become a private detective for two reasons: first, there
was nothing else I could do after C&E.

Secondly, and most importantly, I had to do it if I was to
look myself in the eye each time I shaved.
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ON THE WEDNESDAY of the following week, I drove out to the
church in Knutsford where Rory Brand’s funeral was to be held. I
parked at a distance from the other mourners, feeling uneasy about
turning up without a formal invitation.

The last funeral I’d been to was almost three years ago. When
my father had been cremated there’d been a gathering of nearly a
hundred people, each one of whom had something good they wanted to
tell me about him. It hadn’t helped. I still remembered the bleak
emptiness that had settled in my stomach that morning and took the
best part of a year to ease away. Despite a couple of opportunities
I hadn’t been to a funeral since, so this was a big test of
commitment for me.

It was a barren, windy day and brown leaves swirled like lost
souls up and down the pathways that criss-crossed the burial plots.
When Laura Marshall rang to tell me the arrangements, she sounded
confident and back in control, as though Brand’s death had been a
minor derailment and not a major catastrophe. I wondered what it
would take to get behind her calm, superior façade, to touch an
emotion and make it bleed. But now I was here I found myself rather
looking forward to seeing her again.

The church was a small gothic relic that was larger than it
appeared from outside, its wooden support beams arching upwards
into a roof that had been newly renovated, according to an
exhibition panel inside the entrance. I sat at the back on a hard
pew, next to people I assumed were friends rather than relatives.
They shuffled along the bench, making space for me with those blank
but sympathetic faces people reserve for public sorrow.

On the front row itself, I noticed a tall, elegant woman with
red hair sitting next to a group of elderly people I took to be the
inner circle of Rory’s family. Aunts, uncles, sisters, brothers.
I’d been told his parents were dead. I guessed that the woman with
red hair would be his wife, Tara. Several people around me cried
quietly into handkerchiefs. Their sniffles were caught by the still
air of the church and echoed on and on, becoming a mournful
underlying soundtrack to the funeral.

A windswept lady vicar stood before us and smiled
reassuringly. Her voice contained the calming banality expected in
these circumstances, a rise and fall that soothed and put Brand’s
death in the context of its equal and opposite, life.

‘Rory Brand was a man for all seasons,’ she said. ‘Talking to
his friends and family, it’s obvious that there were many sides to
this man: businessman, husband, playmate, friend. Everyone knew
Rory for his energy, his willingness to take risks, and his ability
to say, and do, the unsayable and the undoable.’

I looked around at the congregation. None of them seemed
surprised by this description of the man they knew. Rory must have
worked his charm on all of them at some time.

The vicar carried on in this vein for ten minutes, then
introduced a young man, Brand’s nephew, who gave a short reading
from a book of poetry. His voice cracked more from nervousness, I
thought, than emotion.

Afterwards we sang a couple of hymns, then the pall-bearers
stood and gently guided the trolley carrying the coffin back out of
the church, like hospital porters performing one last duty with a
stretchered patient. We stood and watched as it rattled out of the
nave towards the huge wooden door, which was suddenly opened as the
coffin approached, admitting a blast of cold air into the
church.

At the end of the ceremony Tara, Rory’s widow, stood and
turned into the aisle, walking towards me. She kept herself upright
and her face almost completely still as she walked past. Though her
eyelids were swollen and her cheeks raw, there were no tears in her
eyes. Perhaps she’d gone past that stage. Perhaps she was focused
on revenge, or the next business meeting. But her manner suggested
that she knew we were all watching her. The rest of the
congregation stood and began to shuffle out in rows. I also stood
and waited for my turn. Laura Marshall was in the line, and she
lifted her blonde head slightly towards me as she filed past,
offering nothing with her eyes. Unlike Tara, she’d been crying. Her
emotions had finally surfaced, but only at a time and place where
they were sanctioned.

And I thought Tara Brand had managed the event quite well,
given the shock she must have had. She’d held herself together, not
giving way to loud tears or throwing wild tantrums. She was
measured, calm, almost stately. She’d put on a first class
performance.

After all, it’s not every day you attend the funeral of your
second husband and turn to meet your first—me—staring at you
open-mouthed with a look of disbelief on his face.
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THE CONGREGATION moved carefully through the headstones to a
distant part of the graveyard. There was now a slight rain and the
silence was broken by the riffle of umbrellas being shaken out and
raised. I looked around but no one was looking at me. Why would
they? They hadn’t felt the earthquake that I’d just swallowed and
which was still giving off little aftershocks like acid gas in my
chest.

At the graveside the vicar said a few more words that were
carried off by the wind, and then the pall bearers lowered the
coffin on straps into its hole. Two of the pall-bearers went
amongst the mourners offering woven baskets containing rose petals.
Some of the older women seized crispy handfuls and went to the
graveside to throw them in. Brand’s extended family seemed to be
everywhere, bulky men with short-cropped steel-grey hair and blowsy
middle-aged women whose heads leaned forward with the weight of
their mascara. Now the main event was over, they stood around in
groups smoking Silk Cut and discussing travel arrangements back to
town. A pair of blond children raced unhindered around the
graveyard, playing loud hide-and-seek behind the
headstones.

I found Laura Marshall and stood next to her. She looked up
at me clearly exhausted, though there was a kind of determination
glinting in the corners of her eyes. I was liking her more and
more. She leaned towards me.

‘I didn’t think you’d come.’

‘You asked me to.’

‘Do you always do what people ask?’

‘Almost never.’

‘That’s what I thought.’

We stood for a moment and watched people drift away, pulling
their collars up against the rain. I breathed deeply and inhaled
the ozone.

‘I should get back,’ Laura said. ‘There are some things I’ve
got to sort out in the office.’

Suddenly I didn’t want her to leave. ‘Anyone here I should
know about?’ I said. ‘Anyone from the company?’

‘Well you saw Tara.’

‘Yes ... ’

I didn’t seem capable of adding anything else. I was only
just beginning to function properly again after seeing her in the
church. Thankfully, Laura carried on without giving me a second
glance.

‘She seems to be bearing up,’ she said. ‘I saw her the night
she came back from London. She was wiped out. She seems to be doing
better now. And one or two of the directors made it. That man over
there with the ginger hair– ’

‘The one who looks like he’d prefer to be propping up a
bar?’

‘ –
that’s Derek Evans, the Finance Director. Lives
and breathes for a deal. Just watch him screw those suppliers until
they bleed. He and Rory didn’t really get on. Rory didn’t
understand money, which always exasperates people in
Finance.’

Evans had remained in the church doorway, and was moving from
foot to foot and blowing into his hands. Like most of us, he wore a
full-length dark overcoat but it looked a couple of sizes too big.
His hair was thinning on top and he compensated by growing large
sideburns that came below the bottom of his ears but didn’t travel
far enough to join and make the full beard. He glanced in our
direction, then went back to staring ahead and warming his hands
with his breath.

‘He looks miserable,’ I said. ‘Perhaps he liked Rory deep
down.’

‘His being here is just a professional courtesy. Don’t be
fooled. He won’t be feeling much one way or the other right now.
He’ll be calculating the profit and loss associated with losing the
head of your company. The damage to our reputation, that kind of
thing.’

‘He sounds focused, as we used to say.’

‘He’s being a right pain at the moment, because the other
directors want me to take more responsibility and he fancies it
himself. He keeps dropping unsubtle hints. Oh God, now he’s coming
over.’

Evans approached, rubbing his hands together.

‘How much do you think this little lot cost?’ he said. ‘Take
into account all the ballyhoo back at Tara’s now, I’d say several
thousand pounds, thank you very much. Waste of money pure and
simple. Come in naked and go out naked, that’s my
motto.’

‘It’s something to do with respect,’ Laura said.

Evans seemed to ignore her jibe. ‘Didn’t think you’d be
here,’ he said. His eyes raked over me briefly but saw nothing
worth commenting on. ‘Lot of work to do now. Some big money coming
in, thank you very much. What did you pay for that coat, by the
way? Good colour. Might get one for the missus.’

Laura was irritated. ‘Why wouldn’t I be here? What did you
expect me to do? Sit at my desk and knock out some more advertising
brochures?’

‘Now don’t fly off your famous handle. I just thought you
might find it too much.’

‘Think again, Derek. I’ve had to cope with funerals
before.’

‘So it seems. I’m sorry, do I know you?’

This last comment was directed, finally, towards me, as
though I were a persistent buzz in his ear that he eventually had
to deal with. The wind gusted suddenly and one of his hands leapt
from its pocket and firmly stroked a ginger lock back into place,
like a magician hypnotising a dove with a pass of his
hand.

‘We haven’t been formally introduced,’ I said.

‘Oh.’ He waited, expecting more. I let him wait for a while,
during which he glanced briefly at Laura.

‘I’m Sam Dyke,’ I said finally. ‘I was about to take on some
project work for Mr Brand.’

His eyes widened and he nodded slowly. ‘I see. Will it ...
you know?’

‘Carry on?’ I pursed my lips speculatively. ‘It’s yet to be
decided. Miss Marshall and I have some difficult negotiations to
work through.’

‘I see. Laura, when we’re back in the office I need to speak
to you.’

‘Of course,’ Laura said. ‘Take a ticket and get in the
queue.’

He saw he wasn’t going to get much joy from us. With a nod,
he wandered away and headed back to his car, a hunched figure
slightly below average height who looked and acted
friendless.

‘Well,’ I said to Laura. ‘I like a man with his values in
place. Anyone else here I should know about?’

‘Not now,’ she said. Then she turned to face me full on. ‘Tell
me, you were going to take this case anyway, weren’t you? It didn’t
matter what I said to you.’

‘I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Oh don’t. You like to be tough and the big man, but you don’t
fool anybody. You’re rude and a bit direct, but the fact that Rory
was murdered has really pissed you off. I think there’s a part of
you that feels responsible, as if you could’ve done something about
it.’

‘You think I should have done something?’

‘How could you? I warned you against getting involved. If
anyone should feel responsible, it’s me.’

‘No one could have predicted what happened,’ I said. ‘Don’t
blame yourself for what you can’t anticipate. Old Chinese
proverb.’

She opened her mouth to say something but thought better of
it and instead blew her nose.

There was no one left at the graveside now. Even the vicar
had walked past us with a small, collegiate smile before
re-entering the church. I turned and headed back to my car. Laura
Marshall walked with me, carefully placing each foot in front of
the other on the rutted path, like an elegant if rather sombre
tightrope walker. Everything she did radiated misery and I felt an
unprofessional urge to make her feel better.

‘I’ll send you a rate card,’ I said, listening distantly to
the sound of my own voice and thinking again about Tara’s face as
she walked past me. ‘Who’s going to be paying?’

‘I’ll work it out.’

‘Is this going to get you in trouble? Don’t you need agreement
from the directors for this kind of expense?’

‘Don’t worry about me. I’m a big girl. I’ve got the budget to
spend on this if I want.’ She sounded irritated so I said no
more.

I watched her walk away from me and climb into her car, a
black Saab with a soft top. It barely sagged as she dropped heavily
into the driver’s seat and rested her head on the wheel. I felt a
compulsion to turn and go back into the churchyard to hunt for
Tara, but caught myself and instead walked away from the church and
the mourners, looking neither right nor left in case there was
anyone watching who might see the look on my face.
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I’D BEEN TOLD that the Brands had moved into a converted
chapel shortly after they were married and spent most of the last
two years re-decorating. The following afternoon I drove there
through a light misty drizzle that was more like solidified vapour
than actual rain.

I wanted to talk to Tara. I couldn’t carry on investigating
the murder of her husband without her knowledge – it felt devious.
On the other hand, I didn’t know what exactly I’d say to her. Rory
had said she was involved in a plot to sell his company from under
him. Is that what I wanted to tell Tara Brand to her face? And
still expect her to keep me on the job? I wasn’t looking forward to
the prospect.

The chapel was closer to country than town, beyond the
suburban sprawl and into the gentle hills and valleys of the
Cheshire hinterland. The traffic was thin out here, where you began
to move away from the Victorian manufacturing centres still reeking
of steam, grime and industrial architecture, and were forced to
engage with the secretive beauty of the Cheshire plain. In the
failing afternoon light I was aware of the slight rise and fall of
the fields around me, like gentle waves in a calm sea.

Stone pillars topped by blue china vases stood as elegant
sentries at the entrance to Rory’s drive. The vases were empty. The
house itself wasn’t immediately visible until I’d navigated a
couple of bends and crested a small rise, but then it sprawled
towards me—a double garage, an outer building that looked like a
small office, and finally, facing me head on, the converted chapel
itself, with a large wooden door and arched stone windows either
side and above. It was made of pale Cheshire stone and was at least
a hundred and fifty years old, judging by the wear and tear. The
stone-chip drive sparking beneath my wheels gave way to hard-packed
earth with the occasional paving slab showing through, and ran out
immediately in front of the buildings where small beds of Virginia
creeper and ivy sprouted and began their long crawl up the
stonework and on to the complicated roofs.

Two cars were parked up against the chapel, both of them
facing towards me as though for a rapid exit. One was a large
Toyota 4x4 with muddy wheels, the other a square BMW X5 with tinted
windows and black bodywork. Red security lights winked inside both
vehicles. I reversed into a space at right-angles to them and
walked up to the heavy front door, where there was a large brass
knocker in the shape of a lion’s head, but no bell. The sound of
the knocker boomed through the house as if through a tomb, but
after a minute no one had replied. I lifted it again and let it
fall. The silence this time was even more pervasive.

The two parked cars and light showing in three windows
convinced me that Tara was probably in, so I went to the side of
the chapel and began to pick my way down to the rear of the
building. I didn’t know what I expected to find, but I thought
there might be a back door or some way of attracting their
attention.

The view from here was breathtaking, wandering over fields
and past the occasional picturesque farmhouse towards a dim,
tree-lined horizon. The air was heavy with mist and the smells of
mulching leaves, and the barren trees surrounding the chapel gave
off a smoky odour like a natural incense.

Through the silence I felt the presence of people in the
house. It was as though I could hear them through the walls, which
were clammy and cold to the touch. I pushed myself past hawthorns
and ground-hugging plants that tugged at my ankles as I made my way
down the side of the house. Now the dark smell of animals and earth
fought with the woody burning aroma that issued from the chimney
directly overhead.

