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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    Bad Habits 
 
    
The early weekend traffic cut sharp lines through the pastures of Blackheath. At the far end of the ancient fields, a boundary wall marked the beginning of Greenwich Park. The stranger had seen the wall on television many times, when the runners were gathered in their thousands for the famous London Marathon. Much nearer was Blackheath church, threatening the sky with its jutting spire. The stranger hadn’t been here for a while, but still enjoyed the contrasts and colours of such an odd place. Blackheath had a yesteryear feel. Victorian. But after today the stranger intended to visit Blackheath only once more. After that they would never return. After doing what had to be done, coming back would be madness. 
 
    A few lonely joggers made use of the quiet morning, panting like heavy breathers in search of a telephone. Some keen person was flying a kite in the distance. But most of Blackheath was still tucked up in bed, and fast asleep – which was exactly why the stranger had come. It was so quiet, the stranger could hear their own feet striking on the pavements. The stranger passed the first pubs of Blackheath, walking down the paved slope towards the still dark shops. A street cleaner swept on the other side of the street, collecting the waste left by the drinkers from the night before. The street cleaner was too busy to look up as the stranger passed. Good.  
 
    As the shops petered out toward the large residential houses, the stranger slowed their pace. The destination was dead ahead – across a wide street and a large, grassy traffic island. This was close enough. Beyond a shield of branches and a row of parked cars was a grand end-of-terrace house with bare brick walls, a large bay window, and a shining black roof. The stranger knew it well. The famous photographer worked in the top room with the window facing out on the street from the end of the Malton Road, overlooking the great trees and with a view of the distant shops. The stranger stared up at the window. The blind had been left up, leaving a glimpse of the white-walled room within. Six days per week the photographer toiled in that room, for sessions of five or six hours at a time. But you could hardly call it work. The photographer was a creature of habit. Yes, too many habits. A few of those habits were good and helped him pull in commissions from all over the world; jobs which paid sums the size of most people’s annual wage. But the man’s other habits were far less productive. And it was because of these that the stranger had come.  
 
    Birdsong. The sound of the street cleaner’s broom and pushing his handcart down the hill. Cars pootling along the quiet streets, and rapid footsteps coming from behind. Whose footsteps? The stranger froze, glanced back, and saw one of the runners coming down from the heath. The stranger pulled their scarf high, and crossed the street. After reaching the other side, the stranger noticed a reflection in the window of a distant bar. The reflection showed the runner passing behind, not caring at all about the stranger’s presence. Very good. The stranger wanted to remain invisible. Needed to. Because next time it would be so different. The photographer’s habits were destined to come to an end. All of them, good and bad, every single one. The man himself and all his wretched habits would soon be no more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jonathan Parker sat in the highest room of a house full of flats on the main road through New Cross. It was a cold lonely day, and the clock was ticking. A day full of memories and regret. It would have been a day better spent getting drunk, but then every day was like that and Jonathan didn’t have the luxury of wasting any more days. Every day was numbered now, and the numbers were short indeed. Parker had given Dan Bradley the impression that his life was meeting the standard for a man of his age and former career as an accountant. Dan probably imagined a retired accountant living life in the burbs in a two-up-two-down house with a patch of garden and a dog, Sunday papers, and a round of golf. Parker had mentioned his debt, which Dan had brushed off like dandruff. But telling Bradley he had cancer only for the illness to suddenly disappear, had been less than a masterstroke. After that, the boy was less than inclined to help him. Bradley had let him know that any debt was his and his alone, even after he fell ill with the stroke. Callous, thought Parker. The young Bradley he remembered was never callous, but that was well over fifteen years back and since then the boy had grown into a formidable man.  
 
    Parker had not told Bradley he had lost his house to gambling – a fool’s game at the best of times, but heresy for an accountant. But he had gambled himself broke nonetheless. How and why were questions he tortured himself with, but when he kept it simple, his life had hit the skids in the following order. The drink had led to the gambling, which led to the debt, which led to borrowing the gambling money he really couldn’t afford. Which led to consolidating the debt with Scotsman John Kinross, who bullied him for a year and a half before selling the debt on to a man called William Arnold Chambers.  
 
    Back then the quaint name meant nothing to Parker apart from extreme relief at not having to see Kinross’s ugly mug on his doorstep anymore. William Arnold Chambers was the name at the top of the debt collection letters which Parker began to receive each and every week. The name sounded like something from a regency novel. Or maybe from a solicitors’ firm. And for one month the letters were the only way Parker ever came across the name. But after the first month was up, the phone calls started. Two weeks later and William Arnold Chambers arrived on his doorstep, but Parker would have never matched the face to the name. Parker had answered the intercom, which was his first bad move. The man spoke politely and with respect and Parker only opened the door because he was curious. He had looked out of his bedsit apartment, leaned over the banister and peered down the stairwell to see the shining bald spot on the top of the man’s head. The man wore a white suit and walked with a cane, a cross between Colonel Sanders and Sherlock Holmes. The thought had even brought a rare smile to his lips. But within ten minutes Parker had definitely stopped smiling. Instead his nose had bled, his lip was cut and his TV screen had been smashed. It was the day William Arthur Chambers stopped being a name and became a monster. 
 
    “I own you, maggot. Do I want to own you? An old corpse like you? No, I don’t. But I bought your debt. And I bought it because you are going to pay me every penny.” 
 
    “I can’t pay it,” Parker had said. “Please. Can’t we come to an arrangement?” Parker had begged him, mindful of the silver handled cane the man brought with him. The top of the cane was shaped like a skull, and when Parker looked at it, the shining skull seemed to mock him. 
 
    “Sure,” Arnold had said as he wiped the blood from his knuckles with a handkerchief. “We can come to an arrangement. What about this one? I’ll double the money you owe me. There, it’s just been arranged. What do you think about that? You owe me thirty thousand pounds.” 
 
    “I can’t do it,” Parker had pleaded. “I can’t. I gave up my house to clear the debt. I thought Kinross would let me off the rest. Fifteen thousand pounds left out of two hundred; fifteen is nothing.” 
 
    “No, it’s something all right. It’s mine. And I just told you it’s not fifteen anymore. It’s thirty.” William Chambers wore a goatee with sideburns which stretched all the way down his face and edged along his jaw. When Chambers looked at Parker, the old man shrank inside.  
 
    “Don’t think you’d get much for this shithole, do you, old man? So you better get your thinking cap on. I want my money. Understand?” 
 
    A week later, with the silver skull ready to descend and knock his teeth out, Jonathan Parker had spilled his guts and told Chambers about the sum he’d found in his deceased brother’s cash book. The 150k. Parker had already concluded the money was squirrelled away somewhere his brother considered safe, well away from his ex-wife and the people he had wronged. So it had to be with Dan Bradley. He’d shown Chambers the cash book and the entry, and promised to split it with Chambers if only the man would give him a little more time.  
 
    Chambers had agreed.  
 
    Then Parker went to Southend and came back empty handed, but the stress had pushed his body over the edge and brought on his stroke. So what did Chambers do? Chambers gave him two weeks to get him the money he had promised or the silver skull was going to come kiss him goodnight. 
 
    In the first week Jonathan Parker had got almost got to grips with his new health condition. He had the medicine he needed to cope. But now he had only eight days left and Parker was at a loss for a way to make Dan admit he had Parker’s money. Once Bradley admitted it, he still had to persuade the man to give it all away. Jonathan Parker knew he needed a miracle or he was as good as dead. So he sat in his damp flat, took his warfarin tablets and waited as he looked out over the sleepless city streets. He wasn’t going to die, no way. Jonathan’s miracle was going to come any day now. He didn’t know how, but he was a believer. All gambling addicts had the same undying faith. But if the miracle didn’t come soon, Parker was determined to make one happen. Trouble was Parker’s miracle had to happen at someone else’s expense. Parker grabbed a cigarette end from an old pub ashtray and lit it with a dying lighter. When he had put on his best clothes to visit Southend, he was pretending to be a different man. The Jonathan Parker Bradley had met was a ghost. But the new Jonathan Parker was capable of doing anything he needed to avoid any more pain. When the miracle came, Dan Bradley was going to wish he’d given him the money when he had the chance.


 
   
 
  

 One 
 
    Ancients of Mulu 
 
      
 
    Mulu was one of the coolest galleries in Soho. Some would say it was the coolest. For any kind of artist, having work shown in Mulu was the very definition of ‘having made it’. And Leslie Corcoran had made it big time. Sixteen years ago Corcoran exploded onto the photographic art scene, and broke on through into popular culture, TV, news, and magazines. Overnight, Leslie had become ‘the in thing’ and he was still going strong. The shopfront window was full of blown up images of his middle-aged face, inflated to a ridiculous proportion. A grainy black and white image with his surname superimposed in bold blue letters across his double chin. Why anyone would want to see their face blown up to such grisly proportions was far beyond him. Every wrinkle and every extra ounce of fat was visible to a million Londoners and tourists who passed by every day. The photograph itself was appalling, but that was because it wasn’t one of his. Since his seminal work, Valley Girl – which captured an image of a naked woman bathing in a freezing Thames, Corcoran had been the go to name in photographic art. To his friends, Corcoran had always joked that it was the nipples which made him a star. Back then, little did Corcoran know he had already turned himself into a stereotype. He looked around at the pristine walls covered in his photographs. Black and white, or colour, almost every one of them depicted a woman without her clothes on. He looked around. Was this really what he’d wanted back on that fateful day in 2001 when he photographed the drunken waitress in the Greenwich waters? Not at all. But did Banksy expect to be a graffiti artist all his days? Of course not. Man did not always choose the path he travelled, Corcoran was sure of it. It was chosen for him by all the others. The audience. The watchers. The punters. The great unwashed. And so Corcoran was now famous for photographing nude women, and they still called it art. It wasn’t all bad, he supposed. After all the food was good, there was booze on top, and there were all kinds of other perks too. Corcoran nodded and smiled at a banal greeting from Mulu’s financier, a banker called Cretchley, and answered him with the caustic wit one had come to expect from the eccentric photographer. Then Leslie passed on to collect a full glass of fizz from the drinks tray. The young waiter stopped for him, and nodded. Corcoran smiled, picked up a flute, and drained the glass in front of him. He picked up another. The waiter started to move on when Corcoran spied a beauty at the opposite end of the gallery. She was a slender woman with fine shoulders exposed in a backless black dress. He was almost as impressed that the woman was actually paying attention to the photographs on the wall. The rest of them, hangers on and liggers one and all, were only here for the posing and the free drinks. Corcoran knew this well, because he had used to be one of the liggers himself. Corcoran grabbed a second glass before the teenage waiter got away.  
 
    Corcoran walked across the gallery, sipping from his glass all the way, his eyes fastened to the girl’s back. He avoided the look-at-me eyes of people who wanted his time, and studied the curves of her shoulder blades, and the gentle ripple of the muscles as she moved. What a delight, he thought. Corcoran drew up beside her and took in the woman’s height. Her bearing. Her scent. She stood a half foot taller than him. Well, wouldn’t that be fun? He didn’t look at her, but rather at what she was studying. A triptych of photographs from his Post Brit-Art shock phase. Close-ups of female nudity, almost pornographic, but staying just the right side of acceptable. It was a piece he had rather crudely called Snatch. The photographs shied away from the subject, and instead dropped rather clumsy hints. Pubic hair, fingers knitted together in front of female parts, and a pouting pair of painted lips. Now Corcoran thought of it as an ugly work, but it did exactly what it was supposed to do. It got his name in the press again in 2004 and made him a cool half mil.  
 
    “I brought you one of these,” said Corcoran. He passed the champagne flute into the woman’s line of sight. She glanced at the glass, then looked at him from the side of her eyes. He knew she had not fully seen him. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. The woman took the glass and sipped. Her face was slender, and she sipped like a bird. Corcoran gave up looking at the photos on the wall and looked at the woman instead. A moment later, he asked. 
 
    “What do you make of it?” 
 
    “This?” she said. “Amusing, maybe. But also rather crass. Corcoran is capable of so much more. But I suppose he was getting high from all his notoriety at the time.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose he was,” said Corcoran. “And I hear he enjoys getting high in plenty of other ways, these days.” 
 
    The woman tilted her head at him and her eyes caught hold of him. Her heels clicked on the polished concrete floor as the woman made an abrupt turn towards him. There was a look of mild shock and amusement on her face.  
 
    “OMG. Foot in mouth moment. It’s you, isn’t it? This is your work,” 
 
    Corcoran noted the charming blush in the woman’s cheeks. From the side she had looked very pretty but from the front she was beautiful. Mid to late twenties, thin nose, big blue eyes, dimpled chin. A young Jerry Hall. Corcoran had never sampled one of these… 
 
    “Foot in mouth away my dear. I think your assessment was spot on. And I am capable of much better. With the right subject of course.” 
 
    The woman looked into his eyes and sipped her champagne. “Of course,” she said. 
 
    Corcoran’s eyes stayed on hers.  
 
    “You for instance. Your look, your shape, is good enough to grace any wall.” 
 
    The woman blinked at him and crumpled her lips, not quite smiling but it was there all the same. Flattery, excitement, and a hint of embarrassment too. No bad thing in small doses. The right mix to get exactly the result he desired.  
 
    “Here. It’s a busy night, there’s too much going on for us to talk properly.” He slipped a business card from his shirt pocket and handed it to the girl.  
 
    “Give me a call sometime. Just make sure to use the mobile and not the landline, okay?” 
 
    Corcoran turned his head and looked back across the bustling gallery as the blonde considered his business card. But too late, Corcoran saw he’d been spotted. Between the faces he saw his wife Melissa, standing beside her starchy PA. Melissa glowered at him. These days it seemed to be the only look the woman offered him. Because he had been seen it was time to make a sacrifice and spend a minute or two in the matriarch’s presence. And to think, Melissa had once been as fine as the blonde at his side. 
 
    “Enjoy your evening,” he said to the blonde and walked away. He took one last look at the wonderful shoulder blades of her bare back, but was caught out as the girl turned her head to watch him leave. She smiled at him and Corcoran returned it, a fire stirring in his loins. As he looked away again, Corcoran met the dark eyes of another woman in the gathering. The French student photographer, Celine. Large glittering brown eyes, long hair styled immaculately and swept down over her shoulder, a lustrous olive-skinned face. It was plain by the moody look on her Gallic features that she had been watching him. Celine sipped from her drink and held his eyes. Corcoran tried for a silent apology, a look of passion and regret. There was no pointing in losing Celine again because of a moment of flirtation. That would never ever do. But Celine looked away from him and concentrated on her glass. Oh dear, he was damned to love too many women, like the lotharios of old. Damned to spend his life with Melissa too. Corcoran knew which fate was worse. He affected an air of nonchalance and nodded at his wife as he reached her side. He offered the merest nod to his wife’s PA, Lauren. Thankfully, the girl in the horn rim spectacles knew her place. Clutching her tablet to her chest like a protective shield, the girl didn’t smile. She nodded in response and walked away to leave the couple to what came next: the course of true love when the rivers run dry.  
 
    “Had no luck with the blonde then, I take it?” said Melissa. 
 
    “Don’t be silly, my dear. The good woman was only asking me about Snatch.” 
 
    “Really? And you’re usually the one asking about that.” 
 
    “Melissa, please don’t be so damned crude. This is supposed to be a fun evening. There’s no need for another scene.” 
 
    “Life’s whatever you make it, Leslie,” said Melissa. “Tonight, I’m going to drink Cretchley's booze until I’m drunk and then get a cab home. Then you can do whatever you like… or whoever you like.” 
 
    Corcoran shook his head. They’d married as sweethearts when they were both slim and glamorous. Now they were fat, middle-aged, and sour as lemon bitters. How the hell did they ruin it all so badly? He’d bet Melissa had a few ready-made answers for that one. 
 
    “Just don’t drink too much,” muttered Leslie, with a smile fixed across his face for the onlookers, art journalists, and bloggers. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because you’re working tomorrow, and I do feel so sorry for your colleagues. You’re such an awful grouch when you’re hungover.” 
 
    “Excuse me? I’ll do what I damn well please, thank you very much,” said the woman. Melissa walked away to her PA with a loud, determined clack of her heels. Another fine mess, thought Corcoran. He scoured the gathering for the bare-backed blonde he’d admired so much. But he couldn’t see her anywhere. Instead, he raised a hand for yet another glass of fizz and thought of Celine and those awesome brown eyes, that perfectly shaped body. Every cloud had a silver lining. 
 
      
 
    Melissa Corcoran stumbled from the cab, leaving a ten and a twenty pound note in the driver’s eager hand. She didn’t wait for the change. She swore all the way along the crunching gravel path of their Blackheath home, and managed to dropped her keys as she reached for the door.  
 
    “Damn you, Leslie,” she muttered. Melissa bent down, sticking her backside into the air [M1]in the most undignified way, and heard some people pass. Thankfully they didn’t pass comment. She stumbled, picked up the key and opened the door. She went inside, flicked on the light, kicked off her shoes, and slammed the door. She grabbed a bottle of Muscadet from the fridge and walked upstairs still wearing her fur coat. Melissa walked with purpose. She kicked the door of his studio and flicked on the light. The whole room turned bright white, like the inside of a clean and empty fridge. She looked at his little stage draped with bright white silk, and the long bench he used for the models to sit on. She wondered how many of those silly little women had given themselves for the chance to claim some glamour. It was certainly hundreds. Maybe a thousand. If only the poor little fools had known what a truly rotten waste of space he was. Greedy, selfish and unpleasant to the core.  
 
    Sex was always best when it was new, when a conquest was unknown, all the defects hidden, when everything about a lover seems exotic. By now sex was non-existent between them. Her memories of Leslie’s once insatiable appetite told her he was getting what he needed elsewhere, as if she needed to guess. Leslie made it all too obvious. The bastard. Melissa Corcoran flicked off the light and walked into her bedroom, pouring the Muscadet down her neck as she went. Once inside her bedroom, she laid the bottle down and turned to her tall walnut chest of drawers. Ignoring the top three drawers, she opened the fourth drawer down, and pulled out the top layer of junk she kept there as a disguise. The underwear, the tights, the sanitary products she knew Leslie would never go near. Once she’d peeled away the top layer, she exposed the pile of her treasures. She took the top envelope and opened it and looked inside. The first photograph showed the image of a dew drop with the reflection of an eye. She had purchased it for forty-thousand pounds from the Canadian photographer Claude Monval. She opened the envelope wider to make sure there was room for another without spoiling the lot. Yes, there was room. Melissa opened her bag and took out the white card folder containing the new image. She slid out the pristine photograph of the Dancing Girl by the Spanish Steps and transferred it into the envelope. She smiled at the Spaniard’s signature in the bottom corner. This, one of her boldest purchases. Sixty thousand. Yes, Leslie would notice the cost, but he wouldn’t complain. She guessed he saw her addiction to buying art as her one remaining vice in life, a counterbalance to all his shagging around. But it was no such thing. This was her war chest. Her victory cabinet. Melissa smiled, drunkenly and returned the items to the drawer and shut it tight. Then she took one more mouthful of Muscadet before she rolled over onto the middle of the bed she had once shared with Leslie. Her eyes were heavy. Sleep was coming. You’re an awful grouch when you’re hungover. She swore at Leslie’s words... But he was right all the same. Melissa dipped a lazy hand into her handbag, and dialled one of her most frequently used numbers. To her surprise, her PA answered. 
 
    “Mrs Corcoran… what can I do for you?” 
 
    “Lauren. What the hell are you doing accepting work calls this late at night? I was going to leave you a voicemail.” 
 
    “Um, you called… so I answered.” 
 
    “Yes. Well. Okay. Very good. Listen. I’m going to be in a little late tomorrow. Can you reschedule my nine ‘o’clock?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “And Lauren?” 
 
    “Yes, Mrs Corcoran?” 
 
    “Sorry in advance. Just in case I’m a bit of a bitch tomorrow.” 
 
    “No problem, Mrs Corcoran. From what I saw at the gallery tonight, you have just cause… and my fullest sympathy.” 
 
    Her PA’s comments were too personal for her liking, but Melissa didn’t want another shouting match. Not just yet. Instead, she hung up without another word, then took out all her rage by pounding her fist into her pillow. Five minutes later the big woman was snoring with the light on. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leslie Corcoran sat in his white room, tinkering with his DSLR camera. There was no purpose in doing so beyond he had more time to kill than usual. He took a test shot of a tree outside the window, and looked at the image on the little screen. He played with the focus and did it again. His wife had already been in the shower for twenty minutes. He’d counted them all, furious the woman had broken her standard routine just to spite him. The shower stopped and Leslie stopped playing with his camera. His camera was just fine as it was. Next he moved around the room, making it perfect. Just so. He pulled the white blind down and flicked on the bright stage lighting. He pulled the sheets down on the stage and made them perfectly flat and smooth. He teased the sheet which was draped over the bench stool in the centre of the room until every crease was gone from sight. Heavy feet trampled down the stairs outside his room. Leslie listened as the front door opened bringing the rush of London noise into the house. The door slammed. He checked the time on his Longines watch – eight-forty-seven – and smiled in relief. With a loud sigh he poured himself a fresh coffee from his fancy machine. As he sipped espresso he sat down on the edge of his stage and made the call he had been longing to make. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know,” he replied. “The bloody woman has a sixth sense, I swear it. But we’re in the clear now. No, no, not this time. I promise you, it’s going to be perfect. Make sure you wear nothing underneath. Nothing! I can’t wait to take it off…” 
 
    Corcoran ended the call and smiled into his fist like a naughty schoolboy. He looked at the stage and moved the cushions to make a soft bed in the centre. “Well, a boy’s gotta get his kicks somewhere…” he said to himself. His blood was up and his coffee was strong. He hoped the girl had enough stamina for what he had in mind. 
 
      
 
      
 
    MCM Media, was housed in a Hoxton high rise, across the Thames and in a very up-and-coming part of London. Hoxton had been brown brick council estates, residential tower blocks, and flats full of students. These days it had a reputation for being Hipster Central and there were people who resented it, like those who had trashed the high-priced take-aways and specialist gin boutiques as a sign of unwelcome gentrification. But there was much more than that going on. Silicon Roundabout wasn’t far. The big global players were moving in, and Melissa’s firm MCM were ahead of the game. In an ugly white and yellow business building which appeared to be made from giant children’s blocks, Melissa Corcoran Media took up one half of the top floor.  
 
    The elevator dinged and Melissa looked out as the doors opened, catching an unwelcome look at her own tired, sour face. The shower had failed to make her look anything better than zombified. She stormed past the office juniors and sycophants hoping no one would bother to say hello. If she wore enough attitude it usually made people sit up and look busy. She watched the ripple of energy wash through the office as they saw her coming. Suddenly everyone looked occupied.  
 
      
 
    She reached her side office and found her PA already hard at work. The prim girl looked up over her thick rimmed glasses and gave her a business-like smile.  
 
    “Good morning, Mrs Corcoran. I’ve put today’s schedule on your desk and rearranged this morning’s nine o’clock for next week. Would you like me to make your cappuccino now?” 
 
    Melissa’s brow creased as she caught up with all the information.  
 
    “A coffee. Yes. With plenty of chocolate sprinkles. And make sure it's hot.” 
 
    She left the PA’s office and headed into the retreat of her own domain, a corner suite of glass walls looking out towards the gleaming towers of Docklands and central London. She dumped her bag onto the floor, took a breath, and turned to her desk. A bullet-pointed list met her eyes. It was all so damn efficient that it made her feel sick. She pulled out the leather chair and dropped her oversized buttocks into it. There was a knock at the door and her PA walked in holding a small cup and saucer of cappuccino. She laid the coffee down by the list and laptop, then backed away to the door.  
 
    “Don’t worry about last night,” said the PA. “It was fine to call, really.” 
 
    Melissa looked up at the girl in confusion. Then she frowned.  
 
    “What? Oh, I wasn’t worried in the least. Look, I need a few hours to work my way through this lot. So don’t you dare put through any calls, and keep all the pests from bothering me until at least lunchtime. Okay?” 
 
    “Yes, Mrs Corcoran. Of course.” 
 
    “One more thing, Lauren.” 
 
    “Yes?” she said, looking hopeful. 
 
    “Last night. The phone call. Never be so presumptuous as to make reference to my marriage ever again. Do you understand?” 
 
    The PA blushed. “Yes. Of course. Very sorry to have caused offence.” 
 
    Melissa Corcoran waited for the door to close and shook her head. She knew she’d been a cast iron bitch, but she had her reasons. Bad is it was, being a cast iron bitch brought her some kind of relief. She couldn’t understand it, but it did. And being a bitch was pretty much all she had left. But soon, with the help of her secret arsenal, all would be different. Different and so much better… 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Two 
 
    An Accusing Eye 
 
      
 
    Blackheath’s side roads were where the wealthy people lived. The streets remained quiet. A few areas were busy with the sound of builders ruining the peace, carrying tools and materials from their vans to the grand houses they were working on. But the workers were too busy to notice the stranger checking the time on their watch across the street. 10.37am. Mid-morning, when most people had settled into their routines for the day. It was time to begin. The stranger checked the traffic before stepping into the street towards the famous photographer’s house, but stepped back quickly as a minicab turned the corner onto Malton Road. The stranger turned away towards the cover of the trees, putting a mobile phone to their ear. The taxi stopped across the street. The door opened and a woman got out of the cab without a word of goodbye. The sound of high heels clicked on the pavement.  
 
    The stranger turned around to see the cab pull away, and saw an elegantly dressed woman walking through the front gate of the photographer’s house. Thoughtlessly, she left the gate open, and trotted up the grey gravel path to the front door. The woman was in a hurry. Or she didn’t want to be seen. Her face was hidden by a dark silk scarf tied around her head, like one of the old movie stars. Grace Kelly, maybe, or Audrey Hepburn. And in equal style, a patent leather handbag dangled from her elbow. The woman carried herself well. The stranger watched as she pressed the doorbell and the chime could be heard across the street. Leslie Corcoran opened the door, wearing a plain white T-shirt over his paunch with slouchy, blue ordinary jeans, like he was an everyman. Corcoran was ruddy faced and smiling. A real smile like he was happy to see the woman. Genuinely happy. It was sickening. Corcoran laughed and invited the lady inside. He laid a hand on the woman’s shoulder, squeezed it, and pulled her near. They kissed on the lips as the door slowly closed. The stranger looked away before Corcoran could notice he was being watched. The insatiable photographer was entertaining again. On this, the most important day of his life, he was doing it again. But it didn’t matter. No obstacle could stand in the way of what had to be done. 
 
      
 
    Corcoran smiled and pulled off his T-shirt, spilling his hairy man-breasts and full stomach out into the air. He chuckled and turned to pull down the window blind without taking his eyes off the beauty lying before him. The woman let out a coquettish giggle and Corcoran laughed. Excitement was in the air. Heat. He was hot and flushed with desire and he believed he saw the same in the young woman’s eyes. He leaned back without looking and trailed a hand for the cord of the pull-down blind. The blind roller rattled and the blind dropped down, blotting out the pale daylight. Corcoran watched his splendid lady in black as she sprawled herself on the neat white sheets of the stage. She leaned back on her elbows and offered him a faintly savage look. And as he absorbed her eyes, the girl teased him by parting her knees. She was still fully dressed, an exquisite present waiting to be unwrapped. He strode forward to claim his prize. He knelt down before her and the woman’s hands grasped at his belt buckle and popped the button of his jeans. Life was good. Like a bottle of fine wine, he aimed to savour every drop. 
 
    A muffled thud of wood and a shattering of glass stopped them. Frozen in the moment before lust took over. They looked at one another, seeing fear in the other’s eyes. Leslie ran a hand through his hair and waited a second to glean more information. They heard more thudding, and this time Corcoran knew it was downstairs in his house.  
 
    “Bloody hell! Someone’s broken in downstairs…” 
 
    “What’s going on?” said the woman.  
 
    “I don’t know. But it could be Melissa. Wait here. And don’t you dare come out until…” 
 
    “Until?” 
 
    “Just don’t come out at all, okay?” 
 
    Corcoran hefted himself up, and strode to the door, re-buckling his belt as he went. He opened it and peered out, then walked out onto the landing, unable to hear anything apart from the creak of the floorboards beneath his bare feet and the ticking of the clock. He sniffed the air and took a deep breath to fortify himself. Down he went, passing the old grandfather clock in the hallway. He stopped and listened hard. He heard the raw sound of traffic outside, and the breeze coming from a broken window. He looked in the front room and saw the bay window remained intact. Corcoran stepped back, grabbed another silent breath and walked towards the dining room at the back of the house. There. The window beside the garden door was broken, a hole knocked through right beside the back door handle. Corcoran looked around the room, tense and sweating.  
 
    “Come out... I know you’re here.” But Corcoran didn’t know a thing. He stepped inside the room and looked around. Nothing. No one in sight. He stepped to the door and tried the handle and found it was still locked, the door key still poking from inside the lock. Maybe they had tried to get in, but failed and given up. He looked out into his substantial walled garden to the duck-egg blue summerhouse at the end, but it was empty. He sighed in relief and gathered himself. The scallywag had got cold feet and run off. Good. The insurance would take care of the rest. And with the relief, the faintest fire of passion started to return, budding again in his loins. Now he was not only a lover, but a brave man, a hero ready to do battle. Corcoran intended to milk it for all it was worth, and enjoy every moment. Having failed to spot the footprint pressed into the pale green carpet, Corcoran left the dining room and imagined how delectable his lover looked when she was scared. Last of all, he took a cursory glance into the kitchen. As expected, it was clear.  
 
    With a broad smile Corcoran climbed up the steps, his feet light, his face full of eager pride.  
 
    “I think we had a near miss, my dear…” he said as he reached the top flight.  
 
    “Someone tried to break in, but they’re gone. I’ll deal with the mess later, after we’ve had our fun…” 
 
    He pushed at the door to his studio but stopped when he heard the door to Melissa’s boudoir creak open. He froze and watched the door gently shudder. His heart began to thump at his ribs like a pneumatic drill. But he had to check. He walked quietly towards the door, wishing he had a weapon to protect himself. He opened the bedroom door and let it creak aloud. Leslie Corcoran shook his head in disbelief and confusion. Melissa’s chest of drawers had been ransacked, drawers open, misaligned, and cast out. The wardrobe doors were open, contents splayed across the floor. Then Corcoran looked left and saw the figure standing on the other side of the bed. The figure’s eyes watched him from a face hidden behind a mask.  
 
    Corcoran seemed to understand. He raised his hands, his face became fraught and pale. 
 
    “No... please. There’s no need to do this!” 
 
    The stranger had a different point of view. A small grey pistol was raised through the air and the chamber stared at Leslie like an accusing eye. It blasted with fire, smoke, and noise, and it blasted out twice more before the silence swallowed everything. Leslie Corcoran sunk to his knees with three neat holes punched in his chest. By the time he his face hit the ground, the famous photographer was dead. For ten seconds there was silence. Then a scream rang out around the house. It was loud enough to be heard through walls and across the street, and because of the broken glass in the dining room, the scream sailed out into Blackheath and the busy streets beyond.


 
   
 
  

 Three 
 
      
 
    Her Majesty 
 
      
 
    “What’s the weather like in your neck of the woods, today?”  
 
    Lauren Yardley, Melissa Corcoran’s PA looked around to find Eddie Smith, the web marketing manager standing in the kitchen doorway trying for all his worth to look like an alpha male. Lauren Yardley opened the carrier bag of goodies she’d brought from Waplesmiths, the posh grocer’s shop on the high road. They were treats intended to soothe her boss’s unpredictable moods. Lauren didn’t need or want a conversation with Eddie right now. What was left of the working day promised to be as stressful as any she’d known.  
 
    “The truth?” said Lauren. She looked at Eddie guardedly. Working at a place like MCM meant you had to be careful. The culture had been carefully cultivated by Melissa Corcoran, which meant the firm was well seasoned with cut throat climbers who would gladly stitch up their colleagues for a promotion or a pay raise. But she had never crossed swords with Eddie yet, so she took a chance.  
 
    “You mean the weather around Melissa? Do you even need to ask? It’s fucking freezing. Or hellishly hot depending on your point of view. I only went out to get these so she wouldn’t spend the rest of the day tearing me apart on account of her bastard husband’s shenanigans.” 
 
    Eddie Smith’s mouth turned up in one corner. He stepped into the kitchen and leaned his backside against the first aid cupboard, striking another pose. Men striking poses – men in their thirties who were prematurely bald. It didn’t quite work. Eddie wasn’t the dreamboat she’d been waiting for. 
 
    “So, he’s been at it again?” 
 
    “Come on. He’s always at it. Poor cow. Is it any wonder that she’s such a bitch?” 
 
    Lauren Yardley looked at Eddie over her spectacles and wondered if she’d said too much. She nodded once and went back to loading the groceries into the fridge.  
 
    “To put it bluntly, the weather system around our wonderful boss is always severe and best avoided. At least I had an early warning how things were going to be.” 
 
    Eddie waited for the details and Lauren stood up from a fridge full of luxury mousses, tarte Tatin and her boss’s favourite white chocolate cookies. 
 
    “The gallery show? What happened?” 
 
    Lauren gave the same subtle nod. 
 
    “The shagmeister was at it again. Only it turns out Melissa doesn’t want any sympathy. She prefers to hate everyone instead.” 
 
    Davy Roberts and Chris Dickens walked past the kitchen door, peering in. They smiled and slowed their pace but kept going, for which Lauren Yardley was eternally grateful. Roberts and Dickens were about as subtle as broadcast television.  
 
    “You’d better not breathe a word of this to anyone, okay? You asked, so I was just letting off steam. I shouldn’t have said a thing.” 
 
    “Everyone needs to vent sometimes, Lauren. Even you.” 
 
    The girl sensed Eddie was about to make another pitch for a dinner date, so she backed away. She’d had her fill of dodgy relationships. Men were best avoided for the sake of a quiet life. For now, at least. 
 
    “Right, I best lay out a banquet for her majesty. Remember, keep it quiet.” Lauren walked away from Eddie knowing he would be leaning into the corridor behind her, eyeing up her behind. But then again, she expected nothing less. All the lessons she had learned from life as Melissa Corcoran’s PA had told her the same thing. Be careful around me. In fact – be careful full stop.  
 
    Lauren walked into her office with a smile fixed in place just in case the boss woman was waiting for her. The smile faded when she saw a tall serious-faced man wearing a dark suit and a younger man beside him, also in a suit. Both men had their hands in their pockets and looked at her intently. Lauren stayed in the doorway. Be careful. 
 
    “Excuse me… who are you?” 
 
    The tall man smiled, all too briefly.  
 
    “Don’t worry. We signed in at reception. The lady at reception said Melissa Corcoran’s office is up here…” said the tall man. He had grey-blond hair and steely blue eyes. He might have once been attractive – there were hints of it still – but he looked too sharp and wise to fully fit the description now. The younger man looked at the shelves around her office like he wanted to see something in particular. He looked at her the array of iron supplements and vitamins like he was attempting to decipher hieroglyphics. 
 
    “This is my office. I’m Lauren Yardley, Mrs Corcoran’s PA.” 
 
    “Right. I see. We urgently need to speak with Mrs Corcoran.” 
 
    “I’m afraid she’s… um, a little under the weather today.” 
 
    “But she is in?” said the younger man, snapping round to look at her. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Then she’ll want to hear what we have to say,” said the older man. “We’re from the police. I’m Detective Inspector Braxley, this is DS Tennant.” 
 
    Yardley shook her head. “What’s the matter? What’s happened?” 
 
    “We can only speak to Mrs Corcoran about that.” 
 
      
 
    From within the glass walls of her own office, Mrs Corcoran listened as the door was rapped three times. She looked away from her brooding view of the city skyline and turned her chair. She saw her reflection in the wall mirror at her side and winced, but it would have to do. She tensed and got ready to let off steam at someone for disturbing her peace. The bullet-pointed task list on her desk remained untouched.  
 
    Lauren opened the door and leaned in. Her face showed she was ready to receive a battery of verbal. Melissa’s face increased its intensity and stared at the girl, but the PA turned aside and let two suited men into view. All three of them watched the hard lines on the woman’s face soften by degrees.  
 
    “Mrs Corcoran. These gentlemen are from the police. They said it was urgent.” 
 
    Melissa shifted in her chair. A new kind of seriousness set in her features.  
 
    “Then they had better come in.” 
 
    Lauren turned to leave. 
 
    “Wait Lauren. Can you stay in on this, please? I may need your help… taking notes, and such…” 
 
    The police officers looked at one another.  
 
    “Mrs Corcoran, I think you might prefer to hear this alone in private before that.” 
 
    Corcoran shook her head. She grimaced and laid her hand on the desk. 
 
    “No, thank you. Lauren stays. So, what is it? What’s happened?” 
 
    The tall cop paused before he continued with quiet gravitas.  
 
    “It’s your husband, madam. Your husband is Mr Leslie Corcoran, the celebrity photographer.” 
 
    “The artist, you mean. Yes. That’s him” she said.  
 
    “There’s no easy way to say this. I’m sorry to tell you that your husband is dead, madam. And it appears he was murdered.” 
 
    “What...?” The woman’s voice trailed off into silencee. Lauren Yardley’s olive skin turned pale as she studied her boss’s stricken face. The younger detective took up the reins. 
 
    “We think there was a break in. Some items may have been stolen from your bedroom. Did you keep anything valuable in the room? Anything you think we should be aware of?” 
 
    Melissa looked at each of them and her PA. Her lips trembled. “Every woman keeps a few knick-knacks for herself.” 
 
    The tall cop nodded. “What about art. Photographs maybe…?” 
 
    Melissa made a defiant, resolute face.  
 
    “Yes. It sounds as if you know. I kept a private file of first class photographic prints. Rare prints, signed exclusives. My own little treasure trove. But no one knew of it.” 
 
    “Well, it appears they do now… Your husband could have been the victim of a botched burglary. We know items were taken.” 
 
    “A burglary?” 
 
    The DI nodded. “A folder of photographs was found abandoned in the front garden, dropped into a hedge. We can’t tell if the file is complete. Only you could know if the thief has taken anything. If you wouldn’t mind, madam, we’d be grateful if you would accompany us down to the station... just to help us with our enquiries.” 
 
    “What? …you really can’t think…?” said Melissa Corcoran. She looked at the PA.  
 
    The younger man stiffened.  
 
    “It’s procedure, madam. That’s all. Even in the most sensitive of circumstances we have a set procedure to attend to. Just for the record, can you confirm where you were between the hours of 9.45 and 10.45 this morning, Mrs Corcoran?” 
 
     Lauren Yardley stammered and stepped further into the room.  
 
    “Mrs Corcoran has been here all morning since just after nine… she’s been here the whole time.” 
 
    The younger cop clicked a pen and started to make notes in the small notebook he carried in his palm.  
 
    “That’s very useful to know… but we still need your help, Mrs Corcoran. We’ll need you to identify your husband… and to talk to us about these photographs of yours.” 
 
    Melissa Corcoran stood up, with a Churchillian defiance about her. She planted her hands on her desk.  
 
    “I’ll come. As you have heard, it wasn’t me. And now you know it wasn’t me, I want you to bloody well catch the bastard who did this. Catch them and hang them out to dry…” 
 
    The cops stood at the edge of the room looking at the woman, transfixed, analysing her. An awkward, thoughtful silence filled the wait. Corcoran seemed to sense their thinking.  
 
    “We did love each other once you know, and whatever he was, whatever he did, Leslie didn’t deserve to die like that. I’ll come with you to the station, but don’t waste your time on me. Get out there and find the bastard who did it.” 
 
    The younger cop shifted on his feet.  
 
    “Well, Mrs Corcoran, we do have one lead,” blurted the younger cop. “If this was an attempted art theft, we have one man who fits the bill.” 
 
    The tall cop gave his deputy a reprimanding look, and a faint blush filled the young man’s cheeks.  
 
    “Will you come then, Mrs Corcoran?” 
 
    She nodded. “Lauren, hold the fort. And if any of those gossips out there start bad mouthing me or saying wicked things while I’m out, you tell me. I’ll have their guts for garters…” 
 
    “Yes, of course, Mrs Corcoran.” 
 
    The big woman slid on her big overcoat and walked out of the office with the police in a straight line right past the busy general office. The police gave Yardley polite smiles as they walked away. A minute later Lauren heard the commotion from the open-plan area. The chatter and gossip. But for once Lauren didn’t want to listen. It was horrible and unfortunate, every little part of it.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Four 
 
      
 
    A Quiet Drink 
 
      
 
      
 
    David Roles sat in a dark, snug, and cosy branch of Willowmans, one of the biggest pub chains in Britain. This branch was called the Malt and Mill. Roles found it comforting that every branch was the same, trustworthy and reliable in almost every way. It meant wherever he was working he had access to the same local pub, with favourite brews at very reasonable prices. A man in David’s career couldn’t be seen to be flash with the cash. It was a dead giveaway of all kinds of things. So instead David preferred to stash and invest and buy his little hobby horses one by one, avoiding suspicion, so he could save them for a rainy day. Trouble was, if he didn’t get another job soon, David supposed it would count as rainy enough to cash one in. All the same, he scoured the pages of the local newspaper looking for anything noteworthy to lead him to fresh new ground. New pieces to steal, forge, multiply, and sell. 
 
    David had been a loner in the Malt and Mill for a few days now. His best drinking partner of late was handy to discuss finances and tax avoidance with. And he made a good foil for David’s jokes. But the foil hadn’t been in. Without him around – a man down on his luck with troubles of his own – Roles decided it was time to try pastures new. There was a new Willowmans pub down the road in Camberwell. Time to drink up and move on. 
 
    Roles was downing the dregs of his cheap ale when the nearby glass double doors turned inward and an audible groan rose from the tables nearby. Roles looked up and saw the reason for the groaning. Two uniformed police and one scrote in a suit were marching across the dark pub carpet, and they were heading his way.  
 
    “David Roles?” said the scrote.  
 
    Roles nodded and folded his newspaper.  
 
    “What now?” said Roles.  
 
    “Something that’s right up your street, Davey boy. We’d like to ask you a few questions in connection with an attempted robbery in Blackheath.” 
 
    “Sorry, nothing to do with me, junior. Guess again.” 
 
    “Are you going to come quietly, Roley? Or do we have to read you your rights and make a scene?” 
 
    Roles let out a string of ugly curses under his breath.  
 
    “You’ve got this one wrong, junior. I’m telling you. You want me to come with you? I’ll come, but only so I can laugh at you long and hard later on.” 
 
    “Shut it Roley. I think you’ve got this one wrong yourself. Badly wrong. Let’s go.” 
 
    The detective yanked him out of his seat and marched David Roles towards the door. The remaining inebriates looked on quietly from the sidelines, most with a sense of relief that today they’d gotten away with it. For now, at least. 
 
      
 
    “You what?” said Roles.  
 
    He was in an interview room. A newer one with a clean table with no scratches or dents and which didn’t smell of BO. They’d brought him water and offered him coffee. They were being nice to him, so David Roles knew it had to be bad even before they laid it on him. And when they did, he found himself unable to speak. He looked into their eyes, each one of them, and tried to read them.  
 
    “You’re having me on.” 
 
    The tall detective Braxley, slapped a folder of photographs down on the desk in front of him. The scrote, detective junior, looked across the desk with a sneer on his face from the senior detective’s side. 
 
    “These are your kind of thing, aren’t they, Roley?” 
 
    David Roles looked at the neat folder like it was a trap, but he was curious all the same. He looked at the folder, and pinched one corner with his fingertips and then looked at them again.  
 
    Braxley, a cop he detested and knew very well, gave him a nod of encouragement. 
 
    “Go on. Take a look. Here’s what you could have won, right David? But it was clumsy to drop them in the garden like that. You must be a right butterfingers. But tell me, what made you panic like that, David?” 
 
    Roles opened the folder and looked down at a splendid print of a teardrop on an old man’s face. The old man’s skin was like pitted leather and close up to camera. The teardrop glinted with light. The image was wonderful, but even more wonderful was the signature on the white border. It was signed by the famous Spanish photographer, Medion Salazar. It was like touching a bar of gold. He looked at the next photo down and found an image of a naked girl who looked like a fairy in a glade. The image was like watching a motion picture, everything caught in a moment of movement. Beautiful. It was signed by Carl Yulman. 
 
    “Where did you get these?” said Roles, breathily.  
 
    “The real question, Roley, is why did you drop them? This would have been a bloody big haul for you, even by your standards. The biggest yet maybe…” said Braxley. Roley shook his head animatedly, but the cop was warming to his theme. 
 
    “This time you even took a shooter just in case you needed to threaten someone to make your escape. But it went wrong, didn’t it? The artist was in residence, banging one of his latest tarts in the studio. Maybe you didn’t hear him at first, but you heard it alright when he opened the door on you. He shocked you… you drew the pistol to threaten him. Then what? An art thief like you? What happened? Got star struck, did you? You hesitated. You gave him a moment to see how weak and stupid you really were? Then you really panicked, didn’t you? And then you pulled the trigger…” 
 
    “What?” said Roles. He threw his hands up behind his head. 
 
    The other cop, the younger one looked at him. The scrote.  
 
    “We’re curious, Davey. How did you know Melissa Corcoran had a secret stash of art? Did you help supply it? Were you a link in the chain and you wanted it back? Or did one of the dealers let it slip?” 
 
    “Melissa Corcoran? Melissa... Corcoran…” David Roles let the word linger on his tongue, then his eyes flicked open wide. 
 
    “Leslie Corcoran. My God… what happened?” 
 
    “You know exactly what happened, Roley. You played the one-arm bandit too many times, and you lost. This morning you shot Leslie Corcoran as you fled his home after trying to steal these signed prints. The bad news for you, Roley, is that Mr Corcoran’s dead. Turns out three bullets in the chest wasn’t very good for his health.” 
 
    David Roles slapped the photographs with his hands and pushed them away. His grey streaked hair fell wild in front of his eyes.  
 
    “I know what this is, damn you. This is a fit up! It’s all damned lies. I won’t say another word until you get me my solicitor, do you hear me?!” 
 
    Braxley nodded at him with a sly, knowing eye.  
 
    “Very sensible, old man. I think you’ve bitten off more than you can chew this time.” 
 
    The cops withdrew from the interview with plenty of noise from scraping chairs on the floor and gathering the files. David Roles flipped a bony hand through his hair and dragged it away from his forehead. He stared into space, deep in panicked thought. 
 
    He’d use the call to the solicitor all right, but a solicitor was the very least he needed. If the police did think he’d killed Leslie Corcoran, or even if they wanted to frame him for it, he needed to bring in all the help he could. People who knew him and owed him. People who knew people. 
 
      
 
    An hour and a half later, Roles met his brief in the interview room. The solicitor shook his hand and started asking questions before he even sat down.  
 
    “So, tell me what happened?” said the solicitor, laying down his case.  
 
    “Nothing happened, that’s what. Listen. I need you to do me a favour, and I need it quick smart.” 
 
    “Isn’t that why I’m here?” said the man. 
 
    “No,” said Roles. “I mean a real favour. I want you to call two friends of mine, the way this thing is shaping up, I need their help too.” 
 
    The solicitor nodded and waited. Roles stared at him.  
 
    “You’ll need a pen and paper, right?” 
 
    The solicitor did as he was told and took out an A4 pad and pen from his case. He clicked the pen and waited.  
 
    “This is the best help you can get me. I want you to call a man called Newton, and a man called Jonathan Parker.” He gave the man the numbers he knew by heart. “Do that for me, won’t you?” 
 
    He watched and waited.  
 
    “Won’t you?” 
 
    The solicitor smiled and gave a nod. 
 
    “I want you to do it now. I’ll tell you everything else afterwards.” 
 
    He stared into the solicitors eyes until the man sighed, stood up, and walked to the door. 
 
