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CHAPTER ONE

	DESPITE WHAT MOST people think about private investigators, I don’t spend all my time waiting in my office for beautiful blonde women with mysterious eyes and long legs to walk in and offer me money to find their missing relatives.

	And the first time it happened, it was just my luck she was brought by a cop. 

	His name was Howard, and I’d had a couple of dealings with him over the years. He was the very embodiment of the word Plod - although he was thin, almost bony, his demeanour was so heavy you felt that if he stood still long enough he’d grow roots. 

	So when he knocked and poked his head around my office door I wasn’t expecting much in the way of entertainment.

	He glanced around the empty room and nodded.

	‘You’re in, then.’

	‘Apparently.’

	‘Got a job for you.’

	Perhaps I should have sat up straight and showed some enthusiasm, but to be honest I don’t have a lot of enthusiasm these days. My son, Dan, had traded Bitcoins online for me during the last three months, and I’d done surprisingly well. In fact, the income I’d made in the last three months had outstripped my investigation earnings for the last two years. 

	Not so good for the motivation.

	Now Inspector Howard opened the door wide and stepped back. A young woman walked past him and into my life. 

	Is that too corny?

	Possibly, but that’s what it felt like. She was tall and slender, with the kind of walk that placed one foot in front of the other, like a catwalk model on a tightrope—not that kind of splay-footed amble people usually adopt when entering a space they don’t know. She moved into the room as though she owned it, looked for a seat and commanded it, placing slender hands on either arm of the chair as she sat. It looked grateful to receive her.

	She shook her head to release her hair and it bobbed once and settled. It was long and ebony black, framing a pale, oval face with hazel eyes at its centre. She crossed her legs, but she was seated on the far side of my desk so I couldn’t see them. I didn’t need to see them to know they’d be great.

	I hadn’t realised I’d stood up until I found myself sitting down. Howard had also come in by now and moved the other client chair to take his place beside her.

	I said to the woman, ‘You’re not blonde.’

	‘Is that a problem?’

	‘We’ll find out. I’m Sam Dyke.’

	‘So I’ve heard. Inspector Howard told me that while he wouldn’t trust you, you’d probably do a good job. He said you’d be persistent. Was he right?’

	‘Yes. He never trusts me.’

	‘But are you persistent?’

	‘I keep trying to be. Every now and then I give up.’

	She turned to Howard.

	‘He thinks he’s funny. Will you tell him, or shall I?’

	As she turned, I caught a glimpse of her profile. I’ve seen worse. Straight nose, delicate chin, earlobes like porcelain shells. Long eye-lashes, too, beneath a high and gently-sloping brow. I’ve already mentioned the black hair, but I’ll add the fact that it seemed to fall in natural waves to her shoulders without any help from product or styling. 

	Howard leaned forward in his chair and placed a hand on my desk. 

	‘This young lady needs your help, Dyke. I’ve told her you’d do the job. Don’t let me down.’

	‘Or what, you’ll never talk to me again? I can live with that.’

	He didn’t move and kept staring at me, his lips slightly pursed in irritation. 

	I shifted my gaze to the woman. ‘You have the advantage of me. You know my name. I don’t know yours.’

	‘Let me explain the situation first. Then you can tell me whether you want to hear my name.’

	‘I’m all ears.’

	She relaxed into the chair, uncrossing her legs and reaching for her handbag. Howard leaned back and looked out of the window behind me, into Crewe town centre, as though trying to demonstrate that he wasn’t going to listen to what she said. Either that or he found shoppers fascinating. 

	The woman had opened her handbag. She said, ‘Can I smoke?’

	‘I’d prefer it if you didn’t. It might set off the fire alarm. I don’t like fires.’

	She placed the handbag on the floor again, every action precise as though it had been considered for several minutes beforehand.

	She said, ‘My father is Lorenzo Strano, and he was a policeman. Several years ago he was found guilty of selling steroids and was sent to prison. He served eight years and was released last month.’

	She paused and I wondered if she was going to cry. She’d given no sign of emotion but there was an intensity in her expression that led me to think she might just burst into tears.

	I said, ‘Must have been bad for a policeman in prison.’

	‘Probably. I wouldn’t know. Since he’s been released I haven’t seen him.’

