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 Chapter 1

 


 


There's a bloke
I knew ran a shoe shop. Everything you ever needed for ten quid a
pop. He'd been just off the High Street for ever; or at least,
since I'd been at big school. Then one day, no warning, he packed
it all in and told the world he was off to be a missionary. A
missionary! I didn't even know he was religious. He told us he was
round a mate's house when he felt God's presence, like he was right
there, drinking tea and talking about the footie. He swapped seats,
but couldn't shake it off; the feeling was still there. So the next
Sunday, he went to church for the first time since his nephew's
wedding yonks ago and, while he's sitting in the back row wondering
what the heck he's doing there, God speaks to him, tells him it's
his job to go convert the non-believers. Said he was scared out of
his wits to start with, but then found his 'inner peace' – piece of
what he didn't tell me – and knew he'd found his calling. No
messing about, this guy; he's straight on the blower to a bunch of
missionaries, flogs his shop, and hops on the plane to somewhere
out East – and I don't mean Leytonstone. I saw him emptying his
shop a few days before he went and he told me all about it. Never
seen a fella look so content.

 


Content. I
could do with feeling some of that. I'm a restless one. I always go
on about wanting time to myself, to do all the stuff I can't get
round to doing, like reading my favourite book or writing grumpy
old git letters to The Times. But when I've got the time, and it
happens a lot, I can't sit still for 5 minutes straight. I'm up and
down like a yo yo, making every excuse going for not doing those
things I'd told myself I would do.

 


And there I was
again. It was Sunday morning, still pretty early for me; about 9.15
and I had absolutely sod all to do. No case to work on; no calls to
return; no accountant chasing me for paperwork; no one threatening
to smash my face in if I didn’t keep my nose out of their business,
even if their wife had told me to stick my nose right in to their
business. But I'd had my breakfast and read the paper and couldn't
sit still; there was nothing I really wanted to do. I was bored.
And boredom is a dangerous thing; it leads you on like a little
puppy, all innocent and helpless, then shoves you in a great big
pit of burning fire and laughs in your face. I knew this, I always
had, but it didn't help me one little bit; I still fell for it,
like some 16 year old kid offered his first shag by a girl who
tells him she's on the pill, but really just wants him to get her
up the duff so she can grab herself a nice little council flat.

 


So, what did I
do that was so bad? You'll laugh, maybe. All I did was go to one of
those well-known dens of the criminal underworld; the kind of place
that has trouble written all over it, in great big fifteen foot
high letters. I went to church. Yep, I took a leaf out of the shop
keeper's book and went to church. Thought I'd remind myself what it
was all about.

 


This church
wasn't C of E; they don't have any heating and being November it
was a bit on the cold side. The nearest one to me that’s
icicle-free was Methodist, the Streatham Road Methodist Church. It
would be a bit of an understatement to say it was on the plain
side. You know the kind of thing; big, modern building with white
washed-walls, rows and rows of uncomfortable chairs facing a little
lectern and a bunch of flowers that never seems to die, or maybe
that's because someone replaces them every couple of days with
exactly the same thing. There was no decoration, because that would
have been blasphemous and might put the punters off paying
attention. It gave the place an odd feeling, more business-like
than you get at the C of E; after all, you're not there for a
sing-a-long and a good natter afterwards, not when there's the
serious matter of praying to be done and the opportunity of a good
lecturing by the vicar. They like that, do vicars. Can’t beat a
decent rant about everyone’s dodgy moral standards and un-Christian
behaviour.

 


As I walked up
to the front door, the sound of singing leaked out of the
brickwork. Sounded like they were having far too good a time, if
you ask me. I went all goose-bumpy and for a mo' thought I might
change my mind, but the urge went away as quick as it arrived and I
pushed on, all determined, just like I was bowling out of a boat on
D-Day and scrapping my way up the beach towards Jerry. I half
expected someone to be waiting at the front door, ready to welcome
me and eager as mustard not to let me get away at the last minute.
But they must all have been well into their praying and singing by
then and I had no trouble entering unannounced and slipping in the
back of the main hall, where I took up a seat behind the cover of a
large woman wearing an even bigger furry coat. Why she was wearing
it inside the church when it was so warm I'd no idea, but I decided
she was most likely starkers underneath, just waiting for the right
moment to fling the thing off and belt round the hall shaking it
all about. Then she'd finish things off by jumping on the vicar and
ensuring he enjoyed the bounty of God's kindness, or something like
that. Didn't fancy the vicar's chances very much.

