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 One 
 
      
 
    Aimee Gillen turned up the volume on the stereo and caught sight of herself in the mirrored wardrobes. She leaned close to the glass and pressed a finger against the bags beneath her eyes. She traced a long baby-blue painted fingernail along the crescent line wrinkles and pulled at the crow’s feet from the side. She tutted, then stood well back from the mirror. But even standing a couple of feet back Aimee could still see the fear in her reflection. And nothing aged a woman like fear. All she wanted was to see the Aimee that people outside would remember and know best. She stepped back from the glass, one step then another. She put on a smile and dropped her silken dressing gown to the floor. Avoiding her strained eyes, she took in the rest of her body. She traced down the line of her neck – not sinewy yet, not like her mother – gazed at her generous breasts, and down past the jewel stud in her navel, down over her hips and thighs. Still pretty good. She wasn’t fat. She was still athletic and supple. The cellulite hadn’t yet taken over her backside and thighs like it did with Maggie Mason when she was the oldest studio girl before her. No, she was still more than good enough. Provided things remained fair. Provided they hadn’t turned against her – provided they hadn’t found out. And that was out of her hands. Aimee left her gown on the floor and turned the stereo so high that the air seemed to vibrate, then she danced around the edge of her bed, her charged up body twisting in time to the beat. This was a favourite tune, a dancy number from Ibiza, a time before wrinkles, self-loathing and everything else. A time before any of this shit was even a remote possibility. A time before fear.  
 
    “You’re freeeeeeeee!” She sang as loud as she could in an attempt to blot out the angst inside. But Aimee’s eyes couldn’t help flicking to the clock. It was almost ten pm. In the old times, she would have been working by now, but they hadn’t called her in weeks. They must have known she’d been meddling. That was the only possible reason to leave her out in the cold. Which meant things were even worse than she thought. Aimee sang on and swallowed the panic. She blinked away the tears. Even if she was wrong, if things carried on like this, it would only be so long before they stopped her pay. And Aimee couldn’t afford to go without money. If there was even a remote chance of losing pay, she would have to act. Be proactive, cut her losses and get out now. In the short term she’d need to find another gig. A tall order, yes, but that was okay, wasn’t it? If the new people didn’t look at her eyes too closely or at those wrinkles, and if they overlooked her little vices… well, Aimee had a few more years in her yet. But the longer term depended on what happened in the here and now.  
 
    Aimee dropped her backside onto her double bed and opened the bedside drawer. It was time to calm her nerves. All the furniture in the complex was built-in and screwed down. The whole place was built like a cheap hotel - some place where no-one would ever want to stay. How long had she lived here now? As long as any of the others, she reckoned. By now she was institutionalised. It was crazy, but true. Back at the beginning, staying there had been a choice. But now, when the place scared her the most, it wasn’t anything like home. It was a prison. A prison dressed in the illusion of devil-may-care living it up. She could come and go as she pleased, so long as she always came back. She could do whatever she liked, so long as she didn’t break the rules. The rules, like no talking to the others. Like pretending things were A-okay. Aimee smiled bitterly as she pulled the old-fashioned tobacco tin from the side drawer. It was the same old green and gold tin her father had used to roll his ciggies – back before he died. If her old man saw her now, he wouldn’t have been proud, but then Aimee had never been very proud of him either. She popped the scratched tin lid and gazed at the yellowy-white powder inside. She smiled. There was enough chalky stuff left in there to fund a quick move if she really needed to. But only if she could stop herself from snorting it all. Aimee used a shaking blue fingernail to scoop up a load of powder, then turned her finger down and dragged her nail across a grey slate tile in a perfect straight line. With efficient skill, she made a white line, and looked upon it as a thing of beauty. Thin, bright and perfectly straight. But the high lasted all too briefly, and afterwards things were always far worse.  
 
    Aimee picked up her chrome straw and ducked her head towards the white line. She was about to snort when there was a loud knock at her bedroom door. Aimee stiffened and sat upright. She saw herself in the mirror, her long bottle-blonde hair, her ageing, frightened eyes with their pin-prick pupils. She turned cold and felt the goosebumps prickle up on her skin. At the second knock, she stood up, laid the tiny chrome straw down beside the white line and hid the tile in her bedside drawer. Another knock at the door made her hurry. She left the drawer half open.  
 
    “Just a minute!” she called and checked her eyes again in the mirror. What if it was Harry? Oh, yeah! If it was Harry everything would be alright again. Aimee forced a smile and grabbed her gown. She wrapped herself in it, arranged her hair just so and made her lips do the old Harry pout. She pulled the gown open enough to offer a good view of her cleavage, and then she was done. No matter what had happened in the last few weeks – no matter how bad things had gotten – Aimee still needed a little more time before she was ready to get out. And by then, she would have done what she needed to do.  
 
    Aimee opened the door and looked out into the corridor and her smile instantly fell away. Her eyes lost their hope. It wasn’t Harry after all. Aimee turned away and left the door hanging open behind her. She tried to compose herself. She didn’t want to show her fear because it would have confirmed everything they probably believed about her. Letting them see her fear would have been the absolute worst thing of all. 
 
    Or so Aimee thought. 
 
    But on that score Aimee was wrong. Very badly wrong… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Two 
 
      
 
    Two weeks ago… 
 
      
 
    “Promise you won’t hit me,” said Norton.  
 
    Hogarth shifted on his feet and looked around in the darkness. His puffy eyes were narrow with suspicion. His head still ached from the beating he’d sustained in the seafront car park outside Uncle Ron’s café. He’d let the painkillers wear off because he intended to medicate with whisky before the day was out. It turned out that ibuprofen and neat malt whisky weren’t a very good mix – so he’d been told. The breeze picked at Hogarth’s unkempt hair and blew it back, exposing his high-lined forehead and the start of a widow’s peak. 
 
    “I don’t get it, Vic,” said Hogarth. “Why are we standing out here in the cold and not drinking slops in that piss-hole you call a pub?” 
 
    “Because some things are so sensitive that I’d rather not have others listening in.” 
 
    “Sensitive. Really now? But that’s never bothered you before, Vic. I thought your arse had been permanently superglued to that chair in there. What’s the real reason for meeting out here?” 
 
    “I told you. This is sensitive. Besides, if you do decide to take it out on me, I don’t want to get a beating in my own boozer. That pub is my home. It’s my living room. So, before we go any further, will you promise not to hit me?” 
 
    Hogarth’s throat was closing up. His temples were throbbing, his heart racing with all kinds of raw feelings. Getting kicked around in a car park could do that to a man.  
 
    “But I don’t know what you’re going to tell me, and now you’re saying I actually might want to hit you for it? And if I do want to hit you, maybe I shouldn’t make that promise.” 
 
    Hogarth and Norton looked one another in the eye, considering each other. Hogarth was dressed in his usual navy-blue blazer and chino ensemble, Vic Norton was wearing his latest shell suit while holding a carrier bag which looked made of the same flammable material. Hogarth watched Vic Norton squirm. The old rogue looked like he was regretting the meet-up after all.  
 
    “Yes…” said Norton. “I thought about that. So, seeing as I might well take a hit for telling you the truth…” 
 
    “Vic Norton. The rent-a-grass who stands for truth, justice and the alcoholic way…” 
 
    “Because I know you might hit me,” said Vic, “I’ll need fifty up front, as a down payment.” 
 
    “Fifty quid?! Without even so much as a bloody word? What do you take me for? A charity?” 
 
    “Charity. Fat chance of that. I take you for a man who’s got himself in a tight spot and doesn’t even know it.” 
 
    Norton blinked at his cuts and bruises. “Not until recently, that is.” 
 
    Hogarth blinked. “And you expect me to believe you have all the answers, do you? You’re a blagger, Vic. You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “I know enough this time. Look at you. You’ve been beaten to a pulp.” 
 
    “It’s a few cuts and bruises, Vic. And I’m still here, ready to give it back when I see them.” 
 
    “Now who’s the blagger, eh, Inspector?” said Vic.  
 
    “Just spit it out or I walk away. I don’t need you wasting my time on top of everything else.” 
 
    “Fifty quid,” said Vic, sticking out a bony, tobacco-stained hand. “Now.” 
 
    Hogarth shook his head and turned away towards the vast, empty black car park behind the Sutland Arms. He started walking.  
 
    “This is about her, Hogarth.” 
 
    Hogarth kept walking.  
 
    “The MP’s wife.” 
 
    Hogarth stopped dead in his tracks. He grimaced at the sound of his secret being spoken out loud. He turned around and looked around. Vic Norton started to wither on the spot.  
 
    “How do you know?” said Hogarth. He kept his voice calm. 
 
    “Eh?” said Norton. 
 
    “How do you know?” Hogarth shouted, and Norton stepped back. Hogarth launched across the tarmac and grabbed Norton by the zip-up collar of his tracksuit. He dropped his bag on the floor and the bottle inside cracked open.  
 
    “How do you know about her?” 
 
    Norton was wide-eyed and shaking in Hogarth’s grasp. His rotten breath filled Hogarth’s face, but Hogarth refused to let him go.  
 
    “Fifty pounds,” said Norton, quietly. “Or I tell you nothing.” 
 
    “Norton, do you know how flammable shell suits are? Do you know, if I so much as light a match and put it near that outfit of yours, you would go up like a firelighter on bonfire night. Not a pretty sight, Vic. And think about all the noise you’d make, too. It’s enough to make my eyes water.” 
 
    “You don’t scare me.” 
 
    “Then you’re a bloody fool, man!” Hogarth flung Norton towards the white wooden-slatted wall at the back of the Sutland Arms. “Because these days, Vic, I scare myself…” said Hogarth. “Before I give you a penny. Why should I believe you?” 
 
    “Because it’s true.” 
 
    “That’s not an answer.” 
 
    “Because my source is close to the husband. My source has had dealings with him for a long time.” 
 
    “If it comes from him, it might all be lies. Lies trumped up to discredit her, or hurt her… and I won’t pay a penny for that.” 
 
    “No, Hogarth. These aren’t lies. Because if any of this stuff ever came out, it would hurt the husband as well. And you must know how politicians can’t stand having their careers affected by dirt. Especially other people’s dirt…” 
 
    The ferrety old sod was back in his comfort zone, dangling carrots laced with poison. Hogarth watched the confidence returning to Norton’s old watery eyes.  
 
    Hogarth opened his jacket and took out his wallet. He pulled it open and found the two twenties he had planned to spend on a quick jaunt to restock his cupboard with tinned pies, frozen chips, and another bottle of malt.  
 
    “I’ve only got forty on me.” 
 
    “Not enough,” said Norton, shaking his head.  
 
    “Then it’s a down-payment. You’ll get the rest. Here, take it, before I change my mind.” 
 
    Hogarth pulled the notes free and folded them between two fingers. He held them up in the air, and Norton came and snatched them like a jackal stealing meat from a lion. Norton backed away as soon as he had the notes in hand.  
 
    “Wise move, Inspector.” 
 
    “Don’t get carried away with yourself. Just tell me what you’ve got to say,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Are you ready for it? The truth I mean?” 
 
    “I’ve bloody paid for it, haven’t I?” 
 
    Norton checked over his shoulder and took one step back.  
 
    “Okay,” he said, wheezing with nerves. “It’s about your girl. You don’t know, do you? I mean, there’s no way you could know. But she’s got a past. And the MP knows all about it. I mean, how could he not know? It’s the very reason they got together in the first place… and it’s the reason they haven’t got any kids too…” 
 
    Norton stopped and stared at Hogarth. “No. She really didn’t tell you… Mrs Hartigan is a woman who gets what she wants. No matter what the price.” 
 
    “Careful,” said Hogarth. “You don’t know her in the least.” 
 
    “I don’t need to. I know what she did…” 
 
    As the old man began to tell him what he knew, Hogarth’s body began to tense of its own accord. 
 
    The old man spoke carefully, quietly, and Hogarth caught the trepidation in his eyes. Before Norton was done speaking Hogarth couldn’t hear any more. Norton wouldn’t stop. The old man’s words were an endless barrage of insults tied to imaginary facts. Hogarth lost it. He charged towards the old man, fists balled tight. Vic Norton spun away in panic, but Hogarth seized his shoulder and pulled the man back.  
 
    “Lies!” said Hogarth. “Vicious, bloody, evil lies.” He raised a fist to Norton’s face.  
 
    “I couldn’t make that stuff up! How could I? Why? It’s not possible to invent things like that…” 
 
    Hogarth stared down into Norton’s eyes. He took a breath. His fist loosened and fell to his side. Another second passed and he let go of Norton’s collar altogether and shoved him away. 
 
    “It’s true, Inspector…” said Norton, backing away. “And you still owe me for it. One day I think you might be grateful that you found out like this…” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re all heart, Vic…” 
 
    Norton slunk away, leaving Hogarth standing in the lane behind the pub. His eyes trailed down to the blue plastic bag and the crushed wine bottle inside it. A blood-like puddle had slicked across the tarmac. The first few spots of cold rain hit his face with the promise of more to come. Hogarth turned away to fetch his car. As he walked, his phone started to buzz in his pocket. He took it out of his jacket and scanned the text on the screen.  
 
    I’ve packed my case, Joe. Pick me up when you can. This is it. From now on I’m all yours. 
 
    “Ali,” he whispered.  
 
    Of course, it was Ali. It should have been the best day of his life. But it had just been ruined in advance by one of the worst human beings he had ever known.  
 
    He’d insulted the local MP. A man with contacts and influence. 
 
    He’d taken the man’s wife away from him.  
 
    And Norton had set the cherry on the cake. 
 
    In more ways than one, the shit was about to hit the fan.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three 
 
      
 
    The present… 
 
    The alarm beeped a long time before Hogarth finally opened his eyes. But he wasn’t the first one to move. Ali Hartigan rolled away from under Hogarth’s heavy arm and stretched across to the other side of the bed. She picked up the digital alarm clock and tapped it hard, then she shook it, but the damn thing kept on bleating. Hogarth found Ali shaking the clock like a fresh polaroid picture. Hogarth smiled and took the clock from her. 
 
    “That won’t work,” he said.  
 
    “Nothing works,” said Ali.  
 
    “That’s because it’s mine. It only responds to me.” Hogarth laid the clock down on the sideboard and thumped it hard enough to make the plastic shell pop. The alarm stopped. Hogarth looked up at Ali Hartigan and found her watching him with big alluring eyes. Even at six am she somehow managed to look bewitchingly beautiful. She’d been sleeping in his bed, sharing his meals and his home for almost two weeks. It had been gratifyingly sexy, even for a man in his mid-forties. He just couldn’t resist her. His eyes traced the soft bow of her lips, and the elegant line of her nose. He spent a moment looking at the beauty spot by her lips. She was so pretty he wanted to reach out and touch her cheek. A fortnight was the longest he’d ever lived with a woman, at least since he’d failed as a husband. It was almost getting to the comfortable stage. Like a proper relationship. Only it wasn’t. Not yet. "There were two fundamental reasons why his situation with Ali was not yet a proper relationship. First off, their affair remained a secret. It was a secret for practical and personal reasons, including the pathetic don’t-go-public request from Ali’s MP husband. Second, Vic Norton’s words hung over him like a cloud. Whenever he thought he was past caring about the old snitch’s bitter words, they came back to him whenever he looked at her. But Hogarth was a red-blooded male, and not even his vaguest doubts could stop him from wanting her." Her gentle fingers traced over his chest and the fire stirred inside him. He gazed at her with mixed feelings. She leaned up on her elbow and the duvet fell away from her body. His eyes traced over her breasts.  
 
    “I’ve got to go back to work this morning…” he said, softly.  
 
    “I know. These last two weeks have felt like peace. Like our own little world.” 
 
    “Yeah. Like the eye of the storm,” said Hogarth 
 
    Ali leaned over him. “What am I going to do now while you’re away playing cops and robbers?” she said.  
 
    “I’m sure you’ll think of something, Ali. Just don’t let your husband play any mind games or upset you.” 
 
    “Oh, he’ll always play games, Joe, and he’ll always try to upset me. But I’m way past all that. I’m with you now. Finally.” 
 
    Hogarth watched her face sink towards him. They kissed. It was tender and soft and offered the promise of much more. His hands slinked their way across her back and slid into her long hair. They enjoyed a long kiss before they broke apart.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Joe,” said Ali.  
 
    “Sorry? Sorry for what?” he said, his eyes sharp. 
 
    “Sorry for getting you suspended from your job like that.” 
 
    “What? You apologised for that already, and I told you it wasn’t your fault. I’m the one who door-stepped your husband after the DCI told me to leave it. Besides, I didn’t actually get suspended. Not officially, anyway. The DCI told me to take a couple of weeks off to sort my head out. I used unspent leave.” 
 
    “But you know as well as I do, that it was my fault…” 
 
    Hogarth looked into Ali’s shining eyes. He couldn’t help wondering if she was apologising for things she was planning to do, the sins forming on the horizon. But no, that was Norton’s words echoing in his mind.  
 
    “You care for me, don’t you?” said Ali.  
 
    “You know I do,” he whispered.  
 
    Ali smiled. “Seeing as it’s your first day back, I think I should give you something to remember me by. To keep you smiling through the day… 
 
    Ali slid down over his pale body, and his hands moved across her smooth skin. Her touch, like her beauty, electrified him. But his eyes tracked to the clock. 
 
    “Ali… I’ve got to get up,” he said.  
 
    “Soon,” said Ali, “soon.” She kissed his chest, and slowly slid down the bed, as keen as a teenage girl. Yes, it was like a teenage affair in many ways. Full of angst, guilt and secrets, and wonderful explosive love making. If only Vic Norton’s words hadn’t tainted everything, his life would have been great. But for a few moments at least, it wasn’t far off.  
 
      
 
    In the narrow one-way street outside Hogarth’s house, a few cars whisked by, their headlights cutting through the darkness. The sky was still dark blue, the morning light yet to break. Nurses walked briskly down the sloping street to start their shifts at the nearby hospital. Paperboys with neon orange satchels on their backs meandered between the close-knit houses as one lone man walked against the stream, uphill towards Westcliff and Southend beyond. He whistled as he walked. When he reached his pre-planned spot, the man stopped whistling, stopped walking, and looked up at the window above him. The drapes were drawn and folded against the window. The man checked his watch and shook his head. He looked around, pulled the lapels of his raincoat up about his neck and slowly, very slowly, walked on. He didn’t whistle any more. His face was a grimace veiled in shadow. 
 
      
 
    The bright office lights hurt his eyes. The telephones rang around the open plan area in an unstoppable din. “How was your holiday, sir?” said PCSO Rawlins as soon as Hogarth walked in. Hogarth took a close look at her face, just in case her eyes revealed any sarcasm, but he didn’t see it. Pretty Rawlins didn’t have a sarcastic bone in her body. If she was going to survive in this profession she’d need to develop one soon.  
 
    “Errr, fine, thank you Rawlins.” 
 
    “Well you look much better for it. Almost chipper. DCI Melford said you’d had an accident before you took leave. But you’re okay now?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. It was only a minor thing.” Hogarth winced and hoped he didn’t betray his embarrassment. He tugged at his shirt collar and looked around. PC Orton was looking at him, Jordan looked over and nodded a hello. Chubby Orton seemed to be trying to read him, looking for an angle to take the piss. Hogarth didn’t need that yet. He’d been in the station no more than sixty seconds. It was time to put his foot down before Orton thought of a wisecrack. Hogarth mouthed a few swear words at him, and Orton dipped his head back to his desk, as meek as a mouse.  
 
    “I saw that, sir,” said a deep voice from his side.  
 
    Hogarth jumped and saw it was only Dawson, the big tattooed constable. “I can see you missed PC Orton while you were away. Go anywhere nice, did you?” Hogarth felt the big cop eying the pallor of his skin. Hogarth was as pale as he’d ever been.  
 
    “On a DI’s salary? Give it a rest. Yeah, Camber Sands is lovely in February.” 
 
    Dawson grinned. “It had to be better than Southend nick, at any rate.” 
 
    “You must be joking, Constable. Nothing beats a shift at Crime-on-Sea, does it now?” 
 
    With a zing of apprehension, Hogarth turned his sights to the door of the CID room. The CID room was his domain, but for the last two weeks he’d been barred by order of the DCI. He wondered just how much Palmer had been told about his absence. If there was a shred of a chance that Hogarth could keep the truth under wraps, he intended to do it. 
 
    Hogarth pushed the door open, his face a tightly-orchestrated mask of caution. But as soon as the door gave, he heard only laughter. As the door opened Hogarth was thankful to see he wasn’t the butt of the joke. DC Simmons was back, standing up in the middle like a stand-up comedian. Palmer was watching him, eyes tiny and mouth wide with laughter. Simmons was giving some kind of performance. Palmer’s face flickered when she saw Hogarth. Serious for a second, he watched the smile quickly return to her face.  
 
    “Guv? You’re back! And look who else is here too…” said Palmer.  
 
    Simmons turned to see Hogarth. Simmons’ dark slick-backed hair was still in place, but Hogarth noticed the man had lost a little weight during his absence. Behind the laughter, there was a maudlin look. Or, Hogarth wondered, was he merely reflecting his own emotions onto Simmons. 
 
    “Good to see you, guv,” said Simmons. 
 
    Hogarth scratched his ear. “You too, Simmons.”  
 
    There was a momentary stand off before Hogarth reached forward and grabbed Simmons by his arm. He gave the man the briefest half hug before retreating into the safety of manly formality.  
 
    “Welcome back, Simmons. So, did you start today?” 
 
    “Kind of, guv. I came in last Friday, just to dip my toe in the water, but this is my first day proper.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded. “Afraid I can’t give you a decent briefing on what’s been happening. I’ve been off for the last fortnight too.” 
 
    “Anywhere nice?” said Palmer. She did the same as the uniforms, her eyes searching his face for any sign of a tan. She wasn’t going to find one. 
 
    “No, Palmer. It was just a break, that’s all.” 
 
    “Good then,” she said, giving him an affirmative nod. “You needed one.” 
 
    “So,” said Hogarth. “before I get called in to inspect Long Melford’s antique clock…”  
 
    Simmons grinned. 
 
    “I said clock, Simmons,” said Hogarth in a faux-stern voice. “What’s been happening?” 
 
    Palmer shook her head. “I could tell you how busy we’ve been, and that I’ve been doing the work of the whole team and solved all the crimes while you’ve been away, but the truth is I’d be lying. It’s been quiet. Dead quiet. I’ve even had time to tidy up a few loose ends on the backlog. The Dave Troman case, even, I put that one to bed.” 
 
    “Troman? Blimey. It must have been quiet. I may as well take another fortnight’s leave then, eh?” 
 
    “No, don’t,” said Palmer. “This room’s been like a prison cell lately.” 
 
    “Then it looks like you’ve got your cellmates back,” said Simmons.  
 
    “A quiet start, eh? Can’t be bad. Do me a favour, Simmons. Grab one of those excuses for coffee from the vending machine. I may as well go and see the DCI before I get a summons.” 
 
    “Sure you don’t want anything stronger, guv?” said Simmons with a grin. 
 
    “No thanks. I’ll save that until elevenses,” said Hogarth. He gave them a wink and stepped out of the room. Now came the part he was dreading. The reality check. There’d been nothing in the media about James Hartigan MP splitting from his wife, but Melford seemed to have the inside track on most things. Now he’d hear what Melford knew. 
 
      
 
    Hogarth rapped his knuckles on the door. 
 
    “Come in, Hogarth,” said Melford. The DCI had now added seeing through walls to his many dreaded talents. Hogarth walked in, shut the door and nodded at the tall man behind the desk.  
 
    “Sir,” said Hogarth.  
 
    Melford watched as Hogarth settled to a calm standing position in front of his desk.  
 
    “A good fortnight off, I take it?” 
 
    “I feel much better, sir” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Good,” said Melford. “No one here is aware why you took your sudden little holiday. No one knows it was under my orders.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded. He wasn’t going to thank the DCI for that blessing. The informal suspension had been a punishment after all. 
 
    “But I’m hoping it did the trick,” said Melford. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Come on. Your memory hasn’t deteriorated that much in a two-week absence, has it? I ordered you not to go around to James Hartigan’s house, and you flouted those orders that very same night. Those orders were to help you. Hartigan is an MP. He has special clout, far more clout than most people in this town. The night you went round to his house he contacted the Police and Crime Commissioner, Roger Johnson. Another politico who wants to keep everybody but us happy. I didn’t say that, by the way.” 
 
    “No sir, I didn’t hear a thing,” said Hogarth. 
 
    “Well, that made it a hot potato, right away. When the Commissioner contacted me, I had to emphasise the success of your recent cases just to prevent you from being suspended or dismissed. Next time, whatever I tell the likes of him or the Super won’t hold any water. Do you understand? If you shoot yourself in the foot again, that’ll be it.” 
 
    “Sir, you saw my face that morning.  
 
    “You’d taken a beating and a half, yes.” 
 
    Hogarth stared at Melford until his meaning sank in. Melford blinked and shifted in his seat. The leather creaked. 
 
    “You’re alleging that James Hartigan was somehow responsible for that?” 
 
    “I made that visit after I was attacked. It wasn’t a coincidence, sir.” 
 
    “I’d have a lot of trouble believing that our local and very upstanding member of parliament was involved in anything like that.” 
 
    “Really, sir? I’d have no trouble at all.” 
 
    Melford looked exasperated. “Who would believe it? These people are the establishment, and you’re winding them up! What do you want me to do about it?” 
 
    “Nothing, sir.” 
 
    “Too right. Because if you pulled any of that crap with me…” Melford leaned forward on his desk, and hushed his tone in emphasis, “personally speaking if you were having an affair with my wife, I think a beating would be the very least you’d deserve.” 
 
    Hogarth’s eyes flashed, but he managed to hold himself in check. 
 
    “I think that’s my business, sir.” 
 
    “Yes, it is, Hogarth. So, from now on keep it that way. Don’t let your personal life harm your professional life ever again. Not on my watch.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded his head. “Sir.” He turned and grabbed the door handle. “Are we done?” 
 
    Melford’s eyes suggested not. “I hear they are not together anymore. Am I right, Hogarth. The Hartigans, I mean.” 
 
    “Is that public knowledge, sir?”” said Hogarth.  
 
    “No. Not yet.” Melford dipped his eyes to the paperwork on his desk, and Hogarth took his cue to leave. 
 
    Hogarth chewed it over. Hartigan had got him beaten up and then had the temerity to get him in trouble with the top brass. The way Hogarth felt about Hartigan, it was going to be hard not to pummel the bearded fool to the ground next time he saw him. But at least now Ali was safe. No matter how Vic Norton had slandered her, she was in his care. But Ali’s marriage was still a sensitive issue. For her sake alone, because she had asked him to do so, he would keep their relationship secret for a while yet. He guessed Ali’s request for secrecy had something to do with her divorce settlement. Yet one of the words Norton had used to describe her had stuck in his head. Norton had used many unpalatable words to describe the woman who now shared his home, but the one which played over and over in his mind was ‘manipulator’. Hogarth had never enjoyed being played. He hoped to God he wasn’t being played in the weakest area of his life. Not after they’d come this far together. Hogarth suppressed the memory of the unpalatable things Norton had told him. If he dwelt on those things too much, knew he wasn’t going to make it through the working day without smacking someone around the face. And PC Orton was a very likely candidate. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Four 
 
      
 
    Annabelle Marks got ready for another day at work. Her day didn’t start like most other people’s working days, but then her job wasn’t an ordinary one. In her job, she needed her beauty sleep. She drank a mug of Gusto machine coffee, and left her room at seven am. She took a dip in the pool of the swish blue gym next door, which occupied part of the X-L building complex. Then came the last part of her feel-good routine before she showered and put her make-up on. She said goodbye to the shy young girls who worked in the luxury gym and went back into the other half of the complex where she spent most of her life. She could have used the sauna in the gym, but she liked her own space and Annabelle knew she would have the one at Harry King Studios all to herself. Especially that time of morning. Most of those other brainless actors stayed up late, got high, and woke up late. But not Annabelle. Knowing her priorities had helped he get this far. As she walked into the tiled area by the washrooms, Annabelle smiled in anticipation. She was glad to feel the heat already emanating from the small log-cabin style hut, beside the washroom doors. A red glow came from the little square window. It looked lush. The purifying heat was calling. 
 
    Annabelle knew people had a bad view about the people in her line of work, but forget them. Annabelle knew she had it all. For as long as it lasted. But she wasn’t worried. Provided she looked after herself she had a long reign ahead of her. She pulled open the cabin door and felt a blast of heat assail her senses. She looked at the back of the sauna and noticed one of the other ladies had beaten her to it. Damn. It was as unusual as it was irritating. Annabelle didn’t want someone else invade her morning routine. Especially one of the other girls. And as she wasn’t in the mood for bitchy chit-chat or anything else, she decided total ignorance was the best way forward. Annabelle kept her eyes on the wooden wall ahead of her as she laid her towel on the hot wooden benches and sat down. She hoped the other woman would soon get the message, get out and leave her alone. But she was playing stubborn too. The woman wasn’t moving. Annabelle sighed and closed her eyes in the heat and felt the first sweat begin to purge through her pores. She opened her eyes and noticed the other woman in her peripheral vision. The woman was leaning back against the wooden wall, head tilted back as if she was having trouble staying awake, or maybe the heat had become too much for her. Annabelle stole a quick momentary glance at her, and recognised the weather-beaten glamour of Aimee Gillen, the one-time star of the studio, long before her time. Aimee Gillen had been around for a long time, and if the rumours were right, she wasn’t going to be around much longer. She was going to get thrown out for her lifestyle and attitude. People like Aimee needed to take a leaf out of her book. The drugs always took their toll in the end. Annabelle tutted loudly, hoping the woman would hear and take a hint. But Aimee Gillen didn’t move. In fact, Annabelle noticed, she hadn’t moved at all since she’d walked in. 
 
    And that wasn’t right.  
 
    Annabelle looked up across at the woman and took a good look. She lay reclined against the wall, her white towel fallen down over her hips, leaving the rest of her body totally naked. Her arms were limp at her side. Looking at her more closely, Annabelle saw she wasn’t even sweating. Of all the thoughts to have, Annabelle hoped her body looked as good when she reached Gillen’s age. Then she realised the truth.  
 
    “Oh shit…” said Annabelle, half in fear, half in disgust. She grabbed up her towel and wrapped herself in it, but kept her eyes on Aimee the whole time, as if she expected the woman to sit up and tell her it was all just a bad joke. But Aimee Gillen wasn’t a joker. She was sullen and moody, and jealous. And now she wasn’t any of those things.  
 
    Annabelle yanked the sauna door open and jogged into the hallway by the washrooms. She looked down the corridors, left and right, the rooms where the lesser actors slept. 
 
    “Hello?!” she called, and her voice echoed. Annabelle had been down there a hundred times or more and had never noticed the echo until now. “Help!” she called. “We need help down here!” Her voice seemed to ricochet off the thick, lonely walls. Her heartbeat was getting out of control. Annabelle wanted away. She broke into a barefoot run, her feet padding onto the tiles, before she pushed the double doors and reached the main lower corridor where the mini-apartments were.  
 
    “Hello? Is anyone awake? I need your help out here…” 
 
    One of the doors creaked open. At the farthest end, Marvin, the runner, opened a door and leaned out. He looked small-eyed and sleepy. Nearby, one of the apartment doors opened and Sam, one of the so-called studs leaned out, scratching his bare chest. He blinked at her like he’d spent another night drinking. Give it a year, he’d be out too. 
 
    “What’s this?” said Sam, looking at Annabelle wrapped in a small white towel “What? They started filming early today?” 
 
    Annabelle gave him a killer look. 
 
    “Shut up, Sam. This is serious. It’s Aimee Gillen. She’s in the sauna…” 
 
    Sam shrugged.  
 
    “Sam… She’s dead,” said Annabelle, allowing herself to say it. “She’s dead in the sauna. I think she fucking OD’d in the washroom sauna.” 
 
    At the far end of the corridor Marvin’s jaw dropped open and he shook his head. Sam and Marvin shared a look.  
 
    “Well come on! Are any of you guys actually going to do anything? Hello?” 
 
    Marvin was the first to move. He was pale faced and serious. He moved slowly at first. But when he saw the panic in Annabelle’s eyes, the feeling seemed contagious. He slammed past her, through the double doors into the washroom corridor, and broke into a run. He pulled open the door of the sauna and stared in at the still, dry, naked body of Aimee Gillen. It was true. She looked utterly lifeless. Annabelle Marks blinked, took a good long look and put a hand to her mouth. Until that morning Annabelle Marks had never seen a corpse in her whole precious young life. Now she had shared a sauna with one. Annabelle felt suddenly sick. Her stomach made a noise. She ran into the washrooms and threw up. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Five 
 
      
 
    “It’s me, isn’t it?” said Simmons. “First day back at the office, and we get another dead body. It’s got to be me.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t think so, Simmons. Not unless you’ve got something to confess,” said Hogarth. Hogarth was content to let Simmons do the driving in his understated Ford. Hogarth’s head had been tight ever since his morning conflab with Melford and he didn’t fancy fighting his way across Southend’s busy roads before the duty of facing a corpse, not unless he wanted to get in even more trouble for road rage as well. Besides, Simmons seemed buoyant – genuinely happy to be back at work. Hogarth was pleased, but determined to reserve his true judgement of Simmons’ recovery when he saw the man in action. Back in John Milford’s penthouse apartment, Simmons had been through an ordeal of the worst kind. Hogarth wouldn’t know for sure that Simmons was one hundred per cent again – not until he saw the whites of his eyes. Behind them, Palmer sat in the back seat, while Hogarth rode shotgun in the front. While Simmons drove, Hogarth’s mind was off in a hundred unwanted directions, mostly connected to the stalker, James Hartigan, Ali, and the greedy little snitch Vic Norton. When he came to his senses, Hogarth found he was biting his fingernails. He pulled his hand away from his mouth. A few seconds later he was chewing the inside of his cheek instead. 
 
    “Confess?” said Simmons, looking at Hogarth. Hogarth had all but forgotten his jest.  
 
    “Yes, confess, Simmons. As in confessing a crime. I believe you’re familiar with the concept,” said Hogarth. 
 
    “But what would I confess to? X-L is a gym, isn’t? And a deluxe gym at that?” 
 
    “Forget it, Simmons. I was joking, that’s all. Adding a touch of levity to proceedings. As for the gym, yes, I’ve seen it when I’ve driven past, but I’ve never been in it. It’s not for the likes of us. And you can’t help see it, can you? It’s a bloody monument to the giant egos of the rich folk who live in this town. I hear it was built just before the financial crisis of 2008. To be honest, I’m surprised the place managed to survive all these years since – until I heard who owned it.” 
 
    Simmons turned to see Hogarth staring out of the passenger window, watching the green and grey blur of the A127 rush by. “Well? Who owns it then?” 
 
    “Only two of the wealthiest men in Southend.” Hogarth watched DC Simmons for any sign of name recognition on his face. “Darryl Regent, and Harry King.” 
 
    “Darryl Regent? That rings a bell. Wasn’t he the one involved in politics a while back?” 
 
    Hogarth nodded. “Yes, he was, indirectly. But Regent wasn’t a politician, mind. Not a proper one. He was one of the more vocal types who called for reform after the MP expenses scandal. In fact, he was a major voice in the national anti-corruption campaign for a time. But after the expenses scandal blew over, the campaign faded. It didn’t take long for the MPs to get their snouts back in the trough. But by then Darryl Regent was a totally spent force. He lost the credibility to take on Westminster’s greed.”  
 
    Hogarth glanced at Simmons as he spoke. “It turned out that Darryl Regent was a total hypocrite. It was well known that Regent was a very wealthy businessman – no one had a problem with that. But there he was telling these dirty MPs not to fiddle their expenses, and all the while he was sticking most of his money into offshore holdings to dodge his taxes. You could say Regent had his own financial scandal. The MPs absolutely lapped it up. Darryl Regent could have written a bestselling book on tax evasion. There were a few whispers he was involved in some other unsavoury things too, just murmurs mind, but the tax thing must have been the most serious. It was the only thing that stuck.” 
 
    “So how did Regent make his money?” said Simmons. 
 
    “Ice cream,” said Palmer. “He invented the whole Crunch’n’Cream range.” 
 
    “Then Daagen Vaas bought it off him,” said Hogarth. “And the rest is history.” 
 
    “Weird,” said Simmons. “From deluxe ice cream to a deluxe gym? Deluxe is the only common theme there.” 
 
    “Yeah, the gym was a strange fit,” said Hogarth. “But deluxe means money, and money fits Darryl Regent alright. But the man’s clearly never been on a running machine. He’s as fat as a house but always smiling. I bet he still laughs all the way to the bank.” 
 
    “And what about Harry King Studios? That’s a weird fit too, isn’t it?” said Simmons. “I mean it’s called the X-L building, the gym is called X-L, but then there’s this studio in the same building? What’s that all about?” 
 
    “Simmons, I’m surprised at you. A red-blooded young male like you shouldn’t need to ask,” said Hogarth 
 
    “Eh?” said Simmons. He looked at the rear-view mirror to find Palmer shaking her head with a coy smile.  
 
    “Harry King is a pornographer, Simmons,” said Palmer. 
 
    “Eh?” said Simmons. 
 
    Palmer nodded in the mirror. 
 
    “How could you say such a thing, Palmer?” said Hogarth, hiding his smile. “Harry King is a filmic genius. His fans say he’s an auteur.” 
 
    “You what?” said Simmons. 
 
    Hogarth watched the shock dawn on Simmons face and laughed.  
 
    “There. Simmons has finally got it. Harry King is a porn merchant. X-L isn’t just a gym, DC Simmons, two thirds of it is. The other part is a den of iniquity, a mucky film studio. I don’t know how the arrangement works precisely, but I’ll bet it’s because Darryl Regent has found a tax loophole somewhere. People like him don’t ever change.” 
 
    “So which part of the building did they find this body in?” said Simmons, looking awkward. 
 
    “Why? Which would you prefer?” said Hogarth, wringing Simmons’ discomfort for all it was worth.  
 
    Simmons didn’t answer.  
 
    “They found the body in the sauna, Simmons,” said Hogarth. 
 
    “The gym. That’s a relief.” 
 
    “No. Haven’t you ever seen one of those films? The sauna is in the porn studio, Simmons,” said Hogarth. “There’s always a sauna scene, isn’t there Palmer?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know, guv,” said Palmer.  
 
    “No. Maybe not.” 
 
    Hogarth watched Simmons fidgeting as he drove.  
 
    “Calm down, Simmons. Harry King produces soft porn. It’s all make-believe and titillation. If he was filming the hardcore stuff, Harry King would have been on our radar long before now.” 
 
    Simmons remained quiet as they turned off the main roads, heading towards the airport industrial estate. Hogarth enjoyed a thin smile. It was going to be an interesting day after all. Just a damn shame some poor girl had to pay the price to lighten their mood. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Hogarth prepared his battle face as he walked into the main entrance of the wide 
 
    X-L building. The X-L was the size of an aircraft hangar, with naff Greco-Roman pillars and capstones spaced at regular intervals along the outside walls. The scale and design of the building spoke of the time before austerity and foodbanks. Hogarth smiled. For those who could afford the one-hundred-and-twenty-pounds a month membership fee, worries about the cost of heating bills wouldn’t ever cross their minds.  
 
    Harry King Studios occupied the right-hand quarter of the building but as he stepped into the lobby, Hogarth couldn’t resist a peek through the great glass windows into the ocean-blue interior of the X-L gym. The window gave a view over three floors, looking up towards the balcony edges of the weights rooms and the cardio machines. The place was all clean blue lines with even more Greco-Roman pillars thrown around – but they were this time painted white. Hogarth watched well-toned, tanned men and women in their middle years as they worked out on elliptical trainers and bashed out reps on weight machines. In the foreground, young female gym attendants in turquoise polo tops manned the reception desk and buzzed around the cardio room with polite smiles fixed on their faces. Everyone in the place glowed with vigour and vitality. By contrast, Hogarth felt he was suffering from early onset rigor mortis. He shook his head and led the way towards the plain wooden doors of Harry King Studios. Only the brass plaque engraved with the letters ‘HKS’ told them they were in the right place. Hogarth was about to push the door then paused as movement caught his eye in the car park outside. Hogarth looked out through the window and recognised two men walking and talking between the parking bays. One was the grey-bearded, suit-clad figure of Roger Johnson – the Police and Crime Commissioner for Southend, while the other man was shaped like a giant pear, and stuffed into a grey suit. The big man’s face was hidden from view, but his size and girth, as well as the quality of his tailoring told Hogarth it could be none other than Darryl Regent. Speak of the devil, he thought. And after learning James Hartigan had called Roger Johnson on the night of his beating, the commissioner was the very last person Hogarth wanted to see.  
 
    “Guv?” said Palmer. Hogarth was distracted and blocking their way. Palmer followed his eyes through the glass and saw Johnson and Regent talking but didn’t recognise either.  
 
    “Okay, in we go,” said Hogarth. “Deep breaths, Simmons,” he added, with a grin.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “There… she’s in there,” said the young man with the swept-back hair. Hogarth waited as the young man in the purple T-shirt stood back from the wooden cabin of the sauna, like he didn’t want another look inside. The lad was in his late teens or twenties and was pale with a hollow look to his eyes. Hogarth made a mental note of it all. So far, the studio had been unremarkable, almost like any other functional work building, apart from the corridor of doors which looked like hotel rooms. The only other difference he noted were the images of smiling bikini-clad models and topless men which Hogarth supposed were images from movies he had never seen. Behind Palmer and Simmons, a few other people had arrived in the white tiled area by the washrooms. Hogarth turned and eyed them each in turn. One was a tanned young woman who looked like she’d walked straight out of a Californian TV show. She had the blonde hair, the deep tan and blue eyes. Hogarth guessed she had to be one of the actresses who kept Harry King in Rolexes. Beside her was another young woman – short dark hair with a pretty but moody face. A tall man with a prominent Adam’s apple stood behind them. Hogarth had him down as a male lead. 
 
    “Stay back please,” said Hogarth.  
 
    Hogarth took a biro from his pocket and prized open the sauna door. He felt the heat still emanating from inside. He stepped onto the wooden slatted floor and dipped his head so as not to hit the low ceiling. The sauna had the smell of hot wood and menthol oil, with something unpleasant lurking beneath it. He looked at the woman in the corner, her head propped up against the wooden wall, her arms looked loose at her sides. From the pallor of her skin, Hogarth knew she’d been dead a while, but there was no way to be precise. Hogarth stepped nearer and gained a sniff of an unpleasant smell coming from her towel. The body had already started to degrade, starting the usual expelling of waste. He laid the sides of his fingers against the woman’s neck. As he expected the skin was warm but there was no pulse and her body was rigid. Hogarth looked at her face, taking in the details, looking for tell-tale signs. He had her down as in her mid-to-late thirties, the lines on her brow and around her eyes suggesting she was on the late side of that estimate. She looked in good shape. Then he saw the angry redness around her nostrils. Maybe the woman had been suffering a cold. Hogarth checked his footing and was careful to step back the exact same way he came. He had already taken liberties by invading the sauna as it was – but so far, it didn’t look like a crime. But if it was, Dickens the SOCO wouldn’t thank him for invading the crime scene. But Hogarth needed to get a handle on what he was seeing. And that often involved seeing the body up close and personal.  
 
    “The deceased woman’s name? Can anyone tell me please?” said Hogarth. Behind him, Palmer and Simmons peered into the sauna.  
 
    “Aimee Gillen,” said the tall guy with the curly hair. The leading man type. 
 
    “Of course, it was the drugs that did it,” said the brunette with the moody face.  
 
    Hogarth looked back at her. The tone in her voice said she wanted to say more. All Hogarth had to do was wait.  
 
    “Everyone knows it,” she said, with a shrug. “Aimee was a lush when it came to the nose candy,” said the woman.  
 
    “And everything else” said the young blonde. Hogarth’s attention turned to the blonde and her eyes fell away.  
 
    “This Aimee Gillen… she took drugs, did she? And that was well known?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” said the tall guy with the hair. “But hey, that was her business.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded to himself.  
 
    “Aimee Gillen,” said Hogarth. “Was she married? Did she have a boyfriend?” 
 
    The brunette smirked. “Married? Seriously? A happy marriage and being a Harry King girl aren’t exactly compatible.” 
 
    “Well,” said Hogarth with a cynical edge. “You learn something new every day. What about a boyfriend. Partners?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” said the blonde. “But I guessed she was still having trouble with her ex.” 
 
    Hogarth’s brow dipped low over his eyes. “Trouble?” 
 
    The blonde shrugged. “That’s how things go at the end. I heard her ranting at someone down the phone. She sounded angry and desperate.” 
 
    “She was always desperate,” said the brunette.  
 
    The blonde continued. “I guessed she was heading for a split-up. Who knows? Maybe that’s why she did it.” 
 
    “Did it?” said Hogarth. 
 
    “Who knows? I never saw the boyfriend. But she could have taken an overdose,” said the blonde.  
 
    Hogarth narrowed his eyes. He looked at the body in the sauna, checking the dead woman’s smooth skin. He’d seen no obvious evidence of needle marks. But if she was an accomplished junkie with a need to hide her habits from the camera, then she might have found a way to hide it. Injecting in-between the toes – in the webbing of her feet, maybe. Or in the groin. The call of heroin could render a human being capable of the most painful acts. Back in his time in the Met, Hogarth had even known junkies capable of injecting directly into their neck. But dead Aimee Gillen hardly struck him as a heroin junkie. Heroin corpses were usually emaciated. But every word these people said was providing him with useful back story and insight into their world.  
 
    Hogarth looked to Simmons. He kept his voice low. “No obvious signs of violence, but it’s always better to be safe than sorry. Can you call Dickens? We should call him in, just in case.” 
 
    “You think it’s necessary?” said Simmons.  
 
    “It’s a precaution, that’s all,” said Hogarth. Simmons nodded. “Yes, guv.” To Hogarth’s eyes, Simmons still looked jumpy. It was something he needed to watch.  
 
    Hogarth turned to the group ranged behind him. “So then, which of you found her?” he said.  
 
    “I did,” said the blonde. 
 
    “And you are?” 
 
    “Annabelle Marks,” she said.  
 
    “The famous Annabelle Marks,” said the curly-haired guy standing behind her, impersonating a cheesy voice from an old cinema trailer. The blonde shook her head. “Shut up, Sam,” she said. 
 
    “Miss Marks… what time did you find her?” 
 
    “Just after seven this morning. I like to take a sauna in the morning before I start work – right after I come back from the gym. This sauna is always empty… I didn’t expect to see anyone there. I opened the door, walked in and saw her there. It was early, and I was tired, so I ignored her. For a minute or so I thought she was asleep or had her eyes closed… but then I realised something was wrong.”  
 
    The woman’s blue eyes glistened with tears. She looked away until the emotions abated. Looking at their poise and calm, Hogarth had the sense that none of them were particularly upset by the woman’s passing.  
 
    “You found her at seven…” said Hogarth. He looked at Palmer. She nodded and took out her pad to make a note of the time. “Does anyone know when Miss Gillen was last seen alive?” 
 
    The one called Sam shook his head. “I saw her around yesterday, but I can’t tell you exactly when. The studio is a very busy place.” 
 
    Hogarth looked at the young man in the purple T-shirt. He was silent, and his face was deathly still too. Like he was struggling with something. 
 
    “What about you, son? Did you see her yesterday?” 
 
    “Yes, I did, yeah… actually, I was just thinking about that… about the time.” 
 
    There was something in the young man’s tone, something disingenuous. Hogarth noted that the young man wasn’t the same stamp as the others. He didn’t have the same sun-bed orange tan, nor the same chip on his shoulder, and not the same gym-honed physique.  
 
    “Your name?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Marvin,” said the lad, blinking.  
 
    “And what do you do here, Marvin?” 
 
    “I’m the runner for the studio,” he said.  
 
    “What Marvin here means is that he is the gopher,” said Sam, leaning to rub a patronising hand on the top of the younger man’s head. “Marvin has to go-for this and go-for that, don’t you Marv?” 
 
    “Yeah. Something like that,” said the young man, looking irritated.  
 
    “Marvin,” said Hogarth, “I think I’d like a word with you.”  
 
    Hogarth stepped away from the sauna to the edge of the washrooms and waited for the young man to follow. Under the gaze of the others, he followed Hogarth to the tiled wall. Hogarth studied his self-conscious body language. He was hesitant too. Hogarth would have bet money that the lad knew something. As Marvin came near, Hogarth’s eyes raked idly across the big white floor tiles beneath his brogues. For some reason, a wide crack in one of the tiles adjoining the corner of the sauna caught his eye. The white gloss tile had been cracked in two, and there was a sliver missing from the middle, exposing the terracotta colour of the ceramic within. Hogarth frowned at it as the young man caught up with him. His eyes traced the area and found a glinting fleck of something else near the wall. Then he saw the small fractured piece he was looking for. The thin jagged piece from the centre of the crack lay pressed against the edge of the wall. It was so innocuous as to be almost be invisible. The sliver and the shining glass fleck held his attention as the lad came up beside him.  
 
    Hogarth looked at the young man as he pointed to the floor.  
 
    “Have you worked here long, Marvin?” said Hogarth, quietly 
 
    Marvin nodded. “A year or so.” 
 
    “Tell me. When does this place get cleaned?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Just a question.” 
 
    “Nights. After hours. The cleaner comes in about seven. Why?” 
 
    Hogarth glanced down at the cracked tile and looked away. He shifted his footing so the lad couldn’t follow his thinking. “Like I said, Marvin. It was just a question. So, then… Aimee Gillen. Did you know her well?” 
 
    “I don’t know anyone too well here,” said Marvin.  
 
    “Why not?” said Hogarth. “Are you new?” 
 
    Marvin shook his head. “I’ve been here a year or so. But the boss said it’s not a good idea to get too close to other people in this business. There’s not many other businesses like this one.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded, but he had reservations about the young man’s answer. In Hogarth’s mind getting close to people seemed to be part and parcel of the business. But it was too early to push him on that one. 
 
    “Okay. So, you don’t know them well. But in your job you probably see these people most days, I guess.” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” said Marvin. 
 
    “How does it work here?” said Hogarth. “Those doors back there remind me of a hotel corridor.” 
 
    “A lot of our actors, and even some of the film crew, they live here.” 
 
    “Live here?” 
 
    “Yeah. In those rooms, and some more further on down there.” 
 
    Marvin nodded to a door on the other side of the washroom area. 
 
    “We have actors from all over the country here. And from Europe too. And the way Harry works is fast, and busy. He needs the actors local, so quite a few live in.” 
 
    The kid saw the look on Hogarth’s face.  
 
    “This isn’t Hollywood. This is a pretty basic business.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” said Hogarth. “What can you tell me about Aimee Gillen?” 
 
    Marvin shrugged. “Only that she was one of the quiet ones.” 
 
    “Quiet?” 
 
    “Yeah. She kept herself to herself. And she was unhappy. I don’t think I ever saw her happy, unless…” 
 
    “Unless… unless what?” said Hogarth, pushing the lad with his eyes. Marvin blushed.  
 
    “I shouldn’t really say this,” he said.  
 
    Hogarth nodded firmly, instructing him that he had no choice but to continue. The young man gave a sideward glance to the trio of actors lingering behind them. He lowered his voice. Not that he needed to. Hogarth was sure his voice wasn’t discernible to anyone nearby. 
 
    “Unless she was on something,” said Marvin. “Sorry. I don’t want to be disrespectful to Aimee.” 
 
    “But you haven’t been disrespectful. And those are exactly the kind of things we need to know.” Hogarth changed tack. His tone of voice lifted too. “A moment ago I asked when Aimee Gillen was last seen, it looked to me like you were thinking it over. Do you know something about that?” 
 
    Hogarth watched the young man tilt his head left and right in a yes-and-no gesture. Hogarth didn’t have time to waste on vagueness.  
 
    “Yes or no?” he said, firmly. 
 
    Marvin stopped his wavering head.  
 
    “I saw her.” 
 
    “What time?” 
 
    “Around 9pm. I was just doing the rounds, like I do. It’s part of my job.” 
 
    “Doing the rounds? What rounds? Now you make it sound like you’re a bloody milkman. You said you’re a runner. I thought that was a film production role?” 
 
    “Yes, it is. But things are different here. Like I said, it’s not like a Hollywood film studio.” 
 
    “So, I see,” said Hogarth eyeing the trio of actors. If this had been Hollywood the tall male actor wouldn’t have been anywhere near a movie camera. With his curly hair and gawky neck, the man looked distinctly suited to comedy. 
 
    “What I meant was that Harry King Productions operates on a budget model. Harry churns out movie after movie because that’s how you keep the customers satisfied.” 
 
    “And you’re an authority on this?” said Hogarth. 
 
    “I hear how Harry explains it to people,” said Marvin. “The regular customers buy everything we make, and they always want more. So, Harry keeps making movies, sometimes around the clock.” 
 
    Hogarth rubbed his cheek in thought. He eyed the actors and looked past them to the area with the plain doors like a corridor from a cheap hotel. “How many of the actors stay here then?” 
 
    “Most of them do,” said Marvin.  
 
    “But how many?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “About twenty,” said Marvin. “It’s like a live-in club here. They get everything they need, food, accommodation, and they get membership to the gym next door to keep them in trim. As this business goes, working for Harry King is a pretty good gig. All they need to do is show up for filming and that’s it.” 
 
    “It’s a twenty-four-hour business?” 
 
    “Not often, but if there is a deadline on, then yeah, Harry insists on it.” 
 
    “And how does that affect someone like you?” 
 
    “I just do what I’m asked to do. I’m the runner. I’m on ground zero in this business.” 
 
    It didn’t look to Hogarth like Harry King Productions offered any levels higher than zero. It was a live-in porn studio business, with its eyes very much on the basics, constantly filming smut to maximise the sales available. But from what he knew, Harry King didn’t seem to do too bad out of it himself. Hogarth looked around, his eyes taking in Annabelle Marks and the moody looking brunette. He thought about the dead woman in the sauna. They were at two ends of the spectrum. The women in front of him were pretty, healthy and well-groomed. The dead woman’s face was lined, with dark circles beneath her eyes. If she was a heroin user, the circles could be explained by the drug. But he guessed Aimee Gillen was getting close to the end of her useful life cycle in the porn trade. Hogarth wondered what the working life span was. Eighteen to thirty-five, forty-five with plastic surgery maybe? It was a different world. 
 
    “Do you know how old Aimee Gillen was?” he asked.  
 
    “Thirty-five,” said Marvin.  
 
    Hogarth was digesting the ease with which Marvin answered him when the moody brunette chimed in.  
 
    “Thirty-six, actually. But I think she looked more like thirty-nine,” she said, with an unapologetic shrug. “It’s a lifestyle thing. The woman was caning it, and her looks paid the price.” 
 
    Hogarth winced at the comment and narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “You people seem to know Miss Gillen’s age very well,” said Hogarth. 
 
    “Age matters in this business,” said the brunette. The wrinklier you get, the less time you’ve got left. Nobody wants to pay to see grannies. And I think Aimee knew it too, that’s one of the reasons she was on a permanent downer.” 
 
    The look on Marvin’s face said he agreed with the brunette’s summary. Even so, Hogarth wasn’t impressed that the brunette had managed to eavesdrop their conversation. He put an arm around Marvin’s shoulder and led him a few steps away, his eye trailing over the crack in the tile as he passed. He saw another glint in the corner. Another piece of tile. This time a chunkier piece. It bothered him, but Hogarth didn’t mention it. He made a mental note to have the crack looked at. Instead he faced the young man, closer this time. As he looked Marvin in the eye, Hogarth saw a hint of fear. 
 
    “Marvin. You saw Aimee Gillen at 9pm?” 
 
    “Approximately, yeah.” 
 
    “And where did you see her?” 
 
    “I went to her room.” 
 
    Hogarth’s eyebrows flickered. “What for?” 
 
    “To check on her. To see if she needed anything. Like I said, it’s part of my job.” 
 
    “But come on – what has that got to do with making films?” 
 
    Marvin smirked at him. “Have you ever read the job description of a runner? Involvement in making the actual movie is pretty much the bottom of the list of the job description. Like Sam said, we’re the gofers. Runners do everything but make the films.” 
 
    “So, you run errands? Is that it?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “Okay. So what errand were you running for Aimee Gillen?” 
 
    The young man stiffened and shook his head, as if he’d been accused of something. But he hadn’t. Not yet. 
 
    “I was checking on them, like I always do. I heard the loud music coming from her room, which meant she was awake and at home, so I thought I should check in on her. Like the others said, she’d been very down lately.” 
 
    “So, you went to see if she was okay?” said Hogarth, his cynicism almost bleeding through into his voice, but he managed to keep it at bay.  
 
    “Yes. One of my jobs is to check that everyone is okay.” 
 
    “Then what?” said Hogarth. “You report back to Harry King, or whoever deputises for him.” 
 
    “On occasion. But it’s not really like that. I’m not reporting on anyone. I’m there to help look after them.” 
 
    Hogarth changed tack. “Why was Aimee Gillen so depressed?” 
 
    “I guess drugs don’t help, do they?” he said.  
 
    “No,” said Hogarth. He waited for the truth.  
 