	Howard said, ‘That’s where you come in.’

	The woman glanced sharply at him then turned back to me.

	‘When my father was sent to prison my mother took me away. I was seventeen and didn’t argue. I was angry with her and I was angry with him. Can you understand that?’

	‘Of course.’

	‘After that first year I went away to university and I’ve been away until the last few years. Now I’m back in the area and I’m something I never thought I’d say—I’m a business-woman. I have a good life with good friends and a fancy office.’

	I said, ‘But the simple version is that you want me to find your dad?’

	‘Your first deduction, I’m impressed.’

	‘And what do you want me to do when I find him?’

	‘I want you to tell me where he is.’

	‘And what will you do then?’

	She stared at me. ‘That’s up to me, the client, don’t you think?’

	‘Not if you go round to his place with a sawn-off shotgun because he abandoned you and your mother. Not if you set a gang of thugs on him. Do you see my point?’

	‘Not entirely. This is a financial transaction, isn’t it?’

	‘My point is, what if he doesn’t want you to know where he is, possibly for very good reasons of his own?’

	She turned to Howard again.

	‘This isn’t going well. Do you have another investigator on your list?’

	I said, ‘Look, I’ll find him for you, if that’s what you want. But you have to be prepared for the fact he might not want to be found. You might have a conversation with him and then he vanishes again. Why else do you think he hasn’t been in contact?’

	Her lips tightened and her hazel eyes found a touch of steel, and the atmosphere in the room gained a little electricity.

	She said, ‘Not that it’s any of your business, but relations between my father and me weren’t always good. You have to remember I was seventeen when all this happened. I daresay I blamed him for breaking up the family. And I daresay I didn’t hide it.’

	‘What does your mother think?’

	Howard brought his attention back into the room as though a code word had triggered him.

	‘Maria died a couple of years ago. Anjelica nursed her but the cancer took her in the end.’

	A grateful look passed between the young woman and the policeman, as though he’d said something she couldn’t. And now I had a name - Anjelica Strano. I liked it, though its owner was turning out to be rather spiky.

	I said, ‘So now your father’s out of prison and you think he’s steering clear of you because you weren’t getting on. Did it occur to you he might be embarrassed or ashamed? Perhaps he doesn’t want you to see him after eight years in a prison environment. Perhaps he’s got tattoos or was beaten up. Perhaps he wants to be the one who decides when you actually see each other again.’

	‘I understand that. But I don’t know for certain, do I?’ She hesitated briefly. ‘I don’t want him to think I bear him a grudge. I’ve grown up. I’ve lost my mother … I don’t want to lose my father as well.’

	There was no doubt it was tempting. I would have liked Anjelica Strano as a client. I would have made sure we had regular client meetings, probably in a more relaxed environment than my uncomfortable office. 

	But her father was an ex-cop. Which meant that to learn anything, I’d probably be talking to other policemen—something neither they nor I would like. Moreover, it seemed like a fool’s errand. If he wanted to talk to his daughter it was his right to choose when and where to do it. There was no reason for me to be mixed up in this, nothing I could use to defend my involvement in the case—if it was even a case.

	I said, ‘I appreciate your situation, Miss Strano. But I don’t think there’s anything I can do for you. If I were you, I’d talk to some of his old friends and see if they know where he might have gone.’

	Howard interrupted again. ‘We’ve tried that. No one knows anything. That’s why we thought we’d use a professional. But we came to you first.’

	I ignored the jibe and so did Anjelica. She said, ‘Don’t you want to know the real reason he was sent to prison?’

	‘I don’t see what difference it will make.’

	‘He gave up.’

	‘You mean he admitted it?’

	‘It was a big trial, lots of pressure. TV and newspapers. He was accused of buying and selling steroids from a man working in a gym. There seemed to be no doubt he was guilty. They found steroids in a suitcase in our house and there were witnesses who saw him talking to his supplier and other witnesses who allegedly bought from him.’

	‘Sounds open and shut.’

	‘But my dad offered no defence. For the first time in his life, he had nothing to say. Just took it, day after day in the dock, saying nothing. Didn’t defend himself.’

	The intensity had returned to her face, sharpening her features, putting a light in the back of her eyes. She’d laid a hand on the desk between us. Her fingers were long and slender and tipped with pink.

