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 Chapter One

 


 


‘Two
Dogs’ Ray, or Raymond Pressley as he was known to his parents,
wasn’t pleased to see me. In fact, from the look on his ugly, fat
face you might have got the impression he would have been happier
if he had just bumped into the tax man.

“What d’you want Good? I’m busy,” he barked.

“Always a warm welcome from you, Ray. I keep telling people
the things they say about you just aren’t true. Shame they won’t
believe me,” I chirped back. “Get you a beer?”

“No
you can’t. What you can do is bugger off. Like I just said, I’m
busy,” he answered, before downing a mouthful of his
pint.

“Yep, I can see that. Rushed right off your feet boozing.
Barman,” I said, holding a tenner up above the bar. “Half a lager
for me and a pint of best bitter for Two Dogs, if you
please.”

I was treading on
dodgy ground by hanging around after Two Dogs had told me to sod
off, not once but twice, but I had business to transact and it
involved him, so I took a chance and stuck at it. Tracking him down
in the Red Lion pub was hardly a master stroke, what with it being
his favourite boozer and him being a regular lunchtime drinker,
especially when he was flush with cash. And I knew he was flush
because word was out he’d just closed a fruitful business
transaction, one that involved a lorry load of dresses that had
mysteriously disappeared from a warehouse in the docks.

“Don’t you know what no means, Good?” he snarled from behind
his nearly empty glass.

“There’s not another word I hear more often. Seems every time
I ask someone a question the only word that comes to mind is no. In
my line of work you have to learn that sometimes no means no and
other times it doesn’t. You look like you’re in a good mood, so I’m
going out on a limb and thinking no means maybe.”

“What d’you want?”

He wasn’t tall, wasn’t
Two Dogs, about five foot seven or eight inches, but he was built
like a bull and had a temper to match. Set him off and you’d better
be able to run fast and hide well. The fact he hadn’t already
buried his fist in my face was a good sign, but his mood could
change in the blink of an eye, so I was keen to get on with
business as quickly as I could. I didn’t fancy being his next human
punch bag. Our drinks turned up. I paid the barman and handed Two
Dogs his pint.

“A
little bird tells me you know the whereabouts of one Terry Days,
renowned house breaker and Charlton Athletic fan,” I suggested,
trying not to let my nerves show.

“You
shouldn’t go believing everything you hear, Good. It’ll get you
into trouble,” he replied, giving me a stare that said I was
treading a fine line.

“You
see, word is Terry has something that belongs to a client of mine
and she’d like it back. There’s a reward up for grabs, and should
Terry happen to stumble upon said item while he’s out walking the
cat and decide to act as the good citizen he is, he can make
himself a ton, no questions asked.”

The Red Lion was a
dive of the first order. Small, dirty, not been decorated since
before the war, by the looks of it, and with carpets that were so
bare you could see the floorboards in places. Which meant it was
just perfect for someone like Two Dogs. Me, I prefer to drink in
plusher places, where the bogs aren’t a length of guttering stuck
on bricks in the backyard and where the regulars aren’t always
trying to nick your wallet.

“What about the messenger what passes on the message?” asked
Two Dogs. “What does he get for his troubles?”

Progress, I thought to
myself, happily.

“There’s another fifty in it for anyone involved in finding
the missing item, which in this case would be you. Generous to a
fault, is my client,” I grinned.

“What are you getting out of it? Bet it’s more than fifty
quid. You lot don’t piss in the bog for less than that,” claimed my
new friend, as he began to pick his nose.

“I
get expenses, a few bob on the hip and dinner at a posh
restaurant.”

“You
what?” asked Two Dogs, pulling his finger out of his fat nose.
“Dinner? What kinda client you talking about? He sounds bloody bent
to me.”

“She,” I said with emphasis, “is an upmarket, middle-aged bird
who happens to fancy my backside and who am I to deny
her?”

Two Dogs laughed, in
his own scary manner. I wasn’t sure whether I should be worried; he
wasn’t known for his sense of humour.