    “Who are these people, exactly? What should I tell them?” 
 
    “You tell them the old bill are framing me for a murder I didn’t commit. An art murder. And you tell them I need every brain cell and contact they’ve got to get me out of this.” 
 
    “But surely that’s my job?” 
 
    “It is. But I like to cover all the bases. Just do it for me, will you?” 
 
    The solicitor tutted and walked out of the door. Roles watched the man frowning through the glass, and didn’t care one bit. 
 
      
 
    Jonathan Parker kept a no-contract mobile phone in his draughty little den. It had a cracked screen, but unlike his battered TV, the phone still worked. He looked at it with dread whenever it rang, because Chambers knew the number too. It was ringing now, with the volume down low. But the number on screen was unfamiliar. It was another mobile and it wasn’t the one Chambers usually used. Maybe Chambers was trying to catch him unawares. Parker stubbed out the end of a re-used cigarette and stood up. He picked up the phone from the mantel piece and knocked his new medicine collection to the floor. Then he answered the phone with irritation.  
 
    “Who is it?” he snapped.  
 
    “Is that Jonathan Parker?” said a man with a suave, professional tone. The kind of telephone manner Parker used to have himself less than five years back.  
 
    “This is he,” said Parker, rolling back the years. 
 
    “I’m calling on behalf of David Roles. I believe you two are friends. Associates, as they say.” 
 
    “I used to do his books. I still help him out, occasionally. We have a drink now and then…” 
 
    “Yes, so I understand. My name is Barnes. I’m a solicitor. It seems that David Roles is in some trouble and seems to think you can help him.” 
 
    Jonathan Parker laid a hand on his forehead as a thousand thoughts raced through his brain. The state he was in; he could barely help himself. But an inkling of an idea slid into view and brought a faint smile to his lips. 
 
    “Well, can you help?” said the solicitor, sounding doubtful. 
 
    “Oh yes, of course. Most certainly. Anything for a friend like David,” said Parker. 
 
    The conversation was brief, and Parker agreed to every word of it. Parker wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. He’d needed a miracle, and here it was, in the unusual shape of Mr David Roles, art thief and forger extraordinaire. Opportunity had finally knocked. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Five 
 
      
 
    Thick as Thieves 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jonathan Parker was back in his Sunday best. He’d showered, used gel to neaten his hair, and splashed out on getting his suit dry cleaned. He’d even found a spit of cologne left in his empty bottle. He saw his reflection in the window of Barnes the solicitor’s office, a small space on the second floor above a South London cab firm. Maybe Parker was flattering himself, but he thought he looked as good as any of these so-called professionals. He had a long way to go, but with all he’d accomplished already, he was a thousand miles away from the despair of the day before. 
 
    “Hello-ooo. Ground control to Major Tom,” said Roles, looking up from his knitted fingers. Strangely, Parker thought Roles already looked like a convict. He looked like he’d make a good lag. But Parker didn’t believe Roles had killed anyone, not yet. 
 
    “Sorry, a lot on my mind,” said Parker.  
 
    “There’s a lot on your mind!” said Roles. He muttered a swear word and shook his head. “So these two…” said Roles. His eyes flicked to the two newcomers settling into their seats beside Parker. He talked about them as if they weren’t even there. “These are the investigators you told me about?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Parker. “This is Dan Bradley, and this is Eva Roberts.” 
 
    All of sudden Barnes little office looked very full. Barnes sat to one side tapping his pen on the desk, looking uneasily at Jonathan Parker and the two newcomers beside him. 
 
    “Are you sure this is necessary, David? If you think this DI Braxley is going to arrest you, wouldn’t it have been a better use of our time to build a decent defence? If the police really do intend to charge you, we could work on dismantling their version of events ahead of time.” 
 
    “But that’s why I asked you to call Parker and Newton. I know what my defence is already, Barnes.” 
 
    “And what is that, pray tell? I’ll make some notes for my next client,” said Barnes with a faint sneer. 
 
    “Here it is. I didn’t do it. I know Braxley of old and I know where he’s going with this. It’s a fit up. And Parker’s friends here will prove it by finding the person who really did it.” 
 
    “And if they don’t?” said Barnes. 
 
    “Oh, they will find them,” said Parker.  
 
    Dan Bradley settled in his seat and coughed into a fist to clear his throat.  
 
    “As it happens,” said Dan, “we have got some expertise in locating people, dealing with sensitive evidence, and serious crimes like these.”  
 
    “But first, we need to see if this is a case we’re willing to take,” said Eva. She eyed David Roles and the man bristled at the look. Roles saw the redhead was very attractive in a subtle kind of way, but she had the eyes of a cop. Assertive eyes. Accusing eyes. Big, pretty, and green. The look in her eyes had Roles on the defensive when he should have been in charge. 
 
    “I didn’t do it and that’s a fact.” 
 
    “Then who did kill Leslie Corcoran?” said Dan. 
 
    “Well… it could have been anybody. But I’m sure as hell it wasn’t an art thief…” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” said Dan.  
 
    “Exactly what I said. An art thief is an art thief. The thieves steal art and make a clean getaway. They prepare, they plan, they know what they’re doing. Just for the record,” announced Roles, looking at Barnes with a wink, “I am not an art thief. But this? Everyone knows Leslie Corcoran liked to stick his dick in anything in lipstick, excuse my French, Miss Roberts, but it’s true all the same. I never even knew his wife had a secret photographic art collection like that, and I know these things. I keep my ear to the ground.” 
 
    “I hear you have a very special kind of interest,” said Eva, maintaining a hold of Roles’ eyes.  
 
    “You could say that. But I’m not saying anything about that. I’m talking to you two because I know Braxley is going to set me up to take the fall for the most clumsy art-theft in history. There’s no other reason for him to pull me into the station like that. And do you know why it was so clumsy, Miss Roberts?” said Roles.  
 
    Eva waited for the answer. 
 
    “Because it wasn’t an art theft!  It was a plain old murder. Someone killed Leslie Corcoran because they were jealous. Could have been the boyfriend of one of the tarts he’d been rumping. I’m guessing here, of course. It could have been his wife for all I know.” 
 
    Dan’s dark eyes stayed neutral, but at his side Eva felt him absorbing Roles’ half-arsed theories to look at later on. The way David Roles had explained them, it made a kind of sense. 
 
    “Tell us more. Why wasn’t it you?” said Eva. 
 
    “Not satisfied?” Roles turned his head to Parker. “This one thinks like a cop, and acts like a cop. She even looks like one. A pretty one, mind.” 
 
    “And she’ll get you off because she thinks like a cop,” said Parker. “These people are the best in the business. Like my brother once was.” 
 
    Roles humphed and looked at them. 
 
    “Look at me. I wouldn’t shoot anybody. I’ve never owned a gun. Don’t even know how to use one….” 
 
    “And?” said Eva. 
 
    “And I didn’t know that folder existed.” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “And if I did, you can bet I wouldn’t have left the damn thing dropped in a hedge. If I had that folder, the police wouldn’t have found me drinking a pint of old dishwater at the Malt and Mill. I’d have been sipping cocktails in the Seychelles.” 
 
    The man glared at Eva and nodded in satisfaction. 
 
    Dan turned and looked at her.  
 
    “That makes sense,” was all she said. 
 
    “Just because you believe him doesn’t mean we have to take the case,” said Dan.  
 
    “Screw you,” said Roles. “I don’t have to hire you, either.” 
 
    “But I said they’re the best,” said Parker, looking worried. “And I meant it.” 
 
    Four words whispered in Eva’s mind. We need this case. 
 
    “If the man’s being accused of a crime he didn’t commit, we should help.” 
 
    “He’s a thief…” said Dan. 
 
    “And today he’s a victim,” said Eva. She shrugged. A moment later, looking at Roles, Dan did the same.  
 
    “You really want us to help you?” said Dan.  
 
    “He says you’re good,” said Roles, indicating Parker with his eyes.  
 
    “Okay. Then now’s your chance to find out.” 
 
    Parker grinned and sighed in relief.  
 
    “One last question,” said Eva. “Parker mentioned you were calling someone else in to help. A man called Newton. Can you tell me about him...?” 
 
    Roles stared at Parker and shook his head. Barnes the solicitor rested his hand on the point of his fingers, looking easily the most uncomfortable man in the room. Roles met Eva’s firm green eyes and cleared his throat.  
 
    “Come on. Everyone knows Newton.” 
 
    “Well, we don’t,” said Eva.  
 
    Roles leaned back in his chair and folded his arms behind his head.  
 
    “You don’t watch TV?” said Roles. 
 
    The blank expression on Eva’s face said she didn’t. 
 
    “I’ll bet you do know Newton – any money you like…” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Six 
 
      
 
    Hidden Traps 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No way! Un-bloody-believable! You’re going to be working with Dirk Newton?” said Mark, his face beaming from the laptop screen. “That’s amazing.” 
 
    They were in the bar of a decent hotel not too far from Fenchurch Street and Tower Hill. A far better hotel than they were booked to stay in. They sat at a round coffee table at the edge of the lobby with Dan’s laptop open in front of them. Mark, the kid, was on screen in a face to face video call back to the office. Dan squinted at the screen as he watched and listened to their apprentice 40 miles away in Southend. Dan had no idea whether Jonathan Parker’s summons to the new case in London was going to be a fruitful venture or a total waste of time – perhaps a twist on his original ruse. So he’d been pleasantly surprised to discover the visit was going to result in a paid investigation, even if their client was more on the shady side than they were used to. But when contrasted against the last person to hire them, David Roles looked ready for nomination to sainthood. And Dirk Newton was another surprise. The first surprise was landing a paying case involving the famous Corcorans. The second surprise was being hired by an art thief called Roles, and the third was that the art thief was friends with the mentalist and entertainer, Dirk Newton. Newton’s media profile was big, and much like that of a nineteen-eighties magician crossed with a late night comedian. He was edgy, and manipulated his guests to concoct amazing stories and events which had been spun into entire TV series. His act reminded Dan of old-school hypnotists like Joe McKinney, and yet there seemed to be no hypnosis involved. Just talk – simple conversation – but people still fell under his sway.  
 
    “Sorry to disappoint you, Mark, but we’re not working with Newton,” said Eva, staring into the webcam of her laptop as they huddled around it in the hotel bar. “We may never even meet him.” 
 
    “I still think that’s so cool,” said Mark.  
 
    “Who’s there with you, kid?” said Dan, leaning forward towards the screen. Dan had analysed the kid’s manner, his exaggerated tone of voice and phoney talk. He was acting up. Then Dan saw a hint of a shadow cross the screen. 
 
    “Why would I have anyone here?” said Mark.  
 
    “Just fess up, now.” 
 
    In a dead giveaway Mark looked to the left, off camera. Then a blonde girl with dark eyebrows and a bob loomed into the shot.  
 
    “Guys, this is Joanna. I met her at Speech Masters.” 
 
    Turns out the kid has taste, thought Dan. 
 
    “Great,” said Dan. “Hi.” 
 
    “Hello,” said Eva.  
 
    “Howdy,” said the girl, for no discernible reason. Sometimes young people could be so full of crap.  
 
    “Look, I don’t mind you having guests in the office,” said Dan. “But make sure you keep a firm eye on the job, okay?” 
 
    Mark blushed. “Of course. That goes without saying.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said the girl. “I want to help. I think what you guys do is so cool.” 
 
    “Stop” snapped Dan. “Kid, I think we’ll end this conversation right there. We can’t discuss cases with people outside the operation. And no work gossip and don’t go through any of our cases with your new friend. It’s all confidential, remember.” 
 
    The girl looked a little stung and Mark looked embarrassed.  
 
    Eva also looked little shocked at Dan’s outburst but didn’t contradict him. 
 
    “We’ll call another time, Mark. Just hold the fort, okay?” 
 
    Mark nodded and leaned towards the webcam. The screen blinked white and the call was done. 
 
    “Wasn’t that a little harsh?” said Jonathan Parker, from the seat at their side.  
 
    “Maybe,” said Eva. “But Dan’s right. Everything we do is sensitive. Mark has to learn to respect that.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t think he’ll forget that little lesson,” said Parker, with a chuckle.  
 
    Dan carried the anger from the call and couldn’t hide it. “We only called him as a courtesy, to run through the case, to get some ideas. He says he wants to be a part of the team, so I wanted to involve him,” said Dan. “But it looks like he’s still got a lot to learn.” 
 
    “Yes…” said Parker. “In the meantime, if you need some perspective, a different view, you could do worse than me. I’ve still got a brain, remember. And, it’d give me something to do and a reason to see you why you’re here.” 
 
    Dan blinked at the old man and sipped his coffee. 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s a good idea, either.” 
 
    Parker looked offended. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Dan went on a tour of his brain searching for the right words, and when they didn’t come quick enough, Eva jumped right in. 
 
    “For bringing us this case, involving Jonathan might be the right thing to do.” 
 
    Dan gave her a raised eyebrow and a lesser glare than the kid had received, but Eva knew he was unhappy. But Jonathan had brought them a paying case when they needed one. It was off the beaten track, back in South London, the old territory of their youth, but a case was a case, and with links to the rich and famous there was a good chance more would come of it. Eva thought showing a little gratitude to the old man wouldn’t hurt. While Eva and Dan questioned each other with their eyes, Parker looked up from his trembling fingers. 
 
    “He didn’t do it, you know.” 
 
    They both looked around at him. 
 
    “Excuse me for saying, Jonathan, but haven’t you got some accounts to look at?” 
 
    “Actually, I’m taking a break from doing people’s books.” 
 
    “Right,” said Dan without cheer. “And maybe, in your current condition, you should take a break altogether.” 
 
    Parker kept his face neutral and hoped the fire of his temper didn’t show. He wanted in. That was the whole idea behind calling them. 
 
    “In my current condition, I could do with all the stimulation I can get.” 
 
    Eva nodded. “That’s probably true…” 
 
    Somewhere, they heard the buzzing of a mobile phone, and looked round while Eva finished her words.  
 
    “So long as you don’t overdo it.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me. I can manage.” 
 
    The buzzing went on until Jonathan Parker stood up and retrieved a phone from his jacket pocket. Dan caught a glimpse of the screen flashing. Unless he was mistaken, the screen was cracked. Odd. But there were plenty of people who were skinflints and didn’t get their screens fixed when they were broken.  
 
    “My bet? It was Corcoran’s wife. Have you seen her in the papers? She’s got a face like a slapped arse…” 
 
    Parker nodded and walked away towards the hotel doors to take his call. 
 
    “With cutting insights like that I wonder why David Roles even bothered to hire us,” said Dan. 
 
    “Come on. Cynicism doesn’t suit you,” said Eva. 
 
    “Not usually, no. But you just invited a proven blagger into our inner circle.” 
 
    “Jonathan Parker is also an old friend. Your old friend to be precise.” 
 
    “A long time ago. But then he told me he was dying of cancer and then he asked me for a whole bunch of cash on the back of it. Accepting this job through him is awkward enough as it is…” 
 
    “We need this job, Dan.” 
 
    “...yeah, but can’t you see? Having him hanging around gives us extra problems to deal with.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But they’re coming. I know they are.” 
 
    “We don’t have to share our thinking with him. Just make him feel a part of it, that’s all he wants.” 
 
    Great, thought Dan. He was frustrated and they hadn’t even started yet.  
 
    “So what do you make of it?” 
 
    “The case?” 
 
    Eva nodded. “Dirty with a few hidden traps. It’s dirty because Roles is a known villain. And traps? Because I think he may not be telling the truth.” 
 
    “I’m with you there. And what’s your take on the murder?” 
 
    “A botched robbery still isn’t out of the question, but what Roles said sticks in my mind, his insight into the motive…” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Dan. “I’d say he is smart enough not to be our suspect.” 
 
    Eva nodded.  
 
    “That’s the only reason we’re taking this case. He’s innocent, so we’ve got a great chance with this one. As a starting point, I’d like to stay with the motive. Roles threw a big spanner in the theft theory, but I wouldn’t rule it out. But if it’s not theft, jealousy would be the next area to look at.” 
 
    “From what I heard, Leslie Corcoran has been playing the field since before he was taking photographs. If the wife was after revenge wouldn’t she have done it by now?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But we’re going to find out…” 
 
    Eva sipped her coffee and they looked across at Jonathan Parker at the bar. He pressed the phone to his ear with one hand and stalked around with his other arm folded behind his head. He wore the look of a stressed man dealing with a difficult phone call. He glanced their way and offered a pinched smile, then returned to pacing around the bar, trailing his hand along the bar top. They couldn’t hear a thing. 
 
      
 
    The call ended and the tension on Jonathan Parker’s face melted away. By the time he reached their seats, he had almost returned to normal. But Dan looked at him with the same distant eyes he’d given back at the hospital in Southend.  
 
    “Who was that?” said Dan.  
 
    “My TV repair man,” said Parker. “My telly’s on the blink.” 
 
    “Really,” said Dan.  
 
    “Yeah. That’s another bill I could really do without right now,” said Parker, taking his seat.  
 
    “Maybe you should get back into the accounts game and earn some cash then.” 
 
    Parker winced and picked up his coffee.  
 
    “It would have been a lot easier if Devon had left me the money he mentioned before he died.” 
 
    Dan stiffened and picked up his coffee, but played along. 
 
    “Devon? Devon told a lot of people a lot of different things about his financial situation. I should know, I heard all the stories first hand for a good few years. But one thing I can tell you is that almost every tale he told contradicted the one before. When it came to money, the only tales Devon Parker told were tall ones.” 
 
    Jonathan looked away.  
 
    “But you only worked for him, Dan. He was my brother. He promised to save something for me, and he did. Only thing is, I don’t know where to find it.” 
 
    Dan looked at Jonathan Parker. Odd vibes and a weird tale. What was the man’s angle...? Was he after a slice of the case fee? Maybe like a referral fee? Dan wasn’t going to take the bait. If Parker wanted a hundred or two from the David Roles gig he was going to have to damn well work for it like everybody else, health condition or no health condition. As for the TV repairman… did people really still repair TVs? There were more lies coming out of old JP than a government press officer. Dan hoped they would solve the case fast, otherwise Parker wasn’t going to be the only one with a stress related condition. 
 
    “We need to look into the old bird,” said Parker, downing his coffee. “Corcoran’s wife.” He put his cup down on the table with a ceramic clank. “So,” said Parker. “When do we start?”


 
   
 
  

 Seven 
 
    Pac-Man 
 
      
 
    They agreed to split the workload, but Dan couldn’t help thinking Eva had given herself the easier end of the bargain. She was the one to say Jonathan was allowed to stick with them for the duration of the case, then she pootled off with her travel card to start digging into the suspects. There were two suspects are far as they could see. The first was the photographer’s wife, a power-dressing matriarch called Melissa, and the other was one of Corcoran’s lovers. The current lover, whichever woman it was, had to be the best bet in terms of suspects from the list of mistresses. It was also the angle old Parker seemed most keen to look at. It seemed to Dan that men never aged when it came to their interest in the opposite sex, even when all the sex was being had by someone else.  
 
    “Corcoran’s recent photographs are pretty interesting…” said Parker, his eyes glued to Dan’s laptop. They remained in the bar of The Excelsior hotel, a stone’s throw from Fenchurch Street station, meaning home and office were just over an hour away. The feeling he could surprise Mark with a blitzkrieg visit anytime he liked was pretty reassuring. Shame Parker’s presence shifted the balance back the other way.  
 
    “Yeah,” said Dan, eyeing both their empty coffee cups. “Interesting in terms of looking at a lot of naked girls. Those pics make Corcoran look like some kind of voyeur. Some of those snaps border on porn.” 
 
    Parker looked up from his screen. “I never had you down as a prude, Dan. Or maybe that good woman of yours has finally subdued your wild temperament.” 
 
    “Believe what you like, Jonathan. I’m still pretty wild. Anyone who knows me will tell you the same… I’m just thinking about Corcoran, that’s all. Where's the art in it?” 
 
    “Come on. Surely, you can see the art in that!” Parker swivelled the laptop screen around to display a fully enlarged image of a woman with a bronzed face and a slender neck standing within what looked like a white walled church. There was a view of a pale sea through a narrow arched window behind her. The photograph was black and white, but somehow you just knew that the sea was a tantalising blue. The shape of the window and the white walls made the scene look set in Spain. And the woman was entirely naked. While slender, she was amply blessed in all the right places, and Parker’s lips were crinkled in a faint smile. Strangely, once you’d gotten over the lure of the woman’s body, it was her eyes which took all attention. Her eyes were deeply detailed and large. The colour of her irises – probably brown – were picked out in flecks and lines of all shades, like a kaleidoscope. And her mouth was pouting and serious. It didn’t strike Dan like a magazine pout. It looked serious. There was emotion in the eyes. A challenge to the one looking – maybe a challenge to the photographer himself.  
 
    “Maybe I was too hasty,” said Dan. “That one is pretty interesting.” 
 
    “You’re telling me.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that,” said Dan. “I mean, yeah, she’s great, but… well, when was it taken?” 
 
    “You like this one then?” 
 
    “You like this one, Jonathan. I want to know how recent it is.” 
 
    Parker turned the screen around and squinted at the screen.  
 
    “October last year. In Cadiz, Spain.” 
 
    “And the model’s name?” 
 
    “I suppose you want her phone number too?” said Parker with a chuckle. 
 
    Dan didn’t laugh. He waited and noticed his empty coffee cup once again.  
 
    Parker’s smile waned. “Her name is Celine Veroux.” 
 
    “There’s something about those eyes. They grab you… they’re angry… October is pretty far back now. Has he done any more recent shoots with this girl?” 
 
    “Let... me… see…” 
 
    Parker dabbed the keys slowly, one finger at a time. In the end Dan’s patience frayed and he stuck out a hand for the laptop.  
 
    “Give it here. I thought you accountants were good with a keyboard.” 
 
    Parker frowned. “Except when we’re being timed and judged. Besides… my typing isn’t even what it was last month. You must remember why…” 
 
    The stroke, of course. Parker barely showed any facial or vocal sign of his new condition, so the stroke often slipped Dan’s mind. But he never forgot about the fake cancer scare, or the follow-up request for money. Maybe he was getting too cold with the old man. It was time to try a different tack.  
 
    “Yeah. I’m sorry. I forget. You’re holding up pretty well, JP. Here, let me take a look.” 
 
    Parker sighed and handed the laptop over. Dan found a screen full of thumbnail images of different pieces. All of them featured the bronzed skinned beauty, in various states of undress – though mostly naked – and in various locations. The most recent of all were much more pared down images. The backgrounds were white. It was almost as if the woman alone had become the focal point of concern. A bright star which had blotted out everything else in the photographer’s eyes.  
 
    “And these are all of Celine Veroux?” 
 
    Dan clicked through the thumbnails at quick-fire speed, checking each shot, finding the face of the same woman, sometimes bright, sometimes simmering, always beautiful. He reached the last few shots and found images of the young woman naked throwing her arms around her head as if she was dancing. Her hair flew around her in wild strands like a horse’s mane. In one of them her eyes were closed, but they were open in the others. Somehow, in all of them, she looked unhappy. Her movement reminded him of a flamenco dancer. The girl was strong looking. At the surface level the photos looked totally sexist, manipulative, and pornographic. And maybe they were. But they conveyed emotion in such a way, even Dan had to admit there was something more to them, but Dan didn’t feel brave enough to use the word art. It seemed pretentious.  
 
    “January, the last ones were in February. That’s not far back now… I think these two had a thing going, Jonathan.” 
 
    “Come on. This was Leslie Corcoran. I’d say that one had everything going.” 
 
    “We need to talk to this girl.” 
 
    “When the police interrogated David, they asked him about a lover being there at the time of the killing – meaning there was a possible witness to the crime. Who knows? It could have been this girl.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Dan. “Now we have her name, we’ll soon find out whether she was there or not. Jonathan, it’s your round on the coffees by the way.” 
 
    The old man’s eyes flashed with panic, and his mouth formed a little ‘O’. Dan saw the problem right away. The cracked screen had been a clue. Parker was more financially embarrassed than he had let on. Dan tried not to humph, but the coffees in the Excelsior were damn expensive, and it looked like he was going to be paying for every one of them. 
 
    “Don’t worry. Hey. We could go to your place, and do our research there…” said Dan. “After all, the man wouldn’t have to worry about any expense in his own home.” 
 
    “No!” snapped Jonathan. “I mean, no thanks. It’s good for me to be out and about. It’s doing me the world of good.” 
 
    “Yeah... I bet,” said Dan. “Another coffee?” 
 
    “Just to keep the brain working, yes please.” 
 
    Dan pulled a ten pound note from his wallet, then left his wallet in his jacket hanging from the back of the chair. Parker looked at the top edge of the brown leather wallet poking from Dan’s inside pocket, and listened to his footfall on the hard lobby floor. As Dan walked to the bar, Parker bit his lip, then darted his hand across the table and dipped into Dan’s jacket. He snatched the wallet, opened it and slid all of the bank cards free of their slots. His cracked smartphone was still good for the task at hand. He photographed each of the cards as quick as he could. When he was done with the fronts, he turned them over then snapped the signature strips with the security codes on the back.  
 
    “Jonathan!” 
 
    Parker froze at the call of his name. 
 
    “Jonathan!” 
 
    Slowly Parker turned his head toward face the bar. He wore a pained smile and his face looked stretched taut over his skull. Parker could feel the odd look on his face but there was nothing he could do about it. Dan gave him a quizzical look. 
 
    “Flat white, cappuccino, or standard?” 
 
    “Just plain filter please,” said Parker. “I’m a man of simple tastes.” 
 
    He waited for Dan to turn away before stuffing the bank cards back inside the wallet in the exact order they’d started. 
 
    Dan returned with a round silver tray bearing two fresh white cups and took his seat. He looked across at Parker, but found the old man wouldn’t meet his eyes.  
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Yes, fine,” said Parker. “But I need my medication again now. I think I’ll just go to the little boys’ room and deal with it there.” 
 
    Dan nodded without a word, but as Parker turned away his brow dipped low over his eyes. Dan slipped his jacket off the chair and took out his wallet. All his cash was there, the notes still crisp and fresh from the ATM, and his bank cards were in place just as before. Dan sat back and shook his head. “Will you give the old guy a break…” To clear his mind, Dan looked at the girl on the screen and sipped his coffee. 
 
      
 
    Parker sat in a cubicle in the gents’ toilets and good to his word, popped the combination of blood thinners and blood pressure tablets into his mouth and swallowed them dry. Next he made a call to one of his more recent acquaintances. Life in the world of casinos, betting shops, and Willowmans pubs had given the old man a whole new set of friends. People who in the past he would have crossed the street to avoid. But he realised he had been a snob back then. And these days he had need of people just like David Roles, and his ilk. Right now he had need of another such man. Trevor Dunton, a Willowmans regular who was nicknamed Pac-Man, probably on account of his tech skills, but equally because he was as round as a planet and had big dark eyes which blinked incessantly, like a cartoon character. Trevor Dunton answered the phone while Parker was lost in thought. 
 
    “Hello Pac… I mean, hello Trevor,” said Parker. “Listen, I need you to hack a bank account for me. I’ve got no credit on this phone, so you’ll have to hurry for me. Of course, of course. Yes, I understand... I’ll also need the current balance on any other attached accounts. And Trevor, don’t you dare take a penny from those accounts. I’ll see you get your reward myself, all in good time. Fantastic, thank you Trevor…” Thank you, Pac-Man, thought Jonathan. And he waited with baited breath and a little grin. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Eight 
 
    Favours 
 
      
 
    Eva walked out from Barnes the solicitors after a second meeting with David Roles and was very glad to have left him behind her. On top of having to endure the untidy office’s smells of cheap pine disinfectant and sweaty bodies, Roles seemed to think it was his right as a client to eye up Eva’s body and stare at her with a proprietary eye. Funny, his behaviour had been pretty different when Dan was around. It was the kind of thing Eva hated, and she really hadn’t been keen on the man in the first place, but they needed the cash, so Eva decided she would put up with it. But as soon as the case was over, she was going to tell Roles exactly what she thought of him. The conversation hadn’t even brought anything new, so before she left Roles Eva sent a text request for some time-saving help from a friend. When she looked up from the phone, Eva found Roles leering at her from behind his floppy grey fringe. 
 
    “Texting a friend, are we?” said Roles, sounding like a dirty old uncle. Eva didn’t reply but raised her eyebrow and met David Roles with a hard eye. She left shortly afterwards. 
 
    Eva’s text had called in a favour from a man who had gotten well used to answering such calls. She knew he had even been annoyed by them more than once. But thankfully Rob Dawson was still in the grateful phase after being saved from a crossbow in the basement of Strongforth Social Club. Their little chat started with an update on the Strongforth itself. Dawson told her the club was being shut down after having its licence withdrawn. Lenny, the dealer who ran the joint, had gone to ground, and police were on the hunt for him. Someone as small time as Lenny the rat wouldn’t last long by himself. It was all good news, but Eva’s mind had already moved on. The business bank account was looking distinctly iffy. There was enough money to cover the bills at the end of the month, but beyond that was anybody’s guess. Eva had always been taught ‘neither a borrower nor a lender be’ and she believed every word of it. The business would not borrow to survive. They simply have to would work their way out of a tight spot as they had every time before. And with PC Rob Dawson’s help, Eva was hopeful the Corcoran case would stop the rot before they were in serious trouble. 
 
    “You’ve probably guessed I can’t do much from my hospital bed, but PCSO Rawlins is back on duty and she did some digging. And she came up with something too,” said Dawson. His voice sounded stronger and brighter than last time she’d seen him, which was a relief. Eva felt guilty asking for Dawson’s help, but already stuck at the start of a new case, Eva decided to play her joker early. 
 
    “Really?” said Eva. “I didn’t think she’d have that kind of access, not as a PCSO.” 
 
    “Getting information from other nicks is nothing about levels of access, Eva. It’s all about trust and who you know. After what happened at the Strongforth, I think a few of the Southend lot felt sorry for us and put in a word. That’s what helped us here. That and the fact that when Rawlins smiles, half the boys at Southend go goo-goo. Honestly, I’ve seen it. It makes me crease up.” 
 
    “Then I hope Rebecca has the same effect on you.” 
 
    “That would be telling,” said Dawson with a smile in his voice and he moved on. 
 
    “So, Leslie Corcoran... the photographer who snaps naked ladies...” 
 
    “Who used to snap naked ladies, yes,” said Eva. “But it looks like he wasn’t universally popular...” 
 
    “I think you’re right. The feminists certainly didn’t like him much. And you guys certainly get around. One month it’s celebrity chefs, now it’s famous photographers.” 
 
    “Famous photographers, deceased,” said Eva, correcting him. “This case just dropped into our laps at the right time.” 
 
    “Does this mean Southend is going to be short of private investigators from now on?” 
 
    “I doubt it. Not for long, at any rate, but right now money talks.” 
 
    “I hear ya. Well I hope what Rawlins learned helps. It turns out your art thief was right. Corcoran was with another woman at the time of the robbery. But from what I hear, that’s hardly a surprise.” 
 
    Robbery was a matter of opinion too, but Eva let it go. It was a detail of the case which Dawson wouldn’t understand unless he was a part of it. Dawson would only have heard the media story. 
 
    “The lover was French, right?” said Dawson. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, she was. How do you know?” said Eva.  
 
    “I got a text from Dan. He’s been looking into some of Corcoran’s work and made some guesses from there. But everything else came from Rawlins. The girl in question was one of Corcoran’s favourite models,” said Dawson. “A Miss Celine Veroux, a twenty-seven-year-old photography student and model from Nice, in the South of France. I did a web search on her. She is a real head turner. Then I ran a search on Corcoran. Let’s just say they weren’t exactly made for each other. Anyone would think the girl was only in it for the fame and money...” 
 
    “Money and fame must have an allure all of their own,” said Eva, “as if I didn’t know. 
 
    “From what I heard Lewisham police interviewed have interviewed the girl once already, and have pretty much ruled her out. Veroux’s background is all about her photography. I heard she was brought up in a village in southern France, then worked in Nice, then came to London as a photography student via a college in Paris. Rawlins says she was ‘talent spotted’ by Corcoran at some photographic show, but I wonder what kind of talent he was spotting.” 
 
    “I think we both know the answer to that one.  The girl had ambitions to be a photographer herself, but Corcoran ended up turning his camera on her instead…” said Eva.   
 
    “Looking at the pictures on the web, I can see why,” said Dawson. 
 
    “Just make sure your own lens stays on PCSO Rawlins. I suspect she prefers her men to be virtuous and clean.” 
 
    “Then it’s a good job those words describe me to a tee.” 
 
    “A good job indeed,” said Eva.  
 
    “Celine Veroux has no criminal record in France, no track record in the UK, nothing. Where does that leave us? It really doesn’t look likely that she’s your killer…” 
 
    “It didn’t look like Robert Jay was our killer, either.” 
 
    “True,” said Rob.  
 
    “Any idea where I can find Miss Veroux?” 
 
    “The answer to that is maybe. She’s registered to study at Smiths College, University of London, New Cross, South London. That might be a start. Rawlins didn’t get any address for the girl. But if you don’t find her in New Cross my guess would be to look for the next most famous photographer after Corcoran. My bet is she’ll be knocking at his door any time soon.” 
 
    “You’re such a cynic, Rob. What’s up with you boys, lately? Dan’s turned all cynical and dour on me too.” 
 
    “It’s realism, maybe. Or maybe it’s just part of being shot in the neck with a crossbow bolt. I’ll never know.” 
 
    “Focus on the good stuff, Rob.” 
 
    “Rawlins, you mean?” 
 
    “Bullseye,” said Eva. 
 
    “Bullseye? Did you just say that?” 
 
    “Sorry Rob – you know I actually think I did...” 
 
    Eva ended the call and typed the name Celine Veroux into the web browser on her phone. She wanted to see what all the fuss was about. And when her image finally appeared – a headshot for a model agency, she saw it. Facially, the girl had the look of a pretty, tanned-skinned French girl with long dark hair. But the image was so small it was impossible to tell whether the men were getting carried away too easily. Eva put her fingers on the image and flicked the image wide to zoom in. The face filled her phone screen. There was no telling when the image was taken, but Eva knew what she saw. A young and beautiful woman with tanned skin, amazing smouldering eyes, and full lips. If Rawlins made men policemen go goo-goo, then what could a girl with looks like these do to a man? Beyond the surface of the image, Eva believed she saw a hint of steel in the young woman. She was at Smiths College – a place renowned for the study of art. Eva reckoned Smiths was her best bet for connecting with Veroux. It was a start. Contacting Dawson had changed things. It felt like making reasonable headway. But two suspects meant a two-track investigation so for peace of mind she needed progress on the other suspect too. The most obvious culprit, just as David Roles had said at the beginning, was Corcoran’s wife.  
 
    It was time to take the first step in her direction too. She found the number for MCM Media from the net and clicked the number link to dial. After two rings, a bright and breezy receptionist popped onto the line. 
 
    “MCM Media, how can we help you today?” 
 
    “Can I speak to Melissa Corcoran, please?” said Eva. 
 
    “One moment please, I’ll try her office...” 
 
    The line went quiet, but before she knew it, Eva heard the sound of breathing at the other end of the line. Eva hadn’t yet thought of a way to handle the wife. In fact, she hadn’t believed she would get through so easily…  
 
    “Hello there, this is Melissa Corcoran’s office. How can I help you?” 
 
    “Hello. This is… Daria… Daria Konchesky. I spoke to Melissa last week on her mobile but I seem to have mislaid her number. I was hoping you would be able to patch me through.” 
 
    “I’m Melissa’s PA. What’s it regarding, please…?” 
 
    “Ah yes. I’m looking into the murder of her husband, and I was hoping to get a moment of her time to discuss one or two remaining details.” It was a clumsy intro, and Eva heard a twinge of suspicion in the voice at the other end. Eva winced.  
 
    “Looking into it? So, are you one of the detective on the investigation? The police have already been here before so…” 
 
    “Yes, yes. I’m one of the detectives,” said Eva with a nod, avoiding the police line altogether. 
 
    “Okay… hold on.  Let me see if she’s on the other line…” 
 
    “Considering the bereavement, I thought Mrs Corcoran might have been at home, but I tried her home and got no answer…” said Eva. She heard the PA moving, the click of her heels on the floor. Eva heard her knocking on a door and she heard the barked reply which followed.  
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Mrs Corcoran, sorry to bother you. I’ve got a Detective Konchesky on the line for you…” 
 
    “Konchesky?” Even with the distance between the two phones, Eva could hear the woman’s voice was like an icy roar. 
 
    “I don’t know any Detective Konchesky. I’m dealing with Braxley. It’s probably the press sniffing around. Don’t bother me with any more calls like that.” 
 
    “Yes, Sorry, Mrs Corcoran. 
 
    The door closed and the PA picked up the phone. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mrs Corcoran can’t take your call right now. She’s very upset. I’m sure you’ll understand. Besides, she says she’s already dealing with a detective called Braxley.” 
 
    “Yes, she is, isn’t she? No problem. I’ll call back.” 
 
    Eva hung up.  
 
    Grieving? If that was grieving, Eva didn’t want to meet the woman when she was angry. From her mood alone, Melissa Corcoran sounded like a suspect. Was that roar the sound of a guilty conscience running from enquiry? With the door firmly closed in her face, Eva was going to have to use some more guile to learn about Mrs Corcoran. If the woman was guilty, she would have to get closer. But from what she had just heard that was going to be anything but easy.  But the woman was at work… which meant the house – the scene of the crime was ripe for an inspection. So long as the police weren’t around. Which was a big and unlikely if, but to get a view on Melissa Corcoran they needed in all the same. Police presence or not. 
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    Modern Art 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Jonathan Parker asked to borrow ten pounds, Dan hesitated before handing it over. Parker said he needed the money for refreshments while he stayed in the hotel bar to conduct some more ‘research’ on Leslie Corcoran. Dan had doubts about whether this research was for business or pleasure, but kept his thoughts to himself. He was going to get a break from Jonathan and that was all that mattered. Dan knew he was never going to get the money back but then ten pounds was a small price to be rid of the old man. Time had changed Jonathan Parker and not for the better. Leeriness and a dirty mind were the last attributes Dan would have associated with Devon’s once starchy brother. In fact, the more time he spent with the new Jonathan Parker, the more troubling he found it. JP’s comments, the way he avoided making eye contact, even his curious lack of funds, didn’t make sense. Something about the new JP felt wrong. As Dan stood up to leave the Excelsior Hotel, he took one last look at his laptop, clutched as it was between Parker’s wrinkled hands, then walked away with his hands in his pockets. Dan made a mental note to wipe the thing clean with antiseptic before he used it again.  
 
    Eva had asked him to come to Blackheath for a recce of the Corcoran house and past experience told him the laptop would get in the way. Dan nodded to the doorman in the top hat and walked left along the busy street towards Tower Hill. The closer he got, more and more of the pristine creamy-grey stone of the ancient Tower of London slid into view. Ah, London... he’d missed it, but not that much. And if there was one thing about London Dan had never missed, it had to be the tube.  
 
      
 
    Jonathan Parker’s fingers dived into his baggy trousers, and scraped the change from among the screwed up tissues and lint at the bottom of his pocket. He counted out the change and bought another coffee from the disapproving continental at the bar. He kept the crisp ten pound note Dan had given him for a trip to the pub and the bookies later on. With a fresh coffee in hand, Parker spent the next ten minutes sitting in the hotel window, surfing the net, eyeing up the French naked girl on Leslie Corcoran’s promotional website. Parker was waiting for a call back – and it was taking far too long. Sitting in a fancy hotel lobby, looking out over the great unwashed streaming by the window was beginning to make him feel like a new man. Or rather the man he used to be – and would soon be again. Looking at the naked French girl had become strangely addictive. Jonathan felt a cringing need to look over his shoulder, just to make sure he hadn’t been caught out. But when his cracked phone started to buzz he forgot all about being careful, and his eyes became locked on the laptop screen in a glazed stare. Parker answered the phone without hesitation. 
 
    “Pac…” 
 
    “Trevor,” said Pac-Man Dunton, correcting him, letting Parker know he’d heard the insult.  
 
    “Yes, Trevor. Thanks for the call back.” 
 
    “So, what exactly were you expecting to find, JP?” 
 
    “Expecting? Why? Am I going to pleasantly surprised?” 
 
    There was a canny laugh at the other end. “I doubt it. Unless you were expecting the grand total of zilch. Your man Dan Bradley has three bank accounts. Three lots of zilch. One has three hundred and twenty pounds in it. Another is a current account with twelve hundred, which shows plenty of cash flow in the past but the money goes out as fast as it comes in. The third account is overdrawn to the tune of seventeen pence. Sorry to say your friend won’t be hitting The Sunday Times Rich List this year.” 
 
    “Oh... shit...” said Parker. His shook his head over and over. “You’re sure that’s it? Is your software faulty? You do have the right D Bradley, don’t you?” 
 
    “Listen, JP. The shit I use for this work is top notch. The best. So don’t even question it, okay? It’s not my stuff that’s dud, it’s either your numbers or your man. From the look of these accounts, I’d say it’s your man. If you’re going to try some kind of a con, you’d better find yourself another mark.” 
 
    Parker bristled and turned self-righteous. “I am neither a con man nor a thief, Trevor. I am a professional” 
 
    “Oh really? A professional what?” said Trevor, laughing.  
 
    All self-righteousness drained away as Parker found his eyes trailing over the image of the topless young Miss Veroux. A small soft hand with a butterfly patterned ring came into view and picked up the empty coffee cups beside Parker’s laptop screen. Parker’s eyebrows shot up so high they almost reached his hairline. He snapped around to find a young waitress wearing a pale brown blouse. She was stern faced. She met Parker’s eyes with a condemning glare, then walked away with her tray in hand. But it’s art… thought Parker in protest, but Parker knew no one was going to buy that line.  
 
    “Every check is risky,” said Pac-Man Dunton, unaware of Parker’s struggles at the other end of the line. “This work can leave a footprint unless I’m supremely careful,” said Pac-Man Trevor. “But as it’s your first request, I’ll give you a discount. You owe me twenty pounds.” 
 
    “Twenty quid?!” said Jonathan.  
 
    “Yeah. A true bargain,” said Pac-Man. 
 
    “Wait a minute. What about any business accounts? The man in question, Dan Bradley, runs a business with a partner.” 
 
    “Yeah, I saw some evidence of that on his credit file, but that account is with a separate bank. It’s a whole different set of numbers and a whole different search. I can try it, but that’s another piece of work.” 
 
    Another piece of work? Parker was beginning to sense Pac-Man Dunton was another ‘piece of work’ himself. 
 
    “Just do it,” said Parker. “Then add it to my bill.” 
 
    “Your wish is my command. Stay on the line…” 
 
    Pac-Man started to hum, badly, as if he was making his own on-hold music. Parker rubbed his brow. While Pac-Man typed, the phone vibrated in Parker’s hand. Had to be a low-battery, as he’d barely charged it in almost two days. Just twenty seconds later, Pac-Man came back on the line. 
 
    “Three thousand two hundred. That’s what they’ve got. Enough to buy you a week of high rolling and high jinks, but that’s it.” 
 
    Jonathan slapped his hand to his head and dragged it down his face. The extra search had taken Pac-Man Dunton less than half a minute to complete. 
 
    “And I suppose that effort is going to cost me another twenty quid?” 
 
    “Absolutely. But don’t worry. I won’t send the debt collectors round.” 
 
    The debt collectors? Was that supposed to be funny? Parker mumbled a goodbye and shut down the call as quickly as he could. Maybe news of his financial situation had travelled further afield then he had realised. Parker folded Dan’s laptop shut and laid his phone on top of it. He noticed the broken screen was bright with a recently received text. Parker squinted to read it. But as soon as he had, he wished he hadn’t.  
 
    Seven days til I collect, old man. Don’t you forget now ;) 
 
    Chambers. Parker hadn’t forgotten for a second. But the reminder was like being informed of an appointment with the grim reaper. An intense shudder poured down his back and his hands started trembling.  
 
    Bradley had to have the money somewhere. JP had seen no evidence of Dan owning huge assets or a big house bought on the back of Devon’s cash. One fifty k didn’t last long, but if the cash was still hanging around it was more than possible Dan had moved it when Jonathan showed up in his home town. What about Eva? Did she have it? Serious and beautiful, Eva had always seemed the straight-laced one in the partnership. But then money did some very funny things to people. Yes, maybe it was her. There was cunning in the girl, he knew that. But Jonathan had learned some cunning himself. Necessity was the mother of invention. Parker drank his coffee, picked up the laptop, and walked out into the street. Yes, people were full of surprises. And old Jonathan Parker was no different.  
 
      
 
    In their early days Eva and Dan had worked in South London as apprentice PIs under the dubious tutelage of Devon Parker. In those days Blackheath had always been a draw for the young Dan and Eva. Blackheath was unusual in respect to the rest of South London, a pretty place like a home counties village, surrounded by pastures and fine houses, dropped into the sooty heart of South London’s urban jungle. In the weekends of their youth they would go and drink in the fancier pubs to taste a different side of life. They would drink among the richer students and the older middle classes, sampling another side of life, a contrast to investigating those who lied and conned to get whatever they wanted. In those days, youth had them believing they were on the ever-upward trajectory to join the likes of those who lived in Blackheath. But facts on the ground changed all that. Since then they’d served on every kind of front line going, and though they’d gotten older, wearier, and more cynical, the danger and chaos they faced in their lives hadn’t changed much at all. But today Blackheath gave them a brief illusion of calm and gentility.  
 
    They met at the cafe not far from the end of terrace house that the Corcorans had called home and spent ten minutes catching up and drinking in the memories. They walked past the front windows of florists, restaurants, and boutiques, looking idly as they did in the old days. But there was only so long they could postpone the inevitable. Murder, sin, robbery – whatever they were working on, the dark stuff of life was never far away. And it always came with the knowledge that they could do nothing else. They were in this for life. 
 
    The Corcorans lived in the end terrace house of Malton Road, Blackheath. A genteel and old fashioned London terrace. The house was cordoned off by a white and blue police tape fluttering in the breeze, and a single female police officer was busy looking defensive, while a man with a pad and pen was asking her some questions. The WPC and the journalist were still some distance away and Eva and Dan couldn't hear what was being said. “Well, that’s scotched it,” said Eva. “There’s no chance of looking around the house with those two close by.” 
 
    “It’s been two days since the killing. Forensics will have done their bit by now. That WPC is probably the only cop around,” said Dan.  
 
    “So?” said Eva. 
 
    “So, we avoid the front of the house. Let’s try the side and see what’s what.” 
 
    But Eva doubted they’d get anywhere near the place. The front and side boundaries were marked by a wrought iron fence made of three horizontal bars feeding into brown brick piers at regular intervals. The glossy black bars couldn’t keep anyone out but the high back wall was a different proposition. The wall started just past the front of the house and sealed the entire back garden. It was at least six and a half feet tall. Climbing in from the street side would have been a foolish risk – anyone could have seen them. But between the high wall and the house was a wrought iron side gate much like the front gate. It was small with ornate bars like stretched pasta twists, but painted black. The gate presented an opportunity. But only if they could avoid being seen by the WPC and the journo out front.  
 
    “We have to hope there’s no one inside…” said Eva.  
 
    “I can’t see any police cars around. My bet is the WPC came here on foot from Lewisham Station. If anyone else was here – forensics and all the rest – they would have been parked front and centre. If the WPC sees us in the front garden, we can blag our way out of it if we have to. You want to do this?” 
 
    “We need to,” Eva replied. “But not now. It’s too bright, too obvious.” 
 
    Dan looked at the scene, weighed it up. He nodded.  
 
    “Let’s hang around, see if we get a better chance,” said Eva.  
 
    Dan made a face and rubbed the back of his head. Sounded like there was a long afternoon ahead. 
 