When I reached the back of the house, I saw that a new
conservatory extended out from the brickwork and stretched along
the whole length of the rear elevation, attached to the solid,
deep-rooted edifice like a flimsy afterthought. I could hear the
voices inside the house, though they were still indistinct. I
reached out and grasped the wooden sill of the conservatory, then
gingerly felt my way around the corner where the ground was a
morass of clay and brick shards.

Then I stopped.

I drew back from the conservatory windows. There were two
human shapes in the room that backed on to the conservatory. They
stood in shadow, facing each other, and were talking animatedly. I
stood still and strained to hear. One shape was Tara—her posture
and the way she moved her head as she spoke was still familiar
after all this time. The other shape was taller, and male. Their
voices were not raised but neither was their speech calm. They
seemed to be arguing, one cutting off the other before they were
finished—it wasn’t the steady to and fro of normal
conversation.

The discussion got louder and more excited. I caught some
phrases but still couldn’t hear properly. The couple moved away
from the conservatory and deeper into the house, and their voices
became more muffled. I stood silently for half a minute, waiting to
see if they returned. My fingers were getting tired and I felt my
heart-rate increase and heard my breathing growing shallow. I
didn’t like being exposed like this, especially when I didn’t know
what was going on inside. I’d half made up my mind to go back to
the front of the house when I heard the hollow boom of the front
door, followed rapidly by a car door slamming. An engine roared
into life.

I turned and raced down the side of the house, leaping over
broken bricks and blocks of wood, my arms and legs snatched and
hooked by hawthorn briars. I arrived at the front just in time to
see the BMW vanishing over the rise in the driveway. The tinted
windows did their job and hid the driver from view.

Feeling outwitted, I stood and thought about what I’d just
seen. A heated conversation between the widow of my client and an
Unknown Person, male. Followed by a swift exit by the unknown man …
someone more suspicious than me might have come to some rapid and
unsavoury conclusions.

The air was still, the silence broken only by the sound of my
lungs drawing in deep breaths and letting them out. Sam Dyke,
athlete. Despite the deep intake of air, my thinking skills didn’t
improve. I couldn’t guess who was in the car. But I thought maybe
Tara would tell me herself. I turned to the door, lifted the heavy
brass knocker and let it fall.

This time she answered immediately. Perhaps she thought it
was her visitor returned. Her mouth was half-open and her face was
strained and irritated, but she caught herself and said, ‘Hello,
can I help you?’

‘Hello, Tara. It’s me, Sam.’

Her red hair was tangled and her make-up blotchy. Beneath it
was still the twenty-year-old I’d known in a seedy boarding house
in Leeds, visible now as if seen through a smudged window that
added worry, despair, grief and loss to the once-clean outlines of
her eyes and delicate nose. Her pinched lips grew even thinner and
her expression hardened.

‘Oh not you,’ she said. ‘Not now.’

Then she shut the door on me so firmly that the brass knocker
gave a small celebratory leap.
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AFTER STARING AT the door for probably only ten seconds,
though it felt like ten minutes, I went to my car and drove away
without looking back. I drove without knowing where I was going,
and caring even less. I drove while in deep conversation – with
myself. That’s just great, I told myself. She comes back into my
life and stirs me up, and she can’t even bring herself to talk to
me. Shows what an impact our marriage had on her. She might as well
have kicked me in the stomach and punched me in the teeth for good
measure. Perhaps I should just leave her to it and let her sort her
life out, if she’s so clever ... I carried on in this vein for a
good while, letting righteous anger have a good time with me and
with my pride that was more than wounded, it was on its last legs
and about to collapse, fatally hurt.

Thirty minutes later I’d calmed down and began putting some
perspective on it. I could hardly blame her for not wanting to talk
to me. I suspected she didn’t know what I was doing for a living
now. Unless Laura Marshall had told her, she wouldn’t know that I’d
been hired by Rory. I supposed she’d seen me in the church at his
funeral, but she wouldn’t know why I was there. As far as she was
concerned, I was a bad memory—and judging by our previous history,
one that she’d rather forget.

As a way of focusing, I began to consider what I knew of this
case—which didn’t take me very far. I knew that Rory Brand was
expanding his company into areas in which it was inexperienced and
had finagled a great deal of money to do so. I was finding out that
his management style left a lot to be desired, and that my ex-wife
was his ex-wife, in a manner of speaking, but she didn’t want to
talk to me, which hurt. All these facts might mean something
eventually. But at the moment they were disconnected, and if they
had a meaning it was well-hidden.

I pulled into a lay-by and rang Laura Marshall. I didn’t tell
her what had happened with Tara. Instead I asked for details of the
people who’d left Brands most recently. I needed to get on with the
investigation.

Before giving me any names, she said, ‘What exactly are you
going to do with these people?’

‘Ask some innocent questions.’

‘Am I going to get lots of complaining phone
calls?’

‘Depends on the answers I get, doesn’t it?’

Somewhat guardedly, she dictated some names and numbers that
I wrote down in my note book.

As I arrived back at my office, two men were squeezing a
black three-seater sofa out through the front door, straining and
swearing as they tried not to rip its polythene cover. One man was
Thomas, the owner, known to everyone as Tommo, a worried, gaunt man
whose suits always looked two sizes too big. The other was his
shiftless son who never looked you in the eye and gave the
impression of laughing at you behind your back. I gave them a hand
lifting the sofa into an old Ford Transit. Then a third man who’d
stood and watched us climbed into the van and drove it
away.

It was a simple task accomplished quickly. No complex
reasoning required. And it felt good doing something physical for a
change. I needed to get to a gym or start running again; a few
months ago I’d stopped my daily five mile run through the fields
behind my house because I’d twisted an ankle, and now I was fit
again I missed that tingling sense of exhaustion that good exercise
creates.

Once inside the office, I took off my jacket, made myself a
strong coffee, threw two junk letters into the waste-bin, filed a
bill into my red Out tray, and forced myself to concentrate on
detail. I picked up the phone and began to call.

I drove past the blue glass pyramid that towers over the main
route into Stockport, under the grimy viaduct and up a long hill
filled with boarded shopfronts and abandoned warehouses. The roads,
buildings, sky and air were grey and everything smelled faintly of
petrol fumes. Not for the first time it struck me that Stockport
was a town whose time had come and gone. It was hanging around now
because it didn’t know where to put itself. It was like a poor
relation that refused to go away and instead just embarrassed you
in front of your fancy friends.

Finally I turned into a grove of newly-built mews houses that
were intended as starter homes, and knocked on Gerald Finch’s front
door.

Some starter. When he opened the door, I saw only as far as
his shoulders. He was enormous. He wore dirty blue jeans and a
white tee-shirt with Greaseballs
stencilled on the front that was at my eye level.
He ducked his head down and said, ‘Come in,’ in a surprisingly high
voice. I stepped through and it was if I were entering Lilliput.
Finch must have been about six foot eight, while the house looked
as though it had been built to three-quarter scale. The ceilings
were low, the rooms were small, and there was only a narrow passage
between black leather chairs through the front lounge into the
kitchen, towards which Finch guided me. ‘Let’s go into the office,’
he said. ‘I’m in the middle of something but we can
talk.’

The office was a white melamine breakfast bar in his kitchen
that contained his PC, a printer, one or two pieces of hardware I
didn’t recognise, and piles of paper strewn at random. Through
French windows I could see a tiny garden falling away in paved
terracing towards a small stand of trees. I wondered if it was a
bonsai garden reflected through some elaborate mirror trickery, and
set up to further confuse the weak-minded.

A cat slept on the end of the counter and didn’t stir when I
sat on a stool next to it. Finch petted it once and then sat down
himself. He cleared his screen saver and began to work
intently.

‘So Rory got it,’ he said. ‘Doesn’t surprise me. He deserved
it.’

‘No one deserves to be murdered,’ I said, as coldly as I
could. Finch shrugged.

‘He was always heading for a fall, man. You’ve got to see
that. I’ve worked in this business for nearly twenty years and I’ve
never met anyone who so refused to listen to other people. Time
after time I told him we had to slow down, think it through, but
no, he had to do the entrepreneur thing—be first to market, beat
the competition, you know what salesmen
are like ... ’

Finch had been the first Operations Director that Rory had
hired to run the new IT part of the business. He’d left after only
a few months for reasons that Laura Marshall told me were unclear,
though there were suggestions there’d been an argument. When I’d
phoned he was reluctant to talk to me but became interested when I
told him I was investigating Rory’s death.

Now he was drawing boxes on his computer screen and then
writing text in them. He positioned the completed text box, applied
formatting—font style, point size, italic or bold—then saved the
document.

‘I’m told you had a row with Rory,’ I said. ‘Is that why you
left?’

He looked up at me briefly. ‘Wow—is that the story they’re
putting out? Doesn’t surprise me.’

‘Not a lot surprises you, does it?’

‘You’ve got to learn to pay attention, man. They always liked
to enhance the truth, you know, like putting it through a graphic
filter to take out the rough edges.’

‘So what’s your version?’

‘I was sacked. Taken out like a bastard. Oh we did it the
formal way, calling everyone together in the boardroom so that they
could see me fall on my sword—but it was a sacking. I had to go
through that, you see, so they’d give me my payout. Have to toe the
party line to get what’s rightfully yours.’

‘Sounds tough,’ I said. He didn’t hear the irony.

He said, ‘I knew a guy once who was on the management team,
like me, and he left with all guns blazing. Told everyone he’d been
given the boot. Just wouldn’t lie down. So of course they didn’t
give him the remains of his contract, took his car off him
immediately, withheld his holiday pay, petty stuff. But all in all
it cost him about fifty grand. So I watched my p’s and q’s, told
everyone in the boardroom that I felt it was in the best interests
of the company if I went, and I legged it. Best thing I ever did.
In business for myself, now. Hence the web page—just doing a spot
of re-design. Supposed to be online tomorrow, so excuse the back of
my head.’

‘It’s excused.’

‘So how did Rory get it?’

‘I’ve heard his neck was broken. He was found in his
office.’

‘Cool.’

He must have heard the silence. He looked up at me
again.

‘Okay, that’s a bit harsh. But you meddle with fire, you get
burned.’

‘What do you mean?’ I said.

‘Do I sound bitter? Fucking tough. Rory was an expert at
stirring things up. You could never say he was a placid kind of
guy. Get yourself some coffee. There’s a machine over
there.’

‘I’m OK thanks.’

‘Suit yourself.’

He suddenly stopped working and took his hands from his
keyboard. He turned in his chair and faced me. ‘What do you want
from me?’ he said. ‘I didn’t like Rory and I don’t think he liked
me. Is that what you want to hear?’

‘Why do you say he stirred things up?’ I said.

‘His attitude. His manner. Very confrontational. Pissed people
off all the time—he couldn’t help himself.’

‘Anyone in particular?’

‘Well, me. Most of the consultants. People who worked for him.
Shall I go on?’

‘You’re not exactly mild-mannered yourself.’

For a second I thought he was going to stand up again, but he
shifted his weight back on to his seat.

He said, ‘Everyone who knew Rory Brand could tell you a
story. Don’t pick on me. I’m no different to anyone
else.’

This wasn’t exactly narrowing down the field. ‘What’s the
problem with the new IT division?’ I asked. ‘You were heading it
up—what went wrong?’

He picked up his coffee cup and sipped from it carefully,
pursing surprisingly delicate lips.

‘He wouldn’t stop meddling,’ he said. ‘We’d set a project plan
for the next year, and as soon as a client expressed interest in a
version of the software, he insisted we change the production
schedule to incorporate the new request. We chopped and changed
every month. Very un-cool. Brand had his finger in everything, even
though he hadn’t got idea fucking one how this stuff works. So we’d
go for a few weeks and it would be OK, then there’d be a sudden
meeting of the management team and Brand would have a cow because
we weren’t delivering what he wanted.’

‘Anyone tell him this?’

‘I’d argue with him but he’s the boss, so in the end I’d back
down and go and tell the guys we’re changing priorities again. Give
Microsoft Project another workout. I tell you, I just got sick of
it. Anyway my feelings didn’t count, because in the end he fired
me. He made it impossible for me to carry on.’

‘How did he do that?’

‘He talked to Champion—you know, the guys who’d put the money
in—and between them they made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. Walk
the plank or be pushed overboard. I took a running jump, I tell
you.’

I frowned. ‘Wasn’t there any incentive to stay?’

Finch’s mood had turned dark while remembering his time at
Brands. He hadn’t heard my question and instead answered one that I
guessed he’d been turning over in his head for some
time.

He said, ‘It’s not as if the program wasn’t working, for
Christ’s sake. Considering the hassle, it was a gem. All we needed
was more time. They had consultants testing it and they thought it
was superb, so he should have just butted out and let us get on
with it.’

‘You must have wanted to get him out of the way.’

He didn’t hear the insinuation. ‘All management’s the same,’
he said. ‘They all have to put their oar in. In the long run
there’s no point bucking the system. You can’t win against the
suits. Anyway, in this game you move around a lot. It’s not
nine-to-five and it’s not a job for life. You join, you learn some
new licks, you make a bunch of good friends that you e-mail
forever, then you move on to the next start-up or bright idea.
Personalities just get in the way. There’s plenty of work out
there. You just pick up your ball and walk off into the sunset.
Portfolio career—that’s the name of the game now.’

I looked around the cramped house in the grey town and
wondered if he was actually as happy as he wanted me to
think.

‘One more thing,’ Finch said, putting his cup down next to his
sleeping cat. ‘If you can, take a look at the figures. You’ve got
to remember that the consultancy side of the business is bringing
in the dollars, and the IT side is spending them.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘There’ll come a point where breakeven won’t be possible,’ he
said. ‘In other words they’ll have to sell some product. Each month
that goes by costs them a fortune. If consultancy revenues take a
dive for whatever reason, they’ll slip into the red. The
consultants know that. They aren’t happy. They’ve made Brands the
company it is, and now they’ve seen Rory piss it away. Yes they’ve
had three mil in funding, but none of that has gone into the
consultant pot, and when it’s gone the consultants will be the
bankers. Supporting a division they don’t understand and whose
product will take work from them. Talk about motivation
...’

I made a note and thought of another question.

‘What did you think of Tara Brand?’

‘Great hair, good with clients. Bit of a cold fish with the
rest of us.’ He shifted his position and his eyes caught the light
from outside. They were palest grey, as though bringing into the
room the dead sky outside, and lending him the transparent gaze of
someone who really didn’t care.