“You
dirty git, Good. Go on, sod off. If I ’appen to bump into Terry
Days, I’ll pass on the news. And I better get my fifty quid, or
you’ll be hearing about it.”

He went back to his
pint, head turned away from me. My audience with Two Dogs was over.
I didn’t bother finishing my own drink, just left the nearly full
glass on the bar, hopped off the stool and ambled across the
premises and out the front door into something like fresh air. I
breathed deeply, letting the tension drain out of me. That little
encounter could have turned out very differently and definitely not
for the better. I already felt like I had earned that posh dinner
and what was going to follow for afters.

 


*

 


My commission to track
down Terry Days was the only bit of work I had on at the time. It
was May 1984 and I’d finished working on two other cases earlier in
the week, one your run-of-the-mill misbehaving husband, where the
wife wanted solid evidence she could use to press home her case for
a fair share of the family fortune, and the other a background
check by a chemical company on a likely new manager they wanted to
appoint to their London office.

I like doing
background checks. Shame they don’t happen to come along more
often. You get free rein to stick your hooter in wherever you like,
looking for any good reason why a company shouldn’t give someone a
flashy new job. Does their CV stack up or have they ever been
caught dipping their fingers in the company coffers? Have they ever
got overly friendly with their secretary and left her in the family
way? Or are they an active supporter of some lunatic political
party? Crooks and anyone likely to bring about bad publicity are
generally not too popular with your average big business.

One time I got asked
to check out whether or not a bloke who’d applied for a job with
the New Morning Christian Mission really did go to church every
Sunday, as he said he did. For some reason they didn’t want to ask
the local vicar, which would have been the sensible thing to do,
but who was I to complain if they wanted to spend their cash on me.
Not only did it turn out he didn’t go anywhere near a church any
day of the week, he, in fact, spent his Sunday mornings visiting a
massage parlour in the East End. Goes without saying, he didn’t get
the job.

Anyway, those two jobs
had banked me a couple of decent fees, which was always welcome,
but left me a bit light on the work front. All part and parcel of
life as a private investigator, of course, which meant I had to be
imaginative with how I spent my spare time; something I often found
a bit of a challenge. I’ve been partial to a decent painting or two
for a few years, ever since my sister, Kim, got me interested.
She’s an artist, a painter. Doesn’t make any real money at it, but
it keeps her happy and she’s always hopeful one day her work will
get ‘spotted’ and its value go through the roof. I’d be quite happy
with that myself, what with having a few of her paintings in my
flat.

Kim gave me a proper
education in how to appreciate a painting and, to my own amazement,
I’ve been a fan ever since. When I get some spare time, one of the
things I do is pop into a gallery and spend an hour or two making
my way round their collection. One of my favourites is the Dulwich
Art Gallery, which is almost local to where I live in Peckham.
After my chat with Two Dogs, I hopped on a bus and took myself off
to Dulwich, where I spent an hour revisiting some of my favourite
paintings. It’s great going there on a weekday because, apart from
the occasional bunch of grumpy school kids, who’ve been dragged
there by their art teacher, it’s normally as quiet as a graveyard.
Feels like I have the place all to myself sometimes.

I’d ambled round,
re-acquainting myself with my favourite paintings and saying hello
to the staff members, most of whom I was on first-name terms with.
They’re a cheery bunch and very attached to the place; see it as a
bit of a home-from-home. I’d heard some of them had been working
there over twenty years and still couldn’t wait to roll out of bed
of a morning and show up for another day keeping watch over their
prized possessions. Nice to meet people who are happy in their
work, for a change.

The gallery is set in
a park and, after availing myself of a coffee at the cafe, I took a
little walk along the footpaths that wind their way through the
trees. It was warm, even for May, and some of the locals had
ventured outdoors to make the most of the weather. It still
surprises me that you can find loads of these little oases of peace
and calm scattered right across London, a city most people think of
as being nothing but big, brash and noisy. Which it is a lot of the
time.