 


Happily, my
timing wasn't bad. It looked like most of the business had been
done, because they were already on to the last song on the
hymn-sheet that was hanging high up on the wall at the front. I
picked up a hymn book, flicked the pages to find hymn number 553,
took a butcher's at the words and moved my lips absently in a kind
of laa, laa, laa way, as I had a good look around.

 


In front of me
it was a sea of heads, small ones, big ones, bald ones, hairy ones.
Some of them rolled about on their shoulders, swinging to the
rhythm of the music. One bloke, dressed in a dark green suit with a
bright red scarf round his neck, looked like he was doing the
two-step, hopping from foot to foot and belting out them words like
his life depended upon it, which he must have thought it did. He’d
need a good rest when he got home after all that exertion.

 


The seats were
split into two groups, sharp rows slightly angled towards each
other as they looked on at the flipping enormous wooden cross stuck
up on the front wall. I was parked up on the right hand side and
had a bit of a view across at the faces sat on the other side.
Smiling faces, filled with singing teeth were everywhere. Well
combed hair and Sunday best clothes were on show with matching
behaviour. But it didn't take long to notice not everyone was happy
to be there. There was a boy, may be 9 or 10, who'd been levered
into a shirt and tie that had come straight out of a barrel of
starch. Poor sod looked like he'd be more happy sitting in a bath
of cold rice pudding. He looked across at me, a plea for help
written all over his mush, but a big hand planted itself on his
head and re-directed his attention to the front.

 


When the
singing stopped there were some 'oh yeahs' and 'praise the Lords'
as those gathered there let the world know how happy they were to
be there. Smiley faces everywhere. It was all a bit too happy
clappy for comfort. I checked out the exit; no one was standing
guard; not yet.

 


The vicar
started telling us a story about a small bush he'd planted in his
garden that had grown into a bloody great big bush in next to no
time. He eventually got round to saying this bush of his reminded
him about the parable of the grain of mustard seed. I wasn't much
interested in the story or the parable, but the funny thing was I
did start to feel weirdly happy to be there, like everything was
all safe and cosy. Maybe that was why the others went there every
week, rain or shine. If I could just rustle up a newspaper and a
cup of tea, I could see myself nicely set for the rest of the
morning.

 


When the Vic
wrapped up story time, there was some praying – I looked at the
dirt clinging to the toes of my shoes – then we were done. Faster
than I could say 'Amen', the room was filled with a mass of hustle
and bustle and so much noise from so many voices it made my ears
ache. I think there must have been a promise of tea and cake in one
of the back rooms because hardly anyone left the church. Instead,
they all went out through a door at the back, which I could just
see opened up on to a corridor. I toyed with the idea of tea and
cakes, but decided I wasn't quite that brave; couldn't face the
risk I might get asked back for more next week. Instead, I sat
around for a bit, waiting for the masses to clear before I left as
quietly as I'd arrived.

 


But it turned
out the vicar guy recognised me, even though I didn't know who he
was, and he sneaked up on me, catching me off guard. Shit, he was
out to convert me. Only, he wasn't. Freddy - he insisted I call him
by his first name - was a tall guy, slender build, with chalk white
pearlers and skin as dark as coal. He was wearing a brown suit with
the usual dog collar top. I saw the signs before he'd even opened
his gob; hands raised in front of him, tapping the ends of his
fingers together, and a look on his face that said he was wondering
just how to say what he had to say.

 


“David Good.
Welcome to our church,” he said, sounding pleased I'd shown up, and
shook my hand, nearly crushing my fingers in the process.

 


“Er, yeah. Nice
to meet you.”

