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    Philately

    The term was coined in 1864 by a Frenchman, Georges Herpin, who invented it from the Greek philos, ‘love’, and ateleia, ‘that which is tax-free’.

    Britannica Online, 1997

  


  THE CHALON HEADS


  PROLOGUE

  Raphael and The Beast
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  DC Martin was released from her prison on the dawn of the fifth day. She stepped through the wicket gate in the steel roller door, emptied her lungs of the stale, dead reek of the desolate building, and filled them again with crisp morning air laced with the tang of diesel fumes. Freedom. She stretched her legs, rolled her shoulders and took in the inconsequential sounds of the city stirring all around her. It had been her first real experience of solitary confinement, and she didn’t ever want to try it again. Her ears were ringing, her eyes bleary with sleeplessness, her limbs aching. She felt exhausted, grimy and disoriented.

  And pissed off. For four days and nights she had squatted in a cupboard in the dark, alone, waiting for a rendezvous that had never happened. It had been a salutary lesson in the effects of sensory deprivation. Her only conversation had been infrequent whispered monosyllabic reports into a radio, her view a dim panorama of cardboard boxes seen through a spyhole. The Hitachi crate had sat prominently in the middle of them, untouched, unapproached. Towards the end, unable to sleep or stay truly awake, she had begun to fixate on that Hitachi sign as an old lag might fixate on a blade of grass or a crack in the wall.

  There had been another detective with her inside the building, but they had never met once their positions had been allocated. She knew of his presence only from the toilet, for which from time to time she was grudgingly allowed to leave her hiding place. They had been forbidden to flush that toilet for fear of alerting an intruder, an absurd directive since the evidence of her colleague’s presence had become more and more palpable as the days had passed. By the third day the extent of his intestinal problem was becoming overpowering.

  The thing had been prolonged far beyond any reasonable use of resources or expectation of a result, becoming in the end simply a monument to McLarren’s stubbornness. Mary Martin looked up and down the service lane to see if he might still be lingering, unable to accept defeat, but there was no one, the outside teams called off an hour before. Now that she was in the open air, in the daylight, she could feel ashamed of the resentment she had developed for the outside teams, able to talk freely to each other in their unmarked cars, rotating home to a warm bed and a hot meal. And a bath, and a clean toilet. She had been placed inside because McLarren had developed a particular attachment to the idea that Raphael might be a woman. Mary had had plenty of time to mull over McLarren’s attachment to bizarre ideas.

  She looked back up at the windows of the second floor, where she had been incarcerated. The dawn sunlight, which was now raking across the rooftops, catching the chimneys and gables in a golden blaze, was visible through the third window from the end, glittering on the interior of the warehouse. Except that the sun was on the other side of the building, and there was no way it could penetrate through the interior to this side.

  DC Martin frowned. Perhaps her unseen companion of the toilet had switched on a light on his way out. A buzz of anger went through her. Unreasonably, she told herself. The poor bloke must have been suffering for days, praying for release. And because the thought made her penitent she didn’t walk away, as she might have done, but braced herself and turned back towards the wicket gate. Soon she was inside the stairwell, and didn’t see the glow in the upper-floor window go off.

  At the top of the dark stairs she eased open the door to the second floor and, in the grey light that was filtering through the warehouse, she was astonished to see that the Hitachi box had moved half a dozen yards to the left. The other boxes around it had been disturbed too. She froze, listening for any sound from the cavernous space. But when she finally picked it up it came not from in front of her but from behind, a soft scuffling. She wheeled round and saw a huge dim form bearing down on her across the dark landing. She backed rapidly into the warehouse and it followed her through the doors, materialising into a giant of a man.

  They both stopped, examining each other. He was breathing heavily, long black hair tied behind in a pigtail, a thick black beard, tattoos on his bare forearms, a ferocious-looking crowbar dangling from one enormous fist. Behind him was a second man, pale and scrawny, peering round the giant’s bulging biceps, eyes widening at the sight of a woman wearing body armour and a police cap.

  After a moment’s silence, Mary said calmly, ‘Police. Don’t move. You’re under arrest.’

  The giant regarded her thoughtfully. The crowbar twitched in his mitt. ‘How much you weigh?’ he asked ponderously.

  ‘120 pounds,’ Mary replied, amazed at her own composure.

  ‘Well, I’m 290. What do they tell you to do, then, in your training, like, when a 120-pound plonk faces up to a 290-pound villain?’

  ‘Get help,’ Mary replied.

  ‘That makes sense.’

  DC Martin reached a hand to her hip and brought up the Glock, pointing it at the centre of his huge chest. ‘Armed police,’ she said. ‘Did I say that before?’

  ‘No,’ he said sadly. ‘I don’t fink you mentioned that.’

  She fumbled with her other hand for the radio, keeping the gun trained on the big man. The other seemed like his frail shadow, moving only when he moved.

  ‘Let me guess,’ she said, pointing the muzzle at the skinny anaemic one for a moment. ‘You’re Raphael, right? The artist?’ She returned her aim to the giant. ‘And you’re The Beast . . . Or is that too obvious? Could it be the other way around?’

  The big man shook his head. ‘I’m Titch. And this is Marlon.’

  ‘Well,’ Mary said. ‘And I’ll bet you’ve got the loveliest birth certificates to prove it.’

  She had the radio to her mouth when the first blow sent it flying from her hand. Before she could turn, the second hit her, and she crumpled to the floor, all lights extinguished now.
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  Cabot’s
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  It began innocently enough, in the days before Kathy knew a cottonreel from a woodblock.

  The long corridor of the Strand was booming with traffic, dust and petrol fumes hanging in the hot July afternoon air. Half-way along on the shady south side, not far from the setback entrance of the Savoy Hotel, Brock and Kathy found the shop-front surmounted by the name Cabot’s, in ornate raised gold letters on a black ground. Beneath, two small boys had their noses pressed to the glass, mesmerised by a display of old postage stamps.

  Inside, in air-conditioned calm, they were confronted by a pyramid of devices, which looked to Kathy as if they belonged in the forensic lab – magnifying glasses both simple and illuminated, watermark detectors, colour indicators, packets of mounts, tweezers, tiny guillotines, short and long wave and ultraviolet lamps for identifying phosphor inks and coatings.

  ‘Nothing stays simple, does it?’ Brock said, pointing at the shelves of reference books and albums filling one wall. ‘When I was a boy, the complete listing of all the stamps in the world was contained in one small fat volume. Now you need a library.’

  He took a pair of half-lens glasses from his jacket pocket and leaned forward to examine a pocket microscope in the display, unconsciously imitating the posture of the small boys at the front window. He might have been their uncle, Kathy thought, or their schoolmaster, a big benign bear of a man in a slightly rumpled suit, grey beard and hair in need of a trim, as unlike the hard young men of Serious Crime as he could be, and therefore dangerous in a different way.