But a man has to make
himself a living and you only get that by doing some graft. After
buying myself an ice-cream, with chocolate flake of course, I
jumped on a bus and made my way back to the office. I had an
appointment to keep and, as ever, was keen not to show up late.
Possible new clients don’t like that and have a habit of sodding
off elsewhere if you let them down so early in your
relationship.

After the warm, sunny
pleasure of the park, my office felt chilly and gloomy, even after
I’d switched on the lights. Hardly an appealing prospect for any
likely new client. I opened the single window that looked out over
the street below, letting in the noise of passing traffic as well
as a bit of fresh, warm air. It made the place feel a little more
inviting. Deciding I’d really push the boat out on the hospitality
front, I switched on my expensive coffee machine and made myself a
fresh cup of best Colombian, the smell of the ground coffee adding
to the ambiance of the place. Then I sat down at my desk, switched
on the radio, checked my watch and waited. I had eight minutes to
spare.

The bloke who turned
up at my office at two-thirty on the dot had made an appointment. A
lot of people don’t; they just turn up on spec, hoping I’ll be
there twiddling my thumbs. Sometimes they’re right, or as good as.
He was middle-aged, late forties or early fifties I reckoned,
smartly dressed in an expensive double-breasted dark blue suit with
a white shirt, open at the collar. His shoes glowed, they’d been
polished so well.

Paul Pilling had
called me the day before, saying he had a job for me and wanted to
call round to discuss it. Certainly, I’d replied. Always ready to
help. He’d not told me over the phone what his problem was and I
hadn’t asked. Sometimes people aren’t keen on talking about things
over the phone, preferring to look yours truly in the eyes as they
put their wares on the table, so to speak.

He’d practically
skipped up the stairs from the door at street level and didn’t even
look a little bit out of puff as he stepped into the office. A
quick glance confirmed he looked in decent shape for a man his age;
just a little bit of a podge developing round his midriff. I hoped
I would be that fit myself at his age.

I was on my feet
waiting to greet him. “Mr Pilling, I’m guessing. David Good. Nice
to meet you.”

He shook my hand with
a firm, well-practised movement. “Paul is fine, thanks. Thought I’d
got the wrong place when I saw the greengrocers downstairs,” he
said.

“Yeah, happens a lot does that. I like to think of it as
cover. Helps make my centre of operations a bit less conspicuous.
Take a seat,” I said, pointing him towards the small settee by the
window. “Cup of coffee or tea?”

He looked across at
the coffee machine and gave a little nod. “Got a proper coffee
machine. I’ll have an espresso, thanks.”

He sat down and I was
back with his coffee in next to no time, having topped up my own as
well. I’d have offered him a biscuit, but I didn’t have any.

“So,
what can I do for you, Paul?” I asked, sitting down on the chair
opposite him.

“I
take it you do domestic work, David. Marriages, missing people,
that sort of thing?”

“Couldn’t get by without it. Must make up half my cases. It’s
a sad but true fact that most married couples fall out with each
somewhere along the way and not all of them manage to patch things
up. And I’ve had my fair share of cases finding missing people, not
all of them keen on being found.”

“Good. I’m not going to beat about the bush. It’s my wife.
She’s gone missing. Two days this time. Not heard a word from her
since she cleared off.”

He was a south London
lad. You could tell that from the way he spoke. I’d have guessed
born and bred somewhere south of the river; never lived anywhere
else.

“What’s your wife’s name?”

“Michelle.”

“You
and Michelle had a barney?”

“Yes. Happens a lot. She can be hard-going sometimes. Throws
her toys out the pram when she don’t get her own way.”

“Arguing over anything particular?”

“She
wanted to redecorate our bedroom. I told her that was stupid. She’d
only re-done the bloody room last year. And I like it how it
is.”

“And
she walked out?”

