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      It was dark. The only light he had to work with was the dappling amber glow leaking through the swaying branches of the tree, flickering down onto the old brick wall and the wire-mesh cage over the exhaust-gas pipe. He really would have benefited from a torch, but then he’d have attracted attention. Curtains twitched all the time on this street. Busybodies, looking for kids to complain about, cars that were parked without resident permits, wheelie bins lined up in the wrong fucking place.

      The mesh was rusty. An old one installed decades ago, no doubt, the cage had looked as if a vigorous jerk would break it free from the rusting screws that attached it to the wall. But, oh no, God forbid that it should be so easy. He’d tried. The bastard screws weren’t yielding.

      He pulled out the screwdriver he’d brought with him. The good news, and he really needed some, was that it had a Phillips head, and the cage’s cross-drive screws looked as though corrosion hadn’t yet reduced them to useless nubs of rust.

      But he’d have to be careful: while the grooves were just about there, it would be all too easy to damage the screw heads… Gently, gently.

      The first screw came loose without a fight. He unscrewed it and tossed it into the patch of nettles on the other side of the cracked tarmac beside him. But the second screw’s head threatened to dissolve into oxidised flakes. Carefully he managed to get a purchase on it and unscrewed it, holding his breath.

      Quickly now, he told himself. The kids who regularly hung out here to smoke could come along at any moment. Or maybe not. It was bitterly cold tonight. They were probably staying in and bitch-slapping each other over their Xboxes instead.

      All the same. He needed to get this done.

      The third screw was easy as easy peas… but of course – shocker – the last one turned out to be the Screw That Would Not Yield. He dug the screwdriver’s head into the wretched thing, putting his whole weight behind it, so that what was left of the cross-head grooves might still be put to work… and it slipped.

      The screwdriver slid sideways, the tip driving into the fleshy pad at the base of his thumb.

      ‘FUCK!’ he snarled in anger and pain, then clapped a hand over his mouth. Shit.

      He looked around to see whether he’d been heard. The windows of the houses opposite remained still.
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      Nadine stood by her bedroom window and looked down at the flames flickering through the branches of the distant trees. It wasn’t the first time it had happened there – another dumped car set on fire. The clearing beside the wood seemed to be a magnet for fly-tippers and joyriders, and occasionally a gathering place for those mucky old perverts who did that doggying thing.

      She sighed. Her little cottage was supposed to have been an escape from all this, from the yobbos and ne’er-do-wells, the sound of revved cars doing wheel spins and feral kids kicking empty bottles around at three in the morning. You’d think that five miles out from Hastings, along a barely used B-road, she’d be able to live in peace, but – oh no – she’d picked a beautiful little cottage that just happened to be round the corner from a site where nocturnal troublemakers chose to converge on a Saturday night.

      She dialled 999, fully expecting the voice on the end of the phone to blandly assure her that a patrol car would arrive in due course.

      Of course it wouldn’t. The police never seemed to bother with anything these days but, still, she felt it was her duty to at least make the call.

      ‘Which service do you require?’ answered a toneless voice.

      ‘Police,’ she said, sighing. ‘Again.’
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      Boyd felt Ozzie’s cold wet nose nudging his dangling hand. A persistent action that experience told him wasn’t going to cease no matter how much he willed it to do so. He knew it was 7 a.m., or a minute either side, without looking at his watch, because Ozzie’s internal food-fuelled chronometer was as precise and accurate as any digital clock. Tummies needed refilling, bladders needed emptying, and Ozzie was right here beside the bed to remind Boyd in case he’d forgotten that fact.

      Boyd splayed his fingers for a moment, allowing Ozzie a good old tongue-in-between-the-fingers slobber, then finally lifted his head up off the pillow. ‘All right, all right, you food-pest – I’m getting up.’

      Ozzie snorted a reply and then padded out of the room and down the stairs, back to Mia. Boyd turned over to look at Charlotte. She was still fast asleep on her side. Her auburn hair was loose and wild, a fine tress dangling across her nose and mouth, and fluttering each time her lips gently parted as she breathed out.

      He eased himself out of her small double bed, swung his legs round and let his bare feet settle on the soft floor. Unlike his own sparsely decorated house, Charlotte’s home was fully carpeted.

      He went downstairs to feed an impatient Ozzie and far-more-patient Mia – though they both gave him a ‘What took you so long?’ look as he gave them their breakfast. It was while he was waiting in her small kitchen (a fraction larger than his, to be fair) for the kettle to boil before he realised it was his birthday.

      Forty-eight today.

      He had a text message from Emma telling him that his card and present were waiting for him at home. At home – he wondered whether there was a sub-text in her words, as in ‘Have you moved out permanently, or something, Dad?’…

      He took a coffee upstairs to Charlotte, who was now stirring. ‘Good grief, it’s nearly eight,’ she said as he set the mug down beside her.

      ‘I know, I’m running late.’ He kissed her on the mouth, then quickly began pulling on his trousers and shirt. ‘I’ve got a handover meeting with Sutherland at nine. Are you okay walking the dogs before work?’

      She nodded. ‘Ah yes, you’re the new detective super-chief–’

      Boyd pulled a face.

      ‘Whatever the rank is,’ she finished, sighing sleepily.

      He reached for his tie and jacket and draped them over an arm. ‘DSI.’

      She smiled. ‘Yes. That’s easier.’

      He kissed her again and left the room, hastening down the narrow stairs.

      He strode past both dogs who were waiting expectantly beside the front door. ‘Charlotte’s walking you this morning,’ he explained as he pulled the door open and shimmied round them.

      He eased his Captur out of the tight parking space. Unlike Ashburnham Road, the parking outside Charlotte’s place was a first come, first served, nose-to-tail affair, with the losers having to find a space in the neighbouring street. He edged out of his slot and looked up at the bay window. Charlotte was shrugging on a dressing gown. She waved down at him as he pulled away.

      As he drove to work, Boyd’s mind played over the conundrum of what to call this thing that they had going on. Was it a full-blown relationship now? Or was it some halfway step in that general direction? They seemed to have fallen into a pattern of him sleeping over at hers Monday to Friday and returning with Ozzie to his house at the weekends. They were, he mused, technically co-habiting, since his toothbrush was sitting beside hers in the bathroom, but they weren’t absolutely living together. He wondered if even this halfway measure felt a little rushed. Wasn’t there supposed to be some sort of courtship stage before this? A few more dinner dates, maybe a weekend or two away, a getting-to-know-you-better phase before whatever this was? There was still so much they didn’t know about each other. His birthday was a case in point. He hadn’t told her about it. And he realised he didn’t actually know when hers was either.
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        * * *

      

      He pulled into his reserved slot in the parking area. There was one for the DSI and one for the Chief Super; everyone else had to fight it out. DSI Sutherland, who had stepped up to fill in for Hatcher while she took some sick leave, naturally had her slot, and Boyd, filling in for Sutherland, had his. Which meant that Boyd had to park snugly beside Sutherland’s expensive Volkswagen and make sure he didn’t put a dint in the bloody thing when he opened his door.

      Boyd entered Hastings HQ. Showing his pass to the desk sergeant, he was buzzed through and took the stairs up to CID on the first floor. He pushed through the double doors and immediately spotted Sutherland in his office, packing his personal belongings into a plastic box to take up to Hatcher’s office.

      Boyd strode past Okeke’s desk – she looked as though she’d rather be anywhere else this morning. ‘Mornin’, cheerful,’ he called over his shoulder.

      She lifted a brow with some effort, then let it drop.

      He passed his ‘old’ desk, shooting it a rueful glance on the way to Sutherland’s goldfish bowl before finally hesitating in the open doorway of the DSI’s office.

      ‘Morning, sir,’ he said.

      Sutherland turned. ‘Ah, Boyd. There you are.’

      ‘Here I am,’ he agreed. He looked at the box that Sutherland had already filled with his family photos and personal stationery. ‘Do we really need to office juggle? Is it entirely necessary?’ he asked.

      ‘It’s going to be at least three months until she comes back, Boyd,’ Sutherland said. ‘That is unless…’

      ‘There’s an unless?’ Boyd asked.

      Sutherland straightened up. ‘She and I spoke on Friday. She is giving very serious thought to taking early retirement, Boyd.’

      ‘Oh?’ Boyd felt his heart sink. He’d been hanging on to the hope that two or three months of idle sick leave would be more than enough to drive her back to work.

      Sutherland shrugged. ‘She sounded very much to me like she’s had enough, to be honest. That incident…’

      Boyd nodded. It felt like no time at all since Roland Hammond and his Georgian thugs had paid her a home visit. ‘I can understand that.’

      ‘If she does go,’ Sutherland continued, ‘then it could be quite a while before they find a replacement at her level –’ he puffed out his chest – ‘which means that, yes, we need to office juggle.’

      ‘Great,’ Boyd muttered. ‘So I could be stuck in this bloody glass tank for some time.’

      Sutherland looked taken aback. ‘It’s your own office, Boyd, for God’s sake! Away from the noisy oiks out there.’ He waved his hand out towards the CID floor. ‘What’s not to like?’

      ‘I’m not sure I’m going to enjoy being “on show”,’ Boyd tried to explain. He suspected he was going to feel like some bizarre Damien Hirst artwork – Mannequin in Perspex Case.

      ‘Ah…’ Sutherland nodded knowingly. ‘Imposter syndrome, eh?’

      ‘What? No…’ Boyd said. ‘It’s just… it’s literally like a wet-market aquarium in here. Like you’re an eel waiting to be selected, diced and fried. Sorry.’ Boyd genuinely was. ‘No offence, sir.’

      Sutherland scowled. ‘None taken.’ He pushed his Penfold glasses up the bridge of his nose, then added: ‘You are allowed to step outside of your aquarium during working hours, you know? Mix with the troops?’ He placed his ink-blotter and some more framed photographs into the box. ‘I thought you’d be, you know… chuffed to get a little taste of the rank above? You’ve earned it.’

      Boyd’s smile was more of a grimace. Acting DSI would have meant something to him if he’d been after the rank. But he wasn’t. It was a role that placed him at the interface between force politics and budget bickering. No longer having a part in solving crimes but guarding the resources for those who did.

      ‘Thanks for thinking of me, sir,’ he replied tepidly. ‘But, as I said at the time, maybe Flack would have been a better choice?’

      Sutherland shook his head. ‘Flack’s too entrenched in his operation. We can’t pull him out. You’re the right choice, Boyd. Better get used to it.’ He smiled. ‘And so should Flack if he gives you any grief.’ Then he looked at his watch. ‘You good to have that budget handover meeting this morning?’

      Boyd had been hoping that Sutherland had forgotten about that. ‘Yes. I think I’ll need to grab a coffee before we get stuck in.’

      ‘Of course.’ Sutherland finished picking knick-knacks off his desk and placed a second box on top of the first. ‘Can you get someone to whip these upstairs to my office?’

      Boyd stuck his head out of the door. He spotted Warren loitering just outside the kitchenette. ‘Warren! You got a mo?’ he called across the office floor.

      Sutherland looked at his watch again. ‘Her Madge’s office in about twenty minutes – is that okay with you?’

      Boyd nodded and headed off in Warren’s direction.
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        * * *

      

      Boyd was in the kitchenette waiting for the kettle to boil and dreading his handover meeting with Sutherland. It was going to be a long and exhaustive magical mystery tour through Sutherland’s CID departmental budget spreadsheet, with a stop at each cell so that he could explain to Boyd, at length, the number entered there.

      DS Minter entered the kitchen, shrugging on his jacket and holding his Thermos mug in one hand.

      ‘You off somewhere already?’ asked Boyd, doing his best not to sound too envious. ‘Has something interesting come in?’

      ‘Body over on Cottle Street, St Leonards, boss,’ Minter replied. He poured Boyd’s not-quite-boiled water into his Thermos. ‘An old lady.’ He shrugged. ‘Dead a day or two, they reckon.’

      ‘Was it a break-in? Burglary? Any signs of violence?’ Boyd asked.

      ‘No, but it’s a quiet day and it’s a dodgy area so…’ Minter shrugged again. ‘Do you want to come with, boss?’

      Boyd shook his head. As a DCI he was supposed to have been desk-bound. Now, as acting DSI, doubly so. ‘I’m with Sutherland until lunchtime. You run along. Have fun.’

      Minter spooned some coffee granules into his Thermos, capped it and shook it.

      ‘Take Okeke along with you,’ said Boyd. ‘She looks like she needs to get out.’
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      Minter pulled up on Cottle Street behind a parked squad car. He looked up at the tall townhouse that loomed over them.

      ‘Oh, great – it’s this place,’ he muttered.

      Okeke craned her neck to look at the words carved into the weathered stone above the main entrance. ‘Ah. Argyle House.’

      ‘Gargoyle House,’ Minter said. ‘That’s what I call it.’

      She laughed. ‘Ha, right.’

      ‘Look at it,’ Minter said. ‘It’s a total shithole.’

      The three-storey stone-block house looked Edwardian or possibly even Victorian, and probably once upon a time had been the grand summer seaside holiday home of some well-to-do Londoners but now looked as if it resembled a Dickensian slum. Decades of seeping gull shit had formed little guano stalactites beneath several window ledges; the last coat of paint on the stone walls – a dark burgundy, at a guess – appeared to have been applied fifty or more years ago, and now lingered here and there in stubborn peeling scabs.

      ‘The kindest thing would be to put it out of its misery and knock the whole bloody thing down,’ Minter said as he climbed out of the car.

      He led the way up the steps to the uniformed officer guarding the open front door. ‘Flat 2A?’ he asked.

      ‘Up the stairs ahead of you, sir – door on the right.’

      ‘Righto.’ Minter stepped in and immediately noticed the building’s interior. Sometimes these old buildings redeemed themselves on the inside. It had to be a thankless task painting and repainting the outsides against salt corrosion from the sea and to remove the pebble-dashed graffiti from low-flying gulls, but quite often the interiors were lovingly restored or at least given some basic TLC.

      But Argyle House wasn’t one of those lucky buildings.

      Minter had recognised the name because it popped up on the daily briefing report with monotonous regularity: the usual low-priority complaints from curtain-twitchers about ‘suspicious hoodies’ lurking outside, or ‘perverts’ lingering on the pavement outside the front door. To be fair, he knew that a sex worker operated out of one of these flats – just on the right side of legal, being a solo operation.

      He and Okeke passed an open door to their right that led into a scruffy-looking ground-floor flat. He peered in and could see a middle-aged man sitting on a sagging sofa with his head in his hands, weeping, and a female PC sitting beside him, comforting him.

      Minter glanced at Okeke. ‘Do you want to deal with the gent in there? He must be the one who called it in.’

      She shot him a look. ‘You mean… Okeke, can you please do the shitty bit?’

      He offered her a rueful shrug. ‘You’re better at these sorts of things.’

      Okeke rolled her eyes, then turned and entered the flat to talk to the sobbing man.

      Minter proceeded up the staircase, the carpet little more than frayed threads that might once have held a pattern. The walls were papered with a design of dark burgundy fleur-de-lys and roses that almost, but not quite, managed to camouflage half a century’s worth of knocks, scrapes and dents.

      A stained-glass window at the top of the stairs bathed the dark landing with a Gothic-like pattern of amber and crimson shards.

      ‘Right then,’ he muttered to himself. ‘Not at all Psycho.’ He half expected one of the two doors off the landing to suddenly swing open and a silver-haired old crone in a shawl to come shuffling towards him with a bread knife raised above her head.

      The door on the right was open already. Minter took a cautious step inside and looked around. Ahead of him was a tiny kitchenette. To his left a wide-open door revealed a front room; to the right an ajar door revealed a bedroom. The flat smelled musty: a sort of boiled cabbage smell that reminded him of school lunchtimes. Overlaying that, in a futile attempt to camouflage it, was the sweet smell of lavender.

      Minter peered into the kitchenette. The counter was little more than a yard’s worth of peeling maple veneer, cluttered with tins of food. Curious, he opened one of the kitchen units above and found it virtually empty.

      Maybe the old woman was in the middle of doing a sort-through?

      He stepped back out and into the front room. A bay window of smeared, dirty panes of glass looked on to Cottle Street, allowing in some natural un-tinted daylight. The walls were cluttered with the kind of dust-magnet chintz that would drive him insane if he had to live with it for more than five minutes. His place, arguably not much bigger than this one, was a love letter to danshari – uncluttered living; pinewood floors, empty white walls and a few sparse shelves grudgingly tolerated a handful of carefully curated fitness DVDs.

      The room was light on furniture, though. There was one winged-back leather armchair in the bay window with a small side table beside it, and another matching and far-less-worn armchair on the other side of the room, presumably there in case of the occasional visitor. There was no TV. No Freeview box, no router – in fact nothing that seemed to acknowledge the march of technology beyond the 1950s.

      A wheelchair was also parked in the bay window and in it was an old woman – an incredibly old woman, head slumped, reading glasses in her lap, a book on the floor at her feet, grey-skinned and clearly dead.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Okeke asked the PC to put the kettle on, then she sat down on the sofa beside the man. The officer had given her his name as Howard Crossley. His face was lean and creased in a way that flattered him. Some white men aged well, she thought, and ended up looking like Ian McKellen or Nigel Havers. However, many grew ruddy and blotchy with burst blood vessels, shaving rashes and noses like ripe raspberries. Howard was one of the former.

      ‘Howard,’ she began, ‘I’m DC Okeke. I’m with Hastings CID. You’re the one who found the old lady upstairs and called the police?’

      Howard lowered his hand from his face and nodded. ‘She’s called Margot Feldstein.’

      ‘You knew her?’ Okeke asked.

      He lifted his face to look at her. ‘Very well.’

      He was posh – that was the first word that slipped into her head. He spoke like a BBC announcer, perfectly neutral and correct. The kind of jarring contradiction that was worth mentally noting, given the house he lived in.

      ‘How did you know her?’ she asked. 'Just as a neighbour?’

      ‘Yes,’ Howard replied. ‘But… also as a very good friend. I… look after her. Get her shopping,’ Howard said. ‘Give her a little company. That kind of thing.’ He reached into the hip pocket of his long cardigan and pulled out a key. ‘I have a copy of her door key. She’s not able to manage the stairs, you know.’

      ‘Right.’ Okeke nodded. ‘So, you went in this morning and found…’

      ‘With some milk and a fresh loaf,’ he replied. ‘And, yes, that’s when I found her.’ He placed the key on the table, his head dipped, and he cradled it in his hands once again. ‘She was dead in her wheelchair. I think all weekend.’ His voice began to hitch.

      ‘Okay,’ she said softly. ‘Does anyone else in this house have her key as well? Or is it just you?’

      ‘It’s just me.’

      The PC came back from the kitchen with a mug of tea. Okeke looked up at her. ‘Has anyone else entered her flat today? Paramedics?’

      ‘No, just me.’ The PC pulled a face. ‘The paramedics haven’t arrived yet.

      Okeke nodded. ‘Have you spoken to any of the other tenants in the building?’

      ‘Not yet,’ the PC replied. ‘I called it in and have been looking after Howard since.’

      ‘Howard.’ Okeke rested a hand gently on the man’s shoulder. ‘Do you know the other tenants in the house?’

      He nodded.

      ‘Does anyone live on the same floor as Mrs Feldstein?’

      ‘There’s a Syrian couple in Flat 2B… the Hadids.’

      ‘Do they know her?’

      Howard nodded. ‘They check in on her as well.’

      ‘Okay. I’ll go and have a chat with them.’ Okeke looked up at the PC. ‘Are you all right sitting with Mr…’

      ‘Crossley,’ said the man.

      ‘Sorry,’ replied Okeke. ‘I should have jotted that down.’ She got up. ‘Are they likely to be in right now?’

      ‘One of them, perhaps,’ he replied. ‘They work shifts.’
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        * * *

      

      Okeke met Minter on the first-floor landing. ‘I spoke to the bloke who called it in. She’s been dead a couple of days, he reckons.’

      Minter nodded. ‘That’s how it smells.’ He wrinkled his nose.

      ‘Anything look dodgy in there?’ she asked.

      ‘It doesn’t look ransacked.’ He ran his eyes around the door frame. ‘There are no signs of forced entry.’

      She eyed his bare hands, then tutted. ‘Um… why aren’t you wearing gloves?’

      ‘Oh, for…’

      She pulled out a spare pair and handed them to him.

      ‘Relax, Okeke. I haven’t touched anything. Anyway, it looks like a natural-causes thing.’

      ‘You’re a pathologist now, are you?’

      He waggled a finger at her. ‘D’you mind dialling back the attitude a bit? It’s far too early in the week for this.’

      She shrugged as she stepped past him. ‘I’m just going to doorstep the neighbours. You want to tag a–’ She paused. The door to 2B was cracked open – just enough to reveal some of the door frame.

      Minter noticed the same thing. ‘Hold up. It’s not properly closed.’

      Okeke tapped the door with her toe of her shoe. ‘Hello? Mr and Mrs Hadid?’ She’d expected it to swing inwards, but it gently bounced back. There was resistance. She pushed the door a little harder and heard something rustle on the far side. ‘Give me a hand, muscles.’

      Minter put his shoulder to the door and together they pushed it inwards enough for Minter to chance poking his head through the gap between the door and the frame.

      He jerked his head back out. ‘Shit.’

      ‘What is it?’ asked Okeke.

      ‘You’d better call an ambulance.’
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      Boyd looked at Sully. ‘All of them?’

      ‘Yes indeed. Every last one of them.’ Sully peeled his face mask off and pulled back the hood of his forensic bunny suit as he emerged from the entrance hall of Argyle House and stepped outside. ‘Everyone in the building,’ he added.

      ‘Jesus. How many?’ asked Boyd.

      ‘Six,’ Sully replied.

      ‘Any children?’

      Sully shook his head. ‘No. Thank god.’ For once Sully looked shaken – a far cry from his usual eager swivel-eyed sleuth, ready to piece the jigsaw puzzle together.

      ‘What are we looking at, then?’ asked Boyd. ‘Carbon monoxide poisoning?’

      ‘Precisely that,’ Sully replied. ‘That’s my initial assessment anyway. Carbon monoxide is lighter than air.’ He looked up at the front of the house. ‘See? Every window is closed… It’s been cold for the last couple of nights. The gas probably worked its way up to the top and took them all out as they slept.’

      ‘How long have they been dead?’

      Sully puffed. ‘Forty-eight hours or so. This must have happened over Friday night, Saturday morning.’

      Boyd glanced up at the house front. Indeed, the windows, all of them sash windows, were closed. Some looked as if they might not even open if you tried them, the frames swollen with damp.

      Minter joined them. ‘The bloke living in the ground-floor flat,’ he said, checking his notepad, ‘is Howard Crossley. He wasn’t affected, boss. He was the one who found his neighbour dead and dialled 999.’

      ‘Do we know why he wasn’t affected?’ Boyd asked.

      Minter shook his head. ‘We haven’t had much out of him so far. He’s in a pretty bad way.’

      ‘Was he gassed? Is he sick?’

      Minter shook his head. ‘Not at all. He’s traumatised, boss. He says he was very close to the old lady, and good friends with most of the others too.’

      ‘It’s possible the carbon monoxide simply rose past his flat and up the stairwell,’ said Sully. ‘If all the windows were shut, the CO would have risen to the top, then slowly accumulated, percolating downwards. Being on the ground floor… he’d be the last one affected.’

      ‘And he’s not?’ asked Boyd.

      ‘He’s not showing signs of carbon sickness,’ replied Sully, shaking his head.

      Minter added, ‘He said he didn’t know anything was wrong. He couldn’t smell anything.’

      ‘You wouldn’t,’ said Sully. ‘Carbon monoxide’s odourless. That’s why it’s so dangerous.’

      ‘He said he hadn’t heard anything from his neighbour Mrs Feldstein for a couple of days and decided to check in on her this morning,’ Minter said.

      Boyd looked up again at the closed windows. ‘So the carbon monoxide would have… what? Dissipated by then? He didn’t walk up into a lethal atmosphere?’

      Sully shrugged. ‘If whatever was pumping the gas out had stopped… then after a while it thins out.’

      ‘Beep. Beep. Make a hole, please!’

      Boyd recognised the tall frame of Karen Magnusson, Sully’s deputy, coming down the hallway and holding the front door wide open to allow the first of the bodies to be wheeled outside. ‘We have a cadaver convoy coming through, gentlemen,’ she said cheerily.

      A pair of green-uniformed paramedics wheeled their trolley out onto the front steps and then carried it down to the pavement; the body was sealed in a white vinyl body bag.

      Boyd turned to look around at the gathering crowd of onlookers, who were being kept back by the crime-scene tape, the uniformed officers and the CSM, Leslie Poole, who was flapping her hands angrily at them all to back up or go home.

      Another trolley followed the first.

      Boyd’s gaze settled on the crowd who’d been drawn out of their homes on Cottle Street by the arrival of three ambulances and half a dozen patrol cars. The mood seemed ‘off’. From past experience – and Boyd had attended a number of house fires with fatalities – the response was usually sombre silence. Curiosity, yes, always, but not this. He could see a few of them had their phones out, held up high to film the goings-on, young lads with knowing grins flickering between them.

      One or two older men held an expression of righteousness on their faces, arms crossed defiantly. The kind of stance that said: ‘Come on – whaddya expect from a house full of smackheads and pissheads?’

      ‘Minter?’ Boyd said quietly.

      ‘Boss?’

      ‘Take some photos of these people. Discreetly, if you can.’

      The detective sergeant looked puzzled for a moment, then nodded. ‘You got a feeling about this?’

      Boyd nodded. ‘You getting it too?’

      Minter looked around. ‘It’s Argyle House, isn’t it, boss.’

      There was an Argyle House on every estate, a place where a supposed troublemaker family lived, or a squat where ‘undesirables’ accumulated. And once a house had acquired a reputation like that, it tended to stick.

      The vibe that Boyd was picking up from the crowd was one of good riddance. He spotted a man with a shaved head and a dark goatee panning his phone around and talking to someone. No. Not talking. Narrating.

      A live-streamer. An Insta-prat, no doubt. These days anyone with a phone and a social media following of more than their mum and their gran seemed convinced they had an audience that desperately needed a daily dose of their wisdom.

      ‘Make sure you get a picture of Breaking Bad over there,’ Boyd muttered, nodding at the man with the shaved head.

      ‘Uh?’ Minter scanned the crowd.

      ‘The prat with the goatee… The idiot narrating.’

      ‘Will do.’ Minter peeled away and headed over towards the ambulances and the officers manning the taped-off area, tapping casually on his phone screen as if firing off a text.

      Boyd turned to Sully. ‘Where’s the bloke who called it in?’

      Sully thumbed over his shoulder. ‘Door on the right. Okeke’s sitting with him.’
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        * * *

      

      Boyd stepped into the ground-floor flat and was immediately struck by how claustrophobic and gloomy a living space it was. The hall was a windowless passage that led to the front on the right and to the back on the left. He headed that way and stepped into a modest kitchen, meticulously tidy and with a back door that opened onto a yard. There should have been daylight flooding in, but he peered out of the window above the sink to look upon a modest space that lived in an eternal twilight of shadow cast by an eight-foot-tall flint wall topped by someone’s end-of-the-garden fence that ran along it. He was learning that hilly Hastings and St Leonards had a lot of dingy nooks like this, cheaper streets backed up against natural mini cliffs, where nicer homes with garden sheds, greenhouses and orangeries could look down on them from a higher price bracket.

      He noticed a flap on the back door and a leash dangling from the handle.

      He has a dog.

      Boyd made his way back to the front room and rapped his knuckles lightly on the door. ‘Okay to come in?’

      ‘Ah, guv,’ said Okeke with a hint of relief in her voice. ‘This is Howard Crossley. He’s the one who called this in.’

      Boyd crossed the carpeted floor and offered his hand. ‘DCI Boyd. Do you mind if I have a quick chat with you, Howard?’

      Howard held out his hand. His arm was strapped in something made of Velcro and black vinyl.

      ‘Is it sprained?’ Boyd asked.

      Howard nodded. ‘RSI… I use this hand too much.’ He gestured at a pile of notebooks. ‘I write.’

      Boyd shook his proffered hand gingerly, then pulled up a worn leather pouffe and sat down. It wheezed beneath him. ‘So, Howard. You found Mrs…’

      ‘Feldstein,’ Okeke supplied.

      ‘… Mrs Feldstein’s body this morning? Quite early. About seven, I believe?’

      Howard nodded. ‘I usually bring her a carton of milk and a loaf in the morning.’

      ‘She’s… she was wheelchair bound,’ Okeke added.

      Boyd had noted the narrow stairs leading up to the rest of the flats on his way in. ‘Right. And you look after her, do you?’

      Howard nodded. ‘She hasn’t got any family. She’s in her late nineties,’ he said. ‘She was in her late nineties,’ he corrected himself quietly.

      ‘We think what happened here, Howard, was a… tragic… case of carbon monoxide poisoning that occurred over Friday night and Saturday morning. I notice there don’t seem to be any fire or carbon monoxide alarms in this house, which means the owner of this place may well be in some serious trouble.’

      ‘I’m not the owner,’ Howard said. ‘I just rent this flat.’

      Boyd nodded. ‘Can you tell us who does own it?’

      Howard sighed. ‘Not really. I pay rent to a letting company. I can give you their details if you like?’

      ‘Okay, thanks. We’ll get those off you later. How are you feeling? Have you been checked out by anyone?’

      Howard shook his head. ‘I’m fine. I was out Friday night. I was very lucky.’

      ‘Were you out all night?’ Boyd asked.

      He closed his eyes and nodded. ‘I didn’t make it back home.’ He looked up at Boyd and smiled apologetically. ‘I’m an alcoholic. I quite often don’t make it back home. It’s something of an occupational hazard, you understand?’

      Boyd did. Well, he almost did. Two years ago, during his darkest months, he’d been in danger of heading in that direction himself, of drinking the daylight hours away. Rinse and repeat. ‘I’m guessing your recollection of Friday night’s going to be a bit shaky, then?’ he asked.

      Howard nodded. ‘It started with the pub as it always does…’ He sighed. ‘And then I woke up in Warrior Square on Saturday morning.’

      ‘With your pissed-off dog back home and waiting for his breakfast, I imagine?’ quipped Boyd.

      ‘I don’t have a dog,’ Howard said.

      Boyd nodded towards the kitchen. ‘Oh. I saw a lead back there. And a dog flap?’

      ‘I don’t have a dog any more,’ Howard clarified. ‘I used to have one, Max. A Jack Russell. I had to get rid of him,’ he finished sadly.

      ‘Oh, and why was that?’ Boyd asked.

      ‘The neighbours,’ said Howard. ‘Not in Argyle House, not these neighbours. I mean the people next door. They made a complaint about animal abuse. But I wasn’t abusing him, for God’s sake.’

      ‘Why would they think that?’ Okeke said.

      ‘He barks a lot.’ Howard sighed. ‘And if I’m out all night… well, that’s abuse. Apparently.’

      ‘Are you out all night often?’ Boyd asked.

      He shook his head. ‘I’m trying to get a grip on things. Having Max helped me. It gave me a reason to keep the drinking… less excessive. But –’ he shrugged – ‘there are occasional nights when I slip back. Particularly now that I don’t have him any more. He’s pretty much all I had for family.’ Howard sipped his tea. ‘They –’ he jerked his thumb towards the wall – ‘just found his barking in the backyard a source of irritation.’

      ‘I’m sorry to hear that. Dogs can fill a big void, right?’ Boyd said.

      Howard nodded. ‘You’re their world, right? Sometimes a dog can be the only reason to keep going.’

      Boyd smiled. ‘For sure. Look, Howard, we’re going to need you to come into the station to make a statement. Maybe not today. Would you be okay coming in tomorrow or the day after?’

      ‘Yes. I believe I can do that,’ Howard said.

      ‘And if you can bring the letting agent’s details with you…’

      ‘Of course.’

      Boyd got up and gave Okeke a nod. ‘Here’s my card. Just show that at the front desk when you come in.’

      Howard took the card and stuffed it deep into the pocket of his cardigan.

      ‘We’ll see you tomorrow,’ said Boyd. Then, looking at Okeke, he added, ‘Let’s see if we can get some help sorting out somewhere else for you to stay for the foreseeable too, shall we?’
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      ‘Cheese and pickle?’ Boyd looked at the sandwich with utter disdain. ‘That’s it? Seriously?’

      ‘It’s all they’ve got in today,’ said Okeke, dealing the paper-bagged paninis across the table like playing cards. ‘The lady said their supplier’s let them down and they’ve had to make their own.’

      ‘And from the broad canvas of culinary possibilities between two slices of bread, that’s all they could conceive of?’ asked Sully.

      ‘Apparently so.’ Okeke handed out the coffees, then took the tray back to the canteen’s used rack.

      O’Neal curled his lip at the cellophane package in his hands. ‘Should have gone down the pier for chips,’ he grumbled.

      ‘Well, the next time it’s your round,’ said Boyd, smiling. ‘We’ll take you up on that.’

      The young DC winced at the thought of springing for fish and chips all round. ‘Not on me,’ he said quickly. ‘You seen the recent price hike?’

      ‘There’s a white fish scarcity,’ said Sully. ‘Oh, and also a frying oil scarcity.’ He beamed at O’Neal. ‘You’re a Brexit blowhard, if I recall. This is all part of the looming dystopia you helped win for us.’

      ‘I didn’t vote, mate,’ O’Neal muttered.

      Sully snorted. ‘That’s what they all say these days.’

      ‘Christ, give the bloody politics a rest, Sully,’ said Minter, rolling his eyes.

      Boyd unwrapped his panini without much enthusiasm, but he was too hungry to bin the bloody thing. He waited until Okeke had returned.

      ‘Right then,’ he said. ‘Back on topic, folks. Thoughts? Impressions?’

      Sully stirred sweetener into his coffee. ‘Is there that much to deliberate? I maintain it was CO poisoning throughout the building. Which is ghastly, of course, but given the state of some of these old B&Bs-turned-social-issue dump bins… not entirely surprising.’

      Boyd took a bite of his panini and pulled a face at the sting of molten cheese on his lip. He wiped it off and dropped the steaming offering back down onto its empty paper bag.

      ‘There were six people gassed to death in one house,’ he said. ‘And one flat that looks used, but no body. Could possibly be our Person of Interest. This case is going to make local news tonight, for sure.’ He looked at Minter. ‘This will be yours, by the way, Minter.’

      ‘Thought it might be.’ Minter grinned, glancing at Okeke.

      ‘Oh, yes, that’s right,’ said Sully, smiling. ‘You’re imprisoned in Sutherland’s office now, aren’t you, Boyd?’

      ‘For the next few months,’ he replied, examining his lunch for another way in that wasn’t going to scald him. ‘For my sins.’

      Sully smirked. ‘Ah, there you go – be careful what you wish for.’

      Boyd looked up. ‘It’s not what I bloody wished for. Honestly, I’d much rather it was Flack who’d been shoved in there.’ He turned the panini round and round in his hands, settling on blowing on the bitten-open end to cool it down. ‘Anyway,’ he continued, ‘Minter, you’ll be SIO and you’ll probably need to have a press script ready in the next couple of days.’

      ‘Oh, that’s marvellous,’ Minter said, looking as though it was anything but.

      Boyd recalled that it was Minter’s least favourite part of the job, performing in front of a bank of microphones and cameras. ‘You’ll be fine,’ he assured him.

      ‘So what am I leading with then, boss? A tragic accident? Careless absentee landlord? Illegal rental property?’

      ‘Yup. All those things,’ Boyd replied. ‘And you can also say that we’ll be doing all we can to track down whoever owns the house. And whoever is managing the letting. There’ll be heads rolling. Lessons learned – that kind of thing.’

      ‘Righto.’

      ‘But also…’ Boyd tried another cautious bite. ‘I got the distinct impression that –’ he blew air out of his mouth as he tried speaking – ‘there was an undercurrent of… celebration out there on Cottle Street.’

      ‘Cattle Street, more like,’ said Sully. ‘Unscrubbed heathens.’

      Okeke nodded. ‘I got that too.’ She sipped her coffee. ‘It was pretty unpleasant.’

      ‘It’s Monster Mansion, innit?’ said O’Neal.

      ‘What?’ asked Boyd.

      ‘There are always loads of complaints about it. It’s home to a bunch of druggies and paedos…’

      ‘For fuck’s sake, O’Neal,’ cut in Okeke. ‘Could you try and be a little more offensive?’

      ‘The dregs?’ he offered, shrugging.

      ‘The point is –’ Boyd finished what he had in his mouth – ‘the place is a blame magnet, right? If anything goes missing… it’s got to be that lot of undesirables at Argyle House, yeah?’

      Minter nodded. ‘There’s not a lot of goodwill towards the place, to be fair.’

      ‘That’s the understatement of the year,’ said Okeke.

      ‘This is probably exactly what it looks like… a tragic accident, but it’s worth everyone keeping their eyes and minds open,’ said Boyd.

      ‘There’s a bloke coming in on Wednesday from HSE to look over the property,’ said Minter. ‘To check on the boiler in the basement. If it’s not been serviced in the last year, we’ve got the owner bang to rights for a start.’

      ‘And the letting agent,’ added Boyd. ‘Also, we should have Crossley coming in tomorrow or the day after for his interview.’

      ‘Do you want to sit in on that, boss?’ asked Minter.

      Boyd had felt sorry for the man. He’d seemed strangely out of place living in that dim and dingy ground-floor flat. He was articulate. Well spoken. That had jarred with his surroundings. Not that every person who sounded like a posho should be sitting at the top end of the property ladder, but… it suggested to Boyd that Crossley had started out life somewhere different and had clearly been on a journey. Downhill.

      ‘Yeah, I think I will,’ he said.
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      Emma could hear the faint sound of Dan noodling away on his guitar downstairs in the lounge. Humming melodies over the chords he was strumming, every now and then half singing a mumbled lyric, then pausing as he scribbled something down. She found it soothing. The artiste at work, slowly assembling bits and pieces that he would undoubtedly, apologetically, present to her later on today.

      Now that Dad was spending most of his spare time over at Charlotte’s, the pair of them had the large house pretty much to themselves. It was, of course, too much house for them. Dan had moved his toothbrush and a few clothes in; they slept together in Emma’s bedroom; they used the kitchen to cook and ate meals on their laps in the lounge. The other rooms remained unvisited. Dan had said it felt like living in Disney’s Beauty and the Beast castle. All she’d taken from that comment was that he’d better be the beast.

      So they had space aplenty… which was why she’d taken herself upstairs to the main bathroom to do what needed to be done, and was, right now, holding a pregnancy test strip in one hand and counting down the seconds until she could let out a whoop of relief.

      Two missed periods. She’d hoped the first was a fluke or a glitch. But the second one should have come along yesterday, and it hadn’t. She’d managed to ditch Dan for five minutes in the supermarket, looking at PlayStation games, while she’d hurried over to the pharmacy counter and bought the test. And now it was going to tell her, hopefully, that she’d panicked unnecessarily and wasted £5.99. It was going to merrily tell her that all was well and life could carry on as before. No drama. No fuss.

      She looked again at the timer counting down on her phone. ‘Come on, come on,’ she muttered, eager to get this over with, to flush the toilet and bin the strip…

      ‘Oh… shit,’ she whispered.
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      Boyd hung his jacket up on a peg in the hallway of Charlotte’s place and raised his hands at both Ozzie and Mia to deter them from jumping up at him and smothering his dark work trousers with white hairs. It was, he realised, the new coming-home ritual.

      Except it wasn’t his home; it was hers.

      Now that the cat was out of the bag, so to speak, and he and Charlotte were known to be ‘a thing’ (or, as he’d overheard Emma put it, ‘getting it on’), life had taken a weird left-hand turn. He was no more than an occasional visitor to his actual home in Ashburnham Road these days.

      The whole arrangement felt unreal. He and a woman he’d met on the beach eighteen months ago were now dabbling with living together. He was reminded of that awful reality show Married at First Sight, where two supposedly carefully matched strangers were united at the aisle for the first time and then thrown into a marital home for several weeks to see if compatibility would lead to love ever after. Spoiler alert – it never did, but it made for compelling viewing.

      Charlotte emerged from her front room, book in hand. ‘Good evening,’ she said with possibly an intentionally seductive Jessica Rabbit voice. ‘So? How was it… being acting super detective insp–’

      ‘Detective superintendent,’ he corrected her with a laugh. ‘Mostly desk-based drudgery. Spreadsheets. Rota shuffling. Budget wrangling… Christ, even ordering bloody department stationery.’

      ‘Oh,’ she said sympathetically. ‘Well, at least you’re not being thumped around by Bad Guys now. There’s that.’ She squeezed his arm. ‘I’m making a lamb casserole for dinner. How does that sound?’

      He had rather fancied taking her out to somewhere along George Street this evening. Somewhere with a date-like ambience, candles, low lighting – the night ending with a slightly woozy walk along the promenade before heading back to her house. But then they’d done exactly that nearly every night since they’d become ‘a thing’.

      At some point, the rolling sequence of back-to-back dates were going to have to give way to a regular old night in, a mug of tea and an evening of channel-hopping on her tiny television.
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      Boyd stacked his empty plate on top of hers and pushed back his chair.

      ‘Oh now, don’t be daft,’ she protested, reaching across the table for them.

      ‘Hold up…’ He pulled them out of her reach. ‘You made dinner. My bit’s the washing-up.’

      She got up, leant over and prised his plate out of his hands. ‘Nonsense, you’ve had a long day at work. I only did a few hours this morning.’

      She’d started back at the White Rock Theatre, on half days to begin with. Brian, her colleague, had been more than happy to hand the role straight back to her as if it were a screaming baby.

      ‘Now look,’ Boyd said mock firmly, ‘we’re not going to be some 1950s couple, with you in your pinny at the kitchen sink and me smoking my pipe in the drawing –’

      ‘Bill,’ she replied, ‘my home, my rules.’

      That… had come out sounding a little sharp. He silently watched her place the dishes in the washing-up bowl and run some water. She turned to look back at him, an apologetic look on her face. ‘I imagine we’ll both figure out who does what over time… huh?’

      He nodded.

      ‘I’ll wash up,’ she said, smiling. ‘And you can pop the kettle on.’

      Boyd got up and squeezed past her. Incredibly, her kitchen was even smaller than his. The difference was, though, his was a ridiculously tiny kitchen in a ridiculously large house, whereas hers was tiny out of necessity; the two-up-two-down terrace gave zero wriggle room.

      He clumsily banged cupboard doors trying to remember where the mugs were. As he waited for the kettle to boil, his mind went back to Argyle House and that brief interview with the man in the ground-floor flat, Howard Crossley.

      It could’ve been me, he reflected again. Men who lived alone with a demon of one sort or another tended to do badly. It was easy to spiral downwards. He’d been in that danger zone twice: once long ago as a much younger – hopeless – man, and of course more recently. After Julia and Noah had died. He’d been saved from himself by two women: Julia, twenty-five years ago, and Emma in recent years. And now, arguably, he owed his current happiness to a third woman. Charlotte.

      He was staring down the barrel of fifty years on this planet, or maybe not quite down the barrel, but it was looming and for the first time in a long time he could see an actual point to the second half of his life. It was, hopefully, one that would be spent with Charlotte. He could visualise growing old with her, taking canal-boat holidays, wine-tasting tours, God… even a cruise or two. Better still, wrangling grandchildren, if Emma ever got around to it.

      There were steps to take first, though. They’d settled into this… what was it? A short term ‘holding pattern’? The four of them – two dogs and two humans – crammed into a tiny terraced house, while his house – a far more ideal, more comfortable place for them to begin their second lives – sat virtually empty halfway up East Hill.
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      Dr Palmer looked up from her tablet. ‘I’m sorry, you are?’

      Minter pulled out his warrant card and showed it to her. ‘Detective Sergeant Minter. I’m the SIO on this case.’

      ‘And I’m Kevin Sullivan,’ said Sully, throwing out a hand to her ‘CSI manager, Hastings. I thought I’d better come along to Ellessey Services and introduce myself to you… finally.’

      Dr Palmer smiled and shook his hand. ‘Ah, yes… our written reports keep crossing each other’s in-trays. Good to put a face to the name… finally.’ The forensic pathologist beckoned them both into her domain: studio three. ‘Excellent work on the Knight case, by the way,’ she said as Sully stepped past. ‘Very tricky evidence recovery situation, I understand.’

      ‘And exceedingly hazardous,’ Sully added. ‘I spent a week expecting to be buried at any moment at the bottom of that creaking old tower.’ He sighed. ‘Alas, the police don’t hand out medals for bravery to civilian personal.’

      Dr Palmer laughed politely, unsure as to whether or not he was joking.

      Minter pushed his way back into the exchange. ‘So, Dr Palmer, we’re here, really, to confirm these people died of carbon pois–’

      Palmer craned her neck out into the corridor before closing the door to her studio. ‘Another no-show from DCI Boyd, I see?’ she said with a smirk.

      ‘He’s acting as DSI for the moment,’ said Minter.

      ‘Boyd’s been physically handcuffed to a desk for the foreseeable future,’ added Sully. ‘He was having far too much fun gallivanting around the Sussex countryside.’

      Minter spotted two of the Argyle House bodies laid out on a pair of examination tables. The old lady he’d found slumped in her wheelchair, Margot Feldstein, was on one of them.

      Dr Palmer waved them over to the table on which Margot’s body was stretched out. She slipped on a fresh pair of surgical gloves. ‘I conducted a quick head-to-toe external on all six bodies yesterday afternoon, and I’ve just started doing a more detailed pass on –’ she picked up her table – ‘Margot Feldstein, occupant of Flat 2B, as well as an unidentified female from the floor above. Any update as to who she might be?’

      Minter shook his head. ‘We’re hoping to confirm later today,’ he said. He looked across at the other table where a young mixed-race woman was laid out with the crucifix-like cavity incision marked on her torso in pen. He looked back at the frail body of the old woman in front of him. ‘So, you’re going to open her up right now?’

      ‘Shortly, yes,’ Palmer replied. ‘If it’s something you’re not comfortable with…’

      ‘I’m fine,’ Minter said. ‘I’ve seen it all before.’

      Palmer nodded. ‘There are a couple of things I thought it might be worth noting first.’ She lifted the woman’s left forearm, rotated it slightly and pointed to what looked like a faint horizontal smudge of faded ink. ‘She has a numerical tattoo. Given her age, I’m pretty sure that’s a concentration-camp identification mark.’

      ‘Blimey,’ Minter muttered.

      ‘Yes, it’s a sobering reminder, when you see one of those,’ Palmer said. ‘There’ll come a day soon when we won’t see these reminders any more.’ She looked up at them. ‘Both a good and a worrying thing, I feel.’

      Minter nodded. ‘Right.’

      ‘So you mentioned a couple of things?’ prompted Sully.

      ‘Yes. The other thing I thought might be worth pointing out is this.’ Palmer held the woman’s hand and straightened out her index finger to reveal a dark substance under her fingernail. ‘Faecal matter. I’ve had a sample sent off, but, having looked under the microscope, I’m almost certain it’s canine faeces.’