	I said, ‘So why do you think he was silent?’

	‘Isn’t it obvious?’

	‘Explain it to me.’

	‘He was either guilty or he was protecting someone.’

	‘So he put himself in jail? Hard to believe, for a copper. What was his defence team doing?’

	‘Nothing. They barely questioned the witnesses and seemed bored most of the time.’

	‘You watched it?’

	‘A few days. Then I couldn’t stand it. He’d given up, so in the end even I thought he must be guilty. I was young, I didn’t know anything.’

	‘Why have you changed your mind?’

	‘Because I’m my father’s daughter, and I don’t give up. Like you, I’m persistent.’

	 

	TWENTY MINUTES LATER I’d agreed to look for Lorenzo Strano. I didn’t want to and I didn’t need the work. But I couldn’t argue with the strength of the young woman’s conviction and the fact that Howard agreed with her. He was as cold-hearted as they come, so if he’d seen enough to bring her to me, there was probably something in it.

	After we’d arranged terms and she’d given me some photos of her father, they both got up to leave. 

	I said to her, ‘How did you find the Inspector here? Why him?’

	‘He knew my father and was the only one to send me a Christmas card every year. Sounds silly, but it meant a lot to us. Everyone else acted as though he’d never existed.’

	Howard had turned away but I thought I saw some colour in his cheek.

	I said, ‘That’s tough. Coppers usually stick together. It doesn’t bode well. If they didn’t want to speak to you then, it’s not likely they’ll want to speak to me now.’

	As if in reply, she handed me an index card on which she’d written two names and telephone numbers.

	‘Talk to them. They knew my dad. They wouldn’t talk to the Inspector but then he’s still an officer of the court, as they say. They wouldn’t talk to me because … well, because they know who I am. They’re probably embarrassed.’

	‘And you think I can bully them into talking.’

	‘I’m sure you’ll find a way.’

	I said to Howard, ‘What’s your opinion? Why do you think he’s gone into hiding?’

	‘I don’t have an opinion. You’re on your own with this. I’ve done what I can because I know the family, but I can’t do any more.’

	I understood. He was probably acting against policy by steering the young woman towards me in the first place. It was harder these days for individual policemen to act independently, whatever their rank. His hands were almost certainly tied.

	He looked as though he might add something but instead just nodded at me and led her to the door. Before she left completely she came back into the room, shook my hand and almost as an afterthought gave me a business card.

	She said, ‘About my name. I don’t use Strano any more. There was so much publicity about the case I changed it.’

	‘So what do I call you now?’

	Before answering she walked back to the doorway then turned to look at me from within her cloud of long black hair. 

	‘Strano is Italian for “strange”. It was my nickname at school. The Strange girl. You can call me Anjelica Strange.’

	
CHAPTER TWO

	AFTER THEY’D GONE I sat in my chair for a while and stared at the door. Then I stared at the wall, followed by a brief session of staring at the chair in which Anjelica Strange had rested her shapely bottom. Staring seemed to replace thinking for a few minutes, but when I got back to thinking I wondered what I was doing by accepting the case. I didn’t need the hassle of dealing with policemen, current or former, and I wondered whether I’d taken the job simply because I was attracted to Anjelica Strange. 

	It also struck me that her story was familiar to me in ways I didn’t quite understand. After I’d thought about it longer I realised that her relationship with her father was similar to my relationship with my son, Dan. When we’d first met he’d been angry because he thought I’d made no attempt to find him and possibly rescue him from his foster home. The fact I had no idea he was even alive didn’t reduce his animosity. Anjelica Strange’s intensity when talking about her father reminded me of the fire I’d seen in Dan’s eyes those first few days—the hurt of being overlooked, of being thought inconsequential. I recognised that look in her eyes, having seen it in his.

	In the end I picked up the piece of paper she’d placed on my desk before leaving. She’d mentioned two men who knew her father when he’d been on the Force, and she must have known I’d capitulate because she’d written down their details before even entering my office. Her handwriting was neat and rounded and listed Gareth Leatherby and Arthur White, with mobile phone numbers for each one.

	I picked up the phone and dialled the number for Gareth Leatherby and after several rings a quiet voice came on the line.