    “Look. Aimee knew she was reaching the end of the line, man. She knew it. She was worried about getting kicked out of here. I already told you, there isn’t another gig in the business like this one. It’s a cushty little number. It really is.” 
 
    “But why was she depressed?” 
 
    “She never told me outright, but I think I got close to working it out…” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “The last movie she was involved in was a total train wreck. Harry was trying to film, but she was flipping out. She was off her neck for the whole thing and couldn’t remember her lines. She couldn’t perform…” 
 
    Hogarth raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Perform?” 
 
    “Yeah. She couldn’t play sexy. She was emotional. I mean it was cringeworthy, like really embarrassing. After that Harry said he would give her some downtime and then call her into another picture when she was refreshed. But the gossip machine said that was it for her. I guess after a few weeks o not being called in for another picture, Aimee must have thought the same thing.” 
 
    “I don’t get it, Marvin. You say this place is amazing. But from what I hear, this place offers a bed, a camera, cash, and what else? You get a gym membership thrown in. If she got sacked, so what? She was thirty-six years old. She could have gotten another job, couldn’t she?” 
 
    Marvin sighed. “I don’t think it was that easy. This was her home. She would have had to move, found a new home, found new work, auditioned, and maybe they would have spoken to people here and heard she was losing it. Aimee wasn’t stupid. I think she knew all that too. If she thought her time here was up, that could have been enough to make her worse…” 
 
    “And she had relationship trouble?” 
 
    “People heard her on the phone arguing, yeah,” said Marvin. “A few times, lately.” Hogarth nodded. “Not good.” He read the kid’s eyes and looked around. The situation said suicide. But the situation in which the body was found didn’t sit right with Hogarth. Suicide in a sauna? Then by what means? And then there was the broken tile. Something didn’t fit.  
 
    “Marvin, do you know if anybody else saw or spoke to Aimee Gillen after you did your rounds last night?” 
 
    Marvin folded his arms. “I doubt it. When she was getting on the charlie like that, she locked the door and that was it. You didn’t see her until she crept out for the toilet, or until she was done.” 
 
    Hogarth looked him in the eye. He rubbed his chin. 
 
    “See, that leaves you as the last person to see Aimee alive. Which means I’ll certainly need to speak to you again, Marvin. And you may need to speak with colleagues of mine too. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I haven’t done anything wrong,” said Marvin.  
 
    “Nobody said you did. Thanks for your time,” Hogarth turned aside, and the young man seemed only too glad to get away. He took a breath and moved off like a fly.  
 
    “Marvin?” called Hogarth. The young man stopped and looked around. “I’d be grateful if you’d let Harry know we’re here.” 
 
    Marvin nodded and walked away. 
 
    Hogarth took another look around the washroom area. A white tiled space with the sauna hut and two door-less openings leading to the male and female toilets. He looked at the cracked tile and noted the proximity to the sauna door. Finally, he looked at the group of actors and actresses huddled in a corner, whispering their gossip and supposition. It would have been useful to know what they were talking about, but that wasn’t an option. Hogarth knew something wasn’t right, and it wasn’t just the type of work being undertaken by Harry King. Aimee Gillen’s death might have been suicide, but what an odd way to go. Hogarth heard Simmons finishing up the call with Dickens and glanced at DS Palmer. He found Palmer was watching him too – a fact which made him uncomfortable. He hoped she didn’t see the personal concerns written on his face. Instead, he aimed to distract her focus back to the case.  
 
    “Palmer. What do you make of it?” 
 
    “Probably an overdose. Could be a deliberate one. Probably a suicide.” 
 
    “Hmmmm,” said Hogarth. “Then we’d better be sure. Come on, let’s take a look at Aimee Gillen’s living quarters…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Six 
 
      
 
    As they passed through the lower corridor from the washrooms towards the stairs, Hogarth’s eyes took in each of the plain white doors of the living quarters. 
 
    “It’s a bit below-stairs, don’t you think? The ones down here can’t exactly be the stars of the show, can they?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Yeah. And I wouldn’t want to think about what goes on down here after hours,” said Palmer.  
 
    “That’s because you’re not a sweaty little teenage boy,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Or a seedy old perv,” said Simmons, as he caught up with them.  
 
    “Simmons,” said Hogarth, turning to greet him. “So, what did Dickens say?” 
 
    “Dickens is on the way, guv. And he’s his usual cheery self.” 
 
    “He loves it, Simmons. That gruff exterior hides a man who loves to glove up and get in up to the elbows in evidence. Grumpiness is just part of the act.” 
 
    “Takes one to know one, eh, guv?”  
 
    Hogarth caught Simmons eye with a look that let him think he’d overstepped the mark. They made their way out beyond the living area corridor to find a smartly dressed woman with tied back red hair walking down the stairs. The woman wore black framed spectacles, a neat suit and she seemed in a hurry. When Hogarth saw Marvin the runner, following close behind, Hogarth knew she was looking for them. “Here comes the cavalry,” said Hogarth.  
 
    Reaching the foot of the stairs, the woman walked quickly towards them. Her heels tapped loud and hard on the floor as she walked. She offered a beaming, businesslike smile and offered her hand outstretched towards Hogarth.  
 
    “Hello. I’m Lana Aubrey, managing director of Harry King Productions. And I believe you’re from the police?” she said. Hogarth placed the woman somewhere in her forties. She was well made-up and had big amber coloured eyes, the colour and size of which were accentuated by the lenses of her glasses. She was striking, and Hogarth couldn’t help but enjoy the woman’s pretty, sculptured face as he took her in. Still, she wore far too much make-up, and her outstretched hand wore long peach-painted nails. Not exactly the classiest business woman he’d ever met, but she was still a looker. Hogarth coughed and shook her hand once – carefully. 
 
    “Detective Inspector Joseph Hogarth. This is Detective Sergeant Sue Palmer, and this is Detective Constable Simmons. Southend CID.” 
 
    “The whole tribe,” said Lana Aubrey, offering the smile between them. Hogarth detected a woman who had spent a long time looking after her looks and her figure. It didn’t take a genius to work out that Lana Aubrey had once been on the other side of the camera. With a name like hers, Hogarth wondered what he would find if he Googled it. But on second thoughts, he was in enough trouble with DCI Melford as it was – and now Commissioner Johnson too. There was no need to give the top brass any easy options for dismissing him. The web search could wait. The warm smiles were interrupted by the trill of a mobile phone. Lana Aubrey reached into her jacket and took out a silver smartphone – she gave them an awkward smile of apology and put the phone to her ear. “I’m sorry, yes, yes. We’ve had an incident at the studio. I’ll have to call you back. No. I’m with the police now, sorry.” She cut the call and slid the phone away. It was only seconds before another phone noise came through. This time a chirp. 
 
    “My, my, Miss Aubrey,” said Hogarth, after checking the woman’s wedding ring finger. “You’re a busy person.” The ring finger was empty and unmarked. 
 
    “Busy is good,” said the woman. “It’s just the business we’re in.” 
 
    “But an unusual line of work for a woman…” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Do you think so, Inspector? Then you really can’t have seen how many women work here.” 
 
    “I suppose I meant a woman running a pornography business, Miss Aubrey.” 
 
    “We’re in the soft-porn industry, Inspector. I won’t apologise for it, I’m happy with what we do here. We provide entertainment for millions of people all over the world. It provides a very healthy profit, and keeps our actors and actresses in paid work. No one gets hurt and everyone’s happy.” 
 
    “Except Aimee Gillen, of course.” 
 
    Lana Aubrey winced. “Ah… yes. I didn’t mean to dismiss Aimee Gillen’s suffering like that. Of course, not all people can be one hundred per cent happy all of the time. But Aimee was one of our longest serving actors here. She was part of the team way back in 2000. I joined only two years before she did.” 
 
    “And look at you now,” said Hogarth.  
 
    The woman’s face turned icy. “You’ve got the kind of face where I can’t tell if you’re being facetious or not, Inspector.” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t being facetious, Miss Aubrey. You’ve done well for yourself. As you say, Miss Gillen was only a couple of years behind you. But it seems you’ve ended up with very different prospects.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, some people don’t learn that life is a product of the choices we make. Life’s not about potential, or even talent. It’s about drive, determination, work and making the right choices over time. 
 
    “Sounds like you should be writing self-help books, not working for Harry King.” 
 
    “I don’t think there’s a reason why I can’t do both, do you, Inspector?” said Aubrey, with a hint of challenge in her eyes.  
 
    “You can go now, Marvin,” said Aubrey. She glanced back at the young man standing at her shoulder. “I’m sure you’ve got plenty to do. I can help the police from here on in.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Marvin. They watched the young man walk away 
 
    “It’s terrible, you know, it really is” said Miss Aubrey. “We’re like a family in this studio We have to be. We live in close quarters, we sometimes work very long hours to meet our deadlines, and let’s face it, these people have to appear naked on camera together. That’s a lot of taboos they are breaking together. So, they’re a pretty tight knit bunch. Aimee Gillen will be missed. She had a lot of fans out there, too.” 
 
    Simmons coughed, and Hogarth looked at him. Simmons looked pink-cheeked. He met Hogarth’s eyes and looked away. If there was a time to be restrained, it was now. He hoped Simmons wasn’t about to have a fit of teenage giggles. Hogarth really didn’t need another complaint against them so soon.  
 
    “I’ve been told that Aimee was deeply unhappy.” 
 
    “It’s about choices, like I said. Even so, I had a lot of time for her. She was almost my age. If I wasn’t so busy maybe we could have been friends… as much as a boss and her employee can be, at any rate.” 
 
    “I’ve had a chance to meet some of your other employees,” said Hogarth. “It doesn’t strike me that Aimee had many friends here. At least not of late. Your rules couldn’t have helped her too much.” 
 
    “Our rules?” said Aubrey. 
 
    “About not interacting too much.” 
 
    “Oh, those are guidelines, not rules. That was to help them not get into messy relationships here.” 
 
    “To protect the progress of a new movie too, I suppose?” 
 
    “That too, yes,” said Aubrey. “But Aimee didn’t have friends because she was becoming something of a recluse. I guess we should have seen the warning signs.” 
 
    “Signs of what, Miss Aubrey?” 
 
    “Self-isolation, those endless late nights, refusing to come out of her room… she was depressed. Very, very depressed. I guess I didn’t realise how low she had become.” 
 
    “So, you believe Miss Gillen committed suicide then?” 
 
    Lana Aubrey looked at each of them with a sad, grim face and offered a small shrug. Her phone chirped again. She pulled the phone free, scanned the screen then put it away again.  
 
    “Sorry for the interruption. But I’m the MD. I have to know what’s going on here, if nothing else.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Hogarth. “What leads you to believe Miss Gillen killed herself, Miss Aubrey?” 
 
    The woman sighed and looked away for a moment before looking back. 
 
    “Well what else could it be? She was thirty-six years old. It wasn’t old age or natural causes, was it? It has to be suicide,” said the woman. Hogarth felt her trying to read him. He nodded.  
 
    “That’s our working assumption, yes. But I always like to make doubly sure before I commit. Could we have access to Miss Gillen’s living quarters, please?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Follow me and I’ll get the keys for you.” She started up the stairs, and they followed. “When will you take the body away?” asked Aubrey. The question came out in a blurt, like she’d been wanting to ask it for a while. She was all heart.  
 
    “Our crime scene people and the pathologist will need to see the body to officially determine death before it can be removed. Once that’s been done, and any associated evidence has been gathered, the body will be taken away.” 
 
    “Oh. And I suppose that can that take time?” 
 
    “Several hours in some instances… why? Is there a problem?” 
 
    “Nothing that can’t be handled,” said Aubrey. But she didn’t sound happy about it. “It’s just we had a shoot planned for the sauna this afternoon.” 
 
    “That’s a shame,” said Hogarth. He raised an eyebrow and cast an eye to Palmer.  
 
    “Sorry if that sounds a little cynical to you – but even with Aimee’s death, we still have a tight schedule to run.” 
 
    “Yes, of course you do,” said Hogarth, keeping his tone neutral. Lana Aubrey picked up a set of keys from the smiling blonde woman at reception. She led them halfway towards another corridor of hotel-room style doors, when her phone rang again. Aubrey stopped in her tracks and sighed with irritation. 
 
    “Miss Aubrey,” said Hogarth. “It’s okay. We can handle this. You get on with your phone calls.” 
 
    Hogarth opened his hand for the keys. Aubrey looked at Hogarth’s weather-beaten hand and then gave him the keys.  
 
    “Fine. It’s number seventeen. The door at the end. And thank you…” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” said Hogarth. But she didn’t hear him. Lana Aubrey already had the phone against her ear as she marched away from them. “Yes, this is Lana Aubrey…” she said.  
 
    “Oh yes. It’s just like one big happy family here,” said Hogarth. “With sex, drugs, and suicide thrown in.” 
 
    “And I thought my family were bad,” said Simmons.  
 
    “Come on. Let’s go and see what a soft-porn star’s bedroom looks like. And Simmons, no touching anything. I’ll be watching.” 
 
    “Guv, what do you take me for?” said Simmons.  
 
    “No comment,” said Hogarth. He smiled thinly as he led the way to door number seventeen. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where’s the mirrored ceiling, then?” said Simmons. 
 
    “This is low budget stuff, Simmons,” said Hogarth. “I don’t think Harry King likes to waste his money on anyone but himself, from what I hear.” 
 
    The three of them stood just inside the threshold of the room and looked around the dead woman’s room.  
 
    “But I thought they were apartments,” said Simmons. “You know. A place with a few rooms, with some swish and fancy touches at the very least. This isn’t much better than the caravan at St Osyth where my old man shipped us every summer.” 
 
    “Not tempted by the glamour of the porn industry then, Simmons? The world will never know what it’s missed.” 
 
    Simmons shook his head at Hogarth’s cheap joke. 
 
    Hogarth’s eyes roamed the cream walls, the half unmade double bed, the pale white curtains as he spoke. He took in the details. The indentation of the woman’s form left in the duvet, where it was half peeled back to expose the mattress. He noted there was no sign of anybody else being with her. No other indentation. The room smelt only of tobacco and perfume. Beneath those strong notes was the stale smell of a room which didn’t get much air. It was a smell Hogarth had endured many times. A smell of poverty and depression. A smell which often accompanied lives of addiction. Aimee Gillen wasn’t impoverished, though. At least not financially. But if Marvin the runner and Lana Aubrey were to be believed, poverty was something she must have feared. 
 
    Hogarth watched Palmer advance into the room, her sharp eyes roaming over the room the same way his had done a moment before.  
 
    “What are you picking up, Palmer?” 
 
    “A single woman, clearly. If she had a boyfriend, he wasn’t here much. She was someone who was well used to being lonely…” Palmer looked at the small white stereo on the built-in dressing table. She opened the drawer of the desk and looked inside. There were dance music CDs with images of Ibiza on the front. There was a large box of condoms, but it looked almost entirely unused. 
 
    “Not much so far, If I’m honest,” said Palmer.  
 
    “Aimee Gillen was an outcast from Harry King’s business – Lana Aubrey didn’t bother to deny it,” said Hogarth. “And those catty porn queens down by the sauna didn’t show any sympathy for her. It’s likely her life had been difficult here for some time.” 
 
    Hogarth opened the wardrobe. A third of it was devoted to shimmering lingerie, all hung up like proper work outfits. The rest held casual sweaters, jeans, joggers, and leggings.  
 
    “Guv,” said Simmons. Hogarth turned to see Simmons standing beside an open drawer at the bedside cabinet. Hogarth walked over and saw a small rectangular grey slate sitting on top of a small tin, inside the open drawer. On top of the slate was a neat white line of powder with a small chrome tube beside it. There were a few white grains elsewhere on the slate, as if a few had already been snorted. 
 
    “Cocaine. And it looks like the good stuff,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “How can you tell?” said Palmer.  
 
    “Look. Can you see the yellowish tint to it?” said Hogarth. He picked up the slate and looked at the old green and gold tobacco tin beneath. The logo of the tobacco was very familiar, but the branding still looked well out of date. 
 
    “That’s an old tin, that one,” said Hogarth. “Open it will you, but be careful.” 
 
    Palmer nodded and moved in. He teased open the tin’s thin metal lip and it popped up to reveal a thick bed of yellowish-white powder. It puffed up like chalk powder and settled back as Simmons jogged the tin. 
 
    “Bloody hell. That’s a lot of charlie for one little lady,” said Palmer. 
 
    “Then maybe she was dealing to the others in here,” said Simmons.  
 
    “Fair point,” said Hogarth. “If she was snorting that much – and that’s the best part of five grand in there – the woman could have easily had heart or respiratory problems. That’s the biggest problem with charlie. It gets the old ticker in the end. But we’ll have to let Ed Quentin be the judge of that.” 
 
    Hogarth tapped his fingernail on the corner of the slate tile. Tink-tink. “Odd though,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Odd? What’s odd?” said Simmons.  
 
    Hogarth gave him a look, but Palmer got there first. 
 
    “She set up a line of charlie but she left it there like that,” said Palmer. “A cokehead usually only lines one up to take there and then.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Hogarth. “And looking at those crumbs there, she might have tried to snort it then stopped.” 
 
    “Maybe she got distracted then. Someone interrupted her,” said Simmons. 
 
    “Okay. Then what? She walks off leaving the line untouched? Surely, she would have finished it at some point. Especially if she decided to go off and have a crazy late-night sauna.” 
 
    “She could have gone off with a fella, guv. Broken those guidelines you were talking about,” said Palmer. “She could have met a man in the sauna. That might have distracted her enough to leave a line of coke like that.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t she have snorted it and then gone? No, I don’t think so. And going off for a spot of nookie in the sauna? Well, that only happens in skin flicks, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “We wouldn’t know,” said Simmons, smiling. 
 
    “Sheltered lives and all that, eh?” said Hogarth. “Either way, people don’t meet up with secret boyfriends in saunas and then top themselves.” 
 
    “So, it can’t have been a boyfriend then,” said Palmer. “So something else.” 
 
    “Yeah…” said Hogarth. “Something else. Take a good look around. We need more of an insight into her thinking, her state of mind. The charlie tells us plenty, but there’s got to be more.” 
 
    Palmer nodded and walked away into the en suite. Simmons walked around the bed and tried the other bedside drawer. It was empty. After a short search, Palmer returned from the bathroom.  
 
    “Guv, I got something,” said Palmer. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Hogarth.  
 
    “In here, guv,” said Palmer.  
 
    Hogarth walked into the small bathroom and saw a tall stem goblet, with a small swish of clear liquid at the bottom. He bent down towards the glass and looked around it for obvious prints. Bar a smear at the top, which was probably from drinking, he saw nothing. He sniffed the contents.  
 
    “Doesn’t smell of anything,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Yeah. I think it’s probably water,” said Simmons.  
 
    “In a wine glass? Someone as clean living as our Aimee. That’s odd, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Maybe she washed it out after some wine.” 
 
    “So she did the washing-up and left a line of coke before she runs off for a deadly sauna,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “What are you thinking?” said Palmer. 
 
    “I’m not, yet. I think Dickens and Marris might need to look at this.” 
 
    “It’s a glass of water,” said Palmer. 
 
    “In this place, the things I’m seeing are causing me to ask questions. For me, that white line on the tile is one of the big ones. That wine glass could be nothing, but it’s wise to make sure.” 
 
    “Still. It’s probably nothing,” said Palmer, already looking for the next item of interest. 
 
    “Probably,” said Hogarth. But Palmer saw he wasn’t convinced. 
 
    A knock at the door disturbed them. The door opened, and Lana Aubrey walked in and surveyed the room with a pinched but polite smile. Hogarth, Palmer, and Simmons looked at her from their respective positions around the room. Hogarth noticed Simmons paying particular attention to her physique and gave a subtle shake of his head. Aubrey looked at him and Hogarth coughed to clear his throat.  
 
    “Did you find anything?” she said.  
 
    “You could say that,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Oh?” said the woman, her tone of voice changing at Hogarth’s suggestion. 
 
    “It seems you’ve got something of a drug problem here at the studio, Miss Aubrey. Did you know?” 
 
    “A drug problem?” said the woman, shaking her head. “Excuse me. I don’t follow.” 
 
    “See that tin there – and that slate tile. That’s evidence that Aimee Gillen was a seriously heavy cocaine user. From the amount she had here we could have done her for possession and intent to supply. That is a serious amount of coke.” 
 
    “It’s exactly like I told you before. Aimee Gillen wasn’t exactly making the best life choices, Inspector. That’s one of the things I was alluding to.” 
 
    “Then you did know.” 
 
    “I suspected, is all.” 
 
    “There are rumours about the level of her drug use. Surely, people knew…” 
 
    Lana Aubrey tensed for a moment before her winning smile returned. “I’m sorry… are you somehow suggesting that we are responsible for Aimee’s drug use?” 
 
    “That’s not exactly what I’m suggesting. But the runner, Marvin, certainly knew she was on drugs. He said he felt sorry for her.” 
 
    “We all felt sorry for her, Inspector, but Aimee was her own worst enemy. Look. I suspected she was taking drugs, but she won’t be the only one breaking the code of conduct like that.” 
 
    “So you think there might be a culture of drug taking here?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “I don’t think there’s a culture of anything,” the woman added quickly. “But we have over twenty-five staff on the payroll here and a good few live on site because it’s easier that way. You put a bunch of young actors of any stamp in a dormitory environment like this, and lots of things could happen, no matter what rules you institute. Drug taking could be one of them. But let’s not generalise because of a few bad apples. That’s the risk with our business. A lot of people want us to be closed down just because of what we do, but what we do is legal – so they look for other accusations they can hurl at us instead.” 
 
    “But I’m not hurling any accusations, Miss Aubrey,” said Hogarth. “I’m just saying what I see.” 
 
    “Aimee Gillen used coke? That doesn’t mean we all do. Maybe we should have done more to help her. When she was last on set, Harry noticed she had some, how shall we say, problems…” 
 
    “Yes, I heard a little about that already. But no one did anything about it, it seems.” 
 
    “We’re very busy – and we’re not infallible, Inspector. No one is. And all of us have vices, too. Even you, I bet.” 
 
    “Quite true,” said Hogarth. His mind flickered with an image of a bottle of malt, before Ali’s seductive smile appeared in view. He pushed the images out of mind. “But I must ask one thing – do you turn a blind eye when the actors hit the drugs?” 
 
    “A blind eye? I’m not sure I like the sound of that, Inspector.” 
 
    “It’s just a turn of phrase, Miss Aubrey.” 
 
    The woman’s phone buzzed. She glanced at it, then looked Hogarth in the eye. “You need to understand that these people are adults. We don’t handhold them. We can’t. We’re their employer and yes, they live here, but some of their pay goes to their accommodation. We’re not a boarding school, and we’re not their parents. But having said that, we don’t turn a blind eye to anything.” 
 
    “Very good, Miss Aubrey. Which means poor Aimee must have been the exception to the rule.” 
 
    “I’m sorry? What rule?” said Aubrey. Her phone rang and her peach-coloured fingernails plucked it from her pocket.  
 
    “The no-blind-eye rule. Aimee Gillen slipped right through the net.” 
 
    Aubrey looked at the screen of her phone but didn’t answer the call. 
 
    “You think she took an overdose?” 
 
    “An overdose… suicide… yes, it’s all possible,” he said with a shrug. “It certainly looks that way at present. But we’ll know a lot more when the pathologist has done his work.” 
 
    “Of course. That pathologist will be along soon, won’t he?” 
 
    “As soon as his schedule permits,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Look, I’m sorry… if there’s anything else I can do for you…” 
 
    “Yes, thank you, Miss Aubrey.” 
 
    The woman nodded and turned away putting her phone to her ear. “Lana Aubrey speaking…” 
 
    Hogarth couldn’t help eye the woman’s hour glass figure as she walked away. But even as he did, he shook his head. This time Simmons was watching him.  
 
    “Guv?” said Palmer.  
 
    “That white line bothers me.” 
 
    Palmer sighed. Simmons dropped down into a crouch position at the side of the big double bed and threaded his hands underneath it. He slid his hand along, searching the whole time. 
 
    “But it’s not just the white line, Palmer. Where’s the suicide note? Eh? If that girl killed herself, there’d be a note. Like I said, there’s more questions than answers in this one.” 
 
    “Hang on…” said Simmons. “What’s this…?” His fingers teased at the edge of an object beneath the bed and pulled until it slid free. “A mobile phone,” said Simmons. The phone was in a pink cover case.  
 
    “But why hide it under there?” said Palmer. 
 
    “See?” said Hogarth. “Another question. Simmons, see if you can start it and have a look at her contacts and last calls. If you can’t do it, then find someone who can. Her last calls might tell us something. Palmer, you look at those tablets. Marris might need to run an analysis on those.” 
 
    “It still looks like suicide to me,” said Simmons. 
 
    “And it might be. But we’ll need pathology to give us a definitive answer on that one.” 
 
    They had seen all there was to see in Aimee Gillen’s apartment. It was time to let Crime Scene start their phase of the job. As they left Aimee Gillen’s room, they watched Marvin escorting John Dickens and an unknown man past the end of the corridor. The unknown man was probably a doctor called out to declare life extinct. His gut tensed at the thought of talking to Dickens. It was his first day back at work and Hogarth was not inclined to deal with Dickens yet. He let them walk by before he led Palmer and Simmons back towards the reception.  
 
    “Shouldn’t we be talking with Harry King?” said Simmons.  
 
    “Yes, but I don’t think that’s necessary yet. Genius like his shouldn’t be disturbed lightly,” said Hogarth with a grin. “Besides, I’ve got a feeling we’ll be back down here soon enough. We’ll speak to Dirty Harry then.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded a goodbye to the orange-tanned young blonde behind reception as he pushed out into the wide lobby of the X-L building. As soon as he opened the doors, he regretted it. If he’d stayed just two minutes longer, he might have avoided a confrontation altogether.  
 
    The large humpty-dumpty figure of Darryl Regent stood face to face with the smaller, grey-bearded Police and Crime Commissioner, Roger Johnson. At the sound of the door opening, both men turned to face Hogarth. Regent’s eyes barely stayed on Hogarth’s face longer than a second. There was no recognition on his part. But when Roger Johnson saw Hogarth, his eyes flared and his mouth became a thin, crooked line before it twisted into a polite smile. It was the kind of insincere smile Hogarth loathed. Hogarth turned rigid. Simmons and Palmer to his back. He was far too old for this naughty schoolboy shit, but Simmons and Palmer didn’t know a thing about his troubles. Melford had seemed content to keep it under wraps for now. Hogarth had to hope Roger Johnson felt the same way. But ultimately Johnson was Southend’s Police and Crime Commissioner. As an elected commissioner, Johnson held the police purse strings for the next three years and had developed the latest plan for getting more out of the police while cutting their resources to the marrow. In short, Johnson was a police VIP. So what was he doing with Darryl Regent? Maybe the fat man was about to launch a political comeback after all. 
 
    “Detective Inspector Hogarth,” said Johnson. “What brings you here?” 
 
    “You didn’t see the SOCO then, sir?” 
 
    “No,” said Johnson. Then Hogarth wondered whether the commissioner even knew what a Scenes of Crime Officer was. Hogarth didn’t know much about Johnson, only that his background wasn’t in policing. Which made him ideal for such an important police role, of course.  
 
    Darryl Regent raised an eyebrow and looked at Hogarth. He seemed intrigued.  
 
    “The body of a young woman was found in the sauna at Harry King Studios.” 
 
    “A body?” said Regent. The man looked aghast. 
 
    “Oh dear,” said Johnson. He looked more upset about it than Hogarth had expected. “You don’t suspect foul play, do you?” 
 
    Foul play? Like they were inside a bloody Agatha Christie novel, for crying out loud! 
 
    “No, sir,” said Hogarth. “But we’ll know a lot more about it once the SOCO and the pathologist have had their say.” 
 
    Johnson and Darryl Regent shared a look and Regent tutted. 
 
    “That’s not good at all,” said Regent. “Not good for the poor young lady, and not for my gym, let alone Harry King,” said Regent in his faint northern accent. Hogarth had him down as a Yorkshireman. “The studio is a low-key affair. It hasn’t damaged my gym because nobody really knows it’s there. But a body? That’ll put a cat amongst the pigeons. Any chance this incident can stay low-profile?” Regent looked at Hogarth and Johnson in turn.  
 
    “I’m sure there’s no need for a mighty fuss, is there?” said Johnson. Hogarth ignored the question and looked at Regent. “Excuse me, Mr Regent, but you said it’s no good for King?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Of course it’s no good for Harry King. No doubt the bloody health and safety mob will blame his sauna and haul him across the coals for it. Still, that’s Harry’s look out, not mine,” said Regent. “I know it sounds bad, but I’m just glad the woman didn’t pop her clogs in my gym. Who needs that, eh? You can’t justify the membership fees when you’ve got dead bodies and coppers all over the shop.” 
 
    “Yes, I see your point, Darryl,” said Johnson.  
 
    Hogarth bristled while he maintained a good poker face. He looked through the glass windows into the pristine blue gym with the girls behind reception.  
 
    “Don’t your punters mind the neighbours, Mr Regent?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” said Regent, looking at Hogarth properly for the first time. 
 
    “The porn studio next door.” 
 
    “Oh. I doubt any of them know what it is. What they pay for here is exclusivity and a feeling of opulence and luxury. So long as they get that, who cares about the neighbours. There won’t be too much fuss, I hope…?” said Regent, eyeing Johnson.  
 
    “We hope not,” said Hogarth. “So how does it work here, Mr Regent? Do you have a stake in Harry King’s business?” 
 
    Darryl Regent frowned and shook his head. “Why’s he asking that?” he said to Johnson. “Of course I bloody don’t.” 
 
    “Inspector…” said Johnson cutting in while giving Hogarth a firm look.  
 
    “Why would I own a stake in King Studios? Old Harry has been doing quite well enough without my money. No, Inspector. I own the building. The freehold. Harry owns the lease on that quarter, and I own the rest of it. But the truth is I’ve never had any trouble out of him in ten years.” 
 
    “Seems like a strange neighbour to have though, eh?”  
 
    “What exactly are you implying, Inspector?” said Regent, as he looked to Johnson for help. Commissioner Johnson shuffled on his feet.  
 
    “I think the Inspector is just expressing his innate curiosity, aren’t you, Inspector Hogarth?” said Johnson. “After all those years in the job, questions become a second nature.” 
 
    But Regent looked offended. His jowls tremored as he looked at Hogarth, along with Palmer and Simmons behind him. 
 
    “If you’re suggesting something untoward about my moral integrity, officer, I think I should remind you I’m no longer involved with politics, and I have never sought to portray myself as a holier than thou type. But to be clear, Harry King is a neighbour here, and that’s all they are. And as Roger here well knows, my business caters for people who pay a lot of bloody tax in this town. Those are people who pay your wages, Inspector.” 
 
    “So long as they pay their tax,” said Hogarth, regretting the words the moment he uttered them. 
 
    Regent’s face turned dark. He looked at Johnson who winced and nodded at the same time.  
 
    “It’s okay, Darryl. I think our friend Inspector Hogarth has been misinformed and overstepped the mark without meaning to do so.” 
 
    “Damn right he has,” said Regent.  
 
    “Just let me have a word with him. I’ll sort it out, okay?” 
 
    Regent didn’t say a word. Roger Johnson laid an unwelcome hand on Hogarth’s upper arm and nodded towards the exit doors. Hogarth stiffened and walked with the man, resenting every second. He nodded at Simmons and Palmer as he left them behind. They looked like nervous kids caught in the crossfire. 
 
      
 
    “Commissioner,” said Hogarth, turning to Johnson as soon as they stepped outside.  
 
    “No, Inspector,” said Johnson. “Let me speak first.” 
 
    Hogarth looked down at the smaller man and waited for his rebuke.  
 
    “Darryl Regent didn’t deserve any of that treatment, would you agree?” 
 
    “Sir, he is the man who owns the X-L building. Those questions needed asking while I had the opportunity to do so.” 
 
    “What? When I was talking with the man in my role as commissioner? No, Inspector. That was not appropriate in the least. Darryl Regent once bravely took a stand and he was right to do what he did. His personal tax affairs are no concern of yours and are nothing to do with your official business here. You were out of order.” 
 
    “He said his members were taxpayers. I was merely making the point that—” 
 
    “Inspector, no one wants to hear your political opinions. Not Mr Regent, who has invested in our town, not me, and not your subordinates. In fact, all we want you to do is dispense your duties as a police officer. From what I’ve heard about you – and believe me, I’ve heard far more than I wanted – you seem to have a problem keeping yourself out of trouble, and keeping your mind focused on the job. DCI Melford told me that you get results. But by God, if you wreak this kind of havoc in your daily work, it can’t be very long before the price of your behaviour outweighs the benefit of having you on the force.” 
 
    Hogarth narrowed his eyes. “I didn’t mean to impinge on your meeting, Commissioner.” 
 
    “Impinge? You did far more than that, Inspector. Regent is an important and influential person. Harry King too.” 
 
    “Harry King?!” spluttered Hogarth. 
 
    “Yes. I have dealings with him too. I’m a pragmatist, not a moralist. That’s how I get things done. Now, whatever police matter you have to conduct here, I’d appreciate it if from now on you kept a discreet, low profile, and allowed the X-L gym’s customers to go about their business with the least friction possible.” 
 
    “The least friction, possible. Got it, sir.” 
 
    Johnson stared at Hogarth, double-checking his face. Hogarth stayed impassive. 
 
    “Well, if this is suicide or accidental death, we won’t be here for very long.” 
 
    “That’s good, yes. You said it’s probably suicide.” Johnson gave Regent a wave and a thin smile as he spoke.  
 
    “Possibly,” said Hogarth. “But if not, Commissioner, I’m afraid there might be some unavoidable friction.” 
 
    Johnson frowned. “The woman died in a sauna. Surely you’d know by now if she’d been hurt by someone else. She probably fainted and died in the heat.” 
 
    “That’s the trouble with dead bodies, sir. They’re not alive to tell you what happened.” 
 
    Johnson tutted. 
 
    “Are we finished, sir?”  
 
    “I do hope so, Inspector,” said Johnson. Hogarth nodded and turned back for the door.  
 
    “A word of advice,” said Johnson. Hogarth held the door and looked back. 
 
    “I might not have a police rank, but you must know that in my role I wield a great deal of influence in police decisions.” 
 
    “Yes. You control the funding, sir.” 
 
    “And that’s only part of it. I am aware, for instance, that DCI Melford gave you a cooling off period to get your act together. You’re back so that cooling off period must be over. Whatever business you have here, don’t make a mountain out of a molehill. Whatever is going on here, fix it, close the case and move on. Or one of these days, one of the axes you have to grind might end up falling on you.” 
 
    “Thanks for the advice, sir. I’ll bear it in mind. Oh. As for the friction, sir. Sorry but there’s more to come and it can’t be stopped.” 
 
    Johnson tilted his head and frowned. “Why not?” 
 
    “The coroner will be here to move the corpse soon. I’m guessing dead bodies count as friction.” 
 
    Hogarth didn’t wait for a response. He opened the door and called to Palmer and Simmons. They streamed past the commissioner, who folded his arms and shook his head as they walked away to the car.  
 
    “Remember what I said, Hogarth,” said Johnson. “These are important people.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Hogarth. “How could I forget?” 
 
      
 
    As Simmons dived into the front seat of his ford, Palmer caught Hogarth’s eye.  
 
    “Sir, I don’t know what’s going on, but you’re only just back from leave. You don’t need to create new problems for yourself just yet.” 
 
    “Thanks for the concern, Palmer. But you’re right. I don’t want to create problems at all. The trouble is problems seem to create themselves well enough all on their own.” 
 
    Hogarth ducked into the front seat and Palmer sighed. Watching Hogarth bump and scrape his way through life was exhausting. And it was still only Monday morning.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eight 
 
      
 
    Day two 
 
    Hogarth walked into the CID office and checked the clock on the wall. Palmer was already sitting at her desk, as expected. The clock said ten past eight. By Hogarth’s own standards, he was late and he felt a tinge of embarrassment. Ali’s charms had got the better of him again. It seemed he couldn’t help himself. Hogarth dropped his car keys and mobile phone onto the desk and saw he’d missed a call. Palmer looked up and saw it too. The screen on his phone was bright, and Vic Norton’s name was on screen. Not a good look. 
 
    “Vic Norton, sir?” said Palmer. “What’s he after?” 
 
    Hogarth grimaced and racked his brains. He needed to be far more careful. “Oh, you know. Probably has some useless tittle-tattle about one of the scallywags on the Talbot Estate. He’ll have run out of beer money, that’s all.” 
 
    “Might be worth a call back, though. You never know, do you?” said Palmer. 
 
    “Good point, but with Norton, if you act too keen, the bastard wants paying extra. I’ll make him wait a while.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” said Palmer. Hogarth let loose a secret sigh of relief.  
 
    The office door opened again, and Simmons breezed into the room. “Got the pathology report back from Quentin,” he said, waving a large brown envelope.  
 
    “That’s quick going for Ed,” said Hogarth. 
 
    “I told you,” said Palmer “It’s been quiet lately.” 
 
    Hogarth slid the report out of the envelope and scanned the neat computer printed sheets. He scanned the information all the way down to Ed Quentin’s signature down at the bottom.  
 
    “What does it say, sir? 
 
    “For the most part it fits, with what we expected…” said Hogarth. “Aimee Gillen 36, was found dead in the sauna at Harry King Studios.” 
 
    Hogarth read passages of the report out loud.  
 
    “There are signs of damage to the heart and arteries which suggest Miss Gillen most probably died of a myocardial infarction. There was a high and evidently sustained level of cocaine found in her blood and liver, suggesting she was a regular user of the drug. The enlargement and deformity of the heart muscle also fits the frequent cocaine user analysis and is a likely reason for the infarction…” said Hogarth, looking up from the sheet.  
 
    “She died from a heart attack after snorting a ton of coke?” said Simmons.  
 
    “Looks that way,” said Hogarth. He turned his eyes down and carried on scanning the rest of the page. He flicked the sheet over, and looked for more information on the second page, but the report ended neatly near the top.  
 
    “But hang on,” said Hogarth.  
 
    Palmer turned in her seat and looked at him. Simmons blinked. “What’s the matter?” said Simmons.  
 
    “We’ve got about the heart enlargement, the cocaine damage, the heart attack – all that jazz. That makes sense. And Quentin also mentions signs of severe dehydration, which shows Aimee Gillen must have been alive in that sauna for a while before she had the heart attack. Corpses don’t sweat,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Okay…” said Palmer.  
 
    “Quentin concludes that it was an accidental death – a heart attack caused by taking a lot of cocaine over a long period of time, combined with the strain put on her heart by the sauna’s intense heat.” 
 
    “Not a suicide then,” said Palmer, with a sigh. 
 
    “Case closed,” said Simmons. 
 
    “Not quite,” said Hogarth. “What happened with the wine glass in Gillen’s room?” 
 
    “Marris took it in,” said Palmer. “He’s having it analysed, though he confirmed to me that the liquid inside was water. He’s going to check the prints and look for anything else.” 
 
    Hogarth chewed the inside of his cheek. He had an uneasy feeling, a feeling which he had felt before. And in his current predicament, it was a feeling which meant definite, unavoidable trouble. But what was he supposed to do? Ignore it? Hogarth shook his head.  
 
    He slapped the report down on the desk in front of Palmer.  
 
    “Okay. Quentin’s told us about the heart, and the levels of cocaine in the girl’s body. But on the toxicology, he leaves the door ajar. That bit there. See?” 
 
    Palmer leaned over the sheets and started reading the section below Hogarth’s stubby finger.  
 
    “…Miss Gillen’s toxicology shows a range of illegal narcotic substances have been ingested over a long period of time. The damage to brain tissues, the heart muscle and liver, is also commensurate with that of a long-term drug user. The test reported faint traces of toxins in her system likely to be from previous days or weeks, and therefore cannot be directly related to the cause of death. Therefore, I rule out those faint traces as possible cause…” 
 
     “He mentions those traces because he has to. Because they were there,” said Hogarth. “He says they are faint traces, kind of like an afterglow, I suppose. But why does he mention them? Because he’s still not one hundred per cent convinced himself.”  
 
    “But can he say what it was that killed her?” said Simmons. 
 
    “At the levels shown here, Quentin says it could have been one of a range of drugs,” said Hogarth. “But we already know she was on coke and coke is an out-and-out livener. Which means if this woman was getting dehydrated she would have certainly been awake enough to do something about it. She could have left the sauna and got some water from somewhere. She could have gone for a shower. She was full of coke. She could have done anything she liked.” 
 
    “Then maybe she had the heart attack before any of that was possible…” said Simmons.  
 
    “No. Not possible,” said Hogarth, jabbing his finger in the air. “Quentin has Aimee Gillen dying of a massive heart attack. That’s the end result. But why didn’t she move before that? All the while she was getting hotter and hotter, but she didn’t move. Why? Coke isn’t a hallucinogen. She would have known what was going on. Coke doesn’t deceive the mind. It heightens experiences. If this woman was just on charlie, she would have been awake enough to get out of there before she cooked.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” said Palmer.  
 
    Hogarth shrugged as the thoughts formed into words “I’m saying she couldn’t get out because… because she was unconscious.” 
 
    “Unconscious how?” said Palmer.  
 
    “That’s the thing, Palmer. Quentin has her full of charlie, and nothing else. He has the death as accidental but to me, it’s unexplained. We could have thought she was on a combination of drugs, right? Isn’t that what you thought? That she’d been boozing, or knocking back tranqs? Isn’t that what you thought? Because I know I did…” 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose I did,” said Simmons.  
 
    “Well, Quentin’s just completely kyboshed that theory.” 
 
    “How, guv? I don’t understand,” said Palmer.  
 
    “Where is any mention of Valium, temazepam, or opiates in the toxicology? Anything which could have sent her to sleep? No. It’s nowhere. It doesn’t feature at all. All we have is the sky-high cocaine levels and the hint of some other binges in the past. Aimee Gillen was wired, hadn’t taken any other drugs, but she still managed to fall unconscious, even with all that coke in her system. Does that sound unlikely? Yes, of course it does. Aimee Gillen couldn’t have fallen asleep if she tried.” 
 
    “But it’s good enough for Ed Quentin, and it’s not as if the man would lie,” said Palmer. 
 
    “Far from it,” said Hogarth. “But he’s saying what he sees. The woman died. She was on coke. She had a heart attack. Quentin says it ends there. I get that, but for me, I don’t think it does.” 
 
    “She had all those drugs in her system,” said Palmer. “What if she had a stroke first, or was incapacitated by something?” said Palmer. “That could account for her falling unconscious.” 
 
    “But a stroke or any other health episode would have shown up in this report, like the heart attack does. They leave clues. We’re not looking at a suicide. And I don’t think we’re looking at an accidental death either,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “What?” said Palmer. She looked at the glint in Hogarth’s eyes with trepidation.  
 
    “Cokeheads don’t fall asleep in saunas. It’s that simple. Aimee Gillen was unpopular. She had become a liability as an actress, she was having arguments on the phone and who knows what else was going on in that building?” 
 
    He looked at Palmer and Simmons. He saw the questioning looks in their eyes. He knew they weren’t with him, but a cool feeling of certainty had him saying it out loud. 
 
    “I think Aimee Gillen was murdered. There are too many questions, too many pieces of the puzzle are missing. And everybody in that studio is so convinced that the woman topped herself, it just feels too neat to me.” 
 
    “And you’re sure about that?” 
 
    “I’m never sure, Palmer. Not until we nick the bastard that did it. Then I’m always sure. Well, most of the time. It’s murder, I’m telling you…” 
 
    As he said the words, Hogarth thought of the repercussions heading his way. DCI Melford. Roger Johnson. Darryl Regent. Friction? There was going to be friction and plenty of it. Pretty soon there was going to be nothing but friction. Nothing caused friction like a murder case. Hogarth grimaced. He had no choice. A murder was a murder. So bring it on. All he had to do was prove it. Looking at the blank faces around him, Hogarth saw his life wasn’t going to get easier any time soon.  
 
    *** 
 
    At a quarter past one in the afternoon, Hogarth bailed out for lunch, using the lame excuse of having left his phone charger at home. When he got there, Ali greeted him with a smile. She wore a blue woolly sweater and snug jeans, and somehow managed to give those simple garments style, shape, and elegance. She smiled, but her eyes didn’t follow suit. There was a fraught look about them, and after what Norton had said, Hogarth didn’t like it. He guessed it could have been loneliness, but because of Norton’s words Hogarth was no longer certain. Ali held him for a moment before he walked into the house. The gesture struck him as pleasing but excessive. He’d only been out of the house for half the day, after all. But in spite of the feelings gnawing at him, he played along. 
 
    As Hogarth shut the door, he turned and scanned the streets, the windows, the passing cars, but nothing caught his eye. Even so, an off-feeling stayed with him. Hogarth closed the door and shut out a suspicious world. 
 
    “You missed me then,” he said. Hogarth grinned and followed her into the front room. He saw Ali’s laptop open beside her mobile phone, along with the colourful fabric covered jotter she liked to use. She sat down among the clutter and Hogarth perched on the edge of the sofa. He studied the subtle sadness on her face. The questions Norton had given him started to gather like clouds at the forefront of his mind. He knew he wouldn’t be able to suppress them, or quash them forever. He was far too much of a policeman for that. Facing the facts would come soon enough, he knew that. And with it would come a price. He wasn’t prepared to risk it yet. Whatever she had or hadn’t done, at least she was safe with him.  
 
    But some things couldn’t be ignored. “You’re not happy,” he said.  
 
    “What?” said Ali.  
 
    “I’m no expert on women, Ali. You should know by now. But you’re not happy.” 
 
    “What?” she gave a false laugh. “But that couldn’t be further from the truth. I’m with you! That’s what we wanted for months! Both of us did.” 
 
    Hogarth looked into her large glossy eyes.  
 
    “But neither of us planned on you being a prisoner here.” 
 
    Ali shuffled in her seat and twisted a lock of hair around her finger.  
 
    “But if I had to be a prisoner anywhere, then I’d choose to be a prisoner with you.” 
 
    “Flattery will get you everywhere,” said Hogarth.  
 
    Ali gave him a smile.  
 
    “It’s lunchtime, Joe,” she said. “Do you want to grab a sandwich, or did you come home for some other form of nourishment?” She added a comic sexy undertone and a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Cripes woman,” said Hogarth. “I thought I had a double helping of that this morning! I’d best save some stamina for the job.” 
 
    “You’ll settle for a sandwich then.” 
 
    “I’ll take a sandwich, yes,” said Hogarth. “But I came back to see you… to see how you are.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “What is it?” said Hogarth, edging nearer to the precipice of questions he didn’t want to ask. “Is it James? The fact he hasn’t called – is that bothering you? You want some reaction from him.” 
 
    “Joe,” said Ali, laughing with effort. “It’s nothing to do with him. There’s nothing wrong.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded. But he ducked his head and looked at his hands. It was a shame – a real shame. Something was wrong and she wouldn’t talk about it. And even if Vic Norton had been wrong about everything, Ali’s denials gave the little bastard’s dirty lies some credence.  
 
    “Okay then,” said Hogarth. “Nothing’s wrong.” 
 
    “A sandwich and some tea, strong, one sugar, coming up.” 
 
    Hogarth smiled wanly as she left the room.  
 
    “Being a housewife doesn’t suit you, Ali. I know that, you know that. We’ve got to change some things for you.” 
 
    “A housewife? What do you think I was for James…?” 
 
    “And it didn’t suit you then, either.” 
 
    Hogarth stood up and rolled on the balls of his feet. He hesitated while his eyes went to the laptop. The screen said the user lock was on, which didn’t mean anything much. Most computers locked themselves after a period of being ignored. Then his eyes flicked to the coloured notebook. Hogarth made out Ali’s bubbly scrawl, but forced himself not to read it. It took an act of sheer will. But after that effort, he couldn’t resist picking up her phone. It was an idle gesture. It didn’t mean anything – did it? He was curious, just like Roger Johnson had said.  
 
    He swiped his thumb over the screen and found the phone wasn’t pin-locked. Good – at least it showed Ali trusted him, which probably meant there was nothing to hide. Hogarth dabbed into the contact list and scrolled down quickly. He saw the names of her contacts. James. Susan Martin. Henry Peters. Lauren Potter. Alice Roberts. The names went on and on. They were mostly female, and almost all unknown to him. He went through them as fast as a flicker-book, but nothing he saw jarred him. Next he thumbed the messages icon and scrolled through the conversations.  
 
    From the volume of messages, Lauren had to be one of Ali’s main contacts. Had Ali mentioned Lauren before? Probably, yes. She seemed like a best friend. Hogarth bit his lip. By now he was invading Ali’s privacy. He was actively risking something in their relationship. He knitted his eyes for a second of indecision, then started to read. He scanned the scenarios and context of the messages. 
 
    A gym meet-up… a conversation about a drama on Webflix… an upset with James. Mention of looking forward to her meeting with her ‘special man’. Hogarth smiled at that, and felt bad. But he kept on going, because the search was becoming addictive.  
 
    He went six weeks back, then two months. One of the first mentions of a special man caught his attention because the tone of the text was different to the others. The cheeky, conspiratorial undertone wasn’t there. He found something else instead. 
 
    Ali: I think I’ve found my special man.  
 
    Lauren: How do you know? 
 
    Ali: He’s strong. He’s tough. He’s the opposite of James in every way. He’s everything I need. 
 
    Lauren: But you thought that before.  
 
    Ali: This one’s a cop.  
 
    Lauren: Wow. Hot. And convenient.  
 
    Ali: Very.  
 
    The context of the words ‘special man’ had been changed beyond recognition by use of the word ‘convenient.’ The word ‘special man’ had connotations of mystery, sexiness, and close affection. But now he only saw convenient. The right choice at the right time. Vic Norton’s words drifted through his mind. “She’s a manipulator, Inspector. She’s good at it. And if you let her too close she’ll manipulate you too.” 
 
    Norton didn’t care about the ups and downs of Hogarth’s love life. Norton was a manipulator of another variety. But after reading those texts the snitch’s words rang true. He supposed he could have been mis-reading the texts. There was a chance his mind had been poisoned against Ali… Top marks, Joe, he thought. You’ve ruined a relationship yet again. He glanced into the mirror and saw the edgy, small-eyed anger had returned to his face. The old Hogarth was back with a vengeance.  
 
    He heard the fridge door shut and the sound of Ali’s feet coming down the hallway. Hogarth leaned over the chair and put her mobile phone back just-so, and paced back to the armchair. He took a seat and looked up at the door as Ali walked in with a big pretty smile and a plate of sandwiches.  
 
    “I hope you like cheese and chutney.” 
 
    “Chutney? Where’d you get that?” he said, struggling to keep his tone even.  
 
    “There are shops you know,” said Ali. “Budge over,” she said. When Hogarth didn’t make room fast enough, Ali perched her backside on his knee instead. Hogarth leaned back, angry, and wondering what to do with his hands. That morning he’d known exactly what to do with them.  
 
    “But you weren’t supposed to go out, Ali. I’m trying to keep you safe…” he said.  
 
    “And you do keep me safe. The stalker scumbag won’t bother me in my policeman lover’s house, will he?” 
 
    Ali took a bite of a thick granary bread sandwich and aimed the rest at Hogarth’s lips. He took a bite, but his jaw muscles were tense with anger. His temples were becoming tight.  
 
    Ali was beautiful. But Hogarth reckoned he’d had it right the first time. She was too good to be true. At least he was finding out now, before he got in any deeper.  
 
    She offered him another bite, but Hogarth shook his head at her and swallowed. His eyes passed across the window as he looked at her. They roamed the passing traffic in the street without really looking. Their eyes met again as Ali took a bite of bread.  
 
    “Joe? What’s wrong…” 
 
    He knew she would see something in his eyes. He was no good at hiding things from women. And here it was – the truth was coming. The killer truth. It was unstoppable. He felt it welling up – and fought the feeling all the way. 
 
    “Ali… why did you ever leave James for me?” 
 
    “What?” she said, laughing, shaking her head. “You know why!” 
 
    “I know how we met, yes. I know there was something between us, some chemistry maybe… but your husband is an MP. He is a far better prospect than me…” 
 
    “He was having an affair, Joe. You know that yourself. And I’m not one for prospects. I’m one for feelings.” 
 
    “But… how did it even start? Did you fall out of love with him first… or did he have the affair before all that…?”  
 
    “Joe? What’s this about? You’ve got no need to feel insecure if that’s what this is…” 
 
    Hogarth restrained the snarl inside. Insecure? He had every bloody right to feel insecure. 
 
    “I just don’t understand how this works, Ali.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” she said.  
 
    Light from the window caught her eyes and the words caught in his throat. Hogarth checked his watch and thought about how close they were to the end of their relationship. His mouth was open, ready to speak. Then he glanced out of the window and saw a face looking in. A face peering in from a car window. Outside the one-way traffic had slowed to a halt. And at the head of the pack one man sat in his car, virtually stopped. The man inside looked at Hogarth’s front window, much like a delivery man searching for the right door. But he was driving a saloon. He wasn’t delivering anything.  
 
    “It’s him. It’s bloody him!” said Hogarth. He leapt out of the seat forcing Ali to slide off his lap. The sandwiches and grated cheese rained down over the carpet.  
 
    “Joe!” said Ali. He ignored her and stepped towards the window, but not too close. Just close enough to be sure. Small, dark skinned, with brown hair… a man in his forties or fifties. The man was staring right at his window.  
 
    “It’s him,” he whispered. Hogarth shot out through the living room and ran for the front door. He yanked it open and thundered out into the street, adrenaline and aggression pouring through his veins. “Oi!!!” he shouted. The man behind the open car window saw him, his dark eyes widening. The man didn’t look scared, just shocked. Hogarth ran towards the car, and lunged towards the chassis, but the car screeched away. Hogarth scraped his knuckles across the car body and walked down the middle of the street. He stared at the car as it shrank into the distance and saw the plate had been covered up by a piece of cardboard and tape. An inauthentic looking registration number had been hand written in its place. Behind him, the cars blared their horns for him to get out of their way. Hogarth stepped aside and shook his head.  
 
    “It was him,” said Hogarth. The car was dark blue or black. He guessed it could have been an Audi a Beamer or a Merc. At the bottom of the street, the car veered right and was gone.  
 
    Hogarth walked back into his house and shut the door behind him. He slowly walked into the living room and saw Ali picking up the sandwiches. When she looked up at him, there were tears in her eyes.  
 
    “What happened?” she said.  
 
    “That was the man I followed in Southchurch, Ali. He claimed he was a solicitor, and had me convinced, so I left him alone. That man is your stalker, Ali. And he knows you’re here. I don’t think he cares whether I’m a policeman or not, do you?” 
 
    Ali stood up. Her mouth dropped open.  
 
    “Ali, have you any idea who this man is?” 
 
    “I told you, of course I don’t. What’s the matter, Joe? What’s happened between us?” she said.  
 
    Hogarth looked at her tear-strewn face. If he was wrong, he was being a total bastard. The woman had been through enough.  
 
    “Sorry, Ali,” he said. “I think I’m just being a little insecure…” 
 
    Ali blinked on her tears, then walked into his embrace. She held him tight, and Hogarth held her close. She felt warm and tender and he didn’t want to lose her. But it was better to lose her than be done over, no matter how much it hurt. They kissed briefly, and he felt the lies tainting the kiss. 
 
    “Look, I’ve got to go,” said Hogarth. “But be careful, Ali. That nutter is out there and there’s only me to protect you.” 
 
    “You’ll be enough,” said Ali.  
 
    Yeah. He was enough. Just like he was convenient. Hogarth nodded a goodbye and turned away for the front door. Ali Hartigan waved and closed the door behind him. Then she slid the bolt, put the chain on and flicked the snib. When that was done, Ali Hartigan leaned back against the wood and let out a long, deep breath before she walked away.  
 
      
 
    Outside, in his car, Hogarth took out his phone and dialled. As the phone rang, he forced his misgivings deep down as far as they would go. 
 
    “Vic? Yeah. It’s me. Listen. I think I might want to hear what else you had to say. When can we meet?” 
 
    And when it was over, the call to Southend’s premier snitch made Hogarth feel ten times worse.


 
   
  
 

 Nine 
 
      
 
    “Thanks Ivan,” said Hogarth, before he ended the call to Ivan Marris, the forensics man. Hogarth sighed and shook his head. They stood in the cold wide-open expanse of the X-L building car park. Palmer’s legs were feeling the bite, yet Hogarth seemed oblivious.  
 
    “What did he say?” said Palmer, hiding her shivers. 
 
    “Marris says Aimee Gillen’s lip and finger prints were found on the glass. Which means we know she had been drinking that water…” Hogarth’s voice trailed off.  
 
    Palmer saw Hogarth had more to say. “But?” 
 
    “But Marris says the prints were set at an unusual angle,” said Hogarth. “There were partial prints on the stem, and lip prints on the rim of the glass. Both belonged to Aimee Gillen, but the angle suggests they were made at different times. In other words, she couldn’t have been holding the glass like that and drinking at the same time. And Marris says he can’t prove that the glass had always been holding water, or whether the water in the glass had been used to wash out something else.” 
 
    “Hmmm. But the unusual angle… what does that mean?” said Palmer. 
 
