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CHAPTER ONE


––––––––


I don’t care how experienced you are as a private investigator, when your son is holding a heavyweight Desert Eagle pistol on you, and he’s not smiling, it gets your attention.


‘Is it loaded?’ I said.


‘No fun if it’s not,’ he said.


I considered my options. I could rush him—but my desk was between us. I could sweet-talk him—but I wasn’t in the mood and I didn’t think he was, either. 


‘You’ve got a plan to get away,’ I said.


‘Not that you’d notice. I’m as shocked as you are to get this far.’ Coming as it did from a skinny teenager’s body, his voice was surprisingly confident and strong.


‘You need a plan if you’re going to shoot someone,’ I said. ‘I don’t think you’ve thought this through.’


‘If I’d have thought this through I wouldn’t have come. I had to do it like on impulse.’


‘Impulsiveness isn’t a good trait in someone holding a gun.’


‘And being mouthy isn’t good for someone staring down its barrel.’


He had a point. I watched his eyes and gauged his breathing. There was no hand-shake and he hadn’t cracked a sweat. Two minutes previously I’d been browsing through a copy of Uncut magazine when he’d knocked and entered without invitation. A slim youth with dark hair wearing a green hooded anorak over pale washed jeans and scuffed Nike trainers. He’d checked that I was Sam Dyke, private investigator of this parish, then reached inside his anorak and pulled out the gun like an archaeologist with a rare find, holding it carefully but just tight enough to be secure. In that confident voice he’d told me his name was Dan and asked whether I knew who he was. He was surprised when I said I did.


Now he asked, ‘Don’t you want to know why I’m here?’ He waved the gun slightly, as though it might encourage curiosity. 


‘You’ll tell me eventually. I’m more interested in how you found me.’


‘Never mind how,’ he said. ‘The point is, I’m here and you’re there.’


I crossed my arms and he took a step backwards.


‘Go steady,’ he said.


My office is square, with one door and one window looking out over the centre of Crewe, and holds a desk, a leather seat for me and two upright chairs for clients. 


I’d never had more than two clients in my office at one time. I didn’t think I could take the excitement. 


‘So let me get this straight,’ I said. ‘I’m guessing you found out I’m your dad and you think I’m responsible for your mother’s death. You’ve never met either of us and inside five minutes of tracking me down, you’re willing to kill me.’


For the first time I saw a cloud of doubt cross his face.


‘Who said anything about killing you?’ he asked.


I nodded at the gun. ‘Unless I’m mistaken, that’s not the new Nokia you’re pointing at me.’


He looked at the handgun and was quiet for a moment. Then he said, ‘You’re just like I thought you’d be.’


‘How’s that, then?’


‘Cocky Yorkshireman. Showing how tough you are. Not really interested in me and what I’m doing here. Nice to meet you, Dad.’


‘Take a seat and we’ll chat. How does a nice cup of tea sound?’


‘Don’t take the piss.’


‘Then how about telling me what you want before your gun arm gets tired and you shoot me by accident? You’re beginning to look sleepy.’


This time he didn’t say anything but pulled up one of the client chairs and sat in it, dropping his slight frame as if he were no more than bones wrapped in clothing. He looked around at the office briefly.


‘So this is where you make a living,’ he said. ‘What is it that private investigators do nowadays? Serve court papers? Photograph adulterers?’


‘You’re talking top-of-the-range work there.’


‘I looked you up on the internet. You don’t exist, do you? No web presence at all. Probably just as well. The sites I did see were a joke—lots of photos of middle-aged white men trying to look trustworthy while wearing a suit and tie.’


‘We meet down the golf club and regale each other with stories about our wacky clients.’ 


The April rain suddenly threw itself against my office window and we both looked at it. 


‘So where are we, then?’ I asked.


‘I’m thinking,’ he said. ‘I’m beginning to wonder whether you’re up to it.’


‘Up to what?’


‘I want you to help me,’ he said.  ‘There’s this girl, Kelly. We were going out but she dumped me a couple of months ago.’


‘Am I to blame for that as well?’


‘Shut up and listen. We were living in a squat and then all of a sudden she’s gone. We’d been together for like six months and she didn’t even leave me a note. That’s why I’m thinking something’s not right. She didn’t tell anybody where she was going. No sign of her anywhere. Then someone I know told me she was in Manchester and saying she wasn’t coming back.’