  Kathy looked around at the other people in the room. A glass counter circled the space, stools in front, glass shelves and cabinets behind with concealed lighting. A number of customers, office workers in shirt-sleeves by the look of them, were browsing or crouching over the counter, some deep in conversation with studious-looking sales assistants. They were all male, Kathy noticed, and indeed, despite the array of technology at the door, the place had something about it that made her think of an old-fashioned gentlemen’s club – an air of ordered calm, of discreetly murmured conversations, of clocks ticking but time standing still.

  ‘Is all this just about postage stamps?’ she whispered.

  ‘Mmm . . . Brock’s attention had shifted now to a cabinet of tiny paper fragments. ‘Fascinating, isn’t it? Another world. Did you ever collect stamps, Kathy?’

  ‘No. I seem to remember collecting things from cornflakes packets, but I can’t remember what they were.’

  Brock’s raised eyebrow told her that that was entirely different, but for the life of her she couldn’t see why.

  Brock tore himself away from the cabinet and they made their way through a pair of glass doors into a lobby in which another kind of display was mounted, advertising a forthcoming auction. Expensive-looking catalogues were on sale, and posters featured some of the more important sale items. Again Brock delayed, studying a couple of the layouts. ‘There’s money in it,’ he murmured.

  Kathy wondered, looking at an old envelope in a glass case. The stamp was crude and scruffy, almost obliterated by a heavy postmark. How much would people pay for such things? Ten pounds? Fifty? A hundred? Surely not the price of a decent camera, or a washing-machine.

  They went on past the display to a reception desk standing in front of lift doors.

  ‘Detective Chief Inspector Brock and Detective Sergeant Kolla to see Mr James Melville,’ Brock said. The receptionist considered his identification with interest and made a phone call, then indicated the lift.

  A big cheerful man was waiting for them when the doors opened on the second floor, dressed like a banker but with an unruly mop of hair that refused to lie down. He introduced himself, shook their hands warmly and led them into his cramped office, offering them seats. His desk overflowed with papers, a tray of incoming mail threatening a pile of magazines and catalogues, a computer terminal jostling for space in the corner.

  ‘Thank you so much for coming here, Chief Inspector. I do appreciate it. Can I offer you anything? Tea? Coffee?’

  They declined. Brock said, ‘I was glad to get the opportunity to visit, Mr Melville. I used to be an enthusiast, many years ago, but I never knew where you were.’

  ‘Ah, yes. We and our rivals just along the street.’ He indicated the name on the Stanley Gibbons catalogue lying on the desk. Kathy picked it up and began thumbing through it.

  ‘What was your area, Chief Inspector?’

  Brock smiled, remembering. ‘I had an aunt in Canada so I had plenty of Canadian stamps, as I recall. She used to make a point of sending me first-day covers.’

  ‘Ah, well, they may be worth something now, you never know. We have a particularly outstanding Canadian cover in our coming auction that you’d be interested in. Let me give you both a catalogue . . .’ He stooped into the narrow space behind his desk with some difficulty and emerged with copies, which he handed across to them. As he did this he took the opportunity to examine Kathy’s hands. No rings, no nail polish, and traces of something – photocopy toner? He nodded approvingly.

  ‘What about you, Sergeant?’ Melville asked. ‘Were you ever a collector?’ He didn’t imagine for one moment that she had been, but he wanted to hear her voice. He approved of young women like this, competent and unpretentious, with low heels and little makeup.

  ‘I’m afraid not, sir. I know absolutely nothing about it.’

  An intelligent voice, class-neutral, and cautious, like her eyes. He did like her eyes, and the way her fair hair, cut short, was tucked behind her ears.

  ‘Well, perhaps we’ll have the opportunity to show you something of it . . . if you have time.’

  What it was that resonated with him about young women like this, James Melville couldn’t precisely say, except perhaps that they didn’t frighten him the way the others, all legs and lipstick, did. On the other hand, his last attempt to help just such a sensible young woman advance her career in Cabot’s had ended in near disaster. He took a deep breath to calm himself and turned to Brock. ‘I do hope you won’t feel I’ve wasted your time, Chief Inspector.’

  ‘Not at all,’ Brock replied. ‘You knew my name, Mr Melville. Have we met?’

  ‘No, I don’t believe so, but I know you by reputation from the newspapers.’

  ‘You said you had a problem. Is it to do with the auction? We saw the display downstairs. Looks fascinating.’

  ‘Ah, yes, a major event. But no, that wasn’t the reason for my call, Chief Inspector. Rather, it was to do with one of our clients, someone we’ve known for a number of years, who appears to be in some dreadful trouble. He told me about it only this morning, and I suggested – no, I insisted – that he contact the police.’

  ‘I see,’ said Brock slowly. ‘But how did you get my name, Mr Melville?’

  ‘It was our client who suggested that if I was to call anyone it should be you. He holds you in very high regard, Chief Inspector.’

  ‘Is that right?’

  ‘Look,’ Melville said hurriedly, ‘why don’t I get him in here and have him explain it all to you himself? He’s in the other office at the moment.’

  ‘Sounds like a good idea.’

  Kathy watched Melville’s departure with interest. He seemed quite anxious, and she wondered who would have chosen to approach Brock in such an indirect way, and have him meet him on ground like this. Royalty, perhaps? The Queen collected stamps, didn’t she? Or someone in government, a pop star . . .

  The door opened, and Melville ushered in a man almost a foot shorter than himself, sturdily built, as formally dressed in dark pinstripe suit, and with a remarkably round, creamy face with Oriental features, jet-black hair swept back from his high forehead. The man was smiling so intently that his eyes were merely horizontal creases in his face.

  ‘Mr Brock!’ he cried. ‘How are you?’ exposing brilliant white teeth, and Kathy was surprised, having quickly adjusted to the idea that this might be a businessman from Hong Kong or Singapore, to hear a cockney accent mildly gentrified to the outer suburbs.

  ‘Good God,’ Brock said, sounding astonished and not at all enthusiastic. ‘Sammy Starling.’

  Undeterred by the coolness in Brock’s voice, the man advanced on him, hand outstretched, beaming from ear to ear.

  Melville hurriedly drew up another chair. ‘I was saying, Mr Starling, that it would be best if you explained the matter yourself.’

  The man nodded energetically. ‘Yes, yes. But it’s good to see you again, Mr Brock! You don’t look a day older.’

  ‘Nor you, Sammy,’ Brock replied, his good humour evaporated. Kathy could see that Melville was aware of it and was embarrassed. ‘What’s this all about?’ Brock asked.

  Starling’s face abruptly lost all expression. He hesitated for a moment, then spoke in a low voice, devoid of all the animation it had had before. ‘It’s my wife, Mr Brock. She’s missing.’

  ‘Well, now,’ Brock murmured, watching him carefully.

  Starling cleared his throat. ‘She came up to town at the end of last week. I haven’t heard from her since.’

  Kathy was trying to fix his age. His smooth face was deceptive, she decided. There was a hoarseness in the voice and creases in the neck and behind the ears that made him much older than he had first appeared. Fifty plus, she guessed. She noticed a pale scar crossing the back of his left hand, slicing across all four fingers above the knuckles. Defence wound, she thought automatically. Starling’s appearance, like his accent, had also undergone a process of gentrification, she decided, tailored suits and old scars.