    Hogarth shrugged. “Who knows? It could mean anything. She could have been raising the glass to the light to inspect it, but I doubt it. She might have been holding it to polish it or whatever, or maybe she was just posing for the mirror. Either way, the liquid inside was water and Quentin didn’t pick up any other substances.” 
 
    “I suppose that makes things simpler, at least” said Palmer. 
 
    “Not really. It adds another layer of confusion as I far as I can see. A wine glass isn’t the kind you drink water from unless you have no other glasses.” 
 
    Palmer nodded. “True. And there were other glasses. I saw two tumblers by the sink.” 
 
    “Unused?” said Hogarth. 
 
    “They looked clean and dry. I’d say they were unused.” 
 
    “Which proves my point. That wine glass is a damn nuisance.” Hogarth shook his head as he pondered it.  
 
    He was still pondering the glass when he found Palmer watching him with serious eyes. 
 
    “What?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “You’re sure about this, guv?” 
 
    “What? Murder, you mean?” 
 
    Palmer nodded.  
 
    “I don’t see what else it could be.” 
 
    “But Quentin saw the body and he didn’t think so.” 
 
    “Ed’s good, but that report is full of questions.” 
 
    “And Marris didn’t find anything suspicious, either.” 
 
    “What about the glass? The angle. I think he found us even more questions.” 
 
    Palmer didn’t look convinced. Hogarth read it in her eyes.  
 
    “Palmer,” said Hogarth. “Do you mean to tell me you think Aimee Gillen killed herself by roasting herself to death in a sauna, despite being alert, alive, hyped up on coke, and fully aware of what was going on?” 
 
    “No. I agree, that sounds unlikely.” 
 
    “Or maybe you still think that she had some other sudden health episode which suddenly prevented her from leaving the sauna until the moment of her death?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think that either,” said Palmer. Hogarth saw a hint of irritation flash in Palmer’s eyes, but was beyond caring. 
 
    “Then that only leaves murder, doesn’t it? Or ‘foul play’ as our beloved commissioner puts it.” 
 
    “Guv, that’s the reason I’m asking if you’re sure. I saw what happened here yesterday. Roger Johnson’s looking out for this place, so he must have some vested interest here. If you upset Darryl Regent and Harry King, you’re going to upset the commissioner too, and he holds sway with the top brass.” 
 
    Hogarth tutted. He looked over to the great brown temple to deluxe fitness and soft pornography. It was time they headed inside and got down to work. 
 
    “Look. I know why you’re saying these things, Palmer” said Hogarth, “but you’re missing the point. If I had to stop and give a rat’s arse about what people like Roger Johnson thought, there’d be no point in me doing the job. Johnson isn’t thinking about justice. He’s covering his own backside on the police spending plan, or feathering his own nest for his next election. The man’s a politician, not a copper.” 
 
    “Guv, with all due respect, he could have your job.” 
 
    Hogarth levelled his eyes at Palmer.  
 
    “The job in hand is what we need to focus on here, and that’s all I’m thinking about.” 
 
    As if that was true. Hogarth felt grim. Maybe he was forcing the murder issue because of what had happened at home. Or he supposed, it could have been part of his suicidal tendency to try and prove his superiors wrong, but wherever it came from, Hogarth knew what had to be done. Simmons has been left at the station to deal with RIPA request for the data from Aimee Gillen’s pin-locked phone, leaving only Hogarth and Palmer to carry out his sketchy plan.  
 
    “Okay, guv” said Palmer, relenting. “Whatever you say.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded in thanks. “It is murder, I’m sure of it. Now we have to treat it as such.” 
 
    Hogarth stiffened his jaw and they headed across the car park.  
 
    In the shared lobby, Hogarth glanced through the glass frontage of the X-L gym. He saw Darryl Regent standing beside the reception desk, laughing with the female staff behind the gym reception desk. The thick glass and gym music meant Hogarth couldn’t hear a word of what they were laughing about. But Darryl Regent’s mountain-shaped head stopped smiling the moment he caught sight of Hogarth’s eyes. Hogarth offered him the merest nod of greeting then turned away for the plain wooden doors of Harry King Studios, but he wasn’t quick enough. He saw Regent’s bulky frame ambling towards the glass doors. 
 
    “Inspector Hogarth,” called Regent, as he opened the gym door. Hogarth didn’t know whether to be alarmed of impressed that Regent had bothered to learn his name.  
 
    “Mr Regent. How can I help?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “When they took that body away they caused a right bloody palaver! Half my members here were rubber-necking through the window and discussing it in the gym. I’ve got time for Harry, but my gym doesn’t want any truck with anything bad going on in that studio. I take it that’ll be the end of the matter, eh? We don’t need any fuss like that again.” 
 
    “Sorry, Mr Regent,” said Hogarth, “but I don’t think I can help you on that score.” 
 
     “Oh?” said Regent. “Why not?” The big man folded his heavy arms and reminded Hogarth of some old British wrestler trying to look tough for the camera. 
 
    “Because the investigation is taking a different turn.” 
 
    “And what does that mean?” said Regent, his eyebrows dipping low over his eyes.  
 
    “You’re not an employee of Harry King Studios, are you, Mr Regent. No. Then, I’m not at liberty to discuss the matter with you any further. But I’m sure you’ll learn more about it in due course,” said Hogarth. 
 
    “You can be bloody sure I will,” said Regent. He shook his head and turned back into the gym, making loud utterances of his disdain for Hogarth as the door closed behind him.  
 
    “How to win friends and influence people!” said Palmer. 
 
    “I’ve not read that one yet, Palmer.” 
 
    “Really, guv? You don’t say,” she said, as Hogarth hit the buzzer for the film studio. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re doing what?” said Lana Aubrey. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so, Miss Aubrey,” said Hogarth. “I don’t see that we have any other choice.” 
 
    “Choice?” said Aubrey. The woman’s ageing glamour-puss face had been overcome by a stern but shocked look. Her big amber eyes hardened through her lenses and she looked instead to Palmer for help.  
 
    “Is he for real?” said Aubrey.  
 
    “Yes,” said Palmer, looking away. 
 
    “Until we know otherwise we must take the precaution of treating this as a murder,” said Hogarth. 
 
    Lana Aubrey shook her head and put her hands on her hips. The angrier she became, the woman looked less a Managing Director, and more the porn queen hustler. Hogarth reckoned Lana Aubrey was fiery enough to have left DC Simmons quaking in his boots.  
 
    “Murder?” said Aubrey. “Come on. Aimee Gillen was more than likely drugged up to her eyeballs – you told me that yourself, Inspector. And everyone here knows she was depressed. Aimee thought she was going to lose her job.” 
 
    “Then you think that could have been a factor in her death?” 
 
    Lana Aubrey’s face darkened like she recognised the trap. “Harry King Studios are not to blame for Aimee Gillen’s death, nor should we be punished for it. Aimee Gillen died. It’s serious. I get that. But we’re not to blame for that and we have a very tight schedule – we have to hire in equipment for each production, and we hire different actors for each movie. Delays mean increased costs. You can’t close us down for an investigation. It’ll hit the business for months.” 
 
    “As much as it pains me to do so, Miss Aubrey, I’m afraid I must. But your business won’t have to close. It’ll just be restricted, that’s all,” said Hogarth. His face was blank and devoid of sympathy. Hogarth, Palmer, and Lana Aubrey stood outside the tiled washrooms, while Hogarth walked around the edge of the wooden sauna hut and looked at the door. He teased it open with a pen and looked inside to the dark area within. The sauna had cooled to the same ambient temperature as the washrooms. All hint of the heat from the day before was gone. “Has the sauna been in use since? I was told you needed to film in here.” 
 
    “No. Harry said not to use it.” 
 
    “Very good,” said Hogarth. “The Crime Scene and Forensics people will need access, so there’ll be a police presence in the studio for a while. And we’ll have to interview a few of your staff, especially those who had any dealings with Miss Gillen in the days and weeks leading up to her death.” 
 
    “A police presence? While we’re working? How long are we talking here?” 
 
    “As long as it takes, Miss Aubrey. A few days, maybe a week or more.” 
 
    The woman put her hands on her hips and tutted. Her phone buzzed, this time she ignored it. 
 
    “You’re closing us down!” 
 
    “No, I’m not. You can carry on working. But I would like you to ask your staff to stay on site – or local at the least, until the work on this case has been concluded.” 
 
    “How can we film anything with police crawling all over the studio?” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll find a way,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “I’m going to have to talk to Harry about this.” 
 
    “Of course you will, Miss Aubrey. And please tell Mr King that I’d be very glad to see him. Harry King was the one who took the decision not to film with Aimee Gillen again, am I right?” 
 
    “Yes…” said Aubrey, with a careful look on her face.  
 
    “Then I’ll definitely need to speak with him.” 
 
    Aubrey turned and walked away, her heels clacking loudly on the tiled floor.  
 
    “This is going to hit the fan, isn’t it?” said Palmer.  
 
    “Probably,” said Hogarth, distracted. He left the door open and walked back to the corner tiles. He knelt down close beside the long crack. 
 
    “What is it? You keep looking down there,” said Palmer. 
 
    “This crack bothered me yesterday. I should have dealt with it then. Come and take a look for yourself,” said Hogarth. Palmer joined him, standing at his back. Hogarth shuffled over so Palmer could join him. “See this?” he said.  
 
    “Yes, it’s a cracked tile. And?” 
 
    “It’s fresh.” 
 
    “Fresh? As in the crack is new?” said Palmer. 
 
    Hogarth nodded. “It was freshly made yesterday morning. Possibly around the time of the murder.” 
 
    “How can you be sure of that?” she said.  
 
    “The rest of the floor had been cleaned the night before, but the fragments of the inside of the cracked tile were still there. Meaning it had been cracked after the cleaner had been in. And there I saw a sliver of glass which had come loose…” Hogarth’s eyes raked the area for the specks of glass he’d seen the day before, but he couldn’t find them. An awful feeling came over him. He’d forgotten to follow up his mental note, and now the glass had been cleaned away. He’d been negligent. “Damn it,” he whispered. He leaned forward and peered at the coved skirting board beside the side of the sauna hut.  
 
    “There! It’s still here…” 
 
    The sliver of broken glass was pressed close to the skirting board. Hogarth guessed it had been pushed there by the cleaner’s mop. 
 
    “That tile will have been cleaned by now,” said Palmer. “And any evidence with it.” 
 
     “Yes, it’s possible. But yesterday we were working on the presumption of suicide or death by misadventure. If I’d known it was murder then, I would have had the area sealed off. I made a mistake, Palmer. But at least that glass is still here…” Hogarth leaned over it and studied the shape of the fragment. Thick and tapering at the end. 
 
    “But how can that broken tile be relevant to Aimee Gillen’s death?” 
 
    “We don’t even know if it is, yet. But if this tile was cracked on the night of the murder, then it’s possible that tile was cracked by Aimee Gillen herself… or maybe by the person who killed her.” 
 
    Palmer was silent. Hogarth looked up from the glass to see her face. 
 
    “What is it, Palmer?” 
 
    Palmer looked around before she spoke. Aubrey had gone, and the washrooms were empty. “I still can’t get my head around the idea of this being a murder, that’s all. What reason would anyone have to kill someone like Aimee Gillen? She was hardly a rival for any of these other porn actors. In terms of the studio, she was basically a down and out.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Hogarth. That’s what we’ve been told. Which means there must be more motives at work than simple jealousy.”  
 
    “But I’ve had no reason to suspect anyone yet, have you?” 
 
    “No suspicion… not yet. But feelings, inklings, yes, maybe.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Marvin, the runner, for instance,” said Hogarth. “I’m pretty sure he’s not told us the whole truth, and he’s just one of them…” 
 
    Noise came from the corridor behind them. Footsteps and loud talking.  
 
    “Here we go,” said Hogarth, standing to full height in readiness. Lana Aubrey led the way. She walked in holding a clipboard. At her side, was a short man with wispy grey hair and a neat salt and pepper beard. He was wearing a black KISS rock ’n’ roll T-shirt, along with dark blue jeans and a pair of well-worn floppy trainers. His clothes could have been worn by a man less than half his age. 
 
    “Is this him?” said the man, looking at Lana Aubrey.  
 
    “Yes, that’s him” she replied. The way Aubrey spoke reminded Hogarth of a little girl pointing out the playground bully to her father. Hogarth stood his ground and glanced at Palmer.  
 
    “Harry King?” said Hogarth.  
 
    The short man arrived in front of Hogarth and gave him the once over with hard, squinty eyes. 
 
    “Yes. I’m Harry King.” 
 
    “Detective Inspector Joseph—" 
 
    “Hold it there,” said King. The fiery little man cut across him, while Lana Aubrey stood smugly at his side. 
 
    “I’m told you intend to shut us down until your case is solved.” 
 
    “It’s not a case of shutting anyone down, Mr King. It’s a case of needing a strong police presence here during the investigation. Yes, you may find it easier to stop filming while we’re here but there’s no need to…” 
 
    “Easier? What planet are you from? Stop my whole damn business? Are you completely insane?” said King.  
 
    “This is a murder investigation, Mr King. I wouldn’t ever do this lightly, but there is enough evidence to suggest that Aimee Gillen could have been murdered, and we have to take that seriously.” 
 
    “Murdered? Yeah, right. Aimee was murdered. She murdered herself. That girl wouldn’t take my advice, the self-same advice I’ve been giving for years. Stop tooting that bloody powder before it gets the better of you! But did she listen? Of course she didn’t listen! Pretty little Aimee always knew best. But all coke-heads know best, until they don’t know anything anymore. That’s what happened to Aimee. And now I suppose you people are going to crucify me and my business just because the stupid girl didn’t heed my advice. And because the police never like the porn business, do they?” 
 
    “I’ve got nothing against your business, Mr King.” 
 
    “Damn right you haven’t. Half of you police hypocrites are my best customers.” 
 
    Hogarth stuck his hands in his pockets. “I wouldn’t say that either, Mr King.” 
 
    “Whatever,” said King. “So, how’s this persecution going to work?” 
 
    Hogarth shook his head and offered a thin smile.  
 
    “The murder investigation? It’ll work like this. I’ve requested some crime scene officers to come in, alongside forensics. I’ll also need to speak with you and some of your staff…” 
 
    “You’ve done that already.” 
 
    “This time I’ll need to do it again – in detail.” 
 
    “Unbelievable. All for some girl who sniffed her freaking brains out.” 
 
    “Your compassion for your actors is astounding, Mr King.” 
 
    “Hey. I don’t care what you people think. I liked Aimee. I liked her a lot. I had a lot of time for the girl. We tried to help her. We tried!” 
 
    “Commendable, I’m sure,” said Hogarth. “And no less than your duty as an employer.” 
 
    Hogarth glanced past Lana Aubrey to a range of young faces peering through the double doors. Hogarth raised his voice so they could hear.  
 
    “There’s no need to close the studio. None at all. But I’d be obliged if everyone here could stay local for a few days. Just while we get the interviews out of the way…” 
 
    “And do we get any say in this?” said King.  
 
    Hogarth smiled. “I’d be very glad of your help, Mr King. If you wouldn’t mind letting everyone know, eh? Thank you.” Hogarth turned away. “Oh, and nobody is to go near this sauna until we say so, please. Thanks very much.” 
 
    Harry King tutted. “Inspector, once you finally discover that Aimee Gillen’s death was of her own making, who can I send my compensation claim to?” 
 
    “Start with the IOPC, sir. Always a good start for a complaint.” 
 
    “Who are the IOPC?” said King. 
 
    “I’m sure Miss Aubrey will be able to Google it for you,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “IOPC. Did you get that, Lana?” said King. “Write it down.” 
 
    The little man turned away cussing under his breath while Lana Aubrey scribbled a note on her clipboard. They walked away, back through the double doors and left Hogarth and Palmer standing by the washrooms.  
 
    “The IOPC, guv?” said Palmer. 
 
    “Well, he asked, didn’t he?” 
 
    “You could have said something else.” 
 
    “Why bother? Writing that bloody complaint will keep Harry King off our backs for a while and I think that’s a good deal, don’t you? Come on, let’s see if there’s anything else around here…” 
 
    As Hogarth scanned the area, his eyes returned to the glinting glass at the back of the cracked tile. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    But the first interviews only served to reinforce what they’d been already told. After a couple of hours, even Hogarth had the sense he was flogging a dead horse. But after having declared for murder, he could hardly give up now. He knew his life would have been easier if he changed his mind. But easy wasn’t the point, was it? The job was about doing the right thing, even when it hurt. But the less evidence they found, the more Hogarth saw his decision was going to hurt. While brooding, Hogarth watched Dickens emerge from the sauna cabin and decided to grab a moment of his time. 
 
    “John, what do you make of that?” said Hogarth, invading Dickens’ space as he walked out of the sauna. Hogarth nodded to the broken tile at the side of the sauna. Dickens was dressed in his white plastic overalls, but had abandoned the breathing mask. Dickens stepped around the corner, and his gaze followed Hogarth’s down to the cracked tile. 
 
    “Yes, I saw it, but the place has been bleach cleaned,” said Dickens. “Whatever evidence is there will have been eradicated already.” 
 
    Hogarth frowned. “But I’m pretty sure that crack was made on the night of the murder.” 
 
    Dickens blew out a long breath and stepped around the corner of the sauna. 
 
    “Was it?” said Dickens. “And you think this is important?” 
 
    “It could be.” 
 
    “Then we should have known about it at the start,” Dickens shook his head and knelt down by the tile.  
 
    Hogarth narrowed his eyes and followed suit beside him. “There were two fragments of glass down there. But today there is only one. The rest have been cleaned up. Can you see it?” Hogarth pointed towards the fragment. Dickens leaned in and teased the piece away from the wall with his gloved hand. 
 
    “I think something was dropped on this tile, and it broke. It could have been related to the murder,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “You hope,” said Dickens. “It’s just a shame you didn’t tell me before.” 
 
    Hogarth grunted. “So you said… but can’t you use it at all?” 
 
    “A mop and bleach tend to cause problems in my line of work…” said Dickens in a smarmy tone which Hogarth didn’t like. But Hogarth kept his mouth shut. Dickens leaned closer to the wall and ran a finger along the edge by the skirting board.  
 
    “Hang on… there is a trace of something there,” said Dickens. “It looks like the cleaner’s mop couldn’t quite reach the edge here…” 
 
    Hogarth couldn’t see a thing, so he leaned in closer and noticed the faint difference in surface texture which Dickens was talking about. He saw a line of opaque crust, a line so thin and faint it would have been easy to miss. It followed the edge by the skirting board.  
 
    “What is it?” said Hogarth.  
 
    Dickens prodded the fragment of glass. “Glass, eh? Then maybe it was a booze bottle, and the contents dried onto the tile surface. The glass itself could be from the bottle. I’m sure we’ll find out when we run a few checks. But I wouldn’t get excited about it, this could be nothing.” 
 
    Dickens glanced at Hogarth and caught the bitter look in his eyes.  
 
    “We all make mistakes, Hogarth,” said Dickens. 
 
    “So why do mine have repercussions?” 
 
    “Now, now, Inspector. I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded and sighed.  
 
    They left Dickens, irritable as ever, to his work around by the sauna, while Ivan Marris got started on the forensics in Aimee Gillen’s living quarters. Hogarth didn’t bother to bid either man goodbye. It would have been risking even more unsavoury comments. Instead he led Palmer up the steps, past the bored and curious eyes of the athletic looking actors and actresses who now occupied the corners, alcoves, and seating areas around the building. Evidently, Harry King had stopped filming for the day and his actors were at a loose end, cluttering up the place. 
 
    “What do you make of these people?” said Palmer, quietly, eyeing them as she passed by. 
 
    “I wouldn’t want to make anything of them, Palmer…” said Hogarth. They reached the double doors leading to the studio reception desk. “But I know what I make of that. Trouble.” Hogarth nodded to the men by the reception desk. Little Harry King stood with his back to Hogarth. King was talking. Beside him stood the wide-load bulk of Darryl Regent. “No prizes for what those two are talking about. Or who…” muttered Hogarth. He sucked in a sharp breath and pushed open the exit door with a sharp, toothy smile.  
 
    He breezed past them, aiming for the exit.  
 
    “There he goes, now,” said Harry King, speaking loudly. “These bloody cops act like they own the country.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Regent. “And some do. But not this one. Not by a long chalk.” 
 
    The big man’s Yorkshire tones trailed after Hogarth as he walked out into the street. He was normally a man for the last word, but Hogarth decided to hunker down and see what cards the case would deal him. But from the sound of Regent’s last coded words, Hogarth suspected that Darryl Regent had shuffled the deck himself.  
 
    *** 
 
    Hogarth and Palmer took a few inexplicable looks from the uniforms as they walked towards the CID room in the corner. PC Orton and Jordan occupied part of a huddle in the far corner. Orton turned his head and Hogarth didn’t like the look of the smug, cheesy grin pasted all over it. By contrast when Jordan saw them, his eyes widened with shock. Hogarth shook his head. One of the PCSO team, big Gill Penner walked past.  
 
    “Gill,” said Hogarth. “What’s up with the keystone cops over there.” 
 
    Penner looked across at them and shrugged. “Search me,” she said, and breezed off.  
 
    Hogarth didn’t like it. PCSO Penner knew what was going on – but didn’t want to say.  
 
    “Hey, boys,” called Hogarth. “Haven’t you got a job to do?” 
 
    “Actually, we have, DI Hogarth. Have you?” said PC Orton, before he broke into a wheezy laugh.  
 
    Hogarth’s face turned dark, but he held his tongue. He walked into the CID room and found Simmons leaning back in his chair, telephone planted firmly against his ear. Hogarth looked at him and Simmons raised a finger to say, ‘I’ll be one minute’. 
 
    Hogarth grimaced and fidgeted before he sat down. Palmer took a chair beside him. She suddenly seemed as edgy as he was.  
 
    “Okay. Thanks,” said Simmons. “You’ll call me when it’s done then? Great. Cheers.” Simmons ended the call and sat up in his seat.  
 
    “Any joy on Aimee Gillen’s phone details yet, Simmons?” 
 
    “That was it just now, sir. There’s been a hold up with the RIPA request response from the mobile network, guv. But they know it’s an official police request, so it won’t be long.” 
 
    “Good. We need something out of that,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “You’re still sure it’s murder then?” said Simmons.  
 
    “I don’t see it any other way…” said Hogarth. “Do you know what PC Orton and the others are sniggering about out there?” 
 
    Simmons made an awkward face. “As it happens, I think I do, guv.” 
 
    Hogarth recalled Darryl Regent and Harry King standing at the reception of the X-L building.  
 
    “Spit it out then,” he said.  
 
    “Roger Johnson came in a while ago,” said Simmons “I heard he’s been in with the Super, and now he’s in with the DCI. Johnson didn’t look happy, guv.” 
 
    Hogarth stared long and hard at the clock on the office wall. He willed the hands of the clock around towards the earliest acceptable leaving time. But then Hogarth wasn’t exactly looking forward to going home either. It seemed the highlight of the day was going to be a pint of barely drinkable filth with Vic Norton at The Sutland Arms. And by the time of that drink, Hogarth wondered if he would be toasting a suspension from the job. Or worse. Palmer seemed to read his mind. 
 
    “Go home now if you like, guv. We can cover for you until morning,” said Palmer.  
 
    Hogarth offered a sour grin. “It’s got that bad, has it?” 
 
    Palmer shrugged. “By morning this could have blown over, you know what Melford’s like,” said Palmer.  
 
    Hogarth sighed. He saw the sympathy in Palmer’s eyes, and felt the detestable pity coming from DC Simmons. The buggers didn’t know the half of it. But accepting their help to escape from Melford would have been the beginning of a weak and slippery slope. It would have compromised him. Favours could later be called in. Small favours had the potential to undo what was left of his remaining authority. Hogarth shook his head. 
 
    “Thanks, Palmer. But no thanks. If I’m destined for a rollicking, then I’ll take what’s coming.” 
 
    And he didn’t have to wait long. The door knock came soon enough. Hogarth girded himself with a deep breath and opened the door. Long Melford stood in the doorway, dark eyed and serious, brooding with anger.  
 
    “You want to see me, sir?” 
 
    “Damn right, I do, DI Hogarth. In my office now.” 
 
    Melford stormed away, but Hogarth wasn’t going to run after the man. He let Melford walk away before he slowly followed, giving PC Orton and his pathetic crew the chance to gawp at him all they liked. One thing was for sure, whatever the result, Hogarth would one day fix PC Orton. Enough was enough. The trouble was the list of scores he had to settle seemed to grow longer with every passing hour.  
 
      
 
    Melford settled behind his desk with the air of a grim reaper ready lining up his scythe. He leaned across his desk and steepled his long fingers. At least Hogarth could be grateful that Roger Johnson wasn’t anywhere near. Violence against the commissioner wouldn’t make things any better.  
 
    “Do you really need me to tell you what you’ve done wrong this time, Inspector?” 
 
    “No, sir, I don’t think I do.” 
 
    But Hogarth wasn’t going to get off that lightly.  
 
    “You’ve upset Darryl Regent. You’ve closed down Harry King Studios.” 
 
    “No, sir. That’s pure exaggeration—” 
 
    “You’ve humiliated the Police and Crime Commissioner in front of his important contacts, while he was conducting official business…” 
 
    “Official business? The commissioner with chubby Darryl Regent and the local porn king? Lord help us, if that’s official police business what does the man get up to at night?!” 
 
    Melford knitted his eyes and bared his teeth in frustration. “Just stop right there! Stop. As Johnson told you himself, no one wants your opinion, DI Hogarth. All we want is for you to attend to police business, quietly, cleanly, and quickly.” 
 
    Hogarth looked away from Melford to prevent an outburst.  
 
    “Now I also hear you’ve turned Ed Quentin’s verdict of an accidental death into a bloody murder investigation! I’m amazed. Staggered. So, come on, Inspector. Enlighten me. How come you think you know better than a Home Office approved forensic pathologist? Come on, I’m all ears…” 
 
    Hogarth grimaced. He knew full well that an abandoned line of a fading porn star’s cocaine, an empty wine glass, and a cracked tile was all he had. It was going to be a hard story to sell. So why the hell did he believe in it? Hogarth floundered, but started where he could. 
 
    “It’s a murder, sir.” 
 
    “And that’s it? I suppose you’ve picked up word from the ether? Is that it?” 
 
    “No sir. It’s murder. There are far too many questions, too many loose ends for it not to be.” 
 
    “Loose ends, eh, Hogarth? Funny,” said Melford. “I’m beginning to think you might be one of them…”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ten 
 
      
 
    By the time Hogarth pushed through the saloon doors on the corner of The Sutland Arms he was burning for a pint to soothe his pains. Thankfully, it was dark enough outside so that most of the local scum either didn’t recognise him, or were too busy conducting their own shady business to be bothered with him. Melford’s latest carpeting had left him seething about the commissioner, Regent, and Harry King too. It was as if the bastards were in cahoots together. Hogarth strode into the dark wooden bar, his eyes fixed only on the ultra-pale-skinned barman with the goofy spectacles. Vic Norton didn’t matter. Not yet. Drink mattered. Hogarth cleared through the fog of dirty drinkers like Moses through the red sea. They looked at him as he neared, lost their smiles, and moved well out of his way. The lanky barman didn’t look pleased to see him either.  
 
    “Oh…” he said, unfolding his arms. “What can I get you?” 
 
    “Whichever beer carries the least bacteria.” 
 
    “Hey, you can’t say that! All our beers are local and of the highest—” 
 
    Hogarth raised his hand. “Okay, okay. I’ll take that one.” Hogarth tapped one of the cheap lager taps. Lager was safe enough and it stopped the barman finishing his lie. The lager wasn’t local. It was Australian. But they couldn’t water that down or re-use it, could they? He received the pint glass and put it to his lips. Somehow it still tasted wrong, but then the beer here always did. He paid the man and sank half his pint before he surveyed the rest of the place. A feral looking man with red hair and a bandana was playing pool while giving him menacing looks. Hogarth ignored him. It was par for the course. He looked at another clutch of people in the corner, three women sat clustered around a thin man with a vulture-like head. Hogarth recognised the type. He was a second-rate pimp. But Hogarth wasn’t on duty tonight. As far as he was concerned The Sutland Arms was safe to let it all hang out. He finished his first pint and tapped on the next lager along the bar. It was a stronger European variety. One day, he would discover The Sutland Arms’ drinkable pint. It would be the same day that he won the lottery. Hogarth walked his fresh pint towards Norton’s table. Norton sat at his favourite back table, facing out towards the rest of the pub, as if the table was his desk. The chubby young woman who he knew to be Vic’s on-off girlfriend stood up and moved away as he approached. Old Vic Norton’s eyes were on him the whole time. Hogarth pulled up a chair and sat down.  
 
    “Evening, Vic,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “What’s the matter, Joe. You don’t look too happy. Don’t tell me. Woman trouble, am I right?” 
 
    “But I’m never overjoyed when we meet, Vic. You’ve probably noticed by now.” 
 
    “You’re a cruel man. Inspector.” 
 
    “So they tell me Are you going to give me the info in here, tonight, or do we have to do the whole back-alley routine again.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re going to hit me tonight, are you, Inspector?” 
 
    “I didn’t hit you the first time, Vic.” 
 
    “No. Not quite. And this time, I think you believe me.” 
 
    Hogarth sipped his pint and gave Norton hard eyes. “No. Not all of it.” 
 
    “No skin off my nose what you believe, Inspector. No skin at all. You’re still here, after all.” 
 
    Norton was profiting from his pain – from Ali’s too. He wanted to reach out and crush the man with his bare hands. But Norton was a police resource. It still didn’t stop him from feeling queasy in Norton’s presence.  
 
    “You said you knew about Ali Hartigan. You told me she was a manipulator. In fact, you told me that she had been a manipulator for a very long time. I don’t know how you know any of that, or whether you just made it up to spite me, Vic, and that’s been bothering me a great deal.” 
 
    “I told you a lot more than that.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Hogarth with a sneer. “But I’ve got a wicked bloody bullshit detector. It’s built in, Vic. I didn’t believe all of it.” 
 
    “That’s not your bullshit detector, Hogarth. That’s your feelings. The woman’s very pretty, isn’t she?” 
 
    Hogarth’s eyes flashed with anger.  
 
    “So, I’m told,” added Norton quickly.  
 
    “That’s part of it,” said Hogarth. “How do you know anything about her?” 
 
    “Ah-ah,” said Norton. “I can’t reveal my sources, can I? I have to keep my ear low to the ground.” 
 
    “You know about the stalker? Is he your contact?” 
 
    A glint of light sparkled in Norton’s eyes. “I know about the stalker. It’s common knowledge. I read about it in the paper. The man battered her, didn’t he?” 
 
    “The scumbag could have killed her. And if I get my hands on him…” 
 
    “You’d like to kill him, wouldn’t you, Inspector. Yes. I see it in your eyes,” said Norton. 
 
    “Then you know what to tell him, when you see him…” 
 
    “I told you. I can’t,” said Norton. “I’ve never met him. I don’t know who he is. But from what I told you before., I’m sure you’ve got a few guesses as to why he’s around.” 
 
    “Screw you, Vic.” 
 
    “But you came here for some more, I take it?” 
 
    “I want to know the truth.” 
 
    “Absolutely. Just like I told you the truth before.” 
 
    Hogarth guarded his mouth and took a gulp of beer. “Then prove it,” he said, in an angry blurt.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    It was after seven pm when Palmer drove through town wondering how much longer DI Hogarth could last. Hogarth’s return to work had started worse than the week before he started leave. And Palmer wasn’t stupid. His two-week break had begun after a short shouting match with DCI Melford. As holidays went she guessed this one had been compulsory. But just two days back into the job, and Hogarth was already causing ructions with the top brass. He just didn’t know when to back off. He was fiery to the point of explosive, rough, angry, and yet almost charming on an individual level. But Palmer saw that something in him was boiling over. Hogarth had secrets, and they were breaking out in the form of his worsening attitude. The way he was going he was almost certain to lose his job. The only reason he had lasted this long was that he delivered. He cracked cases and brought villains to book. Palmer had worked with other teams, and not all CID could say the same. For that alone she wanted him to stay. Though Palmer didn’t want to admit there were other reasons too.  
 
    An old Fleetwood Mac record came on the radio and reminded her of her mum back in the old days, dancing around the kitchen, singing at the top of her lungs. Palmer tried to shake Hogarth from her mind and turned up the radio. She hummed along to the tune, thinking about the easy frozen pepperoni pizza and garlic bread waiting for her at home, when her car settled behind a red light half way down the busy Southchurch Road. She tapped the steering wheel in time to the music.  
 
    “You can go your own way… go your own way!” she sang, and her eyes turned right towards the white Sutland Arms. She looked through the old-fashioned square windows and caught a glimpse of two men’s profiles. Their faces were half-lit in brassy light and half cast into darkness. But she knew those two faces far too well to ignore them. Hogarth was sitting opposite Vic Norton, the dirtiest snitch on the books. Both men looked engrossed in deep conversation, and Hogarth looked as pissed off as ever. Palmer frowned in confusion. Hogarth had said he was going home. Why bother to lie if he was on police business? The answer came quickly to mind. It was obvious enough. Hogarth wasn’t on police business. Secrets. Secrets were bursting from his seams. Palmer shook her head with irritation and pity. Poor Hogarth needed a good talking to. And more than that, she suspected he needed help.  
 
    Horns blared in the traffic behind her and Palmer remembered where she was. The traffic lights had flicked to green. DS Palmer hit the accelerator and shot down the street. Inside the pub, the sound of the car horn drew Hogarth’s eye, but he didn’t see a thing.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “I know why you don’t believe me, Inspector. She looked a perfect match for the MP, didn’t she? Elegant. Classy and all that. About the right age, too. Well, maybe a bit younger, but what man doesn’t like his girl to be younger than himself… eh, Joe?” 
 
    “Don’t use my first name. That’s not for the likes of you. Not ever. We’re not friends,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “But you use mine.” 
 
    Hogarth didn’t reply.  
 
    “She’s no angel, Hogarth.” 
 
    “Yeah. You said that before. I heard all that. But I need to know more. Why should I believe a bloody word you say?” 
 
    “They met in 2008,” said Norton, like he was beginning a story. “I hear they were both very much into one another back then. He was brand new into the House of Commons. A bright prospect, probably in line for a ministerial career. And she… well, she was sharp. Her sharpness matched her beauty, Inspector. They got together properly, a year later, made it official and moved in together.” 
 
    “There’s nothing weird about that. That’s exactly what men and women do.” 
 
    “He was an MP, Inspector. The type who likes to indulge himself. The wrong dinner parties. He played with fire. And he got himself burned.” 
 
    Now Hogarth felt he was getting somewhere. Maybe the old sod would give him some ammo he could use against Hartigan when the time came.  
 
    “He was a single man, young for an MP too. And curiously single.You know, some people used to think he was a poof. A single professional man always makes people think that. But that wasn’t it at all. He had special interests, but not in men.” 
 
    “Of course not. He got with Ali.” 
 
    “Yes, he did. I’ll spell it out. They ended up together because James Hartigan had a thing for hookers.” 
 
    Norton’s eyes sparkled as his mouth lingered on the final word. 
 
    Hogarth stared at Norton. He controlled himself. He sipped his beer, then hammered the glass back onto the table. A slop of lager flew over the side and landed on the surface. 
 
    “You’re a very sick man, Vic.” 
 
    “It’s true. I tried to tell you before, but you wouldn’t hear me. Hogarth, I’m telling you now, she was a hooker. But not just any hooker. Oh no, men like James Hartigan think they are people of breeding. They like a classy screw. He didn’t pick her off the street. He got her from recommendations from the other boys in the Commons. She was said to be reliable. Discreet. And very good at what she does. That’s what he wanted.” 
 
    “How the hell are you supposed to know about what goes on in the House of Commons, Vic? You’re Southend street vermin, not The Sunday Bloody Politics.” 
 
    “I know, because I know…” said Vic. 
 
    Hogarth could no longer hold back. His hands flew across the table and he dragged Norton forwards knocking the old man’s pint tumbling aside.  
 
    “He married her, Vic. And you still want me to believe she was a hooker?” 
 
    “Only because that’s what she was, Inspector…” he whispered, looking into Hogarth’s eyes. “That’s what she was. She was a hooker. Now… let… me… go.” 
 
    Hogarth let go of him and Norton withdrew to the other side of the table. Norton gave a thin smile and raised a finger, asking him to wait. With his other gnarled hand he dipped into his jacket, and picked something from it, but hid it from Hogarth’s view it by pressing it to his chest.  
 
    “This is where it costs you, Inspector. Honestly, one day I think you’ll thank me. I’m sparing you a lot of pain… you’ll see that soon enough.” 
 
    “Pain? I’ll show you pain you little…” 
 
    “Fifty quid, Hogarth. Not forty this time. Fifty or no deal. It’s worth it, I promise.” 
 
    Hogarth stared at the hand pressed against Norton’s chest.  
 
    “It better be,” said Hogarth. He took out his wallet and peeled off two twenties and two fives and slid them across the table. 
 
    “Proof, Inspector. This is your proof.”  
 
    Vic Norton laid a small white card onto the surface of the dark wooden table and slid his hand away. In the same motion he grabbed up the money before it could be taken away from him. Hogarth blinked at the business card on the table. It was a neat card with calligraphy style print. There was one large word, followed by smaller print beneath, printed in the same typeface. The card was old. The corners were bumped and peeling, and there was a crease line across the front. But the writing was clear and easy to read.  
 
    Alison 
 
    Escort Deluxe 
 
    In the bottom left corner was a telephone number – a mobile phone number. In the opposite corner were three words. The words were remarkably like the ones Vic had used himself. Beautiful. Reliable. Discreet.  
 
    “What happened after Hartigan proved the girl wasn’t reliable... But as for discreet, well no one knew about her until recently, did they? Not even you. And as for beautiful, that goes without saying.” 
 
    Hogarth’s mouth had turned sore and dry. His pulse was racing.  
 
    “How do I know this is for real?” he snapped. “Any idiot can knock up a crappy business card.” 
 
    “It’s real. Look at it. It’s at least ten years old. Back when your girl was still in business. Back before she bagged herself a trophy husband instead of another punter. And you want to know how she did that? One word, Inspector. The same word I used before. Manipulation.” 
 
    “What? What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, there’s another word for it too. And seeing as you’re all paid up, I’ll let you have this one for free. Blackmail, Inspector. Blackmail.” 
 
    Hogarth picked up the card and flipped it between his fingers. “I’ll check on this. All of it. Count on it.” 
 
    “I know you will, Inspector” said Norton.  
 
    “And if you’re lying, you know what I’ll do to you, don’t you?” 
 
    “But I’m not lying – am I, Inspector?” 
 
    Hogarth scowled and bolted up out of his chair. He couldn’t stand to hear another single word. He turned away and barged through the mob of ruffians, picking up some standard abuse as he went, and he didn’t stop until he was out in the street. He breathed fast and hard until he was ready to walk again. He looked at the business card, grabbed his mobile phone from his pocket and dialled the number printed on the front. His phone tried to connect, but instead of being put through a robotic, female voice came on the line. “Sorry, the number you dialled has not been recognised, please try again.” 
 
    Hogarth hissed. “You better not be lying, Vic,” he whispered. Then slowly, he started walking.  
 
    It couldn’t be put off any longer. Hogarth had to go home. But he wasn’t going to confront her yet. Not until he was utterly certain that old Vic Norton wasn’t the one doing the manipulating. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Across the Southchurch Road, a man leaned in the shadows of a doorway, resting with his back against the cold brick wall. The man looked at his phone screen as if he was reading a text. But he wasn’t. As soon as Hogarth’s head turned away, the man lifted his phone into position and started to photograph the DI as he walked away. When Hogarth disappeared around the corner of the pub, the man pressed the photograph icon of his phone and started to review the newest images in the gallery. Yes, he had taken enough. He had plenty. 
 
   
  
 



Eleven 
 
      
 
    Day three 
 
      
 
    “Look at this, guv,” said Simmons. 
 
    Simmons handed Hogarth his mobile phone from the front passenger seat. This time Hogarth was doing the driving. It was a quarter past eight in the morning, and they were in the car park of the X-L building. Hogarth had got away from the station as fast as he could. DC Simmons seemed oblivious to Hogarth’s need to flee at the first opportunity, but Palmer seemed to get it alright. Palmer noted the puffy bags beneath Hogarth’s eyes, and the missed stubble spots under his chin left by a hasty shave. She sat in the back and kept quiet as Hogarth stared at the image on screen, squinted, and turned the phone ninety degrees to get a better view.  
 
    “What exactly am I looking at here, Simmons?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Can’t you tell? That’s Lana Aubrey, back in her heyday. The nineties That’s her right there.” 
 
    Hogarth squinted at an image of a bikini-clad red-head pouting at the camera. The woman looked like a cross between a low-budget Bond girl and in inflatable doll. She looked the type who preferred Lambrini to Martini, shaken or stirred. Hogarth raised an eyebrow and looked at Simmons. “And hang on. Look at this one here…” Simmons leaned across and swiped the phone screen with his finger. An image of a different woman appeared on the screen. A blonde in black lingerie appeared. From Palmer’s position, the image looked like something from a mail order catalogue.  
 
    “Can you see who it is?” 
 
    “Some little minx down to her drawers,” said Hogarth. “It’s good to see you doing your homework, Simmons. I’ve never known you so keen.” 
 
    “No, that’s not it, guv. That’s Aimee Gillen. That’s the victim.” 
 
    Hogarth looked at the woman’s face close up. 
 
    “So it is. Then this is from a while back too.” 
 
    “It’s the same vintage – the nineties,” said Simmons. 
 
    Hogarth handed Simmons back his phone. “One more, guv. Then that’s it, I promise.” 
 
    Hogarth turned in his seat to show his weary face to Palmer.  
 
    “Sorry about this, DS Palmer. I think Simmons forgot all his equal opps training while he was on the sick.” 
 
    Simmons ignored them. “Annabelle Marks. That’s her there,” he tapped a finger on screen. The image was apparently a topless shot, though Simmons had shown enough consideration to exclude the X-rated elements by zooming into her head and shoulders.  
 
    “Who?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Annabelle Marks,” said Simmons. “We interviewed her on day one. She didn’t seem much in there, did she? But she’s one of Harry Kings superstars. They love her in the States and Down Under too. I’d never heard of her.” 
 
    “Calm yourself, Simmons,” said Hogarth. “I’ve only just had the car cleaned.” 
 
    “Yes, I think you’d better put that away now,” said Palmer. “Annabelle Marks happened to be top of the list for questioning this morning.” 
 
    “Really?” said Simmons. 
 
    “I think we’d better leave him in the car, don’t you?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “No,” said Palmer. “I’m sure Simmons can keep his hormones in check, can’t you, Simmons?” 
 
    The DC gave them an awkward smile. As they got out of the car, Hogarth shut the door and leaned across the roof. “By the way. That’s not a work phone is it, Simmons?” 
 
    “Errm… yes, actually.” said Simmons.  
 
    “Whoops,” said Hogarth. “Whatever you do, don’t run another dodgy search on that phone, will you?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “We’re in enough trouble as it is,” said Hogarth.  
 
    The three of them started the walk across the car park towards the grand entrance, with Simmons dragging on gingerly behind.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hogarth gave Palmer the lead on the questioning of Annabelle Marks. A good choice she thought, as Palmer was the one least likely to be wowed by the woman’s soft-porn star status. She found the woman resting in her living quarters and she looked bored as hell. In fact, Marks even looked pleased to see her. The woman wore a grey tracksuit with a pink dance logo on the front, along with popsocks and pink trainers. The walls of her room were full of posters of Hollywood men, with all of them musclebound warriors from the superhero movies. All of them had their tops off, oiled pecs and biceps bared for all to see. Naturally.  
 
    “Thank you for seeing me, Miss Marks. 
 
    Marks shrugged. “At least something is finally happening. The sooner you ask your questions, the sooner we can get back to work.” 
 
    “Actually, I thought you might be glad of a break,” said Palmer. “All that… um, work… must get a bit tedious after a while.” 
 
    “Seriously? But what else is there to do in this place?” 
 
    “Hmmm…” said Palmer. Palmer pointed to the empty seat by the dressing table, and Marks nodded. Palmer took the seat, while Marks dropped her backside onto the bed.  
 
    “I’d like to ask you about Aimee Gillen,” said Palmer.  
 
    “But I already told you everything about her the other day – she was in a mess, and I think she knew she was on her way out. She was badly depressed.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Palmer. “And that was useful, but I want to probe a little deeper, if I may. I’m trying to learn a bit more about Aimee’s background. About her life, her problems, especially the recent ones.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can help you there,” said Marks. “It’s not as if we were friends, either. If anything, I guess she might have even been a little jealous of me.” 
 
    “Jealous? Why?” 
 
    “She wouldn’t be the only one,” said Marks. “It’s natural.” 
 
    Palmer waited for Marks to elaborate.  
 
    “I’m one of the main players here these days. Aimee was the main girl years ago. Look, I didn’t have a problem with her, but Aimee was twelve years older than me. I’m at the top of my game right now. I think she was a bit distant and cold with me because of that, but I took it in my stride. The bottom line was we didn’t know each other, but I knew she was a mess.” 
 
    “And how did this mess – as you put it – manifest itself?” said Palmer. 
 
    “You know she was hooked on coke. She was hooked big time.” 
 
    “And did she take anything else?” 
 
    “Probably. Anything she could is my guess.” 
 
    “But you don’t know for sure,” said Palmer. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Palmer looked for an angle, but didn’t see one. Maybe Annabelle Marks wasn’t as of much use as she thought. As Palmer struggled for another question, she watched Marks look away in thought. Her pale blue eyes glazed over. “I did wonder though…” she said.  
 
    “Wonder what?” said Palmer. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “You said you wondered,” said Palmer. “What did you wonder?”  
 
    “Okay. I heard her talking on the phone a few times. They weren’t always nice phone calls. I’ve never had a row on the phone I’ve tried to keep it under wraps. It’s not good or professional to air your dirty laundry in public. For one, it gives the other bitchy people here something to use against you later on, and secondly, it’s just not very cool. But Aimee didn’t hide it. You could hear the woman in her room. And more than once I could hear her from the washrooms shouting her head off down the phone.” 
 
    Palmer shifted in her chair. 
 
    “How recent was the last time you heard one of those phone calls?” 
 
    “Probably no more than a day or two before she died,” said Marks. “Not long ago at all.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” said Palmer and made a mental note of it.  
 
    “Did you ever overhear or recall any substance of what you heard?” 
 
    “Do I know what she was ranting about? Not really. She sounded wild and frustrated. I think she was coked up when she was making those calls.” 
 
    “You don’t recall anything at all?” said Palmer.  
 
    “Well, all I heard – just once – I heard her say something about struggling to make him take her seriously, whatever that meant. But people rant about all kinds of shit when they’re falling out.” 
 
    “Take her seriously. About what, I wonder,” said Palmer. “Do you know what she meant?” 
 
    “Not at all. But let’s face it, Aimee Gillen was fading fast. Maybe she was talking about that. Shouting at her boyfriend, blaming him for the fact she was about to crash out and maybe he didn’t care. Who knows?” 
 
    “Thank you, Miss Marks, that could be important.” 
 
    “You think?” said Anabelle.  
 
    “Tell me,” said Palmer. “Can you think of anything else? Anything else at all?” 
 
    Palmer watched Annabelle Mark’s eyes drift to the side. This time the young woman bit her lip and winced, as if she was having trouble making up her mind. Palmer scented something.  
 
    “Miss Marks? If you have something to say, then please do. It could help us catch a killer.” 
 
    “I don’t know where you got this murder idea from… but hey… there’s one little thing, but I’m not sure if I should even tell you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because it was about her private life. The woman’s dead. It’s not respectful.” 
 
    “Miss Gillen’s private life?” 
 
    “Yeah…” said Marks.  
 
    “Please go on. We might need to hear it.” 
 
    “I think she was a lesbian.” 
 
    Palmer frowned. “But you just referred to her boyfriend…” 
 
    “So maybe she wasn’t so choosy anymore. Or maybe the drugs messed with her preferences or her lifestyle. Some of the jokers in here call themselves polyamorous. I think a few of them even know what it means. And who knows. I’m no homophobe. That’s why I wasn’t sure if I should even say…” 
 
    “Please, Miss Marks.” 
 
    “I noticed she had lately started to take a shine to some of the younger female intake.” 
 
    “Can you elaborate at all?” 
 
    Marks shifted on the bed and took a breath. 
 
    “I saw her with one of the newest girls Harry has taken on. Her name is Chrissie. I saw them talking in a real hushed way in the washrooms. It looked up close and personal… and I mean personal. When Aimee saw me, she blushed and looked away. They stopped talking straight away.” 
 
    “Interesting… this new girl. Who is she again?” 
 
    “Chrissie Heaton. She got a job here after working at the X-L gym. She was a personal trainer over there. I guess skin-flicks must pay better,” with a smirk. 
 
    “I’d guess so,” said Palmer.  
 
    “But here’s the thing. I saw Aimee talking with another one of the gym girls too. One of the girls who still works there. That looked kind of private too. Can you see why I didn’t want to mention it? Gossiping about the dead isn’t a good look.” 
 
    “But where did this meeting happen?” 
 
    “In the car park.” 
 
    “Could it be that these meetings were drug related?” asked Palmer. 
 
    Annabelle Mark shook her head. “I doubt it. Young Chrissie looks clean to me, and the other girl is still based over at the gym. And I don’t know any gym bunnies who take drugs, do you?” 
 
    “And these young women… Chrissie?” said Palmer. 
 
    “Chrissie Heaton.” 
 
    “And the other one…” 
 
    “I don’t know her. All I know is she works at X-L, the gym.” 
 
    “You said Aimee was taking a shine to the younger female intake. What did you mean by younger exactly.” 
 
    “Take a look at the gym. A lot of the girls who work there are what? Sixteen, seventeen, eighteen tops? Chrissie’s older than that, but not by much.” 
 
    Palmer took out the small jotter pad from her purse and started to make some notes. 
 
    “When did Chrissie Heaton join the studio?” asked Palmer. 
 
    “I don’t know. But a while back. But it wasn’t until recently I saw them getting close. So, you really think that might be useful?” said Marks. Annabelle Marks leaned across her bed and picked a stick of chewing gum from her bedside cabinet. 
 
    “It could be,” said Palmer, hiding her thoughts.  
 
    “Just don’t dob me in to Chrissie, will you? I’m not afraid of having enemies here, Detective. But Chrissie Heaton is still new. Whatever Chrissie’s into, I don’t want to get off on the wrong foot.” 
 
    Palmer closed her notepad and kept a blank, non-committal face.  
 
    “We don’t want to cause fuss for anyone, if we can help it, Miss Marks.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Marks with a grin. She unwrapped the gum and stuck it in her mouth. “Then you’d better tell that to Harry. He’s spitting blood about the lot of you.” 
 
      
 
    As soon as she left Marks’ room, Palmer headed towards the stairs, intending to head down to the washrooms where Hogarth would be talking with John Dickens. As she passed the reception she saw of one of the gym staff girls. The turquoise polo shirt caught her eye through the glass., She saw the girl standing in the corner of the studio reception, talking to someone who was hidden from view. After talking with Annabelle Marks, the gym girls were one of a few items at the forefront of her mind. Weird, she thought. Palmer had never seen gym staff in the reception – Darryl Regent, certainly, but not his employees. And the young woman wasn’t standing at the reception desk either. She was standing at the back of the room. Her brown hair was tied back from her head, in a long ponytail. Palmer stepped closer to the glass and saw the girl was talking to another young woman – and from the look of their eyes, the conversation looked serious. Palmer hid before she was spotted. She moved to the side wall and peered around through the glass to get a view of who the gym girl was talking to, but the other woman was looking away. The woman with her back turned had blonde hair with a silver-pink tint, but her face was hidden. Palmer waited a few seconds until the woman looked round. Palmer studied her face for a moment then pulled back. She noticed the woman was young and had sad blue eyes. A few seconds later, the women parted, and the one with the silver-pink highlights pushed through the double doors. Palmer saw she wore clothes like Annabelle Marks, sports casual clothes chic – this time a red hoodie and navy joggers. Palmer started walking towards the girl, her phone raised in front of her as a prop. She pretended to read the screen as she walked. Palmer bumped gently into the young woman’s shoulder as she passed her by. 
 
    “Whoops, sorry,” said Palmer.  
 
    The girl nodded and pulled the grey-pink hair from her eyes, then moved to pass her.  
 
    “Excuse me…” said Palmer. “Do you work here?” said Palmer.  
 
    The young blonde hesitated and looked at Palmer with suspicion. “Yes...” 
 
    “And do you mind telling me your name?” 
 
    “What?” said the girl with a nervous smile. “Why do you want my name?” 
 
    “Sorry, I’m with the police. I’m Detective Sergeant Palmer. Southend CID We’re interviewing employees of the studio in relation to the death of Aimee Gillen.” 
 
    Palmer saw the young woman’s face tense, but her eyes hardened.  
 
    “Sorry. I don’t know anything about it,” she said.  
 
    “That’s probably true,” said Palmer, “but we’re following protocol. We’re interviewing everyone. What was your name again?” 
 
    “Chrissie Heaton,” said the girl, turning away.  
 
    “Ah, yes,” said Palmer. “Miss Heaton. It just so happens you’re on my list for interviewing today. And seeing as you’re here, Miss Heaton, I wonder if you can spare the time now?” 
 
    “For an interview?” said the girl. “Is that really necessary?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Well, now would be preferable.” 
 
    “And it’ll be just you? No one else?” said the girl.  
 
    “Yes,” said Palmer. 
 
    The girl’s face stayed serious, but she gave Palmer the slightest nod, then walked away without another word. Whether she was eighteen years old or not, the girl looked too far young to be working in such a seedy business. But Palmer knew she was getting old. Her views and the modern world seemed to align less and less with reality. Either way, Annabelle Marks was right, Chrissie Heaton was definitely up to something. 
 
    “Miss Heaton?” called Palmer. 
 
    The girl stopped in her tracks and looked back.  
 
    “Okay, okay,” she said. “Will it be quick?! 
 
    “That depends entirely on you…” said Palmer.  
 
     “Then follow me,” said Chrissie Heaton. And she walked away. 
 
      
 
    The girl led Palmer on a short walk through corridors at the back of the building. Palmer hadn’t seen these before. The area was functional, a place of bare grey breezeblocks and exposed metal pipes. “Where are we going, Miss Heaton?” 
 
    “Somewhere where we won’t be seen. I’m still new here. I don’t need people jumping to the wrong conclusions.” 
 
    Palmer frowned, but held her tongue. Soon, the girl led her to a fire escape door in the far back corner of the building. The girl seemed to know the back corridors well. She pushed the grey metal bar in the centre of the door, and it opened up into the outside world. There was an overgrown hedge all around them. No fire alarm sounded. Palmer walked outside and got her bearings while the girl pushed the door back against the frame, taking care to make sure it didn’t fully close. She picked up a pebble of concrete from the ground and wedged it in the door crack. It looked to Palmer like she had done all this before. 
 
    “Don’t you have your own room, Miss Heaton?” 
 
     “I’ve got my own room. But I prefer to talk out here.” 
 
    “Do you conduct a lot of clandestine meetings?” she asked. 
 
    The girl gave her a frosty look. It was the wrong way to start. Palmer hoped a moment of silence would allow her a reset. 
 
    Palmer looked around. There was a rough overgrown hedge around them, through which she could see the cars roaring away from the nearby roundabout towards Rochford and Hockley. The building was pressed close to the scruffy hedges. It was a lonely area, perfect for not being seen. 
 
    The girl saw Palmer’s fascination and folded her arms.  
 
    “Out here, the walls don’t have ears.” 
 
    “It looks to me like you’ve been out here before. Why would you care about the walls having ears? You’re new in this place after all. You’ve got a clean slate. Starting from fresh.” 
 
    “I’ve been here six weeks or so. I’m still learning the ropes. I don’t want people to get the wrong idea and think I talk to the police.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “About anything.” 
 
    “But why would that bother you, Chrissie? Why did you want to meet out here? Is something wrong?” 
 
    The girl blinked and looked away.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    Palmer nodded but didn’t believe a word. But if she carried on like this, the girl would never tell her anything. 
 
    “Aimee Gillen. I presume you know that she died here two nights ago.” 
 
    The girl blinked again before she met Palmer’s eye.  
 
    “Yes, I know.” 
 
    “And did you know Miss Gillen?” 
 
    Chrissie Heaton frowned. She paused, then shrugged. “I knew her reputation.” 
 
    “That’s not what I asked, Chrissie. Did you know her? As a friend maybe?” 
 
    “Hey. I’ve only just started here, I don’t know anyone well.” 
 
    “I’ll be less specific then. Did you know her at all? Did you ever talk to her?” 
 
    “Look… I talked to everyone. But yes, I talked to Aimee too.” 
 
    “Tell me. Were you close?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” said Chrissie. She looked sheepish all of a sudden. Palmer wondered if Annabelle Marks had called it right.  
 
    “I just meant, had you become… friends.” 
 
    The girl’s eyes turned sharp as needles. “No,” she snapped. “Not at all. I told you, I didn’t know her at all. You think I’m lying, is that it?” 
 