‘Who’s this someone?’


‘You’ll find out.’


‘Okay. Does she work?’


He laughed.  ‘Not what you’d call a proper job. Not exactly on the executive career path. More like anything for money.’


‘She got a habit?’


‘Too many cigarettes. And she prefers a party to reading a book. Bad girl.’


I smiled grimly. ‘Sounds like a prize catch for my son and heir.’


He looked away as if he were suddenly interested in the rain splattering my windows. His eyes looked impossibly hurt. I noticed that he had the long lashes of his mother. His dead mother. I felt a small stab of guilt in my chest but kept smiling at him. At least I think my expression was a smile. 


‘Yeah, well,’ he said eventually. ‘So your job is to help me find her.’


‘I don’t think so.’


‘You owe me,’ he said, his voice cold. ‘You dumped my mother, you dumped me, you left me with people who had no interest in me except what I was worth for bringing in cash. I think a little help isn’t too much to ask.’


‘If you’ve done your research you know I had no idea you were alive. Your mother didn’t tell me. Your foster parents didn’t tell me. The little jiminy cricket who sits on my shoulder and looks after me didn’t whisper in my ear and tell me. Now you’re here I’m glad to meet you and have a conversation, but don’t blame me for not doing something I wasn’t aware I was supposed to do.’


‘Like trying to find out anything about me?’ He became agitated. ‘My mother’s been dead four months and I haven’t heard a word from you. And don’t tell me you didn’t know about me because that’s not true.’ He pulled up short, a little breathless.


Now I knew who had told him – a woman I met when investigating a case a few months before. She was married to the man who murdered Tara, Dan’s mother. As it turned out, I later killed her husband. 


It had been a complicated affair.


‘I don’t think you understand how this stuff works,’ I said. ‘I do this for a living. People pay me money. I perform a service. I can’t afford to take on charity cases, especially when the police would be your best bet in a situation like this.’


He raised the gun again. Its small black o came to rest on me. Looking down the barrel of a gun is always a religious experience – whatever your spiritual beliefs, it brings you quickly to faith. 


‘I don’t think you understand,’ he said. ‘You don’t have a choice.’


‘What—you’re going to follow me around for the next few days pointing a gun at my head? It’ll make bath-times difficult.’


‘If you don’t say yes I won’t need the next few days.’


‘Been reading your Greek tragedy, have you?’


‘What?’


‘Never mind. I read. The result of having too much time on my hands during stake-outs. Look, even if I help you find this girl—’


‘Kelly.’


‘—what if she doesn’t want to come back? What if she was running away from you?’


‘I’ve thought about that. I don’t believe it, but if she says that’s how it is, then OK. Just so she can tell me to my face. I want to know she’s safe.’


I looked at him and felt sorry for him again. The need for reassurance lingered in his eyes like a memory he couldn’t erase. 


‘I have a full case load,’ I lied. ‘I can’t just drop everything because you’re pointing a gun at me.’


‘Can you think of a better reason?’


‘People are expecting me to finish what I started. That might not mean anything to you, but it’s my reputation at stake.’


‘Think what your reputation will be if it gets out you refused to help your own son. And it will get out.’


We stared at each other across the desk while the rain beat against the window. I admired his persistence, maybe even recognised where it came from. 


I raised a hand. ‘OK, I’ll help you find Kelly,’ I said. ‘But you and me have some serious talking to do. It sounds like people have been filling your head with shit for eighteen years. I don’t like that.’


‘Well perhaps you should have been there.’


‘Perhaps I should have been an astronaut and flown to the moon. It was never going to happen. Now for God’s sake put that toy down and let’s go eat lunch.’


He turned the gun towards himself and looked down the barrel. He glanced at me, then slowly pulled the trigger until the firing pin made a plastic ‘phut’ sound. 


He said, ‘How could you tell?’


‘That’s why I’m the detective and you’re not.’


I didn’t tell him that had it been a real Desert Eagle, and loaded, he could never have held it trained on me for so long without wavering. It’s too heavy. 


You have to keep some detective secrets to yourself, otherwise everyone would have a licence and there wouldn’t be enough work to go around.