  Brock frowned as if trying to recall. ‘Mrs Starling . . . Brenda?’

  ‘Eva,’ Starling said, with quiet force, as if trying to jog his memory. ‘Brenda died in ‘eighty-seven.’

  He drew his wallet from his jacket pocket and took out a photograph, which he passed to Brock, who looked at it for a moment then passed it on to Kathy. It was night, the couple caught in camera flash, he beaming in white tuxedo, she in a short black cocktail dress, hem swinging with her step. No older than thirty, Kathy thought, trying not to appear surprised. More like twenty-five. Black hair swept back from a smiling, vivacious face, long slender neck. Dark, beautiful, Mediterranean looks. Simple but expensive jewellery and dress. You must be rich, Mr Starling, she thought.

  ‘Where was this taken?’ she asked.

  ‘Cannes, last year,’ Starling said, pleased at the question. ‘Film festival.’

  ‘Is she an actress?’

  ‘No,’ he said. ‘She’s my wife.’ He blinked at the look Kathy gave him. ‘I mean, no, she doesn’t work.’

  ‘And you’ve been married how long now?’ Brock asked.

  ‘Three years and seven months,’ he said. ‘On Saturday.’

  ‘I remember. They called her a princess in the gossip columns, didn’t they?’

  Starling’s mouth gave a hint of a smile and he nodded.

  ‘You said that she came up to town, so you don’t live in London?’ Kathy asked.

  ‘Our home’s in Surrey,’ Starling said. ‘Near Farnham. And we’ve got a flat in town, in Canonbury. But she’s not there. I’ve looked everywhere.’

  Brock eyed him closely, waiting for more. When none came he said, ‘Why this, Sammy?’ He gestured at the room. ‘What’s this all about?’

  The other lowered his head and said, ‘She’s been kidnapped, Mr Brock.’

  ‘Kidnapped?’

  Starling sighed. ‘I need your help.’

  Melville, unable to contain himself further, said, ‘Mr Starling came to see me this morning, Chief Inspector, and under the circumstances I couldn’t just ignore –’

  ‘Why was that?’ Brock asked, keeping his eyes on Starling. ‘Why did he come here?’

  ‘Why, on account of the stamps,’ Melville said. ‘Why don’t you show him, Mr Starling?’

  Starling reached again into the inside pocket of his suit and brought out two envelopes. Checking the date of the postmarks, he handed one to Brock, who took it from him and carefully drew out a single folded sheet of paper. He read it, then spread it out on the table. A handwritten message had been printed in the centre of the page,

  WHERE IS SHE, SAMMY? IT’LL COST YOU PLENTY TO FIND OUT.

  Above these words was pasted a small faded scarlet rectangle, a tiny picture of a woman’s head, surrounded by a decorative frame. It was only when she looked closely at it that Kathy saw that the frame contained lettering, ‘Van Diemen’s Land’, and ‘Postage, One Penny’.

  ‘A stamp?’ she asked.

  Melville nodded.

  ‘It looks old. There’s no perforations around the edge.’

  ‘1855,’ he said. ‘It’s a Chalon Head.’

  ‘A what?’

  ‘It’s the name of a type of stamp.’

  ‘Is it rare?’

  ‘Quite rare. The catalogue gives this one a value of about one thousand pounds.’

  Kathy blinked in astonishment at the grubby little scrap of paper.

  ‘That’s an odd way to demand a ransom, isn’t it?’ Brock said, looking at Starling. ‘I thought the general idea was for the kidnapper to get money from the victim, rather than the other way round.’

  Starling leaned forward and pointed at the stamp. ‘They’ve glued it to the page with some kind of adhesive, like epoxy or something.’ He gazed at Brock with an expression of incomprehension. ‘The stamp’s worthless now. They’ve destroyed it. Isn’t that right, Mr Melville?’

  ‘That’s correct.’

  Starling shook his head in disgust, and it struck Kathy that he seemed more upset about this than about the reference to his wife in the message.

  Brock examined the envelope. ‘Postmark central London, EC1. Address written in hand-printed capitals. Like the note.’

  Kathy looked more closely at the tiny portrait. It was of a young woman, presumably the young Queen Victoria, head and naked shoulders, wearing a crown, earrings, a necklace, hair swept back and up. As she examined it, she felt an odd sense of foreboding. She asked Starling if she could have another look at the photograph of his wife, which he had returned to his wallet. He caught her expression and gave it to her without a word. She laid it alongside the stamp. ‘It’s her, isn’t it?’ she said to him.

  Melville said, ‘Sorry?’ and she passed them both to him. He too stared in astonishment. ‘Good heavens! It is very like her. I had no idea. I’ve never met Mrs Starling.’

  While Brock also made the comparison, Kathy watched Starling. He showed no surprise at her observation, and appeared almost disappointed, as if he had been well aware of this but had been intending to keep it to himself.

  ‘Do you think it significant?’ Melville asked, but no one offered a reply. ‘I merely assumed that the Chalon Head referred to Mr Starling’s area of interest. He has made quite a specialisation out of Chalons, haven’t you, Mr Starling?’

  Starling nodded. His face was exceedingly difficult to read, its creamy circle creased by his features in what might have been an expression of discreet pleasure, or embarrassment, or pain.

  ‘There were two envelopes? What about the other one?’ Brock said.

  ‘That one came in the post yesterday, this one this morning.’ Starling handed over the second envelope, posted a day later from the same central London postal district. The format of the message was the same. It read,

  DO EXACTLY WHAT YOU’RE TOLD, SAMMY, IF YOU WANT HER BACK IN ONE PIECE.

  There was another, similar stamp pasted above the lines of lettering, this one green, with the value twopence. But this time the stamp was sliced diagonally in two, through the neck of the young queen.

  Brock stared at it impassively for a while, then said heavily, without lifting his head, ‘You didn’t really think that I could conduct some kind of private investigation for you, did you, Sammy?’

  Starling tilted his impassive face. ‘I’m in your hands, Mr Brock. You know how things stand.’

  ‘Yes.’ Brock took a deep breath, as if about to take up a great burden, reluctantly. ‘And is there anything else I should know, Sammy?’

  Starling lowered his eyes. ‘Three months ago . . . they released Keller.’

  ‘Did they, now? I didn’t hear that. Well, then, you’d better come back with us and give us a full statement.’

  ‘Ah . . .’ Starling looked distinctly anxious now. ‘I don’t think I should do that, Mr Brock. They may be watching me. That’s why I thought we should meet here. And, you know. I could never come to Scotland Yard . . .’

  Brock handed him a card. ‘Go to this address. Don’t worry, no one will know you there.’

  He made to get to his feet, but Melville broke in, ‘Chief Inspector, the reason why I felt this matter to be so urgent . . .’

  ‘Yes, Mr Melville?’

  ‘I believe it likely that there will be three messages, and three only.’

  ‘Why is that?’