‘How do you think she’d cope?’ I asked.

‘She’d tough it out. There’d be clients to service. She
wouldn’t let them down.’

‘That sounds about right.’

‘It might not look like it, but I’m pretty good at reading
people. Especially women.’

And I was shortly to find out that I wasn’t.
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'I’D LIKE TO APOLOGISE for my behaviour yesterday. I was
taken by surprise.’

Tara sat behind a laptop computer in one of the small meeting
rooms. This room contained a high desk with the effect that as she
worked, her eyeline included both me and the screen of her
laptop.

I was here because Carol the receptionist had left a brief
message on my mobile phone that had brooked no argument. I was to
present myself in the office at an early hour so that Mrs Brand
could talk to me. I pulled a face at the phone but agreed to come
nonetheless. Although I wasn’t keen to be snubbed by Tara again, I
couldn’t turn down the opportunity to speak to her. After all, I
was effectively working for her company now, searching for the
killer of her husband. The least I could do was meet her
face-to-face.

Now I stood opposite her and didn’t know what to think. Her
Yorkshire accent had disappeared. Her dress sense had improved
dramatically since I’d last seen her and she was wrapped in a warm
ochre jacket over a cream blouse, her mass of crinkly red hair
bunched and pulled back into a fiery pony-tail that looked
something like I imagined a comet to look, if you got up close. As
for her grief, that seemed to be well under control. Her eyes were
not red or watery but instead glittered with a hardness that I
didn’t remember. Whatever she felt for Rory had been parcelled up
and put away for the time being. It certainly wasn’t on show for
the likes of me.

‘I’m sorry I intruded,’ I said. ‘And I’m sorry about Rory’s
death. I only met him once but he seemed ... full of
energy.’

She closed the lid of the laptop and relaxed into her chair.
‘Thank you, Sam. I’m sorry if I didn’t seem to recognise you
yesterday. You look different with your hair shorter. I realised
afterwards that it was you I saw at the funeral. I certainly didn’t
expect to see you knocking on my front door. I suppose I’m still in
shock. How have you been?’

‘Do you want a rundown of the last eighteen years?’

‘An executive summary will do. I’m an executive now, you know.
It means I have a short attention span because there’s always
something more important I have to do.’

At least she was trying to be friendly. But she was using
that brittle humour people use when their emotions are not fully in
check and they don’t understand the impact of what they’re
saying.

‘I moved about, worked here and there.’ I gave her the benefit
of a small smile. ‘I’m in private practice now.’

‘So I gather. Married?’

‘No.’ I looked away. Her eyes had suddenly become inquisitive.
I said, ‘I suppose you’ve had adventures.’

‘Oh, I did stuff in London once I got away from Leeds—and Dad.
The Major.’ She’d always had a strained relationship with her
father. She shook her head as if trying to get him out of there. ‘I
found out about marketing. Seemed to suit me. Went to college and
did a course. I worked for an international distribution company
that you won’t have heard of. Then I set up my own marketing
consultancy, which is how I met Rory. A conference at a swank hotel
in London.’

‘Did you know he’d spoken to me?’

‘Only after Laura told me. I didn’t even know you were in the
area. I thought you’d be filling in forms for the underprivileged
somewhere in Huddersfield.’

‘I broadened my horizons.’

‘Good for you,’ she said.
‘I think I underestimated you, you know
… ’

‘When we were married.’

‘Yes, that.’ She’d become very still, as if wary of disturbing
the air around us. I wondered what she was being cautious about.
She seemed to be choosing every syllable she uttered carefully. But
then she moved away from these dangerous waters and back into
history. ‘I hated London, you know. I was glad to come back North.
Though I don’t know if Tory Cheshire counts as the real North.
There are snobbier people up here than you get in Islington—and
that’s saying something.’

For a moment we contemplated the essential mystery of class
differences. Outside the room, a phone rang insistently.

‘I know I called this meeting,’ she said abruptly, ‘but can we
make it as quick as possible? I’m still not good for much. I’m
trying to ration what I do. Laura tells me you were on a special
project for Rory.’

‘That was the idea.’

‘Now it turns out she’s asked you to look into Rory’s murder
as well. As usual with Laura, I think she’s stepping over some
boundaries. But my first question is, why did he hire you? What did
he want you to do?’

I hesitated. I remembered Rory and his unwillingness to tell
her about his suspicions. I said, ‘I can’t talk to you about
that.’

‘Why not?’ she asked, affronted. ‘Rory’s dead. Don’t tell me
your client confidentiality extends beyond the grave.’

‘In this case it does. It might cause more problems if I
started talking about it.’

She stared at me for a long moment. ‘So what am I supposed to
do now? You come in to do one job, which you won’t tell me about,
and all of a sudden you expect me to pay you for working on
another.’

‘Fair point. Let’s just say they might be linked.’

‘Or they might not be.’ Her eyes suddenly registered a
surprise. ‘Hang on, am I part of the investigation?’

‘I do want to ask you some questions,’ I said. ‘But we don’t
have to do it now.’

‘Why – are you afraid I’ll break in half?’

‘Well naturally it’s your call, but I don’t think you should
rush it.’

She reached up and framed her hair with both hands, pulled
off the device that held it in a pony tail, then moved her hands
away and let it fall. It was a dramatic gesture that gave her time
to think. She seemed distracted and unsure how to deal with me. I
didn’t blame her, because I didn’t know how to deal with her
either. She looked up at me and smiled glumly. ‘History, eh?’ she
said. ‘Who’d have thought we’d end up like this? You a detective,
me a—whatever the hell I am.’

‘I’m a different person to the one you knew.’

This seemed to interest her. ‘Really. How?’

I heard myself saying the words before I knew I’d even
thought them. ‘I know what I want,’ I said.

She rolled her eyes upwards.

‘Oh, Sam,’ she said. ‘Don’t give me that new age bullshit.
Nobody knows what they want apart from a few
obsessives.’

‘OK—I don’t know what I want. But I know what I don’t
want.’

‘Let me guess—you don’t want to work for other people and you
don’t want to clock on every morning. You don’t want to pay a
mortgage till you die and you don’t want always to be driving
second-hand cars. So welcome to the human race. It doesn’t exactly
make you Captain Freedom.’

‘I’d forgotten how compassionate you could be.’

That pushed a button. She smiled to herself and gave a little
shake of her head. ‘I’m bored with this now. So ask me your
questions and let’s move on. What do you want to know?’

‘I’m not going to ask you any questions now. It’s too close to
Rory’s murder.’

Her clear eyes widened and she leaned back from the table.
‘Who do you think you’re talking to?’ she said. ‘What do you
think’s going to happen? Don’t tell me you want sackcloth and
ashes. I don’t do that sort of thing. I’d have thought you of all
people would know that, Sam.’

Our moment had passed. I realised that she wasn’t the girl
I’d known eighteen years ago. She was still argumentative and
direct, which was always a quality I’d liked because of its
challenge, but now she seemed to be thinking differently too. There
was a brittle shell that covered her like a porcelain shield that I
didn’t recognise and didn’t particularly like. I decided to be as
straightforward as she was.

‘OK – I’d normally ask about motives,’ I said. ‘Anyone with a
grievance. Any arguments, people he didn’t get on with. You might
know about those, being the wife and all.’

Her eyes gave nothing away. ‘Go on.’

‘There’s two possibilities here, as I see it. There could have
been a personal grudge: an old romance, or envy, or just plain
dislike. Someone who had taken against Rory for personal reasons
and wanted to prove a point.’

‘Rory? Never.’ She was being ironic.

‘On the other hand, it could have been a professional
conflict: a business deal gone belly up, or someone who felt they’d
been cheated or put in the wrong.’

She continued to stare at me. ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ she
said. ‘This isn’t Chicago. We’re consultants, not gangsters. I’ve
only been in the business a couple of years, but I’m a main board
member and I’ve been involved in every decision in that time. I
told Inspector Howard there was nothing like that going on. Has he
talked to you?’

‘I haven’t had that pleasure.’

‘Oh, you should look forward to it. What a delightful
man.’

This was said with some disdain—but whether for me or for
Howard I couldn’t tell.

‘Okay,’ I said bluntly. ‘Straight up. Do you have any idea who
might have killed Rory?’

Her gaze was steady, even brazen. ‘None. He was a
businessman, but he wasn’t a captain of industry who wheeled and
dealed and toyed with thousands of people’s lives. He had
fallings-out with people occasionally, but you and I know that
happens all the time.’

‘So as far as you know there was nobody with a grudge, no
threats, no suspicious letters?’

‘I’ve told you. Nothing of any kind. You’ve got me really
interested now. What the hell did Rory say?’

‘You know I can’t tell you,’ I said. I relented slightly. ‘We
only met once. He didn’t tell me much. But he was worried and
suspicious about some things that were happening.’

‘And then he was killed. Poor Rory.’ She sighed. She had the
air of a weary schoolmistress dealing with a stupid child. ‘There
are things you don’t seem to have grasped about me, Sam. Although
I’m from a military family, I’ve always wanted to run my own
business and I’ve been self-sufficient since I went to nursing
school. You know I’m ambitious. I’m well organised. I’m good at
identifying trends and going for them. I specialised in marketing
because like Rory I’m very convincing when I’m in front of a
client. People tell me it’s a joy to see me at work. I’m telling
you all this in case you have any suspicions that I had anything to
do with Rory’s death.’

‘You don’t need to be defensive.’

‘Maybe not, but that seemed to be the direction you were going
in.’

She was right and she’d double-guessed me. I tried another
tack.

‘When I came to your house yesterday, I saw a man leave. Who
was he?’

Her cheeks flushed.

‘That was bad timing,’ she said. ‘It had nothing to do with
Rory. It was an old friend.’

‘Your conversation didn’t sound friendly.’

Now her eyes blazed. ‘You listened?’

‘You were loud.’

‘That doesn’t give you permission to eavesdrop.’ She took the
heat from her eyes and they grew cold and distant. I knew what was
coming before she said it. I recognised the gesture from many
years, and many arguments, ago. ‘This isn’t getting us anywhere. I
can’t have you interfering with this company’s business. It would
be best if you went now. Thanks for your concern but I believe the
police have everything in hand.’

She flipped up the lid of her laptop and looked down into it
as though I’d already left. I took a step closer so she was forced
to look up at me. I found myself reacting to her in exactly the
same way I had when we were barely out of our teens. I had to push
back. I wouldn’t let her win.

‘Ignoring these things only makes them more interesting,’ I
said. ‘To me and to the police. It’s no way to deal with legitimate
questions.’

She stared at me without flinching, almost as though she were
looking through me. I’d become an obstacle to her getting her own
way, and when that happened to Tara there was only going to be one
conclusion. She said, ‘When I hear a legitimate question I’ll
consider your point of view. OK, Sam. Good to see you again.’ She
looked down briefly at her computer screen, then back up at me.
‘Didn’t I make myself clear? You’re sacked. Submit an invoice and
we’ll pay it in thirty days. Goodbye.’
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ON MY WAY HOME I carefully thought over what Tara had said
before deciding to ignore it. I reckoned that she was stressed and
didn’t know what she was saying. It seemed to me that a contract
that had yet to be delivered or signed was no contract at all. So
she couldn’t fire me from it. Besides, my client was Laura, and by
five o’clock, after another session on the Internet, I knew I had
to speak to her again. There was something she and everyone else in
Brands was keeping from me. ‘I’ve been told Tara sacked you,’ she
said over the phone, her voice echoing from the loudspeaker device
she was using. ‘I suppose you know she’s not happy with what we’ve
been doing. She gave me a roasting.’

‘And what do you think?’

‘I think you’re very high maintenance for someone who’s
supposed to be working for us.’

‘So do you want my report or not?’

‘You have a report? I didn’t even know you could
write.’

‘I never said it was in writing.’

‘OK, come in on Monday morning. We’ll wind it up then. This
has all been a big distraction anyway. I can’t get any work done
worrying about what you’re up to next.’

‘Don’t worry about me,’ I said. ‘I do enough worrying for both
of us.’

I spent the weekend in my garden, chopping wood for the fire
and fixing a fence that had blown down two weeks before. I pushed
Brands and their troubles completely out of my mind and felt
healthier for it. I knew by now the symptoms of obsessive devotion
to a client and didn’t want to succumb to it this time. You get no
extra thanks and very little understanding, so why bother? Instead
I relaxed, played some music and got some sleep – not knowing it
was the last proper rest I was going to get for a while.

When I arrived at Brands’ office on Monday, I parked at the
front and went through the carousel door into the lobby.

Betty Parsons, the office manager I’d met on that first day,
was standing in front of the lift, staring at its aluminium doors
and looking like a staff sergeant waiting for the troops to
assemble. She turned her large glasses on me and nodded briefly
without smiling.

‘We won’t keep fit like this,’ I said. I didn’t know where the
impulse to be jolly came from and regretted it
immediately.

‘They’re re-carpeting the stairs,’ she replied coldly.
‘Everybody’s got to use the lift today. I don’t use it as a rule
because it sticks. I prefer the stairs. And I don’t like your
attitude, Mr Dyke. This company is in mourning and I think you
should remember that.’

‘Ah.’

I turned and looked at the lift doors and knew she was
examining me. We stood quietly until the lift came, then rose in
silence to the top floor. When the doors opened I followed her out
and through the main office. She marched briskly to her desk.
Although in her fifties and stick thin, she held herself upright
and looked the world right in the eye. Just long enough to spit in
it.

Laura was on the phone. She waved at me with a pale hand and
pointed to a chair, which I took. Around me there were young men
and women in jeans and T-shirts seated before large monitors,
wearing headphones and intently creating digital media ... whatever
that was. There was a low thump of bass coming from one of the
workstations—one of the programmers broad-casting his musical taste
for the rest of us to enjoy. I wondered how they managed to
continue working with their leader having been killed so brutally.
What enabled them to carry on even though someone they saw every
day had been murdered in an office twenty yards away? What did they
think about it and did they care?

I deposited my file on Laura’s desk and, seeing that she was
still deep in her phone conversation, went over to Betty, who was
getting comfortable, re-arranging papers on her desk and organising
various foods into drawers—apple, crisps, chocolate bar. She had
the furtiveness of a squirrel, her hands moving backwards and
forwards like tiny paws. She looked up at me and her face seemed as
long and unforgiving as an Easter Island statue.