 


“Ah, the good
Lord never ceases to amaze me. I pray for His help when all seems
hopeless and just when I least expect it, He brings forth a
solution to my problem,” he shook his head as if in utter amazement
at his own good fortune. Wouldn't mind a slice of that pie
myself.

 


“Not sure I'm
with you there, Freddy,” I replied, probably looking as confused as
I felt.

 


Turned out
there was something giving him sleepless nights and he hoped I
might be able to come up with a cure. Needless to say, it wasn’t a
doctor’s expertise he needed on this occasion.

 


“One of my
congregation is missing and she has been missing for three days
now. I am deeply worried, David, very deeply worried,” he said, his
brow furrowed and his voice dropped a notch. “One of my flock
pointed you out to me. You helped them with a little domestic
matter.”

 


“I see. Plod
not able to help out with finding her?” I asked. “Sounds just like
their cup of tea,” I added, wondering if there was a reason why he
might not want the police involved.

 


“They were -
how can you say? - unenthusiastic,” he smiled. “I believe they
think she has run away from the church, not from life.”

 


He had that way
vicars have of criticising without, well, criticising. Bloody
clever, that. You can only imagine it must takes years of dedicated
training and on-the-job practise to get that just right.

 


“Yeah, they get
a lot of missing people cases where the missing person isn't
missing at all; they just don't wanna be found.”

 


“That's very
sad.”

 


“Sad? For some
of these people it's the only way to keep life and limb in one
piece.”

 


“And that makes
it sound all the sadder. At least it helps to know that Heaven
waits for the meek and the injured. They will have their day, while
the violent and the oppressors will spend an eternity in Hell,” he
said, getting a little worked up, his fingers tapping together
again, only faster this time.

 


“What's so
wrong about not seeing this woman for three days, or do you expect
people to pop in every day of the week?”

 


“Lala never
misses a Sunday service, David. And she's always around the place,
tidying up, putting out flowers, helping with the nursery. There
can hardly be a day goes by when someone here doesn't set eyes on
her.”

 


A wide band of
sunlight, angling in through a high window, had been inching its
way across the end wall ever since I'd walked into the place and
now it seemed to have stopped on the enormous wooden cross,
lighting it up so much it seemed to glow. At the same time I could
feel the temperature in the room climbing higher, leaving me
feeling all hot and bothered. Or maybe I was just starting to feel
the heat the Vic was placing on me.

 


“What about the
rest of your flock? Couldn't you ask them to help you out?”

 


“We are a close
congregation, you understand. People here would give their
neighbour their last penny if they thought it would help them. They
have already spent hours and hours trying to find Lala, but we are
all defeated. Now it is weighing on me like a heavy, heavy
burden.”

 


The big glowing
cross caught my eye again. No way it was just chance it caught the
light like that; someone put some thought into that. I started to
feel properly uncomfortable, as if I was being given a test; one
that mattered.

 


“It's not just
that she's been missing for three days, is it? There's more to it
than that,” I looked the Vic straight in the eye. I knew I was
right even before he spoke.

 


“You are a
perceptive man, David. It is pleasing to know that your reputation
is matched by the reality,” he answered, immediately looking more
relaxed, as though he was pleased he could get the whole thing off
his chest.

 


“Taken me years
of self-congratulation to convince people I'm as good as I think I
am,” I grinned.

 


“Lala had a
difficult past,” he said, before pausing for a mo', running a hand
slowly across the back of a chair. “You always worry that such a
girl might lapse and fall back into bad ways. Temptation is all
around us.”

 


“Par for the
course round here, Vic,” I chipped in. “But what do you mean by ‘a
difficult past'? Has she been a very naughty girl?”

 


“Oh, no. Just
the usual things. A little stealing. Some drugs and far too much
alcohol, it seems. But some people are stronger-willed. They are
better able to ward off the temptation to regress.”

 


“Not Lala?”

 


“I have known
weaker people, I can say. But she's not the strongest.”

 


“So, you'd like
me to track her down? Shepherd her back to the flock?”