  ‘These Van Diemen’s Land stamps, there are just three in that set – the penny red, the twopenny green, and the fourpence blue.’

  Brock nodded. ‘Yesterday, today, and tomorrow.’

  ‘Quite.’
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  Queen Anne’s Gate
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  They made their way separately to Queen Anne’s Gate, Brock and Kathy by taxi, Starling by bus to St James’s Park and then on foot by a circuitous route until he had satisfied himself that he wasn’t being followed.

  As their taxi made its way slowly through the hot afternoon streets, Brock became increasingly preoccupied and sombre. Eventually he rubbed fiercely at the beard on the side of his jaw and said, ‘Well, well, and I thought that was going to be a pleasant digression from the usual run of things.’

  ‘You’ve had dealings with Mr Starling before,’ Kathy prompted.

  ‘Very much so,’ Brock said heavily. ‘Must be eight or nine years ago, the last time I saw him. And I did very much hope it would be the last time, too. Who would have expected Sammy Starling to show his face again, after so long?’

  ‘A villain?’

  ‘He has been. He has a flair for business. Made quite a bit of money for himself.’ He stared grimly out of the cab window at the tourists snapping the sentries outside the Horse Guards, broiling inside their breastplates and helmets.

  ‘And who is Keller?’

  Brock seemed about to answer her, then changed his mind. ‘No, you don’t want to know, Kathy. None of us needs this. This is not a case for us. The first thing is to get it properly assigned. When Sammy arrives at Queen Anne’s Gate, we’ll hand him over, wash our hands, and get on with our lives.’

  He took the photograph of Starling and his wife at Cannes from his pocket. ‘Who the hell does he think he is? Aristotle Onassis?’ He turned back to the window, brooding.

  The offices used by Brock’s section of Department SO1, Serious Crime Branch, occupied a row of terraces on the south side of Queen Anne’s Gate, several blocks away from the main building of New Scotland Yard, and one of a number of annexes that had overspilled into the surrounding district. For Brock and his team, the independence and relative isolation of the old building from the modern slab office block of the Yard were an asset, illustrated now by the anonymity with which Starling was able to come to them.

  The building also had another characteristic, which appealed to its occupants, though not to the asset managers of the Central Property Branch. Originally a row of separate eighteenth-century townhouses, it had long ago been converted to offices, with openings formed through the original party walls to link the staircases and corridors of the former houses into a maze of interconnected passageways serving an eccentric mixture of rooms, whose odd sizes bore no relationship to the standard space allocations for headquarters’ staff.

  They entered through one of the identical black front doors facing the street, and made their way to the office of Brock’s secretary, Dot. She took one look at Brock through her large tortoiseshell glasses and said, ‘Problem?’

  ‘Sammy Starling,’ he said. ‘Remember him?’ He seemed as if still not quite able to credit it.

  ‘Oh, no. He hasn’t surfaced again, has he?’

  ‘I’m very much afraid so. He’ll be arriving here shortly. See if you can get hold of Commander Sharpe for me, will you? Urgent matter.’

  Dot picked up the phone, and a minute later transferred the call through to Brock in his office. While he talked behind his closed door, Kathy said, ‘Starling seems to have left a big impression, Dot. What did he do? He seemed rather innocuous to look at.’

  ‘I never met him in the flesh, but I remember his picture in the papers. Chinese, yes?’

  Kathy nodded.

  ‘Yes, a sort of baby face, looked so innocent. Yet he caused so much trouble.’

  ‘How?’

  ‘He gave evidence against three corrupt officers in the Fraud Squad . . .’ Dot frowned, thinking. ‘But it was more complicated than that. I know it caused Brock a lot of grief. What’s he up to now?’

  ‘His wife’s been kidnapped, and he wants Brock to take the case on. Brock doesn’t want to touch it.’

  ‘I’ll bet.’ She looked down at the indicator light on her phone, bit her lip and crossed her fingers.

  The light kept shining for another ten minutes. When it finally went off, Kathy and Dot waited for Brock to open his door. Instead the phone rang. ‘Is Bren in the building, Dot?’ Brock asked.

  ‘Yes, I think so.’

  ‘Get him and Kathy in here as quick as you can, will you?’

  Kathy waited for DS Bren Gurney, a soft-spoken West Countryman, to appear and they went into Brock’s office together. He waved them to seats around a small table.

  ‘Sammy Starling,’ he began, face dark. ‘Remember his case, Bren?’

  ‘That was to do with the Fraud Squad, wasn’t it? Long time ago.’

  ‘Ten years. Sammy’s business dealings were being looked into by S06. Just when it seemed that a case was coming together, Sammy turned the tables by providing evidence of corruption against three senior officers of the Fraud Squad, including the officer investigating him. This effectively undermined the evidence against Starling, and also led to the arrest of the three officers. Of the three, one committed suicide during their trial and one died in prison. The third, former DI Marty Keller, was released from prison three months ago.

  ‘Kathy and I had an unexpected meeting with Sammy earlier this afternoon. He claims that his young wife, Eva Starling, has been kidnapped. He also says that he’s afraid to come to the police in the normal way, because of bad feeling over his earlier case.’

  Bren looked doubtful. ‘Oh, yes?’

  ‘Yes. I’ve just had a conversation with Commander Sharpe, requesting that he allocate the case to someone else. He disagreed.’

  ‘Were you involved with the earlier case?’ Kathy asked.

  Brock nodded. ‘I was the officer who investigated Starling’s allegations against the three S06 men. I was the one who arrested Keller, and the other two. Sharpe feels that gives me some priority in the present affair. I think . . .’ Brock looked away at the window ‘. . . I think he wants us to quarantine Sammy. Keep him to ourselves. I said I thought that was a mistake. Anyway, that’s how it stands. Sammy should be here in a minute. Just don’t underestimate him, eh? He has this air of benign innocence, like a child. People have been misled by it. He’s tough and he’s bright.’

  The phone went. Brock listened briefly and replied, ‘Bren will pick him up.’ He turned to them. ‘He’s here.’

  ‘I’ll send for the files.’ Kathy said.

  ‘Yes, do that. Mind you, there’ll be nothing on Sammy for years now.’ A sudden thought struck him. ‘Look, if you want to get to know about Sammy Starling, you should speak to someone who’s made a lifetime study of him. Criminal Intelligence did quite a bit of work at one time. Peter White, former DCI. You might speak to him.’

  ‘Former DCI?’

  ‘Yes. Retired a few years ago.’

  ‘Oh. Won’t he be a bit out of touch? Perhaps I’d be better to give SO11 a call.’

  ‘It might be best for us to keep this to ourselves at present, Kathy, as far as possible. Sammy’s nervousness about contacting us isn’t entirely paranoia, especially if this has something to do with Keller. Actually, you’d be doing me a favour talking to old Peter. I’d like to know how he is. Haven’t seen him for ages.’

  There was something about the way Brock said this that made Kathy pause. ‘Wouldn’t you rather see him yourself?’ she said, probing gently.