‘Betty, I want to ask a favour,’ I said. She stared at me as
though performing a favour for me was at the very bottom of her
to-do list. ‘I’m still finding out about the people who work here,
or worked here in the past. I suppose you have CVs of people who
Brands have employed—details of their work history and so
on?’

She was on the point of replying when her eyes looked up and
past me. I turned and saw that one of the young programmers was
standing at my back. He was smiling inanely at Betty with his long
hair falling down over his face.

‘Bets, I’ve left my card in my other jacket. Can I—you know?’
He made a smoking gesture with his hand, taking out and putting in
an imaginary cigarette. Betty reached into her drawer and pulled
out a small credit-card sized object and handed it over without
expression.

‘Thanks, Bets. When cancer calls you can’t say no.’

He turned and left.

‘They stand outside the back door to smoke,’ Betty said. ‘Rory
didn’t like them to stand at the front of the building—gives a bad
impression, all those cigarette ends, so messy. It’s a terrible
habit, makes your clothes smell and everything. They need a swipe
card to get back in if the door swings shut.’

I nodded. At least she was talking to me. ‘Do many of them
smoke?’

She shrugged. ‘I don’t keep count. It’s their
business.’

She went back to organising the items in her desk drawers. I
said, ‘So about the CVs?’

She looked up. ‘I’m afraid not, Mr Dyke. We keep information
like that private except when clients ask for it—when they want to
know who’s going to be working for them, like, doing the
consultancy.’

‘Isn’t this a special situation?’

‘Nobody here murdered Rory,’ she said. ‘So I don’t think we’ve
got to change the way we do things just because you ask me. In the
case of the police, like, that was different. They have a right to
it.’

‘So Inspector Howard already has this information?’

‘Of course. Sent one of his men over for it. I’d think it was
one of the first things an experienced investigator would do, you
know, to narrow down the suspects.’

This was such a clear insult, I smiled.

‘So how do you think I could find out more about the people
who work here?’

‘You could ask them. I understand Miss Marshall has already
given you some numbers.’

‘You don’t miss much, do you?’

‘That’s my job, to know what’s going on with the people around
me.’

‘But how can I talk to them if you won’t give me the other numbers I
need?’

‘I’ve told you, they’re private telephone numbers. I’m not
going to give them out. If you want to speak to someone in
particular, you should phone into the switchboard and they’ll
connect you. If Carol on reception can’t put you through, you’ll be
transferred to their voice mail or mobile phone. Leave a message
and they’ll phone you back.’

‘You make it sound easy.’

‘We think so.’ She looked at me calmly. ‘It’s a rotten thing
what’s happened here, Mr Dyke. It’s bad enough having police coming
in and asking all sorts of questions and disturbing everything—we
don’t see why we need a separate person investigating as well. We
want Rory’s murderer caught right enough, but we’re not hopeful.
Some people think it’s exciting having a detective around. As for
me, I don’t think you’re much of a help.’

‘We’ll see, won’t we?’ I said. Smiling, I added, ‘Any ideas
who did it?’

She recoiled as if I’d said a rude word. ‘You shouldn’t ask
me that,’ she said. ‘Rory was a handful, but he didn’t have enemies
who’d take things badly enough as to kill him. Not that I know of,
anyway.’

‘And you knew him well.’

‘Seven years I’ve been here. Seen the company grow from one
room to something I’m proud to be part of.’

‘I suppose it’s different now, though—all these computer
whiz-kids and big money coming in.’

‘You have to grow. If you don’t grow, you stagnate. We can’t
afford to do that.’

This sounded like something she’d been taught to say. I was
about to ask her more when I felt a light pressure on my shoulder.
Laura had come up behind me. ‘I’m free now,’ she said. ‘You’ve got
half an hour. Let’s go find a room.’

We turned and left Betty staring after us. Her face was
composed and serious, but her words echoed with an absence of
passion that I’d heard before in people who weren’t telling the
whole truth.
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LAURA TOOK ME to the largest room I’d seen in these
offices—an airy boardroom containing one long table, laid out with
creamy writing pads and long, sharp pencils. An end wall was almost
completely filled by a huge flat screen showing the Brands logo
animated as a screensaver. I could barely take my eyes off it. I
suddenly realised that Brands had an image that it would be trying
to protect in the world outside. The directors and staff would be
under extraordinary pressure not to let anything slip that would be
detrimental to the company or its clients. I wondered what impact
that was having on how people dealt with me and on what they
said.

Laura sat with her back to a row of cathedral-like windows,
through which there was a view of the roofs of those Waverley
houses that would forever be too expensive for the likes of
me.

‘How are you doing?’ I asked.

She looked startled. ‘You do surprise, don’t you?’

‘Don’t expect any thoughtfulness from a working-class
Yorkshireman? We’re not all flat-caps and Yorkshire pudding you
know.’

Now she was quietly embarrassed. Her pale skin took on a tint
of rose and she smiled. ‘We didn’t meet many people from other
cultures where I grew up.’

‘Where was that? Mars?’

‘Might as well have been – Guildford. And I thought my accent
was natural, you know, ordinary. When I go back now and hear people
talking about going to the ‘bas stop’ to catch ‘the bas’ I wonder
what the hell they’re talking about. And all my relatives wonder
what on earth I’m doing up here, near the Arctic Circle. I can’t
win, can I? You think I’m posh and my folks think I’m tobogganing
down-market faster than the royal family.’

‘Where do you want to be?’

‘Somewhere I belong,’ she said simply.

I looked around at the expensive furnishings—the glass-topped
tables, the original prints of abstract art on the wall, the
personalised coasters for holding china cups full of Earl Grey
tea.

I said, ‘My dad lived in the same house he was born in till
he died. Three years ago next month. Miner’s house. Built by the
mining companies to house their workers. No inside bathroom. Big
jugs of water standing in bowls on tables in the bedrooms to wash
in of a morning. Two cooking ranges, one in each downstairs room.
One of them not used, because it was the parlour. You only went in
there with permission. When I was a kid I’d watch the miners
walking home past our gate, black as dominoes, because there
weren’t any pit-head baths. My mum still lives there.’

‘So is that where you belong?’

‘I don’t think so. I’ve moved on. Yorkshire and me don’t see
eye-to-eye any more.’

‘I bet you thought you were too good for it.’

‘A place like that can really screw up your view of the world.
Everyone’s got an opinion. It wears you down in the
end.’

‘So you got out.’

‘Some time ago. I went into the Civil Service, then Customs
and Excise as an investigator. Worked in fraud, then drugs, based
in Liverpool. Kicked out after ten years.’

‘Why was that?’

I stood up and walked around the shiny table to the windows.
‘It’s high up here, isn’t it?’

She followed my gaze. ‘I like it. Above the crowds. Does it
bother you?’

I felt myself frowning. ‘When I was young once we visited
relatives in Coventry. I went into town with some cousins and we
went up the spire of the old Cathedral. It’s right next to the new
one with that spindly spire on top that looks like a TV mast. You
climb a hundred steps or more. Then you’re on a small ledge with a
wall that comes up to your waist, looking out over the city. It’s
cramped and doesn’t feel safe and you think it could all crumble
away under your feet. I remember just wanting to lean out and fall
into ... well, I don’t know. There’s probably a psychological name
for it. Vertigo or something.’

‘Most people get over that,’ she said.

‘Not me,’ I said. ‘Not yet.’ I turned to her. It was time to
be frank. ‘Brands is in trouble, isn’t it?’ I said. ‘Until six
months ago you were winning new clients and new business regularly.
Lots of name checks in the business section of the Manchester
Evening News. The London papers quoted your managers and sales
people and carried interviews with Rory. Your consultants were
travelling all over Europe, and you were hiring more people every
week.’

‘Sam—’

‘Now your head count is down and you’re not bragging about new
business. Some of the companies you listed as clients a year ago
aren’t shown on your web-site any more or in your company magazine.
So far this year you haven’t sponsored any charities or any
exhibitions, and you’re not on the exhibitors list for either the
IPD exhibition in Harrogate, or the HRD fair in London, which I’m
told are the big showcases for companies like yours.’

‘If you’d just—’

‘Last year you exhibited at three IT fairs, this year none.
And as far as I can tell, no one’s bought any licences for Compsoft
yet. Is that a fair picture?’

She appeared stunned. She looked down and picked at a thread
on her skirt with the embarrassment of a child caught in a
lie.

‘I’m not going to pretend to you,’ she said quietly. ‘Trading
conditions haven’t been great this year. But we’re getting a grip
now and things are looking better.’ Her round eyes gazed at me
frankly. ‘I didn’t really need you to come in and tell me things I
already know about this company.’

‘You knew these things but you didn’t let me in on the secret.
I would have appreciated a little more honesty.’

She shrugged. ‘I apologise. The financial condition of the
company didn’t seem relevant to the murder of its boss. Seems odd
when I put it like that, but that’s what I thought at the
time.’

‘Never mind. We are where we are. What did Rory think when
things began to go downhill? Did he do anything to stop the
rot?’

‘Not unless you count ranting and raging and sacking people
every which way. He met every piece of bad news as if it were a
personal slap in the face, and he’d want to hit back.’ Now she
stood up and walked to stand next to me, staring out over the
rooftops. ‘We tried to keep him calm, get him to focus on winning
business, but he kept interfering.’

‘How?’

‘Lots of things. He’d call a meeting of the senior management
team and we’d all have our backsides kicked. Then he’d go out and
meddle again in the software development project. He had all of us
testing it when it wasn’t in a fit state to test. The consultants
hated it because it took them away from their proper job. But Rory
couldn’t keep his fingers out of the pie. He was a perfectionist in
a time and place where it was completely inappropriate.’

I looked at her profile, which was straight and clear, her
round eyes focused straight ahead. ‘What did the consultants think
of the program?’

‘They didn’t like having to put the time in to the testing.
But most of them liked the program itself. What there was to see.
It wasn’t in a useable state and still isn’t, really.’

‘I’ve heard Rory was picky.’

‘He had to get things right. And he had this habit. One of the
consultants called it corrective hindsight. When he talked about
decisions he’d made, he could always put them in a context where
they made perfect sense. Nothing was ever his fault, despite the
fact that everything was his fault. He set things up to fail
because of the person he was. It was like watching a ship heading
towards an iceberg—you could see it coming a long way off but it
was too big to avoid.’

‘Did everyone in the company know things were in such a
mess?’

‘Some knew, others guessed. He liked to think he ran a tight
ship, if I can carry on that simile or metaphor or whatever the
hell it was—but in fact this is a company of very bright people.
And of course everyone had an exit strategy. There were CVs flying
about all over the place.’

‘What about Tara—what did she do? Was she still the supportive
wife?’

She glanced at me. ‘Good question. Yes, she stuck by him. But
we could see the strain she was under. She’s a sales person. She
knew we weren’t selling enough to keep a pipeline of income on the
go.’

I felt a sudden empathy for her. Working in a failing company
would sap anyone’s confidence. The thought came to me suddenly that
I should tell her I’d been married to Tara—but it seemed
irrelevant. Besides, she’d learn soon enough.

I said, ‘When we spoke the other day you didn’t seem happy
about Compsoft. But you didn’t say anything. Why didn’t you tell me
the company was so shaky and Compsoft wasn’t working?’

She turned and looked at me. ‘You’ve never mixed with
consultants, have you?’ she asked. ‘What do you think consultants
do?’

‘Tell you things you already know in a language you don’t
understand.’

‘I used to think like that – the cynic’s view. But you have to
remember consultants come from all walks of life – we’ve had an
ex-jockey, people from the forces, salesman, all sorts. And the
reason they end up in consultancy is that they’re optimists to the
bone. They think things can be improved, so they’re always waiting
for something to turn up, like that character in Dickens. And of
course it’s feast and famine in this game. When the feast comes you
never think you’re going to have enough people or resources to do
the job properly. When the famine hits you wonder if you’ll keep
going till next month. You learn to be hardy—and optimistic.’ She
raised her arms and let them fall limply. ‘Against all the
evidence.’

I saw in her again a quality of humour that surfaced when she
was talking about difficult subjects.

She said, ‘You know Tara says she’s sacked you, and at the
moment she’s the boss. I can’t really argue with her, especially in
these circumstances.’

‘What do you want to do?’

‘How am I supposed to know?’ she said. ‘I didn’t want this
responsibility. People keep telling me I could do well in this
company. But is that what I want?’ She threw a look in my
direction. ‘And you’re not exactly helping.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘You’re making me feel defensive about Brands when I don’t
want to be. I just want everything out in the open. I don’t like
politics. I don’t like keeping things from people in the
company—it’s the old socialist in me.’ She grinned. ‘I didn’t tell
you that, did I? I studied economic history at Uni – turned me into
a right Communist. Never dreamed I’d end up working in the beating
heart of capitalism, management consultancy.’

‘Everyone has to make a living. The rest is between you and
your principles.’

‘You’re right. I suppose I want you to understand that I don’t
take all this very seriously – there are more significant things
going on in the world than management consultancy’s going to fix.
But that doesn’t alter the fact that every time you have a prod at
the company I feel a burst of loyalty.’

‘I have that effect on people,’ I said. ‘I’m told I make it
easy for people to dislike me. But I don’t want to make things
awkward between you and Tara.’

She seemed to make a decision. ‘This is from my budget,’ she
said. ‘Keep out of her way and she needn’t know. We’ve heard
nothing more from the police, though God knows we’re still all over
the news. I know they’ve got an incident room and loads of people
out asking questions and so on, but that all takes time. As a
business we don’t have time. We need to sort this before clients
get jittery and pull the plug on us. There are over fifty people
working here, Sam. Their jobs are on the line.’

‘No pressure, then. But I’m not exactly on Tara’s Christmas
card list, so how will you get this past her?’

‘She won’t know if you don’t tell her.’ She moved to the door.
‘All this digging you’ve been doing—does all the financial
jiggery-pokery give you any insights as to who might have killed
poor old Rory?’

‘I’m making progress,’ I said. ‘Lots of notes.’

‘What do you think is going on?’

I reached out a hand to shake hers, and held on to it for
just a moment longer than necessary.

‘That’s for me to know and you to pay for,’ I said.
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I WAS IN MY OFFICE early the next morning to map out a plan.
I cleared my desk, took out a fresh writing pad, found a working
biro … and then stared at the lined paper for fifteen
minutes.