	‘Who’s this?’

	‘Is this Gareth Leatherby?’

	‘You first. Who are you? Who gave you this number?’

	I told him my name and explained how I’d come into possession of the number. 

	He said, ‘Anjelica Strange? Strano’s kid?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘I told her I wouldn’t talk to her or that weasel Howard. So take a running jump, pal.’

	‘Do you know why she wanted to talk to you?’

	‘Something about her dad. Who are you again?’

	‘She’s asked me to find him. You’re the first port of call.’

	‘Me? You can fuck right off with that. Some kind of private nonce, are you?’

	‘That’s what it says in my Yellow Pages ad—Nonce to the Stars. Where can I meet you?’

	‘You can’t.’

	‘You haven’t hung up yet. You’re interested, admit it.’

	‘Funny man.’

	‘You’re in a pub or a bar, aren’t you? I can hear pool in the background.’

	He said nothing for a few seconds. 

	‘So that’s right—it’s about her dad?’

	‘Came out of prison and she hasn’t seen him since. She just wants to know he’s okay.’

	Another pause.

	Then he said, ‘The Regina, Shelton. Up past Saint Mary’s Church, on the corner, near the Land Rover garage. I’m in on the right. I’ll be here another hour.’

	‘I’ll be wearing a carnation in my button-hole.’

	‘Better not. You wouldn’t get through the door.’

	 

	IT TOOK ME half an hour to get down the A500 and take the turn-off up into Shelton, a nondescript urban outlier of the greater Stoke-on-Trent conurbation. It was heading towards Monday lunchtime but still quiet on the roads, although that might have been because no one actually wanted to go there.

	In the midst of the red-brick commercial wreckage that was the main road through Shelton, St Mary’s Church stood like a beacon of Victorian propriety, set back from the road in its own lush green grounds and thrusting upwards as though promising sanctuary from the broken-backed and commonplace existence surrounding it. 

	But like most people, I suspect, I barely gave the church a glance as I passed the Land Rover garage and found a parking place close to The Regina. It was an old urban pub that had been renovated a few years ago but had quickly returned to its former level of decrepitude, like a dressed-up tramp who prefers his worn-out jacket and string belt to a smart suit.

	Its large wooden door was tough enough to withstand a horde of thirsty navvies a hundred years ago, but when I wrestled it open and went inside I saw Leatherby at once. He was wearing L’Air de Cop—the set of his shoulders, the alertness in his eyes, even his conservative dress sense added up to serving or former Police Officer. And of course he was sitting at a table alone, nursing a long dark pint.

	I bought a beer from the woman at the bar and slid in opposite Leatherby.

	‘I forgot my carnation.’

	‘I could tell you were private straight away. Come in like you own the place.’

	He was heavy-set across the chest and had started on a series of chins, but his eyes moved quickly and his complexion was relatively unlined. He was somewhere in his late fifties judging by his thinning hair and the first liver spots on his hands. I thought maybe he’d kept himself fit when younger but had given up when it became too hard.

	I said, ‘Why’d you agree to a meeting with me when you wouldn’t talk to Anjelica or Howard?’

	‘I must have forgotten. Do that all the time now. Wait till you get older, you’ll see—you forget lots of stuff. Important stuff.’

	He took a sip from his pint, looking at me carefully over the top of the glass. Cagey. Telling me he wasn’t going to give anything away without a fight.

	I said, ‘When did you know Lorenzo Strano? Did you work together?’

	Another sip, taking his time, then he put the glass down and wiped his bottom lip almost delicately before speaking.

	‘No sweet nothings? No chocolates? If you’re going to shag me you could at least act as if you like me. Don’t they teach you anything these days?’

	I leaned back and crossed my arms, told myself to slow down. I was on his turf and he was in charge because he had the answers to the questions. 

	I glanced at my watch.

	‘You’ve got somewhere to be in twenty minutes. I didn’t want to waste your time.’

	He nodded, as though he approved of my change of tack.

	He said, ‘So who’s paying you? The girl?’

	‘She’s the client. But you didn’t hear that from me.’

	‘Yeah, I guessed. Mother’s dead, if I remember right. Pretty woman. Big eyes, Italian genes in there. Girl must be what, mid-twenties?’