      ‘There was no indication at the house that she had a dog,’ said Sully. ‘Maybe she stepped in some and had attempted to clean it off a shoe?’

      ‘She was wheelchair bound, Sully,’ said Minter.

      ‘Maybe she was cleaning it off one of the wheels of her chair, then?’ he offered.

      ‘The Jane Doe…’ Palmer said, beckoning Minter and Sully to follow her to the other examination table, ‘had the same cause of death, of course, but I thought I might draw your attention to a couple of marks.

      As Dr Palmer rounded the table, Minter looked at the young woman’s pale face. She had several piercings on her nose and her top lip. Her hair was dyed purple, shaved on one side, long and dreadlocked on the other.

      Palmer raised her left arm. ‘There’s bruising around the lower arm and wrist, which would be consistent with being grabbed roughly, or maybe dragged. And there’s also a bruise on her right hip.’

      ‘How recently would those have occurred?’ Minter asked.

      Palmer sucked air. ‘In the last week or so, I’d say.’

      Minter’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out and glanced at the screen. It was an unknown number. He swiped the screen and answered. ‘DS Minter.’

      ‘Umm, am I speaking to Stephen?’ an unfamiliar female voice began. ‘Stephen Minter?’

      ‘Yes. Who is this?’ Minter asked.

      ‘My name’s Zara Kent.’

      The name meant absolutely nothing to him.

      I’m calling from HardMen agency. So… congratulations! I have your first booking here! Is now a good time to talk?’

      He was dimly aware that Sully and Palmer were looking at him. ‘Uh… can you call back later? I’m a bit busy at the moment.’

      ‘Ah. No. See, we do need to book this in right now, Stephen… or you’ll lose it. The client can just as easily dial up a rival agency.’

      ‘If you need to step outside…’ began Dr Palmer, ‘it’s fine.’

      Sully smiled. ‘I can handle the grisly bit if it’s too much for you, Detective Sergeant?’

      ‘When is it?’ Minter asked the agency caller, his voice lowered a fraction.

      ‘This Sunday. It’s an early start, I’m afraid. But, looking at my notes, it’s not a huge journey for you to get there.’

      Minter turned his back on Palmer and Sully and hunched over his phone. Zara Kent’s voice was very loud. ‘Look, now’s not a great time to…’

      ‘I really need a yay or nay from you, Stephen. I’ve got the client waiting. It’s now or I’ll have to try someone else on our books.’

      ‘Sunday I’m available,’ he replied quickly.

      ‘So, what? That’s a yes?’ she said, pressing for an answer.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Great. Well, let me just run through the details of the job so that you can –’

      ‘You’ve got my email address?’ said Minter. ‘Right?’

      She read it out to him.

      ‘That’s it. Well, just send me the info, I’ll read through the details tonight.’

      ‘I’ll do that, Stephen. Congratulations again! I hope you have fun –’

      ‘Yes, thanks. Thank you. Bye.’ He ended the call quickly and tucked his phone back into his jacket.

      Sully raised a brow. ‘I heard a “congratulations”… Are you a Euro-lottery winner, perchance?’

      ‘It was just a car insurance quote,’ Minter replied hastily. He nodded at Dr Palmer. ‘Shall we get on with this?’
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      Minter opened the driver-side door and climbed into the pool car.

      Sully met him inside. ‘Well, I was almost right.’

      ‘Almost?’ Minter gave him a withering look. ‘Almost?’

      ‘Carbon monoxide… dioxide… What’s one extra oxygen atom between old friends, hmm?’

      Minter suspected he was being flippant to hide his embarrassment. Dr Palmer had pointed out that the six dead inhabitants of Argyle House had indeed died as a result of hypoxia due to the carbon gas, as Sully had said. The embarrassing bit for Sully was the fact that they’d succumbed to carbon dioxide, not carbon monoxide. Yes, the difference was just one atom, but that was enough to make monoxide lighter than air and the dioxide heavier than air.

      Something Sully had missed.

      Argyle House had filled with the lethal gas from the bottom to the top – like a glass filling up with water. It hadn’t descended from the top. Palmer had verified that by showing them the results of the blood samples taken from the old lady and the unidentified female. Both had lethal carboxyhaemoglobin levels, but the younger female’s reading was lower, which meant the old woman had been saturated in the gas for longer.

      Margot Feldstein had died first.

      Minter was tapping the postcode for the police station into his phone when an email pinged through, and the notification lingered on the screen for a fraction too long.

      Sully’s eyes rounded. ‘What’s that?! Stop the press… Isn’t that the dubious escort agency that talent-spotted you?’

      ‘Modelling agency,’ Minter corrected him.

      The CSI manager’s eyes gleamed with mischief. ‘Oh, deary, deary me. That was them on the phone earlier, wasn’t it?’

      Minter started the car and reversed swiftly out of their parking spot, kicking up gravel.

      ‘And they’ve just booked you for this Sunday, have they? Oh, now that sounds like fun.’

      Minter pulled out of the driveway onto the country lane that took them back towards Hastings. ‘It’s not a big deal, Sully,’ he grunted. ‘They’re just taking a picture or two with a professional photographer and a bit of lighting – that’s all it is.’

      ‘But pictures of what exactly?’ Sully’s grin widened. ‘I mean… are we talking about you sporting a bit of fashionable knitwear in a local beauty spot, or will it be something a little more… libidinous?’

      Minter glanced at him. ‘What the hell does that mean?’ Though he thought he could hazard a guess.

      Sully’s brows arched and his slug-like lips puckered into a suggestive air kiss: a facial expression designed to appear lewd and suggestive, but in reality was the stuff of unerasable nightmares. ‘Naughty… Candid… Dare I say, skimpy?’

      ‘Oh for… Give it a bloody rest, will you?’ Minter snapped. ‘It’s just a bit of…’ He paused, just saying the word out loud sounded decidedly dodgy. ‘… modelling. On the side.’

      ‘Mo-del-ling, eh?’ Sully repeated the word slowly, making it sound even worse. ‘I mean, Stephen Minter, I have to presume you’ve done due diligence here. Checked who the client is? What they’ll be asking you to do? What poses to strike? Hmm?’

      Minter shot a nervous glance back at him. ‘It’s probably just catalogue stuff. You know? Hugo Boss, that kind of thing. Smart casual clothes.’

      Sully chuckled in the seat beside him. ‘Oh, deary, deary me, I do hope not.’
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      Boyd spotted Charlotte waiting for him on the promenade beside the pier. She had both dogs with her, patiently sitting on their haunches and waiting to be let off their leads to go mad down on the shingle beach.

      He crossed the road and joined her, giving her a brief kiss on the cheek.

      ‘All very old married couple this, isn’t it?’ he said clumsily.

      ‘Who says we’re old?’ Charlotte replied brightly, handing him Ozzie’s lead. ‘I mean you’re not, and I’m well, hopefully, a lady of indiscernible years.’

      ‘I meant… the lunchtime meeting to walk our dogs,’ he clarified.

      She narrowed her eyes at him for a moment, then smiled. ‘Come on – let’s get them burning off a few doggie calories.’

      They crunched down onto the pebbles, sloping down to where the stones gave way to a ribbon of wet sand and a lazy sea that was throwing out a few half-arsed waves that even Ozzie decided weren’t worth his bother. They checked for any other dog-walkers close by, and, with the coast clear, let Mia and Ozzie loose to run off some steam.

      ‘How was your morning?’ asked Boyd.

      Charlotte smiled. ‘It’s good to be back and feeling useful again. I’ve just booked a Pink Floyd tribute band for September.’

      ‘Ah… Floyd.’ He nodded. ‘Some half-decent tracks there. So what’s their joke name?’

      ‘Hmm?’

      ‘The tribute band? I mean, obviously they can’t be called Pink Floyd, so…’

      ‘Oh, I see,’ Charlotte said, still smiling. ‘They’re called Pink Fraud.’

      Boyd laughed. ‘Oh, that’s a good one. I’ll have to tell Dan and Emma that tonight.’

      ‘I know! It made me chuckle.’ She dipped into her coat pocket to pull out a poo bag. Mia had started doing circles, deciding which direction would be the appropriate one in which to orientate today while doing her business.

      ‘How about you?’ she asked in return.

      ‘Oh, wildly exciting stuff,’ Boyd replied. ‘I’ve started looking at the expense receipts of Flack’s team. I can’t believe how much CID budget they’ve been burning through. And seemingly not a peep from Sutherland. He watches mine like a bloody hawk.’

      ‘So no actual police work, then?’

      He shrugged. ‘I’m going to dip into Minter’s team briefing this afternoon. It’s a bit of a nasty case…’

      ‘Ah yes, Minter. He was one of the shirtless stud-muffins at your summer barbecue, wasn’t he?’

      Boyd laughed loudly. ‘Right.’ It had been a hot day, and he’d had his CID colleagues over to help clear the backyard. Shirts had quickly come off, and both Minter and Jay, Okeke’s boyfriend, had been trying to out pec-flex each other.

      ‘So what’s this nasty case?’ she asked. ‘Is it anything to do with those poor people in that house?’

      Boyd explained the current working theory – that it was a tragic accident, no doubt down to an old and unserviced boiler and a lack of alarms in the property.

      ‘Good God, that’s awful!’ she replied.

      He told her how his mind kept circling back to that crowd of onlookers outside Argyle House and the unshakable impression he’d had that a few of those present were grimly satisfied that some unspoken verdict had been reached, that a timely sentence had been carried out.

      ‘Gosh. Why would people be like that? It’s so horrible?’ she said.

      ‘You get places like these on troubled estates… pariah houses,’ he explained. ‘When a community feels looked down upon or villainised, they want a scapegoat. They hunt out a lightning rod of blame. Inevitably it ends up pointing squarely at one family or one household. And once that kind of finger-pointing starts, it doesn’t stop. It just escalates.’

      Charlotte looked at him. ‘So you’re saying it might not have been a tragic accident?’

      Boyd shrugged. ‘We’ve got an HSE inspector going in, so we’ll hopefully get a clear indication of whether we’re hunting down some feckless absentee landlord living it up in Marbella – or something more sinister.’

      ‘Marbella – that’s where your parents live isn’t it?’

      He nodded. ‘In the sun, tax free and on the NHS,’ he added.

      She bent down and scooped up Mia’s offering. ‘I get the impression there’s some friction between you and them.’

      ‘You could say that.’

      ‘Why? What happened?’ she asked.

      Boyd sighed. There were reasons aplenty. The fact that they’d never really taken to Julia and her ‘nutty politics’; the fact that they’d never really been that bothered with their grand kids. The fact that after her and Noah’s death they’d attended the funerals, of course, but then less than a week later had fucked off back to Spain. (‘Can’t linger, William, you know how it is… Bloody tax.’) And they’d left Emma, alone, to care for her broken father.

      ‘Baggage,’ Boyd replied. He looked at her. ‘Past life baggage. Anyway,’ he said, keen to step away from the subject. ‘We’ll be old and wrinkly all too soon. I bloody well hope I do a better job of parenting.’

      ‘Soon?’ She scoffed at that. ‘Fifty’s the new forty, or so I’ve been told. And forty’s still young. I should think there’s still plenty of fun for us to have before we’re both sitting by the fire wearing slippers all day long.’ She paused, frowning slightly. ‘Perhaps we should consider going to one of those festival things this summer?’

      He squeezed her hand, flattening his arm against his side. He had a feeling she was going to make growing older feel cool: an adventure, not a sentence. He watched the dogs squaring up to a pair of low-hovering seagulls like a tag team of wrestlers ready for the first-round bell to sound.

      ‘You think this is us, then, until the bitter end?’ he asked.

      She squeezed his arm. ‘Hopefully not bitter,’ she replied.
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      Boyd returned from lunch to find that Minter had assembled a team in the interview room directly opposite the Incident Room. He had Okeke, O’Neal, Sully, Magnusson and Warren crammed into the small space with him.

      He poked his head in. ‘What’re you all doing hiding in here?’

      ‘Playing sardines,’ replied Sully. ‘There’s room for another if you’d like to squeeze yourself in?’

      ‘We’re having a briefing, boss,’ said Minter. ‘For Argyle House.’

      ‘Errr…’ Boyd looked across the corridor. ‘Didn’t anyone happen to notice that there’s a completely empty, much larger room over there?’

      ‘Well, yes we did,’ said Minter, ‘but I thought I’d have to wait until you assigned it to us. I mean, we don’t know if we’ll need it yet.’

      Boyd sighed. ‘Get your arses over there.’ He stepped back from the door and let them file out and across to the bigger room. ‘Not you,’ he said to Warren, putting an arm across the doorway, blocking his exit.

      Warren stopped. ‘What? Why… sir?’

      ‘You’ve got paperwork still to do on the Knight case. The trial begins in a few weeks. Are you up to speed on that? Is the CPS happy?’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ Warren said.

      ‘Are you sure about that?’

      Warren nodded eagerly.

      ‘So you’ve got a statement you’re a hundred per cent certain the defence can’t unpick? Because, as far as I can remember, we haven’t gone through that yet.’

      The pitiful expression on Warren’s face was enough to melt chocolate. ‘Is the paperwork driving you potty?’

      Warren nodded.

      ‘Well, you probably shouldn’t have arrested the bastard, then…’

      Warren wilted. Boyd smiled but dropped his arm. ‘All right… so long as Knight remains right at the top of your priority list.’

      ‘It will. I promise.’

      The team had filed in to the Incident Room, and Boyd followed them. ‘Do you mind if I sit in on this? he asked Minter.

      ‘Yes, please do, boss.’

      They picked a cluster of vacant desks near the front, perched on corners and settled down on seats.

      ‘Right then, ladies and gentlemen,’ Minter began, ‘the story so far: Dr Palmer over at Ellessey has confirmed that all six fatalities from the house were down to carbon dioxide poisoning. There were no signs of any other injuries or contributory causes of death. So this, at the moment, looks as though it was a tragic accident rather than foul play.’

      ‘Carbon dioxide?’ echoed Magnusson with a cheeky grin. ‘Not monoxide?’

      Sully nodded her way, pink-faced. ‘Yes, I presumed monoxide… but it was dioxide.’

      ‘Is that important?’ asked O’Neal. ‘It’s all still deadly gas, right?’

      ‘It’s important for two reasons,’ said Minter, cutting back in. ‘One rises, one sinks. The gas that killed them all was the sinking variety, which means it filled the house from the bottom upwards. They died in order of flat number, O’Neal. By floors.’

      ‘Except for the bloke at the bottom,’ said O’Neal.

      ‘Right,’ Minter said. ‘But there’s a reason for that. He was out the night it happened.’

      ‘Convenient,’ the DC huffed.

      ‘Crossley’s an alcoholic,’ said Okeke. ‘He was out on the piss that night and never made it back home. Luckily for him.’

      ‘You’ll need to verify that,’ Boyd said to Minter. ‘I think he’s meant to be coming in for interview today or tomorrow, isn’t he?’

      ‘I’ll chase that, boss. And make sure he does. We’ll find out from him where he was at on the Friday night and Saturday early hours. I’m hoping he can confirm the names of everyone in the house too.’ Minter looked down at the notepad in his hand. ‘I noticed the windows of the house were all closed. All the way up, effectively sealing the place. It was also cold that night, so that also explains the windows being shut. I expect the heating in the building would have been turned up as well.’

      ‘The Health and Safety guy’s going in to inspect the building tomorrow morning, isn’t he?’ Boyd asked.

      Minter nodded. ‘Gas has been switched off to the house, obviously.’

      ‘If the heating system in the basement was dangerously faulty,’ Boyd said, shrugging, ‘then our culprit is the building’s owner. Any luck with finding out who that is yet?’

      ‘If Crossley comes in this afternoon, I’m hoping he’ll bring in some information on who he pays his rent to every month, and we can go from there,’ replied Minter.

      Boyd nodded. ‘Good.’

      ‘So, soon as we have it,’ Minter continued, ‘O’Neal… you’re on that. Don’t give the letting agent a chance to mess you around with any client-confidentiality bullshit. This is manslaughter times six. You can tell them that.’

      ‘Minter,’ said Boyd, looking up from his notes. ‘One suggestion if you don’t mind me butting in again…’

      Minter shook his head, vigorously. ‘No, boss… please do.’

      ‘You might want to get someone to have a quick look at the tenants living there. Whether any of them have much in the way of form. Check LEDS against the address itself: for any history of complaints and call-outs linked to the place.’ Boyd sucked in air through his teeth. ‘I don’t know about you, but I got a vibe from those people watching the bodies coming out. I mean, short of a burger van and a bouncy castle, it felt like a street party.’

      He saw Okeke wince. O’Neal guffawed.

      ‘There’s definitely some kind of “neighbours from hell” thing going on there,’ Boyd added.

      Minter nodded. ‘Oh, there is, definitely. Cottle Street hasn’t got much time for Argyle House, for sure.’
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      Boyd rapped his knuckles loudly on his own front door. Which felt weird. All part of the suddenly arrived New Normal. A moment later the door swung inwards. Emma was beaming.

      ‘How’s my house doing?’ he asked her, bending down to kiss her cheek.

      ‘Well, as you can see, I haven’t burned it down… yet,’ she replied.

      ‘No wild parties been going on in my absence?’

      ‘Jesus, Dad. I’m twenty-four, not fourteen.’ She glanced down. ‘Ozzie boy!’ She crouched to make a fuss of him. ‘Dad, you do know you can leave him here when you stay at Charlotte’s. I miss the grumpy old bugger.’

      ‘Her place is much closer to the beach. It’s just easier for walkies,’ he said.

      Emma peered out of the front door. ‘Where is Charlotte, I thought she was coming?’

      ‘She’s taken Mia round the corner for a pee. She’s been whining all the way here.’

      Emma shook her head. ‘You and your fur-kids.’

      Boyd laughed ‘Tell me about it.’

      Boyd let Emma walk Ozzie in, then followed her inside, leaving the outer door open for Charlotte. ‘Something smells good – what’ve you made us for dinner?’ he asked.

      ‘Dan’s doing the cooking,’ she replied.

      ‘Dan?’ He grimaced. ‘What are we getting? Spaghetti hoops on toast?’

      She scowled at him. ‘He’s actually a much better cook than me.’

      Charlotte appeared in the doorway with Mia. ‘Good evening!’ she called out cheerily, then immediately paused. ‘Mmm… that smells rather delicious. Do I detect a little cumin in there?’

      Emma gave her a hug and glanced sideways at her dad. ‘I’m just the sous chef this evening. This is all Dan.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ‘Actually… not bad that, Dan,’ said Boyd, smacking his lips.

      ‘Thanks, man,’ Dan said, grinning.

      ‘I’ll resist asking for seconds,’ said Boyd, patting his stomach before settling his cutlery neatly on the plate in front of him.

      ‘Oh, I see – Charlotte’s been training you,’ Emma said, smiling.

      Charlotte put her hand on his shoulder. ‘Oh no, not really… He arrived pretty well house-trained.’

      ‘Is he walking nicely to heel on the beach?’ asked Emma.

      Charlotte laughed. ‘He’s a good Boyd.’

      Dan started gathering the plates. ‘But is he pooping in the right place?’ he added, chuckling.

      They all looked at him.

      ‘Sorry, uh… Too far?’

      Emma rolled her eyes.

      Boyd broke the lingering silence. ‘So, how’s things going with your band, Dan?’ he asked.

      Dan nodded. ‘Yeah, good. Really good, man. We’ve got a slot at the BeachLife festival in July and hopefully one at Brighton’s Pub in the Park in August. There might even be a slot at Latitude for us if we’re lucky.’

      ‘Nice,’ replied Boyd. ‘Yeah, cool.’ He hadn’t heard of either of the first two, but then, post Covid, music festivals seemed to be popping up everywhere like a virulent outbreak of measles. ‘You seem to be getting somewhere, then?’

      Dan placed the plates on the kitchen counter and quickly stepped back into the dining room. ‘Yeah. I mean… the downloads on Gyro, SoundCloud and Spotify are starting to tick up nicely.’

      ‘And is that earning you some money?’ Boyd asked.

      Dan pulled a face. ‘Errr… enough to buy a coffee every now and then. But it’s, like, a good indicator that all the YouTube, Insta and TikTok viral action is, you know, converting onto monetising platforms.’

      ‘Right,’ Boyd said, glancing at Emma who deadpanned him.

      ‘Plus, we’re also starting to sell lyric NFTs to the fanbase. So that’s, like, super cool.’

      Charlotte and Boyd looked at each other, puzzled.

      Emma laughed. ‘It’s okay – no one seems to get what NFTs are… me included.’

      ‘It’s a good thing, though,’ added Dan. ‘Like, it’s kind of buy-in to the band. Means people are, you know, invested in us.’

      Boyd kind of got the gist. ‘Like buying shares,’ he ventured.

      ‘Kind of,’ Dan replied.

      ‘Christ, it’s all so different to when I was gigging,’ Boyd said. ‘You were chasing after a record deal and that was it. You’d just keep gigging until some random A and R bloke talent-spotted you.’

      ‘It’s all about us artists having the control now,’ replied Dan. ‘Instead of a bunch of crusty old record companies and, you know, managers, execs, producers and anyone else that wants a slice.’

      Boyd grinned. ‘And that’s exactly how it should be. Hopefully you’ll soon be bringing in so much dosh that Emma can live a life of feckless indulgence.’

      ‘As if,’ she replied.

      ‘And…’ Boyd added. ‘I’m about ready to start seeing myself as Cool Grandpa, you know?’

      Emma’s mouth clupped shut.

      ‘What?! God, no way!’ replied Dan, laughing. ‘Jeez. Kids? Nope. Never.’ He glanced at Emma. ‘I mean, that’s not –’

      ‘Yeah, it’s not really on the to-do list right now, Dad,’ she finished for him.

      ‘It’s not even on the someday list,’ added Dan. ‘Sheez… this isn’t exactly a world you’d want to bring a baby into, right?’ He looked horrified at the thought, then, glancing at Charlotte: ‘Right?’

      She smiled. ‘Oh, for me that ship sailed long ago, I’m afraid, Dan.’ She shot a glance Emma’s way. ‘But one should never say never.’

      Their eyes briefly met, then Emma looked away. All of which Boyd missed.

      ‘Oh bugger,’ he said to his daughter. ‘I was hoping to teach your sprogs how to burp the alphabet or…’

      ‘And that’s all the more reason,’ added Emma flatly. She got up from the table. ‘Pudding? Anyone?’
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      ‘Roger Lewis,’ the man said, holding out his ID lanyard for DS Minter to inspect. ‘Health and Safety Executive.’

      Minter studied the ID, then the short round man who was carrying a clipboard in one hand and a tool bag in the other. He checked his watch. It was nine in the morning.

      ‘Bang on time. Nice one,’ he replied, smiling. ‘I’m Detective Sergeant Minter. This way.’ He climbed the three steps up to the front door and jangled the keys for a moment as he tried several in the lock. ‘Ah, here we go.’ He pushed the door open and led the safety inspector into the hallway of Argyle House.

      ‘Tell me, sergeant, is anyone currently residing in the building?’ Lewis asked.

      Minter nodded at the door to his right. ‘Flat 1’ was stencilled on it. ‘There’s a chap living in there. He was out when the gas leak occurred. He’s the only survivor.’

      ‘Well, you really should have moved him out immediately after the incident,’ said Lewis. ‘Until we can determine if it’s safe.’

      ‘Trust me, we tried,’ said Minter. ‘He refused to go, and we couldn’t exactly kick him out onto the street. Anyway –’ Minter pointed at a newly installed monitor on the hallway’s ceiling – ‘we had carbon monoxide alarms installed.’

      Lewis looked up at the recent fitting. ‘And there weren’t any of those in place before the incident?’

      ‘No,’ Minter confirmed grimly.

      Lewis scowled. ‘Absolutely bloody unacceptable.’ He tutted and shook his head. ‘That’s actionable already, you know? You’ve got the details of the building owner, I trust?’

      ‘We’re in the process of trying to track them down,’ Minter replied.

      ‘Good. Well, make sure you throw the bloody book at them when you get the chance. Now, I presume this other door leads down to the basement.’

      Minter opened it for him. ‘It’s all yours.’

      Roger Lewis fumbled for the light switch, then took the steps slowly down. ‘The boiler’s been disabled, I take it?’ he called back over his shoulder.

      ‘Everything was turned off,’ said Minter, following him. ‘We’ve had all the windows first floor and up left open.’

      ‘Right, good. It’s been a few days since the incident, hasn’t it? Any pockets of noxious gas should’ve dissipated by now. But you can’t be too careful, Detective Sergeant. Neither CO nor CO2 is noticeable. You can wander into a pocket of it and not know about it until you’re spark out on the floor.’ He turned to look back at Minter. ‘And then it’s too late if you’re on your own. Five minutes without oxygen – you’re dead, or you’re a vegetable for the rest of your days.’

      Minter had been wandering around the basement the morning Crossley had called it in – stupidly, he now realised.

      Lewis flicked another switch at the bottom of the steps and let out a groan of disgust. ‘Ah, come on now… This is totally out of order!’

      Minter joined him at the bottom. ‘What is it?’

      Lewis gestured at the old brick walls surrounding them. ‘There’s no secondary ventilation. There should be at least one unobstructed, always open and vented window down here.’

      Minter pointed to the up-and-over garage door at the end. It opened onto Cottle Street. ‘What about that?’

      Lewis shook his head. ‘It’s not always going to be open, though, is it?’ He pulled out a pen and scribbled something on his clipboard. ‘That’s strike two, that is.’

      ‘The boiler unit’s over in the far corner,’ said Minter, pointing.

      ‘Yeah, I worked that bit out, Detective Sergeant.’ Lewis tapped his tool bag. ‘Look, I’m going to be a while inspecting the old thing, pulling it to pieces, you know. I’ll give you a shout when I’m finished, yeah?’

      Minter had the distinct impression he was being told to get lost. ‘Righto. Knock yourself out, then,’ he said. He tipped his head back towards the stairs. ‘So I’ll be out at the front, all right?’

      ‘Lovely jubbly,’ the inspector replied over his shoulder.

      Minter climbed the steps and emerged into the grubby hallway once more. He wandered over to the front door and peered out through the yellow stained glass at the street outside. An exact replica of this house stood on the opposite side of the street, a mirror image. Except whoever lived there, owner or tenant, had bothered to keep it looking remotely decent. It had cream-painted brickwork, albeit bubbled and blistered in a few places, and some of the roof tiles were looking a bit shaggy with moss, but it was in a much better shape than this building.

      He could see a Playmobil barn sitting on the sill of the bay window and a Spider-Man stuck with suckers on a bedroom window upstairs. A family home. A family home with young children inside, sitting directly opposite Argyle House.

      Maybe the boss had been a bit too quick to condemn the people of Cottle Street for being ‘celebratory’ as they’d watched the bodies being wheeled out. The log of complaints against this building went back a long way. It had been used as a halfway house for parolees, and then a cheap-as-chips B&B, and about ten years ago it had been repurposed by the landlord to become seven bottom-of-the-market flats. A place like that was bound to attract a steady churn of troubled tenants: folks who were on a gradual descent to the bottom – and inevitably some types you wouldn’t want living nearby if you had children. Tenants with substance addiction issues, single older men who really shouldn’t have bedroom windows that looked directly across a narrow street into the bedroom windows of minors. So far, Minter hadn’t got a complete record of who’d been living there, but he knew that there had been at least one tenant currently on the sex offenders list: Leonard Chandra. He wondered how many times he’d heard phrases on the news like ‘he wasn’t ready to be released’, ‘he was let down by the system’, ‘an appalling incident’ … and ‘lessons will be learned’. Buildings like Argyle House tended not to be found on residential streets lined with BMWs and Volkswagens.

      Minter made an effort to mentally switch gears, mulling over the intimidating commitment that was fast approaching him this Sunday. The email from Hard Men agency had given him the location and time: Waterfront Bar, Eastbourne Pier, 8 a.m., but little else. He’d googled the Waterfront to double-check it wasn’t some weird nightclub. It looked more like a cream-and-scones type of place than some dodgy S&M fetish club.

      ‘Catalogue summerwear… it has to be,’ he reassured himself quietly. T-shirts, cotton mandigans, khaki shorts, maybe even some flip-flops. ‘Not so bad,’ he muttered. If that turned out to be the case, he could manage wearing and modelling that kind of stuff without feeling like too much of a prat. He’d be professional. Easy to work with, and this could lead to more lucrative offers. In more luxurious places…

      ‘Excuse me, Detective Sergeant?’

      Minter turned to see the HSE inspector behind him. His hands and forehead were smudged with grime and soot.

      ‘There’s something I need to show you.’
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      Sully aimed his torch into the boiler’s exhaust pipe and squinted at the object that the beam of light picked out. ‘It looks like a Tesco’s shopping bag’s been rammed in there,’ he said.

      ‘Right,’ said the HSE inspector. ‘And there should be a protective grille over this boiler flue too. But it’s been removed. Recently, it seems.’

      Sully peered at the rusted plate surrounding the pipe. There were scratches and scuffmarks that revealed glimpses of uncorroded metal around some holes where thick screws would once have been.

      ‘So someone’s deliberately removed the grille, then plugged this pipe with a shopping bag?’ said Sully.

      ‘That’s how it looks to me,’ said the inspector. ‘Looks like this one’s for you lot.’

      Minter stepped back from the wall of Argyle House and studied his surroundings. The side of the house loomed over a small area of cracked tarmac and tall weeds and was overhung by the boughs of a tall evergreen tree. From the discarded packets of Monster Munch, cigarette butts and empty and crushed tins of Red Bull lying around, it was clearly a gathering point for local youths. Somewhere sheltered from rain and away from prying eyes.

      He turned back to Sully and Roger Lewis, the HSE inspector. ‘So it looks like a hangout spot for kids. Maybe it was a prank?’

      Lewis looked at him with an expression of horror. ‘A prank? Gassing to death… how many people was it?’

      ‘Six,’ said Sully. He puffed his cheeks out and blew out a breath. ‘Hilarious.’

      ‘If… it was kids,’ Minter suggested, ‘they might have just thought it would stink out the house, you know?’

      The inspector shrugged. ‘Well, whoever did it… if they knew anything at all about central heating, would have known how dangerous it would be. Hence the safety grille.’ He peered back at the pipe. ‘That Tesco’s bag’s a murder weapon. Just as much as if it was a gun or a knife.’

      ‘We’re going to need to retrieve it,’ said Minter, gently nudging Lewis aside so he could get another look at it. ‘There might be DNA, retrievable fingerprints on the bag.’

      ‘There’ll be no prints if we drag it out of the pipe,’ said Sully. He tapped his chin thoughtfully. ‘It might be better to knock out some bricks from this wall and remove the whole boiler flue, then Karen and I can cut it open back at the station.’

      ‘Karen?’ Minter lifted a brow.

      ‘Magnusson,’ Sully added, quickly correcting himself. ‘Yes, we’ll… get a grinder to lop off the end like a circumcision and then we just might be able to carefully tease it out.’

      Minter winced.

      Sully pulled out his phone. ‘I’ll call someone over here to make a start.’ He wandered over towards his CSI van, leaving Minter alone with the HSE inspector.

      ‘Detective Sergeant?’

      ‘Hmm?’

      ‘You said some fancy pathologist said the people in there all died of carbon dioxide poisoning?’

      ‘Yes,’ Minter said.

      ‘Are you sure it was dioxide and not monoxide? See, a lot of people use those two interchangeably like it’s no big deal, like it’s two words for the same thing. It’s not.’

      ‘No, she definitely said dioxide,’ Minter replied. ‘The heavier-than-air one.’

      Lewis nodded. ‘Okay. I see you’ve done a little bit of homework, then. Well, it’s probably worth me mentioning that old-fashioned boilers like the one down there in the basement, as a rule, tend to blow out monoxide, not dioxide. I mean, depending on how efficiently it fires up and burns fuel, it can produce some CO2, but not a lot. CO2 poisoning from a boiler is pretty rare. Dioxide poisonings usually come from things like vehicles… or when complete idiots use portable generators in enclosed spaces.’ He shrugged. ‘Just my tuppence worth anyway. I’m sure you know what you’re doing.’
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      Boyd looked up from the mound of paperwork that was spread out across his desk. He’d spent the morning staring at the expense receipts for Flack and his team for the last half of this last financial year. A phrase that kept coming to mind was… ‘taking the piss’.

      He’d spotted a lot of rather generous rounding-up and a number of double claims that looked suspiciously like an attempt to squeeze the departmental budget for a few extra pounds.

      It wasn’t something that surprised him, though. A detective on a stake-out was entitled to claim for food and beverages, within reason, but everyone threw a little something extra on the tab now and then. A shekel here, a shekel there was to be expected, but there seemed to be more than a little piss-taking going on in Flack’s team. Boyd was tempted to dig a little deeper into Operation Rosper’s financials, but sod it, he decided. Not today. Today he’d really had enough of staring at faint photocopies of smudged receipts. He lifted his gaze at the sound of knuckles rapping heavily on the frame of his office’s open door.

      It was Minter.

      ‘Come on in, mate,’ Boyd said.

      Minter went to close the door behind him.

      ‘No, leave it open,’ said Boyd. ‘It’s like a bloody sensory-deprivation tank in here with that thing closed. I feel like a pickled specimen in a jar.’

      Minter loomed large over his desk. ‘Boss… I’ve got an update on Argyle House for you.’

      ‘What’s new?’ Boyd asked.

      ‘We might be looking at a suicide-gone-wrong. Or, possibly, we may even have murder on our hands.’

      Morbidly Boyd felt his mood lift ever so slightly. ‘Oh, how so?’

      ‘The safety inspector found that someone had deliberately blocked an exhaust-gas outlet pipe from the boiler,’ Minter explained.

      Boyd sat up straight. ‘What?’

      ‘The outer protective grille on the outside of the property had been removed and a plastic bag was rammed down inside the boiler’s flue to block it.’

      ‘Shit.’

      Minter raised a finger. ‘But our safety inspector also explained that CO2 poisonings rarely occur as a result of boilers or heating systems going wrong. Even old ones. They just don’t produce CO2 in large enough quantities to overwhelm a large space. And, because it sinks, the gas pools shallowly. If you’re a Hobbit, or lying on the ground, then –’ he nodded – ‘fair game.’

      ‘So… did Ellessey make a mistake?’

      ‘No. It was definitely carbon dioxide poisoning. But here’s the thing, boss… What generates CO2 in sufficient quantities – and quickly – are things like cars, trucks or something like a portable generator.’

      ‘And was there one of those in the house?’

      Minter shook his head. ‘Nope. No generator. And we don’t think any of the tenants had a vehicle.’

      Boyd was confused. ‘So if it wasn’t a dodgy boiler that killed them all… Is this blocked-up pipe a relevant find or a distraction?’

      ‘Well, it was done not long ago, we think. The safety grille was removed recently enough that, on the panel it was attached to, there’s still shiny metal where you can see scratches from a screwdriver.’

      Boyd frowned, trying to line things up in his head. ‘So, would the blocked pipe have led to those deaths?’

      Minter nodded but looked uncertain. ‘The HSE inspector said that if the heating had been on for long enough it would have generated dangerous amounts of carbon monoxide.’

      ‘But they died from carbon dioxide?’

      Minter nodded again. ‘It could be a coincidental thing. It could be linked. But it’s one hell of a coincidence.’ He pulled a chair up on the other side of the desk and sat down. ‘I’ve got a theory, boss, if you want to hear it?’
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      ‘Our murderer parked a vehicle beside Argyle House,’ said Minter. ‘There’s a patch of tarmac that’s pretty well hidden by overgrown trees and weeds. They removed the protective grille from the flue coming up out from the basement, shoved a hose into it, which was linked to the exhaust pipe of the vehicle, and let the engine run for a few hours.’

      Boyd looked at the others clustered at the front. His theory was met with a mixture of sceptical face-pulling and politely thoughtful nods.

      ‘Go on,’ said Boyd. ‘Cut to the good bit.’

      Minter nodded. ‘So he…’

      ‘Assuming it’s a he, of course,’ added Okeke.

      Magnusson nodded. ‘Quite right, sister. Hear, hear.’

      ‘So the murderer,’ Minter continued, ‘lets it run until they’re sure it’s enough to do the job. Pulls the hose out and then plugs the pipe up with a plastic bag to keep it from leaking out. But also –’ he paused so that they’d pay attention to the final bit – ‘possibly to make it look as if the boiler was to blame.’

      ‘And we’re sure it wasn’t?’ asked Okeke.

      Minter nodded. ‘Pretty sure. The HSE bloke said that boilers don’t produce that much CO2. But generators do. And cars do. In abundance.’

      ‘So we’re ruling out the idea that some kids plugged the pipe for shits and giggles,’ said O’Neal.

      ‘Shits and giggles?’ repeated Okeke. ‘Jesus.’

      ‘Kids hang around there all the time,’ said Minter. ‘It’s a gathering place. Our murderer obviously took a punt that the blocked exhaust pipe would look like a prank that went wrong.’

      ‘The obstruction was a Tesco’s shopping bag,’ said Boyd. ‘Which we think was stuffed with something putty-like to ensure the bag made a proper seal.’

      Minter looked over at Sully. ‘How are you getting on with removing it from the pipe?’

      ‘We’ve only just got the section of pipe back,’ he replied. ‘We’ll be taking an angle-grinder to it this afternoon.’

      Boyd got up off the corner of the desk he’d been perched on. ‘So this is now a murder enquiry. Which means we need to put a little housekeeping in place. Since I’m now manacled to Sutherland’s flipping desk, this is yours, Minter. You’re SIO.’

      Minter beamed. ‘Thanks, boss.’

      ‘You’ll probably need a few extra pairs of hands…’ Boyd continued.

      ‘God. Please, not Abbott,’ Minter replied.

      ‘Relax – he’s staying on the main floor.’ Boyd looked at Warren. ‘I hereby release you from the paperwork hell of prepping for the Knight case. For the next week, at least.’

      The DC grinned. ‘Thanks, sir.’

      Boyd turned to Minter. ‘I’ll let you assign the roles. It’s your case now.’ He managed to resist adding, you lucky sod. He raised his hands and took a symbolic step backwards. ‘Right. Carry on, Minter.’

      Minter cleared his throat. ‘Let’s make sure Howard Crossley finds his way here straight off.’

      ‘Is he a suspect now?’ asked Okeke.

      ‘He’s a Person of Interest,’ Minter said. ‘Well, for the moment. Warren, he’s supposed to be coming in anyway. Can you go over to Argyle House and bring him in?’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ Warren shot back.

      ‘Okeke… O’Neal… I want you on door-to-doors along Cottle Street. We need to get some intelligence on relations between the neighbours and the inhabitants of Argyle House. Did anyone notice a car parked up on that bit of rough ground right beside the house that night? Check to see if anyone’s got a security camera that might be aimed that way. Warren, you’re with them after you’ve delivered Crossley.’

      They all nodded.

      ‘Sully? The plastic bag lodged in the pipe. Any forensics your people can lift from that would be supremely helpful.’

      ‘Of course it would,’ Sully replied drily. ‘Where would you be without us?’

      Minter glanced at Boyd. ‘Uh… is there anything else I’m missing here, boss?’

      ‘Just that you probably need to start thinking about prepping that statement for the press,’ Boyd said. ‘Now that it’s a murder enquiry they’re going to start badgering you.’

      ‘Righto,’ Minter said, the colour draining slightly from his face. ‘Okay then, boys and girls –’ he clapped his hands together – ‘let’s get to work.’

      ‘Action log?’ prompted Boyd.

      ‘That’s me, boss. I’ll get on to that straight after this.’

      ‘And your evidence logging officer?’ Boyd reminded him.

      ‘Right, yes.’ Minter nodded at O’Neal. ‘That’s you.’

      O’Neal’s brows bounced lazily. ‘Great.’

      ‘And your second is…?’ Boyd prompted him again.

      ‘Okeke,’ Minter replied. ‘You’re my gopher.’

      She sucked air. ‘Thanks. I’m flattered, truly I am.’

      Boyd clapped Minter on the shoulder. ‘There, you’re good to go now.’

      ‘Right,’ Minter said, standing up. ‘Let’s get busy then, people.’
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      Emma took the steps up towards the White Rock Theatre’s main doors, pushed them open and stepped into the foyer. She spotted the office door to the right and knocked gently on it.

      She heard Charlotte’s muffled voice from within. ‘Yes? Come in.’

      Emma pushed the door open and poked her head in. ‘Hello, there.’

      Charlotte was surprised but also delighted to see her. ‘Well, hello there,’ she said, smiling warmly.

      ‘I-is this a bad time, Charlotte?’ Emma asked tentatively.

      Charlotte shook her head. ‘Not at all. I’m doing the dullest task known to man at the moment. Please, come on in and save me. Have a seat.’

      Emma spotted Mia and Ozzie, curled up beside each other beneath the desk. One tan and one white furry doughnut at Charlotte’s feet like a pair of large novelty slippers. So comfortable that neither had even lifted their head to acknowledge her.

      ‘Oh, wow, you’re bringing them both into work now?’ she said.

      ‘Yes, I seem to have inherited another hound.’ Charlotte laughed. ‘I think Mia rather likes the idea of a hairy man about the house.’

      Emma sat down. ‘Can I talk to you about something?’

      Charlotte smiled. ‘Of course you can.’

      ‘Confidentially?’

      Charlotte nodded.

      ‘I mean, Dad specifically can’t know. And I really mean that.’

      Charlotte hesitated for a moment. ‘All right,’ she agreed.

      ‘I’m pregnant,’ Emma mumbled.

      Charlotte leant across and patted her hand. ‘I thought it might be something like that.’

      ‘You thought… What? How?!’ Emma said, flustered.

      ‘It was just a suspicion, Emma. And just me. At dinner last night, when your dad suddenly dropped the subject of grandchildren on us all… I saw how you reacted. Particularly to what Daniel was saying afterwards.’

      ‘Oh, God. Was I that obvious?’ Emma put her head in her hands.

      ‘No! It wasn’t obvious, Emma. I’m presuming that Daniel doesn’t know yet?’

      Emma shook her head.

      ‘And is it Daniel’s?’ Charlotte suddenly pulled an awkward face. ‘Oh, that came out sounding all wrong. I didn’t mean to sugg–’

      ‘It’s okay,’ Emma replied swiftly. ‘Yeah, it’s Danny’s.’

      ‘Right.’ Charlotte got up out of her chair and stepped round the desk to perch on the end of it. ‘So I’m not the most informed person when it comes to this kind of matter,’ she began, ‘but I can be a sympathetic ear.’

      Emma smiled. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Right then.’ Charlotte paused. ‘Is this going to be a conversation about… to have or to have not?’

      ‘I… I think so,’ Emma said quietly.

      ‘You think so?’

      Emma nodded. She’d spent the last forty-eight hours running competing scenarios through her head: parallel universes in which she had the baby and didn’t have the baby. And then universes in which she had the baby all on her own or with Dan by her side. In some she had the baby with Dan where Dan proved ready and mature enough to be a fully committed father, prepared for the long haul… and in others he ended up a nightmare problem and their relationship completely unravelled. A branching tree of possibilities that led to some happy-ever-afters and some cases of ‘What the fuck was I thinking?’.

      ‘So, you’ve come to talk to me… to help you decide?’ Charlotte looked slightly bemused.

      ‘I don’t know who else to talk to about it,’ Emma whispered.

      ‘Your dad, perhaps?’ Charlotte offered.

      ‘Dad? You’re kidding? I mean… you heard him, right? He’d be popping open champagne bottles if I told him!’

      Charlotte laughed softly. ‘Yes, I believe he probably would.’

      ‘And Dan, on the other hand… His head is fully into his band. They’re beginning to do well and…’

      ‘You think he’d run a mile?’

      ‘Yes. Basically.’ Emma shrugged. ‘Maybe. I don’t know.’

      Charlotte leant forward. ‘Something like this has to be your choice, Emma. Not theirs. Just erase them and what they want from your mind for a moment.’

      Emma nodded.

      ‘Now then, what do you want?’ Charlotte asked.

      Emma forced her mind to look ahead, trying on her role as a mother like a new top in a changing room to see how it fit. She was twenty-four now… She’d be twenty-five when – if – the baby arrived. She was aware that twenty-five wasn’t ridiculously young to become a parent, but on the other hand she didn’t feel as if she’d lived twenty-five years of life yet. In truth she hadn’t lived her own life since the night Mum and Noah died. She’d been still a girl on the cusp of twenty, a girl itching to spread her wings and map out that exciting career ahead of her.

      But here she was. In reality she was working as a bar server in a strip club. Hardly the career-of-dreams stuff. Her manager, Luigi, said she was bar-manager material and had dangled that prospect in front of her (with – wow – an extra 50p per hour as her reward!). She also had some experience at working on the reception desk in a local hotel, so there were other jobs that she could do out there – maybe not wildly exciting ones, but nonetheless a chance at independence. Having her own space, making her own decisions – making choices. Just like Charlotte, in fact. A woman who owned her own life and who had allowed Dad to enter it but – and good for her – on her terms.

      Then there was this other path. Motherhood. In Emma’s mind it was arguably the most rewarding, most meaningful job of all – raising a child. Guiding a new human being into this complicated world. Emma thought she might be quite good at it. Great, even. She could only begin to imagine what energy a giggling, howling, squirming, chattering little monkey would bring to the empty rooms of 32 Ashburnham Road. Restocking the depleted Boyd family with life and noise. And Dad would thrive on that. My God… he really would. She could see him embracing the role and teaching her child all sorts of bad manners and foul noises.

      Charlotte’s words drew her back to the point, though. What did she want? Not Dad. Not Dan. Her.

      ‘I don’t know,’ Emma finally replied. ‘I’m not sure.’

      Charlotte reached out and held her hand. ‘Is there a rush? How many weeks along are you?’

      ‘Nine,’ replied Emma.

      ‘Then there’s still time to think and decide, isn’t there?’

      ‘You won’t tell Dad?’

      Charlotte shook her head. ‘Absolutely not. You need to work out what you want without anyone else, particularly your dad, weighing in with his opinion.’

      ‘And what about you?’ Emma asked. ‘What do you think I should do?’

      ‘Whatever you choose, Emma, I’ll be there to support you,’ Charlotte promised her.
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      ‘Boss? He’s here now.’

      Boyd looked up from the spread-out paperwork. ‘Sorry? Who’s here?’

      Minter was standing in the open doorway. He had a couple of plastic bottles of water in one hand and a blue folder in the other. ‘Howard Crossley. The survivor from Argyle House. You wanted to sit in on the interview?’

      ‘Ah, right. Yes, thanks,’ Boyd said, getting up from his chair and tucking it neatly in under his desk.

      He followed Minter across the CID floor and past the Incident Room where he could see Warren, Okeke and O’Neal conferring in a huddle by the whiteboard. Watching them together, animated in discussion, he felt a pang of regret. Being made acting DSI was a clear indication that, when Sutherland finally retired or moved on, the role was almost certainly going to be Boyd’s.