Since the first day on this case it felt as though I’d been
working to everyone’s agenda but my own. My old feelings for Tara
and the way I was beginning to feel about Laura were confusing me.
I needed to take some control. Unfortunately, the universe wasn’t
listening.

The phone rang at nine o’clock exactly, according to my
Bendix wall clock with the red second hand.

A voice said, ‘It’s Carol from Brands.’

I remembered the receptionist with her sniffy attitude and
catwalk model glide.

‘Another appointment?’

‘That’s right,’ she said.

‘When this time?’

‘Mrs Brand would like to see you as soon as
possible.’

‘What a surprise. Where?’

‘At her home—she says you know where it is. Can I tell her
you’ll be there this afternoon?’

I hesitated for a moment. This was probably going to be more
bad news, given the relations between us. I wondered who had told
her. Not Laura Marshall, obviously, but who else would know or
would have found out between yesterday afternoon and first thing
this morning? Brands’ office seemed to be a leaky environment in
which to harbour secrets.

In the end I told the woman to go ahead and confirm the
appointment. ‘Tell her I’ll be there for three thirty.’

This was a mistake on many levels.

I stopped to refill the car and bought a stale sandwich from
the chill cabinet of the petrol station. I sat in the car and ate
it, going over in my head the jumble of relationships in which I
was caught up. It had briefly crossed my mind that Tara might have
had a murky hand in her husband’s death. If he knew she was
involved in plans to take over the company, did she in turn know he
was suspicious? I didn’t like to think of her involved in anything
more serious than a bit of light industrial espionage, but I had to
be open to other possibilities.

I was also interested by the fact that although I hadn’t seen
her in nearly twenty years, it seemed that I didn’t want her to be
responsible for anything truly wicked.

It was getting dark by the time I passed between the blue
vases at the entrance to the converted chapel. There were two
lights burning in the main building, and past the house, in the
distant fields, I could see a remote farm with a bright lamp
glowing outside its barn as though acting as a beacon for wayward
beasts. The aggressive punch that was the smell of manure told me
someone had been spreading in the fields today. I realised how
remote this place was when darkness fell.

I parked and walked past Tara’s Toyota up to the house and
swung the heavy knocker on the door. Its sullen thud reverberated
into the house and echoed back past me into the dim courtyard,
rolling down the driveway and into the gathering
darkness.

A scrabbling noise at the door, then it swung inwards and
Tara was standing there, looking dour. She wore a polo-neck sweater
the colour of plums, with the sleeves rolled up and set off by
tight jeans. As usual these days, her mass of hair was pulled back
and held in a pony-tail by a green ribbon. Almost immediately she
reached back a hand, tugged on the ribbon and shook her hair free
as though clearing her head of nasty thoughts. I wondered if she’d
been doing something that required a tidy style but now that was
finished with. I was here to add untidiness to her life
again.

She hesitated for a second with her hand on the door as if
not sure whether to let me in. Then she stood back reluctantly and
let me walk past her. I caught the faintest, incongruously erotic
swell of her perfume.

She led me further inside. The style of the house was Modern
Rustic—clattering York tile floors softened by deep Persian rugs,
plump terracotta sofas inviting your company while dark wood
bookcases flattered your intelligence. Chopin drifted around us
from an expensive sound system whose matchbox-sized speakers I
glimpsed here and there as they peeked out from shelves and hidden
corners. This was life as lived in a magazine photo-shoot—the
romantic converted chapel lightly brushed and baked in a glaze of
Italian style, French atmosphere, Moroccan colour and German
utility. It seemed to me to be not a house to live in, but to show
off—as artificial as the purple tulips that stood on the
reproduction rosewood table in the centre of the living
room.

‘I’d offer you a drink,’ she said, ‘but I don’t want to
prolong this meeting any longer than I have to.’

‘Thanks anyway.’

She stood facing me, her arms crossed and wearing the
expression of a parent disappointed by the latest exploits of an
unruly child.

‘Last time we talked I thought I’d made it clear that I didn’t
want you interfering any more with the police investigation. That’s
why I sacked you. Now I find that not only have you ignored me, but
that Laura is ignoring me too.’

‘Tricky, isn’t it?’ I said. I tried to hide my surprise at how
much she knew.

‘What do you propose to do about it?’

‘My very best.’

I could see that she was angry by the way her lips became as
thin as knife-blades and her cheeks lost all their blood. I was
amused by how well I remembered the expression. But I wasn’t about
to be bullied by her this time. I moved away and sat grandly on the
edge of a sofa that yielded with a professional sigh.

‘Tara, I don’t want to go round the houses on this. I’m just
going to say it straight: financially, you’re stuffed, aren’t
you?’

She kept her temper under control, but at the expense of
seeming to rise three inches above the ground. At last she managed
to get her mouth to form speech. ‘You bastard,’ she said in a
clipped voice, almost swallowing the words. ‘How dare you suggest
that I had anything to do with Rory’s death.’

‘I’m not suggesting anything—’

‘You haven’t said the words, but I see where you’re going.
You’re saying because we were losing money, I murdered Rory. That’s
really sick.’

‘It’s the sort of connection that people pay me to make. I
don’t have any evidence – ’

‘No, and you won’t find any.’

‘I was going to say yet. Others will see it too. The police
will be knocking on your door before you know it.’

She threw her head back and looked at the ceiling. ‘You
dimwit,’ she said. ‘I talked to Inspector Howard about this the day
after Rory was found. The police know all about our financial
situation.’

‘I see.’

‘Do you? Well it’s about bloody time. I don’t care if you were
working for Rory, there’s a limit to my patience. Of course I have
to honour his memory but I’m not sure I do that by condoning every
paranoid half-baked theory he had.’

She was trying her hardest to intimidate me, and I began to
wonder why. She didn’t have to go through this routine just to sack
me again. She could have sent me an e-mail or refused to pay my
invoice. There was something else fuelling her anger
now.

‘Who told you I was still working on the case?’ I
said.

‘None of your business,’ she said crossly. ‘I asked you to
come out here because I thought we could talk in a sensible manner.
Well that’s not going to happen, is it? In future, I think you’d
best keep away from me. I’ll talk to Laura again and make sure she
understands the situation. As a company we’ve got to act together
on this and leave it to the police.’

‘Don’t blame her. She’s doing what she thinks is
best.’

‘I’ll be the judge of that. Now go home and think long and
hard about what I’ve said. And don’t contact us. I mean it. I put
you out of my life once, Sam, and I want to do it again. You and me
just can’t cut it together.’

‘What do you mean?’ I looked at her closely. ‘Is this about
Rory or about us?’

‘Let it go, Sam.’

‘I wish I could,’ I said. I felt a pressure rising in my
chest. ‘I still think you owe me. You went eighteen years without
even a telephone call.’

She took this like a blow, as if she weren’t expecting to be
reminded of her own actions when she was supposed to have the moral
high ground. She stared at me for a moment, then said, ‘OK, if you
want to talk about that, we can. You remember the row we had the
night I left for London?’

I nodded. I’d lived for years with the image of us shouting
at each other across a kitchen table.

‘I never told you why I went, did I?’ she said.

‘As I remember, you described how you were fed up with nursing
and fed up with me. It was a touching scene.’

‘You stood there with your sad cow eyes and just let me go,
didn’t you? You didn’t want me to leave but you couldn’t say the
words. You were so bloody passive.’

‘I’ve become a lot more active.’

‘Oh I daresay you’ve learned a lesson or two in, what,
eighteen years? Doesn’t alter the facts of the case. When I look at
you I see what you were eighteen years ago, and it drives me mad.
Two and a half months we lived together and I don’t think you had
an exciting thought or a fresh impulse once.’

‘Not true …’

‘That’s what I couldn’t tell you, Sam. You bored the pants off
me. I wanted so much more, and you couldn’t give it to me. So I
don’t want you around reminding me of what I nearly became. A
Yorkshire housewife. You’re off the case. And this time I mean
it.’

As she spoke, the room grew less and less substantial, less
and less real. Everything seemed more dim and harder to grasp,
while at the same time seeming more solid and practical. I suddenly
felt like Peter Pan marooned in a world of hard facts, where before
there’d been imagination and dreams. A hard knot began to form in
my chest.

She was still looking at me, her eyes blazing and
impassioned. ‘Nothing to say?’ she asked. ‘No snappy retort or
cynical put-down?’

The words came up and out of me before I could stop them. ‘I
really loved you,’ I said.

She was contemptuous. ‘No you didn’t,’ she spat. ‘You were
infatuated with me, but it wasn’t love.’

‘How can you say that?’

‘Because you never showed it,’ she said. ‘You danced around me
like a bloody courtier, but you didn’t understand me. You tried to
fit me into your little world and never knew what I really
wanted.’

‘And you did?’

‘I might have done, if you’d asked the right
questions.’

Without realising it, I’d stepped closer to her. Now my hands
rose and gripped the top of her arms, and I felt that I could take
one more step and pull her towards me and kiss her and something
would break between us and things would return to a sensible
balance.

‘Go on, do it,’ she said hoarsely. Her eyes were vivid and
scornful. I felt her breath on my cheeks. I held her arms, feeling
their tautness, wanting to draw her to me in spite of
everything.

Instead I let go of her and took a step back.

‘I’d better leave you alone,’ I said. ‘I don’t think this is
the right time. You’re not in a mood to listen to common
sense.’

‘You had your chance, Sam. Years ago. I could have stuck it
out if you’d paid some attention.’

She looked down at her feet, her hair tumbling forward over
her face. I thought she might be on the verge of tears, which would
probably have destroyed me. I headed towards the front door,
wanting to get out, and quickly. The York tiles rang under my heels
again. I stood at the door and she came up beside me and I saw her
reach round in front and turn the knurled knob of the lock. For a
moment I thought I sensed her hesitate, as if she were
reconsidering, remembering our past, not wanting it to end like
this. I glanced quickly at her profile, so close I could see the
lines under her eyes that eighteen years had put there. But then
the door opened and I was faced with darkness, the yard and the
countryside beyond made invisible by contrast with the bright wash
of light from the house.

‘Goodbye, Sam.’ She’d hardened her tone again. ‘Don’t expect
any calls from me.’

I smelled her perfume, a taut blend of fruit and acid, as I
walked into the darkness towards my car. And going through my mind
at that precise moment was how I was going to tell Laura that I was
still in love with Tara. That eighteen years hadn’t killed the
feeling—dimmed it and made it harder to understand, perhaps, but
hadn’t lessened it one whit.

And then I heard the dull thump of something connecting with
the base of my head, and sensed the spreading nimbus of pain, a
physical hurt that quickly radiated through my skull and sent me
hurtling downwards into an agony that was black, hollow and far
beneath my feet.
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THE COLD CHILL of a damp paving slab on my cheek. The tingle
of an arm that has lost its circulation because it’s twisted
beneath my body. The realization as I begin to open my eyes that it
hurts, that this is serious, that I’m in a really bad situation
here. The will to move my knee—and it slides slowly along the
ground. I bring up an arm and feel the effort as I shove and twist
my weight to one side. The taste in my mouth of grit and blood, and
the pounding in my head as I become aware of the beat thumping like
an urban rhythm in the back of my brain.

As I rise to a hip I become aware of the subdued countryside
chirps and rustles, the occasional swish of traffic on the road
below, the lowing of a cow and the distant whine of an aeroplane
far above, heading for sun.

I’m sitting now, feeling my jaw and rubbing yard dirt from my
cheek and the elbows of my jacket. My head is clearing though still
painful. I turn to stretch my neck—and see the open door of Tara’s
house, its light pulsing out slowly into the dark courtyard and
illuminating a sad private detective who wishes he were somewhere
else.

I rise to my feet and stumble inside. The Chopin études have
finished and the house feels even more forlorn than it did when
they played. The atmosphere is chill and empty, though all the
lights are still on, the furniture inviting and the colours and
style still trying to impress the adventurous guest.

Stumbling further into the house, I call Tara’s name, but
there’s no reply. I inspect all the ground floor rooms but there’s
no sign of life. I find the stairs and gripping the newel post and
the dark wood banister I begin to haul myself upwards. The stairs
turn sharply twice and I have to hold tight to pull myself up. At
last I reach a broad expanse of carpet that I follow, in turn, to
three ordinary bedrooms, a master bedroom, a study, and a bathroom.
The door to the bathroom is partly open. I lean forward and push it
fully ajar, then extend my willpower and walk into the
room.

It’s relatively small and as green as the inside of an
after-dinner mint. There’s a sense of bathwater having been run—the
mirror is partly steamed and the shower curtains over the bath drip
with condensation. The curtains have been drawn together and tucked
into the bath, their bottom edges trailing listlessly in six inches
of water.

I reach out and pull back the shower curtain, expecting to
see Tara curled in the bath—but she’s not there. The images I had
in my head refuse to go away—images of her slouched lifeless with
her wrists cut, or her face blue from strangulation. Suddenly I
find myself bent over, breathing deeply, supporting myself with one
hand on the toilet cistern. I don’t like those pictures in my
head.

Then I turn and see a clump of red hair that lies in a tight
bunch on a white Lloyd Loom chair next to the bath. On the mirror
over the sink there are words that have been written in either
lipstick or blood. They read: ‘Where’s the little girl?’
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'HELLO, SAM,’ HOWARD said. He’d been watching his American
cop shows. When you have a suspect you can call him by his first
name because you don’t have to respect him. ‘I wondered if I’d meet
you in these environs at some point.’

‘Not my choice.’

‘I’ll be the judge of that, eh?’

My call to the emergency services had summoned five
blue-and-yellow checked police Volvos, an ambulance, three other
unmarked cars and an hour later, a square forensics van. I was
fingerprinted immediately ‘for elimination purposes’, and
eventually a couple of sullen plainclothes drove me to Accident and
Emergency in Macclesfield for my head to be stitched. Then I was
bundled into the back of another police van and driven the short
distance to this station, where I was put in a room until Howard
turned up with a pair of his colleagues and began re-arranging the
chairs before finally sitting to face me. He was a man in his early
forties with neatly-cropped hair the colour and texture of patent
leather black shoes, and an unsmiling, sarcastic manner. Laura had
told me he was thorough and already I knew that he was shrewd and
experienced.