“Not
then, no. I had some business meetings. Was out most of the day.
When I got back, she wasn’t there. She left a note telling me she’d
had enough. Stupid cow.”

“Sure she hasn’t popped over to her mum’s for a bit of a
break? Or to a friend?”

Sometimes you have to
ask the most basic questions, risk making yourself look a bit of a
twit and annoying the client. The thing is, if you don’t then half
the time you’ll just get started on a case and then, Bob’s your
uncle, the wife has been staying with her mother all the time, or
Tiggles the missing cat had been taken in by a neighbour after some
misbehaving youths had chased it down the road. Paul Pilling had
that look on his face that said I was already starting to get on
his wick.

“No,
she’s not at her mum’s and she’s not with any of her friends
either. I’ve phoned ’em all.”

“Hospitals? Could have had an accident.”

“No,
phoned them too. I’ve called everyone I could think of. No one’s
seen hide nor hair of her for days.”

“I
have to ask some basic questions in a case like this,” I said,
trying to sound diplomatic and caring. “They can come across a bit
offensive to some people, but they’re necessary.”

“Fair enough,” he replied, waiting for me to carry
on.

“Is
there any chance Michelle could be seeing another
bloke?”

He downed his espresso
in one before answering. “Could happen, I guess. She’s still a bit
of a looker, even if she’s past her best. But I don’t reckon she
is. Never seen or heard anything going on. Don’t reckon she’d know
how to keep a secret like that, not from me.”

He kept fiddling with
a great big, fat signet ring he was wearing on the third finger of
his right hand. I wasn’t sure if it was a sign he was upset or just
a nervous twitch. I never have liked signet rings; ugly big things
that cost a packet and get in the way.

“But
it is possible?”

“Suppose so. Could happen to any bloke, couldn’t
it?”

“It
could and often does. Not that I’m saying it has this time, just it
might have. Something I’ll have to look into.”

“If
you say so.”

“I
can see you are upset,” I said, fishing for a reaction. “which is
understandable, but there’s no need to go assuming the worst. You’d
be surprised how often a woman leaves her old man after they’ve had
a barney and then goes back home a few days later, like nothing has
happened. Women need a bit of space sometimes. Have to get away
from things for a bit.”

You get a sixth sense
after a while, working as a private investigator. Something inside
you knows when someone isn’t telling you the truth, even when
everything looks all nice and rosy on the surface. You also get to
know when someone is holding something back or has something else
they want to say and are having trouble spitting it out. I had that
feeling about Paul Pilling. Sitting there in his smart suit, well
cut short hair and sounding as if he was a bloke who always knew
exactly what he wanted and was used to getting it, but my gut still
told me there was more to come; something else he needed to say. I
didn’t have to wait long to find out what that was.

“It’s bad enough she goes running off like she has every time
she gets a strop on, but this time she’s taken a load of cash from
our bank account and all her jewellery. Must be forty or fifty
grands worth,” he added, rubbing his chin. “I ain’t happy about
that.”

Ah, money, I thought
to myself. A classic domestic falling out. He probably isn’t too
fussed about Michelle coming back home; he could take or leave
that. But what he does most definitely want is his money back. How
many times have I heard that one. Just about every domestic case I
get to work on either boils down to sex or money, sometimes both.
Now we were getting to what really mattered.

“That’s a lot of loot,” I said, at the risk of stating the
bleeding obvious. “She taken that much before when she’s
disappeared?”

“No,
never that much. She’s had it away with a few grand. Taken some of
her jewellery before too. But not this much. Taking the bloody
mickey, she is,” he said, a little furrow showing on his
brow.

“Which one do you want back most, the wife or the money?”
Well, no point in being coy about these things, I
decided.

He looked at me for a
moment without saying a word. I started to think I might have
cocked up. The little fire I saw light up in his eyes wasn’t
exactly what you’d call a good sign, but at least he hadn’t yet
grabbed me by the scruff of the neck and lobbed me out the open
window.