      
 
    It took a further three hours of malingering before they spotted a decent opportunity. Before it came Eva recognised the tall middle-aged DI from Lewisham police station making his way around with a fat-faced young detective with curly hair. They had another man in tow who had the hawk-eyed, bespectacled look of a forensics man or perhaps a psychologist. From across the street they watched the trio arrive and enter the house with a nod to the WPC. They left half an hour later. Eva and Dan watched all this from the window seats of a wine bar set across the wide street and beyond a grassy traffic island. At five o’clock, after they had dragged every penny of value from their pint of lager and glass of Pinot Grigio, they saw the WPC take up her radio and gently walk away from her post further down Malton Road. 
 
    “She must be waiting for someone to take over,” said Eva. 
 
    “I’d say she’s past waiting,” said Dan.  
 
    The woman was drifting away, but slowly. But already the side gate would be hidden from her line of sight.  
 
    “Naughty WPC. That’s a dereliction of duty. Right, we need to do this now,” said Dan. “Whether she comes back or another cop takes over, we’ve got an opportunity here and we need to take it. Come on.” 
 
    Eva turned and looked over her shoulder at the bar. A young barmaid covered with rose and thorn tattoos was busy pouring drinks for two women seated at the bar. Their backs were turned. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Dan. “They won’t be able to see us from the bar.” 
 
    “What about the rest of the shops along the street?” 
 
    “Those parked cars will hide most of it. Then there’s the distance. You think anyone will be watching us? This is London, Eva. People are too busy to care.” 
 
    But to Eva’s mind Blackheath was the same as the rest of the capital. Nevertheless. they still needed a look in the Corcoran house.  
 
    She drank up the last of her Dutch courage and off they went.  
 
      
 
      
 
    They crossed the street and traffic island and walked along the side edge of the property while the female cop continued to drift down Malton Road, well past the furthest edge of the front fence. So long as the cop continued to abandon position, they were safe. But her replacement would be due any time. Speed was the order of the day. 
 
    The Corcorans lived on a corner plot. Eva stopped near the side wall and laid a hand on the top bar of the iron fence. She took in a breath and looked back once toward the row of shop windows across the street. The light of the working day was fading fast. Dan had been right about the parked cars acting as a sight barrier, but it was less than perfect. Even so, she couldn’t find anyone looking. She hitched up her skirt and swung a leg over the fence and dropped onto the muddy garden border on the other side. Dan followed suit. They padded across the lawn and Dan grabbed hold of the twisted bars of the wrought iron side gate. There was a tiny padlock on it, but the low height of the gate rendered the lock useless. Dan swung a leg over, Eva followed and they were in.  
 
    “Life on the edge,” said Dan with a grin when they were both in the back garden.  
 
    “As always,” said Eva. They walked around the side and Eva looked up at the white metal box of the security alarm mounted high on the wall, and was pleased to see the light beneath it wasn’t flashing. It had probably been disconnected by the police. They reached the big garden and found the first sign of the crime at the back door. There were pieces of glass still left on the brick steps of the garden.  
 
    “Look at it. It was hammered in,” said Dan. “You can see by the way the glass has been pushed in here. Look, that’s still hanging inward.” He pointed to a few crumbs of glass and small slivers of glass tilting inward but not fallen.  
 
    “Must have been locked,” said Eva. “But they could have unlocked it like this…” 
 
    Eva threaded her arm through as carefully as she could. The glass grazed the weave of her herringbone jacket. She reached her hand across towards the door lock, but had to press her body to the glass to reach it. She made it, tried the door handle from the inside and yanked the handle down. It gave without needing to unlock it. Dan smiled. 
 
    “You needn’t look so smug,” said Eva. “Come here…” 
 
    Dan made a slight frown.  
 
    “Okay. You try what I just did.” 
 
    “I don’t need to. It’s open.” 
 
    “Just try. You’ll see what I mean.” 
 
    Dan pushed the door to and made a painstaking effort to slide his fist through the hole in the glass without touching the other sharp edges. It was a slow process. The glass caught on the sleeve of his leather jacket and he grimaced, then gave up.  
 
    “I’m not risking losing another jacket if I don’t have to.” 
 
    “It’s okay. You’ve already proven my point,” said Eva.  
 
    “What point?” 
 
    “We’ll run through it later.” 
 
    Eva opened the door and they stepped into the house. There was a brown hessian mat beside the door and Eva made sure to wipe her flat heels on it. Dan did the same then he stepped inside.  
 
    “Whoever left that print didn’t use the mat,” said Dan. He pointed down at the patterned lines of a boot or shoe print. The lines suggested a functional looking shoe print rather than a fashion one. 
 
    “That was careless,” said Eva. “Or then again, maybe it wasn’t…” she said, looking around the room. Aside from the boot print and a few crumbs of glass, the room seemed completely untouched. 
 
    “Roles said the police asked him about confronting the man and his mistress in Corcoran’s photographic studio,” said Eva. “Upstairs.” 
 
    Dan nodded. They headed out of the dining room and slowly walked up the steps. The grandfather clock in the hallway ticked and tocked, while the central heating pipes popped under the floor. The whole way up they didn’t see any other footprints.  
 
    “How big was that boot print, do you think?” said Eva.  
 
    “It’s a half print, not a full one. The front of the boot. Hard to say for sure, but I’d guess an eight or a nine tops.” 
 
    Eva nodded. She’d guessed the same. “So was it a cop or was it the killer?” 
 
    “Either way, it’s very clumsy.” 
 
    They reached the top floor and found a pale glow coming from a room on the side. The whole house interior was chintzy and traditional, not words most people would have associated with Leslie Corcoran. Then they opened the door to the large white box room of the studio and found an environment as bright white and clinical as a 1970s science fiction movie.  
 
    “So this was Leslie Corcoran’s part of the house,” said Dan, surveying the scene.  
 
    They looked at the squashed white cushions and pillows pressed out of shape on the stage beneath the overhead lighting array. They saw the creased up white sheet, concertinaed and ruffled on the bench in the middle of the room. 
 
    “There’s plenty of signs of some love action in here… but no sign of any blood,” said Dan.  
 
    Eva nodded. She looked at the crumpled cushions. 
 
    “So, they were here making love…” said Eva, “or whatever you want to call it…” 
 
    “The beast with two backs. Jumping bones.” 
 
    “Whatever,” said Eva, with added emphasis. “Then they were disturbed. So maybe Corcoran heard the glass break. Maybe he didn’t hear that, but heard a noise on the stairs or in his bedroom. Either way, because of the questions the police put to Roles, we can assume Corcoran left this room and went to check the bedroom.” 
 
    “Roles says the police asked him about his position in the bedroom, how he knew there were photographs in the chest of drawers, and how he panicked when Corcoran caught him in the act...” said Dan.  
 
    “Let’s see if we can piece events together in the bedroom.” 
 
    Eva led the way to the door. As soon as she got near, she started to experience a cool feeling inside, and goosebumps on her skin. Someone had died in the room they were about to enter, very recently too. Murders, no matter how many they dealt with, never became commonplace. There was always a sense of foreboding, and a sense of evil about them whenever they drew near. Eva nudged the door open and it creaked faintly. And then she took it in. The dark wood tallboy chest of drawers was left as it had been found, drawers pulled open and left jutting at odd angles with clothes spilling out. 
 
    “The wife’s stock of photographs came from those drawers there. It seems the killer didn’t know where to look, but that doesn’t quite add up. The killer had to know the photos were here.” 
 
    “How? They were by other artists, right? They weren’t by Corcoran. If he knew they were here, he may have boasted about them to friends. But they weren’t kept like an art collection, like in a gallery. Corcoran the man was a flash Harry. Wouldn’t he have kept them on a wall?” said Dan. 
 
    Eva nodded. “Probably. But this feels more like a private hoard, hidden from sight. Leslie Corcoran probably didn’t even know they were here. This was Melissa’s stash.” 
 
    “So then, who did she tell?” 
 
    “Maybe she didn’t.” 
 
    “What do you mean? You think the thief could have heard about them another way?” said Dan.  
 
    “You’re taking the same route of thought they want us to take, remember… as Roles said, there probably was no thief. This was a murder, not a robbery.” 
 
    “I don’t want to take anything a man like Roles says as the gospel. He could be lying too. What if this was a different kind of thief? A hasty one? A desperate one?” 
 
    Eva looked at the drawers, and for the first time her eyes dropped down to the floor immediately in front of them – dark wooden floor boards with a faint lustre. And on top of the nearest boards was a good measure of dark dried blood in globs and patches, surrounded by a spattering of dried drips. 
 
    “We’re standing almost exactly where Corcoran was shot…” 
 
    Eva looked around the whole scene. She imagined an unknown killer rummaging through the drawers, tossing clothes and personal items across the room. Making a deliberate but unnecessary mess. She imagined an anarchic chaos to the movements, angry and wild. She imagined the killer holding the folder of photographs, standing to one side of the room, watching as the door opened, raising the gun. 
 
    “When Leslie Corcoran came into the room, he spoke. Corcoran told the killer not to shoot,” said Eva. 
 
    “Then there were three shots,” said Dan, “and that was it.” 
 
    “The killer ran down the stairs past the studio where his mistress was still waiting for him and ran out through the front door. For some reason the photographs were left behind, tossed into a hedge.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because he panicked? Because he killed and instantly regretted it? The killer wanted to remove all links to the murder, even the very reason he came in the first place…” 
 
    Eva’s eyes glazed. She imagined a masked killer standing in wait near the window, holding a gun in one hand and the folder of photographs in the other.  
 
    “But Corcoran went downstairs first. Roles was asked if he panicked when he heard Leslie Corcoran looking for him downstairs. The killer had a gun. The killer could even have used the time when Corcoran was looking for him in the wrong rooms to escape unseen. But the killer didn’t do that. That’s very important.” 
 
    Eva’s eyes came back to the moment. Downstairs they heard the sound of chatter and movement in the street nearby. It felt like the noise was coming nearer.  
 
    “The thief wasn’t here to get the art at all. The killer was waiting the whole time for Corcoran to emerge from his love nest. And when he did, the killer waited for Corcoran to find him and face him. Even then, the killer stayed his hand until Corcoran could see what was about to happen. Until he knew he was going to be killed. Leslie Corcoran had time to plead for his life. It was never about taking someone else’s art collection, no matter who’d signed the pictures. The way this happened, this had to be about revenge, Dan. It was about watching a man knowing he was getting his just desserts and then giving it to him. It wasn’t a botched robbery. Roles is telling the truth. This was a ruthless and intentional killing.” 
 
      
 
    The voices outside grew louder, and Dan shifted and looked down the stairs. They saw faces, lights, and movement coming close to the distorted glass window beside the door and looked at each other. 
 
    “Come on. We can’t risk getting trapped up here…” Eva led the way, darting down the wooden stairs as light-footed as she could be. Dan was less careful and the stairs creaked and he swore under his breath. He counted at least three people on the doorstep outside. There was a bright light with them and it poured through the patterned glass like a searchlight as it hit the hallway wall. 
 
    “What the hell do we do now?” said Dan. They heard a jangle of keys from outside.  
 
    “Ssshhh,” said Eva. They lingered by the door of the dining room. “If we go round the back we could be caught out worse. Maybe we can get past them…” 
 
    The front door opened and shuddered inward, and a wave of excited chatter burst into the hallway.  
 
    “We’ll film our intro piece now, if you don’t mind?” said a female voice.  
 
    “You people can do whatever you need to do,” said another more authoritative female voice. “If it helps catch the killer, I really don’t mind.” 
 
    Eva and Dan pulled back behind the dining room door as a bright light filled the hallway and flashed through the crack in the door. 
 
    A slim woman in a blue suit walked in front of the light. There was a chunky TV camera near her. She had a microphone in her hand. 
 
    “This… is the house… of the legendary photographic artist Leslie Corcoran, who just two days ago was brutally slain while trying to stop a robbery at his home in leafy Blackheath, in South London. The famous photographer lived here with his wife Melissa for more than two decades, a period which saw Corcoran reach the heights of international fame. Here, police believe a lone armed robber ended the Corcoran story in tragedy. Tonight, London News brings viewers a unique and vital insight to help catch a killer…” 
 
    Eva shook her head. If the TV people came into the dining room they were stuffed. The back door was their only bet… but if the police were back in position out front… well, things were beginning to look bleak.  
 
    “It happened on the top floor…” The voice was serious, female and deep. Eva blinked and studied the wide silhouette of a big woman. The woman leaned to the wall and flicked on a light, and the olive green walls became bright. It had to be Melissa Corcoran. Eva studied the woman’s manner from the crack in the dining room door. Mrs Corcoran looked troubled and distant. But was Eva seeing grief, or was it something else?  
 
    The big woman began to climb the stairs. They creaked beneath her weight. Eva saw the glamorous TV reporter give a sly thumbs up to her cameraman, and then lead the way up the stairs. Eva and Dan waited until the creaking sounded on the floorboards above. They looked up at the ceiling, then moved out fast into the hall. The front door had been left ajar. Eva glanced up the stairs and saw the camera light bouncing from walls and ceilings. She grabbed the front door and opened it out into the evening. The moment she did so, the WPC turned around to face her. Her face was blank. And then it became curious. Eva winced. Another second and curiosity would turn to suspicion.  
 
    “It turns out Mrs Corcoran is too busy to fit us in tonight, after all,” said Eva. She ushered Dan out past the door step and closed the door quietly behind her.  
 
    “Excuse me but who are you?” said the WPC.  
 
    “We’re from LDC Radio News. We came to see Melissa Corcoran but she seems to have a TV news crew here... “ 
 
    “But I wasn’t told about any radio people…?” said the policewoman. The woman’s face still seemed confused rather than suspicious. 
 
    “Really. Well, that happens. Never mind. We’re used to it. In our line of work the TV cameras always beat radio hands down. Come on, Joe. We may as well try again tomorrow. Is that alright with you?” said Eva, looking into the WPC’s eyes.  
 
    “It’s not up to me. You’d need to talk with DI Braxley to rearrange. And Mrs Corcoran herself…” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, of course. That’s what we’ll do then. Thank you…” 
 
    Eva made a polite smile and walked down the gravel path, weaving around the WPC. The cop looked at Eva and at Dan and started to turn towards the door. When she reached the doorstep the WPC turned back and called after them.  
 
    “Who did you say you were again?” 
 
    “Joe King, LDC News. And this is Daria…” 
 
    “Konchesky,” said Eva. “You should listen some time. It’s a great station.” 
 
    They turned and walked out of the gate without turning back. Upstairs the studio room window in the side of the house filled with brightest light which poured out from the side window. 
 
    “Joe King?” said Eva, shaking her head. “You must want to get caught out” 
 
    “No, I was just having a little fun, that’s all.” 
 
    They were still talking as they rounded the corner towards the centre of Blackheath when a voice caught them from behind, and caught them cold.  
 
    “Well look who it is!” 
 
    They both wheeled around, ready for fight or flight. Dan’s hands were already balled into fists but he took a breath when he saw Jonathan Parker illuminated by the glow of a street light.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing here? You nearly gave me a heart attack,” said Dan.  
 
    “Oh, I got bored. I knew where you were going, and I wanted to catch up with you.” 
 
    “Why? We could have caught up with you later on,” said Eva, quickly composing herself. She was equally annoyed with Parker, but tried her best to hide it.  
 
    “Because I had a little idea.” 
 
    Dan shook his head and they walked on without asking Parker about his idea. So Parker spoke again.  
 
    “Don’t s’pose you found any large chunks of someone else’s money laying around in that house, did you?” 
 
    Dan gave Parker a raised eyebrow. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a no,” said Parker with a devilish smile. Parker watched Dan as they walked, waiting for a reaction, but none came. In the end he decided Bradley would have been great at poker. A far better poker player than Parker, at any rate.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Ten 
 
    Miss Red Lines 
 
      
 
    Parker’s idea wasn’t so much inspiration as desperation. They were to start by going back to David Roles to pick his brain. They walked along the street to Blackheath train station, but Eva and Dan had to slow their pace when they heard Parker struggling to talk and walk at the same time.  
 
    “Roles isn’t just any old art thief… he’s connected and he’s as smart as they come. He’s a tight bastard too. Even though he’s stuffed away enough hidden money to buy up the National bloody Gallery, he won’t buy anyone a drink.” 
 
    “You’re saying he’s got a lot of other people’s dough. I don’t see how that helps us,” said Dan.  
 
    “He’s analytical, that’s what I’m saying. He could help. You want this case to go your way and get wrapped up double quick, am I right? Then you may as well use what he knows and who he knows. You’ll get paid faster that way.” 
 
    Dan looked at Parker. The old man was up to something. What was in it for him?  
 
    “I know you’ve got some problems, JP. If you help us close this case, we can give you a small split. But we’re talking one or two hundred here, not thousands by any means.” 
 
    “Did I ask you for money?” spat Parker, with narrow eyes.  
 
    Dan didn’t reply.  
 
    “I’m trying to help. Use David Roles. Like him or not, it’s good he’s the client on this case. He’s an asset.” 
 
    “Really? I had him down as more of an ass than an asset,” said Eva.  
 
    “Fine. You don’t want my advice, so I’ll be quiet. I’ll just hang around and look pretty,” said JP. Dan saw the old man was chewing on something. He looked jittery and fractious. Maybe he was a little unwell. With his condition so fresh, they needed to be careful with him. 
 
    “You feeling okay?” 
 
    “Why? Do I look peaky?” 
 
    “What’s stressing you out?” asked Dan.  
 
    “Nothing more than usual. Let’s talk about something else, please.” 
 
    Parker stuffed his hands in his pockets and slowed down as they walked past Blackheath’s Irish bar.  
 
    “Anyone fancy a drink?” said Parker. 
 
    “Yes,” said Eva. “But not now. We’ve got a case to crack. If you think Roles has more to give us, you could help us get it from him.” 
 
    Parker nodded. “I’m glad you see it that way.” 
 
    “And I suppose you’ll want me to go with him? Am I right?” muttered Dan. 
 
    “If you don’t mind,” said Eva.  
 
    “So, what about you?” said Dan. 
 
    “It’s not late and Smiths College isn’t too far from here. I thought I might try a little digging on Mr Corcoran’s favourite squeeze.” 
 
    “We could go there together,” said Parker.  
 
    Eva raised an eyebrow at the old man. “Somehow I don’t think that’s going to work. No offence, but you’re not quite student material, Jonathan. No. Division of labour. You go see Roles, I’ll start with Celine Veroux.” 
 
    “Besides, I think Jonathan here has seen enough of her for one day,” said Dan.  
 
    Parker made a sheepish grimace. 
 
    “You think she did it?” said Dan.  
 
    “We don’t know. But either way, we still need to see things from her point of view. If she didn’t do it, what did she hear? What did she see? With the right line of questioning, she could lead us to the killer.” 
 
    “To Melissa Corcoran, you mean?” said Parker.  
 
    “Maybe. Or whoever else did this. With Roles out of the equation, these two women have to be the key to this case.” 
 
      
 
    Forty-five minutes later Eva was walking the big whitewashed corridors of grand old Smiths College. It was a vast red brick period building with well-trodden corridors. The tiles were shiny and smooth with the wear of hundreds of thousands of feet. The old building was adjoined by concrete extensions which stretched across nearby side roads, ugly things of the kind old Prince Charles must have once called described as carbuncles. And the students were everywhere. At thirty-three years old, Eva was dumbfounded by how young they looked. To say they looked like kids was a cliché, but it was a gross understatement. Some of the soft faces walking around in garish fashions looked as if they still belonged in kindergarten. Old as they made her feel, Eva was glad to be past the melodrama and histrionics of her youth. Instead she was well into the histrionics and melodrama of an adulthood spent with Dan Bradley.  
 
    The photography department was fronted by a reception desk behind a set of double doors with porthole windows. A big bespectacled woman sat behind the desk talking to a clutch of students standing before her. They were asking about their grades. Eva wandered around and looked at some lists of names on sheets of A4 paper, stapled to the walls. She scanned and looked through all of the lists until she found Veroux, Celine, listed as a third year student in a list of recent coursework grades. Veroux had received a 60% pass. Eva couldn’t recall whether that was supposed to be good, okay or terrible. Surely 60% had to mean must try harder, in anyone’s language.  
 
    “Can I help you?” said the receptionist, looking up from her young students.  
 
    “Uh, yes. I’m looking for Miss Celine Veroux. I’m here representing Red Line Art. You may have heard of us. We produce greetings cards and would like to talk to Celine about some of her work.” 
 
    The big woman brightened and smiled at Eva. 
 
    “That’s wonderful. You want to use her images?” 
 
    “It’s a possibility. I’d like to discuss it with her. I don’t suppose you know where…” 
 
    “You must have her portfolio,” said the woman looking a mite confused. “Don’t you have her number…?” 
 
    “Ordinarily, yes… I was just passing through on my way home,” said Eva, quickly. “On the off chance, you see.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t help.” 
 
    Eva nodded. “Data protection. I understand. We all have to follow the same rules.” 
 
    The woman smiled and looked at the students. “But Lizzie here might be able to help. She knows Celine, don’t you?” 
 
    A thin pale-skinned African girl with ribbons tied into an Afro hairdo leaned up from inspecting a set of grade sheets on the desk. She started inspecting Eva instead. “A lot of people know Celine…” said Lizzie. There was a definite mean aspect to the girl’s words. 
 
    Eva kept polite and neutral, but nodded in hope the girl would say more. 
 
    “Now, if you haven’t got anything nice to say, Lizzie, please don’t say anything at all,” said the receptionist. “I thought you were friends with the girl.” 
 
    “I’d never go that far,” said Lizzie. She looked at Eva with faint suspicion.  
 
    “You want to use the girl’s art for your cards. Come on. Are you for real?” 
 
    Eva met the girl’s eyes head on. “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Then you sure she’s been showing you her own photographs, or were they taken by one of the guy’s she’s been banging…” 
 
    “Lizzie,” said the reception woman. “You mustn’t say nasty things like that. You wouldn’t want them said about you.” The receptionist blushed. “I’m sorry about that.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” said Eva. Her eyes drifted to the African girl as she turned away from reception and started to whinge about the grade she’d been given to the students around her.  
 
    “Jessop’s given me 56 for that. 56! The man has gotta be smoking crack. Those were my best ever pictures, man.” 
 
    Eva nodded in sympathy to the receptionist as she rolled her eyes, then she walked out of the corridor. But Eva didn’t go far. As soon as she’d reached the other side of the double doors, she waited and pretended to look at a giant noticeboard which was overstuffed with all kinds of notices, from advertising rooms to rent to foreign exchange programs in the United States.  
 
      
 
    They found David Roles back in his native territory, a cheap local pub, the kind of place seedy types always drank. Roles was sat at a booth table in the Lewisham branch of the Willowmans pub chain. Dan walked in with Parker and spotted Roles seated at the end of a long booth table. As Dan made his way towards the table, an oafish man in a lumberjack shirt drifted over from the bar walked across to greet him, acting like he was Roles' minder or bodyguard, but without any sign of the necessary skill. Some big guys thought their size meant they'd win every fight that came their way. Dan had profited from such complacency many times, but he let the big man keep his imagined advantage.  The big man chaperoned them to the table where David Roles was waiting for them. The chubby guy nodded at Roles, then he looked back at Dan as if to reinforce his authority. Dan shook his head as the guy walked away. 
 
    “They pressed charges yet?” asked Dan. 
 
    "I'm still out, aren't I? Why? Would you spring me if they did?" said Roles with a grin. 
 
    Dan looked at him and sat down. “Nope.” 
 
    “Then get back out there and prove it wasn’t me. Because it wasn’t you know. I'm not wasting my money on you just for show.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re here. We got into the crime scene,” said Dan quietly. He took a seat and leaned across the desk with folded arms. “Old Parker here says you’re sharp enough to give us a little more insight.” 
 
    “Sharp, eh?” said Roles, looking at Parker. Roles nodded slowly. “Some people say so. So what’s your take on it?” he said, looking at Dan. 
 
    “We think the killer didn’t want the secret prints collection.” 
 
    “I already told you that,” said Roles. 
 
    “So you did. But on top of that we also think the killer knew Corcoran was there. That he was waiting for them. We think it was premeditated. A pretty vengeful and spiteful crime overall.” 
 
    “The killer is no ‘he.’ It’s the wife. Got to be.” 
 
    “That’s one option. But we have to cover all angles,” said Dan. “Then there’s all the women he’s been banging all these years. It could be any one of them…” 
 
    Roles rubbed his chin. “But it had to be someone who knew about those prints. Now that’s a very small list, I’d say… very small indeed.” 
 
    Dan watched Roles’ eyes glaze over as he turned inward in thought. 
 
      
 
    The double doors opened and a stream of students stepped out into the corridor. Eva turned her head and saw Lizzie among them. Eva let Lizzie walk right past before she addressed her. The girl was wearing earphones and was staring at a bright phone screen in one hand, probably reading a text.  
 
    Eva walked up to the girl’s side and matched her pace. The girl looked up at her with the same sharp eyes she’d seen at the big woman’s desk. The girl stopped walking, took her earbuds out and turned to face her. 
 
    “Well, look if it ain’t Miss Red Lines,” said the girl.  
 
    “For a budding photographer, you’ve got plenty of attitude, Lizzie.” 
 
    “Works for me, Red Lines. But my guess is you’re not from any card company. What’s the matter? Celine been screwing your boyfriend too?” 
 
    Unpleasant, but direct. Somehow Eva found herself liking the girl. 
 
    “She’s a third year student. You’re the same, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. But Celine doesn’t have friends like normal people. The girl’s a man eater, and by man eater I mean a total shark. She sees what she can get from a lay and the she goes for it. Girls like that don’t have other girlfriends unless they’re the same kind of girl in the first place, know what I mean?” 
 
    “And you’re not the same kind of girl as Celine?” 
 
    “Damn straight. I’m loyal. But I’m a free agent – I got no man trouble in my life – and right now I like it that way.” 
 
    “So she hasn’t got many friends?” said Eva.  
 
    “Friends? Only the ones she sleeps with. I heard she was banging the rich and famous, that’s why we don’t see her so much these days.” 
 
    “She’s not been around?” 
 
    “Not in class, no. But the girl’s a lush. She spends a lot of time in the union bar. Don’t know how she does it. Looks like a film star, skinny as a supermodel, tits out to here, and manages to drink like a fish. That’s gotta be some good genes, man. If I did what she got up to it’d be the clap clinic, alcoholics anonymous, and weight watchers for me, pronto.” 
 
    “Ha,” said Eva, without laughing. 
 
    “You think I might find her in the union?” 
 
    “Either that or underneath some rich guy.” 
 
    Eva nodded. “Thanks Lizzie. You’ve been a great help.” 
 
    “Listen. Sue, the receptionist, I know she thinks I’m being bitchy. But I’m telling the truth. And if I’m being a bitch tonight it’s only coz they graded my portfolio at 56. That’s cold. I worked damn hard on that portfolio. Harder than Celine Veroux ever worked in her whole damn life.” 
 
    “Don’t panic, Lizzie. The cream always rises to the top in the end. Sometimes it just takes time. Keep on going.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about that, Red Lines. I ain’t never going to stop no matter what these fool professors say.” 
 
    Eva smiled. Then she turned away and headed for the union bar.  
 
      
 
    She crossed between the old red building and the new building via a walkway which took her into one of the carbuncle extensions. As soon as she crossed through she could hear the thumping beat of some dance music being played on some very loud speakers. Eva pushed open a set of double doors and walked down a flight of stairs. With every step the music grew louder and more intense. By the time she walked down into the bar itself, the sound of shouting had joined it too. Students were leaning across and still shouting into one another’s ears in order to be heard. No one could hear themselves think yet none of them seemed to mind. 
 
    Eva surveyed the students bar from the door. The red tiled floor fell away from there with a set of shallow steps to a wider area full of tables. The tables were crowded with students drinking from plastic pint glasses. Two pool tables on the same level as Eva clacked and clattered as students played their shots. A few people around the bar looked at Eva, but most simply ignored her. Eva looked around, didn’t see the French girl and headed for the bar. Behind the bar was a big bald-headed man sporting a brown doughnut beard. He was built like a mountain but his face looked genial and friendly.  
 
    “Hello, officer,” said the man with a cheeky smile.  
 
    “Guess again,” said Eva, loudly. “I’m looking for Celine Veroux. Photography student.” 
 
    “Join the club. Half the lads out there have been looking for Celine Veroux since the first year. But that’s wishful thinking.” 
 
    Eva knew the routine. He was the local funny man. But she wanted to get past the jokes and find the girl.  
 
    “Has she been in?” 
 
    “Yes, officer,” said the man with a smile. “Celine left about half an hour ago.” 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    “And do you know where she went?” 
 
    The man shook his head. “But it looked like she was going out. As in out, out. She was dolled up. Maybe clubbing or something.” 
 
    Clubbing? After her boyfriend’s murder? If that was true she sounded as grief stricken as Melissa Corcoran. Not many people were crying themselves to sleep at night. 
 
    “Was she with anyone?” 
 
    “A bloke you mean? No. She was with one of the other untouchables. Anna Wrexham. The jokers call her Anna Rexic. Good looking girl, but very, very thin.” 
 
    Eva had an inkling the big man was one of the chief perpetrators of the joke. But at least it would help her remember the name.  
 
    “Thanks for your help…” said Eva, turning away. As she turned, she saw Lizzie heading towards her down the wide steps.  
 
    Eva met her halfway along, and they stopped between a bustle of tables.  
 
    “One thing. Why do you want to talk to Celine?” said Lizzie when they reached each other. Before Eva had a chance to formulate a reply, Lizzie answered her own question. “It’s because of that celebrity photographer – the one who got shot – isn’t it?” 
 
    Eva looked around in case anyone had heard, but everyone nearby was too busy straining their ears to eavesdrop on anyone else.  
 
    Eva looked into the girl’s eyes, and Lizzie nodded. 
 
    “I just heard she’s not here. She’s gone out to the West End with Anna Rexic.” 
 
    Eva nodded. “Yeah, I just heard.” 
 
    “Anna’s always going to the West End on cheap ticket deals. They’ve gone to see that Watcher guy.” 
 
    “What?” Eva strained to make sure she’d heard right.  
 
    “The head-fuck mind-messer guy, The Watcher. You know. Dirk Newton…” 
 
    Eva frowned in thought, then her eyes opened in recognition.  
 
    “Thank you, Lizzie.” 
 
    “What? She’s not here.” Eva opened her bag, and took out a five-pound note. She handed it to the confused looking Lizzie before she could refuse it.  
 
    “Get yourself a drink as a thank you. You’ve been more help than you know.” 
 
    Eva walked up the steps and out of the union bar with renewed energy. As soon as it was quiet enough, she dialled Dan’s number, hoping Dan was still in the company of their client, David Roles. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Eleven 
 
    Hamster’s Cage 
 
      
 
    Dan took Eva’s call as they’d been talking David Roles through the course of events they’d settled on while at the Corcoran house. The picture wasn’t getting any clearer, and the field of suspects hadn’t decreased from a range including Melissa Corcoran and the majority of females in the 18-30 bracket. Roles was sharp alright, but so was Parker. Frail old Parker had been insistent about coming to see Roles, but with a lack of progress on the case Dan had to wonder whether the help Parker was seeking was exclusively for him.  
 
    Down the phone line Dan heard Eva walking on a busy street, traffic rushing at her side.  
 
    “The word on the street is that our girl Celine has a reputation for using men to get what she wants. Not just Corcoran, either.” said Eva.  
 
    Dan recalled the simmering quality behind the pout and the kaleidoscope eyes in Corcoran’s October shots of Veroux. He’d assumed the anger he detected was directed at Corcoran but maybe it was broader than that. Did Veroux have an unknown agenda of some kind?  
 
    “Who told you that?” said Dan. 
 
    “A girl from her year group on the Smiths College photography course. This girl said Veroux is a loner, but with a varied interest in men. The source also knew that Celine has been into celebrity men to help her career.” 
 
    “Was this girl jealous by any chance?” 
 
    “Maybe, yes. But it doesn’t mean she was wrong.” 
 
    “Are we gunning for Celine Veroux now? She’s got no record, but she enjoys messing around with guys to get what she wants. So far she sounds no worse – and no better – than Corcoran himself. Or, for that matter, a million other fools who’ve bought into this celebrity culture thing.” 
 
    “And all that could be true. But we need much more than we have on Melissa Corcoran and Veroux to make any kind of distinction. We’re still on the outside of this thing, looking in. But...” said Eva, sounding strangely unsure of herself, “...I have an idea to get us closer to understanding Celine so we can rule her in or rule her out.” 
 
    “Okay, tell me. Right now I feel like I’m stuck in a hamster’s cage and the other hamsters in here stink.” 
 
    “I hope Parker can’t hear you.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about him. Come on, what is it?” 
 
    “Well, it turns out you’re in just the right place.” 
 
    “Keeping Parker far away from you?” 
 
    “Not quite. Celine Veroux has gone to a show tonight, in London, with a girl called Anna Wrexham. Another student.” 
 
    “Anna who? Do you know what that sounds like…?” 
 
    “I know. I know. Anorexic. I get it. Focus. The show is called ‘The Watcher’. It’s at the Fambridge Theatre, on the edge of Chinatown. You heard of it?” 
 
    “Nope. Should I have?” 
 
    “If you asked David Roles, he’d know all about it. His supposed friend, Dirk Newton, is the star of the piece.” 
 
    “Newton? The Mindbender, mentalist type.” 
 
    “Yes, the very same.” 
 
    “And the French hottie has gone to the show… tonight?” 
 
    “The French hottie? You’re talking to me, Dan. This is Eva, not Jonathan.” 
 
    “Sorry. I think Parker’s being a bad influence on me. But you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Celine Veroux. She’s there tonight.” 
 
    “You want me to try and get tickets, is that it?” 
 
    “Actually, I thought we’d aim a little higher than that…” said Eva.  
 
    “How high?” 
 
    “Let’s just test our Mr Roles, and see how much of a friendship he has with Mr Newton. If it’s really as good as he claims, we should be able to make a decent leap forward with this case. We need to know what Celine Veroux saw, and if possible we need to rule her out.” 
 
    “Or in…” said Dan. 
 
    “Exactly. Either way is good.” 
 
      
 
    Dan walked back into the interview room to find David Roles laughing so hard Dan half expected the man to slap his thigh. Jonathan Parker was muttering and snickering at the same time. It was hard to understand what the old man was saying, but Roles seemed to get the gist of it. As soon as Dan entered he stayed where he was, holding the door in the corner, trying to get a handle on the dynamic between the two men. Parker turned around and the laughter in his eyes faded before the smile fell too. 
 
    “We were just sharing a joke, that’s all.” 
 
    “Yeah. I saw. Looked like a real belly laugh too.” 
 
    Roles stopped laughing and smiled on as Dan sat down. Dan didn’t like the man and was quite comfortable in letting it show.  
 
    “You said you knew Dirk Newton, the performer. Is it true?” 
 
    Roles shrugged. “It’s true. So what’s the big deal?” 
 
    Parker and Roles looked at one another. 
 
    “Celine Veroux is going to see him at The Fambridge Theatre tonight.” 
 
    “That’s the name of the fine little French filly I was telling you about,” said Parker.  
 
    “And?” said Roles. 
 
    “Think you can speak to Newton ahead of tonight’s performance?” 
 
    “That depends. Newton’s a showman. A prima donna like the rest of them. Just because he’s a chum of mine, doesn’t mean I can make him dance to my tune.” 
 
    “Parker says you’re as sharp as they come. Maybe, for the sake of your freedom, you could give it a try.” 
 
    Parker and Roles exchanged another glance. Roles snorted.  
 
    “Yeah. Maybe I could.” 
 
    Dan let his eyes stay on Parker. I know you’re up to something, JP, thought Dan. Trouble was, Dan didn’t know what. 
 
    “If you’re after meeting old Dirk, one thing you need to watch out for…” said Roles.  
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “The old Jedi mind-trick. He can have you over just like that, and you wouldn’t even know it.” 
 
    “Then how do I know if he’s using it?” said Dan. 
 
    Roles laughed. “You’ll know. But only when it’s too late.” Judging by the smiles on the faces of both men, Dan wondered if Eva’s latest step forward was such a bright idea. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Twelve 
 
    The Watcher 
 
      
 
    The man in question was a livewire in all the ways Dan had been expecting and a few more besides. Dirk Newton wore a shiny navy blue suit with a dark green shirt. His collar was buttoned to the top, but there was no matching tie. Newton met them in the theatre bar with a glass of what looked like lime soda in his hand. He sipped from the glass three times in the time it took for Eva, Dan, and Parker to walk across the red swirly carpet of the old theatre bar.  
 
    “Eva Roberts, private investigator…” said Newton. He was of small stature, but he burned as bright as a small star. 
 
    Eva took the man’s neat, pale hand. Then Newton looked at Dan. 
 
    “Dan Bradley, the other half of David’s dynamic duo,” said Newton. 
 
    Dan nodded. “That’s us, dynamic as they come. And you’re Dirk Newton, the famous mind magician.” 
 
    The man had eyes which looked deep, and consumed you all at the same time. He seemed deeply attentive, as if he was noticing a thousand items of body language ticks and tells Dan wasn’t even aware of. The feeling made Dan feel strangely self-conscious. 
 
    “A mind magician. Now there’s a first. I’ve never had such a grand title before. For this show, you’ll have noticed, I am The Watcher. 
 
    No kidding, thought Dan.  
 
    “Jonathan Parker?” said Newton slowly, eyeing the old man.  
 
    “Indeed.” They shook hands, but the look in Newton’s eyes suggested he was less than impressed, and seemed far less accommodating. From the look of Newton, he’d heard things from Roles about Parker too, and evidently not all of them good. 
 
    “Okay. So, someone you want to meet is coming to the show tonight and I understand you want me to help in some way?” 
 
    “I’m impressed you’re willing to help at such short notice,” said Eva. He looked at her and added the unspoken words. 
 
    “Help someone like David Roles, you mean?” 
 
    Eva didn’t disagree but Newton was right, and Eva looked awkward about it. 
 
    “He’s a rogue, but a very successful one. And David doesn’t ever hurt anyone. At least not physically. Egos are bruised, fat bank balances are dented for a time, but no one is ever hurt.” 
 
    “I still don’t get it. Why would someone in your position help him at all?” 
 
    “Because, in the study of the mind, David has been quite a willing subject. People who are willing to break the mould of society’s expectations are very difficult to come by, but they are the crucial differences which are key to helping me learn how to… calibrate people. Without helpful people like David, my journey would have been a little slower. As it happens, I think you two could be quite interesting models too. But another time, I guess. I’ve got just half an hour before the show, but I can only spare five minutes. How can I help?” 
 
    “A pretty French girl is coming to the show tonight.” 
 
    “Maybe I can spare a little bit longer...” said Newton with a smile.  
 
    “She’ll be up in the cheap seats. We need to interview her, but it could be difficult. She was having an affair with…” 
 
    “Leslie Corcoran, the so-called art photographer,” concluded Newton. 
 
    “That’s the one,” said Dan.  
 
    “And now he’s dead,” said Eva. 
 
    “You wonder if she’s involved, or if she has information which could prove useful for your investigation…” said Newton. 
 
    “That’s the gist of it. Having a conversation with someone like you is a little strange…” said Dan.  
 
    Newton grinned. “Yes, I guess it must be. Her name is Celine Veroux?” 
 
    Dan nodded. The man had a good memory. Of course he did.  
 
    “She’s the guest of an Anna Wrexham. The tickets will be in her name.” 
 
    “And you think this girl can help?” He looked at Eva. “But you’re not sure.” 
 
    “No. We’re not sure at all. But based on what she tells us we should be able to get closer to the truth. And that can only be a good thing for David.” 
 
    Newton took it in and processed what Eva had said. His eyes lingered. Those eyes made Dan twitchy in all kinds of new ways. It was the Jedi-mind-trick thing. Roles had probably been messing with him, trying to get under his skin, and it had worked. Newton found Dan looking at him, but Dan looked away when the man’s eyes flicked to his. A faint smile danced across Newton’s lips.  
 
    “Okay. I’ll look out for the name and let’s see if we can bring her into the show.” 
 
    “Is there any need for that?” said Eva.  
 
    “Maybe not. But I am an entertainer, and it sounds like fun. Besides, from how David described her I’d quite like to meet the lady myself. I’ll see if I can arrange you some seats close to the stage.” 
 
    Newton drank off the rest of the lime soda. “Take the lower doors and head for the front seats. I’ll see to it.” 
 
    Newton smiled at each of them and walked towards the exit. Dan, Eva, and Parker looked at each other without saying a word – which was just as well – because then Newton turned back and pointed at Dan with a grin. “Roles told you about the Jedi mind trick, didn’t he?” 
 
    Dan gave a half nod and half-shrug. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Mr Bradley. He says that to everybody. It’s not true you know. Not unless I want it to be.” He gave Dan a wink and walked out into the foyer.  
 
    “I like him,” said Eva.  
 
    “In a funny way, so do I,” said Dan.  
 
    “That’s the mind trick taking effect,” said Parker with a faint frown. Parker looked up at a clock behind the bar. They had some time to kill, and the bar was empty. The phone in his pocket felt ready to buzz with another threat at any time. The old man needed to get another opportunity to look for the missing cash and he needed to do it soon. Time was wasting.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was after the interval. The audience, now mostly jazzed with at least a couple of drinks inside them were talkative and giggly. Newton had so far proved his skills by making one man with a phobia of heights climb a ladder to the top of the theatre’s ultra-high ceiling, and convinced another man he was imminently going to be crowned King of the men’s toilets. The man was so convinced of his power and superiority that he was able to tell the audience he intended to charge a tax for all those who wanted to use his conveniences. The man seemed utterly convinced. There was no sign of hypnotic trance, or any other inducement apart from a conversation with each person. But Dan noticed the intensity of the man’s eyes as he looked at each participant, and caught a frequent change in the rhythm of the man’s words. It was as if he was changing gears. There had to be more to it than that, but Dan thought he was seeing a part of it.  
 
    When Newton returned to the stage after the interval, he was adorned in a silver sequined cloak. He looked ready to up the ante.  
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen. Tonight, you may have thought you were safe from me. But let me assure you, no one is ever safe from a man who can read minds. So be warned. I am about to call one of you down to the stage. And when you do, I will help you become... amazing! So who then? Which one of you shall it be?” 
 
    Eva, Dan, and Parker were tucked at the far end of the front row, in seats which were likely to give anyone a crick in the neck. But the seats were free, so there was no complaining.  
 
    “This is it,” said Eva.  
 
    Covering his eyes with a hand, as if peering into the distance on a bright day, Newton began to stand on his tiptoes and peered into the crowd. There were titters of anticipation and nervousness from the watching crowd. Then Newton started to wave. He waved at the galleries. He waved at the back seats. Finally, he raised his hands to the top balcony, waved, and then stopped waving.  
 
    “Hello, my dear, how are you. Yes, you. Anna… Anna Wrexham. It’s you! You and your friend beside you. Please, ladies, make your way down to the stage and prepare to amaze yourselves and everybody else in this theatre!”  
 
    The crowd cheered. Throughout the show images and words had appeared like titles on a big screen at the back of the stage. A camera from somewhere behind Newton brought up an image of two young women standing up from their seats high up in the theatre. The image was enlarged on the screen behind Newton. Dan and Eva studied their blown-up faces. Anna Wrexham was as thin as her joke name implied, but still achingly beautiful with it. She was smiling and pink cheeked, either with a little wine or pure embarrassment. Beside her, the petite and tan-skinned Celine Veroux looked bemused and perplexed. Veroux saw she was on camera and threw her long straightened mane of brown hair back over her shoulder. While the ladies made their way down the back steps towards the stage, Newton filled time with a few easy gags which brought titters from the audience. They were eating out of his hand. 
 
    “I hope he’s not going to mess with the Corcoran case live on stage…” whispered Eva. “Celine Veroux could even be grieving…” 
 
    Dan nodded. “I think this guy has more class than that.” 
 
    With a burst of music and applause the two women walked on stage, both with self-conscious hints of a catwalk strut. Newton positioned himself between the two women and looked at each of them. 
 
    “First of all, don’t worry. After all, ladies, this is just entertainment. You won’t get hurt, upset, or embarrassed. Unless the audience really, really want that! No. Just kidding! No, first of all, I’m going to ask each of you a few basic questions to get a feel for you and the language of your mind. Then we’ll take it from there, so, how does that sound?” 
 
    He offered the mic to each of them to answer. They made affirmative statements. As soon as Celine spoke, he picked up on her French accent and made a sexy-growl to the audience. “Enchanté!” he said. The girl chuckled. Eva noticed Veroux seemed barely fazed by the occasion. Instead the screen showed her looking at Newton and fixed him with confident eyes. The Watcher was being watched. 
 
    “You first then, mademoiselle. What is your favourite colour?” 
 
    “Red.”  
 
    “Favourite day of the week?” 
 
    “Sunday.” 
 
    “Boots or shoes.” 
 
    “Boots.” 
 
    The questions went on for no more than twenty seconds. All the way through Newton kept his eyes on hers. And unlike many of the others who had been on stage, the girl maintained eye contact with Newton the whole time. 
 
    “I can’t work out which one is The Watcher, can you?” whispered Dan in Eva’s ear. While they were distracted with their whispering, Parker glanced down to the handbag tucked between Eva’s ankles. The clasp was open, leaving a tantalising glimpse of her brown leather purse inside. When Eva looked up, Parker eyes flicked to the stage. 
 
    “Thank you, Celine. I have now calibrated Celine…” He lifted his hands and the crowd whooped. As Newton turned towards Anna Wrexham, he glanced down at Eva and Dan. The look was subtle, it lasted barely a moment, but the message was clear. In twenty seconds the man knew more about Celine Veroux than anybody else involved in the whole case. As Newton started the same process with Anna Wrexham, Eva’s mind was already on the next phase in the case. Not even the amazing tricks Newton was about to perform with Veroux and Wrexham could contain her excitement. And Newton’s polished performance couldn’t hide something else. The cocksure confidence in the French girl’s eye was causing Newton some distraction. There was a frisson between them, a faint atmosphere like the beginning of something unfolding before their eyes.  
 
    The Watcher show carried on as if the two women were central to it, rather than last minute add-ons. He talked to them. Used them to make jokes which all made the audience laugh, and then as the conversation carried on, Anna Wrexham suddenly burst into song. It came in short bursts at first, as part of her conversation. The woman seemed embarrassed and surprised by her outbursts, as though it was uncontrollable. She laughed, became red faced, and put her hands over her mouth. Finally, she sang a whole verse.  
 
    “You’d never do something that stupid, would you, Celine?” said Newton to Veroux. 
 
    “I hope not,” she said.  
 
    “What did you say?” said Newton.  
 
    Then Celine sang the words “I… hope… not!” with gusto, as if they were the final words of a power ballad. When she finished there were hoots of laughter in the crowd, and a huge round of applause, but it was Newton who took a bow. When Newton stood, Eva saw him turn to Veroux and wink. So it seemed yet another man had fallen under the |French woman’s spell. Newton bade the women farewell, and got on with the spectacular final part of the show. But Eva had seen enough.” 
 
    “Newton knows something, but I’ve got to talk with that girl myself,” said Eva. As she leaned across and whispered the words into Dan’s ear through the applause, Jonathan Parker seized his moment. He dipped a bony hand down, threaded it into Eva’s bag and snatched out her purse. As Eva shifted back into her seat, then stood up, she picked up her handbag by the handles and turned left towards the lower exit doors. 
 