CHAPTER TWO


––––––––


We were sitting in my beat-up Cavalier outside Crewe railway station, avoiding the hard stares of the taxi drivers whose parking slots we were taking. I had the engine ticking over to keep the cabin warm. Travellers glanced briefly at us as they walked in or out of the sliding glass doors into the station. Once a busy hub of the rail network, it was gradually becoming more modernised—which seemed to mean fewer staff and more machines to do their work. 


I watched Dan in the passenger seat. Every now and then I caught a look of his mother flickering across his face—a slightly bitter cast to his eyes as he noticed something and judged it in the same instant.  


‘When did he say he’d arrive?’ I asked.


‘He’ll be here in a minute.’


‘We’ve been waiting twenty. Why is he arriving at the train station if he lives here in Crewe?’


‘Are you always this impatient? I thought you said you went on stake-outs and followed people and watched them for like days and days.’


‘That’s when I’m getting paid. It’s called work.’


‘He had family business in Yorkshire,’ he said. ‘Oh, but you wouldn’t understand that, would you?’


He stared at me as though waiting for an argument, then turned round in his seat and looked back at the doors of the station. Another taxi blared its horn as it went past.


‘You haven’t told me anything about yourself,’ I said. ‘Tough life being a foster kid. Did they move you around much?’


He shrugged. ‘Bit late for that, Dad. You had your chance and I’m not interested now.’


I said to Dan, ‘You weren’t listening when I told you your mother lied to me, were you?’


‘Seems to me you gave up pretty easy. She scoots off to London and you didn’t even follow her? Weren’t you curious? Or angry?’


‘Things were different then,’ I said. ‘I was barely twenty and I had no money. It wasn’t so easy.’


‘Oh, right. It was before trains and cars were invented. I was forgetting.’


‘Your mother made it obvious she didn’t want me coming after her. As far as I was concerned the marriage was over. She lied to me about the miscarriage and I supposed she felt guilty. Or angry. She didn’t get in touch for eighteen years so how was I supposed to know different?’


‘Happy families,’ Dan said. I looked at his profile—I saw my straight nose and recognised in him the gawkiness I’d had when I was his age. Running and weights had changed my shape, but there’d been a time when I’d had his concave stomach and thin wrists. 


I gave him a minute but he didn’t ask about his mother. So far he didn’t seem interested in her at all.


‘So tell me about Kelly,’ I said. ‘You’ve hardly said anything about her. How did you meet? How long had you been together? You know, the kind of stuff you’d normally tell your Dad.’


‘Why should I tell you? All you need to know is what she looks like and I’ve given you a photograph.’


‘Humour me.’


He turned away. ‘What’s to tell?’ he said. ‘She changes her mind all the time, about everything. Generally she wants what she can’t have and vice versa. It’s a fun relationship.’


‘But you like her?’


‘Who said so?’


‘You’ve come a long way to find her. You’ve threatened me with a plastic gun. That must count for something.’


‘Do you have to make jokes all the time?’


‘It’s my way of coping with the fundamental pain of human existence. How did you meet her?’


His eyes flicked towards me. ‘In a crack den—where else do you think young people of today hang out?’


‘You buying or selling?’


‘Oh for God’s sake,’ he said. He turned around in his seat. Almost immediately he muttered, ‘He’s here,’ and climbed out of the car.


The back door opened and within seconds a pungent smell of body odour entered the cabin. There was a crackling sound as the CDs I left on the rear seat were pushed carelessly to one side, and when I looked in the rear-view mirror I saw an elf looking back at me, a wide grin splitting his triangular face. ‘Evenin’, Dad,’ he said. ‘I’m John. Most people call me Pedlar John, which is OK by me.’


He sat back and spread his arms to rest them on top of the cracked and faded seat. ‘Plush,’ he said, apparently without irony.


Dan slammed the rear door and climbed in next to me. 


‘Let’s go,’ he said.


Pedlar John was the opposite of Dan. Where Dan was taciturn, John was curious and loud. Where Dan was dry, John was wide-eyed and naive. He seemed to have a desire to explain everything about himself. He maintained a running commentary as we headed north. The air in the cabin recovered some of its freshness as I changed the air-con to suck in new supplies from outside. I’d noticed that in contrast to Pedlar John, Dan smelled clean and his hair seemed washed. 


Sam Dyke, beauty consultant.