“I’ll have ‘em both back, if she wants to come home,” he said,
in a matter-of-fact way. “But if she don’t want to, then sod her,
she can look after herself. But I do want my money back. I earned
it, every last penny of it, from all the hard graft I put into my
businesses. All she ever does is spend it, like it was going out of
fashion.”

“Just like to know where a client’s priorities are,” I added.
“Always helps to know what comes first.”

“I’ve spent a lot of years making my businesses a success.
Bloody hard work it was. I ain’t letting her walk off with all that
cash. I’ve spoilt her, I have. Buy her nice clothes, expensive
holidays to Spain and Italy. She always has a nice new motor. She
doesn’t have to work any more. Some women don’t know they’ve been
born.”

“Do
you think she could have gone overseas? Is there a favourite
holiday resort she might have decided to spend a few days
at?”

“Could have gone anywhere, I suppose. We don’t go to the same
places mostly. Like to get around a bit, see a new place every
time.”

“Wouldn’t mind being able to do that myself.”

Then, right out of the
blue, he asks me a question, “You married?”

Hold on, I thought to
myself, I’m supposed to be the one asking the questions. He caught
me off guard. Oh, the answer was easy enough, but I didn’t like the
client asking me questions about my personal life, especially when
it involved romantic relationships. I’m not very good at staying in
those sort of relationships; not for very long. I used to think it
was the women who were to blame, demanding unreasonable levels of
commitment just because we’d been on a couple of dates, but then I
started to realise it was more likely I was the problem. I like
women, especially those with a curvy figure and a healthy appetite,
but I don’t ever fancy the idea of a long term, serious commitment.
And that, sooner rather than later, ends up with me making my
excuses and beating a hasty retreat.

“Don’t think I’ve bumped into a woman yet who’d be daft enough
to want to spend her life with me,” I answered. “The anti-social
hours I work aren’t exactly tailor-made for a long and fulfilling
relationship. And then there’s the weird domestic habits, let alone
the even weirder mates.”

“Well, all I can say is make sure you pick the right one.
Don’t get me wrong, me and Michelle, we’ve been alright, most of
the time. But they’re hard work, are women. Always us men who have
to change our ways. They marry you then want to turn you into
someone else. If she showed up tomorrow saying she wanted a
divorce, I’d give it to her and there’s no way I’d get married
again. I’ve been there and ain’t going back again.”

“You
said Michelle doesn’t work, so what does she do with her
days?”

“Nice question and I wish I knew the answer,” replied my new
client with a little shrug of the shoulders. “She does a lot of
shopping. And I mean a lot. Goes up West a lot. Selfridge's, Harvey
Nicks, those sort of places. Hairdressers once a week. Meets her
girlfriends for lunch a couple of times a week. Goes to a health
club a couple of times a month. She’s even tried one of those new
dance studios, but gave it up after half a dozen trips because they
make you work too hard. But I’m not around a lot of the time, what
with running my businesses.”

“You’ve got more than one, business that is?”

“Yeah. I started a van hire business over twenty years ago.
We’ve got thirty vans running out of two depots. Makes a tidy old
sum that does, regular as clockwork. Then a bloke I knew asked me
if I was interested in setting up a window cleaning business with
him. I thought he meant people’s houses, but it weren’t that at
all. It was offices. A lot of the new buildings going up in the
City are all glass on the outside and someone has to keep them all
clean. My mate, Ryan, reckoned it was easy money, just waiting for
someone to pick up and he was right. I’ve got a team of twenty
blokes working full time now. And they’re still putting up new
glass offices all the time.”

“Quite an empire you’ve got there. I’m guessing you turn over
more than I do with this place?”

“Millions,” he smiled. “Costs a fair few bob to run, of
course, but the profits are better than you’d get in a lot of
businesses. It was a shame Ryan decided to up sticks and
leave.”

“Got
bored, did he, earning all that money?”