  Brock turned to gather a file from his desk. ‘Maybe another time. We had a slight falling out. Nothing serious.’

  Bren introduced himself to Starling at the front desk. As he towered over the visitor, taking his cautious handshake, his impression was of a small, unobtrusive man anxious to avoid trouble, but that meant nothing: Bren had known plenty of diminutive, obliging people who caused untold grief, his wife’s mother chief among them. ‘They’re waiting for you upstairs, Mr Starling. I’ll lead the way. It’s a bit confusing.’

  Starling followed his guide as he disappeared along a corridor, up a flight of stairs, around a corner, down a few steps, up a few more, and round another corner, bringing him eventually to a panelled door. He tapped and opened it, indicating for Starling to enter. Brock, Kathy and Dot were seated at a long conference table. At the far end of the room a tall sash window gave a view into a tiny walled courtyard, in which a few ferns struggled for life.

  Brock introduced his secretary, who gave Starling a small smile, examining him with considerable interest.

  ‘It’s private here, Sammy,’ Brock said. ‘We’ll conduct a preliminary interview, then see what we can do. Take a seat.’ Starling and Bren took the chairs offered, and Brock pressed the button on a tape-recorder on the table in front of him. ‘Dot will set up the paperwork in such a way that the details of the operation are kept as confidential as possible, Sammy. But, clearly, several people will have to know and approve.

  ‘Now, tell me what you know about Keller. Did he write to you from prison? Threaten you in any way?’

  Starling shook his head. ‘No. All I knew I read in the papers. After Stringer died, it was reported that Keller had been moved up to the maximum security block at Durham, and I heard no more about him. I put him out of my mind, forgot that he existed.’

  Brock opened the file in front of him. ‘Martin Arthur Keller. Former Detective Inspector in Department SO6, Fraud Squad. Sentenced at the Old Bailey to thirteen years for perjury, conspiracy to pervert the course of justice, the taking of a bribe, assault on a witness, and attempted murder. Released on April the twenty-third this year after serving eight years and six months. Now aged forty-five. He had a wife, who divorced him two years into his sentence. No children. Next of kin given as a brother, Barney Keller, painter and decorator, of Ealing, West London.’

  Brock looked closely at Starling. ‘The attempted murder charge was what clinched it, wasn’t it, Sammy? And you were the intended victim.’

  Starling shuddered. ‘I still can’t take the tube, Mr Brock. Just the thought of those tunnels, turning a corner and seeing him again, standing there waiting for me . . .’

  ‘So it’s natural that you’d immediately think of him, especially with him having just been released. But is there anything more than that?’

  ‘A couple of months ago I got this phone call from someone. Male voice, didn’t say who he was. Wanted to tell me that Keller was out of jail. Thought I’d like to know.’

  ‘Did the call seem threatening to you? Or could it have been a friend? Someone from the old days, perhaps, who’d heard that Keller was out.’

  ‘I don’t know. It was over in a few seconds. But I didn’t recognise the voice, and if it had been a friend, why wouldn’t they have said who they were? And the call came to my private line at home, which is ex-directory.’

  ‘So you felt threatened by it. What did you do?’

  ‘Nothing at first. I just shrugged it off. Keller had been guilty, and he’d done his time. End of story. What was it to me, now? It had all happened so long ago.’

  Starling paused, blank face staring at the blank wall as if trying to picture something, and they waited for him to go on.

  ‘What changed your mind, then?’

  ‘A few days later I woke up in the middle of the night. The way you do . . . do you know what I mean?’ He looked at Brock, willing him to understand. Kathy, studying his face, felt she was beginning to read its subtle inflections, catching the swift little shadows, barely detectable, that turned the bland circle from fear to hope, amusement to sadness. ‘When you’ve pushed something you don’t want to think about to the back of your mind. And then, suddenly, you wake up, and there it is, big and real, in flashing lights? I thought about the phone call, and I began to think about Keller, and how he’d look at things.

  ‘Ten years ago he was a young, ambitious copper, a favourite with his bosses, Stringer and Harley, obviously heading for the top. He had a lovely wife, nice house, a bit of money in the bank. Whereas I was a man without a future, not long widowed, facing a stretch in gaol.

  ‘Ten years later, it’s him that’s coming out of prison. It’s him that’s lost everything, his wife, his house, his money. He has no future. And in the meantime I’ve been reborn. I’m a successful businessman. I’ve got a beautiful young wife. I live in a big house.’

  Starling took a deep breath, and Kathy picked up a wheeze – a summer cold, perhaps, or hay fever, asthma. His smooth forehead was gleaming with a film of sweat, more than when he’d come in, although it was much cooler in here than outside in the street.

  ‘I lay awake for a long time, thinking about this. It was as if I could see into his mind – as if his thoughts were coming direct to me, through the darkness, thoughts that he’d had more than eight prison years to think. I was responsible, and he would want me to pay, no question of that. And it scared the shit out of me, I tell you.’

  ‘You were always such a cool customer, Sammy,’ Brock said quietly. ‘Never one to panic.’

  ‘Yeah, well . . .’ Starling took a handkerchief from his trouser pocket and wiped the sweat away from his eyelids. ‘We get old. And maybe now I got something to panic about.’

  Kathy noticed that his hand had a tremor.

  ‘So what did you do?’

  ‘First I spent a lot of money upgrading the security on the house and the flat. Then I arranged to find out what Keller got up to when he came out.’

  ‘How did you do that?’

  ‘There’s a bloke I’ve used before, known him for years. Private investigator. I got him to find Keller and watch him, day and night.’

  ‘And what did he do?’

  ‘He went to Ealing, where his brother lives. Barney had rented a room for him, and given him a job with his firm, painting and decorating.’

  ‘Who’s this investigator of yours?’ Brock asked.

  Starling hesitated. ‘He doesn’t know about the kidnapping, Mr Brock. And he doesn’t need to.’

  ‘Fair enough. What’s his name?’

  ‘Sometimes his methods are a bit . . . cost effective.’

  ‘Nice way of putting it, Sammy. We all approve of cost effectiveness. One of the cardinal virtues these days. What’s his name?’

  ‘Ronnie Wilkes.’

  ‘So Ronnie Wilkes did what? Searched Keller’s room while he was out painting and decorating?’ Starling nodded. ‘And found what?’

  ‘Nothing,’ Starling said.

  ‘No newspaper clippings of your wedding to Eva? No address book with your entry? No prison diary?’

  ‘No.’

  ‘And he followed Keller, and what did that produce?’

  Starling shook his head gloomily. ‘He works eight or nine hours a day on his brother’s jobs, stops on the way home for a pint of beer with the other lads, buys a take-away and goes back to his room. The light goes out at ten o’clock, regular. At the weekend he goes to the football with his brother and his brother’s kid – Chelsea supporters. On Sunday he goes to their house for a roast dinner. He sleeps a lot.’

  ‘All very innocent, then.’