    But her face betrayed the lie.  
 
    “It’s okay to need a friend when you start somewhere new. It’s human, Chrissie. We all do it. And old staff befriend new staff sometimes. Most of the time they mean well, and you can get close to them for a while, until you settle in, then you don’t need them anymore. But sometimes, the people who do the befriending might have an ulterior motive.” 
 
    Palmer let the thought linger and ferment. 
 
    “What are you saying?” said Chrissie. 
 
    Palmer was fishing. She had to be careful.  
 
    “I’m just asking if it went wrong – it happens, after all. Did something go wrong when you got to know Aimee?” 
 
    The girl shook her head and looked away.  
 
    “You’re making assumptions and you’re well off base. I didn’t know Aimee Gillen beyond a few hellos. And whoever told you otherwise has got their facts plain wrong.” 
 
    “You were seen talking to her, Chrissie. You were seen more than once.” 
 
    The girl’s face turned pale her eyes wide.  
 
    “No. You’re wrong. Who said that?” 
 
    Palmer shook her head.  
 
    “Don’t you dare spread that rumour. It’s a total lie!” 
 
    “Why is that so bad? I don’t understand. Was Aimee Gillen pressuring you in any way?” 
 
    “No. You’re wrong – badly wrong – and I want you to leave me alone.” 
 
    “This is a murder investigation, Chrissie,” said Palmer. “I have to ask questions. And to be honest, your behaviour is making me want to ask more.” 
 
    The girl gasped and tears burst from her eyes. She covered her face with her hands and stomped past Palmer towards the fire exit door.  
 
    “Leave me alone,” said Chrissie Heaton. Palmer watched her leave and didn’t intervene as the girl pulled the door open and walked into the grey service corridor. 
 
    “Chrissie,” said Palmer. “I’ll be here if you need any help.” 
 
    “I don’t want anything from you.” 
 
    The girl stomped away down the corridor. Palmer grabbed the door and called after her.  
 
    “That’s fine for now, Chrissie. But I’ll be watching you…” 
 
    Chrissie Heaton didn’t answer. Palmer watched the girl stumble nervously before she turned a corner and disappeared.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twelve 
 
      
 
    Within a few hours Crime Scene had come and gone. The sauna was soon to be released back to the studio, but Aimee Gillen’s living quarters remained restricted to police until Dickens and Marris had carried out their comprehensive checks. Hogarth had got little from them – neither man was ever keen on giving a running commentary in the middle of their work – but he knew their focus had shifted to the dead woman’s bedroom. The change gave Hogarth a sense of where things were moving. It had to mean the cause of death wasn’t just about the sauna’s heat overcoming a drug addled, feeble body, and the change of focus suggested Marris and Dickens saw things the same way. He was reading runes, looking for smoke signals. He was getting desperate. It was time to interview the main players. By interviewing the man at the top of the tree Hogarth hoped he would get cooperation from the rabble. So Hogarth decided to pay a visit to Harry King’s office, at the top of the building. 
 
      
 
    The blank, pale wooden door was the same as the ones at the front downstairs. Understated, except for the brass name plate. Hogarth could already hear talking from inside the room before he knocked. The talking came from a female voice – sounding busy and quick fire. Hogarth knocked once more. He still got no reply and decided on taking a liberty. He pushed open the door and found Lana Aubrey pacing across a large magnolia walled office with a window view out over the drab green and grey industrial estate beyond. Aubrey stopped pacing, double-took Hogarth and frowned.  
 
    “Excuse me, will you, I’ve had an interruption here,” she said. Hogarth noticed the woman was no longer wearing her spectacles. Lana Aubrey was attractive with them on, but without them he recognised the raw beauty that must have won her the job in the first place. A few lines of age had done little to dampen her fine looks. Hogarth wondered why the woman had chosen to debase herself in the porn industry. Surely, she could have been capable of more. 
 
    “Hey, did you even knock?” said Aubrey, as she thumbed her phone to end the call. Aubrey laid the phone on the big empty desk and picked up her black-framed spectacles. As she picked them up he saw the double ‘C’ logo of Chanel embossed on their side. She slid them onto the bridge of her nose. Hogarth wondered about those glasses. Chanel? They had to be worth a packet. And the lenses seemed neither to shrink her eyes or enlarge them by any degree.  
 
    “I knocked,” said Hogarth. “I swore I heard you say to come in.” 
 
    The look in her eyes said she didn’t believe him.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Hogarth. “Your secret’s safe with me.” 
 
    “Secret?” said Lana Aubrey. “What secret?” The woman blushed. It wasn’t the first time he’d used the line. Hogarth knew everyone had a secret or ten, and no one wanted the police to know any of them. 
 
    “Those posh glasses of yours,” he said, with a faint smirk. “You don’t need them, do you? But I suppose a pair of specs helps make you look the part. Professional, businesslike and all that.” 
 
    Aubrey’s eyes became fiery.  
 
    “I assure you, Inspector, I have always been professional and businesslike. That’s why I became the boss. The glasses are a fashion accessory. Lots of people wear plain lenses these days. Now, excuse me, but I have more than your questions to attend to. Is there anything I can help you with?” 
 
    The Chanel glasses made him reappraise her clothes. In the light of the Chanel label, he saw the quality of the cut of her skirt, and the fine embroidery of her blouse. Harry King must be paying Lana Aubrey more than he’d first thought. 
 
    “No. I wasn’t actually looking for you, Miss Aubrey. I want to speak with Mr King.” 
 
    “Harry? But why?” 
 
    “We’re going to interview everyone involved, miss. I thought he might like to get it out of the way.” 
 
    “But Harry’s busy now,” said the woman, turning away.  
 
    “Busy doing what?” 
 
    “You said we didn’t need to stop the business for this case.” 
 
    “It would be sensible to stop, but the choice was yours,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “With everyone climbing the walls down there, Harry decided to start filming again.” 
 
    “Fine. But I still need to speak to Mr King, whether he’s filming or not.” 
 
    Lana Aubrey narrowed her eyes. “I’ll call Harry and see what he says.” 
 
    Hogarth waited as Aubrey picked up the desk phone and dialled. As she did so, her mobile buzzed with another of her endless text messages. Aubrey glanced at the screen as she spoke into the phone.  
 
    “Harry. It’s Lana. Yeah, I’ve got the police inspector up here in your office. He wants to interview you. I’ve told him it’s not convenient, but... well, you know what he’s like. Yes. I know he is… you will? Really? Okay then.” 
 
    Hogarth watched the confusion on the woman’s face turn into a smile. She looked up at Hogarth. He detected more than a hint of menace in her smile.  
 
    “Sure, Harry. Will do.” 
 
    The woman hung up and leaned back in King’s office chair.  
 
    “Harry has agreed to see you.” 
 
    “Very good of him, I’m sure,” said Hogarth with a hint of sarcasm. “Where is he then?” 
 
    “Downstairs in studio one. He’s filming.” 
 
    “But he’ll see me?” said Hogarth, frowning. 
 
    “He says you can interview him during the break. You’ll get five minutes if you go down now.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded and turned for the door. Lana Aubrey’s voice called him back. 
 
    “You’re not a prude, are you, inspector?” 
 
    Hogarth shook his head. “A prude? I worked in the Met for twenty years, Miss Aubrey. The last thing I am is a prude.” 
 
    But something in Hogarth’s demeanour betrayed him because Lana Aubrey’s smile turned into a grin.  
 
    “Good, Inspector. Then I’m sure your interview will go very well.” 
 
    Hogarth shook his head and opened the door.  
 
    “Oh, and we’ll be interviewing you before long too, Miss Aubrey. During which I’ll need you to stop messing with that phone. Forearmed is forewarned, and all that,” said Hogarth. He exited the door with a wink and shut it hard before the woman had a chance to reply.  
 
      
 
    Hogarth ignored the red light and walked into Studio One. The studio was far smaller and much more basic than he’d been expecting. He saw the bright white lights on stands ranged around the room, with two black movie cameras – one mounted on a tripod, and another handheld by a hairy guy crouching on the floor. In the centre of the room he saw the moody looking brunette with the short brown hair, the one who disparaged Aimee Gillen in the washrooms. The cameras were fixed on her and the man standing at her side. The man was the one with the long neck and the curly hair. The woman sat at a grand piano and the man with the curly hair was standing behind her. The guy with the handheld camera moved towards them, seemingly aiming for a close up on their faces. The brunette’s hands moved around the keys but didn’t touch them. Hogarth guessed they would dub the music over the pictures.  
 
    From the clothes, to the props, Hogarth could already tell what an appalling movie this was to become. The male lead was dressed more like a disco dancer than a fan of classical piano, and the brunette had the resentful face best suited to sitting behind a supermarket till. But the dialogue was even worse. The man spoke slowly, as if he was reading the words from a book he didn’t understand. 
 
    “To play the piano well, you need to be in tune with it, you have to relax. Here, let me help you…” 
 
    Hogarth shook his head as the ‘teacher’ began to massage the brunette’s shoulders. He’d seen enough. He turned his eyes away and eyed the others around the main action. Sitting to one side of the room, his eyes flicking between the scene and a notebook clutched in his hand, was Harry King. King saw Hogarth edging towards him and stood up.  
 
    “Is she a trained pianist, Mr King?” 
 
    “Of course she is. We got her trained by Richard Clayderman just for this picture.” 
 
    A loud sigh of pleasure came from the centre of the room. Hogarth looked around at the actors as the brunette reached up for the ‘teacher’s’ hand on her shoulder.  
 
    “I think I know how this one ends,” said Hogarth, eyeing them dubiously. His eyes on the actors felt strangely awkward, but he didn’t want to lose face. “I thought you did soft-core?” said Hogarth. Harry King smiled at him.  
 
    “This is soft. But not too soft. If you want to check, I can send you the show reel. You can tell me if it fits the criteria.” 
 
    “Hmmm. I don’t think that’ll be necessary, Mr King.” 
 
    “No?” whispered the little old man, with a bitter grin. “Are you sure you don’t want to check?” 
 
    “One hundred per cent, Mr King,” said Hogarth, firmly. 
 
    “Shame. I thought we might have another customer.” 
 
    “Then you thought wrong.” There was another theatrical sigh from behind the centre of the room. 
 
    “You don’t seriously want me to interview you in here?” 
 
    “Time is money, Inspector. But maybe you won’t understand that.” 
 
    “I’d need to talk to you about Miss Gillen. And about others. Maybe you’d prefer to speak in private.” 
 
    Harry King blinked and looked at the actors by the grand piano.  
 
    “Dave,” he said, leaning towards the camera man. “Keep it rolling. I’ll be back in two shakes.” 
 
    The camera man nodded.  
 
    Harry King led them out of the studio into a small side production room with a glass window which overlooked the film set. King sighed and sat down on a cheap office chair, and Hogarth did the same.  
 
    “So, did you find anything yet? To prove your dumb murder theory, I mean.” 
 
    “Not yet, Mr King,” said Hogarth 
 
    “That’s because there was no murder. And from what I hear, the police commissioner doesn’t think so either.” 
 
    “With due respect, Mr King, I’m not interested in the view of the commissioner. And I never thought a man like you would have been, either.” 
 
    King grinned at him. “Isn’t he your boss?” 
 
    “No, Mr King. He’s not. As for the murder, we’ll let our forensics team handle that, Mr King. Now, I have some questions for you. What I want to know is why you sacked Miss Gillen. Whether you believe she was murdered or not, I’m told Miss Gillen’s status was of great concern to her in the days and weeks before her death.” 
 
    “Concern?” said King.  
 
    King shifted in his seat and pointed at Hogarth.  
 
    “Listen. Aimee’s status here was of concern to me too. Aimee was receiving a retainer like the main actresses here. They get paid a retainer, and they get paid a larger fee for every picture we shoot with them in it. The trouble with Aimee was she wasn’t putting herself in the frame anymore. The last picture we did with Aimee was supposed to be her chance to get back in the game. She had a decent fanbase out there, loyal fans who liked what she offered We used to get emails asking us when we’d release another picture with her in it. Those emails represent money, Inspector. I would have loved to have shot another picture with Aimee in it, but the girl was off the rails, and no one could save her. Not even me.” 
 
    “Can you tell me what happened from your point of view, Mr King?” 
 
    “Yeah. We were filming a teacher’s pet picture. You probably know the type of thing. Aimee was getting on so we put her as the teacher, and stuck a couple of our new guys as the students. It was a good set up. It would have made money. But by halfway through the first morning, I saw Aimee was out of it. She argued with the guys on set, she argued with me. She disappeared off set, and I followed her. I was angry and I was going to tell her off. But when I found her she was crying, crying like a baby. She was crying about how I’d let her down, how the studio had let her down, and all the while she was the one sticking that powder up her nose.” 
 
    “What do think she was accusing you of, Mr King?” 
 
    “How the hell do I know? All I’d ever done was look after her. Tell me, what would you have done?” 
 
    Hogarth shrugged. “But I’m interested in what you did, Mr King.” 
 
    “I liked Aimee, but I have to be a businessman. Fifteen years back Aimee helped me make a killing. She was the making of Harry King Studios. But I couldn’t risk putting her in another movie. She was freaking out. I knew she was making waves in the building. She just caused too much trouble.” 
 
    “Do you know what caused her to change?” 
 
    “Aside from the cocaine, and the booze? What else did she need? I’ve seen plenty of people implode because of that stuff.” 
 
    Hogarth’s eyes fixed on King, but the little man gazed at him with defiance. He was inscrutable. 
 
    “How did you leave things with Aimee, Mr King?” 
 
    “I told her to take a break from filming,” said King. “I told her to take a break and to go and get herself clean so we could see the old Aimee again. But you know what she said to me then? She told me we’d never ever see the old Aimee Gillen again. It sounded like a threat. I assumed that was just the drugs talking, so I ignored it. I let her go.” 
 
    “Then what happened?” 
 
    “This was weeks back, remember. I know her co-stars tried to calm her down. Chrissie Heaton went after her, but by then I didn’t want Aimee back on set. I had to use Annabelle Marks for the rest of the shoot. She was too young for the part really and she costs me a bomb, but she’s such a pro, we pulled it off in no time.” 
 
    Hogarth’s eyes roved across the production room window, and then flicked quickly away. The brunette was receiving a deep shoulder massage and by now her blouse was halfway open. Hogarth fixed his attention rigidly to Harry King, who met his eyes with a knowing smile.  
 
    “How did you leave things with Aimee, Mr King?” 
 
    “Exactly as I just said. I had already told Aimee what to do – to go and get herself fixed. Clean. If she did that, the door was still open. If she didn’t, well, one day she was going to have to leave.” 
 
    “But you didn’t give her a timeframe?” said Hogarth. “An ultimatum? You didn’t add any more pressure?” 
 
    “Look, Inspector. I’m not the reason Aimee Gillen is dead. I tried to help her. I gave her a roof and a bed and a wage way past her time. Most people in my situation would have given her the boot a long time ago. I’m too soft on them – all of them – but especially her.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded and narrowed his eyes. He changed tack.  
 
    “Do you know anything about Aimee’s private life? Where she got the drugs? What problems she had? Who was close to her…? Any lovers. Boyfriends…?” 
 
    Harry King shrugged and looked away. “Hey. I wasn’t her father, I was her employer. The drugs were her business. It was nothing to do with me. 
 
    “Funny. Lana Aubrey uses the exact same line, Mr King. But the fact remains the drugs were on your property. That makes it your business.” 
 
    “Don’t pull that threatening crap with me. Every senior school in this country has what, a hundred or so young junkies holding a bag of weed or pills. But do you prosecute the headteacher for what those kids do in the playground? No. So don’t pull that crap with me.” 
 
    “Mr King, Miss Gillen is dead. Drugs likely formed a part of the reason she died. She died here in very mysterious circumstances. I’d say you should be very concerned about all of these things. Now. Is there is anything else you know…?” 
 
    King shrugged and stood up.  
 
    “I don’t know about the drugs and I don’t want to know. I think it’s all bad shit and nothing to do with me,” he sighed and looked Hogarth in the eye. “But you want something from me, right? So here is what I know. I noticed she got friendly with Chrissie Heaton a little while after Chrissie joined. Maybe it was some kind of sisterhood thing. Maybe she took Chrissie under her wing. You know. I stuff about them getting a little friendly, but I don’t do tittle tattle. If I got involved with all the tittle tattle I heard over the last twenty years, I’d be in therapy by now.” 
 
    Hogarth chewed on the man’s words… 
 
    “Do you mean the girl was taken under Miss Gillen’s wing…” 
 
    “You’re a man of the world, Inspector. You figure it out. You want to know any more, you’ll have to ask Chrissie. She is new here. Sounds like she broke the rules.” 
 
    “Rules?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Yeah. The code of conduct. It’s like this. Our actors and actresses are from an age range of between eighteen years old up to forty, right? They all live together in a dorm environment. The rule I give them when they sign up is don’t get too close to anyone here. Don’t share your personal secrets. Don’t get involved with them full stop. Sure, be friendly, but be careful.” 
 
    “I heard about that,” said Hogarth. “But why?” 
 
    “Because it’s risky. Think about it.” 
 
    “Risky,” said Hogarth. “Do you mean risky for you, or risky for them?” 
 
    “For them, of course. They can upset each other if they get involved. No one needs that. Least of all me. I’m here to make movies. This isn’t a match-making service. They screw each other and fall out it could ruin a picture.” 
 
    “And Chrissie Heaton got too close…? To Aimee?” 
 
    “Like I said, I’m not interested in tittle tattle. I’ve got a business to run. Are we done here?” 
 
    “Almost,” said Hogarth.  
 
    Harry King stood up. 
 
    Hogarth’s eyes scanned toward the production room window. They lingered a moment too long before he realised exactly what he was looking at. His eyes turned wide before they flicked away. There was a lot more skin on view than the last time he’d looked. 
 
    Harry King let loose a wheezy laugh. “I’ll post you a DVD, Inspector. On the house.” 
 
    “Don’t waste the price of a stamp, Mr King,” said Hogarth. “It’ll go straight in the bin. One more thing, Mr King,” said Hogarth, as the little old man moved to the door. He stopped and turned to face Hogarth with an impatient look on his face.  
 
    “Where were you on the night Aimee Gillen died?” 
 
    “That night?” 
 
    “Yes. Sunday night.” 
 
    “I was at home. All night.” 
 
    “And where is that? Do you live here, with the others?” 
 
    “Are you crazy? Forget that. No way. I have a house in Leigh.” 
 
    “And you were with your wife?” 
 
    “I don’t have a wife, Inspector. I have a life instead.” 
 
    Hogarth ignored the cheesy line. “You were alone, then?” 
 
    Harry King’s eyes twinkled. “No. Amanda O’Dell stayed with me that night.” 
 
    “Amanda O’Dell?” 
 
    “Yeah. Look back through the glass, if you dare. Amanda is the topless brunette playing the piano. The one you can’t help looking at,” said King.  
 
    Hogarth grimaced at King. “She’s not my type, Mr King.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” said King. 
 
    “So, your code of conduct doesn’t apply to the management then?” 
 
    “Oh, yes it does, Inspector. It applies to all the staff here.” said King. “Just not to the owner, that’s all.” 
 
    Laughing hard, the old man shook his head and walked out of the room. Hogarth followed suit quickly, keeping his eyes well away from the piano massage scene.  
 
    He walked out of the studio, passing King as the little tyrant returned to his director’s chair.  
 
    “Okay, guys. Show me what you got,” said King with a clap of his hands. 
 
    Hogarth found Simmons outside sitting at the bottom of a staircase, with a steaming vending machine coffee in his hand. Hogarth let out a deep breath of relief and shook his head. 
 
    “So, guv… what was it like in there?” said Simmons.  
 
    “Just as classy as you’d expect, DC Simmons. And not as much fun,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “And what did you see?” 
 
    “Enough to make your eyes water, my boy. But King said a few things, and I can’t help wondering…” said Hogarth, his words drifting off.  
 
    “What, guv?” 
 
    “King closed off one avenue of questioning and opened up another. I can’t help wondering if Mr King is trying to help or trying to hide something.” 
 
    “What did he say?” said Simmons. 
 
    “He just gave me a pointer. The name of an actress. He has an alibi for the night of the murder, but a pretty flimsy one by my reckoning.” 
 
    Hogarth’s phone buzzed in his blazer. He pulled it free of his pocket and saw Melford’s name on the centre of the screen.  
 
    Hogarth grimaced and put the phone to his ear. 
 
    “Sir?” 
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    In the X-L car park, DCI Melford stood leaning against his Vauxhall Omega. Melford’s car was top of the range. Naturally. Hogarth walked across the empty car park towards Melford while a budget airline passenger plane roared up and away from the nearby runway of Southend Airport.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Hogarth. “To what do I owe this pleasure?” 
 
    “Pleasure, eh? Well, seeing as you’re avoiding the station at all costs, I thought I’d make the effort to come to you, instead,” said Melford. Melford nodded towards the X-L. “This place must hold some sort of attraction for you. I can’t think why.” 
 
    “No, sir. It’s a murder case.” 
 
    “So you say,” said Melford. The man’s solid dark eyes bored down on him, but away from his antique clock, the power of those dark eyes wasn’t nearly so strong.  
 
    “Sir, you really didn’t need to waste your time by coming down here. I’d have updated you soon enough.” 
 
    “Not good enough, DI Hogarth,” said Melford. “I need you to reassure me that this investigation is not becoming the half-arsed, cack-handed wild goose chase that it seems to be from the outside. The last two cases you wrapped up well. And they looked strong enough from the start, but this one looks leaky to me. I haven’t got a clue what you think you’re doing, and Roger Johnson is getting a bird’s eye view. It’s probably an accidental death, just as Quentin has it. Or a suicide. But murder? Come on, Hogarth! How in the blazes did you end up with that?!” 
 
    “Has Marris said anything to you yet? Or Dickens?” 
 
    “Not yet,” said the DCI. Hogarth couldn’t hide a flood of relief.  
 
    “I’ve had the Police and Crime Commissioner in my office again this very morning,” said Melford. “And I happen to know that he’s had meetings with the Chief Superintendent. He’s bad mouthing the whole operation here, which means he’s also been bad mouthing me. I don’t mind sticking my neck out against the top brass providing the case is strong enough. But this is more like putting it on a chopping block. For crying out loud, give me some confidence in what you’re doing here.” 
 
    Hogarth sighed. “Sir,” said Hogarth. “Aimee Gillen’s body didn’t show any signs of any sedative which could have induced sleep over heavy cocaine intake. That’s a fact. There’s nothing on the toxicology. The girl had been on cocaine the whole night before she went in that sauna, yet somehow. she managed to fall asleep long enough to die from the heat! That doesn’t add up. The pathology shows no sign of any sedative, and no health complications which could have caused her to faint or fall unconscious. Quentin does suggest she has traces of other substances in her body.” 
 
    “I’ve read it. Those are traces, barely quantifiable, and so small that Quentin hasn’t been able to verify what they are. That doesn’t mean anything.” 
 
    “Okay, so discount those traces for now… it’s not just about the absence of any sedatives. What about this? Before she left her room, the woman made up a line of coke – top class coke – then just left it there for anyone to steal. Cokeheads, coke junkies, don’t do things like that. She would have snorted it before doing anything else.” 
 
    Melford’s eyes remained dark, steady, and cynical. 
 
    “I’m serious, sir. Either that line was left out for show, or, more likely in my opinion, Aimee Gillen was interrupted before she could snort it.” 
 
    “That’s not a case. That’s an idea, Hogarth. Where’s the thrust of your case?” 
 
    Hogarth sniffed. “Motive, then. I’m looking at that now. These skin flicks are a bitchy business, sir. From what I see, Aimee Gillen had rivals here. She was seen and heard arguing on the phone, and having secret meetings with other staff before she died…” 
 
    Melford waited, but Hogarth had trailed off. “And that’s it? That’s the extent of your evidence?” 
 
    “There will be much more, I promise you that. And what I’d question, sir, is why the Commissioner is interested in this case. What is he after here? I saw he was close with Darryl Regent the day we arrived. How does that work? Regent might provide good money for Johnson’s next campaign but that’s hardly official police business, as he claimed, sir. That’s Johnson’s self-interest.” 
 
    “Self-interest or not, Regent is a serious player in this town, and so is the commissioner – whether you like it or not. Now listen here, Hogarth. I can soak up the commissioner’s pressure for you for a little while, on the basis that you can deliver me a strong case. As it stands at present, I have grave doubts about that.” 
 
    “I’m working on it, sir,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “I heard you the first time. But come on. Motive? You haven’t got that either. Your victim was a woman with no prospects at Harry King Studios. Who would have needed to kill her? She was almost finished as it was. And putting motive aside, where is your evidence? Eh? You say it’s coming. You’d better bloody hope it’s coming. And witnesses? Have you got any? The woman dies in suspicious circumstances, and on a hunch, you say it’s murder?! Who saw her attacker? Who heard her scream? Who saw the murderer fleeing the scene? You can’t answer any of those questions. Can you?” 
 
    Hogarth sniffed and jangled the change in his chino pockets.  
 
    “Not right now, no, sir. But it’s coming.” 
 
    “Yes…” said Melford. “What you’ve got is barely enough to cover your modesty, Hogarth. If this one goes south, after all the bloody shenanigans with James Hartigan and his wife, I don’t know if I’ll be able to save your skin. And, if this turns into the kind of full scale mess it could be like, I’m not sure I’d want to. You better make sure you get this one right.” 
 
    Hogarth sighed. “What do you want me to do, sir? Pull the plug? Say I was wrong?” 
 
    Melford looked Hogarth in the eye and took his time to answer.  
 
    Hogarth waited. Melford gave him a funny look then shifted on his feet.  
 
    “You still think you’re right, don’t you?” said Melford.  
 
    “I hope so, sir.” 
 
    “Then in good conscience, I can’t tell you to sweep it under the carpet. So make it work. By hook or by crook make it work, because otherwise, Roger Johnson won’t just be after your head, he’ll want mine as well.” 
 
    Hogarth grimaced. “He’s just a bloody politician, sir. Does he really have that power?” 
 
    “I didn’t create the system, Hogarth, but I must abide by it. And so do you.” 
 
    “Okay. Anything else, sir?” said Hogarth, wanting to get away before he said anything he would regret.  
 
    “Yes. You may as well know, I’m under pressure to terminate this case or take it in hand myself. I can’t put them off forever. But what I can do is this. You can have 48 hours to turn this investigation into something worthy of a court case. If you can’t do that, I’ll have no choice but to pull the plug myself.” 
 
    Hogarth narrowed his eyes and swallowed on a string of unspoken words.  
 
    “Yes, sir. Are we done?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Indeed we are…” said Melford. Hogarth walked back towards the X-L building, gnashing his teeth. Behind him, Melford stood by his car and watched the inspector, before ducking back into his gleaming Omega. The car engine started like a song, and Melford glided away from the X-L having dumped every atom of pressure down the line to Hogarth. High above in the left-hand quarter of the X-L building, Hogarth’s eyes trailed to a window above the gym. A larger than life shadow briefly filled the glass before his drifting out of sight. Hogarth stuffed his fists deep into his jacket pockets and marched angrily on his way. 
 
    He breezed through the reception without a word to find Palmer and Simmons standing by the main staircase inside Harry King’s Studios. From the way they looked at him, Hogarth knew they’d been talking about him. Simmons looked caught out. Palmer looked concerned.  
 
    “So, what did Long Melford want this time?” said Palmer. 
 
    “This time?” said Hogarth, with bitter laugh. “What makes you think he wanted anything different to the last time or the time before that? Melford doesn’t change. He’s making us walk on hot coals – again.” 
 
    “What’s going on, guv?” 
 
    “There’s a cascade of shit coming our way because of our good friend the commissioner. And why?” Hogarth looked over his shoulder for eavesdroppers. “Because like you said, Palmer, the commissioner is in bed with the neighbours. Melford’s getting it in the ear, and so are we.” 
 
    “Is the DCI pulling us off the case?” said Palmer. 
 
    “No,” said Hogarth. “He can’t do that in case I’m right, like I was right before. He doesn’t fancy the egg on his face. So instead he’s playing the noble card, indulging my whims. But he has given us a time limit. Forty-eight hours so we need to pull our fingers out. Harry King mentioned a girl here, someone Aimee Gillen got close to… she could be important…” 
 
    “Chrissie Heaton,” said Palmer.  
 
    “How did you know?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Annabelle Marks mentioned her too.” 
 
    “Interesting…” said Hogarth, eyes narrowing in thought. “Palmer, this could be a sensitive area. Can you take on that angle? Look at this girl closely.” 
 
    “I’m already on it, guv. She’s evasive. Shy and shady.” 
 
    “Sounds promising,” said Hogarth. “If this girl was into the drugs too, then who knows, she could have hurt Gillen by mistake when they were getting high. I think King was suggesting Gillen and the girl were more than just good friends. Who knows how messed up a relationship could get in this place. And Simmons, I really need you to push the phone company harder for access to the RIPA report on Gillen’s phone.” 
 
    “Yes, guv,” said Simmons.  
 
    “Forty-eight hours, and every bugger here is against us. If there was ever a time we needed a breakthrough, it’s now…” said Hogarth.  
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    A long time after the knocking had stopped, Chrissie Heaton carefully opened the creaking door of her pokey living quarters. As soon as she saw who was there, her eyes widened. She looked over Palmer’s shoulder as a few of her fellow actresses filed down the dim corridor behind her. Annabelle Marks was among them. Marks gave Palmer and Heaton an unreadable look as she walked by. Palmer gave them a polite nod and noted the stress etched onto Chrissie Heaton’s face.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” she hissed. “I asked you to be discreet.” 
 
    “But you didn’t stop to answer my questions, did you? You ran off.” 
 
    “I didn’t run off. I walked. There’s a difference.” The girl opened the door and let Palmer walk inside. Palmer moved in and closed the door. She looked around and took a brief appraisal of the room. It was dingy and narrow – half the size of Aimee Gillen’s room, and a third of the size of Annabelle Marks’. The young girl’s status at Harry King couldn’t have been clearer. She was new and she was young. She was on the bottom rung. As life situations went, Chrissie Heaton couldn’t have got much lower. 
 
    “It’s not much, is it? But it’s free. Kind of. And at least it’s mine. I’m better off here than I was next door.” 
 
    “You think?” said Palmer.  
 
    Heaton paused and gave her a look. “You’re judging me, aren’t you?” 
 
    “No, Chrissie. I meant, is it worth it?” 
 
    “It’s not as if I had the world at my feet, is it?” said the girl.  
 
    “Come on,” said Palmer, failing to hide her irritation. “How old are you? Eighteen? A pretty girl, an eighteen-year-old full of potential and you’re here stripping for Harry King’s porno camera? Just so some dirty old men can—” 
 
    “Hey, I get the picture. I’m young, but I’m not stupid. I know what I’m doing. It’s better here, trust me. I’ll take whatever break I can, and make the best of it.” 
 
    “And, what does your mother think about it?” 
 
    “You think she gets a say?” said Chrissie Heaton, with a frown. “Her opinion doesn’t count. It never did. And with due respect, neither does yours. What we do here isn’t illegal, you know.” 
 
    “No one said it is, Chrissie. It’s about how you value yourself.” 
 
    “Yeah, well I value myself more than the gym ever did.” 
 
    A gripe about the wages, or something more, she wasn’t sure. But Palmer felt herself being dragged into a dead-end street. Arguing with Chrissie Heaton was going to get her nowhere and Hogarth had made it plain he needed something soon.  
 
    “When you walked away, I was asking you about Aimee Gillen,” said Palmer.  
 
    “We already went over that, didn’t we?” said Heaton. Her eyes turned evasive as she spoke. “I liked Aimee. We were friends. But she’s gone. End of story. What else is there to say?” 
 
    “We need to find out how and why she died. That’s crucial.” 
 
    “Is it?” said Chrissie.  
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Because most people around here act like they don’t give a shit about her. Aimee Gillen was getting flushed away and no one gave a damn. I don’t know why I’m so surprised. People are always flushing women away like that. We’re disposable, aren’t we?” 
 
    “They say things are changing,” said Palmer, though she didn’t buy it herself. But she carried on regardless. “There’s the equal pay row, and that MeToo business in the States.” 
 
    The look on Chrissie Heaton’s face said she didn’t buy it either. 
 
    Those haunted eyes caught her. And there was something in the way the girl spoke those words. A history maybe. Or maybe her politics was coming through. Maybe both. But Palmer couldn’t press too hard too soon or she would risk losing the girl altogether. She left the background feeling aside for a moment and returned to the same blunt questions she had used before.  
 
    “I need to talk about Aimee Gillen, Chrissie,” said Palmer. “Do you know how she died?” 
 
    “Drugs… isn’t that what you think?” 
 
    “But I asked you, Chrissie. What do you think?” 
 
    Chrissie Heaton sighed.  
 
    “Okay… Aimee was hurting big-style, that’s what I think. I also know she was the kind of person who wouldn’t take no for an answer If you told Aimee not to headbutt a wall, she’d do it all the more. She was the type of woman who wouldn’t stop picking at a scab, even if it she knew it was going to get infected.” 
 
    “That’s a vivid description, Chrissie. Sounds like you knew her well. And what was the scab she couldn’t leave alone?” 
 
    “Come on,” said Chrissie, with more than a hint of bluster. The girl looked away from Palmer’s eyes again. “You must have seen she was the type. The coke. The drugs. She wouldn’t stop, would she? Even when it was ruining her career and the rest of her life, she just wouldn’t stop.” 
 
    The girl was hiding something. She had said too much and now she was in retreat. Palmer didn’t chase. She encircled the girl with another question.  
 
    “A career? Is that how you see this place? As providing a career?” 
 
    “Maybe. If I play my cards right. I could even end up as big a star as Annabelle Marks.” 
 
    “Really? As big as that?” said Palmer, barely hiding her sarcasm.  
 
    Chrissie Heaton picked it up and replied in kind. “Yeah. As big as that…” 
 
    “How many of these movies have you been in so far?” 
 
    “Two. But I’m booked in for another one. A much bigger role, too. Harry says he wants to interview me for that one first. Just to make sure I can handle the pressure.” 
 
    “Harry King wants to interview you? One on one? Oh please, Chrissie, I think you’re smarter than that.” 
 
    “And so what if I am?! I know how the world works, right? If I’ve worked anything out by now, it’s that. I know what I have to do if I’m going to get what I want.” 
 
    Palmer stopped herself from launching into a rant. Instead she swallowed her moral words and nodded. She couldn’t play mother to Chrissie Heaton. She had to play the cop. A very, very different role. 
 
    “Okay, you’re old enough to make up your own mind.” 
 
    “Too right, I am. I’m eighteen. I’ve seen more than most already.” 
 
    Palmer paused to let the girl have a moment to feel victorious.  
 
    “Tell me more about Aimee Gillen,” said Palmer. 
 
    “What else is there to say?” said Chrissie. But Palmer saw the sheepish look in her eyes for the third time. Again, the girl looked away.  
 
    “Chrissie. I am not your enemy. I am here because we have to work out whether Aimee was murdered or not, and if she was, we’re going to find her killer.” 
 
    “Why would anyone think she was murdered? That’s just stupid. She was a junkie. She had a ton of problems.” 
 
    Palmer narrowed her eyes. She caught sight of something there. A glimmer of something awkward, painful and true. What was it?  
 
    “If you know something Chrissie – no matter how small – then, you’ve got to tell me. If you are withholding any information, that would be a very serious matter.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous. You’re too suspicious, you coppers.” 
 
    “I mean it, Chrissie. I think you’re withholding something. And if you are, I won’t hesitate to arrest you.” 
 
    “On what grounds?” 
 
    Palmer shook her head as she racked her brains for an appropriate sounding charge. “Obstruction of justice,” she said quickly. The girl seemed perturbed. She picked a lock of hair from her face and looked down at her feet.  
 
    “I am going to have to ask you a personal question, Chrissie,” said Palmer. “You might wonder why I am asking this, but I’m asking only because it could prove relevant to the case.” 
 
    Chrissie looked up at her with wide eyes. She looked afraid. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “How close were you and Aimee Gillen?” 
 
    “What do you mean, close?” 
 
    Palmer blinked. 
 
    “Were you in a relationship?” 
 
    “Eh? You mean…? What? Do I look like a bloomin’ lesbian…” But Palmer tried to read her. Palmer saw the girl’s mind whirring, her eyes busy, but what was she thinking? It was as if she’d remembered something. Chrissie Heaton looked back at her, this time full in the eye. It was a look of defiance. A challenge. 
 
    “But you were close.”  
 
    “It didn’t stop Aimee hassling me, did it? She was always on at me for this or that.” 
 
    Palmer frowned. “About what?” 
 
    “What do you think. Aimee was lonely. I didn’t realise how lonely until she started trying it on. I thought we were friends, but after a few lines and a couple of drinks, she made a pass at me. She wanted to get me into bed with her. I never knew she was like that… I mean, she seemed as straight as anyone else here. I told her to leave me alone, but… she wouldn’t listen.” 
 
    “Aimee Gillen put pressure on you for sex?” 
 
    “Yeah… if you want to call it that…” said the girl. Her voice trailed away again. Her face clouded with something. Palmer couldn’t make sense of the girl at all. She probably needed counselling, therapy, or something.  
 
    “And you spurned those advances?” 
 
    “What?” said Chrissie, snapping out of it. 
 
    “You declined? You told her you didn’t want to sleep with her.” 
 
    “Of course I did!” 
 
    “And how did that go?” 
 
    “It didn’t go well, obviously.” 
 
    “Did you argue?” 
 
    “Sometimes.” 
 
    The girl’s demeanour confused her. Palmer sensed lies and obfuscation – but how much was nerves or fear of authority? Even so, Palmer still sensed she was getting closer to the truth.  
 
    “Chrissie… this is very important. Think hard and tell me the truth. Where were you on the night Aimee Gillen died?” 
 
    The girl looked at her and blinked.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Just answer the question, please, Chrissie. And tell me the truth.” 
 
    Palmer waited.  
 
    “Chrissie, do you have an alibi for Sunday night between the hours of ten pm and seven am Monday morning.” 
 
    The girl nodded. “I suppose I do.” 
 
    “And what is that, please.” 
 
    “Aimee was freaking me out, wasn’t she? That night she was pushing me, more than she’d pushed me ever before. Aimee almost begged me to do it. I ran out and left her. And I had to confide in someone, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Chrissie. I’m asking you about your whereabouts on Sunday night.” 
 
    “And I’m telling you. The MD lady, Lana Aubrey. Lana Aubrey had been through the system and I heard she knew the game inside out, so I went to see her. I’d already told her about it once before but it was really bad this time. I was afraid. I didn’t know who else to turn to…” Palmer tried to decode the truth from the girl’s eyes. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I spent the night with Lana Aubrey – and before you ask, no, definitely not like that – Lana Aubrey has an apartment here. I was scared, so I stayed there. I slept on the sofa. Lana said no one would bother me there…” 
 
    “Lana Aubrey? You stayed there on Sunday night?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Chrissie. 
 
    “And she knew about your problems with Aimee Gillen?” said Palmer.  
 
    The girl nodded. A fresh question bloomed in Palmer’s mind. Hogarth would have spotted it too. If Lana Aubrey knew about Aimee hassling the new girl for sex, then why didn’t she tell them before…?  
 
    “Thank you, Chrissie. That’s very useful information.” 
 
    The girl nodded, but looked fraught. Palmer stood up and moved for the door. 
 
    “I might need to speak to you again, Chrissie.  
 
    “If you must,” said Chrissie. “Just next time, please be less obvious.” 
 
    But Palmer didn’t make any promises. 
 
    The only thing one hundred per cent true about Chrissie Heaton was the fear Palmer had seen in her eyes.  
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    Hogarth and Palmer tracked Lana Aubrey down to her own office, which was a scaled down version of the same bland magnolia affair Harry King used for himself. The door was ajar. Aubrey was busy making a call on the landline when her eyes connected with Hogarth and she beckoned him inside. Hogarth saw her mobile phone laid nearby. It was always at hand. Aubrey was like a bloody one-woman telephone exchange. Hogarth noticed that her Chanel glasses were firmly in place. As Aubrey spoke on the phone, Hogarth planted his hands in his pockets and moseyed around the edge of the room. He saw photographs taken from the deck of a white yacht sitting on silver-blue waters, as well as pictures from late night parties, including one back from Miss Aubrey’s heyday. The younger, ultra-pouting Lana Aubrey stood side by side with a younger, sparkle-eyed Harry King, their arms around each other’s shoulders. At some time, probably more than once, Aubrey must have probably done the deed with Harry King. But surely, she wouldn’t have slept with a nasty little sprite like him for pleasure. And here she was. This girl was all business. He wondered where the real Lana Aubrey started – and even if that was her real name.  
 
    “You’re joking!” she said down the phone. “That’s far too much.” 
 
    He saw a more recent image of the woman leaning against a top of the range Mercedes convertible. It was metallic navy blue, and the shape suggested it was the sportier model. Hogarth was no car expert, but any joker could tell that the motor was worth a fortune. And it looked new. Maybe she took it for a test drive. Or it was Harry King’s car. This was Southend, not Hollywood. Surely the middle manager of a local film studio couldn’t afford a new Merc like that. Hogarth wondered if Aubrey had paid for the car by other means. No matter how she got it, Lana Aubrey was proud enough to have a photo of herself and the car on her office wall. Like a trophy. 
 
    “Stop right there,” said Aubrey. Hogarth turned and saw she was still on the phone. “We used to get better rental rates from our old supplier. If you’re serious about wanting to keep our business, you’d better start offering a discount… no way Put the order on hold. We’ll wait to hear from you.” 
 
    Lana Aubrey hung up without a goodbye as Hogarth’s eyes trailed across another picture. The fleshy colours caught his eye. By now he should have known what to expect from the place. It was a nude shot. A full nude. With all the photographs of holidays, cars, and good times from the past, Hogarth hadn’t expected to find a picture of Lana Aubrey’s naked body on the wall. But there she was, back in her prime, hair blowing around her like a lion’s mane, baring her very all for the camera.  
 
    Hogarth coughed loudly and snapped his head away. Lana Aubrey was looking at him with a severely arched eyebrow.  
 
    “I was at the very top of my game back then,” she said by way of explanation. “That shot was taken by Dan Roperson. A great shot, I think you’ll agree. 
 
    Hogarth struggled to find the right response. 
 
    “Roperson, the famous American photographer. That shot made it to the cover of Hotties.” 
 
    Hogarth felt the need to clear his throat again, and he avoided Palmer’s eyes. He knew Palmer was stifling a smirk. From the look of her face, Lana Aubrey was enjoying the moment too.  
 
    Hogarth paced away from the photographs and grabbed the back of one of the leather chairs facing Lana Aubrey’s desk. 
 
    “May I?” 
 
    Aubrey’s mobile phone buzzed again.  
 
    “Sorry. I should have put it on silent.” 
 
    Hogarth didn’t say so, but he was tempted to throw the bloody thing through the window. “Silent would be good,” said Hogarth. The woman read a text message before she thumbed the screen to blank and returned the phone to the desk.  
 
    “Okay,” said Aubrey, leaning away from her desk. “I’m all ears. You’ve got my attention. So how can I help?” 
 
    “By now, we’ve spoken to quite a few of your staff,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Including Chrissie Heaton,” said Aubrey. 
 
    “You know about that?” said Palmer.  
 
    Aubrey smiled. “I am the boss here. Word gets around.” 
 
    Palmer wasn’t pleased. She took a seat beside Hogarth, her backside creaking down into the leather.  
 
    “DS Palmer here has learned that Aimee Gillen was putting pressure on Chrissie Heaton. The girl says Aimee was hassling her for sex. That puts something of a new complexion on things. We had believed Aimee Gillen took Chrissie under her wing as the new girl here. That she was looking after her, because Aimee was the one who knew the ropes. The kindly mother figure and all that.” 
 
    “Yes, and I’m sure that was part of it,” said Lana. “Aimee could be very caring.” 
 
    “But Chrissie says Aimee wanted much more than that. Did you know about the situation? Yes or no, Miss Aubrey?” 
 
    “I knew Aimee had taken Chrissie under her wing, yes. I knew they spent time together, especially when Chrissie first arrived here with us. But then I saw her looking troubled recently, I asked her what was going on and she broke down and told me everything. When I heard, I was appalled.” 
 
    “Appalled?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Yes. I had never known Aimee to do anything like that in all her time here. And I don’t care what the actors are into sexually, so long as they do their thing on their own time and it doesn’t hurt anyone. But Aimee? That was a new one on me. Aimee had always been straight-laced, – aside from the drugs – and we respected her for it. But pressuring Chrissie into sleeping with her because she’d lost it, because she was lonely – taking advantage of a new girl like that…? That shows how desperate Aimee had become. That was beyond the pale.” 
 
    “And did you bother to do anything about it?” said Hogarth.  
 
    Lana Aubrey sat up in her seat. “Of course I did. I went to see Aimee right away.” 
 
    “When?” said Palmer.  
 
    “Last week. The first time I heard. Five or six days before Aimee died. No matter what state she was in, that really wasn’t on and I told her so. I warned her to leave Chrissie alone.” 
 
    “And how did she take it?” 
 
    “She didn’t like it, but I said my piece and went.” 
 
    “Miss Aubrey, don’t you think that a warning like that, about her personal conduct, could have had a very profound impact on her stability?” 
 
    “Maybe. But I have a duty of care towards Chrissie?” 
 
    “And what about your duty of care towards Aimee Gillen? What if your ticking off tipped her over the edge?” 
 
    Lana Aubrey stiffened and looked lost for words. Her voice turned quiet. 
 
    “I had a duty towards both, and I did my best.” 
 
    “I’m sure. But you didn’t tell us any of this before when you had the chance, did you?” said Hogarth, with a glint in his eye. “That bothers me. Why didn’t you tell us, Miss Aubrey?” 
 
    “I was protecting them both, it’s obvious, isn’t it? Aimee had a good reputation apart from the drugs, and Chrissie didn’t need that stigma around her. Why should I have ruined Aimee’s reputation like that? She was on her way out. And Chrissie was settling in. She felt vulnerable. I offered to help.” 
 
    “Very noble of you, Miss Aubrey. So, you let her stay at your apartment here. Can you confirm that Chrissie Heaton stayed in your apartment on Sunday night?” 
 
    The woman met his eyes with resolve. 
 
    “Yes, I can.” 
 
    “Between the hours of ten pm and seven am the next morning?” 
 
    “At least that,” said Aubrey. “I can confirm that, and I’ll stand by it.” 
 
    Hogarth narrowed his eyes as they settled on the woman. 
 
    “I have to ask you this,” said Hogarth. “And apologies if you don’t like the question.” 
 
    “What?” said Aubrey. 
 
    “Don’t you think it seems a little beyond the call of duty for a woman like you – the managing director – to put the new girl on your sofa for the night. I think that’s remarkable.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting, Inspector?” 
 
    “Hold on, Miss Aubrey. I haven’t finished yet. What time did you start hosting Chrissie Heaton that night?” 
 
    “Hosting? That’s a very odd choice of word,” said Aubrey. “It sounds a little loaded, to me.” 
 
    “It’s difficult to find the right word, Miss Aubrey.” 
 
    “Nothing untoward happened between us, if that’s what you’re suggesting. This is a business. Not everything is as sordid as people imagine. Chrissie is new. She was scared. Whether I wanted to or not, I had a duty to look after her.” 
 
    “Yes…” said Hogarth. “Yes, you did. Did you see Aimee Gillen on the night of the murder, Miss Aubrey?” 
 
    “No,” she replied. Hogarth kept his eyes on her as she formulated a response. But he saw nothing. 
 
    “When did Chrissie come to you?” 
 
    “She didn’t come. Not that night. I found her. She was upset.” 
 
    “Where did you find her?” 
 
    “Near the washrooms.” 
 
    “Near the sauna…” said Hogarth. 
 
    “I said the washrooms, Inspector. She was upset.” 
 
    “Same difference, Miss Aubrey. And what time was this?” 
 
    “Just before ten, like you said.” 
 
    “You were down by the washrooms, at ten pm.” 
 
    “I sometimes do a little check down there. This isn’t my business per se, but it feels like it. I’ve been here too long not to have become attached.” 
 
    Hogarth stroked his chin.  
 
    “I was young in this business once. I know the mistakes they make. I like to keep an eye on some of them. But I really didn’t know about Chrissie and Aimee until a few days before that.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded.  
 
    “Fine. So, you saw Chrissie. Did you see anyone else down there?” 
 
    Lana Aubrey shrugged and shook her head. “Oh no, wait. I did see someone. I saw young Marvin, the runner.” 
 
    “Marvin?” said Hogarth, frowning. “Then he was working late.” 
 
    Aubrey smiled. “He’s a runner, and he loves working here. He always works late.” 
 
    Hogarth paused.  
 
    “What time did you see him?” 
 
    “When I found Chrissie. About ten.” 
 
    Hogarth’s eyes turned inwards. He recalled his brief interview with the awkward lad by the sauna. He blinked and looked at Palmer. She caught Hogarth’s look, but not his meaning. Lana Aubrey caught it too. 
 
    “What is it?” she said.  
 
    Hogarth shook his head. “I’m thinking it over, that’s all.” But his mind was racing. He pushed on. “Aimee Gillen was also seen talking with at least one of the other girls from the gym next door.” 
 
    “Was she?” said Aubrey, shaking her head with a frown. “I don’t know about that. This is a very busy place. People bump into each other. They talk.” 
 
    “But Chrissie came across from the X-L gym, didn’t she? She worked there before she worked here.” 
 
    Aubrey shrugged. “I believe so. I think Harry must have noticed her looks and offered her a chance.” 
 
    “Very noble of him, recognising the girl’s talents from afar and offering her a big break…” 
 
    Lana Aubrey pasted a smile over a barely hidden scowl. 
 
    “I don’t know the details of how she came to us. But I’m glad she did. She could be a star one day.” 
 
    “Like you were, eh, Miss Aubrey? Now I want to focus on the detail about Aimee and Chrissie and this other girl. Who knows, there could have been others. We need to know if there were.” 
 
    “I doubt that very much,” said Aubrey. “Aimee was having a crisis. She reached out to the wrong person. She wasn’t a monster, Inspector.” 
 
    “Then you don’t think Aimee was making a habit of ingratiating herself with the young female staff at the gym next door?” 
 
    “I can’t speak about that for certain, but I doubt it. I don’t know. But you already know how she was with Chrissie. You’ll have to draw your own conclusions.” 
 
    “But I’d rather you tell me. Do you know if Aimee was seen with other staff from that gym?” 
 
    “No. She wasn’t.” 
 
    “Did you see her with anyone from next door. Anyone at all.?” 
 
    “I just told you. No,” said Aubrey. “Like I said, that idea sounds a little extreme.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Hogarth, changing tack.  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re getting at, Inspector.” 
 
    “We are beginning to learn more about Aimee Gillen than we knew before. We see she was a mixed up, messed up woman. Drug addled. A woman in distress. But we also have a woman who was preying on other young women here. It’s an odd situation, it really is. I’m looking for how it fits together, Miss Aubrey.” 
 
    “People aren’t always who you think they are,” said Lana Aubrey. “Aimee had changed. That’s all I know. Maybe she lost the balance of her mind.” 
 
    “Maybe. And maybe she knew exactly what she was doing. But somehow along the line it went wrong.” 
 
    “What do you mean? We’ve done everything we could by Aimee. Harry told you that himself.” 
 
    “I meant Aimee could have brought this on herself…” said Hogarth. He studied Lana Aubrey closely. “Isn’t that what you think, Miss Aubrey? That maybe she pushed one of these girls too far. And then it went horribly wrong.” 
 
    He watched the woman as she frowned and dabbed a finger at her desk.  
 
    “I suppose it could… could have happened that way. But I really don’t know if it did.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded as he watched her and let out a long deep sigh. He offered the woman a smile, but there was no mirth in it.  
 
    “But if you are suggesting that either Chrissie or one of the girls from that gym killed Aimee Gillen, then I think you’re very, very much mistaken.” 
 
    “And why would that be?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Because it can’t be, can it?” said Aubrey. 
 
    “But it might, eh? Like you said, near enough. We don’t ever really know people. Not until we see what they do. I hope you’re not protecting Chrissie Heaton, Miss Aubrey.” 
 
    “Now, you’re not just mistaken, you’re being offensive.” 
 
    “Oh dear. I have a habit of doing that. Sorry. But if you do think of anything else, you’ll be sure to pass it on, won’t you?” 
 
    Lana Aubrey nodded and gave them a thin smile. 
 
    A glint of silver on Aubrey’s desk flashed and caught Hogarth’s eyes. He glanced and saw a silver stud embedded on a black key fob. There was a Mercedes logo embossed on the plastic.  
 
    “Nice car by the way, Miss Aubrey.” 
 
    The woman raised an eyebrow. “Thank you,” she said after a moment. “I worked hard for that. Hard work is the key to all success. I think poor Aimee lost that ethic somewhere along the way.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Hogarth. He nodded and turned for the door. “That’s the trouble with ethics. People are always losing them.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Simmons had been back on the job for all of three days, and so far Hogarth had done little beyond give him the tedious task of chasing the Go3 Network for the RIPA request information from Aimee Gillen’s phone. Whenever Hogarth got near anything juicy he’d been left out in the cold. It wasn’t as if he was some sort of perv! He supposed Hogarth could have been protecting him on his first week back or simply winding him up. With Hogarth’s spiky tendencies, Simmons couldn’t be sure. But either way, Simmons had taken enough. Melford was clearly unhappy with the DI too, which gave Simmons enough self-justification to take some matters into his own hands. He hadn’t come back to the job to stand around in corridors– at least not without some purpose. And as far as Simmons saw it, Hogarth had dropped the ball on this one. Marvin the runner, seemed shifty. He knew the guv had seen it, but so far had let it go. Marvin was also young enough to make serious mistakes. Add to that his round-the-clock work pattern, and it had Simmons wondering about the possibilities. And it was those possibilities which had Simmons tracking Marvin around the lower corridors of the studio, like a cop with a purpose. His current purpose was not to let Marvin see he was being followed. And in the meantime, following Marvin offered him ample opportunities to get a close look at the ladies who worked for Harry King. The studio was another world, and he was dumbstruck by it. Half shock, half fascination.  
 
    Simmons walked through the lower corridor towards the showers and the washrooms, his mind already spinning at what might go on in those areas after hours. His imagination furnished the showers with so many possibilities his heart rate picked up whenever he passed them. Marvin was through another set of doors beyond the showers. Simmons paused in the first corridor before the washrooms, watching. Simmons had assumed the furthest door beyond the washrooms had been a service area, but it seemed he was wrong. As Simmons stepped out onto the plastic mats which covered some of the wet tiles, a group of three girls walked out of the washrooms. They were casually dressed in the standard hoodie tops, jeans, or jogging bottoms. And like all the rest, they were well made-up, their hair all nicely done. They looked good. Simmons blinked at them, feeling as transparent as could be. They looked too good. In this industry he supposed it mattered. Most of the girls he saw on the high street didn’t seem to give a rat’s backside about their appearance, but not this lot. Simmons nodded at them and couldn’t help smiling as they passed by. The girls stopped their chatter and looked at him one-by-one as they passed him by. 
 
    “Hi,” he said, feeling like a clueless numpty. When it came to good looking girls, no matter their pedigree or class, Simmons simply didn’t have a thing to say. And it wasn’t as if he could chat any of these ones up. He was on duty. And going out with a soft porn star? What would his mother say about that? Simmons grimaced at the thought. But what would his mates say? That was a much better prospect.  
 
    As they filed away, he heard their chatter start again as the door closed behind them.  
 
    “He’s one of those bloody coppers,” said one.  
 
    “He was giving you the eye, Tracy…” 
 
    Simmons blushed. This job was bad for his sex life. At this rate he’d be lucky if he ended up with a stony-faced WPC for a wife. But beggars couldn’t be choosers. 
 
    Simmons reached the blank door where Marvin the runner had disappeared. He carefully pulled it open, and saw lines of narrow apartment doors running along either side. They were far less well spaced than the others he’d seen, so the rooms had to be bloody poky. He heard music and chatter coming from behind some of the doors. They were the staff either between shifts or waiting to start work. This end of the business looked far from grand.  
 
    Simmons kept the door pushed close to the jamb, allowing himself a glimpse of Marvin’s back as he reached the doors where the corridor ended at the back wall. The runner stopped and knocked on the last door and waited. Simmons listened to him whistling as female laughter broke out from behind another door. It was soon clear the door wasn’t going to be opened. Marvin stepped to the right and knocked on the door beside it. He got the same result. No answer. Simmons watched as he knocked again. Why bother with that, Simmons wondered. But Marvin waited. Then Simmons saw him looking around. Simmons’s brow dropped low over his eyes. He watched the young man pull a set of keys from his pocket and he inserted a key in the furthest door. Marvin opened the door carefully.  
 
    “Eh?” whispered Simmons.  
 
    The young man ducked inside and shut the door behind him. No more than thirty seconds later, he reappeared in the corridor, glancing in all directions. Marvin shut the door behind him and started on the next door along – the other one he’d knocked on before. He opened it up and repeated the whole process. When Marvin re-emerged, a peal of laughter behind a closed door jerked him upright. Simmons watched him recover as he realised there was no threat of being found out. They were having too much fun for it to be good. Simmons caught a hint of pungent skunk weed on the air. 
 