      And, Boyd thought, he would almost certainly decline the invitation when the day came. Until the last few days, he’d been pretty sure that having a full-time desk job was what he was ready for at forty-eight. Chasing scrotes across junkyards, through abandoned old farmhouses, getting thumped, shot at and attacked was a role for someone far younger, and preferably wearing a stab vest. But the necessary separation from the other detectives in his office, a return to having to wear a uniform, and the role-change from investigating to resource-managing already had him wondering how many years he’d last before cashing out early or losing his mind.

      Minter rapped his knuckles on the door of the interview room, then opened it to reveal Crossley sitting on his own at the table.

      ‘This is DCI Boyd,’ began Minter.

      ‘We’ve met,’ said Boyd. He stood behind the seat opposite Crossley. ‘How’re you doing, Hugh?’ he asked.

      ‘It’s Howard,’ Crossley replied.

      Boyd pulled a face. ‘Sorry. Howard.’

      They sat down, and Minter handed Crossley one of the bottles of water. ‘Right, well, thanks for coming in this afternoon,’ he began.

      ‘That’s quite all right,’ Crossley said, uncapping the bottle and taking a sip. ‘I brought the details you wanted.’ He slid a sheet of paper across the table. ‘This is a letter from Hoyles; they’re the letting agent. They’ll be able to tell you who owns the house.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Minter looked at it briefly, then opened his folder and tucked it inside. ‘Now then,’ he said, ‘firstly, we want you to give us your account, as best you can remember it, of your whereabouts on last Friday and Saturday. And, secondly, we want to learn a bit more about the other tenants in the house and your relationship with them.’

      ‘My whereabouts?’ Crossley frowned. ‘And my relationship? I… I’m not an expert on police work, but I presume this means you’ve moved on from believing this to be a tragic accident?’

      Boyd opened his mouth and then clapped it shut. It was Minter’s case, he reminded himself. He was simply there to observe.

      Minter maintained a poker face. ‘Just tell us about your Friday evening, please, Mr Crossley.’

      Crossley shrugged. ‘As I told you,’ he said, looking at Boyd, ‘I’m a chronic alcoholic. I used to be what’s known as a “functioning alcoholic”. I could hold down a job, but I’ve got better at drinking over recent months… hence the title change.’ He smiled wryly.

      ‘And Friday evening?’ Minter prompted him.

      ‘On Friday evening, I went shopping and came home with my… supplies.’

      ‘And whereabouts did you shop?’ Minter asked.

      ‘At my local Tesco’s,’ Crossley replied.

      ‘Time?’

      Crossley shrugged. ‘About five, I think.’

      Minter made a note and then looked back up. ‘So, carry on.’

      ‘I unpacked my bits,’ Crossley continued, ‘then I went up to Mrs Feldstein’s flat with the things I picked up for her. I do… did a shop for Margot two or three times a week. The basics – milk, bread…’

      ‘And she was okay, was she?’ asked Minter. ‘No symptoms of illness at all?’

      ‘Of gas poisoning? No. Quite the contrary. She was furious, actually.’ Crossley shook his head. ‘One of the kids on the street had thrown a bag of dog faeces at her bay window.’

      ‘What? Why would they do that?’ Minter frowned.

      Crossley sighed. ‘It happens with depressing regularity. The kids that loiter round the side of the house most evenings quite often leave graffiti, hurl abuse.’

      ‘What sort of abuse?’ Minter asked

      ‘Oh, the usual racial slurs… Paki, ragheads, the N-word, as well as paedos, pervs, druggies, smackheads.’

      ‘And this is a regular thing, is it?’ asked Boyd.

      ‘It’s all the time,’ Crossley said. ‘We also get those lovely words sprayed on the side of the house. Every few months, I go out there and slap some dark primer over the wall to cover the worst of it.’

      ‘Nice neighbourhood,’ said Boyd.

      ‘It is what it is,’ Crossley said. ‘Cottle Street sits at the bottom of the barrel when it comes to location. Argyle House is the house at which they vent their frustration. Anyway, Mrs Feldstein’s window was smeared with dog faeces. I gave her a hand to scrub it off, as best I could.’ He laughed mirthlessly. ‘I’m not sure I helped much; I was basically just smearing it around. I said I’d get some proper cleaning fluid, pull out the ladder from the basement and give a good clean on Saturday morning.’ He fell silent and looked down at the desk.

      ‘And then?’ Minter prompted.

      Crossley sighed. ‘And then I went back to my flat. I washed my hands, and I decided I needed a drink…’ He reached for his bottle of water and nearly knocked it over, managing to steady it at the last minute. He laughed again. ‘There… see? I really do have a drinking problem.’

      Minter smiled this time.

      ‘So I went out. To drink,’ he continued. ‘The dog faeces being flung at Margot’s window just pushed me over the edge. I needed a binge… to calm me down.’

      Minter consulted his notes. ‘And this turned into an all-nighter?’ he asked.

      ‘Yes. A bit of a binge session, I’m afraid.’ Crossley smiled wearily. ‘It’s my daily skirmish. I start the day with the best of intentions, a strong resolve, then…’ He hunched his shoulders. ‘The attrition of simply resisting… wears you out, you know? Constantly fighting the urge. Promising yourself that if you’re good tonight, you can have a treat tomorrow night. Most nights I win the battle. Some nights, unfortunately, I don’t.’

      ‘So, you’re saying you were out all Friday night?’ clarified Minter.

      Howard Crossley nodded. ‘The Golden Dog pub, one street along, is still prepared to serve me. But only because they know I only start there. And because, I’m told, I’m a polite drunk.’

      ‘And after the Golden Dog?’ Minter asked.

      ‘After the pub, it’s straight to the off-licence and then to the seafront. After that…’ He shrugged. ‘It’s usually a mystery. Sometimes I wake up back home. Sometimes I don’t.’

      ‘Do you recall seeing a car parked beside the house when you left on Friday evening?’ asked Minter.

      Crossley frowned for a moment, then shook his head.

      ‘Okay. So let’s move on to Saturday morning,’ prompted Minter. ‘Unless you made it back on Friday night?’

      ‘No.’ Crossley dipped his head. ‘I woke up on a bench in Warrior Square. I came back home mid-morning on Saturday.’

      ‘Did you see Mrs Feldstein?’ Minter asked.

      Crossley shook his head. ‘I’d promised her I’d clean her window… but I was feeling way too rough to face scrubbing off some dog crap’

      ‘Did you see anybody else in the house on Saturday?’ asked Minter.

      ‘No. Nor Sunday. I’d pretty much got home on Saturday and needed to sleep off my… well, you know what I mean. Then on Monday morning I went up to check in on Mrs Feldstein…’

      ‘It was early, wasn’t it?’ asked Minter, checking his notes again.

      ‘Seven or thereabouts,’ Crossley confirmed.

      ‘Why so early?’

      He puffed his cheeks. ‘She’s an early bird and so am I if I haven’t been drinking. I wanted to go up and apologise for not having cleaned her window properly yet and to assure her I’d do it that morning… and that’s when I found her.’ Crossley’s voice thickened with emotion; he took a slug of water from the bottle.

      ‘You were close to her,’ said Boyd. An observation more than it was a question. ‘You weren’t just helping out a neighbour.’

      ‘Yes.’ Crossley nodded. ‘Margot was… a very special woman. She survived the Nazis, then came to England alone as a teenage girl. None of her family survived the Holocaust, you know?’ He recapped the water bottle. ‘She lived a very full, independent and determined life. Never married, never had children. She followed her dream and, God bless her, she achieved it.’

      ‘And what dream was that?’ asked Boyd.

      ‘She… worked in the film business. In the wardrobe department, designing and making costumes. I believe she worked on some of the costumes for Barry Lyndon.’

      ‘What’s that?’ asked Minter.

      ‘It’s an old film by Stanley Kubrick,’ said Boyd.

      ‘Right.’ Minter fiddled with his pen. ‘So, did you interact with the other tenants in Argyle House at all?’

      ‘On the Saturday?’ Crossley asked. ‘Or in general?’

      ‘Let’s start with the Saturday,’ Minter said.

      Crossley shook his head. ‘Like I said, I didn’t see anyone that day.’

      ‘Was that unusual?’ asked Boyd.

      He shrugged. ‘A little, yes. I mean… I’m on the ground floor – anyone coming and going passes by, so I’ll usually hear them. Sometimes they knock to see if I need anything. Sometimes they’ll knock just for a chat, if they had something to get off their chest and needed to talk it through with someone.’

      ‘It sounds as if there was quite a communal thing going on there,’ said Boyd.

      Crossley nodded. ‘Well, why not? We were a house full of outcasts and pariahs… in one way or another. Quite an interesting mix, truth be told.’

      ‘Was there any friction? Any disputes in the building?’ asked Minter.

      ‘Oh, quite the contrary. To be honest, there was something of a siege mentality amongst us, given the attitude of everyone else along Cottle Street. To be honest, we all look out for each other…’ He paused. ‘Looked. Past tense. I’m going to have to get used to that, aren’t I?’

      Boyd nodded as Minter looked back down at his notes again. ‘Mr Crossley, there are several flats where we don’t have names or full names for the occupants,’ said Minter, clicking his pen. ‘Can you help us with that?’

      Howard Crossley nodded. ‘So, Mrs Feldstein lived in Flat 2A, as you know,’ he began. ‘Opposite her in Flat 2B were the Hadids – Amina and Farid. Both of them were doctors from Syria. Up the stairs, Angela was in Flat 3A.’

      ‘Have you got a surname for her?’ Minter asked, pen poised above his notepad.

      Crossley shook his head. ‘You’ll need to check with Hoyles. She didn’t live there; she used it as her place of work.’

      Minter raised his brows.

      ‘She entertained paying clients.’

      ‘A sex worker, then?’ clarified Minter.

      Boyd totalled up the tenants in his head. Eight. And six bodies. Crossley and the sex-worker both survived because they’d not been in the house that night. He made a mental note to make sure that Minter followed up on the woman.

      Crossley nodded, then continued: ‘Flat 3B is vacant and has been for a while. Go upstairs again and you’ve got Leonard Chandra in 4A and Katrina Lao in 4B. Then on the top floor, 5A… there’s Doug Ness.’

      ‘And what can you tell us about them?’ asked Boyd.

      ‘Doug’s…’ He stopped himself again. ‘Doug is… was… a drug addict. Not, I might add, a dealer, as some of our neighbours have claimed. Just a user. Another substance victim.’

      ‘And Katrina Lao?’

      Crossley smiled wistfully. ‘She was a young activist. American or Canadian, I think.’

      Minter had seen her body on the slab at Ellessey. ‘Did she have purple hair? Shaved on one side, braided on the other?’

      Crossley nodded. ‘That’s her. Such a brave girl. Something of a latter-day Sophie Scholl, I would say.’

      Minter jotted the name down. ‘Who’s that?’

      ‘How’s your twentieth-century history, Detective Sergeant?’

      Minter shrugged. ‘Well, I have an GCSE in it if that’s any help.’

      Crossley glanced at Boyd.

      ‘Sorry,’ Boyd replied, ‘the name means nothing to me either.’

      ‘She’s a role model for young idealists today,’ Crossley explained patiently, ‘Something of a Greta Thunberg of her time… I’ll let you look her up on the internet. A little homework assignment for you both.’ He smiled. ‘Essays on my desk Monday morning, no later… or it’s a demerit.’

      Boyd chuckled. ‘Right.’

      Minter clicked his pen. ‘So, to be clear, you saw and heard nothing over the weekend?’

      ‘That’s correct,’ confirmed Crossley. ‘I’m presuming that, while I was lying around nursing my hangover and feeling sorry for myself, the others were…’ Crossley leant forward and cupped his jaw in both hands. ‘So… with all these questions, I’m guessing this has now become a murder enquiry?’

      Boyd noticed Minter glance his way. He offered him the slightest nod… Your case, your decision.

      ‘Yes, Mr Crossley,’ Minter said. ‘We do suspect foul play.’

      Crossley sat back up. ‘That doesn’t really surprise me,’ he said.

      ‘Are there any particular residents of Cottle Street who you think might have had a compelling enough reason to –’

      ‘Murder us all?’ he completed. ‘I suppose it depends how deep bigotry and narrow-minded judgement goes with those people.’

      ‘Can you think which of your fellow tenants might have been the most likely target?’ Boyd asked.

      ‘The Hadids were Muslims. Leonard Chandra was Indian. Katrina Lao was of part-Chinese heritage. Margot was Jewish. I’m an alcoholic, and Doug’s an addict… Take your pick,’ Crossley said.

      Minter took one last look at his notes and then closed the notepad. ‘I think we’re done for now, Mr Crossley. Do you have anywhere else at all that you can stay while this investigation’s ongoing?’

      ‘There’s my summer house in Hampshire,’ he quipped. Then: ‘I was offered a place in a hostel, but I’d rather stay in my flat.’

      ‘The heating and hot water won’t be working for a while,’ said Minter. ‘The boiler will have to be removed for further inspection.’

      ‘I have suffered worse privations,’ Crossley replied. ‘Anyway, the weather’s going to be getting warmer if the BBC is to be trusted.’

      ‘We’re also a little concerned about your safety,’ offered Boyd.

      ‘I’ll be fine,’ Crossley assured him. ‘I’m small change for any vigilantes out there. Just a soaked old sod stumbling his way towards perdition.’
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      Okeke hammered the door knocker to 27 Cottle Street and waited for an occupant to open it. She could hear a radio playing inside the house – so someone was home. She was about to knock again when the door swung inwards to reveal a man in his thirties wearing a paint-spattered tracksuit and a beanie.

      ‘Help you?’

      Okeke showed her warrant card. ‘DC Samantha Okeke, Hastings CID. We’re canvassing everyone along Cottle Street about what happened across the road a few days ago,’ she said, pointing to the building almost directly opposite. ‘Argyle House.’

      ‘The gassing?’ the man said.

      Minter’s final instruction to herself and O’Neal had been to call it ‘a carbon-gas incident’. For now, only his team knew it hadn’t been carbon monoxide from a faulty boiler. He wanted to keep it that way.

      ‘Yes, the gassing,’ she replied.

      The man shrugged. ‘I can only give you a couple of minutes, luv. I’ve got a base coat drying.’

      ‘I won’t keep you too long, Mr…?’

      ‘John,’ he replied. ‘So what do you wanna know?’

      ‘Did you know any of the people living there?’ Okeke asked.

      He shrugged. ‘Know them? No. Knew of them, sure. Didn’t everyone?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Well, by reputation. That place was a fuckin’ crack house full of bloody addicts, prossies and paedos.’

      ‘And you know that how?’ Okeke said, struggling to keep a neutral expression on her face.

      He gave her an ‘Are you for real?’ look. ‘Because everyone knows, luv. It’s a dumping ground for skanks the local councillors don’t want living on their street, living near their kids.’ He shook his head. ‘It’s all bloody right to dump ’em among us lot, though…’

      ‘So have you witnessed any… incidents with the people living there?’ she asked him.

      ‘What d’ya mean, incidents?’ he said.

      ‘Any altercations? Inside or outside? Any loud exchanges? Name calling? Abuse?’

      He laughed. ‘Only all the time, luv. It should be on your computers. I’ve raised complaints… We all have, shit… dozens of times.’

      ‘What sort of complaints?’ Okeke pressed.

      ‘Well, the perverts waiting outside for the hooker who worked in there, for one. There’s little kiddies living ’ere on Cottle Street. Kids what have to walk right past dirty old men waiting for a fuckin’ shag. There’s druggies knocking on all hours to get their shit from the dealer at the top. And the bloody noise. I’ve had to call shit-tons of times about that – music too loud, the dog constantly barking, the drunk bastard who lives over there makin’ racket when he comes back home pissed out of his tiny fucking skull. Is that enough incidents for you?’

      Okeke had been noting everything down as he spoke… and he’d noticed her doing that.

      ‘What the actual fuck?’ He shook his head. ‘Don’t tell me that’s news to you? Did you bother checking your bloody records before comin’ out here?’

      Okeke glared at him before attempting to camouflage her irritation with a perfunctory smile. ‘We’re just trying to get a more complete picture of what happened over there. That’s all.’

      ‘I think it’s pretty obvious, isn’t it? Some dumb arsehole didn’t bother getting the boiler serviced. That’s what you get when you’ve got a bunch of useless skanks slumming together. Should fuckin’ spread ’em out. That or lock ’em up in a camp.’

      ‘You sound quite… hostile towards them,’ said Okeke, ‘if you don’t mind me pointing that out.’

      ‘Yeah, I don’t mind,’ he replied. ‘Because I have to live opposite them. I was expecting something like this to happen. This or a fire maybe.’

      ‘So you’re not surprised that this happened?’

      The man shrugged. ‘No, I’m not surprised. The building’s virtually falling apart. The bloody thing’s an eyesore. It needs to come down. And the skanks that pass through… They’re the dregs, all of them.’

      Okeke decided to shift the line of questioning. ‘One last thing… do you recall seeing a vehicle parked in that empty space over there last Friday night?’ She pointed at the patch of overgrown land beside the house.

      He shook his head. ‘No. There’s a bunch of kids usually gathers around there. Noisy little bastards, they are too.’

      ‘Do you know any of them?’

      He shook his head again. ‘So what’s with the car?’

      She puffed air and managed a quick fudge. ‘We’re trying to ID one of the victims in the house. The car might help us to do that, that’s all.’

      ‘Nah, I saw nothing, luv.’ He nodded at the houses further along. ‘Some of the neighbours have got teenage kids living with ’em – go an’ ask them. They might’ve seen something.’

      ‘Right, I will,’ Okeke said, pocketing her notebook. ‘Thanks for your time.’

      John’s door slammed shut on her.
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      Boyd managed to stall his return to the mountain of paperwork for Flack’s team’s expenses for an hour by messing around on the internet. Intrigued by Crossley’s ‘history assignment’ he looked up the name ‘Sophie Scholl’. She’d been part of Germany’s internal resistance movement to the Nazis. A young activist, younger than Emma, executed… beheaded, in fact, for distributing anti-war leaflets. Her last recorded words standing before the guillotine left Boyd feeling humbled.

      ‘It is such a splendid sunny day, but I have to go…’

      He could see what Crossley had meant when he’d said she was an inspiration.

      He switched to looking up Howard Crossley himself. The man seemed surprisingly articulate and knowledgeable for a long-term alcoholic. Perhaps it was a bit of a generalisation, but, from Boyd's experience, prolonged chronic alcoholism tended to produce hollowed-out wrecks barely able to string together one coherent sentence.

      Crossley’s name delivered a patchwork of articles from local newspapers and tabloid webpages. What had happened to Howard Crossley was something that made Boyd’s heart freeze. He closed his eyes, trying to block out the images flooding his mind.

      In 2012 Crossley had been a husband and father and a lecturer at Durham University. To all intents and purposes, he’d been a happy and contented man. He’d been driving his daughter and three of her friends to football training one evening – it had been his turn among the pool of dads. There’d been a road-traffic accident and his daughter and two of the other girls had died. In the subsequent enquiry it came to light that Crossley had been on his phone at the time of the collision.

      His defence barrister had argued that it was an important work email that had ‘pinged through’ and that his client had literally taken his eyes off the road for a second to check to see if it was an email that could be ignored or one that he’d have to pull over and deal with immediately.

      That defence, of course, didn’t wash and that day, said the article, the dice rolled hard against Howard Crossley. Having lost his own wife and son as a result of an RTA, Boyd thought that Crossley been given a very lenient six-year sentence.

      Of course, Crossley had lost his job as a linguistics lecturer – that was inevitable – but he’d also lost his wife and his home. She couldn’t get past the blaming-him part. Patricia Crossley was their only child. He and his wife divorced while he was in prison and he emerged from his sentence six years later to nothing and no one.

      LEDS yielded a few entries against his name: a couple of cautions for drunk and disorderly behaviour, a clear indication of the direction of travel his life had taken.

      Boyd copied and pasted the various links he’d accumulated into a memo and forwarded them to Minter to add to his case notes. There was nothing there that warranted any action, but it would give him some helpful context on Crossley. If Boyd had to sum him up… they were looking at a man who’d simply checked out of life and was waiting to die. Perhaps even helping things along with his drink habit. In the meantime, possibly in an attempt to grasp at some threads of redemption, he’d found himself in the self-appointed role of tea-and-biscuits counsellor to the various other troubled souls that drifted through Argyle House.

      Checking the clock – it was coming up to five now – Boyd realised he’d better get back to his role as Stand-in Sutherland and continue the tedious task of picking through the reams of expense forms and barely legible receipts. In Boyd’s opinion, DCI Flack was presiding over a regime of sloppy record-keeping and action-logging. Which, in his experience was, more often than not, a smokescreen behind which all manner of dodgy misdemeanours could take place.

      Back in his Met days Boyd had served for a DCI like Flack who had been running a very similar operation. The danger of allowing an operation to have no defined termination date or clear goal-marker was that it became a budget behemoth, a black hole into which funds were allocated without any measurable results demanded in return. In that case it had created an environment in which the piss was very liberally taken. One of the worst grey areas had been the amount of money allocated to ‘CHIS Interactions’. CHIS (Covert Human Intelligence Sources) used to be known as informers. Back in the Met, a meeting between handler and informer could, and often did, escalate into a full-on night out with a curry and a few beers and occasionally, if ‘quality intel gathering’ could be tacked on, a night at an expensive club. The expense claims would eventually arrive at accounts running close to a grand with an explanation as sparse and enlightening as ‘CHIS maintenance/interaction – misc overheads’.

      Boyd was looking at the same kind of bollocks paperwork right now:

      

      £150 – 21/9/22. CHIS ‘Robbo’ – misc costs.

      £427.23 – 17/10/22. CHIS ‘Fletch’ – set-up, associated overheads.

      £97.95 – 17/1/23. CHIS ‘Shaz’ – McDonald’s breakfast briefing.

      £450.00 – 1/2/23. CHIS ‘Monster’ – running costs.

      

      He wondered what the bloody hell ‘Shaz’ had ordered from the McBreakfast menu. At least that entry had specified something. But ‘running costs’? What the fuck? The rest of the long list of entries were itemised in the same unacceptable, nebulous way. Boyd’s dodgy DCI had finally been caught out when an application had been made for the confidential details of all his CHIS assets, and a hefty number of them had turned out to be fictitious characters.

      ‘Right then, Flack old son,’ muttered Boyd. ‘Let’s try that one, shall we?’
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      ‘Here we are, boys and girls,’ said Minter, placing the tray down on the table.

      They had picked the rooftop seating area, lured out of the Bier Garden and onto the decking by the promise of a warm evening. And the fact that three out of the four of them were smokers.

      Okeke, Warren and O’Neal helped themselves to the pints and packets of crisps that Minter had deposited between them.

      ‘It’s hard to believe it was fuckin’ brass monkeys only a few days ago,’ said O’Neal, digging into his pockets for his fags. ‘Proper winter cold.’

      Minter sat down and tore open a pack of cheese-and-onion crisps. ‘So, don’t keep me in suspenders, you two. How did the Cottle Street door-to-doors go?’

      ‘Pleasant, not.’ Okeke shook her head. ‘Nasty Nimbies right the way down.’

      ‘Nimbies?’ queried Warren.

      ‘“Not in my backyard”,’ she explained. ‘They were all going on about how come the worst scumbags in the area all lived in the one house, and there I was thinking, How come the nastiest shitheads in Sussex were all living along one street?’

      Warren laughed. ‘I got the same. There’s not a lot of love for the place.’

      ‘Yeah, well, it stands to reason, though.’ O’Neal lit up a cigarette. ‘I mean, you’ve got a paedo, a druggie and a hooker living together…’ He grinned. ‘Ha! It’s like the start to a joke. A paedo, a druggie and a hooker walk into a –’

      ‘Sex worker,’ said Okeke. ‘This isn’t Miami Vice, O’Neal.’

      ‘Jesus.’ O’Neal sighed. ‘A hooker’s a hooker.’

      ‘And a twat’s a twat,’ she replied.

      O’Neal snorted. ‘Christ. Looks like the Woke Police have arrived in their rainbow-coloured happy wagon.’

      ‘All right, kids – calm your jets.’ Minter lifted his pint. ‘Did any of them spot a car parked up beside Argyle House?’

      All three of them shook their heads.

      ‘What about the letting agent Hoyles?’ asked Okeke. ‘Did you get the owner’s name out of them?’

      Minter nodded. ‘It’s a Mr Petrides, currently residing in the tax-free haven of Costa Rica. Apparently, he’s got another five rental properties in the area. All of them run down. And all of them are going to get a proper head-to-toe health-and-safety inspection.’ He sipped his beer. ‘And then, since we can’t actually charge the bastard over there, hopefully his properties will be confiscated at the very least.’

      ‘Good,’ grunted Okeke.

      ‘Do we have proper IDs for all the tenants now, Minty?’ asked O’Neal.

      ‘Minty?’ He placed his pint on the table and lowered a brow. ‘I’m your SIO now, sunshine. If you can’t manage a “sir”, then how about a “guv” from you, eh?’

      O’Neal shrugged and grinned. ‘Boyd’s the guv, though, mate.’

      Minter looked sour. ‘It’s a tradition, O’Neal. Come on… Let’s hear you say it.’

      O’Neal pulled a face.

      ‘It doesn’t seem right,’ said Warren. ‘Plus, it’s not permanent… is it? I mean, it’s just while Her Madge is off sick?’

      Minter realised he was flogging a dead horse. ‘Yeah. That’s the plan.’

      ‘But if she stays off,’ cut in O’Neal, ‘then what? Does Boyd become our new DSI?’

      ‘I dunno,’ Minter replied. ‘I get the distinct impression that he’s not particularly loving the role right now.’

      ‘Anyway, the tenants?’ prompted Okeke. ‘They’re all successfully ID’d now?’

      ‘Yes. We’ve got full names for all of them.’

      ‘And?’

      Minter looked around the rooftop. They weren’t the only ones braving the brisk breeze up top. ‘Well, I’m not going to shout their names out up here, am I, Okeke? I’ll brief everyone on that tomorrow morning.’

      They all took a slurp of beer at the same time, then Warren broke the silence. ‘Where’s Jay? He usually joins us. What’s he up to that’s more important than us, eh?’

      Okeke set her pint glass down and eye-rolled. ‘Don’t ask.’

      ‘What? Why?’ Warren asked.

      ‘He’s… studying,’ she muttered.

      ‘Studying?! Studying what?’ Warren persisted.

      ‘He’s doing a bunch of NVQs or something,’ she replied.

      ‘Why?’

      She eye-rolled again. ‘He fancies a change of career.’

      ‘To what?’ Warren insisted, his curiosity clearly piqued.

      ‘For god’s sake, Warren. Leave it, okay. Like I already said, don’t ask,’ she said huffily.

      ‘Is it something embarrassing?’

      Okeke glared at him over her pint. ‘Change of subject. Now.’

      ‘I heard someone else is considering a career change.’ O’Neal winked at the others then grinned at Minter. ‘Eh, mate? This Sunday? Your big day?’

      Okeke and Warren both mocked a look of complete surprise.

      ‘Oh?’ Okeke tilted her head. ‘You got something you want to share with us, Minter?’

      Minter frowned, then sighed. ‘Let me guess… Sully’s been blabbing?’

      ‘About what?’ asked Warren, smiling – no better than Okeke at feigning ignorance.

      ‘Ah, shit…’ Minter shook his head. ‘So you all know about it, right?’

      All three of them nodded.

      ‘And if you buggers know, I’m guessing the whole of CID knows. Right?’

      O’Neal’s grin widened. ‘Everyone got the memo, mate. Our boy Minty’s got his first catwalk job.’

      ‘It’s not a bloody fashion show, O’Neal, you muppet. I’m not going to be strutting about in a poncy man-dress with a ruddy kipper on my head.’ He flapped a hand at the cigarette smoke lingering above the table. ‘It’s a catalogue photo shoot. Nothing very interesting.’

      ‘So where is it?’ asked Okeke. ‘And when?’

      ‘Sod off. I’m not telling you that now, am I?’ said Minter.

      ‘It’s on Sunday morning,’ O’Neal supplied. ‘According to Sully.’

      ‘Oh, come on – we can all cheer you on,’ said Okeke.

      ‘No. Bloody. Way!’ Minter replied. ‘You honestly think I’m going to tell you so you lot can turn up and yee-haw at me? You can all get lost.’
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      Boyd tossed the rubber ball again for Mia and she shot across the pebbles after it.

      ‘So, Bill… what is it? What’s this “Big Thing” you wanted to talk to me about?’

      He stopped walking and Charlotte stopped beside him, smiling, intrigued. ‘Well?’

      ‘I’ve been doing some thinking,’ he began. ‘About us.’

      ‘Oh?’ She bit her bottom lip. ‘That sounds ominous.’

      ‘No, it’s a good thing… honestly…’ He turned to face her and raised both his hands, like a showman selling carnival tickets. ‘I’ve been thinking. What if I sell my house, you get rid of yours, we pool our resources and buy somewhere together, down in the old town? Maybe even right on the seafront! I mean, we’re pretty much living together anyway, and it might be fun to have somewhere new. For us. What do you think?’

      Charlotte bit her lip again.

      ‘Well?’ Boyd nudged her arm.

      ‘Umm… Bill, you do know how expensive it is down on the seafront?’

      He nodded. ‘I know. I did some looking around. But we can downsize a bit, right? A lot, in fact. My place is bloody enormous. You could pack kids and in-laws in there and still have space to swing a cat… Well, a large grumpy spaniel at any rate.’

      ‘That’s…’

      He grinned. ‘What?’

      ‘That’s a lovely idea, but what about Emma?’

      ‘I’ll have some spare money to help her out. I can sort her out with a deposit on somewhere.’

      ‘Um, Bill… have you run this idea of yours past her?’ Charlotte asked.

      He hadn’t. It had only really crystalised in his mind as he’d strode down Bohemia Road towards the theatre. He knew he’d gone a little nuts buying such a big place for just him and Emma. The amount of property he could get for his money, compared to London, had gone to his head… Downsizing would give him a chance to help set Emma up somewhere in Hastings as well as allow him and Charlotte to find somewhere better suited for them – closer to work for him, closer to the beach for the dogs.

      ‘Bill? Have you run this past her?’ Charlotte repeated.

      ‘Not yet, no. I only thought about it on the way here. I know it probably sounds like a crazy idea.’ He glanced sideways at her.

      ‘I mean…’ she began, ‘it sounds… fun, but…’

      ‘But what?’ he asked.

      ‘You can’t just turf Emma out like that.’

      ‘Turf her…’ He shook his head. ‘I’ve been desperate for her to get her life, you know, started for the last couple of years. The poor girl has been looking after me for so bloody long that she’s become stuck.’

      ‘She has Dan now. She seems… happy,’ Charlotte offered.

      ‘She could have her own place,’ he replied. ‘With the money I could get on Ashburnham Road, she could have a flat, and we could have one of those…’ he said, looking up the shingle at the grand Edwardian townhouses. ‘Or a part of one, the top floor, maybe… with a balcony? Eh? You, me and a bottle of red, in our wicker chairs catching the sun?’

      Mia had dropped the ball at his feet and was waiting, mouth gaping, for another round of fetch. He scooped it up and threw it again. ‘And, anyway, after what happened there recently –’ he’d given Charlotte a highly edited version of the fun and games he’d had with the Salikovs, but had had little choice not to include Emma’s abduction from the house – ‘I think she still feels a little unsafe there.’

      ‘Well, maybe that’s true. But you really should ask her first,’ she said.

      ‘I will. Of course I will. But I’m asking you what you think.’ He looked at her. ‘What do you think?’

      Charlotte was pulling a face that he couldn’t read. It was safe to say it didn’t look as though she was jumping cartwheels at the idea. ‘I… um…’ She squeezed his hand lightly. ‘Don’t you think this is, I don’t know, a tad hasty?’

      ‘Hasty?’ he repeated, his heart sinking.

      A pained expression flickered across her face. ‘It’s just that… we don’t know what the future holds… at least just yet.’

      We don’t know what the future holds. What the hell did that mean?

      The buzz of excitement he’d been feeling walking down to the theatre, when he’d been itching to share his Grand Idea with her, suddenly transformed into an acidic burn in the middle of his gut. ‘I’m getting the sense you’re not that… stoked… by the idea,’ he said.

      The pained expression on her face intensified. ‘I just think –’

      ‘Too much too soon?’ he said, filling in the words for her.

      Her mouth opened and closed several times, throwing away replies that weren’t quite right.

      Shit. She’s trying to let me down gently.

      ‘No.’ She squeezed his hand again. ‘No, but…’

      ‘But?’

      ‘Why don’t we just see how things go? Just for a bit? Let’s see how things pan out over the next few months, shall we?’

      Boyd found himself wagging his head like a dashboard dog. ‘Right. Yup. I get it.’

      She squeezed his arm affectionately. ‘There’s no big rush, is there?’ She let him go and bent down to retrieve Mia’s ball once more. Boyd watched her fake a couple of throws for Mia, then launch the ball down the beach in the direction of the pier.

      You’re too pushy, mate. Way too needy. He had the horrible suspicion that he’d just shot himself in the foot. He reminded himself that Charlotte had only, literally, a few months ago, emerged from the long shadow cast by her previous relationship. She’d nearly been killed by a man who’d refused to let her go.

      And then along comes, big clumsy Bill Boyd with his clumpy size twelves to bulldoze over the tiny courtyard of independence she’s made for herself…

      Or worse. Maybe she’d just been in the market for a friend, one with occasional ‘benefits’, but no more than that. Someone to have dinner with. Someone to go for walks with. Someone to snuggle up to now and then… but not, definitely not, someone to become permanently enmeshed with.

      You big bloody idiot, Bill.
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      Minter stood beside the whiteboard, marker pen in one hand, protein shake in the other. He’d only just managed to get into work in time for his own team briefing having hit the gym for a couple of hours beforehand. His pale-blue office shirt was blotched with damp patches. He’d barely had time to shower and towel-dry properly.

      ‘All right, all right, my people… Let’s settle down and get cracking,’ he said, writing a list of names on the whiteboard.

      Leonard Chandra

      Douglas Ness

      Katrina Lao

      Margot Feldstein

      Amina Hadid

      Farid Hadid

      Louise Goddard (alias ‘Angela’)

      Howard Crossley

      ‘Right, these are the tenants of Argyle House. The first six were the fatalities. Angela, aka Louise Goddard, is a sex worker who rented a flat for her work and wasn’t working that night, so not in. And of course Crossley was out on the piss, so also not in.’ He tapped the board with his pen. ‘I want us to focus on these six dead people today. I want a deep dive into LEDS, social media, et cetera, to find out what we can about them. If they have previous form; if they have any enemies, associates with grievances, grievances with each other… and so on.’

      ‘What about the building owner? Are we progressing that at all?’ Okeke asked.

      ‘That’s a separate investigation, Okeke. Don’t worry – we’ll have his bollocks on a plate in due course. Today, though, these folks are going to be our only priority.’

      Minter took a slurp of his protein shake. ‘One theory to consider is that one of them might have been the actual target, and the rest were unfortunate enough to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.’

      ‘And the MO of the hit was to gas them to death with exhaust fumes?’ said O’Neal sceptically. ‘I mean, that’s a bit of a random hit-and-miss way to do it, innit?’

      ‘And we’re abandoning the idea it was some brat’s idea of a practical joke, then?’ added Okeke.

      Minter nodded. ‘These people weren’t killed by the boiler. A vehicle was almost certainly used. It was premeditated. A very deliberate attempt to kill someone in that house. So, O’Neal, Okeke… no one from your door-to-doors spotted anything parked up beside the house Friday night?’

      ‘No one,’ replied Okeke. ‘No one saw anything suspicious that night.’

      ‘Were there any useful security cameras, CCTV?’

      She shook her head. ‘Nothing that was aimed that way.’

      Minter sighed. ‘Christ. Has anybody got anything useful from yesterday’s doorstepping?’

      O’Neal chipped in. ‘A lot of the people on Cottle Street don’t like the idea that there’s a sex offender living there.’

      Okeke nodded. ‘I got the same. They know that Leonard Chandra’s on the list. But they also had a lot to say about the drug addict Ness. Some of them said he was a dealer and used his flat to buy and sell. And then there were several who were pissed that –’ she flipped a page on her notepad – ‘there was a pair of “jihadi ragheads” living there.’

      O’Neal nodded. ‘Yeah, I got quite a bit of hate for the Hadids too. The usual stuff about immigrants getting to jump to the top of housing lists and all that.’

      ‘Crossley got a couple of mentions for being a noisy drunk, and there were several complaints about him having a constantly barking dog,’ added Okeke.

      ‘He doesn’t have a dog, does he?’ asked Minter.

      ‘He said he used to,’ Okeke replied. ‘He had to give it up because of the noise complaints.’ She shook her head. ‘But then I came across quite a few other noisy dogs on Cottle Street. Bulldogs, Staffies and the like. Really loud bastards. Apparently, it’s only the dog at Argyle House that’s a noise problem, though.’

      ‘Directed resentment,’ said Sully helpfully. ‘Blame it all on Gargoyle House.’

      Minter nodded, weighing up all this information in his mind, then he turned to Sully and Magnusson. ‘How are you getting on with the Tesco’s bag?’

      ‘It has finally been successfully birthed from its tube,’ replied Magnusson.

      ‘Any joy extracting forensics from it?’

      ‘Ah.’ Sully smiled. ‘There we had some fun. The bag itself had some partial prints that might help us. There were some smears of dried blood that will definitely help us. And then of course there was the delightful putty-like contents used to bulk the bag up.’

      ‘Dog shit,’ said Magnusson. She wrinkled her nose. ‘Very ripe.’

      ‘It had compressed into a solid mass,’ said Sully. Unfortunately through the bag, so no fingerprints on that, I’m afraid.’

      O’Neal twisted in his seat to look at him, grimacing. ‘You actually dusted a dog-egg?’

      Sully closed his eyes and raised his brows at the same time. ‘We did indeed inspect it closely for fingerprints.’

      ‘Well, I did,’ said Magnusson coolly. ‘He made me do it.’

      Sully opened the folder he’d brought along for this morning’s briefing. ‘These are the print images from the bag. One half-decent thumb print and one partial index finger. The DNA samples we took are over with Ellessey.’

      ‘Did you run the prints through LEDS?’ Minter asked him.

      Sully shook his head. ‘That’s your job, Minter,’ he replied. ‘I’ve emailed you those images. And I’ll send you the DNA results as soon as we get them back.’

      ‘A bag full of dog poo.’ Okeke pulled a face. ‘They could have used Play-Doh.’

      Magnusson piped up. ‘Oh, I love that stuff! I have tubs and tubs of it.’ She had every one’s attention. She shrugged. ‘It smells amazing.’

      Warren chuckled. ‘You play with it?’

      ‘I do,’ she replied defiantly. ‘I have the Crazy Cuts Stylist set.’

      ‘Oh, God, I remember that!’ gasped Okeke. ‘Where you squish the chair down and the dough sprouts out through the holes?’

      Magnusson nodded. ‘Very satisfying. I find it very relaxing. Therapeutic even.’

      ‘No, I get that,’ said Okeke, nodding. ‘Totally.’

      Minter tapped the whiteboard. ‘Okay, children. Warren, you run the fingerprints from the bag through LEDS. And let’s run the DNA against the NDNAD when we get it. Are the dog faeces worth checking for DNA? Is that a thing?’

      Sully smiled politely. ‘Do we have many criminally minded dogs on the NDNAD?’

      ‘Well, we might get the breed,’ said Minter. He glanced at Okeke. ‘If we ID the animal, maybe we’ve got a shot at the owner?’

      She shrugged. ‘There’s dog poo up and down Cottle Street. And not necessarily from the dogs on that street. There’s a shortcut at the end that leads to the seafront. A couple of people moaned about dogwalkers who cut through their street to get to the beach, and not everyone picks up their shit.’

      ‘Our killer could have just grabbed the nearest pile he could find,’ added O’Neal. ‘He wouldn’t have had to look too far.’

      ‘Okay,’ Minter conceded. ‘Maybe we’ll leave that for now, then. We’ll hold out for the blood and the prints. In the meantime…’ He tapped the whiteboard again. ‘I want a thorough check on these people. Let’s see if there’s any history between either of them and anyone else locally. Because this feels personal. Premeditated. Not some general “we hate paedos, druggies and immigrants” thing.’

      ‘Gotcha,’ said Okeke.

      ‘Right, then,’ said Minter, finishing off the last of his protein shake, ‘I’ve got a press briefing to write-up for tomorrow.’ He sighed. ‘I bloody hate having to do those things.’

      ‘Oh, the glamour. The lights, camera… action,’ Sully said, grinning. ‘Make sure you have a dry shirt on tomorrow, though.’ He grimaced. ‘Wet patches? Not a great look.’

      O’Neal sniggered. ‘And don’t forget Sunday’s fashion parade. You’ve gotta get ready for that too, Minty.’

      The sniggering spread around the room.

      ‘Yes, where did you say it was taking place?’ asked Okeke.

      ‘I didn’t. As you well know. There is absolutely no bloody way I’m sharing that with you lot,’ he snapped. ‘Not a bloody chance.’

      Sully reached over and gently tapped Okeke’s arm. He winked at her and whispered. ‘Me and Magnusson are on it, Okeke. Watch this space…’
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      ‘Boss? You got a minute?’

      Boyd looked over the top of his monitor at Minter, who was hovering in the door way. ‘For you, Minter, I have two. What is it?’

      Minter entered the office and slumped down heavily in the chair on the other side of Boyd’s desk. ‘It’s the press briefing, boss.’

      Boyd shrugged. ‘What about it?’

      ‘Well, it’s scheduled for tomorrow morning. I’m thinking we need to put out a request to the public for anyone who might have seen anything suss on Friday night.’

      Boyd tapped his chin. ‘Good shout.’

      Minter nodded. ‘But, boss…’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I’m not going to lie; I’m absolutely crapping myself.’

      Boyd couldn’t help chuckling. ‘You’ll be fine. Just read from your sheet and keep the answers brief.’

      ‘I know. I know. But after the balls-up the last time I did one, I… you remember… I thought that…?’

      ‘You want me to do it?’ Boyd guessed.

      Minter nodded.

      ‘You forget, I’m the copper the BBC had to bleep. I’m pretty sure that video’s still doing the rounds on YouTube,’ Boyd said, smiling.

      ‘I know, but… that incident aside, you’re much better at, you know, fielding those sorts of questions.’

      Boyd sighed. ‘Minter, mate… you’ve got to crack this at some point. The more you do of them, the easier they’ll get. Trust me.’

      Minter winced. ‘That’s just it, though. I’m sure that once I’m facing all those cameras and lights… I’ll just freeze up again.’

      ‘So pick one camera and address that one, like it’s the only person in the room. Ignore the rest of them.’

      ‘Easy to say that, boss. Okeke’s advice was to imagine they’re all bloody naked.’

      Boyd snorted. ‘You don’t want to do that, mate – you’ll end up getting the giggles. You’ve just got to brass it out. Be confident. Just keep telling yourself that you’re the best-looking person in the room and the camera loves you. Shouldn’t be too hard – and it’ll be good practice for Sunday.’

      Minter sighed. ‘I don’t think you’re taking this seriously.’

      ‘I’m trying,’ Boyd said. ‘I do get it… But, look, you’ve got the body of a Greek god and a face designed to sell aftershave – all you’ve got to do is turn up and read a few paragraphs from a page. Then take one or two questions and wrap it up. All right?’

      ‘But could you be there, in the background ready to step in… just in case?’ Minter pleaded.

      Boyd puffed air, then finally nodded. ‘All right. But this is the last time, though.’
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        * * *

      

      Boyd was in the kitchenette waiting for the kettle to boil when he felt a hand slap across his shoulder.

      ‘Ah, here you are, Boyd. I’ve been looking for you!’ It was Sutherland.

      ‘Afternoon, sir.’

      Sutherland grabbed a mug from the shelf and started spooning in coffee granules.

      ‘Isn’t the canteen closer now that you’re up in Her Madge’s penthouse?’ Boyd asked him.

      ‘Yes, but it’s free down here.’ Sutherland planted his mug beside Boyd’s. ‘Can I have a quick word?’

      ‘Sure.’

      Sutherland lowered his voice. ‘I’ve had DCI Flack complaining this morning that you want to audit his operation?’

      ‘I just want to examine his CHIS list,’ Boyd said.

      ‘Whatever for?’

      Boyd briefly explained, then added. ‘I’ve seen this kind of fudged bookkeeping before…’

      ‘Do you really think he’s –’

      DI Abbott ambled into the kitchenette, a Cornish pasty jammed partway into his mouth.

      ‘Give us a moment, will you, Abbott?’ said Sutherland quickly. The DI U-turned out of the room, leaving a snail trail of flaked pastry behind him. Sutherland tried again. ‘You think Flack’s playing silly buggers?’

      ‘I don’t know. But the quickest way to find out is to call his bluff. I know I’m acting DSI, but I’m not an actual one. I think the request needs to come from a rank above, sir.’

      ‘If he is clean, you know you’re going to cause a lot of bad feeling there?’

      ‘Well, he’ll learn to hand in properly itemised expense forms then, won’t he?’ said Boyd. ‘It’ll be a nice teachable moment.’

      Sutherland pushed his glasses up his nose. ‘He’s got a temper on him, Boyd.’

      ‘Well, I’ll buy him a pint and chips and say sorry… if he’s not been dipping. How’s that sound?’

      The kettle switch popped up, making Sutherland jump. ‘You’ll need to do more than that, Boyd. Accusing one of your colleagues…’ He shook his head. ‘That kind of stink lingers around forever.’

      ‘I’ll be discreet. And polite, sir.’

      Sutherland gave that a moment’s consideration. ‘Fine. I’ll approve the audit.’
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      Boyd logged out of his computer, grabbed his jacket and emerged from his goldfish-bowl office. The CID floor was virtually empty and waiting for tonight’s lucky night shift to clock on. He passed by the Operation Rosper room, which was still relatively well populated for gone half five. He could see DCI Flack talking to a couple of his team and for a moment their eyes locked. Boyd tried a cheery smile; Flack gave him a blank look for a moment, then resumed talking to his detectives.

      Boyd emerged from the station entrance to find Minter chatting with Okeke beside her battered brown Datsun.

      Minter spotted him and waved at him. ‘All right there, boss?’

      Boyd ambled over, shading his eyes from the low-angled sun. ‘Thank God it’s nearly Friday,’ he said with a sigh as he joined them. ‘You two off down the pub?’

      Okeke shook her head. ‘I’ve got to pick Jay up from the college.’

      ‘Huh? What the hell’s he doing over there?’ Boyd asked.

      ‘Some NVQs,’ she replied.

      ‘Oh, right,’ Boyd said. Then: ‘Why?’

      She tutted. ‘He wants to get some qualifications under his belt.’

      ‘Ah. Is this Carpentry 101 or something?’

      ‘I wish,’ Okeke replied as she fumbled in her bag for her car keys.