  ‘It’s not natural. His room is like his prison cell. Worse than that – no radio, no TV, no pictures on the wall, no letters, no mates. He doesn’t go anywhere on his own. As far as Ronnie can tell, he’s made no contact with anyone he knew in the Met. He shows no interest in women. It’s as if, in his head, he’s still inside. Or on a mission.’

  ‘Let’s not get carried away, Sammy. Anything else?’

  ‘He has a mobile phone, so his brother can keep in touch with him on the jobs,’ Starling said cautiously. ‘Ronnie came by a record of his calls.’

  ‘Did he indeed? Very cost effective. Anything interesting?’

  ‘Not a thing.’

  ‘How long did Ronnie watch him?’

  ‘Over three weeks, then I called him off. Since then, I get him to do a random tail from time to time, and check Keller’s phone calls. There’s never been anything.’

  ‘Well, I don’t get it then, Sammy. What makes you so convinced . . .?’

  ‘Men don’t behave like that when they get out of prison, Mr Brock. He must have arranged everything while he was inside. He has friends, people he met inside, and before that coppers who thought he got a raw deal. He fixed everything up before he was released, and now he’s behaving like a man who assumes he’s being watched. He’s so well behaved it isn’t human. You can see that, can’t you?’

  Starling was leaning forward stiffly, trying to infect them with his conviction, but all he saw in their faces was scepticism.

  ‘All right,’ Brock said, after a moment. ‘Tell us about Eva’s disappearance. Was there anything, looking back now, to warn you? Any strange cars in your street? Unfamiliar faces in the neighbourhood?’

  Starling shook his head. ‘They’d have stood out. It’s a very quiet spot, where we live.’

  ‘Are you and Eva alone in the house?’

  ‘Marianna lives with us. She was Eva’s nanny when she was a girl, and Eva brought her with her when we got married, as her maid.’

  ‘From where?’

  ‘Portugal. They’re Portuguese. Marianna doesn’t speak much English. Hardly a word, although she’s been here over three years now.’

  ‘I see. So when did you last see Eva?’

  ‘Last Thursday, Eva said she was going to go to the flat for the weekend. We had breakfast on the Friday morning, then I took her down to Farnham station and she caught the ten eighteen up to town. I haven’t seen or heard from her since.’

  Brock looked at him with surprise. ‘You let her come up here on her own?’

  Starling lowered his eyes. He tried to say something, but the sound came out as a croak. He coughed, clearing his throat, and managed, ‘Any chance of a glass of water, Mr Brock?’

  Bren nodded and left the room.

  ‘Since I started getting worried about Keller, I hadn’t let Eva out of my sight,’ Starling said hoarsely. ‘I wouldn’t let her leave the house to go down to Farnham, or take a walk in the woods round where we live. And it was driving her crazy.’

  Bren returned with a glass of water, which Starling gulped awkwardly, almost choking. He brought out his handkerchief again and wiped his mouth and eyes.

  ‘Eva is a fanatic about movies, Mr Brock,’ he went on. ‘Especially Spanish and South American movies – Brazil, Argentina, Mexico . . . There are certain cinemas in London she’s found that show the stuff she likes. At first I used to go with her. Only I couldn’t make much sense of it. My Spanish and Portuguese aren’t much better than Marianna’s English. I’d lose my place with the subtitles, and fall asleep, and Eva would have to wake me up, to stop me snoring.’

  He took another sip of water, more cautiously this time.

  ‘So, once she knew her way around, I let her go up to the flat on her own. I opened an account at an Italian restaurant round the corner where she could eat, and she’d have two, three days at a time, doing a bit of shopping, and pigging out on foreign movies. Seriously, she could spend whole days, from waking up in the morning to going to bed at night, sitting in the dark in some movie house, weeping and laughing . . .’

  ‘On her own? No Marianna, or friends?’

  ‘Marianna doesn’t like the city, and there’s only one bedroom in the flat. Eva’s got no friends in town apart from my friends, people my age. I’ve phoned round them all – none of them have heard from her.’

  ‘What about the phone, Sammy? Don’t you keep in touch with her?’

  ‘Yes, of course, normally. But sometimes she gets so wrapped up in the films, and just forgets to answer messages. She’s not good with answering-machines, things like that. She doesn’t even have a mobile – says she can never remember the buttons to press to turn it on or recover messages. And I never like to make her feel I’m checking on her.

  ‘It wasn’t until after the weekend that I started to worry. By Tuesday evening, when I still couldn’t raise her, I decided to go up to the flat myself the next day. Then, Wednesday morning, the first letter arrived. Those words, “Where is she, Sammy?”’ He rubbed his fingers across his mouth. ‘It was an accusation. She was missing, and I hadn’t known . . . How long had she been gone?’

  ‘The first letter was postmarked Tuesday morning,’ Brock said. ‘Show them to Bren, will you, Sammy?’

  He passed them over to Bren, who took the two letters out of their envelopes, the same questions forming in his mind that Kathy had asked. ‘These are old stamps, aren’t they?’ he began.

  Brock said, ‘Yes, tell us about the stamps, Sammy. It didn’t seem to make much sense earlier.’

  ‘It’s quite simple really. I’m a philatelist.’

  Kathy saw Bren’s face go blank with disbelief.

  Starling shrugged. ‘I collect postage stamps for a hobby. In my own way, I suppose I’m as fanatical about old stamps as Eva is about movies.’

  The others received this with a heavy silence.

  ‘How long have you had this particular hobby, Sammy?’ Brock asked finally.

  ‘I started when I was a kid, then I forgot about it for a long time. I suppose I got into it again about the time Brenda died. It gave me something to take my mind off that and other things.’

  ‘It’s a tax dodge, is that it?’ Bren suggested, a light dawning on his face. ‘Some way of investing dodgy cash. Is that right?’

  ‘No.’ Starling looked offended. ‘It’s not a dodge. I suppose you could call it a form of investment.’

  ‘You deal in stamps?’ Brock asked.

  ‘I buy, and occasionally I sell, always through reputable dealers, Mr Brock. All above board.’

  ‘You haven’t been cheating one of these reputable dealers, have you?’

  ‘No!’ Starling said firmly, his hands formed into fists, the thin scars on the fingers of the left hand gleaming pale. ‘It’s nothing like that.’

  ‘Then what on earth is the point of sending you those stamps?’ Brock said, waving a hand at the two notes.

  ‘It’s personal, isn’t it?’ Starling replied. ‘It’s telling me that whoever sent those notes knows me, knows everything about me – my habits, my interests, my private life. And it’s telling me that, whatever they want, the stakes are going to be high, right?’ Brock looked doubtful. ‘Who knows about this interest of yours, then? It’s not in your police file, as far as I recall.’

  ‘It’s not a secret exactly. The dealers, a few friends . . .’

  ‘Not public knowledge, though.’

  ‘Not public, no.’

  ‘All right, now we’re going to need to make up a list of all of the people you and Eva come in contact with in the normal run of things. Who does your garden, who services your car, who cleans your windows, everyone. Then we’ll start checking them all.’

  ‘Discreetly, please, Mr Brock,’ Sammy begged. ‘What if one of them is involved, and takes fright?’