    Marvin closed the door and started marching back down the corridor towards Simmons. Simmons reeled away from the door. He looked around. He had to stay out of sight, and somehow place himself behind the runner once again. He heard a male voice singing in the men’s washrooms, and the sauna hut was still strictly off limits until Hogarth or Dickens gave the all clear. Simmons eyed the bright white doorway of the female washrooms. He moved without a second thought. He jumped into the doorway and pressed himself close to the tiles at the edge. Marvin stormed past him, looking pleased with himself, whistling a tune Simmons half-recognised from the radio. 
 
    Simmons eyes raked over the young man for clues as to what he had been doing. He had no swag bag. No obvious booty. Nothing. So had Marvin had been thieving for cash? Runners didn’t get paid well in the mainstream film industry – and in a parochial soft porn market, Simmons guessed the kid was barely on the minimum wage. Simmons got ready to move after Marvin when the door to the main corridor opened again. He was forced to hold back. But it wasn’t Marvin. A couple of young women appeared, talking excitedly about something. Simmons shut his eyes tight, grimaced and swallowed. Unless he moved out of the female washroom it was only going to get worse. He stepped out into the common area. The two young women stopped walking and fell silent as they met his eyes.  
 
    “Uh,” said Simmons. 
 
    One girl put her hands on her hips and took on a moody air. She looked ready to tear a strip off him. Simmons side-stepped them like a crab and grabbed the door to follow Marvin.  
 
    “It’s okay,” he said. “I’m with the police.” But it was too late. By now both girls were shaking their heads.  
 
    Simmons gritted his teeth and moved fast. The door at the other end of the corridor was shutting, and he didn’t want to lose Marvin. Not after suffering another humiliation. If that little sprat really was up to no good, he was going to pay. And if it was connected to Hogarth’s supposed murder case, so much the better.  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    With his phone pressed to his ear, Hogarth paced around the reception area and the corridors which broke away from the main stairwell. He looked through the porthole windows, and out through the reception towards the gym.  
 
    “He’s still not answering,” said Hogarth. “Didn’t he tell you where he was going?” 
 
    Palmer shook her head. “But he’s not here, is he?” 
 
    “Well we can’t stand around here waiting all day. Melford’s given me a deadline, and I intend to beat it. Simmons will have to make his own way back to the nick.” 
 
    Hogarth strode out of the building, Palmer lingered inside a few more seconds. But Simmons didn’t appear. Palmer typed a quick text explanation of their departure and walked out into the cold day.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Simmons caught up with Marvin at the studio reception. The young man walked briskly out into the lobby and waved at the bubble-gum blonde behind the desk.  
 
    “See you soon, Gina.” 
 
    “Okay, Marv.” 
 
    Simmons waited long enough to prevent being too obvious, then he pushed through the door. The receptionist looked up at him, but he ignored her, and rushed out into the car park. He stopped his rushing when he reached the outside. He watched Marvin skip down the steps towards a bank of parked cars. Marvin opened the door of a battered old burgundy VW Golf, and jumped inside. Simmons pulled his mobile phone and looked around for Hogarth’s car. But it was gone. Simmons watched the burgundy Golf reverse out of its space and make a one-eighty degree turn before it pulled away towards the industrial exit lane. Simmons’ jaw dropped open. He stared at the empty space where Hogarth’s car had been and swore out loud Then looked down at his phone screen and saw he had missed a text.  
 
    Where did you go? Gone back to the station now. We tried to call you.  
 
    As Simmons read the text, his phone suddenly received a string of missed call messages. He’d missed the calls because he’d been deep down in the bunker-basement of the X-L building. But that didn’t matter now. He had found a lead, and now he had lost it. Simmons looked up at the overcast sky and issued a few more swear words through gritted teeth.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventeen 
 
      
 
    When Hogarth finally returned to the CID room Palmer looked up to read the runes in the lines on his face. The DI had been gone long enough that Palmer had started to wonder if he’d been sucked back into a DCI Melford black hole. But Palmer saw that Hogarth’s haggard face looked about as calm as it ever did. He walked in and tossed her a round roll in a greasy white paper bag.  
 
    “There you go, Palmer. Don’t say I don’t get you anything. One of Rosie’s canteen specials. Ham and egg. If you close your eyes and hold your nose it might even taste like ham and egg.” 
 
    “Cheers, guv.” 
 
    Palmer unwrapped the paper and looked at the soft brown roll. True. It didn’t look as dry as some of the usual variety. 
 
    “So, laughing boy’s not back then?” 
 
    Palmer bit into the roll and shook her head. Hogarth took a big bite but kept right on talking. “Do you think he’s alright?” 
 
    Palmer nodded and waited until she had swallowed. “Yeah. He’ll get a cab.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant. I meant back on the job. He seems a bit jittery to me, Palmer.” 
 
    “Give him time, guv. It’s early days. He has every right not to feel himself yet.” 
 
    “I think he likes it there, don’t you?” 
 
    “What?” said Palmer.  
 
    “I don’t think he’s got a girlfriend on the go, has he?” said Hogarth, risking a mischievous grin. 
 
    “Maybe he’s asked Harry King if he can be in the next picture.” 
 
    Palmer shook her head. Hogarth’s face changed and he walked to his desk. He bit the roll as he pulled the old flipchart board from its place leaning against the wall, turned it round and kicked its long metal legs into place. Hogarth dumped his roll on the desk and picked up a thick black marker. He started writing.  
 
    “So, what have we got?” he said.  
 
    He wrote in big capital letters. Bolshie Hogarth letters.  
 
    UNUSED LINE OF COKE 
 
    NO SEDATIVE IN BODY – UNCONSCIOUS? 
 
    CRACKED TILE – GLASS PARTICLE 
 
    WINE GLASS AND WATER 
 
    TRYING IT ON WITH CHRISSIE HEATON ETC 
 
    “Lana Aubrey gave us something else. Did you catch it, Palmer?” 
 
    Palmer recalled Hogarth transfixed at Aubrey’s naked photograph and suppressed a smile.  
 
    “I don’t think so, guv.” 
 
    “Marvin, the runner. The lad dropped a clanger there. The lad told me he worked until 9pm on Sunday night but Lana Aubrey said she saw him at ten. We need those timings looked at. Until we do, it’s another possible lead. It goes on the list.” 
 
    Hogarth scribbled a new note at the bottom of the list: 
 
     MARVIN LEAVES 9 OR 10? 
 
    He stared at it and looked at Palmer.  
 
    “What do you make of it?” 
 
    “It could be a mistake. One of them is wrong,” said Palmer. 
 
    “Or Marvin lied,” said Hogarth. “It could be important. Am I missing anything else?” 
 
    “Dickens and Marris. Did they give you anything new?” said Palmer. 
 
    Hogarth shook his head. “I tried just now. Dickens says the fluid on the tile contained some sugar, like a lot of booze does, but the alcohol content had evaporated. It was a clear liquid, so it could have been vodka. Marris can’t prove it yet. But no, we haven’t got a lot else there. Marris says the thickness of the glass particle suggests it probably was the bottom of a booze bottle too – fragmented upon impact. That’ll be the thing that cracked the tile. But there are no prints and we don’t know for sure what it was.” 
 
    Hogarth looked at Palmer’s uncertain face. “Hey. It’s another detail, Palmer. If we can get a handle on this investigation, these things will add up sooner or later.” 
 
    Palmer didn’t think much of it. Nor about the coke. But rather than make an issue of it, she took another big bite from her ham and cheese roll. 
 
    “For me, these two aspects are crucial,” said Hogarth. “The runner was there later than he said, too. That’s important.” 
 
    He underlined the line of cocaine, the lack of sedative and the last note of Marvin.  
 
    “The empty wine glass and the broken tile will come in somewhere, but the rest matters more right now.” 
 
    He looked at Palmer but she was busily inspecting the contents of her roll.  
 
    “Come on. Unless there was some skulduggery, these aspects don’t make sense,” said Hogarth. “And a death should be simple. It either makes sense or it doesn’t. Aimee Gillen was wired, but died unconscious. She was a cokehead who left a line untouched. And who broke that tile with a booze bottle? Aimee Gillen wasn’t drunk! That doesn’t make sense. And nor does this.” 
 
    Palmer looked up.  
 
    “Aimee Gillen was all but out of Harry King Studios, so think. More than a few people we’ve spoken to think she’d been arguing with her boyfriend. But when she’s all but out on her ear, she suddenly starts cracking on to every young girl in sight – but we’ve no evidence that she’d ever done so before. It’s as if Gillen had gone on heat. That doesn’t make sense either. We’ve got to square these circles, as soon as possible. Marvin should be an easier matter. He was there or he wasn’t.” 
 
    “Aimee Gillen was falling apart, guv. With Chrissie Heaton, Gillen could have been reaching out for companionship with another vulnerable person or simply to distract herself. Those rows with a boyfriend on the phone. Aimee Gillen might just have just been lonely.” 
 
    “No, Palmer,” said Hogarth. “The way Lana Aubrey reacted in her office made it sound like she was working hard not to make Aimee Gillen sound bad. Like she was trying to protect the woman’s reputation. Which suggests they think that Aimee Gillen could have been a sexual predator and Aubrey was just trying to airbrush it. I’m not sure I buy that, what about you?”  
 
    Palmer shook her head. It was true. Aimee Gillen had been all washed up, but the woman seemed intent on going down in a blizzard of cocaine rather than any other way. Hogarth was right. It didn’t make sense. So, Palmer tried to come at it from another angle. 
 
    “But in another way, it stacks up. Lana Aubrey backed up Chrissie Heaton’s story. The girl stayed with her that night.” 
 
    “And that also doesn’t feel right. Why not?” said Hogarth as he scratched his chin and stared at the flipchart. “Do you think we could be looking at some kind of love triangle scenario here – a crime of passion – with Lana Aubrey involved?” 
 
    Hogarth rubbed his chin again and shook his head.  
 
    He turned to face Palmer and pointed at her.  
 
    “Aubrey and Heaton had been speaking to each other. She knew Heaton’s story and Aubrey backed it up. What Aubrey said mirrored what Heaton told you.” 
 
    “Yes. Granted. But Aubrey is overworked and paranoid. They’re in the porn business and they think we’re trying to close them down.” 
 
    “Overworked. Her mobile phone is overworked, and her credit card is too. She wears Chanel glasses she doesn’t need and drives a Merc most MDs couldn’t afford.” said Hogarth. “I couldn’t care less about their grubby little business, so long as it keeps pervs off the streets locked up in their seedy little pits. Right now, I only care about this.” Hogarth flicked the flipchart. “It’s a conundrum, Palmer. The whole bloody thing. We need something to break it open. Where is Simmons? I could do with his RIPA report ASAP.”  
 
    Hogarth idly tapped the flipchart notes with his finger. Palmer saw his tapping finger still seemed focused on the cocaine and the missing sedative. Palmer discreetly shook her head. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Hogarth crept into his own house at 9pm. He laid the car keys down on the side and was busy planning excuses for his lateness when he stumbled over a pair of Ali’s canvas pumps and stubbed his toe on the skirting board. He cried out in pain. 
 
    “Joe. Is that you?” 
 
    He grabbed his foot and smiled as the living room door opened. There was Ali, looking out on him from the glow of the living room. She’d done something with her hair. It was all swept and silky and sculpted. And if Hogarth didn’t know better, he would have guessed that her face had been lightly made-up. Next he noticed her sleeveless top – a black vest that emphasised her curves. His throat tightened and he swallowed. A bag of mixed feelings, postponed bad words, and awkward misgivings hit him low in the stomach. But her beauty was sufficiently compelling to quieten him.  
 
    He slid off his jacket and tossed it onto the bannister. Hogarth’s misgivings – so raw the whole time he was at work, seemed to evaporate. But they were still there – like a faint trace of gas in the air. But looking at her smile made the negatives seem like a warped fantasy.  
 
    “I thought you’d be home before now, Joe,” she said.  
 
    “Yeah. Sorry. This latest case looks to be another murder. I’ve got a job on convincing my team and my superiors, but I know I’m right.” 
 
    Ali leaned in the doorway and pressed herself to the frame. Hogarth’s eyes read the curves of her body. The single malt from the Old Naval Club wasn’t helping him think straight.  
 
    “You’ve been drinking whisky,” said Ali, grinning. “I can smell it on you.” 
 
    Hogarth took a moment to order his thoughts. If Norton was right – if that business card was real and Ali had lied, then he needed to keep the upper ground. So Hogarth gave her a half-truth to hold her off. “It’s a hard case, Ali. Sometimes I need to oil the wheels in the team, to keep morale high. I took them for a drink.” His excuse sounded inadequate, so he elaborated. “My injured Detective Constable is back on duty. I guess I’m mollycoddling him.”  
 
    That was an outright lie. Hogarth never mollycoddled anyone. But he soothed himself that this lie wasn’t as bad as the ones Norton had told him. Hogarth felt the old business card in his wallet. It was hiding, slid between the business cards of a couple of old contacts from the Met.  
 
    “You really are a rounder, aren’t you, Joe?” said Ali with a smile. Her red lips made her teeth look ultra-white. Damn. She looked delicious.  
 
    “What do you mean?” he said, scratching the back of his neck.  
 
    “You have a nose for the truth, you tell it like it is. They don’t support you, yet you look after the people around you. And you look after me. I’ve made you a dinner. You are hungry, aren’t you?” 
 
    Her eyes sparkled at him. His mouth twitched with a hint of a dopey teenager’s smile. “Yeah. Always.” 
 
    “Beef bourguignon okay?” 
 
    “Sounds great,” he said. The voice inside his head was no longer mincing its words. You feeble bastard, Joe, it said.  
 
    “Come on then, I’ll dish up.” 
 
    He walked into the living room and gazed at his own reproachful eyes in the mirror above the fireplace. Hogarth knew where this was leading and so far he wasn’t fighting it. Ali had folded out the little dining table and set up the plates alongside an open bottle of red wine. Ali walked into the kitchen while Hogarth inspected the wine label. A minute later, Ali returned with a steaming dish in each hand, with her eyes trained on his. Hogarth watched as the meat and sauce were layered on his plate, but he was absorbed by the proximity of her body near his far more than his hunger. His heart thudded in his chest. He bit his lip. He couldn’t go through with this – not in good conscience. He looked up at her, his eyes passing over her bosom and shoulders before he settled on her eyes.  
 
    “Ali… what’s all this in aid of?” 
 
    She pulled her hair from her eyes. “Isn’t it obvious?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I think we had our first row, didn’t we?” 
 
    Hogarth shrugged.  
 
    “We did, Joe. And it’s because I was being distant with you. I’m sorry. But I guess I got used to my own space. James abandoned me a long time ago and I suppose I got used to it. I took out my frustration on you. I took you for granted, and I don’t want to do that anymore.” 
 
    “Why not?” said Hogarth. Was this a confessional? Maybe Ali had read his thoughts ahead of time and was telling him that she didn’t intend to manipulate him as she had done with James Hartigan. And even if she had once been an escort – even if that were true but she was trying to tell him that part of her life was finished and done with – then maybe he could forget everything else and enjoy what they had together. Maybe. The internal struggle distracted him until she spoke again. 
 
    “Because I love you,” said Ali. Her hand trailed across his neck as she put the dish down. Hogarth looked into her eyes, searching. In his head he heard the echo of every time Ali had ever used those words on another man – on Hartigan and the men before him. But what if it wasn’t true? What if this was all the workings of a Vic Norton quick earner? He hadn’t yet proved that the business card was real had he? He looked at Ali, his mind caught in a precarious balancing act. He was on the edge of a cliff.  
 
    “Joe?” she said. “Did you hear what I said?” 
 
    Hogarth nodded. A knot of words twisted in his throat. But they were stifled and strangled. He wasn’t sure he could ever say them now. But looking at her beauty, he couldn’t help himself.  
 
    “I feel the same,” he gulped as soon as he said it.  
 
    Ali shook her head at him but smiled. She gathered him to her and pressed his head to her body. He lay his head against her chest and felt her softness and smelt her perfume. Every bad word he had thought of, every barracking word he had rehearsed for her fled from his mind. Instead, he was filled with urgent, heated want. His hands slid around her hips joining at the small of her back. Ali backed away and steered him from the table, then dropped down to sit on his lap. Her eyes fixed on his – deep, compelling, and insistent. Hogarth couldn’t discern their every meaning, but he knew one thing they were saying to him loud and clear. Hogarth didn’t fight anymore. Ali leaned towards him for a kiss and the fire inside him took over. He gathered her close, his hands kneading her shoulders, touching her smooth arms, enwrapping her, claiming her, until they were joined in a hard and passionate kiss. Soon, her fingers teased open the buttons of his shirt. His poisoned mind noted her smooth, practised movements, and wondered how many men she had seduced like this. But he still didn’t stop. He slid off her black top and gazed at the curtains to check they were firmly closed. There was a small fine line gap. Ali noticed him looking at it.  
 
    “It’s okay. No one will see us…” 
 
    Hogarth nodded and watched her lips come for him again. He tossed her vest to the floor. She reached for his hand and placed it on her chest, and the recriminations in his mind faded. He felt only the pressing need to take what was on offer and to pretend everything else didn’t exist.  
 
      
 
     The delicious smelling beef didn’t get touched for another hour, by which time Hogarth was lazy-bodied, aching and spent. The beef became a late-night meal eaten cold, side by side, as they nestled on the sofa. And it was still delicious. As Hogarth ate his cool meal, drank red wine, and enjoyed the caress of the most beautiful woman he had ever been with, he felt a deep self-loathing. The wine couldn’t erase the feeling no matter how much he drank. He remembered the business card. One way or another, the matter couldn’t be left alone. He had to know. Hogarth had an idea of how he could find out. And as ideas went, he knew it was a bad one. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Hogarth was back in the car park outside the X-L building. His hair was dishevelled, his eyes shrunken dry by red wine, whisky, and a bad night’s sleep. The fleeting looks from Simmons confirmed that he must have looked like shit, but Hogarth pretended not to notice. Hogarth sipped from an isotonic sports drink, knowing Simmons would now be sure that he was hung over. Only athletes and functioning alkies drank isotonics first thing in the morning, and no one would have ever believed Hogarth to be any kind of athlete. 
 
    “Any word on that RIPA request yet?” said Hogarth. His voice sounded unusually gruff.  
 
    “No, sorry, guv. Most of the networks play ball on these, but Go3 make you work a little bit harder. They don’t give automatic access to the info. They’ll still give it to us. They just go through the motions of protecting their customer confidentiality a bit more than the rest.” 
 
    “But the other networks are easy-going?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Yes, guv. It’s usually a cinch,” said Simmons. Simmons looked Hogarth in the eye then looked away again. Good. His hangover was at least good for something. Hogarth didn’t want Simmons pondering his question too much. He changed tack.  
 
    “Okay then. Call Go3 and get on their back. Use the words ‘murder investigation’. That should do it. That usually gets most people doing the right thing.” 
 
    “Okay, will do,” said Simmons. “Now what about Marvin?” 
 
    Palmer was standing with them, giving him the same fleeting glances. Compared to him, his subordinates looked cold eyed and fresh. Hogarth felt like he was living in slow motion. He knew he needed to keep away from Melford until he felt better. If the Long Man gave him a rollicking in this state he didn’t know what he’d do. But Hogarth hadn’t drunk enough to warrant feeling this bad. Half his problem was a rough night’s sleep, bad thoughts and bad karma. He had told the woman he loved her. Even if it was true, it had been the wrong thing to do. One way or another he had set himself up for a fall. 
 
    “Guv?” said Simmons.  
 
    Hogarth snapped back to the moment. “Yes, Marvin. You’re sure the lad was stealing from those rooms?” 
 
    “Well,” said Simmons with a shrug. “He was definitely sneaking into those rooms. And after that he took off in a hurry. If I could have followed, we’d know for sure.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded. His gaze flicked to Palmer.  
 
    “And we’ve got his inconsistency on the time he stopped work on Sunday night. The lad said he left at nine, but Lana Aubrey said she saw him at ten. I reckon Chrissie Heaton would vouch for that too.” 
 
    “Marvin lied on the time, and he’s sneaking into actors’ rooms too…” said Simmons. “He’s as dodgy as they come.” 
 
    “That’s an assumption, on both counts,” said Palmer.  
 
    Hogarth chewed his lip, Palmer had a point. But so did Simmons. “Simmons… do you think you can stay low profile and follow him again?” 
 
    “I brought my car for that express purpose, guv,” said Simmons with a smile. 
 
    Hogarth nodded. “Fine. See if he does it again and this time follow him. But do me a favour, Simmons. See if you can get someone to go with you.” 
 
    Simmons frowned. “Someone with me? But why?” 
 
    “Because you don’t know what you’ll be following him into, that’s why.” 
 
    “I really don’t need the baby-sitting treatment, guv. What happened in John Milford’s penthouse is all in the past.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. I don’t baby anyone Simmons, least of all you, so see it as me taking care of my team. Now, call and get some back up. Call PC Dawson, see if he’s free. He’s got enough muscle for the pair of you. Okay?” 
 
    Simmons nodded hesitantly. “Okay…” he said. “I’d best call him now to get ready. But I don’t need the help, honest.” 
 
    “Humour me, Simmons.” 
 
    Simmons nodded and stepped away as he put the phone to his ear.  
 
    “You are babying him, guv,” said Palmer.  
 
    “Yeah. And what’s wrong with that? I want him to be phased in, not thrown in at the deep end as shark bait. If he gets another knock too early it might knock him off course.” 
 
    Palmer nodded. “Fair enough. And what about you, guv? Are you okay?” 
 
    Hogarth saw those big, half-sad, pretty eyes again. Hogarth sighed.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m okay, Palmer.” 
 
    “Because you look a little frazzled, if I’m honest.” 
 
    “Please… let’s just focus on the case. If I can keep DCI Melford off my back for twenty-four hours, I’ll feel a hell of a lot better, believe me.” 
 
    Palmer nodded.  
 
    It was a quarter to nine. A few small, old cars started to pull into the bank of staff spaces outside the gym. Hogarth watched them idly as Palmer stood beside him, processing his remarks. One by one, as the cars parked, they emptied and a group of young women in turquoise X-L gym uniforms gathered from them, quietly chattering with their heads down as they went to start another day. As they got near the complex, Hogarth watched the front doors open before they reached it. A young woman in a hooded sweatshirt walked outside, jogged down the steps and started speaking to one of the gym girls at the back of the bunch. They slowed away from the rest.  
 
    “Is that who I think it is?” said Hogarth.  
 
    Palmer looked at them. The other gym girls waited a moment for their colleague. The girl in the sweatshirt had a hint of silver in her hair. “Yeah, that’s Chrissie Heaton alright.” 
 
    “Intriguing, wouldn’t you say?” said Hogarth.  
 
    As Hogarth spoke, Chrissie Heaton looked up, and froze under their gaze. A moment later, she carried on her conversation, before running back up the steps into the warmth and safety of Harry King Studios.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty 
 
      
 
    Simmons took one of his work files with him to the X-L building and took up position, sitting on the steps at the bottom of the main stairwell in Harry King Studios. Then he set about the task of making himself look busy. For a while, it proved a fruitful use of time. Simmons picked at some of the paperwork left over from the John Milford/Club Smart case. Most had been dealt with for him. Considerate that. But there was still a thin sheaf he needed to sign off himself. He shifted the papers with pinched fingers, as if they were soiled and might contaminate him. The sad truth was he was afraid of re-engaging with the Club Smart case too much. There was always a chance that he would relive his nightmare on the floor of John Milford’s apartment, with the deranged knifeman looming over him. He couldn’t afford to lose his head. Not at work. If Hogarth and Palmer were going to treat him with kid gloves, he had to prove them wrong. Any sense of inadequacy on his part now wasn’t going to help him at all. He shook his head and picked through the papers, setting a small pile of paperwork aside for the dustbin, but there were a few sheets he still needed to look at. He tore the out of date pile into tiny shreds and felt better for it. He was almost done tearing when the young runner passed him by, shooting between the doors of different corridors. The young man slowed and looked down at Simmons perched on the steps. 
 
    “Morning,” said Simmons, looking up. 
 
    The young man smiled – the smile wasn’t convincing – before he moved on. Marvin looked back over his shoulder then moved off into the deeper corridors of the building. When Marvin was gone, Simmons picked up his mobile and selected Dawson’s name from the contact list. PC Dawson answered his call inside of two rings. 
 
    “Found him, then?” said Dawson. 
 
    “Yeah. He just breezed past, looking as shifty as ever. I don’t think he knows I’m onto him.” 
 
    “Good. You’ll need to keep it that way.” 
 
    Simmons rolled his eyes. He didn’t like the uniforms telling him what to do. He hadn’t signed up with CID for that. 
 
    “Thanks for the tip, Dawson. I’m on it. I’ll text you a word when we’re on the way. Time to get ready. This Marvin moved double quick yesterday.” 
 
    “Not a problem, Simmons” said Dawson. “I’m always ready.” 
 
    Simmons shook his head again. 
 
      
 
    Simmons hung up and gathered his file. He folded the card file and stuffed it inside his jacket pocket along with his phone, and grabbed up the torn papers, and screwed them up in his hands. Marvin was almost an entire corridor length ahead of him, and he was still going. Simmons moved after him as fast as he could. He kept back at a distance, waiting to see if the young man would swerve up the next set of stairs towards the film studios, or whether he would keep going towards the living quarters area. The clipboard in his hand suggested he was on duty, which meant he would likely go upstairs to work. But Simmons well knew that a decent thief would use any opportunity they had to steal. Work time or not, it really didn’t matter. 
 
    Simmons watched as Marvin hesitated by the steps at the end of the next corridor. Simmons wasn’t in the mood to wait around all day for another chance to find out what Marvin was up to. Then he saw why Marvin had stopped. A blonde woman in a sporty sweatshirt had stopped at the foot of the stairs, and they were talking like old friends. Simmons watched as Marvin leaned towards her and gave the girl a peck on the cheek. The girl didn’t respond in kind, but still gave him a hug. Something about their connection was a little off. Simmons’ eyes dropped to their hands. He saw the young man’s hand slip past the woman’s as if they were going to hold hands, but they didn’t. Instead their fingers grazed passed each other then moved apart. It was a move Simmons knew well enough – it was an exchange. But an exchange of what? As he was thinking, the young blonde woman looked up over Marvin’s shoulder and saw Simmons. She stared right at him. Simmons changed his demeanour and facial expression to that of a lost, dumb cop. He smiled and waved the screwed-up papers in his hand as he approached. He watched the girl mutter something to Marvin, who turned and looked at him, blank faced. Simmons knew the drill. The girl had told Marvin to play it cool. Simmons was soon at their side, holding his prop of screwed up papers in hand.  
 
    “Where do you put the rubbish in this place?” he said, with a goofy grin.  
 
    “There’s a bin in the washrooms,” said Marvin. “For the paper towels. Why What are you throwing away.” 
 
    Simmons studied Marvin. His eyes were edgy, revealing nerves. He was making conversation, playing along, but he looked worried.  
 
    “Just some old paperwork. Nothing special.” Simmons spent an extra moment invading their space, picking up on their vibes. The girl was older than Marvin. She looked like the porn queen type, but the pinched look on her face said she was tense too. Simmons used up his moment and moved on.  
 
    “The washrooms…” said Simmons. He nodded in thanks and passed them by, knowing their eyes were on his back. He pushed out of the corridor and saw a cleaning trolley stuffed into a corner. There was a black bin bag hanging from it, covered with a flip lid. Simmons lifted the lid and dumped the papers inside, then he risked a glance back through the door down to where Marvin and the girl were still saying their goodbyes. Then Marvin turned away to move on. Simmons ducked out of the way, turning into the corridor behind him, before making an abrupt U-turn back towards them. The result was their doors opened at the same time. Marvin and Simmons faced one another. 
 
    “I got rid of it, thanks,” said Simmons.  
 
    “Good,” said Marvin.  
 
    Both men looked at each other a moment more. Simmons kept his face light and airy and walked away first. As soon as Simmons was behind the next door, he stopped, turned, and carefully started to follow. He watched Marvin stop in the first living area corridor – the one before the washrooms. As Marvin slowed, Simmons held back, and pressed himself behind the window. He peered around the edge and watched Marvin going through the same old routine. A knock at the door. A furtive glance. The keys appeared in his hands then he opened the door. Today Marvin was in and out within twenty seconds, leaving the door closed behind him the whole time. This time Simmons knew what to expect. He needed to move fast to get back into his original position. Simmons turned away and hustled down the corridor. He reached his perch at the foot of the stairwell, dropped his backside hard onto the steps and opened his card folder. Marvin opened the door and cast an eye his way, but Simmons acted busy and ignored him. But as soon as Marvin opened the next door, Simmons was on his feet. He took out his phone, called Dawson and put the phone to his ear.  
 
    “Dawson?” 
 
    “You said you were going to text,” said Dawson. 
 
    “Did I? Well, I’m calling instead. Start your engines. Our little thief has started early today.” 
 
    “I told you. I’m ready,” said Dawson.  
 
    Simmons cut the call and moved briskly, holding his file out in front of his face as if he was focused on the paperwork it contained. He passed Lana Aubrey talking with the receptionist and pushed out of the wooden double doors into the X-L building’s main reception. He watched Marvin skip down the steps and head off towards his burgundy Golf. As soon as Marvin got in, Simmons jogged down the steps towards his blue Ford as it pulled out of its space at the front of the car park. Simmons jogged along and ducked inside his car as the Golf finished turning.  
 
    “Turn the corner, Dawson. I don’t want him to clock me, or he’ll know I’m onto him.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Simmons. I know what to do,” said Dawson.  
 
    Dawson turned the car along a bay of car park spaces as the Golf shot away behind them.  
 
    “You saw it?” said Simmons. 
 
    “Of course,” said Dawson. “It’s an M reg Golf. Burgundy. Registration M132…” 
 
    “I don’t need the plate number. But do you know which car it is” 
 
    Dawson gave Simmons a vaguely irritated look.  
 
    “Just hold tight,” said Dawson. “I’m on it, trust me.” Dawson swung Simmons’ blue Ford hatchback in an abrupt U-turn then hit the gas. The little Ford bolted up the exit slip lane just as the old burgundy car moved out into the traffic, leaving a nasty black plume of exhaust fumes behind. While Dawson shifted through the gears of Simmons’ Ford Focus like he was playing Outrun 2 down the arcades, Simmons bit his lip to make sure he kept his mouth shut.  
 
      
 
    The burgundy Golf shot away down the long flat strip of Cherry Orchard Way. Its red tail lights flashed up and the exhaust made a backfire as loud as a shotgun.  
 
    “He needs that engine looked at,” said Simmons. 
 
    “He needs his licence revoked,” said Simmons. “He’s driving like a nutcase and doesn’t even know he’s being tailed.” 
 
    “You hope,” said Simmons.  
 
    The big cop looked round at Simmons. “He doesn’t know. Trust me. But where’s he going?” 
 
    They watched the car swerve left at the roundabout and disappear towards leafy Hockley.  
 
    “Hurry up Dawson, or you’re going to lose him,” said Simmons.  
 
    “Simmons, chill. Honestly, it’s fine,” said Dawson. “Look. He’s just turned off onto a 30 mile per hour road. He’ll be stuck behind some old pensioner before he even knows it.” 
 
    Simmons tutted. “That man could be our murderer.” 
 
    “If it is murder,” said Dawson. Simmons looked across until Dawson met his eye.  
 
    “The rumour mill, Simmons. It hears everything.” 
 
    “Orton, you mean?” 
 
    “He’s just one cog, but yes.” 
 
    “Just keep after that car,” said Simmons. But Simmons knew he couldn’t boss the man around. They were the same rank after all, and he knew Dawson still commanded greater respect at the station among the rank and file. Simmons put half of that down to his bulk and tattoos alone, the rest down to his reputation as the man who stood against the old corruption.  
 
    Dawson hammered the accelerator and the Ford shot left off the roundabout towards the green trees and fields on the outskirts of the middle-class Hawkwell and Hockley beyond. As they passed over a smaller, white-painted roundabout, Simmons leaned forward in his seat and squinted at the car in front. It was green. And the car in front of that was blue. He gritted his teeth and turned to Dawson.  
 
    “You’ve bloody lost him.” 
 
    “Then he took the turning at the little roundabout back there, or he pulled in at the pub. It’s okay. We’ll get him.” 
 
    Simmons’ face darkened. Dawson turned onto the driveway of a garden centre and pulled the Ford into a sharp U-turn, sending gravel spraying up past the window and spattering over the shell of the car. Before Simmons could complain, his car was soaring down the road in the opposite direction. Dawson pushed the car up to forty, then fifty miles an hour. He took the turning and the road ahead kinked with a chicane-like bend as it passed houses and other side turnings.  
 
    “You’ve lost him,” said Simmons. “Haven’t you?” 
 
    “Not yet, Simmons… hang on. That’s him there…” 
 
    He watched the car waiting at a traffic light ahead. A small burgundy Golf with smoke churning out of its exhaust. The light turned green, but instead of pushing the Golf forward, the car turned left and took a track which ran parallel with the road. The Golf disappeared. 
 
    “What now?” said Simmons.  
 
    “Hang on. I know that road. There’s a rugby club down there…” 
 
    “A rugby club?” said Simmons.  
 
    “Hold tight,” said Dawson. As soon as the burgundy car turned off the road, the light changed back to red. But Dawson hit the gas again and the Ford surged through the red and took the turning, narrowly avoiding an oncoming car.  
 
    “There,” said Dawson. “There’s your boy, right in front of us.” 
 
    The burgundy car slowed to a halt ahead and parked at the edge of the track. Dawson slowed up too. Simmons saw the big white painted sign of the local rugby club, and through a sparse line of leafless branches he made out the goal posts and crossbars of the rugby pitches.  
 
    “What’s all this about?” said Dawson. 
 
    “Who knows? But I think it’s time we found out. Thanks for the lift, Dawson. You can hang back now, I’ll take it from here.” 
 
    Dawson pulled up the handbrake. Simmons jumped out before Dawson had the chance to say a word. He shook his head and watched Simmons jog up the muddy track, straightening out his shirt collar as he went.  
 
    “It’s your funeral, Simmons,” muttered Dawson. But as soon as the words passed his lips, his face changed. After what Simmons had been through, Dawson realised he simply couldn’t let the man go on his own.  
 
      
 
    Simmons walked along the tree-lined track, head angled down to the floor like any walker minding his own business. He slowed as he got close to the parked line of cars and peered through the back windows. The Golf was second in line behind an old Volvo. Simmons tensed as he got ready to approach the Golf. But as he reached it, Simmons froze. The Golf was empty. Spooked, Simmons looked around. Then he saw the small face reflected, looking at him from the wing mirror of the third car in the line. The driver’s face – bearded with cropped hair, staring at him with hard eyes. The man was talking to someone with him. Simmons heard the passenger door pop open and at the same time, the engine started.  
 
    “Don’t move!” said Simmons. He knocked the back of the car window. The white reverse lights blinked on and Simmons launched out of the way fast. He leapt forward and saw Marvin running for the trees. Simmons saw something in his hand. A small bag or wallet.  
 
    “Marvin! Stop right there!” shouted Simmons. He watched the young man jink through the line of trees and break out onto the grass rugby fields. The trees blotted him out of sight.  
 
    “Where is he?” called Dawson running from behind, but Simmons ignored him. He saw a splurge of movement through the denser branches ahead. If the kid knew a way out through the rugby club, Simmons knew he would lose him again. He thought of the hours and days waiting for Marvin to surface, and of Hogarth’s mean-eyed disappointment. Simmons gritted his teeth and caught a glimpse of movement to his left. Marvin was running out of puff. Simmons hurled himself between the trees, arms outstretched ready to smother Marvin and drop him to the ground.  
 
    “Gotcha!” he said. But his arms swept through empty air. Simmons found Marvin looking at him as he stepped aside out of his grasp. He watched as Marvin balled a fist and launched it at him. Simmons’ confidence drained away as he realised he couldn’t block the blow. Marvin twisted on his hips and hammered his fist through Simmons’ face and knocked him flat onto his back. Pain filled his senses and tears filled his eyes. He wiped the tears away from his eyes and blood from his nose. As Simmons rolled to his feet, he watched as Dawson threw himself at the young man’s waist. Wrapping him up in his muscular arms, Marvin went down, and Dawson bounced safely over the top of him. Irritated, tail between his legs, he walked across the pitch to Dawson. Beneath Dawson, Marvin the runner had lost his fight. Simmons reached down and grabbed the crumpled paper bag from Marvin’s fingers. He opened it and found a set of different tightly wrapped packages inside. A bounty of different drugs, brown lumps, bright green leaves, and parcels of white powder, all shrink-wrapped in shiny cling film.  
 
    “Nice tackle, Dawson,” said Simmons, grudgingly. 
 
    “Think I was remembering my school days on the pitch.” 
 
    Simmons knelt down in front of Marvin’s face and lifted the young man’s head with his bloody fingers. “You’ve been a very naughty boy, haven’t you, Marvin.?” 
 
    The kid knitted his eyelids together and Simmons dropped his face down on the grass.  
 
    “Did you get the reg on the other car?” said Dawson.  
 
    Simmons shook his head. “No. But Marvin is going to tell us all about it. Aren’t you, mate?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-one 
 
      
 
    “It’s part of the deal. I swear it is,” said Marvin. 
 
    Hogarth sipped bitter coffee from a plastic vending machine cup. They were in Interview Room 1. Hogarth hadn’t much fancied coming back to the station, but Simmons’ collar gave him no excuse to stay away. But in good news, Hogarth hadn’t seen DCI Melford, PC Orton or beardy Roger Johnson since he’d arrived. Hogarth hoped his luck would continue to hold. He sipped the coffee and offered Marvin his customary sneer, though much of the sneer was about the taste of the coffee.  
 
    “Part of the deal, eh? Do you mean, as in part of your job, Marvin? Because I doubt very much that it’s in the job description. I’m sure Harry and Lana Aubrey would be able to dig that out for me, and I sincerely doubt the wording contains any references to drug running, or breaking and entering into the rooms of his other employees.” 
 
    “Hey! I’m on the minimum wage. Friends my age pull in double what I do selling overprice coffee on the high street.” 
 
    “But you didn’t sell out like them, did you? Because you’re suffering for your art in the movies, aren’t you, son? The life of a struggling creative, eh? Was the film industry all you dreamed, Marvin? Hollywood this ain’t.” 
 
    Marvin folded his arms and sat back in his chair. He put on the air of a hardened and resilient villain Hogarth wouldn’t be able to crack, but Hogarth knew the veneer was less than skin deep.  
 
    “You’re screwed, Marvin. You know that, don’t you?” 
 
    At his side, Simmons nodded. The kid looked at Simmons’ bruised face. His nostrils still carried the taint of earlier blood.  
 
    “He was chasing me, man. I was scared. He could have been a psycho. How was I to know it was him?” 
 
    “But the problem with that, Marvin, is that DC Simmons here is a policeman. And you saw him. PC Dawson vouched for that. You had time to recognise Simmons here, and when you did, you fled. And when he caught up with you, you hit him. That’s at least two very black marks against your name. Then there’s the breaking and entering. Black mark three. Then there’s the small matter of your party pack of illegal drugs. If you set out aiming to collect as many criminal charges as you could in one morning, then you’ve made a bloody good fist of it. As it stands –– we only have you for possession. But this could very easily get a hell of a lot worse for you.” 
 
    Marvin rubbed his temples and looked down at the scratched surface of the interview room table.  
 
    “Worse?” 
 
    “Yeah. Worse. We could throw every single one of those charges at you and throw in intent to supply, and it will stick. You attacked a copper. Judges don’t like that, son. Juries don’t either. And neither do I.” 
 
    “Come on, man. I’m the runner. You know why they call me that? It’s not just about my role in production, man. It’s because I do the running to help the actors get by. They’re stuck in that X-L building and more than half of them are from out of town. If they went out to get their fixes themselves, they’d get turned over.” 
 
    “You mean that you’re providing a useful social service, is that it, Marvin?” 
 
    “Look. I know how it sounds, but I’m doing what they need someone to do. Half of them have got habits, others are just recreational. I get what they need. I make a very small profit to top up my earnings.” 
 
    “And Harry King knows about this?” 
 
    Marvin turned quiet.  
 
    “I’d be surprised if he didn’t.” 
 
    “What about Lana Aubrey?” 
 
    “Lana Aubrey puts on a front, but deep down she’s just one of the girls. She knows.” 
 
    “What are you saying? That you supply Lana Aubrey as well?” 
 
    “Forget that! I never said that! All I said was I’d be very surprised if she didn’t know.” 
 
    Hogarth stared at the smug glint in the kid’s eye.  
 
    “So, if I phoned Lana and Harry right now and asked them about it, what do you think they would they say about this?” 
 
    Marvin looked up from the table and met Hogarth’s eye.  
 
    “They’d hang you out to dry, son, and you know it. This is your mess and yours alone. They might have turned a blind eye, as you’re implying, but you built this and you ran with it. You own this one yourself.” 
 
    Marvin shook his head and looked at the wall.  
 
    “I’m not getting hung out to dry for anyone.” 
 
    “If I call them it’d be seconds before they ditched you, believe me. But the ball is in your court, Marvin. You could prevent a worst-case scenario,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Worst case scenario?” said Marvin.  
 
    “Yeah. Worst case. The best part of ten years inside, playing a sissy to the hardened ogres who rule the roost. You know what I’m talking about, don’t you Marvin. They’re not just in the movies, Marvin. Ten years, or maybe six if you behave yourself. But what kind of person would you be after that? Hollow, that’s what. A shell of your former self. And you can’t wipe away that kind of regret. And with a record like yours, you’d be finished. Twenty-five years old and finished. Dear oh dear, Marvin. I’d call that much worst-case scenario.” 
 
    “So… how do I stop that?” said Marvin, in a small, weak voice. 
 
    “You can start by telling me everything you know. All of it. But first, why were you breaking into their rooms? You’re already making money out of them, and then you’re nicking from them on top?” 
 
    The kid shook his head.  
 
    “It’s not like that. I’m the runner. If they’re busy, I go in and take the money that they’ve left out for me. I have spare keys from the regulars. I go in, take their cash from the side and off I go.” 
 
    “But when I saw you, you were sneaking around, making sure you weren’t spotted,” said Simmons. 
 
    “I’m taking their orders, man. It’s drugs, right? I still have to be careful.” 
 
    Hogarth held up a hand to stop them. 
 
    “There’s another problem, Marvin. Bigger than that. You told me you finished your errands at nine pm. But you were seen as late as ten pm on the night Aimee Gillen died. Can you see why that’s a problem?” said Hogarth.  
 
    Marvin sighed, blowing out a long deep breath. He nodded.  
 
    “Now you may think you can give me any old toffee, Marvin, but I want you to think very hard. Aimee Gillen was quite possibly murdered on Sunday night and I think you fed me false information, which puts you firmly in the frame as a killer…” 
 
    “What?!” said Marvin. He leaned forward and laughed out loud, but his eyes were full of panic. 
 
    “Think hard, Marvin. Now, I want to know everything you know about Aimee Gillen. Everything you know, because that’s the only thing that’s going to save you from ten years of trouble inside. The truth.” 
 
    “But I told you about Aimee before…” 
 
    “So, tell me again.” 
 
    “Aimee was depressed, I told you. You didn’t need to be a psychologist to see it. It was in those eyes of hers. They looked dead. There was no joy there. I mean, even when she was high and joking around, she still had that same joyless look. The spark had gone.” 
 
    “And you remember a time when there was a ‘spark’ do you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Marvin. He paused and scratched his chin. “I’ve been working at the studio almost a year now. I remember Aimee much happier.” 
 
    “Then come on, what made her so sad?” 
 
    “I don’t know… but I think she was scared.” 
 
    “Scared?” said Hogarth. “Scared of what?” 
 
    “It’s hard to say. But she acted like she was scared. She had no friends at the studio, and I mean literally none. So, I felt sorry for her. Now and then I spent a bit of time with her, mainly out of pity to be honest. We shared a joint, had a laugh, snorted a line…” 
 
    Hogarth’s eye widened.  
 
    “Any other drugs beside the smoke and the coke?” said Hogarth. 
 
    “Nah, she liked the stuff she liked, and kept clear of all the rest.” 
 
    Hogarth narrowed his eyes in confusion. What of Quentin’s ‘traces’ of unknown drugs past. Maybe Dr Ed was only covering his backside after all.  
 
    “Did you sleep with her, Marvin?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Come on. A young lad like you, and here’s this lonely blonde, and you’re alone with her in her room, sharing your drugs, making her feel better. It sounds almost romantic to me, what do you think, Simmons?” 
 
    “Almost, guv,” said Simmons. Simmons stared hard at Marvin.  
 
    “Once, okay. Once,” said Marvin throwing up a hand. “But I knew she was needy, so I drew the line there. It didn’t happen again. I didn’t need anyone doing the bunny boiler bit on me. The studio is my life. Well, it was my life…” he said.  
 
    “You felt sorry for Aimee, so you slept with her then cut her off. What a guy. That must have done wonders for her self-esteem,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “I didn’t cut her off. I was there for her. I still chatted with her, but I never allowed her to get too frisky ever again.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded and changed tack. 
 
    “You chattered with her. You got close. Did she ever tell you what she was scared of?” 
 
    “Not really. When we, you know, did it, she said she wanted to tell me something. But I was worried she was getting too close to me. After I shut her down, she didn’t mention it again. But a couple of times I did see her freak out when the door was knocked. Once she freaked out when I was with her, and it turned out just to be one of the other girls asking to turn the music down. Another time, it was me knocking at the door. When I opened, Aimee looked proper petrified. I guessed she was just coming down after a heavy session. People on a come down can overreact and freak out like that.” 
 
    Hogarth looked at Simmons.  
 
    “You’d say she was afraid of a visitor, then?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Marvin. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Did you ever notice that Aimee was forming friendships with other people? You said she was alone, friendless, and all that, but we already know she had formed an attachment to Chrissie Heaton. And maybe other girls. Tell me. What do you know about that?” 
 
    “An attachment? What does that mean?” said Marvin.  
 
    Hogarth looked him in the eye and blinked. 
 
    “Oh. What? You mean she fancied them? Or like she was having sex with Chrissie or something? No way, man. No way! I knew Aimee Gillen better than most. She was edgy and needy, but she was no dyke, man.” 
 
    “How can you be sure, Marvin?” 
 
    “Because I’m sure. Look. I saw her with Chrissie Heaton once. But there was no kinky dynamic between them. No flirting, nothing. I know what that looks like, believe me. I’ve seen a couple of the older girls cut loose, but this wasn’t like that.” 
 
    “Then what was it like?” 
 
    “When I saw them Chrissie and Aimee were just talking. Chrissie was upset, and Aimee looked like the stronger one of the two. It wasn’t about sex. It was like a sisterly thing, I know it.” 
 
    Hogarth’s brow dipped low over his eyes.  
 
    “So, what were they talking about?” 
 
    Marvin shrugged. “I think Chrissie had a problem. She looked upset to me. I can’t tell you what it was about. I don’t know.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded slowly.  
 
    “Did Aimee get close with anyone else?” said Hogarth. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Did you ever see her talking to any other young girls?” 
 
    “Chrissie Heaton is the youngest in the studio.” 
 
    “Then what about any of the girls who work next door? The girls from the gym.” 
 
    “What? Chrissie used to work there. She knows them… it could have happened, but I never saw it. Aimee was cut off. She kept herself to herself. She wasn’t exactly the outgoing type.” 
 
    “And that’s the truth, is it?” 
 
    Marvin shuffled in his chair. 
 
    “The truth, yeah. That’s the truth. And you want to know the other truth?” 
 
    “Oh, me? I’m all ears, Marvin. Come on. Tell me,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “The truth is you’re going to charge me with whatever you want to charge me with no matter what I tell you. Am I right?” 
 
    Hogarth stayed silent. The kid was full of emotion and teetering on the edge of something. A confession perhaps. Hogarth saw it coming, welling up from inside Marvin’s shaking body.  
 
    “The truth is I knew that Aimee Gillen was going to get laid off and kicked out of the studio. I knew it alright. I overheard the whispers. And I knew it was going to kill her, man. She was so weak by then, she was desperate and distraught. By the end, she was so bad, it was like she knew, man. All she needed was someone to talk to. She asked me to listen to her. She said she had something serious to tell me, that she needed my help in a personal way. But I thought she was going to make another pass at me, so I stayed away from her. I didn’t let her get near me, man. I paid my little visits, yeah. Did my deliveries, but in her last days, I avoided her just in case she tried to make a grab at me. I even blanked her, man. I blanked her. And now that woman is dead. I slept with her. We shared a bed, then I blanked her. All that woman wanted was for me to listen to her.” 
 
    “What do you think she was going to tell you, Marvin?” said Hogarth. He watched a single tear roll down the young man’s cheek. Hogarth leaned forward. “Marvin?” 
 
    “The truth is I don’t know. I’ll never know for the rest of my life. Tell me, man… how the hell am I supposed to live with that?” 
 
    Hogarth sighed. “You will, Marvin. Because people do. I’ve got one last question for you, Marvin.” 
 
    Marvin sniffed and tried for some composure. He nodded. 
 
    “Did you know that Aimee had some top-drawer coke? Really good stuff. Did you get it for her?” 
 
    “No. I knew about it. She gave me a line, once. But it wasn’t the stuff I got. It was her personal gear. Like her own little personal savings account. But, yeah, it was good.” 
 
    “You know where she got it from?” 
 
    Marvin shook his head. “She had it since the moment I met her.” 
 
    “Before we finish…” said Hogarth. “We found a line of that coke left out on a slate right beside Aimee’s little metal snorting straw. It looked barely touched at best. You knew the girl. Do you think it’s likely that Aimee could have left a line like that without snorting it?” 
 
    Marvin frowned. “Not really, man. That stuff was like treasure for her. She raved about it. She never left it open or anything like that. If she set up a line, she tooted it, end of story.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded with grim satisfaction. He eyed Simmons. 
 
    “Thank you, Marvin. We’re done for now.” 
 
    Hogarth stood up and Simmons joined him., 
 
    “You’re still going to throw the book at me, right?” said Marvin.  
 
    Hogarth looked at Simmons and saw a hint of pity in the DC’s eyes.  
 
    “Oh, the book must be thrown at you, Marvin. There’s no way out of that. But I think you just made that book a little less heavy. We’ll see, eh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Marvin, his voice full of cynicism as Simmons and Hogarth walked out of the interview room.  
 
    When the door was closed, Hogarth turned to face Simmons.  
 
    “We need to know what Aimee Gillen was thinking – what she wanted to tell Marvin there. We need to know what she was going through.” 
 
    “Guv?” 
 
    “Simmons, we need that RIPA report now. Chase it, will you?” 
 
    “Okay, guv. Right away. Did you believe any of what he said?” 
 
    “Some of it rang true, Simmons.” 
 
    “Which part?” said Simmons, with a cynical tone. 
 
     “We’ll see, eh?” said Hogarth. “We’ll see.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-two 
 
      
 
    The door of the CID room clattered open. Simmons walked in and he looked in a hurry. Hogarth jerked up in his chair and looked over his shoulder, relieved to see Melford wasn’t at the door, and annoyed Simmons had made him jump. The bitter vending machine coffee was keeping him going, but it was doing nothing for his mood. Hogarth felt like a zombie pumped full of angry adrenaline.  
 
    “Did you have to open the door like that?” said Hogarth, rubbing his eyes. “I’ve got a headache as it is.” 
 
    “Sorry, guv, but I thought you’d want to know. I got the RIPA report in from Aimee Gillen’s mobile network.” 
 
    A few of the extra furrows on Hogarth’s brow faded.  
 
    “And? Have you looked at it yet?” 
 
    “A brief look, yes.” 
 
    “Come on then – what have we got?” 
 
     Hogarth pressed a forearm to the surface of his desk and swiped it clean in one move. The stacks of messy case files, printed emails and telephone messages collapsed to one side of his desk. He took the printout from Simmons’ hands and spread it out on the cleared space. Palmer leaned in from her neighbouring desk, and Simmons leaned close over Hogarth’s shoulder.  
 
    Hogarth suppressed his annoyance. It was the coffee. Just the coffee.  
 
    He flicked through the few sheets until he came to the paragraphs detailing the names and numbers of calls made and voicemails, text messages – both sent and received - and their contents. 
 
    “This number here. It’s a Southend number,” said Hogarth. “Look. It appears on the report here twice in the last week. Palmer, can you check that number. It could belong to a boyfriend, or maybe the dealer where she got that coke from. Those calls could prove very important.” 
 
    “I’ve already checked that number, guv,” said Simmons.  
 
    Hogarth turned his head to Simmons. 
 
    “How did you check it?” 
 
    “I called it.” 
 
    Hogarth blinked. “And?” 
 
    “The number belongs to a firm called Gunther and Harland.” 
 
    “What? Sounds like a bad folk band. Who are they?” 
 
    “Solicitors,” said Palmer.  
 
    “That’s right,” said Simmons. “I’d heard of them too.” 
 
    Hogarth frowned. “So, let me get this right. Between snorts of coke, drug binges and late-night saunas Aimee Gillen was calling her solicitors? Do me a favour. Gunther and Harland. What are they? Ambulance chasers? Employment law maybe? I suppose Aimee was after filing a claim against Harry King for unfair dismissal?” 
 
    “No guv. Gunther and Harland are a criminal law firm,” said Palmer. “I’ve known the odd suspect who’s had them as their brief. But not in a long while.” 
 
    Hogarth shook his head. Another thing that didn’t make sense. 
 
    “Okay, and this one…” Hogarth ran his finger along by the next number on the sheet. He recognised it as soon as he saw it. It was one of the community police lines the local force supplied to the public. It wasn’t the number police were to use these days, but the old line still appeared on a few tired old posters in the doctors’ surgeries and the lesser community centres.  
 
    “Aimee Gillen called the police on Saturday. The woman knew she was in trouble,” said Hogarth. 
 
    His eyes roved down past the only other unrepeated number he saw Gillen had called in the last week, then down to the text messages.  
 
    The content of the text messages was shown alongside the number.  
 
    “Please please call me. This is urgent.” 
 
    The previous message read. 
 
    “Hi. This is Aimee Gillen again. I called you about the problem at the studio. Please call me.” 
 
    “True to form, these texts sound needy and desperate,” said Hogarth. “That fits what everyone has told us about her so far. I think we’re getting closer to something. We need to call all of these people and find out what Gillen told them. We need to know if she got through to anybody on those community police lines too. Look at the times of these calls. They all happen on the Thursday, Friday and the Saturday before she died. Before that, nothing. Something happened to this woman shortly before she died. We need to know what that was. Did you notice anything else, Simmons?” 
 
    “No. the same as you, guv. But there were a couple of other texts back here. I think these could be to Chrissie Heaton. Look.” 
 
    “You can talk to me any time hun. I’m here for you.” 
 
    “What’s the matter? Haven’t seen you for days. Has anything happened?” 
 
    “Bloody hell,” said Hogarth. “If she’d said a little bit more we wouldn’t be chasing shadows. And if Chrissie Heaton did fabricate what went on between them, one of these text messages could have exposed it. But these messages can be read any old way. The defence could even argue those as evidence of the woman harassing Miss Heaton. They don’t prove anything,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “But they do prove Aimee Gillen cared about the girl, one way or another.” 
 
    “Exactly. They don’t work for us,” said Hogarth. “We’ve got to get something out of this. Let’s make a start on following up Gillen’s phone calls. And Palmer, double-check those texts were sent to Chrissie Heaton, will you? We could be making poor assumptions here.” 
 
    “Okay, guv.” 
 
      
 
    Hogarth raked his eyes over the numbers, and the details provided with them. He wondered how far the scope of one of these RIPA reports extended back. Clearly, the report on his desk went back no longer than a fortnight. If that was the extent of it, they weren’t the magic bullet he was looking for. But if he could set the search parameters much further back, well then maybe a RIPA report would reveal everything he needed to know about his personal dilemma. 
 
    “Simmons, how far do these reports go back?” 
 
    “How do you mean, guv? The parameters on that search were pretty tight. Just the last couple of weeks. Why? Did you want longer?” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant, no. The Regulation of Investigatory Powers Act came along in 2000, I know that much. But mobile phone records… how far can these firms go back?” 
 
    “They’re only required to keep a year’s worth of call data, guv. That’s the extent of the law. But it’s possible the network firms store much more than that. It’s not as if electronic data takes up much space, is it?” 
 
    Hogarth nodded. He took out his wallet and kept it close in front of him. He slid the edge of the old white business card up in his hand, just enough to show the number.  
 
    “Simmons…” Hogarth tried to keep his voice level and light as he spoke. “Can you check what network this number was on? Find out if they are able to run a check without too much fuss…” 
 
    Simmons picked up a pen and Hogarth called out the number. As soon as the number was written, Hogarth discreetly slid the card away. “Whose number is this?” said Simmons. 
 
    “It’s from a cold case. Just something bothering me, that’s all. Get me the network that number was on and tell me if they can do it, will you?” 
 
    “Then do you want me to run the RIPA check?” 
 