When Pedlar John paused for breath, I asked, ‘Where’s the nickname come from?’


He seemed pleased, as though people rarely asked him questions. ‘I have a little routine,’ he said. ‘When times are hard, I get me big bag out, get down to Poundstretcher and stock up on some cleaning gear, then get round on the knock. Got meself a fake plastic ID that I flash quicker than the eye can follow and flog the goods on the doorstep at twice what I paid for them.’


He caught my eye in the rear-view mirror. ‘Lonely housewives,’ he winked. ‘Know what I mean?’


Dan laughed. I kept my eyes on the road. 


Pedlar John had been scrabbling around in the back. 


‘Hey, Dad, you got a load of CDs but I don’t know any of these bands. Who the hell are Whiskeytown? And Richmond Fontaine? Is this old shit or what?’


I took a deep breath and wondered whether it was worth my while educating a philistine in the wonders of American alternative music of the 1990s. The car was crammed with CDs that were rare or at least hard to get hold of unless you were willing to trawl the internet.


‘Hey,’ he said, ‘I’ve heard of this guy. Ryan Adams. Like Country shit.’


‘Keep your hands off the goods,’ I said. ‘If you don’t like it you don’t have to listen.’


‘I didn’t mean anything. Put one on—here, this one.’


He thrust Wilco’s Being There into my lap. I picked it up and gave it to Dan. ‘Put it on,’ I said. I’d replaced the Cavalier’s tape deck with a Blaupunkt CD player but I thought its clarity was going to be wasted on my passengers. After a moment the strange drum riff of Misunderstood and Jeff Tweedy’s pained vocals filled the Cavalier’s cabin. I caught Dan and Pedlar John glancing at each other behind my shoulder but couldn’t tell what the look meant. 


I focused on my driving and decided being a parent was too hard. I would definitely not do it again until I’d had proper training.




CHAPTER THREE


––––––––


The dark sky was still squeezing out a grey rain when we arrived in Manchester and parked behind Piccadilly Gardens. Although it was only 4.15, lights were beginning to appear bright in the city centre. Commuters and other travellers on their way to the train station stepped around us, hunching their necks into their overcoats like turtles.


‘Tell me again why we’re here,’ I said, brushing water off my leather jacket. You have to keep yourself neat if you’re going to maintain the good reputation of private detection.


Dan looked exasperated. ‘You’re a bit slow on the uptake for someone who does this for a living,’ he said. 


‘I’ve been threatened by a plastic gun and had my musical taste questioned by a pixie with BO,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry if I’m not catching all the nuances of our conversation.’


‘Yeah, go easy,’ Pedlar John said. ‘He doesn’t know what we know, does he?’


Dan sighed. ‘I’ll keep the story short, so you can remember it. Kelly and I were introduced to John in London a couple of months ago. He was visiting his friend, Billy, who we knew. The four of us hung out together for a week, then John got bored and came home, back up to Crewe. A few weeks later Kelly split, I didn’t know where to.’


‘Then I get a text message,’ Pedlar John prompted.


‘Yeah, one of Billy’s mates had come up here to see United in a semi-final. So he was walking around town that night, after the match, and he bumps into Kelly outside Marks and Spencers. She barely says hello, then walks off. But not before giving him a good idea what she was up to. The next day, this bloke has a think about what he’d seen and texts John.’


‘Why would he do that?’ I asked. ‘Why didn’t he contact you?’


‘Because he didn’t have my number but he had John’s.’


‘So then I phoned Dan and let him know,’ Pedlar John said, apparently pleased with himself.


‘What was she up to?’ I asked.


Dan said nothing but looked around at the street corners. I followed his gaze. I suddenly got it. We were in that part of Manchester they call Little Soho, where the working girls show up when the night clubs and hotels are doing their best evening trade.


‘Great,’ I said. ‘So she’s working the streets.’


Dan avoided my eyes. Pedlar John noticed this and spoke up.


‘Dan knew you worked up here as an investigator. He hopped on a train and we did some investigating of our own and found your advert in the Yellow Pages.’


‘I’m in Crewe. You’re in Crewe. What a coincidence.’


He was unfazed. ‘It’s what makes the world go around.’