	‘Around there.’

	He put his drink down and leaned back on the bench seat. Behind him an alcove led into a small room where a couple of men with shaved heads were playing pool, the balls clacking together insistently and punctuated by the men’s cries of jeering disbelief or open-throated triumph. The rest of the bar was empty except for a young couple having a hissing argument in a far corner. The place smelled of dead beer.

	Leatherby said, ‘She thinks he didn’t do it, right? Daughters and dads. He can’t do any wrong. My guess is he’s gone off because he’s embarrassed. Ashamed. One or the other. He’s done the time and just wants to sink into the wallpaper now.’

	‘So you think he did do it?’

	‘I didn’t say that.’

	‘You suggested.’

	‘Did she tell you what happened? I mean, the case?’

	‘Not in so many words.’

	He nodded again. ‘We worked in a unit run from Stafford but with an office in Boothen Road.’ He glanced up at me, checking I knew Boothen Road was where Stoke Police HQ was situated. ‘Right shit-hole it was. We mostly worked fraud, white collar stuff. Never saw an actual villain from one week to the next. They were just names on paper.’

	He went on to repeat what Anjelica had told me—that Strano had been caught buying and selling steroids and the case had been notorious because he was a serving policeman.

	‘We should have known something was going on. He was never interested in keeping fit, but he’d joined a gym a few months previous. Before you know it he’s made a contact and he’s on the streets selling steroids. Class C drug. Fourteen years maximum for supplying. A couple of solid witnesses to the buy. Suitcase full of the stuff in his wardrobe. No one sticks up for him, not his boss, nobody. It was a first offence and he might even have got off if he hadn’t been a copper. Made an example of him.’

	‘Who was his boss?’

	‘Passmore. Billy Passmore. He was supposed to be a friend of Strano’s. You wouldn’t know it, the way he clammed up. Disowned him. Looked the other way. Biblical, it was—Pontius Pilate or whatever, washing his hands.’

	He’d lowered his voice and I looked around to see if someone else had come into the bar. There was no change, except the arguing couple had given up hissing and had stopped talking altogether.

	I said, ‘Why do you think Passmore didn’t stand up for him?’

	At this point Leatherby became vague. He looked away, shrugged, took a pull on his drink. He felt me staring at him and caught my eye briefly before looking away again. He coughed.

	‘You’d have to talk to him about that. It’s just what I saw.’ He knew this wasn’t enough, because he added, ‘Don’t get me wrong—I think Strano was guilty. There was too much evidence.’

	He made this point by placing his finger firmly upright on the table, as though pinning the evidence beneath it. I took a sip from my beer, which was warm and flat. 

	I said, ‘Would you have said you knew him, before he did what he did?’

	‘I worked with the bastard, didn’t I? Shared a desk. Same office for five years, us two and half a dozen others. You’d think I’d know him, wouldn’t you? But if you’d have asked me, I would have said I knew fuck all.’

	‘So were you surprised when he was caught dealing?’

	‘Not so’s you’d notice. You have to understand: he was always a bit up himself, believed his own publicity. Didn’t really have any friends. Never mingled, just went home to the missus. So we never knew what he was up to when he was off work. He was tight with Passmore, though. Had dinner round his place and so on, when Passmore was still married. Poor bugger, his wife ran off with a funeral director. That was worth a laugh. Not sure he saw it that way, mind you.’

	We both thought about women for a moment.

	Then I said, ‘Why do you think he did it?’

	‘What, sell drugs? How the hell do I know? Perhaps he was bored. Perhaps he needed the money. His girl was coming up to university age, perhaps he wanted to give her a going-away present.’

	‘Did he ever flash the cash? New car? Fancy suits?’

	He snorted. ‘He was always the best-dressed of any of us. Italian taste. Good-looking bloke, too, jet black hair even into his forties. His wife worked in an office somewhere, so they did all right. If he did make any money he kept it quiet. Perhaps it’s in another suitcase somewhere. Maybe he picked it up after he was released. Perhaps he’s on the Costa del Sol as we speak.’

	‘Didn’t you think it strange that he just started dealing, out of nowhere? Didn’t anybody ask him why?’