    “No, Simmons. That can wait. Call this Gunther solicitors outfit first. Aimee Gillen is our priority.” 
 
    Hogarth scanned Gillen’s RIPA report. He had to admit, the level of detail was tantalising. If he could obtain the RIPA on that old number, the truth would finally be out. But for now, he needed to concentrate on the task at hand. Hogarth picked up the phone and squinted at the telephone number alongside the text on the Aimee Gillen RIPA report. “Please call me, this is urgent.” 
 
    Hogarth dialled. A long phone ring kicked in which made him expect an answer any moment. Then, half way through the last ring, the line went dead and produced a long blank tone. Hogarth took the phone away from his ear and tried again. The long ring kicked in once again. It rang ten times. This time the call was answered. He heard a rushing air noise like the inside of an airplane cabin. Then he heard a car horn. Whoever had answered him was driving. 
“Hello?” said Hogarth. But no one spoke. Hogarth was about to speak again when a distant female voice came over the line. Distant though she was, Hogarth could tell she was shouting. 
 
    “I can’t take the call. Sorry. I’m driving. Call me later.” 
 
    “Wait, who is this?” Called Hogarth.  
 
    But the line went dead, the same as before. Hogarth took the phone from his ear and stared at it like he intended to smash it on his desk. Beside him Palmer laid her phone aside too.  
 
    “I tried that number, guv. It was definitely Chrissie Heaton.” 
 
    “Oh. And what did she say?” 
 
    “Nothing,” said Palmer. “She hung up on me, but not before saying hello. I recognised the voice right away.” 
 
    “Hanging up on us seems to be fashionable at the moment. Any result from that solicitor, Simmons?” 
 
    Simmons used his cheesy business voice as his call was answered. “Oh, Good afternoon. This is Detective Constable Simmons from Southend Police. Is that Gunther and Harland? It is. Oh good…” 
 
    Hogarth shook his head and turned away.  
 
    “Come on…” he muttered to himself. Oblivious to Palmer studying him from the side, Hogarth picked up the phone again. He refused to take no for an answer.  
 
    But as soon as he heard the ring tone, he knew the mobile had been switched off. He grimaced, about to hang up, when he heard the beep, and a voice recording come on the line. Hogarth snapped the phone back to his ear.  
 
    “Hello. You’re through to Alice Perry, reporter for The Record Newspaper, Essex. Newspaper of the Year. Please leave your message after the beep. I’ll get back as soon as I can.” 
 
    Hogarth blinked in silent shock, leaving a voicemail recording of dead air before he remembered himself. 
 
    “Miss Perry. This is Detective Inspector Hogarth from Southend CID. I have something I need to discuss with you. Please call me. This is rather urgent.” He hung up.  
 
    “Aimee Gillen called Alice Perry? The journalist?” said Palmer.  
 
    Hogarth nodded slowly as he chewed it over.  
 
    “Yes, it looks like she did…” 
 
    The look in Palmer’s eyes said what he was thinking. There was a chance that speaking to Alice Perry could blow the whole case wide open.  
 
    Hogarth’s phone began to buzz. Hogarth put the phone to his ear. He didn’t even need to check the screen to know who was calling. Alice Perry was a sharp little hack – in fact, the sharpest he’d ever known. Hogarth’s heart was thudding fast as he tried to sound his usual, laid-back, cynical self. If he knew anything about young Alice Perry, it was that he couldn’t reveal even a hint of the cards in his hand. If he did, Hogarth knew he would be the one to end up being played.  
 
    “Miss Perry. Thank you for getting back to me. I do hope you pulled over to answer that voicemail. Yes. Of course you did…” 
 
    Hogarth and Palmer shared a silent smile. She saw a new twinkle appearing in Hogarth’s wily eyes. From that little twinkle Palmer realised the case was finally coming to life.  
 
    Barely, yes. But barely was a start.  
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    “There’s a story in this, isn’t there?” said Alice Perry. She flicked her hair and gave him a wicked, yet pretty smile. Alice Perry was less than half Hogarth’s age. But she played hardball like a well-seasoned hustler. 
 
    “There could be, Miss Perry,” said Hogarth, sipping his fourth coffee of the day. They sat in the black, jazz filled ambience of the coffee shop at the top of the High Street. Hogarth was hardly in a high street kind of mood. The combination of caffeine and stress had his eyes flitting around the coffee shop, suspecting people were listening into serious police business. Given the matter at hand the venue was a terrible choice, but Hogarth had to play it cool with Perry, or he’d risk seeing the murder case front page on Essex’s Newspaper of the Year. Or worse, his own ugly mug. Then he would be done for.  
 
    “So, that’s why she called, did she? Aimee Gillen told you she had a story?” 
 
    The young blonde sipped her mocha and leaned back in the tub chair. He could tell she thought he was a mess, but there was nothing Hogarth could do about it. As soon as they got through the pleasantries, Perry had reverted to her usual reporter demeanour. She was a flirt of the highest order, worse than her predecessor who he had known only briefly. She was too old to be jail bait, too young to be chased without a dangerous sting in the tail. Even so, she gave him those eyes which he knew were nothing but business.  
 
    “They all tell me they have a story, Inspector. Like every nutcase who phones the police says it’s a matter of life or death. It doesn’t mean a thing, does it?” 
 
    “Maybe not. But in this woman’s case it might have done.” 
 
    “She said she worked at Harry King Studios – a film company in Southend. I had her down as a crank right there. I’ve been the lead reporter at The Record for a year now, and I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    The girl played with her hair and swished her legs, crossing them over the other way. She wanted him distracted by her feminine wiles. But Hogarth had enough of those problems already.  
 
    “Harry King Studios does exist, Miss Perry.” 
 
    “Call me Alice, please.” 
 
    “Okay, Alice. Harry King’s is a porn studio,” he said, watching as the shock flicked on her face. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Perry looked around and sipped her mocha as if it was a stiff drink, all a little theatrical for Hogarth’s taste. 
 
    “Isn’t that illegal?” 
 
    “Filming sex between two consensual adults – or more – it flies close to the wind, but it is legal. Just. And Harry King plays it safe by only filming the soft stuff. Slap and tickle without the close ups, if you catch my drift.” 
 
    Alice Perry’s cheeks gained a hint of pink. Hogarth was almost beginning to enjoy himself. 
 
    “I never knew about Harry King at all,” she said. 
 
    “You’re only a year into the job, and Harry King keeps it close to his chest. If you went there you’d never even notice it. There’s barely any signage, and HKS could mean anything. He’s hidden it well.” 
 
    “I pride myself on knowing most things about this town,” said Perry.  
 
    “Well, now you know one more,” said Hogarth, sipping his coffee. 
 
    “I think we should have coffee more often, Inspector. It might prove an education for me.” 
 
    There she was, flirting again, but Hogarth wasn’t in the mood.  
 
    “Aimee Gillen,” said Hogarth. “Did you actually speak to the woman…?” 
 
    “Aimee Gillen? The dead woman?” 
 
    Hogarth nodded.  
 
    “And she was one of these, um, porno actresses?” said Perry. He watched the girl’s mind drift away as she began to compose a story in her head. 
 
    “One of her last calls was to a reporter? Interesting.” 
 
    “We know she contacted you, Alice. She called you, then she texted you. Did you take that call?” 
 
    The girl looked Hogarth in the eye, reading him before she spoke.  
 
    “We spoke, briefly, yes. But I was busy. She sounded like one of those stricken, needy types. I guessed she had an axe to grind with somebody – an ex maybe. I get lots of calls like that. I didn’t quite cut the call immediately, but I wanted to. She sounded like a timewaster. While she was speaking I moved on to other things.” 
 
    Such as driving, thought Hogarth. But he was no saint when it came to calls behind the steering wheel.  
 
    “What did she say, Alice?” 
 
    A thoughtful smile covered Perry’s face. An unreadable, Mona Lisa smile.  
 
    “I can’t remember much of it. But I think she may have wanted to tell me about something bad happening to her friend, by which I assumed she was referring to herself, as people do.” 
 
    “Something bad?” Hogarth sipped his coffee and kept a poker face as he shuffled in his seat. The glint in Alice Perry’s eye seemed to intensify, with the pull of a sci-fi tractor beam. 
 
    “Yes, I think those were the words, Inspector. I don’t suppose you could shed any light on that, could you?” 
 
    “No, Alice. I don’t think I can. That’s why I’m here asking you about it… think. Was there anything else? Any other phrase she might have mentioned? Any other words at all?” 
 
    “What is it? What is the key word that are you looking for, Inspector?” 
 
    “That’s just the thing – we don’t know.” 
 
    “You think it wasn’t a suicide, don’t you?” Her eyes sparkled at him. 
 
    “The pathology report is on the record. The woman died through a combination of circumstances, which look more like a mix of damaged health brought about by prolonged substance abuse, heat exhaustion, and damn bad luck.” 
 
    “But you don’t believe that, do you? Otherwise we wouldn’t be talking about her.” 
 
    “I am a sceptic by profession, Miss Perry. Now did she say anything else?” 
 
    He watched the girl sip her mocha while she considered her response. 
 
    “If I told you she did, then what would you tell me?” 
 
    “I don’t do those kind of trades, Miss Perry.” 
 
    “No?” Alice Perry leaned forward in her seat and made the hem of her skirt ride up her leg. “Then what kind of trades do you do?” 
 
    Hogarth’s eyes flared with disdain, but he held his tongue.  
 
    The smile on Alice Perry’s face widened before it faded away.  
 
    “There was one thing,” she said. “I could be wrong of course, I was barely listening by the end of that call. I mean, she sounded a mess. An unreliable source at best. She said something very bad was happening to her friend. But maybe I was wrong. It might be that she didn’t say friend…” 
 
    “Then what did she say?” said Hogarth. He pushed his vast mug of coffee aside before he risked consuming a lethal amount of caffeine.  
 
    “I think she might have said ‘friends’. Friends, with an s – the plural, not singular.” 
 
    Hogarth’s eyes glazed and he looked away.  
 
    “That means something to you, doesn’t it? I can see it does.” 
 
    Hogarth swept a hand back through his hair. “It could mean a lot of things, Miss Perry.” 
 
    “I noticed you stopped calling me Alice a while back.” 
 
    “Force of habit, I’m afraid,” said Hogarth. He pushed himself up out of his seat.  
 
    “Are we done already?” said Perry. “I was hoping for some detail from you. It looks like I should have taken that call, after all.” 
 
    “Yes, maybe you should. And not just for your newspaper, either. You could have saved us all a lot of time.” 
 
    “You’re saying this story could be that big?” 
 
    “No, Miss Perry. That’s what you’re hoping.” 
 
    “If you drop a hint about this one, maybe I could call you when I have something useful,” said the girl. “Quid pro quo. I’d buy the coffee next time.” 
 
    “Thanks all the same, Miss Perry, but I’m feeling like I need to cut down.” 
 
    “I’ll find out what this is, you know…” said the girl, as he stepped away from their seats. 
 
    “Oh, I’ve no doubt about that at all. Thanks for your time, Miss Perry. See you around.” 
 
    Alice Perry picked up her mocha as she watched Hogarth walk away onto the town square outside.  
 
    “You certainly will,” she muttered, and settled in for the rest of her drink. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “What did you get?” said Palmer.  
 
    “Not much, I’m afraid,” said Simmons. “The calls to Gunther and Harland were only logged as inquiries. And Gillen didn’t get to speak to a proper solicitor,” said Simmons, “Just some admin girl, and she sounded like the brainless variety to me. She couldn’t remember much at all.” 
 
    “But they record the nature of the call?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s about all they did do. They have two separate calls on record. The first call was about employment rights and discrimination.” 
 
    “Eh? But they have a record of what she actually said?” 
 
    “No. They don’t,” said Simmons. “Gunthers logged Aimee Gillen’s call inquiries under work headings to help flow the inquiry to the right solicitor or to dismiss it as not suitable for follow-up. After that first call, Aimee Gillen called back the next day and left a message on the answerphone.” 
 
    “So they have the message?” said Palmer. 
 
    “No. They wipe all of the weekend’s messages on Monday morning.” 
 
    “Damn it,” said Palmer. “So, what was the second call about?” 
 
    “It was put under the employment heading again – but this time they categorised her more specifically –Possible Sexual Harassment under the Equality Act.” 
 
    Palmer frowned. “That’s pretty specific. That should help. And you spoke to the person who dealt with those calls?” 
 
    Simmons nodded. “Yes. It was the same monotone admin woman. She did say Gillen mentioned the word ‘coercion’ or talked about being ‘coerced’.” 
 
    “Employment rights? Sexual harassment? Coercion…? That all sounds a little bit soft and nuanced for someone in Aimee Gillen’s debauched state of mind. Did the woman describe how Aimee Gillen seemed to her?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” said Simmons. “The admin there said she was halfway between hysterical and rabid. But she said the gist of it was sexual harassment, and coercion.” 
 
    Palmer chewed her lip.  
 
    “I’ve got a feeling Aimee Gillen was holding back. She could have been getting cold feet about telling the truth. How did it end with Gunthers anyway?” 
 
    “The admin sensed money was an issue on the first call. So she told Gillen to phone the police so she could get a legal aid solicitor.” 
 
    “And it looks like that’s what she did,” said Palmer. “But she called the old community line number, not 999. What was that community number again? Pass it over will you?” 
 
    Simmons handed the RIPA report to Palmer. She squinted at the notes until she found the number she was looking for.  
 
    “Let’s see where this goes today…” she said. She opened the CID room door out into the open plan office where a few of the uniforms were still in residence, heads down over their paperwork or talking on the phone. Palmer dialled the number and scanned the room. As soon as the call connected, a phone started to ring in the distant corner of the office, on an unmanned desk.  
 
    “There. The number comes through to this office,” said Palmer, turning to Simmons. “Looks like it goes to the PCSOs on the Neighbourhood Team.” 
 
    As Palmer spoke the heavy frame of PCSO Gill Penner lumbered into view. Palmer waved at her, and Penner looked irritated. To save the woman a few extra steps, Palmer hung up the call and met her half way across the office. “Gill?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Penner, dropping a plastic-packed sandwich onto her desk. 
 
    “Who handles the community line calls these days? You know. The local number they used to have on the Smiling Bobby poster?” 
 
    “That old thing? They don’t give out that number anymore.” 
 
    “But there are a few old posters still out there.” 
 
    “Well, there shouldn’t be. Calls should all come through to the main desk and get divvied up there.” 
 
    “I know that, Gill,” said Palmer. “Tell me. Who answers that phone?” 
 
    Penner looked at the phone on the end desk. 
 
    “Whoever can be bothered.” 
 
    Palmer winced. 
 
    “It’s not like it rings often these days,” said Penner in defence.  
 
    “Okay…” said Palmer. “There was a call in last Friday, a call from a woman who now happens to be dead. Do you know who might have answered it? Or where a record log of those calls might be?” 
 
    “There is no log for that anymore. Except you know all the calls are recorded by head office… you could try putting in a request there.” 
 
    Palmer shook her head. Accessing management only information would take a lot of patience, admin legwork, along with a lengthy justification as to why she was effectively snooping on fellow officers. It wouldn’t be an easy road to travel. 
 
    “Did anyone mention a call from a distressed woman last week?” 
 
    “Not that I know, and I was here on Friday.” 
 
    Palmer’s face darkened. 
 
    “Hey, it’s not my fault, DS Palmer. They should have cut that line when they pulled those posters.” 
 
    “Or someone here could have done their bloody job properly,” said Palmer. 
 
    Palmer turned away “We dropped the ball on this and someone ended up dead. Not good. Not good at all.” 
 
    As Palmer knew, she’d said too much. By accusing the Neighbourhood Team of negligence leading to death, no one would now admit to taking the call. The team would close ranks in silence. It was human nature. Simmons looked up from his desk as Palmer trudged back into the room. 
 
    “It didn’t go well then?” 
 
    “No. They fucked up. The call wasn’t logged, and after Gillen died no one is ever going to admit they took it. It’s effectively a dead end.” 
 
    “Then sexual harassment is all we’ve got.” 
 
    “But it’s lame, isn’t it? We’ve got all this anecdotal that the woman was in pieces, we’ve got the coke which Hogarth is obsessing about, we’ve got the toxicology conundrum… but it’s nothing. We haven’t got any proof of murder. We haven’t got proof of anything aside from the fact that Aimee Gillen was a loose, drug-ridden, flaky mess.” 
 
    “So, you’re not optimistic then?” said Simmons with a silly grin. 
 
    Palmer shot him the look which she had spared Penner, and he blushed.  
 
    “Sorry. Just trying to keep it light.” 
 
    “Yeah. Light,” said Palmer. “DCI Melford’s given the guv a virtually impossible ultimatum to prove his suspicions. He’s got Commissioner Johnson against him, and the top brass too. If we don’t find something, I honestly think Hogarth will be in some serious trouble.” 
 
    “I don’t get it. Why is he in the crap? When I went to hospital he was like a folk hero.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Simmons. Something’s going on with him in the background. I think the DCI knows about it.” Again, Palmer realised she’d said too much. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Probably nothing,” said Palmer, covering up her own suspicions. Simmons didn’t need to know much more. She liked Simmons, but still didn’t know how far she could trust him with personal opinions like that.  
 
    “Probably nothing?” repeated Simmons, doubtfully. 
 
    “Yeah. But that doesn’t stop the top brass having their knee jerk reactions, does it now? Hogarth needs our help.” 
 
    “And he’s getting it. We’re doing our best, aren’t we?” 
 
    The door creaked open. Palmer’s heart skipped when she saw Hogarth’s weary frame filling the doorway. 
 
    “Doing your best? I should bloody hope so too,” said Hogarth. He walked in and dropped his backside onto his chair. “We haven’t had any fly-bys from DCI Melford while I was away, have we?” he said.  
 
    “No. We’ve been busy,” said Simmons. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Gillen’s police phone call was a dead end, guv. Nobody has bothered with that old community line since the posters were pulled.” 
 
    “Bloody typical,” said Hogarth. “And the solicitors?” 
 
    “Sexual harassment under the Equality Act is all they’ve got…” said Simmons. “She said something about coercion too.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Aimee Gillen doesn’t strike me as your women’s libber type. Not with what she did for a living. What’s that all about, I wonder?” 
 
    “It’s the way Gunther’s categorise their calls, guv,” said Simmons. “Just because they say it’s sexual harassment doesn’t mean it was. They mentioned employment and coercion too remember.” 
 
    Hogarth’s eyes flickered. “Coercion… No. You could be right there, Simmons.” 
 
    “What about Alice Perry? Did you manage to get anything from her?” said Palmer. 
 
    “Yes, I did as it happens,” said Hogarth, his brain spinning off on a tangent. “Sexual harassment, eh? That’s a very broad heading, wouldn’t you say? And someone on the edge like our Aimee Gillen was in her last days, I dare say her complaint was about something far more substantial than a lewd comment and a pat on the backside.” 
 
    “Guv? What are you thinking?” said Palmer.  
 
    “I’m thinking this isn’t just about Aimee Gillen.” 
 
    Hogarth glanced up at the office clock. It was late, almost the end of most people’s working day. He was tired but still wired from coffee. 
 
    “I think we’ve got time for one more interview, don’t you?” 
 
    Palmer looked at Hogarth’s weary face and gave a slow nod.  
 
    “Where to?” she said. 
 
    “As if you can’t guess. Back to everyone’s favourite porn studio. Where else? Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-four 
 
      
 
    Hogarth ignored the red light above the studio door. The red light meant that filming was underway, and if filming was underway, Harry King was in residence. He could have gone through the process of consulting Lana Aubrey beforehand, but the woman always seemed too busy, and Hogarth didn’t fancy any more mind games. The direct route was always his favourite. 
 
    “I hope this isn’t going to offend your sensibilities, is it, Palmer?” 
 
    “Not any more than most days in your company, guv,” said Palmer. Hogarth double-checked her face and found a faint smile. “That’s good then. Because here we go.” 
 
    Harry King had made him squirm before, but now it was King’s turn. Hogarth went into the studio to find the grand piano in use for making an altogether different type of music. The top of the glossy black piano was swathed in white duvets, and the two actors he had seen before were now entwined. They lay naked, their bodies angled for the camera and bright lights, displaying their wares for the whole world to see. But they were still. The set-up looked almost painful to his mind. Like a yoga pose crossed with Twister. 
 
    “Bloody hell,” muttered Hogarth. He coughed, as Palmer stepped in at his side. The actors looked up at him.  
 
    “Harry!” called the moody brunette, and nodded Hogarth’s way. 
 
    “Hey! You again,” said Harry King. “What are you doing here? This is a film studio, not a drop-in.” Harry King stood up and threw his arms up in the air. “Cut, cut, cut! We’ll have to do that bloody part over again. Nigel, you need to give it more oomph my man. You look like you’re ready to fall asleep on the girl!” 
 
    “Uh, okay, Harry.” 
 
    The little man threw his clipboard down on his chair and stepped over the feet of a man holding the boom mic.  
 
    “What do you want now? You’ve invaded my building, occupied my studio, and now you want to interrupt filming at will? This is way too much. Way, way too much. You people are out to destroy us here.” 
 
    “Not quite, Mr King,” said Hogarth. He saw the actors and the production team’s eyes were on the little man’s back. Hogarth suspected the man’s bluster was for his team’s consumption. “But we do need another word, Mr King, and yes, it’s urgent.” 
 
    King blinked at him. “Will it help us get you out of our hair any quicker?” 
 
    Hogarth nodded. “I’d have thought so.” 
 
    “Then come on,” he turned back to the scene under the lights. “Take five, people. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    King led Palmer and Simmons back into the production room and shut the door. “I see you’ve brought reinforcements,” said King, glancing at Palmer. 
 
    “We’ve made some interesting discoveries Mr King,” said Hogarth. “Some of which we need to discuss with you.” 
 
    “Discoveries? Like with Marvin, you mean?” 
 
    “He’s certainly one of them.” 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    Hogarth pulled a chair from the desk and sat down, King followed suit and so did Palmer.  
 
    “First of all, you’ve got a drug problem in the studio. But then I think you know that don’t you. But what I wonder is to the degree you knew about it.” 
 
    “Know about it? Have you taken a walk around this town, Inspector? You’ve got junkies roaming the streets. You’ve got kids smoking spliffs in the parks and on the beaches. You’ve got every kind of drug from the whole world out there. Did you actually expect my studio to be any different?” 
 
    “But you’re an employer, Mr King. An employer has responsibilities to ensure his staff are protected from drugs. To make sure they have a safe working environment.” 
 
    Harry King shook his head in disbelief. “Here we go. Another angle to shut me down. You’re aware this is home for most of the out of town actors here. This is their home, inspector. I told you before, I’m not their father. And what’s more I refute any allegation that we are not doing our best as employers here – I know Lana frequently checks up on the ones who live with us here. She does it because she cares about the place. There’s no way you can accuse us of not protecting them.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not accusing you of anything, Mr King. But I can tell you what we do know. Marvin the runner, wasn’t just acting as a runner on your movie projects. He was acting as drug runner, picking up and dropping off the orders placed by your actors. He was making up his wages with money made from deals on the side. And it wasn’t just a small thing, Mr King. The kid was busy with this stuff. When we picked him up he had a bagful of drugs and a pocketful of hard cash. For that alone he’s going to be in very serious trouble, and all of that stuff was coming right back here.” 
 
    “Marvin was stupid. Stupid, stupid, stupid. And whatever he was doing has nothing to do with this studio, or with me.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded. “I told Marvin you’d say that. But I’d consider this if I were you. As his case gets closer to court, and as reality begins to dawn on Marvin that you’re prepared to let him carry the can and say nothing in his defence, I think Marvin might start to see you a little differently, Mr King. He might start to talk.” 
 
    “Talk? Then let him talk! Let him say whatever he damn well wants. You can’t intimidate me, Inspector,” said King. The little man’s temper was getting the better of him, his face turning red, starting to tremble. 
 
    “That little idiot brought it on himself. What? You think I told him to deal drugs here, so you could shut me down? That I told him to go and get fixes for those fools so they couldn’t get it up on camera?! What do you think I am? An idiot! This business is my life. You might think it’s shameful and shabby, but I don’t care what you people think. I’ve been working hard at this for decades. This is what I do. Those drugs have nothing to do with me, and I don’t condone them at all.” 
 
    “You don’t condone them. But I wonder if you turn a blind eye, Mr King. The people who work for you here – how many of them are as hooked as Aimee Gillen?” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about? What are you insinuating?” 
 
    “How many of those actors and actresses living in those cells down there are dependent on the drugs Marvin was scoring for them?” 
 
    “Is that a question you think I can answer? Seriously?” 
 
    “I’m thinking out loud. The kind of thinking which a decent criminal prosecution solicitor will work over a hundred times before they bring it to court. So, here we are, Mr King. Marvin was a dealer for who knows how many of your actors and actresses. What if you knew about that? What if you sanctioned it?” 
 
    “Are you plum crazy?” said King. “You know about Aimee Gillen. That girl lost it because of drugs. She went from being a star to being a virtual recluse, and she became useless as an actress. I don’t want that here. I want my people good and clean and ready to go, just like those two out there.” 
 
    Hogarth kept his eyes on King. 
 
    “Or it could be that you allow them to form a habit, because it helps you to control their behaviour? It might even offer you a way to recruit some fresh young talent, eh? Everyone knows that young people think it’s cool to get high.” 
 
    “This is insane,” said King. He looked at DS Palmer. “Are you with him on this? Because this is pure fantasy right here. And if this gets to court, I swear I will pump good money into it, and make mincemeat of this case. I promise you that right now.” 
 
    Palmer nodded hesitantly.  
 
    “You’re off the reservation, Inspector. Even your colleague here thinks so, I can tell.” 
 
    Palmer winced but Hogarth didn’t change his focus. 
 
    “Mr King, Aimee Gillen was a drug user with a tobacco tin full of premium grade cocaine in her bedroom. Marvin was also known to visit her, checking in on her, supplying her, as he did with plenty of actors and actresses here. We know that. He’s been seen. Those drugs could be one of the reasons why Aimee Gillen died. And it happened under your watch.” 
 
    “You’re blaming me now? I helped her. I warned her.” 
 
    “So you say. But in the days before her death, Aimee Gillen was so desperate she made calls to a criminal law solicitor, calls to a newspaper, and calls to the police.” 
 
    Harry King fell silent. His face became pinched and pale. His eyes narrowed and flicked between Palmer and Hogarth.  
 
    “You’re making it up,” said King. “I don’t get it. Why would Aimee need a solicitor? And the police? Come on. What was that about? Was she in trouble?” 
 
    Hogarth grimaced. “She must have been in enough trouble to call a solicitor for help. The solicitor firm told us that the call was about sexual harassment, and that she used the word coercion, too.” 
 
    “Bullshit!” said King. “I mean it. I don’t care what she said, but that’s not true. We make sure our girls are safe and well, and well paid too. They are our stars! They are our business. You think I would want to exploit them in any way at all?” 
 
    “Aimee Gillen made those calls, Mr King. She used those words. And within days of doing so, she was dead.” Hogarth let his meaning sink in.  
 
    King narrowed his eyes and shook his head. He looked away in thought.  
 
    “Aimee was a mess… but we looked after her. I never would have let her get hurt or exploited by anyone.” 
 
    “But you already had, Mr King. The level of drugs in her system show how addicted she’d become. You know she was a mess. You said so yourself. And almost all of that will have been down to the fact she was so hooked on drugs – and on a supply which was coming through one of your other employees, on a grand scale.” 
 
    “I didn’t know what Marvin was doing. I swear.” 
 
    Hogarth stared into King’s eyes. He shook his head.  
 
    “Sorry, Mr King. I don’t believe that’s possible.” 
 
    King sighed and looked away.  
 
    “I think it might have proved very useful for you to have actors and actresses who needed a little fix now and then,” said Hogarth. “Especially, if you were the person controlling the supply.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Think about it. You have an actor who won’t do a scene, so you withhold their fix. You have a girl who you’d like to go on camera, a new girl maybe, but she’s nervous and won’t do it… so you wait until she’s hooked, and it makes it easy for you to persuade her. You can control the situation through the drugs.” 
 
    “Tell me, have you seen any evidence of that behaviour anywhere near my studio,” said King. His voice quiet. The small man had lost his sharp edges. He spoke quietly, tamely.  
 
    “I’ve seen the drugs, Mr King, and my colleague witnessed your runner obtaining cash for deals from the actors’ rooms. We saw the deal, and he has already confessed that he intended to bring those drugs back for the actors here.” 
 
    “But have you seen any evidence that I would ever do anything like that?” 
 
    “Mr King, Aimee Gillen called solicitors and police and reporters. I believe she felt abandoned, victimised, and I think she had seen even worse treatment against other staff here too. She wasn’t just going to complain about this place, Mr King. Aimee Gillen used the word coercion. And she called a reporter. She was going to blow the lid on what was happening here and blow it sky high.” 
 
    King fell silent.  
 
    Hogarth pushed further.  
 
    “Are you using drugs to coerce and control people here, Mr King?” said Hogarth.  
 
    King stared at him and shook his head. The little man’s face looked pained and pinched. Hogarth’s throat felt like it was drying up. 
 
    “Did things go too far with Aimee?” 
 
    The little man looked at Hogarth with fire in his eyes.  
 
    “Lies!” he shouted. He shouted so loud, the crew in the studio looked through the production room window. 
 
    “Lies?” said Hogarth. “I don’t see why a woman would lie when she called a lawyer. Or when she called the police.” 
 
    “I don’t know why Aimee would have lied, either, Inspector. And it hurts, because I looked after that girl for near on twenty years. But it’s a lie all the same. And I’m not going to let you shut my business down because of an institutional grudge against the porn business.” 
 
    “Those phone calls aren’t lies, Mr King. And those drugs aren’t lies either. All of this is going on under your roof.” 
 
    Harry King stood up and put his hands on his hips. He shifted on his feet, a small and forlorn looking figure. “You’re going to try and destroy me because of this, aren’t you?” The man said, in a small voice. “Well, you know what? Screw you. If you’re taking me down for nothing, I’ll go down fighting. We’ll carry on filming until you wrench the cameras out of our hands.” The little man grabbed the door and stormed out into the studio. His shouting faded as the door slammed shut. In the studio, the double door entrance opened and Lana Aubrey walked in. She took one look at the chaos, and her eyes flicked to the production room window. She glowered at Hogarth.  
 
    Hogarth saw the misgivings in Palmer’s eyes. 
 
    “I know, Palmer. I threw everything at him, for at least some kind of admission of guilt. But it didn’t work. We still don’t have enough.” 
 
    “Then maybe this isn’t murder after all, guv.” 
 
    As Harry King ranted out in the studio, Lana Aubrey made a beeline for the production room door. Here it comes, he thought.  
 
    “Oh, I still think it was murder,” said Hogarth, quietly. “But the only thing we’ve got against Harry King is negligence. We can get him for the supply and possession of the drugs on his premises. But without a direct complaint against him, that may as well be nothing at all. But make no mistake, Aimee Gillen was murdered. She was killed because she was about to expose the truth of what was going on here.” 
 
    Lana Aubrey stormed into the small room, her voice already raised.  
 
    “How dare you invade the studio like this?! You could have booked an appointment first.” 
 
    “Miss Aubrey…” said Hogarth. His eyes were drawn to the pale gold bracelet shaking on his wrist as she pointed at him. 
 
    “And you’ve arrested Marvin? On what grounds, exactly?” 
 
    “On drugs charges if you must know. Drugs which he was supplying to all and sundry in this place. Which makes me question if management knew about it.” He stared at Aubrey’s pale hazelnut eyes. They blinked in surprise – or maybe something else.  
 
    “Of course not,” said Aubrey, her face a mask of indignation.  
 
    “Marvin seems to think you did.” 
 
    The woman blushed, but Hogarth couldn’t tell if it was just anger. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Miss Aubrey. You’re not in the dock. Not yet.” 
 
    “Whatever he told you, that young man is a liar, through and through. He’s trying to pass the buck. If he was bringing drugs into this place, then it’s all on him.” 
 
    “I thought you might say that, Miss Aubrey. Sorry for the fuss, but if you’ll excuse us, we’ve got work to do.” 
 
    Hogarth pushed the door open and made a way past Aubrey out of the studio. The production crew watched them as they left. Lana Aubrey folded her arms and watched them go.  
 
    “Next time you call me first,” she called. 
 
    Hogarth offered a non-committal smile as he walked out of the door. When the studio doors shut behind them, he spoke to Palmer as they walked. 
 
    “Coercion and control, then poisoning and murder. The key to this case has to be hiding here somewhere.” 
 
    “You have to remember, Aimee Gillen was in a bad way. You don’t want to stake your career on a woman like that.” 
 
    “I didn’t stake my career on Aimee Gillen. Roger Johnson did that for me.” Hogarth read Palmer’s eyes. “You don’t think it was King, do you?” 
 
    Palmer shook her head.  
 
    “And after that performance, neither do I. He’s a lot of things, but Harry King isn’t a killer. I’m getting lost, Palmer. I need another look at the evidence. I must have missed something. Something obvious.” 
 
    When Hogarth turned away Palmer shook her head. An arrest for murder was further away than ever and Hogarth was fast running out of time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-five 
 
      
 
    Fuelled by caffeine, Hogarth’s mind whirred with a slew of contradictory impressions of the two cases in his life. Ali and Aimee Gillen. But if he was to keep his job beyond the end of the week, he couldn’t allow himself to be distracted. So, he sent Ali a text to keep her at bay. Working late tonight, so don’t wait up. And this time it was true. There was nothing for it but to study the known aspects of the case and find a way through. DC Simmons had no trouble leaving at six, but by seven, Palmer still lingered in the office as if she had something on her mind. Something to say but not the guts to risk it. Hogarth didn’t have the spare mind space for anyone else’s crap, so he focused on the flipchart, and Palmer eventually got the message and went home. But after a while of staring at every known element of the case, re-assembling and re-jigging them across the floor of the CID room, Hogarth sighed and dragged a hand through his hair. It was eight pm, and somewhere not very far away Melford’s clock was ticking. The interview with Harry King weighed heavy on Hogarth’s mind. Harry King wasn’t guilty. Half way through the King interview, he’d known he was sinking. He’d gambled that Harry King was the source of Aimee Gillen’s coercion and sexual harassment, that the drugs were the tool and the means of coercion. But the idea was nothing but assumption – as the flipchart pages soon made plain. Marvin and the drug deal operation were on one side of the floor, the words harassment and coercion on the other. And as Hogarth looked at them, he knew he had made a simple human error. He’d assumed the crimes were connected. But they didn’t have to be connected. Of all people he should have known. There were distinct, selfish, and criminal motives in everyone he’d ever dealt with. Even if Marvin’s drug game was known to Harry King, it didn’t mean King was forcing any of those girls to do anything they didn’t want to do. He was paying them as it was. On top of that, King had the authority of owning the studio. If he wanted to sleep with any of those girls, he already had enough bargaining power to make it happen.  
 
    Hogarth stood back and propped his chin on his fist. He read the notes again. “Think!” he snapped.  
 
    Abandoned line of coke. Out of character – Marvin agreed.  
 
    No sedative in blood at time of death. Wired on coke. Death from heat alone very unlikely.  
 
    Cracked tile – same night. Glass fragments. Line of dried liquid. Booze?  
 
    Marvin drug racket.  
 
    Marvin last person on scene – possible murderer. 
 
    Aimee Gillen. Calls to Gunthers, Police, Reporter. 
 
    Aimee Gillen depressed. Friendly with Chrissie Heaton. Others too? 
 
    Coercion/Harassment.  
 
    “Think. Think, damn it. There’s something else here. Something patently bloody obvious and you’re not getting it!” he uttered the last word with a growl, as the door creaked open behind him. He looked round and saw Palmer. It seemed like she’d only just left, but the clock said she’d been gone an hour or more. Palmer looked better than when he had last seen her. Refreshed, serene. And there was that look in her eyes, sympathetic to the point of pity. Hogarth blinked and looked down to the floor. 
 
    “Guv?” said Palmer. 
 
    “Hang on,” he said. “I’m in the bloody middle of it here.” 
 
    “That’s why I came back. To help.” 
 
    “I don’t see how you can. You already think I’ve lost the plot.” 
 
    Palmer closed the door behind her. 
 
    “I said I’ve come to help,” she said firmly.  
 
    Hogarth nodded.  
 
    “Fine. Then help me think of what’s missing, because something is missing here. I know it is… That stuff on the broken tile, maybe that’s it. And we need to know more on the girl.” 
 
    “Which girl?” said Palmer.  
 
    “Aimee Gillen’s so-called friend – Chrissie Heaton.” 
 
    Palmer sat down, the confusion showing on her face.  
 
    “Why her?” 
 
    “Aimee Gillen called Alice Perry about a friend. She was worried about her friend. Perry didn’t believe her and dismissed the call. But we know there had to be something in it. All we’ve heard is that Gillen was depressed, useless, needy, suicidal. They’re all painting her as a waste of space. But If she was such a waste of space, then why the need to kill her?” 
 
    “Maybe they didn’t. Isn’t that the point. If there’s no murder, then she wasn’t killed,” said Palmer.  
 
    “But she was. There are too many rogue elements for it to be anything else. But we still need the why. I think it has something to do with these ‘friends’.” 
 
    “But Heaton said Aimee Gillen was no friend. Chrissie said she tried it on.” 
 
    “Which tallies neatly with Lana Aubrey’s version of events. But those phone calls can’t be ignored. When she used the word ‘friends’ to Alice Perry, we need to find out if Gillen meant Chrissie Heaton, or someone else.” 
 
    Palmer nodded. “Okay. But the girl has shut me down twice. I don’t think we’ll get much from her.” 
 
    “See?” said Hogarth. “If she’s got nothing to hide, why shut you down. You said she’s acting scared. She knows something. Call her up.” 
 
    “That didn’t work before, guv.” 
 
    “Then try again. Tell her unless she comes clean, you’ll arrest her.” 
 
    Palmer sighed. “I tried that too.” 
 
    “And we’ll do it if we have to. Okay, let’s work around this. Let’s do some digging on her. See what we can find…” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Marvin. They’re about the same age. He’s got to know something.” 
 
    ***  
 
    Hogarth led the way with Palmer. They walked into the dim interior of interview room 1 which still smelt of the sweat and coffee of earlier interrogations. Marvin had been dragged in by PC Jordan. He looked bored and sleepy-eyed but picked himself up off the table as they walked in. 
 
    “Evening, Marvin.” 
 
    The young man grunted.  
 
    “What do you want now?” he said. 
 
    “Easy, Marvin. This isn’t about you, not directly.” 
 
    “What then?” 
 
    Hogarth sank into his chair and forced himself to concentrate. 
 
    “I bet you must have seen pretty much everything that ever went down in that studio,” said Hogarth.  
 
    Marvin’s eyes narrowed.  
 
    “With a job like yours, and your little sideline, you would have got to know people. They would have told you things. You handled their money. That means you were trusted.” 
 
    Marvin looked at Palmer for a hint of where Hogarth was going but she stayed blank faced.  
 
    “Marvin, you do understand the serious contradictions in your statement about the time you finished work, and the time that witnesses placed you near Aimee Gillen’s room on Sunday night. That contradiction marks you out as a prime suspect.” 
 
    “I didn’t do it.” There was exasperation in the young man’s voice, and a hint of tears in his eyes. 
 
    Hogarth took it all in and nodded.  
 
    “For what it’s worth, I’d like to believe you. I would. But you’re going to have to help me out to make that happen.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’m betting you’re a treasure trove of knowledge about the people who worked in that place. I need you to prove me right.” 
 
    “You want me to tell you about who? Harry? The actors? Who?” 
 
    “I’ll ask the questions, you just give me the answers.” 
 
    “And then what?” said Marvin. 
 
    “We’ll see,” said Hogarth.  
 
    Marvin gave a single nod.  
 
    “People keep telling us that Aimee Gillen was lonely, depressed, and needy. But Aimee made some calls and she mentioned her friends. You might be one of them. But I don’t think she meant you. We know she was close with Chrissie Heaton for a while, but Chrissie called that into question.” 
 
    “The lesbian stuff isn’t true,” said Marvin. “I told you.” 
 
    “Which is kind of interesting. Why would Chrissie Heaton and others say that if it wasn’t true?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Marvin, with a shrug. 
 
    “Maybe you do, Marvin. But you don’t realise it. What do you know about Chrissie Heaton?” 
 
    Marvin’s eyes glazed in thought. “Not much.” 
 
    “Then tell us what you know,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “I first saw her when she worked for the gym, before she joined the studio. I noticed she was prettier, and more mature than the rest of them.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded.  
 
    “But she was always a bit serious, even then. I smiled at her once or twice, as you do. But she gave me hard eyes, like she was saying don’t come near me, or whatever. It’s hard to like someone when it starts like that, so when I saw her working in the studio for the first time, I wasn’t bowled over if I’m honest.” 
 
    “Maybe she just didn’t fancy you, Marvin,” said Hogarth.  
 
    Marvin shrugged. “I couldn’t care less either way.” 
 
    “Tell me more.” 
 
    “Well, she never asked for drugs. Never. But I get the impression she must have tried some when she was with Aimee.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I heard them laughing it up together a few times. That’s the drugs, believe me,” said Marvin.” 
 
    Hogarth didn’t know what he was looking for, but it wasn’t the drugs.  
 
    “Tell me more about Chrissie. Her personality. Likes, dislikes.” 
 
    “Why?” said Marvin.  
 
    “Because I’m intrigued.” 
 
    Marvin shook his head as he racked his brains. “I heard she dropped out of school a while back. And she’s not like a lot of the girls at Harry’s. She’s quiet. She hardly talks to anyone at all. I think Aimee was the only one she ever spoke to, but coke’s like that. It loosens people up. It gets them talking.” 
 
    Hogarth raised an eyebrow as he chewed over Marvin’s words.  
 
    “So, she was serious, and quiet, and careful,” said Hogarth. “But when she got close to Aimee Gillen and they started talking? Is that it?” 
 
    “I’m sure they did. I heard them from time to time, listening to music and talking. Like they were friends.” 
 
    There. Marvin had said it. They were friends. Palmer watched Hogarth lean forward in his seat. “How recent was this? The last time they were ‘friendly’,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “It was pretty recent. I heard them talking only a few days back.” 
 
    “What, last weekend? Aimee died on Sunday night. Were Aimee and Chrissie talking last weekend?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think so.” 
 
    Hogarth recalled Lana Aubrey’s statement. She had seen Marvin at ten pm, when she found Chrissie Heaton by the washrooms. And the washrooms weren’t far from Aimee Gillen’s room. Hogarth thought it over and moved on.  
 
    “So she’s quiet, but she was friendly with Gillen. Aimee Gillen was the only one she was ever friendly with?” 
 
    “Yes. I mean I don’t even know how Chrissie even got into the studio. I guess Harry must have spotted her on her way to work at the gym. He’s got an eye for talent like that. But her attitude had her down as way too shy for the camera. She’d got the face and the body for it, but you have to be the outgoing type to get it on in front of the camera. I didn’t think she’d make it. She’s still struggling. It happens sometimes.” 
 
    “Does it?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Yeah. I heard it happened before my time there. One of the new girls topped herself.” 
 
    “What?” said Hogarth, turning to Palmer.  
 
    “It’s before my time. You’d have to ask someone else about that. In this business you need a thick skin, and if the girls think they’ve made a mistake by getting involved, it’s too late. They’re on camera. You can’t take that back.” 
 
    Hogarth blinked.  
 
    “No. I suppose not…” 
 
    Marvin sat up.  
 
    “And I wouldn’t put most of those gym girls anywhere near a camera. They’ve got the gym body, sure, and some are pretty too, but they don’t even talk to us. It’s like they’d been told not to mix.” 
 
    “The deluxe gym staff and Harry King’s Porn Studios. If I was Darryl Regent I wouldn’t want my staff to mix with them either. And nor would their parents, I’ll bet,” said Hogarth, his voice trailing away. Palmer caught the change in tone and glanced at him.  
 
    “Harry King Studios have a rule about not fraternising, don’t they? You know that actors shouldn’t talk to one another much or get too personal?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Yeah, I got told that at the start. Don’t get too friendly,” said Marvin. “They said it’s bad for morale.” 
 
    There was that word again, thought Hogarth. Friend. Friends. Friendly. Getting friendly wasn’t allowed. And Aimee Gillen had broken a rule with Chrissie Heaton … just how important was that rule? 
 
    “And who told you that Marvin?” 
 
    “I got given the code of conduct the day I started. Lana Aubrey told me about it. She said it was Harry’s rule.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded. “And from what you say about the X-L gym staff, and about Chrissie Heaton, it seems the gym probably has a similar set of rules.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that. All I can say is they’re a closed bunch. They don’t socialise. They don’t look at us. It’s like we’re contaminated.” 
 
    “Didn’t you ever bring this up with Chrissie – seeing as that’s where she came from?” 
 
    “No. Chrissie Heaton is a closed book. She’s distant with me and everyone else at the studio.” 
 
    “In what way, Marvin?” 
 
    “She’s always so stand-offish and serious. Even when she’s filming, she’s quiet. She won’t last there. I don’t see how she can.” 
 
    “She was the same with me, guv,” said Palmer.  
 
    Hogarth dragged a hand over his stubbly chin and narrowed his eyes.  
 
    “Thanks for your help, Marvin. I think we’re almost done for tonight.” 
 
    “But you’ve hardly asked me anything.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Marvin. I’ve got one more question for you. And this one is a biggie.” 
 
    “What?” said Marvin.  
 
    “When I asked you if Harry King and Lana Aubrey knew that you were dealing drugs, you hesitated. You thought they’d help you out. But they didn’t help you at all, did they?” 
 
    Marvin folded his arms and sat back in the chair. “I guess not.” 
 
    “So then… seeing as you’re in this on your own, can you tell me, once and for all, did Harry King or Lana Aubrey know that you were dealing drugs at the studio?” 
 
    Marvin looked away.  
 
    “Come on, son. They’re not doing you any favours at all.” 
 
    “Like I told you,” said Marvin, “they must have known something.” 
 
    Hogarth gave Marvin a withering glare. “Not good enough.” 
 
    “Okay… there was one time, a while back… Lana asked me for something. She just dropped a hint, it was pretty smart actually, but I knew she was after something. It was a bit of a personal one, though. She said she needed something for her new boyfriend.” 
 
    Hogarth turned inward. He frowned as he tried to recollect any mention of Lana Aubrey’s boyfriend. Or any photograph of him in her office. He couldn’t remember a single one. 
 
    “You may as well tell us,” said Hogarth. 
 
    “Okay. It was a sex enhancer.” 
 
    “A sex enhancer?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Yeah, you know. A bedroom drug. They call it liquid ecstasy. The ravers and the hedonists like it too, but I know why Lana wanted it. She virtually said as much. It makes all the intimate stuff feel better, if you know what I mean. 
 
    “Liquid ecstasy?” said Palmer. “What? Like ecstasy pills?” 
 
    “Kind of,” said Marvin. “But they’re a little bit like booze too. They give you a nice sweet high without the hangover. Look, Lana dropped me a hint, I knew what she needed, so I offered to get it and didn’t ask any questions. She was my boss. I got it for her, and she gave me the cash. She had to know I was dealing, right?” 
 
    Hogarth reclined in his chair, with a hint of a smile. “How long ago did this happen, Marvin? The deal with Lana Aubrey?” 
 
    “Oh, about two or three weeks back.” 
 
    “Which makes Miss Aubrey yet another liar in this case. I’m beginning to lose count of all the bull I’ve heard along the way,” said Hogarth. “One more thing, Marvin. This liquid ecstasy. How do you get it?” 
 
    “Huh? Oh.” said Marvin. “It’s liquid.” The young man shrugged. “It comes in a vial.” 
 
    “A vial. And what does it look like, this vial?” 
 
    Marvin gestured with his hands. “It’s about this tall and this wide. A bit like a perfume bottle, I guess.” 
 
    “Like a perfume bottle,” said Hogarth. “What are these vials made of?” 
 
    “Glass,” said Marvin.  
 
    Hogarth blinked, and his little eyes peeled wide open. “Glass…?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Marvin. 
 
    “These vials. What do they look like? Any distinguishing marks? Any colour or particular shape?” 
 
    “No. It depends on the batch. But they’re usually pretty small. Hang on. The one I got for Lana Aubrey. That one had a hint of colour to it. The glass was grey.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “It had a thick bottom. Like some perfume bottles do.”” 
 
    Hogarth’s eyes flashed in thought. He stood up from his seat. “Thanks Marvin. That’s it. We’re done here.” 
 
    “But what about me, eh?” 
 
    “Like I told you before, we’ll see…” 
 
    Hogarth nodded, and Palmer followed him out of interview room 1 into the open office.  
 
    “Jordan,” called Hogarth to the PC sitting at his desk. “Take the lad back to the cell, will you. We’re done with him.” 
 
    “Yes, sir” said Jordan. 
 
    “Guv?” said Palmer, following in Hogarth’s wake. “What was that about?” 
 
    Hogarth led them back into the CID room.  
 
    “Didn’t you get all that, Palmer?” Hogarth eyes hit the flipchart sheets arranged on the floor. There were new notes to be added, as soon as he had the chance, and now some possible answers as well as questions. 
 
    “Did you hear what he said? There was another dead girl at that studio…” he said.  
 
    “But it’s historical, people die all the time, guv.” 
 
    “And the glass vial. Glass, Palmer, see.” Hogarth nodded at the note on the floor.  
 
    “Glass is everywhere you go, guv. Don’t get carried away on a few minor details.” 
 
    “Palmer, did you come back to help me or not?” said Hogarth. 
 
    Palmer nodded and took the hit. “To help you, of course.” 
 
    Hogarth took a deep breath. “I’d bet a lot of good money that Miss Chrissie Heaton hasn’t been obstructive and rude with you for the sake of it. She’s afraid of something, isn’t she? What if she’s just trying to keep the rules she’s already broken. Out of fear… or perhaps, out of compulsion.” 
 
    Palmer recalled the girl’s odd, flighty behaviour. 
 
    “But I thought she was afraid of us…” 
 
    “Not us, Palmer. But what could happen to her if we keep digging. Think… Chrissie Heaton transferred to the studios from the gym almost two months back… she was quiet, offish, and distant… just like the other girls who work at that gym – keeping their distance from the porn studio. But what if they have the same rules at Harry King Studios. Rules designed to keep people apart.” Hogarth looked at Palmer, with a fresh spark in his weary eyes. “Rules designed to keep secrets… and like Marvin said, secrets and cocaine really don’t go well together, do they…?” 
 
    Hogarth’s face was tinged grey with fatigue and Palmer noticed his sunken shoulders. Hogarth looked as if he was being gradually crushed by the pressure on his shoulders. Palmer reached out to touch his arm but thought better of it and withdrew her hand before he noticed. 
 
    “Guv, you’re tired. It all sounds good, but you need to get some sleep and come at this again tomorrow, when you’re fresh.” 
 
    “We both know I haven’t got time to muck around, not with the commissioner and Melford on my back. I have to get this wrapped up pronto.”  
 
    Then Hogarth started to mutter. “Chrissie Heaton became Aimee Gillen’s friend… Marvin used the word himself… the word Gillen used on the phone to Alice Perry… they had fun together. Shared secrets, like friends do… but the next minute, Aimee Gillen is alone, friendless, cast out, and everyone is knocking her reputation. They’re saying she was a predator, chasing Heaton for sex. But no Aimee Gillen had a friend. When she made that call she wanted to help her friend. We’re not seeing the truth, Palmer. We’re seeing Gillen as they want us to see her. That’s the key, Palmer. Chrissie told Aimee something, and for whatever reason Aimee Gillen couldn’t bear to keep it confidential… What could be that appalling? That fearful?” 
 
    Palmer listened as Hogarth rattled out his latest theory. Then he flicked his eyes to the other sheet on the floor.  
 
    “Then when she died Aimee Gillen had a ton of cocaine in her system…  no booze, no sedative… but she still managed to fall unconscious in that sauna. And that doesn’t make sense, unless… unless…” Hogarth’s eyes trailed to the fragment of glass. The note about the broken tile. “Bloody hell!” 
 
    “Guv?” said Palmer. 
 
    Hogarth snapped his fingers and fixed Palmer in his eyes. “They’re keeping secrets, Palmer, because that’s the way they want it. Aimee Gillen paid the price because she found out all about it and was about to blow the whistle on them.” 
 
    “Secrets? What secret?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. But Chrissie Heaton knows all about it, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Chrissie Heaton?” said Palmer.  
 
    Hogarth picked took his mobile phone from his pocket. He dialled, put the phone to his ear and turned away to take the call. Thankfully Quentin didn’t make him wait. 
 
    “Ed! Hello! Yes, yes. It’s Hogarth here.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’re working overtime again, Hogarth,” said Quentin in his usual brusque tone. 
 
    “I’m working late, yeah. Just like you, I hope,” said Hogarth. “Listen, Ed. I know you’ve already done the report on Aimee Gillen, but would you mind running through the toxicology again, just one more time for me. Just to be sure.” 
 
    “And what would I be looking for exactly?” said Quentin at the other end of the line. 
 
    “Something I think you might have already found.” 
 
    “And you want me to find it again? How bizarre. And what, pray tell, would that be?” said Quentin.  
 
    “The ghost of drug binges past. You found something – unspecified in the toxicology report. A trace of something. Is there any chance you could be more specific with another test…?” 
 
    “You mean the background chemical traces? They were noted but there’ll be precious little extra to be found, I assure you.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I only noted them because the traces could be evidence of a past or a recent drug use…” 
 
    “Past or recent? But if it was recent wouldn’t you get a better result?” said Hogarth. 
 
    “No. Most substances will come up on blood tests or urine tests, but a few are far less easy to find. Arsenic is one such substance. It’s hard to prove its presence until nail or hair sample tests are returned, and that can take weeks.” 
 
    “But we’re not talking about arsenic here, Ed.” 
 
    “No. definitely not,” said Quentin. 
 
    “So what are the other options?” 
 
    “Opioids are a possibility. They are synthetic opiates, factory made, which can disappear within hours of use. Fentanyl is currently infamous. But toxicology didn’t return any significant data there.” 
 
    “Do you think Aimee Gillen could have been killed by one of those?” 
 
    “No. There would have been other clues. The effects on the brain and the heart, but they weren’t present.” 
 
    Hogarth shook his head. “Are there any other substances you can think of that could have done the job of knocking her out?” 
 
    “You’re putting me on the spot here, Hogarth… what are you getting at exactly?” 
 
    “There’s one thing I have in mind…” 
 
    “I’ll have a look, but I doubt I’ll find anything more than I did before, and if I don’t, my verdict will remain the same. Aimee Gillen’s death was an accident.” 
 
    “Then I’ll have to keep my fingers crossed.” 
 
    “But what am I looking for exactly?” said Quentin. 
 
    “Ever heard of Liquid Ecstasy, Ed?” said Hogarth. But he was in a hurry, and didn’t wait for an answer. “Run the test again, and please focus on those traces, will you.” 
 
    “Oh, it’ll be a pleasure,” said Quentin, in a deadpan tone. 
 
    “Great. Speak to you soon,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “No doubt you will.” 
 
    The call ended, and Hogarth looked to Palmer. “You told me you wanted to help. So, are you up for a late shift?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “I think I can handle that.” 
 
    “Good. Because I’m knackered. You can do the driving.” He tossed Palmer his car keys.  
 
    “Where are we going, guv?” she said. 
 
    “Back to the X-L building.” 
 
    “Not to the studio again,” said Palmer. 
 
    “No. Not this time…” said Hogarth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-six 
 
      
 
    Hogarth walked into the lobby of the X-L building. But for the first time since the case began, he turned left towards the great glass atrium of the ocean-blue X-L gym. He walked through the polished glass doors, half expecting a loud klaxon alarm to expose his abysmal lack of social status, or chronic lack of fitness. Thankfully, no such alarm went off. They had to let Darryl Regent in, after all. Hogarth felt the mix of serenity and decadence in the air. In another life Hogarth could have gotten used to coming to a place like this, but in this life, he didn’t fit. Hogarth would have been a rusting square peg in a platinum-plated round hole. And the luxury went so far as the two pretty receptionists smiling at him as if they actually meant it. Hogarth did his best to return the smile with a crumpled version of his own, before he gave it up as a dead loss. He walked close to reception and looked around the upper and lower levels. The floors above had glass balcony barriers providing a good view of reception and the floors below them. Swishy dance music was being pumped through hidden speakers at just the right volume. Not too annoying, not too quiet. Creeper plants and tall palms nestled beside faux white Roman pillars dotted around the place. Hogarth was impressed. The white-washed pillars lacked taste, but in every other respect the X-L gym was simply top of the line. It oozed wealth and glamour. 
 
    “Good evening,” said one of the receptionists. “How can we help?” She was a young faced blonde with a fringe that hung low over her eyes. The second girl, dark skinned with curly hair, looked at them curiously from the other side of the reception desk.  
 
    “Yes, good evening. I’m Detective Inspector Joseph Hogarth, and this is Detective Sergeant Palmer. We’re from Southend CID. We’re investigating an incident in the neighbouring film studio, and as part of the investigation, we’re going to need a look at some of your files.” 
 