    Dan noticed a sudden stiffness in the old man’s body language. He looked at Parker and gave him a questioning look to check if the old man was okay. Parker nodded, then prodded at his wrist and revealed his watch. “Time for my tablets, old bean” he said, loud enough for Dan to hear. As the exit door was still closing from Eva’s departure, Jonathan Parker followed after her. Up on the stage above, Newton was winding up the audience as graphics filled the big screen and power music shook the air. But Dan wasn’t watching Newton. His eyes followed the old man the whole way to the exit door. 
 
      
 
    The theatre toilets were empty but for a couple of men attending to their business in a great hurry so as to get back to the show. Parker played the doddery old fool, biding his time to choose the cleanest and most private cubicle. He found one, shut the door, laid Eva’s bank cards on his knees, and snapped photographs of each one. Muffled laughter, applause, and booming music poured through the walls. When he had snapped every one of them, he selected the jpeg files from his phone’s photo library and sent them with a text message to Pac-Man Dunton. It was evening time, so there was a chance Dunton wouldn’t respond. But at twenty pounds for a one-minute task, Dunton’s hourly rate was better than many a top solicitor. Parker sent the message and waited, and hoped Pac-Man was still hungry for cash. Parker drummed his knees with his fingers, stared at the phone, and listened to the sounds of the show. A minute passed and his phone vibrated. Pac-Man had taken the bait. 
 
    “Two accounts for this name,” said Dunton’s text. “Twenty quid each.” 
 
    “You thieving bastard!” hissed Parker, then composed himself. He thumbed the text reply.  
 
    “Just do it.” 
 
    Another text came back.  
 
    “What’s the magic word?”  
 
    Parker swore again, and texted the universal magic word. Please. 
 
      
 
    Eva Roberts waited for the two women to emerge into the stairwell at the right hand side of the stage. In front of her was a double door with frosted glass which read ‘no entry to the general public’. Wrexham and Veroux had just left the stage and should have appeared at any time. She heard some female chatter full of laughter and relief. Then heard a male voice break into the conversation. She couldn’t make out any of the words, but half a minute later she saw a single shadow appear on the either side of the frosted glass. In case it was staff, Eva turned aside and pretended she was walking by. The frosted glass door opened, and the waiflike beauty of Anna Wrexham emerged. The woman was still smiling, her eyes full of bright amusement. The girl seemed to be in shock from her part in the show, and didn’t pay any attention to the woman pretending to pass her by. 
 
    Eva let her go. A few more seconds passed. From the look of things, she decided Celine Veroux wasn’t coming. This whole case was as slippery as an electric eel. Grab one end and it slipped through your fingers, but made sure to sting you on the way. The suspects weren’t making it easy – and as yet neither one of them knew they were in the frame. “By hook or by crook,” said Eva. She took a deep breath for courage, tugged the door to the backstage area and made her way through. 
 
      
 
    The text finally came through. 
 
    “Account one: Cash flow heavy. Balance 1826. Account two: Balance 329. Take my advice, Parker. Next time buy a scratch card.” 
 
    Parker read the text. He read it again. On the third time his eyes filled with tears and his throat pinched. Then he simply couldn’t read it anymore.  
 
    If Bradley and Roberts had the money – and he was sure they did – then they must have squirreled the whole lot somewhere beyond his reach. If that was the case, he was a dead man. End of story. Devon Parker had trusted very few people in his life. But Bradley and Roberts were among them. He had to have the money. Had to. Because sooner rather than later, Chambers was going to do exactly what he had promised 
 
      
 
    Eva passed a pair of technical looking types – two men – big earphones around the neck of one with a tablet computer in his hand, a walkie-talkie radio in the hand of the other, as they discussed something to do with the screen. The men stood to one side of the dull and functional brown corridor, both looking at a bright moving image on the earphone man’s tablet. Eva heard them discussing a glitch with the big screen images. Eva tried her best to look businesslike, purposeful, and unobtrusive. The taller guy with the radio was too busy talking to pay attention, but the earphones guy looked at her as she passed. He nodded then looked up again when he didn’t recognise her. He stared into Eva’s eyes, but Eva looked away and the guy didn’t stop her. He didn’t say a word. It was her suit that saved her. It was always the suit. Some people thought her style too dowdy, or that she was still too attached to tweed. Either way, for a girl who never stopped working, the suit did the business every time. Pure and simple. She pressed on, with the sound of the show getting louder and louder, until she found doors with names written on whiteboards with thick black ink. There were two doors, but only one of them said ‘Dirk’. Eva looked both ways down the corridor and knocked. Silence. Eva knocked again, and this time a hesitant female voice came back.  
 
    “Hello?” The voice was accented and it sounded French. Eva didn’t wait for an invitation. She twisted the handle, opened the door, walked inside and made sure to shut it behind her. 
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    The Mistress 
 
      
 
    Jonathan Parker trudged past the audience. Their eyes were lifted to the stage, faces filled with stardust and awash with booze. The old man envied them their simplicity, and wished he was anywhere else. Without looking back, he felt Dan’s eyes on him the whole way along the front row. And when he sat down – Eva’s empty seat between them – he dumped his body down like a sack of rubbish. The shock made the seats shudder, and he used the effect to slip the purse under his seat towards Eva’s.  
 
    “You okay?” said Dan. But Dan’s look didn’t seem too interested in his welfare. The old man recognised a hard edge in his dark eyes. It was more of a demand than a question. 
 
    Parker turned his face and nodded. They looked up at the dregs of the performance as Newton began to take his final bow. But with shows like this, there would always be a lengthy encore.  
 
      
 
    “Oh… look,” said Parker. Dan looked and found the old man pointing a bony finger down to the floor near Eva’s seat. Dan glimpsed the edge of her purse, the brassy clasp glinting in the light from the stage.  
 
    Dan picked it up, and popped the clasp. He found the cash pocket and saw some crisp flat notes still in place. If a thief was involved the purse would have been gone. Or at least the cash. But Parker had seen it first and pointed it out shortly after his disappearing act had finished. Dan gave a slight shake of his head, irritated, irked by suspicion and doubt. The muscles bunched around his jaw but he was unaware the old man had been watching him keenly.  
 
    “Something the matter?” said Parker. 
 
    Dan looked around, his face betraying him. 
 
    “Huh? I’ve never liked shows.” 
 
    Parker nodded and kept watching.  
 
    “It’s all too fake for me,” said Dan. “And if there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s a fake.” 
 
    Dan looked up as Newton waved and walked off the stage.  
 
    “Same here,” muttered Parker, knowing Dan wouldn’t be able to hear in the explosion of applause. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” said Celine Veroux. 
 
    The girl was perched on the edge of the dressing table in her denim hot pants, a glass of wine in her hand which she set down on the surface.  
 
    “Do you work here?” she added quickly, as if she might have been in trouble. 
 
    Eva realised the girl was wondering if Eva was a girlfriend.  
 
    “Yes, and no, Miss Veroux. I’m actually here to see you.” 
 
    Now Veroux looked confused. Eva saw the woman had unnaturally large eyes, hazel brown, and wasn’t afraid to look her in the eye. Those eyes combined with a tanned skin, and birdlike beauty, well, no wonder she seemed cause a sensation wherever she went.  
 
    “Me? I don’t understand. Did Dirk arrange this?” 
 
    “Dirk? Mr Newton. No. I’m a private investigator, Miss Veroux. I’m looking into the death of Leslie Corcoran. The murder.” 
 
    Eva saw the colour drain from the girl’s face. She looked away for a moment, and folded her arms before meeting Eva’s eyes.  
 
    “You want to discuss this here… now?” There was an irritated tone behind those last words. “Are you a journalist?” she snapped.  
 
    Eva shook her head, and slipped a business card from her jacket pocket. She handed it to the woman who read every word, then laid the card down beside her glass.  
 
    “I don’t want to talk about this now,” said Veroux. 
 
    “But there could be a murderer on the loose, Miss Veroux. If you were present at Leslie Corcoran’s house on the day he was killed, there’s no guarantee that this killer will leave you alone. What if the killer begins to think of you as a witness? What if he wonders if you saw him leave? You could have looked out of the window, and recognised them by the way they moved, or their shoes, or some other detail. Killers are very paranoid types, Miss Veroux. They have to be, if they intend not to be caught.” 
 
    “Do you intend to scare me? Haven’t I been through enough?” 
 
    “I think Leslie Corcoran’s wife has suffered too, don’t you, Miss Veroux?” 
 
    There was a faint flushing of the French woman’s cheeks.  
 
    “You know I was there. The police have already taken my statement. I don’t see what good it is for me to repeat myself to you.” 
 
    “Do you believe the killer is still out there?” said Eva. She made sure to capture the girl’s attention, staring into Veroux’s big eyes, and didn’t let go. Veroux was the first to back down. She picked up her glass and sipped.  
 
    “Or do you know where the killer could be?” said Eva.  
 
    The girl lowered the glass slowly.  
 
    “No,” she said firmly. “I do not know where the killer is. Or who they are. I had nothing to do with Leslie’s death. Nothing at all. In fact, I find the suggestion grotesque…”  
 
    The girl’s eyes became watery. She dabbed at the corners of her eyes so the tears wouldn’t spoil her makeup. The girl was upset – that was genuine enough – but it could easily have been indignation, or fear, rather than grief, which prompted those tears. Only time would tell. Time and the right questions.  
 
    “Did you love Leslie Corcoran, Miss Veroux?” 
 
    “Did I what? I don’t see what business it is of yours, either way.” 
 
    “I’ve been hired to track down the killer and I intend to do just that. Your statement, your feelings, what you saw, all of it could be pertinent to the investigation. None of us are isolated in this. Your feelings for Leslie Corcoran could have been a factor, no matter who carried out the killing.” 
 
    “We were close. Very close. Leslie loved me.” 
 
    “But you didn’t love him?” 
 
    “I liked him very much and I enjoyed his company. We were close.” 
 
    Eva let it go. If Lizzie, the student, was to be believed this girl got close to a lot of people.  
 
    “So you were together – intimately – at the time when the robbery took place.” 
 
    The girl sniffed and sighed.  
 
    “We were together. It was a tryst. I was his girlfriend, his lover, his mistress – call it what you will. I am not ashamed. In France, for a man of fame and power to have a mistress is not surprising or shameful. It is a way of life. Our President, he was the same. There is no need to be judgmental about these things.” 
 
    Eva let the girl finish, nodded and waited.  
 
    “We had not yet made love. We kissed. We talked. Then we both heard the sound of breaking glass in another room, and Leslie went to check on the house. A couple of minutes later I heard those awful gunshots, like little bursts of thunder, but sudden and so short. I knew instantly that it was a gun.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I am French! Do you not know? There has been so much terrorism in France. Gunshots are more common than you think. We have fear of such sounds in our cities these days.” 
 
    Eva looked into the girl’s eyes and searched them but found nothing to contradict what she had said. 
 
    “You knew it was a gun, so what did you do?” 
 
    “What would you do? I tried to hide. I didn’t want to die just because of an affair.” 
 
    “Because of the affair?” asked Eva. “What about the stolen artefacts.” 
 
    The girl shrugged. “I heard about some things after Leslie was killed. The police mentioned them. But Leslie never mentioned these to me at all. Whatever they were, they must have belonged to his wife.” 
 
    It sounded like Veroux was trying to shift the spotlight. 
 
    “And you know this, how…?” 
 
    “I don’t know it. Like you, I surmise. Listen to me. You judge me. You people think I am some callous self-centred little bitch… but use some sense, if I had known of those photographs in his bedroom, and I was as callous as you people think, do you not think I would have taken them for myself? I know those photographers. Signed, those works are worth a fortune. I could have taken them, sold them, and run.” 
 
    “Who thinks you are callous, Celine?” 
 
    “You for one. I see it in your eyes. But the police maybe. And the press. When they mention me at all, it is in spite.” 
 
    “But the photographs… you didn’t know about them.” 
 
    “They were hers, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Melissa Corcoran.” 
 
    The girl nodded.  
 
    “You know they have arrested an art thief for the murder…” 
 
    “Yes, I heard.” 
 
    “Did you hear the attacker that day? Did he speak?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Okay, but can you give me any indication or impression of the killer’s size or stature?” 
 
    “I never saw them; this is already on the record. I tried to hide.” 
 
    “Was there anything else, Miss Veroux? Anything you haven’t told me. Anything which could be helpful to the inquiry?” 
 
    “I am innocent. That is all you need to know. I didn’t kill Leslie Corcoran.” 
 
    “One thing, though. You had been lovers since at least October last year. And in that time did you never form any deeper feelings for the man – beyond that of liking him?” 
 
    “Why do you ask? You want to judge me some more, is that it?” 
 
    Eva shook her head. The truth was she had already judged the woman, it was hard not to do so. But now she wanted a clearer picture of the woman she was dealing with.  
 
    “The truth, Miss Roberts, is that none of us are who we seem. Don’t you think? Even you maybe. Maybe you are someone’s mistress, and yet you presume to judge me…” 
 
    They heard footsteps coming down the corridor, a commotion of crowd noise blooming then abating as an unseen door opened and shut.  
 
    “Leslie Corcoran was not always so loveable, Miss Roberts. That’s the truth of it. But to kill him? No. I could never do such a thing…” 
 
    Eva wanted to dig for more. Did Veroux have another motive which they didn’t yet know about? She opened her mouth to question the girl when the door opened and Dirk Newton burst in. His eyes were large, his mouth smiling, his skin glazed with a sheen of sweat. He grinned at Celine, then looked at Eva with a little less joy. 
 
    The man pulled away his sequined cape and tossed it over the back of the chair. He pressed close to the French girl’s side so she had to shuffle along her perch. Their sudden proximity made them already seem like lovers. Before the night was out, Eva felt there was every chance that they would be. Newton picked up the wine bottle and glass.  
 
    “Would you like a glass, Miss Roberts?” said Newton, offering her the glass.  
 
    Eva shook her head. 
 
    “Are you sure? You strike me as the type of girl who can handle some wine.” 
 
    Eva met the man’s eyes. The comment felt pointed. She didn’t know how but Newton was able to read minds and memories. She wondered how much of her he could see. There were plenty of reasons why Eva could have drunk herself stupid through the years, and there were plenty of reasons she chose not to. 
 
    “You’re certainly a persistent and determined investigator, Miss Roberts. You managed to get in here without permission. I’ll talk to security about that.” 
 
    “What security?” said Eva.  
 
    “Exactly,” said Newton, with a grin. He poured a glass and swigged heartily.  
 
    “But if you had waited for me I could have saved you the bother. This fine young lady hasn’t killed anyone. She’s innocent.” 
 
    Celine looked at Newton with a charmed, confused smile.  
 
    “How do you know?” said Eva, asking for the both of them.  
 
    “Because I interviewed her for you on stage. Every answer she gave told me a host of things. I know she has never killed a man, though she may well have reasons why she might want to.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr Newton. But your say so isn’t good enough,” said Eva.  
 
    “I’m afraid it’s going to have to be.” He turned to the girl and clinked his glass upon hers. “To new friendships, Celine.” 
 
    Her eyes sparkled with flirtation. Eva’s glinted with irritation.  
 
    “I hope you enjoyed the show, Miss Roberts. But it’s time Celine and I prepared for our little dinner date. If you don’t mind…” 
 
    Eva looked at the French woman. “Fair enough, but I’ll need some clarification on something you said.” 
 
    Newton opened the door and waited for Eva to leave.  
 
    “She didn’t do it, Miss Roberts. Don’t waste your time.” 
 
    Eva looked into the man’s eyes seeing if she could read what he knew. She may have reasons why she might want to. Newton gave her a benign smile.  
 
    “I’ll be in touch,” said Eva.  
 
    “I know,” said Newton. She walked out into the corridor and the door closed behind her.  
 
    Eva felt further away than ever from knowing the identity of Corcoran’s killer. And what Newton had said – what Veroux had hinted at, suggested another layer of intrigue. Damn it, when was any case going to be easy? 
 
    Eva walked out into the main corridor by the frosted glass doors as the public pushed past. They were loud and talkative and full of excitement at the show. Eva leaned back against the wall in thought. She needed to speak to Mrs Corcoran more than ever. It wasn’t just about eliminating her, or proving her guilt. It was about unpicking Leslie Corcoran’s character too.  
 
    “There you are,” said Parker. “You know; you really should be more careful.” The old man gave Eva a patronising look, and nodded to Dan as he appeared behind him in the moving crowd.  
 
    “Why?” said Eva.  
 
    “Parker found your purse under your chair,” said Dan. Dan looked at her, his eyes full of meaning and hints. But Eva’s mind was already so full she didn’t receive any of Dan’s subtleties. 
 
    “I don’t get it. My purse was in my bag.” 
 
    The old man shrugged. “Must have slipped out when you stood up. These things happen.” 
 
    Parker re-joined the crowd, and Dan and Eva followed.  
 
    “He’s bad news,” whispered Dan.  
 
    “He’s Devon’s brother.” 
 
    “Yeah. And it’s starting to show. What about the mademoiselle? Did you speak to her?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said as they walked out of a side door into a cool, busy London evening. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “It’s not her. But something else was going on there. As of tonight she and Newton are an item.” 
 
    “Jeez. These mind magicians don’t waste time.” 
 
    “And it turns out it wasn’t all passion and lingerie between Leslie and Celine.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Just something she said…” 
 
    “Does it get us closer?” 
 
    “The truth is I don’t know. To be honest, it feels like we’re getting further away…” said Eva.  
 
    “Then we should go for the wife. She’s still in the frame for this one,” said Dan.  
 
    “Time for a pint?” called Parker, from a few paces ahead. He pointed to a well-lit bar across the street. Before he waited for an answer from them, he had stepped to the kerb, and stood waiting for a break in the traffic. 
 
      
 
    Parker downed one pint of bitter in the time it took Dan to drink a third of his lager. But Dan wasn’t going to be rushed. He let the man squirm and stare into his empty glass for a good two minutes before he couldn’t bear it any longer. He pulled four pound coins from his pocket and slapped them on the dark wooden bar top. 
 
    “That’s the last one tonight.” 
 
    “Is it?” said Parker.  
 
    “You’re not a well man. And we’re working, remember?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Right.”  
 
    Dan shook his head at Eva, but saw she was distant, still chewing over the case. By now he knew the routine. He could speak to her but she wouldn’t hear him, so Dan decided to drink and enjoy the surroundings. It was rare for them to be in London, especially in a proper dark wood pub in the West End. There were even ale barrels on the bar and a smell of malt and roast beef. It felt good. The only problem about it was sharing the experience with Jonathan Parker. Parker leaned his elbows on the bar and waited to be served. As Dan watched him he saw the man pull his cracked phone from his back pocket. Parker was losing weight. The suit he’d been wearing was beginning to look slack and bedraggled on his slight frame. And by now he hadn’t changed it in a couple of days. Looking at Parker, Dan was beginning to wonder about of a lot of things.  
 
    Parker turned away and scraped the four pounds into his hand and dropped it into his pocket. He hadn’t bothered to order his pint, but had still taken the money. Parker was going to walk away without a word until Dan’s voice turned his head.  
 
    “What’s up? The world of bookkeeping calling?” 
 
    The man smiled, but his eyes didn’t play along.  
 
    “Ah… sort of. It’s just something I’d rather not put off.” 
 
    “About your finances?” 
 
    “That’s a personal matter…” said Parker, with finality and walked away. He made for the side of the pub, towards a single exit door. He stared at his phone the whole way. 
 
    “Where’s he going?” said Eva watching him.  
 
    “You know I really don’t think you left your purse behind in the theatre, Eva. I’m sure he took it.” 
 
    “But the cash was all there.” 
 
    “We need to keep an eye on him, believe me.” Dan squeezed Eva’s shoulder and downed his lager. He started to weave around the clumps of drinkers in the low ceilinged bar until he reached the side door. Dan peered through the glass, looking left and right out onto the dark street. He caught sight of Parker standing on the quieter side street, pressing his phone to his face, while his other hand was held high, gesticulating in the air.  
 
    Dan watched the performance for a second or two, then slowly pulled the door open. With Parker’s back towards him, Dan turned left and walked a few steps away. He found another door recess along the wall, a few feet down. A fire exit or a delivery door. Dan stepped into it, and pressed behind the edge of the wall. From there he listened, and tried to tune out all the sounds of the city at night. 
 
    “...you have to believe me. I know it’s there. It’s just a process of elimination. There’s only so many places people can hide cash, isn’t there? You must know that well enough. Bank accounts, or in loans to friends, as assets, or cash in a box somewhere. No. No. Honestly. I mean it. Trust me. I was an accountant. I saw all kinds of tricks and I saw through them all. You’ve seen the entry in the cash book. The money exists. I know it does. And they bloody well have it. I just need time. You have to give me more time…” 
 
    Dan narrowed his eyes as he listened. 
 
    Cash. Money. Cashbook. It exists. They have it… who? 
 
    “No, please don’t say that. Please don’t even think like that… I’ll fix it. I promise. I can do this thing… I know. Of course I can.” 
 
    The call ended and Parker looked at the screen and blew out a long hard breath before he slipped the phone away. Dan took a moment to process everything he’d heard, then he stepped out onto the street. 
 
    “Fix what, Jonathan?” 
 
    JP reeled around, looking shaky. He looked his age and then some.  
 
    “Wha – oh. It’s you,” said Parker. Parker’s eyes were picked up by the golden light from the pub windows. They contained something which looked a lot like anger.  
 
    “What are you going to fix, Jonathan?” 
 
    “What? How long have you been listening?” 
 
    Dan shook his head and lied. “I wasn’t. I just got out here. I wondered what you were doing.” 
 
    “Making a call, just like I said.” 
 
    Dan nodded. “Just a phone call. To some guy.” 
 
    “That’s about the size of it, yes.” 
 
    “You want to talk about it?” said Dan.  
 
    “No. I don’t. I want a drink.” 
 
    “It’s the money, isn’t it?” 
 
    Parker had turned towards the bar door, but the words froze him. He looked at Dan with raised eyebrows and hope in his little eyes. The look on the old man’s face took him by surprise.  
 
    “The money?” 
 
    “Come on. You owe someone a shit load of money for some reason you never even explained. And now they’re putting the thumbscrews on.” 
 
    Parker waited for Dan to say more. But he didn’t. The old man’s face gradually started to harden and the flinty look returned to his eyes.  
 
    “Yes, it’s all about the money.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    Parker looked at Dan, his little eyes flicking left and right as if he was trying to read Dan, or intimidate him even. Dan stood unmoved, hands in his pockets.  
 
    “All of it!” 
 
    Parker turned away and walked back into the light and din of the old pub.  
 
    As the door shut, Dan sighed. “You’ve lost the plot, you crazy old bastard,” he muttered, then walked back inside. When this case finally closed, Dan was looking forward to finally shutting the door on Parker too.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Fourteen 
 
    Lady M 
 
      
 
    Eva called ahead to MCM Media as a precaution, but she never had a doubt in her mind. Melissa Corcoran was a workaholic. She had seen it many times in the course of her career. When marriages died, those involved would often retreat into their work, pouring the passion and obsession they once used to invest in their lovers into their career. If MCM Media’s current success and trendy offices were anything to go by then Mrs Corcoran had once been a very passionate woman. 
 
    The Hoxton coloured-block building was occupied by scores of different companies, with MCM occupying half of the top floor. Getting in the building had been surprisingly easy. But as soon as they reached the top, the lift doors opened and they found locked glass doors on both sides of the lobby. The MCM brand was printed large on the glass of the right hand side. And a woman looked out at them from behind a reception desk. As soon as they walked towards the MCM door, the reception woman buzzed the glass doors and let them in.  
 
    “We’re here to see Melissa Corcoran,” said Eva, all breezy, like she had a divine right to see the woman.  
 
      
 
    But it still didn’t give them access to the woman herself. Even in her business domain she remained unobtainable, a situation which they would have to remedy. But at least they were getting closer. Melissa Corcoran dispatched the PA to reception to give them the brush off. 
 
    The PA was a young woman with flat brown hair and a pretty face, albeit a much understated type of prettiness. The horn rimmed spectacles made her looks even more understated. Black framed lenses combined with a black suit, the girl could have worked in any office, any town. But Eva saw something behind the flat black look. The girl’s eyes shone from her short-sighted lenses with strength and commitment. Eva recognised those qualities, because she possessed them herself.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Mrs Corcoran is very busy as I’m sure you can appreciate. We're presently negotiating new contracts with an American media company and we have a very tight schedule. And we’re having to field lots of calls because of what happened to Mr Corcoran too.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” said Eva. “Which is why we promise that we won’t take up much of her time.” 
 
    “Sorry, but I’m afraid that won’t be possible. As I said, Mrs Corcoran is very busy, and says she really won’t see anyone today.” 
 
    “That must make you very busy too, blocking all the people who want to see her,” said Dan, wearing his charm smile. Eva glanced at him from the corner of her eyes, knowing his game. The woman noticed Dan’s smile and the dark eyes, but she remained resolute. 
 
    “Yes, that’s true, but that’s my job. So I’m very sorry but…” 
 
    “Then maybe you could help us instead,” said Eva. 
 
    “Me? I don’t think so,” 
 
    “But you really could,” said Eva. “You must keep a diary for Mrs Corcoran and I’ll bet you know her whereabouts any given day. You must know a lot of things about her.” 
 
    “And I have an employment contract which states I have to keep them confidential.” 
 
    “I understand, Miss…?” 
 
    “Yardley. Lauren Yardley.” 
 
    “Look, this isn’t about a witch-hunt against your boss.” 
 
    Yardley looked sceptical. 
 
    “I know a lot of people think she’s involved in what happened,” said the PA. “Mr Corcoran was a very popular and colourful figure in the press. But people don’t know the half of what Mrs Corcoran has been through. She is a very stoic woman, and furthermore she has a very firm alibi. I should know, I worked with her that day. The day it happened.” 
 
    The PA’s cheeks became tinged with pink and she pursed her lips as if she believed she’d already said too much. She looked at the reception lady, who beamed at her and nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure,” said Eva. “But look, what if, with your help, we could completely eliminate her from the whole investigation. We form a body of evidence which proves Melissa Corcoran had nothing to do with the murder. From the few things you’ve already said, it sounds like you could really help her.” 
 
    Eva was hooked. Lauren Yardley was the third person to mention perceived flaws in the photographer’s character. There were some pretty obvious ones, granted. A serial cheat was by no means a great guy, but Eva couldn’t help wondering if something else being referred to. Celine Veroux certainly meant something worse than cheating. Eva wanted to find out precisely what those flaws were.  
 
    “I’m sorry to disappoint you but I can’t get involved.” 
 
    “But we can help.” Eva produced her business card and handed it across. “We’ve been hired to find out who carried out this appalling crime and we’re going to do just that. Why not make use of us as a resource which someone else is paying for? It could benefit your boss. Who knows? Your boss might even be grateful to you.” 
 
    There was a quiet look about the girl which said she very much doubted that. 
 
    The PA looked at the business card, nodded and again looked at the receptionist.  
 
    “You’re certainly very insistent…” said Yardley. She looked at the card, considering the facts. “And we really can’t have you discussing Mrs Corcoran’s affairs out here in front of the whole company. But please make sure you don’t misunderstand me. There’s no way I can let you disturb Mrs Corcoran. Are we clear about that?”  
 
    “Crystal. A chat with you might be all we need,” said Dan. 
 
    “Okay. But this will have to be brief,” said Yardley, establishing her authority for the sake of anyone listening. She led the way past reception, walking past banks of fancy desks which were separated by small break out areas festooned with oversized kid's toys on the floor. Nobody was playing with the big blocks or the giant sliding puzzles, which was no surprise. Eva had a feeling Melissa Corcoran wasn’t the kind of boss who appreciated playtime at work, even if she wanted to appear like an ultra-modern employer. As they walked past rows of desks, some staff looked up at them. Some looked friendly, some inquisitive. And Eva heard some muttering in their wake. Melissa Corcoran’s domination hung over the bright office like a pale cloud threatening rain. 
 
      
 
    Lauren Yardley pushed open the door to a bright white office with a glass desk on one side, a wall of plain wooden-faced box files, and the red corporate logo on the wall. Beside the red logo was another door bearing the name Melissa. The name itself was printed in a handwritten style with bright rainbow colours, as if the woman was a nursery school teacher. Lauren Yardley sat down behind her glass desk and arranged herself demurely. Her desk was completely free of clutter aside from a set of car keys and a few feminine trinkets by the keyboard. As she took up her position she began to assume a look of authority which must have been learned from her boss. “I will only tell you the same information as I gave to the police. I don’t really see how it can help you, but I’ll be glad to tell you all the same.” 
 
    “Do you mind?” said Eva, taking hold of a seat. 
 
    “Fine. But let’s keep this brief. I can’t give you much, but if it helps Melissa…” 
 
    “It will,” said Dan.  
 
    Lauren Yardley shrugged. “Melissa was here all morning, all the way through the time of the murder. What else can I tell you?” As Yardley looked at each of them, Eva was listening to the sounds from behind her, trying to ascertain if Melissa was in residence. But the room next door was quiet. Dan’s eyes picked over the wall, the cube calendar on Yardley’s desk, the big tub of iron tablets and expensive vitamins on the shelf, the pretty look on the girl’s face. She looked away when she caught him looking. And Dan looked down at the big desk diary. It was one of the thick black day-to-view variety. Yardley seemed to be a young lady who liked tradition. Plenty of people these days ran their lives and businesses from their tablet computers.  
 
    “Why don’t you tell us what you know?” said Eva. 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “How has she been since?” said Eva.  
 
    “The same as always. Melissa is stoic. Hard working. Introverted, maybe. But she is always the same. She is very, very driven.” 
 
    “Have you noticed any signs of grief?” said Dan, bluntly. 
 
    “No more or less than I would expect…” said Yardley with care. 
 
    “Than you would expect…?” repeated Eva.  
 
    Yardley opened her mouth, closed it, then opened it again.  
 
    “I have opinions about Mr Corcoran, as all people do. But I am not going to go down that road. I hope you can understand.” 
 
    Eva nodded. Yardley’s job was on the line.  
 
    “We’ve interviewed other people who suggest Mr Corcoran was no saint.” 
 
    “Then I’m glad you’re building a fully rounded picture.” 
 
    Eva nodded, accepting that the coded comment was as far as Yardley could go without compromising her position.  
 
    “Is there anything else you know – on the record. What about the days preceding the attack?” 
 
    “The robbery you mean? The police mentioned a bungled robbery.” 
 
    Dan shrugged. Eva nodded. “Exactly. As you say, a bungled robbery.” 
 
    Yardley hesitated. “It’s already been told to the police, so I can mention this with a clear conscience. Leslie Corcoran went to a gallery show the night before he was killed. It was a review of his work from the last fifteen years or so. He and Melissa had a disagreement in public. But Leslie always showed a lot of attention to women – a lot of extravagant attention to women who were not his wife – in public.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Dan. “Can you remember who he showed attention to…” 
 
    “Yes… there was some blonde in a low bare-back dress. He made a real beeline for her. And the French girl was there again. She’s always there. She looks like a glutton for punishment if you ask me. She always shows up looking ready to cause a scene; angry or upset. But what does the girl expect? She was one of the girls he cheated with. If she expected fidelity from a man like him, she was a fool. Look what he’s done to poor Melissa...” 
 
    Dan stroked his chin. The girl wasn’t as confidential as she wanted to be. Yardley liked to talk, and it sounded like keeping up with her boss’s love life was her favourite pastime. A chat-happy witness – at last some good news. Dan’s eyes roamed as he listened and thought about some new lines of questioning to open the PA further. The French girl had been angry or upset for a long time. That was news. Maybe it made the angry look in the photographs more relevant to the case. What was the reason for it? Her anger could have been related to motive. No matter what Newton’s lusty eyes had told her, Eva was thinking the same. 
 
    Veroux wasn’t out of the picture yet. But, so far, the wife hadn’t even been tested. It was her they were here to learn about. Dan strained his ears again for Mrs Corcoran’s office. Eva’s eyes roamed, and settled on the diary, and the wooden cabinet. There was a tap at the door and a tall guy with bright eyes and thinning hair leaned in and looked at them. 
 
    “Hey, Lauren. There’s a package for Melissa at the front desk.” 
 
    “Can you sign for it, Eddie? I’m busy.” 
 
    “No can do. It’s for Lady M. Only you can do that or the good lady herself.” 
 
    Yardley sighed, and looked at Eva and Dan.  
 
    “I’m going to have to sign for this thing. I’ll be back in sixty seconds. Please, don’t disturb Melissa, or I’ll be the one who has to pay. Okay?” 
 
    “Sure,” said Dan. 
 
    “Of course,” said Eva.  
 
    As soon as the door started to close behind her both were on their feet. Dan walked up close to Melissa Corcoran’s door, and listened for her dulcet tones. She was apparently on the phone but her words were indistinguishable. 
 
    “She’s so close. We could just go inside and front her and that would be that,” said Dan.  
 
    “We made Miss Yardley a promise. I think there’s another way we can get to Melissa Corcoran,” said Eva. “Maybe a meeting by coincidence.” 
 
    “I don’t believe in coincidence,” said Dan.  
 
    “Neither do I. But apparently some people do.” 
 
    Eva opened the pages of the big diary and started to photograph them on her phone. She started with the current day, went forward and snapped a few days ahead. Then she went back and snapped a few days past. In her head she counted as she flicked the pages, and kept counting. There were lists of names, and venues, and priorities for meetings. But there were plenty of blank looking lines too, some containing no more than two initials. Looking at the pages at such speed made them next to meaningless, but Eva knew she’d find something. She flicked and snapped, flicked and snapped. She was going to find something; she just wasn’t sure what. When her counting reached 50 seconds, Eva was still behind Yardley’s desk. She heard female footsteps coming close to the entrance door. Eva slammed the diary shut and scraped around the edge of the desk to safety. Dan plonked himself down in the guest chair, and Eva scrambled into her original position. Lauren Yardley walked in and looked at both of them, seeing the last flurry of their movement as they settled into position. She paused by the door and looked at them. The atmosphere in the small room was suddenly too tense for comfort. Suspicion showed on the girl’s face.  
 
    “What have you been doing?” Yardley laid a bubble-bag envelope on her desk and kept her eye on them as she sat down. Neither one of them said a word. 
 
    “That’s it. This meeting is over.” 
 
    Dan stood up. “Thanks for your time, Miss Yardley. It’s been much appreciated,” he said. “But just one last thing. Has anything else odd, anything at all happened – anything odd, which you think could be pertinent?” 
 
    “I think I shouldn’t have let you in here in the first place.” 
 
    “Don’t worry” said Eva. “We’re going. But if you do think of anything to help, please call.” 
 
    “Thanks but no thanks. If I do think of anything else, I’ll mention it to Melissa. And then Melissa will call the police. I don’t think we need to be seeing each other again, do you? And please don’t come back.” 
 
    Miss Yardley opened the door to the rest of the office and waited for them both to leave. They left the room and walked past rows of nosy eyes tracking them all the way to the exit.  
 
    “What do you make of that?” Dan muttered.  
 
    “Not much. But at least we got a look at Melissa Corcoran’s diary. We now know her movements for the next few days. It’ll either back up her story, or tear holes in it,” said Eva, waving to the receptionist as she went.  
 
    “And Miss Yardley?” 
 
    “Defensive. But who can blame her? She was on to us. And she’s another one who’s suggested there was more going on between Veroux and Leslie Corcoran than we currently understand.” 
 
    “Veroux was angry about something. That’s what we know. But it looks to me like Mrs Corcoran has plenty more reason to be angry. Don’t you think?” 
 
    Eva nodded. “I do. Before we go any further we need to take a look at what we’ve got.” 
 
    “Not much,” said Dan. 
 
    “Not much, but Veroux has left a kind of trail behind her. The photographs, the moodiness, the impression we’ve been given by Yardley and others – it helps us. Now we need to dig and find out if Lady M has a trail too.” 
 
      
 
    As the private investigators walked through Hoxton on a busy East London morning, PA Lauren Yardley knocked on the door and walked into Melissa Corcoran’s office.  
 
    “Well?” said the woman. Melissa Corcoran leaned away from her laptop screen.  
 
    “They were two of them. They said they were investigators. The woman gave me a business card. Here.” 
 
    Yardley stepped forward, and handed the business card to Melissa Corcoran and stepped away. The stern woman scanned the card and laid it on her desk.  
 
    “What did they want?” 
 
    “To ask me about you. They’re investigating the case for a private client. They told me that if I helped them they could help clear your name, but something didn’t feel right. I had to go and pick up a signed-for parcel from the front desk and I left them for no longer than a minute, max, but I’m sure they were nosing around while I was gone.” 
 
    “But they won’t have found anything, will they? After all, I am innocent.” 
 
    “Yes, Melissa. Of course you are,” said Yardley. She gave her boss a polite smile and stepped out of the office, relieved the whole ordeal was over. She looked around, wondering what the investigators had been looking for. But Melissa was right. They were barking up the wrong tree, seriously.  
 
      
 
    Melissa Corcoran picked up the phone and dialled. 
 
    The phone rang and rang, but they eventually picked up at the other end.  
 
    “Two private investigators came calling to my office. They say they’re investigating Leslie’s murder. From their description, it could be the two who invaded my house last night. Yes, I do. As a matter of fact, I’ve got their details right here…” 
 
    Melissa Corcoran read out Eva’s name, address, and telephone number, then added “I want you to be ready. Okay? Ready for when I have need of you…”


 
   
 
  

 Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Second Guesses 
 
      
 
    They were back at the hotel, but not the one they started in. The Excelsior, on the street between Fenchurch Street and Tower Hill was a top end establishment. The doorman wore a uniform and a top hat. They charged ten pounds plus for a cocktail at the bar, which was why they’d all kept to coffee. The Excelsior had been a convenient stop off point, but this case, like many before was centred around South East London. Therefore, a cheap-as-chips Quality Lodge was the order of the day. It did the job and didn’t eat too far into their profit margin. They sat surrounded by vending machines in the hotel’s canteen room. There was a speckly industrial standard floor and shiny blue walls. Eva felt her phone vibrate and she saw she had missed two calls. One was from an 0300 number and another was from a withheld caller ID. Those kind of missed calls were usually salesmen from call centres. Eva laid the phone aside and borrowed Dan’s tablet, opening the notepad function. 
 
    Parker was with them again, and both of them had noticed the faint whiff of alcohol on his breath beneath a thin disguise of extra-strong mints.  
 
    “You get anything from the old boiler?” 
 
    By boiler, Parker was referring to Melissa Corcoran, her well-known moody face, and larger frame. Parker was a South Londoner, but never before had Dan known JP’s vernacular as being so earthy. The shabby suit. The alcoholic breath. The cockney patter of Jonathan Parker had definitely changed.  
 
    “Lady M? She wouldn’t see us,” said Dan, borrowing the term he’d heard used by the staff at MCM.  
 
    “Waste of time, I suppose,” said Parker. 
 
    “Not quite. We’re building up a picture of something else. Something relating to Celine Veroux.” 
 
    Parker waited for the goods. 
 
    Eva left him hanging and started to tap the tablet screen.  
 
    “Lauren Yardley, Melissa Corcoran’s PA, referred to seeing Celine Veroux at various soirées where the Corcorans were in attendance prior to Leslie’s murder. The PA said Veroux always looked pissed off, like she was carrying some grievance against Leslie,” said Dan.  
 
    “The obvious grievance was that Leslie Corcoran continued to have sex with as many different women as were available,” said Eva. 
 
    “Allegedly,” said Dan with a smile. 
 
    “But it looks true enough. A jilted lover is always a cause for grievance.” 
 
    “So it was the French girl then?” said Jonathan. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” said Dan. “But something is going on there.” 
 
    Eva tapped the screen. “Yardley made a subtle reference to this ‘something’. Veroux herself said the man wasn’t as good as he seemed, something our celebrity mindbender Dirk Newton also confirmed.” 
 
    “A girl as good looking as her would want to be the only star shining in Corcoran’s sky,” said Parker. “She was angry because Corcoran had a wandering eye.” 
 
    Eva and Dan looked at one another. Neither of them believed the problem was so simple. Eva typed Veroux’s name into the notepad and then added ‘grievance?’ beneath. Next she opened the photograph viewer. Having earlier sent the snaps from the PA’s office to Dan’s phone, the photos were now accessible via the tablet.  
 
    Eva scrolled through stacks of old photographs to get to the latest ones.  
 
    Images of thin-ruled white paper appeared on the screen, with a bubbly, feminine hand inscribed all over it. Eva was grateful to see that the handwriting was good and clear.  
 
    “What’s this?” said Parker and quietly burped into his first.  
 
    “We took some pictures from the PA’s diary. The first one was for today. Then I took a few for the following days…” 
 
    “So you know where to find her,” said Parker. “Nice. Now you can jump out on her from behind a bush.” 
 
    “Something like that,” said Eva. “Then I took some snaps of the diary a few days prior. They include the day Leslie Corcoran was killed. Time to review what we’ve got.” 
 
    Eva started to pick through the images, enlarging them with her fingers, reading the interesting and the not so interesting details written on each of the pages. Meetings with clients, mostly named but some reduced to their initials, with two or three words following – a location and a purpose for the meeting. Then there were staff reviews. There were marketing meetings, bank meetings, plans to jet to New York to meet with the US clients. The list was varied, and to Eva’s mind generally worthless to their investigation.  
 
    “See what you think, Dan. Can you spot anything?” 
 
    She handed the tablet to Dan, while Jonathan looked deep in thought.  
 
    “Don’t you think you might be overcomplicating this thing?” said the old man, his eyes drifting awake 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “The French girl. It sounds to me like she didn’t do it. She was there for a naughty visit with Leslie. The killing happened in another room by someone who was armed.” 
 
    “So it seems. But that could be fabrication.” 
 
    “The police use forensics. They would know.” 
 
    “But Veroux has other lovers. She could have persuaded one to help her,” said Eva. “She’s not out of the picture yet.” 
 
    Parker shrugged. “Let’s keep it simple. Suppose she’s not the killer. Then who is?” 
 
    “Melissa Corcoran looks the likeliest candidate,” said Eva. “But she has an alibi.” 
 
    “So does everyone with a brain. I was an accountant. I used to create alibis so people could keep the money they owed to the tax man. It doesn’t mean the alibi is real. Let’s look at it. What is the woman’s alibi?” 
 
    “She was in the office, as verified by the PA, for the entire period in which the murder took place.” 
 
    “That’s the alibi. It sounds good. But have you checked it. Really checked it? 
 
    “It’s there. The police have taken it as gospel too,” said Eva. 
 
    Dan glanced up from the tablet. “You know; he’s got a point. We need to test it.” 
 
    “How?” asked Eva.  
 
    “I don’t think Lady M has too many friends around that office, do you? Someone will remember what she did that day. Someone there probably has a working theory of how she could have done it already.” 
 
    “Hmmmmmmm,” said Eva. She nodded, accepting the point. 
 
    “Forget that for a second,” said Parker. “How does the rest of her alibi stack up?” 
 
    “The PA said she was there all morning. That’s how it stacks up.” 
 
    “That’s it?” said Parker. 
 
    “Pretty much,” said Eva. “From what we know, the woman went into her office and shut the door all morning. Seems to be her habit. There is no way out of there, apart from in front of the PA.” 
 
    “What if she was only concerned in creating an alibi? She could have left when the PA’s back was turned. She could have engineered any number of distractions for that, this woman is the boss, after all.” 
 
    Eva nodded. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Number one, this PA needs the toilet. And as far as I remember, women always seem to go more frequently than men. She would have had the chance to leave.” 
 
    “But other people would have seen her. The rest of the office.” 
 
    “I’m saying there are ways, that’s all.” 
 
    “Ways?” 
 
    “Cause another distraction for the office people. This woman set up a big business from scratch. You don’t know what she is capable of.” 
 
    “You think she did it, don’t you?” said Dan.  
 
    “It’s very possible. David Roles thinks she’s nailed on for it,” said Parker. 
 
    “Your friend Mr Roles would accuse the queen if he thought it would fly. But I like the way your mind works, Jonathan. You’re sharper than I gave you credit for.” 
 
    Jonathan stared at Dan as if his words carried a deeper resonance. But Dan had already started back on the tablet. 
 
    “You said keep it simple,” said Eva. “That’s what we’ll do. I’ll find out about the PA’s whereabouts, see if she left our Lady M alone for any length of time that morning. If she did, your theory has wings. If our PA didn’t, we need to find ourselves another killer. 
 
    “Hey,” said Dan. “Did you see this?”  
 
    He lifted the tablet across the table, and pointed at two letters alone on a single line in the diary page. There was no time against the entry. It was in the notes section beneath the day. There was no extra detail at all. Just the initials ML. 
 
    “And it’s here too,” said Dan. He flicked his finger to the side of the screen and found another page. Eva had to lean forward and screw up her eyes, but she saw it. ML at the foot of the page.  
 
    “Then it appears a few pages back.” 
 
    Dan found the entry and showed them.  
 
    “Okay. What about future entries?” said Eva. “Can you find any?” 
 
    Dan took the tablet back, flicked forward through the pages and shook his head. 
 
    “No. There’s nothing there.” 
 
    “ML. Who or what is ML? Melissa and Leslie? Melissa and Lauren? Maybe they have coffee to catch up on stuff. The boss and the PA. It makes sense,” said Eva. 
 
    “Not the way this is written. The M and the L are close, like they are the same thing, not two separate people. We could ask them,” said Dan.  
 
    “Ask a suspect about a clue? That doesn’t sound like wisdom to me,” said Parker.  
 
    “Until this moment none of us realised how wise you were, Jonathan,” said Dan with plenty of irony.  
 
    “No one said it's a clue. The PA wrote it. It’s shorthand for something. What about the day of the murder? Is it there then?” 
 
    Dan looked at the page for the fateful day. There were a ton of notes relating to meetings, a to-do list and priorities. Each was delineated and marked off by a blank line between them. The first set and the second set of notes were divided by not one blank line but two. 
 
    “Nothing there,” said Dan.  
 
    Damn. It would have been too easy. Eva took the tablet and looked for herself.  
 
    She looked at the initials ML, and thought about calling Lauren Yardley, but counselled herself against it. For all his faults, Jonathan Parker had a point. It wasn’t wise to go spreading your thoughts around before a case was closed. Eva opened the notepad function, and typed: Lady M’s work diary. What is ML? 
 
    Veroux’s grievance. The initials ML. Both lines of enquiry had offered clues of some kind, but there was still a chance they were nothing at all. And there was only one way to find out. Good old fashioned digging, tenacity, and hard work. 
 
    Jonathan Parker rubbed his hands together and opened his mouth like he was about to make an announcement. Eva saw it, but looked at her notes biting her lip in thought. Dan looked at Parker, nodding for him to say whatever was on his mind.  
 
    “Dear old Devon…” he started. “My big brother. I was always under the impression that he spent as much as he earned.” 
 
    “And then some,” said Dan with a grin.  
 
    “But,” said Parker firmly. “People can surprise us all the time in life, can’t they…?” 
 
    Parker fixed Dan with his eye, and Dan shook his head at him. He didn’t get the meaning behind them. 
Eva’s phone rang. She picked it up and answered, ready to dismiss the sales call.  
 
    “Eva Roberts.” 
 
    “Hello, this is North West Bank Fraud Department.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” said Eva, sitting up. 
 
    “North West Bank Fraud Department here. Is that Eva Roberts?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We’ve detected some unusual activity in your accounts and wanted to advise you to be vigilant when it comes to fraud.” 
 
    “What kind of activity?” 
 
    “Unusual access to your accounts, by a third party. Have you recently shared your bank details with any new people or small businesses?” 
 
    “No. That doesn’t sound like me at all.” 
 
    “Fine. We just want to assure you we are doing our utmost to prevent fraud on your account, but if you do think of anything, please be sure to call us or if not us, report it to the police. Can I give you a number?” 
 
    Eva tapped the reference and telephone numbers she was given onto the notepad function on the tablet. The call ended and she looked at Dan.  
 