  ‘Of course, Sammy. Very discreetly. None of them will know, I promise you.’

  Kathy, who had said nothing until this point, spoke. ‘Eva knows all about your stamps, of course, Mr Starling. Just as you know about her private interests.’

  Starling didn’t respond to this, not even looking at Kathy, as if her words had floated by his head without registering.

  ‘Could they be your own stamps?’ she went on. ‘From your own collection?’

  He frowned, as if hearing her for the first time. ‘No,’ he said softly. ‘No, they’re not mine.’

  ‘Mr Melville said that you specialise in that particular type – what were they called?’

  ‘Chalon Heads, yes.’

  ‘So you have many Chalon Heads in your collection?’

  ‘Yes.’

  ‘These ones?’

  ‘I have my own versions of them, yes.’

  ‘But these aren’t them? You checked that?’

  Starling wiped his face again with his handkerchief. ‘Yes,’ he whispered. ‘I did check that.’
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  The men were framed in the grid of scaffolding like counters on a snakes-and-ladders board, each working on a different square, transforming the gable of the building from faded green to deep red. Bren gazed at them each in turn through the binoculars. Keller was the one with the shaved head and the least splattered white overalls. He was older than the others, and making slower progress, less fluid in his movements. More single-minded in his labour, too, ignoring them when they shouted comments to each other, or whistled at a girl walking past along the street.

  ‘They’ve been on this job now for four days,’ Ronnie Wilkes said. ‘Sammy gave me a bell Wednesday afternoon, but I couldn’t get on to it till this morning. I asked at the corner shop over there, and they told me they set the scaffolding up Monday. They had to do a bit of patching first.’

  He picked his nose and lit a cigarette. As an afterthought he offered one to Bren, who declined, thinking about what his wife would say about the stink of smoke in his clothes. He wound the window down another inch and blue fumes drifted past his eyes and out into the hot afternoon air. At least it smothered the sour smell of Wilkes’s sweat, which had been filling the car. Bren wondered if the other man wasn’t getting a bit too old, a bit too flabby for this game.

  ‘Have you got a written record of the times you were watching Keller?’ Bren asked.

  ‘Nah,’ Wilkes shook his head dismissively. ‘I’d just phone up Sammy at the end of each day and give him a verbal report. That’s all he needed.’

  ‘Did he give any particular reason for wanting you to watch Keller on Wednesday?’

  ‘Nothing special. But he’s been doing that for the last couple of months. He thinks Keller’s got it in for him. Is that why you’re here?’

  ‘You’ve seen nothing?’

  ‘Not a bloody thing. It’s been the most boring job I’ve ever had.’

  Towards five the painters packed it in. Bren watched them come down the ladders loaded up with their cans and brushes, which they locked away with their overalls in a small shed at the base of the wall. The other three lit up cigarettes, but not Keller, and they all piled into a battered old Capri, Keller folding himself awkwardly into the back.

  Bren tailed them to the Red Lion, a utilitarian corner pub half a mile away. They went in at the door facing one street, he through the other, and he watched them between the racks and bottles of the bar. They sat at a table together but, as on the site, Keller seemed detached from them. While they chatted and laughed, he read an Evening Standard, less out of interest, it seemed, than as a way of avoiding involvement in their conversations. It was exactly as Starling had told them, except that Keller was drinking fruit juice rather than beer. Bren wondered why he bothered to come to the pub with the others. Starling would say that they were there as background, a camouflage of normality while Keller plotted mayhem. Or perhaps it was the only way he could get a lift home.

  From the pub Bren tailed them to the address that Wilkes had told him was Keller’s lodging, a large Victorian house with a dozen buzzer buttons at the front door. Keller unwound himself from the back of the Capri with barely a nod to the others and made his way up the front steps of the house. As he reached the door, it opened suddenly and a young woman appeared. She checked herself, startled to see him standing there, then gave a brief smile as she recognised him. He stepped back to let her past, head lowered, then disappeared inside. To Bren it seemed a well-established manoeuvre, two tenants who met occasionally on the stairs and who had tacitly agreed to take no interest in each other.

  Kathy wondered at the task she had been given. When Starling left the interview room with Bren and Brock, Dot had given her a sheet from a memo pad with an address and phone number on it.

  ‘This is Peter White’s address, Kathy,’ she said, as if Kathy should be expecting it. ‘I’ve told him you’ll get there about five.’

  ‘Brock wants me to go there now?’

  ‘That’s what he told me.’ She began to gather up her own and Brock’s papers.

  ‘Do you know this White?’

  ‘I met him a few times.’

  ‘Brock said they fell out over something. Do you know the story?’

  ‘Best ask him,’ Dot said.

  Brock’s loyal Dot, Kathy thought.

  ‘Sammy Starling’s rather eerie, don’t you think?’ Dot said. ‘Like a big porcelain doll. I’m sure Peter White will be interested to hear what he’s up to these days.’

  Kathy slowed as she spotted a front garden filled with roses in spectacular bloom. Dot had warned her about the roses. She parked at the kerb opposite and as she made for the front gate a man straightened upright from among the bushes and stared at her. She was immediately struck by how he was dressed, in a crisp white shirt, dark trousers and polished shoes, as if he’d just stepped out from the office, rather than as a retired man pottering in his garden.

  ‘DCI White?’

  He stiffened and eyed her darkly. ‘Not any more. Come in.’

  He had a moustache, as carefully clipped and groomed as his hair, and a healthy, ruddy complexion. In one gloved hand he was holding a magnifying glass, and in the other a pair of secateurs and a stem of leaves.

  He saw her looking at what he was holding, and said in an ominous tone, ‘I’m in the middle of war . . .’ He paused, then added, ‘Black spot.’ He pointed at the tainted leaves.

  ‘Oh.’ Kathy was reminded of the pirate Pugh in Treasure Island, who had so frightened her as a child, with his terrifying black spots with which he condemned men to death.

  ‘I’ll have a look at this lot inside, under the microscope. I suspect it’s coming from the south-west. From there.’ He indicated without taking his eyes off Kathy’s face. ‘I’m pretty sure of it. The warm breezes over the last few days have been coming from that direction. There’s a fellow on that corner down there . . .’ Kathy turned to follow his pointing finger, towards a distant garden of scruffy rose-bushes. ‘Infested. He doesn’t spray, you see.’

  ‘Sounds serious,’ Kathy said carefully, not sure how to take him. His face was expressionless, as if he were setting her a test, and was only prepared to give so much away.

  ‘It is serious,’ he said, and she sensed suddenly that he was angry. ‘I went to see him. I offered to spray his plants myself, at the same time as I did mine, but he took offence. He told me to fuck off.’

  Kathy heard his particular emphasis on the word, as if this were also part of the test.

  ‘Can you believe that? Why does he grow the bloody things if he’s not interested, eh?’

  He stared at her for a moment, then turned on his heel and led the way to the kitchen door at the side of the house. He brushed his shoes carefully on a new doormat, placed the rose stalks, glass and secateurs on the draining board, took off his gloves and ran the tap to wash his hands. The kitchen was as immaculate as the man, everything tight in its place.