I looked at Dan. ‘So why do you need me? You’ve done all right so far. You found which city she’s in, and probably the streets she’s walking. What do you think I can do that you can’t do for yourself?’


He stared back at me. 


‘I can’t do this alone,’ he said. For the first time he seemed nervous. 


I said, ‘OK. Strange city, strange people, I can understand that.’


‘Yeah,’ Pedlar John said. ‘It ain’t easy.’


Dan glanced at him with a look I didn’t think was completely approving. But he said nothing and turned his attention back to the streets.


I’d always rather do something than talk about it, and more conversation at this stage seemed pointless. I said, ‘So we are where we are. What’s the plan now?’


Dan said, ‘If she’s working the streets she’s probably got someone looking after her. Isn’t that what happens? John knows a couple of people we can ask questions of.’


‘So I’m just the chauffeur to get you here.’


‘If you want to go home, do it.’


‘What, and have you barge into my office brandishing a shotgun tomorrow morning?’


Pedlar John stared at Dan admiringly. ‘So you did it then?’ he said. ‘Good on you, mate. Didn’t think you had the balls.’


Looking at him, I saw that Dan’s friend was older than I’d first thought. He was probably in his mid- to late twenties. I didn’t like the way he’d been instrumental in getting Dan involved in all this. I didn’t like his cockiness. And I didn’t like the fact that he was leading this fishing expedition. I thought I’d keep an eye on him. He was way too slippery.


‘So are you coming or not?’ Dan asked me. ‘You can wait in the car if you want.’


‘If we’re going to do something, let’s do it.’


‘You’re on,’ John said, and set off at a brisk trot. 


––––––––


Dan and I fell in behind him as he crossed the road and headed towards the railway station. He wore a baggy woollen jumper and carried a denim tote-bag. It was like following a mediaeval jester on the way to court, before he’d put on the cap and bells and attached the balloon to his stick.


Dan ran ahead of me as though he didn’t want to be seen with an old geezer who might have been taken for his dad.


We turned down a murky side street and Pedlar John dived into a bookshop, leaving its door bell tinkling like an aftershock. Dan and I followed him into the darkness. The smell of yellowing, musty paper hit me at once. It was the kind of bookshop which sold second-hand paperbacks and old cinema magazines and, if you asked, you might be let into a curtained area at the back of the establishment where your earthier appetites would be looked after. For some reason, these shops always flourished around train stations. Perhaps in earlier times they were a respite for commercial travellers in search of entertainment for their overnight stops. In the age of the Internet I didn’t think such places were still viable, but I was obviously wrong. 


Having hurtled into the shop, Pedlar John had come to a halt and was looking with academic loftiness at a book that was splayed open on a table. A sign marked ‘Sale!’ written in marker pen on red card was tacked to one end of the table. Pedlar John turned over a leaf of the book as though considering the quality of its typeface and the weave of its paper. Dan moved over to browse through a case of science fiction paperbacks. I stood inside the door and looked around, noticing the beaded curtain behind the sales desk, counting the number of vertical stacks—three—and seeing that we were the only customers in the shop. 


Eventually Pedlar John moved from the Sale table and went to talk to the  assistant, a grizzled, overweight man wearing a stained tee-shirt who had come through the bead curtain and stood watching us with passive disdain. As John spoke, the man listened without expression, then turned and went back through the curtain, which rustled chaotically. After a short while a black man six inches taller and a stone heavier than me came out and immediately pointed a finger at John.


‘You,’ he said. ‘Fuck off out of here unless you want your bollocks for ear-rings.’


John put his hands up. ‘Sparkle, mate, I’m innocent. Just trying to find someone, gangsta.’


The black man came round the counter, muscles first. His arms were thick under a yellow silk shirt. He had the look of someone who used to fight but had lost too many times. His face was large and his eyes showed red in the corners. ‘I tole you before if you come ‘round here I’d do you. You deaf or what?’ He poked Pedlar John in the chest with a stiff ebony finger, then looked up as he saw me approaching. ‘What you want, mister?’


‘I want you to leave him alone,’ I said. ‘That’s for starters.’


He stood tall and looked down at me. He smelled of cigarettes and a sweet deodorant. ‘Yeah, and what’s for followers?’


‘We need to ask some questions, if that’s all right.’


He looked around and saw only the three of us in the shop. Then his face split in a grin. ‘You can ask, but you get no answers.’