      ‘Do I detect a tone of disapproval?’ Boyd asked.

      ‘You detect exasperation, guv.’ She found her keys and pulled them out.

      ‘Exasperation?’ Boyd’s curiosity was piqued. ‘What’s he boning up on?’

      She shook her head and unlocked her car. ‘You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.’ She pulled the door open. ‘And I’m not going to, because frankly it’s embarrassing.’ She nodded at Minter, then at Boyd. ‘See you guys tomorrow.’

      They watched her reverse out in a tidy arc, the Datsun’s engine sounding as though it was coughing up phlegm, then she gunned it out of the car park and turned right onto Bohemia Road.

      Minter nodded towards the car park’s exit. ‘You walking down, boss?’

      Boyd nodded, noticing that Minter had a gym bag in one hand. ‘You hitting the weights tonight?’

      ‘Of course,’ Minter replied.

      They headed out of the car park together and turned left, towards the seafront.

      ‘You ready for your press briefing tomorrow?’ asked Boyd.

      Minter nodded. ‘I’m feeling a bit better about it now that I’ve got my statement all written out.’

      ‘Well, that’s the important bit done. I’d suggest having a go reading it out loud a couple of times. Helpful to check for any phrasing that might trip you up.’

      ‘Ah, good idea, boss. I’ll do that.’

      ‘How’s the case going, by the way?’ Boyd asked.

      ‘We’re moving on to looking at the victims, boss.’ Minter said. ‘We’re checking to see if there’s any who might have been the intended target. Although, given the feedback Okeke and the others got from knocking doors, it could well be any or all of them.’

      ‘Did you get my email?’ Boyd asked. ‘About Crossley?’

      Minter nodded. ‘Seems like he was everyone’s friend in the house, eh?’

      ‘Yeah. To be honest, I get the feeling they were all kind of looking out for each other.’ Boyd stepped around a splat of something unpleasant on the pavement. ‘There was a bit of siege mentality among them, maybe.’

      ‘It’s not really surprising,’ replied Minter, then let out a sigh. ‘Crossley, that poor bastard. Bit of an unlucky bugger, really, isn’t he? I mean, we’ve all done it, right? A quick glance at the phone while your hands are on the wheel? And those poor girls died… his daughter. He loses his job, his wife… everything. Can you imagine?’

      Boyd remained silent, thinking of the car crash that had claimed the lives of his own wife and son a just a few years ago.

      Minter glanced at him and then, as realisation struck, his face flooded with colour. ‘Oh God, boss, I’m sorry – I didn’t…’

      Boyd shook his head. ‘It’s fine, Minter. Don’t worry about it.’

      As they continued to walk down the road, Boyd reflected on the fact that everything a person had spent a lifetime achieving and obtaining could be lost in a poor-choice moment. There was a mere dice-roll difference between those who vociferously pointed and condemned and the condemned themselves.

      ‘So, how’s things going with you and your lady friend?’ asked Minter in a desperate attempt to change the subject.

      Boyd nodded. ‘Yeah, good,’ he lied. He was still smarting from Charlotte’s apparent lack of interest yesterday in making things more permanent between them. ‘You know how it is… One step at a time.’

      ‘Very sensible, boss.’ They walked on a little further, then Minter paused. ‘Right, I’m this way,’ he said, nodding across the road.

      ‘Go burst some blood vessels,’ said Boyd.

      Minter hesitated before crossing the road. ‘You’re still coming along tomorrow morning? The press conference?’

      ‘Yup. I’ll be there. With popcorn.’

      Boyd watched the detective sergeant scoot across the road, then carried on his way down towards the White Rock Theatre, his mind drifting back to how things stood with Charlotte. The short answer to that was… he wasn’t sure. He thought she’d jump at his suggestion, but her response had been distinctly lukewarm.

      There’s no big rush, is there?

      Which, of course, given her history, was a perfectly reasonable thing to say – but it was also open to further interpretation. Maybe she’d had time to figure out that she didn’t actually need a man in her life, not a permanent one, at least. That her little terraced house, her small lounge with its two chairs, her books, a reading lamp and a fireplace, her dog, her job… and walks on the beach with him were more than enough for her.

      Common sense, and Julia’s voice too, cautioned that maybe he should just chill out. There was time. This wasn’t a race.

      But Boyd disagreed with both of them. He had a far better idea.
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      Minter watched the assembled press shuffling in their seats and turning on their phones. The BBC camera operator at the back was faffing around with the angle and direction of a light diffuser, and the sound guy was coiling up surplus cable into a manageable loop over his arm.

      ‘Right, are you folks all ready to begin?’ he said.

      There were a couple of nods from the front row, but nothing from further back where a murmur of ‘good morning’s’ and banter continued between the usual attendees.

      Minter tapped the briefing room’s microphone gently. ‘Hello? Can you folks hear me?’

      The small press room finally quietened down.

      He glanced at Boyd, who was standing to one side and behind him. Boyd gave him a quick, curt nod.

      Minter cleared his throat. ‘Right then…’ He held down the curled corners of the press briefing he’d printed out (and practiced several times) last night. ‘Between the late hours of Friday twenty-first of April and early hours of Saturday twenty-second of April, a number of the tenants of Argyle House, Cottle Street, St Leonards, succumbed to carbon dioxide poisoning. There were six victims in total, all pronounced dead at the scene when they were discovered early on Monday morning.

      ‘An examination by a Health and Safety Executive inspector indicated that the house did not contain carbon monoxide alarms and a gas safety check had not been carried out in the last year, a breach of the terms under which landlords are required to operate. We will be pursuing a prosecution against the owner of the building and the letting agent at a later date.’

      He took a deep breath. Next bit…

      ‘That said, having carried out the inspection, the HSE officer has determined that the building’s heating and hot water system was not responsible for the deaths caused within Argyle House and we are now running this as a murder investigation.’

      The press room rustled with shifting bottoms and scribbling pens. Minter turned his briefing over while he waited for the room to settle down.

      ‘The deaths resulted from carbon dioxide fumes, produced most commonly by vehicles and portable generators. We found evidence that a safety grille over an exhaust flue from the building had been removed and was most likely the point at which the CO2 entered the building. Presently we are working on the theory that some sort of vehicle was used, parked in a partially concealed area beside the house and that a hose was connected from the vehicle’s exhaust pipe to the building via the flue. The vehicle would have needed to run for a number of hours to saturate the air inside to a lethal level.’ Minter paused. ‘We are appealing to anybody living on Cottle Street, or who might have walked down that street between the hours of 7 p.m. and 5 a.m. the next morning, who might have seen something suspicious … to please get in touch with Sussex CID.’ He read out the contact number and finally let out a little sigh of relief.

      ‘Right then, I’ll take a couple of questions from you folks.’ He picked one of the reporters at the front, who’d been sitting still and quietly from the very start.

      ‘Helen Raddon,’ she introduced herself. ‘Argus newspaper. Do you have a suspect or a person of interest, yet?’

      He shook his head. ‘At the present, no, we don’t.’

      ‘Do you have an idea of the motive for this?’ she asked quickly before he could move on to someone else.

      ‘Nothing yet to, uh… to build a solid line of enquiry yet,’ he finished awkwardly.

      He picked the man sitting next to her.

      ‘Jerry Denholm, BBC South East. Argyle House is a known trouble spot, isn’t it? There are a lot of complaints about the people living there. Transients? Illegals? Ex-offenders out on licence?’

      ‘It’s a building that has had a number of short-term tenants in the past,’ Minter said, doing his best to keep his voice neutral.

      Denholm looked down at his notes. ‘In the past there have been sex offenders registered there. In fact, one of the victims was on the register, I believe.’

      Minter shook his head. ‘Uh… I’m not going to comment on the identities or details of the victims at the moment.’

      He picked someone further back. ‘Yes?’

      ‘Carolyn Marks. Can I ask if there was any forensic evidence left? I mean the hose, for example. What about the safety grille you mentioned… Has that been recovered? Could it have DNA on it?’

      ‘We have examined the protective grille, but have retrieved no forensic evidence from it. We did, however, recover an object used to block the exhaust pipe. An object deliberately inserted to create a seal.’

      ‘What object?’ Marks asked.

      One thing that Minter wanted to keep in his back pocket was what exactly had been shoved inside the pipe. If they were lucky enough to have someone ring in with a tip, that would be one of the filtering questions they could ask.

      ‘I cannot reveal that at this time,’ he said, ‘but it will be evidence we can use later if we can identify a suspect. It does, however, demonstrate a certain degree of premeditation. That this wasn’t simply some sort of –’ Don’t say prank… don’t say it… but he really couldn’t think of another word – ‘prank that went tragically wrong.’

      Marks jumped on that immediately. ‘Prank? By that… do you mean you think it was… kids?’

      ‘I said we don’t think it’s that, to be absolutely clear.’ Minter could feel himself starting to sweat. He moved it along and picked another waving hand.

      ‘Simon Chester, Bexhill Gazette. If the house had had carbon monoxide alarms installed, presumably the exhaust gas from a car would have triggered them?’

      Minter nodded. ‘Yes. Probably. But only an older car with a higher emission.’

      ‘So, whoever did this must have known there weren’t any installed in the house?’

      ‘That’s a possibility, yes.’

      ‘Then is it possible that the person responsible was someone who’d been in the house? Or might even have been one of the tenants?’

      Minter swallowed. ‘We are looking into all lines of enquiry at this point,’ he managed.

      ‘But is that a line of enquiry you’re actively pursuing?’ Simon Chester pressed.

      Minter nodded. No, actually, they weren’t. But maybe they should. That was a bloody good point and one that should have occurred to him. ‘We are… obviously… keeping our minds open and, as I said, we are exploring all possible avenues of enquiry at this moment in time.’

      He was repeating himself. A couple of questions, Boyd had said. He’d fielded more than that. He decided to quit while he was ahead.

      ‘All right then, folks, that’s it. Thank you for coming along this morning. Mind how you go.’ He grabbed his printed briefing speech and backed away from the lectern. The room filled with the noise of barking chairs and muted conversations as the press audience began to gather their things and file out of the room

      Minter felt a tap on his back. It was Boyd. ‘Well done, mate,’ he said quietly. ‘Much, much better than last time.’

      He puffed. ‘Thanks, boss.’

      ‘Are you open to a bit of constructive feedback, though, Minter?’ Boyd asked.

      ‘Sure, yes. Of course.’

      Boyd grinned. ‘Maybe stop saying the word “folks”… It’s not open-mic night down at the Dog and Duck.’

      ‘Right. Fair point.’ Minter glanced at him. ‘Did I really keep saying…?’

      ‘Yup.’ Boyd swatted his shoulder. ‘But other than that… you nailed it. No need for any more of that stage-fright nonsense now, eh?’
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      Minter intended to head up to the canteen to grab himself a coffee and fifteen minutes’ alone time to decompress and let the adrenaline drain out of his system, but as he passed the Incident Room, Okeke opened the door and collared him.

      ‘Ah, there you are!’ she exclaimed. ‘We’ve got something from LEDS.’

      ‘Coffee,’ he replied. ‘Just need to go grab –’

      ‘That can wait,’ she said, grabbing his arm and steering him into the room.

      He was tempted to grumble something about being the senior investigating officer on the case, with the emphasis very much on the ‘senior’ part, which made him ‘the boss’, but it would have fallen on deaf ears. Okeke was clearly fired up about something and wasn’t going to sit quietly on her hands until he returned later, chilled out and ready to resume work.

      She led him to a desk where Warren and O’Neal were fidgeting, like kids waiting to unwrap Christmas presents.

      ‘All right.’ Minter sighed. ‘What is it?’

      ‘We’ve got a lead!’ Warren blurted before O’Neal could get it in.

      Okeke sat down on an office chair and rolled it sideways so that she was in front of the computer terminal, bumping Warren and his chair to one side. ‘It’s a complaint made by Leonard Chandra to Twitter, which was then forwarded by their legal bunch to an SPA digital task force and was logged on LEDS, but it wasn’t acted upon,’ she told him.

      She clicked on the report submitted by Twitter and opened several screenshots that were attached to it. ‘Chandra was being trolled by someone called Paedohunter88.’ She clicked on a screenshot to enlarge it. This was a tweet by an account holder called StoneMan57. Beneath a picture of a wheelie bin that had been upended and the rubbish strewn across a pavement, the ‘StoneMan57’tweet said:

      

      Oh, the sheer joy of living in a street populated by feral kids and their knucklehead, bigoted parents. British people at their most charming!

      

      Beneath the tweet, was a comment from ‘P3d0hunter8:’

      

      You should be a hundred miles away from ANY kids you f**king Paki pervert. Count your days. We know what you done. We know where you live.

      

      Okeke looked up at Minter. ‘StoneMan57 is Leonard Chandra. The account was set up about a year ago. Twitter provided the account details to us.’

      Minter frowned. ‘Why “Stone Man”, I wonder?’

      Okeke shrugged.

      ‘What about this paedo-hunter?’ said Minter. ‘I presume the first bit is pronounced “paedo” anyway. Did we get his details too?’

      Okeke shook her head. ‘Well, we did, yeah, but the details are all bogus and the IP number is VPN protected. So we’re going to have to do some digital digging on this guy.’

      ‘Assuming it’s a he,’ said O’Neal sarcastically. Okeke shot a look at him, and he raised his hands defensively. ‘Just saying, sister!’

      She shook her head dismissively at him and carried on. ‘So, what do you think, Minter? Can we action-log this?’

      He nodded. ‘Go for it.’ Then he paused and asked, ‘What’re your next steps?’

      ‘I’m going to trawl through LEDS to find out everything I can about Leonard Chandra,’ Okeke said.

      ‘And I’m going to trawl through this so-called paedo-hunter’s Twitter history for anything that could give him away. He might even be using the same alias on Facebook. He doesn’t sound that bright,’ added Warren. ‘We might get lucky.’

      ‘What about you, O’Neal?’ Minter asked. ‘What’re you up to?’

      ‘I’ve got Louise Goddard coming in,’ he said, smirking.

      Minter frowned.

      ‘The hooker?’ O’Neal grinned.

      ‘For fuck’s sake, O’Neal. She’s a sex worker,’ corrected Okeke.

      Minter nodded. ‘Sex worker, O’Neal. Sex worker. Let’s try and break some bad habits, shall we?’ He looked at his watch. ‘When’s she coming in?’

      ‘This afternoon.’

      ‘All right, gimme a shout when she does. I’ll sit in with you.’ He glanced at the names listed on the whiteboard. ‘Has anyone taken a look at Katrina Lao and Doug Ness yet?’

      All three of them shook their heads.

      ‘All right, O’Neal, while you’re waiting for Goddard to come in, see what you can gopher up on her and Ness. Crossley said she was some kind of an activist. Maybe she managed to piss someone off. And Ness? If he was dealing out of Argyle House, maybe he pissed someone off as well.’
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      Boyd saw Flack enter the CID floor, pushing through the double doors before he stormed through the maze of desks and cubicles towards Boyd’s office, his face pink and mottled with rage and his sandy grey hair mussed up like a dog’s hackles.

      A moment later DCI Geoff Flack was standing in Boyd’s doorway. He had a crumpled sheet of paper grasped in one fist.

      ‘What the actual fuck, Boyd?’ he spluttered.

      ‘Geoff,’ Boyd began calmly, ‘what can I do for you?’

      ‘You can fuck right off, for starters!’ Flack said, striding forward and slamming the paper down on the desk. It was a confidential request application form – with Sutherland’s authorising signature at the bottom.

      ‘The whole fucking point of having a CHIS list is the bloody “C” part! C for covert!’

      ‘Ah, yes…’ Boyd nodded sagely. ‘This is my fault.’

      ‘Why?’ Flack barked. ‘Why the fucking hell are you sticking your nose into my operation?’

      Boyd stood up, partly so that he could continue this conversation at eye level, but mainly because he wanted to close the door. Flack’s voice was loud, and heads across the CID floor were turning their way. He stepped around the desk, past Flack and gently pushed the door closed before returning to his desk. He remained standing.

      ‘I’ve been going through the Rosper expenses as –’

      ‘What?!’ Flack exploded. ‘That’s none of your fucking b–’

      ‘As acting DSI,’ Boyd continued, ‘it is my business, Geoff. Sutherland left me the delightfully dull job of wrapping up last year’s financials. And that includes Rosper.’

      ‘Jesus. Financials? What? I don’t give a rat’s –’

      ‘And I found a number of expense claims that, well…’ He tried a more conciliatory we’re-in-this-together tone. ‘Geoff, they didn’t look quite right.’

      Flack’s mouth remained open, but for a moment nothing more came out.

      ‘I’m talking about the expense claims associated with the set-up and interaction with the informants you’ve managed to recruit so far,’ Boyd explained.

      ‘What? For fuck’s…’ Flack shook his head. ‘Jesus Christ! Yes! There are overheads. Of course there are going to be bloody overheads! You think they’re ratting for the sheer hell of it?’

      Boyd, although he was almost enjoying this, felt he needed to take the temperature out of the conversation. It looked as though Flack was getting ready to nut him across the desk. He gestured at the seat next to Flack and sat down in his own.

      ‘Come on, Geoff… Can we talk about this instead of shouting about it?’

      Flack remained standing, leaning over the desk, the knuckles of both his hands bulging white as they supported his weight. ‘I don’t know what your bloody game is, Boyd,’ he hissed, ‘but I’ve spent the last two years trying to make inroads into the county lines players who’ve come down here… Two years!’ He finally lowered himself down into the other chair. ‘Two. Fucking. Years. Of building trust, conversation by conversation. Word by word. Listening to their pathetic whining about their shit starts in life, and how it’s everyone else’s fault but their own that their life has shrunk down to the pathetic need to chase another fix. And I listen. I listen, I sympathise, and I smile, and I offer a shoulder for them to snot all over… and I act like I’m their best friend. And that kind of conversation, Boyd, takes place over a fucking coffee, over a pint, over…a… a… box of boneless deep-fried chicken, for crying out loud! So, yeah… there are plenty of expense claims from my team.’ He settled back in his chair, his initial rage somewhat spent. ‘So what’s the bloody problem, then? I failed to tick some flipping box on some bloody accountant’s form? I failed to provide three fucking copies of everything? I submitted too many?’

      ‘It’s the amounts,’ Boyd replied. ‘Not the number of claims.’

      ‘What?!’

      ‘They’re too large, and the description for many of them… is too woolly.’ He turned some of the expense forms around so that Flack could see them. ‘I’ve been on a similar long-term task force when I was in the Met. It went on and on, and the accounting got foggier and foggier. In the end it turned out that my guv was dipping quite heavily into the budget.’

      ‘Hang on.’ Flack’s face darkened. ‘Are you actually accusing me of corruption?’

      ‘All I’m saying,’ said Boyd, tapping the forms on his desk, ‘is that the expense reporting ended up looking a lot like this. How close an eye do you have on your team?’

      ‘Fuck you!’ Flack banged his fist on the desk. ‘Who the hell do you think you are?!’

      Boyd leant forward to indicate that the conversation would be better off taking place at a lower volume. ‘This is how it started back then,’ he said quietly. ‘A little here, a little there. One pint of lager and a packet of pork scratchings… Why not say it was two?’ Boyd shrugged in attempt to pull the sting out of the exchange. ‘When that sort of silly buggers gets casually waved through by the bosses… it leads to bigger things is all.’

      Flack pushed his chair back and stood up. ‘If you’re so bloody convinced my team’s bent, then call in a bloody AC unit! They’ll love you for wasting their time.’

      ‘Is that what you want?’ Boyd asked. ‘Because if I do that, whether they find anything dodgy or not, that stink stays on your record for life. Do you really want that?’

      Flack remained standing but didn’t leave.

      ‘Well? Is that what you want?’ Boyd repeated.

      ‘I’m clean, Boyd, and so’s my team.’ Flack said. ‘I always have been.’

      ‘Well, good. Then… your CHIS list shouldn’t be a problem.’

      ‘Those are people, Boyd. People who put their trust in me. People who’d end up in a fucking shitty way if it got out that they’re informants!’

      ‘Well, it won’t. This is for my eyes only.’

      Flack leant over the desk, his knuckles bulging and white again. ‘Don’t you dare bloody contact them. Do you understand? One whiff of anyone else in Hastings knowing about them… and I’ll lose them. They’re skittish enough as it is dealing with us.’

      Boyd shook his head. ‘I won’t. I just need to verify they’re real.’

      ‘Fuck you!’

      Boyd shrugged. ‘Just need to put a tick beside each codename, then I’m done.’

      ‘Screw you,’ Flack muttered. ‘You… you arrogant fucking tosspot.’

      ‘Believe it or not, Geoff… I’m not trying to score points here. I’m just making sure there’s nothing here that you need to nip in the bud.’

      ‘Nip in the…’ Flack shoved the papers off the desk. ‘Oh, piss off!’ Then he stormed out of the office and slammed the door behind him.

      Boyd saw every head in the room turn to watch DCI Flack as he strode past the desks and banged his way out through the double doors.

      ‘Well, that went better than I expected,’ he muttered as he bent down to retrieve his paperwork.
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      Okeke had Leonard Chandra’s LEDS file up on the screen in front of her. His face was pulled into a flat and frozen expression of shame against the plain white background beside some custody sergeant’s book-in desk.

      Leonard Chandra had been arrested, charged and convicted for ‘Category 1 sexual activity with a child’. He’d been given a five-year custodial sentence, released after four and had been out on licence for the last year.

      Prior to his arrest, Chandra had been a chemistry teacher at a secondary school in Eastbourne and his defence barrister had characterised the offence as ‘a consensual love affair’ with one of his students. Okeke tutted. The girl had been fifteen at the time when the repeated offences had occurred. Nothing about the lopsided control and coercion of a child by an adult could ever be considered consensual.

      The ‘love affair’ had come to light when the girl had become pregnant and the whole story had spilled out, first to her mother and then to the police.

      Chandra, of course, had been placed on the sex offenders register and, under the terms of ‘Sarah’s Law’, could be relatively easily identified and located. Which, given the repeated graffiti on the side of Argyle House and the comments he’d received and complained about, was clearly what had happened.

      Okeke sat back in her chair, balancing two different opinions like baskets of eggs on a set of scales. On the one hand, the crime disgusted her. A teacher with a fifteen-year-old girl, a child still for God’s sake.

      On the other hand? All evidence seemed to indicate that, though not a single offence (the victim admitted they’d had sex a number of times), it had been Chandra’s only crime. Neither his computers nor his phone showed any signs that he’d accessed underage porn, neither did anybody else from the school, or even the previous ones at which he’d taught, had come forward to give evidence that he had done anything like that before. The barrister’s claim – that he had ‘fallen in love with someone with whom it was entirely inappropriate and utterly wrong for him to fall in love’ – had some merit.

      Maybe. She shook her head.

      So, if she was going to follow that side of the argument, having served his time inside and having lost any chance to work again as a teacher – and rightfully so – Leonard Chandra had the right to be left alone. Not hunted down and tormented by some vigilante.

      And certainly not murdered.

      Okeke pushed away from her desk and grabbed her shoulder bag, suddenly well aware that she hadn’t had a ciggy for the last hour and was gagging for one. She left the Incident Room, went through the CID floor’s double doors and headed down the stairs for the exit.

      Standing outside at the entrance, she spotted Warren, who had obviously had the same idea and was fumbling a fag out of his packet.

      ‘You all right there, Boy Wonder?’ she asked.

      Warren casually flipped a finger at her in return. Then his eyes rounded. ‘Hey, Okeke… did you pass Flack on your way out?’

      ‘Flack? No, why?’

      ‘He was having a total meltdown in the gents when I went in for a piss.’

      The toilets were the last door on the left before the double doors.

      ‘How do you mean, meltdown?’

      ‘He was banging the cubicle door, punching the hand dryer. Had a face on him like a smacked arse. I wonder what’s got up his nose?’

      ‘Boyd would be my guess,’ she replied. ‘I know that Flack’s super pissed off that Sutherland picked him to stand in for him.’

      Warren shrugged. ‘Yeah, maybe.’

      Okeke lit up beside him. ‘So how’s it going with our Mr Paedo-Hunter?’

      ‘He’s local, I know that.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘He’s a catfish. One of those blokes who lures paedos out to rendezvous with someone they think is a kid.’

      She nodded. She’d seen something about that on TV recently. Self-styled vigilantes who posed as vulnerable children in various forums, waiting to be approached by an unsuspecting paedophile. The end game was to get the paedophile to agree to meet up somewhere secret with the promise of sex. And then, when they did turn up, the catfish would leap out with camera in hand and ambush-interview them for their YouTube or Twitch channel.

      She’d seen a couple; they tended to be less interview and more wildly shaking footage of the back of some startled man, running for the hills. And, over that, the breathless questions barked by the catfish: ‘You a paedophile, mate? Do you like kiddies? You’re a Kiddie-fiddler, aren’t you?!’

      In Okeke’s mind, it was debatable whether people like that were doing anything helpful at all. Invariably there was nothing that could be used as evidence in court because technically it was inadmissible. Apart from a degree of public shaming on social media, all it provided was online entertainment for people who liked to watch that kind of thing.

      ‘So did he do the whole catfish routine on Chandra, then?’ she asked.

      Warren shook his head. ‘No. Not yet anyway. But I watched some of his videos. He lures them to places in Hastings. Which means he has local knowledge. He’s definitely from round here.’

      ‘Do you get to see his face in the videos?’ Okeke asked.

      ‘Nah, he wears one of those V for Vendetta masks when he talks to his webcam.’

      Okeke puffed a cloud of smoke out. ‘That’s a shame.’

      ‘You sometimes get to see the inside of his house, though,’ said Warren. ‘When he’s doing his to-camera pieces about his next “sting”.’

      Okeke looked at him. ‘Hang on. That might be helpful.’

      Warren stubbed his cigarette out. ‘Want to come up and see?’
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      Warren tapped the mouse on the YouTube video he’d bookmarked. It began to play. Okeke could see the shaky footage from a phone camera zooming in on a laptop screen, the focus blurring and sharpening and blurring again. P3d0hunter88 was talking off screen.

      ‘–ty little bastard. So… I’ve ’ad this creep on my hook for about two weeks now. He thinks he’s been chattin’ to a fifteen-year-old called Gemma, but of course he’s in for a big fucking shock when we finally get together!’

      The image panned around to reveal the grinning face of a Guy Fawkes mask: the go-to face these days, it seemed to Okeke, for every hacker and bedroom vigilante in the world.

      ‘The dirty skank calls himself Kick-A$$ Joe… He’s claiming to be a nineteen-year-old lad who doesn’t have much sex experience and is really shy… who wants to experiment with someone he trusts. Blah, blah. Thing is, that’s all total bollocks…’

      The phone camera whipped back round to the laptop, revealing a chat history that kept panning in and out of focus.

      ‘Right there, he’s already claimed he drives his own Prius. Trying to impress Gemma with his car, and shit.’ The camera whipped back to the masked face. ‘Which is total bullshit, one way or the other. Either he’s an old bastard if he’s driving a Prius, or he’s nineteen and he’s driving some old banger. There’s no fucking way a nineteen-year-old can afford one of those! No fuckin’ way! Right, Timbo?’

      The camera panned round to someone else wearing an identical mask. ‘Yeah. S’right.’

      Okeke tutted. ‘For God’s sake… those bloody masks.’

      Warren paused the video. ‘There’s a lot of his deductive “reasoning” going on in all his videos. He definitely thinks he’s Sherlock Holmes.’

      She nodded. ‘And that mask never comes off?’

      Warren shook his head. ‘Not even when he springs his traps.’

      ‘What about the traps? Is he violent? Does he threaten violence to his victims?’

      Warren shook his head again. ‘He’s careful. I mean, he shouts a lot. Lot of name-calling, bit of pushing and shoving, getting in the way, camera-in-the-face stuff, but never anything that could be considered violent assault.’

      ‘Well, nothing violent that he’s going to upload to YouTube, right?’

      Warren nodded. ‘Yeah. He seems pretty clued up on social media guidelines: what he can and can’t get away with.’

      Okeke leant forward to scrutinise Warren’s screen more closely. ‘Is he getting a lot of views? Subscribers?’

      ‘He’s got just over two thousand subscribers at the moment. Some of his “ambush videos” are starting to get decent numbers.’

      ‘And always with that mask?’

      Warren nodded.

      She stroked her lip thoughtfully. ‘Then he must think he’s safely anonymous.’ She smiled, set down her shoulder bag on the desk and pulled up a chair to sit beside Warren. ‘Right. I suppose we’d better go through the whole lot… Let’s see if this idiot gives himself away.’
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      ‘Thanks for coming in,’ said Minter. ‘Do we call you Angela or…?’

      She shook her head. ‘Angela’s just for work. I’m Louise… please.’

      Minter nodded, then gestured at himself. ‘I’m DS Steven Minter; this is DC Darren O’Neal.’

      The young woman nodded as she stirred sugar from sachets into the coffee O’Neal had brought in for her. She had candyfloss-pink hair that was pulled back into a bun, revealing dark roots that framed her forehead.

      ‘We’ve asked you to come in, Louise, because of what happened at Argyle House. I’m presuming you know about that.’

      She sighed. ‘Yes. It’s put a complete stop to my business.’

      ‘Do you only work out of Argyle House?’ asked O’Neal.

      ‘Of course,’ Louise said incredulously. ‘I never do home visits. And I certainly don’t do street work. You’re really asking for trouble doing that.’

      ‘Do you have regular clients?’ asked O’Neal.

      ‘Most are regular, yeah. I usually set them up with an account.’ Then, seeing the confused look on O’Neal’s face: ‘I use Bizly. It’s an invoicing and payment app. The client taps their phone on my phone, and it’s all done.’ She smiled. ‘My invoices look like dull tech subscription payments. It helps avoid embarrassing arguments when they get back home to their wives.’ She winked.

      ‘Right, right.’ O’Neal nodded. ‘That’s clever.’

      Minter decided to pull the interview in the direction of more relevant matters. ‘Louise… the purpose of this interview is to find out what you know about the other people in that house. Whether there was any tension among the tenants, any hostility from outside the house, if any of the other tenants had mentioned threats being made against them.’

      ‘Oh, there was lots of that,’ she said, nodding. ‘For sure.’

      ‘Lot of threats?’

      ‘Uh-huh. We had verbal abuse all the time. Graffiti on the walls. Bins tipped over. That kind of anti-social stuff.’

      ‘Were the threats violent ones?’ pressed Minter.

      Louise shrugged. ‘Define “violent”. I mean if “dirty cockroach scum – die” qualifies then, yeah.’

      ‘Who said that?’ Minter asked.

      ‘It was one of the graffiti messages on the side wall. Aimed, I’m pretty sure, at the Syrian couple. Although, to be honest, it could have been meant for any of us.’ She shook her head sadly. ‘They were such a nice couple, the Hadids. I really liked them.’

      ‘You met them?’ said O’Neal.

      ‘Uh-huh.’ She nodded. ‘Howard, that’s Mr Crossley, threw a Christmas party in his little flat downstairs last December. Invited everyone in the house…’ She smiled at the memory. ‘Even part-timers like me.’

      ‘Why’d he do that?’ asked O’Neal.

      She looked at him, bemused and slightly irritated. ‘Because it was Christmas. Because he’s a nice guy.’

      ‘You like him?’

      She nodded. ‘I don’t really know him – but he seems kind, considerate. He’d go and fetch groceries for Mrs Feldstein. He helped me out with a lift home once when I had a bad client.’

      ‘Bad client?’

      ‘A bit of rough stuff. You know. Too rough, in this case.’

      ‘Was Crossley interested ever in you?’ asked Minter. ‘Romantically?’

      She shook her head. ‘No, as I said, he’s just a nice guy. A rarity, I’d say: a man whose head isn’t always in his pants. He’s very intelligent, you know. He did a lot of writing.’

      ‘What? Books?’ Minter asked.

      Louise shrugged. ‘Articles on mind stuff. Therapy. He was a professor or lecturer once, something like that.’

      Minter nodded. ‘We know. So… you mentioned a Christmas party. Was everyone in the house there?’

      ‘Everyone,’ she replied.

      ‘Did they all get on?’ he asked. ‘Did you notice if there was any friction between any of them?’

      ‘None,’ she replied. ‘In fact we had a lovely time.’

      ‘Did anyone talk about the hostility against Argyle House?’

      She cocked her head and looked up at the ceiling. ‘Yeah, a bit. But… mostly it was get-to-know-you chit-chat. I think that was actually the point. Howard wanted us all to get to know each other a bit better.’

      ‘Because…’ O’Neal prompted.

      ‘Because?’ she repeated, then rolled her eyes. ‘So that we could look out for each other. Because that’s what you do when you’re boxed in by a bunch of vile neighbours. You pull together. You circle your wagons.’

      ‘Like cowboys and Indians,’ said O’Neal.

      She gave him an ‘Are you for real?’ look, then turned back to Minter. ‘I would say every one of them at some point had been on the receiving end of some abuse.’

      ‘Did you know that one of them was a sex offender?’ asked O’Neal.

      ‘You’re talking about Leonard? Yes, he was quite open and frank about that. And very regretful about what happened.’

      ‘So you know what happened, then?’ asked O’Neal. ‘That he had sex with a child?’

      She nodded. ‘What he did was wrong. He knows that… knew that. But it doesn’t exactly put him in the same league as Jimmy Savile, does it?’

      ‘One child, or a hundred…’ said O’Neal, ‘it’s wrong!’

      Minter nudged his elbow to get him to cool it.

      ‘You’d be surprised how many of my clients like to role-play that kind of thing,’ Louise said. ‘School uniform, detention-after-school scenarios.’ She leant forward across the table and stared at O’Neal. ‘And I think a couple of them might well be Sussex Police.’

      O’Neal’s eyes rounded.

      ‘Louise?’ said Minter quickly. ‘Do you mind if I ask you about your whereabouts last weekend?’

      ‘Of course.’ She settled back. ‘I was away with some friends.’

      ‘Where were you exactly?’ he asked.

      ‘Abroad.’

      ‘So no clients over that weekend?’

      She shook her head.

      ‘And you can verify you were away, can you?’

      She nodded. ‘Check my Facebook. I was in Ibiza.’

      Minter noted that down. ‘All right.’ He reviewed the notes he had taken and the questions he’d listed to ask. Most of it had been covered. ‘I’ve just got a couple more questions for you if that’s okay… What can you tell me about Douglas Ness?’

      ‘Doug? He was a heroin addict,’ Louise said.

      ‘Did he do any dealing?’ Minter asked.

      She shook her head. ‘He always seemed to have enough money to get what he needed. But I didn’t see any dealing going on out of his flat, not when I was there anyway.’

      ‘Did he have enemies?’ cut in O’Neal. ‘Any rival gang stuff?’

      She shook her head and laughed. ‘He was way too old to be involved in any gang stuff.’

      ‘And what about Katrina Lao?’ asked Minter.

      Her eyes narrowed. ‘From what I know she was a sister on a mission. She was an activist. One of those antifa types. A bit of a feminist.’ Louise smiled. ‘She wasn’t that impressed with what I do for a living, to be honest.’

      ‘Was that something you disagreed over?’ asked Minter.

      ‘At Howard’s party? No. We teamed up for charades, if you really want to know. But in general, no. We’d smile if we saw each other, but that was all.’

      Minter glanced down at his notebook. He’d exhausted his questions. ‘All right. I think we’re done here. Thank you, again, Louise, for coming in.’

      She nodded. ‘No problem.’

      He pushed his chair back, reached into his jacket, pulled out a card and handed it to her. ‘If there’s anything else you can think of that may help, give me a call, all right?’

      ‘Can I ask one more question?’ said O’Neal. ‘Please… Sir?’

      Minter’s brow knitted with irritation for a moment, but then he nodded.

      ‘Louise, all those people in the house were murdered. But we’re playing with a theory that, like, just one of them was the target. If you were to guess… who would you say that might have been?’

      She nodded. ‘That’s about the first decent question you’ve asked me.’

      O’Neal’s face pinked slightly. ‘And?’

      ‘It’s hard to say. I mean, let’s be honest, there was somebody in there for every moron to target, right? A druggie. An alcoholic. Two immigrants. A sex worker. A Jew. A leftie activist.’ She sighed. ‘But if you’re asking me to put money on one?’

      O’Neal nodded.

      ‘Leonard. A nonce… That’s what they call sex offenders, isn’t it?’ She turned round in her chair and grabbed her jacket from the back. ‘The lowest of the low.’ She got up. ‘We done?’

      ‘For now,’ said Minter. ‘O’Neal will see you out.’

      O’Neal opened the interview-room door for her and as she approached it she paused. ‘Or it could be Katrina, on second thoughts. She could be aggro enough to make someone want to kill her.’

      Minter watched them step out into the corridor. Dr Palmer had mentioned some bruising on Katrina’s body, hadn’t she? It might be worth someone taking a closer look at Katrina Lao… starting with her flat. Though it was nearing the end of the day, he decided to send O’Neal over to take another look.
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      Minter spent the last hour of his shift typing up his notes and impressions from the interview and then looked up to see Warren and Okeke getting ready to pack it in for the day.

      ‘We’re off for a pint,’ Okeke said. ‘You coming?’ Then in a sing-song voice: ‘We’ve got intel to share.’

      Warren patted the gym bag on the desk beside him. ‘Not tonight, my lovelies. I’ve got work to do.’

      ‘Oh, of course,’ Warren said, laughing. ‘Gotta get all pumped up for your porno shoot?’

      Minter shook his head. ‘Don’t be a twat.’ He then glanced at Okeke. ‘Any headlines for me?’

      ‘We’re looking at a potential link to Chandra,’ she said. ‘Calls himself Paedohunter88. He’s one of those YouTube vigilante types who catfish paedophiles.’

      ‘And Chandra was on his radar, was he?’

      ‘He certainly knew about him,’ she replied, ‘and knew where he lived.’ She shrugged. ‘Whether he was getting ready to do a sting on him, we don’t know yet.’

      ‘He’s local,’ added Warren.

      ‘On Cottle Street?’ asked Minter.

      ‘Who knows? Definitely Hastings area, though,’ replied Okeke. ‘How was the interview?’

      ‘Interesting,’ he replied. ‘They all seemed to know each other in the house. Had each other’s backs, so it seems.’

      ‘You can’t blame them,’ she replied.

      He was inclined to agree. ‘According to Louise Goddard, Chandra was the most likely target, due to him being on the register. But she also flagged up Katrina Lao, the activist. I’ve just sent O’Neal to check her flat before he calls it a day. Maybe there was something we missed.’

      Okeke looked at her watch. It was approaching half five. On a Friday. ‘Oh, I bet he loved that,’ she said.

      Minter shrugged. ‘Tough titty to him. It’s the job.’

      She grinned. ‘Cracking the whip, eh, boss?’

      He nodded at the double doors. ‘Go on.’

      She and Warren headed for the doors, but then Okeke paused and looked back. ‘Good luck with the catwalk gig!’ she called out.

      ‘Oh, for crying out…’ Minter looked up and gave her two fingers. ‘Bugger off now, will you?’

      ‘Are you sure you don’t want some moral support?’ she asked with a cheeky wink.

      ‘Go on. Piss off. I’ll see you Monday.’
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      O’Neal entered Flat 3A and let out a resigned huff. It was gone five thirty; he should have been knocking off for the weekend with a pint or two. But, oh no, Minter had insisted that he swing by Argyle House and take a butcher’s through Katrina Lao’s flat first. Then, and only then – provided he found nothing that had been missed and would need to be evidenced – could he piss off down the pub.

      He’s such a twat. Minter’s disappearing up his own arse. Since Boyd had made him SIO, Minter had become a bit of a knob, in O’Neal’s humble opinion.

      He closed the door behind him and did a cursory 360 turn in the studio flat’s main room. It was messy. Student messy: knickers and socks on the floor, empty Pot Noodle tubs on a bedside table, quilt hanging off the bed. And it smelled. Of stale weed and stale dirty laundry.

      There was a sign down in the foyer: NO SMOKING IN ANY PART OF THESE PREMISES. Clearly Katrina hadn’t been paying any notice to that. He spotted a saucer-turned-ashtray on a small table, with a chair next to it, by the window and went over to take a closer look.

      ‘Shocker,’ he muttered as he studied the rumpled end of a joint.

      Worth evidencing? He decided not. So the dead girl did a bit of blow, big deal, and definitely not worth bagging and having to head back to the station to log it in. On the same table was a half-finished packet of now-very-soft Oreos and some photos in frames. One was of an old couple, her parents he guessed: her father, Chinese; her mother, white. Beside that was a framed photo-booth picture of Katrina Lao and another young woman, snuggling, laughing, arsing about for the timed camera snap.

      There was a black Waterstones T-shirt flung over the back of the chair with a plastic name-tag attached to the front: Kat. On the floor beside it was a pile of paperbacks, stacked in an unstable Jenga-like tower. Impulsively, he reached out to straighten them, then remembered: no gloves, no touchy. He fumbled in his jacket pockets, hoping that some wrinkled, long-forgotten nitrile gloves might still be lurking there. No such luck.

      ‘Bollocks.’ Well, it was all the more reason not to get too stuck in just now, at five frickin’ thirty on a Friday afternoon.

      So, an eyeball inspection only, then.

      He wandered over to the ‘kitchen’ – which was merely a sagging cabinet with a laminated top and a kettle sitting on it. Hence the snack pots. Food of the gods. There were a few boxes of various funky-flavoured tea bags and a tea-stained mug.

      The bathroom was little more than a cupboard that had been converted into a wet-room.

      O’Neal went back into the middle of the main room, satisfied that he’d done as Minter had ordered over. There was nothing to report other than that Katrina lived alone and lived modestly. He was about to turn and head for the door when he spotted a charging cable hanging from a four-plug socket on a stool by the bed. His heart sank.

      ‘Her phone,’ he muttered. ‘Great.’ There’d been no phone recovered on her person when she’d been wheeled out. And, as yet, no thorough room search. So, if there was a charging cable, there had to be a phone… which meant evidence to bag, tag and return to the station before he could knock off for the weekend.

      He followed the charging cable down to the floor where it disappeared under the bed. He bent down, pulled out a pen from his jacket and tried to tease out the cable.

      It emerged easily. But there was no phone attached.

      O’Neal sighed with relief. Maybe she’d left her phone at work. Or at a friend’s? He was on the cusp of calling it a day when a last-minute niggling thought convinced him to kneel down and properly check beneath the bed. The phone could be lurking there, come loose from the cable. In which case he’d look a right plum if someone else found it later on.

      He got down onto the grubby carpet, wincing at the tumbleweed balls of fluff and dust and peered under the bed.

      ‘Oh… for fuck’s sake,’ he muttered. His heart sank.

      There, almost hidden by another Waterstones T-shirt wrapped around it… was a laptop. He tugged on the T-shirt with his pen, pulling the wrapped-up laptop out from under the bed, then sighed.

      ‘Great. So there goes my Friday evening.’
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      Sometimes women respected men who stood up for themselves when it counted.

      So Boyd had decided to show a little iron – and the manifestation of that decision was now standing in his lounge, notepad in one hand, car keys and iPhone in the other.

      ‘Lovely proportions,’ the estate agent said, looking around. ‘Dual aspect. Large bay window. Nice high windows. Feature fireplace.’ He gazed up at the ceiling and nodded admiringly. ‘Stunning period ceiling rose.’

      Boyd nodded along. ‘Glad you like it.’

      The estate agent – whose name Boyd had been given but almost immediately forgotten – paced around the room. ‘I mean, this is an exceptionally large reception room.’

      Ozzie was in the back garden, barking incessantly, outraged that he’d been kicked out and not even introduced to their visitor.

      ‘Yes, it is,’ agreed Boyd, ignoring the racket. ‘It’s far more lounge than I need.’

      The estate agent – Mike? Nick? Mick…? – peered out of the bay window. ‘I mean, great south-facing view. You can see the sea. Lots of sun coming in… and this is a superb location. Quiet residential road. Good primary school down at the bottom.’

      ‘I know – the dog enjoys barking at the kids going past in the morning. Every last one of them,’ Boyd said with feeling.

      The estate agent turned round. ‘So remind me, how long ago did you buy this property?’

      ‘About eighteen months ago.’

      He grinned. ‘Right, I see. Part of the post-Covid exodus from London?’

      ‘You could say that.’ Boyd wasn’t going to get sucked into explaining the real reason.

      ‘So, Mr Boyle…’

      ‘Boyd.’

      ‘Forgive me. So, Mr Boyd… well, the prices in Hastings and particularly this area around the East Hill have really shot up in the last two or three years. It’s a much sought-after area.’

      ‘Great.’ Boyd was ready to hear a number now. The chap had seen every room in the house and spent the last fifteen minutes waxing lyrical about its Victorian charm and generous proportions.

      ‘How much did you pay for it, if you don’t mind me asking?’

      Boyd smiled. ‘Well… I’m not being rude, mate, but I don’t want to say.’

      ‘Oh. Sorry, no. I’m not trying to pry.’

      ‘It’s not that,’ Boyd explained. ‘I just want to get a blind valuation from you first. Your best guess without hearing what I paid eighteen months ago.’

      Mike/Nick/Mick nodded. ‘Of course. I can understand that.’ He drew in a deep breath and looked around at the lounge again, clacking his tongue as he pondered the magic number.

      Boyd had paid three hundred and ten thousand for it; a knock-down price from three forty. He was hoping, given the noises the estate agent had been making, for something approaching three hundred and seventy-five.

      ‘Given the size, the location and the current market…’ Again he made a clacking sound with his tongue, ‘you’re looking at an asking price of about four hundred.’

      Boyd tried to keep his mouth from dropping open.

      ‘Maybe four twenty-five,’ he added. ‘I mean… that’s what I’d put it on for and see how it went.’

      Shit.

      ‘Err… are you sure about that figure?’

      The estate agent nodded. ‘It’s the London effect, Mr Boyle. Prices there have been going absolutely insane and that’s driving even more people like yourself to places like Hastings. And, of course, with inflation and interest rates climbing as well, the safest place for money is in bricks and mortar, right?’ He smiled. ‘So, now that I’ve given you a valuation, may I ask what you paid?’

      Boyd told him. The estate agent didn’t look surprised. ‘I mean… you’ve done well. You bought it at the right time and you’re selling at exactly the right time.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was lunchtime and Emma had volunteered to go in early (and blag some extra paid hours). The bar needed restocking and there was an inventory count to be done… and if she wanted that bar manager’s job, which had been dangled in front of her like a carrot, it wouldn’t hurt to show DeSantis that she was keen.

      So that’s how she found herself carefully stacking bottles of Fever Tree tonic from a crate onto the bar shelf, labels turned uniformly outward so that they looked tidy side by side. With each bottle she set down, she found herself playing a mental game of ‘He Loves Me, He Loves Me Not’. Only this version of it went slightly differently.

      ‘I want the baby; I don’t want the baby. I do, I don’t…’ she muttered softly. She reached down for another bottle and found the crate was empty. Absentmindedly, she took the last bottle off the shelf, stared at it for a moment, then put it back.