    “Our files? In the gym?” said the receptionist. 
 
    “Yes,” said Hogarth. “There’s an overlap. One of your ex-staff now works in the studio…” 
 
    Hogarth looked at the young women hopefully. They looked young, so perhaps they would be malleable enough to give him what he needed without questions. The girls looked as young as Chrissie Heaton. To help with persuasion, Hogarth showed them his badge and police ID card. The receptionists still seemed uncertain. 
 
    “Files?” 
 
    Hogarth shook his head. “Yes. Staff files are the ones we need.” 
 
    “I think you’d best call Jody,” said the girl with curly hair. 
 
    “Jody?” said Hogarth. At least Regent wasn’t still around, he thought. 
 
    “Yeah. Jody is one of the duty managers. We’d have to ask her about this.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” said Hogarth, with a grumbling tone. 
 
    The girl with the fringe put the call in to her manager, but while they waited, Hogarth didn’t waste any time. He tried to talk to the other one. Divide and conquer, and all that. 
 
    Hogarth’s eyes dropped to the girl’s name badge. “So… Lizzie…? How long have you worked here?” 
 
    “Here?” The girl looked at them both and plucked the hair from her eyes.  
 
    “Working at the X-L gym,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “For a while,” she said.  
 
    “And how do you find it?” 
 
    Hogarth smiled at her, but the girl seemed hesitant. Her smile flickered from the strain.  
 
    “It’s good here. I like it…” 
 
    Her reply was a little too robotic for Hogarth’s taste. The corporate rules about no-contact seemed as rigid at the gym as they were next door. 
 
    “And how old are you?” 
 
    The girl blinked and smiled. “I think we’d better wait for Jody,” she said.  
 
    “Okay. I see. Don’t like talking about yourself, eh?” said Hogarth. “Then maybe you can help me with something else. Did you know a girl called Chrissie Heaton? Do you remember Chrissie? She used to work here.” 
 
    The girl shook her head slowly, but Hogarth wasn’t convinced. 
 
    “Jody’s on her way,” said the blonde as she hung up the phone. 
 
    “Then what about you, eh… Kylie?” said Hogarth, repeating the name badge trick. “Do you remember when Chrissie Heaton worked here?” 
 
    The blonde smiled, but her eyes looked troubled. “We should really wait for Jody.” 
 
    “Yes. Let’s all wait for Jody then,” said Hogarth, grimacing. “I can’t wait.” 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for Jody to appear. A woman wearing the corporate turquoise fleece and navy leggings appeared at the top of an escalator on the upper floor. The woman had long, straight pale brown hair, and looked pretty in an unmade-up kind of way. But Hogarth saw the wary look about her. Unlike the receptionists, she didn’t bother to smile. Jody reached the ground floor and walked towards them.  
 
    “Jody Castleton,” she said. “I’m the duty manager here. And I hear you’re from the police.” 
 
    “Yes,” Hogarth handed across his ID. “From Southend CID.” The woman looked at it briefly then handed it back. Hogarth had the woman down as in her early thirties.  
 
    “I see,” she said. “So… what can we do for you?” she said. At last, a prim smile made a brief appearance on her face. 
 
    “Have you heard about the investigation next door?” 
 
    “We’ve heard a little.” 
 
    “Then you’ll know it’s a serious matter. A woman died in there and the cause of death is still a matter of doubt.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” said Jody Castleton.  
 
    “We’ve been looking at the background of a number of people next door, and it seems that one of them, a Miss Chrissie Heaton, used to work here too.” 
 
    “Chrissie…?” said the woman. She looked at them, and her gaze lasted a fraction too long. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Hogarth. “You knew her then?” 
 
    “Yes. Chrissie was a very good member of the team. We were very sorry to see her go. But I guess there’s always a time to move on.” 
 
    “Hmmm. And why did she leave…?” 
 
    “That’s an HR matter, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “An HR matter. Of course it is. And do you have an HR department that I could contact?” said Hogarth 
 
    Jody Castleton stiffened and hesitated.  
 
    “No. We have an administration department and they deal with the HR issues.” 
 
    “So it’s not an HR matter. It’s an admin matter. Then I think we’ll need to talk to them.” 
 
    Jody Castleton frowned, before adjusting her face with a smile.  
 
    “I’m a member of the admin team. As a manager, of course. I might be able to help you.” 
 
    Hogarth looked her in the eye. “But you said I was asking an HR question? I thought you couldn’t help.” 
 
    “That’s because HR matters are confidential. I can’t just discuss employee information like that.” 
 
    Hogarth wondered if the woman was the bureaucratic type, or whether there was another reason for her evasiveness.  
 
    “How many people work here, Miss Castleton? You can answer that, I take it.?” 
 
    “Thirty-two,” said the woman., 
 
    “Thirty-two employees and you still have your own HR in house?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Curious,” said Hogarth, looking at Palmer. 
 
    “Not really. Human Resources agencies cost a great deal of money and they don’t have the on-the-ground insight that we have. I think it was a good business decision.” 
 
    “It’ll certainly be beneficial for us,” said Hogarth. “You should have exactly the files we need to look at.” 
 
    The woman was beginning to look strained. “And what is it that you’re after?” 
 
    “Chrissie Heaton’s employee file. We’re looking at her background.” 
 
    “I’m still not sure if I can provide you with that information. I’ll need to check first.” 
 
    “But you’re a manager, aren’t you, Miss Castleton? Don’t you have say over who can see it?” 
 
    “Please,” said Castleton, as she stepped away. “Just allow me to check, will you?” 
 
    “Check with who?” 
 
    “With Darryl Regent – the owner.” 
 
    Hogarth watched as the woman turned away. He smiled at the girls behind reception and muttered to Palmer under his breath. “Darryl Regent? If she checks with humpty we’ll be bloody lucky to get anything at all.” 
 
    While Castleton made the call, Hogarth tried again with the receptionists.  
 
    “And how long have you been here? You two?” 
 
    But the girls weren’t biting. They looked at one another before giving Hogarth an awkward smile. Hogarth looked at Palmer and shook his head. The rules really were ingrained. 
 
    Castleton returned to Hogarth with the phone handset still raised in her hand.  
 
    “Mr Regent wants to know why you would need to see Chrissie Heaton’s employee file?” she said.  
 
    “Because her background is of interest to us. She works next door and she worked here. It’s a procedural matter, that’s all. Chrissie Heaton knew the deceased.” 
 
    Castleton put the phone to her ear and relayed Hogarth’s reply to Regent.  
 
    “Okay,” she said. “Mr Regent asks if you have a warrant…” she said. Hogarth raised an eyebrow at Palmer.  
 
    “No, we don’t. But you can tell Mr Regent that helping us with this request would go well in his favour. If we can access this file tonight, that would be the end of it. Or I could obtain a warrant, come back in during peak hours tomorrow and cause him some friction. And I do know how much Mr Regent hates friction. It’s bad for business, and all.” 
 
    Hogarth felt Palmer at his side. He was lying about the warrant and he knew she knew it. There was little or no chance of a warrant just on his whim, especially on his present form. 
 
    Castleton relayed the information to Regent, and he was slow to reply. Hogarth and Palmer couldn’t hear a word of what was said, but they watched Castleton nod and make affirmative noises for the best part of a minute before the call was done. 
 
    “Of course, Mr Regent,” said Castleton, before she hung up. 
 
    “What was all that about?” said Hogarth. 
 
    “Mr Regent says you can see the file. But he also said he’ll be speaking with your superior first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Of course he will,” said Hogarth. 
 
    “Come with me please,” said Castleton 
 
    The woman led them up the escalator, giving them a bird’s eye view of the interior landscape as they slowly rose to the top floor. The three floors below were busy, and yet still quiet. Banks of silver and grey running machines, elliptical trainers and bikes were mostly empty. The weights room had a sprinkling of well-dressed meat-heads working-out hard behind glass walls. Hogarth counted the visible members of staff as they climbed. From what he saw, beside one guy in a turquoise top, the other six staff on site were all young women. 
 
    “You recruit a lot of young women in here. Is that a company policy, Miss Castleton?” 
 
    “Mr Regent believes in giving youth a chance,” said the woman. “Everyone who comes through here gets an accreditation in fitness training and can become personal trainers if they want to There’s a lot of options for career progression.” 
 
    “Or they can go and work next door in an X-rated film studio, like Chrissie Heaton.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” said Castleton “One girl’s choice doesn’t represent everyone else. Chrissie’s move was her choice.” 
 
    “And she’s been the only one to make that move? Across the building to Harry King?” 
 
    “I can’t comment on that. That’s HR business.” 
 
    “But you said you manage all HR business.” 
 
    “And like I said, it’s confidential – under the data protection act. If you have any more questions on the matter, I think you’ll need to address them to Mr Regent himself.” 
 
    “If that’s necessary.” 
 
    “I think so, don’t you?” she said.  
 
    Jody Castleton smiled but kept quiet. She led them to a wide white-walled office on the top floor. The office contained four black desks, and all were neat and empty apart from one. It seemed Jody Castleton was the only member of admin staff working the shift. “Please take a seat, will you? I’ll be back in just a moment.” 
 
    Hogarth and Palmer took a seat at the edge of the office and watched as Jody walked to the cabinets behind the desks. 
 
    “I’ve just got a couple of things to do, then I’ll fetch you Chrissie Heaton’s file.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded but kept his eyes on the woman’s movements. Castleton didn’t like answering questions, and he saw a hint of blush in her cheeks. Hogarth followed her hands with his eyes. He watched the woman unlock the drawer in a tall filing steel cabinet with a key, gathering a clutch of files into her arms, then she walked out of the office into the dark room beyond. She switched on the light. They could hear her fussing with the paperwork. 
 
    “What’s all this about?” whispered Hogarth, under his breath. 
 
    “They’re certainly making life difficult,” said Palmer. “Regent doesn’t seem to like you very much.” 
 
    “These days who does, eh, Palmer?” 
 
    Jody Castleton was gone for a long, full minute. When she returned, she wore a stiff smile. She came bearing one slim brown file. She handed it into Hogarth’s hands. He opened the file and saw a few flimsy stapled sheets. Looking at the centre crease of the card folder, it was obvious that it had recently carried a lot more paperwork than it did at present. Hogarth put on a tight smile.  
 
    “Thank you very much. And this is everything… is it?” 
 
     “Oh yes. It’s everything I can give you.” 
 
    “Brilliant,” said Hogarth, noting the woman’s precise choice of words. He made a gesture of starting to scan the first sheet – a typed application form bearing Chrissie’s name. He read the sheet and handed it to Palmer. 
 
    “This is what you asked for, isn’t it?” said the woman. 
 
    “Oh yes,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Then I’m glad we could be of help then. When you’ve finished with the file, please leave it on my desk over there.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded. “We will, thanks, Miss Castleton.” 
 
    The woman nodded. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to be getting on with some other things downstairs.” The woman looked relieved to be getting away. 
 
    “No problem. We’ll leave everything as we find it.” 
 
    Jody Castleton walked out of the office.  
 
    “What do you make of this” said Hogarth. He shook the empty file at Palmer. 
 
    “It’s empty. There’s barely any details here apart from her old job description and her competency list. There’s a couple of work appraisals too, but that’s it. It’s useless.” 
 
    Hogarth stood up and started walking.  
 
    “Darryl Regent’s playing games with us. And to think, I once used to like the man.” 
 
    “You said he’d gotten up to a few things in the past, guv?” 
 
    “He was a tax dodger. But he got those scamming MPs worried too.” 
 
    “You alluded that he’d done some other things.” 
 
    “Rumours and whispers, Palmer. But I can’t remember the details, so it can’t have stuck. People always have something bad to say about the rich and famous.”  
 
    “Could be worth checking though, guv? If he’s leaning on the commissioner, it could be handy to know something on him… 
 
    Hogarth found a card divider behind the papers in the folder. He picked it up to see what lay behind it. But there was nothing. The other papers had been removed. “What?” said Hogarth, talking to himself.  
 
    “Darryl Regent,” said Palmer. “It’d be handy seeing what else he got up to,” said Palmer. Then Palmer saw Hogarth wasn’t listening. “Guv?” 
 
    “I bloody thought so! This file has been emptied,” said Hogarth. “Regent told that woman not to give us a damn thing.” 
 
    Hogarth walked towards the back wall of the office. 
 
    “Where are you going?” said Palmer. 
 
    “Our Miss Castleton walked behind these desks, and she opened this drawer here,” said Hogarth. He tried to pull the top drawer of the filing cabinet open but found it locked. “She pulled out a bunch of brown files just like that one and took them through into that room back there. She was out there for a while, then when she came back in, she handed us that flimsy thing.” 
 
    Palmer looked at Hogarth. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “Come on, Palmer. You know exactly what I’m saying. They’ve emptied Heaton’s file. And they’re hiding others, too. You wait here. If you hear someone coming let me know.” 
 
    She watched Hogarth walk through into the dark back office room where Jody Castleton had taken the files. Palmer heard the flick of a switch and saw the light buzz on. “Guv….” said Palmer as he disappeared, but Hogarth was in no mood for a warning.  
 
    “It’ll be alright, Palmer. This must be done…” said Hogarth.  
 
    But Hogarth’s words didn’t give her any comfort. The DI was going off the reservation in a big way and if he was caught, he was finished. Darryl Regent would ensure it.  
 
    What was taking him so long? 
 
    Five minutes had passed, and Palmer could still hear him rifling through papers in the back room. Palmer heard her heart thudding in her chest and felt her throat closing up. She listened closely to the sounds from the gym outside with acute attention. And when she heard a faint clank, clank, clank, Palmer knew exactly what it was. Castleton was coming back. She was climbing the escalator 
 
    “Guv!” she hissed.  
 
    “Guv?” Palmer hissed again, but Hogarth couldn’t hear her. Palmer jumped to her feet as the clanks grew louder. She ran to the back room and leaned through the doorway. She found Hogarth hunched over a cabinet with a sheaf of paper in his hand, and loose stacks set out all around him. Hogarth seemed engrossed but looked up and met her eye. 
 
    “Guv, she’s coming.” 
 
    “Who? Jody Castleton? Oh, bugger.” 
 
    Hogarth stuffed the papers back in the card files and slammed them shut, but then he seemed to think better of it, and grabbed a couple of loose sheets. He stuffed them into his jacket, scrunching them deep into his inside pocket before he followed Palmer out of the room and flicked off the light. They didn’t have time to reach their seats. The footsteps were far too close for that. Palmer and Hogarth looked at each other, trapped awkwardly in the middle of the room as Castleton appeared in the doorway. She stopped and looked at them, with a hint of a frown showing on her face. Hogarth broke the silence before it got unbearable.  
 
    “Oh, there you are, Miss Castleton. We just wanted to say thanks before we left. That’s it. We’re all done, ready to go.” 
 
    “And you got what you wanted?” she asked.  
 
    “Oh yes, I think we did,” said Hogarth. “Be sure to thank Mr Regent for me, won’t you? Ever so kind.” 
 
    Hogarth gave the woman a wink as he passed her in the doorway, and Palmer handed the original, useless folder back into her hand. Palmer gave the woman a strained smile and made her way out. 
 
    “Well, I hope that was worth it, guv. You almost gave me a bloody heart attack up there…” said Palmer as they glided down the escalator. Hogarth looked at her with a grin. Palmer saw something sparkle in his eyes.  
 
    “Oh, it was worth it, Palmer. I’ve got exactly what Mr Regent didn’t want us to see. And I assume some people next door probably didn’t want us to see it either.” 
 
    “But you can’t use it, guv. Whatever you think you’ve got, you stole it from them. It’ll incriminate you before it harms them.” 
 
    “I’m not going to use it, Palmer. Not like that, at any rate. We’re going to use it to flush out our killer.” 
 
    Not for the first time, Palmer was having her doubts about Hogarth. His wild actions had put her at risk and set her on edge. She was an ethical cop, and Hogarth had crossed the line right in front of her eyes. As much as Palmer liked him, if Hogarth was intent on destroying his own career, he wasn’t going to take her down with him… 
 
   
  
 



Twenty-seven 
 
      
 
    At five-fifty am, Hogarth woke up cold and aching. He found himself on his own home sofa, his spine bent out of shape, his body contorted and unwilling to unfold. There were pins and needles in his hands, and his legs felt dead. His sofas were uncomfortable and cheap, hardly good enough for sitting on, let alone for sleeping, yet he had chosen them rather than sharing his bed with Ali. He yawned and wondered why. It was because Ali was compromising him. If she was the woman he loved, then he was already a fool. But if she was the woman Vic Norton had described, then every time he spent a moment near her, feeling for her, needing her, he made what had to happen next that much harder to bear. Avoiding her, hard as it was, was self-preservation. Hogarth tried to be quiet as he unfolded his body. He stood up and his spine clicked. His legs ached. He saw he was still fully dressed in shirt and chinos, crumpled from head to toe. He saw a mostly empty bottle of Scotch on the floor beneath him.  
 
    “Please tell me I didn’t drink that,” he whispered, but the fog in his head told him he’d had a few. Hogarth passed the kitchen, flicked the kettle on, then walked to the shower and put himself under the water until he felt human. It took five minutes of being blasted by extremely hot water before he even remembered what he’d done the night before. The X-L gym. Jody Castleton. Stealing the files Darryl Regent had tried to hide. He had risked his neck, but it had to be done. The case had proved near enough impenetrable, and he was committed to finding the killer. Fully committed. But the thrill of his discovery woke him up more than the water ever could. Once again, he knew he had a chance to put a villain behind bars. A chance to set the record straight. Who cared if he broke a few rules here and there to get the thing done? He winced as he remembered Palmer’s face. She didn’t like it, did she? Hogarth had been drafted in to replace an era of corrupt scumbags who used to wring the town for all it was worth. Maybe Palmer was worried he was going to go the same way. DS Palmer, with her big sad eyes, was a lot like his conscience. Hogarth yanked the shower cord. He grabbed a towel, threw it over his head, and rubbed hard like he always did. When he pulled the towel away, he found a sleepy looking Ali standing before him, framed in the light of the hallway. The bathroom was full of steam. The smile of Hogarth’s coming victory was dampened in more ways than one.  
 
    “Ali…” he said.  
 
    “Joe… what time did you come home?” 
 
    “Late. Very late,” he said, feeling like a liar. 
 
    “I stayed up ‘til one.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Hogarth. “I must have got back after that.” 
 
    Ali stared at him, her big eyes full of questioning.  
 
    “You didn’t come to bed.” 
 
    “It was so late, that I didn’t want to wake you.” 
 
    “That’s stupid. You need the sleep more than I do. What is it? What’s the matter with you?” 
 
    Hogarth sighed and looked away. The feeling of lying and hiding, the soul poisoning bad faith couldn’t go on much longer. He’d had enough of it. But it wasn’t time yet. A lie would have to do.  
 
    “I told you. It’s this case. Melford’s got me under pressure again. I’m having to do things, bend the rules just to get at the truth. The top brass have all thrown their weight against me now. I have to nail this case, Ali. It’s make or break.” At least that was true.  
 
    “And that’s all it is?” she said.  
 
    He saw the doubt in her eyes. She didn’t believe him.  
 
    Hell. How had it come to this already? 
 
    Hogarth stopped towelling his pale body and met her eye evenly.  
 
    “That’s all it is,” he said.  
 
    Lying wasn’t so hard, really it wasn’t. Even when you thought you loved the woman you were lying to. 
 
    Ali folded her arms and walked away into the hallway. He saw his answer wasn’t cutting it. But until he knew the truth, what else was there to say? 
 
    Hogarth took his time getting dry and then shaved. When he knew Ali wasn’t in the bedroom, he went in for fresh clothes. Every moment without her in the room, was a moment without added pressure. But it could only last so long. They lived together. They were lovers. He had to face her.  
 
    He sighed as he buttoned up his shirt and looked at his weary, defeated eyes. She was the best thing that had ever happened to him, and yet she was a kind of slow-killing poison. He had no idea how to pretend nothing had changed between them. While he was thinking it through, he heard the buzz of his mobile phone. The two-pronged buzz of a text message. He looked around the bedroom and paced out into the hallway to find it. He opened the bathroom door, but his phone wasn’t in there. He left the bathroom and headed for the stairs, when he saw Ali coming up the steps. She looked beautiful, but sad. She looked at him and handed him the phone. 
 
    “It’s a message from Simmons. You lot work too many hours. It’s not even seven o’clock yet.”  
 
    Hogarth nodded and scanned the screen. Below Simmons’ name were the first few words of his text.  
 
    “Tried that number. Yes, number is obsolete, but Red Mobile have call info available back as far as 2008. Lucky it wasn’t Go3. Let me know if you want me to run the request for you.” 
 
    Red mobile, eh? Hogarth’s heart started to race. Had Ali seen the message? No, she hadn’t. And it didn’t matter if she had. Simmons message was vague yet full of jargon. Even so, Hogarth couldn’t help a jangling of nerves. In every sense, today was a big day. Darryl Regent was going to complain. Johnson would hear of it. Melford would be on the warpath. And his deadline was almost up. Today had to count for something. By the end of the day, Hogarth knew he would either still be a police detective, or he would be on his way out.  
 
      
 
    Hogarth walked into the kitchen, wearing a faltering smile, and he looked Ali in the eye. There was still hope. There was hope for his case, hope for his career, hope that Ali was exactly the person he wanted her to be. The truth was out there – just a click away. And knowing that, threw everything into stark relief. His life with Ali was make or break too, just like his job. He didn’t want to lose her. 
 
    “Want a coffee?” he said.  
 
     Ali had turned her back to him. She put a slice of bread in the toaster. If everything she said she had been through was true, then he was only making her suffering worse. He accepted being blanked. He deserved it. But he wanted to believe in Ali more than he did Vic Norton. He slid his hands around her waist and nestled in close behind her. She stopped fussing with the bread, and turned stiff for a moment, before she slowly leaned back against him.  
 
    “I said,” Hogarth started to speak. “Would you like a coffee?” 
 
    Ali turned her head back towards him. Even without make-up she managed to look wonderful.  
 
    “Yes, I’ll have a coffee. But what I really want, is to have you back. When is this going to end, Joe?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he said.  
 
    “You – being so hard to handle and distant. When is this case of yours going to end?” 
 
    Hogarth looked her in the eye.  
 
    “It ends today,” he said. One way or another, it certainly would.  
 
    “That’s good to hear,” said Ali. She turned and wrapped her arms around his neck and looked him in the eye. Hogarth kissed her, but couldn’t help hold something back. But by tonight, all being well, their troubles would be over.  
 
    They drank their coffee side by side on the sofa, and when his cup was empty, Hogarth grabbed his jacket. As he picked it up, his eyes traced some movement in the street. The mornings were getting lighter outside. He saw something and felt a raw, nervous feeling in his gut. He didn’t want to alarm Ali. Today there would be peace – at least until he knew the truth. 
 
    “Time to go?” she asked.  
 
    Hogarth nodded, his mind on the street outside. He tried not to hurry. He tried to offer her a parting smile. 
 
    “Yeah. One last push and this case will be put to bed. Then we can celebrate, I promise.” 
 
    He felt her scanning his eyes, as if she could see something else in them. 
 
    “You promise?” she said. “Joe?”  
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Then you’d better go.” 
 
    They kissed. Hogarth took one long look towards the street, but saw no sign of anyone. He left Ali with a wave and opened the front door. He looked out through a narrow crack to the half-light of morning as a rush of cars passed by. There. He saw a hint of movement in a parked dark car a few houses down the street. Behind the car window a man turned his head and pressed his face to the glass. He looked directly at Hogarth’s house. He seemed to be looking at the front room window. Hogarth blinked. The man behind the glass didn’t look anything like the man before – the stalker. It didn’t make any sense. Hogarth shut the door behind him, then bolted out like an athlete. He shot across the road towards the car and got a decent glimpse of a man he’d never seen before. A pale faced man in his thirties or forties. Neat looking. Professional. Hogarth kept running. The man started his car engine and started to thread the car out onto the street.  
 
    “No you don’t, sunshine,” said Hogarth. He reached the driver’s door of the car and pulled the car handle. It didn’t budge. The man inside tried to hide his face by turning away. But Hogarth had an eye for details. Pocked skin, a history of acne. The lines suggested he was in his forties. The hair thinning but still present. And sharp eyes.  
 
    “Listen!” said Hogarth. “I want to talk to you. I want to know what’s going on,” said Hogarth. But the man put his palm to the glass to block his view and started to pull away.  
 
    “You’ll talk to me or I swear I’ll smash this bloody window…” 
 
    The car continued to turn, it’s metal body bumping Hogarth back into the street.  
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    The car pulled out and Hogarth hammered a flat palm against the glass. 
 
    “Listen to me!” 
 
    The man glanced up at him and shook his head. But their eyes met for a moment.  
 
    “What do you want with her? What has she done?” 
 
    The man stared at Hogarth for a second but said nothing. Then the car growled and pulled away. Hogarth swung his foot back. By the time his shoe struck the car, he hit the back wing. He stared after the car and recited the plate number over in his head. He watched it disappear at the end of the street. Thankfully, Ali wasn’t looking from the window.  
 
    Hogarth trudged to his car and took a deep breath.  
 
    It was just past seven am. No peace for the wicked. It was time for work. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-eight 
 
      
 
    As planned, Hogarth arrived early to find the office empty. Perfect. To start, Hogarth needed to scratch an itch. Something Palmer said had been bothering him since the X-L, so he set to work on it, typing quickfire phrases into the search engine on the hunch that had been bothering him. He knew the information wasn’t going to come quickly, and yet he didn’t have time to waste. In the end it took him twenty minutes to find what he was looking for. Hogarth supposed he should have been happy, but discoveries like this were never worth celebrating. Hogarth printed off his findings and slid the printout under his keyboard for later. Hogarth had to be grateful - the good old internet never forgot a thing. He checked the clock and saw he had at least another hour before the office would get busy. Now he needed to attend to personal matters. He grabbed a second coffee from the vending machine and started to run a DVLA check on the registration plate on the car he’d seen outside his house. The search would leave a footprint, for sure, but Hogarth knew he could explain it away as relating to one of Harry King’s employees. He typed in the full number of the 63 plate he’d seen pulling away from his house and hit the enter key. He blinked at the screen as the computer worked on his request, his eyelid twitching as he waited. The information was returned with a click.  
 
    Vehicle: Renault Espace, black. 1.8 petrol 
 
    Registered owner: Rachel Sonia Teresa Jones, dob 14/3/1974. Address 135 Owen Lane, Purbeck, Dorset.  
 
    Hogarth grimaced. It was all wrong. The vehicle outside his house was black, but in every other aspect it was wrong. A Renault Espace was a family vehicle, and the car outside his house was almost certainly an Audi saloon. The address was totally wrong too. No one who lived in Dorset was going to drive to Southend for a spot of spying. Which meant the plates had been cloned. It was a dead end. Hogarth looked up at the clock. It was still early, but he fully expected either of the others to show early. And the next part was the risky bit.  
 
      
 
    Hogarth had asked Simmons to run the RIPA request on Ali, but had access to the software himself. Every use of the system was logged, and was available to scrutiny if the time came. He doubted an audit would ever take place. To have his RIPA request checked would have been a needle in a haystack job, a million to one shot, but it wasn’t unknown to happen. But if Hogarth didn’t get the answers he needed, he would never have peace. He entered his password into the database and typed the mobile number from the business card into the field. The network was revealed as Red, just as Simmons had said. He clicked the box to say he had authority and permission to request the information and clicked send.  
 
    A new box flashed on screen. It said the data he was seeking was out of date, so the request could not be granted.  
 
    Hogarth grunted and struck the desk. Simmons said it could be possible. Maybe Simmons could do better. Hogarth jotted down the code number returned with the service refusal message and opened an email box. He considered who to write to. RIPA requests were almost entirely automated and for most networks the process had become almost as efficient as withdrawing cash from a hole in the wall. Even so, he was sure the networks still had staff paid to assist with back up on more difficult requests. Hogarth was staring at his screen, stuck and frustrated, when the door opened behind him. He minimized the screen and looked round. It was Simmons.  
 
    “Simmons, it’s you.” 
 
    “Morning, guv,” he said, closing the door behind him. 
 
    “You’re keen this morning.” 
 
    “It’s deadline day,” said Simmons. “I thought you’d want to hit the ground running this morning.” 
 
    “It just so happens I do,” Hogarth paused. It wasn’t wise, but he needed to know. It was a stupid risk, but he saw no other way. 
 
    “Remember that RIPA request, Simmons?” 
 
    “The cold case?” said Simmons. 
 
    “That’s the one. The system isn’t going to give me what I’m looking for.” 
 
    “Oh? Why not?” said Simmons.  
 
    Trusting Simmons with his private matters was a huge risk. But Hogarth saw it was too late to step back from the brink. He knew Ali’s number. They had communicated about it. Simmons was already involved. Hogarth bit the bullet. 
 
    “I need something from 2008, or thereabouts. The database only returns information from the last year.” 
 
    “That’s all they are obliged to give, but you might get lucky.” 
 
    Hogarth gave Simmons a blank look. “Is this really a cold case, guv?” 
 
    Hogarth sidestepped the question.  
 
    “You chased up Go3 on the other RIPA and got a result. Any chance you can do the same here?” 
 
    Simmons sat down in his seat. He looked at Hogarth with confusion.  
 
    “What’s this about, guv?” 
 
    Hogarth scrunched his eyes shut and sighed.  
 
    “Look. No, it’s not a cold case. I’m asking you to do something off the record because you’ve got the skills. This is a favour. And it’s also highly personal. Are you okay with that?” 
 
    “Guv?” said Simmons.  
 
    “I can assure you, there’s nothing criminal in this. I’m not doing anything wrong. In fact, I’m doing this for the right reasons. I need to see if someone is lying. Can you trust me?” 
 
    “I have to. You saved my life, guv.” 
 
    Instantly, Hogarth felt terrible. 
 
    “You won’t need to access the database for this one Simmons. So there shouldn’t be any footprint. Do you think you can do it?” 
 
    “It’s simple request, guv. If Red Mobile have it, I think they’ll do it.” 
 
    “Good. Thank you, Simmons. You can use my name if you like, keep yours out of it.” 
 
    Simmons nodded. Hogarth watched as Simmons opened his police email account. He clicked into a section of the database dedicated to RIPA, a section Hogarth didn’t even know existed. He copied and pasted the email address for Red Mobile and typed a quick email. 
 
    Simmons signed off under his own name, then pinged the email away.  
 
    “I’ll call them later, to chase up,” said Simmons. 
 
    Hogarth nodded his appreciation, but he felt lousy. It was the second red line he’d forced a colleague to cross inside twenty-four hours. If this one ever came to light he would be in serious trouble. Hogarth tried to put the idea behind him, and pulled the scrunched sheets from the X-L gym from his jacket pocket. Simmons watched as he unfolded them on his desk. Two plain white sheets of A4, covered with black type. Hogarth smoothed them out with the palm of his hand. Simmons took an apple from his jacket and took a bite. He pointed to the papers in front of Hogarth.  
 
    “Is that something to do with your RIPA request as well, guv?” 
 
    “This?” said Hogarth. “Oh no. This is something else. This is the day job. We’ll wait for Palmer before I get into this stuff. With what we learned last night we’re going to put a few people in their place today. I just need to get a couple of things straight first.” 
 
    Simmons nodded and took another bite. 
 
    It was too early to call Marris or Dickens, but he needed both their help. Quentin was already on the case, but he needed more.  
 
    He wrote one email, addressed to them both, for clarity and to save time. 
 
      
 
    For the attention of Ivan Marris and John Dickens 
 
    Re: Aimee Gillen case, HK Studios. 
 
      
 
    Gents, 
 
    I’m writing with regard to the broken tile, fragment of glass and trace of dried liquid found beside the sauna at HKS. I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind looking at these elements again as a new possibility has come to light… 
 
      
 
    It was a tangled web, but seen through the prism of Aimee Gillen’s final phone calls he felt as though the elements of the case were beginning to align. Hogarth still felt like he was losing perspective. No one else had seen the case his way since the beginning. He was alone on the murder charge, even now. And if it turned out that he was still wrong, he knew he could never trust his own judgement again. If he was wrong, he would lose everything. But if he was wrong, Hogarth reckoned he would deserve what was coming to him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-nine 
 
      
 
    DS Palmer walked into the CID room but stopped just past the threshold. She found herself facing Hogarth and Simmons, the two of them sitting together in the centre of the room like a pair of naughty school boys. It seemed they were waiting for her. Palmer checked the clock by the incident board. It was seven-fifty am.  
 
    Palmer felt a hangover of disappointment from Hogarth’s actions the night before, but had since decided to let it go. Hogarth hadn’t yet shared what he’d found at the gym, he’d only hinted at it, and those hints had kept her awake through the night. Deep down she still wondered if he had found anything at all. The case for murder had seemed weak all along; his fixation with the abandoned line of coke and the random cracked tile seemed flimsy at best. And Palmer could hardly forget Melford’s deadline. Today the case would come together, or the CID team would soon fall apart.  
 
    “We’ve been waiting for you,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “But I’m not late,” said Palmer, dumping her bag at her desk. 
 
    “Nope. You’re bang on time,” said Hogarth. He turned away and took the two pieces of paper off his desk and laid them flat on the small meeting table in the middle of the room. As Hogarth concentrated on the sheets, Palmer caught Simmons’ eye. She mouthed a few words.  
 
    “Is he alright?” 
 
    Simmons looked awkward. He replied with a cautious nod.  
 
    Hogarth glanced up at them, aware something had been communicated between them, but he didn’t pass comment. 
 
    “So… last night we went to the X-L gym. Darryl Regent’s palace of health, right next to the studio.” 
 
    Palmer nodded.  
 
    “And while we were there we performed a bit of manual data extraction. I know Palmer here thinks I took a liberty,” said Hogarth. 
 
    “I never said that,” said Palmer. “But it certainly wasn’t best practice. We nicked a file from the gym and almost got caught in the act.” 
 
    “I took it,” said Hogarth. “But it had to be done. They tried to hide exactly what we asked for.” 
 
    “Which was?” said Simmons.  
 
    “Chrissie Heaton’s employee records, and more besides. You probably already know that Chrissie Heaton was an employee of the gym before she started work at Harry King Studios. A super career move that was, eh?” 
 
    “Yeah. I wondered about that,” said Simmons. “Do you think Harry King made the approach? Maybe he letches after those gym girls when he sees them at work every morning?” 
 
    “That’s what I thought, but I don’t think Harry King needs to letch. Like it or not, that little old man already has his pick of the litter.” 
 
    “What did you want with Heaton’s employee file anyway?” said Simmons. 
 
    “Chrissie Heaton has been a closed book ever since we first interviewed her,” said Hogarth. “She gave Palmer the run around twice, but still acts terrified, and as if she’s hiding something from us. If we’re to get to the truth, we had to know what she’s all about. From what Marvin told us, I’d bet money that Chrissie Heaton was the friend Aimee Gillen wanted to talk to the newspaper about. And if that’s true, it undermines Heaton’s story about Aimee Gillen trying it on with her. Which means Chrissie Heaton – and others – lied to cover something up. What is Chrissie Heaton so bloody scared of? I think it’s the same thing that got Aimee Heaton killed. The gym and the film studio are an odd match, right? But they are both secretive and controlling. We saw that last night. Chrissie Heaton broke the rule when she joined Harry King’s outfit. She formed a friendship with Aimee Gillen, and let something slip. Something Aimee couldn’t forget, no matter the rules. Aimee Gillen’s conscience wouldn’t let her keep it quiet. That’s what got her killed. Chrissie Heaton is too scared to tell us what that secret is… we had to work around her.” 
 
    “But Chrissie Heaton’s story does fit with Lana Aubrey’s version of events,” said Simmons. 
 
    “Yeah, and that means it wasn’t just Chrissie who’s been lying.” 
 
    Simmons narrowed his eyes, pondering Hogarth’s meaning. Palmer looked intrigued too.  
 
    “You think Lana Aubrey’s been lying too.” 
 
    “Several times over. Marvin outed her on the drug request, but she denied knowing anything about drugs. At this stage, Marvin has no cause to lie. And it’s not just that. The woman isn’t what she seems.” 
 
    Palmer and Simmons eyed one another for a moment. Hogarth caught it but looked away. 
 
    “What did you get from those files guv?” said Palmer.  
 
    “A few things. First off, I saw Chrissie Heaton’s interview notes – from when she got interviewed for the gym job. There were typed questions and handwritten notes, made by the interviewers. They said she was a good candidate, right for the gym in almost every way, and they scored her a nine out of ten. Which seemed reasonable to me in the first place, because some of those typed questions were about academic experience and performance. But as Marvin told us, Chrissie Heaton dropped out of school. We can check on that, but I expect he’d be right on that score. When he first saw her, Marvin was interested in Chrissie Heaton as a girl his age. Those kinds of details would have mattered to him.” 
 
    “So what does that mean? Chrissie lied at her interview?” said Simmons. 
 
    “It’s possible, but there are other factors to consider,” said Hogarth. “I think it wasn’t Chrissie who blagged at the interview. I think the whole interview was faked.” 
 
    “But why rig it?” said Palmer. “Why even keep notes of a fake interview?” 
 
    “That’s easy enough to answer. You’d rig an interview to justify an appointment that must be forced through. And then you create the necessary paperwork to back it up. Anyone checking that paperwork later on may not have known Chrissie Heaton’s background, but we do. From the paperwork, you’d say due process was carried out. But the gym people weren’t interested in due process, they’re only interested in the appearance of it.” 
 
    Simmons shook his head. “You’ve lost me, guv.” 
 
    “And me,” said Palmer. 
 
    “Okay,” said Hogarth. “Then look at this. This was from the supposed interview. Look who the interviewers were.” 
 
    “Darryl Regent… and Lana Aubrey,” said Palmer.  
 
    “Yes. They signed off the interviews,” said Hogarth, as he traced a finger underneath their hasty signatures.  
 
    “Darryl Regent and Lana Aubrey?” said Simmons. “But why would Aubrey be on that interview panel.” 
 
    “I didn’t say the interview was fake, Simmons. Just that it was rigged. Those interviews took place – but they already knew who they wanted to win the job. Each and every time.” 
 
    “Hang on,” said Palmer. “Now you’re saying this happened more than once?” said Palmer.  
 
    “Yes, I am. Do you remember what Marvin said? He said another girl had died at the studio a while back. A girl topped herself. Remember?” 
 
    “Yes…” said Palmer.  
 
    “Her name was Freya Dunton. And this is Freya Dunton’s interview notes from 2016. Look at it. She was interviewed by Darryl Regent and Lana Aubrey. They signed the sheets here. And the answers were marked highly again. I saw her files. Freya Dunton worked at the X-L gym for nearly a year before she transferred across to the studio. I looked for news about her death. I’m sure there’ll be a pathology report to be had, but I haven’t had time for that yet. I managed to find a one paragraph snippet in The Record’s archive about her. It said Freya Dunton took an overdose of sleeping pills. She had a record of depression, ever since leaving care. Who cared about what happened to poor Freya? And who cares about what happens to poor Chrissie Heaton? Or the girl who comes next. Which could well be the girl Aimee Gillen was seen talking to – the girl we see Chrissie talking to on the steps. Those interviews were fake. Those appointments were fake. They were done to cover up what was happening behind closed doors.” 
 
    “It doesn’t make sense,” said Simmons. “Why would Darryl Regent want to be involved in interviewing lowly gym staff. The man’s virtually famous.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it?” said Hogarth “Darryl Regent is the reason I’ve got DCI Melford up my backside. You know these people now. Think about it. Why are they doing this?” 
 
    Palmer and Simmons stayed quiet. 
 
    “Chrissie Heaton was appointed at the gym for a purpose. It wasn’t good. She wasn’t like the others. There’s no record of her being trained or learning towards any fitness trainer qualifications, unlike what Jody Castleton said. But when I looked at her quarterly appraisals, it was Darryl Regent again who signed them off. The same happened to Freya Dunton. These two girls came under Regent’s trained eye. And these two girls ended up being shipped over to Harry King Studios around a year after that started. Do you want any more coincidences?” 
 
    Palmer waited for it.  
 
    “Freya Dunton and Chrissie Heaton had just turned seventeen when they were recruited. They were both cut loose and turned over to Harry King as soon as they turned eighteen. Moving from one code of silence to another, being closely supervised by Darryl Regent to being closely supervised by the other name on their interview sheet.  
 
    “Lana Aubrey?” said Simmons. 
 
    Hogarth nodded.  
 
    “Chrissie Heaton wasn’t being protected from Aimee Gillen by Lana Aubrey. No way. What was the word Aimee Gillen gave to Alice Perry? The word she used was ‘coercion’. Those calls to the solicitor. They were filed under sexual harassment and employment laws. Close. Very close, but they still don’t do the seriousness of the crimes justice. Coercion comes much closer. I’m sure that Chrissie Heaton, like Freya Dunton before her, was a victim of sexual abuse. Freya Dunton went straight from care into employment with Regent’s X-L gym. Chrissie Heaton strikes me as the vulnerable type too. The girl is frightened of her own shadow. Vulnerable, and barely even an adult. And after lasting a year with the gym, they both move into a porn studio. Odd, right? So why do you think that is?” 
 
    Simmons shrugged. “This is just a theory, right guv? So, maybe so the abuse can continue at the studio?” 
 
    Hogarth shook his head. “No. The abuse is perpetrated next door.” 
 
    “Harry King Studios serves an altogether different purpose. It’s the knackers yard, Simmons. It’s where they go to finish the job. You’ve seen them. It’s a scrap heap of ne’er-do-wells. Who would ever take seriously anything they had to say? A lonely old porn queen screams abuse? Forget it. The studio and that gym exist together for only one reason. It’s where the girls get thrown when they’re finished.” 
 
    He saw they were sceptical. They had been from the start. Hogarth turned to his computer and slid the printout from under the keyboard.  
 
    “Something you said last night bothered me, Palmer.” 
 
    “What?” said Palmer, looking to Simmons.  
 
    “Don’t worry. I realised you were right. I thought that sometimes there could be smoke without fire. I suppose it was all that tax dodging which distracted me from those other little rumours. The ones he paid to go away.” 
 
    Hogarth laid the fresh printed sheet on the table in front of them. The printouts were from the UK News website, but with a very dated looking header. The date on the top of the sheet said the article was from 2003. It was a minor article from the local news section. Palmer leaned across the table and read the sheet before handing it over to Simmons.  
 
      
 
    Essex Ice Cream Magnate Cleared of ‘Underage Sex’ Allegations 
 
    A fifteen-year-old girl who had accused Essex ice cream tycoon, Darryl Regent, of offering to pay her for sex has since withdrawn her allegation. In response, Essex Police have withdrawn all charges and apologised to Mr Regent for the incident. The family of the girl who made the allegation - whose identity must be withheld due to her age – have issued a letter of apology to Mr Regent following their daughter’s mistake. The parents letter also states that the girl will be undergoing a psychiatric assessment and receiving counselling to support her mental wellbeing.  
 
    Darryl Regent was unavailable to comment. 
 
      
 
    “I can smell a bung a mile off,” said Hogarth. “Regent paid to make that allegation go away and so it did. Along with the damage it should have done him. Well guess what? I think our friend Mr Regent still has a sweet tooth,” said Hogarth, with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “But he was cleared, guv. Which means you can’t use it. No one can. And those files last night – they’re useless too. You took them without consent. You’ll hang yourself if you try and use those.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Do you see what we’re dealing with here?” 
 
    Simmons looked at Hogarth in shock. The scales had fallen from his eyes.  
 
    “You’re saying they are covering up a sexual abuse scandal. Chrissie Heaton – you’re saying Darryl Regent abused her, then passed her over to the gym to contain it.” 
 
    “And I think we know who helps do the containing. Don’t you?” 
 
    “Lana Aubrey?” said Simmons. “What about Harry King?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Hogarth. “Not yet.” 
 
    “Guv, with due respect. It does matter. You haven’t got anything official you can use against them. All you’ve got is old news clippings and a lot of compelling supposition. There’s still no case for murder.” 
 
    “You’ll make a decent DI one day, Palmer. Granted, that’s what it looks like. But providing our experts pull their fingers out, we can still get what we need for an arrest.” 
 
    Hogarth sat back in his seat. 
 
    “Up to now we’ve been treating Chrissie Heaton like she was a villain. Because she kept running away and lying to us, it was difficult not to see her as being implicated. But now we know that’s not the case. Chrissie Heaton is another victim here. No wonder the girl’s been terrified. I think it’s time we let her know that she’s out of danger. And if we can persuade her of that, maybe she’ll give us the full statement, so we won’t even need help from forensics. We can still blow this thing wide open, just like Aimee Gillen wanted.” 
 
    Their minds were still whirring with new information and misgivings when Hogarth’s mobile started buzzing on his desk. When Hogarth leaned across to retrieve it, Palmer and Simmons exchanged a fraught look. Hogarth glanced at his mobile screen, then tossed it back on his desk. He left it ringing and slid it into his blazer pocket. 
 
    “You’re not going to answer it?” said Palmer. 
 
    “No chance, not today. It’s Melford. No doubt he’s had Darryl Regent and the Commissioner on the phone before he called me. If I answer that, I’ll never get out of here.” Hogarth stood up. “But look. What do you know? I think my phone must be playing up. Come on. Grab your things. It’s time we got out of here.” 
 
    Hogarth led them out of the CID room, walking briskly past the desks of the uniforms. The office was loud as the uniforms began to arrive with their morning banter, grabbing coffees and, settling behind their desks. Covered by the hurly burly, Hogarth and Co slunk out of the station’s back door towards the car park.  
 
    “Let’s move before Melford starts a manhunt…” said Hogarth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty 
 
      
 
    Hogarth passed the glass entrance window of the gym as he walked into the X-L building. He saw Jody Castleton in the background, walking and talking with Darryl Regent. The big man looked up as Hogarth breezed by and stopped his chatter mid-flow. Hogarth caught his eye but ignored it. Regent’s time would come. Instead he walked into the pale wooden reception of Harry King Studios, and the blonde behind the desk glanced up at him. He nodded as he passed, but she wanted his attention.  
 
    “Excuse me, Inspector…?” 
 
    Hogarth paused. 
 
    “Yes?” he said. Palmer and Simmons drew up at his side.  
 
    “The staff are asking if they are able to leave the studio yet.” 
 
    “Leave? Why?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Yeah. A few days back, we were told the police said staff couldn’t leave the area until the investigation was over. Staff were to stay on site. Correct?” 
 
    “Correct, but it shouldn’t be long now,” Hogarth turned for the double doors into the deeper part of the building.  
 
    “Shouldn’t be long?” said the woman. “So… the restriction is still in place?” 
 
    Hogarth turned back and gave the woman a quizzical frown.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Oh. Because one of the girls must have heard something else. 
 
    “Someone’s left the building?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Don’t worry. Only one and I’m sure it’s a mistake.” 
 
    “Who was it?” said Hogarth, his eyes turning serious.” 
 
    “Just Chrissie Heaton.” 
 
    Hogarth felt the girl’s name resonate inside his chest. He should have known.  
 
    “Shite,” said Hogarth. “Where was she going? Did she say?” 
 
    “No. But she did seem in a hurry. She went off a little while back.” 
 
    “Okay… was she carrying anything with her?” 
 
    “She had her trolley bag. It looked like she was going for a few days.” 
 
    Hogarth looked at Simmons and Palmer. “How long ago did she leave?” 
 
    “Oh… about twenty minutes ago.” 
 
    “Does Chrissie drive?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Does she have a car?” 
 
    “Er, no. I don’t think so…” 
 
    “Did she get a cab?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I didn’t see one.” 
 
    “Good. Then she might not have got too far. Come on. Let’s go and get her...” 
 
    “You don’t need to do that, Inspector.” 
 
    Hogarth narrowed his eyes. “Why not?” 
 
    “Lana Aubrey has gone to find her for you already.” 
 
    Hogarth blinked in shock.  
 
    “Palmer, wait here. If Lana Aubrey or Chrissie Heaton turn up back here, I want you to keep an eye on them. Both of them. In the meantime, me and Simmons will go and look for her. Hogarth took his car keys out of his pocket and thrust them at Simmons’ chest. 
 
    “Simmons, you drive.” 
 
    “Me, guv. Why?” 
 
    “Because I need to make some phone calls…” 
 
    Hogarth stormed out of the doors into the X-L building lobby as big Darryl Regent came striding towards him from the gym.  
 
    “You. I want a word with you, Inspector.” 
 
    Hogarth turned his head to the man as he rushed by.  
 
    “I want a word with you too, Mr Regent. But it looks like we’re both going to have to wait.” 
 
    “You can’t avoid me, you know,” said the big man, as Hogarth walked out into the cold grey morning.  
 
    “And I don’t intend to, Mr Regent. See you soon.” 
 
    Simmons skipped down the steps after Hogarth and made towards his Insignia. Hogarth took his phone out of his pocket and looked down his contact list.  
 
    “Where to, guv?” 
 
    “Chrissie Heaton wants to get away from here – as far as she can. So where would you go?” 
 
    “Rochford train station?” said Simmons.  
 
    “No. The girl is fleeing for her life, Simmons. Let’s get to the airport. That’s where she’ll be.” 
 
    Simmons slowed as he thought it through and Hogarth snapped. “Come on, man, she could be in danger.” 
 
    Hogarth got in the front passenger seat and tried to make his first call. But there was no answer. Quentin was busy, so he tried the next number in his list. Dickens. 
 
    “You’re through to the voicemail of John Dickens, Crime Scene Manager. Leave a voicemail. I’ll call you back.” The voicemail beeped, and Hogarth left his call. 
 
    “Dickens. I sent you an email. I need your help urgently. I’ll try Marris.” Hogarth hung up. 
 
    His eyes tracked to the dashboard clock as Simmons buckled up behind the steering wheel. It was eight-forty. Maybe Ed Quentin was running late. Dickens would be gloved up and busy. He had a chance with Marris. As he dialled for Marris, Simmons started talking. 
 
    “So why’s Chrissie done a runner then?” said Simmons. He started the engine and threw the car into reverse.  
 
    “Easy, Simmons,” said Hogarth jerking back in his seat. “Who knows. Maybe Palmer’s questions spooked her. Harry King’s people could have given her a warning. But it’s just as likely she knew we were getting too close to the truth. Unless that girl is with us, she’s a sitting duck. And we’ve got to find her. And not just for her sake. Without Chrissie Heaton, we’ve got no case…” 
 
    Simmons nodded. Message received. He hit the accelerator and the Insignia shot down the lane onto the exit for the industrial estate. Hogarth was bumped and shaken in the passenger seat, but held down his upset with a grimace, until he couldn’t hold it in anymore.  
 
    “Simmons, if you’re going to drive like a pillock you might as well put the blues and twos on as well.” 
 
    Simmons nodded. “Yes, guv.” 
 
    He flicked the switch, and the blue flashing lights were illuminated in the car headlamps. Another switch on the dash, and the car’s police siren filled the air. Hogarth felt the adrenaline pour from Simmons as he cut through the traffic at high speed. Hogarth shifted in his seat. Simmons wasn’t the only one on edge. Hogarth felt it too. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, Simmons swung the Insignia around the roundabout and took the turn-off for the airport. Hogarth was tense. Even Marris had avoided his call. Hogarth glanced up at the big glass edifice of the Holiday Express hotel and recalled a sweetly stolen moment with Ali. The memory seemed like a glimpse into a parallel universe, a place where nothing could go wrong. But it all started there. No, Hogarth corrected himself, it started long before there.  
 
    Hogarth tried Ed Quentin’s line again as the single storey glass aircraft hangar of the airport slid close into view. The buses and taxis moved slowly around the airport lanes and car park, stopping to let a small flood of holiday makers pass over the pedestrian crossing.  
 
    Quentin didn’t answer. Hogarth hung up the call, and his narrow eyes scanned the faces of those heading into the airport, and the crowds busy walking left and right behind the glass. Hogarth’s eyes soon settled on one figure. A smart dressed woman, clad in figure-hugging black. She had no case and she looked in a hurry.  
 
    “Come on!” said Simmons. The bus in front of them had pulled into a stop, its back end still hung in the lane, preventing anyone from passing.  
 
    “You’ll have to catch me up,” said Hogarth.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Lana Aubrey is in there. I’ve just seen her. Look for me in the airport, okay?” 
 
    Hogarth opened the door and dived out onto the kerb. He glanced at the striking female in black, but behind the glass Lana Aubrey was oblivious. Hogarth wasn’t the only man looking at her, but he was the only one who didn’t want to be seen. He rushed for the revolving door entrance and got caught behind an old couple pulling huge suitcases on wheels. They didn’t seem to be in a hurry. Hogarth blinked and waited as the door trudged forwards in a circle. An aeon later, the big door swung open into the vast interior. The airport tannoy echoed and excited airport conversations filled his ears. Hogarth tried to filter out the noise. He stood up on tiptoes, peering left and right. On his left were the short queues for the check-in desks. He looked at the orange queue, but saw only a few tanned foreigners with small cases. The blue and white queue was full, snaking left and right through a roped maze as they headed to hand in their suitcases. Beyond was one last check-in desk for Fly2Day. A dodgy cheapo firm that Hogarth had never heard of. That would be just the ticket. But Lana Aubrey was ahead of him, heading towards the Fly2Day desk, but staying back by the window, as if she didn’t want to be seen. Instead, Hogarth cut down the side and pushed his body against an empty check-in desk at the front. He craned his neck and looked across at the short queue for the Fly2Day flight. There were no more than fifteen people queueing, mostly young people carrying small luggage items. But none of them were Chrissie Heaton. Taking a step back, Hogarth checked the flight destination. FTD 10.20 6703 to Dublin. 
 
    Hogarth stepped away, wheeling around to look up at the glass balcony leading to the departure lounge. Standing up there in a queue outside the security scan, was a girl in a blue beanie hat and a black coat. The hat was pulled low and the girl was young and slight. And incognito. It was Chrissie Heaton. Hogarth stared up at her and willed her to look at him. He watched as she started moving, and just before she reached the security gate, she looked down and met his eyes. She looked away quickly and moved towards one of the security guards, taking a grey plastic tray for her personal possessions. Hogarth looked back and saw Lana Aubrey. She had inspected the queue and was taking the long walk back towards the centre of the airport concourse. For the first time, Hogarth felt he had the upper hand. He rushed towards the escalator, grabbed the moving handrail and dragged himself up the steps, bustling past holidaymakers without giving an apology.  
 
    He made the top floor in time to watch Chrissie Heaton pass through the security scanner to retrieve her belongings from the grey trays.  
 
    Hogarth walked past the queues to the middle of the scanner gates.  
 
    He stepped around and eyeballed Chrissie Heaton. The girl looked at him and shook her head once before she walked away.  
 
    “Excuse me, sir. You need to step away from the security gates and join the queue.” 
 
    Hogarth met the eye of the security man in front of him. Preoccupied, Hogarth didn’t speak. He looked down and saw Lana Aubrey approaching the escalator.  
 
    “Sir. Step back and join the back of the queue like everybody else.” 
 
    “Hmmmm. What?” Hogarth looked up and found himself face to face with a security man with a chest as wide as a four-bed house. He pulled his police ID from his pocket and showed it to the guard.  
 
    “You see that girl over there,” Hogarth pointed. The guard scanned Hogarth’s police ID, then looked over his shoulder, following Hogarth’s finger. “The girl in the blue hat.” 
 
    “The kid? I see her.” 
 
    “Good. That girl is in danger, and I need to speak with her in connection with a murder investigation, do you understand? I need to go through there now.” 
 
    “I’ll have to call airport police for that.” 
 
    “Fine. But please do it now.” 
 
    The security man nodded and handed Hogarth his ID, before taking the walkie-talky off his shirt clip. The big man turned away and made the call. Hogarth was flanked on either side by the two queues of holidaymakers heading slowly into departures. He felt their eyes on him, heard the dads telling their kids that he was a policeman. The queues could only hide him from Lana Aubrey for a short time now.  
 
    “They’re coming, sir,” said the security man. 
 
    “Fine.” Hogarth looked back as he waited. The stream of passengers continued to pour off the escalator. He watched each one coming, sure the next would be Lana Aubrey. But none of them were. But a moment later, the brushed steel doors of the lift opened directly in front of him. Lana Aubrey walked out. For a moment, the woman was her ultra-confident self, before she stopped dead. Hogarth read her face. He watched her mouth drop open with shock, a slip of body language which she soon corrected. She closed her mouth and set her head back on her shoulders. The spectacles she didn’t need had become sunglasses in the bright light from the surrounding glass. Lana Aubrey looked the glamour girl she always had been. A glamour girl playing dress-up as boss. But Hogarth knew there was a lot more to her than that now.  
 
    “Inspector,” said Lana Aubrey. She put on a smile which was balanced by the hard look in her eyes. The whole thing was an act, and he knew it, but Hogarth was content to play along. 
 
    “Miss Aubrey,” he said. The clock was ticking. Surely the airport boys couldn’t be much longer. 
 
    “Fancy seeing you here,” she said.  
 
    “Likewise,” said Hogarth. 
 
    “On another case, I take it,” said Aubrey 
 
    Hogarth supressed a faint sneer. “No. I’m here to find Chrissie Heaton.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes hardened further still. Hogarth enjoyed watching the tinge of rouge appear on her cheeks, but Aubrey was a good actress. She’d had plenty of experience in that department.  
 