 


“If you could
give a little time to make a few enquiries; whatever you can
manage. At least I would know that I had done all I could.”

 


You ever
noticed that about vicars, they never expect a 'no'? Maybe it
becomes a sort of self-fulfilling thing. He couldn't pay me, that
almost went without saying. But, that shiny bloody cross again,
dancing light all over my eyes; I said yes. Well, like I said up
front, things were quieter than a brothel when the Pope's in town.
Gotta keep the old grey matter ticking over somehow.

 


“I don't
believe I have seen you here before, David? Are you working on a
case now?” There was a dangerous look in his eyes, one that said he
smelled the chance of a new convert.

 


“Nah. It's just
warmer in here than it is in my flat. Can't afford to have the
heating on,” I tried to sound all casual. After all, I didn't
really know why I had gone there in the first place, instead of any
one of a million other places.

 


“I see,” he
said, though there was something in his body language that told me
he knew better. Even left me feeling he knew better than I did
myself. “Well, I am glad we are able to offer such an appreciated
service to the community,” he smiled.

 


The Vic gave me
an address for Lala Leonard and some contact details for her
family. He also produced a small photo of the woman from a jacket
pocket; it was black and white and not the best quality you've ever
seen, but it would do. We shook hands and then he was steered away
by a small woman in a purple suit whose big, round green eyes
seemed to be sizing him up for afters. I turned down his offer to
join everyone else in the back room for a nice cup of tea; said I
had an unnatural fear of being in small rooms with lots of
people.

 


Before I left I
took once last look up at that big cross. The sunlight had moved on
across the wall, but somehow the cross still glowed, as if it had
been able to save up some of the sun's rays then play them back. It
gave me the colly-wobbles.

 


Outside it was
still cold and bright. I could just about make out the murmur of
the happy voices tucking into tea and cake in the church and it got
me wondering just where the guy from the shoe shop would be saying
his prayers right then.

 


*

 


“Oi, Good. You
wanker. 'Ow's it going?”

 


I’d stuck my
head in a corner shop to pick up a newspaper. I’d been standing
there, deploying my impressive mental capabilities, trying to
decide which one to buy. All the red tops had slapped a photo of an
attractive young lady on the front page and I was having trouble
weighing up the relative merits of their assets. As if I wasn’t
having enough of a dilemma making a decision, someone had then gone
and rudely interrupted me. I looked up to my left to see a big
hairy gorilla walking towards me, his bald bonce sparkling under
the lights like it was a disco globe.

 


“Raymond. I
thought they’d locked you up, again,” I said, as the other bloke
held out a hand. I shook it, then winced, as his chunky, King Kong
sized fingers crushed my own mits.

 


“Nah. It's been
eight months since I got out. They're keeping me bed nice and warm,
though, for next time,” Ray roared, impressed at his own cracking
good humour, then slapped me on the shoulder with all the force of
a charging rhino. Much more of that and I'd end up at the local
A&E.

 


“You alright,
then?” I asked, not sure I really wanted to know, but always keen
to be seen as polite and considerate.

 


“Yeah, wicked.
'Ere, I saw that shirt-lifter mate of yours last night. What’s his
name, Lennie.”

 


“Yeah, they do
let him out, every month for an hour or two. It's good for him to
be out in the community every now and then.”

 


“We was down
the Fat Bird's Arse. Some bird was trying to chat 'im up. She
couldn't work it out, why he wasn't biting. We cried our eyes out
we was laughing so much.”

 


“Was she a
looker?”

 


“Nah. Back end
of a bus got more chance of pulling. Old Lennie looked like he'd
crap himself any minute,” he grinned.

 


“Yep, poor old
Lennie’s never known how to handle things when a woman tries
chatting him up.”

 


“'Ere. Me and a
mate are doing a nice line in leather coats. All the latest gear
and just fifteen quid a time. I can bring one round your gaff, if
you want. It’ll be better than that worn out old rag you're wearing
now,” he said, looking at my antique jacket like he was about to
puke, the cheeky git.