      I do?

      The revelation hit her like a slap around the face. Because the choice came down to being a mother or… this: serving drinks in an expensive lap-dance club. It wasn’t as if it was even a choice between motherhood and a career – just a shitty job that would be for minimum wage if it wasn’t for the tips over the counter that came with a leer or a creepy smile.

      As Charlotte had said, life was long enough for a career after… or words to that effect. And maybe in ten years’ time Emma might get herself an Open University degree in something, find her place and purpose in the world. But right now she was rudderless; she was drifting on eddies of stale water, and time was passing her by.

      Maybe this was the right time to get the whole mother thing fired up? She knew she wanted kids. And, from Dad’s reaction the other night, she guessed he wouldn’t be against it; au contraire, he’d sounded as if he was gagging to hear that kind of news.

      But Daniel?

      There lie-eth the problemo, she mused. They were back together, post Patrick, and putting down some distance between them and that sorry episode. Danny was good for her, right for her. He was all her missing teen years and her uni years in a distilled form. Through Danny, she was inhaling, like secondary smoke, the adrenaline of packed gigs and roaring audiences; she was very much enjoying the band-based social life. More to the point, she realised she loved him. He was a shaft of light from another universe where Noah and Mum weren’t giant, Easter Island stone monoliths in her recent past; constant reminders that Squad Boyd was down to half strength.

      But what if her choosing to have this baby really did send him running for the hills, never to be seen again?
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      ‘This is a bit… umm… fashionable, isn’t it?’ said Charlotte. She looked around at the trendy restaurant.

      ‘It’s brand new,’ said Boyd. ‘The licensing officer at work mentioned it was worth checking out before word of mouth fills it with noisy students from the art college.’

      Charlotte smiled awkwardly at the other, much younger, customers. ‘I feel like mutton dressed as lamb all of a sudden,’ she said.

      He laughed. ‘Oh, come on. We scrub up pretty well, don’t we?’ He gestured at himself. He’d made an extra effort this evening: trimmed his beard down to something that could be described as designer stubble, put on a trendy collared shirt and chinos, and even had a go at dolloping some wax on his coarse hair in an attempt to tame it. ‘I mean, if you screw up your eyes a bit, don’t you think I’ve got a bit of a Hugh Jackman look going on…?’

      ‘Hugh who…?’

      ‘And you –’

      ‘Careful now,’ she cautioned playfully.

      ‘As always, you’re… stunning. Ageless. Sophisticated… You’ve got that Kate Bush vibe…’

      ‘Stop right there,’ Charlotte said, raising a brow, ‘and quit while you’re actually ahead.’

      He laughed, then got up from the table. ‘Drink?’

      She looked around at the decor. ‘A prosecco perhaps?’

      ‘How about I surprise you?’

      She looked warily at him.

      ‘Trust me,’ he added, then winked. ‘Let’s try something a little different.’

      Suspicion clouded her face. ‘Now then, Mr Boyd, are you trying to take advantage of me?’

      He went to the bar and looked at the cocktail menu. There were plenty to choose from. He picked one with an exotic-sounding name and tried to remember the ingredients in case she asked. He returned to their table five minutes later with two colourful cocktails, each topped with a lime wedge.

      ‘Ooh, those look fun,’ she said, taking hers from him. ‘What is it?’

      ‘It’s called a Woo Woo.’

      She sipped it. ‘Woooo… that’s strong. What’s in it?’

      He’d forgotten already. ‘Vodka and… stuff.’ He sat down opposite her and tried his. She wasn’t wrong. It made his gums sing. ‘Blimey.’

      ‘So then,’ she began, ‘what’s this all in aid of? Trendy clothes. Trendy bar. Trendy drinks.’ She smiled. ‘Trendy mid-life crisis?’

      ‘Hardly,’ he snorted. ‘I just… thought we both deserve a proper Saturday night out.’

      ‘Just like the young ones do it, eh?’ she teased.

      ‘Precisely.’ He took another sip. ‘I thought we’re both at that age in life where neither of us have decrepit old parents or demanding children to look after and we might as well enjoy it while it lasts.’

      ‘Hear, hear,’ she said, raising her glass.

      He clinked his against hers. ‘Plus,’ he said, ‘I had a bit of good news this morning.’

      ‘Oh yes?’

      He set his glass down on the table and clasped his hands together beneath his chin. ‘I had my house valued today. Are you ready?’ He couldn’t help the grin that spread across his face. ‘Four hundred and twenty-five thousand pounds!’

      He was expecting her eyes to bulge, her mouth to hang open, with an outside possibility she might even hold a hand out for him to high-five, but she didn’t react at all.

      ‘It’s gone up almost a hundred thousand pounds in just eighteen months!’ he said in case she hadn’t heard him the first time.

      ‘Gosh,’ she replied limply. ‘That’s a lot.’

      ‘It’s a bloody fortune. And… it would be enough to get somewhere down here, right at the front, in the old town, maybe on George Street? Or we really could look at seafront places at the other end near the pier.’ He spread his hands. ‘It would make it a lot easier to get to work for both of us. I mean… a couple of minutes’ walk. How does that sound?’

      None of that seemed to have impressed her. ‘Bill…’ she cut in. ‘Please stop.’ She reached out a hand and held his tightly.

      He felt a queasy lurch in his gut.

      Ah, here it is, mate. This is where ‘Go Big or Go Home’ comes off the rails. He had a horrible feeling that his strategy wasn’t working.

      ‘Bill,’ she began again. ‘Haven’t we had this conversation? The one where we talked about being too hasty?’

      ‘We have,’ he replied. ‘But maybe I feel I’ve spent enough time licking my wounds. Julia and Noah… that was four and half years ago.’

      He wanted to tell her that he felt as though Julia liked her, that she’d had given her blessing for them to get together, but that would sound too maudlin. To be frank, a little weird even.

      ‘It’s time for me to start living again,’ he said, squeezing her hand. ‘A new chapter and all that.’

      ‘So, like I said last time, what about Emma?’

      Boyd laughed. ‘She’s been all but haranguing me for the last year to find someone. To start again.’

      ‘Have you spoken to her about this, yet?’

      He hadn’t. He considered lying – but… ‘No. Not yet.’

      Charlotte shook her head. She had an expression on her face that he just couldn’t read.

      ‘I may be getting the wrong signals, but… you really don’t seem into the idea of our getting somewhere new. Together,’ he told her.

      She sipped her cocktail. He suspected that she was buying herself a few moments to find the right way to say something that was almost certainly going to sting.

      She set the glass down on the table. ‘As I’ve said before, I just don’t think this needs to be so rushed.’

      ‘Am I spooking you?’ he said. ‘Is that what this is?’

      She chuckled. ‘No. You’re not spooking me… It’s just –’

      ‘After what happened with your ex?’ he began. ‘Being too push–’

      She shook her head frantically. ‘What happened between Ewan and I was a nightmare that –’ her voice dropped to a whisper – ‘that I’m still trying to deal with. I know he’s dead, that he can’t hurt me any more, and that I can’t let it ruin the rest of my life.’

      ‘But now, quite rightly, I can understand this… That you’re wary?’ he offered, hoping he was on the right track.

      ‘Wary? Bill. Ewan… had a knife to my throat.’

      ‘Sorry, bad choice of word.’

      She nodded. ‘I still have flashbacks. I jump at noises, at shadows. If Mia cocks her head at something in the backyard, I feel as though I’m about to have a panic attack.’ She shook her head again. ‘Not wanting to move in with you right now, Bill, is… another world completely.’

      ‘But I’ve been a bit too pushy, though? A bit of an arse…’ He grinned apologetically, struggling to understand.

      She reached out and held his hand. ‘No. You’re a good guy, Bill. A lovely guy. I know there isn’t a bad bone in your body. So no… you absolutely haven’t spooked me.’

      He felt a sliver of relief. But then consternation. If his pushing this idea like a steamroller wasn’t the problem, then something else, perhaps more fundamental, was.

      ‘Then tell me, Charlotte. What am I not getting here?’

      She grimaced. ‘It’s difficult. I don’t know how to…’

      ‘Just tell me!’ he replied, pulling his hand away, frustration creeping into his voice. ‘I know I’m not the sharpest tool in the box when it comes to relationship stuff.’

      She laughed. ‘You do just fine on that front.’

      ‘Is it about… your independence?’ he asked. ‘Because, look, I can understand that. You’ve had to build what you have, alone. Always having to look over your shoulder at the possi–’

      She squeezed his hand to shush him. ‘Bill, can we just slow things down a little? We turned this… friendship into a relationship just a few weeks ago, and that needs its own space, don’t you think?

      He nodded. ‘Okay.’ He forced a devil-may-care smile. ‘Hey, it’s fine. I can pull my big-boy trousers on and take a gentle knockback.’

      ‘This isn’t a knockback, Bill. It’s a “not right now”,’ she replied, holding out her hand on the table again. ‘That’s all. Let’s just… park where we are for a little while? Okay?’

      He nodded, trying to make his smile look easy and good-natured. ‘Sure. Fine. Maybe I did get a little ahead of myself, eh?’
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      Kevin Sullivan carefully lined up his final putt on the final hole. His meticulously completed crazy-golf scorecard clearly indicated a two-shot lead over Karen Magnusson.

      As he swung the club back to take the shot, his phone buzzed in his pocket and the golf ball missed the hole by a couple of inches.

      ‘Oh, buggering damned ball sacks,’ he muttered.

      Magnusson tutted. ‘Pressure getting too much for you, is it, Sully?’

      He flipped an annoyed stare at her. ‘It was my phone.’

      ‘Oh, of course,’ she said, nodding.

      ‘I’m still a stroke ahead of you, young apprentice,’ he shot back. ‘Observe and learn.’

      He stood beside the overshot golf ball and lined up what would be his final putt this time. As he did, his phone buzzed again and the ball rounded the hole and, again, came to rest a couple of inches from it.

      ‘Oh, dear, oh dear,’ uttered Magnusson. ‘It’s all gone pear-shaped.’

      Sully tapped the ball into the hole and entered the score on his card. ‘It’s still my win if you don’t get a hole in one.’ Then he reached in to his pocket and pulled out his phone.

      As Magnusson got ready to take her shot, he swiped the screen to see that he had an email alert. It was from Norris, the on-duty forensics technician.

      

      Hey Sully,

      Just received the Argyle House DNA sample results from Ellessey. Do you want me to run it on the NDNAD? Or do you want me to leave it for you to run on Monday?

      Best,

      Nozza

      

      Sully heard the golf ball clatter down into the hole beside him.

      ‘Boom!’ said Magnusson. ‘Looks like you’re buying the chips, Sully!’

      He ignored her. ‘The DNA’s just come in from the plastic bag.’

      ‘Oh?’ She came over, looking down over his shoulder at the screen. ‘You going to make the poor lad run the search now?’ She looked at her watch. ‘It’s six.’

      He shook his head as he tapped out a reply. ‘I might go in tomorrow and do it myself.’ He glanced up at her. ‘After the main event, that is.’

      She grinned. ‘You think anyone’s going to turn up? I mean, it is quite early in the morning.’

      He fired off the email reply, then pocketed his phone. ‘That’s up to them. I know I’m going. If only for the sheer joy of seeing the terror on his face.’

      Magnusson chuckled. ‘You’re actually quite an evil creature, aren’t you?’
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      Minter’s alarm went off at 5 a.m. He was hitting the weights at the gym by 5.30 and winding down with some cardiovascular work on the cross trainer by 6.

      At 7.15 a.m. he was showered, dressed and in his car, on the way over to Eastbourne.

      ‘It’s going to be a doddle,’ he kept muttering to himself while he listened to his playlist of workout anthems and feel-good power tracks. ‘It’s going to be a piece of cake.’

      The directions that had been emailed to him said that he needed to be at the 1901 Jazz Lounge at the end of Eastbourne Pier. The early Sunday morning start was, he presumed, to avoid the public rubbernecking. He was relieved about that. It was going to be bad enough having some photographer telling him to pout like a trout or shove a hip out, or to stare at the horizon like some troubled himbo, without having a bunch of civvies walking their dogs past and lobbing sarcastic comments his way.

      At 8.53 a.m. he parked at Trinity Place, climbed out, glanced around and, seeing that there was no one about, did a couple of star-jumps to shake-out some of his nerves.

      ‘It’s going to be a doddle,’ he told himself again as he made his way to the pier. ‘Confidence, Stephen,’ he muttered. ‘You just need to brass this out, big man. You’re going to be just fine.’

      He walked past the Eastbourne Pier chippy, which was currently taking a delivery, ready for the day ahead, and strolled along the walkway towards the Victorian Tea Rooms. Through the windows, he could see the traditionally dressed staff laying out fresh table cloths and cutlery on the dainty round tables inside.

      Behind that was the meeting place, which also happened to be the largest structure on the pier, white-washed with blue trimmings and topped by a minaret-like golden dome: the 1901 Jazz Lounge.

      Minter been expecting to find a couple of people waiting for him there – perhaps a guy with a camera draped around his neck and some hapless apprentice, lugging lens bags and lamps with those light-diffuser umbrellas on top. Instead, camped out in front of the building, was what looked like a complete on-location film crew.

      ‘Oh, fuck,’ he whispered, and came to an abrupt halt. He was about to do a one-eighty and turn on his heels when a voice called out: ‘Hello? Helloooo? Over here!’

      He vaguely recognised the woman as the one who’d collared him with her business card at the Ironman challenge.

      Zara was flapping her hands for him to join her. ‘Hurry up, lovely!’

      Enough heads turned his way among the crew that he’d have felt like an even bigger knob if he made a run for it now. So he crossed the decking towards her, reminding himself that swagger and a veneer of self-confidence were all that he had to get him through this morning. He thrust out his hand as he approached her.

      ‘DS Minter,’ he informed her confidently. He winced. ‘Stephen,’ he said, correcting himself. He was off-duty now.

      She touched his hand lightly and beamed a show-biz smile at him. ‘Yes, love, I know who you are. Now… we’re on a tight schedule this morning and the photoshoot director is keen to get the outdoors shots done before the pier gets too crowded.’

      Minter looked around. ‘We’re doing it outside?’

      Zara nodded. ‘Of course.’ She grabbed his arm, led him through the entrance and inside. ‘But wardrobe and make-up’s through here.’

      The jazz club was almost as busy on the inside; most of the tables and chairs in the main area had been stacked neatly against the walls, making space for two rows of make-up chairs and a number of changing booths that were little more than flimsy shower curtains. Some club track that Minter vaguely recognised was playing and, over that, raised voices shot from one make-up chair to another.

      Zara turned to Minter. ‘I’ll introduce you to a couple of the other models, Stephen, then we need you straight in a chair and get ready for the first range of beachwear.’

      She dragged him over to a man who was in one of the chairs. He appeared to be in his early twenties, with blond hair in messy ringlets and a physique that suggested he wrestled bears in his spare time.

      ‘Jonnie! Let me introduce Stephen,’ she announced. ‘Be lovely to him; it’s his first time and he’s super nervous!’

      Jonnie twisted in his seat and looked up at Minter. He offered a large hand and revealed a perfect set of dazzling teeth. ‘Oooh, fresh meat!’ He squeezed Minter’s outstretched hand. ‘Please tell me you’ve brought some nibbles along with you! I’m famished!’ His voice was a rather high falsetto.

      ‘Uh, no. Sorry, mate,’ Minter replied.

      Jonnie wrinkled his nose. ‘Too bad. I think I’m in danger of having a sugar wobble.’

      ‘The pastries and sweets are over there, Jonnie,’ said Zara. ‘Come on, Stephen, let’s get you into a chair.’

      She dragged him over to a spare seat, with a make-up technician and a hairdresser standing by, both eager to get to work on him.

      ‘Uh, Zara… you, uh, you mentioned beachwear?’ Minter said.

      ‘Oh yes, we want to get that category out of the way first,’ Zara replied, pushing him down into the seat. ‘Before it starts getting too busy.’

      ‘And outside?’ His words came out as a whisper.

      She smiled. ‘Right.’ She looked at the two technicians lingering over him. ‘Lorrie? Has the director told you what he wants yet?’

      The hairdresser checked his list. ‘This is Stephen?’

      She nodded.

      ‘I’ve got “Hemsworth look with a wax-clean top half”.’ He appraised Minter quickly. ‘You already waxed or shaved today?’

      ‘Huh?’ Minter looked up at him. ‘What?’

      ‘Chest, back and shoulders? Do we need to get the lawnmower out?’

      ‘Well, I… errr… I’m not particularly hairy. But, no, I don’t, you know, normally –’ Minter said, flustered.

      Lorrie patted his shoulder gently. ‘We’ve got this.’ He looked at Zara. ‘Forty minutes and he’ll be as smooth as a baby’s backside.’
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      Minter stared at himself in the changing booth’s long mirror. His torso looked like a roast-in-a-bag chicken: shorn of hair and basted in a fake tan that looked as though he’d taken a swan dive into a paddling pool of turmeric.

      The swimming trunks were sized somewhere between Speedos and a thong. He’d desperately hoped they’d stretch to cover more as he’d pulled them on, but, apart from cupping him at the front and spreading his buttocks at the back, they seemed to serve little useful purpose.

      ‘Oh, God help me,’ he whispered. He teased the curtain open and poked his head out. ‘Excuse me, miss?’

      The wardrobe minder – a woman who looked young enough to need a cinema ID-check – looked up from the clipboard she was carrying. ‘Yes?’

      ‘I think I may have been given the wrong size…’

      She tugged the curtain out of his hand and pulled it aside, looking him over quickly. ‘No, that’s right. Pool Packet, red, medium. You’re fine.’ She must have spotted the sheer terror in his eyes because she offered him a warm smile as she beckoned him to step out. ‘You look great. You’ll be fine.’

      She led him over to the front entrance of the jazz club where Jonnie and half a dozen other male models were sitting in director-style canvas chairs, waiting patiently and looking down at the phones in their laps.

      ‘Sorry about the wait, gents,’ she said. ‘The last straggler’s done. Put your toys down and get ready.’ She tapped her radio mic. ‘The boys are all good to go for the cluster shot.’

      Someone replied to her, and she nodded. ‘Okay. Out you go – the boss is ready for you.’

      Minter took a deep breath, then followed the others out of the club and into the daylight. Although it wasn’t windy for once, it was still bloody chilly. An assistant with another clipboard met them and led them across the decking towards the safety rail, which had a view of Eastbourne and a perfectly flat, leaden sea.

      He’d lost track of time inside while they’d been buffing, shaving, primping and spraying him. He’d become concerned about the reason why the process had taken so long; it was his lack of personal grooming that had slowed the whole enterprise down. More to the point, though, he was worried that the delay might have allowed enough time for a crowd of onlookers to amass, ready to watch the curious spectacle.

      He let out a sigh of relief. Although he spotted an elderly couple and their dog watching the goings-on, this end of the pier remained sparsely populated.

      By the safety rail, a middle-aged man wearing a baseball cap and a bomber jacket was waiting for them, one hand wrapped round an ornate blue lamp post. ‘Morning, boys. Okay, let’s have you all clustered around this…’

      Minter watched Jonnie and the other seasoned models take up positions around and close to the post and begin to strike well-practised poses. He copied one of them, leaning against the rail and doing his best to look relaxed and casual: he was a gentleman about town, up early and ready for a bracing swim in the English Channel… Just checking out the amazing view first.

      ‘You!’ said the director, pointing at him. ‘What’s your name?’

      He nearly announced himself as DS Minter again. ‘Stephen.’

      ‘This is your first shoot?’

      ‘Uh, yes, sir… as it happens,’ Minter answered, feeling heat creeping into his neck and willing himself not to blush.

      The ‘sir’ bit seemed to amuse the director. ‘I just need you to be a little less stiff, son. You look like you’re on parade.’

      ‘Ah, righto. How do you want me?’ Minter asked.

      ‘Hips and lips, Stephen.’

      ‘Hips and…’

      The director came over and stood before him, placing one hand on each of Minter’s bare hips. Minter did his best not to recoil in shock at the unexpected and, to be honest, unwanted physical contact.

      ‘This side down up, this one up. Give me a pelvic slant.’

      Minter stuck his arse out slightly one side. ‘Like this?’

      ‘No! You look like you’re about to let out a fart! Bend your knee, you wally.’

      He did so.

      ‘Now that’s a bit better,’ the director told him. ‘Put your hand on the high side… that’s it. Now lips, please.’

      ‘You want me to smile?’ Minter asked.

      ‘Fuck no! I want you to pout. Give me duck lips.’ The director demonstrated for him. ‘Like a selfie trout pout.’

      ‘Is that a… a bloke thing?’ Minter asked.

      ‘It’s a model thing. Come on – let’s see what you’ve got.’

      Minter poofed out his mouth as if he was getting ready to blow a raspberry.

      ‘Not like that! Like you’re saying “prune”,’ said the director. ‘Better. Practise at home, though. Okay… and this spare hand? Let’s have it draped over this guy’s shoulder.’

      This guy, happened to be Jonnie, his mane of blond ringlets fluttering gently in the breeze.

      ‘Come on – like your total bros.’ The director grabbed Minter’s hand and placed it on one of Jonnie’s meaty shoulders, then stood back to look. ‘Hmm… looks like you’re arresting him. Move it down his back a bit more.’

      ‘His…’

      ‘Like you’re rubbing on lotion. Go on.’

      Minter made contact, but barely, wincing as Jonnie backed into him.

      Jonnie laughed. ‘Don’t worry, mate – it’s a photo, not a date.’

      ‘Right,’ the director said, finally happy with the group pose. ‘Let’s get a couple of shots. Everyone, look to your left. At the tea rooms, please; no smiling… aaand lips!’

      Minter did as he was told… and that was when he spotted them, standing outside tea rooms, mugs of tea and bacon butties in hand: Warren, O’Neal, Okeke and her other half, Jay, along with Sully and his towering new deputy Magnusson. All of them waving cheerfully at him.

      They let out a football terrace roar when they noticed he’d actually seen them.

      ‘Attaboy, Minty!’ shouted O’Neal. ‘Give it some, mate!’

      And so it commenced…
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      As Minter climbed the stairs to the first floor, he braced himself for the inevitable – a relentless, brutal onslaught of epic piss-taking that was going to last not just this morning but more than likely for the rest of his career as a police officer. There was absolutely no doubt in his mind that those bastards in his team would have shared the scoop with pretty much everyone at HQ. Even the desk sergeant seemed to have had a glint in his eye and a half-smile on his usually sullen face as he’d nodded Minter through the security barrier.

      Bloody marvellous.

      Minter pushed the double swing doors and entered the CID floor, waiting for the barrage of wolf whistles and laughter to begin, but it was quiet: a typically subdued Monday morning. He made his way to his desk on the open-plan floor, exchanging a curt nod along the way with Abbott, Fox and several others. He was relieved to find there was no blow-up doll sitting in his seat or printed pictures taped to his monitor.

      He looked around for Okeke, Warren and O’Neal. None of them were at their desks yet, despite the fact that it was half eight and they knew he would be holding a team briefing in the Incident Room at nine. He slid his jacket over the chair and caught sight of Boyd in his office, pecking away at his keyboard.

      Boyd looked up and caught his eye, then tapped his watch.

      Minter guessed he was asking about the briefing. He mouthed back, Nine, boss, and held up nine fingers.

      Boyd nodded, then returned to what he’d been working on.

      It’s too bloody quiet, thought Minter. The ambush was going to hit him at some point this morning, he was sure about that.

      He decided to grab his notes and get himself set up for the briefing in the Incident Room. If he was the first one in, he could tackle his colleagues one at a time as they drifted in with their coffees and bagels. One at a time. ‘Yeah, yeah, very funny, mate… Now, sit down, shut up and get your head back on the case.’

      He made his way over to the room – the blinds were drawn as they usually were over the weekend – it was standard procedure so that any intel on the whiteboard wouldn’t be seen by the cleaners. Clearly he was the first in.

      Lazy bastards.

      He turned the handle. And stepped straight into the inevitable ambush.
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      Boyd was dimly aware of the raucous noise coming from the Incident Room and couldn’t help a smile spreading across his face. Okeke had called him yesterday lunchtime with an after-action report, a little tipsy from several pints and hardly able to get a coherent sentence out she’d been laughing so hard.

      He let the jubilation run on for a couple of minutes; it was better for Minter to get it out of the way in one hit. Then Boyd finally got up, grabbed his notepad and made his way to the Incident Room to rescue his SIO from his team.

      Boyd stepped in to find Minter purple-faced with embarrassment and irritation, looking very much like a supply teacher trying to wrestle control of an unruly class.

      He clapped his hands together loudly. ‘Okay, that’s enough, everyone! Settle down!’

      Okeke was the first to respond. Still grinning from ear to ear, she got Warren and O’Neal to stop guffawing like hyenas. Sully and Magnusson took a little longer to quieten down.

      ‘You really should have come along, Boyd!’ said Sully. ‘It was the stuff of legend.’

      ‘I’m not sure I’m mentally ready to see Minter rocking a mankini,’ Boyd replied.

      Which only served to set them all off again. He raised his hands. ‘Okay, that’s enough. Let’s get our heads back on the job, please.’

      Minter echoed him. ‘Right, you’ve all had your bloody fun. Now shut up… and let’s get this briefing started.’

      Apart from a few final sniggers from Warren and O’Neal, the team simmered down enough for Minter to make a start.

      ‘So, let’s begin with the updates…’ He glanced at Sully and Magnusson. ‘Starting with the DNA from the bag?’

      Their smiles slowly faded to be replaced with more serious work faces. ‘We got a profile back from Ellessey,’ replied Sully. ‘I ran it through the NDNAD and got nothing back. It’s not on the system.’

      Minter huffed. ‘That’s disappointing.’

      ‘My digital forensics whizz will be taking a look at the laptop this morning, though,’ said Sully.

      ‘Laptop?’ Minter queried.

      O’Neal slapped his forehead. ‘Shit. Yes… I forgot to mention it, Minter. Sorry.’

      ‘What laptop?’ Minter repeated.

      ‘Yeah, I found Katrina Lao’s laptop on Friday afternoon. Under her bed.’

      ‘And you didn’t think to mention it to me?’

      ‘Well…’ He looked flustered. ‘I brought it back in after you’d all left, evidenced it, handed it over to Sully…’

      ‘That he did, to be fair,’ said Sully, nodding, ‘before speeding off to go on the piss.’

      ‘Yeah, sorry, Minty, shit… I just forgot in all the excitement of your modell–’

      Minter silenced him with a withering glare. ‘Do I need to ask if there was anything else you discovered at her flat, O’Neal?’

      ‘No. I mean… it’s not like there’s much stuff in there. Well, I did find a charging cable, an iPhone one, I think, so I’m guess that she had an iPhone…’

      Sully shook his head. ‘We don’t have a phone for Lao.’

      Minter sighed and asked O’Neal. ‘How thoroughly did you look?’

      ‘Pretty thoroughly. That’s how I found the laptop.’

      ‘All right.’ Minter sighed. ‘Well then, we’ll need to do another search. For future reference, O’Neal… a missing phone is quite a big deal, okay?’ He shook his head silently, then turned back to look at his whiteboard. He scrawled ‘missing phone’ beside Katrina Lao’s name. Then: ‘laptop – to be unlocked’.

      ‘Sully, ASAP with the laptop, all right?’

      ‘Everything we do is ASAP,’ Sully replied dryly.

      Minter stroked his chin thoughtfully as he regarded his scrawled notes and mental must-do list. ‘The DNA and prints on the Tesco bag… They’re top of my list.’ He paused for a moment. ‘For completion’s sake, we should get DNA samples from everyone in the house – victims and survivors – so we can rule them all out.’ He squiggled the various tasks on the whiteboard.

      ‘I’m still convinced it could have been somebody on Cottle Street,’ said O’Neal, eager to make amends. ‘Maybe one of the next step should be… we take swabs right down the street?’

      ‘Are you sure you want to do that?’ said Sully. ‘You know that Ellessey bills us about two thousand pounds for every DNA chromograph?’

      ‘We could suggest a swab on the doorstep,’ said Minter. ‘Anyone who objects too strongly to the idea, we could prioritise for swabbing?’

      ‘It feels like taking a sledgehammer to crack a walnut,’ countered Sully. ‘Just saying.’

      ‘It might be worth a go,’ said Boyd. ‘Threatening to take swabs won’t cost us a penny… and it might shake out some telling reactions.’

      ‘Pharaoh’s box,’ said Magnusson.

      They all looked at her.

      ‘It’s a classic fable,’ she replied. ‘The pharaoh’s wife’s favourite ankh gets stolen. He wants to find the culprit, so he brings in a wise man to sleuth it out.’ She looked around wondering whether they wanted to hear the rest.

      ‘Go on,’ said Boyd, intrigued.

      ‘The wise man claims to have a magic bell that rings if it detects a spoken lie. He erects it within a small tent and tells each servant to go into the dark tent alone, place their hands on the bell and answer the question “Did you steal it?”’

      ‘And?’ prompted O’Neal.

      ‘It never rings,’ she continued. ‘The pharaoh’s mightily pissed off with him about that. But then the wise man tells the servants to all raise their hands. They do, and they all have ink stains on their fingers, except one.’

      Boyd smiled. ‘Nice. Clever. I like that.’

      O’Neal was frowning.

      ‘The bell was covered in ink,’ explained Sully, rolling his eyes. ‘Do you get it now?’

      O’Neal nodded.

      ‘So, are we actually going to do that?’ asked Okeke. ‘Suggest DNA-profiling a whole street?’ She shook her head. ‘Can you imagine the shit that’ll kick up? An assumption of guilt right down Cottle Street? Guilty by postcode? That’s not going to look great for Sussex Police, is it?’

      Minter nodded. ‘Maybe it’s one for the backburner. Let’s swab those folks in Argyle House and go from there. The victims, then Crossley and Goddard. Meanwhile, we’ll look at their socials, check any snail mail on the floor of the lobby. See if, apart from Chandra, they’ve received any threats or had any heated exchanges with anyone online.’ He turned to Warren and Okeke. ‘Speaking of which… how’s it going with your paedo-hunting vigilante?’

      ‘Warren and I are going through all his posted videos. He keeps a mask on when he talks to his camera, but he’s careless, swinging it around. We may catch something that gives him away,’ said Okeke.

      ‘He’s got a sidekick,’ said Warren. ‘Wears another Guy Fawkes mask; he seems younger, and referred to as Timbo. That’s obviously a nickname, but… it might come up on LEDS somewhere.’

      ‘Good.’ Minter nodded. ‘That’s good.’ He looked back at the whiteboard. ‘We interviewed the sex worker Louise Goddard. She said they all knew each other in the house. There was no friction. No antagonism. In fact, they all seemed to be looking out for each other. And as for her being someone’s specific target…’ He shrugged. ‘Unless she’s blackmailing someone with compromising material, I can’t really see her as being the one.’

      Minter tapped the whiteboard. ‘So then, lastly, there’s Doug Ness, the drug addict…’ Minter scrawled a question mark beside his name. ‘Could this have been gang-related? Is he part of the county lines that Operation Rosper’s been looking at?’

      Boyd nodded. ‘That’s certainly worth exploring.’

      Minter underscored Ness’s name. ‘I’ll see what we have on him. O’Neal, go back and double check Lao’s flat for that bloody phone. Okeke and Warren, you carry on digging up info on your vigilante. Sully?’

      ‘Yes, the laptop, I know. It’s the first job on our slate this morning.’

      ‘Right, then. That’s enough fannying around, people. We’ve all got a task to get on with. Let’s get busy.’

      ‘Right you are, gorgeous,’ said Magnusson, and on cue everyone struck a pose and pouted before dissolving into laughter.

      Minter gave them a withering glare as he left the room.
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      ‘You see… they’re scum. That’s what they are: beneath human. To be honest, they’re beneath animals. Insects, even. And the thing is… that’s a fuckin’ choice they’ve made. No one else has forced them to be kiddie-fiddlers. It’s a choice. A lifestyle choice. A preference…’

      Okeke could feel her mind imploding, listening to P3d0hunter88’s monologue.

      ‘So yeah… I’m totally okay with the death penalty for ’em. I mean, that’s why they should bring it back – even if it’s just for the paedos! Perfect fuckin’ result. And they should have a think about how it’s done. None of this lethal-injection bollocks. I mean, it’s gotta have a deterrent value, right? It’s gotta make those skanks seriously think twice before they start touching up some kid. I mean, hanging’s okay… but that’s quick. And it’s painless. For fuck’s sake, there’s people that do that “autophixiation” thing – you know, strangle ’emselves for a turn-on? So no. I think it needs to be a death sentence that’s as scary as fuck…’

      Okeke paused the video and turned to Warren. ‘So it looks like this video is one long rant to the webcam.’ She scrolled forward and the thumbnail image remained the same: a Guy Fawkes mask with a grubby cream-coloured wall behind and the edge of a window sill just in shot.

      ‘Yeah, next one, maybe?’ said Warren wearily.

      Okeke clicked on the next video, which had been posted a couple of days later. ‘Jesus. He knocks ’em out pretty regularly,’ she said.

      ‘That’s what you’ve got to do to keep your audience,’ said Warren. ‘It’s about content churn. And in between his “busts”, he’s got to keep subscribers interested, right?’

      Okeke paused the next video as P3d0hunter88’s channel logo appeared – a spyglass hovering over the stickman silhouette of a flasher.

      ‘Fancy a ciggy?’

      Warren nodded.
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        * * *

      

      Outside, Okeke produced a lighter and lit up. She took a long much-needed pull on her cigarette and blew out a rolling cloud of smoke.

      ‘I can’t believe it’s that easy to be anonymous online,’ she said with a sigh. ‘A decent VPN and you’re in business.’

      ‘I can’t believe that kind of shit gets subscribers,’ said Warren. ‘I mean, it’s like listening to some incoherent drunk uncle at a wedding.’

      She looked at him. ‘You’ve got uncles like him?’

      He nodded. ‘’Angin’s too good for ’em!’ he growled with a twenty-a-day rasp. ‘All them bloody nonces…’

      Okeke huffed out a breath. ‘Jesus.’

      ‘Interesting question, though,’ he continued.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Paedophiles – the death penalty. Yes or no?’

      Okeke shot a look at him. ‘Seriously?’

      Warren froze mid-puff. He lowered his hand and blew out of his nose. ‘Err… I’m just… making conversation.’

      ‘Castration, maybe,’ Okeke answered after a while. ‘But death’s overcooking it, I think. I mean… there’s a scale of misdemeanour to look at here.’

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘I mean, there’s a big difference between the likes of Jimmy Savile and someone like, say, Leonard Chandra.’

      ‘He was a teacher who was shagging a student,’ Warren reminded her.

      ‘Yeah? I was a student once…’

      Warren’s mouth dropped open. ‘You –’

      ‘No, I didn’t shag a teacher,’ she cut in. ‘I had a boyfriend who was twenty-two when I was only fifteen. And, yeah, we made out several times.’ She shrugged. ‘It was a crappy experience, to be honest, but the point is… I certainly wouldn’t have branded him a paedo.’

      ‘Fifteen?’ Warren looked appalled. ‘And he was twenty-two?’ He pulled a face as he tried to comprehend the age difference. ‘That’s just sick.’

      ‘He was immature and I was precocious. I bossed that relationship, Warren. He was my bitch for pocket money, rides and ciggies.’ She tapped ash off her cigarette. ‘My point is… paedophile is too broad a label if you’re going to bracket someone like Gary Glitter with someone like my ex… or even Chandra.’

      Warren shook his head at her.

      She tutted. ‘The world is a simple place for you, isn’t it?’

      ‘A perv is a perv,’ he said. ‘You can’t put it on a scale when it comes to that kind of thing.’

      She stubbed her ciggy out on the ground. ‘Come on, Boy Wonder – let’s get back to work.’
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      ‘Here!’ said Flack, dropping a brown envelope on Boyd’s desk.

      Boyd hadn’t heard him knock, or come in. He hadn’t even registered the movement in his peripheral vision – he’d been so far down the rabbit hole of last year’s finances.

      He reached for the envelope.

      ‘My informants’ names,’ added Flack. ‘As requested.’

      Boyd pulled out a folded sheet of paper from the envelope and opened it up. There was a list of about a dozen handwritten names.

      Flack glared at him. ‘You verify them, then you shred that piece of paper, is that fucking clear?’

      Boyd nodded.

      ‘You don’t contact them; you don’t approach them. You verify them. That’s it.’

      Boyd nodded again. ‘That’s all I need to do, mate.’

      Flack shook his head with disdain. ‘You’re an arsehole, Boyd.’

      His eyes met Flack’s angry stare. ‘Well, let’s just hope so, eh?’

      ‘You’re only doing this to suck up to Sutherland,’ Flack spat.

      Boyd felt his tolerance for Flack’s shitty attitude beginning to wear thin. ‘I’m doing this because it didn’t get done by Sutherland. And when we start waving through claims like this, things get murky.’

      He looked down at the names, then up at Flack. ‘This is one name short.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Your expense list… I counted thirteen different codenames. There’re are only twelve names here.’

      Flack shook his head.

      ‘I’m telling you, there’re only twelve here, and thirteen different codenames in…’ Boyd stopped and started flicking through the printouts and notes on his desk. He found what he was after and began checking through the names, ticking them off Flack’s handwritten list as he went.

      Finally he had the missing one. ‘I need the identity for your man “Monster”,’ he told Flack.

      ‘Christ,’ he grumbled.

      Boyd glanced down at his notes. ‘Monster’ had had over two grands’ worth of expenses attributed to him. ‘His name, Flack?’

      ‘I haven’t included his name, Boyd, because he’s the most vulnerable on that list,’ Flack said. ‘He’s not in a gang. He’s got no back-up, no protection. He’s in the middle of No Man’s Land.’

      ‘Okay.’ Boyd lowered his voice, trying to sound conciliatory in an attempt to bring down the temperature in the room a little. ‘Well, as I’m an acting DSI and not a county lines gang leader, his secret’s safe with me.’

      ‘Jesus,’ hissed Flack. ‘You have no fucking idea, have you?’

      ‘About dealing with informants? Actually I do,’ Boyd told him.

      ‘Well, if you did, you wouldn’t be asking me to break that kind of trust. His life… his fucking life, depends on that trust.’

      ‘And it goes no further than this desk,’ replied Boyd. ‘I’ve already promised this.’

      The DCI standing on the far side ground his teeth for a moment. ‘If anything happens to him…’

      ‘It won’t be as a result of me verifying your expenses, for God’s sake.’

      ‘Fine…’ He paused. ‘It’s Stephen Wright,’ said Flack very quietly.

      ‘Wright? Like the DJ?’

      ‘Well, obviously not the DJ, but spelt the same,’ said Flack.

      Boyd wrote the name at the bottom of Flack’s handwritten list. ‘Thank you.’

      He looked up, but Flack was already gone, the door swinging closed behind him.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Hello? Minty?’

      Minter looked past his monitor at Okeke and Warren, both looking far too eager to talk to him to be the bearers of bad news. ‘What have you got?’

      ‘A vehicle number plate.’

      ‘For Paedo what’s-his-face?’ Minter asked hopefully.

      Okeke nodded. ‘Or it might be his accomplice’s.’

      Warren elaborated. ‘The idiot was doing one of his ambush videos… waiting for his target to turn up for a rendezvous. He was waggling his phone around and bantering with his sidekick, Timbo.’

      ‘Timbo had a Guy Fawkes mask on as usual,’ interjected Okeke.

      ‘And the vehicle was caught in the shot. Just for a second. But we got a readable single frame.’

      ‘Nice one.’ Minter nodded. ‘Well, all right. Warren, you go and enter it into the log. I want cause, reason and actions taken. And Okeke… ANPR.’

      ‘Gotcha,’ Okeke said.

      ‘Why not the other way around?’ asked Warren. He looked annoyed. ‘She gets the number-plate find, and I have to do the numpty work?’ His cheeks became a mottled pink. ‘I was the one who spotted the number plate.’

      Jesus. Minter forced a patient smile. ‘Fine. Warren, you do the ANPR. Okeke –’

      ‘What?’ Now she looked irked. ‘Because he just whined like a bitch?’

      ‘Because I’m the ruddy boss here, and I’m saying so!’ he snapped.

      Warren flinched a little. Even Okeke looked a little taken aback.

      ‘Go on!’ said Minter, flapping his hands. ‘Will you both just go and get us a bloody name.’

      ‘Sir,’ they chorused as they turned to go.

      Minter watched them return to their work stations, tossing insults at each other like hand grenades.

      He was a little taken aback himself actually. For once – perhaps for the first time as far as he could recall – DC Okeke had actually acknowledged his senior rank.
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      Warren had a hit. The make and model of the vehicle matched what they’d glimpsed in P3d0hunter88’s video – a light grey Nissan NV200 transit van. The name of the current registered owner was John Ashley Massett. But it was Massett’s address that made him ball his fist and punch the air.

      Okeke noticed, stopped her typing and leant over. ‘What have you got?’ she asked.

      Warren turned the monitor towards her and pointed at the relevant line. ‘Look, he lives on Cottle Street.’

      Okeke’s eyes were drawn to the passport photograph on the driving licence. ‘Shit… I think I spoke to him!’

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘When we were doing the door-to-doors,’ she replied. ‘That man’s house was almost opposite Argyle House, I think. What name have you got?’

      ‘John Massett.’

      Okeke pulled out her notebook and leafed through the notes she’d made. ‘John,’ she said out loud. ‘He didn’t give me his surname.’

      Warren grinned. ‘That’s our guy, then. What did he say?’

      She scanned her barely legible scrawl. ‘Um… that he seemed pretty hostile towards them and wasn’t surprised that the whole house had been gassed. Said it was full of skanks and –’

      ‘Skank.’ Warren’s eyes lit up. ‘Paedo-Hunter uses that word all the time.’

      She nodded thoughtfully. ‘He does, doesn’t he?’

      They both rose from their seats at the same time in what appeared to be an unseemly attempt to race across the room to deliver the news to Minter first.

      ‘Shit, wait… Let’s try not to look undignified here,’ she said. ‘He’d love that. You can tell Minty, all right? But we’ll go over together, okay? Team effort.’

      Warren nodded in agreement and held out a fist for her to bump.

      ‘Seriously?’

      ‘Come on,’ he whispered. ‘You can’t leave me hanging.’

      She sighed, then tapped his fist with her knuckles. ‘Ugh. That’s so naff,’ she muttered.

      They strode over to Minter’s desk, only to be pipped to the post by O’Neal, who leant over from his neighbouring desk and tapped Minter on the shoulder.

      Minter took his headphones off. ‘What?’

      ‘Sir…’ he said, pointing at his monitor. ‘You really should take a look at this…’
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        * * *

      

      Boyd had Stephen Wright’s rap sheet up on his screen.

      Wright had a long list of convictions. Mostly burglary, car theft and shoplifting. The crimes were all petty; they told a familiar story of addiction and – like so many others who’d found themselves in the same mess – made the most compelling case for decriminalizing drugs, in Boyd’s opinion. Boyd lost count of the number of times that ‘radical idea’ had been floated by well-informed politicians and even by senior police officers over the years, only to be shot down by indignant tabloids screaming that the streets would be filled with coked-up, knife-wielding maniacs. The truth of the matter lay in the numbers; the last time he’d checked, north of eighty per cent of all criminal activity was drugs-related, either in the production and distribution of the stuff, or in the pursuit of money to feed the habit. With one smart, courageous, political decision, billions of pounds of policing budget could be saved; hundreds of thousands of people could avoid being criminalized, and tens of thousands of lives could be saved from fatal overdoses, fatally toxic combinations, sepsis, and the many chronic conditions associated with drug abuse.

      Stephen Wright was real and had various aliases, but, most relevantly, he was not a fabrication by Flack. Boyd looked at Wright’s arrest photos across the years; they showed a gradual descent from a normal-looking young lad with a cocky tilt to his head in the first one to the dull-eyed, hollowed-out, middle-aged wraith he’d become in the most recent.

      The record, last updated two years ago, showed Wright as having no fixed address, no next of kin and indicated that there was little sign that he would benefit from any form of addiction assistance. He was lost.

      All the names on Flack’s list were legit. Their records and photos all showed the same tragic descent. It was very depressing. However, Boyd felt a sense of relief as he closed Wright’s tab on the screen. Flack’s reticence at coughing up this last name didn’t appear to be suspicious. Flack might be a bit of a knob and somewhat lax with his paperwork, but on this evidence, most importantly, he looked straight.

      Boyd did what he’d promised Flack he’d do. He took the list of names and tore the sheet into a small blizzard of confetti that he swept off the desk and into the bin.

      There was a knock on his door. Boyd looked up to see Minter hovering in the doorway.

      ‘Boss? We’ve had a break on the Argyle case.’

      Boyd gave him a thumbs-up. ‘Nice one.’

      ‘But can I borrow you?’

      Boyd glanced at his watch. It was approaching lunchtime and Emma had texted him, asking if he’d like to meet her for chips down on the pier. Of course he’d replied with a ‘yes’. He hardly saw her these days.

      ‘Can it wait till after lunch?’ he asked Minter.

      ‘Sure, no problem,’ Minter said. ‘I’ve got a briefing set up for three o’clock. We’ve got some prep work to do over lunch, anyway.’

      ‘You starting to get a piece or two falling into place? Boyd asked.

      Minter smiled. ‘Looks like a whole load of them, boss.’
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      Boyd crossed the road and then stepped onto the pier, only to see Emma and Charlotte waiting for him outside the entrance to the chippy.

      Emma had said it was going to be just her. He was a little surprised and, if he was honest, a little disappointed. He’d mentally switched gears from work and from worrying about where he and Charlotte were headed, and he was looking forward to chilling with his daughter over a bag of chips.

      Boyd walked over to join them. ‘All right?’ he said, giving Emma a hug.

      He offered Charlotte a polite peck. There had been a tension lingering between them this morning still. The discussion they’d had on Saturday night had spilled into Sunday. He’d remained distant with her all day, playing it cool, letting her do her own thing while he found things to tinker with on his phone and things to watch on her TV. And this morning he’d deliberately got up extra early to go to work.

      If Charlotte wasn’t ready or interested in taking their relationship any further, he wanted to make a big show of being okay with that. He’d show her that he was more than capable of getting on with his own bits and pieces. There’d be no moping around like a heartbroken sop. Nothing finished off a relationship more quickly than suffocating neediness.

      ‘I’ll go and get the coffee and chips,’ Charlotte said, looking quickly at Emma, ‘while you have a chat with your dad.’

      Boyd watched her as she stepped into the chippy and joined the queue. He caught her glancing furtively back their way. Emma looked uncomfortable, pulling off her glasses and rubbing the lenses obsessively with the cuff of her hoodie.

      ‘Why do I get the feeling that you two are up to something?’ he asked.

      ‘Dad,’ Emma began, ‘the other night… at dinner…’

      ‘It was very nice. Dan did a good job,’ he filled in. ‘Although it was somewhat weird, being a guest in my own house.’