    “That’s a coincidence,” she said.  
 
    “I hardly think it’s a coincidence, do you?” said Hogarth. He let his eyes tell her the rest.  
 
    “You’re insinuating something, I take it?” 
 
    “I’m here to help Miss Heaton. You can read that any way you like.” 
 
    “But I’m here to help her too. It seems she’s made knee-jerk decision to leave her career and her future behind her. It’s a bad decision and I want to help her out of it.” 
 
    “Perhaps she wanted to avoid the same fate as Freya Dunton,” said Hogarth. 
 
    He watched Lana Aubrey catch her breath. “You should leave poor Freya out of it. She has nothing to do with it.” 
 
    Hogarth’s eyes glinted at her. 
 
    Behind the gate, two uniformed police approached the gate. The men were bedecked in high viz, caps, and held gleaming black Heckler and Kochs against their bodies. The visual deterrent of the police submachine gun was still a shock to the eye, but terrorism had turned armed police in airports into a permanent feature. Hogarth nodded to the oldest cop of the two. He recognised them, but Essex was a big force and he didn’t know the men by name. He handed them his ID. The older man nodded and inspected his wallet before handing it back. Lana Aubrey watched the whole thing from over his shoulder. Hogarth felt her discomfort.  
 
    “DI Hogarth, Southend CID,” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said the older man. “You’re tracking down a girl who’s come through to airside?” 
 
    “Yes. She’s involved in a serious investigation, and we need to speak to her.” Hogarth avoided using the word ‘murder’ in front of Aubrey.  
 
    “Then you’d best come through.” 
 
    The armed police nodded, and the security guards stepped aside. Hogarth stepped through the gate. A flashing light and alarm went off around him. The security man hit a button to silence it.  
 
    “Inspector. I should come too,” said Lana Aubrey. “I know Chrissie best, after all. I could help you.” 
 
    Hogarth turned back. “No thanks, Miss Aubrey. I think you’ve helped enough, don’t you?” 
 
    He left Aubrey behind him and walked away.  
 
    With armed police on either shoulder, Hogarth walked around the tightly packed airside. He inspected the coffee shop, newsagents, and the chemist. The three cops toured the rows of metal seats, watched by intrigued air passengers and kids.  
 
    “She’s not here, then?” said the younger cop  
 
    “No. I think she saw me coming,” said Hogarth. “Where’s the ladies toilets?” 
 
    The armed police led the way to a set of distant toilets, surrounded by the empty chairs of unused passenger gates. 
 
    “Can I go in there??” said Hogarth.  
 
    “We don’t mind, but you’d better give a warning,” said the older cop. 
 
    Hogarth nodded and walked into a corridor smelling of soap and disinfectant. He walked into a bright tiled room filled with circular stations of hand basins. Behind them were two banks of cubicle doors. Each door was shut.  
 
    A middle-aged woman with short grey hair looked up at Hogarth in shock while she washed her hands.  
 
    “You’re in the ladies, you do know that, don’t you?” 
 
    “Sorry, madam,” said Hogarth. He opened his ID wallet and showed them his card.  
 
    “Police. I’m looking for someone.” 
 
    The woman stopped washing her hands.  
 
    “Someone?” she whispered.  
 
    “A young girl in a blue hat,” Hogarth spoke loudly and looked around at the closed white doors. “She’s wearing a black coat. She thinks she’s in trouble, but actually, she needs our help.”  
 
    The woman nodded and gave Hogarth a conspiratorial look. She nodded across to a cubicle in the far corner. Hogarth nodded, smiled, and walked slowly towards it. His brogues struck the tiles loud and clear as he approached. 
 
    When he was outside the door he stopped and took a breath.  
 
    “Chrissie?”  
 
    There was no answer.  
 
    “Chrissie, you can hide in there all day, but if you do, you’re still going to miss that flight. And to be honest, I’ve got better things to do.” 
 
    Still no answer.  
 
    “Chrissie. I know you didn’t do anything wrong. I know you’re a victim here. And now we can protect you from them. All of them. I promise.” 
 
    He heard a noise from behind the door. The bolt slid open and the door slowly gave way with a creak. There was Chrissie Heaton, her face crumpled and pink with weeping, her hand shaking as she wiped a tear from her eye.  
 
    “Do you really think you can do that?” 
 
    “As of right this moment – yes, I’m certain.” Hogarth offered an open arm for the young woman, and she walked into it. It was far from an embrace. Hogarth wasn’t the hug of a stranger type. But it was a comfort. He laid a soft arm across her shoulder and led Chrissie Heaton out into the open, where the two uniforms greeted her with a nod and a smile.  
 
    “Hello, miss,” said the older one. 
 
    “And this, Chrissie, is the cavalry,” said Hogarth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-one 
 
      
 
    Hogarth’s Vauxhall Insignia flew along the grey arterial of the A127. Now they were in no hurry, the traffic was nowhere to be seen. Hogarth thumbed the end call button and stared ruefully at the screen of his phone. The pathologist was playing hard to get at the very time when he needed him most. Hogarth chewed the inside of his mouth and became aware it was already sore. He’d been chewing it all morning. He let it go and called Marris. Dickens would have passed the items on to Marris by now. Best save time and cut out the middle man. Hogarth almost cheered when Marris picked up, but didn’t. He was acutely aware of Chrissie Heaton in the back seat. 
 
    “DI Hogarth,” said Marris.  
 
    “Ivan. It’s good to hear your voice.” 
 
    “You say the sweetest things. You’re following up on your email, I presume.” 
 
    “Yes. So, there’s two things. The cracked tile at Harry King’s. You know the one.” 
 
    “Yes. The cleaned cracked tile.” 
 
    “We all make mistakes, Ivan,” said Hogarth. 
 
    “Yes?” said Marris.  
 
    “The fragment of glass on the tile. And the dried liquid crust. Got anything on them for me?” 
 
    “Only the basics, I’m afraid. The glass had been cleaned by a standard bleach agent. But it was from a thick piece of glass, likely to have been a booze bottle, as you said.” 
 
    “Okay. What about the crust on the floor?” 
 
    “A sugar-based water solution is the best I can do for you.” 
 
    “Sugar based? What?” 
 
    “It’s the kind used to sweeten cheap alcohol, so I think you could have been right about the booze.” 
 
    Hogarth frowned. “Question, Ivan. Would any other mix use a base like that?” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “An industrial drug.” 
 
    “I didn’t find any there,” said Marris.  
 
    “But what if the drug component evaporated. Is that possible?” 
 
    “It’s possible. It’s possible with alcohol too, to a degree.” 
 
    “Which means you might not have found the drug itself.” 
 
    “Like I said, it’s possible.” 
 
    Hogarth shifted in his seat.  
 
    “The glass, Ivan. The glass. Did you read my other question?” 
 
    “Sorry, Hogarth. I’ve been busy. I confess I merely scanned the email. What was your other question?” 
 
    “Was the glass fragment tinted at all? Did it come from a tinted glass bottle?” 
 
    Marris fell silent. Hogarth heard him rummaging through his papers.  
 
    “Why, yes. Actually, it did have the slightest tint.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded. “What colour, Ivan?” 
 
    “A pale grey actually, Inspector. Why? Does that help you at all?” 
 
    “It just might. It just might,” said Hogarth. “Cheers Ivan.” 
 
    Hogarth hung up and slapped a hand over his forehead. It was good news, but only if Quentin came good on the other side of the equation. He glanced at the dashboard clock and blew out a long, deep breath. 
 
    “You okay, guv? said Simmons. 
 
    Hogarth gave a weak smile.  
 
    “Yeah… now we’ve got Chrissie safe and sound, I’m fine.” 
 
    He looked at her. The girl was wan and pale, and the teary look in her eyes had never left her. Chrissie was his ace in the hole. If she confessed, if she let the cat out of the bag with a signed statement, then it didn’t matter whether his evidence came through or not. If Chrissie was willing to testify to what she had been through, he was sure the abuse conviction would stand. But murder was a different matter. It depended how much the girl knew, had seen, or had heard about what had happened to Aimee Gillen. Hogarth had staked everything on the murder charge. Looking at Chrissie Heaton’s quiet and fearful face, he hoped she wouldn’t balk at the final hurdle. He twisted around in his seat. They were getting closer to the X-L all the time. 
 
    “Knowing what Aimee went through, it must have been hard for you … she wanted to help you, didn’t she?” 
 
    Chrissie Heaton sniffed and looked into Hogarth’s eyes. Something flickered there so he pushed on.  
 
    “It’s okay, Chrissie. I know what they made you say about her. They made you lie. They made you say that Aimee tried to come onto you. But that’s not the way it was, was it?” 
 
    Hogarth watched and waited but the girl still held back.  
 
    “It’s okay, Chrissie. You’re safe now. They made you keep secrets from everyone. Secrets you should never have had to keep. You told Aimee what happened to you, and Lana Aubrey found out. You were scared. But you don’t need to be scared anymore. Aimee didn’t want to harm you, did she? Did she?” 
 
    He waited, but the girl stayed quiet. Hogarth licked his lips. He needed something from her. Just something. 
 
    “And Aimee didn’t just want to help you, did she? She was seen talking to another girl from the gym. Maybe another girl is going through exactly the same thing that happened to you. Aimee was a good person, Chrissie. You know that. What people said about her – those were just smears. They wanted to discredit her, to rubbish her, so no one would ever believe her. Or you.” 
 
    Hogarth watched a tear spill over the girl’s eyelid and roll down her cheek. She sniffed. 
 
    “It’s okay, Chrissie. We’ll bring them to justice. We’re going to make them pay for what they did to Aimee. Because Aimee didn’t deserve what happened, did she?” 
 
    The girl dropped her eyes to the carpet and sobbed. Hogarth gritted his teeth. Chrissie was too scared to help him. Without the evidence, without a witness, he knew he was screwed. Darryl Regent would be waiting for him. Melford and Johnson would be sharpening their knives. 
 
    “Aimee Gillen tried to help you. She looked after you. She showed you the ropes, Chrissie. We all make mistakes. But yours was being human, Chrissie, that’s all. We shouldn’t let the people who exploit us get away with it, should we? That wouldn’t be fair. Not fair to you. Not to Aimee Gillen, either.” 
 
    The girl looked at him, as if something in his words had caught her.  
 
    “I know you’re a smart cookie, Chrissie. You got close to Aimee because she was like a big sister to you. The only trouble was she was too easy to talk to, and you told her too much. They made you swear to secrecy, didn’t they? They warned you what would happen if you didn’t keep quiet. But they never told you that someone else would die to keep things quiet, did they?” 
 
    Hogarth fixed his eyes on Chrissie Heaton’s and didn’t let them go.  
 
    “Aimee Gillen couldn’t ignore what you’d said because she was a kind person.  A good person. She wanted to help you and your friends… and because of that, they killed her.” 
 
    Chrissie Heaton opened her mouth but the words didn’t come. 
 
    “They killed Aimee Gillen because she was about to tell the world about it,” said Hogarth. “She called solicitors. She called the press. She even called the police. Aimee Gillen was going to shout it from the rooftops, so she could save you.” 
 
    “Aimee did that?” 
 
    Hogarth nodded. “Yeah. She did that.  She made those calls. For you, Chrissie…” 
 
    A sob broke from the girl’s throat and she covered her mouth. “Oh, my God, I’m so sorry. Poor Aimee…” 
 
    Hogarth grimaced. He didn’t have the confession he needed. But as he turned away he found Simmons’ eyes reaching for his. The shocked look he saw on Simmons’ face said the DC now believed. Chrissie Heaton knew the truth. She hadn’t yet said the word, but she had said enough. They were almost at the X-L building.  
 
    Hogarth looked at his phone and dabbed out a quick last-minute text to Ed Quentin. Hogarth didn’t have Quentin down for being a text message kind of man. He was too much of a tubby old stuffed-shirt for that. But if Quentin saw the text, he hoped the man would take pity on him and respond.  
 
    Ed, if you have a result, I could really do with it now. Cheers.  
 
    Hogarth thumbed the send button and watched his text disappear. Simmons steered his car into the X-L car park, and Hogarth looked up at the big brown Greco-Roman nightmare of the X-L. His time had come.  
 
    “Okay then,” he said with a sniff. “Let’s go and face the music.” 
 
    “You can’t take me in there,” said Chrissie. “Please.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Chrissie,” said Hogarth.  “You’re never going back in there again. Whatever happened to you is over, Chrissie. I promised, remember? And I meant every single word.” Hogarth nodded at Simmons and stepped out of the car.  
 
    “Wait here, will you?” he said.  
 
    Simmons nodded, his eyes silently conveying best wishes. 
 
    *** 
 
    Hogarth walked through the doors of the X-L building for the last time. Whatever the outcome for the case, or for his career, he had long ago determined never to come back. What started out as fun – The Carry-On humour of working in the Harry King Studio, like stuff from an old seafront postcard – had peeled away to reveal what he should have always known lay beneath. A seedy porn studio, put together with the tacit backing of a man like Darryl Regent. The place was nothing more than a cesspit dressed as a dream. Hogarth found Palmer standing outside the plain wooden doors of Harry King Studios in the lobby. As soon as she saw him, Palmer walked towards him. There was an urgent, worried look about her. Her face was tense. 
 
    “Where is Chrissie? Is she okay?” 
 
    “She’s fine,” said Hogarth quietly. He was tired, and it was beginning to show once again. The constant fighting and the stress on the home front, it was inevitable. “Chrissie’s out in the car waiting for you. She can’t come near this place again, and I don’t blame her.” 
 
    Palmer tried to read his eyes. Hogarth nodded. “It’s true, Palmer. She can’t bring herself to say it out loud, but Simmons heard what she did say. It’s all true. If you don’t believe me, you can ask him yourself.” 
 
    Palmer nodded. “Did you get through Quentin? Has he got what you needed?” 
 
    Hogarth shook his head. “Not yet.” 
 
    “And Chrissie Heaton didn’t tell you what happened to Aimee Gillen?” 
 
    “Not outright.” 
 
    Palmer’s face turned grim.  
 
    “Lana Aubrey came back a while ago,” said Palmer. “She didn’t say a word, but she gave me daggers alright.” 
 
    “That doesn’t surprise me in the least.” Hogarth moved past Palmer and pushed open the studio door.  She called him back. 
 
    “Guv, they’re all in there waiting for you. You shouldn’t go in like this, not by yourself.” 
 
    “Like what?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Not alone, that’s what I meant. You’ve been under really heavy pressure. You’ve had a lot on. It shows, guv.” 
 
    “I look that good, huh?” said Hogarth. “Well, thanks for the pep talk. But Chrissie Heaton needs you more than I do. So, who’s waiting for me?” 
 
    “Harry King. Lana Aubrey. Darryl Regent…” 
 
    “Regent? I don’t mind him waiting for me. I don’t mind that at all.” 
 
    Palmer’s face changed. “Roger Johnson’s in there as well…” 
 
    “The commissioner?” said Hogarth, his eyes flaring in surprise. 
 
    Palmer nodded. “I think Regent must have called him in,” 
 
    “Well, well, well,” said Hogarth, with a grim smile. “Isn’t that just dandy? Sounds like we’re going to have ourselves a little party.” 
 
    “You’ll be okay, guv?” said Palmer. 
 
    “Just go and keep that girl company, make her feel safe, and get a statement from her if you can. And send Simmons in. Maybe Simmons can keep my mouth in check on your behalf.” 
 
    Palmer blushed. Hogarth had seen through her. She wanted him to keep his head, hold his tongue and maybe keep his job. But in this situation, there could be no guarantee of either. Hogarth pushed the doors open and left Palmer watching after him. Hogarth eyed the Studio receptionist as he passed her by.  
 
    “Where are they?” he said.  
 
    She answered without hesitating. 
 
    “They’re all in Mr King’s office. You know the way, I take it?” 
 
    Hogarth grinned. “A bad memory’s never been my problem.”. 
 
      
 
    Hogarth stopped at the threshold of Harry King’s office. He leaned close to the door and listened, but they weren’t saying anything worth hearing. Lana Aubrey was sounding off about the airport confrontation, but her complaint was too general to be useful. “You needn’t fret, Darryl,” he heard Johnson say. “I think this DI Hogarth has well overstepped the mark this time, and his superiors know it.” 
 
    “I’ve got no reason to fret,” said Regent, his voice deep and pompous.  
 
    Hogarth pressed his hand against the door, feeling like a man about to face the firing squad.  More out of desperation than anything else, Hogarth paused and decided to make one last call to Quentin. He stepped away from the door and counted the rings of the dial tone. He was about to hang up, when Quentin’s soft, plummy voice came on the line. 
 
    “Ah, Hogarth…” 
 
    Hogarth resisted the urge to swear. Instead he gazed up at the ceiling with gritted teeth.  
 
    “Ed, you took your time.” 
 
    “You only gave me a half day, Inspector. Are you expecting miracles again?” 
 
    Hogarth shook his head and kept quiet. “You took another look at those traces, did you Ed?” 
 
    “Like you asked, yes, of course.” 
 
    “Let me guess. You didn’t find anything.” 
 
    “Well, I did expect that to be the case. But… zooming in a little closer, I managed to pick up something. I ran another ph test on the sample, and something came back. It was faint, but it was definitely present. Ordinarily, I would have dismissed it but, seeing as you made such a song and dance…” 
 
    “Ed? Tell me.” 
 
    “I’d say it shows GHB, Inspector. It looks like the woman had ingested GHB at some time in the recent past. Relatively recently, let’s say.” 
 
    “GHB? What’s that when it’s at home?” 
 
    “GHB. Gamma Hydroxybutyric Acid. Some call it the bottle-cap drug, because it has been used for spiking drinks so often. Much the same as Rohypnol. But I believe you may know it as Liquid Ecstasy.” 
 
    “Liquid Ecstasy?! Ed, are you sure?” 
 
    “I’d say yes, ninety per cent certain. Maybe ninety-five.” 
 
    “And does this change your pathology report?” 
 
    “GHB disappears quickly, Inspector. That’s why I couldn’t find it before. This is a trace, remember. It’s quite possible that if Miss Gillen had taken GHB shortly before her death, it could have caused her to fall unconscious. It would have conflicted with the presence of the cocaine, of course, but GHB would have won out in the end. She would have blacked out when the cocaine high wore off.  It’s only because GHB disappears so quickly in the body I had trouble spotting it the first-time round. In short, yes. I’ll have to review the report. Is that what you wanted to hear?” 
 
    “Yes… but Ed?” 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    “Does it knock them out completely?” 
 
    “It can, yes.  They use it as a rape drug after all. But on the amount of cocaine in Aimee Gillen’s body, she could have been coming and going.  I doubt she would have much known what she was doing though…” 
 
    Hogarth processed what he’d heard. “Thanks, Ed. That’s a very great help.” 
 
    “Good. Because in terms of paperwork, this is a can of worms. So, thank you too…” 
 
    Quentin hung up and Hogarth was glad to let him go. He turned back to the pale wooden doors of Harry King’s office. 
 
    “Come on then you bastards, do your bloody worst,” muttered Hogarth. Then he pushed the door open and walked inside.  
 
    The room fell silent as Hogarth walked into the office and shut the door behind him. He looked around and gave them his grim smile. Harry King stared at him, a small man set behind a desk so vast it made him look as small as a chihuahua. Lana Aubrey was perched on one of the corners of King’s desk, a prim-smiled deputy bathing in the glow of her master’s power. In one of two deep comfy chairs either side of the desk sat Darryl Regent, a man-mountain of skin and fat held together by a pricey suit, and in the opposite seat sat Roger Johnson, all neat-trimmed beard and voter-safe hairstyle. Johnson’s face flickered when he saw Hogarth. Hogarth watched him shift the gears from hypocrite turncoat to policeman’s friend. The man’s insidious smile was the worst part of it. It almost looked genuine, but Hogarth knew it was entirely synthetic. Johnson moved, ready to stand to greet him until Hogarth raised a hand.  
 
    “Don’t bother to stand on my account, Commissioner.” 
 
    Johnson’s smile vanished. His eyes turned cool and he sat back down.  
 
    “You really shouldn’t be here, DI Hogarth,” said Johnson. “I’m informed that DCI Melford is looking for you. I think you could be facing a severe reprimand. At the very least. I’d recommend that you call him at your very first opportunity.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded. “Thanks for the advice, Commissioner. I’ll be sure to do that after we’ve finished up in here.” 
 
    Johnson put on a fake smile and looked at the faces of his allies. “Finished up? This investigation should have been finished long ago.” 
 
    “If it turned out that Aimee Gillen was a case of accidental death, then yes, maybe. Or an overdose. Or a suicide. Or then, yes, we’d probably have finished a day or so back. But this isn’t any of those things. Aimee Gillen was murdered.” 
 
    Johnson looked Hogarth in the eye. “I have it on good authority that you don’t have a shred of evidence to support your murder allegation, you have no proof of wrongdoing or harm being done to Miss Gillen by anyone other than herself, and you haven’t managed to identify even one single person who had the opportunity, means or motive to carry out an attack. Come on, Hogarth! You haven’t even identified the method of killing.  So, forgive me. But how can this be murder?” 
 
    Hogarth looked Johnson in the eye.  
 
    “With the greatest respect, Commissioner, you really shouldn’t be divulging police business to people who could be implicated in Miss Gillen’s death.” 
 
    Johnson’s face darkened. “Implicated?!” Hogarth raised a hand to hold the man’s tongue.  
 
    “You’ll hear me out. Then at the very least, you’ll all know what led me to believe that Aimee Gillen was murdered.” 
 
    “Well, this should be amusing,” said Regent, with a scoffing laugh. He tilted his head onto a fat column of a finger and regarded Hogarth like a clown. Hogarth met the big man’s glare with his own. 
 
    “Most of you defended Aimee Gillen’s character to a degree, didn’t you? To a very, very limited degree.  When I spoke to the actors downstairs, their stories about her behaviour matched yours. They said Aimee Gillen was a has-been. A lush. A waster. They said the woman’s brain had been turned to mush by drugs, then they said she had lost it and made a fool of herself on camera. I heard all of that. The actors pitied her, while you people claimed to have stood by her. You even told me, Mr King, that by rights they should have thrown her out onto the scrap heap.” 
 
    “Yeah. By rights, we could,” said King. “But that Aimee Gillen woman was the foundation of my business nearly twenty years back. I wouldn’t have done that to her.” 
 
    “No, I suppose not,” said Hogarth. “But while the actors downstairs queued up to write her off, you merely damned her with faint praise.  Miss Aubrey was more outspoken. You, Miss Aubrey, made it clear to me. Aimee Gillen’s days here would have been numbered even if she had lived.” 
 
    Lana Aubrey shrugged. “Yes, but that’s hardly a damning statement. 
 
    “No. But would you like to know what does look particularly damning to me?” 
 
    Regent smiled. “We’re all ears, Inspector. It’s almost entertaining to see a man so committed to flushing his career down the toilet.” 
 
    Hogarth narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “On the weekend immediately prior to her death, Aimee Gillen tried to contact three different organisations in a bid to blow the whistle on what was happening here in secret.” 
 
    “In secret? Commissioner? What is this guy talking about?” said Harry King.  
 
    Hogarth felt his anger rising. “Don’t deny it. Someone here knows that Aimee Gillen was close to blowing the lid on what you were doing, and I happen to know, with certainty, that two of you here must be involved. The jury is still out on the other.” 
 
    King looked at Roger Johnson. Johnson shrugged awkwardly. The man looked embarrassed. 
 
    “Aimee Gillen called a solicitor twice. We don’t know the full context of those calls, but the solicitor has since confirmed her calls were related to sexual harassment involving her employer…” 
 
    “Bullshit!” said King. “I never harmed that girl in all my life. Aimee was my first star. I loved that girl.” 
 
    Hogarth ignored King’s fiery outburst.  
 
    “Where is the substance of your argument, DI Hogarth?” said Roger Johnson.  
 
    “Commissioner. Hear me out. Next, Aimee Gillen called a defunct police line. Her call didn’t get picked up, which was a failing on our part. Then in desperation, she even called The Record newspaper. By then Aimee Gillen knew the scale of what she was facing. That was why she had been so terrified, acting so wildly in her last weeks. Yes, she was a cocaine addict. We know that. But the cocaine didn’t kill her, did it. The cocaine was a background element in Miss Gillen’s death.” Hogarth looked at Lana Aubrey and Darryl Regent. 
 
    “Come on, Inspector!” said Lana Aubrey. “Aimee Gillen was out of her mind on coke! And she probably placed all of those calls when she was high.” 
 
    “No, Miss Aubrey. The calls and text messages were made over a period of three days. Aimee Gillen wasn’t high the whole time. And that’s not the first time you’ve lied about Aimee Gillen either, Miss Aubrey. You told me that Miss Gillen tried to force Chrissie Heaton into bed with her. That lie was designed to discredit her altogether. If she wasn’t an unreliable junkie, she was a sexual predator too. That was designed to hide the truth.” 
 
    “Lana, what is this idiot saying?” said King.  
 
    Lana Aubrey ignored Harry King. She looked at Hogarth. “I only told you what Chrissie Heaton told me had happened to her” 
 
    “No, Miss Aubrey. Another lie. You only told me what you had instructed Chrissie Heaton to say. It was fabrication pure and simple. And why did Chrissie go along with it? It’s obvious, Miss Aubrey. Because you threatened her, didn’t you?” 
 
    Harry King stood up and threw his arms in the air.  
 
    “Come on! Mr Johnson. You’re the police commissioner. Sack this guy. Get him out of here.  The man doesn’t know what he’s talking about! This is ludicrous!” 
 
    Hogarth looked at Johnson. “No sir, it isn’t. We accessed those calls and we’ve seen the evidence.” 
 
    “What evidence, exactly?” said Johnson, a conflicted look on his face. Hogarth could see the balance of self-interest veering from side to side in Johnson’s mind like cargo on stormy seas.  
 
    “Chrissie Heaton was employed at the X-L gym for a full year before she joined this studio. Let me ask you plainly. Why exactly would a bright girl like her transfer to a porn studio? Come on. She worked at a gym for heaven’s sake! A gym! And she transferred here. Then within six weeks of being here, she had made friends with Aimee Gillen, and before that six weeks was up, Aimee Gillen was dead.” 
 
    “Now what?” said Regent. “You’re suggesting that Chrissie Heaton killed her? You’re making it up as you go along, man.” 
 
    “No, Mr Regent. Not at all. Your gym and Harry King Studios operate a very similar, very strict policy on personal conduct for staff. Both firms are very big on secrecy. Interesting, that. When I asked about Miss Heaton’s time with your gym, your staff wouldn’t tell me a thing, Mr Regent, Instead, your deputy Jody Castleton handed me a file – but only after it had been doctored and emptied. Curiously, I noticed that she also removed some files which I didn’t ask her for. That was after taking a phone call from you. I soon discovered the other file she removed was for a young woman called Freya Dunton. Poor Freya’s death here hadn’t been on my radar until then. Both files show that Darryl Regent personally interviewed Freya Dunton and Chrissie Heaton when they started at the gym. I suspect, Mr Regent, theirs are the only interviews you did. You’re too senior to be involved in a low-level recruitment process.” 
 
    Regent stroked his bulbous chin. 
 
    “Then, a year after they started, both girls transferred to the studio next door,” said Hogarth. 
 
    Regent stared at Hogarth. His eyes were hateful. “Mr Regent. Do you interview all your junior staff?” 
 
    “No. Of course not. But let me say here and now, you had no business snooping in our files.” 
 
    “Yes, I did, Mr Regent. For the very reasons I am about to outline. Freya Dunton transferred from X-L gym to Harry King Studios in 2016. A few months later she was found hanging in her living quarters.” 
 
    “That was suicide,” snapped Lana Aubrey. “The poor girl had a history of depression.” 
 
    “Yes, I read about that. And I have no reason – and no evidence to believe otherwise. At present.” 
 
    “Where is this going, Inspector?” said Johnson.  
 
    “Yes, Commissioner. Freya Dunton transferred here from the X-L – just around the time she turned eighteen. That move resulted in a death. This year, just six weeks ago, Chrissie Heaton transferred to the studio the exact same way, soon after her eighteenth birthday. That move here also resulted in a death. Was that another coincidence? I don’t think so.” 
 
    “You don’t think?! Commissioner!” said Regent, waving a great hand. “Stop this farce, please.” 
 
    Johnson faltered and waved a hand. “Not yet, Darryl, Let’s hear what he has to say, then I’ll deal with it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Commissioner. And there’s another coincidence, Mr King,” said Hogarth. “Did you know that Lana Aubrey was named as one of two interviewers for the appointment of both Freya Dunton and Chrissie Heaton.” 
 
    King frowned. “Lana would have definitely interviewed those girls when they joined us, of course.” 
 
    “But that’s not what I mean, Mr King. Lana Aubrey interviewed those girls – but not for your studio. She interviewed them with Darryl Regent and for Darryl Regent – back when they started at X-L gym a year before they came here,” Hogarth watched the information sink in. “You didn’t know about that, did you, Mr King?” 
 
    Hogarth studied the old man’s eyes.  
 
    “Bullshit,” said King. “Lana works for me.” 
 
    “No, Mr King. It’s not bullshit,” said Hogarth. “I’ve seen Miss Aubrey’s signatures on those interview sheets. The dates too, even though Mr Regent tried to stop me. Care to tell us why you helped with those interviews, Miss Aubrey?”   
 
    Hogarth saw the guilt all over her face. But she tried to move past it. “Because Darryl asked me to, that’s why. Didn’t you, Darryl. And I wanted to help.” 
 
    Darryl Regent nodded keenly and shifted in his seat. “Yes. Lana is a good businesswoman, I knew she’d be helpful.” 
 
    “Come on, Lana!” said Hogarth. “You’re a businesswoman. You wouldn’t do anything for free. None of it. And I know you didn’t.  I wondered how come a woman in your job, into management for a small-time porn studio, can afford Chanel glasses, flash bracelets and a top of the range Merc convertible! I doubt even Harry here pays you that well. You’d get a fair salary. But my bet is that the cream of the profits go straight to Harry and no one else.” 
 
    “Lana told me she has investments,” said King.  
 
    “And I’m sure she does,” said Hogarth. “But most of all, she invests in herself. The fact is, Miss Aubrey, you only helped out because Darryl Regent made you a very good offer, didn’t he, Miss Aubrey? Not just for the interviews – but for a long term arrangement between you and him  - between the gym and the studio.” 
 
    Aubrey gazed at her hands. Her face turned a darker shade of red and she bit her lip.  
 
    “There is no such arrangement. No arrangement at all,” said King. “It doesn’t exist.” 
 
    The eyes were narrow and suspicious. He turned quiet.  
 
    “Yes, there was, Mr King. Just you weren’t included in it. That’s why you didn’t know the reasons behind Chrissie Heaton’s appointment or Freya Dunton’s before her. For you they were just new girls. That’s why you were so earnestly upset about Aimee Gillen when I interviewed you before. You’re no saint, Harry. But this stuff isn’t your bag, not at all. What happened to Chrissie Heaton, Freya Dunton, and Aimee Gillen belongs to Regent and Lana Aubrey alone.” 
 
    “I can’t hear much more of this,” said Regent. But the big man stayed in his chair. 
 
    “But I’m not done, Mr Regent. You set up an arrangement with Lana Aubrey. That Lana would take your cast-offs, in return for a fee. And not only would she take them off your hands, she was to look after them for you. To manage them. To keep them quiet. And she’s done that very well, hasn’t she? Right up to now. Of course, Freya Dunton is the quietest of them all, being dead and all. But Chrissie Heaton slipped up. I’d say it was down to the drugs, wouldn’t you? She got too close and broke the no-fraternising rule. The rule you operated on both premises for good reason – to keep your arrangement under wraps and you in the clear. But after Chrissie told Aimee Gillen what you’d done to her, the secret was out, and you went into damage limitation mode. But how did you find out?” said Hogarth. He stared at Lana Aubrey. “Did Aimee tell you what she knew? No, no… it was Chrissie. Chrissie was so scared of the come-back that she told you herself. Didn’t she? Didn’t she Miss Aubrey?!” 
 
    Lana Aubrey looked up at Hogarth. Her lips opened but she didn’t speak. But he saw the truth in her eyes.  
 
    “This man is barracking the woman,” said Darryl Regent. “This is unfair.” 
 
    Johnson waved a hand. “Please, Inspector. If you have any evidence to back up your allegations present it now, or I’ll be forced to call DCI Melford.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Evidence. Evidence in respect of the abuse? Unfortunately, that’s been smothered, sir. But then that was the point. That was why Aimee Gillen be discredited – when she couldn’t be silenced, she had to be killed.” 
 
    “Rubbish.” 
 
    “But it’s not rubbish, Mr Regent. This truth is Darryl Regent hired those very young girls for the X-L because of his long-established predilection for sex with very young women. And it didn’t matter whether those girls consented or not, just as long as they were young and couldn’t say no. It’s so much easier when you can control them as an employer, eh, Mr Regent? They were accessible, always to hand, always ready, and always submissive…” 
 
    The man shook his head. “How dare you!” he raged.  
 
    “I dare because it’s true, Mr Regent.” 
 
    “You’re dragging up the past. Those charges were dropped.” 
 
    “But I’m not dragging up the past, Mr Regent. You are. I would never bring up those historical underaged-sex charges. They’re not relevant and not admissible because they were dropped. But you did abuse Freya Dunton. And you abused Chrissie Heaton, and when you had your fill of them, you sent them next door where they could still be used and kept quiet. As girls working in the porn industry, they would have been forever discredited. No one would have ever believed them. After all, who ever listens to a has-been porn star? Aimee Gillen could tell us the answer to that one. Nobody would listen. And nobody would care.”  
 
    “Where’s your evidence?” said Johnson. 
 
    “Like I said, there is no evidence of abuse. Not yet. We’re still waiting for the victim’s statement.” 
 
    “I told you!” said Regent. 
 
    Johnson shifted in his seat. Hogarth raised a hand to stop him.  
 
    “But there’s plenty of evidence for murder. The night she died, after she made those calls for help, Aimee Gillen had a visitor. That visitor interrupted Miss Gillen when she was about to take a line of coke. Gillen had the line with her stash in her bedside drawer, suggesting the visitor was someone who wouldn’t approve. Not a friend. But someone like a work superior. It was you Miss Aubrey. Lana Aubrey came in to talk with Miss Gillen. They went into her room just before ten o’clock. They talked in peace. There was no argument, but Lana Aubrey did have something with her. Something she’d ordered from Marvin, the runner. A drug called GHB. A drug Lana Aubrey knew well, because she’d been one of the girls in her time. You lied to Marvin and told him you wanted the GHB as a sex enhancer for her new boyfriend. It was a line she knew Marvin could hardly risk repeating and wouldn’t question. Because Lana was his boss. Again, she played the secrecy card. But Lana knew GHB wasn’t just a sex enhancer. It’s a relaxant drug. They call it liquid ecstasy because of the effects it has. It relaxes people, and it knocks them out. Even women who are well-hyped on cocaine.  Because it’s so potent, it’s often used for date rape.” 
 
    The woman looked stunned.  
 
    “You went to Aimee Gillen’s room just not long before ten pm on Sunday night. Aimee was scared, but you disarmed her. You were friendly. You talked. You said it would be okay, that no one would ever get abused again. She must have believed you. She was isolated, and badly needed to talk. Then you offered a peace offering – just two porn queens of the same generation, taking a hit together, like in the good old days. That explained the empty wine glass left in her room. You poured a great big shot of GHB. You sipped a bit yourself, just for show. Then you gave some to Aimee Gillen. She got mellow. Sleepy. When she started drifting you offered her more. By then it would have been easy to administer. She fell unconscious. Then you went through the routine you’d already planned. You met Chrissie Heaton by the washrooms. Chrissie didn’t know why, but she did as she was told. You told me you saw Marvin down there at ten. But that was a lie. He finished at nine, like he said. Why did you lie? Because Marvin was a drug dealer, and you wanted to frame him for any possible comeback. And it almost worked. Marvin was a suspect. But in framing him, you set yourself up for the fall. Marvin told us you bought liquid ecstasy from him. He described the unique bottle as well. The bottle you bought for the precise purpose of killing Aimee Gillen. And you bought GHB because you knew very well that it wouldn’t show up in urine or blood tests. You’ve been around the block, haven’t you, Lana? You knew your drugs. You were smart. You knew what you were doing.” 
 
    “After setting up your alibi with Chrissie Heaton, you went back to finish the job. Chrissie was safely locked up in your room. In the small hours, when everyone was asleep, you went to Aimee’s room. You had the GHB with you, I know that, because of what happened next. So, you probably gave her some more, to ensure she was sleepy and compliant. Then, you dragged her to the sauna. If anyone saw you, you could have cancelled your plan and said Aimee was a wreck because of drugs. Everyone would have believed you. But no one saw you. So here was your opportunity to end the risk of exposure. But one thing you didn’t reckon on was that the GHB and the coke would still conflict in her system. When you got near the sauna, Aimee started to come around. She had a lucid moment and you struggled with her. She was awkward and heavy too. And in forcing her towards the sauna you dropped that bottle. The little grey bottle you ordered form Marvin. The bottle shattered on the floor and spilled some liquid which dried into a crust of sugary liquid. You hustled Aimee Gillen into the sauna and went out to clean up. You picked up most of the glass but had to get away. And you did it. You did get away without being spotted. But you left fragments behind. Fragments of a pale grey glass bottle which contained the GHB, matching traces that our pathologist found in Aimee’s body. In the end, Aimee Gillen was killed by GHB – unable to leave the sauna heat as it drained the life from her body. And that GHB came from a very distinguishable small grey bottle that Marvin got for you and you alone. The forensics and pathology are there. The evidence stacks up. Lana Aubrey killed Aimee Gillen.” 
 
    The Commissioner turned silent. His eyes stayed on Hogarth before he looked at the floor.  
 
    “You were smart, Lana. You remembered that you needed to clean the wine glass and get rid of your own prints. And before you took her to die, you made sure you put Aimee Gillen’s prints back on the glass stem after wiping yours away. And you washed out the GHB with water from the tap. Very wise. But you chose the wrong angle for Aimee’s fingerprints. We found her fingers were in the wrong place. Which made the glass a piece of evidence The broken glass on the cracked tile was a huge clue. It was the key. But the very first clue posed me a very puzzling question. Why would a coke-head leave a line unsnorted? It was like a joke without a punchline. And it had me thinking murder very early on. And the answer to the question, Lana? An unexpected guest, that’s why. You were smart, Lana. But the GHB wasn’t a magic bullet. And in the end, it exposed you…” Hogarth turned his eyes upon Darryl Regent. “And it exposed him too.” 
 
    “Lies. All of it. Tell him,” said Regent.  
 
    King looked from Darryl Regent to the face of his trusted deputy. Her face was dark and flushed.  
 
    “It’s not lies, Mr Regent. That’s why you’ve been worried about our presence here. You were worried that your house of cards was about to come crashing down. And now it has. That’s why you kept calling and texting Miss Aubrey the whole time we were here. Making sure she was on top of things, keeping us looking the wrong way. Commissioner, when we check Lana Aubrey’s phone, her phone will show a huge amount of contact from Darryl Regent. If these allegations were untrue, Mr Regent would have had no reason to contact Miss Aubrey whatsoever.” 
 
    “Miss Aubrey…” Hogarth drifted towards the woman. Her eyes, once shining full of promise, now looked half-dead. Under Hogarth’s gaze she panicked and looked to Darryl Regent. “Darryl?” 
 
    But the big man knitted his thick hands together. He wouldn’t look at anyone. 
 
    “Mr Regent can’t help you any more, Miss Aubrey,” said Hogarth. “Soon, he won’t be able to help himself. This whole thing is over. Just like Aimee Gillen had wanted. Shame she had to die to make that happen.” Hogarth stared into the woman’s amber eyes framed by those expensive glasses. “Lana Aubrey, I am arresting you for the murder of Aimee Gillen. You do not have to say anything. But it may harm your defence if you do not mention, when questioned something which you may later rely on in court…” Hogarth’s voice trailed away as he finished reeling off Lana Aubrey’s rights. He looked deep into Lana Aubrey’s pretty eyes and saw her tears coming. Lana Aubrey’s life was almost as finished as Aimee Gillen’s. And it looked like she finally knew it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-two 
 
      
 
    Palmer watched as DI Hogarth walked away from the X-L building with a spring in his step. He’d broken the rules more than once, but because of him, they’d caught another set of villains who had made it their life’s work to avoid justice. Once again, Hogarth had shaken her understanding of the rights and wrongs in policing, he’d crossed red lines there and back again and tied the thin blue line in knots. And yet the Aimee Gillen case was all but closed. Gillen had been murdered, just like Hogarth had always said. And on the back of the murder charge, they’d exposed Darryl Regent too. In Hogarth’s car, Palmer had managed to collect an emotional statement from Chrissie Heaton. The dam had broken and the truth had come out. She hadn’t known that Aubrey had killed Aimee, but she had suspected. Then she’d admitted the countless times she’d been submitted to Regent’s will, only to be told her future was ‘in the movies’. The case had cracked both ways. The murder was sewn up. And Darryl Regent’s sick sex scheme had been exposed. But the truth was it was all down to the DI’s tenacity. Hogarth surprised her. Sometimes Palmer doubted him, and at the time, her reasons always felt justified. Sometimes she was confused by him and his moods. But against the odds, and the constraints of the system, Hogarth had done it yet again. Palmer supposed it was time she stopped looking for reasons to doubt the man and learned to trust him. There was a chance Hogarth wasn’t just a good detective, but maybe the best she had ever worked under. The idea filled her with the same foolish excitement she had felt just a few weeks back before Hogarth went off on leave.  
 
    She watched the silver machine of DCI Melford’s Vauxhall Omega glide into view at the back of the X-L car park, with PC Dawson driving his standard marked police car behind. Palmer waved at Dawson, then looked to see how Hogarth would react at the DCI’s arrival. The DCI had put him under so much pressure lately, Palmer wondered if things would now change. But Hogarth seemed oblivious. He just kept on walking and strode away towards the distant fringes of the car park like a man on a mission. Palmer wondered where he was going. Then she saw DC Simmons beckoning him. Simmons was waiting for him. Palmer’s smile faltered. Odd, she thought. And then her mind started again, gnawing at the same old doubts, but for now Palmer shook her head and closed it out. It was nothing, she told herself. Just a moment of blokey camaraderie as a case was closed. It was nothing. But still – what if she was wrong?  
 
    *** 
 
    “Simmons?” said Hogarth. The afterglow of the arrests was keeping him going, just about. After Chrissie Heaton’s statement to Palmer, Chubby Regent was going down too. And for a very long time, hurrah. Hogarth guessed his job was safe, but in many ways the worst part of his day was yet to come. From the furtive look on Simmons face, Hogarth guessed it was about to start.  
 
    “Simmons, stop looking so shifty,” said Hogarth, looking over his shoulder. “And if you can’t do that, just get it off your chest quickly. Melford’s here, see? 
 
    Simmons nodded. “Yeah. I guess I’m not too good at the cloak and dagger stuff, guv.” 
 
    “Hey. This isn’t cloak and dagger. This is a favour, that’s all. Get that straight in your head right now.” 
 
    Simmons nodded. “Right. Just a favour, yeah.” 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “Red Mobile came back with something. I got the call earlier when I was in the car with Chrissie Heaton, but there wasn’t time to bother you with that.” 
 
    “No… so what did they say?” 
 
    Hogarth felt his heart pounding ever harder. It had been a long day. He needed to know now. 
 
    “There wasn’t much, to be honest, guv. The records were there, but not in the same detail as for the Aimee Gillen calls. I guess it’s the time lag. They don’t archive everything that far back, just the basics. But I suppose you’re lucky they had anything at all.” 
 
    “Simmons, what was there?” 
 
    “They sent me a call log. There wasn’t much on it. Just numbers. They’ve sent a PDF to my email address. I’ll forward it to you as soon as I can. I had a quick look on my phone already. It mostly looks like calls to and from one particular London number, as well as about ten or twelve different mobiles.” 
 
    “Right,” said Hogarth. He nodded and shut his mouth firmly, though his brain was already whirring on the possibilities. He needed to check those numbers as soon as he could. But first he had some formalities to go through. 
 
    “What is it, guv?” said Simmons. 
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    “This RIPA inquiry. Is there anything I can help you with?” 
 
    “No, Simmons. This one’s personal. The best thing you could do all round is forget about it and delete that email. Forget this ever took place.” 
 
    “It’s okay, guv. There won’t be a footprint. Not our end, anyway.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded. “Well that’s something… I guess. 
 
    “Hogarth!” came a booming voice behind him. 
 
    Hogarth looked round sharply to see DCI Melford. He saw the tall man standing by the steps of the X-L building, with Palmer and even PC Dawson dwarfed by his lanky frame. Melford beckoned him over with an ape-like wave of his arm, and Hogarth took a long, deep sigh. Then he stuck his hands in his pockets and started walking. From this distance it was difficult to determine whether Melford was smiling or not. But the closer he got, Hogarth felt miracles did actually happen. Melford was grinning at him. 
 
    When he was close he received a respectful nod from PC Dawson. He returned the nod and noticed the weak smile on Palmer’s face. As Hogarth looked at her Palmer’s smile brightened for a time, but with effort. Something was bothering her, but that would have to wait. There were other matters to attend to. And the first was Melford’s unseemly joy, “Well done, Inspector!” the tall man slapped his arm and that didn’t seem enough, so he added a firm slap on his back as well.  
 
    “You got them. And not just the killer, but Regent as well. I hear that Chrissie Heaton gave DS Palmer a full statement in the car – that’s murder and a history of sexual assault charges against Darryl Bloody Regent. Hogarth, you carry on like this and they’ll be using your work for case studies at the police college.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know about that, sir,” said Hogarth, deliberately catching Palmer’s eye. “I’m hardly orthodox, am I?” 
 
    Melford’s moustache twitched. “Ah. No. Oh well, their loss is our gain. You’ll be glad to know that the Police and Crime Commissioner called me on the way over here. He said he was thoroughly impressed with you and says he will write a glowing testimony about what he saw here today.” 
 
    “I believe what Roger Johnson says about as much as Darryl Regent.” 
 
    “Hhhmmm,” said Melford. “Let’s pretend you didn’t say that, yes? I think it’s good the man has changed his tune. Which means we’ve got some much-needed breathing room again to get on with the day job.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Hogarth. “Some breathing room would be nice, sir.” 
 
    Melford frowned a tad and stepped back. he rubbed his temples as he looked at Hogarth.  
 
    “You did well, Hogarth,” he said with a less jovial air. “You proved a good few people wrong.” 
 
    Hogarth saw that was the closest he was going to get to an apology, so he took it. Melford, Johnson, Regent, Harry King, Lana Aubrey, even Palmer and Simmons. Yes. He’d proved them all wrong. But it didn’t make anything better. Not one bit. The only thing which could make things better was if he could prove that Norton had been wrong about everything he’d ever said. If so, Hogarth intended to shove every word back down the old snitch’s throat.  
 
    “DCI Melford,” said Hogarth. “If it’s okay with you, sir, I need to grab a coffee and some paracetamol. I’ve got a cracking headache.” 
 
    Melford nodded. “That’s fine. Everything’s in hand here, I take it?” 
 
    Simmons and Palmer nodded back at the DCI. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I’ll be back soon as I can,” he said, nodding at Palmer. Hogarth walked to his car and drove inconspicuously until he reached the edge of the A127. And from there, he drove flat out. 
 
      
 
    Hogarth closed the door of the CID room and booted up his computer. Before the screen flicked to life, someone was knocking on the office door.  
 
    “Not now!” he called. “I’m busy!” 
 
    “Just wanted to congratulate you, sir.” It was PC Jordan. Maybe the smiley little brown-noser wasn’t so bad after all. 
 
    “Yep, thanks, Jordan. Much appreciated.” 
 
    The PC trudged away as Hogarth’s desktop flicked into life. He waited for the email application to boot up. 
 
    Eventually, he found Simmons’ email top of the stack. He opened the PDF attachment from Red Mobile and hit print. As soon as the document printed, he deleted the email, and emptied the recycle bin. Then the document. Hogarth scan-read the list of numbers from 2008 and was amazed by how short it was. Which meant the phone was almost certainly only used for certain calls. If it had been his old mobile Hogarth knew the list would have been as thick as a telephone directory. His heart was racing, his breathing was light. He folded the document and stuffed it in his pocket, and walked out of the CID room, raising his hand in thanks to Jordan and a couple of other nodding uniforms. 
 
    Hogarth walked into the coffee shop and ordered a small filter. He was in a hurry. He sat at the back tables and turned away from prying eyes. Before he started, he popped two headache pills onto his tongue, swigged them down with the coffee then took out his phone. His finger traced over the numbers, wavering until they landed on the most frequent number on the typed sheet. It was an 0207 number. London central. Hogarth sipped his coffee and started to dial the number.  
 
    There was a click as the call was answered. 
 
    “Hello?” said Hogarth. But the line was filled with classical music. Some famous waltz that Hogarth recognised from the TV commercials. He waited for a while, before a well-spoken female voice came over the line. “Elegance London. Can I help you?” 
 
    “Elegance?” said Hogarth. His voice gruff and uncertain. “What is Elegance? A hair salon?” said Hogarth. He stared at the table while the woman at the other end tittered politely.  
 
    “No, sir. Elegance is an escort agency. Are you looking for an escort for this evening?” 
 
    Hogarth blinked. “What? Uh? No.” 
 
    He hung up and stared at his cracked phone screen. “Bollocks,” he said and dropped the phone on the table in disgust. 
 
    He seethed at himself. And at Norton. But wait. It didn’t mean anything, did it? Not yet. Hogarth picked up his phone and redialled. The same thing happened again. The same click. The same waltz Then the well-spoken female voice. This time Hogarth could barely wait.  
 
    “Hello, there. It’s me again, sorry. I just called you.” 
 
    “So, you do want an escort, after all, I take it…” 
 
    “Actually, I’m calling about a particular girl you might have had on the books. She worked for you a long time back. Years ago, as it happens…” 
 
    “Years?” 
 
    “Her name Is Ali.” 
 
    Hogarth waited.  
 
    “Ali?” 
 
    “Yes. She was a beautiful blonde, she was in her thirties then. Has pale brown eyes and a Cindy Crawford beauty spot above her mouth.” 
 
    “Sir, we have plenty of very desirable blondes on our books, and they are aged twenty-one upwards.” 
 
    “Good for you. But do you know the woman I’m talking about? Can you remember her?” Hogarth looked about, in case anyone was listening, but the coffee shop noise drowned him out.  
 
    “Ali, you say?” 
 
    “Yes. This is very, very important… please…” 
 
    “I don’t think it’d be wise to answer that question, do you? But do call back if you want to make a booking. Thank you.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    But the woman ended the call. Hogarth grimaced and traced the other numbers with his finger. What was the point in carrying on? By now most of the numbers would have been changed, or obsolete. And if he got through to one of Ali’s old punters, what exactly was he going to say? Instead, Hogarth opted for another tactic. He opened the web browser on his phone and squinted at the first number off the top of the sheet. He typed it into the browser, and a web search returned nothing but a list of sites relating to various similar numbers. He typed the next number in and clicked the search button. This time he found the number connected to a mobile oven cleaning business, based in London. The number belonged to an oven cleaner called Morris Thorpe. The business listing for Thorpe’s oven cleaning business was almost as ancient as Ali’s business card – from 2009. But his number being on the list suggested Morris had certain interests beyond ovens. But Morris wasn’t for him. 
 
    Hogarth moved on. One mobile number appeared more than the rest. He considered what it meant. A frequent flyer maybe? A favoured client? A hunch had him procrastinating, wanting to check other numbers before he dared try this one. But Hogarth pushed himself and typed the number into the browser. He hit the search button and a few results were instantly returned. The first was an entry from an old Career-Link profile. But the Career-Link site wanted him to register before it would reveal the info, and Hogarth wasn’t playing that game. He clicked the next link down the list, and found the mobile number was connected to an advertising agency. Hogarth chewed his cheek and clicked through to the site. He found the number attached on the blog section of the agency web site, in the archive. Hogarth clicked on the blog listing which contained the mobile number, and found a short essay stuffed with keywords relating to marketing.  
 
    “The modern-day entrepreneur has to be fleet of foot and focus on his core business. He hasn’t got time to put into marketing because he’s focused on serving his customers. But professional copy-writing for the self-marketing businessman has never been more important than it is now…” 
 
    Oh dear. Yawn. Hogarth scanned down to the bottom of the piece and found the date stamp. November 16 2007. It was ancient. And beside the date stamp was the contributor name. One James S Hartigan.  
 
    “To book a consultation for your business marketing needs please call James Hartigan on 07676 6732….” Hogarth stopped reading. He blinked at the screen and thumbed the image of Hartigan. He found a baby-faced James Hartigan wearing a pair of Harry Potter glasses, with thick dark hair and a smooth pale face. There was no sign of a trendy beard. No wrinkles. No enigmatic smile. The young Hartigan was about to have his life changed in all kinds of ways. He was about to enter politics, and soon after he would win the safe Essex seat of Southend, more or less guaranteed to provide him a career for life. And somewhere in the middle of it all, James Hartigan had had found need to call for an escort agency. And there he had met a girl called Ali. And she had changed his life. And now Ali was busy changing his. 
 
    Vic Norton had been telling the truth.  
 
    Everything he knew about Ali Hartigan had been one great lie. The news shouldn’t have been a surprise. He’d been living with the possibility for weeks, but he’d compartmentalised it. Denied it. Now a deep wave of shame and humiliation hit him like fire. He stared at the sheet, for a few minutes wondered what he would do next. He sat empty and stunned. But when the coffee was done, he did the only thing he could. Hogarth stood up, neatened his blazer and went back to work.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-three  
 
      
 
    Ali Hartigan opened the front door. She smiled broadly, and looked over her visitor’s shoulder, before nodding for him to come in. When he stepped past her, she took a careful look out on the street. She looked left and right. Satisfied, Ali closed the front door. Across the street a camera clicked unseen, rapid-fire. When the door hit the frame the man lowered the lens.  
 
    Ali Hartigan led her visitor to the living room. She had already closed the curtains. She looked back at as she led the man by his hand, smiling at him. She saw there were nerves in his eyes, there always were with him. But in his flickering smile she saw his joy too. She’d changed since the morning, wearing the figure-hugging black top from the other night which had so caught Hogarth’s eye. If it worked once, it would work again.  
 
    Ali dropped herself down slowly to the sofa, letting her visitor get a long look at her body as she sat down.  
 
    “Where is he now?” said the man, looking round the living room.  
 
    “At work. But don’t worry. He said he won’t be home until late tonight. He said he’s got a tough case on.” 
 
    “You enjoy playing with fire, don’t you Ali?” said the man with a smile.  
 
    Ali shrugged. “It’s worked so far, and I think it could work a good while yet.” 
 
    “So long as you don’t mess me around again. You’ve got your priorities right this time, haven’t you, Ali?” 
 
    “Of course. That was just a blip. I was confused for a while. It was nothing.” Ali stiffened under his gaze and gave him a strained smile. He looked around the room with disdain. 
 
    “I don’t like it,” he said. 
 
    The visitor looked at her with hard eyes, before he dropped down into his seat. Hogarth’s seat. Finally, she could relax.  
 
    “Now,” said Ali. “What have you got for me?”  
 
    The man’s lip curled into a lop-sided smile. He stuck a hand into his coat and brought out a small pillow-shaped parcel and dumped it on the coffee table. Ali leaned forward, her hand stretching across for the package. But the visitor covered the parcel with his hand.  
 
    “First, what have you got for me?” 
 
    Ali took a moment to compose herself. But she knew exactly what to do. She stood up and walked towards him, her moves flowing, suggestive and yet full of poise. Beautiful. Elegant. Just as she always had been. She knew what she wanted, and, she knew exactly how to get it. As soon as she was close enough, she offered her hand, and the visitor snatched it to his lips. He kissed her fingers and pulled her to him. He ravished her hand, and Ali wrapped an arm over his shoulder. When he could no longer see her face, the smile faded from her lips. She stared at it blankly, while the visitor’s kisses grew ever more rabid. He broke his kisses and looked at her.  
 
    “I don’t want this,” he said.  
 
    “What?” she said, aware of the parcel on the coffee table.  
 
    “I don’t want to do this here.” 
 
    “Then where?” she said.  
 
    “Somewhere without the smell of that cop everywhere. Somewhere more fitting.” 
 
    Ali nodded, hoping he didn’t have anything bad in mind. But she only saw need in his eyes. Like he saw in hers. She nodded slowly.  
 
    “Okay. But I’ll need to get back.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” he said, with a smile. “When I say you can go,” he said. “I’ll take this for now.” He raised the parcel in front of her and tucked it back in his jacket. Sullen, Ali grabbed her jacket and followed the man out of the house. She took the door key Joe had left her and closed the door. Because he insisted, she held the man’s hand. They walked close together, in silence as they walked down the street, her eyes flicking around the street in quiet panic. Ali Hartigan and the man in the grey raincoat. And not far away, the DLSR camera didn’t stop clicking until Ali and the man in the grey raincoat were far out of sight. 
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