 


“No thanks,
mate. Barely got the cash to buy a tin of beans,” I said.
“Although, if you want to hand over one free of charge I’d be happy
to act as a walking advertisement for you.”

 


“Cheeky git.
You ought to get a proper job, something that pays decent. Nice
little number at Burger King,” he grinned, then more noisy laughing
from him.

 


“Don't think
I'm qualified to do a job like that. Too advanced for my little
head and all that grease and sweat would do terrible things to my
skin.”

 


I thought about
escaping and heading off home for my gourmet lunch, but the gorilla
wasn't done yet. No, he had something he needed to get off his
chest, so he did.

 


“Ere, you play
with the arrows?” he asked, lifting his right hand and making as if
he was lining up a shot at an imaginary dart board. “You fancy a
game some time? I'm on the team team at the Dog and Duck. We’re
always looking for some new talent.”

 


“Gave it up
ages back. Wrist injury. Bit like tennis elbow,” I quipped, knowing
I was crap at the game and didn't fancy losing any of my
hard-earned cash to some semi-pro who could spot the chance for
some easy pickings at a hundred yards.

 


“Tennis elbow?”
He looked confused. “Oh, well. How's about coming down the Dog and
Duck for a drink then and watch us pros in action? Thursday nights,
half seven. You might pick up a few tips.”

 


“I'll give it a
go, mate. Always up for a laugh.”

 


“Cheeky
bleeder,” he said. “Any how, can’t stand around here talking all
day. I’ll miss the first round down the boozer. Then I’d ‘ave to
buy me own drink. Remember, Thursdays, half seven,” he reminded me,
then turned to walk off.

 


“Can't wait,” I
lied.

 


I thought I was
free to return to the little matter of deciding between the
luscious Melanie and the lurid Linda, when the hairy one stopped
and turned back round in my direction, “'Ere, you know Ted Ruins
got out last week, don’t ya? Three years off for good behaviour
they say. Not seen the bloke around meself, but I bet he wants a
word with you,” grinned the bastard, who then turned back round and
whistled his way towards the counter.

 


Ted Ruins.
Shit, there was trouble. If he'd been out of prison as long as a
week then I was well surprised he hadn't been round to see me
already, what with the little bit of history we had. Bloody Nora, I
wouldn't be able to turn a corner now without getting a nasty bout
of the heebie-jeebies. There's gotta be times it's best not to know
about bad news until it's smacking you right in the face and this,
without any shadow of a doubt, was one of those times.

 


 



 Chapter 2

 


 


Sundays are a
pretty decent day for tracking people down because they like to
spend their time at home, most often doing family things or getting
over the night before. So I’d decided to waste no time, not that I
had much else to do anyway, and took a trip over to Lala Leonard's
place. I'd walked the mile or so there, feeling pleased as punch
with myself for all that exercise, but no one had answered the door
when I'd hammered on it; maybe I'd bashed the door too hard, or
maybe there just wasn't anyone there to answer. I hung around for
ten minutes on the off-chance someone would come along who could
let me in, but no such luck.

 


So I'd jumped
on a bus and made the trip across town to Brixton, where I stood
waiting for a second time that day for someone to answer the door,
trying my best not to look like I had something to sell. But that
was never entirely true; whenever I knocked on a door for the first
time I knew I was going to have to sell myself and if I couldn't do
that then I'd be going away with a flea in my ear.

 


The house was a
massive old terraced number, sat well back from the road with a
tidy little garden that someone must have loved because it made me
smile. A lot of these places had been bought up by developers and
turned into bedsits that raked in the reddies, but a few were still
family homes, biding their time before they gave in to the
inevitable. The big, heavy front door starring me in the face was
shiny turquoise and left me wishing I’d brought a pair of
sunglasses with me.

 


When,
eventually, that big door swung open, I'm not quite sure what
jumped out to greet me first; the outstretched hand of Rodney
Leonard or the mouth-watering smell of spicy chicken, which I took
to be their Sunday dinner.

 


“Ah, you look
like you must be David Good,” was the first thing Rodney Leonard
said to me.