‘That’s not a very nice attitude.’


‘Who needs nice?’ he asked. ‘And who the fuck are you to talk to me like that?’


I saw his mass shift before he raised his arm, so I was prepared when his fist came up. I’d been ready for this as soon as I saw him point his finger at John. I leaned to one side to avoid his fist, and while he was off-balance I short-punched him on the nose and stamped on his foot for good measure. I felt a bone give under my heel. He doubled over and raised his hands to his face at the same time. Blood started to trickle through his fingers. The assistant went pale and took a step back from the counter.


‘Wow,’ Pedlar John said.


Through his fingers, Sparkle said, ‘Why’d you do that, man?’


‘I told you, you weren’t being very nice.’


‘You’ve busted my nose.’


‘It’ll mend. It might teach you some manners.’


‘It’s my job, man, keep the punters in place. You shouldn’t have done that. Gonna have to report you.’


‘Do what you want,’ I said. ‘Do you know anything about a girl called Kelly?’


‘Yeah, she’s my girlfriend.’ He spat blood on to the floor and looked up at me. ‘Who the fuck’s Kelly?’


‘Keep saying you don’t know her,’ I said. ‘I hope for your sake you’re right.’ 


I nodded at Dan and Pedlar John to leave the shop, then followed them. They were standing on the wet pavement looking at me as I closed the door.


‘What?’ I said.


‘Good work,’ Dan said. ‘You’ve only gone and pissed off one of the biggest crime families in the North West. I’m glad we brought you along to help out.’




CHAPTER FOUR


––––––––


The traffic processed slowly out of Manchester, crawling along Princess Parkway and finally speeding up as it hit the broader reaches of the M56. 


Dan and Pedlar John had thrown themselves into the back seat and now peered from a window each at the passing headlights and road signs. We’d said next to nothing since we’d stared at each other on the pavement outside the bookshop. The knuckles of my right hand were bruised where I’d caught Sparkle on his big nose and my ego was bruised even more by the thought that I’d dived straight in without considering the consequences. What had I been doing? Showing off for the youngsters? Protecting the brood? Acting out the irritation I was feeling with the whole exercise?


Pedlar John broke the silence. ‘We only needed to ask a couple of questions,’ he said. ‘Now we’re really in the shit. If Sparkle says anything to the Twins, we’re screwed.’


‘Who are the Twins?’ I asked.


‘The bad guys,’ Dan said. ‘The Wilder boys. Little Jimmy and Pete Wilder. The ones we’ve been trying to avoid.’


‘By poking around in their business? Good tactic.’


Pedlar John lifted his head from the glass and leaned forward. ‘You don’t understand, Dad. The Ginger Twins are Liverpool. They’ve only just moved into Manchester. They’ve bought that shop and one or two other places. Camouflage. An excuse to come into town. Get away from the Docks. They’ve also bought Sparkle, big fucker that he is. I thought he might know Kelly. I didn’t expect you to come over all Mike Tyson.’


‘Where does Sparkle fit in?’


‘Used to run women for himself but it was like a package deal. The Twins showed him how it would be to his advantage to work for them and give them a cut. Everyone wins.’ He leaned back again. ‘Little Jimmy’s a mean fucker. I wouldn’t have liked to be in the room when they were negotiating with Sparkle. No wonder he wanted to pop me. He’s been wound up like a toy soldier, poor bastard. He won’t want to answer to Jimmy.’


I realised that my hands were tight on the steering wheel and loosened them before I steered us into a ditch.


‘Let me get this straight,’ I said. ‘You’ve had us walk into the middle of some kind of gang war just to find a tart who’s not phoned home?’


‘Yes,’ Dan said. ‘She’s just a tart and you’re the big-headed bastard who’s lit up our names in lights so they know who we are and probably where to get hold of us.’


I found Pedlar John’s face in the mirror. ‘They know who you are?’


‘I’ve had dealings, yeah. That’s why I steer clear of Liverpool now.’


‘What did you do?’


‘Nothing. They thought I was selling stuff on their patch and they wanted a cut. It wasn’t anything.’


‘”Stuff”?’


‘Nothing hard. Everyone knows Jimmy doesn’t tolerate that so I steered clear. Just a bit of weed occasionally.’