“No,
he emigrated. Buggered off to Oz two years ago. Said the weather’s
better over there. Mind you, he started another business over there
doing the same thing as here. Wouldn’t have minded putting a bit of
money into that myself, but he didn’t need the cash.”

“You
must have some help to run a couple of sizeable businesses like
that?”

“I
have people to run them for me now, but you have to keep a close
eye on things, otherwise they have a nasty habit of going wrong.
Had to fire a bloke once when I found out he was giving his mates
special deals on the vans. Cost me over five grand that did. Give a
monkey an inch and they take a mile.”

“Michelle involved in these businesses?”

“You
must be joking,” he laughed. “That’s why she married me, so I can
do all the work. She don’t even do any housework. We have help for
that and the garden. She shows up at the office every once in a
while asking me if I’d like to take her out for lunch, but that’s
about it. Not exactly her cup of tea.”

“If
it’s alright with you, I wouldn’t mind making a trip over to your
house so I can have a look through some of her things. It helps to
build up a picture of someone, does that.”

“What sort of things we talking about?” He sounded suspicious,
which wasn’t altogether unreasonable.

“A
diary would be good. Some recent photos. Letters. Bank statements.
Just having a butchers in a woman’s wardrobe helps me to understand
what sort of person she is.”

He looked unsure and
eyed me up as he decided whether or not to play ball. “She doesn’t
have a diary like people used to. She has one of them organiser
things, but I reckon she’s taken it with her because I haven’t seen
it around the house. I’m busy this afternoon. Come over the house
at seven and you can help yourself.”

“In
that case, you’d better give me your address,” I said, getting up
so I could fetch a pad and pen. “And a phone number would help,
too.”

“Anything else?” he asked, as he scribbled away.

“Would be handy if you’d jot down the names and phone numbers
of any family and close friends. I appreciate you’ve made some
calls yourself, but it would be remiss of me not to do the
same.”

He spent a few minutes
adding names and numbers to the pad, then handed it back to me. I
glanced at what he’d written. There was one brother, his, and his
girlfriend, plus Michelle’s best mate. Didn’t seem like much to me,
but it was a start. I spent a few minutes running him through my
terms of business, including the important part, namely how much
money he could expect to pay me. He didn’t even blink. I supposed a
hundred quid a day plus expenses was small change to a business
magnate like him.

Since there didn’t
seem to be anything else left to talk about, he got to his feet.
But he wasn’t quite done. “I don’t want this dragging on for bloody
ages, you understand? I don’t have a lot of patience, not for
anything, and if I get the notion you’re not up to the job, I’ll
ditch you and find someone who is. Clear?” He was business like,
rather than threatening, when he spoke.

“As
mud,” I answered, offering him my hand.

“Seven o’clock and don’t be late,” he said, shaking my
hand.

“Gotcha.”

And with that he was
gone. I already had a pleasant feeling I was going to enjoy my new
case. For one thing, characters like Paul Pilling have a tendency
to be selective with the truth, which held out the promise of lots
of juicy titbits to come. I would definitely be doing some serious
digging into his background. And Michelle already sounded like a
bit of a character herself. Mind you, it seemed more than likely if
I didn’t find her within a couple of days then I’d be too late,
because from what I’d heard from her old man, she was odds on going
to show up back home sooner rather than later. She might not have
all the money she’d left with, but that would be for the two of
them to sort out. Anyway, that still left me with a likely couple
of days gainful employment and I was happy enough with that.

I looked at my watch,
it was ten to three. I needed to get my backside into gear. There
was an invoice waiting to be posted to an insurance company I’d
recently finished doing some work for and I didn’t have a stamp,
which meant a trip to the Post Office and they closed at three.
Grabbing hold of my jacket and the sealed envelope, I locked up the
office and headed off out into the thick of things, to do battle
with the old dears waiting to pick up their pensions from the Post
Office. There would be only one winner there and it wouldn’t be
me.