 


He was a
tallish bloke, was Rodney, with short, black hair greying at the
sides and friendly eyes that said 'hello' before his mouth did. I
decided there and then he was decent bloke, who I’d have no trouble
getting along with.

 


“Er, yeah.
Someone’s been saying nice things about me, I hope,” I replied,
keeping my fingers and other bodily parts crossed that someone
hadn’t been saying bad things about me.

 


“No time to
panic, my friend,” he chuckled. “It was the Reverend Legume. He
been on the phone to say you'd be paying us a visit,” he added in
that a soft, easy going way that was par for the course for every
bloke I'd ever met who'd grown up in the West Indies. “Come on
inside.”

 


I'd not been
sure I'd be very welcome, so the warm reception was as decent a
start as I could have hoped for. Freddy had obviously set things up
nicely for me, which was an unexpected bonus. Maybe this time, I
wouldn’t have to sell myself before I could move on to the small
matter of business.

 


I'd tell you
something about the inside of the Leonards’ house, except Lala's
old man whipped me through the place so fast I blinked and we were
outside again, on a little patio in the back garden. A small wooden
table with four chairs was parked under the kitchen window, with
walls of green stuff left and right that arched up over the patio,
making it feel like you were in a little bit of London jungle, with
sunlight peeking through the leaves. Some plant growing up one of
the walls had a strong pong, bit like lemons, even though there
wasn’t a lemon in sight. And I could hear the tinkle of a fountain
from somewhere in the garden. Paradise, absolute bloody
Paradise.

 


“Take a seat,
Mr Good. I'll get you a cup for your coffee.”

 


“Thanks.”

 


I did as I was
told; would have been rude not to. There were already two half-full
cups on the table next to a big pot of coffee. I guessed the other
one was for Mrs Leonard. A full house would be handy when we got
round to a little session of questions and answers.

 


Rodney Leonard
moved like a panther, fast and quiet; he was back and pouring me a
drink before I'd undone the buttons on my jacket.

 


“Help
yourself,” he said, parking milk and sugar on the table in front of
me.

 


“Lived here
long?” I asked, wishing I had a place like it for myself. Maybe
they had plans to sell up.

 


“We have. Years
and years,” he said as he dropped into the chair opposite mine, his
bright green, collared shirt good camouflage for the jungle behind
him. “Moved here in 1968. They were cheap places in them days,” he
smiled.

 


“Nice little
retirement pot now, I'd bet,” I said, looking up at the back of the
house, towering over us like it was a New York skyscraper.

 


“But then we'd
have to sell and where would we live like this?”

 


“Fair point.
Better than my little two bed flat. No garden there, for
starters.”

 


I made a decent
pot of coffee myself and theirs was so good it was almost better
than my own. It brought a smile to my face before I’d even realised
it had happened.

 


“We roast our
own beans,” Rodney said, not slow to see I appreciated a decent cup
of coffee. “Only way you'll ever get a drink like this,” he added,
lifting his own cup to his nose and savouring the whiff.

 


“Strewth. I
didn't know people went in for roasting their own beans. And I
thought I was doing well with the coffee machine I've got in the
office. Have to agree though, this is the best I've ever
tasted.”

 


“We'd grow our
own beans, if the weather would let us. Sadly, not much chance of
that round here.”

 


Strange that,
he didn't look or sound like a bloke whose daughter was missing and
likely in a lot of trouble. Could be he was good at putting a brave
face on things, but why bother when the whole reason I was there
was to ask him questions about Lala? Maybe she'd turned up
somewhere between me leaving the church and bowling up at the
family home; any minute now he was going to tap his magic wand and,
like Murdo the Magician, there she'd be, happy as Larry. Or maybe
the vicar had just got it wrong, plain and simple; he'd
misunderstood what was going on. At least I wouldn't have spent
much time working for free and we’d have had a happy ending.

 


“Diane,
sweetheart,” said Rodney Leonard, on his feet before I could blink.
“Let me introduce you to David Good, private investigator.”