	‘He wouldn’t see any of us when he was inside. A couple of my mates tried to see him but he refused. Just his defence brief and I suppose his wife and kid. I don’t know what he said to them. Didn’t the daughter say anything to you?’

	I hesitated. ‘I’ll get to that.’

	‘You didn’t ask, did you?’ He laughed humourlessly. ‘Take it from me, it’s a family that doesn’t give much away. You won’t get to know them. And I doubt you’ll find him. If he wants to be gone, he’ll be gone.’

	I was getting near the end of my drink and my patience. Leatherby had the usual embittered cop’s self-justification high on his agenda.

	I said, ‘So you worked with him for five years and never saw any signs of dishonesty before, though you didn’t actually like him. Why didn’t you stand up in court and tell them he was an honest burgher?’

	‘”Honest burgher?” Fuck me, read a book, have we? I didn’t say anything because I wasn’t asked. His defence was crap and more or less rolled over. And he wasn’t much better, just sat there in the dock and said nothing. I thought he was guilty then and I think it now, but he didn’t put up much of a fight. We all saw it in his face. We thought he’d done it and been caught and there was nothing we could do, even if we’d liked the bastard and wanted to.’

	‘So much for cops sticking by each other.’

	At last this got to him. He leaned forward and poked a nicotine-stained finger at me.

	‘Listen, I’ve got no brief for the job now. They dumped me when I was surplus to requirements. Down-sized when I had good years left in me. But Strano brought it on himself. He didn’t want to know us, acted as though he was better than nine-tenths of the people he mixed with. Except the boss, then he laid back and let himself be fucked. So he got what he asked for. But he didn’t complain and we turned over and got on with it. There were some changes made to the unit, reorganisations, Passmore moved upwards to the starry heavens and a year later Strano was forgotten. That’s it. I’ve said everything I’m going to say, so don’t let the door bang your arse on the way out.’

	I stood up and dropped a ten-pound note on the table.

	‘Have the next one on me. And the couple after that. Don’t drown in your own shit.’

	He picked up the note, turned it over, then without looking at me tore it in half and let it drop to the floor. I walked out.

	Outside I breathed in deeply and the air felt clean and light, as though my lungs were finally able to filter out the heavy coating of self-pity and misery that seeped from Leatherby’s pores. 

	But I was beginning to see a problem with this job: if Strano had no friends amongst the people he worked with, who else was left?

	
CHAPTER THREE

	GOLF CLUBS IN Cheshire are like casinos in Las Vegas—unavoidable, and full of people with an exaggerated faith in their ability.

	The following morning I drove up a long pebbled drive to the front entrance of Jenner’s Park golf course, a secluded and selective establishment south of Wilmslow. It was more than a golf club—it was a complete leisure environment, as I’m sure the brochure made clear. I passed under a redbrick gatehouse, drove by the tennis courts and the covered swimming pool and found a parking slot around the back of the faux nineteenth century clubhouse. When I climbed out of my Mondeo I smelled the tang of conifers and heard the thwack of ball against racket. We were well into autumn and the air was cooler each day, but out here in the Cheshire countryside they had an arrangement with a compliant deity to ensure it was never too cold or too windy. I took off my leather jacket to appear more like One of Us when I went inside.

	My understanding of golf clubhouses was that somewhere there was a bar and the rest of the space was filled with lockers and maybe showers. But that was obviously old-school thinking, because this place was like an upscale hotel—reception, conference rooms, two restaurants. It might have started as a golf club but it had ambitions beyond itself.

	Arthur White had told me to meet him in the Nicklaus Room, so I did. A solid wooden bar curved from the entrance door for about a hundred yards—probably a solid wedge shot—and the floor space stretched away filled with comfy low leather chairs and sofas, heavy aluminium and glass tables scattered between them. A wide picture window at the far end gave a close-up view of the eighteenth hole, two duffers in primary-coloured pullovers just finishing off and shaking hands.

	Arthur White was sitting by himself furiously thumbing his phone with both hands. He’d described himself perfectly—to a tee, you might say. He had straight white hair cut short, a round pink face and wore a tight-fitting suit and tie. Sweating slightly, he looked like a car salesman desperate for the first sale of the month.

	He glanced up at me but carried on typing, finally flinging the phone down on to the padded sofa.