I took a deep breath. 


‘And would they know Dan?’ I asked.


‘Not necessarily. Look, man, don’t blame me. I was only doing what my mate Dan wanted me to do. I told him it was risky messing about with these boys. It’s not my fault you’re Prince bloody Charming.’


‘He would have knocked your block off.’


‘Not Sparkle. He’s lost it. He’s all bluster now and pointy fingers, but he never carries through. Damaged goods.’


‘Why do you call them the Ginger Twins?’


Pedlar John snorted. ‘Well there’s the obvious. Irish carrot tops, the pair of them. Used to be like identical, but Little Jimmy’s built himself up a bit. Pete too, but not as much. Little Jimmy’s like a walking chemists. Steroid city. He always wears black tee-shirts and Pete wears white ones. Used to be how you could tell them apart. Now Little Jimmy’s big as a fucking house so you can’t really miss him.’


‘Sound like fine upstanding citizens.’


‘Then there’s the other reason,’ Pedlar John went on.


‘What’s that?’


‘They’ve got the ginger hair right enough, cut short. But the story goes they like to ginger you up. Know what I mean? If you work for them and they don’t like how things are going, Little Jimmy gets his snippers out. Gardening things, what do you call them—’


‘Secateurs.’


‘That’s them. He snips people’s fingers off, the weird bastard. Takes revenge into his own hands, you might say.’


I saw that Dan was looking at Pedlar John with his eyes widening. I was glad to see that he didn’t find it as amusing as his friend did.


I said, ‘We’ve got to get one thing straight. If we’re carrying on with this—and I’m not saying we are—then you’ve got to tell me everything you know. I can’t go around with one hand tied behind my back.’


‘What do you mean, “If we’re carrying on with this”?’ Dan said. ‘Are you chickening out?’


‘I can’t let amateurs like you get caught up in this kind of stuff,’ I said.


Dan looked away. ‘Jesus, I don’t believe this. You’re an arrogant bastard, aren’t you?’


‘I’ve been doing this kind of thing a long time. You know when to stick and when to twist.’


‘And when to run away with your tail between your legs.’


The air in the cabin was cold. I turned up the heater and opened a window to help the windscreen de-mist. The hissing sound of traffic on wet road occupied us all for a while.


Eventually I said, ‘Finding Kelly if someone doesn’t want her found is going to be difficult. It might have been easier to set up surveillance on where she worked to see if she turned up again. By talking to that Sparkle guy, what you’ve done is set alarm bells ringing. If Kelly is here and the bad guys are putting her to work for them, which seems likely, then they’ll find out we’re looking. Prostitution is a thriving market, and people talk. The gangs treat it like a slave trade. They auction women off to each other in pubs.’


I looked at Dan. ‘You think I’m kidding? Read the papers. The coppers can’t keep up, it’s so prevalent. Only it’s Eastern European women who go under the hammer these days, not Africans. We could have gone about this differently if I’d known more.’


‘Or if you’d kept your hands in your pockets,’ Dan muttered.


No one said anything else till we arrived back in Crewe.




CHAPTER FIVE


––––––––


I dropped Dan and Pedlar John outside the house they were sharing. It was a large terraced three-storey job in the centre of Crewe. As I drove away they were leaning into the front door to force it open. I guess they didn’t have a key.


I let myself into my own house and turned on all the downstairs lights. I’d recently fitted some patio doors at the back. Now I could see over the fields that fell away to the trees that hid the council houses beyond and the school playing fields that I ran across most mornings. But at this time of night all I could see was my own reflection holding a can of Heineken at port arms.


I drank half the can then boiled water in the kettle for pasta. While the kettle grumbled I phoned my last remaining friend where I’d worked in C E, Dickie Baines, and asked him about the Ginger Twins.


‘Jesus, Sam, get some clear water between you and them,’ he said. ‘Sack the client, move to Aberdeen and change your name.’


‘That bad, eh?’


‘If not worse.’


Dickie told me that the Twins had established their rep in the early nineties through a succession of roaring fights and gangland rucks in Liverpool, creating a small universe around them that consisted of distinct business empires in the building trade, tobacco smuggling, prostitution and, these days, online pornography routed through a host in the Pacific Islands. Each empire in this universe was actually a moral and ethical black hole in which thuggery, beatings, terrorism and robbery were legitimate business tactics. And the Ginger Twins were at the gravitational centre, sucking in the money and spewing out violence. 