    “Did you get that?” 
 
    “No. Jonathan here was about to tell me something about old Devon.” 
 
    “The bank says there’s been fraudulent activity on my accounts.” 
 
    “What? Did they take anything?” 
 
    “It doesn’t look like it, yet. But the accounts have been accessed by a third party. Right now, losing cash to fraudsters is the last thing we need.” 
 
    Dan’s face turned hard. He looked across at Jonathan, and the old man coughed and looked away. “Yeah. the last thing. You were saying, Jonathan?” 
 
    When Parker met his eye, it didn’t last long.  
 
    “The moment’s gone, Dan. I’ll tell you another time. Soon though. Soon.” 
 
      
 
    Parker wilted underneath Dan’s suspicious gaze. But the moment had to come soon, because as sure as eggs were eggs, his time was fast running out.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Sixteen 
 
    Dying for a Pint 
 
      
 
    With the hotel bills stacking up, concerns about the kid and his newfound girlfriend back at the office, and the small matter of Parker’s attempted fraud, Dan wanted to wrap things up and get out quick. But Dan also knew to go forwards, sometimes you have to go back. Nonetheless, it was time to ramp things before they lost control of the case altogether. But with the case still offering two teasing lines of enquiry, a division of labour was the order of the day. Eva was due back to Smiths College, New Cross. Eva called the college and pretended to be police. An old and dangerous wheeze if they took a number and called your bluff, but it often got results. The college told her Anna was attending today. And while Eva dealt with the human side of the investigation, Dan would be the bloodhound on the hunt for more evidence. But returning to the crime scene was going to be risky, and this late in the game, maybe pointless too. But for peace of mind, Dan needed to try.  
 
    Risky? It was going to be even riskier taking a doddery old man with him, but Dan didn’t think he had any choice. Parker had become a liability of the worst kind, and because they’d brought him so close, Dan guessed it was probably worse to leave him unattended, especially after the bank account stunt. Ill or not, before the day was out the old man was going to get both barrels and he deserved whatever he got. But to get the result he wanted, Dan needed to use strategy, the right time, right place, and right words or any confrontation would only backfire. And Lord knew they didn’t need any more Parker problems than they had already.  
 
    They took the train to Blackheath and walked along, two men in each other’s close company, but uncomfortably silent. Both had a lot on their minds and wondered what the other was thinking. Parker took deep breaths as he walked, but it was nothing to do with the exercise. The old man took a breath as if he was about to launch into some grand declaration, but thought better of it. It happened three times before they reached the end of terrace house at Malton Road. On the last deep breath, Dan turned, stopped and looked the old man in the eye.  
 
    “You got something to say, JP, just go right ahead and say it.” 
 
    The old man looked taken aback. He nodded then looked fraught.  
 
    “Devon had more money than he let on,” he said finally, with care. 
 
    “Devon Parker didn’t have a pot to piss in, Jonathan. I don’t know where you’re getting this crap from, but take it from me, I know. He was willing to sell us out to the worst gangsters in Southend in order to boost his retirement fund. We were friends for life – that’s what I believed. But he hung me out to dry at the last knockings. So, whatever you think you know, you don’t.” 
 
    Parker’s eyes narrowed.  
 
    “What are you giving me that look for?” said Dan.  
 
    “No reason…” 
 
    “I know what you did, JP. I know what you did, and it stinks.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean…” said the old man wandering ahead.  
 
    Dan bit his lip, but couldn’t help himself.  
 
    “I know, Jonathan. All this talk about money. I know.” 
 
    Dan cursed himself and shook his head. So much for strategy and picking the right time. But at least there were some things he’d held back on. Hitting the nuclear button just before a spot of breaking and entering didn’t seem like a good idea.  
 
    “We’ll talk later,” said Dan.  
 
    “Yeah, as if that’ll help,” muttered Parker.  
 
    “For your sake, leave it,” said Dan. The look in Dan’s eyes seemed to work. 
 
      
 
    The end of terrace house still bore the police tape, but this time Dan couldn’t see any sign of police out front. By now the forensics would have been done, but Roles was still getting all the police's attention, which had to mean the forensic evidence hadn't cleared him of suspicion. The boys in blue must have believed the case was in the bag. Which was also very good for them, because it meant the police had slackened their security watch on the Corcoran residence. Very handy. Dan looked across the street to the shops at the end of town, and was pleased to see a set of builders’ vans had formed a wall between the Corcoran house and the shop windows on the distant opposite side of the street. The town traffic was quiet. Blackheath was London, but it felt nothing like part of the city. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go in. You wait around here for two minutes. Don’t look too suspicious, then I’ll come and open the door for you.” 
 
    The old man nodded, but Dan saw he was sulking. Whatever. 
 
    Dan swung a leg over the fence, repeated the gesture for the gate and was out of sight behind the wall. Parker started to pad around on the pavement, folded his arms and whistled.  
 
    At the back of the house Dan found the broken back window had been boarded up. He stepped back around the side and saw the alarm light didn’t flash. He tested the door handle and found it locked. Breaking the glass wasn’t going to be an option – too much noise. People would naturally be on high alert in the area. A noise like that would bring the police. Instead, Dan looked around the garden. A garden fork and a hosepipe. A statuette of some kind of long-legged water bird, like a heron. He saw a lady’s garden spade laying by the wall, near a flower-filled border. Dan shot across the patio and picked it up. The wooden board had been tacked into place with nails which had been sunk into the old window frame. Dan stepped to the side, and slid the blade of the spade in between the board and the frame. He levered it, and wobbled the spade left and right. The board popped off. Dan laid the spade down, and opened the door, then he heard the front door chime. It resonated deeply from within the house and Dan jumped to attention.  
 
    “Shit, Parker no!” said Dan. He hurried. He stuffed his arm into the glass, but there wasn’t enough room for him. Now he remembered. He rolled his jacket sleeve around his fist, gave his leather jacket a sorry look, then gently punched in so that the broken fragments tumbled inward without too much noise. He pushed his arm through, twisted the key in the lock and was in.  
 
    The doorbell sounded again. Dan ran through the house and opened it, to find Parker standing there staring at him.  
 
    “What took you so long?” said the old man.  
 
      
 
    Melissa Corcoran opened the door from her office and looked at Lauren Yardley.  
 
    “I’m going home. My neighbour said they heard something next door in my house.” 
 
    The PA shrugged. “Why not call the police instead. You’ve got enough on your plate.” 
 
    Melissa Corcoran disappeared from the doorway but returned wearing her coat.  
 
    “I’ve had enough of the police to last me a lifetime. I’m sure it’s nothing, but I’ll go and check. I need a break anyway.” 
 
    “It might not be safe.” 
 
    “Lauren. No fool thief would go to my house now. I’ll deal with it, calm the neighbour down and have a drive.” 
 
    The woman had made up her mind so Yardley stopped arguing. The big woman hefted her frame through the office past the eyes of all those who worked for her. She didn’t say any goodbyes. And as soon as she was in the lift and the door was closed, she dialled the number she had readied on her phone. 
 
    “Yes, it’s me. Look. I’ve been told somebody could be in my house. I think I know who it could be. If I’m right, I’d like it to be us who found them. Yes, yes, bring them along…” 
 
      
 
    Once inside Dan looked for the boot print by the back door. He took another photo of it to look at later.  
 
    “You’re the wise man, Parker. What do you make of it?” 
 
    “It’s small. But look there. That part of the design… it looks like a letter.” 
 
    Parker was right. There were curves and bending ridges all over the boot print, but in the centre was the outline of a letter. It had to be a D. But the print didn’t continue. The rest was blank. He logged it and moved on.  
 
    “We need to hurry. Find clues first and analyse them later.” 
 
    “You were here before. You should have found them then.” 
 
    “The small matter of a TV news camera crew got in the way, remember?” 
 
    The old man humphed. Dan climbed the stairs and went into the studio. If Veroux was the killer she had been in both rooms, so the studio needed to be inspected too.  
 
    Dan stepped into the white space, and found it as before, white sheets rumpled, cushions set ready for lovemaking. He didn’t pussyfoot around. He lifted the cloth, looked behind the blind, inspected the corners of the room. Just before he was about to abandon the room, Dan bent down and looked under the love bench. Nothing. No, wait. He saw something black and silver beside the leg of the bench. He reached out, and picked it up. It was no bigger than a half centimetre, a little black plastic item shaped like a comma, with a clean break on the fat bottom end. It was some kind of switch, and it had been snapped off. Parker leaned in the doorway. He pointed down to a squashed black leather bag which was tucked beneath an end cushion. 
 
    Dan picked them up.  
 
    “A piece of a broken switch… probably from a camera.” 
 
    “I’d say,” said Parker. 
 
    “And a camera bag. So where’s the camera?” 
 
    Both men scanned the room, but so much white didn’t leave any hiding space for a big black DSLR camera.  
 
    “I’d say you’ve just hit upon an important question, Danny boy.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks Uncle Jon.” Dan stepped past Parker and walked into the bedroom. He stepped over the dried-in blood and turned three sixty. 
 
      
 
    Melissa Corcoran shoved her Lexus convertible along as fast as the traffic would allow. “Come on, come on.” 
 
    She’d already crossed the Blackwall Tunnel and was well on her way. With rush hour well and truly out of the way, the journey didn’t need to take the usual eternity. But now she’d snagged a red light, she was determined to use her time well.  
 
    She pressed the last number redial, and the man answered her promptly, as she’d come to expect from all who she dealt with.  
 
    “You know who these people are, I take it.” 
 
    “Private Investigators hired by David Roles to prove his innocence.” 
 
    “They’ve been sniffing around my office, badgering my staff, telling lies like it's going out of fashion. If they’ve broken into my home, I want them to be taught a very severe lesson. I’m a grief stricken wife, after all.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. It’s all in hand. See you in ten minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s gotta be something else. Has to be something we didn’t spot before. Come on.” 
 
    Dan paced round the room. He heard Parker moving and snapped around to find Parker’s hands on the fourth drawer down in the big chest of drawers. 
 
    “No. Don’t you dare!” said Dan.  
 
    “What? Related to her are you?” said Parker bitterly.  
 
    “We’re here to investigate, not rob the woman. We’re better than that.” 
 
    “Some people can afford to have scruples. In my predicament they’re a luxury, my dear boy.” 
 
    “I’m warning you, if I find you stealing from this house, I’ll snap one of your damn fingers off.” 
 
    Dan stepped back as he pointed at the old man. As he did so, his boot pressed down on the hem of the curtains by the window. He felt something solid beneath his boot. Dan nudged it with the toe of his boot and the curtain peeled away to reveal something small, and black. From head height it looked like a bunched up rubber band, or a dead worm. Dan bent down, pinched it and picked it up. He teased the dry, elastic material with his hand. 
 
    “A hairband? What?” 
 
    “A hairband? Who cares?” said Parker.  
 
    “I care. Look around there could be something else.” 
 
    Parker shook his head and walked to the door, and leaned in the doorway, sulking, while Dan worked. A couple of minutes later, Dan looked up and found Parker still there, watching him like a critic. Dan’s face twisted up in rage. “You and me are going to have words,” said Dan.  
 
    “Yes, we certainly are,” said Parker. 
 
    As Parker finished speaking Dan caught the sound of a car pulling up. A meaty engine slowing down, brakes being applied. He peered through the window and leaned forward to catch sight of a black Range Rover pulling up two houses down. Two houses down wasn’t a worry. But something wasn’t right.  
 
    “We need to get out of here, Parker. I think we’ve got company.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    A big black Range Rover just pulled up, and I think they’re here for us. 
 
    Parker’s face turned paler than Dan was expecting.  
 
    “Keep it together. It won’t be your debt collectors. But it could be someone who saw us come in.” 
 
    “I knew it was stupid coming back here!” snapped the old man. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what’s really stupid. Staying.” Dan pushed the old man out into the hall and then took the lead. He marched down the staircase towards the front door, mindful of anyone heading up the garden path, as they soon would. He made out two blurred figures talking by the gate. Waiting. They were big enough by themselves. So what were they waiting for? Reinforcements.  
 
    “Come on, Parker. Move your ass!” 
 
    Dan gestured the man down. The old man reached the ground floor as another car cruised to the kerb. A sleek black convertible. He couldn’t make out the face, but the hair said it was a woman.  
 
    “They know we’re here. Head out the back. They’ll come for us now.” 
 
    Parker flounced the whole way as Dan shoved him forward. As soon as they reached the back door, Dan went out onto the back step, carefully holding the door still to stop any noise. He beckoned the old man with a nod of his head and Parker stepped out. Dan saw the old man was shaking like a leaf in the breeze.  
 
    “We can do this, JP. Just do as I say, okay?” 
 
    The old man nodded once. 
 
    “Over here, you stay behind the garden wall until I say. We’re going to time our run with their entry into the house. But we have to time it just right. You with me?” 
 
    Parker couldn’t speak. Dan stayed by the big wall, then peered around towards the front fence.  
 
    The two big men by the Range Rover looked experienced and street tough. They were both well tanned, and one of them had a nose which had been bent across his face from an old fight. They wore black smart casual and looked like bouncers-done-good. 
 
    “...I think they could still be in there…” Dan heard them say. 
 
    “Teach them a lesson. Contain them. I want to speak to them before anything else.” He peered further around the corner and saw Melissa Corcoran talking to them, looking very comfortable with giving orders to hard men.  
 
    Anything else? Sounded ominous.  
 
    Dan drew back as Lady M turned around and opened the garden gate. She took one of the big men with her, but the man with the broken nose changed angle as soon as he was through the gate. He headed straight for the side. Dan flinched away behind the wall. He glanced to his side. Parker sounded like he was hyperventilating.  
 
    Don’t die on me, now, Parker. 
 
    Dan put a finger to his lips and whispered, “calm down.” 
 
    Parker nodded, and closed his lips but Dan saw his chest was still heaving fast. He heard the heavy feet coming near as they gently crunched down on the front lawn. As the footsteps slowed, Dan strained to listen for the minute detail. The scrape of the man’s boots on the concrete just before the gate. The front door clunked shut. A thick fingered hand gripped the curved top of the wrought iron gate right in front of Dan’s face. Opportunity. Dan leaned out from behind the wall and smashed his palm down on the back of the man’s hand. He looked into the man’s big face as his eyes enlarged with the pain. As his mouth opened to release the pain, Dan kept his head moving. He ground it hard and fast into the flattened cartilage of the man’s nose. It popped and the man staggered back.  
 
    Dan flipped his body over the gate.  
 
    “Follow me, Jonathan.” 
 
    Dan moved into the big man’s space, forcing him back at speed while he came to terms with his brand new nose. Dan felt Parker messing about by the gate behind him, and had to trust that the old man could navigate it himself. The big man threw out an arm, but it was little more than a defensive manoeuvre to keep Dan at bay. Dan grabbed the arm. He pulled it forwards, then used the man’s momentum to throw him down to the ground. He risked a look back. Jonathan was over the gate and pressing his body tight to the edge of the property.  
 
    Dan gave him a nod. “Now.”  
 
    Leading the way, Dan grabbed the three bar side fence and clambered over, but as Jonathan went to follow, the big man reached out and grabbed his ankle. 
Dan knitted his eyes shut and snarled, then flipped back over the fence. This time he made sure to land on the big man’s arm. The guy yelped and wrenched his arm away. Without wasting a second, Dan grabbed Parker, and lifted him clear over the fence and set him tottering onto the pavement. Dan followed suit and dragged Parker with him. As they marched away down the side of the property, they heard a commotion the other side of the wall. 
 
    “We’re not out of this yet…” said Dan. “Keep moving.” 
 
    They walked, snaking left and right around the quiet end of Blackheath’s shops, walking back around towards the centre and up towards the heath itself. 
 
    Parker was wheezing and having plenty of trouble, and all the while Dan turned and looked behind them, and up ahead to another junction. They were in the centre of Blackheath now, and it was busy with vans, cars, and people. Dan was sweating and felt conspicuous. He turned back and far down the slope caught sight of a large man in black through the movement of the pedestrians.  
 
    “In here, now.” They passed the window of a fancy looking bar, painted grey and yellow. As soon as they were inside, Dan looked around, nodded at the waitresses who lingered together down the far end. He saw a booth table and made directly for it.  
 
    “Jonathan, this table here.” 
 
    Dan slid into the bright grey booth and took a deep breath. When Parker sat down in front of him, Dan got worried. Pale, sweaty, reaching for his collar, the old man didn’t look well.  
 
    A waitress walked to the table. She gave each of them a troubled look, then fastened her eyes to her notepad. 
 
    “What can I get you?” 
 
    Dan looked at Parker. The old man wheezed like he was going to expire. “I’m dying... for… a pint.” 
 
    Dan smiled and he broke into a deep belly laugh. He found it hard to stop. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Seventeen 
 
    Hot Gossip 
 
      
 
    When Eva Roberts arrived back at Smiths College, she had concocted a new wheeze. She was now an entertainments blogger in search of hot gossip on a new celebrity story. Claiming to be from the press would have left her on shaky ground. It wouldn’t have been hard to check her story. But these days everyone was a blogger and as far as Eva saw it, blogging didn’t require any kind of credentials. Provided she didn’t push too hard or ask the wrong questions, Eva believed Anna Wrexham would go for it – especially after hearing that Wrexham and Celine Veroux were described as ‘untouchables’. From what Eva had already gathered, calling the girls untouchables bordered on a lie. They were certainly available to be touched by any man of the right status – but they were not for the likes of their own kind. If Lizzie’s bitchy description of the girls had been accurate, then Eva believed a divide and conquer strategy would get her what she wanted.  
 
     She lingered outside the doors to the photography corridor, pretending to study the same notices board as before. Her peripheral vision was trained to her right, noticing movement and shapes through the window of the photography department corridor as she waited for the door of seminar room PD2 to open. A seminar on Abstract Expressionistic Photography was due to finish any minute, and the students would soon stream out. A chance meeting with Lizzie would have made things difficult, but Eva felt able to rule out an encounter with Celine Veroux. Chances were she would have been too busy living the high life with Mindbender Dirk Newton to be attending class. At two minutes past two, the doors opened and a group of eight students made their way into the corridor. Eva glanced up, and saw Anna Wrexham at the back, her blonde hair tied into a long ponytail. She was chatting to another very pretty girl who made Wrexham look dreadfully thin and bony, and thankfully Lizzie was nowhere in sight.  
 
    Eva bided her time. When it was Anna Wrexham’s turn to open the doors Eva turned and caught the girl’s eye.  
 
    “Excuse me,” she said. “Are you Anna Wrexham?” 
 
    The girl looked at her companion, smiled and shrugged.  
 
    “Yes, why? Who are you.” 
 
    Eva hitched her bag on her shoulder, playing the busy girl about town.  
 
    “My name is Rose Dalton. I’m an entertainments blogger. I spotted you last night on stage at the Dirk Newton show, and wondered if I could interview you. Have you got a few minutes?” 
 
    “You’re a blogger?” 
 
    Eva gave a bright smile, blinked, and nodded with enthusiasm. “Yes, I won the Glitter Blog Awards in 2015. Can you spare a few minutes?” 
 
    Wrexham’s companion gave her arm a squeeze and made off down the corridor with a wave. Wrexham waved back and chose her moment. 
 
    “Will this interview pay?” 
 
    Eva liked the glint in the girl’s eye. “Well... that all depends on how much gossip you’ve got to share” 
 
    “Oh, gossip? If it’s a gossip blog. I’m sure I can find you something,” said Wrexham. There was a faint look of the shark in the thin girl’s eyes. 
 
    I bet you can, thought Eva. 
 
      
 
    They left the grand old college and walked to a vegetarian café on the left-hand side of the busy college. Back when Eva frequented New Cross, the café was a hard-core dance venue full of all kinds of violence and chaos. Eva was glad to see some things did change for the better. As per her request, she bought the girl a skimmed soya milk latte, and ordered herself a full fat one with syrup to make up for it.  
 
    “So, what’s your blog called?” 
 
    “It’s called… The Pap Blog.” 
 
    “As in paparazzi?” asked Wrexham.  
 
    “Yeah, you’ve got it. Look it up later. Your interview will go live on the site by Saturday morning.” 
 
    Wrexham smiled. “That’s so cool. Okay. So what do you want to know?” 
 
    This was where Eva had to play it careful. Go in too hard and fast and the girl would have known something was amiss. Instead, Eva weaved a nest for her real questions, adding in layers of enquiries about tedious things such as what Dirk Newton was like up close, and how she had come to be there. But it wasn’t long before Eva’s patience ran out. She got to the real questions before a third of their soya based coffees were gone.  
 
    “So you were there with your friend Celine Veroux… and this superstar Dirk Newton. On stage in London. Amazing, right?” 
 
    “It really was.” 
 
    “And you paid for the tickets, am I right?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “And you took this French girl Celine along for the ride.” 
 
    The girl nodded, sipped her coffee. 
 
    “Very kind of you,” said Eva. “Did you find it at all, you know, upsetting or irritating when Dirk Newton invited your friend backstage instead of you?” 
 
    There was a flash of anger on the girl’s face, but she hid it well. 
 
    “Not really. I know we’re both good looking girls, right? I didn’t expect to be invited on stage for the show, let alone get invited into his dressing room.” 
 
    “His dressing room? Did she tell you about it?” 
 
    Wrexham leaned back in her chair. “You could always interview her about that.” The way Wrexham said ‘her’... it was charged with disdain. Whatever she said, the girl was clearly unhappy about what happened.  
 
    “But I want to interview you. I find your point of view more interesting.” 
 
    The girl nodded, and softened her posture. 
 
    “Why do you think Dirk invited Newton, and not you?” 
 
    “Why? Isn’t it obvious? One, she’s French and we all know men love French women. They’re seen as sexual creatures, right? And Celine is maybe more sexual than most.” 
 
    The girl blinked down and looked at her hands. A hint of colour rose up her neck and bloomed in her cheeks.  
 
    “It’s okay. I’m only interested in Dirk Newton. I won’t print that stuff… but it’s useful to hear. It adds insight. That’s really useful for me.” 
 
    The girl looked up, and nodded, her eyes evaluating Eva to see if she could trust her.  
 
    Look earnest, Eva told herself. 
 
    “Celine has these eyes. They’re big and kind of wild and challenging. I saw this National Geographic photo from the eighties. Have you seen it? The Afghan girl with the green eyes? They stand out so brightly, they captivate you. Celine has the same eyes, only they’re brown, not green. She kind of captivates people. I’ve watched men fall under her sway. You almost pity them.” 
 
    “Pity? Did it work on Dirk that way?” 
 
    “With him it was probably more a two-way street. The guy can read minds… but he got hooked. I saw. Then she dresses in these vests and denim shorts no matter whether it’s January or July. She’s a honeypot for the guys.” 
 
    Eva nodded sympathetically.  
 
    “It’s funny, you know. Because when I saw you on the big screen, I saw a pretty, joyful young lady enjoying her moment in the spotlight,” said Eva, looking for the perfect set of words to cut deep. “But I saw her face, and even then, even with those big brown eyes you mention… I thought, she looks unhappy. Moody. Angry even.” 
 
    Anna Wrexham looked down at her fingers and meshed them together. Then she looked up.  
 
    “She’s always angry. It’s like she thinks she has an entitlement to everything she has. Every man she has. Every gift they give her. She always wants more and better. And it’s been even worse in the last few months. When she gets onto the wrong topic, she gets furious. 
 
    “The wrong topic?” 
 
    Anna shook her head. “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “But it sounds interesting.” 
 
    The girl shifted in her chair then leaned forwards.  
 
    “You’re a gossip blogger, right? You pay.” 
 
    Eva nodded enthusiastically. 
 
    “On what terms.” 
 
    “Good ones. Check the site later.” 
 
    “Do you do confidentiality for your sources?” 
 
    Another nod.  
 
    “Celine slept with Leslie Corcoran for the last six months. You know him? The famous, dead, photographer.” 
 
    “Wow. Who doesn’t know Leslie Corcoran.” 
 
    “Yeah, there you go. And when I say sleeping, I don’t mean with their eyes shut.” 
 
    “How do you know about this?” 
 
    “Because, at first, she used to boast about it. Then his photographs almost made her famous. Well, her eyes and her chest anyway. She was all boasts and haughtiness for a long time. I had never seen Celine so happy. To be honest it was damn irritating. But by Christmas, she said she noticed he was texting other girls, and she gave him some kind of ultimatum.” 
 
    “An ultimatum?” 
 
    “Yeah. She told him she would be his only mistress, or he would have to pay somehow. I never got how some little student girl could make a mighty famous photographer pay in any way, shape, or form, but she was always so full of bravado, I just nodded my head and let her get on with it. The funny thing was she never mentioned it to me ever again.” 
 
    “What? Her ultimatum?” 
 
    “Sleeping with Corcoran, the ultimatum, the other girls, the whole thing. She just went quiet on all of it.” 
 
    “Do you think they split?” 
 
    “No. I know they didn’t. I saw a picture in one of the tabloids where they got papped at some party in France. She was smiling at his side, but she still didn’t look happy.” 
 
    “I wonder what happened?” said Eva. She put a pen to her lips and her eyes drifted off. What caused the silence and the anger? Could the ultimatum have been the reason for the man’s murder. Just when she thought Celine Veroux was no longer a suspect, she was looking like a possible all over again. 
 
    “I don’t know what happened. But for your blog, these are the good parts. She was screwing the man, but everybody knows that. But do people know he had a relationship with Celine? A proper affair? Six months is a long time. Then there’s the ultimatum thing. That’s your scoop right there.” 
 
    “You’re right. It totally is.” 
 
    “But I want my name kept out of it. How much will I get?” 
 
    “We have a standard fee…” said Eva.  
 
    “I’ve given you two stories. I think you should double it, don’t you?” said Wrexham.  
 
    Double nothing? It was great value all round.  
 
    “Deal,” said Eva. “We have a 14 day turn round on payments. Just send your bank details to the blog. Okay?” 
 
    “Now, one more question?” 
 
    Wrexham looked happy about the money. She was a student after all. But over and above the money, Eva believed the girl was happy to get the story off her chest.  
 
    Wrexham nodded. “Fire away.” 
 
    “Since Corcoran was murdered… has Celine said anything to you… how has she been?” 
 
    “The truth? She hasn’t grieved at all. But her moods are worse than ever.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s how she grieves?” said Eva. 
 
    “No. That’s not it. She’s mad as hell. I can tell.” 
 
    “And you don’t know why?” 
 
    “Like I said, it started at Christmas, and it just got worse. If you want to know more, you’ll just have to ask her yourself.” 
 
    The girl finished her skinny latte and sat back upright in her chair. There was a different look in her eye. She looked ready to say something. 
 
    “What is it?” said Eva. 
 
    “So… how does someone become a gossip blogger exactly?” said Wrexham.  
 
    “Oh, Anna. You’re a natural for it.” 
 
    Eva smiled sweetly and began to drain her syrup-filled coffee. It was like a swamp of sugar. She’d had her fill of this little meeting in all kinds of ways. And while Celine Veroux’s moods remained an enigma, Eva couldn’t rest. But the ultimatum… what was it? And what kind of result had made Veroux so bitterly angry? If she could answer those questions, Eva knew there was a fine chance she would find the killer.  
 
      
 
    She needed a new perspective. To get closer to Veroux’s point of view maybe. Maybe then she would see it more clearly.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  


 Eighteen 
 
    All You Can Say 
 
      
 
    After a pint in Blackheath and a minicab to New Cross, the old man insisted on buying another pint. To be fair, Dan couldn’t disagree. The prospect of going back to the industrial blue and white environment of the Quality Lodge was the last thing he wanted. So he let the old man take the lead, slowly walking them past the bustle of New Cross Gate, into a pub opposite the station. It was dark inside, with a fruit machine in one corner. There were a few drinkers around, and they were quiet. They looked at Dan and Parker, and when they looked back, the drinkers looked away.  
 
    “My round,” said Parker. He produced the crisp ten pound note which Dan had given him before. Dan was impressed.  
 
    “You sure?” said Dan.  
 
    “Never. But I’m doing it anyway. Thanks for giving an old man a chance. By heck that was a thrill. I can almost see why Devon spent fifty years running around London like a lunatic…” 
 
    The old man’s shakes were mostly gone, but he still looked like a spent force. His eyes were tired, and his suit sagged on his bony body worse than ever. Dan thought about ordering the man a fresh suit when he got back to Southend. Parker ordered a soupy looking ale for himself while Dan asked for a fizzy golden lager. Dan supped it and sighed.  
 
    “Don’t know why you drink that gut rot,” said Parker. 
 
    “Because I like it. What’s your excuse?” 
 
    “I can get two of these for a fiver. That’s why we’re in here.” 
 
    “You take me to all the best places, JP.” 
 
    The old man smirked and led them to a window seat where they were both able to peer out at the grey hustle and traffic of New Cross.  
 
    “I can think of better views,” said Dan.  
 
    “Yeah. So can I. I was hoping to take in a few before I popped my clogs. Doesn’t look like that’s going to happen anytime soon.” 
 
    Dan shook his head. “Stop being so pessimistic. For one, you’re here, living and breathing. You just got away from some meathead who could have snapped you in half. You’re like a cat, Jonathan. You’ve got nine lives, and my bet is you’re not through half of them yet.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Parker. He looked into his pint.  
 
    “Come on.” 
 
    “No, Dan. Look at the state of me. Okay, I tried to pull the wool over your eyes with the cancer thing. But I wouldn’t have done it unless I needed help. And look at me. I need help. Cancer or none, you can see I’ve not got long left for this world.” 
 
    “You’ve got health conditions. So what? People live for a long time with all kinds of health conditions.” 
 
    “Stop mucking around. If things were stable… I’d have what, five, six years. That’s time to say goodbye. That’s time to enjoy a few things for the last time, that’s all.” 
 
    Dan shook his head.  
 
    “You know it’s true. It’s not your fault. It’s not anybody’s fault. But if I have just a few years left I intend to make the bloody most of them. And I want every single one of those years.” 
 
    “No one’s going to take them away from you.” 
 
    Parker picked up his glass and tipped it down his neck in one long gulp.  
 
    “You don’t know everything, Danny boy. So stop pretending you do.” 
 
    “I know I can’t pick up the tab for the hole you’re in. And neither can Eva. You checked both of our accounts, didn’t you?” 
 
    “What?” said Parker. The look in his eyes was part surprise, part apology. 
 
    “I guessed, that’s all. What made you think we’d have all this money you seem to think we do?” 
 
    Parker sighed and looked out of the window. The light showed just how watery the man’s eyes had become.  
 
    “I need a drink. I can’t get you one this time.” 
 
    Dan nodded. The pint in front of him was still mostly full. Parker walked away to the bar while Dan wrestled with a bundle of ugly feelings. Guilt at being so hard on the old man, anger at being so soft with him, and doubt that he was handling any of it as well as Eva would. Eva, he wondered how she was getting on. He’d finish his drink, get Parker out of here then give her a call. But there was unfinished business with Parker, questions to ask, bridges to repair. Even through all that had happened, he respected JP as an elder from his youth.  
 
    Parker plonked the full pint glass down on the table and sat down.  
 
    “It’s her, isn’t it?” said Parker.  
 
    “What?” said Dan, distracted by his own thoughts. 
 
    “The wife. We know she did it. Someone saw or heard us break into her house, so she gets paranoid that we’ll find something. She claims to be the innocent, bereaved wife. I’ve seen her on the news. But actions always speak louder than words. It’s her. She killed him, every time. She had enough motive – and now we know she has some muscle behind her.” 
 
    Dan rubbed his chin. “I’m tempted to agree…” 
 
    “Then agree.” 
 
    “But what about these little things. They don’t make sense. Not if we think Melissa Corcoran did it.” 
 
    Dan stuck a hand in his pocket and laid the twisted black hairband and the broken camera switch down on the table. 
 
    “Corcoran broke a camera. So what? He argued with Melissa and she threw it at him. 
 
    “So where’s the camera?” 
 
    “Buried in a waste mountain somewhere.” 
 
    “No. I don’t buy it. Cameras are like computers these days. They have data storage and plenty of it. They hold tons of photographs – and in Corcoran’s case, his images are worth money. Someone has them.” 
 
    Parker shrugged. “Maybe she’s going to burn it.” 
 
    “Then what about this? Lady M doesn’t look the hairband and ponytail kind of woman to me. She’d barely got enough hair to tie.” 
 
    “So come on Sherlock, what is it?” 
 
    Melissa Corcoran doesn’t want us around. And while she may be the killer, those heavies certainly didn’t prove it. And they didn’t do the killing either.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Those boot prints – they’re no bigger than a size eight. If a girl wants to pretend to have big feet, she can get an oversize boot and wear a few pairs of socks. And some girls even have size eights. Most guys are a ten, maybe a nine, and higher. And this hairband… we found it in the approximate location where the killer took their shots from when they took Leslie Corcoran down.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” said Parker, as the phone in his jacket started to trill.  
 
    “I’m saying our killer is almost certainly a woman. If I wasn’t sure before I am now.” 
 
    Parker took out his phone and looked at the screen. Dan saw his eyes bulge, his Adam’s apple bob up and down on his neck. 
 
    “But all that tells us is that David Roles is innocent. And as much as I want to blame the wife, it doesn’t fit.” 
 
    Parker downed his pint, smacked his lips and wiped his mouth on his sleeve.  
 
    “Sounds like you think it’s the French bit of stuff,” said Parker. But his words were weary now, sorrowful even.  
 
    “What is it, Jonathan?” 
 
    “I’ve got to go.” 
 
    “Where? Why didn’t you take the call?” 
 
    “Because I know what they want.” 
 
    “And what do they want?” 
 
    Parker looked at Dan with little eyes, then he stood up.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter. You can’t help me. Or you won’t, it’s one and the same to me.” 
 
    “I can’t help, I told you. You have to make a deal with these people, whoever they are.” 
 
    “If you do know where Devon’s money is, now’s the time, Dan. I need it now. I need it, Dan.” 
 
    “There was no money. Devon was skint. It’s a pipe dream, that’s all. A mirage. Forget that and make a deal with them.” 
 
    “That’s all you can say?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s all.” 
 
    Parker stood up and wrapped his coat about his body. He looked down at Dan.  
 
    “Don’t wait up,” was all he said.  
 
    “Wait? Where are you going?” said Dan. He growled and looked at what remained of his pint. That’s all you can say? The old man’s words played over in his head. Dan picked up the pint glass. Yes, the truth was all he could say. But it wasn’t all he could do. Dan stood up, and downed his lager. He grabbed his leather jacket and headed off after the old man. Surely, he couldn’t have gotten far. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Nineteen 
 
      
 
    In Her Hands 
 
      
 
    Gallery Mulu was on Wardour Street, Soho. A pristine white space flanked by other shiny white spaces, all minimalist, and each with a promise of quality and style. It was a Soho thing. There was a short queue of students wearing arty fashions alongside middle-aged folk who had once been just as trendy back when Leslie Corcoran first broke onto the scene. Eva joined the back of the queue as it trickled into Mulu. A woman with an angular haircut and a white sci-fi style tunic dress manned the reception by the door, where a book of condolence had been left open front and centre. Each person took their turn to sign and leave a thought before they were allowed to enter. When it was her turn, Eva struggled to think of anything positive to say, so she took the pen and wrote a hasty RIP then signed a scrawl for her name. The receptionist looked at her with something between confusion and disdain on her face and Eva didn’t care at all. 
 
    The gallery was strangely empty. Maybe the front door queues for the condolence book had put people off, giving the wrong impression of a packed space. And the space was very good for Eva’s purposes. She wanted time to pause and think on what she knew, and at the same time she wanted to be surrounded by the case, to be stimulated by it. At most, twenty other people were present, walking around the empty white shop space, staring up at the layers of photographic art on the walls, and walking through the alcove into the other room where the collection continued. Eva looked around, wanting to appear like any other idle art gawker, but all the while she was busy choosing her place to settle – somewhere to think, somewhere to work.  
 
      
 
    Eva went through into the alcove and sat down on an empty white box in the middle of the room. She only knew it was a seat and not some sophisticated art installation because of the woman sitting on the opposite edge behind her. Eva settled, breathed, and looked up. There in the middle of the wall on the left was one of the most stunning images of Celine Veroux, her tanned bare body for all to see, a young beauty with generous, firm young breasts. But as Eva looked at those eyes she saw they were exactly as Wrexham had described. Inviting, absorbing, and yet haunting, and full of fiery challenge. Eva found it hard to look away from them. But was it the face of a killer? She turned her head and searched for more shots of Celine Veroux and they weren’t hard to find. There was an image of her laying on the deck of a yacht in a blue water scene, ankles crossed in the air behind her. An image of her pointing down the lens, pretending her fingers were a gun. Eva found the image troublingly ironic. Images of Veroux studded the wall in a line, leading to a cluster of images in one corner. Eva glanced over them, then she looked back to the main photograph before her, the one with the eyes. To her right was the trail of Veroux images. Now Eva looked left and found a naked girl in silhouette. The model was naked, as was Corcoran’s preference, and standing hip on to the camera. Her arms were twisted high above her head in some kind of dance. But this was different to all the others. Nowhere else had Veroux been photographed in silhouette. What did the silhouette mean? Did it signify the twilight of their relationship? What could the shadowy image have signified? She didn’t have Corcoran down as a thoughtful artist, but he was still human. All change signified something... Eva was intrigued. She stood up and walked to the wall and studied the information card beside the image.  
 
    SECRET DANCE, said the little white card, but there was no reference given to the name of the model. Eva tracked back past the image of Veroux. The card mentioned her name. So why not on the other photograph? Eva looked into Veroux’s eyes and looked for the anger. She saw passion, but no anger. But this image was older – from October last year. Eva walked across the wall and looked at the other shady-lady image. Right then she was struck by an obvious fact which she had almost ignored. The silhouette girl had smaller breasts than the girl with the eyes. The difference was not shocking, but definite all the same. Eva started to look for other notable differences.  
 
    Were her hips a little wider? Maybe. And she had a more slender physique. Anna Wrexham came to mind. But this new figure certainly had more meat on her bones than Anna. So who was it? Eva walked along the walls, looking up at the rest of the nearby images. Her eyes found another silhouette in the left corner, it was no bigger than a postcard. This image was the shape of a woman taken from the front. She was naked, but with no revealing shape beyond an hourglass figure with her arms and legs spread wide, as if exercising. STAR, said the image. Eva inspected the card more closely and found the image was dated December 12th. Interesting. She walked on, looking for another silhouette.  
 
    There. She saw one. A black and white image printed on a mid-sized canvas – a woman laying down in a scorching sun, one knee up, one knee down. The sun was low in the sky, and a skeletal tree stood behind her on a desert-like landscape. This naked girl wore sunglasses, and her face was cast in shadow, hiding plenty of the detail Eva needed. It was hard to even see her hair colour, but she did have a smaller chest like the first image. The date on the card said December 16th. From the look of things, Leslie Corcoran had unwrapped himself a brand new Christmas lady. And Christmas seemed to be an important date. 
 
    Now Eva stalked the gallery, looking to match the shadowy female with others on the wall. But she saw no more silhouettes. Eva began to hurry, encroaching into the space of those taking time to study the dead man’s photographs. There were beautiful women of all shapes, colour, hair colour, and demeanour, photographed nude, but there was not one she could link definitively to the girl in the shadowy desert. She was so close to finding the source of Veroux’s fury, she was sure of it. But the shadow girl still remained a mystery. But maybe there was another way.  
 
    Eva walked to the desert image, and studied it closely. The piece was titled Desert Rose. From the dates on the other pictures, Eva knew Corcoran had been with this girl prior to the desert trip, which indicated she was a domestic model – she was British. If so, she would have probably flown abroad with him to whatever destination they’d chosen. There would be a record of names for the flight, tickets booked, an electronic paper trail. She was edging closer to the truth. And she had an idea there was an even quicker way to get there. Eva marched to the reception and spoke to the girl with the angular fringe.  
 
    “Is there anyone who can tell me about a particular photograph?” 
 
    The woman looked at Eva and sighed, then picked up the phone and two buttons.  
 
    “Kurt, one of the visitors wants to discuss one of the Corcorans.” 
 
    As soon as she put the phone down, the girl looked away. A moment later a man in a white shirt and grey trousers appeared. He had short grey hair and a neat grey beard to match.  
 
    “Yes, which picture was it?” 
 
    “Follow me,” said Eva. She led the man to Desert Rose.  
 
    “Ah, Desert Rose. Not a classic by his standard, but a good piece. The silhouetted images are not so popular, hence the lower price.” 
 
    “Can I ask you about the subject?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Who is the model in this one?” 
 
    The man turned his head and looked at the white card at the side. “I’m sorry, we don’t have that information.” 
 
    “But everyone knows about that girl,” said Eva, pointing to the picture beside it. “That’s Corcoran’s French lover,” 
 
    A few people inside the gallery looked round at her. Some tutted and shook their head, as if Eva had blasphemed.  
 
    “Um. That’s as maybe,” said the gallery man. “But I’m afraid this girl is an unknown.” 
 
    “Okay. So where was it taken?” said Eva.  
 
    “London,” said the man.  
 
    “What? But it looks like Death Valley or maybe the Sahara…” 
 
    “You’d think so, wouldn’t you? But look carefully, here and here. The light changes at the edges. It’s all staged. A studio shot. Leslie certainly had the means to go to those places, but sometimes a studio can be a good compromise to get a quick result. Only if it’s done well, of course. 
 
    “Are there other images with this girl in them?” 
 
    “Sorry, madam, I don’t understand. What’s your interest?” 
 
    “I’m an art lover, and I always like to know what I’m buying.” 
 
    The man looked her up and down. Because the man couldn’t dismiss the fact she could have had money, he led her around the gallery towards a distant wall studded with postcard sized images.  
 
    “There aren’t many of her, to be sure. I think the model was taken on during a short phase at the end of last year. If there are any more, you’ll find them here. These ones are very affordable, too.” 
 
    Eva ignored the man’s implied judgement. 
 
    “I wouldn’t put any of this sexist claptrap on any wall in my home. But thanks for your help, all the same.” 
 
    The man frowned and retreated as fast as he could while Eva set herself to the task at hand. She picked through a dozen postcard images before she found one which caught her eye. An image of a pouting, serious faced woman with her arms held up in the air, much like the dancer shot, only this time the image was in glorious technicolour. The model was side on, a red scarf wrapped around her head, driving gloves on her hands. Other than these adornments, she was still naked, stood with her hip to one side. The woman’s angular face was hidden by sunglasses and the acute angle. MISS DAISY said the title. December 20th.  
 
    Eva scanned the wall, and her eye hit upon an image of a woman reaching out to camera, her fingernails so close to the lens they looked gigantic. The nails were French polished. She wore sunglasses and her mouth was open revealing bright white teeth. The image gave much more insight than any of the others. The woman had a small, pert mouth. IN HER HANDS said the card beside the photograph. It was December 22. In her hands? Looked like a happy place for Leslie Corcoran to have spent last Christmas. 
 
    Eva looked around, and carefully slid her phone from her handbag. She lifted her phone, took a snap, then slid her phone out of sight. When she turned around, she saw the receptionist looking directly at her, arms folded, shaking her head. Eva nodded a yes in reply. 
 
    The woman in shades was unknown, but it looked like she was the Christmas lover – if so, there was an excellent chance she was the reason for Celine’s ultimatum – and the reason for the rift – and maybe even Corcoran’s death. But before Eva built any more castles in the sky, she needed to see if Dan had come up with anything from the Corcoran house. Come to think of it, she hadn’t heard from Dan for an awful long while. What was going on? She felt a twist of concern in her gut. But no, Dan couldn’t have allowed Parker to cause any more trouble, could he? No way. They’d be fine… Eva refused to acknowledge just how hollow those words felt.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Twenty 
 
      
 
    Speck 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dan followed Parker at a snail’s pace. They crept along the main road, and then when the streets of New Cross split off towards Peckham and beyond, they took the left fork. The busy traffic lessened a little and the big ugly shops gave way to housing estates set back from the roadside. Twenty minutes in Dan was wondering if the old man had lost it again. Maybe he’d forgotten where he was going. It certainly felt like it. And Parker’s walking looked tired and doddery. He weaved left and then he weaved right before setting himself straight again. They reached a gap in the street – a narrow exit lane from a high walled red brick estate, and this time Parker took a surprise left. Dan stood at the end of the exit lane looking frustrated and confused. He chewed it over, and watched Parker head towards the left block of two. The blocks were ugly as sin, once red and grey but now brown and sooty grey. There was a bare concrete park on the left with some worn looking benches and untouched play bars. Parker looked around, leaned on the fence of the park and took a breath. Dan felt the old man was about to look his way, so he stayed on the outside of the estate and stepped past the outer wall. Parker looked up but didn’t see Dan peering from around the corner. He watched the old man pick a plastic tobacco pouch out of his pocket, roll a cigarette, then light up. The entire cigarette took a long time to burn, and by the time it was gone and he’d flicked it into the gutter, still nothing had happened.  
 
    “Come on,” said Dan, talking to himself and tapping his foot. “Get it together. What are you even here for?” 
 
      
 
    Looming high above, with relaxing r&b streamed across the speakers behind his head, a white man who dressed like a black man looked down on the speck of a man who stood beside the children’s playground. Some people thought Chambers was insane for choosing to live where he did. But to him it made perfect sense. Where else could you get a London penthouse at this price. And it made good business sense too. From here he could see where his young dogs stalked. He could watch the dregs score their deals, so he knew they were lying to him when they said they couldn’t pay. It gave him a bird’s eye view of the world which money just could not buy. From his penthouse, as he called it, he could see the doors of his three favourite bars beyond the estate, and knew when it was time to go after the people in each one. And right now he could see that a speck of shit called Jonathan Parker – a man who had made him a foolish promise – had been tailed to his home. He was calling time on the whole sorry-ass debacle anyway. He’d been stupid to listen to the buffoon in the first place. But he’d been convincing, because the old man was so desperate he believed in his own delusions. Chambers was embarrassed he had listened. It was stupid. If people heard about it, Chambers could have looked weak. And in his world… no, he didn’t want to think about it. It was time to put the bastard out of his misery and cut his losses. But he couldn’t do it now. Not with some scumbag on his tail. He wondered who it was. Who else had the old fool been making his promises too. It didn’t matter. Chambers would soon find out. But not today. 
 
      
 
    Half an hour after he arrived, Dan was still watching. Just before he turned away from the children’s playground, Dan saw the man shake with sobbing. He let it out for a few seconds, then snorted and walked away. Dan backed out of the exit lane, and leaned against the wall. He expected Parker to turn right back towards the pub they’d both left, or towards the hotel. But he didn’t. Dan tutted and followed. But this time the journey was short. He waited for the traffic lights and cut across the street. There was another once grand, now faded pub on the corner, and he seemed to be heading for it. But at the last second, he instead fumbled for a seat of keys and opened a very dirty door. Dan followed. As the door was left to close itself, Dan nudged it open. He walked inside, and found a depressing musty corridor and a narrow set of steps. He waited, then followed the old man. Parker didn’t stop until he was badly wheezing on the very top floor. Dan waited for the man to open the door to the lonely looking door of his room. He opened it, and Dan saw the briefest glimpse of a dark brown and red room full of tilted angles and all kinds of mess. 
 
    “Jonathan…” said Dan.  
 
    Parker stumbled and the door flew open. He looked round shaking his head, wild eyed until he saw Dan coming up the final steps. With tears in his eyes Parker tried to right himself, and take charge. 
 
    “No!” he said. “Not here. Not this place.” 
 
    But Dan reached the top landing before the old man could close it. He could have pushed the damn door open and sent the old man backwards, but from the look of things – the state of the door frame and the fear in the man’s face, Parker had already suffered enough of those things. Dan held the door open an inch, but didn’t push any further. He’d already seen enough to know the squalor his friend was living in.  
 