	‘Dyke?’

	‘That’s me. Have I come at a bad time?’

	‘What, that?’ He gestured towards the phone. ‘Bloody wife. You wouldn’t think we were divorced two years ago. She has more say over what I do now than she did before. Don’t get married. And if you do, never get divorced. Are you married?’

	I shook my head. ‘Not now.’

	‘Good man.’ He pointed to the chair next to him. ‘Don’t stand there like a lemon. Can I get you something to drink? Roger knows me, he’ll bring us a couple of G and T’s, if you like.’

	I sat down. ‘Not for me. You go ahead.’

	He sat upright on his seat and raised an imperious arm, showing a stained pit beneath it. His hand made some kind of masonic gesture and then he gave the thumbs-up to Roger behind the bar, who presumably had understood the code. 

	White brought his focus back to me and looked me over as though he hadn’t been paying attention before. 

	He said, ‘I didn’t mention it when you phoned because it didn’t occur to me. But you do realise I didn’t know Strano professionally, don’t you?’

	‘I was told you worked in the police at the same time. Wasn’t that true?’

	‘Oh it’s true enough, but I never worked with him. We were barely ever in the same building together. I worked from Stafford. I was an SIO—Senior Investigative Officer. Big cases. I was never really sure what he did, to be honest. Kept it to himself.’

	‘So how did you know him?’

	‘Photography. We were in a photography club together, sponsored by HQ. Upskilling, I suppose they’d call it. A man from what used to be the Polytechnic came over and gave courses and Strano and me used to talk. Nice guy.’

	Something had been nagging at me about White and I suddenly realised what it was: his accent. This was Cheshire Central, with membership of the golf club probably running to several thousand pounds a year. But White had the distinctive burr of the native Stokie. Without being snobbish, I wouldn’t have thought this environment was his natural home. He must have saved up a lot of his pennies. Or twisted somebody’s arm.

	I said, ‘So what did you think when he got sent down? Were you surprised?’

	He looked around and leaned forward on the leather sofa, which squeaked a complaint. His eyes peered up at me from his pink, polished cheeks and oozed sincerity.

	‘I tell you now, the reason I agreed to talk to you today was because he was fitted up. I didn’t believe he was guilty then and I don’t believe it now.’ He sat back, still staring at me as if to convince me by sheer force of eye-contact. ‘He was no saint, but I never saw anything nasty in him. I’m a good judge of character, me. I didn’t get to be an SIO without looking into the souls of a lot of bad people. It wasn’t in him.’

	‘Did you talk to anyone about it? Raise any doubts?’

	‘I had a few words with my boss, but there was nothing we could do. I’d have stood up in court for him but was never asked. I tried to see him but he wasn’t taking visitors. I haven’t seen him since.’

	Roger arrived at that point with White’s gin and tonic and a little plastic stirrer to move the slice of lime about. The best places serve lime with their gin. When Roger had gone, White picked it up eagerly and drank about a third in one go. You would have thought he hadn’t taken in liquids for a week.

	Looking at me carefully, he said, ‘He must be about ready to come out now. Why are you involved? What kind of investigation is it?’

	I’d been sparing with the details when talking to him on the phone, but he didn’t seem to need them. He’d been surprisingly quick to agree to a meeting. 

	I said, ‘He’s been out a month, actually. No one’s seen him. People just want to know he’s okay. He hasn’t been in touch with you?’

	‘Me? Why me? I only met him once a month for about a year. Not exactly one of his best mates.’

	‘So why do you think your name came up as one of his friends? Someone I should talk to about where he might be?’

	He took another sip of his drink. Everyone I talked to lately seemed to be drinking. Perhaps it was my charming presence.

	He said, ‘I guess he knew I was on his side. I didn’t get to see him, but I did write to him, at least in the beginning. He never wrote back so I gave up. Perhaps it meant something to him that a fellow officer still believed in him.’

	‘Very touching.’

	‘Call it what you want. You should know something about me, Mr Private Investigator. I’ve been a loyal member of the police force for nearly forty years. I never made it to the pinnacle because … well, not everybody can. The point of a pyramid is that there’s a point at the top. You can’t all stand on it. So I might be doing desk work now and have more free time on my hands than I want. But I know the job and I knew a good man when I saw him.’