      She ignored that. ‘Do you recall the subject of… babies popping up?’

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘Babies,’ she said more pointedly.

      Babies? Boyd felt his gut suddenly flip over. A baby? With a jolt of realisation, everything about Charlotte’s recent behaviour made sense. He glanced at her standing in the chippy.

      ‘She’s pregnant?!’

      ‘What?’ Emma exclaimed.

      He nodded at Charlotte. Again, he caught her sneaking a look at them through the chippy’s window. ‘How’s that even poss–’

      ‘What?’ Emma repeated, looking appalled. ‘No, Dad! Not Charlotte, for Christ’s sake! Me!’

      His gut flipped back over the other way. ‘You?’

      She nodded.

      ‘You?’ he said again. ‘Pregnant?’

      ‘I did a pregnancy test. It’s real. It’s an actual thing, Dad.’

      He was left frozen in a moment of confusion. ‘How pregnant?’ was all he could think to blurt out.

      Emma laughed nervously. ‘It’s not a thing you can half do, you know.’

      ‘I mean… I meant, how far along?’ he asked.

      ‘Nine weeks, give or take.’

      ‘And it’s a…’

      ‘It’s a baby, Dad. I haven’t had a scan or anything yet. I only found out last week.’

      Boyd, realising that he’d just said at least two witless things in the last thirty seconds, willed his brain to step up. ‘Who’s –’

      ‘It’s Dan’s,’ Emma replied, then smiled. ‘It’s Dan wot done it, officer.’

      He looked again at Charlotte and saw that she was ordering their food. ‘Right, okay… well then, does he know? What does he think about it?’

      She shook her head.

      ‘Doesn’t he, uh…doesn’t he need to be told?’ he asked.

      She narrowed her eyes. ‘Is that your clumsy way of asking whether I’m having it?’ Seeing her dad’s face, she sighed. ‘Yes. I really want to have it.’ She spread her hands and raised her brows, silently inviting his thoughts.

      ‘Right,’ he replied flatly.

      ‘Dad! Lose the poker face, will you?’ she begged. ‘Literally any other expression will do right now.’ She looked disappointed.

      For God’s sake, Bill… whispered Julia.

      That was enough of a nudge from within to shake him out of his stupor. He reached out and pulled her into his arms, hugging her tight.

      She hugged him back for a moment, then finally untangled herself from him. ‘Do I take it from that… that it’s okay? You approve?’

      What was the right thing to say? He nodded. ‘Of course it’s okay. But I think you need to tell Dan. I mean, surely he’s the first one who should have known this, yeah?’

      Her face tightened. ‘I really don’t think he wants to hear this. In fact, I think he’s going to run for the hills if… when… I tell him.’

      ‘Come on – you don’t know that, Ems.’

      ‘Oh, come on yourself, Dad,’ she replied. ‘You heard him the other night. A baby is like his Kryptonite. Garlic to a vampire. If I waggle an ultrasound piccie in front of his face… he’ll burst into flames.’

      ‘Well, you’re going to have to tell him, Emma,’ he told her.

      ‘I know!’ she snapped irritably. ‘I know.’ She looked up at him. ‘But if he’s dead against it…’

      ‘Then if he is, he is,’ replied Boyd. ‘It’s his loss. But, I mean, something like this, has to be your decision, Emma. Above anyone else. Above Dan. Above me. It’s got to be what you want.’

      ‘It is what I want, Dad,’ she told him quietly.

      ‘And you’re sure?’ he asked.

      She sighed. ‘No, wait. Maybe not. I dunno… You got a coin handy?’

      It took him a second to realise she was joking. ‘Ah, right. Funny.’ He grinned at her, and she smiled back.

      Charlotte joined them with chips and coffee. ‘Here’s a flat white for you, Emma. Cappuccino for you, Bill?’

      ‘Thanks. Oh, hey… can I tell Charlotte?’ he asked Emma. ‘Or, better still, do you want to do it?’

      Emma turned towards her. ‘Hey. Charlotte, it looks like I’m up the duff.’

      Charlotte rounded her eyes theatrically. ‘Oh gosh! Really? Congratulations!’

      ‘Hang on…’ Boyd said suspiciously. His eyes narrowed. ‘You knew already.’

      Charlotte feigned deafness. She merely unpeeled the paper wrapping and held the carton of chips under his nose. ‘Lunch?’

      Emma answered the question for her. ‘I might have sought out prior female counsel… yes.’

      Charlotte winced apologetically. ‘I’m so sorry, Bill. She swore me to secrecy.’

      ‘When did you know?’

      ‘Last week. Thursday, I think it was.’

      The penny finally dropped for him, a loud clank like an iron cartwheel dropped onto a tin roof. ‘Oh, for Chrissakes, that’s the reason… That’s why you weren’t so keen on…’

      Charlotte nodded. ‘Now’s really not the time to downsize, Bill,’ she whispered. ‘You’re going to need to decorate one of your many rooms as a nursery.’ She squeezed his hand. ‘Grandad.’
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      Boyd returned in time for Minter’s briefing and picked a spare seat at the table. Minter had managed to muster six uniformed officers, as well as his small team and Sully and Magnusson.

      ‘Thanks for dipping in, boss,’ he said.

      ‘That’s all right,’ Boyd replied. ‘Any excuse to get out of Sutherland’s sodding goldfish bowl.’

      It was then that he noticed Sutherland himself was one of the uniforms sitting at the table.

      ‘Sodding goldfish bowl?’ remarked Sutherland.

      ‘Sorry, didn’t you see there, sir,’ Boyd said quickly over the sniggering from the others in the room.

      Sutherland pouted. ‘It took me ten ruddy years to make it into that “sodding goldfish bowl”.’

      ‘No offence meant, sir,’ Boyd said, suppressing a grin. ‘Settle down, everyone.’

      Minter had a fistful of scribbled notes in one hand and the remains of a sandwich in the other. He’d clearly worked all the way through his lunch break.

      ‘Okay then, everyone… The target for arrest is one John Ashley Massett.’ He placed a printout of Massett’s driving-licence photo on the whiteboard and secured it there with magnets. ‘The grounds for arrest are a suspicion of intent to harm Leonard Chandra.’

      ‘Do we have enough evidence to warrant that?’ asked Sutherland.

      ‘He’s a bit of a nasty piece of work, by all accounts. He’s got form for a number of violent assaults over the years, including one aggravated assault with a baseball bat and possession of a firearm. He’s resident at 27 Cottle Street, which is pretty much diagonally opposite Argyle House. But that’s not the whole story, sir.’ He popped the last morsel of the sandwich into his mouth and washed it down with a slug of water. To get you up to speed, sir,’ he addressed Sutherland. ‘He’s got a YouTube channel where he posts videos of himself jumping out on unsuspecting paedophiles that he’s catfished into –’

      ‘Catfished?’ Sutherland said, looking bewildered.

      ‘It’s an internet term, sir,’ said Minter. ‘For people online who pretend to be someone they’re not. In Massett’s case he pretends to be a sexually active female minor in various chatrooms. His MO is basically luring out blokes who should know better, to rendezvous… and when they turn up he and his wingman jump out with their cameras and sort of ambush-interview them.’

      ‘It’s not really an interview, as such,’ said Okeke.

      ‘It’s more like a game of tag,’ said Warren. ‘The blokes tend to bolt like rabbits as soon as they figure out what’s just happened.’

      Sutherland nodded, still looking confused. ‘Right, I get it, I think.’

      Minter continued. ‘So that’s what he does when he’s not working.’

      ‘What’s his job?’ asked Sutherland.

      ‘He’s a decorator, sir. A sole trader. He’s got an apprentice who works for him part-time… who we strongly suspect is his wingman, “Timbo”.’

      ‘Do you have an ID for “Timbo”?’ asked Boyd.

      ‘He’s Tim Bowler, eighteen years old. Lives two houses down,’ Minter said.

      ‘So how does Massett link to Argyle House?’ asked Boyd.

      Minter nodded at Okeke.

      ‘Leonard Chandra – one of the victims in the house,’ she began, ‘is on the sex offenders list, and Massett got wind of that. He’s been threatening Chandra via his online alias, Paedohunter88.’

      ‘Threatening how?’ Boyd asked.

      ‘We know who you are, where you live… that kind of thing,’ said Okeke.

      Boyd looked around the crowded table. With six uniformed officers sitting at the table, Minter was clearly trying to make the case for a raid. ‘Please tell me that what you’ve got on Massett is more than cyber-bullying?’

      ‘Well, see, that’s how he first popped onto our radar, boss,’ replied Minter. ‘Warren and Okeke managed to ID Massett from one of his social media videos… but the real meat of this comes from another link. O’Neal? Do you want to take this?’

      ‘You sure?’ O’Neal said, turning red.

      ‘It’s your work. Go on.’

      O’Neal stood up eagerly, grasping a crib sheet of notes. ‘One of the other Argyle House victims is Katrina Lao. She was an antifa activist and she’d been looking into a number of right-wing groups that are US based and that have been trying to set up affiliates over here.’

      ‘Which groups?’ asked Boyd.

      ‘You’ve probably heard of some of them,’ O’Neal replied. ‘Proud Boys, Oath Keepers, White Legion. The idiots that stormed the US capitol building a couple of years ago. They’ve been busy trying to build connections with our lot. Anyway, on Friday afternoon I recovered Lao’s laptop. She’d hidden it under her bed. We think she was concerned that someone was on to her.’

      ‘On to her for what?’ asked Sutherland.

      ‘Well, we managed to unlock her laptop,’ cut in Sully. ‘She’s been a busy bee. She’s…’

      ‘I’m talking?’ snipped O’Neal. ‘If that’s okay…’ he finished lamely.

      Sully wafted his hands in the air. ‘That’s fine with me – you go on with your show and tell, young man.’

      O’Neal glared at him. ‘She’s been attempting to sneak her way online into these extreme right-wing groups. She created a fake personality, complete with a bio and pictures that she’s nicked from elsewhere. She presented herself as a young bloke called NickJ1488.’

      ‘Hold up. Eighty-eight,’ said Boyd. ‘That rings a bell.’

      ‘Paedohunter88,’ said Okeke.

      ‘The eighty-eight bit is relevant,’ said Minter. He looked at O’Neal. ‘You want to explain that too?’

      ‘Sure. It’s like an online dog whistle, guv,’ began O’Neal. ‘Like a coded nod to like-thinking minds. Eight refers to the eighth letter in the alphabet.’

      Boyd started mentally counting through his ABCs.

      ‘It’s H,’ said O’Neal. ‘So eighty-eight is HH. Which is how they greet each other or sign off. HH stands for “Heil Hitler”.’

      ‘Bloody hell, crafty buggers,’ rasped Sutherland. ‘And I thought the ruddy Second World War was over!’

      O’Neal continued. ‘It’s one of the ways they avoid word-based searches by social media companies. Putting those two numbers into their online name? It’s a way they can subtly signal to each other that they’re like-minded.’

      ‘And empty-headed,’ added Sully.

      ‘So, anyway, on her laptop,’ said Minter, ‘she’s been storing her chat histories as research. I don’t know whether she was planning on doing some sort of exposé or something. But…’ He nodded at O’Neal to continue.

      ‘In these alt-right chatrooms she came across Massett.’ O’Neal couldn’t help the triumphant tone in his voice as he shared that reveal. ‘It seems, sir, that Massett’s also a neo-Nazi. She was talking to him and about half a dozen other identities. One of them was called Jam88 and he shared with her some of his other activities –’

      ‘All the while thinking she’s this Nick character?’ added Sutherland.

      ‘Right. Jam88 told her he was into catfishing paedophiles, and he sent her a link to his YouTube channel.’

      ‘Jam…’ said Warren. ‘J. A. M. The initials. John Ashley Massett.’

      ‘Christ,’ said Sutherland.

      Boyd stroked his chin. ‘So, she was catfishing a catfish?’

      Minter nodded. ‘That’s about the size of it.’

      ‘All right,’ said Boyd. He got up from the table and approached Minter’s whiteboard, tapping his finger at the list of Argyle House’s tenants.

      ‘So, basically you were working under the suspicion that Massett was lining his sights up on Chandra… but, actually, what? He might have been after Katrina Lao too?’

      Minter nodded. ‘We think that he may have had a suspicion about his new friend “Nick” and somehow managed to trace, maybe with the help of his American friends, Nick’s ID to Argyle House, and Katrina. That… or it’s possible she openly confronted him.’

      ‘It’s an interesting theory,’ said Sutherland. The room fell silent for a moment. ‘What do you think, Boyd?’

      ‘Well, he’s definitely worth bringing in for a chat, that’s for sure,’ said Boyd. He turned to Minter. ‘What’s your plan?’

      ‘An evening raid. Observations on the house this afternoon; we’ll wait until we get a positive sighting of him going into his place. Uniforms enter, front and back simultaneously.’

      ‘If he’s got firearms history, you’ll probably want an ARU on hand,’ said Sutherland.

      Boyd stared at Minter’s whiteboard. With the link between Massett and Argyle House established, this theory just might have legs.
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      Boyd sat in the front seat; his eyes were on 27 Cottle Street, which was fifty yards up the road from the car, but his mind had drifted off elsewhere, replaying the revelation from Emma earlier today.

      A baby. He tried not to smile at the thought that at the tender age of forty-eight he was going to become a grandad.

      ‘Hold on,’ Okeke’s dulcet tones broke through his reverie. ‘Are those ARU jarheads in the van the same bunch who tried grabbing my Jay?’

      Boyd’s head cleared and he forced himself back to the present. He twisted in his seat to look back at her. She, Warren and O’Neal were crammed in the back seat of the pool car, looking like bored kids on a long drive.

      ‘Probably,’ he replied.

      She tutted. ‘Let’s hope they do a better job this time around. From what Jay told me, they couldn’t catch a cold.’

      Boyd had heard the story from Jay himself, who had been wrongly suspected of a crime earlier in the year. He’d bailed out of Okeke’s bathroom window wearing nothing but her pink dressing gown and a pair of flip-flops, and he’d still managed to evade the ARU that were there to bring him in.

      ‘That reminds me. What’s with all the studying Jay’s doing?’ he asked. ‘What’s he up to?’

      Okeke shook her head. ‘Don’t.’

      ‘What? Why?’ Boyd asked.

      She puffed air. ‘It’s just so frickin’ embarrassing.’ She hid her face in her hands. ‘It’s mortifying.’

      O’Neal perked up. ‘Oh, is he planning to be a supermodel too?’

      ‘Give it a bloody rest, will you, mate?’ Minter grunted from the front seat. ‘You’ve had your pound of flesh. It’s time to grow up and move on.’

      ‘Ha! I wish it was only modelling,’ said Okeke. ‘That would probably be more Jay’s speed.’

      ‘More his speed-o,’ quipped O’Neal.

      Boyd turned back to face the front. ‘What sort of stuff is he studying, then?’

      ‘Computers, some sciencey bits, among other things,’ she replied.

      ‘Does he want be a techie?’ asked O’Neal. He chuckled at the idea.

      ‘That,’ replied Okeke, ‘I could live with. But…’

      The radio in Minter’s lap crackled. ‘Obs One. Visual on the target. He’s just got out of a car. Looks like a mate or an Uber’s just dropped him off. He’s carrying two Tesco shopping bags.’

      ‘Copy that,’ replied Minter.

      ‘You might want to give the go-ahead while his hands are full,’ suggested Boyd. ‘It’s a bit public, I know, but it’s unlikely that he’s been to Tesco’s packing any weapons.’ And who knows what someone like Massett might have stashed just inside his front door?

      Minter nodded. ‘Good point.’ He thumbed his radio. ‘ARUs hold back a moment. PS Roe, can you and yours go and arrest him on the doorstep, please.’

      ‘Now?’ the radio crackled again.

      ‘Yes, now!’ Minter replied, shaking his head.

      ‘Copy that,’ Roe replied over the shared channel.

      Minter sat forward in the driver’s seat, ears cocked as he listened to the open channel and the comms chatter among Roe’s officers as they scrambled out of their van.

      ‘Is Jay going to become an inventor, then?’ asked O’Neal.

      ‘For fuck’s sake,’ snapped Okeke. ‘Not now –’

      ‘Quieten down in the back,’ said Boyd.

      Over the handset they could hear a confusion of raised voices.

      ‘Stop! STOP!’

      ‘He’s bolting!’

      ‘POLICE armed with a TASER!’

      ‘Fuck off!’

      ‘Oh dear,’ said Okeke. ‘He really shouldn’t have run.’

      ‘RIGHT… FIRING!’

      They heard the repeated clicking of the taser and, in the distance, the muffled sound of – presumably – John Ashley Massett screaming in agony.

      ‘PUT YOUR HANDS BEHIND YOUR BACK!’

      The clicking stopped, replaced by the sound of scuffling and jangling cuffs.

      ‘Hold still, mate… You’re just making it worse –’

      “FUCKING PIGS! GET THE FUCK OFF ME RIGHT NOW!’

      ‘Shit!’

      ‘Careful, Sarge… he’s trying to bite –’

      ‘No you don’t, sunshine –’

      ‘FUCKING CUNTS! FUCKING PIG-SHITTING CUNTS – GET OFFFFF MEEEE!’

      ‘All right, calm down, mate. You’re just making a prat of yourself.’

      ‘I’LL FUCKING SHANK YOU, MATE! I’LL –’

      They heard an ‘ooofff’ and then silence. It seemed that Massett was done bawling for the moment.

      ‘Target apprehended and secured. Gary… over here, mate. You wanna do the caution?’

      ‘Okay, cheers.’ There was the sound of a throat being cleared. ‘All right. Johnathan Massett, you have the right to remain…’

      Minter switched off the handset and turned to Boyd. ‘Job’s a good ’un.’

      Boyd nodded. ‘Well done, Minter.’ He smiled. ‘Have fun inside.’

      ‘You not coming in, boss?’

      Boyd shook his head. ‘It’s your case, Minter. I just came to observe.’ He opened the passenger-side door. ‘Right, I’m off home. I’ll see you lot tomorrow.’ He swung the door shut and they watched him saunter off down Cottle Street towards the seafront.

      ‘He’s really taking to Sutherland’s desk role, isn’t he?’ said Warren.

      ‘I can’t see it lasting,’ replied Okeke.

      Minter twisted in his seat to look back at them. ‘All right, then, boys and girls. Gloves and slippers on. Let’s go inside and see what we can see.’
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      Minter stepped through the front door of Massett’s terraced house. PS Roe’s team and the ARU unit had done a quick sweep and found no one else inside. The place was now theirs to pick over.

      ‘O’Neal? I want pics of each room, please. Good overlapping ones so everything’s –’

      ‘Yeah, yeah, I know.’ O’Neal rolled his eyes and stepped past him.

      ‘Warren, Okeke… anything digital…’

      ‘Right,’ they chorused, squeezing past him and following O’Neal deeper into the house.

      Minter waited until they had disappeared and began his own methodical sweep of the property. The front room looked as if it had recently been redecorated, the walls were an eye-wateringly brilliant matt white. There were one or two spots of paint on the worn grey cord carpet, and masking tape still in place around the window frames and along the skirting board.

      He stepped out into the narrow hallway, then headed towards the kitchen at the rear. It was an equal size to the front room, but cluttered and messy with stacks of DVDs and CDs. Clearly Massett had used the kitchen as a dumping ground while he’d worked on decorating the front room. The kitchen itself looked old and tired; the doors on the units were hanging unevenly, and the worktop was showing blisters where the Formica veneer was bubbling up and coming off. The ceiling was a tar-stained vanilla; the faux-tile-patterned lino on the floor was scuffed and faded – it was a kitchen long overdue for a makeover.

      Minter peered into a few cupboards and the fridge and confirmed what he suspected. Massett lived alone. Paperwork was scattered across the kitchen table. He picked through some of the pages, which were invoices for work that Massett had done, headed ‘J. Massett, Decorator’, with a clipart logo of an ‘A’ ladder and a paint pot.

      He looked out of the kitchen window at the rear garden, which was a small rectangle of ankle-high grass and a marooned and rusting barrel barbecue.

      Not much of a gardener, then.

      Minter was about to walk out of the kitchen when he noticed that the back door had been damaged and repaired. He knelt down to inspect it more closely. The bottom panel of the door should have been frosted glass; instead it was a panel of plywood. And fitted recently by the look of it. He made a mental note to ask Massett about it later.

      He took one final quick look around the kitchen – there was nothing so far to suggest that Massett was anything other than a normal bloke living alone.

      ‘Minty! Up here.’

      He stepped into the hallway and climbed the stairs to find Okeke on the landing.

      ‘All the good stuff’s in here,’ she said, thumbing over her shoulder at the doorway behind her. She led him into the front upstairs room.

      ‘Welcome to his Nazi man cave,’ she announced as he stepped in beside her.

      Minter studied the posters and framed pictures on the wall. There was a reproduction of a Second World War Wehrmacht recruitment poster and a portrait of Hitler with the words ‘Ein Volk, Ein Reich, Ein Führer!’ beneath it. On a shelf, there was an array of Nazi memorabilia: a coal scuttle helmet, a rusting stick grenade and a replica SS dagger.

      ‘Classy,’ said Okeke. ‘Very classy. The kind of decor that really wows a girl.’

      On the opposite wall was a sheet of green cloth taped up with plumber’s tape.

      ‘It’s his green screen,’ Warren explained unnecessarily. ‘So he can superimpose different backgrounds onto his videos and –’

      ‘Yeah, I know, I know,’ replied Minter. ‘I’m not Sutherland.’

      On the wall opposite the bay window was a corkboard crammed with pinned notes and printed images. Minter stepped over to inspect it more closely. Among the clutter, there were printouts of news articles.

      One article in particular, from a local Rotherham paper, was instantly recognisable. There were three rows of mugshots: the Rotherham grooming gang. That made sense, Minter thought. It linked the two sides of Massett’s covert private life, the twin obsessions that were driving him: paedophiles and brown faces. He shook his head in disgust.

      ‘Nice chap,’ he muttered.
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      ‘I really thought you were having second thoughts,’ said Boyd.

      Charlotte turned over in bed and reached for the record player that sat on the low chest of drawers beside her. It was an old one that looked as though it had come from a charity shop or a car boot sale.

      Boyd watched Charlotte’s long wavy hair swaying across her shoulder blades as she dialled down the volume of Mozart’s Flute Concerto No. 1.

      She turned back to look at him, just as Mia hopped on to the end of the bed, snuggling against her feet.

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ said Charlotte. ‘Though I have to admit that some of those Edwardian seafront properties are truly stunning.’ She smiled. ‘I’ve lusted after them ever since I first moved to Hastings.’

      ‘Lusted?’ He chuckled, Ozzie’s head bouncing up and down on his stomach as he did so.

      ‘But we’ll need the space now, Bill,’ she said, still smiling. ‘For those little scampering baby feet.’

      He nodded and lifted an arm so she could snuggle into him. She rested her head on his broad shoulder, while he drew lazy spirals on her lower back.

      ‘Thank you,’ he said.

      ‘For what?’

      ‘For taking all this on.’

      She laughed. ‘Oh, I suppose I’ll just have to make the best of it… Taking on a handsome young detective and his lovely daughter, moving into his lovely home…’

      ‘With a bigger bed,’ he added.

      ‘God, yes,’ she muttered. ‘This is quite a squeeze for the four of us, isn’t it?’

      He smiled. They lapsed into silence for a while, listening to the music.

      ‘You think she’s making the right choice?’ he asked.

      ‘It’s not the fifties any more,’ Charlotte said, gently chiding him. ‘She’s got a good head on her shoulders. I’m sure she’ll make a fabulous mother.’

      ‘No, I mean in terms of being so young,’ Boyd said.

      ‘She’s twenty-four, Bill,’ she reminded him. ‘That’s not exactly young.’

      ‘But she’s had no life of her own so far. I mean, she’s been mothering me for the last three years.’

      Charlotte lifted her head to look at him. ‘I know… Emma and I talked about that. I said that it could only be her decision. Not yours. Not Dan’s.’ She laughed. ‘She presumed, quite rightly as it turned out, that you’d be excited about being a grandad.’

      ‘“Excited” is kind of a big word.’

      She nudged him playfully. ‘Oh, go on with you – you’ve already picked out a pipe and slippers… and I bet you’ve determined what disgraceful habits you’re going to teach your new grandchild.’

      ‘I’m worried about her and Dan,’ he said. ‘She needs him.’

      Charlotte lifted herself up on her elbow. ‘That’s something you can’t police, Bill. If he doesn’t want this –’

      ‘I’ll have a word to him,’ Boyd said.

      She sighed. ‘It’s also not the eighteen fifties where you can march some scallywag up the aisle by his ear to fulfil his fatherly obligations. ‘Anyway,’ she continued, ‘neither of them are kids. They’re adults and you’ll have to let them decide, as adults, what they want to do.’

      She was probably right.

      ‘Now then, Mr Boyd, would you like to hear a little more Mozart before we sleep?’

      ‘You got anything more… contemporary?’ he asked hopefully.

      She gazed at her stack of dog-eared album covers. ‘The Carpenters?’

      ‘Oh, Christ.’

      She tried again. ‘Joni Mitchell?’
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      ‘The date is Tuesday the second of May; the time is 09:57. Present in the interview room are –’ Minter took a breath – ‘DS Stephen Minter, DC Samantha Okeke and interviewee John Massett. At this stage Mr Massett has declined legal representation –’

      ‘Because I’ve got nothin’ to fuckin’ hide,’ Massett snapped.

      ‘John, can you confirm that you have been cautioned and that you understand what that means?’ Minter asked calmly.

      Massett nodded.

      ‘Verbally, please.’

      ‘Yeah, I’ve been cautioned,’ Massett grunted, ‘and I understand.’

      Minter nodded and stifled a yawn. ‘Good.’

      He’d had about three hours’ sleep since last night. Partially self-inflicted; he’d remained in the station pulling together the evidence that had been entered from the search of Massett’s house. Massett’s computer and two iPhones were in Sully’s hands, waiting to be cracked open. Minter was hoping that sometime today Sully would have it all laid out for him: chat log histories, social media activity, search histories, the lot. But, for now, he had a pretty clear picture of Massett’s motivation and MO. Most importantly, it was a motive conceivably strong enough for murder.

      ‘John, let me start by asking you why you think you’re here,’ he said.

      ‘Because of what happened in the house across the road,’ he replied. ‘Obviously. I’m guessing you pillocks think I done it.’

      ‘Well, did you?’ Okeke asked.

      Massett laughed. ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake… Yeah, sure it was me, bang to rights, guv.’ He leant towards the microphone that was on the table. ‘For the record, ladies and gents… I am taking the piss.’

      Minter smiled dryly. ‘Hilarious, John.’

      Massett sat back in his chair, a grin spread across his face. He looked at Okeke, who didn’t look particularly amused. ‘You all right there, luv?’ he asked.

      She ignored him.

      ‘Okay, so let’s walk through what we know about you, John,’ said Minter. ‘Then hopefully we can make some progress.’

      ‘Go for it, mate,’ Massett said, shrugging.

      ‘Let’s start with your little hobby of catfishing paedophiles, shall we?’ Okeke said.

      ‘That’s not a hobby, luv. It’s a duty. Someone’s got to track ’em down. And you lot are fuckin’ useless at it, aren’t ya?’

      ‘You do understand that nothing you record is going to be useable in court?’ said Okeke. ‘It’s a complete waste of your time.’

      ‘No, it’s not.’ Massett rolled his eyes. ‘The dirty fuckers I catch out get their faces blasted across the internet. They’re named and shamed. That’s what it’s all about, not the bloody court. And it’s more than what would happen to them otherwise, because you lot just don’t give a toss.’

      Minter pulled a sheet of paper from his folder; it was a printout of Leonard Chandra’s photograph. ‘Do you recognise this man?’

      Massett nodded. ‘Of course I do. It’s the paedo from Argyle House. So what?’

      ‘His name was Leonard Chandra,’ added Minter.

      Massett shrugged. ‘And?’

      Minter took out a second sheet. ‘This is a chat log of an exchange that you had with him.’ He slid it across the table.

      ‘We know that “Gemma” is you, presenting yourself as a fourteen-year-old girl. And that over a number of weeks you had a series of exchanges with “LenTX49”, AKA Chandra. You were essentially luring him into believing that a sexual encounter was on the cards.’

      Massett nodded. ‘Yeah, that’s what I do. That’s how you lure them out into the open.’

      Minter read from his notes: ‘LenTX49 claimed that he was a man in his thirties with plenty of money.’

      ‘That’s right,’ said Massett. ‘These nonces tend to age themselves down and make out they’ve got loads of money. That’s pretty normal.’

      ‘And for the record, all the time this exchange was taking place, you knew exactly who Len was?’ asked Okeke.

      ‘Yeah. I knew it was Chandra.’ He shrugged casually again. ‘I’m not hiding it. I knew who he was, where he was and what he’d done. Even used part of his own fucking name. Dumb twat.’

      ‘How did you know where he was?’ Minter asked.

      Massett shook his head. ‘You lot really are clueless fucks, aren’t you?’

      ‘So come on, tell us then,’ Minter said.

      ‘An IP search, obviously. It was a piece of piss.’

      ‘So you were able to identify his address?’ asked Okeke.

      ‘And I knew he’s on the sex register.’

      ‘How?’

      Massett grinned and spread his hands. ‘We hunters share intel. It’s all perfectly legal, luv. Thank you, Sarah’s Law.’

      ‘Sarah’s Law is there to provide location information for concerned parents, not to provide a hit list for vigilantes.’ Okeke leant forward. ‘You don’t have any kids.’

      ‘There’s kids that live on my street. A lot of ’em. And they gather right outside his place every night. I’m doing a public service.’

      Minter slid another printout across the table. ‘And in this exchange, dated seventeenth of April, four nights before the deaths at Argyle House, you arranged to meet Len at Rocklands Lane. On Friday the twenty-first of April.’

      Massett studied the page for a while, then looked up. ‘Yeah… that was me luring him out.’

      ‘Tell us what happened,’ said Minter.

      ‘He was a no-show,’ replied Massett. ‘It happens. Sometimes they have a last-minute panic.’

      ‘So no one turned up at all?’ said Minter. ‘And you’re sure about that?’

      ‘Course I’m fucking sure!’ Massed replied.

      Minter glanced at Okeke. Go on… you’re up.

      ‘John, I’m going to put it to you that someone did turn up,’ she said. ‘Only it wasn’t Chandra, was it?’

      Massett looked genuinely surprised. ‘What?’

      ‘It wasn’t Chandra,’ continued Okeke. ‘And we believe you know who it was. Well, maybe you didn’t know at the time, but you very quickly found out who she was.’

      ‘She? What the fu–’

      ‘So,’ Minter prompted. ‘This is the point where you say her name. Because we know, you know her name.’

      ‘Say what name?’ Massett exclaimed. ‘I don’t know what you’re fuckin’ talkin’ about!’

      Minter nodded at Okeke again.

      ‘You were played by another catfish, weren’t you, John?’ she said. ‘You were out-witted by someone better at this game than you are.’ She cocked her head and smiled. ‘Is that why you killed her? Because she made you feel like a complete idiot, and you just couldn’t cope with that?’

      Massett shook his head. ‘Honestly, luv, I’ve got no fuckin’ idea what you’re talking about.’

      Minter pulled out another photograph and held it up for Massett to see. ‘This woman met you, didn’t she?’ He thought he saw a flicker of recognition in Massett’s eyes. ‘Her name was Katrina Lao,’ continued Minter. ‘She also lived in Argyle House. Someone else I’m sure you recognised coming and going from the place.’

      He shook his head. ‘Nah. Not me, mate.’

      ‘I think she confronted you,’ said Okeke. ‘I think she called you out for what you are.’

      Massett grinned. ‘Oh? And what’s that, then?’

      ‘A neo-Nazi, John. A senior member of British Fist, Base88, an organiser and fixer, a middle man between groups over here and groups in the US,’ Minter said.

      ‘A racist,’ added Okeke. ‘Someone using the paedophile-vigilante role as a justification for singling out non-white target –’

      ‘Paedos!’ Massett completed. ‘That’s who I target, luv. Child-molesters. Kiddie-fiddlers!’ He jerked forward in his seat. ‘And yeah! You’re right! Muslim ones, black ones, brown ones. Yeah. You want to fuckin’ know why?’

      Okeke nodded. ‘I’m sure you’re going to tell me.’

      ‘Because that’s our fucking blind spot! In this country… where no one can say anything bad about any non-white person because if they do they’re instantly branded a racist!’

      Minter had brought Okeke in on this interview because she was the quickest on her feet. Smart and ballsy, but also for the obvious reason that she was non-white and likely to not just push Massett’s button but jam it irretrievably in the “on” position.

      ‘Oh, we noticed that, John,’ she replied. ‘Your corkboard is all brown faces, isn’t it? There’s not a single white one on it.’

      ‘Do you know what they call paedophilia? Huh?’ snapped Massett.

      ‘Who’s they?’ she asked.

      He ignored her. ‘They call it the White Man’s Disease. And why’s that? It’s because the only paedos the police go after, the only paedos that make the news, are white ones. You watch any fucking cop TV show and there’s a paedo – He’s white. Always fuckin’ white! And why’s that?’

      ‘You’re going to tell us, I suspect,’ she replied.

      ‘Because everyone’s too fucking shit scared to call them out, to make them look bad. Take Rotherham, for fuck’s sake. Dozens and dozens of those brown bastards raped hundreds, thousands of white girls over nearly twenty years and no one on the council, in the police, in their schools did a fuckin’ thing because they were Muslims!’

      Minter glanced at Okeke, waiting for her to shoot him down. Instead, she just nodded. ‘Yes, you’re totally right. Nothing was done in Rotherham for far too long.’

      Massett’s outrage had nowhere to go and he sat opposite, mouth open, angrily nodding in agreement with her.

      ‘We let those girls down. Those white girls. And it was a disgrace what happened,’ Okeke continued.

      ‘Right! Too fucking right!’

      What the hell’s she playing at? Minter tried to catch her eye. She was meant to be riling him up, not patiently agreeing with him. They needed him to lurch into some justification rant that they could pick through this afternoon at leisure and then hang him with tomorrow.

      There was a gentle knock on the door and O’Neal poked his head in. ‘Minter?’

      ‘What is it?’ he snapped impatiently.

      ‘You got a moment?’

      He stood up, gesturing at Okeke to step out with him. Outside, Minter closed the door and walked O’Neal a few feet down the corridor away from the interview room.

      ‘What is it?’ he asked.

      ‘Sully’s lot just managed to unlock Massett’s phones.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘One of them is Katrina Lao’s.’
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      ‘Help yourselves.’ Minter pushed the box of Celebrations into the centre of the conference table.

      ‘Boyd’s a tightwad,’ grumbled Okeke. ‘At least Sutherland buys us a family tin… With him, we get a crummy little box.’

      ‘Right,’ said Minter. ‘Time to regroup, folks. We have Katrina Lao’s phone, which was discovered in Massett’s house… and you’ve all read the chat transcripts, right? We also have some printouts here relating to the content on her laptop. Thank you, Sully. So, everyone, let’s have your thoughts.’

      O’Neal broke the silence. ‘Well, we know from her phone that Massett was due to meet Katrina, who’d been posing as a paedophile. Catfishing a catfish. Genius. So he’s expecting to see an Asian bloke, because he thinks it’s Chandra, but sees her instead. Maybe there’s an altercation at Rocklands Lane. I reckon she was probably filming him with her phone… and he took it off her.’

      ‘An altercation would explain the bruising on her wrist and arm,’ said Sully, dipping into the box and pulling out a Bounty.

      ‘Was Massett alone? Or with his apprentice, Tim Bowler?’ asked Okeke.

      ‘We should bring Bowler in today too,’ said O’Neal.

      Minter nodded. ‘And we can let him know that Massett’s being interviewed in the room next door. Maybe we can play them off against each other.’ He turned to O’Neal. ‘Go and fetch him once we’re done here, will you?’

      O’Neal grinned. ‘Will do,’

      ‘We need to get a DNA swab from both of them anyway.’ Minter continued, turning to look at the whiteboard. ‘We still need to get one from Howard Crossley and Louise Goddard too, just so that we have the complete set.’

      ‘If Massett is already on LEDS for previous, how come his DNA isn’t on the database?’ asked Warren.

      Minter shrugged. ‘It was pre-2004. Not everyone got swabbed and logged back then.’ He pulled out the photos that had been taken in Massett’s house. ‘Okay, so Massett has admitted his back door was kicked in by someone recently and he’d repaired it. It’s possible that damage was caused by Lao. Can we link that to the evidence we’ve got?’

      Okeke nodded. ‘Massett took her phone off her and Lao could have broken in to get it back?’

      ‘That’s rather ballsy of her, don’t you think?’ said Sully.

      Okeke looked at him. ‘She seems to have been the ballsy type.’

      ‘Maybe she broke in when she knew he was going to be out?’ suggested Warren.

      Minter shrugged. ‘Maybe she didn’t turn up for the Rocklands Lane meeting at all? But had agreed to it so that she knew Massett wouldn’t be home, so that she could break in while he was away?’

      ‘Why?’ asked O’Neal. ‘Wouldn’t she want to be there to ambush him?’

      ‘Maybe she wasn’t that interested in sabotaging his paedo-busting?’ suggested Magnusson.

      ‘Right,’ said Okeke. ‘Looking at what’s on her laptop, it was all about the Nazi-hunting. She was trying to infiltrate them. So… I agree with Minter.’ Okeke spread out some printouts of her chat histories that Sully’s team had extracted. ‘She lured him out, so she could sneak into his house, to see if she could get some more intel on him. Find out who else he was associating with? Get some more names, look for any useful passwords, that kind of thing?’

      Minter nodded. ‘Louise Goddard said she was an antifa type. And clearly Lao was by the notes and research she had on her laptop.’

      ‘Crossley said she was an activist, an idealist,’ added Okeke. ‘So she’d managed to ID Massett, realised he was quite literally living opposite her, and once he’d let her in on his paedophile-busting alter ego, she figured out a way to bait him out of his house for a while. And, during all that, Massett thought he was talking to Chandra.’

      ‘That works out,’ said Minter. ‘What about those bruises on her arm, her wrist? She’s inside his house still when he returns…’

      ‘The bruises were recent,’ said Sully.

      Okeke nodded. ‘So, he finds her, confronts her… Maybe she tells him she’s on to his network of Nazi buddies. That she’s going to shop them all to the police. There’s a struggle, he gets her phone off her, she manages to escape…’

      ‘And what?’ Minter spread his hands. ‘Why doesn’t Katrina Lao go straight to the police?’

      Okeke shrugged. ‘Because… I don’t know, maybe she thinks she’ll get done for breaking into Massett’s place?’

      Minter shook his head. ‘She’s got evidence on her laptop that he’s a member of several extreme right-wing groups. Why not go straight to us?’

      ‘Maybe she was planning to,’ Okeke replied. ‘According to the chat log, the rendezvous was Friday afternoon. The possible confrontation with Massett was later that afternoon. On Friday evening, she’s back in her flat planning next moves…’ Okeke shrugged. ‘And Saturday morning she’s dead.’

      ‘Her laptop was hidden beneath her bed,’ said O’Neal. ‘She might have been scared he was going to come across and break into her place?’

      Minter shook his head. ‘Instead he parks his van outside and gasses the entire house? That seems… I don’t know, a bit much?’

      ‘I agree,’ cut in Sully, sounding hugely sceptical. ‘You think he’s in such a huff that he decides to kill everyone in Argyle House?’ He bit his lip. ‘That feels like a bit of a stretch to me too.’

      ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Okeke. ‘She’s just out-catfished him. Made him feel like a right twat. So maybe she admitted to his face that she’s got a ton of evidence about his links to a bunch of illegal terrorist groups? Maybe she threatens to blast whatever she has on him and his buddies out onto the internet…?’

      ‘She probably couldn’t do that, though,’ said Warren.

      They all looked at him.

      ‘There’s no Wi-Fi in Argyle House. Her at-home internet connection would have been via her phone. Which Massett now has,’ explained Warren. ‘Her phone records show no activity over Friday evening and Saturday morning. And mobile-phone triangulation places her in the vicinity of both his place and Argyle House.’ He shrugged. ‘Can’t be any more precise than that. The records demonstrate that her phone was on but not being used. Which could suggest someone had it, but obviously couldn’t unlock it.’

      ‘And, without her phone, she can’t get the internet,’ added Sully.

      Minter nodded. ‘So, if Massett’s watching her house, he knows if she comes out again with a laptop in her backpack or whatever, she’s off to do what she threatened – find some Wi-Fi, any Wi-Fi, and upload whatever she’s got on him. Instead she’s barricaded herself in for the night.’

      Okeke nodded. ‘And so he figures it’s now or never?’

      Minter thumbed his chin absently for a moment. The motive to kill was beginning to feel more plausible now. ‘He waits until the early hours of the morning… parks his van beside the house, puts a hose into the exhaust flue and lets it run for the next few hours?’

      ‘Sorry to ruin your Scooby Doo explanation,’ said Sully sarcastically, ‘but it would require a lot more than a few hours to fill the entire house with a lethal quantity of CO2.’

      ‘Well, how many?’ asked Minter.

      ‘I don’t know. But I’m sure I can find someone to work it out.’

      Minter nodded. ‘Then do that.’ He looked at his watch. Massett had been arrested at around seven last night. Which meant they had used about sixteen hours of their twenty-four hours to detain him. There was just about enough on the table to apply for another twelve.

      ‘All right. Warren, go and find Tim Bowler. Sully, as soon as you can, I want every last thing from Lao’s phone and laptop on the shared drive. Okeke, O’Neal, you’ll be crunching through that stuff this afternoon and tomorrow.’

      ‘Right,’ they replied in unison.

      ‘And Sully? DNA swabs from Massett and Bowler this afternoon, then over to Ellessey… and we need the match or not-match result back from them ASAP.’ Minter pushed back his seat. ‘All right, folks – let’s go.’
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      Okeke opted to examine Katrina Lao’s email account and let Warren and O’Neal pick through the juicy chat-log histories that Katrina had backed up. There were several years’ worth of emails, Facebook Messenger and WhatsApp exchanges with family, friends and colleagues back home in the US. With her mum, the conversation had been chatty, about her job, her friendly and quirky workmates in Waterstones, about what living in Hastings was like – all largely positive. With her friends, it had been more of the same, although peppered with eye-rolling asides about the peculiarities and peccadillos of British culture.

      With her antifa friends, however, the emails were very much business.

      Focusing solely on the emails that had been sent to one contact – Dez@runbox.com – Okeke began to build a picture of Katrina’s activities over the last few years. She’d come to live in the UK because she had dual nationality, and because of her research interest – the convergence of US and UK fascist organisations. Okeke copied and pasted a section of one of Katrina’s emails into her document of accumulated notes and re-read it carefully.

      

      Their Brit brothers-in-arms are behind the curve compared to our guys. And I think this is exactly why they’re reaching out to them, to get them up to speed on things like which social media platforms to use for discreet communications, how to recruit and radicalise new blood, how to dog-whistle arguments online while avoiding AI search bots. It’s scary stuff, Dez, really scary how good the home Nazis are getting at staying out of sight. And now they’re sharing techniques and practices, like a McFranchise.

      

      Checking the dates of the emails, Okeke got a sense of Katrina Lao’s timeline. She’d lived in the UK for four years, arriving not long before Covid had locked the world down for the best part of two years. She’d been working at Waterstones for four months when the lockdown happened. Unable to travel home, she’d been stranded, and her parents had sent her some money to top up her furlough payments.

      Then, it seemed, she’d reduced her overheads by moving to Argyle House. She’d sent an email to her mother about that.

      

      So yeah, it’s a little crappy, but it’s clean. No view of the sea, which sucks. The other people in the house are nice. Friendly. And there’s a mix. Old, young, male/female, white/non-white. There’s a sassy old Jewish lady downstairs from me, Mrs Feldstein. She’s a character! And the janitor’s this sweet older guy called Howard. He reminds me of a British actor (who’s the guy in the Dark Knight Batman movie, the old butler guy?). He’s got this little dog called Max that yaps all the time and runs around the yard. I was thinking about getting a cat up here, but maybe I can get my pet fix from his terrier…

      

      During the time that Katrina had had available to her during lockdown, she seemed to have split between inveigling her way into the underworld of Britain’s hard right and trying to make a start on a manuscript that presumably she was planning to submit to a publisher or some independent online news outlet.

      Her emails revealed that Katrina resumed working at Waterstones in November 2021. However, with the resumption of full pay, she had chosen to remain where she was at Argyle House. She’d made friends there.

      

      We had Christmas drinks down in Howard’s flat. Basically everyone in our House of Outcasts was there. I finally got to properly meet Louise (she’s the sex worker). I thought I was going to butt heads with her over what she does. I mean, the whole female-body-as-product-for-sale thing, right? But we got on pretty well. She’s cool.

      

      Howard (the janitor) used to be a college lecturer. An intellectual. I didn’t realise. Well, actually, it shows. The books on his shelves – Chomsky, Bertrand Russell, Orwell, Kunzru, Varoufakis. He toasted us all at the end of the Christmas party. It was quite emotional. Poetic, even.

      

      Jesus, Howard deals with a lot of crap from the people on this street. I mean, they’re totally horrific. The kids are constantly spraying vile messages on the side of the house, which Howard tries to paint over. Anti-Semitic, racist stuff. They sometimes steal the garbage bins, and then poor Howard has to go up and down the street to find where they’ve been dumped…

      

      So breaking news. My catfish alias ‘NickJ’ got an invite to 88State, which is an invite-only chat group on Telegram. This seems to be where the Brits are hanging out mainly. There’s a few Yanks there acting like village elders. (I know, right?) But the rest are Brits. So every other word is ‘fuck’ or ‘cunt’. Charming bunch. I’m getting good traction with one of the admins – Jam88. He’s definitely local – that is, south-coast/Sussex area. He’s careless. Or maybe just too cocky. He’s in with the US brothers. He says they trust him and are working with him to ‘build bridges’.

      

      ‘Sam?’

      Okeke turned to see O’Neal, grabbing the jacket off the back of his seat. ‘Yes… Darren?’

      ‘I’ve gotta go. Minter wants me in on the interview with Tim Bowler.’ He nodded at Minter who was on his feet, reviewing some notes in one hand and holding a paper cup of coffee in the other. ‘I’ve emailed you several sections of the chat log from 88State. Have a look at it while I’m gone – see what you think.’

      ‘Right, will do. Have fun.’

      She watched him join Minter, then the pair of them headed out of the Incident Room and down the corridor to the interview rooms. She glanced down at O’Neal’s email.

      

      Mate,

      Attached are some useful exchanges from the chat room. But the last one is most interesting. Massett (Jam88) seems to really trust ‘Nick’. He’s offering to put ‘Nick’ on a special mailing list. That’s a BIG thing for Massett. He obviously sees ‘Nick’ as bestie material. Bit of a bromance brewing. See what you think.