‘Ask your questions,’ I said.

‘Oh, thanks,’ he said sarcastically.

He nodded to someone outside of the room and then began to
speak formally, introducing himself and me and describing the two
other men who were slumped in the corner of the room with their
sleeves rolled up. Something was said about an absence of legal
counsel under the Superintendent’s instructions. He had the right
to deny me counsel because of the nature of the crime. I knew that
somewhere two tape-recorders had been switched on, and possibly a
video camera as well.

And he did ask his questions. We went through my day. Where
had I been and what had I done. Who had I talked to, where had I
talked to them, what had I said. When did I go to Tara’s house,
what had we talked about, how did the conversation end, what had
happened when I left.

‘Good first attempt,’ he said. ‘Now have another cup of tea
and let’s go at it again. Oh, and this time, try to mention that
you’d been married to the victim.’

I stared at him. ‘You won’t believe this, but it’s
irrelevant.’

‘You’re right. I don’t believe it. Convince me.’

We went through it again. I remembered that the sandwich I’d
bought had a cheese filling. I remembered the blue Gap tee-shirt of
the boy who’d served me, and the number of zits on his chin. I had
a better estimate of the time I’d arrived at Tara’s. I remembered
more of what we’d said to each other. And actually wished I could
take some of it back. The more private parts of the conversation I
kept to myself.

His two colleagues, who didn’t seem particularly interested,
asked the occasional question but largely deferred to
Howard.

They kept it up for three hours or so. Eventually he pushed
back his chair and stood. He rotated his neck.

‘What do you make of the note?’ he asked. ‘Mean anything to
you?’

He meant the writing on the bathroom mirror—“Where’s the
little girl?” I said, ‘I can’t help you. I suppose you’ve checked
on the family.’

‘You know anything about her parents?’

‘Do I get a fee for doing your job?’

‘Do yourself a favour, Sam.’

‘I’ve not seen them since we split up. Her dad was something
in the Army. Her mother was just someone who stood around looking
worried. Have you tracked them down?’

‘Not yet. We think he’s out of the country.’ He yawned loudly
and stretched his arms. ‘Take him down,’ he told his silent
partners. ‘I’m supposed to be at the golf club tonight. The missus
is going to kill me. We’ll talk again, Sam.’

‘I’ll look forward to it. It’s a good way to waste a couple of
days of my life.’

I was taken to a cell with a thick black door and a
complicated locking device and asked whether I had any food
allergies. Ten minutes later a beefburger and chips were delivered
to me, which I ate with a plastic knife and fork and a raging
headache.
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THEY KEPT ME FOR twenty-four hours, then they had to release
me or apply for an extension. My lawyer came and helped them
understand. She was a girl called Veronica in her late twenties, as
slim and sleek as a racehorse, with long crinkly hair and a
no-nonsense attitude that seemed to cut through the procedural
delays. I’d signed on with her firm in Manchester a year ago but
this was the first time I’d used them. I’d use them more often if
they sent Veronica again.

‘They can’t keep going on this,’ she said, ‘without actually
charging you with anything. No one in their right mind thinks you
abducted this woman then boffed yourself on the back of the head
hard enough to need six stitches. Give ’em credit for trying,
though.’

‘I will.’

She picked up her bag and slung its strap over her shoulder,
then looked me up and down. ‘What do you want to do now? Are you in
a fit state to do anything? Anyone I should call?’

‘I guess not. Could you take me home?’

She smiled, putting her head on one side so that her hair
fell downwards like a crinkly waterfall. ‘Ah, that’s sad. Walk this
way, sir. I will chauffeur you to your place of
residence.’

We talked little as she drove me home, then she turned the
car round in my drive and whisked back to Manchester to prepare the
bill for her services.

I slumped in a chair with a whisky and tried not to think of
the events at Tara’s house. With limited success. That meant I had
to have another whisky to help my concentration. Still no
good.

At the point at which I’d been hit, did I smell something?
Did I hear something? Was there a shadow cast on the ground that I
could recognise if I just thought hard enough? And as I’d left the
house, with Tara opening the door for me, I’d glanced at her
profile and caught a momentary glimpse of an expression behind her
eyes. I realised now what it was that I’d seen. It was deep-seated,
bone-deep fear. She was absolutely terrified of something, and I
had no idea what it was. And now I would probably never
know.

The woman I’d married eighteen years ago had been called
Debbie Hoyt, not Tara Brand. She was a trainee nurse, not a sales
wizard in a corporate environment. She’d left me and gone to London
and I hadn’t heard from her since.

She was still the most exciting woman I’d ever known. I’d had
longer partnerships with women since, none of which had lasted, but
Tara was the benchmark. The one against which all the others were
measured. We were twenty years old, living in Leeds. She was a
student nurse and I rented a room in the same house when another
nurse left the course and created a vacancy. I was avoiding higher
education by claiming that I wanted to pay my way in society, and
in the meantime acted as a jobbing handyman for my friend, Barry,
the painter and decorator. I’d see Debbie at odd hours, flying up
the stairs to get changed before she came clattering down again
half an hour later looking sleek and shapely, her short dark hair
cut in a bob that clung tightly to her head and giving her the
appearance of a twenties flapper. She’d charge out of the door and
leap into a succession of expensive cars driven, presumably, by
doctors with large overdrafts.

God knows what I looked like to her. I was still skinny,
though tall, and was usually dressed in a white painter’s apron
with rainbow streaks drizzled over it as though I’d been coloured
in by a child with no aesthetic sense but a lot of big brushes. I
gave her a weak grin when we passed on the stairs but she looked
right through me, as only the glamorous can.

Then we met a couple of times in the kitchen and talked. I
had a sense of humour then, and managed to amuse her for the length
of time it took a kettle to boil. She would stand with her back to
the sink, tossing her hair and stretching her arms upwards as
though unaware of the effect her body was having on me. I quit
working for Barry and joined the Civil Service. Started to wear a
shirt and tie. I bulked out a little because I took up running and
weights. Now she started smiling when she saw me on the stairs,
occasionally stopping to talk. The visitors in fancy cars stopped
calling as she knuckled down to work, and we sometimes found
ourselves in the room downstairs that was a shared lounge, sitting
in opposite chairs and reading. At least I was pretending to read,
though actually I spent the time thinking about what I could say to
her next without sounding stupid.

All this happened in the space of three months. Then I
stopped seeing her altogether. I began to hear music from her room,
which was above mine. She was spending more time at home when she
wasn’t at work, slopping around in jeans and a baggy jumper she
found in a charity shop. I wouldn’t see her for days at a time,
then I’d bump into her on the doorstep, where she’d give me a small
conspiratorial smile before trotting upstairs—if a gazelle can be
said to trot.

Then things happened very quickly. We got drunk one weekend
at a party, and an emotion was released between us that we’d known
was there but hadn’t found expression until then. The pent up
feeling gave it an electric charge that I still remembered nearly
twenty years later. The union had been fierce, and almost as a
footnote to the act, just to show it was more than a passing
moment, she got pregnant. Her father—some kind of bigwig in the
Army—forced us to marry, though my parents would have been happy
enough if we’d decided to live together.

What I remember most is the embarrassed scene where the six
of us met in my parents’ house. We could barely get in the parlour.
My dad was all graciousness and bonhomie, trying to make the guests
feel at home; my mother spent most of the time in the kitchen, the
other downstairs room, brewing tea and making scones that were hard
as slate. Debbie and I sat apart on the sofa, not looking at each
other. Her father, the Major, tried to take charge, but was
constantly out-charmed by my dad’s matter-of-factness: not to
worry, these things happened, it would all work out OK, we
shouldn’t get upset about it, the world was a different place now.
Tara’s mother, a frail woman you could almost see through, seemed
to agree with my dad and was all for a quiet approach to the whole
situation. The Major, on the other hand, saw that the niceties had
to be observed. Maybe of all of us he had the most to lose—social
face, standing, the regard of the men.

So Leeds registry office on a windy Saturday morning. The six
of us in best suits. For the wedding before us in the office, the
bride went the whole hog—full wedding dress and train, maids of
honour, corsage, the lot. Tara and I looked at each other in our
plain outfits and laughed, smothering our faces with our
hands.

Two months later, she miscarried. Two weeks after that she
quit her course and went to London. She didn’t tell me she was
going until the night before she caught the train. We had a nasty
stand-up row in the middle of a kitchen little bigger than a
shoe-box, saying things we both regretted at once. She took nothing
with her, except a piece of my heart. I hadn’t heard from her
since, though in quiet moments I’d thought about her. What I
thought about mostly was her impulsiveness. She had sex with me
impulsively, got married on a whim, left me and our marriage on the
spur of the moment. It was exciting, but scary. I thought London
would suit her fine.

*

I woke the next morning with a roaring migraine that beat at
my head and narrowed my vision to a small tunnel. I staggered to
the bathroom and downed aspirin, then fell back into bed and pulled
up the covers. The pain was a constant shriek over my eye that I
couldn’t escape. There was nothing I could do, nowhere I could go
to relieve it. All I could do was wait for the pills to kick in and
allow me at least to stand up and get things done.

I was lucky—the migraines were coming infrequently now,
though there’d been a time three years before when I’d had one a
month. The doctors said they were caused by stress, and it was true
that when I left C & E they’d almost disappeared. Now I worked
for myself the stress was just as great – but caused by the job,
not by the people I worked for.

My house stands by itself on the edge of countryside but
within walking distance of Crewe railway station. The previous
owner had run a car repair business from the garage, which he’d
extended upwards to accommodate a hydraulic car-lift. Where the
second storey of this extension joined the back of the house he’d
installed a large window so you could stand inside the house and
look over the garage and into the countryside beyond. To stand
there was a test for my vertigo but at the same time a calming
influence.

Migraines and vertigo. I wondered why all my troubles seemed
to be located in my head. It wasn’t as if I used it for much
thinking.

For a while I stood with my forehead against the glass and
watched the dead fields outside. Within a few minutes, though, I
felt ill again, and walked around the house trying to settle down
and rest, as the doctor had told me. Whenever I sat, I had to stand
up. As soon as I stood up, I had to move around. As I began to move
around I understood I was restless and should sit down to stop my
head throbbing.

After two hours of this perpetual motion I was finally able
to go downstairs and drink a litre of bottled water. Groggily, I
collected the newspaper from the doormat, then spread it on the
floor and stared at it. I couldn’t summon the strength to turn the
first page. There was no point anyway; it was too soon after Tara’s
abduction for any mention to be made in the press.

Slowly I began to function and was able to consider my next
steps. I’d had instruction from Tara to quit the case, to leave it
to the police. But no one except me knew that. I hadn’t revealed
this piece of information to Inspector Howard. I’d told him that
Tara wanted to see me to explore how the investigation was going.
I’d made up some dialogue and created an attitude of supportive
encouragement. After all, we’d been married once.

But now I’d had enough. Getting back into Tara’s life had
caused me physical pain and professional failure. It occurred to me
that if I walked away I could tell Laura and anyone else who was
interested that it had been Tara’s last wish for me to drop the
case and leave it to the police investigation. No blame in that.
This series of crimes was escalating anyway. Press and television
news coverage of Rory’s murder had intensified in the last couple
of days, making it harder for someone like me to do my job. It was
more complicated, more high profile and more difficult than any
other case I’d worked on, and it was easier to let go and slip
away, leaving Howard and his troops to toil for another six months
before giving up. At this point I could just walk away and no one
would think any the less of me.

But there were memories that were coming thick and fast now
that I’d seen Tara and talked to her.

The day after we were married we’d driven to a caravan site
near Filey and spent a week sheltering from an icy wind blowing
down from the Arctic Circle. Her father had hired a large caravan
for us overlooking the beach. It had two bedrooms, a kitchen unit,
a shower and a large sitting area whose cushions unfolded
imaginatively to create one huge bed. The smell of Calor gas hung
over everything and hit you with a blow to the sinuses when you
came inside after spending any time outside. During the week we
barely left the caravan for anything but basic supplies and wine.
So it was a surprise when Tara asked me to leave her alone one
afternoon. She said she wasn’t feeling well and wanted to sleep
without me walking about and making the caravan rock.

So I wrapped myself in a heavy coat and walked a few miles up
and down the east coast, towards Scarborough and back, picking my
way over the coarse sand and smiling grimly at other holiday-makers
caught up in the same foolhardy pursuit. Exhausted and wet through,
I arrived back at the caravan, to find that Tara had cooked a
three-course ‘honeymoon dinner’, as she called it, on the gas-fired
four ring hob.

‘You deserve it,’ she said. ‘For putting up with me. I’m
probably going to give you hell while we’re married, but we might
as well start off on the right foot.’

We hadn’t been married for long, and she had given me hell,
but Tara had become part of me at that moment, and I resented the
fact that she’d been taken away. Twice. Resented it enough to want
revenge on whoever was responsible.

Suddenly I realised that my fists were balled and that I’d
torn the newspaper in half. My thoughts were so disorganised that I
hadn’t noticed myself doing it. It struck me that this was what I
did when I was angry. And I was angry because I was affronted. I
knew that I’d been caught out by an expert. Someone who knew where
to hit me. Someone big enough and strong enough to overpower Tara
and take her away.

Someone like Gerald Finch.
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AN HOUR LATER and as groggy as a drunken dog, I dragged
myself to the train station and made my way via train and cab to
Tara’s house. I watched the wintry, bare fields trail past the cab
window like a succession of Christmas cards, and thought of Tara in
the moments after my head was cracked open. Where was she? What was
she doing? How had the kidnapper subdued her before taking her
away? Had he hit her too? I replaced that image with one of her
running down the stairs in the boarding house in Leeds, her short,
tight hair bobbing with each step. It made no difference; I was
still depressed.

The cabbie could only park outside the entrance to the
chapel, next to the two blue vases, because a police car and
attendant officer blocked his way. Blue and white police tape wound
its way round the site. I paid the cabbie and approached the man on
duty.

‘Where you going, Chummie?’ he said.

I told him my name. ‘If it’s all right with you, I’ve come to
get my car. Talk to your boss.’

The officer, a young-looking farmer’s son with beetroot
cheeks and mild acne, stepped back and spoke into his collar. The
conversation went back and forth for a while, then he nodded and
waved me up the lane.