	I let him cool down for a moment, then said, ‘What do you know about Billy Passmore?’

	He frowned and swirled the ice cubes in his glass.

	‘Funny you should mention that name.’

	‘Why’s that?’

	‘He’s a bit in the news, isn’t he? Going to be heading up some new anti-corruption unit, taking in all of the various forces from the Midlands northwards. Big wallah.’

	‘Is he up to the job?’

	He lifted his head quickly, his white hair flashing under the chandeliers.

	‘You didn’t hear otherwise from me.’

	‘But.’

	‘You know that old saying about the fox and the hen-house—you wouldn’t put one in charge of the other.’

	‘You’re saying he’s corrupt himself?’

	White put his glass on the table and looked around. The two duffers from the eighteenth hole had brought their bright pullovers into the bar and were ordering loudly from Roger. At the bottom end of the room a man in a dark suit was making some kind of computer presentation to a smartly-dressed woman; I realised his droning voice had formed the backdrop to the conversation between White and myself. I heard a vacuum cleaner somewhere. It was still only ten o’clock and White was on his way to being drunk. Perhaps the gin and tonic hadn’t been his first.

	He suddenly reached out and grabbed my wrist.

	‘No one knows we had this conversation, right? I could make your life really dismal otherwise.’

	‘Do I look like I’m taking notes?’

	He let go of my wrist.

	‘There were always rumours about Passmore but nothing was ever said out loud. Maybe that’s the definition of a rumour.’

	‘What kind of rumours?’

	‘Nothing specific. A vague rumour. Even foggy. Misty.’

	‘Arthur, if you’ve got something to say, say it.’

	He glanced around again then picked up his glass and stared forlornly at its emptiness. I thought he might pull out the slice of lime and suck it for the remnants of alcohol it contained.

	He said, ‘He had a problem. Some said it was behavioural, but that covered a multitude of whatsits. Others said it was a tendency to addictions. He used to smoke a lot, apparently. And he did some weird things. Wear the same tie every day for a month, then change it for another. Take his car to the car wash every night. Stuff like that.’

	‘Sounds anal but harmless.’

	‘You’d think so, wouldn’t you? But when you’re a senior copper these things have ramifications. They impact on people. They take note.’

	I was confused now. Leatherby had said Strano was definitely guilty and had known what he was doing. White was telling me Strano was a good guy and his boss was the odd one. I wouldn’t say either Leatherby or White were objective witnesses, though, which meant the case had become more complicated.

	As always.

	
CHAPTER FOUR

	AFTER I LEFT White starting his next G and T, I drove back to my office in Crewe. Some more heat had come into the air and there were shoppers parading around with almost an air of late-summer abandon in their short-sleeved shirts and thin summer dresses. 

	My office is over an empty furniture store, left in darkness a few years ago by the Croatian guy who found it too expensive to import and sell East European furniture, especially when most of the stuff his competitors were selling was brought in from China. He went back to Croatia muttering about foreign imports, which was pretty rich, actually.

	I spent the afternoon on paperwork and a little bit of online research about Strano. There was a lot in the archives of the local newspapers, though not so much nationally. Strano was positioned as a rogue policeman with a previously unblemished record. There were quotations that seemed polished enough to come directly from the police press office rather than the various senior officers to whom they were attributed, and a couple of photographs of a dignified but sad Strano walking into the courthouse building where he was being tried. He was a broad man with a lush mop of black hair and thick eyebrows, and I saw where Anjelica Strange got her looks from. 

	In the end I didn’t learn much more from the Internet than I’d learned from the people I’d already spoken to, so at five o’clock I shut up the office, walked out into the warm air and drove home.

	My house is still technically in Crewe, but sits on the edge of the countryside that lies close to the main route heading past the train station on the way out to Nantwich and Chester. You turn off a back road on to a track between tall trees and negotiate a bend in the track before you see the house itself, a redbrick building that someone told me was probably built as a vicar’s lodge judging by its shape and size, though part of the lower floor was subsequently turned into a garage with a sunken pit and large doors to one side. I’d redesigned this section so there was a gym where the garage had been, with large picture windows above it that angled around the building to look out over the fields behind.
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