This didn’t stop them following the traditional pattern of criminals in early middle-age, however—craving respectability. They owned houses a couple of streets from each other on the Wirral and ran building companies that tendered for both private and public business up and down the North West region. What’s more, they’d stayed clean enough on the surface to be relatively successful with these tenders.


‘So with all this going on,’ I said, ‘Why have they bought a dirty bookshop in Manchester?’


‘Ah,’ Dickie said. ‘New developments. They’ve done Liverpool and they’re spreading their tentacles like the grubby animals they are.’


‘So it’s a territory war, as per usual?’


‘Well, Sam, they’re a bit like you. Low boredom threshold. Soon as they’ve got the hang of something they have to move on. How is the world of private dicking, anyway? Is it full of sex and intrigue?’


‘Half right,’ I said. 


‘Let me guess—you’re fighting the women off with both hands because of your dark good looks and exciting job description.’


‘What else should I know about Little Jimmy and Pete?’


‘Other than that they’re crazy Irish bastards who never grew up and think the world owes them a living? Nothing much.’


‘Have you got an address for them?’


Dickie’s laugh was hollow. ‘Don’t tell me—you’re going to ask them a few sensible questions.’


‘While holding my hand over my crotch.’


He laughed. ‘I’ll email you. I don’t have them here.’


‘Thanks.’


He said, ‘Don’t thank me. Make sure you’ve got the name of a good dentist before you knock on their door.’


I hung up. 


There was a rattle at the front door and Laura came in. She looked pink and flustered, but her casual elegance reasserted itself as soon as she put down a large bag of shopping. A brisk run of her hands down her front, a shake of her straw-coloured hair, and she was herself again, slim and sleek, and with enough sex appeal to keep my eyes glued to her whatever she did.


A couple of months ago she’d started a new job in Nantwich, which meant her office was halfway between her house and mine. As a result we avoided the Big Discussion as to whether one of us moved in with the other. Four months on and I still looked forward to her arrival every night—and if she decided she was going to spend the night in her own house, I sulked. Maybe I’d feel different after five months but I didn’t think so.


‘Are you ready to cook?’ she asked briskly, starting to unpack the shopping. ‘I could eat several horses.’


I helped her with the bags. ‘Good day?’


She gave me a pitying look, then offered puckered lips for a kiss, which I took. At my age you accept romance wherever you can find it.


‘Don’t give me a hard time tonight,’ she said, finally uncovering the tomatoes and the mince and clearing a place to start preparation. She’d moved from marketing into PR, a change of disciplines whose gradations of difference I was plainly too coarse to understand. All I knew was that her work now intruded further into our life than before.


‘Is this the new client?’ I asked. I had concentrated long enough to remember some key points.


‘Bloomfield the Bastard, we’re calling him. Takes twice as long to make up his mind as anyone else, then changes it anyway. Sorry I’m late. What have you been up to?’


In relation to Dan this was my first test of the evening. I failed it by changing the subject: ‘Want a drink?’


‘Gin, please. Good, you’ve boiled the kettle.’


I put ice in two glasses then left the kitchen and went through to where I kept the gin. Laura knew about Dan, but like me she’d never met him. I wasn’t sure I was able to talk about what had happened today just yet. Especially as I was still feeling raw from the way it had turned out. Laura preferred safety and a certain amount of predictability, which often made my life seem edgier and more dangerous than I felt it really was. Telling her that Dan had turned up on my doorstep pointing a gun at me, and that we’d set off fireworks in Manchester, would raise her protective hackles while at the same time releasing a rats’ cage of worries that would follow her around for days on end, turning her into an unwilling Pied Piper who couldn’t shake off the products of her own imagination.


She looked up from the chopping board as I went back into the kitchen and found lemon to slice. ‘Well?’ she said. ‘Another exciting day preventing international bank fraud?’


‘Something came up,’ I said glibly. ‘Ended up in Manchester this afternoon. Got wet.’


‘Interesting case?’


‘Not sure yet. See how it goes.’


I handed her the drink then backed out of the kitchen feeling slightly unclean. I didn’t want to lie to her but it had come more easily than I liked.
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