 


I stood up to
face a woman who, like her old man, looked to be in her mid to late
forties. She was short, bit on the dumpy side, had sulky eyes and
must have flushed her smile down the bog. Even the purple and
yellow dress that covered her from neck to foot couldn't hide the
fact she wasn't one of life's happy bunnies. Well, they do say,
don't they, that opposites attract; there was a bloody good case
for the prosecution living in the Leonards’ house.

 


“Mr Good,” she
said, making a half-hearted effort at offering me a hand that
turned out to be as stiff and unwelcoming as a lump of nail-lined
timber.

 


“David, this is
my wife, Diane. We've been together for many happy years,” he
grinned, wide enough to stretch from Brixton all the way to
Skegness.

 


“Pleased to
meet you, Mrs Leonard. Nice place you've got here,” I offered, in
my very best friendly voice.

 


“I like to
think so,” she didn't sound as though she was much bothered what I
thought about her home.

 


“Mr Leonard
tells me the Reverend Freddie has already called to let you know
why I am here. I hope...”

 


“The good
Reverend gets a little too excited,” she cut me off without batting
an eyelid. “He really should know better than to go poking his nose
into other people's business.” She wasn't happy and stared daggers
at me.

 


“Diane, my
darling. The man, he's just looking out for our little girl. Asking
David here to make sure she's alright,” Rodney didn't seem put out
by his missus; guess he would be well used to it by now.

 


“I've got a
feeling you don't think Lala's missing at all,” I suggested, more
to her than him.

 


“She's doing
just fine, just fine,” Rodney nodded his head as he spoke.

 


“What my
husband is trying to say, Mr Good, is that Lala never went missing
in the first place. We spoke to her yesterday morning, on the
phone. She was happy and safe,” stated Diane Leonard, her face set
like stone.

 


“Yesterday
morning? That's good,” I offered, though thinking it a bit funny,
since it did make you wonder why they didn't bother mentioning that
to the Rev when they'd spoken to him. “Maybe the Rev got hold of
the wrong end of the stick when you spoke.”

 


Maybe he did,
but maybe not. He definitely didn't give me the impression he was a
bloke who got easily confused.

 


“Yes, I guess
he did. He will just be looking out for his congregation,”
responded Rodney Leonard, looking so relaxed he might fall
asleep.

 


“Lala is
staying with a friend. She's been there since Friday evening,”
chipped in the cold voice of a woman who knew she was in
charge.

 


“Well, then.
Guess there's nothing for me to do,” I said, making it clear I knew
how to take a hint. “I'll get out of your hair.”

 


“Goodbye, Mr
Good,” she said, not getting up to wish me a fond farewell.

 


“I'll show you
to the door, David,” Rodney Leonard said, perhaps a bit too keenly.
“You've got a free afternoon now. Time to enjoy this fine weather
we're having.”

 


“Time's like
this makes me wish I had a hobby. Something to spend my spare time
on.”

 


“You should
just sit back and relax, you know. My mother used to tell me if we
were meant to be on our feet all the time we wouldn't have an arse
to sit on,” he laughed, like a drain, his shoulders jiggling up and
down, nine to the dozen.

 


“Must remember
that one,” I said, wondering what else Rodney's mother might have
said.

 


I wasn't keen
on passing through the house so quickly this time, and made a point
of stopping in front of a photo hanging on the wall in the hallway.
It was a big black and white number, looking like it was probably
taken on a holiday and, by happy chance, it was a family shot; mum,
dad and two girls. It was a handy talking point and not one I was
going to miss.

 


“Family
holiday?” I asked, innocently.

 


“Ah, yes. One
of my favourites. That'll be us on holiday in Antigua. That's where
our families are from and where Diane and I were both born. We like
to go back there from time to time, you know,” you could hear the
happiness in his voice.

 


“Looks a few
years old,” I suggested, peering closer. “Can't tell which one of
the girls is Lala. They look so alike.”

 


“That's right.
They always were a pair of copycats. Same clothes, same haircuts.
You might even think they were twins,” he answered, lifting a long
lazy finger to point at one of the girls, “That's Lala, on the
right.”