To walk up to the chapel took much longer than it had taken
to drive it a couple of days before. But the weather was trying to
break—the sky was a fragile blue and a weak sun came through the
oaks and elms, speckling the brown leaves underfoot. There was the
same undertone of mulch in the air that I’d noticed before. The
clarity of the air began to clear my sinuses. By the time I reached
the house I was feeling more like a human being and less like a
collection of nerve-ends.

Three large, white police vans and two patrol cars clustered
in front of the chapel pointing at each other, and a couple of
officers in yellow anoraks stood around keeping a general watch.
Forensic staff wearing oversize blue all-in-ones and white gloves
and carrying paper jiffy bags walked back and forth from the chapel
to the vans, like aliens moving house. I couldn’t believe they were
still stripping the place, but it was only a day and a half since
Tara had gone missing. They would be crawling over the carpets and
furniture with vacuums and chemicals and ultra-violet light,
hunting down DNA with the relentlessness of
train-spotters.

I walked to my car. Howard came out of the chapel talking to
a neatly-dressed man carrying a briefcase. I realised it was Derek
Evans. Howard stopped when he saw me, then walked over, holding his
hand palm up as an injunction to stop. Evans turned away and
watched the forensic officers moving between the house and their
van. I saw that Howard was tired, but he still managed to summon a
supercilious glare to direct towards me.

‘You’re only here to get your car,’ he said. ‘No snooping
around.’

‘What’s Evans doing here?’

‘Who—oh, him. Colleague of Mrs Brand’s. Professional courtesy.
Now listen, you’ve had your go at this, Dyke. You screwed up.
You don’t get a second chance.’

I said, ‘Talk to my client.’

He stepped up close. I could see the tired wrinkles around
his eyes and the tufts of hair sprouting like weeds from his
nostrils. He smelled faintly of tobacco, though I hadn’t seen him
smoke. ‘I don’t know how to make this clear to you,’ he said.
‘You’re beginning to interfere with police procedure. You’re in
danger of polluting evidence. And what’s more, you’re getting on my
tits. Everywhere I go I seem to be falling over you. You’re like a
bloody cold-sore that won’t go away.’

‘I thought we were getting on quite well.’

‘I’m giving you a nice warning—stay out of the way. If I come
across you again in the next week, I shall not be an happy man. Do
I make myself understood?’

‘I can’t guarantee anything. I’m not responsible for what this
villain is up to.’

‘I’ll have you on a charge for wasting police
time.’

‘If I hadn’t been here it might have been days till someone
found out Tara was missing. You’ve got a head start because I
happened to turn up.’

‘Funny, that.’

‘Spare me the sarcasm, Howard. It might work with your young
plods around here but not with me.’

This seemed to upset him unreasonably. He stood with a look
of bewilderment widening his face, then got angry.

‘You can piss off,’ he said. ‘I’ve told you the rules of the
game. You keep out of my way. You don’t interfere with police
business. I don’t see you around crime scenes or talking to
witnesses. I don’t even smell your aftershave. Have you got that in
your head? Do you want the stitches tightening to make sure it
doesn’t leak out?’

‘A low blow on an unarmed civilian, Inspector.’ I had a sudden
thought. ‘So now your chief suspect’s missing, where do you go from
here?’

This caught him by surprise. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Tara Brand was beginning to look good for killing her
husband. Don’t tell me you hadn’t noticed. She benefited
financially from Rory’s death and she wasn’t keen on the new
direction Brands was taking. Now despite all the evidence, I don’t
think you’re stupid. You must have been putting this together in
the same way I was.’

He turned away, shaking his head and putting a hand up to
feel the shape of his hair.

‘I don’t believe you,’ he said. ‘It’s true what they say about
Yorkshiremen.’

‘What’s that?’

‘They don’t understand what tact is because they can’t spell
it.’

‘That’s a racist slur.’

‘Do I care? Look, whether Tara Brand was a suspect or not is
none of your business. What we do next as an investigating police
force is none of your business. Your business is keeping out of my
way. You can do that as well and as often as you like.’

He moved to my car and opened the driver’s door.

‘You can go now,’ he said.

I climbed in. The seat had been re-adjusted and the rear-view
mirror knocked to an awkward angle. There was a faint powdery
smell. Forensics had been through here without taking the car in. I
re-jigged the seat and mirrors to suit my position while Howard
watched from the open door.

‘Do we understand each other?’ he asked.

‘Do your worst,’ I said, reaching for the door. ‘I’ve got a
living to make. It’s every man for himself now.’

I slammed the door shut.
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I WENT BACK TO my office to get my mail. There was no mail. I
called Gerald Finch. But there was no Gerald Finch. I stared at the
mailbox and telephone as if they were traitors.

I tried to remember everything I could about Gerald Finch.
His small house. His large frame. The cat sleeping on his kitchen
counter. He was big enough and I thought strong enough to have
knocked me out and overpowered Tara. And certainly he was still
angry enough. The atmosphere in his house was like tinder ready to
explode, and he struck me as someone who could easily be the
fuse.

On the other hand he didn’t seem to be someone with the form
for it. He worked in design. In computers. He was more likely to
find a way to defraud Brands than murder Rory and kidnap
Tara.

But murderers don’t usually make a career of it. The murder
emerges from rage and the murderer’s belief that there’s no
alternative if reparations are to be made for the hurt or bad
feelings that he’s gone through. I asked myself whether I thought
Finch felt that bad or demonstrated that level of rage.

The answer was, I didn’t know.

Thirty minutes had passed with me thinking this through when
Laura called. I wondered how long I’d been calling her
Laura.

I hadn’t seen her since the day before Tara’s abduction. I
should have spoken to her as soon as I could, as my client, but I
hadn’t worked out what to tell her about the events at Tara’s
house. She’d also left a message on my home answer phone that I’d
failed to return.

‘How are you?’ she said. I couldn’t tell whether she was angry
or merely anxious.

‘I’m fine, except for a bruise the size of Denmark on the back
of my head. Where are you?’

‘In the office. Just a skeleton staff today. We’re all at
sixes and sevens. It was bad enough when Rory was killed, but this
...’

‘It must be tough.’

She sighed. I imagined her sitting at her desk, looking out
of the windows at the blank, reflective offices in the centre of
Waverley. ‘You have no idea,’ she said.

‘Will Brands carry on?’

‘I suppose you have to ask that question, don’t you? If I
didn’t know better I’d think you had shares in our competitors.
Well there’s a meeting of department heads tomorrow to see what we
should do. People are still telling me I should take
charge.’

‘Why don’t you?’

There was a pause. ‘I don’t feel it’s my place. It’s not my
company and I know that. But I don’t see how we can stop
trading—there’s too much at stake for everyone.’

‘Laura?’

‘What?’

‘I want you to do something for me.’

‘Oh God.’

‘I want you to be with as many people as you can. Don’t walk
around by yourself. Don’t leave your car parked at night in streets
you don’t know. Am I making myself clear?’

‘Why should I be a target?’

‘Because you can be. You won’t like to hear this, but I
haven’t got a clue why Rory was murdered and Tara was kidnapped.
Personal or professional—I don’t know. But I want you to be
careful. I mean it.’

There was silence at the other end as Laura absorbed all
this. A few days ago she’d have switched into Nazi mode and told me
to shape up. Now she wasn’t so sure.

‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘I phoned to see how you were, and to give
you some information. Champion have refused to give us any more
money for the IT development. We haven’t made a go of it in the
last twelve months, so they’re pulling the plug.’

‘Do they want their three million back?’

‘Not yet. It doesn’t work like that. We have a few years
before we have to start repayment.’

‘So what difference does it make to you now?’

‘The first thing we have to do is get rid of—sorry, make
redundant—about forty people. We haven’t sold any licences of the
programme, so we can’t carry on with this drain on our finances.
Isn’t that great timing?’

‘It’s a money thing.’

‘It’s a business thing. I hope you’re not going to get
wishy-washy on me, Sam. And you an ex-member of Her Majesty’s
Customs and Excise SWAT team.’

‘That doesn’t mean I ditched my ethics. Don’t tell me you’re
happy about it.’

‘Oh for God’s sake. These people are used to it. The new
economy and all that. I don’t say I’m happy, but if it happens, it
happens. There’s no such thing as a job for life any
more.’

‘A job for longer than eighteen months would suit most
people.’

‘I can’t talk to you if you’re going to be silly.’

‘So thinking about other people and their families is
silly?’

‘You’re twisting my words. You really do like having rows,
don’t you? Just when I thought we were getting on well.’

‘For me, this is getting on well.’

‘I guess you’re a single man, then,’ she said.

And hung up.
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THE SKY WAS A lead slab scored by a blunt knife. A frigid
wind cut through my standard-issue detective leather jacket as I
crossed the car park and entered Brands’ offices. Within ten
minutes a hard-edged rain would be slanting diagonally through the
air.

I’d driven up to Stockport and spent a fruitless fifteen
minutes knocking on Gerald Finch’s door. No answer and no sign of
life. I slipped a note under his door asking him to call me. Then
rather than drive straight home I thought I’d try to talk to Laura.
Upsetting clients is an art, but this could possibly be my
masterpiece. I wasn’t happy about that.

Laura wasn’t in, and I had an even frostier greeting than
usual from Carol-the-receptionist. Could anyone else help? Did I
have an appointment? Would I like to try again later?

‘I’ll try again later,’ I agreed. When I turned to go, Derek
Evans, the Finance Director, was watching.

‘Mr Dyke,’ he said. ‘We met at Rory’s funeral. It’s fortunate
you turned up just now.’

‘My timing’s always been good.’

‘Yes. I thought I ought to tell you that in fact we’re not
going to continue your contract, thank you very much.’

Well why not? One damn thing came after the other at the
moment, and ever since we’d met I knew this confrontation would
come. When the bean counters got involved it was only a matter of
time. If I didn’t contribute to the bottom-line, what was I
for?

‘Can I ask why?’ I said. I saw no reason to make it easy for
him.

‘On consideration, we think that while the use of a private
investigator is on balance a good idea, we’re going to use a larger
organisation better suited to the way we operate.’

‘Who’ve you got in mind?’

‘That’s none of your concern, thank you very much.’

‘Is it Brannigans?’

He flinched but said nothing. Brannigans was a large and
well-established agency that operated in the south Manchester area.
They were slick and wore suits and carried laptops to work. Their
average age must have been about twenty-five. I’d lost work to them
before.

‘So,’ Evans went on, ‘Despite the fact that Laura seems
convinced that you have some talent, I’m going to ask you to stay
away from our people here.’

‘That’s a blow.’

‘Yes, I can understand you would be disappointed. I won’t have
you harassing the staff and getting in the way. They’ve had enough
upset lately and I think you should leave them alone.’

‘So Miss Marshall knows about this?’

‘I’m afraid what I say to her is no longer any of your
business.’

I had to give him credit for being upfront. But why not? I
was off the clock now. If I carried on with the investigation it
would be under my own steam and for my own reasons. Brannigans
wouldn’t say anything – they had their daily rate to keep them
happy.

For some reason I was glad that Laura thought I had talent.
Though after our row she might have changed her opinion. Evans was
still looking at me expectantly.

‘Is there something I can do for you, Mr Evans?’

‘We’re an odd company, Mr Dyke. I’m sure you’ll have realised
that from the people you’ve met. We’ve got some very mature and
responsible people, real grown ups, and we’ve got a lot of
youngsters who are still learning to drive, and living in their
first flats and getting drunk every Friday night.’

‘I’m sure that’s very interesting.’

‘I don’t want you to leave with the idea that anyone working
here could possibly be involved in Rory’s murder or Tara’s
disappearance.’

‘As I’m not going to be given the opportunity to find out, I
suppose we’ll never know.’

I couldn’t read the expression that played over his face. It
might have been guilt, it might have been relief. He shook my hand
again. ‘I must go. Thank you for your time.’

He turned and left. So that was it. If the Finance Director
had made the decision, it really did seem to be the end of my
relationship with Brands. I shrugged and walked to the
exit.

This time I reached the doors at the head of the stairs
before being stopped by a voice.

‘Mr Dyke? Mal O’Donovan. Could I have a word? There’s
something you ought to know.’


Chapter
20

HE WAS SHORT AND wiry, with grey hair and sallow skin that
suggested he saw the insides of too many offices. He was formally
dressed in a dark suit and tie, though his shoes were scuffed. A
limp handkerchief dripped out of his breast pocket. He stuck out a
stubby hand, which I shook. I looked around for Evans but he’d
gone.

‘OK, let’s go,’ I said to O’Donovan, then watched as he took
me at my word, turned and sped off towards the consultancy
division, his short legs pumping hard. I took off after him. He led
me past the desks where I’d met Betty and Eddie Hampshire, and
further into a large open-plan area where rows of desks dotted with
computers were separated by waist-high partitions covered in blue
felt. The space was eerily quiet compared to the hubbub in the
other end of the office. It had the feel of a secluded airport
chapel removed from the perils waiting on the tarmac
outside.

O’Donovan guided me to a table between two shelving units
that faced each other, creating a private space that seemed to act
as an informal meeting area. The table was served by three tall
chairs that looked like modern sculpture—stainless steel tubes and
pale polished wood. We hauled ourselves on to the chairs and sat
facing each other. I took out my notebook, which he noticed with a
small smile before he began to speak.

No one took him seriously. Mal knew that. They thought he
came in early to wring brownie points from Rory—but the fact was,
he needed the time to think. Time by himself. Away from Vera and
the kids and the TV and the dogs ... time when he could gather his
thoughts and make sure he knew what he was doing.

So that he didn’t cock up again.

He’d only done it once. Four years ago. Made a right bollocks
of a proposal so that Brands actually made a loss on the job. To
get the project finished, he’d had to work almost twice as many
days as they’d proposed, which meant they made no profit. What’s
more, it threw his timetable out so he wasn’t available for the
other jobs he was scheduled to pick up. It was a simple sum but Mal
had screwed up. He’d told Rory it wouldn’t happen again. Worse,
he’d told himself the same thing.

That’s why he was in early that morning and every other
morning that he wasn’t actually out delivering. An advantage was
that he got one of the parking slots at the front, which he liked.
Could get a quick exit then. He usually arrived the same time as
Carol and they’d go up in the lift together. He had to be careful
now because he’d done his knee in playing Sunday morning
football—the doctor told him to rest it as much as possible, so six
flights of stairs were out of the question. This morning, Betty
walked in with Carol and came up with them in the lift too, staring
ahead with her usual concentration and saying nothing.