    “Jonathan…” 
 
    “No, damn it. You shouldn’t have come here.”  
 
    His shaky voice was close, just the other side of the door.  
 
    “Did you follow me?!” the old man demanded. “You did, didn’t you? That’s why you’re here. And it’s why Chambers didn’t come…” 
 
    “Whatever is going on. Whatever is happening to you, I want you to know I can help. Jeez, why the hell didn’t you tell me things had gotten this bad?” 
 
    “I came to see you, didn’t I? I tried. Didn’t I try?” 
 
    “You came to me and lied…” 
 
    “Now, can you see why? You should not have come.” 
 
    “I don’t want you living like this.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about it, son. I won’t be alive very long.” 
 
    “You’ve got to stop talking like that.” 
 
    “Leave me alone. You think you know what I’m going through. You don’t. But if it were at all possible, I think you’ve just gone and made it worse. I went there to plead for time. You know what you just did?” 
 
    “No. Why don’t you tell me?” 
 
    “You finished any chance I ever had. Now why don’t you piss off and get on with your life. Mine’s over.” 
 
    “That’s not true. I’m here.” 
 
    “You didn’t help me. You didn’t offer me anything.” 
 
    “You want what I haven’t got.” 
 
    “Is that true?!” said Parker, his voice full of angry sarcasm and doubt.  
 
    “It’s true. Look. You know where I am. Get yourself something to eat. Don’t do all this on beer.” Dan bent down and slid a ten pound note under the door. 
 
    On the other side Parker watched the note slip between his feet. 
 
    “Fuck your charity, Dan.” 
 
    “Yeah. Well, that’s up to you. You’ve got my number. And I will help you. But only if you tell me what you’re up against.” 
 
      
 
    In Parker’s hovel, the front door clunked shut beneath the weight of Parker’s back. Bradley had gone. Parker walked to a threadbare armchair positioned in front of his ruined television set. He dumped his old body into the chair and put his head into his hands. But he didn’t weep. By now he was way past weeping.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Twenty-one 
 
      
 
    The Bacon Sandwich 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the next morning, a few discussions had already been had. Eva took the news about Melissa Corcoran’s heavies fairly well, though Dan put her reaction down to shock for the most part. Even if Melissa Corcoran had been a murderess, or a woman who hired a killer for revenge, she had never seemed the sort to hire tough guys to give people a thrashing. She was a businesswoman – a hard faced one too – so maybe they had underestimated her. But such behaviour kept her firmly in the suspect category. Eva had updated Dan too. At first she had been abuzz with enthusiasm because she believed she almost had the case wrapped up. Then, with Dan’s tales of the break-in, new evidence, and Parker’s sinking to the depths, he watched her wilt. The case wasn’t cut and dried – even if some people wanted it so – and neither was Parker’s own mystery. A call from the stiff necked Barnes, the solicitor, revealed that David Roles had finally been arrested for the murder. It had only been a matter of time. But now they had him, the system had gone into overdrive. It turned out an anonymous tip-off placed a man fitting Roles description in Malton Road, Blackheath at the time of the robbery. The timing of which Eva and Dan both found suspicious. Why did the witness come forward only after Roles’ name had been leaked as a possible suspect in the press? It hardly made for a perfect case. By now, anyone who had the slightest knowledge of the case could have placed him there. Including the real killer – a person surely eager to have the case closed before the net was cast in their direction. It was some kind of justice – but Eva feared it was only the hurried, myopic, kind which wanted easy answers. If Roles was to be believed, justice had been skewed as the result of a grudge between himself and DI Braxley. Eva made a point of asking Barnes about the grudge, but Barnes would only declare that it was a personal matter, and not his to discuss. Intriguing. And it turned out Roles hadn’t just been arrested, he’d been remanded to one of the lesser prisons of North Kent, well beyond the boundaries of South London. If he asked to see Eva and Dan again, it was going to cost them even more time. With the flimsy evidence against him and the speed with which the man had been put away, Eva and Dan were starting to agree that someone was certainly against David Roles – against him to the point of affecting their investigation, too... 
 
      
 
    Eva sat at the breakfast table across the street from their Quality Lodge, looking for all the world like some overgrown student doing some last minute cramming for their exams. Her eyes were lined with tension as she read from the tablet and made notes from a neighbouring pad, while Dan took chunks out of a thick white bread sandwich. Egg yolk and tomato ketchup dripped onto his plate. 
 
    “What you working on?” 
 
    “All of it,” said Eva.  
 
    “Melissa Corcoran’s hard men have me confused. It adds an extra wrinkle into this we really didn’t need. If she had access to muscle like that, then it really could have been her.” 
 
    Dan chewed a bit more, then gulped some coffee so he could get talking.  
 
    “No. I’ve been thinking about those guys. They were tough, but they were pretty easy to beat too. More about show than substance.” 
 
    “Which means what exactly? They’re not good at what they do?” 
 
    “It’s not what they normally do at all. The guy who came my way should have been well prepared to deal with me. But he virtually gave me his hand to trap him with, then he was trapped. If he was the real deal it wouldn’t have been so easy.” 
 
    “Who were they then?” 
 
    “Friends, maybe. Lady M must know who we are. You gave the card to the PA, and the PA girl seems pretty scared of the woman. I bet she told her everything about how we were sniffing around her office.” 
 
    “Can’t blame the woman, it’s her job.” 
 
    “That’s my point. Lady M knows who we are. She’ll know we got stonewalled by her PA, because it happened on her say-so. With a face like that, and all the success she’s had, I’ll bet she’s a good strategist. Some of the papers have dropped hints they think she ‘could have’ been involved in the murder. She’ll know we’re looking at her as a suspect. When she came home with the heavies, she wasn’t expecting criminals. She was expecting us.” 
 
    “It doesn’t help her though, does it?” 
 
    “What does it matter? True or not, the woman says she’s innocent. The police have adopted the same view. She’s kind of on the high ground. She can do what she likes.” 
 
    “Shame. I was starting to feel sorry for her,” said Eva. 
 
    “I can’t blame the woman. She’s had enough. Her husband’s dead. According to the press she’s the villain and not the victim. Then some people break into her house to investigate her. I would probably have done the same thing. The difference is, I would have made sure I caught us.” 
 
    Eva nodded and picked up her bacon sandwich, and took a slow, thoughtful bite. Dan was starting to plan eating the other half of Eva’s sandwich if she didn’t hurry up. Eva saw his eyes and took another bigger bite. 
 
    “So, she’s half in, half out of the frame…” said Eva, after she swallowed. 
 
    “That’s about it. But for me, she’s see-sawing out. Dan laid down the items he’d found in the house. By now they were transferred into a bank money bag.  
 
    “The killer is a woman with longer hair,” said Dan. 
 
    “Celine Veroux. Then she lied about being in the studio the whole time. She did it,” said Eva.  
 
    “And there’s this piece from a missing camera. Whoever took the camera didn’t exactly respect the thing. Which again, strikes me as odd. If you steal a camera from a man like Corcoran, it’s for the contents. So you look after it. Trash the camera and those pics are gone.” 
 
    Eva nodded and stared into space over Dan’s shoulder. 
 
    Celine Veroux. Miss Daisy, the Desert Rose. The hairband. The piece of camera. December. Veroux’s ultimatum and worsening mood… Eva imagined these things intersected, but she couldn’t quite see where. She mused on some alternatives.  
 
    “Here’s a theory. Celine Veroux finds out Mr C has a new lover. The girl believes she is the centre of the universe and can’t handle it.” 
 
    “When is this?” said Dan. 
 
    “Oh… last Christmas.” 
 
    “Like the song.” 
 
    “If you want,” said Eva, rolling her eyes. “So she goes to see Mr C and gives him an ultimatum. She tells him unless he dumps the other girls and keeps her as his number one mistress and good time girl, she’s going to do something he won’t like.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Speak to his wife. Talk to the press…” 
 
    “Kill him, maybe?” said Dan.  
 
    “No. Too extreme as a starting point. I doubt it. But whatever it was, I don’t think it worked. Instead, Corcoran carried on dipping his wick wherever he pleased. We know the ultimatum happened, because Veroux confided in her friend Wrexham. But soon after she turned even more moody and never mentioned the subject again.” 
 
    “Why? She worked out her friend had a big mouth?” 
 
    Eva shook her head. “No. I think the ultimatum backfired.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Who had the power in this?” 
 
    “Corcoran.” 
 
    “Yes, Veroux only had those eyes and that body. But Corcoran could get more elsewhere and we know he did.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “He took a new lover last December. I’ve seen the posed shots. You can tell there is fun and chemistry between the photographer and the girl.” 
 
    “So, who is she?” 
 
    “There are a few names given to her, picture names, but none of them are real. The December lady remains a mystery.” 
 
    “Why? I don’t think that’s usual for Corcoran,” said Dan.  
 
    “How would you know?” 
 
    “There were all kinds of models named on his website, underneath some of the thumbnails of the images the site was selling. He doesn’t hide the names.” 
 
    “But this time he did… interesting. Hold that thought a minute. Veroux… she loses the battle with Mr C. So why does she go quiet and moody?” 
 
    “She’s decided to get revenge. She’s already planning the kill…” said Dan.  
 
    “Possible. But she still doesn’t know about Lady M’s secret art collection in the chest of drawers. Let’s assume she did some nosing behind Corcoran’s back at some point and found them.” Eva didn’t think the idea held water but she went with it.  
 
    “She knows about the art and sets up the fake robbery in order to get away with the revenge killing, throwing the suspicion elsewhere. Is that it?” 
 
    “That’s the theory we’re coming to.” 
 
    “But where is the camera in this. And the December girl?” 
 
    “That’s the name. She’s the December girl. Stick with that.” 
 
    “My point is they have to be involved in this.” 
 
    “Maybe not.” 
 
    “I think they do. When we get the December girl and the camera I think we’ve got our killer.” 
 
    “If you don’t eat that sandwich, I’m taking it right off your plate,” said Dan.  
 
    Eva snatched it up and took a hearty bite right out of the middle. The café door opened, and they saw Parker shuffle in. Eva saw he looked like half the man she remembered from the day before. She knew he was causing them problems, but even so she felt a twinge of pity. They’d barely gotten round to discussing poor old Parker’s plight. Eva noticed a good deal of pity mixed with a large dose of anger on Dan’s face. But it was too late to discuss a strategy of how to deal with the man. He was already here.  
 
    “You made it,” said Dan. “Thought you were going to shut us out for a while there.” 
 
    “I never turn down the offer of a decent breakfast. I’m glad to be alive.” 
 
    “Yeah, well you don’t look it,” said Dan.  
 
    Eva thought it a poor choice of words. “I’ll get it,” she said. “Full English?” 
 
    Parker nodded. “And a strong tea, please.” 
 
    “So, you ready to talk about it?” 
 
    Parker didn’t look Dan in the eye. “What’s there to talk about? The facts. The facts are that Devon hid one-hundred and fifty k somewhere before he died. I’m his brother. His only brother. That money should come to me.” 
 
    “If it existed, maybe, yeah.” 
 
    “It existed.” 
 
    “How do you know?” said Dan. 
 
    “I found it in his chattels. You know, the stuff he owned, the pieces left behind after he died. There was mention of keeping 150k aside, and adding to it after a deal with G.” 
 
    “G?” Dan grimaced and laughed.  
 
    “You know who G was?” 
 
    Now Jonathan looked at him. 
 
    “The man Devon sold me out to. Sold both of us to. A gangster called Gillespie. Sorry to break it to you, but Devon was full of shit. He lied to us, his friends. I’m not all that surprised he lied on paper about his wealth. He was vain. It probably made him laugh to think he was creating some kind of treasure hunt for after he departed.” 
 
    “The money exists, and I’m going to find it,” said Jonathan, with a hint of accusation. “If I can survive long enough to do so.” 
 
    “It’s a pipe dream.” 
 
    “Why? Spent it have you?” 
 
    Dan stiffened in his chair. “If I had your damn money, I’d give it to you so you would leave me alone and go and drink yourself to death or do whatever else you damn please. Read my lips. I never had Devon’s cash, imaginary or real. End of story.” 
 
    Parker looked into Dan’s eyes, but still didn’t look satisfied. “The money exists.” 
 
    “Fine. Then go find it.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. I need it. Badly.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Parker clammed up. 
 
    “Who were you waiting for yesterday?” 
 
    Parker sighed as Eva laid a mug of steaming builder’s tea in front of his eyes.  
 
    “I’m probably the only guy you can trust, Jonathan.” 
 
    Parker didn’t say a word.  
 
    “No matter what you think.” 
 
    Eva’s phone started to ring. She studied the screen as she sat down.  
 
    “Don’t recognise the number…” she said.  
 
    “Oh. I was supposed to tell you. David called me last night. He’s arranged for you to meet with Dirk Newton.” 
 
    “Why?” said Eva.  
 
    “When?” said Dan. 
 
    “As he’s been moved out of town, he’s asked Dirk to talk some things through with you.” 
 
    Great. The client was still meddling through means of the nation’s favourite mindbender.  
 
    “Roles should just let us get on with the case,” said Dan.  
 
    “That’s not David’s style I’m afraid.” 
 
    Eva looked at the ringing phone and answered it.  
 
    “Miss Roberts,” said the confident, suave voice at the end of the phone. It was Dirk Newton alright. 
 
    “Mr Newton.” 
 
    “Call me Dirk. I’m calling to invite your motley crew to a little lunch this afternoon. I’d be most grateful if you’d come…” 
 
    While Eva paused to think, Dan snatched up the rest of her sandwich and took two bites. 
 
    “Of course, we’d love to.” 
 
    “That’s not true, Miss Roberts. But I hope you’ll be pleasantly surprised.” 
 
    Eva took down the name of an apartment block near Regents Park before she ended the call. 
 
    “Well, that’s interesting,” said Eva. 
 
    “How?” said Dan, still chewing her sandwich.  
 
    “Dirk Newton has invited us to lunch. All of us, I think. And guess what? Celine Veroux will be there too.”  
 
    Dan almost coughed his half-chewed sandwich into Parker’s tea. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  


 Twenty-two 
 
      
 
    Through the Miasma 
 
      
 
    As living accommodation went, Dan had seen better, but those apartments had belonged to gangsters and oligarchs. So far as they knew, Dirk Newton lived within the letter of the law. And so, his apartment, overlooking a beautiful and well-manicured expanse of Regent’s Park was the finest legally acquired property Dan had ever been in. The front room had the kind of luxurious leather furniture Dan had only seen in movies or magazines. Each looked like they cost an average annual salary. There were images on the wall of magicians and hypnotists, and odd B movie posters from a bygone age. Newton lived like a king, and had the tastes of a student. And the dining room was something else. They sat at a circular glass table. The glass was so thick Dan wondered if the floor had needed extra support to hold it. Above the table was a white lampshade almost the same diameter. It was like having dinner on the slide of a microscope. But lunch was simple. Just when they were expecting some fine dining, pretension, and foie gras, the doorbell went and a man in a leather biker jacket handed Newton a white carrier bag.  
 
    “I’m not the world’s greatest cook. I’m not a big eater either, so I took the liberty of ordering in.”  
 
    Parker, Eva, Dan, and Celine Veroux sat around the table in a polite silence. Occasionally the woman met their eyes. The glances were fleeting. She smiled a little, but there was no feeling behind it. Awkwardness reigned. Parker gawped at her a little, and even Dan caught himself trying to detect the awesome magnetism he’d seen in the portraits with her eyes. And everything else. 
 
    Newton tossed the carrier bag onto the middle of the table.  
 
    “Dig in.” 
 
    “What is it?” said Celine, eager to take up conversation with the only person she knew.  
 
    “They’re from a little place on the corner two streets down.”  
 
    Newton sat down and took control of the bag. He picked out a white wrapped chunk for each person and handed it over. “They’re simply the best bacon sandwiches you’ll ever eat. No one here is a vegetarian, are they?” 
 
    Dan and Eva said nothing. Parker grabbed his sandwich and tucked in. Veroux opened hers like a delicate present and picked at the crusts as if eating in public was a sin.  
 
    Newton took a ravenous bite. 
 
    “So, David asked me to meet with you, to see how the case is progressing.” 
 
    Dan looked at Eva. They both looked at Celine Veroux. The French girl met their eyes with a moment of fiery reproach, before she blushed and pushed the sandwich to one side. 
 
    “Eat it,” said Newton. “It’s delicious.” Newton looked around the table. Only Parker seemed ready to tuck in with any gusto. Newton laid his sandwich down on the wrapper.  
 
    “Look… I understand you have some obligations to push every door, leave no stone unturned, and all those other investigative clichés. But I enjoy the unique position where I am not emotionally invested in this case. I’m a watcher. Like the name of my show. I see what goes on and I can see through the miasma which surrounds it.” 
 
    “Then maybe Roles should have hired you instead,” said Dan.  
 
    “David has money. But he couldn’t afford me. Besides, I’m no gumshoe. That’s your job,” said Newton. “I can tell you still suspect Celine here. So I know your little case can’t have progressed much further than the last time we met. Poor David, it seems he might end up rather disappointed in you.” 
 
    “Seeing through the miasma? That’s what you called it,” said Dan. “Does wearing those rose tinted glasses help with that?” 
 
    Newton smiled and steepled his hands, patting the pads of his fingers together.  
 
    “I assure you, I know she’s innocent.” 
 
    “I’d rather be assured by Miss Veroux herself, all the same,” said Eva.  
 
    The girl’s face darkened and she muttered something in French under her breath. She turned to Newton who took her hand. Veroux looked towards each of them. 
 
    “I didn’t kill the man. I had not wanted to talk of it here. Not with Dirk at my side… you understand…” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” said Dan. “He knows all the details already.” 
 
    Dirk made a sarcastic roll of the eyes and shook his head. 
 
    “I was in that room, the studio, with him. Yes, we were going to make love. There, I said it… I met him as his lover. But when I last saw him he was alive. He was in the studio with me. The next I knew, I heard the gunshots and I hid to save my life.” 
 
    “What happened after that? After the gunshots and the hiding?” said Eva. “What did you see… or hear?” 
 
    The girl shrugged while Parker looked at her with an open mouth. He stared at her like he was watching television.  
 
    “I heard the person walking away down the stairs. They went out of the front door. They were in a hurry, as you’d expect. Thank God they didn’t come for me.” 
 
    “You heard them. What did they sound like? Big, heavy?” said Dan.  
 
    The girl squinted in thought.  
 
    “It was hard to tell. They sounded heavy,” said Celine. 
 
    “Because they were wearing work boots which are thick soled and solid,” said Dan.  
 
    Celine shrugged, Dan carried on. “But someone wearing those boots could also be light and slim and still make a noise.” 
 
    “It wasn’t me. I didn’t kill Leslie.” 
 
    “But you wanted to, didn’t you?” said Eva. “Almost as much as his wife must have wanted to. He made a fool of you. He gave you some happiness – we know you were happy in the Autumn of last year. But by Christmas everything had changed. You were furious. You gave him an ultimatum. You wanted to kill him.” 
 
    “I… I… how do you know about it? The ultimatum?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, Celine.” 
 
    “Yes, it does,” said the girl. Eva saw the eyes widen, the same beauty, fire, and challenge as in the October portrait which Corcoran’s fans loved so much. 
 
    “You threatened him. With what?” said Dan. “What could you possibly have held against him which he would have feared?” 
 
    Newton looked at the girl and nodded. He squeezed her hand.  
 
    “I told him I would tell his wife all the promises he made me. I began to doubt his promises to me a long time back, but I wanted to believe. He told me he would look after me all his life. He would keep me in Nice, in luxury. He would give me the life of a princess. Every girl wants to hear such things. To live like that…” 
 
    “Not every girl,” said Eva. “Not every girl is willing to make such a trade.” 
 
    Veroux tried not to scowl.  
 
    “He promised me, and I gave myself to him fully. But he abused it. The words drifted away. But I recorded him once, without him knowing. I threatened to take the recording on my phone to her. To play it so she would know how fully he had betrayed her. Not just with his body, but with his words, and his finances too.” 
 
    “That’s pretty conniving,” said Parker, absent-mindedly.  
 
    “He was the most conniving of all.” 
 
    “The ultimatum didn’t work. And after that failed you changed, hardened, grew bitter… you plotted to kill him.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But you wanted to. Tell me you didn’t,” said Eva.  
 
    “But I didn’t do it.” 
 
    “Why did the ultimatum fail? You played a good hand. I bet Leslie really didn’t want you to tell his wife…” said Dan.  
 
    Celine put a hand to her mouth, shook her head and looked away to Newton. He squeezed her hand as she sobbed. 
 
    “She is innocent.” 
 
    As the drama unfolded around the lunch table Parker’s phone buzzed. Dan looked sideways at him. Newton looked too. Parker glanced at the screen and made a strange closed-lipped face and slid his phone away. Newton kept his eyes on the old man as he comforted his daughter. 
 
    “We found a hairband in Melissa Corcoran’s bedroom,” said Dan, “in the place the killer most likely stood in wait for Leslie to make his entrance. The killer waited, raised the gun and watched him squirm, listened to him beg. That’s vengeance at work. Then the killer pulled the trigger, and Corcoran died. Three bullets. That’s an execution, not an escape. The hairband doesn’t belong to Mrs Corcoran. Her hair is too short to need one. It belongs to the only other woman who ever set foot in that room. The woman who killed the photographer.” 
 
    “It. Wasn’t. ME!” screamed Veroux.  
 
    “The woman wore heavy boots to misdirect the police. She wanted people to think it was a man, or a thickset woman. And the theft of the photos could have played better if the photographs stayed missing. That was stupid.” 
 
    “They’re not listening, Dirk…” said Veroux.  
 
    “But they’ve proven it wasn’t David. That’s good. The hairband. You found it?” said Newton.  
 
    “Yes,” said Dan. Newton nodded with approval. His eyes roved across the old man’s face once more. Parker looked away and Newton dragged his hand over his chin.  
 
    “It wasn’t me, Dirk.” 
 
    “I know, Celine. I believe you.” 
 
    “Why did you change, Celine? What happened? Why didn’t you go to Melissa Corcoran as you threatened to?” 
 
    Veroux covered her mouth with her hand. Eva saw her nails were painted a pale brown to match her hair and her eyeshadow.  
 
    “And where is Leslie’s camera?” said Eva. “It’s gone. Stolen. Probably by the killer. Where is it, Celine?” 
 
    “Stop! Stop! That’s enough,” said Newton, leaning across the glass table to protect the woman. “You’ve proven your point.” 
 
    “How can we, if you’re protecting her?” said Dan. 
 
    “You’re on the right track, I know it. But I can’t let you destroy Celine if she didn’t do it.” 
 
    “She fits the profile. She was there. She had motive – the man hurt her and ignored her ultimatum.” 
 
    “Then maybe the man got what he deserved. But think – if she’s innocent, does Celine deserve the killer’s punishment on top of all the lies she’s endured?” 
 
    “If she was innocent...” said Dan. But as he looked at the pretty girl’s profile, he felt a burning deep in his gut. “But she’s not innocent in this thing. Not by a long chalk.” 
 
    Newton took a deep breath, blew it out, and stood up. He stuck his hands in his back pockets and looked around the table.  
 
    “I think the meeting has achieved some of its objectives. David needed to see if you were going to help him get free… happily, I can report you will… soon enough.” 
 
    “What were the other objectives, Mr Newton.” 
 
    “Dirk, I said… to get you to call off the dogs on Celine. This girl isn’t the one you want. He looked at Dan with a definite sparkle of something in his eye. Before, Dan had felt guarded around Newton, but now he saw the man for what he was. A man with a talent. A special talent, granted, but he was still just any other fool where women were concerned.” 
 
    “The dogs won’t be called off until the real killer has been identified, Dirk,” said Dan. “You can tell that to Mr Roles.” 
 
    “Yes…” said Newton. “As I say, you’re on the right track…” 
 
    “You keep saying that,” said Eva. “Do you know something we don’t? Do you know who the killer might be?” 
 
    “No, of course not. But you have some evidence and now a profile. I think all you need is a little final help and a push in the right direction.” 
 
    “All due respect, Mr Newton. The last thing we need right now are Jedi mind tricks and bum steers.” 
 
    “Ha. Of course. And you won’t get any of those from me… I’m going to help you wrap this up before Celine gets hurt any more. Okay?” 
 
    Eva and Dan looked at one another.  
 
    “I insist…” said Newton, with emphasis.  
 
    “I don’t think so,” said Dan. “Next time try more force.” 
 
    “You’re not out of the woods yet, Celine,” said Eva. “If you didn’t kill Leslie, I’d tell us what happened to that camera. And why you turned all dark and brooding. Because I’ve got say, if you don’t – and the police get this evidence, I think you and David Roles will be changing places very soon. Don’t you?” 
 
    The girl didn’t look up. Parker stared at her profile, while Newton stared at the old man.  
 
    “Mr Bradley. Miss Roberts. On a separate matter, can I take a moment of your time?” 
 
    Veroux and Parker looked up, lost. Eva was the first to nod in agreement. Dirk Newton guided them away from the table, and led them into the room with the deluxe sofas and the movie prints. He closed the door behind them and cleared his throat with a little cough.  
 
    “The old man who you’ve been dragging around with you…” 
 
    “Jonathan Parker.” 
 
    “If that’s his name…” 
 
    “He’s friends with your friend, Roles.” 
 
    “Roles associated with lords, ladies, and celebrities. Because of his work, he also has friends in the gutter.” 
 
    “Parker’s just down on his luck, that’s all…” 
 
    Newton shook his head. “He looks at you when he receives his text messages. Left and right, at each of you, but mainly at you, Mr Bradley. He has a tic, his eyelids narrow and his lips twitch. It shows he doesn’t trust you. Have you done anything to harm him? Because the distrust is pretty well rooted?” 
 
    Dan sighed. “He thinks I have money which he says belongs to him.” 
 
    “Do you?” said Newton. 
 
    “No way. The money probably doesn’t even exist.” 
 
    “Well, your friend is certain it does. And he thinks you’re holding it from him.” 
 
    “He’s desperate. I think he’s in fear of his life.” 
 
    “He’s desperate. And he pretty much hates you. And he’s been lying to you, too. You need to watch out, and you need to drop this man from your company at your earliest opportunity.” 
 
    “He’s ill. Misguided. Deluded. And he’s kind of an old friend. I can’t just drop him because he’s lost the plot. He’s in danger, only he’s not giving me enough information on it to really help him out.” 
 
    Newton chuckled and rubbed his chin.  
 
    “That man pretty much hates your guts, would gladly throw you to the wolves for the perceived wrong you’ve done to him, and you want to help him? That’s a dangerous dose of goodwill you have there. I’m serious. You need to watch him.” 
 
    “I’m trying.” 
 
    “No, Mr Bradley. I’m serious. From the look of him, that man is in very grave trouble, and if you’re not careful, you could be the one to suffer.” 
 
    Dan looked at Eva. But there was nothing to say. She shook her head, tutted, and looked out on the beauty of green Regent’s Park, knowing a whole world of darkness was lurking not so far away. This was London – a world in a city and a force twelve storm in a fine china tea cup. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Twenty-three 
 
    Making Things Worse 
 
      
 
    Walking alongside the enchanting views of Regents Park was a good reason for enjoying some moments of peace, but by the time they reached the tube station, all excuses for silence had worn a little thin. Dirk Newton’s advice on trusting Parker had hit a raw nerve. Dan had been feeling the burden of old Parker’s presence ever since they arrived, and now Eva felt the risk too. They needed to help him if they could, but for the sake of the case – for the sake of their safety – they needed him gone.  
 
    “What did he speak to you about in there?” asked Parker, sounding cagey. 
 
    “Who? Newton?” said Dan. 
 
    Parker nodded, his eyes on Dan as he waited for an answer. 
 
    Dan and Eva glanced at one another. It was all in the eyes. It took them no time to silently formulate a mutual response.  
 
    “Newton was making excuses for the girl. He’s smitten already,” said Dan. “He said she has her reasons for withholding what she knows, but that she’s still innocent.” 
 
    “Really? But the girl’s as guilty as sin, you know that. She was crying crocodile tears all over his shoulder,” said Parker. “I thought the man was sharper than that.” 
 
    Dan didn’t want to hear what the old man thought any longer. All of his opinions seemed suspect and malign.  
 
    “We’re not sure about any of it yet, Jonathan,” said Eva. 
 
    “Why? In your position I’d be closing the case.” 
 
    “Really?” said Dan. “Yesterday you said Melissa Corcoran was guilty. I think we’re right to take our time on this. Roles is still going to be set free. We need to find who did it. The real killer. And we shouldn’t jump to conclusions until we’re sure.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “And I do,” said Dan. Eva gave Dan a look behind Parker’s back. The look told him to calm down. He received the message and ducked his head before Parker noticed.  
 
    “Then who else could it be?” 
 
    “That’s what we’re waiting on. There’s a missing piece here.” 
 
    “The camera?” 
 
    “And definitive proof Veroux – or another – pulled the trigger. In the absence of any evidence, we really need a confession,” said Eva. 
 
    “You’re dreaming, aren’t you?” said Parker. 
 
    They got off the tube at London Bridge and took the train to New Cross Gate. As they stood for the station, Eva’s phone started to ring. Her screen showed the number was withheld. She had seen a similar missed call a couple of days before, this time Eva wanted to know who it was. She pressed the answer button before the call rang off. 
 
    “Eva Roberts.” 
 
    “Ah... Miss Roberts…” said a commanding female voice. As soon as she heard it, Eva knew it was Lady M at the other end.  
 
    “Mrs Corcoran.” 
 
    “Indeed. I know that you’re investigating me in relation to my husband’s murder…” 
 
    “Yes...?” said Eva. They drew to a halt on the platform, Dan listening in. Parker put his hands on his hips and checked his own battered phone as he waited. Dan looked at Parker and he turned fractionally to hide the screen of his phone. Dan didn’t like it one bit.  
 
    “I also know you’ve been inside my home. Illegally. Possibly more than once. Don’t you sort of people have any morals at all…?” 
 
    Eva didn’t respond. The woman could have been recording the message. Melissa Corcoran was a sharp practitioner and Eva had no intention of getting stung.  
 
    “And I heard you keep some tough guys around for when you need them, Mrs Corcoran.” 
 
    “Hired help, that’s all. And looking back I suppose I should have hired them before, then all of this might not have happened.” 
 
    “Maybe. But some things surely would have turned out the same.” 
 
    “You mean my husband’s wandering. Listen. What needs to be said between us can’t be said over the phone. It’ll take too long. It could get heated. We should meet.” 
 
    “What? With you and your hired help?” 
 
    “No. On neutral ground. You could see me coming, who I’m with. And the same would apply to you. If you listened to me, you might well leave me alone.” 
 
    “I can assure you there are other suspects aside from you.” 
 
    “And there damn well should be. I didn’t do it.” 
 
    “I hear that a lot, Mrs Corcoran. It’s my job to be sure. We’ve wanted to meet you for a while. But you kept blocking us…” 
 
    “I can see who I like and refuse who I like. I’m a busy woman. But you people have become a thorn in my side, and I want to move on. If I have to meet you to make that happen, then so be it.” 
 
    “How about The Excelsior Hotel, Tower Hill. Do you know it?” 
 
    “No. But I’ll be there. Seven this evening?” 
 
    “Looking forward to it,” said Eva. 
 
    “Then you’ll be the only one.” 
 
    Mrs Corcoran hung up.  
 
    “You get the gist of that?”  
 
    “Lady M wants to meet with us. She bringing the heavies?” 
 
    “She says not. Seven tonight at the Excelsior. I think it’s a little difficult to get too heavy anywhere that fancy.” 
 
    Dan looked at Jonathan Parker while his back was still turned.  
 
    “A meeting for two or three?” 
 
    “Keep your friends close…” said Eva quietly.  
 
    Dan nodded. He stuck his hands in his pockets and looked at Parker’s back. “You can stop hiding that damn phone from me now, JP.” 
 
    “What. Eh? You go on without me. I have to wait here.” 
 
    Dan moved into Parker’s space and looked into his eyes.  
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “One of his people is here somewhere. I’ve been spotted… the moment I go outside…” 
 
    “One of who’s people?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. You’re not helping me. I told you. You made things worse.” 
 
    “Stop blaming other people and deal with your own mess. If you’re in debt, you made it, not me. And if you’re hoping for a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow to get you out of this mess, then stop wasting your time.” 
 
    “That pot of gold exists, Dan.” 
 
    “It’s a dangerous fantasy. It’s stopping you facing up to facts. You need to be smart to get out of whatever mess you’re in. And being smart means being honest. Starting with us…” 
 
    Dan laid a hand on the old man’s shoulder. He was quaking with emotion, and flung Dan’s hand away. Dan stiffened when the old man dipped a hand into his jacket pocket. He watched the hand come free with an old folded cash book. The creases on its surface had turned white. Parker opened it up, licked a finger, and flipped the pages. When he found the right one, he shoved it high and hard towards Dan’s face. Dan snatched it off him before Parker thrust it into his eyes. He stared at the spidery old handwriting of his dead mentor, scanned the pages and found the entry Parker had staked his life on. 
 
    There it was in Devon’s hand. The 150k. It didn’t seem likely. It could have been a lie. But Dan saw it all the same.  
 
    “I don’t believe what I’m seeing. You sure this didn’t get eaten up by all his other debts? Or spent before he died?” 
 
    Parker leaned forward. “I’m sure. I know it, Dan…” 
 
    “I haven’t got it. We haven’t got it. I’m not going to plead with you to believe me. I’m not going to tell you again. But like I said, I’m willing to help you dig yourself out of whatever hole you’re in if you start to come clean.” 
 
    Parker stared into Dan’s eyes. Then he seemed to shiver. He looked away, across each shoulder. “I can’t.” 
 
    Dan thrust the cash book back against the old man’s chest.  
 
    “Then see how long this cash book can keep you alive. My guess. Not that long. This is a time limited offer, JP. Take it while it’s still on the table.” 
 
    “It’s not good enough. I’m running out of time.” 
 
    “Okay,” nodded Dan. “Tell us everything.” 
 
    Parker looked around the platform. A tall young black man was nodding along to the music piped through his earphones. A guy with a ratty face and a ponytail was sniffing and he looked at Parker as the old man looked at him. A pudgy faced guy with thick eyebrows looked around at the Next Train sign above the platform, then looked at the old man. It could have been any one of them. It might have been none.  
 
    “I can’t,” said Parker. He turned and walked rapidly way.  
 
    Dan looked at Eva and shook his head.  
 
    “I don’t know how much longer I can deal with this,” said Dan. “One way or another, he’s losing it. Newton was right. He’s going to end up getting someone killed. You sure you want to bring him with us tonight?” 
 
    “No. But like I said, I don’t want him going somewhere else either. He knows too much.” 
 
    “He does.” 
 
    “Newton wanted to help. Maybe we should let him.” 
 
    “Newton’s only thinking with his dick,” said Dan.  
 
    “But he might have enough spare capacity to use on JP. He was the one who warned us about him.” 
 
    “You want to put the mindbender, Parker, and Lady M in the same room? Now I’m beginning to worry about your state of mind as well. What do you think?” 
 
    Dan turned his head and saw Parker looking at the cash book, then he looked at Dan. 
 
    “That’s it. I’m making the call. If Newton can get him to open up, or go away, it will have been worth the aggravation.” 
 
    Dan dialled the number. He watched Parker looking around at the faces lined around the New Cross Gate platform. There was a pattern to his flickering gaze. The longer Dan followed the old man’s rapid paranoid glances, he was able to make out who he was afraid of. By the time Dirk Newton’s number kicked into voicemail, Dan was looking at the same faces, wondering if he should have been paranoid himself. 
 
    “Dirk, this is Dan Bradley. If you still want to tag along on this thing, we have a meeting with Melissa Corcoran, tonight, 7pm at The Excelsior Hotel, Tower Hill. It’s probably best if you don’t make a grand celebrity entrance, just coming along and keep an eye. If you do decide to come, I’d be glad if you could take another look at the old man too. After what you said before, he’s starting to freak me out…” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Twenty-four 
 
    Armagnac at The Excelsior 
 
      
 
    Meeting at The Excelsior felt like a positive sign. They had left South London – temporarily at least – and if they jumped on the right train, they were now no more than an hour from home. But their proximity to Fenchurch Street provided them with the illusion of home. The biggest hurdles were yet to be overcome and Eva’s nerves were jangling. She rarely felt nervous like this, but the meeting with Lady M was also a meeting with Dirk Newton. Maybe also a meeting with Melissa’s heavies. And who knew what Parker’s histrionics would bring to the mix. By 6.55, the swanky hotel bar was enjoying the tinkle of ivories, as a smooth piano player filled the evening with some smooth jazz sounds. The ambience was classic Hollywood, the black and white silver screen, mixed up with all the sharp voices and rough edges of London town. Dirk Newton was nowhere in sight. Dan looked around, as if the man was going to pop out from behind one of the tall plants in the corner. But it didn’t happen. As much as they had not wanted his interference before, someone with his skills would have been handy to keep around.  
 
    “He’s not coming,” said Eva.  
 
    “Or he’s already here and he’s mind-tricked us.” 
 
    “I think you’ve raised your expectations or Mr Newton a little high.” 
 
    Dan watched Eva rub her neck and make a face to loosen its tension.  
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “I don’t know what she wants…” then she turned down the volume on her voice. “And Parker is getting nastier by the hour. He’s like a different man to when he came to see us.” 
 
    Dan looked over his shoulder. He’d given JP another tenner, and told him to ‘keep an eye on things’ from the quiet, dark seats at the far side of the bar. In this joint, ten pounds wasn’t going to last long. Parker gazed at his phone, at his pint, and then raised it to Dan. But there was no joy in him. Parker’s personality had flatlined somewhere between lethargy and bitterness.  
 
    “He is. He’s working up to something. I can feel it. Only he won’t tell me anything… Okay. We keep him out of the picture. When Lady M enters, I’ll scope the bar for the big boys. Once it’s clear I’ll rejoin you for the chat.” 
 
    “And our approach with Lady M.” 
 
    “How about brutal honesty? Pleasantries finished a while back.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Eva checked her phone screen. It was 6.58. Dan gave a nod and drifted away towards the end of the bar and the toilets while Eva stayed in the seats by the big window, overlooking the walk between Tower Hill and Fenchurch Street. At 7pm precisely, the big woman sidled into view outside. She looked through the glass as she approached and Eva lifted a hand. The woman saw her but made no reply, and the doorman with the top hat let her in. Melissa Corcoran appeared through the squared archway, with Parker’s silhouette visible in the background, by her hip. 
 
    “Mrs Corcoran,” said Eva, standing from the table. “Can I get you a drink?” 
 
    “Don’t bother. Where’s your accomplice?” said the woman. 
 
    “He’s looking around the bar for yours,” Eva replied.  
 
    The woman gave Eva a look, and took a seat. 
 
    “He won’t find them around me anymore. I wasn’t too impressed with their work.” 
 
    “He’ll be along in a minute.” 
 
    The woman nodded and laid her handbag on her lap. For a moment Eva and Corcoran stared at each other, like fighters after the first bell.  
 
    “Look… we’re only after catching the killer. David Roles has implied he’s a patsy. What he suggested is that you set up the attempted theft of the pictures, so as to put him in the frame. You understand…” 
 
    “I understand. I supposedly kill my husband and make it look like an art theft. But I get to keep the pictures, and my husband dies. From that perspective it’s a win/win for me. Except, it’s not true. And I didn’t want him to be killed. The lifestyle Leslie was living couldn’t be sustained too long at his age. I was waiting for nature to take its course.” 
 
    “I don’t know whether that makes you an optimist or a pessimist, Mrs Corcoran.” 
 
    “I’m a diehard realist, Miss Roberts. I’m here because I’m a suspect on your list. But I didn’t do it.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Number one. I was at the office when it happened. It’s indisputable, because it’s true. You may be able to be creative, maybe imagine ways I could have gotten out…” the woman waited, and nodded when she saw Eva did have such thoughts. 
 
    “But slice it anyway you like, it’s impossible. My Hoxton office suite is in the glass box corner of the top floor. The only way I could have got past those staff is if I dived out of the window like James Bond. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m not exactly the Bond type.” 
 
    Eva nodded.  
 
    “Then you could have hired someone else.” 
 
    “The quality of my hired help impressed you enough to draw that conclusion? I doubt it.” 
 
    “Maybe you used those guys to attack Dan so we would think you didn’t have access to something better.” 
 
    “How many straws do you want to clutch here? I’m not so elaborate, Miss Roberts. That’s why I’m here, cutting to the chase. I didn’t do it. Now, I won’t waste my time any further trying to convince you of that. But I am a woman of means and influence. Even more influence once Leslie’s substantial life insurance pays out. And no, I didn’t kill him for that either. I can lobby the police until they make examples of you. Harassing a widow won’t look good. Especially if it goes  
 
    to trial. It’s newsworthy too, isn’t it? Fancy having your faces on the UK News website with the word harassment in bold print underneath? If I was trading on my reputation like you people apparently do, I wouldn’t want that kind of attention in the least…” 
 
    “You came here to threaten us?” 
 
    “No. To make things plain. I’m innocent.” 
 
    “Then who did it, Melissa?” said Eva.  
 
    Dan had navigated the bar, checked the toilets, and enjoyed watching the piano player’s fingers slowly dance across the keys. After a few minutes of enjoying the ambience, along with a beverage appropriate for the occasion – Armagnac, sweet, with a nice throat burning afterglow – don’t mention the price – Dan decided the bar was safe. But there were other matters to attend to. Parker was still unaware of his presence. He stood to the rear of Parker, in the darker recesses before the toilets and a water feature. Parker was angled towards Eva and Melissa Corcoran as if he was paying attention, but Dan could see his fidgeting, his head frequently looking down at his hands, his phone, and his drink. The phone intrigued him the most. If he got access to it, he would know everything Parker was up against. But getting it seemed impossible. 
 
    “He’s falling apart, you see…” said Dirk Newton. Newton appeared at his side in a black jacket and a black polo neck. 
 
    “Well you certainly went for the camouflage look,” said Dan. “No wonder I couldn’t see you.” 
 
    Newton sipped from a glass like the one Dan had just finished. A rounded bowl with a short stem. “You didn’t see me because I didn’t want you to. And I’m drinking the Armagnac on your recommendation. It’s good, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Not bad at all. Corcoran then? Is it her?” 
 
    “Too early to say, but she looks uncomfortable. Not guilty as such, more fearful of you two. I’d say she’s concerned you’re trying to trap her. Frame her even.” 
 
    “A woman like her, afraid of us?” 
 
    “Everyone’s afraid of the dark, Mr Bradley. Even the fiercest of predators.” 
 
    “I’m not the dark. Neither is Eva.” 
 
    “You don’t need to persuade me either way…” 
 
    Something in Dan hardened at the inference. Surely Newton couldn’t see so deep that he saw all the guilt, the crime, the regret… Dan sighed.  
 
    “But your man is in a parlous state. Close to the edge. You said you wanted help with him? I don’t know why. He’s put himself close to the precipice. Walk away, let him fall, so he doesn’t take you with him.” 
 
    “He can’t take me with him.” 
 
    “He can. You’re determined to help a man who wants to sting you like a scorpion.” 
 
    “If I knew what he was up to… what was going on…” 
 
    “You think I can help with that?” 
 
    “Yes. I think you can.” 
 
    Newton smiled and sipped his drink.  
 
      
 
    “Someone who knew about your secret art collection,” said Eva. “Someone with a small hand, who could break through your back door and reach the handle because of a slender arm. Someone who wore size eight work boots to disguise themselves as a man. Someone who waited for your husband in the bedroom because they knew he had a lover with him in the studio…” 
 
    “Come on. You’re describing plenty of women there. So it’s a woman. But it wasn’t me.” 
 
    “Where is Leslie’s camera, Melissa?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We saw one of his camera bags empty on the floor of the studio, and we found a piece of it broken off, suggesting it could have been dashed against the floor, as if someone really didn’t care about its precious contents…” 
 
    “I don’t know… I didn’t want to see his awful pictures. I know about the things that go on off camera, why would I want to see any more of it. I didn’t know his camera was missing.” 
 
    “But it is. And we found a hairband in your room. Beside the curtain, at a position consistent with the angle of the fatal shots. I’m sorry to ask, Mrs Corcoran but did your husband take women into your bedroom.” 
 
    “No,” said the woman firmly. “We never spoke of it, but we had an understanding. He fucked those stupid women in his studio. Not once did I ever find any evidence of him using our bedroom. If he had one grain of respect left for me, that was it. That room was mine.” 
 
    “Then the hairband belonged to the killer.” 
 
    “I’d say it did.” 
 
    “Who knew about your pictures?” 
 
    “The dealers I bought them from. One or two of my closest confidants, who helped in the practical side of the purchasing…” 
 
    “Did they ever know where you hid them?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Eva felt an urge to roar at the woman. Somewhere in her busy, arrogant brain was the information – the clue which would lead them to the killer – to show Celine Veroux had done it. But there were loose ends which needed to be attended to. 
 
    “In December last year, did you notice your husband taking another lover. Up until that point he had been working closely with Celine Veroux, for months by then. He’d made her something of a cult star…” 
 
    “That whore, that’s all she wanted in the first place…” 
 
    “But in December, his photographs changed. There was a new model.” 
 
    “Was there? Like I said. I didn’t want to pay attention. I didn’t like what was happening, but what could I have done about it?” 
 
    “By January, the photographs of Celine Veroux started up again. It was as if they’d had a brief break-up, during which he’d taken another model-lover. But the photographs are different to the normal style. Curious. The woman is in shadows, as if he was hiding her identity…” 
 
    “I don’t know and I don’t care… that part of my life is over.” 
 
    “Think. What women did you see him with then?” 
 
    “I didn’t. He was busy with his work, and I was busy with mine. I was flying to New York non-stop then, trying to set up this deal. I was in New York last December more than I was at home. I had Christmas dinner by myself in a hotel near Central Park.” 
 
    Eva frowned. Who was the December girl? The truth was there, evading her, driving her half mad.  
 
    “Please, Mrs Corcoran, think.” 
 
    “I can’t. I was all business then. That was December. The New York deal and nothing else.” 
 
      
 
    “He keeps looking at his phone. If I could get my hands on it, I’d know everything he was up to. All his secrets.” 
 
    “You really don’t need his phone,” said Newton, finishing his drink. “That’s why you called me here, isn’t it? And by the way, she’s not guilty.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “The conversation has changed. They’re running through something painful. But there’s not hate there, no will to kill. Only sadness at the way things have become. Melissa Corcoran is not your killer, Mr Bradley.” 
 
    “Then who the hell is?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But you’re whittling down the field rather nicely. Now, down to business.” 
 
    Newton laid the glass on the bar and strolled away like he belonged in the hotel. Like he worked there. Dan watched as Newton pulled up the chair beside Parker. He saw the old man jump and slide his phone away. The old man looked at him, and they started to talk. Newton sat like a therapist now, nodding his head, smiling as they spoke. Whatever mind-games he was playing, Dan had no idea how it worked, but he could see it working. Five minutes later, while Dan still watched, Dirk Newton stood up, walked to the bar and bought a pint. He took it to Jonathan Parker’s table and gave it to him. The old man nodded, then they shook hands and Newton walked back to Dan.  
 
    “I think we’re done for the night, don’t you?”  
 
    Newton pulled the lapels of his jacket up around his neck in lieu of a scarf and tugged his jacket tighter around his slim frame.  
 
    “What? What did he tell you?” 
 
    “He’s wasted every penny he ever earned on a gambling addiction. Simple really. He’s a broken man, almost ready to go to his grave, but with one last hope of making things good. It’s the last hope he’s got.” 
 