 


*

 


After being roughed up
by the blue-rinse brigade of elderly women at the Post Office, I
decided not to bother going back to the office and instead went
home to my two-bed, bijoux flat. Someone had made a right mess
there; dirty clothes left here and there, washing up dumped on the
worktops in the kitchen and a weeks’ worth of newspapers decorating
the settee. If I’d shared the place with someone else, I could have
blamed them. But the hard truth was, it was all down to the
negligence of yours truly. I’m not normally as messy as that, but
you know how these things go; start the week off on the wrong foot
and before you know it they’ve spiralled out of control.

It probably had
something to do with my pending visit to what was most likely going
to be a posh, immaculate gaff at seven o’clock that made me feel a
little bit guilty about my own place being such a mess. In any
case, I spent half an hour tidying up. I even had half a thought to
get a duster and polish out, but common sense got the better of me.
Anyway, my sister, Kim, earns herself a few bob each week by
running the Hoover round the place and giving it a bit of a dusting
here and there. I wouldn’t want to put her out of business and I’m
her one and only client.

Tea was one of those
curries you get in a box from the shops. They’re not a patch on the
real thing, but they’re OK and have the advantage of being ready
after just twenty minutes in the oven. Since you can eat them from
the tray they arrive in, if you want to, it means you also get to
cut down a bit on the washing up, which is never a bad thing.

Paul Pilling’s house
had, by this time, grown in my mind to the point where it had taken
on the proportions of a sizeable mansion, complete with landscaped
gardens, a helicopter pad and dozens of uniformed staff. I hate
having an inferiority complex, especially when I’ve got no good
reason to, but once the thought’s in my head, I always find it
bloody impossible to throw off. I reckon it’s got something to do
with the way we’re brought up in good old Blighty. I blame the
schools.

As I stood in front of
an open wardrobe, surveying my limited line-up of shirts, I decided
I needed to wear the only one I considered posh. A blue cotton
collared number from Liberty that Kim had bought for me two
Christmases back. It normally only came out when I was either going
on a date with a woman I particularly wanted to impress or else
when I needed to show my face at the offices of some sizeable
company thinking about employing my services. That one shirt
probably cost my sis more money than I usually spend on clothes in
a whole month, not that I was daft enough to go asking her.

I got shot of my jeans
too, replacing them with a pair of black cotton trousers, and
topped things off with a pair of black shoes that had been polished
as recently as the month before. It was just about as smart as I
could get, without assistance from someone who knew better.

My watch told me it
was six-thirty. Better early than late, I told myself, so I grabbed
my black leather jacket and keys, then skipped down the stairs and
out the front door. Pilling’s house was about a twenty-minute walk
away; a bit longer if I chose to take a detour to eat up some of
the time. Although it was still light, the sky was all clouds,
which made it feel a bit chilly, and the street lights had already
come on. I decided to take the detour and show up just the five
fashionable minutes early.

 


 


 


 



 Chapter Two

 


 


The Pilling residence
was a big house on a street of big houses. Even though my thoughts
of rolling country acres, portcullis, butler and the like were
indeed wide of the mark, it was still an impressive place they’d
got for themselves. Standing on its own behind a five foot high box
hedge, it was typical of the houses they built between the wars.
Brick built, with the top half of the house covered with white
painted plaster, it had a steep pitched tiled roof and three tall,
narrow chimneys. One of the downstairs rooms and the bedroom above
it had bay windows that curved out into a small, smart,
plant-filled garden, complete with bowling green lawn. To the left
as you looked on was a large, two-part, black, wrought-iron gate
that opened up on to a driveway and a double-garage that sat on its
own next to the house. Peeking over the garage roof and the lower
parts of the house were several big trees, none of which I could
name. The whole place reeked of money. It was the kind of situation
that always had me wishing I’d offered a client specially increased
prices for their job I’d already agreed to take on.

I opened a separate,
small gate alongside the driveway and walked up a narrow path to
the front door. The doorbell played Mozart, or something like it,
while I waited in anticipation of the wonders to be seen
inside.

“You
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