      O’Neal
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        * * *

      

      ‘Why am I here?’ asked Tim Bowler.

      The lad was eighteen but wearing a paint-spattered Nickelodeon hoodie and tracksuit bottoms that made him look even younger. His hair was shaved down to stubble at the sides and been left to grow enough inches on top that it could flop down as a fringe or gel up into an almost-Mohican. It occurred to Minter that it was the kind of haircut that could flip easily between Sid Vicious or Adolf Hitler with careful application of a little hair gel.

      ‘You’re here, Tim, because we want to talk to you about what happened at Argyle House.’

      ‘They all got gassed,’ Tim replied with a sneer. ‘Like in Auschwitz.’

      Minter ignored him. ‘You’re also here because we want to take a DNA sample from you.’

      The mention of that seemed to unsettle the boy. ‘What? Why?’

      ‘To eliminate you from the enquiry,’ Minter replied with his best stab at a reassuring smile. He nodded at Magnusson. ‘This lady’s here going to take a mouth swab.’

      Tim looked up at her. ‘I didn’t do anything!’ he whined.

      ‘Then you’ve nothing to worry about,’ she replied with an ice-cold serial killer’s close-lipped smile. ‘Mouth open, please.’

      ‘You can’t make me!’ He stood up. ‘I know my rights!’

      ‘Oh, you’re quite right, sonny,’ she replied. ‘We’d have to apply for a warrant from the local magistrate.’

      Bowler smirked. ‘See? Told you.’

      ‘At which point we get to decide how to take the sample.’ Magnusson smiled again. ‘I prefer the nasal cavity. I can really ram the swab up there good and hard and dig out whatever I can. Or there’s the rectal –’

      Minter lowered a disapproving brow at her, while O’Neal sniggered.

      ‘Or you can just say, Ah,’ she finished. ‘Your choice.’

      The boy obediently opened his mouth, and Magnusson rubbed the swab along his gums.

      ‘There, now that wasn’t so bad, was it?’ She sealed the cotton bud in its tube and left them to it.

      The boy sat down again at the table.

      Minter switched on the interview recorder and let its three blips play out. ‘The time is four thirty. The date is the second of May. Present in the interview room are DS Stephen Minter and DC Darren O’Neal. The interviewee is Tim Bowler. Now then, Tim… what can you tell me about John Massett?’

      Tim shrugged. ‘He’s my gaffer. Me boss.’

      ‘You work for him?’

      ‘Yeah. He’s let me apprentice with ’im.’

      ‘And how did that come about?’ asked Minter.

      ‘He’s a neighbour. Me dad knows John. I needed a job. They worked it out. Sorted.’

      ‘So you go out on jobs with him? In his van? Do you do some of the painting?’ asked O’Neal, nodding at the splatters of white paint on his hoodie.

      Tim looked at him. ‘Not just that. Plasterin’. He’s teachin’ me up on that too. An’ I got a driving licence now… so sometimes I drive the van too.’

      ‘How long have you been working with him?’ asked O’Neal.

      ‘Why? You after a job?’

      O’Neal gave him a flat smile. ‘I’ve got one, thanks.’

      ‘How long have you been doing this apprenticeship?’ asked Minter.

      ‘Nearly a year.’

      ‘You get on okay?’

      Tim nodded. ‘Yeah. He’s a great boss.’

      ‘Do you help him with other stuff?’ asked O’Neal.

      Tim glanced his way. Warily.

      ‘His non-decorating stuff,’ O’Neal clarified.

      Tim Bowler folded his arms on the table like a stubborn toddler refusing a forkful of greens.

      ‘Listen, Tim, we know all about the catfishing,’ said Minter. ‘His YouTube channel. We know he’s Paedohunter88 and that you’re his wingman.’

      ‘Timbo,’ O’Neal added.

      Bowler opened his mouth and then clamped it shut again.

      ‘We’ve been watching those videos,’ said Minter. ‘The whole lot of them. Your boss has been a busy boy.’

      ‘Ain’t illegal,’ Bowler said. ‘It’s a public fuckin’ service is what it is.’

      ‘We’ve seen you in the videos, Tim,’ said O’Neal. ‘You with your mask on. Very cool…’

      ‘Piss off,’ he muttered.

      ‘And in John’s man cave upstairs, planning your next ambush.’

      ‘So what? We don’t touch ’em. We just record ’em. Nothin’ illegal in that. Free speech, innit?’

      Minter leant on the table; he needed the lad to acknowledge that he’d been in Massett’s man cave. ‘Is that where you two edit the videos together? It looks pretty professional, Tim. Is it complicated?’

      Bowler eyed Minter suspiciously. ‘I done the title graphics an’ I do some of his video editing.’

      ‘Tim, look, I’m going to be straight with you,’ said Minter. ‘We’ve got John sitting in the next interview room along and he’s talking to some colleagues of ours right now. We know what you both do; we know that what you’re doing is just exposing these… these scumbags for what they are. And we know there’s no violence involved…’

      ‘None,’ said Tim. ‘We never even touch ’em.’

      ‘Right,’ Minter said.

      ‘But they need a right seein’ to, though. Know what I’m sayin’? I’d give ’em a slapping if I could.’

      Minter nodded, deciding to play along with him a bit. ‘I can understand that. And if it was up to me…’ He paused, then shrugged. ‘But obviously you can’t run around taking the law into your own hands, can you?’

      ‘It’s a shame,’ said Tim. ‘Fuckin’ woke brigade, innit? Can’t do nothin’ cos of their rights.’

      ‘Right,’ said Minter, nodding, ‘but… we have to operate within the law. Can’t just flush ’em out and beat ’em up, I’m afraid.’

      ‘Yeah. Well, it’s what they need.’

      ‘So anyway, Tim…’ Minter continued. ‘We know why John’s doing what he does, we get that. And what we’re trying to do here is untangle exactly what happened on Friday the twenty-first of April. From what we understand, John arranged one of his stings with Leonard Chandra.’

      ‘The paedo over the road,’ Tim offered helpfully.

      ‘Right. Were you in on that one?’

      He shook his head. ‘I was at me mum’s in the afternoon.’

      ‘Doesn’t John need you as back-up, a second – what do you call it? – pursuit camera?’ asked Minter.

      ‘Yeah, but I couldn’t make that one.’ He shrugged. ‘I promised to give me mum a lift to the walk-in centre. She’s got foot trouble.’

      ‘Right. So you know we can check that?’ O’Neal said.

      ‘Go for it, mate.’

      ‘Did you see John later on the same day?’ asked Minter.

      He shook his head. ‘I saw him Monday. There was a job over Bexhill way.’

      ‘And we can verify that too, you know,’ O’Neal said.

      Bowler nodded. ‘Ask ’im. John needed an extra pair of hands on that one. He got a bad cut on his left hand over the weekend.’
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      From his window seat, Boyd spotted DCI Flack walking up Bohemia Road towards the pub. He’d picked this pub because it was a walkable distance, but uphill from the station, not down. They weren’t going to be surrounded by colleagues clocking off for a pint on the way home.

      The email he’d sent Flack was a mea culpa. A genuine apology with the offer of a pint of Spitfire and a packet of cheese-and-onion crisps.

      Flack stepped into the pub and spotted Boyd immediately. He came over to join him.

      ‘Fucking cheap round for an apology,’ he muttered.

      ‘Well, it could have been a three-course meal at the Lansdowne and some freshly cut flowers, but I suspect there’d have been gossip back at the station,’ Boyd quipped.

      Flack looked at the pint waiting for him on the table. ‘Who told you I drank Spitfire?’

      ‘O’Neal,’ Boyd said.

      Flack pulled out a seat and sat down. ‘I trust you’ve told Sutherland that I was fully cooperative?’

      Boyd nodded.

      ‘And that you found no evidence of corruption?’

      ‘I emailed him before I emailed you. It was Sutherland who suggested I offer you a pint.’

      Flack sipped the bitter, the creamy suds soaking into his moustache and lingering as he lowered the glass. He shook his head. ‘Bloody hell, Boyd… For Christ’s sake… inventing informants?’

      Boyd raised a hand. ‘Sorry, mate. I’ve seen it happen before.’

      ‘In the Met,’ Flack replied. ‘Not down here.’

      ‘Fair point.’ He sipped his Caffrey’s.

      ‘That’s put a black mark against my name though, Boyd.’

      ‘Not really. I raised the query and I only spoke to Sutherland about it.’

      ‘And he obviously thought no smoke without fire… am I right?’

      ‘No’ replied Boyd. ‘I pushed the matter. He was reluctant.’

      Flack sighed. ‘Well… it’s bloody obvious you’ll be getting DSI when it becomes available full-time.’

      ‘I don’t want it,’ said Boyd. ‘It’s not the right role for me.’

      ‘Bollocks.’

      ‘In fact, DCI was probably a step too far,’ he continued. ‘I’m not into management. And I’m definitely not into managing managers. Anyway…’ He took another slug of his beer. ‘Anyway, Sutherland’s role is temporary. If Her Madge doesn’t come back, they’ll probably parachute in another chief super from somewhere else.’

      ‘Is there any news on that? Is she coming back?’

      Boyd shrugged. ‘No idea.’

      Flack pulled open his crisps. ‘Boyd, you know… you’ve been nothing but a pain in my arse since you came down. I mean, how many bloody times have you kicked me and mine out of the Incident Room?’

      ‘It’s an Incident Room, mate. You need to spread out somewhere else.’

      ‘Sutherland won’t spend for external office space. He’s too tight.’

      Boyd chuckled. ‘On that we can agree.’

      The pub was quiet. Almost deserted. Boyd wondered if it got any busier during the week or whether it had to survive on its Friday and Saturday night takings. ‘I’ve got to say though, Flack, you’ve got some amusing codenames on your list.’

      ‘It helps if you make ’em memorable… or describes the informant somehow,’ he huffed. ‘And, of course, so obvious it doesn’t bear mentioning: never use their nickname in front of them, right?’

      ‘Right.’ Boyd smiled. ‘So what? I’m guessing “Monster” likes a pie or two?’

      Flack shook his head. ‘Word association works best for me. But nothing too obvious. It’s usually a two-step thing. For example, one of my informant’s first name is Ronnie.’ He shrugged. ‘Ronnie. Okay? So… Ronnie Barker… gotta be Fletch, right?’

      Boyd got it… He was referring to that old sitcom Porridge. ‘Nice. Clever.’

      ‘Anyway, you shredded my list, right?’ Flack asked.

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘Good.’ He chugged down the rest of his pint, then waggled his empty glass at Boyd. ‘Come on then, Boyd. One round’s a stingy apology.’
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      ‘So here’s what I think happened, John,’ began Minter. ‘Katrina Lao fooled you, didn’t she? On Monday the seventeenth of April you told “LenTX49” – who you thought was Chandra but we now know was actually Lao – that you’d meet in a remote meet-up place on Friday the twenty-first of April – and then you and your apprentice Tim tooled up with your cameras and went out to ambush a paedophile that afternoon.’

      Massett grunted, ‘No comment.’

      ‘You and Tim get out there, and you waited for “Len”. Then after a while you decided he was going to be a no-show, so you went back home.’

      ‘No comment.’

      Minter resisted the urge to lean forward and flick his ear. It seemed that every last scrote in the country knew to clam up and bleat out that two-worder in the interview room in order to run down the clock. He blamed the prevalence of fly-on-the-wall crime shows.

      ‘So you went back,’ he continued. ‘You found her in your house, in your study, going through your things. Your sizeable collection of Nazi memorabilia…’

      ‘No comment.’

      ‘You found her looking for passwords, contact details, any information that she could use to expose you and your network.’

      ‘No comment.’

      ‘There was a confrontation. You took her phone and threw her out. Maybe she said something during the altercation that made you think she already knew too much? So… having kicked her out and grabbed her phone, you were now thinking that wasn’t enough. Weren’t you?’

      ‘No comment.’

      O’Neal pointed at Massett’s left hand. ‘What happened there?’

      Massett raised his hand to show the scab of a recent cut on the palm. ‘DIY injury,’ he replied.

      ‘Or did you cut your hand fighting with Katrina Lao?’ O’Neal asked.

      Massett shook his head and ‘No commented’ that.

      Minter stepped back in. ‘So there was an altercation at your place. It played on your mind that evening.’

      ‘No comment.’

      ‘So,’ continued Minter, ‘I think you spent the evening watching her house, waiting for her to go out? Maybe you were planning to raid her place? But she didn’t come out, did she? So now you were starting to get paranoid. What’s she doing over there? Is she writing something up? Has she contacted anyone? The police, even?’

      Massett rolled his eyes. ‘No comment.’

      ‘Night comes. There’s no police come knocking. Maybe you realise she’s got no internet because she’s got no phone. She’s inside the house still. Which means she’s incommunicado. And you start to think about… options.’

      Massett smacked his palms down on the table. ‘I didn’t fuckin’ murder her, if that’s what you’re sayin’!’

      Minter glanced at his watch. It was half nine in the morning. He had another hour left to either charge him or apply for another extension.

      All that they had, at the moment anyway, was a theory. They were still waiting on Ellessey to come back with a DNA match on that plastic bag.

      If he was going to bluff Massett, he’d have to do it now.

      ‘John, look,’ said Minter, ‘the thing is… we already know what you did. We’ve got the forensics that prove it, an eyewitness who can confirm it. And… of course, we’ve got the motive, mate. She was in your study; she’d been through all your things. She had enough to not only expose you but all your Nazi buddies in the Telegram groups, your special email list and your mates in the US.’ Minter rolled his shoulders and stretched his neck. ‘And I don’t know what you feared the most… looking like a complete tit in front of all your Nazi buddies or how pissed off they’d be that you’d been so bloody careless. So… you panicked. You parked your van beside her house, then you ran a hose into the building’s boiler exhaust pipe and you let the engine run for several hours. And is that how you cut your hand?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Then when you were done gassing them, you plugged that vent up and went on your merry way.’ Minter sat back in his seat and waited for his reaction.

      Massett, who up until that moment had looked frustrated and angry, slowly began to smile.

      ‘What’s so amusing there, John?’ asked Minter.

      He laughed softly. ‘Mate, you really have fucked this up, haven’t you?’

      ‘Oh? How so?’ There was a cocksure grin on his face that Minter didn’t like the look of.

      ‘You don’t have any hard evidence. And you don’t have a witness,’ he said. ‘And I know that because what you just said is a load of made-up bollocks.’

      Minter decided he’d had quite enough of Massett’s smug face for one day. Another five minutes of staring at his grinning mug and Minter wasn’t sure he’d be able to stop himself from nutting the scrote.

      ‘All right – time for a break,’ he said, leaning forward and pausing the recorder.

      ‘I’ll have a coffee… white… sugar,’ said Massett.

      ‘You’ll have fuck all,’ Minter replied, and got up out of his seat. He turned to O’Neal. ‘Back in five.’

      ‘Where you going?’

      Minter gripped the door handle. ‘Just going to check if Ellessey have delivered yet.’

      He stepped out into the corridor, crossed the CID floor, pushed through the double doors and crossed the stairwell landing to the other side of the floor, to Sully’s CSI fiefdom. As he pulled open the door, he saw Sully reaching for the handle on his side.

      ‘Hello, I’m after you,’ said Minter.

      ‘And I’m after you,’ Sully replied, then raised a folder. ‘With some bad news, I’m afraid.’

      Minter’s heart sank. ‘It’s a no match?’

      Sully nodded. ‘Nothing for Massett. Nothing for Bowler on the bag. Whoever plugged the air vent, I’m afraid it wasn’t either of your Nazi bovver boys.’
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      Boyd had rolled into work this morning, a little late but feeling pleasantly upbeat. The two things that had been niggling him since last week – Charlotte’s inexplicable cooling-off and the suspicion that Flack was treating his expense budget like a piggy bank – had been resolved. Last night had been a double win.

      The apology to Flack yesterday and the modest gesture of a pint of bitter and a packet of crisps seemed to have mended the damage done and, in fact, had triggered a thawing in the frosty relationship they’d endured so far. One pint had become three and they’d parted outside the pub with a firm handshake and a resolve to both be less adversarial about their roles and their resources.

      One fragment of their conversation had remained with Boyd, however. Flack’s word-association game – his rationale for the Operations Rosper codenames. Since they were friends now and the second pint had loosened tongues a little last night, Flack had given Boyd another amusing example. Not from his current CHIS list but one from a previous op from years ago.

      Rik Francois. Francois… French-sounding name. Frog. The man’s codename had been Kermit.

      To be honest, codenames in the police force were supposed to be random so that their original name or purpose couldn’t be reverse-engineered, no matter how cryptic they were.

      That aside, Boyd was flummoxed as to how Steven Wright had become ‘Monster’.

      He nodded his ‘good morning’ across the CID cubicle farm and entered his private aquarium, slinging his jacket over the back of the visitor’s chair and placing his work bag on the desk. Flack’s word-association game was niggling at him, like an ear-worm. A part of Boyd wanted to – next time he bumped into Flack down the pub – pull him aside and quietly say: ‘Solved it, mate. Stephen Wright means something-something, then Monster. Bingo!’

      He turned his computer on, then went to the kitchenette to grab himself a strong black kick-up-the-arse coffee to blow away last night’s cobwebs. He found a forlorn-looking Minter slumped against the counter, waiting for the kettle to boil.

      ‘You all right there, Minter?’ he asked.

      ‘Hey, boss. I’m not so good, no.’

      ‘What’s up?’

      ‘I had to let Massett and Bowler walk,’ Minter said with a heavy sigh.

      ‘Ahh, not so good.’ Boyd grimaced. ‘Not enough to hold them then?’

      He nodded. ‘We had motive obviously. We’ve got that in spades, but that’s all we have. Forensics was a complete waste of time.’ Minter explained about the DNA on the plastic bag. ‘But, you know, I can’t help thinking he’s done it, boss. It’s too much of a coincidence… if we go with the idea that he catches her breaking into his house, then suddenly the next day she’s dead, you know?’

      ‘Right,’ Boyd replied. ‘I’ve been there and bought the T-shirt. Many times. It’s bloody frustrating.’ He pulled a mug out of the cupboard and set it down beside the burbling kettle. ‘How sure are you it’s Massett?’

      ‘Very,’ replied Minter. ‘Katrina Lao was onto him.’ Minter updated Boyd with what they’d learned yesterday from the manuscript on her laptop. She’d written an account of what had happened. Just as they’d suspected, Massett had caught her red-handed. There’d been a shouting match, threats and a violent struggle; he’d snatched her phone, then dragged her out of his house by her hair. She’d hurried back to Argyle House, shaken up by the experience but relieved that she’d got away so lightly.

      ‘She was scared, boss. Scared that there was more aggro to come. That Massett was going to find a way to break into her flat.’

      Boyd nodded. ‘So then it’s possible he gassed the house and got someone else to plug the pipe for him?’

      ‘That’s the angle I’m looking at now,’ said Minter. ‘Maybe among their friends and associates somebody was asked to do a little favour. We’ll find them.’

      Boyd clapped him gently on the back. ‘Well, keep plugging away, Minter. And keep me in the loop.’

      He made his coffee and then returned to Sutherland’s office, relieved to see that his laptop had managed to complete the arduous task of waking itself up, checking for security updates and loading up the Sussex Police wallpaper, indicating that it was finally ready to work.

      ‘Now then, Mr Stephen Wright,’ he muttered, sitting down and cracking his knuckles. ‘Why the hell has Flack decided to give you such a charming nickname?’ He tapped on the name from his recent search history on the LEDS database and immediately Wright’s file came up.

      Boyd re-read the man’s potted biography, his list of aliases and charge history. He also looked up the previous addresses for Wright but there was nothing he could see that would have inspired Flack on a word-association chain that would lead to ‘Monster’. He was about give up – aware that essentially he was obsessing over nothing when there was actual real work to be done – but when he went to close the file, he decided to expand the tab for ‘Known Associations’.

      The list was surprisingly extensive. Stephen Wright seemed to be the kind of bloke who knew of, or interacted with, every known scrote in Hastings. Boyd, having only been with the force for eighteen months, only recognised a few of the names, but one of them stopped him dead in his tracks.

      He clicked on the name to expand the details.

      

      Ness, Douglas P.

      DOB: 13/9/79

      Birth place: Dundee, Scotland

      Nationality: British

      Last known address: Argyle House, 24 Cottle Street, St Leonards, Sussex
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      Minter looked up from his screen in the Incident Room. ‘Hello there, boss.’

      Boyd crooked a finger at Minter to follow him.

      ‘What is it?’ Minter asked.

      ‘I’ve got something for you,’ Boyd replied.

      Minter got up and followed him up the hall, through the open-plan area and then into the fishbowl. Boyd closed the door quickly behind him.

      ‘Is everything okay?’ asked Minter. ‘This is all a bit cloak and dagger, boss.’

      Boyd led him round the desk and pointed at his screen. ‘Ness,’ he said.

      Minter nodded. ‘Right, yes, he’s one of the folks that died. What about him?’

      How much do I share? Boyd decided to tell him about Flack’s CHIS list.

      A couple of minutes later, DS Minter had a full understanding of the situation. ‘You are absolutely shitting me.’ he whispered.

      ‘He gave me a name… I mean, he had to. I was pressing him, threatening to run this up the chain of command,’ added Boyd. ‘So he gave me a name, but not the right one.’

      ‘You… you’re positive that Ness is one of Flack’s informants?’

      Boyd nodded. ‘I checked his file. He’s got history with Flack. Flack first arrested him ten years ago on a drugs raid. There was no charge and he was released. And that’s happened a number of times over the last ten years. Multiple arrests and releases.’

      Minter straightened up. ‘Boss…’

      ‘I pushed him for all his CHIS resources,’ Boyd said again. ‘He wasn’t happy about coughing up the last one. I really had to twist his arm.’

      ‘But maybe it was a mistake? Maybe he said the wrong name by accident?’

      Boyd shook his head. ‘The informant’s codename was “Monster”.’ He pointed at Ness’s details. ‘He’s Scottish. Ness… Loch Ness?’

      Minter frowned for a moment, then: ‘Right. I get it. Old Nessie…’ He tapped his lips silently for a moment. ‘So what are you suggesting?’

      ‘Suggesting?’ Boyd shook his head. ‘I’m saying that Flack wanted to distance himself as much as possible from Ness and from Argyle House. I mean… to the point of deliberately passing me incorrect information.’

      ‘But why would he do that?’

      Boyd looked at him. ‘That, Minty, old son, is the million-dollar question.’ Boyd could think of several reasons, none of which he was ready to voice aloud.

      Minter did it for him. ‘Are you saying he’s… bent?’ he asked.

      ‘I’m not sure, Minter. I’m not quite there… yet,’ he replied, ‘but my cat whiskers are definitely twitching.’

      ‘Shit.’ Minter backed away from the monitor as if it was pumping out toxic radiation. ‘Maybe Ness had something on Flack? Maybe he was blackmailing him, boss.’

      ‘There were some pretty hefty expenses attributed to him,’ said Boyd, ‘and on a fairly regular basis too.’

      ‘And now he’s dead.’ The colour was draining from Minter’s face. ‘Shit, boss. Do you think Flack could have…’ The final stepping stone remained unspoken for the moment. Minter rolled a tongue across his gums. ‘We need to tread very carefully, you and me.’

      Boyd sighed. ‘Well, let’s not go jumping to conclusions too hastily, eh, Minter?’

      Minter looked out of the glass panels that boxed in the office. He turned his gaze to the various detectives on the main floor, a fair spattering of Team Rosper dotted among them. ‘Do you think that any of his team might have been involved?’

      Boyd shook his head. ‘I don’t know, Minter. I’m almost sure it’s nothing, but…it can’t be ignored.’

      ‘So what’s our next step?’ asked Minter.

      ‘You work this from the direction of Argyle House. Whoever plugged up that flue is our killer or knows our killer. The blood on that bag will take us there.’

      ‘Are you running this uphill to Sutherland?’

      Boyd shook his head again. Sutherland was the kind of DSI who preferred to confront things head on, like a bull in a china shop. Come on then – let’s go and ask Flack if he killed them all, shall we?

      ‘Not yet.’ Boyd closed the open file on his monitor. ‘I’m going to get some fresh air. I need to think.’ He led Minter to the door. ‘Meanwhile, this stays between you and me.’

      ‘Not my team?’ Minter asked.

      ‘No. Definitely not your team. If this looks as though it’s going anywhere at all, it has to go outside Sussex Police to another force entirely. Understood?’
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      Emma wasn’t sure that this was the best time to do it. They were both getting ready to go to work: Dan for his afternoon shift behind the bar at the Pump House, and Emma at CuffLinks to prep the bar stock for tonight.

      ‘I’m sorry, what was that?’ said Dan, stepping into his side of the van and patting his jeans to make sure he had his phone on him.

      ‘I said… I’m pregnant.’

      His head dipped out of sight as he climbed in. Emma took her time; she pulled the passenger-side door open and slowly sat down beside him. She turned to look at him. His face was locked into a frozen rictus of shock and he was staring at the steering wheel in front of him.

      ‘Your thoughts?’ she prompted.

      ‘You’re pregnant?’ he whispered.

      ‘Nine weeks now,’ she replied.

      ‘Oh…’ He paused, and she found herself hoping that the next word out of his mouth would be better than shit ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake, Emma. You’re kidding me, right?’

      She shook her head. ‘I’m afraid not.’

      He continued staring at the wheel. ‘But… but how? I mean, you know, the condoms and stuff…’

      ‘Actually just the condoms, Dan; there was no stuff. And, let’s be honest, there weren’t always condoms. Not every time,’ she said.

      His head slowly slumped forward until it bumped gently against the wheel. ‘Oh God.’

      ‘Hmm, I see,’ she replied. ‘So not the best news for you, then?’

      He shook his head slightly, still braced against the wheel.

      ‘Dan, we need to talk about –’

      ‘Just gimme a sec,’ he said, eyes closed. ‘I’m having a moment. I’m having a panic attack.’

      She let him huff a few breaths in and out, gradually clouding the instrument panel’s glass. Finally he lifted his head and slowly opened his eyes.

      ‘Better?’ she said quietly.

      He looked at her. ‘Nine weeks?’

      ‘Nine weeks,’ she agreed.

      ‘Then… we’ve still got time, right?’

      ‘Time?’ she asked. ‘You mean…?’

      He nodded. ‘To do the thing… you know?’

      ‘The thing?’ She lifted a brow. ‘Can you actually say the word?’

      He puffed his cheeks. ‘You know, to cancel it.’

      ‘To cancel it?’ Emma laughed, incredulous. ‘It’s not a fricking pizza!’

      ‘Twelve weeks, right?’ he said. ‘You can do it up to twelve weeks, or something?’

      ‘What if I don’t want to?’ she asked him.

      He ran a hand through his floppy hair, leaving it rucked up, tufted and messy. ‘So you’re saying you actually want to have a baby?’

      She nodded.

      He shook his head. ‘But why? I mean…’ He shrugged, completely lost for words. ‘Why?’ She opened her mouth to answer but he’d finally found his words. ‘Fuck! I’m only twenty-two, for God’s sake! I’m not ready for… and there’s the band. What about the band? It’s finally beginning to pick up! We’re finally on the way! You know? Gigs…festivals… downloads!’

      ‘There’s no law against you being a dad and a guitarist, as far as I know,’ she said archly.

      His face crunched up with exasperation. She suspected her flippant tone hadn’t helped.

      ‘Jesus! I can’t “do Dad” right now. I…’ He banged the steering wheel with the palm of his hand. ‘The band is what I’ve been dreaming about for years. This is my plan. My life plan. My big pla–’

      ‘Dan, I’m having it,’ she said. ‘It’s really important to me.’

      ‘Why?’ He looked utterly bemused. ‘Why now? You could have one later, can’t you?’

      Emma had a speech lined up – one that had made perfect sense in her mind. She’d lost a mother and a brother just a few years ago. She and her dad had been a half a family since then, not even that really; she’d been a carer and counsellor for a completely broken man. Despite her closeness to Dad, the good-natured banter, the red wine and Netflix nights, there was also a void. A void where ‘family’ should have been all this time. A dinner table surrounded by faces and crosstalk and noise and chaos. Not a dinner table with one person sitting at each end and a polite ‘How was your day?’ conversation.

      ‘I need this,’ was all that she managed to say.

      ‘But what about you and me? Our plans?’

      ‘For you to go and be some big rock star,’ she replied tersely. ‘Great. Good for you. But that’s your plan; it’s not a plan for us.’

      ‘Right. And being a stay-at-home mum, with nappies and shit, and me giving up everything and getting a full-time job in –’ he shrugged, struggling for words again – ‘in fuckin’ Asda, that’s your plan, is it?’

      ‘Well, this wasn’t exactly a plan… It’s just –’

      ‘Nah, nah, nah, nah.’ He slumped back in his seat. ‘I’m not doing this! I’m not – ah shit.’ He wrenched the driver-side door open.

      ‘Where are you going?’ asked Emma.

      ‘I’m walking to work,’ he said, climbing out.

      ‘We need to talk about this!’

      ‘No!’ he said firmly. ‘I need to walk. I need to get some air. I need to get my fucking head around this!’ He slammed the door shut on her and began to stride down Ashburnham Road.

      She watched him go, fighting a desperate urge to crumble and break down.

      ‘Well, that went well,’ she muttered.

      Then the damn broke and the tears came.
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      Boyd found himself standing at the very end of the pier, looking out at seawater that actually looked blue for once instead of the drab and mottled reflection of a Tupperware sky.

      The buoyant, almost devil-may-care feeling that he’d had when he’d walked into the station this morning had been replaced with a leaden weight.

      ‘Jesus Christ,’ he muttered. Suspecting a colleague of cutting corners, dodgy paperwork and rounding up expense claims was one thing, suspecting a colleague of murder was quite another. Last night, at the pub, Flack had not only completely cleared the cloud of suspicion lingering over Boyd but he’d also turned out to be a half-decent sort in the way that he’d gracefully accepted Boyd’s apology.

      It was beyond real-world likelihood… and yet there it was: Flack and Ness had a history. And it looked as though Ness had been getting regular payments from Flack. Flack had deliberately withheld Ness’s identity from Boyd. Ness was now dead. If you joined those dots, the conclusion was terrifyingly plausible.

      But, even with those dots joined up, it still took Boyd another huge leap of incredulity to believe Flack could do something like that. Okay… so self-preservation might drive a desperate person to take a life – a low-life, in Flack’s mind. A hollowed-out drug addict trying to squeeze a senior copper for some extra I’ll-keep-quiet cash. But doing it this way? Killing five other innocent people in the process?

      An even darker thought occurred to him – those people might not have been seen by Flack as unfortunate collateral but, in fact, an entirely necessary body count in order to disguise his intended target. An act like that would have made Flack not just a desperate man trying to save his skin but a dangerous fucking sociopath.

      ‘Christ,’ uttered Boyd.

      This wasn’t, he realised, information that he should be mulling over at the end of a pier. This wasn’t information he should be holding onto for a lunch break, even.

      And there he’d been, back in his office, telling Minter it was only fair to Flack that they kept this to themselves for now. There was, of course, a step he could take. One he should have taken while they were both staring wide-eyed at Ness’s record on the screen. One quick search on LEDS that might instantly have put this beyond speculation.

      Boyd strode back up the pier, across the road, past the White Rock Theatre and then uphill to Bohemia Road, where, impatient to get back, he broke into a jog.

      Shit, shit, shit. He wondered what thoughts were going through Minter’s head right now. Why the need for fresh air? Why the need to think? Why did the boss ask him to keep it to himself? Why hadn’t the Boss taken this straight up to Sutherland on the top floor?

      Five minutes later Boyd reached Hastings HQ car park. He crossed it, heading towards the station entrance, and spotted Okeke outside, having a fag and talking on the phone. She caught sight of him as he approached and paused her conversation.

      ‘Hey, guv – I’m on the phone with Jay. He was just wondering if you fancied –’

      ‘NOT NOW!’ Boyd snapped as he strode past her and entered the station. He caught a glance of her wide eyes and open mouth before he pushed the door inwards and stepped inside. He flashed his lanyard and passed through the security gate, took the stairs up to the first floor three at a time, pushed the double swing doors open and did his best not to break into a jog as he approached his office.

      Inside, damp with sweat now, a painful stitch in his left side, he threw his jacket onto the visitors’ chair, slumped down into his own and then logged back on to his terminal.

      He grabbed the mouse and clicked his way through the nested menus to get to the reserved data dump-space for Minter’s investigation. He quickly found what he was looking for and right-clicked on the DNA comparison report sent over by Ellessey Forensics this morning.

      The chromograph image, annotated with several marker groups from the sample, had been compared against those of Massett and Bowler, proving categorically that neither of them were a match. The selected marker groups were also represented as a text sequence in the attachment file. He copied the file to his desktop, then opened the module that led to Sussex Police’s DNA elimination database.

      He clicked the various ‘reasons for search’ tick boxes along the left and lingered at the last option.

      

      All Forces [_] Local Force [_]

      

      He decided to go for ‘All Forces’. The local databases tended to be kept up to date, whereas the central database was forever a work in progress. Boyd wouldn’t have been surprised if his own DNA profile was still sitting on the MET’s elimination database, waiting to be shuffled over to Sussex Police.

      He uploaded the file he’d just downloaded to the search enquiry field and then sucked in a deep breath. Seconds from now he was going to know whether he’d need to march into the Operation Rosper room and initiate Flack’s arrest.

      ‘Here we go,’ he muttered as he clicked the ‘Submit’ button.

      He watched a magnifying-glass icon hovering in a circle as if some small but invisible sleuth was inspecting the centre of his blank screen.

      The answer came back within a minute.

      No Match.

      He let out a sigh of relief. Then another message appeared underneath it.

      Other Forces Search – Pending.

      He sat back in his seat. ‘Pending’ could mean five minutes or five hours from his experience with LEDS. His good mate Sunny, if he was here, would probably be defending LEDS, having been responsible for much of the programming. Sunny would be laying the blame firmly at the feet of the creaking old ‘Holmes-based’ systems that many of the other forces were still using.

      If Boyd had still been a smoker, now would have been the perfect time to step out and light up. He was actually shaking from the adrenaline. He decided instead to fill the next five minutes with a trip to the gents, then a trip to the kitchenette to grab a coffee. The answer, when it finally arrived, wasn’t going anywhere. It would be waiting there for him on the screen.

      Boyd was ruminating over the result of the local force search as he finished his business in the gents. All it proved was that it wasn’t Flack’s DNA and fingerprints on the bag. But Flack could have got someone else to do it, some scrote or other who might owe him a favour.

      Boyd was so lost in thought that he’d stepped right into the kitchenette before he realised he was sharing it with Flack.

      ‘All right, there, Boyd?’ said Flack. He smiled, making his bushy brown moustache flex like a tired fieldmouse stretching out after a snooze.

      ‘Uh, right… yes, yeah. I’m fine, thanks. You?’

      ‘A bit jaded,’ he replied. ‘Three pints mid-week… and on an empty stomach? Not my smartest move ever.’

      Boyd realised that he’d better get to making his coffee rather than staring with his mouth open and his thumb up his arse. He pulled a mug from the cupboard and set it down on the counter. ‘Yeah, me too. Still got a bit of a sore head to tell you the truth.’

      ‘I got back and Helen wasn’t best pleased,’ Flack said.

      ‘Helen?’

      ‘Mrs Flack,’ he replied. ‘There was me, staggering back at eight thirty. I was meant to take my kid to tae kwon do.’

      ‘Ah.’ Boyd spooned coffee into his mug. ‘And so she had to take him?’

      He shook his head. ‘I left our one car at the station overnight, didn’t I? So no tae kwon do. I got a thorough arse-kicking for that. From Helen and my daughter.’

      Boyd laughed politely. For some reason he’d pictured Flack as the kind of husband who ruled at home. Maybe it was his eighties Tom Selleck moustache.

      ‘Listen, Boyd… while we’re alone…’ began Flack quietly, ‘I just want to say, no bad feelings. I get why you had to do what you did.’

      Boyd nodded. ‘It should have been Sutherland by rights. But the crafty bugger left me with all his year-end paperwork.’

      ‘Well, thanks anyway… for not making it a drama. For your discretion. And sorry for being a bit of an arse about it,’ Flack said.

      He could feel Flack’s eyes on him. Was he looking at him suspiciously? Or was that just in Boyd’s head? Either way, it felt like a mammoth effort, shooting casual shit with him while they both waited for the kettle to boil and while Boyd secretly waited for his search to yield a name back in the office.

      The silence in the kitchenette was deafening. Make small talk. Say something, numbnuts.

      Thinking about it, there was something he wanted to say. ‘I thought it was clever,’ said Boyd, before he could stop himself. ‘And kind of obvious now.’

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘How you got to “Monster” for the codename?’ The kettle clacked off and he reached for its handle. ‘With the bloke being originally from Scotland, I mean.’ Boyd turned to look at him and smiled. ‘Good one.’

      There was an unmistakable flicker in Flack’s smile; it dropped for a second, then quickly resumed. He lifted a finger to his lips. ‘Careless talk, eh?’

      He was right, of course – about discussing a CHIS list out here. Boyd poured water from the kettle into his mug. ‘Just to be absolutely clear… you did give me the correct name, didn’t you?’

      This time Flack’s smile dropped and didn’t return. He stared at Boyd for a few moments. A wordless challenge? Or maybe something more sinister? Recognition that he knew Boyd was on to him?

      ‘Of course I did,’ said Flack coolly.

      ‘Right,’ said Boyd over-cheerfully. He stirred his mug and decided to take it away black rather than linger in the kitchenette a moment longer. ‘Well, back to the grind, eh?’

      He was just walking out of the door when Flack said, ‘Maybe we should go for a drink again soon?’

      Boyd managed a non-committal nod. ‘Yeah, sure.’

      He hastened back across the CID floor to his office, pondering all the possible suggestions that could have been nestled in that invitation. He returned to his office with a steaming black coffee, and holding his left hip where a stitch from running uphill was still needling away at him painfully.

      The door swung closed behind him and clicked shut as he sat down on his chair and chanced a look at his monitor.

      Match Found.

      He placed the mug down heavily, nearly missing the edge of the desk.

      ‘What the actual…’ he whispered as he read the name on the screen for a second time.
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      Minter stood there, his mouth dangling open, every bit as stunned as Boyd had been five minutes earlier. Boyd looked at the others. Okeke was shaking her head as if admonishing herself for missing it. Warren was frowning. O’Neal, on the other hand, nodded as though it had been obvious to him the whole time.

      ‘Howard Crossley,’ O’Neal said finally. ‘I knew it… It’s always the quiet ones, innit?’

      ‘But why?’ asked Okeke. ‘Why would he do that?’

      Boyd had no answer for her. ‘It’s his blood on the bag. I’m guessing he snagged himself removing the safety grille.’

      ‘But why?’ repeated Okeke. ‘It doesn’t make any sense.’

      ‘The “why” we’ll get to when we bring him in,’ said Minter. He turned to Boyd. ‘How the ruddy hell did you get a hit on Crossley? We ran the sample through NDNAD and got absolutely nothing.’

      ‘Elimination database. Durham Constabulary,’ replied Boyd.

      ‘Why was it there, though? He wasn’t a copper or a special in the past, was he?’ asked O’Neal.

      ‘He did some consultation on a case,’ Boyd explained.

      He had taken a few minutes to dig deeper before dropping the bombshell on Minter and his team. It turned out that Howard Crossley had been approached by Durham CID to examine a letter that had supposedly been a suicide note.

      It concerned a farmer’s wife who had apparently shot herself in the face with a 12 bore but had written a note to her husband first. Crossley, as an expert in forensic linguistics, and to some degree handwriting, had been brought in to examine it. Not just the wording and the psychology behind the words chosen but also the marks made on the page: the depth of the indentations and the unintended micro scrawls. All telltale signs of writing while under duress. Crossley’s consultation therefore had involved direct contact with the forensic evidence, hence the requirement to be swabbed and entered into the elimination database.

      ‘What the hell made you think to search there, boss?’ asked Minter.

      ‘A Sherlock Holmes hunch,’ he lied.

      ‘Ah, come on… boss’

      Boyd waggled his hand, as if it was no big deal. ‘He’s an ex-lecturer in linguistics; I thought he might have done some freelance consulting,’ he lied again.

      Minter grinned. ‘And that’s why you’re the boss, boss. Bloody genius move, that! Absolutely ruddy genius!’

      Okeke lifted a brow, not entirely convinced by Boyd’s explanation.

      He winked at her, almost certain she was going to pull him up on this over a pint at some time or other.

      ‘We bringing him in then, guv?’ she asked.

      Boyd looked at Minter. ‘Well, are you?’

      Minter twisted in his seat. ‘Oh, bloody hell, yes we are! Warren, track down the duty sergeant so that we can have some uniforms for the arrest.’

      ‘Right.’ Warren pushed back his chair, got up and headed for the door.

      ‘Oh, thinking about it… get Sully too,’ he called after him. ‘We’ll need to pick over Crossley’s place, won’t we?’

      Warren gave a thumbs-up as he departed.

      ‘O’Neal,’ Minter continued. ‘Start going over Crossley’s file again, will you? And the interview transcripts with him. We’ll be needing a direction of questioning. As for a possible motive here… I’ve got no ruddy idea at the moment.’

      ‘Gotcha,’ O’Neal said, heading for the door.

      ‘And, Okeke, you’re with me,’ said Minter. ‘This time we’ll check his place proper thoroughly.’ Minter got up and grabbed his jacket. ‘Boss? You want to tag along with us?’

      ‘I’d love to, I’d really love to, just to get out of this bloody glass vivarium for an afternoon,’ Boyd said. Then he shook his head. ‘But this is your case, Detective Sergeant. Not mine – on you go.’
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      His eyes were closed. Howard Crossley felt the cool wind on his face; he could hear the gulls circling, the gentle rumble and hiss of waves on the rocks and shingle far below. He sensed gravity calling him… almost impatient with him to deliver on his promise.

      Get on with it, you coward.

      His arms were raised beside him – the Vitruvian Man ready to descend to his death. But, despite having stood there for what must have been nearly half an hour, swaying and very nearly losing his balance at the edge a couple of times, he couldn’t quite bring himself to do it.

      He opened his eyes and gazed down on Rock-a-Nore, at the craggy rocks below that would almost certainly guarantee an instant death.

      But only almost certainly guarantee. The thought of impact yet somehow remaining alive, even if it was for only a couple of minutes, was enough to make him back away from the edge yet again.

      He slumped down into a pitiful squat amid the tufts of long grass and whimpered miserably.

      I killed them. I killed them all.

      This was how it needed to end. There really was nothing or no one left for him back at the house. Not even a grumpy little dog to care for. If Max had been back at his flat right now, needing a bowl of kibble, or even just needing to be let out to relieve his bowels, that might have been enough of an argument to keep going. But he didn’t even have that.

      Perhaps he’d have one final drink first. Something to numb the senses. A bit of Dutch courage to help him step over the edge and descend into the abyss. He wasn’t a religious man, never had been, but with the end looming so close he couldn’t help wondering if something awaited him after. If so, it probably wouldn’t be anything good. He wondered whether a person who died drunk would experience their eternal afterlife existence through a haze of inebriation.

      He got unsteadily to his feet and wandered up the sloping long grass and away from the edge of East Hill.

      He’d have one last drink.

      Why not?
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      ‘All right,’ said Minter. ‘Force it.’

      The PC behind him unslung the battering ram from his shoulder and, after issuing a warning that forced entry was about to take place, swung a well-aimed blow just below the keyhole and the door juddered inward.

      Minter let him and the other five uniformed officers spill in to check the flat for Crossley. It took them all of a minute.

      ‘He’s not here,’ reported the sergeant in charge.

      ‘All right, thanks for your help,’ Minter said, looking at his watch. It was nearing six and shift handover. ‘You lot can head back to the station.’

      He stepped back into the hallway to let them file out and then, when the last of them had exited the building, he turned to Okeke, O’Neal, Warren and Sully. ‘Gloves on.’

      Sully, of course, was already dressed from top to toe for the occasion.

      Okeke stepped into Crossley’s flat, following Minter. The last time they’d been in here a week and a half ago, when they’d had a chat with Crossley, the place had been clean and tidy, surprisingly so for a man living alone. But the small flat was now in disarray. There was a mug of something on the mantelpiece, an archipelago of blue mould islands on the surface. Cushions stacked at one end of the sofa indicated he’d been sleeping on it. On the floor beside the sofa was an array of empty cans and bottles. A takeaway carton was discarded in the middle of the coffee table.

      Minter wrinkled his nose at the smell. The smell of ‘descent’ – an odour he’d grown all too familiar with during his uniform years: a heady mix of body odour, kitchen bins that needed taking out, stale piss and spilled beer. If you lived in it, it was a fug that you became nose-blind to. However, walking into it was like hitting a wall.

      While the others began picking their way through Crossley’s things, Minter decided to take a look around the basement. By all accounts, even though Crossley didn’t pay rent for the space down there, it seemed that as the self-appointed ‘janitor’ of Argyle House he might make use of the space.

      Minter flipped on the light switch and took the short flight of steps down to the basement.

      The area was much the same as it had been last time he’d come down to show the HSE inspector the boiler. This time, though, Minter was going to look around more closely. He’d watched The Staircase on Netflix and seen how easily something so evidently a murder weapon, like that infamous blow poke, could be overlooked as being part of the casual clutter you’d expect to see in a place like this.

      The light was a sickly vanilla down here, cast from a single bulb on a length of flex. He pulled out his LED torch-on-a-keyring, which was the size of his thumb but as bright as a floodlight. He clicked it on, and shadows danced along the old brick walls as he panned the beam around.

      There was a washing machine in one corner, four wheelie bins lined up against one wall, a couple of jerry cans, an extension ladder and a battered old chest freezer in the other corner. He hadn’t noticed those things the last time he’d been here.

      But we weren’t looking for a murderer, then, were we?

      He decided to check the freezer, not sure what he was looking for and not sure what to expect inside. He stepped across the empty concrete floor, reached for the freezer’s lid and lifted it.
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      Okeke spotted a photo album on the bookshelf, wedged between a Richard Dawkins hardback and a copy of On Language. She pulled the album out carefully and eased open the cover. On the first page was a photograph of a much younger Howard Crossley. He’d been a handsome man. In the picture he had his arm around the waist of a beautiful woman and in her arms was a baby.

      Okeke knew all about Crossley’s tragic backstory. The man who’d had it all: wife, home, daughter, career… and then lost it all away with one poor split-second decision.

      She turned the page. There were more pictures of the three of them: the daughter a little older and brandishing a bucket and spade, granules of sand stuck to her left cheek.

      Throughout the album, various photos gave Okeke a potted narrative of the Crossleys’ life together. Their daughter wearing her first school uniform; Mr and Mrs Crossley in tux and evening dress, attending some posh do; Crossley still in his tux but now proudly holding some certificate; their daughter on a horse; Mrs Crossley and daughter, now ten or eleven, standing in front of a nice-looking house and holding a ‘SOLD’ sign.