    “Then I should help him.” 
 
    “Not sure you can. He originally owed two-hundred and seventy thousand, but sold his house off, and paid it down to fifteen grand.” 
 
    “Fifteen. He was on to me for one hundred and fifty k!” 
 
    “That’s because he's failed to meet the payment terms of the man who bought the debt. A man called William Chambers. Do you know the name?” 
 
    Dan shook his head.  
 
    “Neither did I. But I had a front row seat in that old man’s head, and now it’s a name I’ll never forget. He’s getting more fragile, more stressed out, more dangerous, because he’s not got long left to live. They’re after him and he knows it.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They’re going to kill him, Mr Bradley. Ruthless, terrible people. And I don’t think you should get in their way, for your own sake.” 
 
    “For fifteen grand?” 
 
    Newton shook his head. “He bargained for his life by promising them half that one-fifty k. Half his brother’s money.” 
 
    “It doesn’t exist.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but he is sure, very sure it does. That’s his very last hope. But be careful. I’m telling you, he’s dangerous.” 
 
    “Isn’t there anything we can do?” 
 
    “I’m a mind-reader, Mr Bradley. Not a bloody magician.” 
 
    “Why didn’t I see it? All that suffering, all his poverty and despair – it was right there in front of me.” 
 
    “Because, deep down, we all have skills like mine. And if we are intentional about it, we can all make ourselves seem what we want to seem. We can even become invisible, even while in plain sight. I think your friend would love to have that skill right now. Call me again when you find them, won’t you? Corcoran’s killer,” said Newton. With that, Newton nodded his head and walked out of the hotel bar.  
 
    Dan stood watching Parker’s back, contemplating his fate, and the words Dirk Newton had left behind. He saw Melissa Corcoran stand up in the front bar. Eva followed suit. They exchanged a few more words, then Lady M turned away and walked out into the night. He saw a hollow, frustrated look on Eva’s face. By anyone’s reckoning, after the evening they’d had, it was time for another drink.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Twenty-five 
 
    Never Mind the Quality 
 
      
 
    The Quality Lodge was busiest at night, well after traditional drinking hours had been completed. By midnight, Dan and Eva were in a sleepless embrace. Their bodies were entwined for comfort and little else. All ideas of sex and romance had been killed off by a rampant couple in the suite above, who were committed to making the most theatrical orgasm sounds known to mankind. 
 
    “You’d think her whole body is a G-spot,” said Eva.  
 
    “Who knows, maybe it is. She probably walks around wrapped in cotton wool so she doesn’t fall down, writhing in ecstasy while she’s pushing a shopping trolley around Frescos.” 
 
    The groaning subsided. Dan and Eva blinked at the ceiling in relief. Then a rhythmic thudding started up again. 
 
    “I think I’ll settle for a kiss tonight,” said Dan. 
 
    “Don’t push it,” she said. She leaned her head up and met his mouth and they kissed softly for a moment while the sex machines above started thudding faster and faster.  
 
    The kiss broke apart and they looked up again.  
 
    “You know, I don’t think we’re sleeping until they do,” said Eva. “My head’s so full of this case, I can’t sleep anyway. You want to grab a coffee?” 
 
    Dan yawned as Eva pulled the white sheets away. He stole an admiring glance at her soft pale body, the profile of her breasts, the curve of her hip. Dan looked up and damned the noise-makers for spoiling his fun. He gave up and flipped the duvet back. 
 
    “Fine. Where to?” 
 
    “The vending machines downstairs will be fine for now. Get your brain in gear. We’re close.” 
 
    “The vending machines. Wow. We should do these London mini-breaks more often.” 
 
    Eva put on her bra and cast a jaded eye back at Dan as he dragged on his jeans. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once dressed they went downstairs to the vending machines and took seats in the small reception area. It wasn’t a comfortable place and the machine coffee was barely better than the instant stuff in their room, but at least it was quiet enough to work.  But so far Eva was the one doing all the working. Dan pushed his coffee around the table, and nodded, but his eyes were glazed. 
 
    “You’re not listening,” said Eva.  
 
    “I’m thinking. Say it again.” 
 
    “Drink more coffee,” said Eva, handing him the plastic vending machine cup. Dan grimaced and took a slurp.  
 
    “It’s true. I’m thinking. Run through it again.” 
 
    “Lady M didn’t know about the camera going missing.” 
 
    “The killer took it. Maybe the camera had more valuable pictures on it than the things in the drawer.” 
 
    “Hhhhmmmmm,” said Eva. “That’s a different angle. You mean art value, right? What if we’re talking about personal value…?” 
 
    “Excuse me. You’re thinking too fast for me. I’m still on a coffee deficit here,” said Dan. 
 
    The killer never went into the studio, not as far as we know… but the camera piece and bag was still in there. Leslie would never have given his camera away when he was alive. It was his main tool.” 
 
    “Apart from the other one,” said Dan with a wry smile.  
 
    “I’m talking about his photography, not his sex life. That camera was going nowhere when he was alive. But it was gone after the murder.” 
 
    “The killer took it.” 
 
    “No. The killer or the fake thief, whatever, never went in there. If we believe Veroux…” 
 
    “Do we?” 
 
    “Give me a second. We’re theorizing here. If we believe Veroux, she never left the studio, she hid from the killer, but the killer never came in. What does that mean?” 
 
    Dan sipped his coffee. 
 
    “Celine Veroux stole the camera, Dan. It couldn’t have been anyone else. Her version of events is almost an admission of guilt. We’ve got her for the camera.” 
 
    “Newton didn’t mention it.” 
 
    “He was clearing her of murder, not theft.” 
 
    Dan’s eyes widened. “I like it.” 
 
    “We’re getting a clearer picture of Veroux here. She was the number one lover girl in Autumn. By December there’s another girl in the picture, and she knows it. She’s not happy. She goes to Mr C with the dirt she has on him, and says she will take it to Lady M. She gives him the ultimatum. But guess what… it doesn’t work. Why?” 
 
    “You’ve got me.” 
 
    “Because her blackmail ruse had a critical weakness all along. The world only knows the images Leslie Corcoran put out there for the world to see. But what about all the ones Corcoran kept hidden. Some of Corcoran’s stuff borders on soft porn, do you agree?” 
 
    “From old Parker’s reaction to some of those shots, definitely.” 
 
    “What if Leslie liked to get intimate on camera, snapping some happy memories for his private entertainment.” 
 
    “You’re talking about sex shots?” 
 
    “Yes. In her own words, Celine Veroux gave the man her all. She submitted to him in all ways. Back in the beginning she might have agreed to all kinds of things to get the man she wanted. He seemed sweet. He made her promises. But after the ultimatum, the gloves were off. Veroux tried to blackmail him, so he played it in reverse. His private porn pics could have become a reverse ultimatum. You do what I say, or he releases the images as revenge porn, and ruins the beginnings of a promising modelling career.” 
 
    “Or makes her a star, depending on your view. That’s a theory.” 
 
    “Look at her reaction. It’s the reason for her silence, for her anger.” 
 
    “Okay… so what about the killer?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s not Lady M. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “And now it sounds like you’re buying into Celine Veroux’s version of events too. Which leaves us…” 
 
    “Nowhere. We don’t have our killer. But we’re close. We’ve looked at this damn thing from all angles, and all we’ve done is rule people out. We need to rule someone in for a change. No matter how I look at it, or how hard we dig, I can’t find our killer. They’re in there somewhere, but it’s like they’re bloody invisible. 
 
    Dan nodded, blank eyed and weary. He lifted his coffee cup and gulped down the sour dregs in one hit. He recalled the hotel, seeing JP accept the pint from Dirk Newton was like watching a kiss of death. If he was right, Newton believed he would never see Parker again. Newton’s words echoed like a melancholy poem in his head. ‘...if we are intentional about it, we can all make ourselves seem what we want to seem. We can even become invisible, even in plain sight…’ Dan woke from his tired trance as if the caffeine had suddenly hit a switch in his body.  
 
    “We can make ourselves seem what we want to seem. We can even become invisible, even in plain sight,” said Dan. He looked into Eva’s eyes.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Dirk Newton’s words tonight. He was talking about Parker’s hidden troubles. But I think he could have even been talking about this case. What is it? What has been hidden in plain sight? Come on, Eva. think.” 
 
    Eva nodded, sighed and looked away. She sipped her coffee. A moment later she looked at Dan, and this time she looked wide awake.  
 
    “The December Girl,” said Eva.  
 
    “That’s her. We need to find her.” 
 
    Eva nodded. “And Parker?” 
 
    “For a little while we have to hope the old man can keep it together and look after himself…” 
 
    Dan hoped the Quality Lodge lovers would run out of energy soon. A night of plastic cups of coffee in a vending machine hell looked like the only alternative. It was hardly the best preparation for working on a murder case. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Twenty-six 
 
      
 
    The Last Unknown 
 
      
 
    Invisible, but always there. Unseen by everyone but Leslie Corcoran – the December Girl was the last unknown remaining in the game. 
 
    Eva remembered the vague dates of the photo shoots and probable affair. They were centred in mid to late December. Melissa Corcoran had been away most of December, meaning Corcoran had been free to conduct his affairs exactly as he saw fit. Eva wondered whether Corcoran kept to the unspoken pact with his wife – about not having sex with his girlfriends in the marital bed. Such questions were usually the stuff of gossip and tittle tattle, salacious stuff, but this time it really mattered. The stray hairband showed another woman had certainly been in the Corcoran bedroom. Eva had assumed all too easily that the hairband belonged to the killer. But during December, when Lady M was away, Leslie could have done what he liked. Maybe the December Girl became the first lover to usurp the Corcoran’s empty marital bed while Lady M was away. If so, then the hairband was possibly no link to the murder. Then the December Girl could have been innocent too. At that point the list of suspects would have been precisely zero. David Roles would have remained in the frame. No killer would have been found as a replacement. Not good… to put it mildly. Eva grimaced at the thought.  
 
    "Mrs Corcoran… Celine Veroux, the December Girl, one of these women has to be the killer..." said Eva, even as she considered the weakness of her words.  
 
    "You don't sound so confident this morning,” said Dan.  
 
    It was early, and beyond the small window of their room in the Quality Lodge, the grimy South London streets were streaked in lengthy shadows. Buses and trucks rumbled by in the street below and shook the double glazing. Neither of them had slept well, both under their own mood clouds – heavy clouds which overlapped somewhere between the two of them. Eva sat on the edge of the bed, blinking at the brightening sky through a gap between the blue nylon curtains. Dan was still in bed. The little white kettle by the TV was hissing it's way to the boil. Eva dragged a brush through her hair while Dan sat up and yawned. Dan looked at Eva’s back – her blouse was on – regretting the fact she was already dressed.  
 
    "What time is it?" 
 
    "Six forty am," she said.  
 
    "Really? Are you sure you want to get up yet? Why don't you get back in bed? Now that our noisy neighbours are sound asleep, I think we should give them a dose of their own medicine." 
 
    But Eva kept right on fastening the buttons of her blouse. 
 
    “You know I’m not one for drama in the bedroom," said Eva with a smile. “I enjoy the fireworks without faking.”  
 
    "Why are you always such a spoilsport?” 
 
    “Look around. Romance and Quality Lodge are not exactly a perfect match," said Eva. “Besides, I’m still fixated by this mysterious December Girl." 
 
    “Should I be jealous?” said Dan in a sleepy voice. 
 
    “She’s the only murder suspect we’ve got left. Be jealous all you want.” 
 
    Dan clapped a hand over his forehead and dragged it down his face. "I’ve woken up with a Parker problem instead. Jonathan is doing my head in..." 
 
    "He’s one problem we need to set aside for now. I really need your brain on this one." 
 
    "Trouble is, I’m not sure I can set him aside. If Dirk Newton is right, the people after him might not give him that long. I don’t get it. Why threaten to kill a man who owes you money. You’ll never get a penny back that way…” 
 
    But Dan knew the answer already. To stay feared. To show what happened to people who didn’t pay back. One bad debt cancelled, one debtor killed. It made the others pay up a little faster once the word got round.  
 
    “You know, I should really check on him now..." Dan leaned out of the bed to pick up his phone. Eva looked round. 
 
    "It's way too early to call him. He won’t thank you for it.” 
 
    “No, he never does.” Dan left the phone on the floor and sat up.  
 
    "You know…” said Eva. “I've got this one image of the December Girl in my head.” She looked at Dan. “The last image I saw in the Soho gallery – a picture of a serious girl with pert cherry lips and bright white teeth, wearing sunglasses, pointing her fingernails so close to the lens they looked as big as her face. She keeps coming to mind. The dates of her appearance fit somehow. She is important to this case. She's the reason Veroux was vexed enough to give Leslie an ultimatum." 
 
    "A serious girl with cherry lips. She sounds like you." 
 
    "Dan, I'm serious." 
 
    "I know. That’s what I just said." 
 
    "Please... focus. Help me here. What Dirk said... about being hidden; it feels like it could be this unknown girl. It feels… I don’t know… relevant." 
 
    "What? Being hidden in plain sight… is that what you think?” 
 
    "Exactly. Where is the killer, Dan? Where are they hidden in plain sight? Where are the gaps in this case we haven’t explored yet?” 
 
    Gaps? thought Dan. Dan chewed his lip. He imagined the faces they were dealing with. Melissa, Celine, the unknown December Girl. Gaps… yeah, there were gaps alright. Some so big they felt like the Grand Canyon. 
 
    "Do you think Lady M will be awake yet?" 
 
    "We're not calling her either." 
 
    "No. Don't call her. Email. The woman is a workaholic. If she's awake, she'll respond." 
 
    "Why contact her at all? We saw her last night. And it’s a dead end. 
 
    "No. I’m not so sure it is. There’s always more questions to ask in a case like this. And a couple more questions might tell us exactly what we need." Eva watched Dan thinking as she sipped her coffee. She leaned against the windowsill and watched him chew his fingernails.  
 
    "What else did this girl look like?" 
 
    "The December Girl?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "It’s hard to say. She was in shadow and silhouette in most of those photographs, remember. But the last couple of shots were more bright, more fun. I think whatever thing Leslie and this girl had going on, they started to loosen up at the end. The shots got more risky. That's when we see her most of her face." 
 
    "So, could you recognise her?" 
 
    "I don't know. I doubt it." 
 
    "Come on, Eva. Think." 
 
    "Well… she’s slim, has a strong looking jaw, angular, feminine but pronounced… her hair looks kind of mid-colour. Mousy blonde or light brown, probably coloured or highlighted. It’s tied back, so it’s hard to be sure.” 
 
    “Come on. Is she blonde or brunette? Make a choice.” 
 
     “Brunette then. And she had good nails – plain French polished. If I was going to get my nails done, that's what I'd have done." 
 
    Dan nodded and took it all in. Eva had been thumbing her phone screen. She stopped and looked up. 
 
    "Okay, I've got an empty email ready to send to Melissa-dot-Corcoran. So what am I supposed to type?" 
 
    "Just ask her if we can visit her today." 
 
    "Why? She's never going to go for that. We only saw her last night. She wants us gone. badly.” 
 
    "So tell her it's the last time, because after this visit the case will be closed." 
 
    " But we don't know that. It seems to me we’re getting further away. We still need so many answers…” 
 
    "Yeah. And today we're going to get them..." 
 
    "Dan..." 
 
    "Trust me,” said Dan. “Just type the email and send it.” 
 
    Dan slid out of bed and walked into the bathroom. Eva listened to him turn on the shower, the water blasting down against the plastic shower tray.  
 
    After a minute and a few more sips of coffee, Eva checked her email account, and found a fresh email from Lady M waiting at the top of the stack.  
 
    Eva read it and called out "Dan! She's says she'll see us. This morning. But she’s asking where we want to meet...” 
 
    "Tell her we'll meet at her office. First thing.” 
 
    "Are you even going to tell me what this is about?" 
 
    "I don’t know what I’m looking for yet. It’s just a feeling. I want to test an idea at MCM." 
 
    "You should tell me.” 
 
    “Should I? You don’t always like my hunches. But this could get us a result.” 
 
     “Okay, but don’t pull anything wild. Nothing offensive. Because Lady M isn't guilty, so we don't want to end up in any more trouble than usual. If we upset her she’s sworn we’ll pay.” 
 
    "Thanks for the vote of confidence,” said Dan with a grin. He walked out of the bathroom, jeans on, top off, rubbing his short hair dry with a white towel. He picked up the coffee Eva had made him and took a gulp. 
 
    "When I’m dry I’ll get going and check on Parker." 
 
    "Please don't say you want to take him to the meeting with Lady M." 
 
    "Eva, the old man's in danger. The longer I leave him, the greater chance of him being hit while we’re busy. You think I want that kind of guilt hanging over me? I can't leave him." 
 
    "According to Dirk Newton, he’s so angry with you he could be a danger.” 
 
    "Funny you should mention it; I've got a plan to cover that too." 
 
    Noticing the bright smile and cocksure glint in Dan’s eyes, Eva started to look worried. Dan gulped his coffee down and grabbed his shirt.  
 
    “Time to go get the old man.” 
 
    Eva sighed and looked out of the window as the hotel room door clunked shut behind her. She watched the sun rising over the vast New Cross supermarket. The sky was streaked with vivid pink. Red sky in the morning, shepherd’s warning. She wondered what Dan had in mind. There was a gap between them and the killer, and it needed to be bridged. And Eva had no inkling how to get there. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Twenty-seven 
 
    Eyeballs 
 
      
 
    Dan arrived at the door of the grotty flats by The Journeyman pub, at the far end of New Cross. He turned and looked across the street, his eye following a diagonal line up towards the two tower blocks of the nearby estate where Parker had spent a half hour waiting, looking like a condemned man. Sunlight struck the top of the left hand block, which stood proud of its neighbour. The light was reflected off the glass like a burst of gold fire. He was fascinated by it for a second, then he remembered the timeframe. They were due in Hoxton by 9am and chances were the old man was still in his long johns. As Dan turned back to his side of the street, he saw a pair of eyes watching him. A lean looking black man with white trainers and clad in dark blue denim from head to toe was standing by a postbox for no good reason. When Dan looked at him, the guy looked away. Dan kept looking and the guy looked back. He looked familiar from somewhere. He didn’t have time to waste, but he wanted to check it out. Odd behaviour was odd for a reason. Dan started a brisk walk towards the guy. The guy turned and scratched his shaven head. He started walking slowly then he turned and saw Dan aiming for him. Soon as he looked, he moved to the kerb. It was early, but the street was already bustling with vehicles heading for the city centre and beyond. They guy looked all set to jump out and take his chances with the traffic.  
 
    “Hey!” said Dan. He stopped to see if the black guy would stop too.  
 
    The guy looked at Dan, his toes hanging over the edge into the road. Like a lemming. Or a cat about to leap.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    The guy didn’t speak, but the look in his eyes was like a swear word. 
 
    “You watching me?” 
 
    “Who cares about you? I don’t know you,” said the black guy with as much contempt as he could muster.  
 
    “You’re watching those apartments, is that it?” 
 
    The man narrowed his eyes, snorted, and spat a white glob half back towards Dan. 
 
    “Nice. Your mother teach you that?” 
 
    “No. Your mother did,” said the black guy.  
 
    Dan shook his head. “Really? It’s seven in the morning and you want to do your-mother jokes? I’m scared already. Listen to me, dickweed. If you’re watching the old man in there, I’m telling you to back off. Whatever you’re planning, it’s not to happen. The old man is under my protection.” 
 
    The black guy looked like he was going to say something. Maybe another your-mother line. Maybe something slightly more intelligent, like a denial of knowing anything. Then the question came. “Who the fuck are you?” said the black guy.  
 
    “I’m the one telling you to run back to your boss, and tell him the debt’s been cancelled.” 
 
    Dan listened to himself. Did I really just say that? Because he used the mother lines on me? He’d upped the stakes in a fit of pique, but he had no intention of taking on any responsibility for the old man’s debts. His bad karma was his business. All Dan intended to do was keep him alive. 
 
    Now the guy was smiling. 
 
    “You’re a big man, yeah?” 
 
    “Not really. But I could knock seven bells out of you before you knew what was happening. You want to try me, or you want to go and tell the big cheese what you found out. You never know, he might throw you a biscuit for being a good boy.” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re dealing with man. You have no idea. But you’ll find out, alright.” 
 
    The black guy chuckled to himself and crossed the street.  
 
    “That’s it. Run. Keep going,” said Dan. He turned back to the apartments and after two minutes of trying, Parker buzzed him in. Parker still didn’t let him into the bedsit room, and this time Dan was glad. It stank of booze, BO, and the old man’s breath. It took another ten minutes of hanging in the hallway before Parker walked out of the door, still wearing the same world-weary suit he’d been in for days. Dan tried his level best not to look disgusted. And he didn’t mention a word about the black guy in the street.  
 
    “You thought anymore about what Devon did with that money?” said Jonathan, in a croaky voice. He looked at Dan from the corners of his eyes.  
 
    “Of course. My every waking moment is devoted to it.” 
 
    “I really need to know where he put it.” 
 
    Dan sighed. 
 
    “Yeah. I wish you could find it so you’d shut up about it.” 
 
    The old man looked back up the steps at him. “Now, that’s not nice. Why the hell have you woken me up so early…? Is it breakfast time?” 
 
    “More like crunch time. We’re going to see Lady M at her office.” 
 
    “What? But you saw her last night.” 
 
    Dan angled his head left and right as he thought how to explain it.  
 
    “Something’s come up.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you when I know. But listen. You’re going to be there, but I don’t want your input. You’re there as a witness. Okay?” 
 
    “Sounds like you don’t need me there at all.” 
 
    “Oh, we always need your help, JP. You’ve been at the centre of the action the whole way through.” 
 
    He watched the old man nodding. “It’s fortunate I’m wearing my best suit. I almost changed into something else this morning.” 
 
    “That was lucky,” said Dan.  
 
    When they stepped outside Jonathan Parker walked a few steps before he froze. Even his arms turned rigid at his sides. Dan followed the man’s line of sight across the street. For a moment, it looked like the old man was peering at one of the tower blocks. Then Dan caught sight of the black guy. He was standing within the boundary walls of the estate, doing nothing, but standing there watching.  
 
    “You going to tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    “I need that money,” said Parker. Then he started walking away with an urgent, elderly gait. Dan walked at his side, and steered him along the street towards New Cross. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Twenty-eight 
 
    Ten Minutes 
 
      
 
    They stepped out of the lifts onto the top floor of the colourful skyscraper which MCM Media called home and headed for the glass wall with the MCM logo stencilled onto it, but this time, the reception woman didn’t bother to open the door. She looked at them through the glass. She didn’t smile. She picked up the phone and called someone, and then they waited. When the call was done, Dan knocked gently on the glass, but the woman did nothing except look up.  
 
    “Looks like we’ve made some real friends here,” said Dan.  
 
    “I told you. She wants us gone. I hope you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “No. But since when has that ever stopped me before,” said Dan.  
 
    If Dan thought the comment was funny, it did nothing for Eva. She looked at him and thought she could detect a jangling of nerves about him. She saw tension at his temples, and noticed he was fidgety. Parker was happily playing a new role. He was quiet and edgy too, and today there was barely a peep out of him. He was playing the part of a tired old curmudgeon. It looked like the man was almost entirely in his head. His eyes darted about like he was panicking about something.  
 
    “Maybe you should stay out here, Jonathan. This meeting could be difficult, and you don’t quite seem yourself,” said Eva.  
 
    “No,” said the old man, almost snapping back at her. “No, I’ll come. I want to see what she’s got up her sleeve… it’ll take my mind off things.” 
 
    Eva took a steadying breath.  
 
    “So come on,” she said to Dan. “What is it?” 
 
    “Gaps, remember?” said Dan.  
 
    And that was all she got. Lauren Yardley, the PA appeared at the reception desk, hands folded in front of her. She glanced at them through the glass without truly looking, and held a conversation with the receptionist.  
 
    “She’s not so friendly, either,” said Dan.  
 
    “We didn’t exactly leave on good terms, last time.” 
 
    They heard the door lock click off, and Yardley beckoned them inside. Her smile was less friendly than before, but it was still there. Eva wondered if the woman even knew how to stop presenting a look of businesslike efficiency.  
 
    “Mr Bradley. Miss Roberts and…?” The woman’s eyes found Parker, looked at him for a few moments in surprise and shock, then let go. 
 
    “Mr Parker.” 
 
    “Fine. I really didn’t think I’d be seeing you again,” said the woman.  
 
    “No. Neither did we,” said Dan. 
 
    The woman turned away and let them follow. 
 
    “Mrs Corcoran has said the meeting will last no longer than ten minutes. She has a full diary today, and that’s all she can spare.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” said Eva. 
 
    “And for the record, as her PA, I advised her that she didn’t need to see you. She’s already gone out of her way to prove her innocence in this case.” 
 
    “And prove it she did. There’s just a couple of minor issues we want to take care of and finalise before we leave Mrs Corcoran to her business. It’s good Mrs Corcoran has someone like you to protect her interests.” 
 
    Eva looked at Dan. Flattery was rare from his mouth and it didn’t suit him. The PA gave him a questioning look, but Dan maintained a fixed smile. 
 
    The banks of staff looked at them and muttered as they passed by. Eva felt Parker watching them and wished he would keep his eyes to himself.  
 
    The PA opened the door to her office and led them in. Eva noticed the woman looked into Dan’s eyes as he passed her to go into the room. Then the young woman did the same to her. Eva found the look troubling.  
 
    “So, why have you come back? What do you want?” 
 
    “I think we’ll discuss that with Mrs Corcoran, don’t you?” said Dan.  
 
    “She’ll want me to know.” 
 
    “Can you let her know that we’re here.” 
 
    Lauren Yardley turned away with a tut, and knocked on Melissa Corcoran’s door. As she stood by the door, she waited, side on so as to listen to her boss’s response on the other side. Eva noticed the young woman’s striking features. Pretty and serious, with a strong jawline. Eva looked at Dan with a questioning feeling rising in her chest, but Dan wouldn’t meet her eyes. She could feel his anxiety, and heard him swallow. She saw him looking around the PA’s room. His eyes paid particular attention to the big day-to-view diary open on the PA’s desk, and the sparse set of trinkets laid around it. The woman’s car keys, coins, chewing gum, and other personal junk. Eva glanced at it, but she was more fascinated and worried by what Dan was going to do. Dan turned back and glanced at Jonathan Parker, whose eyes seemed to rove around all corners of the PA’s office at a worrying pace.  
 
    “Now remember what I said. You’re a witness. Say nothing. Do nothing. Just watch.” 
 
    Parker’s eyes snapped to Dan’s and he nodded, but Eva wondered if he had really heard a single word. 
 
    “Come in.” The PA opened the door and stepped inside ahead of them. She held the door open and waited for them all to come in. Melissa Corcoran stayed seated at her desk. She didn’t smile. Instead she looked at each of them in turn, her eye studying the old man with a mixture of interest and repugnance.  
 
    “He broke into my house with you, didn’t he?” said Lady M. Looking at the woman in her pomp and power, Eva was reminded of some actress or other playing Queen Victoria.  
 
    “No comment,” said Dan. 
 
    “Looking at him, I’m surprised he managed it.” 
 
    Breaking the rules given to him at the first opportunity, Jonathan replied. “You’d be surprised by a lot of things about me.” 
 
    The woman assessed him once more and her eyes stayed on his suit. “I doubt it,” she said  
 
    “Has Lauren given you the rules?” 
 
    “I’ve told them, Mrs Corcoran,” said the PA. 
 
    “I’ll give you ten minutes to ask whatever you want. I’ve only agreed to this on the basis you never contact me ever again once this meeting is over. If you try to stay longer than this, or do anything which I judge to be underhand, I swear I will call the police and press charges against you for everything I can think of. Are we clear?” 
 
    “Crystal,” said Dan.  
 
    “Good. Lauren, you can go.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Mrs Corcoran. You’ve got to be careful around these people.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it. But I think I’ll be fine.” 
 
    The woman looked at the PA, then looked at the door. Lauren turned away and walked out of the office and left the three of them facing the woman behind the desk.  
 
    “Well, what is it?” 
 
    “It’s about a few things. Some of it we’ve gone through already, some of it we haven’t.” 
 
    The woman nodded. “Eight minutes,” she said, glancing at the wall clock behind them.  
 
    “That’s plenty. I know you didn’t do it, Mrs Corcoran.” 
 
    “Well that’s no revelation to me,” said the woman.  
 
    “And it wasn’t Celine Veroux either,” said Dan. “Though she had good reason. Your husband was infatuated with the French girl for a while, did you know that?” 
 
    Corcoran winced. “Sorry to upset you, but it’s relevant.” 
 
    The woman nodded.  
 
    “Eva, can you explain…” 
 
    Eva nodded and took up the reins. “You’ll know better than most when your husband started photographing Celine Veroux.” 
 
    “In the autumn last year. From all the giggles in that studio of his I knew they were having a whale of a time. It didn’t take much guesswork to know they were doing more than taking pictures. I despised him for it. It hurt me every time, but I blocked it out and got on with my work.” 
 
    Eva nodded. “I bet you poured yourself more deeply into your work the longer the affair went on, the more intense it became.” 
 
    The woman looked away hurt, and Eva saw she was right. 
 
    “But something changed. Did you notice anything change in your husband’s behaviour around December? Maybe just before December?” 
 
    The woman’s eyes glazed and she shrugged. “It’s a while back and he was always hiding something. Maybe he was a little more preoccupied than usual in late November. I noticed he was drinking more. I put it down to his hangovers.” 
 
    “You didn’t know what had happened. But we can fill in the gaps for you.” 
 
    The woman looked at Eva.  
 
    “He met another model. We also believe he took the model as a lover.” 
 
    “I know nothing about that…” said Melissa. 
 
    “And with good reason. You had business to attend to in December. The New York deal,” said Dan.  
 
    “Yes. I was away for virtually the whole last three weeks of that month. You’re saying he took another lover while I was away? That doesn‘t make sense. You’ve got it wrong. He was still giving it to that French girl at every opportunity after I got back.” 
 
    “That’s because the fling with his December girl was a short one. It lasted precisely the same time as you were on business. Can we look at your diary please?” said Dan.  
 
    Corcoran looked confused, but bent down to one side and dipped a hand into her handbag.  
 
    “Not that diary. Your office one. We’ve seen it had all the dates in there.” 
 
    Corcoran remained stern, but nodded once to show she would indulge the enquiry.  
 
    She pressed a buzzer on the phone. The PA answered.  
 
    “Yes, Mrs Corcoran?” 
 
    “Lauren, can you bring in the office diary, please.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    A second or two later, the door clicked open. The woman glanced at Eva and Dan, walked past them and handed the big diary into Melissa Corcoran’s hands. 
 
    “Thank you, Lauren,” said Corcoran. But it sounded like an instruction for the PA to leave. Which she did.  
 
    “If it’s okay with you, can Miss Yardley stay? There’s some matters relating to dates I think she could help with.” 
 
    The woman stopped and waited for her boss’s say so.  
 
    “Fine. You have five minutes left, Mr Bradley. Please get to the point.” 
 
    Dan walked forward and flicked through the diary to December.  
 
    “When did you go to New York, let’s take a look.” 
 
    Dan opened the pages and flicked through three different sections where the diary was full of meetings and names, but each section was preceded by a neatly written header – MC to New York, Heathrow, with a flight time and number.  
 
    “See. Eva, you remember the dates of those photos you saw at the gallery?” 
 
    Eva walked to the desk. “Mostly, yes, there were four or five shots of the December girl.” 
 
    Eva took hold of the diary and isolated the dates. Dan looked into Mrs Corcoran’s eyes  
 
    “Your husband was in a funk because of taking too many lovers, Mrs Corcoran. Celine Veroux found out that Leslie had taken up with another woman and was furious. In the early days he made her so many promises of how he was going to look after her, and she believed it all. But within a few months those promises began to ring hollow. None of what she’d been promised – the apartment in Nice, the money – none of it came true. Instead she saw herself replaced by another woman.” 
 
    “I never saw her.” 
 
    “I’m not finished here. How are those dates Eva?” 
 
    “They match up. The 16th, the 19th, the 22nd… Mrs Corcoran was away on all of them.” 
 
    “Do you need me to stay, Mrs Corcoran?” said the PA.  
 
    Dan looked round and answered first. “Just a few more minutes, please, Miss Yardley.” 
 
    Melissa Corcoran did not hide her surprise.  
 
    “When Celine Veroux found out, she was distraught, furious, and she went to confront Leslie. She gave him an ultimatum. Dump your new lover, take me back, and give me everything you promised me. Because Miss Veroux was not a stupid girl. When Leslie Corcoran had been whispering his promises into her ear as they made love, Celine Veroux recorded him on her phone. She threatened to bring the recording to you, to shame him, believing you would divorce him. Her gamble was that he wouldn’t want that.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t have. He would have lost everything. And the girl was right. I would have taken him for the lot.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “So he dumped the new lover, and took her back?” 
 
    “We don’t know that part. It’s not that simple. Leslie had something on the girl which trumped the dirt she had on him.” 
 
    “What exactly?” 
 
    “On the day your husband was murdered, he was in the studio with Celine Veroux and he was about to make love with her when the killer arrived to trap him and kill him in your bedroom. When Celine Veroux heard the fatal gunshots, she saw she had an opportunity. She is the one who stole your husband’s camera because it contained the images of her which were so compromising that she agreed to drop her threat against your husband.” 
 
    Compromising? Why?” 
 
    “The woman described herself as totally submitting to Leslie in the early days of their affair, it’s quite possible that those images were pornographic.” 
 
    The woman shook her head as she took it all in.  
 
    “Time’s up, Mrs Corcoran,” said Lauren Yardley. “Shall I ask them to leave? 
 
    Eva stood away from the desk diary and looked at the PA. There was an odd edge in her voice and her face looked flushed with colour. Eva looked at her, studied her face. Yardley looked away and waited for Lady M to speak. 
 
    “We’re almost done. Can I go on?” said Dan. 
 
    Melissa Corcoran nodded at him.  
 
    “After you returned home from New York, you saw Leslie was still with Celine Veroux.  Why did you never see the December lover? I think there are a couple of reasons for that. Think about it. First of all, Celine was still with Leslie because he had too much on her for her to leave him. He effectively owned her now… you never saw the December lover, because, for whatever reason, theirs was a short affair and because you were away on business with Miss Yardley through most of December.” 
 
    “Your surmising is not always right, Mr Bradley. Miss Yardley didn’t come to New York with me,” said Lady M. The PA shifted on her heels. There was a silence which lasted for just a few seconds, but it felt much longer.  
 
    “Actually, Mrs Corcoran, you’ll find my surmising is doing just fine,” Dan looked at Eva and snatched a glance at Lauren Yardley. The PA’s eyes were downcast. She was beginning to look as shifty as Jonathan Parker. Eva looked at the woman afresh, the jaw, her lips 
 
    “What do you mean?” said Mrs Corcoran. 
 
    “Why did your PA stay back here in England?” said Eva. “Surely that’s when you need her most – on a business trip, when you’re networking with new clients.” 
 
    “Miss Yardley had a very good reason for staying here, didn’t you, Lauren?” 
 
    “I’ll bet she did,” said Dan.  
 
    “You can stop it with your allegations. Miss Yardley was suffering with anaemia at the end of the last year. She couldn’t fly because of it, and I couldn’t risk making her. Contrary to the way many of my employees see me, and my media profile, I am not always the ogre everyone thinks I am.” 
 
    Dan looked sideways at Lauren Yardley.  
 
    “You were ill? You had anaemia?” 
 
    “Yes. But it wasn’t so severe to stop me working. Mrs Corcoran knows I would never shirk my responsibilities.” 
 
    “And she didn’t. I set her plenty of tasks, managing my diary remotely, typing up my meeting notes…” 
 
    “And that’s all good,” said Dan. “But it still gave her all the time and freedom she needed. Your anaemia, Miss Yardley. Where was it diagnosed?” 
 
    “Excuse me?!” said the PA, looking defensive and defiant. “We’re talking about my personal health here.” 
 
    “We’re talking about murder too,” said Eva.  
 
    “You can’t think. That’s preposterous. I was ill…” said Yardley.  
 
    “Take another look in that diary, Mrs Corcoran. There were two things which jogged my thinking and made me look at this afresh. There were gaps in our knowledge, in our thinking, just like there were gaps in your diary. Look at them. The 16th, the 19th, and all the others. What do you see?” 
 
    “Stop this! I was unwell. This is a disgrace,” said Yardley. She stammered, but when she met Eva’s eyes the stammering stopped. She looked at Eva, and Eva studied the contour of her face, the cheekbones, lips, and jaw line. Lastly she looked down and saw the woman’s French polished nails. Her hair was a neat-styled light brown. If Lauren Yardley had been wearing shades instead of glasses, there would have been no denying it. None whatsoever. The girl’s eyes flared at Eva’s relentless study. 
 
    But by now Melissa Corcoran was listening. 
 
    “Well there’s all the usual stuff, the tasks I gave her, the meeting minutes, the appointments, everything.” 
 
    “And then there are the gaps.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Just like Lauren Yardley, those gaps are there hiding in plain sight. On each of the pages she met with her lover, she left a gap to signify a tryst. Why? Who knows. Maybe you wrote them down as a game, Lauren, hiding your appointments with Leslie in plain sight because it amused you to use the same diary as your boss used for work, when all the while you were sleeping her husband.” 
 
    “How dare you!” she shouted. “That’s a lie!” 
 
    “A lie like you having anaemia?” said Dan.  
 
    “Wild accusations,” said Corcoran. But the woman was rocked and flustered. “If any of this is true in the least, then there will be evidence. You had none on me, and you’ll find none on Lauren. She is my PA. The dear girl counselled me against my husband. She knew his ways. She always took my side…” 
 
    “Oh, there’s evidence. The gaps in those diary pages contain two letters. ML. Want to know what they are?” 
 
    “Mailing List!” said Lauren Yardley. “Don’t be absurd. ML means mailing list.” 
 
    “Does it?” said Dan. “Or does it mean meeting Leslie?” 
 
    “That’s so weak. I can’t believe I’m hearing this,” said Lauren. 
 
    “Which doctor did you see again? About your condition?” said Eva. “Maybe they could corroborate your story.” 
 
    “I didn’t see a doctor. I was self-diagnosed.” 
 
    “Of course you were, Miss Yardley.” 
 
    “That’s not evidence…” said Melissa Corcoran. But her voice was guarded, quiet, and thoughtful. Something was shifting in the room. 
 
    “Leslie Corcoran and Lauren Yardley had an affair while you were away. We saw the evidence… Eva, can you go to Miss Yardley’s desk. You’ll find a hairband there, right beside her mobile. And I think the numbers on that phone are going to be very interesting too. Don’t you, Lauren?” 
 
    The woman blushed deeper and watched Eva walk through the door. Eva returned with a tiny bundle of brown material between her fingers. She looked at Dan and nodded. Dan took the bundle and laid it down next to the one in the little bank bag, on top of the lined pages of the diary. 
 
    “That’s Lauren Yardley’s hairband from her desk.” 
 
    Melissa Corcoran bent down and studied them.  
 
    “That’s the one we found in your bedroom.” 
 
    “In my bedroom?” 
 
    “Yes. But I doubt she left it there when she killed your husband, because Leslie didn’t recognise her that day. She was wearing a mask. She left it there when they were making love last December. When did it happen, Lauren? Did he make the first move? Is it something you’d always wanted to happen?” 
 
    The girl looked away.  
 
    “That’s no evidence…” she said.  
 
    “Are you sure? Because if there’s a trace of your DNA on that hairband, the police are going to find it.” 
 
    “But it doesn’t mean anything. Maybe Leslie Corcoran fancied me. He could have taken it off my desk just like you did.” 
 
    “Now who has the weakest argument, Lauren? You or us?” said Eva. “The fact is we’ve already proved you lied about your illness. Haven’t we?” 
 
    Melissa Corcoran and Lauren Yardley shared a long hard look at one another.  
 
    “And as far as evidence goes, we’ve only just begun,” said Dan. “And Lauren knows it…” 
 
    “We all know it,” said Eva.  
 
    Melissa Corcoran turned her attention to Eva.  
 
    “Spell it out. What are you saying.” 
 
    “It was foolish, and audacious maybe too,” said Eva. But they made a small effort to hide what they’d done. Go to the gallery in Soho where they are still displaying your husband’s work, and you’ll hardly notice the photographs of the lady in the sunglasses. But they’re there. Five photographs depicting a naked young woman striking poses for the camera… all of them were taken in December, on dates when you were away on business.” 
 
    “Dates corresponding to those with gaps marked ML in your diary.” 
 
    “Photographs of the affair between Leslie Corcoran and your PA, Lauren Yardley, hidden in plain sight…” 
 
    Parker was interested enough to look calm. But the underlying tension still remained. 
 
    “Her?” said Parker in disbelief. 
 
    Dan and Eva ignored him.  
 
    The girl’s voice was barely a whisper now. “A few photographs. That’s what he asked for. A few photographs. He said he’d wanted me to model for him for a while, but never had the opportunity to ask me. I refused. I rebutted him. But he was so persistent… and he told me how he would make me immortal with the lens. That I would always have those pictures to show how beautiful I was. I was flattered, Melissa. I was flattered, I admit it. Your husband…” 
 
    “My husband! My husband!” shouted Lady M.  
 
    “Your husband was a very persuasive man. And he’d never shown any kind of interest in me until then. I only said yes to the photographs. Just to them… nothing more.” 
 
    “But you did have an affair with him,” said Eva. “It’s obvious… the playfulness in those shots. Do you deny it…?” 
 
    “My husband…” whispered Melissa Corcoran. Lauren Yardley looked at Eva Roberts, her mouth open as she considered her answer. The girl had never looked so much like the sexual creature in Corcoran’s collection.  
 
    “I said no. But the photoshoot… it changes things. It stripped boundaries away. I saw him differently… he made me laugh…” 
 
    “You fell for him.” 
 
    Yardley said nothing. 
 
    “And then you hated him,” said Eva.  
 
    “No,” said the girl.  
 
    “Yes. You did. What did he do? Did he dump you like all the others? Couldn’t you bear to see him return to the French girl…” 
 
    “I didn’t kill him.” 
 
    “But you did. Celine Veroux stole the camera with the pictures he was using against her. What did he do to you?” 
 
    Lauren Yardley shook her head.  
 
    “The DNA will prove you were there, Lauren,” said Eva.  
 
    “And they’ll look into your history. They’ll find out where you became proficient with a gun and where you got it. You were too damn cocky, clever, and so arrogant to think you’d get away with it. Your pictures are on the damn wall of a gallery.” 
 
    Eva looked into Lauren Yardley’s eyes.  
 
    “That’s why…. that’s why you killed him.” 
 
    Lauren Yardley turned abruptly for the door. “I can’t do this. I need some air…” 
 
    “Jonathan…” said Dan. The old man stepped across and blocked the girl’s way through the door. “Get out of my way!” she shouted into his face, and wrenched him out of her way. She opened the door, flung it open, and marched out into her office.  
 
    Eva followed, Dan surged after. 
 
    Lauren Yardley ran to her desk.  
 
    “Don’t do this…” called Eva.  
 
    The woman stopped and looked over the desk at her, her hands loose on the desk top.  
 
    She looked at Eva and Dan. They stood poised the other side of her desk.  
 
    “He… ruined… my life. He did all that because he could. He used me. Wooed me. Seduced me. The pictures… he said I could have them. They were private…. what a joke that was… he didn’t dump me, Miss Roberts. No. What he did was far worse than that. He cut me off, ignored me, pretended I was the same damn nobody I was before. All that after he sweet talked me into his studio…” 
 
    “And his wife’s bed,” said Eva, her sympathy failing.  
 
    She didn’t deny it.  
 
    “Then he put those secret pictures all over the gallery, because he said they were too beautiful to hide from the world. Leslie Corcoran did all that to me. I don’t think he ever really liked me at all. He only did it because he could.” 
 
    “Like what he did to Celine Veroux…” 
 
    “I don’t care about her! He destroyed my life,” shouted Yardley. “He deserved to die.” 
 
    “You admit it, then. You killed him.” 
 
    Yardley dragged the drawer open and dipped her hand inside. Before she could pull her hands free, Dan leaned forwards and yanked the drawer shut. Yardley yelped in pain and fell down to her knees in front of the desk. Dan held the drawer shut, and snatched the girl’s hands from the desk. Lauren Yardley broke down into a sobbing wreck.  
 
    “I wasn’t going to hurt anybody. I wasn’t…” she whimpered.  
 
    Dan opened the drawer wide and let Corcoran and Eva see the glinting edge of the pocket pistol showing from beneath an A4 refill pad.  
 
    “Is that so…?” said Dan.  
 
    “I was going to use the gun on myself...” said Lauren Yardley between her sobs.  
 
    “Shame they didn’t let you,” said Melissa Corcoran. “I thought you were smart, Lauren. Turns out you were as stupid as all the rest.” 
 
    “He did this to me!” snapped Yardley at Melissa. The big woman stormed forward but Dan restrained her. 
 
    “No, Lauren,” said Eva. “You did all of this to everyone else. You’re the one who ruined your own life. Congratulations, Lauren. This one is all yours.” 
 
    Eva’s words resonated with Dan. He looked at the old man and hoped he was learning some kind of lesson. But the fractious, crazed look had returned to his eye.  
 
    “Okay,” said Dan. “Let’s call DI Braxley and get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Dan turned his eyes to Parker. As far as their problems went, Dan was hoping it was one down, and one to go.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Twenty-nine 
 
    Rainy Day Fund 
 
      
 
    As Dan, Eva, and Parker walked away from MCM Media’s multi-coloured tower block, a fourth police car pulled up outside and the uniformed officers within jumped out. The good news was they were already clear of the building. None of them craved getting caught up with police bureaucracy, and if Parker’s fractious behaviour was anything to go by, it looked as if he would run out by himself unless they found a way to accompany him. As it turned out, things were easier than they planned. With Lauren Yardley bang to rights and sealed up in the PA’s office along with the pieces of evidence they’d left behind, DI Braxley didn’t seem to want them around either. They’d surrendered the evidence without a fuss. They’d also provided the motive, the information on the photographs of the December Girl at the Mulu gallery in Soho, and they’d done it gladly. As soon as they had, Braxley turned away from them like they ceased to exist, devoting all his attention to Yardley and Corcoran themselves. He moved them outside into the main office where the uniformed police stood by the door, while a couple of others interviewed some of the office staff. Another of the detectives, Braxley’s podgy-faced deputy, had seemed particularly happy the girl had a shooter.  
 
    “This was a proper crime…” he said, gleefully. Dan gave the guy a look which said he thought the man was a ‘proper’ something else, but the cop had thick skin and left them outside to join Braxley in his interviews. The police had their catch and it didn’t even matter that Braxley was going to bag the glory for it. Just like the lines in the diary, like Yardley herself, Braxley had made them invisible in plain sight and they both knew why. Braxley had arrested the wrong man in David Roles, but now he could airbrush that little blemish from his record by gift-wrapping the new watertight case against Lauren Yardley for the Crown Prosecution Service to get their teeth into. Braxley was going to thrive off all their hard work. But when it came down to it, who gave a shit? Roles would soon be free. The real killer would be behind bars. The money would be earned. Job done. 
 
    They were heading for Old Street Station, a good ten minutes away from MCM’s offices in Hoxton. Parker walked a couple of feet to one side of Eva and Dan as they headed through the bustle and exhaust fumes of East London. With his sunken shoulders, quiet moodiness and slovenly look, he reminded Dan of a petulant teen. Still basking in the curious glory of solving the case and the relief of stopping the December Girl from grabbing her gun, Eva and Dan walked shoulder to shoulder along the street, quiet, but with the need to talk it all out. 
 