He’d realised a long time ago that he liked this routine. The
life of a consultant wasn’t geared around routine. It wasn’t nine
to five and it often wasn’t Monday to Friday. So he liked it when
he had a spell driving into the office and sitting at a desk doing
paperwork. And he was beginning to realise that he didn’t like
consultancy anyway. He’d grown more cynical about it over the
years. It seemed to him that he’d spent a good part of his adult
life working with companies training people who didn’t want to be
trained in skills they had no use for at times that were
inconvenient and at a cost far beyond what it was worth. Brands
wasn’t a small company any more—they had more money, glossy
brochures, a web-site and a big loan from some gullible rich
people. But he was doing the same thing now that he’d been doing
five years ago. Talking about how people work together. Using ideas
that weren’t original and might not even have been true. The way it
worked was that some academics in America did research and came up
with a few concepts that they put into four-box models that were
easy to draw on a flip chart. Then consultants and trainers in the
UK nicked the ideas and said that what held good for American
workers was good for British ones too—and European ones, if it came
to that. There was a part of Mal that didn’t trust this process and
thought it was bogus.

In Mal’s eyes, management should have been easy: treat people
like individual human beings, talk to them and explain what was
happening in the company, ask for their opinion when things were
going to change, and don’t think that because you were a manager
you were better than they were.

That morning, when they got to the top floor, Carol used her
swipe card to let them in and Betty went ballistic immediately.
There were lights on in the office, which was criminal in her eyes.
She was always sending out snotty e-mails reminding people to shut
the doors and turn the lights out when they left at the end of the
day, or if they were in at the weekend. It was all money being
wasted as far as she was concerned. So when she saw the lights she
started swearing and cussing and Carol gave Mal one of her
raised-eyebrow looks and went to find the relevant light switches.
Betty stormed off to the kitchen to put her sandwiches in the
fridge and Mal went after her to make a drink, part of his usual
morning drill.

He was putting coffee in his cup when he heard a kind of
shouting noise from Carol in the main office. He and Betty looked
at each other, then went out. Carol was walking backwards out of
one of the small offices. Mal guessed she’d been doing her tidy
drone thing and was turning lights off one by one. But he saw
straight away that this was something serious. There was something
out of kilter in the room, something not normal. What’s more, Carol
had her hand to her mouth and had gone white. She was making
strange whimpering noises. Betty was standing beside him now; he
felt her push him in the back, telling him to Go on, see what was
up. But this was the kind of situation he didn’t like. It meant he
was going to be in the middle of something important, something
with consequences. So he didn’t want the responsibility of being
the next person to go in that room. He wanted his routine. He
wanted everything to go back to normal. And even while he was
wanting that, he knew deep down that everything had already
changed.

I said to him, ‘You any idea who would want to murder
Rory?’

He looked away, through the windows, and said nothing for
half a minute. ‘I’ve thought a lot about that. I read somewhere
that most murders are spur of the moment. Someone loses their rag
and the next thing you know they’re standing over a bloody corpse
with a meat cleaver in their hand.’ When he spoke he had a lilting
Liverpool accent that coloured his phrasing as though he were
suffering from catarrh. ‘This doesn’t look like that. It’s more
premeditated. Thought through. Makes me think it was someone with a
grudge going back a long time. I reckon someone was sending a
message.’

‘Who?’

‘Don’t ask me. But not anybody who works here. God knows there
was plenty to get mad about with Rory, but if one of us had done
it, he would have been found with his head stuffed under the lid of
the photocopier with a waste-bin stuffed up his arse. Sorry to
speak ill of the dead. And me a Catholic.’

‘He could be tough to get on with.’

‘Basically, he kept changing his mind. Then he convinced
himself he’d let us all into the secret, and it was our fault for
making a bollocks of it.’

‘This a regular thing?’

‘The longer you worked here, the worse it got. It was like
when you started, you were his darling, but he gradually got bored
with you, to the point where he couldn’t even look you in the
eye.’

‘Did you ever go through that?’

He gave a small laugh. ‘About once a year. I got used to it.
It’s the others, though. I’ve lost count of the consultants who
left. Some just wouldn’t put up with it. They buggered off. Know
what I mean? Just wouldn’t put up with it.’

I wrote this down in my notebook. I told him Laura had
mentioned what he’d seen on Rory’s laptop: “Who’s the daddy
now?”

‘Yeah,’ Mal said. ‘Took me a minute to make sense of it
because you don’t usually see writing that big on a
screen.’

‘Any idea what it means?’

‘Not a clue. I’ve been thinking about it ever since I saw it
and I’ve still got no idea.’

‘You said something wasn’t right in the room,’ I said. ‘Was
that it, or was there more?’

‘There was something else. Glad you asked. This is what I
wanted to tell you.’

‘Now’s your chance.’

He gave me a quick grin. ‘The police have been putting out
stories,’ he said. ‘They’ve been telling everyone the office was
locked up tight. No ins or outs. But it’s not true. See that door
over there?’

He pointed to a grey fire door that had a metal release bar
running across its middle.

‘When I come out of the kitchen with Betty, that’s standing
ajar. Just two inches. Took me a minute to catch it, but I knew
something wasn’t quite right.’

‘You’ve got a good sixth sense.’

He shrugged. ‘When you come in every morning you get an idea
of what the place should look like. I reckon that’s how the
murderer got in. Either someone left it open, or he forced it
somehow. Comes in, does the dirty, walks out.’

‘Where does it go to?’

‘Small door on the side of the building. Nobody’s going to see
you early in the morning. Anyone could wander in or out. Absolutely
anybody.’
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THE BUMP ON THE back of my head was tender and made it
difficult for me to sleep, so I rose early the next morning and
went out for a run in light drizzle. There were four weeks to go to
Christmas, and it was cold and bleak in the fields behind my house,
the ground unyielding and hard as concrete, despite the rain. I ran
around the edges of two ploughed fields, crossed a wooden stile
greasy with dew, picked my way over an abandoned railway line and
then climbed the short rise that led to a municipal playing field
in which two sets of white goal posts loomed out of the morning
mist. Then I turned for home, crossed two roads busy with early
traffic, and tracked drying pebbles of mud over my carpet as I
headed straight into the shower, where I stood like a penitent,
head bowed, waiting for some kind of judgement.

Eventually I took a deep breath and phoned Laura’s mobile
phone.

‘Well well,’ she said, when she heard my voice. ‘It’s the
solitary man.’

‘Aye, well.’

‘I’ll take that as an apology.’

‘I’m not always careful what I say.’

‘You do come on like a beefy bully sometimes.’

‘Is that how you think of me? I like to think of myself as a
sensitive wallflower.’

‘With those shoulders? I don’t think so.’

This was promising. ‘Where are you?’ I said.

‘I couldn’t face work. I’m weary, Sam. All those sad faces.
I’ve been working from home.’

‘I’d like to meet you tonight—perhaps on neutral
ground.’

‘Given how people are feeling, that’s probably a good
idea.’

‘Where?’

She suggested one of the large country pubs on the road that
connects Waverley to Alderley Edge. I had no reason to argue, this
time.

It was Friday and the place was heaving. It was a young
Waverley crowd—an expensive haircut, a sleek car parked outside, a
confidence borne of a large bank account and a good school. I
didn’t take to them much. It seemed to me that the glamour was
unearned, the result of daddy’s money smoothing a path through life
and solving any problems that arose along the way. I pushed through
the taut, shiny skin and open neck shirts to the bar and ordered a
pint of the guest beer. When it came I took a deep slug and tried
to forget how old I was.

I’d found a table in a corner behind a screen, so I saw Laura
enter and look around before she saw me.

She made quite an entrance. She’d changed from the office
formality into something a lot racier—dark purple leather trousers
coupled with a simple black top, this covered by a black lace
bustier that swooped around her neck and ran down her bare arms in
a series of lacy swirls to her wrists. She was very slim and tall,
and edged easily between the crowd as she looked past them, finally
catching my gaze; that can’t have been difficult, as my eyes must
have been on stalks.

‘Thanks for coming,’ I said. ‘You must be
exhausted.’

‘It’s good to get out of the house. I can’t stay home and
stare at the four walls every night.’

‘I bet they stare right back.’

She smiled and sat down, and I went to the bar and bought her
a drink. When I returned she was on the phone. I sat quietly until
she’d finished.

‘Sorry about that,’ she said. ‘Mothers have a great sense of
timing. They always call just when you’re leaving the house, or
about to have a drink with a man in compromising circumstances. Oh,
perhaps I shouldn’t have said that.’

I took another slug from my beer.

‘I’m sorry I caused you problems with Tara,’ I said.
‘Sometimes you have to confront things head on. Cause a fuss. See
what falls out of the tree.’

‘Is that your standard practice? It’s not what I had in mind
when I asked you to investigate.’

‘What did you think I’d do?’

‘In my last company we called in an investigator because we
thought one of the managers was salting money away. This guy, the
investigator, just followed the paper trail.’

‘It might come down to that in the end.’ I took a sip from my
drink. ‘Has Evans spoken to you?’

She gave me a dim smile. ‘He told me he’d asked you to leave.
I told him to go boil his head.’

‘I like your imagery.’

‘Ignore him, Sam. It’s coming out of my budget. It has nothing
to do with him.’

‘You really get on with him, don’t you?’

‘Old wars. But it would be useful to have something concrete
to show. Any ideas?’

‘It’s still early in the investigation. It can take a while to
get your bearings.’

‘At our expense.’ She caught herself. ‘God, listen to me. I
sound like our clients. Wanting to know they’re getting their
money’s worth for every hour that’s billed. Sometimes I feel like
sending them copies of Das Kapital and asking them to read it and
then debate the true value of labour. If it wasn’t tragic you’d
have to laugh.’

I looked at her closely, leaning forward to get her
attention. ‘Laura, I do have some questions I need to
ask.’

She leaned back in her chair as if to distance herself. She
didn’t appear pleased. ‘Is this how you work, then—trick people
into thinking they’re having a night off, then interrogate
them?’

‘It won’t take long. First question. Did you get on with Rory
and Tara?’

‘Me? Am I a suspect now?’

‘It would be a good ruse—the perpetrator of the crime hires
someone to investigate it. Like something out of Agatha
Christie.’

‘Thanks very much for thinking I’m that clever—or devious.
I’ve told you how I got on with Rory—all right in small doses. Tara
I could take or leave. I suppose we rubbed along OK but you
couldn’t get close to her.’ She smiled grimly. ‘But then you must
know that, of all people.’

This felt like a mild dose of retaliation. I felt my cheeks
buzzing with blood. ‘When did Howard tell you?’

‘Yesterday. He came by the office. He took great pleasure in
letting me in on your dirty little secret. Did Rory
know?’

‘Not that I’m aware of. Unless he was a damn good
actor.’

She took this in. ‘Howard thinks you need to be watched. He’s
suspicious—on two counts, really. First that you’d been married to
her; second, that you were there on the night she
vanished.’

‘My turn now—do you think I did it?’

‘You seem to have convinced the police, so that has to be good
enough for me.’

‘Thanks for the vote of confidence.’

‘You started it.’

We both sipped from our drinks, unable or unwilling to look
at each other for the moment.

‘So why did you split up?’ she asked.

I described the circumstances of my so-called marriage to
Tara and explained that I hadn’t heard from her in eighteen years,
apart from when I received the divorce papers, which I signed and
sent back in a fit of righteous anger.

‘So was she hard work back then?’ Laura asked.

‘I think we both were. I couldn’t give her what she
wanted.’

‘Which was?’

‘I couldn’t help her become the person she wanted to
be.’

‘Tough one. And do you feel guilty now?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The feeling I’m getting is that you think you failed her
somehow.’

I looked away uncomfortably. That was something that I’d
never fully explored, even in the worst moments of despair after
Tara left. Laura had got there quickly.

‘I’m not a great one for responsibility,’ I said. ‘It’s
something we spoke about.’

‘You and Tara.’

‘She wanted me to commit to her. In some way. I thought it was
because of her dad, the Major. But maybe it was the way she was—she
wanted me to show something, some dedication. To her. It was always
to her.’

Laura shook her head. ‘That’s pretty lousy. She comes back
all these years later, makes you feel guilty, then
vanishes.’

‘Thanks. I hadn’t looked at it like that.’

‘Do you think she’s dead?’

This was something else I’d been trying to avoid thinking
about. ‘Maybe not,’ I said. ‘But if it’s the same man who killed
Rory, why not leave her the same way he left him? Why take
her?’

She looked down guiltily. ‘Sorry. I shouldn’t bring this up
here. But it’s hard not to. I worked with her but I didn’t know
her. It’s a shock she’s gone like this, but I don’t really know
what I think about it. I’ve never had to deal with anything like
this. In marketing you tend to look at the upside of things and
avoid negative thinking. Not very helpful for dealing with real
life.’

I didn’t want to talk about Tara any more. I’ve always
thought it was unhealthy to dwell on a past that couldn’t be
altered. Also, I didn’t think it fair to involve Laura in the
twists and turns of my relationship with my former, possibly dead
wife.

I changed the subject. ‘How much do you rate Mal O’Donovan?’
I said.

‘Oh, he told you his story, did he? Good. He’s OK, as
consultants go. Lots of experience. Good with the boys—when he’s
away on courses he gets down with the delegates, becomes one of the
lads. Always gets good feedback, though I don’t think Rory liked
him.’

‘Why not?’

‘There’s just something creepy about him.
Untrustworthy.’

‘He told me he’s spoken to you about his theory of the open
fire door. What do you make of it?’

‘I couldn’t say. I didn’t notice whether it was open or not. I
know the lads use it to go downstairs for a smoke. It could have
been left open from the night before.’

‘But what about when you get downstairs—the door to the
outside. Would that have been left open too?’

‘Probably not. They’re pretty security-conscious. They have to
be with all the gear lying around. Everyone knows it’s a security
door and has to be shut properly.’

‘So it’s unlikely it was left open the night before Rory was
murdered and someone used it to get inside?’

‘Unlikely, but not impossible. It’s all very casual there. You
must have noticed. It’s the new rock and roll—office life is the
same as being on tour with the Stones, now. You can call people
dude, smoke dope and play music all day long.’

‘It wasn’t like that in our day,’ I said.
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