      Better times for Crossley, for sure.

      The remaining few pages were bare.

      She was about to put the album back when she flicked one final page and found some more recent photographs. This room… There was a Christmas party in progress, given the paper crowns that everyone seemed to be wearing. Okeke recognised the old woman in the wheelchair because she’d seen photographs of her body laid out on Dr Palmer’s examination table. It was Mrs Feldstein.

      The girl with purple hair had to be Katrina Lao. Mr and Mrs Hadid, Leonard Chandra, Louise Goddard, Doug Ness – all of them were there in the photos, with Post-it notes stuck on their foreheads, all smiling, laughing…

      ‘DOWN HERE!’

      She set the album down and stepped out of Crossley’s flat into the hallway. ‘Minter?’

      ‘I’m down here in the basement!’ he replied.

      Sully emerged from the flat too, looking super eager. ‘Do we have something?’

      Okeke led the way down the stairs, into the basement. Minter was standing beside a chest freezer, the lid raised.

      ‘Please tell me there’s a chopped-up body in there!’ quipped Sully.

      Minter was holding something carefully between his gloved thumb and index finger. Okeke moved closer and saw that it was a screwdriver, the yellow plastic handle was striated with dark smears of dried blood.

      ‘I’ve got a bloody screwdriver,’ said Minter.

      Sully had an evidence bag already open and held it out for Minter to drop the screwdriver inside. ‘Twenty quid says that’s a match with the Tesco bag,’ said Okeke as Sully sealed the evidence bag and produced a pen to fill in the label.

      ‘So,’ she said, ‘I’m guessing he cut himself trying to get the grille off the wall outside. What else is in there?’ she asked, craning her neck to look behind Minter.

      ‘Tools,’ he replied. ‘Other bits and pieces. It was being used as a storage cabinet.’

      Sully looked disappointed, then peered around the basement. ‘Someone has a car,’ he observed.

      ‘Hmm?’ Minter glanced at him.

      ‘I’m just saying,’ said Sully. ‘Someone living here has or had a car.’

      ‘Really?’ said Okeke.

      Sully shrugged. ‘Well, just look around. Everything’s pushed up against the walls. The floor in the middle is perfectly clear.’ He stepped into the middle of the room and raised his arms. ‘This is big enough to park a small car, I’d say.’

      ‘Shit,’ Minter said.

      ‘That and the fact there’s an up-and-over garage door,’ added Sully.

      Minter winced. ‘But we checked, didn’t we?’ He pulled his phone out and thumbed Warren’s number.

      Warren answered after a couple of rings. ‘Yeah?’

      ‘Take a look at the DVLA portal on LEDS.’ He heard the young man sigh. ‘Yes, I know it’s going-home time, but I need a check to see if Howard Crossley has a flipping car.’

      While he waited, he watched Sully squatting down and examining the concrete floor. ‘What’ve you got, Sully?’ he asked.

      Sully rubbed his finger along the ground, raised it and showed them a dark smear. ‘Oil leak.’ He smiled. ‘Oh, our chappie most definitely has a car.’ Sully stood up and wandered back towards him, tutting annoyingly. ‘Oh deary, deary, me, you made the assumption he didn’t, hmmm?’ He patted Minter on the shoulder and gave him a patronising sad face. ‘Never mind. Every day’s a school day, eh?’

      Minter was sorely tempted to upend Sully into the freezer and slam the lid down on him.

      Warren came back on the line. ‘Yes, he has a car registered in his name and also to this address. It’s a Fiat Uno, CV99 PDI.’

      Fucking, bloody marvellous. Minter sighed. It was the kind of dumb-arse oversight that was all too common in various ‘cold case revisited’ shows on Sky Crime. The kind of oversight that kept a detective sergeant stuck at that same rank for the rest of his career.

      ‘All right,’ he said. ‘It is what it is. Our man’s clearly gone and done a runner. Let’s get that reg number out there, Warren, ASAP.’ He ended the call.

      ‘Okay, so he’s disappeared,’ said Okeke. ‘Which pretty much seals the deal on him being the guilty party, fine. But…’ She shook her head.

      ‘But what?’

      ‘I still don’t understand why he’d do it. I mean… from what I’m getting, he liked them. They liked him. They were almost like a family.’

      ‘The Addams family,’ snorted Sully.

      ‘So maybe he had to do it?’ replied Minter, ignoring him. ‘Maybe he was coerced into doing it?’

      ‘By who?’ she asked.

      ‘Whom,’ Sully corrected.

      Okeke and Minter exchanged a glance, both – Minter was pretty sure – thinking the same thing: The smug bastard’s definitely small enough to fit into that freezer.
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        THIRTEEN DAYS AGO

      

      

      Howard Crossley emerged from Tesco’s pushing his shopping trolley, the one that inevitably had three perfectly functioning wheels and one belligerent little sod with different plans.

      He’d got four bags’ worth today. Margot had decided she needed to stock up again on pasta, rice and tinned food, thanks to the latest food-scarcity story in the news.

      ‘It’s all because of that stupid Brexit that these silly people wanted,’ she’d informed him as he’d collected her shopping list.

      He placed the bags in the boot of his old Fiat Uno and dragged the reluctant trolley back to its parking area. Then he returned to his car, climbed in and turned the key.

      The starter motor produced a god-awful half-hearted whine. The battery was dead. That’s as far as his knowledge of cars went.

      ‘Oh, for goodness sake,’ he muttered. He’d left his headlights glaring for the last couple of hours while he’d had a cuppa in the Tesco café and read the paper, which had finally killed, it appeared, his ailing battery.

      He tried starting it again and the motor made the same pitiful whine.

      A fist knocked on his side window. He turned to see a man wearing a Manchester United football shirt, tattoos running up both arms.

      ‘Mate… just leave it!’ the man shouted at him through the glass.

      ‘I… I’m trying to –’

      ‘Your battery’s knackered! Just stop it!’

      For a moment, Howard thought the man was going to pull his door open and hit him.

      Instead, the stranger opened the door and offered to help. ‘Hang on a sec, mate – I’ve got some jump leads in my van. I’ll drive it over and give you a jump start.’

      He was off before Howard could say anything, jogging back to his van.

      Within a minute, a blue transit van pulled into the parking space beside him and the man jumped out, pulled the sliding door aside and delved inside for what he needed.

      He emerged with a pair of pliers and cables in his hands. ‘Pop the hood, mate.’

      Howard fumbled for the lever and finally found it. He pulled it, then climbed out as the man raised the hood.

      ‘Look, this is awfully kind of you…’ he began.

      ‘When was the last time you changed your battery?’ the man asked as he worked the connectors loose.

      ‘Oh, I can’t remember… I… I’m not really that au fait with –’

      ‘Yeah, this one’s buggered. You’ll need to think about getting a new one when you get home.’ He jerked the last connector loose, then attached his cables. ‘I’ll give it a kick up the arse for now – that’ll get you back home. But then you should give your garage a call, right?’

      Howard nodded. ‘Right.’

      The man popped the hood on his van, connected his end, then got inside to start his engine. Howard climbed back into his car and tried the ignition key again. His old Fiat rattled to life effortlessly.

      The man hopped back out, disconnected his cables and dropped the hood. He stood beside Howard’s open door. ‘You need to drive around a bit. Let it get some charge back on it or you’ll end up stuck again.’

      ‘How long should I drive it for?’ Howard asked.

      The man shrugged. ‘Give it half an hour. Then make sure you call that garage, yeah?’

      ‘Right. Yes. Thank you.’

      The man tossed his kit back in the van and slid the door shut.

      ‘Look,’ Howard called out of his window, ‘can I give you a fiver or something for your troub–’

      The man’s face crinkled. ‘Behave, mate.’ And then the Good Samaritan with tattoos and Manchester United top was striding off, shopping to be done.
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        * * *

      

      Howard pulled into Cottle Street and immediately spotted the hyenas at the far end, outside Argyle House. His heart sank.

      There were half a dozen of them: some on their bikes doing wheelies, others perched on the low brick wall beside the steps to the front door. He was going to have to run the gauntlet, try and shoo them aside, listen to the little bastard’s foul-mouthed taunts as he opened the garage door and parked inside.

      ‘Ignore them,’ he told himself. That really was the only way, and he’d learned that from bitter experience. The less you responded, the sooner they got bored and found something, or someone, else to taunt.

      He pulled up outside the house and honked once to let them know he needed them to clear the pavement in front of the garage. And, of course, several of them stuck their middle fingers up at him.

      Here we go… again. He climbed out of the car. ‘Come along, boys, could you make a space for me to…’

      The reply was their usual sing-song chant: ‘Paedo! Paedo!’

      Howard had given up trying to explain to them he wasn’t a paedophile. The boys didn’t really seem to care anyway. He lived in ‘Paedo House’ and that was good enough for them.

      He weaved his way cautiously between them, dodging a boy who was circling intimidatingly close to him on his bike, then reached down and lifted the garage door up.

      ‘Paedo! Paedo!’ they continued behind his back.

      Ignore them. Just ignore them.

      He returned to his car wondering if there existed a magical comeback that would cut through the braying and hyena-like laughter – something that would make them pause for thought for just a moment.

      Probably not.

      He eased his Fiat slowly forward, creeping a few inches at a time, waiting for them to retreat, then finally breathing a sigh of relief as he cleared them and drove into the garage. He quickly climbed out, reached for the pull-down handle, and the overhead garage door rattled down, mercifully shutting the evil little bastards and their evil world outside.

      Howard managed a wan smile as he heard the chant quickly peter out.

      He opened the boot and was picking through which shopping bags were his and which were for Margot when he heard the old woman screaming…
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      Okeke’s mind had been on Howard Crossley for most of last night and this morning. More precisely on what the hell could have got into his troubled head to make him decide to get up one day and gas everyone in his house. She’d talked to Jay about it over a quiet pint at the Drinking Well, their local.

      ‘From every direction we look, we get the same thing… They were close in there. All of them. And Crossley was the reason for that. He pulled them together.’

      Jay had managed to come up with a rather insightful suggestion that made her realise how much she underestimated him. ‘Not every death is a murder. Maybe he was trying to off himself and got it wrong… or backed out last moment?’

      That suggestion had lingered with her this morning as she scrolled through the AARs of last night’s shift, looking for reports of any agitated men pacing up and down railway bridges or standing way too close to the edge of a long drop.

      Regardless, both Howard Crossley and his car were gone. Which presumably meant he’d hit the road and got out of Hastings. If she was going to hazard a guess, maybe he’d gone up north, maybe to Durham. To a place with better memories for him, perhaps to say a final goodbye.

      If the ANPR cameras between here and there were doing their job, hopefully they’d get a hit and the force up there would be able to intercept Crossley before he went and did something stupid.

      The act of suicide wasn’t something Okeke had ever considered cowardly. It was a personal decision that she’d never thought to actually pass judgment on. For some people the pro/con balance was just stacked and weighted too far the wrong way; for others it was an act designed to put an end to torment and pain that showed no sign of stopping.

      Jay’s – to be frank– very insightful thought made a lot of sense. Crossley’s flat had transformed since she’d first talked to him. Going from tidy and well kept to quite the opposite within less than a week. It was the place of a man who’d given up completely. Someone ready to go this time. Counting the days, the hours, the minutes down towards the right moment.

      ‘Shitola!’ O’Neal’s boyish yelp snapped her out of her thoughts.

      She twisted in her seat to look over at him. ‘What have you got?’

      She glanced around. There was no sign of Minter, who had presumably headed over to give Boyd an update on the case and yesterday’s search of Crossley’s flat.

      O’Neal pushed back his chair, the castors gliding across the cord carpet until he came to a rest in the middle of the Incident Room.

      ‘For crying out loud… what is it?’ asked Okeke.

      O’Neal pointed two fingers at the ceiling as though he was firing off a volley of celebration shots. ‘His car. I found Crossley’s car!’
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        * * *

      

      From a distance, Minter, Okeke and O’Neal stared at the charred carcass of the Fiat.

      Nadine Wetherspoon, who’d reported a dumped car being set on fire nearly two weeks ago, was standing with them and – despite some gentle encouragement to go home and let them get on with things – was still moaning.

      ‘Two flipping weeks ago I reported this! At least the fire brigade bothered to come out here and deal with it! But you lot…?’

      Minter was on the receiving end of most of her ire. ‘Mrs Wetherspoon, the car wasn’t reported stolen. That’s why it’s taken so long for us to –’

      ‘Well, obviously it was stolen!’ she replied. ‘No one’s going to dump and burn their own car, are they?’

      Minter held his hands open, palm down, trying to calm her. ‘Well, we’re here now and we’ll be having it towed away as soon as –’

      ‘This used to be a beauty spot!’ she continued. ‘That’s why I moved here! Now it’s all fly-tippers and dirty dogging people and car thieves and…’

      Minter had had enough. He turned his back on her and left Okeke and O’Neal to placate the woman. He wandered over towards the blackened hulk, joining Sully in his bunny suit as he peered into the carbonised interior.

      ‘How’s it going?’

      Sully pointed at a small nest of bones among the bared coiled spring of the rear seat. ‘I think we’ve found Mr Crossley’s dog.’

      Minter ducked down to look inside. ‘It must have been a very small one.’

      ‘He had a small dog, I think. A terrier?’

      Minter mentally sifted through his case notes. ‘Yes. A Jack Russell.’

      ‘Then I presume this is the same animal.’

      Minter nodded. It was another piece of the puzzle that clicked into place. The missing dog. So why did Crossley bring his car and his dog out here and burn it? Did he even know the dog was in the car? The only plausible explanation he could come up with was that Crossley was covering his tracks: burning the vehicle that had killed everyone in Argyle House… the murder weapon. This, and the Tesco’s bag with dog shit in it, plugging the pipe, with Crossley’s forensics on it… Howard Crossley was the murderer. The unfathomable question was… why?

      Minter shook his head sadly. Crossley had seemed so unlikely and also so personable. By all accounts a thoroughly decent person. The sort to restore a shaken faith in humankind. Of all the possible conclusions to arrive at, this had to be the most depressing one. Howard Crossley had ended up killing the only people in the world that he seemed to care about.

      ‘All right – better bag and tag those bones,’ Minter said with a heavy sigh. ‘And I’ll get a low-loader to take the chassis away before Mrs Wetherspoon has an aneurism.’
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        THIRTEEN DAYS AGO

      

      

      Howard hurried up the basement steps into the front hallway. He heard her scream again.

      ‘Margot?’ he called up the stairs to the first floor. ‘Mrs Feldstein? Are you all right?’

      He thought he could hear her crying. He took the stairs to her flat as quickly as he could and found her front door wide open and Mrs Feldstein in her wheelchair just inside.

      She was sobbing.

      ‘The little paskudnyak kinder!’ she whimpered. ‘They throw shit at my window!’

      Howard stepped into her small hallway, then through into her front room. The bay window was smeared with a brown trail descending vertically downwards and ending with a nugget of crap nestling on the window frame at the bottom. There was a small piece of newspaper stuck to it, fluttering in the breeze.

      He stood in the bay window and looked down at the little bastards gathered below. They were braying with laughter; a couple of them looked as if they were searching the ground for more turds to hurl this way.

      He felt his already-stretched patience shatter into a thousand little pieces. ‘You vicious little bastards!’ he screamed down at them. ‘You fucking evil shits! Fuck off!!’

      Mrs Feldstein wheeled up beside him and added her tuppence worth. ‘You vile little monsters! You must go away!’

      Hearing her accent, their chant switched instantly to another favourite. ‘Jew bitch! Jew bitch! Jew bitch!’

      Another piece of newspaper-wrapped shit came flying towards them and smacked against the bottom of the open sash window, spattering them both with fragments of turd.

      That’s it. That’s enough.

      He felt the last tether of restraint snap inside him. He yanked the window down and ran out of her flat, down the stairs to the hallway and wrenched the front door wide open, not entirely sure what he was going to do when he got hold of them, and not caring either.

      He slammed the door shut behind him and charged down the three steps to the pavement, determined to get his hands on at least one of the bastards. But of course their pack-like bravura evaporated in an instant and they scattered like deer. Those already on bikes whooped with delight and did wheelies up the street, a couple close enough to pick theirs up jumped on them, frantically peddling away.

      Two of them remained without bikes to hand. Howard charged towards the nearest of them, but they too beat a hasty retreat.

      He was dimly aware that he should know better than this at his age. He was out of shape and highly unlikely to win a race with some whippet-thin teenager already hyped on Red Bull and fight-or-flight adrenaline. And while they might be kids, Christ, they weren’t little ones. Some were teenagers; some of them were even bigger than him.

      But that wasn’t going to stop him.

      The two boys on foot headed left, past the overgrown tarmac where Howard placed the wheelie bins on a Tuesday morning, and made for the cul-de-sac at the end of Cottle Street. There was a cut-through there that would take them past a small piss-stinking playground on the right and out to the seafront at the end.

      Howard’s feet pounded the tarmac, his mind full of rage. The accumulated rage brewed up over months – no, years – overrode any fear he would usually have had at the thought of sustaining a slash or puncture wound from the knife that one of them was bound to be carrying. He wanted to make an example of at least one of these vicious little bastards. A bloody nose would be nice. A bloody nose and some snotty tears of contrition, even better. Just to hear one of those braying little orcs beg for mercy, sob out an apology. That… would do for now.

      But the skinny little sods were too fast for him.

      He paused as he reached the gate to the playground, hoping that one of them might have detoured there to lie low. But it was empty. He carried on down the path, emerging onto Grand Parade a few moments later.

      He looked right, towards Bexhill, hoping to see them slowing down, maybe doubling over, grabbing some air and congratulating each other on escaping him. But there was nothing.

      He turned left, looking towards Hastings pier. He could see them on the far side of the road on the promenade, the white heels of their trainers bobbing like the tails of bolting rabbits.

      Common sense told him, Give up, Howard – you won’t catch them.

      But he couldn’t stop himself. Even though he was now sweating profusely and gasping, his heart pumping in his chest, he damned well wanted what he wanted, even if he had to do it in broad daylight with witnesses aplenty. Even if meant getting arrested for physically assaulting a minor…

      He wanted a fucking apology!

      He hurried across the seafront road, holding a hand up at a bus that had to break hard to avoid hitting him. Then he ran down the promenade. To his right was the railing and a small drop to the shingle beach that sloped down to the sea; a hundred yards ahead of him was the pier and steps back up to the promenade. The two boys appeared to have slowed down now, certain that they’d lost him.

      He ducked and slipped through the railing, dropping down onto the shingle and out of their sight. He slowed his sprint down to a laboured jog, aware that he was fast running out of steam and in danger of collapsing with exhaustion. But – damned it all to hell – he was going to catch up with them, while they panted and laughed and fist-bumped over their clever escape. He was going to close that distance. He’d emerge back on the promenade, grab hold of one of those monsters and give them a long overdue lesson in manners, respect and compassion.

      A lesson in human fucking decency.

      He staggered along the shingle, wheezing from the effort, his mouth dry. Evening was drawing in. Lights were beginning to wink on, here and there. As he approached the pier, its long wall of support posts and diagonal crossbars heading out to sea, he climbed the steps back up to the promenade to see if the boys were still there.

      Reaching the firm footing of the red-tinted tarmac promenade once more, he looked towards the pier. They were no longer in view. He glanced down at the beach in case they’d gone that way. It was deserted.

      ‘Damn!’ he gasped, spittle dripping onto his dried lips. He bent over, hands on his knees and struggling for air. ‘Damn! Damn! DAMN!!!’

      An elderly couple walking past him sped up quickly as he slowly straightened up. He wanted to apologise to them, to call out after them and explain himself.

      But they were too far away now and he simply didn’t have any energy left.

      He staggered across the promenade towards a bench and slumped down on it. Defeated and angry with himself for the last five minutes of reckless stupidity. All he’d done was give those boys the thrill of the chase. Given them a story to share with their mates and all the more incentive to gather once again outside Argyle House to draw that ‘bat-shit crazy old’ alcoholic to come out and do the same again.

      He closed his eyes and doubled over, pulling air into his lungs… feeling his throat and mouth thick with mucous and his head pounding with the beginnings of a headache.

      The only consolation right now – he felt the bulge in his left pocket – was that he still had his wallet on him. And God… after all that drama, he really, really could do with a drink.
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      Minter took a look at his watch. It was coming up to six. He wanted to get the memo written up quickly, to be sure it would be slotted into tonight’s shift briefing. Crossley was still AWOL and, without a car, almost certainly still in the area. He had to be in an extreme state of mind right now. Sober or not, he was going to be a danger to himself if not to anyone else.

      He looked around at his small team. The energy of urgency had been drained from the investigation since they’d found that it was Crossley’s DNA on the bag. They had their man, but he wasn’t some Bad Guy to chase down, nick and then feel great about it with high-fives and extra rounds down the pub afterwards. No. It was a deflating result. A dismal conclusion. The only saving grace might be that one of the patrol cars out and about tonight would come across him before he did anything stupid and bring him in.

      Then what? It would be prison, almost certainly. Accidental manslaughter times six. There was no way he’d end up with anything less than five to ten years, despite the mitigating factors a defence barrister would try to throw into the mix.

      ‘You lot might as well go,’ he said.

      ‘Do you want me to help with the briefing?’ asked Okeke.

      ‘No, I’ve got this,’ he replied.

      She nodded. ‘Okay.’ She gave him a muted smile. ‘Guv.’

      ‘Go on,’ he said to her, then the others. ‘Bugger off.’

      Okeke, O’Neal and Warren got up from their seats and grabbed their jackets.

      ‘We’re heading down the Bier Garden,’ said O’Neal. ‘If you wanna join us later, yeah?’

      Minter nodded. He might. He might not.
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        TWELVE DAYS AGO

      

      

      Howard called the bench his ‘therapy couch’. It was the same bench he ended up on every time. It was towards the rear of Warrior Square and overlooked the beautifully tended rose gardens. The therapy part came from those first ten minutes after he woke up, staring up at a grey sky, feeling the hard wood beneath his aching head and silently whispering a missive of heartfelt promises that he’d never binge drink again.

      He’d had an all-nighter. On the ground beside the bench was one last unopened tin of Max Red budget cider, still with its plastic collar from the four-pack, and a bag of half-finished chips coated in a mudslide of congealed curry sauce.

      It was freezing cold this morning. His trousers were damp with spilled cider, or probably worse. He shivered, pulled his jacket around him, then, with a groan, managed to sit up. His recollection of last night’s bender was patchy. He vaguely recalled wandering along the empty pier and yelling obscenities at the waves below. Cursing the sea – objectifying and redirecting the blame and the guilt in his life at the English Channel.

      He hadn’t done an all-nighter for months. Something he’d been more than a little proud of. It had been a minor win amid a long and futile war. But here he was, relapsed and collapsed, damp and cold.

      He stood up shakily, every slight movement triggering waves of pain in his head. He looked at his watch; it was a quarter to eleven in the morning. The world had got up and got on with its Saturday morning business while he’d slept away – another oblivious drunk in the park.

      I need to get back… for something. He couldn’t quite recall what the ‘something’ was, though. Then it came to him. Max! The poor little bugger would be barking frantically for his breakfast by now. That was it.

      Howard got to his feet and began to shuffle slowly back home.

      Poor Max. Sorry old chap.

      But… there was something else. What was it? He vaguely recalled that he’d left the house in a hurry, running, chasing… It came to him. Those vile little bastards. He’d been chasing after a couple of them. Because…

      That nagging other pressing reason came back to him. He’d pursued those brats because they’d thrown shit at, and through, Margot’s window. He’d left her in her wheelchair, sobbing impotently at the injustice, the arrogance and cruelty of the young.

      He picked up his pace. He really needed to get back to the house to see how she was. Something in the back of his mind was sounding a note of urgency, though. But his thoughts were a muddled cloud. He couldn’t remember. He had to get home.

      He made his way along the front, then past the small playground on the left, back through the cut-through, and finally he reached Cottle Street, relieved to see that Argyle House was not in flames and surrounded by fire engines.

      He made his way up to the house and paused on the pavement, looking up at Mrs Feldstein’s window. Good. She’d kept it closed in case those little bastards came back for another go. But the shit was still smeared all down the outside. That would be his first job this morning as soon as he’d changed his clothes. He’d go up and apologize to Margot for leaving her like that and he’d get that window sorted straight away.

      He took the steps up to the front door and fumbled in his jacket pocket for his keys, unlocked the door and stepped inside. As soon as he did, though, the odour hit him like a wall. It was like standing at a petrol station. The smell instantly reminded him of a distant childhood memory – his father had taken him to a gathering of vintage cars at some racetrack. He’d been young and most of what he could recall had been the crackling sound of loud engines and the acrid stench of their exhaust fumes.

      The house stank. He left the front door wide open to let some of the stench out.

      Then the root of that urgent niggling concern in his mind finally came to him. He’d left his car running downstairs in the basement. He’d intended to let it run for five minutes to build up the charge in the battery – and then Mrs Feldstein had screamed.

      Of course, that’s what this smell was. It had caused a stink that was so godly awful he really was going to have to apologise to everyone for it.

      Starting with poor Margot. But first the car. He cautiously entered the basement, holding his breath and wary that if his old Fiat was still chugging, the air would be toxic. The car was silent. Of course it was.

      It had run out of petrol.

      Relieved, he climbed the stairs, eager to see how Margot was doing. The poor woman. In his rage, he’d just left her there, sobbing in her front room. He reached the landing. Her door was closed.

      He knocked gingerly. ‘Margot?’

      There was no answer. He knocked again and waited a few moments before gently turning the handle. The door creaked inwards. ‘Mrs Feldstein? Are you all right?’

      Still no answer.

      He stepped into her small hallway, then into her front room. She was sitting in her wheelchair, her back to him, looking out of the bay window. Still no doubt horrified at the god-awful mess smeared across the glass.

      ‘I’m going to clean that first thing this morning,’ he said, stepping towards her. He spotted a book on the floor beside her chair, dropped open with the pages facing down, cracking the spine. It was a Daphne du Maurier. That was so unlike Margot; she treated her books like old friends.

      ‘Margot?’ He picked the book up, then squatted beside her. She looked as if she’d nodded off while reading. Her glasses had slipped off her nose and were resting in her lap.

      ‘Margot? Wakey, wakey.’ He gently patted her hand to rouse her.

      It was stone cold.

      ‘Oh God,’ he whispered. He touched her other hand. It was equally cold and lifeless. ‘Oh no.’

      She’d had a heart attack. That was it. From the stress caused by those vile little shits. And she’d sat here and had died alone, while he’d been out, getting drunk, drowning his…

      ‘Oh no,’ he said again, his voice trembling. He felt her wrist in the vain hope of feeling a pulse. But there was nothing.

      Howard stood up. He wiped the first couple of tears from his cheeks. There was a call to be made. He wasn’t sure whether it should be to 999 or to her GP, and his mobile phone was downstairs in his kitchen. He stepped back out of her flat and paused on the landing. His phone was one of those old Nokia bricks with a pay-as-you-go deal on it and he was pretty sure it would be out of credit or out of charge. The Hadids were opposite – and he knew both Amina and Farid carried a mobile because they were always on call for their zero-hour-contract jobs. One of them was always in. They were both doctors. Or had been, once. Perhaps one of them would pop across and look over Mrs Feldstein.

      He hurried across and knocked on their door. ‘Hello? Farid? Amina?’

      Silence. And for the first time Howard had a deeply troubling thought.

      The smell of the exhaust fumes from his car was just as strong up here as it had been downstairs.

      ‘Oh, God, please no.’ He knocked again. Harder. ‘Hello? Anyone in there?!’

      There was still nothing.

      He tried the door handle. They only locked up when both of them went out. The handle turned, but when he pushed it only gave an inch. He pushed more firmly, presuming the door had rucked up the thick mat that lay just inside the entrance. It gave another few inches, enough for him to presumptuously stick his head in. It was an urgent situation.

      ‘Hello?’ Howard called again. ‘It’s…’

      He spotted Amina Hadid sprawled on the floor, the door pushing against her shoulder. Further up their small hallway, he spotted Farid’s bare feet poking out through the doorway that led to their bedroom.

      The truth of the situation hit Howard like a sledgehammer. His memory came back to him with a brutal clarity. He’d come home. He’d left the car to run…and then everything else had happened.

      But, of course, he’d not turned the engine off after five minutes and he’d not come back home. The car would have been running all night.

      Amina must have awoken and recognised the odour. She must have understood what was happening, realised they might only have minutes, seconds even. She’d been making for the door…

      Howard shut the door. He felt his legs wobble, then collapse beneath him, his back sliding down against the Hadids’ front door.
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      Minter finally emerged from the station at 7.30 p.m., surprised at how cold it was. He’d stayed on for the evening shift briefing, wanting to add in a word or two himself, to be sure that Crossley wasn’t tagged on to the end of it as an afterthought or omitted all together.

      As he crossed the car park, he spotted Boyd, who was about to turn left and head down Bohemia Road.

      ‘Hoy! Boss!’ he called.

      Boyd paused and looked back to see Minter jogging over to join him.

      ‘All right, there?’ said Boyd, looking at his watch. ‘It’s a bit late for you, isn’t it?’

      As they walked down the road towards the seafront, Minter explained why he’d stayed late and what he suspected had led to the deaths in Argyle House.

      ‘Christ,’ said Boyd after he’d finished. ‘A botched suicide attempt? How sure are you of that?’

      ‘It seems a more plausible theory,’ replied Minter. He explained that everything seemed to point to a sudden collapse of Crossley’s state of mind. Something had been a triggering event. He could easily imagine a scenario where he’d come home to find his dog had been poisoned by some spiteful neighbour, or there’d been hate mail through the letterbox, or something vile had been scrawled on the walls… and he’d thought, What’s the fucking point? That something had been the final straw for Howard Crossley.

      ‘And you think he tried to use his car to gas himself?’ said Boyd.

      Minter nodded. ‘Perhaps. Then something went wrong. Maybe he’d changed his mind at the last moment? Maybe he was interrupted?’ He shook his head. ‘He was in all likelihood pissed out of his skull when he decided to go ahead and do it.’

      Boyd looked at him, unconvinced. ‘And left his car running overnight?’

      ‘Blind drunks have done dafter things,’ he replied.

      Boyd conceded that with a nod. ‘And the rest of this was Crossley attempting to hide his tracks?’

      ‘Uh-huh. Or maybe he wanted the evidence to point at the folks living on Cottle Street? A final fuck-you-all-very-much.’

      Boyd nodded thoughtfully. ‘A “final”… you think Crossley’s a ticking clock.’ It was more a statement than a question.

      ‘Yes, boss. Hopefully one of the lads on shift tonight will spot him and pick him up.’

      ‘And what about that charming piece of work, Massett?’ asked Boyd.

      Minter shrugged. ‘He’s on my radar, boss. But not for the Argyle House deaths… We’ve squeezed a lot of useful information out of Lao’s laptop. We’ve got loads of names, associations and even insider passwords that will be useful to the anti-terror lot.’

      Boyd nodded. ‘DCI Williams will be hugely grateful for that.’

      They were approaching the point where Minter normally peeled right for the gym. He kept going.

      ‘Not going for a workout this evening?’ asked Boyd.

      He shook his head. ‘I thought I might decompress and have a drink with the others tonight. You coming down?’

      Boyd shook his head too. ‘No. I’m going home. I’m going to have a bottle of fizz with the two ladies in my life.’

      ‘Oh? Something to celebrate?’

      ‘As a matter of fact, yes.’

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘Believe it or not, it looks like I’m going to become a grandad.’

      ‘No way!’ Minter exclaimed. ‘Emma’s…’

      Boyd nodded. ‘It wasn’t exactly planned. But…’

      ‘Oh, so is this public news then, boss, or is it embargoed?’

      ‘It’s no big secret, I suppose.’ He smiled ruefully. ‘CID’s not really a great place for the keeping of secrets, is it?’

      ‘A bunch of gossiping fishwives,’ growled Minter. ‘As I recently learned. Egged on by bloody Sully.’

      ‘I really wish I’d come along to gawk,’ said Boyd, grinning. ‘I got the memo too late.’

      ‘What a ruddy nightmare… the whole ruddy thing.’ Minter shook his head. ‘Never again.’
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        ELEVEN DAYS AGO

      

      

      Howard had spent an unhealthy number of hours thinking about the bodies dotted throughout Argyle House. No one had survived. Not even Max.

      He felt like his mind was unravelling. A line from the old Christmas poem popped into his head… When all through the house / Not a creature was stirring, not even a mouse…

      His inconceivable stupidity, his out-of-control rage and the oblivion of binge-drinking had resulted in the deaths of everyone he cared about.

      Once again.

      Only the Hadids had seemed to recognise at the last moment what was happening to them, with Mrs Hadid attempting to reach their front door. Mrs Feldstein had died reading her book. Katrina Lao had died on her bed. Ness and Chandra had both been slumped in front of their TVs. And poor little Max had been beside the back door, mere feet away from the dog flap that might have saved him.

      Howard had spent Saturday afternoon in the silent house as he’d pondered his options. Would he call 999 and hand himself over to the police? Or would he take his own life and join the others?

      It was this latter option that appealed most to him. He was going to be put away for this, even though the deaths had been accidental. He knew that he would again face years in a cell, without the oblivion that the bottom of a bottle would provide.

      But as the sun set and the street light outside cast amber spectral forms across the low ceiling of his lounge… a third option presented itself. A chance to escape the blame. Better still, a chance to redirect that blame towards those who truly deserved it: the small-minded, hateful, bigoted, finger-pointing trolls of Cottle Street and their offspring.

      It wouldn’t bring back his friends, his games of backgammon with Farid, his tea and biscuits with Margot, his games of chess with Leonard, but it might introduce a spoonful of indirect justice back into this ghastly world.

      Removing the grille, he’d gouged his hand badly and he’d done his best by torchlight to soak up the blood by wrapping an old face mask around the base of his thumb. He’d taken the bag of shit he’d scooped up – those boys had been throwing it around yesterday, and it was still all over Margot’s bay window – and pushed it down the pipe with a stick. The police, he’d hoped, might take one look at that bag of shit and the missing safety grille and decide to look no further than the vile idiots who lived nearby.
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        * * *

      

      Howard drove his old Fiat out of Hastings along a camera-free B-road and into the countryside. He didn’t drive too far… he was going to have to walk back. His headlights picked out a dirt track that led off the winding road and on impulse he turned into it, following the rutted mud track down the side of a scrap of woodland and into a partially hidden clearing that somebody else had used to fly-tip some old furniture.

      He parked the car and made an attempt to wipe down the steering wheel, door handle, gearstick and hand brake with a rag.

      Then he turned to look at Max, lying inert on the back seat. ‘I’m so sorry, little chap,’ he whispered. It was uttering those words that opened the floodgates and he began to sob uncontrollably.

      ‘Sorry’ was the word he muttered over and over again as tears dripped from his chin and into his lap. Sorry for killing his daughter, Patricia, and her friends. Sorry for causing Carla so much heartbreak. Sorry that the two of them couldn’t survive the grief. Sorry that the blame for their daughter being gone was unavoidably all his. Regret had been the theme of his life ever since – a life that had become a relentless descent through Dante-like levels of Hell, relieved only by the blank pages that an escalating alcohol addiction afforded him.

      That was until the day he’d found himself living in Argyle House. From the outside, it was a rundown castle of outcasts under siege by an army of spiteful trolls and vicious orcs; on the inside, though, within those besieged castle walls… he’d found compassion and fellowship.

      Friends.

      Howard finished the task. He emptied the jerry can of fuel over the back seat, over the little bundle of fur with a bright blue collar. He had no idea how much petrol was needed to render his small car unrecognisable and untraceable – only that it was how those joyriding kids did it.

      He stood back, then tossed a match in through the open driver-side window – and with a soft thwump the car was engulfed in flames.
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      Minter extracted himself from the Bier Garden just before nine. Warren and O’Neal had begun haranguing him to go on with them to another place after they’d finished their pints, but he’d had enough for one night. Two and a half pints down the chute and he’d started talking drunken bollocks already.

      He stepped outside, a brisk breeze blowing away the steamy cloud of his breath. The weather at this time of year seemed to have no idea what to do with itself; it was T-shirt warm one day and brass monkeys the next. It was hard to believe that only a few days ago he’d been prancing around outside in bright red budgie smugglers. He zipped up his coat and shoved his hands deep inside his pockets. His flat was a brisk twenty-minute walk away and he’d probably be unzipped again by the time he got home.

      As he was about to turn to head back down towards the chippy, Minter thought he caught a glimpse of something moving at the end of the pier.

      Usually there were a couple of fancy green-painted wrought-iron lamps that shone down brightly along the pier, catching the glint of the safety rails and pooling light across the decking like a Hopper painting. They made the end of the pier look like the aft of some Golden-era liner, and the darkness beyond was like the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. The only thing missing was a luminescent trail of frothy waves marking its passage.

      But both lamps were out tonight. The end of the pier was mostly dark. He could hear the lively waves beating the large support pillars below and could feel the transmitted tremble of their impact through the wooden deck.

      The lamps were there for a reason: not only to look good but to clearly indicate to any drunken muppets spilling out of the Bier Garden at closing time that beyond the safety rail was a drop and one hell of a dive – into freezing cold water if you were lucky, or onto the jagged end of one of the old pier’s support struts if you weren’t.

      Minter paused for a moment. There it was again. He was sure he’d just seen a dash of something pale in the darkness over there: the flicker of a sleeve or a collar.

      ‘Hoy!’ he called out. ‘It’s not a bloody latrine!’

      He caught that flicker again. A pale face looking back at him.

      Minter dug into his pockets, pulled out his keyring LED torch and switched it on. The beam penetrated the darkness and picked out the face in a little more detail. It wasn’t some young prat taking a piss as he’d half expected but an older man.

      Sitting on the railing.

      Minter strode swiftly towards him. ‘Oi! You should get down from there, mate.’

      As he drew closer, he realised it was Howard Crossley.

      He lowered his beam so that he wasn’t blinding the man.

      Crossley was perched precariously on the top rail, the heels of his shoes hooked onto the rail below. He looked drunk; he was swaying slightly. A strong gust of wind, or even the slip of one foot, and he was going over.

      ‘Howard,’ Minter said softly. ‘It’s DSI Minter from the station. Steven. Best come back over, mate. You’ve had a few, haven’t you?’

      ‘Yes,’ Crossley admitted calmly. ‘You could probably say that.’

      Minter took a couple more steps forward. ‘Come on – let’s have you.’

      Crossley shook his head. ‘It’s very kind of you, Detective Sergeant, but really I’d rather be alone right now.’

      ‘You know I can’t leave you here, Howard… Come on – be a good bloke and just climb down, will you?’

      Crossley ignored him and stared out to sea.

      Minter stepped a little closer. ‘Howard… we know what happened. It was a terrible accident.’

      ‘And not my first,’ Crossley mumbled. ‘I seem to be somewhat accident-prone, so to speak.’ He turned to look at Minter. ‘It was me and my car again. I killed them all… because I’m a fool. And a drunk.’ He smiled pitifully. ‘What a wonderful eulogy to leave behind. Grief, guilt, regret… It’s a fire that never stops scorching, Detective Sergeant. I think I’m done with it.’

      ‘Come on, Howard.’ Minter had his hand on the rail now. He just needed to inch his way a little more to the right, close enough that he could make a grab at the snapping, rustling hood of Crossley’s anorak and jerk him backwards onto the decking.

      ‘Honestly?’ Crossley sighed. ‘My life is not a reality to be experienced… It’s a problem to be solved.’

      Crossley’s legs straightened and his bottom raised from the rail.

      ‘NO!’ Minter shouted, lurching forward and scrabbling desperately to get a purchase on the rain-slicked vinyl, but Crossley teetered and pitched forward into the darkness.

      The last Minter saw of him was the pale leather soles of his loafers disappearing into the dark maw. Then came the sound of a deep splash over the rumble and thump of the restless waves below.
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      Boyd got the call from Okeke as he lay in bed, almost awake but not quite, watching the subtle darting movements beneath Charlotte’s left eyelid as her unconscious mind told her a story that was going to make sense for all of about ten seconds after she woke up. He’d been wondering if her insane – dead, thankfully– ex-husband was playing a cameo role in the frantic narrative of her dream when his phone buzzed softly.

      He answered the call with a whisper. ‘Yup?’

      Okeke filled him in, getting him up to speed in a few economical sentences. He could hear traces of emotion in her voice, despite her trying to sound as copper-like as possible.

      ‘The RNLI only managed to recover his body an hour ago,’ she concluded.

      ‘Christ. How’s Minter?’

      ‘How do you think?’ she replied. ‘Not in a good place.’

      Despite his hangover, Boyd was dressed and coffeed up before his bedside alarm clock had had a chance to go off, and he arrived at the station a full hour before his day usually began.

      He found Okeke in the Incident Room. She was the only one in this early.

      ‘Where is he?’ Boyd asked her.

      ‘He went home to get a few hours’ sleep,’ she said.

      Boyd nodded. Good. Minter had been up all night according to Okeke, and most of that had been spent down at the pier, watching the RNLI boat Shannon searching the choppy waters for Crossley.

      ‘That’s a shitty one,’ said Boyd.

      He’d had to deal with a jumper many years ago when he was still in uniform and on that occasion he’d been lucky; he’d managed to talk the young lad down.

      Boyd knew, anecdotally, that failing a jumper, watching them let go, tended to be one of the most traumatic incidents a police officer could ever experience. It trumped holding the dying remains of an RTA victim, or losing a prolonged resus effort, because of the intense compacted relationship established in the moments just before.

      ‘When he comes in, let me know, will you?’ he said.

      She nodded.

      Boyd went to the kitchenette to grab himself another coffee and was at the point of leaving for his office, mug in hand, when Flack stepped in.

      ‘I just heard the news,’ he said. ‘The Argyle House POI was the leaper?’

      Boyd nodded.

      ‘Well, that’s a quick case closed, then!’ He smiled. ‘If only they were all that easy, eh?’

      ‘Minter was with him, trying to talk him down,’ Boyd replied.

      Flack’s chirpy smile faded. ‘That’s a hard one. Poor bastard,’ he said, grabbing a mug out of the cupboard. ‘That’ll linger for him.’

      On that we can agree, thought Boyd. He was about to leave for his office when he paused.

      ‘Jeff?’

      Flack looked at him over his shoulder. ‘What?’

      ‘Why did you give me the wrong name for “Monster”?’

      ‘What? I didn’t, did I?’

      ‘Yes. You gave me the wrong name. You gave me an associate of Ness’s. Not Ness himself.’

      He frowned. ‘Oh, that’s not right. I gave you Ness’.’

      Boyd shook his head. ‘Wright, you gave me the name Stephen Wright. Surname like the old radio DJ.’

      Flack made busy, fussing around with his coffee. ‘I think you might be a little bit confused there, Boyd.’

      ‘No. We definitely had a conversation about the name. I remember saying something along the lines of “like the DJ?”.’

      Flack frowned, then shook his head as though he was really trying hard to pull that memory out of his head. ‘I’m really sorry, Boyd, I just don’t remember you saying that.’

      Their eyes remained fix on each other, both knowing the other knew.

      Boyd broke the protracted silence with a lowered voice. ‘Ness had something on you, didn’t he?’

      Flack shook his head, managing to look both puzzled and mildly amused. ‘I’ve absolutely no idea what you’re talking about there, mate.’

      Boyd kept his eyes locked on him. The flickering smile, half hidden by Flack’s brush-like moustache, was all the answer he needed.

      ‘Right,’ he said. ‘My mistake.’
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        * * *

      

      Boyd didn’t hear from Okeke that morning, and approaching lunchtime he stuck his head into the Incident Room.

      ‘Everything all right?’ he asked.

      Warren and O’Neal looked up from their screens.

      ‘No sign of Minter yet?’ asked Boyd.

      They both shook their heads.

      ‘He’s taken a sickie today, sir,’ offered O’Neal.

      Boyd nodded and ducked back out again into the corridor, pondering whether to go up to the canteen for a hot meal or down to the front for some chips.

      The chips won.

      As he walked down Bohemia Road, he gave Minter’s phone a ring. It went to voicemail.

      Boyd spotted a long queue snaking out of the chippy as he stepped onto the pier and decided to walk to the end and back to let the early birds buy their lunch and leave him with a much shorter queue to join.

      As he walked round the Bier Garden he spotted a lone figure at the end of the pier with a coffee in one hand, leaning on the safety rail and looking out to sea.

      It was Minter.

      Boyd pulled up to the rail beside him.

      He turned and nodded. ‘Oh, hey, boss.’

      ‘How’re you doing?’ Boyd asked.

      ‘Okay,’ he replied. ‘A bit tired.’

      ‘Did you manage to get any sleep?’

      Minter shook his head. ‘I tried for a bit, then…’ He shrugged. ‘I decided to come down here.’

      Boyd looked down at the choppy water below. The grey sea was speckled with a lattice of foam where the waves were sliced by the blackened beams of the old pier, emerging at various heights like the ribcage of a shipwreck.

      ‘You know, with some suicide scenarios, you’re not going to win whatever the hell you say?’ said Boyd.

      Minter looked at him.

      ‘If they’ve decided to go,’ Boyd went on, ‘there’s not really much you can say to actually change their minds. You know that, don’t you?’

      Minter weighed it up for a few moments. ‘I keep thinking that if I’d just charged in and grabbed him…’

      ‘Right.’ Boyd nodded. ‘You might have got him. Equally, you might have gone over the rail with him.’

      ‘I could have held his weight,’ he replied.

      He was probably right. Crossley was a slight man, and Boyd imagined that Minter could have borne his weight fairly easily, maybe even manhandled him back over the rail. Boyd looked down at the decking, damp and slick with rain.

      ‘It’s slippery.’ He slid his foot a few inches to the right to make his point.

      ‘True.’

      ‘And I’m presuming you’ve got a mum who would’ve boxed your ears if you’d tried to be a hero.’

      Minter huffed. ‘She probably would.’

      Boyd nudged his arm. ‘Then park this here, mate. You did what you could. And the job’s hard enough already without throwing that kind of weight into your kit bag every morning.’

      He regarded Minter as the young detective sergeant parsed that piece of advice.

      There were two types of men, Boyd thought. The strong and stoic kind who suffered in silence, then finally cracked and caved under their own self-inflicted burden. And then there were the sensible ones. Boyd liked to think that he fell into the latter camp. Minter too.

      ‘Process this, Minter… okay? Properly, I mean. Beat it out of a punch bag in a gym, or pound it out on one of your insanely long marathons, but for God’s sake don’t blame yourself for it.’

      Minter let out a dry huff, then shook his head. ‘Boss?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘It might be better if I do this kind of conversation with a proper qualified therapist. No offence, like, but…’

      ‘No.’ Boyd laughed. ‘You’re quite right. You will chat to one, though, right?’

      Minter nodded slowly. ‘Yeah. As long as Sussex Police is paying… and the sessions count as work hours.’

      Boyd smiled. Minter was definitely in the latter camp. ‘Good man.’
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