  He led her through to a sitting-room, equally tidy, overlooking a back garden filled, like the front, with rose-beds, burgeoning with blooms. Kathy wondered what he did with all the flowers.

  He saw her looking at them and said, briskly, as if it was a business matter, ‘New hybrids, David Austins. Put them in two years ago. Coming on well.’ And then, without a break, ‘Brock sent you, of course. Didn’t care to come himself.’

  ‘He’s very busy. He did say he intended to buy you a pint when he was next over this way.’ It struck Kathy that there was nothing in the room to suggest contact with any other person: no photographs on the mantelpiece, no letters on the empty writing table in the corner, no ornament that might have been another’s gift.

  ‘I doubt that, Ms . . .’ He looked narrowly at her. ‘What did you say your name was?’

  ‘Kathy Kolla. DS.’

  ‘You’ll have to excuse me. I’ve never heard of you.’

  She heard the contempt in his voice, and sensed him trying it out for effect, as if not yet certain how far he would punish her for Brock’s errors, whatever they might have been.

  ‘I haven’t been with SO1 long – less than a year. When did you retire, Mr White?’

  ‘Five years ago. They say that retirement is dangerous for men – they tend to keel over within a few months. But in my case it didn’t go like that. It was Ruth, my wife, who passed away, not two weeks after I left the job.’ He stared at Kathy, waiting for her response to this.

  She said, ‘I’m sorry,’ but it didn’t seem to be enough.

  ‘Look, I’m very busy right now, Sergeant,’ he said. ‘I’m not sure I can spare you the time.’

  Kathy flushed, becoming tired of this game, whatever it was. ‘DCI Brock felt it important to have the benefit of your knowledge of someone.’

  ‘Sammy Starling, yes, his secretary said that when she made the appointment for you. But he didn’t consider it important enough to send someone more senior.’

  ‘I–’

  ‘How long have you been in the force?’ he interrupted.

  ‘Eight years. I was in Traffic for three, then I got into plain clothes. Serious Crime was what I really wanted.’

  ‘Is that so? You’re ambitious, I take it?’

  ‘I suppose so.’

  ‘To climb the career ladder, I mean. One of those women with an eye firmly on the main chance, who rush up through the ranks with plenty of help from the equal opportunists.’ He made no attempt to keep the sneer out of his voice as he said this.

  Kathy wasn’t sure whether to laugh or be angry. She said softly, ‘You mean that I should know my place.’

  ‘I was eighteen years in CID, learning policing the hard way, before I got to special operations. Oh, I’ve seen types like you, missy. I’ve seen ‘em using people to get where they want to go. You think you can waltz in here and use me, eh?’

  Kathy looked at him, wondering what she had said or done to bring this to the surface. She got to her feet deliberately and made for the door.

  ‘Hang on!’ he called sharply after her, but she didn’t stop until she had it open, then she looked back over her shoulder at him, half risen out of his chair. He suddenly saw in her eyes that she was angry. ‘All right,’ he said grudgingly. ‘I didn’t exactly mean that.’

  ‘Of course you did,’ she said calmly, softly, turned away from him and stepped out on to the path to the front gate.

  She had reached the gate when his voice came after her: ‘Where the fucking hell are you going?’

  She paused again and looked back at him standing in the doorway, his face still not quite certain that she was really leaving.

  ‘I’m going back to work, Mr White. I’m wasting my time here.’

  His expression changed. ‘Hang on! Sergeant! Look . . . look, wait, please.’ He hurried towards her. ‘I – I was out of line there, yes. But you don’t understand . . . how it was . . . the background. I resent the way Brock’s done this, but . . . I will help you.’

  Kathy hesitated, not sure, as her anger faded, if there was any point in continuing.

  ‘Please . . . please.’ Now he was begging, and it struck Kathy that he was a very lonely, isolated man whose opportunity for conversation was probably confined to chance encounters in the supermarket or garden centre.

  ‘Might we not start again?’ he urged, and with misgivings, because she didn’t want to go back to Brock empty-handed, she agreed.

  This time he eagerly offered her a cup of tea, which she accepted, and was surprised when he produced a freshly purchased cream cake, as if he had been out specially and had planned this all along.

  ‘Did Brock tell you that we had a bit of a falling out, the last time Sammy Starling came into our lives?’ White said, when they had established themselves in the sitting-room once more.

  ‘He wasn’t specific.’

  ‘I’m not blaming Brock for what happened,’ he said, in a conciliatory tone. ‘But I do blame Sammy, and Brock relied on Sammy, too much, I thought at the time . . . I’m sorry, you probably don’t know what I’m talking about.’

  ‘Brock said that Starling was being investigated by the Fraud Squad when he produced evidence of corruption against three of their officers.’

  ‘Keller, Stringer and Harley, but most importantly Tom Harley. You heard what happened to him, did you? Did Brock tell you about that?’

  ‘He didn’t say much.’

  ‘No, that doesn’t surprise me.’ A touch of acid returned to his voice. ‘Superintendent Tom Harley, one of the finest police officers I knew. Accused of taking bribes. We all knew that was garbage, and we all admired the way he coped with it, the indignity of it, him a superintendent accused by slime like Starling.’

  Kathy noticed a fleck of white in the corner of his mouth, beneath the neatly clipped moustache, as he paused for effect.

  ‘We all thought Tom was managing all right. He was a very dignified feller. Never let on for one second, to us or to his family, that it was getting to him. But inside it ate him hollow. One afternoon he went home, swallowed two packets of paracetamol and half a pint of whisky and lay down to die. At a particularly low ebb, you see. The trial was looking bad. But his wife found him, and they took him to hospital and pumped him out, and a week later he was feeling much better. New evidence had been found, and he wanted to live after all. Only his liver had been destroyed by the pills. They couldn’t do a damn thing to save him. It took him three months of agony to die.’

  ‘I’m sorry,’ Kathy said. ‘That was tragic. But he should have known better.’

  She saw White bristle, and she added quickly, ‘Brock didn’t mention that.’

  ‘Did he not? I do wonder why.’ The bitterness in White’s voice was strong. ‘It was a matter of trust, of knowing whom to trust. Brock chose to believe little Sammy China, until it was too late.’

  Kathy noted the nickname, which she hadn’t heard before. ‘What about the other two, Keller and Stringer?’

  ‘Oh . . .’ White made a gesture of dismissal with his hand . . . they were guilty all right, no doubt about that.’

  ‘And Brock was the investigating officer?’

  ‘That’s right. He went after them like the blessed furies, Keller and Stringer and Harley, all on the word of Sammy Starling. Harley was innocent, but by the time Brock realised that Tom had done himself in.’ White jerked himself to his feet and went over to the window, staring moodily out at his garden.

  ‘Keller is out of jail now,’ Kathy said, and began the story that Starling had told them. At first White seemed not to hear, but then his face cleared and he gazed intently at her until she had finished.
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