    “What did you make of that?” said Dan.  
 
    “What or who? Lauren Yardley? Melissa Corcoran? Or DI Braxley?” said Eva.  
 
    “All of them.” 
 
    “Lauren Yardley… I don’t understand why she allowed herself to be seduced by a man like Corcoran. The longer we worked this case we liked the man less and less. What was he about? I mean really about? He was supposed to be an artist, but if you boil it down, what was he? The man captured images of naked women on celluloid and called it art. Why did so many women strip off for him, even have sex with him? If you take Veroux and Yardley as examples, it seems to me the man snared their feelings first. He took advantage of both of them. Probably all of them, to some degree…” 
 
    “You think he got what was coming to him? Is that it?” 
 
    “No. That’s not what I mean.” 
 
    “Or were they trying to take something he had? A little stardust, maybe. A little glamour. Remember, Celine Veroux wanted much more than that too.” 
 
    “Because he promised it to her. So who used who there?” 
 
    “Fair enough. But Lauren Yardley then… what did she want from Corcoran?” 
 
    “Easy. Lauren wanted what she couldn’t have. Look at her whole lifestyle up to this point. We’ve caught a just glimpse of it. If it wasn’t for that anaemia excuse to get her out of working in December…” 
 
    “When she bunked off work to screw her boss’s husband…” said Dan 
 
    “Yes, but if it wasn’t for that, then it’s very likely Yardley would have gone to the States with Lady M. She would have been working 24/7. I imagine that’s how things were for her. By now we know the kind of woman Melissa Corcoran is. Driven, and she expects the same from everyone around her. That job would have demanded everything Lauren Yardley had. Maybe the girl needed a break by late November. Maybe she needed out.” 
 
    “Then she chose a pretty drastic way to do it. A resignation letter would have been better, don’t you think?” 
 
    “But, people do all kinds of things when they lose perspective – and that’s what she did. A young woman, who was pouring her whole self into working for a hard, maybe ungrateful boss, was finally given some attention by Leslie Corcoran. Think about her life. She’s pretty but austere, maybe very self-critical…” 
 
    “It takes one to know one. That’s all I’m saying,” said Dan.  
 
    Eva ignored the comment and carried on. “Lauren Yardley saw this other life available to women her age, women like Celine Veroux – flaunted right in front of her. A life of ease and apparent glamour. Of course she must have wanted a little of that life. I think Leslie Corcoran must have sensed it. And he knew his wife was going on a business trip and he made his move.” 
 
    “You feel sorry for her, don’t you? You’ve got to remember, she chose to have sex with the man, no matter what part he played in persuading her. The choice was always hers.” 
 
    “But we also know Corcoran had some prolific persuasive abilities. He was no oil painting, but he schmoozed them all into bed time and again.” 
 
    “It’s amazing what a few million in the bank can do, isn’t it? And DI Braxley, then. What about him?” 
 
    “He doesn’t figure in my mind. Does it bother you he wants us erased from the picture?” 
 
    “He’s going to claim he did all this. We won’t get a mention at all…” said Dan.  
 
    “Let him have the case and the glory,” said Eva. “He needs it more than we do.” 
 
    The walked along for a moment in silence, studying Jonathan’s back as he swung his arms and his feet scraped the floor. 
 
    “I care about us getting paid, and that’s it…” said Eva. “Hey Jonathan. You and Dirk will vouch for us with David Roles, right?” said Eva.  
 
    Jonathan Parker didn’t even seem to hear her. His eyes were located somewhere on the pavement in front of his shoes.  
 
    “Jonathan?” called Eva. His head snapped upright like he’d been shaken awake. Dan noticed the old man’s right hand was firmly clutched around his mobile phone, as if, like a grenade, it would go off if he loosened his grip.  
 
    “You’ll vouch for us with David Roles, won’t you?” said Eva.  
 
    “What? Of course,” he snapped. “That’s really the least of my worries.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not the least of ours,” said Dan. “Come on, Jonathan. Stop the big sulk routine. A problem shared is a problem halved.” 
 
    “Really? And what’s the bloody point in that? It’s out of your hands. And it’s out of mine too. I’m finished.” 
 
    “Nothing’s finished until you decide it is, Jonathan. So lighten up,” said Dan. He turned to Eva. “I don’t think Jonathan’s in the mood to vouch for anyone about anything. I’ll call Newton instead. He’s been acting as the go between lately. He can tell Roles we’ve closed the case. Who knows? If I call now we might even get paid before the day is through. Hear that, Jonathan? This could be your pay day too,” said Dan. 
 
    The old man shook his head and flung a hand back at them in dismissal. 
 
    The big lollypop signs for Old Street tube station were coming into view ahead. Dan dialled Newton’s number as they walked. Three short rings later and the phone was answered. Dan heard a female laughing in the background before he even heard Newton’s voice. 
 
    “Yes, Mr Bradley?” said a jolly Dirk Newton. “So, you’ve cracked the case, then?” 
 
    “Yes, we have, Dirk, and I’d be very glad if you could let David Roles know we’ve done our duty.” 
 
    “Excellent. I will. And who, pray tell, is the guilty one?” 
 
    “Her name is Lauren Yardley. Melissa Corcoran’s PA.” 
 
    “And how did you find her?” 
 
    “You’re the one to blame, Dirk.” 
 
    “Me? How?” 
 
    “Something you said… about being hidden in plain sight. It made me think about the killer. It made me start looking at the gaps in what we knew, in what we weren’t seeing. It started there.” 
 
    “Most people have no grasp of the power of their words, Mr Bradley. It seems you do.” 
 
    “Did you say those things on purpose?” 
 
    “What? Like some kind of Jedi-mind trick?” 
 
    Dan smiled. “I guess not.” 
 
    “Where is she now?” said Newton. 
 
    “In police custody.” 
 
    “But you were supposed to invite me for the grand finale, remember?” 
 
    “It really wasn’t a show, Dirk. It was a confrontation. There was even a gun involved.” 
 
    “But of course. The culprit had to have a gun. Oh, the life you lead, Mr Bradley. Before you go, we must have dinner… all of us.” 
 
    Dan recalled their awkward lunch over bacon sandwiches and tears. Celine Veroux’s tears. Then he recalled the many times they had made accusations against the French girl. 
 
    “Look… I appreciate the offer, Dirk, but I’m not so sure that’s a good idea…” 
 
    “But I’m suggesting it, so it must be a good idea. And I insist. I’ll order something in.” 
 
    “Uh… when?” said Dan, his eyes trailing Jonathan Parker’s back as the old man snatched another glance at his phone. Dan watched him almost walk into a lamp post, and then look around over his shoulders as if some unseen enemies were following. Parker was in a state. If he went on like this, he would soon be due another health crisis. Parker was not ideal company for any kind of dinner date. But Newton had been the only one to reach him in anyway before.  
 
    “Actually, Dirk, dinner sounds good. But on two conditions.” 
 
    “There are conditions now, are there…?” 
 
    “One, I need your help again on our other problem.” 
 
    “Oh. That old man. I told you to get rid of him, he’s dangerous.” 
 
    “He’s a friend,” said Dan quietly. 
 
    “Hhmmmm. Then what kind of help?” 
 
    “The kind only you can provide.” 
 
    “I see… I’ll need more information than that.” 
 
    “I’ll contact you later.” 
 
    “Okaaay…. and what’s your other condition?” 
 
    “Easy. No bacon sandwiches.” 
 
    Newton laughed and Veroux’s voice drifted down the line from afar. “I’m inviting you to dinner, not breakfast, man!” he said. 
 
    In the background Celine Veroux sounded as happy as a songbird. Dan was sure no matter what happened in the French girl’s life, Veroux would always make sure she found another choice nest to roost in.  
 
    “Catch you later, Dirk,” said Dan.  
 
    “What?” he said, already lost again in Veroux’s charms at the other end of the line.  
 
    “See you tonight,” said Dan, and hung up. 
 
    They reached the subway slope for Old Street Station and began to descend.  
 
    “Newton wants us to go to dinner,” announced Dan, his voice echoing from the walls. 
 
    Parker shook his head, then stopped walking.  
 
    “What? Don’t you people see what’s going on? I can’t go to some bloody pretentious dinner party. I can’t pretend anymore! I’ve got problems. Serious problems. There are people who want to make an example of me.” 
 
    “And if you go back to that New Cross bedsit of yours, you’ll make it even easier for them to do just that.” 
 
    “So, what I am supposed to do? Run away. Keep moving, for fear of the wolf at the door?” 
 
    “For a short while, yes, just until we see a way through.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I already see two clear ways through. To pay the man, or go to the graveyard.” 
 
    “Enough with all your optimism, JP. Tonight we dine with the stars. Tomorrow is a brand new day.” 
 
    “And it’s probably my last…” muttered Parker, just loud enough to hear. 
 
    “I’ve had enough of this,” whispered Eva. “I want to go home…”  
 
    “I know, I know. But I’ve got a plan to fix this for Parker. Just give it one more day.” 
 
    Eva looked into Dan’s eyes and gave him a weary nod.  
 
    “All I need is for you to play along…” 
 
    “With what exactly?” 
 
    “Parker’s desperate… just listen and follow my lead.” 
 
    Parker looked back at them from the bottom of the slope by the tube station entrance “What are you two whispering about…?” said the old man, his little narrow eyes full of suspicion.  
 
    “Nothing much.” 
 
    The old man kept watch, waiting for his answer.  
 
    “It’s just that Eva has to arrange some financial affairs with the bank later on.” 
 
    Parker looked at them and smacked his lips. He wanted to ask a question, but he couldn’t seem to find the right words.  
 
    “Financial affairs?” he said, eventually.  
 
    “That’s right,” said Dan. “We always put a chunk of every client payment into the emergency fund. You know, for a rainy day. Isn’t that right, Eva?” 
 
    Eva smiled. “Of course. Just like any good accountant would advise, right Jonathan?” 
 
    “Yes…” said the old man. “Yes, of course. Well, you must do whatever you must do.” Eva and Dan passed him, sharing a glance. Jonathan watched them walk down the tiled steps towards the ticket barriers of Old Street tube. 
 
    “I suppose one last little dinner couldn’t really hurt, now could it?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Thirty 
 
    The Last Supper 
 
      
 
    By lunchtime – just three hours after the confrontation at MCM - the name and face of Lauren Yardley had hit the television news in a big way. Breaking News! The scrolling news ticker. Serious faced news reporters turning to camera with ‘news just in’. The works. DI Braxley was one of those busy on camera, fielding interviews and press conferences about his ‘significant breakthrough’. Dan would have used far less eloquent words to describe DI Braxley’s input, but now was not the time to quibble. There was too much to be done to get Parker thinking their way.  
 
    Soon after lunch they’d received word by email that David Roles had given their business account a much needed cash injection of two thousand pounds. More breaking news, David Roles had been released, with all charges against him dropped. To Dan’s mind two thousand was a way short. There were hotel expenses, travel cards and hassle to be accounted for, but they would remind him later. Besides, Dan didn’t want anything to do with the sleazebag, so he would let Eva handle the credit issue. After all, she did it so well.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Dan had been on some awkward dates in his time, but thankfully all of those were a long time ago, and most of the bad ones hadn’t lasted longer than one drink. And as for awkward double-dates... no. He’d managed to skip the double-dating phase altogether. But here he was, in Dirk Newton’s Regents Park apartment – at the worst dinner date of all time. In attendance, two couples, one old-aged gooseberry in a severe state of paranoia-slash-greed. And to top it all off, one of the group was a mind-reading mentalist with the power of suggestion at his disposal. But there were two good things going about this date. The first good thing was the caterer Dirk Newton had hired in to cook their food. Marianne looked and sounded like a French mama but she lived in Golders Green. (Dan had briefly wondered if the caterer was Celine’s mother – were the family intending to take over Dirk’s life?) The second good thing about the dinner was its ultimate purpose: to help them solve Parker’s dilemma in order to get the old man off his back, permanently. With this goal firmly in mind Dan had spent the afternoon setting up an elaborate ploy with a few layers which had to be attended to. It was elaborate only of necessity – they needed the sharp old man to believe in the existence of Dan and Eva ‘s emergency rainy day fund. But such a thing would need corroboration and Dan intended for Mastermind Dirk Newton to help him prove it. After all, in terms of hoaxes, mind tricks, and getting unlikely results from closed minds, there could have been no one better in the whole country than Dirk Newton.  
 
      
 
    The payment from Roles was handy in more ways than one. Receiving it in front of Parker meant Dan had been able to talk about arranging another deposit into their emergency fund. Yeah, right. As if such payments happened all the time. The emergency fund which didn’t exist. But Parker didn’t know that. He had invaded their privacy and looked into their accounts. But what if his people missed one account? The crucial account which held all the missing cash. Parker might well have believed his people couldn’t find the emergency fund because it wasn’t held in a bank, but in a credit union, a building society, an ISA, hedge fund or some other mechanism. Dan knew how Parker’s mind worked. The old man would think of countless reasons why his little accounts’ invasion hadn’t found the hidden cash. For Parker’s eyes and ears, Eva had played along, pretending to call the bank to organise a transfer to their emergency fund. Then Dan made a real fuss of having to go into the bank to get a statement of the emergency fund’s balance, just to check the bank had done as they were asked. And when he came out of the bank, he made sure there was a folded piece of paper sticking out of his T-shirt pocket.  
 
    “The statement’s all good,” Dan had said, tapping the little folded sheet in his breast pocket. Yes, it was elaborate. Yes, it took effort but Dan’s little scheme had to be strong enough to match the old man’s inquisitive mind, or JP would never have fallen for it. The ultimate purpose was to help Parker believe he had been swizzed – to prove they had pulled the wool over his eyes after all. It’s what the old man wanted to believe anyway, so he hoped it wouldn’t be too hard. And once be believed that, anything could happen. With Dirk’s help, they would wind him up and watch him go. The plan? To bring out into the open all of Parker’s woes. The identity and precise location of the people who had threatened to kill him if he didn’t pay up. Shysters and scumbags were ten a penny in London, nothing too much to worry about. Once Parker had swallowed the bait Dan planned to follow the old man to the source of all his trouble and put the scumbag back in his place. The final result? The debt would be cancelled. Parker would be free. And everyone else would be relieved and ready to get on with their lives. But before all that there was the small matter of a very awkward dinner, and a little more fabricating to attend to. 
 
      
 
    Eva and Celine Veroux had been circling one another at the dinner table, like two cats ready for a scrap. Things had been strained but polite, but inevitably, the gloves came off after a few sips of wine. 
 
    “I told you I didn’t do it,” said Celine Veroux, her big eyes flaring as she sipped Chablis from a shining goblet. “I told you but you wouldn’t believe me. I know what you think of me. But you were wrong, just admit it, you were wrong.” 
 
    Marianne, the hired caterer was just clearing away the scallop starters. Though both women were French, Celine barely acknowledged the caterer’s existence, pushing the empty plate her way without so much as a glance or a smile. Jonathan Parker hadn’t touched a bite and looked twitchy as hell. And Dan noticed the old man’s beady eyes snatching darting looks at the folded piece of white paper tucked into the pocket on the breast of his T-shirt. Score one – Parker was interested.  
 
    Eva was still jousting with Celine Veroux, and her cheeks were turning red.  
 
    “Yes, Celine you did say that, didn’t you? But everyone we deal with says the same. Including the 95% who really did do whatever they’ve being accused of. But it’s always refreshing to meet one who turns out to be so innocent.” 
 
    Dirk Newton had given each man at the table a bottle of classy lager brewed with champagne yeast. Hearing Eva straining not to lose her temper brought a big smile to Dan’s lips. He stuck the bottle to his lips to hide his smile, but it was no good. A burst of uncontrolled laughter had him snorting into the bottle neck. The champagne yeast beer frothed and spilled all over the glass. 
 
    Dirk Newton grinned like a fool. Eva, Parker, and Celine Veroux did not.  
 
    “Something tickled you, by any chance?” said Newton. 
 
    “I’m just high on life Dirk, just high on life,” said Dan. No sooner had he said it than Parker piped up. 
 
    “Life is something I won’t have to laugh about much longer…” said Parker, swirling the dregs in his own bottle. 
 
    Newton frowned. Eva and Celine avoided each other’s eyes. 
 
    Dan sighed as he mopped up the beer with a napkin. He was close to the limit of the crap he could handle from old JP at any one time.  
 
    “Dirk, I was wondering, any chance, I could pick your brain about a little personal matter?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Dirk, with a faintly knowing look. “What kind of personal matter?” 
 
    “The private kind,” said Dan, “if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Celine looked around the table at Dan and Dirk, intrigued. Parker did the same. Eva feigned disinterest and nonchalance, as if she already knew all about the matter and couldn’t have cared less.  
 
    “Um. What? You want to do that now?”  
 
    Dan nodded and tapped the paper in his breast pocket. Parker stopped fidgeting and locked onto the gesture like a tomahawk missile.  
 
    “Okaaaay...” said Dirk.  
 
    Newton took off his napkin and tossed it down. He looked over at the wide kitchen bar where Marianne the caterer was busy attending to a hot stove hissing with fragrant smoke.  
 
    “Marianne… I’m just going out for five minutes with Dan here. Is that okay?” 
 
    The middle-aged woman lifted her sweaty pink face from a heavy frying pan and gave a smile and a thumbs up. 
 
    “Come on then,” said Newton. “Excuse us.” 
 
    Dan nodded at Eva and patted the paper on his chest for extra effect. Dan gave Parker a wink.  
 
    “Back in a minute, folks,” said Dan.  
 
    Silence took over. Eva and the French girl looked at one another. The silence didn’t last long. 
 
    “But I am innocent, Miss Roberts,” said Celine, still brooding. Eva sipped at her Chablis. 
 
    “Yes, I know. We proved it, didn’t we? You didn’t kill Leslie Corcoran, so now you’ll stay free.” 
 
    “But I think you wished I had been proven guilty instead of that stupid PA slut.” 
 
    “The PA is far from stupid, Celine. Lauren Yardley was caught in precisely the same trap as you. She was sold a dream. But unlike you, she believed for most of the time any such dream was beyond her. What you took for granted – the ease, the wealth, the glamour, Lauren Yardley believed she would never have. She was a PA – a well-paid office slave, watching all these other women parade through Leslie Corcoran’s life. They had the glamour and lifestyle she imagined she never would. Can you imagine how pleased she must have been when the famous man started to woo her too? Even telling her she was worthy of being photographed by him… it would be like finding out you were something after all. Good enough. Pretty enough. Desirable. Deserving. I’ll bet he even used a similar technique on you. Only you knew you were good enough all along. Maybe you believed you were even better than he deserved.” 
 
    “Leslie never knew when to stop…” said Celine bitterly.  
 
    “But do you? Is this enough for you Celine? Is this the place you stop doing what you’ve been doing with our life?” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “Draw your own conclusions, if you like.” 
 
    The girl picked up her glass and stared across the rim at Eva. 
 
    “I knew you hated me. You do wish it was me. What is it, Miss Roberts, jealousy?” 
 
    Eva shook her head. “Au contraire, Celine. I know you’re innocent of murder. But we also know you took that camera.” 
 
    The girl sipped her wine. “And?” said Veroux. 
 
    “I even think you dashed it against the floor to destroy it.” 
 
    “Why would I do such a thing?” said the woman, throwing her hands out in front of her. “That would have been a mindless act.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t mindless. It was the act of a desperate woman seizing an opportunity to set herself free. Maybe you are ashamed that you thought only of yourself when you heard those gunshots being fired next door. But I think you were being perfectly human.” 
 
    Celine Veroux’s eyes seemed to expand as she grappled with some kind of emotion inside. And as the emotion became too much, Veroux lowered her eyelids and played with the stem of her glass. 
 
    “You hate me.” 
 
    “I don’t hate you. In fact, I’m sorry if this sounds insulting Celine, but actually, I rather pity you.” 
 
    “I don’t ever want your pity,” said Celine.  
 
    At their side, Parker sighed in a theatrical demonstration of total boredom. Both women ignored him.  
 
    “You were trapped,” said Eva. “You had no choice. He was holding you a prisoner in the end. And you had to break free… and that’s exactly what you did. The camera… was it…” 
 
    “Destroyed…?” said Celine. She nodded. “It had to be destroyed. I suppose you will have told the police what I have done. You gave them the broken piece…?” 
 
    Eva considered her response. She opened her mouth to speak, but hesitated and Parker exploited the silence. 
 
    The old man leaned across the table and imitated Dan’s gesture, tapping his breast pocket. 
 
    “Excuse me, Eva. But what was all this about? Why has Dan gone off for a secret confab with Dirk halfway through our dinner party?” 
 
    “Oh, I think he just wants some financial tips...”  
 
    “Financial tips? Really? On investing your emergency fund, I suppose?” 
 
    Eva didn’t say a word.  
 
    “How very prudent…” said Parker. But his face looked pinched and angry.  
 
      
 
    Dirk Newton led Dan down the hallway into a small maroon-walled home office. There was a photograph of Newton receiving some golden award, all dressed up in a tux.  
 
    “Those were the TV Now awards. No Baftas yet, I’m afraid… but I’m an optimist. They’ll come,” said Newton. He sat against the edge of his desk and folded his arms. “You really should have got rid of him by now. That face of his almost put me off my scallops. Anyway. What is it you want me to do for you?” 
 
    “The old man is still after the cash,” said Dan.  
 
    “That’s because his arse is on the line. He should run, that’s his best chance of staying alive. He’s messed with bad people, that much is obvious. He should leave London and go as far away as he can and never come back. The Highlands, maybe. Cornwall. Whatever…” 
 
    “He won’t do that. Parker is a South London animal. He’s lived in the city all his life…” 
 
    “But he knows he’s going to die if he stays. I can see it. He’s like a coiled spring. And they’ve been sending him messages – he keeps checking that ruddy phone of his. From the look of him, I’d say he knows his time is just about up” 
 
    “I don’t intend to let him get hurt, Dirk. How much did he tell you about the people who are after him?” 
 
    “Not much more than I told you already. He’s just some hoodlum with some fancy name. Chambers, as I recall. But the look in Parker’s eyes told me enough. This Chambers man intends to kill him.” 
 
    “I don’t see it as a foregone conclusion... I dealt with another loan shark type in Essex not so long ago. He was made of flesh and blood just like everyone else. I faced him. He got dealt with.” 
 
    “Yes…” said Newton. He looked into Dan’s eyes, and saw something which made him look away. “But not all villains are the same. The old man is terrified. He must have good reason.” 
 
    “I’ve dealt with worse, I’m sure. All I need you to do is help me make the bait. I need to produce a bank statement which looks kosher. Like a real bank statement with plenty of zeros on it. Currently, he thinks this piece of paper is my statement. As you can see, it’s totally blank.” 
 
    “How many zeroes do you want, exactly?” 
 
    “It needs to show at least the 150k he’s been searching for.” 
 
    “The crock of gold at the end of the rainbow.” 
 
    “Yeah… I guess. The crock of gold has to look real.” 
 
    “And what then?” 
 
    “I’ll dangle it under his nose a while, and see what happens.” 
 
    “You’re setting a trap. I think it’s a dangerous ploy, Dan. You don’t know enough about these people.” 
 
    “After almost fifteen years in this game, I think I know plenty,” said Dan.  
 
    Celebrity mind-bender, Dirk Newton actually seemed to give a shit about his welfare. It was a funny old world. “Besides, it’s not a trap. It’s a sting. I know what he’ll do. Like you said, you can see that panic is written all over his face.” 
 
    “He’ll try to take the statement from you, is that it?” said Dirk Newton. “To save his life, he’ll use the statement as a bargaining chip, to show them he wasn’t lying. Is that your plan? Then you should know it won’t last long. Whatever we can do here, they’ll see through it. Anyone with half a brain would…” Dirk flicked a switch and turned on his computer at the wall. The computer beeped and flashed into life.  
 
    Newton opened a documents program and started inserting tables and logos from the templates available. Dan guided him on the numbers. They inserted an address, an IBAN code, fictitious sort code, and the strange numbers bank statements kept on the edges of the sheet. When they finally printed it, Dan was vaguely happy. But Newton looked at it and shook his head. Dan hoped they had a chance.  
 
    “This won’t stand up to anyone with an experience of looking at banking documents. Any criminal worth his salt will see through this in ten seconds flat.” 
 
    “I don’t need them to believe it, Dirk. I need Parker to believe it. And we’re already half way there,” said Dan. “I’m going to let him lead me right to the bastard’s address and then I’ll intercept him and take it from there.” 
 
    “That’s your plan? That’s a bloody suicide mission!” 
 
    “No, it’s a confrontation. A meeting of minds. Confrontations don’t kill, necessarily. But it is where the negotiation starts. I intend to save the old man’s life so I can go back home to Southend and sleep at night.” 
 
    “I think I’m actually very glad, Mr Bradley, that I don’t share your scruples.” 
 
    “Sure. And I’ll bet you don’t have my demons, either, Dirk. The two go hand in hand, and there’s nothing I can do about it.” 
 
    Newton sipped his beer and looked into Dan’s eyes.  
 
    “Yes…” he said, thoughtfully. Then Newton turned to his desk and got to work. Newton’s keys seemed to run over the keyboard as quickly as his mind.  
 
    While they worked on the statement, the conversation in the front room grew tense, then fell silent as Marianne the caterer called out to declare the main course was ready.  
 
      
 
    When Newton and Dan reached the dining room they found their two women in the middle of a cold war. The old man sat away from the table, legs crossed, looking up at them like some angry old teacher who was about to admonish them.  
 
    “The main course better be really good, Dirk,” whispered Dan, 
 
    Newton smiled and led the way.  
 
    “So, been having fun?” said Dirk. He trailed an arm around Veroux’s shoulder as he sat down. 
 
    “Do you want the truth?” said Celine.  
 
    “Not really,” said Newton. He looked at Dan and raised his eyebrows. From the look of things, the evening wasn’t going to get any better. Dan decided it was time to play his hand and get things moving. He took out the new folded piece of paper from his pocket, and waved it at Newton. 
 
    “Some good ideas there, Dirk. Thanks for your advice.” 
 
    “Good ideas? Such as?” said Eva.  
 
    “Not tonight,” said Dan. “Investments makes for pretty boring dinner party conversation. I’ll tell you tomorrow.” 
 
    Dan laid the piece of paper on the table, as if it was an idle gesture. An afterthought. And there he left it while Marianne delivered the seared sea bass to the table, and fresh beers were brought in.  
 
    The women were finding the evening intolerable but they’d still have to wait until Parker took the bait. But they weren’t going to have to wait long. From the moment the folded white paper touched the surface, Jonathan Parker began to shift and fidget in his seat like a man with fleas.  
 
    After three beers, Dan left the room and made use of the toilets. When he came back, he noticed the table surface beside his plate was empty. The new bank statement was gone. Dan glanced at Dirk. Without making any kind of gesture, Newton somehow managed to convey a ‘yes’ with his eyes. 
 
    Dan glanced at Eva. She nodded once.  
 
    When the raspberry and white chocolate parfait landed on the placemats, old Parker was already standing up. 
 
    “You know what, ladies and gents. I really don’t feel so good tonight. Queasy. And I’ve got a lot on my mind. I don’t want to spoil the rest of your evening, so I’ll just make my way out. I hope you understand.” 
 
    “Oh? That’s a shame,” lied Newton. “But no, I understand perfectly. You do what you need to do, Jonathan.” 
 
    Celine Veroux looked at Eva, clearly hopeful she would be next to leave, but Eva stayed silent, waiting for Dan.  
 
    “Jonathan, it’s not safe for you out there,” said Dan, “remember?” 
 
    Parker laughed it off. “Oh, I’m not such a doddery old bugger as you think I am. I’ll be okay. I’ve got nine lives, just like a cat. Just you wait and see…” 
 
    “Jonathan,” Dan protested.  
 
    “I insist. I’ll call you in the morning. Okay?” 
 
    Dan shrugged. “Then you best stay safe, JP.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’m planning to.” 
 
    Newton stood to escort the man to the door, but Parker raised a hand. “No. Don’t trouble yourself, Dirk. I remember the way.” 
 
    The old man said his farewells to the caterer and was on his way. As soon as the front door clunked shut, Dan stood up.  
 
    “That’s it. He’s taken the bait. Eva, we need to leave...” 
 
    “Bait?” said Celine. Dirk smiled. “I’ll explain later, my dear.” 
 
    “These people, are they your friends?” asked Veroux with a snap of disdain, “They have their killer but they still intend to ruin me.” 
 
    Eva stood up from her seat, while Dirk looked at each of them in confusion. “What does she mean?”  
 
    Eva was the one to respond. “Celine here destroyed Leslie Corcoran’s camera. She’s under the impression we’ve shopped her to the police for the theft… I was about to explain when Parker rudely interrupted. Dan...?” said Eva.  
 
    “Okay,” said Dan. He slid on his jacket and dipped his hand into his leather jacket. From the inside pocket he pulled a screwed up banker’s moneybag and tossed it onto the glass table.  
 
    Celine looked at it, but Dirk Newton picked it up first.  
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “It’s the broken switch from the camera that Celine smashed against Corcoran’s studio floor,” said Eva. “The killer has been arrested. And Leslie Corcoran has ruined enough lives by now, Celine. You did what you had to do. It’s finished Celine. There is no evidence and no one is looking for the camera. And if they ever do, we won’t say a word.” 
 
    The French girl looked at Eva and nodded in thanks.  
 
    “You’d best go, or you’ll lose him,” said Newton.  
 
    “I doubt he’s that fast,” said Dan.  
 
    “No. But we all know he’s as slippery as an eel. Get going and good luck.” 
 
    “Tell me when you’ve done whatever it is you’re going to do,” said Newton. 
 
    Dan gave the man a nod, waited for Eva and headed for the door.  
 
    “Thanks for everything, Dirk.” 
 
    “Sure. And thank you Miss Roberts. From the both of us.” They closed the door to Dirk Newton’s grand, kitsch apartment, and the chase had begun.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Thirty-one 
 
    Going Underground 
 
      
 
    Jonathan Parker must have moved like greased lightning. 
 
    “Where the hell is he?” said Dan. He had expected to find the old man in the downstairs lobby, or a few feet outside the door, but in the noise, sights and sounds of the Regents Park night, the shambolic old man was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “We waited too long, Damn it. I have to follow him. If he takes that piece of paper in to show these people it won’t wash. They’ll make an example of him.” 
 
    “Then I wish you’d discussed it with me. You didn’t tell me your suspicions on Lauren Yardley, and thankfully you got it right. But this, why? I don’t get it.” 
 
    “You’re still burning about the Yardley thing? I did it because I wasn’t sure, okay? I needed to check it out before I knew for certain. Look, we haven’t got time for this.” 
 
    “What exactly are you going to do when you find him?” 
 
    “Parker? I’m going to break him – gently. I’m going to get him to tell me everything that’s gone on. And I’m going to front up to this debt collector guy.” 
 
    “What? We should just get him and take him back to Essex with us. He’d be safe there.” 
 
    “No. It’s not far enough. He needs these people to cancel the debt. Besides, I don’t want Parker at home with us. Do you?” 
 
    Eva shook her head.  
 
    “This is crazy.” 
 
    “Good. We know crazy pretty well. I can deal with crazy. But we’ve got to find him first. He’ll head to Regents Park tube. It’s the quickest way.” 
 
    “Quickest way where?” 
 
    “Back to New Cross. Come on.” 
 
      
 
    They marched around the perimeter of the park, which was a vast royal blue pasture in the evening light. On another night, it would have been a thing of beauty. As it was, they only had a passing glance and felt like they were being cheated. And five minutes later, when they reached the tube station, Jonathan Parker was still nowhere in sight.  
 
    “I can’t believe this…” 
 
    “Maybe he didn’t come this way. He could have taken the overground train…” said Eva. 
 
    “Well it’s too late to start back-tracking now. We’d better hope he came this way or we’ve already lost him.” 
 
    They moved through the turnstiles and raced down the escalators in the hope of finding him on the platform. But a red and white tube train was already gaining speed and rushing out of the station. 
 
    “Damn it,” said Dan.  
 
    “Keep cool,” said Eva. “He knows the area. But so do we, remember. If we have to, we can still beat him, okay?” 
 
    Dan put his hand on his hips and looked up at the signboard which said when the next train was due. The sign said they had two minutes to wait. Two minutes had never seemed longer than they did right then.  
 
      
 
    A hundred yards up the platform, where the crowds petered out and the station ended at the threshold of the pitch black train tunnel, the old man lingered in a dim archway. His chest was rasping. His shoulders heaved, and there was a sheen of sweat on his brow. He peered out from the edge of the archway and jinked left and right until he could see Dan Bradley and Eva Roberts in profile between the heads of the busy crowd.  
 
    Bastards, both of ‘em. They’d done a job on him, and that wasn’t all. They’d done a job on his brother too, by flouting his last wishes. Whatever they were, Jonathan was sure his brother would have wanted that one-fifty to come to him. But it was diverted elsewhere, and now he’d seen the evidence. The upstarts were positively swimming in cash, and it wasn’t theirs. He knew it. No way they could make that kind of money in their game, nor from any mythical retainer they’d been on before. No. They’d cheated Devon Parker after his demise, and that was unforgiveable. And in doing so, they’d also crossed him and hung him out to dry. Unfortunately, they’d also worked out that he’d taken their statement and was wise to them. And now they were chasing him down like a dog. But they’d underestimated him, as people always did. He was a survivor, and now he had the means to stay alive some more. By hook or by crook, that emergency fund was going to be released. Parker grinned. Even so, the money would be spent as exactly as they’d intended. On an emergency, just like they’d planned.  
 
    “Excuse me…” said a young African woman, with a concerned look on her face. Parker looked at her, irritated that she was blocking his view.  
 
    “Are you okay?” she said, in a patronising lilt. 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine,” lied Parker.  
 
    “Are you sure?” said the woman. 
 
    “Of course I’m sure. Now kindly do me a favour and get out of my face…” 
 
    Shocked, the woman turned and walked away down the crowded platform to join the crowds. And Parker withdrew to the recesses of the platform to await the next train.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Leaving Regents Park, and emerging from Elephant and Castle tube station was like arising to the surface of a completely different planet. One with a different culture, landscape, and language. Music of the ghetto, and the smells of Jerk chicken mingled with the smell of samosas from the street food stalls outside the station. With the interruptions and arguments, they had barely touched Newton’s main course, and the smells of the street food called to them, but there was no time for it. They glanced past the big roundabout and saw the chaos of people and traffic in all directions. And in the midst of it all, even with the pressure, and the stress, there was something reassuring. Regents Park was like going on a nice holiday. But hard-faced as it seemed South East London felt like home.  
 
    “I can’t see him. Can you?” said Dan.  
 
    “He could be ten minutes ahead of us by now. Which way do you think he’ll go?” said Eva. 
 
    “If he’s here. He could have gone the other way,” said Dan, looking fraught. Then he said “No. He’ll come this way.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I travelled this route many times with Devon. They were brothers. Maybe they used to take this route together.” 
 
    “Okay…” said Eva, surveying the streets. “Where then?” 
 
    “From here it’s the bus. It’ll have to be. Parker doesn’t have the money for the cab. He’ll be getting every penny he can out of that travel card.” 
 
    “Okay. So where do the buses leave from?” 
 
    “Over there. Outside that pub across the street…” Dan pointed past a crossing which teemed with people crossing the road. Eva’s eyes caught something in the electric lights from the street lamps and the cars. She tracked back for it again, eyes scanning the crowd for a familiar mess of straggling grey hair. But she couldn’t catch sight of it. 
 
    “What?” said Dan.  
 
    Just as she was about to give up, Eva caught sight of a face pointed their way. From across the wide dual carriage way at the head of the roundabout, a pale face flicked in their direction then hastily turned away. The figure hurried into the crowds on the other side.  
 
    “He’s here! He’s heading for the bus stop. Come on.” said Eva.  
 
    They darted for the street crossing, joining the back of the scrum who were waiting impatiently to get to the other side. There was no way round them, and the road was thick with aggressive traffic doing its damnedest to push out onto the roundabout. Finally, the pedestrian crossing sounded, the green man appeared on the lights, and the scrum pushed across the road. But at four people deep, Eva and Dan had to wait their turn. They reached the central island, and had to wait for the next crossing to let them across the final lane before the bus stops heading towards New Cross.  
 
    “You see him?” said Dan.  
 
    “No,” said Eva. “But I did. He’s in that mass of people over there by the bus shelter. He has to be.” 
 
    Seconds ticked by and the traffic was still going. 
 
    “What is it with these lights?” said Dan.  
 
    “I don’t know… but, Dan… isn’t that our bus?” 
 
    Eva looked at a big red bus turning off the roundabout. Through the mists of time she recalled the fifty-three, the big bus which used to carry her from work to her digs back in the early noughties. The fifty-three was coming. And here it was. The double decker passed them by and dived into the bus stop area. Doors hissed and passengers jumped out, and they saw the first few people jump on to face the driver.  
 
    “We’ll catch him on the bus if we can…” said Dan. He pushed through the people at his side, apologising as he did so. One or two of them shoved back in resistance. Dan couldn’t blame them. He would have been the same. With mutters of complaint and cuss words ringing in his ears, he reached the front of the crossing and got ready to run across. But the traffic just kept coming. 
 
    “You ready?” said Dan. He looked to Eva at his side. She nodded.  
 
    “There’s a gap,” said Dan nodding at the slower cars coming around the roundabout. He stepped down into the street, then pulled his foot back up as the car in question sped up again.  
 
    “Can you believe this?” said Dan.  
 
    Eva nodded at the traffic lights as they flicked to amber and then red.  
 
    The cars stopped in front of them and they ran. The bus stops were away to their right. Before they stepped up onto the kerb, they heard the hiss of the bus doors shutting, and watched the Number 53 start to pull away into the road.  
 
    “No way!” said Dan. He turned into the street and ran hard towards the back of the bus. For a moment, he felt he could catch it, hit the window and maybe the driver would stop. But when he had almost reached it, the bus changed gear, the engine rumbled, and it pulled away. As the traffic lights returned to green Dan stood in the street staring into the back window of the bus. And it was as a car blared its horn at his back, that he finally recognised the back of Parker’s head. Tucked halfway down the lower deck of the bus, Parker was safely on his way to oblivion. Dan ran out of the street and found Eva at the kerb.  
 
    “We’ve lost him,” he said.  
 
    “It’s a bus. We haven’t lost him,” said Eva. She stepped past Dan and stuck her arm out into the street, waving at the endless stream of passing headlights.  
 
    “I don’t think hitch-hiking works too well around here,” said Dan.  
 
    “Then it’s a good job we’re not hitch-hiking,” said Eva.  
 
    A small car with a noisy engine pulled to one side of the empty bus stop, and Eva skipped up to the side door.  
 
    “Minicab?” said the small driver in an unknown foreign accent.  
 
    “Minicab,” repeated Eva with a smile. She slid into the back seat, and Dan jumped in with her, making the little car bob up and down with his weight. Eva shuffled up to the window, and saw it had been shattered into pieces, but had not yet fallen in. In an effort to keep it that way, someone had put a web of Sellotape across it. Very reassuring.  
 
    “Oh, how I’ve missed London minicabs,” said Eva, with plenty of irony.  
 
    “Where you go?” said the driver. 
 
    “Get a load of this,” said Dan, nudging Eva. “Driver, follow that bus.” 
 
    The man looked ahead at the bus growing smaller in the distance of the Old Kent Road.  
 
    “You joking with me, right?” 
 
    “No, driver. I’m one hundred per cent serious.” 
 
    The look in Dan’s eyes must have confirmed the fact because the driver started the engine without another word, and off they went.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Thirty-two 
 
    Terminus 
 
      
 
    New Cross crept up on you. One minute the rough delights and gin palaces of the Old Kent Road were all around them, then soon the world began take shape and become the one they remembered. New Cross, Lewisham and its environs. This had been their home once upon a time. The place where their relationship had been kindled, where their business had been born. Sentiment hung around them like a faint mist as they passed the grim city sights. But they both stayed quiet about it. The cab felt like the kind of rust-bucket which could have fallen apart at any given moment, and the stuttering traffic taunted them all the way. As they reached the nearest edge of New Cross, the bus pulled in.  
 
    “Pull over here for a moment,” said Dan.  
 
    The driver pulled the car to the side of the road without indicating, and horns sounded as cars passed by. Dan and Eva ducked their heads to watch the bus as it started to expel its passengers. One, two, three… in the end ten people jumped off the bus and scattered their separate ways. And Parker should have been one of them. But he wasn’t. Dan scanned the back of the bus for the old man’s head. Did he get off before? Dan thought in panic.  
 
    “Shit,” he muttered.  
 
    The bus engine started, the doors hissed.  
 
    “How did we lose him?” said Eva.  
 
    Dan shrugged and kept his eyes on the bus. He saw movement inside. Before the doors had shut, a slight figure dived out between the closing doors and stumbled onto the pavement. The bus carried on as if it hadn’t even noticed. There. It was Parker. Up ahead was the door for his bedsit above the big old pub, and on their right was the high walled estate with two tower blocks. He was out. So which way was he going to go? Home or the estate?  
 
    “How much?” said Dan. 
 
    “Fifteen,” said the driver.  
 
    “What? In this? You should be paying us, pal.” Dan slipped a tenner from his jeans and slapped it into the man’s eyes. He opened the door and slid out. The driver looked at Eva.  
 
    “No change,” she said. They jumped out onto the kerb and saw Parker heading towards his apartment door. As he reached it, he looked back and saw them. Parker held his phone against his ear.  
 
    “He’s talking to them, the fool. They’ll know he’s here. They’ll be coming for him.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” said Eva.  
 
    “I need Parker to tell me where they are. I’ll break it to him and then we’ll work out a plan from there. We can’t face them tonight, whoever they are.” 
 
    “He won’t be able to stay there anymore,” said Eva. 
 
    “No way. Not until this is fixed. Look. You really don’t want to go up there. It’s a mess… and we’re going to have a row. It’ll get worse before it gets better. Go ahead to the hotel. Book another room for Parker.” 
 
    “Are you sure? I can handle a little mess and a little shouting.” 
 
    “It’s fine. All that matters is we’ve got him safely before he went to see those scumbags. Parker is my mess. You don’t need this. Just go to the hotel book the extra room and wait for us. I’ll call you when we’re done.” 
 
    “I wish this was over…” 
 
    “So do I. Believe me. Tomorrow, I’ll make sure it is.” 
 
    Eva thought about it. Finally, she gave Dan a nod.  
 
    “Okay. Just promise me you don’t go and face these people tonight. Think about it. We could still just take him home and avoid the trouble. There’s a lot to be said for that idea.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll think about it. Come on. Let me get this over with.” 
 
    Eva leaned towards Dan and they kissed. “Sometimes there’s just too much trouble. Stay safe.” Eva gripped his hand and turned away for the centre of New Cross while Dan headed to the door of Parker’s apartment.  
 
      
 
    Jonathan Parker struggled to keep talking the higher he climbed. So he wheezed instead and listened to Chambers at the other end of the phone.  
 
    “You’ve run out of time old man. That’s it. The buzzer’s gone. Game over.” 
 
    “William… Billy… don’t be like that. I’ve got something to show you.” 
 
    “Unless it’s seventy-five big ones, I’m not interested. You spun me lie, because you’re a sad and desperate old man. A dreamer. I can’t afford to deal with people like you. You’re bad for business. And the only way to get anything back from this transaction, is to make people see what happens to people who don’t pay me back.” 
 
    “Billy… I’ve got it. I’ve got it. I’m coming home to show you.” 
 
    “I know you are.” 
 
    “I suppose you’ve been watching me from your ivory tower, right, Billy?” 
 
    “No. But I’ve seen you.” 
 
    The old man dismissed the man’s words as scare tactics tosh. He shook his head at the phone. “The important thing to remember here, Billy, is that I’ve brought you proof that the money is real.” 
 
    “I don’t want your proof. I want the money, Parker. I want the money tonight, or you’re a dead man.” 
 
    There was a noise from far below. A thud which echoed up the narrow stairwell and ricocheted off the walls. The external door was being shaken in its hinges. Jonathan Parker afforded himself the merest hint of a smile. He searched for his door key as the door down below shook again.  
 
    “It’s okay, Billy. I’ve brought it with me.” 
 
    Parker found his key and started to open the door.  
 
    “You brought the money?” 
 
    “Not quite. But I brought you the very next best thing…” 
 
    Parker turned the latch and opened the door. As his hand reached for the intercom to let Dan Bradley into the building, the old man was surprised by the light from the naked bulb in his bedsit. He looked down and saw William Chambers wearing a shiny grey suit, sitting in his armchair. Chambers had his phone pressed against his ear. He gave Parker a sly, knowing smile. The tall African man was standing near the window. When Parker entered, the black guy turned his way and gave him a leering grin.  
 
    “Carry on, old man…” said Chambers. He lowered the phone from his ear and waited.  
 
    “The money exists. I can prove it.” With a fluttering hand he pulled the folded statement free and handed it to Chambers. Parker noted Chambers was wearing a dark suit rather than his trademark white, and his hands were gloved.  
 
    The door rattled downstairs. His intercom buzzed. 
 
    “What’s this shit?” said Chambers.  
 
    “Proof,” said Parker.  
 
    “What? I thought you used to be an accountant. This is toy town bullshit. It’s fake. Bad move, old man.” 
 
    “What? No. No way. They have the money; I know they do. I heard them talking about it.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Parked gasped, organised his thoughts. 
 
    “The man downstairs. He has the money. That’s why I brought him here…” 
 
    Chambers stared hard into the old man’s eyes. They listened as the intercom buzzed long and hard, and then Chambers relented with a nod.  
 
    “I hope you’re right, Jonathan. For his sake. And yours. Answer the intercom. And don’t you dare let on I’m here.” 
 
    “Course not, Billy.” 
 
    Parker lifted the handset. 
 
    “Yes? Oh, Dan. It’s you. Come right up.” Parker pressed the button to release the door, and footsteps began to echo up the stairwell. When old Parker laid the handset to rest, Chambers pointed at him. 
 
    “And Jonathan?” 
 
    “Yes…” said Parker, his voice a faint whisper.  
 
    “Don’t you ever call me Billy again…” 
 
    Parker nodded and closed his eyes, listening to Dan’s feet as they thudded up the stairwell, getting louder and closer. He tried to get past the queasy feeling of betraying his friend, but it wouldn’t leave him. With each passing footstep, Parker was sure he was going to vomit. But he stared at Chambers with an affable smile. It was the most difficult smile he’d ever made in his life. 
 
    Outside, Dan climbed, angry, ready for a confrontation with a devious old man who should have known better. But he wasn’t ready for anything else. If Dan had of made time to think, time to feel, he would have noticed the strange tightening in his gut. The excessive adrenaline flowing in his veins. Dan didn’t consciously know there was danger coming his way. But somewhere inside, a part of him did. Something was wrong with this picture… the old man inviting him in. His friendly tone of voice. Yet he climbed on regardless. Something had to be wrong here… but what was it? 
 
      
 
    Get book 3 now! 
 
    To be continued… 
 
    Click here to get the next book now!  
 
    Thank you for reading London Calling! I hope you enjoyed it. 
 
    Can I ask you a favour? Could you please post a review on Amazon to let other readers know? Your opinion can really influence the success of a book - just a couple of sentences would go a very long way. Thank you so much – I really appreciate your help. 
 
    If you would like to access more great free novels as they are released, plus entire boxed sets, novellas and short stories, then you very welcome to join the Readers’ Group at SolomonCarter.net. It’s totally free to join. Once you’re in I’ll send you some links to lots of cool stuff, I won’t ever spam you, and you can easily unsubscribe at any time. 
 
    All the very best, 
 
    Solomon 
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