 


She looked to
be about fifteen or sixteen years old, her pretty face hiding from
the sun under a big floppy hat. I stared at her, wondering where
she was with her life when the photo was taken. Going by what I'd
heard so far this could be the last holiday she went on with her
innocence still intact, in more ways than one. I wondered if Rodney
had ever had the same thoughts, but decided it would be pushing it
a bit to ask him that right now.

 


“You're a lucky
man to have two daughters who get on so well. My cousins, Denise
and Anne, used to fight like cats, night and day. Aunty Edna always
reckoned they were trying to get their dad's attention,” I said,
hoping to develop a nice little line in conversation.

 


“They always
been close. Share everything, do everything together. I reckon they
could have done without their mum and dad, but not each other,”
Rodney laughed again, happy as a sandpiper.

 


“You still got
family out there, in Antigua?”

 


“Plenty, yes.
We stayed with my mum that time. Poor old dad passed away the year
before. But lots of cousins, uncles and aunts. They're always
pleased to see us.”

 


“Family's a
good thing,” I said. “Amazing how quick people can be to forget
that.”

 


“You a family
man yourself, David?”

 


“Me?” I
stumbled, feeling we'd wandered on to dicey ground all of a sudden.
“Mum and sister. Love 'em to bits. Anyway, don't let me hold you
up, you'll be wanting to get on,” I said, thinking now I'd prefer
to head for the exit sooner rather than later.

 


“Thank you for
your trouble, David,” he said as he opened the front door. Then,
with a pat on the shoulder, added, “I appreciate it.”

 


“No trouble, Mr
Leonard. None at all.”

 


The door
closed, but I stopped and stood on the pathway. Bollocks to that, I
thought. Mr Happy and Mrs Grumpy were trying to sell me a dummy,
and I wasn't buying. Don't ask me what it was, but something there
wasn't right; my left bollock was more likely to meet the Queen
than I was to believe those two. Maybe he wasn't bothered enough
and perhaps she was too ready to tell me off, like a little boy; I
don't know, but I wasn't having it. If they wanted to protect her,
because they knew she was in trouble, then they should've just said
so. But now they'd left me feeling hungry, hacked off because no
one offered me any spicy chicken, and dead curious to find out what
was really going on with Lala Leonard.

 


Just then a
woman's voice started shouting, almost screaming on the other side
of the front door; I couldn't make out the words, even when I
shoved my ear hard up against the turquoise paint, but it didn't
take a pastry chef to work out she wasn't happy with chilled out
Rodney.

 


Not a wasted
trip, though. At least now I knew Lala was close with her sister.
By the sounds of things, there would be stuff she would tell her
sis that she wouldn't tell mum and dad; important stuff, that might
be just what I was looking for. The Reverend Freddy ought to have
an address. It was time to give the man a call.

 


 



 Chapter 3

 


 


The next
morning I was holed up in the office, wishing I was somewhere else.
Early on I'd left a message for an old mate on the Force, to ask
him if he could come up with anything useful about Lala Leonard and
her mates. It was hard to believe there was any chance she'd got
into serious trouble without having started a scorecard with our
friends in blue. Anything they had to offer could give me a decent
pointer in the right direction.

 


Unfortunately,
after making that call, I'd been stuck on the phone for ages having
a conversation with my accountant, Phillip Over from Over a Barrel
Accountants Ltd. Well, he thought the name was funny; remember,
he's an accountant, so he doesn't have a proper sense of
humour.

 


Apparently, my
record-keeping is pants; worse than his worst nightmares. We had
something in common there, because right then he was my worst
nightmare, asking more questions than I'd got answers to and, more
to the point, demanding more bits of paper than I could rustle up.
He sucked in his breath like a plumber about to quote for a new
boiler. I could even see him at the other end of the phone, rubbing
a hand across his chin as he dreamed up the biggest number he
thought he could get away with, then adding one.

 


As I struggled
to get to grips with the thought of total financial Armageddon and
scratched an itch on my backside
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